

  

    

      

    

  




  

    

  




  The millions of readers who enjoyed The Crystal Cave will find further enchantment in its sequel, The Hollow Hills. This delightful novel tells the story of Merlin’s guardianship of the young Arthur from his birth to his accession to the throne.
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                  There was a boy born.
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                  Before the black month
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                  And fled in the dark month
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                  And the golden month


                

              




              

                	

                  And bright


                

              




              

                	

                  Shall be the burning
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  The Waiting




  

    

  




  1




  There was a lark singing somewhere high above. Light fell dazzling against my closed eyelids, and with it the song, like a distant dance of water. I opened my eyes. Above me arched the sky, with its invisible singer lost somewhere in the light and floating blue of a spring day. Everywhere was a sweet, nutty smell which made me think of gold, and candle flames, and young lovers. Something, smelling not so sweet, stirred beside me, and a rough young voice said: ‘Sir?’




  I turned my head. I was lying on turf, in a hollow among furze bushes. These were full of blossom, golden, sweet-smelling flames called out by the spring sun. Beside me a boy knelt. He was perhaps twelve years old, dirty, with a matted shag of hair, and clad in some coarse brown cloth; his cloak, made of skins roughly stitched together, showed rents in a dozen places. He had a stick in one hand. Even without the way he smelt I could have guessed his calling, for all around us his herd of goats grazed among the furze bushes, cropping the young green prickles.




  At my movement he got quickly to his feet and backed off a little, peering, half wary and half hopeful, through the filthy tangle of hair. So he had not robbed me yet. I eyed the heavy stick in his hand, vaguely wondering through the mists of pain whether I could help myself even against this youngster. But it seemed that his hopes were only for a reward. He was pointing at something out of sight beyond the bushes. ‘I caught your horse for you. He’s tied over there. I thought you were dead.’




  I raised myself to an elbow. Round me the day seemed to swing and dazzle. The furze blossom smoked like incense in the sun. Pain seeped back slowly, and with it, on the same tide, memory.




  ‘Are you hurt bad?’




  ‘Nothing to matter, except my hand. Give me time, I’ll be all right. You caught my horse, you say? Did you see me fall?’




  ‘Aye. I was over yonder.’ He pointed again. Beyond the mounds of yellow blossom the land rose, smooth and bare, to a rounded upland broken by grey rock seamed with winter thorn. Behind the shoulder of the land the sky had that look of limitless and empty distance which spoke of the sea. ‘I saw you come riding up the valley from the shore, going slow. I could see you was ill, or maybe sleeping on the horse. Then he put his foot wrong—a hole, likely—and you came off. You’ve not been lying long. I’d just got down to you.’




  He stopped, his mouth dropping open. I saw shock in his face. As he spoke I had been pushing myself up till I was able to sit, propped by my left arm, and carefully lift my injured right hand into my lap. It was a swollen, crusted mass of dried blood, through which fresh red was running. I had, I guessed, fallen on it when my horse had stumbled. The faint had been merciful enough. The pain was growing now, wave on wave grinding, with the steady beat and drag of the tide over shingle, but the faintness had gone, and my head, though still aching from the blow, was clear.




  ‘Mother of mercy!’ The boy was looking sick. ‘You never did that falling from your horse?’




  ‘No. It was a fight.’




  ‘You’ve no sword.’




  ‘I lost it. No matter. I have my dagger, and a hand for it. No, don’t be afraid. The fighting’s done. No one will hurt you, Now, if you’ll help me on to my horse, I’ll be on my way.’




  He gave me an arm as I got to my feet. We were standing at the edge of a high green upland studded with furze, with here and there stark, solitary trees thrust into strange shapes by the steady salt wind. Beyond the thicket where I had lain the ground fell away in a sharp slope scored by the tracks of sheep and goats. It made one side of a narrow, winding valley, at the foot of which a stream raced, tumbling, down its rocky bed. I could not see what lay at the foot of the valley, but about a mile away, beyond the horizon of winter grass, was the sea. From the height of the land where I stood one could guess at the great cliffs which fell away to the shore, and away beyond the land’s farthest edge, small in the distance, I could see the jut of towers.




  The castle of Tintagel, stronghold of the Dukes of Cornwall. The impregnable fortress rock, which could only be taken by guile, or by treachery from within. Last night, I had used both.




  I felt a shiver run over my flesh. Last night, in the wild dark of the storm, this had been a place of gods and destiny, of power driving towards some distant end of which I had been given, from time to time, a glimpse. And I, Merlin, son of Ambrosius, whom men feared as prophet and visionary, had been in that night’s work no more than the god’s instrument.




  It was for this that I had been given the gift of Sight, and the power that men saw as magic. From this remote and sealocked fortress would come the King who alone could clear Britain of her enemies, and give her time to find herself; who alone, in the wake of Ambrosius the last of the Romans, would hold back the fresh tides of the Saxon Terror, and, for a breathing space at least, keep Britain whole. This I had seen in the stars, and heard in the wind: it was I, my gods had told me, who would bring this to pass; this I had been born for. Now, if I could still trust my gods, the promised child was begotten; but because of him—because of me—four men had died. In that night lashed by storm and brooded over by the dragon-star, death had seemed commonplace, and gods waiting, visible, at every corner. But now, in the still morning after the storm, what was there to see? A young man with an injured hand, a King with his lust satisfied, and a woman with her penance beginning. And for all of us, time to remember the dead.




  

    The boy brought my horse up to me. He was watching me curiously, the wariness back in his face.


  




  ‘How long have you been here with your goats?’ I asked him.




  ‘A sunrise and a sunrise.’




  ‘Did you see or hear anything last night?’




  Wariness became, suddenly, fear. His eyelids dropped and he stared at the ground. His face was closed, blank, stupid. ‘I have forgotten, lord.’




  I leaned against my horse’s shoulder, regarding him. Times without number I had met this stupidity, this flat, expressionless mumble; it is the only armour available to the poor. I said gently: ‘Whatever happened last night, it is something I want you to remember, not to forget. No one will harm you. Tell me what you saw.’




  He looked at me for perhaps ten more seconds of silence. I could not guess what he was thinking. What he was seeing can hardly have been reassuring; a tall young man with a smashed and bloody hand, cloakless, his clothes stained and torn, his face (I have no doubt) grey with fatigue and pain and the bitter dregs of last night’s triumph. All the same the boy nodded suddenly, and began to speak.




  ‘Last night in the black dark I heard horses go by me. Four, I think. But I saw no one. Then, in the early dawn, two more following them, spurring hard. I thought they were all making for the castle, but from where I was, up there by the rocks, I never saw torches at the guard-house on the cliff top, or on the bridge going across to the main gate. They must have gone down the valley there. After it was light I saw two horsemen coming back that way, from the shore below the castle rock.’ He hesitated. ‘And then you, my lord.’




  I said slowly, holding him with my eyes: ‘Listen now, and I will tell you who the horsemen were. Last night, in the dark, King Uther Pendragon rode this way, with myself and two others. He rode to Tintagel, but he did not go by the gate-house and the bridge. He rode down the valley, to the shore, and then climbed the secret path up the rock and entered the castle by the postern gate. Why do you shake your head? Don’t you believe me?’




  ‘Lord, everyone knows the King had quarrelled with the Duke. No one could get in, least of all the King. Even if he did find the postern door, there’s none would dare open it to him.’




  ‘They opened last night. It was the Duchess Ygraine herself who received the King into Tintagel.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘I will tell you how it happened. The King had been changed by magic arts into a likeness of the Duke, and his companions into likenesses of the Duke’s friends. The people who let them into the castle thought they were admitting Duke Gorlois himself, with Brithael and Jordan.’




  Under its dirt the boy’s face was pale. I knew that for him, as for most of the people of this wild and haunted country, my talk of magic and enchantment would come as easily as stories of the loves of kings and violence in high places. He said, stammering: ‘The King—the King was in the castle last night with the Duchess?’




  ‘Yes. And the child that will be born will be the King’s child.’




  A long pause. He licked his lips. ‘But—but—when the Duke finds out . . .’




  ‘He won’t find out,’ I said. ‘He’s dead.’




  One filthy hand went to his mouth, the fist rammed against his teeth. Above it his eyes, showing white, went from my injured hand to the bloodstains on my clothing, then to my empty scabbard. He looked as if he would have liked to run away, but did not dare even do that. He said breathlessly: ‘You killed him? You killed our Duke?’




  ‘Indeed no. Neither I nor the King wished him dead. He was killed in battle. Last night, not knowing that the King had already ridden secretly for Tintagel, your Duke sallied out from his fortress of Dimilioc to attack the King’s army, and was killed.’




  He hardly seemed to be listening. He was stammering: ‘But the two I saw this morning . . . It was the Duke himself, riding up from Tintagel. I saw him. Do you think I don’t know him? It was the Duke himself, with Jordan, his man.’




  ‘No. It was the King with his servant Ulfin. I told you the King took the Duke’s likeness. The magic deceived you, too.’




  He began to back away from me. ‘How do you know these things? You—you said you were with them. This magic—who are you?’




  ‘I am Merlin, the King’s nephew. They call me Merlin the enchanter.’




  Still backing, he had come up against a wall of furze. As he looked this way and that, trying which way to run, I put out a hand.




  ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll not hurt you. Here, take this. Come, take it, no sensible man should fear gold. Call it a reward for catching my horse. Now, if you’ll help me on to his back, I’ll be on my way.’




  He made a half movement forward, ready to snatch and run, but then he checked, and his head went round, quick as a wild thing’s. I saw the goats had already stopped grazing and were looking eastwards, ears pricked. Then I heard the sound of horses.




  I gathered my own beast’s reins in my good hand, then looked round for the boy to help me. But he was already running, whacking the bushes to chase the goats in front of him. I called to him, and, as he glanced over his shoulder, flung the gold. He snatched it up and then was gone, racing up the slope with his goats scampering round him.




  Pain struck at me again, grinding the bones of my hand together. The cracked ribs stabbed and burned my side. I felt the sweat start on my body, and round me the spring day wavered and broke again in mist. The noise of approaching hoofs seemed to hammer with the pain along my bones. I leaned against my horse’s saddle, and waited.




  It was the King riding again for Tintagel, this time for the main gate, and by daylight, with a company of his men. They came at a fast canter along the grassy track from Dimilioc, four abreast, riding at ease. Above Uther’s head the Dragon standard showed red on gold in the sunlight. The King was himself again; the grey of his disguise had been washed from his hair and beard, and the royal circlet glinted on his helmet. His cloak of kingly scarlet was spread behind him over his bay’s glossy flanks. His face looked still, calm and set; a bleak enough look, and weary, but with over all a kind of contentment. He was riding to Tintagel, and Tintagel was his at last, with all that lay within the walls. For him, it was an end.




  I leaned against my horse’s shoulder, and watched them come level with me.




  It was impossible for Uther not to see me, but he never glanced my way. I saw, from the troop behind him, the curious glances as I was recognized. No man was there but must have some inkling now of what had happened last night in Tintagel, and of the part I had played in bringing the King to his heart’s desire. It was possible that the simpler souls among the King’s companions might have expected the King to be grateful; to reward me; at the very least to recognise and acknowledge me. But I, who had dealt all my life with kings, knew that where there is blame as well as gratitude, blame must be allotted first, lest it should cling to the King himself. King Uther could only see that, by what he called the failure of my foreknowledge, the Duke of Cornwall had died even while he, the King, was lying with the Duchess. He did not see the Duke’s death for what it was, the grim irony behind the smiling mask that gods show when they want men to do their will. Uther, who had small truck with gods, saw only that by waiting even one day he might have had his way with honour and in the sight of men. His anger with me was genuine enough, but even if it were not, I knew that he must find someone to blame: whatever he felt about the Duke’s death—and he could hardly fail to see it as a miraculously open gate to his marriage with Ygraine—he must in public be seen to show remorse. And I was the public sacrifice to that remorse.




  One of the officers—it was Caius Valerius, who rode at the King’s shoulder—leaned forward and said something, but Uther might never have heard. I saw Valerius look doubtfully back at me, then with a half shrug, and a half salute to me, he rode on. Unsurprised, I watched them go.




  The sound of hoofs dwindled sharply down the track towards the sea. Above my head, between one wing-beat and the next, the lark’s song shut off. and he dropped from the bright silence to his rest in the grass.




  Not far from me a boulder jutted from the turf. I led the horse that way, and somehow, from the boulder’s top, scrambled into the saddle. I turned the beast’s head east by north for Dimilioc, where the King’s army lay.




  

    

  




  

    2


  




  Gaps in memory can be merciful. I have no recollection of reaching the camp, but when, hours later, I swam up out of the mists of fatigue and pain I was within doors, and in bed.




  I awoke to dusk, and some faint and swimming light that may have been firelight and candle flame; it was a light hazed with colour and drowned with shadows, threaded by the scent of woodsmoke and, it seemed distantly, the trickle and splash of water. But even this warm and gentle consciousness was too much for my struggling senses, and soon I shut my eyes and let myself drown again. I believe that for a while I thought I was back in the edges of the Otherworld, where vision stirs and voices speak out of the dark, and truth comes with the light and the fire. But then the aching of my bruised muscles and the fierce pain in my hand told me that the daylight world still held me, and the voices that murmured across me in the dusk were as human as I.




  ‘Well, that’s that, for the moment. The ribs are the worst of it, apart from the hand, and they’ll mend soon enough; they’re only cracked.’




  I had a vague feeling that I knew the voice. At any rate I knew what he was; the touch on the fresh bandages was deft and firm, the touch of a professional. I tried to open my eyes again, but the lids were leaden, gummed together and sticky with sweat and dried blood. Warmth came over me in drowsy waves, weighting my limbs. There was a sweet, heavy smell; they must have given me poppy, I thought, or stunned me with smoke before they dressed the hand. I gave up, and let myself drift back from the shore. Over the dark water the voices echoed softly.




  ‘Stop staring at him and bring the bowl nearer. He’s safe enough in this state, never fear.’ It was the doctor again.




  ‘Well, but one’s heard such stories.’ They were speaking Latin, but the accents were different. The second voice was foreign; not Germanic, nor yet from anywhere on the Middle Sea. I have always been quick at languages, and even as a child spoke several dialects of Celtic, along with Saxon and a working knowledge of Greek. But this accent I could not place. Asia Minor, perhaps? Arabia?




  Those deft fingers gently turned my head on the pillow, and parted my hair to sponge the bruises. ‘Have you never seen him before?’




  ‘Never. I hadn’t imagined him so young.’




  ‘Not so young. He must be two and twenty.’




  ‘But to have done so much. They say his father the High King Ambrosius never took a step, in the last year or two, without talking it over with him. They say he sees the future in a candle flame and can win a battle from a hilltop a mile away.’




  ‘They would say anything, of him.’ The doctor’s voice was prosiac and calm. Brittany, I thought, I must have known him in Brittany. The smooth Latin had some overtone I remembered, without knowing how. ‘But certainly Ambrosius valued his advice.’




  ‘Is it true he rebuilt the Giants’ Dance near Amesbury that they call the Hanging Stones?’




  ‘That’s true enough. When he was a lad with his father’s army in Brittany he studied to be an engineer. I remember him talking to Tremorinus—that was the army’s chief engineer—about lifting the Hanging Stones. But that wasn’t all he studied. Even as a youth he knew more about medicine than most men I’ve met who practise it for a livelihood. I can’t think of any man I’d rather have by me in a field hospital. God knows why he chooses to shut himself away in that godforsaken corner of Wales now—at least, one can guess why. He and King Uther never got on. They say Uther was jealous of the attention his brother the King paid Merlin. At any rate, after Ambrosius’ death, Merlin went nowhere and saw no one, till this business of Uther and Gorlois’ Duchess. And it seems as if that’s brought him trouble enough . . . Bring the bowl nearer, while I clean his face. No, here. That’s right.’




  ‘That’s a sword cut, by the look of it?’




  ‘A glancing scratch from the point, I’d say. It looks worse than it is, with all the blood. He was lucky there. Another inch and it would have caught his eye. There. It’s clean enough; it won’t leave a scar.’




  ‘He looks like death, Gandar. Will he recover?’




  ‘Of course. How not?’ Even through the lulling of the nepenthe, I recognised the quick professional reassurance as genuine. ‘Apart from the ribs and the hand, it’s only cuts and bruising, and I would guess a sharp reaction from whatever has been driving him the last few days. All he needs is sleep. Hand me that ointment there, please. In the green jar.’




  The salve was cool on my cut cheek. It smelt of valerian. Nard, in the green jar . . . I made it at home. Valerian, balm, oil of spikenard . . . The smell of it took me dreaming out among the mosses at the river’s edge, where water ran sparkling, and I gathered the cool cress and the balsam and the golden moss . . .




  No, it was water pouring at the other side of the room. He had finished, and had gone to wash his hands. The voices came from further off.




  ‘Ambrosius’ bastard, eh?’ The foreigner was still curious. ‘Who was his mother, then?’




  ‘She was a king’s daughter, Southern Welsh, from Maridunum in Dyfed. They say he got the Sight from her. But not his looks; he’s a mirror of the late King, more than Uther ever was. Same colouring, black eyes, and that black hair. I remember the first time I saw him, back in Brittany when he was a boy; he looked like something from the hollow hills. Talked like it, too, sometimes; that is, when he talked at all. Don’t let his quiet ways fool you; it’s more than just book-learning and luck and a knack of timing; there’s power there, and it’s real.’




  ‘So the stories are true?’




  ‘The stories are true,’ said Gandar flatly. ‘There. He’ll do now. No need to stay with him. Get some sleep. I’ll do the rounds myself, and come and take a look at him again before I go to bed. Good night.’




  The voices faded. Others came and went in the darkness, but these were voices without blood, belonging to the air. Perhaps I should have waited and waked to listen, but I lacked the courage. I reached for sleep and drew it round me like a blanket, muffling pain and thought together in the merciful dark.




  When I opened my eyes again it was to darkness lit by calm candle-light. I was in a small chamber with a barrel roof of stone and rough-hewn walls where the once bright paint had darkened and flaked away with damp and neglect. But the room was clean. The floor of Cornish slate had been well scrubbed, and the blankets that covered me were fresh-smelling and thick, and richly worked in bright patterns.




  The door opened quietly, and a man came in. At first, against the stronger light beyond the doorway, I could only see him as a man of middle height, broad shouldered and thickly built, dressed in a long plain robe, with a round cap on his head. Then he came forward into the candle-light, and I saw that it was Gandar, the chief physician who travelled with the King’s armies. He stood over me, smiling.




  ‘And about time.’




  ‘Gandar! It’s good to see you. How long have I slept?’




  ‘Since dusk yesterday, and now it’s past midnight. It was what you needed. You looked like death when they brought you in. But I must say it made my job a lot easier to have you unconscious.’




  I glanced down at the hand which lay, neatly bandaged, on the coverlet in front of me. My body was stiff and sore inside its strapping, but the fierce pain had died to a dull aching. My mouth was swollen, and tasted still of blood mingled with the sick-sweet remnants of the drug, but my headache had gone, and the cut on my face had stopped hurting.




  ‘I’m thankful you were here to do it,’ I said. I shifted the hand a little to ease it, but it was no use. ‘Will it mend?’




  ‘With the help of youth and good flesh, yes. There were three bones broken, but I think it’s clean.’ He looked at me curiously. ‘How did you come by it? It looked as if a horse had trodden on you and then kicked your ribs in. But the cut on your face, that was a sword, surely?’




  ‘Yes. I was in a fight.’




  His brows went up. ‘If that was a fight, then it wasn’t fought by any rules I ever heard of. Tell me—wait, though, not yet. I’m on fire to know what happened—we all are—but you must eat first.’ He went to the door and called, and presently a servant came in with a bowl of broth and some bread. I could not manage the bread at first, but then sopped a little of it in the broth, and ate that. Gandar pulled a stool up beside the bed, and waited in silence till I had finished. At length I pushed the bowl aside, and he took it from me and set it on the floor.




  ‘Now do you feel well enough to talk? The rumours are flying about like stinging gnats. You knew that Gorlois was dead?’




  ‘Yes.’ I looked about me. ‘I’m in Dimilioc itself, I take it? The fortress surrendered, then, after the Duke was killed?’




  ‘They opened the gates as soon as the King got back from Tintagel. He’d already had the news of the skirmish, and the Duke’s death. It seems that the Duke’s men, Brithael and Jordan, rode to Tintagel as soon as the Duke fell, to take the Duchess the news. But you’d know that; you were there.’ He stopped short as he saw the implications. ‘So that was it! Brithael and Jordan—they ran into you and Uther?’




  ‘Not into Uther, no. They never saw him; he was still with the Duchess. I was outside with my servant Cadal—you remember Cadal?—guarding the doors, Cadal killed Jordan, and I killed Brithael.’ I smiled, wryly, with my stiff mouth. ‘Yes, you may well stare. He was well beyond my weight, as you can see. Do you wonder I fought foul?’




  ‘And Cadal?’




  ‘Dead. Do you think otherwise that Brithael would have got to me?’




  ‘I see.’ His gaze told again, briefly, the tally of my hurts. When he spoke, his voice was dry. ‘Four men. With you, five. It’s to be hoped the King counts it worth the price.’




  ‘He does,’ I said. ‘Or he will soon.’




  ‘Oh, aye, everyone knows that. Give him time only to tell the world that he is guiltless of Gorlois’ death, and to get him buried with honour, so that he can marry the Duchess. He’s gone back to Tintagel already, did you know? He must have passed you on the road.’




  ‘He did,’ I said drily. ‘Within a yard or two.’




  ‘But didn’t he see you? Or surely—he must have known you were hurt?’ Then my tone got through to him. ‘You mean he saw you, like that, and left you to ride here alone?’ I could see that he was shocked, rather than surprised. Gandar and I were old acquaintances, and I had no need to tell him what my relationship had been with Uther, even though he was my father’s brother. From the very beginning, Uther had resented his brother’s love for his bastard son, and had half feared, half despised my powers of vision and prophecy. He said hotly: ‘But when it was done in his service—’




  ‘Not his, no. What I did, I did because of a promise I made to Ambrosius. It was a trust he left with me, for his kingdom.’ I left it at that. One did not speak to Gandar of gods and visions. He dealt, like Uther, with things of the flesh. ‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘those rumours you were talking of. What are they? What do people think happened at Tintagel?’




  He gave a half-glance over his shoulder. The door was shut, but he lowered his voice. ‘The story goes that Uther had already been in Tintagel, with the Duchess Ygraine, and that it was you who took him there and put him in the way of entering. They say you changed the King by enchantment into a likeness of the Duke, and got him past the guards and into the Duchess’s bedchamber. They say more than that; they say she took him to her bed, poor lady, thinking he was her husband. And that when Brithael and Jordan took her the news of Gorlois’ death, there was “Gorlois” sitting large as life beside her at breakfast. By the Snake, Merlin, why do you laugh?’




  ‘Two days and nights,’ I said, ‘and the story has grown already. Well, I suppose that is what men will believe, and go on believing. And perhaps it is better than the truth.’




  ‘What is the truth, then?’




  ‘That there was no enchantment about our entry into Tintagel, only disguise, and human treachery.’




  I told him the story then, exactly as it had happened, with the tale I had given the goat-herd. ‘So you see, Gandar, I sowed that seed myself. The nobles and the King’s advisers must know the truth, but the common folk will find the tale of magic, and a blameless Duchess, better to believe—and, God knows, easier—than the truth.’




  He was silent for a while. ‘So the Duchess knew.’




  ‘Or we would not have got in,’ I said. ‘It shall not be said, Gandar, that this was a rape. No, the Duchess knew.’




  He was silent again, for rather longer. Then he said, heavily: ‘Treachery is a hard word.’




  ‘It is a true one. The Duke was my father’s friend, and he trusted me. It would never have occurred to him that I would help Uther against him. He knew how little I cared for Uther’s lusts. He could not guess that my gods demanded that I should help him satisfy this one. Even though I could not help myself, it was still treachery, and we shall suffer for it, all of us.’




  ‘Not the King.’ He said it positively. ‘I know him. I doubt if the King will feel more than a passing guilt. You are the one who is suffering for it, Merlin, just as you are the one who calls it by its name.’




  ‘To you,’ I said. ‘To other men this will remain a story of enchantment, like the dragons which fought at my bidding under Dinas Emrys, and the Giants’ Dance which floated on air and water to Amesbury. But you have seen how Merlin the King’s enchanter fared that night.’ I paused, and shifted my hand on the coverlet, but shook my head at the question in his face. ‘No, no. let be. It’s better already. Gandar, one other truth about that night must be known. There will be a child. Take it as hope, or take it as prophecy, you will see that, come Christmas, a boy will be born. Has he said when he will marry her?’




  ‘As soon as it’s decent. Decent!’ He repeated the word on a short bark of laughter, then cleared his throat. ‘The Duke’s body is here, but in a day or two they’ll carry him to Tintagel to bury him. Then, after the eight days’ mourning, Uther is to marry the Duchess.’




  I thought for a moment. ‘Gorlois had a son by his first wife. Cador, he was called. He must be about fifteen. Have you heard what is to become of him?’




  ‘He’s here. He was in the fight, beside his father. No one knows what has passed between him and the King, but the King gave an amnesty to all the troops that fought against him in the action at Dimilioc, and he has said, besides, that Cador will be confirmed Duke of Cornwall.’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And Ygraine’s son and Uther’s will be King.’




  ‘With Cornwall his bitter enemy?’




  ‘If he is,’ I said wearily, ‘who is to blame him? The payment may well be too long and too heavy, even for treachery.’




  ‘Well,’ said Gandar, suddenly brisk, gathering his robe about him, ‘that’s with time. And now, young man, you’d better get some more rest. Would you like a draught?’




  ‘Thank you, no.’




  ‘How does the hand feel?’




  ‘Better. There’s no poison there; I know the feel of it. I’ll give you no more trouble, Gandar, so stop treating me like a sick man. I’m well enough, now that I’ve slept. Get yourself to bed, and forget about me. Good night.’




  When he had gone I lay listening to the sound of the sea, and trying to gather, from the god-filled dark, the courage I would need for my visit to the dead.




  Courage or no, another day passed before I found the strength to leave my chamber. Then I went at dusk to the great hall where they had put the old Duke’s body. Tomorrow he would be taken to Tintagel for burial among his fathers. Now he lay alone, except for the guards, in the echoing hall where he had feasted his peers and given orders for his last battle.




  The place was cold, silent but for the sounds of wind and sea. The wind had changed and now blew from the north-west, bringing with it the chill and promise of rain. There was neither glazing nor horn in the windows, and the draught stirred the torches in their iron brackets, sending them sideways, dim and smoking, to blacken the walls. It was a stark, comfortless place, bare of paint, or tiling, or carved wood; one remembered that Dimilioc was simply the fortress of a fighting man; it was doubtful if Ygraine had ever been here. The ashes in the hearth were days old, the half-burnt logs dewed with damp.




  The Duke’s body lay on a high bier in the centre of the hall, covered with his war cloak. The scarlet with the double border of silver and the white badge of the Boar was as I had seen it at my father’s side in battle. I had seen it, too, on Uther as I led him disguised into Gorlois’ castle and his bed. Now the heavy folds hung to the ground, and beneath them the body had shrunk and flattened, no more than a husk of the tall old man I remembered. They had left his face uncovered. The flesh had sunk, grey as twice-used tallow, till the face was a moulded skull, showing only the ghost of a likeness to the Gorlois I had known. The coins on his eyes had already sunk into the flesh. His hair was hidden by his war helm, but the familiar grey beard jutted over the badge of the Boar on his chest.




  I wondered, as I went forward soft-footed over the stone floor, by which god Gorlois had lived, and to which god he had gone in dying. There was nothing here to show. Christians, like other men, put coins on the eyes. I remembered other deathbeds, and the press of spirits waiting round them; there was nothing here. But he had been dead three days, and perhaps his spirit had already gone through that bare and windy gap in the wall. Perhaps it had already gone too far for me to reach it and make my peace.




  I stood at the foot of his bier, the man I had betrayed, the friend of my father Ambrosius the High King. I remembered the night he had come to ask me for my help for his young wife, and how he had said to me: ‘There are not many men I’d trust just now, but I trust you. You’re your father’s son.’ And how I had said nothing, but watched the firelight stain his face red like blood, and waited my chance to lead the King to his wife’s bed.




  It is one thing to have the gift of seeing the spirits and hearing the gods who move about us as we come and go; but it is a gift of darkness as well as light. The shapes of death come as clear as those of life. One cannot be visited by the future without being haunted by the past; one cannot taste comfort and glory without the bitter sting and fury of one’s own past deeds. Whatever I had thought to encounter near the dead body of the Duke of Cornwall, it would hold no comfort and no peace for me. A man like Uther Pendragon, who killed in open battle and open air, would think no more of this than a dead man dead. But I who in obeying the gods had trusted them even as the Duke had trusted me, had known that I would have to pay, and in full. So I had come, but without hope.




  There was light here from the torches, light and fire. I was Merlin; I should be able to reach him; I had talked with the dead before. I stood still, watching the flaring torches, and waited.




  Slowly, all through the fortress, I could hear the sounds dwindling and sinking to silence as men finally went to rest. The sea soughed and beat below the window, the wind plucked at the wall, and ferns growing there in the crevices rustled and tapped. A rat scuttled and squeaked somewhere. The resin bubbled in the torches. Sweet and foul, through the sharp smoke, I smelled the smell of death. The torchlight winked blank and flat from the coins on the dead eyes.




  The time crawled by. My eyes ached with the flame, and the pain from my hand, like a biting fetter, kept me penned in my body. My spirit was pared down to nothing, blind as the dead. Whispers I caught, fragments of thought from the still and sleepy guards, meaningless as the sound of their breathing, and the creak of leather or chime of metal as they stirred involuntarily from time to time. But beyond these, nothing. What power I had been given on that night at Tintagel had drained from me with the strength that had killed Brithael. It had gone from me and was working, I thought, in a woman’s body; in Ygraine, lying even now beside the King in that grim and battered near-isle of Tintagel, ten miles to the south. I could do nothing here. The air, solid as stone, would not let me through.




  One of the guards, the one nearest me, moved restlessly, and the butt of his grounded spear scraped on the stone. The sound jarred the silence. I glanced his way involuntarily, and saw him watching me.




  He was young, rigid as his own spear, his fists white on the shaft. The fierce blue eyes watched me unwinkingly under thick brows. With a shock that went through me like the spear striking I recognised them. Gorlois’ eyes. It was Gorlois’ son, Cador of Cornwall, who stood between me and the dead, watching me steadily, with hatred.




  In the morning they took Gorlois’s body south. As soon as he was buried, Gandar had told me, Uther planned to ride back to Dimilioc to rejoin his troops until such time as he could marry the Duchess. I had no intention of waiting for his return. I called for provisions and my horse and, in spite of Gandar’s protestations that I was not yet fit for the journey, set out alone for my valley above Maridunum and the cave in the hill which the King had promised should remain, in spite of everything, my own.
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  No one had been inside the cave during my absence. This was hardly to be wondered at, since the people held me in much awe as an enchanter, and moreover it was commonly known that the King himself had granted me the hill Bryn Myrddin. Once I left the main road at the watermill, and rode up the steep tributary valley to the cave which had become my home, I saw no one, not even the shepherd who commonly watched his flocks grazing the stony slopes.




  In the lower reaches of the valley the woods were thick; oaks still rustled their withered leaves, chestnut and sycamore crowded close, fighting for the light, and hollies showed black and glinting between the beeches. Then the trees thinned, and the path climbed along the side of the valley, with the stream running deep down on the left, and to the right slopes of grass, broken by scree, rising sharply to the crags that crowned the hill. The grass was still bleached with winter, but among the rusty drifts of last year’s bracken the bluebell leaves showed glossy green, and blackthorn was budding. Somewhere, lambs were crying. That, and the mewing of a buzzard high over the crags, and the rustle of the dead bracken where my tired horse trod, were all the sounds in the valley. I was home, to the solace of simplicity and quiet.




  The people had not forgotten me, and word must have gone round that I was expected. When I dismounted in the thorn grove below the cliff and stabled my horse in the shed there I found that bracken had been freshly strewn for bedding, and a netful of fodder hung from a hook beside the door; and when I climbed to the little apron of lawn which lay in front of my cave I found cheese and new bread wrapped in a clean cloth, and a goatskin full of the local thin, sour wine, which had been left for me beside the spring.




  This was a small spring, a trickle of pure water welling out of a ferny crack in the rock to one side of the entrance to the cave. The water ran down, sometimes in a steady flow, sometimes no more than a sliding glimmer over the mosses, to drip into a rounded basin of stone. Above the spring the little statue of the god Myrddin, he of the winged spaces of the air, stared from between the ferns. Beneath his cracked wooden feet the water bubbled and dripped into the stone basin, lipping over into the grass below. Deep in the clear water metal glinted; I knew that the wine and bread, like the thrown coins, had been left as much as an offering to the god as to me; in the minds of the simple folk I had already become part of the legend of the hill, their god made flesh who came and went as quietly as the air, and brought with him the gifts of healing.




  I lifted down the cup of horn which stood above the spring, filled it from the goatskin, then poured wine for the god, and drank the rest myself. The god would know whether there was more in the gesture than ritual homage. I myself was tired beyond thought, and had no prayer to offer; the drink was for courage, nothing more.




  To the other side of the cave entrance, opposite the spring, was a tumble of grass-grown stones, where saplings of oak and mountain ash had seeded themselves, and grew in a thick tangle against the rocky face. In summer their boughs cast a wide pool of shade, but now, though overhanging it, they did nothing to conceal the entrance to the cave. This was a smallish arch, regular and rounded, as if made by hand. I pushed the hanging boughs aside and went in.




  Just inside the entrance the remnants of a fire still lay in white ash on the hearth, and twigs and damp leaves had drifted over it. The place smelt already of disuse. It seemed strange that it was barely a month since I had ridden out at the King’s urgent summons to help him in the matter of Ygraine of Cornwall. Beside the cold hearth stood the unwashed dishes from the last, hasty meal my servant had prepared before we set out.




  Well, I would have to be my own servant now. I put the goatskin of wine and the bundle of bread and cheese on the table, then turned to re-make the fire. Flint and tinder lay to hand where they had always lain, but I knelt down by the cold faggots and stretched out my hands for the magic. This was the first magic I had been taught, and the simplest, the bringing of fire out of the air. It had been taught me in this very cave, where as a child I had learned all I knew of natural lore from Galapas, the old hermit of the hill. Here, too, in the cave of crystal which lay deeper in the hill, I had seen my first visions, and found myself as a seer. ‘Some day,’ Galapas had said, ‘you will go where even with the Sight I cannot follow you.’ It had been true. I had left him, and gone where my god had driven me; where none but I, Merlin, could have gone. But now the god’s will was done, and he had forsaken me. Back there in Dimilioc, beside Gorlois’ bier, I had found myself to be an empty husk; blind and deaf as men are blind and deaf; the great power gone. Now, weary though I was, I knew I would not rest until I saw if, here in my magic’s birthplace, the first and smallest of my powers was left to me.




  I was soon answered, but it was an answer I would not accept. The westering sun was dropping red past the boughs at the cave mouth, and the logs were still unkindled, when finally I gave up, with the sweat running scalding on my body under my gown, and my hands, outstretched for the magic, trembling like those of an old man. I sat by the cold hearth and ate my supper of bread and cheese and watered wine in the chill of the spring dusk, before I could gather even strength enough to reach for the flint and tinder and try with them.




  Even this, a task that every wife does daily and without thought, took me an age, and set my maimed hand bleeding. But in the end fire came. A tiny spark flew in among the tinder and started a slow, creeping flame. I lit the torch from it, and then, carrying the flame high, went to the back of the cave. There was something I still must do.




  The main cavern, high-roofed, went a long way back. I stood with the torch held high, looking up. At the back of the cave was a slope of rock leading up to a wide ledge, which in its turn climbed into the dark, high shadows. Invisible among these shadows was the hidden cleft beyond which lay the inner cave, the globed cavity lined with crystals where, with light and fire, I had seen my first visions. If the lost power lay anywhere, it lay there. Slowly, stiff with fatigue, I climbed the ledge, then knelt to peer through the low entrance to the inner cave. The flames from my torch caught the crystals, and light ran round the globe. My harp still stood where I had left it, in the centre of the crystal-studded floor. Its shadow shot towering up the shimmering walls, and flame sparked from the copper of the string-shoes, but no stir of the air set it whispering, and its own arching shadows quenched the light. I knelt there for a long time, eyes wide and staring, while round me light and shadow shivered and beat. But my eyes ached, empty of vision, and the harp stayed silent.




  At length I withdrew, and made my way down into the main cave. I remember that I picked my way slowly, carefully, like a man who has never been that way before. I thrust the torch under the dry wood I had piled for a fire, till the logs caught, crackling; then went out and found my saddle-bags, and lugged them back into the human comfort of the firelight, and began to unpack them.




  My hand took a long time to heal. For the first few days it pained me constantly, throbbing so that I was afraid it was infected. During the day this did not matter so much, for there were tasks to do; all that my servant had done for me for so long that I hardly knew how to set about it; cleaning, preparing food, tending my horse. Spring came slowly to South Wales that year, and there was no grazing yet on the hill, so I had to cut and carry fodder for him, and walk further than I cared to in search of the healing plants I needed. Luckily food for myself was always forthcoming; gifts were left almost daily at the foot of the small cliff below the lawn. It may have been that the country folk had not yet heard that I was out of favour with the King, or it may simply have been that what I had done for them in the way of healing outweighed Uther’s displeasure. I was Merlin, son of Ambrosius; or, as the Welsh say it, Myrddin Emrys, the enchanter of Myrddin’s Hill; and in another way, I suppose, the priest of the old god of the hollow hill, Myrddin himself. What gifts they would have brought for him they brought now for me, and in his name I accepted them.




  But if the days were full enough, the nights were bad. I seemed always wakeful, less perhaps from the pain of my hand than from the pain of my memories: where Gorlois’ death chamber had been empty, my own cave was full of ghosts. Not the spirits of the loved dead whom I would have welcomed; but the spirits of those I had killed went past me in the dark with thin sounds like the cry of bats. At least, this is what I told myself. I believe now that I was often touched with fever: the cave still housed the bats that Galapas and I had studied, and it must have been these I heard, passing to and from the cave mouth during the night. But in my memory of this time they are the voices of dead men, restless in the dark.




  April went by, wet and chill, with winds that searched you to the bone. This was the bad time, empty except for pain, and idle except for the barest efforts to live. I believe I ate very little; water and fruit and black bread was my staple diet. My clothes, never sumptuous, became threadbare with no one to care for them, and then ragged. A stranger seeing me walking the hill paths would have taken me for a beggar. Days passed when I did little but huddle over the smoking fire. My chest of books was unopened, my harp was left where it stood. Even had my hand been whole, I could have made no music. As for magic, I dared not put myself to the test again.




  But gradually, like Ygraine waiting in her cold castle to the south, I slid into a sort of calm acceptance. As the weeks went by my hand healed, cleanly enough. I was left with two stiff fingers, and a scar along the outer edge of the palm, but the stiffness passed with time, and the scar never troubled me. And as time went by the other wounds healed, too. I grew used to loneliness, as I had been accustomed to solitude, and the nightmares ceased. Then as May drew on the winds changed, grew warm, and grass and flowers came springing. The grey clouds packed away, and the valley was full of sunlight. I sat for hours in the sun at the mouth of the cave, reading, or preparing the plants I had gathered, or from time to time watching—but no more than idly—for the approach of a rider which could mean a message. (Even so, I thought, must my old teacher Galapas have sat here many a time in the sunlight, looking down the valley where, one day, a small boy would come riding.) And I built up again my stock of plants and herbs, wandering further and further from the cave as my strength came back to me. I never went into the town, but now and again when poor folk came for medicines or for healing, they brought snatches of news. The King had married Ygraine with as much pomp and ceremony as such a hasty union would permit, and he had seemed merry enough since the wedding, though quicker to anger than he used to be, and would have sudden morose fits, when folk learnt to avoid him. As for the Queen, she was silent, acceding in everything to the King’s wishes, but rumour had it that her looks were heavy, as if she mourned in secret . . .




  Here my informant shot a quick sidelong look at me, and I saw his fingers move to make the sign against enchantment. I let him go on, asking no more questions. The news would come to me in its own time.




  It came almost three months after my return to Bryn Myrddin.




  One day in June, when a hot morning sun was just lifting the mist from the grass, I went up the hill to find my horse, which I had tethered out to graze on the grassland above the cave. The air was still, and the sky was full of singing larks. Over the green mound where Galapas lay buried the blackthorns showed green leaves budding through fading snowbanks of flowers, and bluebells were thick among the fern.




  I doubt if I actually needed to tether my horse. I usually carried with me the remnants of the bread my benefactors left for me, so when he saw me coming he would advance to the end of his tether and stand waiting, expectant.




  But not today. He was standing at the far stretch of his rope, on the edge of the hill, head up and ears pricked, apparently watching something away down the valley. I walked over to him, and, while he nuzzled in my hand for the bread, looked where he had been looking.




  From this height I could see the town of Maridunum, small in the distance, clinging to the north bank of the placid Tywy as it wound its way down the wide green valley towards the sea. The town, with its arched stone bridge and harbour, lies just where the river widens towards the estuary. There was the usual huddle of masts beyond the bridge, and nearer, on the towpath that threaded its way along the silver curves of the river, a slow grey horse towed a grain barge up to the mill. The mill itself, lying where the stream from my own valley met the river, was hidden in woodland; out of these trees ran the old military road which my father had repaired, straight as a die through five open miles, to the barracks near Maridunum’s eastern gate.




  On this road, perhaps a mile and a half beyond the watermill, there was a cloud of dust where horsemen skirmished. They were fighting; I saw the flash of metal. Then the group resolved itself, clearer through the dust. There were four mounted men, and they were fighting three to one. The lone man seemed to be trying to escape, the others to surround him and cut him down. At length he burst free in what looked like a desperate bid for escape. His horse, pulled round hard, struck one of the others on the shoulder, and its rider fell, dislodged by the heavy blow. Then the single man, crouched and spurring hard, turned his horse off the road and across the grass, making desperately for the cover afforded by the edge of the woodland. But he did not reach it. The other two spurred after him; there was a short, wild gallop, then they had caught him up, one to each side, and as I watched he was dragged from his horse and beaten to his knees. He tried to crawl away, but he had no chance. The two horsemen circled, their weapons flashing, and the third man, apparently uninjured, had remounted and was galloping to join them. Then suddenly he checked his horse, so sharply that it reared. I saw him fling up an arm. He must have shouted a warning, for the other two, abruptly abandoning their victim, wheeled their beasts, and the three of them galloped off, full stretch, with the loose horse pelting behind them, to be lost to sight eastwards beyond the trees.




  Next moment I saw what had startled them. Another group of horsemen was approaching from the direction of the town. They must have seen the retreating trio, but it soon appeared that they had seen nothing of the attack, for they came on at a canter, riding at ease. I watched them as they drew level with the place where the fallen man—injured or dead—must be lying. They passed it without slackening pace. Then they, too, were lost to sight below the woodland.




  My horse, finding no more bread, nipped me, then jerked his head away sharply, ears flattened. I caught him by the halter, pulled up the tether, peg and all, and turned his head downhill.




  ‘I stood on this spot once before,’ I told him, ‘while a King s messenger came riding to see me and bid me go and help the King to his desire. I had power that day; I dreamed I held the whole world cupped in my hands, shining and small. Well, maybe I’ve nothing today but the hill I stand on, but that might be a Queen’s messenger lying down yonder, with a message still in his pouch. Message or not, he’ll need help if he’s still alive. And you and I, my friend, have had our fill of idleness. It’s time to be doing again.’




  In a little less than twice the time it would have taken my servant to do the job, I had the horse bridled, and was on my way down the valley. Reaching the mill road, I turned my horse’s head to the right, and drove my heels in.




  The place where I had seen the horseman fall was near the edge of the woods, where the bushes were thick, a place of bracken and undergrowth and scattered trees. The smell of horses still hung in the air, with the tang of trampled bracken and sweet briar and, foul through it all, the smell of vomit. I dismounted and tethered my horse, then pushed my way forward through the thick growth.




  He lay on his face, half hunched as he had crawled and collapsed, one hand still trapped under his body, the other out-flung and gripping a tuft of bracken. A youth, lightly built but well grown, fifteen, perhaps, or a little more. His clothes, torn and grimed and bloodstained by the fight and his crawl through the thorns, had been good, and there was a glint of silver on one wrist, and a silver brooch at his shoulder. So they had not managed to rob him, if robbery had been the motive for the attack. His pouch was still at his belt, and fastened.




  He made no move as I approached him, so I thought him insensible, or dead. But when I knelt beside him I saw the slight movement as his hand clenched more tightly on the stems of bracken, and I realised that he was exhausted or hurt beyond all caring. If I were one of his murderers come to finish him off, he would lie there and let me.




  I spoke gently. ‘Be easy, I shan’t hurt you. Lie still a moment. Don’t try to move.’




  There was no response. I laid careful hands on him, feeling for wounds and broken bones. He flinched from my touch, but made no sound. I satisfied myself soon that no bones were broken. There was a bloodied swelling near the back of his head, and one shoulder was already blackened with bruising, but the worst that I could see was a patch of crushed and bleeding flesh on the hip, which looked—and indeed later proved—to be where a horse’s hoof had struck him.




  ‘Come,’ I said at length, ‘turn over, and drink this.’




  He moved then, though wincing from the touch of my arm round his shoulder, and turned slowly round. I wiped the dirt and sickness from his mouth and held my flask to his lips; he gulped greedily, coughed, and then, losing strength again, leaned heavily against me, his head drooping against my chest. When I put the flask back to his mouth he turned his head away. I could feel him using all his strength not to cry out against the pain. I stoppered the flask and put it away.




  ‘I have a horse here. You must try and sit him somehow, and I’ll get you home, where I can see to your hurts.’ Then, when he made no response: ‘Come now. Let’s get you out of this before they decide to come back and finish what they started.’




  He moved then, abruptly, as if these were the first words that had got through to him. I saw his hand grope down to the pouch at his belt, discover it was still there, and then fall limply away. The weight against my chest sagged suddenly. He had fainted.




  So much the better, I thought, as I laid him down gently and went to bring up my horse. He would be spared the painful jolting of the ride, and by the gods’ mercy I might have him in bed with his hurts bandaged before he woke. Then in the very act of stooping to lift him again I paused. His face was dirty, grime mingled with bloodstains from scratches and a cut above the ear. Under the mask of dirt and blood the skin was drained and grey. Brown hair, shut eyes, a slack mouth. But I recognised him. It was Ralf, Ygraine’s page, who had let us into Tintagel that night, and who with Ulfin and myself had guarded the Duchess’s chamber until the King had had his desire.




  I stooped and lifted the Queen’s messenger, and heaved his mercifully unconscious body across my waiting horse.
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  Ralf did not regain his senses during the journey up to the cave, and only after I had washed and bound his wounds and put him into bed did he open his eyes. He stared at me for a few moments, but without recognition.




  ‘Don’t you know me?’ I said. ‘Merlinus Ambrosius. You brought your message safely enough. See.’ I held up the wallet, still sealed. But his eyes, cloudy and unfocused, slid past it, and he turned his head against the pillow, wincing as he felt the pain from the bruising on the back of his neck. ‘Very well,’ I told him, ‘sleep now. You’re in safe hands.’




  I waited beside him till he drifted back into sleep, then took the wallet and its contents out to my seat in the sunlight. The seal was, as I had expected, the Queen’s, and the superscription was mine. I broke the seal and read the letter.




  It was not from the Queen herself, but from Marcia, Ralf’s grandmother and the Queen’s closest confidante. The letter was brief enough, but held all I wanted to know. The Queen was indeed pregnant, and the child would be born in December. The Queen herself—said Marcia—seemed happy to be bearing the King’s child, but, where she spoke of me at all, spoke with bitterness, throwing on me the responsibility for her husband Gorlois’ death. ‘She says little, but it is my belief that she mourns in secret, and that even in her great love for the King there will always be the shadow of guilt. Pray God her feelings for the child may not be tainted with it. As for the King, it is seen that he is angry, though he is as ever kind and loving to my lady, and there is no man who doubts but that the child is his. Alas, I could find it in me to fear for the child at the King’s hands, if it were not unthinkable that he should so grieve the Queen. Wherefore, Prince Merlin, I beg by this letter to commend to you as your servant my grandson Ralf. For him, too, I fear at the King’s hands; and I believe that, if you will take him, service abroad with a true prince is better than here with a King who counts his service as betrayal. There is no safety for him in Cornwall. So pray you, lord, let Ralf serve you now, and after you, the child. For I think I understand what you were speaking of when you said to my lady, “I have seen a bright fire burning, and in it a crown, and a sword standing in an altar like a cross.”’




  Ralf slept until dusk. I had lit the fire and made broth, and when I took it to the back of the cave where he lay I saw his eyes open, watching me. There was recognition in them now, and a wariness that I could not quite understand.




  ‘How do you feel now?’




  ‘Well enough, my lord. I—this is your cave? How did I come here? How did you find me?’




  ‘I’d gone up the hill above here, and from there I saw you being attacked. The men were frightened off, and ran away, leaving you. I went down to get you, and carried you up here on my horse. So you recognise me now?’




  ‘You’ve let your beard grow, but I’d have known you, my lord. Did I speak to you before? I don’t remember anything. I think they hit me on the head.’




  ‘They did. How is it now?’




  ‘A headache. But not bad. It’s my side’—wincing—‘that hurts most.’




  ‘One of the horses struck you. But there’s no real damage done; you’ll be well enough in a few days. Do you know who they were?’




  ‘No.’ He knitted his brows, thinking, but I could see the effort hurt him, so I stopped him.




  ‘Well, we can talk later. Eat now.’




  ‘My lord, the message—’




  ‘I have it safely, Later.’




  When I went back to him he had finished the broth and bread, and looked more like himself. He would not take more food, but I made him drink a little wine, and watched the colour come back into his face. Then I drew up a chair, and sat down beside the bed.




  ‘Better?’




  ‘Yes.’ He spoke without looking at me. He looked down at his hands, nervously plucking at the covers in front of him. He swallowed. ‘I—I haven’t thanked you yet, my lord.’




  ‘For what? Picking you up and bringing you here? It was the only way to get your news.’




  He glanced up at that, and for a startled second I realised that he thought it was no more than the truth. I saw then what there was in that look he had given me; he was afraid of me. I thought back to that night in Tintagel, the gay youth who had dealt so bravely for the King, and so truly with me. But for the moment I let it go. I said:




  ‘You brought me the news I wanted. I’ve read your grandmother’s letter. You know what she tells me in it about the Queen?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And about yourself?’




  ‘Yes.’ He shut his mouth on the syllable, and looked away, sullen, like someone unfairly trapped and held for questioning, who is determined not to answer. It seemed that, whatever Marcia’s motives for sending him to me, he himself was far from willing to offer me service. From which I guessed that she had told him nothing about her hopes for the future.




  ‘All right, we’ll leave that for the moment. But it seems that somebody wants to harm you, whoever it may be. If those men this morning weren’t just roadside cut-throats, it would help to know who they were, and who paid them. Have you no idea who they might have been?’




  ‘No,’ still mumbling.




  ‘It’s of some interest to me,’ I said mildly. ‘They might conceivably want to kill me, too.’




  That startled him out of his resentment. ‘Why?’




  ‘If you were attacked out of revenge for the part you played at Tintagel, then presumably they will attack me as well. If you were attacked for the message you carried to me, I want to know why. If they were plain thieves, which seems the most likely, then they may still be hereabouts, and I must get a message to the troopers down at the barracks.’




  ‘Oh. Yes, I see.’ He looked disconcerted and slightly ashamed. ‘But it’s true, my lord; I don’t know who they were. I—it was of interest to me, too. I’ve been trying to think, all this time, but I’ve no idea. There’s no clue that I can remember. They didn’t wear badges; at least I don’t think so . . .’ His brows drew together, painfully. ‘I’d have noticed badges, surely, if they’d had them?’




  ‘How were they dressed?’




  ‘I—I hardly noticed. Leather tunics, I think, and chain-mail caps. No shields, but swords and daggers.’




  ‘And they were well mounted. I saw that. Did you hear their speech?’




  ‘Not that I remember. They hardly spoke, a shout or two, that was all. British speech, but I couldn’t tell where from. I’m not good at accents.’




  ‘There was nothing you can think of that might have marked them for the King’s men?’




  This was probing too near the wound. He went scarlet, but said levelly enough: ‘Nothing. But is it likely?’




  ‘I wouldn’t have thought so,’ I said. ‘But kings are queer cattle, and queerest of all when they have bad consciences. Well, then, Cornishmen?’




  The flush had ebbed, leaving him if possible more sickly pale than before. His eyes were sullen and unhappy. This was the wound itself; this was a thought he had lived with. ‘Duke’s men, you mean?’




  ‘They told me before I left Dimilioc that the King was to confirm young Cador as Duke of Cornwall. That’s one man, Ralf, who will have no love for you. He won’t stop to consider that you were the Duchess’s man, and were serving her as you were bidden. He is full of hatred, and it might extend to vengeance. One could hardly blame him if it did.’




  He looked faintly surprised, then in some odd way set at ease by this dispassionate handling. After a bit he said, with an attempt at the same tone: ‘They might have been Cador’s men, I suppose. There was nothing to show it, one way or the other. Maybe I’ll remember something.’ He paused. ‘But surely, if Cador intended to kill me, he could have cut me down in Cornwall. Why come all the way here? To follow me to you? He must hate you as much.’




  ‘More,’ I said. ‘But if he had intended to kill me, he knew where to find me; the whole world knows that. And he’d have come before this.’




  He eyed me doubtfully. Then he appeared to find an explanation for my apparent lack of fear. ‘I suppose no one would dare come after you here, for fear of your magic?’




  ‘It would be nice to think so,’ I agreed. There was no point in telling him how thin my defences were. ‘Now, that’s enough for the moment. Rest again, and you’ll find you feel better tomorrow. Will you sleep, do you think? Are you in pain?’




  ‘No,’ he said, not truthfully. Pain was a weakness he would not admit to me. I stooped and felt for the heart-beat in his wrist. It was strong and even. I let the wrist drop, and nodded at him. ‘You’ll live. Call me in the night if you want me. Good night.’




  Ralf did not in fact remember anything more next morning that would give a clue to the identity of his attackers, and I forbore for a few days from questioning him further about the contents of Marcia’s letter. Then one evening, when I judged he was better, I called him to me. It had been a damp day, and the evening had brought a chill with it, so I had lit a fire and sat with my supper beside it.




  ‘Ralf, bring your bowl and eat beside me where it’s warm. I want to talk to you.’




  He came obediently. He had somehow managed to mend and tidy his clothes, and now, with the cuts and bruises fading, and with colour back in his face, he was almost himself again, except for a limp where the wound on his hip had not yet mended; and except, still, for his silence, and the sullen shadow of wariness in his face. He, limped across and sat where I pointed.




  ‘You said you knew what else was in your grandmother’s letter to me besides news of the Queen?’ I asked him.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Then you know she sent you to take service with me, because she feared the King’s displeasure. Did the King himself give you any reason to fear him?’




  A slight stake of the head. He would not meet my eyes. ‘Not to fear him, no. But when the alarm came of a Saxon landing on the south coast, and I asked to ride with his men, he would not take me.’ His voice was sullen and furious. ‘Even though he took every other Cornishman who had fought against him at Dimilioc. But myself, who had helped him, he dismissed.’




  I looked thoughtfully at the bent head, the hot averted cheek. This, of course, was the reason for his attitude to me, the wary resentment and anger. He could only see, understandably enough, that through his service to me and the King he had lost his place near the Queen; worse, he had incurred his Duke’s anger, had been disgraced as a Cornish subject and banished from his home to a kind of service he disdained.




  I said: ‘Your grandmother tells me little except that she feels you had better seek a career for yourself outside Cornwall. Leave that for a moment; you can’t seek anything much until your leg is healed. But tell me, did the King ever say anything to you directly about the night of Gorlois’ death?’




  A pause, so long that I thought he would not answer. Then he said: ‘Yes. He told me that I had served him well, and he—he thanked me. He asked me if I wanted a reward. I said no, the service was reward enough. He didn’t like that. I think he wanted to give me money, and requite me, and forget it. He said then that I could no longer serve him or the Queen. That in serving him I had betrayed my master the Duke, and that a man who had betrayed one master could betray another.’




  ‘Well?’I said. Is that all?’




  ‘All?’ His head jerked up at that. He looked startled and contemptuous. ‘All? An insult like that? And it was a lie, you know it was! I was my lady’s man, not Duke Gorlois’! I did not betray the Duke!’




  ‘Oh, yes, it was an insult. You can’t expect the King to be level-headed yet, when he himself feels as guilty as Judas. He’s got to put the betrayal on someone’s shoulders, so it’s yours and mine. But I doubt if you’re in actual danger from him. Even a doting grandmother could hardly call that a threat.’




  ‘Who was talking about threats?’ said Ralf hotly. ‘I didn’t come away because I was afraid! Someone had to bring the message, and you saw how safe that was!’




  It was hardly the tone a servant uses. I hid my amusement, and said peaceably: ‘Don’t ruffle your feathers at me, young cockerel. No one doubts your courage. I’m sure the King does not. Now, tell me about this Saxon landing. Where? What happened? I’ve had no news from the south for over a month now.’




  In a little while he answered me civilly enough. ‘It was in May. They landed south of Vindocladia. There’s a deep bay there, they call it Potter’s Bay. I forget its real name. Well, it’s outside federated territory, in Dumnonia, and that was against all the agreements the Federates made. You would know that.’




  I nodded. It is hard to remember now, looking back down the years to the time I write of, Uther’s time, that today men hardly remember even the name of Federate. The first of the Federated Saxons were the followers of Hengist and Horsa, who had been called in by King Vortigern as mercenary help to establish him on his stolen throne. When the fighting was done, and the rightful princes Ambrosius and Uther had fled to Brittany, the usurper Vortigern would have dismissed his Saxon mercenaries; but they refused to withdraw, demanding territory where they could settle, and promising, as federated settlers, to fight as Vortigern’s allies. So, partly because he dared not refuse them, partly because he foresaw that he might need them again, Vortigern gave them the coastal stretches in the south, from Rutupiae to Vindocladia—the stretch that was called the Saxon Shore. In the days of the Romans it had been so called because the main Saxon landings had been there: by Uther’s time the name had taken on a direr and truer significance. On a clear day you could see the Saxon smoke from London Wall.




  It had been from this secure base, and from similar enclaves in the north-east, that the new attacks had come when my father was King. He had killed Hengist and his brother, and had driven the invaders back, some northwards into the wild lands beyond Hadrian’s Wall and others behind their old boundaries where once again—but this time forcibly—they had been bound by treaty. But a treaty with a Saxon is like writing in water: Ambrosius, not trusting to the prescribed boundaries, had thrown up a wall to protect the rich lands which marched with the Saxon Shore. Until his death the treaty—or the Wall—had held them, nor had they openly joined in the attacks led by Hengist’s son Octa and Eosa his kinsman in the early days of Uther’s reign; but they were uneasy neighbours: they provided a beach-head for any wandering longships, and the Saxon Shore grew crowded and still more crowded, till even Ambrosius’ Wall looked frail protection. And everywhere along the eastern shores raiders came in from the German Sea, some to burn and rape and sail again, others to burn and rape and stay, buying or extorting new territory from the local kings.




  Such an attack, now, Ralf was describing to me.




  ‘Well, of course the Federates broke the agreement. A new war-band—thirty ships it was—landed in Potters’ Bay, well west of the boundary, and the Federates welcomed them and came out in force to help them. They established a beach-head near the river’s mouth and started to push up towards Vindocladia. I think if they had once got to Badon Hill—what is it?’




  He broke off, staring at me. There was amazement in his face, and a touch of fear.




  ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I thought I heard something outside, but it’s only the wind.’




  He said slowly: ‘You looked for a moment the way you did that night at Tintagel, when you said the air was full of magic. Your eyes went strange, all black and blurred, as if you were seeing something, out there beyond the fire.’ He hesitated: ‘Was it prophecy?’




  ‘No. I saw nothing. All I heard was a sound like horses galloping. It was only the wild geese going over in the wind. If it was prophecy, it will come again. Go on. You were speaking of Badon Hill.’




  ‘Well, the Saxons can’t have known that King Uther was in Cornwall, with all the force he’d brought down to fight Duke Gorlois. He gathered his army and called on the Dumnonians to help him, and marched to drive the Saxons back.’ He paused, compressing his lips, then finished briefly: ‘Cador went with him.’




  ‘Did he indeed?’ I was thoughtful. ‘You didn’t happen to hear what had passed between them?’




  ‘Only that Cador had been heard to say that since he couldn’t defend his part of Dumnonia alone he didn’t mind fighting alongside the Devil himself, as long as the Saxons could be cleared from the coast.’




  ‘He sounds a sensible young man.’




  Ralf, hot on his grievance, was not listening. ‘You see, he didn’t exactly make peace with Uther—’




  ‘Yes. One gathers that.’




  ‘—but he did march with him! And I could not! I went to him, and to my lady, and begged to go, but he wouldn’t take me!’




  ‘Well,’ I said, reasonably. ‘how could he?’




  That stopped him. He stared at me, ready to be angry again. ‘What do you mean? If you think me a traitor—’




  ‘You’re the same age as Cador, aren’t you? Then try to show as much commonsense. Think. If Cador was to go into battle beside the King, then the King, for your sake, could hardly take you. Uther may suffer a few pangs of conscience when he lays eyes on you, but Cador must see you as one of the causes of his father’s death. Do you think he would bear you near him, however much he may need the King and his legions? Now do you see why you were left at home, and then sent north to me?’




  He was silent. I said, gently: ‘What’s done is done, Ralf. Only a child expects life to be just; it’s a man’s part to stand by the consequences of his deeds. As we both shall, believe me. So put all this behind you, and take what the gods send. Your life is not over because you have had to leave the court, or even because you have had to leave Cornwall.’




  There was a longer silence. Then he picked up his empty bowl and mine and got to his feet. ‘Yes, I see. Well, since for the moment I can’t do much else, I’ll stay and serve you. But not because I am afraid of the King, or because my grandmother wants to get me out of Duke Cador’s way. It’s because I choose. And indeed’—he swallowed—‘I reckon I owe it to you.’ His tone was neither grateful nor conciliatory. He stood there like a soldier, stiffly, the bowls clutched to his ribs.




  ‘Then start paying your debt and wash the supper dishes,’ I said equably, and picked up a book.




  He hung on his heel a moment, but I neither spoke nor looked up. He went then, without another word, to draw water from the spring outside.
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  Bruises on the young heal quickly, and Ralf was soon active again, and insistent that he no longer needed doctoring. The wound on his hip, however, gave some trouble, and left him limping for a week or two.




  In ‘choosing’ to stay with me, he had made the best of a bad job, since for the time being he was tied to the cave by his injury and by the loss of his horse, but he served me well, mastering what resentment he might yet feel towards me and his new position. He was silent still, but this suited me, and I went quietly about my affairs, while Ralf gradually fell into my ways, and we got along tolerably well together. Whatever he thought of my quarters in the cave, and the menial tasks which between us we had to do, he made it clear that he was a page serving a prince.




  Somehow, through the days that followed, I found myself relieved, bit by bit, of burdensome work which I had begun to take for granted; I had leisure again to study, to replenish my store of medicines, even to make music. It was strange at first, and then in some way comforting, to lie wakeful in the night and hear the boy’s untroubled breathing from the other side of the cave; after a while, I found I was sleeping better; as the nightmares receded, strength and calmness came back; and if power still withheld itself, I no longer despaired of its return.




  As for Ralf, though I could see that he still fretted against his exile—to which, of course, he could see no clear end—he was never less than courteous, and as time went on seemed to accept his banishment with a better grace, and either lost or hid his unhappiness in a kind of contentment.




  So the weeks went by, and the valley fields yellowed towards harvest, and the message came at last from Tintagel. One evening in August, towards dusk, a messenger came spurring up the valley. Ralf was not with me. I had sent him that afternoon across the hill to the hut where the shepherd, Abba, lived all summer; I had been treating Abba’s son, Ban, who was simple, for a poisoned foot; this was almost healed, but still needed salves.




  I went out to meet the messenger. He had dismounted below the cliff, and now clambered on to the flat alp in front of the cave. He was a young man, spruce and lively, and his horse was fresh. I guessed from this that his message was not urgent; he had taken his time, and come at his ease. I saw him take in my ragged robe and threadbare mantle in one swift, summing glance, but he doffed his cap and went on one knee. I wondered if the salute was for the enchanter, or for the King’s son.




  ‘My lord Merlin.’




  ‘You are welcome,’ I said. ‘From Tintagel?’




  ‘Yes, sir. From the Queen.’ A quick upward glance. ‘I came privily, without the King’s knowledge.’




  ‘So I had imagined, or you would have borne her badge. Get up, man. The grass is damp. Have you had supper?’




  He looked surprised. It was not thus, I reckoned, that most princes received their messengers. ‘Why, no, sir, but I bespoke it at the inn.’




  ‘Then I won’t keep you from it. I’ve no doubt it will be better than you’d get here. Well then, your business? You’ve brought a letter from the Queen?’




  ‘No letter, sir, just the message that the Queen desires to see you.’




  ‘Now?’ I asked sharply. ‘Is there anything wrong with her, or with the child she bears?’




  ‘Nothing. The doctors and the women say that all is well. But’—he dropped his eyes—‘it seems she has that on her mind which makes her want to talk with you. As soon as possible, she said.’




  ‘I see.’ Then, with my voice as carefully neutral as his: ‘Where is the King?’




  ‘The King plans to leave Tintagel in the second week of September.’




  ‘Ah. So any time after that it will be “possible” for me to see the Queen.’




  This was rather more frank than he cared for. He flashed me a glance, then looked at the ground again. ‘The Queen will be pleased to receive you then. She has bidden me make arrangements for you. You will understand that it will not do for you to be received openly in the castle of Tintagel.’ Then, in a burst of candour: ‘You must know, my lord, there is no man’s hand in Cornwall but will be against you. It would be better if you came disguised.’




  ‘As for that,’ I said, fingering my beard, ‘you will see that I’m half disguised already. Don’t worry, man, I understand; I’ll be discreet. But you’ll have to tell me more. She gave no reason for this summons?’




  ‘None, my lord.’




  ‘And you heard nothing—no gossip from among the women, things like that?’




  He shook his head, then, at the look in my face, added quickly: ‘My lord, she was urgent. She did not say so, but it must concern the child, what else?’




  ‘Then I will come.’ I thought he looked shocked. As he lowered his eyes, I said, sharply: ‘Well, what did you expect? I am not the Queen’s man. No, nor the King’s either, so there’s no need to look scared.’




  ‘Whose, then?’




  ‘My own, and God’s. But you can go back to the Queen and tell her I will come. What arrangements have you made for me?’




  He hurried, relieved, on to his own ground. ‘There is a small inn at a ford of the River Camel, in the valley about five miles from Tintagel. It is kept by a man called Caw. He is a Cornishman, but his wife Maeve was one of the Queen’s women, and he will keep his counsel. You can stay there without fear; they will expect you. You may send messages to Tintagel, if you will, by one of Maeve’s sons—it would not be wise to go near the castle until the Queen sends for you. Now for the journey. The weather should still be fine in mid-September, and the seas are usually calm enough, so—’




  ‘If you are about to advise me that it is easier to go by sea, you’re wasting your breath,’ I said. ‘Has no one ever told you that enchanters can’t cross water? At least, not with any comfort. I should be seasick did I so much as cross the Severn River in the ferry. No, I go by road.’




  ‘But the main road takes you past the barracks at Caerleon. You might be recognized. And then the bridge at Glevum is guarded by King’s troops.’




  ‘Very well. I’ll take the river crossing, but make it a short one.’ I knew that he was right. To go by the main road through Caerlon and then by the Glevum Bridge would, even without the prospect of discovery by Uther’s troops, put several days on my journey. ‘I’ll avoid the military road. There’s a good track along the coast through Nidum; I’ll go that way, if you can bespeak me a boat at the mouth of the Ely river?’
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