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Prefatory Note



The story of Arthur has been told by many authors in many different ways.


This version purports to be a translation of a narrative written by the medieval scholar and astrologer Michael Scott for his pupil, the Hohenstaufen Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II (1194–1250).


Complete in itself, it is also the second volume of my Dark Ages trilogy, published by Weidenfeld & Nicolson and Phoenix. Anyone interested in learning how and where Scott’s manuscript is said to have been discovered will find a full account in the introduction to the first novel in the trilogy, The Evening of the World.


A.M.





BOOK ONE





I


The winter sea was grey and the grass was grey and the stone of the little chapel on the hill was grey. Towards noon it began to rain, but still the rocks resounded to the clang of mailed feet as the knights strode from the yard where they had tied their horses to the stretch of level ground before the chapel. That stood on an eminence. There was a shallow valley beyond it and then the ground rose sharply again towards the outer ramparts of the castle.


A bier had been placed in the Great Hall and on it lay the body of the King, Uther Pendragon, the face visible that all might see that it was indeed the King who lay there awaiting burial when the frost released its hold on the earth.


But the knights paid little heed to the King whom they had been accustomed either to obey or defy. A dead king is a dead lion, no longer to be feared; the divinity that hedged him in life fled. Uther Pendragon was no more, and all Britain was held in suspense till his successor should be known.


A stone stood before the chapel and from a cleft in the stone protruded a sword, the hilt encrusted with jewels: rubies, amethysts, topaz. Uther Pendragon’s will was known: whoever should draw the sword from the stone was the rightful king. So all day long, knight after knight had made the attempt. Knight after knight had sweated and strained; and the sword remained fixed.


‘It is as tight as a Jew’s fist,’ muttered Sir Kay whose hands were bruised and bleeding from his struggle to release the sword.


‘Tight as a boy’s arse,’ growled his brother.


Trumpets sounded. The crowd parted and a squat, saturnine man, with a thick black moustache and a lower jaw that stuck out beyond the upper so that the two did not meet, advanced towards the stone. He wore a circlet of gold on his helmet and, as he clanged up the rocky path, he wiped his hands, thick-fingered and hairy, on the skirts of his tunic.


‘Who is it?’ some asked, ignorant men.


But Sir Kay, doing the honours on behalf of his father, the castellan, who lay in bed suffering a tertiary ague, stepped forward to greet the newcomer. He looked him boldly in the eye, but could not hold the steely gaze directed at him, and fell to his knee and kissed the hairy hand that was demandingly extended.


‘It is King Lot of Orkney,’ one said. ‘Surely he is the man will draw the stone.’


Others, now he was identified, nodded in agreement. King Lot’s reputation as a mighty warrior, who had cleared the northern seas of pirates, was known to all. Moreover, he was the husband of Uther Pendragon’s daughter, Morgan le Fay, she of the russet hair, eyes blue as cornflowers and figure of the pagan goddess, Venus Aphrodite.


King Lot looked neither to left nor right. He paid no heed to the murmurs of the crowd, which, however, now fell silent, in hushed anticipation, as when a champion of renown enters the lists. He brushed Sir Kay aside and approached the stone. He looked hard at the sword. He lifted his narrow black eyes to the heavens and his lips moved, as if perhaps he mouthed a prayer. He spat twice on his right hand and seized hold of the richly decorated hilt.


He pulled, but the sword did not move. He stepped back and frowned, then advanced a second time and resumed his grip. He tugged and heaved, and the sweat ran down his swarthy cheeks and his temples throbbed. He uttered a loud cry and, placing his left hand also on the sword, gave a sudden upward jerk. But there was no movement. ‘This is some trick,’ he said, ‘some witchery’ and turned, angry and disconsolate, away.


‘If Lot fails, then the sword cannot be freed and we shall have no king in Britain,’ a voice in the crowd was heard to say and a low murmur of dismay rose from the assembly.


But still other knights queued up to make the attempt. All in vain. For a moment it seemed as if the gigantic Sir Bedivere, a man built like an ox, had succeeded in causing the sword to shift position. But it was not so and he too fell back defeated. Another knight in black armour so strained and heaved that he dropped to the ground in a swoon and was carried lifeless from the stage.


A cold wind blew up from the sea, and it began to rain more steadily. The shades of night closed in. The crowd was commencing to disperse, when a quiet voice was heard to ask if one not yet dubbed a knight might nevertheless attempt to draw the sword.


The speaker was a youth, scarce out of boyhood. He was slight of build and pale-complexioned. His dark-brown hair was cropped coarsely short and his whole demeanour was modest. But he looked steadily at the stone from blue eyes fringed with long lashes, like a girl’s, and his lips were parted as if in expectation, revealing one broken tooth. There was a V-shaped scar on his forehead and he was dressed only in a blue-grey tunic, girdled at the waist and rucked up to show slim but muscular thighs.


The crowd laughed to see one so meanly dressed and insignificant of figure offer to draw the stone, and Sir Kay called out to the boy to be gone and not to waste everyone’s time. ‘This is a challenge for noble knights,’ he said, ‘not for beardless boys who should be attending to their lessons or their domestic duties.’


But the officiating priest intervened. Uther Pendragon’s will, he said, was clear: there was no limit to whoever should seek to draw the stone. The boy should have his chance.


So the youth stepped forward, amidst mocking laughter from the crowd. But he paid no heed to this. Instead, he looked composedly on the stone and on the jewelled hilt of the sword. The pink tip of his tongue protruded and he gave a quick lick to his lips. Then he placed his hand on the hilt and, without straining, drew the sword smoothly from the stone that held it and raised it high above his head. He lowered it to the ground and, resting his hands on the pommel, seemed for a moment to be abstracted in prayer.


A loud roar broke the silence of the gathering dusk.


‘We have a king, we have a king …’


The priest said, ‘What is your name, my son?’


The boy smiled. ‘In the castle kitchen where I work, they call me by many names, sometimes “Brat” or “Wat” or “Wart”, but I was baptised “Arthur”.’


‘Then long live King Arthur,’ cried the priest, ‘Arthur, King by the Grace of God.’


The crowd took up the cry, but was silenced when, first Sir Kay pushed himself forward, saying ‘this is tomfoolery, enough of it’ and then King Lot strode forward. He looked the boy up and down, and spat on the ground between his feet. ‘There is some devilry here,’ he said, ‘and madness too. Will you be ruled by some kitchen brat, got in a ditch of an unknown slattern? Will he lead you in battle against the Saxons? How he drew the sword, I know not, but that he did so by fraud, of that I am certain. You, boy,’ he said to Arthur, ‘come here.’


But Arthur smiled and did not move, looking calmly on the enraged King of Orkney, who, furious at this defiance (as he thought it) himself stepped forward and struck Arthur with his mailed fist, so that the boy fell to the ground and lay there, blood spurting from his mouth.


‘There is your king,’ Lot said, ‘grovelling in the dirt. Know this, that if you take him as your king, there will be war in Britain. I shall not rest till I have destroyed him and exposed this deception.’





II



Now this is the story as it is commonly told. It makes – you will agree – a fine tale, and when I first heard it in my childhood sung by a minstrel in Newark tower on the banks of the Yarrow Water, I delighted in it and had no reason to doubt that it was true. For it is well-known, and of frequent occurrence, that great heroes are often obscure in their youth, and must prove their mettle and assert their right by mastering a test which baffles other men. And it is indubitably the case that the young Arthur was thought to be of no significance till this day that he is said to have drawn the sword from the stone. He had served latterly in the household of a knight who goes by different names, but who was first the seneschal of that King Vortigern who rashly invited the Saxon kings Horsa and Hengist to settle in Kent (called, by some, the Garden of England) and who then served as Master of the Horse to Uther Pendragon himself. And in this household Arthur, whose parentage was unknown, was but meanly regarded. He was treated as a servant, confined to humble duties – cleaning tack, sweeping floors and the like. Nobody thought that he would become a famous warrior. Nobody thought that he would make a warrior of any sort and Sir Kay, who was the castellan’s son, often told him, between kicks, that he was fit only to be a servitor at table or a priest.


How he had come to that castle in the West, none knew or could remember. Though he had lived there, he had never lost the soft accent of the Scottish Borders; and, the Scots being regarded as rude barbarians, he was mocked and reviled for this reason too.


This, then, was the boy who drew the sword from the stone, though grown men, gnarled knights and mighty kings had failed. With your keen intelligence, my Prince, an intelligence which I am pleased to observe grows more sceptical by the month, you will doubt the story. It may, of course, nonetheless be true. Strange things happen, inexplicable by reason. That is incontrovertible. Nevertheless, if you suspect some deception rather than merely dismissing the tale, you may be right.


At the back of the story lurks the mysterious figure of Merlin. (He was by some accounts lurking in the churchyard too.) And Merlin takes some explaining. Who was he? What was he?


Geoffrey of Monmouth, author of The History of the Kings of Britain, a scribbler of matchless impudence, gives this account.


But first, a word concerning this Geoffrey. There are some – fools – who regard his work with the reverence properly due to great historians such as Livy or even Julius Caesar himself. But I should draw your attention to the judgement delivered by my old friend William of Newburgh, a man of unimpeachable rectitude. ‘It is very clear’, wrote William, ‘that everything this man Geoffrey wrote about Arthur and his successors, or indeed about his predecessors from Vortigern onwards, was made up, partly by himself and partly by others, either from an inordinate love of lying, or for the sake of pleasing the Britons’ – by whom my old friend meant the Welsh, a goatish people, some say, who stole their best songs and histories from my own Scottish Borderland.


Well, then, this is the story of Merlin as Geoffrey tells it, and of how he rose to prominence.


It happened in the days of King Vortigern, a Roman citizen belonging to an old British royal family, who had raised a rebellion against the Emperor Constantius and established his own independent kingdom. Then, because his rule was insecure, he invited the Saxons (as I have already said) to settle in Kent that they might guard the shores of Britain against other invaders. This was foolish; as well invite the wolf to guard the sheep against other beasts of prey. So, soon, the Saxons, despising Vortigern, turned against him, seized him, bound him with ropes and compelled him to surrender large parts of his kingdom to them in exchange for his life. All this is well attested and we need not rely on Geoffrey as our sole witness or authority.


Vortigern was now greatly dismayed and at a loss to know what to do. So he summoned his counsellors, whom Geoffrey styles ‘magicians’, even though it is clear from his own account that these were ignorant and foolish men who knew nothing of magic, which is an art or craft requiring deep study to be mastered. They advised him to build a strong tower into which he could withdraw if he lost all his other fortresses; and Vortigern, whose understanding of the art of war and of strategy was evidently poor, thought this advice good. He summoned his stonemasons and set them to work at the site he had selected in the mountains of north Wales. But, Geoffrey tells us, when they began to lay the foundations of their tower, however much they built in one day was swallowed up in the night, so that the work made no progress.


Vortigern then consulted his magicians again, as to what should be done. And they said he should seek out a lad without a father, then kill the boy, and sprinkle the stones and mortar with his blood. This being done, they said, the foundations would stand firm.


Now, though Vortigern was, by Geoffrey’s account, a Christian who had been distressed to learn that the Saxons worshipped pagan gods, Wotan (whom some call Woden), Thor and Freya, he nevertheless found this absurd advice to be good and acted on it, sending messengers throughout the country to search for such a boy. In a town called Kaermerdin, now Carmarthen, they happened on two lads who were quarrelling over their play. One struck the other, crying out that he was insolent to argue with him, since he (the speaker) was of royal blood, while as for the other boy, ‘nobody knows who you are, for you never had a father’. The messengers enquired further and were told that this was indeed the case, though his mother was a daughter of a Welsh king and now resided in a nunnery by the Church of St Peter.


So they fetched her, doubtless protesting, and brought her with the boy to Vortigern, who enquired of her closely how her son came to be born.


She replied, ‘By the living God, my Lord King, I never had relations with any man to make me bear this child. But it happened that, in the nunnery I was sometimes visited in the evening, after dusk, by a being who took the form of a handsome young man with red-gold curls and a pleasing singing voice. Sometimes he held me in his arms and kissed me, and then he would vanish, though the door and windows remained closed. At other times, when I was alone, working on my tapestry, he would speak to me, though I could not see him. And, though invisible, his talk was all of love; and in this way he made me pregnant. So, my Lord King, you must decide in your wisdom who was the father of my son, for I swear to you, on the Holy Rood, that never otherwise, and in no other guise, did I have relations with any man.’


Vortigern scratched his head. (All the evidence suggests he was a man who was easily puzzled, a man out of his depth, who had assumed honours and a title that came his way by fortune and not merit.) He called on a wise councillor, a certain Maugantius, concerning whom Geoffrey knew no more than his name, who spoke as follows.


‘In the books written by our sages and in many histories,’ he said, ‘I have read of such mysterious births. Apuleius, in his treatise de deo Socratis, asserts that between the moon and the earth there live spirits, incubi, whom we term demons. Their nature is divided, part men, part angels, and when they choose, they take on the shape of men and have intercourse with women who, being like all the daughters of Eve suggestible and open to corruption, yield and indeed welcome their advances. It is my opinion that one such appeared to this woman and begot the boy.’


Then, as Geoffrey has it, the lad Merlin approached the King and asked why he and his mother had been brought there. Vortigern relayed the advice he had received from his magicians, with some relish for he was, men say, one of those who delight in the infliction of pain. If, however, he expected the boy to display terror at the thought of his imminent death, he was disappointed; Merlin smiled, grimly we may suppose, and said, ‘Call your magicians here and I shall expose their falsehood.’


So this was done, and when the magicians were assembled, Merlin spoke as follows.


‘Because you are ignorant men and do not know why your tower cannot be built, you have told the King that my blood should be sprinkled on the stone and mortar. I wonder what nonsense you would devise next when you found that that remedy did not work. But I have a simpler question for you, which, if you are in truth masters of magic, you must be able to answer. What lies beneath the foundations of your tower?’


To this they made no reply, for they did not know.


Then Merlin said, ‘My Lord King, now call your workmen and tell them to dig deeper. They will find a pool. That is why the foundations are not stable and the tower cannot be built.’


Such was his assurance that the King did as he was bid; and a pool was discovered.


Merlin said, ‘What, most learned magicians, lies beneath the pool?’


Again they were silent.


‘Drain the pool,’ Merlin said, ‘and you will find two dragons sleeping on a slab of rock.’


‘What dragons are these?’ the King asked, amazed.


‘The red dragon of Britain and the white dragon of Germany,’ Merlin said.


Now Geoffrey does not tell us whether these dragons were indeed discovered. Instead, he embarks on a long account of what he styles ‘the prophecies of Merlin’, in which the fate of the dragons is made to conform to the history of Britain. There is much truth in these prophecies, as you discover when you penetrate beneath the surface of the language and the deliberately opaque style.


And this should not surprise you, since, like most prophecies, these were invented retrospectively.


Nevertheless, though much in Geoffrey’s narrative is but sad nonsense, there is a substratum of truth and Merlin, as I shall relate, was a remarkable man and indeed, a worker of wonders and a cunning politician.





III



Some, ignorantly, term Merlin a mere magician, a practitioner of the most vulgar forms of the occult arts; and indeed, it is in this guise that the ridiculous Geoffrey displays him. Others, more imaginatively, state that he was a Druid, perhaps the last of the Druids, the priests who served the Britons at the time when the Roman legions first penetrated these isles. You have, my Prince, read the great Caesar’s account of these priests, who assembled in oak groves, foretold the future and conducted human sacrifices at the two solstices and, as some authorities assert, at the full moon also. But it is well known that the Druids were driven to take refuge on the Isle of Anglesey, which the Romans called Mona, and there perished in a sinful act of mass suicide. Therefore it is absurd to suggest that Merlin, who flourished several hundred years later, was one of these deluded men.


The truth is other.


You will remember from my previous account1 that when Marcus escaped from the prison in Constantinople where he was confined he came, by the advice of his loyal friend Sir Gavin, to Britain, where he was received joyfully by the dying king at a city called Winchester and then reigned in his stead, this being after the feeble and lascivious and cowardly Emperor Honorius had withdrawn the legions from Britain.


Now it so happened that three cohorts of the Twentieth Legion based at Chester to guard the Irish Sea failed to answer the summons, perhaps because they had either become detached from the main body of the legion, or had been sent further north and so did not receive the order, or, as some say, because they mutinied, the soldiers refusing to leave their British women and murdering the legate who tried to enforce the imperial command. Be that as it may, they remained behind, and their centurions assumed full authority. Lonely and embattled, they survived with difficulty.


Marcus learned of this and sent Sir Gavin north to summon them to his colours. For these men, some by now gnarled and suffering from the aches and pains of advancing years, it was a great joy to learn that a true Roman was returned to Britain and established as Emperor. So they hastened south.


The boy Merlin was among them. He was the son of a centurion, by name Macro, and a woman from that part of what is now the Scottish Borderland called the Ettrick Forest. Some say the boy’s true name was Myrrdin, which is cognate with the French merde and means shitty. But this is not so; that was merely the nickname given him by the other children of the camp, who found the boy strange, dirty and disagreeable. In truth, he was by nature a solitary, such as other boys habitually fear and resent.


Were this fiction I would tell you of the remarkable powers he displayed even as a child. But since I write nought but sober truth, I must refrain from such invention. The young Merlin was distinguished only by his awkwardness, his stammer, his aversion from sociability, and by having one eye blue and the other brown. Moreover, he was given to sudden spasmodic gestures, nervous tics and a quite unusual clumsiness. It was perhaps because he was conscious of his oddity that he devoted himself with an extraordinary ardour to the service of Mithras, God of the Soldiers.


It was Lycas, formerly the bedfellow and lover of Marcus, now his closest friend and most loyal follower, who brought the boy Merlin to Marcus’s attention. He had noticed him soon after his arrival at the palace, and felt aversion, for he was a lover of beauty. But he also pitied him.


Then one day, descending to the courtyard, he came on a group of mean youths throwing stones at an aged mastiff which was chained there. He was about to reproach them when the boy Merlin, with a howl of rage or indignation, flung himself at the ringleader of the group who threw him off and then kicked him as he lay on the ground.


Lycas ran forward and struck the youth a sharp blow on the ear. He upbraided them as boors, rogues, wretches, so forcibly that all slunk off. Meanwhile the boy Merlin had crawled towards the dog and now cradled its bleeding head in his arms.


‘We must see to the dog,’ Lycas said, ‘and then to you.’


The boy Merlin was uncouth. Lycas, whose tastes had been refined by his association with Marcus and Artemisia, could not be easy with him. He seemed to him like a wild animal, a creature of the woods, caught in a hunter’s net, ready to bite even the hand extended to help him. And yet, as he said to Marcus, there was ‘something there’. If the boy’s blue eye was vacant, the brown gazed on the world with a passionate intensity. Days passed in which Merlin scarcely moved; he would lie on the rushes sucking his thumb or pressing himself against one of the mastiffs. The dogs alone seemed to understand him, to be at one with him. When, on other occasions, he spoke, in his awkward vulgar Latin, his words were gnomic.


It was blind Artemisia who took him in hand, insisted he be taught to read and write, corrected his Latin and had him instructed in the science of astrology. ‘He has rare qualities,’ she said, and in time others were compelled to assent. Moreover, she defended him from the priests who would have had him put to death as one who still honoured the pagan gods. But Artemisia said, ‘Though you declare that you alone have knowledge of the one true God, and follow the one true Faith, wise men in other times and other countries have spoken with equal certainty and been rewarded by their gods with success in all manner of ventures. So I have come to believe that there are many paths by which we may approach the truth and attain knowledge.’


When they heard this the priests would have charged Artemisia herself with heresy, but Marcus forbade them.


Holy Church would, as you know, my Prince, be in accord with these priests who would have had Artemisia put on trial. But here in Palermo, you have Arab subjects who follow the rule of Mohammed, and hold Christ Jesus to be merely one of the prophets; and these followers of Islam, whom Christians style infidels, are faithful to their own faith and are often virtuous men abiding by your royal law. Therefore, be not swift in condemnation of those who take other paths, but judge men by their actions, not by the God or gods whom they worship.


Merlin adhered to the God of the Legions, Mithras, who is declared to be the Mediator between the unknowable God and the human race which suffers here below, the spirit of celestial light, who grants increase and abundance, watches over the flocks, and gives fertility and life.


And Marcus, listening to the boy’s words, protected him, for they might be true and besides, he remembered conversations he had had with those who worshipped Mithras. And so Merlin grew to strength and wisdom, and Marcus, who had now, in accordance with the wishes of the British, assumed the purple, sought his advice concerning all great enterprises. But often Merlin vanished, into the forests or the waste places, for months or even years; for it was his nature to reinforce his spirit in solitude.


1 The Evening of the World.





IV



Britain flourished under Marcus’s rule. Great men lived contented on their estates. The corn was harvested in peace. White cattle grazed the meadows watched over not by armed guards but by a solitary herd boy. The hills resounded to the bleating of sheep. Trade revived, merchants travelled the road without fear and towns flourished. The Saxons, bloodily repulsed, no longer dared to raid and Marcus made treaties, forging bonds of friendship with the Scots and the Picts. Truly, it was a blessed time, and long remembered as such.


But Marcus could not forget that he was a Roman. There came a year when every night for a long week he dreamed of Italy and of white herds of mighty bulls washed clean in the sacred river of Clitumnus, being led towards the temples of the old gods of Rome, and he woke to memories of the city given over to the Goths. Surely, he thought, my work here is done, my nobler work scarce yet commenced.


Artemisia sought to dissuade him, Lycas also. ‘We are grown old,’ he said, ‘adventures such as you purpose are for the young and indeed, we enjoyed our fill of them in our youth.’


Marcus felt the force of his words; and yet his restless spirit could not be appeased. So he sent out heralds to summon all his barons, knights and vassals to assemble at Dover. And when they were come together – knights from the deep shires of midland Britain, archers from the Welsh mountains, sturdy pikemen from the Scottish Borders, and two legions drawn from the eastern counties and drilled to fight in the antique Roman manner, with javelin, short sword and shield – he addressed them as follows.


‘Soldiers, we are all children of Rome. I myself am a descendant of the great Aeneas to whom, as the poet tells us, the old gods promised empire without end. Those gods have departed; they live only in the dark forests of memory. That empire is now Christian, following the true faith in the one true God. And yet it has fallen on evil days. The wolf that was once guardian of Rome now despoils the city and litters in the places that were once holy. The successor to St Peter, assailed by barbarians, cries out to us for succour. The sword I now raise in his defence is the sword of the Lord of Hosts and Righteousness. I have therefore called you to a crusade, a holy war, to restore to all Europe the peace that is Roman, that Gaul and Italy and Spain may once again flourish as Britain now does. Whoever feels himself unworthy of this great cause, let him depart, for we shall be the stronger without him. But let all that remain resolve to march with me and do battle in a manner worthy of our ancestors and of Rome.’


When he had finished speaking, none departed, for all knew it were shame to abandon the Emperor. Yet Lycas felt that a bitterness was in the air, that there were poisonous weeds among the flowers. He knew a presentiment of doom, and that night Vortigern, Count of the Saxon Shore, slipped from the camp, and took with him King Lot of Orkney and all his men, for he saw that, with Marcus overseas, he could secure the throne for himself. And Lot went with him because Vortigern argued that Marcus was led astray by vanity and ambition to leave Britain undefended.


So some say the expedition was cursed from the first. Marcus, however, received the news of these desertions with equanimity. ‘The fewer men, the greater share of honour,’ he assured those who remained; and this satisfied many who were ardent for glory. But Lycas suffered, though he smiled in public.


They crossed over into Gaul and fought many battles against barbarians, and were victorious in all. Yet with each battle their strength was diminished, though their ardour grew. With each battle and with each mile that they advanced towards the mountains that lie between Gaul and Italy, Marcus seemed to his troops the more serene, as if he was carried on the wings of an unquestioning spirit.


Then, in an Alpine pass, with the army straggling in column of march, fierce mountaineers fell upon them, cut off the rearguard and destroyed it. The remnant descended into a fogbound plain, where they were stricken with fever, dysentery and plague. Here some mutinied and swore they would march no further, but Marcus kept his gaze still fixed upon Rome.


Some came to Lycas and said, ‘The Emperor is sick’; others that he was mad and would destroy them all.


Lycas said, ‘Whoever deserts him, I shall remain.’


They passed by towns and cities now empty of inhabitants, through fields denuded of their flocks and herds, by vineyards where no wine was made, by chapels falling into ruin, along roads made by the legions where coarse grass now grew. Somewhere – near Terni, it is said – Artemisia died and was buried. A cross was raised over her grave, prayers were said, but still Marcus pressed on for Rome. By now only a handful of men remained with him.


At last they came within sight of the city. They found cypress and ivy growing on the walls, weeds and wallflowers matted together. They saw columns fallen and broken, the great aqueducts shattered, temples without roofs and churches with doors swinging open to the winds.


‘Rome is now Troy,’ Marcus said and they rode slowly into what was once the Forum. There they rested, for the Emperor was very weary, and he sent to the Pope to tell him of his arrival. While he waited for a reply, he stretched out on what had been the Sacred Way, and gazed up at the sky in which kites and other birds that feed on carrion hovered.


In time the messenger returned to say that the Holy Father knew no emperor, for the keys of the city had been given to the Bishop of Rome by the great Constantine himself; but that if the self-styled Emperor had come as a pilgrim, he was welcome to find refuge in a tavern. Hearing this, those few soldiers who remained with Marcus laid down their arms and disappeared into the night. Lycas, left alone with his love and master, helped Marcus to his feet, and together they left the Forum by owl-light and crossed over beyond the theatre which Augustus raised in honour of his beloved nephew Marcellus, and there, in the street which bears the name of the Emperor’s sister Octavia, they entered into a mean tavern.


Lycas said to the Jewish woman who kept the house, ‘Let us have please a flask of the best wine that you have.’


‘There is little good wine now,’ she said, ‘for there are few labourers to tend the vines as they should be tended. Nevertheless I have a barrel of Marino wine from the Alban hills, and it is good wine when it is fresh and drunk young as this is.’


‘Very well,’ Lycas said, ‘then draw us a flask, and let us have bread and cheese to eat with it, for my friend is weak and much fatigued.’


So he sat down by Marcus, who did not speak but held his cloak pulled round his shoulders and over his head. The woman laid the wine and bread and cheese, which was that cheese made of ewe’s milk that the Romans call pecorino, before them and a dish of black olives also; and she wished them good appetite.


Cajoled by Lycas, Marcus drank a little wine and ate a morsel of bread and cheese. He took an olive and said, ‘How foolish we have been, Lycas, to live in a land where the olive does not grow.’


Then he fell silent again, for a long while, and Lycas did not dare to speak for he sensed that Marcus was pondering thoughts which were of great moment.


‘We have fallen into misfortune,’ Marcus said.


‘True,’ Lycas replied, ‘but how often have I heard you say that so long as we can speak of misfortune, we may escape it.’


Marcus said, ‘And what is there to blame but my irrational desire? It lifts me so high and flies up through the skies till it attains the sphere of fire which scorches its wings, as the wings of Icarus made of wax were melted by the sun; and then, unable to support me, it lets me fall, plummeting to earth. Yet this is not the end of my ordeal, for my desire, which some miscall ambition, sprouts new wings and is burned again, so that there is never, it seems to me, any end to my rising and falling.’


Lycas made no reply, for it seemed to him that Marcus had forgotten his presence and that the words he spoke were a meditation addressed to himself, perhaps in reproach.


But an old man who was sitting in a corner of the tavern with a bowl of soup before him, fish-soup smelling strongly of garlic and the sea, lifted his head when he heard Marcus’s words and now approached them. He made a gesture as if asking permission to be seated by them and, when Lycas gave him the nod, being as ever friendly and hospitable, the old man, who was dressed in a woollen tunic such as shepherds wore in Arcady, settled himself and said, ‘I hear despair in your words, the despair of one who longs for death and finds that he has always retreated round another corner. Has it struck you that the true image for the reality of the world is an artichoke, which is multiple, prickly and composed of many layers, each densely superimposed upon the other? From this it follows that nothing can be explained if one looks only for a single cause for every effect, since every effect is determined by a multiplicity of causes and each of these has many other causes lurking behind it, prompting it into being. Why you are in Rome and seeking death, I know not, but to ascribe the cause to an irrational desire is meaningless, since no desire can come into being, that is to say into your consciousness, without there being several causes, and each such cause being a reason, no desire can properly be termed irrational.’


Marcus said, ‘It is not death I seek, but sleep.’


‘And is not our sweetest sleep’, the old man replied, ‘that which most closely resembles death, in which we are free from dreams; whereas the sleep that disturbs us is light, restless and tormented by images, broken narratives and uncompleted adventures; which sleep, in my opinion, is a true image of life.’


‘Where is your home?’ Marcus said. It pleased Lycas to hear his friend roused into curiosity for the first time for many days.


‘I am a native of Sicily,’ the old man said, ‘but my home is the open road.’


‘I have heard,’ Lycas said, ‘that all Sicilians are in love with death and strive to make life as deathlike as they can.’


‘At Cumae’, the old man said, ‘resides the Sibyl and, when asked what she desires, will answer, “I wish for death,” which is denied her. In like manner, men on the point of death may wish for life to prolong itself. We are so made as to wish always that the coin falls the other way.’


But, though the Pope denied Marcus the imperial title that was his by right of birth and prowess, word of his arrival in the city restored the hopes of others, for there were still members of the old nobility resident in Rome, much fallen from their former high estate, yet still mindful of what their ancestors had been and of what they should be themselves. So when certain of these men heard tell that the Emperor was returned to Rome, they sought him out.


Three came to him in the tavern where he lay sick. It was winter now. The north wind blew cold from the mountains and snow lay heavy on the Alban hills. The three, whose names, Curio, Nepos, Metellus, recalled the great days of the Republic and early Empire, were all young, ardent and ashamed to live under a clerical dominion.


‘It may be’, one said, ‘that our ancestors were pagans, following false gods, as the priests tell us. And yet, while they did so, and honoured Jupiter, Rome flourished. Now, under the successor to Peter, the vicar of Christ, all is fallen to ruin.’


‘There is still an empire in the East,’ the second, Nepos, reminded his friends.


‘Indeed yes,’ said Metellus, ‘and I have visited Constantinople and can testify to its majesty. But there the Emperor is master of the priests and is indeed the Pontifex Maximus of old Rome. But here, that position has been usurped by the Bishop, and those whose duty it is merely to pray, as in the old days they conducted sacrifices and took the auspices, now exercise the imperium which belongs properly to men of birth.’


They were confused, these three brave young men, and this is not to be wondered at. They had been raised in ignorance of history, and what they knew of it was merely that which fragmentary memory retained and passed on to them. Nevertheless, they discerned more than they truly understood, and felt as iniquity and perversion the power to which they and their noble families had been compelled to submit. And so they sought out Marcus, whose renown had been transmitted to them, if but dimly.


When Lycas understood their purpose, he was afraid. His experience had freed him from all illusion and he understood that their vision of the world was vain, for it flew in the face of things as they truly were. He tried to explain this to the young men, and begged them to go home and live quietly. ‘In any case,’ he said, ‘the Emperor whom you seek is old and ill. His hold on life is uncertain.’


The young men exchanged troubled glances.


Then, ‘No matter,’ said the tallest of them, who was Curio. ‘We wish only to speak quietly with him and do him homage.’


So Lycas, who looked with favour on Curio, on account, perhaps, of the resemblance he bore to Marcus when they were both young, consented. But even as he did so, he warned them again that they could look for no help from Marcus in whatever undertaking they had in mind.


He led them to an inner chamber of the tavern. Marcus lay on a couch and, in the light of the lantern set beside it, his face was grey as if he had already crossed the portal into the shadow country of the dead. And when he spoke his voice was weak, and his Latin was that of a world that had passed away. They knelt before him and addressed him as Augustus. He heard the word and a weary smile like the sun breaking momentarily in a sky of thundery clouds acknowledged their intention and spoke of its hopelessness.


Then he spoke, with difficulty for he was short of breath and very weak. ‘When I crossed the Alps into Italy, my dreams were such as you dream now. But then I woke, in the valley of the Tiber when what was once Rome reared up before me, and that which I had dreamed was revealed as vain. I commend your spirit, but you will not find men in Italy to stand by you in the battle. Rome will live, Rome will be revived. That is certain, for it has been promised and is ordained. But you must look to the north, to Britain and Gaul, and even, it may be, to Germany, for it is in these lands that a new spirit is to be born …’


Then he told Lycas to command wine for the young men and closed his eyes. They retired into the other room, and sat over their wine and broke the bread of sorrow. And, as they did so and debated among themselves what might next be done, there came a hammering at the door of the tavern, and when it was opened a detachment of the Papal Guard entered and the centurion in command told the young noblemen they were under arrest. Curio drew his sword and would have resisted, but two of the guard seized him from behind and another struck him on the head, so that he fell down. His friends were clapped in irons, and he was lifted unconscious from the floor and bound also. Lycas, too, was seized, and two other guards entered the inner room and dragged Marcus from his couch, and fixed irons on his wrists. All were then carried to the mausoleum of the Emperor Hadrian, which served as the papal prison, and thrust into a dark cell.


Two days later the three noblemen were taken from the prison and, still shackled, thrust into sacks with, in each of them, a live cockerel and a viper, and these were then hurled into the river, from the bridge that leads from the mausoleum to the city. But Lycas was saved for the time being to be subjected to examination by the officers charged with the investigation of heresy. He was condemned as a heretic and a sodomite, and to be burned at the stake in the Field of Mars.


No record of Marcus’s fate survives. It is assumed that he died in the cell to which he had been consigned, some say in the night before Lycas was carried off to the torture chamber where his examination was conducted.


And from this day, for many centuries, there was no emperor in Rome; but the imperial power was exercised by the Popes, in defiance of reason and tradition.





V



So Marcus slipped into the black night we call the past and Vortigern reigned in south Britain. A weak king and foolish man, he invited certain Saxon tribes to settle in that part of the country called Kent. He did so because he believed they would resist the incursions of their fellow Saxons more successfully than he could. Men said, ‘He has called on the wolf to guard the sheep.’


The Empire Marcus had maintained did not survive him. It broke up into several kingdoms, and in the hill country between Humber and the Forth the King was Uther Pendragon, son of Marcus by the daughter of a citizen of York which the Romans called Eboracum.


Now you will find that Geoffrey of Monmouth tells us that Uther was the son of the Emperor-King Constantine, and the brother of Aurelius Ambrosius, who was for a time King of all Britain; and that the brothers fought against Vortigern.


There is some truth in this, but not much, for my researches have established beyond question that this Constantine never existed, but that, as I say, it was Marcus who fathered Uther by the lady I have spoken of, and that this Aurelius, who was certainly a notable general, was the half-brother of Uther, being the son of that citizen of York and not therefore of royal or imperial blood. And why Geoffrey should have pretended otherwise I cannot tell, unless he wished to make mischief. But it was probably ignorance, of which he had no lack.


When Vortigern learned that Uther had been hailed as King in the north, he resolved to destroy him, for which reason he admitted yet more Saxons to the kingdom and also made an alliance with the Picts. Furthermore, he promised King Lot of Orkney, who was then a young man and very ambitious, that he should have the northern part of Uther’s realm if he joined him in battle. To this Lot agreed, though, being cautious, he sent also ambassadors to Uther to enquire what reward might be his if he abandoned Vortigern, whom he despised. Uther, prudent but timid and himself no man of war (which may be the reason that some have denied that Marcus was his father) consulted Merlin, who advised him that it would certainly be wise to make peace with King Lot.


‘But I warn you,’ Merlin said, ‘this King is as treacherous as the adder that lies in the heather. Therefore it is necessary to find some means to bind him. Fortunately, he has a great weakness for women and can be governed only by a woman. Till recently he never acted but by his mother’s advice, but she is now dead.’


‘That is good advice,’ Uther said. ‘But where shall I find the woman who can govern him?’


Merlin smiled. ‘This Lot’, he said, ‘has a nature that is so suspicious that he will reject any woman you offer to him, for his suspicion masters even his lust. He knows his own weakness and fears to be controlled. If you suggested any particular woman he would at once detect a plot. So it is necessary that he should seem to happen on the woman, and should suppose that she is alone in the world and with no connection to you or any other man of power.’


‘What you say makes sense,’ Uther replied, scratching his head, not because it was lousy but because this was his habit when perplexed. ‘But where shall we find such a woman and how shall we contrive that Lot encounters her?’


Again Merlin smiled, but this time said nothing.


‘She should be a virgin,’ Uther said. ‘That is certain. And yet I fear I should be committing a sin if I arranged that a virgin should be seduced by the King.’ Uther was a godly man with a great fear of Hell; and this rendered him timid.


Merlin said, ‘I understand your hesitation. So it is better that you leave matters in my hands.’


You will not be surprised to learn that throughout this conversation Merlin had no doubt as to where he would find the girl to be delivered as, apparently, a sacrificial victim to the libidinous King.


So straightway he left the court, after the King, Uther, had betaken himself to the basilica of St Peter of York to make confession and attend his third mass of the day. Merlin thought it was no great harm that the King should confess his sins, since he was ignorant of those committed in his name, to advance his greatness. It was not simply loyalty to the memory of Marcus and Lycas that made Merlin eager to thwart the plans of Vortigern and Lot, and in time to destroy both. He had suffered from their scorn, for they were among those who had taken him to be an idiot and had mocked him accordingly.


Now Merlin journeyed for many days, through rugged hills and by winding valleys, far to the north, till he came to a place where a three-headed mountain stands over a river. Lush meadows beautiful with the flowers of spring, cowslips, bluebells, primroses and golden lilies, lay alongside the water; and, for it was now evening, the bells of a convent tolled the summons to vespers. Merlin presented himself at the gateway and commanded that a message be carried to the prioress to say that he awaited her pleasure. He spoke with courtesy for, though he remained, in his innermost being, devoted to the God of the Soldiers, Mithras, in whose faith he had been raised, yet he had learned that prudence required him to be respectful to the True Church and those who served the Christ. And in any case it was in his nature to take delight in duplicity.


So, when the prioress advanced with stately dignity, he knelt before her as if to request her blessing. If you are surprised (as you may well be, knowing the arrogance of certain great ladies who order the affairs of religious houses in this kingdom) that the prioress had humbled herself to answer his summons instead of keeping him waiting till it was convenient he be brought before her, the explanation is that, being possessed of a formidable and awe-inspiring pride, this lady delighted in disguising it with a semblance of humility.


The prioress took Merlin by the hand and led him into the convent, to her day chamber, which some call by the French word ‘boudoir’, though that word was not yet known since nobody at this date spoke French. This chamber was furnished with an elegance then rare in Britain, according to the Byzantine fashion, and the walls were hung with tapestries, save for one which was decorated with icons richly painted.


‘I have come for my ward,’ Merlin said.


As if she had not heard him, the prioress summoned a maidservant, or perhaps a novice accustomed to perform the duties of a maid, and ordered her to bring them fish, bread and wine. ‘You have travelled far,’ she said to Merlin, ‘and must be both weary and hungry.’


And till he had eaten of the river fish, which had been smoked and was accompanied by slices of lemon brought from Italy by traders who exchanged these fruits for a cargo of the local fish, smoked or salted, she refused conversation.


It seemed to Merlin that she remained silent because she was deliberating by which ruse she might cheat him of that which he demanded. Nevertheless, he ate and drank what was placed before him. ‘I have need of her,’ he said.


She took up her needle and resumed work on a tapestry that was stretched on an easel. The needle trailed blue thread and she worked on the Virgin’s gown. ‘She is too young.’


‘Nevertheless,’ he said.


‘You brought me a child, ignorant of manners, of quick and violent temper. We have trained her in docility and duty. It were better she remain here in the service of the Lord and the Virgin.’ She spoke in Latin and her sentences were well-formed.


‘She has a part to play in the affairs of the world,’ Merlin said and drained a goblet of the spiced wine.


‘Here we abjure the world,’ the prioress said, smoothing her velvet gown with the hand that did not hold the needle.


Merlin said, ‘You cannot refuse me. My craft is more powerful than your faith.’


She flushed and found no words, but bent her head over her work. ‘It were unkind to take her,’ she said, ‘and besides, I have a passion for the girl.’


‘Sister,’ Merlin said, ‘like me you love none but yourself. I tell you again, I have need of her. Command that she be fetched.’


She gave way to sighs, short and infrequent, and a tear like the first drop of a thunderstorm rained down her painted cheek.


So the girl was brought and stood before them, awkwardly, twisting the long tresses of her harvest hair between slim, active fingers.


‘You must go with your guardian,’ the prioress brought herself to say. She did not look at the girl as she spoke, but at the Virgin’s face as it had grown on her tapestry.


‘I do not wish to go,’ the girl said, ‘for you have taught me that the world is evil.’


‘Aye, so it is, and yet you must go.’


‘And if it is my will to refuse?’


‘Then I shall bend your will,’ Merlin said, and he fixed the girl with a firm gaze before which she grew pale and her lips wavered. She tried to turn her eyes away from his, as one may from that which offends one; but she could not. She was compelled to be held by his eye as if by a basilisk’s, and she cried out ‘Mother’, but even as she made to form the words which should succeed, her voice failed her. If she had had as many eyes as Argus, which were numbered at one hundred, she could not have averted a single one of them. Nor could she move, but felt herself to be as firmly rooted to the spot as if her foot, once so swift and eager in running, were planted in the stone. She felt as if her hair were being transformed into foliage and her arms were heavy as the branches of a laurel tree.


And when he saw that he had possessed her, Merlin gathered her up and departed, while the prioress was left to weep, till she was completely consumed by her own tears and the sky rained grief.





VI



For three days they journeyed north, sleeping at nights in the forest on a bed of pine needles. And for these three days the girl refused to speak. On the fourth day a cold wind blew and the air was heavy, threatening unseasonable snow. They looked to the mountains and their tops were hidden, veiled by clouds the colour of dark sandstone. At last the girl asked what purpose there was to their journey, and why Merlin had taken her from the convent where she had been happy and the prioress whom she had loved.


‘When I brought you there as a child, you screamed and kicked and wept and swore, and cried out that you would not remain there. Do you remember that?’


‘I was young and foolish,’ she said. ‘I was a child, thinking like a child.’


‘And are you wise in judgement now?’ he said.


She bit her lip and made no reply.


‘You are a daughter of the Empire,’ Merlin said.


‘What of that? What is the Empire to me? I was not reared in a palace but was abandoned by my father, and condemned to live with my mother’s man, who abused me sorely. At night I weep when I remember how he treated me.’


‘Indeed yes,’ Merlin said, ‘you were harshly treated.’


‘The thought seems to please you,’ she said.


‘It is to my purpose.’


Then they came to a river and there was no bridge. On the other bank they saw tents rising from the mist which clung to the banks of the river and hovered over the water. A boat was moored in the rushes and Merlin ordered the girl to seat herself in it. Then he told the ferryman who sat in the bows to carry her over to the other side. When she saw that Merlin was abandoning her, she cried out in fear, but he said only, ‘Morgan, my child, it is your destiny to pass over to the further bank and mine to remain here.’ And he stood and watched as the ferryman plied the oars.


He continued to watch as the boat nudged the other bank, and the ferryman took her arm and helped her out, and in the mist her legs were silver. Then he saw two horsemen pick their way through the bushes of broom and whin towards the river, and one lean down and sweep the girl up, so that she sat before him on the horse and was carried back to the camp.


Then, though he could see no more, in his mind’s vision he saw the girl brought to King Lot, whose army it was there encamped, and received with wonder by the King in his pavilion. And he saw the King’s rough hairy hands fumble her dress and push under her skirt, and his body bend as he forced her to his couch.


He turned away. ‘I have yoked her to misery,’ he thought.





VII



That year Aurelius Ambrosius commanded the army of Uther Pendragon in battles against Vortigern and his Saxon allies. Vortigern himself hid from the war and his army was led by his son, Paschent, a man treacherous as a serpent, treacherous beyond even his father.


Aurelius Ambrosius defeated the enemy in three great battles, one in the Vale of York, the second by the bridge across the Trent at the place now called Nottingham and the third by the Roman city of Silchester. Then, in desperation, Paschent sent to King Lot of Orkney calling for the aid he had promised. But Lot lay in bed with Morgan, his hairy hands caressing her smooth limbs, and would not stir. And this was as Merlin had provided, for he had given the maiden the power to bewitch her lover. Yet Morgan hated Lot even as she entranced him, and would have repelled his advances had Merlin not infected her also with keen lust.


Then, however, just as all was going well with the Romans – for so I choose to term those Britons who had retained the manners and mentality of Rome, and were true heirs of Marcus – Aurelius Ambrosius fell sick and lay at Winchester in the grip of fever. At this moment a man called Eopa came into Paschent’s camp and asked what should be his reward if he rid him of his enemy.


Paschent was delighted by the offer and promised a thousand pieces of silver. But then he said, ‘You are, as I perceive from your speech, a Saxon. How will you contrive to approach Aurelius, who has given orders that any Saxon who is taken should have first his ears clipped, and then his tongue torn out and his right hand cut off, unless indeed he be left-handed, in which case it is that hand that shall be struck off his arm?’


‘Why,’ said Eopa, ‘though I am indeed a Saxon, I can speak both the British language and the Latin tongue also. Furthermore I am skilled in herbal medicine and have a deep knowledge of all poisons. I shall disguise myself as a monk and declare that I am sent by God to heal the general. You may trust me, my Lord King, for I have never failed in any undertaking I have attempted. And, to prove that you trust me, give me now but a hundred of the thousand pieces of silver you have promised.’
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