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Preface

	Only a short time ago I stood within the tall, russet-brick keep of Tattershall Castle, near the River Bain in Lincolnshire, impressed by the rolling green vistas which can be seen from that great tower.

	It was built by Ralph Cromwell, who had once fought beside Henry V at Agincourt, and who later became the Master of the King’s Falcons, Warden of Sherwood Forest, and Lord High Treasurer of England: a proud castle for a proud man, I thought.

	Suddenly, as I looked out through the coloured windows, I felt a shudder go through me. To the attendant who stood near one of the great stone fireplaces, I said, “It’s a bit chilly up here, isn’t it?”

	He smiled and came over to me.

	“Chilly up here?” he said. “Why, it’s nothing to what it is like down in the dungeon. There are fireplaces here, but there’s nothing at all down there—only stone walls and a stone floor. And it’s as cold in the summer as in the winter. You wouldn’t need a refrigerator here, I can tell you!”

	I said, “You don’t make it sound very romantic, do you?”

	“Romantic?” he said. “Why, bless you, there’s nothing romantic, as you call it, about a prison in a fortress. The poor souls who went into places like that didn’t go there for fun—not on your life! Castles are only romantic if you read about them in story-books or see them on the pictures. No, the men who went down there were waiting to die, not having fun!”

	Then he strolled back to his fireplace, and I went down to my car, glad that it had a heater fitted, on that bright spring day.

	HENRY TREECE

	



Prologue
 The King of Birds and all Castles


	  

	“Oh, what is the house that looks over the valley?”

	Asked lark of the eagle, astride the blue air;

	“I see five tall turrets with proud pennons fluttering

	And gay booths all garlanded, as for Spring Fair.”

	 

	“They call it a castle, the men who created it,”

	His cold eye a-glittering, said eagle to lark.

	“Be still and you’ll hear all the gold trumpets speaking—

	But not the deep groans of the men in the dark.”

	 

	“What men in the dark?” asked lark of the eagle;

	“In laughter the folk that I see use their breath.”

	Said eagle to lark, “For each man that is dancing

	Another lies lonely, awaiting his death!”
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	The Castles referred to in the Book

	



Chapter 1
 Gorlois and Tintagel—Fifth Century


	(i)

	It was the early part of the year, and the stormy sea birds rode the blustering air that swept across the sea from Ireland.

	Two people, a man and a girl, walked the cliff-top above the green sea. Behind them, feeding on the wiry tussocks of grass, were small herds of thin sheep; before them, far down, lay a long causeway of ramparted stone, leading across to a castle that stood upon a mound, a squat fortress, much after the old Roman manner. The two people could see a group of young men in the castle yard pulling and pushing each other about in rough horse-play, shouting and laughing excitedly as they exercised.

	“Faugh!” said the man, in contempt. “Look at them! They call themselves Romans, but look at them!”

	The girl, whose bright golden hair was set high on her head with silver pins, in the Roman fashion, turned and smiled roguishly, her blue eyes twinkling. When she touched the man on the shoulder, her bronze armbands jingled.

	“Oh, Gorlois,” she said, “don’t be stupid! They are just young men and like to amuse themselves. We can’t all go on pretending to be Romans—so dignified and brave—all the time. Don’t forget what fun you had, at the Beltane dancing last autumn! And look at yourself—you may wear a Roman toga, but I notice that you’ve put on your gold throat-ring, and that nice red and blue tunic. Yes, and your thick woollen breeches!”

	Gorlois, who was much older than the girl, snorted.

	“Uther Dragon’s Head gave me the ring,” he said. “A man must wear his lord’s gifts. As for the tunic and breeches, it is not that I like them—only they are practical at this time of year, while we are staying on the windy Cornish coast.”

	Ygerne laughed at him again, the golden sunlight in her golden hair.

	“Why, you are just a Celt, like your ancestors who built this castle at Tintagel,” she said. “And your other one at Dimilioc.”

	Gorlois said, in a sudden anger, “And you are a Welsh farmer’s daughter. Don’t put on airs with me. One day, and perhaps soon, if this Cerdic comes pushing up from the south, you may be glad of my castles of Tintagel and Dimilioc!”

	Then he turned away from her, biting his lips. Was he so much a Celt still, like the other war-lords from far Wales, or the north—Maelgwn and old Cunedda? He shuddered at the thought . . . in some of the outlying villages men cracked their dead wives’ bones and ate the marrow in times of famine. . . .

	Hotly, he said over his shoulder, “I speak Latin. On my lands grow the cherry, the walnut, the chestnut, the poppy, the vine. All Roman things.”

	Ygerne said, laughing, “Aye, and what sour wine your grapes make! You know you prefer our own native mead, husband! As for your garden, it also grows Roman cabbages. Do you consider them beautiful, my own?”

	Gorlois flung a stone down on to the causeway in his anger. She was getting to be above herself. One day, if she were not careful, he would sell her to the first man who made a bid, however small—that would teach her, when she saw the slave-master’s branding-iron being heated. . . .

	Then he thought again: no, she was too beautiful, as finely formed as an amphora or a gold-hiked rapier. He could never part with her like that.

	He walked a few paces away, thinking, clenching and unclenching his ringed hands. Times had changed, yes. Ever since that fool Honorius, the Emperor in Rome, had sent word that they must fend for themselves against the Saxon, the Men of the Knife; ever since that British fool, Constantine, had got the common soldiers to elect him Emperor. What an emperor! To take all the Legions away into Gaul, and then get himself stabbed by a half-crazy Pictish slave in an orchard!

	His mind ran on. Once there had been a time when a man could have ridden down through the land, from Edinburgh to the farthest tip of Cornwall; aye, and have travelled the length of Gaul, right to the shores of the blue Mediterranean, without needing any other language but Celtic—without even hearing any other language. And always the same laughter, the same cattle-calls, the same songs, sweeping on and on, to the edge of the world, to Africa. . . .

	But that had all gone, Gorlois thought. In the north now, the Picts, the Painted Men, grunted over cooking-pot and midden in their hoarse tongue; in the south, the Saxons came thrusting in with every tide in their rough longships, the bark still on the planks, barbarous ruffians who worshipped horses’ heads on poles and drank themselves stupid with barley beer every night.

	And Ygerne had said he was no Roman. What did she mean by that—that he was like these Pictish fellows, nothing more? He shook his tawny head in anger at the thought. Why, in the time of Ambrosius, Constantine’s half-Roman son, Gorlois had gone as an ambassador to the Picts. Up in Orkney he had seen what they were like in their stinking stone wheelhouses. . . . He had seen the shock-headed families run yelling down to the shore when a whale was stranded by the tide, to hack with their whalebone mattocks for the hot blubber and then to gobble it up like dogs, the fat running down their chins. . . .

	He remembered their bread with a shiver—the grain roasted almost black, then ground between two stones, leaving the flour full of grit; he remembered the smell of the goats that wandered in and out of the draughty sleeping-chamber; the never-ending stench of the limpet-boxes in the corner of the room. . . .

	He fingered his necklace of amber and blue Egyptian beads, his bracelet of carved ivory, his ring of Whitby jet. Then he turned.

	“I am not like those savages!” he said harshly.

	Ygerne laughed and came to him, offering him a harebell that shook in the wind.

	“No, my love,” she said half mockingly, “you are the commander of a cavalry garrison, as your fathers were before you. What does it matter if you feel happier speaking Celtic and wearing breeches? So did Constantine, the soldiers’ Emperor—and so does Uther Guletic, his only son now. It is nothing to be ashamed of, if the Prydein Wledig, the Lord of Britain, does it.”

	Gorlois was about to say, “Damn Uther Pendragon and his heathenish ways!” But at the last moment he bit on the words and was silent. This Uther seemed to get to hear of everything; perhaps he had spies in the heather, listeners in the thatch. . . . Perhaps it was this druid of his, Merddin, who had recently given himself the Roman name, Merlinus, and boasted in the halls that he was descended from kings. Perhaps there was something in it, after all, and Merlinus was everywhere—in the air, in the sea, in the fire, listening . . . listening, and then taking every word back to hard-faced Uther Pendragon.

	Gorlois felt a little shudder run up his neck as he recalled how Uther had put his hands on his shoulders, after the battle in Wales when, together, they had defeated Gillomar, the King of Ireland, and Pascent, the son of Vortigern. . . . Uther had smiled into his general’s eyes and had said, “From this day, Gorlois of Tintagel, you shall be my war-leader, my dux bellorum, in West Wales. Does that content you, my friend? But see that you do not play me false, for I am a hasty man. I am not like my dignified Roman brother, Ambrosius! Oh, no, I take my chance as it comes, and when I strike, I strike hard—to kill!”

	And that was true enough. In the battle they had just fought, Uther himself had struck down the Irish king, Gillomar, and then had ridden hard to overtake the terror-stricken Pascent, who screamed aloud for mercy as he heard his doom approaching.

	Uther had called back at him, laughing, “Wait for me, Pascent. I am coming as fast as I can, on this lame Welsh pony! Don’t forget, I am a heavy man, and this armour does not make it any easier for the poor beast!”

	Then, as Pascent gazed at him, bewildered, Uther struck him to the ground.

	“I am going to give you a meal which will be strange to you, my friend,” he said. With a swift movement, he jabbed his short sword into Pascent’s mouth and pinned him to the ground.

	“There,” said Uther, as the man writhed, “now you have as much of Britain as you want! You shall dwell here for ever and you need never worry about where your next meal is coming from. See, I have given you all this with my own hand and no one shall take it from you!”

	Those who rode away from that bloody field, under Uther’s golden dragon standard, were silent at their leader’s brutishness, not rejoicing as they would have been under the Roman eagles, leading their captives away. Uther Pendragon took no captives, for they needed food and care, he said, and he had neither to spare.

	Gorlois pondered on all this, wondering whether after all Uther, son of Constantine, was the man they needed in Britain now, or whether someone else, someone more smooth tongued, like old Vortigern, might not be better when it came to dealing with invaders. He was smooth tongued, in all truth, and smooth actioned, too, marrying the daughter of the Saxon war-lord, Rowen! Few men would have gone to such lengths to keep peace—to take on such a father-in-law as Hengest.

	Yet, where had all this got him? Gorlois recalled the old story. . . . Poor bedevilled Vortigern, he who had brought the Saxons into Britain, had asked that old trickster, the druid Merlinus, to tell his fortune. The answer had been in the usual two-edged form: “Thou didst invite the Saxons to come over as thy bodyguard—but they have come as thy headsmen; either that, or the sons of Constantine will shut thee in a tower and burn thee!”

	Vortigern had struck the smiling Merlinus across the face for these words and the druid had gone stumping off into his oak-grove, white-faced and silent.

	A month later, Ambrosius Aurelianus had taken his father’s crown from the soldiers, and pursuing Vortigern into Wales had fired the castle in which the ruined king lay hiding. Those who saw it said that, when they broke in, Vortigern lay as small and black as a monkey on the hot stones; and, when they came to lift him, fell to powder, as though he were nothing but the ashes of a burnt-out fire. . . .

	Suddenly, as Gorlois thought about these things, a horseman in helmet and burnished breastplate clattered over the causeway proudly and, approaching the island-gate, halted and blew upon the greet horn that hung by the lintel.

	The sound came back to the watchers on the hill like cattle lowing at eventide, on the damp sea air, but more urgently, more impatiently.

	Ygerne said, her eyes wide, “What is it, husband?”

	Gorlois, whose sight was as sharp as that of a hawk, replied, “That is Garraig, the messenger. He is Uther’s mouthpiece to the kings of the West, my love. I must go down to see what his message might be. It would ill become a lord to stand idly upon a hilltop while his master’s words were left to grow cold in the valley bottom.”

	He bowed and kissed Ygerne’s white hand. He noticed that it was trembling a little and smiled up at her, like a father smiling at his child, for she was very young, and he a grown man with grey hairs already sprouting in his beard.

	“Do not be afraid, Ygerne fach,” he said.

	Ygerne said, “But what if Uther is summoning you to battle once more? I could not bear to be left alone again, in this castle, with only my women and the rough soldiers for company.”

	Gorlois said, “Have no fears, pretty one, the fighting is over for a while. We saw to that when we butchered the Saxons in the wood above York, driving them before us on their hands and knees!” Then he turned and began to stride down the hill.

	A sheep grazed close up to Ygerne as she watched her husband go down towards the causeway which joined the castle to the mainland, his cloak swinging so splendidly behind him in its heavy folds.

	The sheep came closer. Ygerne thought what a wise old thing it looked—though she also thought how wicked a sheep’s yellow eyes seemed. As though, if these creatures were lions, they would be terribly crafty. . . .

	She turned and waved down to Gorlois, whose hair was now being blown about his face so much that, against the dark wall of the castle, he looked headless for a moment.

	Suddenly a voice from behind her said, “You may well shudder, my pretty.”

	Ygerne swung round, her heart fluttering.

	“I thought you were a sheep,” she said, feeling very foolish as she spoke.

	An old man sat cross-legged behind her in the coarse grass, his head and shoulders covered by a pieced-sheepskin cloak. The yellow eyes were the same.

	He laughed and Ygerne saw that he wore an ancient gold lunala upon his breast, such as druids bore. Then there was no need to ask him who he was. There was only one druid now, that she knew of.

	“No, I am no sheep,” said Merlinus. “Perhaps your eyes deceived you in this strong spring light.”

	Ygerne felt the hillside spinning about her, as though the sea breeze had taken it and was whirling it round. But she knew that this was only her imagination—her imagination and the spell that was being put on her.

	“I know who you are,” she said to the old man, her lips trembling. “You are Merlinus, who was once the soothsayer to Vortigern, and who now serves Pendragon.”

	The old man let his yellow eyes be hooded by his heavy lids. Ygerne suddenly recalled what they really reminded her of—a falcon’s eyes, just when the hood was drawn over them. That was more terrible than a sheep’s eyes, or even a lion’s—for there were no lions in Britain, except perhaps in Northumberland, in the King’s cages, or in the fortress in London—in the stinking beast-pits where the combats between animals were still sometimes held, in the old Roman fashion, to delight the crowds with blood.

	There was a lion there—Old Caesar, they called him—who slew all that came before him, men and beasts alike. Ygerne had seen the keepers flinging down horsemeat and dead dogs to him. She recalled his growls and the sickening sound of tearing. . . .

	“What do you want?” she said, shuddering at the memory.

	Merlinus said, “Hardly anything. I just came to see that Uther’s message was delivered, that is all. Yonder Garraig is a careless fellow, given to drinking in every village. Such men are sometimes poisoned, or ambushed. So I came also. That is all.”

	Ygerne gazed at him in amazement.

	“How did you get here, on foot, before Garraig, who is a horseman?” she asked.

	Merlinus gave his strange smile, that wasn’t a proper smile at all, but more like a thought that twisted his mouth.

	“There are tricks to every trade, my lady,” he said. “And my tricks are not to be revealed to any farmer’s daughter on a hillside in Cornwall.”

	Ygerne stamped her foot angrily.

	“I am not ‘any farmer’s daughter’, old man!” she said. “I am Ygerne, wife of a great Duke.”

	Merlinus plucked a few tufts of last year’s grass and flung them into the air carelessly. They blew away, like last year’s dreams.

	“Ay,” he said, “that is truly what you are now—but not what you will be, lady.”

	Now the young girl stared at him. “What shall I be, then?” she asked.

	But Merlinus did not seem to hear the question. He was rocking backwards and forwards, as though in a sort of trance.

	At last he said, “When your fine husband comes back up the hill, to tell you that King Uther has invited you both to the Easter feasting in London, you can surprise him by telling him you already knew, can’t you?”

	A gust of wind blew Ygerne’s hair across her eyes, making them sting for a moment. When she could see again, the old man had gone and a sheep, an old and tattered sheep to be sure, was grazing where he had sat.

	Gorlois came upon her unawares. “What, my love,” he said. “Are you talking to a sheep?”

	Ygerne nodded, in a daze. “Yes, husband,” she said. “It told me we were invited to Uther’s Easter feast in London.”

	Gorlois stepped back a pace in wonder. “Are you a witch?” he said. “Or is that sheep an agent of the dark powers?”

	Half afraid, he drew his sharp iron sword.

	But the old sheep did not wait. It gave a wheezy “baa!” and trundled off along the slope, its matted, greasy fleece bobbing up and down on its back.

	(ii)

	Uther’s Easter festival, held in the great timber hall beside the River Tamesa, was like nothing Ygerne had ever seen before. Her father, a chieftain of Gwynedd, had been held famous for his feasting and minstrelsy, but the hall of Uther Pendragon made his feasts seem very poor affairs. All the walls were decorated with freshly cut spruce-boughs, until the place seemed more like a forest glade than a feast-hall. At each end of the long room an ox was roasting over a charcoal fire; the board tables were set with knives and dishes of gold. There was a roasted pig for every four men, a plump chicken for each one; and the loaves of white bread were so many that some of the feasters swore it had been snowing loaves all that day.

	Of wine, both white and red, there was enough for ten men to swim in; of mead, enough to give draught to a longship.

	And the music, oh, the gallant music of flute and harp, it was enough to make a man weep with the sheer rise and fall of it, so brisk the fingers on the vents, so nimble the fingers on the strings.

	Ygerne, who sat two places away from great Uther in his oaken dragon-chair, laughed and shouted with them all as the great bull’s horn, rimmed with silver, passed again and again the table’s length, and the warriors flung back their heads and drank down the sweet and potent mead. . . .

	Gorlois watched her carefully, a frown darkening his brow.

	“Take care, lass,” he whispered. “This is no drink for womankind. I have seen great warriors fall from their benches at times like these.”

	Ygerne made a face at him and said hoarsely, “Does Gorlois begrudge his wife her victory toast, then? Uther Pendragon would not treat me so. Look, he is smiling at me now, and offering me a drink from his own golden wine-cup!”

	Gorlois shrugged his shoulders with annoyance, but he was careful not to make too much of it, for Uther’s temper was known by all to be a hot one.

	Beside the great fire, a young bard was telling a tale of a god whose ears were so sharp that they could pick up the sound of wool growing on a sheep’s back.

	But another bard elbowed him aside. “Have done with that foolery!” he shouted. “Uther has commanded me to recite the penalty for killing a cat!”

	Then he began, in his high, nasal voice, “Whoso shall kill the cat that guards a high-king’s barn, its head is to be held downwards on a clean, level floor, and its tail to be held upwards. And after that, wheat must be poured over it until its tail-tip is hidden. That is the value of the king’s best cat!”

	Ygerne turned to her husband among all the laughter and said, “What is my value, Gorlois?”

	For a moment Gorlois glowered, then said, “A bushel of wheat, like any other cat, I suppose.”

	And then he was sorry for what he had said, for Uther Pendragon was cutting meat from his own plate into small pieces and offering them to Ygerne on the point of his knife: and she, in her annoyance with Gorlois, was letting the King feed her, taking the meat between her white teeth like a favourite animal.

	Someone called out for an Irish bard to sing “The Cattle Raid of Cualange”, but the shock-headed fellow shook his head and laughed, then began a long chant about the god Diancecht, who was so skilled in surgery that he once replaced a wounded warrior’s eye by that of a cat! All went well until the warrior found that by day he could never keep his eye open, while by night whenever the poor fellow wanted to sleep the least squeak of a mouse or the rustle of a reed caused his cat’s eye to open wide!

	The warriors in that hall, tall, fair-skinned men who had smeared their hair with clay until it stuck out like the mane of a horse, roared at the saga of the cat’s eye. Ygerne laughed, too, although now she was becoming a little afraid at the fierce clasp of the King’s hand about her wrist.

	Most of Uther’s men had their chins shaven, Roman-fashion, but wore long moustaches which hung almost to their breasts. Their shirts were dyed in many colours, their woollen trousers were cross-gartered with straps of bleached hide. About their shoulders they wore cloaks, fastened by great round brooches of silver, studded with garnets or jet.

	They could not speak without boasting, whether of their swords, their sons, or the number of Saxon heads they had nailed on the walls of their houses. . . .

	Suddenly, Gorlois was sickened by this noise, this boasting, by the behaviour of the King, who had once sworn before all his lords to uphold the ancient laws of Rome in Britain. . . . And now he was acting like any other barbarian . . . like a German or a Goth. . . .

	Gorlois whispered to the man at his side, his leader of horse, “Pass the word along the table to all my company: I will not stay one minute longer, to sit by and watch Pendragon making eyes at my wife. Tell them to rise at my signal and follow me from the hall.”

	Now Uther Pendragon’s cheeks were flushed with wine, and his eyes were wild in his great dragon’s head.

	“What are you plotting, Gorlois of Cornwall?” he shouted, scattering the dishes to one side and the other in his rage.

	Gorlois rose from the bench, his hand tightly clasped about Ygerne’s thin wrist. His men—and they were many—rose with him. The harps were silent in that hall. Only the crackling charcoal fires now dared to make a sound.

	Then Gorlois spoke.

	“My lord,” he said, as evenly as his anger would let him, “I do not plot. No, not against any man. I act—but only for my rights. And I will not have you, or any other, take those rights from me. Ygerne is my wife and, while the blood flows through my body, my wife she shall remain. I bid you farewell, Pendragon!”

	And with that Gorlois strode to the door, followed by his war-band, who held their hands close to the pommels of their swords. Ygerne wept as she went, afraid now both of Uther and her husband.

	When they reached the door, Pendragon rose from his great chair and yelled after them, “Gorlois, come back! This is no way to leave your king. Remember your oath to me!”

	But Gorlois scarcely looked at him as he turned for a moment and shouted through the heavy silence, “That was no way for any king to act—not even Hengest! We ride to Tintagel, my lord. There shall I be, if further words are needed!”

	Outside that door, Ygerne clung to him and said, “Gorlois my dear, you are my only love. Thank you for saving me!”

	Gorlois turned suddenly and struck her across the mouth. Then, to his leader of horse, he said, “See that she reaches Tintagel. Guard her with your life. I ride for Dimilioc, my friend, with half our company.”

	Then, though Uther’s chamberlain hobbled out, leaning on his white wand, to bid them stay, they kicked their shaggy horses forward and rode out of Uther’s stable-yard.

	Ygerne called out to her husband many times, but he did not answer her. The young leader of horse took her bridle rein and, without looking at her, led her forth.

	(iii)

	The castle of Tintagel was a fortress standing on a tall cliff, protected on all sides by the sea save that side which faced the mainland and was joined to it by a causeway which, legend had always said, could be held by three good men, against an army, because of its narrowness.

	When Uther Pendragon’s message came, that he would hunt Gorlois to the death for his insult in leaving the Easter feasting, the black-haired young Captain of Tintagel had laughed, throwing his head back, so that the herald should see him.

	“Tell Uther Dragon’s-head,” he said, “that my master, who has always served him well in the name of Rome, is not a man who runs away when a dog growls. Uther will find him here, or at his place of Dimilioc. And tell your master that the men who eat the bread of Gorlois and wear his gift-rings have faced real warriors in their time, without turning back when spears advanced and arrows flew. They are not likely to change their nature overnight because a man comes with a message.”

	Ygerne heard this, for the conversation was a loud one and took place under her window. It was a barred window, high above the green sea. She heard it and cried, suddenly feeling very lonely and little, like a small girl again, being locked in her bedroom for some naughty prank.

	The herald spat and turned without reply, then kicked his horse forward across the causeway, his back very straight and broad. Ygerne, looking down, saw an archer fit an arrow to his string: but the black-haired Captain suddenly held the man’s wrist, so strongly that the fellow twisted with pain and let fall the bow.

	Ygerne covered her face and moaned. “What have I done?” she said. “Will Gorlois ever forgive me?”

	The grey-haired old woman, who sat on a stool in the corner and was supposed to care for her, smiled bitterly.

	“Yon riddles are not hard to answer,” she said in her thick Gaulish accent, for she was from Brittany, where Gorlois held many lands. “You have slighted your lord—and that will bring death to many. As for Gorlois forgiving you, I think not, lovely as you are. Only a month ago I saw him put a boar-spear through a hound that refused to come to heel.”

	Ygerne shuddered, for she knew that her husband was a hard man to any who offended him—as hard as Pendragon himself. And, like Pendragon, he came of a long line of war-lords, who had never known what it was to kneel before another, of whatever race or rank.

	Turning to the old woman, Ygerne said, “Tell me, Mother Caitlin, what would you advise me to do?”

	The old woman rocked on her wooden stool for a while, then said, “What is there to do? You can either sit in this room until someone comes for you, or you can squeeze between the iron bars of the window and throw yourself into the sea. That, perhaps, would be better for all.”

	Ygerne flung herself on the cold stone floor and wept bitterly. “I am so beautiful and so young,” she said. “How can I destroy what the bards have praised!”

	The old woman said, “Time will destroy it, whatever you do; and the bards are fools anyway!”

	Then she went out, carefully locking the great door behind her. Ygerne later heard her laughing with the soldiers, telling them what had passed, no doubt.

	So the nightmare went on. Always, the men waiting for Uther to attack them, saying what they would do if they got their hands on him; and always that silent, grim-faced herald from Dimilioc who stared at her, silent despite her pleas, before riding back to report on her to his stern master, Gorlois.

	And at last Ygerne could stand it no longer. She climbed up to the window on a stool and began to squeeze herself between the cold, hard bars. But suddenly she heard a conversation below her in a little courtyard. A mud-spattered horseman was speaking to two pikemen.

	“I tell you,” he said, “when I came away from Dimilioc, Gorlois was laughing, just like his old self. He swore that Pendragon would never breach his castle. And I’ll tell you something else, mates. . . . He swore he’d ride through Uther’s army one of these nights when the moon is clouded, and come to Tintagel to see that silly young wife of his!”

	Ygerne’s heart lifted. She listened hard to hear what else the men would say, but now they were whispering and laughing, their heads close together. The wind carried away their words.

	After that, for days, every horn, every hoof-beat, every call brought Ygerne running to the little window, to see who came across the causeway. But always she went back in disappointment to sit on her bed and weep. She was too proud to ask the grey-haired woman who attended her and slept at the foot of the bed at night. But one day, when Ygerne was strolling the broad platform above the sea, she came face to face with the young leader of horse who had held her bridle rein all the way from London to Tintagel.

	He saluted her and was about to pass on, but she caught his sleeve and asked, “I beg you, tell me how things are at Dimilioc. How is my dear husband?”

	The young man smiled and said, “No siege is pleasant, lady; but, by what I hear, the castle of Dimilioc is strong and so well supplied with all food a man might need that Uther and his thousands may well go away disappointed.”

	“What of my husband, man?” she asked again, stamping her foot.

	The young horseman flicked a pebble over the wall, into the sea.

	“He is well, lady. What is there more to say? Gorlois of Cornwall is a man who snaps his fingers at kings and fate. If it entered his head, he would ride out of the gates of Dimilioc by night and come to his castle of Tintagel, without a care for Pendragon’s lazy guards, who think only of sleep once their king has made his nightly rounds.”
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