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  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. Hes 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, Ill 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 wronga hole, likelyand you came off. Youve not been lying long. Id 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.


  Youve no sword.


  I lost it. No matter. I have my dagger, and a hand for it. No, dont be afraid. The fightings done. No one will hurt you, Now, if youll help me on to my horse, Ill 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 lands 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 nights work no more than the gods 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 himbecause of mefour 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 horses 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 nights 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? Dont 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, theres 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 Dukes friends. The people who let them into the castle thought they were admitting Duke Gorlois himself, with Brithael and Jordan.


  Under its dirt the boys 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 Kingthe King was in the castle last night with the Duchess?


  Yes. And the child that will be born will be the Kings child.


  A long pause. He licked his lips. Butbutwhen the Duke finds out . . .


  He wont find out, I said. Hes 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 Kings 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 dont 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 Dukes likeness. The magic deceived you, too.


  He began to back away from me. How do you know these things? Youyou said you were with them. This magicwho are you?


  I am Merlin, the Kings 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.


  Dont be afraid. Ill 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 youll help me on to his back, Ill 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 things. 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 beasts 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 horses 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 Uthers 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 bays 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 horses 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 hearts desire. It was possible that the simpler souls among the Kings 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 Dukes 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 Dukes deathand he could hardly fail to see it as a miraculously open gate to his marriage with Ygrainehe must in public be seen to show remorse. And I was the public sacrifice to that remorse.


  One of the officersit was Caius Valerius, who rode at the Kings shoulderleaned 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 larks 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 boulders top, scrambled into the saddle. I turned the beasts head east by north for Dimilioc, where the Kings 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, thats that, for the moment. The ribs are the worst of it, apart from the hand, and theyll mend soon enough; theyre 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. Hes safe enough in this state, never fear. It was the doctor again.


  Well, but ones 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 hadnt 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 doctors 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?


  Thats true enough. When he was a lad with his fathers army in Brittany he studied to be an engineer. I remember him talking to Tremorinusthat was the armys chief engineerabout lifting the Hanging Stones. But that wasnt all he studied. Even as a youth he knew more about medicine than most men Ive met who practise it for a livelihood. I cant think of any man Id rather have by me in a field hospital. God knows why he chooses to shut himself away in that godforsaken corner of Wales nowat 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 thats brought him trouble enough . . . Bring the bowl nearer, while I clean his face. No, here. Thats right.


  Thats a sword cut, by the look of it?


  A glancing scratch from the point, Id 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. Its clean enough; it wont 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, its 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 rivers 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 kings daughter, Southern Welsh, from Maridunum in Dyfed. They say he got the Sight from her. But not his looks; hes 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. Dont let his quiet ways fool you; its more than just book-learning and luck and a knack of timing; theres power there, and its real.


  So the stories are true?


  The stories are true, said Gandar flatly. There. Hell do now. No need to stay with him. Get some sleep. Ill 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 Kings armies. He stood over me, smiling.


  And about time.


  Gandar! Its good to see you. How long have I slept?


  Since dusk yesterday, and now its 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.


  Im 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 its 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 wasnt fought by any rules I ever heard of. Tell mewait, though, not yet. Im on fire to know what happenedwe all arebut 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. Im 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. Hed already had the news of the skirmish, and the Dukes death. It seems that the Dukes men, Brithael and Jordan, rode to Tintagel as soon as the Duke fell, to take the Duchess the news. But youd know that; you were there. He stopped short as he saw the implications. So that was it! Brithael and Jordanthey 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 Cadalyou 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. Its 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. Hes 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 didnt he see you? Or surelyhe 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 fathers brother. From the very beginning, Uther had resented his brothers 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 Duchesss 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 Kings advisers must know the truth, but the common folk will find the tale of magic, and a blameless Duchess, better to believeand, God knows, easierthan 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 fathers 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 Uthers 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 Kings 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. Its 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 its decent. Decent! He repeated the word on a short bark of laughter, then cleared his throat. The Dukes body is here, but in a day or two theyll 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?


  Hes 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 Ygraines son and Uthers 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, thats with time. And now, young man, youd better get some more rest. Would you like a draught?


  Thank you, no.


  How does the hand feel?


  Better. Theres no poison there; I know the feel of it. Ill give you no more trouble, Gandar, so stop treating me like a sick man. Im well enough, now that Ive 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 Dukes 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 Dukes 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 fathers 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 Id trust just now, but I trust you. Youre your fathers 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 wifes 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 ones 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 womans 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 Gorloiss 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 Gandars 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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