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| ntroduction

Therearefew "universals' in literature: the story that becomes so popular, so entrenched in agiven
culturé's mind mat no explanation beyond the title—or a character's name—is necessary for an individua
to grasp the entirety of the universe and its conceptsin one fell Gestaltian swoop. Robin Hood isa
literary universal; throughout history and countless cultures the tale of an outlaw-hero who supportsthe
oppressed againg the predations of the wedthy and powerful thrives. But the hero's nameis often
changed to suit the culturd context—Zorro, for instance—to make it more user-friendly, more
marketable to the target audience.

Thereisonly oneKing Arthur.

Many books have debated and discussed all aspects of the Arthurian mythos. Some scholarsclaim
Arthur actudly existed; someingst "Arthur" was merely a concept representative of certain ideds; others
believe the man. who has cometo be"Arthur" isacomposite of several lesser historica personages. We
very likely will never know the truth; despite ongoing investigations, excavations, and interpretations, as
yet nothing has been accepted as hard evidence that Arthur the King actualy lived. The wishful flunking



of certain pundits and politicos with regard to the JFK White House notwithstanding, the search for
Cameot continues.

And thefact that it does continue, that it exists at all, is part of the fascination.

How many stories and legends, merely the constructs and conventions of "professiond liars'—bards,
poets, mingtrels, playwrights, novelists, screenwriters, etc—have inspired archaeol ogists and layman
scholarsto play detective? How many authors, readers, and students have gone off on pilgrimage to pay
tribute to, and to soak up the atmosphere of, surroundings that have not yet been proved to be anything
but supposition and speculation? Lastly, why do so many peoplefed Arthur should bered?Isit that we
embrace hiswarrior-king image? His Everymanness? The triumphs and tragedies of hisreign? The classic
rags-to-riches story of hismagica begetting, ordinary upbringing, and rite of passage into a perfection of
manhood?

Ah, but his manhood wasn't perfect, (tee aspect of the Arthurian legend clamsthat he demanded the
infant sons of a certain season be killed in an attempt to avoid the foretold doom of his desth at
Mordred's hands, Arthur's incest-begotton bastard son. Not precisaly aheroic act. And, too, thereishis
gpparent neglect of hiswife, Guinevere; why elsewould sheturn to Lancelot?

And yet Arthur's reputation survives such sins. He remainsthe King for All Seasons, Britain's someday
savior, for legend claims he will return in England's darkest hour.

Of course, legend dso clams England shall survive aslong asthe ravensinhabit the Tower of London;
and so their wings are clipped.

Nonetheless Arthur remains the idealized concept of agood and true hero, a man who accepts dl
chalenges, dl responghilities, dl sacrifices, to safeguard hisrealm and her people. Hisworld fascinates
and ingpires. It isawelsprmg of ideas for countless authors; and many of them have devised fresh and
compelling interpretations of the accepted legend. T. H. White gave us Arthur-as-child in The Once and
Future King, discovering the magics of the world, which in turn inspired Disney's animated film The
Sword in the Slone. Mary Stewart transformed Merlin, heretofore accepted as arather androgynous
and eccentric old wizard, into ayoung and vitd hero hi hisown right, sacrificing his own future asking to
prepare Arthur for the world—and the world for Arthur. Marion Zimmer Bradley, author of The Mists
of Avalon, presented uswith amore feminist angle, aworldview predicated on the women integrd to
Arthur'slife. Other authors continue to mine the legend, seeking and creeting variations on atheme.

With that in mind, the god of this anthology was not merely to present soriesretelling those that have

been told many times before. Thisisn't acollection of tales strictly about Arthur and his doings, though
some are included, but aso about people other than the famous and infamous, about the ordinary folk
who become heroes and heroines because of the choicesthey make. Small choices often lead to great
change, and dl too often the beginnings of legend are lost in the endings.

| am very pleased to present anew look a old imaginings, to welcome the intriguing and varied
interpretations of gifted storytellers—some household names, some new to al of us—who understand the
wonder of the times, the taes, the people who made Arthur's deeds worth doing.

And there is magic afoot.

©—Jennifer Roberson



The Heart of the Hill

Marion Zimmer Bradley and Diana L. Paxson

Morgaine spesks...

Time runs strangely in Avalon, but | no longer ook into the Mirror to see what passes beyond the
mists that separate it from the world. Arthur is dead, and Lancelet as well, and on the other isle,
Christian nuns pray for Viviane's soul. Saxons have overrun the land, and the priestesses here are
fewer than they were when first | came here asa little girl, but from time to time the little dark
people of the marsh still send to tell usthat a daughter of the old blood has come.

One such was brought to me this morning. lldierna, they call her, and she is the daughter of a
chieftain from the Wel sh hills where they keep the old ways still. | do not remember what | said to
her—and no doubt she was too awestruck to really hear me. She was too amazed to see one
whom all in the outside world think must be long dead to pay proper attention. But there was
strength in her, and it came to me that she was just such a child as| might have had if I had borne
a daughter to Accolon, and | wondered if | were looking at the maiden who will one day follow
me.

But I think now that it is not Accolon that she reminds me of, but another maiden whom | knew
long, long ago when my breasts were scarcely grown. These days| find it hard to remember the
young priestesses who serve me, and call them sometimes by each other's names or by the names
of maidens|ong dead or grown, but | remember quite clearly the girls who were being trained on
Avalon when | first came.

There was one called Gwenlian whom | remember very well. | do not know why she should come
to mind just now, except that this new girl has the look of her, with her strong bones and bright
brown hair, and because she taught me a lesson | had great need to learn.

"Thisiswork for servants, or daved" exclaimed Gwenlian, lifting the crude straw brush from the
lime-wash and watching the white dropsfal back into the pail. "Most assuredly it isnot atask for a
princess, or apriestess of Avaon!™ Grimacing, she let the brush fall.

Morgaine reached swiftly to catch it, jumping back to avoid the spattering droplets, for even diluted, the
stuff could burn.

_"But we are neither,” she answered tartly. "Only novice priestesses who will be very glad next winter to
have watertight wals."

Whitening the daub and wattle walls of the House of Madenswas ayearly task. The mixture of burnt
lime shell and fat repelled water, but it did need to be renewed on aregular basis or it would wear away.
It had never occurred to Morgaine to resent the task, any more than she did the spinning, which wasthe
constant occupation of al the young priestesses when indoors. As Viviane had once warned her, thelife
of apriestess could be hard and bitter, but she did not include among its hardships thiswork, which at
least got her out inthe sun and air.



"You are so very good!" exclaimed Gwenlian mockingly. "The perfect little prietess, afraid to take a
breath that Viviane does not allow. But | was brought up to make my own choices."

"Shewho is slave to her own will has a fool for a master..." Viviane had often said, and yet they
were also taught that a priestess had to be willing to bear the responsibility for her own deeds. Soon
Morgaine would begin her year of sllence, and after that face the orded of initiation. Shewasamost a
woman—and amogt a priestess—already. Wasit perhapstime for her to begin thinking like one?

She dipped her brush into the whitewash and dathered the stuff over another section of wall. "And what,
princess, would you choose?' Her tone was tart, but not, quite, mocking.

Gwenlian wastal and fair skinned, one of the sun people. Beside her, Morgaine was once more
reminded of her own lack of height and small bones, and the skin that so readily darkened when she
spent time out of doors. "Morgaine of the Fairies’ they caled her, but it was abrownie shefelt most like
just now. And yet when the younger girl had first been brought to the House of Maidens, Morgaine had
been made her guardian, and despite their differences—perhaps, even because of them—Gwenlian was
the closest Morgaine had to afriend.

Rather absentmindedly, Gwenlian dipped her brush into the pail aswell. Tolearn ..." shesadina
whisper. 'To use the abilities that the Goddess has given me, in-

dtead of dtting and chanting listsfrom the old lore with the little girls.”

"By learning the old lore we train and discipline our minds...." Morgaine began, then redized that in this,
too, she was merely repesting what she had heard from Viviane. To commit vast quantities of information
to memory wasthe ancient way of the Druids, but it did not encourage cregtive thinking. Viviane spoke
often of the necessity that bound her—had the traditiona ways of training consirained her thinking so
much that she could not change it even if she desired?

With ashock, Morgaine redlized that she was on the verge of criticizing the Lady of Avaon. She stopped
short, biting her lip, the brush dripping milky drops onto the ground, but words came from some part of
her mind she did not control.

"What would you do?'

"Whitewash the stones of the Processiona Way so that we do not trip when we ascend the sacred hill in
the dark?' Gwenlian shook her head and laughed. "No— that would be a child'strick. | want something
real. In meditation, | have had visions. The egg-stone, the omphalos, iscdling me. If | could touch it,
joinwithit, I would touch the power at the heart of the hill, and then, | would know...."

"Know what?' Morgaine asked faintly.

"What | truly am... what | wasmeanttobe "

Gwenlian was wrong, of course. There were no shortcuts, no magic beyond smple patient hard work
and discipline in the making of a priestess. So Morgainetold hersdlf, but she could not help thinking
about what the other girl had said to her. Her head told her that Gwenlian'simpatience with the training
was the petulance of achild, but her heart kept wondering, at the oddest moments, if what she had said
might just betrue.

And if even she had doubts, men what was Gwenlian thinking about now? In die days that followed,
Morgaine contrived, whenever she could do so without being obvious, to keep an eye on her. Shetold



hersdf that she watched her so that she could put astop to it if Gwenlian tried something foolish, that she
would fed responsibleif the other girl cameto harm. She never questioned her own motivations until the
night when she awakened to glimpse awhite form dipping through the doorway of the House of
Maidens, and felt a pulse of excitement flare through her veins.

And then there was no time to wonder, only amoment to find her own shawl and her sandals and in the
same ghostly silence, to follow. Clouds covered most of the sky, but those stars she could see told her
that the time was alittle past midnight. The Druids, whose task it was to salute the hidden sun, would by
now have finished prayersin their temple and sought their rest. It was not one of the grest festivals when
most of the community watched through the night; any of the priestesses whose own work required them
to be wakeful would be doing so hidden and in solitude.

Otherwise, theide of Avalon waswrapped in dumber. If | can catch up with Gwenlian swiftly, no
one will ever know! thought Morgaine as she hurried down the path.

The columns of the Temple of the Sun were apale blur in the gloom, but something paer still was
disappearing between them. What could Gwenlian be seeking mere? Then, between one step and
another, Morgaine remembered that the Temple of the Sun was where they kept the omphal os stone.
The Druids preferred to worship beneath the open sky, but the Temple had been built by the wizards
from the drowned lands across the sea, and was still the setting for those rituals the Druids had |earned
fromthem.

Nothing will happen, shetold hersdlf. Without the proper rites, without the touch of the priest to
awaken it, the omphaos will be no more than an egg-shaped stone. But nonetheless, she forced
hersdf to move more swiftly.

The hinges of the heavy wooden door were kept oiled so as not to squesk during therituas, and they
made no sound as Morgaine dipped through. The oil lamp that was dways kept burning in the sanctuary
cast afaint, flickering illumination. Itslight gleamed from the colored stone set into the granite floor, and
highlighted the textured images in tapestries so ancient their colors had faded away.

Morgaine stopped short, her head whirling. She had been here only afew times, when they needed a
maiden to serve in therites, and then she had been so intent on playing her part correctly she had not had
much attention to spare for the setting. But her most recent training had addressed the art of reading
information from on€e's surroundings, and now she was nearly overwhelmed by the hard, bright masculine
identity that radiated from every stone.

Asanovice priestess, shewas an initiate of the mysteries of the darkness, of the cool radiance of the
moon. Here, dl things spoke of the Sun, and the Son, the northern Apollo of the Applelde, and evenin
the depths of night, she was dazzled. She controlled her breathing, rooting her avareness in the earth—at
least that was still the same—until she could see once more.

A grunt of effort brought her back to attention. In the center of the mosaic star set into the stone of the
floor lay the omphal os, aflattened egg-shaped stone about the length of her arm. Gwenlian knelt beside
it, pressing her hands against the stone. Swiftly Morgaine hurried to her sde.

"For amoment | felt it, Morgainel" Gwenlian whispered. "The stone tingled against my pdmd” Her eyes
were dight with mingled frugtration and fear.

Morgaine tugged at the other girl's shoulders. "Y ou found the egg-stone—come away now, before we're
found."

"But | havent!" wailed Gwenlian. "The power isgone.”



In the next moment her resistance abruptly eased and Morgaine staggered backward, but it was not
Gwenlian, but the stone that had moved. The dab onwhich it lay had shifted to revea an openingand a
flight of steps, which led down into darkness.

"A passageway ..." breathed Gwenlian. "It istrue then. There are tunnelsthat lead into the hill."

"Or somewhere ..." objected Morgaine. But her heart was pounding too. "Now you know—come
away!"

Gwenlian got to her feet, and Morgaine released her grip, but instead of turning, the girl flung hersdlf
forward, into the opening. For amoment Morgaine stood with her mouth open, staring. She has no light
—in a few moments she'll come back, she thought, but Gwenlian did not return. With asinking heart,
Morgaine redlized she was going to have to follow her.

Shetook an unlit torch from its holder on one of the columns and, trembling, lit it from the dtar lamp. No
blast from the heavens punished her impiety. With alast look over her shoulder, she followed the other

girl into the passageway.

Theair in the tunnel was damp, but that was not what set the shiver in Morgaine's bones. The Druids
were masters of wood, not stone. As she looked at the mighty blocks that formed it, she knew that this
passageway had been old when thefirgt of the British-speaking tribes came over the sea. The ancient
wizards who built the Temple of the Sun had made this passage into the hill. Morgaine trembled with
wonder and with fear, for she was not an initiate of these myderies.

She haf expected to find Gwenlian huddled at the first turn of the passageway, whimpering in the dark,
but she continued for some time without finding her, and when the tunnd forked she redized this might be
more difficult than she had expected. Symbolswere graven into the stones to mark the turnings. Which
way had Gwenlian gone?

The other girl had moved so quickly—something must be drawing her. If thereredly wasan omphalos in
the heart of the hill, perhaps she had been sensitized by touching itsimage. But Morgaine had no such
connection with the sone—only with Gwenlian. She closed her eyes and | et her breath movein and out
in asteady rhythm as she had been taught, sending avarenessinward.

Gwenlian, where are you? Gwenlian, think of me and | will come to you-----She built up the image
of her friend's strong-boned face and brown hair and launched her will toward that goal.

At firgt her mind bubbled with a confusion of impressions: Gwenlian winning afootrace, dapping
limewash on thewall, eating porridge, lifting her handsin ritua. Morgaine alowed each picture to take
shape, to add its essence to the whole, then sent it bobbing away, while her awareness sank deeper and
deeper, until al the images merged in the powerful current that was Gwenlian'strue identity. It drew her,
and Morgaine started to move again, ditting her eyes so that her upper mind could note the turnings and
mark them.

Her superficia senses noted that the blocks were giving way to solid stone—she must be moving under
the Tor itsaf! Presently the marks of the chisal became fewer, and she redlized that thistunnel wasa
natural one, carved by running water. Indeed, the walls were shiny with moisture, and atrickle of water
was wearing anew channe into the roughly leveled floor. Now the torchlight showed her wet footprints,
but she hardly needed them. She could feel Gwenlian ahead of her, and something el se, that pulsed in the
air and throbbed in the very stone.

"Goddess, defend me!™ she whispered, understanding with her very soul, as her mind had already
accepted, that what Gwenlian had believed wastrue.



A changeinthe air warned her that she was gpproaching alarger chamber amoment before the last turn
in the tunnel. Shetook another step and stopped, blinking as the torchlight caught, corruscating, on a
thousand crystd flecksin the rock wallsthat surrounded her. And then, asif those fleckswere mirrors, al
the refracted light focused in the center of the chamber and kindled an answering light deep in the center
of the egg-shaped stone.

Morgaine gazed in amazement, for the stone was tranducent as curdled crystal. She could not imagine
from what distant place it had been brought to lie here in the heart of the hill, if indeed it had come from
anywherein theworld of humankind.

And her magic had not mided her, for here was Gwenlian, curled around the egg-stone with her arms
clasped around it. Her eyes were closed, but there was tension in her arms; Morgaine did not think she
was dreaming, but rather in the throes of avision. Here also iron sockets for torches were set into the
wall. Morgainefixed her torch into one of them and moved gently to kneel beside her friend.

"Gwenlian..." she whispered, "Gwenlian, come back to me—"

There was no response. Frowning, Morgaine snapped her fingers around the other girl's head and blew
in her ears. Gwenlian stirred alittle a that, but her eyes did not open. If there had been water, Morgaine
would have poured it over her, or even plunged her into it—that method could break even the degpest
trance.

Clearly, Gwenlian could not be brought back to consciousness so long as she was touching the stone. In
generd, peoplein trance should not be touched, but she had no choice now. Taking adeep breeath,
Morgaine put her arms around her friend to pull her away.

Thefirg thing sheredlized wasthat athough Gwenlian's body moved, her arms remained fixed around
the stone. The second was that the power that pulsed in the omphal os was passing through Gwenlian's
body, and now Morgaine could fed it in her own limbs. At least she could still let go, but physical contact
would make it much easier to establish a psychic bond. Shewastoo smal and dight to pick up
Gwenlian, and even afull-grown warrior would have found it difficult to carry both the girl and the stone.
The only way in which she could rescue Gwenlian would be to go into the Otherworld in which
Gwenlian's spirit was wandering and find her.

Beneath the surface of her thoughts another voice was nagging.

"Foolish child, thistask is beyond both your strength and your skill. Leave the girl and go to the
Druids. They will know how to set her free.”

It sounded like Viviane. Had the Lady of Avalon somehow linked with her in her dreams? Surdly not, for
if that were so, the Druids would have been here dready. No, thiswas only that part of her that had been
Vivianegs mogt faithful pupil, spesking in the Lady's voice to keep her inline. If the Merlin had been there
she might have caled to him, for he had aways been kind to her, like the grandfather she had never
known, but he was away, with the king.

No wonder Viviane lets me go about without her supervision! | carry her inside me, doing her will
even when sheis not herel

Suddenly that seemed to Morgaine intolerable, that her own mind should have endaved her to the Lady's
will without anyone asking her yeaor nay. If the Druids came, at the very least, Gwenlian would be sent
homein disgrace, if they didn't think of something worse to do to her. Morgaine was dmost a priestess; if
Viviane had trained her well, she should be able to find her friend's wandering soul and wrest it free. She
closed her mind againgt that inner voice and gripped Gwenlian's arms once more.



She could fed the power of the Stone,- pulsing against her awareness, but she repeated the verses with
which she had been trained to keep control, holding Gwenlian in her arms, listening to the other girl
breathe until her own rhythm was the same. Then she set hersdlf to follow the path to the Overworld, one
image succeeding another as she walked the Sacred Way. A swirling radiance blurred the edges of her
menta pictures, and she knew it was the power of the Stone, but she continued until she cameto the grey
expanse where only the occasiond shadow of some half-remembered hill or standing stone marked the

way.

And even these mists were shot with roiling colors. But still she searched, calling her friend by her secret
name, and was rewarded at last by the sight of a sturdy figure around which lightnings played. Morgaine
hurried toward her.

The image of Gwenlian stretched out her hand. Morgaine knew there was some reason why she should
not take it, but the other girl looked so happy, so eager for her friend to share her joy. AsMorgaine
touched her, linking on theinner planes asthey werein the flesh, awareness of the Overworld vanished,
and she stood with Gwenlian in her vision and saw with her eyes.

Two mindsin one, mae, body, they stood on a parapet above amighty city built of white stone. The sky
was blue asit only isin southern climes, and the bittersweet cries of gullsrang in the air. Beyond the
harbor rose a pointed mountain, from whose summit atrail of smoketwined lazily into theair.

"Behold the Isle of Atlantis, how mighty its works, how resplendent its wisdom,” cameaninner
voice, or perhapsit was memory. But as the words faded, the man whose body they inhabited felt
beneath hisfeet afaint vibration. When it ended, from the streets bel ow came a babble of question. He
looked up once more and saw the smoke from the mountaintop thicken, billowing upward in dense grey
clouds.

Another tremor, much stronger, shook the tower. Now he could hear screaming. He staggered toward
the stairway. "To the Temple€'—came acry from below, "we must save the halows! We must savethe
Stone!”

He redlized then that thiswas the trust that had been laid upon him. The vision began to fragment ashe
struggled downward, or perhapsit was the idand, tearing itsdlf apart as the mountain cracked open in ash
and flame. Somehow he reached the shambles that had been the Temple of the Sun. The Stone lay
among the rubble, glowing through the dust thet filled the air. A few others had managed to join
him—together, they lifted it into achest and dragged it from the disintegrating city.

The harbor was a confusion of tossing ships and maddened men. Some of the closely moored boats had
smashed into each other; others capsized beneath the weight of the men who tried to board them. But he
knew ahidden cove—drawing his mantle over hisfaceto filter out the ash that wasfaling, he helped to
carry the heavy chest to the place where his own pleasure craft lay at anchor.

The images were even more chaotic now. They were clambering aboard, straggling to get out of the
cove, flailing with the oars at the choppy sea. They had reached the ocean, and the sea heaved benegth
them. Firefrom the mountain filled the ky.

Fire... darkness ... the glassy, flame-shot curve of the sea... A tiny voice yammered at the edge of
Morgaine's awareness— This is not happening, thisisnot my memory, thisis not me!' And with more
strength than she imagined she possessed, she pulled free aswith aroar that transcended al other sound,
the mountain blew.



Morgaine opened her eyes and flinched from the flicker of flame. The volcano's blast still echoedin
memory— her head ached, and it took afew momentsfor her to redize that here, dl was till.

Or very nearly. A faint, eerie groaning vibrated from the masses of rock that surrounded her. Thena
tremor shook the Tor. For amoment terror froze her limbs. Then aglimmer of moving light showed her
the omphal os rocking on its dab and Gwenlian lying sorawled just beyond it.

Morgaine breathed a prayer of thanks that whatever force had wrenched her out of the vision had
enabled her to pull Gwenlian free aswell. She grabbed the torch and then, with a strength she had not
suspected she possessed, heaved Gwenlian's limp body across her back and staggered from the
chamber.

As she struggled back through the tunnel's, more tremors shook the hill, one of them strong enough to
knock her down. For several minutes she and Gwenlian lay in atangle of limbs as shewaited for faling
rock to crush them. But by then they werein the last straight passage that |ed to the Temple, and athough
she was peppered by falling pebbles, the ancients had built well, and the great stones did not fall.

The torch had gone out when shefell, but now Morgaine could make her way by the fed of the stones,
and soon thefaint glimmer of the lamp in the Temple shining through the opening showed her the steps,
and she hauled her burden up onto the polished floor. The earth had ceased to quake, but from outside
she could hear shouting. Shaking with reaction, she shoved the dab back over the opening, then grabbed
Gwenlian beneath the arms and dragged her to the door.

Morgaine would havetold dl to Vivianeimmediately, but in the aftermath of the earthquake, the Lady of
Avaon was surrounded by priestesses and Druids dike, wanting ingtructions, and there was no way she
could be heard. The young priest who helped her carry Gwenlian to the healers assumed that the girl had
been hurt in the quake. In asense, thought Morgaine, it wastrue.

But as she sat by her friend, watching her twitch and mutter as she made the long journey back toward
consciousness, she wondered whether the tremors that had shaken the hill had caused Gwenlian'svison
to fix on the drowning of Atlantis, or whether by awakening the memories recorded in the Stone, they
had crested asympathetic vibration in the Tor.

When Gwenlian regained consciousness a | ast, she forbade Morgaine to spesk of it. Viviane's
implacable cam had restored order quickly, and athough the quake had shaken some things down in the
dwellings, the stone halls were too sturdy, and the daub and wattle roundhouses too flexible, for the
tremors to do them much harm. And the priests who kept the Temple of the Sun did not gppear to have
found anything wrong with their sone.

Morgainetold herself that no harm had been done. It was only gradudly that she redlized that although
Gwenlian was recovered in body, she had changed. When at last Morgaine ventured to ask what she
remembered of her vision, the other girl refused to speak of it. Nor did she cometo her studies with the
joy she had shown before. It was asif that part of her that had craved the things of the spirit had burned
out. Now, Gwenlian's responses were as halting as if she were one of the Once-born, and after the feast
of Midwinter, she asked to leave Avaon.

But by then,. Morgaine had begun her year of silence. When the time came for Gwenlian to go, she
embraced her friend, weeping. But she could not even say goodbye.



| never saw Gwenlian again, though | heard eventually that she had been married. It may be that
thisgirl, Ildierna, isa child of her line. If that is so, it will be asif Gwenlian herself has come back
to pardon me. In my life | have known diffidence and rebellion, pride and fury and despair. Now,
when | am near its ending, forgivenessis a gift that | have great need to give, and receive.

For along time after Gwenlian left us, guilt made me even more obedient to Viviane's will than |
had been before. If | had told her and the Druid priests what had happened, could they have
restored Gwenlian's soul? Hindsight assures me that Viviane would have considered what
happened to my friend a fit punishment, and assured me that those who are priestess-born will
find the way back to their powers, asindeed | did myself, in the end.

Now, when | reflect on Gwenlian's tragedy, | wonder what it was | should have learned. What
lack in our training drove her to dare a deed beyond her strength, and laid on me the guilt for it,
and thus, deprived me of the will to question Viviane? If | had not allowed the Lady of Avalon to
meddle in my life, would Arthur rule still?

| have played my part in that story, and given over meddling in the affairs of the outer world. If |
have something to teach this child who has come to me, it is that each soul must bear the burden
of its own fate and make the best choices it may. My vision does not show me what dangers this
girl will face, or even if Avalon will survive. But | will teach her as best | may to use whatever
abilities the Goddess has given her.

The Fourth Concealment or the ISland or Britain

Katharine Kerr

They are standing around a long table made of polished wood. In the dream he cannot count them,
cannot seetheir faces; they are tiff figures wrapped in gray-like corpsecloth. The table he can see.

On thetable lies a flat sheet of Roman papyrus. He has only seen ancient scrolls and never
realized a sheet could be so large, covering half the table, nor so white. Upon it there are lines,
marks—a map.

Myrddin wakeswith cold swest soaking into the blanket that covers his straw-stuffed mattress. His other
blanket lies upon the stone floor next to his bed. He sits up, stretching hisarms out in front of him,
surprised as dways by the wrinkles bitten deep into his hands and the brown mottles of old age. In his
dreams he sees himsdlf as ayoung man still. From histroubled night hisback hurts, and when he stands
up, hisknees complain doud. He puts on apair of sandasand alinen tunic, then crosses to the window
of hisround tower room and pulls aside the lesther curtain.

Morning sun floods over him and eases hisflesh. He sits on the wide stone sill and turns hisface to the
sky, where rain clouds are breaking apart and scudding away to the east. From the hill-fort below him,
the smell of wood smoke and baking bread, the stink of pigs and horse manure, rise up like incense from
an dtar, dragging his attention down to the busy ward. Sip-diding in the fresh mud, servants are hurrying



back and forth with firewood and buckets of water. Grooms are leading horses to the water trough.

Dressed in shirtswithout deeves and |oose breeches, a handful of men from Arthur'swarband stand in
front of the stone keep; they are arguing about something so loudly that he can dmost pick out their
words. Two of them face off, raisefists, scream in such rage that they are no longer usng wordsat al.
With ashout Cei, the seneschal, comes running and thrusts himself in between the pair. Over the winter
Ce has grown stout, and gray streaks hishair, but when one of the young cubs snarlsat him, Cei grabs
hisarm, twigts, and drops him to his kneesto wallow in the mud. Howling with laughter the rest of the
men disperse, and Cel walks off to the stables. The shamed man getsto hisfeet and dinks away.

This summer the army will patrol the border and raid into Saison territory, but it will fight no battles.
Peace hangs heavy on Camulodd. How long, Myrddin wonders, will it be before Arthur's men start
feuding among themsdaves? The horsemen in hiswarband may grumble at Cei's orders, but they obey him
inthe end, will step apart and make their gpologies, then go about their day asfriends.

Thenoblelords, Arthur's vassas and his comites both, listen to no one when honor cracksits
bloodstained whip. Intime, of course, the problem will solveitself.

The demoraized Saison will find anew leader, mount anew army, and come ravaging once again into
what isleft of the province of Prydain. In the end, they will win. Y ears hence, certainly, but they will win.
Myrddin would rather dietortured with hot ironsthan tell thistruth to Arthur, but it weighs daily upon his
soul.

The dream. When Myrddin shuts his eyes, he can see the image of the white map, floating on thered field
of hissunstruck eydlids. Did the dream indicate Saison, then, by those doll figures who studied the map?
He opens his eyes and looks out over the stone walls of Camulodd. On this side, the east, the hill dopes
sharply away to fields, pae gold with the ripening of the winter whesat, bound by the silver ribbon of the
river. On the dream map liesaline shaped like the river'sturnings, but the rest of the marks mean littleto
him. Even as hetriesto study them, the vision fades.

With ashrug Myrddin leaves the window. If the dream carries amessage, it will repest itsdlf. Hislong
years of living on the border of the unseen world have taught him that. Dreams, visons, omens, the voices
that at times speak to him from fires—he can only invite them into the seen world, not command them. At
the moment, like any ordinary man, heis hungry, and the dream will have to wait until he has eaten
breakfast.

The year past, Arthur ordered a banqueting hall built &t Camulodd, 'round the back of the stone keep
near the kitchen huts. Sunny with windows and bright with tapestries and banners, the long wooden room
has proved so pleasant, especialy in contrast to the dank chambers of the keep, that with spring, the
dally life of the hill-fort has moved into it. On this particular morning, when Myrddin waksinto the hal he
findsthe warleader himself lingering at the head of along table. Unlike his men Arthur affects Roman
dressin these days of victory: asmple tunic, sandas bound up hislegs with thongs. A red, short cloak
drapes casud|ly on the back of hischair. At hisright hand sits Paulus, the priest who servesthe chapel in
the fort, dressed in drab brown. A gaunt little man, Paulus has abald stripe shaved out of hishair from
ear to eqr.

"Behold!" Pauluscalsout. "Our last pagan!™

Smiling at the familiar jest, Myrddin walks down the length of the hdl to join them. From the windows
near the beamed ceiling sunlight falls across the pae new wood of the walls and shimmers on the polished
tablesasif it were flames racing down the planks. The beams catch and burn like logsin a hearth
as the roof gives way, crashing down in a spray of red cinders. Over thewar of firethereis



screaming and Arthur'sfamiliar dark voice, saying, "What isit? What happened?’

Myrddin redizesthat heislying on the floor of the banqueting hal with Arthur knedling beside him.
Ordinary sunlight streamsin and picks out the grey in Arthur's brown hair. His pale grey eyes are narrow
with concern. When Myrddin raises a shaking hand to his own face, he touches something wet,
dimy—nhisbeard, soaked with spittle from the fit. Over Arthur's shoulder Myrddin can see Paulus,
watching him as the others are watching. He cannot see them, but he can feel their gaze.

"Fetch me some mead!" Arthur calls to someone beyond Myrddin'ssight. "Don't just stand around like
doltd"

A servant gppears with agoblet and stands holding it out asif he's serving mass for some new god.
Myrddin sets his elbows againgt the floor and triesto Sit up, but he cannot move until Arthur dipsabroad
arm under hisback and lifts him. The watchers persist. Eyes grow on the walls, faces formin the
banners that hang overhead.

"Salson magic,” Myrddin whispers. " Spying."

As if they have heard him, the eyes disappear. Myrddin smilesto himsdf. He has guessed correctly,
and naming the threat has dragged it out of the shadows. He will be able to examineit rationaly now,
using the knowledge gained from working his own magic over thelong years.

Thefainting fit, however, hasleft hisbody weak. Myrddin dlows Arthur to fuss over him, suffers Paulus
to pray over him, drinks alittle mead, and eats alittle bread to soothe the fears of those who depend
upon him to postpone their inevitable doom. Because Arthur wants so badly to help, Myrddin alows him
and Cel to carry him up the long twisting stairsto histower room, even though he would fed much safer
on his own two feet. Servants follow with a pitcher of watered-down ale and around loaf of breadina
basket. They mill around in his chamber until he loses patience.

"I need not onething more," Myrddin sngps. "Now leave me! | can't restin al thisnoise.”

The servantsflee, and Cei follows. Myrddin can hear their clogs pounding like hooves dl the way down
the stone stairs. Arthur lingersfor amoment in the doorway.

"I truly andiveand dl in onepiece,” Myrddin says.
"Y ou gave me quite ascare.”
"Did 1?7 No need to worry. It wasjust along message from Annwn."

AsArthur leaves, he pullsthe heavy plank door shut behind him. Silence washes over Myrddin and
carries him on along wave out to the seawhere hisvisionsfloat, drifting on the tides of the unseen world.

They are searching all over Prydain. In mists he sees them, men walking green meadows,
searching for something. They are binding the earth with spells. He can see them pacing off
distances with their heads bent, one arm raised, each step as slow and careful as if they picked
their way through a bog. They are binding the earth with wires. He seesthemdriving in pegs all
around the edges of a field, then lacing wires between them to mark off squares. What lies
underneath? he wonders. Treasure, perhaps. Off to one side stands a man holding a long flat
staff, banded black and white. Every now and then he shouts orders to those stringing the wires.

When Myrddin wakes, sunlight streamsin from the west window, telling him that he haslain in trance for



half the day. He can fed their gaze till, the searchers, even though no more visions of eyes gppear on the
wallsor celing. He sits up, dumping on the edge of the bed, his spotted hands dangling between his
gtick-thin legs. Had he ever been young? At times he wonders, smply because his youth lay so long ago.
With ashake of his head for his own nonsense, he gets up and goesto histable to drink the ale-splashed
water and eat some of the bread |eft there for him.

Food steadies his mind. His knowledge that the fort is being watched becomes merdly that, knowledge,
no longer acold prickling of the skin or a shudder between his shoulder blades. The Saison have magic
of their own, though Paulusinsiststhey deriveits power from evil spirits. If Paulusis correct, & some
point the spiritswill turn upon the sorcerers and endave them, but until then, the magic fedls dangerous
enough. What, he wonders, are they searching for? Everyone knows where Arthur built hisfortress. The
warleader may prefer to cdl it acastrum, just as helikesto style himsdlf dux bellorum instead of
cadvridoc, but its doors stand as open as any Prydain lord's squat dun for servants and flies, visitors and
dogs, to wander fredly in and out. If these searchers want to see Arthur, they can ride up like any other
man.

But their evil spirits, those daemones, as Paulus callsthem. Traveling any distance in the seen world lies
beyond their powers, because they cannot cross running water, whether the mighty Tamesis or atrickling
stream. They must follow pathsin the unseen world, if their Saxon masters wish to send them upon
errands of mdice. Thismight well be what the map showed and what the silver wires mark out, aguide
for the daemones through the unseen world, a secret road by which they may enter the heart of
Camulodd and burst out upon Arthur.

Myrddin tearsthe loaf of bread into chunks and takes one to the west window. He sits upon the sill and
looks out. Here, on the gentle side of the hill, alittle town has grown up outside the wals of Arthur'sdun,
straggling down to theflat. Beyond it lie whest fields, as gold as honey in the late afternoon light,
dretching west to a sunsat-tinged mist and far Dumnonia

In the gray cold fog blond men with wood-blue trousers are walking through fields. Cattle lift
their heads as they pass, then return to their grazing. On top of a hill the men find a carved stone
lying on its side. He can see them laughing as they kneel down beside it. With the side of his hand
one man brushes away moss and dirt. These carved letters are plain enough: Drus-tan.

So! Saison magic worked the curse againgt Arthur's cousin that brought him and March to their doom.
Myrddin returnsto the seen world and redizes that he isleaning dangeroudy far out of the window, asif
whilein trance he craned his neck to see farther. Sowly, cautioudy, he shifts hisweight back, leansinto
the chamber, then stands up in safety. When he was young, the second sight never took him like this,
wiping away the seen world and leading him into risk. In one hand he gtill holds the chunk of bread. He
putsit back in the basket. Tonight he will need to travel into the unseen world, and food will only hinder
hisjourney.

Not long after sunset the moon rises past itsfull. Myrddin lies down on his bed and crosses hisarms over
hischest. Inthe silvery light upon hiswall he can see the visons of the day parade past him: the papyrus
map, the flames, the eyes, the wire-bound fields, Drustan's stone. The mists and the moonlight blend
together in hissight, then brighten.

The figure kneels on bare ground in front of the stump of a broken stone wall. Myrddin knows
immediately that heis a Sais, because hislong blond hair hangs in two braids on either side of his
face. He wears almost no clothing—a pair of torn wood-blue breeches, common among the
Saison, and a dirty tunic, cut so short that it barely reaches past hiswaist. He is digging with some
sort of tool like a tiny spade to make a trench along the base of the wall. In the hot sun the Sais
pauses, laying down the tool and raising an arm to wipe his sweaty face on his sleeve. No—her



face. In the vision the figure looks straight at him, and Myrddin realizes with cold shock that she
isawoman.

He lies awake again on his narrow bed in the tower room. The moon has risen past hiswindow, the
room isdark, but he has seen everything he needs to see. So, then, the rumors are true, that among the
Saison, women too know lore and work spells. And what could she have been doing but setting in
motion forces that would some day undermine Camulodd's walls?

As above, so below. Asthis, so that. As thiswall, Camulodd's wall. Water flows downhill in Lloegr
just asit doesin Prydain, and Saison magic will flow through the unseen world in an equally dependable
fashion. The trench tells him everything he needs to know about thiswoman's spdll. First she made alittle
wall to stand in the place of Camulodd's high wall. No doubt she has already walked 'round her stones
three times by moonlight, this Wiccawoman, chanting the name of Arthur's dun as she went. Perhaps she
brought in apriest of their strange godsto kill an ox and let the blood drip over the wal while she caled
out Camulodd's name. Now she digs under it to weaken the very souls of the rocks that anchor it to the
earth.

Asthis, so that. Theeyesof her evil spirits are seeking Camulodd out. He has seen them peering from
the bannersin Arthur's high hdll; he hasfelt them watching him, Camulodd's shield. Myrddin risesfrom his
bed and amiles. He knows what he must do to thwart her magic. He will work spells of hisown to blind
those eyes. He will weave a shield to hide Camulodd forever from such treachery. As this, so that. In
the wild forest he will rename himsdf Camulodd. He will take upon himself Camulodd's very essence. He
will become Camulodd. And in an ancient oak he will bind himsdf and Camulodd away, both hidden
from the unseen world of spirits and daemones. Once Arthur dies, once the fort falsto itsinevitable
destiny, they will join him there, forever hidden from both worlds, the unseen and the seen.

It will beamighty spell, and hislagt.

"Damn!" Margaret Gruener sits back on her hedls and throws her trowel to the ground. "That's blown it."
In the sun her tee-shirt is sticking to her back with swest. Her long blond braids have fallen forward to
dangle closeto her face. She tosses them over her shoulders and stands up with a shake of her head and
aswat at flies. England isn't supposed to get so damned hot, she thinks. Scattered acrossthe dig inthis
Somerset field, graduate students turn to look at her, and her colleague, Bob Harris, comestrotting over.

"What'swrong?'

"Maybe| am. Paeography isn't my speciaty after dl, so let'shope I'm migudging its age. But I've
cleared thedirt in front of thefirst tier of stonework, and I've found an inscription. Look."

With the toe of her heavy hiking boots she points at the culprit stone. Harris squats and pullsacamd's
hair brush out of his pocket. He wipes dirt from the long-buried words, squints at them sideways, then
looks up a her. His eyes swim behind the thick lenses of his glasses, but she can read disappointment in
the set of his shoulders. He gets up, shaking his head, and reachesinto the pocket of his khaki shortsfor
his cigarettes.

"It's seventh century at the absolute earliest,” Harris says. "Asyou so cleverly remarked, damn! Whoever
built thiswal must have scavenged it from some Saxon relic.”

Margaret swears, briefly, and walks afew steps away to get upwind of his smoke. He struggleswith a
box of matches, strikes one, and lights the cigarette with a couple of vigorous puffs.



"l beginto think Alcock wasright," Harris goes on. "Maybe Cadbury Castleisthe Site, after al.”

"I doubt it. To be honest, I'm beginning to doubt that Camelot ever redlly existed. If it did, it wouldn't be
so damned hard to find. For crying out loud, the man was famous even in hisown time."

Harris shrugs and lets out along exhdation of white smoke, curling upward in the sun and disspating into
thewind. Likethe glory of men, Margaret thinks. Like the glory of King Arthur, goneforever into the
empty sky. All at once she shudders, oddly cold, and rubs the back of her neck.

"What'swrong?' Harris says, spewing more smoke. " Geese waking on your grave?'

"Maybe. It'sthe oddest damn thing, but | fee like we're being watched.”

Prince of Exiles
Rosemary Edghill

My mother was a queen over the Wall, daughter to the same mother as the Southern King's wife, and o,
by every proper reckoning, hisborn sister. Had her sister remembered that they were foreignersin the
south, al filled with the lies of the Dead God's wandering priests, it would have gone better for usal.

The king—then no more but War King—had claimed her in their youth, when hefirgt had it in hismind to
drive Rome from the land. She was the Owl Priestess, just as her uncle was Horse King, and her mother,
his sister, was Com Mother. The War King was called Ator, which means "whed" in the Old Tongue,
and carried always on his shield the Silver Whed of the Goddess, in token he was Her Champion.

In those days, the black horses we had stolen from Rome and bred up were our pride, strong and deek
and large. And if the southern warlord wanted them, then he must have the Guenhwyfar aswell, to sedl
the bargain with ties of kinship. The People did not know then that the men of the South were mad.

So the Ator got his horses and awife and went away. Her sster, my mother, became Owl Priestessin
turn, to see the future with owl-sight and to advise the Horse King on the best way of remaining in favor
with the Corn Mother, by whose grace the meadows and valleys grew thick with succulent pasturage.
And in time we heard that the young warlord called himsalf king, but—as my mother's sster had foretold
when she was Guenhwyfar—he did not trouble us over the Wall.

We had news from the Priests of the Dead God— called by hisfollowers The White—who would come
among usto tell of their strange foreign god. We did not kill them, for it is unlucky to harm the mad, and
so we heard aso that the Corn Mother's eldest daughter was now Queen in the South; called Janiffer for
the title she had once borne among us.

There had been White Priestsin Logres aimost for longer than there had been legions, and it seemedin
these days that for every legion Rome had withdrawn, she had sent us ahundred priests. Every one of
them was mad, and their ing stence upon agod who had no mother proved it. Worse, they said their god
was amorta man who had been murdered, and for that cause they worshipped him in hope that he



would come back.

Though the Horse King is a great power among the People, he dies at the pleasure of the Corn Mother,
and | have never heard of any of the Kings Under Hill coming back. Who would come back from
hall-feasting and night-riding and the fortune to deep on the knees of the Mother? If the Dead God hasa
hill to go to, you may be sure that hismad priestswill not bring him out of it with dl their magic. And
know, too, that he isno god, for he has neither Sster nor mother that | have ever heard tell of, only a
father. They say it isthe Dead God's father who killed him, and that isthe only thing the White Priests
ever have said that made any senseat dll.

The years passed, and my sisters were born. In the north we say that the North Wind is stallion to every
mare, and S0 it was with my mother, and her mother before her. No one living knew the father of any of
Grainne-my mother's-children, save one.

But the Southern Queen had no children, which was not an amazing thing, as perhaps the North Wind
did not blow so far below the Wall. And the Southern King had no sisters, so there was no nephew Ator
might call upon to be War King, and Ator was growing old.

At length amessage came to my mother from her sster. It came in the mouth of one of the Dead God's
priests, and so it made little sense, but my mother was the Long-Sight of the People and did not need a
madman’'swordsto tell her what she must do. She caught up the North Wind in acup and tied the cup in
ashawl, and went to see her sigter.

Now | must tell you of this cup, which was agreat marvel and atreasure to our people long before it
passed (as you will see) into the hands of the Dead God and his priests. It was, of acertainty, magic, for
how else was a cup to hold even afraction of the North Wind for al that long journey into the South?
And theway of it wasthis:

Long ago the Peoplelived behind the rising sun, in aland far distant in agreet city besde amighty river
where they were treated as daves. That land had one great treasure, a stone, which had fallen from the
sky— some say, stolen by the son of the Great Mother, who wished to give it to men o that they might
have power. This stone was green as water and bright as glass, and upon it was written al of the wisdom
that ever there might be in the world. It wasthe greet treasure in the land, and without its magic the River
would not answer the cdlls of the priests and the com would wither, or perhapsit would legp from its
banks and drown them all— they were not certain which it might choose, though either was bad.

And the People, who did not wish to be daves, knew dl these things, so one night they took away the
Stone and struck it so that it shattered into three parts. And of one part they made a sword-blade, and of
one part anecklet, and of thethird part they made a cup. And each piece had as much magic asthe
Stoneitsdlf, but none of them was the Stone, so when the priests came among the People seeking the
Stone, each man could answer: "No. Y our Stoneis not here.”

And when the priests had finished searching, the people took up the sword, the cup, and the necklet and
cdled the River so that it would drown dl the land. And then they came away, following the track of the
Setting Sun. But they were too many to travel together, lest their beasts find no good grazing, so each
part of the People took one part of the Stone, and one went north, and one went south, and one went
into the uttermost west bearing the cup.

| have good cause to know this cup well, and so | may tdll you this: itsbowl is of the shape, asit were, of
two cupped hands together, and it is green like the sea, clear like water, and bright like glass. Between its
making and today it has been set in fine red gold studded with agates and pearls, so that it isgrand and



rich and fine. But most of dl, it ismagic. Magic enough to carry the North Wind in it even to the South.

| was not yet born in that time, but | know al the tale well. How Queen Janiffer met and embraced
Grainne her sgter with joy, and how Grainne gave to Janiffer the cup, and took Janiffer's placein the
king's bed so that the cup might not be thwarted. But after ayear and aday, through the sorcery of the
Dead God's priests, Ator discovered the truth- and called Grainne the false Janiffer, and demanded the
return of histruewife.

Grainne went to her sister to take back the cup and found that her sSister refused to giveit, though the
North Wind had made her great with child. She had been too long in the South and the cup had
frightened her, and so she had given it over to one of the Dead God's prieststo carry far away.

And so my mother placed agreat curse on her sgter, that she should work toward her own end in full
knowledge and yet be powerlessto prevent it. She cursed the child in her sister'swomb, saying that it
would be her doom and naming it Ancel, aservant. And then, because she could not do more, my
mother fled for the Wall like aroebuck fleeing from the wolves, and not al the King's men could find or
hinder her.

And when shefound hersdlf with child in turn, mere was only one way she could have gotten it, and that
was from the man Ator, who had been War King in the South.

My birth had severed the ties of clan and kin which bound her to the People so that Grainne was no
longer Owl Priestess, for my father lay like an iron knife in the web of kinship. Though gtill aqueen, my
mother lived alone dl the year in the great house where the People and the herds cameto eke out lifein
the Great Dark that each year spun Arianrhod's Silver Whedl. |, her child late and last, had ensured with
my birth that there would be no more, and—since my father was known—I had no clamin the lives of
the woman-children who had |eft her womb before me, who were true daughters to me North Wind.

In the South, the King did penance for his sin and the Queen did aso, for the King sent her to live among
the priests of the Dead God upon the Ide of Glass, and said that the child in her womb was no child to
him. And when the magi went to the king my father to tell him of my birth—revealed to thosewho
watched the stars, so | was later told, by the bright winter starsthat hung fixed at mid-heaven—-he sent
hisarmy into the North, acrossthe lands he held so uneasily in the shadow of Rome, to day dl the
suckling children that they could find.

It isahard thing to be ason with only amorta father of flesh, and worse yet to know that thisfather has
raised hishand to his sister's child—though not to me done, for every child who was born from Samhain
to Midwinter and lay within the shadow of the Wall wasto be daughtered by his decree.

| escaped that doom because my mother hid mein abasket of rushes down by theriverside, wherel
dept drugged with poppy while the soldiers burned our house and raped my sigters. It was an evil thing
my father did, athing that lay upon hisreign as hisfatherhood lay upon my life, and for it they cdled him
the Herod of the North.

| cdled him otherwise.

| called him Saul, and to every Saul thereis sent a David.



In the fullness of my young manhood | went to his southern court.

By then it was the center of al the world that Rome was naot, for the Eternal City now looked Eastward
and inward, asthe old do, and her legions no longer came into the West.

The Southern King's city lay upon the bank of a grest river, and even |, who had more cause to hate him
than any other, must call it amarvd. Itswals stood higher than any work of Man | had ever seen: they
were lime-washed brick, and the whole city glittered in the sun like the High Hillsa Midwinter. Its gates
stood open dawn to dusk, and on the High Holy Days it was said that any man might approach the King
and stand before his face to spesk.

| did not haveit in meto do such athing, though it was certain Ator would not have known me. He had
never seen me, and had only rumor that | had ever lived. In certainty, he thought me dead now, with al
the other children his soldiers had killed, and thought himsalf safe from the People because of it.

| cared not what the People thought, for by hisfatherhood Ator had cut me from them, as the death-child
iscut from its mother's belly, and | had grown to manhood a creature gpart. My mother's death finished
that work of cutting that my birth had begun, and upon my mother'slast bresth | went to the herds and
carried away the Bride Mare and al who would follow her, and so it was that | had wealth—and must
find my life below the WaAll, for if | went ever again into the North, the Horse King and al the People
would have my degth.

| sold al but the Bride as | went south. She was old and strong and wise, and the herd would miss her
counsdl sorely, but | had dready learned that here in the South, men saw only with their eyes, and dl that
men would see was that she was no longer young.

| was along time making my way to the South, for | had in me no mind to go asamooncaf, with no
mother-wit to sustain me. | learned the language of the south-men, and washed the paint from my skin
and the clay from my hair and changed the deerskins dyed green with woad and lime for spun and woven
cloth. By thetime| came within sght of the River City | could pass as one of them, and | had learned

many things

Ator had taken back Janiffer, his queen, after she had done seven years penance among the Dead God's
priests upon the Ide of Glass. He must, that he might hold the North, for though the Horse King who had
sworn to him was dead—dain by the Corn Mother in afamine year, and her youngest son set in his
place—the bargain till held, and Ator would not try the bargain further man he had in the year that | was
born.

Of the Queen's child, gotten of the North Wind, no one spoke, and it was thought that if it had been born
dive, and aboy, she must have quickly overlain it. Perhaps she had not told the king of the words
Grainne my mother had said over her belly, but my mother had told them to me in sun and moon and
firdight, and | knew that whatever the queen might say and the people believe, the child Ancd lived.

There was one thing more that my mother had told me, the reason by which | was here, and which might
yet lead me back into the true world north of the Wall.

Therewasthe Cup.

Janiffer had given it to the White Priests. The White Priests had taken it away out of the sight of men, so
that its magic could serve ther strange foreign god who died. But it did not belong to him, and in the
People's name | would haveit back... though | must find it first.



| went first to the Ide of Glass, which Ator had given for the White Priests home. It was abad bargain,
forinsummeritisnoidand a dl, but lieswithin that part of Logres called in the South the Summer
Country, for that it cannot be seen three seasons of the year. In winter and spring "and fall the meadows
around the hill are under water and cannot be traveled, for the water that liesthereistoo shalow for a
boat and the mud beneath it istoo deep for ahorse. So it isthe worst of both idand and field, and the
best of neither, being neither. But the priests of the White Man were not clever enough to know that, and
flattered by the attentions of aking.

| think the King my father hoped his gift would keep the mad priestsin one place and away from the
people— and in truth it was in one way agenerous gift, for in high summer when the land is dry enough
to ride acrossthe grazing is as splendid as any that may be found in al Logres—but the White Priests
were great onesfor reckless and uncomfortable travel, and went out from the Glass Ide winter and
summer to tell their endlesstales of their unchancy god.

Theyear | went to seethem they had anew tale.
They told of acup.

It was agreat marvel, wasthis cup, and could do many marvels beside. Of courseit belonged to The
White, for he was as greedy for magic as any true god. For mysdif, | thought only that the queen had
carried that tale here aswell, and so the priests must embroider upon it. For that my mother birthed no
fools, it had been in my mind sincefirst | heard rumors of these taes that the White Priests might have the
cup that Janiffer had given into their hands and be claiming it now for their own.

But though | asked many of them while | stopped in the Glass Ide, each one said the same thing: mat the
Dead God's Cup lay under hill with The White, first buried with his dead body in arich cave over sea
and then taken by hisfather dong with dl hiswhole body into the land no living man might enter.

So wherever this cup was, it was not here on the I e of Glass, but the priests said one thing more: they
said that their cup had been set in aplace that mortal man might reach, did he only desire the cup

pass onately enough, for it would gppear to show him the way. Thiswasthe thing that convinced me that
they did not speak of the cup that was once astone, for no mortal man had ever desired to see that cup
again more than | whose mother it had been stolen from, and never had it appeared to me.

Later | understood that the priests had forged this marvel with their own tongues, and when | went to the
River City to seetheking | understood why. But in that time | was merely puzzled.

| had not goneto the Ide of Glass seeking the cup, but to find my brother, but though there were many
acolytes among the White Priests, Ancel was not among the acolytes.

In the South there were unwanted children, athing | had not known could ever be until | had come here.
Those that were boys the White Priests took in and reared, for they would not have girls, in token of that
the Dead God had been betrayed to his death by awoman. There were not so many of my age there, for
the King's Red Harvest had been thorough enough to make even peasant boys a scarce and valuable
thing for some years thereafter, and among the shaven-headed acolytes| saw none of my blood. A
young boy with whom | shared my food told me that the Queen's child was buried beneath the holy dtar
of their church. He was willing enough to show methe place, and | to seeit, but | found that | could not
enter.

It was around stone tower such as the Romans had built upon the Wall to watch over us, but when |
stood in the doorway and |ooked where the lamps burned above awooden table, | felt such adread
take hold of the roots of my heart as stilled me on the spot. Not to save my own life could | have entered
that dim chamber, so much like the cave wherein someday we al mugt lie. | felt asif my own shoulders



bore up the roof, and that its weight crushed me. | had to go away, though the boy looked at me
strangely, but it did not matter. Whatever pitiful bones were buried benegth that atar, they were not my
brother's. My mother's curse was a stronger thing than that.

It had taken me all the summer to learn what | had, and before | and the Bride could be trapped here
over winter, | made away from this haunted place, and turned her head toward the White City.

To Cdliburn, and the King.

Fourteen yearsit had been since Ator had called his queen back from the Ide of Glass, twenty-one since
he had sent her there, and these are dll the yearsiit takes for aman to grow old. And never in al mat time
did the queen quicken with child again.

Ator might have made another marriage, but after he had sent out his men with swords to daughter
children at the breast none of the kings below the High King would give him their Sstersto wed lest such
aRed Harvest should come again. They lay quiet beneath him al those yearsfor fear of Rome, and
because Ator had atight grip on their throats. And now hi the years of hisage the king failed, and his
queen was childless, and there was no War King in the land, though there were many hungry for the
honor to choose from.

The king, when he wasfirst come to the High Seet, had taken the firstborn sons of al of his princesand
raised them in Cdiburn, the River City. He did not let them from him while their fatherslived, but each
went home to his kingdom upon his father's death with the king'sarmy at his back to put himin his seet.
In the South men now were kingsin their own right after the fashion of thingsin the White Priests
lands—Ator had encouraged this, so that the Ssters of his princeswould not speak against him.

And while they awaited that day there was hunting and hall-feasting, and the kings sons sat about a gresat
table in the shape of the King's Luck, the Silver Whed. 1t will tell you al of what you need to know about
my father that he wore his Lady's badge even as he schemed to overthrow Her service and daughter Her
children. It wasfor this quaity of hisheart as much asfor any treaty that he had summoned back Janiffer
after Grainne had shamed him: what Ator took was his, and never did he giveit up.

But in theend | would make him give up everything that he had. And so | cameto Caliburn, the White
City onthe River Tame.

It was aFeast Day: such | had intended. | do not know which of the Dead God's many feastsit was, but
it was near to the day on which the Stag Lord and the Bull Son change places, and the Sun stands il in
the sky towatchit. | did not go to the Great Hall where the king held court for al who would come, but

to the kitchens that served the feast, and there | humbly asked to be put to work.

Y ou might ask why a prince and the son of aqueen, with the good red gold in his pocket and murder in
his heart, would go to the middens of his great enemy to beg his bread, but you would not have been
raised among the People, to understand how vengeance might be woven like finewool on theloom. |
went to labor in Ator's kitchens, and soon men began to speak of the great wickednesswhich lay inthe
King's heart, and kept him from getting the child that would make the land safe in afteryears. They spoke
of the cup, which belonged to the White Man, the cup, which could hed any sin and they began to say
that the King must gain it to show it forth, so that the people of hisland could be eased.

And so it was that come the Spring, at the king's feast nearet to that day when the Corn Mother leaves



her cave to walk among men once more, Ator's knights, proud princes al, rode forth from Caliburn to
seek for Grainne's Cup, for glory and for the King.

If one should find it, | would take it from him, but none did. Spring became Summer, and the tales
returned asthe knights did not: tales of failure every one. And they died, or forwent the quest, and each
who did was an arrow in Ator's Side, for it had been his plan from aways to keep the young kings under
his hand. And now he could not—and further, all men could see that he had sent them on afool's errand,
trying to bring into the world of Men that which the White Priests said plainly belonged forever inthe
realm of gods. In the West and on the Borders, men took such lessons to heart and prepared for war.

It wasthen thet 1, from the kitchens, set wingsto another tale; that only aman conceived in virtue rare
could bring the cup into theworld. Thistale| setin Janiffer'sear, for | knew she was ill her mother's
daughter. 1t had come to mewhen | firgt thought upon my brother that Ator's queen was too much of the
Peopleto give achild of her body over to the White Priests, and that her gift of the cup would have
brought silence upon that matter and more from those who held the ISe of Glass. And | watched, and
was ready when her messenger rode forth beneath the cloak of night, and | put my saddlepad upon the
Bride and followed him.

We rode degp into the West Country, where the land is bordered upon three sides by the sea, and all
men die young. The southerners call the people who live there "foreigners,” though they have more right
to the land than their supplanters. They live there by cattle and raiding, so that every manisenemy to
every other. Where better to hide a child who has no friends than in aland of enemies?

| crept upon the messenger by night and stole from him the queen's tokens and gold mat he carried, and
rodeto the hill-fort in his place. I do not know what happened to him afterward; if he had sense he took
himsdlf back to his mother'sfire, and meddled no morein the affairs of queens.

The Queen's child was atrue son of the People, gotten of the North Wind. And so he was dark where |
was red-haired, dark-eyed where mine were grey. They were dark after another fashion in the Western
hills, and so he had been marked out always as a stranger, kept as a hostage to a unknown fortune. They
caled him Dubvh, which means The Black in their tongue, and did not let aday go by that they did not
remind him that he did not belong among them.

It was an easy thing to gain hisfriendship and hislove, for I, too, was an outsider. | kept hidden the
message that | had stolen, which begged that the queen's child be returned to her, and bided with himin
Stranger-land through the long winter. Therewas atask | had set myself, which needed the Turning of
the Y ear to complete.

On that night the world, like a door which is neither open nor closed, is many things a once, and the
spirits that see everything ride through the world freely. And the son of the Owl Priestess can do many a
thing, with awilling instrument and does he set hismind to it.

Dubvh was such aone, for heloved meand | had sworn to him that | would see him into hisrightful
name.

He knew nothing of his birth save that he was of roya blood, and had spent hislife as| had, knowing
therewas arightful placefor himin theworld and unableto reach it.

But if blood callsto blood, then so calls craft to craft, and | knew him to be begotten of the cup. And on
thisnight | put him into deep deep and made him tell me of the cup of his begetting. And | saw what
Ator's knights had searched for dl in vain, that magic that was athird part of the green heaven-stone.

Ancd-called-Dubvh showed methat it lay within awell at the Ide of Glass, where the priest who had



been sent to convey it to his masters had thrown it in hisfright. He had died raving in madness before the
moon had grown gresat again, and so the Queen did not know that her gift had failed, nor the White
Priests that they had been granted it. The tale of the cup had spread nevertheless, and the priests had
capped it with atae of their own to explain how it wasthat he did not haveit: that the cup had gone of its
own will back to the other-world. Y et the power of the Cup remained in the world, for thewdl inwhich
it was drowned had cometo be called Holy, and in fact | had drunk from it when | had gone there.

Winter followed the great darkness and then the spring, and | brought Ancel back to Caliburn with meto
toil in the kitchens, for he had only his own word that his blood was proud, and there were many who
might say the same and have more proof of it. So | told him—and this much was the clear truth—that in
beginning in the kitchens he could hide the shame and strangeness of his origin and find greet favor with
the King.

And when the Whed turned to bring in the May, | sent my brother to Ator at the High Table to beg of
him the boon of knighthood and acknowledgment of his noble estate. And it was granted without demur,
for Ator dared not seem fasein any of hisvows. The court looked to call its new knight Ancel, for that
he had once served in the kitchens, and no one gave any more thought to his naming than that, for the
days of the False Janiffer were long passed. And only | knew who he was and whence he had
come—not even Ancedl knew dl thetae.

The queen loved him at once, but did not know why she loved. She only knew that Ancel called to her
soul to soul and skin to skin. She had labored long beneath her husband's displeasure, and longed for a
mirror that showed her only desire. And Ancel did desire her, his heart shaped in al ignoranceto long for
awoman'slove.

Through the long summer daystheir love ripened, for the Court was empty of knightswho might have
prevented it and the king was often away to war, as he had no other to wageit for him. | saw them
sotted with each other and reckless, until the Queen talked of making Ancel War King, and meant a
different crown entirely.

Andintime, as| knew she would, she sent to the North for dlies, and to remind them of what they had
sworn, long and long ago.

Now came my revenge full round, as the People, angry with the neglect of the King and the trouble on
their borders—for Ator's rebellious princes raided north aswell as south—made their mind to break with
the southern king, for they had dways and ever followed the Queen and sworn to her, not the King. They
brought their black horses south to join with the Queen and those princeswho had rallied to her

standard, and then, when | saw that the Queen and Ancel were truly set upon this course, | rodeto
wherethe King lay camped.

| needed no good tale to gain me entrance to histent, only the knack of moving with the shadow that
Grainne had left me. To Ator it seemed that | had appeared out of air and darkness, and thus he was
minded to heed my words.

Thereinthat night | told Ator that the Horse King had broken histreaty and had risen againgt him at the
Queen's behest. | told him that she had taken Ancel to be King in hisplace, and | told him that Ancel was
the Queen's own child, begotten of the cup which had been brought to her out of the North. Because this
isacustom of the People, itisheld agreet evil by the White Priests, and Ator would never now take her
back again, nor hold off battle through any respect of the bed they two had shared. | told him that | had
cometo himfor the vison | had been granted: of the cup for which his knights had sought so fruitlesdy
held in hisown two hands. | told him that | wished no more reward than to see him achieve thiswonder,
and to ride with him when he rode againgt histraitor queen.



And he believed, for he was angry, and reckless, and old.
And because they aredl mad in the South.

| knew that the People would not fight when they saw the Cup in Ator's hands, and when they do not
there will be aRed Harvest indeed, for the King's troops will not spare them, blaming the northernersfor
al their misfortune. The People will diein the south, whether from being harried in retreat by the King's
army, or of seeing their great treasure in the hands of a southerner—I do not care which—and the king's
army will ride down those who stand with Ancel and Janiffer.

Inthet affray no onewill look at meif | striketo cut Ator from lifejust as he cut Grainne my mother from
all her kindred to leave me arootless wanderer upon the earth. | have worked long and long to spin the
threads of Grainne's curseinto a strong thread, and with this greet fashioning, my spinning and weaving
shall be complete.

The morning sun rose as | spoketo him, and for the first time Ator looked upon my face. Hewas
wonderstruck— no doubt seeing something of himsdlf in me and calling it amiracle—and asked me at
last who | was, and for what purpose | had come. And with thewords | had carried in my heart for many
months, | answered him:

"I am cdlled Parsfd, my Lord, and | am sent to show you to the Grail."

The Secret Leaves

Tricia Qullivan

Onthe night | decided to capture you the leaves were whispering their secretsin the forest outside your
house. Y ou were writing and | was—to use the words with which you were wont to instruct me at every
opportunity—practicing being quiet. 1 remember holding aburning stick of incense while you scribed,
wishing that you would look up from your work, see me, know me— fedl something for me. | was
nothing but desire; | turned the incense againgt the air currents and watched the smoke spird and blur in
the dark air between us. | never wanted anything before or snce the way | wanted you then.

My cousin Morgen used to say magicisjust aform of sex; | don't know. | do know mat watching you
write, trying to pour your art into words that could never hold one fingernail of your power, it brought on
alegpinginsgde me. Y ou bent over the page with tota absorption, the quill shivering in your hand asyou
scratched out the words at speed. Y ou reminded me of asmall boy though your hair was streaked with
gray and | knew | could cover you like acloak, take you into my pores; | could hold what the parchment
couldn't hold, whether it was you | wanted or your power I'll never know because the two are, and
were, inseparable.



They will say you weremy victim. It will seem asif | stole from you. Those who spesk thisway weren't
there when you burned yoursdlf into me like a sword being forged in my body. They weren't mereto see
you dideinto anima form and flee from me. They weren't therewhen | laid mysdlf into the hollow Ieft by
you inthedirt, when | lay in your impression and shivered until | was unconscious.

As| sland here on the hill in the snow the afternoon sunislike acandle illumining astained glass ky
stresked with waxen clouds: aforever sky. Y our bark isrough and beautiful against my cold fingers. My
tearsfly bitter inthewind. | missyou.

It was spring thefirst time | came here. | could scarcely see through the rain, the monthly curse was on
me, | had drunk too much hot wine in the saddle and needed to passwater, and | was sniffling. | was
fourteen. Therainswere especidly severe that year, and | was renowned neither for patience nor for the
ability to bear my troublesin silence. In the endless hours on horseback with rain dripping off my hood
and steam rising from Gemma's neck as she plodded through the mud | conceived the notion that my
journey to my cousin in the north was cursed hi some way. We had been forced to detour into the Welsh
border country where there are dense forests and the mountains brood in the west like robed figures, and
everywhere there are crows. | complained incessantly.

"Y ou would do well to curb your tongue,”" said Madeleine. She was hunched beneath her cloak so that dl
| could see of her wasthetip of her red nose and her dim white hands on thereins, but | already knew
what she was going to say next and | mouthed the words to mysdlf even as she spoke them: ™Y ou will
never be married if you do not learn the art of sllence.”

"Someone should tell the crowsto be silent,” | remarked, pushing back my hood and tipping my head up
to see what had set the birds off. We were riding through aforest of holly and ash, ostensibly on aroad
but in truth it did not even qualify as apath by the standards of the Romans. Cator kept turning in his
saddleto try to hold branches aside for us, which proved a useless exercise as they merdly sprang back
at thelagt ingtant, flinging water over our heads. | found it amusing but Madeleine did not. Apparently it
does not rain thisway in Brittany; | don't remember, being only three when we cameto Lancelot's house
in England, where | spent the next e even years under the yoke of Elaine.

"Mistress Ninaistoo much of acrow hersdf," Cator said. "Y ou devil-child, you had better watch out a
raven doesn't come down and mistake those shiny black eyesfor coins and pluck them out.”

| resented being cdled adevil-child, even though at that very moment | was engaged in tickling his
mount's rump with awillow switch at the end of which I'd secured avery large and prickly burr. Every
time Cator turned hisback | teased the horse, who reacted by shifting unpredictably from sideto side
and swishing histall. Madeleine was too deeply hid benegth her cloak to notice my antics.

"My eyes are worth more than yours,” | answered, "which the crows will mistake for fox spoor or dead
toads unless—"

Maddeine shrieked and her horse shied, and mine and Cator's reacted sympathetically as horseswill,
skidding sdewaysin the mud.

"What isit, you foolish woman!" Cator demanded, exercised. A screaming murder of crows exploded
from the trees, piralled over our heads, and settled again not far ahead.

"l saw awolf," said Madeleine. "There, inthetrees. | knew it wastrue. Waesisaland of evil spirits.”

"The horsesdon't smell anything,” Cator said. "Ride, on, and don't be so fanciful. Elaine and her magic



have turned your head.”

"Elaine'slove potions and youth charms are nothing more than asham,” | declared. "It's only because of
Morgen's spdll that Elaine got her husband; she has never done one single act of power in her ownright."

"Close your mouth, you horrid witchlet," Cator snarled. "Lancel ot should have sent you to anunnery
where you would be forced to be silent as befitsagirl. Sending you to your cousin istoo good for you.”

"Cator isright,” Madeleine added. "Y ou are lucky they didn't kill you for your crimes.”

| said nothing. | wastrying to think of away to get them both back for their meannessto me, but | was as
bereft of magic as Elaine and had no way to work vengeance on them. It was grosdy unfair, | thought,
that | was being called awitch even though | had been told by my cousin Morgen hersdlf that | had no
powers. When Morgen cameto visit Elaine's house, she explained to me how Elaine's so-called spells
work by deception and wishful thinking, and | was disgusted at the weskness that would let someonefall
under aspell that was so transparent, so dependent on their own belief.

"I want to learn true magic,” | said to Morgen, but she shook her head.

"You aretoo old,” shesaid. "If you had taent, it would have shown by now. Besides, Elaine saysyou are
awayward child, aways up to mischief, and my art requires discipline and self-deprivation.”

| was angry at Morgen for rejecting me, but after sheleft | decided to learn magic anyway, so | took the
few principles she had explained to me and began to explore them. That was how | came to make the
poison that almost killed Elaine's nephew; it was an accident, of course. | had carelesdly Ieft out the
goblet with the poison, intending to return to it later to thin it somewhat, and the boy had drunk it thinking
it mead. That was why | was banished from Elaine's house and sent to the only other relative | had,
Morgen.

| felt badly that the boy had become soiill, but he was only ayear younger than myself and he might not
have been so supid asto drink something down without first knowing what it was. | could not bring
myself to give up magic on those grounds, and even while we rode | was scheming for some way to
avoid the unpleasant marriage that | was sure would be made for me within the year. | had visions of
being burned at the stake for the murder of my husband because someidiot man had accidentally drunk
another of my experimental concoctions. It was not inconcelvable. People can be so stupid.

For no reason | could see, Gemma jerked beneath me and leaped to one side; | grabbed at her neck for
balance but | could not control her. Shewasin ablind panic. Ahead | saw Cator's horse rear and paw
the air. He spun and charged into the trees, and Gemmafollowed. Still clinging to her neck, | tucked my
chininto my chest for protection against the assault of branches. Cator was shouting and | thought | saw
something gray fly past his horse as it raged through the ferns. The horse reared and Cator was airborne.
Then Gemma gtarted bucking. | lost my hold.

| landed in the mud, rolled, and curled mysalf into aball as hooves passed over me. Both horses had
plunged on into the vegetation, leaving snapped and crushed branchesin their wake. | got to my feet,
employing the swear words | had heard the kitchen staff use when Lancelot's dogs stole a suckling pig
from the spit. In the distance | could hear Madeleine screaming her heed off.

"Cator? Cator?' | was bruised and covered with mud, but exhilarated if the truth betold. | could see abit
of red, which must be Cator's cloak, so | picked my way toward him. He had landed halfway acrossa
falenlog. His head was twisted into an unnatura position, and his eyes were open. His body was till
twitching.



| turned and ran. Once out of sight of Cator, | squatted in the bushes and urinated. | stood up, shaking.

"Maddeine?" | lisened, but | could hear neither horse nor human. Therain fell seadily. | went back to
the body and looked at Cator again, hoping for amiracle. His neck was broken; even | could seethat. |
turned aside and spewed wine and tea cakes. Then | went after the horses.

At first their trail was easy to follow, and | hoped to soon find them standing and waiting for me, for they
were on the whole sensible beasts. But though | trudged and trudged, | couldn't seem to catch up with
them. Then the woods gave way to an open field. Thewind blew rain hard into my face as| set out
acrossit, hopeful of finding them at last; but there were now many tracks cut in the long grass by deer as
wdll as horse, and the wind had blown whole sectionsflat. | didn't know which way they had broken,
and | could not see any sign of them.

To my right there was ahill crowned with massve oak trees. | decided to climb it in hope of getting a
vantage on the horses. | set off up the dope, gritting my teeth againgt the cramps and praying that
Madeeine had not done anything stupid, like riding back to the last village out of fear of evil spirits.

A voice stopped me. Just above me a dark-clad man stood on the rocks. He said something in Welsh
which | could not understand; then, impatiently, in English:

"Y ou're running the wrong way. Quick, back to your keeper."

| could not place his accent exactly, but he was no commoner, | was sure. His clothes were worn and
had been many times repaired, but the boots had been well made and the knife a hisbelt had Silver inits
handle. Hisblack hair had afew strands of gray in it but hisface was no older than Arthur's.

"His neck was broken," | blurted. "1t is only Madeleine and me. We shal be quite hel pless.”

"Your road isthat way," he said, pointing. "Hurry or you will misseach other. Do not tarry in thiswood,
but ride on to the next village before it grows dark. Y ou will be safe enough once on the main road; the
brat Arthur has at |east made the highways safe for ladies unescorted.”

"Y ou should not call the king names,” | remonstrated, shocked.

"I'll cal himwhat | damn well please, thelittle bastard,” said the Stranger. ""When you see him you can tell
himthet."

"I most certainly will not,” 1 snapped. "1 am tempted to tell him to send men to teach you some manners,
lout."

"Yes" Helaughed. Tdl Arthur you met alout in the woods who insulted him and then disappeared ina
puff of smoke."

With that he vanished. Oh, there was no smoke; but one minute he was there and the next he was gone,
only thedight swinging of atiny branch betraying the fact that anyone had ever been there.

What had made him think | was going to see Arthur? All three of uswere plainly attired so as not to
draw attention to ourselves, and though | am sure | looked like no commoner, there was nothing about
me to show that | was acquainted with the king persondly. Anyway, we had been riding the other way.

Reflexively, | sarted to cross myself, and then stopped. | was angry. | had seen Cator fall dead, | had
lost Gemma, and the pains were getting stronger dl the time, asif someone were squeezing my womb in
afist to force the blood out. | bent double as the spasm came on, gasping until it subsided. | had never
had pain such asthisin other months.



| began to stumblein the direction held indicated, shaking with fear and uncertainty. | was on the point of
panic. | had never been aonein the woods and they seemed hogtile and terrible, their silence and my
ignorance conspiring to make me believe the treeswere willing me to be lost—Iaughing a my indecison
and helplessness. | felt like someone was watching me, but when | called out to Madel eine there was no
answer. | wasn't sure how far from the road | had come.

| turned, and turned again, and then | redlized someone was watching me. Only afew yards away, agray
wolf was moving dowly through the bracken, dl the while staring a me with such eyesas|'d never seen.
Until that moment whenever I'd thought of wolves | thought of great teeth and davering jaws dripping
with blood, but when | swam in those silvery eyes| could fed mind. | could detect the calculations, tiny
adjustmentsingde the creature as the nose trembled, receiving my scent, and the wolf stopped and subtly
aligned her body with respect to me. Her gaze was unwavering and deep, her head dropped low and
earsforward, the body curving dightly to one side where she stood asif she were about to approach me
onadiagond. | couldnt move. Themomentsdid by but | didn't et mysdlf think; | just held mysdf il
and let her read me. In my short but rebdlliouslife | had stared down nursemaids and teachers and nuns
and duchesses but now | was dready fedling myself insde her jaws, inside her body, devoured: |

bel onged to the wolf and we both knew it.

She sprang a me. | ran, fdl, ran again; she followed me. | hurled myself forward, momentarily
encouraged because | didn't immediately fed her teeth on me; and some hot ghost of strength cameinto
me and drove me on. | knew then that terror is not an abstract thing: it is as physical asthe sonesand the
dirt. It possessed me. | ran mindlessly, driven by fear. | didn't look back; | didn't dare form one thought.
It wasn't until | tripped and fell that | redlized she was no longer behind me, for when | scrambled to my
feet | wasaone, | knew not where, winded, shaking dl over, dmost sick with emotion. Therain
hammered down. My knees went suddenly weak and | seized hold of asapling to keep my feet beneath
me

| tried to take my bearings but | wasn't even sure which direction I'd come from, asif my memory of the
past hour wandering in the forest had been stolen from me. | remembered pushing through underbrush
and ferns and ducking under branches, but | could not orient mysdlf. | began to fed hysterical. | was
convinced it was my blood that had attracted the wolf; my blood for which Cator had died and maybe
now Maddeine too; my blood by which | waslost, and | could now fed! it flowing harder, unchecked.

Something big was moving in the trees. | heard a high, gasping sound come from my own mouth. | clung
to the sapling, desperate even for its pathetic protection. The rain got louder, and the anima moved
closer. It was Gemmal She was nosing about, looking for grass. | spoke to her quietly. Shelet out a
gusty sgh and stood ill.

"Ah, Gemma," | murmured. "I'm 0 glad to see you. Come here, my sweet. Cometo me.”

Obligingly, Gemma started toward me, but her reins had caught in the branches and when she moved the
tree struck at her like asnake. She tiffened on all four legs and tried to back away, but she was stuck.
Her eyesrolled white.

"Shh, Gemmal All iswell, therésagood—"

But Gemma had had too much excitement already. She danced in ahaf-circle around the tree, which
shook violently when she moved. There was a pedl of thunder. Gemma jerked her head and the branch
snapped. She reared and came down running. Clods of earth and leaves shot from her hooves as she
bolted. Sheflew over alog and went crashing off among the trees. Soon shewas out of sight in the
drivingrain.



| started to follow but my legs gave way and | was on my kneesin the mud. | had lost dl hold of mysdlf; |
flung my arms on the ground in futile prostration. | could smdll the green and the decay, and my shivers
added to my sobs. The blood leaked down my legs, accompanied by awrenching in my gut. | bared my
teeth a the pain. | could see everything in unbearably fine detail, and it seemed to methen that | could
put my hand through the world like a spiderweb and it would stick to mein the same way, and | would
have broken something exquisite and there would be nothing on the other side.

| heard his boots squel ching through the mud and | wastoo far goneto react. Hewastakingtomeina
low voice, the way you talk to askittish horse. He put his hands on my back.

"Comeand stand up if you can," he murmured. "The cold will do you no good.”

Hetried to draw me off the ground and | twisted and thrashed. He put hisarms around me and | bit him
as he picked me up; yet no matter how | struggled he contained me with what seemed no grest effort.

"Do you think it will be tasty, Wolf?" he was saying. "Shal we boil it? No? Roast it on a spit? Remember
those priestswe fried last year? They were tough, weren't they."

| struggled, but | had nothing |eft.

"Ah, you'reright, Wolf—well never get aproper firegoing in thisrain. But I'min avery bad mood, and
therain suitsme. | think | shall makeit rain for ayear at least.”

My mind had glazed over. | closed my eyesand went limp in hisarms. He carried me like an errant
sheep, with an easy, matter-of-fact air. | couldn't think, but | was aware of the scratch of damp wool
againgt my cheek and the hot blood sticking to theinsdes of my thighs and the smell of his skin and the
riseand fal and shake of hislegs as hisfeet met the ground. He possessed less bulk than any of Arthur's
knightsyet he didn't seem much put out to be carrying me up die steep hillside. | could hear the tread of
the wolf beside us, passing through brambles and fern and dead wood and finally into the darkness of a
grove. | could hear acorns thudding against the ground, loosened by wind and rain. He ducked and |
opened my eyesingde acave.

The cave was not perfectly symmetrica, but the naturd fal of thishill cut the sonein split rectangular
blockslike gtairs, and as aresult the cave had anatural chimney aswell as shelves and furnishings. There
were herbs hanging in bunches, and cured meats, and bottles of al sizes and shapes tucked into recesses
in the stone. In the shadows were stacked boxes upon boxes, which | later learned contained pages of
hiswriting. Lying on top of them were loose leaves of parchment and carefully rolled scrolls. Quills made
from pigeon feathers littered the floor. On ledges about the cave were skulls of various animas, and
hanging on alength of gut dong onewall was a gigantic snake skeleton.

| was deposited in awet heap near the entrance, and he threw wood on thefire.

"Herésablanket," he said, and tossed it at me; "I don't think it hastoo many fleas. Use the water in the
bucket to wash." My skirts had hiked up to my knees, and his eyesflickered to the bloodstains that had
made their way down my legs. He pointed to the hearth. "It will be cold tonight. Y ou had better deep
closetothefire”

Then heleft. Outsde, the sun had come out and the hellish day was turning into a perfect oring evening
with water faling musicaly from the trees.

| was accustomed to having Madeleine assist me with my dress and hair. | was accustomed to hot water
for washing. And | was hungry. Full of sef-pity, | saw to mysalf asbest as| could, finaly curling up
naked insde the rough blanket. It was dtill light outside when deep hit melike athunderclap.



In the morning he came in with eggs, which he said | should cook; he rummaged about among his papers
while did s0, nervous because there was aglamour about him and it caught meimmediately. | felt
witless. When | gave him the bowl of badly scrambled eggs he dumped half of them onto a second dish
and handed it to me. Then he stood looking out of the cave and eating. He said nothing about the poor
qudlity of the cooking, but he could .not have been enjoying the food very much. When | shoveled my
portion down it was haf burnt, haf runny.

| heard mysdlf ssammer, "Y ou arent... you're Myrddin, aren't you?”'
Hedidn't say anything, but something flashed in hiseyesthat said, Yes, obvioudly.
He put down his bowl. "Who sent you here and what is your purpose?

| started talking too fast, in ahigh voice, like afoolish maid. "We'retrying to get to my cousin Morgen's
house. The roads are terrible, and then the wolf—"

"Ah," heexclaimed. | stopped talking, gazing into his eyes. They were an unusud color: brownin certain
lights, green in others and, at the moment in this danting morning sun, amber. "Morgen. Did shetell you

sheismy enemy?'
"No! Shethinksvery highly of you."

"Y et she drove Arthur away from me when she seduced him to conceive Mordred. Now Arthur fears his
own nature, and heturnsto the priestsand he will ruin himsdf with thisasinine Grail of his. Morgen! Are
you redly her cousn?'

"Yes" | sad miserably. | am an excelent liar but it failed me with him.

"Well," hesaid inadightly kinder tone. "Y ou had better come with me. | don't trust you here aone. My
book is here and Morgen has sent you to stedl it."

Hetook abow and arrow and led me out of the cave. The wolf was nowhere to be seen; when | asked
him about her, he said, "Sheis her own creature. She comes and goes, asdo |, which is apeaceable
arrangement for us both. Shewill get ideas from timeto time, though.”

He glanced back at methen, curiosity glinting in hiseyes.

"Y ou must be the same age as Arthur when he took the sword,”" he said. "'Too young, in other words, to
be of any use”

He stopped and nocked an arrow.
"But he became king when he took the sword!"

"Shh! Be quiet.” Birds broke from the tree overhead; he released the first arrow and shot a second one
in quick succession, and amoment later, two wood pigeons dropped to the ground just ahead of us.
Myrddin went to them and removed the arrows. He picked up the birds and stroked their feathers asiif
petting acat. "Y ou should not talk so much," he said to me. 1 wanted to shoot them without frightening
them, so they would die softly."

"What difference doesit make? They are going to die anyway," | said cdloudy. | wasthinking of Cator;
evenif | hadn't liked him, | was upset by what had happened.



| was surprised by the sorrow in hisface. "'If you had been abird, you would know how it feelsto fly."

Before | could ask what this was supposed to mean he had moved on again through the wood, forcing
meto follow. He continued talking about Arthur asif nothing had interrupted us.

"Hewas aboy king only because | made him king. | trained in him the strength thet |et him takethe
sword where otherstwice his size could not; | taught him the craft of disguise and the ways of mastering
the mind known only to those who have made an art of living by their wits. | showed him the power of
perception and | awakened his courage. Thisisasfar from any fool magic of charms and potionsas The
Wolf isfrom Guinevere's damned lgp dog."

"I remember that dog.” | laughed. "I kept wishing it would choke on a chicken bone, for it ate better man
we did sometimes, and it bit everyoné'sfingers, besides.”

"Arthur has put about too many legends,” Myrddin said. "They make it impossble for me. No one would
now see me as | am; everyone expects the ethereal being that Arthur decided | must be when hefailed to
grasp what | wastrying to teach him. Men think me unable to use wegpons; they think | cannot fight
because they have never seen it happen. Y ou saw my arrows. do you agree?”

"Y ou seem earthly enough tome,” | said. | was behind him, looking &t hislegs, which evoked thoughts of
an earthly nature. | was breathing hard as | tried to keep his pace up a steep, rocky hillside.

"I could have thrashed Uther like awet rag and he knew it,” Myrddin declared, flashing asmile over his
shoulder. "But kingship is not about fighting; it isdl palitics, and for that | have preciouslittle talent. |
thought Uther Pendragon my friend. Not only did | get him Y grane, | agreed to help his boy get the
throne—and what was my reward? To be called mad, and to be ignored. Y et Arthur was like a son to
me. | would have taught him everything | know."

"Why didn't you?'

"| tried, and that was my mistake. | madeit too easy for him, and he didn't see the value of what |
offered. | should have made him figureit out for himsalf: then he would be something to reckon with. He
could have become a grest man—better than mein every way, if only hewould have lisened. If only he
would have seen beyond himsdlf. But he turned out to be like al men. He only wantsto increase hisland,
and bed hiswife who bears him no children.”

"He ought to acknowledge Mordred,” | said, repesting the sentiment spoken by Morgen.

"Mordred will be hisdownfall,” Myrddin replied. "Now Arthur's death walks and talks, and waitsfor him
to fater. He should have curbed himsdlf. Bedding his own half-sster—it was perverse.”

| was angry: again he had denounced Morgen. "They cal you aneuter in Arthur's court,” | blurted, and
my face went hot. | was sill behind and below him, and | was till staring at his body; there could be no
doubt that he was aman.

But Myrddin only laughed. "Y es, and | am demon-spawned, they say. It isthe secret of my youth.”

"What do you mean?" | asked sharply, for | had been wondering how he could be Arthur's teacher when
he and Arthur looked the same age. Hisreply was cryptic.

"Whatever it was that gave birth to me was not a soft thing, it was ademon with awoman'sface, full of
cruety and power. To escapeit | had to become strong of will and body—too strong to be tamed. My
power isin my isolation. And there is also my doom to be considered.”



"Y our doom?"

"Arthur is not the only one whose degth walks the earth in human form. Long ago it was prophesied that
my end will comein the form of awoman who imprisonsmein an oak for dl eternity. Soitisthat | avoid
women." He vaulted up a steep part of the rock face, and then turned and pointed off to hisleft. Lightly
hesad, "Try that way, it will be easier for you."

All this was spoken without irony, asif he were unaware that / was awoman. Well... I'd thought | was,
until now. My bleeding had ceased overnight. And that was to be only the beginning. Every moment |
spent in his presence | was disoriented and baffled, for he warped the very air with his heat until | felt that
| mysdlf had becomeamirage.

At thetop of the hill the forest broke. There was aline of enormous, old oaks &t its edge, and then the
land fell away and rolled down to an open meadow, which | recognized from our first meeting yesterday.
In the deep grass, grazing, were three horses: Cator's gray; aheavy black warhorse that must belong to
Myrddin; and my Gemma, who looked like a pony by comparison.

"Thereisyour steed, safe and sound and with afull bely," Myrddin said.

"Dowerideto find Madeleine, then?' | asked. | wastrying to think of away to make sure Madeleine
was safe without actually having to make the rest of the journey in her company. "I have money and can
hire an escort in the nearest town."

He laughed. "Y ou can do asyou like. I'm not going anywhere."
"But how am | to get to Morgen's house with no escort?”

Myrddin shrugged. "I don't know, but believe me— you do not wish to be seen with me! Ah, look, there
isWolf with arabbit she's caught.”

With that, the subject of my leaving was closed. We never spoke about what | was doing there, or how
long | would stay, or what was expected of me. Asthe days passed, he taught meto do things, and | did
them—not very well at firgt. | chopped wood; | caught fish and killed them and cleaned them and
cooked them; | made candles and gathered greens and medicina herbs and mushrooms from which |
was expected to make various tinctures; | learned to make arrows, and, in time, to shoot them. As| was
busy doing these things Myrddin wandered about humming, or endlessly rewrote sections of his book, or
lay in the sun by the streambank, twirling a blade of grass between hislipsand posing silly questions, like,
"How does the spider know what die web she's spinning looks like if she'stoo small to ever stand back
from it? And how does she measure the angles so precisaly? Does she have a compassin her backside?’

When | tried to discuss these problems with him serioudly, as | thought an apprentice should, he only
became more and more absurd. When Wolf was around they engaged in mock fightsin which they
growled and cuffed each other and rolled in last year'sleaves. If | was engaged in atask demanding
particular concentration, | could count on being sung to, or distracted by tiny missiles spat from
somewhere under cover with ablowgun. He capered and play-acted: Camel ot was the usua subject of
hisridicule, and Guinevere hisfavorite target. | nearly fainted with laughter at his skitsin which he played
both the sinful queen and her Father Confessor. He was uncanny; | couldn't take my eyes off him.

| thought he was beautiful. The more ridiculous he acted, the more atractive he became. Maybethis, |
thought, was his spell. For | kept waiting for him to show signs of being agreat magician, but the only
thing he seemed to be gresat at was being bone-idlewhile | worked. | intimated at thisonceandin a
mysterioustone he said, "If you look too hard, you'll never find anything,” and then glanced sdelong at
me to see whether or not | believed him.



He had hisfoul moods, too. Lightning was his favorite thing, and some days after he had been talking
about Arthur and the priests and the knights and their stupidity in searching for the Grail when—Myrddin
sald—they could instead devote themsealves to learning something red about the world—after he had
worked himsdlf up into afine rage, he would go out into the forest. Infected by hisire, | would find mysdlf
unable to concentrate on anything through the hot, brooding afternoon. Then would come the evening
thunderstorm, and in its after-

math I'd hear Wolf and Myrddin howling at each other acrossthe hills.

As dtrange as the situation was, it did not take very long for me to come to the conclusion that | was
better off here than married off to somebody's youngest son. Myrddin didn't seem to mind that | wasa
girl; hedidn't even notice asfar as| could tell. Asthe summer progressed, he took me walking in the
woods and told me al kinds of things about plants and the behavior of wild creatures. how to know
which oneswere where, not by magic, but by observing the directions that birds flew; which oneswere
snging and which not; the time of day; the westher; the proximity of deer to water; the behavior of
insects; the height of swallows and the quality of slence—he said—in thetrees.

"They see everything," hetold mewistfully. "l wish | could talk to them. Imagine what they must know."

‘Taking to trees?' It wasn't sengble. "Do you worship them? Like the Druids? Do you believe they have
Spirits?"

"I dunno." He took amaple seed pod, the kind that spin like wingswhen they fall, and, splitting it, stuck it
on the end of hisnose. "If they do, | doubt their spirits are interested in us. They have better thingsto do."

"Likewhat?'

"Likewhat?Why, they are bridgesto the sun. And in their branches on awinter night you can seethey
make areseau about the stars. They are star catchers.”

"After they catch them, what do they do with them?"

The dreaminessin his eyes had been replaced by mischief. "Catch me," he said, and leaped away.
Dropping the bluebdlls | had been gathering, | chased him through the trees, around brakes of thornsand
over abrook—then | lost him. | stopped, panting, and listened. Something large was moving in the brush
nearby. | picked up astick, which | was planning to hit him with when | found him.

Suddenly there was aflash of brown hide through the brambles, and a doe crashed through and passed
right by me asif | wasn't there. She ran afew strides upwind of the place where | stood, and stopped. |
didn't move. A moment later a three-pointed stag |eaped over the thorn-brake after her and she was off
again. | expected them to vanish into the forest as quickly asthey had come, but it was not like that. The
doe did not go far before she turned and doubled back, and the stag followed at alittle distance. He
made no attempt to catch her, only to not lose her. For her part the doe seemed to be in no hurry to get
away. She jJumped lightly over afallen branch, turned, went back the other way, turned again, trotted on
... When anoise or smell aerted her she would freeze and the stag would stop aso, wait for her to get
her confidence back, and then move again when she moved, with his head dways extended dightly
forward on his neck, questing. It was asif an invisible thread connected her hindpartsto his nose, and
they made agame out of tightening and then dackening the string.

Asfor Myrddin's game, he didn't seem to be playing anymore. He was nowhere to be found, and as
soon as the deer had moved off, | began to run back toward home. | crossed the meadow below the
cave where the deer deep in the sun among the wildflowers, and a hawk passed overhead. | turned to
follow itsflight path and Myrddin was standing behind me.



"| got bored waiting for you to caich me," he said. "So | went home and put thefire up for soup and
came back. Y ou're going to have to get quicker if wereto have any funat al.”

"Very funny," | said. There was no way he could have gotten back to the cave ahead of me and then
circled around again and caught up to me from behind without being seen. | had only been watching the
deer for afew minutes, and anyway | was out of breath and he wasn't even perspiring. "Where have you
been?'

"l changed." He s&t off up the hill by the oaks, whistling.
"What do you mean?"
"Think about it."

| scrambled after him. We went into the cave and just as he said, the fire was burning and a pot of
mushroom soup bubbled gently.

"How did you do that?"

Singing to himself, he dished up the soup into two bowls and gave me mine. | looked at it suspicioudy.
Therewas smply no way he could have had time! When | put my lipsto it, the liquid was scalding.

"I can Change. | can share space with other animals,” Myrddin sated. "Didn't you guess?'

He sat down cross-legged and blew on his soup. Wolf came in and sat beside him; he offered her the
bowl and she put her noseto it and then jumped back, burned, just as| had done. Myrddin apol ogized
to her. She sat on her haunches and looked at me.

| started to ask questions but Myrddin was having none of it.

"Will you be quiet," he said. "Thereis no way you will ever learn to do the Changesif you are dways
talking. Listen! Watch, and absorb everything you can. Y ou have more empty space insde you than you
know."

| wanted to listen but | was distracted. It was his eyes, and the creatures and people who lived in them dl
looking out at me at once: his eyes were wide and eager and they seemed adways to be hunting for some
understanding, somekinship. | told mysdlf | wasafoal for thinking they would find it in me, and yet my
loinswere heavy and divein thefield of hisglance, and | found mysdlf leaning toward him.

"What areyou looking &?' he said impatiently, for | was staring. "l told you: listen, Nina"

Tothisday | do not understand how | could havefdt as| did. Girlsonly play at desire; they flirt with
pretty blond boys and then run away to giggle with each other. Men they scarcely perceive. And
Myrddin was more than a man—he was ol der than the stones and he could see into every corner of me
and | was beginning to guess that he was dangerous. Myrddin | should have feared. | did fear him. Yet |
hungered also, and | have never been asgood at fear as| ought.

"What areyou looking at?' he said again.
"You," | saidin asoft voice.

"Yes, and what isthe matter?' he Sighed, exasperated. "Did you not have enough soup? | am poorly
equipped to carefor you."

"Do you think me ugly?'



He blinked rapidly severd times, gave his head alittle shake as though trying to cometo gripswith the
guestion. Then he shrugged.

"Not particularly.”

| burst into tears.

"What isit? Why are you crying? Damned femdething, | cannot understand you. Why are you crying?"
| cried harder.

"What'swrong? Ninal"

"Nothing." | sniffled. "Nothing. Leave medone."

Hetried to teach me his magic, which he called the Changes, but | was not avery good student. For dl
the noise | had made about it in Elaine's house, now that | was faced with the prospect of real power, |
was ambivalent about touching it. | wished there were someone e se besides me, someone with redl
talent, or someone with a prophecy in hisfavor, like Arthur and the stone. For it burned me that Arthur
had not taken up Myrddin's chalenge to pursue this knowledge. If he had done o, then | wouldn't be the
one on whom al Myrddin's energy devolved.

Yetintheend | had no choice. | knew it would be wrong not to try to take what Myrddin was giving,
evenif | had deep misgivings about what would come of it. And | wanted him. With my body | wanted
him, and | would have done anything for thet.

Astime passed | seemed to get less and less work done. He would interrupt me and we would walk in
the forest around his house, sometimes accompanied by Wolf, sometimesaone. | liked it better when
Wolf was there because she made Myrddin happy.

"If you want to do the Changes then you have to understand what'sgoing onin dl life" he said. "It comes
down to the sun. Do you understand?"

"No." | was hoping he would give up on trying to teach me, but he never did.

"The leaves transform the sunlight into matter, but only so they can grow back toward it. Thesunis
having a conversation with itself through the leaves, through the air itsdlf, through us. Don't you perceive
it, Nina? Those leaves hold dl the secrets there ever were. Listen.”

| listened. It wastrue that there was a congtant sound, like the sea, up on that hill where Myrddin had his
house in the cave. | don't believe the wind ever redlly stopped. The leaves that shook the stars, deepless
cregtures, they gossiped al night and sighed dll day.

"Let'sst here" he said. We settled sSide by side in the meadow below the cave, looking up at theridge
with the oak treesdl inaline on its crest. They must have been ahundred years old, and each one had a
different personality, it seemed to me.

"| like that one the best," | said, pointing to an enormous oak whose branches had been twisted asif it
werewhirling. It leaned over recklesdy, limbs extended, asif seizing chances out of the very sky:
movement masguerading as illness. "1t reminds me of you."

"Fdling," mused Myrddin. "Alwaysfdling."



| smiled. "But never caught.”

"Now, be quiet, and watch me," heinstructed, suddenly serious. "I'll do the Changefirdt. I'll be one of the
rabbits. When you see me, follow me."

"l am no good a magic,” | told him. "Morgen said 0."
"Never mind that. Just try. Try."

"BUE"

"Shhi"

| watched the rabbits. The hill beneath the oaks was riddled with their holes, and they seemed to tumble
down the hillsde when they came out to feed. | watched for along time until | noticed one among the
babies that looked... familiar. | glanced aside toward Myrddin and he was gone.

How was| to follow? | fixed my eyes on another of the rabbits and tried to becomeit, but | couldn't
seem to meld with it—I was too caught up in my own head. It was frustrating. Myrddin continued to
potter about in the grass, enjoying himsdlf. | kept trying, to no avail.

Something waswrong. | could tasteit on the air.

Still trapped in my human body, | studied the scene. From the underbrush at the top of the hill Wolf
appeared. She began to creep among the tree roots, in the degp shade where nothing grew. On the
hillsde Myrddin froze in around huddle, folding his ears back against hisbody so that he seemed nothing
more than astone. Wolf kept coming, intent on thekill.

Did she know it was him? She couldn't know. Wolf was only hunting as she aways did, and Myrddin
wasasmdl round ball of fluff asking to be eaten. | could fed Myrddin and | wanted to stand up and
scream, to do something to distract Wolf, but asin al nightmares| couldn't make mysalf move.

Wolf made adash. As one, the rabhbits broke for cover. Head forward, tail siff, she gamboled among
them, scattering the rabbitsin every direction asthey made for their holes. With the horrible inevitability
that characterized the whole scene, she selected Myrddin.

Where effort fails, necessity succeeds: fear arrowed meinto the tiny form, and then it was me and
Myrddin and the rabbit as one, flying from the jaws of the wolf. We moved like lightning in ajagged line
acrossthe dope. Therewas aterrible smell, and the redization of death, and then the darkness of the
earth was al around. Squeezing in among the bitten roots and the cool worms, with the vibration and
stench of the wolf passing by above, | was the rabbit. Why | had managed to do the Change only when |
wasgoing toward danger, | can't say. It seems backward. But | couldn't hold on after the fear had
passed. | couldn't stay. | couldn't become invisible tike Myrddin, and the rabhbit quickly forced me oui. |
felt mysdlf passthroughit, left behind asit continued down the burrow after the others.

Then | panicked. | had nowhereto go; | had nothing to be. Thefirst thing | touched was a scraped
section of root—so that iswhat | became, and that ishow | lost myself insde the tree. It was a complete
accident.

There are absolutely no words for what it was. | don't even think | remember—yes, | do, but | won't
look, not at that—no, | can't remember anything except Myrddin shaking me so hard my head hurt.

Somehow he must have got me back into the cave, where the fire was burning. My fingers were blue.
Myrddin was chafing my handsin between shaking me, and | was curled up in hislap like ahedgehog. |



couldn't work out what was going on.
"You are somekind of demon,” hesaid in alow voice,

"Why areyou looking at melikethat? All | did waswhat you said," | sobbed. "It'swhat you said, it's
what you said." | kept repesting it; | wasincoherent but it was true. Why did he tell me to do the Change
if he didn't know the outcome? | knew now that going into the tree must have been dmost the end of me.
| could tell by his behavior, by theway he had turned ashen white and how he held mein hislap asif I'd
disappear otherwise, and | began to cry in self-righteousness and delayed shock, | guess. He put his
hands on my head and held me against him.

"I never thought it was possible.” Hisvoice was reverberating through my body. ™Y ou actualy went into
thetree. | felt you there. | never dared do such athing; | never evenimagined it."

"It was an accident.” | gulped. "l was confused. | was afraid. | didn't meantodoit.”

"If you could gointhetree, | could too, perhaps. What el se might | become? What beyond the animals?
| could Changeinto thetrees, | could fed the sun trandated in their leaves, | might understand the
meaning of the sun. It would be the next best thing to Changing to the sun itself."

Incredulous, | stopped crying. I'd thought I'd done something wrong, broken arule, when in fact for the
first timel had actually done something right. | didn't care what it was or what it meant. | only cared that
he was holding me; | wasfilled with blind happiness.

My lipsweretravelling aong his neck, my fingersin hishair. I could fed hishegat against my thighs, and
my belly seemed to drop and expand, to flex like abow being drawn. He was oblivious to me; he kept
talking about our discovery. | did my handsinsde his clothes and found the shape of the musclesand
bones. | smelled his skin. One of his hands rested on the back of my head and the other stroked my flank
unhurriedly, dmost asif he wasn't aware of doing it. Wherever | wasin contact with him my body went
quiet and listened. His hand cradling my head was warm and soft and certain, and large enough to grip
my whole skull. | closed my eyes.

Hisvoicetrailed off. Our heartbesats chased each other like wood pigeons wings, Syncopating against
one ancther, accderating. Through the touch of hisfingertips | could sense hisdow redlization of what
was happening. Y et | was surprised when | suddenly felt his breath against my face and then hislips
againgt mine and he opened my mouth with histongue.

For thefirgt timein my life | didn't have one single thought in my head.

He pushed me away. "No. | must not." Dazed, | tried to hold on to him but | found mysdf clutching air.
He was on hisfest, pacing, not staying in one place long enough to be seen, much less touched.

"You aretrying to trap me," hesaid. "Y ou are trying to define me. Y ou with your words and your endless
guestions, and now this. | don't blame you; you can't help yourself. But | will not be contained.”

"I'm not trying to trap you," | protested, but he didn't seem to hear me.

"If I makeyou with child, | will have been captured in your body. | must remain free. To go into another
thing;

to become an animd, | must have no shape of my own, so0 asto acquire the shape of that other thing. |
am nobody; I'm nothing. | cannot love you and | cannot be bound.”

"But |—"



"No, Ninal Bequiet. A man who suffers himsdlf to be repeated in the next generation then feels obliged
to move over and die. | do not wish to die. | know the secret of how things are made and unmade; it
allows me to move between things, but | can only do so because | have no attachments. | deposit no
trace. The secret leaveswith me.”

"What about your book?"
"That's different." He scowled. | could not see how it was different.

"I don't want to study anymore,” | cried. "l don't want the power. All | want isto beyours. | only want to
be with you."

"You can't. | can't. It can't be both. It doesn't work that way."

"But | don't want it. Myrddin! Please. Let's not do the Changes anymore, | won't study, I'll be quiet, I'll
bevery quiet, | promise. Just come here, just for aminute. | can't stand it; Myrddin! Look at me."

Heturned away.
"If you want aman, if you want achild, you must return to your own world."
‘Thisismy world,” | said. "You aremy world."

"I'm nobody," he said again. "I thought you understood that. | thought you wanted to become the same. |
thought you wanted to learn."

Helooked so puzzled, so betrayed, that | felt guilty for wanting him. | knew he was thinking of Arthur
who had let him down, and | felt | had violated atrust.

"I don't know," | said. "I don't know. I'm sorry."

And | looked at him again, remembering the kiss and the substance of him wrapped around me just for
those few moments, and | saw the lifelong wound in him that made him fear enclosure, and that | wasthe
very embodiment of enclosure. The wild thing that had taken seeds from my hand now perceived the
cage, and it wasme.

He was outside before | could draw another breath, and Wolf followed on hishedls. | sumbled after
them into the heavy summer darkness but they were not there. The trees had caught Cassiopeiareclining
inthe sky and | could smell my own arousal, and | didn't understand thet, either. | sat down and covered
my ears againg the sound of the leaves.

| really thought I'd lost him then. For days on end | was aone, and being | eft in that cave surrounded by
al hismaterias and notes and his smdl and the imprint of hisbody gill present in hisbed it was dmost
too much for me. | told mysdlf | would do anything, if only he would come back. | never would touch
him; never would | look in hiseyes; | would be like alittle nun. He didn't return. But on the second day
Wolf cameto visit me, and | could sense her nearby after that, watching me; guarding me. On the fourth
night she came and dept beside me and the smdll of her fur filled my dreamtime. On thefifth day | came
in from the spring with my bucket and he was there, writing. He glanced up, smiled asif nothing had
happened. | was overjoyed to see him.

"Thetreg" hesaid. "If only | could makeit lagt! It'sawhole new dimension. Y ou can see so much more.”

"Isthat where you've been?' | was angry. 1'd thought he had run from me; I'd been blaming mysdlf and
feeling guilty and dl thistime held been romping around practicing the Changes, and now he gave me that



dy smileasif there were nothing in theworld but his search for truth.

"l sent Wolf to watch over you," he said defensvely, sensng my wrath. "I would not have left you
unprotected.”

"l wasn't afraid,” | snapped, annoyed that he treated me like the child | was. | opened my mouth to say
more and then closed it, remembering that | was not supposed to speak. He saw this, nodded his
gpprova and went on with hiswork, whistling cheerily. | sulked. | had forgotten my promisesto think
only chaste thoughts. | lit incense and curled up by thefire, willing mysalf to become beautiful even though
he had eyes only for the paper in front of him. Consumed with frustration, | watched him write down
everything that wasin his mind about the tree; it took hours. The smoke dithered around him while he
worked, and | sat numb by the fire feding overwhelmed. Myrddin could think of nothing but eternity, and
| could think of nothing but Myrddin.

To hold myself back from him wastorture, for | loved him and | wanted him; but to seduce him would
have meant breaking his power, and what satisfaction could there bein that? Anyway, | wasn't surethat |
could seduce him: he had resisted me so far. He might step out of the forest and eat out of my hand when
it pleased him, but he would never be tamed and probably | wouldn't want him to be. The bitter
conclusonwasthat if | redly loved him then | mustn't try to have him.

There must be something el se going on, though. He said he wanted no part of me nor any woman, yet |
burned white-hot, undeterred by his regjection. | was fourteen, and he was an old man, black hair and
lithe body notwithstanding. Was he casting aspell? Was 1? Maybe it belonged to neither of us. Maybe
we were both smply caught in something.

Asl| had thisthought, | noticed Wolf staring at me. How those silvery eyes made me shiver. | felt her
gaze dl theway down at the bottom of my spine. Suddenly she rose and shot out of the house, tail stiff,
ears back. Myrddin glanced up, darmed. He gave anervouslaugh. "What's got into her?"

"Shewasreading my mind,” | said.

"What were you thinking about?" he asked. "Ghosts and goblins?*
"Death," | said, which | thought sounded more sophisticated than love.
"Close enough! Go to deep, devil-child," he said affectionately.

| lay down, but | couldn't deep. | listened to the trees dl night.

"Thefirst day | was hereyou told me | didn't know what it meant to fly," | said to Myrddin the next
morning. | had learned to choose my words carefully, for he meant for meto rely not so much on speech.
"l want to fly."

"Ho!" Myrddin exclamed. "What's this? | thought you didn't want to do the Changes anymore.”
| said nothing.
"Why don't you answer me? Ah-ha, | get it! Practicing being quigt, isthat it? Well."

Heturned and stalked off, pretending to be angry. | followed, recognizing the gamefor what it was. We
walked for atime.



"I'm hunting,” Myrddin said in aconspiratorial whisper. Then he pointed up. | saw severa gray wood
pigeonsin the leaves above. | turned to see what he would do but he was dready gone.

| tried to follow. We will mate in animal form, | thought. Thus motivated, | directed al my energies
toward the pigeons. | flowed with them; | felt them. Y et | was earthbound. So | ran; it wasthe best |
could do. They outpaced me, | reached the fringe of the wood and they were soaring over the meadow
and back, striped wings extended, and then one by one they cleaved to the great oaks. | could hear them
overhead, and my heart wasfull but | was till only mysdif.

Myrddin came out of the sky and fell againgt the trunk of the treein human form, clutching hisside,
winded and laughing.

"Ah, it'sgood!" he enthused, and his bright eyesteased me. "Why can't you do it, my dumb one? No,
don't speak!™

He put afinger on my lipsand for asecond | looked up at him, mute. | don't remember making a
decison. | just threw mysdf on him.

My great advantage was that he didn't know what to do when this happened, not really. Neither did |, as
| soon discovered. But it wastoo late by then to go back. We were dl over each other.

The bark bit into the soft flesh to either side of my spine, and | smelled moss and the dust eft by ants
where they had travelled, and our bodies crushed the vines as we dithered together into the place where
the roots met the ground. | looked up and the leaves were shattering the sun, which raineditslightina
thousand pieces; there were spiderwebsin the branches and light-pierced insects drizzling through the
summer air, and when he penetrated meit hurt and it was strange. | wrapped my legs around his back
and pulled him closer. It was not what | hoped it would be. It was not the same as two deer darting
through the trees in a spontaneous dance. It was not like anything | knew, and | was afraid of it. | bit my
lip S0 asnot to sob, and | put my hands on his head, seeking reassurance but he didn't see me anymore;
he . wastoo far gone. What he saw or felt of me was some-

thing deep in my body, something | didn't know and couldn't control, and it was speaking to him without
my even redlizing it. There was akind of helplessnessin hisface when he climaxed and | knew he had
surrendered, not to me athough it seemed that way—abuit to it.

Afterward he looked deepy and dightly weak and | took the license to kiss him and run my hands over
his body and hold his head against my breasts and belly as| had yearned to do dl thistime but never
dared, only now he seemed smaller and more red and what | thought was complex and difficult was
redly so smple: our hands exchanging caresses and our breathing running down to earth; we were clouds
Settling after astorm. Some of the hairs on his chest were white where | put my lips, and | ached for him,

| ached dl over just when | should have been feding most fulfilled. Thisishow | know | redly loved him.

Welay on the hill beneath the tree that wasfdling but never caught, and after alittle while Myrddin's
mind resumed itsindefatigable activity.

"Thistree, it's anegotiation between heaven and earth. Look how it keepstrying to reach the sky! This
branch fails, so it sends two morein its place. It contends with winds and obstacles, and it harbors birds,
and it keeps climbing. Y ou can read its sory in the shape of itswood."

"It must beavery old treg,”" | murmured.

Myrddin said, "It doesn't matter. The old, they are like the young only they have made more decisions,
more pathwaysto the sky."



"But they never get therel™

"How do you know that?' He propped himsalf up on one elbow and directed darkly golden eyesat me.
"Haveyou tried to find out?'

"No," | said. "And | don't want to. Not today, any-

way.

Hefolded hisarms around me and stroked my back. He always had a smell about him, ametallic smell
like steed mingled with some essence of fire, and then twice combined with the familiar oils and scents of
the body. It intoxicated me.

"Comeon," hesad. "Just let'sgo alittleway. I'm curious. Just for amoment.”

| could not deny him when he wanted to play, and he knew it. | squinted up at thetree. It was my
favoritetree...

"Youregood at it. You gofirst," he urged. | sighed, stretched alanguid arm over my head, and touched
the bole. Myrddin was holding the fingertips of my other hand, and through histouch I could sensehim
leaning into the tree. There was no thought in me. | surged up thetree like water drawn to the sun.

Inside the tree we were of the same substance. We coursed upward, e emental, reduced to something at
once more basic and more sublime, and in this moment of no identity he used meto pull himself aong.
Because | was not aware of mysdlf, | didn't fee him dip by me and let go. | have no memory of the
parting of our fingertips, and since we were not present to our bodies when it happened, to thisday |
hold the image of uslying under the tree, making fingerprints on each other's fingerprints, never to be

parted.

Y et we were parted. Insdethetree| tried to catch at him as he passed me by. But it was his game we
played; it dways had been. He was gone.

| fell out of thetree. | was naked on the ground, looking up at the branches hi astonishment. Alone.
"Myrddin!" | screamed. "No fair! Come back. Come back!"

There was no answer from the oak, nor from the indentation left by hisbody in the earth. | threw mysalf
onitindisbelief, pressng my lipsagaing the soil 1 wished could be him.

When | went through histhings | opened the book he had gone to such painsto protect. Its many leaves
were covered with Myrddin'simposs ble hand, the lines written from left to right and then over again, and
then crossed from top to bottom, so that thrice the usua number of words could fit on asingle sheet.

The text was completely indecipherable.
| picked it up and pressed it to my breast, bowed my head over it. It smelled like him.

| never saw Wolf again. | bitterly wished for her to cometo me, for at least that way | would have
someoneto talk to, awitness to what had happened between Myrddin and me. But | suppose whatever
sadness she felt was not of the same kind as mine, and she must be alowed her own way of mourning.

So it wasthat Gemmaand | left Waes knowing too well what londinessis. And instead of going to
Morgen, | went to Arthur's court and | told him the story and showed him Myrddin's book, which no one



could read, and Arthur said, "But is he dead or alive? Where has he gone?’
"He has gone where no one can catch him,” | said. "Heis not dead.”

Guinevereturned to Arthur and remarked, " She is the one they used to cdl the devil-child, the one Elaine
banished from Lancelot's house."

"Sheislike Myrddin, then,” Arthur replied, and | thought he looked rather pleased. "He was never made
of the same stuff as us. Probably he was not amortal man. Tell me, did he teach you hisart?’

"Hewasmy lover."

Guinevere and | looked at each other. | could read the suspicion and the hate in her glance; but above al,
thefear of mefor | was an unknown. She must have sensed that Myrddin and | had been the same; that
our kinship made us more alike than our opposite genders made us different—so in one sense | wasno
longer awoman at dl.

"Y ou foolish chit," Arthur accused me, darkening with anger. "It iswell known that Myrddin was
forbidden concourse with women lest his powersleave him. Y ou have ruined the greatest man in the land
with your wiles! He aways withstood temptation, until now. Y ou stole his power. Itisplainto see. Ah,
thelonger | look at you the more | perceive that you have hisway about you. Y ou stole Myrddin's
power, you witch."

| said, "It wasworth stedling! Better that | should takeit, and so honor him, than let him disappear asyou
would have done."

"Hewas an impossible man! If you knew him, then you must know the demands he made, the difficulties
he caused.”

| thrust my chinintheair to makeit clear that | was not impressed.

"You will serve me," Arthur commanded. "Or | will have you killed, girl or no girl—do you understand?|
loved Myrddin, God is my witness."

"He caled you abrat and alittle bastard,” | remarked.

Arthur raised hishand asif to strike me, and then suddenly began to laugh. He laughed until hiseyes
streamed.

"Yes" he gasped. "That soundslike something he would say."

| wanted to distrust Arthur as| knew Myrddin had come to do, but | could not bring myself to
completdly didike someone who had once also been close to Myrddin; Arthur alone, maybe, could
understand what the wizard had meant to me.

What Arthur did not know wasthat | never did succeed in stealing Myrddin's power. Any power | had
was my own, and | had got it only through the pain of finding him and then losing him again. But | would
not expose my tragedy to the king, and it was more useful to be equated with the devil than to be amere
jilted lover, which | in truth was.

After that no onegainsaid me. | did not wish to find myself in the role of Myrddin's replacement, for al
the propaganda were against me. Before long the dark and dangerous Myrddin had become a good and
hel pful wizard, and | had been painted the vicious usurper who had seduced and betrayed him and
imprisoned him in an oak forever. The perception that | was evil gave me status, and although | could not



read one single word of the book, | saved it and pretended to consult it when pressed by Arthur. Over
theyears| havetried to advise theking as| thought Myrddin would have done, save perhaps| am
gentler, and do not call him abastard, or threaten to tan his hide—at least not to hisface. But | have
never been happy in his court—not the way | was happy among the oaks or in the meadow. And | never
married. So my episode of the story ends, and it isno grest tale.

It iswinter and even the oak trees are deeping. Areyou? | want to talk to you. The conversation goes
on, and you are in the sun now and the leaves and the dirt and the water; also you are in none of these
things, but only in the patterns they make that are scribed in the ethereal stuff of some other world; and
maybe you are the folded potentials of the eggsin the nests made by the birds among your branches; and
maybe you arein the birds themselves and the paths they make in the sky; or maybe even you arethe
thread of light unravelling itself endlesdy, cycling through changes seen and unseen, turning over from
night to day forever.

| am not comforted. | would trade al the knowledge and all the power of this oak, al things transcendent
and dl thingsdivine, for an afternoon tramping through the mud and thorns, with you.

Yes, | want to talk to you but when | put my hands on the oak, you do not spesk. It'slate. The shadows
stretch the snow and your branches are shaking under the weight of the boy who playsin them. Heisten
now and his hair is black and his eyes are amber and when he climbsin the oak he doesn't think of the
metaphysics of sunlight. He Smply swings and stretches and grabs and pulls, and dirties his clothes, and
disobeys me when | command him to come down. | crane my head to see him, awild thing among the
gark, whirling branches. | cal him again and he heeds me not. He will fal. Hewill get hurt. Raising my
voice, | beginto lecture.

Bequiet. | can amost fed your breath tickling my ear. For oncein your life, Nina, will you be quiet
and listen.

I will.

The Castdlan
Diana Gabaldon and Samuel Watkins

The wind from the north smelled of rain and brimstone. Trusdllasraised his head from the pages of the
record book and breathed deep. Early in the year for seriousrain, but this smelled like amagjor storm; the
reek of lightning stung his nose, but...

"Why don't | hear thunder?' The harsh mutter echoed his thought, and he glanced down. Ivoire shuffled
Sdeways along the desk, squinting as she pointed her beak into the wind from the open window. A
sudden gust ruffled her into ablotch of white feathers, and she said something very crudein raven—a
good tongue for curses, given asit isto gutturdities.



"Rudebird."

Ivoire's beak darted sideways and ripped a couple of hairsfrom hisforearm. Trusdllas sworein hisown
tongue, and swatted at her. Adept at this kind of game, she hopped nimbly out of the way, spread her
wings and sailed out over the broad stone sill, swooping low over the heads of the men-at-arms playing
dice and shove-hapenny in the courtyard.

One of them, gartled by the whoosh past his ear, shook hisfigt at the raven, then transferred his black
look to the window where Trusellas stood. The soldier glared, but dowly lowered thefist. Trusellaswas
not popular, but he was protected.

The cagtellan stood in the window amoment longer— long enough to establish hisindifference to the
scowls and muttering bel ow—then stepped back into the shadows of his chamber.

Son of ahuman father and amother from the ancient race men called the Adlf, he was possessed of
rather keener hearing than most men, but he didn't need it to tell what was being said below—he'd heard
such thingstoo many times.

It didn't matter that they viewed him with amixture of jealousy and fear; didn't matter that the women of
the castle drew their skirts aside as he passed. He was the castellan. It didn't matter that he was no
warrior, that he blinked weak-eyed in the sun, that he held his office by cleverness and guile, rather than
force of arms; he held it, nonethel ess, and would do so, so long as the grace of the king waswith him.

He took adeep breath of the storm-scented air, and sat down to hiswork.

He was deep in the aggravations of ill-kept records, when a whish and asmall, feathery thud announced
Ivoiresreturn. He didn't look up, but gently pushed her splayed pink foot off the page he was reading.
Sheresisted, and dug ataon into the book, tearing asmall holein the parchment.

"Would you like to know why you don't hear thunder?" she asked, in avoice as sweet as araven could
manage. Hopping forward, she plucked the quill from hishand and stood on it.

"No. Take your foot off my pen.”

She poked scornfully at the ragged quill with her besk.

"Brrawx, whered you get thisfilthy stick—from avulture?”

Trusdlasignored her. He plucked afresh swan's quill from thejar and set about trimming anew point.
"l could shoveit up your nose," Ivoire suggested helpfully.

Trusdllaslaid down the new quill and looked at her. The wind from the sea rustled among the sheets of
parchment, and the brimstone smell was stronger.

"All right," he said. "Why don't | hear thunder?"

"Because," said the raven happily, "it isn't athunderstorm. It'sadragon.”

"Becdm,” Trusellas said to the horse. "We aren't going too close—not yet."

The horse made a noise through its nose and laid back its ears, indicating that this statement was not
aufficiently reassuring.



"Don't worry," said Ivoire, digging her clawsinto Trusellass shoulder to keep her balance. "It'sablue
dragon; they use lightning—that'sarea quick deeth. Zap! and yourefried. Y ou won't fed athing."

The horse shied, and Trusdllas nearly lost hisbaance.

The cavewas visible only asadark crack in the heap of bouldersthat topped the bill. It occurred to
Trusdllas that the arrangement of the rock seemed rather symmetrica for anatura occurrence. He
squinted, peering upward through the light blue haze that hung like clouds over the top of the hill. Yes, he
wasright!

"A hill-fort!" he exdlamed. "It'sthe remains of an ancient hill-fort!"

"Oh, goody," said Ivaire, in avery sarcagtic tone. Trusdllas paid no heed. He had made a private study of
these; the remnants of fortifications | eft by a people more ancient even than his own, folk who did not
even spesk the language of metd, but left their mark only in the stones of their tools and habitations. He
had a collection of these ancient stones, dark blades and rounded axe-heads, primitive, but graceful in
their unschooled ferocity.

A distant rumble, as of warning thunder, was accompanied by asnister puff of blue smoke from the
crack intherocks. A stone axe wouldn't be much help against whatever wasin there. Or at least he
didn't think so. What had the ancient hill-fort builders sought to guard againgt? The clawing hands of
avaricious neighbors—or something else more snister?

"lvoire" said Trusdlasthoughtfully, "how old are dragons?”

The bird cocked ahead hi hisdirection. Her eyeswere dark red, but looked black in some lights. "How
would I know? | haven't even seenit yet." "Not that dragon; dragonsin generd." Ivoire clacked her bill a
few times, though he couldn't tell whether it waswith irritation or thoughtfulness,

"Older than you or me," she said at last, and shrugged. She meant older than human, A€lf, or even
raven-kind— though the kitchen-boys and squires she tormented inssted that Ivoire was no mere raven,
but ademonin disguise.

"Thanks," he said dryly, but she was paying no attention. Perched precariously on the horse's head, she
gripped its mane with her claws and peered behind Trusellas.

"What are they doing here?" she asked.

Trusellas swung round hi his saddle. Banners fluttered in the wind, and the sound of trumpets cut through
theturbulent air.

"Nothing like snesking up on it without warning," the bird remarked. "Of course, | don't suppose you can
redlly snesk up on anything very well with two hundred men, can you?'

Trusdllas said something rather coarse and wheeled his horse abruptly, causing Ivoireto lose her grip.
Shefell off, but spread her wings and flapped upward to catch arising current of air.

Thetroops came out of anarrow defile, marching up the valey toward the hill where the dragon lay.
Lancers, cavary; nearly the whole garrison from the castle, Trusdllas noted, as he rode grimly down the
line. A few soldiers saluted him; afew more stared, with expressions between curiosity and contempt.
Most ignored him, their eyes fastened on the wisps of blue smoke that rose to join the clouded sky.

Having seen what he needed to see, Trusellas whedled again and galloped back to the head of the line.



"Hat!" he shouted, and rode across the line of march. The column hated, obediently enough, and the
men stood, steaming in their armor. Trusdllas backed and turned the horse until he once more faced the
hill—and waited. Ivoire floated down from the sky, buzzing low over the line of men and making severd
duck for cover. She settled on the horse's head again, chuckling in her throat.

"What does adragon want?" Trusdllas narrowed his eyes, squinting at the floating mist thet circled the
hill.

"Three square sheep a day, amattress stuffed with jewels, and enough gold to keep its blood cooled
down," lvoire suggested.

"Who careswhat it wants?' Rathen, the captain of the Guard, had ridden up beside Trusdllas &t last. He
looked warily at the castellan, who was known for talking to himsdlf.

"Do dragons observe flags of truce?’ Trusdllas asked mildly. "I thought perhaps | should go and talk to
it

"You don't talk to dragons,” said the captain, speaking carefully. He might be addressing anidiot, but it
wastheking's persond idiot. Y ou kill them."

"That'swhat you think, muscle-head." Ivoire rocked to and fro, chortling softly. The captain looked at
her with didike, but was, like most men, fortunately deaf to her speech. He understood her attitude
clearly enough, though. If he had been able to trandate the insults she wastossing at him, even his
grudging respect for Trusdlas's office wouldn't have kept him from trying to wring her neck.

"Haveyou ever killed adragon?’ Trusdlasinquired. He didn't intend to be insulting; he was only curious.
Captain Rathen seemed to take the query amiss, though. A large man aready, he swelled noticeably, and
went dightly red in the face,

"I've been asoldier dl my life," he said, through gritted teeth.

"Yes, of course. | only—"

"I'vekilled lions and bears, and boars and serpents, wolves, foxes ... why, even a Questing Beast!"
"Yes, yes, but this..."

The captain was il talking, but he had lowered the visor of hishelm, and his voice was muffled. That
was probably agood thing. Rathen turned his head sharply, and the rubies that studded his casque
flashed fire. He flung up amailed gauntlet, and the lancers began to jockey their horsesinto postion.

Trusdllass horse, darmed by the stamping and whinnying of the destriers, snorted and backed away into
the woods, despite his attempts to stop it. When he at length got his mount under control and managed to
fight hisway back out of the tangle of larch and blackberry, Trusdllas found at least two-thirds of the
roya army poised with severa different wegponsin hand: lances, swords, bows, lassos, and other such
arms. Each man gazed intently at the edge of the forest towering close to them, though eyesflicked up
toward the distant crest of the hill, where blue smoke rose in the morning sky.

The cagtellan jumped off his horse, nearly tripping on hisred robe. Captain Rathen had gone ahead and
stood calmly, hishand on the hilt of his eagle sword. Trusdllas strode dowly to the captain.

"Look at the little bitty wespons they're holding; enough to make a bird laugh,” Ivoire cackled in hisear.

"Y ou think they may not be effective?" Trusdllas whispered to his companion.



"Maybethey'll tickleit, if they'relucky," Ivoire muttered. "Dragon's scales are harder than stedl; adinky
little sword would just rebound off them."”

"Y ou mean dragons are completdly invulnerable?' Trusellas asked. He swallowed, histhroat feding dry.

"No, not completely,” the pesky white raven said. "The only spot I've heard of that is vulnerableona
dragonisits eyes, though—and I've never met anybody who got close enough to look adragon in the

eye”
"Stand steady, men!" Rathen cried, interrupting Ivoire's lecture. " The dragon approaches!”

Thedragon did. Trusdllas |ooked upward toward the ruined hill-fort, but the soldiers had beenright. A
loud thud emanated from the forest, followed by several more thuds. The dragon was definitely

gpproaching.
"Dragons walk?' Trusdlashissed to Ivoire.

"They got feet" The raven huddled next to the trunk of an aspen, trying to blend in with the paper-white
bark.

A viciousroar echoed throughout the woods, and birds flew out of the treesin panic.

Then the dragon came, with arending screech of shattered trees and a shaking of the ground in its path.
It was huge, and it was blue. Towering over forty feet tal at least, and the color of seas and clouded
sapphires. A long silver horn protruded from its blue snout and two more horns, sharp as spears, stuck
fromits head.

It opened itsjaws wideto roar, reveding pearl-white teeth. Dragons have very good hygiene, Trusdllas
thought abstractedly. Even for aflesh-eating beast, none could deny it was aglorious sight, with the
sunlight reflecting off its scales.

Glorious or not, Captain Rathen was going to kill it.
"Spearmen!™ The captain drew his sword and pointed it forward. " Attack!"

The soldiers hurled spears at the blue behemoth, not knowing that their spears would only be wasted.
And they were; the spears rebounded off the azure scales.

"Itseyed" Trusdlas screamed above the soldiers cries. "Aim for itseyed!™

The soldierslooked at Rathen for approval. He nodded, they heeded. Unfortunately, that moment of
hesitation gave the dragon dl the time it needed. The huge bluetail swept two spearmen away from their
fellows, into reach of the dragon's claws. It clapped together two large paws, crushing the soldiers. It
was barely audible, but the castellan swore he heard laughter from the dragon—a sound like ringing
metdl.

The rest of the thirteen spearmen stood aghast. Their two comrades-in-arms had just been dain by a
dragon— would the same happen to them?

No timeto think; the blue dragon inhaded abreath and let |oose a shaft of blue lightning, leaving charred
bodiesin itswake. With alolling tongue, it scooped up the thirteen bodies and swallowed them like so
many pickled nutmeats.

A few swordsmen vomited at the sight; the lance-knights horses reared and screamed. The dragon bent



over and ddlicately spewed the crumpled skeletons of the soldiers onto the meadow.

Digtracted by the plunging horses and reeking bones, the soldiers milled in confusion, scarcely noticing as
the dragon suddenly spread itswings.

Trusdllas noticed. Itswingswere huge, impossibly graceful. Terrified as he was, till he gaped at the sheer
beauty of the dragon, sun shining on its gorgeous wings, long scaled body twigting asit drove itself up into
the heavens. And then it plummeted upon the army.

The castle had no more than five bowmen; most of these had hung back, thinking arrows would be of
little avail. One bowman, though, had heard Trusdllass cry. He plucked up his courage and sent an arrow
directly toward the amber eyes, followed by another, and another, whining in their flight like angry bees.

Knee-deep in its bloodbath, the dragon was distracted. But it did notice the arrows in time to roar out
the word "Khachikiny!"

Trusdllas didn't recognize the word, but he divined itsintent: aspell!

"Duck!" Trusdllas cried, as he dived toward the ground. The men ill standing copied him, asan
enormous firebal glided overhead, burning the arrows that would have driven straight into the dragon's
brain.

"Wowzer," said Ivoire, cowering under the inadequate shelter of a burdock leaf.
"Thisisn't working," the castellan said to his comrade. "Don't dragons have any other weaknesses?”'

"If | remember correctly ... yes. Now what wasit?' Thewind from the dragon'swings stung Trusdllas's
facewith arain of grave. Ivoire was no more than asmear of white feathers, but she cawed directly into
hisear. "Wings Their wings are soft aslesther. If you pierce them while they're flying, they'll fall to the
ground.”

"It'snot flying anymore." Still, Trusdlas struggled to hisfeet and fought hisway through the falen trees
and scattered bodies, to reach Captain Rathen's side.

"Captain!" he shouted. “Listen!”

But Rathen ignored him. Eyes gleaming through the dits of hisvisor, he lowered hislance and charged
with awar cry. His destrier charged at high speed and the captain bent forward, his lance snugly braced.

The dragon saw him and dropped the soldier it was devouring. It waited camly until the horse and rider
had nearly reached it. Then the dragon reached out one dender arm. A long, sharp talon shot out and
pierced the captain's heart. The dragon plucked the dangling knight from his saddle, ddlicately removed
hishem, and ate him, heedfirs.

Trusdllasthrew himsalf behind arock and was violently sick.

He picked hisway up the hillside, grateful for once for the weak sight that madeit impossibleto tell
whether the charred columnsthat lay by thetrail had once been tree or human. The reek of smoke and
the stinging smell of lightning grew stronger as he climbed, until the breath burned in his chest. He had
discarded both robe and armor—nhis sight had been good enough to tell him just how pointless wearing it
would be—but even in shirt and chausses, he was gasping and swesat drenched by the time he reached
the crest of the hill. The cool, dark opening of the cavern came amost as arelief—amost. He stopped



just inside, fedling the swest turn cold asit trickled down his back. He looked back at the world outside;
he might never seeit again.

"Oh, theré's one thing about blue dragons,” Ivoire muttered softly in hisear.
"What'sthat?' All his senseswere dert, but nothing stirred in the blackness of the cavern beyond.

"They're shape-shifters” Theraven lifted lightly from his shoulder, and vanished over the brow of the hill,
leaving himto go on done.

Shape-shifter, he thought. Fine. Just fine. So the tiny blue salamander that skittered across his path might
redlly be alightning-breathing mongter; the bluebird singing over there in the bush could suddenly openits
mouth alittle wider and toast him into cinders.

He ran a swesting hand through his hair, undecided.

Normally, he wore histhick black hair loose, covering the ears whose pointed tips revea ed his mixed
blood. Would adragon care what he was, or smply view him asamea? So far as he knew, dragons
viewed Adf asedible, too—but that was only so far as he knew. Why didn't people write down their
experiences with dragons, for the guidance of others?

Possibly because no one survived aface-to-face encounter with adragon long enough to write abot it.
Therewas a cold thought.

Ivoire's claws closed on his shoulder, and he felt the brush of her feasthers under his chin as she ducked
her head toward the neck of his shirt. Something round ran down his belly, tickling. He dapped &t it,
thinking it abeetle, and bruised arib with the hard little object.

"Heard of thoselittle flies?" Ivoire asked. She spread her wings and flapped up to asinged branch, where
she balanced, white as acloud against the blackened bark.

"What flies?' He had succeeded in extricating the object from the folds of his shirt. A dull, lumpy stone,
the Sze of apeach pit. He was about to fling it away in disgust when a shaft of sun through the rockslit
bluefiresingdeit. He breathed in dowly; held never seen abigger sapphire.

"And where did you get this?"
"Soleit," thebird said cheerfully. "A magpie | know; hell never missit. About thoseflies..."
"What about them?"

"The mae catches atasty bug, and wrapsit up in sk like afancy present, then he givesit to the lady fly
he's got his eye on. While she's busy unwrapping it, he dips behind her, and'—one dark-red eye gave a
lewd wink— "does the deed. If he doesn't take her a gift-wrapped morsdl, though, she eats him." Ivoire
wagged her head from side to side. "Noooo baby fliesif that happens, no sir."

Trusdllas made a noise through histesth.

"l suppose you're implying something with thisindelicate anecdote?"
"Dragons don't eat bugs.”

"l know thet! But—"

"They, um, do eat Adf," Ivoire said ddlicately. She twisted her head like awine cork and peered over



her shoulder toward the depths of the cave, where coils of soft blue smoke rolled dowly along the floor.
"But that bauble there might keep her busy long enough for you to get aword in edgewise.”

Trusdlas found that his hand had clenched hard on the sgpphire. He swallowed.
"Ah... thank you," he said.

"My pleasure,” the raven said politely. Her eyeswere dtill fixed on the cave. "'I'd go now, if | were
you—while shesdill full.”

It was dark in the cavern, but the air wasn't cool and dank, asit ought to be. It was warm and dry, and
smelled powerfully of sulfur and ozone. Trusdllas glanced up at the shadowy roof, and hoped she
wouldn't think of shooting lightning boltsingde; the whole hill could fal in on them.

She? He waswell inside before-it occurred to him to wonder how in the name of S. Michadl the bird
had known the dragon was femae. He hadn't seen anything indicating gender, though under the
circumstances, his observations had necessarily not been prolonged. But perhaps ... then he rounded a
curve in the stony passage, and there was no more time for speculation.

Hefdt hisheart beating in histhroat. Not asdamander, still less abluebird. The woman stood afew feet
away, skin and hair glowing with afaint blue radiance that made her clearly visble, dark asit was. Her
eyeswere not blue. Sightly danted, and adeep, luminous gold, they turned on him like risng moons,
blank and pupilless—but not sightless, by any means.

"Ah.." hesad.

"How met, worm?' she said, and her voice had the chime of metal.

"l am not aworm,” Trusellas said, atrifle huffy. "1 am the castellan.”

Full lips curved; he saw no teeth—thank God!—but could tell she waslaughing.
"And | am Lunaris," shesaid. "Lunaris, and awyrm of no mean repute.”

"Oh," hesad, belatedly redlizing that she had not been insulting him by caling him wyrm aswdll. "Ah.
Yes. Well met, Madame." Remembering the ssone—and Ivoire's story of the flies—he thrust his open
hand out toward her. "1 brought... er... asmall token of ... respect.”

Her fingers did down hisarm, across hiswrist, across his pam, taking their time and taking his measure.
Suddenly, she closed her hand on his, the sapphire trapped between their palms.

"Oh," shesaid softly. "A fine stone, this. A lovely voice. Do you hesr it?’

"Hear it?" Trusdllas echoed faintly. He heard nothing but the thunder of blood in hisears. Her skin under
hisfingerswas like oiled leather, cool and supple.

Her hand did away, cupping the stone. She held it to her ear, alook of distant dreaming on her face that
held him with its magic. What did she see, what did she hear in that dream, to make her look so?

"Ligten, then." She held the stone out, closeto hisown ear. "Close your eyes. Hear." Obediently, he shut
his eyes, and with the distraction of that cool blue face removed, he thought perhaps ... yes. Yes, just
barely. A deep, rich sound, more vibration than song, and so faint that he strained to catch its voice.



"Soyou can hear it. What are you then, castellan? No man has heard ssones sing, that | have met.”

"l am... hdf. Half man, haf Adf. | live between two worlds, and in that space, lady, | hear many things."
Perhapsit was not so strange, after al. He could hear the voices of birds and of beasts, where men were
deaf to them. He had not thought of it, but why should stones not spesk aswell? Aswell asdragons,
urely.

L unaris was speaking now, gold eyeswide, unblinking.

"Asagift, castellan, it isapleasant toy. Asransom or ashbribe..." She opened her hand, and the stone
fdl.

He caught it beforeit struck the rocky floor, cradling it to his bosom as though the jewd might be bruised
by such rough treatment.

"A gift,” hesaid, and held it out once more. Tribute, cdl it. A small homageto your ... beauty." To your
bloodthirgtiness, he might have said; he thought she would still have found it acompliment. But she
laughed, that odd chiming sound, and took the stone from him.

"It isaccepted,” she said.

"Good," he said. He heditated, but after al, what had he come for?"Y ou spoke of ransom,” he said
awkwardly. "What... 7'

"l don't know," she said. She stretched voluptuously, and yawned. "My belly isfull; | need no morefor
now." She rubbed her back againgt the wall, scratching hersdf dowly, sinuous as a cat. He thought he
heard the rasp of scales against the rock.

"Canyou sng, cagtelan?

"Yes." He had agood voice and knew many songs; it was hisonly real talent. Even so, herarely sang; no
onesingsfor their own enjoymen.

"Come, then," she said, and turned away. "Come and Sing meto my rest. | am exceedingly fond of
musc.”

He ducked his head benesth alow silI, found himsdf in atunnel, and realized why she had changed her
shape; the great beast he had seen in rampage on the hill would never fit through such narrow

passageways.

The cave opened out quite suddenly, and he stood in avast cavern, lit by random shafts of light from
cracksin the ceiling above, and by the gleam of metal. There was not much; no great hegps of hoarded
treasure, as he had heard of—but then, she had but recently come to this place. She hadn't had time to
collect much—yet. He caught sght of Rathen'sjeweled ham, lying empty by hisfoot, itsrubiesglinting in
ashaft of light. Helooked away, swallowing.

His eyes watered from the sudden light, and when he looked back, he didn't see her. He feared at first
that Lunaris had transformed again and stood above him, leather-winged and freshly ravenous, but
no—she stood quite ill, alittle distance away, beside a couch made of gold.

Trusdllas swdlowed, and looked furtively for Ivoire. Surdly Lunaris had not been naked in the outer
cavern? Wasit only dragon-magic that had made him imagine flowing draperies, or the caution of his
own mind? He heard aharsh, rasping caw of disapprova from somewhere aboveground; he found it
comforting that Ivoire was kegping an eye on him—though if he were destroyed, she could tell no one of



hisfate; no one at the castle shared his gift of tongues.

Lunarislooked at him, and he moved without willing to. She smiled, lay down, and took hishand in hers.
"Singtome, Adf," shesad.

"What will you hear, my lady?" His heart beat in hisears.

"What you will." The great golden eyesrested on him, and he saw they were not empty. Small currents
moved in them, swirlsthat eddied, drifted, and broke to form new patterns. It was like looking into a
goldsmith's crucible, watching the ineffable achemy of meta turned liquid; afascination that had itsroots
in the gpparent violation of natural order—and recognizing the wild beauty of solidity set free, of order
turned to chaos.

He sat beside her, and he sang. Light airsand smple lieder. A child's counting song. Soft lullabies. And
then the bards songs, balads learned on the nights when the traveling singerslifted their voicesin the
courtyard, when love rose like amigt in the darkness and the murmur of couplesin the alcoveswaslike
the sound of dovesin the trees—nights when he himsdf sat till and quiet in histower, hidden, heart
burning likeacod.

Thelady's hand grew heavy on hisknee; without thinking, he held it, to save it dipping off. The golden
eyes glowed steady, though, and did not close. Their glow seemed strangely clouded, and it dawned on
him at |ast that she dept as snakes do, a transparent membrane coming down across the open eye. The
notion that she watched him even in her deep should have disturbed him, but did not; no woman had ever
watched him with such raptness.

Hedid not fed' the trance come over him, nor hear the hoarsening of his own voice; he sat enchanted,
and sang on.

A persstent pain behind one ear aroused him findly. His hair was caught, being pulled by something. He
brushed at his hair, trying to free it, and was rewarded with a sharp stab of pain in his hand. He stopped
singing with agasp, and whirled, to see apale blob perched on the rock behind him.

"Will you shut up and get out of here?' demanded alow-rasping voice. "Don't you know better than to
look adeeping dragon in the eye?!

It was astruggle not to turn back; he could fed the golden seabehind him, lapping at hisfeet with the
promise of bliss. Even the thought of it... wings beet fiercely in hisface, and he raised his handsto shield
hiseyes.

"Comeon!" said an agitated croak in one ear, and sharp claws sank through the cloth of his shirt.

She rocked back and forth on his shoulder, urging him on by force of will as he ssumbled down the rocky
corridor, half-blind. He would have turned back at the entrance, but Ivoire drove him on with fierce
pecks and harsh cawing. He ssumbled over rocks and dipped and haf-did down the hill, but by thetime
he reached the spot where his tethered horse waited, the spell had faded. Hands trembling, he mounted
and rode away, toward the castle.

It was well past nightfall when he reached the wall, done. Torches blazed, and white faces rose from the
dark dl round him, terrified, tearful, reproachful, beseeching.

"I'm sorry," wasal he could say to them. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry." He was dlill repeating it, though more
softly, when he barred the door of his chamber, shucked off his bootsin ashower of dirt and pebbles,
and fdl upon hisbed.



He opened the cabinet that held his collections—not because there was anything of value there to tempt a
dragon, but only for the comfort that the objects gave him. The bright shed feathers of birds, the cast-off
skins of serpents, trivid things that had caught his curiosity, in hisridingsto and fro across his demesne,

He picked up astone axe, the helf smooth and heavy in his pam. There was a hole bored through the
middle; it was soothing to stick his thumb through this hole and think of the maker, spending patient day
after patient day, boring away with astick of oak and alittle sand. It was an approach Trusellas had
always admired—but he thought it would not do now. He put the axe-head gently back, and began to
pick things up and set them down, searching.

Hiseyelighted on an ornamental knife, made from the antler of agiant ek. The blade was shattered, and
the whole of it stained with time and wegther, but the pattern of carving on the handlewas till clear; a
sinuous form, the scaesindicated by afaint cross-hatching. Not a serpent; thisthing had claws, in which
it gragped something—a man? abeast?—that time had reduced to no more than alump of discolored
ivory. The dragon's jaws gaped, and the eyes were open, smooth, and rounded as the opals set in
Captain Rathen's dagger-hilt.

Trusdllas ran histhumb across the surface of one blank eye, thinking of deep pools of gold, and the songs
of stones.

Ivoire stood on the windowsi I, hunched against the wind that blew from the seg, bitter with the scent of
burning.

"What will you do?' shesaid, not turning. "Will you go back?"

"Do | have achoice?' He moved to stand behind the raven, looking out. The hill itsalf wastoo far away
to see, but he knew it was there; he could see every stone of it in hismind's eye.

Ivoire turned and flicked awing againg his hand, impatient.

"You dways have achoice" she said. " Shut the gates, stay insde. Even adragon can't get in thisplace.”
"And what of the countrysde?'

"What of 'em?"

"You aren't ahelp, you know," he said, glancing down at her. The raven's eyes were black and round as
beads of jet.

"Excuse me!” she said, and was gone, swooping low over the courtyard. She seized aloaf of bread from
abaker'stray as she passed, and vanished over the battlements, leaving the baker startled and cursing
below.

Hedept at last, worn out with futile plans and speculations. He dreamed, small things at first of an
ordinary kind—but gradualy, the dream dtered. He swam, it seemed, in asea of gold. He was bare
limbed; hisarm and hand dripped and shone when heraised it, each joint gilded in glowing fire. The
current took him, bearing him up, carrying him to the song of stones, dong paths of shining radiance, to a
place of love.

Shetreasured him.

He woke suddenly, to find himsdlf out of hisbed. He was on thefloor, on his hands and knees, crawling



mindlessy toward the window. Something hard was under his hand, hurting the palm. He s&t, heed
whirling, the hard thing clagped in his hand. It was atiny pebble from the dragon's hill. He swalowed
hard, shook his head to dismiss the dream, and threw the pebble hard against the wall.

"What are you looking for?" Ivoire stood atop his cabinet. She ducked her head and turned it, upside
down, the better to peer at the things within.

"I havenoidea." Actudly, he hadn't thought he was looking for anything. It was his habit to look at his
collections, to handle the objects, only asaway to soothe his mind and encourage thought. But Ivoire
had known better than he, he redlized; he was looking for something. He didn't know what it was, but
something had taken shape in his dreaming, and he was looking for its mate, somewherein the array of
thingsbefore him.

But what wasit? He sighed and began to go through the cabinet again, one shelf a atime, picking up
each object and discarding it in turn, asit failed to trigger any sense of discovery. Beads on the top
shelf—wood, bone, stone, and ivory; broken, whole, single, strung. Nothing there.

Carvings on the second shelf; some of great antiquity, some so old asto have been carved on river
stones, the lines so blurred that the image was uncertain. He looked at these with grest attention, hoping
perhaps for something e se like the elk-bone knife—but there were no more dragons. Bears, wolves,
hares, horses, dogs, mice... even one piece of ancient silver carved with the likeness of agreenman, those
fearful creatures haf-man, haf-tree. He had met agreenman in the forest once, and he put the piece
down, shuddering at the memory.

"Oh, him." Ivoire shoved a the medalion contemptuoudy with her beak. She hadn't liked the greenman,
either. She made a chuckling noise deep in her throat, turned around and cocked her tail over the piece,
intending to make her opinion abundantly clear. Trusdlas swatted her away with the back of his hand and
shefdl off thetable with ashriek of surprise.

"Shoo," said Trusdllas, and went back to hiswork.

Thethird shelf held naturd artifacts—the shed skins of snakes, mummified toads, seedpods and dried
roots. His hand hovered over these, but... no. Whatever he was looking for, it was not here.

He squatted to look again at the bottom shelf, where the heavier things were kept—the ancient toolsand
things of stone. Axes, scrapers, grinders, blades ... one at atime, he picked them up, holding them,
hoping.

A clacking noise behind distracted him.

Ivoire had abandoned the cabinet, and was on the floor near the window, playing a game that involved
batting one round stone againgt another, so that the second shot away, rebounding from wall or table leg.
She looked up at him, and he could see the look of calculation in her eye. Helifted afoot, meaning to set
it on one stone, but she was too fast—her beak swung back and forward, and the stone shot up, hit the
wall, ricocheted, and struck Trusellas right between the eyes.

"Gooooooood!" gurgled the raven, staggering around the floor in araffle of feathers, heplesswith mirth.

Teeth clenched on an epithet unbecoming to his office, Trusdlas bent and snatched up the stone. It was
one of the pebbles he had brought back inadvertently from the dragon's cave, caught in the folds of his
high leather boot. It was an ordinary enough rock, no gemstone. And yet there were small veins of



greenish stone crisscrossing the pebble—serpentine perhaps, or marble? The veins of green gleamed
faintly in thelight, and the niggling thought in the back of hismind dropped softly into place.

It lay at the back of the bottom shelf, out of sight. It was athing he had picked up because it was unusud,
but an object he didn't know the use of—adiver of stone, too flimsy to be atool, but showing the marks
of careful knapping and shaping—it had been made for something, but what? Not an ornament, not a
ceremonia object; it was plain stone, not carved—but with the same small veins of green marble running
throughit.

Long and thin, fragile—but very sharp. Hishand closed carefully around it, this gift from some ancient
castellan. He saw in memory the swirling seas of Lunariss eyes, and his heart went cold within him.

It was nearly dark when he reached the hill. He began to sing at the bottom of the dope, hisvoice
damped by dripping mist and the scent of ashes from the half-charred forest. As he came out of the last
of the trees, though, his voice rang from the stones of the ancient fort. He stopped then, and waited.

"Come," sad the dragon'svoicein hismind, and his breast filled with warmth and longing. Ashetook a
step toward the cavern's entrance, he felt a sudden sting and clapped ahand to his head.

Ivoire fluttered down on an dder branch and sat staring at him, the strand of hair she had plucked from
his head dangling from her strong pink bill.

"What did you do that for?' he demanded.

Shelaid the strand down and put a pale pink foot on it, then looked up a him. Her eyeswere black as
the soot on his shoes.

"A keepsake to remember you by," shesaid. "I'll takeit back to the castle and weave it into my nest on
thetower. You'l be apart of the castle, then.”

"I'm coming back," he said, and hoped he sounded much more confident than he fdlt.
"Sureyou are," she said. Evidently he didn't sound al that confident.

"Come," said Lunaris, and her voice struck hismind like the clapper of abdll. He turned and walked into
the cave.

Hewondered, dimly, whether dragons could read thoughts, but he had forgotten to ask Ivoire—if she
knew. It didn't matter, though. There was nothing else to do.

Lunarisawaited him, in her inner chamber. Words froze in histhroat, but he didn't need them. It wasn't
song she wanted, thistime. She stood beside her couch and smiled.

"Come," shesad, and he cameto her.
"Why do you close your eyes?' she asked him, |ater.

"Y our beauty blinds me, Mistress,”" he said, and kept his eyestight shut. She laughed and the soft
embrace of great wings enclosed him.

When he opened hiseyes at last, the chamber was quiet, and Lunaris dept. Above him, one star shone
dlent inthe velvet sky, visble through achink in the roof.



Hedid carefully off the couch, but she didn't fir. In the dark, he could see the faint blue gleam of scales,
the graceful line where one wing swept the floor. Her face was il awoman's, though; golden eyesdive
and dreaming.

Hetook from his boot the ancient tool, that needle-sharp diver too long and too fragile for any use but
one. Theedge of it cut his palm as he plunged thetip into her eye, but it was not the pain of his hand that
made him cry doud in anguish.

The blood of a blue dragon is green, hethought, when he could think again. / must. . . remember to
write that... down.

He leaned againgt the stone at the mouth of the cave, and the rising sun lit the sopping patches on his
clothes, the stinking smears upon his hands. He stared out into the rising sun, not caring that its brilliance
seared hiseyes. Hiseyes watered and his sight blurred; he did not see her, but felt strong claws grip the
flesh of hisshoulder.

"Come home," she said, and he ssumbled down thetrail, drenched in stinking blood and desolation, so far
gonethat Ivoire had to direct the horse, standing on its head and pecking one ear, then the other, to turn
it toward the castle.

It was the last thing that he wanted to do, but it was his duty. Some other castellan might one day facea
dragon. Trusdllas must put down what had happened, must pass on what he knew. He had dept for two
days and two nights, yet his bones gill ached with weariness. He went with dragging step to his desk,
where he dowly sharpened afresh new quill and then reached for his book.

Theink was newly mixed, the parchment scraped and chaked, the poncebag stuffed and ready. No
excusefor deay. He dipped his quill and began, very dowly, to write of Lunaris. Lunaristheterrible,
Lunaristhelovely. It was of the wyrm hewrote, but of the woman that he thought.

""She would have eaten you, you know."

"Don't bother me," he said. He stared sightlessy through the window, toward the invisible hill. Below, the
courtyard seethed with unrest and ingratitude, a sea of uncrossable strife between him and that point of
vanished bliss. He didn't need to hear the words to know what was said down mere. Why had he taken
troops? Why had he let them be killed? He should have acted sooner, he should have waited, he should,
he should nat...

"Maybe not your body, but certainly your soul. Dragons are greedy for more than gold.”
"Bequiet, bird," hesaid.

And yet the unreasonable and ungrateful were his, by decree of the king. If they wanted him or not,
whether or not he wanted them—the castle and itsfolk were histo defend, whatever the cost of that
defense might be. He dipped his pen and wrote aword, two, not seeing the careful |etters he formed. He
didn't know that he had spoken, until he heard the words.

"Why me?' hesaid.

Therewas arugtle of feathersin the gloom behind him, but no answer, and he went on writing, one word,
one letter a atime. Slowly, he realized that there was afeding of warmth at his back, as though someone
stood behind him, dispelling the chill of cold stone. Y et the door was bolted; he had fastened it himself,
wanting no intrusions. The hair rose on his nape.



He sat ill, not daring to turn. Something brushed his cheek, and astrand of silk-white hair fell over his
shoulder, across his breast. A pale pink hand, its nails the delicate color of dawn, spread flat acrossthe
page of hisbook. The fresh ink smeared.

Then avoice spokein hisear, hoarse and husky asaraven'slaugh.

"Cagtdlan,” shesad, "did anyone ever tell you that you ask too many questions?

Lady of the Lake
Michelle Sagara West

The screaming could be heard across the lake, but it was not the screams that put up walls between the
women who heard and the woman who uttered them; it was the laughter, the guttural, visceral enjoyment
init, athing of power. At a safe distance, they bore witness with agrim-ness and a hardening of heart
that the weak acknowledge: only death waits those who attempt to interfere.

They knew how it would end, athough they had no benefit of vision in the darkening and paling of the
even ky; they understood the fear, and the pain, and the humiliation that they heard. They had, after dl,
fdleninjust such afashion, like so much wheet before a careless scythe.

They knew that terror would give way to exhaustion, and that when exhaustion gave way to rest and
heding, humiliation would return, and they knew—they knew— the anger that would follow. Knew it
intimately. Knew it so well that they could only listen, transfixed, because they were rooted, hearing it, in
the tenor of their own cries, their own voices, their own past.

They numbered nine, these women, and they had been gathered, one by one, by hands that were
infinitely gentle compared to those that had destroyed their maidens lives. Gathered and brought to the
ide, upon which no man'sfeet might walk, save one.

In the darkness, they prepared; they came with torches, with blankets, with salvesand arich,
herb-thickened mead that would both quicken and quiet the blood. They spoke, one to the other, in this
terrible flurry of activity, this quiet torment, and a a distance, a careless eavesdropper might have thought

they were praying.
In afashion they were.

Elyssawasthefirst of the fallen, asthey sometimes privately caled one another; she had been young and
beautiful, impatient with youth and youth'simperative. She had lived in avillage ninety milesfrom the
wide, gtill waters of the hidden lake, and in that place of sun and farm and home, she had grown from
child to woman while the boys of her acquaintance grew gape jawed and shy and bullish by turns. She
was, dthough she did not remember it herself, not clearly, astonished by their attention, and then
captivated by it; it gave her apower that she didn't understand. Power. Her mother understood it, and



her father—he was frightened by it and angered by it in histurn.

And then the lord had come, with hisfine, armoured knights, his retinue of women, his pagesand his
maidservants and his persond squires: And he was afine, handsome man, newly married. Hiswife she
thought cold and distant, but he was afriendly man, with eyesthe color of the Sky during the harvest
summer.

Thiswastheir story, and Elyssa, firgt, was not the last.

Shewastaken in by him, and then taken by him, and then passed, as atoy, to the knights a hisback. Let
them come after him, in al manner of the word, let them sully the earth once he had first turned it. He was
not akind man; he did the deed where dl of the village might heer it if she screamed—and she screamed,
and wept, and pleaded because she was not—not yet—out of a childhood where weeping might do
good.

Hiswife, hiscold, cold wife, had cometo her in the darkness after the darkness had finally ended. She
had thought that the lady might be harsh and terrible; she had scrabbled back, like an unhinged animd,
pulling the shreds of clothing around her breasts, covering parts of her bleeding body that had never felt
exposed before , other women.

But hiswife brought ablanket in the sllence, and alamp, and she led the girl home.

His act had changed home irrevocably. It was days, scant days, before Elyssaredized the truth of it; her
mother withdrawn and terrified, her father wrathful—at her mother and the lord and anyone who came

near, especially Elyssa, especidly her.

And the boys, the boys over whom she had had that odd power, they changed as well. Some shunned
her, and that hurt, but it eased the fear that had become so much a part of her she couldn't bear to stand
intheir shadows. The others... the others thought they might have—and she knew it now, by thelook in
their faces— what the knights had had: the sullied, the fdlen, terrain over which thelord had passed so
contemptuoudy.

And it might have cometo that.

But he came, and athough she was afraid of strange men in away that she couldn't begin to speak of, he
invoked no fear at dl. Hewas, shethought, like an angel.

"l am," hetold her, having driven off two of the farm boys, "ahunter. | have, perhaps, lost my way."
Shedid not believe him then, and she knew for afact he was lying now, and she took comfort from both.
"Who are you? Areyou with alarge party?"

"I?No. A true hunter travelsin isolation.” He lifted ahand, let it drop dmost immediately to hissde. His
face was gaunt, and a scar whitened the skin from jaw to brow, passing around the eye, marking him.
She hadn't known what amap was, then—but she knew now, and she knew it was, in itsway, amap of
his past: visble, where her scars were hidden.

"I'm Elyssa," shesaid quietly.
"And ?Youmay cal me... Merlin. After the bird of prey."

Y earslater, shewould ask him, "Why Merlin? Why not Hawk or Eagle or even Falcon?' And he would
amile, haf genidly and half bitterly, ashedid in dl ways. "Because, | anasmdl bird, athing of danger



that is often overlooked precisaly because of the birds you otherwise name.

"But death is death, Little Elyssa, and vengeance is vengeance, and if mineisalong timein the crafting, |
am dill ahunter.”

Shetook him home, and that night, she said her goodbyes. Oh, they weren't meant to be good- byes, not
then, but her father's harsh words and ugly dictate lingered between her past and her present, the blade
that cut. Her mother had said nothing, and she had hoped for more, expected no less. She was |l eft done,
with this stranger.

Hesaid, "Aline sent meto you," and it made no sense, no sense a al—until she remembered that Aline
had been the name of thelord'swife. "And if you dlow it, child, I will take you to sefety.”

What other choice had she? She followed—as the others would follow, one by one—and heled her
acrossthe miles of country, during both daylight hours and moonlit, brilliant night, until they reached the
paths that led to the marsh and the boat, that wondrous white boat that seemed uncured, unoiled,
untouched by water or time or any labor of man's.

"Thisisthe Lake," hesaid, "of Sorrows. Thisboat isaboat of the lake's making. Here, we might cross
and there, therein the night that you cannot clearly see, you will find your home. | will not keep you
captive; | cannot. Thelake will give and the lake will take, asit dedires. | amitsguardian. No, | am less
than that.

"But | have been wronged, Elyssa, and | will right that wrong. | prayed, to the lake, and thiswasthe
vison granted me."

Heled her to the boat. Helped her up and over thelip of its perfect edge.
"I will joinyou," hesaid quietly, "if thelake permits”

He settled into the boat beside her, and after a silent moment, the boat began to glide across water so il
it seemed made of glass—and she had seen very little glassin her humble life. The sllence should have
frightened her, but she felt apeacetoit, and apromise.

The boat stopped once, in the center of the lake.
"Giveit," hesad quietly, "your name."

But he needn't have spoken; She heard the lake weep, and she understood that it was giving her its own
name, in afashion, just as Merlin had done. She stood—and the boat did not tip or capsize, or even
founder a dl. "l an Elyssa" shereplied.

After amoment, it accepted the name, and the boat began to move again. But she saw it: aflash of
disappointment cross the features of her savior.

He said nothing; she, afraid now of hisdisapprova, afraid of their destination, said nothing aswell. The
water passed beneath them, smooth and black except where it caught moon and star; the small craft
passed rushes, and then, gliding amost above the water's surface it left so little wake to disturb it, the
boat came to a dock.

"Here" he said. Herose and very gently stepped out of the boat, turning to offer her his hand. She
hesitated for just amoment, and then took it.

Heled her, by turns, to the castle. "It isnot so easy ahome asal that,” he said softly, "but no one will



cross the waters who means you harm. That isthe law of the lake, and the promise. Y ou are safe here.”
"But—"

"I know. But you will not live here donefor long. | have brought things that will ease your life, and the
grounds around the castle are the mogt fertile grounds that exist in these lands, more so, in that they have
Seen no war, no fire, no burning.” He bowed. "I will cometo vist, as| may, and | will teach youwhat |
am permitted to teach you, but these lands do not willingly tolerate the touch of man, and if | am
lessened, if | aminjured, if 1, too, have known... humiliation, the lake and the idand still count me as
Man." He bowed, bitterly. "I will return, Elyssa.”

He kept his promise.

L ess than two months later, the summer months dmost tapering into fal, the harvest so close she could
amell it from the gardens with which she had—painstakingly, and aone—surrounded the castle to the
east and the south, she heard a set of steps, two sets, and she looked up, her hair in her eyes, her eyes
squinted near-shut againgt sunlight.

A young girl traveled by hisside, her face replete with dark bruises, her clothing identical to the heavy
traveling cloak that he himsalf wore. She did not touch him; he did not touch her; but he led and she
followed, her eyes as skittish asthe eyes of awild creature.

"This" she heard him say, from adistance, "will be your home, if you desire ahome.”

She had brushed the dirt off her hands, rising to greet this newcomer and the hunter who brought her
home. She saw the shadows in the girl's face; knew they were the same as the shadows across her own.
But she offered the girl what the hunter was too wiseto offer: her hand. "I'm Elyssa," she said quietly. "l
wasthefirg." He stayed until night. He ingpected her gardens. He brought her seeds, which would, he
sad, keep until thefollowing year. The night fdll, and with thefdl of night, the new girl, Anna, vanished
into the hold. Elyssa understood it well, but she waited amoment, to see what the hunter would do. He
amiled bitterly. There was dways that bitterness about him; she wondered if it was anything like her own.

He bowed. "We have our work, Elyssa." She wondered what that work was—but she was the first; she
went back to the castle to introduce Annato their new life.

Lady, they came.

The third one came at the end of the harvest season, battered and bruised, arm broken. She was older
than Elyssa or Anna, and perhaps mat was harder on her; she remained silent and withdrawn for six
months, for long past the arriva of the next young girl.

During the winter there was only one newcomer, and she not so badly injured; she had been caught by
thelord and two men, and they were loath to stay and play in the wild of frost and snow. But news came
with the girl: Aline, the lord'swife, had passed away. She was histhird wife, and she had died, as had the
two before her, childless. The lord had no heir.

Heirless, hisland might be claimed by aliege-lord he did not desire, or so Merlin said; it wasthefirst time
that she had seen the fullness of asmile cross hisface, and truthfully, Elyssadid not likeit. It reminded her
of other, predatory smiles, and she saw the desth in it, the desire for pain, the power. She wondered if
her face would twist in the same way should that lord ever bein her power for afew minutes.



Wascatainit would.

The winter turned. The spring came, and with it, another young woman, and another; their faces so
amilar, their pain so much like her own, they might have been sstersif such experience could force such
abond. Theidewasaquiet place, and the planting of the seeds, the tending and watering, the pruning
and weeding—and the vigilant guard againgt wildlife that would otherwise eat far more than they could
afford to lose—gave them purpose, and even some pleasure, they who no longer dreamed of husbands,
of familiesof their own, of children to cherish.

Some dreams had been taken from them, and some given, and the lake's waters were quiet and peaceful.
No one who cameto Elyssaand her ide ever desred to leaveit.

Eventualy, there came to them a young woman who knew how to read and write. She had been left for
dead, the worst of the victims, because she might indeed cause the lord trouble should sheremain diveto
bear witness againgt him. But she had no desireto risk her lifein that world; thisworld, like the cloisters
for which she had been destined, was aworld that suited her. It was only amatter of time before she
began to teach them all—during the winter months, of course, when the cold and the snow kept them
huddled together for warmth and company—how to read and write. How to sing, together and

separately.
She was the seventh of the young women.
The eighth was different.

Her name was Gwyneth, and she was lovely; her face unmarred and unbruised, athough her arms and
legs were covered with long welts. She had spent not one evening in the company of thelord, but two
long months, and was turned out in the end for her failure. The servants had helped her escape what
might have otherwise been unpleasant exposure to the jacka s that served just benegath the lord'stable,
but they could provide her with little e se, and she could not go hometo her family.

In pain, and in fear, she had been discovered—as they had al been discovered—by Merlin. She cameto
them, and Elyssa discovered that the lord himself had grown so desperate for an heir that he had taken
no wife—had vowed to take no wife until he'd gotten awoman with child.

Thiswas not to the liking of the nobility among whom held chosen before; not to the liking of the
merchants who could otherwise afford to buy themselves a connection with anohbility that birth done
would never provide them. The wives mat might have been vanished; he was left with his choice of the
young women hisvillages could produce, and he used them with contempt. They al cameto him, and
those he deemed suitable he kept for his own uses. They had to be untouched, of course, and they had to
be untouched after hisinitial encounter—but even so he was not a gentle man, and those that failed to
"catch" were given to his men through the castle's back doors.

And so it went.

The pattern was different, the violence the same, the anger—the anger of afrustrated man, a powerful
man— agrowing darknessthat only the lake kept them safe from. Sometimes, Elyssawould wakein a
cold sweat, adream of an army encamped, spears readied, swords and armor gleaming, at the edge of
the marshes. But other times, she would wake from adream in which al those women, al those young
girls, al those broken dreams, had been gathered from across the water and brought to where safety and
shelter and food might be provided in aharbor that alowed for no man, save one.

But the night that the Lady of the L ake came to them, they woke as one, their dreams a shattered mirror
of the nightmare that had broken their lives and brought them here. They rose, some asnew totheideas



Viviane, and some asold as Elyssa, and they met in the greet hal that housed their winter lessons.
It was Elyssawho sad, " Sheis coming.”

They nodded. But they knew what would happen before, and they eft, as one woman, to stand by the
marsh edges, to hear what the |ake gave them leave to hear: the cries of the helpless, the laughter of the
powerful—an echo of the things they were not permitted to forget.

They gathered by the shore.

Elyssa often waited there when a newcomer arrived; the others came and went as they were able. But
tonight was different; the air was warm and wind-heavy, and dthough the skieswere clear, there was
storm there for any who cared enough to look for it. They looked; they looked long.

" 'Lyssa, look—the boat.”

She nodded; caught Annas hand and held it as still as she possibly could; shefdt trembling, padm to
palm, and could not have said later whose it was. The boat was the same boat that had .carried her, the
firgt night she had arrived at the edge of the blessed marsh; unoiled, ungtained, untrammeled by thingslike
weather or redity, it passed dmost above the water carrying itstwo passengers. Merlin and the
newcomer.

She waswrapped in acloak, and it was too broad in shoulder, too long in length, for her dender form.
They knew it well, those who had come in the winter—it was his. She looked, Elyssathought, asif she
were cold; shewastrembling.

Thenight air was barely cool.

Too soon, shethought. We had to travel; we had to learn to walk in the world of men again. But
she said nothing. The hand that gripped hers gripped more and more tightly, until her fingers went numb
and then shefelt them tingle. She almost appreciated the sensation; it reminded her that bresth needed
taking.

The boat stopped.
Asit had stopped for Elyssa, asit had stopped for each of them.

Thefigure cloaked in what appeared to be black— night colors, not true ones—stood shakily. She
reached out for the side of the boat and then dmost snarled. They al heard it; it carried across the water
like adeclaration of war.

Merlin offered the woman no aid; he sank back, to the farthest end of the boat, the end that did not
contain her. It came to Elyssathen that the trembling she witnessed was not shock, not chill; it was
anger. He had brought them anewcomer full of rage.

Had she been such aone? Had any of them?
She barely had time to wonder.
The woman spoke, and her voice uttered aword, a single word. "Morganne.”

But the boat did not move.



She had offered her name; there was no question of it. There was atruth to names, especialy here by the
water's edge, that denied dl pretense and al mask. But the boat was completdly till; the water traveled
outward fromit in awide, moving ring, asif it had finaly touched down enough to disturb the lake's
surface.

They watched; they waited. Elyssas hair began to stand on end, rising in goose bumps across her arms,
reaching up for the back of her neck.

"Why isn't she coming?'

" 'Lyssa, what'swrong?'

"Hush," she said, more harshly than shed intended.

"But 'Lyssa—"

Elyssaturned to the youngest. " She hasn't answered the question.”
"But you heard her—she said—"

"She gpokeasinglename," Elyssasad. "A singleword.”
"That'sdl we ever spoke.”

Aye, Elyssathought, that's all we ever spoke. Shefdt it keenly, sharply, agratitude for herself mixed
with a pity so profound it was amost horror. Gently, as gently as she could force herself to respond, she
sad, "That girl isaready with child."

That girl—the unseen girl, the cursed girl—spoke her name again, spokeit loudly; it echoed and
resounded in thethick air like aclgp of thunder. Thelightning must surely follow; Elyssahad heard such a
rumble before, such aheaving of heaven's own.

And thelight did come, but it was dl dark, athing of knowledge and not athing of nature. Or perhgpsa
thing of bitter nature, of an uglier god than the lake had ever shown itself to be. She cursed; they could
hear the words, succinct and terrible. But the boat did not move.

Elyssasad, quietly, "Theboat will be ill along time."

"But why—"

"She understands what it isthat she carries, but she will not own it; shewill not grant it aname.”
"l wouldn't own it either,” Viviane said coldly.

"If you had no choice?!

"What choice has she? What choice had any of us?"

"None. Noneat dl," Elyssareplied. The night was cold, cold, cold.

"I'd bear it—because | had no choice. But I'd take it up after it was born, the vile thing, and I'd cut off its
head and its genitdls—"

"If it wereaboy."

"What dse could it be?1'd cut them both off, and I'd send them to—"



"Not here." Elyssas voice was sharp. "Do not mention his name here.”

"So held know," the girl continued. " So held know that held finally gotten hisheir.” She laughed, and the
laughter was low and bitter and terrible, as ugly asound aslaughter had ever been. Elyssa had heard ugly
laughter. They dl had.

And she heard it. Morganne.
She heard it; she heard the words that Viviane had spoken.

Sherose, then, rose and cried out asingleword: "Yed!" And then, grim and terrible, she pulled the hood

of the hunter's cloak away from her swollen, bloodied face, her tangled, bramble-torn hair; pulled it away
from exposed flesh, bruised skin. She stood exposed to the night and the lake and the gathering, and she
said the second word, and it was taken by the wind, whipped past their ears so quickly it might not have
been said at dl. Savefor this: The boat moved.

Lightning came, then. Bright, white, astresk of pure brilliance that transformed the sky. The boat lurched
forward, and shewith it, sumbling inits prow. But the hunter did not offer her hisaid; the lake did not
smooth the boat's passage; she came to them, her anger complete, her vow till smoldering in the night air
like ahanging echo of something that will never quite be forgotten.

Thusit wasthat the Lady of the Lake cameto them all, amere seventeen years of age, the hunter behind
her, and before her the future that they had all been waiting for.

Hiseyeswere bright and shiny, hard like glass, full of alight that she had never seen there before. He
lingered longer at the castle than he had ever done, and he could not—could not—stand till for more
than five minutes at atime.

"Merlin?' she said, and he spun on hisfeet at the sound of her voice, asif voice at dl was something
wondrous and dangerous, asif the words could catch him, hood him, bind him with jesses.

She stepped back as he whirled; he stepped forward.
Then he caught himsdlf, dilled himself.

This, shethought, is what you look like when you hunt. But no, that wasn't quite true. She had seen
him hunt for years; had seen him, conscioudy biding histime. Thiswas new. Thiswas different.

Bird of prey? She had learned much in her years at the castle, but she had never seen this Thiswasthe
hunter before thekill, circling aboveits prey, waiting for the right wind, the right movement, the right
moment. Taons extended, blood a scant second's dive away, this was where the bird met the wind, and
parted it, and rose triumphant.

"Merlin," shesaid, and he turned to her, and she was reminded that she had never asked him—that none
of them had ever asked him—what had been done to him in the winter before her own ruin.

He came often during M organne's confinement, athough he never stayed the night. There was something
within the castle that denied him an evening's rest—but they were used to that. What they were not used
to was his shadow upon the shoreline, or the cadence of hisvoice at dl timesthat the sunlight, deft inits
ability to seek out nook and cranny, came into the courtyards and towers.



Werethey jedlous?

Perhaps. There were times when Elyssalooked over her shoulder to see them huddled together, hethe
attentive and intent keeper, and she the wild anger. At such times, thefirgt of the ide'sinhabitants
wondered if dl he had ever sought wasthis: a pregnancy, a certain physica remnant of the man who had
destroyed dll their lives.

He had dways | eft the newcomersto Elyssabefore.

One night she waited by the marshes.
"Elyssa," he said, dthough he did not seem terribly surprised.

"Y ou have aways | eft the newcomersto me,” she replied, assuming aquestion athough hewas graceless
enough not to offer that opening.

"Yes" hesad. "l have."
"Andthisone?"
"I had hoped to spare you her anger."

Shewas not the girl that she had once been; she knew alie when she heard it. The night closed in on
them both, but the moon silvered the water. Her silence was all the accusation she needed.

Hisslence was dl the reply she thought he would offer, and in the end, she turned away, toward the path
that led to the castle. But he surprised her, as he often did.

"Y ou hedl too much, Elyssa."
"Pardon?'

"The others—you take them, and you offer them theide, and you teach them how to hed themsalves.
They work in your gardens and in your great hall and in your kitchen, they toil in your castle and a your
looms, they read in front of your fire after they've struggled with the words, with the concept of words.
The newcomers— they hold their anger for aslong asthey can, but in the face of what you offer them,
matisntlongat dl.”

"| am not depriving them of their anger," shetold him softly, evenly. "1 am helping them to let go of their
pan."

Heturned on her then, asif the physical act would force her to flee the conversation. She was not the girl
that she had been, no; she held her ground.

Or perhaps she was very much that girl, but theideitsdf promised her a safety she would find nowhere
edseintheland of man.

"What," he said, grinding the words through teeth that would barely open, "do you think anger is? Take
away the pain, and you have destroyed it.

"The others did not matter. In the end, even you do not matter. But Morganne—she is the one. Sheisthe
vess. She carries our salvation.” He was shaking with certainty. "And | will not have you ruin her before
our work isdone.



"Don't you understand? Y ou have been shortsighted here, and inthe end, | have allowed it. But thereis
too much at risk now. We are dmost where we must be. We are within striking distance. The word—the
word of the child has dready goneforth, and it will fill theland with itstruth before it reacheshisears. He
will hope, Elyssa. He will hope—and we will destroy al hope, bit by bit, before heis done.

"Hewill weep.
"Hewill scream.
"Hewill watch hissole heir perish.

"Hisrule, and his'stewardship' over these lands— they will pass to someone who bears no taint of his
blood."

He stopped speaking; the fervor of the words seemed to drain him, to calm him, to bleed him. "Thisis
what we are owed, but we have not |€&ft it to the gods to give us our due; we have taken what isrightfully
ours." He paused along time; the boat was dow to make its way through the rushes. "Or we will," he
sad softly. "Wewill."

The boat bore him swiftly away after his silence had descended. She stared along time at the wake
across the water.

Thefollowing day, Merlin did not come at dl.

His absence surprised Elyssa; it seemed to surprise the newcomer aswell. The sun was out, but this one
day it seemed to cast no shadow. She was heavy with child, and she found the heat uncomfortable—or
S0 it seemed; not asingle one of them had borne child before, and not asingle one of them waslikely to
do so0. They had been marked for life by the eventsthat had brought them here,

They pitied her; they dl did. And it was clear that she had no use for their pity. No use, in fact, for any of
themat al.

But the next day, Merlin again did not come, nor the day after; the late summer seemed to have
swalowed him in preparation for the harvest. By dow degree the newcomer's anger gave way to a bitter
restlessness.

Elyssahad seen this before, in different ways, had seen it eight times. But she labored under noillusion;
not asingle one of them had had the bitter, bitter reminder of a child growing, like ademon's seed, in her
bely. And yet.

They had dl seen children grow; they had al held children. They had dl been forced to watch over them,
a onetime or the other, in field or in town. The days became shorter; the nightslonger.

Merlin did not come.

But the baby did.

Elyssa had been old enough to attend birthings. Neve was older; had actudly aided in the ddivery of the
young. Between them al, with Gwyneth as patient as any knowledge-monger can be who is about to be
put to the ultimate test, they tended Morganne.



Shewas not ascreamer. It wasamost asif the screams she had uttered that first night were the only
ones shewould offer; shefdl into her pain and would not dlow it to didodge so much as awhisper from
her throat. Her breath became quicker and sharper; they brought water for her cracked lips and parched
throat, and sponged her face and body as often as she would alow it. She was not comfortable with their
hands until the very end—but at the end, she reached out, asif in darkness, her fingers blindly curling and
shaking intheair.

Elyssa caught them, almost by ingtinct; the others|let her. Thiswas her task, after dl; shewasasmuch the
ide's seward as Merlin, she the firstcomer.

The baby came, wet and dick with fluid; the afterbirth followed.

"A boy," Viviane said. She, the newest, the one whose anger had only begun to dumber. Her hands were
fists, she clenched them, unclenched them, clenched them, unclenched them, asif they were her heart,
and they were beating.

Gwyneth caught him, held him up. Neve cut and tied the cord that had bound hislifeto hisreluctant
mother's, she held him up by the ankles until hisface had purpled and he drew bresth.

His cries were weak but distinct.
"What do we do with him now?' Gwyneth said quietly to Neve.

"We—if hewere. . ."Shetook the baby from Gwyneth's shaking hands. Looked at him, scrunched up
and reddened. Looked beyond him to his mother'sface. "I'm sorry," she said softly.

Morganne said nothing.

"But if you want this child to serve as your weapon, one way or the other, hell haveto be dive some
small timeto do it. We none of us can wet-nurse him." She held the child out, hand coming up to cradle
histiny head.

They wereslent, al of them. The night had fallen heavily; they were governed by lamp and torch, by
moon and star, acaba of the falen; winter might have come at that moment, and it would not have
chilled them any further than the birth of aboy and the utter stillness of his new mother.

Night wasin her eyes when Morganne dowly untwined her hands from Elyssa's. She held them out, at
the end of stiff, hard arms. No words passed thinned lips, but her meaning was clear. Neve did not
hesitate. She placed theinfant in hismother'sarms.

His mother's arms were not welcoming, not soft, not yielding. But she took the babe, and she began to
nurseit, biting her lip to endure the touch and the closeness. Her eyeswere very, very cold.

Hisfirst weekswerelived in aworld of silences and stiff movements. Therewas acradle for him—one
put together, grimly but quickly, by Neve, the ever-practica— and they placed himinit, in aroom that
was within hearing distance of hisloudest cries. Such crieswould rouse them, and they would take him to
hismother.

Shewasliglessand slent dmost dl of thetime; the child did not deep well. She would take him, arms
and body tiff, eyesfixed on thefloor or the wal or the garden’s greenery—on anything &t al but the
child. When he was done, they would take him; they would clean him, swaddle him, put him back into
thetiny walls of hishome: the coarse cradle. No one spoke.



Who wasit, Elyssawondered, although she knew the answer. Who wasit who had first betrayed that
slence and those shadows, that terrible anger?

Had it been Anna, she might have spoken; had it been Morganne hersdlf, she would have said nothing at
al. Neve, she might have left on her own, for Neve was the el dest, and in many ways deemed wisest.
Even Gwyneth, with her book learning and her scholarship, might have ajustifiable reason for her lgpse.

But it was the newest girl, Viviane. It was Viviane who offered thefirgt act of betrayd. Elyssa
remembered it clearly: The babe, weeks old now—amost two months—had woken them al in arage of
hunger. They took turnsfetching the little monster, and it was Neve's turn. She went to the cradle room,
came back with the child, gave him to his unressting mother. And then she tended fire; it was cold now,
and likely to get colder before it got warmer. The baby, they said among themselves, can't die before it
Serves its purpose.

But after suckling, theinfant wasin no better astate, and it wailed and wailed and wailed until it was
surrounded by Morganne and her nine attendants. Viviane a lagt, in an angry rage, carried the child off to
hiscradle. "Let him cry himself to degp—what concernisit of ours? He's been fed, he's been changed,
hisfireisburning." They did not argue with her anger; they could not.

Shetook the child. Sheleft the room. The nine remaining women fdll into their habitua sllence wherethe
baby was concerned; he was awall come between them, athing they did not know how to look over or
around.

And agtrange thing happened: The night was suddenly filled with slence. Just thet: sllence. The screaming
rage had stopped. They froze, as puddles do in winter, becoming hard and glassy in their place. "Elyssa.
.." Neve said, and Elyssa shook her head, thinking then what they al must have thought: Viviane has
killed the child.

No one spoke.

But Morganne rose. Stiffly, quickly, her eyeswide and round, she rose and made her way to the door,
her feet gaining speed, her steps distance. She was their signa— Elyssawould remember it later—for
only when she moved were the others free of the terrible compulsion to givein to their...

Name it. Name it, Elyssa, and have done. Name it-----
Totheir horror.

They reached the room running, eighteen feet; Morganne stood in the door like awarden. But beyond
her, Elyssa could hear the sound of weeping. It was quiet, where the boy's had been loud. "Morganne,”
Elyssasaid, and Morganne stepped into the room, leading them now.

Shewaked over to where Viviane sat, legs curled benesth her on the cold stonefloor, long hair rippling
down her shouldersin the light that Neve—only Neve of dl of them—had thought to bring into the room
itself. Morganne put a hand, a shaking, dender hand, agentle one, on Viviane's shoulder, and Viviane
looked up.

Elyssathought she had never seen aface S0 beautiful asViviangs at that moment; tears caught the lamp's
glow and shone across the length of her face from eyesto chin, trails of light: The baby—the boy—was
pressed so tightly to her chest they might have thought him dead were it not for the fact that hisface
crested her shoulder; he was staring at them al, hisface so serene and so calm he might have been
waiting for just thismoment dl of hisshort life.



She had been, Elyssathought, she must have been, agentle girl. It was hard to tell what the person
beneath the tragedy was like until they had lifted enough of tragedy's veil to step clear.

"I'msorry,” Viviane sad, till weeping. "I'm sorry, Elyssa. I'm sorry, Morganne. | thought—I thought |
could kill him. I thought we could kill him."

"And we can't?" Annas question, Anna, so young.

"/ cant,” Vivianereplied. "I can't even hate him, and I'vetried, I'vetried. But hés—I can't—he's o
d :I.,IE n

They turned, then, to look a Morganne, ringing her in acircle, nine women and an infant. And Morganne
sad, quietly, "Give memy child." There wasamoment of hestation; Elyssasaw Vivianeésarmstighten
involuntarily. But she did as Morganne ordered; the child passed from her to his mother. His mother held
him amoment in tiff, iff arms. And then, wrapped in their sllence, blanketed by it, she said, "I thought
you had killed him." And she brought the child as close as she might, as close as Viviane had done. She
did not, however, weep.

They did, thenine.

Hewas not an angel. He was not a perfect little creature. He was not, as some would say later, achild
who knew no taint; raised by ten mothers, how could he be? They argued constantly about how he might
best be preserved, about how he might best be taught, about what he should be taught, on anidand
where men were not permitted to set foot, save thisone. And each of them did what al mothers do: their
begt, asthey saw fit.

But they aso spoke, hesitantly at firg, of hisfirst smile. They spoke of thefirst day herolled over, of his
first attempt to crawl, of hisfirst encounter with water and the rushes at the lake's edge. That edge
fascinated him; he was called along path and benesth bramble to play by the water's Sde, to watch the
red-winged blackbirds take flight, to stare fascinated at the passage of dragonfly.

It was by the water's edge that hefirst met Merlin. He was four years old, not yet five; five years, inthe
tradition of Morganne's people, was the age a which the child would be given his name. To name achild
earlier wasto tempt the gods, to invite the deeth that took most smal children from their mothers, and
she had dready named him once.

But he was close enough to five that he came running up the path, well ahead of this stranger, thisvery
oddly shaped, oddly spoken newcomer. "Mother!" Then, louder, "Gwyn! Neve! There's someone
drange at the marsh!”

The hunter was ragged; his eyeswere gleaming like sted in the sun'slight until helifted ahand to shade
them. Morganne, first called, looked to Elyssafor silent advice, and then reached out for her hand—as
she had at the birth of the boy they each dl privately thought of as her own. They rose from the afternoon
shade together and stood, waiting for the boy to reach their skirts. Only when he was safely within arms
reach did Neve move to gather him—and quickly—into her arms. He struggled there amoment until her
grip tightened, then he turned to look at her face. He tilled at once, and Elyssawas sorry for frightening
him, for she saw the stillness and watchfulness come full to his expression, and she knew that he was
suddenly aware that they were, to awoman, afraid.

Merlin knew it, too. He stopped not five yards from where Morganne stood, and his bow, when it came,
wasshdlow. "So," hesaid.



"Y ou never came back," she replied, answering the accusation before it could be made. To sparetheir
on.

Helaughed; the laugh, like hisface, was fey and wild. "Do you think that was my choice?' Hisarms, he
threw wide, the gesture abold, an angry, one. "It seemsthe lake decided. Or theide. The boat would
not carry me, nor the water support my weight. | have been trapped these five years and more by water,
by water's curse; it will be my fate," he added bitterly.

"But you are heretoday.” Elyssastepped into thelight. "And if you understood better the nature of the
ide, you would know why you could not crossthe waters. Y ou meant harm to one of us.”

"Do not lecture me, Elyssa. | understand the lake well enough.”

They exchanged a glance, these women who had built ahome and alife and a peace that the lands
beyond the waters rarely saw. Morganne said, "Y ou've returned. The lake has alowed it. Why?"

"Because, my dear ladies, you will shortly be under sege. Word of your child hasfinaly reached the ears
of thelord who claims him. He has come for what isright-

fully his, and | have come as the vanguard, to warn you." He turned, then. Looked at the boy that Neve
held in her arms, the ill, quiet child. The child who met the hatred and the anger in Merlin's face without
onceturning away or flinching. He took a step forward, turned a pleading face—and that was the worst
of it, the plea, theterribly angry yearning, the helpless frugtration—to dl of them in histurn. "It's not too
late. Don't you see? He's coming. It's not too late. Turn back, turn back from this sentiment.”

Morganne met hisface; her own hardened. She opened her lipsto speak, and the sound of horns
echoed, like storm, acrossthe autumn gillness. "It istime," she said. "Come, Neve. Bring the child. Let us
seethe armies of the enemy.”

Thiswas her nightmare. She remembered it; it had haunted her for the first month shed dept donewithin
the safety of the castle wdlls. It had haunted them al: Men on horseback, in armor that gleamed with
sun'slight; spears. Lances. Shidds. Swords. Men with less armor, no horses, and weapons that were
wood and iron stood among them like small bushes. From one end of the lake to the other, they
stretched asfar asthe eye could see.

In spite of her best intentions, Elyssa flinched; she found strength only when shewas forced to offer Anna
comfort. Viviane said nothing, but her lipswere white; Gwyneth gained two inches, and Neve, carrying
the boy, seemed to lose them. They stood, humbled by the banner and crest they recognized: the Dragon
Lord.

Only Morganne did not flinch. She drew bresth, stood taller, threw her scarf up and across her shoulders
asif it were amantle. They watched as she strode to the dock that was so seldom used it had aways
seemed superfluous. Silly, to think the lake provided anything without cause.

"Who areyou," she said, her voicefilling the silence, "and why have you risked your livesto cometo the
ide?'

And aman rode out, in the finest armor of al, wearing a surcoat with the colors of the Dragon. "'l come,”
he sad, "to dlam my flesh and blood, asismy right.”

"Upon these lands, you have no rights, and you have no claim to flesh or blood.”



"Y ou have aboy. The entire land spesks of him."

"We have achild, yes. And that child we took, unsullied, from the lands men know; we brought him here
that we might raise him without your taint. We are the Ladies of the I, and the Ladies of the Lake, and
we deny you. Turn back, turn back, Dragon Lord, and you may yet survive your folly. I will not warn

you agan.”

Helaughed. He laughed, but the men who did not sit astride the beasts of war were silent,
uncomfortable.

"Go," he sad, to the unhorsed farmers that he had gathered for use as weapons. "Go and get my son.”

Neve looked askance at Morganne. She nodded, and Neve turned to hurry him away through the
marshes, to take him to safety. But he reached out, instead, for his mother, and hisface was very grave.

"No," hismother said, her voice hard and cold, "you must go." He shook his head; he was stubborn, and
perhapsthey'd dl played their part in that, the spoiling and indulging of achild. But in the end, hard and
cold as hisfather'sarmor, she dlowed him to Say, to bear witness.

And so it wasthat he saw hisfirst death, for some of the farmers attempted to flee, and six were cut
down, their heads raised on pikes for the rest to see. The others came, then, to the water, and made their
way into its marshy shallows—and they, too, screamed, and died. For the first time, the lake set as grand
an example asthelord. They brought flat barges next, and at that, Merlin, sllent until that moment,
laughed; there was mirth and cruelty, and the boy turned to look at Merlin'sface, to shrink from what he
saw there.

The beasts escaped the marshes; they were grateful for that. The men who rose did not. And in afashion,
to begin with, they were vicioudy glad of it, but after awhile, the screaming and gurgling wasjust too
much for them—for al of them but Morganne, who watched in stony, icy silence. Her son looked over
her shoulder, a the pale faces of his nine other mothers, and Elyssa saw that he was weeping, asif he
had somehow absorbed the tears that his mother would not cry, and shed them for her.

"I meant him harm,” she said, when the last of the knights had vanished beneeth the il surface, and the
lord would spend no more. "I meant him harm because | wished to harm you.

"But heis more than that; heis more than you will ever be, could ever have dreamed of being. / am
Morganne, of thelde, and the Lake, and | bid you and yours begone. Y our son will never take what you
have taken for yoursdf; hewill never claim thelandsthat you have claimed. He will never rule what you
have ruled, and in the fashion you have ruled. / swear it.

"Thisday, he has seen blood, and he has seen battle.” Shelifted him, then, lifted him high—and from the
folds of her robe, she pulled out along, dender dagger.

Elyssa screamed, and Neve, but Gwyneth and Viviane and Annawere silent; they trusted.

And shesad, "You, child, are the son of the Ide, and this place will succor and strengthen you while life
remains. Y ou have seen bloodshed, and in your time, you will shed it. Let the first blood be here, and
now." And the boy in her arms, rather than shrinking from the terrible feynessin her voice, her eyes, her
face, unfurled his clenched figts, offering her the white, white skin of his pams. She lifted the dagger, and
dashed the skin, and it bled, a sudden, crimson stresk.

Thelord cried out in rage; the child, not at all.



But hisblood fell onto the dock, and as she held him, it fell into the water that surrounded thelde. ™Y ou
are, thisday, of thefirst age, and | name you: Arturus. Let legend make of you what it will.

"Y ou will never know him," she said to thelord, "and you will never understand what you have lost in
your ignorance. | would have suffered the sameloss, in the same ignorance and rage, but | was offered
the choice and | have chosen between your ways and my son. As| choose, the land will choose.” She
held her child.

"Aswe choose," she added softly, "the land must choose." Her eyes were misty, then. Hope or degth;
hope or vengeance; nobility or brutality.

The sun set upon them, lady and lord, lake and child; the dead lay between them amost as heavily asthe
words that Morganne had spoken.

And Elyssa, thefirgt to cometo the id€'s shores, was the last to leave the docks, the till water, the
graves. She spoke her prayersfor the spirits of the watery world, and then, when the boat came for her,
she crossed theriver to gather the horses that had somehow become trapped in marshes that men could
Not Cross.

Shewas practica in her fashion after all, and they would be needed.

The Mooncalfe

David Farland

It was |ate evening on a sultry summer's day when three riders appeared at the edge of the woods on the
road southwest of Tintagel Castle. The sentries did not see them riding up the muddy track that led from
Beronsglade. The knights merely appeared, just as the sun dipped below the seq, asif they'd coaesced
from mist near aline of beech trees.

The manner of their appearance did not seem odd, on that day of oddities. The tide was very low, and
the whole ocean lay as placid as amountain pool. To the castle's residents, who were used to the
constant pounding of the surf upon the craggy rocks outside the castle walls, the silence seemed
thunderous. Even the gulls had given up their incessant screeching and now huddled low on the rocks,
making an easy dinner of cockles and green kelp crabs.

All around the castle, the air was somber. Smoke from cooking fires and from the candlers hung in ablue
haze al about Tintagel'sfour towers. The air seemed leaden.

So it was that the sentries, when they spotted the three knights, frowned and studied the men's unfamiliar
garb. The leader of thetrio wore afantastica helm shaped like adragon's head, and his enameled mail
glimmered red like adragon's scales. He rode a huge black destrier, and as for the device on his shield,
he carried only blank iron strapped to apack on apalfrey.

Besde himrode abig fellow in oiled ringmail, while the third knight wore nothing but a cuirass of boiled



leather, yet carried himsdlf with acamness and certainty that made him more frightening than if he rode at
the head of a Saxon horde.

" "Tis Uther Pendragon!™ one of the boys at the castlewdls cried at first. Thelad hefted hishaberd asif
he would take aswing, but stepped back in fright.

Pendragon was of course the guards worst nightmare. At the Easter feast, King Uther Pendragon had
made advances on the Duke Gorloiss wife, the Lady Igraine. He had courted her in her husband's
company with al the grace and courtesy of abull trying to mount aheifer. At last the duke felt
congrained to flee the king's presence. The king demanded that Gorlois return with hiswife, but Gorlois
knew that if he ever set foot in the king's palace again, he'd lose hishead. So helocked hiswife safely in
Tintagel, began fortifying his castles, and prayed that he could hire enough Irish mercenariesto back him
before the king could bring him down.

Lagt anyone had heard, Duke Gorlois was holed up like abadger a hisfortressin Dimilioc, where Uther
Pendragon had lain siege. It was said that Pendragon had employed Welsh miners as sappers, vowing to
dig down the castle walls and skin Gorloisfor his pdt within forty days.

So when the lad atop the castle wall thought he saw Pendragon, immediately someone raised ahorn and
began to blow wildly, caling for reinforcements, though none would likely be needed. Tintagel wasa
smdll keep, situated by the seaon apile of rocksthat could only be reached over a narrow causeway. It
was said that three men could hold it from an army of any size, and no fewer than two dozen guards now
manned thewall.

The captain of the guard, astout old knight named Sir Ventias who could no longer ride dueto agame
leg, squinted through the smoke that clung around the castle. Something seemed afoul. He knew fat king
Pendragon's featureswell, and as he peered through the gloom and the smoke that burned his eyes, he
saw immediately that it was not Pendragon on the mount. It was ayoung man with aflaxen beard and a
hatchet face.

Ventias squinted, trying to pierce the haze until hefdt sure: it was Duke Gorlois. He rode in company
with histruefriends: Sir Jordans and the stout knight Sir Brastias.

Ventias amiled. 'Tdl the duchessthat her husband ishome."

The celebration that night was remarkable. The duke's pennant was hoisted on the wall, and everywhere
the people made merry. Sir Brastias himsdlf told the miraculous tale of their escape—how they had spied
Pendragon |eave the siege and the duke had issued out from the castle with hisknights. After a brief
battle, Gorlois had broken Pendragon's lines and had hurried toward Tintagel, only to discover
Pendragon himsalf afew miles up the road, frolicking with some maiden in apool. Since King Pendragon
was naked and unarmed, it became an easy matter to capture the lecher, both arms and armor, and force
his surrender. Thus Gorlois rode home in Pendragon's suit of mail.

So it was that the cel ebration began a Tintagel. Suckling pigs were spitted and cooked over abonfirein
the lower bailey, while every lad who had ahand with the pipe or the tambor made music asbest he
could. New de flowed into mugs like golden honey. Y oung squires fought mock combats to impresstheir
lord and entertain the audience. And everywhere the people began to dance.

But Duke Gorlois could not rdish it. Instead, he went to hisgreat hal before the festivities began and
gazed upon his glorious young bride with asultry stare. He never even took his seet at the head of the
table. Ingtead, he studied her for less than a minute before he grabbed one of her breastsasif it werea



third hand and began to lead her to the bedchamber.

Thishedid infront of some eighty people. The priest quietly complained about thisimpropriety to the
duke. Gorlois, who was normaly avery reserved felow, merely said, "L et the peoplefrolic asthey see
fit, and | will frolic as| seefit."

Though everyone was astonished at this crude display, no one other than the priest dared speak against
it. Even Sir Jordans, aman who could normally be counted on to pass judgment fairly on any matter,
merely sat in the great hall and did not eat. Instead, he played with his heavy serpent-handled dagger,
stabbing it over and over again into the wooden table beside histrencher.

Then Duke Gorlois dragged hiswife up the stairs againgt her will, stripping off hisarmor as he went.

Or at least that isthe way that my mother tellsthe tale, and she should know, for she was ayoung
woman who served tablesthere a Tintagel.

It seems surprising that no one found it odd. The evening star that night shone asred as a blood-
stone, and al the dogs somehow quietly dipped from the castle gates.

There was anew horned moon, and though the people danced, they did not do so for long. Somehow
their feet felt heavy and the cel ebration seemed more trouble than it was worth, and so the crowds began
to bresk off early.

Some went home, while most seemed more eager to drink themselvesinto astupor. Y et no one at the
time remarked about the queer mood at Castle Tintage!.

Late that night, my mother found Sir Jordans still on his bench, where held sat quietly for hours. He was
letting the flame of acandlelick hisleft forefinger in adisplay that left my mother horrified and set her
heart to hammering.

Dozens of knightslay drunk and snoring on the floor around him, while apair of cats on the table gnawed
the bones of aroast swan.

My mother wondered if Sir Jordans performed this remarkable feat for her benefit, as young men often
will when trying to impress ayoung woman.

If s0, hed gonetoo far. She feared for Sir Jordans's hedlth, so she quietly scurried to the long oaken
table. She could not smell burning flesh above the scents of ale and grease and fresh loaves, though Sir
Jordans had been holding hisfinger under the flame for along minute.

"What are you doing?' my mother asked in astonishment. "If it's cooking yoursdf that you're efter, there's
abonfiredill burning out inthe bailey!"

Sir Jordans merely sat at the table, ahooded traveling robe pulled low over his head, and held hisfinger
beneath the flickering flame. Candldight reflected in his eyes. My mother thought the sllence odd, for in
the past Sir Jordans had always been such a garrulous fellow, a man whose laugh sounded like the
winter's surf booming on the escarpment at the base of the castle walls.

"Do you hear me? Y oull losethe finger,"” my mother warned. " Are you drunk, or fey?" she asked, and
she thought of rousing some besotted knight from the floor to help her restrain the man.



Sir Jordans looked up at her with adreamy smile. "I'll not lose my finger, nor burnit," he said. "I could
hold it thusdl night. It isasmpletrick, redly. | could teach you—if you like?"

Something about his manner unnerved my mother. She was beautiful then. Though she was but ascullery
maid, at the age of fourteen she was lovely—with long raven hair, eyes of smoke, and afull figure that
drew gppreciative gazes from men. Sir Jordans studied her now with open admiration, and she grew
frightened.

She crossed hersdlf. "Thisisno trick, thisis sorcery!™ my mother accused. "It'sevil! If the priest found
out, hed make you do penance.”

But Sir Jordans merely smiled asif she were achild. He had abroad, pleasant face that could give no
inqult. "It's not evil," he affirmed reasonably. "Did not God save the three righteous | sraglites when the
infidelsthrew them into the fire?"

My mother wondered then. He was right, of course. Sir Jordans was a virtuous man, she knew, and if
God could save men who were thrown wholeinto afire, then surely Sir Jordans was upright enough so
that God could spare hisfinger.

"Let meteach you," Sir Jordans whispered.
My mother nodded, till frightened, but enticed by his gentle manner.

"Thetrick," Sir Jordans said, withdrawing hisfinger from the candle flame, "isto learn to take thefireinto
yoursalf without getting burned.”

Heheld up hisfinger for her ingpection, and my mother drew close, trying to seeit inthe dim light, to
make sure that it was not oozing or blistered.

"Onceyou learn how to hold the fire within," Sir Jordans whispered, "you must then learn to release the
flames when—and how—you will. Likethis..."

He reached out hisfinger then and touched between my mother's ample breasts. Hisfinger itsalf was cold
to the touch, so cold that it startled her. Y et after he drew it away, she felt asif flames began to build
ingde her, pulsing through her breastsin waves, sending cinders of pleasure to burn hot in the back of her
brain. Unimaginable embers, as hot as cods from ablacksmith'sforge, flared to lifein her groin.

Asthe flamestook her, she gasped in astonishment, so thoroughly inflamed by lust that she dropped to
her kneesin agony, barely able to suppress her screams.

Sir Jordans smiled at her and asked playfully, "Y ou'reavirgin, aren't you?"

Numb with pain, my mother nodded, and knelt before him, sweeting and panting with desire. Thisis
hell, shethought. Thisis how it will be, me burning with desires so staggering that they can never
be sated. Thisis my destiny now and hereafter.

"I could teach you more," Sir Jordans whispered, leaning close. "1 could teach you how to make love,
how to satisfy every sensud desire. There are arts to be learned—pl easurable beyond your keenest
imagining. Only when / teach you can the flames insde you be quenched.”

My mother merely nodded, struck dumb with fear and lust. She would have given anything for one
moment of release, for any degree of satisfaction. Sir Jordans smiled and leaned forward, until hislips
met hers.



At dawn, my mother woke outside the castle. She found hersalf sprawled dazed and naked like some
human sacrifice upon ablack rock on the ocean's shore.

The whole world was silent with a sillence so profound that it seemed to weigh like an ingot of lead on her
chest. The only noise came from the cries of gullsthat winged about the castle towers, asif afraid to land.

She searched for along while until she found her clothes, men made her way back to the castle.

Two hours|ater, riders came charging hard from Dimilioc. They boretheill tidings that Duke Gorlois had
been dain in battle the day before. Among the dead were found Sir Brastias and Sir Jordans.

Everyone at Tintagel took the newsin awe, speaking well only because they feared to speakill.

" "Twasashade," they said. "Duke Gorlois so loved hiswife, that he came at sunset to see her onelast
time"

Even the Lady Igraine repeated thistae of shadesasif it weretrue, for her husband had dipped from her
bed before dawn, asif he were indeed a shade, as had the other dead men who walked in hisretinue.

But my mother did not believe the tale. The man sheld dept with the night before had been clothed in
flesh, and shefdt hisliving seed burning her womb. She knew that she had been seduced by sorcery,
under the horned moon.

Two children were conceived on that fell night. | was one of them, the girl.
Y ou have surely heard of the boy.

King Uther Pendragon soon forced the widowed Igraine to be hiswife and removed her to Canterbury.
When the boy was born, Pendragon ripped the newborn son from his mother's breast and gaveitto a
pale-eyed Welsh sorcerer who dung it over hisback and carried it like abundle of firewood into the
forest.

| have heard it said that Igraine feared that the sorcerer would bury the infant alive, so she prayed
ceaselesdy that God would soften the sorcerer's heart, so that he would: abandon him rather than do him
harm.

Some say that in time Igraine became deluded into believing that her son was being raised by peasants or
wolves. She was often seen wandering the fairs, looking deep into the eyes of boy children, asif trying to
find something of hersdlf or Duke Gorloisthere.

Asfor my mother, shefled Tintagel well before her ssomach began to bulge. Sheloved astableboy in
Tintagel, and had even promised hersdf to him in marriage, so it was ahard thing for her to leave, and
she dunk away one night without saying any goodbyes.

For she congtantly feared that the false Sir Jordans would return. 1t iswell known, after all, that devils
cannot leave their own offspring done.

My mother went into labor three hundred and thirty-three days later, after aterm so long that she knew
there would be something wrong with me.

My mother took no midwife, for she rightly feared what | would look like. | would have atail, she
thought, and a goat's pelt, and cloven hooves for feet. Shefeared that | might even be born with horns



that would rip her as| came through the birth canal.

No priest would have baptized a bastard and amonstrosity, she knew, and she hoped that | would be
born dead, or would die soon, so that she could rid herself of the evidence of her gin.

So shewent into the forest while the labor pains wracked her, and she gouged alittle hole to bury mein,
and shelaid ahugerock besideit to crush me with, if it cameto that.

Then she squatted in the ferns beneath an oak. Thus | dropped into the world, and the only criestoring
from the woods that day came from my mother.

For when | touched the soil, | merdly lay quietly gazing about. My mother looked down between her legs
intrepidation and saw at once that | was no common girl. | was not as homely as her sin. | was not born
with apelt or atwisted visage.

Instead, she said that | was radiant, with skin that smelled of honeysuckle and eyesaspaeasice. | did
not have the cheesy covering of anewborn, and my mother's blood did not cling to me.

| looked out at her, asif | were very old and wise and knowing, and | did not cry. Instead, | reached out
and grasped her bloody hedl, asif to comfort her, and | smiled.

When my mother wasalittle girl hersdf, she said that she told me that she had often tried to visudize
angelswho were so pure and good, wise and beautiful, so innocent and powerful that the mind revolted
from trying to imagine them. Now anewborn angdl grasped her hed, and it broke my mother's heart.

No human child had ever had askin so pale, or hair that so nearly matched the blush of arose.

Thus my mother knew that | wasfairy child aswell asabastard born under the horned moon, and though
she loved me, she dared not name me. Instead, though | bore no lump like ahunchback or no
disfigurement of any kind that made me seem monstrous or ill favored, she merely called me Mooncafe.

If beauty and wisdom can be said to be curses, no one was more accursed than |.
My mother feared for me. She feared what lusty men might do to meif ever | were found.

So shefled from villages and castles into an abandoned cottage deep in the wooded hills, and perhaps
that was for the best. The Saxons were moving north, and on her rare trips to the nearest village, she
came back distressed by the news.

At nights| could hear her lying awvake, the beads of her rosary clacking as she muttered prayersto her
vengeful god, hoping that he would heal me. | knew even then that she prayed in vain, that her god had
nothing to do with me.

Mother raised me aone. Time and again she would plead, "Don't wander from the cottage. Never let
your face be seen, and never let any man touch you!"

She loved mefiercely, and well. She taught me games and fed me as best she could. She punished me
when | did wrong, and she dept with mewrapped in her arms at night.

But if shelet meoutsdeto play at dl, shedid so only briefly, and even then | wasforced to cover mysdlf
with arobe and a shawl, so that | might hide my face.

Sometimes, at night, she would kneel beneath a cross she had planted in front of the cottage and raise her



voice, pleading with her god and his mother. She begged forgiveness, and asked him that | might be
hedled and made like any other child. She would sometimes cut hersdf, or pull out her own hair, or beat
hersdf mercilessy, 'hoping mat her god would show pity on her for such self-abuse.

| admit that at times, | too prayed to the Blessed 'Virgin, but never for myself—only for my mother's
com-fort She sought to cure me of my affliction. She rubbed me with hedling leaves, like evening star and
wizard'sviolet.

When | was three, my mother took along journey of several days, thefirst and only one she ever took
with me. She had learned in the village that a holy man had died, a bishop who was everywhere named a
man of good report, and she badly wanted to burn hisbonesfor me.

So she bundled me up and carried me through the endless woods. Her prayers poured out from her as
copioudy asdid her sweat.

We skirted villages and towns for nearly aweek, traveling mostly a night by the light of the sarsand a
waxing moon, until at last we reached an abbey. My mother found histomb, and had work prying the
gone from hisgrave. If the bishop were truly agood man, | do not know. His spirit had aready fled the
place.

But we found hisrotting corpse, and my mother severed his hand, and then we scurried away into the
night. The abbot must have set his hounds on us, for | remember my mother splashing through the creek,
me clinging to her back, while the hounds bayed.

Two nightslater, when the moon had waxed full, we found a hilltop far from any habitation, and shelay
the bonefire.

We piled up tree limbs and wadded grassinto agrest circle, and all the time that we did so, mother
prayed to her god in my behdf.

"God can hed you, Mooncafe," she would mutter. "God loves you and can hed you. He can make you
look likeacommon child, | am sure. But in order to gain his greatest blessings, you must say your
prayers and walk through thefire of bones. Only then, as the smoke ascendsinto heaven, will the Father
and hishandmaid Mary hear your most heartfelt prayer.”

It seemed alot of trouble to me. | was happy and carefree asachild. My greatest concern was for my
mother. Having seen all the work she had done, | consented &t last.

When thefire burned its brightest, and columns of smoke lit the sky, my mother threw the bishop's
severed hand atop the mix, and we waited until we could smell his charred flesh.

Then my mother and | said our prayers, and my mother bid me to legp through thefire.
| did so, begging the blessing of the Virgin and legping through the flames seven times.
Evenasachild, | never burned. Until that time, | had merely thought myself fortunate.

But though the fire was S0 hot that my mother dared not gpproach it, | legpt through unharmed,
untouched by the hest.

Onmy last attempt, when | saw that the bonefire had till not made melook human, | merdly legpt into
the conflagration and stood.

| hoped that the flameswould blister me and scar me, so that | might look more likeamortal.



My mother screamed in terror and kept trying to draw near, to pull me from thefire, but it burned her
badly.

| cried doud to the Virgin, begging her blessing, but though the flames licked the clothing from my flesh,
so that my skirtsand cloak al turned to stringy ashes, | took no hurt.

| waited for nearly an hour for the flamesto dielow before | wearied of the game. Then | helped my
mother down to the stream, to bathe her own fire-blistered flesh and ease her torment.

She wept and prayed bitterly, and by dawn she was not fit for travel. She had great black welts on her
face, and bubbles beneath the skin, and her skin had gone red—all because she sought to save me from
the flames. But asfor me, my skin was unblemished. If anything, it looked more tranducent. My mother
sobbed and confirmed my fears. "Y ou look more pure than before."

So it wasthat | foraged for us both, and after severa days we began to walk home in defest.

After that, mother seemed to lose dl hope of ever healing me. She confided afew dayslater, "1 will raise
you until you are thirteen but | can do no more after that."

Shewanted alife for hersdf.

Shetook to making tripsto the village more, and | knew that she fdl inlove, for often when she returned,
she would mention ayoung miller who lived there, aman named Anddin, and she would sometimesfall
dlent and gtare off into the distance and amile.

| am sure that she never mentioned her accursed daughter to him, and | suppose that he could not have
helped but love my mother in kind.

One night, late in the summer, my mother returned from the village crying. | asked her why she wept, and
she said that Andelin had begged for her hand in marriage, but she had spurned him.

She did not say why. She thought | was gtill too young to understand how | stood in the way of her love.

Later that night, Andelin himself rode into the woods and caled for my mother, seeking our cottage. But
it wasfar from the lonely track that ran through the wood, and my mother was careful not to leave atrall,
and so he never found us.

Though | fdt sorry for my mother, | was glad when Andelin gave up looking for us.

The thought terrified me that my mother might leave someday. She was my truest companion, my best
friend.

Butif | wasraised doneasachild, thetruthisthat | ssldom felt lonely. In adark glen not aquarter mile
from my home, was a barren place where awoodsman's cottage had once stood. A young boy, Daffyth,
had died in the cottage, and his shade still hovered near the spot, for helonged for his mother who would
never return.

| could speak with him on al but the sunniest of days, and he taught me many games and rhymes that
he'd learned at his mother's knee. He was a desolate boy, lost and frightened. He needed my comfort
morethan | ever needed his.

For in addition to conversing with him and my mother, | could also spesk to animals. | listened to the
hungry confabulations of trout in the stream, or the useless prattle of squirrds, or the fearful musings of
mice. The rooksthat lived againgt the chimney of our cottage often berated me, accusing me of pilfering



their food, but then they would chortle even louder when they managed to snatch a bright piece of blue
string from my frock to add to their nests.

But it was not the small animasthat gave me the most pleasure. Asachild of four, | learned to lovea
shaggy old walf bitch who was kind and companionable, and who would warn me when hunters or
outlaws roamed the forest.

When, asasmal girl, | told my mother what the birds or foxes were saying, she refused to believe me. |
was|onely, she thought, and therefore given to vain imaginings. Like any other child, | tended to chatter
incessantly, and it was only naturd that | would take what company | could find.

Or maybe she feared to admit even to hersdlf that she knew what | could do.
Certainly, she had to have had an intimation.

| know that she believed mewhen | turned five, for that wasthe year that | met the white hart. Hewas
old and venerable and wiser than even the wolf or owls. He was the one who firgt taught meto walk
invigbly, and showed me the luminous pathwaysin the air that led toward the Bright Lady.

"You are one of them," he said. "In time, you must go to her.” But | did not fed the goddesss call at that
ealy age.

It wasthat very year that my mother becameill one dreary midwinter's day—desathly ill, though | did not
understand death. Flecks of blood sprayed from her mouth when she coughed, and though her flesh
burned with inner fire, she shivered violently, even though | piled dl of our coats and blankets on her and
left her besdetheroaring fire.

"Listento me" my mother cried one night after about of coughing had |eft her blanketsall red around her
throat. "I am goingto die" shesaid. "I'm going to die, my sweet Mooncafe, and I'm afraid you'll die
because of it."

| had seen degth of course. I'd seen the cold bodies of squirrels, but 1'd aso seen their shades hopping
about merrily in the trees afterward, completely unconcerned. | did not share my mother's fear.

"All right," | said, accepting desth.

"No!" my mother shouted, fighting for breath. Tears coursed from her eyes. "It'snot all right." Her voice
sounded marveloudy hoarse and full of pain. ™Y ou must promise meyoull say adive. Food. We have
plenty of food. But you must keep thefirelit, stay warm. In the spring, you must go north to the nunnery
at the edge of the wood."

"All right," | answered with equanimity, prepared to live or die as she willed.
She grew weak quickly.

Inthose days, | knew little of herb lore or magic. If I'd known then what | do now, perhaps | would have
wa ked the path to the Endless Summer and gathered lungwort and e derflower to combat her cough,
and willow and catmint to help ease her pain and gently swest out the fever.

But asachild | only prayed with her. She prayedtolive; | prayed for aquick cessation of her agony.
Her god granted my prayer—the only one that he ever granted me—and she died within hours.

But death did not end my mother's torment. Her shade was restless and longed to watch over me. She



thought me abused because of her sin.

So she remained with mein that house, wailing her grief. Each night was anew beginning to her, for like
most shades, shewould forget dl that had happened the night before. | took her to see Daffyth on some
occasions, hoping that they might comfort one another, but she gained nothing fromiit.

She cursed hersdlf for her weaknessin alowing hersdlf to be seduced by Sir Jordans, and she often
breathed out threats of vengeance.

Sheloved me and wept over me, and | could not comfort her. Nor did | ever seek out the nunnery, for
my mother seemed asaiveto measever.

| lived and grew. The she-wolf brought me hares and piglets and young deer to eat, until she hersdf grew
old and died. | gathered mushrooms from the forest floor, and the white hart showed me where an old
orchard still stood, so that | filled up stores of plums and applesto help last me through each winter.

| foraged and fed mysdlf. As| did, | began to roam the woods and explore. | would leave the old cottage
for days at atime, letting my mother stay alonein her torment. On such occasions, she wandered too,
searching for her littlelost girl.

| found her once, there at the edge of the village, staring at Anddin's house. The miller had grown older,
and had married some girl who was not my mother's equd. Their child cried within, and my mother dared
not disturb them.

Y €, like me, she stood there at the edge of the forest, craving another person's touch.

| often kept mysdlf invisible on my journeys, and &t times | confessthat | enjoyed sneaking up on the
poachers and outlaws that hid in the wood, merely to watch them, to see what common people looked
like, how they acted when they thought themselves done.

But in my fourteenth summer, | once made the mistake of stepping on atwig as | watched a handsome
young man stalking the white hart through tall ferns. The boy spun and released hisbow so fast that | did
not have time to dodge his shot.

Thecold irontip of hisarrow only nicked my arm. Though the wound was dight, till theiron dispelled
my charms, and | suddenly found myself standing before him naked (for | had no need of clothes). My
heart pounded in terror and desire.

| suddenly imagined what the boy would do, having seen me. | imagined hislipsagaing mine, and his
hands pressing firmly into my buttocks, and that he would ravish me. After dl, night after night my mother
had warned me what men would do if they saw me.

So | anticipated his advances. In fact, in that moment | imagined that | might actualy bein love, and so
determined that | would endure his passion if not enjoy it.

But to my dismay, when he saw me suddenly standing there naked, he merely fainted. Though | tried to
revive himfor nearly an hour, each time| did so, he gazed at me in awe and then passed out again.

When night came, | wrapped myself in acloak of invishility and let him regain hiswits. Then | followed
him to hishome at the edge of avillage. He kept listening for me, and he begged me not to follow,
thinking me a succubus or some other demon.

He made the sign of the cross against me, and | begged him to tarry. But he shot arrows at me and
seemed o frightened that | dared not follow him farther, for his sake aswell asmine.



Soon thereafter | met Wiglan, the wise woman of the barrow. Shewas alumpy old thing, amost likea
tree trunk with arms. She had been dead for four hundred years, and gtill her spirit had not flickered out
and faded, as so many do, but instead had ripened into something warped and strange and eerie.
Moreover, she did not grow forgetful during the days as my mother's shade did, and so she offered mea
more even level of companionship.

One night under the bright eternd stars, | told Wiglan of my problem, of how my mother longed for meto
look mortal, and how | now longed for it too. | could no longer take comfort in the company of cold
shades or in conversations with animals. | craved the touch of red flesh againgt mine, the kiss of warm
lips, the touch of hands, and the thrust of hips.

"Perhaps," Wiglan said, "you should seek out the healing pools up north. If the goddess can hed you at
al, thereiswhere you will find her blessing.”

"What pools?' | asked, heart pounding with ahopethat | had never felt so keenly before.

‘Thereare ancient poolsin Waes," she sad, "caled the Maden's Fount. While| yet lived, the Romans
built acity there, called Caerleon. | heard that they en-

closed the fount and built atempleto their goddess Minerva. The fount has great powers, and the
Romans honored the goddessin their way, but even then it wasasin, for in honoring the goddess, they
sought to hedge her in."

"That was hundreds of yearsago,” | said. "Areyou sure that the fount till springs forth?”

"Itisasacred placeto the Lady and dl of her kin,” Wiglan said. "It will till bethere. Go by thelight of
the horned moon and ask of her what you will. Make an offering of water lilies and lavender. Perhaps
your petition will be granted.”

Bursting with hope, | made off a once. | set my course by the River or Stars, and journeyed for many
daysover fieldsand hills, through dank forest and over the fetid bogs. At night | would sometimes seek
directions from the dead, who were plentiful in those days of unrest, until at last after many weeks|
reached the derdlict temple.

The Saxons had been to Caerleon and burned the city afew years before. A castle stood not far from
the ancient temple, but the villages around Caerleon had been burned and looted, its citizens murdered.
Littleremained of it, and for the moment the castle was staffed by ahandful of soldierswho huddlied on
itswalsinfear.

The temple on the hills above the fortress was in worse condition than was the castle. Some of the
templée's pillars had been knocked down, and the moon disk above its facade lay broken and in ruins.
Perhaps the Saxons had sensed die Lady's power here and sought to put anend to it, or at least sully it.

The pools were overgrown and reedy, while owls hooted and flew on silent wings among the few
ganding pillars.

There | took my offerings and went to bathe under the crescent moon.

| knelt in the damp mud above the warm pool, cast out a handful of lavender into the brackish water, and
stood with awhite water lily cupped in my left palm. | whispered my prayersto the goddess, thanking her
for the giftsthat the earth gave me, for her breaststhat were hills, for the fruit of the fields and of the
forest. | pleaded with her and named my desire before making my find offering of thelily.

Asl| prayed, aman's voice spoke up behind me. " She's not mat strong anymore. The new god is gaining



power over thisland, and the Great Mother hides. Y ou seek a powerful magic, onethat will change the
very essence of what you are—and that is beyond her power. Perhaps you should seek asmaller
blessing, ask her to do something easy, like change the future?

"Still, pray to her asyou will. It hurts nothing, and I'm glad that some Htill talk to her.”

| turned and looked into the ice-pale eyes of a\Welshman, recognized at once my festuresin hisface. He
was my father. | did not fed surprised to meet him here. After dl, my mother had taught me well that
demons aways seek out and torment their own children.

He stared right at me, his eyes caressng my naked flesh, even though | had been waking invisible.
"Sir Jordans?' | asked. "Or do you have atruer name?’

Thefelow smiled wistfully, drew back hishood so that | could see hissilvered hair in the moonlight. "1
caled mysdf that—»but only once. How is your mother? Wdll, | hope."

"Dead," | answered, then waited in the cold slence for him to show some reaction.
When he saw that he must spesk, hefinadly said, "Waéll, that happens.”

| demanded, "By the Bright Lady, what isyour name?’ | do not know if the goddess forced him to revesl
it because we were at the pool, or if he would have told me anyway, but he answered.

"Merlin. Some cdl me Merlin the Prophet, or Merlin the Seer. Others name meamagician.”
"Not Merlin the Procurer? Not Merlin the Seducer? Not Merlin the Merciless?!

"What | .did, | did only once," Merlin said, asif that should buy a measure of forgiveness. "The omens
were good that night, for one who wished to produce offspring strong in the old powers. It was the first
homed moon of the new summer, after dl.”

"Isthat the only reason you took my mother, because the moon wasright?"

"l wasnot at Tintagel on my own errand,” Merlin defended himsdlf. "Uther Pendragon wanted to bed the
Duchess Igraine, and he would have killed her husband for the chance. Call me aprocurer if you will, but
| tried only to save the duke'slife—and | .foresaw in the process that Pendragon'sloins would produce a
son who could be atruer and greater king than Uther would ever be.”

"lgraineésson? Y ou did not kill the boy?

"No, Arthur liveswith me now, and follows mein my travels. In ayear or two, hewill learn hisdegtiny,”
Merlin said. "Hewill uniteal of England and drive back the Saxons, and he will rule this stubborn redim
withagentlehand " He hunched down in thetal grass beside the pool, stared thoughtfully into water
that reflected moon and stars.

"So you helped seduce the Lady Igraine for anoble cause. But why did you bed my mother?!

"For you!" Merlinsaid insurprise, asif it were obvious. "I saw that night that your mother had fey
blood, and dl of the omenswereright. | saw that you would be wise and beautiful, and the thought came
to methat Arthur would need afair maiden by hisside. The old blood is strong in you, both from me and
your mother. If you marry Arthur Pendragon, perhaps together we can build aream where the old gods
are worshipped beside the new."

"Didn't you think before you mounted her?' | asked. "Didn't you think about how it would destroy her?!



Merlin said, "I looked down the path of her future. She would have married a stableboy and borne him
five fine sons and a brace of daughters. She would have been happier, perhaps—but she would not have
hed your "My mother died in torment because of you!" | shouted. "She died alonein the woods, because
shefeared | etting anyone see me aive. She died friendless, because | was too young and silly to know
how to save her. Her spiritisin torment till!"

"Yes, yes" Merlin cgoled asif | did not quite see some greater point, "I'm sureit all seemsatragedy.
But you are here, are you not? Y ou—"

| saw then that he would not listen, that my mother's suffering, her loneliness and shame, al meant nothing
to him. She was but apawn in his hand, a piece to be sacrificed for the sake of some greater game.

| knew then that | hated him, and that | could never dlow Merlin to use his powers againgt awoman this
way again. And suddenly | glanced up a ashooting star, and | knew that | had the power, that the old
blood was strong enough in me, that | could stop him.

"Father," | interrupted him, holding the lily high in my left hand. Merlin shut hismouth. "In the name of the
Bright Lady | curse you: though you shall love awoman fiercely, the greater your desire for her grows,
the more lame shall be your groin. Never shdl you sire achild again. Never shdl you use awoman as
your pawn, or your seed asatool.”

| stepped through the rushes to the sde of the warm pool a Minervasfailing temple, felt theliving power
of the goddess there as my toe touched the water.

"No!" Merlin shouted and raised his hand with little finger and thumb splayed inahorn ashetried to
ward off my spdll.

But either hewastoo late, or the spell wastoo strong for him. In any case, | tossed the whitelily into the
dill waters.

Asthe waveetsrolled away from the lily, bounding againgt the edges of the pool, Merlin screamed in
agony and put his hands over hisface.

| believe that he was peering into his own blegk future as he cried in horror, "No! No! No!"

| knelt and dipped my hand in the pool seven times, cupping the water and letting it run down my breasts
and between my legs.

Then | stood and merely walked away.

Sometimes near dawn, | waken and think that | can still hear Merlin'scriesringingin my ears. | listen
then, and smileafey amile.

Intime | made it back to my cottage in the woods, and | told the shade of my mother about al that had
transpired. She seemed more at peace that night than ever before, and so before daybreak, | introduced
her to the child Daffyth once again.

| told Daffyth that she was his mother, and convinced my mother's shade that Daffyth was aforgotten
son, born from her love for aman named Anddlin.

Inthe still night | coaxed them to the edge of the woods, and |et them go.



When last | saw them, they were walking hand-in-hand on the road to Tintagel.

Asfor me, | learned in timeto praise the goddess for her goodness and for what | am and aways hope
to be— amooncafe, and no sorcerer's pawn.

Avaonia

Kristen Britain

Mist curled and wove about the ruins of the old abbey like trailing, winding strips of gauze. The Tor was
long logt to Sight in the fog, though once, awindow had opened, revealing abrief, titillating view of the
fourteenth-century tower atop it.

Vapor coated Anne Wilder's glasses, obscuring her vison further. She tore them off her facein vexation
and rubbed the lenses clear with thetail of her scarf. What had possessed her to visit Glastonbury on
such afoul day? Even the tourists, who usualy camein bud oads seeking the spell of Arthurian legend,
had fled Glastonbury for the shopping didtricts of London.

She had come on the word of ablind musician.

Last night she had taken supper in a pub down the street from her bed and breskfast. During abreak in
the band's Cdltic repertoire, one of the musicians made hisway to the bar, uncannily avoiding the clutter
of tables, chairs, and patrons as though he traveled awell-worn path. He sat on astool beside her. The
barkeep passed him a pint of dark, bitter de, and he reached for it ingtinctively, whereupon he turned to
Anne

"You are new here, aren't you," he said. It was a statement of fact.
How did he even know she sat beside him?"Y es. How can you—"
"And American by your accent. What brings you to England?’

Annewondered at hisinterest. She was but one of millions of tourists who inundated Britain yearly. He
seemed friendly enough, however, and if he wanted abit of conversation, she welcomed it after her
solitary travels.

"A walking tour of Scotland,” she said. "And some birdwatching along the coast, and..." A great
weariness had prompted her escape, aweight on her shoulders. Too many battles she had fought, and
lost. She shrugged, then remembered he could not see. "I came, | guess, for whatever reason anyone
travels”

"Hmmm." Hetook aswig of hisae, then turned to survey her with eyesthat could not see. They werea
gartling blue beneath frosty eyebrows. ™Y ou seek something deeper.”



Heleaned closeto her and said, "I hear it in your voice and words, m'dear. A longing to remember that
not al mysteries can be answered with science.”

Anne shifted uncomfortably on her stoal, her own de since forgotten at her elbow. Mysteries? Hiswords
didn't make sense to her, though he had spoken with the conviction of a prophet. And science? Did he
somehow know of her work?

Maybe hewas anut. She glanced around for an escape route and tried to think up a polite excuse.

To her horror, the musician clamped his hand on her writ, asif to prevent her from leaving. Hisknuckles
were gnarled with age, like burnished tree roots. "Go to Glastonbury,” he said.

“Why?

"I'vethe second sight, you see.” He thumped histemple with astout index finger. ™Y ou will find memory
in Glastonbury, and a power in the land that till dwdlsthere. | know this"

Anne amost laughed in hisface. What kind of New Age nonsense wasthis? A travel brochure had
proclaimed Glastonbury asamgjor Arthurian site, as though King Arthur had been historical fact rather
than overdonefiction. Y et she did not laugh, for the musician's expression was painfully earnest.

Hesiffed theair asif it could tell him something. "In Glastonbury, you will find memory. Bdlief. And
perhaps a choice.” He then gulped down aswig or two of hisae and |eft her to rgjoin his band.

Anne sniffed the air, too, but smelled nothing more remarkabl e than cigarette smoke, cooked food, and
her own ae. The musician took up hisfiddle, and the band worked its way into asow, mournful ballad.

Anne sniffed the ar now. It was laden with damp; not just the damp of air, but of reedsand mud and ...
well, awetland. Legend held that the old abbey sat upon what was once the Ie of Avalon, but there
was no lake to surround it now.

Natural succession, Annethought. A shallow lake or pond soon turns to meadowland. Terrafirma, the
solid ground benesath her feet. This she understood.

Y et, when she took her next step, her foot lifted with asucking sound. Her shoes were soaked.

S0 here shewasin Glastonbury on afoul, damp, and foggy day because a blind musician with the second
sight told her she would find memory and belief. And perhaps achoice. She snorted in contempt. There
were gift shops, museums, and the ruins. Ruins and museums held little dlurefor her. History confounded
her, especidly in aland such asthiswhere it waslayered like an onion—Roman walls, medieva castles,
standing stones. And then there were the peoples—Saxons, Picts, Romans, Cdlts, and Britons....
Legends smply confused theissue. It was too much.

She thought she should return to her lodgingsto fight off the chill with hot teaand biscuits, and maybe
plan ahikein the Lake Country to watch more birds and take in the landscape. She turned back toward
the abbey, but the fog folded in around her, a dense opaque cloak. She tried wiping off her glasses again,
to no avail.

Anne combed her fingers through lank, doppy curls. Though there was no discernible landmark and she
was unsure of her direction, she did not panic. She had felt more lost, more overwhemed, in the few
great cathedrals she had visited. She would pick adirection and walk. Eventualy she would cometo
some landmark, someone's house, afootpath, or maybe the abbey.

Ahead, agreat swirl of mist was accompanied by wingbesats. She pressed forward eagerly, and



witnessed a swan flapping its great pale wings before it vanished utterly into the mist.
A swan wherethereisno lake...

She hdlted to take her bearings, but there was no way to do so. Even on the coast of northern New
England where she had lived for many years now, she had rarely seen so denseafog. Still, her gpparent
isolation did not arouse panic, though she began to fed thefirst few pangs of concern.

The mist is an enchantment, maybe, but such whimsica notionswere gone with her childhood. Her
mind lay in the realm of science and fact and provable results. Not fantasy. Not history. Not legend.

Y et, she couldn't help but sense the antiquity of the place, and its charm. It dmost seemed to flow from
the ground, through her feet, and upward through her body. Odd she had not felt thisway when standing
in the awesome splendor of cathedrals with their multifaceted windows and detailed artistry. She had
amply felt very small and dien, and she had not lingered. Instead, she sought out the countryside,
avoiding historic ructures of dl kinds.

Maybe it was because she felt akinship with theland. After dl, wasn't her homein New England and
parts of Britain composed of some of the samerock? A geologic phenomenon called aterrane, abit of
continental crust, transformed by Pangaea, when al lands became one. The terrane had been called
Avalonia ... The hills she walked back home bore astrain of the same ancient, ancient lineage of theland
she now walked.

The antiquity of Glastonbury wasin the very ar she breethed, and in the sense of place. Legend lived in
the migts... The musician had said there were mysteries that science could not answer.

She let the migts gently waft by her, settle on her shoulders, caress her cheeks. She denied hiswords.
Better to know geology and the names of birds. Better to know the behavior of mammals and the
scientific method. These things existed in her world and were tangible. The only mysteries she sought
were those which could be unraveled by science.

Or s0 she thought. Her very certainty brought a sense of emptiness and sorrow and loss. It left no room
for dreams, or the kind of mysteries the musician had spoken of.

She cleaned vapor from her glasses once again, and closed her eyes, feding that resonance in theland
flowing into her. Shewasawildlife biologist because she loved the land and dl the interconnections of
gpeciesthat lived on it. She armed hersalf with science, research, and factsin abattle to preserve the
natura world.

A seemingly losing battle. Thus her weariness and the weight on her shoulders.

As she stood there, sheimagined she heard a horse, and then more than one, gallop through the mist. The
earth trembled beneath her feet with their passing. Sheimagined the shouts and cries of men, and aclash
likethe striking of metal upon metd; like sword striking sword. She scented iron and blood in the damp
ar.

She opened her eyes, but the imagining did not stop. The mist billowed and swirled, sculpting men and
horses about her, gray and timeless, but with a certain substance. She turned around and around trying to
make rational sense of what she saw, but her scientific mind could find no good conclusions about the
gleam of light radiating from armor and wegpons from another age. Warriorsfought and fell all around
her, their crieslike those of afading echo.

One warrior rode amidgt the others, a crown encircling his hem. He was more radiant than the others, his



tabard bloodied. He carried an exquisite sword, flaming in his hand. This he pointed at Anne, and over
the distance that separated them, he said in aquiet, calm voice that belied the strivings and carnage
around them, "Y our disbdlief will lose the battle.”

And with an astonished blink from Anne, the warrior—the king—and the battle around her rolled away
asmig.

Ghosts? But Anne did not believe in ghosts. She let go a shuddering sigh, desiring to be back beside the
fire-

place, in her bed and breakfast, snug and dry, with nothing more extraordinary around her than Victorian
furnishings and the drone of atelevision in the common room.

The scent of wetland carried more strongly to her now, overladen with apple blossoms though it was not
spring. She heard a gentle lapping, as though of alake upon the shore. She turned about again, and there,
incredibly, the mist parted revedling the edge of alake.

"I must have wandered farther than | thought,” she murmured, not remembering alake pictured on any of
the glossy brochures about Glastonbury she had picked up.

"Far, indeed." A woman stepped barefoot among reeds and rushes of the shore. Shewas an elderly
woman with ivory hair loosdaly braided down her back and agreen laurel upon her brow like a crown.
She wore a shawl and asmple dress of blue-green wool. Her eyes were as piercing as those of akestrel
that misses nothing, but till gentle. She gpproached Anne, clutching her shawl.

Another vison?

When the woman stood but a pace from Anne, she extended her hand, palm up, the lines that creased it
clearly defined.

"Touch my hand, child, and you will know | am no smplevison.”

Annedid, resting thetips of her fingerslightly on the woman's palm. She felt the warmth of earthly flesh,
but there was more. It was the same sensation of the earth beneath her feet singing inwards through her
veins and heart, and from the woman she scented loam, like one who works with the soil and bringsforth
green, growing things, asagardener.

Anne withdrew her hand almost reluctantly, her heart pounding. Here she found resonance, here panic
swdled within her: mygery.

"Who areyou?' Anne asked. "And—and wheream 7"

"Don't you know?" The question was sad, not coy. "Yes, | see you do not know. Y ou have been fighting
for so long that you have lost sight of why." The woman transfixed Anne with her quick, piercing eyes.
"Y ou have come where so few can cross over, for the way has been nearly obliterated: Y our comingisa

sgnof hope.”
Anne stared blankly at her, and the woman chuckled.

"You hail from far away,” thewoman said. "Thereis afreshness of spirit about you. A child who thrives
inaplace of wild, tal pines and seaspray.”

How did she know?"New England. | livein New England.”



Thewoman raised both brows. Truly.” But there was no surprisein her voice.

Because slence fell between them and Anne felt aneed tofill it, she babbled, "1 am abiologist at a
wildliferefugethere

The woman sighed, and it was like a breath of a breeze that rustled tree limbs. " Such isthe day that
nature's creations must be set asde in refuges.”

"If wedidnt,” Anne said alittle defensively, "it would be dl gone.”
"Asl| sad, suchistheday."

They gtrolled the shoreline of the lake in silence for atime, the woman's skirtstrailing ong the ground. It
seemed to Annethat tiny white flowers blossomed in the woman's wake.

‘Tel me, child, how isit in thisrefuge? How do you care for what you protect there?!

Now Anne waked on solid ground. She recited her research into seabird populations. She spoke of
monitoring the reproductive rates and successes and mortaities of terns, puffins, and razorbills. She
spoke of data and papers and publications, and of a not-so-far-off doctorate.

When shefinished, dightly breathless, the woman's expression had changed little. She halted and turned
to Anne. Shetook both of Anne's handsinto her own, and again there was that resonance, the
grounding.

"Why do you pursuethis, child?’

Anne drew her eyebrows together in consternation. She had just explained it dl. ""So we can understand
theimplications of—"

"No, child." The woman had not raised her voice. "Look deeper. Y ou have neglected apart of your
spirit. Gaze into the lake and look deeper.”

The woman squeezed her hands in reassurance and led her to the very lake edge. She peered into the
shalows, through the reeds. The water was glassy and she could see to the muddy bottom. A frog
plopped into the water nearby, sending ripplesin ever widening rings. A bluish light cast off the water's
surface, and Anne began to see hersdlf.

Sheisnine yearsold on a visit to Isle Royale National Park in Michigan. She is camping with her
family. A ululating cry pierces the night, followed by othersin an unearthly chorus. It islike a
summons to her, and even now she feels its power .

"What isit, Daddy?" she asks.

His head is cocked, listening, a strange expression on his face. Everyoneis quiet, even her little
brother, Matt.

"Wolves," her father says. "They are speaking to one another."

She shivers.



Other images and sensations flowed through Annes mind: miniature apine flowers blossoming on the
mountain heights; gigantic Sequoiatrees|ooming toward the heavens, more avesome to her than any
cathedral; the sweet scent of pine resin on ahot summer day; the wing-bests and honking of wild geese
risng into the bronze, autumn sky ...

These memories and more surged through Anne, and when she opened her eyes, she found hersdf on
her knees, the wet ground seeping through her pants, and atorrent of tearsrolling down her cheeks.

"Do you remember, child?
"Yes" Annewhigpered. She had found memory. "Who are you?"'

The woman smiled gently. "Y ou have penetrated the mists between worlds, to Avalon. Once | was
known in both worlds. The old beliefs are but gone, except on Avaon. Still, | think in your heart, you
know me."

Anne scrambled to her feet, pulling off her glasses so she could dab at her eyeswith the end of her scarf.
"Avaon—just legend. And you..." She shook her head. "No, | can't believe what | think you're asking
meto believe"

"Y ou have removed yourself from belief,” the woman said.

"l have no faith of the kind you suggest,” Annesaid. "1 movein theworld of statistics and results, notina
world of myth and legend. | believe what | can see.”

"What do you see when you look a me?"

Before Anne could stop hersdlf, shesaid, "I seetherain and rivers and the lakes. | hear in your voicethe
song of the ocean and the breeze. | seedl living things and their strengths.”

The woman nodded and wiped away atear that glided down Anné's cheek. "It isso. And thereis
another you must see. Another moment of faith, if you will."

Unbidden, the warrior king stepped from the mist, his bright sword now sheathed at hisside, hishelm
tucked benegth hisarm. "My lady," he said. He bent to his knee before the woman.

"Rise, my child."

And hedid.

Anne shuddered. The woman was asking too much of her; asking her to make too great alegp of faith.
"He does not exist," she said. "He'sastory. Legend.”

"Indeed?' Theking glared upon Anne, his bearing imperious. "Legend gives melife. Belief. A story so oft
repested, and it changeswith thetelling. | have been Artorius, Artos, and Arthur. | am the warrior who
comesagain and again.”

"A legend does not live."

"Y our denid will not only closethe way to thisworld, but deny it of the inexplicable, the mysteries. A loss
of hope."

"Y ou have memory once again,” the woman said, "'but only belief can give rise to hope and dreams.
Without hope or dreams, you have lost the battle before it has begun.”



"l was given this blade to bring hope,” the king said. He drew the sword and held it doft. "I betrayed that
hope, and | must dways return to the field of battle to redeem mysdf.”

"The way between the worldsisfast closing forever," thewoman said. "So few in your world believe.
Without belief, al mystery will cease. That which you love and fight to preserve will wither, and you will
have lost more than abattle.”

Anne could not speak. Their words swirled great turmoil within her. She was used to a certain surety in
her world. There wasthat which wastrue, and that which wasfase. Cut and dry. Black and white. Y et
two legends stood before her. And it was not a dream.

"A choice presentsitsdf,” the woman said.
"A choice?'

The woman twined her fingerstogether in front of her. "Y ou are achild of theland. Y ou senseit
strongly—it's asense of spirit. One does not need crumbling walls or castlesto mark their placein the
world. Y our place, your roots are here.”

"Here?'
"The sairit of Avadon runsin your veins, child.”
Therewas a prickling on the back of Anne's neck.

"A remnant of the old blood iswithin you. It has drawn you here. And you may remain here, child, if you
wish, for Avaonisarefuge of sorts. But first you must believe.”

Anne looked from the woman to the king. Both were grave. Both were as till astrees on aday without a
breeze.

Avalon runsin your veins, child. Anne had come here, unsure of her purpose. Y et, she had found
memory; memory of why her work was so important to her, why she fought so hard a battle. Never had
she anticipated this.

| cannot explain this. Nor could she explain the magic of awalf's cry in the night, or the sensation she
felt when she watched the aurora boredlis. Perhaps | am not all fact and logic after all.

"l believe," wasdl shesaid.
"And will you stay? Y ou will not be ableto return to your world."

Annewondered what lay beyond the mist. Should she stay, would it be like traveling in time? What sort
of magicswere at work there? What was Avalon like? Curiosity had made her ascientist, and she
looked beyond the woman and the king as though some vision might reveal Avaon to her. But she could
only go thereif she choseto.

"I 1 go, what will happen to thisworld?"

"It will continue on. Thereisgreat sorrow ahead—a grayness. Without a champion, your world will
wither."

Anne nodded. The curiosity that had made her a scientist also reminded her that she left her work
undone. She couldn't abandon it, but she could return to it with new ingght. With memory of why she
beganit dl inthefirgt place. What better tribute to the lady was there than compl eting work that would



help preserve a least apart of the world that moved out of sync with Avalon?

Anne passed her hand through her curls. "I must return to my work. | am one to help make refuges, not
oneto seek refuge.”

Thewoman smiled. "I know, my child. And you will go with my blessing.”" Shekissed Annetenderly on
the cheek. "Perhaps your work will open another path to Avalon, for though the way is closed, Avaon
will dwaysexist. And you will find places that resonate with the old power, evenin afaraway place of
wild, tall pinesand seaspray.”

The woman turned and walked away, the mistswinding and folding about her, until she vanished.

The king made ashort bow. "I, too, must go. My tade leaves off where yours begins. | am weary beyond
measure.”

And Anne saw it in hisface. Too many battles, too many betrayds. Thiswas not the Arthur of stories
about chivary, honor, and courtly love. Thiswas not the Arthur of adozen shalow Hollywood movies.

It goes deeper.
"l leavethisin your keeping." He handed her the greet sword, hilt first.

She expected it to weigh more, to be cold to the touch, but it was neither of these things. It possessed
only lightness.

"When you are no longer ableto carry it," the king said, "when you, too, are over wearied, bring it to this
place and cast it into the lake.”

The king, too, turned and faded into the mi<t.

For many moments, Anne sood where she was, suddenly fedling bereft and londly, and redizing the
opportunity she had forsaken. But as the dense fog thinned and she was able to discern the outline of the
Lady Chapel up the dope, shefdt her spirit renewed, anew sense of purpose now that her memory had
been restored. A new sense of hope now that belief bloomed in her heart.

The swan glided from the mist and flew overhead in acircle before landing in front of her. The swan
curved itslong, e egant neck and folded itswingsto its Sdes.

Not dl legends had stayed within Avaon.

The swan then thrugt its head upwards and it grew in asinglefluid rush, transforming into thefigure of a
man— the blind musician. He extended hishand to her.

Shetook it into her own, marveling a how easy it wasto believe.
"I will guideyou,” themusician said.

Anne smiled, knowing that she would not be done on thisside of Avalon after al. And perhaps the way
to Avaon would reopen one day, just asthe lady had said, and she would follow the path that led into
the mists. But for now, sword in hand, she would return to her own work, to the land with the ancient
soul whose lineage was a <o of the land she now walked upon: Avaonia.



Finding the Gralil
Judith Tarr

"And why," asked Mdisende, "may not awoman find the Grail ?*

"Because," Queen Guinevere replied with that air of sweet reason with which she answered every
guestion she was ever asked, "quests are given to men. To knights. Even kings, if the kings are suitably
inspired. Whereaswe," she said, pausing to admire the completion of yet another delicate flower in her
tapestry, "remain at home, tend the castle, wait and pray for our lords safe return.”

Severd of the queen's ladies crossed themselves. "We pray,” they said to one another in voiceslike the
twittering of birds—that being the fashion in Camelot this season; last season it had been laughter like
little golden bells. "We pray that they may come back to us; that they be whole, or as whole as need be.
And that when they go out again, as men must do, they go not too quickly, but not too dowly, ether.”

Méelisende rolled her eyes. Having dready stained the fine linen with blood once today, she was relegated
to choosing the colorsfor the next portion of the tapestry. Her finger till stung where the needle had
pricked it, but she had never minded pain. She minded much more that she must Sit here among these
ornamentd idiots, lit by ashaft of sun, separating crimson from scarlet from henna, and laying the twists
of thread in tidy rows near the queen's hand.

Try though she would, she could not help but hear the sounds that drifted up to the queen's bower from
the courtyard below. The quest for the Grail would not begin until the morning, but there was agreat
clamor and clatter in the palace as the knights made ready to go. Some would go with retinues, squires
and servants, trains of baggage, and everything that they reckoned proper to aknightly campaign. Others
chose the smpler way, asingle squire and asmall train of mules, and no more than aremount or two, and
agroom for the heavy dedtrier that, with his armor, made each knight aknight.

The women chattered heedlesdy above the clamor. They would weep and wail soon enough, but for the
moment their minds, such as they were, were engaged in the latest round of gossip, and aterrible scandal:
Sir Dinadan'swife seeniin, of dl horrors, last year's gown at this year's feast of Pentecost.

Melisende laid the last twist of crimson beside scarlet beside henna, close by the queen’'s white hand, and
quietly, under cover of the scanddl, dipped away.

There wasllittle enough quiet to be had in Camelot on the eve of the Grail-quest, but such asthere was,
Melisende found it. It was not, as might have been more usud, in one of the chapel s—those were full of
knights and squires praying to succeed on the quest—but in the stable under the great hdl. The king's
horses were kept there, and the queen's palfreys, and afew odd beasts. a pony or two for the pages, the
chaplain's mule, and an elderly but once noble creature who had, it was said, served honorably under the
Lord Melin.

Méelisende's mare lived next to the old gelding. Blanca was much too opinionated to suffer any lesser
companion. The two of them kept to their distant corner of the stable, shared bits of hay and cut fodder,
and conversed companionably over handfuls of white barley. The stable-lads tended to avoid them,



muttering that the mare was as witchy as the gelding—and everyone knew that he was haf adevil like his
master.

Mélisende saw nothing devilish in that elderly and gentle beast. His eyeswere Strange, to be sure, aspale
asglass, and his coat was the color of cream; but they were soft eyesfor dl their oddness, and his
manners were impeccable in taking the bits of apple and honeycake that she had brought as tribute.
Blancawas far moreingstent, and far less polite about it.

Between the mare and the gelding, Mdisende rested for awhile. She stroked tangles out of Blancas
thick waving mane, and brushed the gelding with atwist of straw. He nibbled the long plait of her hair. "1
would never wish," shesaid to him, "that | had been born aman, except for this: that men do everything
worth doing in theworld."

The gelding rumbled gently to himsdlf, seeking in hismanger for stray bits of barley.

"But they do!" Melisendeinssted, asif he had taken issue with her. "What can awoman do but Sit at
home and wait and pray, embroider tapestries and weave war-cloaks and twitter like abird in a cage?
Why can't awomean find the Grail ?*

There was no answer to that, which ahorse might give. Melisende set her teeth and knit her brows and
attacked the cream-pale coat asif its cleanliness were the most important thing in the world.

Asshe st hersdf to makethe Lord Merlin's old gelding immeaculate, and after him her own moon-silver
Blanca, voices drifted toward her from the outer door. Everyone, she had thought, was busy elsewhere,
but it seemed that two men had found occasion to visit the king's horses.

One voice she recognized easily enough. There was no mistaking that deep lovely burr. Sir Gawainwasa
man for the ladies, everybody knew it, but Melisende had never liked him lessfor that.

"The other needed amoment, and its owner's motion across the light. But of course: it was the new
stable-lad, the one who looked after the king's horses, whose name was something or other, but whom
everyone caled Beaumainsfor hisfine white hands and his pretty manners. He was some knight's
by-blow, people said, with ambitions far above his station; but Melisende had never noticed that he put
himsdf forward. Hewas atal, dender, shy person with milk-white skin and aface as pretty asagirl's,
for dl that hetried to hide it behind amask of dirt and adusty black mane.

It was not so well hidden now; in fact it was glaring up at tal broad Gawain, who glared formidably
down. "Youwill not," Gawain said.

"I will," said Beaumains as haughtily as any prince— and to the prince of Orkney, no less.

Gawain glowered &t it, but he did not strike the boy for his presumption, nor reprimand him for it, either.
"Thisisaquest for knights," he said, echoing the queen, if he had only known it. "Not for—"

"I will go," Beaumains said, "and you will not sop me. Thereisno way that you can.”

"Noway?' Gawain's head sank between hiswide shoulders; hisvoice lowered to agrowl. Something in
the movement, and in the way Beaumainss own head turned, lifting its chin, made Mdisende's eyes
sharpen. Wasiit--could it be—?

No. Not likely. Gawain was hardly old enough for a son as old as Beaumains. Brother, then?

Y es, that could be. Gawain was older, broader, heavier, and the black beard hid somewhat of hisface;
but the breadth of the brow, the blue flash of the eyes under the thick dark hair—those were very like.



Very likeindeed.

They quarreled like brothers, that was certain, face to face and no quarter given. "Maybe/ cannot stop
you," Gawan said deep in thisthroat. "Mother, on the other hand—"

"No," said Beaumains. Smply, and obstinately, that.
"Areyou daring meto try?'

Beaumainss chin came up even further. It was vastly provoking; Mdisende marveled that Gawain, greet
knight and prince that he was, did not Ssmply dap the boy silly and have done with it. But Gawain never
lifted ahand, even when Beaumains said, "'Y ou don't have time to send to Mother. In the morning, at
dawn, you ride out with al the rest, hunting a thing that you know you'll never find."

Gawain sarted asif struck. His face above the beard had gone as white as Beaumainss own. "1 have
given my oath," hesad.

"So you have," said Beaumains. "So have dl the knights, every one. Fools and dreamers, the lot of them.”
"And you, who tend the king's horses—are you any lessafool 7'

"Maybe not,” Beaumainssaid. "But | will go. | would liketo seeitif | can.”

"Only apure knight may seeit,” Gawain said. "That isthe prophecy.”

"Of dl men,” said Beaumains, "apure knight only. Yes." He smiled, astrange, tight smile, like the curve of
abladein hispaeface. "l will go, eldest brother. | will find the Grail. That | swear to you, before God
and His Mother and the king's fine horses.”

Gawain hissed between histeeth and lifted his hand— but only to cross himself; not to strike that odd
and insolent boy. "On your head beit," he said, "and if your lifeisforfeit, then may God's Mother defend
you."

Beaumains bowed his head, that was far too haughty for a stableboy's, and murmured something that
sounded like aprayer. But when he looked up, he was as arrogant as ever. "Y oulll not find the Grail," he
sad, "but if God and His Mother hear my prayer, they'll bring you home again, little sadder and
somewhat wiser than you were before.”

It wasablessing, initsway. Gawain bent his head to it—as sartling as everything € se he had done—and
turned on his hed with ajingling of knightly spurs, and stalked out into the stableyard.

Heleft agreat quiet behind him, and abrother who stood for along while tiff and till, with hiswhite
hands clenched at hissides. Then, dl a once, Beaumains gave way, not quite faling, but shrinking and
dwindling into the stableboy whom Melisende had thought she knew: gangling, awkward, with tangled
black hair half-hiding hisface. The eyes mat had shown themsdlves so vividly blue were veiled under
lowered lids. He drew a breath that shook alittle, and turned dowly, asif he did not know quite what to
do with himsdf.

Mélisende did not think, until too late, of snking down behind Merlin's old gelding and letting the boy
think himsdlf alone. Even as she thought of it, Blanca snorted and stamped, demanding her roya share of
Méelisende's attention.

Beaumains spun about, staring full into Melisende's face. Oh, those eyes were blue—blue asflax-flowers,
blue asthe sky in summer. She had never seen eyes so blue.



They startled her out of al good sense. They made her say, "'If you can find the Grail, thenso can .

Beaumains did not say the thing she expected, which was that only aman could go questing after magic
and mystery. Nor did he laugh, which astonished her. He regarded her gravely, asif her wordswere
actualy worth considering—and that, in a prince disguised as a stable-boy, was awonderful thing. "The
queen will let you go?" he asked her.

"l don't careif she doesor not," Mdisende said more than alittle crosdy. "I want to go."
"Then go," Beaumainssaid. Just that, asif it were a perfectly reasonable thing to say.
Mélisende gaped at him. "Y ou aren't supposed to encourage me!™

"Why not?' Beaumains made hisway dowly down the aide. The horseswhickered at him—even Blanca,
the hussy, who arched her lovely neck and begged, and dl but purred as he rubbed it. Beaumains's
fingerswere very clever and very skilled. He focused himsdlf on them, asif to shut out Melisende and
Gawain and every other unpleasant thing.

"l want," said Melisende, "to find the Grall "

"Why?

He had startled her again: he was listening after al, and aware of her, even with his eyesfixed on Blanca
"Because," she said after amoment, "I want to. Do | need more reason than that?*

Beaumains did not answer.

Maybe he did not require more answer than that. But Melisende went on, because after al she needed
to. "Do you remember on the feast of Pentecost, when the king wouldn't Sit to dinner until he saw a
marvel, and when everyone was ready to go to war for hunger, the vision came on us al? Even we saw
it—even we women: the cup full of light, floating in the air. That was magic, | know it was; | could see
Merlin in the shadows, shaping it. And maybe others saw him, too, and knew; and maybe not. But it
doesn't matter. He made amarve for usal, and it possessed us. It called usto it. It made us want—it
made usyearn for the Grall."

"Yes," said Beaumains, "and Merlinishaf adevil. Maybe he did it to bresk the Round Table, and to
empty Camelot, and lay it opento itsenemies.”

"Maybe," Mdisende said. "And maybe it was time— maybe the knights were bored, with dl their battles
won, and no enemies|eft to fight, and nothing to do but lie about and play at dice and indulge in petty
sguabbles. Maybe they needed a great quest. Maybe they needed a purpose, a reason to be what they
ae"

"That doesn't explain why you want to do it,” said Beaumains.

"Or you." Mdisende shook her head. "Thereisn't agood reason, isthere? Except | think it'sredl. | think
thereisaGrall, and it cals us—yes, even me. Even awoman, and an excessively young one at that, who
has much more skill with the bow than with the needle, who has never had any tdent for the arts of
courts, and who would rather sit on ahorse than in alady's bower. Maybe that's why? Maybe the magic
takes mefor akind of crooked boy?"

Beaumainslaughed suddenly, startling her speechless. "Maybe," he said. "There are SO many maybesin
thisworld. Shall we go questing together, then? Two may be stronger than one, after all. And | can



shoot, and use asword, too, and alance.”
"l can useaspear,” said Melisende. "'l killed a boar once.”
Was that admiration? Or disbelief? Maybe both. “Then you'll be astrong companion.”

"But hardly aproper one," Mdisende said—not willingly at al, but her upbringing was too strong to keep
her sllent. "A lady of rank and astableboy—even if heisredly aprince—"

"l solemnly swear to you,” said Beaumains, "that my conduct toward you will never belessthan perfectly
proper. Thison my mother's soul, by the very Mother of God.”

"It'sdill not—" Melisende bit her tongue. No, it would never be proper, unlessit were a proper scandad:
Count Bleyssyoungest daughter running off on quest with a scapegrace prince from Orkney. And yet
that prince had sworn avow. Meeting those blue, blue eyes, Melisende knew that he would keep it. He
was as honorable as his brother Gawain was ever known to be, that was clear to see; but he had none of
Gawain'swesknessfor the ladies.

Maybe he was smply too young. He had no beard at al yet. His cheeks were as smooth as Melisende's
own, and notably fairer.

With beeting heart and breath catching in her throat, she held out her hand. "Very well, then. Well hunt
the Grail together. And if wefind it—well, well be ascandd together, or amarve for the next feast of
Pentecost. Or both."

Beaumains's fine white hand clasped her broader, plumper, browner one. They bound the pact so, with
the horses to witness. Then they went their separate ways, Melisende to prepare as she coul d—Dbut
never to repent of it—and Beaumains, she did not doubt, to do the same.

"Until thedawn," shesad.

Beaumains nodded. Then he was gone, vanished in the shadows of the stable.

Mélisende was ready long before dawn. The air was chill, the stars hidden in haze, though no rain fell.
She crept out of the room she shared with the rest of the queen'sladies, dressed in clothes that she had
brought with her from home but thought never to wear again: old riding clothes that had belonged to her
brothers, worn leather and age-softened linen, and a mantle mat she had woven herself of wool from her
father's sheep. She carried her bow and the quiver of arrows and aknife, but no spear; for al her
bravado, she had known of no way to concea such aweapon, nor was she bold enough to steal one
from theking'sarmory.

The horseswere waiting, saddled and bridled, and Beaumains standing between them: Blanca, of course,
but the other widened Melisende's eyes. Merlin's gelding snorted gently in the quiet. A mule stood behind
him, carrying more baggage than Melisende might have imagined they would need. Beaumainswas, after
al, aprince, though he played at being a stableboy.

As Médisende gpproached, Beaumains mounted the gelding with the air of one who has every right, and
took the mule'slead in hishand. He barely |eft her timeto claim her own and mount before he sent the
gelding forward. The gelding, whose name Mdisende had never known, if indeed it had one, submitted
with good will to this new master, nor seemed in any way disturbed to be put back to work again.

The guards on the nearest gate were adeep or absent, the gate unbarred. Beaumains rode through it asif



it were no more than he had expected. Mdisende followed as close as she could, biting her tongue
againgt the crowding questions. He was what he was. Nothing that he did should surprise her—except,
maybe, that he accepted her as his companion.

Thelight grew dowly, agrey morning, but the sun rose above the haze. Mdisende could fed it in her
skin. By noon the cloudswould al be gone, and the day asfair asaday could beinthiside of Britain.

By full morning, Camelot waswell behind them. Melisende had found her wits and, somewhat more
dowly, her tongue. "Youreriding Merlin'shorse,” she said mildly.

Beaumains, who was riding somewhat ahead, did not pause or ook back, but the set of his shoulders
told her that he had heard.

"If you've golen him," Mdisende sad, "Merlin might object.”
"Merin told meto take him," Beaumainssaid.

"Hedid not."

"Areyou cdling mealiar?'

"No," Mdlisende said after amoment. "But—"

The gelding hdted. Blanca came up beside him. Beaumains did not seem angry, but hisface was iff.
"My brother would have given me one of his pafreys,” Beaumains said, "but the Lord Merlin offered this
oneingtead. The old gentleman isbored, he said, and sad with confinement. A quest will bring him back
hisyouth again.”

"How kind of the Lord Merlin," Mdisende said.

Beaumains shrugged, asif her doubt mattered little to him after dl, and let the horse walk on. Melisende,
who had seen the Lord Merlin only a adistance and only in sorcerous robes, tried to imagineaworld in
which wizards were kindly old uncles, and their horses free to be borrowed for quests and ridings aboui.
It was not aworld she had ever lived in, away in her father's country. It had seemed great and terrible
enough that, rough child that she was, she was sent to Camelot to be the queen’s waiting-woman.

And now she had run away with a stableboy who happened to be Sir Gawain's brother, questing for the
Grail asonly knights were supposed to do. Her father would be terribly angry. Her mother would throw
up her handsin despair. And the queen ...

The queen would not care, except for theinsult to herself.

Melisende could have turned back then. There wastime. She could pretend that she had gonefor a
morning ride before the courts filled with knights setting out on the quest, and forgotten thetime and
come back late. Her punishment would not be too heavy, with so much elseto distract the queen and her
ladies. No one would even remember the infraction after the sentence was meted out.

- But Medisende did not turn Blanca's head, or even glance over her shoulder at the distant towers of
Camelot. Her face fixed resolutely forward. She was going to find the Grail. Or, a the very least, she
meant to try.

Beaumains rode westward. Melisende, for lack of greater ingpiration, let him choose the direction, though



she asked, in one of their first camps, "Why west? Most of the knights are going esst, over the sea. The
Grail isin Spain, some say, or in Rome. Or in Byzantium, or the kingdom of Prester John. West islittle
enough country, and then the seaagain.”

"TheHoly Spear issaid to bein Spain,” Beaumains said, "and there are relics enough in Rome and
Byzantium, and maybe oneisthe cup of the Last Supper. But," he said, "1 think the Grail isclose by. And
the Lord Merlin knowswhereitis"

"If heknowsthat," Mdisende said, "wouldn't he have brought it to Camelot? Wouldn't that have been
smpler than sending dl the knights awvay?'

"Maybe," said Beaumains. And maybe not, he did not say, but Mdisende heard it clearly enough.

"I'm surprised he didn't tell you what he knew," Mdisende said rather nagtily, "since you're so muchin his
confidence.”

"Nooneisinthe Lord Merlin's confidence. Even the king." Beaumains prodded the fire, which was dying
too quickly, and fed it with adry branch. Green ones whispered above them, awood of oak and ash
which offered them shelter againgt the threst of rain.

Beaumainssfacein theleaping light was strange and rather wild. He looked like a creature of the wood,
half adevil himself perhgps—and who wasto say that he was not? His mother Morgause worked great
magicsin her cold bower in Orkney, it was said—though her sons who had come to court, except for
this one, seemed morta enough, with human giftsand failings.

Maybe thiswas her devil-child, and the Lord Merlin had recognized the kinship. And maybe that was
preposterous, and he was only what he seemed: atall thin boy not quite a man, beardless till and light
voiced, but strong. He had offered Méelisende no impertinence, kept to himsalf and made no effort to spy
on her when she dressed or bathed. He was as faultless acompanion as alady could wish for, with his
inborn princely grace and his quiet manners.

She found him more annoying the longer she traveled with him. No man was as pure aspirit asthat. He
did everything well: rode, hunted, made camp. He dways knew how to conduct himself, asmuchin the
lowliest village asin the occasiona town. People took him for aknight, though he wore no spurs, and
Melisende for his grubby brown-faced squire, though surely anyone with eyes could see the shape of the
woman's body under the well-worn riding gear. Except that no one looked, or admitted to looking. They
wered| enrgptured by the young man on hisfantastica quest.

Melisende began to lose count of the days, would have lost them atogether except that sometimes;, in this
village or that abbey, they were celebrating afeast-day. So she knew when St. John's Day came and
went, and Peter and Paul, and St. Benedict, and Mary Magdaene. They wandered an endless while,
through more of the west of Britain than Melisende had known existed, to places so old that the magic
was gtill rank in them, and places so new that the carpenter <till hammered in the roofbeams or the
masons labored in the apse. No vison of the Grail ever cameto them, nor did any of the cupsin any of
the abbeys or churches or chapels present itself as the one they |ooked for. Even when there was magic,
it was magic of adifferent sort, dreams and illusions mostly, or achill down the spine asthey rode past an
ancient ruin.

If thiswas questing, it was a quieter thing than knights ever admitted. They would have been reckoned
terribly unheroic in Camelat, for hiding in hedges when companies of knights clattered past, or avoiding
roads that were known to be infested with brigands. Monsters they saw none, except the odd herd bull,
and once a pack of dogsthat pursued them till Blancas well-aimed hedl caught the leader and shattered
itsskull.



Asthefeast of the Blessed 'Virgin approached, they entered into the Summer Country, the borders of
old Lyonesse, such of it as had not sunk benegth the sea. Parts of it were sinking even yet, long lakes,
bogs and fens, and dank woodlands full of mists and midges. The roads were old Roman roads, which
were the best in the world, but the tracks that ran to and from them were older by far, and stranger.

Then Beaumains, who till now had wandered in desultory fashion, seemed to have found a purpose. They
had fallen into a habit of silence, long days riding and short nights deep, no chatter, no singing, no sound
but the horses hooves on Roman paving or trodden earth or, faintly, green turf. It waslikearideina
dream.

Now the dream grew sharper, and yet also more dreamlike. Beaumains took the lead as he dways had,
but with greater speed, asif he had settled at |ast upon a destination, and would come there as soon as
he possibly could. It was not the old city, Iscaof the Dumnonii, nor the Baths of Sul, the ancient goddess
given aRoman face; he rode through or past them. Nor was it any of the monasteries that seemed to fill
this country asfull of holinessas of magic.

At leadt, not any of them but one. They cameto it on amorning of mingled mist and sun, the day before
the feast of the Queen of Heaven. It wasan idand in alake of glass, and ator risng up out of it likea
tower in acadtle. Theidewasfull of the scent of flowers, impossiblein this season, and yet unmistakable:
apple blossoms, strong and heavenly swest.

"Avdon," Melisende said asthey stood on the shore of the lake. "Y ou've brought usto Avalon.”

Beaumains nodded. Shewas alittle surprised. He had seemed buried so deep in himsdlf asto be
oblivious. But his eyes when he glanced a her were clear.

"Youdontthink it'shere,” shesad.
"Why not?" he asked, reasonably enough when al was considered.

She peered over the water that was as grey as glass, into amist that would not clear or shift, though she
sharpened her eyesto the point of pain. "Thisisan ide of women. Even | know that. If the questisfor
knights, and only knights, then surely the last place the Grail would beis aplace where no men go.”

"Onewould think so, wouldn't one?' Beaumains said mildly, and without irony that Melisende could
discern.

"Youremad," shesad.

"And afool, too." He began to walk aong the edge of the lake, treading lightly amid the sedge. » The
horses followed asif they knew nothing of fear. Mdisende trailed behind. There were tales of this place,
whispers and murmured hints. It was a house of holy women, they said, of nuns sworn in devotion to the
Queen of Heaven. What rite they kept, or what worship they gaveto the Lord Christ or to his Father,
was a matter of some debate. They were good Christian ladies, some insisted, sworn to ahaoly rule, and
faultlessin their piety. Others observed, if circumspectly, that there had been holy women in this place
sincelong before the Lord Christ was born—and it was great in magic. Very great indeed.

King Arthur's ssters had dwelt there, Morgan called le Fey, and Morgause who grew to be queeniin
Orkney. Which surdly Beaumains knew; and what else he knew, Mdisende began to wonder.

As she pondered dl of that, Beaumains paused. She nearly collided with him. He had come to what was
clearly aferry. It waslittle enough to deserve the name: alittle shore of sand and stones, and a coracle



upended on it like an emptied bowl. The coracle was shabby and small, but it seemed seaworthy. There
were paddles under it, as battered as the boat, and as evidently serviceable.

There was no ferryman—or woman, it would be here. The passage wastheirsto take or to refuse.

Beaumains did the boat into the water and held it there, waiting for Mdisende to take up apaddle and
clamber in. She dmost refused—amost turned away.

But she had not come o far, aandoning everything— honor, duty, service—to turn back from what
might be no more than anight'slodging. And if it was more....

She stepped gingerly into the boat. It was no more than ashell of wicker and hides, round and light and
given to spinning crazily at dight shifts of weight. Beau-mains had some skill in paddling such abesst.
Melisende had less, but she could match her strokesto his.

Asthey made their wobbling way out into the water, the horses, abandoned on the shore, snorted and
shook their heads and plunged in behind. The gelding led. Blancafollowed. Melisende opened her mouth
to upbraid them, but shut it again. Of course they must come. They were too fineto leave behind; too
obvioudy worth steding.

The leather of saddles and bridles would dry, she supposed. After awhile. With oil and rubbing and
much help, it might even surviveintact.

The mist curled about them, thin at first, then more thickly. When Melisende glanced back, her breath
hissed between her teeth. There was nothing behind but grey emptiness. They could not see where they
had come from or where they were going. There was nothing in the world but the boat and the two
horses, and mist. It took the splashing of paddles and the horses snorts and whuffles asthey swam,
softened and deadened the sounds, and buried them in silence.

Beaumainsknelt in front of her, hisback straight, asif he had no fear in dieworld. Maybe he did not. He
was awitch's child. Such thingswell might be as common to him as daylight.

They paddled for an hour, or likely more; perhgpsfor haf the day, or half alifetime. The lake could not
be so wide. They must be paddling in circles.

At firgt she thought she had imagined it. Whispers. Murmurs like voices, or like the rushing of water. The
lake, which had been as il as glass, began to ruffle, though there was no wind. Ruffles becameripples.
Ripples became waves. Waveslifted the boat and let it fal, each risng higher than the last.

Melisende stopped paddling. The waves were carrying them forward. Beaumains had paused in his
strokes, holding still, moving only to keep the light whippy craft from spinning. He seemed ascadm as
ever.

She shipped her own paddle, clung to the sides, and prayed. She could not see the horses. For dl she
knew, they had drowned.

Then, as her eyes darted, she saw amaned head rise beside the boat, riding the wave with it. Blanca
swam without distress, and the gelding beyond her.

They comforted Melisende alittle in that nightmare of surging water. And still no wind, no sorm, only the
mist and thet terrible stillness.

Then, asif her thought had conjured it, the wind came. It smote them like afist of air and water, lifted
them up and cast them down, and drove them headlong into the void.



Méelisende was beyond prayer. She was blind with water, breathlessin the gale, shivering convulsively.
Nothing in the world mattered but that she cling to the boat, which had a coracl€s gift for staying afloat, if
Spinning, through any maelstrom. She had to trust to it. She had to hold till, though al her spirit shrieked
at her to do something, anything, however useless, and however great the danger.

She held ill. And the wind died. Slowly, so dowly she was unaware of it, until it struck her that she
could see. They rode the waves, but those too had abated alittle. Then alittle more. Then, with a sound
likeasgh, they cast the boat up on the shore, grey itsdf asthe mist, yet solid enough to strike the breath
from her asshetumbled dongit.

Then at lagt, truly, there was stiliness. Mdisende lay on her back on wet sand. She was not dead, though
she might most have wished to be. Her body fdlt like one great bruise.

Sowly, groaning, she sat up. The coracle lay upended not far from her. Beyond it a sodden bundle
gtirred and muttered and unfolded itself into the long lean form of Beaumains. And there, treading through
fraying tendrils of mist, walked the mare and the gelding. They were dill bridled, till saddled—and
miraculoudy, impossibly dry, asif al that wild voyage had been agallop across amortal meadow.

They were not in any earthly country. The mist lay thick over the water, but thinned and scattered over
land: agreen ide, heavy with the scent of apples and of apple blossoms. It was the same impossible
fragrance that had wafted toward her across the lake from theide of Avaon.

There beyond the shore was an orchard, and in it trees heavy with both blossom and fruit. And yet they
were solid enough to the touch, the earth green and rich underfoot, and the mist melting from asky in
which the sun rode high.

Beyond the orchard she saw the rise of thetor, and at itsfeet the low dark shape of the nunnery. It wasa
remarkably prosaic thing for so magica aplace, plain hewn stone and wooden doors, thatch on the roofs
of the outbuildings and dates on that of the central house, and a squat tower that must mark the chape.

Méelisende stood on the orchard's edge and stared. Blanca moved up beside her, grazing with
single-minded determination, in achinking of bit and champing of jawsthat sounded loud in the silence.
No bird sang here, nor did the wind blow. The lakewas asflat asglass.

She caught the reins before they dipped under Blanca's heedlessfoot. Blancaled her onward. The
gelding followed, and Beaumainslast, sumbling alittle asif with exhaustion.

The touch of earth underfoot revived them, and the sweet air wafting about them. Mdisende did not dare
to pluck an apple from atree, though some wereripe. Her heart warned her to touch nothing. Foolish
perhaps, but who knew what magic was here? She might pluck the apple of Eden and know it only when
it wastoo late.

The nunnery seemed more ordinary rather than less, the closer they cametoit. The sun dried and
warmed them, plain sun of summer in Britain. The orchard here was asit should be, green applesand
ripe, no blossoms; no memory of spring in high summer.

Beaumains moved past her. She did not try to stop him. He was the prince, after dl, and would bea
knight. It was his quest, she supposed. Women did not go questing. Had not the queen said so?

Such hitterness. She did not know whereit had come from. Shethrust it down and pressed forward,
close on Beaumainss hedls. A woman could go questing. Mdisende had. And whatever she had found,
she thought it might beworth finding.



The nunnery's gate was shut, and silence within, though it must be near time for the singing of the Angelus.
Beaumains approached the bell that hung beside the gate. It was an iron bell, ordinary and rather ugly,
but the sound that rang from it was as sweet as dl heaven.

It died in ashiver of echoes. Beaumainswaited. Mdisende, for lack of grester inspiration, followed his
example

A smdler door opened within the larger gate. A figure stood iniit. Like the nunnery, it was avery earthly
shape: smdl, rotund, and swathed in black. The voice that came from the veil was awoman's voice with
an accent of the West Country, broad and not at all queenly. "Welcome, strangers, to the house of Our
Lady of the Lake."

Beaumainsinclined hishead. He did not cross himself, Mdisende noticed. "I come seeking lodging,” he
sad, "for love of the Queen of Heaven."

"You may seek," the portress said, as amiably as before, "but only the Lady can give you leaveto find.”
"And may | ask her for it?" asked Beaumains with remarkable lack of temper.

"Thisisahouse of women," the portress said.

Beaumains laughed. It was a strange sound, bright and cold. "And you trust your eyes, good Sster?!

The portress peered through her veils. So did Mdisende, through vells of incomprehension and
expectation and— above al—astonishment. But he could not—but he could—but she—

And why might this not be atall lean young woman with a shape too scant for curves? Those white
hands, that fair face—no wonder they were so good to ook on, if it was awoman she looked at, and not
aboy.

Beaumains, who was not aprince at all, but a princess, spread those white hands and bowed to the
portress, and said, " Surely awoman may walk in ahouse of holy women. Even awoman who ridesasa

"Surely shemay," the portress said without visible discomposure. She drew back, beckoning them
in—even the gelding, Mdisende noticed; but was not a eunuch welcome in the courts of queens?

They were received as guestsin the house of Our Lady of the Lake, shown to lodgings such as any
abbey would offer, plain and unadorned but comfortable enough. The table there was spread with smple
fare, brown bread and yellow cheese, wooden cups of ae, and abasket of apples; and in the stable, for
the horses, sweet hay and a handful of barley for each. There was no oneto look after the horses, or to
servethe daymed. All the ssterswould bein chapel, where the singing had begun, high and piercingly
swest, chanting the office.

Beaumains made no move toward the chapd. After he—she—had tended the gelding and Melisende her
mare, they went in to eat and drink in silence that Melisende could find no smple way to break. Words
she had plenty, and more than plenty. There were too many. They drowned one another out before she
could speak aone of them.

Silencewas not s0ill achoice. She watched Beau-mains covertly, seeing what was obvious now she
knew: the ddlicacy of the features, the lightness of the carriage, and yes, those fair hands.



When at length Melisende spoke, it wasto say, "No wonder you were willing to take me with you."

Beaumains finished eating an apple and set the core on his—her—plate, carefully, asif it were made of
glass. "You redly didn't know?"

"l redly ananidiot.”

Beaumains laughed. "Y es, you are. But adetermined idiot. And atrusting one. If | had been theman |
seemed, don't you think | might have tried to take advantage of you?'

"Not you,"” Medlisende said, and she meant it. "I think that | would call you purein heart.”

"Or pureinfolly." Beaumainstilted her head, blue eyes narrowed alittle, asif she weighed Mdisende and
found her—not wanting. No. After dl. Not insufficient. "My nameisElaine,” shesad.

"Were you going to uncover yourself in Camelot?' Melisende asked her.

She shrugged. "Maybe. Someday."

"Or your brotherswould do it for you."

"Not my brothers," said Beaumains, whose name was Elaine. "They know better."
"But if the Grail ishere, they must know—"

"The Grail ishere," shesaid. "Don't you fed it? | wasn't certain, not till | came here—else I'd have come
graight and not wandered dl over the west of Britain. But now there can be no doubt of it. And why
not? Why should not the Grail be awomen's mystery? My brothers know what men know. And only
thet."

"Men have been sent in search of the Grail "

"So they have," Beaumains said. " Some of them will find manly things, I'm sure: sacred spears, enchanted
swords. One or two might even find a cup, though what cup it is, who knows? The true cup, my heart
tellsme, ishere. Inthis place. Where only women walk."

"And will we seeit?" Mdisende demanded, doubtful ill, and not easily ableto hideit.

Beaumains spread her hands. "If we are pure of heart,” she said, "and if the Lady grants. And if not..."
She shrugged. "Then not. We can but try."

That was no more than Melisende had ever ventured to think. And yet it was astronger thing here, in
sght of what she had comefor. If it was here. If Beaumainss heart wastdlling the truth.

And why should it not? However Mdisende might like to imagine that she mattered, if she faced thetruth,
shewasavery smal drop in avery large seathat was the world. Beaumains had come for her own sake,
and been generous enough, or lazy enough, to let Melisende follow. Shewould seenouseinalie.

The Grail was here. Mdisende's heart began to beat hard, as hard as Beaumainss must have done. It
was here. After dl, and however belatedly, she knew. She knew, too.

"Regt if you can," Beaumains said, breaking the thread of Melisende's maundering. "Seep if you will. The
sisters keep monks hours here. They rise soon after midnight. Then, if it'sto be shown, what better day
for it than Our Lady's own day?'



Mélisende nodded. She understood. Or near enough. Whether she could deep, she did not know; but
she could make hersdlf rest.

The day faded. The ssters marked it in the chants of the hours and the sweet ringing of bells. At sunset a
small shy novice brought another meal, bread again, and cheese, abowl of something savory with roots
and herbs and awhisper, perhaps, of mesat, but no more. Peasant fare, as the rest had been, but plentiful.
Melisende could hardly disdain it, and Besumainsfell to with asgood awill asif she had never beena
princess born.

Mélisende could have sworn that she would never degp—not so close to the end of the quest. She woke
with agtart and a<tiff neck, to find that she had fallen adeep where she sat, over ahalf-eaten loaf and a
remnant of cheese,

Beaumains was nowhere to be seen. She scrambled herself together and went looking where she
hoped—she knew—Beaumains must be.

It was deep night. Stars crowded overhead as she groped her way through the cloister court. The tor
loomed dark against them, standing like apillar to uphold the sky.

A lonelight glimmered, atorch set in the wall beside the entrance to the chapel. Melisende guided her
stepstoward it.

Within was silence. It was achapel such as she had seen before in poorer abbeys, bare stone unadorned,
with little beauty of carving or painting. The dtar was plain, its cloth of linen that must have been woven
herein the nunnery. No cross sood on it, only what must be achdice, veiled in linen as plainly homespun
asthedtar-cloth.

Only onefigure knelt before the dltar, one Mdisende knew well: straight shoulders, narrow for aman's
but wide for awoman's, and thick black hair cut short, and an indefinable air that marked one roya born.
Melisende, noble enough but gifted with neither beauty nor elegance, smiled faintly, but shrugged, too.
Shewaswhat shewas. It was enough.

She stepped through the door into the chapel.

Fire. It burned like fire. It waslike the water risng in thelake, like the wind that had come out of
nowhere earthly to bar their way to theide of Avaon. Thistoo was unnatural, beyond nature.

Thistoo was atest. She had been too much afool to know what the others were. This she knew. It
raised awall againgt her. It promised to flay flesh from bones, and char the bones.

The chapel was empty, and yet it was full of voices. High voices, superndly sweet.
Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the purein heart: for they shall see God.

With each verse the fire burned morefiercely.

Melisende knew she was none of those things: not meek, not kind, nor ever purein heart. Shewas as
mortal asany, and as deeply stained with sin. Sin of which she repented as good Christian should, but



there was no priest to shrive her. There was no one but Beaumains, of whose purity she must be certain,
for the princess from Orkney had passed this door unharmed and come even asfar asthe dtar.

Mélisende was not worthy.

Lady, the voices sang, we are not worthy; speak but the word and we shall be healed.

Lady?

Beaumainswas not, after dl, donein the chapel. A figure sood behind the altar where Mdisende was
used to apriest: afigure robed in white. But a priest could not be awoman, and this unquestionably was.
She might be kin to Beaumains, dender as shewas and tall, with eyes as blue as speedwdll, and hair that
though greying had once, without doubt, been black. Her hands were aslong as Beaumains's, and fair,
and yet even from so far, Melisende could see that they were roughened and reddened asif with a
lifetime of [abor.

Shewas mortd, then, and earthly, though the light that bathed her came from no simple lamp or candle.
She bowed as a priest would bow in the Mass, and set hand to the veil that hid the chdice.

Méelisende had forgotten to breathe. Thiswas the thing she had come for. She knew it through thefirein
her heart, that seemed no longer to burn, but to warm her like a hearthfire on awinter's night. She walked
through it without thought, into the whispering space of the chapdl.

The woman at the dtar had paused, or else Mdisende had taken no time at al to come up behind
Beaumains and to knedl as she knelt, rapt before the dtar and the light.

Thevell lifted. Mdisende narrowed her eyes against what surely would be agleam of gold and a blaze of
heavenly splendor.

There was no gold. There was no splendor. There was not even acup. Only abowl of wood, dark with
age, neither beautifully nor intricately carved. Such abowl would have served to bear a peasant's
porridge or abeggar'sams. It was apoor thing, acommon thing, athing without either wedlth or glory.

She dmost laughed. But if she did—who knew what would become of her? A woman had laughed, it
was sad, at the Lord Christ as he stumbled toward his death, and suffered aterrible curse.

Melisende would not laugh. Nor would she weep. To quest so long, to hope so much—and to find so
ignobleathing.

The woman—ipriestess? abbess?—lifted the cup toward the light of heaven. Even that could not make it
seem more than it was.

It was acup for apoor man, a carpenter, acommoner who had died acrimina's death. Not for aking,
nor yet aprince. Inthisworld, he had never been that.

Awefdl on her. She bent beneath the weight of it. A smple cup. A cup of olivewood, nonetoo finely
carved.

"It came," said alow sweet voice, "from the Holy Land, years after he was dead. An old man brought it,
aman who had been hisfriend, who had given him his own tomb to lie in—though he lay there but three
days before he rose and | eft it. The cup was entrusted to this good man, this Joseph, that he might keep it
safe. But when he grew old, he received another calling. Go, it bade him, to the ends of the earth. And
when you come there, take my cup. Giveit to those who wait, whose trust it shal be. They shall keep it
safe. Do it, and remember me."



"Here?' Mdisende might not have dared to speak, except that she dared do no other. To this place?
But—if only women—"

The priestess smiled. Y es, she was kin to Beaumains; they were most wonderfully like. "Where better to
keep such athing safe? Men would look for gold and jewels, for aking's cup. Women would know.
That he was apoor man. That he owned nothing of value but hislife. And that, when he took thiscupin
his hands, hislife-was near itsend.”

"l can see," Méelisende said dowly, "why thisis such asecret. But if the knights are sent to seek it—then
surely—"

"No man may enter here," the priestess said. "And no woman but one pure of heart.”
"But I'm not—"

"Shejudgesthat,” the priestess said, with aglance and aturn of the hand that took in al about them, both
above and below: earth and heaven both. "God is not only Father, child. Sheis Mother, too. This cup
bel onged to her son. Would she do aught to dishonor it?"

Méelisende could hardly argue with that. But she could say, ™Y ou're not going to let us go back—not with
the cup. And not with your secret.”

"The Grail isno human possession,” the priestess said. "It was never meant to be paraded before
princes.”

"Andif wedid," Mdisende said morethan alittlewryly, "they'd only laugh.”

The priestess smiled. She came down from the dtar with the cup in her hands, and held it out.
Mélisende's breath caught. "Y ou can't—"

‘Takeit," the priestess said.

Méelisende mugt, or the woman would let it fal. It was asimple thing, smooth wood, old, with acrack
beginning, and little enough heft. And yet in it was dl the world. Meisende's hands had never known

anything o haly.
She could keep it. She could walk away. Who could stop her?
Shegaveit back. She st it in thoselong fair hands, bowing over it. Her heart was full beyond measure.

It did not matter what she went back to—what punishment was meted out to her for running away, for
abandoning her place, for pretending that she could seek the Grail asif she had been aman and aknight.
It did not matter even that she could not tell anyonein Camelot that she had done it—she had found it.
She had seen, had touched, the Grall.

She had doneit. That was enough.
"A man would never undersand,” she said.

The priestess smiled. Beaumains laughed. "No," said the princesswho had feigned and till no doubt
would feign to be a stableboy, "a man would not. Men go questing for things both rare and magical, and
sometimes even holy. But women," she said with satisfaction— "women find diem.”



Me and Galahad
Mike Resnick and Adrienne Gormley

I'd just finished milking Wilmaand was following my sster back to the house when thistruly glittery
young dude rode into town. Lordy, he was something, with hisyeller hair hanging in hiseyes, histack all
polished fit to blind ahog, and rhinestones and sequins all over hisshirt and chaps. So | said to Viv, |
sad, "Ain't he purty?'

Viv, she never held much truck for none of them fancy-dancy cowboys what rode for the King's spread,
s0 shejust turned up her nose and hied off for home. But me, | stayed to watch as he lit down and
walked up to the Padre, who'd just come out of the church.

Then Viv ydled, "Kate! Get your lazy fanny in here— now!" So | picked up my milk pail and marched
off, and as | walked into the kitchen, Viv was busy being Viv and yammering, "Y ou should've seen her,
Ma, standing there dobbering like abitch in heat.”

"Aw, | wasjugt looking,” | said. "Ain't no harm in that, isthere? Anyway, he warn't interested in nothing
but Brother Dave, which leaves out any tripsto the hay loft, for dang sure.” And | guv Viv such alook,
letting her know that | knew what she did up there. So she went for me with her claws, and | grabbed
her by the hair and yanked hard as a gentle reproof, and Ma had to get between usto break it up.

Next morning, | was hanging out the washing to dry when Brother Dave strolled past.
"Morning, Kate," he said, stopping to chat a bit.

"Morning, Padre," | replied as| smoothed the wrinkles out of Palsbest shirt. "1 ain't seen your visitor
around these parts today."

"Oh, he'sgone, after spending the night praying in our little church,” he said. "Hetold me old Arti€'s got
the whole passdl of 'em riding trail, looking for some fancy antique cup what the Spanish lost back when
they was driven out of the territory. Seemsit'sworth alot of dinero, and King Arti€s dways looking for
something to help him keep his hold on that Flying Snake Ranch of his"

| stood up from where | was bent over the basket and shook out my skirt. "He looks a mite younger than
therest of them that's rid through here," | said, hoping Brother Dave would take the hint.

"Oh, heis, and he's even the son of one of them, would you believe?' he replied, taking the bait. "That
Lanceisthe young bastard's old man. Looks just like him, he does."

Well, knowing what | did about what Brother Dave thought of That Lance, | could understand him calling
thefeller abastard, snce Lance hadn't never got hitched—and according to the minstrel shows that come
through, he was messing with Miz Gwen when Artie was out protecting the herd from the Saxon Boys.
And considering how Miz Gwen was more than amite jealous of any other gal what caught her fancy
man's eye, she must have been roydly pissed when thisyoung feller came riding onto the spreed, dl



bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, let metell you.

It must of been aweek later that the glittery young feller came back our way. When | spotted him
dragging hisfeet down Main Street, | hopped into the house, set down the batch of eggs 1'd been
carrying, and grabbed the fanciest thing | saw, which was Mas silver wineglass that shed been given
years ago by old Lady Cynthia, because Mahad done good work caring for her kids when shewas
young. Well, he was going so dow, leading hishorse, that | made it to the crick afore he did, and | had
the glass full by the time he got there. His horse was limping, which was just anasty thing to do agood
horse, if you asked me. And he had anew John B., which he must of got from somebody he whipped.
Whoever it was, the guy had fought back, because the sparkly shirt had arip or two and afew of the
sparkles was missing. He'd lost some conchas from the chaps, aswell.

So | put on my best not-quite-pure ook, and said to him, as polite as| could, "If yourethirsty, here's
something to drink."

Wéll, he took Maswineglass from me, right enough, and | was scared held drop it, but he turned and let
that gimpy nag drink out of it instead. Which redlly riled me, because that was Mas most prized
possession! And now I'd haveto giveit agood washing and polishing before it wasfit for people again.

And did he notice me? He never said word one to me, et donelook. Not on your life. He just handed
the glass back to me and dragged off, back to the church and Brother Dave.

It was some time before the young feller came riding into town again. | thought he'd done rode off into
the sunset, for sure, and that maybe Miz Gwen had old Artiefire him. So | figgered maybethistimeI'd
catch his eye another way, and keeping Mas saw in mind that the way to aman's heart isthrough his
stomach, I'd put together amed for him. After dl, if hewas out hunting for that fancy cup that King Artie
was S0 hot after, he sure needed his energy.

Anyway, | got some cheese, abowl of stew, ahunk of Mas bread, and some of Wilmasfinest milk in
Ma's good glass, and carted it al off to the parsonage, where I'd seen Brother Dave take him. And this
time, even with the Padre there, | figgered I'd do something abit brasser to catch hiseye. So | let my
hair hang loose and opened the top button on my shirt so ahint of what lay within made itself known, and
rapped on the door.

| heard Brother Dave say, "Enter, please," just like he was talking to some of them high-toned folks what
visited the bankersfrom timeto time, so | hitched myself straighter and went in. The young feller was
stting there at the table, while Brother Dave was fixing up his shoulder. | figured it must have been some
fandango for thisboy to have got hissalf nicked.

Brother Dave looked at me and said, "Thank you, Kate, for thinking of my guest." Heredly wastaking
inthat highfautin way hedid to folkslike Artie and hisfamily. Probably because of the young cowboy.
He must not have wanted the guy to know he talked like normal folks when the hoity-toity typesweren't
around.

Wil | set the grub down, but the cowboy, he said nary aword, and didn't cast one eye in my direction.
And I'd copied Viv's moves that she'd used on old Mr. Ector's son, too. What awaste.

He kept speaking to the Padre like | wasn't there, and he said, " So even for someone who's been
through the Academy as| have been,” he said, "it wasrather atiff, what with there being twenty of them,



al set on having at Percy, who is astrue-blue aman as ever there was, and taking hislife. | truly
gppreciate the sanctuary you have offered me herewhile | wait for thefina cal for my destiny.”

Destiny? What in tarnation did he mean by that? It didn't matter; hejust sat there like abump on alog,
and kept on talking. "1n appreciation of the sanctuary you've offered, Brother David,” he said, "I'll have
only apart of the bread and a cup of water, and you can have the rest of thisfodder. My righteousness
will be my sustenance." And he swung his hand around and dang near upset the glass of milk.

Now | was getting really stymied, but | tried not to let it show. Instead, | said to Brother Dave, "Any idea
when | can come by and pick up the dirty dishes, Padre?’

"Don't worry, Kate," he said back to me, "I'll return them myself. We don't want your mother to fuss,
now, do we?' Then he escorted me to the door and patted my shoulder. | ambled on home, wondering
what | had to do to get that young man to notice me. Maybe jump on him buck naked? (Or would that
scaretheliving daylights out of him?)

It took meabit, but | finally got up the gumption to talk to Brother Dave about what motivated this guy.
So | said, "Padre, how come he don't notice when | do something nice for him?"

Wéll, Brother Dave scratched his bald spot and looked up like he were asking the Lord to give him the
answer. Then hesaid, "It'slikethis, Kate. He don't see you because you're regular folks. To him and his
kind, regular folkslike you and your family ain't here for nothing but to give service, likethe kind that Viv
performed for the Ector boy." | swallowed hard, and he grinned. "I'm not blind," he continued. "I can't be
blind and watch over my flock."

"But | can't even catch hiseyethat way!" | blurted out, and then covered my mouth, redizing what 1'd
just said.

Wéll, Brother Dave just shook his head and said, "This one's different somehow, Kate, because he has
thisstrange beief that the cup Artie's got them looking for isthe onethe Lord drunk out of at the Last
Supper.” He paused for abit and shook his head. "What he means by his destiny, Kate, ishe believes
he'sthe one that's supposed to find it."

"So what's wrong with aplain "Thank you,' or a'God bless?" | asked Brother Dave, but he didn't
ansver.

| thought again we'd seen the last of the young feller, and was about to put paid to my plansto get himto
spot me. | was even thinking of resigning mysdlf to giving in to Owen Baker, when he done showed up
again. | found out later that he liked to make hisway back to see the Padre whenever he got a scratch or
three from saving any of the other fellerswhat worked for the king. So | decided to give him onelast
chance.

That night | couldn't get away until the supper dishes was done, but findly | saw my chance and snuck
out, and by then he was on his kneesin the church, praying up astorm. So | did in the back, and to be
respectful | covered my head with Mas shawl, and knelt down, figgering to spend aslong as | could until
he was done. | wastoo scared to fake praying, knowing that the Lord would take that wrong, so |
honestly prayed, prayed hed findly spot me and want to take aong amemento from me to remind him of
me when he was taking on the bad guys. It must have been purty near midnight when my kneesfindly
cried uncle, so | hauled mysdlf to my feet and dragged mysdlf out of the church.

And boy, was| surprised when | found out | wasn't leaving the church aone. The young cowboy hisself



was walking beside me. And danged if he didn't look me right in the eye and speak to me.
"Y ou kept vigil with me," he said. "For that | thank you."

My face got warm, but | kept my manner calm and said, "Thank you." Well, heturned away, but |
stopped him with my hand on hisarm, and said, " The Padre done told me of what you're about. Y ou
want | should pray for your success?'

"| thank you again,” he said to me, and then to Brother Dave, "How odd to find someone who truly
believes among the hoi palloi.”

How odd? How odd? | wasn't just confounded, now; | was getting annoyed. What made him think that
he had alock on holiness, anyway? Well, | forced my anger down abit, and decided torisk it dl for
what I'd planned, so | took Ma's shawl off my head.

"Could | ask afavor?' | asked, again trying to talk like they did up at the Hotel Biltmore. "Asareminder
of everything, would you carry thiswith you? It were Mas—"

Wi, he grabbed it from me, threw it in the dirt, and ssomped on it something fierce. "What?" he hollered.
"How dare you tempt me with such worldly symbold”

| blew up. A gtick of dynamite couldn't compete. "Listen, your High and Mightiness” | snarled, "what
makes you think that you're so bleeding pure? What makes you think you're better than the rest of us?
Didn't Our Lord hisself spend time with the poor and the Sinners? L east-

waysthat'swhat | learned in Bible class." | snatched Ma's shawl up from the dirt and shook the tattersin
hisface. "This here was a courting gift, from my pato my ma, and their getting hitched was carried out in
church. Brother Dave even married them, and last | heard, marriage in the church is blessed by the Lord,
and if that ain't holy, whet is?"

Hejust stood there, his purty pae blue eyes bugging out at me. " So why don't you get your self-righteous
sef back on that nag of yours, and get yoursdlf out of here? If you ain't the most sdlfish bastard | ever
seeninal my born days, | don't know whoigl"

| guess he felt the need to get away, because he knocked the Padre down in his hurry, and the last | saw
of him, hewasriding out asfast asthat big old cayuse of hiscould carry him. Me, | helped Brother Dave
to hisfeet, and let him lean on me on hisway back to the parsonage. We were partway there when Viv
joined us. "'l saw. | told Ma," she said. " She sent somewine."

We helped Brother Daveto st down, and Viv lifted hisfoot up to wrap the ankle that was al swelled up.
| noticed Mad sent her old wineglass a ong with the bottle, and | figured the Padre would need the
painkiller, so | poured him ahedthy amount. And why not? Brother Dave was worth alot more courtesy
than some stuck-up, priggish eastern dandy and his sorry horse.

So | handed over the glass, and the Padre drank down the whole thing, then sat there, staring at Lady
Cynthia'swineglass. After he was done, he handed it back to me.

"Y ou sure had him pegged, Padre" | said.

"l suredid, Kate," he replied, straightening as the color came back to hisface. "He's about the coldest
fish | ever did see. HEs keeping himsdlf physicaly pure, but that's about it... He ain't righteousin the
heart, like you." Brother Dave stood up then and stretched, and wiggled the injured ankle. He grinned. "I
fed twenty yearsold,” he said. "How are you gals doing? Kate?'



| smiled. | was 4till feding good about mysdlf, from what the Padreld said, about being righteousin the
heart. | could sense Viv fdt that way, too, from the way she smiled.

Think helll get what he'saiming for?' she asked.

"Well, now, what he'saiming for and what he's asking for are two different things," the Padre said. "And |
think it'swhat he's asking for that helll end up getting.”

Viv was aready out the door and waiting on the step, so | picked up Mas glass and the rest of the wine.

"Oh, Kate," the Padre said, "wait aminute.”" | stopped and looked back at him, while Viv went on. |
shook my head. Danged if he wasn't looking angelic aswell as hedthier. "Don't you let anybody get away
with that wineglass of your mother's. After dl, Lady Cynthiamust have had her reasons for choosing your
mato keep it." Then he shut the door and went back inside the parsonage.

| stood therein the street, thinking hard, and after I'd thought abit, | chuckled. And then | figured that if |
was going to be the one to take care of it after Mawas gone, maybe hitching up with Owen Baker
wasn't so bad an idea after dll.

A Lesser Working

Jennifer Roberson

"Sr," | sad, "won't you comeinto theinn?' It wasn't much, perhaps not properly an inn as others might
nameit, being little more than a smoke-darkened square of rough-hewn wood mortared with clay, but it
boasted a sound roof and a common room men might nonetheless be grateful for in astorm such asthis.
"No need to stay out here, sir, when you might comeinside.”

"Might 17" he murmured tondlesdly, asif hedidn't care.

"Sir," | began again; what profit in staying benegath the weathered and leaking limbs of the lean-to
currently sheltering four horses as wet asthisman? " Thereis de, alittlemead ... and Mam has made a
stew of two hares and tubers and sage and wild onions.”

"A feadt." Histone wasfar more dry than the black hair clinging to his head.
It stung, that tone. "Better than naught,” | retorted, "unless you wish to share the horses fodder.”

Helooked at me then, noticed me then for what | was, not merely avoice he preferred not to hear. In the
freckled illumination of the small pierced-tin lantern | carried, hisface was every bit aswhite ashishair
was dark. Thin, pae skin stretched tightly over sharply defined bones. The eyestoo were dark, though
perhaps the rims, in daylight, would be blue, or brown, or even winter-gray. Here, in the night, in the
storm, hewas all of darkness, cloaked in oiled wool that dripped onto straw and packed earth.

One of the horses chose that moment to sneeze violently, banging its nose on the wooden feed bin



chewed nearly to pieces by countlessteeth. The horse was startled by unexpected pain and jerked back
abruptly, bumping into me so hard that | was knocked off-balance. Staggering, | dropped the lantern
atogether; as| saw oil and flame spill out | immediately went to my kneesto make sure no firewas
started. But the roof leaked, and the straw was too damp to kindle. Oil hissed, and the flamel ets went
out.

A hand on my arm pulled me to my feet. With the lantern doused there was no light, for rain-laden clouds
obscured the moon and stars. | could find my way back to the inn because | had countlesstimes before,
but surely the stranger could not.

He released me then and turned to the horse, even in the dark urging it toward the feed bin again. A few
quiet words soothed it; though | didn't know the language, the horse apparently did. It quieted at once.

"Put your hand on my shoulder,” | urged. "I will lead you to the inn. No sense staying out herein the
gorm and the dark.”

"InTintagel," he said obscurdly, "thereisnoran.”
| blinked. Likely not; the duke's castle was undoubtedly sounder than the stable lean-to.
"Though astorm will come of it," he added.

Was he mad? He kept to the company of horses when the men he had rode in with had already dried
their cloaks by the fire. Fahad sent me out after the straggler to light hisway in; that he might prefer the
storm had not, occurred to anyone.

"A gorm has comeof it," | said tartly, and winced inwardly; Mam, had she heard that, would no doulbt
cuff mefor it.

"Ah, but thisonewas not of my making," he said mildly, seemingly unoffended. "Nor the onein Tintagd;
that ismerely aman'slust. But the ssorm to come... well, that one shall bemine.”

Perhaps he was made to stay with the horses because he was mad. If so, then | needn't remain. But |
tried onelast time. "Sir, it istoo dark to see. Will you comeinsde? | know the way even without light.”

"Light,” hesaid, "iswhat | have madethisnight. A lamp, alantern, atorch. A bonfirefor Britainin the
shape of the seed, theinfant, the child who will become the man.”

He was mad. Sighing, | made to move past him, to go out into the rain, hoping to think of an explanation
suitable for Faand Mam, but ahand came down on my shoulder. It prisoned me there, though the touch
was not firm. | smply knew | must stay.

"Boy," hesad, "what do you know of politics?'
"Itsaspdl," | answered promptly.

The grip tightened asif | had startled him. "A sl ?!

"It makes men behave in ways they perhaps should not.”

| had more than startled him. | had amused. He laughed briefly, but without ridicule, and took his hand
from my shoulder. "What do you know of such— spdlls?’

"What my uncletold me. Hewas asoldier, Sir. He came home from war, you see, and explained it to us.
How men conjure politics to order the world the way they would have it be ordered, even if others



would have it be otherwise."
"Well," he said after along moment replete with consideration, "your uncle was awise man.”

"It killed him," | said matter-of-factly; it had been three years, and the grief was aged now. "The wound
festered, and he died. Of palitics, he said."

"Itistrue" the stranger said meditatively, "that politicskill men. Likely Gorloiswill die of that same spdll,
after what | have donethisnight.”

The duke? But what could this man have done to him?"Duke Gorloisisaway from Tintagd," | said. "He
and his men rode away days ago."

"Ah," he said, with an odd tonein hisvoice, "but heis back. Even aswe spegk heishomein Tintagd,
sharing hislady wife'sbed.”

"But—he has not comethisway," | blurted. "He aways comesthisway."
‘Tonight," he said, "the duke found another way."

| did not see how. There was only one road from Tintagdl, and it ran by theinn. "A new road?' | asked;
Fawould need to know. "Istherean inn onit?'

Thelaughter was soft, but inoffensive. "Thereisnot,” he answered. ™Y ou need not fear for your custom.”

Lightning abruptly split the sky. | squinted againgt the blinding flare that set spots before my eyes, and
stedled mysdlf for the thunder. It came in haste and hunger, crashing down over the lean-to asif to shatter
it. Even knowing it wasimminent, | jumped. So did the horses. Only the stranger was immune.

"l wonder," he mused, "if that heralded the seed.”

"The seed?’ | was busy with the nearest horse, holding the halter as| nibbed itsjaw, attempting to easeiit
in the aftermath of thunder.

"A man'sseed,” he explained dmost dreamily, though he spoke to himself, not to me. "And the woman
believing it of her hushand'sloins.”

Even Fawould not expect meto stay outside in astorm with amadman. | opened my mouth to take my
leave, but the stranger was speaking again. And he seemed to know what | was thinking.

"Forgive me, boy." Histone was crisper now, though still clearly weary. "It takes me thisway after a
Great Working of—poalitics. | am not awaysfit company for others, after.”

| ventured a question. "Isthat why you're staying out here in the dark with the horses?

He answered with aquestion. "Do you fear the dark?"

"No," | answered truthfully. "But it is difficult to tend my choreswhen | can't see—ah!™

He had caught my hand in hisown. "Forgive me," he repeated. "I did not mean to sartle you."
He touched the pam of my upturned hand with two coal fingertips. "Sir, what—?"

And then light flared, agpark of brilliant blue that bloomed in my hand like afirefreshly kindled. He
cupped my hand in both of hisand held it, keeping me from leaping back. "1t will not burn, boy. That |



promise. No harm shall come of it."

| stared at the light pulsing in my palm. It was neither flame nor lightning, but something in between. It was
the shape and size of araindrop.

"Now you can see," he said, "to tend your chores."

Helet go of methen. His hands dropped away from my own. | stared at my hand, at the light in my pam
burning steadily, neither hot nor cold. | tipped my hand, wondering if the "raindrop” would spill out and
splatter againgt the straw, but it did not.

| looked up a him then, seeing him more clearly than | had with the light of my pierced-tin lantern. His
eyeswere black, but even as | watched them the blackness shrank down. The color left behind was clear
aswinter water.

"Areyouill?' | blurted, for thislight showed methe truth: the eyes were gray, but the skin beneath them
etched deeply with shadowed hollows, and the lips were white.

"Notill,” he answered. "Rather, diminished. It was a Great Working, what was done tonight.”
"Thissorm?"

His pale mouth twitched in something likeasmile. "Not thisone"

"But—you can?'

"Make sorms?' He shrugged, little more than the dight hitching of asingle shoulder. "Storms are L esser
Workings, and inconsequentid in the ordering of aream. | leave them to themselves”

"Then what did you do? What politicsdid you conjure?’
He sad, with no humor init, "Y our future."

| stared at him, wishing to name him mad to hisface. But the truth burned in my hand. Not mad.
Enchanter.

What boy, what man, would not wish to know the answer? And so | ventured the question. "What of my
future, Sr?"

"Y our uncle went to war, you say."
"Hedid."
"Sowill you go."

| twitched with startlement. "1? But Fahas said | may not; that | must stay and tend the inn when heis
old."

"And s0 you shdl. But thereistimefor dl: to go to war, to come home from it—safely—and to tend the

inn,
My hand shook alittle. The blue light danced. " Sir-do you See this?' Meaning: In a vision?

"l See aboy your age, discovering the truth of his begetting. I See him grown to manhood, discovering
the truth of power. And | See him serving Britain with that power.”



| licked dry lips. "Is he an enchanter, too?"

He amiled. "Not that kind of power, boy. Magic of asort, but no more than that which livesin your

"Mine?'
"The power to lead," he said. "The power to inspire.”
"In—me?"

"Youwill not beking,” hetold me. "That isfor another. But kings have need of good men, strong men,
men such asyou will be."

"The Pendragon?' | asked; he was king now.

The smilefled hisface. "No, boy. Not Uther. Another."

"Who?'

Hiseyes had gone distant, asif he saw elsewhere. "The Lady Y grainés son.”

"TheLady Ygraine has no son,” | blurted; everyone knew it was the duke's greet regret.
"In ninemonths time," he murmured.

"Then—will Duke Gorlois be named king? In the Pendragon's place?* How e'sewould Lady Y graine's
son become aking?

The distance was gone from his eyes. Once again he put ahand on my shoulder. "Weariness besets my
tongue; | have said too much. Shall we go to theinn? | am famished. Hare stew with tubers and sage and
wild onions should suit mewell."

| hesitated. "But—who shdl be king? Whoisthisking | shdl serve?’

Hisamilethistime held no weariness, but lighted the lean-to asif it were theworld. "Y ou shdl know him,"
he promised, "when you see him.”

"l will, Sr?'

"Down thisvery road he shdl ride, and cometo this very inn, and you shal see him and know him for
what heis: king that was, and king that shall be." His hand guided me out into the storm. "Go, boy. Lead
on.

But | hesitated. "Who are you, Sr?'

1?1 am merdly aWe shman, aman born to amam and afaeven asyou were. My gift isto see alittle
farther, perhaps, but no more than that."

| glanced at the glowing raindrop in my hand, then gazed at him steadily. "1 do not believeyou, sir.”

"No?' He 9ghed, and his hand tightened. "W, then, perhaps abit more than that. But not thisnight. |
am done with al Workings this night, even the L esser ones... except perhaps for thissmall light meant to
show ustheway."

"Donewith palitics, Sr?'



Helaughed, and the wearinessfled. "Ah, but | shal never escape that Great Working. | an ameddler,
you see. Men—ask me things. And ask things of me."

| ventured it very quietly. "What things, Sr?"

He gazed over my head into the darkness beyond. "A new face," he murmured. "A new form. The
wherewithd to pass beyond the guards, and to enter the lady's bed.”

llSr_ll

"Come," hesaid firmly, and pushed me out into the rain. " Show me the way, boy, before your fa comes
out tofind us"

Fawould, and punish mefor lagging. | preceded the enchanter as he wished, thelight in my palm
undiminished by the storm. It was but fourteen stepsto theinn, and as| reached for the doorlatch the
light flickered and died. The Lesser Working was done.

| felt o bereft | stopped short. Patiently he put hishand on mine, closing hisfingers and my own upon the
latch. Helifted, and s0 | lifted as well; the door swung open into the quite ordinary yelow light of thefire
on the hearth and the lamps in the common room, where three men waited aswell as Mam and Fa.

"Good lady," said the enchanter, "might | trouble you for sew?"

Grievous Wounds

Laura Resnick

"Comfort thyself,” said the king, "for in meis no further help; for | will to the Isle of Avalon, to
heal me of my grievous wound."

—ThomasBulfmch The Age of Chivalry

The agony of the wound unmanned him, but he must not cry out. A king should not diewaliling likea
child. He ground histeeth against the pain and tensed histhroat to block the sounds of anguish, which
threatened to tear through him with every jolt of thelitter upon which helay dying.

They were carrying him somewhere. Away from the battlefidd. Away from the ruins of dl their dreams.
Away from the bitter destiny of dl he had wrought with hislife. His bastard-born, incestuous, cuckolded
life

"Ca Car- Carr—" Carry me away.

"Sre.."



He heard doubt and weaknessin the voice.

"Lucan?' he asked vaguely. Carrying hislitter? No, surely not. Lucan had been wounded. He was sure
he remembered that. Were his troops so decimated that awounded man must carry the king'slitter?

"Yes." Theword came out asahissof pain. "Sire, I... | am not..." Then, on anote of desperate pain and
panic. "Bediverel"

Lucan fell to hisknees. Thelitter hit the ground, and Arthur's self-control vanished as pain swallowed him
whole, gulping himinto itsfiery belly. His screams echoed dl around him, but they were not loud enough.
Not loud enough to block out the agony engulfing him, not loud enough to drown sorrow, defeat, and
torment. Not loud enough ...

The clatter of hooves on stone confused him. He had landed in mud when they dropped him. Y et the
hooves sounded close—periloudy close—to his head. Herolled his head dightly. Felt paving stones
beneath his skull. Surdly not? Wouldn't his skull be split if it had hit stone instead of earth? He moved
restless hands and felt hard stone benesath them—where only amoment ago there had been cold mud.

"Please, Sr, areyou wel|?'

Hefdt light bathing hisface.

But... it's night now.

Hewas dying in the dark and the mud. How could he be lying on stone pavement in the sunlight?
And the pain... where was the pain?

His eyes sngpped open—men immediately shut again, watering in the brilliant glare of the sunlight. He
raised a hand to shield them... then froze as he redlized he had just moved with no ill effect whatsoever.

It doesn't hurt.

It should hurt. It was amortal wound. The battlefield at Camlan now held more of his blood and guts
than hedid.

"Please, dr, are you unwell?

It was aboy's voice, wavering awkwardly in the uncertain range between childhood and manhood.
Bewildered, Arthur opened his eyes, squinting againg the sunlight. He nearly flinched when he found
himsdf staring directly into ayoung face puckered with worry.

"Pease, gr, areyou—"

"Yes, | heard you." Hisvoicefet srangdy distant from his body. He swallowed and admitted, "I'm not
sure"

Heturned his head away from the boy to get aview of his surroundings. He seemed to be lying in atown
square. Common folk bustled al around them. Knights on horseback rode past, which accounted for the
clattering that had first roused him. The smell of nearby livestock was pungent in his nogtrils. The rhythmic
cry of apassing peddler competed with al manner of sounds, complaints, and pleas coming from man
and beast dike. Looking around more aertly now, Arthur saw that some people were staring at him with
suspicion or dismay, but most chose to ignore him and go about their business,



It occurred to him that aking—even avery confused one—should not be lying like adrunkard in atown
squarefor al the world to see. "Help me up, boy."

"YS, S r."

Thelad was strong, hauling Arthur to hisfeet with virtualy no cooperation from the king'strembling
limbs. Arthur leaned heavily on the boy's shoulder and gasped for air asthe world reeled around him.
Sounds scraped aong his skin, colorsfet hot in his mouth, and scents enveloped him like a scratchy
blanket. What in God's name was happening to him? He breathed deeply, still amazed that it didn't hurt.
Only minutes ago, each breath had been an unbearable agony taking him one step closer to degth.

Bit by bit, the world stopped swirling, hislegs stopped shaking, and he was able to stand like aman
ingtead of cling like aweaning child.

"Thank you," he said to the boy helping him. "I'm better now."

"Would you like meto takeyou ..." The boy paused and shrugged uncertainly. "Back to your people?!
"My people?’

"Or wherever you belong?’

"l belong . . ." Arthur looked around as his senses calmed. Something stirred in his memory ashe sudied
his surroundings. "1 know thisplace.

"If you're better now, gr..."

"Those stables ... Thismarketplace..." Arthur nodded dowly. "Yes, I've been here before.” But when?
And wherewasthis?"And how did | get here?’

"I'm afraid they're waiting for me," the boy said apologeticaly. "Kay will be vexed if | make him wait
much longer.”

"Kay!" Arthur's head snapped around. "Then he ... Heisn't dead, after al?' No, that wasimpossible.
Kay was dead on the blood-drenched field of Camlan.

"Dead? No, indeed, Sr." The boy gave him apuzzled look. "Do you know my brother?"
"Your brother?’
"My fogter brother,” the boy amended.

No, not Kay, then. Just thislad's... A strange sensation crept into hisbones. "I had afoster brother
named Kay."

"l see, gr. Andishe.."
"Yes Dead."

The place. So familiar. The boy'sface. So familiar, too, he now redlized; only seen from an unfamiliar
perspective. My God... "Ar... Arthur?"

"Yes, gr!" Theboy smiled. "Forgive me, Sr. Have we met before?”

Polite, yes. His stepfather had drilled courtesy into them. Tall. Stronger than other boys hisage. He



would grow into those hands and feet in time to fight the Saxons ... Arthur sat down rather abruptly on
the hard pavement.

"Sir!" The boy kndt besdehim. "Y ou are very unwd|!"
Wl yes, I'mdying... He started to laugh.

"We must find someone to tend you," the boy said worriedly.
The sword, Arthur redized.

"Can you wak?' the boy asked.

Thiswaswhereit al began. Thiswaswhere he had pulled the sword out of the stone. The sword that
marked him, blessed him... cursed me ... asking.

"The sword," he whigpered to the boy—Arthur—his head redling.
"Never mind the sword Kay sent meto find. He can wait," the boy said firmly. "Y ou need help.”

Everything could be different. Now was his chance to change dl that he had wrought. "The sword in the
sone..."

"I will find aheder. Can | leave you here done for afew moments?!
"Dont... Don't..."
"I'm sorry, Sir. Therés no other way. Y ou can't move, and | don't know how to help you."

"No, you don't understand.” He reached for the boy's arm. Y oung Arthur eluded him with the speed and
agility that would keep him—had kept him—alivein many battles.

"l do, gir, but I'll be back before you know it. Lie dill. Don't fret.”

Nol!

But young Arthur was gone without hearing the words which could have saved him.
Don't touch the sword in the stone.

Go home, boy, go home and live anormd life. Don't become the man whom thousands will follow to
their deaths. Don't drench this land with the blood of your friends aswell asyour enemies.

Arthur tried to rise again, but hislegswould not support him. Hisvison swam, darkening at the edges.
The sunlight dimmed as shapes became shadows, voices turned into echoes, and the scents of hisyouth
drifted away on the summer breeze ...

Pain cut through him with brutal force. Echoing sounds shimmered through shifting light and darkness.
Nausea overwhemed him, but when merely breathing hurt so much, the thought of vomiting was
unbearable.

"He'sawake!"

Bediveresvoice. Exhausted and grim, but still buoyed by the courage and common sense that had made



him Arthur's most trusted companion for so many years. His dearest and most valued friend... until
Lancelot.

Lanceot, who'd cometo Camelot like abregath of fresh air, who'd had the imagination and vision that
Bedivere lacked, while lacking none of his courage. The knight who could see what Arthur saw, the man
who could understand better than any other what Arthur envisioned, what he hoped to create and shape
from the shambles he had inherited after the Saxon wars. Lancelot, his dearest friend, his most capable

enemy ...
"Yes, I'mawake," Arthur mumbled.

Awake now. But how real the dream had seemed! And how his bewildered dream-self had longed to
dter hisdedtiny.

Ah, yes, if only things could be—if only they had been—different. If only he hadn't Sred a bitter sonon
his own haf-d ster, become king of a chaotic and war-torn land, loved and made a queen of the woman
who would fal heplesdy in love with hisown best friend. If only, if only, if only...

Well, it was dl over now. And what man did not have regrets, after all? What king did not drownin
them?

"Sire" Bedivere said, bending over him. "We must lift you onto the barge.”

"And it will hurt,” Arthur guessed.

A weary smileflickered at the edge of Bedivere's grim-sat mouth. " Only when you laugh.”
"Oh, inthat case..."

Hefdt Bedivere briefly clagp hishand in the dark. "Avaonisnot far now, sire”

"Only acrossthe water. Ah, if only | could walk onit..." He closed his eyes, sorrow overriding the pain.
"No, wed 4till havelogt.”

Bedivere said nothing. No empty boasts about the next battle. There would never be another battle for
them. They were done. Utterly destroyed at Camlan. The dream was over.

"Lucan?' Arthur asked.
"Dead," Bediverereplied briefly. "While you were unconscious.”

"So many dead. So many."” It hurt to speak, yet hefelt he must say their names aoud, if only to hear the
words one more time. Some would get no other epitaph now. "Gawain. Kay. Lucan." All had died since
dawn . .. "Gareth. Gaheris." They had died trying to prevent Lancelot's rescue of Guinevere after shed
been sentenced to burn.

After | sentenced her. Guinevere, Guinevere...
Don't think about it. Not now. May death come for me before | remember it again.

"Galahad," he continued doud. Lance ot's son had died searching for the Grail. "Percivd." Well,
someone had tofind it.

"That wasalong time ago." Bedivere's voice wasterse. "Best not to dwell on it now."



"Elaine.” Thelily maid of Agtolat, dead for love of Lancelot, for aking's poor judgment, for aqueen's
passion. 'Torre." The brother who had fought for the dead Elaine's shattered honor and wasted heart.
"Ambrosus." Solong ago. "Uther." Kingsdied harder, it seemed.

"Sire?' Bedivere's voice was concerned.

Hefelt ahand on hisbrow. He thinks I'm delirious.

"I'm dill here" Arthur said. But not for much longer .

"Try to hang on until we reach Avaon.”

Why?

Bedivere added, "We're going to lift you onto the barge now."
"Sagramore, Liond, Bohort, Hector, Blamor, Lawayn ..." All dead now.

Bedivere spoke to someone ese. "Don't jostle him! Thewound is..." More softly now: "Don't jostle
him."

‘Tristam... Or perhaps not.” Who knew for sure? If anyone could live forever, it would be Tristam.
"Steady now," said Bedivere.

Arthur'sthroat tightened as he added the name that hurt more than any other. "Mordred.”

Dead by my hand.

"If only we'd killed him sooner," Bedivere sad.

It was certainly, Arthur reflected as hislitter wobbled precarioudy between land and barge, the course of
action Bedivere had dways favored and urged. And maybe Bedivere blamed Arthur for the disaster that
Mordred, dlowed to live and even granted roya power, had findly wrought.

"The sword inthe stone ..." he murmured on asigh, thinking about his dream.

"What about it?'

"The moment aboy becomesaman,” Arthur said. "The moment hisdestiny isreveded.”
"The sword in the stone," Bedivere repeated.

"My destiny was granted. Mordred's was denied." He gritted histeem as pain curled its burning fingers
into hisflesh. "So he sought it as best he knew how."

"Don't make excusesfor him," Bedivere snapped at hisking. "Not now."

"lan't it enough that | killed him? Isn't it enough that hisblood stains my hands?' Arthur gazed up at the
night sky, trying to see the stars through the clouds. "May | not at least remember my son with love?"

"How could you love that—"
"You aren't afather. Y ou can't understand.”

Lancelot had understood. Somewhere out there in the bleak night, he understood even now.



Born in bastardy and incest, Mordred was Arthur's son. His child. His. "A childis... God's gift."
"Forgive me, Arthur, but Mordred did not come from any Christian God."

"| should have had your tongue cut out years ago,” Arthur said mildly.

"Thenightisyoung.”

"God's gift, | tdl you." Speech became more difficult as each breath became more agonizing. " Perfect at
birth. Innocent." He closed hiseyes again. "Then life shapesusto itswill."

He heard shouting. Something about alog in their path. Bedivereleft hisside. A high-pitched cry
screeched aong his skin. The bargetilted dightly asits captain tried to avoid the obstacle. Arthur choked
on the sound that tried to escape past hislips as hefdt his guts shift with the barge.

Bediveresvoice "No!"

Then the jolt and the shock and the pain and the sound of his own screams ...

The cushion beneath his cheek was velvet. He smdlled beeswax candles and fresh rushes. He heard
wavesin the distance. A soft breeze touched hisface briefly, carrying the scent of the seato him.

No scent of blood or sweat. No pain.

His eyes snapped open. Hewas reclining in alarge, well-appointed tower room, the sturdy walls curving
around fine furnishings. He sat up dowly, hishead spinning, his sensesreding at theintengity of colors,
sounds, and smells.

I've been here before.
"Y es, you've been here before,” said adry voice.

He stiffened, knowing that voice ingtantly despite the passage of time. "Merlin," he said even as he turned
around to face him.

The old sorcerer sat in acomer, hiswild white hair and beard flowing down to hisrumpled array of
smple homespun clothing. Hisremarkable blue eyes ill held al the life and intengity Arthur remembered.
One sde of hismouth curled dightly—hisverson of asmile. "Hdllo."

A wedth of emotions flooded Arthur as he gazed upon the magician who had been father figure, friend,
advisor, and conscience to him throughout his youth and early manhood. Merlin and histeachings had
shaped Arthur more than any other person or experiencein hislife. Of al the people he missed
desperatdy in these finad hours, no one's absence hurt more man Merlin's.

"Isthisadream?' he asked.

"No. Thisisalesson.”

Arthur smiled sadly. "I'm too old for lessons, Mer—"
"You are never too old for alesson!" Merlin snapped.

It was so familiar, Arthur laughed. "It must be adream, though. Y ou're enchanted and ... gone from us.



Y ou even warned meit would happen.”

"Yes," Merlin agreed. "In your time, asyou lie dying after Carnlan, | have been gone for many years. But
herein my time, dl of that is<till many yearsaway. Y ou haven't even been born yet."

"Born?But |—" He stopped and looked around him again, redlizing. He got up, went to the window, and
looked down at the sea-weathered cliffs and the ocean bel ow. Just to be sure, even though he already
knew. "Thisis Tintagd!"

"Precisdy.”

Hewhirled to face Merlin. "Why have you brought me here?'
"Because you made such amuddle of your meeting with young Arthur.”
"What?"

"Y ou saw none of hisenthusiasm and spirit, none of hisambition to help others and change hisworld.
You just stayed mired in your own regrets.” Merlin shook his head. "Y oung Arthur is—er, will
be—young and impressionable. Not to mention polite. He might have listened to you. He might not have
taken the sword from the stone. And then where would Britain be?

Arthur sat down again, fedling the weight of hisage. "What was the point of sending me there then,
Melin?'

"l don't wish you to die engulfed in remorse and sorrow and sdlf-pity."
Arthur glared. "I do not indulgein—"

"Sdf-pity," Merlin repeated. " So you're dying in pain and seeing al your work reshgpeitsef into
something ese—or maybe even fal apart completely.”

IIYQII

"You'reaking, Arthur. What did you expect? Do you have any ideahow many kings have died this
way, how many morewill? Did you think your great destiny would be the first that required no
sacrifices?!

Arthur drew in asharp breath as he redized the truth. "And you knew, didn't you? Y ou'veknown dl
dong!"

"Naturdly."

"Then why? Why make medo it? Why—"

"| didn't make you do anything, you young rasca!" Merlin snapped.

Arthur reflected wryly that the phrase hadn't even applied to him the last time Merlin had used it, more
than twenty years ago.

Merlin continued, "1 merdly taught and encouraged you to live up to your full potentia, to seek and fulfill
your destiny, to create instead of destroy, and—having created something—to tend it well and wisdly.”

Alwaysafar man—aquality taught and ingrained by Merlin, in fact—Arthur supposed thiswastrue.
Merlin had taught and guided him, but he and hisliféswork were of his own making, hisown choice. He



rubbed a hand over the place where, in hisown time, hislife force was flowing out of hisbody inariver
of blood. "But why didn't you warn me?" he asked plaintively.

"Why should 17" Merlin asked.

"Sothat |..." Hecouldn't finish.

"So that you would have stayed home and lived anormal life?"

"Yes!" He smarted under the contempt in Merlin'svoice, but he would not deny it.

"Oh, Arthur." Merlin's mouth curled again, but thistime in sadness. "' Perhaps you've forgotten what a
norma life was like when you were born. Don't you remember how you wanted to change 'normd life
for people when you were young? Don't you understand how great was your triumph, that you did?

"And non—"
"She'scoming.” Merlin rose suddenly. "Perhaps talking with her will remind you.”
"But |—"

"Goodbye, Arthur. Wewill meet again ... Wdll, no, | will meet you again, but you will never sseme
again. Not unlessdl that priestly rot about heaven and the hereafter happensto betrue, that is.”

"Merlin, wat!"

"Diewel, Arthur. It'sdl you haveleft." He paused and added more gently, "It'swhat I'm trying to give
you. Thefirst and last thing | can do for you. My once and future gift."

"Wait, | want—"
But Merlin didn't wait, he smply vanished, leaving Arthur done. So done. But only briefly.

He recognized her the moment she came into the chamber. She was much younger than when he had
met—er, would meet—her. "Igraine,” he murmured. Thewife of Gorlois. Uther had loved her madly and
had convinced Merlin to help him magicaly dip into Tintagel Castlein Gorloiss absence to make loveto
the duke's beautiful wife. Merlin's price for the task had been the child who would be born of that night's
adulterous union. Igraine, destined to bear the bastard, was the only one ignorant of the agreement on
that fateful night so long ago.

How typical of Uther.
It was only now that Arthur redlized it had evidently been pretty typical of Merlin, too.

However, having given up the child at their insstence, and with the empty promise of many more babies
to come, the (by then) widowed Igraine married Uther. They would never have another child, though,
and fifteen years |ater—fifteen years from now—Uther would order Merlin to bring Arthur here to meet
hisred parentsfor thefirst time. It wasthe only time Arthur ever saw his own mother.

Uther had died within ayear, and Igraine did not survive him for long. But Arthur had never forgotten
what she looked like. Or Tintagel, the dark and windy castle where he had been born.

Now Arthur saw that Igraine was hugely pregnant. He redlized that Gorlois must have been dead for
some months, for shewas obvioudy going to give birth any day now. Thefiction of this child's birth and
sudden disappearance would be that it was Gorloiss tillborn son. Attempting to rule afragmented



associgtion of petty kings and chiefsin achaotic and war-torn land, Uther had told his future wife that he
couldn't afford an heir whose parentage might be questioned, and since Igraine had been Gorloisswife
when she concelved this child...

Well, kings must often be ruthless, even with their wives, Arthur acknowledged with renewed sorrow. To
protect the relm he was trying (and would fail) to build, Uther had made hiswife give up her only child.
Arthur, who had sentenced his own wife to burn at the stake in avain attempt to save hisdisintegrating
realm, was hardly in aposgtion to criticize.

Igraine regarded him across the chamber, her blue eyes wary and assessing. "He says| must spesk with
you."

"Who says?'

"Merlin." Her smilewas hitter, no smileat dl redly. "Asif | have not aready agreed to do more than
enough.”

"Y ou mean giving up the child?’
"Hetold you?' sheasked in surprise. "l thought it was supposed to be a secret.”
Arthur hesitated. "Did hetdl you who | an?"

She shook her head. "He said only that you could tell me things about the future. About my baby's
future”

"Oh. Well. Yes. He'sright about that."

Shetook a seat, graceful despite her bulk, and gestured for him to Sit, too. She seemed to gather her
courage beforefindly saying, "Y ou know ... Do you aready know that this child isaking's son?"

"YS"

"He deserves better than to live as some foster child in obscurity,” she said bitterly. "His destiny should be
greater than that.”

"Actudly, it will be" Arthur assured her.

"Uther's son should be agreat warrior, not some—"

Totell thetruth,” Arthur interrupted, "he will be agresat warrior."

Her facelit up with surprise and pleasure. "Are you sure?’

He supposed it was no time for modesty. "I'm sure. A very grest warrior.”
"We need great warriors,” she said fiercely.

"Yes, you do," Arthur said dowly, "don't you?'

"Vortigern left usaland divided by warfare, chaos, and poverty.” Her tone was as bitter asher earlier
smile had been. "Fieldsliefdlow. Roads disintegrate. Roaming bands of outlaws bum, pillage, rape, and
murder, and no oneis strong enough to stop them.”

"l remember..."



"People starve. Begging orphansfill every town and village.”
How could he have forgotten?

"And we dl fight amongst ourselves, giving our enemies every opportunity to conquer our native land and
destroy usdl."

But he had forgotten. Ashelay dying in despair, he had forgotten how he had changed all of that. He
had forgotten the hopel ess desperation and mindless violence of the erain which he had been born and
grown to young manhood. He had forgotten how badly hisvison and his strength had been needed by
this tormented land.

"What's to become of usdl?' Igraine muttered. "What's to become of my child?

"Thingswill be different,” Arthur said. Igraine would not live to see the future he would shape, but he
wanted her to know. He wanted to comfort her with the truth. "He will changeit.”

She looked down at her swollen belly. ™Y ou're positive it will be aboy?!
"| guaranteeit.”

"A grest warrior?'

"Thereisno doubt.”

"How will he change things?" she chalenged.

"Hell stop the Saxons. Hell unite the Britons. After years of warfare to accomplish this, hewill ruleinan
age of peace and prosperity. Until..." No, why tell her about that? Tonight, his defeat and death were ill
unthinkably far away, and not very important compared to what he would achieve in the meantime.
"People bornin hisreign..." He made a gesture which encompassed the despair and chaos Igraine had
described. "They won't even know about al this unless older peopletell them stories about these dark
times”

Sheregarded him intently. "Hewill do dl this?"

He nodded.

"If I give himto Merlin, as promised, hewill do dl this?'

"es"

She put a protective hand over her belly. "And what if | don't give him to Merlin?”

Heredlized for thefirst time, with the only feding of affection held ever felt for hismother, that giving him
away had been very hard for her. "Then | don't know what will happen.”

"l see" Shelooked down at her belly again. "But if | give him away ..."

"Then| promiseyou, dl that | have described will cometo pass" Hefdt pain dide back into hisown
belly, throbbing dowly.

"Then. .." Shesighed and dowly lifted her hand away from her body, away from the child within her. "I
will keep my promise. When heisborn, | will give himto Merlin. And never seehim again." Therewas
no mistaking her resolve,



Pain, seeping through his senses, making his breath hurt, making hislimbswesk. "Oh, but you will see
him again. Once."

"Twill?'

The hope in her voice made his eyeswater. Or maybeit was just the pain. Eating away at his strength,
burning through hisflesh... He doubled over, fighting it.

"What'swrong?'

Her voice seemed to come from agresat distance as his body called him back to his own place and time,
thefina hoursof hisown destiny ...

"What'swrong?" A stranger'svoice. "What do you think iswrong, you idiot?' Bediverésvoice. "Half his
innards are back at Camlan. Try not to hit anything ese with this damn barge, will you?'

"I'm sorry. It'sdark, and—"
"If | want excuses, I'll ask for them."

"Easy, Bedivere," Arthur chided weskly. "Who will look after meif you force that man to throw you into
thelake?'

"Ah, you're back with us." The words were terse, but Bedivere's voice broke.
"Briefly."

"Sire, they will hed you a Avaon. They will—"

"I'll be dead by dawn."

"Arthur."

"But..." Herecalled the visit. Merlin. Igraine. The dark world he'd been born into and had re-made into a
shining land of prosperity. "But we did good work, didn't we, Bedivere?'

"Of course. Did you ever think otherwise?"

"Well, I'll confessto amoment or two of doubt today," he said dryly. "But..." He had had the vision, the
strength, and the will to create instead of destroy, to build anew world and nurture its devel opment. How
could he have turned his back on such adestiny, after al?"Y es, what else could | have done?’

Pull the sword from the stone, boy. Seek your destiny.
"He had to bekilled, Arthur,” Bedivere said, misunderstanding. "It was battle. It waswar."

Poor Mordred. "That wasn'... what | was... thinking about.” It was becoming difficult to find enough auto
gpesk. He was growing wesker, dizzier, fainter. But at least the pain had numbed dightly and wasn't as
soul-destroying as it had been before. Death was coming closer with every moment.

He had concelved Mordred in blind passion and total ignorance, and later dedlt with his shame and
regrets as most men dedlt with such things—foolishly. Hide away the bastard got on your own
half-sister. Yes, he had hidden away his shame and regrets—in the person of his only son—until so



many mistakes made as aman findly overwhelmed so many great deeds performed as aking.
"So many regrets..."

"Well, then ..." Bedivere hesitated before saying, " She had to be sentenced, Arthur. Adultery inawifeis
high treason in aqueen. She knew therisk."

"Yes..." Somany regrets, indeed.

And what sorrow and loneliness had driven Guinevere to such arisk? They had loved each other once.
He remembered it well, though it was long ago. They had been so young. But that smple, youthful,
conjugd love had not been strong enough to survive the demands of kingship, the humiliation of abarren
queen, and the unspoken but unmistakable devotion of another man. By the time her preoccupied and
frequently absent husband realized she had aready turned away from him for the love of another man...

By then, | only cared that she should be discreet and not get caught. Poor Guinevere. It must have
been the ultimate humiliation, that her own husband didn't really mind when she fell in love with
another man.

Well, if shewas going to betray her husbhand, Arthur supposed it might aswell be with the best manin
Britain, the best man any of them would ever know.

"And it waslove, after dl..."

Love, which Lancelot had kept locked in his heart, barren and unnourished, for years. Love, which shone
in Guineveresradiant face for a short while, before jealousy, sorrow, and frustration had started intruding
upon what they shared. Love, which survived secrecy, unhappiness, recriminations, suspicion, the heavy
burden of guilt, and—in the end—even public disgrace.

If Arthur'slife had lacked one great thing, it was alove such asthat shared by hiswife and his best friend.
"Love..." herepeated.

Bedivere said nothing, as Arthur expected. The infiddity had lasted for years without exposure precisaly
because no one wanted to talk about it. Not until Mordred and Agrivaine (thank God that viper was
dead now, too) started casting their long shadows over Camelot.

So many regrets. And no time left to save what he had spent hislife building; someone €lse must do that,
if it wasto be done. That he had built it must be enough. Now he had only time left for one task: to die
well. Eveninthis, aking should impart courage to those around him.

There was only one more thing he would like to do, one last person he would like to see before he died.
Onelast grievous wound to be healed...

He recognized Joyeuse Garde, Lancelot's home, because he had laid siege to it not long ago. He knew
he wasin the past again because the high stone walls and surrounding land showed none of the damage
he had reluctantly doneto it when forced to pursue Lancel ot here after the knight's rescue of Guinevere.

And while | was here, my son was stealing my throne.
And now it was here that he hoped to find the heart to diewell, as Merlin had advised.

"Who goesthere?"



Recognizing the voice, Arthur turned to face him.

"Lancelot,” he murmured. So young, so fresh, o eager for life. Filled with dreams, vision, and noble
ambitions.

The young man—armed with quiver and bow, evidently returning from amorning of
hunting—approached him.

"Yes." Lanceot studied him, seeing—A rthur knev—amuch older man. "Y ou are afriend of my
father's?'

"Yes. But | didn't cometo seehim.”
Lancd ot tilted hisheed, divewith curiogty. "Me, then?"
"Yes. |... | understand you want to join Arthur.”

"Yed" Enthusiasm flowed forth. "My father wants me to stay here with him, but [—I want to join the
young king in freeing and uniting the people, in creating ajust and noble world!"

"Andif | tell you there will be hardships, losses, sorrow?”
"Then | say: | am needed!" His eagernesswaslike atameless horse.

Arthur felt pain seeping into hisbody again, even herein Merlin's magic realm. Degth was very near.
Wait, wait, give metime, just a few more moments... He sank dowly to a stone bench and gestured
for Lancd ot to join him. The young man's energy was exhaudting.

"Areyouill?" Lancelot asked.

"Jugt... awound. It isnot healed.” True enough.

"Y ou mugt comeinto the castle!”

"No." He shook hishead. "I must go in amoment.”

"BUE"

"l came on Arthur's behalf.”

That got Lancdot'sfull atention. "The king sent you? Torn?"

"Not exactly, but he needs good men, and he ... he trusts me to recognize them."
"Then ... you think | should go to Camelot?'

Hesghed. Tell me, Lance. What do you hopeto find at Camelot?

"Great work," the young man replied promptly. “The chance to fight injustice and defend the week. To
answer the call to noble deeds and to achieve difficult victories."

"Oh, youwill find dl of that," Arthur admitted, "and more."
"Will I meet theking?' he asked hopefully.
"Yes" Why not tel him?"Infact, you will become his cherished friend.”



"No! Truly?' Hefrowned. "But how could you know this?'
"That doesn't matter right now. But | need to know one thing. What price are you willing to pay?*
IIWI

"I mean..." Arthur gritted histeeth asthe throbbing in his belly grew worse. "What sacrificesisthis destiny
worth to you?"

"Every sacrificdl”
"Evenif | told you ... you will love in sorrow and one day leave Camelot in disgrace?’

Lancelot sared, dismay clouding his sharp young features. After amoment, he asked, "Will theking
condemn me? Will Arthur revile me?!

"No. Whatever happens, Arthur will love you until hedies.”
"And... there will be grest work?"

"es"

"I will fight injustice and defend the week?"

"es"

"Therewill be noble deeds?'

Hethought of the Grall. "Yes."

Lancelot took abreath. "Then surely what happens to me—this sorrow and disgrace—surdly thisis
unimportant. | will follow my destiny at theking'ssde.”

"Areyou sure?" Arthur asked. The young could be so arrogant, so self-assured, so naive. "Areyou
sure?"

s
"Y our suffering will be great. Y our sorrow unbounded.”
"l amsure," Lancelot said.

And Arthur saw that hetruly was.

"Thereisone other thing," Arthur added. "What we build... | mean, that which you help Arthur build—it
may not lag."

"All thingscometo an end," Lancdot sad. "Even Rome eventudly fell."

"True," Arthur admitted, his head now spinning from pain and weakness.

"But if we do the things you say we will do, then surely what we build will be remembered.”
"Remembered? Does that matter?'

"Of coursel" Lancelot smiled a him. "And the memories will inspire those who come after usto build



again. Do you not think s0?"

"I.... I hadn't thought about it," Arthur realized with surprise. Hed been too busy trying to hold hisworld
together. "I hadn't considered that.”

"Then you should,” Lancelot said smply.

"Yes" Arthur agreed dowly. "Yes. | should.”

"I think your coming hereisthesign," Lancelot said.

'S

"That it'stimefor meto leave, to goto Arthur'sside.”

"Yes" heagreed after apause. "Yes, | believethetimeisright.”
"Will you accompany me?*

"No," Arthur said, regret flooding him. Those days— those years—had been golden, but a man could
live hislifeonly once. "Y ou go now. | must return to my place. My own... task awaits me now."

"Asyou wish." Lancelot roseto leave Arthur. After afew steps, he turned hesitantly and said, "Thank
you for coming. Thank you for giving meachoice. But you see..." He shrugged. "There could be no
other."

"Yes." Arthur gazed at Lancelot, gilded in the morning light of youth and hope. "Yes, | seethat now."

There could be no other choice for any of them. And the memories will inspire those who come after
usto build again...

"Avaon?' Arthur asked weskly.
"Just ahead, sire," Bedivere promised.

Bedivere, one of the few survivors. One of the few |eft to go on after thisdark night, to live through the
chill dawn and carry the torch of their dreams.

"All that wedid..." Arthur began.

"Don't tireyourself,”" Bedivere advised.

"Ligentome." It was aking's command, weighty despite his physicd weakness.
"Yes. Yes, of course." Bedivere bent close to hear his breathless whisper.

"Our work... has been worth... every sacrifice.”

"Yes, gre. | know it has”

He heard the repressed tearsin Bedivere's harsh voice.

"Ah, don't weep ... my friend." He struggled for air. "It'sagood death." He grasped at consciousness.
"Only ... onemore... task."



"What isthat?"

"Don't bury the dream ... with me."

"What do you—"

"Excdibur," herasped. "Into thewater ... Giveit to ... the Lady of theLake..."
"Butgrel”

"Into her keeping ... for whoever will come, someday, to takeit up again ..."
"Arthur, plesse..."

"Someonewill..." With thelast of his strength, he gripped Bediveréshand. "I promise... thisisonly a..
pause... Theend, no ... | promise..."

A king should impart courage to others even in his death.
"Sotake... thesword... and fling it..."

"Yes, Arthur. Now?'

"Now," he confirmed.

Hefdt theweght of Excdibur lifted carefully away from hissde. He floated in the quivering realm
between life and death, between wakefulness and the find deep. After what seemed along time, he
heard afaint splash. He was too weak to open his eyeswhen he felt Bedivere return to hisside.

"Her hand," Bedivere said in amazement. "It came out of the |ake to catch the sword and drag it under.”

"Thefind task..." Hewastoo wesk to smile. "A good degth ... A good life.... All wounds hedled ... but
thisone..."

"Thisisthe onethat counts," Bedivere said in despair.

"No, my friend, no ..." In hislast moment of life, he managed to find the strength to smile briefly, after dl.
"It isonly the onewhich sendsmeto my rest.”

Black Dogs

Lorelei Shannon

Though the hearth-fires of Ehangwen blaze high on this night, they have no power towarmme. Theair is
rich with the dizzying odors of roasting venison, spiced wine, fresh bread. | hear the strains of lively music
and the strange, coughing sound of human laughter. Silk flashes asthe dancers whirl past me. | gaze at
their long, frail-looking limbs and wonder that they can gambol so.



Thereisawildnessto thisrevel, adesperation that makes my hacklesrise. Thereisunrestin the
kingdom. All here know that. But they know not what | know; that my lord the King will be dead within
thefortnight.

| know this as surely as my own name, or the forests surrounding the castle, or the scent of my master's

body.

It isnot truly the treechery of my lord's own whelp that will end hislife, dthough he shal befae's
instrument. It isthe event that occurred in the deep forest outside Dinas Bran nearly one year ago that has
brought doom to the King. Thisevent only he and | were witnessto, so it will never be written in books
of history. Thereisnothing that | or any other earthly creature can do to prevent what it will cause. |
cannot even cry; the human release of tearsisdenied to my kind. | can but lie here at hisfeet and
remember, and wish to al the powers of nature that it had never happened.

What aday it was! A fine, blue morning, clear and shining. We hunted that day, just my magter, his
beloved mare Llamrel, and |. That happened so seldom; we were usualy surrounded by knights and
courtiers, noble men and sycophants. But the King had tired of ignoring his lady die Queen's continued
betrayd; he had tired of the politics and lies and complex ways that humans seem compelled to affect.
Like ayoung knight errant, he had taken us, hisloya companions, and traveled to the kingdom of Powys
to seek adventure. | was overjoyed to be with him.

We charged through the woods like the Wild Hunt, mad with the thrill of the chase. Oh, thesméelld! Rich
earth, green trees, squirrels, birds, horse, man, the boar we pursued, musky and swest.

He was no magica thing, no wicked king transformed like the strange beast Twrch Trwyth, but amighty
creature nonetheless. Y sgithyrwyn by name, this beast was brave and clever and fierce. My admiration
for him was as strong as my desire to have hisblood in my mouth.

"Come, Cabd!" cried my lord, grinning like awolf. Llamrel snorted and pawed &t the leafy ground. "The
boar isjust ahead!"

With aburst of speed, | pulled away from my master and shot through the bushes, roaring a chalengeto
the boar. | could see the gresat flanks of the beast not far ahead, crashing through the underbrush on the
far sde of aclearing. | brought my haunches beneath me, preparing to leap.

It happened so fadt.

A flash of teeth aslong and sharp as daggers. A savageroar, icy breath on my face, ascent of Faerie
strangeness, which turned my insidesto stone. A grest black dog reared up before me, seemingly from
nowhere. | screamed awar cry and lunged for histhroat.

My jaws closed on nothing. The beast was gone. | am not ashamed to say that | ducked my head in fear
and whined like aweanling.

Behind me, | heard awhinnying shriek, acrash, and curses. Momentslater my master came running
through the trees.

"Llamrei threw me, can you believeit, boy?' He stopped, looked over his shoulder. "I can't imagine
what's come over her! Good God, look at her run."

My lord smiled, patting my head. " Shelll be back, that one. Shelll return when the wildnessleaves
he—what on Earth ... 7'



| rammed my head againgt his hip. | wanted, of a sudden, to leave this place.
"And what of you, my lad? Whereisthat boar? He didn't dip away from you, did he?'

| whined, pawed at his boot. My lord laughed, thinking that | was ashamed to have | et the beast get by
me. In truth, | was consumed by a cregping yet urgent terror. | stood up, placing my paws upon my
lord's shoulders, seeking to push him out of the clearing.

He playfully gripped my ears, scraiched my cheeks. "It'sdl right, Caba. The day isyoung. We may
cachhimyet."

| could fed wyrd magic Szzling around uslike fat drippingsin aroaring fire. The creature, the Black Dog,
was coming back. And | knew, | knew, that my master must not seeit. | groaned and threw my weight
agang him.

But my lord isamighty man. He did not give ground, did not fall. He laughed and wrapped hisarms
around me, asif to grapple, as we sometimes do.

And then he froze. His eyes grew wide, his mouth opened, he gasped. With sinking despair, | knew that
the creature had appeared behind me.

| dropped down to the ground and whirled, baring my teeth and snarling.
The Dog made not amove, but sood there, staring at my lord with unnatura eyes of luminous green.

It was amassive thing, bigger even than | am. Like me, it was as black as midnight, but wheremy coat is
smooth and shining, this creature's was rough and shaggy. Its eyes burned with witchfire; the whole beast
seemed to shimmer with the stuff. Wave after wave of cold, searing rage came boiling out from the very
heart of thething.

"Where did you comefrom, big fellow?' my lord whispered, head cocked like a hunting falcon. | redized
that he could not see the wyrdness of the creature at al. To hisblunted human vision, it wassmply a
massve dog. | fet that made him dl the more vulnerable to whatever witchy mischief it might be up to.

| took astep toward the Black Dog, growling more loudly, showing al my teeth. | would chaseit dl the
way to the Chrigtians Hell before | would let it harm my king.

"Easy, my lad." My master set his hand gently upon my back. "This great fellow means us no harm. See,
he's but standing there like a startled hart. Most likely, he'slogt.”

It was true that the beast was not moving. It was as still as one of the wizard's stones on the Salisbury
Plain, saring, staring. But its rage was so strong | could tasteit. | turned to look at my master, yipped
with frustration. How do humans get through their liveswith so little perception?

Hiseyebrowsraised, just dightly. | whirled around, and saw that the Black Dog had gone.
"My, but that big creature moved fast, Cabal! It seemed to melt into the woods like smoke.”
Seemed to? It did, | wassure of it. But | had no way to tell thisto my lord.

"That must've been what frightened Llamrel. Imagine that, being frightened away by adamned dog after
al we've been through together! Perhaps she's getting old." My master shook his head.

But | could not blame Llamrel. Horses are sensitive to the world of Faerie. The Black Dog was smply
too much for her delicate sensesto besr, like the blast of athousand war trumpets, or the rays of the sun



on the eyesof anightbird. But | wished she had taken my master with her, and left me to ded with the
cresture mysdf.

We spent the day walking together, running, stalking. We never spotted the boar again, but my master

shot afinefat hare with asingle arrow, roasted it, and we aeit like a couple of woodsmen, with lots of
lip smacking and very few manners. It was ddlightful, but till, I could not be rid of my anxiety over the

Black Dog.

At last we headed back toward town. My master chatted with me, pointing out squirrels, petting my
head. The sun was sinking low over the trees.

"I believe well stop for the night,” said my lord, face turned up to the sky. "1've begun to worry about
Llamre. Perhaps she will see our fire and cometo us. Shall we make camp?”

Dear Mother Earth, that was the last thing | wanted! | ran ahead, barking and prancing.
"Very wdl," helaughed. "WEell go abit farther."

We were slent aswaked through the trees, side by side. Occasionally my master would rest hishand on
my head or pat my back. My love for him was as strong and fierce as a thunderstorm.

"What'sthat, my lad?' My master peered through the branches at asmple building of timber, sod, and
thatching. The shape of a crosswas carved into the massive wooden door.

"A church! Shdl we pay avist?'

| whined, pranced away. It wasn't merely that my kind do not worship the god of Judea. | could sense
the strange presence of the Black Dog nearby.

"No timeto play, Caba, werelosing the light. Come." And with that, he strode toward the church.
"Good God..."

My heart began to pound. As| drew near | saw that there were claw marks on the door, deep and
head-high to my master. Obvioudy the work of agreat dog or wolf. But what froze my guts was the fact
that the claw marks were scorched, blackened, asif the very beast who made them had been ablaze.

"What deviltry isthis?' My lord had one hand on the pommel of Excalibur as he dowly opened the heavy
door. | wasthereimmediatdly, pushing my way in front of him. | was prepared to defend him with my last
breath.

The church was sllent, empty, and very dark. The heavy beams spaced dong the wals and ceiling gave
theimpression of ribs, asif wewerein the belly of some monsirous anima. The stench of candlesand
incense was first overpowering, then painful. It filled my nose, coated my tongue. | pawed my muzzle and
sneezed, and' it sounded very loud to me.

Gradually, | began to smell other things, benesth the tar-thick scent of ritud. The wyrd scent of the Black
Dog, and another, muted odor: the lush and compelling smell of degth.

| groaned, licked my magter's hand, wanting him to leave immediately. Instead he absently patted me and
went to inspect the smal dtar.

| went with him. The candles were cold and unlighted, but they smelled pleasantly of talow. Therewasa
great cross of hammered copper on thewall behind them.



My lord peered around the thick wooden wall that separated the atar from the sacristy.

"Hello?" he cdled. | woofed softly, athough | knew the church was empty of mortal beings. | could see
in the darkening shadows, he could not.

After amoment, my master turned away and madeto leave, and | eagerly followed. | paused to sniff one
of the rough-hewn, smpletimbers. My lord brushed hisfingers over it, and they came away covered with
SOoot.

We reached the town of Dinas Bran in the purple twilight. There in the middle of the street stood Llamrel,
looking rather embarrassed. My master gladly embraced her graceful neck, and she nickered to himin
her strange, liquid language. My kind has dways understood the languages of Man, since our tribeswere
bonded by the Lady hersdlf at the dawn of time, but the speech of horsesisamystery to us.

My lord found a safe, warm stable for Llamrel a an inn called the Fat Corbie, and secured aroom for
himsdf whilel waited patiently outside. Then we ventured into the adjoining tavern for some supper.

My master pushed the door open wide, then surveyed the room, hands on hips, before entering. | stood
proudly a hisside and inhded the delicious smell of roasting mutton.

"Sweet Jesud 'Tis old Padfoot himsel f1*

The hoarse cry wasfollowed by other human shrieks and bellows of darm. A heavy man with abeard
like agorse bush pointed at me. A young girl cowered by thefire. A tal, thinfellow in therobes of a
priest shot to hisfeet and stared a me with accusation and horror.

My master looked back at them, and raised an eyebrow. The young girl shrilled incessantly, likea
wounded blackbird. My King looked down at me, asif to seeif | had sprouted horns or grown athird
eyebdl.

"Y ou mean thisfelow?' He patted my head. "This one'snameis Cabal, not Padfoot. Y ou've nothing to
fear from him. He's got better manners than most noblemen.”

And with that, he stepped into the tavern. He sat at a heavy wooden table asif he owned it, and
motioned to meto lieat hisfeet, which gladly | did.

There was slence for amoment. Then the bearded man burst out laughing.

"By dl that is holy, we thought your hound was the black devil who's been plaguing our village. Sit,
stranger, and welcome. | am Gwrhr. Thisis my daughter, Morwen, and our good priest, Father Dywd."

"I am John, of Glastonbury.” My lord gave awink, which only | could see. "Some ae, Gwrhr, if you
please. And some of that mutton for mysalf and my companion.”

Theyoung girl, athin, blonde creature with the dark eyes of adoe, immediately attended to it.
"What isyour errand in Dinas Bran, Sir John?" The voice of the priest was deep and strangely flat.
"No errand, Father. | merely seek adventure, and honor for my king.”

The holy man rubbed his bony chin. "Y our time would be put to better usein the service of our Lord and
Savior."

Anger flashed in my master'seyes. "'l serve him dways, Father, asdl good Christiansdo.”



Y oung Morwen approached with ale and greet plates of meat. She was but achild, | saw, no more than
twelve.

She placed my lord's supper on the table, then hesitated, till holding my plate.

"Just st it on the floor before him, lass. Hed sooner die than bite you." My master's smilewaskindly. He
cocked his head. "Do you like dogs?'

"l do, gr," said the girl, with atiny smile. She gave me my platter. | paused to lick her cheek before
gobbling the delicious feadt.

Morwen stroked my back with her fingertips, asif she thought | would break. "I had adog once.”
"Leave Sir John be" said Gwrhr, tirring thefire.

"She's no bother. I'm glad of the conversation,” my lord said, wiping his mouth politely on hisdeeve. Tdll
me about your dog, Morwen."

The girl's eyes shone, perhaps with tears. " Oh, he was something, my Soot. A fine big pup, brave and
loya and gentle asalamb. Hewore alittle brass bell around his neck on acord, which | bought for him
at the summer fair. So I'd dways be able to find him." Her lip began to tremble, and she caught it
between her teeth.

"What happened to him, lass?'

"Hevanished, Sr. Just vanished, into thin air, more than two years ago now. | think that thing, that terrible
Black Dog, must'vekilled him." Big, slent tears dipped down her pale cheeks.

"Perhaps he il lives," said my lord gently, touching the girl's blonde hair.
"Heisdead," shewhigpered. "l can fed it inmy heart."

"Then," said my master, scratching the base of my ears, "you shal see him in Heaven. He will bewaiting
foryou."

Morwen smiled. Truly?"

"Of coursenot.” The priest strode over to my master'stable, face pinched and angry. The girl sobbed
once, and ran to her father.

The King scowled. "Why would you say such acrud thing to her?'
"Why would you tell her such lies?" The priest crossed hisarms, asif he were scolding anaughty child.

"No lies, Father. Who on this Earth is more virtuous, more loving, more deserving of Heaven than a

dog?
"Animals have no souls. Everyone knows that but idiots and heethens.”

My master stayed seated, gazing up at the priest with aclear eye. "Thenidiot | must be, for | shal never
believe that. Animals are God's cregtures just aswe are.”

"Animals were created by God, but they are merely herefor our use. For our consumption. Does wheat
have asoul? Does a pear tree?' Father Dywel spoke dowly, asif addressing ahalfwit.



My lord's eyestwinkled. "Perhaps.”
"Heathen!" roared the priest. "If you honestly believe that, Sir John, you are no Christian man.”

"Indeed | am, Father. | love the Lamb morethan | love my own life. | am a pious man. But when | ook
into the eyes of adog, | see such purity, and such goodness.... | know | see something of the divine. The
soul of adogisasvisblein hiseyesasarethetearsin young Morwen's. | will continueto believe thet,
unlessyou can prove to me that the Almighty has whispered otherwisein your holy ear." My master
smiled, but histone was sted. Gwrhr and Morwen watched him with eyeswide.

Sowly, the priest's face went from whey to ash to crimson.

"Blasphemy," he hissed. "No wonder our town has been cursed with ademon.” He started for the door,
then paused to cast avenomous look over his shoulder. "A demon, John of Glastonbury, in the shape of
adog." And with that, he was gone.

My lord had aready turned his attention back to hisdinner.

"Pleasg, S, forgive the Father. His church has been plagued since the day it opened its door to us. Poor
Soot's disgppearance was but the first of many diabolic events." Gwrhr refilled my master's cup himsdif.
"Now dl but the most piousfear to set foot in his church. Some have even reverted to the Old Ways."

My lord nodded dowly. "Tell me of this demonic hound, this Padfoot.”

Asthewordsleft hismouth, | wasfilled with amost terrible dread. | began to shake. | whined and
nudged at my master'sleg with my nose. He absently patted my head as Gwrhr replied to him.

"Heisacreature of Hell. He destroys crops and sours milk with aglance. He setsfires. Hekills sheep
and goats.”

TheKing swirled theliquid in hiscup. | could tdll that he was skeptical. We had investigated "witches'
and other beings thought to cause such mischief before, and dways had we found the cause of sour milk
to bewarm wegther. But this ... thiswas different. | felt it in my bones. Why could my master not?

"Tell me about the claw marksin the door of the church, good Gwrhr. About the soot on the timbers.”

My dread increased. | did not know why, but | wished my master to stop speaking of the terrible hound.
| growled long and low.

"Quiet, lad," my lord whispered. Gwrhr glanced a me with trepidation and went on.

"It wasayear ago, S, during Michaelmas. The church wasfilled with the faithful, peacefully at worship,
when that devil came calling. The Black Dog scratched at the door, howling fearfully, burning like
brimstone. Then the church door just flung open, and Padfoot ran blazing into the church, biting, clawing,
murder in hiseyes. He legpt onto the dtar, reared up on hisback legs, so that he resembled some form
of hideous man-beast. The church grew hotter and hotter 'til the very air seemed to shimmer. The
worshippers thought they would be incinerated. But before the church could burst into flames, the Black
Dog vanished."

"Mmm," said my magter. "Did you witnessthisyoursdf?"
"No, Sir John. | was here with Morwen, who wasill on that day.”

"Mmm. Was anyone badly hurt?'



"A few were scorched, afew bitten. But they're not likely to complain about it. No one dares, for fear of
thecurse”

"Curse?' My master was as courteous as dways, but | could tell he did not believe Gwrhr at dl. 1,
however, did. | whined and licked at my lord's hands.

"Hush, now!" hesaid, irritated. "I'll take you out in amoment. Gwrhr?*

"Indeed, gr. If you see Padfoot with your own eyes, you mustn't speak of it for one year and one day. If
you do, you'l die, good Sir John. Y ou'll dieayear from the day you spoke his name.”

| was seized with an overwhelming terror for my master. | knew in my gut that Gwrhr's words were true.
| began to bark loudly and rapidly, to beg my King not to speak. Gwrhr took a step back, and Morwen
cowered in acorner.

"Cabd! No!" cried my magter. Although it rent my soul to disobey him, I continued to bark, pleading
with himto beslent.

My lord rose angrily and strode to the tavern door, throwing it wide. "All right! Out with you!™

| crept out from under the table and stood in the center of the room, barking like amad thing. |
desperately hoped that my master would take me outside, and we would leave this place.

"Cabd! Out!"
| wouldn't budge. Dear Mother Earth, why couldn't he understand me?

My master seized me about the middle and half carried, half dragged me to the door like apup who's
soiled the rug.

"Bad!" he cried. My disgrace burned inside me likeliquid fire. He flung me out bodily, and dammed the
door.

| continued to make noise; clawing at the door, barking, whining, until | redlized that it did no good at all.
| could hear the men talking still. | cocked my earsto listen.

"... And how, exactly, do you know that the curse exists?"

"Everyone €l se was too frightened to breathe aword of it, Sr, save LIewelyn the blacksmith. Hecamein
here that very night, saying he needed strong de, and told me the whole story. He awayswas abold
one. Well, Sir John, no sooner had the last word left LIewelyn's mouth, when he was struck dumb. He
couldn't so much as squeak. And ayear to the day later, he dropped dead, just fdll lifelessto the Earth
two feet from the church door. We learned our lesson, we did. Theré's no onein thistown will admit to
seeing the beadt, dthough he seemsto be everywhere at once."

Therewas abrief pause.

"But you speak of him, Gwrhr."

"Only of that incident, Sir, which | did not witness. Asit happened more than ayear ago, y'see.”
A longer pause. | whined, scratching at the door.

"Nonsense”



No, | barked, no!

"Nonsense. Why, | saw the hound this very day. A big beast, indeed, with astrange green cast about its
eyes, but no demon. Just abig black dog, like my own Cabd."

| threw back my head and howled.

When my lord at last emerged from the tavern, | danced anxioudy around him, wondering if he had been
struck dumb like the unfortunate blacksmith.

"Hey, my boy. What's got into you this night? I've never known you to be anaughty fellow. Wasit
something you smdlled?'

Your death, | thought.

It was true. Although my master still had hisvoice, he had the stink of the curse al over him. A rancid
magic, sparking with anger and pain. It was with abroken heart that | followed him to the stable, where
heleft mefor the night. Llamrel felt my anguish, and rubbed her velvet muzzle againg mine.

My master came to get me before dawn. He was as excited as a child. "We are going to the church this
day, Cabal, to summon Dinas Bran's ‘demon.' Won't they be surprised to discover he'sjust agreat

mongre?'
| licked hishand, loving him desperately.

Themorning light was asoft, buttery yelow. A crowd gathered around us at the front of the church,
muttering, speculating about the brave knight who meant to rid them of the Black Dog. Some thought him
foolish, others thought him mad. Wagers were placed on hissurviva. My master wasin high spirits,
laughing and joking in the easy way of atrue leader. | stood nearby, head and tail drooping, listlesswith
pain and fear.

"Black Dog!" My master's voice was like rolling thunder. "Black Dog, | summon you! Come and face me
on this holy ground, you child of Satan! Come! Come, boy, and I'll give you afine soup bone!" He
winked & me.

Many in the crowd gasped at my lord's audacity. One or two laughed. The church door swung wide.
Father Dywel stepped out, bony face an angry, boiled scarlet.

"Leavethisplace, you heretic! How dare you summon ademon to the House of the Lord?"
"How?' My master laughed. "Likethis, Father. Come, boy! Come, Black Dog! Cometo me now!"

Everyonewas slent, waiting. A tiny lad began to cry. Morwen, eyeswide and fearful, took her father's
hand.

"See?Nothing. | tdl you, it'sbut adog—"

Therewas aterrible crack, asif lightning had struck right next to us. In an acrid flash of smoke and flame
the Black Dog wasthere, blazing like the fires of Hell. It reared up onits back legs, roared achalengein
my master's face, and lunged for Father Dywel, great jaws gaping.

The giant paws struck Dywel's chest, knocking him to the ground. The priest began to shriek. But the
Hound did not pause; he legpt over the man on the ground and dove into the church.



"Mother of God!" cried my master, more excited than afraid. He charged in after the beest.

It legpt up onto the dtar, scattering candles, setting one sod wall ablaze. | lunged ahead of my master and
screamed a battle cry. The Black Dog whirled. It did not hesitate; it flung itsdf a me.

We fought. Thiswas no gauzy spirit, no phantom of smoke. My jaws closed on the Black Dog's furry
shoulder and met with hard-muscled flesh. The cresture's teeth were like knives asit snapped at my face.
Heat came from the Hound in blasting waves. Smoke from the blazing wall choked me and burned my

eyes.

We dashed, hit, tore with paws, each vying for agrip on the other'sthroat. | threw my weight against the
Dog, atempting to flip it onto its back. It was like running into an oak tree. With agrowling roar, it
feinted a my foreleg. When | drew back, it struck like asnake and seized my neck inits deadly jaws.

"Cabal! Move! Get back!" My lord sought to save me; he held his sword aoft and ready to strike, but
we were entwined, my foe and |. He could not strike at the beast without hitting me aswell.

| knew in that moment that | was dead. All the Black Dog had I€eft to do was close its jaws and tear my
throat out.

But it did not. | redlized, with no small surprise, that it was Smply maintaining itsgrip on my neck, and
pushing me backward astep a atime. Why did it not end this? | had failed my lord the King; | had
nothing left to livefor.

The Dog shoved me again, and | bumped into something: the wall between the dtar and sacristy. My lord
circled around, eyeswild with frustration and anger.

"Move, you devil!" heroared. "Let him go, and face me!”

Theteeth of the Black Dog pressed harder againgt my neck. | felt itsteeth break my skin. | gagged,
unable to breathe. | shut my eyes and hoped desath would be quick.

Then it was gone. The pressure, the pain. | took in agreat whooping gasp of air. The Black Dog's paws
hit me square in the chest, bowling me over like aclumsy pup.

The beast reared up, snarling at my master. Its eyes, like molten emerads, werefixed on him. Witchfire
danced around it madly. The blaze from the wall near the dtar, which had spread to the celling, filled the
church with bitter smoke,

My master howled and brought Excalibur down in amighty arc. The sword passed through the creature
asif it were made of water and smashed into the wooden wall behind it.

The Black Dog vanished. There was agreat whooshing sound, asif al of the air had been sucked from
the church. Thefire, which had consumed the dtar, went out instantly as the wooden wall came crashing
down.

My master jJumped back and covered his head. | looked up, cowering, expecting the celling to fall. It
didn't.

The smoke was clearing. My lord took a step toward the fallen wall, and then another.
"Sweet God," hewhispered. | moved quickly to hissideto see.
Thewall had been hollow; more atdl, narrow box than awall, redly. Something lay curled insdeit;



something | did not wish to see.

It wasthe skeleton of adog. A pup, intruth; astrapping big fellow but only haf grown. It lay onitsside,
curled up miserably, muzzle tucked againgt its bony chest. | could see curls of rough, shaggy black lying
benesath it like a carpet. Deep claw marks, some stained with old, brown blood, scored the inside of the
shattered boards. Something caught the light at the base of the pup'sthroat, or whereitsthroat once had
been.

My master bent down and took it; asmall metal object on arotten cord. Silently, he turned and Ieft the
church. | followed.

He approached awide-eyed Morwen, and placed the object in her hands. She stared at it, unmoving for
amoment or two. Then she began to sob.

"Why?' roared my master into the face of Father Dywd. "Why?'

The priest'sfacewas pae. "It—it istradition,” he said, not meeting my lord's eyes. "It is protection for the
church—"

"Protection? How the bloody Hell isadead dog meant to protect your church, man?' Seldom had | seen
my lord so angry. If | did not know that he would never kill apriest, | would have thought Dywel adead
man.

"It—the dog's spirit is meant to—"
"His spirit? But dogs have no souls, have they?!
"It is part of the Old Ways, and we must striveto integrate—"

My master shoved hisface but inches from Dywel's. | was surprised that the priest did not roll over and
show histhroat. "1 am well acquainted with the Old Ways, priest. Sometimes there was sacrifice. Never
torture.

"It was but adog! A rude beast—"

"Hypocrite

My King'svoicewasice.

The priest drew himsdlf up to hisfull height. "Do not spesk to me so. | am aman of God.”

"Not my God." My lord turned his back on Father Dywd. "Come, Cabd. Let usleavethisplace. | find
itsodor foul."

Prancing, happy, | danced around him. It was over! The Black Dog, no demon at dl, was at peace.
Surely my master wasfree of hiscurse! | legpt up to lick hisface.

Imagine my sickening shock. He still was soaked in desthmagic.
With atormented howl, | whirled and ran into the forest.

"Cabal!" he cried after me. "Cabal, come back, lad!"



| ran and ran. | saw nothing. | heard nothing. | felt nothing but my own anguish. When | could run no
more, | collapsed beneath agreat oak tree. There | lay, curled up on my side like young Soot, howling. |
intended to lie there until | died.

| heard something; alight step, the crack of atwig. | raised my head, not caring if it wereachild or a
dragon.

It wasastag. A grest, lordly creature with antlers like the branches of atreein winter. He stared at me
with an uncanny, golden eye.

My breath caught in my chest. | felt wild magic wash over me. | rolled over to show the Horned God my
belly and throat.

"Your heart isbroken," said the stag, in avoicerich and strange.
| stood, head bowed. "Y es, my lord. My master, the King, iscursed to die.”
The stag was slent, but there was compassion in hiseyes. | was taken with amad notion.

"Horned Lord, please help him! Y our magic is strong. Can you not take the curse from my master? Heis
agood man, honest and worthy and true. | beg you!"

The stag dowly shook his noble head. "I cannot. For it was | who breathed lifeinto the curse, good
Cabd, and nothing can tekeit from him."

"You?Why?' My world was crumbling. | willed my heart to stop.

"During the many long, agonizing daysit took Soot to die, he summoned me with his piteous cries. First
he begged for freedom, which | could not give him. | have no power in the house of Y ahweh. Then he
cried for death. | could not grant that to him either. In hisanguish, he went mad. With his dying breath
Soot called for terrible vengeance; he uttered a curse, random and ruthless.

He beseeched me to give him the power to enact it. | could not deny him. How could 17?7
How indeed. Soot had been grievously wronged. "Ishetruly at peace now, Forest Lord?”

The stag turned his head to look at a shadowed hollow. There for amoment appeared Soot; the redl
Soot, not the terrible form his angry shade had taken. A frolicsome pup gamboling in the woods, his
migressslittle bell around histhroat. Poor lad, | thought. You deserved better.

The ghost dog barked once and was gone. With what little was | eft of my heart, | was glad for him.

"My master sst himfreg" | said, pleading, groveing at the stag's hooves, not caring for my dignity or my
pride. "Please, Homed Lord. Please do not condemn him to death. Take my lifefor his. Please. Please!”

"I cannot. No power in thisworld can remove a curse spoken by the dying. Not even he who spokeit.”
llWi.H_ll

"After the death of the blacksmith, Soot regained some of his senses. He hitterly regretted what he had
done, but he was powerlessto stop it, until the day he saw your master. Soot knew hewasthe one. | am
truly sorry, dog, that it must end thisway."

| crumpled.



The Horned King towered above me like amighty tree. His golden eyeslocked with mine. ™Y ou must
stay with him. Be hisfriend, for al otherswill turn awvay from him. Spend whet timeyou haveleft in his

"l do not think my heart can bear it," | whispered.
"It must. The duty and the destiny of your kind isto give without question.”

Heturned slently, and was gone.

| returned to my lord the King. He was mightily glad to see me, and threw hisarmsaround mein afierce
hug. | breathed in his scent and kissed his bearded face.

And so our liveswent on. We left Dinas Bran and tracked the boar Y sgithyrwyn through the deep
woods. He fought bravely, but with my help, the King dispatched him quickly and cleanly. | did what was
required of me, but | had lost my taste for killing.

| have spent the year & my lord's Side, fighting, hunting, playing, keeping him quiet and faithful company.
There have been fine, joyous dayswhen | nearly forgot how it will end. There have been days when the
weight of it was so great that | could barely rise from my bed. But it isamost finished now.

And so| lieat hisfeet, savoring every second of the time we have left together. And whenitisover, |
shdll leavethisplace. | will journey into the woods to seek my degth in the jaws of alion or apack of
wolves, that | may be with my lord the King once more, thistimefor dl eternity.

Marwysgafn (Deathbed Song)

Eric Van Lustbader

Good morning, or isit evening? When you get to be my ageit does not seem to matter. Redly? Wdll,
there are many, many things you have yet to understand. Just add thisto theli<t.

So you have come after dl. | confessthat | did not believe mat you would. Why? Well, for onething, itis
such along way for you to come—all the way to the brink of the Underworld. For another, | had great
doubts as to whether you could. | mean to say you are only human. No disrespect intended, you
understand. In fact, as you know, no one could have more respect for humansthan I. Then, again, | had
all but forgotten our gppointment. It was made so long ago, and | am so very, very old.

Firg of dl, can you understand me? Good. Welsh was my first adoptive language—never mind about my
native tongue; such asyou can never hear it—but | have tried over the yearsto improve my English. So. |
expect you have athousand questions. Patience, my child! | will answer them dll, intime. Time. Ah, inthe



end, | have outlived al of them: Uther, Y graine, Morgause, Morgaine, Arthur, and Elaine. But how they
live onin my memory! That iswhy you have comedl thisway, at such persond peil, isit not, to find out
the truth. | was charged with protecting Arthur, the king, and yet | stood by and watched him be
destroyed by the people he loved most dearly. Y ou want to know why. Oh, do not bother denying it, my
dear, | can sense your questions gathering like clouds upon the horizon. Well, | have no doubt that the
history | am about to relate will not disappoint you. But because you have read dl the legends and the lies
that grew up in the centuries since those people lived and loved and schemed and sinned and died |

know that it will surpriseyou. Yes, indeed it will. Hell, my girl, the truth dways surprises, have you not
yet learned this smple lesson? So now | say to you, brace yoursdlf, for you may not care for what you
are about to hear.

Wi, then, let me see, how to begin? Cal me Myrddin; my mother would have, if I'd had one. Having
had neither amother nor afather | am now of an age when | can admit that it has often been difficult, if
not outright impossible, for me to understand the ways in which the human psyche is swayed, torn, and
distorted by itsrelationship with its parents. However, | can claim to understanding with a certain degree
of experience the waysin which aman can be swayed, torn and distorted by awoman.

| emerged from the bole of amassive ancient oak tree that had been lately struck by abolt of lightning
and was thus hollowed in its core like the heated womb of Vulcan's mate. | wasfifteen years old then, as
humans determine age, and the sky was dark, indeed, over the ravaged British Ides. Fortunately or not,
depending on one's point of view, | was born near enough Tintagel to have had ahand in subsequent
events. Of course, the ensuing years have cast adifferent light upon these events than that which | then
perceived. Shadows have emerged that | was then too young to have imagined, |et one have
recognized. | imagine now that | could have been borninthe Loirevaley or, for that matter, in the
steaming hinterlands of Borneo if that was where | had been needed. As Fate would haveit, however, it
was in the bloody heart of England that | first stepped forth upon the Earth.

Possibly Fateistoo vague aword for the happenstance of my birth, for | was summoned to that
particular age and specifically to the dank and forbidding castle of Tintagel by the Lady Y graine. At that
time, Y graine was the wife of Gorlais, the current duke of Cornwall, who was waging a savage and
bloody war with Auredlius and his brother Uther Pendragon.

| was guided to Tintagel by agreat horned owl, whose passage above my head | could hear, though no
human being could. We went across marshlands and fensrife with minuscule life, skirted lakesin which
the blue-and-silver sky was reflected in serene dioramas, crossed battlefields mired in the blood and rent
flesh of brave soldiers and foolhardy kings. Apart from the horned owl's passage, the only sound | heard
was the harsh cries of the sKittish carrion birds, come to feast on the stinking remains of mankind's great
folly. Using a secret underground passage disclosed to me by the owl, | passed undiscovered into the
castle keep and there, high in an octagonal turreted chamber pierced with dender windows to gather the
sunlight a every hour of the day, | camefaceto face with Y graine. She was surrounded by her three
daughters. Morgause, Morgaine, and Elaine. Not to mention two hundred lit candles. | confessthat |
never saw Y graine when she wasn't surrounded by candles. But more about that anon.

| must tell you that the lady and her daughters were of onevisage, asif chipped from the same
magnificent block of gemstone. They were dressed dike, aswell, in thick, floor-length cloaks of purple
finespun cloth interlaced with gold thread, the backs of their heads shrouded in cowls. For good or ill,
these women and | had an immediate kinship, for | could tell that like me, they were not born of man.

| have said that the four women bore the same face. Y graine's enormous hooded eyes were without
color, undoubtedly they were the orbs of the great horned owl that had been waiting in the limbs of the
oak for meto be born. In her daughters, however, there was a difference. Morgause's eyes were jet



black, Morgaine's were an intense jade green, and Elaineswere acam seablue.

"I had thought to call you Ambrosius,” the Lady Y graine said amost a once, "but now that | seeyouin
theflesh, asit were, | believe Myrddin suits you more.” She had a strong voice, which rang in the room
likeachurch bell. For al her voice's beauty, however, her syntax was as clipped and terse as a battlefield
generd's. Thiswas awoman used to getting what she desired. She cocked her head thoughtfully while
her penetrating gaze parsed me asif | were composed of merewords. An apt simile, asit happens, since
she had conjured me with an incantation. "Y es, | do believe Myrddin suits you quitewdl. And why not?
At thetime of your birthing | had the brawling Celtsin mind rather than the decadent Romans.”

"How may | serveyou, Lady?' Thewordsflew out of my mouth seemingly without assistance from my
brain. One moment | waslistening to her, the next they were smply there. Herewasthefirst clueto my
own Fate.

"Come, gt down." Shelifted adender arm, ushering meto a carved wooden chair. Her smilewas
genuine enough, but there was a chill about it that made one want to hunch one's shoulders. "Have some
mead.” She did into my hand a chased slver chaliceincised with the Duke's coat of arms: asingle black
dragon, itstail curled about its body like a serpent. "It isafavorite of the humans, possibly you will
develop more of atastefor it man | have.”

It was cold in the room, despite the sunlight and the tapestries of violent hunting scenes that hung upon
the thick ssonewadlls. | would have preferred something to warm my insides, but | drained the dark liquid
as | imagined she wanted meto do. It was thick and sweet and fermented, like the dead on the
battlefields | had passed on my way here. When | told Y graine that her daughters laughed, the three as
one, asif giving voiceto the reaction in their mother's mind.

"Doyou likeit, then," she asked, "morethan | do?'
"That remainsto be seen, my lady.”

"No, it will not." With aspidery forefinger she tapped the center of her forehead. ™Y ou sprang full-blown
from my head. Y ou fed what | fedl, you know what | know. Asif you were my right arm, you obey me
indl things"

"l understand, my lady." Asit happens| did not. But the more curious thing was that she did not, ether.
Because, in the end, she was wrong about me.

Y graine had closed her eyes. Her pale, strong hands were clasped in her lap asif she were a holy woman
in prayer. She had awide brow and long, curling hair the color of amoonless night. Her nose was
draight asasword, with curioudly flared nostrils that had the ability to make her at times seem dangerous.
Indl, she was gtriking without the burden of being beautiful. Hers was a countenance in perfect balance
between animal cunning and remarkable intelligence. In my newly arrived naive date, this observation
could not fail to impressme. This, too, she wished, though I could not know it then. It was only many
yearslater that | cameto understand al the facets of her intdligence, including duplicity and deceit.

Her eyesflew open, her pupils dilating with the light. She took the chalice from me. "Now that we have
celebrated your arrival in our own small way, it istimeto get to work. For thereis much to be done” At
this, her daughters closed about her like amantle thrown across her shoulders. "Myrddin, we embark
here upon a great experiment. My daughters are the last of their line—besidesyou, | dare say, the last of
ther kind. Our kind. Gorlois has given mefive daughters.”

"l see here only three" | said.



"I mean there arefive others.™ Y graine smiled so that the points of her teeth showed between her pink
lips. "Morgause, Morgaine, and Elaine are not of his seed, though naturdly he believesthat they are.
They were conceived as you yourself were concelved, Myrddin, through focused thought and
incantation. But thisis not the way to perpetuate arace. Already in thesethree | seeflaws mat even|
cannot address. If the incantations continue the flaws will begin to overwhelm the whole in the subsequent
issue. So another means must be found to ensure that our kind will not die.”

"My lady, if | may ask, just what isour kind?'

Y graine lifted a hand and Morgaine came around to take it. She looked at her mother while Y graine
again closed her eyes. At once, Morgaine's shape began to shimmer and deliquesce. In her place
appeared the great horned owl that had led meto Tintagel. The bird clasped Y graingswrist with its
ydlow taons.

"If I may say so, my lady, thisisnothing more than a conjurer'strick.” So saying, | placed my hand on
Elaine's shoulder. With the contact, | felt her entire body tremble and in the space of asingle heartbeat
something inexplicable and wholly unexpected raced through me. Her head turned and in her sea-blue
eyes swam an emotion with which | was entirely unfamiliar. Then | had uttered words | had never spoken
before, part of alanguage the origins of which | wasignorant, and Elaingsfair form shimmered and
dissolved. A large and fierce-looking hawk gripped my wrist. | passed my hand through the image of the
hawk and it shattered like a porcelain vase. Elaine was again standing beside me. | took my hand quickly
off her shoulder before that disturbing sensation could run through me again.

"Isthat what you think me, abase conjurer?" Y graine bestowed another of her curious smiles upon me.
She waved a hand and, with that, the walls of Tintagel fell avay. We emerged asaflock of snowy egrets,
supported by the currentsin the air. And we flew, the five of us, over the Cornwall landscape, out of the
sunlight and into a curious colorless mist that swirled, as| cameto see, above ahuge circular lake. Aswe
descended farther into the mist | saw aland massin its center risng up asif to greet us, and the mist blew
away fromusin all directions at once. When we landed, we were our normal forms again. The sun shone
strongly from acloudless sky and songbirds twittered sweetly. Insects droned in the somnolent hest.
Above our heads aline of egretsflew in formation. They were sharply outlined against the bowl of the
sky, but on al sides the horizon was shrouded in dense fog.

"Wecometo Afaan,” Ygraine said. We stood in the center of an enormous apple grove that appeared to
stretch out asfar asthe eye could see. | knew without her having to tell methat afal wasthe Welsh word
for gpple. "Thisisour land, dl that isleft of it. The scourge of humankind, bringing with it its pestilent
baggage of war, deities, and devils, squats like apustule on the rest.”

Her glowing eyes swept through the neat and orderly rows of magnificent gnarly trees before she turned
to me again, watching with ill-concealed contempt as | ran my hands over the tree trunks, gathered up
handfuls of earth, tasted of its curious sweetness to assure mysdlf that Afalan was red and not another of
her clever glamours.

"Itissovery lovely, isit not?' Elaine, drawing close, asked me.
"A more peaceful place | cannot imagine, my lady."

"Peaceful, yes, precisdy.” She dlowed therich black earth to sift through her fingers. "I find when | come
here aglorious serenity that reachesinto my very bones." Her eyes were bright and sharp and somehow
intimate as she proffered ashy smile. "I am at peace here. | an home."

"And s0 it should be," Y graine broke in. "We are the first people to inhabit the Earth, before humankind
rained down upon us like locusts." Her colorless eyes seemed to take on afiery hueas Elaineand |



stood, moving alittle gpart from one another. "They are aplague, an abomination against nature, with
their endlesswars, their restless bestidity, their astonishing capacity for cruety, and their jeaous, vengeful
male gods. They are our nemess.”

"If itisawar we are waging with them, then surely our power—"

Her voice was dmost awail of despair. "What good is the power againgt ahost so huge as humankind?*
Y graine shuddered. "They breed like rabbits, and they birth males a an darming rate. Thisis something
we cannot easily do. It took me along timeto conjure you. Y ou can walk among them as an equal, while
we femaes can only wield our powers from the deepest shadows, lest they come to suspect us of
witchery and behead us with one stroke of their broadswords."

She came so closeto me | could smell her breath, which was spicy, asif scented with cloves. "And so |
bethought mysdlf to wed Gorlois, and by his seed create a new race—not us, not them—something new,
different, ableto carry on our traditionsin the new world that humankind's coming haswrought." Her
eyes closed once again and, asif scenting danger, her daughters closed about her. "Fivetimes| mated
with that hirsute, stinking beest, gritting my teeth while making the necessary incantations, and five times|
faled." Shethumped her chest. "My essence is nowhere to be found in his offspring. They arelike him, a
lump of stone, nothing more. Swiftly, swiftly, they will follow him to the grave, if thereisany judiceleftin
thisworld."

| felt a sudden dizziness. The space around us went black, and when again | opened my eyeswe were
back in the octagona tower of Tintagd . By the acute angle of the sun | could tell that it was hastening
toward twilight. Time had passed, but where it had gone | knew not.

Y graine was re-lighting the candles that in our absence had guttered. As each waslighted, her three
daughters repested the incantations of holy blessng. "But now | have you, Myrddin,” Y graine said, when
she had finished. "Y ou will help mein my planto plant our seed among humankind. To ensure that we
will not perish from history.” She blew out the flame on the tinder stick, and | could not but help follow
the few lines of smoke, which curled fromit like acat emerging from deep. "I now perceivetheflaw in
my calculations. Gorloisisthe wrong man. Though he be the duke of dl thisland heis doomed to be
defeated by the Pendragon. | have seen that the Pendragon will unite dl of Britain and rule the land for
many years. Already | perceivether lasting place in history. From them will | receive the seed that will
saveus.

She took me by the elbow as we paced around the room while the three girls watched and bided their
time. "The problem isthe two brothers, Aurdlius and Uther. They areinseparable. And now, especidly,
when the war fever runs high within them, | have no chance of gaining their interest. Therefore, go you
now among the Pen-dragon war camp. Make yourself indispensable to the kingly brothers, and when
you have, spread over Uther a glamour—take the form of Gorloisand day Uther. Thiswill serveto
inflame Aurelius, so that when | cometo him asthe wife of hismortal enemy, when | dlow him to seduce
me, hewill be vengeful and rampant, ready to impregnate me. For | tell you thistruly, mereis nothing that
inflamestheir males more than the bloodlust of taking revenge on their own kind.”

And s0 | began my initiation into the world of the humans. What astink they make! Their bodies
manufacture an agglomeration of acrid and sulphurous odorsthe likes of which | could not have
imagined. And they rush about like mayflies, often taking action without proper thought or deliberation.
They react by inginct and cdll it justice. They are self-righteousin their rage. And yet... And yet they have
the capacity to love that inspires an awein me | cannot with any accuracy describe.



| entered the Pendragon war camp as afull-blown wizard. Claiming to have seen the future, | was taken
before Uther himself. In this, Y graine had been correct. Had | been femae, making the same claim would
have precipitated only the swift and sure remova of my head from my shoulders.

Asitwas, Uther at first regarded me with adark and suspicious gaze. "Wherewasit you said you came
from, wizard?'

"Asit happens| did not say,” | told him solemnly. "But as you asked, | come from anide known as
Afdan.”

"Avaon, you say," he growled, mangling the namein his Cdtic language. "Thisisaland of which | have
no personal knowledge." He stalked around my person asif he were a caged anima. "Nor have | heard
it mentioned by my scouts, cartographers, or mingtrels. Doesiit lie south across the water from here—in
Bretonne, mayhap, or even beyond?”

"Oh, not so far away asthat, my lord,” | said. "It isin your own backyard."

"Now you mock me, if | take your tone." He drew his sword hafway out of its scabbard. "Have acare,
wizard," hethundered. "I tolerate no disrespect.”

"I hear your roar, my lord,” | said, bowing dightly.

Uther froze. Had | offended him?"Y es, as you have marked me betimes | am rather the beast.” He threw
his head back and laughed, and clapping me heartily on the back, cried, "Wizard, if your magic be haf as
sharp asyour sense of humor, it will do mewell to draw closer to you." He kept his exceptionally strong
arm about my shoulders. "Come, wak with me!”

We strode out of histent, apair of armed retainers severa pacesin our wake. At first blush, the camp
appeared to be in agtate of utter chaos—as | say of humans, amorass of men rushing about at an
hysterical pitch, al seemingly without a coherent thought in their heads—but | soon learned that there was
amethod to this chaos. The archers and arbol asters ringed the encampment, making of themsavesa
living fortress. Within, the foot soldiers mingled with the cavalry, giving both brief respite from their
arduous labors. In the camp's very center lived the generals and the carpenters, chemists, smithies,
engineers, and strategists who, each in their own separate way, were busily preparing the host for itsfina
assault on Tintagd. Once, asmall contingent of lightly weaponed scouts on horseback reined inlong
enough to give Uther the latest report on the enemy's activities. They were given fresh horses and then
they were gone.

Uther returned his attention to me. "My man tells me that you can predict the future, Merlin." Again his
Cdltic tongue mangled aname. "If thisbetruth, pray tell me what lies ahead for the house of Pendragon.”

"Victory, my lord,” | replied without hesitation. "Victory most sweet over Duke Gorlois. It isthe
Pendragon's Fate to unite theseidandsin areign of unprecedented peace and prosperity.”

"A bold prediction, wizard. But | warrant | could as easily get the same from the madman who livesina
cavefive leaguesto the west. Should | then ask him aswell? In these parts, | daresay he hasmore of a
reputation than does the young wizard Merlin.”

"My lord, | confess | know nothing of repute.” | put my hand on his shoulder and the two retainers
gprang into action, drawing their swords and brandishing them at my person. "Too soon for you comes
thistime of trust.” | looked deeply into hiseyes. The eyes, as'Y graine would have me believe, of the
nemess. "Believe me, Uther, when | tell you this moment will cometo you only once."



For amoment, Uther did nothing. The hungry swords were ready to disembowel me, and | perceived
another truth of Y graine's. Despite our power, we were nothing compared to the monalithic might of the
humans, who were at once less and more than we were.

Then the future king nodded and said to hisretainers, " Sheath your swords. Thisman isfriend to me and
mine." He glanced at them. "Now go. Make my wish known throughout the encampment.”

When they had left, Uther said to me, "Now isthe moment, Merlin. We are done amidst amighty
warhost. Declare yoursdlf. Show memy trust iswell placed.”

In answer, | passed ahand across his eyes and at once we were transported to the secret underground
entrance just outside the towering stone battlements of Tintagel. Uther's eyes became as big as the full
moon in acloudless sky. But he uttered not aword as we went into the tunnel, emerging into the keep
itself. He made to draw his sword as a contingent of Gorloiss knights marched into view, but | stayed
him with my hand.

"Nay, my lord. Be calm. | have thrown aglamour about us. No one may mark our presence nor
overhear our voices so long as we remain within Tintage'swalls.”

Uther rubbed his eyes and looked at me with akind of awe. "Merlin, from thisday forward | am in your
debt." He looked around eagerly. 'Take meto Gorlois. | want to ook again into the bastard eyes of my
antagonis.”

| led him acrossthe main yard, filled with the bristling preparations for sege and fierce warfare, and
indeed Uther could mark well that none took so much asthe dightest notice of our passage. Gorloiswas
recently come from a.council with his generds, taking hisle sure, goblet of mead in hand, with hiswife.
They were in conversation when we arrived, but of course Y graine sensed us, and she turned her head
dightly in our direction. When she did, Uther gave a gasp and gripped my arm like aman on the verge of
drowning.

"Merlin, isthat the Lady Y graine, of whom | have heard much?’
"Aye, my lord. Thisisthe dukéswife."
"I want her,” Uther said with akind of glazed look in hiseye.

By thistime, Y graine had turned back to her conversation. | could see that Uther was too smitten with
her to have noticed that she had marked us.

"I must have her, Melin."
"My lord, aword of advice. Withwizardsit is best to take care what you wish for."

Heturned to me, and | saw in hisface that nothing I might say would turn his mind from its chosen path.
"Canyou arrange ill Having brought me here to the heart of my enemy's keep, how difficult would it be
to effect our quick joining?’

"She may betrueto her husband, lord. Or again she may not find you fair of visage."

"But | am swept up with her. My god, man, just the sight of her consumes me," Uther said. "Quickly, use
your glamour.”

"It isnot S0 eadily done.”



"And why not? Useit, wizard, otherwise of what earthly use are you to me?' A dy smile crept over his
face. "Ah, Gorloisiswith her now. | take your point. Then at atime of your choosing throw a glamour
about me so that when you bring her to me she will think | am Gorlois. Then will shewillingly join with me
asif wewerein their own marriage bed.”

Uther made hisintimate measure of the forces arrayed againgt him and then we took our leave of unlovely
Tintagel. Back in histent, he uncorked for Aurelius and me abottle of an amber liquid that tasted likefire
asit went down. | could scarcely complain, however, since within the walls of that dark and unseemly
castle, my stomach never failed to shrivel and grow cold. "Merlin, we hardly know one another,” he said,
lounging on a canvas and wood stoal, "but | mean that to change starting now."

| had dready spent an hour with him and his generds as he relayed the information he had gathered from
ingde the enemy’s stronghold. Wisely, he chose afictitious explanation for this sudden wedlth of strategic
information, inventing aspy indde the duke's forces. No one gainsaid him, save his own brother. Possbly
thiswas to be expected. While Uther was a calm and reasonable man, Aureliuswas cursed with a
vexatious nature that sorely tried those who loved him best, not the least of whom was Uther himself.

"Why have we heard nothing of this spy before now, brother?' Aurdlius queried. "And having him
unknown to us, how are weto trust hisinformation? What if Gorlois has turned him? We could be
walking into atrap cleverly set by the duke.”

"For onething, though Gorloisisaformidable generd, heishardly that clever," Uther saaddinacam,
rationa voice. "For another, | mysalf recruited this spy. Hisinformation is unimpeschable. | saw with my
own eyes the underground passage that will gain us accessto Tintage.”

But Aurdiuswas hardly listening. "And what are we to make of thiswizard, who miraculoudy appeared
at just theright time? A stranger in our midst who you have aready granted more status than he might
deserve." He glowered a me. "Have acare, brother! Mayhap the man to whom you so willingly grant
your friendship in these periloustimesisaspy or an assassin.” Aurdius had ascar on one cheek, which
ran up into amilky eye, which douched like awounded anima behind permanently ditted lids. "1 have
marked him, brother, and men who have my ear have marked him, and we are agreed on one matter:
Wetrugt him not."

"Gainsay not Uther," one of the generals said, stepping forward. But before he could continue, Aurdlius
landed a prodigious blow to the side of the man'sface, knocking him cleanly off hisfeet. The other
generdstirred in agitation, and | have no doubt that aterrible row would have ensued, had not Uther
put hisarm around his brother and hugged him to him. In so doing he turned him right away from the
downed man and the gathering crowd and steered him toward the tent flap.

"Merlin has dready proved himsdf aloya friend," he said into Aureliuss ear. "Cam yourself, brother. Let
us away to my tent, wherewe will drink and tell stories of the golden days of old and drown in the past
any bad blood that has arisen.”

In this manner was Uther able to cgjole good humor back into aman given to bouts of quixotic pique and
fitsof paranoia. So it wasthat | proceeded to drink with the brothers Pendragon while Aureliustold
goriesof the founding of Bath by Bladud and the settling of Leicester by the great tragic king known as
Leir, dl of whose work was undone when his kingdom passed into the hands of histwo bickering
daughters. But he waxed most e oquent when it came to delinesting the Pen-dragon line, which he traced
back to the knight-regent V oxtimer, who successfully repelled the Saxon invaders after they had
successfully usurped the crown with the connivance of the hated Vortigern. It was Vortimer, Aurdius



dtated, who had restored the rightful lineage of Britain'skings that had now devolved upon the
Pendragons.

One could see by thelook in Aurdliuss good eye that thiswas the kind of talk he liked best and, ashe
became more loquacious, he lost his sullen and guarded air. He was a smple man—a soldier to his heart
and soul. Knowing his passion made his erratic behavior some-

what understandable: He had a vision of a united Britain under the Pendragon standard and he was
fearful of dlowing anything or anyoneto get in hisway.

For his part, Uther spoke of the founding of the British Ides by the Trojans, Brutus, the great-grandson

of Aeneas, and Corineus, who founded Cornwall. Uther seemed particularly taken with Aeneas, who,
according to legend, survived the sack of Troy to travel with the Sibyl al the way into the Underworld
and back. "Aeneasislinked in some way to the Holy Gralil," Uther said. When | asked what that was, he
laughed good-naturedly. "Where have you come from, wizard, the bole of atree? No matter. The Grall is
said to be the cup Christ the Savior drank from during His Last Supper on Earth. It ismost holy. Where
Aeneas discovered it isamatter of speculation. For mysdlf, | believe it was a gift from Queen Dido of
Cartilage, who fel inlove with Aeneas the moment he set foot in her African city.” | could seefrom the
gleam in hiseye, the words that tumbled forth from him as eagerly as schoolchildren on an outing, that this
was atopic closeto hisheart. "In any event, it is clear from the texts that Aeneas had the Grail in his
possession when he returned to Rome. But soon after, it was stolen or lost, | know not which, appearing
subsequently in the Middle Eastern kingdoms closer to the point of itsorigin." He Sighed as he drank
deeply of theliquor. "1 tell you thetruth, | would gladly go to war with the Devil himsdlf to possessit.
Withit in hand, we would within months unite these war-ravaged idands.”

The Romanshad asaying: In vino, veritas, and | suppose it wastrue. The brothers, in their cups,
reveded their true natures.

As| watched, Aurdius did further and further into oblivion, until only hismaimed milky eye remained
open. When he was adegp, Uther rose, and walking unsteadily across the tent, placed his hand tenderly
upon his brother's brow. "Now you know the truth about him, Merlin," he said softly. ™Y ou see before
you arighteous man. Our priestsing st that the Pendragons have been touched by God, that our mission
ispure and holy. We want only what is best for thisland. My brother longs for the endless bloodshed to
be finished as, God knows, do I. If heisgruff and unforgiving, if heis even at times difficult, then so beit.
For mysdlf, I cannot love him any the lessfor hisfaults, for they are as much apart of him asare his gifts
of unshakable courage and vison. Our prieststell usthat God made man in Hisimage. Then man sinned,
tasting of the forbidden apple of knowledge, and was cast out of Eden into the world. We are apeople
of snand redemption. It isthe Devil himsalf who throws temptation into our path at every step we take
and, God knows, our flaws make us vulnerable. But without any one of those flaws we would be lesser
men, and that, | warrant, | could not abide."

Hishand still curled in his brother's damp hair, he turned to me. "Now, wizard, do not obfuscate, in the
matter of the Lady of Cornwall, will you give mewhat | want, what | must have?"

Not in the way you want it, | thought. Not given the Lady's extreme antipathy to the duke. And, in any
case, this very woman who Other desired so feverishly had ordered hismurder. And I, the n, was
standing beside him as serenely as a contented shepherd with hisflock. Except | was not contented at al.
Infact, now that | had spent time with Uther, Y graine's directive seemed unconscionable. These
humans—or at least this one— was not at al as she had portrayed them. Instead of despising Uther, |
found mysdlf fedling protective toward him, asif he were my wayward but beloved child. Casting my
mind back to the moment he came under the spell of Y graine's otherworldly nature, | now saw that he
was as innocent as ababe in the manger. It wasthen | redlized | could never kill him. Strangely enough,



by some achemicd process of which even Y graine wasignorant, | seemed bound to him asthoroughly
as| was bound to her.

Hiseyesblazed. "Answer me, damn you!" But dmost immediately that fire died and he did to hisknees
before me, hisforehead bent upon my lap. "Ah, no, | cannot ask this. God forgive me, it iswrong. |
cannot think but that because sheisthe wife of another she mayhap isthe Devil'swork. And yet..." He
rased hishead and | saw tearsglistening in hiseyes. "And yet | find it mattersnot," he whispered
hoarsdly. "I do love her so, my Merlin.”

"Because she isthe most precious possession of your enemy?"

"| recognize thetruth in that, wizard. But | swear to you if that were dl thedlurel fet | couldin faith
forego her." He shook hishead asif in disbelief at hisown words. "Y ou are the master of mysteries. Can
it truly be s0? Can aman love awoman from the first look?* When he said this a curious vision bloomed
in my mind. For an ingtant, | was back in the octagona tower with Y graine and her daughters. My hand
was on Elaine's shoulder and there wasfire running through me as| stared into her sea-blue eyes.

"Yes my lord," | answered him. " believeitispossble.”

"Oh, Merlin." Uther's face contracted with emotion. "I confess | know nothing of Y graine beyond
scurrilous hearsay, and yet thisvery void is a sweet nettle at my back, heating my blood, urging me on.
Sheexigts here'— he thumped his forehead with the hedl of hishand—"in my mind, aperfect image. The
perfect woman." His hand curled into awhitefist. "And so though | sin 1 must have her. | must!”

| put my hand on the crown of hishead. Like Ygraine, | could fed the roya bloodline, the cacophonous
sweep of history as the Pendragons subdued the warring clans of Briton and forged an empire that even
the indefatigable Saxons could not topple.

When | spoke, my voice possessed an odd echo. "So beit. Who am |, then, to stand in the way of so
great apasson?’

That night, in the tent beside Uther's, | dept poorly. Possibly Elaine took that as the opportunity she
sought to pay me avist. She appeared first asavision, insubstantial as smoke from abrazier. Her smile
seemed tentative, but that might merely have been afigment of my imagination.

When her form becamered, she said: "Have acare, Myrddin. | fear for your safety here amongst the
Pendragon warhost. | smell decet and betraya and | likeit not.”

"Areyou so much like your mother, then," | said, Sitting up in my mudin cot, "to think so little of the
humans?'

"Itisnot the humans| fear for, Myrddin. It isyou."
"Do you care so much for me, then?'
"Y ou know it not?" She seemed puzzled. "Did you not fed what | felt when we touched?!

| could not deny to myself what had happened between us, and yet | was possessed of a powerful
trepidation of these women. | knew not what they planned or even of what mendacity they were capable.
"Yes, | felt what you felt. But | amtoo little time in the world to understand the nature of al things,
especialy an emotion so profound.”



"l undergtand thisnot. My spirit guidesmeand | follow it aswillingly and avidly asachild.”

"Then | fear for you as you do for me. Guard your spirit more carefully, Lady. It ismorerare and
precious than any gem | could name. Like asword, it should be kept in its scabbard and not imprudently

exposed.”
She pulled her thick, cowled cloak close around her. "Now | have offended you.”

"Not at al. And | do not say that | fed differently than you. But non-action alowsthe natural order of
thingsto bereveded. It ismy natureto lie hidden in the shadows, to watch and wait. At least for atime."

"Thentimeiswhat | shdl giveyou," she said, becoming once again astransparent as haze. "And | shdl
mark well your words." What remained of her rosein aspiral, evaporating into the darkness at the top of
the tent.

Unnerved by Elain€'s gppearance, | took my time settling back onto my cot. My heart had just dowed
aufficiently for dumber when | heard Morgain€e's voice whispering to me. "1 know what you plan,
Myrddin."

"How can you know my mind," | said, startled, "when | mysdf know it not?"

"Because | want the same thing." She sat close beside me on the edge of the cot. Y ou and | have much
in common, Myrddin. More than | would have thought to first ook at you. We both chafe to disobey
Ygrane”

| confess| was taken aback, but sought to conceal my consternation in quick denial. "l fear in that you
aremistaken, Lady."

Shetook no heed of my words, however, but leaned toward me and pressed her mouth against mine. In
the dead of night she wore but a thin cotton shift, and | could fedl the heat of her skin asif | had drawn
near an armorer's kiln. Her lips were warm and moist and, after avery short time, | felt the dart of her
tongue like the graze of awasp wing against my lips. Then she pulled avay and held my face cradled in
the pams of her hands. "Y ou are not afraid of Y graine, nor are you destined to be her cat's-paw," she
whispered. "Y ou have your own idess."

"l have no wish to—" But she put ahand across my mouth, silencing in midstream my unconvincing
protest. In amost the same motion, she pushed me down onto the rumpled blanket and spread her body
over melike amist across the sea-edged moors. Through my body ran atremor of recognition and my
mind flew back to the compelling charge of energy | felt when | had gripped Elaine's shoulder. Morgaine
moved upon meand a once | felt al the hillocks and secret valeys of her body. | imagined myself
standing on the edge of aswamp, being pulled dowly and inexorably into its very heart. Her shift parted
magicaly, drenching us both in the scent of her most intimate parts. At that moment al choicefled me. |
could do aught but partake of the sweetness of her moist body. But | confessthat while my ignited flesh
was|ost insde her my mind was consumed by images of Uther and Y graine. Now | felt hisyearning for
her asif | were mysdf the future king. Then, thistoo faded, to be replaced by images of Elaine when we
had first met and touched, and then when she had come to me moments ago.

The animal sounds of Morgaine grunting out her passion caused my thoughtsto dissolve like base meta
inacid. | became acutely aware of our surroundings, and casting my consciousness about the tent, |
sensed an involuntary movement in the darkest part of the far corner. Someone spied upon us!

| lit the darkness with my consciousness enough for me to make out the figure standing rigid as a block of
ice. It was Elaine! So she had not, as| had imagined, de-



parted. A dank coldness such asthat | felt within doomed Tintagel overcame me. Now | wished only to
push Morgaine off me, but she was as entwined upon me asif she were astrangler fig. While she worked
vigoroudly to bring us both to completion | could do aught but watch Elaine's face asit became paer and
paer. Just a the moment her sster cried out in ecstasy, Elaine turned her white face away. My own
rationalization came back to flail me: non-action had proved as treacherous a course as its opposite. If
thiswere the natural course of events, | wanted no part of them. Then my heart legpt in my bresst.
Perhaps al was not logt.

Elaine! | caledto herinmy mind. It isyou | love!

Ah, Myrddin, you wereright to fear for me. | should have kept my spirit sheathed. My heart quailed
when | heard her reply echo dreadfully in my mind.

/ was a fool to have sent you away.
Asyou said, it isyour nature.
Elaine, for you | would cause the sun to burn at night. | would cause water to run uphill.

Even if you could accomplish the impossible, it istoo late. It istoo late for usall. More fool me to
think anything could be changed. You have betrayed me with mine own sister. Our Fatesare
sealed. Now, surely, all of Ygraine'swisheswill come true.

| saw her image begin to fade, and | closed my eyes and wept.

Morgaine of course mistook my tearsfor those of delight. "Ah, Myrddin, now that our desire has been
brought to fruition," she whigpered still atop me, "1 propose an dliance. You and | will wed. Together, we
will make astand againgt Y graine. Y ou possess a power unknown to either of my ssters.”

"Or toyou, either, | takeit," | said drily.
"Now you mock me."

"I dono suchthing,” | lied, at last carefully unwinding mysdlf from her embrace. "1 am smply feding my
way inthedark."

"Then let me light the candle for you. | will be your guide and you will be my strong staff. Together, we
will gain more power than any of our kind has ever before conceived of possessing.”

| confessthat | was sordly tempted, for | saw in her unholy dliance away for meto save Uther from the
butcher'sknife. But | knew that if | agreed | would be bound to Morgaine as | was now bound to
Y graine. A man with an unsupportable burden haslittle incentive to switch one boulder for another.

"Y ou have given me much to ponder, Lady," | equivocated. "And you will agreethat thisalianceis not
oneto belightly entered into." More than anything else now, | needed time to extricate mysdf from the
webs these women were spinning, each in her own way and to her own ends.

Her eyeslit up the darkness. "While that may be true enough, when moving againg Y graine a swift
lightning strike will serve us better than walking with cat's feet. We must work the element of surpriseto
our best advantage. If she comesto suspect anything amiss before we have begun we will surely be
undone.”



"How goes your labor, Myrddin?'

| had dready discovered that Y graine had her own spy in the Pendragon war camp, but it would have
been foolish to give her an inkling of my knowledge. "I have demonstrated my powersto the brothers
Pendragon, and as a consequence they have clasped meto their mailed bosoms.”

She amiled her strange reptilian smile. "That sharp tongue of yourswill make your repute, | will warrant.”

Y graine was the kind of woman who cherished repute to the detriment of her spirit. She prided hersdlf on
being upright and righteous, and was therefore neither.

Wewerein her vast chambers at the heart of Tintagel, which were deliberately kept dark and full of
burning incense. Tdlow tapersringed the rooms, providing amultitude of small, glowing haloesthat
illuminated wooden chests, anima-skin carpets and hammock-like chairs. Atop one chest floated a
miniature boat, low and deek, with both oars and crimson canvas sail painted with awhite egret in flight.
The prow of the boat arched upward in agraceful swan's neck and ended in afemaeface. Thewhole
was S0 intricately carved it was nothing short of exquidte.

While| drank in these surroundings, Y graine leaned on the stone sill of aditted window and peered
down &t the courtyard of the castle keep, where her hushand, the man she plotted againg, took his
exerciseswith hismost robust knights. "'Y ou have not yet drawn blood.”

"Itistruethat Uther dill lives, my lady."

"Then kill him swiftly," she snapped. "'l do not intend to ddly in being impregnated by Aurdliusor in
bringing the fetusto term. | can in weeks accomplish what it takes human women nine monthsto do. And
withalot lesspain, | might add.”

"I do not daly, my lady," | said.

"Good. Because you know not yet the indgdiousness of their notions. One need look no further than their
God, who lives only for vengeance. To say nothing of their Devil, who was once their God's sure right
hand. Cast out for hissin, helives only to thwart hisformer magter. It is nasty businessto be avoided a
al codts. | do not want you infected with their zedl ousness.”

"Havenoworry, my lady,” | said. "l merely await your help.”
Sheturned away from her contemplation to gaze at me with her colorless eyes. "How, pray tell?'

"Gorlois must be seen outside thewalls of Tintagel— leading araiding party, possibly meant to probe the
opposing amy's current strength. That will certainly apped to him. Word will filter back to the
Pendragon kingsand | shall useit to full advantage when, posing as your husband, | day Uther."

TheLady Ygrainewasthe only person | ever met who looked evil when she smiled. Possibly | wasthe
only onewho saw it, for it istruth she captivated dl the human menin her life. "A lie swaddled like an
innocent babein the cloak of truth. I like your mind, Myrddin," she said, that smilein full flower. "Yes, |
likeit well, indeed."

And so0 she worked her magic on Gorlois, who obeyed her in all matters great and small, so smitten with
her was he. And he was doubly careful to make certain no other human was privy to thisweakness, he
was as obsessed with repute as was hiswife.

The very next day he set out with asmall band of knights on an expeditionary foray. With my connivance,
it did not take long for Uther's men to bring back news of his movements. Uther ordered his scoutsto



shadow the band and to take careful note of all they surveyed. Aurdlius of course wished to ambush them
and murder Gorlois straight away, but Uther had other plans. He did not wish such aswest, swift
warrior's death for the duke of Cornwall. Rather, he wanted Gorlois dive to know that he had been
cuckolded—and by whom. Only then, he told me, would he day the duke. Of these inner plots he

reved ed nothing, not even to hisbeloved brother. Instead, he made aclever and logica argument for
giving Gorlois what he was obvioudy seeking—a glimpse of the opposing army. But only a piece of it.
Gorlais, thinking the army arrayed againgt him was far smaller than it actudly was, would become
overconfident and thiswould swiftly infect hisentire force, making it that much essier to defedt. It wasa
clever plan, even Aurdius could see that, and he acquiesced with aminimum of debate.

| had now before me athoroughly repellent choice. | could do aught but commit murder, that much was
clear. But | knew thet if | did precisdly as Y grainebid | could not live with myself. Murdering Uther
would be akinto killing apart of mysdf. Slitting Aurdliussthroat was not easy. The act weighs heavily on
my conscience till. But | know that had both Aurdlius and Uther led the triumphant army againgt Tintagel
that autumn, disaster would have ensued. For both these men were born to rule; neither had the
temperament to sharethetitle of king. They would have torn each other limb from limb before they would
have acquiesced to that. In the end, | could not change what Fate had decreed for them.

Y ou see these hands, my girl. They are covered in blood, many times over. Wdll, that ismy Fateand |
have come to accept it. Most days, that is.

So then, | sood over Aureliusin deepest night. Outside the tent-flap, | could hear the soft chink of metal
againg metd as his guards exchanged afew whispered words. | could fed Uther'slove for him asif it
were ablanket that protected him. But that was not enough. Fate had dictated that Uther'slove at this
moment be turned aside. During the last of my preparations, | felt the presence of the Grall, asif some
fragment of it existed insde Aurelius or Uther or both. But asfor their God, he was far away. Hisface
was turned in another direction entirely, allowing a curious darknessto form like the nexus of aviolent
gorm. | held Aurdliuss sword high above my head. | directed mysdlf to fed about thishuman as Y graine
fet aout al humankind. Failing in that, | dmost angrily willed myself to fed nothing. Drawing the sword
from its scabbard, | brought it down across histhroat, stepping back as the fountain of blood gushed
forth. Even s0, some of it splashed across my lips and, before | had a moment'sthought, | swallowed it
convulsively. Now the very life force of the Pendragon was a part of me. It was atangible sign of what |
had known from the moment | had first seen Utber—that he and | were inextricably linked.

But now there was no time for contemplation. Making the proper incantations, | rushed out of the tent.
The clouds had parted, doing my bidding, and by thelight of the half-moon | dew one guard and
wounded another, making certain he marked well the face of Gorlois, which | worelikeamask a a
pageant, before | used another glamour to vanish into acamp newly roused to tragedy.

"I should murder you on the spot!" Y graine, in arage, wasamost unlovely sight. "But | must ask mysdlf
whether you are merely stupid or dangeroudy willful.”

"l am neither, my lady," | said in my meekest voice. "How was| to know that Aurdliusfel adeepin his
brother's tent while Uther, restless and deepless, went on anight foray?"

"Can you not tell one Pendragon from another?"
"It was dark. In the tent, al the tapers were guttered.”

"You areawizard, Myrddin!" she burst out in exasperation. "Y ou can seein the dark!"



"| was concentrating on the act | was about to commit, my lady. And if | may say so, Uther—"

"Y ou may say nothing without my permisson!™ shecried. "I desre only slence from you whilel devise
the method and duration of your punishment!"

Her hands shook dightly as she turned away from me. Wewere again in her quarters. From the
courtyard below came the sounds of Gorloisswar machines gearing up for what would no doubt be the
decisive battle with the Pendragon warhost. For along time, she sood silent, contemplating the miniature
boat. Candldight flickered on her hair, making of it aMedusas nest that seemed dive and malignant. At
length, she Sighed, and in avoice less stedly, said, "What could you possibly tell me of Uther that |
aready do not know?'

"My lady, he holdsin his heart the desire to possessthe Holy Grail of Christ. When he confided thisto
me | at once had avision of thisartifact. One day he will possessit; it will be given to him by one of his
knights. Y ou aready know that the Pendragon placein history is set. Now you know that Uther isthe
chosen of hisGod." | paused for amoment to see what effect my words might have on her, but Y graine's
mood remained opague to me. "Thereisaso this, my lady. When | brought him hereto Tintagel he
marked you and immediatdly fell hopelesdy in love. Heison fireto take you to your marriage bed.”

At this, Ygraineturned to face me. "Bring him here, Myrddin," she said without preface or explanation of
what wasin her mind. "Bring him now and if all goeswell | may yet grant you areprieve.”

| bowed and took my leave of her. In the Pendragon war camp, Uther was inconsolable. "Bring me good
news, my wizard," he thundered when he saw me, "or begone from my sight, for the foul and cowardly
Duke of Cornwall has taken from methat which ismost dear.”

| separated him from hisretinue. "Now isthetimefor usto fly to Tintagel, my lord. Y graine awaits
you—or rather, the man she thinksis her husband.”

"Too latefor that." He ground histeeth in hisrage. "Ah, God, were it me who had been dainin his place!
| tell you, Merlin, dl justice hasfled thisworld. Surely God has turned his face from the Pendragon
cause. How could my brother be taken at the very moment of our greatest triumph?”

Hiswords chilled me. "This battle will be bloody and you will triumph, my lord. This| have seen. But itis
only the beginning of the Pendragon triumphs. Gather you now to yourself, otherwise your men, who
look well to you, will lose heart, and you will fail them.”

"Then help me, wizard. Aurdliuss death hasdl but undone me.”

My heart ached for him. The knowledge that | had caused him such profound pain diminished mein my
own eyes. "My lord," | said, "l know what needs to be mended inside you. Toward that end, come you
with meto Tintagel. Think, Uther. Now, on the eve of battle, you will have your revenge on Gorlois
tonight, and tomorrow aswdll."

By the same means as before | brought Uther into the sanctuary of hismortal enemy wherethistime

Y graine awaited him, anointed with saffron ail, aphrodisaca spices, and the glamours only she could
devise. Hisdespair made him more vulnerable, and hefdl completely under her spell. Hewould, if she
had but asked him, walked out the window and happily fallen to his death.

Y graine enjoyed him—enjoyed him far more than | knew she would have the rough and unruly Aurdius.
As| understood, he was aman she could, like agobbet of prime mutton, thoroughly chew. And yet she
choseto punish me still by compelling me to watch them asthey coupled long and noigly into the night.
All thewhile, in the keep's great knights hall directly below, Gorlois caroused with hisgenerds,



prematurely celebrating their anticipated victory on the morrow.

At one point during my long vigil, Morgause came and stood beside me. "'Y graine has alovely sense of
humor, does she not?' she whispered.

Only if onesideaof lovely isanest full of adders, | thought. But | held my tongue, for | knew nothing of
Morgause and, therefore, had no way of knowing whether she was more like Elaine or Morgaine.

"Thisworld, it ssemsto me, iswasted on these humans,” she said as her eyes avidly devoured the
convulsons of the couplein bed. "They livether liveslike blind men without an gppreciation of beauty.
No wonder they squander their energies on animd lusts, on daughtering each other. In their mora and
emotiond squaor, what eseisthereto divert them?”

| closed my eyesfor amoment—but for amoment only, for Y graine would know and punish me further
if she sensed | was disobeying her. It was becoming clear to me that none of the women, save Elaine,
knew what it meant to love. For it seemed to methat if they possessed the capacity to love they could
not so thoroughly vilify humans. They would have found, as| had, the good qudities among humankind,
and begin to appreciate them for these qualities, some of which were lacking in us. Instead, they were dll
too eager to couple with these powerful men who they considered no better than the animalsthey ate for
food and skinned for clothes. Inther lust for sex, power, and dominance they were no different than
humankind.

Anger filled melike an empty cup. A murderer | might be, but yet my conscience had not withered on the
vine. "But if we do not care for them,” | said, "who will?' As Morgause turned to look at me, | continued.
"If we hate them asthey hate themselves, if we seek ways to murder them as they murder themselveswe
are no better than they are.”

Had she been Morgaine, her lipswould have curled in contempt. But she was not her siter. "1 do not
hate them, Myrddin. But they are ignorant. They see not our goddesses, who bring forth bounty upon the
earth. Itisther sense of the holy that offends me. Uther Pendragon puts himself above al other men. He
sees hismission as one sanctioned by God and woe betide any who gainsays him."

"Have acarewhat you say," | told her. "After thisnight | have seenthat Y graine carriesachild of his
lineage who will becomeking."

"| should have been carrying that child." Morgause said nothing more, but she did not haveto. | saw her
poisonous thoughts seeping through her poreslike acid.

From the moment Arthur was born, Y graine appeared to have little use for him. Once she had
determined that her seed had taken root in the human infant, she gave him to Morgausetoraise. This
came as no surprise. Y graine was not what one might call the materna type. Besides, she had more
immediately pressing matters to attend to. Uther, now comfortably ingtalled hi Tintagd, had had little
difficulty in winning the dlegiance of what was|eft of Gorloissarmy after the Pendragon warhost
infiltrated the castle. Asfor the duke, Uther had dispatched him himsdlf in Tintagel's crowded knights hall
where, only hours before, Gorlois and his generals had made their ill-timed celebration. For weeks
afterward, the duke's severed head rode one of his own pikesin the courtyard of Tintagel, asilent but
telling reminder to those who would oppose Uther's drive to unite the land.

Y graine was busy preparing for her marriage to Uther and, as well, scheming to unite Morgause with
King Lot of Orkney, the most powerful and dangerous of the vassal kings now united under the
Pendragon banner. | did not like King Lot, nor did | trust nun. | had early marked him asthe generd in



Gorloisscircle most eager to attack the mistakes of othersin order to elevate his own power with the
duke. 1t had not escaped my notice that of dl the generals he had been the only oneto refrain from the
last celebration. Thisled meto believe that he had known something no one e sein the duke's retinue did.
If thiswere indeed the case, | determined that | needed to discover who had informed him of Uther's
impending victory. Toward thisend, | made mysdlf useful to him, first in the most casua of waysthen, as
he sought out my counsd, in an ever more intimate fashion.

Lot wasaborn deceiver. In this, he was a perfect match for Morgause. Small and sallow, he had the
fierce, beady eyes of araven and an ingtinct to match. He was cautious enough to keep hisemationsin
check at dl times. Often, he appeared inert and unresponsive, so it was easy for his contemporariesto
make the mistake of discounting him. But when he judged the moment was right | had seen him gtrike at
his enemies without mercy, exterminating them so quickly they had no timeto retdiate.

Uther, busy consolidating his power, needed Lot. He could not afford to distrust him, so | did it for him.
It did not take me long to gain Lot'strust, and the first thing he asked of me wasto take Arthur. He
claimed that Morgause had no great love for the child, which wastrue asfar asit went. However, he
could not conceal from me hisintense desire to start his own family with her without the burden of an
adopted child. And yet he bade me keep Arthur hi chambers not far distant. This disturbed me, sinceit
was my understanding that he bore no specid love for Arthur himself. For six yearsdid | comply, but
then the child became too much for them. Fedling ill equipped to look after a contentious six-year-old
myself, | sought out Elaineto ask for her assistance only to discover that without aword to her sstersor
to me she had quit Tintagel. Y graine, however, knew of her flight.

"'She has made her mind to take the vell,” Y graine said when | found her in the gardens. She had split a
peach, and the clear juices dripped from her fingertips. "Sheis gone not to Afdan, where mayhap she will
hedl, but to the priests of Christ the Redeemer." Tearing off a crescent of white flesh, she popped it into
her mouth. "The problem with thisfruit,” she said, "isthat the sugar rises only when thefleshistoo
overripefor meto enjoy." She contrived to watch me while she ate, periodically turning her head to pit
the pulp into a sheared boxwood hedge. "Now | have lost Elaine to the god of humankind.” Reaching the
pit, sheturned it dowly over in her sicky fingers. Tell me, Myrddin, have you an ideawhy she would of
asudden take herself to the convent at Five Lanes?'

"I have nat, my lady."

She gave me mat smile. "Rity. | had it in mind that in this matter you could be of more useto me."
"| could take mysdlf to the convent and interview her," | offered.

"Think you a satisfactory answer would be forthcoming?!

"Not for you, my lady,” | said with aheavy heart. " Surely not for you."

As he had done with Gorlois, Lot made himsalf indispensable to Uther. He was dways at his right hand,
aways Uther's staunches! supporter. Say thisfor him, he fought with vigor and acquitted himsdlf with
honor on thefield of battle.

Late one night, when Arthur wasin his ninth year, Y graine summoned meto her chambers. Of dl the
candles ranged around the rooms only onewaslit, casting her quartersin athick gloom.

"They are going out, Myrddin," she said when | arrived. "Despite my best effortsevil timesare dmost
uponus.



| made no answer, but took the one flame and went about the room, trying without successto light the
other candles. "Itisno use" she said. "They are my gazing crystals. The candleswere madein Afdan by
my own hand, using the rendered tallow of the unicorn: In them, the nature of the future takes shape and
ismade manifest to me. And now they have gone dark.”

| turned to her and, holding the candle between us, said: "What can | do?’

"Look after Arthur," she said. "Whatever may occur you must keep him safe from harm.” Her colorless
eyes regarded me with unaccustomed candor. "We have had our differences, Myrddin. At timesit seems
asif we have worked at cross-purposes.” Shelifted ahand as| madeto reply. "Oh, thereis no use
denyingit. | confess| am impressed by your loyaty to Uther." She put ahand on my arm. "Now | charge
you with hisson'slife" Shetook thelonelit candle from my hand. "But in thisonething, at least, we are
of one mind: In Arthur does the future reside. Our future—us and humankind dike. If thereisto be any
peace between us and humankind Arthur will be its standard-bearer. And you must forever be a his
sde, protecting him, guiding him because there are forces arrayed againgt him. Dark forces you cannot
begin to imagine." Her gaze grew fierce, and her fingers gripped me with a curious strength. "But he must
never know. Such aheavy burden istoo much for one man. Swear you will keep him ignorant of his
Fate, no matter the temptation to do otherwise."

"This| swear to you, my lady,” | said. "But you are hismother. You must dso be at hisside.”

Y graineturned away and briefly touched the curving hull of the miniature boat. "Who knowswhere | will
bein five years—or even one." When she turned back to me she seemed calmer than | had ever seen
her. "Go you now, my Myrddin. Y ou have your own Fate to meet." When | was amost at the door, her
voice stayed me but amoment longer. "Do not for an ingtant think | am ignorant of the heavy burden you
yoursdlf bear.” | turned, startled, to look at her, but she had aready vanished into the gloom of the
chambers. Only the flame of the single candle she had placed by the side of the miniature boat was l€ft to
keep a bay the darkness.

| confessthat during these three years| bethought me many time of flying forthwith to the convent where
Elaine had sequestered hersdlf. | had not the dightest doubt what had turned her mind away from the
world. What had happened—or, more rightly, what had not happened—between uswas never far from
my thoughts. When | dept | dreamt of her—or of the Holy Grail. In either case, | would awake and pray
that in murdering Aurdlius | had not caused Chrigt's Chalice to be lost forever. | had dain Aurdius and
had crushed underfoot Elaine's pure and smple fedings for me. What other sinswas | fated to commiit, |
wondered in despair, before | shed this quasi-immorta coil?

That night | was awakened by Y graine's scream. | rushed to the king's chambersto find Uther lying
spread-eagled amid the rumpled bed linens. Y graine and King Lot stood on either side of him, staring
down, too paralyzed by the sight, it seemed, to take action. Brushing past them, | knelt over Uther. Not a
spot of blood could | find anywhere; neither could | find adrop of breath left within him.

"Poisoned," Y graine whispered hoarsely. "Murdered in his own bed.”
"Who would take such vile and contemptible action?' Lot asked.
"Uther Pendragon had many enemies," Ygrainesad.

"Yea, Lady," Lot replied as he made to withdraw his sword. Tell me but which oneand | mysdif will
behead him without so much asan interview or atribund.”



"They are all guilty," Ygraine cried. "Each and every one bearsthe stigmaof his base murder.”
"Then | will mysdf day them dl!" he shouted, stalking from the bed chamber.

"You heard him." Y graine stared bleakly at me from across the corpse of her husband. "Now will the
darkness come. Now will we be plunged into war most bloody."

"Y graine, we both so closeto him." | waswrung with emotion. "How could we have let this happen?’

"Marked you not my words? For al our powers, there are times when we are helpless against the horde
of humankind. The weight of sheer numbers, Myrrdin! Uther had so many enemies.”

She climbed upon the cold bed and took up Uther'slifedless hand in hers. She whispered to him for a
moment, but when she raised her voice it was to me she spoke. "L ook you now to Arthur, my Myrddin.
Whosoever poisoned Uther will surely seek out his son to try to end forever the line of Pendragon.”

Though | was rductant to leave the fallen king, | yet heeded Y graine's command and | took Arthur from
his bed. Without saying aword to any one, | bundled him tightly in his bedclothes, and with him curled
like asdamander in my armswe took our leave of Tintagel through the secret entrance. Werodein
utmost haste through the windswept night to Five Lanes where, lathered and winded, my horse deposited
us before the heavy oak-and-iron doors of the Convent of St. Angelus. 1ts moss-laden stone wallsjutted
skyward asif reaching for the very heavens themselves. The stones were massive and roughly cut, giving
the tructure an air of both excessive bulk and age. After an interminable time, the gates creaked open
and we were admitted.

| confess the ancient Mother Superior, newly risen from her mean and narrow cot, liked not the ook of
me. With her keen cockerdl's eyes she marked me as neither knight nor lord. But then she spied Arthur
and knew we were seeking sanctuary.

She arranged for us aroom as spare and abstemious as her sense of charity. But then | have found that
such isthe power of fear it closes even the minds closest to God. Of Elaine there was no sign. She had
stayed for dmost three years, the Mother Superior grudgingly gave up, but no less than six months ago
she had stolen away without aword to anyone.

"To betruthful, her disappearance came as no surprise,” the ancient one said. She wasthin asaspike
and bent like afine ash bow. Coarse hairs of age pocked her lined face, but her hands were steady as
she brewed strong black teafor usin her cramped study, and, as| have said, her eyes missed no detail.
"She cameto usin the dead of night, and she dipped away just the same." She poured the teainto sturdy
mugs, offering me honey directly from anest dice of comb. "In between, she applied herself to her
devations sporadicaly. Often, | would find her staring blankly out her window or sitting donein the
cloister when she should have been reading her office or on her knees praying for Christ's guidance.” She
took ajudicious sip of teaand dropped adice of comb intoit. "From thefirs, it was clear to methat she
was troubled but, stubborn one that she was, she refused dl counseling. It was my fervent hope that God
would hed whatever was amissinsde her, but | suppose she had been wounded too deeply.” Stirring the
wine-dark teawith atiny bone spoon, she had the look of someone who had lost the need for deep.

"Have you any ideawhere she might have gone?" | asked.
"We may assume it was not back home," she said dryly.
"Yes. | havejust come from there."

She shrugged. "Then | am afraid | cannot be of further help." She stood up, indicating that whether or not



| had finished my teathe interview was at an end.

| knew there was room to barter here. Indeed, the ancient traded on information—what other currency
would aclericuse? So | said: " Shewas running from me. It wasasin to rgect her, and now that she has
fled | mugt find her."

"Itisyou sheloves, eh, young man? Well, youthful folly can beforgiven. | will pray for you both.” She
made the sign of the cross over me, then seemed to lapse into a state of deep contemplation. Even as|
wondered whether | had paid enough for what she knew she inhaled deeply of the steam coming from
her mug and of a sudden lifted ahand. "Wait. There was something..." She walked across the stone floor
of her chamber until she stood before a carved wooden image of Christ on the cross. "L et me see. What
wasit shesaid to me? It wasin afit of pique, | believe. Finding her idle in the cloister when she should
have been in the chapel at vespers, | had newly reprimanded her. Tears sprang to her eyes and she said
.. What wasit shesaid?... Ah, yes. 'You treat me asif | werean anima in acage. Worse than that, for |
am expected to forego deep and sustenance in order to seeto my devotions.' ‘Asyou will learn,’ | told
her, 'God will provide when you give yoursdf whaolly to him.' But she was adamant in her rebelliousness:
"Y ou want nothing more of me than to become your servant. Y ou may aswell consgn meto Saltash
Moor."

"l have never heard of Saltash Moor."
"It is seven leaguesto the west."
"Y ou believe Elaine has gone there? But why? Isthere aspecid significanceto that place?’

"Oh, yes" Possibly shewastired, after al. A tic had commenced to draw her right eye downward.
"Saltash Moor has along and unpleasant history in these parts.” She paused for amoment, possibly to
bring under control the muscle spasm. Truth to tell, it was why this convent was founded here, for asthe
ancient taleistold Sdtash isthe specid haunt of the Devil."

Leaving Arthur in the care of the ancient Mother Superior, | traveled over low and desolate terrain, my
horse galloping due west. Do not think that | Ssmply left Arthur at St. Angelus on hisown. Beforel I€ft |
spread aglamour over him so that none but the Mother Superior could see or hear him. On the remote
chance our enemies came looking for him a St. Angdlus, the nunswould truthfully say they knew aught of
him and even the most rigorous search would not reved him to those who meant him harm.

This glamour would last only seventy-two hours, which iswhy | made al haste to Sdtash Moor. It
seemed clear to me—as it had to the Mother Superior—that Elaine had come here to meet her end.
Despair and sdf-loathing are the mortal enemies of coherent thought. That these venoms existed inside
her was aforgone conclusion. | only hoped that | would arrive in time to save her from hersdlf. The
Mother Superior entertained the same hope. To that end, she drew from behind the image of the
crucified Christ asword of uncommon length and beauty, which she placed in my hands. A gleaming
black stone capped its pomme and across its guard were etched gold runes from alanguage wholly
unfamiliar to me.

"The nunswho built this convent a century ago discovered this weagpon during their excavetions," she
explained. "It has been handed down from one Mother Superior to another with us knowing only the
prophesy buried in the apocalyptic writing of the Apostles.” She wrapped surprisingly strong fingers
around mine. "If you go to do battle with the Devil theleast | can do is give you the meansto successfully
defend yoursdf."



"Theserunes” | asked her. "Do you know their meaning?'

"Becausethe sword is, in asense, divethe ancients gave it aname. Therunes spell it out: Caletuwich.”

| saw the ancient standing stonesfirgt, those craggy dabs whose lichen-covered crevasses hold secrets
no one could ever plumb. They glowed with an etheredl light. In some other age even Y graine could not
imagine they had been sacred. As such, they were both beautiful and terrifying. The wind was freshening
out of thewest, bringing with it the brackish smdl of the rolling moorland. The moon wasfull, ridingin
ghostly splendor high over my right shoulder, so that it seemed | was balanced on abeam of light,
illuminating without color or texture the terrain ahead.

My mount drew up at the edge of the moor, snorting and slamping its hooves. | was obliged to use a
glamour to cam it down after repeated digs at its flanks failed to goad it forward. Moonlight lay across
the moor like hoarfrost. Not atree, not a hillock could be found. A more blasted, desolate |andscape one
could not easily imagine. | had just bethought mysdlf that from dl | had heard of him thiswas, indeed, the
perfect place for the Devil to inhabit when | heard aped of hysterical laughter. | was chilled to my vitas
even before | turned around, for | had already determined by the tenor of the voicethat it was Elaine
laughing likealunatic.

| whedled my mount around to see her walking across the moor. She was naked, her white skin glowing
in the moonlight. By her side was a creature so hideous and misshapen that it could only be termed an
abomination. If | can describeit aright it had the chest and shoulders of aleopard, the hindquarters of a
lion, the hooves of adeer, and the head of a serpent. When it spied me its mouth gaped wide and the
sounds of baying houndsrolled over the heaths and heathers.

"So you have come for me at last, Myrddin." Elaine's once beautiful voice was pitched so high and
hysterica it became like nails being scraped over date. "What apity you haveleft it too latel” The
creature beside her bayed again, setting off another round of unpleasant laughter.

"Not too late, Elaine" | said as| did from my saddle. "Y ou live and that isdl that matters.” | held out my
hand as | advanced over the lichen toward her. "Now come. It ishigh time you left this place.”

Her companion beast snapped at me, causing meto recoil in order to keep my hand from being severed
frommy wrid.

"Haveacare! My child isajedous guardian indeed!"

"Your child?' | goggled at her. Her skin was waxen and her eyes had an odd glazed cast. "What
madnessisthis?'

"No madness" She grabbed the ruff of the abomination's neck. "I mated with the Devil and thisis his
issue.

Isit not exquisitely, delirioudy beautiful ?* She threw her head back and laughed loud and long. "Ah, what
sweet moment this be, to see on your face etched the same pain that you caused me!™

Summoning my wits, | threw aglamour across the beast's eyes and while it was confused and blinded |
dew it with the siword Cd etuwlch. The abomination howled in rage and pain while gouts of black ichor
pulsed from itswounds. Elaine's eyes grew wide in horror and then they rolled up in her head and she
collgpsed into my waiting arms.

Without alook backward at the spawn of the Devil, | ran to where my mount waited, but each time



appeared to near it, itsimage flickered and it was again asfar away asit had been amoment before. Foul
magic was at work on that moor, of that there can be no dispute. But making incantations, | swung
Cdetuwlichin an arcin front of me. Theimmediate effect was akin to ashaft of sunlight cutting aswath
through a dense and impenetrable fog. New | saw that, bedeviled, | had been running in acircle around
my horse without ever coming any closer to it. Keegping the sword in front of me, | headed directly
toward it. Behind me, | heard an unholy howling and surmised that the father had come upon the
unseemly corpse of hisoffspring. With that, | draped Elainesinert form over my mount's neck whilel
climbed into the saddle, whedled it around, and put hedlsto itsflanks. Unlike before, the horse was only
too happy to obey me and we galloped long into the night.

| had planned to take her straightaway to the convent, but with each league | could fed thelife seeping
out of her like the strange and unpleasant ichor from her child. | made al the proper incantations,
swaddling her in aglamour of healing. To no avail. Once, | thought | heard echoing that awful howling,
but possibly it was only in my mind. Elaine was dying, of that | had no doubt. And | had no hope that the
primitive ministrations of the Mother Superior would have any saubrious effect. | had never before felt so
hopelessand done. If Elainedied, | knew full well that agood part of me would perish with her. What
then to do? Whereto go? | racked my brain for an answer. And then | recalled something .that Y graine
had said about her daughter: She is gone not to Afalan, where mayhap she will heal....

Afdan! | headed east toward the grest circular lake that girdled the hidden ide. All therest of that night |
rode and into the crimson-and-gold morning, with the sun in my eyes and the tears streaming down my
cheeks. Toward twilight, we reached the lakeshore. By then, my steed was donein and | knew | had run
out of time. Elaine was on the point of death. No blood seemed |eft within her. Her pulses barely
registered beneath my fingertips and when | put my face againgt hers| could scarce detect a breath.

It was only now as | dismounted in the silty mud that the enormity of my foolishness washed over me.
Even if time had not run out how in theworld was| going to ferry her acrossthe lake to Afdan itsalf?|
cursed mysdlf and, in atowering rage, unsheathed Caletuwich.

| confess| may have had in mind to do mysdlf in so that in death the two of us could &t last be entwined.
Possibly it was the thought of my own selfishnessthat stayed my hand—I had, after al, given my word to
protect Arthur. In any event, the sword, unsheathed, rippled with power. That energy struck Elainein the
center of her breast o that she was wrenched away from me. She stumbled down the bank, pitching
headfirst into the lake.

"No!" | cried, wading in after her. | scooped her up, brushing back hair streaming with water. The rest of
her was still immersed and | saw to my astonishment atiny blush inhabit her cheeks. Feverighly, |
checked her pulses and found them stronger. | could see her breast rise and fall asthe breath dowly
returned to her.

Crying and laughing with relief, | picked her out of the water and began to wade back toward the shore.
At once, the color fled her and her breathing faltered. For amoment, my will collapsed with the swift and
inexplicable ebbing of her lifeforce, and | fell to my knees. Elaine, immersed again in the lake, began to
revive. Thewater was akin to atonic for her. | had been right, after dl, to bring her here within sight of
her beloved Afaan.

So | kept her there, hour after hour, floating her so only her face was above the water's surface. Her
pulses rose and steadied, as did her breathing. But she did not awaken. With a clutch of horror, |
wondered whether too much damage had aready been done her. But then my faith revived and |
bethought me to push her dl the way into the lake.

Unclothing myself completely, | swam out with her to the deep water and pulled her completely under.



Shewent down verticaly like apillar being driven into the lake bottom. When she wastoo far below me,
| could no longer hold on. Something was dragging her down. For aningtant, | felt aflicker of fear that
having comethisfar | would now lose her to the swift, cold currents of thelake. But then | saw that her
eyes were open. She was saring up at me and nodding.

| let go.

Down and down she went, vanishing into the mysterious blue depths of the lake. | waited for her .. . And
waited. At lagt, with the cold sapping my strength, | swam back to the shallows, where| retrieved
Caetuwlch. It warmed mejust to hold it in my hand. | gazed out at the lake where the mist rosein dense
spirds, where brightly colored loons sivam with their families and bass legpt, catching smdl, skimming
insectsin their open mouths before disappearing again benesth the water's silvery skin. Overhead, the
sky reflected the last remains of the day, glowing like embersin abanked fire.

"Ah, Elaine," | whispered as a chain of snowy egrets gppeared from the mist. They circled a spot not far
from me and then vanished from whence they had come. A moment later, | spied a soft purling of the
water at that spot. At first | thought aschool of bass had found afeeding ground, but then the purling
deepened, widening until the ripples reached my knees. At that precise moment, Elaine rose from the
depths and beckoned to me. As| waded toward her, | saw that her eyes were clear and luminous.

"Elaine, you are alive. Remember you what happened?”

Life had returned to her cheeks and when she spoke no residue of her previous hysteriaremained. "Only
as one remembers adream.” She reached out her handsfor me. "But | do know | am dive because of
your lovefor me."

"Ah, Lady." | embraced her. "l wish only that you not hate me."
"Hate you? Could I meet alove such with hatred?

As she said, theimmediate past was adream. That being so, it was better that her own words remained
forgotten so that they might eventualy crumbleinto ash. "Turning you away was fraught with such pain.
But my obligation was to Uther and now to Arthur, his son. But holding you close like thismakes me
tremble. Would that | were not powerlessto change.”

"Oh, Myrddin, the love that isinside you rusheslike ariver in spring thaw." She caressed my cheek. "Do
not wish for change. It is both your blessng and your curse that you love the humans so. If the Pendragon
linesurvivesit will be because of you. And at last | understand that their survival meanslifefor al of us.
Had we run off together as| sdlfishly longed for, Arthur would be cold and dead now, interred beside his
father, and the Pendragons would be no more than afootnotein history.”

"Now that you have recovered fully in these life-giving waters, come back with me. Together, we will
carefor young Arthur, protecting him asweteach him."

She amiled. "Oh, | will play my rolein Arthur'slife. But asfor leaving the lake | cannot. Itismy home
now. If | leave, | shall perish. Whatever happened to me after | left St. Angelus had &t least alasting
effect on my condtitution.” Her smile deepened. "But you will come here often, Myrddin, and each time
you do | will risefrom the depths and we will be together asif for thefirst time."

That unearthly howling echoed in my mind onelast time as she uttered these words, making me shudder.
"Takeyou now thissword,” | said, thrusting it into her hands and pressing her fingers asthe Mother
Superior'sfingers had pressed mine. "' Caletuwlch will protect you while you gather your strength and
regain your power. Intime, | will comefor the sword.”



"Itisnot for you."

"No," | said. "Itisfor Arthur. | knew it the moment | first used it. Hiswill be adark, tortuous path even
when he gainsthe Kingship. Therewill dways be those who will try to wrest it from him. His crown will
never but lie uneasy upon hishead.”

"| fear that before thisis done we shall both shed tearsfor him, Myrddin.”

"But not yet. Histime il liesbefore him,” | told her as | kissed her long and well. "Farewdll, beloved.
Hed yoursdf herein theland that first nurtured you."

For four yearsdid Lot, King of Orkney, carry out hisboast. He asked for and received from Y graine the
title of regent, so that al would know he had the backing of the Roya Court. Say thisfor him, he used his
new titleto the full extent of its power. Asregent, he brought to the executioner's blade each king, liege
lord, duke, and knight about whom his spies unearthed even a breath of treason. He posted rewards,
encouraging even brother to inform on brother. In tribunas the new regent had no interest whatsoever,
for his heart appeared consumed with taking his revenge on Other's supposed murderer. And yet as
weeks turned to months, monthsto years and still hiswar raged on unchecked it became clear that with
every enemy executed Lot himsdf grew in power and influence. He took to wearing a cloak
manufactured from the beards of those he had himself dispatched, and this cloak grew from hip-length to
knee-length to alength where it swept the ground as he walked. It made him aterrifying sght, and even
those he had not yet opposed grew to fear him.

Y grainewas anxious for Arthur to be coronated, asthe only direct heir to Uther Pendragon, but again
and again Lot dissuaded her. While any enemy of Uther remained, it was till too dangerous, hetold her.
Also, whilewar till raged he remained unconvinced the North Ide kingswould follow the lead of a
calow thirteen-year-old, who had yet to be soundly tested hi battle.

In this manner, four years passed, and then five. And &t last Lot returned in triumph to Tintagd . Usurping
the Pendragon throne, he crowned himself king.

The moment had come for Arthur's ascension and | betook mysdlf to reclaim Caetuwlch for him. But |
wasin for athoroughly unpleasant surprise. Elaine, risng from the lake surrounding Afalan, embraced me
interror for, she said, she had lately heard aterrible howling, even from the watery depths of her home.

"It draws nearer every day," she said, "and every day | grow more frightened.”

| took her hand and tried to cam her. Thiswas not easy for a that moment there was preciouslittle
serenity insgde mysdlf. Theday | had dreaded was at hand. | knew that her abominable mate sought her
gtill. I took from her Caetuwlch, and with the sword strapped to my side | set off once again for Sdtash
Moor.

| arrived in fog-bound twilight. A dank stench arose from the ground, asif the land al around were
mortaly ill, oozing dreadful toxins. The abominable beest that | had dain four, years ago waswhere| had
left it, undecomposed, silent inits pool of noxiousichor. It was asif here upon thismoor no time had
passed sincelast | stood here, rescuing Elaine from her infernal Fate.

At once | drew Caletuwlch and, holding it before melike atorch, advanced aong the moor. Wherever |
proceeded, the unnatural fog recoiled asif it werealiving thing. As| went, | listened, but there was no
sound of birds nor of insects, and if theair moved at dl, | discerned no evidence of it. All was utter
dlence; the silence of the tomb.



Finding nothing, | turned back and when | came again upon the fallen beast | drove Cdetuwlch point-first
into its skull, twisting the blade as| did so. At once, | heard the familiar howling, o close a hand this
timethat the hairs at the nape of my neck stirred and | felt anauseating chill course through me.

"Who comesto defile my child?" The words seemed to come from everywhere a once.
"Itis], Myrddin. The onewho in thefirst place dew this abomination.”

For atime there was silence. Then into thisvoid there came a Darkness, but one such as| had never
before experienced. It was a once complete and suffocating, asif it were sucking al the air out of the
surrounding landscape. A sudden cold bloomed hoarfrost upon the hesths and heathersand it was all |
could do to keep my teeth from chattering. | refrained from drawing my cloak close about me, not
wanting him to see the extent to which | was vulnerable. Instead, | brandished Caletuwlch, and again |
heard the unholy howling.

A great pressure came and went upon my eardrums and then | stood face to face with the Devil. How to
describe theindescribable? If one puts fire and i ce together the laws of what the modern-day world call
physics dictate that the result is steam. But what if fire and ice could co-exist? Impossible, you say. And
yet thisiswhat was made manifest that evening on Saltash Moor. | suppose the Sight was a metaphor, for
inthisentity everything remained unresolved. It was aliving oxymoron—abeing in which diametricaly
opposed forces co-existed in arepugnant stasis. | imagine it must be apainful existence, which | suppose
isthe point. Apart from the fire and ice the only other feature discernible to my eyeswere apair of
wings—or, more accurately, the stubs. Horribly foreshortened, they had obvioudy been clipped or
possibly burned off, for the stubs appeared blackened at their ends.

"Myrrdin," thisHorror bellowed, "I know your end. | know everything about you."
"Then you know | will never alow you near the Lady Elaine.”

There came a sound as of amassive herd of horses galloping across the moor. With astart, | redized
that this dreadful noisewas akind of laugh. "1 will have her if that ismy wish."

"Thenkill menow," | sad.

"That accursed sword... | cannot.”

"Then you will have her not.”

"Recompensel" the Horror screeched. "I will have recompensefor her lifel”
Takeasyou may," | said, "but know | will ever sand against you."

The column of fire-and-ice swirled upward, ongating into the night sky. "Antagonists” it bellowed.
"That iswhat | cravel”

"Then that iswhat you shal havel"™ | shouted into the maelstrom of its making.

"Y ou cannot harm me. | wished to die, but that surcease is not within my purview. Anirony: | can cause
othersto die, but cannot mysalf be so released. Instead, | subsist at God'sinsstence, for without me He
becomes meaningless.”

"Thenwe areat agtdemate," | said.

"A stalemate, no, not at al. For | have information vital to you. A truth long hidden, adark and terrible



secret you will appreciate.” The fire-and-ice maglstrom grew in maevolence, and | had theimpression
the Horror was licking its chops. " These humans bdlieve that they were born in the image of God, that
they are his children, that atiny piece of Him existsingde each and every one of them." The rumbling
laughter came again, roiling my vitas. "A fatuous conceit. No, Myrddin, these people are my progeny.

Y es, they are the offspring of an Angd, but one falen from grace, yet no lessimportant for that. | Snned,
and they inherited my penchant for it. They blaspheme, murder, pillage, rape. They lust for power and
hate their neighbors. They are prideful and intolerant.”

My blood ran cold. "Not al of them.”

"No body is perfect; that is the essence of my existence. Sin resdesin them dl, even the best of them. It
isdarknessmadevisble.

"Youare SinIncarnate,” | said. "1 rgject al you have said for abase fasehood.”

"Say what you may, Myrddin. Y ou cannot refute the evidence of your eyes. Look around you! What do
you see but war, murder, hatred, and betraya. My words have only confirmed what was dready in your
heart. Y our people were pure and sinless. Once. But you have since become infected by proximity to
humankind. And now thefina step in your doom: you have successfully procrested with the humans.
Wi, from my perspectivethat isdelicious, indeed! Y our purity has been compromised. Now you are no
better than my own children. Arethey not irresistible? Of course they are! They have dragged you down
into the mire of their sin. You see how it is, Myrddin? | have no need to harm you, for you have doneiit
al yoursdlf! I can now st back and watch events unfold. Asyou have no doubt surmised | am someone
who can fully appreciate irony. And who better than 1? For | am Irony.”

The dreadful laughter rolled like a plague over the moor. ™Y our precious Arthur, who you are pledged to
protect, isthe very instrument of your downfal. Through him will comethe end of your race. You seehim
asthefuture, but he is afase future—a dead-end for your race. Quite soon, the human traits will
overwhem whatever is pure and sinlessin you. And then your kind will vanish like a puff of smoke!™

"1 will seetoit that never happens,” | said boldly, ignorantly, stupidly.

"Oho, do you redly think s0?' | was obvioudy providing the Horror some amusement. "But, you see, it is
aready too late, Myrddin. While you tarry here jousting verba ly with me Arthur has seduced King Lot's
wife. Itiswhy | brought you herein thefirgt place, so he would have his chanceto sn most grievoudly.
Arthur knows Morgause not as his half-sster—you were most punctiliousin keeping this knowledge
from him. For his own good, you thought. Now it will be hisruin, for Morgause will bear him asonthat is
a0 hisnephew. Ironic, isit not, that Arthur was born from deceit and hisfuture nemesisissmilarly
born."

"I will make sure Arthur knows al that transpired here,” | said.
"Will you then break so easly your pledgeto the Lady Y graine?
"l can at least warn him about the child.”

"Y ou may warn him, but haveit on good authority that it will ill avail you. Thischild will surviveto day
Arthur and bring down the entire Pendragon line."

"Why tdl methis?"
"1 will have my recompense! It isthe price you pay, Myrddin, for thelife of the Lady Elaine.”

Willing to take no more of this, | struck the Devil amighty blow with Caetuwlich. At once, | fet aterrible



wrenching, and a profound pain ran through me. The blade shuddered and quaked, but yet held together.
Above me, the column swayed, divided like ariver of smoke, only to re-establish itsdlf. | dealt the Devil
blow after blow, though the resultant agony built insde me. At lagt, | could take no moreand | fell to my
knees, the sword supporting me as my body trembled al over with my efforts.

When | arose from my stupor, | found mysalf aone upon Saltash Moor. The dead abomination had
vanished, and even the echoes of the unholy howling that had haunted me since its death had ceased.
Looking down, | discovered that | had thrust the sword into the heart of a granite boulder, and it wasthis
base that had supported me at my weakest moment. | made to pull it out, but bethought me of away for
Arthur to prove hislegitimacy to dl thekings of the Ides. Even Lot the Usurper would not be able to long
stand against the man who had pulled the sword Caletuwlch from the stone.

Because the sword was meant for Arthur he and he done was able to draw it forth from its stone bed. In
his tongue the Welsh Ca etuwlch became corrupted to Excaibur. With it, he waged bloody war,
defeating Lot the Usurper, the other rebd kings of England, the Saxons and, lastly, the warlords of the
North Ides of Ireland and Scotland. Asto Mordred, his son and nephew by Morgause, Arthur ordered
him put upon aship with al the roya children born that day—for because of my pledgeto Ygrainel
could, in my prophesy, tel him only that a child of roya parentage born on aspecific date would be his
undoing. But, in the end, the Devil had hisway, for the ship foundered in agreat sorm, its splintered
heart fetching up onto areef where ahandful of the children, including Mordred, survived. So indeed did
Mordred return to the court years later and, asthe Devil had predicted, dew Arthur.

By that time, Arthur's court was corrupt and unjust, riddled with jealousies, feuds, and betraya's most
foul. In that, dso, the Devil told the truth. It took but a space of severd heartbests for dl the purity that
had once existed in usto be overwhemed by the vendity of humankind. Luckily, Y grainedid not live
long enough to see her dreamsfall to ash.

Instead of protecting Arthur | confessthat | abandoned him to his Fate. Had it been Uther, | could never
have brought mysdif toiit. | loved Uther unconditiondly, as afather loves his son. But Arthur and | never
had the same connection. As| say, he was born in deceit, and thiswas never far from my mind. It istrue
that Uther cuckolded Gorlais, but hetruly loved Y graine and | was not one to gainsay that love. For his
part, Arthur seduced Morgause smply because he could. It was awhim, nothing more. So, you see, in
the end it was more easy than not to vanish from the midst of the people | had grown to love too well,
and who had disappointed me too profoundly. With Uther's passing, an erahad ended. In Arthur's birth
were aready flowering the seeds of corruption, decay, and dissolution. He was meant to be the savior,
but he was only ahuman being: vend, jedlous, lecherous, sdfish. But even had he not been dl these
things, it wastoo late for me. The knowledge of humankind's origin cut too deeply, and it was awound
that would not hedl.

Soit wasthat | withdrew to Afalan, where Elaineand | lived until the day shedied. Now | am where|
left her at the last—at the portal to desth. It isindeed ironic, for these days the Devil, who | had not seen
in many, many years, now visits me often. Thisisas close as he will ever cometo the desth he so
desperately desires. How he envies me! How much pain he has caused me! Heis, at thelagt, as| have
sad, aliving oxymoron. In that sense he can never be fully understood, even for the likes of me.

Wéll, they are al dust now, every onefor whom | had acare. It istruth that | loved the humanstoo much
for their own good. | suppose | Hill see the good in them, though they be sinnersdl. But how they
disappointed me! How bright was my love for Uther; how small and week the flameis now.

And yet it has not yet quite died. Which iswhy in thefirst place | made this gppointment with you. Now
you know everything, and when | die you must carry the flame forward. Asyou have seen, itisafragile
thing, and at every step | have no doubt the Devil will seek to snuff it out. But you will not let that happen,



will you? Hereisdl the help you will need. | have kept it dl thistime, Ssmply for this moment.

No, it isnot the sword Caletuwlch. In the end, mat belonged to the Lady Elaine. She hastaken it back
with her to wherever she hasgone. No, thisisasmple chalice, but init lies the future of the world.

Y ou do not believe me? Wdll, you are young yet. In the following yearswill you find the truth of my
words. Faith, you see, isasfragile asthis candle flame. It may waver, but it must never be allowed to
gutter out. Mine died at the moment | discovered mankind's origin, so | have been waiting dl thistime for
another whaose faith will not be broken by the truth.

Areyou the one?
Tdlme

Tel me now, for the Devil approaches on soft cat's fedt.

The Mouse's Soul

Nina Kiriki Hoffman

The dragon snaps me up and swalows mewhole.
| make only amorsel for amouth ashuge as his,
And hours has he been hungry. This| learn
Asinhisgut | give up the ghost, and ghostly going,
| do not leave. Instead | enter

Into a hole where waits an emptiness of soul.
Therel bide asin acrack between stones,

And peep out aspossible. So | learn my new life:
Hidden | amin the dragon's head,

Ableto use his eyes and see my surroundings.
The dragon hidesin ahole that could hold

A hundred hundred mouse holes, holdsinstead a heap
Of glittering metal and stones

Impossible to eat except with eyes,



And in the corner, a maiden cowers.
Such | have seen before, but then

From aleve lower than feet.

She screams not, only shrinks and fidgets,
Hiding behind hands asthough

They could cover her completely.

Inmy bely | fed the grumblefor grain,
Loud asaleopard'scry.

Inmy mind | taste atoasted hand,

Savor an imagined scent, fire and flesh
Alloyed into ambrosia. My mouth
Fillswith water. Why wait?

| tatefirein my throat and on my tongue.
| lean and lurch, unsteady, unnerved
Tofind my feet scaled claws,

Each tdon longer than the salf | used to use.
At each step the ground shakes.

My stomach scrapes the stone below.
Measure me some meset! Only an arm

To start with, you can carry with one,
Livewithout other. Just an arm, afoot,

| pray you!

At last she screams and scampers, quick asliquid
Silver. Just so havel run, many atime,
From the shadow of something larger.

So many are more than mouse-size that

| eked out an eternity of rushing.

Hunger howlslouder than hdt or help.
Stll, I dow my staggering sumble,



Recalling the push of panic, thetaste

Of terror. The maiden dips behind

A stack of stricken armor, flawed and faulted,
Cracked and crushed by clawslike mine.

The hard-shelled ones, the dragon thinks,

Taste best roasted in the shell, then winkled out.
Firerumblesin my belly in response to ancient taste.
Then comesthe clatter of worked and worn metal
Against rock tomy rear. | raise my head.

What waits? What comes? What new thing
Nudges the senses, frets the fears?

It smells of grease and grime and goodness.

Asl| twid to takeits measure,

A shaft of fire pierces my chest,

A pain sudden and staggering, shadowed by a second,
Then athird. | scream. My sound

Shakes stalactites, shatters stone.

Pain overpowers hunger, hedlth, horror.

Have | not died once dready this afternoon?

| spy the stinging thing that struck me,
Seeitssword diceair asit strides forward.

Not another knight! The dragon thinks.

Knights| have known only from

Rustling through the rushes below tables

Where they take repast. Casua crumbs

Cascade down to those who wait.

Though below table dogs dance and dart
Morefredy than mice, the smallest scraps

Sustain the soulsin smalest frames.



| lift my claw to crush. Itstalons darkly shine,
Forth darts the sword, and dashes

Through scale and skin and Sinew.

| scream again. Poison from the earlier arrows
Has madeahomein dl my hollows,

Runsthe roads my blood travels,

Saps my strength. | stagger, ssumble,

Fdl.

A short space only | have spent

L ooking down on others,

And that eaten by hunger, inclined to impulse,
Averseto thought.

At theroot, | think this scarce span

Better than those stretched seasons

Of hiding, hunger, dread, and dodging When | sojourned small.
The maiden emergesfrom the mail,
Approaches me, Sowesk | am

| cannat lift alimb, jiggle my jaw, lower alid.
Shesmdlsof summers, sun, swest,

And sugars, enticing tastes my tongue'stoo tired
To track. From her gown she draws akerchief.
"Dragon'sblood," she whispers, dipping
Lineninmy life

Then, | know not how it happens,

| no longer linger in the dragon's husk

But blend with the blood to blot the cloth.
Shefoldsthe kerchief with blood inmost

And hides it again about her person.

In my nest againgt her kin, | fed her turn.



"Ohdr," shesays, "God knows you have my gratitude.”
"God knows," saysthe knight, "l wasglad to giveaid.”
In my nest againgt her skin, | know

More than ever | should about the maiden's mind.
What she wants with dragon's blood

Iswickeder than anything ever adragon did withit,
More frightening than al the fearsin the life of amouse
Who shivers every second of hislife.

Hereinblood | bide

And wait for what comes next.
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