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The beacon still called fromdeep within the rough-

wal | ed fastness of the cave. Its nessage was fainter now.
Each pl anet year had put nore strain upon this necha-

nism though its creators had attenpted to nake it ever-

| asting. They believed they had foreseen every eventuality.
They had—except the weakness within their own rule and

the nature of the world fromwhich the beacon call ed.

Ti me had been swal | oned, was gone, and still the beacon
kept to its task, while outside the cave nations had risen
and decayed, nen thensel ves had changed and changed

again. Everything the nakers of the beacon had known

was erased during those years, destroyed by the very ac-
tion of nature. Seas swept in upon the land, then retired,
the force of their waves taking whole cities and countries.
Mount ai ns reared up, so that the shattered remins of
once-proud ports were lifted into the thin air of great

hei ghts. Deserts crept in over green fields. A noon fel
fromthe sky and another took its place.

Still the beacon called and call ed, summni ng those who

had vani shed and | eft behind only | egends, strange, time-
distorted tales. And now there was anot her period of cha-
otic darkness in the affairs of nen. An enpire had crashed
under its own unw el dy weight and the strain of years.

Bar bari ans ravaged, picking its carcass like vultures. Fire
and sword, death and the living death of slavery marched
across the land. And yet the beacon call ed.

Its heart-fires were dimnow. Fromtine to tinme the cal
faltered, as a man in nortal danger m ght gasp for breath
bet ween shouts for aid.

Then that call, so faint now, was finally heard far out in
space. A strange arrow of nmetal caught the inpul se, and

deep in this ship's heart installations which had been silent
and unresponding for centuries were activated. The arrow
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altered course, using the beamof the call as a line to draw
itself down.

There was no living thing aboard that ship. It had been

devi sed with desperate hope by entities close to the extinc-
tion of all they held inportant, nore inportant than their

own lives. They had sent six such arrows of life into the
void, their only desire being that at | east one of the search-
ers mght find a goal their records said existed. Then

they were overrun by their enenies.

Relay after relay clicked into |ife without a quiver of
fault as the arrow sped toward earth. It represented the
fruits of a thousand years of experinentation,'the highest
triumph of a race which had once travel ed the starl anes
with the ease of nmen wal king famliar paths on brown
earth. Made for one duty alone, it was now about to go
into the action for which it was progranmed.
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It smoothly shifted into orbit about the planet and
prepared to descend in answer to the beacon call. As it
flashed across the sky men bel ow watched its passage with
primtive ame. The know edge whi ch had once been theirs
was | ong since buried in myth.

Sone cringed in skin tents as their shamans beat druns
and how ed strange guttural chants. O hers stared wi de-
eyed and spoke of shooting stars which could be onens of
good or evil. It neared the nountain where the cave of
the beacon was hidden, then it broke apart.

The husk which had carried the so-precious cargo

t hrough space opened and fromit issued other objects.
They did not plunge instantly into the sea which was now
fast coming under the arrow, they spun away rather, as if
with volition of their own, winging for a nmountai nsi de.

They hovered for an instant or two in the air before

drifting easily to the ground. And if anyone in those

hei ghts witnessed this, he did not speak of it again. These
particles were protected by a distortion of the fields of vis-
ibility. The makers had taken all precautions they could
foresee to protect their project.

Once on earth the junble of objects produced append-
ages of their own and craw ed steadily, with a mndless
need to unite with the failing power of the beacon. They
made their way into the cave

In sone places it was necessary to enlarge the passage-
way and that, too, had been foreplanned. But at length
they were all sheltered in the depths about the beacon,
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where they proceeded to go to work. Some of them cut

bases in the rock, settling thenselves in with cable roots
fromwhich they could never be' torn. Qthers rose from

the surface of the cave, hovering back and forth |ike great
m ndl ess insects, except that they trailed coils of conmuni-
cating wire fromone based installation to the next.

Wthin a space of tinme which they had no reason to
measure the net was conplete; they were ready to begin
the work for which they had been programmed. If this
wor | d had not been receptive there would have been no
beacon. Therefore, in the menmory banks of the |argest of
the based machines lay information that a systematic sam
pling would bring into use.

One of the hovering fliers swng to the entrance of the
cave, sped outside. There was no noon that night; clouds
hung heavy in the sky. The flying thing was not mnuch

| arger than an eagle, and its distort had gone into action
when it had energed in the open. Now it began to scout

in ever-wi dening circles, the photoeye it carried sending a
stream of reports back to the cave

There was a dusting of snow on the heights and the
wi nds were sharp and cold, though the flying thing noted
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tenperature only as another fact to be transmitted.

The fire in the center of the clan house was high. From
the bal cony which circled the sleeping famly rooms, Brig-
itta could | ook down at the nen gathered bel ow on bench-
es. The mingled snell of stable, cow byre, woodsnoke,

food and drink was as thick as the snoke. Yet there was a
solid, secure feeling when the clan house was cl osed at

ni ght agai nst the outer dark, when the hum of voices

fl owed from chanmber to chanber on the upper floor.

Brigitta shivered and drew her cl oak cl oser about her

shoul ders. This was Sanain, the tinme between one year

and the next. Now the doors between this world and the
Dark coul d open, and denons coul d caper through or

crawl nmalevolently to attack man. There was safety here

by the cheer of fire, in the voices she could hear, the snort
of one of the horses stabled in the outernost circle of
stalls bel ow. She picked up the tankard she had set on the
bench besi de her and sipped at the barley ale it contained,
making a little face at its bitter taste but relishing the
warnmth within her when she swal | owed.

There were ot her wonen on the bal cony benches, but
8 Andre Norton

none shared hers. Brigitta was the chief's daughter and so
took honor here. Wen the flanes flickered they caught

the gold bracelet on her arm the wi de plaque neckl ace of
anber and bronze lying on her breast. Her red-brown hair
flowed free, nearly touching the floor behind her as she

sat, its color contrasting pleasantly with the strong bl ue of
her cloak, the enbroidered |length of the saffron yell ow

robe beneat h.

She was arrayed for a feast, yet this was no true. feast.
She bitterly resented the news which had drawn the nen to
council and left the wonmen to watch and yawn, gossip a
little. It was even stale gossip, for they had been together
for so long now that there was nothing new to say about

each other or events.

Brigitta noved restlessly. War—war with the W nged
Hats—that was all a man could think about. There was
little betrothing or marryi ng nowadays. And she was
growi ng ol der with every noon. Yet her father had not
singled out any lord for her. There was gossip behind
hands about that also, as. well she knew If they had not
already, in tine they would give her sonme flaw of tongue
or mnd which would turn possible suitors fromthe door.

War. Brigitta gritted her teeth and the | ook with which
she regarded the conpany below had little kindness in it.
Man t hought of fighting first and always. What~did it nmat-
ter if the invaders crept along valleys mles away? Wat
difference should it make to the people of Nyren, safe in
their upland fortress? And now this babbling about the
evils wought by the Hi gh King. She drank again.

So he had put aside his wife to wed the daughter of the
Saxon overlord.... Brigitta wondered what the new queen
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| ooked like. Vortigen was old; he had grown sons who

woul d be quick to raise sword for their shamed nother. A
messenger had brought the news that they were sunmon-

ing near and far kin to that very effort now But the Sax-
ons would forma shield wall for the new queen, too. It
was all war! She could not renenber back to a tine when
there was not the clang of weapons about the clan house.
She need only raise her head a little to see the |ine of
weat her - cl eaned skulls set along the roof eaves above, the
spoil s of wars and past raids.

She did not think that Nyren woul d have much synpa-
thy for the H gh King. Ten days ago anot her nmessenge
had ridden in to be received with a far warmer wel cone: a
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| ean, dark man with cleanly shaved face, wearing the
breastplate and hel met of the Enperor's nmen. The Em

peror was | ong gone, though it was said that enperors stil
rul ed overseas. But the Inperial Eagles had been | ost
fromthis | and since her father was young,

It seened that at |east one |eader still believed in the
Enperor. The dark man had come fromhimto ask Ny-

ren's men for his war banner, just as the nmessenger who
had spoiled the feast tonight. That one had had a strange,
tongue-twi sting nanme, after the style of the Romans. Brig-
itta said it aloud now, proud that she knew enough of the
ol d speech to say it properly.

"Anbrosi us Aurelianus." She added the equally strange
title he held, for he did not claimany kingdom Dux Bri-
tanni ae. Lugaid had said it nmeant Leader of Britain in the
other tongue. It was a lot for a man to cl ai m when hal f
the land was filled with Vortigen's new kin, the Wnged
Hats from overseas.

Her father had been schooled at Aquae Sulis in the old
days when the Enperor Maxinmus had ruled not only Brit-
ain, but half the lands overseas. He renenbered how it
was when there was peace and one only had to fear the
Scotti raids or trouble along the border. So he was one
who had inclined to the Roman, one of those Vortigen

had hunted out of the cities because the Hi gh King feared
their influence.

Thus Nyren had returned to the clanship of his fathers,
had drawn around hi mthose of kin blood. Perhaps he had

only been waiting ... Brigitta sipped her ale again. Her
fat her was one who kept his own counsel, even anong the
kin.

She studi ed hi m now where he sat in the high seat of

the clan house. Though he wore the dress of the hills it

was in nore sonber colors than that of the nmen around

him H's tunic of fine linen had been worked by her own
hands with a pattern copied froman old vase, a weathing

of leaves in threads of gilt and green. H's trousers were of
dark red, his cloak of the same shade. Only the wi de

torque of gold about his throat, the two brand-bracelets on
his wists and the seal ring on his forefinger, equaled in
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spl endor the ornaments of his fellows,

Yet he held authority among them and no man enter-
ing the clan house and setting eyes on Nyren need ask
who was chief in this place. Brigitta felt the swell of pride
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as she wat ched hi m now, displaying not a flicker of eno-

tion as he listened with surface courtesy to the words' of

the Hi gh King' s nessenger, who was | eaning forward,

plainly ill at ease as he tried to inpress this small chief, as
the High King might rate Nyren.

But the influence of the lord of this clan reached

beyond the walls of his kin house and many anong the

hills listened closely to any words of his. For his w sdom
was great and he was a wily and successful raider and war

| eader. He might have called hinself king, after the fash-
ion of others hereabouts, but he did not choose to do so.

Brigitta stirred again inpatiently. She w shed that her
father mght speedily send the High King's man about his
busi ness, that they m ght feast at their ease with no trou-
bling fromthe world outside on this night.

She could catch the roar of the wi nd above the sounds

of the court hall below. There was a storm and a storm

on this night was unlucky. It mght well carry the hosts of
the Dark to weak their evil will on nen.

Now she | ooked for Lugaid where he sat near her fa-

ther. He had the old knowl edge and he had set up the

spirit protections about themthis night. Though his un-
shaved beard was white, his | ean body was not stooped,

nor did he have the signs of age about him H's white

robe was bright in the firelight and one thin hand stroked
his beard absentni ndedly as he, too, listened to Vortigen's
man.

The Romans had striven to stanp out the ol d know -

edge and while they were in power nen such as Lugaid

had noved secretly, keeping to their own silences. Now
they were honored once nore anong the kin and their
words were |listened to. Brigitta doubted that Lugaid
woul d favor the H gh King, for he and his kind held the
ancient nysteries of this land and they |iked the Wnged
Hats no better than they had the Ronmans.

The ale was strong and made her a little dizzy. She

shoved the tankard aside, her eyes now drowsily watching
the play of the flanes on the great hearth below. In and
out they danced, swifter, nore gracefully, wlder than any
mai d coul d weave her way across the grass on Beltaine

Eve. In and out. . . . Now the wind was roaring so |oud
she could hardly catch nore than an echo of the nurnur
from bel ow.
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It was dull anyway. This feast which had proni sed so
much in the way of excitenent had been spoiled by the
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stupid affairs of war. Brigitta yawned w dely. She was
bot h bored and di sappoi nted. Distant kin had come riding
in yesterday, and she had had a wan hope that anobng
them her father would find a suitor he approved.

She tried now to search out those strangers bel ow, find
one face which was to her own liking. But they were only

a blur of flesh, reddened by the flame play; the gaudy col -
ors of their plaid and checkered cl othing bew | dered her.
Though there were both young nmen and seasoned war -

riors, none had caught her attention when they arrived. O
course she woul d have gone dutifully to the one her father
naned.

That he did not nane any was her present grievance.

They would march to war, all those possible suitors, and
many woul d die, so there would be far fewer to choose
anong. It was a sad waste. She shook her head, nuddl ed

by the al e she had drunk, the hal f-hypnotizing play of the
flanes. Suddenly she could stand it no | onger

She rose from her bench and went back into her cham

ber. The opposite door of her room opened out on the
parapet of the wall, their outer defense. It was tightly
cl osed, yet through it the whistle of the wind came even
closer. Alanp burned very dimy in the far coner. She
shrugged out of her robe and, in her chem se, her cloak
still about her, she burrowed into the covers of the bed
agai nst the wall. She shivered, not so nuch fromthe chil
of the stone agai nst which that bed was set as fromthe
menace of the wind and the tales she had heard of what
mght ride its gusts this night of all nights. But she was
al so sl eepy and her eyes soon closed as the |anp sputtered
out.

Below, in the warmh of the fire, Lugaid s hand was
suddenly stilled. H s head turned so that he no | onger re-
garded Nyren or the man so eloquent in his plea for the
support of the hill chief and Ais people. It was as if the
priest of the Add Ones were listening to sonething el se.

H s eyes were wide, startled. Yet there was no sentry

hom sounding, or if there was, only his ears caught it. H's
hand nmoved from his beard to the enbl em enbroi dered

on the breast of his robe, the spiral of gold, as if he hardly
knew what he did or why his fingers traced the |ines of
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that spiral fromouter edge to inner heart. He m ght have
been hal f-consciously seeki ng sonme answer of vast inpor-
t ance.

Now his eyes lifted to the bal cony on which the wonen

sat, and he deliberately | ooked fromface to half-seen face
until he cane to a gap in their number. Sighting that, he
gave a small gasp. Then he glanced hastily right and |eft.
He mi ght have feared that his involuntary sound had be-
trayed himin some nmanner, but the rest of the conpany

was intent on Nyren and the uninvited guest. Lugaid drew
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back a little, his eyes closed, a | ook of deep concentration
on his bearded face.

Planet time meant nothing to the installations. The
flying things reported, nenory banks sorted, classified,
worked to feed information to the nore sophisticated fina
judge of the project. A decision was nade, tw ce tested.
Then the nost delicate and conplicated portion of the
space-carried equi pnent was prepared

Once nore one of the fliers spiraled out. It nmade a

wider swing, its distort on full. The farthest reach of that
swing carried it across another spur of rock reaching sky-
ward. The beacon which had summned the installation

out of space and tine had died. Only now, deep within

ot her rocks beneath, another signal woke to life. Undetect-
ed by the flier, it began to pulsate, its wavel ength sweep-
ing higher and higher as its energy built and roared to

full power.

Qutward into the high heavens sped a new beam, clinb-

ing starward. It would take a long tinme, perhaps years

for that warning to be caught by those who patrolled
there. But it could not be quenched. Ancient battles night
begin, lesser in force now than of old, because both ad-
versaries were depleted to a thousandth, a millionth of
the power they once possessed. Tinme and exhaustion had
not, however, wearied their resolve. They were as inplac-
abl e as ever. Though now they nust face each other with
new and | esser strength, yet they would do it.

The flier wheel ed, coasted through a fierce wind, flut-
tered along within its grasp as a leaf mght. Yet it was not
powerless; it had a task it nust do and nothing man or
nature could devise in this time could prevent it from ac-
compl i shing that act.

MERLIN S M RROR 13

Brigitta slept heavily, yet it seemed to her that in truth
she waked. The wooden wall of the kin house was no | ong-
er about her. She stood instead on a path she knew wel I,
the one which led to the spring of prophecy where the
goddess might bless with eternal good fortune soneone

who flung an offering. Nor was this the dread night of Sa-
main with its dark, veiled hunters waiting to ensnare nan-
ki nd. About her now was the green freshness of first
spring, of Beltaine when the fires would burn high and

mai ds and nen woul d | eap over their flanmes hand and

hand, united in worship of those forces which increased
rather than dimnished the tribes,

There was a golden |ight about her that did not cone
fromthe sun overhead. It nade a spear point which

reached to her sandal ed feet, though the source remained

hi dden by bushes just leafing with the spring. The gl ow

| eaped up fromthat triangle of light into her heart, so she
| aughed joyfully and began to run through the brilliance, a
great excitenment filling her. Never had she felt so free, so
alive, so entirely happy as in this nmonent.

Then she saw himas he noved out of the green and
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stood waiting for her. This, her heart knew at once, was
the face she had so | ong searched for anong the visitors
to the clan house, or in those few tines when she had
travel ed abroad. This was the one neant by the G eat

Mot her to give her full happiness.

He was all light, clothed with radiance and warnth. She
reached himand that warnth and |ight encased them both
in a private place which was theirs alone. No one else in
the world mght ever find or share it. She was a part of
hi m and he was a part of her, and so they becanme one in

a way Brigitta could find no words to expl ain.

The worl d about themwas golden, and it sang as if al

the true-toned birds in the woodl ands raised their sweetest
notes at once to blend. She was lost in the warnth, the
song and in himuntil there was no Brigitta left, only an-
other one who was fulfilled as 'a field sown with grainis
fulfilled, ready to bring forth an abundant harvest.

In the clan house Lugai d edged back into the shadows.

H s body swayed slightly to right and left; his features
were mask-1ike, wi thout expression. He m ght have been
concentrating with his whole being on sonething he heard,
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or sensed or inmagined. But with -that concentration was a
growi ng bewilderment. It was as if a man who each day
passed sone |ong-ruined tenple of a faceless, forgotten
god, suddenly heard fromw thin that desol ate sanctuary a
sunmmons to a worship old beyond the nenory of any

nan.

Then bewi | der ment becane exul tation. The mask of

Lugaid's face broke and he was |ike one who, after years

of aridity fromserving a | ost cause, had been proved the
victor in truth. H's hands fol ded over the spiral on his
breast, he whi spered words in a tongue not of the tower

town which held him nor of the Roman state whi ch had

been torn into nothing, but a |language far ol der than either
La these latter days the words were | argely neani ngl ess
even to those very few who still learned themas part of a
di scredi ted ancient belief.

Above, Brigitta smled, crooned, stretched her arms to
enbrace hi mwho stood in her dreanms. And over the

chief's hold the flying thing began a sl ow downward flight.
Swoopi ng through the roof opening, it unerringly found the
i nner door of the chamber in which the girl Iay.

Wthin the cave the installations humed to a high

pitch and then began to sink again, alnost drowsily, as

t hough some beast had used its powers to the utternost

and nust now rest to recoup its strength. But in that other
di stant crag there was no ceasing of outward flow. The
beam si gnal strengthened, searched out farther and far-
ther, a finger crooking into space to draw down aid in the
old, old war.

Lugaid's eyes were open, fixed on the door of Brigitta's
chanmber. He could only guess a snall portion of what had
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happened there this night, and of that he woul d say not h-
ing until he was sure. But he drew a deep breath of won-

der that such a thing could happen in these troubl ed days.
The gods had |l ong since withdrawn, yet it would seem

that they still lived. He nust go as soon as possible to the
Pl ace of Power. Surely there he would find some answer,

sone assurance that this thing had neaning for his people.

He heard the drone of voices about himand knew im
pati ence. They occupied thenselves only with the things of

MERLIN S M RROR 15

this earth, with death. Yet this night he was sure the
things of the sky had touched here and brought |ife, not
death. Truly this was the hour that |egend pronised, when
the Sky Lords woul d come agai n!

2

It was thickly hot within the upper chanber. Brigitta,

bet ween the waves of pain, longed to lay her swollen body
in the streamwhich ran fromthe Fortunate Spring. She

was dinly aware that nost of the people in the fort vil-

| age had been gone before sunup, out into the fields to cel-
ebrate the Feast of Lughnasa when the harvest fell to the
sickle. Julia, who had been her nother's nurse, sat pa-
tiently beside her, dipping a cloth into a basin of tepid
water, using that to wipe the dripping salt-sweat fromthe
girl's face. There was a brazier in the far comer and from
that cane the scent of burning herbs, strong enough to
make Brigitta cough and gasp when sone trick of the

breeze blew it in her direction. They had opened all the
doors within the house, untied all knots, done what they

m ght to make this birth an easy one. But, Brigitta
thought dully, it was not easy. How could it be easy for a
nmortal woman to bear the son of a god?

The past nont hs—how strangely they had eyed her. It

was only Lugaid' s prophecy which had kept the kin from

| ayi ng bl ack shame on her and so on the House of Nyren
There had been tines when she would have willingly taken
her own sharp dagger and cut fromher living body this
thing some strange force had, bred in her. It was very hard
now to renenber the gol den happi ness of her dream

t hough Lugai d had assured her that it had actually been

no dream but that one of the Sky Sons had cone to claim

her.

Now she knew not hing but the pain, and between the

onset of that, the fear that the next would be worse and
worse. Yet she set her teeth and would not cry out. If one
bore a god's son one did not wail himinto the world.

Her body heaved again and Julia was quick beside her
Then Lugai d sonehow was there al so, his dark eyes hol d-
16
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ing hers. And fromthat neeting of their gaze cane a

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (9 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:25 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

strangeness which renoved her fromthe pain, sent her
spinning far out anong sparks of |ight which mght be
stars. ...

"A son." Julia placed the baby on the fair piece of linen
ready to receive it.

"A son." Lugaid nodded as if he had had no doubts
fromthe first that this would be so. "H's name is Myrd-
din"

Julia | ooked at himwith hostility. "It is the father who
names the son."

"H's name is Myrddin." The Druid dipped a finger into
the bow of water and touched the baby's breast. "His fa-
ther would have it so."

Julia hunched a shoulder. "You tal k of Sky Lords," she
sniffed. "I amnot denying that you saved ny |lady from
shame with such, when there were those who believed. But
there is not one even under this roof who believed wholly,
or will ever do so. They will say 'son of no man' and talk
tattle afar.”

"Not long." Lugaid shook his head. "This will be the

first of his kind and through himthe old days will return
Those tales of the past are not only fhe words of bards
meant to anuse. Wthin themlies a core of truth. Look to
the babe, and your nistress." He glanced at Brigitta with
|l ess interest, as if, having served her purpose, she was of
| esser account now.

Julia made a sound close to a snort. She bustled about
caring for the child, who did not cry, but lay |ooking
about him In those few nonents after his entrance into

the world, he seemed far nore aware of his surroundi ngs
than any infant should rightfully be. And the nurse, noting
that odd awareness, nmade a certain sign before she

gathered himup. Brigitta slept heavily.

It would seemthat in Myrddin's early chil dhood Julia
had the right neasurenent of the feeling within the kin
house. He was indeed "son of-no man," but since the chief
accepted—eutwardly at any rate—tugaid's assurance that
hi s daughter had been inpregnated by a Sky Lord, the

boy was not openly shaned. Neither did he find any ready
acceptance anong those of his own generation, however.

In the first place he was oddly slowto | eam The
wonen of the house | ooked on his backwardness as a fit-
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ting answer to the nystery of his conception. Nor was he
forward in walking either. Had it not been for the fierce
chanpi onshi p of Julia he m ght have been neglected, al-
|lowed to fade away into early death. For within six

months of his birth Brigitta had been given in marriage to
a wi dowed cl an | eader ol d enough to have fathered her.

She left Nyren's fortress and her son behi nd.

She had nmade no protest over his separation for, from
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the hour of his birth, after she had awakened fromthe
swoon into which she was al ways sure Lugai d had sent

her, she had had no feeling of tenderness toward the baby.
Rat her the Drui d appeared to have taken her place, with
Julia to supply those conforts of physical existence
Myrddi n needed nost at his age. And it was Julia who be-
canme nost fiercely maternal when comments about the
child' s slowness were voiced aloud. It was to Lugaid that
Julia appeal ed when her own faith in Myrddin's intelli-
gence waver ed.

"Leave himbe." Lugaid had taken the child on his

knee, was |ocking eyes with eyes. "He lives by another
time, this one. You shall see. Wien he talks it will be
clearly and with purpose; when he walks it will be
strai ght away wal ki ng, not craw ing about after the manner
of the animals. His heritage is not ours, so we cannot
judge himby the actions of those wholly of this world."

Julia sat quiet for a "moment, glancing fromDruid to
child and back agai n.

"l have thought sonetines," she confessed, "that the
tale you told was to save ny young | ady from shanme. But
that is not so. Wat you say you believe. Wy?"

Now he | ooked fromthe child to her. "Wy, woman?

Because on the night he was conceived | felt the comng

of the Power which was to bring himinto being. W have

| ost so much." He shook his head regretfully. "So very
much of the knowl edge whi ch nade nen great enough to
chal l enge the stars thensel ves. W gabble odd tags of |eg-
end and are not sure which is truth, which the enbroidery
of some later man. But there is enough remaining that he
who is trained can sense the Power when it is at work.

"This 'son of no man' shall be great enough to make

and unnmake kings. Yet | believe that was not what

he was sent to do. No, he is an opener of gates. And

when he comes to his full strength he will speak the High
Language and we shall see the beginning of a new world."
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The passion in his voice awed Julia and she took the
child back from Lugaid' s hold, regarding the boy
strangely. For she knew that the Druid believed what he
had said. And fromthat noment she watched for any sign
of coming greatness in Myrddin, not know ng how t hat

m ght first manifest itself.

Myrddi n wal ked when he was four and, as Lugaid had

sai d, he stepped out strongly fromthe first nmonment he
found his feet, not wavering or crawming as was normal. A
month | ater he spoke, and his words were as well pro-
nounced as those of a grown nan

But he made no attenpt to join the other children at
their ganes. Nor did he ever show interest in sword play,
or hang about |istening to the lounging warriors telling
their battle tales. Instead he tail ed Lugaid whenever the
Druid was in sight. And it becane accepted that Myrddin
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woul d becone a bard, or one of those learned in the | aw
and the descent of houses. Nyren agreed to this on one of
the rare intervals when he was at hone.

For the chief had nmade his choice. He and his nen

rode with Anbrosius, harrying both the Hi gh King who

had betrayed them and the Saxons he had brought in as

allies and who were now nearly his nasters. The war band

was often gone fromthe nountain-hidden kin house, |eav-

ing only a token force of defenders, with wonen and

slaves to work their few fiel ds and herd the sheep which
were their small wealth.

In Myrddin's fifth year, when he was pressed into aid as
a shepherd, the clan being nearly bereft of nen, he found
the cave. He had gone hi gher anong the lichen-tinted
rocks of the uplands than he had ever ventured before,
mai nl y because the older |ads had left himto scranble up
the roughest way. But as he rounded one pinnacle he for-
got the sheep he sought and those waiting bel ow

Li ke a sl eepwal ker he veered to the right where there

was a snall opening, hardly |large enough for his snall,
wiry body to wedge into. The fall of rock which had half
seal ed the cave had occurred not too long ago, but it was
an effective screen and Myrddin m ght not have di scov-
ered the crevice at all if that sudden conpul sion had not
taken charge of his mind, drawn his body toward it.

He wriggled through the hole to find hinself in a nmuch
| ar ger passage whose outer limts were dim because the
only light came fromthe crack through which he had
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squirmed. No sense of fear touched him he was filled in-
stead with a strange and growi ng excitenent, as if sone-
thing wonderful |ay fust beyond, neant only for him

So he marched on into the dark unafraid, only inpatient

to find what he knew nust lie there. But, as he drew away
fromthe entrance, he was surprised to discover that

there was a pale sort of radiance around him stretching
three or four of his short strides ahead, as if he were
wearing a giant cloak of light. Nor did that discovery
seemin the | east strange. Something deep in his mnd wel-
comed it as a nearly forgotten bit of know edge

He knew the tale about him that his father was of the
Sky People. And from Lugaid he had | earned nore, that

far, far back in tine men had often come fromthe sky

and the wonen of earth had borne sons and daughters to
them Those sons and daughters had had certain gifts and
know edge which nen had never had and whi ch had been
forgotten when the Sky People cane no nore and their

bl ood thinned through earth interbreeding. Few nen be-
lieved in themanynore, and Lugaid had cautioned

Myrddin that this was a story which he nust keep to him
self, until by his deeds he could indeed prove his heritage.
Lugaid also said that unless the boy could | eam by hinsel f
what the O d Ones knew he woul d be hel pl ess, for

nowhere on earth was there now any teacher of nore
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There remai ned a part of Myrddin that was of Brigitta's
giving and that shrank within him lonely and | ost, unable
to nmake contact with those about him He thought a | ot
about what woul d happen to himif he could never dis-
cover what he nust know. For here even Lugaid failed

him saying that those who mi ght once have taught him
were | ong dead, and only small fragnents, probably mnuch
distorted, remained in the trained menories of such as the
Druid hinself. But the priest prom sed that when the tine
was ripe, he would give what he could to this one who was
truly like a fosterling of his own.

The grayi sh Iight which acconpani ed the boy grew

stronger. Now he believed that it was given off by the

wal | s, rather than gathered around his own person. And,

when he rubbed an investigating finger along the stone, he

di scovered sonmething else: a vibration within the rock

Quickly he put his ear flat against that wall to listen, but it
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was a feeling rather than a sound, a beat |ike froma crea-
ture's own heart.

Al the tales of nonsters lairing within caves swirled

into his mind then and he hesitated. But the excited feeling
drew himand he went on. So he came through an opening

into a larger area where a light winked into flaring bril-
Iiance. Myrddi n shrank back, his hands over his eyes,
blinded by that glare. The vibration was a steady hum

whi ch he could hear now as well as feel

"There is no need of fear."

Myrddi n was suddenly aware that a voi ce spoke, had
been speaki ng whil e he crouched, eyes covered, struck
dumb for the first time in his life by real terror.

He strove to fight his fear, though he did not yet drop

his hands to see who spoke. But the very fact that he

heard | essened his first terror, for surely no firedrake nor
ghoul woul d use'the tongue of man!

"There is no need of fear," the same words repeated.
The boy drew a deep breath and, summoning the ful
force of his courage, he dropped his hands.

There was so rmuch to be seen, and the objects were so
alien to all his experience, that wonder overcane the |ast
of his fear. For here was no scal ed nonster, no evil crea-
ture. Instead, under the light stood burnished squares and
cylinders for which his native | anguage had no nanes.
There was al so a kind of life which he could sense, though

it was not the life of fleshed creatures, but of another spe-
ci es altogether.

The cavern seened very large to him and it was very

full of the objects. Sonme flashed snmall colored Iights al ong
the surfaces facing him Ohers were blank, yet they al
possessed that alien life.
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Myrddin still could not see who had spoken to himand

he was too cautious to venture far into the crowded cham
ber. Now he npistened his lips with tongue tip and an-
swered with all the bol dness he could sumon, his voice
soundi ng shrill in that chanber.

"I amnot afraid!"™ Wiich was in part a lie, but in part
only, for the fascination of this place was far outweighing,
with every nonent he lingered, his first wariness.

He expected to see soneone step into view around the
bul k of those huge square or round pillars. But, as
the nonents passed, no one cane. Again he spoke, now a
little displeased that there had been no real answer.
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"I am Myrddin, of the clan of Nyren." He took two
more steps into the rock-walled place. "Wo are you?"

The lights spun in broken patterns, the things about him
never ceased their humming. But no voice replied to his

denand.
Now he saw that facing him near the far end of the

aisle forned by the ranks of the blocks and cylinders,

there was a kind of shimer uniting two of the bl ocks and
forming a glistening wall. As his eyes centered on that, the
shi mer died away and he coul d see sone sort of form

one no bigger than hinmself, init.

Determ ned to neet the stranger, Myrddin noved for-

ward qui ckly, paying no heed now to the bl ocks flanking

his way, intent only on what grew ever stronger in the
mrror-like surface. He had never seen his own reflection

so bright and sharply clear, for the mrrors of the clan house
were either of polished bronze in a size so snall one held
themin the hand, reflecting perhaps only one's face, or the
distorting surface of a well polished shield. But this was
entirely different and he had to stretch forth his hand, see
the reflected boy do |ikew se, before he was convi nced

(hat it was only a mirror. The novelty of seeing the whol e

of hinself interested himat first.

His dark hair, so neatly parted and conbed by Julia

that norning, was now in a tangled dark nmass about his

shoul ders, with bits of stick and leaf caught in it, left when
he had battered his way through the bushes. Hi s snmall

face was very brown and he had dark brows which met in a

bar across his nose. Beneath themhis eyes were startling

gr een.

The tunic which Julia had enlivened with a chai ning of

red thread about neck and cuffs was torn and nud- bespat -
tered, and his |long breeches of green and white checked
wool en stuff were tucked into ankle-high |aced boots.

Down the breast of his tunic dangled his one ornanent,

the claw of an eagle fastened to a red cord, and there was
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a streak of dried nmud on his chin, a briar scratch on his
cheek. Though his clothing was warm and of good quality

of cloth, Julia's own weaving, he did not go as splendid as
a chief's grandson might. In fact only the good knife

sheat hed at his | eather thong of a belt suggested that he
was nore than huntsnman or spearman's son

Myrrdin rai sed his hands now, brushing back his tunble
of hair. This, he decided, was a place where one should
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come with sonme pride. Perhaps whoever had spoken
thought him at second glance, to be a person of such little
account that there was no need to answer-—

"You are"—startling himonce nore, that voice rang
out without warning—awaited. Merlin."

Merlin? They—he—t who stayed here wanted soneone

called Merlin. Myrddin's fear woke up again. Wat would
happen when they—he—+t found there was a m stake?

Again he drew a deep breath and faced the mirror stoutly,
mai nl y because sonehow seeing hinself on its surface
gave hima small neasure of confidence.

"You, you are wong," he forced his voice out |oudly.
"I am Myrddi n of the House of Nyren."

Stiffly he awaited some reprisal. He fully expected to be
hurl ed out on the nountainside again, at the |east. And
somehow he | onged deeply to remain where he was, to

| eam what this place mght be and nmost of all who spoke
to him calling himby that strange nane.

"You are Merlin," the voice replied firmy. "You are he
for whom all has been prepared. Rest your body, son, and
see what you are and |leam"

From one of the squares—that to his right—there

swung out a solid bar. Myrddin felt it gingerly. It was
wi de enough to acconmodate his snall bottom and

seened solid enough to support his weight. Also, he

t hought there was no use arguing with the voice. It was
far too authoritative in its statenent

Warily he seated hinself on the bar facing the mrror.
Qddly enough, though its surface appeared so solid, it
seenmed to yield a little under his slight weight, accom
modating itself to formthe nost confortable seat he had
ever known. The reflection of Myrddin in the mrror
flashed intp nothi ngness. Before he had tine to feel any
alarmat this seenming erasure of hinself there was another
i mge there. And Myrddin's educati on began

At first there was an odd inhibition placed on Myrddin

so that he could not share his very strange adventure wth
anyone, even Lugaid, whomof all the clan he thought

m ght understand. But there was no barrier on his

thoughts or nenories. And sonetines he was so excited

by what he had learned fromthe mrror that back at the

cl an house he went about in a kind of daze.
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Lugai d, who m ght have suspected a little, was at that
24
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time absent, acting as messenger between Nyren and cer-
tain other chiefs and petty kings, trying to hamer into
bei ng an alliance which woul d hol d, even anong heredi -
tary enemes, until after this season's raids on the Saxon
encroachers. For Anbrosius did not often have the forces
to take the field boldly against the Wnged Hats and Vor -
tigen's traitorous followers; he had, rather, to enploy

ot her neans of whittling down their strength, mainly swft
punitive raids across the unrecogni zed border | ands.

Thus Myrddi n was enabl ed, during the years which fol -

|l owed, to slip away to the cave often and there lose him
self for long hours with the mirror. He did not at first
grasp nmuch of what he was shown. He was too young, too
limted in experience. But the mrror's succession of
scenes, while not repetitious in detail, did repeat over
and over certain facts until they becane as nmuch a part of
the boy's nmenory as incidents of his daily Iife had al ways

been.

Myrddin tentatively began to put into practice what he

| earned. He di scovered that the information inparted
through and by the mirror had practical use. And young

as he was, for short times he was able to influence the
boys nearly ol d enough to take weapons in the war bands.
He | earned early that apparently no one el se could see the
crevice in the mountainside through which he was able to
enter the place of the mrror, though he had no know edge
of distorters in action

In addition to the fact that he could thus vani sh w t hout

a trace, he could also inplant in the m nds of any com

pani ons he m ght have on the hillside during hunts, or herd-
ing, the idea that he had fceen with themthroughout the
day, even though he had been spendi ng those same hours

in the chanber of the mrror

As eager as he might have been to use this talent for his
own end, however, there had been planted with the know -
edge of howto use it a kind of safeguard bl ockage which,
when he tried twice to nmake Julia see what was not there,
prevented himfrom achi eving his goal. Thus he | earned
that his new weapon-tool was not to be used for any light
purpose, but mainly to cover his time of schooling.

News trickled in very slowy to the nountain fastness.

Lugaid did not return. They |learned instead that he had
gone on a journey of even greater length to some myster-
i ous Place of Power, inspired by some desire of his own.
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And Myrddin took this ill, for he had hoped to share with
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the Druid sonme of the wonder of his own discoveries, feel-
ing that he could only communicate themto the one nman

of Nyren's people who already held some bits and pi eces of
t he anci ent know edge.

Shortly after the nmessage concerning Lugaid, a deeper

and nore tragic word came with a handful of broken and
beaten nen, some only keeping in the saddles of their wiry
mount ai n-bred ponies by strong will or their conrades
ropes. For Nyren's force had met with betrayal during a
foray and their chieftain and nmore than half of their peo-
pl e were cut down. The harried survivors nade their way
honme through the heavy msts and torrential rains of late
autumm, and they brought such ill tidings with themthat
all in the clan house cowered, waiting for the blowto
stri ke them down.

When there was no swift pursuit they brightened a little,
but the house was a place of nourning and dread. Gwn

t he One- Handed, younger brother of Nyren, took com

mand of the house, since Nyren had | eft no son. Gwn
could not truly be nanmed chi ef because of his naimng,
though he had a cl ever arrangenent of bronze which he
could strap to his left wist to serve himas a mghty war
cl ub.

Had Myrddi n been ol der he m ght have clainmed kin

right, but this was no tinme for a child lord, and the nen
accepted Gwn by acclamation. This was a season when

men garnered in the harvest—what remained in their

smal | fiel ds—+ooking over their shoul ders constantly, spear
or sword to hand. And the watchnen in the heights kept

vi gil near beacons piled ready for the torch

Myrddin found little chance nowto slip away to the
mrror cave and sonetimes he chafed with inpatience, but
he did not realize how nuch of the teaching he had ab-
sorbed. One afternoon he was finally able to edge through
the slit to face once nmore that magic mirror. Perhaps it
was chance al one, perhaps it was sonething nore, which
kept himoverlong®at his | esson that day. But when he
edged out through the slit he found that twilight was al-
ready gathering.

Afraid that the outer gate would already be barred, he
scranbl ed down the slopes, dodging in and out anong the
stone spurs of the nountain's ribs, intent only on reaching
the clan house as soon as possible. Thus he went unheed-
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ing of certain shadows which slipped fromplace to pl ace,
unheedi ng until a hand shot out and cl osed about his an-
kle. He took a hard fall, which nearly jarred all the breath

from hi s body.

There was a heavy arm across him pinning himeasily
to the ground in spite of all his vain struggles. Then a
hand twi sted painfully in his hair, jerking up his head so
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that his face coul d be seen.

"By the Grace of the Three," soneone sai d expl osively,
"this is the very brat! He's cone to our hand as easily as a
cockerel follows a trail of grain."

Myrddin had no time to assess his captors. Now over

hi m dropped a cl oak which snelled sourly of human and

horse sweat mingled. And that was speedily tied about

him naking himinto as hel pl ess a bundl e as any pack
trader could fling across a horse. And |ike such a bundle
he was hoisted to |lie at a painful angle, bent over a horse
whi ch noved at a bone-shaking trot.

3.

At first the boy thought he nust have fallen into the
hands of a Saxon war band. But why had they not slain
hi m out of hand? Then, as he tried to order his wits, the
words he had heard spoken in his own tongue cane

clearly to mind. He was "the brat" of whomthey bad
plainly been in search. But why was he of any inportance
to strangers?

Myrddin fought for breath in the stifling folds of the

cl oak and struggled within himself for courage. Qoviously
he was of value ... as a slave? No, there were slaves in
pl enty. Because he was who he was, the close kin of Ny-
ren? But Gwn was the lord of the clan...

Hi s head hangi ng agai nst the horse's flank throbbed
fromthe awkwardness of his position and he began to fee
queasy. Besides, it was very hard to hold to any defense
agai nst fear.

How | ong his ordeal |asted Myrddin did not know. He

was only half conscious when he was lifted fromthe horse
and thrown without cerenmony and with bruising force to

t he ground.

"M nd yourself!" ordered another voice. "They woul d
have this one living, not dead, renenber."

"Devil's brat, ill luck rides with such,” grow ed a second.

Soneone cl awed off the cloak, but Myrddin was too

spent to nove. And he had no chance for freedom as

hands cl osed brutally about his thin wists, wapping a

| ength of hide into bonds he could not hope to | cosen. The
man who handl ed him so roughly was only a dark shape in

the night. Wen his captor gave a last jerk to make sure

of the strength of his ties, the boy roused enough to try to
see nore of the conpany about him

Shapes cane and went so that he was not sure of the
count, and he could hear horses stanmping. The ni ght was
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very cold, with the chill of the ground on which he |ay
bringing on a fit of shivering he could not control. But his
captors were all remarkably quiet and he was no w ser as

to the identity of this group, except that he was now sure
they were not Saxons.

Anot her one canme riding into the small hol | ow where

they had halted. One of the squatting shadows rose to his
feet, went to stand besi de the newconer.

"W have him lord."

The answer to that was a grunt but the nounted man
added: "Ride, then. This is no tine to sit idle on your
haunches. After all he is of Nyren's blood in part, and
clan pride will bring out trackers. Get you going. There
will be fresh mounts waiting at the Gant's Tooth."

Havi ng given his orders, the newconer vani shed back
into the blackness of the night. Around him Mrddin
heard the grunbling of nen who were not pl eased, but
who seened bound by obedi ence to a strong commuander.

Once nore the boy was hoisted up on a horse. Only this
time he was fastened in the saddle, a rope beneath the
mount's belly linking ankle to ankle, then the cloak was
thrown over him H's head ached savagely and he fought
agai nst swaying, lest he crash to the ground and be
dragged to his death before his captors could rein in his
hor se.

They rode throughout the night, halting once at a tal
finger of rock which m ght indeed have been the fang
pried out of sone huge and fearsone nouth, to change to
ot her nounts picketed out to wait for them Mrddin had

I ong since lapsed into a daze of fear, pain and bew | der-
ment. None of them ever addressed him or seened to

care about his welfare, except when they had to change
himfromone horse to a fresh one. H s whol e body be-
came one sore bruise, so that every step the horse under
himtook jarred himinto a new tornment. He set his teeth
firmy, determined even in that far-off place into which his
consci ousness seened to retreat that he woul d not give
voice to any cry of pain.

They came down out of the hills. Dawn found them

trotting along the snoother surface of one of those roads
whi ch the Romans had built. Myrddin could see nore of

the conpany now. They were nen very |ike those he had

al ways known, only their faces were those of strangers. O
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the party of ten, all but two were spearnen such as m ght
serve any clan chief as a levy, and those strung behi nd.

But the reins of Myrddin's nount were held by one who
wore a crimson cloak cunningly worked, if now sadly
soiled and frayed, with wi de bands of needl ework. His
hair, the color of polished bronze, swept well below his

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (19 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:25 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

shoulders in the old way of the tribes. H s thick-1ipped
mout h was bracketed by a heavy noustache and the first
stubbl e of days without touching a razor bristled on his
full cheeks.

He was a young man, beefy of shoul der, wi th bands of

wor ked bronze on his thick arns. A sword of the Roman
pattern sl apped against his thigh and a small wooden

shield with boss and rimof metal was slung between his
shoul der bl ades. His eyes were puffy, as if he bad been too
|l ong without sleep, and he yawned with jaw cracking
openness fromtine to tine.

Myrddin's conpanion to his left was in contrast to the
other. He was a lean lath of a man, his chest covered by

a dented, poorly nended cuirass. A helnmet that had | ost
its crest was jammed well down on his narrow head, for it
had been originally fashioned for a nmuch larger man. Hs
weapons were also a sword and a spear with a wi ckedly
barbed point. And he did not ride lunpily, half asleep as
did the tribesman, but rather sat stiffly upright in the sad-
dl e and kept glancing fromside to side, as if he expected
sonme force to burst upon them out of anbush at any no-
nent .

Myrddin was so weary that he weaved back and forth

in the saddl e, but neither of his captors appeared to take
notice of him Nothing he had | earned in his cave retreat
told himwhat to expect now, except that the future these
men i ntended for himheld nothing good. And he no | ong-

er tried to imagi ne what that future mght be. Nor did he
attenpt to take any interest for the nmonent either in his
escort or his surroundings. This land, to one born and
bred in the mountains, with no personal know edge of the
countrysi de bel ow, was' strange enough

By noon they no | onger travel ed a deserted road. Par-

ties of armed clansnmen and three bands of Saxons

grudgi ngly gave way to all ow them qui cker passage. Be-
fore them now rose buil dings of stone, dressed and set af-
ter another fashion than that of a clan house wall.

Myrddi n was both hungry and thirsty but he woul d not
30
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beg fromthose he rode anong. Wen they stopped at a
spring to drink and then water their nounts, however, one
of the lesser clansnen filled a small wooden cup and held
it to the boy's lips. Myrddin drank thirstily and his wts
sonmewhat recovered. He studied this man who seened | ess
har dened than hi s comnpani ons.

He was nmuch younger than the rest, a fair down on his
chin in patches. And the eyes he raised to Myrddin's were
a pal e, washed bl ue; his expression, sullen and heavy.

Myrddi n swal | oned and swal | owed again. Hs throat felt
swol  en and sore. Wen he tried to speak his voice cane
as a croak.
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"My thanks— he got out before the man in the hel net
swung ar ound.

"Hol d your tongue. Devil's brat, or we'll clip a wood
splint on it." He edged his horse closer, crowdi ng agai nst
Myrddin's weary nount. "Aye, your nmagi cs we do not

need either." He reached over and jerked up the hood of
the cl oak, dragging that down to forma | oose blindfold.
"You fool"—he nust be speaking now to the clansman who

had brought the water—do you want to be denon-haunt -

ed! This one, they say, young as he is, can well call up al
ghosts!™

Myrddi n heard a gasp, probably fromhis |ate benefac-

tor, and was only glad that he had taken those nouthfuls

of water before the second | eader of the band had inter-
fered. That bounty, snmall as it had been, had served to
rouse himsomewhat fromthe trance of pain and fear in

whi ch he had ridden for nost of this night. He could hope
for no nore aid within this party, yet he was beginning to
think again. It was as if the shock of his capture after his
long visit to the cave had shut off in some strange fashion
his ability to reason clearly, until the snmall gesture of feel-
ing on the part of the hul king boy had roused himout of

t hat daze

What could he draw to his aid now? The bedazzl enent

whi ch he had been able to use with the clan boys in order
to conceal his visits to the cave? Young as he was,

Myrddi n's knowl edge now far outran his years. And there
was sonet hing beginning to loomin his m nd—o, rather

in a part of himwhich did not truly think, but rather
sensed that this adventure was part of the future which he
was destined to face.

They had called him"Devil's brat", a nane he had
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heard before, though it had never been said to his face.
Nyren's bl ood had certain rights no cl ansnman—er
worman—oul d deny. But that his father was not one of

the fabled Sky Men, but rather a denobn, that was an old
accusation. Was it not true that he had been concei ved on
Samai n Eve when all nmanner of evil spirits roaned free?
If he had not found the cave of the mirror, he m ght even
have accepted that reasoning hinself, it fitted so well the
facts which nost knew. But the cave was surely of the
vani shed Sky Peopl e, and he had already |earned there
that he had been bomto a certain task; he nust dedicate
his lifetine to its acconplishnent.

Still, he had no enenies he knew about. Gwn ruled the

clan and he hinself would never protest that for he was
pledged to a different Iife than a battle leader. And it was
al ready accepted anong his kin that he would go to

Lugaid's kind when the tinme cane, to be taught such of

the nmysteries as survived.

To what other nman could he possibly be a threat? Hs
mnd played with that puzzle as they cane into the town
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whi ch claimed Vortigen as ruler. For, as they rode, his
captors now talked a little, and the boy speedily discov-
ered that this was their goal. Was he then to be hostage
for his people? But with Nyren gone Myrddin's kin were
not of such account as to nmake a hostage worth maintain-

i ng.

He roused from his thoughts to | ook around him

t hough the hood was drawn down so far on his head that

what he could see was Iimted mainly to the road under-

foot, with here or there an edge of stone wall. Though

hal f blind, he could listen. At first his ears, in the past only
attuned to the noises of what was a very small clan settle-

ment, were al most deafened. He found it hard to separate

one noi se fromthe other.

At last their lagging nmounts cane to a stop and the

rope which held Myrddin's feet twitched, fell away. A
heavy hand swept himout of the saddle, shoving him
roughly ahead as his feet nearly buckled under him So he
entered a confined place of vile snells where the cloak
was whi pped away. He could see that he stood in a
stone-wal | ed cubby of a roomwhich had only a | ength of
pitted stone agai nst one wall for a bench or bed, and only
a slit high in that sane wall for a w ndow.

The bonds fell in turn fromhis wists, but his arns
32
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were | eaden, his hands nunb fromthe hours of their |ash-
ing. It was the man in the hel mwho had cut himfree;

now he gave the boy a |l ast shove toward the bench

"You wait on the Hi gh King' s pleasure,” he grunted.

And he was gone, slamm ng the door behind him inmmedi-
ately plunging Myrddin into a gloomas deep as the twi -
light in which he had first been taken

The King. Myrddin shaped those words but did not

say them al oud. There was only one king here, though his
rule rested mainly on the will of those Saxons he had in-
vited overseas to bolster his arnmies, first against the raid-
ing Scotti, and then against those of his own bl ocod who

m ght be rivals. Vortigen, Myrddin had been taught from

the time he could understand, was a traitor, a nothing

man who now | i stened to the orders of the Wnged Hats

and cut down his close kin at their pleasure.

And what did Vortigen want of him Mrddin?

Thi nki ng nade hi s headache worse. He sat on the stone

of the bench, rubbing one hand agai nst the other, striving
to keep fromwhinpering as the pain of the returning cir-
culation in his puffed hands was al nbst nore than he

could silently bear.

He tried nowto call to mnd all he had lately heard
concerning the H gh King. The last runor to reach as far
into the nountains as the House of Nyren had been that
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Vortigen was planning a great fortress tower, one which
woul d rival anything the Romans had built in their day.

But the drifting one-arned trader who had brought the
story had al so said that there were difficulties in that
buil di ng, that what was carefully | aid stone upon stone on
one day was di scovered the next norning to be broken

away, or set awy enough to be useless. It was said that
magi ¢ overcanme all the efforts of man in constructing the
fortress.

Myrddi n | eaned his head back against the wall. He was

so tired that, unconfortable as he was, sleep pressed upon
himuntil finally be could answer no nmore to the searching
of his thoughts, but rather subsided into a darkness
heavi er than that of the cell which inprisoned him

When he woke it was to find a flickering of |ight about
himand for a noment or two he thought he was back in

the place of the mirror and those col ored squares of radi-
ance whi ch snapped on and of f across the squares now
faced him Wen he opened his eyes fully and pulled him
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self up on the bench, however, he saw that a pine knot
had been thrust into a ring high on the wall. A man stood
under that torch, eyes resting directly on Myrddin.

And the boy knew a sudden lift of heart. Such a robe

of white he had never seen worn except by Lugaid on high
feast days, though this |acked that spiral of gold on the
breast which Lugaid s had borne. Yet if he was of the
bardi ¢ brotherhood, then indeed he could be hailed as
friend. And Myrddi n knew the words which could claim
protection. He was about to repeat the sentence Lugaid

had | ong ago—er so it seened to the boy—drilled into
him when the other spoke:

"Son of a denon,. son of no man living, | order that

you use not any devilish wiles. Be warned that there has
been | aid upon you the greater and the | esser obedience,
those bonds of spirit which you cannot break."

As he spoke, his words follow ng a kind of chant, he
pointed to Myrddin with a staff, white in part, the rest a
rusty red as if it had been dyed wi th bl ood.

It was as if the boy's nose was suddenly filled with a
vile scent. Myrddin shook his head to try to escape the un-
seen cloud which surrounded this man who was certainly

not of Lugaid s kind. At the sane time he realized that all
the fear he had felt before was nothing to what he experi -
enced now. For this was not only a threat to his body, but
rather also to what he was. And he began to repeat, not

the words of greeting which had been on his |ips, but

rat her others which Lugaid had al so taught him

He saw the strange Druid's eyes wi den. The staff |ashed
across the air between themas the other mght beat a
man down; the wind of its passing touched Myrddin's
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dust-grinmed face. Yet the gesture was only enpty nenace,
as well he realized. And with that realization the boy's
control began to regain comand over his fear

"VWhat do you want of me?" Myrddin purposefully did

not add any address of courtesy to that demand. This
stranger mght wear a robe |like Lugaid's, but Myrddin's
i nner sense denied that he was of the breed of Lugaid.

The other had stilled his wand, though its reddened tip
poi nted straight at the boy as if it were a spear set for the
final death thrust.

"You are the one of the foretelling, being born of no
father, thus ordained for the H gh King's purpose. For we
who speak with the Powers have | earned that never shal
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his fortress stand until its nmortar be slaked with the
bl ood of a youth who has no father kin."

Deep within Myrddin there was a stir, a half menory.

There was sonet hi ng—perhaps he had |l earned it fromthe
mrror and then forgotten. He could not always renenber
everyt hi ng he had been shown in the hidden cave once he
had left. Instead, sone parts of his know edge seened to
sink so deeply into his mind that they |lay hidden there un-
til a chance word, sone glinpse of a famliar object
brought themto the surface

This was shown! Not his death, of that he was sure, and

his conviction on that point gave himconfidence. But he
had been brought here, not only by the will of the High

Ki ng, but for another reason al so, one which nmarched

with the tasks he still only dimy suspected |ay before him

If the Druid expected himto cringe, to show fear, then
his was the disappointnment. For Myrddin, secure in his in-
ner knowl edge, faced himchin up and unshaken

"VWhat Powers do you speak for?" Again he deliberately
omtted any title of respect. "Perhaps in these days your
voi ces come not fromthe Sky Ones, but rather fromthe
desires of nen."

The other's breath rasped; his eyes strove to catch and
hold Myrddin's in one of those conpelling strokes of com
mand such as woul d make the boy will-1less, ready to obey
any order laid on him And Myrddin, sunmmoning all he

had | earned for the protection of his own secrets, gazed as
steadi | y back.

"What do you know of the Sky Ones?" this stranger
asked in a voice which had | ost sonething of its arrogance
and now held a note of unease.

"What do you?" Myrddin countered.
"That this is forbidden for any not of the Mysteries to

speak of." The stranger's face flushed with anger. "What
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have you spi ed upon, denon-bred?"

"Could | be a spy and yet know this?" Deliberately
Myrddi n spoke the words of recognition Lugaid had
taught him so | ong ago.

But to his surprise the other |laughed with harsh relief.

"Those are worthless now. W |listen to a new Power.

You cannot claimkin, being what you are and al ready

meat for the Hi gh King's use. Better you be truly dead so
you cannot corrupt any foolish ones with your prattling of
forgotten things. Enter." He tamed his head a fraction,
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t hough not enough to take his eyes from Myrddin, as if he
feared that the boy mght indeed be nore of an equal op-
ponent than he now seened. "Enter and take him"

The man wearing the old arnor pushed past the Druid,
giving hima respectfully wi de berth. And Myrddi n made
no struggle as his hands were once nore | ashed behind
him as he was pushed toward the door.

The Druid had turned and gone out, but he awaited

them bathed in a sunlight which nade Myrddin blink, un-
able as he was to raise a hand to shield his eyes fromthe
glare. More of the guard cl osed about them and beyond
that row of armed nmen the boy saw cl anspeopl e and Sax-

ons watching himwith a kind of avid greedi ness which

made hi m sick inside

The sane evil which had flowed like a stench fromthe
Drui d hung about this whole conmpany. It was neant to
feed on a man's fears, overwhel mhis courage, so he would
go without struggle to whatever death waited for him

Yet, much as the boy inwardly shrank fromthat assault
of enotion, he walked firmy, wthout any wavering, his
head up and his control unbreached.

The road they followed clinbed a hill toward the piles

of stones Vortigen had conmanded his fortress be fash-
ioned from As they went, Myrddin | ooked fromright to

| eft, not now searching the faces of those gathered to see
the sacrifice, but rather because he was aware, as if his
sight could indeed pierce through the earth, of what |ay
under gr ound.

They came to a halt before a | evel ed stone which had
been draped with a covering of elaborately enbroidered
cl oaks. And on that inprovised throne sat the Hi gh
King—elainmng a title no mountain man woul d grant him

Myrddin saw a man he thought close to his grandfa-

ther's age, but there was no nobility, no pride, in these
features, puffed as they were by too nuch drink. Vord-
gen's eyes were never still, but flitted ever fromface to
face as if he expected treachery with each breath be drew
And his hands played with the hilt of his sword, though by
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the soft appearance of his body, the swelling paunch about
which the belt of that sword had troubl e neeting, he was
no warrior now.

Behi nd hi m stood a woman, graceful, nuch younger,
with the red-gold crown of a queen in a band about her
head, resting on hair as yellow as ripe grain. Her robe of
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red was so overlaid with stitchery of gold that she glit-
tered as hard as any netal figure in the sun. And in spite
of her beauty of face there was in her the hardness of

wor ked gol d, not the softness of flesh.

There was no timdity nor unease in her, but she | ooked
with bol dness where she would, a faint snmile carved on
her |ips, never warmi ng her arrogant eyes. And when
those eyes rested on the boy they glinted with what he
correctly read as cruel anticipation

"This is the boy?" Vortigen denmanded. "It is proved, he
is the son of no nman?"

"Lord King," the Druid answered, "it has been so

proved, out of the nmouth of she who bore him For one of
the Power questioned her and she could not lie. On Sa-
mai n Ni ght he was concei ved through the power of sone
wanderi ng ghost or denon—=

"Lord King!" Myrddin raised his voice and found that

at this nmonent it was not shrill; rather it sounded assured
and steady even in his own ears. "Wiy have your nen of
Power lied to you?"

The Druid swung hal fway around, his staff noving up

But at that nmonment Myrddin's deep-planted nmenory cane
fully awake. Hi s eyes caught those of the furious priest
and held themfor a I ong nonent. The flush faded from
the man's count enance, his features sl ackened oddly. He
| ooked dul |, drained.

Vortigen watched that transformati on with something
approachi ng awe.

"What have you done, denon-born?" He raised his fin-
gers in the sign to ward off bad fortune.

"Not hi ng, Lord King, except gain for nyself a space in
which to tell you howill-served you are."

The King licked his lips. Hs fingers tightened on the
sword hilt, half drawing the blade fromits sheath.

"In what manner am ! ill-served?"

"I'n the manner of this tower you would build."

Myrddin pointed with his chin toward the piled stones.

"Di g beneath and you shall see. For below |lies a spring of
wat er which flows to soften the earth, so it cannot hold
the wei ght of the stones you would set on the surface.
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And within that water you shall find the fate of this |and.
For there crouches the white dragon from overseas." He

gl anced beyond the King's shoulder to that upstart Queen,
whose gaze was as intent on himnow as if she, toe, would
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use her will. as a weapon. Faintly he could feel the push of
that will. But the force was feeble against what the mrror

had built within him

"Beyond the other edge of the pool is the red dragon of
the A d Ones. And these strive ever to win an endl ess bat-
tle. Now the white dragon waxes in strength, and he shal
ni gh overcone his enenmy. But the day lies close, closer
than you know. Lord King, when the Red shall prevail.

Set your nen to spades and |let them seek. You shall find
it as | have said."

The hand of the golden Queen reached forward as if to
touch Vortigen's shoulder. And in that nmonment Myrddin,
carried out of hinself, filled with understanding fromthe
mrror, knew her for the eneny. She was nore than just

the Saxon wench who had seduced the Hi gh King, she

was—

He frowned, sensing a new nenace he did not under-

stand and the nature of which he had not fronted before.
Al arnmed, he centered his concentration on the H gh King,
instinctively knowing that this was the nmonent in which
his own trained will was at its height

"Let themdig. Lord King!"

Vortigen, leaning forward on the stone slab so that his
shoul der was now wel | beyond the Queen's reach, nodded
heavily and echoed:

"Let themdig."

So they brought spades and cut into the earth, |aboring
hard and as fast as they night under the King' s eyes unti
there was a swift gush of water fromthe side of the hill.
Then they hurried to lay bare a small cave in which there
was a pool

Myrddin drew on his powers. This was no small cl oud-

ing of nmenory so that he would not be seen by his peers,
their young minds lying well open to such bew | dernents.
No, he nust create an illusion those here would not for-
get.

There was a flash of red on one side of the water, a

spear of white flanme on the other. The tips of those fires
inclined toward each other, inclined and wavered. For as

Il ong as he might, Myrddin held the illusion and then,

drai ned of energy, allowed the flames to sniff into noth-

i ngness. But there was awe on the faces of those about

hi m Sonmeone hastily cut through his bonds.
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The High King turned a bl anched, strained face in his
direction.

"It is the truth—the truth," he repeated, his voice |oud
in the silence that had fallen on the hilltop

"And | will give you another truth." Qut of nowhere
Myrddi n found the words which he knew he nust say.
"Your day cones to sunset, H gh King. Know that Am
brosi us advances with the evening starl™

4.

"They speak of you as a prophet, boy.

The commander wore his red cloak flung back to dis-

play a breastplate of the old Roman style, one bearing the
design of a laurel weath encircling a god clutching thun-
derbolts in either hand. He was stocky, with a closed face,
as if he never allowed enotion to uncover what he m ght

consi der a weakness. He was of the Roman pattern in

more than his dress: his weathered, swarthy skin, his hair
clipped close to his skull, his jaw shaved cl ean, though his
beard was so heavy that it seened only monentarily re-

strai ned by such neasures.

Myrddi n sensed this man's strength of purpose |like an-
other kind of arnmor or weapon. This was truly a | eader of
men. All they had said of Anbrosius Aurelianus was the
truth: he was the last of the Romans, with all their virtues
and firmess of purpose—and perhaps their faults as well.
This was a captain one could follow, but he was not the
man Myrddi n sought, not one to weld the broken factions
of Britain into one nation again. He was too nuch of a
Roman to be anything to the tribesnen but a worthy war
chief, looking toward the past and a life which the years
of disunion had wi ped forever away.

"Lord." The boy chose his words carefully. This was

one to whom he could not tell the entire truth, for Am
brosius would not believe it. "Lord, | am of the nountains
and | knew this land. | only said what the High King's

men shoul d have known, that there can be no firm
foundati on where a spring eats under the crown of a hill."

"And these dragons—white and red-which our prison-
ers swear they saw at war?" countered Ambrosius sw ftly.
"Were did they come from also out of your spring?"

"Lord, nmen see what they expect. The water lay as
said, therefore they were prepared to see what else | had

39
40 Andre Norton

pictured for them The dragons were in their mnds, for
that nmuch was the truth as they knewit. The white
dragon of the Saxons sat in honor in Vortigen's hold and
and the red which is of our land was in defeat."
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He met the other's piercing gaze squarely.

"I will not," Anmbrosius said with an enphasis which no
one coul d m stake, "have any practice of sorcery. Such is
bot h an abom nati on before the gods and a beguiling of
fools. Remenber that, my young prophet! Though a man

may seize any weapon to save his life, he would do well
(hereafter not to try it again. | and ny nen fight openly,
with these." He touched the sword which lay on the table
in front of him "That magic of the night, the evil of
witchery, is not ours. Let that thrice-damed Saxon witch,
who has so beguiled Vortigen to his undoing, try such

met hods. "

Myrddin had heard the tale, that it was the Queen who

had produced t he poison used in the nurder of Vortigen's

el dest son, starting the revolt of the King's own followers
agai nst him

"Lord," he answered, "I amno sorcerer. And | ask no
nmore of you than to be allowed to depart to ny own
pl ace. "

He thought he detected a trace of curiosity in the
other's gl ance.

"You are of the blood of Nyren, a worthy fighter and a

| oyal man. And you are of an age for the taking of arns.
If you wish, | can place you anong ny troops. Only no
nore prophecies or the addling of nen by words."

"Lord, you offer ne a great honor." Mrddin bowed

his head for a nonment to acknow edge the courtesy the
other had extended. "But | amnot a man of the sword.
My service to you will lie in other ways."

"What ot her ways? Do you claimto be a bard with the

power of words? Boy, you |ack the I ong years for the

| earning a bard nmust have. And | amno king to send a

tal ker rather than a troop against my enemes. | will not
nane you coward, for it seems by all accounts that you
stood in nortal danger and canme forth unharned, by the
use of your wits alone. But in this hour it is weapon

agai nst weapon, and the Saxons do not understand the

power of words such as sone of our people will listen to."

"Lord, you say sorcery, but there is in ne sonetines
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the gift of foretelling. Do you also claimthat to be wholly
evil?"

Anbrosius was quiet for a |ong nonent, then he re-
plied in a lower, nore neditative tone

"No, | do not deny the truth which lies in foretelling.

But it is an evil in this manner: should a man know t hat
victory lies before him then he shall be | ess desperate in
battle; if he knows defeat faces him then already his heart
is that much gone out of himand he will be the quicker to
cry off fromattack. Therefore | do not wi sh to know

what |ies beyond this moment, nor do | w sh to consult
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any augury, even those the Legions did in their day. So |
think you are right, Myrddin of the House of Nyren. If
that is the service you would offer nme, | nust refuse it,
and it would be better that you do go to your own place

"What you have done, laid the prophecy upon the

forces of Vortigen in our favor, for that our thanks. And

we shall strive mightily that the red dragon wins his battle,
wi t hout sorcery. Call upon our people for a horse, for sup-
plies, but get you fromus and soon."

Thus Myrddi n, who had gone out of the nountains a

captive and a bewi |l dered, frightened boy, returned into
those fastnesses still a boy in body, but in spirit and mnd
anot her. For he who has call ed upon such Powers |eaps in
that single monment fromyouth to manhood, and is never
afterward the same. He carried enough provisions in his
saddl ebag to be able to avoid the dan house, riding

straight to the cave instead.

He | oosed his nmount in the small valley beneath the

sl ope on which the cave lay and clinbed to edge through
the crack and cone down into the place of the mrror
When he reached that point, he was aware at once that
sonet hi ng about the cave had altered, though at first

sighting all was the same—the lines of light still flickered
across the installations, the mrror faced himas it ever
had.

That strength of will which had sustained himthrough

his journey—fromthe town where Vortigen had been

driven into flight and where the forces of Anbrosius were
now canped—deserted him He sank down on the seat

before the mirror, deeply burdened with the fatigue of his
journey, enpty-m nded and spent

Yet uneasiness pricked at him Even in this secret place
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all was not well. He funbled with his saddl ebags, found
dry bread and a snall |eather bottle of sour wine. Drib-
bling the wine on the bread, he ate only because he knew
that his body needed the food. It was not the hearty fare
he had shared with the soldiers, but it was all he had now.

As Myrddin chewed he | ooked at the nmirror, seeing his

own reflection once again: small, dark, with tunbled hair,
a face in which, now that he | ooked nore carefully, the

pl anes differed fromthose of his fellows. Had that differ-
ence come fromhis Sky father? He had never seen,

anong the wealth of pictures the mrror had shown during
the years of his instruction, any other person.

Wearily the boy chewed and swal | owed, but now and

again he glanced around him For, though he could see

the cave plainly, nore than half of it also being reflected
inthe mirror, the feeling that he was not al one persi sted.
It was like a trace of some scent on the air. So he found
hinself sniffing as if, |ike one of the great hunting hounds,
he m ght uncover the intruder
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Once his hunger was satisfied, Myrddin rose to begin a

t horough search between the squares and cylinders, tracing
each possi bl e openi ng between t hem back to the stone of
the walls. There was not hing, no one.

But if the intruder was not here now, had there been
someone earlier? Though how he could sense that he did
not understand. Back once more on the bench before the
mrror, he subsided, his head in his hands. For the tine
bei ng he had | ost that sense of purpose which had drawn
hi m on, and he shrank dully fromany thought of the fu-
ture.

There was a sharp, ringing sound, as a piece of bronze
m ght sing when struck by another bit of netal. Myrddin
rai sed his head. The mirror was awakeni ng—his reflection
had vani shed fromits surface. In place there was the
famliar swirl of mist. That deepened, thickened ..

He was staring at a girl. Her body was held tensely and
she had the attitude of one listening for a sound she
dreaded. Behind her lay a countryside he knew well, the
sl ope which reached to the cave entrance.

But this was no maid fromthe clan house! Her body

was very slight and thin, not yet showing the curves of
wormanhood. Her skin was pale, the color of sea-bleached
i vory, against which her hair was a cloud of dark, but a
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dark in which queer red lights played as if the sun sought
out its match in it.

Her face was nearly triangul ar, the cheekbones wi de
apart, the chin al nost pointed. Myrddin realized suddenly
that the planes of that other countenance were simlar to
hi s own.

She wore a single sinple garnent fashioned as if a

square of green had had a hole cut in its center, through
whi ch she had thrust her head, and then she had drawn in
the folds about her mddle with a wide belt which was
formed of chains of a silvery netal braided together. An-
kl e boots latched with the same netal covered her feet.
But she had no bracel ets or neckl aces.

Now she raised | ong-fingered hands to push the w nd-
tossed hair away from her eyes and at that nonent she

no | onger gazed about her but stared straight fromthe
mrror at Myrddin. He was startled, half expecting her to
see him But there was no flash of recognition in her eyes.

Sinpl e as was her garment, young as she appeared to

be and odd as she | ooked in the w | derness of this noun-
tain place, yet there was about her an air of authority
such as the daughter of a chieftain mght have. Myrddin
pushed forward on his bench, intent on conning her fea-
tures, for she interested himstrangely, nore than any girl
or woman he had seen. He wondered who she was and

how she had conme to be on the nountain. Was she sone
visitor at the clan house? Yet never did the girls wander
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far fromthat haven of safety, not in these days when the
I and nmight well hold war bands on the prow .

It was then that the voice which was so famliar to him
but whose source he had never discovered, unless it issued
in some manner fromthe mirror itself, spoke;

"This is Ninmue and she is Merlin's bane, for she is of

the Ghers."

"What others?" Myrddin was jolted into demandi ng.

The nmirror voice still called himby that strange nane. He
had conme to accept it, but to hinself he was al ways

Myr ddi n.

"Those who would not raise man again," returned the
voice flatly. And after a nonment's silence it began anew

"Listen well. Merlin, for the evil approaches and you
must be arned against it. In the ancient days when our
people cane freely to this world there arose a m ghty na-
tion, great beyond the dreans of nen |iving now That
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know edge whi ch was of our gathering we offered freely
to your people, those who could open their mnds to it.
And men prospered. Their daughters wived with the Sky
Born. Children bom from such unions were m ghty heroes
and people of Power. Nor did we then realize that within
your species lay a flaw

"But there were others |ike us who al so took ships be-
tween the stars. And it was not to their mnds that those
of your kind should rise to greatness and know edge. Thus
they cane secretly into your world and there they found
the flaw, that your kind were prone to violence. They then
used this flawto their own purposes. And there foll owed
such wars as your breed now has no know edge of. For

such were fought with lightning drawn fromthe skies and
forces which overturned nountains, making |and into sea
and sea into | and.

"Many of us died in those battles and those we had
taught died also. Then the Dark Ones withdrew to the

ski es once nore, exulting that man would not rise nowto
threaten their own rule, but would remain a brutish thing,
unl earned and unl earni ng. Some of our children survived,
and they attenpted to keep alive the know edge. But ev-
erything they had depended upon, such nachi nes as you
see about you now, had been swept away in the disasters
of the earth. Metal could not be fashioned and man once
nmore turned to stone and the bones of his prey for tools
and weapons. Those who had begun their lives in great
cities ended themin rude caves, with nothing but their
hands and such knowl edge as they could renenber | ocked
within their heads.

"Those of us who woul d have cone again could not, for

the |l overs of the Dark controlled the roads between the
stars. And if we ventured forth we were harried and de-
stroyed. So passed ages beyond counting by your species.
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To all things cones a tine of decay, however, and our en-
em es began to dwi ndle, though we, too, had | ost very

much. But we had not forgotten those of our own |eft
hel pl ess on this world and, gathering all that we had |eft,
we fashioned certain ships which could cross the void.
These had to be snmall and so could not transport us, but
they could carry certain elenments of life within them And
if any reached its goal, what it carried could start the
renewal of our race. We | aunched these seed ships with
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hope, for the ships of the Dark Ones had not been seen in
our heavens for a long tine.

"At | ast one of our ships canme to earth. But the beacon
which drew it here was very old and the forces within it
so limted that it was by happy chance only that it was
still alive enough to bring the seed ship down.

"Thus were you bom Merlin. And you are set an early

task, for we nust have peace in which to grow again. To
enforce this peace you are to be our hands and our I|iege
man. Now t he beacon whi ch brought that first ship here is
dead. But there stands a greater beacon in this |and, one
which if properly set alight once nore will draw all of our
fleet toit. And to rekindle that is also your task.

"There is nowthis threat: even as we |eft beacons to
bring us once again into your world, so did those Dark
Ones station alarns and simlar drawi ng points. And one
such has been alerted. Fromthe seeding left within that
has conme this N nue. She seeks to keep you from your
task. Be warned, for all the cunning of the Dark Ones is
bei ng taught her. And she will have forces which may in
the end match your own. She has already cone here,

drawn by the energy of this place, though she has not
found what she seeks, for the defenses placed here stil
hol d high. But she will search you out and what you will
do she will try to undo, to keep man | esser than what he
can be.

"Two duties have you, one to bring full Power back into
the Great Beacon. And that is a nighty task, for a part of
what was once there has |ong since been taken overseas to
the Western Island. Sonme who had a faint remant of the
ol d know edge recogni zed the Power in it and wi shed to

try to use it though, having only a small part of |earning,
they could not do so.

"Your second duty is to provide such a |leader for this

land as to bring all its present quarrels to naught, and es-
tablish a time of peace in which we can cone again,

meeting with man and wor ki ng t oget her.

"These are what you nust do, and Ninue will prevent

you if she can. Be warned. Merlin, for you are our hope

and the tinme grows short wherein this may be accom

plished. Fail and the Dark shall utterly enconpass your
world and man shall be left to brutish life without the sun
of know edge!"
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The |i keness of N nue faded. In her stead was anot her
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picture, that of a place of great standing stones, sone
capped with huge | engths fromone rough pillar to the
next. And Myrddin knew this place, not fromhis own
seeki ng, but because in the years past Lugaid bad spoken
of it.

It had been built by those fabled strangers who had

held this | and before Myrddin's own peopl e had spread
across the seas and settled here. It remained a sacred

pl ace, not only for its forgotten builders, but for those
who had cone later. Here were tied certain powers of the
sun, so those with the know edge could venture here and

| earn secrets of the stars. Even now nen who yearned for
enl i ghtennent dwelt nearby, and it was here Myrddi n be-
lieved Lugaid had gone after the death of Nyren

"This is the Great Beacon," intoned the voice. Then

that picture wavered and was gone. Myrddin sensed that

he was now totally al one, his tasks having been made plain
to him the warning given.

The boy had much to wonder over. How coul d he hope

to return a stone as great as those he had | ooked upon, by
hinself, fromthe Wstern Isle? He knew it was i npos-
sible. To enlist others in such action al so seened i npos-
sible. Who now, in the mdst of war, with this country
torn asunder, would listen to hin? Nor could he tell the
whol e story, for it was, he decided shrewdly, past the cre-
dence of all but those such as Lugai d.

Lugaid ...

Myrddi n wondered what influence the Druid could

wage with the kings and | eaders of the host. H's own

menory of the man suggested that Lugaid was not one to

be regarded lightly. But whatever he was now right in that
accounting or if he had just built Lugaid up in his own

m nd, he could not tell. However, it would seemthat his
first step was to go to the Place of the Sun and there seek
out the Druid. Also, seeing the actual site was better than
envisioning it in the mrror.

Havi ng t hought out his plan, the boy sought an opening

bet ween two of the boxes and, wapped in his cloak, set-
tled hinself to sleep. He slept but his dreans were trou-
bled, for it seened that he was shut into a great box, yet
the walls of that box were as clear as a nountain stream
and t hrough them he coul d see what happened.

Ni nue stood before the box and she was | aughi ng. Her
hands noved in that sign of protection against sorcery
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whi ch he had witnessed so many tines in his chil dhood.
He knew that he was her prisoner, yet in himwas a

m ghty need to break forth and be about sone denmandi ng
t ask.
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Though he beat on the unseen walls of that box until his

fl esh was sore and bl oody, still he could not win his free-
dom And al ways he was haunted by the know edge that

he was failing in something of great and |asting inpor-

t ance.

Then the dream changed and there was Lugai d before

him The Druid |lay sl eeping on a beddi ng nade of deer-
skin and dried | eaves. But Myrddi n stooped above him
and laid his hand on the sleeper's forehead between his
eyes. And he heard hinself say: "I shall cone."

At his words Lugaid's eyes opened to neet Myrddin's
gaze. There was recognition in the Druid's face. And he
spoke in turn, or at least his lips noved, but Myrddin
could catch no neani ng though he strained to hear

Bet ween themrose a weathing of mst. Lugaid, seeing
that, shrank away, notioning with his hand as if he would

ward off sone evil. The m st twisted to forma shadow
face. Once nore Myrddin saw Ni rmue | aughi ng. Then he
awoke.

He had half expected to find that strange girl standing
over himas he had stood over the sleeping Lugaid. But he
was al one and only the steady hum of the squares on ei-
ther side of himbroke the silence. But he knew well what
was to be done. He nust go to the Place of the Sun and
make sure during the going that he was not trailed by any-
one.

First he nust have supplies and a sword. Though he

was no trained warrior, he knewa little of the handling of
a weapon and he was going into debatable territory where

a lone traveler could have his throat slit for either the
mount ai n pony he rode or the cloak on his back

So, leading the horse he had brought from Anbrosius

canmp, Myrddin went down the mountain ... to find deso-
lation. For fire and sword had been here, days ago by the
col dness of the ashes. Fighting nausea, he searched anong
the ruins, avoiding charred bodi es, the dead nen who had
defended the walls. Too small a handful.... He wondered
if Vortigen's kidnappers had been part of a |arger band
with orders to make very sure the clan of Nyren was

wi ped fromthe earth. There were only one or two
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worren' s bodi es, and he guessed that they and the children
had been taken off for sale as slaves.

But he found Julia. She had a broken spear still clasped

in her death hold. By the signs she had died quickly; of a
sword thrust, he thought Bl eak-eyed, he brought together

the dead he could find into a shed still left standing. Bags
dribbling grain lay there and of those he built a bier on
whi ch he put those of the kin, Julia at the very end.

Then he sought out a tinderbox and coaxed a spark to
fire the bier, for he did not have the strength to bury
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them decently and he could not |eave themfor the car-
rion-eaters. As the flanes rose, he gathered together sone
nmol dy bread, a hunk of nouse-nibbled cheese and a water
bottle he would fill at the stream He did not | ook again at
the flames reaching skyward. Al he had known in the past
was gone. No evidence of his childhood was left him only
the will to bring about the orders given in the cave.

So Myrddin rode away into a bitter dawni ng where the
storm cl ouds were fast gathering. He breathed deeply,
trying to drive fromhis lungs the snell of the clan house,
just as he endeavored to close out of his mnd what he

had found there.

Even through the rain he rode forward, welconing the

wash of the storm against his body, because this was a
thing of nature and not sone ugliness of man's actions.
And he wondered about the story the mrror had told.

Had it really been true that man had known peace and

such know edge to naintain it with his fellows? If that
was true, and he had no reason to doubt what he had

been told, then if he could do anything to help return to
that gol den age, he would do it gladly.

Wthin himgrew a deep hatred, not of those who had

wrought the destruction at the clan house, for that was the
nature of raiders. But rather his mind raged agai nst those
ot hers who ranged the stars and had such powers as he

could not even imgine, and yet who woul d wi thhold from
man the wi sdomto make hi mnore than brute beast

Were the Dark Ones jeal ous of the others, those who

had chosen the way of earth? O was it fear that noved
then? Did they foresee that mankind was their eneny in
sone manner even as the wldcat and the hound were ene-
mes fromtheir births? If that was so, what quality could
possibly lay within nman to awaken a fear so deep anong
those who were his great superiors? Myrddin |onged to be
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able to ask all this of the mrror. He would when he re-
t ur ned.

When he returned.... ?

He must twi st his thoughts away fromall such specul a-
tions, concentrate instead on weaving such a course
toward his goal as would throw of f any hunters. Because
he was not trained in such evasions, he nmust nmake doubly
sure that he did all he could.

So he kept apart fromany dwelling, unless it was one

of those ruins that men had abandoned | ong ago. Twi ce he

spent a night in one, tireless and lightless, yet marveling at
the building which still had signs of refinenents of Iiving
that had never been known in the clan house. The boy
stretched the food he had brought as far as he could and

then snared a rabbit. At |east he was woodsrover enough

to do that, and bring down a duck with a slinger's good

aim
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The nmeat he ate raw, forcing himself to such grisly
meal s because he dared light no fire. And never was he
entirely free fromthe fear that he might indeed be fol-
| owed. Twice he hid deep in bushes, his cloak tightly
wrapped around his nount's head to stifle any whinny,
whil e parties of horsenmen trotted by. He thought they
were | evies who foll owed Anmbrosius, but he coul d never

be sure and wisdomtold himto avoid any possible discov-
ery.

Then, with the ache of hunger acute in him and the

drive of his own uncertainty heavy on him Mrddin cane
at last to the plain and saw before him as if wought by
some giant, the great standing stones. He had reached the
Pl ace of the Sun.

5

Myrddi n huddled in his cloak. Qutside rain dripped from
the roof of the rough hut, but within was a fire and be-
tween his hands a wooden bow of steanm ng rabbit soup

thi ckened with herbs. The door of the hut was only a cur-
tain of hide at which the wind twitched now and agai n.

He squatted in a daze of fatigue, still too tired to try to
eat, though the snmell of the food brought saliva flooding
into his nouth.

Lugaid did not break the silence but sat cross-Iegged,
fingering a fold of a robe now gray instead of white, one
whi ch was clunsily patched and nuch frayed. He who

had once been given the seat of honor in the clan house
was now | i ke any beggar haunting the roads where nen
passed. But there was no beggar's whine in his voice, and
the eyes which watched Myrddin were both serene and
shrewd.

"Eat and sleep,"” the Druid said. "There is nothing here
to threaten a man."

"How do you know that | amthreatened?" Myrddin
swal | owed the soup he had scooped up in a wooden spoon

"How did | know that you would come?" countered
Lugaid. "The gods give nen ways if they have the wit to
use them Did you yourself not forecast our neeting?"

Myrddin, remenbering his dream nodded. "I dreaned

Lugai d shrugged. "Who can say what is a drean? For it
may well be a nessage sent or received. | think," he
added slowy, "that you have |earned very much. Son of a
Stranger. "

"I have learned ..." Myrddin sipped again at the soup
He wanted to pour out all that had happened to himin

that hidden cave, yet there was still a bridle set upon his
tongue. Perhaps he woul d never be able to share what he

50
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had di scovered with anyone on this earth. "I have |earned
what has brought ne to this place, for there is a task to
be done here." At |east he encountered no hindrance in
sayi ng that nuch.

"That | also knew. But not within this hour must you
begin it. Sleep when you have eaten, for rest is also some-
thi ng which nmust be given any man."

And the sl eep Myrddin had on the pile of |eaves and

hi des within Lugaid' s hut was drean ess, bringing no
threat to make himrestless. He woke to find the rain van-
i shed, the sun full on his face. The hide of the doorway
had been | ooped back to let in the day.

Through that door he could also see sone of the stand-
ing stones of the Sky People, ring upon ring. And they
were nore strange than any anci ent building of nman, even
those deserted ones in which he had taken shelter during
his journey here. Between two of them now noved a

figure robed in white. As it canme closer he saw it was
Lugai d, his beard, now whiter than his robe, untrimed
and growi ng down to his waist cord, while his mane of
hair touched his shoul ders.

Yet the Druid did not nove |ike an old man, but rather

with the firmstep of one still in mddle years. In his hands
he carried a bag from which protruded | eafed stens of

pl ants. Myrddi n guessed that he had been harvesting wld
herbs and growi ng things, as he had often done when he

had |ived at the clan house.

The boy shook off the cl oak which had been his cover-
ing. In place of the chill which yesterday's rain had
brought, the sun now gave a gentle warnth. He was grate-
ful as he stretched his cranped arns and got to his feet,
ducki ng as he went out of the doorway of the hut. The
passage was a | ow one, even for his slight height.

"Master," he greeted the Druid.

Lugaid shifted his bag. "You call ne master, yet you

are no follower of mne. There is something you want."

The old man smiled. "Aye, you would ask sonething of

me, and yet you know not just how to frame the words.

But seek not for the pretty phrases. There need be no cer-
enony between us. | gave you your name on your birth-

ni ght."

"Aye," the boy repeated. "The nane you gave ne,
Myrddin, | have heard it was once granted to a god of
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hills. There is another nanme which has al so been set upon
me, that being Merlin."

"Merlin." Lugaid said it slowmy, as if he was trying the
sound of it "It is no name of the clan. Yet if it was grant-
ed to you, then it was done for a reason. So, Merlin-
Myrddin, what is it you ask of ne?"
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"To gain ne the ear of Anbrosius the Roman."

There was no astoni shnment to be read on the face of
the Druid. He asked quietly: "For what reason do you
seek the favor of Ambrosius? And why not speak for
your sel f ?"

Myrddi n answered the second question first, swiftly bar-
ing his story of Vortigen, the prophecy and his interview
with Anmbrosius thereafter.

"And you believe that he will not listen, thinking your
wi sh smacks of sorcery? Does it?"

"If the old know edge is sorcery, yes. But for this nust

| have his favor: a stone nust be returned to this Place of
the Sun, a stone which raiders carried to the Western Isle.
It nmust be reset in its proper place."

Lugai d was noddi ng sl ow y before he had finished.

"That tale | have also heard. But Anmbrosius is one who
deals with the things of this world, what can be seen, held,
heard, tasted. Legends will not move him However "

"You know a way to reach his favor in this nmatter?"
Myrddin's voice rose a little as the Druid paused.

"Per haps. Even the Roman enperors of old had nonu-

ments raised to the triunphs of their arms in wars. And
truly this stone is rightly of Britain, stolen fromus. Wre
Anbrosius to win a notable victory, then, in the flush of
rejoicing, he mght be approached on this matter."

"That will need time. Fortune. Chance ..." protested
the boy.
"Youth is ever inpatient. | have lived long with tine.

Enough to know that you nmust nmake it your servant, not
let it be master. There is no way you can do this thing
ot herwi se. For you cannot nove a stone such as these"—
the Druid waved his hand to the rings behind hi m—ex-
cept with nen, a ship and warriors to clear a path for
you. Do you believe those of the Western Isle will easily
give up what they believe to be a powerful trophy?"

Myrddi n strode back and forth, inpatience eating at
him He had little faith in (he Druid' s suggestion. It rested
on too many strokes of fortune which might go either
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way. Yet for all his tutoring by the mrror, at this nonent
he coul d see no other choice if Lugaid would not help

him Going again hinself to Anbrosius after the firmdis-
m ssal he had recei ved woul d gai n hi m not hi ng.

He cane to a stop and placed his hand on a tall blue

stone set in the outer ring. Sonehow through that touch
there flooded into hima sense of age so great that it awed
his spirit. Snmall crystals, pea-sized and creamin col or,
were sprinkled over the bluish surface. And it towered so
that in the shadow of its bulk he felt dismay. He did not
know t he size of the stone he nust seek, but if it were like
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this one, then half a hundred nen, a hundred even, mi ght
not stir it.

No, Myrddin took hold on his confidence. Men with

all their strength might not stir these fromtheir beds. But
the beings who had built this place had their own secrets
and the mirror had given himsone of them Doubt now

made himw sh to try that power.

He | ooked beyond the stone he touched. The next in

line had fallen and lay with tough, w thered grass rising
about it. He reached for his belt knife. No staff could
serve him not even one such as Lugaid carried cut from
wood, even though that wood m ght be the sacred oak

H s tool nust be metal, and one which would give forth
the right ringing tone.

Unsheat hing the knife, Myrddin stooped to set its tip
against the fallen stone. He began to tap, slowy, with a
certain rhythm And, as he tapped, he voiced the guttura
sounds which the mirror's voi ce had nade hi mrepeat over
and over again until he could give themthe right inflec-
tion.

Faster and | ouder grew the tapping. H s throat ached
alittle as he strove to utter sounds al nost beyond the
range of his own vocal chords. Suddenly he was aware

that another chanting had joined his, that Lugaid was fac-
ing himacross the bulk of the stone.

Tap—tap—hi s hand noved so fast, building up the
sound' s measures—thus and thus and thus—Mrddin's
face grew shiny with sweat, his armwas weary, yet he
woul d not surrender to the weaknesses of his body.
Tap—hant +ap—

He was so intent on what he did that the first nove-
ment of the stone caught himnearly unaware. It was stir-
ring in the furrow which its weight had caused when it
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toppl ed generations ago, stirring as sone ani mal aroused
froma |ong sleep.
Tap—hant —

The rock was rising, he had not been deceived! Yet he
could not hold it so and, as his hand dropped, his wi st
weak with the effort, the negalith settled back into its
groove. Myrddin sank to his knees beside it, drawi ng his
breath in | ong gasps, the strength gone out of him If he
had tried to nove at that nonent he would have nea-

sured his length beside that of the stone.

"Well done. Sky Son!"

Hi s ears rang but not enough to deafen themto
Lugaid's words. The Druid al so | eaned agai nst the stone
on the other side, gazing at Myrddin in astoni shnent.

"But," he continued, "you rmust have a better tool than
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a knife for this work." He swng around, still resting one
hand to steady hinsel f against the stone. "And you may
gain it, if you are strong enough in spirit."

"Wher e?"

"Fromthe grasp of those gone before.” The Druid

pointed to the | ow ring-nmounds beyond the circle of
stones. "For such did they work with in their own tinme.
And when they died their tools were buried with them for
they were not to be fitted to the hands of |esser nen."

"To take fromthe dead!" That part of Mrddin which

was of his own world revolted fromthe suggestion. The

dead were jealous of their treasures. Men nust be very

reckl ess, and without normal clan feeling, to break the rest
of those gone before.

"You only take what they would give you if they were
alive to put such a tool into your hand," Lugaid replied.
"There are those resting here who are of Sky Bl ood al so.
And when a nan dies, he |ays aside one body for another,
as worn-out clothing is dropped and forgotten. There are
no guardi ans here, only nmethods to prevent such tools
fromconming into the wong possession."

"But— Myrddin struggl ed up, wavering, needing to
cling to the stone to keep his feet. "A man could search a

lifetime anong all these graves and not find the right
one."

"Like calls to like," Lugaid replied calmy. "Look." He
touched the neck of his robe and, from beneath that cov-
ering, drew out a tiny bag of linen stained with sweat as if
he had worn it a long tine. He | oosed the drawstring,
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whi ch was also the thong to hold it suspended, and into

the pal m of one hand he shook a scrap of netal which

gleaned alnost with a jewel's fire. "Take it, feel it," he or-
dered. Reluctantly Myrddin held out his own hand, felt

the Druid drop that scrap into it.

Then he brought it closer to his eyes, rolled the frag-

ment across his palmwth a fingertip. The thing was not
bronze, he was sure, nor had it the softness of pure gold.
Wth that coloring it could be neither tin nor iron nor sil-
ver ... perhaps like bronze it was a m xture of nore than
one netal, but if so he could not guess which. In color the
scrap was a very light silver, yet across it, small as the
pi ece was, there played a rai nbow of colors, changing with
the novenent of the bit.

"That is of the Sky People," Lugaid told him "W have

not handl ed such material since the age before the world
turned over. But if those who wought this Place of the
Sun lie here, then this shall |let us know where any of its
matter |ies hidden. As those who have the gift seek for
water with a rod and their own senses, so can this be
used." He pulled up the hemof his robe and carefully un-
raveled a thread fromits frayed edge. He tested the
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thread's strength by jerking it between his fingers.

Next he carefully tied it to the snmall fragment of neta
and wound the other end of the string between two fin-
gers, then held out his hand so the metal swung freely be-
| ow. "Thus do we seek," he said.

Toget her they prospected the ring-nmounds. Sone were
shaped |i ke disks and sone were circles, broken at one
side or the other. They clinbed each one, Lugaid's hands
outstretched, the fragnent dangling fromthe thread

By nightfall Mrddin's confidence was broken. He was

near to denying that there was any hope of Lugaid's

devi ce showi ng them sone strange other-world tool. Yet

the Druid seened quietly content with their |labors and his
spirits, when they returned to the hut, were unshaken

"If not today," he .said as he fed bits of |eaves into a
pot he hung to boil, "then tonorrow "

"And tonorrow and tonobrrow ...
sourly.

the boy coment ed

"If necessary." Lugai d nodded. "Mrddin-Merlin, above
all else you nmust |eam patience, for you seemlacking in
that. But so is ever the fault of youth."

"As you said before,"” Myrddin comrented as he fed
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their small fire with another stick, "I must wait for Am
brosius' possible favor, | nust wait for searching by netal,
I nust wait—perhaps too long!"

"l do not ask for the reason for your need." Lugaid
stirred the pot with vigor. "But now | do ask the need for
haste."

"There are two things | nust do," the boy said, "though

why these have been laid on nme, | do not know. | did not

ask to be born of a Sky Lord." He sat back on his heels,
staring moodily into the fire. "Little have | had of ny her-
i tage except troubl e upon trouble.”

"No heritage is free fromthat," observed Lugaid. "If
you were to lay aside your life's |abor, then what woul d
you choose? The sword of a warrior with perhaps a quick
deat h, achi eving nothing by your dying but the cutting
down of the life of another?"

Myrddi n t hought of the clan house as he had seen it

last. That was the fruit of war. That was the way of brute
man, Ae way to which his people were condemed unl ess
there was the prom sed change. He had no choice, being

who and what he was, except to carry the orders and the
burden laid on himby the voice of the mrror.

"I must do what | nust do," he said heavily. "And if

this waiting is a part of it, then | nust endure it. But I
have al so been warned." He wondered if be could find his
tongue free to nention that other to Lugaid, since so
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much of the mrror's know edge was | ocked within his
silence. "There is"—he discovered that he could con-

ti nue—anot her abroad whose mission is to defeat what |
woul d do."

"One of the Dark Ones," Lugai d agreed.
Myrddi n was surprised. How rmuch did the Druid know
of that?

He saw Lugaid smile. "Ah, it is true that here"-he
tapped his forehead with one finger—1 have the |ore of
ol d. Those who woul d be of our nunber nust study the
lore for twenty years. Never can it be put in witing after
the manner of the Romans, but rather kept from one gen-
eration to the next by nmenory al one. Aye, there are the
Dark Ones who in the Sky tines brought full neasure of
troubl e upon our world. That they, too, have their ser-
vant s—what coul d be nore believable? So there is a Dark
One sent to defeat you. Do you know the manner of the
eneny so you can be warned?"
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"She is a girl." Wthout closing his eyes Myrddin had a
sudden vision of Ninue standing on the nountainside, her
fine hair lifted playfully by the wi nd, her gaze as intent as

when the mrror had first shown her to him "I know only
that her nane is N nue, though of what clan or tribe or
where she may be ..." He shook his head.

"N mue—a nane of Power, for it was one given in the
old days to a water goddess. | shall renenber."

They ate in silence, each occupied with his own

t houghts, and just as silently they lay down to sleep. Yet
Myrddin felt a conpani onship which he had | acked before
and a sense of well-being he had sel dom known, except
perhaps in the cave of the mirror. Nor did he dream

As the sun broke on the next day they were back at

their search. This tine Myrddin went with nore eager-
ness. Lugaid's belief in what he was doing seened to be
catching. And if patience was what he hinself nust culti-
vate, then the sooner he was about that, the better.

The sun was hot overhead as they clinbed a ring-

mound slightly larger than its neighbors. And that sun was
reflected in small glitters, for the netal bit had begun to
swi ng, noving ever faster. Lugaid |aughed.

"Did I not promise that |like would greet like? Here is
gi ven proof, boy!" He stanped the heel of his sandal on
the turf which roofed the mound. "Beneath this |ies what
we seek."

He tucked the fragnent into its hidden pocket and hur-
ried back to the hut, returning with a bronze ax. "Since
we | ack a proper spade," he said, "this nust serve, this
and fhat knife of yours.”

Wth a strength which belied his appearance of age,
Lugaid straightaway cut into the root-bound turf. It was
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hard work, and they took turns at using the ax and scrap-
ing away the | oosened soil with knife and | arge bow . By
sundown they had reached a | ength of nmssive stone

whi ch nust roof in the grave space. Lugaid was clearing

al ong that, seeking the end where they might find an open-

i ng.

The sun had gone; twilight was creeping in. Lugaid
stood within the trench they had cut.

"Light! A torch! For we cannot |leave this to the night!"

Myrddi n straightened, his earth-stained dagger in his
hand. He tossed aside another bowl of earth. Inwardly he
knew that the Druid was right—+they nmust not |eave the
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opened barrow during the ni ght+though the human part
of himshrank frominvading a place of the dead during
the hours of darkness.

Yet he laid aside his clunsy tools and hurried back

across the end of the blue stone circle, dodgi ng anong the
megal iths until he reached the hut. The fire, well covered,
still had its coals alive. The boy thrust two torches into the
enmbers, then swung them around his head, letting the air

feed their flames into life.

One in each hand, he hastened back intent only on

reaching the barrow. But his concentrati on was suddenly
broken by a sensation of alarm Though he | ooked from

right to left and back again, he saw no novenent anong

the stones whose shadows were beginning to reach like
groping fingers over the earth. This wariness night only be
because of what they were going to do. He went nore

slow y, however, and, as he went, he kept careful | ook
around him

Once nore at the digging, he drove the pointed ends of

the torches into the earth. By their flickering he could see
that Lugaid had not been idle during his absence, for the
end of the stone bl ock had been reached, and now t he

Druid was cutting his way down deeper to reveal what-

ever door might once have exi sted.

There was anot her stone set there, snaller but upright,
and it yielded to their conbined | everage with the ax,
though the tool's metal broke into two pieces as the stone
moved. Myrddin squatted down, his smaller body better
fitted to the opening. Lugaid grasped the nearer of the
torches and brought the fire closer to give himlight.

There were things within: jars, a brace of spears and
somet hi ng wapped in a covering which puffed into dust
when the air reached it. But Myrddin did not want to | ook
at that. Instead he searched for the gl eamof netal, and
the fire suddenly revealed it.

Wth infinite care the boy thrust his armin the opening
and groped until his fingers closed on sonething cold and
solid. He drew it toward him bringing a sword out into the
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I'ight of the torches.

The bl ade could only be of the sane alloy as that scrap
Lugaid treasured. Unpitted by time, straight and snooth
as if it had been forged within a year, it answered the
flanes with a rippling of rainbowlight. The hilt was wound
around with wire and a great dull jewel crowned the pom
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mel. Carefully Myrddin passed it to the Druid and then
began pushing back the sealing rock with frantic haste.

"W nust hide this," he panted. "Qut there"—he did
not turn his head above the trench they had tunnel ed—
"fromout there, we are watched!"

He heard the hiss of Lugaid s breath.

"Then take you this, boy, and go! Leave ne the light. |
shall close the barrow. But this nust not be risked!"

He held out the sword and Myrddin took it once nore,
wi shing he had his cloak to wap that |length of blade, for
it seemed to gather light fromthe torches and reflect

it again |like some kind of |anp.

Hol di ng t he weapon tight against him he ran down the

side of the barrow, heading for the hut. And the know -
edge that one watched ampobng the stones was so clear that
he expected, every step of his flight, to have a chall enge

hurled at him
It could be sone wandering tribesman, even a scout

froma far-roving party of Saxons. And what he carried
now, had they caught clear sight of it, would be booty
enough to bring them down upon him Yet he inwardly
believed mat the watcher was not any ordi nary eneny.

He had |l eft the door curtain | ooped up when he had
gone for the torches. And that fire he had stirred to life
was still flickering, making a well-marked obl ong to guide

hi m
Myrddin was within ten paces of the doorway when a

figure separated itself deliberately fromone of the stand-
ing stones and ran fleetly toward him The boy swung

around to face that apparition. The hilt of the sword fitted
into his hand as if the weapon had been forged for him
alone. Its blade was far |onger than the swords the Ro-

mans used, which he had seen anpbng Anbrosius' host,

nore sl ender than those of any tribal naking.

As he swung the sword before himthe | ength gl eaned,
seenmed to drip light and color. Wth it in his hand,
Myrddin at long |ast knew what it neant to be a warrior,
the fierce excitement that could grip a nan with battle

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (45 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:25 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

hunger. He did not realize he had bared his teeth, that he
uttered a low cry
But if he was prepared to bl ood the sword he had taken

fromthe dead, he did not cut down that shadow unheed-
ingly. For she stood within the full light of the doorway.
And he knew her.
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"N nmuel "

pl eTth”rsotT ollly saw her |augh but heard the "P-
N "Merlin!" There was nockery in the name as she said

"Brave warrior." The girl's light nockery stung, setting
him in his startlement, a little off guard. "What woul d you
now do, strike ne to earth with that weapon of yours af-

ter the manner of fighting nen in this dark |and?"

Myrddin | owered the sword. She nade himfeel foolish,
childlike. Since he knew her to be what she was, though,
he must not let her remain in control of their neeting.

"Those who flit in the dark," he returned, "and cone
secretly so, must expect to see a bared bl ade awaiting

them ™"
"Do you believe that iron will master ne. Merlin? Do
you still cling to the superstitions of your kind?" Her eyes

glistened like a cat's in the light fromthe door. And she
smled. "Better waste your strength on such as them " Ni -
mue whirl ed and pointed back toward the stones from

whi ch she had cone.

Thi ngs noved behind the rocks, things froma crazed
man' s nightmares. But Myrddin knew that they were not
really there. Just as he had drawn on his own dawni ng
powers to nake the Hi gh King see dragons at war, so was

she now striving to frighten himwth illusions. As he
| ooked at them and away again, they faded and were
gone.

The smile vani shed fromher face and her lips flattened
agai nst her teeth. She hissed |ike a serpent or an angry
cat.

"Do you think," she cried, "that you have all the |earn-
ing of the O der Ones within you? You fool, it would take
years upon years to even begin such studies. You are but a
boy—

"And you are a girl," he nade steady answer. "No, | do

not claimnore learning than | have. But such play as that
is for those who are totally ignorant."”
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She flung her head, so that her hair noved on her
shoul der s

"Look on me," she commanded. "Look on ne, Merlin!"

Her ivory skin shone with a glow of its own, her fea-

tures altering subtly. Beauty flowed about her |ike a cloak
Suddenly there was the flowering weath of the Mdsum

mer Mai den on her head, the perfune of the bl ossons
reaching his nostrils. Her garnent of green was gone, her

sl ender body fully revealed to his eyes.

"Merlin . . ." Her voice was honey-sweet and low, it

prom sed nuch. She cane closer to himhesitatingly, as if
she woul d touch himand yet sone nmi den fears kept her

al oof. "Merlin," she crooned. "Put down that drinker of
dead nmen's bl ood, come with me. There is nore in this
world than you have dreaned of. It awaits you...

Cone! " She hel d out her hand.

Manhood stirred in himfor the first tine, hot and ea-

ger. He knew sensations he had never experienced before.
The perfune of her flowers, the enticenent of her body—
his grip on the hilt of the ancient sword was not so tight.
Al'l of himwhich was of the earth wanted her.

"Merlin, they have deceived you," she said softly. "This
is life, not what they would nmake it for you, shutting you
apart fromeverything within you, straining now for free-
dom Conme to ne, learn what it is to be truly alive

Conme, Merlin!"

She rai sed both her arms, held themout to him inviting
his enbrace. Her eyes were sl unberously heavy, her
mout h curved, waiting for his Kkiss.

"Merlin ..." Her voice faded to a whisper, a prom se
of things he only dimy understood.

It was the sword which saved him Its cold length

brushed against his leg as he nearly dropped it. Fromthat
touch cane a kind of shock which alerted himto her en-
chantnent. He spoke only one word:

"Wtch!"

Once nore her eyes glittered. The flower weath disap-
peared and she was again covered by her rough green
robe. Now she stanped her foot and the hands she had
reached out to himbecane clawlike, extended to rip the
flesh fromhis bones.

"Fool!" she cried loudly. "You have nmade your choice
and you nust abide by it fromthis hour forth. Between us
there is only war, and do not think that | will be a weak-
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ling as a foe! At each triunmph you shall find ne waiting,
and if my strength does not prevail tonight, there will be
other days ... and nights. Renenber that. Merlin!"

As she had cone out of the night, so did she nesh back
intoit, mngling so quickly with the shadows that he could
not truly have said where she went. And with her went

that feeling of being watched. Now he knew that he was
free, for a while at |east, so he drew a deep breath of re-
lief.

But he waited for a long nmonment, listening, testing with

that other sense the mrror had taught himto use. No, she
was gone. There was not hing here but fhat sensation of

| ong- ago Power which was the nature of the Place of the
Sun. For where nen have worshipped with their whol e

heart s—where they have w ought things that are unseen,
unheard and cannot be grasped in hand, only in mnd and
heart —+there remains forever the breath of that Power,

di m ni shed perhaps by the | ong passing of time, yet none-
t hel ess abi di ng.

Hol ding fhe sword with both hands, Myrddin entered

the hut, set about building up the fire. He kept the weapon
ever by his side as he sought out food, put sone of the
coarse porridge which was Lugaid's principal food in the
pot to boil. As he worked he listened for the com ng of

the Druid, eager not to be left alone.

Not that he feared N nue. He did not believe she could

call up any strength to outweigh what he hinmself could
summon. But her first attack was one he had not foreseen

He fought resolutely now against tile picture which

menory kept presenting of Ninue ivory pale in the night,

of that slunberous, beguiling voice. Not for himwas any
worran, fhat he understood. He nmust have no ties such as
were the right of his hunan heritage, |est those ties blind
himto the purpose which was neant to fill all his days.

"Who has been here?"

Myrddin was startled out of his inner turnoil by that
sharp demand. Lugai d' had | ooped back the door curtain,
stood tall and frowning within the opening.

"How did you ... ?" the boy began

"How did | know? By what Power | have | earned!

There is a hostile force awake this night Yet it is not any
guardi an aprow ." The Druid's nostrils expanded as he
turned his head slightly, half |ooking over his shoul der.

64 Andre Norton

The skirts of his robe were heavily plastered with earth,
hi s hands battered and brui sed, soil caked under the nails.

"She was here, N nue," Myrddin said.

"Ah, that is evil hearing! D d she see the sword?"
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"Aye. She-she strove to bind ne to her." Myrddin felt

ill at ease, yet to share this with the Druid was to lighten
somehow t he burden of that nenory, help to banish it
fromhis mnd.

"Like that, was it?" Lugaid nodded. "Aye, that would
be the beginning with her. Perhaps if you had been ol der

No, | do not think she could reach you so. But be
war ned, now that she is on your trail you will not find her
easy to put aside. The Dark Ones have their own Power
and the beguiling of men is a large part of it. Yet | do not
think she can cone nigh or weave her spells too well when
you have a hand on that." He pointed to the sword.

"But as you have said, tine may be growi ng short. |
had not realized it. Thus | shall do as you have asked of
me—+ shall go to Anmbrosius."

Myrddi n knew a sudden surge of relief. He sensed how
dangerous it would be to linger too | ong here where JNi -
mue had tracked him Yet this was partly his own place.
He felt a strange kinship with the stones, as if they had
once possessed sone life of their own and had given him
some heritage with them

The boy slept with the sword agai nst his body that

night, one hand lying onits hilt. And if the girl who had
conme to himin the dark strove to weave any spell about
hi s dreans, she did not succeed, for he did not dream at

all. Instead he awoke with the day not only refreshed but
more confident that what he nust do woul d i ndeed be
done.

Lugai d rode away on the pony Myrddin had brought

out of the hills. The boy saw himgo before visiting two of
the snares the Druid had set. He was |ucky; both held

ganme. He toasted neat on an inprovised spit and ate | ust-

ily.

Later he fashioned a rude scabbard from sections of

tree bark bound together with rags torn from his cl oak

and so wore the sword constantly in the daytine. Its nar-
vel ous bl ade hidden fromview, he slept beside it at night.
For hours he wandered anong the stones, setting his

hands at times to one or another, feeling a kind of

renewal of spirit rise in himfromthat touch.
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For the first time he thought objectively about the train-
ing of the mrror. Mich of what he had been told by that
bodi | ess voice he could not use, for the netal wonders of
the Sky People could no | onger be nade on his own

wor | d. These required too nuch in the way of specia

| earni ng. What he had absorbed was, he guessed, only a
very small portion of the know edge whi ch had once been

common to his kind.

He coul d summon illusions as he had for Vortigen,
hold them for a short space. He knew a little of healing,
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not only through the use of herbs fromthe fields and

woods, but also by the laying on of hands and an ability to
"see" the source of others' ills of nmind or body. Thereaf-
ter, he might concentrate on rebuilding that which had

been injured or harnmed through sickness. But such an art
required in return the belief of the victimthat he could so
be heal ed. And Myrddi n doubt ed whet her nany now |iv-

ing could retain that belief. It was too close to what nen

| ooked down on, naning it sorcery.

He had been given the magi c of tongues so that he

could listen to the speech of a stranger and, by concentrat-
ing on the sounds, sort out in part the thoughts which had
given birth to the words. He knew the nagi c of weight-

| essness—he had briefly applied it in this very place to the
fallen stone—and he would have to draw on it in full if he
was going to conplete the task set him

Now, as he wandered anbng the stones, he eval uated

his learning critically. Perhaps he had nore than Lugaid,

but his know edge was far less than it m ght have been

had his race not fallen so far back into barbarism He

knew this, and it created a feeling of frustration within
him It was like standing in the door of a hall rich in trea-
sure, knowing that the treasure was freely given to any

man who might lay a hand on it, yet not having the power

to cross the barrier between hinself and the hall.

Yet he drew confort fromthe stones, anticipation from
the sword he wore with its bark conceal ment well |ashed
about it. And he often wondered for whom that weapon

of the Sky netal had actually been forged. Had that other
been one like hinself, the son of no father? For the voice
had shown hi m enough of the wonders of that other age

to et himknow that the Sky People did not fight so, man
agai nst man, face to face. Rather they conmmanded |i ght-
ning flash and thunderbolt to slay horribly froma dis-
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tance. He had shuddered and been vilely ill when the mr-
ror had once reflected a clear picture fromthe final days
when the world itself, so deeply injured by the wath of
bei ng agai nst being, had burst forth with inner flanes.
Seas boiled, nountains and | and rose and fell as Myrddin
hi msel f mi ght nowidly toss a clod of soil about.

The boy longed to try the power of the sword and the
chant, to return to its upright base one of the fallen
stones. However, caution held himfromsuch a trial. He
did not know whether using his gift could recall N nue, so
he waited with a patience he schooled into hinself for the
return of the Druid.

It was spring now, though he had |lost the strict nea-
surenent of days. The grass about the stones took on a
new greenness, as fresh bl ades pushed up to hide the brit-
tle skel etons of those frost had killed. He found snall

fl owers buddi ng, sone already in bloom Birds were in
song, and twi ce he watched quietly as fox and vi xen
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| eaped and pl ayed anong the stones. In hinself there was
a restlessness he tried to subdue. Twi ce he dreaned of Ni-
mue, and awoke with a feeling of shane that his own self
wi shed to betray what was the npbst steadfast in him And
al ways he watched the faint trace of path down which
Lugai d had gone.

He counted off the days by putting small stones in a line
fromthe hut door. And it was when he had put down the
fifteenth of those that the Druid returned. He did not ride
al one but headed a conpany of six spearmen of the tribes,
who | agged behi nd as they approached the Pl ace of the

Sun, sendi ng gl ances of uneasi ness at the standing stones.

Lugaid gave a grunt of relief as he slid fromthe back of
|Ifae pony. He raised a hand in greeting as Myrddin ran
toward him for that nonent all boy in his excitenent

and relief.

"I't is well?" he demanded as he neared the Druid. But
there was no lighting of the other's face and Myrddin

sl owed, | ooking uncertainly beyond at the nmen who cl us-
tered now together, not disnounting, but rather |ooking

I'i ke they woul d boot their horses into a gallop to be free
of this place at the slightest excuse.

"Only in part," Lugaid returned. "Anbrosius is dead."
Myrddin cane to an abrupt stop. "How did he die—n
battl e?"

"Not so. He died by the will of that she-wolf from
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overseas, though her hand reached fromthe grave to do

it. For she and her H gh King had perished in the flanes
of their clan tower only one day earlier. The fate she had
sent to her enemy still reached himthrough the hands of
one of her maids. The truth was known too |ate."

A death in battle, Mrddin thought, like his clan kin,
woul d have been fitting. Such an ending as this was a

bl ackness for Anbrosius, who had deserved a cl ean sever-
ence of his life's cord with good sword st eel

"Peace on him" said the boy softly. "He was one whose
l'ike we shall not see again." Sonmething stirred in him
whi ch was perhaps a fragment of menmory. But it was not
yet time for that to ripen into action and it was quickly
gone.

"Aye, he was a hero. And as a hero he will lie here!"
Lugaid pointed to the Place in the Sun. "Your quest

comes oddly to fruiting, Myrddin. Anbrosius' half brother
now | eads the war host. He is of the tribes in his ways and
so would follow the old pattern. | have spoken to Ut her

who men now call Pendragon, and he is willing that the
Stone of Kings be brought fromthe hold of the overseas
barbarians back to Britain again, that it may mark the
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Qdd i ndeed were the quirks of fate. At that nonent,

great as Myrddin's desire was to fulfill the order he had
been given, he wished as strongly that it mght have come
about in another way and that death had not been a part

of it. He tried to remenber U her and sunmoned up only

a fleeting mnd-picture of a tall young man, his red-gold
hair on his shoulders after the old fashion, his face ruddy,
his mouth curved in laughter. But in that picture dwelt lit-
tle of the force which he had felt in the dark, clean-
shaved, Roman-seeni ng Amnbr osi us.

"We ride for the coast with this guard the King has

sent. There shall be a ship waiting, and with it a conpany
of warriors. For it may be that we nust fight our way to
the stone, buying it back in blood," the Druid was conti nu-

i ng.

Myrddi n shook his head slowy. "I would we did not
take it by force...."

Yet he knew that in the end they woul d do whatever
they nmust to get the Stone of Kings.

As they journeyed Lugaid told himnore of the new
ruler.

68 Andre Norton

Anbr osi us had never clained that title, holding strictly
to the one granted by the Enperor overseas, Dux Britan-
niae. But it seemed with Vortigen dead, his forces crushed
or withdrawing sullenly fromthe field after an overwhel m
ing defeat, Uther was willing to reach his hand for the

H gh King's crown and no man prot est ed.

"He has the tribes declaring for him" Lugaid renarked,
"nmore so than they would for one of Ronan bl ood. Yet
those who followed his brother will also cleave to him
since he is now the only hope left. The Saxons have suf-
fered such a pounding as they will not forget for a space.
Still, I think Pendragon's nmen will ride often and

swords will not rest long or easily in their sheaths.

"Uther has all the virtues, and also the faults of the
tribes. Because he is a mighty fighter, they will follow him
as they have always foll owed an open-handed hero. But

such a hold on one's nen is hard to keep. He | acks,

thi nk, the deep-rooted fervor of his brother. Anbrosius

knew only one task in all his life, to restore safe rule to
Britain, though he was wong in believing that it would

conme again from Rone. The day of enperors overseas is

done. W fight our own battles and do not expect to see

tile Eagles march again along the roads they built."

"You find sone flaw in U her?" They had drawn apart
fromtheir escort and those warriors appeared very con-

tent to let themgo at a distance, as if they did not desire
cl ose conmpany with the Druid and his compani on

"No nore flaw than lies in any man who is apt to fol-
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|l ow his own desires too nuch. Just now Uther's desire is
to forge a disturbed |land into a peaceful one under his
hand. Thus his wi sh serves a good purpose. But in the fu-
ture ..." Lugaid shrugged. "I do not try to read a man's
fate too deeply; therein lie the seeds of despair. It is
enough that he has given you your chance, Sky Son, to do
what you feel nust be done."

Myrddi n was sure that Lugaid was evasive and had

some uneasi ness. He did not press. As the Druid had said,
it was enough that Uther was minded to give themthis
chance to snare the King Stone

They had a good wind to take them across the channe

to the Western Isle. There they nmade harbor in a snall

bay with no sign of nan. For the first day it was as if they
travel ed through a deserted | and, though the nen of the
conpany were constantly wary and sent scouts ahead.
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This was their power, that of battle, and they knew it
wel | .

It was near noon on the second day when a scout cane
poundi ng back with the news that he had marked an am

bush in a narrow glen. Hs wariness saved them for the
men di snounted and sl unk through the countryside using

any cover offered, until they were able to anbush those in
rumand the battle became a bl oody rout. Myrddin and
Lugaid saw only the hurt bodi es which they tended. But

the trained attack of their escort brought in a prisoner of
not e.

He hel d his head high, though a gash in his face had
opened |like a second nmouth and his sword arm was bro-
ken.

"Patch himup so he will live," the captain of their
force advised. "For this is Glloman who clains to rule
that mountain | and where the King Stone now stands.
Wth himin our hands we can perhaps strike a goodly
bargain."

But the young ruler spat on the ground at their feet and
tried to | augh, though he could not do it well because of
his hurt face.

"Are you giants?" he nouthed. "You do not |ook Iike
giants, but |ike nen even snaller than ny people. If you
strive to uproot the King Stone and take it hence you will
fail."

"For that matter," Myrddin answered him "we shal
wait and see. But your hurt we tend now. "

At first it seenmed that he would struggle- in their hands
even though they neant himgood. But at |ast he surren-
dered. Lugaid set the bones of his arm binding the linb
tight between two | engths of wood. And Myrddin put a

pl aster of herbs over the gash in his face. Wiile he held it
so the boy concentrated his will on the uniting of the torn
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flesh as the voice fromthe mrror had said howto do it.

And even if the prisoner did not believe, he | ooked odd-
ly at Myrddin, saying' : "Wat nanner of youth are you?

The pain is gone out of ny flesh. There is true healing in
your hands."

"It is my gift, even as battle might is your gift, King.
And | woul d not have your death. Listen to a bargain: if
I can nove this stone, lift it fromoff the ground by the
efforts of ny hands and the sunmoni ng of nmy voice, then

70 Andre Norton

will you swear a truce for your people and let us take the
stone to Britain w thout raising weapons agai nst us agai n?"

Once nore G|l onman strove to laugh. "No man |iving

can keep that bargain. So if it is not some jest, then | give
my bond of honor. Lift the stone by hand and voi ce and

shal | bespeak ny people. They will give you safe conduct

to it. But when you fail, then stand ready to neet our at-
tack. "

"It is well," was Myrddin's answer.

Thus they rode across the country and on both sides,

and behi nd and before, gathered those who had ki nd bond
with GIlloman, ready to cut themdown at the failure of
the trial Myrddin had taken on hinself. There cane the

day when he fronted not a single stone, but a dozen such,
some set end in earth and towering, others lying prone.

Yet he did not hesitate but wal ked swiftly among them
until he cane to one of mddle size. It bore on its side a
carving he knew wel |l —+he spiral circle of the Sky People.

He freed the sword fromits covering of bark and the

sun struck rainbows of light fromit, so that he heard all
those watching murnur. He raised the sword over the

stone, not edge down, but rather so that the flat of the

bl ade woul d neet its surface. Then he began to tap slowy
while he chanted, this tine finding it easier to reach those
| ower, nore guttural notes which he sought. Paster grew

the tapping, deeper the notes of his chant. And the flash

of light fromthe noving sword veil ed both blade and the
hand which held it.

Now t he sound of netal on stone was al nost continu-

ous, so that one could not detect the pauses when the
sword was raised, so fast did Myrddin strike. And the
grow of his chant mngled with the ring of the sword so
that the sound nmade a whol e which could not be divided
one fromthe other.

The stone noved, raised fromits earth bed. Yet

Myrddin did not pause, only beat out his furious rhythm
singi ng stronger, deeper. Wth the stone so raised, he did
not reach down to strike any |longer, but his armwas held
at shoul der I evel as he kept up the beat.

He began to pivot, noving slowy, scarcely a quarter of
an inch at a tinme. The stone also swing with himuntil it
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was crosswi se of the furrowin which it had lain. Now he
took one step and another, and with himcane the stone.
He had no eyes for anything but it and the flash of the
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sword. And in this nonent he held back the weariness of
his body, putting all his will and determination into what
he woul d do.

On he noved and, through the air, well off the ground,
came the stone, controlled by the vibrations as the mrror
had told him night be done—given the right stone, the
right nmetal to use. Thus he passed from anong the other
standi ng stones and brought his burden a little way down

t he sl ope.

Then Myrddin | owered the sword and the stone settled

under it, lying once nmore on the earth. He raised his bl ade
and held it quiet and his voice, hoarse and strained, was
stilled. But he | ooked beyond the length of the block to
where G|l oman stood.

The face of the young ruler was practically covered
wi t h bandages; above them his eyes were wide and filled
with awe. Now he raised his hand in sal ute.

"You have done what | would have sworn no man
coul d acconplish, save one of the God-bom Heroes. As |

bargai ned so shall it be. Since the King Stone cones to
your summons it is free to go, and you and your men with
it. I know not the source of your magic, but | wish it well

out of my land, for it is hard to live under the threat of
such Power."

Thus did Myrddin win the King Stone w thout further

bl oodshed. And so it was brought back to Britain, to rest
in the place fromwhich it had been drawn so | ong ago. It
was raised openly to the glory of Anbitsius—yet

Myrddi n knew that it had another use al so, and one he
must strive to discover in the days to cone.

7

Ut her Pendragon was Hi gh King and there was a nea-

sure of peace in Britain. Myrddin stood in the Place of the
Sun. Al though the King Stone lay where it nust be placed
for the purposes of those he served—and he knew he served
them bl i ndl y—yet his task was not finished. For Uther, as
Anbr osi us before him was not the king he sought.

Lugai d had been right. Al though U her had the virtues

of his warrior blood, he also had its faults. Quick to anger,
his control over that anger was not contained with such

iron bonds as Anbrosius had in his time set upon hinself.
Handsome, hot-tenpered and hot - bl ooded, he was one to

follow his own desires. Now he cane riding out of the
morning to front Myrddin across the King Stone.

He waved back his shield conpanions so that he stood
al one and there was puzzl enent open in his face as he
faced the youth.
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"You are he whomthey call Mrddin?" he asked
abruptly, as if he could not believe that.

"l am he."

"Yet you are but a youth. How can such as you be this
prophet, this one who noves rocks by his will and the tap-
pi ng of a sword? Who are you in truth?"

"l have been told | amson of no man," Myrddin re-

turned. "As for ny gift, it was given to me for a certain
purpose, first that the King Stone return into its place for
the good of this land."

Ut her set his hands on his hips; his chin was thrust for-
ward a little as if he were about to utter a chall enge.

"Who are you to decide the good of Britain? You have

not even bl oodi ed that sword of yours in her service, if
runor speaks true." He nodded toward the bl ade, once
nmore hidden by its bark trappings, where it hung from
Myrddin's belt.
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"The sword is not mine, lord. | only hold it guardian

for a space. And ny gifts are other than the gifts of war."

"l have heard that you prophesy. If that is true, tell nme
i f Pendragon has won!"

"He has won," agreed Myrddin. "Yet shall the white
dragon return and return again. Lord King, hamrer this
|l and into one kingdom if you would rule in truth.

Ut her nodded. "That needs no prophecy, boy. It is only
what any man knows nust be done. Tell me sonething

which | cannot foresee for nyself. My brother did not |ike
sorcery, and those of the belief of the Christus, who now
conme into the |and, say such is of the Dark and should be

driven out. | amof two minds yet, boy. Tell nme some-
thing I can believe and | shall give protection in return, a
pl ace for you at ny hall, honor due—

Myrddi n shook his head. "Lord King, | amnot for

courts nor the honors you offer. Your brother once said to
me that as a warrior | might ride with him but as a

prophet | had no place anong his liege men. If you | ean

even the slightest on ny words, then this fear of theirs wll
touch you also. It is better you have no such forces of dis-
sension in your court. But you have asked for a foresee-

ing, and | shall give you one:

"You will breed an heir, but do this in a hidden fashion
And he will be such a king as this | and has not seen since
the days of the Enperor Maxinmus, perhaps even greater

than that one who seized the Purple and nade us safe for

a space. Hi s name shall be renmenbered through the cen-
turies. And if he does as he is designed to do, then shal
this | and be bl essed above all others of the world."
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"Most nen breed sons," U her returned, "if they have
not daughters. And who will cone after me—that is of no
matter now. Nor shall / know to prove you true or false
Do better than this, sorcerer, if you would show your
magi c. "

"Lord King, do you expect nme to sumon a cl ap of

thunder, or turn your nen'yonder into a pack of hounds?

I deal not with what you call magic but with Od Wsdom

This much | can say: before next year winds to its end

you shall have a use for ne. Wen that nonment cones | et

your nessenger ride to where stood the clan house of Ny-

ren and there anong its ruins light a fire. | shall answer to
your sending."

74 Andre Norton

Ut her | aughed. "Boy, | cannot think what use | would
have for you. It seems to ne that your talents are snal

ones, mainly dealing with illusions and maki ng nmen see
what is not. You are right that ny men are mstrustful of
your magi c and you are better apart. | do not know what
manner of man you will nake when your years are ripe,

but I think that we cannot deal easily together, you and
L

He swept his cloak about himand wal ked away.

Myrddi n watched himgo but in those nonments he had a
flash of vision. That tall man in his scarlet cloak, his
bronze arnor, was suddenly bent and shrunk, his face
drawn and bl ui sh, his strong-nmuscled arns hardly nore
than sticks over bone; death | ooked fromhis eyes. Not in
battle woul d death cone to Uther, Myrddin knew in that
monent of other sight, but by treachery and sl ow degrees.
And he woul d have called after Uther in warning, but he
knew any words he spoke woul d be shrugged asi de.

He sighed, thinking his a perilous gift if it would show
hi m what he could not aid; he woul d be better off w thout
it if he could see a man's death |ying behind his face and
had to keep still about it. But he did not turn away at
once fromthe King Stone, rather rested his hand on its
surface and wondered mightily what there was about this
one stone, out of the nmany in this place, that made it so
necessary to the purposes of the Sky People. The mirror
had told himit was a beacon, but he could not understand
its properties as such. He only knew that it held within it
the sane feeling of |eashed energy he had sensed in nany
of the other stones of this place.

Lugaid was waiting for himwhen he trudged back to
the hut. The Druid had made a bundl e of Myrddin's few
possessions. He held the pony bridled and ready for riding.

"You must go."
The abruptness of that startled the boy.
n W]y?ll

"There is a seeking now reaching toward this place.
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You have done what those of the Dark did not want you

to, therefore they nmay well seek to end your |ife before
you can acconplish anything further. Last night there

wer e Shadow Dancers anong the circles. As yet none has

the power to take substance fromthe stones to build a
body. But | think they shall return as |ong as you |inger
here. And with each of their visits they shall grow strong-
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er, until they can indeed prove a threat agai nst body as
wel | as m nd.

"l have not asked you the source of the power you have

| earned to use. Nor, | think, will that be given nme to
know. But now | warn you, Myrddin, go to that place and

t hereby renew your own strength. For that which has
taught you nust have defenses beyond the weaving of our
race and, | hope, may be inpervious to penetration by the
Dark Ones."

"Come with ne!" Myrddin said inpulsively.

The Druid shook his head. "To each his own. Wat you
have found is for your use al one because you are of the
breed you are. No, | shall remain here."

"And the Shadow Dancers, then?" Myrddin turned to

| ook down t he avenues of standing stones. Under this sun
there were slight shadows reaching fromthe foot of each
that was true, but there was no threat or nystery in them
He knew what Lugai d spoke of those things which Ninue

had threatened himwith on the night of their neeting.

"I amno fit prey for them being of little account in the
game they have been sent to play. Just as | amof little ac-
count in what you rmust do."

Myrddi n t hought of the |oneliness of the cave, its
near est nei ghbor being the destroyed clan house, which he
never wi shed to | ook on again.

"You are not of small account to ne," he said. "To live
only with the wild things anong the high places, that is lit-
tle to look forward to."

"There speaks fear," Lugaid replied sternly. "Each man

wal ks his own road in his life; only a fewtines may he
reach out and in truth touch another. You, being who you
are, nust accept that you stand alone in this world. If you
woul d have conpany of your kind, then do what you are

| essoned in doing."

So Myrddin rode fromthe Place of the Sun, |eaving be-
hind hima newly set stone anong the many, and hol di ng
in himthe stark knowl edge that indeed he could | ook for
not hing but |oneliness, as was the | ot of one who woul d
use the O d Power. He went back to the hillside with its
cleft entrance by ways which were little travel ed.

It was far nmore difficult for himto force an entrance to
the cave this time, for his body had grown. At length he
won into the inner chanber where the installations stil
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clicked and purred. Tired in both body and nmind, he set-
tl ed down before the mrror.

"You have returned," the voice observed, speaking as
nmonot onously as ever. "And that beacon is nowin place.
So far you have answered to your birthright"

Myrddin did not know how the mirror could know of

his success, unless, by sone art simlar to sorcery, it
pi cked the thoughts fromhis mnd. And he did not |ike
(hat suggestion. Was he only the servant of this alien
thing, a slave not allowed any desires or actions of his
own? Il then was his birth, for no man shoul d be born
subject to a destiny he could not choose nor change.

"It is done," he answered the mirror voice tonel essly.

"Rest, and wait," chinmed the voice in return. And at

once it seened to Myrddin that he was freed from sone
conmpul si on he had not even been aware of carrying. He

bli nked and stretched |i ke one who had awakened from a

long sleep filled with dreans. Then he turned and edged

out of the chanber of the mrror, filling his lungs with the
fresh air of the mountain wi nds.

He did not return to the ruined clan house. Instead he
fashi oned a small hut, partly of stone, partly of branches.
The hi gh point of sumrer cane and he busied hinself

with the matter of food and stores for the winter. He
found herbs and growi ng things which he could harvest;

and he hunted a wild cow, perhaps |lost fromthe ravagi ng
of the clan house, killed it and snoked the neat

When the ravens gathered to pick the hide he had flung

over a bush, a wild cat and her kitten noved in to dispute
their ownership by feline hissing and grows. The ravens
screaned their battle cries in return, greedy for all they
could get. Myrddin watched the engagenent until the hide
was picked clean of all remants of flesh. Then he scraped
and worked it as best he could. Thereafter he left the offa
of any animals he took in hunting for his feathered and
furred nei ghbors.

It was a strange life, far renmoved even fromthe com

forts the clan house provided. He grew | ean and spare, tall-
er, darker of skin where the sun burned him There cane

the day when he used the newly honed edge of his belt

knife to shave down off his lip and chin, at the sane tine
hacki ng away his hair so it grew no |onger than his ear-

| obes.

H s tunic and breeches were too snmall so he fashioned
MC. KL. WS MLKKUK
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new breeches, awkwardly, fromthe crudely tanned hide,
using the thicker portions to nake sandals. He tore the
sl eeves fromhis tunic and wore it | oosely around the up-
per part of his body.

Now t he short sumrer was drawing to a close. He nust
prepare for the cold nmonths. Though he hated the task, he
clinmbed each norning after sunrise to a point from which
he coul d | ook down at the clan house. He was too far
aloft to see much of the ruin and desol ati on whi ch had
taken the domain of Nyren, but he nade sure that the sig-
nal he had asked of Uther was not set

Al nmost reluctantly he also made visits to the mirror, but
there were few times when (he voice spoke to himand

sonme of the questions he asked went unanswered. At | ast

he was driven to chanting as he worked, fixing in his mnd
the lore frompast |earning sessions and exercising a voice
he had little use for

One day he found one of the raven kind with its foot
trapped in a twist of briar, croaking its terror to the
worl d. Freeing the creature in spite of its frenzied pecks,
sonme of which drew bl ood, he found its foot broken and
tended the bird as he would the victimof nman's bl ood

| ust.

Wien at |ast the raven nended, the bird seened un-

willing to depart wholly to the wild. It would often fly to a
perch near the log Myrddin had drawn up at the door of

hi s hut and which he used for a work place, weaving bas-

kets from osiers brought froma nountain | ake, grinding

some half-wild grain froma weed-run fi el d.

Myrddi n naned the raven Vran and was surprised at

the creature's response to his own tentative offers of food
and his attenpts to echo the bird' s harsh cries. After a
whi |l e, when he appeared fromout of the hut in the nom

ing, Vran would wing to him darting down to perch on

hi s shoul der and cackle in softer tones, as if in sone un-
known speech, into the boy's ear

That winter was harsh and Myrddin, on the days of the
worst stormw nds, withdrew into the cave of the mrror
He had to pry and pick away at the crevice to force the
doorway, his shoulders had grown so squared, his height
i ncreased. Vran di sappeared, seeking out sone shelter of
his kind, and the boy nissed his conpany.

He did not approach the mrror, for he felt a certain
constraint now, as if this were not the tine when he was
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to use the installation fromthe stars. In fact sone of the
lights across the cubes no | onger appeared. He wonder ed,

al most with a stab of panic, if they would ever work

again, or if the mirror was growing old after a fashion, its
power wani ng.

The days were no | onger marked by any nunbering of
time. Myrddin had tried to keep a cal endar of stones as he
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had by Lugaid's hut; but after a storm had di sl odged a
score of them and he could not renenber their exact
nunber, he did not attenpt to renew them There were
days when he ate only one light neal and drowsed away
the rest of the hours in a |lethargy which was not nornal.

At | east no one troubled the peace of the nountain. In
all the time since his return he had seen no human bei ng.
Nor had his special sense warned himthat he was being
wat ched, as it had when N nmue had stal ked him

He wondered where she was and what she night be

doi ng. The uneasi ness of that wondering aroused himto

the thought that perhaps he m ght be well engaged in

trying to track her, just as she had tracked him But when
he at |ast asked that of the voice of the mirror, the answer
came qui ck and enphatic

"Do not approach any who serve those Qthers, for they
will lead you to battle and the tine for that is not yet."

Myrddi n was about to turn away fromthe question
bench when the voi ce spoke again:

"The time is nigh now for your second task. Listen well.
There nust be a child born, even as you were born, one

of our blood, unflawed. But all nmen nust believe that he is
of the H gh King's begetting. Wen you are asked to aid
Uther in this matter, you shall use the powers given you
Let the King believe that he lies with the woman of his
choi ce and enjoys her favors for a night. Let the woman
believe that she entertains her lord. But within her cham
ber you nust open the wi ndow and | eave her al one.

"Thereafter, when the child is bom you nust take him
telling the King that he will be in danger, for there are
those who want their ruler to have no true heir. And you
must hide the child carefully, as a fosterling, with a lord
to the north, one Ector. Let that one believe that you

have fathered the babe. For he is one who knows of the

O d Race and you shall give to himthe sign of recogni-
tion. In his veins, though much thinned by tinme and nany
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generations, is a portion of our blood and like will greet
l'ike.

"Be ready when the King's nessenger cones, that you

may do this thing. For this child shall be the hope of your
I and, and our hope al so. Only when a king of our kin
reigns here in peace will the bonds be strong enough to
bring about our return."

"When shall this happen?" Myrddin dared to ask

"Wth the com ng of spring. Use now your powers of il-
lusion, work with themday after day, until you can use
themas easily as a well-trained warrior can wield his
sword. For such are your weapons and only by them can
you fashion what we nust have."

So Myrddi n woke fromthe dreamy acceptance of pass-
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i ng days, one so |like another that he could not have said
that was yesterday, this is today, this tonorrow. And he
flexed his powers as a fighter flexes his nuscles before a
cont est

He created his illusions on the nearby hillside, naking
themas lifelike as he could. One day he had a dark and
foreboding forest around the entrance to the cave. The

next he bani shed the darkness to |ay down a fair neadow

in which the flowers of early sumer swayed beneath the
caress of the wind. Then he fashi oned people. Nyren

wal ked there, his war cloak swept back, the chain nail

rings of bronze sewn on his |eather jerkin, shining brightly.
He smiled as he cane, raising his hand in friendly sal ute.

The struggle to hold such an image so that it did not
appear as a shadow but as a living thing was the hardest
task Myrddin had yet to leam It tired himnore than had
his ordeal of raising the King Stone in the Wstern I|sle.
But the nore he used that power, the nore his strength
grew, the nmore solid and lifelike becane his illusions. Yet
he coul d not be sure that he could hold themas well for
others as he was able to do for hinself.

Then he used Vran, who fluttered back to himas the

spring advanced. He pictured a sheep butchered and

ski nned on the ground and the raven, with an ear-splitting
shriek, settled onit, strove to tear the flesh. Then, giving a
honk of surprise, the raven wheel ed upward agai n when

the sheep faded into a bush

Daily Myrddin tested and wought his illusions until the
nmor ni ng when, clinbing to his point of vision, he at |ast
saw snoke rising fromthe destroyed clan house. Witing
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only to take up the bark-w apped sword, he strode quickly
down the faint path he had never wanted to travel again,
to see through the gap of the smashed outer gate the nen
who stood by the signal fire. One of them he knew<re-
doc, Uther's own shield man. That he shoul d be sent on
such an errand nmade Ut her's great desire obvious. And
Myrddin realized that the tine had conme of which the

voi ce had warned him

He knew that to these nmen in their rich cloaks, their

fine linen tunics, their wealth and ornanents, he mnust | ook
li ke a beggar of the wilds, a woodwose or some strange
thing out of the hill |egends. But he came proudly, know
ing that only he could foster the King's desire, even
though he would do it by trickery.

"You are Myrddi n?" Credoc's disdain was plain to read.
"I am And the H gh King w shes ny services,"

Myrddi n answered conposedly. "The life in the hills, ny
lord, is not a soft one."

"So it would seenml " Credoc did not quite sneer openly,
but his eyes and tone condemmed what he saw, though
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Myrddi n cared nothing for that.

But he was nore suitably clad, in fresh tunic, cloak and
trousers of clan check when he rode into the King's city.
Years of neglect, other years of Saxon raiding, had done
much to reduce to ruin what had once been a goodly port.
But certain buildings had been repaired and the |argest of
these was snug-walled. It even had a | ook of splendor on
the inside, where hangi ngs of needl ework covered nost of
the defici enci es.

Myrddi n was taken to an inner chanber. Uther sat on

the end of a bed whose tunbled coverings had not yet

been straightened, as if the ruler had just risen from sl eep,
t hough the norning was well advanced.

"Ho, prophet" Uther drank froma silver-nounted hom

cup and then passed that to a waiting boy, signaling him
torefill it froma jar of foreign wine. "You spoke the
truth on the day of our last neeting. | have indeed found
a use for you. And if you serve me well in this, you may
name your own reward. You," he said, turning on the oth-
ers in the chanber, "get you hence, all of you. | would
speak in private to this prophet."

"Lord King, he is a self-confessed dealer in magic,"
Credoc protested.

"l care not! Such magic as he has wought to ny know
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ing has been for the good of this land. Not notably so, of
course, but at least to no one's hurt. Now | eave ne."

They obeyed, with visible reluctance. But the H gh King
waited until they had gone before he spoke, and then only
in a lowvoice which would not carry to the walls of the
chamber.

"Myrddin, you dealt once in illusion, as you told ny
brother. Saying that nmen see what they want to see. Have
wonen al so this failing?"

"It is my belief that they do. Lord King."

Ut her nodded vi gorously. He was smling, taking small

sips fromthe refilled horn. "Then | wish you to create an
illusion for me, prophet. Lately was | crowned here before
the host of those who have long followed ne. And not the

| east of those lords is Goloris out of Cornwall. But he is a
man of age, still sturdy enough to answer the war hom

nmost |ikely, but yet not one to satisfy a young wife as he
shoul d. And he has such a wife, the Lady Igrene, near a
daughter to himby years. This |lady-she is the fairest |
have ever seen. Though | have bedded many wonen—and

-all of themcame to nme willingly enough—yet never have

| seen her likel Wien | tried to speak her fair she would
have none of me, but rather tattled to her lord so that he
nost rudely withdrew frommy court, saying no farewells,

in such a manner as to put shane on ne!" Now Ut her's

face flushed and he spoke with his lips tight against his teeth
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i n anger.

"No man or woman shall so shame the Hi gh King, that

others may titter behind their hands! | have al ready sent
my guard into Cornwall to make that plain to Duke ol o-
ris. But his |ady—aye, that is another matter. | would hold

her within my arnms so that she may know how a king can

| ove. The Duke has been enticed from his stronghol d but
the lady is safe, he deens, within. Now tell ne, prophet,
how can | come to her bower or she to ny chanber?”

"You spoke of illusions. Lord King. There could per-

haps be woven an illusion so secure—for perhaps the

space of a night—that the lady would think her lord had re-
turned to confort her. Yet it would only be the outer

senbl ance of the Duke...."

Ut her threw back his head to utter a roar of |aughter
He was, Myrddin saw, well heated with the wine. "A fa-
mous jest, prophet! And one which pleases nme. You swear
this can be done?"
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"For a short time, Lord King. And we woul d have to
be close to the Duke's hold...."

"No matter!" Uther waved his hand. "In ny stable are
the fleetest horses in this land. |If need be we can. run the
hearts out of them"

As the Hi gh King conmanded, so might it be done.

Myrddin found hinmself clinging to the back of a |arger
steed than he had ever known, riding at a reckl ess pace
through the twilight; they passed on even through the

ni ght, for the nobon swung hi gh enough to give them wan
light. He did not consider the good or ill of what he would
do, but rather what could conme of this if he was success-
ful. Another Sky Son woul d be born, one Iike hinself, al-
ways in half exile in this land. And at that he knew j oy,
for he had | earned the bitterness of |oneliness throughout
his years.

Let the child be bomand taken to Ector—then perhaps
he hinself would be free. He longed as fiercely for that
freedom as any sl ave wi shed his chains to be | oosed.

Thus in three days they cane to a fortress by the sea

and found hiding places in a copse. Myrddi n pushed for-
ward al one to | ook down on the keep Uther wi shed to in-
vade and, in the silence of the spot on which he sheltered,
he began to ready his powers for the greatest feat of illu-
sion he had ever tried.

8.

The night was cold, unusually chill for Beltane Eve.

There was a crisp wind off the sea, whose thunder-break
of waves Myrddin coul d hear even through the thick walls
of the fortress. He hinself was feverish as if sonme rheum
of winter troubled himas he crept along the passage, un-
sure of his powers even yet.
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Ut her and his men sl ept back in that hidden canp. It

had been easy enough to introduce the herb powder into
their single bottle of heather nead, for the strong fl avor
of the drink covered the Iighter taste of the sleep herb
And he had inplanted the illusion dreamin Uher's mnnd
with all the skill the mrror had taught him

But now he traversed passages where twice he had to

rai se screens of illusion to distort sight and | eave him free.
The strain was telling on him In the chanber ahead ..

He paused within hand-touchi ng di stance of the curtain

that cloaked its entrance, began once nore to create his

dr eam weavi ng.

When it was as strong as he could sumon, he drew a

deep breath and wal ked forward, lifting the right edge of
the curtain and stepping boldly through. If he worked his
magi ¢ correctly, the wonman within would see only what

she | ooked to see, the unexpected return of her |ord.

In his hand was the tiny packet holding the rest of the
sleep draft. Get her to swallow that on some pretext and
his task was done.

A lanmp of the old Roman design flickered beside a bed
fashioned like a richly carved wooden box with its lid re-
nmoved. However it held no occupant. Instead the woman
stood | ooki ng out of the window at the stormroiled sea, a
cl oak about her slimshoul ders covering only part of her
nudity. She turned swiftly as Myrddin's boot rasped on the
st one.
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Her startled | ook was gone in an instant. She sniled
hesitantly, as if not sure in what nood the intruder cane.

"My lordi But... how conme you here?"

Myrddi n gave an inner sigh of relief. So the illusion
hel d—she saw whom she mi ght expect, the Duke Coloris.

"Where el se would | be?" he asked. "Fair lady, this is
no night for wars or sword-dealing."

She canme away fromthe wi ndow, dropping the edge of

her cl oak. Now he could see that indeed this one was fash-

i oned for the joys of bedding, although he could | ook on
her without that stir of confusion he had felt when N rue
unveil ed her body in invitation. She was indeed beautiful,
this Duchess Igrene, but it was a beauty one night viewin
the Ronman inages of their goddesses. Now she regarded
himwith a small, al nost secret smile, and he guessed that
in some things she could rule her old lord as conpletely as
Ut her wished to rule Britain.

Make an end to this play, something within Myrddin

bade him In this room which was scented with worman
and a life he knew nothing of, he was as uncertain as a
stag who suspected a trap. H's hand went out to a snal
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side table on which there providentially stood a tall bottle
of glass brought from overseas and two beautifully deco-
rated gobl ets.

"The night is cold,"” he said. "I would have wine for the
war m ng. "

I grene | aughed | ow and sweetly. "There are other ways
of warmng one, lord." Slyly she notioned toward the bed.

He forced a laugh of his own. "Well enough. But first,
pl edge ne in a cup, |lady. Then we shall perhaps try your
way to see which is best."

She pouted, but waited until he had poured a neasure

of wine into each goblet, then docilely accepted the one he
held out to her. He pretended to drink, but she enptied

her cup in a couple of swallows.

"My lord, you are not usually so behind in such mat-

ters."” She cane closer so that the flower scent which clung
to her skin grew stronger. Mking nothing of her naked-
ness, she raised her hands to unbuckle his cloak. "Lord,
you are not yourself this night...."

Myrddin wanted to jerk back, away from her reaching
hands. By sheer will he kept still. Setting aside bis.
gobl et, he caught her hands and held themtightly clasped
within his own, watching her with an anxi ous eye.
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Now he caught and hel d her gaze. The pl ayful ness

faded from her expression. Her face snoothed, as if she
no longer saw himin truth, but sonme vision which stood
bet ween t hem

Gently, after a long nonent of that |ocked gaze,
Myrddin drew her to the side of the bed, settled her

within it. Her eyes were still on what only she saw. Lying
back anong the pillows, she nade no nobve as Myrddin
| eft her.

The wi ndow was al ready well open to the night; the
curtain of hide and the shutter nmeant to keep out the chil
were both pushed far back. He made sure they would re-
mai n so. The wonan on the bed nuttered drowsily, her
words not meant for himbut for the vision he had planted
in her mnd.

Qutside there was a fluttering sound. Myrddin averted

his head and went swiftly fromthe chanber, threading his
way, his heart beating fast in spite of his struggle for con-
trol. A guard stood at the postern and yet did not see the
slight man who flitted by.

When he reached his previous observation point, a

hei ght above Goloris' hold, Myrddin turned. The npon was
bright and clear. Sone distance away fl anes | eaped, where
the |l esser folk were cel ebrating Beltane. Hi s night had
been well chosen: only a snall fraction of the keep's in-
habi tants woul d be within the walls tonight.
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He coul d not see the wi ndow which lay to the seaward

side of the tower. Wat happened there now was not his
affair, he nust only preserve the hallucination with U her.
Wth a heavy burden of weariness resting on him

Myrddi n nade his way back again to the hi dden canp

and sat for long hours there by the sl eeping nen.

Wth dawn Ut her stirred. Though he opened his eyes he

did not | ook about himw th any recognition. Instead he
got to his feet like a dazed man, his hands reaching forth
to grasp sonething which was not there.

Myrddin scranbl ed up quickly. Wth the very tip of a
finger he touched the king's uplifted head, directly above
and between the eyes. And fromhis nmind flashed the sig-
nal he had waited so long to give.

" Awake! "

Ut her blinked, |ooked about himin the gray light. He
yawned and then saw Myrddin. A frown knotted between
"is eyebrows.
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"So, sorcerer, it would seemyour magi c works!" He

spoke with a sour note in his voice. "You have done as

you promised."” There was no triunph or satisfaction in

his tone. Instead his eyes avoided Myrddin's and he turned
his shoul der to the younger nman, shutting himout, or
hopi ng to.

And Myrddin realized that, having slaked his lust, as he
bel i eved, Uther now felt shame for the act. He would not
wel come in his sight the one who had aided himto an ac-
tion he wi shed to repudi ate.

"If 1 have done as | prom sed, and to your satisfaction,
Lord King, then let ne depart. For | have no liking for
courts,"” Myrddin wearily nade answer. He had hal f ex-
pected that Uther would turn on him but not so suddenly.
And he did not want to lose the High King's favor en-
tirely, for this night's work was not yet conplete and his
further part required sone thread of connection with the
court.

"Well enough.” U her had turned conpletely away. He
did not even glance in the other's direction, but regarded
his sl eeping nmen. "Ride where you will, when you will,"

Myrddi n accepted the dismssal with a dignity of his

own, not bowi ng his head in any courtesy he did not feel,
but rather wal king back to where their mounts had been
tethered. There he | oosed his pony—for that neans of re-
turning to his own place he believed Ut her owed hi mand
he rode away, w thout a single glance toward the King,

nor beyond to where that keep rose beside the sea. But he
was no nore than over the crest of a small hillock when
he heard the thud of hooves, saw a man riding at the best
speed to which he could push his foam bespattered nount.

"The Hi gh King?" he shouted at Myrddin. "Were is
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Ut her ?"

That anyone woul d know of this secret expedition was a

vast surprise to the youth. Yet so certain seenmed this rider
that Uther was in the nei ghborhood that obviously what -

ever nessage he bore was of the utnmost urgency, enough

to break the veil of secrecy.

"Whay do you seek the High King?' Myrddin denanded.

Any change in the state of affairs was of inportance for
his plans al so. "Have the Saxons sounded their war

hor ns?"

The man shook his head. "Duke Gol ori s—he was slain in
battl e yesterday. The King rmust know—*
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Myrddin pointed to the way he had cone. "You wll
find the H gh King (hereabouts—

The nessenger spurred on before he had even com

pl eted his sentence. As Myrddin kicked his own horse into
a steady trot, he considered the inportance of what he
had just heard. Duchess Igrene would | eamonly too soon
that her lord had been dead before that hour she woul d
renenber on Myrddin's inplanted orders. And U her

woul d now find his way clear to take openly the woman

he had professed to find desirable above all others. Wat
bearing would such a marriage have on the life Myrddin
was certain I grene now bore within her body?

Wyul d the High King, relying on his own nenory, ac-

cept the child to conme as his own? And what woul d hap-
pen i f and when Ut her discussed this happening with the
Duchess? Myrddin had read the King' s sel f-disgust clearly
in the few words they had exchanged. Wat woul d come

out of that shame?

There would be nore than half a year to pass before he
could leamthat. His own task had been nmde clear. The
child bomof this night's work was to be hi dden—hi dden in
me north with one who still had a fraction of the AOd

Ones' bl ood and who would be alerted with certain words
Myrddin could utter. He saw no reason why he shoul d not
make his preparations now, so he did not turn back by

hi dden tracks to the cave and his solitude, but rode north.

The Ector he sought, he discovered sonme weeks |ater,

was |l ord of a small hol ding which |ay high anong crags

and steep valleys. He was esteened by his nei ghbors, but
never mxed much with them except in tinmes when they

must unite for nutual defense. And his people were noted

as being extraordinarily averse to letting strangers settle
anong them Ector had taken his own cousin to wife, for

his line was ever known to wed within certain bonds of

ki nship, and he was a young man.

Myrddi n pieced together this fragnmentary information
from'hints and bits he heard fromtraveling nerchants,
now ' beginning to venture® forth again as the Saxon nenace
Was kept under control: froma snmith who had spent the
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wi nter season working in Ector's hold but was now on the
road that he might go to his ailing nother, froma bard
traveling for the mere pleasure of finding new places. He
was pl eased with what he heard.

Ector was accorded by all with a keen wit and battle
88
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wi sdom whi ch had aided in keeping, the district free of
raiding Picts dowmn fromthe north. Hs wife was a fol -

| oner of the overseas faith, one of those they now terned
Christians, and she had given refuge to an elderly priest of
that god who was a noted heal er. Though Ector kept his
territory jealously inviolate, he was not one to draw sword
wi t hout good cause, and those within his small hol ding

were as prosperous as any could be in these troubl ed days.

When Myrddin at | ast canme to the narrow pass which

gave opening into Ector's dommi n he found guards there.
They were civil enough, though they detained himin their
canp while one of their nunber rode on to the clan house
with a nessage. Myrddin had drawn on a scrap of skin

the spiral which was the sign of the ol der days and said he

had private words for their |ord.

He waited until nearly sundown before the rider re-

turned, giving himfree passage within Ector's |land and
ready to be his guide. He found the lord of the holding
waiting for himas he cane into the central courtyard of
the clan house. For a single nonent of painful nenmory it
was as if he had cone hone again and all the heavy years

had been erased.

Just so had Nyren stood, his head bare, his features wel -
comng, to greet a guest in the tinmes past. As a servant |ed
away his weary horse, Ector's hand touched his arm

tightly. And Myrddin, seeing that they were nearly al one,

repeated his words in a whisper.

Ector's hair was as night-dark as his own. And his lips
were clear cut, his nose narrow and high-bridged, his face
| ong, shaping a pointed chin. It was like seeing his own
count enance, sonmewhat ol der, and with slight differences;

Ector's face was enough like his own, even to the curi-
ously marked eyelids which nade the eyes appear al npst
triangular, so mat they could be close Kkin.

"W\l cone, brother," was Ector's reply, nor did he ap-

pear startled in the |least at Myrddin's whi spering of words
so old their real meaning had | ong since passed fromthe

m nds of nmen. "The kin house opens to you."

In this part of his planning Myrddin's path was made

easy. Though neither Ector nor his |ady had had any con-
tact with the Sky People, yet the tradition of such folk
had lingered strongly in their clan history. They accepted
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wi t hout question what Myrddin could tell them Though
he did not explain the circunstances surroundi ng the babe
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he woul d find a refuge for, yet they were ready to aid
him Trynihid, even if she might followin truth the new
faith as preached by Nuth—a gentle, m ddle-aged nman who
tried to heal bodies as well as lighten mnds with his
teachi ng—was still of the kin clan and nodded her own
head when Myrddi n spoke of the inportance of keeping

the child safe.

She nmoved slowy, her own belly swelling with the

| ong-want ed and hoped-for heir to Ector's hol ding. And
she rested her hands on that swelling as Myrddin spoke of
t he saf ekeepi ng, noddi ng her head.

Seeing her in her quiet happiness made Myrddin
unconfortable, and he kept fromthe upper apartments

where she sat when there was any leisure in the clan
house. He had never been attracted to any of the | adies he
had seen at the High King's court, nor to any girl of the
clan house. Only once had desire stirred in his body: when
he fronted Ninue in the night and she had chal | enged
himto be a man to her woman, young though they were

t hen.

The happi ness of Trynihid and the care her lord wapped
now about her was a new thing to him Because there

were traces of the old inheritance in both of them he felt
nore deeply akin to themthan he had in any under his
grandfather's |ordship. There was a warmnmth of bel ongi ng

bet ween these two which was |ike the life-giving fire of

Wi nter—yet to himsuch confort was denied

He grew restl ess and yet sonmehow he was tied to this

pl ace, and to leave it for the gaunt |oneliness of the |and
about the cave was nore than he could face. He went

with Ector into the fields and hel ped to nunber the fl ock,
doing all a smallhold [ord woul d. And he worked steadily
with his hands, tiring hinself as nmuch as he could, so that,
exhaused, he fell into deep sleep at night.

News canme with the return of the smth. And Myrddin
listened eagerly. The Hi gh King had indeed taken a wife—
the Duchess Igrene. Yet he did not Iive with her, rather
she dwelt anong the holy wonen of the new faith, for she
"ore a child which was her first husband's. Until she was
delivered of that, the King would not truly claimher,

So the illusion had held with the Duchess, Myrddin

t hought. And Ut her nust have done nothing to challenge
her belief. This would work better for his own need, for
Ut her woul d not want the coming child about the court.
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Fostering was honorabl e, nmuch used anbng peopl e of
hi gher birth. Even a king would send forth his sons, not
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only to have themaway fromthe tenptati ons which

woul d easily surround themin his own house, but to pro-

tect their very lives. There was al ways a jeal ous cl ai mant
to believe that by a private killing the path to rule would |
be nmade free and easy. isl

He must ride south before the winter really closed in on
this harsher northern country and seek out Uther. Once he
had used m nd-bendi ng on the King and had succeeded.

He woul d be a poor man of Power if he could not do so
agai n—+to the benefit of the plan in which he was a part.

During the sunmer Myrddi n had agai n under gone one

of those sw ft changes of body which canme to himin place
of the nore snooth flowi ng growh of those of pure hu-
man bl ood. He was taller, a little heavier of shoul der
Catching sight of his face in a newmy burnished shield, he
was nore than ever struck by the resenbl ance to Ector,
though his face was | ess softened by the passing of enp-
tion and his eyes were always half hooded, as if he kept
them as weapons in reserve. H s beard was sparse and did
not grow fast. Wen he shaved he did not need to touch a
bl ade to his skin again for several days. But work under
the sun had somewhat browned his skin and given him

new strength of hand and arm

Before the Feast of Samain he rode forth fromthe

hol di ng, bearing the good wi shes of these distant kin, well
clothed if plainly, his sword now decently sheathed in

| eather, not in a patchwork of bark. Ector had been awed
by the sword, yet he would not even put a hand to its hilt,
sayi ng that such bl ades of old were well known to tolerate:

only one naster.

"Aye," Myrddin had answered. "Yet | amnot the nas-
ter, Ector. He who cones will carry this into battle. | am
but his servant in this as in other things." i

He Il ed a pack pony with full supplies, for he deter-

m ned to nove south by the | esser known ways, letting no
hint of his coming reach Uther, if possible. To take the
Hi gh King by surprise would better open the way for his

own desire.

Ri ding at an even pace, he nade the rest of his way

back to the cave, though he was twi ce del ayed by storns
which lasted nore than a day. Snow lay white there as he
clinmbed the path his feet would always find, whether the
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eyes of men could see the way or not. There was a rau-
cous call and a huge black bird coasted down to flap
about him Suddenly |osing guard over his features,
Myrddin held out his wist and caBed joyfully: "Vran!"

Vran it was, planing in at once to settle claws on
Myrddin's glove, turning his head this way and that to eye
him croaking all the time in a coaxing way as the crea-
ture had | earned to do when it begged for bits of neat.
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"But give nme tinme, Vran,
shall be fed."

" Myrddin promi sed, "and you

The bird fluttered up to perch on a stone and the youth
runmaged t hrough his pack, bringing out a chunk of
snoked pork which he tossed to the ground, only to have
a bl ack expl osion of feathers fall on it.

There was no indication that any had been this way

during the nonths of his absence. And he had cone for

only one reason. Myrddin unbuckl ed the belt which sup-
ported the sword and, taking that inside, hid the weapon
in the darkest coner of the cave behind the | argest of the
installations. He noted that the najority of those were
silent now Only one still had a run of |ights back and
forth across its surface. For a | ong nonent he stood be-
fore the mrror, seeing only his own reflection. Truly he
| ooked ol der than his years now-a man as old as Ut her

had been when he had | ast seen him H's face was secret,

cl osed, and the soberness of his choice of tunic and cl oak
made him a dark and brooding figure. Perhaps this was

how a sorcerer was nmeant to appear in a world which rel -
ished light and color, the glitter of genms and the burni shed
weal th of gold.

He went again into the outer world. Vran was workirtg
on a few | ast beakfuls of the pork. And Myrddin found
anot her lunmp for the raven before he nounted.

"Little brother," he said, and at his words the raven
stopped its fierce tearing of the nmeat, |looking up at him
wi th beads of eyes which seemed nore knowi ng than any
Myrddi n had ever seen set in a bird skull. "Farewell, keep
safe. Wen | return you shall- feast again."

So prom sing, he turned the horse toward the valley of
the clan house, tugging at the |lead so the pack pony fol -
| owed.

It was well past Samain and the winter wolf had fas-
tened his cruel ice jaws on man's world when Myrddin
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came into the roomwhere High King Uther sat by a fire
which roared mghtily and yet gave little heat beyond the
smal | radius of the hearth. The King was al one as

Myrddi n had guessed, for the synmbol he had sent was one
whi ch Ut her woul d know and, knowi ng, he woul d not

want any to share his inner secrets.

"So you come again, sorcerer," was his curt greeting.
There was no wel conme in either his face or his tone. "I
have not summoned you."

"Events have summpned ne. Lord King," Myrddin re-
turned. "I served your desire and asked for no paynent—

Ut her set his horn of wine down on the tabletop nearby
with force enough to nake its nmetal binding ring out. "If
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you val ue your life, sorcerer, keep a still tongue in that
ugly head of yours!" he flared.

"l speak not of the past. Lord King, that is your own
affair. What | must ask is of the future."

"Al'l men whine and beg at a king's throne. \Wat are

your demands—gol d, silver, a |ordship?" Uther sneered.

Yet his eyes were uneasy, wary, as if he did not |ike what
he saw when he | ooked at Myrddin. He was even a little
awed by the other's conposure.

"I want a fosterling, Lord King."

"A fosterling— Uher's nouth gaped wide in startle-
ment. Then his eyes narrowed threateningly. "Wat plot is
this, sorcerer?"

"No plot. Lord King. There will be a child born shortly
to one whomyou greatly love. This child is a threat to
you in a small way. To have such ever under your eyes—

Ut her pushed up fromhis chair in a half-leap in
Myrddin's direction. H's hand had swng up as if to smash
full into the younger man's face. Then he stopped, master-
ing that flare of rage.

"Whay do you want this child?" he demanded harshly.

"Because | amresponsible in part for its birth. Lord

King. | ama nan of the Power; as such | betrayed nuch

| believed in to aid you on that night. Now in conscience
must pay for nmy interference with events. The child wll

be safe; it shall be gently fostered. Men will forget it |ives.
There will be no nore whispers in your court. You and

your |lady queen will be lighter of heart. If it remains here,
though, there will be those who would use the child as a

tool for revolt. Those who followed CGoloris are not al

dead even if they are now silent."
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Ut her's face grew thoughtful. He strode back and forth
al ong the edge of the hearth, his face tense with concen-
tration.

"Sorcerer, there is wisdomin what you say. | would

have this comi ng baby apart fromthe court, both for the
sake of ny lady and for its own safety. As you have said,
there are those who have not taken kindly to events in the
past. Perhaps if the child is male they will cherish the idea
of a newlord in years to come. My lady believes it is—
she thinks—= Uther's voice sank. "She sonetinmes thinks it
was forced on her by a denon in her husband' s guise. She
fears its coming as if it will be born a nonster. Take it if
you will, sorcerer, and do not let me know where it will

be fostered, or by whom It is better forgot for the good

of all."

"Wl | enough." Myrddin relaxed i nwardly. He had car-
ried his point without tedious argurment. "I am| odged at
the Sign of the Rowan. Let me know the hour of the birth
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and | shall cone and go—o man or wonman being the
wi ser. "

At U her's assertive nod he left the room There was
much to be done. For all his power and know edge he
could not travel north with a newly born infant in the
dead of winter. But he had deliberately chosen his inn
with an eye to that matter. The wife of the host had re-
cently given birth and was suckling a fine healthy child,
the place was cl ean beyond nost of its sort and Myrddin
had the neans within hinself to silence questions and
provi de answers nmen coul d be brought to believe. Now he
only had to wait.

9

The nessage cane to Myrddin on the eve of the Feast

of Briganta. He had already nmade his own provisions for
the care of the child. In the slave market he had ransoned
one of the small, dark, Pictish wonen taken on a raid
across the ancient wall of the Romans. She had borne a
dead child three days earlier and was so sunk in despair
that the deal er asked no great price. But Myrddin, using
the powers of the mirror, was able to conmunicate with
her, pronising her eventual freedomif she would take
care of the baby he would bring her. She night not have
believed the truth of his promise, but she did not protest
when he took her back to the inn, asked that she be given
water to wash and then provided her with a plain wool en
tunic and a cl oak perhaps warner than any she had ever

known.
The child was a son, even as Myrddin had been sure.

And, since there had been no nanme given him just as
Lugai d had once naned him standing in place of the fa-
ther who shoul d have held the babe in his arnms, so did
Myrddin | ook down into that small red face and call him
after the nane the mrror had spoken: "Arthur."

Three weeks later he hired a horse litter and nade con-
tact with a levy of men riding to reinforce the northern
borders, that they might ride with a measure of protection
through | ands which were still debatable. Thus they jour-
neyed to Ector's hol di ng where he was wel coned as kin
come home. Ector pressed Myrddin to stay there al so. But
such an uneasi ness had ridden with the younger man since
he had left the King's house that he woul d not agree. The
sooner he was well away fromhere, the | ess chance there
woul d be of any secret man of the King or the King' s ene-
mes tracing Arthur.

Myrddi n doubted that Uther would nmean the boy any
94
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fatal harm but the H gh King woul d doubtl ess be a hap-
pier man if he should lose this unwanted child overseas.
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And there were still many ties with famlies in Lesser Brit-
ain. Anong those Uther could find someone to hide Ar-
thur past any finding.

"When he is ready for schooling," Myrddin had re-

turned in answer to Ector's urging, "then shall | cone."
For he was certain that Arthur nust be given those sane
sources of know edge whi ch had shaped his own life. "Un-
til then, forget that he is not truly of your blood kin."

And Tryni hid, holding her own son Cei to her ful
breast, smled.

"Ki nsman, he shall abide safe.”

Ect or nodded vi gorously. "Blood oath on that if you
W sh—

Myrddin smiled in return. "Kinsman, what need of
oat hs between those of one blood? | have no doubt that
you will make hima true fosterling of this house."

Thus he rode in the early spring, heading south, but set-
ting to a path which would take himagain to the Place of
the Sun, for he was very lonely. Perhaps in Lugaid he

could find a certain conpani onship. Such a way woul d

al so confuse his trail for anyone who foll owed, for he
could not rid hinmself of the feeling that he was indeed the
obj ect of a hunt.

The King's men, he believed, would be nore open in

their seeking, if Uher had changed his mind. No, this was
nmore subtle, |ike being pursued by a shadow, a cloud,
sonet hing he could not seize on nor confront, but which
was there. And he knew only one who could comrand

such a shadowNi nue.

There coul d be, he specul ated, sone way in which each

use of his powers night be made known, wherever N nmue

hid to weave her spells. And, because he had no inkling of
the depth of her know edge, a prudent man woul d assess

her skill at maximumin order to go prepared. So his
haunted feeling as he rode north neant that she had now

| eaned' of Arthur

H's first fear lay with the child. If, when he hinself
traveled forth fromEctor's |and, that sensation of being
wat ched vani shed, then it must be the child who was in
danger. Learning that, he hinself would return i mmedi-
ately to nake other plans, set up such protective barriers
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as he could. But, to his relief on that point, he went ac-
compani ed by the invisible watcher.

Now he searched the | and around as he rode, set up
certain mnd-alarns of his own each night while he slept,
| est he be ambushed unaware. Still there cane no attack,
only that continual foreboding feeling...

He thought he could perhaps throw it off when he
reached the Place of the Sun, renenbering that sense of
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renewed power which had flowed into hi mwhen he

touched those tall-standing sentinels of a | ost age. How
strong was N rmue? So much depended on the answer to

that question. And what noves had she been maki ng over

the years since their |ast neeting? For he was certain that
she had not been idle.

So he canme into the giant circle of standing stones and
there di smounted and stood to watch dawn bani shed by

the rising sun. He had been right: here he was free of sur-
veillance for the first tinme. Yet he knew he nust not allow
Nimue to be baffled long;, there was always the fear in his
m nd that she might backtrail +that she would strike at
Arthur. Above all else, Arthur nust endure!

Myrddin crossed the turf to the hut Lugaid had built.

He urgently wanted the advice the Druid mght give him
the feeling of one conrade on his side if a strange battle
was to be enjoined. But even before he reached the crude
buil ding he saw that its roof of branches was broken, that
it no longer was the hone place of any man

"Lugaid!'" He could not choke back his own dispairing

cry, though the nane seened to ring far too loudly in the
air. The hide curtain was gone fromthe doorway, so he
could look into the cranped single room No one had

been here for a long tine.

Alittle forlornly he stooped and went in, kicking at the
powdery ash which had been a fire. The bronze cooking

pot, the wooden bow s and spoons were gone. There was
nothing left to say when or where the Druid had left. At

| east Myrddin could read no sign of violence—tugaid had
not fallen prey to any roving war band or slinking outl awns
such as nmight visit this deserted place.

Slowmy the youth returned to the King Stone, setting his
hands pal mdown on its rough surface. This was indeed a
thing of power! Wthin himhe could feel his own energy
and will rising to blend with the emanation fromthe stone.
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That confidence whi ch had ebbed when he found Lugaid
gone came back to him

There were things he could do here, certain forces he
coul d evoke, which he thought woul d nake Arthur secure,
renove fromhis own journey that watching presence. And
those he did, using word and thought, a certain rhythm
beat on the rock face with the blade of his belt knife. He
felt the answer fromthe stones, the gathering of what was
like an invisible war band. And he nmarshal ed that force,
ainmed it—+eleased it like an arrow froma bow toward

the north and Ector's small valley.

Then he was tired, drained. He dropped down in the

grass, his shoul ders against the King Stone, his eyes on the
sky where clouds whiter than the whitest linen sailed

slowy and inpressively to affairs outside the understand-
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ing of man. Beyond the cl ouds, beyond the higher sky, |ay

ot her worlds, many nore than a man night count. Life

i nhabi tated those di stant worl ds—though the mrror had

shown himlittle of that and only fleetingly. Yet, if the Sky
Peopl e returned, their ships would be bridges to those
wor | ds. Wbul d he have the courage to voyage outward,

seeki ng another sun? He did not know, though the idea ex-
cited him How | ong woul d the waiting continue?

Men thought in years, in seasons; the Star Lords in cen-
turies. Man's life was short. How |l ong was that of a Star
Lord? Perhaps three, four, a hundred tines that of man?
At the nonent he felt all man, awed, a little afraid of
those who would come to his summning if he could fulfill
everything the voice of the mrror asked of him

Myrddin slipped into a hal f-sleep as his pony cropped

the new springing grass around the stones. In that sleep his
i magi nati on woke and showed hi m even stranger things

than the mrror had ever hinted at. Yet there was nothing
threatening in those sights, unearthly as they were. He

only felt wonder and delight.

Cities—such cities!—with shining towers of rainbow

gl ass reached high into skies that were not the blue of the
earth he knew. And sonme others were set under the rest-

| ess waves of seas, sharp pinnacles, as red as the precious
coral he had seen shown by nerchants fromthe southern

| ands. Yes, he could imagine the cities, but he could not
"ring to life the people who had built them Perhaps nman
could only see life equal to his own image. That was the
fatal shortness of nman's sight.
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The sun passed behind one of the clouds; nore were
gathering. Myrddin was roused by a wind with a sharp

prom se of rain and storm He caught at the reins of the
pony, started back to the hut which had been Lugaid's. He
sheltered there that night while wild wi nds raged across
the land. Twice he cowered as lightning struck with ex-

pl osive force against the King Stone, as if that rock drew
the full fury of what |ashed across the sky.

He had weat hered such stornms before, but it seened to

hi mthat he had never faced one with such fury wapped
within it. He plugged his ears with his fingers, closed his
eyes—still he could not escape either sight nor sound.
There was a strange odor in the air.... This was the

force nen could never hope to control, now gone nad

and striving to wipe the earth clean of life.

In spite of his fear Myrddin was also gripped by a wild

exul tation which made himw sh to run out into that

chaos, |eap and shout, abandon all to becone a part of

the fury, free hinmself fromrestraint, of his mnd s control

But in the norning there was nothing to show the pass-

ing of such force. Not until he had ridden outward from

the circle did he see trees overthrown, their roots pointing
accusingly like crooked fingers at the sky fromwhich their
deat hbl ows had cone. In Myrddin there was a new ki nd
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of peace. The stormm ght have drawn with its di sappear-
ance all his unease, his fears. He still had sone of the
freedom whi ch had grown in himduring those dark hours

H s sense of being spied on was al so gone with the

storm Yet he took no chances and approached the cave

only after some days of travel by a circuitous route, using
the caution he had always maintained. This tinme Vran did
not greet him even though he whistled for the raven and
laid out an offering on the ground. In fact he becane
aware, as he watched and |istened, that there was an odd
sil ence over the slope. There were no other birds. Even

the wind had ceased to bl ow here

He |istened not only with his ears, but also with that
mental sense. The very absence of any life was in itself a
war ni ng. And he coul d guess what mi ght have happened;

he had been too sure he had thrown off that questing. The
m nd so engaged had not wasted tine trying to trail him
instead it had cone straight here

Ni nue!
He stripped saddle and bridle fromthe pony and turned
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the animal |oose, trying to conceal any outward sign that
he was consci ous of what mi ght soon face himhere. He
deci ded, after several quick glances in that direction that
the crevice entrance to the cave was undi sturbed. Stones
he had piled there to hide the opening had not been
moved. It was the sword which lay at the back of his

m nd now He was sure it would be inpossible to trans-
port any of the space things fromhere—they were all too
|l arge to be drawn through the crevice. How they had en-
tered into the nountain he never knew, perhaps they had
been left there through the centuries.

But the sword was a different matter and N nue knew

that he possessed it. It could well be that she w shed to
take the weapon fromhim He shifted his plunp saddl e-
bags to his shoul der, went to the crevice. This N nue
knew al so, so he was betraying no secret. But |et himget
i nside and she woul d di scover that she had been | eft be-
hi nd. He well understood that the mirror had its own
safety devices and that he al one was able to approach it.

He worked quickly, refusing to turn around, to | ook

over one shoul der or the other. There was a grow ng pres-
sure on him a comuand—but not to the extent that his
own will could not counter it. As if he could hear her

| aughter ringing again, he believed she was wat chi ng—
wai ti ng—appl yi ng the burden of her will, intent on mak-
ing himobey. But she was too confident, too sure of her
own use of the power. He nust not be so overconfident in
return; rather he nust be wary.

Per haps she had easily been able to conpel obedience
by use of the same hall ucinations which he had enpl oyed
to his own purposes during the years. Now her confidence
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was suprene, because she had not previously net resist-
ance such as he could offer

So far he had not resisted because his will marched with
hers: she wanted himin the cave, he wanted to nake sure
that the sword was safe. The | ast stone was aside; he
stooped to wiggle through. Once nore he di scovered that
not even the enlarged entrance was big enough to admt
himw thout a struggle. His tunic tore on hip and shoul der
and skin beneath suffered pai nful grazes.

The cave was deeper in gloom with only one small line

of lights alive. Myrddin dropped his saddl ebags, went di-
rectly to the niche where he had conceal ed the sword. The
wr apped bundle lay there in safety, but he stripped off the
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sheath to nake sure that the blade still rested within. In
the dark it shone with a wan light of its own, and he held
the hilt in his right hand, ran the fingertips of the left
along that snmoboth length. Like the stone, this touch report-
ed to himthe feeling of unleashed strength, of energy

whi ch nmight be rel eased on conmmand. This was nore an

obj ect of destiny than just a tool to nove the King Stone.
It had a future use also, and that he would learn in tine.
But now it was safe and he wound the wrappings about it
again hiding its lumnosity.

"Merlin!™ A voice, but not the famliar one

He rounded the nearest square to look into the dark
surface of the mirror. There was a strange silvery sheen
across it and in the midst of the eerie |light stood N nue.
She was now a woman and that quality in her which had
moved Myrddin at the Place of the Sun was stronger, far
stronger. He was dazzl ed by the worman who | ooked at

himas if she were indeed behind the mrror, her eyes
nmeeting his.

"Merlin!" Now she nade his nane not a demand for at-
tention, but a soft greeting which stirred an answer within
him Breed called to breed in spite of all he knew.

"Al as, poor Merlin." Her voice held no nockery,

t hough he mi ght have expected it, rather a touch of pity.
"You have entered the trap and it is sprung. Al your
meddling with the affairs of man—and woman—wi || be

put to naught by tinme itself. Cever are those who fash-
ioned you to carry out their actions, be their hands and
feet in this tornented land. But not quite clever enough
They set guards about their mrror and everything el se
they | anded from star voyages, but perhaps they did not
know t hat guards can be placed around guards. Merlin,
you have gone to earth like the fox which is hunted, but
unli ke the canny fox you will not cone forth again!

"l have set an outer force field to keep you in and you
shal | abide there until your human part fails through hun-
ger and thirst. This deed is terrible, aye, but worse would
you in time bring to pass if you are not so halted. Your
Arthur will live, but he will be no nore than any other
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man. Thus falls to dust your dream of kingdom He will
never claima crown, and death unknown will also be his
portion. Farewell, Merlin. It is a pity we could not dea
together as distant kin should."

She was gone in a flicker of light. Myrddin had flung
MERLI N S M RROR 101

out a hand as if to try to arrest her di sappearance, though
he knew that the real N nmue had not stood so, only a Send-
ing she had rel eased. Now he whirled and in a mnute

was at the crevice.

The opening was there, he could put an arminto it. Yet
before his fist was out into the open it net, with a shock
of force, an invisible wall.

Two nore testings, top and near ground |level, nade it
plain that the barrier formed a tight plug. He wasted no
time in usel ess physical struggle. Only the mirror mght
have an answer for this and he returned to it in two
strides, crouched down on the viewer's bench he had so
often occupied in the past. Gazing intently at his own re-
flection, he thought his problem aware, though he knew
not how it was done, that his query or plea for aid regis-
tered sonewhere.

He saw the installation, so long dark and quiet, waken
to life. Then the nmirror voice spoke:

"The force field is too strong to break ... now. And it

is true that you wear a body which was not fashioned to

wi t hst and much physical stress. But for that there is an
answer. You will sleep. Merlin, and during that, sleep all
body processes shall be sl owed down. Thus, when the no-
ment cones that time thins the field, you can awake and

i ssue forth once again, alive and whole. This is the manner
by whi ch such can be acconplished."”

H s own face and body were not gone fromthe mrror

this tinme, but he saw hinself going to a |long, |ow nmachine
at the far end of the row There he pressed his hands, fin-
gers deep into small holes. The lid of the nachine rose on
upwar d-reaching pillars. Then the man he watched stri pped
off his clothing and he clinbed through the wedge be-

tween the chest and lid to lie dowm. The pillars slid toward
the cave floor, sealing himin.

Myrddi n shivered. He could not doubt the w sdom of

the mirror and the voice. Yet this way seened to be enter-
ing his tonb while he still lived. To follow such action
needed all the courage he could summon.

The mirror had cleared again. He saw only his own

formas it was, while he reluctantly rose to his feet. Slow
starvation, death by thirst—er the offer of the tonb? The
chances were very slimon either side. But because he
trusted the mirror he followed instructions now

That | ong box opened as he applied the pressure, just as
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the mirror had shown. He stared down into the interior as
the lid rose. Wthin was a rosy glow, pale, but strong
enough to reflect on his hands. And the bottom was awash
inaliquid fromwhich came a pleasant, aromatic scent.

He stripped off his clothes, piled themto one side and
slung a |l eg over the edge of the box. The |iquid was about
his ankle, rising up his shin; it was warm soothing sone-
how.

He pushed through the rest of his body, settled hinself

at the bottom of the box. Now the |iquid washed over his
chest, caressed his cheeks. And mat was the last thing he
renenbered, except that the lid was settling swiftly down-
ward to | ock himout of the world.

There were dreans, strange dreans of cities whose |like

he had never thought could exist, so high did their narrow
buil dings tower into the air. Men flew in things which
were not birds, but nmade stiffly of nmetal cunningly fash-

i oned. The dreaner sonetinmes abode for a small time in

the body of one or another of those nen, though he was

t hen besei ged by thoughts so different fromhis ow tine
that he coul d not understand them

Even as these nen fl ew about the clouds, so did they
travel in turn beneath the surface of the sea. It would
seemthat no secret of their world was hidden fromthem
Yet they were unhappy, restless and nuch troubl ed, and
Myrddi n soon shrank fromany contact with their ninds.

There cane a time when the world itself went nad

Howl i ng wi nds broke the cities, did such damage as no
normal storm coul d. Waves rose nountain-high in the sea
to crash upon the | and, sweeping the remants of man's
world into oblivion. Muntains breathed forth flame, great
gouts of nolten rock flowi ng down their sides. Wen that
met the waters of the insane seas, steamforned so thickly
as to blot out both land and sea, and hide the heavens.

Wien there was an end at |ast, the drowned, scarred

| and was changed, had new bays, new rivers. Sone of its

subst ance had been lost to the eating of the sea, but in re-
turn it had gained in other places steam ng spreads of stink-
i ng nud which had once been water covered. But man

had survived—n sonme manner a handful of men survived
Shocked, m nd-deadened, they crept forth into the new

world. A few could renenber earlier times, but only in
fragments. The others were near inbeciles, wanting only
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to eat, sleep and sonetines mate brutishly with | ess grace
than any beast.

They were | ost indeed, that remmant and they sank back
farther than aninmals. Sone preyed on their fellows to fil
their bellies, killing their quarry with rocks. A few strove
tocling to their nenories. Sone of these had wit enough

to draw apart, to establish thenselves in areas they could
def end agai nst the m ndl ess brutes. Once nore cane a

slow, very slow clinb upward. Truth becane | egend over-
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lain with imagi nation; |ater generations had no belief that
man had ever been other than what he was in their own

time. But there were always sonme who renenbered bet -

ter, whose tales fromone generation to the next were
clearer, |ess enbroidered

Myrddi n dreanmed and dreaned again. H s was a breed
which clung to life, which night be defeated but which
was never wi ped away. And anmong man were always to

be found the dreaners, the seekers...

There was a | oud sound, like the ringing of a great nel-
| ow-toned gong. Wthin the box Myrddin stirred. Hs
breat hi ng, which had been so slow, began to quicken. The
l'iquid conpletely covering his body was draini ng awnay.
His eyelids fluttered.

As if that small novenent was a signal, the columms

whi ch supported the lid of the chest began to clinb stead-

ily upward. Hi s eyes opened and he uttered a feeble

sound. His linbs felt stiff, no stiffer than if he had spent a
night in the open. And his mnd was returning fast to the

here and now.

Was the voice right—had the force field been weakened?

He craw ed out of the box and stood upright, feeling dizzy
enough to clutch at the edge of the Iid. Around himthe
installations were afire with a beading of flickering |ights.
Hi s body dried quickly. That noisture which had filled the
box rolled fromhis skin in large drops, leaving little
dampness behi nd.

He | ooked for his clothing. But when he stooped to pick
up his tunic the linen was yellowed, so frail it tore as he
pulled it on. Tinme—how nuch tine!

Dressed again, he cane to the mirror. How | ong had he

sl ept was the forenost thought in his nind, how | ong?
The voice, as strong as ever, answered that thought.

"Si xteen of the years of this world. Merlin. But the con-
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fining field is now shattered. You are free. And that one
who set this upon you can do no nore, for her powers

were greatly drained by what she did. Now she noves in

ot her ways for your defeat. It is time that you take up

battle."
He stared at his own reflection. Sixteen years! But he

was perhaps only a year or two ol der than he had been
when he entered that box! How could such a thing be?

"It preserves life, Merlin. However, think not of the
past. You nust be about your mission. And that is to see
Arthur truly king of Britain."

"Uther?" He nmade a question of that nane;
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"Uther dies. There are great |ords about hi mtwo have
marri ed daughters of his body. But he has had no sons, no
sons save Arthur whose claimyou nmust nake. Though

you have not done for Arthur what was planned, taught
himas you were taught, yet he is of Sky Bl ood and so
ours, not theirs. Put Arthur on the throne. Merlin, and
Britain shall have a High King whose name will be spoken
by nen for nore than a thousand years."

Myrddi n nodded slowy. Arthur and the sword, they

must cone together. It was this thought which had lain
far at the back of his mnd since the tine Lugaid and he
had found that wonderously w ought piece of Sky nmnetal

"Arthur and the sword, with you behind him Merlin.
This is the task for which you were conceived and no
greater one can be faced by any man living. Arthur and

the sword ...
10.

Merlin stood | ooking down at the great canp where
chieftains and petty kings flew their battle standards over
brightly walled tents. He was no | onger Myrddin, he nust
renenber that. Now he wondered if any of those

gathered here woul d renenber him Sixteen years—Ar-

thur was man-grown and he had had no part in his

teaching. Wiolly of this earth would be any wi sdomthe

boy had. But there was nothing to be gai ned by | ooking

over one's shoulder with regret; facing forward wi th war-

i ness and hope was all that was left.

Hs time-tattered cl othing had been changed by chance
for a I ong wool robe such as bards wore. And he had al -

| owed his beard to grow, though the hair was sparse
enough not to inpress unduly. He had found the robe in

t he baggage of a dead man |ying beneath the summer sun,
hi s horse croppi ng nearby. Three Saxons enriched the
ground with their blood, escorting the stranger as a war-
rior should go. Merlin did not know who that benefactor
had been, or why he had been so anbushed. But he had

gi ven the unknown spirit thanks for the horse and the
robe folded into a bundle, and he had buried himface to
the east under a norning sun

He had nmet scores of travelers approaching this tem

porary capital of Britain. For U her was dead for a hand-
ful of days, but the H gh Council had not yet named his
successor. Having learned plainly how affairs stood, Merlin
set his own plans accordingly. Now he studied with nar-
rowed eyes the arrangenent of the canp. The banner of

Lot who was wed to one of Uther's daughters—that was

very prom nent bel ow. And there was the Boar of Corn-

wal | —-aow uphel d by a son of Goloris who was not in the

I egal line of descent, but about whom Cornish nen rallied.
Merlin saw ot her devices which he did not know, but he
105
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coul d guess that every lord here had come with at |least a
faint hope of advancenent.

He searched for the one inmportant to him the Soaring
Hawk that was Ector's badge. At |ast he sighted it, not ;

anong the inner circle of the great |ords, of course, but in
the conpany of King Urien of Rheged, that northern

ki ngdom whi ch had held stoutly through the years to pre-
vent the Picts fromravaging far south of the old wall
Crcling off the dusty road, Merlin nmade his way toward

that tent.

Before it stood a young man trying on a jerkin on

whi ch rings of bronze were tightly sewn, one agai nst an-
other, His head was dark and for a monent Merlin was
nearly startled into hailing himby nane. Then the youth
rai sed his head and | ooked full square at the newconer
and Merlin saw in hima nuch younger Ector. ;

"Lord Cei," he naned the boy by guess. "Is Lord Ector
Wi t hi n?"

"My father has gone to the Council of the Dukes," Cei
returned, eyeing Merlin with what mnight even be disfavor

"Have you a nessage for hinP"

"We are kin, distantly,” Merlin answered. Cei had a
certain arrogant cast of countenance which had never

been his father's. "Aye, | have a nessage for him" He

| onged greatly to ask for Arthur, to know how the foster-
ing had gone through his years of inprisonment. But now
he knew better of Cei than to bring that query into the

open.
The son of Ector approached stiffly to pay himthe

courtesy of the house, holding the reins while Merlin

di smount ed. Per haps because of his plain robe, with the
dust of the road thick upon him he nmade little better than
a beggar's appearance. But he accepted the boy's atten-
tions as rightfully his due, as indeed they were.

Wthin the tent they passed out of the glare of the sun
Cei ordered a manservant to bring wine. He eyed the |ong
package Merlin carried which was the safely trussed
sword, but had better nmanners than to ask any questions
as Merlin settled on a traveling stool with it across his

knees cl ose under his hand.

"How does your father and your |ady nother?" Merlin

had spilled a few drops of the wine to the earth underfoot
as was the customof the clans, and now si pped appreci a-
tively at a better vintage than he had found in any inn
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He remenbered wistfully now his sunmmer spent in the
safe vall ey, and how he had | abored beside Ector to
gather the earth's bounty.

"My father is well. My lady mother—= Cei hesitated a
monent. " She di ed of the coughing sickness |ast winter,
stranger."”

Merlin's hand shook. So much he was renenbering now,

of Trynihid' s pride when she carried her son, of the
cl oseness between her and her husband. Gievous mnust
have been the blow for Ector.

"May happi ness of the Bl essed |Isle be hers.

"We followthe Christ here, stranger." Cei replied with

a sharp note in his voice. "You wear the robe of a brother
of the Church yourself, why do you speak then of the

Bl essed | sl e?"

Still alittle confused by nmenories and a sense of |oss,
Merlin | ooked up at the youth in near bew | dernment. "My
robe is but a borrowed one." He gave the first answer
which cane into his head. "I ama bard."

The longing to know of Arthur was so great he could

hardly control it. Except for Cei and two nenservants he
had glinpsed, there appeared no others here. Had they

left Arthur back in the valley? If so his plan was def eated
before he could even bring it into action.

"Cei, where are you, boy?"

That voice was the same. Merlin started joyfully to his
feet as Ector entered. But this was not the Ector he had
known, and. fronting a stranger made hi muncertain for a
moment or two so he stood open-nouthed, staring |like

any loutish slave in the fields. The slimbody he had known
had thi ckened and gray streaked the dark hair. The face it
franed was tired, with the ook of a nan who had to

force hinself at every sunrise to a day of duties he hated,
and could |l ook forward to no true rest even when that

day was done

But the eyes which met Merlin's were the same. First
they mrrpred puzzlement, then recognition. But surprise
overrode both of those.

"You are alive!" Ector broke the tense nonent of
silence. "But why did you not cone?"

"I was inprisoned," Merlin replied. "Only lately have
won ry freedom"

"You—you are changed. But you have not grown ol d,
only—enly strange," Ector said slowy. Then he seened to
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recol l ect that other ears were listening and he turned to
his son. "Do go and find Arthur and bring himhere. This
lord is one he should know=

When they were al one Ector continued: "The | ad has

done wel |l enough. But, when you did not return as you
had said, we could give himno nore | earning than we
gave Cei. | knowthat this was not how it was to be."

"You have given himthe best you had. How can any-

one fault that?" Merlin returned swiftly. "The failure was
m ne, not that | could have foreseen it. But tell nme now,
what of the Council? Have they set yet on a choice of

ki ng?"
Ector shook his head. "It is a perilous wangle, for
there are those who back Cornwal |, and he has shown

hi nsel f a good comuander in the field. Then there are
those who hold by Lot because he has wed the King's

young daughter, and he is a man of no little anbition
They may pull Britain in two between them before we see
the end of this. Uien broods and plans, though he has not
shared his plans with ne. And the Wnged Hats raid as
they will. It is the bad days conme again, but there is no
one commander with power enough to seize the rule with-
out dispute fromthe others."

"Wth power Merlin repeated. "But if one were to
give himthe power. . . ? It seens that | have cone at a
monent whi ch nmust be seized quickly, lest all we hope for
go down into the darkness. Listen, kinsman, Arthur is of
t he Pendragon blood. He is Uther's son, though the High
King woul d have himlive in hiding |est he be plucked
away in childhood by just such lords as this Lot and the
rest. And for himl have also the Power, or at |east a
synbol of it." He turned eagerly to snatch up the w apped
sword. "W nust arrange that he accept this openly be-
fore all who think to rise to the throne."

Suddenly he becane aware of Ector's silence. d ancing
up. Merlin saw a white horror on the other's face.

"What is it? Is he mained, unworthy in some manner by
clan laws?" Merlin was chilled by the expression he saw

"He— Ector npistened his lips. "He is a conely | ad
and—By the wounds of the Christus, had you only told

me! "

"What has happened to hinP" Merlin dropped the
sword, reached forward to close his hand about Ector's

arm Now he shook the northern lord, as if by force he
woul d have an answer out of him

"Ut her—-he brought to court some of his basebom get.
And one of them-Mrgause—she was old for her years,
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hot - eyed for any man. She—she enticed Arthur to her bed
a week ago!"

Merlin stood as still as one of the pillars of the Place of
the Sun, his mnd nmoving swiftly. Arthur was not Uther's
son, but if he made plain the real circunstances of the
boy's birth woul d one of these lords follow hin? No, there
woul d be prattling of night demons who begat him and

the sane aversion Merlin had net hinself in days past.

Yet for a man to lie with his sister—that, too, would .put a
stain on Arthur for his lifetine.

"This Mdrgause,"” he asked, "is she wed?"

"Not yet. The King was dyi ng but when runor of her

conduct reached himhe was greatly angered. He sum

moned a | ady who was much with hi mbecause she had

great healing arts—the King died slowy of a wasting sick-
ness. Into her hands he gave Mrgause, though the girl

was not mndful to go quietly. .They say that she was
taken away by ni ght, bound and gagged, within a cur-
tained horse litter. And no man knows where."

Merlin gave a small sigh of relief. "lIs it generally known
that Arthur was the cause of her going?"

Ector's frozen cast of countenance lightened a little.
"No. She was free with many nmen. Uther hinself found
her in bed with one of the guard. He knew her nature.
And he swore he would not have her an open shane in his
court."

"Then we are safe." Merlin gave a sigh of relief. "There
may be runors, but with the wench out of sight they wll
soon be out of men's minds. It remains that Arthur nust
rule. | have been given the sign,"—and his fingers noved
in that old secret twisting—that this is ordained. Now it
is in nmy thoughts we may acconplish this so ..."

He gathered up the sword once again and began to pull
away its wrappings while he tal ked. And he saw that Ec-
tor seemed to forget the shock which had disturbed him so
Prof oundly, that he nodded his head in agreenent as this
Point and that were swiftly outlined.

"Renmenber,"” Merlin warned when he had fini shed,
"Myrddin is dead, Merlin lives. Arthur is best unknow ng
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of his true heritage for now, since he has not had the |
training of his kin."

"I't is— Ector was beginning when the flap of the tent
was raised and a youth burst in with exuberance, as if he
had been running to the encounter.

Looking at him Merlin knew a shock nearly as deep as
Ector had experienced earlier. This—this could not be Ar-
t hur!
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The I ad bore no -outward signs of the O d Blood at all
Tall er than Ector and Merlin by serveral inches, his hair
was the red-gold of a tribesman; his face | acked the
hooded eyes and hi gh- bri dged nose, the secret-keeping
mouth Merlin fully expected to see. This young giant was
cast in Uher's inage. But how could that be? There was
an openness about his manner, about even his features,
which Merlin could not reconcile with the O d Heritage at

all.

"Lord," the boy said, smling sunnily, "Cei said you
woul d speak with me—=

"I wish you to neet this lord." Ector indicated Merlin.
"You were ny fosterling because of him and he has
sonet hing of great inport to tell you."

Merlin nmoistened his lips with the tip of his tongue. Hi's

eyes refused to accept this handsome boy as the Arthur he

had t hought of since his birth. Had he | ooked like the AOd
Race, then he hinself could have confidently told the boy

as much of the truth as he deened necessary. But now, his

instinctive wariness when confronted by so apparent a

tri besman waver ed

"Lord?" The boy turned questioningly to him There

was an eagerness in his eyes. Perhaps all these years he had
hoar ded questions which could not be answered by his fos-
ter father. It would only have been natural for Arthur to
wonder about his parentage. And he had had no mirror to

make plain his destiny.

"I amMerlin, and | ama follower of the old know -
edge." He watched closely for any reaction, any hint that
this unlikely Arthur had deduced he hinmself was not ful
kin to those about him But there was only wonder to be
read in the boy's expression. "You are of kingly
blood...." After the affair of Mrgause it was perhaps:

better not to nake too close an identification with Ut her.

"I'n fact you are of the kin of Anbrosius and of Max-|
imus." And, Merlin's thoughts added silently, of a breed
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far greater and ol der than either. "In your chil dhood there
were those who believed you too near the throne. Thus it
was consi dered better that you be fostered far fromthe
court. Since Lord Ector is kin to me, and into ny hands

you were entrusted, it was to Ector | took you. But the

pl ans we' held then were not acconplished. It was set upon
me to teach you the old know edge. However, | fell into

the hands of an eneny and have only lately been delivered
fromthe prison in which | was held captive

"But this | would tell you, Arthur: there were prophe-
cies made at your birth and before your birth. Hi gh King
of Britain will you be..."

The boy had | ooked puzzl ed, now he | aughed. "Lord
Merlin, who am| to claimthe throne these great |ords
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now w angl e over? | have not a single |iege man at ny
back, nor tribe kin to raise ny nanme."

"You have sonething greater than an arny." Merlin

had to believe what he was saying, he had to believe that
the mirror had led himaright. "And that is command over

a Power which was, is and will be. That you shall prove
before the sight of all men when the norning dawns. No."
He held up his hand to halt the questions he saw t he other
woul d ask. "I shall not tell you how this may be done.

You will cone to the testing innocent of all know edge, so
that no man may afterward question the result. But only
you who were born to do this thing can achieve it."

Arthur studied himsoberly. "You plainly believe what

you say, Lord Merlin. But to be Hgh King in Britainis a
task few di scerning men would thank you for. Those who
reach now for the crowmn see only that and not the heavy
burden it carries for its wearer."

Merlin felt a lessening of his doubt. If this boy could
understand that, then indeed he had sone of the Od Race
in him If only he mght have been taught! But that tine
was past. Now the end lay within Arthur's own character

for good or ill. And by Ector's account there had al ready
been ill.
Ector spoke to Merlin. "I shall tell the Council. There

will be those who will raise the cry of sorcery—=

Arthur made a sudden novenment. "I amno party to
sorcery!" he stated firmy

"There is no sorcery,"” Merlin replied. "There is only a
know edge which nost nmen have forgotten. And if any
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renenber enough, then perhaps they may win over you
But it has been prophesied that only you shall reign."

He held stoutly to his faith in the mirror. If that was
shaken he had no secure anchor in his life, and all he had
done had been neani ngl ess. The Star Lords nust have
foreseen much when they had prepared the way for this

hour to cone.

But he was also chilled and had a queer feeling, as if he

had | ost somet hing he had |ong treasured. H's hope of find-
ing a strong kin in this boy who had been fathered, even

as he had been, by the strange beings who strode easily
fromstar to star, that withered into dust. Even the tie he 3
clung to when he net with Ector, tenuous as it was, was |

| acki ng here. There was no feeling of inner recognition be-

tween Arthur and hinself.
Now t he boy shifted fromone foot to the other, |ooked ;

fromMerlin to Ector, as if he awaited only his foster fa-
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ther's perm ssion to be gone. Wen Ector nodded, he van-:
i shed so quickly it was easy to read his relief in being
away fromthis stranger whom he m ght distrust nore than
trust.

"l have been thinking." Ector becane brisk, as if he,
too, sensed a certain atnosphere of strain. "There is a
stone nearby—+ think it mght be one of the Od Ones—

wel | placed for our service. But will they listen to you?"

"They will," stated Merlin grimy and briefly. "Now l et f

us to this stone of yours." |

Ector was right, it was indeed a standing stone, very |

like those in the Place of the Sun, except this one hap-|
pened to be al one. Perhaps it marked sonme | ong-ago vic-|
tory or defeat. Power was still generated by sone great 3
deed within it, sensed when he ran his fingertips across its
surface. Right for his purpose indeed. |

Merlin freed the sword fromits w appings and, placing!

both hands on the hilt, set its point to the surface of the|
stone. Slowy, in a |low voice, he began the chant, not to]
induce a stone to" rise this time, but rather to open a gate,]
for the netal resting against it. He put all the concentra-j
tion he had learned into this deed, shutting out the world, ||
| eaving just the stone and the metal which he woul d make|i

obey his will. |
The point of the sword bored inward, as if what it rest-I

ed against was not hard rock but far softer wood. I|nchj
by inch Merlin strove to work the metal into the stone.
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When it was a third enbedded his arns fell to his side and
he swayed, would have crunpled to the ground if Ector
had not caught him

"The anci ent know edge is a fearsone thing, kinsman."

He steadied Merlin's body against his own, his armtightly
about the younger man's shoul ders. "Had | not seen you

do this deed | would not have believed. But Arthur does

not know the words of Power. Can he indeed draw it forth
agai n?"

"It is so set that only he can do so," Merlin said faintly.
"He is of the race who have power over stone and netal,
though he knows it not." He made a strong effort, draw ng
on his own | ast store of energy. "Now we must see that the
| ords are made aware of the testing."

Afterward Merlin was never to renenber clearly how
he confronted that assenbl ed conpany. He only knew
that within himthat night there was an upsurge of Power
so that men |istened—even though he wove no ill usi ons—
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listened and believed. Wth torches in hand they went to
the stone and there | ooked at the sword buried in its harsh
body. Thereafter they agreed that the test Merlin pro-
posed would be their first effort to select a war |eader
Even though they might well believe that no one of their
number could pluck that metal forth, yet sonething in
themyielded to Merlin's fervor

He himself was so wearied that he fell rather than laid

hi nsel f down on the bed of cloaks and coverings which

Ector provided in his own tent; he then passed into a sleep
untroubl ed by any dreans, as spent as a man who has

won a victory agai nst overwhel m ng odds.

In the norning Merlin ate and drank what was given

to him tasting nothing, chewi ng and swal | owi ng w t hout
knowi ng what he did, so centered was his whol e energy on
what was to happen. Later he took his place by the stone
with an inpatience he found hard to cloak with the out-
war d- seem ng dignity and foreknow edge which his role of
prophet denanded.

They came, those of the npbst consequence first. Lot of
Orkney stood, his face a fox's nmask beneath fox-red hair,
hi s"eyes sliding fromone man to another as if he would so
wei gh the inportance of each nman to his own cause

But under his hand the sword did not stir. In fact he
jerked his fingers quickly back fromthe hilt as if they had
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been licked by fire. Colons' son out of Cornwall tried, and
the others, so many that their names began to nean little
to Merlin. Most were tribesnmen, but one or two nust

have been of Anbrosius' old armnmy, for they were clearly

of the Ronman breed.

Next canme the younger nen, some boys who had barely

taken arnor. Their attenpts to draw the magi c bl ade

were nore intense, as if they believed where their elders
were of two minds about it all. Cei's dark face was the
only one Merlin recognized. He had al ways been too nuch
apart fromcourt and camp to know many

But he held his breath as Arthur, the sun turning his

hair to a gold as clear and bright as that fromthe

Western Isle, stepped forward at last. Then within Merlin's
mnd word fitted itself to word in a snoboth, |ong-practiced
pattern, though he spoke not al oud.

Arthur w ped the palns of his hands across his thighs as

if they were danp with sweat. His tunic was as sun-bright
as his hair, and the light seened to draw in about himin a
dazzle of flame. Or was it only Merlin who saw hi m so?

The boy closed a tight grip on the hilt of the Sky

Sword. Merlin saw the rippling of muscles as his tunic

ti ghtened on shoul der and armwith the effort he put

forth. Hs face was utterly serious. If no one else in this
throng was wholly sure, Arthur was.
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There canme a protesting, grating sound. Slowy the

sword | oosened, cane forth fromthe slit in which it had
been set. Merlin heard the indrawn breaths, the gasps
fromthose who watched. They had all tried—they knew
this deed to be inpossible—yet before their eyes Arthur
was acconplishing that inpossible feat.

He gave a last tug. The hilt fitted his hand as it never
had Merlin's narrower, |ong-fingered one. The bl ade was a
fire as he gave a joyous |laugh and swung it up through the
air.

Merlin did not shout, but his words carried through all
that conpany as if he had roared themforth full-1unged

"Hail, Arthur Pendragon, High King of Britain, he who
was, is and shall be!"

Awe conquered that nonent. He saw even Lot's drawn
sword give a warrior's salute to the chief. And Merlin felt
the tension begin to ease out of him

Then he chanced to gl ance at the gathering of wonen
who stood a little apart. Queens and | adi es had stood there
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wat chi ng, perhaps each hoping in her heart that the magic
of this deed would favor her lord and that she m ght reign
with him But anong them ..

Merlin's” hands, hanging by his sides, clenched into fists,
t hough he m ght have guessed she would be here, and in

sone trappings of state this tinme, no rough green square

bel ted about her now. No, she was tall for a wonman, and

sl ender, with a grace which nmade nobst of her conpanions
seem | i ke women who | abored in the fields. Her robe was
green, right enough, but it was richly worked in fantastic
patterns, and the thread of that working was silver, just as
there was a silver circlet about her dark head, one which
bore a green stone to rest in the mddle of her forehead.,

Her eyes met his and he saw a small, secret snile form

on her lips. Straightaway all his feeling of acconplishment
was threatened, he was on the defensive. If he only knew
what powers she coul d sumon! The mirror had said that

in using her energy to inprison Merlin in the cave she had
nearly exhausted what force she could sunmpn. However,

just as that field had waned over the years, could N nue
not in turn have regai ned at |east partial comand over
what she had | ost?

The [ ords of the conpany were comng to Arthur, to
swear their faith to him Merlin saw Ector, as always a lit-
tle apart. Two strides closed the distance between them

"Ector," Merlin said in a voice masked by the clanor
of those greeting Arthur, "who is that woman, she who is
turni ng away now?"

He must know what standing N nue had at court, how
much opposition she m ght be able to summon, either
openly or nore subtly.
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"They call her the Lady of the Lake. For she has “a hold

of her own, one people say was once a tenple to sone
strange goddess who rul ed springs and rivers. But she has
great power of healing and has dwelt in the court lately
tending Uther until his death. It is she who bore away

Mor gause, and perhaps keeps her in that tower which is

her own. Men credit her with the old learning. Yet if she
is of the kin, never has she noved to claimit with such as
my own clan."

"No!" Merlin exploded. "She is of the Dark Ones, Ec-
tor, and her true name is Ninmue. It was by her will that I
have lain in prison. W must set watch on her, for she wll
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mean Arthur no good will, mainly because he is what he

"'*But they were too late, for, when Ector had sunmoned
two of his trusted valley nen to set watch upon the Lady,
they found her gone, no one know ng where. And Merlin
was |l eft with a shadow of fear of what mght cone to

col or his days and disturb his nights.

11.

Merlin stood once nore within the Place of the Sun.

Lugaid's hut was just a tunble which could no | onger be

di scerned as any habitation of man. He wondered, not for

the first time, where the Druid had gone—+f he was not

i ndeed dead. He shivered as if sone foot had pressed on

his own grave barrow, and the |oneliness which always |ay

in wait beyond the circle of his will stirred |ike some beast
crouching ready to attack. Ector—Ector had gone down

beneath a Saxon ax, two or three battles ago.

Ti me had becone not a matter of the counting of sea-

sons but rather of battles, for Arthur was the war | eader
whom t hey had | ong sought. He had in himnore skill

even in his youth, than Uther had ever summoned for rid-
ding Britain of the invaders; he had nore flexibility than
Roman-trai ned Anbrosius had been able to enploy in his
handl i ng of the jeal ous, quick-to-anger clansnen.

Hi s answer to the inroads of the Wnged Hats had been

caval ry—the Bl ack Horsenmen of the borders. Horses of

the Friesian breed, |arger and heavier than the native po-
ni es, whi ch had been auctioned off nearly a generation ear-
lier when the cavalry left the wall, mated to the al so
dark-coated Fell Ponies of the north, producing a wiry

and strong nount, able to carry a man wearing chain ar-
mor. The horses thensel ves al so wore protection of stiff-
ened | eather oversewn with netal [|inks.

The Saxons, in spite of their reverence for white horses,
whi ch they sacrificed to Wtan on suitabl e occasions, were
not the horsemen nost tribesnen were. And a quick

cavalry charge, tearing into massed footnen, becane Ar-
thur's way. Anbrosius had done well in his tinme, holding
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back the invaders, pushing out those Vortigen had wel -
conmed as a buffer against Scotti and the Picts; Uther had
hel d precariously to the gains his brother had rmade. But
117
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Arthur was ever pushing at the Saxons, forcing them back
and out.

More and nmore of them had taken to their dragon-

prowed boats with their wonen and children, their posses-
sions; they headed overseas, away fromBritain where the
continual harassment of Arthur's men kept themliving

with spear and ax to hand, with no surety at the rising of
each day's sun that they would be alive to see its setting

In so much had Arthur won.

Merlin disnmounted by the King Stone, his shoulders a
little bent under his white robe.

He rested both palns on the surface of the bl ock. How
young, how filled with excitenent and triunph he had

been on the day it was set herel He had won so easily

what he had given his life to obtain. A stone ferried back
across the sea, planted in the earth of Britain—an act too
small to be deemed a victory.

Now he sighed wearily. He had made Arthur king, yes.

But the Arthur who now sat on the throne was not the

king of his dreams, nor his labors. He listened to Merlin
with courtesy. Sometines—enly sonetinmes—aoul d he

listen with agreenent. The priests of the Christ were also
near at hand. And they turned on Merlin when they could
with a gabble of sorcery, raking up once nore the old

tal e that he was denon-sired

It seemed to himnow that there was always a subtle
flawin all he planned. Only three things had he done wth-
out nmistake: brought this stone back to its rightful place
where it could serve as part of a future beacon, freed the
Sky Sword and put it in Arthur's hand and rai sed Arthur
hinsel f to the throne.

But Arthur did not have the |earning which the future
of the Sky Peopl e depended on. His character had been
formed by others. And Merlin had Iong since | earned that
Ni nrue had her own ways of countering all he would do.

There was the matter of the Queen. Merlin's nouth
twisted in a grinace as if a nortal pain had struck him
with that thought. A king's daughter, of such beauty as
made nmen's breath catch in their throats when they first
| ooked on her—eutwardly a worthy mate for Arthur. In-

war dl y—what? A toy, a doll, a wonman so obsessed with
her own kind of power, of the body al one, that her eyes
were never still when she was in conpany; rather they flit-

ted here and there seeking out each man to see if he was
MERLI N S M RROR
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smtten suitably by her grace of face and form That was
Guenevere.

And Merlin scented suspiciously sonething about her
that was of N nmue, though he had never seen the Lady of
the Lake since she had turned smiling fromArthur's
triumph with the sword. So | ong ago ...

Merlin rubbed his hand across his forehead. He felt a
great weariness of spirit, together with a foreboding he
coul d not understand. Twi ce he had nade the pilgrimge
back to the cave, but the mrror was silent; he had not
tried to break its silence, drawi ng instead what force |ay
within hinself to carry on.

Still he dreaned at times, and those dreans were able

to nourish his will. He saw the cities which rose in the sky,
the men who nmastered the ability to fly, fashioned the

land itself to suit their will as a potter slaps and pinches
clay into a new form He saw what nan could create, and

then he awoke to the squal or and the degradation of what

man had cone to in this age.

He had wisdomto offer, but who would accept his

counsel i ng? Arthur—hen it suited his own plans. O h-

ers—a few who came to himfor healing. But the majority
listened to the priests fromoverseas, |ooking on everything
that was not favored by their preaching as the outpouring

of evil. How and why had he cone to this | ow ebb?

He stood apart now as if encased in uncracking ice. He
could feel conpassion, but he was nore kin to the beasts
of the fields and the forests than to man. And al ways the
| onel i ness ghawed him

H s very appearance set himapart, for it seemed that

he did not age greatly now that he had reached nan's es-
tate. He prudently used the arts of herbs to alter his face
and hair, bringing about the effects of encoaching years;

ot herwi se his continued youth woul d al so awake hostility
in men who feared nost of all the failing of their own
powers, the approach of age which meant death in the
end.

Col d and dar k—

Suddenly Merlin shook his head, stood straighter. He

was letting his own uncertainties defeat him Arthur was
firmy on the throne of Britain. The King had forged that
peace with the sword Merlin had put in his hand. No man
could seize victory unless he had first tasted defeat. This
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was the hour at last, the hour toward which all his own
I'ife had been directedl

He | ooked about himwi th renewed vigor |ike one awak-
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ening froma dark dream The stones stood tall and strong
here, ancient as their setting had been. Wat had the mr-
ror ever set in his mind—the Power that was, is and wll
be! And the "will be" lay before. He would bring Arthur
here in spite of all the priests fromoverseas, take himon
to the mirror. Wiy had he all owed shadows to |ie heavy

in his own mnd, whisper dispiriting thoughts in his ears?
He was Merlin of the Mrror, perhaps the last man of this
world to hold so nuch of the old know edge! He had

wasted time too |ong. Now that Arthur did not need to

hunt the invaders fromhis |land he would be ripe and ready
for the task he had been destined for, just as Merlin had

been destined in turn.

It seenmed to himas he threw aside that norbidity of

m nd that the stones blazed royally under the sun, with a
flare like that of torches. They stood for torches in a man-
ner, enblens of forgotten light in a dark world. He held
hi s head hi gh, straightened his shoul ders.

Wiy had he all owed the cl oak of doubt and a prenise

of defeat to rest on himlately? It was as if nen's tal k of
magi ¢ i ndeed held a core of truth and he had been firmy
encircled by sonme spell, just as he had fornerly been re-
moved fromthe world by the action of the mirror to
preserve his life. Flooding through himnow was a realiza-
tion of Power alnobst as strong as the day he had raised
the King Stone fromits bed of earth on the Wstern Isle.

Yet he also felt a reluctance to |l eave, to start back to
the High King's fortress-pal ace. These stones were cl oser
to himin spirit than any man living. And he thought wth
deep regret of how he had longed for Arthur's birth that
there nmight be one other to share the alienation he al ways
felt, nost strongly when he was anmong a throng of nen.

He whistled and the horse, which had strayed a little,
grazing on the ragged grass about the standing stones,

ni ckered an answer, trotted to himand butted its head
against Merlin's chest while he fondled its ears, the stand
of mane between. It was one of the fanpus bl ack nounts,

| arger and sturdier than the hill ponies Merlin had known
years earlier, and nore docile, lacking those quirks of in-
dependence whi ch sonetines noved the ponies to resent

the control of any rider
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After he swung up into fhe saddle Merlin still lingered
to ook on the stones wistfully. He could see the barrow
they had raised over Anbrosius, that dark, forceful man
who had endeavored so hard to bring back the past be-
cause only in its ways could he see any security.

Uther did not lie here. The foreign priests had clai ned
his body, set it under the floor of one of their rough-
wal | ed churches which had been erected on the site of a
Roman tenple, the very stones of that tenple riven and

reset to the service of this new god.
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Merlin could see also the barrow they had invaded to
bring forth the sword. Who had lain there? One of the
true Sky Men who had conme to death so far fromhis

home? O one like hinself, a son of a m xed union? Mer-
I'in would never know, but now he found his hand rising in
a warrior's salute, not only to the man called the Last of

t he Ronmans, but also to that unknown one of a far earlier
age.

As he rode out of the Place of the Sun he buttressed his
own resolve. He would appeal to Arthur, take himto the
mrror. Arthur was far froma stupid man; he could tel
the difference between anci ent know edge and that which
i gnorant nmen of this age terned negic,

Also it was tinme, surely it was tinme that Merlin put the
King Stone to its intended use. There was a certain object
in the cave of the mirror. That rmust be brought forth,

pl aced under the stone neant fromthe first to be its
guardi an, and then—then the sunmons woul d go forth!

Ships fromthe stars, ships which thensel ves were ol der
than man coul d reckon, would conme in answer. Once

nmore men would rise to conquer sky, earth and sea! The
glory of that belief exalted him gave warnth to nelt

qui ckly the ice encasing his hopes. Man stood on the first
step of a new and gl ori ous age.

So was he borne up by his thoughts during the |ong

journey back to Canelot, and his night dreans were the
brightest he had ever had. Arthur and the nun-or—the sig-
nal and the stone—

Days |ater Merlin rode up the rise of the ring-and-ditch
fortress which Arthur had held and reworked into the

nmost formidable hold in all of Britain. The guards knew
turn well enough so that there was no challenge at the in-
ner gates. And he paused only to change his travel -stained
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robe for one nore in keeping with the splendor of the
court before he sought out the King.

Arthur was inclined to be expansive. "Hail, Merlin." He
beckoned across the center of the board which was one of
Merlin's own ideas, a circular dining place where no

qui ck-tenpered chief or petty king could claimthat he

was slighted by being placed bel ow another with a | esser
claimfor notice. Being round, none could say that his fel-
| oWwas nore advant ageously placed than he.

"Hail, Lord King." Merlin was quick to notice a new

face anong the famliar ones. Cei was no |onger at Ar-

thur's right hand, though the foster brother, for all his un-
certain tenmper, had been the King's conrade fromthe be-

gi nning. No, here was a new youth, hardly nore than a

boy.

Looking on the dark face of that stranger, Merlin sup-
pressed a sudden shiver. If Arthur had nothing in his fea-
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tures of the presence of the Blood, this youth showed it
more plainly than Merlin had yet seen it, except in his
own nirrored face.

Fam liar was that | ook, yet also strange. For the eyes

whi ch peered fromunder the veiling lids were hard, un-
readabl e. Those sullen and watchful eyes were ol d beyond
the apparent years of the boy's body; they nmore than hint-
ed at some vengeance

Merlin took his imagination firmy to task. He should be
glad at this nmonent that one of the O d Race was here.
Yet there was nothing in the youth to which he could
war m

"You are in tine." Arthur gestured and his own cup-

bearer hastened to produce another cup of hamrered sil-

ver, fill it with the wine fromoverseas and hand it respect-
fully to Merlin. "You are in time, bard, to drink to the

heal th of one of the Pendragon bl cod new cone into our
service." He nodded to the youth. "This is Mddred, who is
son to the Lady Morgause, and so nmy own nephew. "

Merlin's hand closed tightly about the goblet. He did

not even need that sly, darting |look fromthe boy's eyes, a
| ook which nmeasured himin a way alerting himto danger,

to know the truth.

Arthur's nephew? Nay, Arthur's son by that slut whom

Ni mue had taken into hiding. And by that single glance at
him Merlin was al so sure the boy knew the truth—er the
part of it which could cause the nbst harmfor Arthur—
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that he was indeed the King's son, and by a | ady who was
reputed the King's half-sister.

Merlin drank, knowing that his long training in hiding
his feelings nust now serve himbetter than ever before.
"Lord Modred." He nodded to the boy. "The Pendragon
blood is in honor."

"Aye." Arthur snmiled. "He is in good tinme to blood his
sword and show what nettle he has in him For we have

had the coast lights up along the Saxon shore. These war
dogs yet sniff around for some mouthful of prey to snatch
We ride hunting agai n—

The King's face was a little flushed, his eyes alight
Merlin, looking at him knew that no argument he m ght
use now woul d stop Arthur. He nust set aside his own
pl an of confronting the King with the mrror, so letting
Arthur learn his heritage and true purpose. And Mdred

Modred who was the King's son was fostered by Ni-
mue. That Merlin also instinctively knew. She had had a
long tine, as earth nen nmeasured time, to prepare the
shaft. Now she had | aunched it. To the malice of one who
sees hinmself bereft of a rightful place, add the iron will of
Ni mue. She had a form dable weapon in this youth.

Though caution noved in Merlin, so did anger begin to
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rise. It was always Ninmue and fromthe first he had been
far too influenced by her good fortune. Now he woul d seek
her out. And how better find a road to her than through
this Modred who was her creature?

Merlin listened to the excited talk of a new expedition

agai nst the Saxons. But as he sat in his place at that round
board he raised his eyes to the gallery of the great hall
there looking fromone fair face to another. It was the
boast of the Queen that she had in her train the nost
beautiful wonen of Britain, having no jealousy in any

threat of compari son.

There sat Guenevere. Her richly enbroi dered robe was

a clear yellow, like ripening grain. There was a thin crown
of red gold on her hair, which was so near the col or of

her robe that hair nelted into cloth and cloth seened a
part of hair. A heavy necklace of anber was around her
throat, and earrings of that sanme nystic gem dangl ed

agai nst each cheek as she | eaned forward, her eyes nar-
rowmy intent on—whon?

Merlin traced her gaze. She was | ooking at Mdred and
about her lips there lay a faint shadow of a |azy snile.
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For a long nmonent Merlin studied her intently, for he
knew that sonething lay in that | ook which he could not
read. And his inability to do so was disturbing. That the
worren of the tribes were puzzles for himwas perhaps a

ki nd of mmi mng, though that thought was startling in it-
self and he did not have time to consider it now. He had

bel i eved Guenevere a doll, a plaything, wthout any
t hought s which m ght be of service to his own goal. Was
she nore?

He was searching now for another face, however. So he
turned fromthe bright sunlight of the Queen to the nore
subdued rai nbow of her |adies. Sonme he knew by nane,
others were but flower faces which he had never chosen to
study with as nuch interest as he now gave them

Nowhere was the one he sought. There was no dark | ady

as vivid, or perhaps nore vivid, than the Queen. If N nue
had i ntroduced Modred to the court, she had not cone

here herself, or else she chose not to attend this feast.

Slowmy Merlin sought for her with that other sense
which he rarely used in such a | arge conpany, mainly be-
cause it could be overwhel ned and | ost when there were
so many mnds and personalities all emtting energies of
their own. No, he would take bl ood oath his eneny was
not present.

But her will was here, in the person of the King's

"nephew." Merlin began to plan anew. He coul d not be-

lieve that this sudden news of Saxons at the coast signified
any great difficulty. It would seemthat Arthur hinself

| ooked on this ride as a diversion, a chance to show his
new f ound nephew the dexterity and invincible force of

the Bl ack Horse troops.
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Now—Merlin knew it inside hinself, swelling, pushing
aside, erasing all the doubts of his half-human heritage—
now was the tinme for himto do what shoul d be done in
this hour. Summon the Sky ships at long |ast—with or

wi thout Arthur's concordance!

He had withdrawn, even in the nmidst of the feasters,

into his own thoughts. Now he was suddenly aware that

the men about himwere rising, calling on their arnor
bearers, making ready to ride. There was excitement in
them that fiery thirst for battle that always narked the
tri besmen. He could feel the force of their enotions Kin-
dling an answer in hinmself. And he was quick to control it
with that other part of himwhich was not of this world,
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but of the Star Lords; that part of himthought, planned
and used invisible forces to acconplish its ends, not the
shar p-edged prinitive weapons about him

There was one standing before him |ooking into his
eyes. Merlin, now alert, stared back at Mdred.

"They call you bard." Mdred' s voice was | ow pitched,

to pass unheard in the clanor about them now. "They al so
nane you sorcerer, son of no man." There was an insol ence
in his tone which woul d have brought any of the tribes-
men to his feet, sword half out, ready to offer an open
chall enge in return.

"All that is the truth." Merlin was a little nystified by
thi s open approach, though he had felt fromthe first that
Ni mue's man would in sone way nmake plain his feeling.

"And how nuch of it is true?" The challenge in the
yout h's voi ce was even nore marked.

Merlin smled. "How nmuch truth do any of us know
concerni ng ourselves? O are able to convey that truth
even a little to others? W all have our own powers and
forces, much or little. What matters is how we use the
gifts and | earning given us."

"There is learning fromthe dark as well as fromthe
light," the other answered himflatly. "The High King |is-
tens to the priests of light, bard. The old days are done—

Now Merlin | aughed. The sane battle fever which

gri pped those around him at the nmessage that there were
Saxons to be net arose in him but for another reason.

Ni mue, through this youth, was delivering her challenge.
And when it came to war, then his doubts vani shed. He
could draw on the forces he had used that day when the
stone rose to his signal and noved. What had eaten him
lately in this court? He was no usel ess tool; he was a com
mander of such powers as none in (his hall had ever seen.
Now his nmind noved rapidly as he enunerated those pow
ers in part, even as his surface thoughts probed at

Modr ed.

"Have ypu never heard this. Lord Mdred," he asked,
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maki ng a nockery of that nanme, |ight nockery which the

"oy caught, for there was a dark flush rising under his
skm "that there is that which was. is and will be? | think
she who taught you knew that prom se well."

He had half turned away when Mdred caught at the
sl eeve of his robe.

"You are insolent, bard! And what nean you by 'she'?"
126 Andre Norton

Merlin |laughed again. So N mue had not been able to

establish full control of this nursling of hers. He m ght

| ook I'i ke one of the A d Blood but he had the ways of the
tribes, with that spark of angry fire rising at the first cross-
ing of nental swords

"Boy"—he gave himno "lord" this time—you have

not | earned manners, whatever el se you have been
taught." Merlin twitched the sleeve of his robe from be-
tween the other's fingers. "Mst of all, you should | eam
the nature of your nman before you speak."

Per haps he had given the boy a hint too much with

those words. But he was also of tribe blood and royal as
Modred. He al so thought that N nue nust not have done
too well in choosing this tool for her nmeddling. He was
not another Ector, nor even a Cei —he was partly a fool

Merlin made his way through the throng of excited

men. He had his own mission, now that he had at | ast

made up his m nd. However, at the door he paused to

| ook back. Mddred was still staring after him and now
the boy's hand lay on another arm that of one of the
priests fromoverseas. The priest's shaved face was alive
with enotion and Merlin saw that Mddred's |ips were

movi ng. That he stirred some pot of trouble, Merlin had
no doubt. But what kind of trouble ... He shrugged.

He went swiftly to his own quarters and put aside the
bard's robes. Those white | engths nmade hi mtoo conspi cu-
ous. He pulled on a sinple tunic over breeches, picked up
a hooded cl oak. Thus garbed, he found a fresh nount,
filled saddl ebags with bread and cheese fromthe kitchens
where the servants nul ed about doing the same for the
troops gathering at the King's orders. But Merlin rode out
first, and in the direction of the npuntains.

It had been several years now since he had taken this

way, but he could never forget each twist and turn of its
going. And the tine he had spent living wild in the woods
never departed fromhis mnd either, so that he nmade

smal | canps at night without fire, and was able to hide his
goi ng wel |, which had becone habit with him

The ruins of Nyren's hold showed now only as a single
tunmbl ed outer wall overgrown with branble and bush.

There were no | onger any ghosts left there to trouble him
But Merlin halted for a | ong nonent as he cane near it,
trying wistfully to remenber how it had been when that
was the clan home for one Myrddin.
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Then came the upward sl ope. There he stripped his

mount of bridle and saddl e, hobbled it and turned the
horse | cose to graze while he went to the mirror. He

pi cked free the stones of his door to go inside. The cave
was very dim Not one of the cubes showed any light, and
he did not approach the mirror. This tine he had no ques-
tion to ask. He knew well| what nust be done.

Edgi ng along the wall he came to a cylinder as tall as

his forearm as big around as a circle his tw hands coul d
make, thunb touching thunb, little finger against little fin-
ger. Stooping he gathered that up. Long ago the mrror

voi ce had told himof this, of howit must be used. The in-
structions were as clear in his mnd nowas if they had

been issued within the hour. This was the full purpose of

his life. There must be no nore hesitation, no nore trying
to work through nen whose natures betrayed over and

over the win of the Star Lords.

The beacon was |ighter than he thought it would Be as

he carried it out into the open. He set it to one side, re-
cl osed the door with the stones. He was not finished with
the mirror. Arthur would cone sooner or |ater, even as

had been planned. There would be tine for that. How

long it might take for his nmessage to reach the ships, he
had no idea. Months, years ... it was his task to keep Ar-
thur king until that hour when those others would cone.

Hol di ng the cylinder close against himas one enbraces
a longed-for treasure, Merlin started down the sl ope.

12.

There was no light this tinme when Merlin reached the

Pl ace of the Sun. The year was |ate, harvest was well in
and cold bit fiercely at a man in the frost-tinged early
nor ni ngs, the long dark nights. And the stones seened to
stand bl eakly al oof now, as if they had withdrawn from
all possible contact with the nen of this earth.

If he still had the shining sword his task woul d have

been conparatively easy. But now that was Arthur's, and
Merlin nmust make do as best he could with his know edge

al one. As he penetrated the pillared circles he shivered
with nore than the reaching fingers of the cold wind. The
ki nship which he had always felt waiting for himhere was

nm ssing, closed off like a door to shut out the unwanted in
the dark of night.

Nor did Merlin lift his hand to caress any of the stones
as he had been wont to do on his earlier visits here.
Necessity drove himdirectly to the task. So he approached
the King Stone where it lay, flanked on either side by the
rude arches in all their strength.

Carefully putting down on the ground what he had car-
ried through these days of travel fromthe cave in the
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mountains to this site, Merlin considered the stone.

It was plain that he could not nerely set his burden out,
enthroned on the stone, as he had once naively thought to
do. Anyone passing here, shunned though the site gener-
ally was, might be noved by curiosity to inspect the
beacon. No, it nust be well hidden and his training told
hi m exactly where: under the massive block of stone it-
sel f.

He had noved the rock once to prove his strength,
therefore he could nove it again, though the task was a
form dabl e one without the sword. He had only the short
128
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bl ade of his belt knife and that was not fashioned from
the wondrous netal. Neverthel ess he nust use it.

It was dusk when he had reached the stones. Their

shadows cut deep, and there was sonething about those
shadows. He found hinself jerking his head around now

and then to stare intently at one or another of the pools of
dark. Though he knew that N nmue had previously used

only such illusions as he hinself could call up at com
mand, still there renained a residue of the uncanny, the

not -t o- be-known in this place.

Merlin recalled what Lugaid had once said, that a tem

pl e where the worship of certain forces had continued for

a long tine absorbed into itself the power of belief rising
fromthose worshipers. That power, too, could be drawn

on by the nmen who know how to awaken it.

Only this was not a place of the night. It needed dawn

or the full beams of the sun, which had | ong been honored
here as a source of life, to bring forth its full energy. He
must wait out the hours of the night. But he could use

that time to prepare hinmself for what woul d be the

greatest effort he had yet nade, greater even than the
parade of illusions which had brought about Arthur's

f at heri ng.

Pi cking up the beacon once again, he noved over to the
tunbl ed nound whi ch had been Lugaid's dwelling. There

he made his rude canp, drinking froma snmall spring, now
al nost silted up again since the Druid had not conme to

cl ear passage for the water, eating the |ast of the provi-
sions he had carried from Canel ot.

Merlin settled then with his back against the half-top-
pled wall of rough stones and | ooked back over the Place
of the Sun. As the |ight fast faded the wi nd canme. Wen
that bl ew around and over the pillars there rose a weird
wai | i ng sound; the inaginative might well read into it the
| anent of nmen and wonen now | ong vani shed fromthe

earth, yet still sonehow alive and |longing for a safe re-
turn.

Not for the first time Merlin wondered about the Sky
Lords. What did they seek here that they were so deter-
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m ned to come again? If they were mighty enough to trave
fromone of those stars now shining above himto another,
why could they not have found another world which

woul d wel cone t henf?

Was there some quality found only here which they
130 Andre' Norton

must have in order to endure as a race? Did they need

mankind in order to survive? The mirror had been evasive
whenever he had tried to probe into that. He had often

been overwhel med, when it poured forth information, wth

much he could not begin to understand because his world

had no nanes for the strange artifacts, the conplicated

machi nes those others used with ease. But sone of the

nmost sinple questions appeared in turn to silence the

voice, as if it in turn were baffled by such searching on his

part.
Though he did not close his eyes now, but continued to

wat ch ni ght engulf the Place of the Sun, Merlin was at
work inside hinself, drawi ng out scraps of know edge,
sunmoni ng energy to buttress all his power. This would be
no fashioning of an hallucination, it would be a real act.

He was a general as suprenme as Arthur, but his troops

were not nen. Down and down he delved into his own

menory and mind. And then, with a sudden start, he rec-

ogni zed a picture which that menory supplied. There was
Nimue in this place, her body white, her hair tossed by the
wi nd. He could hear the honey snoot hness of her voice,

al nost reach out to touch the hand she extended to him

No!
Resolutely Merlin fought that nmenmory which was so

troubling. He was a little apprehensive ... could he per-
haps actually touch N rmue now by recalling her too
pl ainly? Qut of his m nd—he nust thrust her safely away.

The mirror, he must concentrate on the mrror, as if it

stood full-length before himnow. He grew cal ner and his
turnoil faded as he visualized the mirror. And its voice

was in his ears so that he could sort out words, phrases, fit
such together to reinforce his know edge of what nust be

done here at sunri se.
He was no |longer tired. Power was growing steadily in

him filling his body, his mnd. He nust hold it so con-
tained until the nonment came to release it to do his will.
Time for darkness—time for |ight—but he did not mark

the hours. Nor was he any |onger cold. Power furnished
heat in his body so that he threw off his hooded cloak in
spite of the frost-breathing w nd.

Chancing to gl ance down at his two hands resting on his
knees, he was not surprised to see that his flesh was giving
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of f a kind of glow Wy shouldn't it? He was afire with
force, and now he had only to contain it until the nonent
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to cone. Hs |lips noved but not even a whi sper energed
frombetween them only in his mnd did the archaic
words echo in the proper patterns.

Merlin rose when the sky grayed. Though he had been
sitting through the night his linbs were in no way stiff-
ened. He felt instead |ike a runner advancing to the start-
ing post, eager to be gone. Hs left armcradled the
beacon against him H s right hand held the belt knife,

drawn and ready.

Long strides brought himto the King Stone and he

stood behind that block ready to face the rising sun. He
pl aced the beacon on the ground between his feet. And
now he stretched out his hand, began to bring the knife
bl ade rngingly down on the stone, while from hi m poured
all those words he had gathered out of nenory, arranged
in the right pattern, ready for this great monent in his

life.

Beat —beat —ever increasing in tenpo. The sky showed

the forebanners of the rising sun. H's voice sing-songed an
i nvocation ol der perhaps than even the stones about him
Beat —ehant —beat —

The stone—+t was comng alive, reluctantly, heavily, in
grudgi ng answer. But it was conmi ng! The beat had in-
creased to a flashing of netal; sparks flew fromthat neet-
ing of rock and iron. Merlin's voice rose as he called on
the force which was inprisoned in the stone to answer to
his will.

The bl ock stirred, not as quickly as it had under the
summons of the sword, but it was answering! His will har-
nessed the force—he rai sed the knife bl ade—ene end of

the stone foll owed.

His tunic clung danply to his body. In spite of the cold
he was feverish with heat, sweat pouring fromhim Up
and up. Until that block stood on end. Then he said the
singl e word he had never dared use before, one of the
Great Bindings of Power. The stone remnai ned on end, the
pl ace where it had lain was bare

Merlin dropped to his knees. He began to dig with the
knife point in the uncovered oblong of earth, working as
fast as he could, for he had no idea how |l ong that Wrd
woul d hold an inaninate object. Dig, scrape |oose the soil
di g agai n, deeper, deeper, faster—

At last he had the pit ready and he fitted the beacon
"ito it, standing erect, its lighter end pointing to the sky.

132
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Now he worked even faster, poundi ng back nost of the

earth he had excavated, hammering the soil down with

bot h pal m of hand and butt of knife. Finally he threw

aside the knife and, with his earth-stai ned, broken-nailed
hands, he touched the top of the cylinder at a certain

pl ace, turned it so that the cover itself slid around to the
| eft under the pressure of his fingers.

Trenbling fromnear exhaustion. Merlin threw hinself

back fromthe bed of the stone. He got to his knees, | ook-
ing up at the towering block. In his mnd he rel eased the
Word. The stone fell with a crushing force. He only hoped
that his pit for the beacon had been deep enough to
preserve it. But now he was so spent that he could only
He, one hand agai nst the King Stone, only half conscious
that he had finished his task

It was the touch of the stone which aroused himat |ast.
He had al ways been able to feel the force inprisoned in
this mghty block, but this steady throb was new. Merlin
gave a cry of relief and joy as understandi ng reached him
He had succeeded. The stone itself was charged by the
beacon—he had i ndeed |lighted the way. But when woul d

the ships come? How far, how many, when?

He was too weak to rise to his feet at once, but sat
there, his head drooping on his breast, his hand resting on
the rock, aware nost of aB of that steady beat.

What roused himthis time was an alert of danger, as if
sonme warning or foul stench had carried down the w nd.
He groped in the withered grass for his knife, his only
weapon. Now he heard the thud of hooves, a shout which
could only have cone froma human throat

Saxons? Qutlaws? He was sure only by that warning of

hi s hei ght ened senses that those who cane were enernies.
So he did not rise to his feet, rather crept on his hands
and knees into the shadow of a standing stone. Fromthere
he coul d see the party mlling about They were not
advancing directly toward his insecure hiding place, he
thought they were reluctant to enter the enclosure of the
Pl ace of the Sun.

One of themcanme riding swiftly fromthe direction of
Lugaid's hut, urging Merlin's horse before him He could
hear their excited voices but not nmake out the words. He
was near enough, however, to see that the two who ap-
peared to command the party wore the robes of the
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priests fromoverseas, while their followers were plainly
liege men to sone tribal |ord.

The priests were urging the warriors on. But in spite of
commands inpatiently delivered, as far as Merlin could
read their gestures, the tribesnmen were not about to enter
me anci ent sacred place, which was a clue to their m s-
sion. For the oldest law to which all the tribes bowed was
that no bl ood could be spilled within, no fugitive pursued
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into one of the Places of Power.

He was sure that he was their quarry but he could not

guess the reason for their hunt. Arthur gave roomat his
court to the believers in the Christ and many of his people
wer e worshi pers, but he also followed the liberal policy es-
tabli shed by Anmbrosius, asking no man what god he paid
homage to when he cane armed and ready to join in the
harrying of the invaders. There were still some of the old
Roman breed who bowed knee to the Bull-Slayer Mthras,

and ot hers who served ol der gods of Britain.

Who had granted these hunters permission to cone af-

ter hin? Merlin would swear that it was not the doing of
Arthur. Though the King had never been kin-close as
Merlin had once hoped, he respected and sonetines |isten-
ed to the man who had put the sword of Britain into his
hand. No, Arthur would not turn against him But some-
one had sent these hunters, and his guess fastened on
Modred. Had the "nephew' cone out of nowhere gained

this nmuch ascendancy at Canel ot ?

The priests were still urging on their followers, but the
warriors drew back. So now the gray robes thensel ves

cane forward al one. One held al oft the symbol of his god,
a cross of wood, and they were both chanting. Merlin saw
that the sturdier of the two had drawn a sword, though
that was foreign to the very teachings he was supposed to
uphol d: a man who was a priest was not a warrior

Hi ding like a hunted animal revolted Merlin so he now
rose to his feet on the far side of the stone behind which
he had taken refuge. When he stepped into sight he was as
erect as a warrior awaiting an eneny's charge.

Now that they were closer Merlin could see their fea-
tures and he recogni zed one. He was the priest to whom
Modred had been speaking in the feasting hall at Canel ot
So his suspicion was confirmed. This neeting was of

Modr ed' s doi ng.
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"Whom do you search for, nen of a god' s service?"
Merlin came into full view

The one who held the cross chanted, in the tongue of
Romans, an invocation against the forces of Darkness.
Now he stuttered over a word, but continued his chant
valiantly. H's conpanion did not quite raise his sword
Though his eyes were those of a fanatic, he seened not
yet ready to ride down an unarnmed nan.

"Dermon spawn!" he spat, his voice rising above the
chant .

Merlin shook his head. "You stand now," he said qui-

etly, "in a place which has known many gods. Mbst are
now | ong forgotten, because those who called upon their
nanes in times of peril are also gone. As long as men re-
alize that there is sone greater Power outside thensel ves,
a force which will aid themto better lives, to good wll,
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and to peace in tine, so there will be gods. What matter if
Sone nmen call that Power which is the greater Mthras or
Christus or Lugh? The Power is the same. Only nen dif-

fer, being nortal, while the Power was, is and will be—
beyond even the death of this earth on which we now
stand. "

"Bl aspherer!" was the cry fromthe priest. "Servant of
the Evil One—=

Merlin shrugged. "You take upon yourself ny role,
Priest. It is for a bard to call nanes, though he does it

with greater ease and skill, being well able even to insult
kings to their shame in open courts when he chooses to
sing themdown. | have no quarrel with you. Wat | have

heard of your Christns tells ne that he is indeed one who
hol ds true Power. But | say he is not the only one who
has—er will. To each tribe of nen a god arises in his own
time. | salute your Christus as one who has seen the G eat

Li ght But woul d such a one wel conme the hunting of nen

who do not follow his road? | think not, for if he did, then
truly he is not the Geat One to whom all roads are made
open and plain."

The ol der priest's chant had dwindled into silence. He
studied Merlin with an odd appraising ook on his old
face, for it was a face winkled and nuch worn by tine.

"You say strange things, ny son," he said.

"If you have heard nuch concerning ne, Priest, then
you know | ama strange nan. If you wish to match pow
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ers with powers—that is the gane of a child who plays
with the truth and does not use it worthily. Behol d—=

He pointed with his forefinger, nmoving it quickly from
side to side. Small flanes danced for the space of three
breaths on the crown of four of the blue stones.

The ol der priest watched this with calm Hi s wild-eyed
conpani on flushed a deep red and cried out: "Devil's
wor k! "

"If that be so then, as evil yields to the force of good,
banish it. Priest!" ordered Merlin as again the flanes
danced.

The priest pointed and spoke in Latin. But the flanes
remai ned until Merlin snapped his fingers, when they van-
i shed. Now the priest's face swelled with scarlet wath.

"The nature of evil," Merlin observed slowy, "lies not
outside a man, but in. Wthin hinself he nakes room for
hate, fear and all the things which are spawned in
darkness. |f he does not give such room then he does not

give birth to denons. | use no force to harm and never
have. Nor will | do so. For if |I put my talents to such a
purpose, (hen they shall in turn be lost to me. Wat god

hail when | use his Power, that is ny own concern.
strive not to nake any other man believe in him It is
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enough that | know such Power exists, that it was, is and
shal | be!"

The old priest studied himfor a nmonent and then said:

"Stranger, your road is not ours. But fromthis nonment I
shal |l not believe what has been told us, that you are an
active agent of evil. You are sadly m staken, and | shal
pray for you, that your mind may be turned to the truth
and away fromthe error you believe in."

Merlin bowed his head for a nonment. "Priest, aH
prayers nmade in good faith are noted by the Power. It
matters not in what nane they may be said. | nmean you
no harm let it be that you shall say the same—

"No!" The cry canme out as if the younger priest were
strangling with anger, or perhaps sone fear. "This denon
breed is a threat to all believing nen. He shall die!"

He made a sudden lunge with the sword, not awkwardly

but with ease. Merlin thought that perhaps he had been a
warrior before he had put on the priest's robe. But Mer-
lin was ready, for he had noted the small change in the

other's eyes. H's own hand swung up, enpty. The sword
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was dragged to One side, as if caught by a giant nagnet,
to crash agai nst the nearest stone. The bl ade shattered.

"Go in peace," Merlin said as the priest stared incredu-

|l ously at the jagged scrap he held. "I say the truth, | nean
harmto no man. But you would do well to ride fromthis

pl ace. For the old ban renmains here: no man conming in

wath and with a bared weapon once lived within these
circles. The worshi pers who enforced that |aw are | ong

gone, but there is still the force of their prayers. Go and
be glad that the stones do not rise up to answer you in

ki nd."

"Brother Gldas," the older priest said quietly, "under
your obedi ence to God, do you cone. This man wal ks his
own road and it is not for us to question him"

Then he reached down and caught the dangling reins of

the other's horse and turned away, |eading the second

mount behind him while the rider sat silent as if shocked
beyond speech. Wen they joined the waiting warriors the

ol der priest gave an order. The tribesman who held Mer-
lin's horse loosed it. And they rode away with a haste on
the part of the escort which suggested that if the priests
did not believe in the force of the ancient holy place, they

certainly did.

Merlin watched them di sappear. Again the great fatigue
born fromhis efforts seened to fasten | eaden wei ghts on
his linbs. He nust have sleep and soon. But would it be
wi se to |inger here?

He thought that he could trust the older priest, and
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fromthe results of their trial of strength, he was superior
to the other. Besides, it had been plain that the warriors
were not mnded to ride into the Place of the Sun to take
him He returned to the King Stone. The sun generated

sone warnth here and he had his cloak for a covering.

Al so the wind had died. He pulled together the coarse,

dead grass to fashion a nest in which he settled to sleep

It was | ate afternoon when Merlin awoke. The noi se he

had heard was the plaintive whicker of his horse. It had
grazed its way anong the stones and now waited nearby.

The man wi shed he could fill his own belly so well. He

had eaten the last of his provisions the night before and
this was not the season when one could gl ean berries or
herbs to stay hunger. He would have to try his luck in the
old way of his boyhood with sling and stone, perhaps he
could bring down a rabbit
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Sel ecti ng some pebbl es which seemed suitable, he set

out and found that his old skill was indeed not |ost. But he
did not leave the circle of the stones, building a small fire
i nstead, striking sparks with a piece of flint and his knife
bl ade. There, beside the King Stone, he roasted the rabbit,
eating it down to the last fraction of flesh which could be
sucked fromits bones.

In spite of the dark Merlin went to sleep again in the

same grassy nest as the shadows grew, united and spread
darkly. It was as if in his mastery over the stone, his plant-
ing of the beacon, he had achi eved the freedomof the cir-
cles; now there was nothing which could threaten him

And his sleep was without dreans.

Sun in his eyes awke him There was no reason to lin-
ger here. He had the inpression that it would be | ong be-
fore the beacon brought any answer, but before he rode
away he again laid a hand to the stone to assure hinself
that that steady beat conti nued.

He was riding to Canelot. Mddred's setting the priests

on himwas such an outright declaration of battle that
Merlin knew he nust not allow it to pass. The youth nust
not think that he had won even in a little way, that he had
brought about what might be termed Merlin's flight. And
this time he could enter the court with an unfettered

mnd, ready to turn to his own purposes any chance which
woul d bring Arthur to listen to him He had set the

beacon, and that great |abor the nmirror had placed on him
was now out of his hands.

Before he reached the court he heard the news of the
King's victory in the skirm sh over the Saxons at the
shore. He had guessed fromthe first that it had been a
skirm sh only, but even so small a victory, when Mdred
had taken part in it, would establish the boy well anong
the warriors.

Merlin had his own small chanber within the spraw of
the three-story inner building which was ringed about by a
stone and earth wall.,He went to it, stopping on the way
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only to order a servant to bring hima kettle of hot water
for washing. For his clothing and his body were salty with
the dried sweat of the ordeal at the Place of the Sun

As he stood in the mddle of his small room he | ooked
about himand felt an odd unfamliarity with it. There
were his containers of nedicants, the bunches of dried
"erbs laced on thin thongs across the wall, the few books
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he had assenbled, all in the Latin tongue. There were
sonme queerly shaped stones whose oddity of appearance

had appealed to his eye. But there was no wealth, no show
or ornament or color. H's bed was |like a rough box witfl
i nens and wool ens for covering, and there were no hang-
ings on the walls, no cured skins for rugs. As he | ooked
around him he renmenbered those other rooms—those of,;

his dreamcities and the wonders that furnished thein”i
adorned their walls, covered their floors. |

Woul d he ever see the rise of such tower houses agan?|

Surely it nust take a long tinme for nen to | eam enough?!

of the long-forgotten know edge to erect their like. Even il]|]j
the ship cane tonorrow, this year, it mght be generations
before that world woul d bl oom agai n.

There could be only one hope left when it did, that ft

woul d not be the quarrels of nen, or of Sky People, which
woul d tear it once nore into nothingness. For how many”
chances woul d the Power grant to his kind? There nust b
alinmt inthe end to the rise and fall of civilizations, na
tions, mankind hinsel f.

And when the Sky People cane, what if they met sue

as this Gldas? Could they work through or with such

he? Wul d they di scover enough nen ready to believe a
to stretch out hands to the future? & would fear and av
becone terror, making ignorant men turn their backs c
the offer of a new worl d?

Arthur—Merlin coul d understand now why he nmust w n”?
Arthur. Not because the King was a battle | eader without
equal in this time and | and, but because he in hinself was
a synbol nen would follow, |isten to, |eamfrom There-
fore, above all, Arthur nust be prepared for the com ng
fromthe stars.

13.

In the end Merlin did not have to go to Arthur, for the
King came to him There was a scratching at his curtained
door, an alnost stealthy sound, as if the one who waited
there canme on sonme secret errand. He reached out to
twitch the curtain aside and saw the H gh King, alone.

But this man was not that suprenely confident Arthur

of the feast hall. Years had touched himsince that night
when he bade Merlin drink to wel come Mbdred. There

was a tic by his left eye, and he |ooked as if he had parted
all conpany with sleep for days. Now he eyed Merlin nar-
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rowy, with a nenace about hi mwhich the other could see
as well as sense.

Arthur turned sharply again after he strode into the
chamber, held up the curtain and gave a quick | ook right
and left as if he would nmake sure there were no lurkers
out si de. When he spoke he had controlled his voice until it
was only a whisper.

"They have told nme tales of you, sorcerer. And those

did not believe. Perhaps it was because | was a fool and
chose weakly to shut ny ears, since it was by your doing
"at | came to be H gh King. Aye, that tale have | also
heard! " Hot anger glowed in his eyes, and the fingers
which rested on the hilt of the Sky Sword curled and
tightened there as if he would draw the bl ade forthwth.

"Now wi Il | have the, full truth out of you even if |
have to carve it fromyour living flesh! Aye, | am so
dnyen now, sorcerer, that even that will | try!"

"The truth of what. Lord King?" Merlin, too, sank his
voi ce. M schief had been made, that was evident And he
coul d guess who had so wor ked upon Arthur.

Am | Uther's true-bom son?"

Merlin's thoughts sped to a swift conclusion. He could
guess the shameful story which Mddred m ght use as a
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| evel against the King, against Merlin and against all the
House of Pendragon

"That is what he believed," he said slowy.

"Then— the King's face was white with strai n—

"then Mrgause—and | —Mdred— Suddenly a flicker

of intelligence broke through. " 'So he believed,'" he re-
peated. "You choose odd words. Merlin. Can it be that his
belief was not the truth? If so, who fathered ne, for Co-
loris was dead a day before ny mother lay with himshe

t hought was her true lord."

Arthur made a visible effort at control. "I have heard a
strange tale. Merlin. A claimhas been made on nme which
can cover ny name with black shane, set ne before nen

as one worse even than that traitor Vortigen who betrayed
his people to the axes of the Saxons. But it was you who
took nme as a fosterling to Ector, and it is only you who
can know the truth. If I amUher's son in truth, then |
am f oredooned t hrough ny own lust to be one hunted out

of the ranks of honest men. My honor is ruined and were

| to give an order to the neanest kitchen slave he would
spit at nmy feet. You say now that Uther believed | was his
son. Gve ne the inner neaning of this. For | tell you
am near to drawi ng ny own sword agai nst ny throat be-
cause of what has been told to nel"

Merlin pulled forward one of the stools. "It is a strange
tale. Lord King, but it is the truth, and it goes back nmany
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years."

Arthur eyed the stool as if he had no wish to |inger

there. But he did sit down as he burst forth: "Get on to

the telling of it, and quickly! If it can lift this burden of
wrongdoing even a little, then—Speak, nman!"

"You know what they say of ne, and with truth." Mer-

lin sat hinself on the edge of the bed, still keeping his
voice to a whisper. He was also alerting his inner sense to
make sure no other was within range of his voice now "I
amthe son of no man...."

Arthur shrugged inpatiently. "I know t hey nane you
denon-bred. But what has that to do wth—=

"Not demon-bred," Merlin interrupted firmy, using his
powers as he could to reach out to the King, make him
listen. "My fathering was of the Sky People. Aye, there is
truth in those old | egends. The daughters of nen once

bore children to others who cane fromthe stars above us.
And fromthat mating arose a m ghty race who fashi oned
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such wonders as no man now can do nore than dream of

But in the end there was a mghty war, one which did in-
deed rock the entire earth, so that |and becane sea and
sea bottomland. Muntains rose, fromplains and all was
altered so that those few who survived were |ike nmadnmen
and renenbered very little of what they had been. They
sank | ower than the beasts of the field and forest

"But those who had fathered themdid not forget. And

when that war which had carried themoutward to the
stars—for the Sky Lords had mighty eneni es we knew not

at all —was done, they renenbered earth and | onged for

it again. Thus they | oosed ships of the sky, and one such
answered an anci ent beacon set anbng our nountains. |t
carried the seed of the Sky Lords and ny nother was the
first to receive it into her wonmb—=

"You spin a wild tale,” Arthur interrupted.

"Look well at ne, King, into ny eyes," Merlin com
manded. "Do | spin you an idle tale or do | speak the
truth?"

Arthur nmet his gaze squarely so that their eyes | ocked,
After a nmoment the king said slowly: "Though this thing
seens inpossible, yet you believe it to be the truth.”

"Atruth | amprepared to prove," Merlin stated. "One

of the duties which nmy birth laid on me was the fostering
of a king strong enough to bring all Britain under his hand
and keep peace. For the Sky Lords needed that peace

when they could cone again to us. Ambrosius was a great
commander, but he could see peace only as the Romans

had commanded and inposed it. Uther could deal with-the
tribes, but he was of their nature, having their faults as
well as their virtues. He was a man of |usty passions and,
where those were involved, he knew no sel f-discipline.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (113 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

"I't chanced at his crowning that he saw the Duchess

I grene and wanted her. So open was his desire that her
lord withdrew fromcourt, thus gaining Uher's displea-
sure. Goloris set his |ady, as he thought, safe within his
own sea-bound Keep, one which had never fallen to an en-
eny, so well girt and guarded was it.

"Then Uther sent for me and ordered nme to use certain
powers to gain himhis desire. | told himthat | could
weave an illusion which would make him Goloris in seem
ing for a night that he nmight enjoy the Duchess' bed. And
| set upon hima dreamthat this was so, just as | entered
the keep and berused the Duchess with another dream But

142 Andre Norton

what canme to her was no man of ova world; she conceived
by the will of the Sky Lords.

"Ut her knew shame and t he Duchess, |earning that her

lord had truly died before he had visited her, was be-

wi ldered of mind to the point that she listened to the talk
of night denons. Thus both were eager to give you into

my hands.

"Ector had in his veins sone of the Sky Lords' bl ood,
though his descent fromthemwas far in the past. He took
you very willingly. It was set that | should school you,
even as | nyself was taught, in the lore which had cone
fromour fathers. But | had—have—an eneny." Merlin

hesi tated. Neew he now speak of N nue? Perhaps he

shoul d so that Arthur would be warned.

"The Sky Lords whose heritage we share have their

dark enem es al so, of an alien breed. They wi sh that we
not rise once nore to rule here, but be forever plunged
into the darkness whi ch manki nd seens ever to draw
about hi mthe darkness of hate, killing, despair. Thus
these enemes were alerted as to my birth, and they in
turn produced ny opposite, one who faces nme ever with
powers whi ch may be as great as nmy own, or perhaps
more. For we have never yet net in equal contest. This
bei ng, bred out of the Darkness, is she whomnen call Ni -
mue, Lady of the Lake."

Arthur's amazenent was plain to read. "But she gave
aid to Uher, she has sheltered Mrgause, fostered

Modr ed— Then he stopped nearly in md-word and his
expression grew intent.

"Aye," Merlin pointed out quietly, "and this devotion to
the line of Pendragon mght well have two sides, Arthur."

The King's fist clenched where his hand rested on his

knee. "I can understand your hint. You think that she has
done so with a purpose which neans no good to me. But

as | have your word, | have her actions. She was your
capt or ?"

"Wth the Power she gathered to her she kept ne cap-
tive. For | was unknowi ng that she had found out ny
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pl ace of refuge until she struck. So | was held in bondage
until the time of your crowning. H gh King. And that

whi ch you shoul d have known from your chil dhood was

|l ost to you. Then | | earned what el se had happened—that
Mor gause had tenpted you—and, though | have no proof

of what | say, | also believe that act was of Ninue's
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doi ng. She could well foresee that deep trouble would
cone of it. As now it threatens. She al so nmade Moored

her tool —=
"He is my son," said Arthur heavily. "In honor | cannot
deny that."

"I'n body he may be your son," Merlin agreed, "but in-
wardly he is of the Dark. And should he set abroad this
tal e which so defanes your nane, then can he weck all
you have fought to win."

Arthur | ooked down at his fist; his face was ravaged,
nearly as bleak as if his spirit was broken

"How can | prevent it?" he asked dully. The first of his
anger had burned out; now he | ooked out froma pit of

ashes. "WIIl any nan accept the story you have told ne?
They will rather prate of denons and all the old fears. And
I shall fall fromthe throne as easily as a | eaf is w nd-
whirl ed across the ground at the year's end."

"First," Merlin answered him "you nust accept your

i nheritance, though it cones to you late. | shall give you
the proof that all | have said is the truth. This cannot be
shared with nost nen, to that | agree. But with it to arm
you, then there will be a way to defeat Mddred and the

one who stands behind him"
"This proof of yours.. . ?"

"Lies in another place. Lord King. One you nust visit
wi t hout even a shield bearer at your back. Alone with
me. "

"Leaving Modred here to spread his poison!" Arthur
sai d.

"You will give Mddred sonething to shut his nouth for
awhil e, and yet this act shall not be strange in the eyes of
your nen. He is of the blood of Pendragon, therefore you
shal | nmake himregent while you go. Yet take the precau-
tion that he has no real bidding over your war | ords.

"Aye, be sure | do not give himclaws, as it were!" For
the first time Arthur's expression grew |ighter. "Now
must cast in ny nund for an explanation of why I go
forth fromthe court in such a manner."

"Lord King, there are old forts long fallen into disuse in
the direction we must travel. A Roman road once ran by
them froma good port. Since trade now waxes, what bet-
ter reason could you find for seeing if this way can once
more be put to use? Take with you the nen of your own
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shi el d conrades. When we reach the point nearest where
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you nust visit, you shall fall ill of a fever and be tended
by ne, perhaps by one bodyservant you can trust. Have
you one in whomyou can set full confidence?"

Arthur nodded. "There is Bleheris who cane to ne

when Ector felL He first taught ne how to use a sword.
Though the years begin to wear upon him he is an apt
hol der of secrets."

Merlin cast his menory. Bleheris? There was a snal
dark man with tattooi ng across his forehead, not one of
the tribes. He identified that vision fromthe past

The Pict?"

"Aye, he was won to Ector when he was not slain out

of hand as he lay with a broken leg after a raid. And he
married Flanna, who was ny nurse. She chose to stay

even after her service was over and Ector offered her
freedom and goods, the same that you pronised her. Ble-
heris is now ny man, bound to ne tighter than any battle

conr ade. "
Merlin nodded. "W ride then at your will, Lord King.
And bring with you an open nmind, for you will discover

that | have not told you even half of this story which con-
cerns us both."

The tense angui sh which had driven Arthur when he en-
tered was gone fromhis face. In its place was rather an
expression of anticipation, which was |i ke the one he al-
ways wore before sone trial of strength. But, as the King
left the room Merlin was left with much to consider

Merlin had not expected Moddred woul d bl acken his

own birth in order to bring down the King, Arthur's

Queen had borne no children. Merlin half suspected that

the fault lay with the King. It mght be that the half-

bl oods could not breed with manki nd now for sone rea-

son. His owm indifference to any wonan but N rnue

pointed in that direction. Though Arthur's infatuation with
the Queen had been narked enough, he was so often from
court in the past that he might not have realized that their
rel ati onship was indeed sterile.

Arthur, without a direct heir by Guenevere, left only
Modred of the old royal line. But that Arthur coul d beget
a son outside |awful marriage on a woman of the tribes
was a contradiction of Merlin's suspicions. He wondered if
Ni nue had had a hand in that conception, for she was
certainly much about the court of Uther when that secret
coupling had taken place, and had taken charge of Mor-
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gause imedi ately after Arthur had lain with the girl.
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Coul d Modred even be Arthur's son in truth, or rather
again sonme halfling of the Dark Ones?

Merlin bad sensed in himany trace of the Power which
coul d not be mistaken by those of the A d Blood. No, he
thought it likely that Mdred was exactly what whispering
tongues and Ector proclaimed him Arthur's getting by his
reputed half sister.

The boy could be threatening to spread such a story to
bring Arthur to heel. If that were his gane, though, it was
none of N nue's planning, for Arthur was no weak fool

He had been distraught, it was true, when the story was
first thrown at him but anyone in his position would fee
shock and di smay. Now that Arthur had heard the truth,

and woul d be shown the proof, he in hinself would be im
mune to any dermands from Modred. Wat renmi ned to be

consi dered was how far Modred would go to bring down

his father. Was he too young and hotheaded to realize that
besm rching Arthur would al so nean disinheriting hinself?
For just as a king anpbng the tribes could not show any
physical disability, so neither could he have his name so
shamed before those he rul ed

Modred was anbitious, of that Merlin was sure. He did

not think the boy would foul his own nest; he wanted too
much to be Arthur's heir. Only if the Queen should show
signs of breeding in the future would he turn to telling al
he believed to be the truth.

And by that time—Merlin's slightly hunched shoul ders
strai ght ened—Arthur would be fully arned. Only let him
front the mirror and listen. The real truth would nmake
himfree of such devious intrigue.

So Arthur nanmed Modred as his regent before the court,
though carefully setting such secret safeguards as he could
to limt any plans the black-browed stripling mght have.
However, Modred appeared content with the deference

shown him Nor'did he appear to notice Merlin's presence,
though the priest Gldas frowed hotly at the bard from
his place anpong those around Modred' s throne.

When at | ast they rode out of Canelot, Arthur half
turned in the saddle to | ook back at the rise of the pal ace.
Wien he faced around again his face was grave.

"l know not why," he said to Merlin who rode at his
left hand, "but it is as if the future lies hidden in clouds.
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The sun now shines on us brightly, yet when | | ook back,
a shadow gathers there."

"Uncertainty," answered Merlin, "cannot easily be thrown
of f. Perhaps you have | earned too nmuch, Lord King, in
too short a tinme. But tine can also be an eneny. There
are many in this land who will not wel cone any change,
even the com ng of a lasting peace."

"That too, | am begi nning to understand. My war band
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wat ches now wi stfully for sone warni ng beacon aflanme. It
is as if they wish back the days when we were always in
the saddl e, sore, weary, half-fam shed, and with the eneny
bef ore and behind us. Death rode with us, yet they dwell
on those days when they sit at the feast board; they boast
of slaying and of the planning of canpaigns. Even | can-

not still a quickening of the blood when ny hand fits
about the hilt of nmy sword. W were bomin war, we
lived by war and if war is gone ... then we nmay feel pur-

posel ess and unneeded. "

Merlin laughed. "But there is nore than war to occupy

the hands and minds of men. Lord King. | grant you that
only by struggle do we reach our highest feeling of accom
pli shment, but that need not be struggl e agai nst another of
our kind. Wait and see. There is nuch we can do which in
time will make the Great Nine Battles of Britain seemthe
pl ay of thoughtless children."

"Show ne. Merlin, and you shall have ny thanks. |

think I was bom for but one cause, to fight. And if | have
not Saxons—and | shrink fromthinking of any of ny own

ri sing against ne—then give ne a battlefield worthy of

my ardor."

Arthur inspected three of the old forts, and at each he
detached a certain nunber of his nen with orders that

they were to examine the useful ness of the sites thor- ||
oughly, reporting at his return whether these could be re-
paired easily and once nore put to service. Thus it was |j
(hat when they reached the fourth and last fort, before "
Merlin knew they must strike into the nountain ways, Ar-
thur's conmpany was nuch depl et ed.

There were no nen of noble rank left in the shrunken

band. The King had arbitrarily assigned all of themto |
overseeing the study of the other forts. The ei ght nmen
who rode into the | ast section of tunbled wall and burnt-
out interior were, Merlin could see—appreciating Arthur's
astute sel ection—not the nost curious nor resourceful, but
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rather those who wi shed no nore than to take orders
given by others, without any worry to thensel ves.

As they canped that night Arthur conpl ai ned of an

aching head. He ate very little of what Bl eheris brought
himand Merlin suggested that he go earlier to rest since it
woul d seem he mi ght have taken a touch of such a fever

as accomnpani es a rheum

Only to the Pict did the King tell the truth, that the
chanmber whi ch had been hastily cleared and set aside for
Arthur's uses nust be as well garded as a treasure chest,
for the King's absence was to be kept a secret. And the
smal | dark man bowed his head in pronise.

There was no noon outside that night, but Merlin knew
(hat his sense of direction would draw himto the cave,
just as a mgrating bird is drawn even across seas on the
path it nmust travel with the seasons. And Arthur was no
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stranger to the ways of anbush and scouting, practicing
now, to escape his own band, all the craft he had used
agai nst the enemnmy. So together they worked from shadow
to shadow away fromthe ruins of the fort, seeking the
high hills which |lay beyond.

Merlin believed the King's illness might be stretched to
per haps four days w thout the menbers of his escort
growi ng restive and begi nning to wonder why he was not
seen, nor any nessenger sent with news of his ailing. They
were perhaps still a night's journey away fromthe hei ght
of the mirror cave and the darkness woul d sl ow t hem

But, through the night, he heard a soft |augh from Arthur
such as a boy mght utter, trying some reckless exploit of
hi s own.

"This is |ike the days of ny boyhood," he confided in a

whi sper as they reached the top of one ridge and |ay
bel |l y-down to detect as best they could what might lie
ahead, "Just so did Cei and | sonetines stray secretly
afield by night. Though then we were not hunting what we
hunt now. Merlin, if Cei is Ector's son, then is he not also
of the O d Race whom you nention with such reverence?

Coul d he, too, be part of this secret of yours?"

"If it is sowilled. | do not choose," Merlin replied.

i hat which is fromthe stars does so. But we nust press
on, Arthur, for there is yet a distance to go and the night
is short enough."”

Not so short, however, that they reached the cave be-
fore a single streak of dawn swept across the sky, a sword
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bl ade to part night fromday. And Merlin, nmore by touch
than sight, worked at his inprovised door, pulling |oose
those rocks he always tried to arrange as if they had once
cascaded there from above. At last they were cleared, be-
stowed now al so so that anyone who might stray into

these hi gher ways would not see thempiled too straightly.

Then Merlin took the fore and worked through into the

cave of the mrror. He was greeted there, not by the dusk
but by a flashing of light, for all the squares had awak-
ened, either during his absence or to herald his return. Ar-
thur had greater difficulty in pushing his |arger body

t hrough, but when he stood by Merlin, the rows of flash-
ing lights, the dark burnished surface of the mrror before
him he said nothing. And Merlin, glancing sidew se, saw
that the King was seemingly struck silent with awe. In-
deed, there was nothing here which was of the world they
knew.

"The mirror." Merlin laid his hand gently on Arthur's
shoul der, drew himforward to face that tall-standing
obl ong of shining surface. As he did so he spoke formally:

"Here stands now Arthur, Hi gh King of Britain, who
was fathered and born to the command of those we
serve. "
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They could see their reflections in the mrror, though
these appeared to waver, perhaps because of the flickering
of the lights. Then Merlin felt Arthur start as, out of the
air above the mrror, canme the voice in answer:

"The greeting of the kin to you, Arthur, who was, is

and will be, though you renenber not fromage to age

and thus are now blind to the past. This is one of the
hours in which you face a choice and nust act for the

good of your people though, by the tricks of the eneny,

you have cone late to this neeting. Watch, Arthur, for of
choi ces before you not only your destiny, but that of Bri-
tain will be wought. Merlin, to Arthur alone shall this be
given, so he shall see, while you remain blind."

The bench slid forward as it had on Merlin's first visit
there long ago. Arthur seated hinself as one in a trance.

To Merlin there was no change in the mrror. He still saw
only his own dark-browed, slowaging face, Arthur's own

bri ghtness of mien. But the King gave an exclanmation and

| eaned forward a little, his eyes wide, his lips parted as if
he were about to utter sonme cry of the same astoni shnent

that was inprinted on his countenance.
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Merlin stepped back. He had been late indeed in carry-
ing out this, the last of his duties. But perhaps not too
| ate. Maybe by her use of Modred, which had sent Arthur
to him N nue had weakened her own control over the fu-
ture. O herwi se the King mght never have been persuaded
to believe him Arthur, haunted by the shane Mdred
seened to put upon him had been so readied that Merlin
could | ead him here easily.

He wat ched the King, whose eyes were still so intent on
the mirror, who sat so unnovingly, that he m ght have
been fashioned of nmetal |ike the objects about himand

not of flesh and bl ood. Shadows of expression crossed his
count enance, now and then expressing alarmor resolution
What ever Arthur was learning fromthe mrror was slowy
changing the King even as Merlin watched.

He had conme to the mrror a mghty war |eader, tri-
unmphant in the success of all his maneuvers in the field.
Now he was becom ng a | eader shaped in another pattern
Merlin's own heart beat faster with excitenent as he

wat ched that netanorphosis. N nmue had fail ed!

The Arthur who would go forth from here need not

trenble before any ill-speaking or shadow of the Dark. He
was becom ng the ruler he would have been if that fash-

i oning of himnot been delayed for all these weary years.

14.

Ni ght and day passed, then another night before Arthur
at last rose fromthe bench and turned to face Merlin.
There was no light in his eyes now, rather the dour | ook
of a man who nust set his will to some great task and
sumon therefore all his innernost energy.
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"You have seen. . . ?" Merlin asked.

"l have seen," the King answered. "If this is sone

dream then at |east | have seen enough to know that a

man can live for and by such a dream" He hesitated.

"But kin-brother, we are not |ike other nmen. There will be
those who would turn their faces fromany belief, even if
they were shown sonething they could touch with their

own hands. |— He shook his head slowy. "A nman can but
try."

Merlin watched himnarrowy. There was no exultation

in Arthur, only a kind of grimess, as if he had accepted
some burden which he nust bear whether he wanted to or
not .

"I wonder," the King said now, "if this time is wongly
chosen. Men have lived with fear so |long that now they
| ook on each new thing, every stranger, as a threat."

That question matched sone of Merlin's recurring
doubts. Had nen cone far enough yet to want to reach
for the stars?

"Closed nminds," Arthur continued. "Can you," he said,
turning to Merlin, "believe that any of this"-he waved
hi s hand about the cave—will now be thought anything

but the work of denmpbns? You have known this since child-
hood. | cone to it a nan grown and tried, so that | can
under stand such fears. And fear |leads to hate and destruc-
tion. Also, there is the Lady of the Lake."

"What of her?" Merlin noved uneasily.
150
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"If she is the eneny, then we nust know nore of her,
wherein |ies the root of her own powers."

"She knows ne," Merlin returned. "I have | ong been
her eneny. If | sought her out..."

Arthur nodded. "Just so. But she served Uther well,

bei ng noted for her healing gifts. W have begun an im
posture here with our excuse of fever which has struck ne
down. Well, can we continue that? | shall return to Cane-
lot a stricken man and those about ne will send for this
Ninmue. It will be your part, kin-brother, to be reviled as
one who has boasted of cures he cannot make. Perhaps

you nust even be resigned to exile for a space.”

Merlin had one objection. "Lord King, | know of this

woman and | have tasted her powers. What if you cannot
stand agai nst her? Then indeed you shall be sacrificed and
all our plans will come to nothing."

"That is a fortune we nust dare. | see no other way to
best her, for otherwi se she will spin her spells and these
will reach to ennesh us, as a spider web enmeshes the un-

wary fly, when we need to make sonme necessary nove.
Ki n-brot her, you seem unusually wary of this N nue—
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m y ? "

Merlin flushed. "lIs it not enough that she held me cap-
time when | had need to aid you? The mirror has told ne
little of what forces the Dark Ones can command, but

what | have seen of those has been daunting. To offer
yourself as her prey m ght be the greatest act of folly in
our world!"

"I't may," Arthur agreed. "Still, | know that we nust

draw her from cover. Men say that no one can seek her

out unless she wills it, that great msts curl around that
anci ent keep she has taken for her own, hiding her dwell -
ing fromthe eyes of all. But if | can hold her at Canel ot
then you, with your greater know edge of such forces,

m ght well penetrate to that secret place of hers and dis-
cover just how strong is the support she can call on."

, Arthur thought in terms of warfare. Merlin must reluc-
tantly agree, however, that this risky formof attack just
m ght succeed.

"Did you learn this fromthe mrror?" he asked in re-
turn.

Arthur sighed. "The mirror |eaves to nen their own
choices. It can show what nmay happen, but that future
constantly changes with the acts of man."
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"That is true. Very well, it shall be as you wi sh. Lord
King." But even as he agreed. Merlin renmai ned uneasy.
Arthur was the chosen King. It was for himto make the
deci sions now that he had | earned his role, but he had not
yet met the Dark Ones face to face, only seen sonething

of their work in the affair of Mddred. He did not know

Ni mue except as a healer and a figure of some nystery.

They worked together to close the cave and then took a

secret way back to the ruins, evading two sentries Arthur
cursed under his breath for their lack of attention. Bleheris
awai ted themin the inner chanber.

"It is well you have come. Lord King," he said with
open relief. "The nmen grow restless. Twice Tirion has
come asking how you do. He has threatened to send a
messenger to Lord Gawain at the other fort—

"l do badly, Bleheris,"” the King returned. "Listen well,
shield conrade, this is what nmust be done. You will go out
anong the men and say that the fever which grips me is ;

worse. Then Merlin will follow strai ghtaway and order

that branches be cut and a horse litter made. You will be
ever by me, but when you fetch food or drink you will #
speak of ny strange ravings and that | amfevered worse ;

than you have seen any man before, that you are dis-
turbed in mnd because of this illness which has cone over

me. Do you under st and?” a
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The small Pict | ooked fromthe King to Merlin and?
back to Arthur again. e

"This is sone battle ruse, Lord King?" n

Arthur nodded. "But it is for a kind of battle which isj
not fought with swords nor spears. | nust be returned to-
Canel ot as one who is gravely ill, and only you and Mer- ;

lin nust tend me on the way, so that the truth may not be ;
guessed. " n

Bl eheris | ooked now to the curtained doorway of the;|
room n

"Lord King, these nen will be alarned. They do notS

like this place. They have been speaki ng anpong t hensel ves
of the ghosts of old ones who do not favor the conpany

of living nen and who have thus struck at you. This talk
can becone dangerous—

It was Merlin who answered: "Denon-attack, Lord:
King, mght well serve our purpose."” i

Arthur's face was sober. "But dangerous for you, Mer-s-
l'in. Such whispers have al ways spread about you. They;
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can say that this attack is of your doing if we speak of
denons. "

"True enough. However, such a report will serve our

turn well. Let it stand. Go, Bleheris. Do not add anything
to this tal k of ghosts, but | ook knowi ng when you hear it,
as if you could say nore if you would."

The Pict grinned. "Lord Merlin, | do not know what
game you and the High King play but if it is your will, |
shall do ny best to make it cone right for you."

As Arthur had planned, so was it done. The Hi gh King
devel oped certain synptons i nduced by Merlin's herb

know edge, making himflushed of face, hot of skin. Ble-
heris reported that the men of the follow ng were now
convinced that their | eader was denon-attacked and that
they had begun to | ook askance at Merlin. The Pict was
given his own instructions. Once they reached Canel ot he
was to whisper it about that only the Lady of the Lake,
who had kept Uther visibly alive when all other healers
had given himup for near dead, should be sunmpned.

The lords of Arthur's followi ng were persistent, as each
group joined the train on their return, that they see the
King for thenselves. But, when they did, the H gh King
seenmed to lie in a stupor; Mrlin gave the inpression of
one who was gravely troubled, as if, in spite of his well-
known heal i ng know edge, he was now faced by an ill ness
he found baffling.

He was well aware that Cedric had sent a nmessenger
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ahead and he was not surprised when, just a half day's
journey away—for they nade that trip slowy, fitting their
progress to that of the rough horse litter they had

devi sed—the nessenger returned with one of the gray-

coated priests. To Merlin's relief it was not G ldas, though
he was well able to read the hostility of the man. \Wen the
Priest attenpted to see the King, however, Arthur cried

out that there was a new denon to torment him and he

acted so well the part of a man half crazed with a high fe-
ver that the priest was forced to withdraw.

The lords turned on Merlin, demandi ng an expl anati on

of what fell disease had struck down the Hi gh King. He
drew a I ong face and answered that there were strange
emanations in ruins. Wwo knew what shadow things |urked
where ol d evils had been done?

Ny cane at last to Canelot and Arthur was carried
"side and placed in his own bed. But when Mddred and
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Guenevere speedily came to him he rose up and ordered
them away as being traitors and nurderers. Only Bl eheris
and Merlin seened able to soothe him And he did not
make the m stake, even for a single nonent, of dropping
his role of a gravely ill nman to exchange so nmuch as a
whi sper of coherent speech with them al one.

The second day Bl eheris noved to carry out his part of
Arthur's plan. Wien he returned he slipped into the King's
chanber like a small shadow anong larger, ran swiftly
across to kneel by Arthur's bedside.

"Lord King, | have spoken," he whispered, "even as you
ordered. | talked of the Lady of the Lake to two of the
Queen's maids, the man who waits on the Lord Cei who
has just returned and others. | think they listened."

Arthur's head noved al nost inperceptively on the pil -

|l ow to show that he heard and understood. Merlin gave a
sigh of relief. It was good hearing that Cei had returned
froma visit to Urien's court in the north. He hinself
had never felt the kinship with Ector's son that he had
with his father, but he knew that Cei was conpletely |oya
to Arthur, no matter how terse and rude he mght be to
others. Cei was also quickly jealous of any Arthur chose
to favor, so with Cei on guard Merlin could go nore |ight
of heart to acconplish his own part of what they woul d
do.

Now he bent over the King as if exami ning sone snall
change in his patient. There were none to see, but his lips
only shaped the words he woul d say:

"Tell Ceil™

Again the King assented. Perhaps he, too, felt the need
of someone to take Merlin's place.

They waited for the fruits of Bleheris' sowing to ripen. It
was in the norning of the next day that the Queen, to-
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gether with Cei and Modred, pushed into the chanber.
Merlin could believe in Cei's concern, but that of the
other two he doubted. He believed Guenevere |iked her
crown too well to want to see another in Arthur's place,
but Merlin had not even that snall shred of trust in
Modred. Modred would be for Modred. His attack on Ar-
thur had al ready reveal ed how far he was willing to go—
to achieve what? Ninue's desires? His own chance at the
throne? Either notive would nmake hima fell danger.

But those two now left it to Cei to round on Merlin
with the words he hinself had been waiting to hear:
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"I't woul d seem healer, that your powers are |ess than
you woul d have us believe. Qur |ord does not grow better
under your hands, but worse. Therefore we shall seek el se-
where for one who can return himto health."

"Aye." Modred interrupted with an arrogance that acted

on Cei as a goad urged an ox to |abor. "Good Brother
Gldas is learned in the art. And since he is a servant of
God, who better can cast out the denons which have en-
tered the King?"

Cei glowered at him "W have no proof of the powers
of this priest of yours, boy." H's tone was neant to crush,
to relegate Modred to the status of a child.

"You—you forget yourself, Cei!" Mdred flared in-
stantly. "I am of Pendragon's own ki n—=

"And | amhis foster brother," returned Cei flatly.

None of the tribes had an answer to that, for the foster
tie was counted in their world as strong as bl ood-kin. Be-
fore all of Canelot, Cei was as Arthur's birth-brother

He turned his shoul der now on the youth, whose tenper-
flushed face was a nask of open hate, and spoke straight
to Merlin.

"You have w ought no cure, not even a small easing of
our lord' s distenper. Therefore we have sent for one who
can. The Lady of the Lake is well known to have great
power over such ills. Did she not rid Uther of them when
hi s sickness began?"

Merlin bowed his head. "I love our lord too greatly to
speak agai nst any hel p which may be given hinl. There-
fore, summon this lady if you think her nursing the
greater good."

Cei had an uncertain |look for a second. It was as if he
had expected a hot protest, and to get such instant agree-
ment made hi m uneasy. Quenevere had noved forward to

the bed; now she raised her head to | ook around.

"My lord, | have already sent a nessenger to sumon

her. If any ~can raise ny dear lord again fromthis bed,
that one is she. As for you, bard, self-proclained healer,"
she flashed out at Merlin, "better that you get hence.
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Leave us. | command iti"

Arthur had cl osed his eyes. Now he gave a small groan
Merlin made as if to go to himbut Cei stepped swiftly be-
t ween.

"The Queen has said it. Get you gone, son of no man.
156
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Your name has no honor here, and best you understand
that."

Merlin withdrew. He did not care that his going seened
like the flight of one overawed by the conpany. It was
much nmore inportant that he have no confrontation with
N nmue. He could not tell how much she could read of
their notives and plans if she faced himin person, so
avoi ding her was the way of a w se nan.

Wthin his owm snall chanber he made ready for the

task ahead. Laying aside the robe of his office, he put on
once again drab journey clothes which would nmark hi m per-
haps no nore than an upper servant of the court. Then he
drew fromhis store of things of Power certain carefully

t hought - out sel ections. There was a piece of star iron,
found when neteors fell to earth, and also a glassy dark
jewel droplet fromthe sanme off-world source. There were
herbs which he sifted a pinch at a time into a small linen
bag, its drawcord | ong enough for himto wear it anul et-

i ke about his neck. He tucked it inside his tunic against
his skin, so that as his body warnmed the bag the faint
scent of what it held reached his nostrils, serving to clear
his head, keep his senses fully alert. Last of all was
Lugaid's legacy to him that small fragnent of netal

whi ch had been wought in the | ong-ago and had hel ped

to find the sword of Arthur

These were not things of any "nagic" as nen thought

of magic, but some had or should have an affinity with

any off-world object. And as Lugaid had said | ong ago,

"l'i ke seeks like." Merlin had al so gathered over the
years—wi th, he had al ways hoped, no notice—nfornmation
concerning the stronghold of Ninmue. He credited the tales
of the enchanted mist which always enfolded it as being
ordinary nen's reaction to sone hallucination; if that was
the truth, such could not baffle him That he had never
ventured in its direction nmight be to his advantage now

Ni mue could well believe he had | earned his | esson so
wel | that he would never try to match strength with her
agai n.

Last of all he drew froma secret place behind his box-

bed a rod twice the length of his forearm Into the head

of this he carefully fitted the gemof the stars, making sure
that the prongs of netal waiting there encircled it past

any chance of |oss. Then he reversed the wand, wei ghting
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down the slightly larger butt with the pebble of neteor

iron. Both in place, he laid the rod across his wist, trying
it at different places until end bal anced end, and it re-
mai ned | evel as long as he held his arm steady.

Once again he gathered a goodly pack of supplies from

the kitchens and took a | eather bottle with a shoul der

sling; he did not fill this with wine nor cider but carried it
to the spring where he tipped into it as nuch pure water

as it would hold. So arned with his own weapons and
provisioned for travel. Merlin set forth fromthe Hi gh

King's court.

He fixed his nmind as he went, not on the true goal of

his journey, but rather concentrated on building about him
a small trace of illusion, as nuch as would keep himfrom
the notice or nmenory of any he passed. Confident in his
power of producing hallucinations, he was content none
woul d report himand, perhaps, his absence from Canel ot
woul d not be quickly noted.

He did not go directly toward the site he sought. In-
stead he started eastward, followi ng one of the old Roman
ways for sone distance, until it met one of the tracks of a
yet ol der people. There he turned, crossing | and which
seemed bare of man. Now Merlin released the illusion,

made the character of the land itself serve himfor con-
cealment. At the same tinme he built another formof illu-
sion, this one within hinself. He purposefully did not
think of N nue, nor her tower; rather he held the thought
to the fore of his mnd that he traveled nerely to anot her
Qut post of rmen.

Merlin had no i dea what safeguards surrounded Ni -

mue's hol d. He doubted that they were the ordinary ones

of high walls with nen to defend them H's own cave pos-
sessed a distort which would make any invader not of the
A d Bl ood uneasy and blind. And if anyone did persist,
there was a device within which would bar the way. Mer-
lin had not the | east doubt chat N nmue's place in turn had
its own invisible guardians.

The defense of his own refuge, however, had not been
proof against N nue. Therefore, reason argued, hers
shoul d not be beyond his powers to sol ve.

By nightfall Merlin reached the edge of the wood which

men called Ninue's first defense. There the old road

curled around its edge as if, even in the dawn days of this
| and, men believed somet hing uncanny lay in that forest.

Merlin drew back under a wi de bush, not lighting any
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fire, munching instead a small portion of bread w apped
around a bit of cheese, drinking sparingly fromhis water
bottle. He sent out those invisible scouts which served his
m nd, reaching farther and farther when these scouts re-
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ported nothing but nature in the trees' shadow. At |ast
Merlin broke that concentration and set his nental scouts
on guard while he dozed in |ight sleep—he would not dare
surrender to any depth of unconsci ousness.

It was at the rise of a nearly full nmoon that he felt a

stir which was not of any person, nor animal within the
forest. This was the force that he recognized only too

well, for it he could draw on it hinself. Watever sentinels
served Ninue were now at their posts.

Merlin made no attenpt to identify the nature of those
bei ngs, or lesser powers. He had no wish to alert themto
his own presence by any touch of mind. Wat he did now,
with care and all the skill he could sunmmon, was | ocate
each and mark where it was stationed.

Per haps Ni nue depended on sone form of visual dis-

tortion by day and terrifying illusions by night, which
woul d be a natural enough defense agai nst nost nen. Fi-
nally he marked a slash a little to the west of himwhere a
stream wandered through. It was not deep but of sone

wi dt h.

There was his door. For he knew, as true nmen did not,

that water, flow ng water, was a nonconductor of distorts
and illusions. Fromthis truth was born the ancient belief
that certain evil forces mght be stopped if the pursued
were to cross running water.

He had his gate for the norrow, and now he knew
where all the eneny sentinels near himkept their
posts. Leaving his own thread of awareness on guard,
Merlin | apsed once nore into slunber.

The dawn |ight cane and he crawl ed fromthe enbrace

of the bush. Once nore he ate a little of his food, then set
of f westward until, before the sun had nore than sent a
warning of color into the sky, he reached the stream A
series of fording stones were set where the old road di pped
to neet it. Merlin nade no use of these, but waded

out into the center of the running water as equidi stant as
he coul d get from each wooded bank

He waded t hrough knee-hi gh water so clear he could
see the stones below, the darting forms of water-dwellers.
Bef ore himhe held as a balance the rod tipped with the
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two star gifts. This renained | evel until he was well
into the forest itself, the trees arching above the wash of
the water to forma tunnel of dusky green

Every one of Merlin's searching senses was alert. He

pi cked up the flickers of small lives which were part of
this world, but no trace of those things which had been set
to prow the night Suddenly the rod turned of its own ac-
cord in his grip, swinging in an arc to transpose itself end
for end. The gem poi nted ahead and slightly to the east.
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Hs alien gifts had served himwell, pointing a direct path
to Ninmue's hold. Still he did not |eave the water; he

woul d stay with it as long as the streamran in the same
direction he wi shed.

The gem point of his wand was slow y bei ng pushed
backward, until the wand once nore forned a | evel bar.

He had reached the place opposite the hold. Alittle ahead
of himthe stream made a right-handed curve al so, so

sharp a one Merlin did not think it had been desi gned by
nature. Then, catching sight of some very ancient and
nmoss-grown rocks squared and fitted together, he knew

that his guess was right.

The path of the water here was nuch narrower, as if

being forced through a sluice. It also had far nore of a
current rising up his body, resisting his advance, while the
rush of its outflow had swept away sand and grit so that

his boots supped on stones set to line the way. Now
prudence dictated that he nove closer to one of the banks
where he coul d grasp overhangi ng bushes and vines and so
work his way along without risking a fall.

Merlin's advance was slow, yet he was not tenpted to

crawl out of the water which to himwas a pronise of

cover, small as it mght be. Now he could see the sun once
nmor e ahead, dancing on an expanse of water nuch

greater than the outlet up which he pulled hinself. M-
ments |ater he stood, sucking a thorn-torn thunb, |ooking
out on Nimue's domain.

She was i ndeed Lady of the Lake. On an island to

whi ch clung only a ragged bush or two—all that could

find root-room anong the rocks—was a tower of stone so
dark as to make one believe that the very passing of tinme
itself had overlain it with a sable cloak

In the lower story there were no wi ndows, but, above
that, narrow slits gave what nust be very limted light to
the interior. The stones thensel ves were not cut and nor-
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tared into place after the Ronman fashion, rather they were
the roughly surfaced rocks which were |ike those of the

Pl ace of the Sun, though fitted with such a cunni ng hand,
allowing for all their natural oddities of shape, that they
fornmed a nmost solid building.

Fromthe tower, well to his right, there ran a causeway
of the same rocks. It was broken in the mddle and Merlin
guessed that the dwellers in the tower—whoever or what-
ever they m ght be—had sone way of tenporarily

bridgi ng the gap, so that drawi ng away the bridge gave
them protection.

The water of the |ake itself was odd, giving off a shim
mer of |ight which Merlin knew was part of a strong illu-
sion. Doubtless to anyone not versed in the use of such
thi ngs, the whole | ake and the tower m ght be shielded in
an inpenetrable mist, just as tales reported was so.
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He studied the tower, seeing no sign of life about it. As
it nowstood it could be a |long-deserted ruin. Yet in his
hand the wand qui vered and fought against his hold. If he
| cosed it he believed it would be drawn across the water
to a strong power source. Now it was his task to span that
gap with nore than his wand-hi s whol e body.

To his left, however the quiver of the water's surface
grew nore pronounced. Merlin had a sudden warning. He

spl ashed up onto the bank, watching warily that agitation
of the lake. Qut of the water reared a nonstrous head,

j aws agape and dripping, showi ng fangs as sharp as any.
sword point.

15.

This was no illusion. The nonster beast was real,

t hough not of any breed he had seen. Merlin recalled

sonme of the information taught by the mirror, that there
Were many worl ds coexistent with this earth, and the walls
bet ween them sonetines thinned. By chance, or by sone
swift loosing of force, alife-formfromone might well be
drawn into another; hence the tales nmen told about | oathy
wor ns and dragons sl ain by courageous hunman heroes.

Trespasser in this world though the water thing night

be, it was not the | ess dangerous for being transpl anted.
And Merlin did not doubt that the | ake-dweller was part
of Ninue's defenses.

The t hing noved shoreward with disconcerting speed,

its dagger-jawed head held well above the surface of the
| ake, an omi nous hiss puffing with foul breath fromits

mouth. Merlin twirled the wand in his hand, spinning it

with nearly the sane force he had used when beating the

bl ades on the stones.

The creature's eyes, set far back within pits of the nar-
row, scaled skull, no longer stared unblinkingly at Merlin.
They were held instead in fascination by the whirl of the
wand. He knew a small relief: the thing was not too alien
to answer to controls he had perfected | ong ago anong

t he woods creat ures.

Now t he nonster's head swayed a little left, right, left,
nght and there was no nore interest in Merlin but full at-
tention for the whirl of the wand. Having so caught and
hel d the thing, he probed what mind it m ght have: alien
and deadly but not intelligent, thus open to his own at-

t ack.

As Merlin might build an hallucination for a nan, he
strove now to set the creature under his rule, and that
Proved easi er than he had hoped. Though he began to
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| essen the swing of the wand, the nonster did not nove.
Its head still swung and its eyes were dulled as if, in a
measure, it were now blind.
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Merlin took a chance and stilled the wand, waiting,

poi sed to begin again should the | ake thing nove. But it
did not. He sent a last command winging to its strange
brain. The coils on which the head was reared began to
slip down beneath the waters and at last ripples closed
over it.

He had t hought of approaching the island by sw nmng,

| est any scouting of that broken causeway bring attention
fromthe tower. Now he knew better than to try. He did
not even have any idea of how | ong the serpent thing
could be held in mnd-bondage. So he strode as swiftly as
he coul d al ong the shore toward the end of the causeway,
not neglecting as he went to keep an alert watch on both
| and and water, as well as l|leaving his mnd open to any
emanation from ot her guards

At the shore end of the causeway he paused, | ooking

across that niddl e break to the island. The glare fromthe
wat er was unusual |y dazzl i ng—per haps sone safeguard

had been triggered by his presence here and was striving
with all its mght to bewlder and benuse the invader.

Under his feet was a trace of ancient way. A well-used

road had once run to this spot. But his wonder grew as he

| ooked at the tower. For all the kinship of the stonework
to the nmegaliths of the Place of the Sun, this had not been
any stronghold of those he knew-er sensed—n the latter
place. It was alnost as if this dark squatting building had
been sunmoned into this world fromanother, |ike the

scal ed thing of the | ake. Even | ooking at the heavy lines of
its walls disturbed Merlin.

Could it be a distort of some kind which reached hi m so?
Merlin did not know, but he had no wi sh to i nvade either
island or tower. However, wi shes did not rule him

He began to whirl the wand once nore, holding it out

at nearly arnms-length fromhis body. If his defense was
wor ki ng as he hoped, no watcher in the tower could see
himclearly behind that flashing rod. H s m nd-probe

pi cked up not hing ahead. There was only a bl ankness,
which in itself was wong.

Now he had reached the edge of the break and saw t hat
there were scars on the old stones. Merlin thought this
proved his guess was right: there was some way of
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bridging this gap which could be |aid down and taken up
again. But he could not allow hinself to be defeated by a
| ength of open water

Looki ng down, he could see fallen stones, green with

water slime. Some did break the surface, though their tops
were wet and also slined. Merlin measured their setting
critically with his eye.

The shimrering of the water was very thick here, but
not enough to veil those possible stepping-stones fromhim

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (131 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

To take that path, though, he nust put aside his own de-
fense by the rod and thus expose his coning to any

wat cher in the castle. He considered the problem and
coul d see no other answer.

Merlin tied the wand fast to his belt with cords—tight
enough to insure he could not lose it—for he would need
bot h hands free now. Finally he swng hinself over the

edge of the break, dropped with all possible caution to the
top of the first water-washed rock

He kept a wary eye on the water itself. If there were

any nore nonsters in this lake, this was the proper place
and tine for themto make their presence known. The
surface of the water shimered so nuch he could not see
what |urked belowit.

The next rock was green with sline, and it was nore

than a possible stride away. He woul d have to junp that
gap—the qui cker he noved the better. Merlin |l eaped, his
feet skidding, but he went to his hands and knees, cl aw ng
for a hold so he would not slide into the water

Di saster had been so close his nouth was dry and he

was shivering. He had kept his perch; the next rock was
not so far away. Al so, though its top above the |evel of
the | ake was very broken and rough, that stone was drier.

It took resolution to nove on to that perch, however.

And, when the second stone teetered under his weight, as
if about to turn over and fling himinto the water, Merlin
fought fear once nore. This block would be hard to take
off fromand, though the next was far nore level, it was
sl i me- streaked

Somehow he nade the step once nore, his heart pound-
ing, as the broken rock swayed with every novenent. He
squatted on the third stone to get his breath, glancing
around for any hint that he night be the quarry of sone
ot her foul creature.

The last junp | anded himat the foot of the other side
164
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of the break. Now he stood on a small outcropping of

stone, hardly wi de enough to hold his feet. H s face was
only inches away fromthe wall he nust clinb. He

reached above him not daring to stretch his head far back
to |l ook up, hunting holds for his hands and feet.

He found them and pull ed hinsel f up. Wen he edged

over the top of the causeway he lay for a nmonent, willing
his heart to beat normally, his will to establish contro
over his envotions.

Then he got to his feet. Before himwas a doorway but

no door was shut against him Instead there was what

seemed to be thick darkness between Merlin and the inte-
rior, as if indeed some night cloud had been fitted there to
keep out the light of day.
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Merlin untied the wand fromhis belt and held it in his

hand with the gemupward. It pointed toward the door-

way of its own accord, pulling the wand straight in his
grasp. Though he needed no assurance, he could tell by

the action of the star stone that |like indeed called to |ike
and what was in the tower was not entirely of his earth.

As he wal ked steadily toward that dark-curtai ned door-
way he feverishly sought to di scover whether any new
guardian lay in wait beyond. Did Ni nue have henchnen
and wonen to serve her, perhaps plucked |ike the serpent
of the |ake, fromsone other world or tinme?

If there were other guards they had sone defensive

cover which was not for his understanding, because he

could pick up no trace, nothing simlar to the haunters of
the woods. He stood before that curtain which swirled and
billowed within the opening, and in that instant he was

aware that Ni mue needed no | ocks or doors. This cloud

stuff was as efficient a barrier as solid stone would be. Try
as he would, Merlin could not advance another step

He was not ready to concede defeat, however. |nstead

he drew forth fromhis belt pouch the last of his arnma-
ment, Lugaid's scrap of nmetal. This could be bent if one
exerted pressure enough, as well as will. Now he pressed it
as tightly as he night about the gemmed point of his wand,
until the stone was covered with a cap of shining netal.
The cl oser he advanced it toward the cloud door, the

more its own light brightened. Then he thrust it straight
into the center of the darkness as a warrior would strike
with a spear. There answered a glare of light so brilliant
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Merlin's eyes were blinded, and a sound as if a thunder-
clap had burst just above his head.

He smeared his hand across his eyes, willing sight back
to them

The doorway before himwas now clear. And, if the sun

did not reach beyond it, there was |ight of another kind in
the wi ndow ess interior, no light of lanp or torch, but
brighter.

Merlin, holding the wand before him crossed the thresh-
ol d.

As the cave had been when he first sighted it, so this

vast inner room which rmust include all of the |ower story
of the tower, was crowded with a huge nunber of install a-
tions. He recognized some as resenbling those which fos-
tered the mrror, having the same flickering of Iight across
their surfaces. Gthers were strange. And there was no mr-
ror. In whatever way N nue received her instructions it

was not in the sane manner as Merlin had his.

There was no life there but for hinmself, none he could
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detect. Against the far wall was a stairway which wound
up, cut into the stone itself, leading to the floor above.

Merlin strode down an aisle between the flashing boxes.
The very fam liarity of some of this equiprment reassured
him Now he began to clinmb up to the second story where
there were wi ndows. The bold light of the interior cane
fromlong rods set into the walls, but those were only be-
low. As he came up through an opening in the floor he

was greeted by not only the light of day entering nuch
more dimy and wanly through the slits of the w ndows,

but by scents he hinmself knew. Here were the odors of
herbs and cordials. Sniffing, he could detect that and this
whi ch he had harvested and stored in his own chanber.

A long curtain divided the round roominto two. On

one side were stools, a table, garlands, of dried herbs
against the wall, a chest with shelves set above it on which
stood |idded pots and beakers. Studying this array. Merlin
felt entirely at hone.

Yet there was sonething else to be sniffed in this half
room-sni ffed or discovered by that other sense of his.

For the whol esone scent of the herbs did not entirely dis-
gui se anot her odor, and that was far from pl easant. Sone-
one had dealt in illusions here, but such dealing had been
reinforced with drugs such as Merlin knew better than to
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enpl oy. That was the stink of evil, insidious, half hidden,
but there.

He passed the edge of the curtain to the other side.

Here was a carved bed covered with |linen which had been
steeped in saffron for a golden tinge. Over that was drawn
a coverlet of deeper gold on which was worked a conpli -
cated design in sea-green thread, |ooped here and there to
draw a pearl into line. On the walls were hangi ngs worked
with gold thread on green. But there were none of the
fanci ful beasts, hunters, other patterns such as the | adies
of the court were wont to use. Rather the lines were sharp
and stiff, consisting of angles and squares, drawn in a
manner not altogether strange to Merlin.

In his dreanms of the tower cities he had glinpsed

pai nti ngs which were not unlike these. And it was the trick
of such work that the |onger you stared at it, the nore an
uneasy feeling grew in you that something lurked within
those lines, watching and skul king for no good purpose.

Yet he could glinmpse nothing he was sure of but the lines

t hensel ves.

There was a chest also, carved |ike the bed and, stand-

ing on it, one end propped against the wall, was a mrror

A mrror! Merlin nmade a careful way across the room

taking every precaution to keep his reflection fromits bur-
ni shed surface.. It could well be that this was set as a trap
and that on her return N nue m ght sumon up on the

surface the |ikeness of any intruder. Wen he cane cl ose
enough, however, he was certain that this was not the

same as the mrror of his cave, nerely an article aiding to
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ador nient .

Thi s side of the upper chanber was not tainted with

that trouble he had found in the other. He decided that it
was no nore than Ninue's own quarters. As there was no
further way up, the tower nust contain only the two

r oons.

He had seen no sign of any servants. N nue nust live

al one—except for such as needed no quarters and perhaps
no food nor drink, unless what he picked up in the herb
chanmber m ght be ternmed that.

Back in the other section, fronted once nore by all the
raw materials of a healer's training. Merlin again swing
the wand wi dely, pointing the metal -covered gem at the
wal |, turning very slowy so that any novenent of his in-
di cator woul d be not ed.

167
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But the wand lay quiet in his hand. Wat was here had
no affinity for the star things. Al that nust Iie below He
returned to the crowded | ower section

VWhat he want ed nost was conpl ete destruction of ev-
erything that stood here. But there might be nore than he
could hope to control if he attenpted that. Slowy he
paced anong the machi nes, noting those which were in

any way different fromthe ones he had come to know—f
not whol Iy understand—n the cave.

There were three of the latter. One stood upright, alit-
tle taller than Merlin hinself. Its front panel was unlike
the rest, which were of snpboth netal, while the one he
faced was pebbled and rather akin in substance to an

opaque glass. The wand in his hand cane to |ife. Before

he could tighten his grip on it, the gemand-netal tip thud-
ded agai nst that panel at the height of Merlin's breast.

Though the panel was not broken there came a change
init. It was as if an inner skin was sloughing away as he
wat ched, to show what stood behind. Wat stood..

Merlin caught his breath. He was | ooki ng now on a

worran, propped upright in the cabinet or el se standing
there. But, though her eyes were open, there was no sign
of life about her. She m ght have been sone statue, except

she was far too lifelike.

Red hair lay in long, ribbon-entw sted brai ds down her

shoul ders, shining brightly against the clear |ight blue of
her robe. She had a torque around her throat, a bracel et

of bronze curiously worked around one wist. To Merlin's
eyes she was young, yet in another way she carried about

her a kind of ripeness, as if she knew well the pleasures of
t he body.

At first he believed that he faced the dead, cunningly
preserved after no fashion this world knew Then he
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stared nore closely, even venturing to tap with one finger-
tip agai nst the now transparent panel. There was a swirl

of small particles across the face of the girl in answer. She
stood' there fully engulfed in liquid, just as he had lain un-
der the protection' of the mirror so that he might live, not
die as Ninue willed.

Ni nue was once runored to have brought soneone

ner e—Mbr gause, Ut her's daughter! But this was only a

girl. She could not be the nother of Mdred, a fully

grown youth . . . unless she had been so inprisoned short-
ty after her son's birth! Wien Merlin studied her |onger he

168
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was sure he could indeed trace a faint |ikeness to U her,
but certainly none to the dark-browed Mdred!

Way did N rmue hold her prisoner so? The Lady of the
Lake nust foresee sone future use for Uther's daughter,
not as she would have been if tinme had dealt commonly
with her, but as she was when U her had sent her forth
fromhis court. And, knowi ng Nirmue, Merlin did not be-
lieve that that purpose could be any good one.

He inspected the box carefully for any fastening or

latch. It seenmed sealed on all four coners as well as the
top. Perhaps it was the sort of coffer which could only be
rel eased by the right word, spoken in just the proper tone.
Though he pitied the girl who slept, he could see no way

of freeing her.

Qddl y enough, that opaque backi ng which had been

di sl odged by his wand was begi nning to gather again,
spreadi ng over the inner surface as frost covered a stone.
It was thickening and for that he was gl ad, since the fewer
signs left of his visit here the better

Now he went past Morgause's strange prison to an ob-

ject nade of fine wires spun with ribbons of netal. This
was woven into a crown-1like head covering, though sone

of the wire rose up fromthe top of that crow into a tal
pillar standing behind it, where they were swal |l owed into;

the substance of the pillar itself. n

Before that pillar on Merlin's side was a bench, onj

whi ch the crown waited. He considered the whole thing
carefully. Then suddenly he was excited. He had the mr-|
ror and the voice; this crown mght be a device for com
muni cation just as the mrror was for him If that were

SO. ..

Merlin edged around to the back of the pillar. It was

entirely smooth and rose nearly to the ceiling overhead,

There was a space about half the Iength of Merlin's wand

between its top and the overhead beans. Some glistening ¢S

rods about the thickness of his little finger jutted into that "3
space fromthe crest of the pillar at irregular |engths, no

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (136 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

two the sane.

Not even in his dreams of the lost cities had Merlin
ever seen its like, but if this was Ninue's |link with those
who had set her tasks here on this earth, and if it could be

destroyed. ..

He had a hearty respect for anything fashioned by the
Star People and so little know edge—si nply because he
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had none of their devices in compbn use—ef what they

m ght be, that he was loath to interfere with any of this.
Yet he also knew that he finally had before himthe
chance to deal his eneny the greatest defeat.

The wand warned himof force inside the pillar, such a
flow of force that he dared not test it. However, the reac-
tion was far | ess when he pointed the off-world gemin the
direction of the crown on the bench. And those w res that
wedded crown to pillar |ooked very fragile.

Merlin drew a deep breath. Even if he awoke here such

a force as would sweep himinto death, defeating N nue
and t hose behind her would be worth such an ending. He
had obeyed the orders laid on himthe beacon was set to
bring in those of his kin; Arthur knew what they woul d
have of himso what matter if he died now, as |long as he
took with him N nue's greatest tool?

Slowy, with caution and all the skill he could bring to
the task. Merlin slid (he tip of the wand al ong the surface
of the bench until it lay directly under, but not touching,

the wires that led up to the pillar. Then, just as he had
used the knife blade to conpel the King Stone to his wll,
now he began tapping with the netal -encased gem And in

a | ow voi ce he chanted. Tap—ehant +tap—

He made no nove to touch the crown, but bent his wll

on its anchorage. Slowy the crown itself lifted fromthe
surface of the bench. It rose by jerks, as if it were a sen-
tient thing fighting against his control. But still it rose.
Now it was higher than Merlin's head as he stood there,

and the wires to the pillar were pulled taut as harp strings.

Merlin did not hesitate. Tap—ehant tap—

He sensed that beyond the reach of his own mind there
were things gathering, prow ing unseen, noving on a |evel
not open to the eyes of man. But he woul d not give heed
to those things, concentrating his whole will on what he
woul d do.

The crown tugged fiercely at the wires that held it, bob-
bi ng down to strain upward again with a quick snap. Still
those thread-like filaments held. But Merlin persevered.

There was a sharp ringing sound. One of the wires had
at last broken, trailing back against the pillar linply. The
crown, freer now on one side than the other, nade desper-
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ate swoops and soars to win | oose in answer to Merlin's
conmmand.

Anot her snap. It was held now by a single thread only.
170
Andre Norton

Merlin did not allow any feeling of triunph to slow his in-
vocation. The crown dipped low like a tethered bird,

nearly flying into Merlin's face as if it resented what he
woul d make it do and was now m nded to attack. He did

not flinch but his tapping grew stronger and he raised his
voice a fraction, uttering a single loud ringing word of

command. -
The crown flew fromhimas if to escape whatever fate

he laid upon it, rising in a whirl of notion overhead, and
the last wire parted. Now all virtue went out of the

crown; it fell tolie at Merlin's feet and he deliberately set
his boot on it, crushing its fragile weaving into a nass of
broken wire. Raising the tangle by the tip of his wand,

being careful not to touch it with his bare hand, he carried

it before himas he went.

The last of the installations he did not understand was
another pillar, but this had no crown, no wires, no surface
break, not even any flashing lights along its front. He |
could nmake nothing of it ... And those presences he

sensed when he had attacked the crown were grow ng

nore restive. A
He did not know them could only feel that in sone

way they were akin to the watchers in the forest. H's own
i nner force had been badly eroded by his destruction of ;

the crowmn so it seened better to neet out in the open any "
attack which might be ainmed at hi mnow-nrot facing it.u|gj

Ni mue's own fortress where the unseen attackers m ght bg
able to draw upon energies he could not locate. In spite of
Ni nue's usurpation of this section of the forest. Merlin"
had sonme strengths which the earth itself would feed and; |

nurture. oo |
He ran through the doorway, out of that well-lighted |

room When he reached the break in the causeway he|

turned and hurled the weckage of the crowm far out into
the | ake, where the glittering water swallowed it. It would
have been better to bury it in the earth—for this water

had been engl anoured by his eneny—but Merlin now

needed his hands free for what night cone.

What did happen surprised himso nuch that he nearly

| ost control for a startled nonent. He had been dreadi ng
the return across those slippery stones. Not only did he
know that he was already under a silent attack which
sucked at his control and his inner powers, but he feared ;
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that Ninmue's forest servants had been al erted. Caught on
those slimed rocks he woul d be easy neat

However, when he turned to look in the direction of the

I and, he glinpsed something that was not the fal se sheen
of the water, but was suspended above it like a nearly in-
visible link between the two broken portions of the cause-
way. If water itself could forma bridge. Merlin believed,
it would | ook so.

Dare he trust it? This m ght be a subtle trap. He

t hought he had the way of testing that. Leaning forward a
little. Merlin stretched out his wand to touch what ha
could hardly see at all. The stone-netal point thudded
down agai nst a surface which was very real indeed

Thus, tapping gingerly before himwith the tip of the

rod as he went. Merlin stepped onto the invisible bridge,
forcing hinmself not to see with his eyes but with his mnd,
to know that he had footing even if it appeared to be only

enpty air.
16.

He gai ned no confidence during that crossing, even

though his wand continued to report that steady footing
forned the bridge. Only when he was down again on that
other length of stone he could see as well as feel did Mer-
lin give a great sigh of relief. Yet this was no tine to

rel ax his guard.

Facing the trees in the dark wood through which the

trace of that very ancient road ran, he stiffened. They
were alert at last, those eerie guardians N nue had set to
patrol her boundaries, and they were closing the path be-
fore him There remained the way he had taken in, the
stream Wth the nenory of the serpent still paramount in
his mnd, though, descending again into any water fed by
this | ake was a task which needed firmwlling.

Merlin dropped down into the deeper runnel, his wand

in hand, feeling the slight swing of that which, added to
his extra sense, would be his warning of any inmm nent at-
tack. The water here was not as clear as it had been far-
ther down the stream and, as he wal ked, slipping and slid-
ing across a very uneven footing, clouds of silt rose to

make it nore nurky.

He was well down that water road, near the turn where
it becane a nore honest and natural stream when his

wand turned sharply in his hand. At the sane nonment a
strong warning of his sense of Power brought him half

around.

He expected to see a nonster, perhaps the sane non-
ster he had beguiled in the | ake. Not—-not a woman stand-
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ing as if her sandals were set on the surface of the water,
whi ch had now becone a firmflooring at her conmmand.

She smled lingeringly. As he had first seen her on that
ni ght he held the barrow sword, so did Merlin see N mue
now. She made no attenpt to conceal her slimwhite
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body, which was all woman's curves; she even shook back
her cloak of hair to display herself nore wantonly. She
was bare save for a girdle of stones as nmilky white as her
skin, two wide armets of the same and a neck chain

whi ch held a single stone carved into the sickle of a new
nmoon, hangi ng between the proud upsurge of her breasts.

She shook her head in the mock playful ness one m ght
use toward a child who had done ill but did not under-
st and.

"Merlin— H's nanme cane |like the sighing of the wi nd,

yet he noted sharply that her lips had not shaped it And
with that snmall hint of what she might be, he lifted the
wand and struck—even as if he handled a spear in battle.

That point fashioned of nmetal and gem pi erced between
her breasts just bel ow the noon pendant. There was a
flurry in the air, then nothingness. Il1lusion

But the fact that the illusion had called his nane was
hi ghly di sturbing. N nmue nmust have suspected that he
woul d cone or el se she woul d not have fashi oned such an
apparition. O did she know from afar of his invasion,
fromCanelot itself?

Ei ther way he was disturbed. Though he m ght dea

with certainty and wisdomwi th everything else in this
world, yet this worman could stir his enptions and nake
himas awkward as any untried youth. It was not the
strength she m ght sumon and control, as he summoned

and controlled forces, which made hi muneasy. No, it was
that subtler, other influence which reached the man in him
no matter how he tried to control such | ongings. He knew
they endangered all he could comand, and that he woul d

be far less than he now was if he were to yield to them

For a | ong nmonent after the di sappearance of the illu-

sion Merlin stood waiting where he was, half expecting it

to formagain, but it did not. Now, feeling |like a hunted
fugitive, he splashed on, setting the best pace he coul d out
of that evil wood.

Did Nimue know from a di stance what damage he had

wrought in her tower? He was willing to attribute all kinds
of know edge to her. And had his destruction of the crown
defeated her future plans in anyway? He knew so little

and needed to know so nuch!

Breathing faster but turning his head fromside to side
gripping the wand so he would feel the first stirring it
m ght give, he pushed on steadily. It seened to himthat
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gl oom gat hered under the trees on either side of the
stream folding in thicker, alnost |ike the curtain he had
di spensed at the tower. And behind that—what prow ed

behi nd? He cl osed the door of his imagination, refused to
al  ow such speculation. To look for that kind of attack was

often to open a way for it.

No birds twittered in this woods now. Merlin could no

| onger pick up the smallest hint of any animal |ife-force.
When no other manifestation rose to confront or threaten
him he began to believe that Ninue's inage had been
randomonly, set up in sinple expectation that sone day
he m ght venture here, and was not keyed to this one ex-
ploit of his.

The mpon neckl ace she had worn—that he knew. Not

fromany teaching of the mrror, rather fromthe | egends
of his mother's people. It was the sign of one of the three
who were chosen in the old days to serve the Earth

Mot her: Maid there always was, with the new noon for

her ranking. Mother, with the full moon. A d wonan with
her wani ng orb. Why had N nue chosen such an archaic
synmbol ? This countryside was sparsely settled and he knew
that the people here might well cling to the old ways. It
could be that nmany, perhaps the woren chiefly, secretly
wor shi ped the O d Goddess. At that thought a small unex-

pl ai nabl e shiver ran down his spine. This matched that
faint scent of evil he had detected in the herb chanber, a
hi nt of sonething that was a warning, but so veiled a one

he could not understand it.

Merlin breathed deeply with relief as he canme at |ast
out from under the daunting canopy of the trees, but the
sun woul d not be with himnmuch longer. This time he got
well away fromthe fringe of the woods before he sat
down, his danp breeches and boots clamy on his body,

to eat and dri nk.

Toni ght there would be a full nopon, ripe and yell ow
white in the sky. Merlin licked crunbs fromhis lips. He
was very tired; the outflow of energy which had obeyed
his will to destroy Ninue's crown had cl osed down on
him To go on when he felt so weak and tired was folly.

Still, even in this open, he was not easy of mind. He sat
cross-1l egged, his wand lying on his knees, and realized he
was listening, listening with a fervor he could not under-

stand. Listening for what? Wo?

Twilight faded and still he sat there, every sense alert.
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He often stared at the black blot of the woods, but it was

not fromthere that this feeling of dark awareness cane.
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He al so watched the slopes of open land around him He
was sure they had once been cleared by the hands of nen
and then abandoned to the wilds, so that shrubs and
bushes had begun to reclaimthe forest's territory.

Merlin heard the bark of a fox, the rustle of sone

flying thing swooping | ow near him perhaps to make a
hunting kill. The night was alive again, but that life was
normal to it. Why then did he sit waiting?

Now and t hen he gl anced down at the wand. Its white

| ength was barely discernible, and the gemand netal on
its point did not gleam He began to believe that whatever
threatened was not a weapon of Ninue's arnory, at |east

no off-world one. There were tines when he tried to com
pose hinself to sleep, (he light drowse he had known the
ni ght before, but that inner sentinel his mnd had set re-
fused to be ignored.

The noon rose, as whole as a piece of Roman gold

tossed into the sky to overawe the stars with its light. Then,
very far away, there began a di sturbance which Merlin

could not hear; he could only feel it like a vibration
through earth and air picked up by his inner sense, not

any outer one. It grew stronger until at |ast he heard as

well as felt it.

There was a chanting which raised the hairs along his
neck, made hi m breathe nore quickly, his heart beat fast-
er. Though he dealt with words of Power and knew what

coul d channel through them still this was wholly alien to
his own forces. There was sonething utterly strange and
wild in that wail in which he could not yet distinguish any

words. A d, old, said his own know edge, back, far back
This was nothing of the Star People, but entirely of a
young earth before the coming of their ships.

The chanting broke into a series of shrill yelps. At |ast
Merlin knew.

There was a hunt up under the noon, and he was the

quarry. The goddess whose synbol Ninue's illusion had

worn al so had her dark side. To that portion of her char-
acter nen had shed bl ood—the bl ood of their own kind.

She had two faces, that goddess, as well as three ages, and
the second face was turned to the outer Darkness, which
"sen had always feared and tried to propitiate.

176
Andre Norton

The Great Mdther—and the Great Destroyer—ef man-
ki nd!

Yet yielding to atavistic fear nmeant utter defeat. Merlin
swal | owed twi ce, working to cal mthe beating of his heart,
to marshal what he knew, the forces he hinself controlled.
There nust be an answer—and that was not to run. For if

he gave way to that..

He shook his head. There was an answer! It lingered in
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the far part of his mind, overlaid by all the nmirror had
taught him This was not of the nmirror, however, it was of
his own world al one.

The Great Mdther and her priestesses who watered the
earth with the bl ood of nen—
The Great Mther and—

Fromthat far-hidden place in his nenory Merlin

dragged what Lugaid had once told himvery | ong ago.

The Mother had her rival. In latter years that rival becane
her mate: the Homed God, to whom hunters paid tribute

that they mght ever find the herds they preyed on. The
Honmed God . . . and how greatly did these priestesses

hold himin awe?

There was little time for self-questioning. He could ei-
ther run, which his nature forbade and which he knew

woul d condemm hi m anyway, or he could stand. In hisf
standi ng, he woul d have to-hold the strongest illusion he”
had tried for years. It had to be strong, for the power of|
the Mother was not |ike any force he had faced before. |

Merlin rose to his feet. He deliberately shut out as best”
he coul d the screans of the huntresses. He steadi ed his|

m nd, concentrating, hoping with every breath he drew

that his conmand over his own powers had not been too]
devast ated by what he had wought at the keep in the!

| ake. There was no mirror fronting himnow in which he?
could check the illusion. He could only hold the picture in|
his m nd. |

They were cl ose enough now so he could see their whites

bodi es darting in and out anpbng the scrub bushes, the toss-j
ing of their hair. Like N nue, they wore no clothing, but|
had neckl aces of acorns. And the pack was of all ageSya
girls scarcely into puberty, matrons with saggi ng breasts
whi ch had nursed children, hags so old their skin was
seanmed | eat her under the noon.

As they drew in on him now, their faces showi ng only
the frenzy which was the dark aspect of their goddess,
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their clanor stilled. There was an avid blood lust in their
eyes, just so had they once gathered to slay the Wnter
King. Merlin nust not allow hinself to think of anything
but the protection he had woven for hinself.

The first of the pack cane within | eaping distance, but

now they faltered, their stares fixed, then wondering. If his
own powers worked they saw no nan, rather a dark figure
bearing stag horns on his raised head—a figure which dis-

pl ayed no fear of their goddess-frenzy because the Honed
Hunter was hinself of the earth, the sky, the | and about

t hem

The | eader of the pack snarled, a tall woman with pen-

dul ous breasts who wore about her |oins a thong support-
ing the disk of the full noon. Twi ce she started to reach
for himw th her long-nailed fingers, crooked to claw the
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flesh fromhis bones, but she still did not strike. Her fol-
| owi ng hung farther back, glancing uneasily fromtheir
priestess to Merlin.

He raised his wand, though the star things had no
power agai nst such as these. Yet with that in his hand his
confidence was greater. Now he spoke:

"You do not hunt nme, wonen of the Goddess." He did

not make that a question but a statenent. "You may cal

the earth to answer you, to take the seed into it, to con-
ceive, to bear the fruits of full harvest But / command
that which roans about the earth. Behol d—

Wth the wand he pointed to his left. There stood snarl -
ing the great Dire Wl f, a hound such as no living man

had ever seen. And to the right he pointed, so that there
crouched a giant cat with long fangs, and it hissed even as
the wol f grow ed.

The wonen behind the priestess started back. But she
stood her ground, and her teeth showed in a snarl as open
as that of the cat's.

"Hunter," she spat, "do not try to oppose the Mdther!"

"I amnot a hunter,” Merlin replied, "I amthe Hunter
The Mot her' knows nme for |, too, amof her breed. | am
no Spring King to share her bed for but a season. Look
upon nme. Priestess! | amof the wild kind and, as in the
Nd kind, so does nmy wath rise! You serve your

Mot her + do not bow knee at any shrine of hers. Thus
between us lies a bal ance of power, each equal with the
°ther. Is this thing not so?"
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Very reluctantly the priestess inclined her head. But shfti]
did not surrender her fury. , a

"We hunt when the Mdther is threatened," she stated.
"Do | threaten her then, Priestess?"

For the first time she | ooked uncertain. "Perhaps—per«
haps you are not the one we seek."

"Yet it is to ne you have brought your pack," he coui h-
tered. "I mean your lady no wong, for both she and
serve the powers of earth life. Seek your man el sewhere,

Priestess."”

She stared straight at him puzzlenment on her broad
face. Then she backed away, her wonen scattering behind
her. Merlin watched them go. He had no doubt that

Ni rue had sonehow been at the bottomof this abortive
attack. Had the Lady of the Lake brought back one of the
ol dest beliefs of all to cement new nunbers of devoted
followers to her?

The wonen were gone and once nore he coul d hear
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their bare feet thudding against the earth around the
bushes. Plainly they were indeed casting about for another
trail. He hoped no wayfarer was abroad in this wastel and
tonight for he was sure that, once bal ked of what they

t hought was their prey, they would take an added ven-
geance on any they found.

Was this how the Star Lords of his half kin first present-
ed thenselves to nen, taking on some illusion of an earth
god? He could al nost believe that he had only foll owed a
pattern of contact devised very long ago. Sinple nen
needed synbols to tie thenselves to their belief in the
great Power which was beyond any man's description

And there had been many forns of gods wal king this

earth. An ancient Sky Lord m ght have assumed the form

of one—that woul d be the easiest way to nake nen listen
to direct theminto new ways of living and thought.

Merlin had already relinquished the illusion wth which
he had clothed hinself this night. Now he set out through
t he nmoon- and- shadow checkered land to follow the old
road, to be away fromthis place as soon as possibl e,
drawi ng on the dregs of his strength to keep wal ki ng.

It was three days before Merlin saw the high rise of
Canelot's hill before him He was very tired and hungry,
t hough he had broken his fast at a shepherd' s hut that
nmorni ng. The man had little news, except a runor that
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the High King ailed and kept to his chanmber. So Arthur
still played his role. But when Merlin came nearer to
Canel ot he saw a party of horsenen spurring down the

sl ope at a pace that suggested sonme need for haste. Wen
they had gone. Merlin made what speed he could up to

the outer wall of half earth, half stone.

There were twice as many guards at the entrance, and
within a bustle of nen were preparing to march. The first
sentry swung his spear up crossw se, barring Merlin's pas-
sage.

"Stand!" the man commanded.

"You know ne," Merlin countered. "Wy do you this,
fell ow?"

"By Lord Cei's orders, none is to enter—

"Then send a nessage to Lord Cei," Merlin returned. "I
am not one to be kept waiting thus."

The man seenmed undeci ded and there was a shadow of
hostility on his face. However, one of his fellows did go
off, and Merlin settled his shoul ders against the firmwall
to wait with what patience he could summon. He was ea-

ger to know what had happened. That Cei gave the orders
here—that either nmeant Arthur still played his role or—
Merlin tried to list the factors which night have gone
wong with their plan.
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The nessenger was already returning. "You are to

come to Lord Cei," he told Merlin shortly, using no cour-
tesy in that command. Nor did Merlin ask anything of the
fell ow who stal ked by his side through the encl osure.

Al'l the signs were of war. Saxons? Had there been sone

unl ooked-for invasion during his absence? He kept his ears
open but he could gather little fromthe shouted orders
and general talk of the nen.

Then he nmounted the inner stairs of the palace to a bal -
cony room where Cei stood by the outer w ndow frowning
out at the ranparts. He turned quickly at Merlin's com ng
and his scow did not |ighten.

"Arthur?" Merlin nade a question of that nane.

- Cei's scow deepened. "How near you are to traitor,
bard," he said nenacingly, "I do not yet know. When

leam ..." He held out a hand between (hem and slowy

Aled his fingers into a hard fist. "H1 find it to be as
suspect, so shall | take your throat and crush the |life out
of you-slow y!"

"It would save tine," Merlin pointed out, "if you would
Andre Norton
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tell me what has happened. When | |eft the King was
playing ill for purposes of his own—=

Cei showed his teeth wolfishly in what was far from any
smil e.

"So he told nme. But | ook upon himnow, healer. And it
you can indeed heal, (hen do so speedily!"

Ni muel Merlin nearly said the name out |oud. Perhaps
he and Arthur had been defeated in trying to keep her
from her stronghold. Poison was a handy weapon and Ni -
mue knew her herbs wel | +hose whi ch were baneful,
too—as he had sniffed in the tower room

He had already turned again to the door. "I will see
hi m now. "

If Cei had tried to stop himhe would have struck the w
younger nman down, for Merlin carried an icy fear which s
arnmed hi mdoubly. If Arthur died . . . ! I

So once nore he came into the King's chanber. Ble-*

heris rose from where he had crouched by the bed. He/

too, turned a bleak face in Merlin's direction. But all Mer-
lin had eyes for was the nman on the bed.

Arthur's face was not flushed by any pseudo-fever this
time. Rather it wore a sunken | ook and the skin seened
gray; it mght al nost have been a dead man lying there.
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Merlin went to work instantly, all his healer instincts
aroused.

The King's body was chill, too chill. Merlin called for
stones to be heated and w apped, put about himas he |ay.
Next he used his sixth sense, and that recoiled i nmedi -
ately. Though the fell synptonms he saw nmight well cone
fromsone ailnent of the body, it was surely the evil of
sonme possessive hold which kept the King prisoner

Cei watched and now he demanded: "What is it? Yes-
terday when the Lady N rmue departed he was well and

abl e once again. This norning— He flung out his hands,
his face twisted with pain. Though Cei sel dom showed his
feelings outwardly Merlin knew that the tie between him
and his foster brother ran deep and clear. "Then that

nithling, that stinking traitor—=

"He is under ensorceunent," Merlin answered the first
question. "And he nust be swiftly awakened thereit."

"You can do that?"

"Wth certain renedies, aye. Let ne go to ny chanber,
but you stay here. Allow no one but the two of you near
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him" He nodded to the Pict now "I shall be as quick as
can!"

Alive and well when N mue departed, he thought as he
strode along the hall. Then perhaps she had placed on the
Ki ng one of those del ayed m nd-orders which would strike
when she was gone. Wat el se Cei had said did not hold
Merlin's attention now. He nmust save Arthur!

In his own chanber he chose hurriedly fromhis sup-

plies, gathering small jars into a rush basket. And he al so
carried his wand with himas he returned to the King's
chanmber. Once there he sent Bleheris for a pot of boiling
water, then had the Pict set up a brazier into which, on a
bed of live coals, Merlin tossed | eaves of various sorts he
hurriedly culled fromhis selections. An aromatic snoke
arose while Merlin brewed a tankard of liquid with the

wat er .

"H's sword— He turned to Cei. "Were is his sword?"
It was Bl eheris who answered, not with words but by

scuttling across the roomto fetch the sheathed bl ade from
behi nd a chest.

"That one cane hunting," he said as he put the sword
into Merlin's hands. "But he did not find it."

As Merlin drew the sword and the firelight caught the
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bl ade, taming it into a shimering bar of |light, he asked
of Cei: "Mddred—s this nithling you speak of Mdred?"

"Aye." Cei's voice was hot with fury. "He tried to put

his will on the |ords because the King ailed. They woul d
not swear to him Then—then he wooed the Queen. And

she listened to him In the night she rode off w th Mdred,
and nen who saw her go said she went willingly. Faugh!

She is near twice his years and yet she colored like a maid
when he | ooked at her. She deenms Arthur as good as dead

and she would still be Queen! Wat will you do now?"

"I summon our lord' s presence back. A part of him
strays in a strange place and it is a place which is death to
man. Now be silent!"

Merlin raised the sword until the point rested lightly, tip
°Dly, on Arthur's forehead above and between his eyes.

"l ough both Cei and Bleheris listened and this was not

Meant for the ears of common nmen, he began to chant.

"is eyes were closed as he tried not to believe that he
stood in the fanmiliar chanmber of the King, but rather
ranged in another place to which soneone, doubtless Ni -
'"ue, had bani shed Arthur.
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There was a ki nd of nothingness, though odd crooked ;

dazzles of light still ran through it. Each of those flashes
was a personality which had either chosen to enter this
l'imbo or had been bani shed here. Merlin's chant rang, not|
as words, but rather as muted sounds. Wth that a path o(]
Iight also spread out and out fromMerlin's own stand; ||
here. The sword was a pointer he could use in his search|

to locate Arthur. |

Merlin began to nove along that path of light while thg.i
dazzl es drew back or fled away. But one red-gold fla-ihan
was touched and held in spite of frenzied contortio
Seeing that. Merlin changed the flow of words. Earlier -
wor ds had been of far-seeking, now they fornmed an

per at i ve sumons. T, 0>,

Down the path of sword |ight cane that wriggling”

figure, fighting because the conpulsion to renain here
had been set upon it Merlin's will nust defeat that com
pul sion. He comanded, as one who had full right to do so.
Into that command Merlin poured all his concern for Ar-
thur, his belief in the other and the mission which they

bot h shared

Back drew that fighting fragnent of twisted light. It
was fairly caught and held by the power of the sword.
Merlin released his own hold on that strange far country

to open his eyes.
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He was never sure if he actually saw that |ast flicker of

light slide down the sword blade to the King' s head, but
he heard Arthur's groan and saw his head nove a frac-
tion on the pillow. He had won.

17.

The breeze at the top of the wi ndswept wall did not
carry away the words of the man who stood bel ow. Ar-
thur, his face drawn and set in lines of haggard strain,
stood firmfooted gazing down at that bard. Behind him
was ranged a ragged showi ng of his once-proud court.
Cei's voice was a thick growl, nonotonously cursing the
bard, who by the ancient customof the tribes nust be
free fromany retaliation in physical form

Merlin studied the man. This was so ingeni ous a nove

that he did not believe the idea had been Mdred's at all.
He could see Ninue in this—er was he too ready to see

Ni mue in all which nmoved agai nst Arthur or hin®? The

pl an coul d even have been partly Guenevere's, for the

bard bel ow was fromher father's court, well noted there
for the sharpness of his tongue and the evil twi sts of his
m nd whi ch profaned bardic uses to his own purposes.

This was a threat which had brought proud | ords and

kings to dire disaster in the past: for the bard was en-
gaged in singing aloud the tale of Arthur who lay with his
own sister to beget a son whom now he hunted from him

of Arthur who was denpn-possessed and no true king at

an.

Since his recovery the King had refused to listen to Cei
and the others who had pressed himfor the instant pursuit
of Mbdred and Guenevere. He had patiently pointed out

over and over again that to pursure with a sword was to
break" apart the Fell owship of Britain. And that, if the
Fel l owship failed, Britain would al so break asunder while
the sea wol ves woul d be quick to pick her bones.

Merlin had thought Modred nore farseeing than to

nmove thus openly with the old scandal. He could not ex-
Psrt the lords to rally to himafter revealing his nother's
shanme to pull Arthur down. Even though he was of the
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Pendragon bl ood, no lord hearing this would raise his
voice for Modred to wear the crown. By tainting Arthur
he tainted hinself. So why?

Guenevere, too, had much to lose. If she had chosen
Modred as the comng ruler, thinking Arthur on his death
bed, then why woul d she wish to dash his chances? Too
many questions and they all |ed, he was sure, to N nue.

I f she had di scovered his attack on her stronghol d then

her fury might have erupted, pushing her to act w thout

the careful intrigue he associated with her, to throw aside
all cover and nake such a deadly attack. N nue—he was
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positive of that!

On and on rang that chant, derisive, penetrating, tearing
at the innernost feelings of a man who had no way of

taki ng counteraction. Maybe Arthur could not, but

Merlin nmoved. There was an answer, abrupt, perhaps dan-
gerous in a way. Yet he could not allowthis reviling to
continue. In the past, mighty nen of good life had been
led to commit Kin-nurder by just such goading.

Merlin raised his wand, pointing it at the head of the
bard. This was no real weapon; he was not putting an end
to the law of bardic freedom of speech by physical means.

No, it was thought conmmand whi ch he hurled, know ng

full well that the man bel ow woul d never have ventured to
the very walls of Canelot with his obscene attack were he
not defended by shields no man coul d see. Merlin concen-
trated. The words sing-songed on.

Then suddenly the bard was silent. H's head shook from
side to side. He raised frenzied hands to claw at his own
nout h.

Merlin's own voice rang out: "The one who has spat
forth poi son now must chew on it! Speak, man of little
power, speak now the truth!"

It took all the power of his will to hold the bard. He
had been very right in his belief that the fellow had cone
wen arned. He had strong defenses of the old lore to
counteract, yet he did so.

The bard had fallen to his knees. He | ooked straight up

at Merlin now, his face working hideously as if he indeed
hel d some fell poison in his mouth and coul d not spew it
forth, so that it ate into his tongue and jaws. Again Merlin
poi nted with the wand.

"Speak out, with the truth. Gve us no nore lies of your
MERLIN' S M RROR 185

foul inmagining. Wo sent you to so benire the High
Ki ng?"

As if against his will the bard's lips parted.

"She— he said. That single word m ght have been
w enched fromhimby a torturer's instrunent.

"G ve this woman a nane," ordered Merlin. "Or as you

have spouted forth lies, so shall it be that (he truth will be
ever closed to you. Henceforth all men will know you to
be a liar, and none will listen to you again. For there

conmes a tinme of judgi ng when one answers to his own
Power. And if you were true bard you would al so
know—=

There was red hate burning in the man's eyes as he
stared back up at Merlin. But acconpanying that hate was
fear, and the fear was grow ng stronger.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (150 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

"It is the Lady Mrgause who has told this thing," he
said thickly, "and how better woul d anyone know t he
truth than she?"

Mor gause—the girl Merlin had seen inprisoned in Ni-
mue' s keep? Was this the reason N rmue had kept her on
hand and ready for all these years? Merlin could hear a
shocked rnurmur of those behind himon the wall.

"You saw the Lady Morgause." Merlin forced his calm
to hold. "And you say how better could anyone know than
she. How—+

Arthur's voice cut across his own. "Let it be. Merlin.
The Hi gh King does not fight with wonmen."

Now t he grimace of the bard below turned into a

snarling grin. "Speak fair. Lord King. Cing to that shadow
of honor you have never wholly had since even before the
day of your crowning. Let this denmon's son strike ne

speechl ess. There have been ears enough for the hearing.

Men remenber evil quicker than good; it is the way of the
worl d. Even if you could by some miracle prove yourself

i nnocent of this act, nore will listen to the accusation than
to any words which absol ve you. Listen well! Lord

Modred sets di shonor upon you. He marches now to bring
justice'into this land. If you would meet him then let the
Power itself decide what is right and what is wong."

"Good enoughl"™ Merlin heard Cei's instant answer to

that. "Lord King, each lord who |istens seriously to this
foul lieis atraitor. And with traitors there is only one
way of dealing. Let themspeedily face the sword edges of
honest nen!"

186 Andre Norton

A small cheer foll owed his speech, but Arthur's rrown
came swiftly. However it was to the bard he spoke, not
Cei .

"Bard, you have delivered your nessage. Now go."

"And what return do you nake to Lord Mddred, High
Ki ng?" The man accented the title tautingly.

"That | do not propose to wench Britain apart to suit
his will," Arthur replied sonberly.

"You have no choice," the bard returned, "unless you
creep away in full dishonor before the faces of all nen.
Remenber that!"

Then he rose fromhis knees, favored Merlin with a
| ast glare and strode away, his back turned w thout cour-
tesy upon the King. Cei grunted.

"A spear between that one's shoul ders now," he said
wistfully, "that should be his full payment. But he is right,
foster brother. You fight or else you |l eave full power open
to Modred, And how do you think he will use that right to
rule? He is a nithling. The great lords will break apart, for
he will find fewto do himhomage. Lord will quarrel with

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (151 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

| ord, each reaching a hand for the crown. What comes of
that? Ariven land will open as easy neat for the Saxons.
So it was at the death of Uther. Lord King, you have no
choice. You ramthese foul |ies back down the throat of
that nithling, using your sword hilt to do so, or else you
stand wi t hout honor before all who have foll owed you

t hrough these years."

Arthur's set expression did not change, but his eyes
turned fromthe retreating bard to Cei and then to Merlin.
"Attend me," he curtly bade them both, and strode al ong
"the ranpart, nmen falling back to give himpassage.

But too nany faces in that conpany were sober, too

many eyes rested on the Hi gh King questioningly. Cei's
sunmi ng up of the situation was very apt. Arthur would
be dammed before all nen if he did not fight, and a war
between lord and lord in Britain would cone either way.
Everyt hi ng he had w ought would break apart like a fruit
rotted at the core.

And Merlin, as he obeyed the King's summons, thought

of the beacon. How | ong, how far? To those questions he
had no answers. Perhaps what he had set in notion would
draw their off-world kin into utter chaos. Yet he could not
see what he night have done differently at the tine.

Wth Cei he entered the King's chanber close on Ar-
MERL1VTS M RROR 187

thur's heels. The King strode back and forth across the
room his hands cl asped behind his back, his chin sunk

upon his chest. There was pain in his face, such pain as no
physi cal wound woul d have rai sed.

"Brothers," he said, "you al one know the troth which

lies behind ny heritage. Aye," he spoke nowto Merlin, "I
have shared the truth with Cei for he is also of the Ad
Blood in part. But there is this: will any man, either those
out there who heard that down-chant, or those who have
apparently flocked to Modred, believe it?"

Cei spoke first. "If they did, brother, they would find it
an evil truth and | ook upon you with even greater hatred.
Few men will accept that there may be a race sonewhere,
either on this earth or off it, who are greater in gifts and
talents than thenselves. The priests teach that there was a
Christus who was so, but he is dead. And so, being dead,
men can now accept him Yet in his tinme nen hated and
reviled himfor that difference, and conspired to send him
to the nost shaneful punishnent they knew, one reserved

for slaves and traitors. Men bow to gods, but if those gods
appeared they would fear and hate them

"It is the nature of man to wish to drag down to his

own | evel all who have clinbed above. You are the

greatest king Britain has seen, even greater than Mxinus,
for you have not deserted your duty in pursuit of anbi-
tion. Had you not been given the crown, still you would
have struggled to serve. Men know this and it does not
make themrevere you the nore. Do you think that Lot,
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who was in position to claimthe throne, |oves you now?
Nor rmay the Duke of Cornwall, nor any of those others
who might aspire to your crown.

"Aye, they shall use this old scandal agai nst you. But
this was an act of a lusty youth and it can be nade plain
that the Lady Morgause was unknown to you as being

cl ose kin. Besides, she was one who had warned ot her

beds and it can be hinted that Mdred was none of your
true get—

"No!" Arthur interrupted. "W do not befoul a

worman' s name to answer this threat. She perhaps was—
is—all that you say. But I will not hold her up neanly be-
fore all and cry The worman decei ved and tenpted ne!’

Such action is not for any king."

Cei nodded. "So woul d you deci de, brother. But such
fairness will not work for you either. Men will accept for-
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bearance as an open admi ssion of guilt. However, to tel
the truth is even worse. W shall have ' denon-born
hurled in our ears until that cry will deafen and turn
fromus even the nobst strong-hearted of those who woul d
ot herw se support you."

"He is right," Merlin said quietly. "This is a tinme when
either choice will nake strong enem es. The web has been
wel | woven; the snare is around us."

"You are sure this is of Ninue's doing?"

Merlin answered the King forthrightly: "As sure as if |
had heard her order Myrgause to teach the bard his lines.
She is taking her revenge now But there is this, Arthur,
am al so certain that she can no | onger speak with her
gui di ng voice, therefore what she may do is of her own

t hi nki ng. And t he beacon cannot now be overset—

"This beacon— Cei rounded on him "You promse it

will bring the Sky Lords. In what nunbers will they cone,
and when? WIIl they raise weapons to aid our King, or
stand aside and | et man struggl e agai nst man, perhaps
then making some treaty with the victor?"

"l have answers to none of those questions," Merlin re-
turned. "Tine to the Sky Lords does not pass as our days

or years. They live much |onger than we do. It nmay be

that years will pass before their ships drop fromour sky."

Cei shook his head. "Then it is best to forget themin
any plans we rmake. But Modred nust be handl ed, and

speedily. As yet his force will be small, but men will ride
to him And do not forget, he also has the Queen. Her
very presence in his canp will argue that she believes this

shameful tale and so has withdrawn fromyou, Arthur."

"That | know," the King returned. Hi s voice sounded
tired, as worn and ravaged as his face. "Men will al so say
that | ride out against ny own son."

"You ride against a traitor!" returned Cei forcefully.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (153 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

"You," he said, turning his attention to Merlin, "this was
of your doing! If your know edge was so great and all -
power ful why—

But Arthur replied with nore strengh in Merlin's behalf

than he had for hinself. "Waste no tine, brother, on the |
counting of many 'ifs' which lie in all our pasts. Merlin did j
only what was given himto do. And it is on himthat all '|]
our success Will lie in the end." I

Merlin, startled, regarded the King narrowy. There had ||
been a note in Arthur's voice when he said that, as if
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suddenly the talent of farseeing had been given to him

"VWhat do you nean?" he asked.

"When the hour cones,"” the King continued in that

same assured voice, "then it shall be known to you, kins-
man. We each have a part to play, ill-fated though such
may be. It is, as you have pointed out, Cei, well that we
nmove to the playing of them now. "

They rode out of Canelot, not ablaze with col ors wav-

ing and high confidence in their mght, but soberly, yet not
in any degree showi ng that they believed their m ssion any
the less rightful than when they marched agai nst the in-
vaders.

News was brought to Arthur. The forces had i ndeed

split, and it was true that many of the great |ords, perhaps
through jeal ousy as Cei had foreseen, were either hol ding

al oof fromtaking sides or had openly joined Mdred. He

had dared to rai se the Dragon standard and proclaimhim
self Hi gh King, Arthur being no fit ruler.

Cei | aughed harshly when that was reported at their
second ni ght's canp.

"He is a fool," he said bluntly. "Does he believe that
Lot, who waits now to see how fortune favors us, would
all ow hi m nore days on that unsteady throne than it
woul d take himto offer Mdred open chall enge?"

If Lot was one who waited, Constans of Cornwall was

not. Wth his Boar banner waving proudly, he brought his
train of fighters into Arthur's canp. There before all
gathered he reaffirnmed his sworn all egiance to the King

So an old ill was forgotten and Arthur gained heart
thereby, for Constans was the son of Goloris' son, and the
only other true-bomlord of Arthur's Kin.

On the fourth day, when their arny had been augnent-
ed again by two troops of the Black Horse fresh from
duty along the Marches, Arthur called council, neeting
with those | ords and commanders who had remai ned true
to their allegiance.

"W march now." the King said with a harsh note in his
voi ce, "against those who have been sword brothers and
shield conrades. A hundred times or nore have we faced
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a conmon foe and braved the threat of death together. It
is not neet that we now turn steel against one another in
anger. | will not put aside my crown, not because | choose
to be king against the will of all men, but because | wll
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not step aside fromny duty to this land. Yet it is a very
grievous thing to slay old friends."

He paused but no man of that conpany spoke up
Merlin thought that Arthur had not really expected any
answer. Then he continued sl owy:

"Let no man be able to say in days to cone that | do

not wi sh well those who have been seduced from nme by
lies. Therefore, | would send a nmessenger to Mddred and
say to himthat we should neet in open conpany, all
weapons sheat hed, and speak together, that he break not a

peace so hardly built."

Constans, who was the greatest of the lords now in that
conpany, though al nost the youngest al so, then answered

hi m
"Lord King, this is the act of one who has i ndeed

t hought of others first. Few nen who have had a bard
sing agai nst them would hold out a hand in peace to those
who sent that bard. If you go nmeet this traitor, then

shall stand at your side!"

"And | +—+— They had caught fire. Merlin saw.

No one there, having | ooked on Arthur's face as he spoke
of that offer, would ever say that it was one nade out of
fear; rather it came fromhis love for Britain, which he
had served nearly all his life |ong.

So one of the oldest of the lords, a certain On en, who
had in his youth ridden in Anbrosius' own bodyguard,

of fered hinself as messenger. And Arthur, knowi ng the
hi gh respect in which all nen held Owi en, was well ;

pl eased. Having the King's words given to him Ow en
went forth fromthe canmp. And they rested, waiting
through a day and a night. On the second day Om en re-
t ur ned.

He cane directly to Arthur, "Lord King, | have spoken
your words to Modred. There was sone talk anong his ;

people, urging this and that, but at |last he agreed that it
shall be as you wish. He has said to neet with himat the
Lesser Stones of Langwellyn, bringing with you ten of

your lords, as he shall come with ten of his. The priest

G | das spoke up saying that Merlin nmust not be one of the
ten, for he would lend the Devil's own strength to you. But
Modred | aughed at that and sai d he had somet hi ng which
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woul d defeat any Devil's work. Lord King, with their
forces rides the Lady Morgause, yet she is not aged, but is
even as she left the court at Uther's sending. And with her
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is the Lady of the Lake. Men | ook sidewi se at them even
in Mddred's conmpany, for it is not natural that age has
not touched the Lady Morgause."

"If She be the Lady Morgause at alll" snapped Cei

"Uther had bastards in plenty and this one nay even be a
daughter of one of them if she |ooks so young. It is but
anot her trick for the undoing of our lordi"

Arthur gestured as if brushing aside this addition to
Owi en' s report.

"All that matters now is that Mddred has agreed to this
meeting. Let us take heart in that."

But |ater, when night had closed in, he came to Mer-

lin. "You have powers," he began. "Can you use them

over Modred, nmeking himrepeat before his |ords words
which will comrit himto peace? | do not believe that one

man shoul d command anot her so against his will, but tills
is a man who would plunge our world into blood. If there
is anything | can do to stay his hand without a killing, that

| shall attenpt."

"I't depends," Merlin answered as frankly, "on how well

Ni nue has armed him Mark his reply to G |das made be-
fore OMen. | have done what | can to weaken her power.

But | shall not know how wel|l | have succeeded until we
have a trial of strength. Be sure, however, that all | can
raise in the way of force is at your disposal, kinsnman

"More than that | do not ask," Arthur returned. "I w sh

that it had been given ne to | eamas you | earned. For at
this monent | feel that | need nore than human strength

and will to aid ne." He rose slowy, "Well, let us sleep, if
any sleep will cone to us. Tonorrow brings either peace

or bl ood, and which choice we cannot now foresee."

"There is this," Merlin told him "They have appoi nted

a neeting place in the middle of ancient stones. If this is
part of sonme forgotten tenple, even as the Place of the
Sun, then | can command nore of the Power to our ser-

vice. For much lies sleeping in such places."

"Providing they are not places hostile to us."

"Lord King, | have found many such places in this |and.
Only once has any had the stench of the Dark about it,
and that was the hold of Ninue. | hope that none was

built el sewhere.™

If the King slept that night, Merlin did not. He lay on
his cloak, his eyes closed, to be sure, but his mind awake;

he sought through his nmenmory for anything which m ght
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prove either arnor or weapon. Piece by piece, word by

word, he assenbled all he knew, all he had | earned from
the mirror that mght at this tine add to his inner forces.
He understood that this was a trial of strength with N -
mue, perhaps the final battle between them

Though he had not slept, yet the nmorning found him

alert and eager for that confrontation. And as they noved
on, he fingered his wand as a boy mght finger his sword
hilt before his first battle.

They came to a place which was like a finger of firm

earth poked into marshy | and. There were ponds here and
there, some scumed over with green, others clear but

dark, with water reeds and the strange growths of such
country standing tall. On the finger of firmearth were the
stones Modred had named, while on the slope of the hil

on the other side were drawn up the rebel forces, making

a parade of banners.

Arthur's nen did the same on this slope, while the King
di smounted and with himMerlin, Cei, On en and others.
He had refused to take Constans, rather giving into the
Duke's hands the command of the force behind. Constans
woul d have argued but Arthur pressed on himthat this
was his true duty, for after Arthur now no other man had
clear right to the crown.

Then with Arthur to the fore, Merlin and Cei shoul der-
t o- shoul der behind him they noved on down to the
stones. The rhythm of chanting fromthe rebel forces
sounded, and Merlin saw robed nonks in a tight group
under the unlawful standard of the Dragon

Though he searched carefully with alert eyes he could
make out no sign of any wonen. If the Queen, Morgause
and Ninue were there, they were sonehow hi dden by the

warri ors.

He next studied the stones as they slowy drew cl oser to
them their pace being carefully matched by Mdred' s
group comng down to nmeet them here. To Merlin's eyes
there was little outward di fference between these rough
rocks and those he had seen at the Place of the Sun. But

he still wondered at Mddred's selection of such a site.
Such pl aces were abodes of the Devil, to the nmonks who
had given their good will to Modred. Why then ... ? Ms-

trust strengthened in Merlin, for he felt that N rmue woul d
never have all owed her puppet prince to select a place
where the old forces slept and coul d be awakened.
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Unl ess she was finding Modred—her own creation per-
haps—a weapon which turned in the hand, and that he,
not she, now gave the orders of their conpany.

The stones were set in a single small circle. Two |ay
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prone. Merlin swng his wand a little. He felt no pull, de-
tected no spark of energy. These stones were as dead in
that respect as any ordinary rock. Well, he had not really

expected that they woul d be ot herw se.

He wat ched Mbdred now, that narrow dark face which
bore so much the stanp of the O d Blood, yet had sone-
thing within it which subtly repelled. Mddred was smling;

he gave t he appearance of one whom fortune had favored.

And Merlin, thoroughly alert for trickery, began a subtle
probing, only to neet a barrier as strong to his nnd's
thrust as steel mght stand to the prod of a single fingertip.
Modred was wel | arnmed indeed.

18.

Merlin did not relinquish his struggle to touch the
younger nman sonehow. He caught Mbdred's slanting gaze
once and was answered with a sly smle, as if Mdred
knew what he woul d do and had no fears. Then Modred
spoke directly to Arthur with open insol ence.

"You have asked that we neet. Wat plea would you
make to me?"

Merlin sensed the stiffening of Cei, knew that it was

only with difficulty that the other nust be restraining his
growi ng rage at such an insult to the King. But Arthur's
answer cane cal mand cl ear.

"I make no plea, Modred. | only tell you the truth now,

if we war, Britain fails. Then all we have won will be | ost
forever."

"Your throne will be lost," Mdred returned, flaunting
his insol ence without any shadi ng of prudence. "Have you
come then to beg for your crown, Arthur?"

Merlin saw the flush rise on the King's face. That Ar-
thur kept his self-control was a nmeasure of the man, and
Merlin's pride in himwas great. He hinmself strove to
pi erce Modred's barrier, to reach the man. And so intent
was he on the task he had prom sed Arthur he would try
that he nearly lost the warning of a nore subtle attack.

He turned his head swiftly. Sonething noved by the
nearest stone, rustling in the grass. Before Arthur could
answer, one of Modred's nmen uttered a cry of surprise
and fear, drawing his sword and striking downward. For a
nmonent they saw the uprai sed head of a serpent. But it
was no true serpent. Elusion, cried Merlin's own senses,
too | ate.

"Treachery!" Cei's blade was al so out, slashing at thf
man who had driven his sword into a serpent which van'
i shed even as he tried to inpale it.

194
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Modred sprang at the King, his sword out and ready,

but Cei's charge shoul dered himaside. Then battle swirled
openly around the stones. From behind, Merlin heard the
soundi ng of the trunpets where Constans was ordering a
charge. Inches of steel reached for his own throat. He
brought up the wand and hurled a nental blast at his at-

t acker.

The man how ed madly, his sword wavered, his eyes be-

came fixed in his head. He plunged on, hurling Merlin

back agai nst one of the stones. The force of that crushing
agai nst the rock drove the breath fromMerlin's body in a
m ghty wheeze

The fighting swirled around him The nman he had

m nd-struck staggered on, to be cut down by one of Ar-
thur's nmen. Down the sl ope thundered those of Arthur's
guard, the man in advance |eading the King' s own charg-

er, cutting his way in so that Arthur mght swing into the
saddl e. Modred was gone. Merlin, clinging to his stone |est
he go down and be tranpl ed under hooves, saw him

| eapi ng fromtussock to tussock across a band of marsh to
join with those mlling there, striving to find a dried path
to cone at the King's forces

There were four bodies anong the stones. One was

Owi en, his aged face turned up, his sightless eyes staring
straight into the sun hanging over them There was a | ook
of vast surprise frozen on his features, as if death had
come so swiftly that he had not even had tine to realize it
before the stroke fell.

The fighting had already whirled away fromthe stones.
Merlin got back his breath, went fromone body to the
next. Healing craft was his and by the | ooks he woul d be
wel | needed this day. But these were all dead.

He made his way back to the wagons which carried the
supplies for the wounded. There he shrugged off his robe
of office, leaving his body freer in his under-tunic as he
went to work. But in himwas the stricken know edge that
he had failed Arthur. Had he not been so intent on naster-
ing Modred, he mi ght have seen that illusion, dispersed it
before it incited this slaying. Wether he had seen N nue
or not, the serpent was hers, he had no doubt of that.

Now he | abored to staunch grievous wounds, perhaps
saving lives while in the valley bel ow others were as intent

°n ending it. Whoever won this day, Britain mght well be
| ost.
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Ti me ceased to be counted as passing hours. Merlin

wrought with his hands and with his mnd anong thostii |
brought to him Many he could only ease into a painl ess*
parting, others he could grant a chance. And of those who
still had their senses alert enough to give coherent answers
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he asked about the progress of the fight. But the nen he
tended had seen only portions, those which had centered
about them Sonetinmes they reported retreats, at other
times small victories, with a beating back of the rebels.

At m d-aftenpon they brought him Cei's young shield
bearer. And the boy wept as Merlin set splints around a
broken arm H's lord, he said dazedly, had been cut down,
though he had taken with himat |east four of the eneny
who had surrounded him

So Cei was gone, even as Ector had gone before him
Merlin thought wearily. He had indeed ever been Arthur's
right hand, and now that was cut off. Oasen and Cei, and
how many nore who woul d have and did foll ow Art hur

no matter what tattling lies could be told?

He felt as if he noved now through some dreadfu

dream perhaps that hell the followers of the Christus
were wont to say lay ready to engulf all unbelievers.
There was bl ood everywhere, and dead nmen asprawl, their’
bodi es dragged hurriedly asi de when no nore ni ght be"
done to aid them ;

The stench of blood filled his nostrils, clung about him
just as it splashed and clotted on his under-tunic, bespat-'
tered his arms and | egs, even his cheeks. And with it hung
the snell of death from which there was no escape. The:

sun that had been overhead at the begi nning of thi
sl aughter was now far down in the west. ?

"Merlin— Soneone pulled at his arm tugging in spite

of his efforts to shake off that touch. He nobved on toward
a man who lay groaning, his hands cl asped across a great
gash in his belly, the touch of death already on him

"Merlint"

Dazed, he | ooked down into a small dark face across

whi ch was a cut which had dribbled blood now clotting in
a snear. There was a nane for this nman. Merlin searched
his menory ....

"Bl eheris," he said.

"Merlin!" The other jerked at his arm "Bring your
heal i ng t hings and cone!"

Merlin shook off the stupor which had grown out of
MERLIN' S M RROR
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suffering and his attenpts to relieve it. There could only
be one reason why Bl eheris sought himout. And he dis-
covered at that nmonent that all the fear which he had

ever known in his life was nothing conpared to the terror
whi ch gripped hi m now.

Art hurl
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Though (hey had known that death ever waited in bat-

tle, still Merlin had not really foreseen in his heart that
this mght cone to Arthur. It could not! Al he had, all he
was, would rise to fight for the last of the Star-bom

Savage anger followed that thrust of agonizing fear. In

that nonment he wanted two throats between his hands—
Modred's and the sl ender one of N nue! Catching up a

bag of linen strips, grasping at two pots of salve, he round-
ed on Bl eheris.

"Wher e?" he denmanded

The Pict was fairly hopping fromone foot to another in
i npati ence.

"Conme." He started on a run and Merlin easily matched
hi s pace.

They threaded a way through the human w eckage of

the battle. The fight had swirled away. Only distantly now
could they hear the shouting, the cries, groans, screans of
wounded horses and nen. Bl eheris bore to the right,

poundi ng al ong the bank of the river whose overflow fed

t he swanpl ands. There were nore dead here, even wound-

ed who cried out faintly. But Merlin's ears were still closed.
Arthur was all that mattered, for Arthur was Britain-Ar-

thur was the shining future of the world!

"I't was Moddred," the Pict babbled between gasps as he
ran. "The King, he had cut straight through all the others
to get at the traitor. He speared him but Mdred would

not die. He held to the King's I ance and cut up. He would
not diet-

There were tears washing away the clots of bl ood on

Bl eheris' cheek. "Dead he was, that foul traitor, but he
woul d not die until he left his mark on the King."

There was a hut ahead, a rough thing probably used
during the hunting season by a fower. And outside it
stood two of those Merlin knew as Arthur's guard. He
pushed by them and then was on his knees where a body
rested on a heap of stained and tattered war cl oaks.

Arthur's eyes were closed. There were beads of sweat
°n his forehead and cheeks. Hi s breath cane in the ragged
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gasps of a man in torment. They had stripped off his ring
arnmor, bared his body, and there was a nmass of cloth
pl uggi ng a wound in his | ower belly.

Swiftly, but with care. Merlin drew that away, sodden iK
as it was with blood. Wat he saw t here— —

Men did not live with such wounds. Not in this day. But
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Arthur was not just a man; he was nore. Merlin worked
deftly, cleansing, binding up that wound.

"He—he will live ... ?" Bleheris blinkered to watch, fl
and beyond himwas Gawai n of Arthur's guard. 1js

"I do not know." Merlin sat back on his heels. Hs nmind #|
had at |ast broken free of that deadly stupor which had
gripped it since the battle began. Cear as if he sawit ac-
tually before him he was renmenbering that coffin box in
the cave. It preserved life—eould it heal Arthur or at |east
keep himasleep and living until the Sky Lords came? For f
their know edge was greater than Merlin or any in his H
wor | d woul d have. J

But that cave was distant. Could he keep Arthur living jdf
until they reached it? What did he have? Only the small J
know edge of this day, a little aided by what the mirrorm
could share with him though he was unable even to corn-1
prehend the learning | ong since lost. But he also had his
will! And if will and purpose could keep Arthur living,,!

then he would set all of his to that task alone fromthis
nmoment f orwar d. o

"How goes the battle?"

He coul d not transport Arthur through a | and where

they might be hunted as they went. Now he saw the young
guard near Arthur's head | ook at himangrily, as if noth-
ing mattered except saving the Iife of his wounded | ord.
But Bl eheris guessed the reason for his question instantly.

"If you would take the Lord King hence, Lord Merlin,"
he answered, "Mddred's nen are broke. They flee before
the vengeance of the Black Riders."

"Where woul d you take the Hi gh King?" denanded the
guard then.

"He is sore hurt,” Merlin answered. "He nust be taken
where those well versed in heal-craft can tend him™"

"Merlin—=

Their heads all swung around. Arthur's eyes were open,
his voice so thin, a thread of sound, that they tried to stifle
even their breathing that they m ght not drown out hfe|

wor ds. |
Cerx
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"I killed him..."

That was not quite a statenent, not quite a question,
but Merlin treated it as the latter

"He is dead," he replied flatly.
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"He forced ne to it. He was so greatly mnmy eneny that
he threw away his life to make sure of ny death. Wy?"

Merlin shook his head. "I do not know, save that he

was only a weapon in another's hands. This hate is old,
ol d beyond our understanding. Once it turned this world
into ashes—

"So does it again." Arthur's voice had grown a little
stronger as if he nust get out the words he would say.
"The Fellowship is broken. Merlin." H's hand noved a lit-
tle by his side as if seeking sonething which should rest
there. "Were is the sword?"

"Here, Lord King," Bleheris burrowed beneath the edge

of the massed war cl oaks on which the King lay. He

found the weight of the ancient blade heavy but he held it
up so Arthur could look at it without turning his head.

"I shall not... put hand to its hilt again ..." the King
sai d.

"Not until your wound is healed,” Merlin corrected
qui ckly.

"Brother-kin." Arthur's lips curved in the faintest of
smles. "Do not deceive yourself. Geat may be your pow
ers, but on all powers thereis alimt."

"There was also a promise!" Merlin's eyes caught and
held Arthur's, setting his will on the King. "You are he
who was, is and shall be!"

"Shall be . . ." repeated Arthur drowsily, his eyes
cl osed.

Bl eheris regarded himfearfully. "Is he-has he gone
fromus?" <

"Not so," Merlin assured the Met. "He sleeps and wll
continue to sleep free frompain. So shall he rest until we
get himto where he may be cared for."

"Lord Merlin, what of 2 Who will |ead us, then?"
asked the guard.

"The Lord King has given Constans the | eadership. But
when you speak to the Duke tell himalso that Arthur
lives, he only goes hence that he may be cured of his
wound. Al so" —he was thinking clearly and logically
now—do you tell the Duke that he is to search in
Modred's canmp and there he will find the Queen and two
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ot hers—the Lady Mrgause and the Lady of the Lake.

And these he will say nothing to concerning the King, save
that he is wounded a little and rests. But he shall also
make sure that those three do no nore m schief."

"Lord Merlin, as you have said it, so win it be told to
Duks Constans. But how bear you the King hence and
wher e—=

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (163 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:26 AM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20M erlin's¥%20Mirror.txt

"As to how, he shall go by horse litter, well wapped in.
And where, to the nountains where there is a place well
known to healers.”

He began to give orders and they were obeyed. It was

as if those who had served Arthur so faithfully were
willing to do anything to maintain their fragile hope that
the King woul d survive. By norning Merlin was ready to
lead forth a small party.

The King, as well protected as they could make him

was secured in a horse litter, with Bleheris, nounted on
his own small pony, |eading the horses. Merlin brought up
the rear. He had spoken to Constans, who had sought him
out with the news that Mddred's forces had suffered such
a defeat as woul d nmake the ki ngdom safe.

"Duke," Merlin had answered him "I do not hide from

you, though | ask you for the sake of the nen's spirits not
to set it generally about, that the King is sore hurt. He has
only one chance for life and that is to reach a pl ace of
healing. | shall fight, as you have, to keep breath in his
body until we are there. Into your hands did he give com
mand, and to you he would | eave his rule. Britain has

been torn sorely here; you nmust heal the country's wounds

as | will strive to heal the King's."

Constans |listened and then said, "Healer, | have heard
many strange things of you, but never has it been said
that you were unfriend to the King. Rather it is known
that to you he turned when he was in sore trouble. There-
fore | believe in what you say. | shall hold Britain, not
as her king, but as one who rules for another. Unless word
conmes that your hopes have cone to nothing. Then will |
reign as Pendragon."

"So be it. Now what of Ae wonen?"

"The Queen has been found, nuch distraught and

nearly out of her wits. She begs to be sent to the house of
the holy wonen who call thenselves sisters and live at

Aval on. The Lady Morgause—she has al so been found—

dead. Though the manner of her death we do not know,
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for on her body was no wound, nor were her features dis-
torted as if she had drunk poison. Rather she lies as one
asl eep. But of the third you bade nme seek there is no
sign."

Merlin sighed. Guenevere and Morgause were neither

of any great matter, but Ni nue was different. Having

wrought this great tragedy, would she now seek to nake it
greater by bringing death to Arthur? Hi s rage awoke. Not

sol Arthur nust live in spite of all the spells and ill usions
of that dark one.

"Seek her diligently," he said now, though he was sure
Ni rue woul d not be found unless she willed it, "for of al
the enemes of the King she is the greatest, being who and
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what she is—a mstress of great nmagic."
Const ans nodded. "WII you take an escort?"

Now it was Merlin's turn to ponder for a nonent be-
fore answeri ng.

"No. Where we go a large party would be noted. You
have broken Mddred's forces, but there will sone scat-
tered few, with the name of traitor rightfully laid on them

now, who will be willing torisk all to kill Arthur. A small
group nmay go by hidden ways; a |large one can be quickly

seen or tracked. | shall take only Bleheris the Pict. He has
all the trail skill of his people and so he can cover and

conceal our path that few can follow "

Thus it came about that they traveled with what speed
they could al ong wi |l derness ways. And Merlin's will kept
the King asleep and perhaps even life in his body as they
went. Nor did they see any others in the wlderness Ble-
heris chose for their passage save twi ce at a distance,
when they were in hiding, small bands of men Merlin be-
lieved fugitives fromthe rout.

Up into the nmountains they came until Merlin could see
ahead the peak which marked the ground of the cave.
Then he turned to Bl eheris.

"Good conrade, ahead |lies where we nust go. But |

know not what we shall find there. If the King can reach

a certain cave still living, |I nurse hopes of his survival
However, though he may so live, it may not be granted to
us—

"Heal er," returned the Pict, "I have already |ived | onger
than a warrior of any clan can rightfully expect to do.
The King gave ne life once, shall | now deny it to hinP |
am a cl anl ess man, but the Lord King sat me beside his
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hone hearth and naned ne liege. What is to be done, tel
me, and that | shall do."

It was difficult to get the horse litter up the final grade
and at length they had to loosen it and draw it up by then-
own strength of arm But at |ast they reached the cave en-
trance.

Nor was Merlin greatly surprised to find one there be-

fore them She sat on a rock, her face turned toward

them a certain patience about her as if she had waited for
sone tine.

Merlin placed the litter gently on the ground before he
turned to her.

"Look upon your work," he said. 'Take pride in it, N -
mue! "

To his faint surprise there was no triunph in her face.

"There is no pride to be taken in the death of any
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man, " she said. And there was about her now none of
those enticing graces, none of that appeal to his senses.
"What was done was enacted because it had to be."

"Why?" he asked baldly.

"Because once before nmen becane pl aythings of Star

Lords who used them carel essly, taught them what they

were not yet ready to know, drew theminto their own dis-
putes one with the other. Finally this world itself was
riven and nearly destroyed. There was a war anong the
stars afterward and an oath taken, that never again should
those of another species come under our conmand—

"Yet it seens that oath was not honored," Merlin

poi nted out. "You are the servant of the Dark Ones and

you have wought such a bloodletting in Britain as will not
be forgotten for a thousand of man's years, maybe nore."

"l did what had to be done," she said tonelessly. "You
woul d have call ed down know edge which nmen of this age
cannot learn, or in their half-learning would use to greater
evil. It is you. Merlin, who brought in your H gh King to
change the world, and it is you whose acts killed him™"

"He is not dead," Merlin retorted. "Nor shall he die,
sorceress. On the day appointed he shall stand before the
beacon and wel cone those of his fathering."

She glanced at Arthur alnost indifferently, "Your

beacon, Merlin, is a useless thing. The Sky Lords do not
measure tine as we do. It will be perhaps a hundred cen-
turies nore before that beacon will have an answer, if it
ever does. And by that tine perhaps man will be better
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readied to know howill the Sky Lord's gifts will be for
them You have set your beacon. Merlin, but | have de-
feated your king."

Merlin shook his head. "Not yet. | have the pronise: he
was, he is, he shall bel"

Now she | ooked at himpityingly. "Merlin, you could

have been so nuch, yet you have chosen to be so little: a
spokesman for only half-told know edge, guardi an of a

bar bari an kinglet soon forgotten.” Now she rose and
stretched wi de her arnms, so that the | oose sleeves of her
robe fell away from her white arnmns.

"Merlin," and the old teasing note crept back into her
voice, "you and | are akin, you know. | can | ook on no

man of full earth blood with any |ighting of heart, nor can
you lay hand on any nmaid of the tribes. My tower and

| ake can fade fromthe sight of the common kind, and yet

we can live there undisturbed. Qur lives are long, past the
years of the true human kind. Are you never |onely, Mer-
Iin? W have done our tasks, now we are free...."

He faced her and in himthere was a m ghty surge of aB

he had pushed away fromthe fore of his mnd. N nue
| aughed.
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"Ah, Merlin, | see you renenberi Aye, | can be many
worren if | choose, all lovesone and willing. Miuch can |
teach you, nuchi”

Merlin stepped back a pace. "I do not doubt that," he
said dryly. "But | serve the King."

"A dying nani" She | ooked at hi m now not nockingly,
nor with any dark | aughter, rather with a droop to her
lips. "Lonely Meriin, would you be ever lonely then?"

Her words opened a door to a chill which shook himin-
side, for now she played on another part of his nature,
and one he al so knew as a weakness.

"If that be ny portion"—he was gl ad his voi ce sounded
so steady—aye, | shall be lonely."

Ni mue turned from hi mthen, her shoul ders sagging a

little. And he realized that she at | ast played no ganes but
was | etting himsee her as she was. He was torn wthin,

for he knew that never again would he see what he night

have had, what would bring the warnth of full life into
him He alnost took a step after her. But there was Ar-
thur....

He wat ched her go away slowly, knowi ng that there
was still a chance to call her back, that in a fashion they

204 Andre Norton

had both been cheated by the Sky Lords who had nade
them perhaps coldly and without any feeling, to be what
they were. Then she was gone. And it was too |ate.

He went to the hidden cave entrance and began to pul
asi de the stones. Bleheris cane to help himafter a no-
ment. The small man's face was full of distress.

"Lord Merlin, what is this place? | have a pain in ny
head whi ch grows ever the worse—=

"Forgive ne." Merlin renmenbered the saf eguards which

had been set there. "There is that here which is set as a
guardi an, Bleheris, so get you hence. No," he added as the
Pict sat down on a nearby stone, "I can enter here and so
can the King. But we shall not come forth yet awhile, per-
haps for a long tine, Bleheris.”

The Pict shook his head. "Lord Merlin, it will not mat-
ter if it be days or a year before you cone forth. If for-
tune wills, you shall find me waiting. This is good | and,"
he sai d, |ooking about him "sonewhat |ike ny northern
mountains. | shall wait."

And against all Merlin's protests he swore that was

what he would do. Finally Merlin freed the King fromthe
litter and, taking Arthur in his arnms, he somehow won
through the passage. He carried the King to the box and
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there brought it open. Stripping Arthur of all but the ban-
dage whi ch bound up his wound, he lowered the King to

" rest. Arthur was still breathing—that was all Merlin knew
as the lid slowy settled again on the box.

But Merlin, having watched the sealing of that coffin,
went for the last time to the mirror. In his hands he held
the sword which Bl eheris had passed to himbefore he or-
dered the Pict to reclose the entrance.

Now he stood facing the polished surface of the mrror
seeing a gaunt, dark-faced man, his clothing stained with
dried bl ood, his hands enfolded on the hilt of a tall sword.
Around himthe installations hummed.

He had done all this by instinct alone. What would fol -
| ow now?

It was the mrror that answered him

"Go to the box at your right. Merlin, and press there
the four small buttons. These shall nmaster tine for you
When you awake, you will find that nmen are again | ooking
to the stars. Then your hour will strike. This tinme was
fl awed—we nmust wait for a better day."

"Arthur?" he asked.
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"He was, is, will be.... You will find another such rest-
ing place prepared for you. Enter therein and sleep."

For a monment Merlin hesitated, and then he asked a
| ast questi on:

"And N nmue?'
"Her fate is not within our know edge. Merlin."

He laid the sword on that bench before the mrror

where he had sat so often. The blade still shone with all its
glory undi nmed. Only nen's hopes had failed. Merlin
si ghed.

Slowy he turned and found the buttons. He pressed as

he had been ordered. Lights flashed back and forth. He
stood dully watching themuntil once nore they were still.
Then he went to the box. Taking off his clothing, he set-
tled within, felt the liquid rise about his body. Tine—
ti me—how | ong woul d be the tine?

A white body beneath the noon, |aughter bidding him
conme, bare feet running fleet as any deer could go across
shadow dappl ed ground. . . . Merlin began to dream

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt (168 of 168) [1/17/03 1:15:27 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Merlin's%20Mirror.txt


