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n

Morgan le Fay was not married, but put to school in a nunnery, where she
became a great mistress of magic."
-Malory, Morte d'Arthur
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prologue

MORGAINE SPEAKS

In my time I have been called many things: sister, lover, priestess, wise-
woman, queen. Now in truth I have come to be wise-woman, and a time may come
when these things may need to be known. But in sober truth, I think it is the
Christians who will tell the last tale. For ever the world of Fairy drifts
further from the world in which the Christ holds sway. I have no quarrel with
the Christ, only with his priests, who call the Great Goddess a demon and deny



that she ever held power in this world. At best, they say that her power was
of Satan. Or else they clothe her in the blue robe of the Lady of Nazareth-who
indeed had power in her way, too-and say that she was ever virgin. But what
can a virgin know of the sorrows and travail of mankind?

And now, when the world has changed, and Arthur-my brother, my lover, king who
was and king who shall be-lies dead (the common folk say sleeping) in the Holy
Isle of Avalon, the tale should be told as it was before the priests of the
White Christ came to cover it all with their saints and legends.

For, as I say, the world itself has changed. There was a time when a
traveller, if he had the will and knew only a few of the secrets, could send
his barge out into the Summer Sea and arrive not at Glastonbury of the monks,
but at the Holy Isle of Avalon for at that time the gates between the worlds
drifted within the mists, and were open, one to another, as the traveller
thought and willed. For this is the great secret, which was known to all
educated men in our day: that by what men think, we create the world around
us, daily new.

And now the priests, thinking that this infringes upon the power of their God,
who created the world once and for all to be unchanging, have closed those
doors (which were never doors, except in the minds of men), and the pathway
leads only to the priests' Isle, which they have safeguarded with the sound of
their church bells, driving away all thoughts of another world lying in the
darkness. Indeed, they say that world, if it indeed exists, is the property of
Satan, and the doorway to Hell, if not Hell itself.

I do not know what their God may or may not have created. In spite of the
tales that are told, I never knew much about their priests and never wore the
black of one of their slave-nuns. If those at Arthur's court at Camelot chose
to think me so when I came there (since I always wore the dark robes of the
Great Mother in her guise as wise-woman), I did not undeceive them. And
indeed, toward the end of Arthur's reign it would have been dangerous to do
so, and I bowed my head to expediency as my great mistress would never have
done: Viviane, Lady of the Lake, once Arthur's greatest friend, save for
myself, and then his darkest enemy -again, save for myself.

But the strife is over; I could greet Arthur at last, when he lay dying, not
as my enemy and the enemy of my Goddess, but only as my brother, and as a
dying man in need of the Mother's aid, where all men come at last. Even the
priests know this, with their ever-virgin Mary in her blue robe; for she too
becomes the World Mother in the hour of death.

And so Arthur lay at last with his head in my lap, seeing in me neither sister
nor lover nor foe, but only wise-woman, priestess, Lady of the Lake; and so
rested upon the breast of the Great Mother from whom he came to birth and to
whom at last, as all men, he must go. And perhaps, as I guided the barge which
bore him away, not this time to the Isle of the Priests, but to the true Holy
Isle in the dark world behind our own, that Island of Avalon where, now, few
but I could go, he repented the enmity that had come between us.

AS I TELL THIS TALE I will speak at times of things which befell when I was
too young to understand them, or of things which befell when I was not by; and
my hearer will draw away, perhaps, and say: This is her magic. But I have
always held the gift of the Sight, and of looking within the minds of men and
women; and in all this time I have been close to all of them. And so, at
times, all that they thought was known to me in one way or another. And so I
will tell this tale.

For one day the priests too will tell it, as it was known to them. Perhaps
between the two, some glimmering of the truth may be seen.

For this is the thing the priests do not know, with their One God and One
Truth: that there is no such thing as a true tale. Truth has many faces and



the truth is like to the old road to Avalon; it depends on your own will, and
your own thoughts, whither the road will take you, and whether, at the end,
you arrive in the Holy Isle of Eternity or among the priests with their bells
and their death and their Satan and Hell and damnation ... but perhaps I am
unjust even to them. Even the Lady of the Lake, who hated a priest's robe as
she would have hated a poisonous viper, and with good cause too, chid me once
for speaking evil of their God.

"For all the Gods are one God," she said to me then, as she had said many
times before, and as I have said to my own novices many times, and as every
priestess who comes after me will say again, "and all the Goddesses are one
Goddess, and there is only one Initiator. And to every man his own truth, and
the God within."

And so, perhaps, the truth winds somewhere between the road to Glastonbury,
Isle of the Priests, and the road to Avalon, lost forever in the mists of the
Summer Sea.

But this is my truth; I who am Morgaine tell you these things, Morgaine who
was in later days called Morgan le Fay.

Book One
Mistress of Magic

1

Even in high summer, Tintagel was a haunted place; Igraine, Lady of Duke
Gorlois, looked out over the sea from the headland. As she stared into the
fogs and mists, she wondered how she would ever know when the night and day
were of equal length, so that she could keep the Feast of the New Year. This
year the spring storms had been unusually violent; night and day the crash of
the sea had resounded over the castle until no man or woman within could
sleep, and even the hounds whimpered mournfully. Tintagel ... there were
still those who believed the castle had been raised, on the crags at the far
end of the long causeway into the sea, by the magic of the ancient folk of Ys.
Duke Gorlois laughed at this and said that if he had any of their magic, he
would have used it to keep the sea from encroaching, year by year, upon the
shoreline. In the four years since she had come here as Gorlois's bride,
Igraine had seen land, good land, crumble into the Cornish sea. Long arms of
black rock, sharp and craggy, extended into the ocean from the coast. When the
sun shone, it could be fair and brilliant, the sky and water as brilliant as
the jewels Gorlois had heaped on her on the day when she told him she bore his
first child. But Igraine had never liked wearing them. The jewel which hung
now at her throat had been given her in Avalon: a moonstone which sometimes
reflected the blue brilliance of sky and sea; but in the fog, today, even the
jewel looked shadowed.

In the fog, sounds carried a long way. It seemed to Igraine, as she stood
looking from the causeway back toward the mainland, that she could hear
footfalls of horses and mules, and the sound of voices-human voices, here in
isolated Tintagel, where nothing lived but goats and sheep, and the herdsmen
and their dogs, and the ladies of the castle with a few serving women and a
few old men to guard them.

Slowly, Igraine turned and went back toward the castle. As always, standing in
its shadow, she felt dwarfed by the loom of these ancient stones at the end of
the long causeway which stretched into the sea. The herdsmen believed that the
castle had been built by the Ancient Ones from the lost lands of Lyonnesse and
Ys; on a clear day, so the fishermen said, their old castles could be seen far
out under the water. But to Igraine they looked like towers of rock, ancient
mountains and hills drowned by the ever encroaching sea that nibbled away,



even now, at the very crags below the castle. Here at the end of the world,
where the sea ate endlessly at the land, it was 'easy to believe in drowned
lands to the west; there were tales of a great fire mountain which had
exploded, far to the south, and engulfed a great land there. Igraine never
knew whether she believed those tales or not. Yes; surely she could hear
voices in the fog. It could not be savage raiders from over the sea, or from
the wild shores of Erin. The time was long past when she needed to startle at
a strange sound or a shadow. It was not her husband, the Duke; he was far away
to the North, fighting Saxons at the side of Ambrosius Aurelianus, High King
of Britain; he would have sent word if he intended to return.

And she need not fear. If the riders were hostile, the guards and soldiers in
the fort at the landward end of the causeway, stationed there by Duke Gorlois
to guard his wife and child, would have stopped them. It would take an army to
cut through them. And who would send an army against Tintagel?

There was a time-Igraine remembered without bitterness, moving slowly into the
castle yard-when she would have known who rode toward her castle. The thought
held little sadness, now. Since Morgaine's birth she no longer even wept for
her home. And Gorlois was kind to her. He had soothed her through her early
fear and hatred, had given her jewels and beautiful things, trophies of war,
had surrounded her with ladies to wait upon her, and treated her always as his
equal, except in councils of war. She could have asked no more, unless she had
married a man of the Tribes. And in this she had been given no choice. A
daughter of the Holy Isle must do as was best for her people, whether it meant
going to death in sacrifice, or laying down her maidenhood in the Sacred
Marriage, or marrying where it was thought meet to cement alliances; this
Igraine had done, marrying a Romanized Duke of Cornwall, a citizen who lived,
even though Rome was gone from all of Britain, in Roman fashion.

She shrugged the cloak from her shoulders; inside the court it was warmer, out
of the biting wind. And there, as the fog swirled and cleared, for a moment a
figure stood before her, materialized out of the fog and mist: her half-
sister, Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, the Lady of the Holy Isle.

"Sister!" The words wavered, and Igraine knew she had not cried them aloud,
but only whispered, her hands flying to her breast. "Do I truly see you here?"
The face was reproachful, and the words seemed to blow away in the sound of
the wind beyond the walls.

Have you given up the Sight, Igraine? Of your free will?

Stung by the injustice of that, Igraine retorted, "It was you who decreed that
I must marry Gorlois ... " but the form of her sister had wavered into
shadows, was not there, had never been there. Igraine blinked; the brief
apparition was gone. She pulled the cloak around her body, for she was cold,
ice cold; she knew the vision had drawn its force from the warmth and life of
her own body. She thought, I didn't know I could still see in that way, I was
sure I could not ... and then she shivered, knowing that Father Columba
would consider this the work of the Devil, and she should confess it to him.
True, here at the end of the world the priests were lax, but an unconfessed
vision would surely be treated as a thing unholy.

She frowned; why should she treat a visit from her own sister as the work of
the Devil? Father Columba could say what he wished; perhaps his God was wiser
than he was. Which, Igraine thought, suppressing a giggle, would not be very
difficult. Perhaps Father Columba had become a priest of Christ because no
college of Druids would have had a man so stupid among their ranks. The Christ
God seemed not to care whether a priest was stupid or not, so long as he could
mumble their mass, and read and write a little. She, Igraine herself, had more
clerkly skills than Father Columba, and spoke better Latin when she wished.
Igraine did not think of herself as well educated; she had not had the
hardihood to study the deeper wisdom of the 0ld Religion, or to go into the
Mysteries any further than was absolutely necessary for a daughter of the Holy



Isle. Nevertheless, although she was ignorant in any Temple of the Mysteries,
she could pass among the Romanized barbarians as a well-educated lady.

In the small room off the court where there was sun on fine days, her younger
sister, Morgause, thirteen years old and budding, wearing a loose house robe
of undyed wool and her old frowsy cloak about her shoulders, was spinning
listlessly with a drop spindle, taking up her uneven yarn on a wobbly reel. On
the floor by the fire, Morgaine was rolling an old spindle around for a ball,
watching the erratic patterns the uneven cylinder made, knocking it this way
and that with chubby fingers.

"Haven't I done enough spinning?" Morgause complained. "My fingers ache! Why
must I spin, spin, spin all the time, as if I were a waiting-woman?"

"Every lady must learn to spin," rebuked Igraine as she knew she ought to do,
"and your thread is a disgrace, now thick, now thin.... Your fingers will lose
their weariness as you accustom them to the work. Aching fingers are a sign
that you have been lazy, since they are not hardened to their task." She took
the reel and spindle from Morgause and twirled it with careless ease; the
uneven yarn, under her experienced fingers, smoothed out into a thread of

perfectly even thickness. "Look, one could weave this yarn without snagging
the shuttle ... " and suddenly she tired of behaving as she ought. "But you
may put the spindle away now; guests will be here before midafternoon."
Morgause stared at her. "I heard nothing," she said, "nor any rider with a
message!"

"That does not surprise me," Igraine said, "for there was no rider. It was a
Sending. Viviane is upon her way here, and the Merlin is with her." She had
not known that last until she said it. "So you may take Morgaine to her nurse,

and go and put on your holiday robe, the one dyed with saffron."

Morgause put away the spindle with alacrity, but paused to stare at Igraine.
"My saffron gown? For my sister?"

Igraine corrected her, sharply. "Not for our sister, Morgause, but for the
Lady of the Holy Isle, and for the Messenger of the Gods."

Morgause looked down at the patterned floor. She was a tall, sturdy girl, Jjust
beginning to lengthen and ripen into womanhood; her thick hair was reddish
like Igraine's own, and there were splotches of freckles on her skin, no
matter how carefully she soaked it in buttermilk and begged the herbwife for
washes and simples for it. Already at thirteen she was as tall as Igraine, and
someday would be taller. She picked up Morgaine with an ill grace and carried
her away. Igraine called after her, "Tell Nurse to put a holiday gown on the
child, and then you may bring her down; Viviane has not seen her."

Morgause said something ill-tempered to the effect that she didn't see why a
great priestess would want to see a brat, but she said it under her breath so
that Igraine had an excuse to ignore it.

Up the narrow stairs, her own chamber was cold; no fires were lighted there
except in the dead of winter. While Gorlois was away, she shared the bed with
her waiting-woman Gwennis, and his prolonged absence gave her an excuse to
have Morgaine in her bed at night. Sometimes Morgause slept there too, sharing
the fur coverlets against the bitter cold. The big marriage bed, canopied,
curtained against draughts, was more than big enough for three women and a
child.

Gwen, who was old, was drowsing in a corner, and Igraine forbore to wake her,
stripping off her workaday dress of undyed wool and hurrying on her fine gown,
laced at the neck with a silk ribbon Gorlois had brought her as a fairing from
Londinium. She put on her fingers some little silver rings she had had since
she was a little girl ... they would go only on her two smallest fingers,
now ... and hung a necklace of amber which Gorlois had given her about her
neck. The gown was dyed rust color, and had an overtunic of green. She found
her carven horn comb, and began to pull it through her hair, sitting on a
bench and working her comb patiently through the tangles. From another room



she heard a loud yelling and decided that Morgaine was having her hair combed
by her nurse and didn't like it. The yelling stopped suddenly, and she
supposed that Morgaine had been slapped into silence; or perhaps, as sometimes
happened when Morgause was in a good temper, Morgause had taken over the
combing herself, with her clever, patient fingers. This was how Igraine knew
that her young sister could spin well enough when she chose, her hands were so
clever at everything else-at combing, at carding, at making Yule pies.

Igraine braided her hair, clasped it on top of her head with a gold clasp, and
put her good gold brooch into the fold of her cloak. She looked at herself in
the old bronze mirror her sister Viviane had given her at her wedding,
brought, they said, all the way from Rome. She knew, lacing her gown, that her
breasts were once again as they had been before: Morgaine had been weaned a
year now, and they were only a little softer and heavier. She knew she had her
old slimness back, for she had been married in this gown, and now the laces
were not strained even a little.

Gorlois, when he returned, would expect to take her to his bed again. Last
time he had seen her, Morgaine had still been at the breast, and he had
yielded to her plea that she might continue to suckle the child through the
summer season when so many little children died. She knew he was discontented
because the baby had not been the son he craved-these Romans counted their
lineage through the male line, rather than sensibly through the mother; it was
silly, for how could any man ever know precisely who had fathered any woman's
child? Of course, these Romans made a great matter of worrying over who lay
with their women, and locked them up and spied on them. Not that Igraine
needed watching; one man was bad enough, who would want others who might be
worse?

But even though he was eager for a son, Gorlois had been indulgent, letting
her have Morgaine in her bed and continue to suckle her, even keeping away
from her and lying nights with her dressing-woman Ettarr so that she would not
get with child again and lose her milk. He too knew how many children died if
they were weaned before they could chew meat and hard bread. Children fed on
gruel were sickly, and often there was no goat's milk in the summer, even if
they would drink it. Children fed on cow's or mare's milk often got the vomit
and died, or suffered with the flux in their bowels and died. So he had left
Morgaine at her breast, thus postponing the son he wanted for at least another
year and a half. For that at least she would always be grateful to him, and
not murmur, however gquickly he got her with child now.

Ettarr had gotten herself a belly from that visit, and gone about preening
herself; would she be the one to have a son by the Duke of Cornwall? Igraine
had ignored the girl; Gorlois had other bastard sons, one of whom was with him
now, in the camp of the war duke, Uther. But Etarr had fallen sick and
miscarried, and Igraine had enough intuition not to ask Gwen why she looked so
pleased at the event. 0ld Gwen knew too much of herbs for Igraine's perfect
peace of mind. Some day, she resolved, I will make her tell me exactly what
she put into Ettarr's beer.

She went down to the kitchen, her long skirts trailing on the stone steps.
Morgause was there, in her finest gown, and she had put Morgaine into a
holiday dress, dyed saffron, so that the child looked dark as a Pict. Igraine
picked her up, holding her with pleasure. Small, dark, delicately made, so
small-boned it was like handling a little soft bird. How had that child come
by her looks? She herself and Morgause were tall and red-haired, earth-colored
like all of the Tribeswomen, and Gorlois, though dark, was Roman, tall and
lean and aquiline; hardened from years of battle against the Saxons, too
filled with his Roman dignity to show much tenderness to a young wife, and
with nothing but indifference for the daughter who came in the place of the
son she should have borne him.

But, Igraine reminded herself, these Roman men considered it their divine



right to have power of life and death over their children. There were many,
Christians or no, who would have demanded that a daughter not be reared, so
that their wives might be free at once to give them a son. Gorlois had been
good to her, he had let her keep her daughter. Perhaps, though she did not
give him credit for much imagination, he knew how she, a woman of the Tribes,
felt about a daughter.

While she was giving orders for the entertainment of guests, for wine to be
brought up from the cellars and for the roasting of meat-not rabbit, but good
mutton from the last slaughtering-she heard the squawk and flutter of
frightened hens in the court and knew that the riders had come across the
causeway. The servants looked frightened, but most of them had become resigned
to the knowledge that the mistress had the Sight. She had pretended it, using
clever guesses and a few tricks; it was just as well that they should remain
in awe of her. Now she thought, Maybe Viviane is right, maybe I still have it.
Maybe I only believed it was gone-because in those months before Morgaine was
born, I felt so weak and powerless. Now I have come back to myself. My mother
was a great priestess till the day of her death, though she bore several
children.

But, her mind answered her, her mother had borne those children in freedom, as
a Tribeswoman should, to such fathers as she chose, not as a slave to some
Roman whose customs gave him power over women and children. Impatiently, she
dismissed such thoughts; did it matter whether she had the Sight or only
seemed to have it, if it kept her servants properly in order?

She went slowly out to the courtyard, which Gorlois still liked to call the
atrium, though it was nothing like the wvilla where he had lived until
Ambrosius made him Duke of Cornwall. She found the riders dismounting, and her
eyes went at once to the only woman among them, a woman smaller than herself
and no longer young, wearing a man's tunic and woolen breeches, and muffled in
cloaks and shawls. Across the courtyard their eyes met in welcome, but Igraine
went dutifully and bent before the tall, slender old man who was dismounting
from a raw-boned mule. He wore the blue robes of a bard, and a harp was slung
across his shoulder.

"I bid you welcome to Tintagel, Lord Messenger; you bestow a blessing upon our
roof and honor it with your presence.”

"I thank you, Igraine," said the resonant voice, and Taliesin, Merlin of
Britain, Druid, Bard, clasped his hands before his face, then extended them to
Igraine in blessing.

Her duty done for the instant, Igraine flew to her half-sister and would have
bent for her blessing too; but Viviane bent and prevented her.

"No, no, child, this is a family visit, time enough later to do me honors if
you must ... ." She clasped Igraine close and kissed her on the mouth. "And
this is the babe? It is easy to see she has the blood of the 0ld People; she
looks like our mother, Igraine."

Viviane, Lady of the Lake and of the Holy Isle, was at this time in her
thirties; eldest daughter of the ancient priestess of the Lake, she had
succeeded to her mother's holy office. She picked up Morgaine in her arms,
dandling her with the experienced hands of a woman well accustomed to babies.
"She looks like you," Igraine said, surprised, and then realizing that she
should have realized this before. But it had been four years since she had
seen Viviane, and then at her wedding. So much had happened, she had changed
so much, since, a frightened girl of fifteen, she had been given into the
hands of a man more than twice her age. "But come into the hall, Lord Merlin,
sister. Come into the warm."

Freed of her enwrapping cloaks and shawls, Viviane, Lady of Avalon, was a
surprisingly little woman, no taller than a well-grown girl of eight or ten.
In her loose tunic with its wrapped belt, a knife sheathed at her waist, and
bulky woolen breeches, legs wrapped with thick leggings, she looked tiny, a



child put into adult clothes. Her face was small, swarthy and triangular, the
forehead low beneath hair dark as the shadows beneath the crags. Her eyes were
dark, too, and large in her small face; Igraine had never realized how small
she was.

A serving-woman brought the guest cup: hot wine, mixed with the last of the
spices Gorlois had had sent to her from the markets in Londinium. Viviane took
it between her hands, and Igraine blinked at her; with the gesture with which
she took the cup, she was suddenly tall and imposing; it might have been the
sacred chalice of the Holy Regalia. She set it between her hands and brought
it slowly to her lips, murmuring a blessing. She tasted it, turned, and laid
it in the hands of the Merlin. He took it with a grave bow and put it to his
lips. Igraine, who had barely entered the Mysteries, somehow felt that she too
was part of this beautiful ritual solemnity as in turn she took the cup from
her guests, tasted it, and spoke formal words of welcome.

Then she put the cup aside and her sense of the moment dropped away; Viviane
was only a small, tired-looking woman, the Merlin no more than a stooped old
man. Igraine led them both quickly to the fire.

"It is a long journey from the shores of the Summer Sea in these days," she
said, remembering when she had travelled it, a new-made bride, frightened and
silently hating, in the train of the strange husband who, as yet, was only a
voice and a terror in the night. "What brings you here in the spring storms,
my sister and my lady?"

And why could you not have come before, why did you leave me all alone, to
learn to be a wife, to bear a child alone and in fear and homesickness? And
since you could not have come before, why do you come at all, when it is too
late and I am at last resigned into submission?

"The distance is indeed long," Viviane said softly, and Igraine knew that the
priestess had heard, as she always heard, the unspoken words as well as what
Igraine had said. "And these are dangerous times, child. But you have grown
into womanhood in these years, even if they have been lonely, as lonely as the

years of isolation for the making of a bard-or," she added, with the flicker
of a reminiscent smile, "the making of a priestess. Had you chosen that path,
you would have found it equally lonely, my Igraine. Yes, of course," she said,

reaching down, her face softening, "you may come up on my lap, little one."
She picked up Morgaine, and Igraine watched with wonder; Morgaine was,
ordinarily, as shy as a wild rabbit. Half resentful, half falling again under
the old spell, she watched the child settle into Viviane's lap. Viviane looked
almost too small to hold her securely. A fairy woman, indeed; a woman of the
0ld People. And indeed Morgaine would perhaps be very like her.

"And Morgause, how has she prospered since I sent her to you a year ago?"
Viviane said, looking up at Morgause in her saffron gown, where she hung back
resentfully in the shadows of the fire. "Come and kiss me, little sister. Ah,
you will be tall like Igraine," she said, raising her arms to embrace the
girl, who came, sullen as a half-trained puppy, from the shadows. "Yes, sit
there at my knee if you want to, child." Morgause sat on the floor, leaning
her head against Viviane's lap, and Igraine saw that the sulky eyes were
filled with tears.

She has us all in her hand. How can she have such power over us all? Or is it
that she is the only mother Morgause has ever known? She was a grown woman
when Morgause was born, she has always been mother, as well as sister, to both
of us. Their mother, who had been really too old for childbearing, had died
giving birth to Morgause. Viviane had borne a child of her own, earlier in the
year; her child had died, and Viviane had taken Morgause to nurse.

Morgaine had snuggled tightly into Viviane's lap; Morgause leaned her silky
red head on Viviane's knee. The priestess held the little one with one arm
while her free hand stroked the half-grown girl's long, silky hair.

"I would have come to you when Morgaine was born," Viviane said, "but I was



pregnant, too. I bore a son that year. I have put him out to nurse, and I
think his foster-mother may send him to the monks. She is a Christian."

"Don't you mind his being reared as a Christian?" Morgause asked. "Is he
pretty? What is his name?"
Viviane laughed. "I called him Balan," she said, "and his foster-mother named

her son Balin. They are only ten days apart in age, so they will be reared as
twins, no doubt. And no, I do not mind that he is reared a Christian, his
father was so, and Priscilla is a good woman. You said the journey here was
long; believe me, child, it is longer now than it was when you were wedded to
Gorlois. Not longer, perhaps, from the Isle of the Priests, where their Holy
Thorn grows, but longer, far longer, from Avalon ..."

"And that is why we came here," said the Merlin suddenly, and his voice was
like the tolling of a great bell, so that Morgaine sat up suddenly and began
to whimper in fright.

"I do not understand," said Igraine, suddenly uneasy. "Surely the two lie
close together ... .

"The two are one," said the Merlin, sitting very erect, "but the followers of
Christ have chosen to say, not that they shall have no other Gods before their
God, but that there is no other God save for their God; that he alone made the
world, that he rules it alone, that he alone made the stars and the whole of
creation."

Igraine quickly made the holy sign against blasphemy.

"But that cannot be," she insisted. "No single God can rule all things

and what of the Goddess? What of the Mother ... 2"

"They believe," said Viviane, in her smooth low voice, "that there is no
Goddess; for the principle of woman, so they say, is the principle of all
evil; through woman, so they say, Evil entered this world; there is some
fantastic Jewish tale about an apple and a snake."

"The Goddess will punish them," Igraine said, shaken. "And yet you married me
to one of them?"

"We did not know that their blasphemy was so all-encompassing,"

Merlin said, "for there have been followers of other Gods in our time. But
they respected the Gods of others."

"But what has this to do with the length of the road from Avalon?" asked
Igraine.

"We come, then, to the reason for our visit," said the Merlin, "for, as the
Druids know, it is the belief of mankind which shapes the world, and all of
reality. Long ago, when the followers of Christ first came to our isle, I knew
that this was a powerful pivot in time, a moment to change the world."
Morgause looked up at the old man, her eyes wide in awe.

"Are you so old, Venerable One?"

The Merlin smiled down at the girl and said, "Not in my own body. But I have
read much in the great hall which is not in this world, there the Record of
All Things is written. And also, I was living then. Those who are the Lords of
this world permitted me to come back, but in another body of flesh."

"These matters are too abstruse for the little one, Venerable Father," Viviane
said, gently rebuking him. "She is not a priestess. What the Merlin means,
little sister, is that he was living when the Christians first came here, and
that he chose, and was allowed, to reincarnate at once, to follow his work
through. These are Mysteries, which you need not try to understand. Father, go
on."

"I knew that this was one of those moments where the history of all mankind
would be changed," the Merlin said. "The Christians seek to blot out all
wisdom save their own; and in that strife they are banishing from this world
all forms of mystery save that which will fit into their religious faith. They
have pronounced it a heresy that men live more than one life -which every
peasant knows to be true-"



"But if men do not believe in more than one life," Igraine protested, shaken,
"how will they avoid despair? What just God would create some men wretched,
and others happy and prosperous, if one life were all that they could have?"
"I do not know," said the Merlin. "Perhaps they wish men to despair at the
harshness of fate, so that they may come on their knees to the Christ who will
take them to heaven. I do not know what the followers of Christ believe, or
what they hope for." His eyes were closed for a moment, the lines of his face
bitter. "But whatever it is that they believe, the views they hold are
altering this world; not only in the spirit, but on the material plane. As
they deny the world of the spirit, and the realms of Avalon, so those realms
cease to exist for them. They still exist, of course; but not in the same
world with the world of the followers of Christ. Avalon, the Holy Isle, is now
no longer the same island as the Glastonbury where we of the 0ld Faith once
allowed the monks to build their chapel and their monastery. For our wisdom
and their wisdom-how much do you know of natural philosophy, Igraine?"

"Very little," said the young woman, shaken, looking at the priestess and the
great Druid. "I have never been taught."

"A pity," said the Merlin, "for you must understand this, Igraine. I will try
to make it simple for you. Look you," he said, and took the gold torque from
his throat, then drew his dagger. "Can I put this bronze and this gold into
the same place, at once?"

She blinked and stared, not understanding. "No, of course not. They can be
side by side, but not in the same place unless you move one of them first."
"And so it is with the Holy Isle," said Merlin. "The priests swore an oath to
us, four hundreds of years ago, before even the Romans came here and tried to
conquer, that they would never rise against us and drive us forth with
weapons; for we were here before them, and then they were suppliants, and
weak. And they have honored that oath-so much I must give to them. But in
spirit, in their prayers, they have never ceased to strive with us for their
God to drive away our Gods, their wisdom to rule over our wisdom. In our
world, Igraine, there is room enough for many Gods and many Goddesses. But in
the universe of the Christians-how can I say this?-there is no room for our
vision or our wisdom. In their world there is one God alone; not only must he
conquer over all Gods, he must make it as if there were no other Gods, had
never been any Gods but only false idols, the work of their Devil. So that,
believing in him, all men may be saved in this one life. This is what they
believe. And as men believe, so their world goes. And so the worlds which once
were one are drifting apart.

"There are now two Britains, Igraine: their world under their One God and the
Christ; and, beside it and behind it, the world where the Great Mother still
rules, the world where the 0ld People have chosen to live and worship. This
has happened before. There was the time when the fairy folk, the Shining Ones,
withdrew from our world, going further and further into the mists, so that
only an occasional wanderer now can spend a night within the elf-mounds, and
if he should do so, time drifts on without him, and he may come out after a
single night and find that his kinfolk are all dead and that a dozen years
have gone by. And now, I tell you, Igraine, it is happening again. Our world-
ruled by the Goddess and the Horned One, her consort, the world you know, the
world of many truths-is being forced away from the mainstream course of time.
Even now, Igraine, if a traveller sets out with no guide for the Isle of
Avalon, unless he know the way very well, he cannot come there, but will find
only the Isle of the Priests. To most men, our world is now lost in the mists
of the Summer Sea. Even before the Romans left us, this was beginning to
happen; now, as churches cover the whole of Britain, our world grows further
and further away. That is why it took us so long to come here; fewer and fewer
of the cities and roads of the 0l1d People remain for our guide. The worlds
still touch, still lie upon one another, close as lovers; but they are



drifting apart, and if they are not stopped, one day there will be two worlds,
and none can come and go between the two-"

"Let them go!" interrupted Viviane angrily. "I still think we should let them
go! I do not want to live in a world of Christians, who deny the Mother-"

"But what of all the others, what of those who will live in despair?" The
Merlin's voice was like a great soft bell again. "No, a pathway must remain,
even if it is secret. Parts of the world are still one. The Saxons raid in
both worlds, but more and more of our warriors are followers of Christ. The
Saxons-"

"The Saxons are barbarians, and cruel," said Viviane. "The Tribes alone cannot
drive them from these shores, and the Merlin and I have seen that Ambrosius is
not long for this world, and that his war duke, the Pendragon-is it Uther they
call him?-will succeed him. But there are many in this country who will not
rally to the Pendragon. Whatever may befall our world in the spirit, neither
of our worlds can long survive the fire and sword of the Saxons. Before we can
fight the spiritual battle which will keep the worlds from moving further
apart, we must save the very heart of Britain from being ravaged by Saxon
fires. Not only the Saxons assault us, but Jutes, Scots, all the wild folk who
are moving down from the North. Every place, even Rome itself, is being
overpowered; there are so many of them. Your husband has been fighting all his
life. Ambrosius, Duke of Britain, is a good man, but he can command loyalty
only from those who once followed Rome; his father wore the purple, and
Ambrosius too was ambitious to be emperor. But we must have a leader who will
appeal to all the folk of Britain."

"But-Rome remains," Igraine protested. "Gorlois told me that when Rome had
overcome her troubles in the Great City, the legions would return! Can we not
look to Rome for help against the wild folk from the North? The Romans were
the greatest fighters of the world, they built the great wall to the North to
hold back the wild raiders-"

Merlin's voice took on the empty sound that was like the tolling of a great
bell. "I have seen it in the Holy Well," he said. "The Eagle has flown, and
shall never return to Britain."

"Rome can do nothing," Viviane said. "We must have our own leader, one who can
command all of Britain. Otherwise, when they mass against us, all Britain will
fall, and for hundreds and hundreds of years, we will lie in ruins beneath the
Saxon barbarians. The worlds will drift irrevocably apart and the memory of
Avalon will not remain even in legend, to give hope to mankind. No, we must
have a leader who can command loyalty from all the people of both the
Britains-the Britain of the priests, and the world of the mists, ruled from
Avalon. Healed by this Great King"-her voice took on the clear, mystical ring
of prophecy-"the worlds shall once again come together, a world with room for
the Goddess and for the Christ, the cauldron and the cross. And this leader
shall make us one."

"But where shall we find such a king?" Igraine asked. "Who shall give us such
a leader?"

And then, suddenly, she was afraid, felt ice pouring down her back, as the
Merlin and the priestess turned to look at her, their eyes seeming to hold her
motionless as a small bird under the shadow of a great hawk, and she
understood why the messenger-prophet of the Druids was called the Merlin.

But when Viviane spoke her voice was very soft.

She said, "You, Igraine. You shall bear this Great King."

2

There was silence in the room, except for the small crackle of the fire. At
last Igraine heard herself draw a long breath, as if she had just wakened from
sleep. "What is this that you are telling me? Do you mean that Gorlois is to



be the father of this Great King?" She heard the words echoing in her mind and
ringing there, and wondered why she had never suspected Gorlois of so great a
destiny. She saw her sister and the Merlin exchange glances, and saw, too, the
small gesture with which the priestess silenced the old man.

"No, Lord Merlin, a woman must say this to a woman ... . Igraine, Gorlois is
Roman. The Tribes will not follow any man born to a son of Rome. The High King
they follow must be a child of the Holy Isle, a true son of the Goddess. Your
son, Igraine, yes. But it is not the Tribes alone that will fight away the
Saxons and the other wild folk from the North. We will need the support of
Romans and Celts and Cymry, and they will follow only their own war duke,
their Pendragon, son of a man they trust to lead them and rule. And the 01d
People, too, who seek the son of a royal mother. Your son, Igraine-but the
father will be Uther Pendragon."

Igraine stared at them, understanding, until rage slowly broke through against
the numbness. Then she flared at them, "No! I have a husband, and I have borne
him a child! I will not let you play again at skipping-stones with my life! I
married as you bade me-and you will never know-" The words choked in her
throat. There would never be any way to tell them of that first year; even
Viviane would never know. She could say, I was afraid, or I was alone and
terrified, or Rape would have been easier because I could have run away to die
afterward, but any of those would have been only words, conveying only the
smallest part of what she had felt.

And even if Viviane had known the whole, touching her mind and knowing all
that she could not say, Viviane would have looked on her with compassion and*
even a little pity, but would not have changed her mind or demanded even a
little less from Igraine. She had heard her sister say it often enough when
Viviane still believed Igraine would become priestess of the Mysteries: If you
seek to avoid your fate or to delay suffering, it only condemns you to suffer
it redoubled in another life.

So she did not say any of those things, only glared at Viviane with the
stifled resentment of the last four years, when she had done her duty
valiantly and alone, submitting to her fate with no more outcry than any woman
was allowed to make. But again? Never, Igraine told herself silently, never.
She shook her head stubbornly.

"Listen to me, Igraine," said the Merlin. "I fathered you, though that gives
me no rights; it is the blood of the Lady which confers royalty, and you are
of the oldest royal blood, descended from daughter to daughter of the Holy
Isle. It is written in the stars, child, that only a king who comes of two
royalties, one royalty of the Tribes who follow the Goddess, and one royalty
of those who look to Rome, will heal our land of all this strife. A peace must
come when these two lands can dwell side by side, a peace long enough for the
cross and the cauldron, too, to come to such a peace. If there is such a reign
as this, Igraine, even those who follow the cross will have the knowledge of
the Mysteries to comfort them in their bleak lives of suffering and sin, and
their belief in one brief life to choose forever between Hell or Heaven for
all eternity. Otherwise, our world will fade into the mists, and there will be
hundreds of years-thousands, perhaps- where the Goddess and the Holy Mysteries
will be forgotten by all mankind except those few who can come and go between
the worlds. Would you let the Goddess and her work fade from this world,
Igraine, you who were born of the Lady of the Holy Isle, and the Merlin of
Britain?"

Igraine bent her head, barricading her mind against the tenderness in the old
man's voice. She had always known, without being told, that Taliesin, Merlin
of Britain, had shared with her mother the spark of life which had made her,
but a daughter of the Holy Isle did not speak of such things. A daughter of
the Lady belonged only to the Goddess, and to that man into whose hands the
Lady chose to give its care-most often her brother, only very rarely the man



who had begotten it. There was a reason for this: no pious man should claim
fatherhood to a child of the Goddess, and all children born to the Lady were
considered so. That Taliesin should use this argument now shocked her deeply,
but it touched her, too.

Yet she said stubbornly, refusing to look at him, "Gorlois might have been
chosen Pendragon. Surely this Uther cannot be so much beyond all sons of
mankind as that. If you must have such a one, could you not have used your
spells so that Gorlois would be acclaimed war duke of Britain, and Great
Dragon? Then, when our son was born, you would have had your High King-"

The Merlin shook his head, but again it was Viviane who spoke, and this silent
collusion further angered Igraine. Why should they act in concert this way
against her?

Viviane said softly, "You will bear no son to Gorlois, Igraine."

"Are you the Goddess, then, that you dispense childbearing to women in her
name?" Igraine demanded rudely, knowing the words childish. "Gorlois has
fathered sons by other women; why should I not give him one born in wedlock,
as he desires?"

Viviane did not answer. She only looked directly at Igraine and said, her
voice very soft, "Do you love Gorlois, Igraine?"

Igraine stared at the floor. "That has nothing to do with it. It is a matter
of honor. He was kind to me-" She broke off, but her thoughts ran on
unchecked: Kind to me when I had nowhere to turn, when I was alone and
deserted, and even you had abandoned me to my fate. What is love to that?

"It is a matter of honor," she repeated. "I owe him this. He let me keep
Morgaine, when she was all I had in my loneliness. He has been kind and
patient, and for a man of his years it cannot be easy. He wants a son, he
believes it all-important to his life and honor, and I will not deny him this.
If I bear a son, it will be the son of Duke Gorlois, and of no other man
living. And this I swear, by fire and-"

"Silence!" Viviane's voice, like the loud clang of a great bell, shocked
Igraine's words silent. "I command you, Igraine, swear no oath lest you be
forever forsworn!"

"And why should you think I would not keep my oath?" Igraine raged. "I was
reared to truth! I too am a child of the Holy Isle, Viviane! You may be my
elder sister and my priestess and the Lady of Avalon, but you shall not treat
me as if I were a babbling child like Morgaine there, who cannot understand a
word of what is said to her, nor knows the meaning of an oath-"

Morgaine, hearing her name spoken, sat bolt upright in the Lady's lap. The
Lady of the Lake smiled and smoothed the dark hair. "Do not think that this
little one cannot understand. Babes know more than we imagine; they cannot
speak their minds, and so we believe they do not think. As for your babe-well,
that is for the future, and I will not speak of it before her; but who knows,
one day she too will be a great priestess-"

"Never! Not if I must become a Christian to prevent it," Igraine raged. "Do
you think I will let you plot against my child's life as you have plotted
against mine?"

"Peace, Igraine," said the Merlin. "You are free, as every child of the Gods
is free. We came to entreat you, not to command. No, Viviane-" he said,
holding up his hand when the Lady would have interrupted him. "Igraine is no
helpless plaything of fate. Yet I think when she knows all, she will choose
rightly."

Morgaine had begun to fret in the Lady's lap. Viviane crooned softly to her,
stroking her hair, and she quieted, but Igraine rose and took her child, angry
and jealous at Viviane's almost magical power to quiet the girl. In her arms
Morgaine felt strange, alien, as if the time she had spent in Viviane's arms
had changed her, tainted her, made her somehow less Igraine's own. Igraine
felt tears burning her eyes. Morgaine was all she had, and now she, too, was



being cut off from her; Morgaine was falling victim, like everyone else, to
Viviane's charm, that charm which could make everyone into a helpless pawn of
her will.
She said sharply to Morgause, who was still lying with her head in Viviane's
lap, "Get up at once, Morgause, and go to your room; you are almost a woman,
you must not behave like a spoilt child!"
Morgause raised her head, putting back her curtain of red hair from her
pretty, sulky face. She said, "Why should you choose Igraine for your plans,
Viviane? She wants no part in them. But I am a woman, and I too am a daughter
of the Holy Isle. Why have you not chosen me for Uther the Pendragon? Why
should I not be the mother of the High King?"
The Merlin smiled. "Will you fly so recklessly in the face of fate, Morgause?"
"Why should Igraine be chosen and not I? I have no husband-"
"There is a king in your future and many sons; but with that, Morgause, you
must be content. No man or woman can live another's fate. Your fate, and that
of your sons, depends on this great High King. More than that I cannot say,"
said the Merlin. "Enough, Morgause."
Igraine, standing, Morgaine in her arms, felt more in command. She said in a
dead voice, "I am remiss in hospitality, my sister, my lord Merlin. Let my
servants take you to the guest chambers prepared for you, bring you wine, and
water for washing, and at sundown a meal will be prepared."
Viviane rose. Her voice was formal and correct, and Igraine, for a moment, was
relieved; she was again mistress of her own hearth, not a passive child but
the wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall.
"At sunset, then, my sister."
But Igraine saw the glance Viviane exchanged with the Merlin, and she could
read it as clearly as words: Leave it for now, I will manage her, as I have
always done.
And Igraine felt her face harden into iron. That is what she has always done,
indeed. But this time it shall not be so. I did her will once, when I was a
child and knew no better. But now I am grown, I am a woman, not so easily led
as the child she gave away to be Gorlois's bride. Now I will do my own will,
and not that of the Lady of the Lake.
Servants took her guests away; Igraine, in her own chamber, laid Morgaine in
her bed and fussed around her nervously, her mind full of what she had heard.
Uther Pendragon. She had never seen him, but Gorlois was full of the tales of
his valor. He was a close kinsman, sister's son, of Ambrosius Aurelianus, High
King of Britain, but, unlike Ambrosius, Uther was a Briton of Britons, with no
taint of Roman blood, so that the Cymry and the Tribes did not hesitate to
follow him. There was little doubt that one day Uther would be chosen High
King. Ambrosius was not a young man; that day could not be so far.
And I would be queen.... What am I thinking of? Would I betray Gorlois and my
own honor?
Behind her, as she took up the bronze mirror again, she saw her sister in the
door. Viviane had taken off the breeches she wore for riding, and put on a
loose gown of undyed wool; her hair hung down, soft and dark as the wool of a
black sheep. She looked small and fragile and aging, and her eyes were the
eyes of the priestess in the cave of initiation, years away and in another
world ... . Igraine cut off the thought, impatiently.
Viviane came close to her, reaching up to touch her hair.
"Little Igraine. Not so little, now," she said, tenderly. "Do you know, little
one, I gave you your name: Grainne, for the Goddess of the Beltane fires

How long has it been since you did service to the Goddess at Beltane,
Igraine?"
Igraine's mouth only stretched a little; the smile went no deeper than her
teeth. "Gorlois is a Roman, and a Christian. Do you truly believe his
household keeps the rites of Beltane?"



"No, I suppose not," said Viviane, amused, "though, if I were you, I would not
take oath that your servants do not slip out at Midsummer to burn fires and
lie together under the full moon. But lord and lady of a Christian household
cannot do so, not in the sight of their priests and their stern and unloving
God ... ."

Igraine said sharply, "You will not speak so of the God of my husband, who is
a God of love."

"You say so. And yet he has made war upon all other Gods, and slain those who
will not worship him," Viviane said. "Such love we might well pray to be
spared in a God. I could call upon you in the name of vows you once made, to
do what I have asked of you in the name of the Goddess and the Holy Isle-"
"Oh, rare," Igraine said sarcastically. "Now my Goddess demands of me that I
shall play the harlot, and the Merlin of Britain and the Lady of the Lake will
act as panders for me!"

Viviane's eyes blazed; she stepped one step forward, and for a moment Igraine
believed the priestess would strike her in the face. "How do you dare!"
Viviane said, and though her voice was soft, it seemed to raise echoes through
the entire room, so that Morgaine, half asleep beneath Igraine's woolen plaid,
sat up and cried out in sudden fright.

"Now you have wakened my babe-" Igraine said, and sat down on the edge of the
bed, hushing the child. Gradually the angry color receded from Viviane's face.
She sat down beside Igraine and said, "You have not understood me, Grainne. Do
you think Gorlois immortal? I tell you, child, I have sought to read in the
stars the destinies of those who are vital to Britain's wholeness in the years
to come, and I tell you, the name of Gorlois is not written there."

Igraine felt her knees weaken and her whole body loosen at the joints. "Will
Uther kill him?"

"I swear to you: Uther will have no part in his death, and when Gorlois dies,
Uther will be far away. But think, child. Tintagel is a great castle; do you
believe, when Gorlois can hold it no longer, that Uther Pendragon would be
slow to say, Take the castle, and the woman who holds it, to one of his war
dukes? Better Uther than one of his men."

Morgaine. What will become of my child; of Morgause, my little sister? Truly,
the woman who belongs to any man must pray that he will live to protect her.
"Can I not return to the Holy Isle, and live out my life in Avalon as
priestess?"

"That is not your destiny, little one," Viviane said. Her voice was tender
again. "You cannot hide from your fate. It is given to you to play a part in
the salvation of this land, but the road to Avalon is closed to you forever.
Will you walk the road to your destiny, or must the Gods drag you to it
unwilling?"

She did not wait for Igraine's answer. "It will not be long. Ambrosius
Aurelianus is dying; for many years he has led the Britons, and now his dukes
will meet to choose a High King. And there is none but Uther whom they can all
trust. So Uther must be duke of war and High King, both. And he will need a
son."

Igraine felt as if the walls of a trap were closing around her. "If you make
so much of this, why do you not do this thing yourself? If there is so much
power to be gained as the wife of Britain's war duke and High King, why do you
not seek to attract Uther with your charms, and bear this ordained king
yourself?"

To her surprise, Viviane hesitated for a long time before saying, "Do you
think I had not thought of that? But you have forgotten how old I am, Igraine.
I am older than Uther, and he is not young as warriors go. I was twenty-six
when Morgause was born. I am nine-and-thirty, Igraine, and I am past
childbearing."

In the bronze mirror, somehow still in her hand, Igraine saw her sister's



reflection, distorted, misshapen, flowing like water, the image suddenly
clearing then clouding and vanishing. Igraine said, "You think so? But I tell
you that you will bear another child."

"I hope not," Viviane said. "I am older than our mother was when she died in
bearing Morgause, and I could not now hope to escape that fate. This is the
last year I shall take part in the rites at Beltane; after this I shall hand
on my office to some woman younger than I, and become as the Ancient One, the
wise-woman. I had hoped that one day I would hand on the place of the Goddess
to Morgause-"

"Then why did you not keep her in Avalon and train her to be priestess after
you?"

Viviane looked very sad. "She is not fit. She sees, under the mantle of the
Goddess, only power, not the unending sacrifice and suffering. And so that
path is not for her."

"It does not seem to me that you have suffered," Igraine said.

"You know nothing about it. You did not choose to walk that path either. I,
who have given my life to it, say still it would be simpler to live the life
of a peasant woman, beast of burden and brood mare in season. You see me robed
and crowned as the Goddess, triumphant beside her cauldron; you do not see the
darkness of the cave or the depths of the great sea ... . You are not called
to it, dear child, and you should thank the Goddess that your destiny is laid
elsewhere."

Igraine said silently, Do you think I know nothing of suffering and enduring
in silence, after these four years? but she did not say the words aloud.
Viviane had bent over Morgaine, her face tender, stroking the little girl's
silky-dark hair.

"Ah, Igraine, you cannot know how I envy you-all my life I have so longed for
a daughter. Morgause was like my own to me, the Goddess knows, but always as

alien to me as if she had been born of a stranger, not my own mother.... I
longed for a daughter into whose hands I could resign my office." She sighed.
"But I bore only one girl-child, who died, and my sons are gone from me." She

shuddered. "Well, this is my destiny, which I shall try to obey as you do
yours. I ask nothing of you but this, Igraine, and the rest I leave to her who
is mistress of us all. When Gorlois comes home again, he will go to Londinium
for the choosing of a High King. Somehow you must contrive to go there with
him."

Igraine burst out laughing. "Only this you ask me, and this is harder than all
the rest! Do you truly think that Gorlois would burden his men with escorting
a young wife to Londinium? I would like to go there, indeed, but Gorlois will
take me thither when figs and oranges from the south grow in the garden of
Tintagel!"

"Nevertheless, somehow you must contrive to go, and you must look upon Uther
Pendragon."

Igraine laughed again. "And I suppose you will give me a charm so that he will
fall so deep in love with me that he cannot resist it?"

Viviane stroked her curling red hair. "You are young, Igraine, and I do not
think you have any idea how beautiful you are. I do not think Uther will have
need of any charms."

Igraine felt her body contract in a curious frightened spasm. "Perhaps I had
better have the charm so that I will not shrink from him!"

Viviane sighed. She touched the moonstone about Igraine's neck. She said,
"This was not Gorlois's gift to you-"

"No; I had it from you at my wedding, you remember? You said it was my
mother's."

"Give it to me." Viviane reached under the curling hair at Igraine's neck and
unfastened the chain. "When this stone comes back to you, Igraine, remember
what I said, and do as the Goddess prompts you to do."



Igraine looked at the stone in the hands of the priestess. She sighed, but she
did not protest. I have promised her nothing, she told herself fiercely,
nothing.

"Will you go to Londinium for the choosing of this High King, Viviane?"

The priestess shook her head. "I go to the land of another king, who does not
yet know that he must fight at the side of Uther. Ban of Armorica, in Less
Britain, is being made High King of his land, and in token, his Druids have
told him that he must make the Great Rite. I am sent to officiate in the
Sacred Marriage."

"I thought Brittany was a Christian land."

"Oh, it is so," Viviane said indifferently, "and his priests will ring their
bells, and anoint him with their holy oils, and tell him that his God has made
the sacrifice for him. But the people will not accept a king who is not
himself vowed to the Great Sacrifice."

Igraine drew a deep breath. "I know so little-"

"In the old days, Igraine," Viviane said, "the High King was bound with his
life to the fortunes of the land, and pledged, as every Merlin of Britain is
pledged, that if the land comes upon disaster or perilous times, he will die
that the land may live. And should he refuse this sacrifice, the land would
perish. I-I should not speak of this, it is a Mystery, but in your own way,
Igraine, you too are offering your life for the healing of this land. No woman
knows, when she lies down to childbirth, whether her life will not be demanded
of her at the hands of the Goddess. I too have lain bound and helpless, with
the knife at my throat, knowing that if death took me, my blood would redeem
the land ... ." Her voice trembled into silence; Igraine, too, was silent, in
awe.

"A part of Less Britain, too, has withdrawn into the mists, and the Great
Shrine of Stones cannot now be found. The avenue leading to the shrine is
empty stone, unless the Way to Karnak is known," Viviane said, "but King Ban
has pledged to keep the worlds from drifting apart, and the gateways open to
the Mysteries. And so he will make the Sacred Marriage with the land, in token
that if there is need his very blood will be spilled to feed the crops. It is
fitting that my last service to the Mother, before I take my place among the
wise-women, shall be to bind his land to Avalon, and so I am to be the Goddess
to him in this mystery."

She was silent, but for Igraine the room was filled with the echo of her
voice. Viviane bent over and picked up the sleeping Morgaine in her arms,
holding her with great tenderness.

"She is not yet a maiden, and I not yet a wise-woman," she said, "but we are
the Three, Igraine. Together we make up the Goddess, and she is here present
among us."

Igraine wondered why she had not named their sister Morgause, and they were so
open to one another that Viviane heard the words as if Igraine had spoken them
aloud.

She said in a whisper, and Igraine saw her shiver, "The Goddess has a fourth
face, which is secret, and you should pray to her, as I do-as I do, Igraine-
that Morgause will never wear that face."

3

It seemed to Igraine that she had been riding forever in the rain. The journey
to Londinium was like a journey from the end of the world. She had travelled
but little before, except, long ago, from Avalon to Tintagel. She contrasted
the frightened, despairing child of that first journey with herself today. Now
she rode at Gorlois's side, and he went to some trouble to tell her something
of the lands they passed through, and she laughed and teased him, and at night
in their tent she went willingly to his bed. Now and again she missed



Morgaine, wondering how the child would be faring-would she cry at night for
her mother, would she eat at Morgause's bidding? But it was pleasant to be
free again, riding in this great company of men, conscious of their admiring
looks and their deference- none of them would dare to approach Gorlois's lady,
except with an admiring glance. She was a girl again, but not, now, frightened
and shrinking from the strange man who was her husband and whom she must
somehow manage to please. She was a girl again without the childish
awkwardness of her real girlhood, and she was enjoying it. She did not even
mind the ceaseless rain that obscured the distant hills so that they rode
within a little circle of mist.

We could lose our way in this mist, wander off into the realms of Fairy, and
never return at all to this world, where the dying Ambrosius and the ambitious
Uther plan for the salvation of Britain from the wild savages. Britain could
sink like Rome, under the barbarians, and we need never know nor care .
"Are you weary, Igraine?" Gorlois's voice was gentle and concerned. Really, he
was not the ogre he had seemed during those first terrifying days four years
ago! Now he was only an aging man, grey in his hair and beard (though he
shaved himself carefully in Roman fashion), scarred from years of fighting,
and touchingly eager to please her. Perhaps, if she had not been so frightened
and rebellious in those days, she might have seen that he was eager to please
her then, too. He had not been cruel to her, or if he was, it was only that he
seemed to know little of women's bodies and how to use them. Now it seemed
only clumsiness, not cruelty; and if she told him he hurt her, he would caress
her more gently. The younger Igraine had thought it inevitable, the hurt and
the terror. Now she knew better.

She smiled at him now, gaily, and said, "No, not at all; I feel I could go on
riding forever! But with so much mist, how do you know that we will not lose
our way and never come to Londinium at all!"

"You need not fear that," he said gravely. "My guides are very good, and they
know every inch of the road. And before nightfall we will come to the old
Roman road which leads into the very heart of the city. So we will sleep this
night under a roof and in a proper bed."

"I shall be glad to sleep again in a proper bed," said Igraine demurely, and
saw, as she had known she would see, the sudden heat rising in his face and
eyes. But he turned his face away from her; it was almost as if he was afraid
of her, and Igraine, having just discovered this power, delighted in it.

She rode on at his side, reflecting on the sudden kindness she felt for
Gorlois, a kindness mixed with regret, as if he had become dear to her only
now, when she knew she must lose him. One way or another, she knew her days at
his side were numbered; and she remembered how she had first known that he
would die.

She had had his messenger, warning her to prepare for his coming; he had sent
one of his men, with suspicious eyes which peered everywhere, telling Igraine
without words that if this man had had a young wife, he would have come home
without warning, hoping to surprise some misconduct or extravagance. Igraine,
knowing herself guiltless, her steward competent, her kitchen in order, had
ignored the prying stares and bade the man welcome. Let him question her
servants if he would, he would find that except for her sister and the Lord
Merlin she had received no guests at Tintagel.

When the messenger had gone, Igraine, turning to cross the courtyard, had
stopped, a shadow falling across her in full sunlight, stricken with causeless
fear. And in that moment she saw Gorlois, wondering where was his horse, his
entourage? He looked thinner and older, so that for a moment she hardly knew
him, and his face was drawn and haggard. There was a sword cut on his cheek
which she did not remember.

"My husband!" she cried. "Gorlois-" And then, stricken by the unspeakable
grief in his face, she had forgotten her fear of him and the years of



resentment, rushed toward him and spoken as she would have spoken to her
child. "Oh, my dear, what has happened to you? What has brought you here like
this, alone, unarmed-are you ill? Are you-" And then she stopped, her voice
dying away among the echoes. For there was no one there, only the fitful light
from clouds and sea and shadows, and the echo of her own voice.

She tried, all the rest of that day, to reassure herself that it was only a
Sending, like the one that had warned her of Viviane's coming. But she knew
better: Gorlois had not the Sight, would not have used it or believed in it if
he had had it. What she had seen-and she knew it even though she had never
seen anything like it before-was her husband's fetch, his double, the shadow
and precursor of his death.

And when at last he arrived, whole and sound, she had tried to shrug away the
memory, had told herself that it was only a trick of the light that made her
see, behind him, the shadow she had seen, with the sword cut on his face and
the unspeakable grief in his eyes. For Gorlois now was neither wounded nor
disheartened; on the contrary, he was in high good humor, bringing gifts for
her, and even a string of little coral beads for Morgaine. He had looked in
the sacks of his Saxon plunder and given Morgause a red cloak.

"No doubt it belonged to some Saxon strumpet, some camp follower, or even one
of the screaming swordswomen who fight alongside their men, half-naked on the
field of war," he said, laughing and chucking the girl under the chin, "so it
is just as well it should be worn by a decent British maiden. The color
becomes you, little sister. When you have grown a bit, you will be as pretty
as my wife." Morgause had simpered and giggled and tossed her head, posing in
the new cloak, and later Gorlois had said sharply, as he and Igraine were
making themselves ready for bed (Morgaine, howling, had been banished to
Morgause's room), "We must have that girl married as soon as can be arranged,
Igraine. She is a puppy bitch with eyes hot for anything in the shape of a
man; did you see how she cast her eyes not only on me but on my younger
soldiers? I will not have such a one disgracing my family, nor influencing my
daughter!"

Igraine had given him a soft answer. She could not forget that she had seen
Gorlois's death, and she would not argue with a condemned man. And she too had
been annoyed by Morgause's behavior.

So Gorlois is to die. Well, it takes not much prophecy to foresee that a man
of five-and-forty, who has been fighting Saxons much of his life, will not
live to see his little children grown. I shall not let it make me believe all
the rest of the nonsense she spoke to me, or I shall be expecting Gorlois to
take me to Londinium! But the next day, as they lingered over breaking their
fast and she was mending a great rent in his best tunic, he spoke bluntly.
"Did you not wonder what brought me here so suddenly, Igraine?"

After the night past, she had the confidence to smile into his eyes.

"Should I question fortune, which has brought my husband home after a year's
absence? I hope it means that the Saxon Shores are free and in British hands
again."

He nodded absently, and smiled. Then the smile was gone. "Ambrosius Aurelianus
is dying. The old eagle will soon be gone, and there is no hatchling to fly in
his place. It is like the legions going again; he has been High King for all
my days, and a good king for those of us who still hoped, as I did, for the
return of Rome one day. Now I know that day will never come. The kings of
Britain from near and far have been summoned to gather in Londinium to choose
their High King and war leader, and I too must go. It was a long journey to
stay so little time, for I must be off again within three days. But I would
not come so near without seeing you and the child. It will be a great
gathering, Igraine, and many of the dukes and kings will bring their ladies;
would you like to come with me?"

"To Londinium?"



"Yes, if you will travel so far," he said, "and if you can bring yourself to
leave that child. I do not know why you should not. Morgaine is healthy and
sound and there are enough women here to look after a dozen like her; and if I
have managed to get you with child again"-he met her eyes in a smile she could
hardly have imagined on his face-"it will not yet hinder you in riding." There
was a tenderness she had never guessed in his voice as he added, "I would
rather not be parted from you again for a little while, at least; will you
come, my wife?"

Somehow you must contrive to come to Londinium with him. Viviane had said it.
And now Gorlois had made it unnecessary even to ask. Igraine had a sudden
feeling of panic-as if she were on a runaway horse. She picked up a cup of
beer and sipped at it, to cover her confusion. "Certainly I will come if you
wish it." Two days later they were on the road, riding eastward to Londinium
and the encampment of Uther Pendragon and the dying Ambrosius, for the
choosing of a High King ... .

In midafternoon they came to the Roman road, and could ride more swiftly; and
late that day they could see the outskirts of Londinium, and smell the tidal
river that washed its shores. Igraine had never guessed so many houses could
be gathered together in one place; for a moment she felt, after the chill
spaces of the southern moors, that she could not breathe, that the houses were
closing in on her. She rode as if in a trance, feeling that the stone streets
and walls cut her off from air and light and life itself.. .. How could people
live behind walls this way?

"We will sleep this night at the home of one of my soldiers, who has a house
in the city," Gorlois said, "and tomorrow we will present ourselves at the
court of Ambrosius."

She asked him that night, seated before the fire (what luxury, she thought, a
fire this near to Midsummer!), "Who, think you, will be the next High King?"
"What can it matter to a woman who rules the land?"

She smiled sidelong at him; she had taken down her hair for the night and she
could feel him warming to the smile. "Even though I am a woman, Gorlois, I
must live in this land, and I would like to know what manner of man my husband
must follow in peace and war."

"Peace! There will be no peace in my lifetime at least," Gorlois said. "Not
with all those wild folk coming to our rich shores; we must gather all our
strength to defend ourselves. And there are many who would like to wear the
mantle of Ambrosius and lead us in war. Lot of Orkney, for instance. A harsh
man, but reliable, a strong leader, good at battle strategy. Still unmarried,
though; no dynasty. He's young for a High King, but ambitious, never knew a
man of that age so ambitious. And Uriens of North Wales. No problems with
dynasty, he already has sons. But the man has no imagination; wants to do
everything as it's always been done, says that it worked once and it will work
again. And I suspect he's no good Christian."

"Which would be your choice?" Igraine asked.

He sighed. "Neither," he said. "I have followed Ambrosius all my life, and I
will follow the man Ambrosius has chosen; it's a matter of honor, and Uther is
Ambrosius' man. It's as simple as that. Not that I like Uther. He's a
lecherous man with a dozen bastards, no woman's safe around him. He goes to
mass because the army does, and because it's the thing to do. I'd rather he
was an honest pagan than a Christian for the benefits he can get from it."
"Yet you support him-"

"Oh, yes. He's soldier enough for a Caesar; the men will follow him through
hell, if they have to. He spares no effort to be popular with the army-you
know the kind of thing, going around the camp and munching on their rations to
make sure they're fit to eat, spending a day when he could be taking his ease
in going to the quartermaster's to get a discharge for an old toothless
veteran, sleeping in the field with the men before a battle. The men would die



for him-and they do. And he has both brains and imagination. He managed to
make peace with the treaty troops and get them to fight alongside us last
fall-he thinks a little too much like a Saxon for me, he knows how their minds
work. Yes, I'll support him. But that doesn't mean I like the man."

Igraine, listening, thought that Gorlois had revealed more of himself than of
the other candidates for High King. She said at last, "Have you never thought-
you are Duke of Cornwall, and Ambrosius values you; could you be chosen as

High King?"

"Believe me, Igraine, I want no crown. Have you a wish to be queen?"

"I would not refuse it," she said, recalling the Merlin's prophecy. "You say
that because you are too young to know what it means," Gorlois said with a

smile. "Would you truly like to rule a kingdom as you must rule over your
servants at Tintagel, at everyone's beck and call? There was a time when I was
younger-but I do not want to spend the rest of my lifetime at war. Ambrosius
gave me Tintagel years ago, Igraine; until four years ago I had not spent
enough time there to bring home a wife! I will defend these shores as long as
I can hold a sword, but I want a son to play with my daughter, and some time
to spend in peace, fishing from the rocks, and hunting, and sitting in the sun
watching the peasant folk bring in their crops, and time perhaps to make my
peace with God, so that he may forgive me for all the things I have had to do
in a life as a soldier. But even when there is peace in the land, the High
King has no peace, for when the enemies leave our shore, why, then, his
friends begin to fight, if only for his favor. No, there will be no crown for
me, and when you are my age, you will be glad of it."

Igraine felt a pricking behind her eyes as Gorlois spoke. So this harsh
soldier, the somber man she had feared, now felt enough at ease with her to
reveal something of his wishes. With all her heart she wished that he might
have his last few years in the sun as he wished, his children playing about
him; but even here, in the flickering of the fire, she thought she could see
the ominous shadow of the doom that followed him.

It is my imagination, I have let the words of the Merlin make me imagine
foolish things, she told herself, and when Gorlois yawned and stretched,
saying that he was weary from riding, she went quickly to help him take off
his clothes.

She hardly slept in the strange bed, turning and tossing as she listened to
Gorlois's quiet breathing; now and again he reached out for her in his sleep,
and she soothed him against her breast as she would have done with her child.
Perhaps, she thought, the Merlin and the Lady were frightened by their own
shadows, perhaps Gorlois will indeed have time to grow old in the sun. Perhaps
before he slept he had indeed planted in her womb the seed of the son they
said he would never father. But toward morning she fell into fitful sleep,
dreaming of a world in the mist, of the shoreline of the Holy Isle receding
further and further in the mists; it seemed to Igraine that she was rowing on
a barge, heavy and exhausted, seeking for the Isle of Avalon where the
Goddess, wearing Viviane's face, was waiting to ask her how well she had done
what was required of her. But although the shoreline was familiar, and the
groves of apple trees which had grown on the shore when she came up to the
temple, a crucifix stood in the temple of her dream and a choir of the black-
robed nuns of the Christians was singing one of their doleful hymns, and when
she began to run, looking everywhere for her sister, the sound of church bells
drowned out her cries. She woke with a stifled whimper, a sleeper's scream,
and sat up to hear the sound of church bells everywhere.

Gorlois sat up in bed beside her. "It is the church where Ambrosius goes to
mass. Make haste to dress yourself, Igraine, and we will go together."

While she was winding a woven silk girdle around her linen overdress, a
strange serving-man knocked at the door, saying he would like to speak with
the lady Igraine, wife of the Duke of Cornwall. Igraine went to the door and



it seemed to her that she recognized the man. He bowed to her, and now she
remembered that she had seen him, years ago, rowing Viviane's barge. It made
her remember her dream, and she felt cold inside.

"Your sister sends you this from the Merlin," he said, "and bids you to wear
it and remember your promise, no more." He gave her a small parcel wrapped in
silk.

"What is this, Igraine?" asked Gorlois, frowning, coming up behind her. "Who
is sending you gifts? Do you recognize the messenger?"

"He is one of my sister's men from the Isle of Avalon," said Igraine,
unwrapping the package; but Gorlois said sternly, "My wife does not receive
gifts from messengers unknown to me," and took it roughly from her. She opened
her mouth in indignation, all her new tenderness for Gorlois vanishing in a
single breath; how dared he?

"Why, it is the blue stone you wore when we were wedded," Gorlois said,
frowning. "What is this of a promise? How did your sister, if it is truly from
her, come by the stone?"

Gathering her wits quickly, Igraine lied to him deliberately for the first
time in her life. "When my sister visited me," she said, "I gave her the stone
and its chain to have the clasp put right; she knows of a goldsmith in Avalon
who is better than any in Cornwall. And the promise she spoke of is that I
will care better for my jewels, since I am now a grown woman and not a
heedless child who cannot take proper care of precious things. May I have my
necklace, my husband?"

He handed her the moonstone, frowning. "I have smiths in my employ who would
have put it right for you without reading you a lesson your sister no longer
has a right to give. Viviane takes too much upon herself; she may have stood
in a mother's place to you when you were a child, but you are not now in her
care. You must strive to be more a grown woman, and less dependent upon your
home."

"Why, now I have had two lessons," said Igraine crossly, putting the chain
about her neck. "One from my sister and one from my husband, as if I were an
unlessoned child indeed."

Over his head it seemed that she could still see the shadow of his death, the
dread fetch of the death-doomed. Suddenly she hoped, with a passionate hope,
that he had not gotten her with child, that she did not bear a son to a doomed
man ... she felt icy cold.

"Come, Igraine," he coaxed, putting out his hand to stroke her hair, "do not
be angry with me. I shall try to remember that you are a grown woman in your
nineteenth year, not a mere child of fifteen! Come, we must be ready to go to
the King's mass, and the priests do not like it if there is much coming and
going after the mass has started."

The church was small, made of daub and wattle, and the lamps inside were
lighted against the cold dankness; Igraine was glad of her thick woolen
mantle. Gorlois whispered to her that the white-haired priest, venerable as
any Druid, was Ambrosius' own priest who travelled with the army, and that
this was a service of thanksgiving for the King's homecoming.

"Is the King here?"

"He is just coming into the church, at the seat over there before the altar,"
Gorlois muttered, inclining his head.

She knew him at once by the dark red mantle, worn over a dark, heavily
embroidered tunic, and the jewelled sword belt at his side. Ambrosius
Aurelianus must, she thought, have been about sixty; a tall, spare man, shaven
in the Roman fashion, but stooped, walking with a careful crouch as if he had
some inner hurt. Once, perhaps, he had been handsome; now his face was lined
and yellow, his dark moustache drooping, nearly all grey, and his hair
grizzled. Beside him were two or three of his councillors or fellow kings; she
wanted to know who they were, but the priest, seeing the King enter, had begun



reading from his great book, and she bit her lip and was silent, listening to
the service which even now, after four years in Father Columba's instruction,
she did not fully understand, nor care to. She knew it was ill-mannered to
gaze about her in church, like a country bumpkin, but she peeped below the
hood of her mantle at some of the men around the King: a man whom she supposed
to be Uriens of North Wales, and a richly dressed man, slender and handsome,
dark hair cut short in Roman fashion around his chin. She wondered if this was
Uther, Ambrosius' companion and heir apparent. He stood attentively at
Ambrosius' side all through the long service, and when the aging King
stumbled, the slight dark man offered him an arm. He cast his eyes attentively
on the priest; but Igraine, trained to read people's thoughts in their faces,
knew that he was not really listening to the priest or to the service, but
that his thoughts ran inward on their own purposes. He raised his head, once,
and looked straight at Gorlois, and briefly met Igraine's eyes. His own eyes
were dark beneath heavy dark brows, and Igraine felt an instantaneous shiver
of revulsion. If this was Uther, she resolved, she would have nothing to do
with him; a crown would be too dearly bought at his side. He must be older
than he looked, for this man was surely no more than five-and-twenty.

Partway through the service there was a little stir near the door, and a tall,
soldierly man, broad-shouldered but lanky, in a thick woven plaid like those
the Northmen wore, came into the church, followed by four or five soldiers.
The priest went on, unruffled, but the deacon who stood at his side raised his
head from the Gospel book and scowled. The tall man uncovered his head,
revealing fair hair already worn thin and balding on top. He moved through the
standing congregation, the priest said, Let us pray, and as Igraine knelt she
saw the tall, fair-haired man and his soldiers quite near them; his soldiers
had knelt around Gorlois's men and the man himself was at her side. When he
had gotten himself down on his knees he gave one quick look round to see that
all of his men were placed, then bent his head piously to listen to the
prayer.

Through all the long service he did not raise his head; even when the
congregation began to approach the altar for the consecrated bread and wine,
he did not go. Gorlois touched Igraine's shoulder, and she went at his side-
the Christians held that a wife should follow her husband's faith, so that God
of theirs could just blame Gorlois if she went to the communion ill prepared.
Father Columba had argued with her a long time about proper prayer and
preparation, and Igraine had decided that she was never properly prepared for
it. But Gorlois would be angry with her, and after all she could not interrupt
the silence of the service to argue with him, even in a whisper.

Returning to her place, her teeth on edge from the coarse bread and the
sourness of wine on an empty stomach, she saw the tall man raise his head.
Gorlois gave him a curt nod and passed on. The man looked at Igraine, and it
seemed for a moment that he was laughing at her, and at Gorlois too; she felt
herself smile. Then at Gorlois's repressive frown she followed him and knelt
meekly at his side. But she could see the fair-haired man watching her. From
his Northman's plaid she supposed that this could be Lot of Orkney, the one
Gorlois had called young and ambitious. Some of the Northmen too were fair as
Saxons.

The final psalm had begun; she listened to the words without paying much
attention to them.

He has sent redemption among his people in accordance with his eternal
covenant

His name is holy and terrible; the fear of the Lord is the beginning of
wisdom.

Gorlois bowed his head for the benediction. She was learning so much about her
husband in these few days. She had known he was a Christian when she married
him; indeed most folk were Christian, in these days, or if they were not, they



kept it most scrupulously to themselves, except near the Holy Isle where the
0ld Faith reigned, or among the Northern barbarians, or the Saxons. But she
had not known that he was genuinely pious.

The benediction was over; the priest and his deacons departed bearing their
long cross and the Holy Book. Igraine looked to where the King stood. He
looked yellow and tired, and as he turned to leave the church, he leaned
heavily on the arm of the dark young man who had stood next to him and
supported him all through the service.

"Lot of Orkney loses no time, does he, my lord of Cornwall," said the tall,
fair-haired man in the Northman's plaid. "He is ever at Ambrosius' elbow these
days, and not wanting in service!"

So, Igraine thought, this is not the Duke of Orkney as I thought.

Gorlois grunted assent.

"Your lady wife, Gorlois?"

Reluctantly, churlishly, Gorlois said, "Igraine, my dear, this is our war
duke: Uther, whom the Tribes call Pendragon, from his banner."

She dropped him a curtsey, blinking with astonishment. Uther Pen-dragon, this
ungainly man, fair as a Saxon? Was this the courtier intended to succeed
Ambrosius-this bumbling man who blundered in to disturb holy mass? Uther was
staring-not, Igraine realized, at her face, but at something lower down, and
Igraine, wondering if she had spilled communion wine on her gown, saw that he
was staring at the moonstone on the breast of her mantle. She wondered sharply
if he had never seen one before.

Gorlois, too, had noted the direction of his gaze. He said, "I would like to
present my lady to the King; a good day to you, my lord Duke," and left
without waiting for Uther's farewell. When they were out of earshot he said,
"I like not the way he looks at you, Igraine. He is no man for a decent woman
to know. Avoid him."

Igraine said, "He was not looking at me, my husband, but at the jewel I wore.
Is he greedy for riches?"

"He is greedy for all things," Uther said shortly. Walking so swiftly that
Igraine's thin shoes stumbled on the stone street, they had overtaken the
royal party.

Ambrosius, surrounded by his priests and councillors, looked like any other
elderly sick man who had gone fasting to mass and was ready for his breakfast
and a place to sit down. He walked with one hand held to his side, as if it
hurt him. But he smiled at Gorlois with real friendliness, and Igraine knew
why the whole of Britain had made up their quarrels to serve under this man
and fight away the Saxons from their shores.

"Why, Gorlois, are you back so swiftly from Cornwall? I had little hope of
seeing you here before the Council, or again in this world," he said. His
voice was thin, breathy, but he held out his arms to Gorlois, who embraced the
0old man carefully, then blurted out, "You are ill, my lord, you should have
kept your bed!"

Ambrosius said, with a little smile, "I will keep it soon enough, and long
enough, I fear. The bishop said as much, and would have brought me the holy
things in my bed if I wished, but I wanted to show myself among you again.
Come and breakfast with me, Gorlois, and tell me how all goes in your quiet
countryside."

The two men walked on, Igraine walking behind her husband. On the King's other
side was the slight, dark man, scarlet-clad: Lot of Orkney, she remembered.
When they came into the King's house and Ambrosius had been placed in a
comfortable chair, the High King beckoned Igraine forward.

"Welcome to my court, lady Igraine. Your husband tells me you are a daughter
of the Holy Isle."

"It is so, sir," Igraine said shyly.

"Some of your people are advisers at my court; my priests do not like it that



your Druids should be placed on equal footing with them, but I tell them you
both serve the Great Ones above us, by whatever name. And wisdom is wisdom,
however come by. I sometimes think your Gods demand wiser men for their
servants than our God for his," Ambrosius said, smiling at her. "Come,
Gorlois, sit here beside me at table."

It seemed to Igraine, as she took her seat on the cushioned bench, that Lot of
Orkney hovered near like a dog who has been kicked but who wants to slink back
to his master. If Ambrosius had men about him who loved him, that was well.
But did Lot love his king, or only wish to be near to the throne that its
power might reflect on him? She noticed that Ambrosius, though he courteously
urged his guests to eat the fine wheaten bread and honey and fresh fish set
for his table, ate only sops of bread moistened in milk. She noticed, too, the
faint yellow staining the whites of his eyes. Gorlois had said, Ambrosius is
dying. She had seen enough dying men in her lifetime to know he spoke no more
than simple truth, and Ambrosius, from his words, knew it too.

"Intelligence has reached me that the Saxons have made some sort of treaty,
killed a horse and sworn on its blood or some such rubbish, with the
Northmen," Ambrosius said, "and the fighting may move into Cornwall this time.
Uriens, you may have to guide our armies in the West land; you and Uther, who
knows the Welsh hills as he knows the hilt of his own sword. The war may even
come into your peaceful countryside, Gorlois."

"But you are guarded, as we are in the North, by the coasts and the crags
lying below your lands," said Lot of Orkney in his smooth voice. "I do not
think a horde of wild folk could come at Tintagel unless they knew the rocks
and the harbors. And even from the land side, Tintagel could be defended, with
that long causeway."

"True," Gorlois said, "but there are harbors, and shores where a boat can be
beached, and even if they cannot reach the castle, there are farmsteads and
rich lands and crops. I can defend the castle, but what of the countryside? I
am their duke because I can defend my people."”

"It seems to me that a duke, or a king, should be something more than this,"
Ambrosius said, "but I do not know what. I have never had peace to find out.
Perhaps our sons will do so. It may come in your time, Lot, you are the
youngest of us."

There was a sudden stir in the outer room, and then the tall, fair-haired
Uther came into the room. He had a pair of dogs on leash in his hand, and the
leashes tangled as the dogs yapped and snarled. He stood at the door patiently
untangling them, then gave the leashes to his servant and came into the room.
"You are disturbing us all this morning, Uther," said Lot venomously, "first
the priest at holy mass and then the King at his breakfast."

"Have I disturbed you? I beg your forgiveness, my lord," Uther said, smiling,
and the King stretched out his hand, smiling as at a favorite child.

"You are forgiven, Uther, but send the dogs away, I pray you. Well, come and
sit here, my boy," Ambrosius said, rising clumsily, and Uther . embraced the
King; Igraine saw that he did so carefully, deferentially. She thought, Why,
Uther loves the King, it is not just ambition or a courtier's currying of
favor!

Gorlois would have given up his place next to Ambrosius, but the King motioned
to him to sit still. Uther stretched his long leg across the bench and climbed
across it, to slide into a seat beside Igraine. She drew her skirts aside,
feeling awkward, as he stumbled-how clumsy he was! Like a big, friendly puppy!
He had to put out a hand to save himself from falling directly on top of
Igraine.

"Forgive my clumsiness, lady," he said, smiling down at her. "I am all too big
to sit in your lap!"

Against her will, she laughed up at him. "Even your dogs are too big for that,
my lord Uther!"



He helped himself to bread and fish, offering her the honey as he spooned it
out of the jar. She refused courteously.

"I do not like sweets," she said.

"You have no need of them, my lady," he said, and she noticed that he was
staring at her bosom again. Had he never seen a moonstone before? Or was he
staring at the curve of her breast beneath it? She was suddenly, acutely
conscious that her breasts were no longer quite as high and firm as they had
been before she had suckled Morgaine. Igraine felt the heat rising in her face
and quickly took a sip of the fresh cold milk.

He was tall and fair, his skin firm and unwrinkled. She could smell his sweat,
clean and fresh as a child's. And yet he was not so very young, his light hair
was already thinning over his sunburnt skull. She felt a curious unease,
something she had never felt before; his thigh lay alongside hers on the bench
and she was very conscious of it, as if it were a separate part of her own
body. She cast her eyes down and took a nibble of buttered bread, listening to
Gorlois and Lot talking about what would happen if the war were to come to the
West country.

"The Saxons are fighters, yes," Uther said, joining in, "but they fight in
something like civilized warfare. The Northmen, the Scots, the wild folk from
the lands beyond-they are madmen, they rush naked and screaming into battle,
and the important thing is to train troops to hold firm against them and not
break in fear of their charge."

"That is where the legions had the advantage over our men," Gorlois said, "for
they were soldiers by choice, and disciplined, trained to fight, not farmers
and countrymen called up to fight without knowledge of that business, and
going back to their farms when the danger is past. What we need are legions
for Britain. Perhaps if we appealed again to the emperor-"

"The emperor," Ambrosius said, smiling a little, "has troubles enough of his
own. We need horsemen, cavalry legions: but if we want legions for Britain,
Uther, we will have to train them for ourselves."

"It cannot be done," Lot said positively, "for our men will fight in defense
of their homes, and in loyalty to their own clan chiefs, but not for any High
King or emperor. And what are they fighting for, if not to return to their
homes and enjoy them in comfort afterward? The men who follow me, follow me-
not some ideal of freedom. I have some trouble getting them to come this far
south-they say with some justice that there are no Saxons where we are, so why
should they fight away down here? They say, when the Saxons reach their
homeland, time enough to fight then and defend it, but the lowlanders should
look out for the defense of their own country."

"Can't they see, if they come to stop the Saxons here, the Saxons may never
reach their country at all-" Uther began hotly, and Lot raised his slender
hand, laughing.

"Peace, Uther! I know this-it is my men who do not know it! You will get no
legions for Britain, nor any standing army, Ambrosius, from the men north of
the great wall."

Gorlois said huskily, "Perhaps Caesar had the right idea, then; perhaps we
should regarrison the wall. Not, as he did, to keep the wild Northmen from the
cities, but to keep the Saxons from your homeland, Lot."

"We cannot spare troops for that," said Uther impatiently. "We cannot spare
any trained troops at all! We may have to let the treaty people defend the
Saxon Shores, and set up our stand in the West country, against the Scots and
Northmen. I think we should make our main stand in the Summer Country; then in
winter they will not be able to come down to sack our camps as they did three
years ago, for they will not know their way around the islands."

Igraine listened sharply, for she had been born in the Summer Country and knew
how, in winter, the seas moved inward and flooded the land. What was passable,
though boggy, ground in summer, in the winter became lakes and long inland



seas. Even an invading army would find it hard to come into that country,
except in high summer.

"That is what the Merlin told me," Ambrosius said, "and he has offered us
place for our people to establish camp for our armies in the Summer Country."
Uriens said in a rusty voice, "I do not like to abandon the Saxon Shores to
the treaty troops. A Saxon is a Saxon, and he will keep an oath only while it
suits him. I think the mistake of all our lives was when Constantine made
compact with Vortigern-"

"No," Ambrosius said, "a dog who is part wolf will fight more hardily against
other wolves than any other dog. Constantine gave Vortigern's Saxons their own
land, and they fought to defend it. That is what a Saxon wants: land. They are
farmers, and they will fight to the death to make their land safe. The treaty
troops have fought valiantly against the Saxons who came to invade our shores-
"But now there are so many of them," Uriens said, "that they are demanding to
enlarge their treaty lands, and they have threatened that if we will not give
them more land, they will come and take it. So now, as if it were not enough
to fight the Saxons from beyond the sea, we must fight those whom Constantine
brought into our lands-"

"Enough," said Ambrosius, raising a thin hand, and Igraine thought he looked
terribly il1l. "I cannot remedy mistakes, if they were mistakes, made by men
who died before I was born; I have enough to do remedying my own mistakes, and
I will not live long enough to set them all right. But I will do what I can
while I live."

"I think the first thing and best to do," said Lot, "would be to drive forth
the Saxons within our own kingdoms, and then fortify ourselves against their
returning."

Ambrosius said, "I do not think we can do that. They have lived here since
their fathers' and grandfathers' and great-grandfathers' time, some of them,
and unless we are willing to kill them all, they will not leave the land they
have a right to call their own; nor should we violate the treaty. If we fight
among ourselves here within the shores of Britain, how will we have strength
and weapons to fight when we are invaded from without? Also, some of the
Saxons on the treaty shores are Christians, and will fight alongside us
against the wild men and their heathen Gods."

"I think," Lot said, smiling in wry amusement, "that the bishops of Britain
thought truly when they refused to send missionaries to save the souls of the
Saxons on our shores, saying that if the Saxons were to be admitted to Heaven,
they wanted no part of it for themselves! We have enough trouble on this earth
with the Saxons, must we have their uncouth brawling in Heaven as well?"

"I think you mistake the nature of Heaven," said a familiar voice, and Igraine
felt a strange, hollow awareness within herself. She looked down the table at
the speaker, who wore a plain grey robe, monkish in cut. She would not have
recognized the Merlin in this garb, but his voice she would have known

anywhere. "Do you really think mankind's quarrels and imperfections will be
carried on in Heaven, Lot?"
"Why, as to that, I have never spoken with anyone who has been in Heaven," Lot

said, "nor, I think, have you, Lord Merlin. But you are talking as wisely as
any priest-have you taken Holy Orders in your old age, sir?"

The Merlin laughed and said, "I have one thing in common with your priests. I
have spent much time trying to separate the things of man from those that
belong to the Divine, and when I have done separating them, I find there is
not so great a difference. Here on Earth, we cannot see that, but when we have
put off this body we will know more, and know that our differences make no
difference at all to God."

"Then why are we fighting?" asked Uther, and grinned as if he were humoring
the old man. "If all our differences will be resolved in Heaven, why do we not



lay down our arms and embrace the Saxons as brethren?" The Merlin smiled again
and said amiably, "When we are all perfected, it will be just so, Lord Uther,
but they do not yet know it, any more than we do, and while human destiny
provokes men to fight, well, we must do our part by playing the games of this
mortal life. But we need peace in this land so that men may think of Heaven
instead of battle and war."

Uther said, laughing, "I have little taste for sitting and thinking of Heaven,
old man; I will leave that to you and the other priests. I am a man of battle,
I have been so all my days, and I pray to live all my life in war, as befits a
man and not a monk!"

"Be careful what you pray for," said Merlin, looking sharply at Uther, "for
the Gods will certainly give it to you."

"I do not want to be old, and think of Heaven and peace," said Uther, "for
they seem very dull to me. I want war and plunder and women-oh, yes, women-and
the priests do not approve of any of those things."

Gorlois said, "Why, then, you are not much better than the Saxons, are you,
Uther?"

"Your very priests say we must love our enemies, Gorlois," said Uther,
laughing, and reaching across Igraine to clap her husband good-naturedly on
the back, "and so I love the Saxon, for he gives me what I want from life! And
so should you, for when we have peace like this for a little time, we' can
enjoy feasting and women, and then back to the fight, as befits a real man! Do
you think women care for the kind of man who wants to sit by the fire and till
his home acres? Do you think your beautiful lady here would be as happy with a
plowman as she is happy with a duke and leader of men?"

Gorlois said soberly, "You are young enough to say so, Uther. When you are my
age, you will be sick of war too."

Uther chuckled and asked, "Are you sick of war, my lord Ambrosius?" Ambrosius
smiled, but he looked very weary. He said, "It would not matter if I were sick
of war, Uther; for God has chosen in his wisdom to send me war all my days,
and so it shall be, according to his will. I will defend my people, and so
must those who come after. Perhaps in your days, or the days of our sons, we
will have enough time at peace to ask ourselves what we are fighting for."

Lot of Orkney broke in, in his smooth equivocal voice, "Why, we are
philosophers here, my lord Merlin, my king; even you, Uther, you have taken to
philosophy. But none of this tells us what we are to do against the wild men
who come at us from east and from west, and from the Saxons on our own shores.
I think we all know that we will have no help from Rome; if we want legions we
must train them, and I think we needs must have our own Caesar as well, for
just as soldiers need their own captains and their own king, so all the kings
in this island need someone to rule over them."

"Why need we call our High King by the name of Caesar? Or think of him so?"
asked a man Igraine had heard called by the name Ectorius. "The Caesars ruled
Britain well enough in our day, but we see the fatal flaw of an empire thus-
when there is trouble in their home city, they withdraw the legions and leave
us to barbarians! Even Magnus Maximus-"

"He was no emperor," said Ambrosius, smiling. "Magnus Maximus wished to be
emperor, when he commanded the legions here-it is a common ambition for a war
duke." And Igraine saw the quick smile he gave Uther over their heads. "So he
took his legions and marched on Rome, wishing to be proclaimed emperor-he
would have been neither the first nor the last to do so, with the army to
support him. But he never got so far as Rome, and all his ambitions came to
nothing, except for some fine stories-in your Welsh hills, Uther, do they not
talk still of Magnus the Great who will come again with his great sword, at
the head of his legions, rescuing them from all invaders-"

"They do," said Uther, laughing, "they have put upon him the old legend from
time out of mind, of the king who was and the king who will come again to save



his people when the need is dire. Why, if I could find such a sword as that, I
could myself go into the hills of my country and raise as many legions as I
wanted."

"Perhaps," said Ectorius somberly, "that is what we need, a king out of
legend, if the king come, the sword will not be far to seek."

"Your priest would say," the Merlin said evenly, "that the only king who was
and is and will be, is their Christ in Heaven, and that, following in his holy
cause, you need no other."

Ectorius laughed, a short harsh laugh. "Christ cannot lead us into battle.
Nor-I intend no blasphemy, my lord King-would the soldiers follow a banner of
the Prince of Peace."

"Perhaps we should find a king who will put them in memory of the legends,"
Uther said, and silence fell in the room. Igraine, who had never listened
before to the councils of men, could still read enough thoughts to know what
they were all hearing in the silence: the knowledge that the High King who sat
before them now would not live to see another summer. Which of them would sit
in his high seat, next year at this time?

Ambrosius leaned his head against the back of his chair, and that was Lot's
signal to say, in his eager jealous voice, "You are weary, sire; we have tired
you. Let me call your chamberlain."

Ambrosius smiled gently at him. "I will rest soon enough, cousin, and long
enough-" but even the effort of speech was too much for him and he sighed, a
long, shaking sound, letting Lot help him from the table. Behind him the men
broke up into groups, talking, arguing in low tones.

The man called Ectorius came to join Gorlois. "My lord of Orkney loses no
opportunity to plead his case, and disguise it as thoughtfulness for the King-
now we are the evil men who have wearied Ambrosius and will shorten his life."
"Lot does not care who is named High King," Gorlois said, "so that Ambrosius
has no opportunity to state his preference, by which many of us-I among them,
I may as well tell you, Ectorius-would be bound."

Ectorius said, "How not? Ambrosius has no son and cannot name an heir, but his
wish must guide us, and he knows it. Uther is far too eager for the purple of
a Caesar to suit me, but all in all he is better than Lot, so if it should
come to a choice of sour apples ... "

Gorlois nodded, slowly. "Our men will follow Uther. But the Tribes, Bendigeid
Vran and that crew, they will not follow any man so Roman as that; and we need
the Tribes. They would follow Orkney-"

"Lot has not the stuff to make a High King," Ectorius said. "Better we lose
the support of the Tribes than the support of the entire countryside. Lot's
way 1is to split everyone up into warring factions so that only he has the
confidence of all. Paugh!" He spat. "The man's a snake and that's all there is
to it."

"And yet he's persuasive," Gorlois said. "He has brains, and courage, and
imagination-"

"So has Uther. And whether or not Ambrosius gets the chance to say so
formally, Uther's the man he wants."

Gorlois set his teeth grimly and said, "True. True. I'm in honor bound to do
Ambrosius' will. Yet I wish his choice had fallen on a man whose moral
character matched his courage and his leadership. I don't trust Uther, and
yet-" He shook his head, glanced at Igraine. "Child, this can be of no
possible interest to you. I will have my man-at-arms escort you back to the
house where we lay last night."

Dismissed like a little girl, Igraine went homeward in the noontime without
protest. She had a good deal to think about. So men too, even Gorlois, could
be bound in honor to endure what they did not want to do. She had never
thought of that before.

And Uther's eyes, fixed on her, haunted her thoughts. How h