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CHAPTER 1

My nanme is Thomas Malory, and | was there when magi ¢ came back into the world.
I

was there right fromthe very start, when the Second Thaumaturgi c Age began

I't

began with one, single, desperate act born of fury and frustration. It began
with one blow of an axe. And that axe was mine

For nmost of my adult life up to that time, | had served in the arned forces
of

Hs Majesty, and | had retired with the rank of sergeant-major in the
infantry.

| had lived the sinple life of a soldier. It was often a hard life, but these
days | find nyself wishing | could return, if not to the type of life |l led

then, at least to the obscurity that | enjoyed. |'ve gained the status of
celebrity in my advanced years, however reluctantly, and fame is truly
sonet hi ng

| could easily have done without.

There was once another Malory, Sir Thomas Malory, who wote Le Mrte
d Arthur.

However, he was no relation and, in those days, | was unaware of the fatefu
irony involved in ny bearing the same nane as his. | was unaware of a great
many

t hi ngs back in those days, those dark, terrible days. | was unaware of the
i nfluence fate wields in people's lives. | never really thought about such

t hi ngs back then. There were nore i mediate, far nore pressing matters to



occupy
all ny attention, matters pertaining to survival

In the army, | had served with the L. U A D., which stood for London Urban
Assault Division. It was a rather dramatic name, but quite appropriate, al

t hi ngs considered. | saw a great deal of action in ny time with the Loo, as
we

called it, during the International Pacification Canpaigns. The word "l o00" is
British slang for toilet or, as the Americans night say, the "crapper." And
that, too, was appropriate, in its own way.

I'd put in over twenty years with the service and | was approachi ng ny
fortieth

birthday. | had a wife, Jenny, and two small children; Christine, aged

el even,

and M chelle, aged nine, and I wanted nothing quite so nuch as to find a safe
and reasonably peaceful haven for them In those dark days of the Coll apse,
"reasonabl y peaceful” was about as much as anyone coul d hope for. And, for
many

people, it was a hope never to be realized.

London was a war zone that erupted into full-scale nass street riots on the

average of several tinmes a year The arny was frequently called in to quel

t hem

These domestic police actions, taking place in various large British cities,
became known as the Internal Pacification Canpaigns. They occurred with such
frequency that the major ones were sinply referred to by nunmber, in a rather
Yank-like military shorthand, such as In-Pac 9, which erupted in London

I n- Pac

10, which broke out in Coventry, and so forth. The m nor canpai gns occurred

SO0

often that no one even bothered counting them

| had seen a good number of my mates go down in those canpaigns and |I'd had
about enough.

| wanted out.

I moved ny family to Loughborough, in the M dlands, approxi mately one hundred
mles north of London, near Nottingham It was not exactly a small town, but
it

was a fair distance from London, which was the point of the whole thing. The
I evel of crine and violence in London had becone intolerable and | feared for

ny
famly's safety.

| purchased a house, a small cottage, really, on the outskirts of the town,
but

nevertheless, it came quite dearly and wi ped out all ny savings. There was,
of

course, no possibility of financing the purchase with a nortgage. No one was
taki ng any flyers on such things back then. Businesses were failing left and
right, banks and underwiting firms anong them and credit was a nonexi stent
thing. One paid with cash or one sinply didn't buy at all, and with the
econony

col l apsing, prices fluctuated wildly, not only fromday to day, but from hour
to

hour

Thi ngs grew worse with each passing week, nor was the nadness confined to



British soil. The Coll apse was a worl dwi de phenonenon, as everyone knows now,
t hough few people living today have any firsthand know edge of what it was
really like. That period has since been greatly romanticized in fil ns,

novel s,

and on television, but it's one thing to see the Coll apse fancifully depicted
in

a filmor television series and quite another to have actually |ived through
it.

Modern generations seemto have a great feeling of nostalgia for the past,
somehow perceiving that period as a tine of great adventure and derring-do,
but

at the risk of sounding |like an old curnudgeon, | nust say frankly that young
peopl e today have absolutely no idea what those days were really like. They
simply haven't got a clue.

The Col | apse was a bl oody ni ghtmare. The nopst densely popul ated urban areas
wer e

hit the hardest, and those were the places where the viol ence was the npst
pronounced. | had wanted to remove ny fanmily fromthe environs of the city at
all costs, and so | bought the house in Loughborough, spending all the noney
I

had carefully saved over the years. In retrospect, | still don't think it was
a

bad deci sion, considering the circunstances. Cash was at a prem um and
everyone

was |iquidating everything they owned in the way of |ong-terminvestnents,
fighting for the short-term gain.

The Col | apse had changed people's ways of thinking. Money was steadily |osing
val ue, and so such things as homes, savings, and investments were | osing
their

value, as well. Sellers were anxious to get as much as they possibly coul d,
but

with no one offering any financing, cash had to be the bottomline, and so
prices fell dramatically. Unfortunately, the value of what |1'd saved had
fallen

dramatically, as well. Wth financial institutions failing left and right, |
was

lucky to have pulled out nmy nmoney when | had and to have spent it while it
was

still worth sonething. At |east we had a home. We had precious little el se.

The problem once | had ny famly settled in our new hone, was how to afford
its

upkeep. On the plus side of the I edger, we owned it, free and clear, and we
didn't have to worry about such things as taxes and insurance. No one was
writing any policies, because the insurance industry had collapsed, and no
one

was payi ng any taxes, because the bel eaguered government had | ost practically
all ability to enforce collection, save for such built-in revenues as sal es
taxes, which had risen alarmngly as a consequence. In short, the government
was

qui ckly going broke. In the neantine, what budget there was went to support
essential services such as hospitals and fire departnments, the mlitary and

t he

police, and so forth. Since the nost densely popul ated urban centers were the
greatest drain on these linmted resources, the outlying areas had to go
beggi ng

and were largely left to fend for thensel ves.



This meant that if our house burned down, or was vandalized or burgled,
nei t her

it nor our few possessions could be replaced. Food was beconi ng nore and nore
expensi ve, and with constant power outages, rapidly dimnishing supplies of

heating oil, and the scarcity of gas, we were forced to rely on wood or coa
for

fuel. The price of coal had skyrocketed, and the price of cord wood was
rising

rapidly, as well. The petrol eumreserves had been al nost entirely depl eted,
and

what petrol was avail able was rati oned anong essential government, nedical
police, and mlitary personnel

It seened pointless to bempan the policies that had brought about such a

di sastrous state of affairs, because environnentalists and scientists had
been

predicting it for years and we had no one but ourselves to blame. Toward the
end, people had started to wake up at last, and serious attenpts were made to
practice conservation and responsi bl e resource managenent, but it was sinply
t oo

little, too late. The tinme had come to pay the piper Everything was going to
hell in a handbasket in a hurry.

| had managed to renove ny famly from London, but to support them | had to
return to the city nyself. There were damm few jobs around for anyone, and
what

work was available paid very little and was often done for barter. Thanks to
ny

mlitary background, | was fortunate to find enploynent with the Metropolitan
Police Departnment or, as it was and is nore conmonly known, New Scotl and

Yar d.

They were woeful ly understaffed considering the job they had to do, and the
pay

wasn't rmuch, but it was still a great deal nore than what nost other people
had.

G ven the distance between Loughborough and London, as well as the price and
rationing of what little petrol reserves were left, there was no possibility
of

conmuting every day. Wiile the rail lines still ran somewhat sporadically,
hal f

the tine the trains were stalled, or else the tracks were torn up by angry
citizens, wanting to strike back at the government in any way they could, al
of

whi ch nmeant | couldn't spend nmuch time with Jenny and the girls. During the
week, | lived in London, in a griny, bug-infested, little flat, the cheapest
I

could find, and weekends, as often as | could, | went to see ny famly. The
strain of separation was severe on all of us, but there was sinply nothing
el se

to do. Sonehow, | told them | would eventually find a way to work it out.
Surely, things couldn't keep on growi ng worse. Yet, day by day, they did.

Most peopl e never realize how fragile a thing a city truly was in those days,
how little it took to disrupt its equilibrium A sanitation strike would have
the refuse piling up in mountains within only a few days, bringing out the
rats

and giving thema place to breed, and creating an eye-watering m asma of
decay

that hung over the city like a poison cloud. A power blackout would bring a



city

to a standstill, turning people into feral, looting beasts that preyed on one
another in the darkness. A |labor action disrupting the delivery of food and
suppl i es woul d cause shortages and price gouging, and an oil crisis, whether
genuine or artificially induced by profiteers, would result in a shortage of
petrol at the punps, traffic tied up by cars waiting in long lines, and

t enmpers

flaring dangerously. Al these things and nore had happened in the past, and
yet

each tinme such an event occurred, people had sinply settled back into their
usual routines as soon as it had passed and continued to take everything for
granted, as before. And that was how we got into the ness now known as the
Col | apse.

It wasn't something that happened overni ght, of course. Like a snowbal
rolling

down a nountain slope, it had started slowy, growi ng and gathering nomentum
as

it went, until it turned into an aval anche that swept over everything in its
path. The warni ng signs had been present for years, only they had been

| argel y

i gnored. Even when things began to fall apart, people chose not to believe
it.

One is tenpted to lay the blane on governments and mul tinati ona

cor porati ons,

but the fact, is that the people, all the people, ultimtely shared

responsi bility, because we should have been the ones to stop it.

There were those who saw it comng, to be sure, who had seen it com ng for
decades, and their nunmbers had grown considerably in the years imedi ately
pri or

to the Collapse, but unfortunately, they were still not numerous enough to
make

a difference. They had tried to do sonmething and had failed, and their
failure

had I ed to anger and frustration, which in turn had led to desperation, which
had led to eco-terrorism That had been nerely the first hint of the violence
that would come. My generation had grown up with it, and by the tinme |I'd
reached

nmy teens, the aval anche was well and truly underway and no one could do
anyt hi ng

to stop it.

It is with sone amusenent that | regard the London bobbi es these days, with
their return to the traditions of the pre-Collapse period, and their rather
quaint, nostalgically styled unifornms, for in my days with New Scotland Yard,
we

| ooked |l ess like policenen than Iike SAS commandos in full battle dress. W
carried not billy clubs and whistles, but fully automatic weapons, and our
uni forms were not blue serge, but nolded gray fatigues that were known as
"ur ban

canp." Qur riot helnets nade us resenbl e sonme outl andi sh cross between

nmot orcyclists and astronauts and they were the only way to differentiate us
from

the mlitary troops, aside fromthe word "POLI CE' stencil ed across our backs
in

| arge, black letters.

And, oh, how | despised those bl oody helnets! The army knew better nman to be
saddl ed with such a worthl ess piece of junk. | longed for the sinple netal



hel met | had worn when | was in the army, but sone idiot bureaucrat had
apparently decided that the riot helnets were not only highly functional

whi ch

was debatable, but that their polarized visors had some sort of intimdating,
psychol ogi cal effect, which was a joke. In any event, only the greenest

r ooki es

used the visors, and not for very long, at that. Most of us sinmply tore them
of f, and many of the hardcore, swaggering, old veterans sinply dispensed with
the hel mets al together. Having seen as nmuch, if not nore, action as any of

t he

veteran police officers, | kept ny helnet, hot and sweaty as it was, because
I'd
seen nore than nmy share of head wounds and | had a famly to think of. | did

hack off ny visor; however; because | couldn't see well enough to shoot worth
a

damm with the bloody thing in place. And, sad to say, police officers expended
a

great many bullets in those days.

There is a popul ar programon tel evision presently called Collapse Cops,
depicting a team of police officers (a nmale and female, of course) "fighting
crime during the dark days of the Collapse." There is a great deal of gunplay
and camaraderie, coupled with sexual innuendo (the beauteous O ficer Storm
somehow contrives to be caught in her bra and panties at |east once every

epi sode), the villainous perpetrators are all uniformy mal evol ent, and each
program ends with our heroes nanaging to touch the lives of several citizens
and

make their burdens easier to bean | only wish it had been so.

There were, naturally, wonen on the police force and in the mlitary, but |
never encountered any who were even remotely like the | eggy, pouty-Ilipped M.
Storm The wormen with whom | served were all serious professionals and there
was

not a tube of lipstick or an eyebrow pencil to be found among them @ anor
was

the very least of their concerns and romance between fellow officers was
rare.

G ven the situation in the streets, | did not know of a single officer

ei t her

mal e or fenmale, who would risk the conplications of a romantic entangl ement
on

the job. As to the nmal evolent perpetrators and the citizens whose lives we

touched, | only wish that, in reality, the lines had been so clearly drawn. |
can best illustrate with an exanple, one that stands out in nmy mnd as
vividly

as if it had happened only yesterday, for it was the proverbial straw that
finally broke the canmel's back

W were called upon to suppress a sniper. The term "suppress' was a
euphem sm
for killing the poor bastard, because with the high | evel of violence in the

streets, there was neither the tine nor the nanpower to engage in the |uxury
of

negoti ati on, even if hostages were being held, which was quite often the

case.

Possession of firearnms of any sort was strictly illegal, of course, but it was
a

| aw t hat had becone conpl etely unenforceable. The demand for firearns had
becone

so great anmong the general popul ace that a thriving black market existed to



supply them and no sooner woul d we shut down one basement machi ne-shop
operation

than a dozen others would spring up. If a citizen were apprehended using a
firearmin a situation that was clearly self-defense, the usual procedure was
simply to confiscate the weapon and | et the poor devil go and seek to buy

hi nsel f another at a ludicrously inflated price. However; a sniper was
somet hi ng

el se agai n.

By the time we arrived on the scene, a |large nunber of shots had al ready been
fired. Fortunately, no one had been killed or injured yet, which seened only
a

matter of either dumb luck or |ousy marksmanship. In fact, it turned out to
be

superior marksmanshi p, sonething of which | have no doubt, for the fire that
was

subsequently directed at us cane unconfortably close, but avoided hitting
anyone. No one can conme so consistently close while still avoiding a direct
hi t

wi t hout being a very good shot, indeed. However, when we first arrived, we
did

not know that, nor would it have nade a difference if we had. Qur orders for
suppressi on were specific.

The streets in the vicinity were enpty Everyone had prudently fled the scene
t he

nmonent the sniper opened up, but we followed procedure and cordoned off the
area, as well as nmaking announcements over the bull horn that everyone shoul d
stay inside and avoid com ng near the wi ndows. As per procedure, the sniper
was

gi ven one chance and one chance only to give up his weapon and surrender, and
when his answer canme in a burst of automatic fire, we proceeded to deploy for
suppr essi on.

It was an old and all too well-practiced drill. The sniper had stationed

hi nmsel f

inafront fiat on the fourth floor of a building in a residential section of
the East Side. We stationed marksnen on the rooftops of the opposing

bui I di ngs,

and on the ground as well, taking cover behind our vehicles. Qur main concern
was to make certain no innocent lives were lost, but situations of this sort
had

become so comonpl ace that the building's residents had all evacuated the
prem ses within nonents after the sniper opened up, exiting at the rear of

t he

bui | di ng through the basenment corridors w thout incident. After checking to
make

certain none of the flats in the inmmediate vicinity of the sniper were stil
occupi ed, we proceeded with the drill to take himout.

W noved cautiously, but quickly. Wthin noments, we had a squad inside the
buil ding. My partner and | were with that squad. My partner, Sergeant

Roycet on,

was a hard-nosed veteran with twenty years experience on the force. A tough
old

bird, lan Royceton could chew ten-penny nails and spit themout as tacks. W
nmoved up the stairwell to the fourth floor and carefully proceeded down the
corridor, toward the sniper's flat, noving from doorway to doorway and
provi di ng

cover for each other as we went. CQutside, our fellow officers were |aying



down

some covering fire to occupy the sniper's attention and, hopefully, divert
hi m

from our approach.

W had fully expected to find that he had barricaded hinself inside, and as a
result, we had brought along a battering ram and sonme tear gas bonbs. To our
surprise, we discovered the door was not only unl ocked, but open. It actually
stood ajar W stood so close, outside in the corridor, that fromw thin, we
could hear the sniper firing his weapon and the periodic dropping of enpty
magazi nes to the fl oor Royceton and | gl anced at one another and no words
needed

to be said. W knew exactly what to do. W would wait until the next enpty
magazi ne dropped and burst in on himwhile he was in the process of rel oading.

It went off l|ike clockwork. The next time we heard the netallic clatter of.
an

enpty magazine falling to the floor, | kicked the door fully open and both
Royceton and | went in shooting. The poor devil never had a chance. Qur
bul l ets

stitched into himand he jerked convul sively, then fell back through the
shattered wi ndow gl ass and down four floors into the street, where his

br oken,

lifeless body |lay bl eeding on the sidewal k. A quick and efficient operation
and

| breathed a sigh of relief that it was over and that we'd escaped unscat hed.
Then | heard Royceton's sharp intake of breath and he said, "Ch, ny God."
turned quickly, my weapon ready, but it was not a threat he was reacting to.

| followed his gaze and, through the open bedroom doorway, | saw the bodies
lying on the bed, upon the bl ood-soaked sheets. On the night-stand beside the
bed, we found the heartbreaking note that he had left. | have since tried to

forget that note, and though the years have blurred the menory, so that | can
no

| onger recall his exact words, the substance of his |last message to the world
is

with me still, and there is no forgetting it.

He was not, apparently, a well-educated man, and that was reflected in the
poor

syntax of his suicide note, for in effect, it was exactly that. H s tone was
si mpl e and despondent, deeply woeful, and in a mad sort of way, it even
sounded

reasonabl e. He began by addressing us, the police, his executioners. He
started

off with an apology. He stated that it was not his intention to hurt anyone,
a

remark that was diabolically incongruous with the corpses on the bed, and

t hat

he hoped no policenen or innocent bystanders had been harmed by any of his
bul | ets.

"I will try ny level best,"” he wote—er words to that effect—=to avoid
hitting

anyone," and he went on to say that if, by accident, soneone was killed or
wounded, that he did not nean it and was truly, deeply sorry.

| listened as Royceton read the words out loud to ne and | recall how stunned
and nystified | felt at the crippled logic the sniper's tw sted nind
di spl ayed.



Here, he had nmurdered his entire famly, and as he had witten the note,
possibly with their freshly slain bodies on the bed behind him he stated his
sincere intention to avoid hurting anyone and apol ogi zed profusely in the
event

he had. It seenmed, however; that he did not consider what he'd done to them
to

be an act of nurder; but an act of nercy, of release froma life that had
becone

unbear abl e.

| stared at their bodies as Royceton continued to read fromthe note, and
even

tough-as-nail s Royceton, hardened, seasoned veteran of two decades of street
conbat, could not stop his voice frombreaking. There lay the sniper's wife
and

his two young daughters, about the sane age as ny own. He gave their nanes.
still recall them Suzanne, his w fe, and daughters Barbara and Irene. He

wr ot e

about their desperate plight, so simlar to that of all too many others. They
were cold and hungry, and he could find no work that would allow himto
provi de

for them

Hs wife was ill and bedri dden, though the illness was not specified, and his
el dest daughter; Barbara, had begun to prostitute herself for food. She was
thirteen. He had been out, searching unsuccessfully for work, having been

gi ven

notice of eviction if he could not cone up with the delinquent rent by
nor ni ng,

and he had returned to find his wife and children arguing. Irene wanted to do
her part to help and join her sister on the streets. Irene was nine.

What occurred afterward was sonething we woul d never know, for he began to
rel ate what happened, then broke off, ending with one nore apol ogy, this tine
to

God, and then he signed his nanme, Janes Wiitby, in |large and bol d,

flouri shing

script, as if with his final signature, he had tried to inpart sone

i mportance

and dignity to his nane.

H s actions were not, of course, those of a sane man. The poor devil's mind
Zigpped. It was possible he was unstable to begin with, but there was al so
L;ﬁnting possibility that he had been as sane as any one of us and that, in
rgzt extremty, his reason sinmply had fled. The nost curious thing was that
Egd told us virtually nothing of hinmself. He was, and would remain, a cipher

He had signed his name, in big, bold letters, and yet he had said nothing
about

who and what he was. He had made no personal statenent. He had di ed as he had
lived, nerely another average, insignificant little man whom one woul d never
notice on the street, a man who, one mght infer, held no pretensions, but

car ed

about his famly and did whatever he was able to get by. And when all his
best

efforts canme to nought, and he saw his famly suffering in result, his wife



si ck, one daughter degraded and the baby of the famly wanting to degrade
herself as well to make up for Daddy's shortcomings ... Well, he apparently
br oke down and deci ded death was preferable for all of them a release froma
life that was no | onger worm living.

I remenber Royceton dropped the note down on the bed, not intentionally, he
had

simply let go of it, and it fluttered onto the bl oody chest of little Irene.
Roycet on shut his eyes and turned away, then murmured, "You know, | can

al nost

understand the poor sod."

It was at that noment that | reached the turning point. Conplete and total

burnout. | went nunb. | had absolutely nothing left. My nenory won't serve as
to

what, exactly, happened at that point. | seemto recall taking off ny hel net
and

dropping it to the floor. | may have given ny assault rifle to one of the
others, | sinply don't renenber; but | know that | no longer had it severa
hours later; when | was on the train to Loughborough. | recall only one thing

clearly, and that was a driving urge to get back to ny famly and be with
t hem

| felt an urgency mere words cannot convey | sinply wanted to get back and
hol d

my wi fe and daughters in my arms and never |et them go.

H e train broke down a short way out from Loughborough and I got out with the
rest of the passengers and wal ked the remai nder of the way. | do not recal
how

long it took. It seenmed |like hours, plodding along the tracks, and it was
raining. Not a hard, driving rain, but a steady drizzle, yet by the tinme |

reached our home, | was soaked through to the skin and shivering. Jenny heard
the front door open and came running out to greet me. Qur daughters were
asl eep,

and she had been in bed with them yet she was all bundl ed up, as were they,
tucked beneath the blankets in their warnmest clothes. They'd been burning
wood

for heat. It was all we could afford, and Jenny had run out. There was no
noney

for getting any nore. They had al ready burned sonme of the furniture and |
sinmple fool that | was, had left behind what little noney | had left in
London.

Jenny saw the |l ook on ny face and tried to tell nme that it didn't matter. She
was gl ad to have nme hone, and wouldn't the girls be happy when they woke up
to

see their daddy had returned, but all | could see as | |ooked down at their

sl eeping forns, huddled close together, were the bullet-riddled corpses of
Barbara and Irene. It was as if an ice-cold fist had grabbed ny guts and
started

squeezing. | left the bedroomand went out to get my axe.

Jenny grew al armed when she saw what | intended. Choppi ng wood without a
permt

was a crimnal offense. She tried to stop nme, but | ignored her protests and

went out, determned that come what may, ny girls would never share the fate
of
poor James \Witby's daughters.

Not far fromwhere we |ived was a protected natural preserve, all that



remai ned

of Sherwood Forest, once a sprawl i ng woodl and, now a fenced-in acreage that
was

m ned and patrolled by guards arned with autonmatic weapons. The surroundi ng
countrysi de had been virtually denuded of trees as cordwood continued to go
up

in price and what was not chopped down by individuals for their own use was
razed by opportunistic profiteers who sought to gain from other people's
hardshi p. There was a thriving market in illegally cut cordwdod and the

aut horities had been forced to take up drastic neasures to protect the

few remai ni ng acres of woodland that were left.

I was not in a reasonable state of mind, but if I knew what | risked,

didn't

give a damm. | was in such a state that | never gave any consideration to how
I

woul d manage to carry enough wood back to serve our needs, even assuning
woul d

not be caught. One thought, and one thought only, was forenost in ny nind.
Wod.

Wod, Goddam it! At that point, the thinnest, hair's-breadth of a line
separated me from poor Janes Wiitby. | was on the razor's edge.

The rain was falling much harder as | cut my way through the concertina wire
and

breeched the fence w thout encountering any of the guards, who doubtl ess

beli eved no one in their right mnd would venture out on such a night. And,

i ndeed, no one in their right mnd had. | used ny knife to probe for mnes as
I

made ny way farther back into the trees, thinking I would need sonme cover for
ny

wor k, and shoul d probably go some distance in to nmake certain any noise

made

woul d not attract attention. | passed any nunmber of small trees | could have
chopped down easily, thinking, "Just a little farther better safe than
sorry,"

and ot her such nonsense. | have no idea how far | went, but before |ong, I

realized | had lost all sense of direction. And, in that one noment, however
briefly, my presence of nmind returned and | thought, "Dear God, what am|

doi ng?" My famly had need of me, and there | was, probably catching nmy death
of

cold, breaking the law and committing a felony, endangering ny life and, in
consequence, theirs by ny foolishness. What if | was blown up by a mine? What
if

I was shot in the act of chopping down a tree, or caught and arrested as |
was

bringing out... what? A neasly armn oad of wood?

| felt despair overwhelmme and | put ny head down in ny arns as | |ay upon
ngdy ground and wept, the rain commngling with nmy tears. "Fool! Fool!" |
fglﬁsself. "You're risking everything! You' ve wal ked off the job, left al
ﬁgﬁ;y behi nd i n London, you've ruined everything!" And then, as | |ooked up
LaMIa si ght that banished all reason fromny nind.

Before me, scarcely twenty yards away, was the |largest oak tree |I had ever
seen,



the grandfather of all English oaks. Its spreadi ng upper branches were as

t hi ck

as ny thigh, its aged, gnarled trunk so wi de that several nen with their
hands

i nked together could not enconpass it. There it stood, an ancient |eviathan
enough wood to keep ny family warmfor years to cone. | stared at it, nmy gaze
traveling up its trunk to its lofty canopy of branches, and | went absolutely
mad.

| stood and gripped my axe in both hands, raising it high overhead, and
screamed as | charged the tree |ike sone battl e-maddened, Hun barbarian
runni ng

at a Roman phal anx. In that noment of absolute insanity, | had beconme one
with

the slain Janmes Whitby. The tree becane the focal point for all ny fury and
frustration, ny grief and hel pl essness, ny anger at the whol e damed world. |
coul d have chopped away at its gargantuan trunk until the crack of doom and
never have had a hope of felling it, but that thought never occurred to ne.
I't

couldn't have occurred to ne. | wasn't thinking, | was just reacting, like a
wounded beast that had been brought to bay.

| struck the tree a blowwith all the power | could nmuster. The force of that
bl ow ran up through the axe handl e, through nmy hands, up my arnms into ny
shoul ders, and in the next instant, | was flying. | |anded on ny back sone

di stance away, nonentarily stunned and on the verge of |o0sing consciousness.
I

felt a throbbing, tingling sensation all over ny body, not unlike that which
I

had once experienced as a child when |I had stuck my finger into an electric
socket .

At the precise nonment that | struck the giant oak tree with nmy axe, a bolt of
[ ightning had conme | ancing down fromthe clouds and hit the tree. As |east,

t hat

was mmy first inpression, because it seened there could have been no ot her

expl anation. Certainly, it never would have occurred to me that the |ightning
could have come not fromthe sky, but fromwthin the tree itself.

As | recovered frommnmy shock, | raised nyself up slightly and stared at the
snoki ng remmants of the tree. My vision was still sonewhat blurred, but I
coul d

see that as large as it was, the oak had been split conpletely in two, right
down the mddle, fromits uppernost branches straight down to where its trunk
rose fromthe ground. Smoke swirled and eddied all around it, and as it

sl ow y

di ssipated, | saw what appeared to be a figure standing in the cleft.

| blinked, and shook ny head, and blinked again. My first quick inpression
was

that | had been illunminated briefly in that flash of |ightning and now sone
guard stood over ne, but the man | saw was dressed nothing |like a guard, and
he

carried no weapons, save for a |long, slender wooden staff.

He wore some sort of robe, enmblazoned with curious synmbols, and he wore a

hi gh,

conical hat. He had a long white beard and snowy hair that fell well past his
shoul ders. And as | stared at himwi th disbelief, he | ooked down at ne and
sai d,



"Greetings, good sir. My nane is Merlin."

CHAPTER 2

It seens inpossible to i magi ne these days that the name of Merlin would not
instantly be recogni zed, even w thout Anmbrosius appended to it, but back

t hen,

Merlin was, at best, part of an obscure | egend, a piece of folklore, a
oneti ne

curiosity to acadeni cs who had occasionally debated whether or not he and
Ki ng

Arthur had ever actually existed. And those debates had ceased with the
com ng

of the Coll apse.

The [ egend of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Tabl e had once

fasci nated

school children all over the world. Scores of books had been written on the
subj ect, both novels and scholarly studies, and the story had al so been the
basis for filns, television prograns, conedies, dramatic plays, and nusicals.
Graduate students had witten papers on the subject, and historians had
sear ched

for the authentic British king on whom Art hur had supposedly been based, as
t hey

had searched for Merlin, the | egendary w zard who had been his nmentor and
advi sor. That time had passed, however

Uni versities had closed during the Coll apse, for there had been no one to
attend

them Schools had becone little nore than poorly operated day-care centers
over

which a pall of gloomhad hung, for teachers had left the profession in

dr oves,

driven out of it by the sheer necessity for survival, and those who wat ched
over

the largely enpty cl assroonms, save for a few diehard idealists, were often
barely nore educated than their students. Anyone capabl e of finding work of
any

ki nd, regardl ess of how young or old, was either working, out |ooking for
wor K,

or preying upon those who had it. Faced with the disaster of the Coll apse,
peopl e had ceased regardi ng education as a priority. Mere survival had becone
chal | engi ng enough

| had grown up during the Collapse, and though I'd had sone schooling, | had
joined the service as soon as | was old enough and ny real education had been
shaped by the events | lived through. | had always |loved to read, however,
and

in my childhood, | had been exposed to the story of King Arthur, but that had
been over three decades earlier and a | ot of water had flowed under the

bri dge

since then. In any event, the nenory was hardly forenpst in nmy mnd at that
particular tinme, which was not surprising, considering the circunstances. |
did

not connect the nane of Merlin with King Arthur; and consequently, it neant
not hing to ne.

| had, after all, been suffering froman enotional trauma, and | wasn't even



thi nking clearly The shock had, to sonme extent, restored ne to ny senses, but
I

was still not quite myself. | gazed at the strangely garbed old man standing
there before me in the rain, in the cleft of that bifurcated tree, which had
been peeled back as if it were a huge banana skin, and all | could do was
sinmply

stare at him He | ooked away, and for a noment, he seemed to have elim nated
ne

fromhis consideration. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs, nen exhal ed
heavily, stretching and rolling his shoulders, as a man ni ght upon awakeni ng
froma long and restful sleep. He craned his neck back and | ooked up at the
sky,

allowing the rain to fall upon his face, and nen he sighed, wearily, or

per haps

contentedl y. He | ooked around, nen focused his gaze on nme once nore.

He stepped down out of the center of the ruined tree, his novenents stiff and
awkward as he labored to walk toward ne. He seened extrenely old and frail,
but

when he spoke, the strength and deep resonance of his voice belied

appear ances.

"Are you injured?" he asked.
| shook ny head, still somewhat dazed and unable to think of anything to say.
"Well, then what are you doing stretched out there in the nud? Get up."

He extended his wooden staff toward me. | reached out and took hold of it,
and
he pulled ne to ny feet with surprising ease for a man of his advanced years.

"What is your nanme?" he asked.
"Tom" | said. "Tom Malory."

H s eyes wi dened slightly with surprise, as if my nane sounded fam liar to
hi m
"Thomas Mal ory?" he said, as if uncertain he had heard correctly.

"Yes, sir." | do not know if | appended the "sir'
seni or

gentl eman, or out of habit born of years of service in the mlitary, but in
any

case, he seened to warrant it, for there was a firmmess and authority about
hi m

that inpressed itself upon me instantly.

out of politeness to a

Standing close to him | could now make out his features clearly. H's face
was

lined with age beneath the beard, and there were crow s-feet around his eyes,
whi ch were deeply set and a startling, periwi nkle blue. H's nose was sharp
and

prom nent, with a slight hook to it, giving himsonething of the aspect of an
eagl e. He had pronounced cheekbones and a hi gh forehead. H s eyes, however,
wer e

his nmost striking feature. Aside fromtheir startling, bright blue color

t hey

were very direct and penetrating in their gaze, and they | ooked wi se. How one
deduces or infers such a thing | cannot imagi ne, save perhaps from experience



of
havi ng seen ot her nen possessed of wisdomw th such eyes, but the inpression
was

quite clear and forceful. After all these years, | can still remenber that
first neeting with conplete and utter clarity, despite the fact that ny
t hi nki ng

at the time was anything but clear

"Thomas Malory," he said again, and snmiled. "An ironic twist of fate. An
onen.

And, | think, a good one."
| sinmply stared at him | had absolutely no i dea what he was talking about.

"My name neans nothing to you?" he asked, and then he gave it again, this
tine
nmore fully. "Merlin? Merlin Anmbrosius?"

| felt as if there were a slight tug at ny nenory, for there did seemto be a
vague fam liarity about the name, but | couldn't put nmy finger on it. "No,
sir,"

| replied, "I don't think so. Have we net before?"

"No," he said with a slight shake of his head. "No matter. Do you live
near by ?"

| stamered sonething about how | lived not too far away, w thin wal king

di stance. | wanted to ask himfor directions, for 1'd lost ny way. However, |
couldn't seemto formthe words. | could not stop staring at him It was not
so

much that he | ooked so damed outl andi sh, but there was a conpelling presence
about himthat commanded ny attention. In later years, nmany witers were to
remark upon that, and expend consi derabl e verbi age attenpting to define
exactly

what it was about himthat produced such an effect, but the Iong and short of
it

was sinply that the man exuded power He was of slightly |ess than average

hei ght, and he was quite slimthen, though he began to put on weight in later
years, and becane rather stout and stocky. However, he was by no neans
physi cal |y i nmposing, though one sonehow received the inpression that he was.

"I don't suppose | could inpose upon you for sonething to eat?" he said. "It
has
been a long tinme since | have tasted any food."

It was not the sort of query |I hadn't heard at |east a thousand tinmes before.
The streets were teenming with beggars and pathetic, honmel ess wetches who had
been reduced to sleeping in the alleys and di gging through the refuse for
their

sustenance, and though | did not think of myself as either insensitive or
heartl ess, | had, |ike nost people, becone inured to them out of necessity.
To

conply with such requests was not only to invite trouble, but even a saint
woul d

have been forced to learn how to reject them because they were so nunerous.
Even Christ, deluged with innunerabl e demands to heal the sick, had responded
wi th exasperation. And yet, despite all that, with the shadow of Janes Wit by
still upon me, | found that | could not deny him

"W haven't very nuch," | said, nore by way of an apol ogy than as an excuse,



"but 1'm sure we can cone up with sonething. However, we haven't any wood and
[

My voice trailed off as | recalled why 1'd conme there in the first place, and
what a foolish risk I'd taken, and for a nonent, | felt at odds with nyself.
;as already there, the risk had al ready been taken, and it seened pointless
?gtconplete my mission. | bent down to pick up the axe |I'd dropped, only to
fﬁgt it was broken. The handl e had splintered and the head had snapped cl ean
of f.

"Never fear," said Merlin. "Do not concern yourself. It is |late, the weather
is
beastly, and your famly mnmust be worried. Cone."

He started wal ki ng purposefully in the direction | had cone from | suddenly
recal l ed the mines, and shouted out a warning. Then | saw that he was not

wal king in a straight Iine, but in a serpentine nmanner, holding his staff out
in

front of himas if it were sonme sort of netal detector. Astonished, |
fol | oned

in his wake and we reached the fence without incident. | stopped for a nonment
and | ooked back the way we'd cone, scarcely believing that any of this was
happeni ng. Where had he cone fron®? That |ightning bolt rmust have narrowy

m ssed

him What had he been doing there? And why on earth was he dressed in such a
pecul i ar fashion?

The rain had sl ackened considerably. It fell as a fine nist as we headed hone
together | noticed, as we wal ked, that bit by bit, his frailty and stiffness
seened to di sappear, and the dampness did not seemto bother his old bones at
all. In fact, | soon had to quick march to keep up with him Jenny was
frantic

with worry by the time we came in through the door, though the girls were
still

asl eep.

"Ch, thank God!" she said, throwi ng her arns around nme. "Thank God you're
safel™

"It's all right," | said, holding her tightly. "I"'msorry | didn't mean to
frighten you. But I'mafraid | brought no wood and—=

"There is no need for concern," Merlin said, standing at the rear of the
ki tchen, by the door to the enclosed back entry-way. "You seemto have an
adequat e suppl y"

Jenny turned toward him puzzled, and shook her head. "But we have no wood,"
she

said. "We'd run out, you see? and we had to break up sone of the furniture
to—

"Nonsense," Merlin interrupted her "There is plenty here. See for yourself."

Wth a confused expression on her face, Jenny went toward hi mand | ooked. |
heard her gasp. "My God! But... how can that be? It's inpossible!'' She

t ur ned

toward me with a | ook of conplete nystification. "Tom.."



I frowned and went to | ook for nyself. The entire back entryway was stacked
with
split cordwood right up to the ceiling.

"Tom there wasn't any wood at all!" said Jenny with disbelief. "I swear to
you... none of this was here before!"
"Ah, we seemto have all .the makings of a proper feast here," | heard Merlin

say, and | turned around to see him standing at the open pantry.

"Now, see here, old chap,'' | said, noving toward him and then | stopped and
stared with slack-jawed astoni shment at the contents of the pantry. There
wer e

snoked hans and partfridges, sausages, |oaves of fresh-baked bread, a turkey,
sal ted veni son, sacks of flour and salt and sugar, jars of comb honey, dried
fruits, a veritable cornucopia of food taking up every square inch of space.

"What the devil..." | said.
| heard Jenny gasp behind me and | turned to see her staring over ny shoul der

at
the contents of the pantry, her eyes wide with disbelief.

"Tom.. |... | don't understand..." she said, shaking her head. "None of this
was here before! | know it seens inpossible, but you sinply must believe nel™
"I believe you, Jenny," | said slowy, turning to | ook toward the strange old

man. He had gone back into the living roomand was now seated on the couch
renovi ng a pouch fromhis robe and packing a | arge, curved briar with tobacco.

"Tom .. who is that old man?" asked Jenny.

| stared at himas he puffed his pipe alight. Was it merely my overw ought

i magi nati on, or had he not struck a match? For a nonment, | could have sworn
he' d

simply snapped his fingers and the Sanme came fromhis thunb. But, clearly,

t hat

was absurd.

"I met himin the woods," | replied uncertainly. "He... uh... he said his
nane
was... Merlin, I think."

"Merlin?" said Jenny. "Like the wizard in the | egend of King Arthur?"

Al of a sudden, it cane back to nme. | remenbered the story of how he hel ped
Art hur becone king, and how he had advised himat his castle, known as

Canel ot

and how in the end, the sorceress Morgan |l e Fay had tricked himand betrayed
him placing himunder a spell and imuring his body in the cleft of a giant
oak... a giant oak

"No," | said, "it can't be! That's ridiculous. It's nore than ridicul ous,
it's
i nsane. "

"What's i nsane?" asked Jenny. "Tom who is he? Wy have you brought him here?
What ' s happeni ng?"



"I don't know," | said, entering the living room Merlin | ooked up at me and
smled, puffing on his pipe contentedly. The burning tobacco gave off the
odor

of vanilla cookies. No, | thought, it snelled nore |ike fresh-baked apples..
No, not apples, raspberries. No, not raspberries either, but... and then I
realized that the scent of his tobacco sonehow seened to change with each and
every puff he took. He sat there, happily bl owi ng perfect snoke rings.

"So.. .when do we eat?'' he asked.

He ate with the appetite of an entire platoon. Jenny had wanted to wake up

t he

girls, for they had gone to bed cold and hungry, but | told her to let them
sl eep. There was plenty of food for themto fill their bellies in the norning
and the house had warnmed up nicely with a roaring fire in the hearth. Both
Jenny

and | were fam shed, but even after we'd filled ourselves to bursting, Merlin
was still eating, putting food away |ike a bulimc gone berserk. | had never
seen anyone eat like that. It was incredible. He ate enough for at |east half
a

dozen ravenous | umnberj acks.

As if he were reading ny mind, he said, "I do not wish to seema glutton, but
wi zards need to eat a great deal nmore man nost other people do. It has to do
with the principles that govern the universe, you see. You cannot expend

ener gy

wi t hout having to replenish it. Magic has a cost. It drains your life force
of

energy, and you must recover that energy or risk consum ng yourself."

Thr oughout the neal, he had spoken at |ength about hinmself, and we |istened
with

fascinated incredulity as he told us his story And what a story it was! |
didn't

believe a word of it, of course, though | had to admt that his delusion, for
I

was convinced it was that, had a renarkabl e consistency. Yet, there was stil
the matter of the food nysteriously appearing out of nowhere, and the

cor dwood,

whi ch had not been there before. If there was any truth to his assertions,
whi ch

clearly seemed inpossible, then it was difficult to argue with the apparent
fact

t hat he had sonehow produced it, which also seened inpossible. | was certain
there had to be another explanation

"I see," | replied. "But there's one thing | don't quite understand. If it is
your own energy you are using in, uh... magically creating all the food we're
eating, and the wood we're burning in-the fireplace, then a certain amunt of
energy nust be expended in the act, which neans there is that much | ess

ener gy

i nherent in the product. You cannot keep creating your own energy out of
nothing. It violates the laws of thernodynanics. There must soon cone a point
of

di m ni shing returns, if you see what | nean."

"Quite correct,"” said Merlin with a smle. "I thought you were a bright
fellow



Qoviously, | cannot sinply create ny own sustenance, not only for the reason
you

just nentioned, but because you cannot create matter, you can only alter its
form which is a well-known principle of alcheny."

"We call it physics," Jenny said.

"Physi cs? Physics... interesting. | shall have to renenber that. In any event,
Liq not create this fine food we are enjoying, nor the wood that is heating
Lghz even as we speak. | nerely borrowed it, in a manner of speaking."

"Borrowed it?" | asked with a puzzled frown. "From where!"

"Ch, here and there,"” he replied with a shrug. "The wood was taken fromthe
very

tree in which | was confined. | nmerely altered its form somewhat and
transported

it here. And it certainly does ny heart good to see that damable tree burn
after being inprisoned within it for so long. As for the food, sonme of it was
wi I d, such as the partridges and the turkey, and sone of it had been stored
el sewhere, such as the hanms and sausages and the like."

"You mean you stole it?" | said, caught up in what he was saying and
forgetting

for the nonent that | did not believe a word of it.

"Well, | cannot say for certain where it canme from you understand,"” he said,
"but | had assuned that there were storehouses of food nearby, so | sinmply
directed ny spell in such a manner that it would seek out the greatest source
of

supply and divert sonme of it. Robbing fromthe rich to give to the poor; as
ny

old friend Robin Hood mi ght have put it."

"You knew Robi n Hood?" asked Jenny, fascinated. | stared at hen She saw t he

| ook

| gave her and shrugged, as if to say she couldn't help it.
"Ch, most certainly,” Merlin replied. "H s proper name was Locksl ey, you
under stand, and he was al ways sonething of a scoundrel, even before he was
forced to turn outlaw. H's |l egend has far eclipsed his true stature, however
as

has been the case with the story of Arthur. In truth, Locksley was as far
renoved fromthe romantic i mage of the noble outlaw as can be. He was a

coar se

and stocky fellow, a profane braw er given to drinking hinmself senseless. If
not

for Marian, those so-called 'Merry Men' of his would have had no effective

| eader shi p what ever"

"You mean Maid Marian?" asked Jenny. | glanced at her again, but she ignored
ne.
"Ch, she was no maid, | can tell you that," said Merlin with a chuckle. "She
was

a fine and strapping | ass who could bend a bow and swing a broadsword wth
t he
best of them Large-framed and rather plain to | ook upon, she was nothing at



al |

like the fine and delicate young nmaid she is portrayed as in the | egend. She
was

the sheriff's wife, you see, but the old sheriff could never quite satisfy
her,

uh, voracious appetites, and she had quite a taste for younger nmen. It led
her

into trouble, so she ran off to take up with Locksley and his boys, and never
ceased to bedevil her husband ever after. But then |I've gone on | ong enough
I't

is late and, doubtless, you have grown weary of listening to ne. W can

di scuss

things further in the norning."

"I'n the nmorning?" | said, concerned that he had apparently invited hinself to
spend the night.

"Yes, there will be plenty of time for us to talk, and I am | ooking forward
to
nmeeting your fine young daughters."

"Uh... well, | suppose | should clear the table and get the dishes done,"
Jenny
said. "Tom.. could you help me in the kitchen?"

Before | could reply to Jenny's obvious invitation to a discreet conference
in

the kitchen, Merlin said, "Nonsense, | won't hear of it. You two go off to
bed.
I will take care of everything."

"W woul dn't want you to go to any trouble,"” Jenny said. "Besides, you're our
guest and—

"I insist," said Merlin. "Besides, it won't be any trouble at all. Now go,

of f

with you, else your two young girls will run you ragged in the norning. And
don't concern yoursel ves about ne. | shall manage excellently. Go on now, and

good night to you."

"Uh... good night," said Jenny, taking ne by the armand pulling me into our
bedroom No sooner had she shut the door behind us than she turned to face ne
with an expression of alarm "Tom.."

"Yes, yes, | know, " | said, "I'ma bit concerned about him too."

"A bit concerned?' ' she said.

"Well, he's quite mad, obviously, but he seens harml ess. He's actually rather
charming in his own eccentric sort of way. | don't really think there's any
cause to worry. | still have nmy pistol, and there's the revolver in the night

stand, and the shotgun in the closet. Besides, we can't really turn himout,
can
we? He's an old man, and it's beastly out."

"Tom .. what if he's truly... | mean, what if he really is who he says he
is?"
she asked.

"Ch, cone on, you can't be serious!"



"What about the wood?" she asked, her eyes w de. "And what about all that
f ood?

Where on earth could it have come fron? Unl ess you believe that |'ve been
hi di ng

somet hing fromyou and—

| interrupted quickly. "No, no, of course not, darling, don't be silly."

"Tom you do believe nme, don't you, when | say that none of it was there
bef or e?"

"OfF course | believe you," | replied. "There sinply nust be some other, nore
rati onal explanation."

"Li ke what?" she asked, raising her eyebrows.

| shook ny head, at a conplete loss to explainit. "I'll be dammed if | know, "
I

sai d. "Perhaps sone secret benefactor snuck in sonehow and put all that stuff
there while you and the girls were sleeping. It sounds inprobable, perhaps,
but

I can't think of any other |ogical explanation."

"But why?" she asked. "And how? Tom it would have taken hours to stack al

t hat

wood, much less to bring in all that food. And how coul d anyone possibly have
done it w thout waking ne? It seens inpossible."

"And his being Merlin, the court wizard to King Arthur; seems possible to
you?"
| said.

"\What about his pipe?" she asked. "Did you notice that the scent of his
t obacco

kept on changing? And | never saw himuse a lighter or a match. Did you
notice

that, as well? "

"Yes, | noticed," | admitted. "But perhaps he really is a nagician, you know,
a

stage nmgi ci an, and he was using sleight of hand. Perhaps his del usion stens
fromthat, | don't know, but he cannot possibly be who he says he is. Magic

sinmply doesn't exist, for God' s sake! There's no such thing. Besides, if he
really were King Arthur's Merlin, that would nake hi m several thousand years
old, and frankly, he doesn't |ook a day over seventy"

"Very funny,'' Jenny said wyly "But even if all that is true, it stil
doesn't change the fact that you've brought a crazy old man into our hone and
now it seems we're stuck with him"

"Yes, | know," | said, frowning. "Well, we'll sinply have to keep an eye on
hi m
For tonight, at least. In the norning, I'msure he'll be on his way."

Jenny opened the door a crack and peered out, then gasped and shut it again
quickly. "Tom.." she said, in a voice scarcely above a whisper, "look!"

I went to the door and opened it. W'd been in the bedroomonly a few
m nut es,



and yet already the table was clear and set for breakfast in the norning. |
carefully tiptoed out and, with Jenny right behind me, checked the kitchen
The

di shes had not only been washed, but they were dry and stacked in their

pr oper

pl aces in the cupboard, and the food had all been put away.

The old man sat in the darkened living room illumnated only by the
flickering

firelight, with his back to us. He was watching the telly with rapt

fasci nati on,

snoke curling up fromhis pipe. Not only had the table been cleared, the

di shes

washed and dried, and the food put away, but the entire house was absolutely
spot | ess.

"Wonderful thing, this box," said Merlin, speaking with his back to us,

t hough

we'd made hardly a sound com ng out of the bedroom "I have quite a bit of
catching up to do, it seems. This should prove quite hel pful."

"Uh... yes," | replied uneasily. "I, uh, see you've tidied up sone. Thank
you. "

"No need to nention it,"” he said. "It was no trouble at all."

"Yes... well... good night."

"Good night. Sleep well."

W went back into the bedroom and shut the door. For a |ong noment, we sinply
stared at one another, unable to think of a single thing to say. Jenny
noi st ened

her lips and finally broke the silence.

"Tom.. | think he really is Merlin!"

"Well, there's one way to be certain," |I said. "lIn the norning, you can ask
hi m

to turn into an oW and if he does, | suppose that'll clinch it. The girls
will

get quite a kick out of that."

"How can you joke at a time like this?" she asked.

"How can you not?" | countered. "This is crazy! | keep thinking there has to
be

some rational explanation for all this, but | can't disniss the evidence of
ny

own senses. Unless |'ve gone conpletely mad, as well."

"Then | nmust be mad, too,
didn't you?''

said Jenny. "You saw himconme out of that tree,

"I saw himstanding where the lightning struck,” | said. "That's not quite
t he
same thing."

"Where el se could he have cone fron? And why el se does he | ook the way he
does?"



"Jenny, | have absolutely no idea. | was not exactly in a rational state of
mnd. | don't know what's happening! | can't explain it, but there has to be
some expl anation that makes sense!"

"I"d love to hear it,'" she replied.

"CGod, so would I!"

"I won't be able to sleep a wink," she said.

"Neither will I," | said, and then | yawned, suddenly.

Jenny yawned as well. "How coul d anyone possibly sleep at a time |like this?"
"Damed if | know," | replied, but my eyelids unaccountably felt extrenely
heavy.

"I do feel tired, though," said Jenny wearily. "It's been quite a day. |

t hi nk

perhaps 1'll just lay down for alittle while."

"Yes, good idea," | said, yawning again. "W don't have to sleep. W can talk

and try to make sone sense of all this."

W both lay down on the bed, but we did not do any talking. Intense
exhausti on

seened to overwhel mus and, within nonments, Jenny was fast asleep. As I
drifted

of f nyself, | seemed to hear the bedroom door open softly, and then someone
covered us up with a blanket. | thought | heard a voice say, "Problens are
best

solved in the norning," and then |I remenber nothing nore.

In the norning, | awoke to the high-pitched sound of girlish laughter and the
pl easant snell of coffee brewing. | could also snell eggs and bacon frying.

"Mmm " Jenny rmurnured as she stirred beside ne. "That smells absolutely
mar vel ous!"

''*Ch, do it again! Do it again!"

It was little Mchelle's voice, and we both cane conpletely awake instantly.
For

a nonent, Jenny | ooked confused, then she renenbered our house guest and
bol t ed

out of bed. Neither of us had undressed the previous night, and we both
hurried

to the kitchen, where the sight that greeted us brought us both up short and
rendered us absol utely speechl ess.

Br eakfast was cooking itself. Literally, cooking itself. Merlin sat on a
chair,

whi ch he had pulled back fromthe table, and Mchelle was sitting on his
knee,

in a rapture of delight, clapping her hands with glee. Christine stood by the
stove, staring with a m xture of awe and fascination as the eggs in the
frying

pan obligingly turned thensel ves over and the bacon rose up as it was done,
levitating out of the pan on the adjoining burner to float gracefully over



onto
a plate set on the counter top

A mxing bow stirred by a wooden spurtle was suspended in mdair, then it

ti pped over to pour doll ops of pancake batter into a frying pan. The pancakes
flipped thensel ves as they becane done on one side, and Mchelle clapped with
delight and cried, "Ch, higher! H gher!" Conplying with her demands, the
pancakes flipped once nore, describing el aborate parabolas in the air, flying
up

to just below the ceiling before they | anded back in the pan again.

"It's atrick," Christine insisted, frowning as she seened to scan for wires
or
some ot her hidden agency that m ght have perforned the feat.

"Yes, but you nust admit it is a neat trick," Merlin said.

"How is it done?" Christine asked, framng with childish innocence the one
guestion that raced through both mne and Jenny's ninds, only we could not
bring

ourselves to ask it. We were both absolutely stupefied with disbelief.
"It's magic, "
a

smle and a nod.

Merlin said, glancing at us and acknow edgi ng our presence wth

"There's no such thing as magic!" Christine said.

"There is so!" argued her sister

"I's not!" Christine insisted.

"How do you know?" asked Merlin.

"Because there sinmply isn't, that's all,"” replied Christine.

"What makes you so certain?" asked Merlin.

"Magic only happens in fairy tales,"” said Christine.

"Who told you so?" asked Merlin, raising his bushy eyebrows.
"Everyone knows that," Christine replied with scorn. How could a grownup
possi bly be so stupid? Breakfast, neanwhile, continued to prepare itself
duri ng

t he di scussi on.

"Well, | didn't knowit," Merlin said. "And since | am soneone, then
suppose
that means that everyone didn't knowit."

"Well, it's true," Christine said.

"But how do you know it's true?" persisted Merlin. "Because sonmeone told you
it
was true?"

"Yes," Christine said confidently.

"Do you believe everything that people tell you?" Merlin asked. "Suppose



sai d
that you could fly. Whuld you believe that?"

"No, that's silly," Christine said. "Everyone knows people can't fly. Only
bi rds

can fly."

"Well, | suppose you must be a bird then,” Merlin said. Christine suddenly
floated up into the air. She cried out with alarmand I felt Jenny's grip
tighten on ny arm but | nerely | ooked at her and shook ny head.

"Hel p! Put me down!" Christine cried, making bicycling notions with her |egs.

"Put you down?" said Merlin. "Don't be silly. Everyone knows people can't
fly."

M chell e was squealing with mirth as she bounced on Merlin's knee. "Don't!
Don' t

put her down! Keep her up there! Make her go higher!’

"Yes, you cannot possibly be a person,” Merlin said. "You nust be a bird. And
the birds fly by flapping their wings. So... flap your w ngs."

" Momy! "
"Flap your wings, | said!™

Christine began to flap her arns, as if she were a bird, and slowy gently,
fggk of f, floating gracefully around the room

"Mormy! Daddy! Look! Christine's flying!" cried Mchelle.

"I"'mflying!" said Christine as she slowy circled the room apparently in

full
control of her flight. Her alarmturned to astonishnment and joy. "lI'mreally

flying!"

She circled the kitchen, then floated out into the living roomand made
severa

circles around it as we watched, sl ack-jawed.

"Wheeee! I'mflying! I"'mflying!"

" Uncle Merlin, I want to fly, too!"™ M chelle denanded.

"You do?" said Merlin.

"Yes, please? Please, can't | fly, like Christine?"

"You want to be a bird, as well?"

"Ch, yes, please! | want to be a bird!"

"Then flap your wings," said Merlin.

M chell e began to flap her arms enthusiastically and she, too, rose up into

t he
air and floated off to join Christine in flying | aps around the Iiving room



"I"'ma bird! I'"'ma bird!" she cri ed.

"Tom " said Jenny, "for God's sake, pinch ne so | know | |I'mnot dreaning!"

"I'f you are, then |I'm having the same dream" | said. "Quch!"
"Now pi nch me back!"'

| pinched her and she gave out a small cry, for she had pinched ne hard and
I'd
been none too gentle nyself.

"It's true," she whispered. "My God, Tom it's all true! He really is Merlin!"

"Did you have any doubt?" asked Merlin, his eyes crinkling with anmusenent.
"All
right, little birds, time to come home to roost! Breakfast is ready!"

"No, not yet! " Mchelle protested.
"Now none of that," said Merlin. "Do what your uncle Merlin tells you."

They both settled gently to the floor, despite Mchelle flapping her arns
furiously in a futile effort to remain airborne. "Onh, no! Please, Uncle
Merlin,

can't we fly alittle |Ionger?"

"Yes, please!"” Christine said. "Just a few nore mnutes! Can't we fly a few
nor e
m nut es? "

"Fly?" said Merlin, feigning astonishment. "Don't be silly. Everyone knows
people can't fly."

They both fell silent and sinply stared at him

"Just as everyone knows there's no such thing as magic," he added. "Magic
only

happens in fairy tales. Everyone knows that. Now sit down and eat your

br eakf ast."

"Ch, pooh!"™ M chelle said, stanmping her foot and pouting as she sat down at
t he
tabl e.

"One does not say 'pooh' to one's elders,” Merlin adnoni shed her. Then

t ur ni ng

to Christine, he added, "And one should not believe everything that people
say,

even if a lot of people say it's true. You should always think for yourself.
['m

certain your father and nother woul d agree. That does not nean you shoul dn't
listen to them nind you, but you should al ways think about the things you
hear,

and not sinply accept them because it's what you were told. People who don't
think for thenselves often get into a lot of trouble that way. Renenber that."

Christine nodded solemmly, her eyes wi de as she hung on his every word. "I
will," she said.



"Good." Merlin turned toward us and raised his eyebrows. "How do you Iike
your
eggs?"

CHAPTER 3

Under ordinary circumstances, a hearty, robust breakfast such as Merlin had
provi ded woul d have been quite an unaccustoned treat for us in those | ean

days,

yet no repast, however sunptuous, could conpete with what the girls had just
experi enced. They were so excited, they could hardly eat a bite. | was
sonewhat

di sappoi nted that ny unexpected return home had passed conpl etely wi thout
comment from my daughters, but then I could hardly hold a candle to the newy
adopted "Uncle Merlin." What's a visit from Daddy, after all, when you' ve

j ust

been fl own around the |iving roon?

I was concerned they would discuss their "Uncle Merlin" with their friends
anong

the I ocal children, describing how he had made the kitchen come alive, then
turned theminto birds. G ven such assertions, proof would certainly be
required, and | could not imagi ne how our nei ghbors would respond to their
children being levitated. "Uncle Merlin," on the other hand, did not seem at
al |

concerned. Quite the opposite, in fact.

"No, no, let themtalk about it, by all means," he insisted, after Jenny had

dragged our reluctant girls away fromhim "I don't see how you could prevent
them in any event. Besides, | have no intention of keeping ny presence here
a

secret. | want people to know about ne. And the sooner; the better W have
nmuch

to do."

"Well," | said. "And what, precisely, is it that 'we' are going to do?"

"Why, announce ny presence to the world, of course,” he replied, as if it
wer e

the nobst natural thing to do. "I suppose that will take some tinme, though

and

that is only the beginning. Ch, yes, only the beginning. W have quite a task
ahead of us, Thomas. Quite a task, indeed."

"Just a monent," | said. "lI'mnot quite certain what you're getting at, but
before you start making any plans, | think we need to talk about this. | do
have

a full-time job, you know. I'ma police officer O at least | was, unti
yesterday. 1'll need to report in as soon as possible and make sonme effort to
explain my absence, otherwise I'll be left with no nmeans to provide for ny
famly.'

"You need have no concerns for your famly's welfare,” Merlin said. "Never
fear,

| shall see to that. As for your job, it is of no consequence. W have far
nor e

i mportant work to do. | know what nust be done, you see, but I'mnot certain
how



best to go about it. And that is where | need your help.’

"You need ny hel p?" | said.
' "Most assuredly. | spent the night watching your tel evision, and listening
to

your radio. What marvel ous devices! Highly informative, indeed. They have
shown

me that there is much to do. It seenms the world once again has need of ne."

"I have no idea what the world will nake of you," | replied dubiously. "But
what

is it that you have in mnd, exactly?"

"You know, Thomas, during ny long sleep within the great oak, | was not
entirely

i gnorant of events that took place in the world outside,” he said. "I saw the

years roll by in dreams. And the years turned into decades, and the decades
into

centuries. Thaumaturgy, the discipline of nagic, becane forgotten as the
years

went by, and as nmanki nd began to seek enlightennment in other ways. | dreaned
about the wars, the | eaps of know edge resulting in mracul ous inventions,

t he

growm h of industry and what you call technol ogy, humanity's astoni shing
vent ures

beyond the confines of this world, the prom se of peace and prosperity, and
now

this... the Collapse, as you call it."

He sighed and stroked his long, gray beard. There was a troubl ed expression
on

his face. | nmerely listened, saying nothing, caught up in his spell. And it
was
a spell, which he cast nerely by his presence.

| kept thinking how surreal it all seened. There we were, sitting at the
breakfast table, the dishes not yet cleared away, me drinking ny tea and
Merlin

snoki ng his curved pipe with its ever-changing odors, and it seened for al

t he

world as if an elderly, avuncul ar nei ghbor had dropped by for a friendly
nor ni ng

chat. A d M. Anbrosius, fromnext door. A bit eccentric, perhaps, but a

pl easant, harnm ess, and al together rather charm ng bl oke. One who had stepped
out of a tree he happened to have slept in for about two thousand years.

"So many things have changed," he said. "And yet, in essence, much has
remai ned

the sane. There is still ambition, greed and lust for power. There is stil
poverty and hunger. There are still those who have much, and those who have
nothing. In its driven quest for progress, humanity has overreached itself.
You

have achi eved progress at the expense of enlightennent. And see what has
resul ted. You have poisoned the very air you breathe, befouled the water that
you drink, and stripped the Earth of her resources. Humanity has pissed in
its

own well, Thomas. Your mracul ous nachi nes are wi ndi ng down, and your

mar vel ous

technology is now of little use to you. It shall not replace that which was



lost... or that which was forgotten."

He sat silent for a nmonent, pensive, shaking his head as if with paterna
di sapproval

"Well, | can hardly disagree," | said, "but you still haven't told nme what it
is
you plan to do."

"My plan,'' he said, "is to bring back the forgotten know edge. There is
gr eat
need of it."

"What, you mean magi c?" | said.

"Yes. The discipline of thaumaturgy, or magic, if you prefer My greatest
strength, indeed, ny greatest satisfaction, has always been derived from
teaching. Therefore, | shall instruct others in the Craft, so that the age of
magi ¢ may return.”

| could only gape at him "But... how on Earth do you propose to teach a
supernatural ability?"

"There is nothing supernatural about it," he replied. "Mugic has al ways been
a

fact of nature, governed by its laws. Ganted, it does take a certain talent
not

al | people possess in equal neasure, but everyone possesses the | atent
faculty,

at least to some degree.”

"I wouldn't know," | said. "In all nmy life, I've never net anyone like that.
That is, not till I nmet you."

"Haven't you?" he said. "Chances are you have experienced your own | atent
magi cal potential wi thout even realizing it. Consider, have you ever had a
sense

or an inpression for which you had no rational explanation, such as seeing a
pl ace for the very first time, yet sonehow feeling as if you had been there
bef ore?"’

"Well, yes," | admitted, "but that's not at all uncomon. It's known as deja
vu,

and there's a perfectly | ogical explanation for it."

Merlin raised his eyebrows. "Is there, indeed? | would very much Iike to hear
it."

"Frankly, I'mnot really an expert at this sort of thing," | said, "but the
accepted scientific theory is that it's actually a sort of cerebral short
circuit. What happens is that you perceive or experience sonmething in the
instant that it actually occurs, and your mind registers the event as your
senses supply the information to your brain, only a sort of sensory |oop
occurs,

an error in data input, and the perception is regi stered not once, but tw ce.
As

a result, you experience the sense of deja vu, of having already seen
sonet hi ng

before, and in a manner of speaking, you have. Your mind has actually

per cei ved



the sane thing twice in the sanme instant."

"Fascinating,"” Merlin said. "And you believe this?"

"It seens a |ogical explanation,'' | replied.
"Ah. | see. And any explanation that does not seemlogical is not to be
consi dered, | suppose.”

"Well, why should it be, if it's illogical?"

"Because it mght very well be true,” Merlin replied, "as | believe

denonstrated to your daughters' satisfaction

"Well... | certainly can't argue with that," | was forced to admt. "I
actual l'y
saw them floating in mdaii; though | can still scarcely believe it. Either

it
was magic, or you're some sort of mmster hypnotist."

"Hypnotist?" said Merlin, frowning.

"Someone who can put people in a trance and induce themto believe things, or
do

things they otherwi se m ght not do. It's called hypnotism or the power of
suggestion. "

"I ndeed?" said Merlin. "And how is this acconplished?"

| shrugged. "I don't know exactly how it's done, and |'ve never experienced
it

nmysel f, but there are different nethods, depending on the hypnotist. There
are

t hose who performit as an entertai nnent, and have the subject foll ow sone
sort

of bright and shiny object with their eyes while they tell themthat their
eyelids are growing very heavy, and they're feeling very tired and sl eepy and
so

on, until the trance state is induced. Then they use the power of suggestion
to

make t he subject cluck like a chicken, or something equally anusing.
Hypnoti sm

has al so been used by therapists to hel p people overconme enotional problens,
or

per haps bad habits. Sometines it's used to performregressions, in which the
subject is induced to recall some event in the past, such as a traumatic
experi ence the subject has bl ocked out due to inability to cope with it. Some
peopl e have even renmenbered so-called 'past lives' under hypnosis, which
encour ages those who believe in reincarnation, but has otherw se been greeted
wi th skepticism the theory being that the rel axed subconsci ous was nerely
bei ng

i magi native during the trance."

"Fascinating. And is that what you believe | did?" asked Merlin. "You think
i nduced you to believe you saw your daughters fly? And that | al so induced
your

wi fe and daughters to believe it happened, when it did not really occur at
al | ?"

| cleared ny throat uneasily "Well, no, | didn't say that, exactly... |



nean. .
that is..."

Merlin smled. "Let us look at it another way," he said. "You find it
difficult

to believe you really saw your daughters floating in mdair, but you have no
difficulty believing in this hypnotisnP"

"Well.. .no, of course not. But then hypnotismisn't nagic."
"Real | y?" Merlin said. "In ny time, it was known as a spell of compul sion.'
"Somehow, | don't think that's quite the sanme thing," | replied, unable to

repress a smle

"I see," he said. "You nean if | were to claimthat | could place you under a
spel |l and conpel you to act in a certain way, you would disbelieve it. Yet, if
I

clained to be a hypnotist who could use this power of suggestion to
acconpl i sh

the very sane thing, you would have no difficulty in believing that?"

| suddenly felt uncertain of my ground.' "Uh... well, no, if you put it that
way, | suppose | wouldn't. But then everyone knows that hypnotismisn't
magi c.

It's nmerely a technique, a skill that al nost anyone can learn."

"One could say the sanme thing about magic," Merlin said. "In fact, | just

di d,

mere nonments ago."

| felt confused. "I don't understand. Are you suggesting that hypnotismis
magi c?'

"Forget about hypnotism"™ Merlin said with a dism ssive wave of his hand.
"The

word 'magic* is what seens to be troubling you. So tell ne, what do you
under st and nagic to be?"

| took a deep breath and exhal ed heavily. "Well, 1I'mnot sure | understand
magi ¢

to be anything," |I replied. "What | nean is, |1'd always believed that there
was

no such thing, except in fairy tales."

"What is it in these fairy tales, then?" asked Merlin.

| shrugged. "As | said before, it's a supernatural ability"

"To do what ?"

"To..." | shook my head, searching for the right way to put it. "To, uh

i nfl uence your environment in sone fantastic way To conjure up denons,
suppose, or turn people into toadstools or sonething."

"Stop there,'' said Merlin.' '"Never mnd the conjuring of denons and turning
people into toadstools. Those are fairly difficult spells, only for advanced

and
highly skilled adepts.”



"You mean it's actually possible to conjure up a denon? O turn soneone into
a

t oadst ool ?"
"Certainly,"' Merlin r replied." 'But never nmind that for now If | tried to
explain it, you would only becone even nore confused. W need to take things
slowy. What you first said, that magic is a way of influencing one's
environnent, is exactly correct. That is all magic is, in essence. And | have
already told you that there is nothing supernatural about it. It's a skil

t hat

may be | earned, albeit not easily, just as this hypnoti smyou described. |'m
quite certain that, in tinme, | could teach you to performa few fairly sinple
and undemandi ng spells yourself. It's no different fromany other form of
know edge. Consider your television. | have no idea how it works, exactly, but

I

believe | understand the principle involved. Wthin it are sone sort of

devi ces

for storing and receiving energy, which is transmtted through the ether and
then transformed into the sounds and i mages you see. It is nothing |less than
sorcery, Thomas, only you do not choose to call it sorcery. On the tel evision
I

heard a nunber of references to sonething called BBC, the British

Br oadcasti ng

Conpany. Interesting word, broadcasting. One may infer that it entails casting
a

spell over a broad area, so that anyone who owns one of these television
boxes

may receive it."

"But broadcasting has nothing to do with casting spells.” | protested,
restraining a silly urge to giggle. "It's nerely the science of electronics."
"El ectroni cs, broadcasting, science, magic... call it what you will," replied

Merlin with a shrug. "Take away the nane and what do you have? Know edge of
certain natural principles and the application of those principles. That's
al |

magi ¢ i s. Knowl edge and application. And a certain degree of skill, of

cour se.

You understand the television, so it is no great nystery to you. It does not
seem supernatural. It would only seemso if you didn't understand it. Magic
is

no different. Once you understand the principles involved, you shall accept
it

as easily as you accept the television."

"You make it sound al nost sinple,” | said.

"I did not say it was sinple," Merlin replied. "Do you possess the skill to
craft a television?"

"You mean could | actually build one fromscratch? Well, no, but..."

"But if you had the knowl edge, and the skill to apply that know edge, and the
proper materials and tools, then you could do it, could you not?"

| shrugged. "l suppose so."
"So it is with magic,"” Merlin said. "To cast a spell, you nerely need a

know edge of thaumaturgy, the skill to apply that know edge, and the proper
materials and tools. There is nothing inpossible about magic. Unless, of



cour se,
you insist that your entire fanm |y has experienced a common del usion for which
I

was sonehow responsible. | cannot convince you if you refuse to be convinced,
Thomas. | could easily fly you around the room as well, but if you chose to
remai n stubborn in your disbelief, you would naintain that | had tricked you
somehow and that it never really happened. Perhaps if | turned you into a
toadstool ..."

"No need to go that far," | said hastily. "You' ve convinced ne."

"Are you certain?"

"Absolutely. | think."

Merlin chuckled. "You remind ne a bit of Mddred," he said. "He never took

anything on faith, either. It took Arthur an arny to convince him and he
| ost

his life in the process. | hope | won't need to go to such | engths on your
behal f."
"Well, it's all rather hard to take, you know," | said with classic

under st at enent .

"I understand,'' said Merlin synpathetically.' 'A challenge to one's beliefs
is

always difficult to deal with. And if your reaction is typical of what | can
expect, then | shall have ny work cut out for me. You can see why | will need
your help."

"I still don't understand exactly what it is you want me to do," | said. "I
mean, why ne! |'mno one special. | should think you' d want sonmeone nore

i mportant, nore influential... someone in authority."

"Such a person woul d undoubtedly find me a threat to his authority,” Merlin
replied. "Inmportant and influential individuals have their own vested
interests

at heart. No, you are the man for ne, Thomas. You are the first one |I saw when
I

awoke, and | believe it was an omen. Fate brought us together. You and

shal |

bring magi ¢ back into the world."

"But how " | asked. "Wat do you propose to do, start some sort of schoo
wher e

peopl e can take classes in Elementary Sorcery? Practice levitation and turn
| ead

into gold for their homework assi gnnents?"

"An excellent idea," Merlin said. "A school would enable apprentices to cone
to
me, rather than ny needing to seek themout. You see, Thomas, you are already

proving your worth. Yes, a school, |ike your universities, where | can train
sorcerers who can then go out and train others. | believe that is just the
way

todoit."

"I was only joking," | said.

"Well, it's an excellent idea, just the sane. We shall start a school. W



nmust
begi n at once."

"Hold on," | said. "It isn't quite that sinple, you know."

"Why not ?"

"Well, for one thing, you would need a place to do it. | don't nean to sound
i nhospitable, but after all, this is ny hone. | can't have you bringing

strangers in here to practice spells in my own living room"

"Quite so, quite so," said Merlin, nodding. "That would be an altogether

unr easonabl e i mposition and | would never think of asking it. | had thought
we

m ght obtain a building of sone sort, sonething suitable with Iiving quarters
for the students, and for the serving staff, as well as kitchens, an

al cheni cal

| aboratory, and perhaps a neeting hall..."

| laughed. "Wat about a sw mm ng pool and a Jacuzzi ? You have no idea what
you' re asking. Assuming you'd be lucky enough to find such a building, where
woul d you find the noney to pay for it? It would cost a fortune nerely to pay
for its upkeep, and you would still need to purchase supplies, and budget for
t he necessary funds to publicize the school, and pass various health and

zoni ng

i nspections for the kitchens and the dormitories, and obtain certification
and... oh, good Lord, | can't even believe |I'm seriously having this
conversation!"

"You seem sonewhat |ess than enthusiastic about our prospects,” Merlin said
with

a frown.

"Ch, it isn't that," | said with a sigh. "Quite the contrary. Half the tine
['m

convinced |'mdreaning all this, and the other half |I'm having the npst
thrilling experience of nmy entire life. But things are nowhere near as sinple
as

you seemto think they are. Everything's falling apart, for God's sake.
There's

rioting in the streets. Society is breaking down. The whole bloody world is
bei ng plunged into a state of anarchy and suddenly you come al ong to announce
that you're a two-thousand-year-old w zard who just woke up froma nap inside
a

tree to save the human race by opening a school for sorcerers. People will

t hi nk

you' re absolutely cracked!"

"You don't seemto think so," he replied.
"I wouldn't be so sure. Perhaps |'m absolutely cracked, as well," | said.
" For

all I know, |'ve gone conmpletely potty and |I'm hallucinating all of this."

"I think you know better than that,"” said Merlin.

"Well, perhaps | do, but I"'mstill only one person. You'll have to convince
t he
entire world! Even if you do manage to pull it off sonehow, we haven't even

begun to consider the effect it would have!"



"You think it would be hel pful to discuss it?" Merlin
| snorted. "I wouldn't even know where to start!"”

"I never claimed that it would be an easy task," said Merlin. "Clearly, the
first thing we have to do is make my presence known, and convi nce peopl e that
I

am precisely who | claimto be. W shall need to bring our nessage to as many
peopl e as we can, and as quickly as we can. Tell nme, what do you think of ny
appearing on the tel evision?"

"Tel evision?" | said. "You want to go on television?"
"Why not?" he asked.
"Why not?" | said.

And then | thought, indeed, why not? It would be perfect. Once convinced that
he

was genui ne, the media people would be tripping all over themnmselves to have a
crack at him He would be an absol ute sensation. But would he be able to

weat her

the resulting storn?

"How is it done?" he asked. "Wuld it be difficult to arrange?"
"Ch, it could be arranged easily enough, | suppose,” | replied, "but you have

no
i dea what you'd be letting yourself in for"

"WIl it not allow nme to bring ny nessage to many people at one tine?"
"It'"ll do that, all right,"" | said.'" "It should be quite a nenorable
br oadcast .

But aren't you rushing things a bit? | mean, you have been asl eep for about
t wo

t housand years." | shook ny head. "Merely saying it sounds fantastic. Things
have changed a great deal nore than you may think. People have changed.

You' ve

got an awful lot of catching up to do."

"Perhaps," said Merlin, nodding in agreement. "|I sensed how the world was
changing while | rerained inprisoned in the oak, and while | marveled at the
visions that unfolded in nmy dreans, there is still nuch about this day and age
I

do not know or understand. However, | shall have you for ny guide in that

regard. Each of us shall teach the other."

"I don't think you have any idea what you're asking ne to do," | said. "Lord
knows, it's hard enough for me to accept who and what you are w thout trying
to

catch you up about two thousand years! It would be a massive undertaking, and

one for which I'm hopelessly ill qualified.'

"I amconfident that you will do your best,"” said Merlin. "And you will find
ne

a quick and eager student. Besides, as | have said, | do have sone idea of
what

the nodern world is like. What | require is advice and nore detail ed



instruction. As we go out into the world, |I shall be your apprentice, Thomas,

and you shall be mne. It will be a partnership fromwhich we both shal
benefit."

"But what about my famly?" | said. "Who will look after themwhile we're
doi ng

all this?"

"I told you, you need have no concern about your famly. | shall see to it
t hat

they are well protected and provided for, | prom se you."

"Not that | doubt your word, you understand,'' | said,'" 'but would you m nd

telling me how "

"A perfectly fair and reasonable question," he replied. "First, | shall devise
a

power ful warding spell that will protect this dwelling, and prevent anyone
from

entering with malicious intent. Next, | shall prepare protective charns for
Jenny and both your daughters, to ward off harmwhen they venture fromthis
dwelling. | shall also create a fanmiliar to watch over them and see to their
every need. For the present, | think that should suffice."

"Afamliar?' ' | said, once again feeling a vague tug at sonme old nenory from

chi |l dhood. "What is that?"

Merlin shrugged. "It could be al nobst anything. Well perhaps not. W should
gi ve

some thought to that. It should be the sort of fam liar your famly would
f eel

confortable with. Have you a dog?"

"No, we have no pets," | said, having no idea what he nmeant. Surely, he
didn't
t hi nk some sort of guard dog would answer to the need?

"No, dog, eh?" Merlin said, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

"The girls always wanted one, but we never could afford it," | said. "Even a
stray dog would need to be fed, and things being as they are... Well, it
woul d

only be an added burden. Besides a dog would hardly provide adequate
protection
t hese days.

"Well, put it out of your nmind for the present,” he replied. "I shall give
some

t hought to the matter while I work on the protective charns. As for the
war di ng

spell, we can see to that at once."

"We?" | said, sonewhat hesitantly.

"A warding spell is arelatively sinple thing," said Merlin, "and it would
make

as good a point as any to begin your education. Wiy not call Jenny and the
girls? They can assist us and lend their energies to the task."

"Is... uh... is it safe?" | asked uncertainly.



"I woul d never expose your famly to any danger," Merlin reassured nme. "I
t hi nk

they will find the process both fascinating and enjoyable."

I went to fetch Jenny and the girls, who hardly needed any encouragenent to

drop

their lessons and play with Uncle Merlin. They cane bounding in like kittens,
anxious to fly around the room once nore. However nuch to their

di sappoi nt nent,

Merlin refused to oblige them Wen their faces fell and they began to whine
petul antly, he held up an adroni shing finger and they fell silent instantly,

an

act of obedience they'd never given quite so readily to either Jenny or

nysel f.
| had no idea how he did it.

"Now | et us understand one thing," their Uncle Merlin told them "Magic is
not

to be enmpl oyed for the purposes of play or anusenent. It is not sonething to
be

taken lightly. I know that you enjoyed your brief experience as birds, but
beyond that enjoyment, what was it you | earned?"

Qur daughters screwed their faces up in concentration. Then, finally,
Christine

hit upon the answer "To always think for ourselves, and not to think a thing
is

true nmerely because sonmeone said it was."

"Very good,", said Merlin, patting her on the head. "That was the purpose of
t he

I esson. Now in this case, the | esson happened to have been enjoyabl e. But
renenber that not all |essons are enjoyable. Sonme are learned with difficulty
and great hardship. And once a | esson has been | earned, there should be no
need

to repeat it. Now, we are about to have our second | esson. Are your prepared
to

learn it?"

They both nodded expectantly while Jenny glanced at ne nervously. | nerely
nodded, as if | knew what in bl oody hell was going on, though | felt no such
security.

"Your father and | have a great deal of work to do," said Merlin, "inportant
work that may take us fromyou for some periods of time. Therefore, what we
are

going to do is weave a spell that will protect this home while your father and
I

are away. W shall all do it together. Wuld you like to help me weave a

magi ¢

spel | ?"

They responded eagerly, and Merlin proceeded to tell them what to do.

"We shall require certain things to weave the spell,” he said. He turned to
Jenny. "Have you any candl es?"

Jenny said we did, and started to get them but Merlin stopped her and
suggest ed



that Mchelle bring the candles. Each of us would take part in assenbling the
i ngredients of the spell and, in this way, we would all bring a part of
ourselves to the process, thereby inbuing it with our energies, whatever in
hel |

that meant. Mchelle conplied eagerly, pleased to be given the
responsibility.

In this manner, each of us was given a part to play.

Jenny brought a mirror fromour bedroom Christine brought a small saucepan
from

the kitchen, and a cup which would be used to keep some salt in. After

f et chi ng

the candles, Mchelle was directed to bring Merlin a goblet. The cl osest

t hi ng

we possessed to a goblet was a sinple drinking glass, but Merlin pronounced
t hat

it would do. My task was to prepare some herbs, which were readily avail able
fromour pantry, as Jenny grew and dried themfor use in seasoning our food.
I

ground up the herbs and mi xed them together under Merlin's direction

pr epari ng

an incense into which he mxed sonme of his tobacco, to help it burn.

At his request, Jenny brought hima curved steel knife with a plain,
unfi ni shed,

wooden handl e, which she used in the garden, and | was directed to fetch a
knife

with a black handl e, preferably a doubl e-edged one. This proved to be an easy
task, as | had a nunber of such knives, conmbat blades | carried either in ny
boot or in a sheath clipped to nmy belt. | brought Merlin nmy entire

col | ecti on,

and he chose a dagger with an eight-inch blade that tapered to a sharp point.
I't

had a knobbed steel pommel, the better to crush skulls with, and a serrated,
steel crossguard. Altogether it was a rather nasty and serious piece of work,
and | wondered, with sone anxiety, what role it was neant to play in what we
were about to do. My curiosity did not | ong go unabat ed.

Wth the help of Jenny and the girls, Merlin cleared the table and covered it
with a fresh cloth, a red one, as it happened, though he clainmed the color
made

no di fference. Then, he had each of us arrange the items we had brought upon
t he

table top, in a certain order. He had us specifically arrange these things so
that, as he sat facing them he sat facing to the north. Farthest from him
he

had Jenny pl ace one candle in a brass holder to his left, and another he had
ne

place to his right. Christine was directed to place the saucepan in the

cent o;

slightly ahead of the candles. In front of the candle to his left, Merlin had
Christine place the "goblet,"” the drinking glass which she had filled with
wat er

Across fromit, to his right, and in front of the second candl e, he placed a
cup, into which he poured sone salt.

The center of the table was to remain bare, but before him where his plate
woul d be if he were sitting down to dine, he placed the two knives, points
facing away from himand angled inward, so that they formed a triangle with
no



base. That done, he nodded, apparently satisfied with the arrangenent, and
bi d
us all to take our seats around the table.

"Now, " he said, "so that no one will feel apprehensive, | wll explain what
we

have done, and what we are about to do. And | do nean we, for we are going to
do

it all together First of all, there is no need to feel frightened or
apprehensive. | know that nmany tal es have been told over the years about how
magi c is derived fromunholy rites, and pacts with denons, and all that sort
of

nonsense. However, nonsense is exactly what it is."

He turned to the girls and smled. "Have you girls ever wi shed for something
very hard, and then had it come true?'

They bot h nodded.

"Well, think of magic the sane way. Now, perhaps the thing you w shed for
cane

true nmerely because it just happened to turn out that way But perhaps it cane
true because you wished for it so very hard. Wio can say for certain? Mking
magi ¢ work is just like wishing for something very hard. You may think of a
wi zard as someone who is very good at wi shing. But, of course, it is not
really

quite that sinmple. You have to know just how to wi sh, and you have to do it in
a

speci al way, depending on what you are wi shing foe That is what we are going
to

do right now. W are going to wish for something in a special way and, by
doi ng

so, make nmgic. You understand?"

| realized that his conments, while phrased for the benefit of our young
daughters, were equally meant for Jenny and nyself. Jenny realized it al so,
for

we all nodded together W said nothing, because despite Merlin's bantering,

paternal tone, we were still somehow inpressed with the solemity of the
occasion. W are going to do magic, | thought, and ridicul ousl y—er perhaps,
not

so ridiculously—+ felt an anticipatory thrill not unlike that which | had

experienced as a child on Christmas norning.

"Now in order to wish for sonething in a special way, the way we're going to
do

in order to make magic," Merlin continued, "it helps to have certain things
t hat

will serve to focus our attention and our energies on what we have to do.
That

is what we have done here. What we have constructed here," he indicated the
table before us, "is called an altar"”

"You nean, like in church?" asked M chelle.
"No, not really, this one is different,” Merlin said.
"Is it holy?" asked M chelle again.

"That depends on what you nean, Mchelle," he said. "lIt's not the sane as the



altar in a Christian church, you understand, but we will use it in a ritual
just as there are rituals in church. You see, |ong before there was a
Christian

church, sone people worshipped in this way, with an altar nuch like this."

"But this isn't a real altar;" Christine said, enboldened by her little

sister's
guestions. "These are just things we had around the house. It's like a play
altar." She frowned. "lIsn't that wong?"

Jenny gl anced at ne uneasily, then looked to Merlin. It seemed that we could
be
treadi ng on delicate ground here. However, Merlin took the question in stride.

"It would be wong if we were making fun of an altar in a Christian church,”
he

sai d,
t hat
is not what we are doing. Do you have any friends who are not Christian?"

or perhaps pretending this was an altar in a Christian church, but

"Yes," said Mchelle, "there's Mchael. He's Jewi sh. And he doesn't go to
church. He goes to tenple."

"Wll, atenpleis alittle like a church, is it not?" said Merlin. "Only it's
a
different faith, a different religion, is that not so?"

The girls both nodded. It was, | think, the first tine we had ever discussed
conparative theology in our home, and | was follow ng the discussion with
interest, while at the sanme time feeling sonewhat guilty that we had never
really tal ked about such things before. The girls had questions, but I'd had
little in the way of answers. | felt envious of how easily and naturally
Merlin

seened to be going about it. Not bad for someone who'd slept through nost of
human history, | thought.

"Well, this is like a different religion,”" Merlin said. "In fact, once it was
a
very inportant religion."

"What was it called?" asked M chelle.

"It was called many different things," said Merlin. "Sone people called it
t he
Craft, sone people called it Wcca, while others called it witchcraft."

"Wtchecraft!" said Christine. "You nmean like the witches in stories who fly
about on broons and cast evil spells?"

"No, not at all like that," said Merlin. "Those stories were made up by
peopl e

who thought witches were bad. Sonetimes people nmake up stories about other
peopl e whom they do not |ike. Sone people respect what others believe and
some

do not. Sone people think the way they believe is the only right way, and
t hat

everyone who does not believe the way they do is wong. You nentioned your
friend, who is Jew sh."

"M chael ," said M chelle.



"Yes, Mchael," Merlin said, nodding. "You don't think Mchael is wong in
bei ng

Jewi sh, do you? It is as right for himto be Jewish as it is for you to be
Christian, is it not? W could say that you are all right, only in different
ways. What is right for each person is what matters."

"What were witches really Iike?" Christine asked. "Wat was right for then?

"Probably much the same things that are right for you," said Merlin, "only

t hey

went about the way they did things in slightly different ways. You see, the

wor d

"witch' cones fromthe word 'Wcca,' which is a very old word that nmeans 'to
bend.' And witches were said to have the ability to bend the ways of nature,
t hough that wasn't quite correct. The truth is they were wise in the ways of
nature, and able to bend with it. They loved nature, and respected it. They
knew

how to make medi cines fromplants, and howto foretell what the weat her was

going to be fromwatchi ng how ani mal s behaved, and how to hel p babi es be

bor n.

Peopl e often came to them for advice."

"What about magi c?" asked M chelle.

"Yes, they knew about magic, too," said Merlin, "and what we are about to do
is

just the sort of thing that witches did once, many years ago. Now, each of

t hese

t hi ngs before us has a purpose. Think of this candle to ny left as being a

synmbol of all in nature that is female, and think of this candle on ny right
as
being a synbol of all in nature that is male. In this way, we achieve an

har moni ous bal ance, you see, and balance is everything in magic."
"What's the saucepan for?" Christine asked.

"The saucepan is our cauldron,” Merlin said. "Granted, it does not | ook much
like a cauldron, but for our purposes, it will serve. Init, we will burn our
i ncense, which shall synmbolize the sweetness of the air we breathe.”

"What about the cup with the salt in it?" Mchelle asked.

"The salt shall synbolize the earth,” said Merlin, "and the drinking glass,
our

goblet, contains the water, which, of course, shall represent the life-giving
el enent of water in the | akes and oceans of the world, and in the rain that
falls to nake things grow. Therefore, as you can see, we have the four

el enent s

of nature, earth, aii; fire, and water"

"What are the knives for?" asked Christine.

"Ah, the knives are nost inportant,” Merlin said. "They are our tools, you
see.

This knife, with the plain wood handle, is our bolline, which is used for the
cutting of herbs, and inscribing synbols, and so forth. A purely practica

t ool ,

in other words, used for the same sort of things that any ordinary knife is
used



for. This bl ack-handl ed knife, however; is our athame, and it is very
different.

From the nmonent we consecrate it to its purpose, it shall be used only for
t hat

pur pose, and never again for any other thing."

"What is its purpose?" asked M chelle

"I was just about to tell you," Merlin said. "Be patient. Al shall be made
clear. This knife shall be our nagic wand. Sonetinmes an actual wand is used,
cut

fromw llow oak, or cherry wood, and sonetines w zards have made very fancy
wands i ndeed, but a plain one will do just as well. You will notice that |
carry

a plain, knotty, wooden staff, which | use as both nmy wand and as ny wal ki ng
stick. Sonetimes, instead of a wand, a sword is used, because a bl ade has

al ways

been consi dered an object of great power, and it | ooks inpressive, too.
However ;

a knife is nuch nore convenient to hold than a sword, and it will serve as
well."

"Why must the handl e be bl ack?" Jenny asked.

"An excellent question,'' Merlin said. "It is because white is a color that
reflects, while black is a color that absorbs, and the athame is nmeant to
absorb

and store the power of whonever wields it. W shall use it to absorb our
power ;

men release it as we direct. Now, it is best for us to work our spell in
dar kness, or dimlight, so that our thoughts and energies nmay be better

f ocused.

So, Thomas, if you will be so kind as to pull the drapes, we shall begin."
CHAPTER 4

You nean that's all there is to it?" asked Christine. "Yes," said Merlin.
n W]y,

you did not think it was sufficient?"

"Well, no, but... | just thought there would be sonething nore," she said,
sounding a little di sappoi nt ed.

To be honest, | was a bit disappointed nyself, though at the sanme tine, |
felt

somewhat relieved. | hadn't really known what to expect, but it certainly
wasn' t

the sinple sort of cerembny we'd just taken part in.

After | had pulled the drapes, Merlin asked Jenny to light the candl es, nen
E?nself ignited the incense. As we all stood around the table, Merlin picked
?Ee saucepan containing the incense and wal ked around us, in a cl ockw se
;LLELZ the table, explaining that this was done to purify the space where we
Sggnered in our circle. That done, he returned to his place, put down the



saucepan with the burning i ncense, and picked up the bl ack-handl ed knife, or
t he

athane, as he called it. As he explained what he was doi ng, he asked us al
to

thi nk about it, to concentrate our thoughts upon the task that was being
performed, and to think of that task as being acconplished when it was done.
He

consecrated the knife by sinply placing it in the center of the table and
sprinkling it first with a pinch of salt, and then with a few drops of water
fromthe "goblet."

He then passed the bl ade through the snoke rising fromthe incense and held
it

up cerenoniously, resting across both his palns. This acconplished, he then
used

the knife to consecrate the other objects on our altar; touching each item
lightly with its blade, and asking us to think of the object touched as being
purified. When this was done, he took the mrror Jenny had brought from our
bedroom and placed it in the center of the table.

He then picked up the athame in his right hand and held it before him bl ade
poi nting upwards, asking us to concentrate upon the blade, and think about
sendi ng our energies into it. Then he' '"drew' the circle with the bl ade,
wal ki ng around the table with it, once again in a clockw se direction

poi nti ng

the blade at the floor and drawing an imaginary circle all around us. Wile
be

did so, he asked us to think about the circle being drawn, and to visualize
it

inour mnds as if we could actually see it. Inside the circle, he expl ained,
we

were now protected, and in a place of peace.

Taki ng his place once nore, he said that we would now i nvoke the energi es of
earth, air, fire, and water; and in order to do so, all that was necessary
was

toinvite their synmbolic spirits to attend us in our circle. He faced to the
north, and said, "Spirit of the North, Spirit of Earth, we ask that you
attend

our circle." Then he had Christine face to the east and invoke the Spirit of
Ai r; and when she had done so, he asked Mchelle to face to the south and

i nvoke

the Spirit of Fire. Jenny was then requested to face the west and invoke the
Spirit of Water; which she did, quite solemmly, getting into the spirit of

t he

t hi ng, no pun intended.

Merlin then pronounced that the circle was conplete, and we all joined hands
and

cl osed our eyes as he asked us to think about our energies flow ng from one
to

the other of us, going around in a clockw se circle.

"As you feel the energy enter into you," he said, "send it on, giving it a
little nudge of your own, and imagine it going round and round, grow ng
stronger

and stronger as it continues to flow around the circle."

Under any other circunstances, | suppose | would have felt a little foolish
engaged i n such an exercise, which seened |ike no nore than a child's gane,



but

| had seen ny daughters levitated, the kitchen cone to life, and the pantry
m racul ously stocked with enough supplies to last us for weeks. Had Merlin
clainmed we could i nvoke the shade of Father Christmas by singing, "R ng
Around

the Roses,"” | would have been tenpted to believe him However nothing quite
so

terribly dramatic occurred.

As we stood there with our hands joined, and | visualized our energies

fl owi ng

around us, it did seemto ne as if | felt sonething passing through ne,
somet hi ng war m and pl easant and indefinable, though of course that could be
rationalized away as wi shful thinking. But then, according to Merlin, that's
just what nagi c was—wi shful thinking. After a few noments of this silent

ener gy

transference, Merlin pronounced that we were ready to proceed.

He took the mirror and held it before himat about chest |level, with the
mrror

facing away fromhim toward the candle flames. As he slowy wal ked around
t he

circle, he asked us to watch the mrror and see the candle fl anes refl ected
there, and to imagine that as the mrror reflected the Iight of the candle
flames, so all evil would be reflected fromour honme. And he had us chant

t oget her

"Candle flames in mrror bright,
bani sh evil from our sight.
Earth and Water; Fire and Air
Free this dwelling of despair.
Let not evil's slightest trace
enter on this peaceful place.
G ant the wish that we desire,
Air and Water, Earth and Fire."

As we chanted, we made several circuits of the circle with our hands joi ned,
except for Merlin, of course, who was holding the mirror, and thus had to
hook

el bows with us. It was exactly like "Ring Around The Roses,"” in fact. W
noved
faster and faster, and | |ost count of how many tinmes we went around, but

when

we were through, Merlin replaced the mirror in the center of the table, then
had

us all join hands once nmore and i magine a feeling of warnth, security, and
happi ness fl owi ng through us and throughout every corner of our hone.

The spirits of the four quarters were then thanked for their presence in our
circle and bid to depart in peace, then Merlin took the athame and cl eared

t he

circle, "cutting" it with the knife as he wal ked around the tabl e once again,
and the sinple ritual was done. There had been no pyrotechnics, or

l evitations,

or di senbodi ed voices, nothing, in fact, that seemed very nmgical at all

"You expected somet hing nmore spectacular, is that it?" Merlin asked
Chri stine.
" Somet hi ng wondr ous?"



"Well... | suppose so," she replied, trying unsuccessfully to hide her
di sappoi nt nent .

"You know what is the nmost wondrous thing in all the universe, Christine?" he
asked.

"No, what?"

"Your life. The power that makes you live and breathe, the power that makes
you

wonder, and ask questions, and think for yourself. That is the greatest power
in

all the universe, Christine, and it is within you. And you have just used

t hat

power to help weave a spell that will keep this hone and all within it safe
from

harm It is now a secure and peaceful place, and all who enter it shall fee
war m happy, and contented. And, with a little help fromyour nother, your
father, and your sister, and of course, with alittle help fromnme, you have
done it. Now what coul d be nore wondrous than that?"

"I thought it was wondrous,"
t he

chanting part. Could we do it again?"

said Mchelle. "And it was fun, too! Especially

"No, once was sufficient,”" Merlin said. "And now that we are finished, you
can

hel p put everything away in its proper place, then run along and play so that
your parents and | may di scuss sone matters of inportance.”

After we had settled down in the Iiving roomand Merlin had his pipe going
once

again, | ventured a reaction to our little cerenpony. "I nust admt feeling
somewhat |ike Christine," | said. "It wasn't quite what | expected."

"Umm You would have felt better if I'd conjured up a denmon, or flashed a few
i ghtning bolts about ?"

"No, | don't think I would have cared for that particularly, but... well,
it's

rather hard to believe that what we just did will actually acconplish
anyt hi ng.

Not that |'m questioning your word, you understand," | added hastily, "but..
well, no offense, but it did seema bit childish."”

"I thought it was rather poignant," Jenny said, "sinmple and touching, and
quite

spiritual in its own way."

"Very nicely put,” said Merlin. "You see, Thomas, you are nissing the point.
The

poi nt of the whole thing was to performa ritual that your entire famly
coul d

becore involved in, thereby inbuing the spell with their personal energies. |
could certainly have done sonething nuch nore dramatic, such as making the
energy aura visible or having the circle glow or burn with flame. However |
did

not think the girls would have responded well to that, and the sinple truth
is

that magi c does not need to be visibly dramatic. It only needs to be



effective."

"Perhaps,” | said, "but if you expect to convince a television audi ence, then
I'd suggest you consider sonething nore dramatic than a sinple pagan ritual
Peopl e have seen that sort of thing before, you know Sone years ago, there
was

quite a revival in pagan spirituality, and though it's not quite as common
today, we still have so-called 'witches' who gather in covens, take off al
their clothes and prance about while chanting various bits of doggerel. O
course, it's all a load of nonsense and no one takes it very seriously."

"I'n every | oad of nonsense, there is always at |east one grain of truth,"
sai d

Merlin. "And who are you to say what is nonsense? Magi c does not require
nakedness, but if some people find it helps them then | see no harmin it.
As

for the chanting, the chants thensel ves are not inportant. They are nerely a
means of hel ping focus one's energy, which is the purpose of the ritual, as
well. Initself, a ritual acconplishes nothing, and if one nerely goes

t hr ough

the nmotions, it is absolutely usel ess. An advanced adept can easily do

wi t hout

rituals or chants, though such things can be conforting. Mrganna was quite
f ond

of chants, for instance, but she had no need of them She was powerful enough
to

cast a spell with a nere glance or gesture."

"Morganna?" | said. "You nean Morgan le Fay?" It still seened fantastic that
t hese | egendary characters had actual |l y-existed, and that two thousand sone
odd

years after they had lived, | was speaking with a man who'd known them all.

Merlin grunted. "Yes, Morgan |l e Fay, as she so styled herself, the
ungr at ef ul ,

mani pul ative, little vixen. Lacked the spine to confront nme herself, so she
enpl oyed guile, deceit, and trickery, the traditional weapons of a wonan."

"I think you may find that wonen have changed a great deal, along with the
times," Jenny said.

"Have they? For the better or for the worse?"
"I suppose that depends on your perspective,'' she replied.

"A nost feminine reply," Merlin said, "which is to say, an elusive one. M ght
I
ask you to el aborate upon it?"

"Well, if you believe that wonmen are secondary in status and inportance to
men, "

said Jenny, "and that their proper place is in subservience to males, then
you

will find that things have changed considerably for the worse."

"l see," said Merlin., "Well, in truth, | have never believed that a woman's
pl ace was nerely to serve man, else | would never have taken on Mrganna as a
pupil. And anyone who believes that women of ny tine were subservient should
have net Cui nevere. Nevertheless, | must apol ogize for ny remark, for | did
not



nmean to give offense. | confess to a certain bitterness in that regard."
"Apol ogy accepted,” ny wife said with a snile

Merlin grunted. "Most gracious of you. Now what was | speaking of ?"

"The purposes of chants and rituals,” | said.

"Ah, yes, quite so. They mi ght seem foolish or nonsensical, or even childish,
and yet that is their very virtue. Children followrituals in their play, and
they often enploy sone formof chanting. It is often spontaneous, and what
arises fromit is a sort of power, which can either result in heightened
feelings of joy or, as in the case where chanting is enployed to tease
somneone,

an energy directed agai nst the object of their scorn.'

"Well, no one likes being teased,” | said. "I don't know that |'d consider
t hat
a projection of power"

"No?" said Merlin. "Then consider what would nmake you feel worse, if one
per son
heaped scorn upon you, or if a dozen people did it all at once?"

"' Having a dozen people do it would be worse, of course,'' | said, "but
that's
nerely a matter of degree.”

"Precisely," Merlin said. "A dozen peopl e together can project nore energy
t han

one person by hinmself. Unless, of course, that one person is a powerful
adept . "

| shrugged. "It sounds like a nere matter of semantics to ne."
"Semanti cs?"

"Playing with words."

"You fool," said Merlin.

He said it sinply, in a perfectly cal mand ordinary tone of voice, and yet
suddenly | felt as stung as if he'd slapped ne. My initial response was shock
that he should say that, and then | felt nyself flush deeply, and a profound
feeling of pain and hum liation overwhel med ne such as | hadn't felt since
was

scol ded by ny father as a child. | heard Jenny draw her breath in sharply, and
I

found I could not |ook at her, nor ook Merlin in the face. | did not fee
anger, | just felt extrenely hurt.

"Forgive nme, Thomas," Merlin said soothingly. "I did not really nean that.
You

are not a fool, of course, but you were being obstinate again and |I thought a
smal | dermonstration might be instructive. | do not play with words, for |
know

that words can be powerful things, especially when used by an adept."

| simply stared at him "You nean..."



"Consider the words | used,"” said Merlin. "Two very sinple words. ' You fool.'
By

t hensel ves, they may produce differing results. They m ght induce anger; or
nere

irritation, or enbarrassnent... it depends on who says them and how they are
said, of course, but also on the directed energy behind them | made a point
of

saying themin a very cal mand of fhand manner, but | directed enough energy
behind themto produce the effect that you experienced. Forgive ne, | know it
was unpl easant, but | needed to make ny point."

"You made it, all right," | said. "A policeman, of necessity, learns to be
t hi ck-ski nned, yet for a nonment, | felt on the verge of tears.” | shook ny
head.

"I woul dn't have thought mere words could do that to ne."

"Mere words did not,"” said Merlin. "You are still nmissing the point. Wiy is
it

t hat one person may say sonething to another and produce little or no
reaction,

whi | e anot her person mght say the very sanme thing and reduce soneone to
tears?

Why is it that one person giving a speech mght fail to nove a crowd, while
anot her giving the same speech can incite that same crowd to riot? Is it
sinmply

that the second person is a better speaker, or is it that there is a force of
personal ity behind the speech? And, if so, what is the nature of that force
i f

not directed energy?"

"I concede your point," | said, still smarting fromhis denonstrative rebuke,
even though I knew he didn't really nean it. The effect had been unsettling,
to

say the | east.

"The Wccan ritual, or faith, or philosophy, call it what you will," said
Merlin, "bears the same relationship to magic as | earning how to crawl does
to

wal ki ng and then running, which is not to say that it possesses no validity,
nmerely that it is only a beginning. The many cultures of the world have al
had

their different systens of belief, but in essence, they might all be
consi der ed

as paths leading to a common destination.'

"Who woul d have guessed that Merlin the Magician was a Unitarian?" | said with
a
grin.

"Unitarian?" said Merlin.
"Never mind," | said. "It was just a joke."

"How woul d you define that common destination?" Jenny asked, with a sour
gl ance

at ne.

"As the ultimate realization of the Craft,’
rationally

devel oped nind with the full capacity latent in the spirit."

he said, "a union of the



"I't sounds as if you're speaking of Zen," said Jenny.
"Ah, yes, indeed," Merlin said, nodding.
"You know about Zen Buddhi sn?" | asked, with sone surprise.

"I am aware of the teachings of Gautama Buddha," Merlin said, "though

per haps,

in this case, | should say those of his disciple, Bodhidharma, who founded

t he

Zen phil osophy. They came before ny tine, after all, and | have al ways sought
to

study the ideas of prophets and phil osophers. Know edge of other |ands was
difficult to cone by in nmy day, but there were ways to seek it out if you
t ook

the trouble. In the teachings of the Buddha, | found rmuch of value, yet |
di sagreed with the principle of rejecting the material world as a pl ace of
pai n

and suffering, neant only to be transcended for sone higher realm It is not
t he

material world that nust be transcended, but our own material |imtations.
Most

of the religious prophets of the world have taught that the ultinmte
realization

of the soul's potential is to be found in sone other world that exists on a
spiritual plane, when in fact, it can be found in this one, if we but learn
to

tap the undevel oped powers of our ninds."

"I take it back," | said to Jenny. "He's not a Unitarian, he's a
par apsychol ogi st. "

Merlin raised his eyebrows. "Explain, please."

"The study of what is called the paranormal," she replied, giving nme a dirty
| ook. "M nd over matter, telepathy... that is, comrunication by thought..
.telekinesis, which is the power to nove objects with one's nind
extrasensory

percepti on, which includes things such as the ability to see into the future,
and havi ng prophetic dreanms, and deduci ng things about a person you've never
nmet

froman object that had been in that person's possession.... Parapsychol ogy
is

the study of such phenonena."

"Indeed?'' said Merlin with surprise. "And these things are seriously studied
in
this day and age?"

"Well, to say that they are studied seriously might be somewhat nisleading,"

I

said. "That is, they've been studied in the past, but given the present state
of

things, | doubt rmuch research is going on today. As to how seriously they
wer e

studied, it would be difficult to say. There were supposedly sone serious
scientific studies, but I don't believe any of them produced anyt hing
conclusive. And there were all sorts of groups devoted to such research, only
I'"mnot sure how seriously they were regarded. They were not generally



regar ded

very seriously by the scientific establishment, which di sm ssed such things
as

being either fraudulent or the results of coincidence."

"Still, a lot of people believe in the paranormal," said Jenny. "And not, it
woul d appear, without sone justification,"” she added, with a significant

gl ance

at me. | knew that | was m sbehaving, but | couldn't seemto help nyself. The

situation was so bizarre and fantastic, it was al nbst conmi cal. How often does
one sit down to discuss such things as Zen and ESP with an honest -t o- God
sorcerer?

"So then the interest exists,"” said Merlin. "I find that highly encouraging.”

"You may find it |ess encouraging after you' ve had contact with sone of those
people,” | said, "as you undoubtedly will, if you go on television. They'l
cone

craw i ng out of the woodwork by the dozens.™

"And this is not a thing to be desired?" Merlin asked.

"I"ll leave you to judge that for yourself,"” | said. "But the main thing

t hi nk

you need to realize is that what you'll be saying will fly in the face of
everything that is commonly accepted as reality. The very fact that you are
who

you are will be difficult enough for nost people to accept, w thout your
contradicting the entire scientific establishment and nost of the world's
faiths. People will probably sit still for your telling themthat scientists

haven't got a clue as to howthe world really works, because nost people
nei t her

i ke nor understand scientists to begin with, but when you go contradicting
their religion, they'Il want to burn you at the stake."

"They still do such things?" asked Merlin with concern

"Not literally," said Jenny.

"No, they sinply ostracize you, or dismss you as a crackpot, or perhaps, in
:Qtrene case, they shoot you," | said. "I don't suppose you're inpervious to

bul | et s?"

"Ah, yes, these projectile weapons | saw in ny dreans," said Merlin. He
shrugged. "Merely a nore efficient way of throw ng rocks."

"You can dodge a rock," | pointed out, "but |I doubt even you are fast enough
to

dodge a bullet." | hesitated. "I assune you can be killed?"

"OfF course," said Merlin. "I ama w zard, Thomas, not a god. | amflesh and

bl ood; just as you are. And | realize there may be those who woul d consider ne
a

threat and would wish to elinnate that threat. It was so in the past, and
expect it will be so in the present."

"Well, just remenber that bullets aren't broadswords," | said.

"I shall remenmber that," he said. "However while |I may indeed contradict the



teachi ngs of your scientists, | have no intention of attacking anyone's
faith.

It is not salvation in the next world that | am seeking, but a nore practica
sal vation in this one."

"I don't think I'd put it quite that way, if | were you," | said. "That's
l'iable
to be misconstrued.”

"Perhaps,” said Merlin. "I shall choose my words note carefully, and try them
out on you before | say themon the television. Then you can advise ne if you
see any flawin them"

| sighed and glanced at Jenny. "He really thinks it's that sinple," | said,
shaki ng nmy head.

"I's there sone flaw in ny reasoni ng?" he asked.

"It isn't that," | said. "lIt's just that... well, how shall | put it? Media
people, that is to say, television interviewers and reporters, are quite good
at

maki ng peopl e say things they don't really nmean to say, and maki ng them | ook

foolish. They thrive on controversy and sensationalism They' |l say somnething
like, "Is it true you cheated on your wife?" No matter how you answer that,

t hey

can nmake you | ook bad. If you say no, then they'll report that you've denied
cheating on your wife, which is factually true, but still creates an

i mpression

of guilt, if you see what | nean."

"I see," said Merlin. "W had such people in ny day, as well. They usually

became royal ministers. Never fear, Thomas, | shall not allow themto put
wor ds

into ny nmouth. | will trust the people to judge the truth of ny assertions
for

t hensel ves. "

There was sinply no dissuading him He was determined to appear on

t el evi si on,

whi ch had absolutely fascinated him and nothing | could say woul d convi nce
hi m

he should put it off until he'd had nore tinme to acclimate hinself to the
tumul tuous world of the late twenty-second century. It would remain for that
world to acclimate itself to him

Arrangi ng a tel evision booking for a two-thousand-year-old sorcerer turned
out

to be a bit nore difficult than | had thought. Naturally, | called the BBC
first, but didn't get very far before they hung up on me. | then tried
severa

of the news programs directly, including CNN, and they all hung up on ne, as
wel | . Obviously, they thought | was sone sort of crackpot or someone trying
to

play a silly joke. That left ne with ny court of last resort, the chat shows.

| shoul d probably explain that tel evision programm ng was very different
duri ng

the tine of the Collapse then it is now Today, there is a great deal of
programm ng to choose from both fromthe governnent-supported and the

i ndependent stations, as well as the various cable networks. There are



vari ety

shows, and situation conedi es, mnusical prograns, anthol ogy shows, drama, cop
shows, daytine serials, films, and sports, you nane it. There's sonething for
every taste. Not so during the Coll apse.

Novel i sts and screenwiters these days are fond of portraying the period as
something sinmlar to a post-hol ocaust scenario, and while there is some truth
in

t hese fanciful depictions, the fact is that everything did not cone abruptly
grinding to a halt, leaving a world of perpetual darkness in which street
gangs

and commando forces battled, and everyone wal ked about in rags, or castoff
bits

of clothing assenbled to appear |ike sone sort of piratical ensenble. True,
there were many honel ess, often living in rusted and abandoned vehicl es, and
there was much rioting and | ooting. Street gangs and police did frequently
battle in the streets, and the crine rate was higher than at any other tine
in

living nenory. However, there was electrical power available, although with
frequent bl ackouts, and newspapers struggled to put out if not daily, then at
| east weekly editions, and the radio and tel evision stations continued their
broadcasts, though much of the time they were either blacked out due to power
failures or the broadcast consisted of the |l egend "Technical Difficulties"”
appearing on the screen

Soci ety was breaki ng down, yet |ike a punch-drunk heavyweight, it continued
stunbling al ong, often held up by nothing nore than di mnishing inertia. Life
during that time was much like tending to sone vast and anci ent machi ne, held
together by little nore than spit and baling wire. Something would |let go,
and

there would be a rush to nend it, and while one breakdown was bei ng tended to,
a

dozen ot her mal functions would occur. Yet, despite the seenm ng hopel essness
of

it all, the tenders of this aging and broken-down nmachi ne kept to their task
like relentless worker ants, for there was sinply nothing else to do. The
pressure was too great for many of them The suicide rate had risen
exponentially and breakdowns, such as that suffered by poor Janes Wit by,
wer e

endem c. And for all too many people, there was little or no hope at all.

For a | arge segnment of the popul ation, those who still had homes or were not
reduced to living in burned-out or abandoned buil di ngs wi thout power,

tel evi sion

became a vital lifeline to whatever fragile fabric of reality they stil
possessed. It was |like a drug, both a painkiller and an aphrodisiac, a cheap
hal | uci nogen that granted blissful, merciful escape fromthe dreary

hopel essness

of their lives. People became very stressed during the frequent bl ackouts,
terrified the set wouldn't come back on, and they would part w th al npbst
anyt hi ng before they gave up their precious telly. Even those who had no
power

in their homes, and did w thout such |uxuries as tel ephones and heat and
wor Ki ng

pl umbi ng, often went hungry to purchase batteries for their small, portable
TV s

at incredibly inflated prices. And the progranmi ng they had to choose from
was

dictated by the tines.



Gone were the el aborate productions, save for reruns of old prograns and
films.

Only those shows cheapest to produce were aired, and this neant newscasts,

t he

ubi qui t ous gane shows, which had gained nore allure than ever in such trying
times, and, of course, the chat shows. They had becone the dom nant form of
programm ng, from"electronic mnistries" featuring fire and brinstone
preachers

to various interview progranms. The basest of these were sensationalistic,
prurient, nuck-raking purveyors of sleaze, and they were, of course, the npst
popul ar And anong the hosts of these so-called "issue-oriented" progranms, no
one

was more popul ar than Billy Martens.

The program was al ways opened with stinmulating, staccato nusic and a flashing
vi deo nontage of Martens, sartorially elegant, darkly handsome and whi pcord
slim interview ng guests, alternately showcasi ng his many noods. Here he
was,

bei ng charm ng, now here's a shot of himbeing confrontational, followed by
one

of Martens expressing outrage, then mrth, then a sal acious |eer, then anger;
and finally a pose rem niscent of an old Anerican recruiting poster, wth
Martens | ooki ng stem and pointing at the canera with his forefinger. Over
this,

a stentorian announcer would intone, "lIt's the Billy Martens Show And now,
| adies and gentlenen, it's tine once again to neet the host of our
program.."

(cue applause fromthe studio audience) "Billy Martens!"

Martens woul d saunter out from backstage, nodding to the crew and shaki ng
hands

wi th nenbers of the audi ence, one of whom sitting in the front row, would
hand

hi m his ni crophone, and the camera would zoomin for a tight close-up of
Mar t ens

| ooki ng earnest as he announced what the thenme of that day's program woul d
be.

Child prostitutes. Vigilante squads. Housewi ves who traded illicit sex for
f ood

and cl ot hi ng. Apocal yptic prophets who proclainmed that the Coll apse was
nerely

the first stage of the Second Comi ng. Some hapl ess, |ower-echel on, governnent
bureaucrat delivered up as a scapegoat for whatever new di saster had befallen
the city. Satan worshippers... and a two-thousand-year-old sorcerer who had
once

been the court wi zard to King Arthur

Oh, yes, the Martens show woul d be only too happy to have Merlin on. \Wat was
his |l ast name, you say? Anbrosia? Well, whatever And he clains to be what?
Marvel ous! And you say he levitates things? Casts spells? Really? Stupendous!
When can he cone in for a pre-interviewwth our staff? WIl he be able to
levitate something in the office? Does he wear a robe and a pointy hat and
all?

Oh, good, wonderful, wonderful! How soon can he cone in?

| made the appoi ntnment and hung up the phone with a weary sigh of
resi gnation.
Merlin seemed quite pleased.

"Excellent," he said. "W seemto be naking progress.”



"I wouldn't exactly call the Billy Martens Show progress,” | replied.
"You think we could have made a better choice? " he said,

"There was no other choice. No one el se was even renptely interested. Not that
I

can bl ane them Wen | listened to nyself trying to tell them about you,
realized | sounded like a conplete lunatic. Fortunately, or unfortunately, as
the case may be, that doesn't seemto bother M. Mrtens."

"It is but a beginning, Thomas," Merlin said. "W nust start sonewhere.”
"Have you ever seen the Billy Martens Shaw "
"No, it was not one of those | watched," he said. "Wen is it on?"

| glanced at ny watch. "In about two hours, assuming there's no bl ackout."'

"Then | shall make a point of watching it," he said.

"Cood idea. There's still tinme to back out."
"I have no intention of backing out, Thomas,"
peopl e

watch this Billy Martens?"

he said. "You say that many

"Thousands," | replied. "Hundreds of thousands. MIlions. There's no
accounti ng
for taste.”

"Well, then it is the very thing we need," he said.

Sonehow, | wasn't getting through to him | liked the old chap, and | had
cone

to believe in him and in what he was trying to acconplish. | had been
skepti cal

at first, but nmy skepticismhad di sappeared conpletely. | had seen himdo
ast oni shing things, mraculous things, and ny natural, human tendency to
rationalize these things away had never really manifested itself, except in
t he

nost superficial way. Perhaps | was prepared to believe because |I'd been

t hr ough

an enotional winger and was ready to grasp at straws, to accept anything

t hat

seened to offer the hope of a better world. However, | think it was nore than
that. My wife was an intelligent, sophisticated woman, and she believed in
hi m

as well. That same effect would | ater be experienced by everyone who was
exposed

to himfor any length of time. However, | was yet to discover this
phenornenon.

It was all so new, and it had all happened so quickly, that | hadn't much
tine
to question my own responses.

| saw his determination to go through with it, and | felt the need to warn
hi m
about what was al nost certainly going to happen. Billy Martens would try to
make



a fool of himfor the anusement of his audi ence, and | was concerned about
what
t he consequences m ght be.

"Look," | said, "I don't think you fully conmprehend what it is I'mtrying to
say. You've never seen the Billy Martens Show. We're going to watch it in a
little while, and perhaps then you'll understand. He's not a very pl easant
nman.

In fact, he's slinme. His only concern is entertaining the audi ence, nost of
whom
are not much better, and he'll do it at your expense.'

"I see," said Merlin. "Much like a court jester"

"Not a bad analogy," | said, "except he's probably far worse. What | nean is,
he's al nost certainly going to make fun of you, and you'll be on his hone
ground. Now, | don't really know how you react to such things, but... well,
how

shall | put it?"

"You are concerned that | nmay |ose nmy tenper?" Merlin said.

"Uh... well... yes, frankly. | nean, if you were to harmhimin any way, it
woul d be, uh... counterproductive."

He smiled. "You may rest easy, Thomas. | can prom se you that | shall not

| ose

nmy tenper, and | shall not cause himany harm | appreciate your concern on
ny

behal f. W will watch the Billy Martens Show together, and I will formm own
assessment of him keeping your remarks in mind, and then |I shall listen to
any

suggestions you may have as to how we shoul d proceed. "

| still did not feel very reassured, but there was not much else to say. W
wat ched the show t oget her when it came on, and though | no | onger remenber
what

his "thenme" was that day, | do recall Merlin's reaction to the program He
sat

t hrough the whole thing silently, merely pursing his |ips and noddi ng every
now

and then, and when it was over, he cleared his throat, turned to ne, and
sai d,

"I now see what you neant. He is an obnoxi ous, |oathsome person. Utterly
vil e.

He deserves to be strung up by his thunbs.™

"Now renenber, you promised..." | said.

"And | shall keep ny word," Merlin replied. "Never fear, Thomas. Billy
Mar t ens

is not nearly as form dable as you imagine. | know just how to handle him"
"Yes," | said. "That's just what |'mafraid of."
CHAPTER 5

Billy Martens was much too shrewd to air his prograns |ive. The shows were



al |

taped in advance, which gave himthe control of editing and allowed himto
rebroadcast prograns later if there was a blackout. If Martens had his way,
t he

tape of Merlin's appearance on his program woul d probably have been burned.
However, Martens was dealing with a sorcerer, and Merlin was not soneone to
be

bul I'i ed.

In later years, after he had becone a well-known and influential broadcasting
executive, Martens told a very different version of the story, in which he

t ook

credit for bringing Merlin out of obscurity and breaking "the hottest news
story

of the millennium" He told this story so often and so earnestly that it
eventual ly came to be accepted as the truth, and he went to great lengths to
make certain all existing copies of the original, unedited tape were

dest royed.

Havi ng acconpl i shed what he had set out to do, Merlin never bothered to

cont est

his version of events, but | still possess an unedited copy of that tape, and
I

can prove what really happened.

The pre-interview, as they called it, took place in the offices of the Billy
Mart ens Show, though we did not neet the man hinself, and would not unti

t he

actual show was being taped. | wasn't sure what to expect fromthis neeting,
but

Merlin seemed to know exactly what he was about, and as events proceeded to
follow their course, he denonstrated an unconmon degree of media savvy. He
had,

apparently, |earned nuch nmore from watching television than | had assuned.

He arrived for the interview dressed in his dark blue robe, enblazoned wth
its

mul titude of nystical synbols, and wearing his tall, conical hat and carrying
his staff. Jenny had washed the robe for him and he'd washed and conbed his
I ong hair and beard, so that he | ooked the very image of the | egendary

wi zard,

which in fact, he was. In other words, he |ooked |ike soneone Martens coul d
have

a field day wth.

During the pre-interview, which was conducted by an attractive and very

per sonabl e young woman, he sat calmy in his chair and told the story of who
he

was, and what he was, and how he had returned. The young wonan sniled and
nodded, asked a question here and there, and took notes.

When asked to "denobnstrate his powers,'
t hen

a stapler on the young woman's desk. She cl apped her hands and beaned and
sai d

that it was "wonderful ," and seemed generally quite amazed, though it was
perfectly clear to me she thought it was nerely a stage nagician's trick. She
t hen booked Merlin for a taping the followi ng week and we stayed | ong enough
for

her to explain how everything would work. The entire pre-interview |l asted no
| onger than twenty minutes or so and, after we had left, | could no |onger

Merlin levitated a coffee cup and



contain nyself.

"I can't believe it," | said. "I said you' d need to do sonmething dramatic to
i npress them so what do you do? You levitate a stapler!”

"You don't think that was sufficiently dramatic?" he replied with a perfectly
straight face

"She thought it was a sinple trick," | said, "something any amateur nagician
can
do!"

"Amat eur?" said Merlin, raising his bushy eyebrows.

"Ch, you know what | nean," | said, feeling exasperated. "An illusion, stage
magi c. "

He smiled. "Yes, | knew what you neant. You are disappointed that | did not
overwhel mthat young wonan with my magical abilities. However; it was never
ny

intent to overwhelmher; nmerely to arrange an appearance on the show That
has

now been done. They expected a foolish old man, dressed in robes and with a
| ong

white beard, and that is precisely what they got.'

"Ah, | see," | said. "So now you're going to get a haircut and some new

cl ot hes,

per haps a sport coat, a nice shirt and necktie and sone flannel trousers, so
that you'll appear quite nornmal, and—"

He stopped ne. "No, | do not think so, Thomas. | had given that sone thought,
and have decided to remain exactly as | am at |least for the present. If
peopl e

expect a wizard to look a certain way, then perhaps |I shouldn't disappoint

t hem

| have becone a | egendary figure, so why not take advantage of it? Appearance
seens to play an inmportant role on television, and if people see ne as | am
now,

as outlandish as ny garb may seemin this day and age, they will renmenber it.
I

must create a significant inpression. If | appear no different from anyone

el se,

then the effect will be dimnished."
| had to concede his point, but I still felt uneasy about the whol e thing.
Personally, | thought it would be better if he were to get a haircut and trim

his beard, at |east, and wear a nice tweed jacket, so that he woul d appear
nor e
di gnified, nore professional, which only goes to show how little | knew. In

any
event, the programwas still a week away, and | imagined that in that week,
we

could at least enjoy a little peace and quiet. | would have an opportunity to

spend nore time with him and at |east begin to give himsonme idea of what
t he
nodern world was |ike. However, that was not to be.

The first crisis came the day after the pre-interview while we were sitting
down



to supper: Earlier in the day, our daughters had brought home sonme of their
friends to neet their "Uncle Merlin," and of course, it was obligatory for
t hem

to have a denonstration. | sat, biting ny lip, as | watched children fl oat
around ny living roomlike giant humm ngbirds, flapping their arms and
squeal i ng

wi th delight, knocking over |anps and bunping into walls, and later, in the
eveni ng, the other shoe dropped.

A del egation of concerned parents came to visit, several of themwth their
children in tow, presumably so they could confront our' '"Uncle Merlin'' wth
t he

wild stories they'd been telling and recant before them Inmagine their
reaction

when "Uncle Merlin" cheerfully corroborated what the kids had said.

"Now see, here, M. ... uh..."
"Anbrosius,"” said Merlin, helpfully.

"Yes, well, Me Anbrosius, | can certainly appreciate your sense of fun," one
of

the fathers, Allan Stewart, said, "but in these difficult tines, we try to
raise

our children to know the difference between reality and ganes of pretend."

"Who said we were pretending?" Merlin asked.

Stewart cleared his throat in irritation. "I'mafraid | do not have a sense
ﬁLnnr about this sort of thing, sir."

"How unfortunate,” said Merlin. "Life nust be very trying when you do not have
zense of hunor'

"You may j oke, M. Anbrosius, but we are not anused," said Stewart, sounding
very nonarchial. He had apparently been appoi nted spokesman for the group

" Now

nmy son insists you made himfly, and he would not change his tune even after
I

war ned his bottomfor him for which he has you to thank."

"I beg to disagree," said Merlin. "He has only his father to thank for that,
and

it is a sad thing when a child is punished for telling the truth. Even if it
were not the truth, there is little to be gained in beating children. It only
produces resentnment and rebellion, and teaches themthat violence is the
answer

to the slightest problem 1 think you should apol ogi ze to your son, M.
Stewart,

for you puni shed hi munjustly."

Stewart's face flushed beet red and he turned on nme angrily. "See here,

Mal ory,

this is all your fault. I will not presume to tell you whom you can or cannot
take into your own horme, but | think my neighbors here will all agree that we
do

not wi sh to have our children exposed to your addl epated relatives. Lord
knows,



it's hard enough to raise children these days w thout having some senile, old
fool go filling their heads with all sorts of nonsense!"

"Addl epat ed? Senile, old fool ?'' said Merlin.
| closed nmy eyes. | was afraid to see what was goi ng to happen next.

"I'f you want to have your uncle maki ng your own daughters neurotic, unable to
di stinguish fact fromfantasy, well, | can't say | approve, but that's
entirely

your business," Stewart said. "However, the rest of us are not going to have
our

chi | dren—=

At this point, Stewart was interrupted by a screech fromhis wfe, and
startled

gasps fromtheir other neighbors, and to his surprise, Stewart abruptly
realized

that he was delivering his diatribe fromabout one foot off the floor

"What the devil!"

He broke off suddenly, staring down wth astonishnment, then began sputtering
i ncoherently as he kicked his legs, trying to regain a footing on the floor
beneat h hi m

"Why, whatever is the matter, M. Stewart?" Merlin asked.

Eli zabeth Stewart's eyes were wi de as saucers and her hand went to her nouth.
The others all backed away a step or two, an involuntary, shocked reaction
There were expressions of "Ch, nmy CGod!" and "I don't believe it!" and ot her
such

things, while Stewart vainly tried to get his feet back on the flooc

"What... how... Great Heavens, it's inpossible! Put me down! Put nme down, |
tell
you!'

"Put you down, M. Stewart?" Merlin said, with feigned surprise. "Wy,
what ever
do you nean? \What seens to be the trouble?"

"I"'mfloating a foot above the bl oody ground, damm you! You know perfectly
wel |
what the trouble is! Now put me down!"

"Floating a foot above the ground?" said Merlin. He frowned. "Dear ne.

Per haps

it is you who cannot distinguish fact fromfantasy, M. Stewart. | clearly
hear d

you say it was inmpossible.™

"It's atrick!" said Stewart to the others. "It's a bl oody, cheap, stage
magi cian's trick! Now put me down this instant!’

"A cheap, stage magician's trick? ' said Merlin." "Ch, now, really, M.
Stewart,
| fear that you have gone too far. You shall have to be taught a | esson."

As we all watched, Stewart rose another foot above the floor, and then



anot her,

until his head finally bunped the ceiling. And he still continued to rise, so
that he had to hunch over, and finally was pressed up against the ceiling,
suspended over our heads on his hands and knees, like a fly crawing upside
down.

Ms. Stewart's neck was craned way back as she stared up at her husband with
t he
ot hers, open-nout hed, unable to speak

"Cet me down from here!" yelled Stewart, panicking. "Get me down off this
bl oody
ceiling!"

"Ch, yes, indeed," said Merlin. "W do seemto have a probl em here. The nman
clains he's on the ceiling, when everyone knows such a thing is quite

i mpossi bl e. People cannot crawl upon the ceiling, every idiot knows that.
See,

here, Stewart, if you do not cease this nonsense innmedi ately, you are going
to

be punished. "

"Mal ory! Malory, for God's sake, tell himto put me down!"

Merlin shook his head. "Well, | see he insists on being stubborn. W shal
have

to warmhis bottomfor him After all, it's the sort of discipline he
apparently

believes in."

And with a gesture fromMerlin, the flat iron spade rose up fromthe rack of
fireplace tools. It floated across the roomtoward Stewart, and proceeded to
admi ni ster a sound spanki ng.

"Hell I p!'" cried Stewart.

Eli zabeth Stewart's eyes rolled back and she fainted dead away.

Unf ortunately,

everyone el se was so raptly watchi ng her husband bei ng spanked by a fl oating
fireplace spade that no one noved to catch her

"Look out!"™ | cried, leaping fromny chair, but Merlin was quicker than
and,
with a gesture, he stopped her fall, so that she was | eft heeled over at a

forty-five degree angle, unconsciously defying gravity. Jenny coul d not
restrain
hersel f from gi ggling.

"I, uh.. .think you've nade your point," | said to Merlin.

The firepl ace spade ceased to bel abor Stewart's buttocks and returned to its
pl ace. As gently as a feather, Stewart floated down fromthe ceiling and was
set

down on his feet once nore, with both his pride and his bum smarting. He
stared

at Merlin with white showing all around his irises, too stunned to speak

"See to your wife, M. Stewart,"” Merlin said.

Stewart approached his wife, who was | eaning over |ike the Tower of Pisa, and



gingerly reached out for her, but then hesitated, pulling his hands back
"What's... holding her there?" he asked.

"I am" Merlin said. "And if you will be so kind as to steady her, | shal
| et
go. | believe she's only swooned. "

Stewart took hold of his wife and, rel eased, she slunped into his arms. Her
eyelids flickered as she cane to. "Allan," she said, "lI... nmust have fainted.
I've had the strangest dream..."

Then she becane fully aware of her surroundings and gave a little gasp
realizing that it hadn't been a dream after all

"Allan..."

"It's all right, darling," he said, though he didn't sound at all sure of

hi nsel f. The others nmerely stood there, gaping, too shocked to say anything.
"How..." Stewart's voice cracked and he cleared his throat, then swall owed
har d.

"How on Earth did you do that? Malory... who is he? What is he? And don't
tell

me he's your bloody uncle!™

"I think we'd all better sit down," | said. "This may take awhile..."

Stewart did apol ogize to his son for spanking him and he | ater becane one of
Merlin's nmost ardent friends and supporters. He was an unenpl oyed solicitor
reduced to worki ng occasional odd jobs, as were nmany of his neighbors. His

| egal

skills, however, turned out to be quite useful as things progressed, not only
for Merlin and mysel f, but for Stewart hinself, for he prospered as a result
and

founded what is now one of the npst respected and prestigious firms in
London.

Hs wife, Elizabeth, retained the curious ability to | ean over at an

i mpr obabl e

angle while still remaining on her feet, which tickled her no end. It was a
stunt she often pulled at parties.

The news of what had happened, and who "Uncle Merlin'' really was, spread

t hr oughout the nei ghborhood Iike wildfire and during the next week, we were
i nundated with visitors, all wanting to float around the roomor craw upon
t he

ceiling. Yet, it was nothing conpared to what happened after Merlin appeared
on

the Billy Martens Show.

Martens, not surprisingly, had stacked the deck. Merlin was to be part of a
panel , which Martens had filled out with a bunch of |ooney eccentrics, all of
whom had one thing in common—a dramatic solution that would lift the world
out

of the Coll apse. The theme of the show was "Saving the Human Race."

One panel nenber was a doddering old codger who spoke in brief little gasps
and
wheezes, and clainmed, rather charm ngly, to have "invented a brand- new f ossi



fuel ." This miracul ous substance turned out to be human excrenent, which he
subj ected to a process he clai ned woul d produce enough net hane gas to power
not

only vehicles, but entire cities. Apparently, all we had to do was defecate
with

a vengeance and, well, it seens unnecessary to expound further on the idea.

Anot her panelist was a m ddl e-aged matron from Luton who claimed to have been
visited by beings fromouter space. In exchange for her sexual favors, they
prom sed to deliver up a powerful crystal fromtheir home world, an energy
crystal that emitted "stellar rays." These rays were apparently the solution
to

all our problems. Wen asked if she could produce this wondrous crystal, she
replied that she'd be happy to, only she hadn't quite finished paying for it
yet. Martens gave the audi ence a broad wink and a | eer and thanked her for

t he

sacrifice she was maki ng on behal f of humankind, then followed up with
poi nt ed

guesti ons about the exact nature of this "paynent" and the manner in which it
was rendered. The audi ence enjoyed it mightily, and | sat backstage in the
green

room watching the nonitor and groaning.

Next up was Princess Isis, a.k.a. Mary Margaret Atherton, though she bristled
at

the use of her birthnane and clained it was no | onger valid, as that was
"anot her incarnation." The present incarnation was a child of the old
Egypti an

gods, who had given the secrets of "pyram d power" to the ancient high
priests

of the Pharaohs, and who mi ght be induced to part with themagain if we all
converted to her cult and worshi pped them by constructing an entire city of
pyram ds. Martens declared it a splendid idea and had her | ead the audience in
a

chant to the old gods, which raised a lot of mirth, even if it did fail to
raise

the ancient spirits.

Then there was Lucretia, no |ast name given, who was there apparently to
provi de

relief fromall the comedy and give the audi ence sonething at which to vent
their spleens. An avowed Satani st, she took great unbrage at all this levity,
and excoriated the audi ence and Martens. She condemmed themall for not

t aki ng

seriously what was happening in the world, which was clearly signaling the
com ng of the Antichrist. She was a shapely ash-bl onde and very | ovely, and
wor e

a sheer, clinging black gown that |eft scarcely anything to the inmagination
Every statenent she made was roundly jeered, and those menbers of the

audi ence

who were not shouting her down were busy undressing her with their eyes.

Mar t ens

pl ayed the Grand I nquisitor to her witch, and after a while, | could watch no
more. | sinply put nmy head down in nmy hands and nunbled, "God, | told him so,
I

told himso."

Merlin sat through all this in silence till his turn came, and Martens was
saving himfor last, so that having nocked, censured, and chastised, he could

go



out on a note of ridicule.

"And, finally," he said, "we go from Satan to bl ack magi c, which seens only
| ogical, | suppose. Qur last guest, as you might well guess fromhis attire,
is

none other than M. Merlin, Anbrosius, or as he is better known to the world
at

large, Merlin the Magician, |egendary court wizard to King Arthur and his
Kni ghts of the Round Table!"

After all that had al ready happened, | had been certain that Merlin would

| ook

totally ridiculous, sitting there in his robes and conical hat, holding his
staff propped up beside him yet somehow, despite it all, he managed to | ook
positively regal. There were one or two titters in the audi ence, but nost of
themfell silent, uncomonly so, especially after the fever pitch they' d been
whi pped up to by Satan's sexy messenger

"How, exactly, does one address a w zard?" Martens asked, tongue-in-cheek
"By name, usually,” Merlin replied.

"Well, then, Merlin, if | might be so famliar, | nust say you' re |ooking
very

spry for a man your age, which nmust be, what, about two thousand?"

"Thank you," Merlin said.

"You're quite wel come," said Martens with a chuckle.

"Now, your own solution to the problenms of the Collapse, as | understand it,
is

to bring back nmagic to the world. You' ve heard the comments of our other
guests," said Martens. "Wat is your reaction?"

"I think that you have been insufferably rude and boorish to them" Merlin

sai d.
"We certainly did not treat guests in such a manner in ny tine."

"Ch, dear ne," said Martens with feigned contriteness. "It seenms |'ve been
put

in ny place."

"When the Prince of Darkness cones, you'll find your place, all right,"
Lucretia

sai d, and the audi ence at once responded with jeers and catcalls.

"Now, now, let's try to keep sone senblance of control here," Martens said.
Y

haven't yet heard fromthe greatest wi zard of themall, and we may yet |earn
a

thing or two.

"Perhaps the audience might," said Merlin, "but | have ny doubts about you."

The audi ence appreciated this riposte, and Martens affected a wounded
expr essi on.

"Chhh," said Martens, "low blow, |low blow Let's play fair now, shall we? |
haven't said anything rude or boorish to you... yet. Now then, tell us,



Merlin,
howis it that you managed to survive for all this tine? Do you possess the
secret of eternal |ife?"

"No," said Merlin. "I was tricked by the enchantress, Mrgan |l e Fay, a pupi
of

m ne, and pl aced under a spell that kept nme asleep within an oak for al

t hese

years. | was only recently set free."

"Ah, cherchez la fem®," said Martens, with a knowi ng | ook. "So then | gather
you've got quite a lot of catching up to do."

"I would agree with that," said Merlin. "Fortunately, | require little sleep
and have been watching tel evision and reading a great deal."

"Yes, well, you've already had quite a nap, haven't you?" said Martens, wth
a

grin at the tittering audience. "In any case, it's good to have you back, old
chap. Lord knows, we need all the help we can get. So then, magic is the
answer

What are you going to do? Say abracadabra and wave your w zard's staff and
make

all our problens di sappear?"

"No, regrettably, | do not possess such power," Merlin said. "Nor would
presune to exercise it if |I did. People nust all work together to solve the
probl ems of the Collapse. Magic is merely a useful tool that will help bring
that about."

"Ah, | see," said Martens with an expression of nock seriousness. "There's

j ust

one problem though. Most of us aren't great w zards, like yourself. W're
al |

just sinple people, who don't know how to work magi c. How do you propose to
renedy that situation?"

"I intend to start a school,"” said Merlin, "and teach the thaumaturgic arts.”

"The thaumaturgic arts!" said Martens. "That's incredible! You nean we can
al |
actually learn howto do magi c?"

"The ability is inherent in nost people,” Merlin said, "although to varying
degrees, of course.”

"OfF course," said Martens. "And, one assunes, if people cone to this schoo
of

yours, and pony up the appropriate tuition, you will be only too happy to
assess

the degree of their abilities and enroll themin your course. That's the
bot t om

line here, isn't it, Merlin, or whatever your nane really is? You're really
j ust

anot her con artist, and not a very clever one, at that. Surely, you don't
expect

anyone to swallow this nonsense? Do you take us all for fools?"

"No, not all of you, nerely sonme of you," said Merlin.



"Why don't you show us sonme of this 'magic' you propose to teach?" said

Mart ens.

"My staff tells me you can levitate a coffee cup. Wiy don't you levitate that
one there, on the table behind you?"

"*Very well,'' said Merlin. He nade a sinple pass and the drinking cup
provi ded
for himobligingly rose up into the air.

"Amazi ng! Astonishing! Stupendous]" Mrtens said sarcastically. "Why with a
little sleight-of-hand and stage illusion, we can change the world! W can
al |

learn to do card tricks and produce pigeons fromour sleeves and

pr est o- chango,

the world will be a better place! You call that magi c? You nust take me for
an

ass!"

"Indeed, | do," said Merlin, allowing the cup to settle back down onto the
tabl e

behind his chair. "And | do not think that | shall be the only one."

Mart ens snapped back at once, launching into a tirade against thieves and con
artists who sought to profit fromother people's msery and gullibility, yet
even as he did so, Merlin nmade a slight gesture with his hand and Martens's
ears

began to grow

For a few noments, the audience didn't notice, and Martens hinsel f apparently
felt nothing. He was in full rave, pointing at Merlin and calling hima fraud
and demandi ng that he confess his real name, suggesting that if he refused,

it

was probably because he had a police record. Meanwhile, his ears continued to
grow steadily.

"Perfect!" | said as | watched the nmonitor in the green room "Absolutely
perfect!"’

The audi ence inevitably noticed and there were gasps and excl amati ons of
astoni shment. Martens's ears were growing nore and nore rapidly, beconing

| onger

and nore pointed, reaching up above his head, turning gray and sprouting fur
He

was condemmed out of his own nmouth. Merlin took himfor an ass, indeed, and
now

he was turning into one.

He stopped, abruptly, nonentarily disoriented, perhaps beginning to feel
somet hi ng strange. Then, still holding the mcrophone, he raised his hands up
to

his ears. "Wat the.. ny ears!"

He resenbl ed the transformati on of Pinnochio, with gray, tufted donkey ears
sticking up alnost a full foot above his head. He dropped the m ke and spun
around, facing the audi ence, but |ooking up toward the central booth, where

t he

director, whatever reactions were taking place up there, instinctively kept
on

calling the shots. The nonitor screen before me showed a cl ose-up of Martens,
his face white as a sheet, with sweat breaking out on his forehead as his



eyes
regi stered first conpl ete i nconprehensi on, and then panic.

"My ears! \What the hell's happening to nmy ears?"

The audi ence was confused. Some, certain that this was sone sort of special
effect, broke into laughter OQthers sinply stared in disbelief, while others
still cried out and recoiled in horror. And then Martens's nose began to grow.

"What is this?" he shouted. And then, forgetting hinmself conpletely, he
screaned, "Wat the fuck is this?"

Hs teeth | ooked | arger now, his jaw was el ongating, and his hands, stil
cl apped up to the sides of his head, were growi ng dark and m sshapen, turning
i nto hooves.

"Jesus Christ!" yelled Martens. "What's happening to ne? Hel p nme! Sonmebody
hel p
ne!"

There was now no m st aki ng what was goi ng on and pandenoni um broke out in the
audi ence. People junped to their feet, some scream ng, some running for the
exits, others sinmply trying to get a better view Mrlin nmerely sat there,
calmy, saying nothing, while the matron fromLuton fled fromthe stage,
presunmably to seek security in the enbraces of her alien benefactors, and the
man with the miracle organic fuel nerely chuckled with anusenment. The
Princess

Isis stood on her feet, her arns raised to the heavens, chanting to the

anci ent

gods, and Lucretia sinply stared at Merlin with awe, then got out of her
chair

and dropped to her knees before him grasping his hand and kissing it
fervently.

Merlin gently took his hand away and | eaned down to say sonmething to her. She
responded with some sort of reply, but their exchange was inaudible. He told
ne

|ater that he asked her to stop it and get up, and her response was that his
slightest wi sh was her conmand, and that she was his, body and soul, to do
with

as he pl eased.

He did, in fact, take her up on that offer; though not quite in the way one
m ght suppose. He recruited her to help out with the school, and in the
process,

hel ped her to deal with her severe psychol ogi cal problens, stenmming from
horrendous abuse she'd suffered as a child at the hands of her parents, who
wer e

psychoti c Satan worshi ppers. She is now a university adm ni strator at one of
t he

many Col | eges of Sorcery that Merlin founded (for which reason her nane has
been

altered in this narrative). However | digress.

The spectacle of Billy Martens turning into an ass was truly the sort of

dramatic denonstration that I'd had in mnd. | watched, delighted beyond
wor ds,
as he screanmed, "Help ne! Help ne! Hellllp neeee, hawww, heee-haww

Hee- haw "



H s expensive suit had burst apart at the seans and he had stepped out of his

shoes, his socks still on his hind |l egs, and he was trotting about, knocking
t hi ngs over as he kicked out with alarm and brayed hysterically. | couldn't
resist. I had to see what was happening in the control room | hurried up
there

and everyone was in such a state that no one prevented ne from going in.

"Stay on him" the director was shouting into his headset nike. "Stay on him
Goddamm it! Jesus, this is unbelievable! Canera Three... Steve! What the hel
are you doi ng? Focus, for God's sake!l Gve nme a wide shot! Take Three! Wait a
m nute, what's he doing? Merlin's getting up! He's going to do sonet hing,

Two,

get on him Take Two!"

"Silence!" Merlin said, and he nust have used that sane power behind his

wor ds

he'd earlier denonstrated on ne, because the audience fell silent instantly,
as

one, and stared at him "Take your seats,"” said Merlin.

"Gve me a wide shot, Three!" said the director, his gaze glued to the
noni t ors.
"Take Three! Stand by on close-up, Two. Take Two!"

"Come here, Billy," Merlin said. "Be not afraid.”
The ass obediently trotted over to himand gave hima pathetic little whinny.

"Medi um shot, Canmera One! Take One! Damn it, his mke's cone off. Get the
boom
on him"

Merlin put his hand on the donkey's head and said something inaudible, and
slowy, Billy began to change back into his normal form In a matter of
nonent s,

he was restored, except he still possessed the donkey ears. And he was
conpl etel y naked.

"Ch, Jesus, pan up, One, pan up! CGet off his bum for God s sake! Take Two!"
Merlin's face appeared in close-up on the screen. "Let that be a lesson in

humlity to you, M. Martens," he said. Then, turning directly to the canera,
he

continued, "And |let what happened here stand as proof of ny assertions. | am
Merlin Anbrosius, and | have conme to bring back magic to the world. | have
cone

to offer aid, and urge a return to the old know edge, and the old ways of
respect for the Earth and her resources. Let those who sincerely seek to
hel p,

and who wish to learn the thaumaturgic arts, seek ne out. | shall determ ne
if

t hey possess the ability and the purity of heart and spirit to be accepted as
ny

students. Fear not, the future holds a bright newworld in store. | have
spoken. "

And, with that, he left the stage.

"Where is he going?" the director shouted. "Bloody hell, we've still got four
m nutes! One, get off Billy, for God' s sake, he |ooks like an idiot! Take



Thr ee!

Zoomin, | want to see the faces in the audience! R ght, take Two! Ready One,
take One! Stand by to roll credits... | know we're short, Goddamm it, but
Billy's in shock or sonething, what the hell do you expect ne to do?"

| quietly left the booth. No one had even noticed ny presence. As for Billy
Martens, he was left with his donkey's ears, as a guarantee against his
failing

to air the tape. Wen the program aired, unedited, Merlin prom sed himthat
he

woul d restore his ears. Martens bl anched, but he was too unnerved to protest.
H s assinine condition, Merlin rem nded him might easily return, and be
rendered permanent. So the program aired, unedited. And then all hell broke

| oose.

CHAPTER 6

| had underestimated Merlin. | had thought that despite his uncanny powers,
he

woul d be out of his depth when it came to dealing with the nedia and the
upr oar

that would result when he announced his presence to the world. In fact, it was
/

who was out of ny depth. Merlin seened to take it all confortably in stride

I

had al so underesti mated how people would react to him and | had
under esti nat ed

tel evision's power to make peopl e believe.

It had seemed to nme, as | | ook back on it now, that our biggest obstacle
woul d

be overcomi ng people's disbelief. Today, when magic is commonly accepted as
an

everyday part of the world, and no nore renmarkable than the sun's rising in

t he

nmorni ng, that might seemlike an odd statenent to make, and yet in those
days,

no one believed in magic, at |east no one who was considered rational. If

t hat

seens strange, then it nmust be recalled that there was a time in history when
peopl e thought the world was flat, and a time when a nan named G ordano Bruno
was burned at the stake for having the temerity to suggest that there were

ot her

worlds than this.

Today, everyone knows a talent for precognition or some other psychic faculty
is

nmerely evidence of a strong latent magical ability, or as it's nmore comonly
referred to, thaumaturgic potential. There is now even a scale for neasuring
TR

and the ability is so highly respected and so nmuch in demand that children
are

routinely tested in elenentary school for their potential to becone adepts.
So

much has changed. Yet, | can still renenber, as if it were only yesterday,
how

di fferent things were then.



Had | been asked to predict what woul d happen after Merlin first appeared on

television, | would have predicted w despread disbelief. | was convinced
peopl e

woul d think the whole thing was a hoax, that special effects and trickery had
been enpl oyed, and that we woul d have an uphill battle to convince the world
Merlin was genuine. We did, in fact, have an uphill battle ahead of us, but

it
was not quite what | woul d have predicted.

Peopl e believed they saw Billy Martens turn into an ass, even before nenbers
of

the studi o audience testified they saw it happen and that no video trickery
had

been invol ved. People believed it even before the press got on the bandwagon
and

Merlin becane the story of the century, and they believed it before Merlin
performed any ot her denonstrations. They believed it, amazingly enough
sinmply

because they had seen it on TV.

Per haps | should not have been surprised. A great many peopl e have al ways
bel i eved the nost unlikely and questionabl e things, merely because they'd
seen

it on television or read about it in a newspaper or a mmgazi ne. Even during

t he

Col | apse, there was wi despread belief in the existence of UFO s, space ships
fromsome other world that came to our planet to kidnap peopl e and conduct
experiments upon them nutilate cattle, and nake |arge, mysterious circles in
wheat fields. They were either causing the Coll apse by sucking the world dry
of

its resources, or they were going to save us all with "stellar rays.'
reporting strange di sappearances-in the Bernuda Triangle, people
spont aneousl y

bursting into flame, dead celebrities being sighted in the supernmarket, and
tribes of natives the size of Mexican chi huahuas di scovered in the Anazon
wer e

all taken as gospel by an amazi ng nunber of seeningly rational human beings.
Such was the power of the printed word, and it was a power that was nmagnified
significantly through the medi um of television

Stories

Even today, unlikely as it seens, there are people who believe that actors
appearing on their favorite prograns are actually the characters they
portray.

Television is reality for many peopl e, perhaps because what it purveys
appeal s

directly to the senses. (Save for that sense in all too rare supply, comopn
sense.) Al of which is not to say that there weren't skeptics. There were,
and

plenty of them But in the days imediately follow ng the broadcast of the
show,

it seemed to ne that they were hopel essly out nunbered.

In brief, what occurred after the taping of the show was this: Merlin and
quickly left the studio, as he judged the nonent was not right for further
denonstrations or di scussions.

"This is not the tinme,'' he said. "W have whet their appetites. Now |l et that

antici pati on nount."

It did, and quickly. | learned later that Martens had fled the studio



foll owi ng

t he tapi ng, wearing nothing but his overcoat, and with his head covered by a
towel. There followed frantic phone calls fromhis home to his executive
producer, demandi ng that no one el se be given access to the tape. By that
tine,

however, the news prograns had al ready heard about what happened, and what

t hey

heard sounded so incredible, and at the same tinme so delightful, that they
wer e

all demanding to see copies of the tape. One of these copies eventually found
its way into ny possession, in rmuch the sane nanner as the food found its way
into ny pantry. W had great fun viewing it at hone.

There was apparently sonme friction between Martens and his executive

pr oducer,

the latter feeling that since the program woul d be broadcast anyway, there
was

l[ittle point in wthhol ding copies of the tape fromthe news nedia, who could
provide a great deal of advance publicity and thereby boost the ratings of

t he

show. However; on threat of losing his job, the producer relented and copies
of

the tape were never nmade avail able. There seened to be sone question as to
exactly how many copi es were made, which made Martens absolutely frantic, but
with the exception of the one copy that strayed into nmy possession, he
apparently managed to get his hands on all the others.

Members of the studio audi ence were customarily prohibited from bringing
caner as

and taki ng photographs during the taping of the program but there were
prof essional still photographers present, on the payroll of the show, and one
of

these enterprising individuals "l eaked" a photograph of Martens with his
donkey

ears, which wound up appearing on the newscasts and in all the newspapers.
Most

treated the whole thing as a joke, believing it was sone sort of publicity
stunt, while others sinply reported what they'd heard and showed the phot o,
wi t hout naki ng any judgenents or concl usions.

Martens hinmsel f said nothing and, despite a siege by reporters outside his
London townhouse, never left his home until after the broadcast of the show,
when his ears had returned to normal. By the tinme he finally energed, he'd
devel oped his own spin on the story and cheerfully admtted "all owi ng"

hi nmsel f

to be turned into an ass, to display his sense of hunor about hinself, as
wel |

as hel p announce Merlin's arrival and denmonstrate his powers in a visually
dramati c way

The whol e thing had been a setup, in other words, choreographed by Mrtens.

At

| east, that was his version. In reply to questions about the other nenbers of
the panel, and how he'd treated them Martens sinply stated that he wi shed to
have them on as a contrast, comparing various pretenders to "the real thing."
Thereafter, those other panelists were totally forgotten. By the time Mrtens
made his statement to the press, however, there had al ready been consi derabl e
attention given to the story... and to us.

It began with our neighbors in the town of Loughborough, before the Billy



Mart ens Show was aired and even before the advance publicity had spread. W
arrived home to find a nob waiting for us, and | inmedi ately becane concerned
about Jenny and the girls.

"There they are!" | heard several people shout as we approached, and | half
expected to be rushed, but curiously, no one noved. They waited as we cane up
the street and nmen, like the Red Sea parting for Mses, made way for us as we
cane up to the house. They all became utterly still, and no one tried to stop
us

or ask questions. They nerely stood aside as we went up the steps to the
front

door, where Merlin paused and turned to address them

"I know why you've cone,"
about

the strange old man staying with the Malorys, and you canme to see if they
wer e

true. Indeed, they are."

he said. "You have all heard incredible things

He spoke to them for the better part of an hour, explaining who he was and
how

he cane to be there, then answering their questions patiently, concluding with
a

request for their help in the great task that |lay ahead. | did not stay to
hear

his entire speech, for | nore or |ess knew what he was going to say and was
anxious to get inside and see how Jenny and the girls were hol ding up. They
wer e

all perfectly fine, as it turned out, except that Jenny had grown weary from
answering the phone all day.

There had been a flood of calls, jaming the |ocal sw tchboard, resulting
from

word of nouth spread by our neighbors. | found Stewart there, with his

sl eeves

rolled up, as well as several other neighbors of ours, giving yeoman service
by

answering the phone and keepi ng order anong the waiting throng outside. The
task, apparently, had not proved difficult at all

"It's the strangest thing," said Stewart. "Jenny said they began arriving
shortly after you and Merlin left this norning.

As the crowd grew, she becane concerned and called ne, but there have been no
i nci dents what soever They've all been very polite and orderly, conversing

qui etly anong thensel ves, and they've bothered no one. They've been sinply
waiting, patiently. And they all seemed sonehow happy and content."

"I't works," said Jenny with a snile
"What works?" | asked.

"The wardi ng spell,’
house. "

she said. "They nust have felt it, even outside the

"I've felt it, too,
frot hi ng

mad, you know, convinced sone dotty, old relative of yours was getting the
ki ds

all worked up over a bunch of nonsense. Yet, fromthe nmoment | cane into the

said Stewart. "When | arrived the other day, | was



house, | found it difficult to maintain ny anger and was able to do so only
with

a concerted effort. This norning, the effect seemed to be nmuch stronger. The
monent | came in the door, | felt absolutely nmarvelous. It was |ike that
sense

of contentnment you feel on a nmorning after it's just rained, and the air is
clear and brisk, and the sun is shining, and you step outside, breathe
deeply,

and all feels right with the world."

Stewart al nbst seenmed to glow. | felt nothing different, nyself, save for the
contentnent |'ve always felt being at home with nmy famly. Jenny said that
she

felt nothing different, either, but Stewart and our other neighbors who'd
comne

by to give Jenny some support were all brimmng with the enthusiasmof newy
enlightened converts. None of us had ever been particularly close before. In
fact, having been away from hone so often, | barely even knew nost of them
Yet,

they all suddenly seemed |ike nenbers of the fanmly

"It's the nost wonderful thing, Tom" Stewart said. "I feel positively inbued
wi th hope! Everything's going to be different now, isn't it? The Collapse is
going to end and the world will never be the sane. And to think that in sone

small way, we're all going to be a part of it!"

Listening to Stew art's al nost evangelical enthusiasm | felt a peculiar
sense

of foreboding, despite the warding spell. Perhaps, because ny own energies
had
been involved in casting it, | was not as affected by it as the others, but |

felt an odd disquiet, a brief pang of anxiety that seemed to flare for a
nonent

and was gone as quickly as it came. | had no idea what it was then, and
soon

forgot about it, but the feeling was to return before too |ong.

| had al ready becone accustomed to Merlin's charism, what he would call his
"aura," and | had observed the effect it had on others. Not all people were

affected by it the same way, or to the sane degree. | suppose, to sone

ext ent,

it had to do with their own personalities and their degree of sensitivity. |
di scovered later it was sonething Merlin could project at will, though it was

al ways there to be perceived by those disposed to notice it. He was capable
of

volitionally increasing its effect, though not without a cost to himin terns
of

energy, and | was to learn that, despite his enornous vitality, Merlin could
grow tired. However, at the same time, it was all still very newto me, and
was not yet fanmiliar with the ways of magic.

Knowi ng what |ay ahead, Merlin conserved his energies as nuch as possible. He
performed no denonstrations of his powers for the crowd gathered outside our
hone. He nerely spoke to them and they all went away convinced, full of the
same sort of spirit Stewart and the others felt. Cearly, he had been

proj ecting

as he addressed them As the crowd outside dispersed, he came in and sat down
on

the couch to fill his pipe.



"Ah, Stewart," he said. "I perceive that you' ve been maki ng yourself useful."

"I"'monly too happy to help in any way | can," said Stewart. "How did the
t api ng

go?"
As they spoke, | put ny armaround ny wife and whatever strange concern |'d
felt

earlier vanished. | was hone, we were surrounded by friends, and a strange
and

wonder ful new chapter had opened in our lives. Everything was going to be al
ri ght.

In the days ahead, our honme becane a hotbed of activity, especially after the
Mart ens broadcast aired. Jenny and | enjoyed no privacy, save for late at

ni ght,

after we'd retired to our bedroom both exhausted. It was as if our hone had
been turned into the center of a political canpaign. Wrd spread quickly, and
we

were soon getting calls fromall the people who'd so rudely dism ssed ne
bef or e,

as well as many others. Merlin was interviewed extensively, both on

tel evi sion

and for the newspapers, and he perforned nore denonstrations of his powers,

t hough nothing quite so dramatic as turning Billy Martens into what he really
was, despite an astoni shing nunber of requests for himto do precisely that.
Not

necessarily to Billy Martens, though there were a few of those, but to the
interviewers thensel ves.

It was surprising how many people wanted to experience being an aninmal. And

t he

choi ce of animals was quite surprising, too. One newspaper reporter wanted to
become an eagle, briefly, so he could experience the joy of flight anong the
cl ouds. That was not so surprising, perhaps, but others were, to the point of
bei ng downri ght bizarre. One nan wanted to beconme a pig, Lord only knows why.
Anot her reporter wanted to be a giraffe. Still another w shed to becone a
gorilla. And a very attractive young wonman anchoring a popul ar | ate-ni ght
newscast wanted to become a python, with the special provision that the

nmet anor phosi s woul d not take place until nmorning. Merlin declined her request
politely, though she was quite insistent.

In the broadcast for the BBC, for which the well-known interviewer Robin
Wnters

brought a camera crew to our home and conducted over six hours of taping,
Merlin

denonstrated the possible applications of thaumaturgy by levitating Wnters's
car and taking himfor a ride init, with a camera unit along to record the
event. He explained that a levitation spell, coupled with a spell of

i mpul si on,

was not a very difficult spell to execute for a trained adept, and with
enough

adepts trained to at least that |level, the problens of public transportation
resulting fromthe scarcity of petrol could be sol ved

"Amazi ng!" Wnters had exclainmed as the car floated around the bl ock at
approximately twenty-five niles per hour or so, with the cameranman and nysel f
in

the rear seat, and Merlin and Wnters in the front. The exact speed was

i npossible to determ ne since, of course, with the wheels about two feet off



t he

ground, the speedoneter was usel ess. "Wat about buses and lorries? Wuld
this

work for themas well?"

"Certainly,’
a

greater mass would be involved. In principle, the sane nethod could al so
appl y

to trains, though a nore efficient nmethod might be to have a team of adepts
wor ki ng together to generate the power for the trains to operate normally.
Even

aircraft could be operated in this manner though levitating a passenger
aircraft

to the necessary altitude and maintaining it at that height would be
extrenely

taxi ng on the adept, and the speeds woul d necessarily be significantly

sl ower.

Even with an advanced | evel of skill in thaumaturgy, it would be best for
there

to be at least two or three advanced adepts on board to pilot the aircraft,
so

they could relieve one another to prevent exhaustion. And they woul d, of
cour se,

require tine to recuperate before another such flight could be perforned."

Merlin replied.” "It would nerely require a bit nore effort, as

"But this is absolutely astonishing!" exclained the nornally reserved
Wnters,

practically bouncing in his seat. "Here we are, noving along at a speed of
approximately thirty mles an hour, floating snoothly two feet or so above

t he

surface of the roadway, yet you are able to converse with me, and your hands
are

not even on the wheel!"

"What woul d be the point?" asked Merlin. "The wheels are not controlling the
direction of this vehicle, my will is."

"Yes, precisely,” Wnters said. "One would think that such a feat would
require
an anmazi ng anount of concentration, but you seemto be doing it with no
appar ent
effort, as automatically as | would drive this car myself in the normal

manner . "

"To say that it requires no concentration would be quite m sleading," Mrlin
said. "l imagine that when you first learned to operate this vehicle, you
needed

to think about it very consciously, is that not so?"

"Well, yes, of course," said Wnters
"It is nmuch the sanme with thaumaturgy,'' Merlin said. "For the beginning
st udent

of the art, the |least demanding of all thaumaturgic exercises seem as

form dabl e

as driving this car would be to a child. Even if the child were quite
intelligent and capabl e of |earning some of the rote tasks by observation

t hat

child would still not have the proper know edge or, nore inportantly, would



not

possess the proper skills or devel opment to be a good driven H's | egs would
not

be I ong enough to reach the pedals, for exanple, and he would not be tal
enough

to see above the wheel. He would not possess the necessary physical reactions
to

acconplish the task safely. So it is with thaumaturgy."

"In essence, men," said Wnters, "what you're saying is that practice makes
perfect."

"Not quite," Merlin replied. "That would be an oversinplification. True, with
practice, one becones nore proficient. That is as true in thaumaturgy as in
anyt hing el se. However, there is nmuch nore to it than that. To use an exanple
fromny day, a squire m ght serve a knight and practice diligently with his
wooden sword and | ance, but no matter how skilled he became with these

i mpl enents, he would still be unable to enter a tournament until such tine as
hi s physical strength and dexterity had devel oped to the point where he could
wield a real sword and | ance, and at the same tinme control a horse, all while
weari ng heavy arnor."

"So then you're saying it requires nore than nere study, but a process of
devel opnent," said Wnters, "strengthening the powers of concentration and

devel oping... what? One's will?"

"Yes, that is an excellent way of putting it," said Merlin. ' 'Except that
al ong

with will, one other faculty must be devel oped, one which is normally

at r ophi ed

or stunted in nost people, and that is intuition."

"Intuition?" Wnters said, froming. "I'mnot sure | follow"

"I will try to put it another way," said Merlin. "I have been doi ng nmuch
readi ng

since | awke in this time, and | have found, to ny great interest, that sone
of

your schol ars have been stunbling toward a di scovery of the very principle of
whi ch we speak. This interests nme, and | have | earned nuch of value in then
writings, things | knew before on what we might call the intuitive level, but
that I now understand on a nore rational, |ogical |evel. They speak, for
exanpl e, of right-brain consciousness and | eft-brain consci ousness."

"You mean the theory of the bicameral mind?" said Wnters, not to be left
behi nd.

"It is nmuch nore than a theory," Merlin said. "It is a fact. The universe is
conposed of opposites, what some may call the masculine and fem nine
princi pl es,

or the yin and the yang, as the Oiental scholars say. Wen these two
princi pl es

are conpl enentary, the universe can be said to be in harnmony. Yet, when they
are

not conpl enentary, then what we have is discord. W may regard the hunman mi nd
as

a nodel of these principles. The mind is of two aspects. There is the

| ogi cal

reasoni ng faculty, what we may call the masculine, or the left brain, and the
intuitive faculty, the femnine, or the right brain. Each has its purpose,



and

they are neant to be conplenmentary. In fact, they are. However, in nost
peopl e,

it isthe left brain that is dom nant, that which reasons logically and
rationally, while the right brain, that which is intuitive and receptive, is
| argely passive, to the extent that it may be regarded as stunted in its
devel oprent .

"Your technol ogical society has encouraged the devel opment of the mnd's
mascul i ne, controlling, logical faculty,"” he continued, "while the fem nine,
receptive or intuitive side has fallen into disuse. | have heard the

expr essi on,

"It's a man's world,' and there is truth to that, only not in the litera
sense

nost peopl e mean. Peopl e have becone crowded together in large cities, with
dense popul ati ons, surrounded by the emanati ons of your technol ogica

achi evenents, cut off fromthe pastoral world. London is such a large and
noi sy

city, with so many things constantly inpinging on the senses, that the
intuitive

faculty becones deafened. | find it disquieting to be in such surroundi ngs,
and

while | do not allow nyself to becone intuitively deafened by them | nust
t ake

care to pay greater attention."”
"You mean you have to concentrate nore?" said Wnters.

"No, | nean that | rnust pay attention,"” Merlin said. "Mst people these days
seemto be very inattentive. Undoubtedly, this is because there is so much to
pay attention to. It beconmes difficult to pay attention to everything, and
remain in a constant state of alertness and receptivity. People learn to
becone

logically receptive, rather than intuitively receptive, which is to say, they
choose those things to which they will respond.”

"How?" asked Wnters.

"Well, say you are wal king down a city street,” said Merlin. "It's the niddle
of

t he day, and many peopl e are about, walking in both directions all around
you.

You are aware of their presence, and yet, you do not really see them You
sel ect

those to whom you pay attention. You becone aware that anong the crowd,
sonmeone

is wal king toward you, and perhaps their attention is distracted, and you
perceive that if you both continue in the same direction, you will collide.
So

you alter your course to avoid this collision. In a sinmlar manner, you nmay
notice objects in the street that are in your path, and nake consci ous

choi ces

to avoid them But if there were any objects in the street not directly in
your

path, while you night notice them you would choose not to pay particul ar
attention to them and in the same way, people wal king around you m ght

i mpi nge

on your awareness, but if | asked you later to describe sone of themto ne,
you

probably woul d not be able to.



"However," he went on, "imagine that sane city street, only nowit is late at
night, and the street appears deserted. You are aware of how nuch crine there
is

in the city, and how dangerous the streets are at night, and now you suddenly
noti ce everything around you in nuch greater detail. You have nade a

di fferent

choi ce about your |evel of awareness. You are paying nore attention. At such
times, your normally dormant intuitive faculty is stronger Perhaps, as you
are

wal ki ng al ong, you experience a peculiar feeling that you are being foll owed.
You turn to gl ance over your shoulder; and in fact, there is soneone wal ki ng
al ong behind you. W shall assune that this person has no threatening
intentions, but the fact is that in your state of increased attention, you
became receptive to his presence in an unconscious, intuitive way that you
nmay

not be able to explain."

"I see," said Wnters. "That nakes sense."
Merlin smled. "Yes, it may not sound logical, but it nakes sense."

"So in order to learn thaumaturgy," Wnters said, "it becones necessary to

pay
nore attention and develop intuition."

"Exactly," Merlin said.

"But if you're constantly paying attention to everything that's happening
around

you, won't your mnd tend to becone overl oaded?" Wnters asked. "Mist we all
live in pastoral surroundings in order to develop our full, latent potential ?"

"No," said Merlin, "we nerely need to stop distracting ourselves and | earn
how

to become | ess preoccupied with our own concerns. W need to learn howto
rel ax

into an attentive state, rather than drive ourselves purely with directed

| ogi c.

You will observe that small children are infinitely nore attentive than
adul t s.

I"ve heard it said that children have a 'linited attention span,' when in
fact,

quite the opposite is true. They are sinply paying attention to a great many
nmore things than adults are, and it would be nore correct to say that they do
not limt their attention span to any one thing at a time, as adults are
accustoned to doing."
"Accustomed to doing,"
| earn

how to filter things out and, in fact, it is we who have the limted
attention

span.”

Wnters repeated, seizing on the word. "You nean we

"Precisely," Merlin said. "It is not necessary for the mnd to becone
over | oaded

with trivial information, as you put it. It is possible to pay nore attention
on

a continual basis, without feeling the necessity to store that information
and



constantly make | ogi cal decisions based upon it. You ask a child to wal k down
that same crowded street with you, and the child will later be able to give a
much nore detail ed description of the experience than you could, sinply
because

the child was in a nore attentive state, without feeling the pressing need to
make | ogi cal decisions about everything he saw. The intuitive faculty does
not

respond well to conscious, |ogical commands. It responds to rel axed attention
and a receptive state.”

"It sounds as if you're saying that all we need do to study magic is learn
how
torelax," said Wnters

"Regrettably, it is not quite that sinple," Merlin said with a smle, "but it
is

one of the first things a prospective adept nust learn to do. It is necessary
to

learn how to see with the eyes of a child, and exercise the will of an adult.
However, that is the first step on the path to mastering the Craft."

After we had settled down in the living roomand Wnters resunmed taping, he
asked me a few questions, which he would later edit together with sone

f oot age

he had taken in the woods where | had first met Merlin. To his

di sappoi nt nent,

not hi ng remai ned of the tree Merlin had been confined in except a stunp. Wat
Merlin had not magically "chopped up'' and transported to nmy home as firewood
had been cl eared by | oggers working under permt. Nevertheless, Wnters stood
dramatically in the center of the tree stunp and taped the introduction to

t he

program speaki ng about how Merlin had
he

was not committing hinmself on that score.

al l egedly emerged." Hedging his bets,

"Who is this man who calls hinmself Merlin Anbrosius, and has so captured the
i magi nati ons of people everywhere?" he asked rhetorically as he taped his
opening remarks. "And what, precisely, is the nature of the nysterious powers
he

clains to possess? And who is Thomas Mal ory, the former soldier and London
police officer who acts as his intermediary and advisor? Is it possible that
we

are actually witnessing a | egend cone to life, or have we, perhaps, been

t aken

in by two charismatic charlatans? Is there, in fact, any substance to their
story, which, if true, prom ses to change the world, or is this thing sone
sort

of el aborate hoax? During the course of this program we shall attenpt to

di scover the answers to those and other tantalizing questions, in what bodes
to

be one of the nmpbst unusual and fascinating interviews ever broadcast. Join us
tonight as we begin the first in a series of in-depth interviews with 'The
Wzard of Canelot'... the man known as Merlin, the Mugician."

That "Wzard of Canmelot" tag was to stick Iike glue, and though Merlin
eventual |y succeeded in getting people to refer to himas Professor

Anbr osi us,

rather than "Merlin the Magician," he remained "The Wzard of Canelot" to the
news nedia, who becanme so enanored of the title (he sinmply couldn't let it

go.



The other thing that was extrenely difficult for himto shake were the
negative

religious associations with sorcery, and he never entirely succeeded in doi ng
that. To this day, there persists a belief anbng some people that magic is
"the

Devil's work, an expression of subservience to Satan, and it was to this
subj ect that Wnters turned next after he finished questioning ne and resuned
his intervieww th Merlin.

"Havi ng established the m nd-boggling veracity of your clainms concerning
magi c, "

he began, "we conme now to what is possibly the nmost controversial aspect of
this

interview, and that is the negative, dare we say evil, connotations of
sorcery

and witchcraft throughout history."

Merlin merely nodded, knowi ng what Wnters was getting at, but waiting for
hi m
to frame the question.

Wnters paused a nonent, then continued. "Wat do you say to people who will
regard necromancy as a sin, as an evil tool of Satan, the use of which may
j eopardi ze t he soul ?"

"First, I wish to correct a m sapprehension on your part," said Merlin. "If
peopl e remenber nothing el se about this interview, they should remenber that
thaumaturgy is not the sane thing as necronancy."

"Ch? How does it differ?" Wnters asked

"In one vitally inportant respect. In the practice of necromancy, there is
deat h

i nvol ved. Thaumaturgy utilizes the forces of Nature and the energies of the
adept. Necromancy utilizes the life force of another |iving being, which

bri ngs
us to the question of Satanism Let me be very clear on this point. | do not
believe in Satan. | amnot a Christian, and though | have no quarrel with

Christians, a belief in Satan requires an underlying structure of Christian
belief. The Christian tradition tells us that God represents all that is

good,

and that there is no evil in God. Yet, just as |ight would be meaningl ess

wi t hout darkness as a contrast, so the concept of good woul d be meani ngl ess
wi t hout the concept of evil. Therefore, in the Christian tradition, Satan is
t he

adversary of God, representing all that is evil."
"And you do not agree with that?" asked Wnters.

"I agree that in the Christian tradition, God represents good and Satan

represents evil," Merlin replied. "However, | amnot an adherent of the
Christian tradition, though I have studied it and found much in it to adnire
Not bei ng an adherent of the Christian tradition, | do not believe in Satan

for

t he concept of Satan did not exist until Christianity created it. This is not
to

say that evil did not exist prior to Christianity, of course, nerely that it
was

the Christian tradition that gave birth to the concept of Satan as the

enbodi ment of all that is evil.



"Now i f you wish to say that the concepts of ultimate evil and Satan are

essentially the same,"” he continued, "I shall not argue with you, for | think
we
can agree that evil, however you choose to think of it, is not to be desired.

However in order to be a Satanist, one nust believe in and worship Satan, and
to

wor shi p Satan, one nust worship evil as opposed to good. It must be
under st ood

that Satanismis a perversion of Christianity, and it could not exist wthout
Christianity, for it is a direct reaction to it. It is awllful rejection of
the Christian God and a worship of His adversary It is for this reason that
Sat ani sts invert the synbol of the Christian faith, the cross, as if to say,
we

are doing the opposite of you, we are turning your religion upside down. Nor
do

they confine thenselves only to inverting Christian synbols. They al so invert
the pentacle, which is the synbol of the old, pre-Christian religion known as
Wcca. For Satanists, it is a way of showi ng contenpt for all beliefs except
their own."

"Cetting back to the subject of necromancy,” Wnters pronpted him

"I was just getting to it," Merlin said. "One of the gravest injustices of

hi story was the association of the witch with sonething evil, w th worship of
the Devil. A witch does not worship death, a witch worships life. A wtch
does

not destroy Nature, a witch reveres it. A wtch does not worship evil, a
witch

shuns it, because those who pursue the Craft believe in follow ng the
threefold

path, which is to say that whatever energy you direct outward, you receive

t he

sane in return, threefold. This would nmean that if a witch were to cast sone
sort of evil spell, she would receive three tines the evil in return, and
this

woul d obvi ously be self-destructive. "

"It sounds rather like the Golden Rule," said Wnters. "Do unto others as you
woul d have others do unto you."

"Precisely," Merlin said. "A witch would never nake a sacrifice of another
living being, for that would violate everything the witch believes.

Necr omancy

means, literally, the sorcery of death, and it is as nuch a perversion of

t haumaturgy, the art practiced by the witch and by the wi zard, as Satanismis
a

perversion of Christianity. One of the chief tenets of the Christian faith is
that life is to be revered, and the witch believes that, also. To practice
thaumaturgy is to seek power within oneself, in accordance with the
princi pl es

of Nature. To practice necromancy is to steal power from another |iving

bei ng,

and in the course of doing so, to rob that being of its life force. To
practice

necronmancy, in other words, is to practice murder. | do not practice nurder
nor

do | condone it, nor shall | allowit to occur, if it is within nmy power to

prevent it. "



These words, spoken with sincerity, were to return to haunt him though at
t he

time, | could never have suspected it. Whether Merlin suspected it or not,
cannot say, but | can assert that to the best of ny know edge, those words
enbodi ed his beliefs, and no one knew Merlin better than I

"So then you repudiate any associ ati on between sorcery, or thaumaturgy, and
Devil worship, or black magic," Wnters said, "but there does seemto be a
connection between the two, though you draw the distinction that in

t haumat ur gy,

it is the energy of the sorcerer in conjunction with natural forces that is
enpl oyed, while in necromancy it is the energy of another |iving being that
is

used, with the results being fatal."

""That is correct," said Merlin.

"But isn't it essentially the same thing?" asked Wnters. "No, allow ne to
rephrase that," he added quickly. "Wat | nmean to say is, dramatic as the
di fference may be, fromwhat you say, isn't the essential difference
primarily

one of approach? That is, isn't the power being enployed essentially the
sane,

only in the case of thaumaturgy, it is being used ethically, while in the
case

of necromancy, it is being used unethically? It sounds, and you nust excuse
ne

if I msunderstood, as if that is the only real difference."

"I would say it is a very significant difference," Merlin said.

"In terns of the approach and of the outcone, yes, it nost certainly is,"
sai d

Wnters, pressing his point, "but in terns of the actual process involved,

t hat

is to say, magic, it's really the sanme thing, isn't it?"

Merlin nodded. "I see what you are getting at," he said. "You are trying to
suggest that there is no essential difference between thaumaturgy and
necromancy, that both are magic, only in one case, it is magic used for good,
while in the other it is used for evil. However, aside fromthat, magic is
magi c, is that what you wish me to say?"

"Well... I"'mnot attenpting to put words in your nmouth,"’
nmerely trying to clarify the matter in nmy own nind."

said Wnters, "I'm

"Then allow ne to help you," Merlin said. "You are correct in your basic
assunption that magic is magic, and that considered in that way, and only in
that way, the essential difference between thaumaturgy and necromancy is the
intent of the adept. However, it is not as sinple as that, though even if it
were, the difference would still be quite significant. W may just as easily
say

that you have the power to grasp something with your hands wi th considerable
strength. Now, you could enploy that strength to catch soneone about to fal
froma cliff, for exanple, and thereby save a life, or you could use that
same

strength to strangl e soneone, thereby taking a life. The difference would be
essentially in the way you chose to use your strength, and though the force
itself would be the same, the difference would be nost significant, wouldn't
you



say?"

Wnters nodded. "Well, yes, of course, | see your point. Magic is a force,
neither inherently good, nor inherently evil. It's the will of the adept that
determ nes what direction it will take."

"Considered in such sinple terms, yes," said Merlin, "but as |'ve said
bef or e,

it is not that sinple. For one thing, the spells one would enploy in

necr onancy

are very different fromthe ones enployed in thaumaturgy, and you nust
realize

that we are not speaking of sacrificing a chicken or a cat in sone
nonsensi ca

and ill-motivated rite. W are speaking of the real thing. There once were
necromancers, adepts who misused their powers, and they were very powerful
adepts, indeed, though fortunately for the world, their tine has passed."
" Per haps, "
Yet

now, here you are, proposing to teach the art of thaumaturgy, and coul dn't
t hat

mean that the tine of the necromancer could cone again as a result?"

said Wnters, "but the tine for thaumaturgy had passed as well.

"No, most definitely not," said Merlin. "No one will be able to perform
necromancy as a result of anything they learn fromne. Aside fromthat, it
woul d

be far nore difficult to perform necromancy man to performthaumaturgy, not
only

because of laws prohibiting the taking of life, but because the spells

t hensel ves woul d be nmuch nore conplicated and demandi ng, not to mention
dangerous. The power that can be obtained froma necromantic spell is
consi derabl e, but the power required to cast it is also considerable, and
woul d

prove extremely taxing to the adept. It could easily prove fatal. It is a
nost

destructive art, and one which would require a naster sorcerer, a nage."

"Someone, say, with the sane level of ability as yoursel f?" asked Wnters.

"Yes, | would say so, and it woul d be dangerous even for nme to attenpt it,"
Merlin said.

"So, men, speaking purely theoretically, of course, you could do it?"

"For me to even attenpt a spell of necromancy, to even consider doing it,
woul d
be a violation of everything that | believe and hold sacred.™

"Granted,"” Wnters said, "but we were not speaking of whether you would do it
or

not, nerely if you could, if you had the capability. It was purely a

t heoreti cal

guestion. "
"Then, speaking theoretically, yes, | suppose | could,"” said Merlin. "But I
nost

certainly would not."

"Well, then, if you could, which is not to say you would, of course, then



t hat
woul d nean to inply that you knew the necessary spells."

There was nothing | could have done to prevent it. It took a clever

i ntervi ewer

such as Robin Wnters to acconmplish it, but Merlin had finally fallen victim
to

a nedi a anbush. He realized it, of course, and | suppose he could have
attenpt ed

to wiggle out of it, but he'd been taken off guard after hours of friendly
chat

and he was suddenly faced wi th an unenvi abl e choice. He could deny he knew

t he

spells, but then that would | eave the lingering question of why he had
admtted

he had the skill and capability to do it. And Merlin, quick study that he
was,

had not yet |learned the evasive reply of "No coment," which would have been
just as damming, under the circunstances. For a nonent, he said nothing, and
hi s

face remained in a conpletely neutral expression. Finally, he gave an answer.

"Yes," he said, matter-of-factly, "I know the spells.”
"So then the tine of the necromancer has not passed,” Wnters said
significantly.

There were a few nore questions, but | had little doubt as to how the actua
broadcast of the interview would end. It would conclude precisely on that

not e.

As the crew was w appi ng up, Wnters approached Merlin and held out his hand.

"Well, | think that was very good, indeed," he said with satisfaction
"Undoubt edl y, one of the best interviews |'ve ever done," he added wth
classic

understatenent. It woul d becone his nost fanous interview, and perhaps the
nost

cel ebrated interview of all tine.

Merlin | ooked down at his outstretched hand, then took it. "You are a very
clever man, M. Wnters. And a very devi ous one."

"Well now, |ook, it was nothing personal..."
hi s

head.

Wnters began, but Merlin shook

"No, M. Wnters, | amcertain it was not."

"I trust there won't be any hard feelings?" Wnters said uneasily.

"You mean you hope there won't be any personal repercussions,” Mrlin replied
wyly. "You may rest easy on that score, Me Wnters. | promise to cast no
spells

at you in revenge. Not even a little one. That would be unethical, as you put
it."

"Well... I"'mcertainly relieved to hear that,'' said Wnters with a nervous
chuckl e. "You understand, questions of that nature sinply nust be asked. |
was

nmerely doing ny job as a journalist. I'"'mglad to see you' re being a good



sport
about it."

"A good sport," said Merlin. He smled. "Interesting expression. Good night,
M.

Wnters. Have a safe journey back to London."

| waited until they all left, then | gave vent to ny frustration. "God, |
knew

it!" 1 said. "I knewthey'd be laying for you and, sooner or |ater, one of

t hem

would trip you up. | just knew it! Dam it, | should have seen it com ng!" |

went on in that vain for a while, until Merlin finally stopped ne.
"Never mnd, Thomas,"
had

underestimated our friend, Wnters, and allowed ny guard to slip. Rest
assured,

it shall not happen again. However, do not be concerned. No harm s been done."

he said placatingly. "It was a good |esson for nme. |

"No harns been done?" | said. "Do you have any idea how many people will see
t hat progranf? Despite everything you said during the interview, he left it on
a

note that had you admitting you could do black magic! The media will have a
field day with that one! | can see the headlines now, 'Merlin Admits to
Necromancy!' 'Black Magi c Possible, Says Sorcerer' That sly bastard' s done us

i rreparable harm "

"Did he?" Merlin said. "I wonder What was it he said as he was | eavi ng, that
I

was a 'good sport'? Well, perhaps we should enjoy a bit of 'good sport' with
M.

Wnters."

"Now wait a mnute," | said apprehensively. "You said you woul dn't do
anyt hi ng.

You prom sed."

"I beg to differ Thonas," he replied. "I never said that | would not do
anything. | nerely promised that | would cast no spells at M. Wnters. As |
recall, | said nothing about his tape."

CHAPTER 7

The Robin Wnters interviewis now considered a classic, and is al ways
referred

to in any book or docunentary about Merlin as the single, nobst inportant

event

that brought himto the general public. Billy Martens was totally upstaged,
despite the dramatic transformati on he experi enced. Though nothing quite so
spect acul ar had taken place during the Wnters interview, it was the
denonstration of practical uses for thaumaturgy coupled with the sustained,

i n-depth di scussi on, broadcast over six successive nights during peak view ng
hours, that left its mark on people's m nds.

Wnters timed it perfectly. Up to that point, there had been the spectacul ar
appearance on the Martens show, followed by a great deal of news coverage,
but



the opportunity to do the first truly in-depth interview had been seized by
Wnters at a time when the public interest was at its highest. It seened
absol utely everyone had watched that program The audi ence share was greater
than at any other tinme in history, except for one broadcast back in the late
twentieth century, sonme sort of popular Anerican serial where sonmeone naned
"J.R " was shot.

The general public has never been aware of it till now, but the fact is that
Merlin had nmagically altered the videotape. | never did discover just how it
was

done, and whenever | asked him about it, he always smled and replied, "Wth
mrrors." (I assumed that was a joke. He was absorbing popular culture like a
sponge, and fromtine to time, would come out with some surprising bit of
contenporary hunor, but for all | know, he mght well have used sone sort of
mrror spell.)

At the conclusion of the interview, the canera had been on Merlin while
Wnters

asked the questions, and later on, Wnters was taped asking the questions
agai n,

so these shots could later be edited-in back at the studio. Sonmehow, Merlin
altered the tape after all this was done. \Wen the conclusion of the

i nterview

was broadcast, instead of the canera cutting back to Wnters asking the

| eadi ng

guesti on about necromancy, it stayed on Merlin and he continued to speak
about

the benefits magic had to offer society, and how, conbined w th judicious
policies, it could bring us out of the Coll apse.

The [ esson was not |ost on Robin Wnters, nor on any of his colleagues in the
nmedi a. They all knew about what happened, of course, through their own
grapevi ne, but no one ever went public with it because, for one thing, they
had

no proof and, for another, | don't think any of themwere eager to admt that
Merlin could so dramatically manipulate the media. It frightened them They
handl ed himwi th kid gl oves fromthat point on. Wnters called the norning
after

the I ast segnent of the programaired and | answered the phone.

"Well, | don't know how the old fox did it," he said, "but he's nade a
bel i ever
out of ne. You may tell himthat fromnowon, I'Il be treading very softly

around him"
"You want to tell himyourself?" | asked.

"No, | don't think so," he replied uneasily. "lI'd rather you pass on the
message. Frankly, he nakes nme very nervous. More than nervous. To be honest,
he

scares the hell out of ne."

"I don't see why," | said. "He's not an evil man, M. Wnters. He neans well.
He's only trying to help."

"Perhaps," said Wnters. "But strictly between you and ne, Malory, hasn't it
occurred to you how dangerous he could be?"

"Dangerous?" | said.



"Yes. One man with all that power ... He can do just about anything he wants.'
"He only wants to start a school,"” | said.
"For now," said Wnters. "Or at |least, that's what he says."

"Are you inplying that he has some sort of hidden agenda?" | asked
def ensi vel y.

"I don't know," said Wnters. "Frankly, | don't know what to think about him
I

don't know if he's some sort of incredibly gifted telekinetic, or if he
really

is a sorcerer, or for that matter; an alien fromouter space. Watever in
hel |

he is, his powers are unquestionably genuine and quite unsettling. But if his
intentions are purely philanthropic, as you claim then why alter the tape?
Wy

is he afraid to have the public know that he is capabl e of necronancy?"

"Ch, cone on," | said, "you know very well what that was all about. You tried
to

pull a typical journalistic stunt to stir things up and create sone
controversy."

"Al'l right, perhaps |I did," admtted Wnters, "but that doesn't alter the
L;uagat | said. The bottomline, Malory, is sinply this: whoever he may be,
:Egtever he may be, he doesn't want people to know the true extent of his
powers. One has to wonder why. So far, things have gone pretty much his way,
3z;t happens when he receives sone serious opposition?"

That nasty, nagging feeling of uneasiness had returned, and for the first
tine,

| understood what it was. | had no idea how to answer Wnters, for | had
never

really consi dered what woul d happen if sonmeone set out to prevent Merlin from
doi ng what he wanted. | had become so enthralled by him so carried away with
ny

own ent husiasm that | could not inagine why anyone would want to stop him
Yet,

after that brief conversation with Wnters, | was awash in a flood of doubt
and

appr ehensi on.

Merlin was, indeed, unique. He was a fairy tale cone to life. But some fairy
tales, | recalled, had certainly contained their share of violence and
horror.

Wnters had been right. Merlin had enough power to do practically anything he
want ed. Even given the nost well-neaning notives, there were bound to be

t hose

who woul d regard such power as a threat. Merlin could easily beconme either a
nmessi ah or a nonster He didn't seemto care for either role, but the question
was, would the world all ow him any other choices?

Al ready, our lives had been turned conpletely upside down by Merlin's
pr esence.
W had no privacy at all. There was a constant flow of visitors, and the



t el ephone rang incessantly Fortunately, our home was protected by the warding
spell, and by our astonishing famliar, who drew as nuch interest as Merlin
di d,

hi nmsel f.

Per haps a week or so after the warding spell was cast, our household received
a

curious addition. | had no idea where Merlin found him but one day he

pr esent ed

us with a Geat Dane, a black hound unusually | arge even for that nonstrous
br eed.

"His nane is Victor," Merlin said to us, "and from now on, he shall be your
famliar. Say hello, Victor."

| expected a |l oud bark and was absol utely fl abbergasted when the huge beast
cocked its massive head and said, "Hello. I"mvery pleased to neet you."

"Ch, my CGod!" Jenny said, as | tried to pick ny jaw up off the floor. "It
tal ks!"

"He talks," Merlin corrected her. "And you will find himvery

wel | - di sci plined,

and quite good with the children. Victor's breed is very protective, and
quite

intelligent, as well."

He nade the formal introductions, and Victor quite politely offered his paw
to

each of us in turn. The girls couldn't have been nore delighted, and Victor
formed an i medi ate bond with them He was soon giving themrides on his
back,

and he becane very popular with all the local children, who were soon
pestering

their parents for a dog just like him Needless to say, all our neighbors
want ed

Merlin to give thema famliar of their own, but Merlin politely declined al
their requests and offers of compensation, by saying that if he were to
Ccreate

anot her one, everybody would want one, and it would only deplete his energy
and

take time away fromthe work he had to do. He did prom se, however, that once
t he school was established, he woul d see what he could do about creating a
few

nmore such famliars, and perhaps teach his students to create them as well.
In

this way, he gave many of the |ocal townspeople an added incentive to help
out

with the school

Today, thaumagenes can be purchased at any nunber of shops throughout the
wor | d,

and the thaunmagenetic engi neer adept has raised the art of maki ng nagical
beast s

to new heights. Some are quite sophisticated, indeed, hybrids of various
types

of animals, and sone even began as inani mate constructions. However, Victor
t he

Great Dane was the first, and ny famly found not only security, but took
gr eat



joy in his presence. Both ny daughters are now grown, but Victor is with ne

still, and we are growing old together. He is no | onger as fast or as strong
as
he once was—or aml, for that matter—but he is an old and loyal friend and

conpani on, who al ways beats nme at chess.

Wth the security of Victor and the warding spell, we were spared the sort of
| unati c behavi or where peopl e m ght have come tranping through our yard and
peeki ng t hrough our wi ndows, or tried to break into our hone to neet Merlin,
or

steal sonme menento, or do Lord knows what. For all | knew, some of our
visitors

had come with precisely such intentions, but the nonment they came within the
ward's sphere of influence—which was strongest in the house itself, but also
ext ended across the yard and sone di stance out into the street—they becane
very

peaceful and docile, and were always considerate and polite.

I had a hard tinme believing that the sinple ritual we had participated in had
been responsible for this invisible, protective aura around our hone.
Certainly,

it seemed inpossible that | could have had anything to do with it. However;
while the ward, as the spell was called, was undoubtedly effective and may
have

elimnated any harnful intentions on the part of visitors, it did nothing to
cut

down on their nunmbers. And after the airing of the Wnters interview, the
situation grew nuch worse

It got so that at al nost any hour of the day or night, there was a crowd
gathered in the street outside our hone, waiting patiently, expectantly, for
Merlin to show hinmself. It was positively eerie. They were always so quiet..
waiting... watching... and whenever Merlin did conme out, and he went out to
speak with them frequently, they would all surge forward, although quietly,
and

wi thout any attenpt to overwhelmthe efforts of our |ocal constabulary to
keep

themin order

Not all of our local police were professionals. There wasn't any noney to pay
for a fully staffed police departnent and the squad was heavily augnented by
vol unteers. There had been a great deal of concern about the |arge nunbers of
people arriving to see Merlin every day and consi derabl e anxi ety about how to
control them However, to the inmmense relief of our constabulary, this did
not

prove to be rmuch of a problem

"I"ve never seen anything like it," said Chief Thorpe, |ooking out at the
cr owd

as he sat astride his horse one night. Like ne, he had once been a cop
serving

with an urban strike force, and had survived nore than his share of street
riots. He watched as the crowd pressed in to hear Merlin speak, w thout any
pushi ng or shoving or shouting. "I don't know how he does it, but I wish to
hel |

| could learn the trick."

"Perhaps you can, Scott," | said. "Maybe you should ask him"

"No, not ne," the chief replied. "I'"'man old man, Tom and |I'mnot up to



| earning any new tricks, no pun intended. | should imagine he'll want young

people for his school. He'll teach his magic to the new generation. They're
inheriting this nmess, they'll need all the bloody help that they can get. Oh,
and speaking of help, | had a call from New Scotl and Yard this norning,

aski ng

me to pass a nessage on to you."

"Real | y? What's the nessage?'

"They'd li ke very nmuch for you to cone in and talk with them" said Thorpe.
"About Merlin?"

"Well, they didn't say, specifically, but that would be the obvious
i nference. "

"Who was it who call ed?" | asked.
"Chi ef Inspector Carnody.'
"The old man, hinsel f?"

"None ot her The message was, and | quote, 'Tell Malory |I would appreciate
seei ng

hi m as soon as possible. Say, nine o' clock tonorrow norning. Ch, and ask him
to

cone alone, will you?" Unquote."

"Al one?" | said.

"Yes, he rather seened to enphasize that part,"
I

can do?"

sai d Thorpe. "There anything

"Yes, thanks. Keep an eye on things for me while I'mgone,” | said.

"You know, you don't really have to go," Thorpe said. "You' ve left the force,

and |'ve neither a warrant nor a subpoena for you. | suppose you could
refuse.”

"I don't think that would be a very good idea," | said.

"No, neither do |I," said Thorpe with a smle, "but | did think naybe I should

mention it. Informyou of your rights and all that."

| grinned. "Thanks, Scott."

"Merely going through the notions," he replied. "I'Il keep an eye out while
you' re gone, though with H's N bs around, | shouldn't think you' d have any
cause

to worry."

"Just the sane, |’ be glad to know you're | ooking out for things," | said.

I 11
"Thanks, Scott. 1'll see you."
| never saw himalive again. The next norning, as | was visiting New Scotl and

Yard, Scott Thorpe was murdered.



| had net Chief Inspector Carnmody before, in the course of ny duties with the
Loo, but we were hardly on a first name basis. He had been ny superior though
not mny inmredi ate superior, that had been Captain Bl assi ngane, the comuander
of

the L.UAD. | fully expected Carnpody not to renmenber ne, but in fact, he

di d—er

at least he acted as if he did—and he received ne very cordially, despite the
way |'d left the force. |I had formally submitted nmy resignation, but not

unti |

after 1'd wal ked off the job, which certainly wasn't cricket. |If Carnody

har bored any di sapproval over that, he didn't showit.

He was not a young nan. At the time, | believe he was in his early sixties,

t hough one wouldn't know it to | ook at him He did not | ook a day over fifty,
and he was quite fit, tall and slender, with only a touch of gray around his
tenmples. He was very much of the old school, which is to say, a proper
gent | eman, though every man and wonman in the department knew how he coul d
crack

t he whi p.

I met himin his private office, but we were not alone. There were three
ot her

men present, two of whom| did not know, but | inmediately recognized the
Prime

M ni ster, whose presence certainly took me back a bit.

"Come in, M. Malory," said the chief inspector. "You know the Prine
M ni ster,
of course.”

"Well, 1've never actually had the pleasure,” | said. "It's an honor, Prine
Mnister"”

"Nice to neet you, M. Malory," the Prine Mnister said, shaking nmy hand
"Pl ease, sit down."

| took the chair across fromthe chief inspector's desk, and the Prine

M ni ster

sat down behind the desk, in Carnody's chain Carnody and the other two
gent | emen

remai ned standing. | felt like a suspect about to be given the third degree.

"This is M Chanbers,"” the Prime Mnister said, indicating one of them M.
Chanbers is the director of our Security Service." O herwi se known as M S,

t hought. "And Major Fitzroy is our special liaison officer with the American
intelligence comunity."” This meant he was our anbassador, of sorts, to the
C A

It was going to be quite a neeting.

"This is about Merlin, of course,” | said.

The Prime Mnister sniled. "Consider this a sort of briefing," he said. "You
happen to be in a unique position to provide us with some information
concerni ng

a rather unusual situation. Chief Inspector?"

Carnody cleared his throat. "I'll speak plainly, Malory," he said.' 'Cut to
t he
chase, as it were. Now, just what in bloody hell is this all about?"



"Well, I"mnot quite certain what you nmean, sir," | said. "That is, with al
due

respect, | assume you know what it's all about. It's certainly been given
quite
a bit of coverage. Beyond that, I'mreally not sure what | can tell you."

"The truth, for one thing," Chanbers said. "Who, exactly, is this Merlin
person?
What's his real name and where did he cone fron? What's he after?”

| cleared nmy own throat. "Well, sir, your presunption seens to be that
there's

been sonme sort of deception involved, and | can assure you that is not the
case.

His real name is, in fact, Merlin Anbrosius, and he cane fromout of an oak
tree

in Sherwood Forest. As to what he's after, he's been very forthcom ng about
that. He wishes to start a school to train adepts in the art of thaunaturgy,
and

t hereby bring magi c back into the world."

"Do you take us all for fools, Ml ory?" said Major Fitzroy. "This isn't sone
chat show. W want sone straight answers."

"I"'mgiving themto you to the best of ny ability, Maor,'' | replied. "And
no,

| nmost certainly do not take you for fools. | take you for skeptics, which is
under st andabl e, | suppose, considering the circunstances. However, | assure
you

that 1'mtelling you the truth. If you don't believe me, ask Billy Martens.
O

Robin Wnters, for that matter O any of the hundreds of people who have
encountered Merlin for thenselves."

"We've already spoken with both Martens and Wnters," Carnody said. "And a
nunber of other people have been questioned, as well."

That meant they had conducted an investigation, and | gathered they hadn't
been
very satisfied with its results.

"I will grant you that Martens seens to believe that Merlin is exactly who he
says he is," said Carnody. "However, M. Wnters seens to have sone
reservations

on that point."

"Real ly?" | said. "Wat did he say?"

"He described what sounded like either a very sophisticated series of tricks
or

illusions,” Carnody said, "or a dramatic display of a very highly devel oped
telekinetic ability. He said he could not speak to the veracity of Merlin
appearing fromout of a tree, or of his being over two thousand years ol d,
and

you rmust admit that part, at the very least, is a bit difficult to credit."

| nodded. "I can certainly see where you would feel that way, sir | felt the
same way nyself, at first. Nevertheless, | don't know what else to tell you."

"Do you know for a fact that he's two thousand years ol d?'' said Chanbers



wyly.
"I don't suppose you could prove it. O can you?" he added with a smrk

"l suppose that woul d depend on what you woul d consider proof, sir," |

replied.
"I haven't seen his birth certificate, if that's what you nean. | don't
bel i eve

they had themin King Arthur's day."

"You find this amusing, Ml ory?" Fitzroy said.

"In an ironic sort of way, yes, sir | do. I will tell you, frankly, that I
cannot prove his age. | will also tell you that nothing in British |aw
requires

me to do so, which I think you know as well as |I. If you have sone concerns

about Merlin, why not address themto himdirectly?"

"Because for the nonment, Malory, we are addressing themto you," Carnody said
curtly. "It is our presunption that you have cone here at our request, to
provide us with sone information as a loyal citizen. W do not require

| ectures

on the law, thank you very much. No one here is trespassing on your rights,
nor

are you being accused of anything at this point."

"Are you planning to accuse ne of sonething at a later point?" | asked.

Carnody pursed his lips and gave ne a disapproving | ook. No doubt, he was
consi deri ng what he m ght have done had | not left the departnent.

"We are sinply attenpting to deternmine if sone sort of fraud is being
perpetrated,” he replied. "And if not, we would |like to determ ne exactly
what

is being perpetrated.”

"To the best of nmy know edge, Chief Inspector, nothing is being perpetrated,
as

you put it. Merlin hasn't broken any laws. | suppose, once he starts

t eachi ng,

there nmay be some question about proper certification or whatever. [|'l]
freely

admt to ignorance on the requirenments for that sort of thing. However, to
dat e,

he certainly hasn't done anything wong. Unless, of course, you consider
changing Billy Martens into an ass a formof assault. Although, he did change
hi m back. \Wether or not that was for the best, I'll |eave you gentlenen to
deci de for yourselves."

The Prime Mnister tried, not altogether successfully, to repress a snile
Fitzroy and Chanbers did not |ook very happy. | didn't think they had nuch of
a

sense of hunmor. Carnody sinply regarded me thoughtfully.

"He's not being very cooperative, is he?" Fitzroy said tersely, with a glance
at

Car nody.
"On the contrary, Major," | said. "lI'mcooperating to the very best of ny
ability. You find it difficult to believe I"'mtelling you the truth. | can

certainly understand that. It is difficult to believe. However, | would



venture

to suggest that if you nmet Merlin for yourselves, you would nost |ikely have
al |

your questions answered."

"Perhaps we should try another tack,"
you

apparently believe that Merlin is exactly who he says he is, and that he can
in

fact, accomplish what he says he can, is that correct?"

the Prime Mnister said. "M. Mlory,

"Correct, Prime Mnister And, if | might add, | think that you believe that,
too, at least to some degree. Ot herw se, you wouldn't be here."

The Prime Mnister sniled. "Quite so," he said. "Clearly, your friend, M
Anbrosi us, is possessed of remarkable abilities. Astonishing abilities. The
gquestion is, precisely what is the nature of those abilities?

| shrugged. "It's magic, sir."

"Well, so you claim and you obviously seemto believe it. | am not
guest i oni ng

your sincerity. However, | do find a belief in magic difficult to support.”

"I understand that, sir. Which is why |'ve suggested that you neet with
Merlin

yourself. | think then you' d be convinced beyond any shadow of a doubt."
"Quite possibly,” the Prime Mnister said. "Me Anbrosius certainly seens to
possess extensive powers of persuasion. Perhaps that is why we are all a bit
| eery of confronting himdirectly. At least for the present.”

"You think he's sonme sort of hypnotist?" | said. "Well, that thought also
occurred to ne, at first. But if he is, then he's hypnotized not only |arge
crowds, but the entire tel evision audience, as well. And sonehow, he's
managed

to hypnotize inani mate caneras, too. How would you account for that?"

The Prime M nister nodded. "W don't know how to account for it,'"' he said.
"That's the entire point. However, let us assume that what we are confronted
with is not sone paranormal, psychic talent, but actual sorcery, as it is
depicted in the tales of the Brothers Gimmand M. Tol kien. That woul d | eave
us

with some rather difficult decisions to nake. And, frankly, at the nonent,
['m

at a loss to explain just what those decisions mght be, and how we woul d go
about making them W thought, perhaps, you m ght hel p shed sonme nore |ight
on

the situation."”

"I"d be happy to help in any way | can, Prime Mnister." | said. "But | can't
force you to believe ne. However, assune, for the nonent, that everything |I'm
telling you is true. Just assune that, for the sake of the discussion."

"Al'l right," the Prime Mnister said. "Go on."

"What is there to be concerned about? Merlin is proposing to start a schoo
to

train adepts. He is not planning to charge any tuition, so there's no
guestion



of defraudi ng anyone. The entire venture is to be a nonprofit operation. W
have

al ready received donations, all voluntary and perfectly aboveboard and
properly

accounted for, and we've been offered the facilities of a public school in
Loughbor ough that cl osed down about five years ago and has been standi ng
vacant

ever since. Part of the space will be used as dormitories for the students,
and

the local citizens have volunteered their |labors to see to it that these
dormitory roonms are properly refurbished to conformwi th health regul ati ons
and

all that sort of thing.

"We are in the process of setting up a voluntary organization, and our
accounts

and files will be open for exam nation by the proper authorities at any tine.
True, we may be cutting through some bureaucratic red tape, but considering
t he

ci rcunmst ances, and that nost of these bureaucracies have either coll apsed or
are

in a hopeless state of |linbo, we're doing the best we can to do everything
properly. The whole thing is being run on the |l evel of a cooperative. No one
is

taki ng any salaries, and no one is making any profit. However, society wll
profit as trained adepts provide a thaumaturgical support base for our

col | apsed

technol ogi cal infrastructure and bankrupt econony. So, | ask you, where's the
har n?"

"That's just what we're attenpting to find out," said Chanbers.' 'Proceedi ng
on

t he assunption that these paranornal abilities of Merlin's can be taught to
ot hers successfully, then we need to consider just what these trainees of

hi s,

for lack of a better term wll do with those abilities. W need to deternine
if

this woul d pose any danger to society. Me Wnters clainms that Merlin was
actually able to alter a videotape recording. Now, if this is true, it
denonstrates a rather alarnming and totally unprecedented paranormal talent.
| f

he can actually psychically influence an electronic medium then there's no
telling what he might be able to do with, say, conputer data, for exanple.
That

woul d make hima significant risk not only to our security, but to the
security

of any governnent or private corporation.”

"Whi ch woul d explain the CIA's interest, of course,” | said. "I think I'm
begi nning to understand."

"W were hoping you would," said Fitzroy.

"I was going to add," | said,, "that what | understand is that you gentl enen
are

being totally paranoid, no offense intended. Wo gives a damm about
classified

conputer files anynore, for God's sake? Al the bl oody computers are down at
| east half the time because there's no power Corporations are going bankrupt
everywhere and governnents are hanging on by little nmore than their



fingernails.

Peopl e are starving and shooting each other in the streets! Everything's
goi ng

to pieces and you're acting as if it's business as usual!"

| shook ny head with disbelief. "This isn't about whether or not Merlin is
genui ne, or whether it's magic or sonme kind of psychic talent, it's about
fear.

You're afraid of him afraid that he poses sone kind of threat to you and to
what ever remai ns of your precious power structure. Well, the fact is that

wi thout Merlin, whatever's left of the power structure is going to collapse
conpletely, along with the rest of society. Can't you see that Merlin isn't
t he

problen? He's the solution! He's not interested in raiding top secret files
or

taki ng over the governnent, what little of it there is left, all he wants to
do

is teach! If you' re so concerned about him then I'mnot the one you shoul d
be

tal king to. You should be talking to him"

"Al'l in good tine, M. Malory," the Prine Mnister replied. "However, | hope
you' Il understand why we asked you here today. And why we asked you to cone
alone. This is, to say the least, a highly unusual situation, and one which
is

bei ng taken very seriously. Otherw se, as you quite correctly pointed out,
woul d not be here. There was no real reason for ne to be present at this
nmeeting, other than my own curiosity. | wanted to neet you face to face, and
I

personal ly wanted to hear what you had to say. These are difficult tinmes,
very

trying tines for all of us. W would all like to find some way out of this
gl obal di saster and, believe nme, the finest mnds in the world have been
grappling with the problem So far, no one has come up with a workable

sol uti on.

W are in a downward spiral, and there seens to be no way to reverse it."

He held up his hand, forestalling nmy reply. "Please hear nme out. This nman
whom

you call Merlin suddenly appears out of nowhere, claimng to be a character
out

of mythol ogy, and however incredible his clainms may seem bolstering themare
some undeni ably inpressive and seemingly miracul ous abilities. Now, | am not
guestioni ng your sincerity when you say you believe himto be exactly who he
says he is, but then, as you yourself have said, you can understand our
skepticism You asked ne, a nonent ago, to assune that you were telling the
truth, and that Merlin was exactly who he clains to be. Now, let ne ask you,
purely for the sake of discussion, as you put it, to assume that is not case.
G ven that assunption, where does that |ead us?

"It leads us to suppose that this person, calling himself Merlin, is either

t he

cleverest illusionist that anyone has ever seen, or that he possesses

ast oni shing paranorrmal abilities on a scale that no one has ever seen before.
That, given all the evidence, happens to be the prevailing opinion anong the
experts."

"What experts?" | asked.

"That is not inportant for the sake of this discussion," the Prime Mnister



replied. "The fact is, we have a man with mraculous abilities and a great
deal

of charisma, as well as a considerable talent for self-pronotion, whom no one
has ever met or heard of before. No record of his existence can be found
anywhere. He appears fully capable of doing things that are scientifically

i mpossible. In a remarkably short time, he has captured the inagination of

t he

public all over the world and his self-appointed task, if we are to take him
at

his word, is nothing short of messianic. Surely, you could see where this
woul d

be cause for sone serious concern.”

| sighed heavily. "I can't take issue with a single thing you' ve said, Prine
Mnister | told you, | can fully understand the way you feel. You think
there's

some ot her explanation man the one |'ve given you, that Merlin isn't really
Merlin, that he's some sort of gifted charlatan who happens to possess
unprecedent ed psychi c powers, such as tel ekinesis, and that one of those
power s

seens to be a hypnotic ability to charm peopl e and make believers out of

t hem

If that is your position, then | don't know what to say to you, because the
obvi ous i nference would be that he's used that ability on ne, and ny

t esti mony,

therefore, is unreliable. If that's what you really think, then inviting ne
to

cone here was absolutely pointless.”

I may have said sonmething else, | no longer renenber clearly, because what
happened next was so vividly shocking. | came to an abrupt halt at about that
nonent, because suddenly | couldn't see themany longer. In a flash, | was no

| onger in Carnody's office, but standing outside my own hone.

At least, | think | was standing, but |I don't have any menory of that
sensati on.

Al | knowis that | seened to have been sonehow transported back to

Loughbor ough, though I knew | wasn't physically there. I was seeing a vision,

and the hallucination, if it can be called that, was so starkly real that |
becanme totally disoriented for a tine.

The street outside ny home was a scene of pandenonium |1 could hear scream ng
and shouting, and | saw people running in all directions, and there was a
sudden

pain in nmy shoul der that was i mediately famliar, because |I had been shot

bef ore.

"Mal ory? What the devil.... Mlory!"

Just as abruptly, the vision faded and | was back in Carnmody's office,
sl unped

over in the chair

"Mal ory!" Carnmody was bending over nme. "Are you all right? Wat's w ong?"

I shook ny head and blinked several tines, then after a noment, during which
they stared at me with sone concern, | got up and started for the door

"Malory, wait!" Fitzroy grabbed me by the arm "Were the hell do you think
you' re goi ng?'



"I have to go," | said, shaking himoff. "Merlin's just been shot."

| didn't know how | knew that it was Merlin who'd been shot, | sinply knew
There had been nothing in that brief vision to clue ne in. It seened that it
had

only | asted perhaps a second or two; | had no way of telling what the
duration

of the experience had been. For all | know, it could have | asted severa

m nutes, or nmerely a fraction of a second. However, | can still recall having

the distinct sensation not of being shot, but of having been shot, and if |
hadn't been wounded a nunber of tines before, so that the feeling was all too
unpl easantly famliar, | may well not have known what it was.

There is a great deal nore know edge about this sort of phenonmenon today. It
is

known as "projection,” and it nmost often occurs between people who have

est abl i shed sonme sort of bond, though it can al so occur between perfect
strangers. Before it was better understood, it was usually a spontaneous
occurrence, neaning one that took place w thout any volitional intent on the
part either of the projector or the receiver. These days, however, a trained
adept can do it consciously, selecting not only the receiver and the nethod
of

projection, but exercising conplete control over it, as well.

Most common, of course, is "astral projection,” in which the i mage of the
projector is nmanifested to the receiver, appearing quite solid and often
capabl e

of communi cating. This is the method nost frequently chosen by the trained
adept

wi shing to project to soneone. Less conmon is the sort of projection |
received,

in which there is a period of shared consciousness. This is known as "sensory
projection,” and unless it is being consciously directed by an adept, its
duration is normally quite brief. Indeed, these days it occurs nost
frequently

wi th warl ocks, and nost of the time, they are unaware of what they're doing.

As beginners, they are only starting to get their magical "sea |legs," and
often

their intuitive abilities start to develop before they' ve | earned how to
exerci se control over them Consequently, the relatives and intimtes of
war | ocks frequently find thenmsel ves suddenly plunged into a brief, sensory,
shared consci ousness, sonetines with rather anmusing results. For exanple, |
knew

of one case of involuntary sensory projection involving a young fenal e
war | ock

t hat wound up causi ng her considerabl e enmbarrassmnent.

The term "warl ock,"” incidentally, now commonly used to refer to adepts in
training, was once used to describe a male witch. As with many sl ang
expressions, its origin as a nodern, non-gender-specific termto describe
students of thaumaturgy is unclear. Merlin hinself disliked it, explaining

t hat

its origins in Ad English were with the word "waerl oga," whi ch neant

"oat hbreaker," and that the word "witch," derived fromthe AOd English

"W cce, "

whi ch neant "to bend", nore proper and non-gender-specific to begin with. The



negative connotations of those words can be directly traced to early
Christianity, which was intolerant of pagan beliefs and custonms. Thus,
"w cce"

becane, in tine, "w cked."

In any case, so nuch for linguistics. This young femal e warl ock possessed a
strong latent talent for projection and, unknown to her, her thaumaturgic
training had triggered it, so that she becane capabl e of unconsciously
projecting at nmonents of peak sensory experience. In other words, she

devel oped

t he subconscious ability to project while she was maki ng | ove with her

fiance.

Unfortunately for her, the receiver turned out to be her nother with whom she
had a very cl ose bond, and the poor woman suddenly found hersel f experiencing
t he physical sensations of her daughter's |ovenaking. Eventually, the whole
thing was sorted out, but not w thout sonme awkwardness, and the nother was
never

again able to face her daughter's husband wi t hout bl ushing.

The point of the preceding digression is that while projection is a far nore
common t hing today and nuch better understood, it wasn't so in those days, and
I

had never experienced anything like it before. My initial response was shock
then a brief period of disorientation, during which Carnody apparently thought
I

had fallen ill or sonething, and then resol ve was gal vani zed as the
realization

sank in that Merlin had been shot. It did not even occur to ne to question
what

had happened until | was on the train to Loughborough

| felt riddled with anxiety, and | began to have doubts about ny initial
response. Wen it happened, it was al nost instinctive. Something was w ong at
hone; Merlin had been shot; possibly ny wife and daughters were in danger

and

the knee-jerk reaction was to rush home as quickly as possible. However, on

t he

train, I had some tinme to think, and having never experienced projection
bef or e,

| had no frame of reference for it.

| began to question whether the whole thing had nerely been a fignment of ny

i magi nati on, sone sort of brief, paranoid del usion brought on by the
guest i oni ng

| had been subjected to, an enotional response to a perceived threat. | would
al nrost get to the point where | had rationalized it all away as sone kind of
tenmporary aberration, and then |I'd swing the other way, as | considered the
fact

that 1'd never had such an experience prior to neeting Merlin and that it was
undoubtedly his way of comunicating with me at a moment of great stress.

kept

vacill ating back and forth, not knowi ng what the hell to think, so that by

t he

time the train pulled in to the station (nercifully, wthout any breakdowns
for

a change), | was worked up into quite a state. |I ran all the way home, and as
I

turned down our street, | knew with a sinking feeling that it had not been ny
i mgi nation at all.



There was a paranedi ¢ van parked in front of our home, and | saw severa
nmenber s

of our largely volunteer police force on horseback, keeping back a crowd of
curious onl ookers. Unless what had happened to ne back in Carnody's office
had

been a precognitive experience, then a significant anmount of time had

el apsed.

Why was the anbul ance still there? Was Merlin in there, fighting for his
life?

O; worse yet, was it one or nmore nenbers of nmy fanmily? Wth a nounting sense
of

dread, | rushed up, out of breath, and pushed ny way through the crowd. One
of

the officers interposed his nount between nme and ny front door

"Hold on, there... oh, M. Malory. It's you."

"What happened?" | managed to get out, between gasps for breath.

"There's been sone trouble,” he said. "Sonmeone shot at Merlin."

"I's he all right?"

"I think so, but one of the bullets struck Chief Thorpe and killed him"
"Ch, no!" | said. "Wat about my fanmily?"

"They're all right. They were all safely inside when the gunfire broke out."
"Thank God. Who did it?"

"No idea. W& haven't established the gunman's identity yet. But he's dead.
Carr

got him They've taken the body away."

| thanked him and hurried inside, where | found Merlin sitting on the couch
| eani ng back, his robe cut away from his shoulder. He was arguing with the
doctor. Several police officers were present, both volunteer auxiliary and a
coupl e of our permanent, full-time officers. Jenny cane rushing up to ne.

"Ch, Tom it was awful!"

"Thank God you're all right," | said, hugging her to ne. "Were are the
girls?

"In their roomwith Victor. They're quite upset, of course, but they're
unhar ned. "

"Thonmas! There you are, at last!" said Merlin. "Get this fool away from ne!"
"M . Anbrosius, please,"”
your

wound, there could be a danger of infection and further conplications.”

the doctor said. "If you won't allow nme to treat

"The only conplication |I'm concerned about is you," said Merlin irately. He
turned to me. "Look what this idiot did!' He ruined ny robe!"

The doctor turned to nme in exasperation. "WIIl you please talk sone sense
into
hi n?" he said. "The bullet's still lodged in there and he won't let ne treat



hi m

"I"ll give you a treatnment,"” Merlin said, glaring at him
"Take it easy," | told him "You' ve been shot, for God's sake. The man's a
doctor. He's only trying to help."

"I don't require any help," said Merlin.

"Look, you're being stubborn and unreasonable,” the doctor told him "That's
bullet's not going to cone out by itself."

"I's that so?" said Merlin. "Thomas, if you will kindly restrain this overly
zeal ous Samaritan, then perhaps he might learn something." He turned to the
doctor. "Observe."

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Hs brow furrowed in concentration
and, a nonent later, the skin over the wound began to twitch, as if with a
muscul ar spasm

"Dam, " the doctor said, starting forward. "He's started bl eedi ng again."

"Wait," | said, holding himback. Sone clotted bl ood exited the wound,
fol | oned

by a fresh red flow that trickled down his chest, and then, as the area over
t he

wound t hrobbed visibly, we saw the bull et emnerge.

"Good Lord!" exclainmed one of the officers. "WII you | ook at hat!"

"Well, I'll be..." the doctor shook his head in amazenent. "I|'ve never seen
anything like that in all nmy life!"

As we watched, the blood flow ceased and the wound began to cl ose before our
very eyes.

"It's incredible!" the doctor said. "Human tissue can't possibly heal that
fast!™"

"Perhaps not through traditional forns of healing," | said. "This is
sonet hi ng
el se entirely."

Merlin sighed heavily and opened his eyes. "There. Satisfied?" he said. He
sounded weary and he | ooked extrenely tired. Not surprising, considering he'd
been shot, but clearly, expelling the bullet and healing his own wound had

t aken

a lot out of him

"They never covered anything like this in nmedical school,'' the doctor said.
He

started to bend down toward Merlin, then hesitated. "Please.... May |1? Do you
m nd?"

"Go ahead and | ook," said Merlin with an air of resignation.

The doctor drew closer and peered at the wound, which had cl osed conpl etely,
t hough the skin around it was still bloody and a bit raw. He probed, gently.
"Does that hurt?"



Merlin winced. "Yes, of course it hurts, you dolt! Are you finished, or do
you
now wi sh to perform an augury?"

The doctor straightened up and stared at him "If you can teach nme how to do
that in that school of yours, I'lIl be first in line to sign up, and the
nmedi ca

est abl i shnment be dammed. "

"I ndeed?'' said Merlin. "Come see ne again, then, and we shall discuss it.
For

the present, there are nore pressing matters of concern.’
and

Jenny. "Thomas, | must hunbly beg your forgiveness."

He turned to ne

"For what?" | said.

"For exposing your famly to danger"” he replied. "It was inexcusable. | had
foolishly failed to consider that your nodem weapons can reach out from
beyond

the ward's protective influence. It was stupid of me, and | am aghast to

t hi nk

t hat one of them could have been struck down instead of me. Can you forgive
ne?"

"It wasn't your fault,"” | said.
"Ch, yes, it was,"”
have

happened. And that gallant man who was killed...."

he insisted. "But for ny presence here, this would not

"Scott Thorpe," | said, with a guilty feeling, for in the past few nonents,
had compl etely forgotten about him

"Yes, Thorpe," said Merlin. "He bravely interposed hinself between the

assail ant

and nyself, and took the nmortal blow that had been meant for ne. A npst
chivalrous and gallantly unselfish deed. And it cost himhis life. Wuld that
I

could restore himas | have heal ed nyself, but regrettably, that power is

beyond

ne."

"He was a cop,'' | said. "And a dammed good one. He knew the risks."
Merlin sighed. "I owe himny life. Did he have a fam|y?"

"Awife," | said. "He had two sons, but they were both grown. One was wth
t he

arnmy. He was killed in the riots at Coventry several years ago. The other is
a
police officer in London."

Merlin nodded. "Then at |east | have not deprived young children of a father.
But | have deprived a wife of her husband."

"You haven't deprived anyone of anything," Jenny said. "There's no reason for
you to feel responsible. You weren't the one who pulled the trigger."

"No,"'"' said Merlin grimy," "but if not for ne, he would not have been there.



I
shal |l have to take steps to nake certain such a thing does not happen again."

"You' d best |eave that to us, sir," Lieutenant WIlliam Carr said. Wth the
deat h

of Thorpe, he was now in command of the force. "It's the sort of thing we're
trained to do. I'll take that bullet now, if you don't nmind."

"Why? What do you want with it?" asked Merlin.

"We'|l send it to the ballistics lab in London, where they have a way of
examining it that will enable themto match it to the weapon it was fired
from™

"What use would that be?" Merlin asked. "The assail ant has been slain."

"Well, there'll have to be a full report,” said Carr, "especially since

you' ve

become so wel |l -known. We'd better follow procedure all the way on this one.
Go

by the nunbers, match the bullet to the gun, then try to use the gun to trace
t he perpetrator, because he wasn't carrying any identification. W have no

i dea

who he was."

Merlin grunted. "It sounds quite pointless to ne. | can tell you about the
man

who shot nme and murdered Chief Thorpe.'

"You can?" said Carr. "How?"

"I assune that to load this projectile in the weapon it was fired from it
was

necessary for himto handle it. That neans he will have inpressed his
ener gi es

upon it."

"What if he wore gloves?" | asked.

"I'f he wore gl oves, that would weaken the inpression, but it would still be

there for ne to detect," said Merlin.

"You mean the way psychics can hold an item of a m ssing person's clothing
and
deduce things fromit?" Carr asked.

"The principle is the same," said Merlin. "As | have said before, there has
been

evi dence of magic in your society all along. You have sinmply chosen to cal
it

something else. | will be able to tell you sonething about the killer from
t he
i npressions on this bullet, but | could al so work a divination spell, only
t hat

woul d require sone tine and | would need to be nore fully rested. However,
| et
us see what we can learn fromthis bullet for the present."

He picked it up and held it in his hand for a nonent.



"Qur man was very angry," he said. "Mre than angry, he was outraged. |

appear
to have been the focus of his outrage, which would explain, of course, why he
tried to kill ne. He was a Christian, but his faith was |like a mania. He was

consunmed by it. The inpression is extrenely strong."
"Areligious fanatic," Carr said.
| shushed him

"This was not a man who attended church,” Merlin continued. He frowned. "That
seens peculiar. Wiy? Ah, | see. He believed that he had conprom sed his
faith.

He felt himself to be unworthy, a sinner. He was baptized in the Catholic
faith,

but he had strayed fromit. | sense pain, and great feelings of guilt. He had
killed before. Soldiers. British soldiers. He saw them as oppressors. He
killed

themw th devices he constructed, devices that explode."

"Ch, bloody hell," said Care "A Provo."
Merlin opened his eyes. "A what?"

"He neans the |.R A ," | said. "Provisional Arnmy of the Irish Republic. A
terrorist, in other words, although they see thensel ves as freedom fighters.
It's been going on for generations. To them the Collapse is not a tragedy,
it's

an opportunity. There are fewer of themthan there used to be, but they've
been

particularly active here doing the riots. But | don't understand why he'd go
after you. You have nothing to do with the British government."

Merlin clutched the bullet in his fist.

"This man was torn," he said. "He felt he had to kill as a duty to his
country,

but that in killing, he had of fended God. He spent long hours in private
anger,

attenpting to atone for his sins. Killing ne was to be a part of his

at onenent .

He saw nme as a servant of the Devil, and in killing nme, he believed he was
doi ng

God's work. "

"A madnman, " Carr said

"Yes," said Merlin. "He had been driven mad by his inner turnoil over what he
had done in the past. Sone innocent people had died as a result of his

acti ons,

and among them were small children. He could not justify that to hinself. He
was

tornmented. He was careless of his health and his appearance. He constantly
snoked cigarettes and drank to excess. He felt he had been forced to steal to
nmeet his needs, and he sought to place the blanme for that on others, yet he
could not escape his feelings of responsibility and guilt. H s nose had been
br oken and had not heal ed properly. He had difficulty breathing through it.
Hs

teeth were bad, and were causing himconsi derable pain, but it was nothing to
the pain his spirit felt. He believed that killing me would be a way of



washi ng
clean his other sins, and he was desperate to do so."

Merlin opened his hand and dropped the bullet on the coffee table. He sighed
heavily. "Killing this man was only nmerciful,” he said. "In a way, he was
al ready dead."

Carr whistled softly through his teeth. "You could tell all that just from
hol di ng the bull et ?"

"I'f you cone back in the norning, perhaps | shall be able to tell you nore,’
said Merlin." "But | fail to see the point init."” He took a deep breath. "I
am

weary. | shall ask your pardon, but | nust rest now. " He | eaned back agai nst
t he

cushions and closed his eyes. A second later, he was fast asleep

Carr glanced at nme, then with a nmovenent of his head, indicated that he woul d
like to speak with ne in private.

"He's really sonething, isn't he?' said Carr as we stood on the steps
out si de.

| nodded. "That's putting it midly."

Carr took a deep breath and stared off into the distance for a nonent. He
shook

his head. "I have to go see Anne Thorpe and break the news to her, though I
suspect she's heard by now, poor woman. | can detail sone nmore nen to watch
your

pl ace, but frankly, Tom |I'min over ny head. | haven't got enough people to

deal with this sort of thing." He | ooked out at the crowd, which his officers
had failed to di sperse.

"1 know," | said.

"I"ll need to send for help from London."

| nodded again, waiting for himto get to his point. | had a feeling | knew
what

it was going to be.

"Look, Tom | don't have to tell you how things are. You understand ny

posi tion.

I think this sort of thing is just the tip of the iceberg. Merlin's going to
be

a magnet for every lunatic and religious fanatic out there. Qur resources are
strai ned past the breaking point as it is. And you have your famly to

consi der"

"Are you asking me to get rid of him Bill?"

Carr sighed. "Look, Tom | can't tell you howto live your life, and

woul dn' t

presune to do so. But you brought your famly out here from London so they
coul d

be safe fromjust this sort of thing. And I'lIl be honest with you, | can't
guarantee their protection.”

"I think Merlin can,'' | said.



"For CGod's sake, Tom he's just been shot! He can't even guarantee his own
protection.”

"He's never been exposed to nodem firearns before," | said. "He was taken by
surprise. He'll know what to expect now. He's probably the best thing that's
happened to this town, Bill, and you know it. He's our one best hope to get
out

of this mess, and you want me to tell himto | eave?"

"No, of course not. |I couldn't ask you to do that, and | wouldn't. But | do
think it would be in everyone's best interest not to have himin your hone.
Look, you've been offered the use of the old school out on the main road.
It's

situated on the outskirts of town, well away from any ot her buil dings, and
with

a bit of work, it could be made quite livable. You' re going to be converting
some of the space to dormitories for the students, anyway. Wiy not sinply
nove

himin there? You' re overburdened as it is. It has to be disrupting your
famly's honme life. And, to be quite honest, while your neighbors are
supportive, sone of them are understandably concerned."

I could not deny his logic. Everything he said made sense. He wasn't the only
one in over his head. Ever since Merlin had started to receive publicity,
there

had been a tremendous influx of people arriving in Loughborough, and nost of
t hem headed straight for our home, as if on sone sort of pilgrimge. Qur

| ocal

authorities and resources, such as they were, sinply were not up to the task.

Many of our nei ghbors, as caught up in their enthusiasmover Merlin as was |
had volunteered their help and, for many of them it had becone an al npst
full-time job. We needed nore organi zati on. W needed an organi zati on
sonet hi ng

formally defined and structured, to deal with all the problens. Alan Stewart
had al ready been pressing ne on this matter, but | had kept putting himoff,
| argely because | hadn't wanted to think about it. It was all getting to be

t oo

much for me, and | sinply hadn't wanted to deal with it.

| was not being realistic. | had cone to have a very proprietary feeling
about

Merlin. / had discovered him therefore, he was "mine." | had assuned the de
facto role of his manager and | did not want to relinquish it. That was not
only

impractical, it was absurd. | certainly wasn't doing either of us any favors.
Merlin had asked me to advise him not control him and subconsciously, |
suppose, that was exactly what | had tried to do. | had even | ashed out at

t he

Prinme Mnister |like sone overprotective nother, and that was hardly
productive

to our cause. Carr's words to ne, and what had happened to pronpt them were
like a dash of cold water in ny face.

"You're right, of course,” | told him "The whole thing has gotten out of
hand.
| just hadn't wanted to admit it, | suppose.”

"Well, you've been at the center of it all,"” said Carr synpathetically.



"You' ve

hardly had a chance to think about it very clearly. But something nmust be
done.

Merlin's abilities are unquestionably unique, but not even he can handl e al
this by hinmself. And you certainly can't do it alone, either. You need to get
t he government invol ved. "

A part of me realized that Can was absolutely right, and another part of ne
rebell ed at the idea, especially after ny | ess man productive neeting at
Carnody' s office

These days, with Merlin accepted as a sorcerer, the founding father of the
Second Thaumaturgi ¢ Age, and an honored and respected educator, it may seem
difficult for readers who have grown up with this reality to understand how
he

was regarded then. Anong many people, there was a natural tendency toward
belief, partly as a result of what they'd seen and heard on television and
partly out of a basic desire to believe. Historically, at times of great
stress,

uncertainty, and hardship, there has always been a rise in spirituality.
Peopl e

need hope. They need to believe in sonething.

Those who met Merlin always cane away fromthe experience convinced that he
was

genui ne, and many ot her people were convinced as a result of the nedia

cover age

and their own predispositions. However, a significant nunber remai ned not
only

skeptical, but hostile, convinced by their own firmy held beliefs that magic
could not possibly exist, no matter how it was defined, and Merlin took great
pains to disassociate magic fromits traditional, supernatural and

nyt hol ogi ca

portrayals. In fact, he gradually started to avoid using the word "magic," in
favor of "thaumaturgy," which was an astute and perceptive decision on his
part.

"Thaumat ur gy" sounded nore nodern and scientific, nmuch as the words "psychic”
and "paranormal " sounded nmore pl ausible than "nmedi unf and "occult."” And one
of

the chief difficulties we had in the beginning was the firm opposition of the
scientific establishnent, whose opinions were understandably given a great
deal

of weight, especially by the governnment. While | did realize we needed hel p,

t he

last thing | wanted was to have the government invol ved.

| envisioned us beconm ng sidetracked as Merlin was co-opted and nmade the
center

of some sort of massive research effort, first to deternmine the validity of
hi s

clains and then, when that validity was denonstrated, to conduct a scientific
study of them | could certainly see the need for that, but even greater was
t he

need for training adepts and spreadi ng the know edge of thaumaturgy if we
wer e

to find our way out of the Collapse. | did not think Merlin would have nuch
pati ence with anyone trying to forestall his efforts in that regard.

coul dn't

see him acquiescing to the role of |aboratory guinea pig.



| made a decision which, in retrospect, | still think was a good one, though
it

was to have unfavorable repercussions in the short term | decided that to
t he

extent the government w shed to provide help, it wuld be gratefully
accept ed,

but that | would resist any effort on their part in determ ning what we were
to

do. | would advise Merlin of nmy feelings, and the final decision would be

hi s,

but I had little doubt he would agree with ne.

Carr's advice about the school, however, was quite sound. It would have to be
nore than just a school; it would have to becone a residence for Merlin and a
headquarters for an organi zation to support our efforts. If nmy home was not
to

be constantly besieged, and if ny famly was to have any peace at all, Merlin
woul d have to leave. | hated the thought of telling himthat, but as it
t ur ned

out, he anticipated ne. After he had rested, his first words to me echoed ny
own
t houghts on the subject.

"I can stay no |longer, Thomas," he said. "I have inposed upon you and your
fam ly | ong enough, and nmy continued presence here will not only nake things
more difficult for them it will expose themto danger, as well. It's tine |

had
a residence of nmy own."''

CHAPTER 8

For the next nonth or so, we were occupied with transform ng the old,

i vy-covered, red brick school building into the International Center for
Thaumat ur gi cal Studi es. The nane was deci ded upon by an ad hoc conmittee of
Merlin, Allan and Elizabeth Stew art, Bill Carr, Warren and Linda Masterson
our

nei ghbors from across the street, Roger and Roberta Truesdal e, who had al so
been

part of the parental del egation who came to see us, ny wife Jenny and nysel f,
and a few others. | no longer recall the names of everyone involved, as it
was

very much an inpronptu sort of thing decided over |unch one day. Qur group

at

that point, was still very fluid and informal, w th people regularly dropping
in

and out, depending on the demands of their own lives.

| had originally suggested calling it the Anbrosius School of Thaumaturgy,
but

Merlin nodestly declined having his nane formally associated with it. He
poi nt ed

out that everyone would know he was the founder, anyway, and it woul d be just
as

well to sinmply call it the School of Thaumaturgy. Jenny suggested that
Col | ege

of Thaumaturgy had a nicer ring to it, and | think it was Stewart who
suggest ed



I nternational College of Thaumaturgy, as we woul d hope, eventually, to draw
students fromall over the world. | don't recall exactly how we arrived at
International Center for Thaumaturgical Studies, but after tossing sone ideas
back and forth, that was the name we finally settled on

The initials I.C T.S. sounded properly inpressive and rather corporate, and
Bill

Carr jokingly suggested that they woul d | ook good on a sweatshirt. W kept

t he

same name for our administrative group and, today, what began as a snall band
of

friends and nei ghbors is now the vast organization known as 1. T.C., the

I nternational Thaumaturgi cal Conm ssion, which adninistrates the Bureaus of
Thaumaturgy in every nation, as well as every Coll ege of Sorcerers at every

uni versity throughout the world. | have not been actively involved for many
years now, and today | would not even cone close to nmeeting the necessary
qualifications, though I still proudly hold a position as an honorary menber
of

t he board.

The renovation was a fascinating project, with many nenbers of the community
pitching in, and as many cane to watch the show as cane to work. And what a
show

it was! Everywhere, people were bustling about, knocking down walls,
installing

pl unmbi ng and kitchen appliances, tiling floors and patching ceilings,
rewiring

electrical circuits and putting in new wi ndow gl ass, hamreri ng and saw ng.
Al

around them tools would be working at various tasks all by thenselves, wth
no

human hands to wield them often working in conjunction with people who were
initially quite unsettled by the process, but soon took to it with sheer
del i ght.

Here a man woul d be steadying a board while a circular saw, unconnected to
any

source of power; nade the cuts all by itself. And there someone woul d be
hol di ng

a nail while a hammer floating in nmidair drove it in with no human hand to
gui de

it. Buckets of paint and dry wall conmpound woul d cone floating in through
open

wi ndows and set thensel ves down obligingly wherever they were needed.

Pai nt brushes, trowels, putty knives, and spreaders would flit about Iike
hunm ngbi rds, doing the work all by thensel ves. Boards, boxes of nails, tubs
of

pi pe joint conpound, and spools of insulated cable seened to devel op

senti ence,

respondi ng to the spoken commands of the work force. It was |like an ani mated
cartoon conme to life.

Al this dramatic and delightful sorcery was directed by a wi zard dressed in
a

plaid flannel shirt, l|ace-up work boots, and blue denimoveralls, with a big,
fl oppy, |eather hat soneone had given him While Merlin did no actua

physi cal

work hinmself, the effort required to maintain so many spells at one tine took
its toll and left himexhausted. At the end of each day, he would eat a truly
prodi gi ous meal, enough to feed at |east half a dozen starving | unberjacks,



t hen
fall into a deep sleep until the next norning, when he would do it all again.

At one such meal, | saw hi mdevour six whole chickens, about ten generous
servings of vegetables, at |least twenty boiled potatoes, and five gall ons of
mlk, all without so nuch as a belch. Then, in the norning, he would have a
breakfast of about thirty scranmbled eggs, several dozen sausages, an entire
| oaf

of bread, a heapi ng nound of hash-browned potatoes, and enough tea and j uice
to

float a battl eship.

Peopl e came early and brought food, and a crowd woul d gather just to watch
hi m

eat. He didn't mind a bit. He said he enjoyed having conpany for breakfast,
and

hel d court throughout each neal, keeping up a steady stream of entertaining
conversation, usually with his nouth full, as he regaled the comunity with
stories of King Arthur and his knights. The true stories, | should say, which
were somewhat at variance with the | egends and were highly in demand.

"What about Sir Lancel ot, Professor?" soneone in the crowmd woul d ask.
Even then, we were calling him"Professor," the form of address now nopst
commonly associated with him In later years, he was to receive a nunber of
honorary doctorate degrees, and he eventually accepted the post of Dean of
t he

Col l ege of Sorcerers at Canbridge, Massachusetts, yet hardly anyone ever
cal l ed

hi m Doctor. It was al ways Professor Anbrosius. In fact, it was a title he
chose

for hinself. At one point, soon after we began working on the school, the
guestion of his tide cane up in conversation over dinner one night. | don't
recall who brought it up, but the question was should his title be Dean, or
Presi dent, or Chancellor?

"What title is normally used for those who teach?" he'd asked.

And it was | who said, "Well, in universities, it's either Doctor, if they
possess a doctoral degree, or it's Professor”

"Professor," he had said, as if trying it on for size. "Professor. One who
prof esses knowl edge. Yes, | like that. It has an honorabl e sound. Professor
Anbrosius will suit nme just fine."

Fromthat point on, we all started calling him Professor, and everyone el se
sinmply picked it up. And he was right. It fit himperfectly.

"So you want to know about Lancel ot?" he'd say, as he started cutting up his
fourteenth sausage. "Very well, what is it you wish to know?"

"Is it true he was the best and bravest of all the Knights of the Round
Tabl e?"

"Ah. Well, to begin with, there never was any Round Table. It was

rect angul ar,

and nade of oak, very crude and plain, nuch like an old picnic table, in
fact,

right down to the ants that crawl ed upon it. Ants on the table top, carrying
of f



crunbs; hunting dogs beneath it, wolfing down the scraps that were thrown
down

to themor sinply dropped by the inebriated knights. And there was none of
this

romanti c nonsense | have seen on television, either”

Wth all the attention being paid to Merlin by the nmedia, it was only natural
I

suppose, for every film production ever made of the Arthurian nyth to be
dusted

of f and broadcast on the telly. He watched themall, and | aughed hinself
silly.

"There was none of this sitting round the table, resplendent in their chain
mai |

and bal drics and surcoats enbl azoned with their crests, shields hung upon
ornate

chairs, swords placed on the table top before them pointing inward...

Bal derdash. It was nothing like that at all. What you had was a bunch of I oud
and unkenpt, ill-mannered louts, sitting on benches at a | ong oak table,
eating

with their fingers, breaking wind and bel ching and throwi ng food at one

anot her

And there was none of this dignified 'My Lord this and My Liege that'

busi ness.

It was nore like, '"Arthur, you bleeding old sod, nore nead, damm your eyes!'
Al

save Lancel ot, who never uttered a single word throughout the neal, and neals
were the only tine they ever all sat down together at a table, regardl ess of
its

shape.

"Lance woul d sit hunched over his plate like a wild animal protecting its
kill.

Unli ke the others, who would hack off a chunk of venison and place it on
their

pl at es—er somewhere in the general vicinity of their plates—tear at it with
their fingers, wolf it down and grab some nore, Lance would fill his plate
but

once, and he ate slowy, in a placid, bovine manner, his narrow eyes darting
to

the left and right to nake certain none of the others took anything fromhis
plate. No one ever did, of course, at least not after the first time, when
Kay

speared a chunk of bread off his plate and Lance beat him senseless with a

| eg

of nutton.

"As to being the best and bravest,'' Merlin would continue, ' 'I suppose that
woul d depend on your perspective. |If by being the best, you nean the
handsonest

and courtliest, then no, for Lancelot was neither And if by being the
bravest,

you mean a man who had no fear, then no again, for Lance had fears that
reduced

himto a mewing infant, only not the sort of fears that you m ght think. He
feared no man, that nmuch is true, and he dearly loved a fight. None could

mat ch

himfor his prowess with a sword or |ance, or mace or ax, and he could fell a
horse with just one blow | saw himdo it once when a new horse ni pped hi mon



the shoulder as he led it. He turned around and smashed it with his fist so
hard

the animal went down to its knees. But he was terrified of spiders, and he
was

afraid of rats, and he had the nost deathly, irrational fear of ducks—

"Ducks?" said someone in the cromd with disbelief.' 'Wy ducks?"

"W never knew," said Merlin with a frown. "But for the other knights, it was
great sport to sneak up on Lance and start to quack, for he would | eap and

gi ve

a yell as if struck frombehind with a hot poker. But it was dangerous sport,
for if he caught the culprit, it was a busted head, for certain."

"You said he wasn't handsone, Professor,"
pi ece

for the Tines said. "Wat did he | ook |ike?"

a young woman who was witing a

"Short and squat, with coarse, dark hair and dark eyes, the frane of a bul
and
the face of a wild boar. Terrible teeth."

"Well, if that was so, then what did Queen Quinevere see in hin? Was it that
she
saw past his | ooks to his good heart?"

"I think that what she saw in himwas | ocated sonewhat |ower down."

This was received with great anmusenent all around.

"So then it's true, about their great |ove affair?"

"That part is true enough," said Merlin, "though it was not as poetic as it
is

frequently portrayed. They |oved each other with a sinple, pure and hearty,
peasant sort of lust, and it was hardly the great secret comonly supposed.
Everyone knew of it, for they were constantly exchanging torrid gl ances and

could scarcely keep their hands off one another"

"And Arthur knew?"

"He later claimed he did, but knowi ng Arthur, | suspect perhaps he truly
didn't

know. At least, not until Mddred threwit in his face in a way he coul d not
possi bly deny. | believe he didn't wish to know, and sinply chose not to see

what everyone around himsaw quite clearly. He did, indeed, |ove Gwven, and he
| oved Lance like a brother, but |ove can be a very conplicated thing. Arthur

| oved Gren and she I oved him He | oved Lance and Lance worshi pped the very
ground he wal ked on. But Gaen and Lance al so | oved each other, with a passion
neither could deny. It was a passion, | think, that Arthur |acked. Not only
toward Gaen, but toward anyone. Hi s one consumi ng passion was a |land united
under one king, and there was scarcely roomleft in himfor any other

"Qui nevere was a strong and lusty wench, not at all like the wistful and

et hereal beauty of the |egend. She was very young, and often | onely, and she
had

needs that Arthur apparently could not fulfill. Mnd you, |I could not tel
you

what went on in the privacy of their bedchanber, for | did not know and had
no



wi sh to know, but | believe that Arthur could only |ove a queen, while Lance
could Il ove a wonan. Lance was a sinple sort, and could only see and | ove her
as

she was, and as she wanted to be seen and |oved. Arthur was a dreaner and a
mystic. He saw her as an ideal, and treated her with a sort of worshipfu
reverence. To a wonan, | suppose that may sound romantic, but | wonder if any
worman can truly live with that fromday to day and be content."

As he spoke, he seened to go back to that time, and when he finished, he sat
pensively, his neal nmonmentarily forgotten as he stared off into the distance.
The crowd gat hered around himhad fallen silent, and for a while, no one
spoke.

Then anot her question broke the spell.

"So then it really was their |ove that destroyed Camel ot?"

Merlin shrugged. "Perhaps. There are many who seemto think so."

"What do you think, Professor?"

"What do | think? Ch, | do not think, | know. It was | who destroyed Canel ot."
"You?" | said. "How? | nean, what did you have to do with it?"

"I had everything to do with it," Merlin replied. "It was | who taught Arthur
and instilled in himthe dreamthat he nade into Canelot. And it was | who
taught Arthur that honor and principle are everything, the only true ideals
worth living for, and fighting for, and dying for. Those were and are

i mport ant

things, and in that | taught himwell, but |I forgot to teach hi msonething
equal 'y inportant.

"I forgot to teach himthat honor nust be tenpered by reason, and that
principle

nmust be adm nistered with conmpassion. And there | failed him for if Arthur
had

under st ood conpassi on, he would have felt it for his son, and | oved him

i nst ead

of seeing himas a living rem nder of his own human frailty. And if Arthur
under st ood the reasoned principle, instead of the inflexible ideal, he would
have pardoned Lance and Gmen, and been a better king for it. It was | who
rai sed

Arthur; and it was | who taught himand nmade hi mwhat he was. But | was a
poor

teacher, and | failed him"

He | ooked up and smiled wanly. "I shall endeavor to do better this tinme."
The powers that be were still uncertain what to make of Merlin, and so they
kept

their di stance. However, they were very nmuch aware of himand keenly

i nterested

in everything he did. W did, | should say, for they kept tabs on all of us.
The

government was only too happy to provide us with whatever assistance they
coul d,

despite the strain on their resources. An arny unit was detailed to

Loughbor ough

as a security detachnent and we were sent our own special |iaison officer, a
man



naned Bodkirk, whom Merlin i mediately nicknaned "Bodkin," a jest nost people
m ssed conpletely, unless they had read their Shakespeare, for a bodkin was a
dagger (as in Hamet's famus speech) and with Bodki n around, joked Merlin,
we

all had to watch our backs. The jest turned out to be prophetic.

St anl ey Bodkirk | ooked |ike a typical overworked bureaucrat, the sort of
runpl ed

l[ittle man who woul d never stand out in a crowd. He was in his forties, |ean
and

slight of stature, balding and nearsighted. He wore horn-ri med gl asses and
had

an anxi ous, nervous nmanner. He came with a staff of two young assistants,
Jack

Rosen and Linda Stern, who were pronptly naned Rosenkrantz and Cuil denstem
and

their duties seemed largely secretarial. In fact, they were both highly
conpet ent government agents and Stanl ey Bodkirk was a wolf in sheep's
cl ot hi ng.

I never did find out exactly whom he worked for, but it's a safe bet that he
was
M S. He was obviously sent to keep an eye on us, and he didn't miss a thing.

| don't think the governnent really regarded Merlin as a threat, but they
certainly sawin himthe potential of a threat. They sinply would not accept
that he was who he said he was, and that his nmagi cal powers were genuine.
CGenui nely magical, that is. The preval ent belief anbng them at least in the
begi nni ng, was that he was nerely an ordinary man—which is to say, not one
who

was two thousand years old—gifted with remarkabl e paranornmal abilities.

Tel eki nesi s, which few people had seriously believed in prior to Merlin,
becane

a catchall explanation for the things he was able to do. It did not quite
cover

what happened on the Billy Martens Show, of course, and | think that made

t hem

quite unconfortable. O perhaps they sinply denied it really happened.
Nevert hel ess, their degree of serious interest was certainly indicated by
their

actions.

I've often wondered what sort of discussions went on behind closed doors in
London. | inagined sonme very serious and rather nervous peopl e seated around
a

table, trying to account for Merlin in sone |logical, rational way, one that
did

not include the acceptance of the reality of magic. Doubtless, fampus
psychi cs

of the past were nmentioned, people capable of bending keys and whatnot, and
scholars and witers were probably called in and questioned, as well as
scientists who had not had any opportunity to exam ne Merlin's powers under
| aboratory conditions, though that did not prevent them from maki ng
concl usi ons

about them Perhaps they discussed the possibility that Merlin was an alien
01,

like the eccentric lady from Luton, a human who'd had contact with aliens
from

some other world. It nmust have been very exasperating for them

I do know for a fact, however, that there were those anbng them who believed



t he

truth, for some of themlater confessed as much to me, only the truth was so
outl andi sh that they hesitated to admt what they really thought. It

fri ghtened

them And the idea of what Merlin mght do frightened them as well. He had
attracted an enornous nunber of people to Loughborough, nmore than enough to
strain the town's already linted resources, and that in itself could easily
have caused trouble. Not that we were free fromtrouble, by any neans, as the
attenpt on Merlin's life had clearly denonstrat ed.

The identity of the man who'd shot Merlin and killed Chief Thorpe had been

di scovered with the aid of Merlin hinself,, who performed a divination spel
after he'd recovered. His nane had been O ancy MDernott, and he had operated
under a nunber of aliases, as well. He was known to Scotland Yard, and to the
arnmy. Merlin insisted that he had acted al one, and that the attenpted

assassi nation was not the result of any plot by the I.R A However; both the
Arnmy and New Scotland Yard were anxious to have Merlin use his powers to

di scover the identities and whereabouts of other nenbers of the I.R A, only
Merlin had refused.

H s refusal to cooperate had not gone down well. He insisted that he wanted
to

stay out of political mtters. He was, he said, neither a soldier nor a

poli ceman; he was a teacher. Wen they tried appealing to his nmoral character
by

saying that his cooperation would save lives, he wouldn't have any of it.

"I have no responsibility to make deci sions concerning who is and who i s not
a

crimnal,'' he said.' 'That is a matter for the proper authorities. If a man
conmits a crime, then it is for the police to seek himout and bring him
before

your courts. | amnot a policeman. | have far nore inportant things to do. On
one hand, the authorities question ny abilities, and on the other, they seek
to

enlist them You cannot have it both ways. |If the government believes that
thaumaturgy will be helpful to the police and to the mlitary in the
execution

of their duties, then they have greater need of my teaching man my persona
assi stance in such matters."

The logic of this argunent was difficult to fault, but people in authority
don't

take kindly to those who won't submit to it. Merlin was determined to avoid
any

political involvenent. He'd made that mistake once before and he was not
anxi ous

to repeat it. However, his refusal was m sunderstood in al nost every way

i magi nabl e. He was arrogant; he was unpatriotic; he was contenptuous of the
government; he was afraid of the |.R A's wath; he was secretly synpathetic
to

the .R A ; he felt his own concerns were nore inportant than those of the
British people, etc., etc.

Initially the darling of the media, he now becane their target, though they
wer e

cautious snipers. The menory of Billy Martens was still fresh in their m nds,
and they all knew about the nysterious, magical editing of the Robin Wnters
interview. So, rather than make outright accusations, they nerely confined

t hensel ves to posing sly rhetorical questions, nmeant for their audience to



answer. What did Merlin really want? Was there any truth to the runors about
a

hi dden agenda? What really went on behind closed doors at his "exclusive
retreat,"” and so forth. And when there was apparently no reaction fromMerlin
to

these initial, range-finding shots, they became enbol dened and started firing
their first salvos.

It was generally thought that Merlin chose not to respond to these innuendos
and

al | egati ons because he considered them unworthy of response. However, the
fact

is that he was not really aware of them He had courted the nmedia at first,
because he needed what the nmedia could provide, but once they had hel ped him
start the ball rolling, he had no further use for them Al his energies had
becone directed toward the school

W were inundated with applications, not only fromall around the country,
but

fromall over the world, and there was sinply no way that we coul d accept
nor e

than a mere fraction of those applicants. Merlin had, indeed, reached "nany
people at one tinme,'' but as | had anticipated, he had vastly underesti mated
t he

power of the nedia. Things were threatening to get out of control

It seened, sonetinmes, as if | now saw ny fanmily |less than when | had |ived
nost

of the tinme in London. | would snatch a quick breakfast and | eave hone early,
usual ly before the girls were awake, and ride my bicycle to the school, where
a

dai |l y madhouse of adm nistrative activity awaited ne. | would break for a

m dday

nmeal around noon or so, lunching with my fellow staffers, and then back to
wor K,

often until ten or eleven at night. By the time | got home, the girls were
bot h

asl eep and, | was so exhausted that it was all | could do to enjoy a cup of
tea

wi th Jenny before we both retired for the night.

In the begi nning, when nost of the work was done out of our hone, Jenny had
hel ped out. However; now that things were underway at the school, she needed
to

remain home to take care of the girls. Victor was a great help in that, but
no

dog, however unique, could take a nother's place. | was putting in nmore hours
than | had when |I'd been a policenman, and | was frequently nore tired, though
I

did not resent it, nor did Jenny. There was the feeling that we were doi ng
something vitally inportant, something that would help a | ot of people and
change the entire world. Everyone involved with the school, and even nany
menbers of the comunity who had no direct invol venment what soever shared that
feeling and it was a source of strength and energy and purpose. Somethi ng was
happeni ng i n Loughborough, sonething very big, and we were all, in sone way,
a

part of it.

Yet, at the same tinme, our sense of purpose and ent husiasm blinded us to al
t he



signs of trouble that were cropping up around us. The town could no | onger
support all the people who were arriving daily, and there was sinply no room
for

themall. At first, the towmn was glad to have them for they filled up the
boar di ng houses and apartnments and gave a nuch- needed boost to the econony.

Not

that many of themcanme with very nuch noney, but times were | ean and every
little bit hel ped. However, as nore people kept arriving, drawn to Merlin like
a

magnet draws iron filings, a certain amount of apprehension began to set in.

The resources of the town, already severely limted, becane depl eted and many
of

the new arrivals were willing to work for next to nothing in order to support
t hensel ves, often nerely for a roof over their heads or a little food to eat,
which cut a lot of the locals out of their neager sources of incone and
barter.

Predi ctably, this brought about resentnent against the new arrivals,
particularly those who came with nothing and pitched tents or constructed
ranshackl e shelters wherever they could find free space. The crine rate began
to

rise alarmngly, and with only a handful of full-tinme, paid police officers
and

a few dozen vol unteers, our |local authorities were sinply unequipped to dea
withit.

It was a great help when the army arrived, but in tinme, even they becane

over burdened. Sonething had to be done. The demands for solutions fell on the
narrow shoul ders of Stanley Bodkirk, as the de facto governnent
representative

on the scene, and while Bodkirk freed us fromthe burden of having to worry
about these things, his failure to keep us properly informed and our own
ever-increasing invol venent at the school kept us fromrealizing the ful

ext ent

of these problens, until one day we woke up to find that we were totally

besi eged and that Bodkirk had assuned conpl ete control

By this time, Merlin had started teaching. The classes were full to capacity,
so

much so that it became necessary for us to break down sone walls in order to
create nore space and begin construction on additional, separate dormtory
buil dings on the site of the school's old playground and athletic field.
Wil e

the rest of us were still westling with the overwhel mi ng organi zational and
management problens of "the College," as we had started to refer to it,
Merlin

was in the process of trying to hammer out a curriculumby trial and error

W saw very little of himduring this period, and a great many peopl e thought
he

was becom ng distant. The truth was that Merlin was working literally around
t he

clock, cloistered in his chanbers, often going for days w thout any sleep at
all, performng the nost inportant task of his life, which would al so becone
hi s

nost significant contribution to society. He was in the process of
structuring

and defining his teaching nethod, which was to usher in what is now called

t he

Second Thaumat urgi ¢ Age—the tinme in which nagic would return



Few people saw himduring the tinmes he wasn't teaching, when he retired
behi nd

the cl osed doors of his private sanctum in the east wing of the old schoo
bui I di ng.

In later years, when he went to America and taught in Canbridge, nuch was
made

of his "wi zardry lifestyle" and the outl andi sh choice of decor in both his

of fices and his mansion on Beacon Hill. Witers |loved to describe the antique
furni shings and the thousands of ancient, |eatherbound books, the deep
Oiental

carpets with their cabalistic nmotifs and the fantastic paintings, the "occult
par aphernal i a" coupled with bizarre, kitsch decorations such as his fanpus
cigar-store Indian and stuffed oW, the dark and fantasyli ke anbi ence that
brought to mind a sorcerer's lab- fromsone fairy tale. However, all that
cane

about in part fromMerlin's own idosyncratic sense of humor and partly from
hi s

pl ayful sense of self-indul gence, which he was able to enjoy once he had laid
t he groundwork for the revolution that was only just beginning in the
Loughbor ough days.

Most of the so-called "occult paraphernalia'' in evidence at both his office
and

his home consisted of gifts sent by admirers, nost of them people who'd had
no

direct contact with himwhatsoever save for perhaps attending a | ecture or
havi ng read one of his books or seen himon a television program The latter
occurred with less frequency as tine went on, because Merlin quickly grew

di senchanted with the mediumand its inability—er unwllingness—+o cater to
anyt hi ng but the | owest conmon denom nator and the shortest attention span
Eventual | y, he ceased to appear on tel evision altogether but he continued to
produce books, all of which becane huge international bestsellers and nmade him
a

rich man, though nost of the noney was donated to his educational foundation
These books gai ned hima new audi ence anong t he younger generation, who were
growing up with the reality of nagic, and he received an endl ess stream of
gifts

such as gl ass unicorns and bronze dragons, jeweled daggers and fantasy

pai ntings, scul ptures of hinmself and various nythol ogical creatures, silver
and

gold goblets in fantasy nmotifs, rings and amul ets, neckl aces and charns,

t ar ot

decks and ceramnmic figurines and on and on and on

Rat her than being driven to distraction by this cornucopia of whinsical and
fantastical bric-a-brac, Merlin cherished these gifts as the honest

out pouri ngs

of affection that they were and the Beacon Hill mansion he eventually settled
into was purchased primarily because it had the necessary space to house this
peculiar collection.

In the early days at Loughborough, however, Merlin lived in a Spartan nanner
in

a small suite of roons converted into an office and living quarters on the
top

floor of the College. He had one tiny office, with an outer office for his
secretary, an amazingly conmpetent and industrious former school teacher naned
Rebecca Wai nwight, who at sixty possessed nore energy than nost people a



t hud

her age, and one snmall study and a bed-sitting room The quarters were
austere

and plain, with nothing in themto reveal the personality of their occupant.
He

was there to work, and wanted no distractions.

H's meals were brought in to him and though he still ate prodigiously, he
had

cut down somewhat on the sheer quantity of food he consumed, and strange
preferences began to enmerge. One week, he ate nothing but hanburgers, then he
abruptly switched to brown rice mxed with vegetables and sprinkled with soy
sauce, then for a period of about two weeks, he ate nothing but deviled eggs
and

toast. The kitchen staff was at a | oss to account for these peculiarities,
and

as the person who knew himbest, | was pestered to find out the truth behind
this bizarre diet. Did it have to do with magic? Was it part of some arcane
ritual? Was it a special nmethod of recharging his energies, or was it sone
sort

of meditative process for the digestive systemor what?

The answer was none of the above. Merlin sinply was not in a frame of mnd
for

gi ving nuch thought to what he ate. Usually, whenever he was asked what he
want ed, he absently replied, "The same thing | had last time will be fine."
He

changed his preferences whenever he realized that the same di sh was begi nning
to

grow nmonot onous, and he was so preoccupied that this could take anywhere from
a

week to three weeks or so. However; he remained remarkably consistent about

at

| east one thing. Somehow, he di scovered peanut butter and banana sandwi ches.
He

becarme hooked instantly, pronounced it a great energy food, and it becane a
staple in his diet. However not even Merlin's imense nagi cal demands on his
body could burn up all those calories and he started gai ni ng weight, so that
before 1 ong he | ooked less like a wizard than |ike Father Christnas.

Once things got rolling, his typical day never varied. He would arise,
assum ng

he had slept at all the night before, at five AM , eat a "small'' breakfast
about the size of an average person's dinner then begin interview ng
prospective

students at six. In the beginning, before classes formally started, this
woul d

take the entire day, but once he started teaching, prospective students had
to

make appointnments to be interviewed between the hours of six and nine, and
there

was soon a very long waiting list. Pronptly at nine-thirty, Merlin would
begi n

teaching his first class. This process gradually underwent some change, as
wel I .

At first, there was only one class, a sort of lecture hall-cumlaboratory
session, which would |last nmost of the day, with breaks for neals, and
students

woul d be added to it as they were accepted to the program However, this soon



proved to be unworkable. Students added to the class wound up behind those
who

had started earlier, and the class sinply became too | arge and unw el dy After
about several weeks of this approach proved it to be unfeasible, the class
was

broken up among nore traditional lines, as in universities, with shorter
begi nni ng, internediate, and advanced sessions taking place throughout the
day.

(The terns "internedi ate" and "advanced" are actually sonewhat msleading in
this case, for in no way could the internedi ate and advanced cl asses of those
begi nni ng days conpare with those of today, which demand a significantly
greater

| evel of acconplishnment and know edge on the part of the students.)

Merlin was a natural teacher, as | observed from attending some of his

cl asses,

t hough I was never to beconme an adept nyself. Merlin's promse to ne that we
woul d each learn fromthe other was certainly fulfilled, but not in the way I
had expected. | did learn a great deal fromhim and he fromne, but | never
did

| earn much nmore than nerely the rudimentary theories of nagic. For one thing,
almost all ny time was spent performing nmy administrative duties, which were
consi derabl e, and helping to insulate Merlin fromany concerns other than his
teaching. For another, it turned out that | had no real aptitude for
thaumaturgy. | made the discovery, or rather, it was revealed to ne one night
when Merlin and | were spending a quiet evening in his study, discussing
natters

pertaining to the College. At one point, | ruefully expressed my frustration
over the fact that | was so busy with the adm nistrative end of things that I
had no tinme to attend the classes nyself. Al 1'd been able to do was sit in
on

a few begi nning cl asses, which were nostly theory and indoctrination. Wen,
asked, was my turn going to cone?

"Thomas, "
turn

may never cone."

Merlin said to me, in a warm and synpathetic tone, "I fear your

| blinked with surprise at the unexpectedness of this reply, then asked him
why.

"Have you ever wondered how | decide who will be admitted to study at the
Col I ege and who will not?" he asked.

"Well... no, as a matter of fact," | said, a bit surprised to find that |
actually hadn't wondered about it. | had been extrenely busy with ny own work
and if 1'd thought about it at all, | nust have assuned that Merlin had his
own

nmet hods of selecting his students out of the vast numbers of applicants who
cane
to seek admi ssion.

"When they come to see ne for their interviews," said Merlin, puffing on his
ever-present pipe, "I spend sone time talking with them asking them

guesti ons

about why they wish to study thaumaturgy and what they think they can
contribute, asking some questions about who they are and where they cone
from

referring to their applications and generally making idle conversation

desi gned



to draw them out and |l eave themwi th the inpression that their application
was

bei ng gi ven serious consideration. In fact, in nmost circunmstances, | can tel
wi thin seconds whether or not they are suitable candi dates for the program
before a single word is even spoken."

"How?" | asked, fascinated.

"By the strength of their aura,” Merlin replied. "Those with strong, |atent

t haumat urgi cal potential have a significantly brighter aura than nost people,
and those whose potential has already been manifested in some manner, psychic
experi ences, for exanple, possess auras that are stronger still. It's
somet hi ng

a trained adept can easily discern. If | encounter such an applicant, then

t he

i nterview begins in earnest, but unless the presence of that aura indicates
otherwise, | merely go through the notions, so that at |east the applicant is
not left with the inpression of being sunmarily disnissed. People can live
with

havi ng their hopes di sappointed, but there is no reason to dash themto the
ground. "

"As you are dashing mne right now," | said, rather petulantly, for I felt
keenl y di sappoi nt ed.

"Thomas, "
"you

are ny dearest and nost trusted friend. And | would never lie to you, not
even

to spare your feelings, for such lies are often the crudest of all. | have
often

said, in public, that everyone possesses thaumaturgi cal potential, at |east
to

some degree. Unfortunately, that is not the truth.”

he said, leaning forward in his chair to put his hand on ny knee,

"You lied?" | said. So high was the esteemin which | held himthat it never
occurred to ne he might, for any reason, be duplicitous. | was frankly
shocked.

"Yes, Thomas. | lied. The truth is that many peopl e possess some degree of

t haumat urgi cal potential, but by no neans all or even nost people. And of

t hose

who do possess potential, only a small percentage possess enough potential to
become adepts. The others m ght be capable of learning a fewrelatively
sinmpl e

spells, but no nmore than that. For the present, | nust select only the npst
naturally gifted of those who seek to study with nme, because | nust train

t hem

not only as adepts, but as teachers who can go out and spread the know edge.
And

you, regrettably, have no thaumaturgi cal potential to speak of. Your

daught ers,

on the other hand, do possess potential, which | suspect they inherited from
Jenny. "

"It's hereditary?" | asked with surprise.
"Ch, yes," said Merlin, nodding. "Soneone on Jenny's side of the famly

evidently possessed what you call 'paranormal abilities.' That is usually a
good



i ndi cator of thaumaturgical potential."
"Then... shouldn't Jenny be studying with you?" | asked.

"Perhaps," said Merlin, "but | would not deprive your daughters of their
not her

at so young an age, and | could not spare you here for the sake of Jenny
enrolling in the College. You are nuch too valuable to ne."

"Well, I"'mglad of that, at least. But | still don't understand why you felt
you
had to lie about it."

"Don't you?" he replied. "It was necessary in order to generate interest, and
attract as many applicants as possible. Also, to give people hope. As it is,
of

all the Students we've enrolled, only a handful possess any truly significant
potential. As for the others, | fear they will be limted in what they will
be

able to acconplish, but we need themjust the same, to hel p the nmonent um of
our

pl an devel op. "

What he nmeant by referring to "our plan," of course, was nerely what we had
di scussed fromthe begi nning, the bringing back of magic to the world. Since
I

knew t hat, and obviously, so did Merlin, there was no need to el aborate.
However; what we didn't know was that soneone else was listening in on our
conversation, and the innocent reference to "our plan" sounded |ike something
entirely different, taken out of context. It nust have sounded positively

cl andestine to Stanl ey Bodkirk, who had placed bugs not only in Merlin's
private

quarters at the College, but in all the offices, and in the homes of

ever ybody

in our group, as well.

CHAPTER 9

The troubl e began | ong before we becane aware of it, and it | came on severa
fronts. First, there was the nmedia, which had initially regarded Merlin as a
fascinating novelty, then as a serious news story, and finally as an object

of

unfl attering specul ation. To be sure, sone of this was no nore than natura
progression, natural for the news nedia, at any rate. In order to keep the
story

alive and the public interested, they had to keep finding new angl es of
perspective, so they followed the fornula approach, which was to build himup
only so they could proceed to tear hi m down.

If that sounds cynical, then so be it, for a certain anbunt of cynicismis
certainly justified when it concerns the press. However; to say they were
notivated solely by sensationalismwould be painting themw th far too broad
a

brush. There were nmany peopl e who genuinely feared Merlin in those days, and
anong them were influential nenmbers of the nmedia. In the space of only a few
nmont hs, Merlin had become, in many ways, a cult figure, and as such, there
wer e

t hose who regarded himw th great suspicion. Merlin certainly did not help



matters by magically altering the tape of his interview with Robin Wnters.

I've always felt that was a bad m stake, and though Merlin had denied it, |
felt

his nmotives for doing it were purely vindictive. Wnters had gotten cheeky
with

him and Merlin wanted to pay hi mback. It was, perhaps, rather immature of
hi m

but he did have that quality about him Though he was a patient nan, he was
al ways quick to respond to any personal affront, and he often did so in a
manner

designed to enmbarrass or humiliate the offender Robin Wnters had been
nei t her

enbarrassed nor huniliated. He was much too professional for that. However he
did not forget it. Merlin could have confronted the whol e i ssue of necromancy
head-on and defused it fromthe start, but by altering the videotape, he
succeeded only in arousing the enmity and mi strust of one of the nost

power f ul

and influential men in broadcasting. Right up to the day he died, Wnters
continued to believe that Merlin was hiding his true col ors.

Once things got rolling, Merlin confined his efforts to teaching at the
Col | ege,

and turned down all requests for interviews and appearances on tel evision. He
had gi ven many such interviews in the beginning, and he had devel oped a

rat her

jaundi ced view of the nmedia. Once he started teaching, he del egated the task
of

dealing with all such requests to ne. Unfortunately, | served himvery poorly
in
that capacity. Instead of handling such matters nyself, |, in turn, del egated

the task to Stanl ey Bodkirk, at his own request.

At the time, | did not suspect his true purpose, and it woul d never have
entered
my mnd that he might have planted bugs and even several snall, discreet

surveillance cameras in the College. The concept was entirely unfamliar to
Merlin, of course, and while he m ght have been able to detect them it never
occurred to himto | ook. Consequently, we regarded our friend, "Bodkin," as
not hi ng nore than what he seened—a government bureaucrat assigned as our
['iaison

and supply officer. I can still recall the day | made that unfortunate
deci si on,

and | blame nyself for what resulted fromit.

Bodki rk maintained an office in a large trailer situated near the entrance to
the Coll ege, and he also ate and slept there nost of the time, except during
hi s

frequent trips to London. Those trips, | had al ways assumed, were to iron out
some mnor bureaucratic difficulty that may have arisen, or to see his
fam|ly.

He kept a franed photograph of them displayed prom nently on his desk, and it
depicted a rather plain-Iooking, dowmdy woman with a small, chubby | ad of
about

ten and a rather unattractive young girl of thirteen. However, this turned
out

to be a fiction he maintained as part of his covet Bodkirk was unmarried, and
he

never had a famly. Those trips he made to London were rmade for only one
purpose, to brief his superiors on our activities.



| wal ked up the steps of the trailer and knocked on the nmetal frane door From
within, a voice asked ne to cone in. | entered into the outer office, where
Rosencrantz and Cuil denstern were housed. The trailer was a nobil e home which
had been nodified for its intended purpose. Wiat had been the living room had
been turned into the outer office, with desks and phones and filing cabinets.
The kitchen had been left essentially untouched, but the hallway |eading from
it

gave access to a bathroom and a bedroom that had been turned into Bodkirk's
private office, and the bedroomin the back was where he slept. There was
another trailer set close by, outside the grounds near the prefabricated
buil di ngs that functioned as barracks for the arny detachnent, where
Rosencr ant z

and Quil denstern were housed.

Linda Stern gl anced up from her paperwork as | came in and smiled a mirthless
smle. If this young woman possessed a personality, | remenber thinking,

had

yet to discover it.

"Good nmorning, Linda," | said. "Stanley wanted to see ne?"

"He's in his office,” she said flatly. "Wuld you care for sone tea?"

"No, thanks, don't trouble yourself. I'll just go straight in.

I went through the kitchen and into Bodkirk's office. The door was open, but
I
knocked politely, just the sane.

"Ah, Malory, cone in," said Bodkirk, putting down the tel ephone. He sat

behi nd

hi s desk, which had two tel ephones on it, a computer, stacked trays for
papers,

not epads, pens, and a small pile of manila file folders. Everything was
arranged

very neatly, with anal retentive conpul siveness. There was also a tel evision
set

pl aced on a shelf. Unknown to me, this television, which was often sw tched
on

to some news program or chat show when | came to see him was also a nonitor
for

the surveillance caneras he had placed inside the College. And there were
additional nonitors, as well as a listening post, in the other trailer

"You wanted to see ne, Stan?" | said.
"Sit down, Malory."

I'd started off calling him M. Bodkirk, men it had gradually progressed to
Stanley, and finally to Stan, but no anount of attenpted famliarity on ny
part

woul d succeed in getting himto call me anything but "Ml ory." He never
seened

to relax in ny presence. Perhaps, he did not know how. | took a chair across
t he

desk fromhim

"I wanted to discuss a few matters with you," he said, taking off his gl asses
and wi ping themw th his handkerchief. I'd | earned from experience that this



meant he was going to ask for sonething he wasn't sure | would grant.

"Go right ahead."

"It's about this press thing,"
t remendous

anmount of curiosity about what's happening here, and Merlin's teaching
nmet hods

and all that sort of thing."

he said. "As you know, there's been a

"I know," | said. "I get calls about it all the tine. It's maddening."
"Yes, well, we're constantly having to turn reporters fromthe gates, and
t hey

act surly and resentful when we're forced to do that." Bodkirk always used

t he

word "we" when he actually neant hinself. It wasn't a conceit, nmerely a
little

conversational trick nmeant to include the listener, to convey the inpression
that we were all on the same team all in this together. "I frankly don't

t hi nk

that's hel ping us very much in terms of favorable publicity.”

"What woul d you suggest ?"

"Well, | know Merlin's far too busy to trouble with this sort of thing, and
Lord

knows, you're overworked yourself. Aside fromthat, public relations is not
really your strong suit. It takes a certain kind of personality, if you know
what | mean. Sonmeone who's personable and glib, but at the same tinme someone
who's sonething of a shark, always anticipating what the press m ght do, and
able to always land on his feet and so on."

"Yes, | know," | said. "You don't really have to tell me |I don't possess the
right tenperanent for the job, Stan. | know that. My experience is in the
mlitary and in | aw enforcenment. | have certain organizational skills, but
['m

not really a publicity man."

"Quite," said Bodkirk, with a tight, hunorless smle. "Neither, for that
natter,

aml. What | wanted to suggest was that we find soneone who is, soneone who'd
be

capabl e of handling that sort of thing for us. You know, deal with the press
on

a daily basis, coddle them al ong, provide rel eases, perhaps conduct an

occasi onal tour when they woul dn't be disturbing anything, generally snooth
things over, if you get my drift."

"What about Allan Stewart ?"

"I"d thought of him'' said Bodkirk, "but with all due respect to Stewart,
:gtsreally our man. He's sharp enough, and quite presentable and articul ate,
E:Fs not really a flack, if you know what | mean. Besides, he's got enough
ﬁ?rﬁis own as it is. | was thinking we could bring sonebody in, someone who'd
have no other responsibilities and could deal with the press nore or |ess on
a



full-time basis."

"That mght be ideal," |I said, "but you realize we don't have the budget to
pay

someone like that. W're understaffed as it is, and as you know better than
anyone, we're very dependent on government support right now. You think
they'd

spring for something |like this?"

Bodkirk pursed his lips. "I've been thinking about it, and I think | can get
themto go for it, on the theory it would help free ne and ny staff fromthe
task, and keep down the criticismthat we're .all being very cl andestine

her e.

W coul d get someone who'd provide regul ar press rel eases, which we could
wite

and he woul d punch up, as necessary, and conduct regul ar press briefings and
al |

that sort of thing. You and | have to neet regularly, anyway, discuss

requi sitions and | ogistical problens and so forth. W could sinmply have you
provide nme with regular statenents for the press, in sketchy outline form at
| east, and then | could work things out with our press liaison, sort of guide
hi m al ong, and pass on any pertinent questions to you during our regul ar
neetings. It would save tine, | think, and help us put a better face on

t hi ngs.

It would also allow us to get on with our work w thout constant distractions.
That is, of course, if you approve?"

"I think it's an excellent idea, Stan,'' | said, eager to see the burden
lifted
fromny shoulders. "Frankly, 1'd just as soon have someone el se deal with the

whole thing. It's been a terrible nuisance."

Bodki rk nodded. "Yes, | know what you nean. I'msick to death of it, nyself.

W' || get soneone who's nore experienced at dealing with the press to handle
it

for us. I'll get onit right away."

After discussing a few nore inconsequential matters, | left, thinking he was

doing me a great favor, when in fact, what he'd done was take control of
everything the press woul d hear about Merlin and the College. At the sane
tine,

he put hinself in a position to decide which questions we would hear and
reply

to. Little by little, through Merlin's being too busy and my being too naive,
Bodki rk was insinuating hinmself into a position of greater control over us.

Nor was that the only problemfacing us.

Merlin had incurred the antagoni smof organized religion. And thanks to

St anl ey

Bodkirk, we did not find out just how far things had gone until it was too
late

to do anything about it. W were not conpletely cut off fromthe outside
wor | d,

of course. W had access to the newspapers and to radi o and tel evision

t hough

t he power bl ackouts were getting nore and nore frequent, and |asting | onger
as

the nation, and the world, continued its inevitable slide. There were tines
now



when the power would be out for days on end, and such things as batteries and
even candl es were growi ng nore and nore expensive. Radi o broadcasting truly
cane

into its own during this period, because the television industry was
practically

on its last |egs.

The newspapers were coming out with far |ess frequency now, due to the

short age

of paper and the constant power outages. The aval anche of the Coll apse was
gai ni ng nore nmonentum every day. There were now only two newspapers still in
operation, the Tines and the Mrror, which had dropped the word "Daily" from
its

banner because, at best, they were able to produce only one edition each
week.

The Tines suffered the sane problenms. G rculation had fallen off drastically.
In

order to stay in operation, they had to keep raising the price, and each tine
they raised the price, sales suffered. They were driving thensel ves out of
busi ness, and there was nothing they could do about it.

Everywhere, things kept getting worse. The trains to London hardly ran at al
and with the reserve supplies of petrol alnost totally depleted, bicycles and
horses were now t he chi ef nbodes of transportation. The governnent had first
claimon any horses, for use by the police and mlitary, and essenti al

per sonnel

were driven round in carriages. It was as if we were returning to the
Victorian

ti mes of Sherlock Holnmes. Unfortunately, there weren't enough horses to go
around, so an energency neasure had been passed in Parlianment, allow ng the
police and mlitary to i npound horses, which caused a great deal of

resent ment

in the outlying areas, where people lost not only their sole neans of
transportation, but often their livelihood, as well.

Food deliveries to the cities were beconing scarce, and there were drastic
shortages of every avail able commodity. Street riots had increased, and

sol diers

and police were often attacked. There were frequent fires, so many that the
fire

department couldn't keep up with themall, and entire city bl ocks burned to
t he

ground.

As things grew increasingly nore desperate, people sought an outlet for their
anger and frustration. Some took it out on the police, some took it out on
sol diers, sone on menbers of the governnent. Three nmenbers of parlianent were
assassinated in one nonth, despite increased security precautions. And before
| ong, people found another target for their rage.

Unknown to us, because Bodkirk hadn't said anything about it, a del egation of

clergy had come to the Coll ege asking to see Merlin. | never did find out
exactly what they wanted, but Bodkirk took it upon hinself to refuse them
adm ttance. The first | learned of it was when | heard about it on the radio.

I't

coincided with the Pope's announcenent that practicing sorcery, or

t haumat ur gy,

was a sin, and that any Catholic who was found to engage in such practice
woul d

be exconmuni cat ed.



I was stunned when | heard the news. My first reaction was one of shock, and
t hen anger. How could the Pope, residing in Rone, take a position on the

i ssue

when he hadn't even nmet Merlin, or communicated with himin any way? Then, as
a

followup to the story, the newscaster announced that Merlin had refused to
neet

wi th an interdenom nati onal del egation of clergy, snubbing themat the gates
of

the college by not allowing themto enter Reactions fromthe man in the
street,

as well as fromreligious | eaders and nmenbers of the government, were quite
predictable. | inmmediately rushed over to the College to confront Bodkirk

"Way wasn't | told of this?" | shouted at him He'd answered the door in his
pajamas. It was late and | had roused himfrombed. | pushed in past him and
turned on himfuriously. "I just heard on the radi o about the Pope's position
concerning thaumaturgy. That's bad enough, but by taking it upon yourself to
turn away a del egation of the clergy, you only made it worse! Wat in God' s
nane

were you thinking of? Why wasn't | told that they were here? What the hel

gi ves

you the right to make those kind of decisions for us?"

"Are you finished?" he asked calnly.
"I"'mwaiting for an expl anation!"

"Frankly, | don't owe you any," he replied, "but I'll give you one just the
same, because this entire charade has gone on | ong enough.™

"\What charade? \What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"The reason | don't have to account to you for any of my actions is because
['m
in charge here."

"You're what!"

"My job here was to keep an eye on Merlin, and the rest of you, contain the
situation as nmuch as possible, and report back to my superiors. | was to nmake
every effort to minimze any contact between Merlin and the nmedia, or any

ot her

out si ders, and observe everything that went on here and make regul ar reports
concerning his activities and, in particular, the effectiveness of his

t eachi ng. "

"Good CGod," | said. "You're a bloody spy!"

"I prefer the term'intelligence operative,' but have it as you wish. In any
case, you have little to conplain about. There are people starving out there,
whil e you' ve | acked for nothing. Your fam |y has been well taken care of, and
you have a confortable roof over your head, and nore than enough to eat.

Moreover, there is no reason why any of that should change, so long as you
remai n cooperative."

Al the wind had gone out of ny sails. | was too shocked to speak. And then
it



sunk in that he was actually threatening ne.
"What are you sayi ng?"

"I should think it's sinple enough,"” he replied. "The governnent is very
interested in Merlin. They are taking himvery seriously, indeed, and to a
| arge

degree, you have ne to thank for that. | was able to convince themthat he
is,

i ndeed, the real thing, though | had ny doubts at first. They want to know
how

he is able to do the things he does, and if, indeed, it is a skill that may
be

| earned. And apparently it is, though I never would have believed it if I
hadn' t

seen it for nyself. |'ve been watching those classes of his with great

i nterest,

and the tapes of those sessions have caused a sensation back in London."

"Tapes?" | said. "Wat tapes?" And then it hit ne. "My God. You' ve got the
pl ace

wired for surveillance!"

"OfF course | have," he said. "That's my job, isn't it? I've known everythi ng
that's gone on in the College fromday one, even before | arrived. W had
peopl e

in the work force that renovated the building. It was a sinple matter to

i nstal |

some small surveillance cameras and bugs wi t hout anyone being the w ser."

"You son of a bitch," | said.

He rai sed his eyebrows and gave ne a curious look. "lI'ma bit surprised at
g??:tude, Mal ory," he said. "Put yourself in nmy shoes and ask yourself if you
mou!dn't have done exactly the sane thing. Bloody hell, man, you were a
5?L:E§r, and a soldier before that. | should think you'd understand. W're

living in a state of anarchy and things have gone frombad to worse, so nuch
so

that the government's decided to declare martial |aw, something they've
resisted

doing all this time, but now they sinply have no other choice. What Merlin
knows

is of vital inportance to national security, and as such, it's not the sort
of

know edge that one man may be allowed to control all by hinself. In a way,
it's

like allowing a private individual access to an atonic bonmb. Thaumaturgy is
nmuch

too inmportant, and nuch too potentially dangerous for one man to control."

"I see," | said. "So the governnent's stepping in to take over, is that it?"
"That's the way it has to be, Malory. There's no alternative. Surely you can
see

that."

"Yes, | believe | can see the whole thing now," | said. "Why bother going to
al |



the trouble of setting up sone kind of top-security installation to house
Merlin

when we' ve already done it for you? Al you had to do was infiltrate sone
agents

into the work force so they could plant their caneras and bugs and then nove
in

some troops to secure the area. Very neat. Very neat, indeed. Now all you
have

to do is drop the pretense and nmove in, so you can get rid of the rest of us
and

bring in your own people.”

"It doesn't necessarily have to be that way," he said, "so long as you're
willing to cooperate. You're Merlin's friend, and you have his trust. He
listens

to you. You've checked out; you're a capable man, and we can use you. There's
no

reason for anything to change, so far as you're concerned. Al you have to do
is

work with me. You'll not only be doing your country a great service, but

you' |

be able to take good care of your famly, as well. The nation that controls
thaumaturgy will control the world, Ml ory, and anyone involved in this

pr oj ect

is going to do very well for hinmself, indeed. Never mnd what the Pope says,
he's long since ceased to have any significant influence. Never nind what
anybody says. \What we've got here, right under our noses, is the nost

i mport ant

di scovery since atomc energy. And we are the ones sitting in the catbird
seat,

Mal ory You and I."

"It sounds as if you've got everything worked out," | said. "You' ve negl ected
only one thing. Merlin, hinself. He may have sone very different ideas about
how

t haumat ur gy should be controlled."

"Then you'll explain it to him" Bodkirk said. He opened a cupboard in the

ki tchen and took out two gl asses, then poured us each sone Scotch whi skey. "As
I

said, he trusts you. Al you have to do is make hi msee reason."”

He handed nme a glass and | took a sip. "Single malt," | said appreciatively.
"Very nice. You're not exactly suffering, either, | see.”

"Not hi ng but the best," said Bodkirk, smling a genuine smle for the first
tine

since I'd known him | found |I much preferred his mrthless little grimace,
instead. "There's no need to worry about Merlin. He'll be well taken care of.
He's an inportant asset, Malory, a vital asset. H's every need, his slightest
whim wll all be seen to. It's not as if he's going to be held prisoner, you
know. '

"No, just confined here at the school, under constant surveillance, with the
arnmy protecting the gates and the perinmeter, and the government dictating his

every nove. Sonehow, | don't think he's going to go for that.'
"Then it will be up to you to convince himthat it's all for his own good,"
sai d

Bodki rk. "Look, | can understand your feeling a certain anpbunt of resentnment



right now. You feel that you' ve been dealt with in an underhanded manner

Vel |,

all right, perhaps you have, but | ook at the wider picture. National security
is

at stake. Merlin's know edge and his ability to teach it is absolutely vital
to

the future of this country. We can't afford to have anything happen to him
There's been one attenpt on his life already, and what's being done is being
done primarily for his own protection. No one is going to interfere with him
in

any way, nor prevent himfromteaching thaumaturgy. In fact, that's precisely

what we want himto do, only we're going to make certain he'll be teaching
t he
ri ght people."

"The right people? Wiat do you nean?"

"Now that he's denonstrated that thaumaturgy can, in fact, be taught
successfully, we want to nake certain he's not teaching the wong peopl e,
that's

all. Al applicants are going to be carefully screened and investigated, and
once they've passed that prelimnary process, they will be admtted, pending
Merlin's approval of their qualifications, of course. And the sane goes for
t he

students currently in the program After all, we want to nake sure that the
know edge of thaumaturgy doesn't go falling into the wong hands, don't we?"

"And by 'wong hands,' you nmean anyone who's not deened a loyal British
subj ect ,
| presunme.”

"Well, yes, of course. Wth know edge of this sort cones great
responsibility.
And after all, we don't want to go giving it all away, do we?"

"There's only one problemw th that,” | said. "It isn't yours to give or
keep."

Bodkirk' s eyes narrowed. "Look here, old chap, the governnent's gone to
consi derabl e expense, at a tinme when we can ill afford it, to support your
little endeavor here. Is it unreasonable for us to expect a return on our
i nvest ment ?"

"You're not tal king about a return on your investment," | replied. "You're
tal ki ng about exclusive control. Merlin would never agree to that and, what's
nmore, I'mnot going to try to convince him You want thaumaturgy to be

conpl etely under governnent control. That was never our plan.”

"Ah, yes, the plan," said Bodkirk significantly. "Just what, exactly, is this
so-cal l ed pl an?"

"To give magi c back to the world,"” | said. "Mike the know edge avail able to
everyone, not just one nation."

"I"mnot tal king about the rhetoric you feed the media," Bodkirk said wyly.'
"I"mtal ki ng about the hi dden agenda, the secret plan you two have been
di scussing in private."

| stared at him "Hi dden agenda? What do you nmean? | have no idea what you're
t al ki ng about . "



"Come on, Malory, |'ve got you and Merlin on tape tal king about it. There's
no

point in playing the innocent with ne. | know better."

"You're crazy," | said. "The only plan we've ever had in mnd was this one,
starting a school to train adepts. | don't know what sort of paranoid fantasy
you' ve devel oped, but there is no 'secret plan.' If you've had us under

surveillance all this time, you should certainly be aware of that."

Bodki rk gave ne a hard stare and pursed his lips. "So then you're not going
to
cooper at e?"

"I can't tell you about a hidden agenda that doesn't exist!'' | said. "I
don't

know what you've got on tape, but whatever it is, you ve clearly

m si nterpreted

it. As for my cooperation, |I'mnot going to cooperate with any effort to
[imt

Merlin's freedom or place himunder governnent control. This is not a
totalitarian state, Bodkirk. And if you try to dictate terms to Merlin, |
t hi nk

you'll find you' ve bitten off a great deal nore than you can chew "

"I would sincerely advise you to think this over, Malory," he said. "You have
a
famly to consider."

"Are you threatening ne, Bodkirk?"

"I"'mmerely telling you that we need Merlin,’
necessarily

he replied. "W do not

need you."

I met his gaze and he didn't flinch. "I think we understand each other
perfectly,” | said. | got up. "Thanks for the drink."

"Malory... 1'd think about this if | were you. Sleep on it. Talk it over with

your wife. Your decision affects her future as much as yours."
"You really are a bastard, aren't you, Stanley?" | said.
"I"'ma realist, Malory."

"You're a fool if you think you can get away with this. Merlin won't stand
for
it."

"He'll have no choice."

| laughed. "Are you serious? Do you really think you can conpel Merlin to do
anyt hi ng he doesn't wi sh to do? Do you honestly believe you can fight magic,
St anl ey?"

"I"'mnot interested in fighting anything,"
i dea.

| want to see Merlin succeed as nuch as you do. | want to see him protected,
and

I want to see his know edge protected, as well. Imagine what magic in the

he said. "You ve got the wong



wr ong
hands could do. W can't afford to have egalitarian notions about this sort
of

thing, Malory. There's sinply too much at stake. If Merlin's too naive to
understand that, he'll have to be made to understand it, and | was hoping
could count on you for that."

"Well, you can count ne out."

"I"'mvery sorry to hear that."

"Not half as sorry as you'll be when Merlin finds out what you're up to."
"Well, we'll cross that bridge when we conme to it, won't we?"

"You're liable to find the bridge burning beneath you," | said.

| left the trailer and stood outside in the darkness for a nonment, seething
with

anger, then | started up the drive toward the main College building. Merlin,
as

usual , was burning the mdnight oil. |I could see the light on in his room |
hal f expected to be stopped before | reached the building, but I wasn't.
Bodki r k

had to know that 1'd go directly to Merlin and report our conversation
Apparently, he didn't care. | wasn't certain what to make of that. It worried
ne.

| went inside the building and clinbed the stairs to the top floor. Merlin
was

in his study, seated at his desk, when | cane in. He | ooked up, started to
smle, then saw the expression on ny face.

"What is it, Thonms?"

"I"ve just had a talk with Bodkirk. W' ve got trouble." | started searching
t he
room

"What sort of trouble? What are you | ooking for?"
"A bug," | said.
He frowned. "A bug!"

"Alistening device," | said. "Bodkirk's bugged this place. He's planted

hi dden

caneras and m crophones throughout the building. He can hear every word we're
saying."

"I ndeed?" said Merlin, scowing.

| wasn't getting anywhere. | had no i dea how many bugs he may have pl ant ed,
but

wherever he'd stuck them they were carefully hidden. Perhaps they were in
t he

wal | s.

"The hell with it," | said. "Let himlisten. | don't care. He knows what |'m
going to tell you, anyway."



"And what is that?"

"The governnent's taking over Bodkirk's no bureaucrat, he's an intelligence
agent, sent by the governnment to spy on us. The reason they've been so
hel pf ul

is that it's given thema chance to observe you and find out if nmagic really
can

be taught. Now that they're convinced, they're going to take over the
operation

of the school, 'for your protection,' and they're going to make all the
deci si ons about whom you're going to teach and how. Whoever controls

t haumat ur gy

is going to control the world, as Bodkirk put it, and the governnent wants to
make certain nagic doesn't go falling into the wong hands; Anyone's hands
but

theirs, in other words."

"I see," said Merlin. "Sit down, Thonas, please, and stop your pacing about.
Wul d you like a cup of tea?"

"A cup of tea?" | said with astonishnent. "Did you hear what | just said?"
"I heard every word," said Merlin. "As, | imagine, did our friend Bodkin.
Li steni ng devices. How very interesting. And canmeras as well, you say?"

"That's what he said. Al the tapes were forwarded to London. To M5,
shoul d
i magi ne, which is the Security Service."

"It appears that they've gone to a great deal of trouble needlessly," said
Merlin. "If they had wanted to know what | was doing here, all they had to do
was ask. | would have been pleased to invite themhere to observe ny cl asses,
if

they'd wi shed. "

"You don't understand," | said. "They intend to keep you here, and find out
everything you know. They've been investigating all the students, and
everyone

they don't consider to be a loyal British subject will be sent packing. Maybe
all of them for all I know, now that they've served their purpose. They want
you to teach only people they approve of, people they can control. W haven't
built a school here, we've played right into their hands and built a prison
for

you. That's the real reason the arny is here, to turn this place into a
top-security installation. They've already taken charge. | just found out a
del egation of clergy cane to see you, and Bodkirk turned them away You know
how

| found out? | heard it on the radio. It's being reported that you snubbed

t hem

probably as a reaction to the Pope's statenent."

"The Pope?" said Merlin.

| told himthe position that the Roman Catholic church had officially taken
regardi ng sorcery, and told himthat he could now expect to be denounced from
every pulpit, which in fact, had al ready begun, though |I hadn't known about

it

at the tine. He took this all in calmy, nerely nodding as | spoke. At |ast,

I



ran out of steamand sinply sat there, funing

"What are you going to do?" | asked.

"Just what |'ve been doing," he replied. "I shall continue to teach ny

cl asses.”

"That's it?"

"And I will get rid of these bug listening devices," he added. ' 'And the
caneras, as well. If they have been recording ny classes, then it's possible

someone may try to learn fromthe recordi ngs, and that could prove hazardous.
Thaumat ur gy shoul d not be attenpted without proper supervision. And it was

al so

rather rude of M. Bodkirk to place themin ny private quarters. | don't care
for that at all."

"But what about the rest of it?" | asked.

"You mean the governnent keeping ne prisoner here and dictating terns to ne?"
gﬁrugged. "I'"'mafraid that won't do at all. You can tell M. Bodkirk that."
"I"'ve already told him" | said. "And he's already heard," | added wyly.

"Wll, then that's all settled, then."

"Nothing is settled!"™ | shouted, jumping up out of my chair; no |onger able
to

contain myself. "For God's sake, don't you understand what I'mtelling you?
They

intend to hold you prisoner here! They're taking control!"

"Thomas, sit down and cal myourself," said Merlin. He continued to gaze at ne
steadily until | acquiesced to his wi shes and sat back down, with a hel pl ess,
frustrated feeling. "That's better,” he said. "Now, pray remain silent for a
nmonent . "

He sat still behind his desk, his hands clasped before him then his eyes
suddenly flashed with a searingly bright, blue glow and twi n beans of force
| anced out fromthem like |asers, only they were not continuous. It was a
bri ef

burst, and the beans that left his eyes were no nore than two feet |ong. They
flew out into the center of the room where they started to curve and go
round

and round in circles, like two bright, gl ow ng snakes chasi ng one anot her
goi ng

faster and faster until they formed a sphere of glow ng blue energy I|ike

Sai nt

Elmp's fire that hovered and pul sated above the floor, as if with a life of
its

own. | stared, open-nouthed, as the ball expanded and contracted, as if it
wer e

a heart beating, then suddenly expl oded, conpletely w thout sound, into
dozens

of tiny lightning bolts of energy that flew about the roomlike dragonflies.

A nunber of them zoomed past within inches of ny face as | sat there,
ast oni shed, and they kept darting all around the room |ike mniature
heat - seeking nmissiles, until one of themflew into the tel ephone receiver,



and

anot her penetrated the desk. Several others entered the wall in various

pl aces,

and went behind the bookshel ves, while others still zoomed out the door and
down

the hall like a flock of angry hornets.

From t he outside, the darkened buil ding nust have | ooked |Iike a mad
scientist's

| aboratory as the tiny bolts of energy whizzed through it, illumnating the
wi ndows with a stroboscopic effect as they sought Bodkirk's hidden
surveil | ance

caneras and m crophones. It nust have lasted no note than a mnute, then it
was

over, and every one of Bodkirk's monitors flashed a burst of static, then
went

dark. Each one of his conceal ed m crophones gave of f a hi gh-pitched whining
sound and nel ted.

"Now then," said Merlin, "we can speak wi thout fear of being overheard."
However, | was too stunned to speak. It was a display of power such as | had

never seen from himbefore. And he had done it calmy, effortlessly, and
i nstantly.

"I amnot surprised at this devel opnent,"” he said. "If anything, | am
surprised

it did not happen sooner."

"You mean you expected sonething like this?" | said, still overwhel med from
t he

spectacle | had just w tnessed.

"Sooner or later, | knew that there would be a conflict between those in

power
and nyself," said Merlin. "Magic has a nost seductive lure, especially to

t hose

who would misuse it, which is one of the reasons | have been so careful in ny
sel ection of ny students. | had a feeling it would come to this before too

| ong,

and | am not conpletely unprepared."” He gestured toward one of his

bookshel ves.

"Exam ne the titles of those volunes there, on the third shelf."

| looked, and saw, with some surprise, that the entire shelf, and part of the
next one down, was filled with books concerni ng nodem weapons, especially

t hose

used by the mlitary and the police.

"I realized, when | was shot, that | was woefully ignorant about the weapons

of

this time," said Merlin, "so | took the trouble to obtain sone books in town
that would M1 this gap in ny education. | was very nuch inpressed. W have
cone

a long, long way fromthe weapons of my tinme, indeed. The destructive
capability

of a mbdemarny is really quite astonishing. However, | already knew that.
What

| did not know was how t hese weapons worked. | am not invul nerable, of

course,



and it would take considerably |less than an arny to defeat nme. One | one
assassin

al nost succeeded in taking nmy life. However, now that | am nuch better

i nf or ned,

| can take certain precautions. Besides, the governnent doesn't really want
ne

dead. At least, not yet. | have sonething they want, and unless they perceive
ne
as a serious threat to their power, they will not seek to kill ne."

At that noment, the tel ephone rang and Merlin punched the call up on the
speaker

"Very clever, Merlin," Bodkirk said.

"M. Bodkirk," Merlin replied with a smle. "You' re working late tonight."
"Very funny. | saw that fireworks display in there. All my nonitors are dead.
I

i magi ne Mal ory's given you quite an earful."

"As you knew he woul d,"” said Merlin.

"It saved ne the trouble of having to confront you personally," Bodkirk said.

"Wy, Bodkin, you wouldn't be afraid of ne, would you?"

"The nane's Bodkirk. And no, I'mnot afraid of you, but let's just say |I have
a

heal thy respect for your capabilities. | was hoping | could persuade Ml ory
to

be reasonabl e and convi nce you of the necessity of what we're doing, but
unfortunately, it didn't turn out that way. So nowit's up to nme. You know
how

t hi ngs stand, though Malory's exaggerated matters sonewhat. For one thing, no
one's keeping your prisoner. W' re sinply concerned about your safety."

"I"mtouched," said Merlin.

"When it comes right down to it," said Bodkirk, "we both really want the sane
thing. You want to teach nagic. W want you to teach magic. W have no
conflict

there."”

"I"mpleased to hear it.

"All we want to do is make certain that your students pass the necessary
security clearances," said Bodkirk. "In the wong hands, magic could be a
power ful weapon. |'m sure you appreciate that yourself. Al we want to do is
exerci se greater responsibility over whom you teach and who has access to
you.

That's purely for your own protection, as well as ours.”

"I appreciate your concern," said Merlin. "However, | believe that | am best

qualified to decide whom | shall teach, and how. And while | amgrateful for

t he

government's concern for ny safety, | amquite capable of protecting myself."

"You nmean like the tinme you were shot?" said Bodkirk

"I was taken by surprise.”



"And it can easily happen again," said Bodkirk. "You' re much too valuable to
lose. W sinmply can't afford to take that chance. I'mafraid I'lIl have to

i nsi st

on your cooperation."”

"And if | refuse?"

"Then that will place me in a rather awkward position," Bodkirk replied. "If
you
refuse, | shall have to conpel you to cooperate. |I'mhoping it won't cone to

that, but if it does, rest assured that | have the ability to get the job
done.
It's nothing personal, you understand, but |'ve got ny orders.”

"I'"ve never questioned your abilities, M. Bodkirk," Merlin said. "You' ve

al ways
i npressed ne as a very capable young nman. And rest assured that whatever
happens, | shall not take it personally. | appreciate your position. In
return,

| hope you can appreciate mne. Good night."
He punched a button on the speaker phone, severing the connection
"What happens now?" | said.

"That is entirely up to our friend, Bodkin," Merlin said. "A dagger at our
backs, indeed. | think it's time we sumoned the students for a neeting."

CHAPTER 10

The showdown between Merlin and the British government, in the person of one
St anl ey Bodkirk, mght have become a fanopus incident were it not vastly
over - shadowed by an even greater event destined to go down in history as The
G eat London Riot of '82.

It all began the nmorning follow ng ny neeting with Bodkirk and my subsequent
di scussion with Merlin. The previous night, the students all cane fromtheir
dormitory roonms and gathered in the neeting hall, where Merlin told them what
the situation was. Not surprisingly, they were all angered and di smayed at

t he

prospect of being forced to | eave the school

Anyone who has ever studied with a gifted teacher knows how i nportant that
teacher can beconme to the student, and what loyalty he can command. Merlin
was

certainly no exception. H's students all idolized him and would have done
anything for him Mny of themhad led very difficult lives up to that point,
and at the College, they found not only a purpose, but a nurturing hone.

Now they realized that they were being used, not by Merlin, of course, but by
government officials who had regarded them as not hi ng nore than gui nea pigs.
They had been spied on and investigated, and once their hard work had
denonstrated that thaumaturgy was not a freak ability and coul d, indeed, be
taught, their role was at an end. The Col |l ege woul d become nothing nore than
a

classified research installation with partici pants handpi cked by the

gover nnent



and they would get their wal king papers. Fromthe ol dest, an American man of
thirty-two who had worked his passage to England aboard ship just on the
chance

that he m ght be accepted, to the youngest, an Irish girl of seventeen who
was

t hought mad because she adamantly cl ai ned she could | eave her body and visit
other places in her dreams, they were outraged and furious. And not one of

t hem

woul d even think of conplying with the government's denands.

They were a disparate group, nost of them British, but sone fromas far away
as

the United States and Australia, and given the difficulties of travel during
t he

Col | apse, many of them had gone to a great deal of trouble and taken

signi ficant

risks to come to Loughborough and apply, with no guarantee that they would be
accepted. Indeed, the vast majority of applicants were disappointed in their
hopes. Al sorts of people cane seeking to study with Merlin, fromall walks
of

life. Male and feral e, young and old, rich and poor, rational and irrational
Merlin attracted the predictable lunatics and eccentrics, but he also
received

many tenpting offers fromthose who were well off, offers to hel p subsidize
t he

school or build additional w ngs and such. However, he would not be

i nfl uenced

by what he | ooked upon as nothing nore than bri bes.

He sel ected his students based solely on his own criteria, and he didn't care
where they cane fromor what sort of lives they'd led. He | ooked primarily
for

evi dence of the natural talent that would enable themto becone adepts, and
he

sought peopl e who were honest and sincere, with a desire to help others and
to

believe in sonething greater than thenselves. He had started teaching with an
initial group of thirty-five, which by the tine of our trouble with Bodkirk
had

grown to about two hundred, chosen fromthousands of applicants.

Most of them were young and had al ready denonstrated various paranor mal
abilities. Gthers, in whomthe talent was |atent, blossoned into a newf ound
sel f-awareness through their work with Merlin. Al of them without
excepti on,

were extremely bright and possessed strong personalities, as one of the main
requi rements of an adept was a strong will. Anobng that group, a few have not
survived, but the rest all hold inportant positions in the thaumaturgic

hi erarchy today. Six are board menbers of the |I.T.C., a dozen or so are
directors and bureau chiefs of various Bureaus of Thaumaturgy throughout the
worl d, and the rest are all high-ranking adepts, five of them having reached
t he

| evel of mage, which neans they have attained the same level as their

t eacher.

It was a very gifted and a very special group, indeed, and their efforts,

gui ded

by Merlin, were about to show the world what magic could really do.

Merlin explained that nothing could be done until Bodkirk rmade the first
nove,



because under no circunstances nmust they initiate any conflict. There was no
way

of knowi ng how | ong we'd have to wait, but Bodkirk wasted no tine at all.
Pronptly at sunrise, we heard a bullhorn hailing us fromoutside. W al

cr owded

up to the wi ndows and saw the troops surroundi ng the buil ding, and Bodkirk
standing there with a bull horn.

"Attention! Attention! This is Stanley Bodkirk. Al personnel nust vacate the
buil ding imredi ately! | repeat, all personnel must vacate the building
i medi atel y!"

The only people in the building at the tine were Merlin, nyself, and the

resi dent students. The ot her nenbers of our group, the administrative and
support wing, were not due to arrive for several hours yet. It was barely
dawn,

and Bodkirk was obviously hoping to get the job done quickly and efficiently,
bef ore anyone el se in the comunity knew what was goi ng on

"This is your last chance! W don't want to see anyone hurt. All personne
nmust
vacate the building at once!’

No one noved to conply with Bodkirk's demand, but there was a great deal of
nmoverrent in the neeting hall. The chairs and desks had all been cl eared away
and

now t he students all gathered into one large circle, with several concentric
rings, as if they were all preparing to start sone sort of folk dance.
However ,

this would be a very different sort of dance. A danse macabre.

They all joined hands and began to nove around slowy in a cl ockw se
direction,

chanting to gather their energy. It started slowly, nen as their voices found
a

rhythm it garnered strength. They were able to hear it outside. The words
wer e

ancient Celtic. Translated into modem English, Merlin told me later, the

i nvocati on woul d have sounded sinple, like a nursery rhyne chanted by a group
of

children, but in old Celtic, a | anguage no one outside understood, it sounded
positively om nous, particularly given the dirgelike chanting of the
students.

Al most two hundred of them circles within circles, all noving together and
sounding |like a chorus of Gregorian nonks.

| 1 ooked out through the wi ndow and saw many of the sol di ers exchangi ng

appr ehensi ve gl ances. They held their weapons nervously and fidgeted. It had
to

be unnerving. Hell, | found it unnerving mnysel f!

"Merlin!" It was Bodkirk's anplified voice again. "Don't do anything foolish
You don't want any of those people hurt! Send themout! Send them out now
Thi s

is your |ast chance!’

The chanting grew | ouder and | ouder as the apprentices picked up their pace.
I

soon felt a heat rising in the room nore heat than could possibly be
account ed



for by the novenment of all those bodies. The air inside the neeting hal
seened
thick, and | felt drops of perspiration beading on ny forehead.

Suddenl y, the wi ndows shattered as a volley of gas and snoke grenades cane
bursting through into the neeting hall. The students did not stop their
circling

and chanting. Through the stinging snmoke, | watched as Merlin calmy
levitated

each canni ster and floated themall out the w ndow en masse, dropping them on
the surprised soldiers. It caused a brief disarray anong them but they
recovered qui ckly, donning masks, and fired another volley, only this tine
Merlin was ready for them The snoke and gas cannisters all stopped short of
t he

wi ndows and hung nmotionless in mdair for a monent, then curved back toward
t he

sol diers and | anded anmong t hem once agai n.

| grinned. | could imagine Bodkirk's fury. It served the bastard right. Then
I
saw the soldiers form ng for a charge

"He's going to send themin!" | said.

"Never fear; they won't get far," said Merlin. He glanced back toward his
circling students. The air above them seened to shimrer. He snil ed.

The sol diers charged. Merlin closed his eyes. Frombelow, | could hear the
sounds of doors slanm ng open, followed by the running footsteps of the
sol di ers.

"Wnd," said Merlin.

Above the heads of the circling students, the thickened, msty air took on a
conelike form like an inverted funnel, circling with them | could see bl ue
sparks of energy crackling withinit. |I felt a strong breeze in the room a
breeze that did not come through the shattered wi ndows, but fromthe
direction

of that swirling cone.

"Wnd!" said Merlin, raising his arns.

I could hear the soldiers running up the stairs.

There was a crackling discharge of energy and I could now see the funne

gl owi ng

with a bright blue Iight as wind blew through the roomwth rapidly
i ncreasi ng

force, sounding like a gale on the seacoast. | had to grab onto the
wi ndowsi |

to steady nyself. Then Merlin brought his arnms down, just as | saw the first
of

the soldiers come up out of the stairway and start running toward us down the
hal I .

The funnel cone el ongated and curved sharply, then shot out a |ong and
swirling

tendril toward the door. The soldiers running down the corridor were struck
with

hurricane-force wind that blew several of themright off their feet and sent



t hem sl i di ng backwards into those behind them The sorcerous tornado drove

t hem

back, pushed them down the stairwells, smashing theminto one another and
forcing themto drop their weapons and shield their faces. They could make no
headway against it. It forced themback and literally blew themall right out
of

t he buil di ng.

"It does a teacher's heart good to see his pupils do so well,"” said Merlin
with

a snmle.

"What if they open fire?" | said.

"I don't think he will dare,” said Merlin. "He is a small man, drunk with his
aut hority, and he does not really understand the power he is dealing wth.

t hi nk he has taken too much upon hinself. He is acting foolishly. Still
foolish

men often nmake serious mstakes. It would be best to be prepared.™

The wi nd kept pushing the soldiers back farther fromthe buil di ng, knocking
L??nlheir feet as they struggled against it. Sonme of them sinply broke and
Li?’that didn't make them cowards. They were up agai nst sonething no sol dier
ngr faced before. It was nore than a hurricane-force wind, it was a w nd
infd actually see, a sparking, glowing, directed stormof energy that forced
t hem back relentlessly, and many of them panicked.

The wi nd pushed them back al nbst to the gates, then streaned back and curved
around the building, swirling around it faster and faster until it fornmed a
pul sating, glow ng, blue wall around us. It |looked as if the entire building
wer e sheathed inside a shimering cloud of Saint Elnp's fire that sparkled
with

el ectrical discharges. W were inside a thaumaturgic force field.

"How | ong can you keep this up?" | asked him

"Not very long," Merlin replied. He glanced toward his students. "I am

shapi ng

and directing the spell, but their energy is the source. However, they are

i nexperienced, and they will soon grow tired. |If Bodkirk has not becone
sufficiently discouraged by then, | shall have to deal with him personally."

But Bodkirk had apparently had enough. At least, for the present. Either

t hat ,

or he could not induce the soldiers to try again. There was no further

at t enpt

to rush the building or to force us out, not even after the energy of the
spel |

had abated and the students all lay on the floor of the neeting hall,
exhaust ed,

yet exhilarated, filled with a newfound sense of power and purpose. Even in
their weary repose, they tal ked excitedly anmong thensel ves, and | aughed and
hugged and rolled on the floor like children

| 1 ooked out the wi ndow toward where the renmaining troops had gat hered just
beyond the gates. They seened to be mlling around and argui ng anong



t hensel ves.
There was no senbl ance of order at all. | could see no sign of Bodkirk

"\What happens now?" | asked.

"That depends on Bodkirk," Merlin said. "And on what orders he receives from
hi s

superiors. | doubt he will be anxious to report to themright now, because
he's

made a mess of things."

"He's not the only one," | said. "The fools in London are responsible for
this.

They need this school, and they need you, but they're so paranoid and
obsessed

wi t h having conplete control that they can't see things clearly."

Merlin sat down on the floor and | eaned back against the wall. "I told you
this
woul d be a difficult task, Thomas. | expected resistance. New ideas or, as in

this case, an old idea that nerely seens new because it was forgotten, are
often

difficult for people to accept. And despite all we've managed to acconpli sh,
we

have barely even begun. This is only ny first school. There shall have to be
many others, in every country of the world, before the task can truly be

conplete. If | have to go through this sort of thing each tine...." He shook
hi s

head. "I amnot a young nan anynore."

"That's right, at two thousand, you' re not exactly a spring chicken," | said.

Merlin chuckl ed. Then his expression becanme serious. "So far; we have been
fortunate. It could have been nuch worse. And it nay yet become so, before
t he

day is out."

"No," | said. "It doesn't have to be that way! Not if we do it right!"

He gl anced up at ne. "\Wat do you mean?"

"I mean we should do what | intended all along. W should use the nedia
properly, and give thema really dramatic denonstrati on of what nagic can
acconplish! If they'd been here to see this...." | stopped short. "God, |'m
an

idiot!"

I ran toward the door.
"Where are you goi ng?" Merlin called out behind ne.
"To do what | should have done in the first place!"

| ran upstairs to Merlin's office. Wy it hadn't occurred to me to call the

nmedi a about this before, | couldn't fathom unless it was because |I'd

devel oped

such an aversion for themover the past few nonths. Once Merlin started
teaching, | was the one who had to deal with themall the tine, until Bodkirk

conveniently stepped in to take that burden frommny shoul ders, for his own
purposes, and | was so glad to be rid of it that | had sinply forgotten al



about them

| had also forgotten the cardinal rule of dealing with them You could be
used

by the nmedia, or you could use them... so long as you gave them what they
wanted. Merlin had purposely downpl ayed his powers, because he was concerned
about frightening people. He had wanted to bring roe public along slowy,

pl ay

the charming old sorcerer; the new age nystic, giving them denonstrati ons,

but

not hi ng too dramatic, nothing that would give any real indication of just how
power ful his magic could be.

Except for his first television appearance, he'd shied away from gi ving
anyt hi ng
but purely practical denonstrations.

That seermed a | ogical course to take, and | had supported it, but maybe we
2?gsed the point. Perhaps frightening people was exactly what Merlin should
gzﬁg. As a fanmous American president once said, "Speak softly, but carry a
g;?ck." It was time, | felt, not only to show themthat big stick, but give
;hﬁg;rty whack with it. That conjured wi nd had sent experienced soldiers
running. If Merlin were to do sonething Iike that before the news caneras...

| burst into his office and lunged for the phone. It was dead. | realized

t hat

Bodki rk nust have cut the lines. | tried the lights. Nothing. He'd cut the
power, too. | slamed ny fist against the wall in frustration and returned to
tell Merlin what | had discovered. He was not surprised at all. In fact, he
smi | ed.

"So," he said, "our friend Bodkin appears to be preparing for a siege."
"A siege?"' | said.' 'You think he intends to starve us out?

"Or prevent us from comunicating with the outside, and cause us enough

di sconfort that we will give in to his demands,” said Merlin. "Hi s thinking
nmay

be sound enough, only not for soneone dealing with a mage, as he will soon
[earn.”

"I"mworried about Jenny and the others,"” | said. "He could decide to use

t hem

to bring pressure against us."

"Jenny and the girls will be safe enough at hone," he replied. "The warding
spell will protect them And there's Victor, don't forget. If anyone tries to
harmthem Victor will tear their throats out. But the others will be

vul nerable. W had best send word to them'
" How?"
"Rai se the window," Merlin said. "I would not want our nessenger injured by

t he
br oken gl ass. "



"Messenger? What nessenger?” | said as | lifted the wi ndow and sone of the
shattered glass fell tinkling to the floor

"Be quiet a noment," said Merlin. He stared out the wi ndow for a short while,
and then a large crow canme fl opping through and | anded on his shoul der.
Merlin

gl anced at me and raised his eyebrows. "Air mil,"’
paper and a pen."

he said. "I'll need sone

| brought himwhat he needed and he wote a short note to Jenny, telling her

to

remain in the house and instructing her to contact the others. Then he fol ded
up

the paper and held it out to the crow. The bird took it in its beak and flew
back out the wi ndow.

"That's amazing," | said. "Can you do that with all animals?"
"Some are nore cooperative than others,"
to

get very far with pigs, for instance. They resent people too nuch. And eagl es
can be sonewhat tenperanental. But |'ve always done well with cats and dogs,
and

bears, and sone species of insects. | instructed the crowto wait and bring
back

areply.”

he replied. "I have never been able

"You did? | didn't hear you say anything.'

He tapped his forehead. "Wrds are not al ways necessary. Animals are very
sensitive."

"You never cease to surprise me. | wish | could learn howto do that," | said.

"It requires a certain gift, nore than nerely being an adept," said Merlin.
"1t

t akes many years of patient effort. Aside fromthe necessary talent, you need
to

observe animals carefully, and | earn to understand them WMany people have the
gift, nmore than you m ght think, but they do not trouble to develop it. They
take satisfaction in the fact that animals seemto respond to them but they
never work to forma closer bond. And then, the nodern world does not
facilitate

such study. It moves too quickly, and patience and a deep reverence for

nat ure

and her creatures have ceased to be considered virtues."

"That's really what this is all about, isn't it?" | said as | watched the
students resting on the floor, exhausted fromtheir efforts. Alot of them
wer e

fast asleep. The rest were whispering quietly, so as not to disturb the

ot hers.

"It's a battle between the nodern world and an ol der, sinpler tine."

"I prefer to think that it is not a choice between two such extrenmes,” Merlin
replied. "W cannot go back to the past, and there is much about the past

t hat

is best left in the past. However, we can nove on into the future with an
appreciation for the | essons of the past, sonething humanity has never
profited



fromgreatly."

"There's an ol d saying, those who do not renenber the m stakes of the past
are
dooned to repeat them'' | said

"True,'' said Merlin.' 'Consider our present situation. This school, for
i nstance, could just as easily be a castle fortress, with nen at arns inside,
led by a warlord, and outside is a besieging arny, |led by another warlord."

"It's a bit difficult to picture Bodkirk as a warlord,"” | said with a grin.

"Nevertheless, in a very real sense, that is his role," said. Merlin. "And

t he

root of our conflict is no different than the struggle between U her

Pendr agon

and Gorlois of Cornwall. It is a question of power. | possess it, Bodkirk and
his superiors wish to seize and control it. And so here we two warlords sit,
at

| ogger heads, while the common peopl e starve and suffer. Things have not
changed

so very much, after all."”

"It's all so bloody stupid,” | said.

Merlin shrugged. "You'll hear no argument fromne. If there was sone way we
could comprom se, | would, but their position does not allow for it. They
woul d

i solate nme here, and study nme, and have ne train only those whomthey approve
of ." He glanced toward his students. "Now that they have served their

pur pose,

they woul d be di scarded and replaced by others of Bodkirk's ilk. No, Thomas,

I

cannot allow that. It was never what | had in mnd. And | owe them nore than
that."

"Then fight the bastards,” | said. "Power is the only thing they really
under st and. Show t hem "

Merlin sighed. "I amsorely tenpted to do just that. But don't you see, that
woul d only prove themright. If | did that, then all those who have been
sayi ng

| am dangerous, and that magic i s dangerous, would have their clains
vindi cated. "

"Perhaps,” | said, "but then again, maybe that doesn't nmatter anynore.

Per haps

there never was a way around that. The point is that a | ot of people would
support you, because they're fed up with the way things are. They're
desperat e.

And a lot of themare dying. The old world order has fallen apart. W need a
new

one. And we won't bring it about with hal fway nmeasures."

"And if we fail?" said Merlin.

| glanced at himsharply. It was the first time I'd ever seen himexhibit any
doubt. And it was the last time, as well. After that day, it was a different
Merlin who emerged, a Merlin who had resol ved upon a new, stronger course of
action, and never once | ooked back.



"If we fail, then the world fails," |I said. "W have everything to gain, and
nothing left to |l ose."

"Merlin!" It was Bodkirk on his bullhorn again. "Merlin, can you hear nme?"
Merlin took a deep breath, but said nothing. He had a distant look in his
eyes.

| answered for him

"What do you want, Bodkirk?" | shouted out the w ndow.

"Mal ory?"

"I said, what do you want?"

"You know damm well what | want! 1 want you and the rest of those people out
of

there! Merlin stays. Tell himif he refuses to cooperate, 1'll be forced to
t ake
drastic measures. | didn't want to see anybody hurt, but he's left me with no

other choice now This is a matter of national security. If the building is
not

cleared i medi ately, the troops will open fire. I will do whatever is
necessary

to shut this place down. You understand ne? \Watever is necessary!"

| glanced at Merlin. "You still think there's another way to deal wth people
i ke that?"
"No," said Merlin softly, "I fear not."

He got to his feet and turned toward his students, who were all awake now and
wat ching himto see what he woul d do. He took a deep breath and exhal ed
heavi l y.

"W are about to pass the point of no return,"” he said to them "If any of
you

have any doubts about follow ng ne, come what may, then nowis the tine to
speak. | shall not hold it against you. |If you choose to remain, then you
will

share in the consequences of ny actions. If you | eave now, you |leave with a
cl ear conscience, and | will think none the worse of you for it."

There was a long silence. No one spoke.

"Merlin!" Bodkirk shouted through his bullhorn

' "What happened this norning will be nothing conpared to what will happen
now, '

said Merlin. "If any of you have any reservations, this is your final chance."
"Merlin! Damm you, answer ne!’

Not one of them stepped forward. Soneone in the group said, "W're all with
you,

Professor! Gve "emhell!"”

They started to applaud, but Merlin silenced them at once.



"Cease!" he shouted. "I will not have appl ause for what | am about to do."

"Merlin! Merlin, I' Il have your answer now or we will open fire in ten
seconds!"

Merlin stepped up to the window. "Here is ny answer!" he shouted, and his
eyes

flashed with a bright, blue, incandescent gl ow as a beam of thaumaturgic
force

| anced out fromthem and struck Bodkirk where he stood, about fifty yards
away.

He screaned as his body was weathed in blue flame and an instant |ater
there

was nothing left of himbut a scorched spot where he had stood and a few
rising

tendrils of snoke.

There was a stunned silence. | swallowed hard and said, "Jesus."
"Was that what you wanted, Thomas?'' Merlin said tersely.
| took a deep breath. "I suppose there was no other choice,"” | said.

"Ch, yes, there was," said Merlin grimy. "But not quite so effective.
bserve. "

The soldiers were giving up. They'd had enough. Wthout Bodkirk there to give
themtheir orders, they decided they weren't going up against anything |ike
what

they had just seen. Silently, they filed out through the gates and retreated
to

their barracks, across the road.

Merlin faced his students. "The responsibility for what | have just done is
m ne

and mne alone. If any of you wish to |leave, it should be safe now It has
been

my privilege to instruct you."

He turned and wal ked out of the hall. Not a single student |eft.

The crow returned shortly with a note fromJenny. Not finding Merlin present,
it

delivered the note to me. | took it fromits beak and, somewhat |anely,
t hanked
it. It gave a raucous cry and flew back out the wi ndow. | opened the note and

| earned why we had no tel ephone service and no power. The power was out
everywhere and all the tel ephone lines were dead. Jenny was at honme, with the
Stewarts and the others, listening to the radio. | hurried to nmy office on

t he

first floor and switched on the snall battery-powered radio | kept there.

"—eontinue to broadcast so |long as our auxiliary generators can keep

oper at i ng,

whi ch our chief engineer tells me will be only about another hour or two, at
best. | repeat, remain indoors if at all humanly possible. Keep away from
your

wi ndows. Lock your doors. Use your energency supplies sparingly, because
there
is no way of telling how long this may continue. The fighting is apparently



worst in the East End, but rioting has broken out all over the city, and in
many

of the outlying areas, as well. Looting is ranpant. There are fires all over
t he

city, nmost of them apparently burning out of control. The power is out al

over

London, and the tel ephone swi tchboards are inoperative. Tony Sanders has just
arrived in the studio, he's been out there, Tony, are you all right? You | ook
terriblel™

"I feel terrible, Brian. It's awful out there, it's an absolute horror

Pl ease,

| adi es and gentl enmen, whatever you do, keep off the streets! Stay inside! The
whol e city has gone nmad. It began, as near as we can tell, shortly after two
o'clock this morning, with a skirm sh between police and a gang of looters in
t he warehouse district, by the Thames, in what was apparently an organi zed
attenpt to break in and steal energency food rations. The looters were well
armed and a firefight ensued, which was shortly joined by a squad of L.U A D.
conmmandos called in to assist the officers on the scene, who were both

out nunber ed and out gunned. As near as we can tell, the fighting was

spont aneously joined by |local residents, nmany of themarmed as well, and it
qui ckly escalated into a full-scale street riot, at which point the arny was
called in. However, that act proved to be tossing fuel onto the fire, for it
resulted in people firing on the soldiers fromconceal ment in nearby

bui I di ngs,

and the rioting spread fromthere."

"How i ntense is the fighting right now, Tony?"

"There's no way to nmeasure it, Brian, but it is very intense, indeed, on the
East End, and sporadic fighting is taking place throughout the city Looters

are

everywhere. People seemto have gone stark raving nmad. | understand there is
also rioting in Al dershot and Farnham and we've had reports of fighting in

Ashford, Brentwood, Watford, St. Al bans, Letehworth, no way to substantiate

many
of these reports, | hasten to add, but it seens to be breaking out all oven
Again, | repeat, we cannot confirmnost of these reports, but we can confirm

that the fighting in Greater London is very bad, indeed. \Wat happened early
this nmorning seenms to have set off a chain reaction that is now running out
of

control, and there is literally no way of telling howlong it may |ast or
what

t he outcone may be. The governnent has declared martial |aw, but the
authorities

seemtotally unable to deal with the scope of the situation. It's as if
everywhere, throughout the city and beyond, people have finally reached the
breaking point and we are in a state of total anarchy. This is a disaster a
tragedy of unprecedented proportions, |adies and gentlenen, and if you ate
within the sound of my voice, | urge you to barricade yoursel ves inside your
hones and pray"

| picked up the radio and rushed upstairs to Merlin's quarters. It had
finally

happened, what we had feared nost in ny days with the arny and later with the
police departnent, a total breakdown of society. W had all been teetering on
the edge of this for years and we had gone over the brink at |ast. Conpared
to

this, our own crisis was insignificant.



Merlin stood at the wi ndow of his office, staring out toward the gate, toward
t he spot where Bodkirk had died. |I had not switched off the radi o when

rushed

upstairs, and he turned at the sound. | said nothing, nerely stood there,
holding it. He looked at nme, and | set the radio down on his desk. He stared
at

it, listening inpassively as the two announcers continued their reports.

"Where are the students?" he asked, after a few noments.
"Still in the nmeeting hall,"” | said. "At least, they were when | left them"™
He nodded. "Send word to Jenny. W are |eaving for London at once."

"How?" | asked.

"Sinmple," Merlin replied. "W are going to drive."

| can't imagi ne what the soldiers nmust have thought when they | ooked out the
wi ndows of their barracks and saw the two of us approaching with a flag of
truce, consisting of nmy handkerchief tied to the end of a ruler A nunber of
t hem

cane out, carrying their weapons, but hol ding them nervously. Their senior
officer; a major; stepped forward, his sidearm hol stered. He gazed at us
uncertainly.

"I am Maj or Waters," he said flatly, and volunteered nothing further

I'd never had any direct dealings with the soldiers before, so | introduced
nysel f and Merlin.

"I regret the necessity for what happened earlier" said Merlin, "but there is
a

far nore serious situation facing us now. You are aware of what is happening
in

London?"

Wat ers nodded. "We've been in radi o communication,” he said. "W have been
ordered back to the city, to assist in putting down the rioting. The nmen are
packing up their gear right now. | have no further orders concerning you and
your people at present. And | have as yet nmade no report concerning this
nmorning's events. Things are a bit hectic back at headquarters right now. "

Merlin nodded. "W are going with you."

Waters raised his eyebrows. "To London? |'mafraid | can't allow that, sir M
initial orders concerning your group were—

"Look, Major," | said, "we can stand here arguing all day while London burns,
or
we can go there and do sonething about it.

"W are going, in any event," said Merlin. "I would prefer to do it with your
cooperation, but I do not require it. | could easily conpel you."

Waters blinked. "I have little doubt of that," he said. "Very well. However,
we

do not have roomfor all your people.”

"That won't be necessary,"” Merlin said. "Qur party will consist of Thomas and



nmysel f, and six others. Have you room enough for then®"

"W can manage that," said Waters. "We will be leaving in less than five
m nut es, however"

"W'| | be ready, "I said
"Sir..." said Waters, hesitantly addressing Merlin.
"Yes?"

"Do you think you can really stop it?"
"Yes, Major, | believe I can," said Merlin.
"Right. Let's go, then."

Merlin selected six of his nost gifted students to acconmpany himto London
Young and unsure of thenselves then, all their names are quite well-known

t oday.

Andrei Zorin was then an earnest young man of nineteen, fromthe city of

Ki ev,

in the Ukrai ne. However, even then, his psychic abilities were well-devel oped
and he had come to England to apply for the College with assistance fromhis
government. Today, he sits on the board of directors of the I.T.C. and hol ds
t he

rank of mage, one of only five people to attain the highest level in the

di sci pline of thaumaturgy.

Anot her was Huang Wi Chen, a quiet and reserved young nan of twenty,
originally

fromthe H mal ayan ranges of Tibet, who had been living in Paris when he
hear d

about Merlin. Today, he is better known by his nagenane, Tao Tzu, which neans
"Son of the Way," and he resides once nore in his native country, in an

i sol at ed

nonastery on a nountai ntop where he teaches students of his own. H's True
Li ght

Col l ege of Sorcery is one of the nost rigorous and demandi ng schools in
exi stence, and has produced some of the finest adepts in the world.

Yoshi Kunitsugu, from Japan, is better known today by the magename of Yohaku
whi ch neans' 'blank space'' or' 'white space"” in his native |anguage, and is
a

reference to the Japanese calligraphic art form known as Sho, in which the
space

that is left blank upon a canvas is just as inmportant as that which is filled
with ink. Enpty space is not nothing in the art of Japan. It represents the
realmof infinite possibilities. Like Tao Tzu and Zorin, he too attained the
rank of mage. At the time, he was nerely a boy, and he treated Merlin with

t he

reverence of a Zen student toward his naster

Stefan St. John, of Manchester, was the only other man, except for Al 'Hassan
(who did not study with Merlin until he started teaching in Anerica), who
ever

attained the rank of mage. He chose Gandal f as his nmagenane, taken froma
classic work of fantasy by Tol kien, and he, too, sat on the board of the
I.T.C

until his recent death at the age of seventy-one. He was thirty at the tine,



one
of the ol dest students at the Coll ege.

Pierre Chagal, at twenty-eight, was al so one of the ol der students, from
Cherbourg. He eventually founded the Coll ege of Sorcerers at the Sorbonne and
is

currently the chairman of the board of the I.T.C., with the rank of

twel fth-1evel adept. And the final menber of our party was |an Duncan, a
twenty-two-year-old from London, particularly concerned about his fam |y when
he

| earned about the rioting. They lived in the East End.

W joined Major Waters in his convoy of army transports, along with a
partially

filled fuel tanker, which was all the reserve Waters and his men possessed.
I't

woul d be enough to get us all to London, and it was placed in the center of
t he

convoy, for protection

| had sent word to Jenny with one of the other students, who would all remain
behind at the College. Al of them had been anxious to go, but Merlin did not
wi sh to put any nore of themat risk than absolutely necessary, and there was
not enough roomfor them in any case. The thought crossed ny mnd, as it had
in

my days with the Loo, that | m ght never see ny famly again. |1'd been

i nvol ved

in sone bad ones before, but never anything as bad as this. | was filled with
appr ehensi on.

W passed through Loughborough, and it was still early, but the town was
strangely silent. | inmagined everyone sitting in their hones, glued to their
portable radios, listening to news of the rioting. Wuld it spread to

Loughbor ough? Many of the transients who had arrived in recent nonths,
attracted

by Merlin's presence, had since noved on, but there were still crude shanties
standing on the outskirts of the town, on both sides of the road, and as we
passed, | was assailed by the snell of unsanitary latrines and rags and ot her

refuse burning in iron barrels. Wat would these people do when they found
t he

soldiers gone? | felt a tightness in ny stomach. It wouldn't take much to

entice

themto join in a raid on the town. They had practically nothing, save the
clothes on their backs and a few personal possessions, so there was little
| eft

for themto lose. Wuld Carr's largely volunteer police force be enough to

stop

then? O would they remain peaceful, thinking Merlin was still in town? In
t he

covered transports, no one could see us, and so no one had any reason to
suspect

that Merlin was leaving with the soldiers. Perhaps that woul d be enough to
keep

themall in line. | certainly hoped so.

As we drove al ong the cracked and buckl ed pavenent of roads that could no

| onger

be mai ntai ned, past rusting cars that had been pushed off to the sides of the
road and abandoned because their owners could no | onger purchase fuel for

t hem



Merlin outlined his plan to the others. It would prove taxing on him and on

them as well. They were gifted, but they were not experienced adepts. They'd
had only a few nonths of training, and the days when adepts woul d becone
board-certified were still a long way off. Hardly any of their training had

consi sted of |earning spells. The nost difficult part of becom ng an adept
was

devel opi ng the nental powers of concentration and |earning howto tap the
intuitive, subconscious potential of the mnd. However, Merlin had sel ected
t hese individual s because they were already well ahead of all the others in
t hat

respect. Still, he had to give thema crash course along the way in the
spells

that they would use and there would be no chance for themto practice.

When it came right down to it, they would go in cold, and it would be all or

nothing. | had wi shed for the chance to study thaumaturgy nyself, but been
denied it for lack of natural ability Now, | did not envy themone bit. Nor
did

| envy Major Waters, who had taken it upon hinmself to disregard his orders
and

divide his nen, so that each of the students, in addition to Merlin and
nysel f,

woul d be acconpani ed by an armed security detachnment. If we failed, Waters
woul d

face the gravest penalties. But men again, he reasoned, if we failed, being
charged with mutiny or disobedience to orders Wuld be the | east of his
concer ns.

CHAPTER 11

The responsibilities were divided up en route. Zorin, Chen, and Kunitsugu and
the men who would go with them were given the task of restoring power to the
city. They would cast the spells Merlin had taught themto get the generating
pl ants operative again and make sure work parties were sent out to repair any
power |lines that had been damaged. It was a form dable task, and the nost
advanced students were given that responsibility.

St. John woul d be dispatched with his party of soldiers to the studios of the
BBC, to get themon the air and to start broadcasting as soon as possible.
Chagal would handl e the radi o end of the broadcasting operation. Duncan's job
would be to act as liaison with the mlitary and the police. Waters would go
with him along with another detachnent of nen. That |eft the toughest job to
Merlin.

It would be up to Merlin to stop the violence in the streets, and | would go
al ong with anot her detachnent of soldiers to watch his back, because it would
take all his concentration and energy to bring such a massive undert aki ng
about .

The various arny detachments would all have officers or noncomm ssi oned
officers

i n conmand, save for the group that went with nme, because with Merlin's
safety

at stake, | insisted on being placed in charge. Waters was hesitant about

pl aci ng sone of his men under the command of a civilian, until he found out
what

nmy background was, and then his reservations di sappeared. By the tine we
reached

the outskirts of the city, everyone knew what he would have to do.



W heard the rioting before we saw it. The sharp, crackling bursts of
automatic

weapons fire filled the air It sounded as if we were driving straight into a
war

zone and, to all intents and purposes, we were. We stopped the convoy and
reshuffl ed the passengers quickly, so that each group could take transports
and

depart for its objective. W made sure that all the tanks were full, then
abandoned the fuel tanker, even though it still contained sone precious fuel
I't

woul d be too cunbersone, and much too risky to bring al ong.

W had brought my radio, and a small, battery-powered, portable TV. These
woul d

be vital in helping us to gauge the success or failure of our efforts. | also
had nmy old 9-nm sem automatic, with two spare clips, and | had procured a
drum magazi ne, short-barreled riot shotgun from Waters. | desperately hoped

woul dn't have to use them

W were heading for a roughly central location in the city, Trafal gar Square.
As

we drove quickly through the streets, we had to sl ow down on a nunber of
occasi ons because of fighting up ahead of us. Several times, groups of people
canme running out toward us as we passed, hurling rocks and bottles, anything
that came to hand. Qur driver sinply took to | eaning on his horn and pl ow ng
strai ght on through

;h Oxford Street, we had to smash through a barricade that had been erected
1Ee m ddl e of the road, just a pile of broken furniture and junk that had
?ﬁ?gmn up. At least a dozen times or nmore, bullets fired at us penetrated the
flimy canvas covering around us and we decided it would be nore prudent to
Li&m in the lorry bed and hope that no stray rounds would find a mark.

It was bedlam Entire city blocks were in flames, bodies |ay helter-skelter
in

the street, and there was a noise in the air unlike any | had ever heard

bef ore.

It wasn't the sound of gunfire rmultiplied many tines, |ike a massive
fireworks

di splay, or the sound of sirens, or the popping, hissing, crackling, and
groani ng of many buil dings burning, it was the sound of people, people driven

past all limts of endurance, so that they were reduced to beasts. The air
seened filled with one Iong, vast, ululating how, rising and falling, rising
and falling, and it was a chilling thing to heat. It nade the hairs on the
back

of my neck bristle and ny skin feel clanmy. The scent of fear was in the air,
fear and nadness. Al nost the entire popul ace of London had turned into a
m ndl ess nob.

Sonet hi ng struck the side of the transport and a nonent |ater, the canvas
covering burst into flane. Someone had « tossed a Mol otov cocktail at us. The
sol diers quickly stripped off the burning canvas as we careened through the
streets, tossing it behind us. One of themwas nicked in the scalp by a
passi ng

bullet and he fell down beside ne.



"Are you all right?"' | shouted.

He brought his hand up to his head. "I think it only grazed me, sir I'll be
okay."

"Stay down, for God's sake."

The sky was black with snmoke and the streets were a litter of debris. People
were runni ng everywhere, sone brandi shing weapons, others carrying | ooted
itemns,

still others fighting anmpbng thensel ves. It was overwhel ning

"How the hell are you going to stop this?" | asked Merlin.

He said nothing. He sat with his eyes closed, w thdrawn deep into hinself,

ei ther thinking or sumoning up his energy, | couldn't tell. It was as if he

hadn't heard ne.

"I't's like the end of the world," the wounded sol di er said.

"Or maybe the beginning," | replied.

He | ooked up at ne and noistened his |lips nervously. "I hope so," he said.
"You

were a sergeant-major in the army, sir?"

"That's right."

"You must've seen your share of action, then."

"More than nmy share,” | replied

"Ever anything as bad as this?"

| hesitated before replying, but | owed the lad the truth. "No," | said.
"Never

like this."

W pulled into Trafal gar Square and drove around to the normside, comng to
a

stop before the National Gallery. The soldiers piled out first, deploying
around

the entrance and covering us, in case soneone opened fire, but the square
appeared deserted. The Nel son Col umm had been spray-painted with graffiti and
soneone had knocked the head off the statue of Charles I. W ran out and

br oke

down the doors of the Gallery. Al the nonunments were vandalized in one way
or

another In years past, every New Year's Eve, Trafal gar Square was the scene
of

celebration. Now, it was a scene of desolation, of a city in its death throes.

W made our way up to the roof. Some of the nen stayed below, to guard the
entrance. Merlin had remained silent all this time. Now he stood upon the
rooftop, dressed in his conical hat and robe, which Jenny had repaired for
hi m

and carrying his staff. It was a surreal sight. A figure out of the past, a
storybook w zard, standing on a rooftop |ooking out over a nodern city, a
city

that was in flames, and plunged into a state of total anarchy. Irrationally,



I
suddenly wi shed that | had brought along a canera, to capture this noment.

The sol di er who'd been wounded was one of several who had conme up on the roof
with us. One of the others had bandaged his head with gauze froma first-aid
kit. The bandage was bl oody, but he | ooked none the worse for wear. "\Wat
happens now?" he asked me softly, his gaze on Merlin.

"Magic," | replied. "Mgic happens.”

Merlin raised his staff and started chanti ng.

"What's he saying?" asked the soldier

"I don't know. | don't speak ancient Celtic."

"He's casting a spell, isn't he?"

| nodded.

The sol di er shook his head. "It's like sonething out of a novie."
"Quiet," | said. "Just watch. And cross your fingers."

Over head, dark clouds began to gather They appeared from out of nowhere,
gradual |y fading into existence, and drifted in, converging from al
directions.

The wi nd picked up. It snelted |ike rain.

Thunder rolled. The wind grew stronger, and stronger still. Sheet |ightning
fl ashed behind the clouds, lighting up the sky. It grew dark, even though it
was

still the afternoon. The wi nd was bl owi ng even harder now. Merlin's long hair
streaned out behind him H's robe billowed in the w nd.

He stood, with arnms outstretched, his staff held high, crying out his chant
into

the wind. There were dark clouds all over the city now, |ow clouds, om nous
and

threatening, spreading out in all directions. They were |like a vortex,

swirling
around and around, like a whirlpool in the sky, spreading w der and wi der
unti |

it seemed to cover everything. Thunder rolled and lightning flashed. Then
Merlin

held his staff out in both hands, pointed at the sky, and a jagged beam of
force

burst out fromits tip and shot up into the sky, striking the clouds and
causi ng

bri ght blue sparks of energy to spread through them |ike cracks appearing in
a

sheet of ice.

A devastatingly loud clap of thunder broke out |ike a sonic boomand a jagged
bolt of lightning | anced down fromthe sky and struck the Nel son Col um,
causi ng

it to crunble. Then it began to hail

At first, the hail cane down in small, stinging pellets, falling hard and
fast,



then gradually, the size of the hail grew greater, until chunks of ice the
si ze

of golf balls were raining down on the city. We retreated fromthis furious
onsl aught, back into the stairwell, but Merlin remained standing on the edge
of

the roof, apparently unaffected, as the hail fell so fast and thick that it
obscured al nost everything fromview. Some of the pieces were the size of a
man's fist.

"How in hell can anyone stay outside in that?" the young sol dier said,
staring
at Merlin with astonishnent.

| laughed. "That's just the point!" | said. "They can't!"

It was brilliant. | had no idea what Merlin had intended, but now | saw the
beauty of it. No one would be able to stand beneath such a rel entless,
hameri ng

hail for long. It would drive everyone to seek shelter | funbled for the
little

radio and switched it on

"—all over the city, falling so fast and furiously that everyone has cl eared
t he
streets,'
no
mracle, nor even an act of nature, but of magic! Here in the studio with ne
is

Pierre Chagal, a student of Merlin Anbrosius, the Wzard of Canelot, and we
have

himto thank for being able to get back on the air again. M. Chagal cones to
us

with startling news. I'lIl turn the m crophone over to him M. Chagal...

said the announcer. "It's like a mracle, only I"'mtold that it's

"Thank you. This norning, as soon as we heard news of the rioting, a group of
t haumat urgy students fromthe International Center for Thaumaturgical Studies
acconpani ed Professor Anbrosius to London, along with a mlitary escort. Even
as

| speak, sone of those students, acting under the direction of Professor
Merlin

Anbrosius, are in the process of enploying their know edge of thaumaturgy to
restore power to the city. Radi o broadcasti ng has now been resuned, and
tel evi si on broadcasting should resune shortly, if it has not done so already.
Ve

are al so working in cooperation with the mlitary and the police to help
restore

order to the city. The hail presently falling on the city is the result of a
storm conj ured by Professor Anmbrosius hinself, with an aimto disrupting the
violence in the streets. There is no cause for alarm The hail wll continue
until the streets are conpletely cleared and there are no further reports of
rioting or looting. It is recommended, however, that people remain indoors,

if

possible, or if not, seek shelter, for the hailstormw Il be followed by a
driving rain that will continue until the fires are all under control
"This will, in all likelihood, take days of hard, unabated rainfall. However,

t el ephone operation should be resum ng shortly, and we shall be working in
cl ose

cooperation with the authorities to set up a crisis center. The nunber will
be



made avail able as soon as possible, but we urge people not to call unless
faced

with a serious energency. Professor Anbrosius has requested that all citizens
of

London and the outlying areas work together in a spirit of goodw |l and
cooperation to overconme this crisis. Violence is not the answer. W at the
International Center for Thaumaturgical Studies pledge our full support to

t he

peopl e of London and all of Great Britain in a mutual effort to bring about
t he

end of the Collapse, once and for all, and to once nore restore the country,
and

hopefully the world, to a nore stable footing. If we all pull together, we
can

all make magic."

A simlar announcenent followed shortly thereafter on the BBC tel evision
network, with Stefan St. John | ooking very conpetent and sel f-assured on
caner a,

and soundi ng very professional, indeed. The announcenents were repeated, and
St.

John and Chagal were both interviewed extensively on the air, and later
crews

were sent to interview Kunitsugu, Zorin, and the others and show how their
use

of thaumaturgy had restored power to a bl acked-out city. It was a nedia tour
de

force, and by the end of the day, Merlin and his students were all heroes.

After the hail had ceased and the rain began, the spell-gathered storm
fol | oned

its course and Merlin made his first public appearance on TV. H s words were
al so broadcast over the radio simultaneously. In a canny nove, he appeared
with

the Prime Mnister, as well as the conm ssioner of New Scotl and Yard and
Gener al

Boyd- Roberts, representing the police and the mlitary respectively. He
appear ed

nodest, but determined and full of self-confidence. He required no further
coaching fromme when it canme to dealing with the nedia. He had | earned his
| essons wel |.

No reference was ever nmade to any governnent plan to take over the operation
of

the Coll ege or to exercise any direct control over Merlin and his pupils. The
Prinme Mnister hailed himas a great humanitarian, thanked himfor his
efforts,

and pl edged the government's full support in furthering "thaumaturgic
educati on

and establishing a thaumaturgi cal support base for a new source of energy and
a

new and brighter tonorrow "

Everyone was eager to get on the bandwagon and claim sonme affiliation with
Merlin and the College. At sonme point, sonmeone even proposed Merlin for the
Nobel peace prize, which was actually awarded to himseveral years later. No
one

ever mentioned the death of Stanley Bodkirk, and the incident was not even
reported until several years had passed and some di sgruntl ed,



down- on- hi s-1 uck

sol di er who had been there sold the story to the tabloids. That was the

begi nning of the runmors and i nnuendos that spread through the succeedi ng
years

concerning Merlin's alleged use of "necromancy" to elimnate anyone who stood
in

his way. Nor did Merlin help the situation any by admtting that he had used
magic to kill Bodkirk

Those of us who were close to himhad tried to isolate himfromreporters
anxious to pursue the story, and we pleaded with himto at |east issue a
statement of "No coment," but Merlin would have none of it. Though we all
insisted it was self-defense and in defense of the students who were in the
Col l ege building at the tinme, for Bodkirk had announced, in no uncertain

t er s,

that he would order the troops to open fire in ten seconds, Merlin never

shi ed

fromtaking full responsibility for Bodkirk's death. He admitted it, and he
did

not apol ogi ze for it, which only nmade things worse. He has al ways remai ned, as
a

result, a figure of controversy.

The truth was that Merlin did, indeed, hold Iife to be sacred, and he did not
condone the taking of it. Yet he had done so purposely, and in nmany ways,
shared in the responsibility, for it was | who urged himto fight back and do
somet hing so denonstrative of his power that it would frighten the opposition
i nto submi ssion.

| had not actually told himto kill anyone, but that is nmerely rationalizing.
In

all honesty, | nust admit that | would have done the sane thing nyself. And
have done so. | killed people when | was a soldier, and | killed peopl e when

I

was a police commando, as | had killed poor Janes Witby, acting as the
instrument of his suicide. My conscience does not disturb ne, for | believed
that what | had done was necessary, and | continue to believe it. But Merlin
was

al ways deeply disturbed by Bodkirk's death, which he considered to be nurder
as

he remai ned di sturbed by the part he had played in hel ping Arthur kil
Gorl oi s,

over two thousand years ago. Merlin always was a very conplicated nan,
capabl e

of gentl eness and conpassion, yet at the sanme time, he could be utterly
rut hl ess

and i nmpl acabl e. But he had a conscience, and Bodkirk's death wei ghed heavily
upon it.

The end of The Great London Riot nmarked a turning point in history. It was

t he

begi nning of the end of the Collapse. For one day, mass insanity had reigned
in

London, and but for Merlin, it could have marked the day that plunged the
nati on

into a Dark Age from which there may have been no recovery There were sinilar
incidents in other nations of the world, but they did not have Merlin to
bring

an end to them At least, not right away. Like a wire drawn tighter and
tighter



until, finally, it snaps, so it is with human nature, and with that curious
amal gam of flesh and concrete, bl ood and steel, the nodern city. Hardship
piles

upon hardshi p, and people suffer patiently, until at last all patience is
exhausted and an entire city undergoes a nervous breakdown. At such tines,
psychosis can be catching. It is a very virulent disease.

When New York city "went critical,"”
t he

t housands and the devastati on was perhaps as great as m ght have occurred in
t he

bl ast of an atom ¢ bonb. In Tokyo, when the city reached its breaking point,
mass suicides resulted. Paris burned, so much so that it took years before

t he

City of Light could be fully reconstructed. But what made London different
was

that the end of The Great London Ri ot brought hope not only to every British
subj ect, but to people all throughout the world. The eyes of the entire world
were on Great Britain, and specifically London, and Merlin and his fledgling
students worked around the clock to usher in the Second Thaumat urgi c Age.

as the Americans say, bodies piled up by

In time, as their education was conpl eted, those students went out to start
schools of their owm. Merlin and | travel ed extensively to pave the way for
t he

est abl i shnent of prograns of thaumaturgical studies at every mgjor university
t hroughout the world. Wthin a year of The Great London Riot, the first

Bur eau

of Thaumaturgy was formed, with Merlin as its director initially, unti
Stefan

St. John took over the post approximately five years later. By the tine

Bur eaus

of Thaumaturgy had al so been established in Washi ngton, D.C., Mscow, Paris,
Tokyo, Peking, Berlin, Mntreal, and Tel Aviv, the International Center for
Thaumat ur gi cal Studi es had become the |I.T.C. and noved its headquarters to
CGeneva. The converted public school building in Loughborough, where it al
began, is now The Anbrosius Miseum

But that day in London, when we finally had a chance to take a break and

sl eep

for a few precious hours before we began the |ong, hard taskof bringing order
back to the city and dealing with endl ess |ogistical problens and

bur eaucratic

frustrations, Merlin and |I collapsed into the beds provided for us, utterly
exhaust ed.

Ahead of us remained an arduous task, and later a reception at Bucki ngham

Pal ace

and the awarding of the OB.E's, and nore nedi a coverage, and nore work, and
nore frustrations, but in the few nonments during which we could still keep
our

eyes open, there was a sense of acconplishnent that would never quite be

mat ched

by anything that happened afterward.

"You did it," | said, |eaning back agai nst the headboard wearily. It was |ate
and we were both spent. Merlin in particular. He | ooked conpletely drained.
"You

really did it."

"No, Thonms, we did it," Merlin said.



| shook ny head. "It was your nmagic that pulled it off. Hell, what did | do?"

He | ooked at nme and smiled. "You took a wild and crazy old nman you net in the
forest and brought himhone to share what little you had, despite your

har dshi p.

And magi cal things began to happen, just like in a fairy tale.'

I smiled and shrugged. "Hell, anyone woul d have done the sane."

"Ch, | doubt that very nuch," he said. "Mst people would have taken one | ook
at

my long hair and wild beard, the robe with its magical synbols and the staff
and

the conical w zard's cap...."

He gl anced toward the chair where he had hung his clothes. There they were,

t he

robe enbl azoned with its synbols, the conical hat and staff, and there he
was,

stretched out on the bed in a white T-shirt and pair of boxer shorts. On the
fl oor beside the chair where he had hung his clothes stood a pair of |ace-up
arnmy boots, with white athletic socks tucked into them

"I always detested that dammed cap,"
bl oody

robe was a bit nmuch."”

he said. "And | always thought the

| raised nmy eyebrows. "Wy did you wear them then?"

"They were a gift fromArthur," he said sourly. "The uniform he had decreed

for

his royal court magician. | protested, but he nmerely gave ne one of his

i mperious | ooks and said, 'l amking and | have spoken.' | told him 'l nade
you

ki ng, you bloody idiot!' But he folded his arns across his chest, turned
away,

and said, 'l did not hear that.' He was inpossible when he got |ike that and
there was sinply no talking to him So | said the hell with it and wore the
stupid costunme. But at |east now, at last, | shall be free of it."

"Well, now, |I don't know about that," | said. "It's become part of your

i mage.

And as you, yourself, once pointed out to nme, inmage is inportant. You nay be
stuck with that outfit for a while longer; |I'mafraid. People will expect it."
He sighed with resignation. "Yes, | suppose you're right. But pronise ne one
t hi ng, Thomas. Wen all of this is over whenever that may be, you'll take ne

shopping for sone normal clothes."

"I"ll take you to the best tailor on Savile Row,'' | said with a grin. "And
he'l'l probably be delighted to give you an entire wardrobe for nothing, just
so

he can say he's Merlin's tailor You'll be able to have a whole closetful of

handmade suits."

"I would like a pair of blue jeans,"” Merlin said. "And sonme flannel shirts.
The

pl ai d ones. And perhaps one of those black |eather jackets, like the young
peopl e wear"



"I can see you going to Bucki ngham Pal ace dressed like that,” | said with a
chuckl e.

"I't would not be appropriate?”

"No, | shouldn't think so."

He sighed. "It seenms | still have nmuch to | earn about the nodern worl d.
shal |

have to depend on you to teach nme, Thonmas."

| smled and | ooked up at the ceiling. "You can count on ne, old friend," |
said, recalling the words he'd said to ne shortly after we first net. He said

t hat each of us would teach the other. | had thought he nmeant that he would
teach ne magic. Well, | never did |learn any nagic, but | |earned nore from
hi m

than from anyone that | had ever net. | turned toward himand said, "Good
ni ght,

Pr of essor "

But he was al ready fast asleep.



