Enemy Of God

Enemy of God isthe second novd of the Warlord series, and immediately follows the events

described in The Winter King. In that book the King of Dumnoniaand High King of Britain, Uther, dies
and is succeeded by his lamed baby grandson, Mordred. Arthur, a bastard son of Uther’s, is appointed
one of Mordred’s guardians and in time becomes the most important of those guardians. Arthur is
determined to fulfil the oath he swore to Uther that Mordred, when he comes of age, will occupy
Dumnonid sthrone,

Arthur is aso determined to bring peace to the warring British kingdoms. The mgior conflict is
between Dumnonia and Powys, but when Arthur isinvited to marry Ceinwyn, a Princess of Powys, it
seemsthat war can be avoided. Instead Arthur elopes with the penniless Princess Guinevere and that
insult to Ceinwyn brings on years of war that are ended only when Arthur defeats King Gorfyddyd of
Powys at the Battle of Lugg Vae. Powys s throne then passes to Cuneglas, Ceinwyn’s brother, who,
like Arthur, wants peace between the Britons so that they can concentrate their spears against the
common enemy, the Saxons (the Sais).

The Winter King, like the present book, was narrated by Derfd (pronounced Dervd), a Saxon dave
boy who grew up in Merlin’s household and became one of Arthur’swarriors. Arthur sent Derfd to
Armorica (today’s Brittany) where he fought in the doomed campaign to preserve the British kingdom of
Benoic againgt Frankish invaders. Among Benoic’s refugees who return to Britain is Lancelot, King of
Benoic, whom Arthur now wants to marry to Ceinwyn and place on the throne of Siluria. Derfel has
fdleninlovewith Cainwyn.

Dertd’sother loveis Nimue, his childhood friend who has become Merlin’ s helpmate and lover.
MerlinisaDruid and the leader of the faction in Britain that wants to restore the idand to its old Gods, to
which end heis pursuing a Cauldron, one of the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, aquest which for Merlin
and Nimue far outranks any battle against other kingdoms or invaders. Opposing Merlin are the
Christians of Britain, one of whose leadersis Bishop Sansum who lost much of his power when he defied
Guinevere. Sansum is now in disgrace and serving as Abbot of the Monastery of the Holy Thorn at Y nys
Wydryn (Glastonbury).

The Winter King ended with Arthur winning the greet battleat Lugg Vae. Mordred’ sthrone is safe,
the southern British kingdoms are dlied and Arthur, though not aking himsdif, is their undisputed leader.
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The Dark Road

T oday | have been thinking about the dead. Thisisthelast day of the old year. The bracken on the hill

has turned brown, the ems at the valey’ send have lost their leaves and the winter daughter of our cattle
has begun. Tonight is Samain Eve.

Tonight the curtain that separates the dead from theliving will quiver, fray, and finaly vanish. Tonight
the dead will cross the bridge of swords. Tonight the dead will come from the Otherworld to thisworld,
but we shall not see them. They will be shadows in darkness, mere whispers of wind in awindless night,
but they will be here.

Bishop Sansum, the saint who rules our small community of monks, scoffsat thisbdlief. The dead, he
says, do not have shadow-bodies, nor can they cross the sword bridge, but instead they liein their cold
graves and wait for the final coming of our Lord Jesus Chrigt. It is proper, he says, for usto remember
the dead and to pray for their immorta souls, but their bodies are gone. They are corrupt. Their eyes
have melted to leave dark holesin their skulls, worms liquefy their bellies, and mould furstheir bones.
The saint ingsts that the dead do not trouble the living on Samain Eve, yet even he will take careto leave
aloaf of bread beside the monastery hearth thisnight. He will pretend it is carelessness, but al the same
there will be aloaf of bread and a pitcher of water beside the kitchen ashes tonight.

| shdl leave more. A cup of mead and a piece of sdmon. They are smal gifts, but dl | can afford, and
tonight | shall place them in the shadows by the hearth then go to my monk’ s cell and wel come the dead
who will cometo this cold house onitsbarehill.

| shall name the dead. Ceinwyn, Guinevere, Nimue, Merlin, Lancelot, Galahad, Dian, Sagramor; the
list could fill two parchments. So many dead. Their footsteps will not stir arush on thefloor nor frighten
the mice that livein the monastery’ s thatched roof, but even Bishop Sansum knows that our catswill arch
their backs and hiss from the kitchen corners as the shadows that are not shadows come to our hearth to
find the giftsthat deter them from working mischief.

So today | have been thinking about the dead.

| am old now, maybe as old as Merlin was, though not nearly so wise. | think that Bishop Sansum and
| arethe only men living from the great days and | done remember them fondly. Maybe some others il
live. InIreland, perhaps, or in the wastes north of Lothian, but | do not know of them, though thismuch |
do know: that if any othersdo live, then they, like me, cower from the encroaching darknesslike cats
shrinking from this night’ s shadows. All that we loved is broken, al that we madeis pulled down and dl
that we sowed is regped by the Saxons. We British cling to the high western lands and talk of revenge,
but there is no sword that will fight a great darkness. There are times, too frequent now, when al | want



isto be with the dead. Bishop Sansum gpplauds that wish and tellsmeit isonly right that | should yearn
to be in heaven a God' sright hand, but | do not think | shall reach the saints' heaven. | have sinned too
much and thus fear hell, but till hope, against my faith, that | will passto the Otherworld instead. For
there, under the apple trees of four-towered Annwn, waits a table heaped with food and crowded with
the shadowbodies of dl my old friends. Merlin will be cgoling, lecturing, grumbling and mocking.
Galahad will be bursting to interrupt and Culhwch, bored with so much talk, will stedl alarger portion of
beef and think no one notices. And Ceinwyn will be there, dear lovely Ceinwyn, bringing peace to the
turmoail roused by Nimue.

But | am il cursed by breath. | livewhile my friendsfeadt, and aslong as| live | shal writethistale of
Arthur. | write at the behest of Queen Igraine, the young wife of King Brochvadl of Powyswho isthe
protector of our small monastery. Igraine wanted to know dl | can remember of Arthur and so | began to
write these tales down, but Bishop Sansum disapproves of the task. He says Arthur was the Enemy of
God, aspawn of the devil, and so | am writing the talesin my native Saxon tongue that the saint does not
speak. Igraine and | have told the saint that | am writing the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ in the
enemy’ slanguage and maybe he believes us, or maybe heisbiding histime until he can prove our
fasehood and then punish me.

| write each day. Igraine comes frequently to the monastery to pray that God will grant her womb the
blessing of achild, and when her prayers are done she takes the finished skins away and has them
trandated into British by the clerk of Brochvadl’sjudtice. | think she changes the story then, making it
match the Arthur she wants rather than the Arthur who was, but perhaps that does not matter for who
will ever read thistae? 1 am like aman building awall of mud and waitle to resst an imminent flood. The
darkness comes when no man will read. There will just be Saxons.

So | write about the dead and the writing passes the time until | can join them; the time when Brother
Derfd, ahumble monk of Dinnewrac, will again be Lord Derfd Cadarn, Derfel the Mighty, Champion of
Dumnoniaand beloved friend of Arthur. But now | am just acold old monk scribbling memories with my
one remaining hand. And tonight is Samain Eve and tomorrow isanew year. Thewinter iscoming. The
dead leavesliein shining drifts againgt the hedgerows, there are redwingsin the subble, gulls have flown
inland from the sea.and woodcock gather under the full moon. It isagood season, Igrainetellsme, to
write of old things and so she has brought me afresh pile of skins, aflask of newly mixed ink and a shesf
of quills. Tell me of Arthur, she says, of golden Arthur, our last and best hope, our king who never was a
king, the Enemy of God and the scourge of Saxons. Tell me of Arthur.

A fidd after battleisadreadful thing.

We had won, but there was no dation in our souls, just weariness and relief. We shivered about our
firesand tried not to think of the ghouls and spirits that stalked the dark where the dead of Lugg Vadelay.
Some of us dept, but none dept well for the nightmares of battle’ send harried us. | woke in the black
hours, startled out of deep by the memory of a spear thrust that had so nearly skewered my belly. Issa
had saved me, pushing the enemy’ s spear away with the edge of his shield, but | was haunted by what
had so nearly happened. | tried to deep again, but the memory of that spear thrust kept me awake, and
S0 a lagt, shivering and weary, | stood and drew my cloak about me. The vale waslit by guttering fires,
and in the dark between the flames there drifted amiasma of smoke and river mist. Some thingsmoved in
the smoke, but whether they were ghosts or the living | could not tell.

“You can't deep, Derfd? A voice spoke softly from the doorway of the Roman building where the
body of King Gorfyddyd lay.

| turned to seeit was Arthur who watched me. ‘1 can’'t deep. Lord,” | admitted.



He picked hisway through the deeping warriors. He wore one of the long white cloaksthat he liked
so much and, in the fiery night, the garment seemed to shine. There was no mud onit, or any blood, and |
redlized he must have kept the cloak bundled safe for something clean to wear after battle. The rest of us
would not have cared if we had ended the fight stark naked so long aswe lived, but Arthur was ever a
fastidious man. He was bare-headed and hishair till showed the indentations where the helmet had
clasped his skull. ‘1 never deep well after battle, he said, ‘not for aweek at least. Then comes a blessed
night of rest.” Hesmiled at me. ‘1 amin your debt.’

‘No, Lord," | said, though in truth he wasin my debt. Sagramor and | had held Lugg VVaeal that long
day, fighting in the shield-wall against avast horde of enemies, and Arthur had failed to rescue us. A
rescue had come at last, and victory with it, but of al Arthur’ s battles Lugg Vae wasthe nearest to a
defeat. Until thelast battle.

‘1, a least, will remember the debt,” he said fondly, ‘even if you do not. It istime to make you wedlthy,
Derfel, you and your men.” He smiled and took my elbow to lead me to a bare patch of earth where our
voices would not disturb the restless deep of the warriors who lay closer to the smoking fires. The
ground was damp and rain had puddied in the deep scars | eft by the hoofs of Arthur’ sbig horses. |
wondered if horses dreamed of battle, then wondered if the dead, newly arrived in the Otherworld, still
shuddered at the memory of the sword stroke or spear blow that had sent their souls across the bridge of
swords. ‘| suppose Gundleusisdead? Arthur interrupted my thoughts.

‘Dead, Lord,” | confirmed. The King of Siluriahad died earlier in the evening, but | had not seen
Arthur since the moment when Nimue had pinched out her enemy’slife.

‘| heard him screaming,” Arthur said in a matter-of-fact voice.

‘All Britain must have heard him screaming,’ | answered just asdrily. Nimue had taken the King's
dark soul piece by piece, al the while crooning her revenge on the man who had raped her and taken
one of her eyes.

‘So SilurianeedsaKing,” Arthur said, then stared down the long vae to where the black shapes
drifted in the mist and smoke. His clean-shaven face was shadowed by the flames, giving him agaunt
look. He was not a handsome man, but nor was he ugly. Rather he had asingular face; long, bony and
strong. In repose it was arueful face, suggesting sympathy and thoughtfulness, but in conversation it was
animated by enthusiasm and aquick smile. Hewas gill young then, just thirty yearsold, and his
short-cropped hair was untouched by grey. ‘Come,” he touched my arm and gestured down the vale.

“You' d wak among the dead? | pulled back aghast. | would have waited till dawn had chased the
ghouls away before venturing away from the protective firelight.

‘We made them into the dead, Derfel, youand I,” Arthur said, * so they should fear us, should they
not? He was never asuperstitious man, not like the rest of uswho craved blessings, treasured amulets
and watched every moment for omensthat might warn against dangers. Arthur moved through that spirit
world like ablind man. *Come,’ he said, touching my arm again.

So we waked into the dark. They were not al dead, those thingsthat lay in the mist, for some called
piteoudy for help, but Arthur, normally the kindest of men, was desf to the feeble cries. He was thinking
about Britain. ‘I’m going south tomorrow,” he said, ‘to see Tewdric’ King Tewdric of Gwent was our
aly, but he had refused to send hismen to Lugg Vae, believing that victory wasimpossible. The King
wasin our debt now, for we had won hiswar for him, but Arthur was not aman to hold agrudge. ‘I'll
ask Tewdric to send men east to face the Saxons,” Arthur went on, ‘but I’ 1l send Sagramor aswell. That
should hold the frontier through the winter. Y our men,” he gave me aswift amile, ‘deservearest.’



The smiletold methat there would be no rest. * They will do whatever you ask,’ | answered dutifully. |
waswalking stiffly, wary of the circling shadows and making the sign againgt evil with my right hand.
Some souls, newly ripped from their bodies, do not find the entrance to the Otherworld, but instead
wander the earth’ s surface looking for their old bodies and seeking revenge on their killers. Many of
those soulswerein Lugg Vaethat night and | feared them, but Arthur, oblivious of their threet, strolled
cardesdy through thefield of death with one hand holding up the skirts of his cloak to keep it free of the
wet grass and thick mud.

‘I want your menin Siluria, he said decisvely. ‘ Oengus Mac Airem will want to plunder it, but he
must berestrained.” Oengus was the Irish King of Demetiawho had changed sidesin the battle to give
Arthur victory and the Irishman’ s price was ashare of daves and wealth from the dead Gundleus's
kingdom. ‘ He can take a hundred daves,” Arthur decreed, ‘ and one third of Gundleus streasury. HE's
agreed to that, but he'll ill try to cheat us’

‘I’ll make sure he doesn't, Lord.’
‘No, not you. Will you let Galahad lead your men?
| nodded, hiding my surprise. * So what do you want of me? | asked.

‘Siluriaisaproblem,” Arthur went on, ignoring my question. He stopped, frowning as he thought about
Gundleus skingdom. ‘It'sbeenill-ruled, Derfd, ill-ruled.” He spoke with adeep distaste. To therest of
us corrupt government was as naturd as snow inwinter or flowersin the springtime, but Arthur was
genuingy horrified by it. These dayswe remember Arthur asawarlord, as the shining man in polished
armour who carried asword into legend, but he would have wanted to be remembered as nothing but a
good, honest and just ruler. The sword gave him power, but he gave that power to the law. ‘Itisn’t an
important kingdom,” he continued, ‘but it will make endlesstroubleif wedon't put it right.” Hewas
thinking aoud, trying to anticipate every obstacle that lay between this night after battle and his dream of
apeaceful united Britain. ‘ Theidea answer,” he said, ‘would beto divide it between Gwent and Powys!’

‘Then why not do that? | asked.

‘Because | have promised Siluriato Lancelot,” he said in avoice that brooked no contradiction. | said
nothing, but just touched Hywelbane' s hilt so that the iron would protect my soul from the evil things of
this night. | was gazing southwards to where the dead lay like atide-rill by the tree fence where my men
hed fought the enemy dl that long day.

There had been so many brave men in that fight, but no Lancdot. In al the yearsthat | had fought for
Arthur, and in dl the yearsthat | had been acquainted with Lancelot, | had yet to see Lancelot inthe
shield-wall. I had seen him pursuing beaten fugitives, and seen him lead captives off to parade them
before an excited crowd, but | had never seen himin the hard, swesty, clanging press of struggling
shield-wdls. He was the exiled King of Benoic, unthroned by the horde of Franksthat had erupted out of
Gaul to sweep hisfather’ skingdom into oblivion, and not once, so far as| knew, had he ever carried a
spear againg a Frankish war-band, yet bards throughout the length and breadth of Britain sang of his
bravery. Hewas Lancelot, the King without land, the hero of a hundred fights, the sword of the Britons,
the handsome lord of sorrows, the paragon, and dl of that high reputation was made by song and none of
it, so far as| knew, with asword. | was his enemy, and he mine, but both of uswere friends of Arthur
and that friendship kept our enmity in an avkward truce.

Arthur knew my hostility. He touched my elbow so that we both walked on south towards the tide-rill
of the dead. ‘Lancelot is Dumnonia sfriend,” heindgsted, ‘soif Lancelot rules Siluriathen we shall have
nothing to fear fromit. And if Lancelot marries Ceinwyn, then Powyswill support himtoo.’



There, it was said, and now my hogtility was brittle with anger, yet till | said nothing against Arthur’'s
scheme. What could | say? | wasthe son of a Saxon dave, ayoung warrior with aband of men but no
land, and Ceinwyn was a Princess of Powys. Shewas caled seren, the star, and she shoneinadull land
like aspark of the sun falen into mud. She had been betrothed to Arthur, but had lost him to Guinevere,
and that loss had brought on the war that had just ended in the daughter of Lugg Vae. Now, for peace,
Ceinwyn must marry Lancelot, my enemy, while |, amere nothing, wasin love with her. | wore her
brooch and | carried her image in my thoughts. | had even sworn an oath to protect her, and she had not
spurned the oath. Her acceptance had filled me with an insane hope that my love for her was not
hopeless, but it was. Ceinwyn was a Princess and she must marry aKing, and | was adave-born
spearman and would marry where| could.

So | sad nothing about my love for Ceinwyn, and Arthur, who was digposing of Britain in thisnight
after hisvictory, suspected nothing. And why should he? If | had confessed to him that | wasin love with
Ceinwyn he would have thought it as outrageous an ambition as adunghill rooster wanting to mate with
an eagle. ‘Y ou know Ceinwyn, don't you? he asked me.

‘Yes, Lord.’
‘And shelikesyou.” he said, only haf asaquestion.

‘So | dareto think,’ | said truthfully, remembering Caeinwyn’s pae, slvery beauty and loathing the
thought of it being given into Lancelot’ s handsome keeping. * Shelikesmewell enough,’ | went on, ‘to
have told me she has no enthusiasm for thismarriage.’

‘“Why should she? Arthur asked. * She' snever met Lancelot. | don't expect enthusiasm from her,
Derfd, just obedience’

| hesitated. Before the battle, when Tewdric had been so desperate to end the war that threatened to
ruin hisland, | had gone on a peace misson to Gorfyddyd. The mission had failed, but | had talked with
Ceinwyn and told her of Arthur’s hope that she should marry Lancelot. She had not rejected the idea,
but nor had she welcomed it. Back then, of course, no one believed Arthur could defeat Ceinwyn'’s
father in battle, but Ceinwyn had considered that unlikely possibility and had asked me to request one
favour of Arthur if he should win. She wanted his protection, and I, falling so hard in love with her,
trandated that request as apleathat she should not be forced into amarriage she did not want. | told
Arthur now that she had begged his protection. ‘ She' s been betrothed too often, Lord,’ | added, ‘and
too often disgppointed, and | think she wantsto be |eft donefor atime.’

‘Time!” Arthur laughed. * She hasn't got time, Derfd. She' s nearly twenty! She can’'t Slay unmarried
like acat that won't catch mice. And who else can she marry? He walked on afew paces. * She has my
protection,” he said, ‘ but what better protection could she want than to be married to Lancelot and
placed on athrone? And what about you? he asked suddenly.

‘Me, Lord? For amoment | thought he was proposing that | should marry Ceinwyn and my heart
legpt.

“You're nearly thirty,” hesad, ‘and it’ stime you were married. We' Il seeto it when we' reback in
Dumnonia, but for now | want you to go to Powys.’

‘Me, Lord? Powys? We had just fought and defeated Powys sarmy and | could not imagine that
anyone in Powys would welcome an enemy warrior.

Arthur gripped my arm. * The most important thing in the next few weeks, Derfd, isthat Cuneglasis
acclaimed King of Powys. He thinks no onewill challenge him, but | want to be sure. | want one of my



men in Caer Swsto be awitnessto our friendship. Nothing more. | just want any chalenger to know that
hewill haveto fight me aswel as Cuneglas. If you' re there and if you' re seen to be hisfriend then that
message will beclear.’

‘So why not send ahundred men? | asked.

‘Because then it will look asif we'reimposing Cuneglas on Powys sthrone. | don't want that. | need
him asafriend, and | don’t want him returning to Powyslooking like a defeated man. Besides,” he
smiled, ‘you' re as good as a hundred men, Derfel. Y ou proved that yesterday.’

| grimaced, for | was aways uncomfortable with extravagant compliments, but if the praise meant that
| was the right man to be Arthur’ s envoy in Powys then | was happy, for | would be closeto Ceinwyn
again. | il treasured the memory of her touch on my hand, just as| treasured the brooch she had given
me S0 many years before. She had not married Lancelot yet, | told mysdlf, and al | wanted was a chance
to indulge my impossible hopes. * And once Cuneglasisacclaimed,’ | asked, ‘what do | do then?

“You walit for me,” Arthur said. ‘1I’m coming to Powys as soon as| can, and once we ve settled the
peace and Lancel ot is safely betrothed, we'll go home. And next year, my friend, we'll lead the armies of
Britain againgt the Saxons.” He spoke with arare relish for the business of making war. He was good a
fighting, and he even enjoyed battle for the unleashed thrillsit gave hisusualy so careful soul, but he never
sought war if peace was available because he mistrusted the uncertainties of battle. The vagaries of
victory and defeat were too unpredictable, and Arthur hated to see good order and careful diplomacy
abandoned to the chances of battle. But diplomacy and tact would never defeat the invading Saxonswho
were spreading westwards across Britain like vermin. Arthur dreamed of awell-ordered, lawfully
governed, peaceful Britain and the Saxonswere no part of that dream.

‘We Il marchinthe spring? | asked him.

‘When thefirst leaves show.’

“Then | would ask one favour of you firgt.’

‘Nameit, he said, ddighted that | should want something in return for helping to give him victory.
‘1 want to march with Merlin, Lord,” | said.

Hedid not answer for awhile. He just stared down at the damp ground where a sword lay with its
blade bent dmost double. Somewhere in the dark a man moaned, cried out, then was silent. * The
Cauldron,” Arthur said at last, hisvoice heavy.

‘Yes, Lord,” | said. Merlin had come to us during the battle and pleaded that both sides should
abandon the fight and follow him on a quest to find the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. The Cauldron was
the greatest Treasure of Britain, the magical gift of the old Gods, and it had been lost for centuries.
Merlin’slife was dedicated to retrieving those Treasures, and the Cauldron was his greatest prize. If he
could find the Cauldron, hetold us, he could restore Britain to her rightful Gods.

Arthur shook his head. * Do you redly think the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn has stayed hidden al
these years? he asked me. ‘ Through al the Roman years? It was taken to Rome, Derfel, and it was
melted down for pins or brooches or coins. Thereisno Cauldron!”’

‘Merlin saysthereis, Lord,” | ingsted.

‘Merlin haslistened to old women’stales,” Arthur said angrily. ‘Do you know how many men he
wants to take on this search for his Cauldron?



‘No, Lord.’

‘Eighty, hetold me. Or ahundred. Or, better till, two hundred! He won't even say where the
Cauldronis, he just wants meto give him an army and let him march it away to some wild place. Ireland,
maybe, or the Wilderness. No!" He kicked the bent sword, then prodded afinger hard into my shoulder.
‘Ligten, Derfdl, | need every spear | can muster next year. We re going to finish the Saxons once and for
ever, and | can't lose eighty or a hundred men to the chase of abowl that disappeared nearly five
hundred years ago. Once Adll€' s Saxons are defeated you can chase thisnonsenseif you must. But | tell
you it isanonsense. Thereisno Cauldron.” He turned and began to walk back to thefires. | followed,
wanting to argue with him, but | knew | could never persuade him for he would need every spear he
could muster if hewasto defeat the Saxons, and he would do nothing now that would weaken his
chances of victory in the spring. He smiled at me asif to compensate for his harsh refusa of my request.
‘If the Cauldron doesexist,” he said, *then it can stay hidden another year or two. But in the meantime,
Derfd, | plan to make you rich. We shall marry you to money.” He dapped my back. ‘Onelast
campaign, my dear Derfel, one last great daughter, then we shal have peace. Pure peace. We won't
need any cauldronsthen.” He spoke exultingly. That night, among the dead, he redlly did see peace
coming.

We waked towards the fires that 1ay around the Roman house where Ceinwyn’ sfather, Gorfyddyd,
lay dead. Arthur was happy that night, truly happy, for he saw hisdream coming true. And it all seemed
s0 easy. There would be one more war, then peace for evermore. Arthur was our warlord, the greatest
warrior in Britain, yet that night after battle, among the shrieking souls of the smoke-wreethed deed, dl he
wanted was peace. Gorfyddyd's heir, Cuneglas of Powys, shared Arthur’ s dream. Tewdric of Gwent
was an dly, Lancel ot would be given the kingdom of Siluriaand together with Arthur’s Dumnonian army
the united kings of Britain would defeat the invading Saxons. Mordred, under Arthur’ s protection, would
grow to assume Dumnonia s throne and Arthur would retire to enjoy the peace and prosperity his sword
had given Britain.

Thus Arthur disposed the golden future.

But he did not reckon on Merlin. Merlin was older, wiser and subtler than Arthur, and Merlin had
smelt the Cauldron out. He would find it, and its power would spread through Britain like a poison.

For it was the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. It was the Cauldron that broke men’s dreams.

And Arthur, for al his practicality, was adreamer.

In Caer Swsthe leaves were heavy with the last ripeness of summer.

| had travelled north with King Cuneglas and his defested men and so | was the only Dumnonian
present when the body of King Gorfyddyd was burned on Dolforwyn’s summit. | saw the flames of his
balefire gust hugein the night as his soul crossed the bridge of swordsto its shadowbody in the
Otherworld. The fire was surrounded by a double ring of Powys's spearmen who carried flaming torches
that swayed together asthey sang the Death Lament of Beli Mawr. They sang for along time and the
sound of their voices echoed from the near hillslike achoir of ghosts. There was much sorrow in Caer
Sws. So many in the land had been made widows and orphans, and on the morning after the old King
was burned and when his ba efire was till sending a pyre of smoke towards the northern mountains,
there was still more sorrow when the news of Ratae’ sfall arrived. Ratae had been agreat fortresson
Powys s eastern frontier, but Arthur had betrayed it to the Saxonsto buy their peace while he fought
againg Gorfyddyd. Nonein Powys knew of Arthur’ streachery yet and | did not tell them.



| did not see Ceinwyn for three days, for they were the days of mourning for Gorfyddyd and no
women went to the balefire. Instead the women of Powys' s court wore black wool and were shut up
indde thewomen’shall. No music was played in the hall, only water was given for drink and their only
food was dry bread and athin grudl of oats. Outside the hal the warriors of Powys gathered for the new
King'sacclamation and |, obedient to Arthur’ s orders, tried to detect whether any man would challenge
Cuneglas sright to the throne, but | heard no whisper of opposition.

At the end of the three days the door of the women' s hall was thrown open. A maidservant appeared
in the doorway and scattered rue on the hall’ sthreshold and steps, and amoment later abillow of smoke
gushed from the door and we knew the women were burning the old king' s marriage bedding. The
smoke swirled from the hal’ s door and windows, and only when the smoke had dissipated did Helledd,
now Queen of Powys, come down the stepsto knedl before her husband, King Cuneglas of Powys. She
wore adress of white linen which, when Cuneglas raised her, showed muddy marks where she had knelt.
He kissed her, then led her back into the hall. Black-cloaked lorweth, Powys s chief Druid, followed the
King into the women'shal, while outsde, ringing the hall’ swooden walsin ranks of iron and legther, the
surviving warriors of Powys watched and waited.

They waited while achoir of children chanted the love duet of Gwydion and Aranrhod, the Song of
Rhiannon, and then every long verse of Gofannon's March to Caer Idion, and it was only when that last
song was finished that 1orweth, now robed in white and carrying a black staff tipped with mistletoe, came
to the door and announced that the days of mourning were at last over. The warriors cheered and broke
from the ranks to seek their own women. Tomorrow Cuneglas would be acclaimed on Dolforwyn's
summit and if any man wanted to challenge hisright to rule Powys then the acclamation would provide
that chance. It would aso be my first glimpse of Ceinwyn since the battle.

Next day | stared at Ceinwyn as lorweth performed the rites of acclamation. She stood watching her
brother and | gazed at her in akind of wonder that any woman could be so lovely. | am old now, so
perhaps my old man’s memory exaggerates Princess Ceinwyn' s beauty, but | do not think so. Shewas
not called the seren, the gar, for nothing. Shewas of average height, but very dightly built and that
denderness gave her an appearance of fragility that was, | later learned, adeception, for Ceinwyn had,
aboveadl things, awill of stedl. Her hair, like mine, wasfair, only herswas pae gold and sun-bright while
mine was more like the colour of dirty straw. Her eyeswere blue, her demeanour was demure and her
face as sweet as honey from awild comb. That day she was dressed in ablue linen gown that was
trimmed with the black-flecked slver-white fur of awinter stoat, the same dress she had worn when she
had touched my hand and taken my oath. She caught my eye once and smiled gravely and | swear my
heart checked in its beating.

Therites of Powys s kingship were not unlike our own. Cuneglas was paraded about Dolforwyn’s
stone circle, he was given the symbols of kingship, and then awarrior declared him King and dared any
man present to challenge the acclamation. The challenge was answered by slence. The ashes of the great
balefire still smoked beyond the circle to show that aKing had died, but the sllence about the stoneswas
proof that a new King reigned. Then Cuneglas was presented with gifts. Arthur, | knew, would be
bringing his own magnificent present, but he had given me Gorfyddyd swar sword that had been found
on the battlefield and | now gave it back to Gorfyddyd' s son as atoken of Dumnonia swish to have

peace with Powys.

After the acclamation there was afeast in the lone hdl that stood on Dolforwyn’s summit. It was a
meagre feadt, richer in mead and de than in food, but it was a chance for Cuneglasto tell thewarriorshis
hopesfor hisreign.

He spoke first of the war that had just ended. He named the dead of Lugg Vae, and promised his men



that those warriors had not died in vain. *What they achieved,” he said, *is peace between the Britons. A
peace between Powys and Dumnonia.” That caused some growls among the warriors, but Cuneglas
dtilled them with araised hand. ‘ Our enemy,” he said, and his voice was suddenly hard, ‘is not Dumnonia
Our enemy isthe Saxon!” He paused, and thistime no one growled in dissent. They just waited in silence
and watched their new King, who was in truth no great warrior, but agood and honest man. Those
qudlities seemed obvious on hisround, guileless young face to which he had vainly attempted to add
dignity by growing long, plaited moustaches that hung to his breast. He might be no warrior, but he was
shrewd enough to know that he had to offer these warriors the chance of war, for only by war could a
man earn glory and wesalth. Ratae, he promised them, would be retaken and the Saxons punished for the
horrorsthey had inflicted on itsinhabitants. LIoegyr, the Lost Lands, would be reclaimed from the
Saxons, and Powys, once the mightiest of Britain’s kingdoms, would once again stretch from the
mountains to the German Sea. The Roman townswould be rebuilt, their walls raised to glory again and
the roads repaired. There would be farmland, booty and Saxon davesfor every warrior in Powys. They
applauded that prospect, for Cuneglas was offering his disappointed chieftains the rewards that such men
aways sought from their kings. But, he went on after raising ahand to gill the cheering, the wedlth of
Lloegyr would not be reclaimed by Powysaone. ‘Now, he warned hisfollowers, ‘we march dongside
the men of Gwent and beside the spearmen of Dumnonia. They were my father’ s enemies, but they are
my friends and that iswhy my Lord Derfd ishere” He amiled a me. * And that iswhy,” he continued,
‘under the next full moon, my dear sister will pledge her betrothal to Lancelot. Shewill ruleas Queenin
Siluriaand the men of that country will march with us, and with Arthur and with Tewdric, to rid the land
of Saxons. We shdl destroy our true enemy. We shdl destroy the Sais!’

Thistime the cheers were ungtinted. He had won them over. He was offering them the wealth and
power of old Britain and they clapped their hands and stamped their feet to show their gpproval.
Cuneglas stood for awhile, |etting the acclamation continue, then he just sat and smiled at me asif he
recognized how Arthur would have approved of al he had just said.

| did not stay on Dolforwyn for the drinking that would go on al night, but instead walked back to
Caer Sws behind the ox-drawn wagon that carried Queen Helledd, her two aunts and Ceinwyn. The
roya ladies wanted to be back in Caer Sws by sunset and | went with them, not because | felt
unwelcome among Cuneglas' s men, but because | had found no chance to talk with Ceinwyn. So, likea
moonstruck calf, | joined the small guard of spearmen who escorted the wagon homewards. | had
dressed carefully that day, wanting to impress Ceinwyn, and so | had cleaned my mail armour, brushed
the mud from my boots and cloak, then woven my long fair hair into aloose plait that hung down my
back. | wore her brooch on my cloak asasign of my alegianceto her.

| thought she would ignore me, for al through that long walk back to Caer Sws she sat in the wagon
and stared away from me, but at last, as we turned the corner and the fortress came into sight, she turned
and dropped off the wagon to wait for me beside the road. The escorting spearmen moved asideto let
me walk beside her. She smiled as she recognized the brooch, but made no referenceto it. ‘We were
wondering, Lord Derfel,’” she said instead, ‘what brought you here’

* Arthur wanted a Dumnonian to witness your brother’ sacclamation. Lady,’ | answered.
‘Or did Arthur want to be sure that he would be acclaimed? she asked shrewdly.
‘That too,” | admitted.

She shrugged. ‘ There' s no one else who could be King here. My father made certain of that. There
was achieftain caled Vaerin who might have challenged Cuneglasfor the kingship, but we hear Vderin
diedinthebattle’



‘Yes, Lady, hedid,’ | said, but | did not add that it had been | who had killed Valerin in single combat
by the ford at Lugg Vde. ‘Hewas a brave man, and so was your father. | am sorry for you that he's
dead.’

Shewalked in silence for afew paces as Helledd, Powys s Queen, watched us suspicioudy from the
ox-cart. ‘My father,” Ceinwyn said after awhile, ‘was avery bitter man. But he was always good to me.’
She spoke bleakly, but shed no tears. Those tears had al been wept dready and now her brother was
King and Ceinwyn faced anew future. She hitched up her skirtsto negotiate amuddy patch. There had
been rain the night before and the clouds to the west promised more soon. * So Arthur comes here? she
asked.

‘Any day now, Lady.’
‘And brings Lancelot? she asked.

‘| would think so.’

She grimaced. ‘ The last time we met, Lord Derfel, | wasto marry Gundleus. Now it isto be Lancelot.
OneKing after another.’

‘Yes, Lady,’ | said. It was an inadequate, even astupid answer, but | had been struck by the exquisite
nervousness that tiesalover’ stongue. All | ever wanted was to be with Ceinwyn, but when | found
mysdlf a her sde | could not say what wasin my soul.

‘And | amto be Queen of Siluria; Ceinwyn said, without any relish at the prospect. She stopped and
gestured back down the Severn’ swide valey. * Just past Dolforwyn,” shetold me, ‘there salittle hidden
valey with ahouse and some apple trees. And when | was alittle girl | dways used to think the
Otherworld waslike that valey; asmall, safe place where | could live, be happy and have children.” She
laughed a hersdf and began walking again. ‘ All across Britain there are girlswho dream of marrying
Lancelot and being aQueeninapdace, and dl | wantisasmall valley withitsappletrees’

‘Lady,’ | said, nerving myself to say what | really wanted to say, but she immediately guessed what
was on my mind and touched my arm to hush me.

‘| must do my duty. Lord Derfel,” she said, warning me to guard my tongue.

“You have my oath,” | blurted out. It was as near to a confession of love as | was capable of at that
moment.

‘I know,” shesaid gravely, ‘and you are my friend, are you not?
| wanted to be more than afriend, but | nodded. ‘1 am your friend, Lady.’

‘Then | will tel you,” shesaid, ‘what | told my brother.” She looked up at me, her blue eyesvery
serious. ‘| don't know that | want to marry Lancelot, but | have promised Cuneglasthat | will meet him
before | make up my mind. I must do that, but whether | shal marry him, I don’'t know.” She waked in
slencefor afew paces and | sensed she was debating whether to tell me something. Finally she decided
to trust me. * After | saw you last,” shewent on, ‘| visited the priestess at Maesmwyr and she took meto
the dream cave and made me deep on the bed of skulls. | wanted to discover my fate, you see, but |
don’t remember having any dreamsaat al. But when | woke the priestess said that the next man who
wanted to marry me would marry the dead instead.” She gazed up at me. * Does that make sense?

‘None, Lady,’ | said and touched theiron on Hywelbane' s hilt. Was she warning me? We had never
spoken of love, but she must have sensed my yearning.



‘It makes no senseto me either,” she confessed, ‘so | asked lorweth what the prophecy meant and he
told me | should stop worrying. He said the priestess talks in riddles because she' sincapable of talking
sense. What | think it meansisthat | should not marry at al, but I don’t know. | only know onething,
Lord Derfd. | will not marry lightly.’

“Y ou know two things, Lady,’ | said. ‘Y ou know my oath holds.’

‘I know that too’ she said, then smiled at me again. ‘I’ m glad you're here, Lord Derfel.” And with
those words she ran on ahead and scrambled back into the ox-cart, leaving meto puzzle over her riddle
and to find no answer that could give my soul peace.

Arthur cameto Caer Swsthree days later. He came with twenty horsemen and a hundred spearmen.
He brought bards and harpists. He brought Merlin, Nimue and gifts of the gold taken from the dead in
Lugg Vde, and he dso brought Guinevere and Lancelot.

| groaned when | saw Guinevere. We had won avictory and made peace, yet even so | thought it
crud of Arthur to bring the woman for whom he had spurned Ceinwyn. But Guinevere had inssted on
accompanying her husband and so she arrived in Caer Swsin an ox-drawn wagon that was furnished
with furs, hung with dyed linens and draped with green branchesto signify peace. Queen Klaine,
Lancelot’ s mother, rode in the cart with Guinevere, but it was Guinevere, not the Queen, who
commanded attention. She stood asthe cart pulled dowly through Caer Sws s gate and she remained
standing as the oxen drew her to the door of Cuneglas s great hal, where once she had been an
unwanted exile and to which she now came like a conqueror. She wore arobe of linen dyed gold, she
wore gold about her neck and on her wrists, while her springing red hair was trapped by acircle of gold.
She was pregnant, but the pregnancy did not show benegth the precious gold linen. Shelooked likea
Goddess.

Yet if Guinevere |ooked a Goddess, Lancelot rode into Caer Swslike a God. Many folk assumed he
must be Arthur for he looked magnificent on awhite horse draped with apae linen cloth that was
studded with small golden stars. He wore his white-enamelled scale armour, his sword was scabbarded
in white and along white cloak, lined with red, hung from his shoulders. His dark, handsome face was
framed by the gilded edges of his helmet that was now crested with apair of soread swan’ swingsinstead
of the sea-eagle wings he had worn in Y nys Trebes. People gasped when they saw him and | heard the
whispers hurry through the crowd that thiswas not Arthur after al, but King Lancelot, the tragic hero of
thelost kingdom of Benoic and the man who would marry their own Princess Ceinwyn. My heart sank at
the sight of him, for | feared his magnificence would dazzle Ceinwyn. The crowd hardly noticed Arthur,
who wore aleather jerkin and awhite cloak and seemed embarrassed to bein Caer Swsat all.

That night therewas afeadt. | doubt Cuneglas could have felt much welcome for Guinevere, but he
was a patient, sensible man who, unlike hisfather, did not choose to take offence at every imagined
dight, and so he treated Guinevere like a Queen. He poured her wine, served her food and bent his head
to talk with her. Arthur, seated on Guinevere s other side, beamed with pleasure. He dways looked
happy when he was with his Guinevere, and there must have been a keen pleasure for him to see her
treated with such ceremony in the very same hal where he had firgt glimpsed her standing among the
lesser folk at the back of the crowd.

Arthur paid most of his attentions to Ceinwyn. Everyonein the hall knew how he had spurned her
once and how he had broken their betrotha to marry the penniless Guinevere, and many men of Powys
had sworn they could never forgive Arthur that dight, yet Ceinwyn forgave him and made her forgiveness
obvious. She smiled on him, laid ahand on hisarm and leaned close to him, and later in the feast, when
mead had mdlted away dl the old hodilities, king Cuneglas took Arthur’s hand, then hissigter’s, and
clasped them together in his and the hal cheered to see that sign of peace. An old insult waslaid to rest.



A moment later, in another symbolic gesture, Arthur took Ceinwyn’'s hand and led her to a seet that
had been left empty beside Lancelot. There were more cheers. | watched stony-faced as Lancelot stood
to receive Ceinwyn, then as he sat beside her and poured her wine. He took a heavy golden bracel et
from hiswrist and presented it to her, and though Ceinwyn made a show of refusing the generous gift, she
at last dipped it onto her arm where the gold gleamed in the rush light. The warriors on the hall floor
demanded to see the bracelet and Ceinwyn coyly lifted her arm to show the heavy band of gold. | done
did not cheer. | sat as the sound thundered about me and as a heavy rain beat on the thatch. She had
been dazzled, | thought, she had been dazzled. The star of Powys had fallen before Lancelot’ s dark and

elegant beautty.

| would have |ft the hall there and then to carry my misery into the rainswept night, but Merlin had
been staking the floor of the hall. At the beginning of the feast he had been seated at the high table but he
had |eft it to move among the warriors, stopping here and there to listen to a conversation or to whisper
inaman’sear. Hiswhite hair was drawn back from histonsureinto along plait that he had boundin a
black ribbon, while hislong beard was smilarly plaited and bound. Hisface, dark asthe Roman
chestnuts that were such adelicacy in Dumnonia, was long, deeply lined and amused. Hewas up to
mischief, | thought, and | had shrunk down in my place so that he would not work that mischief on me. |
loved Merlin like afather, but | wasin no mood for moreriddies. | just wanted to be asfar from
Ceinwyn and Lancelot as the Godswould let me go.

| waited until | thought Merlin was on the far side of the hall and that it was safe for meto leave
without him spotting me, but it was just at that moment that his voice whispered in my ear. ‘Wereyou
hiding from me, Derfd? he asked, then he gave an elaborate groan as he settled on the floor beside me.
Heliked pretending that his great age had made him feeble, and he made agreat play of massaging his
knees and groaning at the pain in hisjoints. Then he took the horn of mead out of my hand and drained it.
‘Behold the virgin Princess;” he said, gesturing with the empty horn towards Ceinwyn, ‘going to her gridy
fate. Let’sseenow.’ He scratched between the plaits of his beard as he thought about his next words. ‘A
half monthtill the betrotha ? Marriage aweek or so later, then ahandful of monthstill the child kills her.
No chance of ababy coming out of those little hips without splitting her intwo.” He laughed. ‘1t will be
likeapussy cat giving birth to abullock. Very nasty, Derfel.” He peered a me, enjoying my discomfort.

‘I thought,” | responded sourly, ‘that you had made Ceinwyn acharm of happiness?

‘So| did,” he said blandly, ‘but what of it? Women like having babies and if Ceinwyn’s happiness
consgts of being ripped into two bloody halves by her firstborn then my charm will have worked, will it
not? Hesmiled a me.

 “Shewill never behigh,”* | said, quoting Merlin’s prophecy that he had uttered in thisvery hall not a
month before, * “and she will never be low, but shewill be happy.™

‘“What amemory for triviayou do havel [sn't the mutton awful ? Under-cooked, you see. And it’ s not
even hot! | can’t abide cold food.” Which did not stop him stedling a portion from my dish. * Do you think
that being Queen of Sluriaishigh?

‘lsn'tit? | asked sourly.

‘Oh, dear me, no. What an absurd ideal Siluria sthe most wretched place on earth, Derfel. Nothing
but grubby valeys, stony beaches and ugly people.’” He shuddered. ‘ They burn coa instead of wood and
most of thefolk are black as Sagramor asaresult. | don't suppose they know what washing is.” He
pulled apiece of gristle from histeeth and tossed it to one of the hounds that scavenged among the
feagters. * Lancelot will soon bebored by Siluria | can't see our galant Lance ot enduring those ugly,
cod-blackened dugsfor very long, so, if she survives childbirth, which I doubt, poor little Ceinwyn will



beleft dl donewith aheap of coal and asqualing baby. That' Il be the end of her!” He seemed pleased
at the prospect. ‘Have you ever noticed, Derfel, how you find ayoung woman in the height of her beauty,
with aface to snatch the very stars out of their heavens, and ayear later you discover her stinking of milk
and infant shit and you wonder how you could ever have found her beautiful ? Babies do that to women,
s0 look on her now, Derfel, look on her now, for shewill never again be so lovely.’

Shewaslovely, and worse, she seemed happy. She was robed in white this night and about her neck
was hung aslver star looped on asilver chain. Her golden hair was bound by afillet of slver, and silver
raindrops hung from her ears. And Lancelot, that night, looked as striking as Ceinwyn. He was said to be
the handsomest man in Britain, and so hewasiif you liked hisdark, thin, long, dmost reptilian face. He
was dressed in ablack coat striped with white, wore agold torque at histhroat and had acircle of gold
binding hislong black hair that was oiled smooth against his scap before cascading down his back. His
beard, trimmed to a sharp point, was aso oiled.

‘Shetold me,’ | said to Merlin, and knowing as | spokethat | revealed too much of my heart to that
wicked old man, ‘that sheisn't certain about marrying Lancelot.’

‘Wdll, shewould say that, wouldn’t she? Merlin answered cardesdy, beckoning to adave who was
carrying adish of pork towards the high table. He scooped ahandful of ribsinto the lap of his grubby
white robe and sucked greedily on one of them. ‘Ceinwyn,” he went on when he had sucked most of the
rib bare, ‘isaromantic fool. She somehow convinced herself she could marry where she liked, though
the Gods a one know why any girl should think that! Now, of course,” he said with his mouth full of pork,
‘everything changes. She'smet Lancelot! She'll be dizzy with him by now. Maybe shewon't even wait
for the marriage? Who knows? Maybe, this very night, in the secrecy of her chamber, she'll tup the
bastard dry. But probably not. She' savery conventiond girl.’” He said the last three words disparagingly.
‘Havearib, heoffered. ‘It' stime you were married.’

‘Thereisno onel want to marry,’ | said sulkily. Except Ceinwyn, of course, but what hope did | have
agang Lancelot?

‘Marriage has nothing to do with wanting,” Merlin said scornfully. * Arthur thought it was, and what a
fool for women Arthur ist What you want, Derfd, isapretty girl inyour bed, but only afool thinksthe
girl and the wife have to be the same creature. Arthur thinks you should marry Gwenhwyvach.” He sad
the name carledy.

‘Gwenhwyvach!” | said too loudly. She was Guinevere syounger sister and was a heavy, dulll,
pale-skinned girl whom Guinevere could not abide. | had no particular reason to didike Gwenhwyvach,
but nor could I imagine marrying such adrab, soulless and unhappy girl.

‘And why ever not? Merlin asked in pretended outrage. ‘ A good match, Derfel. What are you, after
all, but the son of a Saxon dave? And Gwenhwyvach is a genuine Princess. No money, of course, and
uglier than thewild sow of Llyffan, but think how grateful she'll bel” Heleered & me. * And consider
Gwenhwyvach’ s hips, Derfel! No danger there of ababy getting stuck. She'll spit thelittle horrors out
like greased pips!’

| wondered if Arthur had reglly proposed such amarriage, or whether it was Guinevere' sidea? More
likely it was Guinevere. | watched her as she sat arrayed in gold beside Cuneglas and the triumph on her
face was unmistakable. She looked uncommonly beautiful that night. She was ever the most
griking-looking woman in Britain, but on that rainy feast night in Caer Sws she seemed to glow. Maybe
that was because of her pregnancy, but the likelier explanation wasthat she wasrevdlingin her
ascendancy over these people who had once dismissed her as a penniless exile. Now, thanksto Arthur’'s
sword, she could dispose of these people just as her husband disposed of their kingdoms. It was



Guinevere, | knew, who was Lancelot’s chief supporter in Dumnonia, and Guinevere who had made
Arthur promise Lancelot Silurid sthrone, and Guinevere who had decided that Ceinwyn should be
Lancelot’sbride. Now, | suspected, she wanted to punish me for my hostility to Lancelot by making her
inconvenient Sgter into my lumpen bride.

“Y ou look unhappy, Derfd,” Merlin provoked me.

| did not riseto the provocation. ‘ And you, Lord? | asked. ‘ Are you happy?
‘Do you care? heasked arrily.

‘I loveyou, Lord, likeafather,” | said.

He hooted at that, then half choked on adliver of pork, but was still laughing when herecovered. ‘Like
afather! Oh, Derfd, what an absurdly emotional beast you are. The only reason | raised you was
because | thought you were specia to the Gods, and maybe you are. The Gods do sometimes choose
the strangest creaturesto love. So tell me, loving would-be son, does your filia love extend to service?

‘What service, Lord? | asked, though | knew well enough what he wanted. He wanted spearmen to
go and seek the Cauldron.

Helowered hisvoice and leaned closer to me, though | doubt anyone could have heard our
conversation in theloud, drunken hall. *Britain,’ he said, ‘ suffers from two sicknesses, but Arthur and
Cuneglas recognize only one’

‘The Saxons.’

He nodded. * But Britain without the Saxons will till be diseased, Derfd, for werisk losing the Gods.
Chritianity spreads taster than the Saxons, and Christians are abigger offence to our Gods than any
Saxon. If we don't restrain the Christians then the Gods will desert us utterly, and whet is Britain without
her Gods? But if we harness the Gods and restore them to Britain, then the Saxons and the Chrigtians will
both vanish. We attack thewrong disease, Derfdl.’

| glanced at Arthur who was listening intently to something Cuneglas was saying. Arthur was not an
irrdigious man, but he carried hisbdliefslightly and bore no hatred in his soul for men and women who
believed in other Gods, yet Arthur, | knew, would hate to hear Merlin talk of fighting againgt the
Chrigtians. ‘ And no onelistensto you, Lord? | asked Merlin.

‘Some,” he said grudgingly, ‘afew, one or two. Arthur doesn’t. He thinks I’ m an old fool on the edge
of senility. But what about you, Derfel? Do you think I'm an old fool 7

‘No, Lord.’
‘And do you bdlieve in magic, Derfd?

‘Yes, Lord,’ | said. | had seen magic work, but | had seen it fail too. Magic was difficult, but |
believedinit.

Merlin leaned even closer to my ear. ‘ Then be at Dolforwyn’s summit this night, Derfel,” he whispered,
‘and | will grant you your soul’ sdesire.’

A harpist struck the chord that would summon the bards for the Snging. Thewarriors voicesdied
away asachill wind gusted rain through the open door and flickered the smal flames of the tallow
candles and the grease-soaked rush lights. Y our soul’ sdesire,” Merlin whispered again, but when |



looked to my left he had somehow vanished.

And in the night the thunder growled. The Gods were abroad and | was summoned to Dolforwyn.

| left the feast before the giving of gifts, before the bards sang and before the drunken warriors voices
swelled in the haunting Song of Nwyfre. | heard the song far behind me as| waked aone down the river
valey where Ceinwyn had told me of her visit to the bed of skullsand of the strange prophecy that made
no sense.

| wore my armour, but carried no shield. My sword, Hywelbane, was at my side and my green cloak
was about my shoulders. No man walked the night lightly, for night belonged to ghouls and spirits, but |
had been summoned by Merlin so | knew | would be safe.

My path was made easy for there was aroad that led east from the ramparts towards the southern
edge of therange of hillswhere Dolforwyn lay. It was along walk, four hoursin the wet dark, and the
road was black as pitch, but the Gods must have wanted meto arrive for | neither lost the road, nor met

any dangersin the night.

Merlin, | knew, could not be far ahead of me, and though | was two lifetimes younger than he, |
neither caught up with him nor even heard him. | just heard the fading song and afterwards, when the
snging had faded into the dark, | listened to therill of the river running over the tones and the paiter of
rain faling in the leaves and the scream of ahare caught by aweasdl and the shriek of abadger caling for
her mate. | passed two crouching settlements where the dying glow of fires showed through the low
openings benegath the bracken thatch. From one of those huts aman’ svoice called out in chalenge, but |
cdled to himthat | wastravelling in peace and he quieted his barking dog.

| 1eft the road to find the narrow track that twisted up Dolforwyn’ sflank and | feared the darkness
would make melose my way under the oaks that grew thick on the hill’ s side, but the rain clouds thinned
to let awan moonlight drift through the wet heavy |eaves and show me the stony path that climbed
sunwise up theroyd hill. No man lived here. It was a place of oaks, stone and mystery.

The path led from the trees into the wide open space of the summit where the lone feasting hall stood
and wherethe circle of standing stones marked where Cuneglas had been acclaimed. This summit was
Powys smost sacred place, yet for most of the year it stood deserted, used only at high feasts and at
times of great solemnity. Now, in the wan moonlight, the hall stood dark and the hilltop seemed empty.

| paused at the edge of the oaks. A white owl flew above me, its stubby body rushing on short wings
closeto my helmet’ swolf-tailed crest. The owl was an omen, but | could not tell whether the omen was
good or evil and | was suddenly afraid. Curiosity had drawn me here, but now | sensed the danger.
Merlin would not offer me my soul’ sdesire for nothing, and that meant | was here to make a choice, and
it wasachoice | suspected | would not want to make. Indeed, | feared it so much that | almost turned
back into the dark of the trees, but then a pulse on the scar of my left hand held mein place.

The scar had been put there by Nimue and whenever the scar throbbed | knew that my fate was gone
from my choosing. | was oath-sworn to Nimue. | could not go back.

The rain had stopped and the clouds were tattered. There was a cold wind beating the treetops, but
norain. It was still dark. Dawn could not be far off, but as yet no hint of light rose acrossthe eastern hills.
Therewas only the glimmering wash of moonlight that turned the stones of Dolforwyn’sroyd circleinto
slvered shapesin the dark.

| walked towards the stone circle and the sound of my heart seemed louder than the footfal of my



heavy boots. Still no one appeared and for amoment | wondered if thiswas some el aborate jest on
Merlin’s part, but then, in the centre of the sone ring, where the single stone of Powys skingship lay, |
saw agleam that was brighter than any reflection of misted moonlight from rain-glossed rock.

| moved closer, my heart thumping, then stepped between the circle' s stones and saw that the
moonlight was reflecting from acup. A slver cup. A smdl silver cup which, when | came closeto the
roya stone, | saw wasfilled with adark, moon-glossed liquid.

‘Drink, Derfd,” Nimue svoice said in awhisper that barely carried above the sound of the wind in the
oaks. ‘Drink.’

| turned, looking for her, but could see no one. The wind lifted my cloak and flapped some loose
thatch on the hall’ sroof. * Drink, Derfel,” Nimue' svoice said again, *drink.’

| looked up into the sky and prayed to Lleullaw that he would preserve me. My |eft hand, that was
now throbbing in pain, was clagped tight about Hywelbane' s hilt. | wanted to do the safe thing, and that, |
knew, wasto wak away and go back to the warmth of Arthur’ sfriendship, but the misery in my soul had
brought meto this cold bare hill and the thought of Lancelot’ s hand resting on Ceinwyn’s dender wrist
made me look down to the cup.

| lifted it, hesitated, then drained it.

Theliquid tasted bitter so that | shuddered when it was dl gone. Therank taste stayed in my mouth
and throat as| carefully laid the cup back on the king' s stone.

‘Nimue? | called amost beseechingly, but there was no answer except for thewind in the trees.

‘Nimue!” | caled again, for my head was reding now. The clouds were churning black and grey, and
the moon was splintering into spikes of slvered light that dashed up from the distant river and shettered in
the thrashing dark of the twisting trees. ‘Nimue!’ “ called as my knees gave way and asmy head spunin
lurid dreams. | knelt by the royal stone that suddenly loomed as large as amountain before me, then |
then fell forward so heavily that my sprawling arm sent the empty cup flying. | flit Sck, but no vomit
would come, there were just dreams, terrible dreams, shrieking ghouls of nightmare that screamed insde
my head. | was crying, | was sweating and my muscles were twitching in uncontrollable spasms.

Then hands seized my head. My helmet was dragged from my hair, then aforehead was pressed
againgt mine. It was a cool white forehead and the nightmares skittered away to be replaced by avison
of along, naked white body with dender thighsand small breasts. ‘ Dream, Derfel,” Nimue soothed me,
her hands stroking my hair, dream, my love, dream.’

| was crying helplessly. | wasawarrior, aLord of. Dumnonia, beloved of Arthur and so in his debt
after the last battle that he would grant me land and wealth beyond my dreams, yet now | wept like an
orphaned child. My soul’ s desire was Ceinwyn, but Ceinwyn was being dazzled by Lancelot and |
thought | could never know happiness again.

‘Dream, my love,’” Nimue crooned, and she must have swept a black cloak over both our headsfor
suddenly the grey night vanished and | wasin aslent darkness with her arms about my neck and her face
pressed close to mine. We knelt, cheek beside each other’ s cheek, with my hands shuddering
gpasmodically and helplesdy on the coal skin of her barethighs. | et my body’ stwitching weight lean on
her dender shoulders and there, in her arms, the tears ended, the spasms faded and suddenly | was cam.
No vomit edged my throat, the achein my legswas gone and | felt warm. So warm that the swest il
poured off me. | did not move, | did not want to move, but just |et the dream come.



At firg it was awondrous dream for it seemed | had been given the wings of agreat eagleand | was
flying high above aland | did not know. Then | saw it was aterrible land, broken by great chasms and by
tall mountains of jagged rock down which small streams cascaded white towards dark pegty lakes. The
mountains seemed to have no end, nor any refuge, for as | coasted above them on the wings of my
dream, | saw no houses, no huts, no fields, no flocks, no herds, no souls, but only awolf running between
the crags and the bones of adeer lying in athicket. The sky above me was as grey asasword, the
mountains below were dark as dried blood and the air beneath my wings as cold as aknifein theribs.

‘Dream, my love,” Nimue murmured, and in the dream | swept low on my wide wingsto seearoad
twisting between the dark hills. It was aroad of beaten earth, broken by rocks, that picked its cruel way
from valley to valey, sometimes climbing to bleak passes before it dropped again to the bare stones of
another valley floor. The road edged black lakes, cut through shadowed chasms, skirted snow-streaked
hills, but dwaysled towards the north. How it was the north | did not know, but thiswasadreamin
which knowledge needs no reason.

The dream wings dropped me down to the road’ s surface and suddenly | was flying no longer, but
climbing the road towards a passin the hills. The dopes on either side of the pass were steep black dabs
of date running with water, but something told me the road’ s end lay just beyond the black pass and that
if I could just keep waking on my tired legs| would crossthe crest and find my soul’ sdesire at the
farther sde.

| was panting now, my bresth coming in agonized gasps as| dreamed my way up the last few paces of
the road and there, suddenly, at the summit, | saw light and colour and warmth.

For the road dropped beyond the pass to a coastline where there were trees and fields, and beyond
the coast was aglittering seain which anidand lay, and in theidand, shining in the sudden sun, wasa
lake. ‘Therel” | spoke adoud for | knew theidand was my goal, but just when it seemed | wasgiven a
renewed energy to run down theroad’ slast miles and plunge into that sunlit sea, aghoul sprang into my
path. 1t was a black thing in black armour with amouth spitting black dime and a black-bladed sword
twice aslong as Hywelbane in its black-clawed hand. It screamed achdlenge a me.

And | screamed too, and my body stiffened in Nimue' s embrace.

Her arms gripped my shoulders. * Y ou have seen the Dark Road, Derfdl,” she whispered, ‘ you have
seen the Dark Road.” And suddenly she pulled away from me and the cloak was whipped from my back
and | fell forward onto Dolforwyn’ swet grass as the wind swirled cold about me.

| lay there for long minutes. The dream had passed and | wondered what the Dark Road had to do
with my soul’ sdesire. Then | jerked aside and vomited, and after that my head felt clear again and |
could seethefalen silver cup beside me. | picked it up, rocked back onto my haunches and saw that
Merlin was watching me from the far Sde of the roya stone. Nimue, hislover and priestess, was beside
him, her thin body swathed in avast black cloak, her black hair held in aribbon and her golden eye
shining in the moonlight. The eyein that socket had been prised out by Gundleus, and for that injury he
had paid athousandfold.

Neither spoke, but just waiched as| spat the last vomit from my mouth, cuffed a my lips, shook my
head, then tried to stand. My body was till weak, or ese my skull was till regling, for | could not raise
mysdlf and so, ingtead, | knelt beside the stone and leaned on my elbows. Smdl spasms till made me
twitch from timeto time. *What did you make me drink? | asked, putting the silver cup back on the
rock.

‘I made you drink nothing,” Merlin answered. * Y ou drank of your own freewill, Derfel, just asyou



came here of your own freewill.” Hisvoice, that had been so mischievousin Cuneglas shall, was now
cold and digtant. ‘What did you see?

‘The Dark Road,” | answered obediently.

‘It liesthere; Merlin said, and pointed north into the night.
‘And the ghoul 7 | asked.

‘IsDiwrnach,” he said.

| closed my eyesfor | knew now what hewanted. * And theidand,” | said, opening my eyesagain, ‘is
YnysMon?

‘Yes,' Melinsad. ‘Theblessed ide!

Before the Romans came and before the Saxons were even dreamed of, Britain was ruled by the
Gods and the Gods spoke to us from Y nys Mon, but the idand had been ravaged by the Romanswho
had cut down its oaks, destroyed its sacred groves and daughtered its guardian Druids. That Black Y ear
had occurred more than four hundred years before this night, yet Y nys Mon was still sacred to the few
Druidswho, like Merlin, tried to restore the Gods to Britain. But now the blessed idand was apart of the
kingdom of LIeyn, and Lleyn wasruled by Diwrnach, the most terrible of dl the Irish Kingswho had
crossed the Irish Seato take British land. Diwrnach was said to paint his shields with human blood.
Therewasno King in dl Britain more crud or more feared, and it was only the mountains that hemmed
him in and the smallness of hisarmy that kept him from spreading histerror south through Gwynedd.
Diwrnach was a beast that could not be killed; a creature that lurked at the dark edge of Britain and, by
common consent, he was best |eft unprovoked. ‘Y ou want me,” | said to Merlin, ‘to goto YnysMon?

‘| want you to comewith usto YnysMon, he sad, indicating Nimue, ‘with usand avirgin.’
‘A virgin? | asked.

‘Because only avirgin, Derfd, can find the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. And noneof us, | think,
qudifies,; he added the last words sarcastically.

‘And the Cauldron,” | said dowly, ‘ison YnysMon. Merlin nodded and | shuddered to think of such
an errand. The Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn was one of the thirteen magica Treasures of Britain that had
been dispersed when the Romans had laid waste Y nys Mon, and Merlin’ sfinal ambition of hislong life
was to reassemble the Treasures, but the Cauldron was hisred prize. With the Cauldron, he claimed, he
could control the Gods and destroy the Christians, and that was why, with a bitter tasting mouth and a
belly rank with sourness, | was knedling on awet hilltop in Powys. ‘My job,’” | said to Merlin, ‘isto fight
the Saxons.’

‘Fool!” Merlin snapped. ‘ Thewar againgt the Saisislost unless we regain the Treasures!”
‘Arthur doesn't agree.’

‘Then Arthur isafool asgreat asyou. What do the Saxons matter, foal, if our Gods have deserted
us?

T am sworn to Arthur’ sservice,” | protested.

“You are sworn to my bidding too,” Nimue said, holding up her left hand to show the scar that
meaiched mine.



‘But | want no man on the Dark Road,” Merlin said, ‘who does not come willingly. Y ou must choose
your loydty, Derfd, but | can help you choose!’

He swept the cup off the rock and put in its place a heap of the rib bones that he had taken from
Cuneglas shall. He knelt, picked up one bone and placed it in the centre of theroya stone. ‘ That is
Arthur, hesaid, ‘and this,” he took another bone, ‘is Cuneglas, and this,” helaid athird bone so that it
made atriangle with the first two, ‘we shall speak of later. This helaid afourth bone across one of the
triangl€' scorners, ‘is Tewdric of Gwent, and thisis Arthur’ saliance with Tewdric, and thisishisaliance
with Cuneglas.’” The second triangle was thus formed on top of the first and the two now resembled a
crude, Sx pointed star. ‘ Thisis Elmet,” he began the third layer that was pardllel with thefirg, ‘and thisis
Silurig, and thisbone,” he hed up thelast, ‘isthe aliance of dl those kingdoms. There.” He leaned back
and gestured at the precarious tower of bones standing at the stone’ s centre. Y ou see, Derfd, Arthur's
careful scheme, though | tell you, | promise you, that without the Treasures the scheme will tail.’

Hefdl slent. | stared at the nine bones. All of them, except for the mysteriousthird bone, were till
hung with scraps of meat, tendon and gristle. It wasjust that third bone that had been scraped clean and
white. | touched it very gently with my finger, taking care not to disturb the fragile balance of the squat
tower. ‘And what isthe third bone? | asked.

Merlin smiled. ‘ The third bone, Derfe,’ he said, ‘isthe marriage between Lancelot and Ceinwyn.” He
paused. ‘Takeit.’

| did not move. To take the third bone would be to collapse Arthur’ sfragile network of aliances that
were his best, indeed his only hope of defeating the Saxons.

Merlin sneered at my reluctance, then he took hold of the third bone, but he did not pull it free. ‘ The
Gods hate order,” he snarled at me. * Order, Derfd, iswhat destroys the Gods, so they must destroy
order.” He pulled the bone out and the pile immediately collapsed into chaos. * Arthur must restore the
Gods, Defd, Merlinsad, ‘if heisto bring peaceto dl Britain.” He held the bone out to me. ‘ Takeiit.’

| did not move.

‘Itisjust apileof bones’ Merlin said, ‘but thisbone, Derfdl, isyour soul’sdesire” He held the clean
bonetowards me. ‘ Thisboneis Lancelot’s marriage to Ceinwyn. Snap this bone in two, Derfd, and the
marriage will never happen. But leave this bone whole, Derfdl, and your enemy will take your woman to
his bed and maul her likeadog.” He thrust the bone towards me again, and again | did not takeit. * Y ou
think your lovefor Ceinwynisn't written al over your face? Merlin asked derisively. ‘ Takeit! Because
I, Merlin of Avaon, grant you, Derfel, power of thisbone.’

| took it, the Gods help me, but | took it. What else could | do?| wasin love and | took that cleansed
bone and | placed it in my pouch.

‘Itwon’t help you,” Merlin mocked me, ‘unlessyou bresk it
‘It may not help me anyway,’ | said, at last discovering that | could stand.

‘You areafooal, Derfel,;” Merlin said, ‘ But you are afool who is good with a sword and that iswhy |
need you if we' reto walk the Dark Road.” He stood. ‘It' s your choice now. Y ou can break the bone
and Ceinwyn will cometo you, that | promise, but you will then be sworn to the Cauldron’s quest. Or
you can marry Gwenhwyvach and waste your life battering Saxon shields while the Chrigtians connive to
take Dumnonia. | leave the choice to you, Derfel. Now close your eyes.’

| closed my eyesand dutifully kept them closed for along time, but at |ast, when no more ingtructions



were given, | opened them.

The hilltop was empty. | had heard nothing, but Merlin, Nimue, the eight bones and the silver cup were
al gone. Dawn showed in the east, the birds were loud in the trees and | had a clean-picked bonein my
pouch.

| walked downhill to the road beside theriver, but in my head | saw the other road, the Dark Road
that led to Diwrnach’slair, and | wasfrightened.

W e hunted boar that morning and Arthur deliberately sought my company aswe walked out of Caer
Sws. “You left early last night, Derfel,” he greeted me.

‘My bdly, Lord,’ | said. | did not want to tell him the truth, that | had been with Merlin, for then he
would have suspected that | had not yet abandoned the Cauldron’s quest. It was better tolie. ‘| had a
sour belly,” | explained.

Helaughed. ‘1 never know why we call them feasts,” he said, ‘for they’ re nothing but an excuseto
drink.” He paused to wait for Guinevere, who liked to hunt and who was dressed this morning in boots
and leather trews that were strapped tight to her long legs. She hid her pregnancy benegath aleather jerkin
over which shewore agreen cloak. She had brought a brace of her beloved deerhounds and she handed
metheir leashes so that Arthur could carry her through the ford that lay beside the old fortress. Lancel ot
offered the same courtesy to Ceinwyn who cried out in evident delight as Lancelot swept her into his
arms. Ceinwyn was a'so dressed in men’ s clothes, but hers were not cut close and subtle like
Guinevere' s. Ceinwyn had probably borrowed whatever hunting clothes her brother did not want and the
baggy, over-long garments made her look boyish and young beside Guinevere s sophisticated elegance.
Neither woman carried a spear, but Bors, Lancelot’ s cousin and his champion, carried a spare wegpon
in case Ceinwyn wanted to join akill. Arthur had inssted that the pregnant Guinevere should not carry a
spear. ‘Y ou must take caretoday,’ he said as he restored her to her feet on the Severn’s southern bank.

“Y ou worry too much,” she said, then took the hounds' |eashes from me and pushed a hand through
her thick, springing red hair as she turned back to Ceinwyn. ‘ Become pregnant,” she said, ‘and men think
you' remade of glass” Shefdl into step beside Lanceot, Ceinwyn and Cuneglas, leaving Arthur to walk
beside metowards the legfy valey where Cuneglas' s huntsmen had reported plenty of game. There might
have been fifty of us hunters atogether, mostly warriors, though ahandful of women had chosen to come
and two score of servants brought up the rear. One of those servants sounded a horn to tell the huntsmen
a thevaley’ sfar end that it wastimeto drive the game down towards the river and we hunters hefted
our long, heavy boar spears aswe spread out into aline. It was a cold late summer’ s day, cold enough to
cloud our breath, but the rain had cleared and the sun shone on fallow fiddslaced with amorning mist.
Arthur wasin high spirits, revelling in the day’ s beauty, his own youth and the prospect of ahunt. ‘One
more feast,” he said to me, ‘then you can go home and rest.’

‘Onemorefeast? | asked dully, my mind fuddled with tiredness and from the lingering effects of
whatever Merlin and Nimue had given meto drink on Dolforwyn’s pesk.

Arthur clapped my shoulder. ‘ Lancelot’ s betrotha, Derfel. Then back to Dumnonia. And to work!’
He sounded delighted at the prospect and he enthusiastically told me his plansfor the coming winter.
There were four broken Roman bridges that he wanted rebuilt, then the kingdom'’ s sonemasons would
be sent to finish theroyal palace a Lindinis. Lindinis was the Roman town close to Caer Cadarn, the
place of Dumnonia sroya acclamations, and Arthur wanted to make it the new capitd. ‘ There aretoo



many Christiansin Durnovaria,’ he said, though he hastily, and typicaly, added that he had nothing
persona againg Chrigtians.

‘It'sjudt, Lord,’ | said drily, ‘that they have something against you.’

‘Somedo, he admitted. Before the battle, when Arthur’ s cause had seemed utterly lost, aparty
opposed to Arthur had grown bold in Dumnonia and that party had been led by the Chrigtians, the same
Chrigtians who had the guardianship of Mordred. Theimmediate cause of their hogtility had been aloan
that Arthur had forced from the church to pay for the campaign that ended in Lugg Ve, and that loan
had sparked a bitter enmity. It was odd, | thought, how the church preached the merits of poverty, but
never forgave aman for borrowing its money.

‘| wanted to talk to you of Mordred,” Arthur said, explaining why he had sought my company on this
finemorning. ‘Intenyears,” Arthur went on, ‘he'll be old enough to take the throne. That’ s not long,
Derfd, not long at al, and he needsto beraised well in those ten years. | le must be taught letters, he
must learn to use asword and he must learn responsibility.” | nodded agreement, though not with any
enthusiasm. Thefive-year-old Mordred would doubtlesslearn al the things Arthur wanted, but | did not
see what businessit was of mine. Arthur had other idess. ‘| want you to be hisguardian,’” he said,
urprising me.

‘Méel’ | exclaimed.

‘Nabur cares more about his own advancement than he does about Mordred’ s character,” Arthur
said. Nabur was the Chrigtian magistrate who was the child King' s present guardian, and it was Nabur
who had plotted most vigoroudly to destroy Arthur’s power; Nabur and, of course, Bishop Sansum.
‘And Nabur isno soldier,” Arthur went on. ‘I pray that Mordred will rulein peace, Derfel, but he needs
the skills of war, al kingsdo, and | can think of no one better than you to train him.’

‘Not me,” | protested. ‘I’m too young!’
Arthur laughed at that objection. * The young should be raised by the young, Derfdl,” he said.

A distant horn sounded to signd that game had been started from the valley’ s end. We hunters entered
the trees and stepped over the tangles of briar and the dead trunks that were thick with fungi. We
advanced dowly now, listening for the terrifying sound of aboar crashing through the brush. ‘Besides;’ |
went on, ‘my placeisinyour shield-wall, notin Mordred’ snursery.’

“You'll fill beinmy shied-wall. Y ou think | would lose you, Derfd? Arthur said withagrin. ‘1 don't
want you tied to Mordred, | just want him in your household. | need him to be raised by an honest man.’

| shrugged that compliment away, then thought guiltily of the clean, unbroken bonein my pouch. Was
it honest, I wondered, to use magic to change Ceinwyn’smind? | looked at her, and she glanced my way
and gave meashy smile. ‘I have no household,” | said to Arthur.

‘But you will, and soon,” he said. Then he held up ahand and | froze, listening to the sounds ahead of
us. Something heavy was trampling in the trees and we both ingtinctively crouched with our spearsheld a
few inches above the ground, but then we saw that the frightened beast was a fine stag with good antlers
and we rdlaxed as the animal pounded past. “We Il hunt him tomorrow, maybe,” Arthur said, watching
the stag run padt. * Give your hounds arun inthemorning!’ he shouted to Guinevere.

She laughed and came down the hill towards us, her hounds straining et their leashes. ‘| should like
that,” she said. Her eyeswere bright and her face flushed by the cold. ‘ The hunting’ s better here than in
Dumnonia,’ she said.



‘But not theland,” Arthur said to me. ‘ There' s an estate north of Durnovaria,’ hewent on, ‘that is
Mordred’ sby right and | plan to make you itstenant. I’ll grant you other land, too, for your own, but you
can make ahal on Mordred’ sland and raise him there!’

“You know the estate,” Guinevere said. ‘It’sthe one north of Gyllad'sholding.’

‘I know it,” | said. The estate had good river land for crops and fine uplands for sheep. *But I'm not
sure | know how to raiseachild,” 1 grumbled. The horns sounded loud ahead and the huntsmen’ s hounds
were baying. Cheers sounded far to our right, sgnifying that someone had found quarry, though our part
of the wood was gtill empty. A small stream tumbled to our left and the wooded ground climbed to our
right. Therocks and twisted tree roots were thick with moss.

Arthur dismissed my fears. *Youwon't raise Mordred,” he said, ‘but | do want him raised in your hal,
with your servants, your manners, your morals and your judgments.”

‘And,” Guinevere added, ‘your wife’

A sngpping of atwig made melook uphill. Lancelot and his cousin Bors were there, both standing in
front of Ceinwyn. Lancelot’ s spear shaft was painted white and he wore tall lesther boots and a cloak of
supple leather. | looked back to Arthur. ‘ Thewife, Lord,’ | said, ‘isnewsto me.’

He clasped my elbow, the boar hunt forgotten. ‘I plan to appoint you Dumnonia s champion, Derfel,’
hesad.

‘The honour isabove me, Lord,” | said cautioudy, ‘besides, you are Mordred’ s champion.’

‘Prince Arthur,” Guinevere said, for she liked to call him Prince even though he was bastard born, “is
aready chief of the Council. He can’t be champion aswell, not unless he' s expected to do al
Dumnonia swork?

‘True, Lady,’ | said. | was not averse to the honour, for it was a high one, though therewas aprice. In
battle | would haveto tight whatever champion presented himself for single combet, but in peaceit would
mean wealth and status far above my present rank. | aready had thetitle of Lord and the men to uphold
that rank and the right to paint my own device on these men’ s shields, but | shared these honourswith
two score other Dumnonian war leaders. To be the King' s champion would make me the foremost
warrior of Dumnonia, though how any man could claim that status while Arthur lived, | could not see.
Nor, indeed, while Sagramor lived. ‘ Sagramor,’ | said carefully, ‘isagreater warrior than I, Lord
Prince.” With Guinevere present | had to remember to call him Prince oncein awhile, though it wasa
title he didiked.

Arthur waved my objection aside. ‘| am making Sagramor Lord of the Stones,” he said, ‘ and he wants
nothing more.” Thelordship of the Stones made Sagramor into the man who guarded the Saxon frontier
and | could well bdieve that the black-skinned, dark-eyed Sagramor would be well content with such a
belligerent gppointment. * Y ou, Derfel,” he prodded my chest, ‘will be the champion.’

‘Andwho,” | asked drily, ‘will be the champion’swife?
‘My sgter Gwenhwyvach, Guinevere said, watching me closdly.

| was grateful that | had been forewarned by Merlin. Y ou do me too much honour, Lady,’ | said
blandly.

Guinevere smiled, satisfied that my words implied acceptance. ‘ Did you ever think, Derfdl, that you
would marry aPrincess?



‘No, Lady,’ | said. Gwenhwyvach, like Guinevere, wasindeed a Princess, a Princess of Henis Wyren,
though Henis Wyren was no more. That sad kingdom was now called Lleyn and was ruled by the dark
Irish invader, King Diwrnach.

Guinevere yanked the leashes to subdue her excited hounds. ‘Y ou can be betrothed when we return
to Dumnonia,” she said. ‘ Gwenhwyvach has agreed.’

‘Thereisone obstacle, Lord,’ | said to Arthur.

Guinevere yanked on the leashes again, quite unnecessarily, but she hated all opposition and so she
took out her frustration on the houndsinstead of on me. She did not didike me at that time, but nor did
she particularly like me either. She knew of my aversion for Lancelot, and that doubtless prejudiced her
againg me, but she would not have thought my didike significant, for she doubtless dismissed meas
merdly one of her husband' swar leaders; atdl, dull, flaxen-haired man who lacked the civilized graces
that Guinevere so valued. ‘ An obstacle? Guinevere asked me dangeroudy.

‘Lord Prince;’ | said, ingsting on talking to Arthur and not to hiswife, ‘| am oath-swvornto alady.’ |
thought of the bonein my pouch. ‘1 have no claim on her, nor can | expect anything from her, but if she
does clam methen | am obligated to her.’

‘Who? Guinevere demanded immediately.

‘| can't say, Lady.’
‘Who? Guinevereindsted again.

‘He doesn't need to say,” Arthur defended me. He smiled. ‘How long can thislady claim your
loydty?

‘Not long, Lord,” | said, ‘only daysnow.” For once Ceinwyn was betrothed to Lancelot then | could
congder my oath to her voided.

‘Good,” hesaid vigoroudy, and smiled a Guinevere asthough inviting her to share his pleasure, but
Guinevere was scowling instead. She detested Gwenhwyvach, finding her graceless and boring, and she
desperately wanted to marry her sster out of her life. ‘If dl goeswel,” Arthur said, ‘you can be married
in Glevum at the sametime that Lancelot marries Ceinwyn.’

‘Or are you demanding these few days,” Guinevere asked acidly, ‘to conjure up reasonswhy you
should not marry my sster?

‘Lady, | said earnedtly, ‘it would be an honour to marry Gwenhwyvach.” That, | think, wasthe truth,
for Gwenhwyvach would doubtless prove an honest wife, though whether | would prove agood husband
was another matter, for my only reason for marrying Gwenhwyvach would be the high rank and great
wedlth she would bring as her dowry; but those, for most men, were the purpose of marriage. Andiif |
could not have Ceinwyn, what did it maiter who | married? Merlin ever warned us against confusing love
and marriage, and though the advice was cynical, there was truth there. | was not expected to love
Gwenhwyvach, just to marry her, and her rank and dowry were my rewards for fighting that long bloody
day in Lugg Vae. If those rewards were tinged with Guinevere s mockery, they were ill arich gift. ‘|
will marry your sster gladly,’ | promised Guinevere, ‘ so long as the keeper of my oath does not call on
me’

‘| pray she doesnot,” Arthur said with asmile, then whipped round as a shout sounded uphill.

Borswas crouched with his spear. Lancel ot was beside him, but was glancing down the dope towards



us, perhaps worried that the anima would escape through the gap between us. Arthur gently pushed
Guinevere back, then gestured for me to climb the hill and plug the gap.

‘Two of them!” Lancelot caled to us.

‘Onewill beasow,” Arthur called, then ran afew paces upstream before starting to climb uphill.
‘Where? he asked. Lancel ot pointed with hiswhite-shafted spear, but | could till see nothing in the
bushes.

‘Therel” Lancelot said petulantly, prodding his spear towards atangle of briars.

Arthur and | climbed another few feet and then at last we could see the boar deep insdethe
undergrowth. Hewas abig old beast with yellow tusks, smal eyes and humps of muscle under his dark
scarred hide. That muscle could move him at lightning speed and make him hook his sword sharp tusks
with afatd skill. We had al seen men die from tusk wounds, and nothing made a boar more dangerous
than to be cornered with a sow. All hunters prayed for aboar charging in open ground so that they could
use the beast’ s own speed and bulk to drive the spear into his body. Such a confrontation demanded
nerve and sKill, but not nearly so much nerve as when a man had to charge the boar.

‘“Who saw him first? Arthur asked.
‘My Lord King did.” Borsindicated Lancelot.
‘Then he' syours, Lord King.” Arthur gracioudy waived the honour of thekill to Lancelot.

‘Heismy gift toyou, Lord,” Lance ot answered. Ceinwyn was standing behind him, biting her lower
lip and with eyes wide. She had taken the spare spear from Bors, not because she hoped to useiit, but to
gpare him the burden, and she held the weapon nervoudy.

‘Put the hounds on him!” Guinevere joined us. Her eyeswere bright and her face animated. Shewas, |
think, often bored in Dumnonia s great paaces and the hunting field gave her an excitement she craved.

“You'll lose both dogs,” Arthur warned her. ‘ This pig knows how to fight. He moved cautioudy
forward, judging how best to provoke the beast, then he stepped sharply ahead and beat hard down on
the bushes with his spear as though to offer the boar a path out of its sanctuary. The beast grunted, but
did not move, not even when the spear blade flashed down within inches of its snout. The sow was
behind the boar, watching us.

‘It' sdonethisbefore,” Arthur said happily.
‘Let metakehim. Lord,” | said, suddenly anxiousfor him.

“You think I'velost my skill? Arthur asked with asmile. He begt the bushes again, but the briars
would not lie flat, nor would the boar move. ‘ The Gods blessyou.” Arthur said to the beast, then he
shouted a challenge and jumped into the tangle of thorns. He legpt to one side of the path he had crudely
besten and as he landed he rammed the spear hard forward, aiming its glittering blade at the boar’ sleft
flank just forward of its shoulder.

The boar’ s head seemed to twitch, only adight twitch, but it was enough to deflect the spear blade off
the tusk so that it dashed a bloody and harmless cut down the animd’ sflank, and then it charged. A
good boar can come from adtill stlance into instant madness with its head down and tusks ready to gut
upwards, and this beast was dready past Arthur’ s spearhead when it charged and Arthur was trapped
by the brambles.



| shouted to distract the boar and plunged my own spear into its belly. Arthur was on his back, his
spear abandoned, and the boar was on top of him. The hounds howled and Guinevere was shouting at us
to help. My spear was deep in the beast’ s belly and its blood spurted up to my handsas| levered up and
over to roll thewounded beast off my Lord. The cresture weighed more than two full sacks of grain, and
itsmuscleswere like iron ropes that twitched my spear. | gripped hard and pushed up, but then the sow
charged and swept my feet away from under me. | fell, and my weight pulled the spear shaft down and
thus brought the boar back onto Arthur’ s belly.

Arthur had somehow gripped both the beast’ stusks and, using dl his strength, was now forcing its
head away from his chest. The sow vanished, plunging downhill towards the stream. ‘Kill him!” Arthur
shouted, though he was hdf laughing aswell. He was just inches from degth, but he wasloving the
moment. ‘Kill him!” he cdled again. The boar’ s back legs were thrusting, its pittle was spattering
Arthur’ sface and its blood was soaking his clothes.

| was on my back, my face lacerated with thorns. | scrambled to my feet and reached for my jerking,
twisting spear that was till buried in the great brute' s belly, but then Bors plunged aknife into the boar’ s
neck and | saw the enormous strength of the animal begin to ebb as Arthur managed to force the squat,
stinking, bloody head away from hisribs. | seized my spear and twisted the blade, searching for the
animd’slife blood degp in its guts as Bors stabbed a second time. The boar suddenly pissed on Arthur,
gave one last desperate lunge of its huge neck and then abruptly dumped down. Arthur was avash inits
blood and urine, and half buried under its bulk.

He cautioudy let go of the tusks, then dissolved into helplesslaughter. Borsand | took atusk each
and, with aconcerted heave, hauled the corpse away from Arthur. One of the tusks had caught in
Arthur’sjerkin and it ripped the cloth as we tugged it away. We dropped the beast into the brambles,
then helped Arthur to hisfeet. The three of us stood grinning, our clothes muddied and torn and covered
with leaves, twigs and the blood of the boar. ‘I'll have abruisethere,” Arthur said, tapping his chest. He
turned to Lancelot, who had not moved to help during the struggle. There was the briefest pause, then
Arthur bowed his head. * Y ou gave me anoble gift, Lord King,” he said, ‘and | took it most ignobly.” He
wiped hiseyes. ‘But | enjoyed it dl the same. And we shdl dl enjoy it a your betrothal feast.” He looked

at Guinevere and saw that she was pae, amost trembling, and immediately he crossed to her. * Areyou
in?

‘No, no,” she said, and she put her arms about him and |leaned her head against his bloodied chest.
Shewas crying. It wasthefirst time | had ever seen her cry.

Arthur patted her back.  There was no danger, my love,’” he said, ‘no danger. | just made a hash of
thekilling.

‘Areyou hurt? Guinevere asked, pulling away from him and cuffing away her tears.

‘Only scratched.” His face and hands were lacerated by thorns, but he was otherwise unwounded
except for the bruise caused by the tusk. He stepped away from her, picked up his spear and gave a
whoop. ‘| haven't been put on my back like that in adozen years!’

King Cuneglas came running, worried about his guests, and the huntsmen arrived to truss and carry the
corpse away. They must dl have noted the comparison between Lancelot’ s unstained clothes and our
dishevelled and bloody state, but no one remarked on it. We were dl excited, pleased to have survived
and eager to share the story of Arthur holding the brute away from hisbody by itstusks. The story
spread and the sound of men’slaughter rang loud among the trees. Lancelot alone did not laugh. ‘We
must find you aboar now, Lord King,’ | said to him. We were standing afew paces from the excited
crowd that had gathered to watch as the huntsmen gralloched the beast to give Guinevere shounds a



medl of itsguts.

Lancelot gave me asideong, considering glance. He didiked me every scrgp asmuch as| didiked
him, but suddenly he smiled. ‘A boar,” he said, ‘would be better than a sow, | think.’

‘A sow? | asked, smdling an insult.

‘Didn’t the sow charge you?’ he asked, then opened his eyes guildesdy wide. * Surely you don’t think
| wasreferring to your marriage!” He offered me anironic bow. ‘1 must congratulate you, Lord Derfel!
To marry Gwenhwyvach!’

| forced my anger down, and made myself ook into his narrow mocking face with its ddlicate beard,
dark eyes, and long hair oiled as black and shining asaraven’ swing. ‘And | must congratulate you, Lord
King, on your betrothd .’

‘To Seren,” hesad, ‘the star of Powys.” He gazed at Ceinwyn who stood with her hands clasped to
her face as the huntsmen’ s knivesripped out the long coils of the boar’ sintestines. She looked so young
with her bright hair drawn up at the nape of her neck. ‘ Doesn’'t she look charming? Lancelot asked me
inavoicelikethe purr of acat. ‘ So vulnerable. | never believed the stories of her beauty, for who would
expect to find such ajewed among Gorfyddyd' swhelps? But sheis beautiful, and | am so very fortunate.’

‘Yes, Lord King, you are’

He laughed and turned away. He was aman in hisglory, a King come to take his bride, and he was
aso my enemy. But | had hisbonein my pouch. | touched it, wondering if the struggle with the boar had
broken therib, but it was till whole, still hidden and just waiting for my plessure.

Cavan, my second-in-command, came to Caer Sws on the eve of Ceinwyn'’ s betrotha and brought with
him forty of my spearmen. Galahad had sent them back, reckoning that hiswork in Siluria.could be
completed by the twenty remaining men. The Silurians, it seems, had glumly accepted their country’s
defeat and there had been no unrest at the news of their King's death, merely adocile submisson to the
exactions of the victors. Cavan told me that Oengus of Demetia, the Irish King who had brought Arthur
victory at Lugg Vale, had taken his allotted portion of daves and treasure, stolen as much again, and had
then gone home, and the Silurians were evidently happy enough that the renowned Lancel ot was now to
betheir King. ‘ And | reckon the bastard’ swelcome to the place, Cavan said when hefound mein
Cuneglas shdl where | spread my blanket and took my medls. He scratched at alousein his beard.

‘ Scrubby place, Siluria’

‘They breed good warriors,” | said.
‘Fighting to get away from home, | wouldn’t wonder.” He sniffed. *What clawed your face, Lord?
‘Thorns. Fighting aboar.’

‘| thought you might have got married when | wasn't watching you, he said, ‘and that was her
wedding gift.

‘l anto bemarried,’ | told him aswe walked out of the hal into Caer Sws s sunlight, and | described
Arthur’ s proposal to make me Mordred’ s champion and his own brother-in-law. Cavan was pleased at
the news of my imminent enrichment for he was an Irish exile who had sought to turn his skillswith spear
and sword into afortune in Uther’s Dumnonia, but somehow the fortune had kept dipping away across
the throwboard. He was twice my age, asquat man, broad-shouldered, grey-bearded and with hands



thick with thewarrior rings we forged from the wegpons of defeated enemies. He was delighted that my
marriage would mean gold and he was tactful about the bride who would bring that metd. * Sheisn't a
beauty like her sster,” he said.

‘“True,” | admitted.
‘Infact, he said, abandoning tact, ‘ she'sasugly as a sack of toads.’
‘Sheisplain,’ | conceded.

‘But plain ones make the best wives, Lord,” he declared, never having been married himsdf, though
never lonely either. ‘And she'll bring usal wedlth,” he added happily, and that, of course, was the reason
| would marry poor Gwenhwyvach. My common sense could not put faith in the pork rib in my pouch,
and my duty to my men wasto reward them for their fiddlity, and those rewards had been few in the last
year. They had lost virtualy all their possessions et thefal of Y nys Trebes and had then struggled against
Gorfyddyd sarmy at Lugg Vae; now they weretired, they were impoverished and no men had ever
deserved more of their lord.

| greeted my forty men who were waiting to be assigned quarters. | was glad to see Issaamong them,
for hewasthe best of my spearmen: ayoung farm boy of huge strength and undying optimism who
protected my right sdein battle. | embraced him, then expressed my regretsthat | had no gifts for them.
‘But our reward is coming soon,’ | added, then glanced at the two dozen girlsthey must have attracted in
Silurig, ‘though I’'m glad to see most of you have aready found some rewards for yoursalves.’

They laughed. Issa s girl was a pretty dark-haired child of perhaps fourteen summers. He introduced
her to me. ‘ Scarach, Lord.” He named her proudly.

‘Irish? | asked her.

Shenodded. ‘| wasadave. Lord, to Ladwys.” Scarach spoke the tongue of Ireland; alanguage like
ours, but different enough, like her name, to mark her race. | guessed she had been captured by
Gundleus smenin araid on King Oengus slandsin Demetia. Most Irish daves came from such
Settlements on Britain’ swest coast though none, | suspected, were ever captured from Lleyn. No one
but afool ventured uninvited into Diwrnach’ sterritory.

‘Ladwys’ | said. ‘How isshe? Ladwys had been Gundleus s mistress, adark, tall woman whom
Gundleus had secretly married, though he had been ready enough to disown the marriage when
Gorfyddyd had offered him the prospect of Ceinwyn’'s hand.

‘She’sdead, Lord,” Scarach said happily. ‘WeKkilled her in the kitchen. | put aspit in her belly.’
‘She'sagood girl,’” Issasaid eagerly.

‘Evidently,’ | said, ‘so look after her.’” Hislast girl had deserted him for one of the Christian
missionaries who wandered Dumnonia s roads, but somehow | doubted that the redoubtable Scarach
would prove such afool.

That afternoon, using lime from Cuneglas s stores, my men painted anew device on their shields. The
honour of carrying my own device had been granted to me by Arthur on the eve of the battle at Lugg
Vae, but we had been given no time to change the shieldswhich, till now, had dl carried Arthur’ s symbol
of the bear. My men expected me to choose awolf’s mask as our symbol, to echo the wolf-tailsthat we
had begun to wear on our helmetsin the forests of Benoic, but | insisted that we each painted a
five-pointed gar. ‘ A star!” Cavan growled in disgppointment. He wanted something fierce, with claws



and beak and teeth, but | indsted onthe star. ‘ Seren,’ | said, ‘for we are the stars of the shidd-wall .’

They liked that explanation, and none suspected the hopeless romanticism that lay behind my choice.
So wefirst laid acoat of black pitch on the round, |eather-covered willow-board shields, then painted
the starsin lime, using a scabbard to get the edges straight, and when the limewash had dried we applied
avarnish made of pineresin and egg-white that would protect the sarsfrom rain for afew months. ‘It’'s
different,” Cavan grudgingly alowed when we admired the finished shields,

‘It sgplendid,” | said, and that night, when | dined in the circle of warriors who ate on the floor of the
hall, 1ssa stood behind me as shield-bearer. The varnish was still wet, but that only made the star seem
brighter. Scarach served me. It was a poor med of barley grud, but Caer Sws s kitchens could provide
no better for they were busy preparing the next night' s greet feast. Indeed the whole compound was busy
with those preparations. The hall had been decorated with boughs of dusk-red beech, the floor had been
swept and strewn with new rushes, and from the women's quarters we heard tales of dresses being made
and delicately embroidered. At least four hundred warriors were now in residence at Caer Sws, most of
them quartered in crude shelters thrown up on the fields outside the ramparts, and the warriors women,
children and dogs thronged the fort. Half the men belonged to Cuneglas, the other haf were Dumnonians,
but despite the recent war there was no trouble, not even when the news spread that Ratae had fallen to
Adl€ s Saxon horde because of Arthur’ streachery. Cuneglas must have suspected that Arthur had
purchased Adll€' s peace by some such means and he accepted Arthur’ s oath-promise that the men of
Dumnoniawould extract vengeance for the dead of Powyswho lay in the ashes of the captured fortress.

| had seen neither Merlin nor Nimue since the night on Dolforwyn. Merlin had left Caer Sws, but
Nimue, | heard, was dtill in the fortress and was staying hidden in the women' s quarters where, rumour
sad, shewas much in the Princess Ceinwyn’s company. That seemed unlikely to me because Nimue and
Ceinwyn were s0 very different. Nimue was afew years older than Ceinwyn and she was dark and
intense and forever trembling on the narrow divide between madness and anger, while Ceinwyn wasfair
and gentle and, as Merlin had told me, so very conventiond. | could not imagine that either woman had
much to say to the other, and s0 | assumed that the rumours were false and that Nimue was with Merlin
who, | believed, had gone to find the men who would carry their swordsinto Diwrnach’s dreaded land to
seek the Cauldron.

But would I go with him? On the morning of Ceinwyn’s betrothd | walked northwardsinto the great
oaksthat lapped around Caer Sws swide valley. | sought aparticular place and Cuneglas had told me
whereto find it. Issa, loyal 1ssa, came with me, but he had no ideawhat businesstook usinto the dark,
deep wood.

Thisland, the heart of Powys, had been lightly touched by the Romans. They had built forts here, like
Caer Sws, and they had left afew roadsthat arrowed along theriver valeys, but there were no great
villas or townslike those that gave Dumnoniaits gloss of alost civilization. Nor, herein Cuneglas's
heartland, were there many Christians, the worship of the old Gods survived in Powys without the
rancour that soured religion in Mordred’ s redlm, where Christian and pagan vied for roya favour and the
right to erect their shrinesin the holy places. No Roman dtars had replaced Powys s Druid groves and
no Christian churches stood by its holy wells. The Romans had cut down some of the shrines, but many
had been preserved and it was to one of those ancient holy placesthat Issaand | camein the leafy
twilight of the midday forest.

It was aDruid shrine, agrove of oaks deep within amassive wood. The leaves above the shrine had
yet to fade to bronze, but soon they would turn and fall onto the low stonewall that lay in asemicircle at
the grove' s centre. Two niches had been made in the wall and two human skulls were set in the niches.
Once there had been many such placesin Dumnonia, and many more had been remade after the Romans



had |eft. Too often, though, the Christians would come and bresk the skulls, pull down the drystonewalls
and cut down the oaks, but this shrine in Powys might have stood among these deep woodsfor a
thousand years. Little scraps of wool had been pushed between the stones as markersfor the prayers
that folk offered in thisgrove.

It was silent in the oaks, a heavy slence. Issawatched from the trees as | walked to the centre of the
semicircle where | unstrapped Hywel bane' s heavy bdlt.

| laid the sword on theflat stone that marked the shrine’ s centre and took from my pouch the clean
white rib bone that gave me power over Lancelot’smarriage. This| placed beside the sword. Last of dl
| put down on the stone the small golden brooch that Ceinwyn had given me so many years before. Then
| lay down flat in the leaf mould.

| dept in hope of adream that would tell me what to do, but no dream came. Maybe | should have
sacrificed some bird or beast before | dept, a gift that might have provoked a God to grant me the
answer | sought, but no answer came. Therewasjust silence. | had put my sword and the power of the
bone into the hands of the Gods, into the keeping of Bel and Manawydan, of Taranisand Lleullaw, but
they ignored my gifts. Therewas only the wind in the high leaves, the scratching of squirrel claws on the
oak branches and the sudden rattle of awoodpecker.

| lay still when | woke. There had been no dream, but | knew what | wanted. | wanted to take the
bone and snap it in two, and if that gesture meant walking the Dark Road into Diwrnach’s kingdom, then
s0 beit. But | dso wanted Arthur’ s Britain to be whole and good and true. And | wanted my men to
have gold and land and daves and rank. | wanted to drive the Saxonsfrom Lloegyr. | wanted to hear the
screams of abroken shield-wall and the blare of war horns as a victorious army pursued a shattered
enemy to ruin. | wanted to march my starry shieldsinto the flat eastern land that no free Briton had seen
inageneration. And | wanted Ceinwyn.

| sat up. Issahad cometo sit close beside me. He must have wondered why | stared so fixedly at the
bone, but he asked no questions.

| thought of Merlin’ssmall, squat tower of bones that represented Arthur’ s dream and wondered if
that dream would redlly collgpseif Lancelot did not marry Ceinwyn. The marriage was hardly the clasp
that held Arthur’ s dliance together; it was merely a convenience to give Lance ot athrone and Powysa
gakein Silurid sroya house. If the marriage never happened then the armies of Dumnoniaand Gwent
and Powys and EImet would still march againgt the Sais. All thet | knew, and dl that wastrue, yet | dso
sensed that the bone could somehow jar Arthur’s dream. The moment | snapped the bonein two |
became sworn to Merlin's search, and that search promised to bring enmity to Dumnonia; the enmity of
the old pagans who so hated the upstart Christian religion.

‘Guinevere, | suddenly said the name doud.
‘Lord? Issaasked in puzzlement.

| shook my head to show that | had nothing more to say. Indeed, | had not meant to speak
Guinevere sname aoud, yet | had suddenly understood that to break the bone would do more than
encourage Merlin's campaign againg the Christian God, it would aso make Guinevereinto my enemy. |
closed my eyes. Could my Lord swife be an enemy? And what if she were? Arthur would il love me,
and | him, and my spears and starry shields were worth moreto him than al Lancelot’sfame.

| stood and retrieved the brooch, the bone and the sword. Issawatched as | pulled athread of
green-dyed wool from my cloak and jammed it between the stones. *Y ou were not at Caer Sws,” |
asked him, ‘when Arthur broke his betrothd to Ceinwyn?



‘No, Lord. | heard about it, though.’

‘It was a the betrotha feadt,” | said, ‘just like the onewe |l attend tonight. Arthur was Sitting at the
high table with Ceinwyn beside him and he saw Guinevere at the back of the hal. Shewas standingina
shabby cloak with her hounds beside her and Arthur saw her there and nothing was ever the same again.
The Gods aone know how many men died because he saw that head of red hair.’ | turned back to the
low stone wall and saw there was an abandoned nest inside one of the mossy skulls. ‘Merlin tells me that
the Godslove chaos,’ | said.

‘Merlinloveschaos’ Issasaid lightly, though there was more truth in hiswords than he knew.

‘Merlinlovesit, | agreed, ‘but most of usfear chaos and that’ swhy we try to make order.’ | thought
of the carefully ordered pile of bones. ‘ But when you have order, you don't need Gods. When everything
iswedl ordered and disciplined then nothing is unexpected. If you understand everything,” | said carefully,
‘then there’ sno room Ieft for magic. It's only when you're lost and frightened and in the dark that you
cdl on the Gods, and they like usto cal on them. It makesthem fed powerful, and that’ swhy they like
usto livein chaos.” | was repeating the lessons of my childhood, the lessons given to uson Merlin's Tor.
‘And now we have achoice,’ | told Issa. ‘We can livein Arthur’ swell-ordered Britain or we can follow
Merlin to chaos’

‘I'll follow you, Lord, whatever you do,” Issasaid. | do not think he understood what | was saying,
but he was content to trust me anyway.

‘I wish | knew what to do,” | confessed. How easy it would be, | thought, if the Gods just walked
Britain as they used to. Then we could see them, hear them and talk to them, but now we werelike
blindfolded men seeking aclasp-pin in athorn thicket. | strapped the sword back into its place, then
tucked the unbroken bone safe back in the pouch. ‘I want you to give amessage to themen,’ | told Issa
‘Not to Cavan, for I'll talk to him mysdlf, but | want you to tell them that if anything strange happensthis
night, they are released from their oathsto me.’

Hefrowned at me. * Released from our oaths? he asked, then shook his head vigoroudy. ‘Not me,
Lord’

| hushed him. *And tell them,’ | went on, ‘that if something strange does happen, and it may not, then
loydty to my oath could mean fighting againgt Diwrnach.’

‘Diwrnach!” Issasaid. He spat and made the symbol againgt evil with hisright hand.
‘Tl them that, Issa,’ | said.
‘So what might happen tonight? he asked me anxioudly.

‘Maybe nothing,’ | said, ‘maybe nothing at dl,” because the Gods had given me no signin the grove
and | ill did not know what | would choose. Order or chaos. Or neither, for maybe the bone was
nothing but apiece of kitchen scrap and its breaking would do nothing except symbolize my own
shattered love for Ceinwyn. But there was only one way to find out, and that was to break the bone. If |
dared.

At Canwyn’s betrotha feast.

Of dl the feasts of those late summer nights the betrothal feast of Lancelot and Ceinwyn was the most
lavish. Even the Gods seemed to favour it, for the moon was full and clear, and that was awonderful



omen for abetrothal. The moon rose shortly after sunset, asilver orb that loomed huge above the peaks
where Dolforwyn lay. | had wondered if the feast would be held in Dolforwyn’s hdl, but Cuneglas,
seeing the huge number to be fed, had decided to keep the celebrationsinside Caer Sws.

Therewerefar too many guestsfor the King' s hal, and so only the most privileged were alowed
ingdeitsthick wooden walls. Therest sat outside, grateful that the Gods had sent adry night. The ground
was gill wet from the rain earlier in the week, but there was plenty of straw for men to make dry seats.
Pitch-soaked torches had been tied to stakes and, moments after the moonrise, those torches were it so
that the roya compound was suddenly bright with legping flames. The wedding would be hdd in the
daylight so that Gwydion, the God of light, and Belenos, the God of the sun, would grant their blessing,
but the betrotha was given to the moon’ s blessing. Every now and then aburning wisp from atorch
would float to earth to set dlight apatch of straw and there would be bellows of laughter, screaming
children, barking dogs and aflurry of panic until the fire was extinguished.

Over ahundred men were guestsinsde Cuneglas s hal. Tapers and rush lights were clustered together
to flicker weird shadows in the high, beamed thatch where the sprays of beech leaves were now mixed
with theyear' sfirst clusters of holly berries. The hall’ s one table was set on the dai's beneath arow of
shields and each shield had ataper below it to illuminate the device painted on the leather. At the centre
was Cuneglas sroyd shidd of Powyswith its spread-winged eagle, and on one side of the eagle was
Arthur’ s black bear and on the other Dumnonia s red dragon. Guinevere' s device of amoon-crowned
stag was hung next to the bear, while Lanceot’ s sea-eagle flew with afish in its claws next to the dragon.
No one was present from Gwent, but Arthur had inssted that Tewdric' s black bull be hung, long with
Elmet’ sred horse and the fox mask of Siluria. The roya symbols marked the greet dliance; the
shield-wall that would batter the Saxons back to the sea.

lorweth, Powys s chief Druid, announced the moment when he was certain that the last rays of the
dying sun had vanished into the far Irish Sea, and then the guests of honour took their places on the dais.
Therest of uswere aready seated on the hall’ s floor where men were calling for more of Powys's
famoudly strong meed that had been specidly brewed for this night. Cheers and applause greeted the
honoured guests.

Queen Elaine camefirst. Lancelot’s mother was dressed in blue with agold torque at her throat and a
golden chain binding the coils of her grey hair. A huge roar welcomed Cuneglas and Queen Helledd next.
The King' s round face beamed with pleasure at the prospect of this night’ s celebration in honour of
which he had tied smdl white ribbonsto his dangling moustaches. Arthur came in sober black, while
Guinevere, following him to the dais, was splendid in her gown of paegold linen. It was cut and stitched
cunningly so that the precious fabric, skilfully dyed with soot and hive-gum, seemed to cling to her tall,
sraight body. Her belly barely betrayed her pregnancy and amurmur of appreciation for her beauty
sounded among the watching men. Small gold scales had been sewn into the gown’ s cloth so that her
body appeared to glint as she dowly followed Arthur to the centre of the dais. She amiled at the lust she
knew she had provoked, and that she wanted to provoke, for this night Guinevere was determined to
outshine whatever Ceinwyn wore. A circlet of gold held Guinevere sunruly red hair in place, abdt of
golden chain links was |ooped around her waist, while in honour of Lancelot shewore at her neck a
golden brooch depicting a sea-eagle. She kissed Queen Elaine on both cheeks, kissed Cuneglas on one,
bobbed her head to Queen Helledd, then sat at Cuneglas s right hand while Arthur dipped into the empty
chair besde Helledd.

Two seats remained, but before elther was filled Cuneglas stood and rapped the table with hisfist.
Silencefdl, and in the silence Cuneglas mutely gestured towards the treasures that were arrayed on the
edge of the daisin front of the linen hanging from the table.



The treasures were the gifts Lancel ot had brought for Ceinwyn and their magnificence caused a storm
of acclamation in the hdl. We had al ingpected the giftsand | had listened sourly as men extolled the
King of Benoic's generosity. There were torques of gold, torques of silver and torques made of amixture
of gold and silver, so many torquesthat they merely served as the foundation on which the greater gifts
were piled. There were Roman hand mirrors, flasks of Roman glass and piles of Roman jewels. There
were necklaces, brooches, ewers, pinsand clasps. Therewas aking' sransom in glittering metd, in
ename, cora and precious gemsand dl of it, | knew, had been rescued from burning Y nys Trebeswhen
Lancelot, disdaining to carry his sword against the rampaging Franks, had fled on thefirst ship to escape
the city’ sdaughter.

The applause for the gifts was still sounding when Lancelot arrived in hisglory. Like Arthur hewas
dressed in black, but Lancelot’ s black clothes were hemmed by strips of rare gold cloth. Hisblack hair
had been oiled and deeked back so that it lay closeto his narrow skull and flat against hisback. The
fingersof hisright hand glittered with rings of gold while hisleft was dull with warrior rings, none of
which, | sourly assumed, he had earned in battle. Around his neck he wore a heavy gold torque with
finidsglinting with bright stones, and on his breast, in Ceinwyn’ shonour, he wore her royd family’s
symbol of the spread-winged eagle. He wore no weapons, for no man was dlowed to bring ablade into
aKing'shdl, but he wore the enamelled sword belt that had been a gift from Arthur. He acknowledged
the cheerswith araised hand, kissed his mother on the cheek, kissed Guinevere on the hand, bowed to
Helledd, then sat.

The one chair remained empty. A harpist had begun to play, her plangent notes scarcely audible above
the buzz of talk. The smdll of roasting meat wafted into the hal, where dave girls carried round the jugs of
mead. lorweth the Druid bustled up and down the hall making a corridor between the men seated on the
rush-strewn floor. He pushed men aside, bowed to the King when the corridor was made, then gestured
with his staff for slence.

A great cheer erupted from the crowd outside.

The guests of honour had entered the hall from the rear, stepping straight from the night’ s shadows
onto the dai's, but Ceinwyn would make her entrance through the large door at the front of the hall and to
reach that door she had to walk through the throng of guests waiting in the tire-lit compound. The cheer
we heard was the sound of those guests gpplauding her progress from the women’ s hal, while insde the
King'shal wewaited for her in expectant sllence. Even the harpist lifted her ringers from the stringsto
watch the door.

A child entered firdt. It wasasmall girl dressed in white linen who walked backwards up the aide
made by lorweth for Ceinwyn’s passage. The child strewed dried petals of spring flowers on the newly
laid rushes. No one spoke. Every eye was fixed on the door except for mine, for | was watching the dais.
Lancelot gazed at the door, ahaf smile on hisface. Cuneglas kept cuffing tears from his eyes, so great
was his happiness. Arthur, the maker of peace, beamed. Guinevere done was not smiling. Shejust
looked triumphant. She had once been scorned in this hall and now she was disposing of its daughter in

marriage.

| watched Guinevere as, with my right hand, | took the bone from my pouch. Therib felt smooth in my
grasp and Issa, tanding behind me with my shield, must have wondered what significance that piece of
kitchen waste carried in this moon-bright night of gold and fire.

| looked at the hal’ s great door just as Ceinwyn gppeared and, in the instant before the cheers began
inthe hdl, there was a gasp of astonishment. Not al the gold in Britain, not al the Queens of old, could
have outshone Ceinwyn that night. | did not even need to look at Guinevere to know that she had been
utterly outwitted on this night of beauty.



This, | knew, was Ceinwyn'’ s fourth betrothal feast. She had come here once for Arthur, but he had
broken that oath under the spell of Guinevere slove, and afterwards Ceinwyn had been betrothed to a
Prince from distant Rheged, but he had died of afever before they could marry; then, not long ago, she
had carried the betrothal halter to Gundleus of Siluria, but he had died screaming under Nimue' s cruel
hands, and now, for the fourth time, Ceinwyn carried the halter to aman. Lancelot had given her ahoard
of gold, but custom demanded that she return to him the gift of acommon ox halter asa symboal that from
this day on she would submit to his authority.

Lancelot stood as she entered and the half smile spread into alook of joy, and no wonder, for her
besauty was dazzling. At her other betrothals, as befitted a Princess, Ceinwyn had comein jewels and
dlver, in gold and finery, but this night she wore only asimple bone-white gown that was belted with a
pale blue cord that hung by the dress s smple skirt to end in tassels. No slver decked her hair, no gold
showed at her throat, she wore no precious jewels anywhere, just the linen dress and, about her pae
blonde hair, a ddlicate blue wreath made from the last dog-violets of summer. She wore no shoes, but
stepped barefoot among the petas. She displayed no sign of royalty or any symbol of wealth, but had
just cometo the hal dressed as smply as any peasant girl, and it was a triumph. No wonder men gasped,
and no wonder they cheered as she paced dow and shy-between the guests. Cuneglas was weeping for
happiness, Arthur led the gpplause, Lancel ot smoothed his oiled hair and his mother beamed her
gpprova. For amoment Guinevere' s face was unreadable, but then she smiled, and it was a smile of
pure triumph. She might have been outshone by Ceinwyn’s beauty, but this night was still Guinevere' s
night and she was seeing her old rival being consgned to amarriage of her own devising.

| saw that smirk of triumph on Guinevere sface and maybe it was her gloating satisfaction that made
up my mind. Or maybe it was my hatred for Lancelot, or my love for Ceinwyn, or maybe Merlin was
right and the Gods do love chaos for, in asudden surge of anger, | gripped the bonein both my hands. |
did not think of the consequences of Merlin’ smagic, of hishatred for the Chrigtians or the risk that we
would al die pursuing the Cauldron in Diwrnach’sream. | did not think of Arthur’ s careful order, | was
only aware that Ceinwyn was being given to aman | hated. I, like the other guests on the floor, was
standing and watching Ceinwyn between the heads of the warriors. She had reached the great central
oak pillar of the high hall where she was surrounded and besieged by the wolfish din of cheersand
whistles. | donewas slent on thefloor. | watched her and | placed my two thumbs at the centre of the
rib and gripped its ends between my fists. Now, Merlin, | thought, now, you old rogue, let me see your

MagiC NOW.
| sngpped the rib. The noise of its splintering was lost among the cheers.

| pushed therib’'s broken havesinto the pouch, and | swear my heart was hardly beating as| watched
the Princess of Powyswho had stepped from the night with flowersin her hair.

And who now suddenly stopped. Just beside the pillar hung with berries and leaves, she stopped.

From the moment Ceinwyn had entered the hal she had kept her eyes on Lancel ot and they were on
him still and asmile was il on her face, but she stopped and her sudden stillness caused adow puzzled
slenceto fdl acrossthe hdl. The child scattering petals frowned and looked about for guidance.
Ceinwyn did not move.

Arthur, smiling still, must have thought she had been overcome by nervesfor he beckoned her
encouragingly. The hdter in her handstrembled. The harpist struck one uncertain chord, then lifted her
fingersfrom the strings, and as her notes died away in the silence | saw ablack-cloaked figure come
from the crowd beyond the pillar.

It was Nimue, her one gold eye reflecting the flamesin the puzzled hall.



Ceinwyn looked from Lancelot to Nimue and then, very dowly, she held out awhite-deeved arm.
Nimue took her hand and looked into the Princess s eyes with aquizzical expression. Ceinwyn paused
for aheartbest, then gave the smallest nod of consent. Suddenly the hall was urgent with talk as Ceinwyn
turned away from the dais and, following Nimue' slead, plunged into the crowd.

Thetak died away for no one could find any explanation for what was now happening. Lancelot, left
gtanding on the dais, could only watch. Arthur’s mouth had dropped open while Cuneglas, haf risen from
his seet, stared increduloudly as his sister threaded the crowd that edged aside from Nimue' sfierce,
scarred and derisive face. Guinevere looked ready to Kill.

Then Nimue caught my eye and smiled and | felt my heart beating like atrapped wild thing. Then
Ceinwyn smiled at meand | had no eyesfor Nimue, only for Ceinwyn, sweet Ceinwyn, who was
carrying the ox halter through the crowd of men towards my placein the hall. The warriors edged aside,
but I seemed made of stone, unable to move or to speak as Ceinwyn, with tearsin her eyes, cameto
where | stood. She said nothing, but just held the hdter in offering to me. A babble of astonishment
brewed al around us, but | ignored the voices. Instead | fell to my knees and took the halter, then |
seized Ceinwyn's hands and pressed them against my face that, like hers, was wet with tears.

The hal was erupting in anger, in protest and amazement, but |ssa stood over mewith hisshield
raised. No man carried an edged wegpon into aking' s hall, but Issawas holding the shield with its
five-pointed star as though he would beat down any man who chalenged the astonishing moment.
Nimue, on my other side, was hissing cursesinto the hdl, daring any man to chalenge the Princess's
choice.

Ceinwyn knelt so that her face was close to mine. Y ou swore an oath. Lord,” she whispered, ‘to
protect me.’

‘| did, Lady.’
‘| rlease you from the oath if that isyour wish.’
‘Never,” | promised.

She pulled away dightly. ‘I will marry no man, Derfd,” she warned me softly, her eyesonmine. ‘I will
giveyou everything but marriage’

‘Then you give me everything | could ever want, Lady,’ | said, my throat full and my eyes blurred with
tears of happiness. | smiled and gave her back the hdter. *Yours,” | said.

She smiled at that gesture, then dropped the halter into the straw and kissed me softly on the cheek. ‘|
think,” shewhispered mischievoudy in my ear, ‘that thisfeast will go better without us.” Then we both
stood and, hand in hand, and ignoring the questions and protests and even some cheers, we waked into
the moonlit night. Behind us was confusion and anger, and in front of uswasacrowd of puzzled people
through whom we walked side by side. ‘ The house benegth Dolforwyn,” Ceinwyn said, ‘iswaiting for
s’

‘The house with the apple trees? | asked, remembering her telling me about the little house that she
had dreamed of asachild.

‘That house,” she said. We had |eft the crowd gathered about the hall doors and were walking
towards Caer Sws storchlit gate. | ssa had rejoined me after retrieving our swords and spears, and
Nimue was a Ceinwyn'’s other sde. Three of Ceinwyn’s servantswere hurrying tojoin us, aswerea
score of my men. * Areyou certain of this? | asked Ceinwyn as though, somehow, she could turn back



thelast few minutes and restore the halter to Lancdlot.

‘l anmore certain, Ceinwyn said camly, ‘than of anything | ever did before” Shegavemean
amused glance. ‘ Did you ever doubt me, Derfd?

‘| doubted mysdlf,’ | said.

She squeezed my hand. ‘I am no man’swoman,” she said, ‘only my own,” and then she laughed with
pure ddlight, let go of my hand and brokeinto arun. Violetsfell from her hair as sheran for sheer joy
acrossthegrass. | ran after her, while behind us, from the astonished hall’ s doorway, Arthur called for us
to come back.

But weran on. To chaos.

Next day | took a sharp knife and trimmed the snapped ends of the two bone fragments, and then,

working very carefully, I made two long narrow troughs in Hywelbane' s wooden handgrips. 1ssawalked
to Caer Sws and fetched back some glue that we heated over the fire and, once we were sure that the
two troughs exactly matched the shape of the bone fragments, we coated the troughs with the glue, then
pushed the two scrapsinto the sword' s hilt. We wiped off the excess glue, then bound the stripswith
bands of snew to set them firmly into thewood. * It lookslikeivory,” Issasaid admiringly when the job
was done.

‘Strips of pig bone,” | said dismissively, though in fact the two scraps did look like ivory and gave
Hywel bane arich appearance. The sword was named for itsfirst owner, Merlin’s sseward Hywel, who
had taught me my wespons.

‘But the bones are magic? Issaasked me anxioudy.
‘Merlin'smagic,” | said, but | did not explain any further.

Cavan cameto me at midday. He knelt on the grass and bowed his head, but he did not speak, nor
did he need to speak for | knew why he had come. * Y ou arefreeto go, Cavan,’ | told him. ‘| release
you from your oath.” He looked up at me, but the business of being freed of an oath was too heavy for
him to say anything, so | smiled. “Y ou’re not ayoung man, Cavan,’ | said, ‘and you deserve alord who
will offer you gold and comfort instead of a Dark Road and uncertainty.’

‘I haveamind. Lord,” hefound hisvoiceat lagt, ‘to diein Irdland.’

‘To be with your people?

‘Yes, Lord. But | cannot go back apoor man. | need gold.’

‘Then burn your throwboard,” | advised him.

He grinned at that, then kissed Hywelbane' s hilt. ‘ No resentment. Lord? he asked me anxioudly.
‘No,’ | sad, ‘and if you ever need my help, send word.’

He stood and embraced me. He would go back to Arthur’ s service and take with him half my men, for
only twenty stayed with me. The others feared Diwrnach, or €l se were too eager to find riches, and |
could not blame them. They had earned honour, warrior rings and wolf-tailsin my service, but little gold.



| gave them permission to keep the wolf-tails on their helmets, for those they had earned in the terrible
fightsin Benoic, but | made them paint out the newly made stars on their shidds.

The starswere for the twenty men who stayed with me, and those twenty were the youngest, the
strongest and the most adventurous of my spearmen and, the Gods know, they needed to be, for by
snapping the bone | had committed them to the Dark Road.

| did not know when Merlin would summon usand so | waited in the smdl house to which Ceinwyn
had led usin the moonlight. The house lay north and east of Dolforwyn in asmdl valey so steep that the
shadows did not flee from the stream until the sun was hafway up its climb in the morning sky. The
valey’s steep sdes were shrouded by oaks, though around the house was a patchwork of tiny fields
where a score of apple trees had been planted. The house had no name; nor even did the valley, it was
smply caled Cwm Isaf, the Lower Vdley, and it was now our home,

My men built huts among the trees on the valey’ s southern dope. | did not know how | wasto
provide for twenty men and their families, for Cwm Isaf’ slittle farm would have been hard pressed to
feed afidddmouse, let done awarrior band, but Ceinwyn had gold and, as she promised me, her brother
would not let us starve. Thefarm, shetold me, had belonged to her father, one of the thousands of
scattered tenancies that had supported Gorfyddyd s wedth. The last tenant had been a cousin of Caer
Sws's candleman, but he had died before Lugg Vale and no other tenant had yet been chosen. The
house itself was a poor thing, alittle rectangle of stonewith aroof thickly thatched with rye-straw and
bracken that desperately needed repair. There were three chambersinside. One, the central room, had
been for the farm’ sfew beasts, and that room we swept clean to give ourselves aliving space. The other
rooms were deeping chambers, one for Ceinwyn and the other one for me.

‘I have promised Merlin,” she had said that first night in explanation of the two deeping chambers.
| felt my flesh crawl. * Promised him what? | asked.

She must have blushed, but no moonlight came into degp Cwm Isaf and so | could not see her face,
but only fed the pressure of her fingersin mine. ‘| have promised him,” shesaid dowly, ‘that | will say a
virgintill the Cauldronisfound.

| had begun to understand then just how subtle Merlin had been. How subtle and wicked and clever.
He needed awarrior to protect him while hetravelled into Lleyn and he needed avirgin to find the
Cauldron, and so he had manipulated us both. ‘No!” | protested. * You can't gointo Lleyn!’

‘Only avirgin can discover the Cauldron,” Nimue had hissed at us from the dark. *Would you have us
takeachild, Derfel?

‘Ceinwyn cannot goto Lleyn, | inssted.
‘Quiet, Ceinwyn had hushed me. ‘I promised. | made an oath.’
‘Do you know what Lleynis? | asked her. ‘Y ou know what Diwrnach does?

‘I know,” she said, ‘that the journey thereisthe price | pay for being here with you. And | promised
Merlin,” shesaid again. ‘1 made an oath.’

And so | dept donethat night, but in the morning, after we had shared a scanty breakfast with our
spearmen and servants, and before | put the bone scraps into Hywelbane s hilt, Ceinwyn waked with me
up Cwm Isaf’ s stream. She listened to my passionate arguments why she should not travel the Dark
Road, and she dismissed them all by saying that if Merlin waswith us then who could prevail againgt us?



‘Diwrnach could,” | said grimly.
‘But you' re going with Merlin? she asked me.
‘YS_,

‘Then don't prevent me,” sheingsted. ‘| will be with you, and you with me.” And shewould hear no
more argument. She was no man’swoman. She had made up her mind.

And then, of course, we spoke of what had happened in the last few days and our words tumbled out.
Wewerein love, smitten just as hard as Arthur had been smitten by Guinevere, and we could not hear
enough of the other’ s thoughts and stories. | showed her the pork bone and she laughed when | told her
how | had waited till the last moment to snap it in two.

‘I redly didn’t know if | dared turn away from Lancelot,” Ceinwyn admitted. ‘| didn’t know about the
bone, of course. | thought it was Guinevere who made up my mind.’

‘Guinevere? | asked, surprised.

‘1 couldn’t bear her gloating. Isthat awful of me? | felt asthough | was her kitten, and | couldn’t bear
it.” Shewaked oninslencefor awhile. Leaves drifted down from the trees that were still mostly green.
That morning, waking to my first dawn in Cwm Isaf, | had seen amartin fly away from the thatch. He did
not come back and | guessed we would not see another till the spring. Ceinwyn walked barefoot beside
the stream, her hand in mine. * And I’ ve been wondering about that prophecy of the skull bed,” she went
on, ‘and | think it means |’ m not supposed to marry. I’ ve been betrothed three times, Derfd, three times!
And threetimes| logt the man, and if that isn’t amessage from the Gods, what is?

‘I hear Nimue,” | said.
Shelaughed. ‘I like her.’
‘I couldn’t imagine the two of you liking each other,’ | confessed.

‘“Why ever not?1 like her beligerence. Lifeisfor thetaking, not for submission, and dl my life, Derfd,
I’ ve done what people told meto do. I’ ve dways been good,” she said, giving theword *good’ awry
dress. ‘| was dwaysthe obedient little girl, the dutiful daughter. It was easy, of course, for my father
loved me and he loved so few people, but | was given everything | ever wanted and in return dl they ever
wanted of mewasthat | should be pretty and obedient. And | was very obedient.’

‘Pretty, too.”

She dug an elbow into my ribs asreproof. A flock of pied wagtails flew up from the mist that shrouded
the stream ahead of us. ‘| was aways obedient,” Ceinwyn said wistfully. ‘I knew | would have to marry
where| wastold to marry, and that didn’t worry me because that’ swhat kings' daughtersdo, and | can
remember being so happy when | first met Arthur. | thought that my whole lucky life would go on for
ever. | had been given such agood man, and then, suddenly, he vanished.’

‘And you didn't even noticeme,” | said. | had been the youngest spearman in Arthur’ s guard when he
cameto Caer Swsto be betrothed to Ceinwyn. It was then that she had given me the small brooch | till
wore. She had rewarded al Arthur’ s escort, but never knew what afire she started in my soul that day.

‘I'msurel did notice you,” she said. “*Who could miss such abig, awkward, straw-haired lump? She
laughed a me, then let me help her over afalen oak. She wore the same linen dress she had worn the
previous night, though now the bleached skirt was soiled with mud and moss. ‘ Then | was betrothed to



Caelgyn of Rheged,” she continued her tale, *and | wasn't quite so sure| waslucky any more. Hewasa
sullen beast, but he promised to bring father a hundred spearmen and a bride-price of gold and |
convinced mysdif | would be happy al the same, even if | did haveto livein Rheged, but Caelgyn died of
thefever. Then therewas Gundleus.” She frowned at that memory. ‘1 redlized then that | wasjust a
throwpiece in agame of war. My father loved me, but he would even let me go to Gundleusif that meant
more spearsto carry against Arthur. That waswhen | first understood that | would never be happy
unless | made my own happiness, and it was just then that you and Galahad came to see us. Remember?

‘I remember.” | had accompanied Gaahad on hisfailed mission of peace and Gorfyddyd, as an inult,
had made us dinein thewomen’shall. Therein the candldight, asaharpist played, | had talked to
Ceinwyn and given her my oath to protect her.

*And you cared whether | was happy,” she said.
‘| wasinlovewithyou, | confessed. ‘| wasadog howling at astar.’

She amiled. ‘ And then came Lancelot. Lovely Lancelot. Handsome Lancelot, and everyonetold mel
was the luckiest woman in Britain, but do you know what | sensed? That | would just be another
possession to Lancelot, and he seemsto have so many aready. But | till wasn't sure what | should do,
then Merlin came and talked to me, and he left Nimue and she talked and talked, but | dready knew |
didn’t want to belong to any man. I’ ve belonged to men al my life. So Nimue and | made an oath to Don
and | sworeto Her that if She gave me the strength to take my own freedom then | would never marry. |
will loveyou,” she promised me, looking up into my face, *but | will not be any man’s possesson.’

Maybe not, | thought, but she, like me, was still Merlin’s gaming piece. How busy he had been, heand
Nimue, but | said nothing of that, nor of the Dark Road. ‘ But you will be Guinevere senemy now,’ |
warned Ceinwyn instead.

‘Yes' shesad, ‘but | dwayswas, right from the moment when she decided to take Arthur away from
me, but | was just achild then and | didn’t know how to tight her. Last night | struck back, but from now
onI'll just stay out of sght.” She smiled. * And you were to marry Gwenhwyvach?

‘Yes,' | confessed.

‘Poor Gwenhwyvach,” Ceinwyn said. * She was dways very good to me when they lived here, but |
remember every time her sster came into the room she' d run away. She was like abig plump mouse and
her sster wasthe cat.’

Arthur cameto the lower valey that afternoon. The glue holding the scraps of bonewere ill drying in
Hywelbane s hilt as hiswarriorsfilled the trees on Cwm Isaf’ s southern dope that faced our small house.
The spearmen did not come to threaten us, but had merely diverted themsalves from their long march
home to comfortable Dumnonia. There was no sign of Lancelot, nor of Guinevere, as Arthur walked
alone across the stream. He carried no sword or shield.

We met him at our door. He bowed to Ceinwyn, then smiled at her. ‘ Dear Lady,” he said smply.
“You are angry with me, Lord? she asked him anxioudly.

He grimaced. ‘My wife believes| am, but no. How can | be angry? Y ou only did what | once did, and
you had the grace to do it before the oath was given.” He smiled at her again. Y ou have, perhaps,
inconvenienced me, but | deserved that. May | walk with Derfel ?

Wefollowed the same path that | had taken that morning with Ceinwyn, and Arthur, once he was out



of sight of his spearmen, put an arm about my shoulders. ‘Well done, Derfd,’ he said quietly.
‘| am sorry if it hurt you, Lord.’

‘Don’'t beafoal. You did what | oncedid and | envy you the newness of it. It just changesthings,
that'sall. Itis, asl said, inconvenient.’

‘I won't be Mordred’ s champion,” | said.

‘No. But someonewill. If it was up to me, my friend, | would take you both home and make you
champion and giveyou dl | had to give, but things cannot always be as we want.’

“You mean,’ | said bluntly, ‘that the Princess Guinevere will not forgive me.’
‘No,” Arthur said bleakly. ‘Nor will Lancelot.” He Sighed. ‘What shdl | do with Lancelot?
‘Marry him to Gwenhwyvach,” | said, ‘and bury them bothin Siluria’

Helaughed. ‘If only I could. I'll send him to Siluria, certainly, but | doubt Siluriawill hold him. He has
ambitions above that small kingdom, Derfel. I’ d hoped that Ceinwyn and afamily would keep him there,
but now? He shrugged. ‘| would have done better to give the kingdom to you.” Hetook hisarm from
about my shoulders and faced me. ‘1 do not release you from your oaths, Lord Derfel Cadarn,” hesad
formally, ‘you are ill my man and when | send for you, you will cometo me’

‘Yes, Lord.

‘That will beinthe spring,” he said. ‘| am sworn to three months peace with the Saxonsand | will
keep that peace, and when the three months are up the winter will keep our spears stacked. But in the
spring we march and | shall want your menin my shid-wall.’

‘They will bethere, Lord,” | promised him.

He raised both hands and put them on my shoulders. * Are you aso sworn to Merlin? he asked,
daring into my eyes.

‘Yes, Lord,” | admitted.
‘Soyou'll chase aCauldron that doesn't exist?
‘| shall seek the Cauldron, yes!’

He closed his eyes. * Such stupidity!” He dropped his hands and opened hiseyes. ‘| believe inthe
Gods, Derfd, but do the Gods believein Britain? Thisisn't the old Britain,” he said vehemently. ‘Maybe
once we were a people of one blood, but now? The Romans brought men from every corner of the
world! Sarmatians, Libyans, Gauls, Numidians, Greeks! Their blood is mingled with ours, just asit
seethes with Roman blood and mixes now with Saxon blood. We are what we are, Derfdl, not what we
once were. We have a hundred Gods now, not just the old Gods, and we cannot turn the years back,
not even with the Cauldron and every Treasure of Britain.’

‘Merlin disagrees’

‘And Merlin would have me fight the Christians just o his Gods can rule? No, | won't do it, Derfdl.’
He spoke angrily. * Y ou can look for your imaginary Cauldron, but don’t think I'll play Merlin’sgame by
persecuting Chrigtians.’



‘Melin,’ | said defensively, ‘will leave the fate of the Christiansto the Gods.’

‘And what are we but the Gods' implements? Arthur asked. ‘But | won't fight other Britons just
because they worship another God. Nor will you, Derfel, so long as you' re oath-sworn.’

‘No, Lord.’

Hesghed. ‘| do hatedl thisrancour about Gods. But then, Guinevere dwaystelsmel am blind to
the Gods. She saysit’smy onefault.” Hesmiled. ‘If you' re sworn to Merlin, Derfd, then you must go
with him. Wherewill he take you?

‘ToYnysMon, Lord.’

He stared at mein silence for afew heartbests, then shuddered.

‘Yougoto Lleyn? heasked increduloudy. ‘No one comes divefrom Lleyn.’
‘I shal,” | boasted.

‘Make sure you do, Derfel, make sure you do.” He sounded gloomy. ‘| need you to help me beat the
Saxons. And after that, maybe, you can return to Dumnonia. Guinevere isn’'t awoman to hold grudges.” |
doubted that, but said nothing. * So | shall summon you in the spring,” Arthur went on, *and pray you
survive Lleyn.” He put an arm through mine and walked me back towards the house. * And if anyone asks
you, Derfd, then | have just reproved you angrily. | have cursed you, even struck you.’

| laughed. ‘1 forgive you the blow, Lord.’

‘Consder yoursdlf reproved,” he said, *and consider yourself,” he went on, ‘the second luckiest manin
Britain.

The luckiest intheworld, | thought, for | had my soul’ sdesire.
Or | would have it, the Gods preserve us, when Merlin had his.

| stood and watched the spearmen go. Arthur’ s banner of the bear showed briefly in the trees, he
waved, hoisted himsdlf onto his horse' s back and then was gone.

Andweweredone.

So | was not in Dumnoniato see Arthur’ sreturn. | should have liked that, for he rode back ahero to a
country that had dismissed his chances of surviva and had plotted to replace him by lesser creatures.

Food was scarce that autumn, for the sudden flare of war had depleted the new harvest, but there was
no famine and Arthur’ s men collected fair taxes. That sounds like asmall improvement, but after the
recent yearsit caused agtir in the land. Only therich paid taxesto the Roya Treasury. Some paid in
gold, but most paid in grain and leather and linen and salt and wool and dried fish that they, in turn, had
demanded from their tenants. In the last few yearstherich had paid little to the King and the poor had
paid much to therich, so Arthur sent spearmen to inquire of the poor what tax had been levied of them
and used their answersto make his own levy of the rich. From the proceeds he returned a third of the
yield back to the churches and magistrates so that they could distribute the food in the winter. That action
aonetold Dumnoniathat anew power had come to the land, and though the wedlthy grumbled, none
dared rase ashied-wall to tight Arthur. He was the warlord of Mordred' s kingdom, the victor of Lugg
Vae, the daughterer of Kings, and those who opposed him now feared him.



Mordred was moved into the care of Culhwch, Arthur’ s cousin and a crude, honest warrior who
probably took small interest in the fate of asmall and troublesome child. Culhwch wastoo busy
suppressing the revolt that had been started by Cadwy of 1scadeep in Dumnonia swest, and | heard that
he led his spearsin a swift campaign across the great moor, then south into the wild land on the coast. He
ravaged Cadwy’ s heartland, then stormed the rebellious Prince in the old Roman stronghold of Isca. The
walls had decayed and the veterans of Lugg Vae swarmed over the town’ s ramparts to hunt the rebels
through the Streets. Prince Cadwy was caught in a Roman shrine and there dismembered. Arthur ordered
parts of hisbody to be displayed in Dumnonia stowns, and his head, with its easily recognizable blue
tattoos on the cheeks, to be sent to King Mark of Kernow who had encouraged the revolt. King Mark
sent back atribute of tin ingots, atub of smoked fish, three polished turtle shells that had washed up on
the shores of hiswild country and an innocent disavowa of any complicity in Cadwy’ srebdllion.

Culhwch, in capturing Cadwy’ s stronghold, found letters there that he sent to Arthur. The letterswere
from the Chrigtian party in Dumnoniaand had been written before the campaign that ended in Lugg Vae,
and they reveded the full extent of the plansto rid Dumnoniaof Arthur. The Chrigtians had didiked
Arthur ever since he had revoked High King Uther’ srule that the church was to be exempt from taxes
and loans, and they had become convinced that their God was leading Arthur to agreat defeat at
Gorfyddyd' s hands. It was the prospect of that almost certain defeat that had encouraged them to put
their thoughts into writing, and those same writings were now in Arthur’ s keeping.

The letters reveded aworried Christian community who wanted Arthur’ s death, but also feared the
incursion of Gorfyddyd' s pagan spearmen. To save themselves and their riches they had been ready to
sacrifice Mordred, and the letters encouraged Cadwy to march on Durnovaria during Arthur’ s absence,
kill .Mordred and then yidld the kingdom to Gorfyddyd. The Chrigtians promised him help, and hoped
that Cadwy’ s spears would protect them once Gorfyddyd ruled.

Instead it brought them punishment. King Mewas of the Iklgae, a client King who had sided with the
Christians who opposed Arthur, was made the new ruler of Cadwy’ sland. It was hardly areward, for it
took Mewasfar away from his own people to a place where Arthur could kegp him under close watch.
Nabur, the Christian magistrate who had held Mordred’ s guardianship, and who had used that
guardianship to raise the party that opposed Arthur and who was the writer of the letters suggesting
Mordred’ s murder, was nailed to a crossin Durnovaria' s amphitheatre. These days, of course, heis
caled asaint and martyr, but | only remember Nabur as a smooth, corrupt liar. Two priests, another
magistrate and two landowners were a so put to death. The last congpirator was Bishop Sansum, though
he had been too clever to let his name be put into writing, and that cleverness, together with his strange
friendship for Arthur’ s maimed pagan sSster, Morgan, saved Sansum’slife. He swore undying loyalty to
Arthur, put ahand on a crucifix and swore he had never plotted to kill the King, and so remained asthe
guardian of the shrine of the Holy Thorn a Y nys Wydryn. Y ou could bind Sansum iniron and hold a
sword to histhroat, and still he would dither free.

Morgan, his pagan friend, had been Merlin’'smost trusted priestess until the younger Nimue usurped
that pogition, but Merlin and Nimue were both far away and that |eft Morgan asvirtua ruler of Merlin's
landsin Avaon. Morgan, with her gold mask hiding her fire-ravaged face and her black robe shrouding
her flame-twisted body, assumed Merlin's power and it was she who finished the rebuilding of Merlin's
hall on the Tor, and she who organized the tax-collectors in the northern part of Arthur’sland. Morgan
became one of Arthur’s most trusted advisers; indeed, after Bishop Bedwin died of afever that autumn,
Arthur even suggested, againgt dl precedence, that Morgan be named asafull councillor. No woman
had ever sat on aKing’'s Council in Britain and Morgan might well have been thefirg, but Guinevere
made sure she was not. Guinevere would let no woman be a councillor if she could not be one hersdlf,
and besides, Guinevere hated anything that was ugly and, the Gods know, poor Morgan was grotesque
even with her gold mask in place. So Morgan stayed in Y nys Wydryn, while Guinevere supervised the



building of the new palaceat Lindinis.

It was agorgeous paace. The old Roman villathat Gundlcus had burned was rebuilt and extended so
that its cloistered wings enclosed two great courtyards where water flowed in marble channds. Lindinis,
closeto theroyd hill of Caer Cadarn, was to be Dumnonia s new capital, though Guinevere took good
carethat Mordred, with histwisted | eft foot, was alowed nowhere near the place. Only the beautiful
weredlowed in Lindinis, and in its arcaded courtyards Guinevere assembled statues from villasand
ghrines throughout Dumnonia. There was no Christian shrine there, but Guinevere made agreat dark hdll
for thewomen’'s Goddess Isis, and she provided alavish suite of roomswhere Lancelot could stay when
he vigited from hisnew kingdom in Siluria. Elaine, Lancelot’s mother, lived in those rooms and she, who
had once made Y nys Trebes so beautiful, now helped Guinevere make Lindinis s pdace into ashrine of

beaty.

Arthur, | know, wasrardly at Lindinis. He wastoo busy preparing for the great war againgt the
Saxons, to which end he began re-fortifying the ancient earth citadelsin southern Dumnonia. Even Caer
Cadarn, deep in our heartland, had itswall strengthened and new timber fighting platforms poised on its
ramparts, but his greatest work was at Caer Ambra, just ahaf hour’ swak east of the Stones, which
was to be his new base against the Sais. The old people had made afort there, but dl that autumn and
winter the davestoiled to stegpen the ancient earth walls and to make new pdisades and fighting
platforms on their summits. More forts were strengthened south of Caer Ambrato defend the lower parts
of Dumnonia againgt the southern Saxons led by Cerdic, who were sure to attack us while Arthur
assaulted Adlein the north. Not since the Romans, | dare say, had so much British earth been dug or
timber split, and Arthur’ s honest taxes could never pay for haf that labour. He therefore made alevy on
the Chrigtian churches that were plentiful and powerful in southern Britain, the same churches that had
supported Nabur and Sansum’ s effort to topple him. That levy was eventualy repaid, and it protected
the Chrigtians from the ghastly attentions of the Saxon heathens, but the Christians never forgave Arthur,
nor did they notice that the same levy was taken from the handful of pagan shrinesthat still possessed
wedlth.

Not dl the Chrigtianswere Arthur’ senemies. At least athird of his spearmen were Christians and
those men were asloyd as any pagan. Many other Christians approved of hisrule, but most of the
leaders of the church let their greed dictate their loyaty and they were the ones who opposed him. They
believed that their God would one day return to this earth and walk among us like amortal man, but He
would not come again until dl pagans had been converted to Hisfaith. The preachers, knowing that
Arthur was a pagan, hissed curses at him, but Arthur ignored their words as he made his ceasgless tours
of southern Britain. One day he would be with Sagramor on Adll€ s border, the next he would be fighting
one of Cerdic’'swar-bands asit probed deep into theriver valleys of the south, and then he would ride
north through Dumnoniaand across Gwent to Iscawhere he would argue with local chieftains about the
number of spearmen who could be raised from western Gwent or eastern Siluria. Thanksto Lugg Vae
Arthur was now far more than Dumnonia s chief lord and Mordred' s protector; he was Britain's
warlord, the undisputed leader of al our armies, and no King dared refuse him, nor, in those days,
wanted to.

But dl this| missed, for | wasin Caer Swsand | waswith Ceinwyn and | wasin love.

And waiting for Merlin.

Merlin and Nimue came to Cwm Isaf just days before the winter solstice. Dark clouds were pressing
close above the bare oak tops on the ridges, and the morning frost had lingered well into the afternoon.
The stream was a patchwork of ice ledges and trickling water, the fallen leaves were crisp and the



valey’ ssoil ashard as stone. We had afirein the central chamber so our house was warm enough,
though it was choking with the smoke that billowed about the un-trimmed beams before finding the small
hole in the roof’ sridge. Other fires smoked from the shelters that my spearmen had made acrossthe
vdley; stout little huts with walls of earth and stone supporting roofs of timber and bracken. We had
made abeast shed behind the house where a bull, two cows, three sows, a boar, adozen sheep and a
score of chickenswere penned at night to protect them from the wolves. We had plenty of wolvesin our
woods and their howling echoed at every dusk, and at night we would sometimes hear them scrabbling
beyond the beast shed. The sheep would bleat piteoudy, the henswould set up a cackling panic, and
then Issa, or whoever else stood guard, would shout and hurl afirebrand into the wood' s edge and the
wolves would skitter away. One morning, going early to fetch water from the stream, | came face to face
with abig old dog wolf. He had been drinking, but as| stepped out of the bushes heraised agrey
muzzle, stared at me, then waited for my saute before he loped slently upstream. 1t was, | decided, a
good omen and, in those days as we waited for Merlin, we counted the omens.

We dso hunted the wolves. Cuneglas gave usthree brace of longhaired wolfhounds that were bigger
and shaggier than the famous Powys an deerhounds like those Guinevere kept in Dumnonia. The sport
kept my spearmen active and even Ceinwyn liked those long cold days in the high woods. She wore
leather breeches, high boots and alegther jerkin, and hung ahunter’ slong knife at her waist. Shewould
braid her fair hair into aknot at the back of her head, then scramble up rocks and down gullies and over
dead trees behind her brace of hounds who were leashed on long horsehair ropes. The smplest way to
hunt wolves was with abow and arrow, but asfew of us possessed that skill we used the dogs, war
spears and knives, and by the time Merlin returned we had a pile of pelts stacked in Cuneglas s store
hall. The King had wanted us to move back to Caer Sws, but Ceinwyn and | were as happy as our
anticipation of Merlin’sorded alowed us and so we stayed in our small valley and counted the days.

And we were happy in Cwm Isaf. Ceinwyn took aridiculous pleasurein doing dl the things that till
now had been done for her by servants, though strangely she was never able to wring a chicken’ s neck
and | aways used to laugh when she killed a hen. She had no need to do it, for any one of the servants
could have killed thefowl and my spearmen would do anything for Ceinwyn, but she inssted on sharing
the work, though when it came to killing hens, ducks or geese she could not make hersalf do it properly.
The only method she ever devised wasto lay the poor creature down on the earth, put asmall foot on its
neck and then, with her eyestight closed, give the head one quick decisive tug.

She was more successful with the distaff. Every woman in Britain, save for the very richest, was
forever with adistaff and spindle, for spinning wool into thread was one of those endless jobs that will
presumably last until the sun has madeitslast turn about the earth. As soon as one year’ s fleeces had
been turned into yarn, so the next year’ s fleeces came to the storehouses and the women would collect
their apronfuls, wash and comb the wool, then start spinning the thread again. They spun when they
walked, they spun asthey taked, they spun whenever there was no other task needing their hands. It
was monotonous, mindless work, but not unskilled; at first Ceinwyn could only produce pathetic little
tatters of wool, but she became better, though never as quick as those women who had spun the wool
sncethevery firgt day their hands were big enough to hold the distaff. She would St of an evening, telling
me about her day, and her left hand would turn the staff and her right would flick the weighted spindle
that hung from the digtaff to € ongate and twist the emerging thread. When the spindle reached the floor
shewould wind the thread around it, fix the spooled yarn with the bone clip on the spindl€ stop and then
gart spinning again. The wool she made that winter was often lumpy, or elsefragile, but | loyaly wore
one of the shirts she made from that thread until it fell apart.

Cuneglas visted us often, though hiswife, Helledd, never came. Queen Helledd wastruly conventiona
and she disgpproved deeply of what Ceinwyn had done. ‘ She thinksit brings disgrace on the family,’
Cuneglastold us cheerfully. He became, like Arthur and Galahad, one of my dearest friends. He was, |



think, lonely in Caer Sws, for other than lorweth and some of the younger Druids he had few men with
whom he could talk of anything but hunting and war, and so0 | replaced the brothers he had lost. His older
brother, who should have become King, had been killed in afall from ahorse, the next son had died of a
fever and the youngest had been killed fighting the Saxons. Cuneglas, like me, deeply disapproved of
Ceinwyn’ sgoing on the Dark Road, but he told me that nothing short of asword blow would ever stop
her. * Everyone adways thinks she’' s so sweet and kind,” hetold me, *but there’ sawill of iron there.
Stubborn.’

‘Can't kill chickens’
‘| can’t evenimagine her trying!” helaughed. ‘But sheis happy, Derfd, and for that | thank you.’

It was ahappy time, one of the happiest of al our happy times, but dways shadowed by the
knowledge that Merlin would come and demand the fulfilment of our oaths.

He came on afrogty afternoon. | was outside the house, using a Saxon war axe to split newly chopped
logsthat would fill our house with smoke, and Ceinwyn wasinsde, hushing a squabble that had risen
between her maidservants and the fiery Scarach, when ahorn sounded acrossthe valley. The horn wasa
signal from my spearmen that a stranger approached Cwm Isaf and | lowered the axeintimeto see
Merlin'stal figure striding among the trees. Nimue was with him. She had stayed aweek with us after the
night of Lancelot’ s betrothal and then, without aword of explanation, had dipped away one night, but
now, dressed in black beside her lord in hislong white robe, she returned.

Ceinwyn came from the house. Her face was smudged with soot and her hands bloodied from ahare
she had been jointing. ‘1 thought he was bringing awar-band,” she said, her blue eyesfixed on Merlin.

That was what Nimue had told us before she left; that Merlin was raising the army that would protect
him on the Dark Road.

‘Maybe he' sleft them at theriver? | suggested.

She pushed alock of hair away from her face, adding a smudge of blood to the soot. ‘ Aren’t you
cold? she asked, for | had been stripped to thewaist as| chopped the wood.

‘Not yet,” | said, though | pulled on awool shirt as Merlin leapt long legged over the stream. My
pearmen, anticipating news, trailed from their hutsto follow him, but they stayed outside the house when
he ducked histal figure under our low lintdl.

He offered us no greeting, but just went past usinto the house. Nimue followed him, and by thetime
Ceinwyn and | entered they were aready squatting beside thefire. Merlin held histhin handsto the blaze,
then seemed to give along sigh. He said nothing, and neither of uswanted to ask hisnews. I, like him, sat
at thefire sedge while Ceinwyn put the hdf jointed hare into abowl then wiped her hands free of blood.
She waved Scarach and the servants out of the house, then sat beside me.

Merlin shivered, then seemed to relax. Hislong back was bowed as he hunched forward with his eyes
closed. He stayed thus for along time. His brown face was deeply lined and his beard a startling white.
Like dl Druids he shaved the front part of his skull, but now that tonsure was smothered with afine layer
of short white hair, evidence that he had been along time on the road without arazor or abronze mirror.
Helooked so old that day, and hunched by the fire he even looked feeble.

Nimue sat opposite him, saying nothing. She did rise once to take Hywelbane from its nail hooksin the
main beam and | saw her smile as she recognized the two strips of bone set into the handle. She
unsheathed the blade, then held it into the smokiest part of thefire, and once the steel was coveredin



soot she carefully scratched an inscription into the soot with apiece of straw. The letterswere not like
these | write now, that both we and the Saxons employ, but were older magical |etters, mere strokes
dashed by bars, that only the Druids and sorcerers used. She propped the scabbard against the wall and
hung the sword back onitsnails, but did not explain the significance of what she had written. Merlin
ignored her.

He opened his eyes suddenly, and the appearance of feebleness was replaced by aterrible savagery.
‘I put acurse, hesaid dowly, ‘on the creatures of Sluria’ He flicked hisfingerstowardsthefireand a
puff of brighter flame hissed in the wood. ‘May their crops be blighted,” he growled, ‘their cattle barren,
their children crippled, their swords blunted and their enemies triumphant.” It was, for him, amild enough
curse, but there was ahissng malevolencein hisvoice. * And on Gwent,” hewent on, ‘| giveamurrain,
and frostsin summer and wombss shrivelled to dry husks.” He spat into the flames. *In Elmet,” he said,
‘the tearswill make lakes, plagueswill fill graves, and rats shall ruletheir houses” He spat again. ‘How
many menwill you bring, Derfd?

‘All | have, Lord.” | hesitated to admit how few that was, but | finally gave him the answer, ‘ Twenty
shieds’

‘ And those of your men who are still with Galahad? He gave me aquick glance from beneath his
bushy white eyebrows. ‘How many of those?

‘I have heard nothing from them, Lord.’

He sneered. * They form a palace guard for Lancelot. Heinsists on it. He makes his brother into a
doorkeeper.” Galahad was Lanceot’ s haf-brother and as unlike him as any man could be. ‘1t isagood
thing, Lady,” Merlinlooked at Ceinwyn, ‘that you did not marry Lancelot.’

Shesmiled a me. ‘| think so, Lord.’

‘Hefinds Siluriatedious. | can’'t blame him for that, but he' |l seek Dumnonia s comfortsand bea
snakein Arthur’ sbelly.” He smiled. *Y ou, my Lady, were supposed to be his plaything.’

‘I had rather be here, Ceinwyn said, gesturing at our rough stone walls and smoke-stained roof
beams.

‘But he'll try to strike at you,” Merlinwarned her. *His pride climbs higher than Lleullaw’ seagle, Lady,
and Guinevereiscursng you. Shekilled adog in her temple of 1sisand draped its pelt on acrippled bitch
that she gave your name.’

Ceinwyn looked pae, made the Sign againgt evil and spat into thefire.

Merlin shrugged. ‘| have countered the curse. Lady,’ he said, then stretched hislong arms and bent his
head back so that his ribboned plaits almost touched the rush-covered floor behind him. ‘Isisisaforeign
Goddess,” he said, ‘and her power isfeeblein thisland.” He brought his head forward again, then rubbed
his eyeswith hislong hands, | have come empty-handed,” he said bleakly. *No man in Elmet would step
forward, and none elsewhere. Their spears, they say, are dedicated to Saxon bellies. | offered them no
gold, | offered no silver, only afight on behaf of the Gods, and they offered metheir prayers, then let
their womenfolk talk to them of children and hearths and cattle and land and so they dunk away. Eighty
men! That'sdl | wanted. Diwrnach can field two hundred, maybe a handful more, but eighty would have
sufficed, yet there were not even eight men who would come. Their Lords are sworn to Arthur now. The
Cauldron, they tell me, canwait till LIoegyr isoursagain. They want Saxon land and Saxon gold and all |
offered them was blood and cold on the Dark Road.’



Therewasasilence. A log collapsed in thefire to spring a congtellation of sparks toward the
blackened roof. ‘Not one man offered aspear? | asked, shocked at the news.

‘A few,” he said dismissively, ‘but none | would trust. None worthy of the Cauldron.” He paused, then
looked tired again. ‘1 am struggling against the lure of Saxon gold and against Morgan. She opposes me!’

‘Morgan!’ | could not hide my astonishment. Morgan, Arthur’s eldest siter, had been Merlin's closest
companion until Nimue usurped her place, and though Morgan hated Nimue | did not think that hatred
extended to Merlin.

‘Morgan,’” he said flatly. * She has spread atde through Britain. The tale says that the Gods oppose my
guest and that | am to be defeated, and that my death will embrace al my companions. She dreamed the
tale and folk believe her dreams. | am old, she says, and feeble, and |oose-witted.’

‘Shesays’ Nimue spoke softly, ‘that awoman will kill you, not Diwrnach.’

Merlin shrugged. ‘Morgan plays her own gameand | don't yet understand it.” He rooted about in a
pocket of his gown and brought out a handful of dried knotted grasses. Each knotted stem looked alike
to me, but he sorted through them and selected one that he held towards Ceinwyn. ‘1 release you from
your oath, Lady.’

Ceinwyn glanced a me, then looked back to the knot of grass. ‘Will you still take the Dark Road,
Lord? sheasked Melin.

£Y$-l
‘But how will you find the Cauldron without me?
He shrugged, but offered no answer.

“How will you find it with her? | asked, for | dtill did not understand why avirgin must find the
Cauldron, or why that virgin should have to be Ceinwyn.

Merlin shrugged again. ‘ The Cauldron,” he said, ‘was ever under the guard of avirgin. One guardsit
now, if my dreamstell me correctly, and only another virgin can reved itshiding-place. Y ou will dream
it, hesaid to Ceinwyn, ‘if you arewilling to come.’

‘| shal come, Lord,” Ceinwyn said, ‘as| promised you.’

Merlin pushed the grass knot back into the pocket before rubbing his face again with hislong hands.
‘Weleaveintwo days,’ he announced flatly. Y ou must bake bread, pack dried meat and fish, sharpen
your weapons, and make sure you have furs againgt the cold.” He looked a Nimue. ‘We shall deep a
Caer Sws. Come!’

“You can stay here,’ | offered.

‘I must speak to lorweth.” He stood, his head level with the rafters. ‘| release you both from your
oaths’ hesaid very formaly, ‘but pray you will come anyway. But it will be harder than you know and
harder than you fear in your worst dreams, for | have pledged my life on the Cauldron.” He looked down
at usand hisface wasimmensdly sad. * The day we step on the Dark Road,” hetold us, ‘| shal beginto
die, for that ismy oath, and | have no certainty that the oath will bring me success, and if the search fails
then | shall be dead and you will beaonein Lleyn.’

‘We shal have Nimue, Ceinwyn said.



‘And sheisdl youwill have, Merlin said darkly, then ducked out of the door. Nimue followed him.

We szt in slence. | put another log on thefire. It was green, for al our firewood was fresh-cut
unseasoned timber which waswhy it smoked so badly. | watched the smoke thicken and swirl about the
rafters, then took Ceinwyn’shand. ‘Do you want to diein Lleyn? | chided her.

‘No,” shesaid, ‘but | want to see the Cauldron.’
| gared into thefire. ‘Hewill fill it with blood,” | said softly.

Ceinwyn’ sfingers caressed mine. ‘“When | wasachild, shesaid, ‘| heard dl thetdes of old Britain,
how the Gods lived among us and everyone was happy. There was no famine then, and no plagues, just
us and the Gods and peace. | want that Britain back, Derfel.’

‘Arthur saysit can never return. We are what we are, not what we once were.’
‘Sowho do you believe? she asked. ‘ Arthur or Merlin?

| thought along time. ‘Merlin,’ | findly said, and perhapsthat was because | wanted to believein his
Britain where dl our sorrowswould be magically taken away. | loved theideaof Arthur’ s Britain too, but
that would take war and hard work and atrust that men would behave well if they were treated well.
Merlin's dream demanded less and promised more.

‘They we'll gowith Merlin, Ceinwyn said. She hesitated, watching me. * Are you worried by
Morgan’s prophecy? she asked.

| shook my head. * She has power,’ | said, ‘but not like his. And not like Nimue, either.” Nimue and
Merlin had both suffered the Three Wounds of Wisdom, and Morgan had only endured the wound to the
body, never the wound to the mind or the wound to pride; but Morgan's prophecy was ashrewd tale,
for in some ways Merlin was defying the Gods. He wanted to tame their caprices and in return give them
awhole land dedicated to their worship, but why would the Gods want to be tamed? Maybe they had
chosen Morgan' slesser power to be their instrument against Merlin’s meddling, for what e'se could
explain Morgan's hogtility? Or maybe Morgan, like Arthur, believed that Merlin’s quest was anonsense,
an old man’ s hopeless search for aBritain that had vanished with the coming of the Legions. For Arthur
there was only one fight, and that was to hurl the Saxon Kings from Britain, and Arthur would have
supported his sster’ swhispering tae if that meant no British spears were to be wasted against
Diwrnach’s blood-painted shields. So perhaps Arthur was using his sister to make certain that no
precious Dumnonian liveswere to be thrown away in Lleyn. Except for my life, and my men’slives, and
my beoved Ceinwyn'’slife. For we were oath-sworn.

But Merlin had released us from our oaths and so | tried one last time to persuade Ceinwyn to stay in
Powys. | told her how Arthur believed that the Cauldron no longer existed, how it must have been stolen
by the Romans and taken to that great sink of treasure, Rome, and melted down to make hair-combs or
cloak-pinsor coins or brooches. All that | told her, and when | was done she smiled and asked me once
aganwho | believed, Merlin or Arthur.

‘Melin, | said again.
‘Andsodol,” Canwynsad. ‘And I’m going.’

We baked bread, packed food and sharpened our weapons. And the next night, the eve of our going
on Merlin'squest, thefirgt snow fell.



Cuneglas gave us two poniesthat we |oaded with food and furs, then we dung our star-painted shields
on our backs and took the northern road. lorweth gave us a blessing and Cuneglas' s spearmen
accompanied usfor thefirst few miles, but once we had passed the great ice wastes of the Dugh bog that
lay beyond the hills north of Caer Sws those spearmen stepped aside and we were alone. | had promised
Cuneglasthat | would protect hissster’ slife with my own and he had embraced me, then whispered in
my ear. ‘Kill her, Derfdl,” he said, ‘rather than let Diwrnach have her.’

There weretearsin his eyes and they dmost made me change my mind. ‘If you order her not to go,
LordKing,' | said, ‘she might obey.’

‘Never,” hesad, ‘but sheis happier now than she has ever been. Besides, |orweth tells me you will
return. Go, my friend.” He had stepped back. His parting gift had been abag of gold ingotsthat we
stowed on one of the ponies.

The snowy road led north into Gwynedd. | had never been to that kingdom before and found it a
crude, hard place. The Romans had come here, but only to dig lead and gold. They had left few marks
ontheland and givenit no law. Thefolk lived in squat, dark huts that huddled together insde circling
stone walls from which dogs snarled at us and on which the skulls of wolves and bears were mounted to
deter the spirits. Cairns marked the summits of hills and every few mileswewould find a pole struck into
the road’ s verge and hung with dead men’ s bones and ribbons of tattered cloth. There were few trees,
the streams were frozen and snow blocked some of the passes. At night we sheltered in the huddled
houses where we paid for our warmth with divers of gold chopped from Cuneglas singots.

Wedressed in furs. Ceinwyn and |, like my men, were swathed in lice-ridden wolf-pelts and
deerskins, but Merlin wore asuit made from the coat of agreat black bear. Nimue had grey otter skins
that were much lighter than our furs, but even so she seemed not to fedl the cold asthe rest of usdid.
Nimue aone carried no weapons. Merlin had hisblack staff, afearsome thing in battle, while my men had
spears and swords and even Ceinwyn carried alight spear and had her long-bladed hunting knife
scabbarded at her waist. She wore no gold and the folk who gave us shelter had no conception of her
rank. They did notice her bright hair and assumed that she, like Nimue, was one of Merlin’' s adepts.
Merlin they loved, for they al knew of him and they brought their crippled children to be touched by his
hand.

It took us six daysto reach Caer Gel where Cadwallon, King of Gwynedd, was spending the winter.
The caer itsdf was a hilltop fort, but under the fort’s shoulder there was adeep valey with tall trees
growing from its steep sides and in the valley awooden palisade circling atimber hall, some store-rooms
and ascore of degping huts, dl of them ghosted white with snow and with long icicles hanging from their
eaves. Cadwallon proved to be asour old man while his hall was merely onethird the sze of Cuneglas's
hall and the press of warriors meant that its earth floor was aready packed tight with beds. A space was
grudgingly made for us and a corner screened for Nimue and Ceinwyn. That night Cadwallon gaveusa
feast, apoor thing of salted mutton and stewed carrots, but the best his stores could provide. Hedid
generoudy offer to take Ceinwyn off our hands by making her his eighth wife, but he seemed neither
offended nor disappointed when she refused. His seven existing wives were dark, sullen women who
shared around hut where they squabbled and persecuted each other’ s children.

It was awretched place, Caer Gel, though aroya one, and it was hard to believe that Cadwallon’s
father, Cunedda, had been the High King before Uther of Dumnonia. Gwynedd' s spears had fallen on
lean times since those greet days. It was hard to believe, too, that it was here, beneath the high peaks that
were now brilliant with ice and snow, that Arthur had been raised. | went to see the house where his
mother had been given shelter after Uther had rejected her and found it to be an earth-walled hall about
the same size as our house in Cwm Isaf. It stood among fir trees whose boughs were bent low by snow,



and it looked north towards the Dark Road. The house was now home to three spearmen, their families
and livestock. Arthur’s mother had been hdf sster to King Cadwallon who was thus Arthur’ suncle,
though Arthur’ sbirth had been illegitimate and the relationship could hardly be expected to yield many
spearsfor Arthur’ s spring campaign against the Saxons. Cadwallon, indeed, had sent men to fight against
Arthur a Lugg Vae, but that gift of men had been a precaution to keep Powys sfriendship rather than
because the King of Gwynedd hated Dumnonia. Most of the time Cadwallon’ s spears faced north
towardsLleyn.

The King summoned Byrthig, his Edling, to thefeast so that he could tell us of Lleyn. Prince Byrthig
was ashort, squat man with ascar running from hisleft temple across his broken nose and down into his
thick beard. He had only three teeth, which made his efforts to chew mest lengthy and messy. He would
use hisfingersto chafe the meat against his one front tooth, thus aorading the food into shredsthat he
washed down with mead, and the laborious work had left his bristling black beard filthy with mest juices
and hdf chewed scraps. Cadwallon, in his gloomy manner, offered him as ahusband to Ceinwyn and
again seemed unmoved by her gentlerefusd.

Diwrnach, Prince Byrthig told us, had hishome at Boduan, afort that lay far to the west in the
peninsula of Lleyn. The King was one of the Irish Lords Across the Sea, but hiswar-band, unlike that of
Oengus of Demetia, was not composed of men from asingle Irish tribe but was a collection of fugitives
from every tribe. ‘ He welcomes whatever comes across the water, and the more murderousthey are, the
better,” Byrthig told us. * The Irish use him to rid themsdlves of their outlaws and there have been many of
those of late’

‘The Chrigtians,” Cadwallon grumbled in curt explanation, then spat.
‘LleynisChristian? | asked in surprise.

‘No,” Cadwallon snapped as though | should have known better. *But Ireland is bowing to the
Chrigtian God. Bowing in droves, and those who can't stand that God fleeto Lleyn.” He pulled ascrap
of bone from his mouth and ingpected it gloomily. ‘W€l haveto fight them soon,” he added.

‘Diwrnach’ s numbersincrease? Merlin asked.

So we hear, though we hear little enough,” Cadwallon replied. He looked up asthe hegt in the hall
melted a swathe of snow from the doping roof. There was a scraping rumble, then a soft crash asthe
mass did off the thatch.

‘Diwrnach,” Byrthig explained, his voice made shilant by hisravaged teeth, ‘ asks only to be |eft alone.
If we do not disturb him, hewill only occasiondly disturb us. His men cometo take daves, but we have
few people left in the north now, and hismen will not travel far, but if hiswar-band growstoo large for
Lleyn’'s cropsthen he will seek new land somewhere’

“YnysMonisfamousfor itscrops’ Merlin said. Y nys Mon wasthe big idand that lay off Lleyn's
northern coast.

“Ynys Mon could feed athousand,” Cadwallon agreed, ‘ but only if its people are spared to plough
and reap, and its people are not spared. No oneis. Any Briton with sense left Lleyn years ago, and the
oneswho areleft crouch in terror. So would you if Diwrnach came visiting to search for what he wants!’

‘Whichis? | asked.
Cadwallon looked at me, paused, then shrugged. ‘ Saves,” he sad.



‘Inwhich,” Merlin asked silkily, ‘you pay him tribute?
‘A smdll pricefor peace,” Cadwallon dismissed the accusation.
‘How much? Merlin demanded.

‘Forty ayear,” Cadwallon finaly admitted. ‘ Mostly orphaned children and maybe some prisoners.
He' shappiest, though, with girls.” He looked broodingly a Ceinwyn. ‘He has an appetite for girls’

‘Many men do, Lord King,” Ceinwyn answered drily.

‘But not like Diwrnach’s appetite,” Cadwallon warned her. ‘ Hiswizards have told him that aman
armed with ashield covered with the tanned skin of avirgin girl will beinvinciblein battle” He shrugged.
‘Can't say I'veever tried it mysdlf.

‘So you send him children? Ceinwyn said accusingly.
‘Do you know any other kind of virgin? Cadwallon retorted.

‘Wethink he' stouched by the Gods,” Byrthig said, as though that explained Diwrnach’s appetite for
virgin daves, ‘for he ssemsmad. One of hiseyesisred.” He paused to grind a piece of grey mutton on
hisfront tooth. ‘He covers hisshieldsin skin,” he went on when the mest had been reduced to atissue,
‘then paints them with blood and that’ s why his men cal themsdlves the Bloodshields.” Cadwallon made
the Sgn againg evil. * And some men say he eatsthe girls flesh,” Byrthig went on, ‘ but we don’t know
that; who knows what the mad do?

‘“The mad are close to the Gods,” Cadwallon growled. Hewas plainly terrified of his northern
neighbour, and no wonder, | thought.

‘Some of the mad are closeto the Gods,” Merlin said. ‘Not all”’

‘Diwrnachis’ Cadwallon warned him. ‘He does what he wants, to whom he wants, how he wants
and the Gods keep him safe while he doesit.” Again | made the sign againgt evil, and suddenly wished |
was back in far Dumnoniawhere there were lawcourts and pa aces and long Roman roads.

‘With two hundred spears,” Merlin said, ‘you could scour Diwrnach from Lleyn. Y ou could wash him
intothesea’

‘Wetried once,” Cadwallon said, ‘and fifty of our men died of the flux in one week, and another fifty
were shivering in their own excrement, and aways his howling warriors circled us on ponies and thelr
long spears showered out of the night. When we reached Boduan there was only agrest wall hung with
dying things that bled and screamed and twisted on their hooks and none of my men would scae that
horror. Nor would I,” he admitted. * And if | had, what then? He would havetied to Y nysMon and it
would have taken me days and weeks to find the shipsto follow him over the water. | have neither the
time, the spearmen, nor the gold to scour Diwrnach into the sea, so | give him childreninsteed. It's
chesper.” He shouted for adave to bring him more mead, then gave Ceinwyn asour glance. * Give her to
him,” he said to Merlin, ‘and he might give you the Cauldron.’

‘I will give him nothing for the Cauldron,” Merlin snapped. ‘ Besides, he does not even know the
Cauldron exigts’

‘Hedoesnow,” Byrthig put in. * All Britain knowswhy you go north. And do you think hiswizards
don’t want to find the Cauldron?



Merlin smiled. * Send your spearmen with me, Lord King, and we shall take both the Cauldron and
Lleyn’

Cadwallon snorted at that proposal. ‘ Diwrnach, Merlin, teaches aman to be agood neighbour. | will
let you travel my land, for | fear your curseif | don’t, but not one man of minewill go with you, and when
your bones are buried in Lleyn’s sands | shal tell Diwrnach that your trespass was none of my doing.’

‘Will you tell him by which road wetravel? Merlin asked, for we faced two roads now. One led
around the coast and was the usua winter road north, while the other was the Dark Road that most men
reckoned was impassable in winter. Merlin hoped that by using the Dark Road we could surprise
Diwrnach and be gone from Y nys Mon ailmost before he knew we had even come.

Cadwallon smiled for the only time that night. *He knows already,” the King said, then glanced at
Ceinwyn, the brightest figure in that smoke-dark hall. * And doubtless he looks forward to your coming.’

Did Diwrnach know we planned to use the Dark Road? Or was Cadwallon guessing? | spat anyway,
to protect us dl from evil. The solstice was due, the long night of the year when life ebbs, hopeis bleak
and the demons have dominion of the air, and that was when we would be on the Dark Road.

Cadwallon thought usfools, Diwrnach waited for us, and we wrapped oursavesin fur and dept.

The sun shone next morning, making the surrounding peaks into dazzling spikes of whitenessthat hurt our
eyes. The sky was almost clear and astrong wind blew snow from the ground to make clouds of
glittering specksthat wafted across the white land. We loaded the ponies, accepted the grudging gift of a
sheegpskin from Cadwallon, then marched towards the Dark Road that began just north of Caer Ge. It
was aroad without settlements, without farms, without a soul to offer us shelter; nothing but arugged
path through the wild mountain barrier that protected Cadwallon’ s heartland from Diwrnach’s
Bloodshields. Two poles marked the beginning of the road and both were topped by rag-draped human
skullsfrom which long icicles clinked in the wind. The skulls faced north towards Diwrnach, two
talismansto keep hisevil beyond the mountains. | saw Merlin touch an iron amulet that hung around his
neck as we passed between the twin skulls and remembered his dreadful promise that he would begin to
die the moment we reached the Dark Road. Now, as our boots squeaked and crunched through the
road’ s undisturbed layer of snow, | knew that oath of death had begun itswork. | watched him, but saw
no sgnsof distress as, dl that day, we climbed into the hills, diding on snow and trudging in acloud of
our own misting breath. We dept that night in an abandoned shepherd’ s hut that still blessedly had a
ragged roof of old timbers and decaying straw with which we built afire that flickered feebly in the snowy
darkness.

Next morning we had gone no more than aquarter mile when a horn sounded above and behind us.
We stopped, turned, and shaded our eyesto see adark line of men cresting a hill down which we had
dithered the previous evening. There werefifteen of them, dl with shidds, swords and spears, and when
they saw they had gained our attention they haf ran and haf did down the treacherous dope of snow.
Their progress made great cloudy plumes that drifted westwards on the wind.

My men, without orders from me, formed aline, unstrapped their shields and lowered their spears so
that they formed a shield-wall acrossthe road. | had given Cavan’ sresponshilitiesto Issaand he
growled at them to stand firm, but no sooner had he spoken than | recognized the curious device painted
on one of the gpproaching shields. It was across, and that Christian symbol was carried by only one man
| knew. Galahad.

‘Friends!’ | called to Issa, then brokeinto arun. | could see the approaching men clearly now, and



they were al from those of my men who had been|eft in Siluriaand forced to serve as Lancelot’ s paace
guard. Their shields ill bore the device of Arthur’ s bear, but Galahad' s cross led them. He waswaving
and shouting, and | was doing the same, so that neither of us heard aword the other spoke until we had
aready met and embraced. ‘Lord Prince, | greeted him, then embraced him again, for of dl the friends|
ever had in thisworld he was the best.

He had fair hair and aface as broad and strong as his haf-brother Lancelot’ s was narrow and subtle.
Like Arthur heinvited trust on sight, and if al Christians had been like Galahad | think | would have taken
the crossin those early days. ‘“We dept dl night acrosstheridge,” he gestured back up theroad, ‘and
haf froze, while you must al have rested there? He pointed towards the wisp of smoke still drifting from
our fire.

‘Warm and dry,” | said, and then, when the newcomers had greeted their old companions, | embraced
them al and gave their namesto Ceinwyn. One by onethey knelt and swore her loyadty. They had dl
heard how she had fled her betrotha feast to be with me, and they loved her for that and now held their
naked sword blades for her royd touch. *What of the other men? | asked Galahad.

‘Goneto Arthur.” He grimaced. ‘ None of the Christians came, sadly. Except me!’
“Y ou think thisisworth a pagan Cauldron? | asked, gesturing towards the cold road ahead.

‘Diwrnach lies at the road’ send, my friend,” Galahad said, ‘and | hear heisaKing asevil asanything
that ever crawled from the devil’ spit. A Christian’ stask isto fight evil, so here| am.” He greeted Merlin
and Nimue, and then, because he was a Prince and so of equa rank to Ceinwyn, embraced her. ‘Y ou
are afortunate woman,” | heard him whisper.

She smiled and kissed his cheek. ‘ More fortunate now that you are here, Lord Prince.’

‘That’ strue, of course.” Galahad stepped back and |ooked from her to me, and from meto her. *All
Britain speaks of you two.’

‘Because dl Britain is suffed with idie tongues,” Merlin snapped in asurprising burst of shrewishness,
‘and we have ajourney to make when you two have finished gossiping.” Hisface was pinched and his
temper short. | put it down to age and the hard road we walked in cold weather, and tried not to think of
his death-oath.

Thejourney through the mountains took us two more days. The Dark Road was not long, but it was
hard and it climbed up steep hills and went through gaping valleys where the smallest sound echoed
hollow and cold from the ice-locked walls. We found an abandoned settlement to spend the second night
on theroad, a place of round stone huts that were huddled inside awall the height of aman on whichwe
st three guards to watch the glittering moonlit dopes. Therewas no fue for afire and so we sat close
together and sang songs and told tales and tried not to think of the Bloodshields. Galahad gave us news
of Sluriathat night. His brother, he told us, had refused to occupy Gundleus sold capita at Nidum
because it wastoo far from Dumnoniaand had no comforts other than a decaying Roman barrack block,
s0 he had moved Siluria' s government to Isca, the huge Roman fort that lay beside the Usk at the very
edge of Silurid sterritory and just aston€e' s throw from Gwent. It was as close as Lancelot could get to
Dumnoniawhile still gtaying in Sluria ‘He likesmosaic floorsand marblewalls; Galahad said, ‘and
there’ sjust enough of them at Iscato keep him satisfied. HE s gathered every Druid in Siluriathere’

‘Thereareno Druidsin Siluria; Merlin growled. * Nonethat are any good, anyway.’

‘Those who cdl themselves Druids, then,” Galahad said patiently. ‘ He hastwo he particularly values
and he pays them to make curses.’



‘Onme? | asked, touching theiron on Hywelbane shilt.

‘Among others, Gaahad said, glancing at Ceinwyn and making the Sgn of the cross. ‘He |l forget in
time,’ he added, trying to reassure us.

‘He |l forget when he' sdead,” Merlin said, ‘and even then he'll carry agrudge across the bridge of
swords.” He shivered, not because he feared Lancelot’ s enmity, but because he was cold. ‘“Who are
these so-cdled Druids he particularly vaues?

‘Tanaburs sgrandsons,’ Galahad said, and | felt anicy hand creep round my heart. | had killed
Tanaburs, and though | had possessed the right to take his soul, it was till abrave fool who killed a
Druid and Tanaburs s dying curse still hovered about me.

We went dowly the next day, our pace held back by Merlin. He insisted he was well and refused any
assistance, but his step faltered too often, hisface looked yellow and haggard, and his bresth camein
short, harsh gasps. We had hoped to be over the last pass by nightfal, but we were still climbing towards
it asthe short day’ slight faded. All afternoon the Dark Road had twisted uphill, though to cal it aroad
was amockery for it was nothing but a stony, dreadful path that crossed and re-crossed a frozen stream
where theice hung thick from the ledges of the frequent smal waterfals. The ponies kept dipping and
sometimes refused to move at dl; it seemed we spent more time supporting them than leading them, but
asthelast light drained cold into the west we reached the passand it wasjust as| had seenitin my
shivering dream on Dolforwyn’ s summit. It wasjust as blegk, just as cold, though with no black ghoul
barring the Dark Road that now dropped steeply onto Lleyn’s narrow coastal plain and then ran north to
the shore.

And beyond that shore lay Y nysMon.

| had never seen the blessed ide. | had heard of it al my life and known of its power and lamented the
destruction worked on it by the Romansin the Black Y ear, but | had never seen it except in the dream.
Now, inthe winter’ sdusk, it looked nothing like that lovely vision. It was not sunlit, but shadowed by
cloud, so that the big ide looked dark and menacing, athreat made worse by the sullen glint of black
poolsthat brokeitslow hills. Theide was amost free of snow, though its rocky edges were fretted white
by agrey and miserable sea. | fell to my knees at the sight of theidand, we al did except for Galahad,
and even hefinally went on one knee as amark of respect. As a Christian he sometimes dreamed of
going to Rome or even to far-off Jerusalem, if such aplaceredly existed, but Y nys Mon was our Rome
and our Jerusadlem, and we were now in sight of its holy soil.

Wewere dso now in Lleyn. We had crossed the unmarked border and the few settlements on the
coasta plain beneath us were the holdings of Diwrnach. The fieldswere lightly covered with snow,
smoke rose from huts, but nothing human seemed to movein that dark space and al of us, | think, were
wondering how we were to go from the mainland to theidand. * There are ferrymen on the straits, Merlin
said, reading our thoughts. He aone of us had been to Ynys Mon, but it had been many years ago and
long before he had ever known that the Cauldron il existed. He had gone there when Leodegan,
Guinevere sfather, had ruled the land in the days before Diwrnach’ s ragged ships had come from Ireland
to sweep Leodegan and his motherless daughters out of their kingdom, inthe morning,” Merlin said, ‘we
shdl walk to the shore and pay our ferrymen. By the time Diwrnach knows we have reached hisland, we
shdl dready have gone’

‘Hell follow usto YnysMon, Galahad said nervoudly.

‘And we shdl be gone again,” Merlin said. He sneezed. He looked wretchedly cold. His nose was
running, his cheeks were pae and from time to time he shivered uncontrollably, but he found some dusty



herbsin asmall lesther pouch and he swallowed them with a handful of melted snow and inssted hewas
well.

He looked much worse next morning. We had spent that night in a cleft of the rocks where we had not
dared light afire, despite Nimue' s charm of conceament that she had worked with the help of a
polecat’ s skull we had found higher up the road. Our sentries had watched the coastd plain where three
amall glints of fire betrayed the presence of life, while therest of us had clung together in the deep rocks
where we shivered and cursed the cold and wondered if morning would ever dawn. It came at last with a
seeping, leprous light that made the distant ide look darker and more menacing than ever. But Nimue's
charm seemed to have worked, for no spearmen guarded the Dark Road’ s ending.

Merlin was shaking now and was much too wesk to walk, and so four of my spearmen carried himin
alitter made of cloaks and spears aswe did and edged our way down to the first small wind-bent trees
in the hedgerows of LIeyn. The road was sunken here and its ruts were frosted hard where it twisted
between hunched oaks, thin hollies and the smal neglected fields. Merlin was moaning and shuddering,
and Issawondered if we should turn back. ‘ To cross the mountains again,” Nimue said, ‘would surdly kill
him. Wegoon.’

We cameto afork in the road and there found our first sign of Diwrnach. It was a skeleton, bound
together with horsehair ropes and hung from a pole so that its dry bones rattled in the brisk west wind.
Three crows had been nailed to the post bel ow the human bones and Nimue sniffed their stiffened bodies
to decide what kind of magic had been imbued into their deaths. *Piss! Pissl” Merlin managed to say
from hislitter. * Quick, girl! Pissl’ He coughed horribly, then turned his head to spit the sputum towards
theditch. ‘1 won't die; hesaid to himsdlf, ‘1 will not die!” He lay back as Nimue squatted by the pole.
‘Heknowswe're here, Merlin warned me.

‘Ishe here? | asked, crouching beside him.

‘Someoneis. Be careful, Derfd.” He closed hiseyesand sighed. ‘| anso old,” he said softly, ‘so
horribly old. And there' s badness here, al about us.” He shook hishead. * Get meto theidand, that'sll,
just reech theidand. The Cauldron will curedl.

Nimue finished, then waited to see which way the steam from her urine blew, and the wind took it
towards the right-hand fork and that omen decided our path. Before we set off Nimue went to one of the
ponies and found alesther bag from which she took ahandful of f bolts and eagle stonesthat she
distributed among the spearmen. ‘ Protection,’ she explained as shelaid a snake stonein Merlin’ slitter.
‘Onwards,” she ordered us.

Wewalked al morning, our pace sowed by the need to carry Merlin. We saw no one and that
absence of life put adreadful fear into my men for it seemed as though we had cometo aland of the
dead. There were rowan and holly berriesin the hedgerows, and thrushes and robinsin the branches, but
there were no cattle, no sheep and no men. We did see one settlement from which awisp of smoke blew
inthewind, but it was far off and no one appeared to be watching usfrom its circling wall.

Y et men werein thisdead land. We knew that when we paused to rest in asmadl valey wherea
stream trickled duggishly between icy banks under agrove of smdl, black, wind-bent oaks. Theintricate
branches were each ddlicatdly limned with awhite frost and we rested beneath them until Gwilym, one of
the spearmen who was standing guard at the rear, called to me.

| went to the oaks edge to seethat afire had been set on the lower dope of the mountains. There
were no flamesvisible, just athick gruel of grey smoke that boiled fiercely before being snatched away
by the west wind. Gwilym pointed to the smoke with his spear-blade, then spat to avert itsevil.



Gaahad cameto stand beside me. ‘A signd? he asked.
‘Probably.’
‘So they know we're here? He crossed himself.

‘“They know.” Nimue joined us. Shewas carrying Merlin's heavy black staff and she done seemed to
burn with energy in this cold, dead place. Merlin was sick, the rest of us were besieged by fear, but the
deeper we pierced into Diwrnach’s black land the fiercer Nimue became. She was nearing the Cauldron,
andthelure of it waslike afirein her bones. ‘ They’ rewatching us,’ shesaid.

‘Can you hide us? | asked, wanting another of her concealment spells.

She shook her head. * Thisisther land, Derfel, and their Gods are powerful here.” She sneered as
Gaahad made the sign of the cross a second time. *Y our nailed God won't defeat Crom Dubh,” she
sad.

‘He' shere? | asked fearfully.

‘Or onelike him, she said. Crom Dubh was the Black God, a crippled and malevolent horror who
gave dark nightmares. The other Gods, it was said, avoided Crom Dubh, which suggested we were
aonein hispower.

‘Sowe' redoomed,” Gwilym said flatly.

‘Fool!” Nimue hissed a him. “We re only doomed if wefail to find the Cauldron. Thenwe' d dl be
doomed anyway. Are you going to watch that smoke al morning? she asked me.

Wewalked on. Merlin could not spesk any longer and histeeth chattered, even though we piled him
with furs. ‘He sdying,” Nimuetold mecamly.

‘“Then we should find shdter,” | said, ‘and build afire’

‘So we can al be warm while we' re daughtered by Diwrnach’s spearmen? She scoffed at theidea
‘He sdying, Derfdl,” she explained, ‘ because he' s close to his dream and because he made hisbargain
with the Gods'’

‘Hislifefor the Cauldron? Ceinwyn, walking on my other sde, asked the question.

‘Not quite,” Nimue admitted. ‘ But while you two were setting up your little house,” she made that
statement sarcadtically, ‘we went to Cadair Idris. We made asacrifice there, the old sacrifice, and Merlin
pledged hislife, hot for the Cauldron, but for the search. If we find the Cauldron, he'll live, but if wefall
then he dies and the shadow-soul of the sacrifice can daim Merlin’ssoul for dl time!

| knew what the old sacrifice ‘was, though | had never heard of it being made in our time. “Who was
the sacrifice? | asked.

‘No one you knew. No one we knew. Just aman.” Nimue was dismissive. ‘But his shadow-soul is
here, watching us, and it wantsusto fall. It wants Merlin'slife’

‘What if Merlin diesanyway? | asked.
‘Hewon't, you fool! Not if we find the Cauldron.’

‘If I find it,” Cenwyn said nervoudy.



“Youwill,” Nimue said confidently.
‘How?
‘“You'll dream,” Nimue said, ‘ and the dream will lead usto the Cauldron.’

And Diwrnach, | redized when we reached the straits dividing the mainland from the idand, wanted us
tofind it. The sgnd firetold us his men had been watching us, but they had neither shown themselves nor
tried to stop our journey, and that suggested Diwrnach knew of our quest and wanted it to succeed so
that he could take the Cauldron for himsdlf. There could be no other reason why he was making it so
easy for usto reach Ynys Mon.

The dtraits were not wide, but the grey water swirled and sucked and foamed as it swept through the
channd. The searan fast in those narrows, twigting itself into sullen whirlpools or €se bresking white on
hidden rocks, but the seawas not as frightening as the far shore that stood so utterly empty and dark and
bleak, aimost asif it waited to suck our soulsaway. | shivered as | looked at that distant grassy dope
and could not help thinking of the far-off Black Day when the Romans had stood on this same rocky
shore and that far bank had been thick with Druidswho had hurled their dread curses at theforeign
soldiers. The curses had failed, the Romans had crossed, and Y nys Mon had died, and now we stood in
the same place in alast, desperate attempt to wind back the years and spool back the centuries of
sadness and hardship so that Britain would be restored to its blessed state before the Romans came. It
would be Merlin’ s Britain then, a Britain of the Gods, a Britain without Saxons, a Britain full of gold and
feadting hallsand miracles.

We walked east towards the narrowest part of the straits and there, rounding a point of rock and
beneath the earth loom of a deserted fortress, we found two boats hauled up on the pebbles of atiny
cove. A dozen men waited with the boats, a most as though they had expected us. * The ferrymen?
Ceinwyn asked me,

‘Diwrnach’ sboatmen,” | said, and touched the iron in Hywel-bane' s hilt. ‘ They want usto cross,’ |
said, and | was afraid because the King was making it so easy for us.

The sallorswere quite unafraid of us. They were squat, hard-looking creatures with fish scales sticking
to their beards and their thick woollen clothes. They carried no weapons other than their gutting knives
and fish-spears. Galahad asked if they had seen any of Diwrnach’s spearmen, but they smply shrugged
asif hislanguage made no sense to them. Nimue spoke to them in her native Irish and they responded
politely enough. They claimed to have seen no Blood-shidds, but did tell her that we must wait until the
tide had reached its height before we could cross. Only then, it seemed, were the straits safe for boats.

We made Merlin abed in one of the boats, then Issaand | climbed to the deserted fort and stared
inland. A second pyre of smoke blew skyward from the valey of twisted oaks, but otherwise nothing had
changed and no enemies werein sight. But they were there. Y ou did not need to see their blood-daubed
shieldsto know that they were close. Issatouched his spear-blade. ‘1t seemsto me. Lord,” he said, ‘that
Y mys Mon would be agood placeto die’

| smiled. ‘It would be a better placeto live, Issa’
‘But our soulswill surely be safeif we die on the blessed ide? he asked anxioudly.

‘“They will besafe;’ | promised him, ‘and you and | will crossthe bridge of swordstogether.” And
Ceinwyn, | promised myself, would be just apace or two ahead of us, for | would kill her myself before
any of Diwrnach’smen could lay their hands on her. | drew Hywe-bane, itslong blade still smeared with
the soot in which Nimue had written her charm, and | held itstip to Issa' sface. ‘Make me an oath,’ |



ordered him.
Hewent on one knee. * Say it, Lord.’

‘If I die, Issa, and Ceinwyn il lives, then you must kill her with one sword stroke before Diwrnach’s
men can take her.’

He kissed the sword' stip. ‘| swear it, Lord.’

At high tide the swirling currents died away o that the sealay till except for the wind-fretted waves
that had floated the two boats up from the shingle. We lifted the ponies on board, then took our places.
The boats were long and narrow and, as soon aswe had settled amidst the sticky fishing nets, the
boatmen gestured that we were to bail out the water that seeped between the tarred planks. We used
our helmets to scoop the cold seaback to its place and | prayed to Manawydan, the sea God, that he
would preserve us as the boatmen put their long oars between the tholes. Merlin shivered. Hisface was
whiter that | had ever seen it, but touched by a nauseous yellow and smeared by flecks of foam that
dribbled from the corners of hislips. Hewas not conscious, but muttered odd thingsin his ddlirium.

The boatmen chanted astrange song asthey pulled on their oars, but fell slent when they reached the
middle of the gtraits. They paused there and one man in each boat gestured back towards the mainland.

Weturned. At first | could only seethe dark strip of the shore beneath the snow-white and date-black
loom of the mountains beyond, but then | saw aragged black thing moving just beyond the stony beach.
It was abanner, mere fluttering strips of ragstied to apole, but an instant after it appeared aline of
warriors showed themsalves above the strait’ s bank. They laughed at us, their cackling coming clear
through the cold wind above the sound of the lgpping sea. They were dl mounted on shaggy poniesand
all were dressed in what appeared to be torn strips of ragged black cloth that caught the breeze and
fluttered like pennants. They carried shields and the hugely long war spears that the Irish favoured, and
neither the shields nor the spears frightened me, but there was something about their tattered, long-haired
wildnessthat struck a sudden chill through me. Or perhapsthat chill came from the deet that had begun
to spit on the west wind to dimple the sea’ sgrey surface.

Theragged, dark riderswatched as our boats grounded on Y nys Mon. The boatmen helped us lift
Merlin and the ponies safe ashore, then they ran their boats back into the sea.

‘ Shouldn’t we have kept the boats here? Galahad asked me.

‘How? | asked. “We d have to divide the men, some to guard the boats and some to go with
Ceinwyn and Nimue'’

‘So how do we get off theidand? Galahad asked.

‘With the Cauldron,’ | adopted Nimug' s confidence, ‘dl thingswill be possible.” | had no other
answer to give him and dared not tell him the truth. That truth wasthat | felt doomed. | felt asthough the
curses of those ancient Druids were even now congealing around our souls.

We gtruck north from the beach. Gulls screamed at us, whirling around usin the flying deet aswe
climbed up from the rocks into a bleak moorland broken only by outcrops of stone. In the old days,
before the Romans came to destroy Y nys Mon, the land had been thick with sacred oaks amongst which
the greatest mysteries of Britain were performed. The news of those rituals governed the seasonsin
Britain, Irdland, and even Gaul, for here the Gods had come to earth, and here the link between man and
the Gods had been strongest before it had been sundered by the short Roman stabbing swords. Thiswas
holy ground, but it was dso difficult ground, for after just an hour’ swalking we cameto avast bog that



seemed to bar our path into theidand' sinterior. We ranged along the bog' s edge, seeking a path, but
there was none; s0, asthe light began to fade, we used our spear-shafts to discover the firmest passage
through the spiky tussocks of grass and the sucking, treacherous patches of marsh. Our legs were
soaked in freezing mud and the deet found itsway inside our furs. One of the ponies became stuck and
the other began to panic, so we unloaded both beasts, distributed their remaining burdens amongst
oursalves, then abandoned them.

We struggled on, sometimes resting on our circular shields that served like shalow coracles to support
our weight until, inevitably, the brackish water seeped over their edges and forced usto stand again. The
deet became harder and thicker, whipped by arising wind that flattened the marsh grass and drove the
cold deep into our bones. Merlin was shouting strange words and thrashing his head from sideto side,
while some of my men were weakening, sapped by the cold aswell as by the maevolence of whatever
Gods now ruled thisruined land.

Nimue was thefirst to reach the bog’ sfar sde. She leapt from tussock to tussock, showing us a path,
and findly reached firm ground where she jumped up and down to show usthat safety was close. Then,
for afew seconds, she froze before pointing Merlin's staff back the way we had come.

Weturned to see that the dark riders were with us, only now there were more of them; awhole horde
of tattered Bloodshields was watching us from the bog’ sfar side. Three ragged banners were hoisted
above them, and one of those bannerswas lifted in ironic salute before the riders turned their ponies
eastwards. ‘1 should never have brought you here,” | said to Ceinwyn.

“You didn’t bring me, Derfd,’ shesaid. ‘I came of my ownwill.” She touched agloved finger to my
face. * And we shdl leave the same way, my love’

We climbed up from the bog to find, beyond alow cret, alandscape of smal fieldsthat lay between
lumpish moors and sudden rock outcrops. We needed arefuge for the night and found it in a settlement
of eight stone hutsthat were circled by awall the height of a spear. The place was deserted, though
people clearly lived there for the small stone huts were swept clean and the ashesin the hearth were il
just warm to the touch. We stripped the turf roof off one hut and cut the roof timbersinto shreds with
which we made afirefor Merlin, who was now shivering and raving. We set aguard, then stripped off
our fursand tried to dry our sopping boots and wet leggings.

Then, asthevery lagt of the light seeped from the grey sky, | went to stand on thewall and searched
all about the landscape. | saw nothing.

Four of us stood guard for thefirst part of the night, then Galahad and another three spearmen
watched through the rest of that rainy darkness and not one of us heard anything other than the wind and
the crackle of the firein the hut. We heard nothing, we saw nothing, yet in the morning’ sfirst wan light
there was anewly severed head of a sheep dripping blood on one part of thewall.

Nimue angrily pushed the sheep’ s head oft the wall’ s coping, then screamed a challenge towards the
sky. Shetook a pouch of grey powder and scattered it on the fresh blood, and afterwards she rapped
the wall with Merlin's staff and told us the malevolence had been countered. We believed her because
we wanted to believe her, just aswe wanted to believe that Merlin was not dying. But he was deathly
pale, breathing shalowly and making no sound. Wetried to feed him with the last of our bread, but he
clumsily spat the crumbs out. ‘We must find the Cauldron today,” Nimue said camly, ‘before he dies’
We gathered our burdens, hoisted our shields onto our backs, picked up our spears and followed her
northwards.

Nimue led us. Merlin had told her al he knew of the sacred ide and that knowledge took us



northwards al morning long. The Blood-shields appeared soon after we had |eft our shelter and, now
that we neared our god, they became bolder so that a any one time there were dways ascore in sight
and sometimes three times that number. They formed aloose ring about us, but took careto stay well
outside the range of our spears. The deet had stopped with the dawn, leaving just a cold, damp wind that
bent the grass on the moors and lifted the black tatters of the dark riders’ cloaks.

It wasjust after midday that we came to the place Nimue called LIyn Cerrig Bach. The name means
the*lake of little stones and it was adark sheet of shallow water, surrounded by bogs. Here, Nimue
said, the old Britons had held their most sacred ceremonies, and here too, she told us, our search would
begin; but it seemed ableak place in which to seek the grestest Treasure of Britain. To thewest was a
small, shallow neck of the sea beyond which lay another idand, to the south and north were just
farmlands and rocks, and to the east there rose avery small steep hill that was crowned with agroup of
grey rocks like a score of other such outcrops we had passed that morning. Merlin lay asif dead. | had
to knedl beside him and put my ear closeto hisface to hear thetiny scratching of each laboured breeth. |
laid my hand on hisforehead and found it was cold. | kissed hischeek. ‘Live, Lord,” | whispered to him,
‘live’

Nimuetold one of my men to plant a spear in the ground. He forced the point into the hard soil, then
Nimue took ahaf dozen cloaks and, by hanging them from the spear’ s butt and weighting their hemswith
stones, she formed akind of tent. The dark riders made aring about us, but stayed far enough away so
that they could not interfere with us, nor we with them.

Nimue groped under her otter skinsand brought out the silver cup from which | had drunk on
Doalforwyn and asmdl clay bottle stoppered with wax. She ducked under the tent and beckoned
Ceinwynto follow.

| waited and watched as the wind chased black ripples across the lake, then suddenly Ceinwyn
screamed. She screamed again, terribly, and | started towards the tent, only to be stopped by Issa's
spear. Galahad, who as a Christian was not supposed to believe in any of this, stood beside Issaand
shrugged at me. ‘“We ve comethisfar,” he said. ‘We should seeit totheend.

Ceinwyn screamed again, and thistime Merlin echoed the noise by uttering afaint and pathetic moan. |
knelt beside him and stroked his forehead and tried not to think what horrors Ceinwyn dreamed insde
the black tent.

‘Lord? Issacalled to me.

| twisted round to see that he was |ooking southwards to where anew group of riders had joined the
Bloodshields' ring. Most of the newcomers were on ponies, but one man was mounted on agaunt black
horse. That man, | knew, had to be Diwrnach. His banner flew behind him; a pole on which was
mounted a crosspiece and from the crosspiece there hung two skulls and a clutch of black ribbons. The
King was cloaked in black and his black horse was hung with a black saddle cloth, and in hishand was a
great black spear that he raised vertically into the air before riding dowly forward. He came aone and
when he wasfifty pacesfrom us he undung his round shield and ostentatioudly turned it about to show
that he did not come looking for afight.

| walked to meet him. Behind me Ceinwyn gasped and moaned ins de the tent about which my men
made a protective ring.

The King was dressed in black lesther armour benesth his cloak and wore no helmet. Hisshield
looked flaky with rust and | supposed the flakes had to be the layers of dried blood, just asits |eather
covering had to be the flayed skin of adave girl. Helet the grim shield hang beside hislong black sword



scabbard as he curbed his horse and rested the great spear’ s butt on the ground. ‘1 am Diwrnach,” he
sad.

| bowed my head to him. ‘| am Derfd, Lord King.’

He smiled. ‘“Welcometo YnysMon, Lord Derfel Cadarn,” he said, and doubtless he wanted to
surprise me by knowing my full name and title, but he astonished me more by being a good-looking man.
| had expected a hook-nosed ghoul, athing from nightmare, but Diwrnach wasin early middle age and
had a broad forehead, awide mouth and a short clipped black beard that accentuated his strong jawline.
There was nothing mad about his appearance, but he did have one red eye and that was enough to make
him fearsome. He leaned his spear againgt his horse' s flank and took an oatcake from a pouch. ‘Y ou
look hungry, Lord Derfd,” he said.

‘Winter isatime for hunger, Lord King.’

‘But you will not refuse my gift, surely? He broke the oatcake into halves and tossed one half to me.
‘Eat’

| caught the oatcake, then hegitated. ‘| am sworn not to eat, Lord King, till my purposeisfinished.’

“Your purpose!’ heteased me, then dowly put hishalf of the oatcake into hismouth. ‘It wasn't
poisoned, Lord Derfe,’” he said when it was eaten.

‘Why should it be, Lord King?

‘Because | am Diwrnach and | kill my enemiesin so many ways.” He amiled again. ‘ Tell me about
your purpose, Lord Derfel.’

‘| cometo pray, Lord King.’

‘Ah!" he said, drawing the sound out asif to suggest that | had cleared up al the mystery. * Are prayers
sad in Dumnonia so very ineffective?

‘Thisisholy ground, Lord King,” | said.

‘Itisaso my ground, Lord Derfd Cadarn,’ he said, ‘and | believe strangers should seek my
permission before they dung its soil or pissonitswals’

‘If we have offended you, Lord King,’ | said, ‘then we apologize.’

‘Too latefor that, hesaid mildly. ‘Y ou are here now, Lord Derfd, and | can smell your dung. Too
late. So what shall | do with you? Hisvoice waslow, dmost gentle, suggesting that here was aman who
would seereason very eadily. *“What shdl | do with you? he asked again, and | said nothing. Thering of
dark riders was unmoving, the sky was leaden with cloud and Ceinwyn’s moans had subsided to smdll
whimpers. The King lifted hisshield, not in threst but because its weight rested uncomfortably on hiship,
and | saw with horror that the skin of a human arm and hand hung from itslower edge. Thewind stirred
thefat fingers of the hand. Diwrnach saw my horror and smiled. * Shewas my niece,’ he sad, then he
stared past me and another dow smile showed on hisface. ‘ Thevixenisout of the covert. Lord Derfel,’
he said.

| turned to see that Ceinwyn had come out from under the tent.

She had discarded her wolfskins and was dressed in the bone-white dress she had worn to her
betrothal feast, its hems <till soiled by the mud she had kicked onto the linen when she had run away from



Caer Sws. She was barefoot, her golden hair had been unloosed and to me it seemed shewasina
trance. ‘ The Princess Ceinwyn, | believe,” Diwrnach said.

‘Indeed, Lord King.’

‘And gill amaid, | hear? the King asked. | said nothing in answer. Diwrnach leaned forward to ruffle
hishorse' searsfondly. ‘It would have been courteous of her, do you not think, to have greeted me when
shearrived in my country?

‘Shetoo has prayersto say, Lord King.’

‘Then let us hope they work.” He laughed.  Give her to me, Lord Derfel, or else you will diethe
dowest of deeths. | have men who can take the skin from aman inch by inch until heisnothing but a
thing of raw flesh and blood and yet ill he can stand. He can even walk!” He patted his horse' s neck
with ablack-gloved hand, then smiled on me again. ‘| have choked men on their own dung, Lord Derfe,
| have pressed them beneath the stones, | have burned them, | have buried them dlive, | have bedded
them down with vipers, | have drowned them, | have starved them and | have even frightened them to
death. So many interesting ways, but just give the Princess Ceinwyn to me, Lord Derfdl, and | will
promise you adeath as swift asabright star’ sfall.’

Ceinwyn had started to walk westwards and my men had snatched up Merlin’slitter, their cloaks,
weapons and bundles, and were now going with her. | looked up at Diwrnach. ‘One day, Lord King,’ |
sad, ‘1 will put your head inapit and bury it in dave dung.’ | walked away from him.

Helaughed. ‘Blood, Lord Derfe!’” he shouted after me. ‘Blood! It'swhat the Gods feed on, and
yourswill makearich brew! I'll make your woman drink it in my bed!” And with that he kicked back his
spurred boots and whedled his horse towards his men.

‘ Seventy-four of them,” Galahad told me as | caught up with him. * Seventy-four men and spears. And
we are thirty-six spears, one thing man and two women.’

‘They won't attack yet,” | reassured him. ‘They’ |l wait till we' ve discovered the Cauldron.’

Ceinwyn must have been freezing in her thin dress and without any boots, but she was swesgting asif it
was asummer’sday as she staggered across the grass. Shewasfinding it difficult to stand, let done
walk, and she was twitching just as| had twitched on Dolforwyn’s summit after drinking from the slver
cup; but Nimue was beside her, talking to her and supporting her, but aso, oddly, tugging her avay from
the direction she wanted to take. Diwrnach’s dark riders were keeping pace with us, amoving ring of
Bloodshields that moved acrosstheidand in aloose, wide circle that was centred on our small party.

Ceinwyn, despite her dizziness, was amost running now. She seemed barely conscious and was
mouthing words | could not catch. Her eyeslooked empty. Nimue constantly dragged her to one side,
making her follow a sheep path that twisted north about the knoll that was crowned with grey stones, but
the closer we came to those high and lichen-covered rocks the more Ceinwyn resisted until Nimue was
forced to use dl her wiry strength to keep her on the narrow path. The front edge of the ring of dark
riders had aready gone past the steep knoll so that it, like us, lay within their circle. Ceinwyn was
whimpering and protesting, then she began to hit at Nimue' s hands, but Nimue held her hard and dragged
her on, and al the while Diwrnach’s men moved with us.

Nimue waited until the path was at its closest point to the steep crest of rocks, then at last shelet
Ceinwynrun free. ‘To therocks!’” she shrieked. ‘All of you! To therocks! Run!’

Weran. | saw then what Nimue had done. Diwrnach dared not touch us until he knew where we were



going and if he had seen Ceinwyn heading for the rocky knoll he would surdly have sent adozen
Spearmen to garrison its summit, then sent the rest of his men to capture us. But now, thanksto Nimue's
cleverness, we would have the steep jumble of huge bouldersto protect us, the same boulders, if
Ceinwyn was right, that had protected the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn through more than four and a
half centuries of gathering darkness. ‘Run!” Nimue screamed, and all about us the ponies were being
whipped inwards as the ring of dark riders closed to cut us off.

‘Run!” Nimue shrieked again. | was helping to carry Merlin, Ceinwyn was aready clambering up the
rocks and Galahad was shouting at men to find themselves places where they could stand amidst the
stones and use their spears. |ssa stayed with me, his spear ready to cut down any dark rider who came
close. Gwilym and three others snatched Merlin from us and carried him to the foot of the rocksjust as
the two leading Bloodshields reached us. They shrieked achalenge asthey kicked their ponies up the
hill, but I knocked the first man’ slong spear aside with my shield then swung my own spear so that its
stedl blade cracked like aclub across the pony’ s skull. The beast screamed and fell sdewaysand Issa
did his spear into therider’ s belly while | dashed my spear back at the second rider. His spear-shaft
clatered on mine, then he was past me, but | managed to seize a handful of hislong tattered ribbons and
so dragged him backwards off the small beast. Heflailed & me ashefél. | put aboot on histhroat,
raised the spear and rammed it hard down at his heart. There was aleather breastplate benegth his
ragged tunic, but the spear cut through both and suddenly his black beard was frothing with a bloody
foam.

‘Back!” Galahad shouted at us, and Issaand | tossed our shields and spears to the men dready safe
on the high rocks summit, then clambered up oursalves. A black-shafted spear clattered on the rocks
beside me, then astrong hand reached down, grasped my wrist and hauled me up. Merlin had been
amilarly dragged up the rocks, then unceremonioudy dropped in the summit’ s centre where, likeacup
crowned by the ring of vast boulders, there was a deep stony hollow. Ceinwyn wasin that hollow,
scrabbling like afrantic dog at the little stones that filled the cup. She had vomited and her hands
oblivioudy scratched among the mix of vomit and small cold stones.

Theknoll wasided for defence. Our enemy could only climb the rocks with hands and feet, whilewe
could shdlter in the clefts of the summit’s crown to deal with them asthey appeared. A few tried to reach
us, and those men screamed as the blades dashed into their faces. A shower of spears was thrown at us,
but we held our shields doft and the weapons clattered harmlessy away. | put Sx men downinthe
centrd hollow and they used their shiddsto shelter Merlin, Nimue and Ceinwyn while the other
spearmen guarded the summit’ s outer rim. The Bloodshields, their ponies abandoned, made one more
rush and for afew moments we were busy stabbing and lunging. One of my men took a spear cut on his
arm during that brief fight, but otherwise we were unhurt, while the dark riders carried four dead and six
wounded men back to the knoll’ sfoot. * So much,” | told my men, ‘for shields made of virgins skins’

We waited for another attack, but none came. Instead Diwrnach walked his horse up the dope aone.
‘Lord Derfd? hecdled in his deceptively pleasant voice and, when | showed my face between two
rocks, he offered me his placid smile. ‘“My price hasrisen,” the King said. ‘Now, in return for your swift
death, | demand the Princess Ceinwyn and the Cauldron. It isthe Cauldron that you' ve comefor, isit
not?

‘Itisdl Britain’s Cauldron, Lord King,’ | said.

‘Ahl' And you think | would be an unworthy guardian? He shook hishead sadly. ‘Lord Derfd, you
do insult aman so very easily. What wasit to be? My head in a pit being dunged by daves? What a
paltry imagination you do have. Mine, | fear, sometimes seems excessive, even to me.” He paused and
glanced towards the sky asif judging how much daylight remained. ‘1 have few enough warriors, Lord



Derfd,” hewent onin hisreasonable voice, ‘and | do not want to lose any more of them to your spears.
But sooner or later you must come out of the rocks and | shal wait for you, and as| wait | shall let my
imagination rise to new heights of achievement. Give the Princess Ceinwyn my greetings, and tell her | so
look forward to a closer acquaintance.” He raised his spear in mocking salute, then rode back to thering
of dark riderswho now had the knoll entirely surrounded.

| let myself down into the bowl in the knoll’ s centre and saw that whatever we found here would prove
too late for Merlin; death was plain on hisface. His jaw was hanging open and his eyeswere as empty as
the space between the worlds. Histeeth chattered once to show he was il alive, but that lifewasa
thread now and it was fraying fast. Nimue had taken Ceinwyn’ s knife and was scratching and clawing at
the small stonesthet filled the hollow of the summit, while Ceinwyn, her face looking exhausted, hed
dumped againg arock where she shivered and watched as Nimue dug. Whatever trance had possessed
Ceinwyn had now passed and | helped her clean the mess from her hands, found her suit of wolfskins
and covered her over.

She pulled on her gloves. ‘| had adream,” she whispered to me, ‘and saw theend.’
‘Our end? | asked inadarm.

She shook her head. * Y nys Mon’ send. There werelines of soldiers, Derfel, in Roman skirtsand
breastplates and bronze helmets. Great hunting lines of soldiers and their sword arms were bloody to
their shoulders because they just killed and killed. They came through the forestsin agrest line, just
killing. Arms going up and down, and &l the women and children running away, only there was nowhere
to run and the soldiers just closed on them and chopped them down. Little children, Derfdl!’

‘ And the Druids?

‘All dead. All but three, and they brought the Cauldron here. They’d made apit for it aready, you see,
before the Romans crossed the water, and they buried it here, then covered it with stones from the lake,
and after that they put ashes on the stones and lifted fire with their bare hands so that the Romans would
think nothing could be buried here. And when that was done they waked singing into the woodsto die’’

Nimue hissed in darm, and | twisted around to see that she had uncovered asmall skeleton. She
fumbled among her otter skins and brought out aleather bag that she tore open to take out two dried
plants. They had spiky leaves and smdll, faded golden flowers and | knew she was placating the dead
boneswith agift of agphodé. ‘ It was achild they buried,” Ceinwyn explained the smalness of the bones,
‘the guardian of the Cauldron and the daughter of one of the three Druids. She had short hair and a
fox-skin bracelet on her wrist, and they buried her dive so she would guard the Cauldron till we found it.’

Nimue, the dead soul of the Cauldron’s guardian placated by the asphodd, dragged the girl’ s bones
from the small stones, then attacked the degpening hole with her knife and snapped at me to come and
help her. ‘ Dig with your sword, Derfd!” she ordered, and | obediently thrust Hywelban€e stip into the pit.

And found the Cauldron.

Atfirg it wasjust aglimpse of dirty gold, then asweep of Nimue's hand showed aheavy golden rim.
The Cauldron was much bigger than the hole we had made and so | ordered |ssa and another man to
help make it wider. We scooped the stones out with our helmets, working in a desperate haste for
Merlin's soul wasflickering out the very last of hislong life. Nimue was panting and weeping as she
attacked the tight packed stones that had been brought to this summit from the sacred lake of Llyn Cerrig
Bach.

‘He' sdead!” Ceinwyn cried. She was kneeling beside Merlin.



‘Heisnot dead!” Nimue spat between clenched teeth, then she seized the golden rim with both her
hands and began to tug at the Cauldron with al her strength. | joined her, and it seemed impossible that
the huge vessel could be moved with al the weight of stonesthat till pressed into its deep belly but
somehow, with the Gods' help, we shifted that great thing of gold and silver out of itsdark pit.

And thus we brought the lost Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn into the light.

It was agreat bowl aswide as aman’s outstretched hands and as deep as the blade of ahunting knife.
It was made of thick uneven silver, stood on three short golden legs and was decorated with lavish
traceries of gold. Three golden hoops were fixed to its rim so that it could be hung above afire. It was
the greatest Treasure of Britain and weripped it from its grave, shedding stones, and | saw how the gold
that decorated it was shaped into warriors and Gods and deer. But we had no time to admire the
Cauldron, for Nimue frantically scattered the last onesfrom its belly and placed it back in the hole
before tearing the black fursfrom Merlin’sbody. ‘Help me!’” she screamed, and together we rolled the
old maninto the pit and down into the belly of the greet silver bowl. Nimue tucked hislegsinsdethe
goldenrim and laid acloak over him. Only then did Nimue lean back againgt the boulders. It was
freezing, but her face was shining with swest.

‘He' sdead,” Canwyn said in asmall, frightened voice.
‘No,” Nimueinsgted tiredly, ‘no, he'snot.’

‘Hewas cold!” Ceinwyn protested. ‘ He was cold and there was no breath.” She clung to me and
began weeping softly. ‘He' sdead.’

‘Helives; Nimuesad harshly.

It had begun to rain again; asmall, spitting, wind-hurried rain that dicked the stones and beaded our
bloodied spear-blades. Merlin lay shrouded and unmoving in the Cauldron’s pit, my men watched the
enemy across the tops of the grey stones, the dark riders ringed us and | wondered what madness had
brought usto this miserable place a the dark cold end of Britain.

*So what do we do now? Gaahad asked.

‘Wewait,” Nimue snapped, ‘we just wait.’

| will never forget the cold of that night. Frost made crystals on the rock and to touch a spear-blade was
to leave a scrap of skin frozen to the stedl. 1t was so bitterly cold. The rain turned to snow at dusk, then
stopped, and after the snow’ s passing the wind dropped and the clouds sailed off to the east to reved an
enormous moon rising full above the sea. It wasamoon full of portent; agrest swollen slver bal that was
hazed by ashimmer of distant cloud above an ocean crawling with black and silver waves. The stars had
never seemed o bright. The great shape of Bel’ s chariot blazed above us, eterndly chasing the
congtellation we called the trout. The Gods lived among _the starsand | sent a prayer winging up through
the cold air in the hope that it would reach those far bright fires.

Some of us dozed, but it was the shallow deep of weary, cold and frightened men. Our enemies,
ringing the knoll with their spears, had made fires. Ponies brought the Bloodshields fuel and the flames
burned vast in the night to spew sparksinto the clear sky.

Nothing moved in the Cauldron’ s pit where Merlin’ s cloaked body was shadowed from the moon by
theloom of high rock where we took turnsto watch theriders shapes againgt thefires. At timesalong
spear would fly out of the night and its head would glitter in the moonlight before the wegpon clattered



harmlesdy againg the stones.
So what will you do with the Cauldron now? | asked Nimue.

‘Nothing till Samain,” she said dully. She lay crumpled near the hegp of discarded bundlesthat had
been thrown into the summit’ s hollow, her feet resting on the spoil we had scrabbled so desperately from
the pit. * Everything hasto beright, Derfel. The moon must be full, the westher right and al the thirteen
Treasures assembled.’

‘Tdl meof the Treasures,” Gaahad said from the hollow’ sfarther sde.
Nimue spat. * So you can mock us, Chrigtian? she challenged him.

Gaahad smiled. * There are thousands of folk, Nimue, who mock you. They say the Gods are dead
and that we should put our faith in men. We should follow Arthur, they say, and they believe your search
for cauldrons and cloaks and knives and hornsis so much nonsense that died with Y nys Mon. How
many Kings of Britain would send you men for this search? He stirred, trying to find some comfort in this
cold night. ‘None, Nimue, none, because they mock you. It'sdl too late, they say. The Romans changed
everything and sensible men say that your Cauldronisas dead as'Y nys Trebes. The Christians say you
are doing the devil’ swork, but this Christian, dear Nimue, carried his sword to this place and for that,
dear lady, you owe me at least civility.’

Nimue was not used to being reprimanded, except perhaps by Merlin, and she stiffened at Galahad's
mild rebuke, but then at last she relented. She pulled Merlin's bearskin about her shoulders and hunched
forward. ‘ The Treasures,” she sad, ‘were l€eft to us by the Gods. It was long ago, when Britain was quite
adonein al theworld. There were no other lands; just Britain and awide seathat was covered by a great
mist. There were twelvetribes of Britain then, and twelve Kings and twelve feasting halls and just twelve
Gods. Those Gods walked as we do on the land and one of them, Bel, even married a human; our Lady
here’ she gestured towards Ceinwyn, who was listening as avidly as any of the spearmen, ‘is descended
from that marriage’

She paused as a shout sounded from the ring of fires, but the shout presaged no threat and silence fell
on the night again as Nimue went on with her tale. * But other Gods who were jedous of the twelve who
ruled Britain came from the stars and tried to take Britain from the twelve Gods, and in the battlesthe
twelve tribes suffered. One spear stroke from a God could kill ahundred people, and no earthly shield
could stop a God' s sword, so the twelve Gods, because they loved Britain, gave the twelve tribes twelve
Treasures. Each Treasure wasto be kept in aroya hall and the presence of the Treasure would keep the
spears of the Gods from falling on the hall or any of its people. They were not grand things. If thetwelve
Gods had given us splendid things then the other Gods would have seen them, guessed their purpose and
stolen them for their own protection. So the twelve gifts were just common things: a sword, abasket, a
horn, achariot, ahalter, aknife, awhetstone, adeeved coat, acloak, adish, athrow-board and a
warrior ring. Twelve ordinary things, and al the Gods asked of uswasthat we should cherish thetwelve
Treasures, to keep them safe and offer them honour, and in return, aswell as having the protection of the
Treasures, each tribe could use its gift to summon their God. They were alowed one summons ayear,
only one, but that summons gave the tribes some power in the terrible war of the Gods.’

She paused and pulled the furstighter about her thin shoulders. * So the tribes had their Treasures,” she
went on, ‘but Bel, because he loved his earthly girl so very much, gave her athirteenth Treasure. He gave
her the Cauldron and he told her that whenever she began to grow old she had only to fill the Cauldron
with water, immerse herself, and she would be young again. Thus, in al her beauty, she could walk
beside Bel for ever and ever. And the Cauldron, asyou saw, issplendid; it isgold and Slver, lovely
beyond anything man can make. The other tribes saw it and were jedous, and in thisway the wars of



Britain began. The Godswarred in the air and the twelve tribes warred on earth, and one by onethe
Treasures were captured, or €l se they were bartered for spearmen, and in their anger the Gods withdrew
their protection. The Cauldron was stolen, Bel’ slover grew old and died, and Bl placed acurse on us.
The curse was the existence of other lands and other peoples, but Bel promised usthat if one Samain we
drew the twelve Treasures of the twelve tribes together again and made the proper rites, and filled the
thirteenth Treasure with the water that no man drinks but without which no man can live, then the twelve
Gods would cometo our aid again.” She stopped, shrugged and looked at Galahad. ‘ There, Chrigtian,
shesad, ‘that iswhy your sword came here!’

There was along silence. The moonlight did down the rocks, creeping ever nearer to the pit where
Merlin lay beneath the thin cover of acloak.

‘And you have all twelve Treasures? Ceinwyn asked.

‘Mogt,” Nimue said evasively. ‘ But even without the twelve, the Cauldron hasimmense power. Vast
power. More power than al the other Treasurestogether.” She looked belligerently acrossthe pit
towards Galahad. * And what will you do, Christian, when you see that power?

Gdahad amiled. ‘| shdl remind you that | carried my sword inyour quest,’ he said softly.

‘Wedl did. We are the warriors of the Cauldron,’ Issasaid quietly, displaying a streak of poetry | had
not sugpected in him, and the other spearmen smiled. Their beards were frosted white, their hands were
wrapped in strips of cloth and fur and their eyes |ooked hollow, but they had found the Cauldron and the
pride of that achievement filled them, even if, a firg light, they must face the Bloodshields and the
dawning knowledge that we were &l doomed.

Ceinwyn leaned againgt me, sharing my wolfskin cloak. She waited till Nimue was deeping, then
tipped her face up to mine. ‘Merlin’sdead, Derfd,” shesaidinasmal sad voice.

‘I know,” | said, for there had been neither motion nor sound from the Cauldron’s pit.

‘| felt hisface and hands,” she whispered, ‘and they were cold asice. | put my knife blade beside his
mouth and it didn’t cloud. He' sdead.’

| said nothing. | loved Merlin because he had stood to me asafather and | could not truly believe he
had died at this moment of histriumph, but nor could | find the hope to see hislife' s soul again. ‘We
should bury him here; Ceinwyn said softly, ‘insde his Cauldron.” Again | did not speek. Her hand found
mine. ‘What shall we do? she asked.

Die, | thought, but till | said nothing.
“You will not let me be taken? she whispered.
‘Never,” | said.

‘Theday | met you, Lord Derfel Cadarn,” she said, ‘wasthe best day of my life,” and that made my
tears come, but whether they weretears of joy or alament for al that | would lose in the next cold dawn,
| do not know.

| fell into ashallow deep and dreamed | was trapped in abog and surrounded by dark riders who
were magically able to move across the soaking land, and then | found | could not raise my shield arm
and | saw the sword coming down on my right shoulder and | woke with a start, reaching for my spear,
only to seethat it was Gwilym who had inadvertently touched my shoulder as he clambered up the rock
to take over guard duty. ‘ Sorry, Lord,” he whispered.



Ceinwyn dept in the crook of my arm and Nimue was huddled on my other sde. Galahad, hisfair
beard whitened by frost, was snoring gently and my other spearmen either dozed or elselay in cold
stupefaction. The moon was dmost above me now, its light danting down to show the stars painted on
my men's stacked shields and on the stony side of the pit we had scrabbled in the summit’ shollow. The
mist that had shimmered the moon’ s swollen face when it had hung just above the sea was gone and now
it wasapure, hard, clear, cold disc etched as sharp as anewly minted coin. | half remembered my
mother telling me the name of the man in the moon, but | could not pin the memory down. My mother
was a Saxon and | had been in her belly when she had been captured in aDumnonian raid. | had been
told shewas till divein Siluria, but | had not seen her since the day the Druid Tanaburs had snatched me
from her arms and tried to kill me in the degath pit. Merlin had raised me after that, and | had become a
Briton, afriend of Arthur and the man who had taken the star of Powys from her brother’ shal. What an
odd thread of life, | thought, and how sad that it would be cut short here on Britain’s sacred ide.

‘| don't suppose,” Merlin said, ‘that thereisany cheese?
| stared at him, thinking | must il be dreaming.

‘The pae sort, Derfd,” he said anxioudly, ‘that crumbles. Not the hard dark yellow stuff. | can’t abide
that hard dark yellow cheese’

He was standing in the pit and peering earnestly at me with the cloak that had covered his body now
hanging about his shoulderslike ashawl.

‘Lord? | sadinatiny voice.

‘Cheese, Derfd. Did you not hear me? | am hungry for cheese. We did have some. It was wrapped in
linen. And whereis my staff? A man lies down for asmal deep and immediately his saff isstolen. Is
there no honesty |eft? It saterrible world. No cheese, no honesty and no staff.’

‘Lord’
‘Stop shouting a me, Derfd. I’'m not dedf, just hungry’
‘Oh, Lord"’

‘Now you' reweeping! | do hate blubbing. All | ask isamorsel of cheese and you start weeping like a
child. Ah, there smy staff. Good.” He plucked it from beside Nimue and used it to hoist himself out of
the pit. The other spearmen were awake now and gaping at him. Then Nimue stirred and | heard
Ceinwyn gasp. ‘| suppose, Derfel,” Merlin said as he began rummaging in the piled bundlesto find his
cheesg, ‘that you' ve landed us in a predicament? Surrounded, are we?

‘Yes, Lord.
‘Outnumbered?
‘Yes, Lord.

‘Dear me, Derfel, dear me. And you call yoursdlf alord of warriors? Cheese! Hereit is. | knew we
had some. Wonderful’

| pointed atremulousfinger at the pit. ‘ The Cauldron, Lord.” | wanted to know whether the Cauldron
had performed amiracle, but | was too confused with wonder and relief to be coherent.

‘And avery nice Cauldronit is, Derfel. Capacious, deep, full of the qudities one wantsin acauldron.’



Hebit ahunk of the cheese. | am famished!” He took another bite, then settled back against the rocks
and beamed at us all. * Outnumbered and surrounded! Well, well! Whatever next? He crammed the last
of the cheeseinto his mouth then brushed the crumbs from his hands. He bestowed a specia smileon
Ceinwyn, then held out along arm for Nimue. * All well? he asked her.

‘All well,” she said camly as she settled into his embrace. She done did not seem surprised by his
appearance or by hisevident hedth.

‘Except that we' re surrounded and outnumbered!” he said mockingly. *What shal we do? Usudly the
best thing to do in an emergency isto sacrifice someone.” He peered expectantly about the stunned circle
of men. Hisface had recovered its colour and dl his old mischievous energy had returned. ‘ Derfe,

perhaps?
‘Lord!” Ceinwyn protested.
‘Lady! Not you! No, no, no, no, no. Y ou' ve done enough.’
‘No sacrifice, Lord,” Ceinwyn pleaded.

Merlin smiled. Nimue appeared to have goneto deep in hisarm, but for the rest of usthere could be
no more deep. A spear clattered on the lower rocks and the sound made Merlin hold his staff out to me.
‘Climb to the top, Derfd, and hold my staff to the west. To the west, remember, not the east. Try and do
something right for achange, will you? Of course, if you want ajob done properly then you should
awaysdo it yoursdlf, but | don’t want to wake Nimue. Off you go.’

| took the staff and clambered up the rocks to stand on the highest point of the knoll and there,
following Merlin’singructions, | pointed it towards the distant sea.

‘Don’t prod with it"” Merlin called up to me. *Point it! Fedl itspower! Itisn't an ox goad, boy, it'sa
Druid' sgtaff!’

| held the staff westward. Diwrnach’ s dark riders must have scented magic, for his own sorcerers
suddenly howled and a pack of spearmen scuttled up the dopeto hurl their weapons at me.

‘Now,” Merlin called asthe spearsfell beneath me, ‘ giveit power, Derfd, giveit power!” |
concentrated on the staff, but truly felt nothing, though Merlin seemed satisfied with my effort. *Bring it
down now,” hesaid, ‘and get some rest. We have afair walk to make in the morning. Isthere any more
cheese?| could eat a sackful!’

Welay in the cold. Merlin would not discuss the Cauldron, nor hisillness, but | sensed the change of
mood in al of us. We were suddenly hopeful. Wewould live, and it was Ceinwyn who first saw the way
of our salvation. She prodded my side, then pointed up at the moon, and | saw that what had been a
clear clean shape was now hazed by atorque of shimmering mist. That misty torque looked like aring of
powdered gems, so hard and bright did those tiny points shine about the full silver moon.

Merlin did not care about the moon, he was il talking of cheese. * There used to be awoman in Dun
Seilo who made the most wonderful soft cheese,” hetold us. * She wrapped it in nettle leaves as|
remember, then ingsted it spent six months sitting in awooden bowl that had been steeped in ram’ s urine.
Ram’ surine! Some people do possess the most absurd superdtitions, but al the same her cheese was
very good.” He chuckled. * She made her poor husband collect the urine. How did he do it? | never liked
to ask. Grasp it by the horns and tickle, do you think? Or maybe he used his own and never told her. |
would have done. Isit getting warmer, do you think?



The glittering ice mist about the moon had faded, but the fading had not made the moon’ s edges any
duller. Instead they were being diffused by agentler mist that was now being wafted on asmall west wind
that was indeed warmer. The bright stars were hazed, the crystal frost on the rocks was melting to awet
sheen and we had al stopped shivering. Our spear-points could be touched again. A fog was forming.

‘The Dumnonians, of course, ing<t their cheeseisthevery finest in Britain,” Merlin said earnestly, as
though none of us had anything better to do than listen to alecture on cheese, ‘and, admittedly, it can be
good, but too oftenitishard. | remember Uther broke atooth once on apiece of cheese from afarm
near Lindinis. Clean intwo! Poor fellow wasin pain for weeks. He never could abide having atooth
pulled. Heinssted | work some magic, but it' s a strange thing, magic never works with teeth. Eyes, yes,
bowels, every time, and even brains sometimes, though there’ sfew enough of those in Britain these days.
But teeth? Never. | must work on that problem when | have sometime. Mind you, | do enjoy pulling
teeth.” He smiled extravagantly, showing off hisown rare set of perfect teeth. Arthur was smilarly
blessed, but the rest of us were plagued by toothaches.

| looked up to see that the topmost rocks were dmost hidden by the fog that was thickening by the
minute. It was a Druid’ sfog, brewing dense and white benesth the moon and smothering the whole of
YnysMoninitsthick cloak of vapour.

‘InSiluria” Merlin said, ‘they serve apaebowl of dopsand cdl it cheese. It' s so repellent that even
themicewon't edt it, but what €l se does one expect of Siluria? Was there something you wished to say
to me, Derfel? Y ou look excited.’

‘Fog, Lord,” | said.

‘“What an observant man you are,’ he said admiringly. * So perhaps you would pull the Cauldron from
the pit? It' stime we went, Derfd, it’ stime we went.’

And sowedid.

PART TWO
The Broken War

‘N 0!’ Igraine protested, when shelooked at the last parchment in the pile.

‘No? | asked politely.
“You can't just leave the story there!” she said. *What happened?
‘Wewalked out, of course’

‘Oh, Defd!” Shethrew the parchment down. ‘ There are scullions who know how to tell atale better
than you! Tel me how it happened, | ingst!’

So | told her.

It was near dawn and the fog lay like afleece so thick that when we managed to descend the rocks



and assemble on the grass at the top of the knoll we were in danger of losing each other by taking just
one step. Merlin made usform achain, each person holding the cloak of the onein front, and then, with
the Cauldron tied to my back, we crept downhill in singlefile. Merlin, with his staff held at arm’slength,
led us clean through the surrounding Bloodshields and not one of them saw us. | could hear Diwrnach
shouting at them, telling them to spread out, but the dark riders knew it was awizard' sfog and they
preferred to stay close by their fires; yet those first few steps were the most dangerous part of our

journey.

‘But the stories,” my Queen inssted, ‘ say that you dl disappeared. Diwrnach’s men claimed that you
flew off theidand. It'safamous story! My mother told it to me. Y ou can't just say that you walked
away!’

‘But wedid, | said.

‘Derfd!” she reprimanded me.

‘We neither disappeared,’ | said patiently, ‘nor did wefly, whatever your mother might have told you.
So what happened then? she asked, il disappointed in my pedestrian version of thetae.

Wewalked for hours, following Nimue who possessed an uncanny ability to find her wav in darkness
or fog. It was Nimue who had led my war-band on the night before Lugg Vae, and now, in that thick
winter fog in Y nysMon, sheled usto one of the great grassy hummaocks that had been made by the Old
People. Merlin knew the place, indeed he claimed to have dept there years before, and he ordered three
of my men to pull away the stonesthat blocked the entrance which lay between two curving banks of
grassy earth that jutted out like horns. Then, one by one, on our hands and knees, we crawled into the
mound' s black centre.

The mound was agrave and it had been made by piling huge rocks to make a central passageway off
which branched six smaller chambers, and when the whole thing was done the Old People had roofed
the corridor and chambers with stone dabs, then piled earth above the stones. They did not burn their
dead aswe did, or leave them in the cold earth like Christians, but placed them in the stone chambers
where they till lay, each with treasures: horn cups, deer antlers, stone spearheads, flint knives, abronze
dish and a necklace of precious pieces of jet that were strung on a decayed thread of snew. Merlin
insisted we should not disturb the dead for we were their guests, and we huddled together in the central
passage and | eft the bone-chambers done. We sang songs and told tales. Merlin told us how the Old
People had been the guardians of Britain before the British came and there were places, he said, where
they il lived. He had been to those deep lost valeysin the wilds and had learned some of their magic.
Hetold us how they would take the first lamb born in the year, bind it in wicker and bury it in apasture
to ensure that the other lambs would be born healthy and strong.

‘Wedill dothat,” said Issa

‘Because your ancestors learned from the Old People, Merlin said.

‘In Benoic,” Galahad said, ‘we used to take the skin of thefirst lamb and nail it to atree’
‘That workstoo.” Merlin’s voice echoed in the cool, dark passage.

‘Poor lambs,” Ceinwyn said, and everyone laughed.

Thefog lifted, but deep in the mound we had little sense of night or day except when we unblocked
the entrance so that some of us could creep out. We had to do that from time to time if we were not to



livein our own dung, and if it was daylight when we pulled down the stones then we would hide between
the mound’ s earth horns and watch the dark riders searching the fields, caves, moors, rocks, cabins and
small woods of wind-bent trees. They searched for five long days, and in that time we ate the last scraps
of our food and drank the water that seeped down through the mound, but at last Diwrnach decided that
our magic was superior to his and abandoned his search. We waited two more days to make sure he
was not trying to entice us out of our hiding place, and then, at last, we left. We added gold to the
treasures of the dead as payment of rent, we blocked the entrance behind us, then walked eastwards
under awintry sun. Once at the coast we used our swords to commandeer two fishing boats and so
sailed away from the sacred ide. We went east, and aslong as| live | shall remember the sun glinting
from the Cauldron’ s golden ornaments and thick silver belly asthe ragged sails dragged usto safety. We
made asong aswe sailed, the Song of the Cauldron, and even to thisday it is sometimes sung, though it
isapoor thing compared with the songs of the bards. We landed in Cornoviaand from there walked
south across Elmet into friendly Powys. * And that, my Lady,’ | concluded, ‘iswhy dl the tales say that
Merlin vanished.’

Igrainefrowned. ‘ Didn’t the dark riders search the mound?

‘“Twice,’ | said, ‘but they didn’t know the entrance could be unblocked, or else they feared the spirits
of the dead insde. And Merlin, of course, had woven us a charm of concealment.’

‘1 wish you had flown away,” she grumbled. ‘1t would make amuch better tale” She sighed for that
lost dream. * But the story of the Cauldron does not end there, doesit?

‘Alas, no.’
‘So...
‘So | will tell it inits proper place,’ | interrupted her.

She pouted. Today sheiswearing her cloak of grey wool edged with otter fur that makes her look so
pretty. Sheisdtill not pregnant, which makes methink that either sheis not destined to have children or
€lse her husband, King Brochvad!, is spending too much time with his mistress, Nwylle. It is cold today,
and the wind gusts at my window and tugs at the small flamesin the hearth that is big enough to hold a
fireten times the Sze of the one Bishop Sansum alows me. | can hear the saint scolding Brother Arun,
who isour monastery’ s cook. The gruel was too hot this morning and scalded St Tudwa’ stongue.
Tudwal isachildin our monastery, the Bishop's close companion in Christ Jesus, and last year the
Bishop declared Tudwal to be asaint. The devil sets many snaresin the path of truefaith.

‘Soit wasyou and Ceinwyn,” Igraine accuses me.
‘Waswhat? | asked.

“You were her lover,” Igraine said.

‘For life, Lady,” | confessed.

‘And you never married?

‘Never. Shetook her oath, remember?

‘But nor did she plit in two with ababy,” Igraine said.

‘Thethird child dmost killed her,’ | said, ‘ but the otherswere much easier.’



Igraine was crouching by thefire, holding her pale handsto its pathetic flames. * Y ou are lucky, Derfel.’
‘am?

“To have known alovelikethat. Shelooked wistful. The Queen isno older than Ceinwyn when | first
knew her, and, like Ceinwyn, Igraineis beautiful and deserves alovefit for abard’ s song.

‘I waslucky,” | admitted. Outside my window Brother Maglgwyn isfinishing the monastery’ slog pile,
gplitting the trunks with amaul and hammer and Singing as he goes about hisbusiness. His song tellsthe
love story of Rhydderch and Morag, which means he will be reprimanded as soon as St Sansum has
finished humiliating Arun. We are brothersin Chrigt, the saint tellsus, united in love.

‘“Wasn't Cuneglas angry with hissister for running away with you? Igraine asksme. ‘ Not even abit?

‘Not intheleast,” | said. ‘He wanted us to move back to Caer Sws, but we both liked it in Cwm |saf.
And Ceinwyn never redly liked her sster-in-law. Helledd was agrumbler, you see, and she had two
aunts who were very tart. They al disgpproved of Ceinwyn, and they were the ones who started al the
stories of scandal, but we were never scandalous.’ | paused, remembering those early days. ‘Most
people were very kind, in fact,” | went on. ‘In Powys, you see, there was still some resentment about
Lugg Vae. Too many people had lost fathers, brothers and husbands, and Ceinwyn’s defiance was a
kind of recompense to them. They enjoyed seeing Arthur and Lancel ot embarrassed, so other than
Helledd and her ghastly aunts, no one was unkind to us’

‘And Lancdlot didn’t fight you for her? asked Igraine, shocked.
‘l wishhehad,” | sad drily. ‘I would have enjoyed that.’

‘And Ceinwyn just made up her own mind? Igraine asked, astonished at the very thought of awoman
daring to do such athing. She stood and walked to the window where she listened for awhile as
Maelgwyn sang. ‘ Poor Gwenhwyvach, she said suddenly. *Y ou make her sound very plain and plump
anddull’

‘Shewasdl of thosethings, das’
‘Not everyone can be beautiful,” she said, with the assurance of one who was.

‘No,’ | agreed, ‘but you do not want tales of the commonplace. Y ou want Arthur’ s Britain to belivid
with passion and | could fed no passion for Gwenhwyvach. Y ou cannot command love, Lady, only
beauty or lust doesthat. Do you want the world to be fair? Then just imagine aworld with no kings, no
gueens, no lords, no passion and no magic. Y ou would want to live in such adull world?

‘That has nothing to do with beauty,” Igraine protested.

‘It has everything to do with beauty. What is your rank but the accident of your birth? And what is
your beauty but another accident? If the Gods,” | paused and corrected mysdlf, ‘if God wanted usto be
equal then he would have made us equd, and if we were dl the same, where would your romance be?

She abandoned the argument. ‘ Do you believe in magic, Brother Derfd? she chalenged meinstead.

| thought about it. *Yes, | said. *And even as Christians, we can believein it. What el se arethe
miracles, but magic?

‘And Merlin could redly make afog?



| frowned. * Everything Merlin did, my Lady, had another explanation. Fogs do come from the sea,
and lost things are found every day.’

‘And the dead cometo life?

‘Lazarusdid,’ | said, ‘and so did our Saviour.” | crossed myself.

Igraine dutifully made the sgn of the cross. ‘But did Merlin rise from the dead? she demanded.
‘I don’'t know that hewas dead,’ | said carefully.

‘But Ceinwyn was certain?

“Till her dying day, Lady’

Igraine twisted her gown’ s braided belt in her fingers. * But wasn't that the Cauldron’ smagic? That it
could restore life?

‘Sowearetold.’
‘And surely Ceinwyn’ sdiscovery of the Cauldron wasmagic,’ Igraine said.

‘Perhaps,’ | said, ‘but maybe it was just common sense. Merlin had spent months discovering every
stray memory about Y nys Mon. He knew where the Druids had their sacred centre, and that was beside
LIyn Cerrig Bach, and Ceinwyn merdly led usto the nearest place where the Cauldron could be safely
hidden. She did have her dream, though.’

‘And so did you,” Igraine said, ‘on Dolforwyn. What was it that Merlin gave you to drink?

‘The same thing Nimue gave Ceinwyn at LIyn Cerrig Bach,’ | said, ‘and that was probably an infusion
of thered cap.’

‘“The mushroom!” Igraine sounded appalled.
| nodded. ‘ That waswhy | wastwitching and couldn’t stand.’
‘But you could have died!” she protested.

| shook my head. ‘Not many die from red caps, and besides, Nimue was skilled in such things.” |
decided not to tell her that the best way to make the red cap safe was for the wizard himsdlf to et the
mushroom, then give the dreamer acup of hisurineto drink. * Or maybe she used rye-blight? | said
instead, ‘but | think it was red cap.’

Igraine frowned as St Sansum ordered Brother Maglgwyn to stop singing his pagan song. Thesaintis
inatestier mood than usua these days. He suffers pain when passing urine, maybe because of a stone.
We pray for him.

So what happens now? Igraine asked, ignoring Sansum’ sranting.
‘Wewent home,” | said. ‘Back to Powys.’
‘Andto Arthur? she asked eagerly.

‘To Arthur too,” | said, for thisishistae; thetale of our dear warlord, our law-giver, our Arthur.



That spring was so gloriousin Cwm Isaf, or perhaps when you arein love everything gppearsfuller and
brighter, but it seemed to me as though the world had never been so crammed with cowdips and dog
mercury, with bluebdlls and violets, with lilies and great banks of cow pardey. Blue butterflies haunted the
meadow where we ripped out tangled bundles of couch grass from benegth the apple trees that
blossomed pink. Wrynecks sang in the blossom, there were sandpipers by the stream and awagtall

made its nest under Cwm Isaf’ sthatch. We had five calves, dl healthy and greedy and soft-eyed, and
Ceinwyn was pregnant.

| had made us both lovers' rings when we returned from Y nys Mon. They wereringsincised with a
cross, though not the Christian cross, and girls often wore them after they had passed from being maids
to women. Most girlstook atwist of straw from their lovers and woreit as abadge, and spearmen’s
women usudly wore awarrior ring on which the cross had been scratched, while women of the highest
rank rarely woretheringsat dl, despising them as vulgar symbols. Some men wore them, too, and it had
been just such acrossed lover’ sring that Vaerin, the chieftain of Powys, had worn when he died at Lugg
Vae. Vderin had been Guinevere' s betrothed before she met Arthur.

Our rings were both warrior rings made from a Saxon axehead, but before | left Merlin, who was
continuing hisjourney southwardsto Y nys Wydryn, | secretly broke off afragment of the Cauldron’s
detoration; it was a miniature golden spear carried by awarrior and it came off eadly. | hidthegoldina
pouch and, once back at Cwm Isaf, | took the scrap of gold and the two warrior rings to ametalworker
there and watched as he melted and fashioned the gold into two crosses that he burned onto theiron. |
stood over to him make sure he did not substitute some other gold, and then | carried one of theringsto
Ceinwyn and wore the other myself. Ceinwyn laughed when she saw thering. ‘ A piece of straw would
have done just aswell, Derfd,” shesaid.

‘Gold from the Cauldron will serve better,” | answered. We wore the rings dways, much to Queen
Helledd sdisgust.

Arthur cameto usin that lovely spring. He found me stripped to the waist and pulling couch grass, a
job as unending as spinning wool. He hailed me from the stream, then strode uphill to greet me. Hewas
dressed in agrey linen shirt and long dark leggings, and he carried no sword. ‘| like to seeaman
working, heteased me.

“Pulling couch is harder work than fighting,” | grumbled and pressed my handsinto the small of my
back. *You've cometo help?

‘I've cometo see Cuneglas,’ he said, then took a seat on aboulder near one of the apple trees that
dotted the pasture.

‘War? | asked, asthough Arthur might have any other businessin Powys.

He nodded. ‘ Timeto gather the spears, Derfd. Especidly,” he smiled, ‘the Warriors of the Cauldron.’
Then heinssted on hearing the whole story, even though he must dready have heard it adozen times,
and when it was told he had the grace to apol ogize for having doubted the Cauldron’ sexistence. | am
sure Arthur still thought it was all anonsense, and even a dangerous nonsense, for the success of our
quest had angered Dumnonia s Christianswho, as Galahad had said, believed we performed the devil’s
work. Merlin had carried the precious Cauldron back to Y nys Wydryn where it was being stored in his
tower. Intime. Merlin said, he would summon its vast powers, but even now, just by being in Dumnonia,
and despite the hodtility of the Christians, the Cauldron was giving the land anew confidence.

‘Though | confess,” Arthur told me, ‘that | take more confidence from seeing spearmen gathered.
Cuneglastels me he will march next week, Lancelot’s Silurians are gathering a Isca, and Tewdric’ smen



areready to march. And it will beadry year, Derfdl, agood year for fighting.’

| agreed. The ash trees had turned green before the oaks, and that signified adry summer to come,
and dry summers meant firm ground for shidd-wadlls. * So where do you want my men? | asked.

‘With me, of course,” he said, then paused before offering meady smile. ‘| thought you would have
congratulated me, Derfd .’

‘You, Lord? | asked, pretending ignorance so he could tell me the news himsdlf.
His smile grew broader. * Guinevere gave birth amonth ago. A boy, afine boy!’

‘Lord!” | exclaimed, pretending he had surprised me with the news, though areport of the birth had
reached us aweek before.

‘He s hedthy and hungry! A good omen.” Hewas plainly ddlighted, but he was dwaysinordinaey
pleased with the commonplace things of life. He yearned for asturdy family within awell-built house
surrounded by properly tended crops. ‘We cal him Gwydre,” he said, and repeated the name fondly,
‘Gwydre.

‘A good name, Lord,’ | said, then told him of Ceinwyn’s pregnancy and Arthur immediately decreed
that her child must be adaughter and, of course, would marry his Gwydre when the time came. He put
an arm round my shoulder and walked me up to the house where we found Ceinwyn skimming cream
from adish of milk. Arthur embraced her warmly then indsted she leave the cream-making to her
servants and come into the sunlight to talk.

We sat on abench Issahad made under the apple tree that grew beside the house door. Ceinwyn
asked him about Guinevere. ‘Wasit an easy birth? she asked.

‘It was.” Hetouched an iron amulet that hung a his neck. ‘It wasindeed, and she'swell!” He
grimaced. ‘ She worriesalittle that having achild will make her ook old, but that’ s nonsense. My mother
never looked old. And having achild will be good for Guinevere” He smiled, imagining that Guinevere
would love ason as much as he would himself. Gwydre, of course, was not hisfirgt child. Hislrish
migiress, Ailleann, had given him twin boys, Amhar and Loholt, who were now old enough to take their
placesin the shield-wall, but Arthur was not looking forward to their company. ‘ They are not fond of
me,’ he admitted when | asked about the twins, *but they do like our old friend Lancelot.” He offered us
both aruefully apologetic glance at the mention of that name. * And they will fight with hismen,” he added.

‘Fight? Ceinwyn asked warily.
Arthur gave her agentle smile. ‘| cometo take Derfd away from you, my Lady.’
‘Bring him back to me, Lord,” wasall she said.

‘With riches enough for akingdom,” Arthur promised, but then he turned and looked at Cwm Isaf’s
low walls and the bulging heap of thatch that kept uswarm and the steaming dunghegap that lay beyond
the gable' send. It was not as big as most farmhousesin Dumnonia, but it was ill the kind of croft a
prosperous freeman in Powys might own and we were fond of it. | thought Arthur was about to make
some comment comparing my present humble state with my future wealth and | was reedy to defend
Cwm Isaf againgt such acomparison, but instead he looked rueful. ‘| do envy you this, Derfdl.

‘It syoursfor thetaking, Lord,” | said, hearing the yearning in hisvoice.

‘I am doomed to marble pillars and soaring pediments.” He laughed the moment away. ‘| leave



tomorrow,’” he said. * Cuneglaswill follow within ten days. Would you come with him? Or earlier if you
can. And bring as much food as you can carry.’

‘Towhere? | asked.

‘Corinium,” he replied, then stood and gazed up the cwm before smiling down at me. * One last word?
he requested.

‘I must be sure Scarach isn’t scalding the milk,” Ceinwyn said, taking hisbroad hint. ‘1 wish you
victory, Lord,” she said to Arthur, then stood to give him a parting embrace.

Arthur and | walked up the cwm where he admired the newly-pleached hedges, the trimmed apple
trees and the smdll fish pool we had dammed into the stream. ‘ Don't become too rooted in this sail,
Defd, hetold me. ‘| want you back in Dumnonia’

‘Nothing would give me more pleasure, Lord,’ | said, knowing it was not Arthur who kept me from
my homeland, but hiswife and her dly Lancdot.

Arthur smiled, but said nothing more of my return. * Ceinwyn,” he said instead, * seems very happy.’
‘Sheis. Weare.’

He hesitated asecond. 'Y ou might discover,’ he said with the authority of anew father, ‘that
pregnancy will make her turbulent.’

‘Not sofar, Lord,” | said, ‘though these are early weeks.’

“You arefortunatein her, he said softly, and looking back | think that wasthe very first timel ever
heard him utter the faintest criticism of Guinevere.  Childbirthisagressful time,’ he added in hasty
explanation, ‘and these preparations for war don't help. Alas, | can't beat homeasmuch asl’d like” He
stopped beside an ancient oak that had been riven by lightning so that its fire-blackened trunk was split in
two, though even now the old tree was struggling to put out new green shoots. ‘| have afavour to ask of
you,” hesaid softly.

‘Anything, Lord.

‘Don’'t be hasty, Derfel, you don't know the favour yet.” He paused, and | sensed the request would
be hard for he was embarrassed to be making it. For amoment or two he could not make the request at
all, but instead stared towards the woods on the southern side of the cwm and muttered something about
deer and bluebdlls.

‘Bluebd|s? | asked, thinking | must have misheard him.
‘| wasjust wondering why deer never eet bluebedlls’ he said evasively. ‘ They eat everything ese’
‘l don’t know, Lord.’

He hesitated a heartbest, then looked into my eyes. ‘| have asked for a gathering of Mithras at
Corinium,” hefinaly admitted.

| understood what was coming then and hardened my heart to it. War had given me many rewards,
but none so precious as the fellowship of Mithras. He had been the Roman God of war and He had
dtayed in Britain when the Romans|&ft; the only men admitted to His mysteries were those e ected by his
initiates. Thoseinitiates came from every kingdom, and they fought against each other as often asthey



fought for each other, but when they met in Mithras s hal they met in peace and they would only dect the
bravest of the braveto betheir fellows. To be aninitiate of Mithraswasto recelve the praise of Britain's

finest warriors and it was an honour that | would not give lightly to any man. No women, of course, were
permitted to worship Mithras. Indeed, if awoman even saw the mysteries she would be killed.

‘I have cdled the gathering,” Arthur said, ‘because | want usto admit Lancelot to the mysteries.” | had
known that was the reason. Guinevere had made the same request of me the year before, and in the
months that followed | had hoped her ideawould fade away, but here, on the eve of war, it had returned.

| gave apalitic answer. “Would it not be better, Lord,” | asked, ‘if King Lancelot wereto wait until the
Saxons are defeated? Then, surely, we will have seen him fight.” None of us had yet seen Lancdot inthe
shidd-wall and, to betruthful, | would be astonished to see him fight in this coming summer, but | hoped
the suggestion would delay the terrible moment of choicefor afew further months.

Arthur offered avague gesture as though my suggestion was somehow irrelevant. ‘ Thereis pressure,’
he said vaguely, ‘to dect him now.’

‘“What pressure? | asked.
‘Hismother isunwell.’
| laughed. ‘Hardly areason to elect aman to Mithras, Lord.’

Arthur scowled, knowing hisarguments were feeble. ‘HeisaKing, Derfd,” hesaid, ‘and heleadsa
King sarmy to our wars. He doesn't like Siluria, and | can’'t blame him. He yearnsfor the poets and
harpists and hals of Y nys Trebes, but he lost that kingdom because | could not fulfil my oath and bring
my army to hisfather’ said. We owe him, Derfd .’

‘Not me, Lord.’
‘Weowehim,” Arthur indsted.

‘He should still wait for Mithras,” | said firmly. * If you propose his name now, Lord, then | dare say it
will bergected.’

He had feared | would say that, but till he did not abandon his arguments. ‘Y ou are my friend,” he
said, and waved away any comment | might make, ‘and it would please me, Derfd, if my friend were as
honoured in Dumnoniaas heisin Powys.” He had been staring down at the bole of the storm-blasted
oak, but now helooked up at me. ‘I want you at Lindinis, friend, and if you, above dl others, support
Lancelot’ snamein Mithras shdl, then hiselection isassured.’

There was far more there than Arthur’ s bare words had said. He was subtly confirming to methat it
was Guinevere who was pressing Lance ot’ s candidacy, and that my offencesin Guinevere s eyeswould
beforgivenif | granted her this one wish. Elect Lancelot to Mithras, he was saying, and | could take
Ceinwyn to Dumnoniaand assume the honour of being Mordred’ s champion with dl the wedth, land and
rank which accompanied that high position.

| watched agroup of my spearmen come down from the high northern hill. One of them was cradling a
lamb, and | guessed it was an orphan that would need to be hand-fed by Ceinwyn. It was alaborious
business, for the lamb would have to be nurtured on a cloth teat soaked in milk and as often as not the
little things died, but Ceinwyn ingsted on trying to savethelr lives. She had utterly forbidden any of her
lambsto be buried in wicker or have their pelts nailed to atree and the flock did not seem to have
suffered asaresult of that neglect. | Sighed. * So at Corinium,” | said, ‘you will propose Lancelot?



‘Not I, no. Borswill propose him. Bors has seen him fight.’
‘Then let us hope, Lord, that Borsis given atongue of gold.’
Arthur smiled. “Y ou can give me no answer now?
‘Nonethat you would want to hear, Lord.’

He shrugged, took my arm and walked me back. ‘| do hate these secret guilds,” he said mildly, and |
believed himfor | had never yet seen Arthur at a meeting of Mithras even though | knew he had been
initiated many years before. * Cultslike Mithras,” he said, ‘ are supposed to bind men together, but they
only serveto drive them gpart. They rouse envy. But sometimes, Derfe, you have to fight one evil with
another and | am thinking of starting anew guild of warriors. Those men who bear asams againgt the
Saxonswill belong, dl of them, and | shal make it the most honoured band in dl Britain.’

‘Thelargest too, | hope,’ | said.

‘Not thelevies, he added, thus restricting his honoured band to those men who carried a spear by
oath-duty rather than by land obligation. ‘Men will rather belong to my guild than to any secret mysery.’

‘What will you call it? | asked.

‘I don't know. Warriors of Britain? The Comrades? The Spears of Cadarn? He spoke lightly, but |
could tell hewas serious.

‘And you think that if Lancelot belongsto these Warriors of Britain,” | said, snatching one of his
suggested titles, ‘then he won't mind being barred from Mithras?

‘It might help,” he admitted, ‘but it isn’'t my prime reason. | shal impose an obligation on these
warriors. Tojoin they will have to take a blood-oath never to fight each other again.” He gave a swift
gmile. ‘If the Kings of Britain squabblethen | shal make it impossble for their warriorsto right each
other.’

‘Hardly impossible,’ | said tartly. ‘A roya oath supersedes dl others, even your blood-oath.’

‘Then | shdl makeit difficult,” heinssted, ‘because | shall have peace, Derfd, | shall have peace. And
you, my friend, will shareit with mein Dumnonia’

‘| hope o, Lord.’

He embraced me. ‘| shall meet you in Corinium,” he said. Heraised ahand in greeting to my
spearmen, then looked back to me. ‘ Think about Lancelot, Derfdl. And consider the truth that sometimes
wemust yield alittle pride in return for agreeat peace.’

And with those words he strode away and | went to warn my men that the time for farming was over.
We had spears to sharpen, swords to hone and shields to repaint, revarnish and bind hard. We were
back at war.

We left two days before Cuneglas, who was waiting for hiswestern chieftainsto arrive with their
rough-pelted warriors from Powys s mountain fastnesses. He told me to promise Arthur that the men of
Powyswould bein Corinium within aweek, then he embraced me and swore on hislife that Ceinwyn
would be safe. She was moving back to Caer Swswhere asmal band of men would guard Cuneglas's
family while hewas at war. Ceinwyn had been rdluctant to leave Cwm Isaf and rejoin the women'shdll



where Helledd and her auntsruled, but | remembered Merlin’ stale of adog being killed and its skin
draped on acrippled bitch in Guinevere stemple of Isis, and so | pleaded with Ceinwyn to take refuge
for my sake, and at last she relented.

| added six of my men to Cuneglas s palace guard, and therest, al Warriors of the Cauldron,
marched south. All of us bore Ceinwyn’ sfive-pointed star on our shields, we carried two spears each,
our swords, and had huge bundles of twice-baked bread, salted meat, hard cheese and dried fish
strapped to our backs. It was good to be marching again, even though our route did take us through
Lugg Vae where the dead had been unearthed by wild pigs so that the fields of the vale looked likea
boneyard. | worried that the sight of the bones would remind Cuneglas s men of their defegt, and so
inssted that we spend ahalf day re-burying the corpsesthat had all had one foot chopped oft before they
werefirst buried. Not every dead man could be burned as we would have liked, so most of our dead we
buried, but we took away one foot to stop the soul walking. Now we re-buried the one-footed dead, but
even after that haf day’ swork there was gill no disguising the butchery of the place. | paused inthe
work to visit the Roman shrine where my sword had killed the Druid Tanaburs and where Nimue had
extinguished Gundleus s soul, and there, on afloor ill stained by their blood, | lay flat between the piles
of cobwebbed skullsand prayed that | would return unwounded to my Ceinwyn.

We spent the next night at Magnis, atown that was awhole world away from fog-shrouded cauldrons
and night-time tales of the Treasures of Britain. Thiswas Gwent, Chritian territory, and everything here
was grim business. The blacksmiths were forging spearheads, the tanners were making shield covers,
scabbards, belts and boots, while the town’ swomen were baking the hard, thin loaves that could keep
for weeks on acampaign. King Tewdric's men werein their Roman uniforms of bronze breastplates,
leather skirtsand long cloaks. A hundred such men had dready marched to Corinium, another two
hundred would follow, though not under the command of their King, for Tewdric was sick. His son
Meurig, the Edling of Gwent, would be their titular leader, though in truth Agricolawould command them.
Agricolawas an old man now, but his back was straight and his scarred arm could still wield asword.
Hewas said to be more Roman than the Romans and | had aways been alittle scared of his severe
frown, but on that spring day outside Magnis he greeted me as an equd. His close-cropped grey head
ducked under the lintel of histent, then, dressed in his Roman uniform, he strode towards me and, to my
astonishment, greeted me with an embrace.

He ingpected my thirty-four spearmen. They looked shaggy and unkempt beside his clean-shaven
men, but he gpproved of their weagpons and approved even more of the amount of food we carried. ‘I’ ve
spent years,” he growled, ‘teaching that it' s no use sending a spearman to war without a pack full of
food, but what does Lancelot of Siluriado? Sends me a hundred spearmen without a peck of bread
between them.” He had invited me into histent where he served me asour, paewine. ‘1 oweyou an
gpology, Lord Derfd,” he said.

‘| doubt that, Lord,” | said. | felt embarrassed to be in such intimacy with afamous warrior who was
old enough to be my grandfather.

Hewaved avay my modesty. ‘We should have been a Lugg Vde’
‘It seemed a hopelessfight, Lord,” | said, ‘and we were desperate. Y ou were not.’

‘But you won, didn’t your’ he growled. Heturned as alick of wind tried to didodge awood shaving
from histable that was covered with scores of other such shavings, each bearing lists of men and rations.

He weighted the wisp of wood with an inkhorn, then looked back to me. ‘1 hear we are to meet with
thebull.



‘At Corinium,” | confirmed. Agricola, unlike his master Tewdric, was a pagan, though Agricolahad no
time for the British Gods, only for Mithras.

‘Todect Lancdot,” Agricolasaid sourly. He listened as a man shouted ordersin his camp lines, heard
nothing that would spring him out of the tent and so looked back to me. *What do you know of
Lancelot? he asked.

‘Enough,’ | said, ‘to speak againgt him.’
“You d offend Arthur? He sounded surprised.

‘| either offend Arthur,” | said bitterly, ‘or Mithras.” | made the sign againg evil. ‘ And Mithrasisa
God.

‘ Arthur spoke to me on hisway back from Powys,” Agricolasaid, ‘and told methat €l ecting Lancelot
would bind Britain’sunion.” He paused, looking morose. ‘He hinted that | owed him avote to make up
for our absence at Lugg Vae'’

Arthur, it seemed, was buying votes however he could. * Then votefor him, Lord,” | said, *for his
excluson only needs one vote, and minewill suffice’

‘| don't tell liesto Mithras,” Agricola snapped, ‘and nor do | like King Lancelot. He was here two
months ago, buying mirrors’

‘Mirrord’ | had to laugh. Lancelot had always collected mirrors, and in hisfather’ shigh, airy
sea-paace a Y nys Trebes he had kept the walls of awhole room covered with Roman mirrors. They
must al have melted in the fire when the Franks swarmed over the paace walls and now, it seemed,
Lancelot was rebuilding his collection.

‘“Tewdric sold him afineeectrum mirror, Agricolatold me. ‘Big asashied and quite extraordinary. It
was S0 clear that it was like looking into ablack pool on afineday. And he paid well for it.” Hewould
have had to, | thought, for mirrors of electrum, an amagam of slver and gold, were rare indeed.
‘Mirrors, Agricolasaid scathingly. ‘He should be atending to hisdutiesin Siluria, not buying mirrors!’
He snatched up his sword and helmet as a horn sounded from the town. It called twice, asigna Agricola
recognized. ‘ The Edling,” he growled, and led me out into the sunlight to see that Meurig was indeed
riding out from Magnis s Roman ramparts. ‘I camp out here,” Agricolatold me as he watched his honour
guard form into two ranks, ‘to stay away from their priests’

Prince Meurig came attended by four Christian priests who ran to keep up with the Edling’ shorse.
The Prince was ayoung man, indeed | had first seen him when he was a child and that had not been so
very long before, but he disguised his youth with a querulous and irritable manner. He was short, pae and
thin, with awispy brown beard. He was notorious as a creature of pettifogging detail who loved the
quibbles of the lawcourts and the squabbles of the church. His scholarship was famous; he was, we were
assured, an expert a refuting the Pelagian heresy that so harassed the Christian church in Britain, he
knew by heart the eighteen chapters of tribal British law, and he could name the geneal ogies of ten British
kingdoms going back twenty generations aswell asthe lineage of al their septs and tribes; and that, we
wereinformed by hisadmirers, was only the beginning of Meurig' s knowledge. To hisadmirershe
seemed a youthful paragon of learning and the finest rhetorician of Britain, but to me it seemed that the
Prince had inherited dl of hisfather’ sintelligence and none of hiswisdom. It was Meurig, more than any
other man, who had persuaded Gwent to abandon Arthur before Lugg Vae and for that reason adone |
had no love for Meurig, but | obediently went down on one knee as the Prince dismounted.

‘Derfe,’ hesaid in hiscurioudy high-pitched voice, ‘| remember you.” Hedid not tell meto rise, but



just pushed past meinto the tent.

Agricolabeckoned meinside, thus sparing me the company of the four panting priests who had no
business here except to stay close to their Prince who, dressed in atoga and with a heavy wooden cross
hanging on asilver chain about his neck, seemed irritated by my presence. He scowled at me, then went
on with aquerulous complaint to Agricola, but asthey spokein Latin | had no ideawhat they talked
about. Meurig was buttressing his argument with a sheet of parchment that he waved in front of Agricola
who endured the harangue patiently.

Meurig a last bandoned his argument, rolled up the parchment and thrust it into histoga. He turned
tome. “Youwill not,” he said, speaking British again, ‘ be expecting usto feed your men?

‘We carry our own food, Lord Prince;’ | said, then inquired after hisfather’ s hedlth.

‘TheKing suffersfrom fistulain the groin,” Meurig explained in his squesking voice. ‘We have used
poultices and the physicians are bleeding father regularly, but das, God has not seen fit to requite the
condition.’

‘Send for Merlin, Lord Prince,” | suggested.

Meurig blinked at me. He was very short-sighted, and it was those weak eyes, perhaps, that gave his
faceits permanent expression of ill-temper. He uttered a short snaffle of mocking laughter. * Y ou, of
coursg, if you will forgive the remark,” he said snidely, ‘ are famous as one of the foolswho risked
Diwrnach to bring abowl back to Dumnonia. A mixing bowl, yes?

‘A cauldron, Lord Prince’

Meurig' sthin lipsflickered inaquick smile. *Y ou did not think, Lord Derfdl, that our smiths could
have hammered you a dozen cauldronsin as many days?

‘I shall know where to come for my cooking pots next time, Lord Prince,’ | said. Meurig stiffened at
theinsult, but Agricolasmiled.

‘Did you understand any of that? Agricolaasked mewhen Meurig had | ft.
‘| haveno Latin, Lord.’

‘He was complai ning because a chieftain hasn't paid histaxes. The poor man owes usthirty smoked
samon and twenty cartloads of cut timber, and we' ve had no salmon from him and only five carts of
wood. But what Meurig won't grasp isthat poor Cyllig’ s people have been struck by the plague thislast
winter, the river Wye' s been poached empty, and Cyllig is il bringing me two dozen spearmen.’
Agricolaspat indisgust. ‘ Tentimesaday!” he said, ‘ten times aday the Prince will come out herewith a
problem that any haf-witted treasury clerk could solvein twenty heartbesats. | just wish hisfather would
just strap up his groin and get back on the throne.’

‘How sck isTewdric?

Agricolashrugged. ‘He' stired, not sick. He wants to give up histhrone. He sayshe'll have his head
tonsured and become apriest.” He pat onto the tent floor again. *But I'll manage our Edling. I’ [l make
sure hisladies cometo war.’

‘Ladies? | asked, made curious by theironic twist Agricolahad put on the word.

‘Hemight be blind asaworm, Lord Derfel, but he can still spot agirl like ahawk seeing ashrew. He



likes hisladies, Meurig does, and plenty of them. And why not? That’ sthe way of princes, isn'tit? He
unstrapped his sword belt and hung it on anail driven into one of the tent poles. ‘Y ou march tomorrow?

‘Yes, Lord.

‘Dinewith metonight, he said, then ushered me out of the tent and squinted up at the sky. ‘It will bea
dry summer. Lord Derfd. A summer for killing Saxons’

‘A summer to breed great songs,’ | said enthusiagticaly.

‘| often think that the trouble with us Britons,” Agricolasaid gloomily, ‘isthat we spend too much time
snging and not enough killing Saxons’

‘Not thisyear,’ | said, ‘not thisyear,’” for thiswas Arthur’ syear, the year to daughter the Sais. The
year, | prayed, of tota victory.

Once out of Magnis we marched on the straight Roman roads that tied Britain's heartland together. We
made good time, reaching Corinium in just two days, and wewere dl glad to be back in Dumnonia. The
five-pointed star on my shield might have been astrange device, but the moment the country folks heard
my namethey kndlt for ablessing for | was Derfel Cadarn, the holder of Lugg Vaeand aWarrior of the
Cauldron, and my repute, it seemed, soared high in my homeland. At least among the pagansit did. In
thetowns and larger villages, where the Christians were more numerous, we were more likely to be met
by preaching. We weretold that we were marching to do God' swill by fighting the Saxons, but that if we
died in battle our soulswould go to hell if we were still worshippers of the older Gods.

| feared the Saxons more than the Christian hell. The Sais were a dreadful enemy; poor, desperate and
numerous. Once at Corinium, we heard ominous tales of new ships grounding almost daily on Britain's
eastern shores, and how each ship brought its cargo of feral warriors and hungry families. Theinvaders
wanted our land, and to takeit they could muster hundreds of spears, swords and double-edged axes,
yet ill we had confidence. Foolsthat we were, we marched dmost blithely to that war. | suppose, after
the horrors of Lugg Vae, we believed we could never be beaten. We were young, we were strong, we
were loved by the Gods and we had Arthur.

| met Galahad in Corinium. Since the day we had parted in Powys he had helped Merlin carry the
Cauldron back to Y nys Wydryn, then he had spent the spring at Caer Ambrafrom which rebuilt fortress
he had raided deep into LIoegyr with Sagramor’ stroops. The Saxons, he warned me, were ready for our
coming and had set beacons on every hill to give warning of our approach. Galahad had cometo
Corinium for the great Council of War that Arthur had summoned, and he brought with him Cavan and
those of my men who had refused to march north into LIeyn. Cavan went on one knee and begged that
he and his men might renew their old oaths to me. *We have made no other oaths,” he promised me,
‘except to Arthur, and he sayswe should serve you if you'll have us!’

‘I thought you' d berich by now,’ | told Cavan, ‘and gone hometo Irdand.’
Hesamiled. ‘I ill have the throwboard, Lord.’

| welcomed him back to my service. He kissed Hywelbane' s blade, then asked if he and his men
could paint the white star on their shields.

“You may paintit, | said, ‘but with only four points’
‘Four, Lord? Cavan glanced at my shidld. ‘Y ours hasfive’



‘Thefifth point,” | told Cavan, ‘isfor the Warriors of the Cauldron.” He looked unhappy, but agreed.
Nor would Arthur have approved, for he would have seen, rightly enough, that the fifth point wasa
divisive mark which implied that one group of men was superior to another, but warriorslike such
digtinctions and the men who had braved the Dark Road deserved it.

| went to greet the men who accompanied Cavan and found them camped beside the River Churn that
flowed to the east of Corinium. At least a hundred men were bivouacked beside that smal river, for there
was not nearly enough space ingde the town for al the warriors who had assembled about the Roman
walls. Thearmy itsdf was gathering close to Caer Ambra, but every leader who had comefor the
Council of War had brought some retainers, and those men aone were sufficient to give the appearance
of asmall army in the Churn’swater meadows. Their stacked shields showed the success of Arthur’s
drategy, for at aglance| could seethe black bull of Gwent, the red dragon of Dumnonia, the fox of
Siluria, Arthur’ s bear, and the shields of men, like me, who had the honour of carrying their own device:
stars, hawks, eagles, boars, Sagramor’ s dread skull and Galahad’ slone Christian cross.

Culhwch, Arthur’ s cousin, was camped with his own spearmen, but now hurried to greet me. It was
good to see him again. | had fought at hisside in Benoic and had come to love him like abrother. He was
vulgar, funny, cheerful, bigoted, ignorant and coarse, and there was no better man to have dongsidein a
fight. ‘1 hear you ve put aloaf in the Princess soven,” he said when he had embraced me. ‘You'rea
lucky dog. Did you have Merlin cast you aspdl?

‘A thousand.’

Helaughed. ‘I can’'t complain. I’ ve three women now, dl clawing each other’ seyes out and al of
them pregnant.” He grinned, then scratched at hisgroin. ‘Lice’ hesaid. ‘Can't get rid of them. But at
least they’ ve infested that little bastard Mordred.’

‘Our Lord King? | teased him.

‘Little bastard,” he said vengefully. ‘I tell you, Derfd, I’ ve beaten him bloody and he till won't learn.
Sneaky littletoad.” He spat. * So tomorrow you speak against Lancelot?

‘How do you know? | had told no one but Agricolaof that firm decision, but somehow news of it had
preceded meto Corinium, or else my antipathy to the Silurian King was too well known for men to
believe| could do anything e se.

‘Everyone knows,” Culhwch said, ‘and everyone supportsyou.” He looked past me and spat
suddenly. *Crows,” he growled.

| turned to see aprocession of Christian priests walking alongside the Churn’ sfar bank. There were a
dozen of them, dl black gowned, al bearded, and dl chanting one of the dirges of their religion. A score
of spearmen followed the priests and their shields, | saw with surprise, bore either Siluria sfox or
Lanceot’ ssea-eagle. ‘| thought the riteswerein two days time,” | said to Galahad, who had stayed with
me

‘They are,’ he said. Theriteswere the preamble to war and would ask the blessing of the Gods on our
men, and that blessing would be sought from both the Christian God and the pagan deities. * Thislooks
more like abaptism,” Galahad added.

‘What in Bel’snameisabaptism? Culhwch asked.

Gadahad dghed. ‘It isan outward sign, my dear Culhwech, of aman’s sns being washed away by
God' sgrace’



That explanation made Culhwch bay with laughter, prompting afrown from one of the priestswho had
tucked his gown into his belt and was now wading into the shallow river. He was using a pole to discover
aspot deep enough for the baptismal rite and his clumsy probing attracted a crowd of bored spearmen
on the rushy bank opposite the Chrigtians.

For awhile nothing much happened. The Silurian spearmen made an embarrassed guard while the
tonsured priests wailed their song and the lone paddier poked about in the river with the butt end of his
long pole that was surmounted by asilver cross. *You'll never catch atrout with that,” Culhwch shouted,
‘try afish spear!” The watching spearmen laughed, and the priests scowled as they sang drearily on.
Some women from the town had come to theriver and joined in the Singing. ‘ It sawoman’ sreligion;’
Culhwch spat.

‘Itismy rdigion, dear Culhwch,” Galahad murmured. He and Culhwch had argued thus throughout the
whole long war in Benoic and their argument, like their friendship, had no end.

The priest found a deep enough spot, so deep, indeed, that the water came right up to hiswaist, and
there hetried to fix the pole in the river’ s bed, but the force of the water kept bearing the cross down and
each failure prompted a chorus of jeers from the spearmen. A few of the spectators were Christians
themsalves, but they made no attempt to stop the mockery.

The priest a last managed to plant the cross, abeit precarioudy, and climbed back out of theriver.
The spearmen whistled and hooted at the sight of his skinny white legs and he hurriedly dropped the
sopping skirts of hisrobeto hide them.

Then a second procession gppeared and the sight of it was sufficient to cause a silence to drop on our
bank of theriver. The silence was one of respect, for adozen spearmen were escorting an ox-cart that
was hung with white linens and in which sat two women and one priest. One of the women was
Guinevere and the other was Queen Elaine, Lancelot’'s mother, but most astonishing of dl wasthe
identity of the priest. It was Bishop Sansum. Hewasin hisfull bishop’sregalia, amound of gaudy copes
and embroidered shawls, and had a heavy red-gold cross hanging about his neck. The shaven tonsure at
the front of his head was burned pink by the sun, and above it hisblack hair stood up like mouse ears.
Lughtigern, Nimue aways cdled him, the mouse lord. ‘| thought Guinevere couldn’t stand him,” | said,
for Guinevere and Sansum had always been the bitterest of enemies, yet here the mouse-lord was, riding
to theriver in Guinevere scart. ‘Andisn't hein disgrace? | added.

‘Shit sometimesfloats,” Culhwch growled.
‘And Guinevereisn't even aChrigtian,’ | protested.

‘And look at the other shit who' swith her,” Culhwch said, and pointed to agroup of six horsemen
who followed the lumbering cart. Lance ot led them. He was mounted on a black horse and wore nothing
but asmple pair of trews and awhite shirt. Arthur’ stwin sons, Amhar and Loholt, flanked him, and they
were dressed in full war gear with plumed helmets, mail coats and long boots. Behind them rode three
other horsemen, onein armour and the other two in the long white robes of Druids.

‘Druids? | sad. ‘At abaptism?

Gdahad shrugged, no more able to find an explanation than I. The two Druids were both muscular
young men with dark handsome faces, thick black beards and long, carefully brushed black hair that
grew back from their narrow tonsures. They carried black staffs tipped with mistletoe and, unusudly for
Druids, had swords scab-barded at their sides. The warrior who rode with them, | saw, was no man, but
awoman; atall, straight-backed, red-haired woman whaose extravagantly long tresses cascaded from
beneeth her silver helmet to touch the spine of her horse. * Ade, she'scadled,” Culhwch told me.



‘Who isshe? | asked.

“Who do you think? His kitchen-maid? She keeps his bed warm.” Culhwch grinned. * Does she remind
you of anyone?

She reminded me of Ladwys, Gundleus s mistress. Wasit the fate of Silurian Kings, | wondered,
awaysto have amistress who rode a horse and wore a sword like aman? Ade had alongsword at her
hip, aspear in her hand and the sea-eagle shield on her arm. * Gundleus s mistress,” | told Culhwch.

‘With that red hair? Culhwch said dismissvely.

‘Guinevere,’ | said, and there was adistinct resemblance between Ade and the haughty Guinevere
who sat next to Queen Elainein the cart. Elaine was pale, but otherwise | could see no evidence of the
sickness that was rumoured to be killing her. Guinevere looked as handsome as ever, and betrayed no
sgn of the orded of childbirth. She had not brought her child with her, but nor would | have expected her
to. Gwydre was doubtlessin Lindinis, safein awet nurse’sarms and far enough away so that hiscries
could not disturb Guinevere sdeep.

Arthur’ stwins dismounted behind Lance ot. They were il very young, only just old enough, indeed,
to carry aspear to war. | had met them many times and did not like them for they had none of Arthur’s
pragmeatic sense. They had been spoiled since childhood, and the result was a pair of tempestuous,
sdfish, greedy youths who resented their father, despised their mother Ailleann and took revenge for their
bastardy on people who dared not fight back against Arthur’ s progeny. They were despicable. The two
Druids did off their horses backs and stood beside the ox-cart.

It was Culhwch who first understood what Lancelot was doing. * If he' s baptized,” he growled to me,
‘then he can’t join Mithras, can he?

‘Bedwin did,’ | pointed out, ‘and Bedwin was a bishop.’

‘Dear Bedwin,” Culhwch explained to me, ‘ played both sides of the throwboard. When he died we
found an image of Bel in hishouse, and hiswifetold us he' d been sacrificing toit. No, you seeif I’'m not
right. Thisis how Lancel ot evades being rgected from Mithras.’

‘Maybe he has been touched by God,” Galahad protested.

‘Then your God must have filthy hands by now,” Culhwch responded, ‘ begging your pardon, seeing as
he’ syour brother.’

‘Half-brother,” Galahad said, not wanting to be too closaly associated with Lancelot.

The cart had stopped very closeto theriver bank. Sansum now clambered down from its bed and,
without bothering to tuck up his splendid robes, pushed through the rushes and waded into theriver.
Lancel ot dismounted and waited on the bank as the Bishop reached and grasped the cross. Heisasmall
man, Sansum, and the water came right up to the heavy cross on his narrow chest. He faced us, his
unwitting congregation, and raised his strong voice. ‘ Thisweek,” he shouted, ‘you will carry your spears
againgt the enemy and God will blessyou. God will help you! And today, herein thisriver, you will seea
sign of our God's power.” The Chrigtiansin the meadow crossed themsalves while some pagans, like
Culhwch and |, spat to avert evil.

“Y ou see here King Lancelot!” Sansum bellowed, throwing a hand towards Lancel ot as though none
of uswould have recognized him. ‘Heisthe hero of Benoic, the King of Siluriaand the Lord of Eagles!’

‘The Lord of what? Culhwch asked.



‘And thisweek,” Sansum went on, ‘ this very week, he wasto be received into the foul company of
Mithras, that false God of blood and anger.’

‘Hewas not,” Culhwch growled amidst the other murmurs of protest from the men in thefield who
were Mithraigts.

‘But yesterday,” Sansum’ svoice beat down the protest, “this noble King received avision. A vison!
Not some belly-given nightmare spawned by a drunken wizard, but a pure and lovely dream sent on
golden wingsfrom heaven. A saintly vison!’

‘Adelifted her skirts,” Culhwech muttered.

‘The holy and blessed mother of God cameto King Lancelot,” Sansum shouted, it wasthe Virgin
Mary hersdlf, that lady of sorrows, from whose immaculate and perfect loins was born the Chrigt-child,
the Saviour of all mankind. And yesterday, in aburst of light, in acloud of golden stars, she cameto King
Lancelot and touched her lovely hand to Tanlladwyr!” He gestured behind him again, and Ade solemnly
drew out Lancelot’s sword that was caled Tanlladwyr, which meant ‘Bright Killer’, and held it doft. The
sun dashed itsreflection off the stedl, blinding me for an ingtant.

‘With this sword,” Sansum shouted, ‘ our blessed Lady promised the King that he would bring Britain
victory. This sword, our Lady said, has been touched by the nail-scarred hand of the Son and blessed by
the caress of His mother. From this day on, our Lady decreed, this sword shall be known asthe
Chrigt-blade, for itisholy.’

Lancelat, to give him credit, looked exquisitely embarrassed at this sermon; indeed the whole
ceremony must have embarrassed him for he was aman of vast pride and fragile dignity, but even so it
must have seemed better to him to be dunked in ariver than publicly humiliated by losing eection to
Mithras. The certainty of hisrgection must have prompted him to this public repudiation of al the pagan
Gods. Guinevere, | saw, pointedly stared away from theriver, gazing instead towards the war banners
that had been hoisted on Corinium’ s earth and wooden ramparts. She was a pagan, aworshipper of 1§,
indeed her hatred of Chrigtianity was famous, yet that hatred had clearly been overcome by the need to
support this public ceremony that spared Lancel ot from Mithras s humiliation. The two Druidstalked
softly with her, sometimes making her laugh.

Sansum turned and faced Lancelot. ‘Lord King,” he called loudly enough for those of us on the other
bank to hear, ‘come now! Come now to the waters of life, come now asalittle child to receive your
baptism into the blessed church of the onetrue God.’

Guinevere dowly turned to watch as Lancel ot waked into the river. Galahad crossed himsdlf. The
Chrigtian priests on the far bank had their arms spread wide in an attitude of prayer, whilethetown’s
women had fallen to their knees asthey gazed ecstatically at the handsome, tall King who waded out to
Bishop Sansum’ sside. The sun glittered on the water and dashed gold from Sansum’ s cross. Lancelot
kept his eyeslowered, as though he did not want to see who witnessed this humiliating rite.

Sansum reached up and put his hand on the crown of Lancelot’ s head. * Do you,” he shouted so we
could al hear, ‘embrace the onetruefaith, the only faith, the faith of Christ who died for our Sns?

Lancelot must have said ‘Y es', though none of us could hear his response.

‘And do you,” Sansum bellowed even louder, ‘ hereby renounce dl other Gods and dl other faiths and
al the other foul spirits and demons and idols and devil-spawn whose filthy acts deceive thisworld?

Lancd ot nodded and mumbled his assent.



‘And do you,” Sansum went on with relish, ‘ denounce and deride the practices of Mithras, and
declarethem to be, asindeed they are, the excrement of Satan and the horror of our Lord Jesus Christ?

‘| do.” That answer of Lancelot’s came clear enough to usall.

‘Then in the name of the Father,” Sansum shouted, ‘ and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghog, |
pronounce you Christian,” and with that he gave a great heave that pushed down on Lancelot’ s oiled hair,
and so forced the King under the Churn’s cold water. Sansum held Lancelot there for so long that |
thought the bastard would drown, but at last Sansum let him up. *And,” Sansum finished as Lance ot
Sputtered and spat out water, ‘1 now proclaim you blessed, name you a Christian, and enrol you in the
holy army of Christ’ swarriors.” Guinevere, uncertain how to respond, clapped politey. The women and
priests burst into anew song that, for Christian music, was surprisingly spritely.

‘“What in the holy name of aholy harlot,” Culhwch asked Gaahad, ‘isaholy ghost?

But Galahad did not wait to answer. In arush of happiness caused by his brother’ s baptism he had
plunged into the river and now waded across so that he emerged from the water at the sametime ashis
blushing half-brother. Lancelot had not expected to see him and for a second he stiffened, doubtless
thinking of Gaahad’ sfriendship for me, but then he suddenly remembered the duty of Chrigtian love that
had just been imposed upon him and so he submitted to Galahad' s enthusiastic embrace.

‘Shall we kissthe bastard too? Culhwch asked mewith agrin.

‘Lethimbe,’ | said. Lancelot had not seen me, and | did not feel any need to be seen, but just then
Sansum, who had emerged from the river and was trying to wring the water from his heavy robes,
spotted me. The mouse-lord never could resst provoking an enemy, nor did he now.

‘Lord Derfd!” the Bishop cdled.

| ignored him. Guinevere, on hearing my name, looked up sharply. She had been talking to Lancelot
and his haf-brother, but now she snapped an order to the ox driver who stabbed his goad at his beasts
flanks and so lurched the cart forward. Lancelot hastily clambered onto the moving vehicle, abandoning
hisfollowersbesdetheriver. Adefollowed, leading hishorse by itsbridle.

‘Lord Derfd!” Sansum caled again.
| turned reluctantly to face him. *Bishop? | answered.
‘Might | prevail onyouto follow King Lancelot into theriver of heding?

‘I bathed at the last full moon, Bishop, | called back, provoking some laughter from the warriorson
our bank.

Sansum made the sign of the cross. *Y ou should be washed in the holy blood of the Lamb of God,” he
cdled, ‘to wipe away the stain of Mithras! Y ou are an evil thing, Derfdl, asinner, an idolater, an imp of
the devil, aspawn of Saxons, awhore-master!’

That last insult tripped my rage. The other insults were mere words, but Sansum, though clever, was
never aprudent man in public confrontations and he could not resist thet fina insult to Ceinwyn and his
provocation sent me charging forward to the cheers of the warriors on the Churn’s eastern bank, cheers
that swelled as Sansum turned in panic and fled. He had agood start on me, and he was alithe, swift
man, but the sopping layers of hisweighty robestangled hisfeet and | caught him within afew paces of
the Churn’sfar bank. | used my spear to knock hisfeet out from under him and so sent him sprawling
among the daises and cowdips.



Then | drew Hywelbane and put her blade to histhroat. ‘1 did not quite hear, Bishop,’ | said, ‘thelast
nameyou caled me’

He said nothing, only glanced towards Lancelot’ s four companions who now gathered close. Amhar
and Loholt had their swords drawn, but the two Druids | eft their swords scabbarded and just watched
me with unreadable expressions. By now Culhwch had crossed the river and was standing beside me, as
was Gaahad, while Lance ot’ s worried spearmen watched us from adistance.

‘“What word did you use, Bishop? | asked, tickling histhroat with Hywelbane.

‘“Thewhore of Babylon!" he gabbled desperately, ‘al pagansworship her. The scarlet woman, Lord
Derfd, the beast! The anti-Christ!’

| smiled. ‘And | thought you were insulting the Princess Ceinwyn.’
‘No, Lord, no! No!" He clasped hishands. ‘ Never!’

“You promiseme now? | asked him.

‘| swear it. Lord! By the Holy Ghogt, | swear it.’

‘1 don't know who the Holy Ghost is, Bishop,” | said, giving hisadam’ s apple asmall blow with
Hywelbane' stip. * Swear your promise on my sword,’ | said, ‘kissthat, and | will believeyou.’

He loathed me then. He had didiked me before, but now he hated me, yet till he put hislipsto
Hywelbane' s blade and kissed the stedl. ‘| meant the Princessno insult,” he said, ‘1 swear it

| left Hywelbane at hislipsfor a heartbest, then drew the sword back and let him stand. * I thought,
Bishop,” | said, ‘that you had aHoly Thorn to guard in Y nys Wydryn?

He brushed grass off hiswet robes. * God cals meto higher things,” he snapped.
‘Tel meof them.

Helooked up a me, hatein hiseyes, but hisfear overcame his hate. ‘ God called meto King
Lancelot'ssde, Lord Derfe,’ hesaid, *and His grace served to soften the Princess Guinevere s heart. |
have hopesthat she may yet see Hiseverlagting light.’

| laughed at that. ‘ She hasthe light of 19, Bishop, and you know it. And she hates you, you foul thing,
so what did you bring her to change her mind?

‘Bring her, Lord? he asked disngenuoudy. ‘What have to bring aPrincess? | have nothing, | am
made poor in God' s service, | am but ahumble priest.’

‘“You areatoad, Sansum,” | said, sheathing Hywelbane. ‘Y ou are dirt beneath my boots.” | spat to
avert hisevil. | guessed, from hiswords, that it had been hisideato propose baptism to Lancelot, and
that idea had served well enough to spare the Silurian King his embarrassment with Mithras, but | did not
believe the suggestion would have been sufficient to reconcile Guinevere to Sansum and hisreligion. He
must have given her something, or promised her something, but | knew he would never confessit tome. |
gpat again, and Sansum, taking the spittle as his dismissd, scuttled off towards the town.

‘A pretty display,” one of the two Druids said caudtically.

‘And the Lord Derfel Cadarn,’ the other said, * does not have areputation for prettiness.” He nodded
when | glared a him. *Dinas;’ he said, introducing himsaif.



‘And | am Lavaine,’ said hiscompanion. They were both tall young men, both built like warriors and
both with hard, confident faces. Their robes were dazzling white and their long black hair was carefully
combed, betraying; afastidiousness that was made somehow chilling by therr stillness. It wasthe same
stillness that men like Sagramor possessed. Arthur did not. He was too restless, but Segramor, like some
other great warriors, had a dtilinessthat was chilling in battle. | never fear the noisy menin afight, but |
take care when an enemy is cam for those are the most dangerous men, and these two Druids had that
same cam confidence. They aso looked very dike, and | supposed them to be brothers.

‘Wearetwins,’ Dinas said, perhaps reading my thoughts.

‘Like Amhar and Loholt,’” Lavaine added, gesturing towards Arthur’ s sonswho till had their svords
drawn. ‘But you can tdll us gpart. | have ascar here,’ Lavaine said, touching hisright cheek wherea
white scar buried itself in his bristling beard.

‘“Which hetook at Lugg Vae,' Dinassaid. Like hisbrother he had an extraordinarily deep voice, a
grating voicethat did not match hisyouth.

‘| saw Tanabursat Lugg Vde,’ | sad, ‘and | remember lorweth, but | recall no other Druidsin
Gorfyddyd sarmy.’

Dinassmiled. ‘At Lugg Vde' hesad, ‘wefought aswarriors.’
‘And killed our share of Dumnonians,” Lavaine added.

‘And only shaved our tonsures after the battle, Dinas explained. He had an unblinking and unsettling
gaze. ‘And now, he added softly, ‘we serve King Lancelot.’

‘His oaths are our oaths,’ Lavaine said. Therewas athreat in hiswords, but it was a distant threat, not
chdlenging.

‘“How can Druids serve a Chrigtian? | chalenged them.
‘By bringing an older magic to work alongside their magic, of course,” Lavaine answered.

‘ And we do work magic, Lord Derfel,” Dinas added, and he held out his empty hand, closed it into a
fig, turned it, opened hisfingers and there, on hispam, lay athrush’s egg. He tossed the egg carelessly
away. ‘We serve King Lancelot by choice, hesaid, ‘and hisfriends are our friends.’

‘And hisenemiesour enemies;’ Lavainefinished for him.
‘Andyou,” Arthur’s son Loholt could not resist joining in the provocation, ‘are an enemy of our King.’

| looked at the younger pair of twins; callow, clumsy youths who suffered an excess of pride and a
shortfdl of wisdom. They both had their father’ slong bony face, but on them it was overlaid by petulance
and resentment. ‘How am | an enemy of your King, Loholt? | asked him.

He did not know what to say, and none of the others answered for him. Dinas and Lavaine were too
wiseto start afight here, not even with al Lancelot’ s spearmen so close, for Culhwceh and Galahad were
with me and scores of my supporterswere just yards away across the dow-flowing Churn. Loholt
reddened, but said nothing.

| knocked his sword aside with Hywel bane, then stepped close to him. * Let me give you some advice,
Loholt,” | said softly. * Choose your enemies more wisdly than you choose your friends. | have no quarrel
with you, nor do | wish one, but if you desire such aquarrd, then | promise you that my love for your



father and my friendship with your mother will not stop me from sinking Hywelbane in your gutsand
burying your soul in adungheap.’ | sheathed my sword. ‘Now go.’

He blinked at me, but he had no belly for afight. He went to fetch his horse and Amhar went with him.
Dinas and Lavaine laughed, and Dinas even bowed to me. * A victory!’ he applauded me.

‘Wearerouted, Lavaine said, ‘ but what el se could we expect from aWarrior of the Cauldron? he
pronounced that title mockingly.

‘And akiller of Druids,’ Dinas added, not a al mockingly.

‘Our grandfather, Tanaburs,” Lavaine said, and | remembered how Galahad had warned me on the
Dark Road about the enmity of these two Druids.

‘Itisreckoned unwise,’ Lavaine said in hisgrating voice, ‘to kill aDruid.
‘Especidly our grandfather,” Dinas added, ‘who was like afather to us’

‘Asour own father died, Lavaine said.

‘“When we wereyoung.’

‘Of afoul disease,’ Lavaine explained.

‘HewasaDruid too,” Dinas said, ‘and he taught us spells. We can blight crops.’
‘We can make women moan,” Lavaine said.

‘We can sour milk.’

‘Whileit' sill inthe breast,” Lavaine added, then he turned abruptly away and, with an impressive
agility, vaulted into hissaddle.

His brother legpt onto his own horse and collected hisreins. ‘ But we can do more than turn milk,’
Dinas said, looking balefully down a me from his horse and then, as he had before, he held out his empty
hand, madeit into afigt, turned it over and opened it again, and there on his palm was a parchment star
with five points. He smiled, then tore the parchment into scraps that he scattered on the grass. *We can
make the starsvanish,” he said asafarewdll, then kicked his hedls back.

The two galloped away. | spat. Culhwch retrieved my falen spear and handed it to me. “Who indl the
world arethey? he asked.

‘Tanaburs sgrandsons.’ | spat asecond timeto avert evil. ‘ The whelps of abad Druid.’
‘And they can make the stars disappear? He sounded dubious.

‘Onedar.’ | gazed after the two horsemen. Ceinwyn, | knew, was safein her brother’ shall, but | also
knew | would haveto kill the Silurian twinsif she wasto remain safe. Tanaburs s curse was on me and
the cursewas called Dinas and Lavaine. | spat athird time, then touched Hywelbane' s sword hilt for
luck.

“We should have killed your brother in Benoic,” Culhwch growled to Galahad.
‘God forgiveme,” Galahad said, ‘ but you'reright.’



Two days later Cuneglas arrived and that night there was a Council of War, and after the Council,
under the waning moon and by the light of flaming torches, we pledged our spearsto the war againgt the
Saxons. We warriors of Mithras dipped our bladesin bull’ s blood, but we held no meeting to elect new
initiates. There was no need; Lanceot, by his baptism, had escaped the humiliation of rejection, though
how any Christian could be served by Druids was a mystery that no one could explain to me.

Merlin camethat day and it was he who presided over the pagan rites. lorweth of Powys helped him,
but there was no sign of Dinas or Lavaine. We sang the Battle Song of Beli Mawr, we washed our
spearsin blood, we vowed oursalves to the death of every Saxon and next day we marched.

T here were two important Saxon leadersin LIoegyr. Like usthe Saxons had chiefs and lesser kings,

indeed they had tribes and some of the tribes did not even call themsalves Saxons but claimed to be
Angles or Jutes, but we called them al Saxons and knew they only possessed two important Kings and
those two leaders were called Adlle and Cerdic. They hated each other.

Adle, of course, was then the famous one. He called himsdlf the Bretwalda, which in the Saxon
tongue meant the ‘ ruler of Britain’, and hislands stretched from south of the Thamesto the border of
distant EImet. Hisriva was Cerdic, whose territory lay on Britain’s southern coast and whose only
borders were with Adl€e slands and Dumnonia. Of the two kings Aelle was older, richer in land and
stronger in warriors, and that made Adle our chief enemy; defeat Adlle, we believed, and Cerdic would
inevitably fall afterwards,

Prince Meurig of Gwent, arrayed in histoga and with aludicrous bronze wregath perched atop histhin,
pale brown hair, had proposed a different strategy at the Council of War. With hisusud diffidence and
mock humility he had suggested we make an dliance with Cerdic. ‘' Let him fight for usl” Meurig said.
‘Let him attack Aelle from the south while we strike from the west. | am, | know, no strategist,’ he
paused to Ssmper, inviting one of usto contradict him, but we dl bit our tongues, ‘ but it seems clear, even
surely to the meanest of intelligences, that to fight one enemy is better than two.’

‘But we have two enemies,” Arthur said plainly.

‘Indeed we do, | have made myself master of that point, Lord Arthur. But my point, if you can seizeit
inturn, isto make one of those enemies our friend.” He clasped his hands together and blinked at Arthur.
‘Andly,” Meurig added, in case Arthur had still not understood him.

‘Cerdic,” Sagramor growled in his atrocious British, * has no honour. He will breek an oath aseasily as
amagpie breaks a sparrow’ s egg. | will make no peace with him.’

‘Youfall to understand,” Meurig protested.

‘I will make no peace with him,” Sagramor interrupted the Prince, speaking the words very dowly as
though he spoke to achild. Meurig reddened and went silent. The Edling of Gwent was scared half to
death of the tall Numidian warrior, and no wonder, for Sagramor’ s reputation was as fearsome as his
looks. The Lord of the Stoneswas atal man, very thin and quick asawhip. His hair and face were as
black as pitch and that long face, cross-hatched from alifetime of war, bore a perpetual scowl that hid a
droll and even generous character. Sagramor, despite hisimperfect grasp of our language, could keep a
campfire enthralled for hourswith histales of far-off lands, but most men only knew him asthe fiercest of
al Arthur’ swarriors; the implacable Sagramor who was terrible in battle and sombre out of it, whilethe
Saxons believed he was ablack fiend sent from their underworld. | knew him well enough and liked him,



indeed it had been Sagramor who had initiated me into Mithras' s service, and Sagramor who had fought
at my sdedl that long day in Lugg Vae. ‘He sgot himsdf abig Saxon girl now,” Culhwch had
whispered to me at the council, ‘tall asatree and with hair like a haystack. No wonder he’' sso thin.’

“Y our three wives keep you solid enough,’” | said, poking him in his substantia ribs.
‘| pick them for the way they cook, Derfdl, not the way they look.’

“Y ou have something to contribute, Lord Culhwch? Arthur asked.

‘Nothing, cousin!” Culhwch responded cheerfully.

‘“Then we shall continue,” Arthur said. He asked Sagramor what chance there was of Cerdic’'smen
fighting for Aelle, and the Numidian, who had guarded the Saxon frontier al winter, shrugged and said
that anything was possible with Cerdic. He had heard, he said, that the two Saxons had met and
exchanged gifts, but no one had reported that an actual alliance had been made. Sagramor’ s best guess
was that Cerdic would be content to let Adlle be weskened, and that while the Dumnonian army was
about that business he would attack along the coast in an effort to capture Durnovaria.

‘If wewereat peacewithhim...” Meurig tried again.

‘Wewon't be” King Cuneglas said curtly, and Meurig, outranked by the only King at the Council,
went quiet again.

‘Thereisonelast thing,” Sagramor warned us. ‘ The Sais have dogs now. Big dogs.” He spread his
hands to show the huge size of the Saxon war dogs. We had all heard of these beasts, and we feared
them. It was said that the Saxons rel eased the dogs just seconds before the shield-walls clashed, and that
the beasts were capable of tearing huge holesin the wall into which the enemy spearmen poured.

‘1 will dedl withthedogs,’ Merlin said. It wasthe only contribution he made to the council,, but the
cam, confident statement relieved some worried men. Merlin's unexpected presence with the army was
contribution enough, for his possession of the Cauldron made him, even for many of the Christians, a
figure of more awesome power than ever. Not that many understood the purpose of the Cauldron, but
they were pleased that the Druid had declared hiswillingness to accompany the army. With Arthur &t our
head, and Merlin on our side, how could we lose?

Arthur made his dispositions. King Lancelot, he said, with the spearmen of Siluriaand a detachment of
men from Dumnonia, would guard the southern frontier against Cerdic. Therest of uswould assemble a
Caer Ambraand march due east along the valey of the Thames. Lancelot made a show of being
reluctant to be thus separated from the main army that would haveto fight Aelle, but Culhwch, hearing
the orders, shook his head in wonder. *He's skipping out of battle again, Derfdl!” he whispered to me.

‘Not if Cerdic attackshim,’ | said.

Culhwch glanced across at Lance ot who was flanked by the twins Dinasand Lavaine. ‘And he's
staying near his protectress, isn't he? Culhwch said. ‘Mustn't stray too far from Guinevere, else he has
to stand up by himsdlf

| did not care. | was only relieved that Lancelot and his men were not in the main army; it was enough
to face the Saxons without worrying about Tanaburs s grandsons or a Silurian knifein my back.

And so we marched. It was aragged army of contingents from three British kingdoms while some of
our more distant allies had still not arrived. There were men promised to us from Elmet and even from
Kernow, but they would follow us along the Roman road that ran south-east from Corinium and then east



towards London.

London. The Romans had caled it Londinium, and before that it had been plain Londo, which Merlin
once told me meant ‘awild place’, and now it was our god, the once-greet city that had been the largest
in al Rome s Britain and which now lay decaying amidst Adlle s stolen lands. Sagramor had onceled a
famousraid into the old city and he had found its British inhabitants cowed by their new masters, but
now, we hoped, we would take them back. That hope spread like wildfire through the army, though
Arthur consistently denied it. Our task, he said, was to bring the Saxons to battle and not be lured by the
ruins of adead city, but in this Arthur was opposed by Merlin. ‘I’m not coming to see ahandful of dead
Saxons,” hetold me scornfully. *‘What useam | in killing Saxons?

‘Every use, Lord, | told him. 'Y our magic frightensthe enemy.’

‘Don’'t be absurd, Derfdl. Any fool can hop about in front of an army making faces and hurling curses.
Frightening Saxonsisn't skilled work. Even those ludicrous Druids of Lancelot’s could just about manage
that! Not that they'rered Druids.’

‘They'renot?

‘Of coursethey’re not! To beareal Druid you have to study. Y ou have to be examined. Y ou have to
satisfy other Druidsthat you know your business, and | never heard of any Druid examining Dinasand
Lavaine. Unless Tanaburs did, and what kind of Druid was he? Not avery good one, plainly, esehe'd
never havelet youlive. | do deploreinefficiency.’

‘They can make magic, Lord,” | said.

‘Make magic!” He hooted at that. ‘ One of the wretches produces athrush’ s egg and you think that's
magic? Thrushesdo it all thetime. Now if he’'d made asheep’segg, I’ d take some notice.’

‘He produced a star too, Lord.’

‘Derfe! What an absurdly credulous man you are!” he exclaimed. ‘A star made of scissorsand
parchment? Don't worry, | heard about that star and your precious Ceinwyn isn’t in any danger. Nimue
and | made sure of that by burying three skulls. Y ou don’t need to know the details, but you can rest
assured that if those frauds go anywhere near Ceinwyn they’ |l be changed into grass-snakes. Then they
can lay eggsfor ever.” | thanked him for that, then asked him just why he was accompanying the army if
not to help us against Adlle. *Because of the scrall, of course,’ hetold me and patted a pocket of hisdirty
black robe to show me the scroll was safe.

‘Cdeddin’sscroll? | asked.
‘Isthere another? he countered.

Caeddin’s scroll was the treasure Merlin had brought from Y nys Trebes, and in hiseyesit was as
vauable asal the Treasures of Britain, and no wonder, for the secret of those Treasures was described
in the ancient document. Druids were forbidden to write anything down because they believed that to
record a spell wasto destroy the writer’ s power to work the magic, and thus all their lore and rites and
knowledge were handed down by voice aone. Y et the Romans, before they attacked Y nys Mon, had so
feared the British religion that they had suborned a Druid named Caleddin and had persuaded him to
dictate al he knew to a Roman scribe, and Caeddin’ straitorous scroll had thus preserved al the ancient
knowledge of Britain. Much of it, Merlin once told me, had been forgotten in the passing centuries, for
the Romans had persecuted the Druids cruely and much of the old knowledge had vanished into time,
but now, with the scroll, he could recreste that lost power. * And the scroll,” | ventured, * mentions



London?

‘My, my, how curiousyou are,; Merlin mocked me, but then, perhaps because it was afine day and
he was in asunny mood, herelented. ‘ Thelast Treasure of Britainisin London,” hesaid. ‘Or it was,” he
added hadtily. *1t’ sburied there. | thought of giving you a spade and letting you dig the thing up, but you
were bound to make amess of it. Just look a what you did on 'Y nys Mon! Outnumbered and
surrounded, indeed. Unforgivable. So | decided to do it mysdlf. | haveto find whereit' sburied first, of
course, and that could be difficult.

‘Andisthat, Lord,” | asked, ‘why you brought the dogs? For Merlin and Nimue had collected a
mangy pack of sngpping mongrelsthat now accompanied the army.

Merlin sghed. ‘ Allow me, Derfd,” hesaid, ‘to give you some advice. Y ou do not buy adog and bark
yoursdlf. | know the purpose of the dogs, Nimue knows their purpose, and you do not. That is how the
Gods intended it to be. Do you have any more questions? Or may | now enjoy thismorning’swalk? He
lengthened his stride, thumping hisbig black staff into the turf with each emphétic step.

The smoke of great beacons welcomed us once we had passed Calleva. Those fireswere the enemy’s
sgnalsthat we were in sight, and whenever a Saxon saw such a plume of smoke he was under ordersto
waste the land. The grain stores were emptied, the houses were burned and the livestock driven away.
And aways Adlewithdrew, staying ever aday’s march ahead of us and thus tempting usforward into
that wasted land. Wherever the road passed through woodland it would be blocked by trees, and
sometimes, as our men laboured to pull the felled trunks out of the way, an arrow or spear would crash
through the leavesto snatch alife, or else one of the big Saxon war dogs would come leaping and
davering out of the undergrowth, but they were the only attacks Adlle made and we never once saw his
shield-wall. Back he went, and forward we marched, and each day the enemy spears or dogs would
snatch alife or two.

Much more damage was done to us by disease. We had found the same thing before Lugg Vde, that
whenever alarge army gathered, so the Gods plagued it with Ssckness. The sick dowed usterribly, for if
they could not march they had to belaid in a safe place and guarded by spearmen to keep them from the
Saxon war-bands that prowled al about our flanks. We would see those enemy bands by day as distant
ragged figures, while every night their firesflickered on our horizon. Y et it was not the sick that dowed us
the mogt, but rather the sheer ponderousness of moving so many men. It was amystery to me why thirty
spearmen could cover an easy twenty miles on arelaxed day, but an army of twenty times that number,
even trying hard, was lucky to cover eight or nine. Our markers were the Roman stones planted on the
verge that recorded the number of milesto London, and after awhile | refused to look at them for fear of
their depressing message.

The ox-wagons a so dowed us. We were equi pped with forty capacious farm wagonsthat carried our
food and spare weapons, and those wagons lumbered at a snail’ s pace in the army’ srear. Prince Meurig
had been given command of that rearguard and he fussed over the wagons, counted them obsessively,
and forever complained that the spearmen ahead were marching too fast.

Arthur’ sfamed horsemen led the army. There werefifty of them now, al mounted on the big shaggy
horses that were bred deep insde Dumnonia. Other horsemen, who did not wear the mail armour of
Arthur’ s band, ranged ahead as our scouts and sometimes those men failed to return, though we would
awaysfind their severed heads waiting for us on the road as we advanced.

The main body of the army was composed of five hundred spearmen. Arthur had decided to take no
levieswith him, for such farmersrarely carried adequate weapons, so we were dl oath-sworn warriors
and al carried spears and shields and most possessed swords too. Not every man could afford asword,



but Arthur had sent orders throughout Dumnoniathat every household possessing asword which was not
aready sworn to the army’ s service should surrender the weapon, and the eighty blades so collected had
been distributed among hisarmy. Some men afew carried captured Saxon war axes, though others, like

mysdf, didiked the wegpon’'s clumsiness.

And to pay for all this? To pay for the swords and new spears and new shields and wagons and oxen
and flour and boots and banners and bridles and cooking pots and helmets and cloaks and knives and
horseshoes and salted meat? Arthur laughed when | asked him. Y ou must thank the Chrigtians, Derfdl
hesad.

‘They yielded more? | asked. ‘| thought that udder wasdry.’” ‘Itisnow,” hesaid grimly, ‘butit's
astonishing how much their shrinesyielded when we offered their guardians martyrdom, and it'seven
more astonishing how much we ve promised to repay them.’

‘Did we ever repay Bishop Sansum? | asked. His monastery a Y nys Wydryn had provided the
fortune that had purchased Adll€' s peace during the autumn campaign that had ended & Lugg Vae.
Arthur shook his head. * And he kegps reminding me of that.” * The Bishop,’ | said carefully, * seemsto
have made new friends.’” Arthur laughed at my attempt at tact. ‘He' s Lancelot’ s chaplain. Our dear
Bishop, it seems, cannot be kept down. Like an applein awater barrel, he just bobs up again.’

‘ And he has made his peace with your wife,” | observed. ‘| like to seefolk resolve their arguments;’
he said mildly, ‘ but Bishop Sansum does have strange dlies these days. Guinevere tolerates him, Lancelot
lifts him and Morgan defends him. How about that? Morgan!” He wasfond of hissister, and it pained
him that she was S0 estranged from Merlin. Sheruled Y nys Wydryn with afierce efficiency, dmost asif
to demondgtrate to Merlin that she was amore suitable partner for him than Nimue, but Morgan had long
lost the battle to be Merlin’s chief priestess. She was valued by Merlin, Arthur said, but she wanted to be
loved, and who, Arthur asked me sadly, could ever love awoman so scarred and shrivelled and
disfigured by fire?*Merlin was never her lover,” Arthur told me, ‘though she pretended he was, and he
never minded the pretence for the more folk think him odd the happier heis, but in truth he can’t stand
the sight of Morgan without her mask. She’ slondly, Derfd.” So it was no wonder that Arthur was glad
for hismaimed sister’ sfriendship with Bishop Sansum, though it puzzled me how the fiercest proponent
of Chrigtianity in Dumnonia could be such friends with Morgan who was a pagan priestess of famous
power. The mouse-lord, | thought, was like a spider making avery strange web. His last web had tried
to catch Arthur and it had failed, so who was Sansum busy weaving for now?

We heard no news from Dumnonia after the last of our aliesjoined us. We were cut off now,
surrounded by Saxons, though the last news from home had been reassuring. Cerdic had made no move
against Lancelot’ stroops, nor, it was thought, had he moved east to support Aelle. Thelast dlied troops
to join uswere awar-band from Kernow led by an old friend who came galloping up the column to find
me, then did off hishorseto trip and fall a my feet. It was Tristan, Prince and Edling of Kernow, who
picked himself up, best the dust off his cloak, then embraced me. *Y ou can relax, Derfd,” he said, ‘the
warriors of Kernow have arrived. All will bewdl.’

| laughed. ‘Y ou look well, Lord Prince.” He did too.

‘| am free of my father,” he explained. ‘He haslet me out of the cage. He probably hopes a Saxon will
bury an axein my skull.” He made agrotesque face in imitation of adying man and | spat to avert evil.

Tristan was a handsome, well-made man with black hair, aforked beard and long moustaches. He
had a sallow skin and aface that often looked sad, but which today was filled with happiness. He had
disobeyed hisfather by bringing asmall band of men to Lugg Vae, for which act, we had heard, he had
been confined to aremote fortress on Kernow’ s northern coast al winter, but King Mark had now



relented and released his son for this campaign. *We refamily now,” Tristan explained.
‘Family?

‘My dear father,” he said ironically, ‘ hastaken anew bride. l1ale of Broceliande.” Brocdiande wasthe
remaining British kingdom in Armoricaand it was ruled by Budic gp Camran, who was married to
Arthur’ s sster Anna, which meant that 1alle was Arthur’ s niece.

‘What'sthis,” | asked, ‘your sixth stepmother?

‘Seventh,” Tristan said, *and she sonly fifteen summers old and father must befifty a least. I'm
dready thirty!"” he added gloomily.

* And not married?

‘Not yet. But my father marries enough for both of us. Poor ldle. Give her four years, Derfd, and
she'll be dead like the rest. But he' s happy enough for now. He swearing her out like he wearsthem al
out.” He put an arm round my shoulders. ‘And | hear you're married?

‘Not married, but well harnessed.’

‘Tothe legendary Ceinwyn!” He laughed. ‘Well done, my friend, well done. Oneday I’ll find my own
Ceinwyn.
‘May it be soon, Lord Prince’’

‘Il haveto be! I'm getting old! Ancient! | saw awhite hair the other day, herein my beard.” He
poked at hischin. ‘ Seeit? he asked anxioudly.

‘1t7 | mocked him. “ Y ou look like abadger.” There might have been three or four grey strands among
the black, but that was dll.

Tristan laughed, then glanced at a dave who was running bes de the road with a dozen leashed dogs.
‘Emergency rations? he asked me.

‘Merlin’ smagic, and hewon't tell mewhat they'refor.” The Druid’' s dogs were a nuisance; they
needed food we could not spare, kept us awake at night with their howling and fought like fiends against
the other dogs that accompanied our men.

Onthe day after Tristan joined us we reached Pontes where the road crossesthe Thameson a
wondrous stone bridge made by the Romans. We had expected to find the bridge broken, but our scouts
reported it whole and, to our astonishment, it was still whole when our spearmen reached it.

That was the hottest day of the march. Arthur forbade anyone to cross the bridge until the wagons had
closed up on the main body of the army, and so our men sprawled by the river asthey waited. The
bridge had eleven arches, two on either bank where they lifted the roadway onto the seven-arch span
that crossed the river itsaf. Tree trunks and other floating debris had piled againgt the upstream side of
the bridge so that the river to the west was wider and deeper than to the east, and the makeshift dam
made the water race and foam between the stone pilings. There was a Roman settlement on the far bank;
agroup of stone buildings surrounded by the remnants of an earth embankment, while at our end of the
bridge a great tower guarded the road that passed benegath its crumbling arch on which aRoman
inscription still existed. Arthur trandated it for me, telling me that the Emperor Adrian had ordered the
bridgeto be built. ‘ Imperator’ | said, peering up at the stone plague. * Does that mean Emperor?



‘It does.’
‘And an Emperor isabove aKing? | asked.

‘An Emperor isaLord of Kings,’” Arthur said. The bridge had made him gloomy. He clambered about
itslandward arches, then walked to the tower and laid ahand on its stones as he peered up at the
inscription. * Suppose you and | wanted to build abridge like this,” he said to me, “how would we do it.’

| shrugged. ‘Make it from timber, Lord. Good em pilings, the rest from split oak.’
He grimaced. ‘ And would it till be standing when our greet-great-grandchildren live?
‘“They can build their own bridges,” | suggested.

He stroked the tower. *We have no one who can dress stone like this. No one who knows how to
snk astone pier into ariver bed. No one who even remembers how. We're like men with atreasure
hoard, Derfdl, and day by day it shrinks and we don’t know how to stop it or how to make more.” He
glanced back and saw the first of Meurig' swagons appearing in the distance. Our scouts had probed
deep into the woods that grew either side of the road and they had reported neither sight nor smell of any
Saxons, but Arthur was till suspicious. ‘If | wasthem I’ d let our army cross, then attack the wagons,” he
said, so instead he had decided to throw an advance guard over the bridge, cross the wagons into what
remained of the settlement’ s decaying earth wall, and only then bring the main part of hisarmy over the
river.

My men formed the advance guard. The land beyond the river was less thickly wooded and though
some of the remaining trees grew close enough to hide asmall army, no one appeared to challenge us.
The only sign of the Saxons was a severed horse' s head waiting at the bridge’ s centre. None of my men
would passit until Nimue came forward to dispd itsevil. She merely spat a the head. Saxon magic, she
said, was feeble stuff, and onceits evil had been dissipated, Issaand | heaved the thing over the parapet.

My men guarded the earth wall as the wagons and their escort crossed. Galahad had come with me
and the two of us poked about the buildingsinsde the wal. Saxons, for some reason, were loath to use
Roman settlements, preferring their own timber and thatched halls, though some folk had been living here
till recently, for the hearths contained ashes and some of the floors were swept clean. * Could be our
people,’ Galahad said, for plenty of Britons lived among the Saxons, many of them as daves, but some
as free people who had accepted the foreign rule.

The buildings appeared to have been barracks once, but there were also two houses and what | took
to be ahuge granary which, when we pushed open its broken door, proved to be a beast house where
cattle were sheltered overnight to protect them from wolves. The floor was a deep mire of straw and
dung that smelt so rank that | would have left the building there and then, but Galahad saw something in
the shadows at itsfar end and so | followed him across the wet, viscous floor.

The building’ sfar end was not astraight gabled wall, but was broken by a curved apse. High on the
apse sstained plaster, and barely visible through the dust and dirt of the years, was a painted symbol that
looked like abig X on which was superimposed a P. Galahad stared up at the symbol and made the sign
of the cross. ‘It used to be a church, Derfdl,” he said in wonder.

‘It ginks,’ | said.
He gazed reverently at the symbal. ‘ There were Chrigtians here.’
‘Not any longer.’ | shuddered at the overwhel ming stench and batted hel plesdly at the flies that buzzed



around my head.

Gaahad did not care about the smell. He thrust his spear-buitt into the compacted mass of cow dung
and rotting straw, and finally succeeded in uncovering asmal patch of the floor. What he found only
made him work harder until he had revealed the upper part of aman depicted in smal mosaictiles. The
man wore robes like abishop, had a sun-halo round his head and in one uplifted hand was carrying a
small beast with askinny body and agreat shaggy head. ‘St Mark and hislion,” Gaahad told me.

‘I thought lionswere huge beasts,’ | said, disappointed. * Sagramor saysthey’ re bigger than horses and
fiercer than bears.” | peered at the dung-smeared beast. ‘ That’ sjust akitten.’

‘It sasymboliclion,” he reproved me Hetried to clear more of the floor, but the filth wastoo old,
thick-packed and glutinous. ‘Oneday,” hesaid, ‘1 shdl build agreat church likethis. A huge church. A
place where awhole people can gather before their God.’

‘And when you'redead,” | pulled him back towards the door, ‘ some bastard will winter ten herds of
catlein it and be thankful to you.’

Heinsgsted on staying one minute more and, while | held his shield and spear, he spread hisarmswide
and offered anew prayer in an old place. ‘It sasign from God,” he said excitedly ashe at |ast followed
me back into the sunshine. ‘We shall restore Chridtianity to LIoegyr, Derfd. It sasign of victory!”

It might have been asign of victory to Galahad, but that old church was dmost the cause of our defedt.
The next day, aswe advanced east towards London that was now so tantalizingly close, Prince Meurig
stayed at Pontes. He sent the wagons on with most of their escort, but kept fifty men back to clear the
church of its cloying filth. Meurig, like Gaahad, was much moved by the existence of that ancient church
and decided to re-dedicate the shrine to its God, and so he had his spearmen lay aside their war gear and
clear the building of its dung and straw <o that the priests who accompanied him could say whatever
prayers were needed to restore the building’ s sanctity.

And while the rearguard forked dung, the Saxons who had been following us came over the bridge.

Meurig escaped. He had a horse, but most of the dung-sweepers died and so did two of the priests,
and then the Saxons stormed up the road and caught the wagons. The remnant of the rearguard put up a
fight, but they were outnumbered and the Saxons outflanked them, overran them, and began daughtering
the plodding oxen so that, one by one, the wagons were stopped and fell into the enemy’ s hands.

By now we had heard the commotion. The army stopped as Arthur’ s horsemen galloped back
towards the sound of the killing. None of those horsemen was properly equipped for battle, for it was
smply too hot for aman to ridein armour al day, yet their sudden appearance was enough to slampede
the Saxons, but the damage had aready been done. Eighteen of the forty wagons had been immobilized
and, without oxen, they would have to be abandoned. Most of the eighteen had been plundered and
barrels of our precious flour had been spilt onto the road. We salvaged what flour we could and
wrapped it in cloaks, but the bread it would bake would be poor stuff and riddled with dust and twigs.
Even before the raid we had been cutting down on rations, reckoning we had enough for two more
weeks, but now, because most of the food had been in the rearward vehicles, we faced the prospect of
abandoning the march in just one week and even then there would be barely enough food remaining to
see us safe back to Callevaor Caer Ambra

‘Therearefishin theriver,” Meurig pointed out.
‘Gods, not fish again,” Culhwch grumbled, recalling the privations of the last days of Y nys Trebes.



‘There are not fish enough to feed an army,” Arthur answered angrily. He would have liked to have
shouted at Meurig, to have stripped his stupidity bare, but Meurig was a Prince and Arthur’ s sense of
what was proper would never let him humiliate aPrince. If it had been Culhwch or | who had divided the
rearguard and exposed the wagons Arthur would have lost histemper, but Meurig' s birth protected him.

Wewere at aCouncil of War north of the road which here ran straight acrossadull, grassy plain that
was studded with clumps of trees and with straggling banks of gorse and hawthorn. All the commanders
were present, and dozens of lesser men crowded close to hear our discussions. Meurig, of course,
denied dl respongbility. If he had been given more men, he said, the disaster would never have
happened. ‘Besdes,’ he said, *and you will forgive mefor pointing this out, though | would have thought
it an obvious point that should hardly need my explication, no success can attend an army that ignores
God.’

‘So why did God ignore us? Sagramor asked.

Arthur hushed the Numidian. ‘“What isdoneisdone,’ he said. ‘What happens next is our business
here’

But what happened next was up to Adlle rather than to us. He had won the firgt victory, though it was
possible he did not know the extent of that triumph. We were milesinsde histerritory and we faced
starvation unless we could trap his army, destroy it, and so break out into land that had not been stripped
of supplies. Our scouts brought us deer, and oncein awhile they came across some cattle or sheep, but
such ddlicacies were rare and not nearly sufficient to make up for the lost flour and dried meet.

‘He hasto defend London, surely? Cuneglas suggested.

Sagramor shook his head. ‘' London is populated by Britons,” he said. * The Saxonsdon't like it there.
He Il let ushave London.’

‘Ther€ Il befood in London,” Cuneglas said.

‘But how long will it last, Lord King? Arthur asked. ‘ And if we take it with us, what do we do?
Wander for ever, hoping Adlewill attack? He stared at the ground, his long face hardened by thought.
Adl€ stactics were clear enough now, the Saxon would let us march and march, and his men would
always be ahead of usto sweep our path clean of food, and once we were weskened and dispirited, the
Saxon horde would siwarm around us. *What we must do,” Arthur said, ‘isdraw him onto us!’

Meurig blinked rapidly. ‘“How? heinquired, in atone suggesting Arthur was being ridiculous.

The Druids who accompanied us, Merlin, lorweth and two others from Powys, weredl sttingina
group to one sde of the Council and Merlin, who had commandeered a convenient ant hill as his seet,
now commanded attention by raising his staff. *What do you do,” he asked mildly, ‘when you want
something vauable?

‘Takeit, Agravain growled. Agravain commanded Arthur’ s heavy horsemen, leaving Arthur freeto
lead thewhole army.

“When you want something valuable from the Gods,” Merlin amended his question, ‘what do you do
then?

Agravain shrugged, and none of the rest of us could supply an answer.

Merlin stood so that his height dominated the Council. * If you wish something,’” he said very smply as
though he was our teacher and we his pupils, ‘you must give something. Y ou must make an offering, a



sacrifice. Thething | wanted above dl thingsin thisworld was the Cauldron, so | offered my lifetoiits
search and | received my wish, but if | had not offered my soul for it, the gift would not have come. We
must sacrifice something.’

Meurig's Chrigtianity was offended and he could not resist taunting the Druid. * Y our life, perhaps,
Lord Merlin? It worked last time.” He laughed and |ooked to his surviving prieststo join the laughter.

The laughter died as Merlin pointed hisblack staff a the Prince. He kept the staff very ill, its butt just
inchesfrom Meurig' sface, and he held it there long after the laughter had stopped. And sill Merlin held
the staff, stretching the sillence unbearably. Agricola, fegling he must support his Prince, cleared histhroat,
but atwitch of the black staff <tilled whatever protest Agricola might have made. Meurig wriggled
uncomfortably, but seemed struck dumb. He reddened, blinked and squirmed. Arthur frowned, but said
nothing. Nimue smiled in anticipation of the Prince sfate, while the rest of uswatched in silence and some
of us shuddered in fear, and till Merlin did not move until, at last, Meurig could take the suspense no
longer. ‘1 wasjesting!” he dmost shouted in desperation. ‘| meant no offence.”

‘Did you say something, Lord Prince? Merlininquired anxioudy, pretending Meurig' s panicked
words had jolted him out of reverie. He lowered the staff. ‘| must have been daydreaming. Where was|1?
Oh yes, asacrifice. What do we have, Arthur, that is most precious?

Arthur thought for afew seconds. ‘We havegold,” he said, * sllver, my armour.’
‘Baubles’ Merlin answered dismissvely.

There was silence for awhile, then men outside the Council offered their answers. Some took torques
from about their necks and waved them in the air. Others suggested offering wegpons, one man even
caled out the name of Arthur’s sword, Excadibur. The Christians made no suggestions, because thiswas
apagan procedure and they would offer nothing but their prayers, but one man of Powys suggested we
sacrifice a Christian and that idea prompted loud cheers. Meurig blushed again.

‘| sometimesthink,” Merlin said when no more suggestions were offered, ‘that | an doomed to live
among idiots. Isdl the world mad but me? Cannot one poor blinkered fool among you seewhat isplainly
the most precious thing we possess? Not one?

‘Food,” | said.

‘Ah!"” Merlin cried, ddlighted. * Well done, you poor blinkered fool! Food, you idiots.” He spat the
insult at the Council. ‘ Adll€ s plans are predicated upon the belief that we lack food, so we must
demongtrate the opposite. We must waste food like Christians waste prayer, we must scatter it to the
empty heavens, we must squander it, we must throw it away, we must,” he paused to put stress on the
next word, ‘sacrificeit.” He waited for avoice to be raised in opposition, but no one spoke. ‘Find a
place near here,; Merlin ordered Arthur, ‘where you will be content to offer Adlle battle. Do not makeit
too strong, for you don’t want him to refuse combat. Y ou' re tempting him, remember, and you must
make him believe he can defeat you. How long will it take him to ready hisforcesfor battle?

‘Three days,’ Arthur said. He suspected that Aelle's men were widdy scattered in their loose ring that
escorted us and it would take the Saxon at least two days to shrink that ring into acompact army, and
another full day to shoveit into battle order.

‘| shal need two days,’ Merlin said, ‘ so bake enough hard bread to keep us barely divefor five
days,’ heordered. ‘Not agenerousration, Arthur, for our sacrifice hasto bereal. Then find your
battleground and wait. Leave the rest to me, but | want Derfel and adozen of his men to do some
labouring work. And do we have any men here,” heraised hisvoice so that al the men crowding about



the Council could hear, ‘who have skillsin carving wood?

He chose six men. Two were from Powys, one bore the hawk of Kernow on his shield, and the others
were from Dumnonia. They were given axes and knives, but nothing to carve until Arthur had discovered
his battleground.

Hefound it on awide heath that rose to a gentle summit crowned by a scattered grove of yew and
whitebeam. The dope was nowhere steep, but we would still have the high ground and there Arthur
planted his banners, and round the banners there grew an encampment of thatched shelters made from
branches cut from the grove. Our spearmen would make a ring about the banners and there, we hoped,
face Adlle. The bread that would keep us dlive as we waited for the Saxons was baked in turf ovens.

Merlin chose his spot to the north of the heath. There was a meadow there, a place of stunted alders
and rank grass edging astream that curled south towards the distant Thames. My men were ordered to
fell three oaks, then gtrip the trunks of their branches and bark, and afterwards dig three pitsinto which
the oaks could be set up as columns, though first he ordered his six carversto make the oak trunksinto
three ghoulish idals. lorweth helped Nimue and Merlin, and the three loved that work for it alowed them
to devise the most ghastly, fearsome things that bore small resemblance to any God | had ever known,
but Merlin did not care. Theidols, he said, were not for us, but for the Saxons, and so he and his
woodcarvers made three things of horror with anima faces, femae breasts and mae genitaia, and when
the columns were finished my men stopped their other work and hoisted the three figuresinto their pits
while Merlin and the woodcarvers tamped their bases with earth so that at last the columns stood upright.
‘Thefather,” Merlin capered in front of theidols, ‘the son and the holy ghost!” he laughed.

My men, meanwhile, had been making agreat stack of wood in front of the pits, and onto that wood
we now piled what remained of our food. We killed the remaining oxen and heaved their heavy corpses
onto the pile so that their fresh blood trickled down through the layers of timber, and onto the oxen we
heaped everything they had hauled; dried mest, dried fish, cheese, apples, grain and beans, and on top of
those precious supplies we put the carcasses of two newly-caught deer and afreshly daughtered ram.
Theram'shead, with itstwin horns, was cut off and nailed to the centrd pillar.

The Saxons watched us work. They were on the stream’ sfar bank and once or twice, on thefirst day,
their spears had hurtled over the water, but after those first futile effortsto interfere with us they had been
content to just watch and see exactly what strange thingswe did. | sensed that their numbers grew. On
the first day we had glimpsed only a dozen men among the far trees, but by the second evening there
were at least ascore of fires smoking behind the lesf screen.

‘Now,” Merlin said that evening, ‘ we give them something to watch.’

We carried fire in cooking pots down from the heath’ slow summit to the great pile of wood and thrust
it deep into the tangle of branches. The wood was green, but we had stacked heaps of dry grassand
broken twigsinto the centre, and by nightfal the fire wasraging fiercely. The flameslit our crudeidols
with alurid glare, the smoke boiled in agreat plume that drifted towards London and the smell of roagting
meset wafted tantalizingly towards our hungry encampment. The fire crackled and collapsed, exploding
streams of sparksinto the air, and initsfierce heat the dead beasts twitched and twisted as the flames
shrank their snews and exploded their skulls. Mdting fat hissed in the blaze, then flared up white and
bright to cast black shadows on the three hideousidols. All night that fire seethed, burning our last hopes
of leaving Lloegyr without victory, and in the dawn we watched as the Saxons crept out to investigateits
smoking remnants.

Then we waited. We were not entirely passive. Our horsemen rode east to scout the London road,
and came back to report bands of marching Saxons. Others of us cut timber and used it to begin



congtructing ahal beside the shrinking grove on the heath’ s summit. We had no need of such ahall, but
Arthur wanted to give the impression that we were establishing abase degp in Lloegyr from which we
would harass Adlle' slands. That belief, if it convinced Adlle, would surely provoke him to battle. We
made the beginnings of an earthen rampart, but lacking the proper tools we made a poor showing of the
wall, though it must have hel ped the deception.

We were busy enough, but that did not stop arancorous division showing in the army. Some, like
Meurig, believed we had adopted the wrong Strategy from the start. It would have been better, Meurig
now said, if we had sent three or more smaler armies to take the Saxon fortresses on the frontier. We
should have harassed and provoked, but instead we were growing ever hungrier in asalf-made trap deep

inLloegyr.
‘And maybe he'sright,” Arthur confessed to me on the third morning.

‘No, Lord,’ | indsted, and to prove my point | gestured north towards the wide smear of smoke that
betrayed where agrowing horde of Saxons was gathering beyond the stream.

Arthur shook hishead. * Adlle’ sarmy isthere, right enough,” he said, * but that doesn’t mean he'll
attack. They’ Il watch us, but if he has any sense, he'll let usrot here”’

‘We could attack him,’” | suggested.

He shook his head. ‘ Leading an army through trees and acrossastream isarecipe for disaster. That's
our last resort, Derfel. Just pray he comestoday.’

But he did not come, and that was the end of thefifth day since the Saxons had destroyed our
supplies. Tomorrow we would eat crumbs and in two days more we would be ravenous. In three we
would gaze defeet in its horrid eyes. Arthur displayed no concern, whatever doom the grumblersin the
army suggested, and that evening, as the sun drifted down over distant Dumnonia, Arthur beckoned for
meto climb and join him on the growing wall of our crudely constructed hall. | clambered up thelogsand
pulled myself onto thetop of thewall. ‘Look,” he said, pointing east, and far off on the horizon | could
see another smear of grey smoke and beneath the smoke, its buildingslit by the danting sun, was agreat
town bigger than any | had ever seen before. Bigger then Glevum or Corinium, bigger even than Aquee
Sulis. ‘London,” Arthur said in atone of wonder. ‘ Did you ever think to seeit?

‘Yes, Lord.’

He amiled. ‘My confident Derfel Cadarn.” He was perched on thewall’ stop, holding onto an
untrimmed pillar and taring fixedly at the city. Behind us, in the rectangle of the hdl’ stimbers, thearmy’s
horses were stabled. Those poor horses were already hungry, for there waslittle grass on the dry
heathland and we had brought no forage for them. ‘It sodd, isn’'t it Arthur said, till gazing at London,
‘that by now Lancelot and Cerdic could have done battle and we' Il know nothing about it.’

‘Pray Lancelot won,” | said.

‘| do, Derfd, | do.” Hekicked his hedls against the half built wall. ‘What a chance Adllehas!” he said
suddenly. ‘He could cut down the best warriors of Britain here. By year’ send, Derfd, hismen could
hold our hdlls. They could stroll to the Severn Sea. All gone. All Britainl Gone.” He seemed to find the
thought amusing, then he twisted about and looked down &t the horses. *We could aways egt them,” he
said. ‘Their meat will keep usalivefor aweek or two.’

‘Lord!" | protested at his pessmism.



‘Don’'t worry, Derfel,’ helaughed, ‘I’ ve sent our old friend Adlle amessage.’
Y ou have?
‘ Sagramor’ swoman. Malla, her nameis. What odd names these Saxons have. Y ou know her?

‘I've seen her, Lord.” Mdlawasatal girl with long muscular legs and shoulders broad asabarrdl.
Sagramor had taken her captivein one of hisraidslate in the previous year and she had evidently
accepted her fate with a passivity that was reflected in her flat, dmost vacant face that was surrounded
by amass of gold-coloured hair. Other than that hair there was no one feature of Malla sthat was
particularly attractive, but somehow shewas still oddly dluring; agresat, strong, dow, robust creature with
acam grace and a demeanour astaciturn as her Numidian lover.

‘She' s pretending to have escaped us,” Arthur explained, ‘ and even now she should betdling Adlle
that we plan to stay here through the coming winter. She says Lancelot’s coming to join us with another
three hundred spears, and that we need him here because alot of our men are weak with sickness,
despite our pits being filled with good food.” He smiled. * She's spinning endless nonsense to him, or |
hope sheis’

‘Or maybe she stelling him the truth,” | suggested gloomily.

‘Maybe.” He sounded unworried. He watched aline of men bringing skins of water from a spring that
bubbled at the foot of the southern dope. * But Sagramor trusts her,” he added, ‘and | long ago learned to
trust Sagramor.’

| made the sign againg evil. ‘| wouldn’t let my woman go to an enemy camp.’

‘Shevolunteered,” Arthur said. * She says the Saxonswon't harm her. It seems her father is one of
ther chiefs’

‘Pray sheloveshim less than she loves Sagramor.’

Arthur shrugged. The risk was taken now and discussing it would not lessen its dangers. He changed
the subject. ‘I want you in Dumnoniawhen dl thisisdone.’

‘Willingly, Lord, if you promise me Ceinwyn will be safe,’ | answered and, when hetried to dismiss
my fearswith awave of hishand, | persevered. ‘| hear tales of adog being killed and its bloody pelt
draped on abitch.’

Arthur twisted about, swung hislegs over the wal and dropped down into the makeshift stables. He
shoved ahorse aside and beckoned for meto join him where no man could see us or hear us. Hewas
angry. ‘ Tell me again what you hear,” he commanded me.

‘That adog waskilled,” | said when | had jumped down, *and its bloody pelt was draped on a
crippled bitch.’

‘And who did that? he demanded.
‘A friend of Lancdot’s,’ | answered, unwilling to name hiswife.

He struck ahand against the crude timber wall, startling the closest horses. ‘ My wife,” hesaid, ‘isa
friendto King Lancelot.” | said nothing. ‘Asam|,’ he chalenged me, and till | said nothing. ‘He'sa
proud man, Derfel, and he lost hisfather’ s kingdom because | failed in my oath. | owe him.” Hesaid the
last three words coldly.



| matched his coldnesswith my own. ‘1 hear,’ | said, ‘that the crippled bitch was given the name
Ceinwyn.

‘Enough!” He dapped thewall again. * Stories! Just stories! No one deniesthere' s resentment for what
you and Ceinwyn did, Derfd, | am not afool, but | will not hear this nonsense from you! Guinevere
attracts these rumours. People resent her. Any woman who is beautiful, who is clever, and who has hard
opinionsand isn't afraid to speak them attracts resentment, but are you saying she would work some
filthy spdll againgt Ceinwyn? That she' d daughter adog and skinit? Do you believe that?

‘| would likenot to,” | said.

‘Guinevereismy wife’ He had lowered hisvoice, but the tonewas il bitter. ‘| don’t have other
wives, | don't take davesto my bed, | am hersand sheismine, Derfd, and | will not hear anything said
againg her. Nothing!” He shouted that |ast word and | wondered if he was remembering the filthy insults
hurled by Gorfyddyd at Lugg Vae. Gorfyddyd had claimed to have bedded Guinevere, and claimed
further that awhole legion of other men had bedded her aswell. | remembered Vaerin'slover’ sring, cut
by the cross and decorated with Guinevere' s symbol, but | thrust the memories aside.

‘Lord,’ | said quietly, ‘1 never mentioned your wife s name.’

He stared at me, and for a second | thought he was going to strike me, then he shook his head. ‘ She
can be difficult, Derfel. There are timeswhen | wish she was not so ready to show scorn, but | cannot
imagine living without her advice” He paused and gave me arueful smile. ‘1 cannot imagine living without
her. She haskilled no dogs, Derfel, she haskilled no dogs. Trust me. That Goddess of hers, I19s, doesn't
demand sacrifices, a least not of living things. Of gold, yes.’ He grinned, his good mood suddenly
restored. ‘Issswalowsgold.’

‘I believeyou. Lord, | said, ‘but that doesn’t make Ceinwyn safe. Dinas and Lavaine have threatened
her.’

He shook hishead. * Y ou hurt Lancelot, Derfel. | don’t blame you, for | know what drove you, but
can you blame him for resenting you? And Dinas and Lavaine serve Lancelot, and it’ s only right that men
should share their master’ sgrudges.” He paused. ‘When thiswar isdone, Derfel,” hewent on, ‘we shal
make areconciliation. All of ust When | make my band of warriorsinto brothers, we shall make peace
between usall. Y ou, Lancelot and everyone. And until that happens, Derfd, | swear Ceinwyn’s
protection. On my lifeif you ins<t. Y ou can impose the oath, Derfd. Y ou can demand whatever price
you want, my life, my son’slife even, because | need you. Dumnonianeeds you. Culhwch isagood man,
but he can’t manage Mordred.’

‘Can|? | asked.

‘Mordred iswilful,” Arthur ignored my question, ‘but what do we expect? He' s Uther’ s grandson, he
has the blood of Kings and we don’t want him to be a milksop, but he does need discipline. He needs
guidance. Culhwech thinksit’ s enough to hit him, but that just makes him more stubborn. | want you and
Caenwyntorasehim.

| shuddered. ‘Y ou make coming home ever more attractive, Lord.’

He scowled a my levity. ‘ Never forget, Derfel, that our oath isto give Mordred histhrone. That is
why | came back to Britain. That ismy first duty in Britain, and dl who are sworn to me are sworn to that
oath. No one said it would be easy, but it will be done. Nine years from now we shal acclaim Mordred
on Caer Cadarn. On that day, Derfd, we are dl released from the oath and | pray to every God who will
listen to me that on that day | will be able to hang up Excdibur and never fight again. But till that good



day comes, whatever the difficulties, we shal cleave to our oath. Do you understand that?
‘Yes, Lord,” | said humbly.

‘Good.” Arthur pushed ahorse aside. * Adllewill come tomorrow,” he said confidently as he walked
away, ‘sodeepwdll.’

The sun sank over Dumnonia, drowning it in red fire. To the north our enemy chanted war songs, and
about our campfires we sang of home. Our sentinels gazed into the darkness, the horses whinnied,
Merlin's dogs howled and some of us dept.

At dawn we saw that Merlin’ sthree pillars had been thrown down during the night. A Saxon wizard, his
hair dunged into spikes and his naked body barely hidden by the tattered scraps of wolfskin hanging from
aband at his neck, whirled in adance where the pillars had stood. The sight of that wizard convinced
Arthur that Aelle was planning his assaullt.

We deliberated made no show of readiness. Our sentinel's stood guard; other spearmen just lazed on
the forward dope asif they expected another uneventful day, but behind them, in the shadows of the
shelters and under the remains of the whitebeam and yew, and inside the walls of the haf-built hall, the
mass of our men made ready.

We tightened shield straps, honed swords and blades that were aready ground to awicked edge, then
we hammered spearheads tight onto their staffs. We touched our amulets, we embraced each other, we
ate what little bread we had left and prayed to whatever Gods we believed would hel p usthis day.
Merlin, lorweth and Nimue wandered among the shelters touching blades and distributing sprigs of dried
vervain to offer us protection.

| donned my battle gear. | had heavy knee-length boots with strips of iron sewn to protect my calves
from the spear stroke that comes under the shield’ s edge. | wore the woollen shirt made from Ceinwyn’s
crudely spun wool and over it alesther coat on which | had pinned Ceinwyn'’ slittle golden brooch that
had been my protective talisman dl theselong years. Over the leather | hauled acoat of chain mail, a
luxury | had taken from a dead Powysian chief a Lugg Vde. It was an ancient coat of Roman make and
had been forged with askill that no man now possesses, and | often wondered what other spearmen had
worn that knee-length coat of linked iron rings. The Powysian warrior had died in it, cut down through
the skull by Hywelbane, but | suspected at |east one other of the coat’s wearers had been killed wearing
the mail for itsrings had a deep rent over the left breast. The shattered mail had been crudely repaired
with links of iron chain.

| worewarrior rings on my left hand, for in battle they served to protect the fingers, but | put none on
my right for the iron rings made gripping asword or spear more difficult. | Strapped leather greaveson
my forearms. My helmet was of iron, asimple bowl shape lined with cloth-padded leather, but at the
back of it there was athick flap of hog leather to protect my neck, and earlier in the spring | had paid a
smith at Caer Swsto rivet two cheek pieces onto its flanks. The helmet was surmounted by an iron knob
from which hung awolf-tail taken in the degp woods of Benoic. | belted Hywebane at my waist, pushed
my left hand through the leather loops of my shield and hefted my war spear. The spear wastaller than a
man, its shaft thick as Caeinwyn’ swrigt, and at its head was along, heavy, |eaf-shaped blade. The blade
was razor sharp, and the stedl’ s butt ends were rounded smooth so that the blade could not be trapped
in an enemy’sbelly or armour. | wore no cloak for the day was too hot.

Cavan, dressed in hisarmour, cameto me and kndlt. *If | fight well, Lord,” he asked, ‘can | paint a
fifth point on my shidd?



‘I expect mento fight well,” | said, *so why should | reward them for doing what is expected of them?
‘Theniif | bring you atrophy, Lord? he suggested. ‘A chieftain’ s axe? Gold?

‘Bring me a Saxon chief, Cavan,’ | said, ‘and you can paint a hundred points on your star.’

‘Fivewill suffice, Lord,” hesaid.

The morning passed dowly. Those of usin metd armour sweated heavily in the heat. From beyond the
northern stream, where the Saxons were shrouded by trees, it must have looked asif our encampment
was adeep, or ese peopled by sick, unmoving men, but that illusion did not serve to bring the Saxons
through the trees. The sun climbed higher. Our scouts, the lightly armed horsemen who rode with only a
sheaf of throwing spears as weapons, trotted out of the camp. They would have no placein abattle
between shield-walls and so they took their nervous horses south towards the Thames. They could come
back quickly enough, though if disaster struck they were under ordersto ride westwards and take a
warning of our defeet to distant Dumnonia. Arthur’s own horsemen donned their heavy armour of leather
and iron, and then, with strapsthat they draped about their horses withers, they hung the clumsy leather
shieldsthat protected their horses' breasts.

Arthur, hidden with his horsemen ingde the haf-built hall, was wearing his famous scade armour that
was a Roman suit made of thousands of small iron plates sawn onto aleather jerkin so that the scales
overlapped like fish scales. There were Slver plates among the iron so that the suit seemed to shimmer as
he moved. He wore awhite cloak and Excalibur, initsmagical cross-hatched scabbard that protected its
wearer from harm, hung at hisleft hip, while his servant Hygwydd held hislong spear, hisslver-grey
helmet with its plume of goose feathers and hisround shield with its mirror-like coating of slver. In peace
Arthur liked to dress modestly, but in war he was flamboyant. He liked to think his reputation was made
by honest government, but the dazzling armour and polished shield betrayed that he knew the red source
of hisfame.

Culhwch had once ridden with Arthur’ s heavy horsemen, but now, like me, heled aband of spearmen
and at midday he sought me out and dropped beside me in the small shade of my turf shelter. He wore an
iron bresstplate, aleather jerkin and had greaves of Roman bronze on hisbare calves. ‘Bastard isn't
coming.” hegrumbled.

‘“Tomorrow, maybe? | suggested,

He sniffed disgustedly, then offered me an earnest look. ‘1 know what you’ re going to say, Derfd, but
I’ll ask you just the same, though before you answer | want you to consider something. Who wasit who
fought beside you in Benoic? Who stood shield to shield with you at Y nys Trebes? Who shared hisde
with you and even let you seduce that fisher-girl? Who held your hand at Lugg Vae? It was |. Remember
that when you answer me. So what food have you got hidden?

| smiled. ‘None’

“You're abig Saxon bag of usdessguts,’ he said, ‘that’ swhat you are’” He looked at Galahad who
was resting with my men. ‘ Have you got food, Lord Prince? he asked.

‘| gavemy last crust to Tristan,” Galahad answered.

‘A Chrigtian act, | suppose? Culhwch asked scornfully.

‘| should like to think so,” Galahad said.

‘No wonder I’'m apagan,” Culhwch said. ‘| need food. Can't kill Saxons on an empty belly’ He



scowled about my men, but no one offered him anything, for they had nothing to offer. * So you're going
to take that bastard Mordred off my hands? he asked me when he had abandoned hope of amorsdl.

‘That' swhat Arthur wants.’

‘It swhat | want,” he said vigoroudly. ‘If | had food here, Derfd, I'd give you every last bitein return
for that favour. Y ou’ re welcome to the snivelling little bastard. Let him make your life amisery instead of
mine, but | warn you, you' Il wear your belt out on hisrotten skin.’

‘It might not bewise,’ | said cautioudy, ‘to whip my future King.’

‘It might not be wise, but it's pleasurable. Ugly littletoad.” He twisted to look past the shelter. ‘What's
the matter with these Saxons? Don't they want a battle?

Hisanswer came dmost immediately. Suddenly a horn sounded its deep, mournful call, then we heard
the thump of one of the big drumsthat the Saxons carried to war and we dl stirred intimeto see Adlle's
army come from the trees beyond the stream. One moment it was an empty landscape of leaves and
spring sunshine, and then the enemy wasthere.

There were hundreds of them. Hundreds of fur-clad, iron-bound men with axes, dogs, spears and
shields. Their banners were bull skullslofted on poles and hung with rags, while their vanguard was a
troop of wizards with dung-spiked hair who pranced ahead of the shield wall and hurled their curses at
us

Merlin and the other Druids went down the dope to meet the wizards. They did not walk, but, like all
Druids before battle, they hopped on one leg and kept their balance with their staffs while holding their
free handsin the air. They stopped a hundred paces from the nearest wizards and returned their curses
whilethe army’ s Christian priests stood at the top of the dope and spread their hands and gazed into the
sky asthey caled for their God' said.

Therest of uswere scrambling into line. Agricolawas on the left with his Roman-uniformed troops, the
rest of us made up the centre, and Arthur’ s horsemen who, for the moment, remained hidden in the crude
hall would eventualy form our right wing. Arthur pulled on his helmet, struggled onto Llamre’ sback,
draped hiswhite cloak over the horse’s rump, then took his heavy spear and shining shield from

Hygwydd.

Sagramor, Cuneglas and Agricolaled the footmen. For the moment, and only until Arthur’ s horsemen
appeared, my men had the right-hand end of thelineand | saw we were likely to be outflanked asthe
Saxon linewas much wider than ours. They outnumbered us. The bardswill tell you there were
thousands of the vermin at that battle, but | suspect Aelle had no more than six hundred men. The Saxon
King, of course, possessed far more spearmen than those we saw in front of us, though he, like us, had
been forced to leave strong garrisonsin his border fortresses, but even six hundred spearmen was alarge
army. And there were just as many followers behind the shield-wall; mostly women and children who
would take no part in the battle but who doubtless hoped to pick our corpses clean when the righting
was done.

Our Druidslaboriousy hopped back up the dope. Sweat poured down Merlin’sface into the
strapped plaits of hislong beard. ‘No magic,” hetold us, ‘their wizards don’t know real magic. You're
safe.” He pushed between our shiglds, going to seek Nimue. The Saxons marched dowly towards us.
Their wizards spat and screamed, men shouted at their followers to keep the line straight while others
shouted insults at us.

Our war horns had begun to blare their challenge and our men now began to sing. At our end of the



shidd-wall we were snging the greet Baitle Song of Beli Mawr that isatriumphant howl of daughter that
putsfireinto aman’sbelly. Two of my men were dancing in front of the shield wall, stepping and legping
over their swords and spearsthat were laid crosswise on the ground. | called them back into the wall
because | thought the Saxons would keep marching straight up the shalow hill and thus precipitate a
quick bloody clash, but instead they stopped a hundred paces away from us and redligned their shieldsto
make the continuouswall of leather-strengthened timber. They fell silent astheir wizards pissed towards
us. Their huge dogs barked and jerked at their leashes, the war drums pounded on, and every now and
then ahorn would make its sad wail, but otherwise the Saxons remained silent except to beet their spear
butts againgt their shiddsin timeto thedrums heavy best.

‘First Saxons|’ve seen.’ Tristan had come to my side and was staring at the Saxon army with its thick
fur armour, double-bladed axes, dogs and spears.

‘They dieeasly enough,” | told him.
‘I don't likethe axes,” he confessed, touching the iron-sheathed rim of his shield for luck.

‘They’reclumsy things, | tried to reassure him. *One swing and they’ re usdless. Catch it plumb on
your shield and thrust low with your sword. It dwaysworks.” Or dmost aways.

The Saxon drums suddenly ceased, the enemy line parted in its centre and Adlle himsdlf appeared. He
stood and stared at usfor afew seconds, spat, then ostentatioudy threw down his spear and shield to
show that he wanted to talk. He strode towards us, a huge, tal, dark-haired man in athick black
bearskin robe. Two wizards accompanied him and athin, balding man whom | presumed was his
interpreter.

Cuneglas, Meurig, Agricola, Merlin and Sagramor went to meet him. Arthur had decided to stay with
his horsemen and, because Cuneglas was the only King on our side of the field, it wasright that Cuneglas
should speak for us, but he invited the others to accompany him and beckoned me forward as his
interpreter. It wasthusthat | met Adlefor the second time. He was atdl, broad-chested man with aflat,
hard face and dark eyes. His beard was full and black, his cheeks were scarred, his nose broken and
there were two fingers missing from hisright hand. He was dressed in asuit of mail and boots of |eather,
and hewore an iron helmet on which two bull’ s horns had been mounted. There was British gold at his
throat and on hiswrists. The bearskin robe that covered hisarmour must have been swelteringly
uncomfortable on that hot day, but such arich pelt could stop a sword blow aswell as any iron armour.
Heglared a me. ‘| remember you, worm,” he said. ‘A Saxon turncoat.’

| bowed my head briefly. * Greetings, Lord King.’
He spat. ‘Y ou think, because you are polite, that your death will be easy?

‘My death has nothing to do with you, Lord King,’ | said. ‘But | expect to tell my grandchildren of
yours’

He laughed, then cast amocking glance at thefive leaders. ‘Five of you! And only one of me! And
where' s Arthur? Voiding hisbowelsin terror?

| named our leadersto Aelle, then Cuneglastook up the didloguethat | trandated for him. He began,
aswas customary, by demanding Aelle simmediate surrender. We would be merciful, Cuneglas said.
Wewould demand Adlle slifeand dl histreasury and al hiswegponsand dl hiswomen and dl his
daves, but his spearmen could go free, minusther right hands.

Aédle, aswas customary, sneered a the demand, revealing amouth of rotting, discoloured teeth.



‘Does Arthur think,” he demanded, * that because he stays hidden we do not know heis herewith his
horses? Tl him, worm, that | shal pillow my head on his corpsethis night. Tell him hiswifewill be my
whore, and that when I’ ve exhausted her she shall be the pleasure of my daves. And tell that moustached
fool,” he gestured towards Cuneglas, ‘that by nightfal this place will be known asthe Grave of Britons.
Tel him,” hewent on, ‘that | shal snip off hiswhiskers and make them a plaything for my daughter’ s cats.
Tl him | shdl carve adrinking cup from his skull and feed hisbelly to my dogs. And tell that demon,’ he
jerked hisbeard a Sagramor, ‘that today his black soul will go to the terrors of Thor and that it will
squirm inthe circle of serpentsfor ever. And asfor him,” helooked at Agricola, ‘1 have long wanted his
desth and the memory of it will amuse mein thelong nightsto come. And tell that limpid thing,” he spat
towards Meurig, ‘that | shall dice off hisbdls and make himinto my cup-bearer. Tell them al that,
worm.’

‘Hesaysno, | told Cuneglas.

‘Surely he said more than that? Meurig, who was only present because of hisrank, inssted
pedanticaly.

“You don’'t want to know,” Sagramor said tiredly.

‘All knowledgeisrelevant, Meurig protested.

‘What arethey saying, worm? Aelle demanded of me, ignoring his own interpreter.

‘They are arguing which of them should have the pleasure of killing you, Lord King,’ | said.
Adlespat. ‘Tdl Merlin,” the Saxon King glanced at the Druid, ‘that | offered him no insult.

‘He knows dready, Lord King,’ | said, ‘for he speaks your language.” The Saxons feared Merlin, and
even now did not want to antagonize him. The two Saxon wizards were hissing curses a him, but that
was their job and Merlin took no offence. Nor did he appear to take any interest in the conference, but
just sared | oftily into the distance, though he did bestow a smile on A€elle after the King's compliment.

Adle stared at mefor afew heartbeats. Finaly he asked me, ‘What is your tribe?
‘Dumnonia, Lord King.’

‘Beforethat, fool! Your birth!’

“Your people, Lord,” | said. ‘Adle sfolk.’

“Your father? he demanded.

‘I never knew him, Lord. My mother was captured by Uther when | wasin her belly.’
‘And her name?

| had to think for asecond or two. ‘Erce, Lord King.” | remembered her name at last.

Adlesmiled at the name. * A good Saxon name! Erce, the Goddess of the earth and mother of usal.
How isyour Erce?

‘| have not seen her, Lord, since | wasachild, but | am told shelives!’

He stared broodingly a me. Meurig was squesking impatiently as he demanded to know what was
being said, but he quietened when everyone e seignored him. ‘It isnot good,” Adlesaid at last, ‘for a



man to ignore hismother. What isyour name?
‘Derfd, Lord King.’

He spat on my mail coat. ‘ Then shame on you, Derfd, for ignoring your mother. Would you fight for
ustoday? For your mother’ sfolk?

| smiled. ‘No, Lord King, but you do me honour.’

‘May your death be easy, Derfd. But tdll thisfilth,” he jerked hishead at the four armed leaders, ‘that
| cometo eat their hearts.” He spat alast time, turned and strode back towards his men.

‘So what did he say? Meurig demanded.

‘He spoketo me, Lord Prince,’ | said, ‘ of my mother. And he reminded me of my sins.” God help me,
but onthat day | liked Adlle.

We won the battle.

Igrainewill want meto say more. She wants great heroics, and they were there, but there were d'so
cowards present, and other men who fouled their breechesin their terror yet still kept to the shield-wall.
There were men who killed no one, but just defended desperately, and there were men who gave the
poets new challenges to find words to express their deeds. It was, in short, abattle. Friends died, Cavan
was one, friends were wounded, Culhwch was such, and other friendslived untouched, like Galahad,
Tristan and Arthur. | took an axe blow to my left shoulder, and though my mail coat took most of the
blade’ sforce, the wound still took weeksto heal and to thisday thereisaragged red scar that achesin
cold wegther.

What was important was not the battle, but what happened after; but first, because my dear Queen
Igrainewill ingst on my writing of the heroics of her husband' s grandfather, King Cuneglas, | shdl tell the
taebriefly.

The Saxons attacked us. It took Adlle over an hour to persuade his men to assault our shield-wall and
for al that time the dung-spiked wizards screamed at us, the drums beat and skins of ale were passed
around the Saxon ranks. Many of our men were drinking mead, for though we might have exhausted our
food, no British army ever seemed to run out of mead. At least haf the men in that battle were fuddled by
drink, but so men were at every battle for little else servesto give warriors the nerve to attempt that most
terrifying of manoeuvres, the straightforward assault on awaiting shield-wall. | stayed sober because |
awaysdid, but the temptation to drink was strong. Some Saxonstried to provoke usinto an ill-timed
charge by coming closeto our line and flaunting themsal ves without shields or helmets, but al they
received for their trouble were someill-aimed spears. A few spears were hurled back at us, but most
thudded harmlesdy into our shields. Two naked men, turned blood-mad by drink or magic, attacked us,
and Culhwch cut down thefirst and Tristan the second.

We cheered both victories. The Saxons, their tongues loosened by ae, shouted insults back.

Adl€e sattack, when it came, went horribly wrong. The Saxons were relying on their war dogsto
break our line, but Merlin and Nimue were ready with their own dogs, only ours were not dogs, but
bitches, and enough of them were on hest to drive the Saxon beastswild. Instead of attacking usthe big
war dogs headed straight for the bitches and there was aflurry of growls, fights, barks and howls, and
suddenly there were fornicating dogs everywhere, with other dogs fighting to didodge the luckier ones,
but not one dog bit a Briton and the Saxons, who had been ready to launch their killing charge, were



thrown off balance by the failure of their dogs. They hesitated and Adlle, fearing we would charge, roared
them forward and so they came at us. But they came raggedly instead of in adisciplined line.

Coupling dogs howled asthey were trampled underfoot, then the shields clashed with that terrible dull
sound that echoes down the long years. It isthe sound of battle, the sound of war-horns, men shouting,
and then the splintering dull crash of shield on shield, and after the crash the screams began as
spear-blades found the gaps between the shields and axes came hurtling down, but it was the Saxons
who suffered most that day. The dogs between the shield-walls had broken their careful aignment and
wherever that had happened to their advancing shield-wall our spearmen found gaps and pushed into
them, while the ranks behind funnelled into the gaps to make shield-armoured wedges that drove ever
deeper into the Saxon mass. Cuneglas led one of those wedges and very nearly reached Aelle himsdlf. |
did not see Cuneglasin the fight, though the bards sang of his part afterwards and he modestly assured
methey did not exaggerate much.

| was wounded early. My shield deflected the axe blow and took most of itsforce, but the blade il
struck my shoulder and numbed my left arm, though the wound did not stop my spear from dicing the
throat of the axeman. Then, when the press of men was too grest for the spear to be of more use, | drew
Hywel bane and stabbed and hacked her blade into the grunting, swaying, shoving mass of men. It
became a pushing match, but so do dl battles until one sde breaks. Just a sweaty, hat, filthy pushing
meatch.

This one was made more difficult because the Saxon line, that was everywhere about five men deep,
outflanked our shield-wall. To guard againgt envelopment we had bent our line back at its endsto present
two smaller shield-wallsto the attackers, and for atime those two Saxon flanks hesitated, perhaps
hoping that the men in the centre would break through usfirst. Then a Saxon chieftain cameto my end of
the line and shamed his men into an assault. He ran forward on his own, swept aside two spearswith his
shield, and hurled himsdlf at the centre of our flank’ s short line. Cavan died there, pierced by alunge of
the Saxon chief’ s sword, and the sight of that brave man single-handedly opening up our flank wall
brought his men roaring forward in awild, elated rush.

It was then that Arthur charged out of the unfinished hall. | did not seethe charge, but | heard it. The
bards say hishorses' hooves shook the world, and indeed the ground did seem to quiver, though
perhaps that was only the noise of those great beasts that were shod with flat iron plates strapped tight to
their hooves. The big horses hit the exposed end of the Saxon line and the battle really ended with that
terribleimpact. Adlle had supposed that his men would break us with dogs, and that hisrearward ranks
would hold off our horsemen with their shields and spear's, for he knew well enough that no horse would
ever charge home into awell-defended spear-wall and | did not doubt that he had heard how
Gorfyddyd' s spearmen had thus kept Arthur at bay in Lugg Vale. But the exposed Saxon flank had
become disordered asit charged and Arthur timed hisintervention perfectly. He did not wait for his
horsemen to form up, he just spurred out of the shadows, shouted at his men to follow and drove Llamrel
hard into the open end of the Saxon ranks.

| was spitting at a bearded toothless Saxon who was curaing over the rim of our two shields when
Arthur struck. Hiswhite cloak streamed behind, his white plumes soared above, and hisbright shield
threw down the Saxon chief’ s banner that was a blood-painted bull’ s skull as his spear lanced forward.
He abandoned the spear in a Saxon’ s belly and ripped Excalibur free, carving it right and left as he drove
deep into the enemy’ sranks. Agravain came next, his horse scattering terrified Saxons, then Lanval and
the others crashed into the breaking enemy line with swords and spears.

Adl€ smen broke like eggs under ahammer. They just ran. | doubt that battle took more than ten
minutes from the dogs beginning it to the horses ending it, though it took an hour or more for our



horsemen to exhaust their daughter. Our light horsemen raced screaming across the hesth asthey carried
their spears towards the fleeing enemy and Arthur’ s heavier horses drove among the scattered men,
killing and killing, while the spearmen ran after, eager for every scrap of plunder.

The Saxonsran like deer. They threw away cloaks, armour and weaponsin their eagernessto escape.
Aédletried to check them for amoment, then saw the task was hopel ess and so cast off hisbearskin
cloak and ran with his men. He escaped into the trees just a bare moment before our light horsemen
plunged after him.

| stayed among the wounded and the dead. Injured dogs howled in pain. Culhwch was staggering with
ableeding thigh, but hewould live and s0 | ignored him and crouched by Cavan. | had never seen him
weep before, but his pain was terrible for the Saxon chief’ s sword had gone right through hisbelly. | held
his hand, wiped histears and told him that he had killed his enemy with his counter-thrust. Whether that
wastruel did not know nor care, | only wanted Cavan to believe it and so | promised him he would
crossthe bridge of swordswith afifth point on hisshield. ‘Y ou will be thefirst of usto reach the
Otherworld,’ | told him, ‘so you will make aplacefor us’

‘I will, Lord.’
‘And we shall cometo you.’

He gritted histeeth and arched his back, trying to suppress a scream, and | put my right hand round
his neck and held my cheek againgt his. | wasweeping. ‘ Tell them in the Otherworld,” | said in hisear,
‘that Derfel Cadarn salutesyou as a brave man.’

‘The Cauldron,” hesaid. ‘| should have. .’
‘No,’ I interrupted him, ‘no.” And then, with amewing sound, he died.

| sat beside hisbody, rocking back and forth because of the pain in my shoulder and the grief in my
soul. Tearsran down my cheeks. I ssa stood beside me, not knowing what to say, so saying nothing. ‘He
awayswanted to go hometo die’ | said, ‘to Irdland.” And after this battle, | thought, he could have
done that with so much honour and wedlth.

‘Lord,” Issasaidto me.

| thought he was trying to comfort me, but | did not want comfort. The death of abrave man deserves
tearsand so | ignored Issaand held Cavan’ s corpse instead while his soul began itslast journey to the
bridge of swordsthat lies beyond Cruachan’s Cave.

‘Lord"” Issasaid again, and something in his voice made melook up.

| saw he was pointing east towards L.ondon, but when | turned in that direction | could see nothing
because the tearswere blurring my view. | cuffed them angrily away.

And then | saw that another army had cometo the field. Another fur-swathed army beneath banners
of skulls and bull-horns. Another army with dogs and axes. Another Saxon horde.

For Cerdic had come,



I redized |ater that al the ruses we had devised to make Adle attack us and al that good food we had

burned to entice his assault had been so much wasted effort, for the Bretrvalda must have known that
Cerdic was coming and that he was not coming to attack us, but to attack hisfellow Saxon. Cerdic,
indeed, was proposing to join us, and Adle had decided that his best chance of surviving the combined
armies wasto beat Arthur first and dedl with Cerdic afterwards.

Adlelogt that gamble. Arthur’s horsemen broke him and Cerdic arrived too late to join the fight,
though surely, for afew moments at least, the treacherous Cerdic must have been tempted to attack
Arthur. One swift attack would have broken us and aweek’ s campaigning would certainly have finished
off Adlle s shattered army, and Cerdic would then have been the ruler of al southern Britain. Cerdic must
have been tempted, but he hesitated. He had fewer than three hundred men, plenty enough to have
overwhelmed what Britons remained on the heeth’ slow summit, but Arthur’ s silver horn sounded again
and again, and the horn-call summoned enough of the heavily armoured cavary from the treesto make a
brave show on Cerdic’ s northern flank. Cerdic had never faced those big horsesin battle and the sight of
them gave him pause long enough for Sagramor, Agricolaand Cuneglasto assemble ashied-wal onthe
heath’ s summit. It was a periloudy small wall, for most of our men were dtill too busy pursuing Adle' s
warriors or sacking his encampment in search of food.

Those of uson thelow hilltop readied oursalves for battle and it promised to be agrim business
because our hurriedly assembled shield-wall was much smdler than Cerdic’sline. At that time, of course,
we il did not know it was Cerdic’ sarmy; at first we assumed these new Saxons were Adlle sown
reinforcements come late to the battle, and the banner they were displaying, awolfs skull painted red and
hung with the tanned skin of a dead man, meant nothing to us. Cerdic’ s usua banner was apair of
horse-tails attached to a thigh bone mounted crosswise on a pole, but his wizards had devised this new
symbol and it momentarily confused us. More men straggled back from their pursuit of Aell€’ s defeated
remnant to thicken our wall as Arthur led his horsemen back to our hilltop. He trotted LIamrei down our
ranks and | remember that hiswhite cloak was spotted and streaked with blood. ‘ They’ll die like the
rest!” he encouraged us as he trotted past, the bloodstained Excalibur in hishand. * They’ll dielike the
rest.

Then, just as Adll€ sarmy had parted to let Adlle emerge from the ranks, so this new Saxon force
divided and their |eaders came towards us. Three of them walked, but six came on horseback, curbing
their mounts to keep pace with the three men on foot. One of the men on foot carried the gruesome
wolf’s skull banner, then one of the horsemen raised a second banner and agasp of astonishment ran
down our army. The gasp made Arthur whed his horse and stare aghast at the gpproaching men.

For the new banner showed asea-eagle with afishinitsclaws. It was Lancelot’ sflag, and now |
could seethat Lancelot himsalf was one of the six horsemen. He was splendidly arrayed in hiswhite
enameled armour and his swan-winged helmet, and he was flanked by Arthur’ stwin sons, Amhar and
Loholt. Dinasand Lavainein their Druids robes rode behind, while Ade, Lancelot’ s red-haired mistress,
carried the Silurian King' s banner.

Sagramor had come to stand beside me and he glanced at me to make certain that | was seeing what
he was seeing, and then he spat onto the heath. ‘IsMallasafe? | asked him

‘Safe and unharmed,” he said, pleased | had asked. He looked back at the approaching Lancelot. ‘Do
you understand what' s happening?

‘No.” None of usdid.

Arthur sheathed Excalibur and turned to me. ‘ Derfel? he cdled, wanting me as atrandator, then he



beckoned to his other leaders just as Lancelot broke away from the approaching delegation and spurred
excitedly up the gently doping hill towards us.

‘Allies’ | heard Lancelot shout. He waved back at the Saxons. ‘Allies!” he shouted again ashishorse
drew near to Arthur.

Arthur said nothing. He just stood his horse as Lancel ot struggled to quieten hisbig black stallion.
‘Allies’ Lancdot said athird time. ‘1’ s Cerdic,’” he added excitedly, gesturing towards the Saxon King
who waswaking dowly towards us.

Arthur asked quietly, ‘What have you done?

‘I’ve brought you allies!” Lancelot said happily, then glanced at me. * Cerdic has hisown trandator,” he
saddismissvey.

‘Derfd stayd’ Arthur sngpped with a sudden and terrifying anger in hisvoice. Then he remembered
that Lancelot was aKing and sighed. ‘What have you done, Lord King? he asked again.

Dinas, who had spurred ahead with the other riders, was foolish enough to answer for Lancelot.
‘We ve made peace, Lord!” hesaid in hisdark voice.

‘Go!” Arthur roared, shocking and astonishing the Druid pair with hisanger. They had only ever seen
the calm, patient, peace-making Arthur and did not even suspect that he contained such fury. Thisanger
was nothing to the rage that had consumed him at Lugg Vae when the dying Gorfyddyd had caled
Guinevere awhore, but it was aterrifying anger dl the same. ‘Go!” he shouted a Tanaburs s grandsons.
‘“Thismeeting isfor Lords. And you too,” he pointed at hissons, ‘go!” Hewaited until al Lancelot’s
followers had withdrawn, then looked back at the Silurian King. ‘What have you done? he asked athird
timein abitter voice.

Lancelot’ s affronted dignity made him stiff. ‘| made peace,” hesaid acidly. ‘1 kept Cerdic from
attacking you. | did what | could to help you.’

‘What you did,” Arthur said in an angry voice, but so low that no man in Cerdic’ s approaching
entourage could hear him, *isfight Cerdic’ sbattle. We ve just half destroyed Aelle, so what does that
make Cerdic? It makes him twice as powerful as before. That’ swhat it does! The Gods help usl” With
that he tossed hisreinsto Lancelot, a subtle insult, then did off his horse’ s back, twitched his bloody
cloak straight and stared imperioudy at the Saxons.

That wasthefirst timel met Cerdic, and though dl the bards make him sound like afiend with cloven
hooves and a serpent’ s bite, in truth he was ashort, dightly built man with thin fair hair that he combed
straight back from hisforehead and tied in aknot at the nape of his neck. He was very pale-skinned and
had a broad forehead and a narrow, clean-shaven chin. His mouth was thin-lipped, his nose
sharp-boned, and his eves as pale as dawn-misted water. Aelle wore his emotions on hisface, but even
at afirst glance | doubted whether Cerdic’ s salf-control would ever dlow his expression to betray his
thoughts. He wore a Roman breastplate, woollen trews and a cloak of fox fur. He looked neat and
precise; indeed, if it had not been for the gold at histhroat and wrists, | might have mistaken him for a
scribe. Except that his eyes were not those of aclerk; those pale eyes missed nothing and gave nothing
away. ‘1 am Cerdic,’ he announced himsalf in a soft voice.

Arthur stepped aside so that Cuneglas could name himsdlf, then Meurig inssted on being a part of the
conference. Cerdic glanced at both men, dismissed them as unimportant, then looked back to Arthur. ‘1
bring you agift,” he said, and held ahand towards the chieftain who accompanied him. The man
produced agold-hilted knife that Cerdic presented to Arthur.



‘Thegift,” | trandated Arthur’ swords, ‘ should go to our Lord King Cuneglas.’

Cerdic put the naked blade onto hisleft pam and closed hisfingers about it. His eyes never left
Arthur’s, and when he opened his hand there was blood on the blade. * The gift isfor Arthur,” heinssted.

Arthur took it. He was uncharacteristically nervous, maybe fearing some magic in the bloody sted! or
elsefearing that acceptance of the gift made him complicit in Cerdic’ sambitions. ‘ Tell the King,” hetold
me, ‘that | have no gift for him.’

Cerdic smiled. It wasawintry smileand | thought of how awolf must appear to astray lamb. ‘Tell
Lord Arthur that he has given me the gift of peace,’ hetold me.

‘But suppose | choosewar? Arthur asked defiantly. ‘Here and now!” He gestured to the hilltop
where till more of our spearmen had ralied so that our numbers were now at least equal to Cerdic’s.

‘Tel him,” Cerdic ordered me, ‘that these are not al my men,” he gestured at his shied-wall that
watched us, ‘and tell him, too, that King Lancelot gave me peacein Arthur’s name.’

| told that to Arthur and | saw amuscleflicker in his cheek, but he kept hisanger curbed. *Intwo
days,’ Arthur said, and it was not asuggestion, but an order, ‘we shal meet in London. There we shdl
discuss our peace.” He pushed the bloody knife into his belt and, when | had finished trandating his
words, he summoned me. He did not wait to hear Cerdic’ s response, but just led me up the hill until we
were out of earshot of both delegations. He noticed my shoulder for thefirst time. *How bad isyour
wound?

‘It'll hedl,’ | said.

He stopped, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. ‘What Cerdic wants,” he told me when he
opened hiseyes, ‘istoruledl Lloegyr. But if welet him do that then we have oneterrible enemy instead
of two wesker ones.” Hewalked in silence for afew paces, stepping among the deed left from Adlle's
charge. ‘Beforethiswar,” he continued hitterly, * Adlle was powerful and Cerdic was anuisance, but with
Aedlle destroyed we could have turned on Cerdic. Now it’ sthe other way round. Adlleisweakened, but
Cerdicispowerful.’

‘Sofight himnow,” | said.

Helooked at me with weary brown eyes. ‘Be honest, Derfel,’ he said in alow voice, ‘ not boastful.
Will wewinif wefight?

| looked at Cerdic’sarmy. It wastightly arrayed and ready for battle, while our men were weary and
hungry, but Cerdic’s men had never faced Arthur’ s horsemen. ‘1 think we would win, Lord,’ | said
honestly.

‘Sodol,” Arthur said, ‘but it will be hard fighting, Derfel, and at theend of it we'll have et least a
hundred wounded men we' Il need to carry back home with us and the Saxons will summon every
garrison in Lloegyr to face us. We might beat Cerdic here, but we'll never reach home dive. We retoo
deepin Lloegyr.” He grimaced at the thought. * And if we weaken oursalvesfighting against Cerdic do
you think Aelle won't be waiting to ambush us on the way home? He shuddered with a sudden surge of
anger. ‘“What was Lancelot thinking of ? 1 can’'t have Cerdic asan dly! HEll gain haf Britain, turn on us
and we'll have a Saxon enemy twice asterrible asbefore” He uttered one of hisrare curses, then rubbed
his bony face with agloved hand. ‘Wdll, the broth’ s spailt,” he went on bitterly, ‘ but we still have to eat
it. The only answer isto leave Adle strong enough to frighten Cerdic till, so take six of my horsemen and
find him. Find him, Derfd, and give him thiswretched thing asagift.” Hethrust Cerdic’ sknife a me,



‘Cleanitfirg,; hesaidirritably, ‘and you can take his bearskin cloak aswell. Agravain found it. Give that
to him asasecond gift and tell him to cometo London. Tell him | oath-swear his safety, and tell himitis
his only chance to keep someland. Y ou have two days, Derfel, so find him.’

| hesitated, not because | disagreed, but because | did not understand why Aelle needed to bein
London. ‘Because,” Arthur answered wearily, ‘1 cannot stay in London with Aelleloosein Lloegyr. He
might have lost hisarmy here, but he has garrisons enough to make another, and while we disentangle
oursaves from Cerdic he could lay half Dumnoniawaste.” He turned and stared balefully at Lancel ot and
Cerdic. | thought he was going to curse again, but he just sighed wearily. ‘I’ m going to make a peace,
Derfd. The Gods know it isn't the peace | wanted, but we might as well make it properly. Now go, my
friend, go.’

| stayed long enough to make certain that Issawould take proper care of the burning of Cavan’s body
and that he would find alake and throw the dead Irishman’ s sword into the water, and then | rode north
inthe wake of abeaten army.

While Arthur, his dream skewed by afool, marched to London.

| had long dreamed of seeing London, but even in my wildest fancies | had not imagined itsredlity. | had
thought it would be like Glevum, alittle larger perhaps, but still aplace where agroup of tal buildings
would be clustered about a central open space with small streets huddled behind and an earth wall ringing
ital, but in London there were Six such open spaces, dl with their pillared hdls, arcaded temples and
brick-built paaces. The ordinary houses, that in Glevum or Durnovariawere low and thatched, were
here built two or three storeys high. Many of the houses had collgpsed over the years, but plenty still had
their tiled roofs and folk still climbed their steep timber stairs. Most of our men had never seen aflight of
garsindgde abuilding and on their first day in London they had raced like excited children to seethe
view from the topmost floors. Finally one of the buildings had collapsed under their weight and Arthur
then forbade any more gair-climbing.

The fortress of London was bigger then Caer Sws, and that fortress was merely the north-west
bastion of the city’ swall. There were a dozen barracksinsde the fortress, each bigger than afeasting
hall, and each made of small red bricks. Beside the fortress was an amphithestre, atemple, and one of
the city’ s ten bath-houses. Other towns had such things, of course, but everything here wastaller and
wider. Durnovaria s amphithestre was athing of grassy earth and | had always thought it impressive
enough until | saw the London arenathat could have swallowed five amphitheatres like Durnovaria’s. The
wall about the city was built of stoneinstead of earth, and though Adlle had dlowed its rampartsto
crumble, it was still aformidable barrier that was now crowned with Cerdic’ s triumphant men. Cerdic
had occupied the city and the presence of his skull banners on the walls showed that he intended to keep
it.

The river bank also possessed a stone wall that had first been built against the Saxon pirates. Gapsin
that wall led to quays, and one gap opened into a cand that ran into the heart of athreat garden about
which a paace was built. There were ill busts and statues in the palace, and long tiled corridorsand a
greet pillared hal where | assumed our Roman rulers had once met in government. Rainwater now
trickled down the painted walls, the floor tiles were broken and the garden was amass of weeds, but the
glory was dtill there, eveniif it was only a shadow. The whole city was ashadow of itsold glory. None of
the city’ s bath-houses il functioned. Their pools were cracked and empty, their furnaces were cold and
their mosaic floors had heaved and cracked under the assault of frost and weeds. The stone Streets had
decayed into muddy strips, but despite the decay the city was till massive and magnificent. It made me
wonder what Rome must be like. Galahad told me that London was amere village in comparison, and



that Rome’ s amphithegtre was big enough to swallow twenty arenaslike London’s, but | could not
believe him. | could scarcely bdieve in London even when | was staring at it. It looked like the work of
giants.

Adlehad never liked the city and would not live there, so its only inhabitants were a handful of Saxons
and those Britons who had accepted Adll€ srule. Some of those Britons still prospered. Most were
merchants who traded with Gaul, and their large houses were built beside the river and their storehouses
were guarded by their own walls and spearmen, but much of the rest of the city was deserted. It wasa
dying place, acity given torats, acity that once had borne the title Augusta. It had been known as
London the Magnificent and its river had once been thick with the masts of galleys, now it was a place of
ghodts.

Aédle cameto London with me. | had found him ahaf day’s march north of the city. He had taken
refuge in aRoman fort where he was trying to reassemble an army. At first he was suspicious of my
message. He had shouted at me, accusing us of using witchcraft to defeat him, then he had threatened to
kill me and my escort, but | had the senseto wait hisanger out patiently and, after awhile, he camed
down. He had hurled Cerdic’ sknife angrily away, but was pleased to have histhick bearskin cloak
returned. | do not think | was ever in red danger, for | sensed that he liked me, and indeed, when his
anger had fled, he threw aheavy arm round my shoulder and waked me up and down the ramparts.
‘“What does Arthur want? he had asked me.

‘Peace, Lord king.” The weight of hisarm was hurting my wounded shoulder, but | dared not protest.

‘Peace!’ He had spat the word out like a scrap of tainted meat, but with none of the scorn he had
used to rgect Arthur’ s offer of peace before Lugg Vae. Then Aelle had been stronger and could afford
to ask a higher price. Now he was humbled, and he knew it. *We Saxons,” he said, ‘ are not meant to be
at peace. Wefeed ourselves on our enemy’ s grain, we clothe oursel ves with their wool, we pleasure
ourselves on their women. What does peace offer us?

‘A chanceto rebuild your strength, Lord King, or else Cerdic will be feeding on your grain and
dressing in your wool.’

Aédle had grinned. ‘He' d like the women too.” He had taken hisarm from my shoulder and stared
northwards acrossthefidds. ‘I'll havetoyield land,” he grumbled.

‘But if you choosewar, Lord King,” | said, ‘the price will be higher. You'll face Arthur and Cerdic,
and might finish with no land &t al except the grass above your grave’

He had turned and given me a shrewd look. ‘ Arthur only wants peace so that | can fight Cerdic for
him.
‘Of course, Lord King,” | answered.

Helaughed at my honesty. ‘And if | do not cometo London,” he said, ‘you will hunt me down likea
dog.’

‘Like agreat boar, Lord King, whose tusks are till sharp.’

“Youtdk likeyou fight, Derfd. Well."” He had ordered hiswizards to make a poultice from moss and
gpiders websthat they put on my wounded shoulder while he consulted his council. The consultation did
not last long, for Adlle knew he had little choice. So, next morning, | marched with him down the Roman
road that led back to the city. He ingsted on taking an escort of sixty spearmen. ‘Y ou may trust Cerdic,’
hetold me, ‘but thereisn’t apromise he’' s made that he hasn't broken. Tell that to Arthur.’



‘Youtdl him, Lord King.’

Adle and Arthur met secretly on the night before they were due to negotiate with Cerdic, and that
night they wrangled their own separate peace. Adle gave up much. He gave up great swathes of land on
hiswestern frontier, and agreed to repay Arthur all the gold that Arthur had given him the year before and
more gold besides. In return Arthur promised four whole years of peace and his support for Adlleif
Cerdic would not agree to terms the next day. They embraced when the peace was made and
afterwards, aswe walked back to our encampment outside the city’ swestern wall, Arthur shook his
head sadly. * Y ou should never meet an enemy faceto face,’ he said to me, ‘not if you know that one day
you'll have to destroy him. Either that or the Saxons must submit to our government and they won't.
They won't.

‘Maybethey will.’
He shook his head. ‘ Saxon and Briton, Derfdl, they don’t mix.’
‘I mix, Lord,” | said.

Helaughed. ‘But if your mother had never been captured, Derfel, you’ d have been raised a Saxon and
you' d probably have been in Aelle sarmy by now. Y ou' d be an enemy. Y ou’ d worship his Gods, you'd
dream his dreams, and you' d want our land. They need alot of space, these Saxons.’

But we had at least penned Adlein, and next day, in the great paace by theriver, we met Cerdic. The
sun shone that day, sparkling on the cand where the Governor of Britain had once moored hisriver
barge. The sparkling sun-motes hid the scum and mud and dirt that now clogged the cand, but nothing
could hide the stench of its sewage.

Cerdic held acouncil meeting first and while it debated we Britons met in aroom that stood above the
river wall and overl ooked the water so that the ceiling, which was painted with curious beings that were
half women and half fish, was dappled by shimmersof rippling light. Our spearmen guarded every door
and window to make certain we could not be overheard.

Lancelot was there, and had been dlowed to bring Dinas and Lavaine. The three men till inssted that
their peace with Cerdic had been wise, but Meurig wastheir only supporter and the rest of us were angry
in the face of their sullen defiance. Arthur listened to our protests for awhile, then interrupted to say that
nothing would be solved by arguing about the past. ‘What' s doneisdone,” he said, ‘but | do need one
assurance.” Helooked at Lancelot. ‘ Promise me,” he said, ‘that you made no promisesto Cerdic.’

‘| gave him peace,’ Lancdot indsted, ‘and suggested he help you fight Adlle. Thatisal.

Merlin was seated in the window above the river. He had adopted one of the palace’ s stray cats and
now petted the animal on hislap. ‘“What did Cerdic want? he asked mildly.

‘Adl€e sdefeat.’
‘Just that? Merlin asked, not bothering to hide his disbelief.

‘Just that, Lancelot inssted, ‘ nothing more.” We dl watched him. Arthur, Merlin, Cuneglas, Meurig,
Agricola, Sagramor, Galahad, Culhwch and myself. None of us spoke, but just watched him. ‘He
wanted nothing more!” Lancelot inssted and to me he looked likeasmal child telling plain lies.

‘How remarkablein aking, Merlin said placidly, ‘to want solittle” He began teasing the cat by
flicking one of the braided strands of his beard at its paws. ‘ And what did you want? he asked, still
mildly.



‘Arthur’ svictory,” Lancelot declared.
‘Because you did not think Arthur could winiit by himsdf? Merlin suggested, till playing with the cat.

‘| wanted to make it certain,” Lancelot said. ‘| wastrying to help!” He looked round the room, seeking
dlies, and finding none but the youthful Meurig. ‘ If you don’'t want peace with Cerdic,’ he said petulantly,
‘then why don’t you fight him now?

‘Because, Lord King, you used my name to secure histruce,” Arthur said patiently, ‘ and because our
army is now many marches from home and hismen liein our path. If you had not made peace,” he
explained, till spesking courteoudy, ‘then haf his army would be on the frontier watching your men and |
would have been free to march south and attack the other half. Asitis? He shrugged. ‘What will Cerdic
demand of ustoday?

‘Land, Agricolasaid firmly. ‘It'sdl the Saxons ever want. Land, land, and more land. They won't be
happy till they have every scrap of land in the world, and then they’ Il start looking for other worlds to put
under their ploughs.’

‘He must be satisfied,” Arthur said, ‘with the land he’ staken from Adle. HE Il get none from us’

‘We should take some from him,” | spoke for thefirst time.  That land he stole last year.” It was afine
stretch of river-land on our southern frontier, afertile and rich tract that ran from the high moors down to
the sea. Theland had belonged to Mewas, the client King of the Belgae whom Arthur had sent in
punishment to Isca, and it was land we sorely missed for itsloss brought Cerdic very closeto therich
edtates about Durnovariaand also meant that his ships were just minutes away from Y nys Wit, the great
idand that the Romans had called Vectis and which lay just off our coast. For ayear now Cerdic's
Saxons had raided Y nys Wit ruthlessly and its people were forever calling on Arthur for more spearmen
to protect their holdings.

‘“We should have that land back,” Sagramor supported me. He had thanked Mithrasfor returning his
Saxon girl unharmed by placing a captured sword in the God' s London temple.

‘I doubt,” Meurig intervened, ‘that Cerdic made peacein order to yield land.’
‘Nor did we march to war to cedeland,” Arthur answered angrily.

‘| thought, forgive me,” Meurig indgsted, and akind of quiet groan went through the room as he
persisted with hisargument, ‘ but you said, did you not, that you could not prosecute war? Being so far
from home?Y et now, for astretch of land, youwould risk al our lives? | hope | am not being foolish,” he
chuckled to show that he had made ajoke, ‘but | fail to understand why we risk the one thing we cannot
afford to endure’

‘Lord Prince,” Arthur said softly, ‘we may be weak here, but if we show our weakness, then we will
be dead here. We do not go to Cerdic this morning ready to yield one furrow, we go making demands.’

‘Andif herefuses? Meurig demanded indignantly.

‘Then we shdl have adifficult withdrawal,” Arthur admitted camly. He glanced out of awindow that
looked down into the courtyard. ‘ It seems our enemies are ready for us. Shall we go to them?

Merlin pushed the cat off hislap and used his staff to stand up. ‘Y ouwon't mind if | don’t come? he
asked. ‘I’'mtoo old to endure aday of negotiations. All that bluster and anger.” He brushed cat hairs off
his robe, then turned suddenly on Dinasand Lavaine. * Since when,” he asked disapprovingly, ‘ have
Druidsworn swords or served Christian Kings?



‘Since we decided to do both,” Dinas said. Thetwins, who were almost astall as Merlin and much
burlier, chalenged him with their unblinking gaze.

‘“Who made you Druids? Merlin demanded.
‘The same power that made you aDruid,” said Lavaine.

‘And what power wasthat? Merlin asked, and when the twins did not answer, he sneered at them.
‘At least you know how to lay thrushes eggs. | suppose that kind of trick impresses Christians. Do you
aso turn their wine to blood and their bread to flesh?

‘We useour magic,” Dinassaid, ‘and theirstoo. It' s not the old Britain now, but anew Britain and it
has new Gods. We blend their magic with the old. Y ou could learn from us. Lord Merlin.’

Merlin spat to show hisopinion of that advice, then, without another word, stalked from the room.
Dinas and Lavaine were unmoved by hishostility. They possessed an extraordinary sdlf-confidence.

Wefollowed Arthur down to the great pillared hall where, as Merlin had foretold, we blustered and
postured, shouted and cgjoled.

At first it was Adle and Cerdic who made most of the noise and Arthur, as often as not, wasthe
mediator between them, but even Arthur could not prevent Cerdic becoming land rich a Adll€'s
expense. He kept possession of London and gained the valley of the Thames and great stretches of fertile
land north of the Thames. Adll€’ s kingdom shrank by aquarter, but he still possessed a kingdom and for
that he owed Arthur thanks. He offered none, but just stalked from the room when the talking was done
and left London that same day like a great wounded boar crawling back to his den.

It was mid afternoon when Adlleleft and Arthur, using me as an interpreter, now raised the matter of
the Belgic land Cerdic had captured the year before, and he went on demanding the return of that land
long after the rest of uswould have given up the effort. He made no threets, he just repeated his demand
over and over until Culhwch was degping, Agricolayawning, and | wastired of taking the sting from
Cerdic’ sreiterated rgjections. And still Arthur persisted. He sensed that Cerdic needed timeto
consolidate the new lands he had taken from Adlle, and histhreat was that he would give Cerdic no
peace unless the river-lands were returned. Cerdic countered by threatening to fight usin London, but
Arthur finally revealed that he would seek Adlle shelp in such afight and Cerdic knew he could not best
both our armies.

It was dmost dark when Cerdic at last yielded. He did not yield outright, but grudgingly said he would
discuss the matter with his private council. So we woke Culhwch and walked out to the courtyard, then
through asmal gatein theriver wal to sland on aquay where we watched the Thames dide darkly by.
Mot of ussad little, though Meurig irritably lectured Arthur about wasting time making impossible
demands, but when Arthur refused to argue the Prince gradually fell silent. Sagramor sat with his back
againg the wall, incessantly stroking awhetstone down his sword blade. Lancelot and the Silurian Druids
stood gpart from us; three tal, handsome men who were giff with pride. Dinas Stared at the darkening
trees across the river while his brother gave me long speculative looks.

Wewaited an hour and then, at last, Cerdic cameto theriver bank. * Tel Arthur this; hetold me
without any preamble, ‘that | trust none of you, like none of you and want nothing more than to kill al of
you. But | will yield him the Belgic land on one condition. That Lancelot is made King of that land. Not a
client King,” he added, ‘ but King, with al the powers of independent kingship.’

| stared into the Saxon’ s grey-blue eyes. | was so astonished by his condition that | said nothing, not
even to acknowledge hiswords. It was dl so clear suddenly. Lancelot had made this bargain with the



Saxon, and Cerdic had hidden their secret agreement behind an afternoon of scornful rgjections. | had no
proof of that, but | knew it had to be true, and when | looked away from Cerdic | saw that Lancelot was
staring expectantly at me. He spoke no Saxon, but he knew exactly what Cerdic had just said.

‘Tel him!" Cerdic ordered me.

| trandated for Arthur. Agricolaand Sagramor spat in disgust and Culhwch gave abrief, sour bellow
of alaugh, but Arthur just gazed into my eyesfor afew grave seconds before nodding wearily. ‘ Agreed,
hesad.

“You will leavethisplace at dawn,” Cerdic said abruptly.

‘Wewill leaveintwo days,” | responded, without bothering to consult Arthur.
‘Agreed,” Cerdic said, and turned away.

And thus we had our peace with the Sais.

It was not the peace Arthur wanted. He had believed we could so weaken the Saxons that their ships
would stop arriving from beyond the German Seg, and that in another year or two we might have driven
therest out of Britain dtogether. But it was peace.

‘Fateisinexorable’ Merlin said to me next morning. | found him in the centre of the Roman
amphithegtre where he dowly turned to gaze on the banked stone sests that rose in afull circle about the
arena. He had commandeered four of my spearmen who sat at the arena s edge and watched him,
though they were asignorant as | was about their duties. * Are you still looking for the last Treasure? |
asked him.

‘I do likethisplace,” he said, ignoring my question as he turned around to give the whole arena
another long inspection. ‘I do likeit.’

‘| thought you hated the Romans.’

‘Me? Hate the Romans? he asked in pretended outrage. ‘How | do pray, Derfel, that my teachings
will not be passed to pogterity through the mangled sieve you chooseto cdl abrain. | love dl mankind!’
he declared magniloquently, ‘and even the Romans are perfectly acceptableif they stay in Rome. | told
you | wasin Romeonce, didn’t I? Full of priests and catamites. Sansum would fedl quite at homethere.
No, Derfd, the fault of the Romans was coming to Britain and spoiling everything, but not everything they
did here was bad.’

‘They did give usthis,” | said, gesturing at the twelvetiers of seats and the |ofted ba cony where the
Roman lords had watched the arena.

‘Oh, do spare me Arthur’ s tedious lecture about roads and law-courts and bridges and structure.” He
gpat the last word out. * Structure! What isthe structure of law and roads and forts but a harness? The
Romanstamed us, Derfd. They made usinto taxpayers and they were so clever at it that we actudly
believe they did usafavour! We once wa ked with the Gods, we were afree people, and then we put
our stupid heads into the Roman yoke and became taxpayers.’

‘Sowhat,’ | asked patiently, ‘ did the Romans do that was so good?

He smiled walfishly. ‘ They once crammed thisarenafull of Chrigtians, Derfel, then set the dogs on
them. In Rome, mind you, they did it properly; they used lions. But in the long term, das, thelionslogt.’



‘| saw apictureof alion,” | said proudly.

‘Oh, | am fascinated, Merlin said, not bothering to hide ayawn. “Why don’t you tell me all about it?
Having slenced methus, he amiled. ‘| saw ared lion once. It was avery unimpressive threadbare sort of
thing. | suspected it was recaiving the wrong diet. Maybe they were feeding it Mithraistsinstead of
Chrigtians? That wasin Rome, of course. | gaveit a poke with my staff and it just yawned and scratched
a aflea | saw acrocodile theretoo, only it was dead.’

‘What' sacrocodile?
‘A thing like Lancdot.
‘King of the Belgee,” | added acidly.

Merlin laughed. ‘ He has been clever, hasn't he? He hated Siluria, and who can blame him? All those
drab peoplein their dull valleys, not Lancelot’ s sort of place at dl, but he'll likethe Belgic land. The sun
shinesthere, it' sfull of Roman estates and, best of dl, it’snot far from his dear friend Guinevere’

‘Isthat important?
‘Don’'t be so disngenuous, Derfd.’
‘| don’t know what that means.’

‘It means, my ignorant warrior, that Lancel ot behaves as he likeswith Arthur. He takes what he wants
and does what he wants, and he can do it because Arthur hasthat ridiculous quaity caled guilt. HE's
very Chrigtian in that. Can you understand ardigion that makes you fed guilty? What an absurd ides, but
Arthur would make avery good Christian. He believes he was oath-sworn to save Benoic, and when he
faled hefelt he had let Lancel ot down, and so long asthat guilt rankles Arthur, so long will Lancelot
behave as he wishes’

‘With Guineveretoo? | asked, curious at his earlier mention of Lancelot and Guinevere sfriendship, a
mention that had possessed more than a hint of salacious rumour.

‘1 never explain what | cannot know,” Merlin said loftily. *But | surmise Guinevereisbored by Arthur,
and why not? She' saclever creature and she enjoys other clever people, and Arthur, much aswelove
him, isnot complicated. The things he desires are so patheticaly smple; law, justice, order, cleanliness.
He redly wants everyone to be happy, and that’ s quite impossible. Guinevereisn't nearly so smple. You
are, of course’

| ignored theinsult. * So what does Guinevere want?

‘For Arthur to be King of Dumnonia, of course, and for hersdlf to bethered ruler of Britain by ruling
him, but till that happens, Derfd, she will amuse hersdf asbest she can.” Helooked mischievous as an
idea occurred to him. ‘ If Lancelot becomesthe Belgic King,” he said happily, ‘then just you watch
Guinevere decide that she doesn't want her new palacein Lindinis after al. She'll find somewhere much
closerto Venta. You seeif I'm not right.” He chuckled at that thought. ‘ They were both so very clever,
he added admiringly.

‘Guinevere and Lanceot?

‘Don’'t be so obtuse, Derfel! Who on earth was talking about Guinevere? Redlly, your appetite for
gossip isquite indecent. | mean Cerdic and Lancelot, of course. That was avery subtle piece of
diplomacy. Arthur doesdl thefighting, Adlle gives up most of theland, Lancelot snatches himself amuch



more suitable kingdom, and Cerdic doubles his own power and gets Lancelot instead of Arthur ashis
neighbour on the coast. Very neatly done. How the wicked do prosper! | liketo seethat.” He smiled,
then turned as Nimue appeared from one of the two tunnelsthat led under the seatsinto the arena. She
hurried over the weed-strewn turf with alook of excitement on her face. Her gold eye, that so frightened
the Saxons, gleamed in the morning sun.

‘Derfd!” sheexclamed. ‘What do you do with the bull’ s blood?

‘Don’'t confuse him,” Merlin said, * he' sbeing more than usudly stupid thismorning.’
‘In Mithras,” she said excitedly. *What do you do with the blood?

‘Nothing,’ | said.

‘“They mix it with oatsand fat, Merlin said, * and make puddings.’

‘Tell mel” Nimueinssted.

‘It ssecret,’ | said, embarrassed.

Merlin hooted at that. ‘ Secret? Secret! “Oh, great Mithras!”* he boomed in avoice that echoed from
thetiered seats, * “whose sword is sharpened on the mountain pesks and whose spearhead was forged
in the ocean deeps and whose shield doth shadow the brightest stars, hear us.” Shall | go on, dear boy?
he asked me. He had been reciting the invocation with which we began our meetings, and which was
supposed to be apart of our secret rituas. He turned from mein scorn. * They have a pit, dear Nimue,’
he explained, ‘ covered with an iron grille, and the poor beast gushesitslife away into the pit and then
they all dip their spearsinto the blood, get drunk and think they’ ve done something significant.’

‘| thought so,” Nimue said, then smiled. ‘ There' sno pit.’
‘Oh, dear girl"” Merlin said admiringly. ‘ Dear girl! Towork.” He hurried away.

‘Where areyou going? | caled after him, but he just waved and walked on, beckoning to my lounging
spearmen. | followed anyway and he made no attempt to stop me. We went through the tunnel and so
out into one of the strange streets of tall buildings, then west towards the grest fortress that formed the
north-west bastion of the city’ swalls, and just beside the fort, built againgt the city wall, wasatemple.

| followed Merlinindde.

It wasalovely building; long, dark, narrow and tall with ahigh painted ceiling supported by twin rows
of seven pillars. The shrine was evidently used as a storehouse now, for bales of wool and stacks of
leather hideswere piled highin one side aide, yet some folk must ill have worshipped in the building for
adatue of Mithraswearing his odd floppy hat stood at one end and smaller statues were arrayed in front
of thefluted pillars. | supposed that those who worshipped here were the descendants of the Roman
settlers who had chosen to stay in Britain when the Legions | eft, and it seemed they had abandoned most
of their ancestors daities, including Mithras, because the smdl offerings of flowers, food and guttered
rush lightswere clustered in front of just three images. Two of the three were elegantly carved Roman
Gods, but the third idol was British: asmooth phalic ssump of stonewith abruta, wide-eyed face carved
into itstip and that statue aone was drenched in old dried blood, while the only offering beside Mithras's
statue was the Saxon sword that Sagramor had |eft in thanks for Mdla sreturn. It was asunny day, but
the only light ins de the temple came through a patch of broken roof where the tiles had vanished. The
temple was supposed to be dark, for Mithras had been born in a cave and we worshipped himina
cave' sdarkness.



Merlin rapped the floor’ s flagstones with his staff, finally settling on aspot at the end of the nave just
beneath Mithras s satue. ‘I1sthiswhere you' d dip your spears, Derfd? he asked me.

| stepped into the side aide where the hides and wool bales were stacked. ‘Here,’ | said, pointing to a
shdlow pit haf hidden by one of the piles.

‘Don’'t be absurd!” Merlin snapped. * Someone made that later! Y ou redlly think you' re hiding the
secrets of your pathetic religion? He tapped the floor beside the Statue again, then tried another spot a
few feet away and evidently decided that the two places yielded different sounds, so tapped athird time
at the statue’ sfeet. ‘Dig here,” he ordered my spearmen.

| shuddered for the sacrilege.  She shouldn’t be here, Lord,’ | said, gesturing at Nimue.

‘One more word from you, Derfdl, and I'll turn you into a spavined hedgehog. Lift the stones!’ he
snapped at my men. ‘Use your spears aslevers, idiots. Come on! Work!”

| sat besde the British idol, closed my eyes, and prayed to Mithras that he would forgive methe
sacrilege. Then | prayed that Ceinwyn was safe and that the babe in her belly was till dive, and | was
gtill praying for my unborn child when the temple door scraped open and boots sounded loud on the
stones. | opened my eyes, turned my head, and saw that Cerdic had cometo the temple.

He had come with twenty spearmen, hisinterpreter, and, more surprisingly, with Dinasand Lavaine.

| scrambled to my feet and touched the bonesin Hywelbane' s handle for luck as the Saxon King
walked dowly up the nave. * Thisismy city,” Cerdic announced softly, ‘and everything withinitswallsis
mine.’ He stared for amoment at Merlin and Nimue, then looked at me. * Tell them to explain
themsalves,” he ordered.

‘Tell thefool to go and douse his head in abucket, Merlin snapped at me. He spoke Saxon well
enough, but it suited him to pretend otherwise.

‘That ishisinterpreter. Lord,” | warned Merlin, gesturing to the man beside Cerdic.
‘Then he can tell hisKing to douse hishead,” said Merlin.
Theinterpreter duly did, and Cerdic' s face flickered in adangerous smile.

‘Lord King,” | said, trying to undo Merlin’sdamage, ‘ my Lord Merlin seeksto restore the templeto
itsold condition.’

Cerdic consdered that answer as he ingpected what was being done. My four spearmen had levered
up the flagstones to reveal acompact mass of sand and gravel, and they were now scooping out that
heavy massthat lay above alower platform of pitch-soaked timbers. The King stared into the pit, then
gestured for my four spearmen to go on with their work. ‘But if you find gold, hesaidto me, ‘itismine’
| began to trandate to Merlin, but Cerdic interrupted me with awave of hishand. ‘ He speaks our
tongue,” he said, looking at Merlin. * They told me,” he jerked his head toward Dinas and Lavaine.

| looked at the baleful twins, then back to Cerdic. ‘Y ou keep strange company, Lord King,' | said.

‘No stranger than you,” he answered, glancing a Nimue sgold eye. Shelevered it out with afinger
and gave him thefull horrid effect of the shrivelled bare socket, but Cerdic seemed quite unmoved by the
threet, asking meinstead to tell him what | knew about the temple’ sdifferent Gods. | answered him as
best | could, but it was plain he was not really interested. He interrupted meto look a Merlin again.
‘Where’ syour Cauldron, Merlin? he asked.



Merlin gave the Silurian twins amurderous |ook, then spat on the floor. *Hidden,” he snapped.

Cerdic seemed unsurprised by that answer. He strolled past the degpening pit and picked up the
Saxon sword Sagramor had donated to Mithras. He gave the blade a speculative cut in the air and
seemed to approve of itsbalance. ‘ This Cauldron,” he asked Merlin, *has great powers?

Merlin refused to answer, so | spokefor him. *Soitissaid, Lord King.’

‘Powers,’ Cerdic stared at me with his pae eyes, ‘that will rid Britain of us Saxons?

‘That iswhat we pray for, Lord King,” | answered.

He smiled at that, then turned back to Merlin. “What is your price for the Cauldron, old man?
Merlinglared a him. *Your liver, Cerdic.’

Cerdic stepped close to Merlin and stared up into the wizard' s eyes. | saw no fear in Cerdic, none.
Merlin's Gods were not his. Adlle might have feared Merlin, but Cerdic had never suffered from the
Druid’ smagic and, so far as Cerdic was concerned, Merlin was merely an old British priest with an
inflated reputation. He suddenly reached out and took hold of one of the black-wrapped plaits of
Merlin’sbeard. ‘| offer you a price of much gold, old man,” he said.

‘I have named my price,” Merlin answered. Hetried to step away from Cerdic, but the King tightened
hisgrip on the plait of the Druid’ s beard.

‘1 will pay you your own weight in gold,” Cerdic offered.
“Your liver, Merlin countered the offer.

Cerdic raised the Saxon blade and sawed fast with its edge and so severed the beard plait. He
stepped away.  Play with your Cauldron, Merlin of Avaon,” he said, tossing the sword aside, ‘ but one
day | will cook your liver init and serveit to my dogs.’

Nimue stared white-faced at the King. Merlin was too shocked to move, let done speak, while my
four spearmen smply gaped. ‘ Get on withiit, fools,” | snarled at them. “Work!” | was mortified. | had
never seen Merlin humiliated and never wanted to either. | had not thought it was even possible.

Merlin rubbed hisviolated beard. ‘ One day, Lord King,” he said quietly, ‘| shdl have my revenge.’

Cerdic shrugged away that feeble threat and walked back to his men. He gave the severed beard plait
to Dinas, who bowed histhanks. | spat, for | knew the Silurian pair could now work agreat evil. Few
things are so powerful in the making of spellsasthe discarded hair or nail-clippings of an enemy, whichis
why, to prevent such thingsfalling into maevolent hands, we dl take such good care to burn them. Even
achild can make mischief with ahank of hair. ‘Y ou want meto take the plait back, Lord? | asked
Merlin.

‘Don’'t be absurd, Derfel,’ he said wearily, gesturing at Cerdic' s twenty spearmen. ‘Y ou think you
could kill them al? He shook his head, then smiled at Nimue. ‘Y ou see how far we are here from our
Gods? hesad, trying to explain his hel plessness.

‘Dig,” Nimue snarled to my men, though now the digging was over and they weretrying to lever up the
first of the great baulks of timber. Cerdic, who had plainly come to the temple because Dinas and
Lavaine had told him that Merlin waslooking for treasure, ordered three of his own spearmen to help.
The threelegpt into the pit and rammed their spears under the timber’ slip and dowly, dowly forced it up



until my men could seizeit and drag it free.

The pit was the blood pit, the place where the dying bull’ slife drained into mother earth, but at some
time the pit had been cunningly disguised with the timbers, sand, gravel and stone. ‘It wasdone,” Merlin
told me out of earshot of al Cerdic’ s people, ‘when the Romans|eft.” He rubbed his beard again.

‘Lord, | said awkwardly, saddened by hishumiliation.

‘Don’'t worry, Derfd.” He touched my shoulder in reassurance. * Y ou think | should command fire
from the Gods? M ake the earth gape and swallow him? Summon a serpent from the spirit world?

‘Yes, Lord,” | answered miserably.

He lowered hisvoice even more. *Y ou don’'t command magic, Derfd, you useit, and there’ snone
here to use. That’ swhy we need the Treasures. At Samain, Derfd, | shdl collect the Treasures and
unvell the Cauldron. We shdl light fires and then work aspell that will make the sky shriek and the earth
groan. That | promiseyou. | havelived my whole life for that moment and it will bring the magic back to
Britain.” He leaned againgt the pillar and stroked the place where his beard had been cut. ‘ Our friends
from Siluria, he said, staring at the black-bearded twins, “think to challenge me, but one lost strand of an
old man’ sbeard is nothing to the Cauldron’ s power. One strand of beard will hurt no one but me, but the
Cauldron, Derfd, the Cauldron will make dl Britain shudder and bring those two pretenders crawling on
their kneesfor my mercy. But till then, Derfd, till then you must see our enemies prosper. The Gods go
further and further away. They grow weak and we who love them grow weak too, but it will not last. We
shdl summon them back, and the magic that is now so weak in Britain will become asthick asthat fog on
YnysMon.” He touched my wounded shoulder again. ‘| promise you that.’

Cerdic watched us. He could not hear us, but there was amusement on his wedge-shaped face. ‘He
will keep what' sin the pit, Lord,” | murmured.

‘I pray hewill not know itsvaue,” Merlin said softly.
‘They will, Lord,” | said, looking at the two white-robed Druids.

‘They aretraitors and serpents, Merlin hissed softly, staring at Dinas and Lavaine who had moved
closer to the pit, *but even if they keep what we find now, | will still possess €leven of the thirteen
Treasures, Derfd, and | know where the twelfth isto be found, and no other man has gathered so much
power in Britainin athousand years. Heleaned on hisstaff. ‘ This King will suffer, | promiseyou.’

Thelast timber was brought out of the hole and thrown with athump onto the flagstones. The swesting
spearmen backed away as Cerdic and the Silurian Druids walked dowly forward and stared down into
the pit. Cerdic gazed for along time, then he began to laugh. Hislaughter echoed from the tall painted
celling and it drew his spearmen to the pit’ s edge where they too began to laugh. ‘I like an enemy,’
Cerdic sad, ‘who puts such faith in rubbish.” He pushed his spearmen aside and beckoned to us. ‘ Come
and see what you have discovered, Merlin of Avaon.

| went with Merlin to the pit’s edge and saw atangle of old, dark and damp-ruined wood. It looked
like nothing more than a heap of firewood, just scraps of timber; some of them rotted by the damp that
had seeped into a corner of the brick-lined pit and the rest so old and fragile that they would have flared
up and burned to ash in an ingtant. *What isit? | asked Merlin.

‘It seems,” Merlin said in Saxon, ‘ that we have looked in the wrong place. Come,” he spoke British
again as he touched my shoulder, ‘I’ ve wasted our time.’



‘But not ours,” Dinassaid harshly.
‘| sseawhed,’ Lavaine said.

Merlin turned dowly back, hisface looking ravaged. He had tried to deceive Cerdic and the Silurian
twins and the deception had failed utterly.

‘“Two whedls Dinassaid.
‘And ashaft, Lavaine added, ‘ cut into three pieces.’

| stared again at the squalid tangle and again | saw nothing but wooden scraps, but then | saw that
some of the pieceswere curved and that if the curved fragments were joined together and braced with
the many short rods, they would indeed make apair of whedls. Mixed with the scraps of the whedswere
some thin panels and one long shaft that was as thick as my wrist, but so long that it had been broken into
three pieces s0 it would fit into the hole. Therewas dso an axle bossvisble, with adit inits centre where
along knife blade could befitted. The heap of wood was the remains of asmall ancient chariot like those
that had once carried the warriors of Britain into battle.

‘The Chariot of Modron.” Dinas said reverently.

‘Modron,” Lavaine said, ‘the mother of the Gods.’

‘Whose chariot,” Dinas said, ‘ connects earth to the heavens.’
‘And Merlin doesn’'t want it,” Dinas said scornfully.

‘So we shdll take the chariot instead,” Lavaine announced.

Cerdic' sinterpreter had done his best to trandate dl thisto the King, but it was plain that Cerdic
remained unimpressed by the sorry collection of broken and decayed timber. He nevertheless ordered
his spearmen to collect the fragments and lay them in acloak that Lavaine picked up. Nimue hissed a
curse at them, and Lavaine just laughed at her. * Do you want to fight usfor the chariot? he demanded,
gesturing a Cerdic’ s spearmen.

“You can't shelter behind Saxonsfor ever,’ | said, ‘and the time will comewhen you' |l haveto fight.’

Dinas spat into the empty pit. ‘We are Druids, Derfel, and you cannot take our lives, not without
consigning your soul, and every soul you love, to horror evermore.”

‘I cankill you,” Nimue spet at them.

Dinas stared at her, then extended afist towards her. Nimue spat at thefist to avert its evil, but Dinas
just turned it over, opened his pam and showed her athrush’ segg. Hetossed it to her. * Something to fill
your eye-socket, woman,” he said dismissively, then turned and followed his brother and Cerdic out of
thetemple.

‘I'm sorry, Lord,” | said to Merlin when we had been |eft one.

‘For what, Derfel?'Y ou think you could have beaten twenty spearmen? He sighed and rubbed at his
violated beard. * Y ou see how the powers of the new Gods fight back? But so long as we possess the
Cauldron we possess the greater power. Come.” He extended hisarm to Nimue, not for comfort, but
because he wanted her support. He suddenly looked old and tired as he walked dowly down the nave.

‘“What do we do, Lord? one of my spearmen asked me.



‘Makeready to go,’ | answered. | waswatching Merlin's stooped back. The cutting of his beard, |
thought, was a greater tragedy than he dared admit, but | consoled myself that he still possessed the
Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn. His power was still greet, but there was something about that bent back
and dow shuffle that wasinfinitely saddening. ‘We makeready to go,” | said again.

Weleft next day. We were hungry ill, but we were going home. And we did, after afashion, have
peace.

Just north of ruined Calleva, on land that had been Adlle'sand was now ours again, we found the tribute
waiting. Adle had kept faith with us.

There were no guards there, just great piles of gold waiting unattended on the road. There were cups,
crosses, chains, ingots, brooches and torques. We had no means of weighing the gold, and both Arthur
and Cuneglas suspected that not al the agreed tribute had been paid, but it was enough. It was a hoard.

We bundled the gold in cloaks, hung the heavy bundles over the backs of the war horses, and went
on. Arthur walked with us, his spirits brightening as we drew nearer and nearer to home, though regrets
gtill lingered. * Y ou remember the oath | took near here? he asked me shortly after we had collected
Adlesgald.

‘I remember it, Lord.” The oath had been taken on the night after we had delivered much of this same
gold to Adlethe previous year. The gold had been our bribe to turn Aelle away from our frontier and
onto Ratae, the fortress of Powys, and Arthur had sworn that night that he would kill Aelle. ‘Now |
preserve himingtead,” he commented ruefully.

‘Cuneglas has Ratae back, | said.

‘But the oath isunfulfilled, Derfel. So many broken oaths.” He peered up a asparrowhawk that did in
front of agreat white hegp of cloud. ‘| suggested to Cuneglas and Meurig that they split Siluriain two,
and Cuneglas suggested you might like to be the King of his portion. Would you?

| was s0 astonished that | could hardly respond. *If you wishiit, Lord,” | findly said.
‘Wdll, | don’t. | want you as Mordred' s guardian.’
| walked with that disappointment for afew paces. * Siluriamay not like being divided,’ | said.

‘Siluriawill do asit’stold,” Arthur said firmly, ‘and you and Ceinwyn will livein Mordred' spaacein
Dumnonia’

‘If you say s0, Lord." | was suddenly reluctant to abandon Cwm Isal’ s humbler pleasures.
‘Cheer up, Derfd!” Arthur said. ‘I’'m not aKing, why should you be one?

‘It was not the loss of akingdom | regret. Lord, but the addition of aKing to my household.’
“You'll manage him, Derfd, you manage everything.’

Next day we divided the army. Sagramor had aready |eft the ranks, leading his spearmen to guard the
new frontier with Cerdic' s kingdom, and now the rest of ustook two separate roads. Arthur, Merlin,
Tristan and Lancel ot went south, while Cuneglas and Meurig went west towards their lands. | embraced
Arthur and Trigtan, then knelt for Merlin’ s blessing, which he gave benignly. He had regained some of his
old energy during our march from London, but he could not hide the fact that his humiliation in the temple



of Mithrashad hit him hard. He might still possess the Cauldron, but his enemies possessed a strand of
his beard and he would need al his magic to ward off their spells. He embraced me, | kissed Nimue, then
| watched them walk away before | followed Cuneglas westward. | was going to Powysto find my
Ceinwyn and | wastravelling with ashare of Adle sgold, but even so it did not seem like atriumph. We
had beaten Adlle and secured peace, but Cerdic and Lancelot had been the rea winners of the
campaign, not us.

That night we al rested in Corinium, but at midnight astorm woke me. The tempest wasfar away to
the south, but such was the violence of the distant thunder and so vivid were the flashes of lightning that
flickered on the walls of the courtyard where | dept that it woke me. Ailleann, Arthur’ s old mistress and
the mother of histwins, had offered me shelter and she now came from her bed-chamber with aworried
face. | wrapped my cloak around me and went with her to the town walls, where | found haf my men
aready watching the distant turmoil. Cuneglas and Agricolawere aso standing on the ramparts, but not
Meurig, for he refused to find any portentsin the wesether.

Wedl knew better. Storms are messages from the Gods, and this storm was a tumultuous outburst.
No rain fell on Corinium and no gae blew our cloaks, but far off to the south, somewhere in Dumnonia,
the Gods flayed the land. Lightning tore the dark clean out of the sky and stabbed its crooked daggers at
the earth. Thunder rolled incessantly, outburst after outburst, and with every echoing clap the lightning
flickered and dazzled and split its ragged fire through the shuddering night.

Issastood close beside me, his honest facelit by those distant spits of fire. *Is someone dead?
‘Wecan'ttdl, Issa’

‘Arewe cursed. Lord? he asked.

‘No,” | replied with aconfidence| did not entirely fed!.

‘But | heard that Merlin had hisbeard cut. *

‘A few hairs,’ | said dismissvely, ‘ nothing more. What of it?

‘If Merlin has no power, Lord, who does?

‘Merlin has power,’ | tried to reassure him. And | had power, too, for soon | would be Mordred's
champion and would live on agreat estate. | would mould the child and Arthur would make the child's

kingdom.

Yet il 1 worried about the thunder. And | would have worried more had | known what it meant. For
disaster did come that night. We did not hear of it for three more days, but then at last we learned why
the thunder had spoken and the lightning struck.

It had struck on the Tor, on Merlin’s hal where the winds made moan about his hollow dream-tower.
And there, in our hour of victory, the lightning had set the wooden tower aight and its flames had seared
and leapt and howled into the night and in the morning, when the embers were being spattered and
extinguished by the dying stormy’ srain, there were no Treasures|eft a Y nys Wydryn. There was no
Cauldron in the ashes, only an emptiness at Dumnonia sfire-scarred heart.

The new Gods, it seemed, were fighting back. Or €l se the Silurian twins had worked a mighty charm
on the cut braid of Merlin’ sbeard, for the Cauldron was gone and the Treasures had vanished.

And | went north to Ceinwyn.



PART THREE
Camelot

¢ A [l the treasures burned? Igraine asked me.

‘Everything,’ | said, ‘disgppeared.’

‘Poor Merlin,” Igraine said. She has taken her usud place on my window-sil1, though sheiswell
wrapped againgt thisday’ s cold by athick cloak of beaver fur. And she needsit, for it isbitterly cold
today. There wereflurries of snow this morning, and the sky to the west is ominous with leaden clouds. ‘|
cannot stay long,” she had announced when she arrived and settled down to skim through the finished
parchments, ‘in case it shows.’

‘It will snow. The berries are thick in the hedgerows and that dways means ahard winter.’

‘Old men say that every year,” Igraine observed tartly.

‘Whenyou'reold, | said, ‘every winter ishard.’

‘How old was Merlin?

‘At the time helost the Cauldron? Very closeto eighty years. But helived for along while after that.’
‘But he never rebuilt his dream-tower? Igraine asked.

‘No.’

She sighed and pulled the rich cloak about her. ‘1 should like adream-tower. | would so liketo have a
dream-tower.’

‘Then have onebuilt,” | said. ‘Y ou're aQueen. Give orders, make afuss. It’s quite smple; nothing but
afour-sded tower with no roof and a platform halfway up. Onceit’ s built no one but you can go inside,
and thetrick of itisto deep on the platform and wait for the Gods to send you messages. Merlin dways
sadit wasahorribly cold placeto deep in winter.’

‘And the Cauldron,” Igraine guessed, ‘ had been hidden on the platform?
Vs

‘But it wasn't burned, wasit. Brother Derfel? sheinsisted.

‘The Cauldron’s story goeson,’ | admitted, ‘but | won't tell it now.’

She stuck her tongue out a me. Sheislooking startlingly beautiful today. Perhapsit isthe cold that has
put the colour into her cheeks and the spark into her dark eyes, or maybe the beaver pelts suit her, but |
sugpect sheis pregnant. | could awaystell when Ceinwyn was with child, and Igraine showsthat same
surge of life. But Igraine has said nothing, so | will not ask her. She has prayed hard enough, God knows,
for achild, and maybe our Christian God does hear prayers. We have nothing € se to give us hope, for



our own Gods are dead, or fled, or careless of us.

‘The bards,” Igraine said, and | knew from her tone that another of my shortcomings as astoryteller
was about to be aired, * say that the battle near London wasterrible. They say Arthur fought all day.’

‘Tenminutes; | said dismissvely.
‘And they dl declare that Lancelot saved him, arriving a the last moment with ahundred spearmen.’
‘They all say that,’ | said, ‘because Lancelot’ s poets wrote the songs.’

She shook her head sadly. ‘If this,” she said, dapping the big leather bag in which she carriesthe
finished parchments back to the Cagr, ‘isthe only record of Lancelot, Derfdl, then what will people
think? That the poetslie?

‘“Who careswhat peoplethink? | answered testily. * And poets dwayslie. It swhat they’re paid to
do. But you asked mefor thetruth, | tell it, and then you complain.’

‘ “Lancelot’ swarriors,”* she quoted,
Sayers of Saxons, feared by the Sais...”"

spearmen o bold, Makers of widows and givers of gold.

‘Do stop,” | interrupted her, ‘ please? | heard the song aweek after it was written!’
‘But if the songslied,” she pleaded, ‘why didn’t Arthur protest?

‘Because he never cared about songs. Why should he? He was awarrior, not abard, and so long as
his men sang before battle he didn’t care. And besides, he could never sing himsdlf. He thought he had a
voice, but Ceinwyn aways said he sounded like a cow withwind.’

Igraine frowned. ‘I still don’t understand why Lancelot’s making peace was so very bad.’

‘Itisn't difficult to understand,” | said. | did off the stool and crossed to the hearth where | used a stick
to pull some glowing embersfrom the smdl fire. | aranged Sx embersin aline on thefloor, then solit the
row into two and four. * The four embers,” | said, ‘represent Adlle sforces. Thetwo are Cerdic’'s. Now
understand we could never have beaten the Saxonsif dl the embers had been together. We could not
have defeated six, but we could beat four. Arthur planned to beat those four, then turn on the two, and
that way we could have scoured Britain of the Sais. But by making peace, Lancelot increased Cerdic's
power.” | added another ember to the two, so that four now faced a group of three, then shook the flame
off the burning stick. ‘We had weakened Adlle;’ | explained, ‘ but we' d weakened ourselvestoo for we
no longer had Lancelot’ s three hundred spearmen. They were pledged to peace. That increased Cerdic's
power even more.” | pushed two of Adle sembersinto Cerdic’scamp, dividing the lineinto five and
two. ‘So al we had done,” | said, ‘was weaken Aelle and strengthen Cerdic. And that’ swhat Lancelot's
peacemaking achieved.’

“You are giving our Lady lessonsin counting? Sansum sidled into the room with a suspicious ook on
hisface. ‘And | thought you were composing agospel,” he added dyly.

‘Thefiveloavesand two fishes,” Igraine said swiftly. ‘ Brother Derfd thought it might be five fishesand
two loaves, but I'm sure I’ mright, am | not, Lord Bishop?

‘My Lady isquiteright, Sansum said. ‘ And Brother Derfdl isapoor Chrigtian. How can such an
ignorant man write agospel for the Saxons?

‘Only with your loving support, Lord Bishop,” Igraine answered, ‘and, of course, with my husband's



support. Or shdl | tell the King that you oppose himinthissmall thing?

“Y ou would be guilty of the grossest falsehood if you did,” Sansum lied to her, outmanoeuvred again
by my clever Queen. ‘I cameto tdl you, Lady, that your spearmen believe you should leave. The sky
threatens more snow.’

She picked up the bag of parchments and gave measmile. ‘| shal see you when the snow has
stopped, Brother Derfd .’

‘| shdl pray for that moment. Lady.’

She smiled again, then waked past the saint who haf bowed as she went through the door, but once
she had gone he straightened and stared at me. The tufts above his ears that made us call him the
mouse-lord are white now, but age has not softened the saint. He can il bristle with vituperation and the
pain that still afflicts him when he passes urine only servesto make histemper worse. ‘ Thereisaspecid
placein hell, Brother Derfel,” he hissed a me, ‘for thetdlersof lies’

‘| shall pray for those poor souls, Lord,” | said, then turned from him and dipped this quill inink to go
on with my tale of Arthur, my warlord, my peace-maker and friend.

What followed were the glorious years. Igraine, who listens to the poets too much, calls them Camelot.
Wedid not. They werethe years of Arthur’sbest rule, the years when he shaped a country to hiswishes
and the yearsin which Dumnoniamost closely matched hisided of anation at peace with itself and with
its neighbours; but it isonly by looking back that those years seem so much better than they were, and
that is because the years that followed were so much worse. To hear the talestold at night-time hearths
you would think we had made awhole new country in Britain, named it Camelot and peopled it with
shining heroes, but the truth is that we smply ruled Dumnonia as best we could, we ruled it justly and we
never caled it Cameot. | did not even hear that nametill two years ago. Camelot exists only in the poets
dreams, whilein our Dumnonia, even in those good years, the harvests il failed, the plagues still ravaged
us and warswere gill fought.

Ceinwyn cameto Dumnoniaand it wasin Lindinisthat our first child wasborn. It wasagirl and we
caled her Morwennaafter Ceinwyn’s mother. She was born with black hair, but after awhileit turned
pale gold like her mother’s. Lovely Morwenna.

Merlin was proved right about Guinevere, for as soon as Lancel ot had established his new government
in Venta, she declared hersdlf tired of the brand-new paace at Lindinis. It was too damp, she said, and
much too exposed to the wet winds coming off the swamps about Y nys Wydryn, and too cold in winter,
and suddenly nothing would do except to move back to Uther’ s old Winter Palace at Durnovaria. But
Durnovariawas amogt asfar from Ventaas Lindinis, so Guinevere then persuaded Arthur that they
needed to prepare a house for the distant day when Mordred became King and, by aKing' sright,
demanded the Winter Paace sreturn, so Arthur let Guinevere make the choice. Arthur himself dreamed
of agtout hall with a palisade, beast house and granaries, but Guinevere found a Roman villajust south of
thefort of Yindocladiathat lay, just as Merlin had foretold, on the frontier between Dumnoniaand
Lancdot’ s new Belgic kingdom. Thevillawas built on ahill above acreek of the seaand Guinevere
cdled it her Sea Pdace. She had aswarm of buildersrenovate the villaand fill it with al the statues that
had once graced Lindinis. She even commandeered the mosaic floor from Lindinis sentrance hall. For a
time Arthur worried that the Sea Pal ace was dangeroudy closeto Cerdic’sland, but Guinevereinssted
the peace negotiated at London would last and Arthur, redlizing how sheloved the place, rlented. He
never cared what place he called home, for he rarely was at home. He liked to be on the move, dways
vigiting some corner of Mordred' s kingdom.



Mordred himself moved into the ransacked palace at Lindinis, and Ceinwyn and | had his guardianship
and =0 lived there too, and with us were sixty spearmen, ten horsemen to carry messages, sixteen kitchen
girlsand twenty-eight house daves. We had a stleward, a chamberlain, abard, two huntsmen, a
mead-brewer, afalconer, a physician, a doorkeeper, a candleman and six cooks, and they al had daves,
and besides those house daves there was asmall army of other daves who worked the land and
pollarded the trees and kept the ditches drained. A small town grew around the palace, inhabited by
potters and shoemakers and blacksmiths; the tradespeople who became rich off our business.

It al seemed along way from Cwm Isaf. Now we dept in atiled chamber with plaster-smooth walls
and pillared doorways. Our mealswere taken in afeasting hall that could have seated a hundred, though
as often as not we left it empty and atein asmall chamber that led directly from the kitchensfor | never
could abide food served cold when it was supposed to be hot. If it rained we could walk the covered
arcade of the outer courtyard and thus stay dry, and in summer, when the sun beat hot on thetiles, there
was aspring-fed pool in the inner courtyard where we could swim. None of it was ours, of course; this
palace and its spacious lands were the honours due to aking and all of them belonged to the six-year-old
Mordred.

Ceinwyn was accustomed to luxury, if not on thislavish scae, but the constant presence of davesand
servants never embarrassed her asit did me, and she discharged her duties with an efficient lack of fuss
that kept the palace calm and happy. It was Ceinwyn who commanded the servants and supervised the
kitchens and tallied the accounts, but | know she missed Cwm Isaf and till, of an evening, shewould
sometimes St with her distaft and spin wool while we talked.

As often as not we talked of Mordred. Both of us had hoped that the tales of his mischief were
exaggerations, but they were not, for if any child waswicked, it was Mordred. From the very first day
when he came by ox-wagon from Culhwch’ s hall near Durnovariaand was lifted down into our
courtyard, he misbehaved. | cameto hate him, God help me. Hewas only achild and | hated him.

TheKing wasdways smdl for hisage, but, gpart from his clubbed |&ft foot, he was solidly built with
hard muscles and little fat. Hisface was very round, but was disfigured by astrangely bulbous nose that
made the poor child ugly, while his dark-brown hair was naturaly curly and grew in two gresat clumps
that jutted out on elther Side of a centre parting and made the other childrenin Lindiniscal him
Brush-head, though never to hisface. He had strangely old eyes, for even at Six years old they were
guarded and suspicious, and they became no kinder as his face hardened into manhood. He was a clever
boy, though he obstinately refused to learn hisletters. The bard of our household, an earnest young man
named Pyrlig, was responsible for teaching Mordred to read, to count, to sing, to play the harp, to name
the Gods and to learn the genealogy of hisroya descent, but Mordred soon had Pyrlig's measure. ‘He
will do nothing, Lord!” Pyrlig complained to me. ‘I give him parchment, hetearsit, | give him aquill and
he bresksit. | beat him and he bitesme, look!” He held out athin, flea-bitten wrist on which the marks of
theroyd teeth were red and sore.

| put Eachern, atough little Irish spearman, into the schoolroom with ordersto keep the King in order,
and that worked well enough. One begating from Eachern persuaded the child he had met his match and
30 he sullenly submitted to the discipline, but till learned nothing. Y ou could keep achild till, it seemed,
but you could not make him learn. Mordred did try to frighten Eachern by telling him that when he
became King he would take his revenge on the warrior for the frequent beatings, but Eachern just gave
him another thrashing and promised that he would be back in Ireland by the time Mordred came of age.
‘Soif you want revenge, Lord King,” Eachern said, giving the boy another sharp blow, ‘then bring your
army to Ireland and we' |l give you a proper grown-up whipping.’

Mordred was not smply a naughty boy - we could have coped with that - but positively wicked. His



actswere designed to hurt, even to kill. Once, when he was ten, we found five addersin the dark cellar
where we kept the vats of mead. No one but Mordred would have placed them there, and doubtless he
did it in the hope that adave or servant would be bitten. The cellar’ s cold had made the snakes deepy
and we killed them easily enough, but amonth later amaidservant did die after eating mushroomsthat we
afterwards discovered were toadstools. No one knew who had made the substitution, but everyone
believed it was Mordred. It was asif, Caeinwyn said, there was a calculating adult mind insde that
pugnacious little body. She, | think, didiked him asmuch as| did, but she tried hard to be kind to the boy
and she hated the beatings we dl gave him. * They just make him worse,” she admonished me.

‘| fear s0," | admitted.
‘Thenwhy doit?

| shrugged. ‘ Because if you try kindness he just takes advantage of it.” At the beginning, when
Mordred had first cometo Lindinis, | had promised mysdlf that | would never hit the boy, but that high
ambition had faded within days and by the end of thefirst year | only had to see hisugly, sullen,
bulbous-nosed, brush-headed face and | wanted to put him over my knee and beat him bloody.

And even Ceinwyn eventually struck him. She had not wanted to, but one day | heard her scream.
Mordred had found aneedle and wasidly pushing it at Morwenna s scalp. He had just decided to see
what would happen if he pushed the needle into one of the baby’ s eyes when Ceinwyn came running to
see why her daughter cried. She plucked Mordred into the air and gave him such a blow that he went
spinning halfway across the room. After that our children were never |eft to deep aone, aservant was
aways at their sde and Mordred had added Ceinwyn’s nameto thelist of hisenemies.

‘He ssmply evil, Merlin explained to me. * Surely you remember the night he was born?
‘Didtinctly,’ | said, for I, unlike Merlin, had been there.

‘They let the Chrigtians tend the birth bed, didn’t they? he asked me. * And only summoned Morgan
when everything was going wrong. What precautions did the Christians take?

| shrugged. ‘ Prayers. | remember acrucifix.” | had not been in the birth-chamber, of course, for no
man ever went into a birth-chamber, but | had watched from Caer Cadarn’s ramparts.

‘No wonder it dl went wrong,” Merlin said. ‘ Prayersl What use are prayers against an evil spirit?
There hasto be urine on the door sill, iron in the bed, mugwort on thefire” He shook hishead sadly. ‘A
Spirit got into the boy before Morgan could help him and that’ swhy hisfoot is so twisted. The spirit was
probably clinging onto the foot when it sensed Morgan’sarriva.’

‘S0 how do we get the spirit out? | asked.
‘With asword through the wretched child’ s heart,’ he said, smiling and leaning back in hischair.
‘Please, Lord,” | insisted, ‘how?

Merlin shrugged. * Old Balise reckoned it could be done by putting the possessed person into a bed
between two virgins. All of them naked, of course.” He chuckled. ‘ Poor old Balise. He was a good
Druid, but the overwhelming mgority of his spellsinvolved taking young girls clothesoff. Theideawas
that the spirit would prefer to bein avirgin, you see, so you offered it two virgins so that it would be
confused about which oneto choose, and the knack of it wasto get them all out of the bed at the exact
moment that the spirit had come out of the mad person and was il trying to decide which virgin it
preferred, and just at that moment you dragged dl three off the bed and tossed afirebrand onto the



bed-straw. It was supposed to burn the spirit to smoke, you see, but it never made much senseto me. |
confess| did try the technique once. | tried to cure apoor old fool caled Mdldyn, and dl | achieved was
oneidiot still mad as a cuckoo, two terrified dave girls, and dl three of them dightly scorched.” He
sighed. ‘“We sent Malldyn to the Ide of the Dead. Best place for him. Y ou could send Mordred there?

The Ide of the Dead iswhere we sent our terrible mad. Nimue had been there once, and | had fetched
her out of itshorror. ‘ Arthur would never dlow it,’ | said.

‘I suppose not. I'll try acharm for you, but | can’t say I'm very hopeful.” Merlin lived with usnow. He
was an old man dying dowly, or so it seemed to us, for the energy had been sucked out of him by thefire
that had consumed the Tor, and with the energy had gone his dreams of assembling the Treasures of
Britain. All that wasleft now was adry husk growing ever older. He sat for hoursin the sun and in winter
he hunched over thefire. He kept his Druid’ stonsure, though he no longer plaited hisbeard, but just let it
grow wild and white. He ate little, but was always ready to talk, though never about Dinasand Lavaine,
nor about the dreadful moment when Cerdic had diced off the plait of hisbeard. It wasthat violation, |
decided, as much asthe lightning strike on the Tor, that had sucked the life from Merlin, yet hedid retain
onetiny flickering scrap of hope. He was convinced the Cauldron had not been burned, but had been
stolen, and early in our Say at Lindinis he proved it to mein the garden. He built a mock tower of
chopped firewood, placed agold cup in its centre and a handful of tinder at its base, then ordered fire to
be fetched from the kitchens.

Even Mordred behaved that afternoon. Fire aways fascinated the King and he stared wide-eyed as
the modd tower blazed in the sunlight. The stacked logs collapsed into the centre, and il the flames
legpt, and it was almost dark when Merlin fetched agardener’ s rake and combed the ashes. He brought
out the golden cup, no longer recognizable as a cup, misshapen and twisted asit was, but till gold. ‘|
reached the Tor the morning after thefire, Derfd,” hetold me, ‘and | searched and searched through the
ashes. | had every scorched timber removed by hand, | Seved the cinders, | raked the remnantsand |
found no gold. Not one drop. The cauldron was taken, and the tower was set on fire. | suspect the
Treasures were stolen at the same time, for they were al stored there except for the chariot and the other
one’

‘What other one?

For amoment he looked asif he would not answer, then he shrugged asif noneif it mattered now.
‘The sword of Rhydderch. Y ou know it as Caedfwlch.” He was speaking of Arthur’s sword, Excalibur.

“You gaveit to him even though it's one of the Treasures? | asked in astonishment.

‘Why not? He' ssworn to return it to me when | need it. He doesn't know it' s the sword of
Rhydderch, Derfd, and you must promise me not to tell him. He' |l only do something stupid if hefinds
out, like melt it down to prove heisn't frightened of the Gods. Arthur can be very obtuse at times, but
he' sthe best ruler we have so | decided to give him alittle extra secret power by letting him use
Rhydderch’ s sword. He' d scoff if he knew, of course, but one day the blade will turn to flame and he
won't scoff then.”

| wanted to know more about the sword, but he would not tell me. ‘1t doesn’t matter now,” he said,
‘it'sdl over. The Treasures are gone. Nimue will ook for them, | suppose, but I'm too old, much too
old’

| hated to hear him say that. After al the effort that had gone into the collection of the Treasureshe
smply seemed to have abandoned them. Even the Cauldron, for which we had suffered the Dark Road,
seemed not to matter any more. * If the Treasures dtill exist, Lord,” | indgsted, ‘they can befound.’



He smiled indulgently. * They will befound,” he said dismissvely. * Of coursethey’ll befound.’
“Then why don’'t we look for them?

He sighed as though my questions were anuisance. ‘ Because they are hidden, Derfd, and their hiding
place will be under aspdll of concealment. | know that. | can senseit. So we have to wait until someone
triesto use the Cauldron. When that happens, we' [l know, for only | have the knowledge to use the
Cauldron properly and if anyone €lse summonsits powersthey’ |l spill ahorror across Britain.” He
shrugged. ‘We wait for the horror, Derfd, then we go to the heart of it and there we shdl find the
Cauldron.

‘So who do you think stoleit? | perssted.

He spread his hands to show ignorance. ‘ Lancelot’s men? For Cerdic, probably. Or maybe for those
two Silurian twins. | rather underestimated them, didn’t I? Not that it matters now. Only timewill tell who
hasit, Derfd, only timewill tell. Wait for the horror to show, thenwe Il find it.” He seemed content to
walit, and while he waited hetold old tales and listened to news, though from time to time he would
shuffleinto hisroom that led off the outer courtyard and there he would work some charm, usudly for
Morwenna s sake. He till told fortunes, usudly by spreading alayer of cold ashes on the courtyard’s
flagstones and letting agrass snake ripple its way through the dust so he could read itstrail, but | noted
that the fortunes were dways bland and optimistic. He had no relish for the task. He did possess some
power ill, for when Morwenna caught afever he made a charm of wool and beechnut shells, then gave
her a concoction made from crushed woodlice that took the fever clean away, but when Mordred was
sick hewould aways devise spdls to make the sickness worse, though the King never did weaken and
die. ‘The demon protects him,” Merlin explained, ‘ and these days I’ m too weak to take on young
demons.’ Hewould lean back in his cushions and entice one of the cats onto hislap. He had dwaysliked
cats, and we had plenty in Lindinis. Merlin was happy enough in the palace. He and | were friends, he
was passionately fond of Ceinwyn and our growing family of daughters, and he waslooked after by
Gwlyddyn, Rallaand Caddwg, his old servantsfrom the Tor. Gwlyddyn and Ralla’ s children grew up
aongside oursand al of them were united against Mordred. By the time the King was twelve years old
Ceinwyn had aready given birth five times. All three of the girlslived, but both the boys died withina
week of their births and Ceinwyn blamed Mordred’ s evil spirit for their deaths. ‘It doesn't want other
boysinthepdace’ shesad sadly, ‘only girls’

‘Mordred will go soon,” | promised her, for | was counting the days to hisfifteenth birthday when he
would be acclaimed King.

Arthur counted the days too, though with some dread for he feared that Mordred would undo al his
achievements. Arthur came frequently to Lindinisin those years. We would hear hoofbegts in the outer
courtyard, the door would be flung open and his voice would echo through the palace s big, half-empty
rooms. ‘Morwennal Seren! Dian!" He would shout, and our three golden-haired daughters would run or
toddle to be swept up in ahuge embrace and then they would be spoiled with presents; honey ona
comb, smdl brooches, or the delicate spira-patterned shell of asnail. Then, draped by daughters, he
would come to whatever room we occupied and give us his latest news. a bridge rebuilt, alawcourt
opened, an honest magistrate found, a highway robber executed; or €l se sometale of anatural wonder: a
sea snake seen off the coadt, acalf born with five legs or, once, tales of ajuggler who aefire. ‘How is
the King? he would aways ask when these wonders had been recounted.

‘“TheKing grows,” Ceinwyn would aways reply blandly and Arthur would ask no more.

Hewould give us news of Guinevere, and it was aways good, though both Ceinwyn and | suspected
that his enthusiasm concedled a strange loneliness. He was never done, but | think he never did discover



the twin soul he wanted so much. Guinevere had once been as passionately interested in the business of
government as Arthur, but she gradudly turned her energiesto the worship of 1sis. Arthur, who was ever
made uncomfortable by religious fervour, pretended to be interested in that woman’s Goddess, but in
truth | think he believed Guinevere was wasting her time searching for apower that did not exi<, just as
we had once wasted our time pursuing the Cauldron.

Guinevere gave him only the one son. Either, Ceinwyn said, they dept apart, or ese Guinevere was
using awoman’ smagic to prevent conception. Every village had awise woman who knew what herbs
would do that, just asthey knew what substances could abort achild or cure asickness. Arthur, | knew,
would have liked more children for he adored them, and some of his happiest timeswere when he
brought Gwydreto stay in our palace. Arthur and his son revelled in the wild pack of ragged, knot-haired
children who raced cardlesdy about Lindinis, but who aways avoided the sullen, brooding presence of
Mordred. Gwydre played with our three, and Ralla sthree, and with the two dozen dave or servant
children who formed miniature armies for mock combat or el se draped borrowed war-cloaks over the
branch of alow-growing pear treein the garden to turn it into a pretend house that imitated the passions
and procedures of the larger palace. Mordred had his own companions, al boys, dl dave sons, and they,
being older, roamed more widely. We heard tales of aregping hook stolen from ahut, of athatch or a
hayrick fired, of asievetorn or anewly laid hedge broken, and, in later years, of ashepherd' sgirl or a
farmer’ s daughter assaulted. Arthur would listen, shudder, then go and talk with the King, but it made no
difference.

Guinevererardy cameto Lindinis, though my duties, that took me dl across Dumnoniain Arthur's
sarvice, carried meto Durnovaria s Winter Palace frequently enough and it was there, as often as not,
that | met Guinevere. Shewascivil to me, but then wewere dl civil in those daysfor Arthur had
inaugurated his great band of warriors. He had first described hisideato mein Cwm Isaf, but now, in the
years of peace that followed the battle outside L.ondon, he made his guild of spearmen into aredlity.

Evento thisday, if you mention the Round Table, some old men will remember and chuckle at that
ancient attempt to tamerivary, hostility and ambition. The Round Table, of course, was never its proper
name, but rather anickname. Arthur himself had decided to call it the Brotherhood of Britain, which
sounded far more impressive, but no one ever called it that. They remembered it, if they remembered it at
all, asthe Round Table oath, and they probably forgot that it was supposed to bring us peace. Poor
Arthur. Heredly did believe in brotherhood, and if kisses could bring peace then a thousand dead men
would il be diveto thisday. Arthur did try to change the world and hisinstrument was love.

The Brotherhood of Britain was supposed to have been inaugurated at the Winter Palace at Durnovaria
in the summer after Guinevere sfather, Leodegan the exiled King of Henis Wyren, had died of a plague.
But that July, when we were al supposed to mest, the plague came to Durnovariaagain and so, at the
very last moment, Arthur diverted the greet gathering to the Sea Paace that was now finished and shining
onitshill above the creek. Lindiniswould have been abetter place for theinaugurd ritesbecause it wasa
much larger paace, but Guinevere must have decided that she wanted to show off her new home.
Doubtlessit pleased her to have Britain’ s crude, longhaired, rough-bearded warriors wandering through
itscivilized halls and shadowed arcades. This beauty, she seemed to beteling us, iswhat you liveto
protect, though she took good care to make sure that few of us actudly dept insde the enlarged villa.

We camped outside and, truth to tell, we were happier there.

Ceinwyn came with me. She was not well, for the ceremonies occurred not long after the birth of her
third child, aboy, and it had been a difficult confinement that had ended with Ceinwyn desperately weak
and the child dead, but Arthur pleaded for her to come. He wanted all the lords of Britain there, and
though none came from Gwynedd, Elmet, or the other northern kingdoms, many others did make the



long journey and virtudly al Dumnonia s great men were present. Cuneglas of Powys came, Meurig of
Gwent was there, Prince Tristan of Kernow attended, as, of course, did Lancelot, and al those Kings
brought lords, Druids, bishops and chieftains so that the tents and shelters made a great swathe about the
Sea Palace s hill. Mordred, who was then nine years old, came with us and he, to Guinevere sdisgus,
was given rooms with the other Kings ingde the palace. Merlin refused to attend. He said he wastoo old
for such nonsense. Galahad was named the Marshal of the Brotherhood and so he presided with Arthur
and, like Arthur, believed devouitly in thewholeidea.

| never confessed as much to Arthur, but | found the whole thing embarrassing. His notion was that we
would al swear peace and friendship to one another, and thus heal our enmities and bind each other in
oathsthat would forbid any in the Brotherhood of Britain from ever raising aspear againgt another; but
even the Gods seemed to mock that high ambition for the day of the ceremony dawned chill and gloomy,
though it never did actudly rain, which Arthur, who was ridiculoudy optimistic about the whole thing,
declared to be a propitious sign.

No swords, spears or shields were carried to the ceremony, held in the Sea Pdace’ s great pleasure
garden which lay between two newly built arcades that stretched on grass embankments towards the
creek. Banners hung from the arcades where two choirs sang solemn music to give the ceremonies a
proper dignity. At the north end of the garden, close to abig arched door that led into the palace, atable
had been set. It happened to be around table, though there was nothing significant in that shape; it was
smply the most convenient table to carry out into the garden. The table was not very large, maybe asfar
across as aman' s outstretched hands could reach, but it was, | remember, very beautiful. It was Roman,
of course, and made of awhite trand ucent stone into which had been carved aremarkable horse with
great spread wings. One of the wings had a grievous crack running through it, but the table was till an
impressive object and the winged horse awonder. Sagramor said he had never seen such abeast in dll
histravels, though he claimed that flying horses did exist in the mysterious countries thet lay beyond the
oceans of sand, wherever they were. Sagramor had married his sturdy Saxon Mallaand was now the
father of two boys.

The only swords alowed at the ceremony were those belonging to the Kings and Princes. Mordred's
sword lay on the table, and crisscrossed above it were the blades of Lancelot, Meurig, Cuneglas,
Gaahad and Tristan. One by onewe all stepped forward, Kings, Princes, chieftains and lords, and
placed our hands where the six blades touched and swore Arthur’ s oath that pledged us to amity and
peace. Ceinwyn had dressed the nine-year-old Mordred in new clothes, then trimmed and combed his
hair in an attempt to stop its curly bristlesjutting like twin brushes from hisround skull, but he ill looked
an awkward figure as he limped on his clubbed | eft foot to mumble the oath. | admit that the moment
when | put my hand on the six blades was solemn enough; like most men there, | had every intention of
keeping the oath which was, of course, for men only, for Arthur did not consider this to be women's
business, though plenty of women stood on the terrace above the arched door to witnessthelong
ceremony. It was along ceremony, too. Arthur had origindly intended to restrict the membership of his
Brotherhood to those oath-sworn warriors who had fought against the Saxons, but now he had widened
it to include every great man he could lure to the paace, and when the oaths were finished he swore his
own oath and afterwards stood on the terrace and told us that the vow we had just sworn was as sacred
as any we had ever made, that we had promised Britain peace and that if any of us broke that peace then
it was the sworn duty of every other member of the Brotherhood to punish the transgressor. Then he
instructed us to embrace each other, and after that, of course, the drinking started.

The day’ s solemnity did not end as the drinking began. Arthur had watched carefully to see which men
avoided other men’'s embraces, and then, group by group, those recd citrant souls were summoned to the
palace’ sgreat hall where Arthur inssted they should be reconciled. Arthur himsalf showed an example by
first embracing Sansum, and afterwards Mewas, the dethroned Belgic King whom Arthur had exiled to



Isca. Melwas submitted with alumbering grace to the kiss of peace, but he died amonth later after eating
abreskfast of tainted oysters. Fate, as Merlin loved to tell us, isinexorable.

Those more intimate reconciliations inevitably delayed the serving of the feast which wasto take place
in the grest hall where Arthur was bringing enemies together, and so more mead was carried out to the
garden where the bored warriors waited and tried to guess which among them would be summoned to
Arthur’s peace-making next. | knew | would be summoned, for | had carefully avoided Lancelot during
the whole ceremony, and sure enough Hygwydd, Arthur’ s servant, found me and inssted | go to the
great hall where, as| feared, Lancelot and his courtiers waited for me. Arthur had persuaded Ceinwyn to
attend and, to give her some added comfort, he had asked her brother Cuneglasto be present. The three
of usstood on one side of the hall, Lancelot and his men on the other, while Arthur, Galahad and
Guinevere presided from the dais where the high table stood ready for the great feast. Arthur beamed at
us. ‘I haveinthisroom, he declared, ‘ some of my dearest friends. King Cuneglas, the best aly any man
could havein war or peace, King Lancelot, to whom | am sworn like abrother, Lord Derfd Cadarn, the
bravest of dl my brave men, and dear Princess Ceinwyn.” He smiled.

| stood as awkward as a pea-field scarecrow. Ceinwyn looked graceful, Cuneglas stared at the hall’s
painted ceiling, Lancelot scowled, Amhar and Loholt tried to ook belligerent, while Dinasand Lavaine
showed nothing but contempt on their hard faces. Guinevere watched us carefully and her striking face
betrayed nothing, though | suspect she felt as scornful as Dinas and Lavaine of thisinvented ceremony
that was so dear to her hushand. Arthur fervently wanted peace, and only he and Galahad seemed
unembarrassed by the occasion.

When none of us spoke Arthur spread his arms and stepped down from the dais. ‘| demand,’” he said,
‘that theill blood that exists between you be spilled now, spilled once and then forgotten.’

Hewaited again. | shuffled my feet and Cuneglastugged at hislong moustaches.
‘Please,” Arthur said.
Ceinwyn gave atiny shrug. ‘| regret, shesaid, ‘the hurt | caused King Lancelot.’

Arthur, ddighted that the ice was mdlting, smiled at the Belgic King. ‘Lord King? Heinvited a
response from Lanceot. *Will you forgive her?

Lancelot, who that day was dressed dl in white, glanced at her, then bowed.
‘Isthat forgiveness? | growled.

Lance ot coloured, but managed to riseto Arthur’ s expectations. ‘1 have no quarrel with the Princess
Ceinwyn,” he sad diffly.

‘Therel” Arthur was delighted with the grudging words and spread hisarms again to invite them both
forward. ‘Embrace,” hesaid. ‘I will have peace!’

They both walked forward, kissed each other on the cheek and stepped back. The gesture was about
aswarm as that star-bright night when we had waited about the Cauldron in the rocks by LIyn Cerrig
Bach, but it pleased Arthur. ‘Derfel,’” helooked a me, ‘will you not embrace the King?

| steeled myself for conflict. ‘1 will embrace him, Lord,” | said, ‘when his Druidsretract the threats they
made againg the Princess Cainwyn.’

There was sllence. Guinevere sighed and tapped afoot on the mosaics of the dais, the same mosaics
she had taken from Lindinis. She looked, as ever, superb. She wore a black robe, perhapsin recognition



of the day’ s solemnity, and the robe was sewn with dozens of smal silver crescent moons. Her red hair
had been tamed into plaits that she had coiled about her skull and pinned into place with two gold clasps
shaped as dragons. Around her neck she wore the barbaric Saxon gold necklace that Arthur had sent
her after along-ago battle againgt Aelle's Saxons. She had told me then that she didiked the necklace,
but it looked magnificent on her. She might have despised thisday’ s proceedings, but she ill did her
best to help her husband. *What threats? she asked me coldly.

‘They know,’ | said, Saring at thetwins,
‘We have made no threats,” Lavaine protested flatly.
‘But you can make the starsvanish,” | accused them.

Dinas alowed adow smileto show on hisbruta and handsome face. ‘ Thelittle paper star. Lord
Derfd? he asked with mock surprise. ‘Isthat your insult?

‘It was your threst.’

‘My Lord!" Dinas appeded to Arthur. ‘1t was achild' strick. It meant nothing.’
Arthur looked from meto the Druids. *Y ou swear that? he demanded.

‘On my brother’slife; Dinassaid.

‘And Merlin’sbeard? | chalenged them. Y ou haveit ill?

Guinevere Sghed asif to suggest | was becoming tedious. Galahad frowned. Outside the paace the
warriors voices were becoming mead-loud and raucous.

Lavainelooked at Arthur. ‘It istrue, Lord,” he said courteoudly, ‘that we possessed a strand of
Merlin’s beard, cut after heinsulted King Cerdic. But on my life, Lord, we burned it.’

‘“Wedon't fight old men,” Dinas growled, then glanced at Ceinwyn. ‘ Or women.’

Arthur smiled happily. ‘Come, Derfd,’ he said, ‘embrace. | will have peace between my dearest
friends’

| still hesitated, but Ceinwyn and her brother both urged me forward and so, for the second and last
timeinmy life, | embraced Lancelot. Thistime, instead of whispering insults aswe had at our first
embrace, we said nothing. We just kissed and stepped apart.

‘There will be peace between you,” Arthur insisted.
‘| swear it, Lord,” | answered Hiffly.
‘I haveno quarrel,’” Lancelot answered just as coldly.

Arthur had to be content with our churlish reconciliation and he breasthed a huge sigh of relief asthough
the most difficult part of hisday was now done; then he embraced us both before inssting that Guinevere,
Gdahad, Ceinwyn and Cuneglas come and exchange kisses.

Our ordedl was over. Arthur’ slast victims were his own wife and Mordred, and that | did not want to
see so | drew Ceinwyn out of the room. Her brother, at Arthur’ s request, stayed and so the two of us
were alone. Tm sorry about that,” | told her.



Ceinwyn shrugged. ‘It was an unavoidable ordedl .’
‘| dill don't trust the bastard,” 1 said vengefully.
She amiled. *You, Derfd Cadarn, are agreat warrior and he is Lancel ot. Does the wolf fear the hare?

‘It fearsthe serpent,’ | said gloomily. | did not fed like facing my friends and describing the
reconciliation with Lancelot and so | led Ceinwyn through the Sea Palace’ s graceful roomswith their
pillared walls, decorated floors and heavy bronze lampsthat hung on long iron chainsfrom cellings
painted with hunting scenes. Ceinwyn thought the palace immeasurably grand, but dso cold. ‘ Just likethe
Romans,’ shesad.

‘Just like Guinevere, | retorted. Wefound aflight of stairsthat led down to some busy kitchens and
from there adoor into the back gardens where fruit and herbs were growing in well-ordered beds. |
can't think,” | said when wewerein theopen air, ‘ that this Brotherhood of Britain will achieve anything.’

‘Itwill; Ceinwyn said, ‘if enough of you take the oath serioudy’

‘Maybe.” | had suddenly stopped in embarrassment, for ahead of me, just straightening from bending
over abed of pardey, was Guinevere syounger sster Gwenhwyvach.

Ceinwyn greeted her happily. | had forgotten that they had been friendsin thelong years of Guinevere
and Gwenhwyvach’ s exilein Powys, and when they had kissed Ceinwyn brought Gwenhwyvach to me. |
thought she might resent my failure to marry her, but she seemed to bear no grudge. ‘| have become my
Sster’ sgardener,” shetold me.

‘Surely not, Lady? | said.

‘The gppointment isnot officid,” shesaid drily, ‘ nor are my high offices of chief sleward or warden of
the hounds, but someone has to do the work, and when father died he made Guinevere promise to look
after me’

‘1 was sorry about your father,” Ceinwyn said.

Gwenhwyvach shrugged. ‘He just got thinner and thinner until one day he wasn't there any more.”
Gwenhwyvach hersdf had grown no thinner, indeed she was obese now, afat red-faced woman who, in
her earth-stained dress and dirty white gpron, looked more like afarmer’ swifethan aPrincess. ‘| live
there, she said, gesturing towards a substantia timber building that stood a hundred paces from the
palace. ‘My sgter alows meto do my work each day, but come the evening bell | am expected to be
safdy out of sight. Nothing ill-favoured, you understand, can mar the Sea Pdace.’

‘Lady!’ | protested at her self-deprecation

Gwenhwyvach waved meto silence. ‘I'm happy,” she said blegkly. ‘| take the dogs for long walks
and | talk to the bees.’

‘Cometo Lindinis’ Ceinwyn urged her.
‘That would never be dlowed!” Gwenhwyvach said with pretended shock.
‘Why not? Ceinwyn asked. ‘We have roomsto spare. Please.’

Gwenhwyvach smiled dyly. ‘1 know too much, Ceinwyn, that' swhy. | know who comes and who
stays and what they do here.” Neither of uswanted to probe those hints, so we both kept silent, but



Gwenhwyvach needed to spesk. She must have been londly, and Ceinwyn was afriendly loving face
from the past. Gwenhwyvach suddenly threw down the herbs she had just cut and hurried us back
towards the palace. ‘Let me show you,” she said.

‘I'm surewe don’t need to see” Ceinwyn said, fearing whatever was about to be revealed.

“You can see,; Gwenhwyvach said to Ceinwyn, ‘but Derfel can’t. Or shouldn’'t. Men aren’t supposed
to enter thetemple’

She had led usto adoor that stood at the bottom of some brick steps and which, when she pushed it
open, led into agreet cellar that lay under the palace floor and was supported by huge arches of Roman
brick. ‘ They keep wine here;” Gwenhwyvach said, explaining the jars and skinsthat stood racked on the
shelves. She had left the door open so that some glimmers of daylight would penetrate the dark, dusty
tangle of arches. ‘ Thisway,” she said, and disappeared between some pillarsto our right.

Wefollowed more dowly, groping our way ever more carefully aswe went further and further from
the daylight at the cellar door. We heard Gwenhwyvach lifting a door-bar, then a breath of cold air
wafted by us as she pulled a huge door open. ‘Isthisatemple of 1SS? | asked her.

“You've heard about it? Gwenhwyvach seemed disappointed.
‘ Guinevere showed me her templein Durnovaria,’ | sad, ‘yearsago.’

* She wouldn’t show you thisone,” Gwenhwyvach said, and then she pulled aside the thick black
curtainsthat hung afew feet indde the temple doors so that Ceinwyn and | could stare into Guinevere' s
private shrine. Gwenhwyvach, for fear of her sster’ swrath, would not let me tread beyond the small
lobby that lay between the door and the thick curtains, but she led Ceinwyn down two stepsinto the long
room that had afloor made of polished black stone, walls and an arched ceiling painted with pitch, a
black stone daiswith ablack stone throne, and behind the throne another black curtain. In front of the
low daiswas ashalow pit which, | knew, wastilled with water during IS s ceremonies. Thetemple, in
truth, was amost exactly the same as the one Guinevere had shown me so many years before, and very
like the deserted shrine we had discovered in Lindinis s palace. The only difference - other than that this
cellar waslarger and lower than both those previous temples - was that here daylight had been alowed
to penetrate, for there was awide holein the arched ceiling directly above the shdlow pit. ‘ There sawall
up there, Gwenhwyvach whispered, pointing up the hole, * higher than aman. That's so the moonlight
can come down the shaft, but no one can see down it. Clever, isn't it?

The existence of the moon-shaft suggested that the cellar had to run out under the Side garden of the
palace and Gwenhwyvach confirmed that. ‘ There used to be an entrance here,” she said, pointing to a
jagged line in the pitch-covered brickwork halfway down the temple slength, ‘ so that supplies could be
brought directly into the cellar, but Guinevere extended the arch, see? And covered it over with turf.’

There seemed nothing unduly sinister about the temple, other than its malevolent blackness, for there
was no idol, no sacrificid fireand no dtar. If anything, it was disappointing, for the arched cdllar
possessed none of the grandeur of the upstairs rooms. It seemed tawdry, even dightly soiled. The
Romans, | thought, would have known how to make this room fit for the Goddess, but Guinevere’ s best
efforts had smply turned abrick cdllar into ablack cave, though the low throne, which was made from a
single block of black stone and was, | presumed, the same thronethat | had seen in Durnovaria, was
impressive enough. Gwenhwyvach walked past the throne and plucked aside the black curtain so that
Ceinwyn could go beyond. They spent along time behind the curtain, but when we left the cellars
Ceinwyn told me there was not much to seethere. It was just asmall black room,” shetold me, ‘witha
big bed and alot of mouse droppings.’



‘A bed? | asked suspicioudy.
‘A dream-bed,” Ceinwyn said firmly, ‘just like the one that used to be hafway up Merlin’ stower.’
‘Isthat dl itis? | asked, till suspicious.

Ceinwyn shrugged. ' Gwenhwyvach tried to suggest it was used for other purposes,’ she said
disapprovingly, ‘ but she had no proof, and she did finally admit that her Sster dept there to receive
dreams.” She smiled sadly. ‘1 think poor Gwenhwyvach istouched in the head. She believes Lancelot will
comefor her one day’

‘Shebdieveswhat? | asked in astonishment.

‘She' sinlove with him, poor woman,” Ceinwyn said. We had tried to persuade Gwenhwyvach tojoin
us at the celébrationsin the front garden, but she had refused. She would not, she had confided to us, be
welcome and s0 she had hurried away, darting suspicious glances|eft and right.  Poor Gwenhwyvach.’
Ceinwyn said, then laughed. ‘ It' sso typica of Guinevere, isn't it?

‘Whet is?

“To adopt such an exatic religion! Why can’'t she worship the Gods of Britain like the rest of us? But
no, she hasto find something strange and difficult.” She sghed, then put an arm through mine. ‘Do we
redlly haveto stay for thefeast?

She was feding weak for she had il not fully recovered from the last birth. * Arthur will understand if
wedon't go,’ | sad.

‘But Guineverewon't,” shesghed, ‘so | had better survive.’

We had been walking around the long western flank of the palace, past the high timber palisade of the
temple’ s moon-shaft, and had now reached the end of the long arcade. | stopped her before we turned
the corner and | put my hands on her shoulders. * Ceinwyn of Powys,” | said, looking into her astonishing
and lovely face, ‘| do loveyou.’

‘I know,” she said with asmile, then stood on tiptoe to kiss me before leading me afew paces on so
that we could gaze up the length of the Sea Palace’ s pleasure garden. ‘ There,” Ceinwyn said with
amusement, ‘is Arthur’ s Brotherhood of Britain.’

The garden was redling with drunken men. They had been kept too long from the feast so now they
were offering each other e aborate embraces and flowery promises of eternd friendship. Some of the
embraces had turned into wrestling matchesthat rolled fiercely over Guinevere' sflower beds. The choirs
had long abandoned their attempts to Sing solemn music and some of the choirs' women were now
drinking with the warriors. Not al the men were drunk, of course, but the sober guests had retreated to
the terrace to protect the women, many of whom were Guinevere' s attendants and among whom was
Lunete, my first and long-ago love. Guinevere was a so on the terrace, from where shewas staring in
horror at the wreckage being made of her garden, though it was her own fault for she had served mead
brewed especialy strong and now at least fifty men were roistering in the gardens; some had plucked
flower stakes to usein mock sword fights and at least one man had a bloody face, while another was
working free aloosened tooth and foully curansthe oath-sworn Brother of Britain who had struck him.,
Someone el se had vomited onto the round table.

| helped Ceinwyn up to the safety of the arcade while benesth us the Brotherhood of Britain cursed
and fought and drank itself insensible.



And that, although Igraine will never believe me, was how Arthur’ s Brotherhood of Britain, thet the
ignorant ill cal the Round Table, dl began.

| would like to say that the new spirit of peace engendered by Arthur’s Round Table oath spread
happiness throughout the kingdom, but most common folk were quite unaware that the oath had even
been taken. Most people neither knew nor cared what their lords did so long astheir fidlds and families
were left unmolested. Arthur, of course, set great store by the oath. As Ceinwyn often said, for aman
who claimed to hate oaths he was uncommonly fond of making them.

But at least the oath was kept in those years and Britain prospered in that period of peace. Adlle and
Cerdic fought each other for the mastery of Lloegyr, and their bitter conflict spared the rest of Britain
from their Saxon spears. The Irish Kingsin western Britain were forever testing their weapons against
British shidlds, but those conflicts were smal and scattered, and most of us enjoyed along period of
peace. Mordred's Council, of which | was now amember, could concern itsalf with laws, taxes and land
disputesingtead of worrying about enemies.

Arthur headed the Council, though he never took the chair at the table' s head because that was the
throne reserved for the King and it waited empty until Mordred came of age. Merlin was officidly the
King'schief councillor, but he never travelled to Durnovariaand said little on the few occasionsthat the
Council met in Lindinis. HaAf adozen of the councillors were warriors, though most of those never came.
Agravain said the business bored him, while Sagramor preferred to keep the Saxon frontier peaceful. The
other councillors were two bards who knew the laws and genedlogies of Britain, two magisirates, a
merchant, and two Chrigtian bishops. One of the bishops was agrave, ederly man cdled Emrys, who
had succeeded Bedwin as bishop in Durnovaria, and the other was Sansum.

Sansum had once congpired againgt Arthur and few men doubted that he should have lost his head
when that conspiracy was reveaed, but Sansum had somehow dithered free. He never learned to read
or write, but hewas aclever man and endlessy ambitious. He came from Gwent, where hisfather had
been atanner, and Sansum had risen to become one of Tewdric's priests, but he cameto redl
prominence by marrying Arthur and Guinevere when they fled like fugitives from Caer Sws. Hewas
rewarded for that service by being made a Dumnonian Bishop and Mordred’ s chaplain, though he lost
the latter honour after he conspired with Nabur and Mewas. He was supposed to rot in obscurity after
that asthe guardian of the shrine of the Holy Thorn, but Sansum could not abide obscurity. He had saved
Lancel ot from the humiliation of Mithras srejection, and in so doing he had earned Guinevere swary
gratitude, but neither hisfriendship with Lancelot nor histruce with Guinevere would have been sufficient
to lift him onto Dumnonia s Council.

He had achieved that eminence by marriage, and the woman he married was Arthur’ s older sster,
Morgan - Morgan, the priestess of Merlin, the adept of the mysteries, the pagan Morgan. With that
marriage Sansum had doughed off dl traces of hisold disgrace and had risen to the topmost heights of
Dumnonian power. He had been placed on the Council, made Bishop of Lindinis and was regppointed as
Mordred's chaplain, though luckily his distaste for the young King kept him away from Lindinis s paace.
He assumed authority over dl the churchesin northern Dumnonia, just as Emrysheld sway over dl the
southern churches. For Sansum it was a glittering marriage, and to the rest of usit was an astonishment.

The wedding itself took place in the church of the Holy Thorn a Y nys Wydryn. Arthur and Guinevere
dtayed at Lindinis, and we all rode to the shrine together on the grest day. The ceremonies began with
Morgan's baptism in the reed-edged waters of 1ssa' s Mere. She had abandoned her old gold mask with
itsimage of the horned God Cernunnos and had instead adopted a new mask that was decorated with a
Christian cross and, to mark the day’ s joyousness, she had abandoned her usua black robe for awhite



gown. Arthur had cried with joy to see hissister limp into the mere where Sansum, with evident
tenderness, supported her back as he lowered her into the water. A choir sang hallelujahs. We waited
while Morgan dried hersalf and changed into anew white robe, then we watched as she limped to the
dtar where Bishop Emrysjoined them as man and wife.

| think | could not have been more astonished had Merlin himsalf abandoned the old Gods to take up
the cross. For Sansum, of course, it was adouble triumph, for by marrying Arthur’ ssister he not only
vaulted into the kingdom' sroya Council, but by converting her to Chrigtianity he struck afamous blow
againg the pagans. Some men sourly accused him of opportunism, but in al fairness| think he did love
Morgan in his own calculating way and she undoubtedly adored him. They were two clever people united
by resentments. Sansum ever believed that he should be higher than he was, while Morgan, who had
once been beautiful, resented the fire that had twisted her body and turned her face into ahorror. She
resented Nimue too, for Morgan had once been Merlin’ s most trusted priestess and the younger Nimue
had usurped that place and now, in revenge, Morgan became the most ardent of Christians. Shewas as
grident in her protestations of Christ as she had ever been in her service of the older Gods and after her
marriage al her formidable will was poured into Sansum’ s missonary campaign.

Merlin did not attend the marriage, but he did derive amusement fromiit. * She’ slonely,” hetold me
when he heard the news, *and the mouse-lord is at least company. Y ou don't think they rut together, do
you? Dear Gods, Derfd, if poor Morgan undressed in front of Sansum he’ d throw up! Besides, he
doesn’'t know how to rut. Not with women, anyway.’

Marriage did not soften Morgan. In Sansum she found aman willing to be guided by her shrewd
advice and whose ambitions she could support with al her fierce energy, but to the rest of the world she
was gill the shrewish, bitter woman behind the forbidding golden mask. She dtill lived in Y nys Wydryn,
though insteed of living on Merlin’ s Tor she now inhabited the Bishop’ s house in the shrine from where
she could see the fire-scarred Tor where her enemy, Nimue, lived.

Nimue, bereft of Merlin now, was convinced that Morgan had stolen the Treasures of Britain. Asfar
as | could see, that conviction was based solely on Nimue' s hatred for Morgan whom Nimue considered
the greatest traitor of Britain. Morgan, after al, was the pagan priestess who had abandoned the Gods to
turn Chrigtian, and Nimue, whenever she saw Morgan, spat and hurled cursesthat Morgan energeticaly
flung back at her; pagan threat battling Christian doom. They would never be civil with each other, though
once, at Nimue surging, | did confront Morgan about the lost Cauldron. That was ayear fter the
marriage and, though | was now aLord and one of the wedlthiest men in Dumnonia, | ill felt nervous of
Morgan. When | had been a child she had been afigure of awesome authority and terrifying appearance
who had ruled the Tor with abrusque bad temper and an ever-ready staff with which we al were
disciplined. Now, so many yearslater, | found her just asdarming.

| met her in one of Sansum’snew buildingsin Y nys Wydryn. The largest wasthe size of aroyd
feasting hall and was the school where dozens of priests were trained as missionaries. Those priests
began their lessons at six years old, were proclaimed holy at sixteen and then sent on Britain’ sroadsto
gain converts. | often met those fervent men on my travels. They waked in pairs, carrying only asmall
bag and a staff, though sometimes they were accompanied by groups of women who seemed curiously
drawn to the missionaries. They had no fear. Whenever | encountered them they would dways challenge
me and dare meto deny their God, and | would aways courteoudy admit his existence then insst that my
own Gods lived too, and at that they would hurl curses a me and their women would wail and howl
insults. Once, when two such fanatics frightened my daughters, | used the butt of a spear onthem and |
admit | used it too hard, for at the end of the argument there was a broken skull and a shattered wrigt,
neither of them mine. Arthur inssted | stand tria as a demondration that even the most privileged
Dumnonians were not above the law, and thus | went to the Lindinis courthouse where a Chritian



magigtrate charged me the bone-price of haf my ownweight in slver.

“Y ou should have been whipped,” Morgan evidently remembered the incident and snapped her verdict
a mewhen | was admitted to her presence. ‘Whipped raw and bloody. In public!’

‘1 think even you would find thet difficult now, Lady,” | said mildly.

‘God would give me the needful strength,” she snarled from behind her new gold mask with its
Christian cross. She sat at atable that was piled with parchment and ink-covered wood-shavings, for she
not only ran Sansum’ s schoal, but talied the treasuries of every church and monastery in northern
Dumnonia, though the achievement of which she was most proud was her community of holy women
who chanted and prayed in their own hall where men were not alowed to set foot. | could hear their
sweet voices singing now as Morgan looked me up and down. She evidently did not much like what she
saw. ‘ If you've come for more money,’ she snapped, ‘you can’'t haveit. Not till you repay the loans
outstanding.’

‘There are no outstanding loansthat | know of,’ | said mildly.
‘Nonsense.” She snatched up one of the wood-shavings and read out afictitious|list of unpaid loans.

| let her have her say, then gently told her that the Council did not seek to borrow money from the
church. ‘Andif it did,’ | added, ‘then I’m sure your husband would have told you.’

‘And I’'m sure,” shesaid, ‘that you pagans on the Council are plotting things behind the saint’ s back.’
She sniffed. ‘How ismy brother?

‘Busy, Lady.
‘Too busy to come and see me, plainly.’
‘And you'retoo busy to vist him,” | said pleasantly.

‘Me? Go to Durnovaria? And face that witch Guinevere? She made the sign of the cross, then dipped
her hand in abowl of water and made the Sgn again. ‘| would rather walk into hell and see Satan
himsdf,” she said, ‘than see that witch of 199!’ She was about to spit to avert evil, then remembered to
make another sign of the crossingtead. ‘ Do you know what rites |s demands? she asked me angrily.

‘No, Lady, | said.

‘Filth, Derfd, filth! 19sisthe scarlet woman! Thewhore of Babylon. It isthe devil’ sfaith, Derfel. They
lie together, man and woman.” She shuddered at that horrid thought. ‘ Purefilth.’

‘Men are not allowed in their temple, Lady,’ | said, defending Guinevere, ‘just asthey are not allowed
inyour women'shal.’

‘Not alowed!” Morgan cackled. ‘ They come by night, you fool, and worship thelr filthy Goddess
naked. Men and women together, sweeting like swine! Y ou think | don’t know? I, who was once such a
snner? Y ou think you know better than | about pagan faiths?1 tell you, Derfd, they lietogether in their
own swest, naked woman and naked man. Issand Osiris, woman and man, and the woman giveslifeto
the man, and how do you think that’ s done, you fool ? It s done by the filthy act of fornication, that’'s
how!” She dipped her fingersin the water bowl and made the sign of the cross again, leaving a bead of
the holy water on the forehead of her mask. * Y ou' re an ignorant, credulousfool,” she snapped at me. |
did not pursue the argument. The different faiths always insulted each other thus. Many pagans accused
the Chrigtians of smilar behaviour at their so called ‘love-feasts , and many country people believed that



the Christians kidnapped, killed and ate children. ‘ Arthur’ salso afool,” Morgan growled, ‘for trusting
Guinevere. She gave me an unfriendly look with her one eye. * So what do you want of me, Derfd, if it

isn't money?
‘| want to know, Lady, what happened on the night the Cauldron disappeared.”

She laughed at that. It was an echo of her old laughter, the cruel cackling sound that had aways
presaged trouble onthe Tor. “ Y ou miserablelittle fool,” she said, ‘wasting my time.” And with that she
turned back to her work table. | waited while she made marks on her tally sticks or in the margins of
parchment scrolls and pretended to ignore me. ‘ Still here, fool 7 she asked after awhile.

‘Still here, Lady,’ | said.

Sheturned on her goal. ‘Why do you want to know? Isit that wicked little whore on the hill who sent
you? Shewaved through the window at the Tor.

‘Merlin asked me, Lady, | lied. *He's curious about the past, but his memory wanders.’

‘It'll wander into hell soon,” she said vengefully, then she pondered my question before, at lagt, offering
ashrug. ‘I will tell you what happened that night,’” she said at last, ‘and | will tell you only once, and when
itistold you will never ask meof it again.’

‘Onceisenough, Lady.’

She stood and limped to the window from where she could stare up at the Tor. ‘ The Lord God
Almighty,” she said, ‘the one true God, the Father of usal, sent fire from heaven. | wasthere, so | know
what happened. He sent the lightning and it struck the hall thatch and set it onfire. | was screaming, for |
have good causeto fear fire. | know fire. | am achild of fire. Fire ruined my life, but thiswas adifferent
fire. Thiswas God' s cleansing fire, thefire that burned away my sin. Thefire spread from the thatch to
the tower and it burned everything. | watched that fireand | would even havedied init if the blessed saint
Sansum had not come to guide meto safety.” She made the sign of the cross, then turned back to me.
‘That, fool,” she snapped, ‘iswhat happened.’

So Sansum had been on the Tor that night? That was interesting, but | made no remark about it.
Instead | said gently, ‘ Thefire did not burn the Cauldron, Lady. Merlin came next day and he searched
the ashesand found no gold.’

‘Foal!” Morgan spat at me through the mouth-dit of her mask. Y ou think God' sfire burns like your
feeble flames? The Cauldron was the pot of evil, thefoulest blight on God' s earth. It wasthe devil’s
pissing pot and the Lord God consumed it, Derfel, he consumed it to nothing! | saw it with thiseye!” She
tapped her mask benegth the one good eye. ‘| saw it burn, and it was a bright, seething, hissng furnace
glareintheinnermogt heart of thefire, it was aflamelike the hottest flame of hell and | heard the demons
screeching in their pain astheir Cauldron turned to smoke. God burned it! He burned it and sent it back
to hell whereit belongs!” She paused and | sensed that her flame-mauled, ruined face was cracking into a
smile behind the mask. ‘ It' sgone, Derfel,” she said in aquieter voice, ‘and now you can go, too.’

| 1€ft her, left the shrine and climbed to the Tor where | pushed back the half-broken water gate that
hung crazily off one rope hinge. The blackened ashes of the hall and tower were being swallowed by the
earth, and around them were the dozen dirty huts where Nimue and her people lived. Those people were
the unwanted of our world; its cripples and beggars, its homeess folk and half-crazed creatures who al
survived on the food Ceinwyn and | sent weekly from Lindinis. Nimue claimed her people spoke with the
Gods, but al | ever heard from them was mad cackling or sad moaning. * She denies everything,” | said to
Nimue.



‘Of course shedoes!’
‘ She says her God burned it to nothing.’

‘Her God couldn’t soft boil an egg,” Nimue said vengefully. She had decayed foully in the years since
the Cauldron had disappeared and as Merlin had subsided into his gentle old age. Nimue wasfilthy these
days, filthy and thin and dmost as crazed aswhen | had rescued her from the Ide of the Dead. She
shivered at times, or else her face grimaced in uncontrollable twitches. She had long ago sold or thrown
away the golden eye, and now wore aleather patch over the empty socket instead. Whatever intriguing
beauty she had once possessed was now hidden under dirt and sores, and lost beneath her matted mass
of black hair that was so greasy with filth that even the countryfolk who cameto her for divination or
hedling would often recoil from her stench. Even |, who was oath-sworn to her and who had once loved
her, could hardly bear to be near her.

‘The Cauldron dill lives” Nimuetold methat day.
‘So Merlin says’

‘And Merlin livestoo, Derfel.” She put anail-bitten hand on my arm. *He' swaiting, that’ sdl, saving
hisstrength.’

Waiting for hisbaefire, | thought, but said nothing.

Nimue turned sunwiseto stare all about the horizon. * Somewhere out there, Derfd,” she said, ‘the
Cauldron ishidden. And someoneistrying to work out how to useit.” Shelaughed softly. * And when
they do, Derfd, you will see theland turn red with blood.” She turned her one eye on me. ‘Blood!” she
hissed. ‘ The world will vomit blood thet day, Derfel, and Merlin will ride again.’

Maybe, | thought; but it was asunny day and Dumnoniawas a peace. It was Arthur’ s peace, given
by his sword and maintained by his lawcourts and enriched by hisroads and sealed by his Brotherhood.
It al seemed so digtant from the world of the Cauldron and the missing Treasures, but Nimue till
believed in their magic and for her sake | would not express disbelief, though on that bright day in
Arthur’s Dumnoniait seemed to methat Britain was forging itsway from darknessinto light, from chaos
into order and from savagery into law. That was Arthur’ s achievement. That was his Camelot.

But Nimue wasright. The Cauldron was not lost and she, like Merlin, was just waiting for its horror.

O ur chief businessin those years was to prepare Mordred for the throne. He was already our King

for he had been acclaimed as ababy on Caer Cadarn’ s summit, but Arthur had decided to repest the
acclamation when Mordred came of age. | think Arthur hoped that some mystica power might invest
Mordred with responsibility and wisdom at that second acclamation, for nothing else seemed capabl e of
improving the boy. We tried, the Gods know wetried, but Mordred stayed the same sullen, resentful and
loutish youth. Arthur didiked him but stayed wilfully blind to Mordred' s grosser faullts, for if Arthur held
any religion truly sacred it was his belief in the divinity of kings. The time would come when Arthur would
be forced to face the truth of Mordred, but in those years, whenever the subject of Mordred’ s suitability
was raised inthe roya Council, Arthur would always say the same thing. Mordred, he agreed, was an
unattractive child, but we had al known such boys grow into proper men and the solemnity of
acclamation and the responsihilities of kingship would surely temper the boy. ‘| was hardly amodd child
mysdf,’ heliked to say, ‘but | don't think I’ veturned out ill. Have faith in the boy.” Besdes, hewould



always add with a smile, Mordred would be guided by awise and experienced Council. ‘He Il gppoint
hisown Council,” one of uswould aways object, but Arthur waved the matter aside. All, he blithdly
assured us, would turn out well.

Guinevere had no suchillusons. Indeed, in the years following the Round Table oath she became
obsessed with Mordred’ sfate. She did not attend the royal Council, for no woman could, but when she
wasin Durnovarial suspect she listened from behind a curtained archway that opened into the council
chamber. Much of what we discussed must have bored her; we spent hours discussing whether to place
new stonesin aford or to spend money on abridge, or whether amagistrate was taking bribes or to
whom we should grant the guardianship of an orphaned heir or heiress. Those matters were the common
coin of council meetingsand | am sure she found them tedious, but how avidly she must have listened
when we discussed Mordred.

Guinevere hardly knew Mordred, but she hated him. She hated him because he was King and Arthur
was not, and one by one shetried to convert the roya councillorsto her own view. Shewas even
pleasant to me, for | suspect she saw into my soul and knew that | secretly agreed with her. After thefirst
council mesting that followed the Round Table oath she took my arm and walked with me about
Durnovarid s cloister which was misted from the smoke of herbs that were being burned in braziersto
avert areturn of the plague. Maybe it was the heady smoke that dizzied me, but morelikely it was
Guinevere s proximity. She wore astrong perfume, her red hair was full and wild, her body straight and
dender, and her face so very findy | boned and full of spirit. | told her | was sorry her father had died.
‘Poor father,” shesad. * All he ever dreamed of was returning to Henis Wyren.” She paused, and |
wondered whether she had reproved Arthur for not making more effort to didodge Diwrnach. | doubt
Guinevere ever wanted to see Henis Wyren' swild coast again, but her father had always wanted to
return to hisancestors' lands. * Y ou never told me about your visit to HenisWyren,” Guinevere said
reproachfully. ‘1 hear you met Diwrnach?

‘ And hope never to meet him again, Lady.’

She shrugged. * Sometimes, in aking, areputation for savagery can be useful.” She questioned me
about Henis Wyren's condition, but | sensed she was not truly interested in my answers, any more than
when she asked me how Ceinwyn was.

‘Wdll, Lady,” | answered her, ‘thank you.’
‘Pregnant again? she asked in mild amusement.
‘Wethink so, Lady.’

“How busy the two of you do keep, Derfel,” she said in gentle mockery. Her annoyance at Ceinwyn
had faded over the years, though they never did become friends. Guinevere snapped alesaf from abay
tree that grew in a Roman urn decorated with naked nymphs and rubbed the leaf between her fingers.
‘And how isour Lord King? she asked sourly.

“Troublesome, Lady.’
‘Ishefit to be King? That wastypica of Guinevere; astraight question, brutal and honest.
‘Hewasborntoit. Lady, | said defensively, ‘and we are oath-swornto it

She gave aderisive laugh. Her gold-laced sandals dapped the flagstones and a gold chain hung with
pearls clinked about her neck. ‘Many years ago, Derfd,’” shesaid, ‘you and | talked of thisand you told
methat of al the menin Dumnonia Arthur wasfittest to be King.’



‘I did,” | admitted.
‘And you think Mordred isfitter?
‘No, Lady.’

‘So? Sheturned to look at me. Few women could look me straight in the eye, but Guinevere could.
‘S0? sheasked again.

‘So | have sworn an oath, Lady, as has your husband.’

‘Oathgl” she snarled, letting go of my arm. * Arthur swore an oath to kill Aelle, and Aelle yet lives. He
swore an oath to take back Henis Wyren, yet Diwrnach gtill rulesthere. Oaths! Y ou men hide behind
oathslike servants hide behind stupidity, but the moment an oath becomes inconvenient you forget it soon
enough. Y ou think your oath to Uther cannot be forgotten?

‘My oath isto the Prince Arthur,’ | said, taking care, as ever, to cal Arthur aPrincein front of
Guinevere. ‘Y ou wish meto forget that oath? | asked her.

‘I want you, Derfd, to talk senseinto him,” shesaid. ‘Helistensto you.’
‘Helisenstoyou, Lady.’

‘Not on the subject of Mordred,” she said. * On everything else, maybe, but not that.” She shuddered,
perhaps remembering the embrace she had been forced to give Mordred at the Sea Palace, then she
angrily crumpled the bay leaf and threw it onto the flagstones. Within minutes, | knew, a servant would
slently sweep it away. Durnovaria s Winter Palace was dways so tidy, while our palace at Lindiniswas
too littered with children ever to be neat and Mordred' swing was amidden. ‘ Arthur,” Guinevere now
ingsted tiredly, ‘isthe edest living son of Uther. He should be King.’

And so0 he should, | thought, but we had al taken oaths to put Mordred on the throne and men had
died a Lugg Vaeto defend that oath. At times, the Gods forgive me, | just wished Mordred would die
and so solve the problem for us, but despite his clubbed foot and the ill-omens of hisbirth, he seemed
blessed with arugged hedlth. | looked into Guinevere' sgreen eyes. ‘| remember, Lady,’ | said to her
carefully, *how years ago you took me through that doorway,’” | pointed to alow archway that led oft the
cloigter, ‘and you showed me your temple of 1S’

‘1 did. So? Shewas defensive, maybe regretting that moment of intimacy. On that distant day she had
been trying to make me an ally in the same cause that had prompted her to take my arm and bring meto
this cloister. She wanted Mordred destroyed so that Arthur could rule.

‘Y ou showed me lss sthrone,’ | said, careful not to reveal that | had seen that same black chair again
at the Sea Palace, ‘and you told methat |sis was the Goddess who determined which man should st on a
kingdom'’ sthrone. Am | right?

‘It sone of her powers, yes,’ Guinevere said carelesdy.
‘Then you must pray to the Goddess, Lady,’ | said.

“Youthink | don't, Derfel? she demanded. *Y ou think | haven't worn out her earswith my prayers?|
want Arthur as King, and Gwydre as King after him, but you can't force a man onto athrone. Arthur
must want it before ISswill grant it.’

That seemed afeeble defenceto me. If 1ss could not dter Arthur’ s mind, how were we mere mortals



expected to change it? We had tried often enough, but Arthur refused to discuss the matter, just as
Guinevere gave up our conversation in the courtyard when sheredlized | could not be persuaded to join
her campaign to replace Mordred with Arthur.

| wanted Arthur asKing, but only oncein all thoseyearsdid | ever bresk through his bland assurances
and talk serioudy with him about his own claim to the kingship, and that conversation did not occur until
five whole years after the Round Table oath. It was during the summer before the year in which Mordred
was to be acclaimed King, and by then the whispers of hostility had become a desfening shout. Only the
Chrigtians supported Mordred' s claim, and even they did it reluctantly, but it was known that his mother
had been a Chrigtian and that the child himself had been baptized and that was sufficient to persuade the
Chrigians that Mordred might be sympathetic to their ambitions. Everyone €lsein Dumnonialooked to
Arthur to save them from the boy, but Arthur serenely ignored them. That summer, aswe have now
learned to count the sun’ s turning, was four hundred and ninety-five years after the birth of Christ and it
was a beautiful, sun-soaked season. Arthur was at the height of his powers. Merlin sunned himsdlf in our
garden with my three smal daughters clamouring for stories, Ceinwyn was happy, Guinevere basked in
her lovely new Sea Palace with its arcades and galleries and dark hidden temple, Lancel ot seemed
content in hiskingdom by the sea, the Saxons fought each other, and Dumnoniawas at peace. It was
a0, as| remember, asummer of utter misery.

For it was the summer of Tristan and | sault.

Kernow isthe wild kingdom that lieslike aclaw at Dumnonia swestern tip. The Romans went there, but
few settled in its wilderness and when the Romans eft Britain the folk of Kernow went on with their lives
asthough the invaders had never existed. They ploughed smal fields, fished hard seas and mined
precioustin. To travel in Kernow, | wastold, wasto see Britain asit had been before the Romans came,
though | never went there, and nor did Arthur.

For aslong as | could remember Kernow had been ruled by King Mark. He rarely troubled us,
though oncein awhile - usudly when Dumnoniawas embroiled with some larger enemy to the east - he
would decide that some of our western lands should belong to him and there would be abrief border war
and savage raids on our coast by Kernow’ s fighting boats. We aways won those wars, how could we
not? Dumnoniawas large and Kernow small, and when the wars were done Mark would send an envoy
to say it had al been an accident. For ashort time at the beginning of Arthur’ srule, when Cadwy of Isca
had rebelled againgt the rest of Dumnonia, Mark did capture some large portions of our land beyond his
frontier, but Culhwch had ended that rebellion and when Arthur sent Cadwy’ s head as a gift to Mark, the
spearmen of Kernow had quietly gone back to their old stronghol ds.

Such troubleswere rare, for King Mark’ s most famous campaigns were fought in his bed. He was
famousfor the number of hiswives, but where other such men might have kept severd wivesat onetime,
Mark married them in sequence. They died with gppalling regularity, dmost dways, it seemed, just four
years dfter the marriage ceremony was performed by Kernow’ s Druids, and though Mark aways had an
explanation for the desths - afever maybe, or an accident, or perhaps a difficult birth - most of us
suspected it was the King' s boredom that lay behind the bal efires that burned the queenly corpses on
Caer Dore, the King's stronghold. The seventh wife to die had been Arthur’ sniece, ldle, and Mark had
sent an envoy with asad tale of mushrooms, toadstools and lall€’ s ungovernable appetites. He had dso
sent apack mule loaded with tin ingots and rare wha ebones to avert any possibility of Arthur’ swrath.

The deaths of the wives never seemed to prevent other princesses from daring the seacrossing to
share Mark’ s bed. It was better, perhaps, to be a Queen in Kernow, even for a short time, than to wait
in the women’s hdl for a suitor who might never come, and besides, the explanations for the deaths were



adways plausble. They werejust accidents.

After ldl€ s death there was no new marriage for along time. Mark was getting old and men assumed
he had abandoned the marriage game, but then, in that lovely summer of the year before Mordred
assumed power in Dumnonia, the ageing King Mark did take anew wife. She was the daughter of our
old dly, Oengus Mac Airem, the Irish King of Demetiawho had delivered usvictory at Lugg Vae, and
for that deliverance Arthur forgave Oengus his myriad of trespassesthat still harassed Cuneglas' sland.
Oengus sfeared Blackshield warriors were forever raiding Powys and what had been Siluria, and
through al those years Cuneglas was forced to keep expensive war-bands on hiswestern frontier.
Oengus dways denied responsibility for theraids, saying that his chiefs were ungovernable and promising
he would lop some heads, but the heads remained unlopped and at every harvest time the hungry
Blackshields would return to Powys. Arthur sent some of our young spearmen to gain battle experience
in those harvest wars that provided us with a chance to train unblooded warriors and keep the older
men’ singincts sharp. Cuneglas wanted to finish Demetia off once and for al, but Arthur liked Oengus
and argued that his depredations were worth the experience he gave our spearmen and so the
Blackshields survived.

The marriage of the ageing King Mark to his child-bride of Demetiawas an dliance of two small
kingdoms that troubled no one, and besides, no one believed Mark had married the Princessfor any
politica advantage. He married her solely because he had an insatiable appetite for young royal flesh. He
was then near sixty years old, his son Tristan was amost forty and I seult, the new Queen, was just
fifteen.

The misery began when Culhwch sent us a message saying that Tristan had arrived in Iscawith his
father’ s child-bride. Culhwch, after Mehvas had died of his surfeit of oysters, had been appointed the
governor of Dumnonid swestern province and his message reported that Tristan and |seult were fugitives
from King Mark. Culhwch himsdlf was amused rather than troubled by their arrival for he, like me, had
fought beside Tristan at Lugg Y de and outside London and he liked the Prince. * At least this bride will
live” Culhwch’s scribe had written to the Council, *and deservesto. | have giventhem anold hall and a
guard of spearmen.” The message went on to describe araid by Irish pirates from acrossthe seaand
ended with Culhwceh’ s usua request for atax reduction and awarning, aso quite usud, that the harvest
looked thin. It was, in brief, acommonplace dispatch with nothing to aert the Council’ s apprehensions,
for we dl knew that the harvest looked fat and that Culhwch was positioning himself for his customary
wrangle over taxes. Asfor Tristan and Iseult, their story was merely an amusement and none of us saw
any danger there. Arthur’ s clerksfiled the message away and the Council moved on to discuss Sansum’s
request that the Council should build agreat church that would cel ebrate the five hundredth anniversary
of Christ’shirth. | argued against the proposa, Bishop Sansum snapped and barked and spat that the
church was necessary if the world was not to be destroyed by the devil, and that happy wrangle kept the
Council engaged till the midday mea was served in the pal ace courtyard.

That meeting was held in Durnovariaand, as usud, Guinevere had come from her SeaPdaceto bein
the town when the Council met and she joined us at the midday medl. She sat beside Arthur and, as ever,
her proximity gave him a glowing happiness. He was so proud of her. The marriage might haveyielded
him disgppointments, especidly in the number of its children, but it was plain that he was il in love with
her. Every look he gave her was a proclamation of his astonishment that such awoman would marry him,
and it never occurred to Arthur that he was the prize, that he was the capable ruler and good man. He
adored her, and that day, as we ate fruit, bread and cheese under awarm sunlight, it was easy to see
why. She could be witty and cutting, amusing and wise, and her looks still commanded attention. The
years did not seem to touch Guinevere. Her skin was as clear as skimmed milk and her eyes had none of
the fine wrinkles that Ceinwyn’s showed; it seemed, indeed, that she had not aged one moment since that
far-off day when Arthur had first spied her across Gorfyddyd' s crowded hall. And till, 1 think, every



time Arthur returned home from some long dutiful journey across Mordred’ s realm he received the same
shock of happiness at seeing Guinevere that he had received on that very first day he saw her. And
Guinevere knew how to keep him fascinated by aways staying one mysterious pace ahead of him and so
drawing Arthur ever deeper into hispassion. It was, | suppose, arecipefor love,

Mordred was with usthat day. Arthur had insisted that the King begin to attend the Council before he
was acclaimed with hisfull powers, and he dways encouraged Mordred to take part in our discussions,
but Mordred' s only contribution wasto St scraping at the dirt under hisfingernails or ese yawning asthe
tedious business droned on. Arthur hoped he would learn responsibility by attending the Council, but |
feared the King was merely learning to avoid the details of government. That day he sat, as was proper,
at the centre of the meal table and made no pretence whatever to be interested in Bishop Emrys s story
of aspring that had miraculoudy appeared when a priest blessed ahillside.

‘That spring, Bishop,” Guinevereintervened, ‘would it bein the hills north of Dunum?

‘Why yes, Lady!” Emrys said, pleased to have an audience other than the unresponsive Mordred.
“Y ou have heard of the miracle?

‘Long before your priest arrived there,” Guinevere said. * That pring comes and goes, Bishop,
depending on therainfal. And thisyear, you will remember, the late winter rainswere unusudly heavy.’
She smiled triumphantly. Her opposition to the church still existed, but it was muted now.

‘Thisisanew spring, Emrysingsted. ‘ The countryfolk assure usit never existed beforel” Heturned
back to Mordred. *Y ou should visit the spring, Lord King. Itistruly amiracle’

Mordred yawned and stared blankly at the pigeons on the far roof. His coat was stained with mead
and hisnew curly beard filled with crumbs. * Are we done with business? he asked suddenly.

‘Far fromit, Lord King, Emrys said enthusiastically. ‘We have yet to receive adecison on the
building of the church, and there are three names proposed as magistrates. | assume the men are hereto
be questioned? he asked Arthur.

‘They are, Bishop,” Arthur confirmed.

‘A full day’ swork for usl” Emrys said, pleased.
‘Not for me; Mordred said. ‘I’m going hunting.’
‘But, LordKing . .." Emrys protested mildly.

‘“Hunting,” Mordred interrupted the Bishop. He pushed his couch away from the low table and limped
acrossthe courtyard.

There was silence round the table. We dl knew what the others were thinking, but none spoke aoud
until | tried to be optimigtic. ‘ He pays atention,’ | said, ‘to hisweapons.’

‘Because helikestokill,” Guineveresadicily.

‘1 only wish the boy would talk sometimes!” Emrys complained. ‘Hejust Ststhere, sullen! Picking at
hisnails’

‘Atleagtitisn’'t hisnose, Guinevere said acidly, then looked up as astranger was escorted into the
courtyard. Hygwydd, Arthur’s servant, announced the stranger as Cyllan, champion of Kernow, and he
looked like aKing's champion for he was a huge black-haired and rough-bearded brute who carried the



blue tattoo of an axe on hisforehead. He bowed to Guinevere, then drew a barbaric-looking long-sword
that he laid on the flagstones with its blade pointing at Arthur. That gesture was asign that trouble existed
between our countries.

‘Sit, Lord Cyllan.” Arthur waved to Mordred s vacated couch. * There' s cheese, somewine. The
bread is new baked.’

Cyllan tugged off hisiron helmet that was crested with the snarling mask of awildcat. ‘Lord,” he said
inarumbling voice, ‘1 comewith acomplaint. ..

“Y ou come with an empty belly too, I've no doubt,” Arthur interrupted him. * Sit, man! Y our escort will
be fed in the kitchens. And do pick up the sword.’

Cyllan surrendered to Arthur’ sinformality. He broke aloaf in half and diced off abig wedge of
cheese. ‘Trigtan,” he explained curtly when Arthur asked the nature of the complaint. Cyllan spoke with
hismouth haf full of food, making Guinevere shudder with horror. ‘ The Edling hasfled to thisland,
Lord,” Kernow’s champion went on, ‘and brought the Queen with him.” He reached for the wine and
drank ahornful. ‘King Mark wants them back.’

Arthur said nothing, but just drummed on the tabl€' s edge with hisfingers.

Cyllan swallowed more bread and cheese, then poured himself more wine. ‘It’ s bad enough,” he went
on after aprodigious belch, ‘that the Edling is,’ he paused, glanced a Guinevere, then amended his
sentence, ‘iswith his slepmother.’

Guinevere interrupted to provide the word that Cyllan had not dared pronouncein her presence. He
nodded, blushed and went on. ‘Not right. Lady. Not to couple with his own stepmother. But he' salso
gtolen haf hisfather’ streasury. He' s broken two oaths, Lord. The oath to hisroya father and the oath to
his Queen, and now we hear he has been granted refuge near Isca’

‘I heard that the Princeisin Dumnonia,” Arthur said blandly.

‘And my King wants him back. Wants both of them back.” Cyllan, his message ddlivered, attacked
the cheese again.

The Council reassembled, leaving Cyllan to kick hishedlsin the sunlight. The three candidatesfor
magigtrate were told to wait and the vexed problem of Sansum’s great church was set aside whilewe
debated Arthur’ s answer to King Mark.

‘Tristan,’ | said, * has ever been afriend to this country. When no one else would fight for us, he did.
He brought men to Lugg Vale. Hewaswith usin London. He deserves our help.’

‘He has broken oaths made to aKing,” Arthur said worriedly.

‘Pagan oaths,’” Sansum put in, asif that lessened Tristan’s offence.

‘But he has stolen money,” Bishop Emrys pointed out.

“Which he hopeswill soon be hisby right,’ | answered, trying to defend my old battle comrade.

‘And that is precisely what worriesKing Mark,” Arthur said. * Put yoursdlf in his place, Derfe, and
what do you fear most?

‘A dearth of princesses? | ventured.



Arthur scowled at my levity. ‘Hefearsthat Tristan will lead spearmen back to Kernow. Hefears civil
war. Hefearsthat hissonistired of waiting for his death and he’ sright to fear it.’

| shook my head. ‘ Tristan was never cdculating, Lord,” | said. ‘He acts on impulse. He' s stupidly
fdleninlovewith hisfather’ sbride. HE snot thinking of athrone.’

‘Not yet,” Arthur said ominoudly, ‘ but hewill.’
‘If we give Trigtan refuge, what will King Mark do? Sansum asked shrewdly.

‘Raids,’ Arthur said. * Some farms burned, cattle stolen. Or else he'll send his spearsto take Tristan
dive. His boatmen could managethat.” Alone among the British kingdoms the men of Kernow were
confident sailors and the Saxons, in their early raids, had learned to fear the longboats of Mark’s
spearmen. * It will mean congtant, niggling trouble,” Arthur conceded. ‘A dozen dead farmers and their
wives every month. We Il have to keep a hundred spearmen on the border till it'sall settled.’

‘Expensive,” Sansum commented.
‘Too expensve,” Arthur said grimly.
‘King Mark’ smoney must certainly bereturned,” Emrysinssted.

‘And the Queen, probably,” Cythryn, one of the magistrates who sat on the Council, put in. ‘| cannot
imagine that King Mark’ s pridewill dllow him to leave that insult unavenged.’

‘What happensto the girl if she'sreturned? Emrys asked.

‘That,” Arthur said firmly, ‘isamatter for King Mark to decide. Not us.’” He rubbed hislong bony face
with histwo hands. ‘1 suppose,’ he said wearily, ‘that we had better mediate the affair.” Heamiled. ‘It's
been along time sincel wasin that part of theworld. Maybeit’ stime to go there again. Will you come,
Defd?Youreafriend of Tristan. Maybe hell ligento you.’

‘With pleasure, Lord,’ | agreed.

The Council agreed to let Arthur mediate the matter, sent Cyllan back to Kernow with amessage
describing what Arthur was doing and then, with adozen of my spearmen in attendance, we rode south
and west to find the errant lovers.

It began as a happy enough journey, despite the awkward problem that lay at itsend. Nine years of
peace had swollen the land’ s goodness and if the summer’ swarm wesather lasted, and despite Culhwch’'s
gloomy predictions, it looked set to be afine harvest that year. Arthur took areal joy from seeing the
well-tended fields and new granaries. He was greeted in every town and village and the greeting was
awayswarm. Children’ s choirs sang for him and giftswerelaid at hisfeet: corn dollies, baskets of fruit or
afox pelt. Hereturned gold for the gifts, discussed whatever problems afflicted the village, talked with
theloca magigtrate and then we would ride on. The only sour note was struck by Chrigtian hodtility, for
in nearly every village therewasasmal group of Christianswho would shriek curses at Arthur until their
neighbours hushed them up or pushed them away. New churches stood everywhere, usudly built where
pagans had once worshipped at a sacred well or spring. The churches were the products of Bishop
Sansum’ s busy missionaries and | wondered why we pagans did not employ smilar men to trave the
roads and preach to the peasants. The Chrigtians' new churches were, admittedly, small things, mere huts
of wattle and thatch with a cross nailed to one gable, but they multiplied and the more rancorous of their
priests cursed Arthur for being a pagan and detested Guineverefor her adherenceto IS's. Guinevere
never cared that she was hated, but Arthur didiked dl religious rancour. On that journey to Isca he often



stopped to talk to the Christians who spat at him, but hiswords had no effect. The Chrigtians did not
care that he had given the land peace, nor that they had become prosperous, only that Arthur was a
pagan. ‘ They'relike the Saxons,’ he told me gloomily aswe left another hostile group behind, ‘they
won't be happy till they own everything.’

‘Then we should do to them what we did to the Saxons, Lord,” | said. * Set them against each other.’

‘They dready fight amongst themsdlves,” Arthur said. ‘ Do you understand this argument about
Pdagianian?

‘1 wouldn’t even want to understand it,” | answered flippantly, though in truth the argument was
growing ever more vicious with one set of Christians accusing the other of heresy, and both Sdesinflicting
deaths on their opponents. * Do you understand it?

‘1 think s0. Pelagius refused to believe mankind isinherently evil, while men like Sansum and Emrys
say weareall born evil.” He paused. ‘1 suspect,” Arthur went on, ‘that if | werea Chrigtian, I’d bea
Pelagian.’ | thought of Mordred and decided that mankind might well be inherently evil, but | said
nothing. ‘1 believein mankind,” Arthur said, ‘rather more than in any God.’

| spat at the road’ s verge to avert the evil hiswords might bring. ‘1 often wonder,’ | said, “how things
would have changed if Merlin had kept his Cauldron.’

‘That old pot? Arthur laughed. ‘1 haven't thought of that for years” He smiled at the memory of those
old days. ‘ Nothing would have changed, Derfd,” hewent on. ‘| sometimesthink Merlin’ swholelifelay in
collecting the Treasures, and once he had them there was nothing | eft for him to do! He didn’t daretry to
work their magic, because he suspected nothing would happen.’

| glanced at the sword hanging at his hip, one of the thirteen Treasures, but | said nothing for | was
keeping my promise to Merlin not to reveal Excalibur’ strue power to Arthur. *Y ou think Merlin burned
down hisown tower? | asked instead.

‘I'vewondered,’” he admitted.

‘No,’ | said firmly, *he believed. And sometimes, | think, he daresto believe he'll liveto find the
Treasuresagain.’

‘Then he' d better hurry,” Arthur said tartly, ‘ because he can’'t have much time left.’

We spent that night in the old Roman governor’s paace in Iscawhere Culhwch now lived. Hewasin
agloomy mood, not because of Tristan, but because the city was a hotbed of Christian fanatics. Just a
week before aband of Christian youths had invaded the city’ s pagan temples and pulled down the
statues of the Gods and splashed excrement on the walls. Culhwch'’s spearmen had caught some of the
desecrators and filled thejail with them, but Culhwch was worried about the future, if we don't bresk the
bastards now,” he said, ‘they’ll go to war for their God.’

‘Nonsense,” Arthur said dismissively.

Culhwch shook his head. * They want a Chrigtian King, Arthur.’
‘They’ || have Mordred next year,” Arthur said.
‘IsheaChristian? Culhwch asked.

‘If he sanything,’ | sad.



‘But he’ snot who they want,” Culhwch said darkly.

‘Thenwhois? Arthur asked, intrigued at last by his cousin’swarnings.

Culhwch hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Lancelot.’

‘Lancelot!” Arthur sounded amused. ‘ Don't they know he keeps his pagan temples open?

‘They don't know anything about him,” Culhwch said, ‘ but they don’t need to. They think of himinthe
same way that people thought about you in the last years of Uther’ slife. They think of him astheir
deliverer.

‘Ddliverer fromwhat? | asked scornfully.

‘Uspagans, of course, Culhwch said. ‘They ingst Lancdot isthe Chrigtian King who'll lead them dll
to heaven. And do you know why? Because of that seaeagle on hisshield. It'sgot afishinitsclaws,
remember? And thefishisa Chrigtian symbol.” He pat hisdisgust. ‘ They don’t know anything about
him,” he said again, ‘ but they seethat fish and think it' sasign from their God.’

‘A fish? Arthur plainly did not believe Culhwch.

‘A fish, Culhwch inssted. ‘Maybe they pray to atrout? How would | know? They already worship a
holy ghogt, avirgin and acarpenter, so why not afishaswel? They'redl mad.’

‘They'renot mad,” Arthur inssted, ‘ excited, maybe.’
‘Excited! Have you been to one of their riteslately? Culhwch challenged his cousin.
‘Not since Morgan’ swedding.’

“Then come and look for yoursdlf,” Culhwch said. It was night-time and we had finished supper, but
Culhwch inssted we don dark cloaks and follow him out through one of the palace’ s side doors. We
went up adark aley to the forum where the Christians had their shrine in an old Roman temple that had
once been dedicated to Apollo, but which had now been scoured of paganism, limewashed and
dedicated to Chrigtianity. We went in through the west door and found a shadowed niche where, in
imitation of the big throng of worshippers, we kndlt.

Culhwch had told usthat the Christians worshipped here every evening, and every evening, he said,
the same frenzy followed the gifts of bread and wine that the priest distributed to the faithful. The bread
and wine were magical, supposed to be their God' s blood and flesh, and we watched as the worshippers
thronged about the dtar to receive their scraps. At least half of the worshi ppers were women and those
women, once they had taken the bread from the priests, began to fall into ecstasy. | had often seen such
strange fervour, for Merlin’s old pagan rites had frequently ended with screaming women dancing about
the Tor’ sfires, and these women behaved in much the same way. They danced with closed eyes and
with their waving hands held up to the white roof where the smoke from the torches and from the bowls
of burning incense made athick mist. Some wailed strange words, otherswere in atrance and just gazed
at astatue of their God's mother, afew writhed on the floor, but most of the women danced in step to
the rhythmic chanting of three priests. The men in the church mostly watched, but some joined the
dancersand it was they who first stripped themsalvesto their waists and snatched up knotted thongs with
which they began to lash their own backs. That astonished me, for | had never seen anything like it
before, but my astonishment turned to horror when some of the women joined the men and began to
scream with ecstatic joy as the lashes drew blood from their bare breasts and backs.

Arthur hated it. ‘It smadness,” he whispered, ‘ pure madness!’



‘It sspreading,” Culhwch warned him darkly. One of the women was begating her naked back with a
length of rusty chain and her frenzied wailing echoed in the big stone chamber as her blood spattered
thick on thetiled floor. ‘They'll go on likethisdl night,” Culhwch said.

The worshippers had gradually edged forward to surround the ecstatic dancers, leaving the three of us
isolated in our shadowed niche. A priest saw usthere and darted towards us. ‘ Have you eaten the body
of Christ? he demanded.

‘We ateroast goose,’ Arthur said politely, standing up.

The priest stared at the three of us and recognized Culhwch. He spat into Culhwch’ sface. * Pagan!” he
shrieked. ‘Idolater! Y ou dare defile God' stemple!” He struck at Culhwch - a mistake, for Culhwch gave
him ablow that span the priest hard back across the floor, but the altercation had attracted attention and
ahowl went up from the men who had been watching the flagellating dancers.

‘Timeto go,” Arthur said, and the three of usretreated smartly across the forum to where Culhwceh's
spearmen guarded the paace’ sarcade. The Christians pilt out of their church in pursuit, but the
gpearmen stolidly closed into a shield-wall and lowered their blades, and the Christians made no attempt
to storm the palace.

‘“They might not attack tonight,” Culhwch said, ‘ but they get braver by the day.’

Arthur watched the howling Christians from a paace window. ‘What do they want? heaskedin
puzzlement. He liked hisreligion to be decorous. When he cameto Lindinis hewould dwaysjoin
Ceinwyn and me at our morning prayers when we knelt quietly before our household Gods, offering them
apiece of bread and then praying that our daily duties would be done properly, and that was the kind of
worship Arthur liked. He was smply bemused by the things he had seenin Isca s church.

‘They believe, Culhwch began to explain the fanaticism we had witnessed, ‘that their God is coming
back to earth in five years, and they believe they have aduty to prepare the earth for hiscoming. Their
prieststell them that the pagans have to be wiped out before their God will come back and they preach
that Dumnoniamust have a Chrigtian king.’

‘They’ll have Mordred,” Arthur said grimly.

‘Then you' d better change hisdragon shield into afish,” Culhwch said, ‘for | tell you, their fervour is
getting worse. There sgoing to betrouble’

‘WE |l placate them,” Arthur said. ‘W€ |l let them know Mordred’ sa Christian and perhaps thet’ ||
cam them down. Maybe we' d better build that church Sansum wants,” he added to me.

‘If it gopsthemrioting,” | said, ‘why not?

We left 1scanext morning, escorted now by Culhwch and a dozen of his men, and we crossed the Exe
by the Roman bridge and then turned south into the deegp sea-lands that lay on Dumnonid s furthest
coadts. Arthur said nothing more about the Chrigtian frenzy he had witnessed, but he was oddly silent that
day and | guessed therites had upset him deeply. He hated any kind of frenzy for it stripped men and
women of their sense, and he must have feared what such a madness might do to his careful peace.

But for now our problem was not Dumnonia s Christians, but Tristan. Culhwch had sent word to the
Prince, warning him of our approach, and Tristan cameto greet us. He rode aone, his horse' s hoofs
leaving spurts of dust as he galloped towards us. He greeted us happily, but recoiled from Arthur’ s chill
reserve. That reserve was not caused by any innate didike Arthur had for Tristan - indeed he liked the



Prince - but rather sprang out of Arthur’ s recognition that he had not just come to mediate this dispute,
but to St in judgment on an old friend. ‘He hasworries,” | explained vagudly, trying to reassure Tristan
that Arthur’s coldness held no foreboding.

| was leading my own horse, for | was aways happier on foot, and Tristan, having greeted Culhwch,
did out of his saddle and walked beside me. | described the wild Christian ecstasies and attributed
Arthur’s coldness to hisworries about their meaning, but Tristan did not want to hear any of it. Hewasin
loveand, likedl lovers, he could talk of nothing but hisbeloved. ‘A jewd, Derfd,” he said, ‘that’ swhat
sheis, anlrishjewd!” He paced long-legged beside me, one arm round my shoulder and with hislong
black hair chinking from the warrior rings he had woven into its plaits. His beard was more heavily
streaked with white now, but he was gtill a handsome man with abony nose and dark, quick eyesthat
were bright with passon. ‘Her name,” he said dreamily, ‘islseult.’

‘Weheard,” | said drily.

‘A child from Demetia,’ he said, ‘adaughter of Oengus Mac Airem. A Princess, my friend, of the Ui
Liathain.” He spoke the name of Oengus Mac Airem’ stribe asthough its syllables were forged in purest
gold. ‘Isault, hesad, ‘of the Ui Liathain. Fifteen summers old and as beautiful asthe night.’

| thought of Arthur’s ungovernable passon for Guinevere and of my own soul’ slongingsfor Cainwyn
and my heart hurt for my friend. He had been blinded by love, swept by it, made mad by it. Tristan was
ever apassionate man, given to black deeps of despair or to soaring heights of happiness, but thiswas
thefirst time | had ever seen him assaulted by the storm winds of love. ‘Y our father,” | warned him
carefully, ‘wants Iseult back.’

‘My father’sold,” he said, dismissing every obstacle, ‘and when hedies| shal sail my Princess of the
Ui Liathain to Tintagd’ siron gates and build her acastle of Slver towersthat shall scrapethe stars” He
laughed at his own extravagance. ' You' |l adore her, Derfd!’

| said nothing more, but just let him talk and talk. He had no appetite for our news, cared not abit that
| had three daughters or that the Saxons were on the defensive, he had room in his universe for nothing
but Iseult. “Wait till you see her, Derfel!” he said again and again, and the nearer we drew to their refuge
the more excited he became until at last, unable to be gpart from his Iseult for amoment longer, he leapt
onto his horse and galloped away ahead of us. Arthur looked quizzicdly a meand | grimaced. ‘He' sin
love’ | said, asif | needed to explain.

‘With hisfather’ staste for young girls,” Arthur added grimly.
“Youand | know love, Lord,” | said, ‘be kind to them.’

The refuge of Tristan and Iseult was abeautiful place, maybetheloveliest | ever saw. It wasaplace
where smdl hillswere cut by streams and heavy woods, whererich riversran fast to the seaand where
great cliffswere loud with screaming birds. It was awild place, but beautiful, a placefit for love sraw
madness.

And there, in the small dark hall among the deep green woods, | met I seult.

Smdll and dark and fey and fragileishow | remember Iseult. Little more than achild, redly, though she
had been forced to woman' s sate by her marriage to Mark, yet to me she appeared as a shy, small, thin
girl, nothing but a delicate wisp of near-womanhood who kept her huge dark eyesfixed on Tristan until
he inssted that she greeted us. She bowed to Arthur. * Y ou don’t bow to me,” Arthur said, lifting her up,
‘for you are a Queen,” and he dropped to one knee and kissed her small hand.



Her voice was whispery like a shadow’ s voice. Her hair was black and she had tried to make herself
look older by binding it in agreat coil on the crown of her head and by hanging hersaf with jewels,
though she wore the jewels awkwardly, reminding me of Morwennadressing up in her mother’ s clothes.
She gazed at usfearfully. Iseult redized, | think, even before Tristan did, thet thisincurson of armed
Spearmen was not the coming of friends, but the arriva of her judges.

Culhwch had provided the loverswith their refuge. It was ahal of timber and rye thatch, not big, but
well built, and it had belonged to a chieftain who had supported Cadwy’ s rebellion and thereby lost his
head. The hall, with three huts and a storehouse, stood circled by a paisade in awooded hollow of land
where the seawinds could not chafeits thatch, and there, with six loyd spearmen and amound of stolen
treasure, Tristan and Iseult had thought to make their love into a great song.

Arthur tore their music into shreds. ‘ The treasure.” hetold Tristan that night, ‘ must be returned to your
fether’

‘He can haveit!” Tristan declared. ‘I only brought it so | would not haveto cal on your charity. Lord.’
‘Solong asyou areinthisland, Lord Prince,” Arthur said heavily, ‘you will be our guests’
‘And how long will that be, Lord? Tristan asked.

Arthur frowned and looked up into the hall’ sdark rafters. *Isthat rain? It seems so long sinceit
raned.

Tristan asked the question again, and again Arthur refused to answer. 1seult reached for her Prince's
hand and held it as Tristan reminded Arthur of Lugg Vae. ‘When no one el se would cometo your help,
Lord, | came, Tristan said.

‘Youdid, Lord Prince,” Arthur admitted.

‘ And when you fought Owain, Lord, | sood besde you.’
“Youdid,” Arthur said.

‘And | brought my hawks shieldsto London.’

“You did, Lord Prince, and they fought well there.’

‘And | took your Round Table oath,” Tristan said. No one ever called it the Brotherhood of Britain
any more.

‘Soyou did, Lord,” Arthur said heavily.
‘So, Lord,” Tristan begged, ‘have | not deserved your help?

“Y ou have deserved much, Lord Prince’” Arthur said, ‘and | am mindful of it." It was an evasive
answer, but the only one Tristan received that night.

Weleft the loversin the hal and made our own straw beds in the small storehouses. Therain passed in
the night and the next morning dawned warm and beautiful. | woke late to discover Tristan and Iseult had
dready |eft the hall. ‘ If they have apeck of sense,; Culhwch growled to me, ‘they’ Il have run asfar away
asthey can.’

‘Will they?



‘They don't have sense, Derfel, they’ re lovers. They think the world existsfor their convenience.’
Culhwceh waked with adight limp now, the legacy of the wound he had taken in the battle againgt Adll€'s
army. ‘They’ve goneto the sea” hetold me, ‘to pray to Manawydan.’

Culhwch and | followed the lovers, climbing out of the wooded hollow to awindswept hill that ended
inagresat cliff where the seabirds whedled and against which the vast ocean broke white in tattered bursts
of gpray. Culhwch and | stood on the dlifftop and stared down into asmall cove where Tristan and I seult
walked on the sand. The previous night, watching the timid Queen, | had not redlly understood what had
driven Trigtan into love' s madness, but that winch morning | did understand.

| watched as she suddenly broke away from Tristan and ran ahead, skipping, turning and laughing at
her lover who walked dowly behind. She wore aloose white dress and her black hair, no longer bound
inacoil, streamed free in the st wind. She looked like aspirit, like one of the water nymphs who had
danced in Britain before the Romans came. And then, perhapsto tease Tristan, or elseto take her pleas
closer to Manawydan, the sea God, she ran headlong into the great tumbling surf. She plunged into the
waves S0 that she disappeared atogether and Tristan could only stand distraught on the sand and watch
the churning white mass of breaking seas. And then, deek as an otter in astream, her head appeared.
She waved, swam alittle, then waded back to the beach with her white wet dress clinging to her pathetic
thin body. | could not help but see that she had small high breasts and long dender legs, and then Trigtan
hid her from our view by wrapping her in the wings of his grest black cloak and there, beside the sea, he
held her tight and leaned his cheek againgt her salt-wet hair. Culhwch and | stepped out of view, leaving
theloversaonein thelong seawind that blew from fabled Lyonesse.

‘He can't send them back,” Culhwch growled.

‘Hemusin't,” | agreed. We stared across the endlessy moving sea.
‘Then why won't Arthur reassure them? Culhwch demanded angrrily.
‘I don’'t know.’

‘| should have sent them to Brocdliande,” Culhwch said. Thewind lifted his cloak as we walked west
around the hills above the cove. Our path led to a high place from where we could see down into agreat
natural harbour where the ocean had flooded ariver valey and formed a chain of wide, well-sheltered
sealakes. ‘Halcwm,” Culhwch named the harbour, ‘and the smokeis from the sdt works.” He pointed to
ashimmer of grey onthefar Sde of thelakes.

‘There must be seamen here who could take them to Brocdiande,’ | said, for the harbour had at |east
adozen shipsanchored inits shelter.

‘Trislan wouldn’t go,” Culhwch told me bleskly. ‘1 suggested it to him, but he believes Arthur ishis
friend. Hetrusts Arthur. He can’t wait to be King for he saysthat then al Kernow’ s spearswill be a
Arthur'sservice’

‘Why didn’t hejust kill hisfather? | asked bitterly.

‘For the same reason that none of uskills that little bastard, Mordred,” Culhwch said. ‘ It’sno small
thing tokill aking.’

That night we dined in the hall again, and again Tristan pressed Arthur to say how long he and Iseult
could stay in Dumnonia, and again Arthur avoided giving an answer. ‘ Tomorrow, Lord Prince,” he
promised Tristan, ‘tomorrow we shdl decidedl.’



But next morning two dark shipswith tall masts hung with ragged sails and with high rearing prows
carved into the shapes of hawks' heads sailed into Halcwm'’ s sealakes. Thetwo ships' thwarts were
crowded with men who, asthe loom of the land cheated their sails of wind, unshipped their oars and
drove the long dark ships towards the beach. Spear bundles were propped at the sterns where
steersmen heaved on thelr great steering oars. Green branches were tied to each hawk’ s head prow,
sgnifying that the ships camein peece.

| did not know who had come in the two ships, but | could guess. King Mark had come from
Kernow.

King Mark was a huge man, reminding me of Uther in his dotage. He was so fat he could not climb
Halcwm' s hills unaided and so four spearmen carried him in achair that was equipped with two stout
poles. Forty other spearmen accompanied their King who was preceded by Cyllan, his champion. The
clumsy chair swayed up the hill, then down into the wooded hollow where Tristan and Iseult believed
they had found refuge.

| seult screamed when she saw them, then, in a panic, she ran desperately to escape her husband, but
the paisade had only one entrance and Mark’ s huge chair filled it, so she ran back into the hall where her
lover was trapped. The hal doors were guarded by Culhwch’s men and they refused to allow Cyllan or
any of Mark’ s spearmen into the building. We could hear 1seult crying, Tristan shouting and Arthur
pleading. King Mark ordered his chair set down opposite the hall’ s door and there he waited until
Arthur, hisface pale and tight, emerged and knelt before him.

The King of Kernow had ajowly face blotched by broken veins. His beard was thin and white, his
shallow breath rasped in hisfat throat and his small eyes seeped rheum. He waved Arthur to hisfeet, then
struggled out of hischair and on thick, unsteady legs followed Arthur to the largest of the huts. It wasa
warm day, but Mark’ sthick body was still draped in a seal skin cloak as though he found it cold. He put
ahand on Arthur’ sarm to help him walk into the hut where two chairs had been placed.

Culhwch, disgusted, planted hisbulk in the hall’ s doorway and stood there with adrawn sword. |
stood beside him while, behind us, black-haired Iseult wept.

Arthur stayed afull hour in the hut, then emerged and looked at Culhwch and me. He seemed to sigh,
then walked past usinto the hall. We did not hear what he said, but we heard 1seult scream.

Culhwch glared at Kernow’ s spearmen, begging just one of them to challenge him, but none moved.
Cyllan, the champion, stood motionless beside the gate with agreat war spear and his huge long-sword.

Iseult screamed again, then Arthur suddenly emerged into the sunlight and plucked my arm. * Come,
Deafd.

‘What of me? Culhwch asked defiantly.

‘Guard them, Culhwch,” Arthur said. ‘No oneisto enter the hall.” He walked away and | walked with
him.

He said nothing as we climbed the hill from the hall and nothing aswe waked along the hill path, and
gl said nothing as we waked out onto the cliff’ s high peak. The headland’ s stone jutted into the sea
beneath us where the water broke high and ragged to shatter its spume eastwards on the undying wind.
The sun shone on us, but out to seatherewas agrest cloud and Arthur stared at the dark rain falling on
the empty waves. The wind rippled hiswhite cloak. * Do you know the legend of Excalibur? he suddenly
asked me.



Better than he did, | thought, but | said nothing of the blade being one of the Treasures of Britain. ‘|
know, Lord,” | said, wondering why he had asked me such aquestion at such amoment, ‘that Merlin
won it in adream contest in Ireland and that he gave it to you &t the Stones!’

‘And hetold methat if | wasever in great need then dl | had to do was draw the sword, plungeit into
the earth and Gofannon would come from the Otherworld to aid me. Isn't that right?

‘Yes, Lord.

‘Then, Gofannon!” he shouted into the seawind as he drew the great blade. ‘ Come!” And with that
injunction he rammed the sword hard into the turf.

A gull cried inthe wind, the sea sucked at the rocks asit did back to the degps and the salt wind
gusted our cloaks, but no God came. ‘ The Gods help me,” Arthur said at last, staring at the swaying
blade, ‘ but how | wanted to kill that fat monster.’

‘Sowhy didn't you? | asked harshly.

He said nothing for awhile and | saw there were tears running down hislong hollow cheeks. ‘1 offered
them death, Derfdl,’ he said. * Swift and painless.” He cuffed at his cheeks, and then, in asudden rage, he
kicked the sword. ‘ Gods!” He spat at the quivering blade. ‘What Gods?

| pulled Excdibur from the turf and wiped the earth from itstip. He refused to take the sword back, so
| laid it reverently on agrey boulder. ‘What will happen to them, Lord? | asked.

He sat on another stone. For atime he did not answer me, but just stared at therain on the far sea
while the tearstrickled down his cheeks. ‘| havelived my life, Derfe,’ he said at last,  according to oaths.
| know no other way. | resent oaths, and so should al men, for oaths bind us, they hobble our freedom,
and who among us doesn’'t want to be free? But if we abandon oaths then we abandon guidance. Wefal
into chaos. We just fal. We become no better than beasts.” He suddenly could not continue, but just

wept.

| stared at the grey heave of the sea. Where, | wondered, do those great waves begin and where do
they end?‘ Suppose,’ | asked, ‘that the oath is a mistake?

‘A mistake? He glanced at me, then looked back to the ocean. * Sometimes;” he said bleskly, ‘an
oath cannot be kept. | could not save Ban' s kingdom, though God knows | tried, but it could not be
done. And so | broke that oath and | will pay for it, but | did not break it willingly. | haveyet to kill Adlle,
and that is an oath that must be kept, but | have not yet broken the oath, merely delayed it. | have
promised to take Henis Wyren back from Diwrnach, and | will. And maybe that oath was a mistake, but
| am sworntoit. So thereisyour answer. If an oath isamistake then you are till obligated because you
aresworntoit.” Hewiped hischeek. ‘ So yes, one day | must take my spears against Diwrnach.’

“You have no oathto Mark,” | said hitterly.
‘None,” he agreed, ‘ but Tristan does, and Iseult does.’
‘Aretheir oaths our business? | asked.

He stared at his sword. Its grey blade that was chased with intricate whorls and long-tongued dragon
heads reflected the far date-dark clouds. ‘A sword and astone,” he said softly, perhaps thinking of the
moment when Mordred would become king. He stood suddenly, and turned his back on the sword to
gareinland at the green hills. * Suppose,” he said to me, ‘that two oaths clash. Suppose | have sworn to
fight for you and sworn to fight for your enemy, which oath do | keep?



‘Thefirgt given,” | said, knowing thelaw aswell ashe.

‘And if they were both given at once?

“Then you submit to the King’ sjudgment.’

‘Why the King? He quizzed me asthough | was anew spearman being taught the laws of Dumnonia.
‘Because your oath to the King,” | said dutifully, ‘isabove dl other oaths, and your duty isto him.’

‘SotheKing, he said forcefully, ‘isthe keeper of our oaths, and without aKing thereis nothing but a
tangle of conflicting oaths. Without aKing, thereis chaos. All oathslead to the King, Derfd, dl our duty
endswith the King and dl our laws arein the King' s keeping. If we defy our King, we defy order. We
can fight other Kings, we can even kill them, but only because they threaten our King and his good order.
TheKing, Derfd, isthe nation, and we belong to the King. Whatever you or | do, we must support the
King.’

| knew he was not talking about Tristan and Mark. He was thinking of Mordred and so | dared to
gpesk the ungpoken thought that had lain so heavily on Dumnoniafor al thoseyears. ‘ There are those,
Lord, | said, ‘who say you should be the King.’

‘No!" He shouted the word into the wind. ‘No!’ he repeated more quietly, looking at me.
| looked down at the sword on the stone. *Why not?

‘Because | swore an oath to Uther.’

‘Mordred,” | said, ‘isnot fit to be King. And you know it, Lord.’

Heturned and looked at the seaagain. ‘Mordred is our King, Derfel, and that isall you or | need to
know. He has our oaths. We cannot judge him, hewill judge us, and if you or | decide another man
should be King, whereis order then? If one man takes the throne unjustly, then any man can tekeit. If |
take it, why should another not take it from me? All order would be gone. There would just be chaos.’

“Y ou think Mordred cares about order? | asked bitterly.

‘| think Mordred has not yet been properly acclaimed,” Arthur said. ‘| think that when the high duties
are put on him then he may change. | think it more likely that he will not change, but above all, Derfd, |
believe heis our King and we must endure him because that is what we have to do whether welikeit or
not. Indl thisworld. Derfel,” he said, suddenly sweeping up Excalibur and swinging her blade about the
whole horizon, ‘in al thisworld thereis only one sure order, and that isthe King' s order. Not the Gods.
They’ ve gone from Britain. Merlin thought he could bring them back, but look at Merlin now. Sansum
tellsusthat his God has power and so He might, but not for me. | see only kings, and inkingsare
concentrated our oaths and our duties. Without them we would be so many wild things scrambling for
place’ Herammed Excalibur back into its scabbard. ‘| must support kings, for without them there would
be chaosand so | have told Tristan and I seult that they must stand tridl.’

‘Trid!” | exclaimed, then spat on the turf.

Arthur glared angrily at me. * They are accused,” he said, * of theft. They are accused of breaking oaths.
They are accused of fornication.” The last word twisted his mouth and he turned away from meto spit it
acrossthe sea

‘They'reinlove!’ | protested, and when he said nothing | attacked him more directly. * And did you



stand trid, Arthur ap Uther, when you broke an oath? And not the oath to Ban, but the oath you swore
when you betrothed yoursdlf to Ceinwyn. Y ou broke an oath, and no one put you in front of
megistrates!’

Heturned on mein aflaring rage and for afew heartbeats | thought he was about to drag Excalibur
free again and attack me with the blade, but then he shuddered and went till. His eyes glistened with
tears again. He said nothing for along while, then he nodded. ‘1 broke that oath, true. Do you think |
haven't regretted it?

‘And you will not let Tristan bresk one oath?

‘He' sathief!” Arthur snarled at meinfury. * Y ou think we should risk years of border raids for athief
who fornicates with his stepmother?Y ou could talk to the families of the dead farmers on our frontier and
judtify their deathsin the name of Tristan’slove? Y ou think women and children should die because a
princeisin love?sthat your justice?

‘I think Tristanisour friend,” | said, and when he did not answer, | spat at hisfeet. Y ou sent for
Mark, didn’t you? | accused him.

He nodded. *Yes. | sent a messenger from Isca’
‘Triganisour friend, | shouted a him.

He closed hiseyes. ‘He has stolen from aKing, he said stubbornly. ‘ He has stolen gold, awife and
pride. He has broken oaths. His father seeksjustice and | am sworn to justice.’

‘Heisyour friend,’ | ingsted. ‘And heismine!’

He opened hiseyes and stared at me. ‘A King comesto me, Derfd, and asksfor justice. Am | to
deny Mark justice because heis old and gross and ugly? Do youth and beauty deserve perverted justice?
What have | fought for al these years, if not to make certain that justice is even-handed? Hewas
pleading with me now. ‘When we travelled here, through al those villages and towns, did people run
away because they saw our swords? No! And why? Because they know that in Mordred' s kingdom
thereisjustice. And now, because aman beds his father’ swife, you would have me tossthat justice
away like an inconvenient burden?

‘Yes,' | said, ‘because heisafriend, and because if you make them stand tria they will be found
guilty. They have no chanceat trid,’ | protested hitterly, ‘ because Mark isa Tongued One.’

Arthur gave a sad smile as he acknowledged the memory | had ddliberately provoked. That memory
was of our very first meeting with Tristan, and that meeting too had been alegd matter, and in that case a
gresat injustice was almost done because the accused was a Tongued One. In our law the evidence given
by a Tongued One was incontrovertible. A thousand people could swear the opposite, but their evidence
was nothing if it was contradicted by aLord, aDruid, apriest, afather speaking of hischildren, a
gift-giver spesking of hisgift, amaid talking of her virginity, aherdsman spesking of hisanimasor a
condemned man saying hisfinal words. And Mark was aLord, aKing, and hisword outweighed those
of aPrince or aQueen. No court in Britain would acquit Tristan and Iseult, and Arthur knew it. But
Arthur had sworn an oath to uphold the law.

But on that far day, when Owain had so nearly perverted justice by using the privilege of a Tongued
Onetotell alie, Arthur had appeaed to the court of swords. For Tristan’ s benefit Arthur himself had
fought Owain and Arthur had won. * Tristan,” | now said to Arthur, ‘ could apped to the court of swords!’



‘Thatishisprivilege’ Arthur said.
‘And |l amhisfriend,” | said coldly, ‘and | can fight for him.’

Arthur stared at me as though he was only just redlizing the true depths of my hodtility. ‘Y ou, Derfel?
he asked.

‘I shdl fight for Tristan,’ | said coldly, ‘because heismy friend. Asyou once were’

He paused afew heartbedts. ‘ That isyour privilege,’ hefindly said, *but | have done my duty.” He
walked away and | followed ten paces behind; when he dowed, | dowed, and when he turned to look at
me, | looked away. | was going to fight for afriend.

Arthur curtly ordered Culhwch’s spearmen to escort Tristan and Iseult to Isca. There, he decreed, their
trid would be held. King Mark could provide one judge and we Dumnonians the other.

King Mark sat in his chair, saying nothing. He had argued for thetrid to be held in Kernow, but he
must have known it did not matter. Tristan would not stand tria for Tristan would never survive atrid.
Tristan could only apped to the sword.

The Prince came to the door of the hall and there he faced hisfather. Mark’ s face showed nothing,
Tristan was pale and Arthur stood with head bowed so that he did not need to look at either man.

Tristan wore no armour and carried no shield. Hisblack hair with itswarrior rings was combed back
and tied with agtrip of white linen that he must have torn from Iseult’ s dress. He wore ashirt, trews and
boots and had asword at his side. He walked halfway to his father and there stopped. He drew his
sword, stared into hisfather’ simplacable eyes, then rammed the blade hard into the turf. * I will betried
by the court of swords,’” heingsted.

Mark shrugged and made alethargic gesture with his right hand, and that gesture brought Cyllan
forward. It was plain that Tristan knew the champion’s prowess for he looked nervous as the huge man,
whose beard grew down to hiswai s, stripped off his cloak. Cyllan pushed hisblack hair awvay from the
axetattoo, then pulled hisiron helmet onto his head. He spat on his hands, rubbed the spittleinto his
pams, and walked dowly forward and knocked Tristan’s sword flat. With that gesture he had accepted
battle.

| drew Hywedbane. ‘I shdl fight for Tristan,” | heard myself saying. | was oddly nervous, and it was
not just the nervousness that precedes battle. It was fear of the greet gulf that was opening in my life, the
gulf that separated me from Arthur.

‘| shdl fight for Tristan,” Culhwch insgsted. He came and stood beside me. ‘Y ou’' ve got daughters,
fool,” he muttered.

‘So haveyou.’

‘But I'll beat this bearded toad quicker than you, you Saxon bag of guts,” Culhwch said fondly. Tristan
stepped between us and protested that he would tight Cyllan aone, that this was his battle and no one
else's, but Culhwceh growled at him to get back into the hall. ‘I’ ve beaten men twice as big as that
bearded lout,’ hetold Tristan.

Cyllan drew hislongsword and gave it adash through the empty air. ‘ One of you,” he said cardlesdly,
‘| don’'t carewhich.’



‘No!” Mark suddenly shouted. He summoned Cyllan and two others of his spearmen and the three
men knelt beside Mark’ s chair and listened to their King' singtructions.

Culhwch and | both presumed that Mark was ordering histhree men to fight the three of us. ‘I’ ll take
the bastard with the big beard and the dirty forehead,” Culhwch decided, *you take that red-haired piece
of dogshit, Derfel, and my Lord Prince can skewer the bald one. Two minutes' work?

Iseult crept from the hall. She seemed terrified to bein Mark’ s sight, but she came to embrace
Culhwch and me. Culhwch swamped her in hisarms, while| knelt and kissed her thin pale hand. * Thank
you,” shesaid in her little shadow voice. Her eyeswere red with tears. She stood on tiptoe to kiss
Tristan, and then, with one scared backward look at her husband, she fled back into the hall’ s shadows.

Mark raised his heavy head from the collar of his sealskin fur. * The court of swords,” he saidinavoice
thick with phlegm, ‘ demands one man on one man. It has dways been thus’

‘Then send your virginsone a atime, Lord King,” Culhwch shouted, ‘and I ll kill them oneat atime.’

Mark shook his head. * One man, one sword,” he insisted, ‘and my son asked for the privilege, so he
will fight

‘Lord King,’ | said, ‘custom decrees that aman can fight for hisfriend in the court of swords. I, Derfel
Cadarn, insst onthe privilege’

‘| know of no such custom,” Mark lied.

‘Arthur does,” | said harshly. ‘Hefought for your son inacourt of swordsand | will fight for him
today.’

Mark turned his bleary eyestowards Arthur, but Arthur shook his head asif to suggest he wanted
nothing to do with the argument. Mark looked back a me. ‘My son’'s offenceisfilthy,” hesaid, ‘and no
one but he should defend it.’

‘I will defend it!” | said, then Culhwch stepped beside me and ingsted that he would fight for Tristan.
TheKing just looked at us, raised hisright hand and gave aweary gesture.

The spearmen of Kernow, ingtructed by the red-haired man and the bald warrior, formed ashield-wall
at theKing' ssgnal. It wasawall two men deep and the front rank held their shieldsin alocked row
while the second rank held their shields to protect the heads of the front rank. Then, on aword of
command, they tossed their spearsto the ground.

‘Bastards,’” Culhwch said, for he understood what was about to happen. ‘ Shall we break them, Lord
Defd? he asked me.

‘Let usbreak them, Lord Culhwch,” | said vengefully.

There were forty men of Kernow, and three of us. Theforty shuffled dowly forward in their locked
shield-wal with their eyes watching uswarily from beneath the rims of their helmets. They carried no
spears and had drawn no swords. They did not cometo kill us, but to immobilize us.

And Culhwch and | charged them. | had not needed to break ashield-wall in years, but the old
madnesswhirled in me as | screamed Bel’ s name, then | shouted Ceinwyn’sname as | rammed
Hywelbane' s point at aman’s eyes and as he ducked aside | threw my shoulder at the junction of hisand
his neighbour’ sshields.



Thewadll broke and | screamed in triumph as | thumped Hywelbane s hilt on the back of oneman’s
head, then stabbed it forward to widen the gap. In battle, by now, my men would be thrusting behind me,
opening the gap and soaking the ground with enemy blood, but | had no men behind me, and no
weapons opposing me, just shields and more shields, and though | whirled in acircle, making
Hywelbane' s blade hiss as she dashed around, those shields closed inexorably on me. | dared not kill
any of the spearmen, for that would have been dishonourable after they had so deliberately cast asde
their own wegpons, and bereft of that opportunity | could only try and frighten them. But they knew |
would not kill and so aring of shields circled me, closed on me, and Hywelbane was &t last stopped
dead by an iron shield-boss and suddenly the shields of Kernow were pressing hard about me.

| heard Arthur shout a harsh command, and | guessed that some of Culhwch’s and my spearmen had
wanted to help their lords, but Arthur held them back. He did not want a bloody fight, Kernow against
Dumnonia He just wanted this grim business done and finished.

Culhwch had been trapped like me. He raged at his captors, cdled them infants, dogs and worms, but
the men of Kernow had their orders. We were neither of usto be hurt, but just held tight by a press of
men and by the clamp of thar shidlds, and so, like Iseult, we could only watch as the champion of
Kernow walked forward, his sword held low, and gave his Prince a bow.

Tristan knew he would die. He had taken the ribbon from his hair and tied it about his sword’ s blade,
and now he kissed the linen strip. Then he held his sword out, touched the champion’s blade, and sprang
forward inalunge.

Cyllan parried. The sound of the two swords echoed back from the palisade, then echoed again as
Trigtan attacked a second time, thistime swinging the sword in afast downward dash, but once again
Cyllan parried. He did it easily, most wearily. Twice more Tristan attacked, and then he kept hisblows
going, swinging and lunging asfast as he could, trying desperately to wear Cyllan’s defence down, but he
only wearied his own arm, and the moment he paused for breath and took a step back, the champion

lunged.

That lunge was so well done. It was even beautifully doneif you cared to see asword used properly.
It was even mercifully donefor Cyllan took Tristan’ ssoul in an eyeblink. The Prince did not even have
the timeto look back at hislover in the hall’ s shadowed door. Hejust stared at hiskiller, and the blood
gushed from his cut throat to turn his white shirt red, then his sword dropped as he made the dying,
bubbling, choking sound, and as his soul fled, he just dropped.

‘Justiceisdone, Lord King,” Cyllan said bleskly as he pulled his blade free from Tristan’ sneck and
walked away. The spearmen who surrounded me, none of whom had dared meet my eyes, drew back. |
raised Hywelbane and the sight of its grey blade was misted by my tears. | heard | seult scream as her
husband' s men killed the six spearmen who had accompanied Tristan and who now took hold of their
Queen. | closed my eyes.

| would not look at Arthur. | would not speak with Arthur. | walked to the headland and there |
prayed to my Gods and | begged them to come back to Britain, and while | prayed the men of Kernow
took Queen Iseult down to the sea-lake where the two dark shipswaited. But they did not carry her
home to Kernow. Ingtead the Princess of the Ui Liathain, that child of fifteen summerswho had skipped
barefoot into the waves and whose voice had been a shadowy wisp like the seamen’ s ghosts who ride
the long seawinds, wastied to a post and hegped around with the driftwood that lay so thick on
Halcwm' s shore, and there, before her husband' s unforgiving eyes, she was burned dive. Her lover’s
corpse was burned on the same pyre.

| would not leave with Arthur. | would not talk to him. I let him go, and | dept that night in the dark old



hall wherethelovers had dept. Then | travelled hometo Lindinis and that was when | confessed to
Ceinwyn about the old massacre on the moor when | had killed the innocent to keep an oath. | told her
about |seult burning. Burning and screaming while her husband watched.

Ceinwyn held me. * Did you not know that hardnessin Arthur? she asked me softly.
‘No.
‘Heisal that stands between us and horror,” Ceinwyn said, * how could he be anything but hard?

Even now, with my eyes closed, | sometimes see that child coming from the sea, her face smiling, her
thin body outlined againgt the white clinging dress and her hands reaching for her lover. | cannot hear a
gull’ s cry without seeing her for she will haunt metill theday | die, and after deeth, wherever it ismy soul
goes, shewill bethere; achild killed for aKing, by law, in Camelot.

I did not see Lancelot for many years after the Round Table oath, nor did | see any of his henchmen.

Amhar and Loholt, Arthur’ stwins, lived in Lancelot’s capital of VVentawhere they led bands of
spearmen, but the only fighting they seemed to do wasin itstaverns. Dinasand Lavaineweredso in
Ventawhere they presided over atemple dedicated to Mercury, a Roman God, and their ceremonies
rivalled the onesheld in Lancelot’ s paace church that had been consecrated by Bishop Sansum. Sansum
was afrequent visitor to Ventaand he reported that the Belgic people seemed happy enough with
Lancelot, which we took to mean that they were not openly rebdllious.

Lancelot and his companions aso visted Dumnonia, most often going acrosstheir border to the Sea
Pdace, but sometimestravelling asfar as Durnovariato attend some high feast, but | smply stayed away
from such festivasif | knew they were coming, and neither Arthur nor Guinevere ever demanded that |
attend. Nor was | invited to the great funeral that followed the degth of Lancelot’s mother, Elaine.

Lancdat, in truth, was not abad ruler. He was no Arthur, he cared nothing for the qudity of justice or
the fairness of taxes or the state of the roads, he smply ignored those things, but as they had been
ignored before his rule no one noticed any greet difference. Lancelot, like Guinevere, cared only for his
comfort and, like her, he built alavish paace that wasfilled with statues, bright with painted walls and
hung, of course, with the extravagant collection of mirrorsin which he could admire his own endless
reflection. The money for these luxuries was exacted in taxes, and if those taxes were heavy then the
compensation was the freedom of the Belgic lands from Saxon raids. Cerdic, astonishingly, had kept his
faith with Lancelot and the dreaded Sai's Spearmen never raided Lancelot’ srich farmlands.

But nor did they need to raid, for Lancelot had invited them to come and livein hiskingdom. The land
had been depopulated by the long years of war and huge stretches of fine fields were growing back to
woodland, and so Lancelot invited settlersfrom Cerdic’' s peopletortill thefields. The Saxons swore
oaths of loyaty to Lancelot, they cleared theland, they built new villages, they paid their taxes, and their
spearmen even marched in hiswar-band. His paace guard, we heard, were al Saxons now. The Saxon
Guard, he called them, and he chose them for their height and for the colour of their hair. | did not see
them in those years, though eventually | met them, and they were dl tal blond men who carried axes
polished to amirror brightness. Rumour had it that Lancelot paid tribute to Cerdic, but Arthur angrily
denied it when our Council asked himif it wastrue. Arthur disapproved of Saxon settlers being invited
onto British land, but the matter, he said, was Lancelot’ sto decide, not ours, and at least the land was at
peace. Peace, it seemed, excused all.



Lancelot even boasted that he had converted his Saxon Guard to Christianity, for his baptism, it
seems, had not just been for show, but was real enough, or so Galahad told me on one of hisfrequent
vidgtsto Lindinis. He described the church Sansum had built in the Venta paace and told me that every
day achoir sang and abevy of priests celebrated the Christian mydteries. * It sal very beautiful,” Galahad
said wistfully. That was before | had seen the ecstasiesin Iscaand | had no idea such frenziestook place,
50 did not ask him whether they happened in Venta, or whether his brother encouraged Dumnonia s
Chrigiansto see him asa ddiverer.

‘Has Chrigtianity changed your brother? Ceinwyn asked.

Gaahad watched the flicker of her hands as she teased a thread from the distaff onto the spindle.
‘No,” he admitted. ‘He thinksit's enough to say prayers once aday and then he behaves as he likes
thereafter. But many Chrigtians are like that, das’

‘ And how does he behave? Ceinwyn asked.
‘Badly.

‘Do you want meto leave the room,” Ceinwyn asked sweetly, ‘so you can tell Derfel without
embarrassing me? And then he can tell me when we go to bed.’

Gdahad laughed. ‘He s bored, Lady, and he aleviates his boredom in the usua way. He hunts.’
‘So does Derfedl, so do I. Hunting' s not bad.’

‘He huntsgirls, Galahad said bleakly. ‘He doesn't treat them badly, but they don't redlly have much
choice. Some of them like it and they &l become rich enough, but they aso become hiswhores.’

‘He sounds like most kings,” Ceinwyn said drily. ‘Isthat al he does?

‘He spends hours with those two wretched Druids,” Galahad said, *and no one knowswhy a Christian
King would do that, but he clamsit’ sjust friendship. He encourages his poets, he collects mirrors and he
vigts Guinevere' s Sea Pdace’

‘Todowhat? | asked.

‘Totak, he says.” Galahad shrugged. ‘He saysthey talk about religion. Or rather they argue about it.
She' s become very devout.’

‘Tolgs,’ Ceinwyn said disgpprovingly. In the years after the Round Table oath we had dl heard how
Guinevere was retregting more and more into the practice of her religion so that now the Sea Palace was
said to be one huge shrine to 14, and Guinevere s attendants, who were al women chosen for their
grace and looks, were the priestesses of 1SS

‘The Supreme Goddess,” Galahad said disparagingly, then carefully crossed himsalf to keep the pagan
evil at bay. ‘ Guinevere evidently believes the Goddess has enormous power that can be channelled into
human affairs. | can’t imagine Arthur likesit.’

‘He'sbored by it dl,” Caeinwyn said, spinning the last of the thread off the distaff and laying it down.
‘All he ever doesnow,” she went on, ‘is complain that Guinevere won't talk to him about anything except
her religion. It must be horribly tediousfor him.” This conversation took place long before Tristan fled to
Dumnoniawith Iseult, and when Arthur was still awelcome guest at our house.

‘My brother clamsto be fascinated by her ideas, Gaahad said, *and maybe heis. Heclamsshe's



the mogt intelligent woman in Britain and says he won't marry till hefinds another just like her.’
Ceinwyn laughed. * A good job helost me, then. How old is he now?
‘Thirty-threg, | think.’
‘So ancient!” Ceinwyn said, smiling at me, for | was only ayear younger. ‘What happened to Ade?
‘Shegave himason, and died doing it.’
‘No!” Ceinwyn said, upset asdways at hearing of adeath in childbirth. * And you say he has a son?

‘A bastard,” Galahad said disapprovingly. ‘ Peredur, he's called. Four years old now, and not a bad
littleboy. Intruth | rather like him.

‘Hasthere ever been achild you didn't like? | asked him drily.
‘Brush-head,” he said, and we al amiled at that old nickname.

‘Imagine Lancelot having ason!” Ceinwyn said with that intonation of surprised import with which
women greet such news. To me the existence of another roya bastard seemed entirely unremarkable, but
men and women, | notice, respond to these things quite differently.

Gaahad, like his brother, had never married. Nor did he haveland, but he was happy and was kept
busy serving as an envoy for Arthur. He tried to keep the Brotherhood of Britain dive, though | noticed
how quickly those dutiesfell away, and he travelled through dl the British kingdoms, carrying messages,
sttling digoutes and using hisroyd rank to ease whatever problems Dumnonia might have with other
dates. It was usually Galahad who travelled to Demetiato curb Oengus Mac Airem’ sraids on Powys
and it was Galahad who, after Tristan’ s death, carried the news of Iseult’ sfate to her father. | did not see
him after that, not for many months.

| tried not to see Arthur either. | wastoo angry with him, and | would neither answer hisletters nor go
to the Council. He cameto Lindinis twice in the months after Tristan’s death and both times | was coldly
polite and both times | left him assoon as| could. He did talk for along time with Ceinwyn and shetried
to reconcile us, but | could not shake the thought of that burning child from my head.

But nor could | ignore Arthur altogether. Mordred’ s second acclamation was now just months away
and the preparations had to be made. The ceremony would be held at Caer Cadarn, just a short walk
eadt of Lindinis, and inevitably Ceinwyn and | were drawn into the planning. Mordred himsdlf even took
an interest, perhaps because he redized that the ceremony would at last free him of dl discipline. *Y ou
haveto decide,’ | told him one day, ‘who will acclamyou.’

‘Arthur will, won't he? he asked sullenly.

‘It susually done by aDruid,” | said, ‘but if you want a Christian ceremony then you must choose
between Emrys or Sansum.’

He shrugged. ‘ Sansum, | suppose.’
‘Then we should goand seehim,’ | said.

Wewent on ahard midwinter day. | had other businessin Y nys Wydryn, but first went with Mordred
to the Christian shrine where apriest told us that Bishop Sansum was busy saying mass and that we must
wait. ‘Does he know hisKing ishere? | demanded.



‘I shall tell him, Lord, the priest said, and scuttled away across the frozen ground.

Mordred had wandered off to stand beside his mother’ s grave where, even on that cold day, adozen
pilgrimsknelt in worship. It was avery smple grave, nothing but alow mound of earth with astone cross
that was dwarfed by the lead urn Sansum had placed to receive the pilgrims’ offerings. * The Bishop will
bewithussoon,” | said. ‘ Shall wewait insde?

He shook his head and frowned at the low grassy mound. ‘ She should have a better grave,’ he said.
‘I think that’strue,’ | said, surprised he had spoken at al. ‘Y ou can build it.’
‘It would have been better,” he said sniddly, ‘if others had paid her that respect.’

‘Lord King," | said, ‘wewere so busy defending thelife of her child that we had small time to worry
about her bones. But you are right, and we were remiss.’

He kicked moodily at the urn, then peered indde to see the small treasures that had been |eft by the
pilgrims. Those who were praying at the grave edged away, not for fear of Mordred whom | doubt they
even recognized, but because the iron amulet | wore about my neck betrayed that | was a pagan. ‘Why
was she buried? Mordred suddenly asked me. ‘Why wasn't she burned?

‘Because shewas aChrigtian,” | said, hiding my horror at hisignorance. | explained that Christians
believed their bodieswould be used again a the final coming of Christ, while we pagans took new
shadowbodies in the Otherworld and thus had no need of our corpses which, if we could, we burned to
prevent our spirits wandering the earth. If we could not afford afuneral pyre then we burned the dead
person’s hair and cut off onefoot.

‘| shal make her avault,” he said when | had finished my theological explanation. He asked me how
his mother had died and | told him the whole story of how Gundleus of Siluriahad treacheroudy married
Norwenna, then murdered her as she kndlt to him. And | told him how Nimue had taken her revenge on
Gundleus.

‘That witch,” Mordred said. He feared Nimue, and no wonder, for she was becoming ever fiercer,
ever gaunter and ever dirtier. She was arecluse now, grubbing alifein the remnants of Merlin's
compound where she chanted her spells, lit firesto her Gods and received few visitors, though oncein a
while, unannounced, she would strideinto Lindinisto consult with Merlin. | would try to feed her on
those rare vigits, the children would run from her, and she would walk away, muttering to hersalf with her
one eye wild, her robe caked with mud and ashes, and her matted black hair tangled with filth. Beneath
her refuge on the Tor she was forced to watch the Christian shrine grow larger, stronger and ever more
organized. The old Gods, | thought, were losing Britain fast. Sansum, of course, was desperate for
Merlin to die so he could take the Tor for himself and build a church on its fire-scarred summit, but what
Sansum did not know wasthat al Merlin’sland waswilled to me.

Mordred, standing beside his mother’ s grave, wondered at the smilarity of names between my eldest
daughter and his dead mother and | told him that Ceinwyn was Norwenna s cousin. ‘ Morwenna and
Norwennaare old namesin Powys,” | explained.

‘Did shelove me? Mordred asked, and the incongruity of that word in his mouth gave me pause.
Maybe, | thought, Arthur was right. Maybe Mordred would grow into hisresponshilities. Certainly, in al
theyears| had known him, | had never held such a courteous discussion before.

‘Sheloved you very much,” | answered truthfully. * The happiest | ever saw your mother,” | went on,
‘was when you were with her. It was up there.” | pointed to the black scar where Merlin’shall and his



dream-tower had stood on the Tor. It was there that Norwenna had been murdered and Mordred had
been snatched away from her. He had been a baby then, even younger than | had been when | was
snatched from my mother, Erce. Did Erce il live? | still had not travelled to Sluriato find her, and that
omisson made mefed guilty. | touched theiron amulet.

‘When | die;’ Mordred said, ‘1 want to be in the same grave as my mother. And I’ ll make the grave
myself. A vault of sone,” he declared, ‘with our bodieslifted on apedesta’

“Y ou must talk to the Bishop,” | said, ‘and I’'m sure he'll be pleased to do whatever he can to help.’
So long, | thought cynicaly, ashe did not have to pay for the vaulted sepulchre.

| turned as Sansum hurried across the grass. He bowed to Mordred, then welcomed me to the shrine.
“You come, | hope, in search of truth, Lord Derfel?

‘| cometo vigt that shrine,’ | said, pointing to the Tor, ‘but my Lord King has business of his own with
you.” | |eft them there done and led my horse up to the Tor, passing by the group of Christianswho, day
and night, prayed at the Tor’ sfoot that its pagan inhabitants would be driven away. | endured their
insults, then climbed the steep hill to discover that the weter-gate had fallen fromitslast hinge. | tied my
horse to astake in what remained of the palisade, then carried the bundle of clothes and fursthat
Ceinwyn had packed so that the poor folk who shared Nimue' s refuge would not freeze in the bitter
wegther. | gave Nimue the clothes and she dropped them carelesdy in the snow, then plucked at my
deeve and drew meinto her new hut that she had built exactly where Merlin’s dream-tower had once
stood. The hut stank so foully that | dmost gagged, but she was obliviousto its mephitic stench. It wasa
freezing day and an icy deet was whipping out of the east on adamp wind, yet even so | would rather
have stood in the freezing downpour than endure that reeking hut. Look,” she said proudly, and showed
me a cauldron, not the Cauldron, but just acommon, patched iron cauldron that hung from aroof beam
and was filled with some dark liquid. Sprigs of mistletoe, a pair of bat wings, the doughed skin of snakes,
abroken antler and bunches of herbs aso hung from the rafters that were so low that | had to bend
doubleto get insde the hut, which was eye-stingingly full of smoke. A naked man lay on apdletinthefar
shadows and complained about my presence.

‘Quiet,” Nimue snarled at him, then she took astick and poked it into the cauldron’ sdark liquid which
steamed gently above asmall fire that was generating far more smoke than heat. She tirred the cauldron
about, found whatever she wanted and levered it up from the liquid. | saw it was ahuman skull. “You
remember Balise? Nimue asked me.

‘Of course,’ | said. Balise had been a Druid, an old man when | was young, and now long dead.

‘They burned hisbody,” Nimuetold me, *but not his head, and a Druid's head, Derfd, isathing of
awesome power. A man brought it to me last week. He had it in abarrel of beeswax. | bought it from
him.

Which meant | had purchased the head. Nimue was forever buying objects of cultic power: the caul of
adead child, the teeth of adragon, a piece of the Christian’s magical bread, df bolts, and now adead
man’s head. She used to come to the paace and demand the money for these tawdry things, but | now
found it eedier to leave her with alittle gold, even if it did mean that she would waste the metal on
whatever oddity was offered her. She once paid awhole gold ingot for the carcass of alamb that had
been born with two heads, and she had nailed the carcass to the paisade where it overlooked the
Chrigtian shrine and therelet it rot. | did not like to ask what she had paid for abarrel of wax containing a
dead man’ s head. ‘| stripped the wax away,’ shetold me, ‘and boiled the flesh off the head in the pot.’
That in part explained the hut’ s overwheming stench. * There is no more powerful augury,” shetold me,
her one eye glinting in the dark hut, *than a Druid’ s head seethed in a pot of urine with the ten brown



herbs of Crom Dubh.” Shelet the skull go and it sank beneath the liquid' s dark surface. *Now, wait,” she
ordered me.

My head was regling with the smoke and stench, but | obediently-waited astheliquid' s surface
shivered, glinted and finally subsided until it was nothing but adark sheen as smooth asafine mirror with
only ahint of steam drifting from its black surface. Nimue leaned close and held her breath, and | knew
she was seeing portentsin the liquid’ s surface. The man on the palet coughed horribly, then fegbly
clawed at athreadbare blanket to half cover hisnakedness. ‘I’'m hungry,” he whined. Nimue ignored him.

| waited. ‘1I’m disgppointed in you, Derfd,” Nimue suddenly said, her breath just wrinkling the liquid's
surface.

‘Why?

‘| see a Queen was burned to death on aseashore. | would have liked her ashes, Derfel,” she said
reprovingly. ‘1 could have used a Queen’ sashes,” shewent on. ‘Y ou should have known that.” Shefell
dlent and | said nothing. Theliquid was still again, and when Nimue next spoke it wasin astrange, deep
voicethat did not blur the black liquid’ ssurface at dl. * Two Kingswill cometo Cadarn,” shesaid, ‘but a
man who is no King shdl rule there. The dead will be taken in marriage, thelost will cometo thelight and
asword will lieon the neck of achild.” Then she screamed terribly, startling the naked man who scuttled
frantically into the furthest corner of the hut where he crouched with his hands covering hishead. * Tell
that to Merlin,” Nimue said to mein her norma voice. ‘He Il know what it means.’

‘I will tel him,” | promised her.

‘Andtdl him,” she said with a desperate fervour, clutching my arm with adirt-encrusted claw of a
hand, ‘that | have seen the Cauldron in theliquid. Tel him it will be used soon. Soon, Derfd! Tell him
that.’

‘I will,” | said, and then, unable to take the smell any more, | pulled away from her grip and backed
out into the dest.

She followed me out of the hut and plucked awing of my cloak to cover herself from the deet. She
walked with me towards the broken water-gate and was oddly cheerful. ‘ Everyone thinks we' relosing,
Defd, shesad, ‘everyonethinksthosefilthy Christians are taking over the land. But they’re not. The
Cauldron will be reveded soon, Merlin will be back and the power will beloosed.’

| stopped in the gate and stared down at the group of Christians who were aways gathered at the foot
of the Tor to pray their extravagant prayers with their arms spread wide. Sansum and Morgan arranged
for them to be there so that their constant prayers might serve to drive the pagans off the Tor's
fire-scarred summit. Nimue stared scornfully down at the group. Some of the Chrigtians recognized her
and made the sign of the cross. Y ou think Christianity iswinning, Derfdl? she asked me.

‘| fear it,’ | said, listening to the howls of rage from the Tor’ sfoot. | remembered the frenzied
worshippersin Iscaand wondered how long the horror of that fanaticism could be kept under contral. ‘|
dofearitis’ | sad sadly.

‘Chrigtianity isn't winning,” Nimue said scornfully. “Watch.” She ducked out from under my cloak and
lifted her dirty dressto expose her wretched nakedness to the Christians, and then she thrust her hips
obscendy towards them and gave awailing cry that died in the wind as she dropped the dress. Some of
the Christians made the sign of the cross, but mog, | noted, ingtinctively made the pagan sign againgt evil
with their right hands and then spat on the ground. ‘Y ou see? she said with asmile, ‘they till believein
the old Gods. They il believe. And soon, Derfd, they will have proof. Tell that to Merlin’



| did tell Mexlin. | stood before him and reported that two Kings would come to Cadarn, but a man
who was not a King would rule there, that the dead would be taken in marriage, the lost would cometo
the light and a sword be laid on the neck of achild.

‘Say it again, Derfel,’ he said, squinting up at me and stroking an old tabby cat that was stretched out
on hislap.

| repeated it all solemnly, then added Nimue' s promise that the Cauldron would soon be unveiled and
that its horror wasimminent. He laughed, shook his head, then laughed again. He soothed the cat on his
lap. *And did you say she had aDruid' s head? he asked.

‘Balisg’ shead. Lord’’

Hetickled the cat under the chin. ‘ Balise' s head was burned, Derfd, years ago. It was burned, then
pounded into a powder. Pounded to nothing. | know, because | did it.” He closed his eyes and dept.

Next summer, on the eve of afull moon, when the trees that grew about the foot of Caer Cadarn were
heavy with leaf, on amorning of brilliant sunshine that shone on hedgerows bright with bryony and
bindweed and willowherb and old man’ s beard, we acclaimed Mordred our King on the ancient summit
of the Caer.

Caer Cadarn’ s old fortress stood deserted for much of the year, but it was till our hill of kingship, the
solemn place of ritud at Dumnonia sroya heart, and the fort’ s ramparts were kept strong, but the
interior of the fort was a sad place of decaying huts that crouched around the big gaunt feasting hdl that
was ahometo hirds, bats and mice. That hall occupied the lower part of Caer Cadarn’ s wide summit,
while on the higher part, to the west, stood acircle of lichen-covered stones surrounding the grey,
dab-like boulder that was Dumnonia s ancient stone of kingship. Here the great God Bel had anointed
his haf-God, haf-human child Beli Mawr asthefirst of our Kingsand ever since, even in the yearswhen
the Romans had ruled, our Kings had come to this place to be acclaimed. Mordred had been born on
thishill and here too he had been acclaimed as a baby, though that ceremony had merely been asign of
hiskingly status and had placed no duties on him. But now he was at the dawn of his manhood and from
this day on hewould be King in more than name. This second acclamation discharged Arthur’ s oath and
gave Mordred al of Uther’s power.

The crowds gathered early. Thefeasting hall had been swept, then hung with banners and decorated
with green boughs. Vats of mead and pots of ale were set on the grass, while smoke poured from the
great fireswhere oxen, pigs and deer were being roasted for the feast. Tattooed tribesmen from Isca
mingled with the elegant, toga-clad citizens from Durnovariaand Corinium, and both listened to the
white-robed bards who sang specially composed songs praising Mordred' s character and forecasting the
gloriesof hisreign. Bards never wereto be trusted.

| was Mordred’ s champion and so, a one among the lords on the hill, | was dressed in my full war
gear. It was no longer the shabby, ill-repaired stuff | had worn at that fight outside London, for now |
possessed a new and expendve armour that reflected my high status. | had acoat of fine Roman mail that
was trimmed with golden rings at its neck, hem and deeves. | had knee-high boots that gleamed with
bronze strips, ebow-length gloveslined with iron plates that protected my forearms and fingers, and a
fine slver-chased helmet with amail flap that protected the back of my neck. The helmet had cheek
piecesthat hinged across my face and agold finia from which my freshly brushed wolf-tail hung. | had a
green cloak, Hywelbane at my hip and ashield which, in honour of this day, bore Mordred’ sred dragon
ingtead of my own white Sar.



Culhwch had come from Isca. He embraced me. * Thisisafarce, Derfel,” he growled.

‘A great and happy day, Lord Culhwch,” | said, straight-faced.

Hedid not smile, but instead |ooked sullenly about the expectant crowd. * Chrigtians,” he spat.
‘Theredo seem alot of them.

‘IsMerlin here?

‘Hefdttired, | said.

“Y ou mean he’ s got more sense than to come,” Culhwch said. * So who does the honours today ?
‘Bishop Sansum.’

Culhwch spat. His beard had gone grey in the last few months and he moved stiffly, though he was il
agreat bear of aman. ‘ Areyou talking to Arthur yet? he demanded.

‘“We speak when we haveto,” | answered evasively.
‘He wantsto be friendswith you,” Culhwch told me.
‘He dedsvery strangely with friends;” | said tiffly.
‘He needsfriends’

‘Then he' slucky to haveyou,’ | retorted, and turned as a horn-call interrupted our conversation.
Spearmen were making a passage in the crowd, using their shields and spear-gtaffs to press the people
gently back, and in the spearmen’ s corridor a procession of lords, magistrates and priests walked dowly
towardsthe ring of stones. | took my place in the procession aongside Ceinwyn and my daughters.

The gathering that day was atribute to Arthur rather than to Mordred, for al Arthur’ salieswere
there. Cuneglas had come from Powys, bringing adozen lords and his Edling, the Prince Perddd who
was now a good-looking boy with hisfather’ s round and earnest face. Agricola, old and stiff-jointed
now, accompanied King Meurig, both men intogas. Meurig' sfather Tewdric till lived, but the old King
had given up histhrone, shaved his head into the tonsure of a priest and retired to amonastery in the
vdley of the Wye where he patiently gathered alibrary of Chrigtian texts and dlowed his pedantic son to
rule Gwent in his place. Byrthig, who had succeeded hisfather as King of Gwynedd, and who now
possessed only two teeth, stood fidgeting as though the rituals were anecessary irritant that needed to be
finished before he could get back to the waiting mead vats. Oengus Mac Airem, Iseult’ sfather and the
King of Demetia, had come with aparty of his dreaded Blackshields, while Lancelot, King of the Belgae,
was escorted by adozen giant men of his Saxon Guard and by the baleful pairs of twins, Dinas and
Lavaine and Amhar and Loholt.

Arthur, | noticed, embraced Oengus, who returned the gesture happily. No ill-will there, it seemed,
despite Iseult’ sawful death. Arthur wore abrown cloak, perhaps not wanting one of hiswhite cloaksto
outshine the day’ s hero. Guinevere looked splendid in arusset dress that was trimmed with silver and
embroidered with her symbol of the moon-crowned stag. Segramor camein ablack gown and had
brought his pregnant Saxon wife, Malla, and their two sons. No one came from Kernow.

The banners of the Kings, chiefs and Lords were hung from the ramparts where aring of spearmen, dl
equipped with newly painted dragon shields, stood guard. A horn sounded again, its noise mournful inthe
sunny air astwenty other spearmen escorted Mordred towards the stone ring where, fifteen years before,



we had first acclaimed him. That first ceremony had been in wintertime and the baby Mordred had been
wrapped in fur and carried about the stonesin an upturned war shield. Morgan had supervised thet first
acclamation which had been marked by the sacrifice of a Saxon captive, but thistime the ceremony
would be an entirdly Chrigtian rite. The Chrigtians, | thought grimly, whatever Nimue might think, had
won. There were no Druids here except for Dinas and Lavaine and they had no roleto play, Merlin was
deeping in Lindinis s garden, Nimue was on the Tor and no captive would be daughtered to discover the
auguriesfor the newly acclamed King' sreign. We had killed a Saxon prisoner at Mordred' sfirst
acclamation, spearing him high in the belly so that his death would be dow and agonizing, and Morgan
had watched every painful stagger and every splatter of blood for signs of the future. Those auguries, |
remembered, had not been good, though they had promised Mordred along reign. | tried to remember
that poor Saxon’sname, but al | could remember was histerrified face and the fact that | had liked him,
and then suddenly his name came winging back acrossthe years. Wlencal Poor shivering Wlenca.
Morgan had inssted on his degth, but now, with a crucifix dangling beneath her mask, she was only here
as Sansum’ swife and would play no part in therites.

A muted cheer greeted Mordred' s arriva. The Christians applauded, while we pagans just touched
our hands dutifully together and then fell silent. The King was dressed entirely in black: black shirt, black
trews, black cloak and apair of black boots, one of which was monstroudy fashioned to encase his
clubbed left foot. A gold crucifix hung about his neck and it seemed to me that there wasasmirk on his
round, ugly face, or perhapsthat grimace just betrayed his nervousness. He had kept his beard, but it
wasathin thing that did little to improve his bulbous face with its jutting hedges of hair. Hewaked aone
into the roya circle and took his place beside the roya stone.

Sansum, splendid in white and gold, hurried to stand beside the King. The Bishop raised hisarms and,
without any preamble, began to pray aloud. Hisvoice, dways strong, carried right across the huge crowd
that pressed behind the Lords, right out to the motionless spearmen on the rampart’ sfighting platforms.
‘Lord God!" he shouted, ‘ pour down Thy blessing on this Thy son Mordred, on this blessed King, this
light of Britain, this monarch who will lead Thy kingdom of Dumnoniainto its new and blessed age”’ |
confess| paraphrase the prayer, for in truth | hardly took much notice as Sansum harangued his God. He
was good at such harangues, but they were dl much alike; dwaystoo long, awaysfull of praisefor
Chrigtianity and aways replete with mockery of paganism, so instead of listening | watched the crowd to
see who among it spread their arms and closed their eyes. Most did. Arthur, ever ready to show respect
to any rdligion, just stood with head bowed. He held his son’ s hand while, on Gwydre s other side,
Guinevere gazed into the sky with a secret smile on her handsome face. Amhar and Loholt, Arthur’s sons
by Ailleann, prayed with the Chrigtians, while Dinas and Lavaine just stood, arms folded across their
white robes, and stared at Ceinwyn who, just as on that day when she had run from her betrothal, wore
neither gold nor siver. Her hair ill shone so fine and pale, and she remained for me the loveliest creature
that ever walked this earth. Her brother. King Cuneglas, stood on her other side, and catching my eye
during one of Sansum’s higher flights of fancy he offered me awry smile. Mordred, hisarms spread in
prayer, watched us dl with a crooked smile.

When the prayer was done Bishop Sansum took the King' s arm and led him to Arthur who, asthe
guardian of the kingdom, would now present the new ruler to his people. Arthur smiled a Mordred, as
though to give him courage, then led him round the outside of the stone circle and, as Mordred passed,
those who were not kings dropped to their knees. I, as his champion, waked behind him with adrawn
sword. We walked against the sun, the only time acircle was ever walked thus, to show that our new
King was descended from Beli Maw r and could thus defy the natura order of al living things, though
Bishop Sansum, of course, declared that the walk against the sun proved the death of pagan superstition.
Culhwech, I saw, managed to hide himself during the circlewalk so that he would not have to kned!.

When two full circles of the stones had been completed Arthur led Mordred to the roya stone and



handed him up so that the King stood there done. Dian, my youngest daughter, then toddled forward
with cornflowerswoven into her hair and laid aloaf of bread at Mordred’ s mismatched feet to symbolize
his duty to feed his people. The women murmured at the sght of her, for Dian, like her ssters, had
inherited her mother’ s careless beauty. She put the loaf down, then looked about her for asign of what
she was supposed to do next and, receiving none, she looked solemnly up into Mordred' s face and
immediately burst into tears. The women sighed happily as the child fled crying to her mother and as
Ceinwyn scooped her up and dried her tears. Gwydre, Arthur’ s son, next carried aleather scourge that
helad a the King' sfeet asasymbol of Mordred’ s duty to offer theland justice, and then | carried the
new royal sword, forged in Gwent and with a hilt of black |eather wrapped with golden wire, and gave
the sword into Mordred' sright hand. ‘Lord King,’ | said, looking into hiseyes, ‘thisisfor your duty to
protect your people.” Mordred's smirk had vanished and he stared at me with a cold dignity that made
me hope Arthur was right and that the solemnity of thisritua would indeed give Mordred the power to
be agood King.

Then, one by one, we presented our gifts. | gave him afine hedmet, trimmed with gold and with ared
ename dragon burned onto its skullpiece. Arthur gave him ascale coat, a pear, and abox of ivory filled
with gold coins. Cuneglas offered him ingots of gold from the mines of Powys. Lancelot presented him
with amassive cross of gold and asmall, gold-framed e ectrum mirror. Oengus Mac Airem laid two thick
bear pelts at hisfeet, while Sagramor placed a golden Saxon image of abull’ s head on the pile. Sansum
presented the King with a piece of the crass on which, heloudly proclaimed, Christ had been crucified.
The scrap of dark timber was encased in a Roman glass flask that had been sedled with gold. Only
Culhwch presented nothing. Indeed, when the gifts were given and the Lords made aline to knedl before
the King and swear their oaths of loyalty, Culhwch was nowhere to be seen. | was the second man to
givethe oath, following Arthur to theroya stonewhere | knelt opposite the greet hegp of shining gold
and put my lipsto thetip of Mordred’ s new sword and swore on my lifethat | would serve him faithfully.
It was a solemn moment, for that wasthe roya oath, the oath that ruled dl others.

There was one new thing at that acclamation, aritual Arthur had devised asameans of continuing the
peace he had so carefully constructed and maintained throughout the years. The new ceremony was an
extension of his Brotherhood of Britain, for he had persuaded the Kings of Britain - at least those present
- to exchange kisses with Mordred and swesar oaths never to fight against each other. Mordred, Meurig,
Cuneglas, Byrthig, Oengus and Lancelot al embraced each other, touched their sword blades together
and took the oath to keep each other’ s peace. Arthur beamed and Oengus Mac Airem, arogueif ever
there was one, gave me a broad wink. Come harvest time, | knew, his spearmen would be raiding
Powys s granaries, whatever oaths he might have sworn.

When theroya oath had been made, | performed the final act of the acclamation. First | gave
Mordred my gloved hand and hel ped him down from the stone and then, when | had conducted him to
the northernmost stone of the outer circle, | took hisroya sword and laid its bare blade flat on the royal
gone. It lay there, glittering, a sword on astone, the true sign of aKing, and then | did the duty of the
King's champion by striding about the circle and spitting at the onlookers and challenging al who listened
to dare deny theright of Mordred ap Mordred ap Uther to be the King of thisland. | winked at my
daughters as| passed, made certain my spittle landed on Sansum’ s shining robes, and made equally sure
it did not land on Guinevere s embroidered dress. ‘1 declare Mordred ap Mordred ap Uther to be the
King!" | shouted again and again, ‘and if any man deniesit, let him fight me now.’ | walked dowly with
Hywelbane naked in my hand, and shouted my challenge loud. ‘I declare Mordred ap Mordred ap Uther
to bethe King, and if any man deniesit, let him fight me now.’

| had amost completed the circle when | heard the blade rasp from its scabbard. ‘| deny it!” A voice
shouted and the shout was followed by gasps of horror from the crowd. Ceinwyn blanched, and my
daughters, who were aready frightened to see me dressed in my unfamiliar iron and sted and leather and



wolf-hair, hid thar facesin her linen skirt.

| turned dowly and saw that Culhwch had come back to the circle and now faced me with hisbig
battle sword drawn. ‘No,’ | caled to him, ‘please.’

Culhwch, grim-faced, strode to the circle' s centre and plucked the King' s gold-hilted sword from the
stone. ‘1 deny Mordred ap Mordred ap Uther,” Culhwch said ceremonioudy, then threw the roya blade
down onto the grass.

‘Kill him,” Mordred shouted from his place beside Arthur. * Do your duty, Lord Derfd!’

‘| deny hisfitnessto rulel” Culhwch shouted at the assembly. A wind lifted the banners on the walls
and gtirred Ceinwyn'sgolden hair.

‘| order you to kill him!” Mordred shouted excitedly.

| walked into the circle to face Culhwceh. My duty now wasto fight him, and if hekilled methen
another King's champion would be selected and so the stupid businesswould go on until Culhwch,
battered and bloody, lay twitching hislife blood into Caer Cadarn’s soil, or, more likely, till afull-scae
battle erupted on the summit that would end with either Culhwch’s or Mordred' s party triumpharnt. |
pulled the helmet off my head, shook the hair out of my eyes and hung the helmet over the throat of my
scabbard. Then, with Hywelbane still in my hand, | embraced Culhwech. ‘Don’t do this;’ | whisperedin
hisear. ‘| can't kill you, my friend, so you will just haveto kill me’

‘He' sabastard little toad, aworm, not aKing,” he murmured.
‘Please,’ | said. ‘I cannot kill you. Y ou know that.’

He hugged metight. ‘ Make peace with Arthur, my friend,” he whispered, then he stepped away and
rammed his sword back into its scabbard. He picked Mordred' s sword out of the grass, gavethe King a
sour look, then laid the blade back on the stone, ‘1 yield thefight,” he called so that dl on the summit
could hear him, then he crossed to Cuneglas and knelt at hisfeet. *Will you have my oath, Lord King?

It was an embarrassing moment, for if the King of Powys accepted Culhweh'’ sloyaty then Powys's
first act of this new Dumnonian reign was to welcome an enemy of Mordred's, but Cuneglas did not
hestate. He pushed his sword hilt forward for Culhweh'skiss. ‘Gladly, Lord Culhwceh,” he said, “gladly.’

Culhwch kissed Cuneglas s sword, then rose and walked to the west gate. His spearmen followed him
and thus, with Culhwch’ s going, Mordred at last had the kingdom’ s power unchallenged. There was
slence, then Sansum began to cheer and the Christians followed hislead and so acclaimed their new
ruler. Men gathered about the King, caling their congratulaions, and | saw that Arthur was|eft to one
side, done. Helooked a me and smiled, but | turned away. | sheathed Hywelbane, then crouched by my
gtill frightened daughters and told them there was nothing to be worried about. | gave Morwennamy
helmet to hold, and showed her how the cheek pieces siwvung back and forward on their hinges. ‘Don't
break it!” | warned her.

‘Poor wolf,” Seren said, stroking the wolf-tail.
‘It killed alot of lambs’
‘Isthat why you killed the wolf?

‘Of course.’



‘Lord Derfel!” Mordred’ svoice suddenly called, and | straightened and turned round to see that the
King had shaken off his admirers and was limping acrossthe royal circle towards me.

| walked to meet him, then bowed my head. ‘Lord King.’

The Christians gathered behind Mordred. They were the masters now, and their victory was plain on
their faces. ' Y ou swore an oath, Lord Derfel,” Mordred said, ‘to obey me!’

‘I did, Lord King.’
‘But Culhwch il lives, hesaid in apuzzled voice. * Does he not ill live?
‘Helives, Lord King,’ | said.

Mordred smiled. ‘A broken oath, Lord Derfd, deserves punishment. 1sn't that what you aways taught
me?

‘Yes, Lord King.’
‘And the oath, Lord Derfdl, was sworn on your life, wasit not?
‘Yes, Lord King.’

He scratched at histhin beard. ‘ But your daughters are pretty Derfel, so | would be sorry to lose you
from Dumnonia. | forgive you that Culhwch till lives’

‘Thank you, Lord King, | said, fighting back atemptation to hit him.
‘But abroken oath sill deserves punishment,” he said excitedly.
‘Yes, Lord King,” | agreed. ‘It does.’

He paused a heartbest, then struck me hard across the face with the leather flail of justice. He laughed,
and was s0 delighted with the surprised reaction on my face that he hit me with theflail asecond time.
‘Punishment given, Lord Derfel,” he said, then turned away. His supporters laughed and applauded.

We did not stay for the feast, nor for the wrestling matches and the mock bouts of swordplay and the
displays of juggling, nor for the tame dancing bear and the competition of the bards. Wewaked, a
family, back to Lindinis. We walked beside the stream where the willows grew and the purple loosestrife
flowered. We walked home.

Cuneglas followed us within the hour. He planned to stay with us for one week, then hewould go back
to Powys. ‘ Come back with me,” he said.

‘I’'m sworn to Mordred, Lord King.’

‘Oh, Derfd, Derfd!” He put hisarm around my neck and walked up the outer courtyard with me. ‘ My
dear Derfdl, you're as bad as Arthur! Y ou think Mordred caresif you keep your oath?

‘I hope he doesn’'t want me as an enemy.’

“Who knows what he wants? Cuneglas asked. ‘ Girls, probably, and fast horses and running deer and
strong mead. Come home, Derfd! Culhweh will bethere!



‘1 shal misshim, Lord,” | said. | had hoped that Culhwch would be waiting at Lindiniswhen we
returned from Caer Cadarn, but he had plainly not dared waste amoment and was aready racing north
to escape the spearmen who would be sent to find him before he crossed the frontier.

Cuneglas abandoned his attempt to persuade me north. *What was that rogue Oengus doing there?
he asked me peevishly.  And making that promise to keep the peace too!’

‘Heknows, Lord King,’ | said, ‘that if he loses Arthur’ sfriendship then your spearswill invade his
land.’

‘He' sright, Cuneglassaid grimly. ‘Maybe I’ll givethat job to Culhwch. Will Arthur have any power
now?

‘That depends on Mordred.’

‘Let’ sassume Mordred isn't acompletefool. | can’t comprehend Dumnoniawithout Arthur.” He
turned as a shout from the gate announced more visitors. | half expected to see dragon shieldsand a
party of Mordred’s men searching for Culhwch, but instead it was Arthur and Oengus Mac Airem who
had arrived with a score of spearmen. Arthur hesitated at the gate’ sthreshold. ‘Am | welcome? he
cdledto me.

‘Of course, Lord,” | replied, though not warmly.

My daughters spied him from awindow and amoment later they ran shrieking to welcome him.
Cuneglasjoined them, pointedly ignoring King Oengus Mac Airem who crossed to my side. | bowed,
but Oengus pushed me upright and enfolded mein hisarms. Hisfur collar stank of sweat and old grease.
He grinned at me. * Arthur tells me you haven't fought a decent war inten years,” he said.

‘It must bethat long, Lord.’

“You'll beout of practice, Derfd. First proper fight and some dip of aboy will rip your belly out to
feed his hounds. How are you?

‘Older than | was, Lord. But well. And you?

‘I'm il dive,” he said, then glanced back at Cuneglas. ‘| assume the King of Powys doesn’t want to
greet me?

‘Hefeds, Lord King, that your spearmen are too busy on hisfrontier.’

Oengus laughed. ‘ Have to keep them busy, Derfel, you know that. Idle spearmen are trouble. And
besides, I’ ve got too many of the bastards these days. Irdland’ s going Chrigtian!” he spat. * Some
interfering Briton called Padraig turned them into milksops. Y ou never dared conquer uswith your spears
S0 you sent that piece of sedl shit to weaken us, and any Irishman with proper gutsis coming to thelrish
kingdomsin Britain to escape his Chrigtians. He preached to them with aclover leaf! Can you imagine
that? Conquering Ireland with aclover leaf? No wonder al the decent warriors are coming to me, but
what can | do with them?

‘Send them to kill Padraig? | suggested.

‘He sdead dready, Derfd, but hisfollowersare dl too much dive.’” Oengus had drawn meinto a
corner of the courtyard where he stopped and looked up into my face. ‘1 hear you tried to protect my
daughter.’



‘I did, Lord,” | said. | saw that Ceinwyn had come from the palace and was embracing Arthur. They
held each other asthey talked and as Ceinwyn glanced reprovingly towards me. | turned back to
Oengus. ‘I drew asword for her, Lord King.’

‘Good of you, Derfel,” he said carelesdy, ‘good of you, but it isn't important. I’ ve severa daughters.
Not even sure | can remember which one Iseult was. Skinny little thing, yes?

‘A beautiful girl, LordKing.’

Helaughed. * Anything young with titsis beautiful when you're old. | do have one beauty in the brood.
Argante, she'scdled, and she'll bresk afew hearts before her life' sdone. Y our new King will be looking
for abride, won't he?

‘| suppose so.’

‘ Argante would do for him,” Oengus said. He was not being kind to Mordred by suggesting his
beautiful daughter as Dumnonia s Queen, but rather making sure that Dumnoniawould go on protecting
Demetiafrom the men of Powys. ‘Maybe I’ll bring Argante on avisit here he said. Then he abandoned
the subject of that possible marriage and shoved a scarred fist hard into my chest. “Listen, my friend,” he
sadforcefully, ‘itisn't worth faling out with Arthur over 1seult.”

‘Isthat why he brought you here, Lord? | asked suspicioudy.

‘Of courseit is, you fool!” Oengus said happily. ‘ And because | can't stand al those Chrigtians on the
Caer. Make your peace, Derfel. Britain isn't so big that decent men can start spitting at each other. | hear
Merlinlives here?

“You'll find him through there,’ | said, pointing towards an arch that led to agarden where Ceinwyn's
roses blossomed, ‘what’ sleft of him.’

‘I'll go and kick somelifeinto the bastard. Maybe he can tell me what’ s so specid about aclover leaf.
And | need acharm to help me make new daughters.” He laughed and walked away. ‘ Getting old,
Defd, getting old!’

Arthur gave my three daughtersinto the kegping of Ceinwyn and their Uncle Cuneglas, then walked
towards me. | hesitated, then gestured through the outer gate and walked ahead of him into the meadows
where | waited and stared at Caer Cadarn’ s banner-hung ramparts above the intervening trees.

He stopped behind me. * It was at Mordred' sfirst acclamation,” he said softly, ‘that you and | first met
Tristan. Do you remember?

| did not turnround. ‘Yes. Lord.’

‘1 am no longer your lord, Derfel,’ he said. * Our oath to Uther isdone, it’ sfinished. | am not your lord,
but | would be your friend.” He hesitated. * And for what happened,” he went on, ‘| am sorry.’

| fill did not turn round. Not out of pride, but because there were tearsin my eyes. ‘1 am sorry too,” |
sad.
‘Will you forgiveme? he asked humbly. *Will we be friends?

| stared at the Caer and thought of al the things | had done that needed forgiveness. | thought of the
bodies on the moor. | had been ayoung spearman then, but youth was no excuse for daughter. It was
not up to me, | thought, to forgive Arthur for what he had done. He had to do that for himself. ‘We shall



befriends,’ | said, ‘till death.” And then | turned.

And we embraced. Our oath to Uther was done. And Mordred was King.

PART FOUR
The Mysteries of Isis

W as |seult beautiful? Igraine asksme.

| thought about the question for afew heartbests. * She wasyoung,’ | said at last, ‘and as her father
sad. ..

‘I read what her father said,’” Igraine interrupted me curtly. When she comesto Dinnewrac Igraine
aways sts and reads through the finished skins before sitting on the window-sil1 and talking to me. Today
that window is hung with aleather curtain to try and keep the cold out of the room, whichisbadly lit with
rush lights on my writing-desk and filled with smoke because the wind isin the north and the smoke from
thefire cannot find itsway out of the roof-hole.

‘Itwasalong timeago,’ | said wearily, ‘and | only saw her for aday and two nights. | remember her
as beautiful, but | suppose we aways make the dead beautiful if they are young.”

‘The songsdl say shewasbeautiful,” Igraine said wistfully.

‘| paid the bards for those songs,” | said. Just as| had paid men to carry Tristan's ashes back to
Kernow. It wasright, | had thought, that Tristan should go to hisown land in death, and | had mixed his
bones and Iseult’ s bones, and his ashes and her ashes, and no doubt afair amount of ordinary wood ash
too, and seded them all in ajar wefound in the hall where they had shared their impossible dream of
love. | had been wedlthy then, agresat lord, master of daves and servants and spearmen, weal thy enough
to buy adozen songs about Tristan and I seult that are sung to thisday in al thefeagting halls. | made
sure, too, that the songs put the blame for their deaths on Arthur.

‘But why did Arthur do it? Igrainesaid.

| rubbed my face with my one hand. ‘ Arthur worshipped order,’ | explained. ‘I don't think he ever
redly believed in the Gods. Oh, he bdieved they existed, he was no fool, but he didn’t think they cared
about us any more. | remember he once laughed and said it was so arrogant of usto think that the Gods
had nothing better to do than to worry about us. Do we lose deep over the mice in the thatch? He asked
me. So why would the Gods care about us? So all that was left to him, if you took away the Gods, was
order, and the only thing that kept order was the law, and the only thing that made the powerful obey the
law wastheir oaths. It wasredly quite smple.” | shrugged. ‘ Hewasright, of course; he dmost dways
was.’

‘He should havelet themlive,’ Igraneindsted.

‘He obeyed thelaw, | said bleakly. | have often regretted alowing the bards to blame Arthur, but he
forgave me.



‘And Iseult was burned dive? Igraine shuddered. * And Arthur just let it happen?
‘He could be very hard,” | said, ‘and he had to be, for the rest of us, God knows, could be soft.’
‘He should have spared them, Igraineinsisted.

‘ And there would have been no songs or storiesif hehad,’ | answered. ‘ They would have grown old
and fat and squabbled and died. Or e se Tristan would have gone home to Kernow when hisfather died
and taken other wives. Who knows?

‘How long did Mark live? Igraine asked me.
‘Just another year,’ | said. ‘Hedied of the strangury.’
‘Thewhat?

| smiled. * A foul disease, Lady. Women, | think, are not subject to it. A nephew became King then,
and | can’t even remember his name.’

Igraine grimaced. ‘ But you can remember |seult running from the sea,” she said accusingly, ‘ because
her dresswas wet.’

| smiled. ‘Likeit was yesterday, Lady.’

‘The Seaof Galilee,” Igraine said brightly, for St Tudwa had suddenly come into our room. Tudwal is
now ten or eleven years old, athin boy with black hair and aface that reminds me of Cerdic. A rat face.
He shares both Sansum’ s cdll and his authority. How lucky we are to have two saintsin our small
community.

‘The saint wishes you to decipher these parchments,” Tudwal demanded, putting them on my table. He
ignored Igraine. Saints, it seems, can be rude to queens.

‘What arethey? | asked him.

‘A merchant wantsto sdll themto us” Tudwa said. ‘He clamsthey’re psams, but the saint’ seyes are
too dim to read them.’

‘Of course,’ | said. Thetruth, of course, isthat Sansum cannot read at al and Tudwal is much too lazy
to learn, though we have dl tried to teach him and we al now pretend that he can. | carefully uncurled the
parchment that was old, cracking and feeble. The language was L atin, atongue | can barely understand,
but | did seetheword Christus. ‘They aren’t psalms,’ | said, ‘but they are Chrigtian. | suspect they’re

gospe fragments.’
‘The merchant wants four pieces of gold.’

‘“Two pieces,’ | said, though | did not really care whether we bought them or not. | let the parchments
curl up. ‘ Did the man say where he got them? | asked.

Tudwad shrugged. ‘ The Saxons!’

‘We should certainly preservethem,” | said dutifully, handing them back. * They should bein the
treasure store.” Where, | thought, Hywel bane rested with al the other small treasures | had brought from
my old life. All but for Ceinwyn’slittle golden brooch that | keep hidden from the older saint. | humbly
thanked the younger saint for consulting me, and bowed my head as he left.



‘Spotty littletoad,’ Igraine said when Tudwal had gone. She spat towardsthefire. ‘Areyou a
Chrigian, Derfd?

‘Of course | am, Lady!’ | protested. ‘What a question!’

Shefrowned quizzicaly at me. ‘| ask it,” shesaid, ‘because it seemsto methat you arelessof a
Chrigtian today than you were when you began writing thistae’

That, | thought, was a clever observation. And atrue onetoo, but | dared not confessit openly for
Sansum would love to have an excuse to accuse me of heresy and burn me to death. He wouldn't stint
on that firewood, | thought, even if he did ration what we could burnin our hearths. | smiled. ‘Y ou make
me remember the old things, Lady,” | said, ‘thatisdl.’ It wasnot al. Themorel recal of the old years
the more some of those old things come back to me. | touched an iron nail in my wooden writing-desk to
avert the evil of Sansum’shatred. ‘| long ago abandoned paganism,’ | said.

‘ wish | wasapagan,” Igraine said wistfully, drawing the beaver-pdt cloak tight about her shoulders.
Her eyesare il bright and her faceis so full of lifethat | am sure that she must be pregnant. ‘Don't tell
thesaints| said that,” she added swiftly. ‘And Mordred,” she asked, ‘was he a Christian?

‘No. But he knew that was where his support in Dumnoniawas, so he did enough to keep them
happy. He let Sansum build hisgreet church.’

‘Where?

‘On Caer Cadarn.’” | smiled, remembering it. ‘It was never finished, but it was supposed to be a great
big church in theform of across. He claimed the church would welcome the second coming of Christin
the year 500, and he pulled down most of the feasting hall and used itstimbersto build the wal and the
stone circle to make the church’ sfoundations. He left the roya stone, of course. Then he took half the
lands that belonged to Lindinis s palace and used their wesalth to pay for the monks on Caer Cadarn.’

“Your land?

| shook my head. ‘It was never my land, always Mordred's. And, of course, Mordred wanted us
evicted from Lindinis’

‘So he could livein the paace?
*So Sansum could. Mordred moved into Uther’ sWinter Palace. Heliked it there!’
‘So where did you go?

‘Wefound ahome, | said. It was Ermid’ sold hall, south of 1ssa’s Mere. The mere was not named for
my Issa, of course, but for an old chieftain and Ermid had been another chief who had lived onits
southern bank. When he died | had bought hislands, and after Sansum and Morgan took over Lindinis|
moved there. The girls missed Lindinis s open corridors and echoing rooms, but | liked Ermid’ sHall. It
was old, thatched, shadowed by trees and full of spidersthat made Morwenna scream and, for my oldest
daughter’ s sake, | became Lord Derfel Cadarn, the dayer of spiders.

‘“Would you havekilled Culhwch? Igraine asks me.
‘Of course not!”’

‘| hate Mordred,” she said.



‘You arenot alonein that, Lady.’
She sared at thefire for afew moments. ‘ Did hereally have to become King?

‘Solong asit wasin Arthur’ shands, yes. If it had been me? No, | would have killed him with
Hywelbane, evenif it did mean breaking my oath. He was a sad boy.’

‘Ital seemsso sad,’ Igraine said.

‘Therewas plenty of happinessin thoseyears,’ | answered, ‘and even afterwards, sometimes. We
were happy enough back then.” | still remember the girls' shouts echoing in Lindinis, the rush of feet and
their excitement at some new game or some strange discovery. Ceinwyn was dways happy she had a gift
for it - and those around her caught the happiness and passed it on. And Dumnonia, | suppose, was
happy. It prospered, certainly, and the hard workers made themsalves wealthy. The Chrigtians seethed
with discontent, but even so those were the glory years, thetime of peace, the time of Arthur.

Igraine shuffled the new sheets of parchment to find one particular passage. * About the Round Table;’
she began.

‘Please,’ | said, holding up my one hand to till what | knew would be a protest.

‘Defd!’ shesad gernly. ‘ Everyone knows that it was aseriousthing! An important thing! All the best
warriorsof Britain, dl sworn to Arthur, and dl of them friends. Everyone knowsit!’

‘It was acracked stone table that by the day’ s end was cracked even more and smeared with vomit.
They dl got very drunk.’

Shesghed. ‘I expect you' vejust forgotten the truth,” she said, dismissing the subject much too easlly,
which makes methink that Dafydd, the clerk who trand ates my words into the British tongue, will come
up with something atogether moreto Igraine sliking. | even heard onetale not so long ago which
claimed that the table was a vast wooden circle around which the whole Brotherhood of Britain sat and
looked solemn, but there never was such atable, nor could there have been unlesswe had cut down half
the woods of Dumnoniato build it.

‘The Brotherhood of Britain,” | said patiently, ‘was an ideaof Arthur’ sthat never redly worked. It
couldn’t! Men'sroya oathstook preference over the Round Table oath, and besides, no one except
Arthur and Galahad ever redly bdieved init. By the end, believe me, even he was embarrassed if anyone
even mentioned it

‘I'msureyou'reright,” she said, meaning that she was utterly sure | waswrong. ‘And | want to
know,” shewent on, ‘what happened to Merlin.’

‘I will tell you. | promise’
‘Now!” sheinsgted. ‘ Tell me now. Did he just fade away?

‘No,’ | said. ‘Histime did come. Nimue wasright, you see. At Lindinis hewasjust waiting. He dways
liked to pretend, remember, and in those years he pretended to be an old, dying man, but undernesth,
where none of us saw it, the power was always there. But he was old, and he did have to hoard his
power. He was waiting, you see, for the time when the Cauldron would be unveiled. He knew he would
need his power then, but till it was needed he was happy to let Nimue guard the flame.”

‘So what happened? Igraine demanded excitedly.



| wrapped the deeve of my cowl about the ssump of my wrist. *If God letsmelive, my Lady, | will tdll
you,” | said, and | would not tell her more then. | was closeto tears, remembering that last savage
ingtance of Merlin’s power in Britain, but that moment liesalong, long way ahead in this story, long past
the time when Nimue' s prophecy about the Kings coming to Cadarn came true.

‘If youwon't tell me,;” Igraine said, ‘then | won't tell you my news'’
“You're pregnant,’ | said, ‘and | am so very happy for you.’
“You beast, Derfel,’” she protested. ‘| wanted to surprise you!’

Y ou have prayed for this, Lady, and | have prayed for you, and how could God not answer our
prayers?

She grimaced. * God sent Nwylle the pox, that’swhat God did. She was al spots and sores and
weeping pus, so the King sent her awvay’

‘I'mvery glad’’

Shetouched her bely. ‘I just hope helivestorule, Derfd.’
‘He? | asked.

‘He’ shesadfirmly.

‘“Then | will pray for that too,” | said pioudy, though whether | will pray to Sansum’s God or to the
wilder Gods of Britain | do not know. So many prayers have been said in my lifetime, so very many, and
where did they bring me? To thisdamp refugein the hillswhile our old enemies sng in our ancient hals.
But that ending isaso far ahead, and Arthur’ s story isfar from done. It is hardly begun in some ways, for
now, as he discarded his glory and gave his power to Mordred, the times of testing came, and they were
to provethetriasof Arthur, my Lord of oaths, my hard Lord, but my friend till death.

At firgt, nothing happened. We held our breath, expected the worst, and nothing happened.

We made hay, then cut the flax and laid the fibrous stemsin the retting ponds so that our villages stank
for weeks. We reaped the fields of rye, barley and whest, then listened to the daves singing their songs
around the threshing floor or the endlesdy turning millstones. The harvest straw was used to repair the
thatch so that, for atime, patches of roof-gold shonein the late summer sun. We picked the orchards
clean, cut the winter firewood and harvested willow rods for the basket-makers. We ate blackberries
and nuts, smoked the bees out of their hives and pressed their honey in sacksthat we hung in front of the
kitchen fireswhere we left food for the dead on Samain Eve.

The Saxons stayed in Lloegyr, justice was donein our courts, maids were given in marriage, children
were born and children died. The waning year brought mists and frost. The cattle were daughtered and
the stink of the retting ponds gave way to the nauseous smell of the tanning pits. The newly woven linen
was bucked in vatsfilled with wood-ash, rainwater and the urine we had collected all year, the winter
taxes were paid, and at the solstice we Mithraists killed abull at our annua festival that honoured the sun
while on the same day the Christians celebrated their God' s birth. At Imbolc, the grest feast of the cold
season, we fed two hundred soulsin our hall, made sure three knives were laid on the table for the use of
theinvisble Gods and offered sacrifices for the new year’ s crops. Newborn lambs were the first sgn of
that awakening year, then came the time for ploughing and sowing and of new green shoots on old bare
trees. It was thefirst new year of Mordred' srule.



That rule had brought some changes. Mordred demanded to be given his grandfather’ s Winter Palace,
and that surprised no one, but | was surprised when Sansum demanded Lindinis s pdace for himself. He
made the demand in Council, saying he needed the palace' s space for his school and for Morgan’s
community of holy women, and because he wanted to be close to the church he was building on Caer
Cadarn’s summit. Mordred waved his assent, and so Ceinwyn and | were summarily evicted, but
Ermid' s Hall was empty and we moved to its mist-haunted compound beside the mere. Arthur argued
againg letting Sansum into Lindinis, just as he opposed San-sum'’ s demand that the roya treasury pay for
the repair of the damage done to the pa ace by, Sansum claimed, too many ill-disciplined children, but
Mordred overruled Arthur. Those were Mordred' s only decisions, for he was usudly content to let
Arthur manage the kingdom’ s affairs. Arthur, though he was no longer Mordred' s protector, was now
the senior councillor and the King rarely came to Council, preferring to hunt. It was not always deer or
wolvesthat he hunted and Arthur and | became accustomed to taking gold to some peasant’ s hut to
recompense the man for his daughter’ svirginity or hiswife' s shame. It was not a pleasant duty, but it was
arare and lucky kingdom where it was not necessary.

Dian, our youngest daughter, fell ill that summer. It was afever that would not go away, or rather it
came and went, but with such ferocity that three times we thought she was dead, and threetimesMerlin's
concoctions revived her, though nothing the old man did seemed able to shake the affliction clean away.
Dian promised to be the liveliest of our three daughters. Morwenna, the oldest, was a sensible child who
loved to mother her younger sisters and was fascinated by the workings of the household; ever curious
about the kitchens, or the retting ponds or the linen vats. Seren, the star, was our beauty, a child who had
inherited al her mother’ s delicate looks, but had added to them awistful and enchanting nature. She
spent hours with the bardslearning their songs and playing their harps, but Dian, Ceinwyn aways sad,
was my daughter. Dian had no fear. She could shoot with abow and arrow, loved to ride horses, and
even a six yearsold could handle a coracle aswell as any of the mere' sfishermen. Shewasin her sixth
year when the fever gripped her, and if it had not been for that fever we would probably dl havetravelled
to Powystogether, for it was amonth short of the first anniversary of Mordred’ s acclamation when the
King suddenly demanded that Arthur and | travel to Cuneglas sream.

Mordred made the demand at one of hisrare appearances at the roya Council. The suddenness of the
demand surprised us, as did the need for the errand he proposed, but the King was determined. There
was, of course, an ulterior motive, though neither Arthur nor | saw it at the time and nor did anyone else
on the Council except Sansum who had proposed the idea, and it took us al along time to smoke out
the mouse-lord’ s reasons for the suggestion. Nor was there any obvious reason why we should be
suspicious of the King's proposal for it ssemed reasonabl e enough, though neither Arthur nor |
understood why we should both be dispatched to Powys.

The matter sprang from an old, old story. Norwenna, Mordred’ s mother, had been murdered by
Gundleus, the King of Siluria, and though Gundleus had received his punishment, the man who had
betrayed Norwenna till lived. His name was Ligessac, and he had been the chief of Mordred' s guard
when the King wasjust ababy. But Ligessac had taken Gundleus s bribes and opened the gates of
Merlin’s Tor to the Slurian King's murderous intent. Mordred had been snatched to safety by Morgan,
but his mother had died. Ligessac, whose treachery had caused Norwenna' s desth, had survived the war
that followed the murder, just as he had survived the battlea Lugg Yae.

Mordred had heard the tale, of course, and it was only naturd that he should take an interest in
Ligessac’ sfate, but it was Bishop Sansum who fanned that interest into an obsess on. Sansum somehow
discovered that Ligessac had taken refuge with aband of Christian hermitsin aremote and mountainous
areaof northern Sluriathat was now under Cuneglas srule. ‘It hurts meto betray afdlow Chrigtian,’ the
mouse-lord announced sanctimonioudy in the Council meeting, ‘but it hurtsjust as much that a Chrigtian
should have been guilty of so foul atreachery. Ligessac ill lives, Lord King,” he said to Mordred, ‘and



should be brought to your justice’

Arthur suggested that Cuneglas be asked to arrest the fugitive and send him back to Dumnonia, but
Sansum shook hishead at that proposa and said it was surely discourteous to ask another King to
initiate a vengeance that touched so closaly on Mordred' s honour. * Thisis Dumnonian business,” Sansum
insgted, ‘and Dumnonians, Lord King, should be the agents of its success!’

Mordred nodded agreement and then insisted that both Arthur and | go to capture the traitor. Arthur,
surprised as always when Mordred asserted himself at Council, demurred. Why, he wanted to know,
should two lords go on an errand that could be safely |eft to a dozen spearmen? Mordred smirked at that
question. ‘Y ou think, Lord Arthur, that Dumnoniawill fal if you and Derfd are absent?

‘No, Lord King,” Arthur said, ‘but Ligessac must be an old man now and it won't need two
war-bandsto capture him.’

The King thumped the table with hisfist. * After my mother’ smurder,” he accused Arthur, ‘you let
Ligessac escape. At Lugg Vae, Lord Arthur, you again let Ligessac escape. You owe meLigessac's
life’

Arthur stiffened momentarily at this accusation, but then inclined his head to acknowledge the
obligation. ‘But Derfd,’ he pointed out, ‘was not responsible.’

Mordred glanced at me. He till didiked mefor dl the beatings he had taken asachild, but | hoped
that the blows he had given me at his acclamation and his petty triumph in evicting us from Lindinis had
daked histhirgt for revenge. ‘Lord Derfel,’” he said, as ever making the title sound mocking, ‘ knowsthe
traitor. Who e'se would recognize him? | ingst you both go. And you don’t need to take two whole
war-bands either,’” he reverted to Arthur’ s earlier objection. * Just afew men will do.” He must have been
embarrassed at giving Arthur such military advice for hisvoicetailed weakly away and he looked shiftily
at the other councillors before recovering whet little poise he did possess. ‘| want Ligessac here before
Samain,’ heinssted, ‘and | want him heredive’

When aKing ingsts, men obey, so Arthur and | both rode north with thirty men apiece. Neither of us
believed we would need so many, but it was an opportunity to give some underemployed men the
exercise of along march. My remaining thirty spearmen stayed behind to guard Ceinwyn, while Arthur’s
other men either stayed in Durnovariaor €lse went to reinforce Sagramor who still guarded the northern
Saxon frontier. The usual Saxon war-bands were active on that frontier, not trying to invade us, but
rather attempting to snatch cattle and daves asthey had through al the years of peace. We made smilar
rads, but both sdeswere careful not to let the raids turn into full-scale war. The makeshift peace we had
forged at London had |asted remarkably well, though there had been little peace between Adleand
Cerdic. Those two had fought each other to a standgtill and their squabbles had largely |eft us
unmolested. We had, indeed, grown accustomed to peace.

My men walked north while Arthur’ srode, or at least led their horses, on the good Roman roads that
took usfirg to Meurig’' skingdom of Gwent. The King gave usagrudging feast a which our men were
outnumbered by priests, and after that we made a detour to the Wye Vdlley to see old Tewdric, whom
we found living in ahumble thatched hut that was haf the size of the building where he kept his collection
of Chrigtian parchments. Hiswife, Queen Enid, grumbled at the fate that had driven her from Gwent’s
paaces to this mice-ridden lifein the woods, but the old King was happy. He had taken Christian orders
and blithely ignored Enid’ s scoldings. He gave usamed of beans, bread and water and rejoiced at the
news of Chrigtianity’ s spread in Dumnonia. We asked him about the prophecies which foretold the return
of Christin four years time and Tewdric said he prayed they were true, but suspected it was much more
likely that Christ would wait afull thousand years before returning in glory. ‘ But who knows? he asked.



‘It spossible Hewill comein four years time. What a glorious thought!”
‘I just wish your fellow Chrigtians would be content to wait in peace,” Arthur said.

‘They have aduty to prepare the earth for Hiscoming,” Tewdric said sternly. ‘ They must make
converts. Lord Arthur, and cleanse theland of ain.’

‘They’ |l make awar between themsalves and therest of usif they aren’t careful,” Arthur grumbled. He
told Tewdric how there had been riotsin every Dumnonian town as Chrigtianstried to pull down or defile
pagan temples. The thingswe had seen in Iscahad just been the beginnings of those troubles and the
unrest was spreading fast, and one of the symptoms of that burgeoning trouble wasthe sign of thefish, a
smple scrawl of two curving lines, that the Christians painted on pagan walls or carved into the trees of
Druidic groves. Culhwch had been right: the fish was a Christian symbol.

‘It' s because the Greek word for fish is ichthus Tewdric told us, ‘and the Greek letters spell Chrigt’s
name. lesous Christos, Theou Uios, Soter. Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour. Very nedt, very neat
indeed.” He chuckled with pleasure at his explanation, and it was easy to see from where Meurig had
inherited hisannoying pedantry. * Of course,” Tewdric went on, ‘if | weredtill aruler thenI’d be
concerned by al thisturmoil, but asa Chrigtian | must welcomeit. The holy fatherstell ustherewill be
many signs and portents of the last days, Lord Arthur, and civil disturbances are merely one of those
sgns. So maybetheendisnear?

Arthur crumbled apiece of bread into hisdish. Y ou truly welcome theseriots? heasked. ‘You
approve of attacks on pagans? Of shrines burned and defaced?

Tewdric stared out of the open door at the green woods that pressed hard about his small monastery.
‘| suppose they must be hard for othersto understand,” he said, evading adirect answer to Arthur’s
guestion. Y ou mugt see the riots as symptoms of excitement, Lord Arthur, not signs of our Lord's
grace” Hemade the sign of the cross and smiled at us. *Our faith,” he said earnestly, ‘isafaith of love.
The Son of God humbled Himsdlf to save usfrom our sins, and we are enjoined to imitate Him in al we
do or think. We are encouraged to love our enemies and to do good to those who hate us, but those are
hard commandments, too hard for most folk. And you must remember what it isthat we pray for most
fervently, and that isfor the return to this earth of our Lord Jesus Christ.” He made the sign of the cross
again. ‘Folk pray and long for His second coming, and they fear that if theworld istill ruled by pagans
then He might not come and so they feel impelled to destroy heathenism.’

‘Destroying paganism,” Arthur observed tartly, * hardly seems proper to ardligion that preacheslove’

‘Destroying paganismisan act full of love,” Tewdricinssted. ‘ If you pagans refuse to accept Christ
then you will surdy goto hell. It will not matter that you have lived avirtuouslife, for you will till burn for
al eternity. We Chrigtians have a duty to save you from that fate, and is that duty not an act of love?

‘Not if | don’t want to be saved,” Arthur said.

“Then you must endure the enmity of those that love you,” Tewdric said, ‘or at least you must endureit
until the excitement diesdown. And it will. These enthusasms never last long, and if our Lord Jesus
Christ does not return in four years then the excitement will surely wane until the millennium comes.” He
stared again at the deep woods. ‘How gloriousit would be,” he said in avoice full of wonder, ‘if | could
liveto seemy Saviour’ sfacein Britain.” He turned back to Arthur. ‘ And the portents of Hisreturn will be
disturbing, | fear. Doubtless the Saxonswill be anuisance. Are they much trouble these days?

‘No,” Arthur said, ‘ but their numbers grow every year. | fear they won't be quiet for much longer.’



‘| shall pray that Christ returns beforethey do,” Tewdric said. ‘1 don't think | could beer to lose land
to the Saxons. Not that it's my business any longer, of course,’ he added hadtily, ‘| leave dl those things
to Meurig now.” He stood as a horn sounded from the nearby chapdl. * Timefor prayers’ he said

happily. “You'll join me, perhaps?

We excused oursalves, and next morning climbed the hills away from the old King's monastery and
crossed into Powys. Two nights later we werein Cagr Swswhere we were reunited with Culhwch who
was prospering in his new kingdom. That night we al drank too much mead and next morning, when
Cuneglasand | rodeto Cwm Isaf, my head was sore. | found the King had kept our little houseintact. ‘|
never know when you might need it again, Derfd,” hetold me.

‘Maybe soon,” | admitted glumly.

‘Soon? | do hope so.’

| shrugged. ‘We are not truly welcome in Dumnonia. Mordred resents me.’
‘Then ask to be released from your oath.’

‘I didask,” | said, ‘and herefused me.” | had asked him after the acclamation, when the shame of the
two blowswas dtill keen in me, and then | had asked him again sx monthslater and still he had refused
me. | think he was clever enough to know that the best way to punish mewasto force meto serve him.

‘Isit your spearmen he wants? Cuneglas asked, Sitting on the bench under the apple tree by the house
door.

‘Just my grovelling loydty,” | said bitterly. ‘ He doesn’t seem to want to fight any wars’

‘So he' snot acompletefool,” Cuneglas said drily. Then we spoke of Ceinwyn and the girlsand
Cuneglas offered to send Maaine, his new chief Druid, to Dian’ sside. ‘ Madaine has aremarkable skill
with herbs, he said. ‘ Better than old lorweth. Did you know he died?

‘I heard. And if you can spare Maaine, Lord King, | would be glad.’
‘He |l leave tomorrow. | can't have my nieces sick. Doesn't your Nimue help?

‘No more and no lessthan Merlin, | said, touching thetip of an old sickle blade that was embedded
in the apple tree’ s bark. The touch of iron was to ward off the evil that threatened Dian. ‘ The old Gods,’
| said hitterly, ‘ have abandoned Dumnonia’

Cuneglas smiled. ‘It never does, Derfd, to underestimate the Gods. They’ll havether day in
Dumnoniaagain.” He paused. ‘ The Chrigtianslike to call themsdlves sheep, don't they? Well, just you
listen to them bleat when the wolves come!’

‘“What wolves?

‘The Saxons,” he said unhappily. ‘ They’ ve given usten years of peace, but their boats fill land on the
eagtern shoresand | can fed their power growing. If they start fighting us again then your Chrigtianswill
be glad enough of pagan swords.” He stood and laid ahand on my shoulder. ‘ The Saxons are unfinished
business, Derfd, unfinished business.’

That night he gave usafeast and next morning, with aguide given us by Cuneglas, wetravelled south
into the bleak hillsthat lay acrossthe old frontier of Sluria



We were going to aremote Christian community. Christianswere gtill few in Powys, for Cuneglas
ruthlesdy gected Sansum’ s missionaries from his kingdom whenever he discovered their presence, but
some Chrigtians lived in the kingdom and there were many in the old lands of Siluria. Thisonegroup in
particular was famous among Britain' s Christians for their sanctity, and they displayed that sanctity by
living in extreme poverty in awild, hard place. Ligessac had found his refuge among these Chrigtian
fanaticswho, as Tewdric had told us, mortified their flesh, by which he meant that they competed with
each other to see which could lead the most miserable lives. Somelived in caves, some refused shelter
atogether, others ate only green things, some eschewed dl clothes, others dressed in hair shirtswith
brambles woven into the fabric, some wore crowns made of thorns and others best themselves bloody
day after day like the flagellantswe had seenin Isca. To meit seemed that the best punishment for
Ligessac wasto leave him in such acommunity, but we were ordered to fetch him out and take him home
which meant we would have to defy the community’ s leader, afierce bishop named Cadoc whose
belligerence was famous.

That reputation persuaded us to don our armour as we approached Cadoc’ s squalid fastnessin the
high hills. We did not wear our best armour, at least those of uswho had a choice did not, for that finery
would have been wasted on a haf-crazed pack of holy fanatics, but we were dl hemeted and wore mail
or leather and carried shields. If nothing else, we thought, the war gear might overawe Cadoc’ sdisciples
who, our guide assured us, did not number more than twenty souls. * And al of them aremad,” our guide
told us. *One of them stood dead till for awhole year! Didn’'t move amuscle, they say. Just stood like a
beanpole while they shovelled food into one end of him and dung away from the other. Funny sort of
God who asks that of aman.’

The road to Cadoc’ s refuge had been beaten into the earth by pilgrims’ feet, and it twisted up the
flanks of wide, bare hillswhere the only living things we saw were sheep and goats. We saw no
shepherds, but they undoubtedly saw us. ‘If Ligessac has any sense,” Arthur said, ‘he' Il belong gone.
They must have seen us by now.’

* And what will wetdl Mordred?

‘Thetruth, of course,” Arthur said bleskly. Hisarmour was a spearman’s plain helmet and aleather
breastcoat, yet even such humble thingslooked neat and clean on him. His vanity was never flamboyant
like Lancdot’s, but he did pride himsdlf on cleanliness, and somehow thiswhole expedition into the raw
uplands offended his sense of what was clean and proper. The weather did not help, for it was a blesk,
raw summer’ sday, with rain whipping out of the west on achill wind.

Arthur’ s spirits might have been low, but our spearmen were cheerful. They made jokes about
assaulting the stronghold of mighty King Cadoc and boasted of the gold, warrior rings and davesthey
would capture in the assault, and the joke s extravagant claims made them laugh when at last we
breasted the fina saddlein the hillsand could ook down into the valley where Ligessac had found his
refuge. It wasindeed asqualid place; a seaof mud in which adozen round stone huts surrounded a small
sguare stone church. There were some ragged vegetable gardens, asmdll dark lake, some stone pensfor
the community’ s goats, but no palisade.

The only defence the valley boasted was a great stone cross carved with intricate patterns and an
image of the Christian God enthroned in glory. The cross, which was a marvellous piece of sonework,
marked the saddle where Cadoc’ s land began and it was beside the cross, in plain sight of thetiny
Settlement that lay only a dozen spear throws away, that Arthur halted our war-band. ‘We shan't
trespass,” hetold usmildly, ‘till we' ve had a chance to talk with them.” He rested his spear-butt on the
ground beside his horse’ sfront hoofs and waited.

A dozen folk were visiblein the compound and on seeing usthey fled to the church, from which, a



moment later, a huge man appeared and strode up the road towards us. He was agiant of aman, astal
as Merlin and with amassive chest and big, capable hands. He was d <o filthy, with an unwashed face
and abrown robe caked with mud and dirt, while hisgrey hair, as dirty as his robe, seemed never to
have been cut. His beard grew wild to below hiswaist, while behind histonsure hishair sprang in dirty
tangleslike agreat grey freshly sheared fleece. His face was tanned dark and he had awide mouth, a
jutting forehead and angry eyes. It was an impressive face. He carried astaff in hisright hand, while at his
left hip, unscabbarded, there hung ahuge rusty sword. He looked asif he had once been a useful
spearman, and | did not doubt that he could till deal ahard blow or two. *Y ou are not welcome here;’
he shouted as he drew nearer to us, ‘ unless you cometo lay your miserable souls before God.’

‘Our souls are dready laid before our Gods,” Arthur answered pleasantly.

‘Heathen!” the big man, whom | assumed had to be the famous Cadoc, spat at us. ‘ Y ou comeiniron
and stedl to aplace where Christ’ s children play with the Lamb of God?

‘We comein peace,” Arthur ingsted.

The bishop spat agreet yellow gob of sputum towards Arthur’ s horse. Y ou are Arthur ap Uther ap
Satan,” he said, ‘and your soul isarag of filth.’

‘And you, | assume, are Bishop Cadoc,” Arthur answered courteoudly.

The Bishop stood beside the cross and scratched aline in the road with the butt of his g&ff. ‘ Only the
faithful and the penitent can crossthisline,” he declared, ‘for thisis God' s holy ground.’

Arthur gazed for afew heartbests at the muddy squalor ahead, then smiled gravely at the defiant
Cadoc. ‘| have no wish to enter your God' s ground, Bishop,” he said, ‘but | do ask you, in peace, to
bring usthe man called Ligessac’

‘Ligessac,” Cadoc boomed at us as though he was addressing a congregation of thousands, ‘is God's
blessed and holy child. He has been given sanctuary here and neither you nor any other so-called lord
can invade that sanctuary.’

Arthur smiled. * A King rules here, Bishop, not your God. Only Cuneglas can offer sanctuary, and he
has not.’

‘My King, Arthur,” Cadoc said proudly, ‘isthe King of Kings, and He has commanded meto refuse
you entrance.’

“Youwill resst me? Arthur asked with polite surprisein hisvoice.
‘To death!” Cadoc shouted.

Arthur shook hishead sadly. ‘1 am no Christian, Bishop,” he said mildly, ‘ but do you not preach that
your Otherworld isa place of utter delights? Cadoc made no answer and Arthur shrugged. * So | do you
afavour, do | not, by hurrying you to that destination? He asked the question, then drew Excalibur.

The Bishop used his staff to degpen the line he had scratched across the muddy track. ‘| forbid you to
crossthisling’ he shouted. ‘I forbid it in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghogt!’
Then he raised the saff and pointed it at Arthur. He held the staff still for a heartbest, then swept itstip to
encompassthe rest of us, and | confessthat | felt achill a that moment. Cadoc was no Merlin, and his
God, | thought, had no power like Merlin’s Gods, but | <till shuddered as that staff pointed my way and
my fear made me touch my iron mail and pit onto theroad. ‘| am going to my prayers now, Arthur,’
Cadoc said, “and you, if you wish to live, will turn and go from this place, for if you pass by thisholy



crossthen | swear to you, by the sweet blood of the Lord Jesus Chrigt, that your soulswill burnin
torment. Y ou will know thefire everlasting. Y ou will be cursed from the beginning of timetill itsending
and from the vaults of heaven to the bottom-most pitsof hell.” And with that heavy curse ddlivered he
gpat one more time, then turned and walked away.

Arthur used thetall of his cloak to wipetherain off Excalibur, then scabbarded the sword. ‘It seems
we're not welcome,” he said with some amusement, then he turned and beckoned to Balin who wasthe
oldest cavalryman present. ‘ Take the horsemen,” Arthur ordered him, *and get behind the village. Make
sure no one can escape. Onceyou'rein place !’ Il bring Derfel and his men to search the houses. And
listen!” - heraised hisvoice so that al sixty men could hear him - ‘these folk will resist. They’ll taunt and
fight us, but we have no quarrel with any of them. Only with Ligessac. Y ou will not steal from them and
you will not hurt any of them unnecessarily. Y ou will remember that you are soldiers and they are not.

Y ou will treat them with respect and return their curseswith sillence” He spoke sternly, and then, when
he was sure that al our men had understood him, he smiled at Bain and gestured him forward.

The thirty armoured horsemen rode ahead, streaming off the road to gallop around the valley’ s edge to
reach the far dope beyond the village. Cadoc, who was still walking towards his church, glanced at them,
but showed no darm.

‘| wonder,” Arthur said, ‘how he knew who | was?
“You'refamous, Lord, | said. | ill caled him Lord and dwayswould.

‘My name is known, perhaps, but not my face. Not here.” He shrugged the mystery off. ‘Was
Ligessac dwaysa Chritian?

‘Sincefirgt | knew him. But never agood one’

He amiled. ‘ The virtuous life becomes easier when you're older. At least | think it does.” He watched
his horsemen galop past the village, their horses' hoofs kicking up great spouts of water from the soaking
grass, then he hefted his spear and looked back at my men. ‘ Remember now! No theft!” | wondered
what there could possibly beto stedl in such adrab place, but Arthur knew that al spearmen will usudly
find something as akeepsake. ‘| don’'t want trouble,” Arthur told them. *We just ook for our man, then
leave.” Hetouched Llamre’ s flanks and the black mare started obediently forward. We foot-soldiers
followed, our boots obliterating Cadoc’ s scratched linein the muddy road beside the intricately carved
cross. No fire came from heaven.

The Bishop had reached his church now and he stopped at its entrance, turned, saw us coming and
ducked insde. ‘ They knew we were coming,” Arthur said to me, ‘sowe' Il not find Ligessac here. | fear
it sawaste of our time, Derfel.” A lame sheep hobbled over the road and Arthur checked hishorseto
giveit passage. | saw him shudder and | knew he was offended by the settlement’ s dirt that almost
mailed the squalor of Nimue s Tor.

Cadoc reappeared at the church door when we were just a hundred paces away. By now our
horsemen were waiting behind the village, but Cadoc did not bother to look to see where they were. He
just raised abig ram’shorn to hislipsand blew acal that echoed hollowly in the bare bowl of hills. He
sounded the horn once, paused to take a deep breath, then sounded it again.

And suddenly we had a battle on our hands.

They had known we were coming right enough, and they had been ready for us. Every Chrigtianin
Powys and Siluria must have been summoned to Cadoc' s defence and those men now appeared on the
crestsal around the valley while othersran to block the road behind us. Some carried spears, some had



shields and some hefted nothing but regping hooks or hay forks, but they |ooked confident enough.
Many, | knew, would once have been spearmen who served in the war levy, but what gave these
Christiansredl confidence, gpart from their faith in their God, was that they numbered at least two
hundred men. ‘ Thefools!” Arthur said angrily. He hated unnecessary violence and he knew that some
killing was now unavoidable. He knew, too, that we would win, for only fanatics who believed their God
would fight for them would take on sixty of Dumnonia sfinest warriors. ‘Foolsl” He spat again, then
glanced at the village to see more armed men coming from the huts. ‘Y ou stay here, Derfdl,” he said.
‘Just hold them, and we' Il see them off.” He kicked back his spurs and galloped aone about the village' s
edge towards his horsemen.

‘Shield-ring,” | said quietly. We were only thirty men and our double-ranked ring made acircle so
smdl that it must have looked like an easy target to those howling Chrigtians who now ran down the hills
or out of the village to annihilate us. The shidd-ring is never apopular formation with soldiers because the
splay of the spears out of the circle meansthat their points are spread far apart and the smaller thering
the wider those gaps between the spearheads, but my men were well trained. The front rank kndlt, their
shields touching and the butts of their long spearsjammed into the ground behind them. Wein the second
rank laid our shields over the first rank’ s shields, propping them on the ground so that our attackers faced
adoublethick wall of lesther-covered timber. Then each of us stood behind a kneding man and levelled
our spears over their heads. Our job wasto protect the front rank and their job wasto stay staunch. It
would be hard, bloody work, but so long as the knedling men held their shields high and kept their spears
firm, and so long as we protected them, the shield-ring should be safe enough. | reminded the kneeling
men of
their training, told them they were there just as an obstacle asto
leave thekilling to therest of us. ‘Bel iswithus,’ | said.

‘SoisArthur,’ Issaadded enthusiastically.

For it was Arthur who would do the day’ sredl killing. We were the lure and he was the executioner,
and Cadoc’ s men took that lure like ahungry salmon rising to amayfly. Cadoc himsdlf led the charge
from the village, carrying hisrusty sword and abig round shield that was painted with a black cross
behind which | could just seethe ghostly outline of Siluria sfox that betrayed his previousadlegianceasa
gpearman in Gundleus sranks.

That Chrigtian horde did not come asashidd-wall. That might have brought them victory, but instead
they attacked in the old manner that the Romans had beaten out of us. In the old days, when the Romans
were new in Britain, the tribeswould charge them in one glorious, howling, mead-fueled rush. Such a
charge was fearsome to see, but easy for disciplined men to defeat, and my spearmen were wonderfully
disciplined.

They doubtlessfelt fear. | fdt fear, for the howling chargeisaterrible thing to see. Againgt
ill-disciplined men it works because of the terror it provokes, and thiswasthefirst time| had ever seen
that old way of Britain's battles. Cadoc’ s Christians rushed fanaticaly at us, competing to see who could
befirst onto our spears. They shrieked and hurled curses, and it seemed as though each one of them
wanted to be amartyr or elseahero. Their wild rush even included women who screamed as they swung
wooden clubs or regping knives. There were even children among that howling rabble.

‘B!’ | shouted asthefirst man tried to legp the knedling men of the front rank and so died on my
gpear. | spitted him clean as ahare ready to be roasted, then threw him, spear and dl, out of the circle so
that his dying body would form an obstacle to his comrades. Hywel-bane killed the next man and | could
hear my spearmen keening their dreadful battle chant asthey ripped and lunged and cut and stabbed. We
were d| s0 good, so fast, and so thoroughly trained. Hours of dull training had gone into that shield-ring



and though it had been years since most of us had fought in a battle, we discovered that our old instincts
were as quick as ever, and it was ingtinct and experience that kept us dive that day. The enemy wasa
ghrieking, milling press of fanatics who crammed themselves about our ring and thrust their spears
towards us, but our outer shield-ring stayed firm as arock and he mound of dead and dying attackers
that grew so swiftly in front of their shields hindered the other attackers. For the first minute or two, when
the ground about our shield-ring was still free of obstacles and the bravest of the enemy could il get
close, it was afrantic fight, but once thering of dead and dying protected us then only the bravest
attackerstried to reach us and we fifteen of the inner rank could then pick our targets and use them for
spear or sword practice.

Wefought fast, we cheered each other and we killed without mercy.

Cadoc himsdlf came early to the fight. He came swinging the huge rusty sword so vigoroudy thet it
whigtled in the air. He knew his business well enough and he tried to batter down one of the knedling
men, for he knew that once that outer ring was broken then the rest of uswould die quickly enough. |
parried the great blow on Hywel-bane, back-cut him with aquick swing that wasted itsdf in hisfilthy
thatch of hair, then Eachern, the tough little Irish spearman who still served me despite Mordred' sthrests,
rammed his spear-shaft at the Bishop’ sface. Eachern’ s spearhead had vanished, torn off by asword
blow, but he cracked theiron tip of the staff’ s butt onto Cadoc’ s forehead. The Bishop looked
cross-eyed for a heartbeat, his mouth gaped rotten teeth, then he just sank to the mud.

The last atacker to try and breach the shield-ring was a straggle-haired woman who climbed over the
ring of dead and shrieked a curse at me as she tried to jump over the knedling men of the front rank. |
seized her hair, let her regping knife blunt itself on my mail coat, then dragged her ingde the ring where
| ssa stamped hard on her head. It wasjust then that Arthur struck.

Thirty horsemen with long spears dashed into the Christian rabble. We, | suppose, had been defending
oursalvesfor dl of three minutes, but once Arthur arrived the fight was over in an eyeblink. His horsemen
came with couched spears, galoping hard, and | saw aterrible misting spray of blood as one of the
spears dammed home, and then our attackers were fleeing in panic and Arthur, his spear discarded and
with Excdibur shining in his hand, was shouting at his men to stop thekilling. ‘ Just drive them away!’ he
shouted. ‘ Drive them away!” His horsemen split into small groupsthat scattered the terrified survivors
and chased them back up the road towards the guardian cross.

My men relaxed. Issawas il Stting on the straggle-haired woman and Eachern was searching for his
lost spearhead. Two men in the shield-ring had taken nasty wounds, and one man of the second rank had
abroken and bloodied jaw, but otherwise we were unhurt, while around us were twenty-three corpses
and a least as many badly wounded men. Cadoc, groggy from Eachern’s blow, till lived and wetied his
hands and feet, and then, despite Arthur’ sinstructions to show our enemy respect, we cut off hishair and
beard to shame him. He spat and cursed at us, but we stuffed his mouth with cut hanks of his greasy
beard, then walked him back to the village.

And it wasthere | discovered Ligessac. He had not fled after dl, but had smply waited beside the little
dtar in the church. He was an old man now, thin and grey-haired, and he yielded himsalf meekly, even
when we cut off his beard and wove a crude rope from its hair that we |leashed around his neck to show
that he was a condemned traitor. He even seemed quite pleased to meet me again after dl the years. ‘I
told them they wouldn’t beat you,” he said, ‘not Derfel Cadarn.’

‘They knew we were coming? | asked him.

‘We ve known for aweek now,” he said, quietly holding out his hands so that Issacould lash his
wristswith rope. ‘ We even wanted you to come. We thought thiswas our chanceto rid Britain of



Arthur.’
“Why would you want to do that? | asked him.
‘Because Arthur’ san enemy of the Chrigtians, that’swhy,” Ligessac said.
‘Heisnot,’” | said scornfully.

‘And what do you know, Derfd? Ligessac asked me. ‘We re readying Britain for Christ’ sreturn and
we have to scour the heathen from the land!” He made that proclamation in aloud, defiant voice, then he
shrugged and grinned. ‘But | told them thiswas no way to kill Arthur and Derfd. | told Cadoc you were
too good.” He stood and followed Issa out of the church, but then turned back to me in the doorway. ‘|
supposeI’'mto dienow? he asked.

‘In Dumnonia,’ | said.
He shrugged. ‘1 shall see God faceto face’ he said, ‘so what isthereto fear?

| followed him out of the church. Arthur had unplugged the Bishop’s mouth and Cadoc was now
cursing uswith astream of filthy language. | tickled the Bishop's newly shaved chin with Hywelbane. ‘He
knew wewere coming,’” | told Arthur, ‘and they planned to kill us here’

‘Hefailed,” Arthur said, jerking his head aside to avoid agob of the Bishop' s spittle. * Put the sword
away, he ordered me.

“You don't want him dead? | asked.
‘Hispunishment isto live here,” Arthur decreed, ‘instead of in heaven.’

Wetook Ligessac and walked away, and none of usredlly reflected on what Ligessac had revedled in
the church. He had said they had known we were coming for awhole week, but aweek before we had
been in Dumnonia, not in Powys, and that meant someone in Dumnoniahad sent the warning of our
gpproach. But we never thought to connect anyone in Dumnoniawith that muddy massacre in the squaid
hills; we ascribed the daughter to Christian fanaticism, not to treachery, but that ambush was plotted.

Tothisday, of course, there are Christians who tell adifferent story. They say that Arthur surprised
Cadoc’ srefuge, raped the women, killed the men and stole all Cadoc’ s treasures, but | saw no rape, we
killed only those who tried to kill us, and | found no treasure to stedl - but even if there had been, Arthur
would not have touched it. A time would come, and not far off either, when | did see Arthur kill
wantonly, but those dead were al to be pagans; yet the Christians ftill insisted he was their enemy and
the story of Cadoc’s defeat only increased their hatred for him. Cadoc was elevated into aliving saint
and it was about that time that the Christians began to taunt Arthur asthe Enemy of God. That angry title
stuck to him for the rest of hisdays.

His crime, of course, was not the breaking of afew Chrigtian headsin Cadoc’ svaley, but rather his
toleration of paganism during the time he governed Dumnonia. It never occurred to the more rabid
Chrigiansthat Arthur was himsdlf a pagan and tolerated Chrigtianity, they just condemned him because
he had the power to obliterate heathenism and did not do it, and that sin made him the Enemy of God.
They aso remembered, of course, how he had rescinded Uther’ s exemption of the church from forced
loans

Not al Chrigtians hated him. At least a score of the spearmen who fought alongside usin Cadoc's
valley were themsdlves Chrigtians. Galahad loved him, and there were many others, like Bishop Emrys,
who were his quiet supporters, but the church, in those unquiet days at the end of thefirst five hundred



years of Chrigt’ srule on earth, was not listening to the quiet, decent men, it waslistening to the fanatics
who said that the world must be cleansed of pagansif Christ wereto come again. | know now, of
course, that the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ isthe only true faith, and that no other faith can exist inthe
gloriouslight of itstruth, but it still ssemed strange to me, and doesto thisday, that Arthur, the most just
and lawful of rulers, was cdled the Enemy of God.

Whatever. We gave Cadoc a headache, tied Ligessac’ sthroat with aleash made from his beard, and
walked away.

Arthur and | parted company beside the stone cross at the head of Cadoc’svalley. He would take
Ligessac north and then go east to find the good roads that led back to Dumnonia, while | had decided to
travel deeper into Siluriato find my mother. | took Issaand four other spearmen and let the rest march
home with Arthur.

We six men circled Cadoc’ s valey where awoeful band of bruised and bloody Christians had
gathered to chant prayersfor their dead, and then we walked across the high bare hills and down into the
steep green valleysthat led to the Severn Sea. | did not know where Erce lived, but | suspected she
would not be hard to find for Tanaburs, the Druid | had killed at Lugg Vae, had sought her out to work a
dreadful spell on her and surely the Saxon dave woman so wickedly cursed by the Druid would be well
enough known. And she was.

| found her living by the seaiin atiny village where the women made salt and the men caught fish. The
villagers shrank away from my men’sunfamiliar shields, but | ducked into one of the hovelswhere achild
fearfully pointed me towards the Saxon woman’ s house that proved to be a cottage high up on aragged
bluff above the beach. 1t was not even a cottage, but rather a crude shelter made of driftwood and
roofed with aragged thatch of seaweed and straw. A fire burned on the small space outside the shelter
and a dozen fish were smoking aboveits flames, while still more choking smoke drifted up from the cod
firesthat smmered the sdlt pans at the base of the low cliff. | left my spear and shield at the foot of the
bluff and climbed the steep path. A cat bared its teeth and hissed at me as| crouched to look into the
dark hut. *Erce? | caled. ‘Erce?

Something heaved in the shadows. It was a monstrous dark shape that shed layers of skinsand ragged
cloth to peer back at me. ‘Erce? | said. ‘ Areyou Erce?

What did | expect that day? | had not seen my mother in over twenty-five years, not sncetheday |
wastorn from her arms by Gundleus s spearmen and given to Tanaburs for the sacrifice in the death-pit.
Erce had screamed as | was snatched away from her, and then she had been taken away to her new
davery in Sluriaand she must have supposed me dead until Tanaburs had reveded to her that | il lived.
In my nervous mind, as | had walked south through Siluria s steep valeys, | had foreseen an embrace,
tears, forgiveness and happiness.

But instead a huge woman, her blonde hair turned into adirty grey, crawled out from the jumble of
skinsand blankets to blink at me suspicioudy. She was avast cregiure, agrest hesp of decaying flesh
with aface as round as ashield and blotched by disease and scars, and with eyesthat were small and
hard and bloodshot. ‘| was called Erce once,” she said in ahoarse voice.

| backed out of the hut, repelled by its stench of urine and rot. She followed me, crawling heavily on all
foursto blink in the morning sunlight. Shewas dressed inrags. ‘Y ou are Erce? | asked her.

‘Once,’ she said, and yawned to show aravaged, toothless mouth. * Long ago. Now they call me
Enna’ She paused. ‘Mad Enna,’ she added sadly, then peered at my fine clothes and rich sword belt



and tall boots. ‘Who areyou, Lord?

‘My nameis Derfel Cadarn,’ | said, ‘aLord of Dumnonia.’” The name meant nothing to her. ‘| am your
son,” | added.

She showed no reaction to that, but just settled back against the driftwood wall of her hut that sagged
dangeroudy under her weight. She thrust ahand deep inside the rags and scratched at her breast. *All my
sonsare dead,” she said.

‘Tanaburstook me,’ | reminded her, ‘and threw me into the death-pit.’

The story seemed to mean nothing to her. Shelay dumped against the wall, her huge body heaving
with the effort of each laboured breath. She toyed with the cat and stared out across the Severn Seato
where, dim in the distance, the Dumnonian coast was adark line under arow of rainclouds. ‘| did havea
sononce,’ shesad a last, ‘who was given to the Godsin the death-pit. Wygga, his name was. Wygga.

A fineboy.

Wygga? Wyggal That name, so raw and ugly, stilled mefor afew heartbeets. ‘1 am Wygga,’ | findly
sad, hating the name. ‘| was given anew name after | was rescued from the pit,’ | explained to her. We
gpoke in Saxon, alanguage in which | was now more fluent than my mother, for it had been many years
since she had spokeniit.

‘Oh, no,” shesaid, frowning. | could see alouse crawling along the edge of her hair. ‘No,” sheinssted
again. ‘Wyggawasjust alittle boy. Just alittle boy. My firstborn, hewas, and they took him away.’

‘I lived, mother,” | said. | wasrevolted by her, fascinated by her and regretting that | had ever cometo
find her. ‘I survived the pit,’ | told her, ‘and | remember you.” And so | did, but in my memory she was
asdimand lithe as Canwyn.

‘Just alittle boy,” Erce said dreamily. She closed her eyesand | thought she was deeping, but it
seemed she was passing urine for atrickle appeared at the edge of her clothes and dripped down the
rock towardsthe struggling fire.

‘Tell me about Wygga,' | said.

‘ was heavy with him,” she said, ‘when Uther captured me. A big man, Uther, with agreat dragon on
hisshield.” She scratched at the louse, which disappeared into her hair. ‘ He gave meto Madog,” she
went on, ‘and it was at Madog' s holding that Wygga was born. We were happy with Madog,” she said.
‘Hewas agood Lord, kind to his daves, but Gundleus came and they killed Wygga.’

‘They didn't,” | indsted. ‘Didn't Tanaburstell you?

At the mention of the Druid’ s name she shuddered and pulled her tattered shawl tighter about her
mountai nous shoulders. She said nothing, but after awhile tears showed at the corners of her eyes.

A woman climbed the path towards us. She came dowly and suspicioudy, glancing warily towards me
as she sdled onto the rock platform. When at last she felt safe she scuttled past me and crouched beside
Erce. ‘My name,’ | told the newcomer, ‘is Derfel Cadarn, but | was once called Wygga.'

‘My nameisLinna’ thewoman said in the British tongue. She was younger than me, but the hard life
of this shore had put deep lines on her face, bowed her shoulders and stiffened her joints, while the hard
business of tending the sdt-pan fires had | eft her skin blackened by codl.

“You're Erce sdaughter? | guessed.



‘Enna s daughter,” she corrected me.
‘“Then | am your haf-brother,” | said.

| do not think she believed me, and why should she? No one came from a death-pit dive, yet | had,
and thereby | had been touched by the Gods and given to Merlin, but what could that tale mean to these
two tired and ragged women?

‘Tanaburs!’” Erce suddenly said, and raised both handsto ward oft evil. ‘ He took avay Wygga' s
father!” Shewailed and rocked to and fro. ‘ He went insde me and took awvay Wygga sfather. He
cursed me and he cursed Wygga and he cursed my womb.” She was weeping now and Linna cradled
her mother’ s head in her arms and looked at me reproachfully.

‘Tanaburs,” | said, ‘had no power over Wygga. Wyggakilled him, because he had power over
Tanaburs. Tanaburs could not take away Wygga' s father.’

Maybe my mother heard me, but she did not believe me. She rocked in her daughter’ sarms and the
tears ran down her pockmarked, dirty cheeks as she haf remembered the half-understood scraps of
Tanaburs s curse. “Wyggawould kill hisfather,” shetold me, ‘that’ swhat the curse said, that the son will
kill thefather.’

‘So Wyggadoeslive,' | inssted.

She stopped her rocking motion suddenly and peered at me. She shook her head. ‘ The dead come
back to kill. Dead children! | seethem, Lord, out there,” she spoke earnestly and pointed at the sea, *dll
the little dead going to their revenge.” Sherocked in her daughter’ sarmsagain. * And Wyggawill kill his
father. Shewas crying heavily now. ‘ And Wygga s father was such afine man! Such ahero. So big and
strong. And Tanaburs has cursed him.” She sniffed, then sighed a lullaby for amoment before talking
more about my father, saying how his people had sailed across the seato Britain and how he had used
his sword to make himself afine house. Erce, | gathered, had been a servant in that house and the Saxon
Lord had taken her to hisbed and so given melife, the same life that Tanaburs had failed to take at the
death-pit. ‘Hewas alovely man,” Erce said of my father, ‘ such alovely, handsome man. Everyone
feared him, but he was good to me. We used to laugh together.’

‘What was hisname? | asked, and | think | knew the answer even before she gaveit.
‘Adle’ shesadinawhisper, ‘lovely, handsome Adlle’

Aédle. The smoke whirled about my head, and my brains, for amoment, were as addled as my
mother’ swits. Aelle?| was Adlle€ sson?

‘Adle’ Ercesad dreamily, ‘lovely, handsome Adle’

| had no other questions and so | forced mysdlf to kneel before my mother and give her an embrace. |
kissed her on both cheeks, then held her tight asif | could give back to her some of the life she had given
to me, and though she succumbed to the embrace, she still would not acknowledge that | was her son. |
took licefrom her.

| drew Linnadown the steps and discovered she was married to one of the village fishermen and had
sx childrenliving. | gave her gold, more gold, | think, than she had ever expected to see, and more gold,
probably, than she even suspected existed. She stared at thelittle barsin disbelief.

‘Isour mother gill adave? | asked her.



‘Weadl are; shesad, gesturing at the whole miserable village.
‘“That will buy your freedom,” | said, pointing to thegold, ‘if you want it.

She shrugged and | doubted that being free would make any differenceto their lives. | could have
found their Lord and bought their freedom myself, but doubtless he lived far avay and the gold, if it was
wisely spent, would ease their hard life whether they were dave or free. One day, | promised mysdf, |
would come back and try to do more.

‘L ook after our mother,” | told Linna
‘I will, Lord, shesaid dutifully, but | still did not think she believed me.
“You don't call your own brother Lord,’ | told her, but she would not be persuaded.

| left her and walked down to the shore where my men waited with the baggage. ‘We re going home;’
| said. It was till morning and we had along day’ s march ahead. A march towards home.

Hometo Ceinwyn. Home to my daughters who were sprung from aline of British Kings and from their
Saxon enemy’ sroya blood. For | was Adlle' s son. | stood on agreen hill above the sea and wondered
at the extraordinary weave of life, but | could make no sense of it. | was Adll€' s son, but what difference
did that make? It explained nothing and it demanded nothing. Fate isinexorable. | would go home.

It was Issawho first saw the smoke. He dways had eyeslike ahawk and that day, as| stood on the

hill trying to find some meaning in my mother’ srevelations, Issaspied smoke acrossthe sea. ‘Lord? he
said, and at first | did not respond for | wastoo dazed by what | had learned. | wasto kill my father?
And that father was Adlle?‘Lord!’ Issasaid moreinsstently, waking me from my thoughts. *Look, Lord,
smoke.’

He was pointing south towards Dumnoniaand at first | thought the whiteness was merely apaler patch
among the rainclouds, but Issawas certain and two of the other spearmen asserted that what we saw
was smoke and not cloud or rain. ‘ Thereé smore, Lord,” one of them said, pointing further west where
another smal smear of whiteness showed against the grey.

Onefire might have been an accident, perhapsahal burning or adry field blazing, but in that wet
wesether no field would have burned and in al my lifel had never seen two halls ablaze unless an enemy
had put them to the torch.

‘Lord? Issaprompted me, for he, like me, had awifein Dumnonia
‘Back tothevillage,’ | said. ‘Now.’

Linna's husband agreed to take us over the sea. The voyage was not long, for the sea here was only
eight or so mileswide and it offered us our swiftest route home, but like al spearmen we preferred along
dry journey to ashort wet one, and that crossing was an ordeal of sodden cold misery. A brisk wind had
gprung from the west to bring more clouds and rain, and with it came a short, rising sea that splashed
over the boat’slow gunwales. We bailed for our liveswhile the ragged sail bellied and dapped and
dragged us southward. Our boatman, who was called Balig and was my brother-in-law, declared that
there was no joy like agood boat in a brisk wind and he roared his thanks to Manawydan for sending us
such weather, but Issawas sick asadog, | wasretching dry, and we were al glad when, in the middle of



the afternoon, he ran us ashore on a Dumnonian beach no more than three or four hours from home.

| paid Balig, then we struck inland through aflat, damp country. There was avillage not far from the
beach, but the folk there had seen the smoke and were frightened and they mistook usfor enemiesand
ran to their huts. The village possessed asmall church, merdly athatched hut with awooden cross nailed
to agable, but the Chrigtians had dl gone. One of the remaining pagan villagerstold me that the
Chrigians had al gone eastwards. ‘ They followed their priest, Lord,” hetold me.

‘Why? | asked. ‘Where?
‘“Wedon't know, Lord.” He glanced at the distant smoke. ‘ Are the Saxons back?

‘No,’ | reassured him, and hoped | was right. The thinning smoke looked to be no more than six or
seven milesaway and | doubted that either Adlle or Cerdic could have reached thisfar into Dumnonia. If
they had then dl Britain was|ogt.

We hurried on. At that moment al we wanted was to reach our families and, once we knew they were
safe, the time would come to find out what was happening. We had a choice of two routesto Ermid's
Hall. One, the longer, lay inland and would take usfour or five hours, much of it in darkness, but the
other lay across the great sea-marshes of Avalon; atreacherous swamp of creeks, willow-edged bogs
and sedge-covered wastes where, when the tide was high and the wind from the west, the sea could
sometimes seep and fill and flood the levels and drown unwary travellers. There were routes through that
great swvamp, and even wooden walkways that led to where the willow pollards grew and the ed and fish
traps were set, but none of us knew the marsh paths. Y et ill we chose those treacherous paths for they
offered the swiftest way home.

Asevening fdl wefound aguide. Like most of the marsh folk he was a pagan and, once he knew who
| was, he gladly offered his services. Inthe middle of the marsh, rising black in thefdling light, we could
seethe Tor. We would have to go therefirst, our guide said, and then find one of Y nys Wydryn's
boatmen to take usin areed punt across the shalow waters of 1ssa’sMere.

It was dtill raining as we | eft the marsh village, the drops pattering on the reeds and dappling the poals,
but it lifted within the hour and gradualy awan, milky moon glowed dimly behind the thinning clouds that
scudded from the west Our path crossed black ditches on plank bridges, passed by the intricate woven
wickerwork of willow ed traps, and snaked incomprehensibly across blank shining morasses where our
guide would mutter incantations againgt the marsh spirits. Some nights, he said, strange blue lights
glimmered in the wet wastes, the spirits, he thought, of the many folk who had died in thislabyrinth of
water, mud and sedge. Our footfals startled screeching wildfowl up from their nests, their panicked
wings dark againgt the cloud-racked sky. Our guide talked to me as we went, telling me of the dragons
that dept under the marsh and the ghouls that dithered through its muddy creeks. He wore anecklace
made from the spine of a drowned man, the only sure charm, he claimed, againgt those fearsome things
that haunted our path.

It seemed to me that the Tor came no closer, but that was just our impatience and yard by yard, creek
by creek, we did get nearer and, asthe great hill loomed higher and higher in the ragged sky, wesaw a
bright smear of light show at itsfoot. It was agreet flamelight, and at first we thought the shrine of the
Holy Thorn must be burning, but aswe drew gtill nearer the flames grew no brighter and | guessed the
light came from bonfires, perhapslit to illuminate some Chrigtian rite that sought to keep the shrine from
harm. We dl made the Sgn againgt evil, then at |ast we reached an embankment that led straight from the
wet land to Y nys Wydryn's higher ground.

Our guide left usthere. He preferred the dangers of the marsh to the perils of firdit Y nysWydryn, so



he kndlt to me and | rewarded him with the last of my gold, then raised him up and thanked him.

The six of uswaked on through the small town of Y nys Wydryn, aplace of fishermen and
basket-makers. The houses were dark and the alleyways deserted except for dogs and rats. We were
heading towards the wooden palisade that surrounded the shrine, and though we could see the glowing
smoke of the fires churning above the fence we still could not see anything that happened inside; but our
path took us past the shrine’s main gate and, as we drew closer, | saw there were two spearmen
standing guard at the entrance. The flamelight coming through the open gate illuminated one of their
shields and on that shield wasthe last symbol | had ever expected to seein Y nys Wydryn. It was
Lancelot' ssea-eaglewith thefishinitsclaws.

Our own shields were dung on our backs and so their white sarswereinvisible, and though we al
wore the grey wolf-tail, the spearmen must have thought we were friends for they made no challenge as
we approached. Instead, thinking that we wanted to enter the shrine, they moved aside, and it was only
when | was hdfway through the gate, drawn there by my curiosity about Lancelot’ s part inthisnight’s
strange events, that the two men realized we were not their comrades. One tried to bar my way with a
spear. ‘“Who areyou? he challenged me.

| pushed his spear aside and then, before he could shout awarning, | shoved him backwards out of
the gate while Issa dragged his comrade away. A huge crowd was gathered insde the shrine, but they al
had their backs to us and none saw the scuffle at the main gate. Nor could they hear anything, for the
crowd was chanting and singing and their confused babble drowned the small noise we made. | dragged
my captive into the shadows by the road where | knelt beside him. | had dropped my spear when | had
pushed him out of the gateway, so now | pulled out the short knife | wore at my belt. ‘Y ou're Lancelot’s
man? | asked him.

‘Yes,’ he hissed.
‘Then what are you doing here? | asked. ‘ Thisis Mordred’ s country.’

‘King Mordred isdead,” he said, frightened of the knife blade that | was holding againgt histhroat. |
said nothing, for | was so astonished by hisanswer that | could find nothing to say. The man must have
thought my silence presaged his death for he became desperate. ‘ They're al dead!” he exclaimed.

‘“Who?
‘Mordred, Arthur, al of them.’

For afew heartbeatsit seemed asif my world lurched in its foundations. The man struggled briefly, but
the pressure of my knife quietened him. “How? | hissed a him.

‘I don’'t know.’
‘How? | demanded more loudly.

‘Wedon't know!” heinsisted. ‘ Mordred was killed before we came and they say Arthur died in
Powys.’

| rocked back, gesturing at one of my men to keep the two captives quiet with his spear-blade. Then |
counted the hours since | had seen Arthur. It was only days since we had parted at Cadoc’s cross, and
Arthur’ s route home was much longer than mine; if he had died, | thought, then the news of his death
would surely not have reached Y nys Wydryn before me. ‘Isyour King here? | asked the man.

‘Y%,,



‘Why? | asked.
His answer was scarcely above awhisper. ‘ To take the kingdom, Lord.’

We cut strips of woollen cloth from the two men’s cloaks, bound their arms and legs and rammed
handfuls of wooal into their mouths to keep them slent. We pushed them into a ditch, warned them to stay
gill and then | led my five men back to the gate of the shrine. | wanted to look inside for afew moments,
learn what | could, and only then would | hurry home. * Cloaks over your hemets,” | ordered my men,
‘and shieldsreversed.’

We hoisted the cloaks up over our helmet crests so that their wolf-tails were hidden, then we held our
shields with their faces|ow against our legs so that their stars would be obscured, and so disguised we
filed quietly into the now unguarded shrine. We moved in the shadows, circling around the back of the
excited crowd until we reached the stone foundations of the shrine Mordred had started to build for his
dead mother. We climbed onto the unfinished sepulchre’ s highest course of stones and from therewe
could watch over the heads of the crowd and see what strange thing happened between the twin rows of
firethat lit Y nys Wydryn'snight.

At firgt | thought it was another Chrigtian rite like the one | had witnessed in Isca, because the space
between the rows of fire was filled with dancing women, swaying men and chanting priests. The noise
they made was a cacophony of shrieks and screams and wails. Monks with leather flails were wandering
among the ecstatics and lashing their naked backs, and each hard stroke only provoked more screams of
joy. One woman was knedling by the holy thorn. ‘ Come, Lord Jesus!” she shrieked. ‘Come!” A monk
beat her in afrenzy, beat her so hard that her naked back was alurid sheet of blood, but every new blow
only increased the fervour of her desperate prayer.

| was about to jump down from the sepulchre and go back to the gate when spearmen appeared from
the shrine’ s buildings and pushed the worshippers roughly aside to clear a pace between the firesthat lit
the holy thorn. They dragged the screaming woman away. More spearmen followed, two of them
carrying alitter, and behind that litter Bishop Sansum led agroup of brightly clothed priests. Lancelot and
his attendants wal ked with the priests. Bors, Lancelot’s champion, was there, and Amhar and Loholt
were with the Belgic King, but | could not see the dread twins Lavaine and Dinas.

The crowd shrieked even louder when they saw Lancelot. They stretched their hands towards him and
some even knelt as he passed. He was arrayed in hiswhite-enamelled scale armour that he swore had
been thewar gear of the ancient hero Agamemnon, and he was wearing his black helmet with its crest of
gpread swan’ swings. Hislong black hair that he oiled so it shone fell down his back benesth the helmet
to lie smooth againgt ared cloak that hung from his shoulders. The Chrigt-blade was at hisside and his
legswere clad intal red lesther war-boots. His Saxon Guard came behind, dl of them huge menin silver
mail coats and carrying broad-bladed war axes that reflected the legping flames. | could not see Morgan,
but a choir of her white-clad holy women were vainly trying to make their song heard above the wails
and shouts of the excited crowd.

One of the spearmen carried a stake that he placed in ahole that had been prepared beside the Holy
Thorn. For amoment | feared we were about to see some poor pagan burned at that stake and | spat to
avert evil. The victim was being carried on thelitter, for the men carrying it brought their burden to the
Holy Thorn and then busied themsdlves tying their prisoner to the stake, but when they stepped away and
we could at last see properly, | realized that it was no prisoner, and no burning. Indeed, it was no pagan
tied to that stake, but a Chrigtian, and it was no death we were watching, but amarriage.

And | thought of Nimue' s strange prophecy. The dead would be taken in marriage.



Lancelot was the groom and he now stood beside his bride who was roped to the stake. Shewasa
Queen, the one-time Princess of Powys who had become a Princess of Dumnonia and then the Queen of
Siluria. She was Norwenna, daughter-in-law of High King Uther, the mother of Mordred, and she had
been dead these fourteen years. She had lain in her grave for all those years, but now she had been
disinterred and her remains were lashed to the post beside the votive-hung Holy Thorn.

| stared in horror, then made the Sign againgt evil and stroked the iron mail of my armour. Issatouched
my arm as though to reassure himsdlf that he was not in the throes of some unimaginable nightmare.

The dead Queen was little more than a skeleton. A white shawl had been draped on her shoulders, but
the shawl could not hide the ghastly strips of yelowing skin and thick hanks of white tatty flesh that till
clung to her bones. Her skull, that canted from one of the ropes pinioning her to the stake, was half
covered with stretched skin, her jawbone had fallen away at one side and dangled from her skull, while
her eyes were nothing but black shadowsin the firelit death mask of her face. One of the guards had
placed awresth of poppies on the dome of her skull from which dank strands of hair fell ragged to the
shawl.

‘What' s happening? |ssaasked mein asoft voice.

‘Lanceot isclaming Dumnonia,’ | whispered back, ‘and by marrying Norwenna he marriesinto
Dumnonia sroyd family.” There could be no other explanation. Lancel ot was steding Dumnonia' s
throne, and thisgridy ceremony among the great fireswould give him athin legd excuse. Hewas
marrying the dead to make himsdlf Uther’ shelr.

Sansum signalled for silence and the monks who carried the flails shouted at the excited crowd that
dowly calmed down from their frenzy. Every now and then awoman would scream and the crowd
would give a nervous shudder, but at last there was Slence. The choir’ svoicestailed awvay and Sansum
raised hisarms and prayed that Almighty God would bless this union of aman and awoman, thisKing
and his Queen, and then he ingtructed Lancel ot to take the bride’ s hand. Lance ot reached down with his
gloved right hand and lifted the yellow bones. The cheek pieces of hishelmet were open and | could see
he was grinning. The crowd shouted for joy and | remembered Tewdric' s words about signs and
portents, and | guessed that in this unholy marriage the Christians were seeing proof that their God's
return was imminent.

‘By the power invested in me by the Holy Father and by the grace given to me by the Holy Ghost,’
Sansum shouted, ‘1 pronounce you man and wife!’

‘Where' sour King? Issaasked me.

‘“Who knows? | whispered back. ‘ Dead probably.” Then | watched as Lancelot lifted the yellow
bones of Norwenna s hand and pretended to give her fingers akiss. One of the fingers dropped away as
he let the hand go.

Sansum, never ableto resst achance to preach, began to harangue the crowd and it was then that
Morgan accosted me. | had not seen her gpproach and thefirst | knew of her presence waswhen | felt a
hand tugging a my cloak and | turned in darm to see her gold mask glinting in thefirdight. ‘When they
find the guards missing from the gate,” she hissed, ‘they’ll search this compound and you' Il be dead men.
Follow me, fools.’

We jumped guiltily down and followed her humped black figure asit scuttled behind the crowd into
the shadows of the shrine’ sbig church. She stopped there and stared up into my face. * They said you
were dead, shetold me. “Killed with Arthur at Cadoc' s shrine.’



‘I live, Lady.’
‘And Arthur?
‘Helived three days ago, Lady,’ | answered. ‘None of usdied at Cadoc’ s shrine.’

‘“Thank God,’ she breathed, ‘thank God.” Then she gripped my cloak and hauled my face down close
to her mask. ‘Ligten,” she said urgently, ‘my husband had no choicein thisthing.’

‘If you say so, Lady,’ | said, not believing her for one moment, but understanding that Morgan was
doing her best to straddle both sides of this crisisthat had come so suddenly to Dumnonia. Lancelot was
taking the throne, and someone had conspired to make sure Arthur was out of the country when he did
it. Worse, | thought, someone had sent Arthur and me to Cadoc' s high valley and arranged for men to
ambush us there. Someone wanted us dead, and it had been Sansum who had first revealed Ligessac’'s
refuge to us and Sansum who had argued againgt dlowing Cuneglas' s men to make the arrest, and
Sansum who now stood before Lancelot and acorpsein the light of thisnight’ sfires. | smelt the
mouse-lord’ s paws dl over thiswicked business, though | doubted Morgan knew haf of what her
husband had done or planned. Shewastoo old and wise to be infected by rdigiousfrenzy, and she at
least wastrying to pick a safe path through the cascading horrors.

‘Promise me Arthur lives!” she gppeded to me.
‘Hedid not diein Cadoc'svaley,’ | said. ‘ That much | can promiseyou.’

Shewasslent for awhileand | think she was crying beneath the mask. * Tell Arthur we had no
choice’ shesad.

‘I will,” 1 promised her. *What can you tell me of Mordred?
‘He sdead,’” she hissed. ‘Killed while he was hunting.’
‘But if they lied about Arthur,’” | said, ‘then why not about Mordred?

‘“Who knows? she crossed hersalf and plucked at my cloak. ‘Come,” she said abruptly, and led us
down the side of the church towards asmall wooden hut. Someone was trapped inside the hut for |
could hear fists beating on its door that was secured by the knotted |oops of aleather leash. ‘Y ou should
go to your woman, Derfel,” Morgan told me as she fumbled at the knot with her one good hand. * Dinas
and Lavaine rode south to your hdl after nightfall. They took spearmen.’

Panic whipped insgde me, making me use my spear-point to dash at the leather leash. The moment the
binding was cut the door flew open and Nimue legpt out, hands hooked like claws, but then she
recognized me and stumbled against my body for support. She spat at Morgan.

‘Go, you fool,” Morgan snarled at her, ‘and remember it was | who saved you from degath today.’

| took Morgan’ s two hands, the burned and the good, and put them to my lips. ‘ For this night’s deeds,
Lady, | sad, ‘'l aminyour debt.’

‘Go, you fool,” shesaid, ‘and hurry!” and we ran through the back parts of the shrine, past
storehouses and dave huts and granaries, then out through awicket gate to where the fishermen kept
their reed punts. Wetook two of the small craft and used our long spear-shafts as quant poles, and |
remembered that far-off day of Norwenna s desth when Nimue and | had escaped from Y nys Wydrynin
just thisfashion. Then, as now, we had headed for Ermid’ s Hall and then, as now, we had been hunted
fugitivesin aland overrun by enemies.



Nimue knew little of what had happened to Dumnonia. Lancelot, she said, had come and declared
himsdf King, but of Mordred she could only repeat what Morgan had said, that the King had been killed
while hunting. She told us how spearmen had come to the Tor and taken her captive to the shrine where
Morgan had imprisoned her. Afterwards, she heard, amob of Christians had climbed the Tor,
daughtered whoever they found there, pulled down the huts and begun to build a church out of the
sdvaged timbers.

‘So Morgan did saveyour life’ | said.

‘ She wants my knowledge,” Nimue said. ‘How ese will they know what to do with the Cauldron?
That' swhy Dinas and Lavaine have goneto your hal, Derfel. To find Merlin.” She spat into the mere.
‘It sas| told you,” shefinished, ‘they’ ve unleashed the Cauldron and they don’t know how to control its
power. Two Kings have come to Cadarn. Mordred was one and Lancel ot was the second. He went
there this afternoon and stood upon the stone. And tonight the dead are being taken in marriage.’

‘Andyou aso said,” | reminded her bitterly, ‘that a sword would belaid at achild’ sthroat,” and |
thrust my spear down into the shalow merein my desperate hurry to reach Ermid’ sHal. Where my
children lay. Where Ceinwyn lay. And where the Slurian Druids and their spearmen had ridden not three
hours before.

Flames|it our homeward path. Not the flamesthat illuminated Lancelot’s marriage to the dead, but new
flamesthat sprang red and high from Ermid’ sHall. We were hafway across the mere when that fire
flared up to shiver itslong reflections on the black water.

| was praying to Gofannon, to LIeullaw, to Bel, to Cernunnos, to Taranis, to al the Gods, wherever
they were, that just one of them would stoop from the realm of stars and save my family. The flames legpt
higher, spewing sparks of burning thatch into the smoke that blew east across poor Dumnonia

Wetravelled in silence once Nimue had finished her tae. Issahad tearsin his eyes. He wasworrying
about Scarach, the Irish girl he had married, and he was wondering, as| was, what had happened to the
spearmen we had |eft to guard the hal. There had been enough men, surely, to hold up Dinasand
Lavaine sraiders? Y et the flames told another tale and we thrust the spear-shafts down to make the
punts go even faster.

We heard the screams as we came closer. There were just Six of us spearmen, but | did not hesitate,
or try to make acircuitous approach, but smply drove the punts hard into the tree-shadowed creek that
lay dongsdethe hal’ s pdisade. There, next to Dian'slittle coracle that Gwlyddyn, Merlin's servant, had
made for her, we legpt ashore.

Later | put together thetale of that night. Gwilym, the man who commanded the spearmen who had
stayed behind while | marched north with Arthur, had seen the distant smoke to the east and surmised
there was trouble brewing. He had placed al his men on guard, then debated with Ceinwyn whether they
should take to the boats and hide in the marshes that lay beyond the mere. Ceinwyn said no. Mdaine, her
brother’ s Druid, had given Dian a concoction of leavesthat had lifted the fever, but the child was ill
wesk, and besides, no one knew what the smoke meant, nor had any messengers come with awarning;
s0 ingtead Ceinwyn sent two of the spearmen east to find news and then waited behind the wooden
palisade.

Nightfall brought no news, but it did bring ameasure of rdlief for few spearmen marched a night and
Ceinwyn fdt safer than she had in daylight. From inside the pdisade they saw the flames across the mere
a Y nys Wydryn and wondered what they meant, but no one heard Dinas and Lavaine' s horsemen come



into the nearby woods. The horsemen dismounted along way from the hall, tied their beasts reinsto
trees and then, under the pale, cloud-misted moon, they had crept towards the palisade. It was not till
Dinas and Lavaine's men attacked the gate that Gwilym even redlized the hall was under attack. Histwo
scouts had not returned, there were no guards in the woods and the enemy was aready within feet of the
palisade s gate when the darm wasfirst raised. It was not aformidable gate, no more than the height of a
man, and the first rank of the enemy rushed it without armour, spears or shields and succeeded in
climbing over before Gwilym’s men could assemble. The gate guards fought and killed, but enough of
those firg attackers survived to lift the bar of the gate and so open it to the charge of Dinasand Lavaine's
heavily armoured spearmen. Ten of those spearmen were Lancelot’ s Saxon Guards, while the rest were
Belgic warriors sworn to their King's service.

Gwilym’s men rdlied as best they could, and the fiercest fight took place at the hal’ sdoor. It was
there that Gwilym himsalf lay dead with another six of my men. Six more werelying in the courtyard
where a storehouse had been set on fire and those were the flames that had lit our path acrossthe lake
and which now, as we reached the open gate, showed usthe horror inside.

The battle was not over. Dinas and Lavaine had planned their treachery well, but their men had failed
to get through the hal door and my surviving spearmen were gill holding the big building. | could seetheir
shields and spears blocking the door’ sarch, and | could see another spear showing from one of the high
windows that |et the smoke out from the gable end. Two of my huntsmen werein that window, and their
arrows were preventing Dinas and Lavaine s men carrying the fire from the burning store house to the hall
thatch. Caeinwyn, Morwennaand Seren were dl ingde the hdl, together with Merlin, Maaine and most of
the other women and children who lived inside the compound, but they were surrounded and
outnumbered; and the enemy Druids had found Dian.

Dian had been degping in one of the huts. She often did, liking to bein the company of her old
wet-nurse who was married to my blacksmith, and maybe it was her golden hair that had given her awvay
or maybe, being Dian, she had spat defiance at her captors and told them her father would take his

revenge.

And now Lavaine, robed in black and with an empty scabbard hanging at his hip, held my Dian against
his body. Her smdll grubby feet were sticking out from benegth the little white robe she wore and she
was struggling as best she could, but Lavaine had hisleft arm tight about her waist and in hisright hand he
held anaked sword againgt her throat.

Issa clutched my arm to stop me charging madly at the line of armoured men who faced the
bel eaguered hall. There were twenty of them. | could not see Dinas, but he, | suspected, was with the
other enemy spearmen at the rear of the hall, where they would be cutting off the escape of al the souls

trapped indde.
‘Ceinwyn!” Lavaine caled in hisdeep voice. ‘ Come out! My King wantsyou!’
| laid the spear down and drew Hywel bane. Her blade hissed softly on the scabbard’ s throat.
‘Comeout!’” Lavainecdled again.

| touched the strips of pig bone on the sword hilt, then prayed to my Gods that they would make me
terriblethisnight.

“Y ou want your whelp dead? Lavaine caled, and Dian screamed as the sword blade tightened on her
throat. * Y our man’sdead!’ Lavaine shouted. ‘He died in Powyswith Arthur, and he won’t cometo help
you.” He pressed the sword harder and Dian screamed again.



Issakept hishand on my arm. ‘Not yet, Lord,” he whispered, ‘ not yet.’

The shields parted at the hall door and Ceinwyn stepped out. She was dressed in adark cloak that
was clasped at her throat. * Put the child down,” shetold Lavaine caimly.

‘The child will be rleased when you cometo me’ Lavaine said. ‘ My King demands your company.’

“Your King? Ceinwyn asked. ‘What Kingisthat? She knew well enough whose men had come here
thisnight, for their shieldsdonetold that tale, but she would make nothing easy for Lavaine.

‘King Lancdot,” Lavaine said. ‘King of the Belgae and King of Dumnonia’

Ceinwyn pulled her dark cloak tighter about her shoulders. * So what does King Lance ot want of
me? sheasked. Behind her, in the space at the back of the hall and dimly lit by the burning storehouse, |
could see more of Lancelot’ s spearmen. They had taken the horses from my stables and now they
watched the confrontation between Ceinwyn and Lavaine.

‘Thisnight, Lady,” Lavaine explained, ‘my King hastaken abride’
Ceinwyn shrugged. ‘ Then he does not need me.’

‘Thebride, Lady, cannot give my King the privileges that a man demands on hiswedding night. Y ou,
Lady, areto be his pleasureingtead. It isan old debt of honour that you owe him. Besides,” Lavaine
added, ‘you are awidow now. Y ou need another man.’

| tensed, but Issaagain gripped my arm. One of the Saxon Guards close to Lavaine was restless and
Issawas mutely suggesting we wait until the man relaxed again.

Ceinwyn dropped her head for afew seconds, then looked up again. ‘ And if | come with you,” she
sadinablesk voice, ‘you will let my daughter live?

‘Shewill live) Lavaine promised.

‘And dl the otherstoo? she asked, gesturing to the hall.
‘Thosetoo,” said Lavaine.

‘Then release my daughter,” Ceinwyn demanded.

‘Come herefirg,” Lavaine retorted, ‘and bring Merlin with you.” Dian kicked at him with her bare
hedls, but he tightened the sword again and she went still. The storehouse roof collapsed, exploding
gparks and burning scraps of straw into the night. Some of the flames landed on the hall’ s thatch where
they flickered feebly. The rainwater in the thatch was protecting the hall for the moment, but soon, |
knew, the hall roof must catch the blaze.

| tensed, ready to charge, but then Merlin appeared behind Ceinwyn. His beard, | saw, was bound in
plaitsagain, he carried his great staff and he stood straighter and grimmer than | had seen him stand in
years. He placed hisright arm about Ceinwyn'’s shoulders. ‘L et the child go,” he ordered.

Lavaine shook his head. ‘We made a spell with your beard, old man, and you have no power over us.
But tonight we shdl have the pleasure of your conversation while our King has the pleasure of the
Princess Ceinwyn. Both of you,” he demanded, ‘ come here!’

Merlin lifted the staff and pointed it a Lavaine. * At the next full moon,” he said, ‘you will die besdethe
sea. You and your brother shal both die and your screamswill journey the wavesthrough al time. Let



the child go.

Nimue hissed softly behind me. She had plucked up my spear and lifted the leather patch from her
ghastly empty eye-socket.

Lavaine was unmoved by Merlin's prophecy. * At the next full moon,” he said, ‘we shdl boil your
beard scrapsin bull’ s blood and give your soul to the worm of Annwn,” he spat. * Both of you,” he
snapped, ‘ come here!’

‘Release my daughter,” Ceinwyn demanded.
‘Whenyoureach me’ Lavainesad, ‘shewill befreed.’

There was a pause. Ceinwyn and Merlin spoke together softly. Morwenna cried out from insde the
hall and Ceinwyn turned and spoke to her daughter, then she took Merlin’s hand and began to walk
towards Lavaine. ‘Not likethat, Lady,” Lavaine caled to her. ‘My Lord Lancelot demands that you
cometo him naked. My Lord will have you taken naked through the countryside and naked through the
town and naked to hisbed. Y ou shamed him, Lady, and this night he will return his shame on you a
hundredfold.’

Ceinwyn stopped and glared at him. But Lavaine Smply pressed his sword blade againgt Dian's
throat, the child gasped with the pain, and Ceinwyn ingtinctively tore a the brooch that clasped her cloak
and let the garment drop to reveal asmple white dress.

‘Takethe gown off, Lady,” Lavaine ordered her harshly, ‘takeit off, or your daughter dies’

| charged then. | screamed Bel’sname and | charged like amad thing. My men came with me, and
more men came from the hall when they saw the white stars on our shields and the grey tails on our
helms. Nimue charged with us, shrieking and wailing, and | saw the line of enemy spearmen turn with
horror on their faces. | ran straight at Lavaine. He saw me, recognized me and frozein terror. He had
disguised himsdlf asa Chrigtian priest by hanging acrucifix around his neck. Thiswas no time for mento
ride Dumnoniadressed as Druids, but it wastime for Lavaineto dieand | screamed my God snameas|
charged a& him.

Then a Saxon Guard ran in front of me, his bright axe glittering reflected flamelight as he swung its
heavy blade at my skull. | parried it with the shield and the force of the blow jarred down my arm. Then |
did Hywelbane forward, twisted her bladein hisbelly and dragged it freein arush of spilling Saxon guts.
Issahad killed another Saxon and Scarach, hisfiery Irish wife, had comefromthehdl todashat a
wounded Saxon with aboar spear, while Nimue was driving her spear into aman’'sbelly. | parried
another spear blow, put the spearman down with Hywelbane and looked desperately around for
Lavaine. | saw him running with Dian in hisarms. He wastrying to reach his brother behind the hal when
arush of spearmen cut him off and he turned, saw me and fled towards the gate. He held Dian like a
shidd.

‘I want him dive!” | roared and plunged towards him through thefirdlit chaos. Another Saxon came at
me roaring the name of his God, and | cut the God' s name out of histhroat with alunge of Hywelbane.
Then Issashouted awarning and | heard the hoof's and saw that the enemy who had been guarding the
back of the hall were charging on horseback to their comrades’ rescue. Dinas, who was dressed like his
brother in the black robes of a Christian priest, led the charge with adrawn sword. * Stop them!” |
shouted. | could hear Dian screaming. The enemy was panicking. They outnumbered us, but theirruption
of spearmen from the black night had torn their hearts to ribbons and one-eyed Nimue, shrieking and
wild with her bloody spear, must have appeared to them as aghastly night ghoul come for their souls.
They fled interror. Lavaine waited for his brother close to the burning storehouse and till held his sword



at Dian’'sthroat. Scarach, hissing like Nimue, stalked him with her spear, but she dared not risk my
daughter’ slife. Others of the enemy scrambled over the palisade, some ran for the gate, some were cut
down in the shadows between the huts and some escaped by running alongside the terrified horses that
pounded past usinto the night.

Dinasrode straight for me. | raised my shield, hefted Hywel bane and shouted a challenge, but at the
very last moment he swerved hiswhite-eyed horse aside and hurled the sword at my head. Herode
towards histwin brother instead and as he neared Lavaine he leaned down from the saddle and extended
hisarm. Scarach flung herself out of the path of the charging horsejust as Lavaine legpt up into Dinas's
saving embrace. He dropped Dian and | saw her sprawl away from him as| ran after the horse. Lavaine
was clinging desperately to his brother who clung just as desperately to the saddle-bar as the horse
gdloped away. | shouted at them to stay and fight, but the twins just galloped into the black trees where
the enemy’ s other survivors had fled. | cursed their souls. | stood in the gate and called them vermin,
cowards, creatures of evil.

‘Derfd? Ceinwyn caled from behind me. ‘ Derfd? | abandoned my curses and turned to her. ‘| live,
| said, ‘I live” ‘Oh, Derfd!” shewailed, and it was then that | saw that Ceinwyn was holding Dian and
that Ceinwyn’s white dress was white no longer, but red.

| ranto their Sde. Dian was cradled tight in her mother’ sarms, and | dropped my sword, tore the
helmet from my head and fell to my knees beside them. *Dian? | whispered, ‘my love?

| saw the soul flicker in her eyes. She saw me - she did see me - and she saw her mother before she
died. Shelooked at usfor an instant and then her young soul flew away as soft asawing in darkness and
with aslittle fuss as a candle flame blown out by awisp of wind. Her throat had been cut as Lavaine legpt
for hisbrother’sarm, and now her small heart just gave up the struggle. But she did see mefirst. | know
shedid. She saw me, then she died, and | put my arms around her and around her mother and | cried
likeachild.

For my littlelovely Dian, | wept.

We had taken four unwounded prisoners. One was a Saxon Guard and three were Belgic spearmen.
Merlin questioned them, and when he had finished | hacked dl four to pieces. | daughtered them. | killed
inarage, sobbing as| killed, blind to anything but Hywel bane' sweight and the empty satisfaction of
feding her blade biteinto their flesh. One by one, in front of my men, in front of Ceinwyn, in front of
Morwennaand Seren, | butchered dl four men and when it was done Hywel bane was wet and red from
tip to hilt and still | hacked at their lifeless bodies. My arms were soaked in blood, my rage could have
filled the whole world and till it would not bring little Dian back.

| wanted more men to kill, but the enemy’ swounded had already had their throats cut and so, with no
more revenge to take and bloody as | was, | walked to my terrified daughters and held them in my arms.
| could not stop crying; nor could they. | held them as though my life depended on theirs, and then |
carried them to where Ceinwyn still cradled Dian’s corpse. | gently unfolded Ceinwyn’s arms and placed
them about her living children, then | took Dian’slittle body and carried it to the burning storehouse.
Merlin came with me. He touched his staff on Dian’ s forehead, then nodded to me. It wastime, he was
saying, to let Dian’ s soul crossthe bridge of swords, but first | kissed her, then | laid her body down and
used my knifeto cut away athick strand of her golden hair that | placed carefully in my pouch. That
done, | raised her up, kissed her onelast time and threw her corpse into the flames. Her hair and her little
white dressflared bright.

‘Feed thefirel” Merlin snapped at my men. ‘ Feed it!’



They tore down ahut to make thefireinto afurnace that would burn Dian’ s body into nothing. Her
soul was dready going to its shadowbody in the Otherworld, and now her balefire roared into the dark
whilel knelt in front of the flameswith an empty ravaged soul.

Merlinlifted me up. ‘Wemust go, Derfd’
‘I know.’

He embraced me, holding mein hislong strong armslike afather. ‘If | could have saved her,’ he said
softly.

“Youtried,” | said, and cursed mysdlf for lingering in Y nys Wydryn.
‘Come,” Merlinsaid. “We must be along way off by dawn.’

Wetook what little we could carry. | discarded the bloody armour | was wearing and took my good
coat of mail that was trimmed with gold. Seren took three kittensin aleather bag, Morwenna a distaff
and abundle of clothes, while Ceinwyn carried abag of food. There were eighty of us dtogether;
gpearmen, families, servants and daves. All of them had thrown some smdll token into the balefire; a
scrap of bread mostly, though Gwlyddyn, Merlin’ s servant, had tossed Dian’ s coracleinto the flames so
that she could paddle it through the lakes and creeks of the Otherworld.

Ceinwyn, walking with Merlin and Madaine, her brother’ s Druid, asked what happened to childrenin
the Otherworld. ‘ They play,” Merlin said with al hisancient authority. ‘ They play benesth the apple trees
and wait for you.’

‘She will be happy,” Malaine reassured her. Hewas atall, thin, stooped young man who carried
lorweth’s old staff. He seemed shocked by the night’ s horror, and he was plainly nervous of Nimuein
her filthy, blood-spattered robe. Her eye patch had disappeared, and her ghastly hair hung lank and
draggled.

Ceinwyn, once she had satisfied herself of Dian’ sfate, came and walked beside me. | was till in
agony, blaming mysdlf for pausing to watch Lancelot’ s ceremony of marriage, but Ceinwyn was camer
now. ‘It was her fate, Derfd,” she said, ‘and she’ shappy now.” Shetook my arm. ‘And you're aive.
They told us you were dead. Both you and Arthur.’

‘Helives,’ | promised her. | walked in silence, following the white robes of the two Druids. ‘ One day,’
| said after awhile, ‘1 shdl find Dinasand Lavaine and their deethswill beterrible’

Ceinwyn squeezed my arm. ‘We were dl so happy,’ she said. She had begun crying again and | tried
to find words to console her, but there could be no explanation of why the Gods had snatched Dian
away. Behind us, bright in the night sky, the flames and smoke of Ermid’ s Hall boiled towards the stars.
Thehdl thatch had at last caught the fire and our old life was being burned to ashes.

Wefollowed atwisting path beside the mere. The moon had did from behind its cloudsto cast asilver
light on the rushes and willows and on the shallow, wind-rippled lake. We waked towards the sea, but |
had scarcely thought what we should do when we reached the shore. Lancel ot’s men would search for
us, that much was certain, and somehow we would need to find safety.

Merlin had questioned our prisoners before killed them and he now told Ceinwyn and me what he
had learned. Much of it we aready knew. Mordred was said to have been killed while hunting, and one
of the prisoners had claimed that the King had been murdered by the father of agirl he had raped. Arthur
was rumoured to be dead and so Lancel ot had declared himself the King of Dumnonia. The Chrigtians



had welcomed him in the belief that Lancel ot was their new John the Baptist, aman who had presaged
thefirst coming of Chrigt just as Lancelot now presaged the second.

‘Arthur didn't die’ | said bitterly. *He was meant to, and | was meant to die with him, but they failed.
And how,’ | asked, ‘if | saw Arthur just thee days ago, did Lancelot hear of his death so soon?

‘Hehas't heard of it,” Merlin said camly. *He sjust hoping for it.’

| gpat. ‘I1t's Sansum and Lancelot,’ | said angrily. ‘ Lancel ot probably arranged for Mordred s death
and Sansum arranged ours. Now Sansum has his Christian King and Lancelot has Dumnonia’

‘Except that you live, Ceinwyn said quietly.

‘And Arthur lives’ | said, *and if Mordred' s dead, then the throneis Arthur’s’
‘Only if he defeats Lancdot,” Merlin said drily.

‘Of course he'll defeat Lancelot,” | said scornfully.

‘ Arthur’ sweskened,” Merlin warned me gently. * Scores of his men have been killed. All Mordred's
guards are dead and so are dl the spearmen at Caer Cadarn. Cal and hismen aredead in Isca, or if
they’ re not deed, they’ re fugitives. The Christians have risen, Derfel. | hear they marked their houses with
the sign of thefish, and any housethat didn’t carry the mark had itsinhabitants daughtered.” He paced in
gloomy slencefor awhile. * They’ re cleansing Britain for the coming of their God.’

‘But Lancelot hasn't killed Sagramor,’ | said, hoping that what | said wastrue, *and Sagramor leads
anamy.

‘Sagramor lives, Merlin assured me, and then delivered the worst news of that terrible night, ‘but he's
been attacked by Cerdic. It seemsto me;’ hewent on, ‘that Lancelot and Cerdic might well have agreed
to divide Dumnonia between them. Cerdic will take the frontier lands and Lancelot will ruletherest.’

| could find nothing to say. It seemed incomprehensible. Cerdic was |oosein Dumnonia? And the
Chrigtians had risen to make Lance ot their King? And it had al happened so swiftly, within days, and
there had been no sign of it before | left Dumnonia

‘Thereweresigns,’ Merlin said, reading my mind. ‘ There were Signs, it was just that none of us took
them serioudy. Who cared if afew Chrigtians painted the fish on their house wals? Who took any notice
of their frenzies? We became so used to their priests' ranting that we no longer listened to what they
were saying. And which of us believesthat their God will cometo Britainin four years time? There were
sgnsal around us, Derfd, and we were blind to them. But that’ s not what caused this horror.’

*Sansum and Lancdlot caused it,” | said.

‘The Cauldron brought it,” Merlin said. * Someone has used it, Derfdl, and its power isloosein the
land. | suspect Dinas and Lavaine haveit, but they don’t know how to control it and so they’ ve spilt its
horror.’

| walked on in sllence. The Severn Seawas visible now, acrawling flood of slver black beneath a
snking moon. Ceinwyn was crying softly and | took her hand. ‘1 discovered,” | said to her, trying to
digtract her from her grief, ‘who my father is. Just yesterday | found it out.’

‘Your faher isAdle’ Merlinsad placidly.



| gazed a him. *How did you know?

‘It sinyour face, Derfd, in your face. Tonight, when you came through the gate, you only needed a
black bear cloak to be him.” He amiled a me. ‘| remember you as an earnest little boy, al questions and
frowns, then tonight you came like awarrior of the Gods, aterrifying thing of iron and steel and plume
and shied.’

‘Isit true? Ceinwyn asked me.
‘Yes,' | admitted, and feared what her reaction might be.

| need not have feared. ‘ Then Aelle must be avery great man,” she said firmly, and gave me asad
smile, ‘Lord Prince.’

We reached the sea and turned north. We had nowhere €l se to go except towards Gwent and Powys
where the madness had not spread, but our path ended at a place where the sand of the beach petered
out into aspit where theincoming tide broke white on arippled expanse of mud. To our left wasthe sea,
to our right were the marshes of Avaon, and it seemed to me that we were trapped there, but Merlin told
uswe should not worry. ‘Rest,’” he said, ‘for help will come soon.” He looked east to see aglimmer of
light showing above the hills beyond the marsh. ‘ Dawn,” he announced, ‘ and when the sunisfull up, our
help will come.” He sat and played with Seren and her kittenswhile the rest of uslay on the sand, our
bundles beside us, as Pyrlig, our bard, sang the Love Song of Rhiannon that had aways been Dian's
favourite song. Ceinwyn, one arm around Morwenna, wept while just stared at the fretting grey seaand
dreamed of revenge.

The sun rose, promising another lovely summer’ sday in Dumnonia, only on thisday the iron-clad
horsemen would be spreading across the countryside to find us. The Cauldron had at last been used, the
Chrigtians had flocked to Lancel ot’ s banner, horror was spilling across the land and dl Arthur’ swork
was under sege.

Lancelot’'s men were not the only ones who searched for us that morning. The marsh villages had heard
the news of Ermid’' sHall, just asthey had heard that the ghoulish ceremony in Y nys Wydryn had been a
Christian wedding, and any enemy of the Christianswas afriend of the marsh folk, so their boatmen and
trackers and hunters ranged wide across the swampsin search of us.

They found us two hours after sunrise and led us north through the marsh paths where no enemy
would dare intrude. By nightfall, out of the marshes now, we were close to the town of Abonawhere
ships sailed for the Silurian coast with cargoes of grain, pottery, tin and lead. A band of Lancelot’smen
guarded the Roman-built wharvesthat lined theriver-port, but hisarmy wasthinly scattered and there
were no more than twenty spearmen watching the ships, and most of those spearmen were half drunk
from alooted cargo of mead. We killed them dl. Death had already come to Abona, for the bodies of a
dozen pagans lay on the mud above theriver’ stide line. The fanatical Christianswho had daughtered the
pagans had aready |eft, goneto join Lanceot’ sarmy, and the folk who remained in the town were
fearful. They told uswhat had happened in the town, swore their own innocence in the killings, then
barred their doorsthat al bore the mark of the fish. Next morning, on arising tide, we sailed for Silurian
Isca, the fort on the Usk where Lancel ot had once made his palace when he had sulked on Siluria's
inadequate throne.

Ceinwyn sat next to mein the boat’ s scuppers. ‘ It sstrange,” she said, * how wars come and go with
kings’

‘How? | asked.



She shrugged. * Uther died and there was nothing but fighting till Arthur killed my father, then we had
peace, and now Mordred comes to the throne and we have war again. It’ slike the seasons, Derfd. War
comes and it goes.” Sheleaned her head on my shoulder. * So what will happen now? she asked.

“You and the girlswill go north to Caer Sws,;” | said, ‘and | shdl stay and fight.’
‘Will Arthur fight? she asked.

‘If Guineveré sbeenkilled, 1 said, ‘hell fight till thereisn’t an enemy left dive” We had heard nothing
of Guinevere, but with Christians marauding throughout Dumnoniait seemed unlikely that she would have
been left unmolested.

‘Poor Guinevere,” Ceinwyn said, ‘and poor Gwydre.” Shewas very fond of Arthur’s son.

Welanded in the River Usk, safe at last on territory ruled by Meurig, and from there we walked north
to Gwent’ s capital, Burrium. Gwent was a Christian country, but it had not been infected by the madness
that had swept Dumnonia. Gwent aready had a Christian King, and maybe that circumstance had been
sufficient to keep its people cam. Meurig blamed Arthur. “ He should have suppressed paganism,” hetold
us

‘Why, Lord King? | asked. ‘ Arthur’s a pagan himself

‘Chrig’ struth isblindingly obvious, | should have thought, Meurig said. ‘If aman cannot read the
tides of higtory, then he only has himsdlf to blame. Chridtianity isthefuture, Lord Derfd, and paganismis

itspast.’
‘Not much of afuture,’ | said scornfully, *if history isto end in four years.”’

‘It doesn't end!” Meurig said. ‘It beginsl When Christ comesagain, Lord Derfd, the days of glory
arivel We shdl dl beKings, dl bejoyful and dl be blessed.’

‘Except us pagans.’
‘Naturdly, hdl must be fed. But thereis ill time for you to accept the true faith.’

Both Ceinwyn and | declined hisinvitation of baptism and next morning she left for Powyswith
Morwenna, Seren and the other wives and children. We spearmen embraced our families, then watched
them walk north. Meurig gave them an escort, and | sent Six of my own men with orders to come back
south as soon as the women were safe under Cuneglas s guard. Maaine, Powys' s Druid, went with
them, but Merlin and Nimue, whose quest for the Cauldron was suddenly burning as hot as ever it had on
the Dark Road, stayed with us.

King Meurig travelled with usto Glevum. That town was Dumnonian, but right on the border of
Gwent, and its earth and timber walls guarded Meurig'sland, so, sensibly enough, he had aready
garrisoned it with his own spearmen to make sure that the tumults of Dumnoniadid not spread north into
Gwent. It took usahdf day to reach Glevum and there, in the grest Roman hall where Uther’slast High
Council had been held, | found the rest of my men, Arthur’smen, and Arthur himself.

He saw me comeinto the hall and the look of relief on hisface was so heartfelt that tears cameto my
eyes. My spearmen, those who had stayed with Arthur when | went south to find my mother, cheered,
and the next few moments were abluster of reunions and news. | told them of Ermid’ sHall, told them the
names of the men who had died, assured them that their women till lived, then looked at Arthur. ‘ But
they killed Dian, | said.



‘Dian? | think hedid not believe me a firdt.
‘Dian,’ | said, and the wretched tears came again.

Arthur eased me out of the hall and walked with hisright arm about my shouldersto Glevum’'s
ramparts where Meurig' s red-cloaked spearmen now manned every fighting platform. He made metell
him the whole tale again, right from the moment | had left him until the moment we took ship from Abona
‘Dinasand Lavaine.” He spoke the names hitterly, then he drew Excalibur and kissed the grey blade.
“Your vengeanceismine,’ he said formaly, then did the sword back into her scabbard.

For atime we said nothing, but just leaned on the top of thewall and stared at the wide valley south of
Glevum. It looked so peaceful. The hay crop was nearly reach for cutting and there were bright poppies
in the growing corn. ‘ Do you have news of Guinevere?

Arthur broke the silence and | heard something close to desperation in hisvoice.
‘No, Lord.’

He shuddered, then regained control of himsdlf. ‘ The Christians hate her,” he said softly, and then,
uncharacterigtically, he touched theiron of Excaibur’ shilt to avert evil.

‘Lord, | tried to reassure him, ‘ she has guards. And her paaceis by the sea. Shewould have
escaped if there was danger.’

‘To where? Broceliande? But suppose Cerdic sent ships? He closed his eyesfor afew seconds, then
shook hishead. *We can only wait for news.’

| asked him about Mordred, but he had heard nothing more than the rest of us. ‘| suspect heisdead,’
he said bleskly, ‘for if he had escaped then he should have reached us here by now’

He did have news of Sagramor, and that news was bad. ‘ Cerdic hurt him hard. Caer Ambra sfdlen,
Caleva sgone and Corinium isunder siege. It should hold out afew days yet, for Sagramor managed to
add two hundred spearsto its garrison, but their food will be gone by the month’send. It seemswe have
war again.’ He gave ashort, harsh bark of laughter. Y ou were right about Lancelot, weren't you? and |
was blind. | thought him afriend.” | said nothing, but just glanced at him and saw, to my surprise, that
there were grey hairs a histemples. To me he still seemed young, but | supposed that if any man wereto
meet him now for the first time they would think him on the edge of hismiddle years. ‘How could
Lancelot have brought Cerdic into Dumnonia,” he asked angrily, ‘ or encouraged the Chrigtiansin their
madness?

‘Because he wants to be King of Dumnonia,’ | said, ‘and he needs their spears. And Sansum wantsto
be his chief councillor, hisroya treasurer and everything e setoo.’

Arthur shuddered. * Y ou think Sansum really planned our deaths at Cadoc' s shrine?

‘Who es2? | asked. It was Sansum, | believed, who had first linked the fish on Lancelot’ s shield with
the name of Chrigt, and Sansum who had whipped the excited Christian community into afervour that
would sweep Lanceot onto Dumnonia sthrone. | doubted that Sansum put much faithin hisChrist’s
imminent coming, but he did want to hold as much power as he could and Lancel ot was Sansum'’s
candidate for Dumnonia skingship. If Lancelot succeeded in holding the throne, dl the reins of power
would lead back to the mouse-lord' s paws. ‘He'sadangerous little bastard,’ | said vengefully. ‘We
should have killed him ten years ago.”

‘Poor Morgan,” Arthur sighed. Then he grimaced. ‘What did we do wrong? he asked me.



‘We? | sad indignantly. ‘We did nothing wrong.’

‘We never understood what the Christians wanted,” he said, ‘ but what could we have doneif we had?
They were never going to accept anything less than utter victory.’

‘It snothingwedid,” | said, ‘only what the calendar does to them. The year 500 has made them mad.’
‘I had hoped,” he said softly, ‘ that we had weaned Dumnonia away from madness.’

“Y ou gave them peace, Lord,’ | said, ‘and peace gave them the chance to breed their madness. If
we d been fighting the Saxons dl those yearstheir energies would have goneinto battle and surviva, but
instead we gave them the chance to foment their idiocies’

He shrugged. ‘ But what do we do now?
‘Now? | said. ‘Wefight!’

‘Withwhat? he asked hitterly. ‘ Sagramor has his hands full with Cerdic. Cuneglas will send us spears,
I’m sure, but Meurig won't fight.”

‘Hewon't? | asked, darmed. ‘ But he swore the Round Table oath!”’

Arthur smiled sadly. ‘ These oaths, Derfdl, how they haunt us. And these sad days, it seems, men take
them so lightly. Lancelot swore the oath too, did he not? But Meurig says that with Mordred dead there
isno casus belli? He quoted the Latin bitterly, and | remembered Meurig using the same words before
Lugg Vde, and how Culhwch had mocked the King' s erudition by twisting the Latin into *cow’ sbelly’.
‘Culhwchwill come, | said.

‘Tofight for Mordred’ sland? Arthur asked. ‘1 doubt it.’
‘Tofight for you, Lord,’ | said. ‘For if Mordred is dead, you' re King.’

He amiled bitterly at that statement. ‘ King of what? Of Glevum? Helaughed. ‘| haveyou, | have
Sagramor, | have whatever Cuneglas gives me, but Lancel ot has Dumnoniaand he has Cerdic.’ He
walked in silence for ashort while, then gave me a crooked smile. *We do have one other aly, though
hardly afriend. Adlle has taken advantage of Cerdic’ s absence to retake London. Maybe Cerdic and he
will kill each other?

‘Adle’ | said, ‘will bekilled by hisson, not by Cerdic

He gave meaquizzica glance. ‘What son?

‘Itsacurse | said, ‘and | am Aelle’ sson.’

He stopped and gazed at meto seeif | wasjesting. ‘Your’ he asked.
‘Me, Lord.’

‘Truly?

‘Upon my honour, Lord, | am your enemy’sson.’

He gtill stared a me, then began to laugh. The laughter was genuine and extravagant, ending in tears
that he wiped away as he shook his head in amusement. ‘ Dear Derfd! If only Uther and Adlle knew!’
Uther and Adlle, the great enemies, whose sons had become friends. Fate isinexorable.



‘Maybe Adlle doesknow,’ | said, remembering how gently he had reprimanded me for ignoring Erce.
‘He' sour aly now,” Arthur said, ‘ whether we want him or not. Unless we choose not to fight.’
‘Not to fight? | asked in horror.

‘Therearetimes,” Arthur said softly, ‘when dl | want isto have Guinevere and Gwydre back and a
small house where we can livein peace. I'm even tempted to make an oath, Derfd, that if the Gods give
me back my family then I’ll never trouble them again. I'll go to ahouse like the one you had in Powys,
remember?

‘Cwm Isaf, | said, and wondered how Arthur could ever believe that Guinevere might be happy in
such aplace.

‘Just like Cwm Isaf,” he said wistfully. * A plough, some fields, ason to raise, aKing to respect and
songs by the evening hearth.” He turned and gazed south again. To the east of the valey great green hills
rose steep, and Cerdic’ s men were not so very far away from those summits. ‘| amtired of it al,” Arthur
said. For amoment he looked closeto tears. ‘ Think of al we achieved, Derfel, al the roads and
lawcourts and bridges, and al the disputes we settled and dl the prosperity we made, and dl of itis
turned to nothing by religion! Religion!” He spat across the ramparts. ‘1s Dumnonia even worth fighting
for?

‘Dian’ssoul isworth fighting for,” | said, ‘and while Dinas and Lavainelive then | am not at peace.
And | pray. Lord, that you won't have such desths to revenge, but still you must tight. If Mordred's
dead, then you're King, and if he lives, we have our oaths.’

‘Our oaths, he said resentfully, and I am sure he was thinking of the words we had spoken above the
seabesde which Iseult wasto die. “‘Our oaths,” he said again.

But oaths were al we had now, for oaths were our guide in times of chaos and chaos was now thick
across Dumnonia. For someone had spilt the Cauldron’s power and its horror threatened to engulf usall.

D umnonia, in that summer, was like agiant throwboard and Lancel ot had thrown his pieceswell,

taking haf the board with his opening throw. He had surrendered the valley of the Thamesto the Saxons,
but the rest of the country was now his, thanks to the Chrigtians who had blindly fought for him because
hisshield digplayed their mystical emblem of afish. | doubted that Lancelot was any more of aChristian
than Mordred had been, but Sansum’ s missionaries had spread their insidious message and, asfar as
Dumnonid s poor deceived Christians were concerned, Lancelot was the harbinger of Chrigt.

Lance ot had not won every point. Hisplot to kill Arthur had failed, and while Arthur lived Lancelot
wasin danger, but on the day after | arrived in Glevum he tried to sweep the throwboard clean. Hetried
towinitdl.

He sent a horseman with an upturned shield and a sprig of mistletoe tied to his spear-point. Therider
carried amessage that summoned Arthur to Dun Ceinach, an ancient earth fortress that reared its summit
just afew miles south of Glevum’sramparts. The message demanded that Arthur go to the ancient fort
that very sameday, it swore his safety and it dlowed him to bring as many spearmen ashe wished. The
message simperioustone amost invited refusal, but it finished by promising Arthur news of Guinevere,
and Lancelot must have known that promise would bring Arthur out of Glevum.



He left an hour later. Twenty of usrodewith him, al of usin full armour benegth ablazing sun. Great
white clouds sailed above the hills that rose steep from the eastern side of Severn’swidevaley. We
could have followed the tracks that twisted up into those hills, but they led through too many places
where an ambush might be set and so we took the road south aong the valey, a Roman road that ran
between fields where poppies blazed among the growing rye and barley. After an hour we turned east
and cantered beside a hedge that was white with hawthorn blossom, then across ahay meadow amost
ready for the sickle, and so we reached the steep grassy dope that was topped by the ancient fort.
Sheep scattered as we climbed the dope, which was so precipitous that | preferred to dide off my
horse’ s back and lead it by the reins. Bee orchids blossomed pink and brown among the grass.

We stopped a hundred paces bel ow the summit and | climbed on alone to make sure that no ambush
waited behind thefort’ slong grassy walls. | was panting and swegting by thetime | gained thewadll’s
summit, but no enemy crouched behind the bank. Indeed the old fort seemed deserted except for two
hares that fled from my sudden gppearance. The silence of the hilltop made me cautious, but then asingle
horseman appeared among some low treesthat grew in the northern part of the fort. He carried a spear
that he ostentatioudy threw down, turned his shield upside down, then did off hishorse’ sback. A dozen
men followed him out of the trees and they too threw down their spears asif to reassure me that their
promise of atrucewas genuine.

| waved Arthur up. His horses breasted the wall, then he and | walked forward. Arthur wasin his
finest armour. He did not appear here as a supplicant, but asawarrior in awhite-plumed helmet and a
Slvered coat of scale armour.

Two men walked to meet us. | had expected to see Lancelot himself, but instead it was his cousin and
champion, Bors, who approached us. Borswas atdl black-haired man, heavily bearded,
broad-shouldered, and a capable warrior who thrust through life like abull where hismagter did likea
snake. | had no didike of Borsnor he of me, but our loyalties dictated that we should be enemies.

Bors nodded acurt greeting. He wasin armour, but his companion was dressed in priest’ srobes. It
was Bishop Sansum. That surprised me, for Sansum usually took good careto disguise hisloyatiesand |
thought our little mouse-lord must be very confident of victory if he displayed hisdlegiance to Lancelot
so openly. Arthur gave Sansum adismissive glance, then looked at Bors. *Y ou have news of my wife’
hesad curtly.

‘Shelives,’ Borssaid, ‘and sheissafe. Soisyour son.’

Arthur closed hiseyes. He could not hide hisrelief, indeed for amoment he could not even spesk.
‘Where are they? he asked when he had collected himself.

‘At her SeaPalace,’ Borssaid, ‘under guard.’
“Y ou keep women prisoners? | asked scornfully.

‘They are under guard, Derfd,” Borsanswered just as scornfully, ‘ because Dumnonia s Christians are
daughtering their enemies. And those Christians, Lord Arthur, have no love for your wife. My Lord King
Lancelot has your wife and son under his protection.’

‘“Then your Lord King Lancelot,” Arthur said with just atrace of sarcasm, ‘ can have them brought
north under escort.’

‘No,” Borssaid. He was bare-headed and the heat of the sun was making the sweet run down his
broad, scarred face.



‘No? Arthur asked dangeroudly.

‘| have amessagefor you, Lord,” Bors said defiantly, *and the message isthis. My Lord King grants
you theright to livein Dumnoniawith your wife. Y ou will be treated with honour, but only if you swear an
oath of loyaty to my King." He paused and glanced up into the sky. It was one of those portentous days
when the moon shared the sky with the sun and he gestured towards the moon that was swollen
somewhere between the haf and thefull. “ Y ou have,” he said, ‘until the moon isfull to present yourself to
my Lord King at Caer Cadarn. Y ou may come with no more than ten men, you will swear your oath, and
you may then live under hisdominionin peace.’

| spat to show my opinion of his promise, but Arthur held up ahand to still my anger. ‘And if | do not
come? he asked.

Another man might have been ashamed to ddiver the message, but Bors showed no quams. ‘If you
do not come,” he said, ‘then my Lord King will presumethat you are at war with him, in which case he
will need every spear he can collect. Even those who now guard your wife and child.’

‘So hisChrigtians,” Arthur jerked his chin towards Sansum, * can kill them?

‘ She can alway's be baptized!” Sansum put in. He clutched the cross that hung over hisblack robe. ‘|
will guarantee her safety if sheisbaptized.

Arthur stared at him. Then, very ddiberately, he spat full in San-sum’ sface. The Bishop jerked back.
Bors, | noticed, was amused and | suspected little affection was ot between Lancelot’ s champion and
his chaplain. Arthur looked again at Bors. ‘ Tell me of Mordred,” he demanded.

Borslooked surprised at the question. ‘ There snothing to tell,” he said after apause. ‘He' sdead.’
“You've seen hisbody? Arthur asked.

Bors hesitated again, then shook his head. ‘He was killed by a man whaose daughter he had raped.
Beyond that | know nothing. Except that my Lord King came into Dumnoniato qudll theriotsthat
followed the killing.” He paused asif he expected Arthur to say something more, but when nothing was
said hejust looked up at the moon. * Y ou havetill thefull,’ he said and turned away.

‘Oneminute!’ | called, turning Bors back. ‘What of me? | asked.
Bors shard eyes stared into mine. ‘What of you? he said scornfully.
‘Doesthekiller of my daughter demand an oath of me? | asked.
‘My Lord King wants nothing of you,” Bors said.

‘Thentdl him,” | said, ‘that | want something of him. Tell him | want the souls of Dinasand Lavaine,
andif itisthelast thing | do on thisearth, | shall takethem.’

Bors shrugged as though their deaths meant nothing to him, then looked back to Arthur. “We shdl be
waiting at Caer Cadarn, Lord,” he said, then walked away. Sansum stayed to shout &t us, telling us that
Chrigt was coming in hisglory and that al pagans and snners would be wiped clean from the earth
before that happy day. | spat at him, then turned and followed Arthur. Sansum dogged us, shouting at our
hedls, but then suddenly called my name. | ignored him. ‘Lord Derfd!” he cdled again, ‘you
whoremaster! Y ou whore-lover!” He must have known those insults would draw me back to himin
anger, and though he did not want my anger, he did want my attention. ‘I meant nothing, Lord, he said
hagtily as | hurried back towards him. ‘| must talk with you. Quickly.” He glanced behind to make sure



Borswas out of earshot, then gave another bellow demanding my repentance just to make certain that
Borsthought he was harassing me. ‘1 thought you and Arthur were dead,” he said in alow voice.

“You arranged our deaths,” | accused him.

He blanched. ‘On my soul, Derfel, no! No!” He made the Sign of the cross. ‘ May the angels tear out
my tongue and feed it to the devil if it liesto you. | swear by Almighty God, Derfd, that | knew nothing.’
That lietold, he glanced round again, then looked back to me. ‘ Dinasand Lavaine,’ he said softly, ‘ stand
guard over Guinevere at the Sea Palace. Remember it was |, Lord, who told you that.’

| smiled. ‘Y ou don’t want Borsto know you betrayed that knowledge to me, do you?
‘No, Lord, please!’

‘Then this should convince him of your innocence,” | said, and gave the mouse-lord abox round his
earsthat must have had his head ringing like the great bell a his shrine. He spun down to the turf from
where he shrieked curses at me as| walked away. | understood now why Sansum had come to this high
fortress beneath the sky. The mouse-lord could see clearly enough that Arthur’ s surviva threatened
Lancelot’ s new throne and no man could blithely keep hisfaith in amaster who was opposed by Arthur.
Sansum, just like hiswife, was making sure | owed him thanks.

‘“What wasthat about? Arthur asked mewhen | caught up with him.
‘Hetold me Dinas and Lavaine are at the Sea Palace. They guard Guinevere.

Arthur grunted, then looked up at the sun-blanched moon hanging above us.  How many nightstill the
full, Derfd?

‘Five? | guessed. ‘ Sx? Merlin will know.’
‘Six daysto decide,” he said, then stopped and stared at me. ‘Will they darekill her?

‘No, Lord,” | said, hoping | wasright. ‘ They daren’t make an enemy out of you. They want you to
cometo take their oath and then they’ 1 kill you. After that they might kill her.’

‘Andif | don't come,” he said softly, ‘they’ll till hold her. And so long asthey hold her, Derfd, I'm
helpless’

Y ou have asword, Lord, and a spear and ashield. No man would call you helpless.’

Behind us Bors and his men clambered into their saddles and rode away. We stayed afew moments
longer to gaze west from Dun Ceinach’ s ramparts. It was one of the most beautiful viewsin dl Britain, a
hawk’ s-eye view west across the Severn and deep into distant Siluria. We could see for miles and miles,
and from thishigh place it looked so sunlit, green and beautiful. It was a place to fight for.

Andwe had sx nightstill the moon wasfull.
‘Seven nights, Merlin said.
‘You'resure? Arthur asked.

‘Maybe six,” Merlin dlowed. ‘I do hope you don’t expect me to make the computation? It' savery
tedious business. | did it often enough for Uther and almost dways got it wrong. Six or seven, near
enough. Maybe eight.’



‘Maainewill work it out, Cuneglas said. We had returned from Dun Ceinach to rind that Cuneglas
had come from Powys. He had brought Maaine with him after meeting the Druid who had been
accompanying Ceinwyn and the other women northwards. The King of Powys had embraced me and
sworn his own revenge on Dinas and Lavaine. He had brought sixty spearmen in his entourage and told
us another hundred were dready following him southwards. More would come, he said, for Cuneglas
expected to fight and he was generoudy providing every warrior he commanded.

His sixty warriors now squatted with Arthur’s men around the edges of Glevum’ sgreat hall astheir
lordstalked in the hal’ s centre. Only Sagramor was not there, for he was with his remaining spearmen
harrying Cerdic’'sarmy near Corinium. Meurig was present, and unable to hide his annoyance that Merlin
had taken the large chair at the head of the table. Cuneglas and Arthur flanked Merlin, Meurig faced
Merlin down the tabl€e' slength and Culhwch and | had the other two places. Culhwch had cometo
Glevum with Cuneglas and hisarriva had been like agust of fresh clean air in asmoky hall. He could not
wait to fight. He declared that with Mordred dead Arthur was King of Dumnonia and Culhwch was
ready to wade through blood to protect his cousin’ s throne. Cuneglas and | shared that belligerence,
Meurig squeaked about prudence, Arthur said nothing, while Merlin appeared to be adeep. | doubted he
was deeping for asmal smile showed on hisface, but his eyes were closed as he pretended to be
blissfully unaware of al we said.

Culhwch scorned Bors s message. Heinsisted Lancel ot would never kill Guinevere, and that al Arthur
needed to do was ride south at the head of his men and the throne would fal into his hands. ‘ Tomorrow!’
Culhwch told Arthur. *We Il ridetomorrow. It'll dl be over in two days’

Cuneglas was dightly more cautious, advising Arthur that he should wait for the rest of his Powysian
spearmen to arrive, but once those men had come he was sure we should declare war and go
southwards. ‘“How bigisLancelot’sarmy? he asked.

Arthur shrugged. ‘Not counting Cerdic’s men? Maybe three hundred?
‘Nothing!” Culhwch roared. ‘ Have them dead before breskfast.’
‘And alot of fiery Chrigians,” Arthur warned him.

Culhwch offered an opinion of Chrigtiansthat had the Christian Meurig spluttering with indignation.
Arthur calmed the young King of Gwent. ‘Y ou’ redl forgetting something,” he said mildly. ‘1 never
wanted to be King. | till don't.’

There was a momentary silence around the table, though some of the warriors at the hal’ s edge
muttered aprotest at Arthur’ swords. ‘Whatever you might want,” Cuneglas broke our silence, ‘ does not
matter any more. The Gods, its seems, have made that decision for you.’

‘If the Gods wanted meto be King,” Arthur said, ‘they would have arranged for my mother to have
been married to Uther.’

‘So what do you want? Culhwch bellowed in despair.

‘| want Guinevere and Gwydre back,” Arthur said softly. * And Cerdic defeated,” he added before
staring down at the table' s scarred top for amoment. ‘| want to live,” he went on, ‘like an ordinary man.
With awife and ason and ahouse and afarm. | want peace,” and for once he was not talking of all
Britain, but just of himsdf. ‘1 don’t want to be tangled in oaths, | don’t want to be forever dedling with
men’sambitionsand | don’t want to be the arbiter of men’s happiness any more. | just want to do what
King Tewdric did. | want to find agreen place and live there’



‘And rot away? Merlin gave up his pretence of deep.

Arthur smiled. * Thereis so much to learn, Merlin. Why does aman make two swords from the same
metd in the same fire and one blade will be true and the other will bend initsfirst battle? Thereisso
much to find out.’

‘Hewantsto be ablacksmith,” Merlin said to Culhwch.
‘What | want is Guinevere and Gwydre back,” Arthur declared firmly.
‘Then you must take Lancelot’ s oath,” Meurig said.

‘If he goesto Caer Cadarn to take Lancelot’ soath,” | said bitterly, “he'll be met by a hundred armed
men and cut down likeadog.’

‘Not if | take Kingswithme,” Arthur said gently.

Weall stared at him and he seemed surprised that we had been nonplussed by hiswords. ‘Kings?
Culhwch findly brokethe slence.

Arthur smiled. ‘If my Lord King Cuneglas and my Lord King Meurig wereto ride with me to Caer
Cadarn then | doubt that Lancelot would dareto kill me. If he' sfaced by the Kings of Britain he will have
to tak, and if he talkswe shall come to an agreement. He fears me, but if he discoversthereis nothing to
fear, hewill let melive. And hewill let my family live’

There was another silence while we digested that, then Culhwch roared aprotest. ‘Y ou' d let that
bastard Lancelot be King? Some of the spearmen at the hall’ s edge growled their agreement.

‘Cousin, cousin!’” Arthur soothed Culhwech. ‘Lancelot isnot an evil man. He swesk, | think, but not
evil. He doesn't make plans, he has no dreams, but only agreedy eye and quick hands. He snatches
things as they appear, then hoards them and waits for another thing to snatch. He wants me dead now,
because he fears me, but when he discoversthe price of my death istoo high, then he'll accept what he
can get.’

‘He Il accept your death, you fool!” Culhwch hammered the table with hisfist. ‘He |l tell you a
thousand lies, protest hisfriendship and dide a sword between your ribs the moment your Kings have
gone home.’

‘Hell lietome,” Arthur agreed placidly. * All kingslie. No kingdom could be ruled without lies, for lies
are the thingswe use to build our reputations. We pay the bards to make our squalid victoriesinto great
triumphs and sometimes we even believe the liesthey sing to us. Lancelot would loveto believe dl those
songs, but the truth isthat he' sweak and he desperately craves strong friends. He fears me now, for he
assumes my enmity, but when he discovers| am not an enemy then he will dso find that he needs me. He
will need every man he can find if he’ sto rid Dumnoniaof Cerdic

‘ And who invited Cerdic into Dumnonia? Culhwch protested. ‘Lancelot did”’

‘And he'll regret it soon,” Arthur said calmly. *He used Cerdic to snatch hisprize, and helll find Cerdic
isadangerousadly.’

“You'd fight for Lancelot? | asked, horrified.

‘I will fight for Britain,” Arthur said firmly. ‘1 can’t ask men to die to make mewhat | don’t want to be,
but | can ask them to fight for their homes and their wives and their children. And that’ swhat | fight for.



For Guinevere. And to defeat Cerdic, and once heis defeated, what does it matter if Lancelot rules
Dumnonia? Someone hasto and | dare say he'll make a better King that Mordred ever did.” Again there
was silence. A hound whined at the edge of the hall and a spearman sneezed. Arthur looked at us and
saw we were still bemused. ‘If | fight Lancelot,” hetold us, ‘then we go back to the Britain we had
before Lugg Vde. A Britain in which we fight each other instead of the Saxons. Thereisonly one
principle here, and that is Uther’ s old insistence that the Saxons must be kept from the Severn Sea. And
now, he said vigoroudy, ‘the Saxons are closer to the Severn than they’ ve ever been. If | tight for a
throne | don't want | give Cerdic the chance to take Corinium and then this city, and if he doestake
Cilevum then he has split usinto two parts. If | fight Lance ot then the Saxonswill win everything. They'lI
take Dumnoniaand Gwent and after that they’ Il go north into Powys.’

‘Exactly.” Meurig applauded Arthur.
‘I won't fight for Lancelot,’ | said angrily and Culhwch gpplauded me.

Arthur smiled at me. *My dear friend Derfd, | would not expect you to fight for Lancelot, though | do
want your men to fight Cerdic. And my pricefor helping Lancelot defeat Cerdic isthat he givesyou
Dinasand Lavaine’

| stared at him. | had not understood till that moment just how far ahead he had been thinking. The rest
of us had seen nothing but Lancelot’ streachery, but Arthur was thinking only of Britain and of the
desperate need to keep the Saxons away from the Severn. He would brush Lancelot’ s hotility aside,
force my revenge on him, then go on with the work of defegting Saxons.

‘And the Chrigtians? Culhwch asked derisively. * Y ou think they’ll Iet you back into Dumnonia? Y ou
think those bastards won't build a bonfire for you?

Meurig squawked another protest that Arthur tilled. * The Chrigtian fervour will spend itself,” Arthur
said. ‘It' slike amadness, and onceit’ s exhausted they’ |l go hometo pick up the pieces of their lives.
And once Cerdic isdefeated Lance ot can pacify Dumnonia. | shal just live with my family, whichisal |
want.’

Cuneglas had been leaning back in his chair to stare a the remaining patches of Roman paintingson
the hall’ s celling. Now he straightened and looked at Arthur. * Tell me again what you want,’ he asked
oftly.

‘| want the Britons a peace,” Arthur said patiently, ‘and | want Cerdic pushed back, and | want my
family.’

Cuneglaslooked a Merlin. “Well, Lord? heinvited the old man’s judgment.

Merlin had been tying two of hisbeard braidsinto knots, but now he looked mildly startled and hastily
untangled the strands. ‘I doulbt that the Gods want what Arthur wants,” he said. ‘Y ou are dl forgetting
the Cauldron.’

‘“This has nothing to do with the Cauldron,” Arthur said firmly.

‘It has everything to do with it,” Merlin said with a sudden and surprising harshness, ‘ and the Cauldron
brings chaos. Y ou desire order, Arthur, and you think that Lancelot will listen to your reason and that
Cerdic will submit to your sword, but your reasonable order will no more work in the future than it
worked in the past. Do you redly think men and women thanked you for bringing them peace? They just
became bored with your peace and so brewed their own trouble to fill the boredom. Men don’t want
peace, Arthur, they want distraction from tedium, while you desire tedium like a thirsty man seeks meed.



Y our reason won't defeat the Gods, and the Gods will make sure of that. Y ou think you can crawl away
to ahomestead and play at being ablacksmith? No.” Merlin gave an evil smile and picked up hislong
black staff. * Even at thismoment,” Merlin said, ‘the Gods are making trouble for you.” He pointed the
saff at the hal’ s front doors. ‘ Behold your trouble, Arthur gp Uther.’

Wedl turned to see Galahad standing in the doorway. He was clothed in mail armour, had a sword at
his side and spatters of mud up to hiswaist. And with him was amiserable, club-footed,
sguashed-nosed, round-faced, skimpy-bearded brush-head.

For Mordred sill lived.

There was an astonished silence. Mordred limped into the hal and his small eyes betrayed his
resentment for the lack of welcome. Arthur just stared at his oath-lord and | knew hewas undoing in his
head dl the careful plans he had just described to us. There could be no reasonable peace with Lancelot,
for Arthur’s oath-lord till lived. Dumnonia gtill possessed aKing, and it was not Lancdlot. It was
Mordred and Mordred had Arthur’s oath.

Then the silence broke as men gathered round the King to discover his news. Galahad stepped aside
to embrace me. ‘ Thank God you live, he said with heartfelt relief.

| smiled a my friend. ‘ Do you expect me to thank you for saving my King'slife? | asked him.

‘Someone should, for he hasn't. HE s an ungrateful little beast,” Gaahad said. * God knowswhy he
lives and so many good men died. LIywarch, Bedwyr, Dagonet, Blaise. All gone.’” He was naming those
of Arthur’ swarriorswho had been killed in Durnovaria. Some of the deaths | had aready known, others
were new to me, but Galahad did know more about the manner of their desths. He had been in
Durnovariawhen the rumour of Mordred' s death had sparked the Christiansinto riot, but Galahad swore
there had been spearmen among therioters. He believed Lancelot’ s men had infiltrated the town under
the guise of pilgrimstravelling to Y nys Wydryn and that those spearmen had led the massacre. ‘Most of
Arthur' smen werein thetaverns,’ he said, ‘and they stood little chance. A few survived, but God alone
knows where they are now.” He made the sign of the cross. * Thisisn't Chrigt’ sdoing, Derfd, you do
know that, don't you? It sthe devil & work.” He gave me apained, dmost frightened look. ‘Isit true
about Dian?

‘True,’ | said. Galahad embraced me wordlesdy. He had never married and had no children, but he
loved my daughters. Heloved dl children. * Dinasand Lavainekilled her,’ | told him, ‘and they live dtill.’

‘My sword isyours,” he said.
‘I know it,” | said.

‘And if thiswas Christ’sdoing,” Galahad said earnedtly, ‘then Dinas and Lavaine would not be serving
Lancelot.

‘l don’t blame your God,” | told him. ‘1 don’t blame any God.” | turned to watch the commotion
around Mordred. Arthur was shouting for silence and order, servants had been sent to bring food and
clothesfit for aKing and other men were trying to hear his news. ‘ Didn’'t Lancelot demand your oath? |
asked Galahad.

‘Hedidn’'t know | wasin Durnovaria | was staying with Bishop Emrys and the Bishop gave me a
monk’ s robe to wear over this’ he patted hismail coat, ‘then | went north. Poor Emrysis distraught. He
thinks his Chrigtians have gone mad and | think they have too. | suppose | could have stayed and fought,
but | didn’t. | ran. | had heard that you and Arthur were dead, but | didn’t believeit. | thought I’d find



you, but | found our King instead.” He told me how Mordred had been hunting boar north of Durnovaria,
and Lancelot, Galahad believed, had sent men to intercept the King as he returned to Durnovaria; but
some village girl had taken Mordred' sfancy and by the time he and his companions were done with her it
was near dark, and so he had commandeered the village' slargest house and ordered food. His ns
had waited at the city’ s northern gate while Mordred feasted a dozen miles away, and some time during
that evening Lancelot’s men must have decided to start the killing even though the Dumnonian King had
somehow escaped their ambush. They had spread arumour of his death and used that rumour to justify
Lanceot’ s usurpation.

Mordred heard of the troubleswhen thefirst fugitives arrived from Durnovaria Most of his
companions had melted away, the villagers were summoning the courage to kill the King who had raped
one of their girls and stolen much of their food, and Mordred had panicked. He and hislast friendsfled
north in villagers clothes. ‘ They weretrying to reach Caer Cadarn,” Galahad told me, ‘reckoning they'd
find loya spearmen there, but they found me instead. | was aiming to reach your house, but we heard
your folk had fled, so | brought him north.’

‘Did you see Saxons?

He shook hishead. ‘ They’rein the Thames Valey. We avoided it.” He stared &t the jostling crowd
around Mordred. ‘ So what happens now? he asked.

Mordred had firm ideas. He was robed in aborrowed cloak and sitting at the table where he
crammed bread and st beef into his mouth. He was demanding that Arthur march south immediately,
and whenever Arthur tried to interrupt, the King would dap the table and repeat his demand. * Are you
denying your oath? Mordred findly shouted at Arthur, spewing half chewed scraps of bread and beef.

‘The Lord Arthur,” Cuneglas answered acidly, ‘istrying to preserve hiswife and child.’
Mordred looked blankly at the Powysian King. * Above my kingdom? hefinally asked.
‘If Arthur goesto war,” Cuneglas explained to Mordred, ‘ Guinevere and Gwydredie’
*So we do nothing? Mordred screamed. He was hysterical.

‘We give the matter thought,” Arthur said bitterly.

‘“Thought? Mordred shouted, then stood up. Y ou'll just think while that bastard rules my land? Do
you have an oath? he demanded of Arthur. ‘ And what use are these men if you won't fight? Hewaved
at the spearmen who now stood in aring about the table. “ Y ou'll fight for me, that’swhat you'll do!
That’ swhat your oath demands. You'll fight!” He dapped the table again. * Y ou don’t think! Y ou fight!’

| had taken enough. Perhaps the dead soul of my daughter came to me at that moment, for amost
without thinking | strode forward and unbuckled my sword belt. | stripped Hywelbane oft the belt, threw
the sword down, then folded the leather strap in two. Mordred watched me and spluttered afeeble
protest as | approached him, but no one moved to stop me.

| reached my King's side, paused, then struck him hard across the face with the doubled belt. * That,’ |
sad, ‘isnot in return for the blows you gave me, but for my daughter, and this,” - | struck him again,
much harder - ‘isfor your failure to keep the oath to guard your kingdom.’

Spearmen bellowed approva. Mordred’ slower lip was trembling asit had when he had taken dll
those beatings as a child. His cheeks were reddened from the blows and atrickle of blood showed at a
tiny cut under his eye. He touched afinger to that blood, then spat a gob of half-chewed beef and bread



intomy face. “You'll diefor that, he promised me, and then, in aswelling rage, hetried to dap me.
“How could | defend the kingdom? he shouted. ‘Y ou weren't there! Arthur wasn't there” Hetried to
dap measecond time, but again | parried his blow with my arm, then lifted the belt to give him another
beeting.

Arthur, horrified a my behaviour, pushed down my arm and dragged me away. Mordred followed,
flailing & me with hisfists, but then ablack staff struck hisarm hard and he turned in fury to assault his
new attacker.

But it was Merlin who now towered above the angry King. ‘Hit me, Mordred,” the Druid said quietly,
‘and | shdll turn you into atoad and feed you to the serpents of Annwn.’

Mordred gazed at the Druid, but said nothing. He did try to push the staff away, but Merlin held it firm
and used it to thrust the young King back towards his chair. ‘ Tell me, Mordred,” Merlin said ashe
pushed Mordred back down into the chair, ‘why you sent Arthur and Derfd so far awvay?

Mordred shook hishead. He was frightened of this new, straight-backed, towering Merlin. He had
only ever known the Druid asafrail old man sunning himsdlf in Lindinis' s garden and thisre-invigorated
Merlin with hiswrapped and plaited beard terrified him.

Merlin raised his saff and dammed it down on the table. ‘Why? he asked gently when the echo of the
daff’ sblow had died away.

‘To arrest Ligessac,” Mordred whispered.

Y ou squirming littlefool,” Merlin said. * A child could have arrested Ligessac. Why did you send
Arthur and Derfd?

Mordred just shook his head.

Merlin sghed. ‘It has been along time, young Mordred, since | used the greater magic. | am sadly out
of practice, but | think, with Nimue' shelp, | can turn your urineinto the black pusthat stingslike awasp
every timeyou piss. | can addle your brain, what thereis of it, and | can make your manhood, the staff
suddenly quivered at Mordred’ sgroin, ‘ shrivel to the size of adried bean. All that | can do, Mordred,
and al that | will do unlessyou tel methetruth.” He smiled, and there was more threet in that smile than
inthe poised staff. ‘ Tell me, dear boy, why you sent Arthur and Derfel to Cadoc’s camp?

Mordred'slower lip was trembling. ‘ Because Sansum told meto.’

‘The mouse-lord!” Merlin exclaimed as though the answer surprised him. He smiled again, or at least
he bared histeeth. ‘| have another question, Mordred,” he continued, ‘and if you do not give me the truth
then your bowe swill disgorge toadsin dime, your bely will be anest of worms and your throat will brim
with their bile. I will make you shakeincessantly, sothat al your life, al your wholelife, you will bea
toad-shitting, worm-eaten, bile-spitting shudderer. | will makeyou,” he paused and lowered hisvoice,
‘even more horrible than your mother did. So, Mordred, tell me what the mouse-lord promised would
happen if you sent Arthur and Derfel away.’

Mordred stared in terror at Merlin' sface.

Merlin waited. No answer came so he raised the staff towards the hall’ s high roof. * In the name of
Bd, heintoned sonoroudly, ‘and histoad-Lord Calyc, and in the name of Sucellos and his worm-master
Horfadl, and inthenameof . .

‘They would bekilled!” Mordred squeded desperately.



The staff was dowly lowered so that it pointed again at Mordred’ sface. ‘ He promised you what, dear
boy? Merlin asked.

Mordred squirmed in his chair, but there was no escape from that staff. He swallowed, looked | eft and
right, but there was no help for himin the hal. * That they would bekilled, Mordred admitted, ‘ by the
Chridians’

‘ And why would you want that? Merlininquired.

Mordred hesitated, but Merlin raised the staff high again and the boy blurted out his confession.
‘Because | can't be King while helives!’

“Y ou thought Arthur’ s death would free you to behave asyou like?
‘ Ya )
‘ And you believed Sansum was your friend?

‘ Yal

‘ And you never once thought that Sansum might want you dead, too? Merlin shook hishead. ‘“What a
slly boy you are. Don't you know that Christians never do anything right? Even their first one got himsdlf
nailed to across. That's not the way efficient Gods behave, not at al. Thank you, Mordred, for our
conversation.” He smiled, shrugged and walked away. * Just trying to help,” he said as he went past
Arthur.

Mordred appeared asif he dready had the shakes threatened by Merlin. He clung to the arms of the
chair, quivering, and tears showed at his eyesfor the humiliations he had just suffered. He did try to
recover some of his pride by pointing a me and demanding that Arthur arrest me.

‘Don’t beafool!” Arthur turned on him angrily. Y ou think we can regain your throne without Derfel’ s
men? Mordred said nothing, and that petulant silence goaded Arthur into afury like the one which had
caused meto hit my King. ‘It can be done without you!” he snarled at Mordred, ‘and whatever is done,
you will stay here, under guard!” Mordred gaped up at him and atear fell to dilute the tiny trace of blood.
‘Not asaprisoner, Lord King,” Arthur explained wearily, ‘ but to preserve your life from the hundreds of
men who would liketo takeit.’

‘So what will you do? Mordred asked, utterly pathetic now.
‘Asl toldyou,” Arthur said scornfully, ‘I will give the matter thought.” And he would say no more.

The shape of Lancelot’ sdesign was at least plain now. Sansum had plotted Arthur’ s death, Lancelot
had sent men to procure Mordred’ s death and then followed with hisarmy in the belief that every
obstacle to Dumnonia s throne had been diminated and that the Christians, whipped to fury by Sansum's
busy missionaries, would kill any remaining enemies while Cerdic held Sagramor’ s men at bay.

But Arthur lived, and Mordred lived too, and so long as Mordred lived Arthur had an oath to keep
and that oath meant we had to go to war. It did not matter that the war might open Severn’svalley to the
Saxons, we had to fight Lancelot. We were oath-locked.

Meurig would commit no spearmen to the fight againgt Lancelot. He claimed he needed dl hismento
guard hisown frontiers againgt a possible attack from Cerdic or Aelle and nothing anyone said could
dissuade him. He did agree to leave his garrison in Glevum, thus freeing its Dumnonian garrison to join
Arthur’ stroops, but he would give nothing more. ‘He saydlow little bastard,” Culhwch growled.



‘He sasensbleyoung man,” Arthur said. ‘Hisaimisto preserve hiskingdom.” He spoketo us, his
war commanders, in ahall a Glevum’s Roman baths. The room had atiled floor and an arched ceiling
where the painted remnants of naked nymphs were being chased by afaun through swirls of leaves and
flowers.

Cuneglas was generous. The spearmen he had brought from Caer Siws would be sent under
Culhwch's command to help Sagramor’s men. Culhwch swore he would do nothing to aid Mordred's
restoration, but he had no qualms about fighting Cerdic’ swarriors and that was still Sagramor’ stask.
Once the Numidian was reinforced by the men from Powys he would drive south, cut off the Saxons
who were besieging Corinium and so embroil Cerdic’'s men in acampaign that would keep them from
helping Lancelot in Dumnonid s heartland. Cuneglas promised us dl the help he could, but said it would
take at least two weeks to assemble hisfull force and bring it south to Glevum.

Arthur had precious few men in Glevum. He had the thirty men who had gone north to arrest Ligessac
who now lay in chainsin Glevum, and he had my men, and to those he could add the seventy spearmen
who had formed Glevum’ s small garrison. Those numbers were being swollen daily by the refugeeswho
managed to escape the rampaging Christian bands who gtill hunted down any pagans|eft in Dumnonia
We heard that many such fugitives were sill in Dumnonia, some of them holding out in ancient earth forts
or deep in the woodlands, but others came to Glevum and among them was Morfans the Ugly, who had
escaped the massacre in Durnovarid staverns. Arthur put himin charge of the Glevum forces and
ordered him to march them south towards Aquae Sulis. Galahad would go with him. * Don’t accept
battle, Arthur warned both men, ‘just goad the enemy, harry them, annoy them. Stay inthe hills, stay
nimble, and keep them looking thisway. When my Lord King comes' - he meant Cuneglas-'you can
join hisarmy and march south on Caer Cadarn.’

Arthur declared that he would fight with neither Sagramor nor Morfans, but would instead go to seek
Adle shep. Arthur knew better than anyone that the news of his planswould be carried south. There
were plenty enough Chrigtiansin Glevum who believed Arthur was the Enemy of God and who saw in
Lancelot the heavensent forerunner of Christ’ sreturn to earth; Arthur wanted those Christians to send
their messages south into Dumnoniaand he wanted those messagesto tell Lancelot that Arthur dared not
risk Guinevere slife by marching againgt him. Instead Arthur was going to beg Adleto carry hisaxesand
spearsagaing Cerdic’' smen. ‘Derfe will comewith me,” hetold us now.

| did not want to accompany Arthur. There were other interpreters, | protested, and my only wish was
to join Morfans and so march south into Dumnonia. | did not want to face my father, Adlle. | wanted to
fight, not to put Mordred back on histhrone, but to topple Lancelot and to find Dinas and Lavaine.

Arthur refused me. *Y ou will comewith me, Derfdl,” he ordered, ‘and we shall take forty men with
lls"

‘Forty? Morfans objected. Forty was alarge number to strip from his small war-band that had to
distract Lancelot.

Arthur shrugged. ‘| dare not look weak to Adlle,’ he said, ‘indeed | should take more, but forty men
may be sufficient to convince him that I'm not desperate” He paused. ‘ Thereisonelast thing,” he spoke
in aheavy voice that caught the attention of men preparing to leave the bath house. * Some of you are not
inclined to fight for Mordred,” Arthur admitted. * Culhwch has dready left Dumnonia, Derfel will
doubtless leave when thiswar is done, and who knows how many others of you will go? Dumnonia
cannot afford to lose such men.” He paused. It had begun to rain and water dripped from the bricks that
showed between the patches of painted celling. ‘I have talked to Cuneglas,” Arthur said, acknowledging
the King of Powys s presence with aninclination of hishead, ‘and | have talked with Merlin, and what
we talked about are the ancient laws and customs of our people. What | do, | would do within the law,



and | cannot free you of Mordred for my oath forbidsit and the ancient law of our people cannot
condoneit.” He paused again, hisright hand unconscioudy gripping Excdibur’ shilt. ‘But,” hewent on,
‘thelaw doesdlow onething. If aking isunfit to rule, then his Council may rulein his stead aslong asthe
king is accorded the honour and privileges of hisrank. Merlin assures me thisis so, and King Cuneglas
affirmsthat it happened in the reign of his great-grandfather Brychan.’

‘Mad asabat! Cuneglas put in cheerfully.

Arthur half smiled, then frowned as he gathered histhoughts. * Thisis not what | ever wanted,” he
protested quietly, his sombre voice echoing in the dripping chamber, *but | shall propose to the Council
of Dumnoniathat it should rulein Mordred’ splace’

‘Yed’ Culhwceh shouted.

Arthur hushed him. ‘1 had hoped,” he said, ‘that Mordred would learn responsbility, but he has not. |
don't care that he wanted me dead, but | do care that he lost his kingdom. He broke his acclamation
oath and | doubt now that he will ever be able to keep that oath.” He paused, and many of us must have
reflected on how long it had taken Arthur to understand something that had seemed so obviousto the
rest of us. For years he had stubbornly resisted acknowledging Mordred’ s unfitnessto rule, but now,
after Mordred had lost his kingdom and, which was much worse in Arthur’ s eyes, he had failed to
protect his subjects, Arthur was at last prepared to face the truth. Water dripped on his bare head, but
he seemed oblivious of it. ‘Merlintellsme,” hewent onin ameancholy voice, ‘that Mordred is
possessed of an evil spirit. | am not skilled in these things, but that verdict does not seem unlikely and o,
if the Council agrees, | shall propose that after we have restored Mordred then we shdl pay him al the
honours due to our King. He can livein the Winter Palace, he can hunt, he can eat like aking and indulge
al hisappetiteswithin the law, but he will not govern. | am proposing we give him al the privileges, but
none of the duties of histhrone.’

We cheered. How we cheered. For now, it seemed, we had something to fight for. Not for Mordred,
that wretched toad, but for Arthur, because despite dl hisfinetak of the Council ruling Dumnoniain
Mordred’ s stead we dl knew what his words meant. They meant that Arthur would be Dumnonia s King
inal but name and for that good end we would carry our spearsto war. We cheered, for now we had a
causeto fight and diefor. We had Arthur.

Arthur chose twenty of hisbest horsemen and insisted | choose twenty of my finest spearmen for our
embassy to Adlle. ‘We must impress your father,” hetold me, ‘and you don’t impress aman by arriving
with broken and ageing spearmen. We take our best men.” He also insisted that Nimue accompany us.
Hewould have preferred Merlin’s company, but the Druid declared he wastoo old for the long journey
and proposed Nimue instead.

We left Mordred guarded by Meurig’' s spearmen. “Mordred knew of Arthur’ s plansfor him, but he
hed no dliesin Glevum and no defiance in hisrotten soul, though he did have the satisfaction of watching
Ligessac being strangled in the forum and after that dow death Mordred stood on the terrace of the great
hall and made amumbling speech in which he threstened an equal fate to dl the other traitorsin
Dumnonia, then he went sullenly back to his quarters while we followed Culhwch eastwards. Culhwch
had gone to join Sagramor and help launch the attack that we al hoped would save Corinium.

Arthur and | marched into the high fine countryside that was Gwent’ srich eastern province. It wasa
place of lavish villas, vast farms and great wealth, most of it grown on the backs of the sheep that grazed
the rolling hills. We marched beneath two banners. Arthur’ s bear and my own star, and we stayed well
north of the Dumnonian frontier so that al the news going to Lancelot would tell him that Arthur was
offering his stolen throne no threat. Nimue walked with us. Merlin had somehow persuaded her to wash



and find clean clothes, and then, in despair at ever untangling the matted filth of her hair, he had cut it
short and burned the dirt-encrusted tresses. The short hair looked good on her, she wore an eyepatch
again and carried a staff, but no other baggage. She walked barefoot and she walked reluctantly for she
had not wanted to come, but Merlin had persuaded her, though Nimue still claimed her presence was
wasteful. ‘ Any fool can defeat a Saxonwizard,” shetold Arthur as we neared the end of thefirst day’s
march. ‘ Just spit on them, roll your eyes and wave a chicken bone. That'sdl it needs’

‘Wewon't see any Saxon wizards,” Arthur answered camly. Wewerein open country now, far from
any villas, and he stopped hishorse, raised his hand and waited for the men to gather around him. *We
won't see any wizards,” hetold us, ‘ because we' re not going to see Adlle. We' re going south into our
own country. A long way south.’

‘Tothesea? | guessed.

Hesmiled. ‘Tothe sea’ He folded his hands on his saddle bar. ‘We are few,” hetold us, ‘and
Lancelot has many, but Nimue can make us acharm of concealment and we shall march by night and we
shall march hard.” He smiled and shrugged. ‘| can do nothing while my wife and son are prisoners, but if
we freethem, then | am freetoo. And when | am free | can fight againgt Lancelot, but you should know
that we will befar from help and deep in a Dumnoniathat is held by our enemies. Oncel have Guinevere
and Gwydre then | do not know how we shal escape, but Nimue will help us. The Godswill help us, but
if any of you fear the task, then you may go back now.’

None did, and he must have known that none would. These forty were our best men and they would
have followed Arthur into the serpent’ s pit. Arthur, of course, had told no one but Merlin what he
planned so that no hint of it could reach Lancelot’ s ears, now he gave me aregretful shrug asthough
apologizing for deceiving me, but he must have known how pleased | was for we were not just going to
where Guinevere and Gwydre were being held hostage, but to where Dian’ stwo killers believed they
were safefrom dl revenge.

‘Wego tonight,” Arthur said, ‘and there'll be no rest till dawn. We go south and by morning | want to
bein the hills beyond the Thames.’

We put cloaks over our armour, muffled the horses' hoofswith layers of cloth and then journeyed
south through the gathering night. The horsemen led their beasts and Nimue led us, using her strange
ability to find her way across unknown country in the darkness.

Sometime in that dark night we crossed into Dumnonia and, as we dropped from the hills down into
thevalley of the Thames, we saw, far off to our right, aglow in the sky that showed where Cerdic’' s men
were encamped outside Corinium. Once out of the hills our path inevitably took us through small dark
villages where dogs barked at our passing, but no one questioned us. The inhabitants were either dead or
else they feared we were Saxons, and 0, like aband of ghosts, we passed them by. One of Arthur’s
horsemen was a native of the river lands and he led usto aford that came up to our chests. We held our
weapons and bags of bread high, then forced our way through the strong current and so reached the far
bank where Nimue hissed a pdll of concedl ment towards anearby village. By dawn we werein the
southern hills, safe inside one of the Old Peopl€'s earth fortresses.

We dept under the sun and at dark went south again. Our way led through afine, rich land where no
Saxon had yet set foot, but still no villager chalenged usfor no one but afool questioned armed men who
travelled by night in times of trouble. By daybreak we had reached the greet plain and the rising sun cast
the shadows of the Old Peopl€ s death mounds long across the pale grass. Some of the mounds still had
treasures guarded by grave ghouls and those we avoided as we sought a grassy hollow where the horses
could eat and we could rest.



In the next moonlight we passed the Stones, that grest mysterious ring where Merlin had given Arthur
his sword and where, so many years before, we had yielded the gold to Aelle before marching to Lugg
Vae. Nimue glided among the great capped pillars, touching them with her saff, then standing in their
centre with her eyes staring up at the stars. The moon was dmost full and itslight gave the Stonesapae
luminosity. ‘ Do they hold magic ill? | asked her when she caught us up.

‘Some,’ shesad, ‘but it' sfading, Derfd. All our magic isfading. We need the Cauldron.” She smiled
inthedark. ‘Itisn’t far away now,” shesad, ‘I canfed it. It fill lives, Derfd, and we re going to find it
and restore it to Merlin.” There was apassion in her now, the same passion she had shown as we neared
the end of the Dark Road. Arthur marched through the dark for his Guinevere, | for revenge and Nimue
to summon the Gods with the Cauldron, but still we were few and the enemy was many.

Wewere now deep insde Lancelot’ s new land, yet we saw no evidence of hiswarriors nor any sgn
of therabid Christian bands who were till said to beterrorizing the rura pagans. Lancelot’s spearmen
had no businessin this part of Dumnoniafor they were watching the roads from Glevum, while the
Chrigtians must have gone to support hisarmy in the belief it did Christ’ swork, so we waked
unmolested as we dropped down from the great plain onto the river lands of Dumnonia s southern coast.
We skirted the fortress town of Sorviodunum and smelt the smoke of the houses that had been burned
there. Still no one chalenged us because we wal ked beneath the near-full moon and were protected by
Nimue s spells.

We reached the sea on the fifth night. We had dipped past the Roman fortress of VVindocladiawhere
Arthur was sure agarrison of Lancelot’ stroopswould be in place, and by dawn we were hidden in the
deep woods above the creek where the Sea Palace stood. The palace wasjust a mile to our west and
we had reached it undetected, coming like night ghostsin our own land.

And we would make our attack at night too. Lancel ot was using Guinevere as ashield, and wewould
take his shield away and, thus freed, carry our spearsto histreacherous heart. But not for Mordred' s
sake, for now we fought for Arthur and for the happy realm we saw beyond the war.

Asthe bards now tell it, we fought for Camelot.

Most of the spearmen dept that day, but Arthur, Issaand | crawled to the edge of the wood and stared
acrossthe small valey at the Sea Palace.

It looked s0 fine with its white stone gleaming in the risng sun. We were gazing & its eastern flank
from a crest that was dightly lower than the palace. Its eastern wall was broken by only three small
windows so that it looked to us like a great white fortress on agreen hill, though that illusion was spoiled
somewhat by the great sign of the fish that had been crudely smeared in pitch on the limewashed wall,
presumably to guard the paace againgt the anger of any itinerant Christians. The long southern facade
which overlooked the creek and the seathat lay beyond a sandy idand on the creek’ s southern bank was
where the Roman builders had put their windows, just asthey had relegated the kitchens and dave
quarters and granaries to the northern ground behind the villawhere Gwenhwyvach’' stimber house
stood. There was now asmal village of thatched huts there aswell, | guessed for the spearmen and their
families, and atangle of smoketrailsrose from the huts' cooking-fires. Beyond the huts were the
orchards and vegetable fields, and beyond them again, bordered by the deep woods that grew thick in
this part of the country, lay fields of partly cut hay.

In front of the palace, and just as| remembered them from that distant day when | had taken Arthur’'s
precious oath on the Round Table, the two embankments topped by arcades stretched towards the
creek. The palace was al sunlit, so white and grand and beautiful. ‘ If the Romans came back today,’



Arthur said proudly, ‘they would never know it had been rebuilt.

‘If the Romans came back today,” 1ssa said, ‘they’ d have a proper fight on their hands.” | had insisted
that he cometo thetrees edgefor | knew of no one with better eyesight and we needed to spend this
day discovering just how many guards Lancelot had put in the Sea Pdace.

We counted no more than a dozen guards that morning. Just after dawn two men climbed to a
wooden platform that had been built onto the roof’ s summit and from there they watched the road that
led north. Four other spearmen paced up and down the nearest arcade, and it seemed sensible to deduce
that four more would be stationed on the western arcade that was hidden from us. The other guards were
al on theland that lay between a stone ba ustraded terrace at the bottom of the gardens and the creek, a
patrol that evidently guarded the pathsthat led aong the coast. Issa, divested of hisarmour and helmet,
made areconnaissance in that direction, cregping through the woods in an attempt to seethevilla's
facade between the twin arcades.

Arthur gazed fixedly at the paace. He was quietly eated, knowing that he was on the brink of adaring
rescue that would send a shock through Lancel ot’ s new kingdom. Indeed, | had rarely seen Arthur so
happy as he wasthat day. By coming deep into Dumnonia he had cut himsdlf off from the respongibilities
of government and now, asin the long-ago past, his future depended only on the skill of hissword. ‘Do
you ever think of marriage, Derfel? he suddenly asked me.

‘No, Lord,” | said. ‘ Ceinwyn has sworn never to marry, and | see no need to chalenge her.” | smiled
and touched my lover’ sring with itslittle scrap of the Cauldron’sgold. ‘Mind you,” | went on, ‘1 think
we' re more married than most coupleswho' ve ever sood before aDruid or apriest.”

‘| don't mean that,” he said. ‘ Do you ever think about marriage? He stressed the word ‘ about’.
‘No, Lord, | said. ‘Not redly.’

‘Dogged Derfd,” heteased me. ‘“When | die,’ he said dreamily, ‘1 think | want a Christian burid’
‘Why? | asked, horrified, and touching my mail coat so that itsiron would deflect evil.
‘Because | shdl liewith my Guineverefor dl time’ hesaid, ‘sheand I, in one tomb, together.’

| thought of Norwenna sflesh hanging off her yellow bones and grimaced. * You'll beinthe
Otherworld with her, Lord.’

‘Our soulswill, yes,” he admitted, ‘ and our shadowbodieswill be there, but why can’t these bodieslie
hand in hand aswell?

| shook my head. ‘Beburned,” | said, ‘unless you want your soul to wander lost across Britain.’

‘Maybeyou'reright,” he said lightly. Hewaslying on his belly, hidden from the villa by a screen of
ragwort and cornflowers. Neither of uswasin our armour. We would don that war finery at dusk before
we came out of the dark to daughter Lancelot’ s guards. *What makes you and Ceinwyn happy? Arthur
asked me. He had not shaved since we had left Glevum and the stubble of his new beard was growing

grey.
‘Friendship,’ | sad.
Hefrowned. ‘ Just that?

| thought about it. In the distance the first daves were going to the hayfidds, their sickles catching the



morning sunin bright glints. Small boys were running up and down the vegetable gardensto frighten the
jays away from the pea plants and the rows of gooseberries, redcurrants and raspberries, while nearer,
where some convolvulustralled pink on brambles, agroup of greenfinches quarrelled noisily. It seemed
that no Christian rabble had disturbed this place, indeed it seemed impossible that Dumnoniawas a war
atal. 'l gill fed apang every timel look at her,” | admitted.

‘That'sit, isn't it? hesad enthusiagticdly. ‘A pang! A quicknessin the heart.’
‘Love’ | said drily.

‘We'relucky, youand |, hesaid, smiling. ‘It sfriendship, it'slove, and it still something more. It's
what thelrish cal anmchara, asoul friend. Who else do you want to talk to at the day’ send? | lovethe
evenings when we can just St and talk and the sun goes down and moths come in to the candles’

‘And wetalk of children,” | said, and wished | had not, ‘and of servants quarrels, and whether the
cross-eyed kitchen daveis pregnant again, and we wonder who broke the pothook, and whether the
thatch needs repair or whether it will last another year, and we try to work out what to do about the old
dog that can't walk any more, and what excuse Cadd | will conjure up for not paying hisrent again, and
we discuss whether the flax has steeped enough, and if we should rub butterwort on the cows' uddersto
improvether yield. That'swhat wetak of.’

Helaughed. * Guinevere and | talk of Dumnonia. Of Britain. And, of course, about ISs” Some of his
enthusiasm dissipated at the mention of that name, but then he shrugged. * Not that we re together often
enough. That' swhy | ways hoped Mordred would take the burden, then | would be here al my days.’

‘Taking of broken pothooksinstead of 1SS? | teased him.

‘Of those and everything ese’ he said warmly. ‘I’ll farm thisland one day, and Guineverewill go on
with her work.’

‘Her work?

Hesmiled wryly. ‘To know Isis. Shetellsmethat if she can just make contact with the Goddess then
the power will flow back down to theworld.” He shrugged, sceptical as always of such extravagant
religious clams. Only Arthur would have dared plunge Excdibur into the soil and chalenge Gofannon to
cometo hisad, for he did not redlly believe Gofannon would ever come. We are to the Gods, he once
told me, like micein athatch, and we survive only so long as we are not noticed. But love done
demanded that he extend awry tolerance to Guinevere' spassion. ‘1 wish | could be more convinced of
Isis, he admitted to me now, ‘ but, of course, men aren’t part of her mysteries” He amiled. * Guinevere
even cdls Gwydre Horus'’

‘Horus?

‘lI9s'sson,” heexplained. *Ugly name.’

‘Not as bad asWygga,” | said.

‘Who? he asked, then suddenly stiffened. ‘Look!” he said excitedly, ‘look!’

| raised my head to peer over the flowery screen and there was Guinevere. Even from aquarter mile
away shewas unmistakable, for her red hair sprang in an unruly mass above the long blue robe she wore.
She was walking along the nearer arcade towards the small open pavilion at its seaward end. Three
maidservants walked behind with two of her deerhounds. The guards stepped aside and bowed as she
passed. Once at the pavilion Guinevere sat at a stone table and the three maids served her breskfast.



‘Shell beeating fruit, Arthur said fondly. *In summer she'll egt nothing eseinthemorning.” He smiled.
‘If shejust knew how close | was!’

‘Tonight, Lord,” | assured him, ‘you will bewith her.’
He nodded. ‘ At least they' re treating her well.’
‘Lancel ot fears you too much to treat her badly, Lord.’

A few moments later Dinas and Lavaine gppeared on the arcade. They wore their white Druidica
robes and | touched Hywelban€e' s hilt when | saw them and promised my daughter’ s soul that her killers
screams would make the whole Otherworld cringe in fear. The two Druids reached the pavilion, bowed
to Guinevere, then joined her at the table. Gwydre came running afew moments later and we saw
Guinevereruffle his hair, then send him away in aservant’ s keeping. ‘He sagood boy,” Arthur said
fondly. ‘No deceit in him. Not like Amhar and Loholt. | failed them, didn't 17

‘They'retill young, Lord,” | said.
‘But they serve my enemy now,” he said bleakly. “What shall | do with them?

Culhwch would doubtless have advised that he kill them, but | just shrugged. ‘ Send them into exile, |
sad. Thetwins could join the unhappy men who had no oath-lord. They could sdl their swords until at
last they were killed in some unremembered battle against the Saxons or the Irish or the Scots.

More women appeared on the arcade. Some were maids, while others were the attendants who
served Guinevere as courtiers. Lunete, my old love, was probably one of those dozen women who were
Guinevere s confidantes and a so the priestesses of her faith.

Sometime in the middle of themorning | fell adegp with my head cradled in my arms and my body
lulled by the warmth of the summer sun. When | woke | found Arthur had gone and that | ssa had
returned. ‘Lord Arthur went back to the spearmen, Lord,” he told me.

| yawned. ‘What did you see?
* Another sx men. All Saxon Guards.’
‘Lancdlot’ s Saxons?

He nodded. * All of them in the big garden. Lord. But only the six. WE ve seen eighteen men
atogether, and some others must stand guard at night, but even so there can't be more than thirty of them
atogether.’

| guessed he was right. Thirty men would be sufficient to guard this palace, and more would be
superfluous especidly when Lancel ot needed every spear to guard his stolen kingdom. | raised my head
to see the arcade was now empty except for the four guards who looked utterly bored. Two were Sitting
with their backsto pillars while the other two were chatting on the stone bench where Guinevere had
taken her bregkfast. Their spears were propped againgt the table. The two guards on the small roof
platform looked equally lazy. The Sea Paace basked under a summer sun and no one there believed an
enemy could be within a hundred miles. *Y ou told Arthur about the Saxons? | asked Issa.

‘Yes, Lord. He said it was only to be expected. Lancelot will want her guarded well.’

‘Goand deep, | told him. ‘I’ll watch now.’



He went and, despite my promise, | fell adeep again. | had walked al night and | wasweary, and
besides, there seemed no danger threatening at the edge of that summer wood. And so | dept only to be
abruptly woken by a sudden barking and the scrabble of big paws.

| woke in terror to discover abrace of davering deerhounds standing over me, one of the two was
barking and the other growling. | reached for my knife, but then awoman'’ s voice shouted at the hounds.
‘Down!’ she cdled sharply. ‘ Drudwyn, Gwen, down! Quiet!” The dogs reluctantly lay flat and | turned to
see Gwenhwyvach watching me. She was dressed in an old brown gown, had a shawl over her head and
abasket in which she had been collecting wild herbs on her arm. Her face was plumper than ever and her
hair, where it showed under the scarf, was untidy and tangled. ‘ The deeping Lord Derfel,’ shesaid

heppily.
| touched afinger to my lips and glanced towards the palace.

‘They won't watch me,” she said, ‘they don’t care about me. Besides, | often talk to mysdlf. The mad
do, you know.’

“You'renot mad, Lady.’

‘| should liketo be,’ she said. ‘I can't think why anyone would want to be anything esein thisworld.’
She laughed, hitched up her gown and sat heavily beside me. She turned asthe dogs growled at anoise
behind me and watched with amusement as Arthur wriggled across the ground to join me. He must have
heard the barking. ‘ On your belly like a snake, Arthur? she asked.

Arthur, just like me, touched aringer to hislips. ‘ They don’t care about me,” Gwenhwyvach said
again. ‘Look!” And she vigoroudy waved her arms towards the guards who smply shook their heads
and turned away. ‘| don't live,; shesaid, ‘not asfar asthey’ re concerned. I’ m just the mad fat woman
who waksthedogs.” She waved again, and again the sentriesignored her. ‘ Even Lancelot doesn’t notice
me, she added sadly.

‘Ishe here? Arthur asked.

‘Of courseheisn’'t here. He salong way away. So areyou, | wastold. Aren’t you supposed to be
talking to the Saxons?

‘I'm here to take Guinevere away,” Arthur said, ‘and you too,” he added gdlantly.

‘I don't want to be taken away,” Gwenhwyvach protested. * And Guinevere doesn’t know you're
here’

‘No one should know,” Arthur said.

‘ She should! Guinevere should! She staresinto the oil pot. She says she can see the future there! But
shedidn’'t seeyou, did she? She giggled, then turned and stared at Arthur as though she found his
presence amusing. Y ou' re here to rescue her?

‘ Y%’
‘Tonight? Gwenhwyvach guessed.

‘Yes,

‘Shewon't thank you,” Gwenhwyvach said, ‘not tonight. No clouds, you see? Shewaved at the
amost cloudless sky. ‘Can't worship Isisin cloud, you know, because the moon can't get into the



temple, and tonight she' s expecting the full moon. A big full moon, just like afresh cheese.” Sheruffled
thelong hair of one of the hounds. ‘ Thisone s Drudwyn,” shetold us, ‘and he sabad boy. And this
one's Gwen. Plop!” she said unexpectedly. ‘ That's how the moon comes, plop! Right into her temple.’
She laughed again. * Right down the shaft and plop onto the pit.’

‘Will Gwydre bein thetemple? Arthur asked her.

‘Not Gwydre. Men aren’'t dlowed, that’ swhat I’'m told,” Gwenhwyvach said in asarcastic voice, and
she seemed about to say something else, but then just shrugged. * Gwydre will be put to bed,” she said
instead. She stared at the paace and adow dy smile showed on her round face. ‘How will you get in,
Arthur? she asked. ‘ There arelots of bars on those doors and all the windows are shuttered.’

‘Weshdl manage,’ hesad, ‘aslong asyou don't tell anyone that you saw us!’

‘Aslong asyou leave me here; Gwenhwyvach said, ‘| won't even tell the bees. And | tell them
everything. Y ou have to, otherwise the honey goes sour. Isn't that right, Gwen? she asked the bitch,
ruffling itsfloppy ears

‘I'll leave you hereif that’ swhat you want,” Arthur promised her.

‘Just me,” shesad, ‘just me and the dogs and the bees. That’sal | want. Me and the dogs and the
bees and the pal ace. Guinevere can have the moon.” She smiled again, then poked my shoulder with a
plump hand. “Y ou remember that cellar door | took you through, Derfel? The one that leads from the
garden?

‘| think 0, | said.

‘I'll make sureit’ sunbarred.” She giggled again, anticipating some enjoyment. ‘I’ll hidein the cdllar
and unbar the door when they’ re all waiting for the moon. There are no guards there at night because the
door’ stoo thick. The guardsare dl in their huts or out the front.” She twisted to look at Arthur. “Y ou will
come? she asked anxioudy.

‘| promise,” Arthur replied.

‘Guineverewill be pleased, Gwenhwyvach said. *And sowill I.” Shelaughed and lumbered to her
feet. ‘Tonight,” she said, ‘when the moon comes plopping in.” And with that she walked away with the
two hounds. She chuckled as she walked and even danced apair of clumsy steps. ‘Plop!” shecalled
aloud, and the hounds frisked about her as she capered down the grassy dope.

‘Isshemad? | asked Arthur.

‘Bitter, | think.” Hewatched her rotund figure go clumsily down the hill. *But shé'll let usin, Derfd,
sh€ll let usin.’ He smiled, then reached forward and picked a handful of cornflowersfromthefied's
edge. He arranged them into a small bunch then gave me ashy smile. * For Guinevere,’ he explained,
‘tonight.’

At dusk the haymakers, their work finished, came back from the fields and the roof guards climbed
down their long ladder. The braziers on the arcade werefilled with fresh wood that was set dight, but |
guessed the fireswere meant to illuminate the pal ace rather than to give warning of any enemy’s
gpproach. Gullswere flying to their inland roosts and the setting sun made their wings as pink asthe
convolvulus entwined amnong the brambles.

Hack in the woods Arthur pulled on his scale armour. | le buckled Excalibur over the coat’ s gleaming
shimmer of metd, then draped a black cloak about his shoulders. He rarely wore black cloaks, preferring



hiswhite, but a night the dark garment would help to conced us. He would carry his shining hemet
under the cloak to hideitslavish plume of tall white goose feethers.

Ten of hishorsemen would stay in thetrees. Their task wasto wait for the sound of Arthur’ ssilver
horn and then make a charge on the spearmen’ s deeping-huts. The big horses and their armoured riders,
trampling huge and noisy out of the night, should serveto panic any guards who might interfere with our
retreat. The horn, Arthur hoped, would not be sounded until we had found both Gwydre and Guinevere
and were ready to leave.

The rest of uswould make the long journey to the palace’ swestern side, and from there we would
creep through the shadows of the kitchen gardensto reach the cellar door. If Gwenhwyvach failed in her
promise then we would have to go round to the front of the palace, kill the guards and break through one
of the window shutters on the terrace. Once inside the palace we were to kill every spearman we found.

Nimue would come with us. When Arthur had finished speaking she told usthat Dinasand Lavaine
were not proper Druids, not like Merlin or old lorweth, but she warned usthat the Silurian twinsdid
possess some strange powers and we should expect to face their wizardry. She had spent the afternoon
searching the woods and now raised abundled cloak that seemed to twitch as she held it, and that weird
sght made my men touch their spearheads. ‘1 have things here to check their spells,” shetold us, ‘but be
careful.’

‘And | want Dinasand Lavaine dive,’ | told my men.

We waited, armoured and armed, forty men in steel and iron and leather. We waited asthe sun died
and aslss sfull moon crept up from the sealike agreat round silver ball. Nimue made her spellsand
some of us prayed. Arthur sat silent, but watched as | took from my pouch alittle tress of golden hair. |
kissed the unfaded hair, held it briefly against my cheek, then tied it around Hywelbane' shilt. | felt atear
roll down my face as| thought of my little onein her shadow-body, but tonight, with the help of my
Gods, | would give my Dian her peace.

I pulled on my helmet, buckled its chin strgp and threw itswolf-hair plume back across my shoulders.

Weflexed our stiff lesther gloves, then thrust our left armsinto the shield loops. We drew our swords
and held them out for Nimue stouch. For amoment it looked asif Arthur wanted to say something
more, but instead he just tucked hislittle bouquet of cornflowersinto the neck of his scale armour, then
nodded to Nimue who, cloaked in black and clutching her strange bundle, led us southwards through the
trees.

Beyond the trees was a short meadow that doped down to the creek’ s bank. We crossed the dark
meadow in singlefile, till out of Sght of the palace. Our appearance startled some hares that had been
feeding in the moonlight and they raced panicking away aswe pushed through some low bushesand
scrambled down a steep bank to reach the creek’ s shingle beach. From there we walked west, hidden
from the guards on the palace’ s arcades by the high bank of the creek. The sea crashed and hissed to the
south, its sound drowning out any noise our boots made on the shingle.

| peered over the bank just once to see the Sea Palace poised like a great white wonder in the
moonlight above the dark land. Its beauty reminded me of Y nys Trebes, that magical city of the seathat
had been ravaged and destroyed by the Franks. This place had the same ethereal beauty for it
shimmered above the dark land as though it were built from moonbeams.



Once wewerewel| to thewest of the palace we climbed the bank, helping each other up with our
spear-geffs, and then followed Nimue northwards through the woods. Enough moonlight filtered through
the summer leavesto light our path, but no guards challenged us. The sea’ s unending sound filled the
night, though once a scream sounded very close by and we dl froze, then recognized the sound of ahare
being killed by aweasdl. We breathed our rdlief and waked on.

We seemed to walk along way through the trees, but at last Nimue turned east and we followed her
to the edge of the wood to see the paace’ s limewashed wallsin front of us. We were not far from the
circular timber moon-shaft that ran down into the temple and | could seethat it would till be sometime
before the moon was high enough in the sky to cast itslight down the shaft and into the black-walled
cdlar.

It was while we were at the edge of the wood that the Singing began. At first, so soft wasthe singing, |
thought it was the wind moaning, but then the song became louder and | redlized thet it wasawomen's
choir that chanted some strange, eerie and plangent music like nothing | had ever heard before. The song
must have been reaching us through the moon-shaft, for it sounded very far away; aghost song, likea
choir of the dead singing to us from the Otherworld. We could hear no words, but we knew it was a sad
song for itstune did weirdly up and down by half-notes, swelled louder, then sank into alingering
softness that melded with the distant murmur of the bresking sea. The music was very beautiful, but it
made me shiver and touch my spearhead.

If we had moved out of the trees then we would have been within sight of the guards who stood on the
western arcade, so we moved up the wood afew paces and from there we could make our way towards
the palace through a dappled tangle of mooncast shadows. There was an orchard, some rows of fruit
bushes and even a high fence that protected a vegetable garden from deer and hares. We moved dowly,
oneat atime, and dl the time that strange song soared and fell and did and wailed. A shimmer of smoke
shivered above the moon-shaft and the smell of it wafted towards us on the night’ ssmal wind. The smell
was atemple smdl; pungent and dmost sickly.

We were now within yards of the spearmen’ s huts. A dog began barking, then another, but no onein
the huts thought the barking meant trouble for voices just shouted for quiet and dowly the dogs subsided,
to leave only the noise of the wind in the trees, the sea’ s moan and the song’ s eerie, thin mel ody.

| was leading the way, for | was the only one who had been to this small door before and | was
worried that | might missit, but | found it easily enough. | stepped carefully down the old brick steps and
pushed gently on the door. It resisted, and for a heartbeat | thought it must till be barred, but then, with a
jarring squedl of ametd hinge, it swung open and drenched mein light.

The cdllar waslit by candles. | blinked, dazzled, then Gwenhwyvach's sbilant voice sounded, * Quick!
Quick!’

Wefiled ingde; thirty big men with armour and cloaks and spears and hdmets. Gwenhwyvach hissed
at usto be silent, then closed the door behind us and placed its heavy bar in place. ‘ The templ€e sthere’
she whispered, pointing down acorridor of rush-light candles that had been placed to illuminate the path
to the shrin€’ s door. She was excited and her plump face was flushed. The choir’ s haunting song was
much quieter here for it was muffled by the templée sinner curtains and its heavy outer door.

‘Where' s Gwydre? Arthur whispered to Gwenhwyvach.
‘Inhisroom,” Gwenhwyvach said.

‘Arethere guards? he asked.



‘Just servantsin the palace at night,” she whispered.
‘AreDinasand Lavaine here? | asked her.

Sheamiled. ‘You'll seethem, | promiseyou. You'll seethem.” She plucked Arthur’s cloak to draw
him towards the temple. ‘ Come’

‘I'll fetch Gwydrefirst,” Arthur ingsted, releasing his cloak, then he touched six of hismen on the
shoulders. ‘ Therest of you wait here,” he whispered. ‘Wait here. Don't go into the temple. WE Il let them
finish their worship.” Then, treading softly, he led his six men acrossthe cellar floor and up some stone

steps.

Gwenhwyvach giggled beside me. ‘| said aprayer to Clud,” she murmured to me, ‘and shewill help
Lls.’

‘Good, | said. Clud isa Goddess of light, and it would be no bad thing to have her help this night.

‘Guinevere doesn't like Clud,” Gwenhwyvach said disapprovingly. ‘ She does't like any of the British
Gods. Isthe moon high?

‘Not yet. But it' sclimbing.’
‘Thenitisn't time, Gwenhwyvach said to me.
‘Timefor what, Lady?

‘You'll seel” Shegiggled. ‘You'll see’ she said again, then shrank fearfully back as Nimue pushed
through the huddle of nervous spearmen. Nimue had taken off her leather eyepaich so that the empty
shrivelled socket waslike adark holein her face and at the sight of that horror Gwenhwyvach
whimpered in terror.

Nimue ignored Gwenhwyvach. Instead she looked about the cdllar, then sniffed like ahound seeking a
scent. | could only see cobwebs and wineskins and mead jarsand | could smell only the damp odour of
decay, but Nimue scented something hateful. She hissed, then spat towards the shrine. The bundlein her
hand shifted dowly.

None of us moved. Indeed akind of terror overcame usin that rush-lit cellar. Arthur was gone, we
were undetected, but the sound of the singing and the stillness of the paace were both chilling. Maybe
that terror was caused by aspell cast by Dinas and Lavaine, or maybe it was just that everything here
seemed so unnatura . We were used to wood, thatch, earth and grass, and this dank place of brick
arches and stone floors was strange and unnerving. One of my men was shaking.

Nimue stroked the man’ s cheek to restore his courage and then crept on her bare feet towards the
temple doors. | went with her, placing my boots carefully to make no noise. | wanted to pull her back.
Shewas plainly intent on disobeying Arthur’ s orders that we were to wait for theritesto finish, and |
feared she would do something rash that would aert the women in the temple and thus provoke them to
screams that would bring the guards from their huts, but in my heavy, noisy boots | could not move as
fast as Nimue on her bare feet and she ignored my hoarse whisper of warning. Instead she took hold of
one of the templ€e s bronze door handles. She hesitated a heartbeat, then tugged the door open and the
plangent ghost song was suddenly much louder.

The door’ s hinges had been greased and the door opened silently onto an utter blackness. It wasa
darkness as complete as any | had ever seen and was caused by the heavy curtainsthat hung just afew
feet insde the door. | motioned for my men to stay where they were, then followed Nimueinside. |



wanted to draw her back, but she resisted my hand and instead pulled the temple door closed on its
greased hinges. The singing was very loud now. | could see nothing and | could hear only the choir, but
the smell of the temple was thick and nauseous.

Nimue groped her hand to find me, then pulled my head down towards hers. ‘Evil!" she bresthed.
‘“We shouldn’'t be here,” | whispered.

Sheignored that. Instead she groped and discovered the curtain and amoment later atiny chink of
light showed as she found the curtain’s edge. | followed her, crouched and looked over her shoulder. At
first, so small was the gap she had made that | could see dmost nothing, but then, as my eyes made out
what lay beyond, | saw too much. | saw the mysteries of ISis.

To make sense of that night | had to know the story of Isis. | learned it later, but at that moment,
peering over Nimue' s short-cropped hair, | had no ideawhat the ritual signified. | knew only that ISswas
a Goddess and, to many Romans, a Goddess of the highest powers. | knew, too, that shewas a
protectress of thrones and that explained the low black throne that till stood on itsdais at the far end of
the cdllar, though our view of it was misted by the thick smoke that writhed and drifted through the black
room asit sought to escape up the moon-shaft. The smoke came from braziers, and their flames had
been enriched by herbs that gave off the pungent, heady scent we had smelt from the edge of the woods.

| could not see the choir that went on singing despite the smoke, but | could see 1SS sworshippers
and at first | did not believe what | saw. | did not want to believe.

| could see eight worshippers kneeling on the black stone floor, and al eight of them were naked.
Their backs were towards us, but even so | could see that some of the naked worshippers were men.
No wonder Gwenhwyvach had giggled in anticipation of this moment, for she must have known that
secret dready. Men, Guinevere dwaysingsted, were not alowed into the temple of 1ss, but they were
herethisnight and, | suspected, on every night that the full moon cast its cold light down through the hole
inthe cellar’ sroof. Theflickering braziers' flames cast their lurid light on the worshippers' backs. They
were al naked. Men and women, al naked, just as Morgan had warned me so many years before.

The worshippers were naked, but not the two celebrants. Lavaine was one; he was standing to one
sde of the low black throne, and my soul exulted when | saw him. It had been Lavaine s sword that had
cut Dian’ sthroat and my sword was now just acellar’ slength away from him. He stood tall beside the
throne, the scar on his cheek lit by the braziers' light and hisblack hair oiled like Lancelot' sto fall down
the back of hisblack robe. He wore no Druid’ s white robe this night, but just aplain black gown, andin
his hand was adender black staff tipped with asmall golden crescent moon. Therewas no Sign of Dinas.

Two flaming torches becketed in iron flanked the throne where Guinevere sat playing the part of 19s.
Her hair was coiled on her head and held in place by aring of gold from which two hornsjutted straight
up. They were the horns of no beast | had ever seen, and later we discovered they were carved from
ivory. Around her neck was a heavy gold torque, but she wore no other jewels, just avast deep-red
cloak that swathed her whole body. | could not sec the floor in front of her, but | knew the shalow pit
wasthereand | guessed they were waiting for the moonlight to come down the shaft and touch the pit's
black water with slver. Thefar curtains, behind which Ceinwyn had told me was a bed, were closed.

A flicker of light suddenly shimmered in the drifting smoke and made the naked worshippers gasp with
itspromise. Thelittle diver of light was pae and slvery and it showed that the moon had at last climbed
high enough to throw itsfirst angled beam down to the cellar floor. Lavaine waited amoment asthe light
thickened, then besat his staff twice on thefloor. ‘It istime,’ he said in hisharsh degp voice, ‘itistime’
The choir went slent.



Then nothing happened. They just waited in sllence asthat smoke-shifting moon-silvered column of
light widened and crept across the floor and | remembered that distant night when | had crouched inthe
summit of the knoll of stones beside L1yn Cerrig Bach and watched the moonlight edge its way towards
Merlin’s body. Now | watched the moonlight dide and swell in IS s sslent temple. The sllence wasfull of
portent. One of the knedling naked women uttered alow moan, then went quiet again. Another woman
rocked to and fro.

The moonbeam widened till further, itsreflection casting a pale glimmer on Guinevere s stern and
handsome face. The column of light was nearly vertica now. One of the naked women shivered, not with
cold, but with the stirrings of ecstasy, and then Lavaine leaned forward to peer up the shaft. The moon lit
his big beard and his hard, broad face with its battle scar. He peered upwards for afew heartbests, then
he stepped back and solemnly touched Guinevere' s shoulder.

She stood so that the horns on her head dmost touched the low arched celling of the cellar. Her arms
and hands were ingde the cloak that fell straight from her shouldersto the floor. She closed her eyes.
‘“Who isthe Goddess? she asked.

‘195, 195, 19’ the women chanted the name softly, ‘IS, ISs, 1SS’ The column of moonlight was
amogt aswide asthe shaft now and it was agreat smoky slver pillar of light that glowed and shifted in
the cellar’ s centre. | had thought, when | had first seen thistemple, that it was atawdry place, but at
night, lit by that shimmering pillar of white light, it was as eerie and mysterious as any shrine | had ever
Seen.

‘And who isthe God? Guinevere asked, her eyes il closed.

‘Odiris,’ the naked men answered in low voices, ‘ Odris, Osiris, Osiris’

‘And who shdl st on the throne? Guinevere demanded.

‘Lanceot,’” both the men and the women answered together, ‘ Lancelot, Lancelot.’

It waswhen | heard that namethat | knew that nothing would be put right this night. This night would
never bring back the old Dumnonia This night would give us nothing but horror, for | knew that this night
would destroy Arthur and | wanted to back away from the curtain and go back into the cellar and take
him away into the fresh air and the clean moonlight, then take him back through dl theyearsand dl the
daysand dl the hours so that this night would never cometo him. But | did not move. Nimue did not
move. Neither of us dared to move for Guinevere had reached out with her right hand to take the black
gaff from Lavaine and the gesture lifted her red cloak from the right side of her body and | saw that
under the cloak’ s heavy folds she was naked.

‘195, 1ds, 1S, the women sighed.
‘Odiris, Odiris, Odgiris,” the men breathed.
‘Lancelot, Lancelot, Lancelot,’ they dl chanted together.

Guinevere took the gold-tipped staff and reached forward, the cloak falling again to shadow her right
breast, and then, very dowly, with exaggerated gestures, she touched the staff against something that lay
inthe water pit right beneath the glistening, shimmering shaft of slvered smoke that now came verticdly
down from the heavens. No one else moved in the cellar. No one even seemed to breathe.

‘Rise!” Guinevere commanded, ‘rise,’ and the choir began to sing their weird, haunting song again.
‘195, 195, Isis,” they were singing, and over the heads of the worshippers| saw aman climb up from the



pool. It was Dinas, and histal muscled body and long black hair dripped water as he came dowly
upright and as the choir sang the Goddess s name louder and ever louder. ‘Isdl 199! 159’ they sang until
Dinasat last stood upright before Guinevere, his back to us, and he too was naked. He stepped up out
of the pool and Guinevere handed the black staff to Lavaine, then raised her hands and unclasped the
cloak so that it fell back onto the throne. She stood there, Arthur’ swife, naked but for the gold about her
neck and theivory on her head, and she opened her arms o that the naked grandson of Tanaburs could
step onto the dais and into her embrace. * Osiris! Osiris! Odirisl” Thewomen in the cdllar caled. Some of
them writhed to and fro like the Christian worshippersin Iscawho had been overcome by asimilar
ecstasy. The voicesin the cellar were becoming ragged now. ‘ Osiris! Osirisl Osirisl’ they chanted, and
Guinevere stepped back as the naked Dinas turned round to face the worshippers and lifted hisarmsin
triumph. Thus he displayed his magnificent naked body and there could be no mistaking thet hewasa
man, nor any mistaking what he was supposed to do next as Guinevere, her beautiful, tall, straight body
made magicdly slver-white by the moon’s shimmer in the smoke, took hisright arm and led him towards
the curtain that hung behind the throne. Lavaine went with them as the women writhed in their worship
and rocked backwards and forwards and called out the name of their great Goddess. ‘Isidl Isis! IS’

Guinevere swept the far curtain aside. | had abrief glimpse of the room beyond and it seemed as
bright asthe sun, and then the ragged chanting rose to anew pitch of excitement asthe men in the temple
reached for the women beside them, and it was just then that the doors behind me were thrown wide
open and Arthur, in dl the glory of hiswar gear, stepped into the temple slobby. ‘No, Lord,’ | said to
him, ‘no, Lord, please!’

“You shouldn’t be here, Derfdl,” he spoke quietly, but in reproof. In hisright hand he held the little
bunch of cornflowers he had picked for Guinevere, whilein hisleft he gragped his son’shand. * Come
back out,” he ordered me, but then Nimue snatched the big curtain asde and my Lord’ s nightmare

began.

IsisisaGoddess. The Romans brought her to Britain, but she did not come from Rome itself, but from a
distant country far to Rome' s east. Mithrasis another God who comes from a country east of Rome,
though nat, | think, the same country. Gaahad told me that haf the world' s religions begin in the east
where, | suspect, the men look more like Sagramor than like us. Chrigtianity is another such faith brought
from those distant lands where, Galahad assured me, the fields grow nothing but sand, the sun shines
fiercer than it ever doesin Britain and no snow ever falls.

Isis came from those burning lands. She became a powerful Goddess to the Romans and many
women in Britain adopted her religion that stayed on when the Romans | ft. It was never as popular as
Chrigtianity, for the latter threw its doors open to any who wanted to worship its God, whilelsis, like
Mithras, restricted her followersto those, and those alone, who had been initiated into her mysteries. In
someways, Gaahad told me, 1sis resembled the Holy Mother of the Chritians, for she was reputed to
be the perfect mother to her son Horus, but Isis aso possessed powersthat the Virgin Mary never
clamed. Iss, to her adepts, was the Goddess of life and death, of hedling, and, of course, of mortal
thrones.

Shewas married, Galahad told me, to a God named Osiris, but in awar between the Gods Osiriswas
killed and his body was cut into fragments that were scattered into ariver. Issfound the scattered flesh
and tenderly brought them together again, and then she lay with the fragmentsto bring her husband back
to life. Odrisdid live again, revived by 19 s power. Gaahad hated the tale, and crossed himsdlf again
and again ashetold it, and it wasthat tale, | suppose, of resurrection and of the woman giving lifeto the
man, that Nimue and | watched in that smoky black cellar. We had watched as 15s, the Goddess, the
mother, the giver of life, performed the miracle that gave her husband life and turned her into the guardian



of theliving and the dead and the arbiter of men’ sthrones. And it wasthat last power, the power that
determined which men should sit on this earth’ sthrones, that was, for Guinevere, the Goddess' s supreme
gift. It wasfor the power of the throne-giver that Guinevere worshipped IS's.

Nimue snatched the curtain aside and the cdlar filled with screams.

For one second, for one terrible second, Guinevere hesitated at the far curtain and turned around to
see what had disturbed her rites. She stood there, tall and naked and so dreadful in her pale beauty, and
beside her was anaked man. At the cdllar’ s door, standing with his son in one hand and with flowersin
the other, was her hushand. The cheek pieces of Arthur’shelmet were open and | saw hisface at that
terrible moment, and it was asif his soul had just fled.

Guinevere disappeared behind the curtain, dragging Dinas and Lavaine with her, and Arthur uttered an
awful sound, haf abattle shout and half the cry of aman in utter misery. He pushed Gwydre back,
dropped the flowers, then drew Excalibur and charged heedlesdy through the screaming, naked
worshippers who scrambled desperately out of hisway.

‘Tekethem dl!” | shouted to the spearmen who followed Arthur, *don’t let them escapel Take them!”’
Then | ran after Arthur with Nimue beside me. Arthur leapt the black pool, pushed atorch over as he
jumped acrossthe dais, then swept the far black curtain aside with Excalibur’ s blade.

And there he stopped.

| stopped beside him. | had discarded my spear as | charged through the temple and now had
Hywelbane bare in my hand. Nimue was with me and she howled in triumph as she gazed into the small,
sguare room that opened up from the arched cdllar. This, it seemed, was IS sinner sanctuary, and here,
at the Goddess s service, was the Cauldron of Clyddno Eiddyn.

The Cauldron wasthefirgt thing | saw, for it was standing on ablack pedestal that stood ashigh asa
man’ swaist and there were so many candlesin the room that the Cauldron seemed to glow slver and
gold asit reflected their brilliant light. The light was made even brighter because the room, dl but for the
curtained wall, was lined with mirrors. There were mirrors on the walls and even on the celling, mirrors
that multiplied the candles’ flames and reflected the nakedness of Guinevere and Dinas. Guinevere, in her
terror, had legpt onto the wide bed that filled the room’ s far end and there she clawed at afur coverletin
an effort to hide her pae skin. Dinas was beside her, his hands clutched to his groin, while Lavaine faced
usdefiantly.

He glanced at Arthur, dismissed Nimue with scarce alook, then held his dender black staff towards
me. He knew | had come for his death and now he would prevent it with the greatest magic a his
disposal. He pointed his saff at me, whilein his other hand he held the crystal-encased fragment of the
true cross that Bishop Sansum had given to Mordred at his acclamation. He was holding the fragment
suspended above the Cauldron, which was filled with some dark aromatic liquid.

“Your other daughterswill dietoo,” hetold me. ‘I only need to let go.’
Arthur raised Excdlibur.

“Your sontoo!” Lavaine said, and both of usfroze. Y ou will go now,” he said with calm authority.
“Y ou have invaded the Goddess s sanctuary and will now go and leave usin peace. Or elseyou, and all
you love, will die’

He waited. Behind him, between the Cauldron and the bed, was Arthur’ s Round Table with its stone
image of the winged horse, and on the horse, | saw, were a drab basket, acommon horn, an old hater, a



worn knife, awhetstone, adeeved coat, acloak, aclay dish, athrowboard, awarrior ring and a heap of
decaying broken timbers. Merlin’s scrap of beard was also there, still wrapped inits black ribbon. All the
power of Britain wasin that little room and it was allied to ascrap of the Chrigtian’ s most powerful
meagic.

| lifted Hywelbane and L avaine made as though to drop the piece of the true crossinto theliquid and
Arthur put awarning hand against my shield.

“Youwill go, Lavaine said. Guinevere said nothing, but just watched us, huge-eyed, above the pelt
that now haf covered her.

Then Nimue smiled. She had been holding the bundled cloak in both her hands, but now she shook it
at Lavaine. She screamed as she released the cloak’ s burden. It was an eldritch shriek that echoed high
above the cries of the women behind us.

Vipersflew through the air. There must have been adozen of the snakes, al found by Nimue that
afternoon and hoarded for this moment. They twisted in the air and Guinevere screamed and dragged the
fur to cover her face while Lavaine, seeing asnakeflying at hiseyes, ingtinctively flinched and crouched.
The scrap of true cross skittered across the floor while the snakes, aroused by the heat in the cdllar,
twisted across the bed and over the Treasures of Britain. | took one pace forward and kicked Lavaine
hard in the belly. Hefell, then screamed as an adder bit hisankle.

Dinas shrank from the snakes on the bed, then went utterly still as Excaibur touched histhroat.

Hywelbanewas a Lavaine sthroat, and | used the blade to bring hisface up towards mine. Then |
smiled. ‘My daughter,’ | said softly, ‘watches us from the Otherworld. She sendsyou greetings,
Lavaine’

Hetried to speak, but no words came. A snake did across hisleg.

Arthur stared at where his wife was hidden beneath the fur. Then, amost tenderly, he flicked the
snakes off the black pelt with Excalibur’ stip, then drew back the fur until he could see Guinevere sface.
She stared at him, and dl her fine pride had vanished. She wasjust aterrified woman. * Do you have any
clothes here? Arthur asked her gently. She shook her head.

‘There sared cloak on thethrong,’ | told him.
‘Would you fetch it, Nimue? Arthur asked.

Nimue brought the cloak and Arthur held it towards hiswife on Excalibur’ stip. ‘Here,’ he said, il
spesking softly, ‘for you.’

A bare arm emerged from the fur and took the cloak. ‘ Turn round,” Guinevere said to meinasmal,
frightened voice.

‘Turn, Derfdl, please” Arthur said.
‘Onething firgt, Lord.’
‘Turn,” heingsted, Hill gazing at hiswife.

| reached for the Cauldron’s edge and tipped it off the pedestal. The precious Cauldron clanged loud
on thefloor asitsliquid spilt in adark rush acrossthe flagstones. That got his attention. He stared a me
and | hardly recognized hisface, it was so hard and cold and empty of life, but there was one more thing



to be said thisnight and if my Lord wasto sup thisdish of horrors, then he might aswell drainiit tothe
last bitter drop. | put Hywelban€e stip back under Lavaine' s chin. ‘Who isthe Goddess? | asked him.

He shook hishead and | pushed Hywelbane far enough forward to draw blood from histhroat. ‘Who
isthe Goddess? | asked him again.

‘195, he whispered. He was clutching his ankle where the snake had bitten him.
* And who isthe God? | demanded.
‘Odris, hesadin atarified voice.

‘Andwho, | asked him, ‘shall St on thethrone? He shivered, and said nothing. ‘ These, Lord,” | said
to Arthur, my sword gtill on Lavaine sthroat, * are the words you did not hear. But | heard them and
Nimue heard them. Who shdl sit on thethrone? | asked Lavaine again.

‘Lancelot,’ hesaid inavoice o low that it was amost inaudible. But Arthur heard, just as he must
have seen the great device that was embroidered white on the lavish black blanket that 1ay on the bed
beneath the bear pdt in thisroom of mirrors. It was Lancelot’s sea-eagle.

| spat at Lavaine, sheathed Hywelbane, then reached forward and took him by hislong black hair.
Nimue aready had hold of Dinas. We dragged them back into the temple, and | swept the black curtain
back into place behind me so that Arthur and Guinevere could be aone. Gwenhwyvach had been
watching it dl and she now cackled with laughter. The worshippers and the chair, al naked, were
crouching to one sde of the cellar where Arthur’ s men guarded them with spears. Gwydre was crouching
terrified at the cellar door.

Behind us Arthur cried oneword. ‘Why?

And | took my daughter’s murderers out to the moonlight.

At dawn we were gtill at the Sea Palace. We should have | €ft, for some of the spearmen had escaped the
huts when the horsemen had at last been summoned from the hill by Arthur’ s horn, and those fugitives
would be spreading the darm north into Dumnonia, but Arthur seemed incapable of decison. He was
like aman stunned.

He was still weeping as the dawn edged the world with light.

Dinasand Lavaine died then. They died at the creek’ sedge. | am nat, | think, acruel man, but their
deaths were very crud and very long. Nimue arranged those degths, and all the while, astheir souls gave
up the flesh, she hissed the name Dianin their ears. They were not men by the time they died, and their
tongues had gone and they had just one eye apiece, and that smal mercy was only given them so that
they could see the manner of their next bout of pain, and seethey did asthey died. Thelast thing either
saw wasthat bright piece of hair on Hywelbane shilt as| finished what Nimue had begun. Thetwins
were mere things by then, things of blood and shuddering terror, and when they were dead | kissed the
little scrap of hair, then carried it to one of the braziers on the palace’ s arcades and tossed it into the
embers so that no fragment of Dian’s soul was |eft wandering the earth. Nimue did the same with the cut
plat of Merlin’sbeard. Weleft thetwins bodieslying on ther [eft Sdes besdethe seaand in therising
sun gulls came down to tear at the tortured flesh with their long hooked besks.

Nimue had rescued the Cauldron and the Treasures. Dinas and Lavaine, before they died, had told her
the whole tale, and Nimue had been right dl aong. It had been Morgan who stole the Treasures and who



had taken them as a gift to Sansum so that he would marry her, and Sansum had given them to
Guinevere. It was the promise of that great gift which had first reconciled Guinevere to the mouse-lord
before Lancelot’ s baptism in the River Churn. | thought, when | heard thetale, that if only | had allowed
Lancelot into the mysteries of Mithras then maybe none of thiswould have happened. Fateisinexorable.

The shrine' s doors were closed now. None of those trapped inside had escaped, and once Guinevere
had been brought out and after Arthur had talked with her for along time, he had gone back into the
cdlar aone, with just Excdibur in his hand, and he did not emerge for afull hour. When he came out his
face was colder than the sea and as grey as Excalibur’ s blade, except that the precious blade was now
red and thick with blood. In one hand he carried the horn-mounted circle of gold that Guinevere had
worn as Isisand in the other he carried the sword. ‘ They're dead,” hetold me.

‘All?

‘Everyone.” He had seemed oddly unconcerned, though there was blood on hisarms and on his scale
armour and even spattered on the goose feathers of his helmet.

‘The women too? | asked, for Lunete had been one of 15S sworshippers. | had no love for her now,
but she had once been my lover and | felt apang for her. The men in the temple had been the most
handsome of Lancelot’ s spearmen and the women had been Guinevere s attendants.

‘All dead,” said Arthur, dmost lightly. He had walked dowly down the pleasure garden’ s central
grave path. ‘ Thiswasn't thefirg night they did this, he said, and sounded dmost puzzled. ‘ It seemsthey
did it often. All of them. Whenever the moon wasright. And they did it with each other, dl of them.
Except Guinevere. Shejudt did it with the twins or with Lancelot.” He shuddered then, showing thefirst
emotion since he had come so cold-eyed from the cdllar. ‘It seems;” he said, ‘that she used to do it for
my sake. Who shdl st on the throne? Arthur, Arthur, Arthur, but the Goddess can't have approved of
me.” He had begun to cry. ‘ Or else | resisted the Goddess too firmly, and so they changed the nameto
Lancelot.” He gavethe bloody sword afutile swing intheair. ‘Lancelot,” he said in avoicefilled with
agony. ‘For years now, Derfel, she’ sbeen degping with Lancelot, and al for religion, she says! Religion!
Hewas usudly Osiris and she was dways Isis. What €l se could she have been? He reached the terrace
and sat on a stone bench from where he could stare at the moon-glossed creek. ‘1 shouldn’'t havekilled
themdl,’ hesad after along while.

‘No, Lord,’ | said, ‘you shouldn’t.’

‘But what else could | do? It wasfilth, Derfd, just filth!” He began to sob then. He said something
about shame, about the dead having witnessed hiswife’ s shame and his own dishonour, and when he
could say no more, he just sobbed helplesdy and | said nothing. He did not seem to care whether |
stayed with him or not, but | stayed until it was time to take Dinas and Lavaine down to the sea’ s edge 0
that Nimue could draw their soulsinch by terrible inch from their bodies.

And now, inagrey dawn, Arthur sat empty and exhausted above the sea. The hornslay at hisfeet,
while his hdmet and Excaibur’ s bare blade rested on the bench beside him. The blood on the sword had
dried to athick brown crust.

‘Wemust leave, Lord,’ | said asthe dawn turned the sea the colour of a spear blade.
‘Love’ hesad hitterly.

| thought he had misheard me. “We must leave, Lord,’ | said again.

‘For what? he asked.



‘To complete your oath.’

He spat, then sat in silence. The horses had been brought down from the wood and the Cauldron and
the Treasures of Britain were packed for their journey. The spearmen watched us and waited. ‘ Isthere
any oath,” he asked me bitterly, ‘that is unbroken? Just one?

‘Wemust go, Lord,” | told him, but he neither moved nor spoke and so | turned on my hedl. * Then
we' |l go without you,’ | said brutaly.

‘Derfd!” Arthur caled, red painin hisvoice.
‘Lord? | turned back.

He stared down at his sword and seemed surprised to seeit so caked with blood. * My wife and son
areinan upstairsroom,’ he said. ‘ Fetch them for me, will you? They can ride on the same horse. Then
we can go.” He was struggling so hard to sound normd, to sound asif thiswas just another dawn.

‘Yes, Lord,” | sad.

He stood and rammed Excalibur, blood and all, into its scabbard. * Then, | suppose,” he said sourly,
‘we must remake Britain?

‘Yes, Lord,” | said, ‘we must.’

He stared at me and | saw he wanted to cry again. ‘ Do you know something, Derfe? he asked me.
‘Tell me, Lord,’ | said.

‘My lifewill never bethe same again, will it?

‘l don’'t know, Lord,” | said. ‘I just don’t know.’

Thetears spilled down hislong cheeks. ‘I shall love her till theday | die. Every day | livel shdl think
of her. Every night before| deep | will see her, and in every dawn | shall turnin my bed to find that she
has gone. Every day, Derfd, and every night and every dawn until the moment thet | die’

He picked up his helmet with its blood-draggled plume, left the ivory horns, and walked with me. |
fetched Guinevere and her son down from the bed-chamber and then we | eft.

Gwenhwyvach had the Sea Paace then. Shelived in it alone, her wits wandering, and surrounded by
hounds and by the gorgeous treasures that decayed al about her. She would watch from awindow for
Lancelot’ s coming, for she was sure that one day her Lord would cometo live with her beside the seaiin
her sster’ s palace, but her Lord never did come, and the treasures were stolen, the palace crumbled and
Gwenhwyvach died there, or so we heard. Or maybe she livesthere still, waiting beside the creek for the
man Who never comes.

Wewent away. And on the creek’ s muddy banks the gullstore at offal.

Guinevere, in along black dress that was covered by adark green cloak, and with her red hair combed
severely back and tied with ablack ribbon, rode Arthur’ smare, Llamrei. She sat sde-saddle, gripping
the saddle bar with her right hand and keeping her |eft arm about the waist of her frightened and tearful
son who kept glancing at hisfather who waswalking doggedly behind the horse. ‘I suppose | am his
father? Arthur spat at her once.



Guinevere, her eyesreddened by tears, just looked away. The motion of the horse rocked her back
and forth and back and forth, yet she managed to look graceful al the same. ‘No one else, Lord Prince;’
shesaid after along time. ‘No onedse’

Arthur walked in silence after that. He did not want my company, he wanted no company but hisown
misery, and o | joined Nimue at the head of the procession. The