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INTRODUCTION

 

WARNING: Contains mild spoilers

 

Richard L. Tierney and I were collaborative writers for many years. We became friends in the 1970s as fellow Twin Cities residents. In 1980, I asked Richard to join me in writing a Simon of Gitta story, and he agreed. That same year, we completed “The Wedding of Sheila-na-gog,” though it would not be published until 1985. It continued the story of Simon’s adventures in the West, which begin in “The Dragons of Mons Fractus.” (“Dragons” would not be published until 1984, but I had read the carbon.) The story of “Wedding” is set in Clark Ashton Smith’s Averoigne and features Simon interacting with the Druids of Gaul.

Our collaboration having been a successful one, I worked up another plot, one which would lead Simon of Gitta into the Rome of Emperor Claudius. Richard endorsed the idea and we worked on it from 1981-1982. But the book companies of the day proved surprisingly uncooperative and the book, The Gardens of Lucullus, would not find a publisher until 2001.

In 1983, I devised a story for a magazine seeking stories inspired by Viking mythology. I crafted a plot based on the material found in 19th-century Swedish scholar Viktor Rydberg’s work Teutonic Mythology (1891). Richard agreed to collaborate, and the resultant story, “The Swordmaker of Jotunheim,” first appeared in Fantasy Book in 1985.

Overall, the 1980s were a productive time for Simon of Gitta, with Richard turning out ten adventure stories. In 1990, he featured Simon in “The Pillars of Melkarth,” where Simon reunites with his beloved Helena, who had died when the warrior was in his early twenties. Simon discovers Helena has been reincarnated and is serving at a temple in Tyre in 50 A.D. Richard’s plan was for the couple to remain together until Simon’s death at the court of Nero in 64 A.D. After that, Richard went on to write The House of the Toad (Fedogan and Bremer, 1993), a modern-day horror story in hardcover.

By now a decade had passed since we’d done Lucullus, and I was more than ready to revisit Simon’s world. This time the setting would be Britain because in Lucullus Simon refers to his having joined with the British to resist the Roman invasion of 43 AD. I ran my plot past my collaborator, and the new story clicked with him. This was The Path of the Dragon, and we worked on it from 1993 to 1994. Then circumstances caused the work to stop. We didn’t realize Path would remain in rough draft form until 2023.

In 1994, Richard surprised me when he said he was wrapping up his writing career. At 59, I thought he was too young to retire from an art that had always been important in his life. But Richard said he’d been writing for over forty years, and the Muse was no longer tapping at his window. He felt drained of inspiration and low in energy. He wanted to start taking life easy.

So Richard L. Tierney went into retirement. Even so, The Gardens of Luculluswould be published in 2001 (Sidecar Preservation Society of Minneapolis, MN) and The Drums of Chaos would go into print with Mythos Books in 2008. Many fans must have believed that the author of the Simon of Gita stories was still at work.

There was also The Path of the Dragon, which I could have finished alone. But I felt checkmated by the obduracy of the publishing industry, and my writing career had been a frustrating one. At that point in time, I was only being published in the “semi-pro market.”

Richard and I continued to submit Lucullus to publishers but in vain. I began doing less fiction, concentrating on gaming projects, especially a board game called Divine Right. The original came out in 1979, but it was still popular as a cult game. I had many expansions for it in mind and wanted to do a new edition. Further, I was (slowly) writing a book of stories about the game world (The Minarian Legends), while my employment was sapping most of my time and energy. So many simultaneous labors amounted to a big load, and I wasn’t as young as I used to be.

But my retirement age arrived, and I left the Post Office after twenty-five years. By 2020, I had completed both Divine Right and The Minarian Legends. (Both have since been published.)

With these distractions gone, I dived into a new sword and sorcery book project, one I had wanted to do since the 80s. I’d written two Bingor and Donalbain stories in the 70s and now wrote six more. I called the compendium A Feast of Ambrosia: The Adventures of Bingor and Donalbain. In 2022, I placed these adventure tales with DMR Books. Published in 2023, it is still available from Amazon.com.

In 2019, things became interesting on the Simon of Gitta front. Pickman’s Press had contacted Richard L. Tierney with a plan to re-release all his Simon stories, as well as to reissue The Drums of Chaos and The Gardens of Lucullus. Richard asked me to submit the rough draft of Path to Pickman and the book was accepted, pending revision work. At the same time, Pickman agreed to reissue my 1989 novel, The Heir of Darkness, an adventure set in the Simon of Gitta universe. Pickman released Heir in the spring of 2024 and is now available at Amazon.com.

After revising Heir, I performed the necessary work on The Path of the Dragon. I worked alone because Richard’s advanced age and ill health made it impossible to come out of retirement. Nonetheless, he very much wanted Simon of Gitta’s career to continue. To this end, he granted me permission to do future Simon works under my own byline, an opportunity that I gratefully accepted. Alas, in early 2022, Richard L. Tierney unexpectedly passed away.

My work on The Path of the Dragon continued until 2023. Instead of resting, I was fired up to continue the Samaritan’s career promptly. In late 2023, I started working on The City of Pillars: The New Adventures of Simon of Gitta.

For decades, Richard had been telling me about his story ideas. He usually wrote and published these stories, but there were three plots that he’d never got around to writing before his retirement. I applied myself to these ideas and turned them into stories for my new book, citing Richard L. Tierney as my source of inspiration.

The Path of the Dragon was one of the most engaging fantasy adventures I have ever worked on. It began with a totally whacked-out idea: Simon of Gitta would meet, befriend, and support King Arthur!

King Arthur? The idea isn’t as ridiculous as it sounds. Just hear me out.

Since at least the 19th century, historians and mythographers have tried to identify the historical character that presumably inspired the legend of King Arthur. They failed. No matter how well or poorly these scholars researched or wrote, they never found convincing evidence to prove their hypotheses.

But in the early 1990s, I had read a book by John Whitehead entitled Guardian of the Grail (first edition Jan. 1, 1959). He identified King Arthur with King Caratacus, who fought the Romans in 43 A.D. His case was strongly argued in a book of 350 pages, but his theory made no impression on staid academia. The reading public reacted differently, and the book has gained a deserved following. It has had two reprint publications since 1959, and The Guardian of the Grail is still available at Amazon.com, reissued by Dorset.

Establishment scholars always dislike outsiders who poach their specialties, but academic scholars have little reason to boast. They traditionally rehash old ideas ad infinum instead of thinking outside the box and making new discoveries. As a talented and unblinkered outsider, Whitehead approached the topic of Arthur’s identity with fresh eyes and an open mind. He saw what so many academics could not.

Whitehead concluded that the real King Arthur existed in antiquity, not the Dark Ages. He decided that the real Arthur had been Caratacus, the king of the Catuvellauni tribe. This is the long-remembered hero who led his country against the Roman invasion of 43 A.D.

But how is it that the deeds of Caratacus have been remembered as the deeds of Arthur? It seems that after the fall of Rome, the British suffered a new invasion by Saxons, one as terrible as the one carried out by Rome four hundred years earlier.

The Britons fought the invaders under local leaders. After the victory was temporarily won, the bards of Britain did not choose to honor any living men in their songs and stories. Instead, they evoked the heroes of an earlier war, and these were given credit for their victory. They created a Dark Age version of Caratacus, a new king who had defended his country like his original had. By a strange alchemy, the Dark Age Britons had rewritten the life of Caratacus as the life of King Arthur.

Geoffrey of Monmouth (1195 to 1155 AD) was a Welshman who took pride in his country’s legends. He wrote The History of the Kings of Britain to celebrate the ancient, pre-Roman days of Britain. But after 1100 years, even the Welsh had forgotten the relationship between Caratacus and Arthur. Hence, Arthur and Caratacus appear in Geoffrey’s book as two courageous leaders supposedly living centuries apart.

I told Richard I wanted to use Whitehead’s theories, and he endorsed the idea. The way was now clear for me to bring the project to life.

In building the world of Caratacus/Arthur, I drew from Geoffrey, not much from Roman propaganda. The Classical-era writers held the British in scorn, depicting them as human-sacrificing barbarians (fine talk from people who probably enjoyed the gladiatorial games). In fact, the British had complex societies with rich cultural traditions, including impressive hill forts, coinage, roads, and trade connections with mainland Europe. Their major trade products were tin, copper, leather goods, and slaves. Their housing was not always made from sticks. Modern archaeology shows that the Britons constructed wooden and stone structures, some quite sophisticated.

As for human sacrifice, Geoffrey does not mention that the British ever practiced it. Even history has failed to uncover a pervasive system of human sacrifice in Britannica.

Were the British primitive? They indeed developed no written language, but the people were not stay-at-home simpletons. They traded with the Greeks, Romans, and other advanced people. Their leaders knew about writing systems. The Druids, too, were far-traveled and were presumably acquainted with what foreigners were doing.

So why didn’t the islanders create their own writing system? Seemingly, they willfully chose not to write. The bard-rich societies of the British had a robust tradition of oral history, and the Britons must have thought that putting words on pages was a pale and inadequate way to remember their peoples’ glory.

When constructing the plot of Path, I wanted it to feature Lovecraftian elements, like those Richard had put into his earlier stories. I had an idea of what to do on that score. H. P. Lovecraft mentioned the Druids in his story “The Rats in the Walls.” I knew this story well and liked it very much. It was easy to envision that the evil Druid settlement stood on the same ground where Exham Priory would stand in later days. But to do that properly, I had to find out where Lovecraft’s Exham Priory was located.

“The Rats in the Walls” gives two geographical references regarding the castle’s location. First, Exham Priory stood near the English Town of Anchester. Second, Anchester was near the archaeological site of an ancient Roman fort originally garrisoned by the Third Augustus Legion. What does this tell us?

Sadly, no town in Britain has ever borne the name of Anchester. And the Third Augustan Legion was never stationed in Britain. Taken at face value, Lovecraft’s story is of no help in pinpointing the whereabouts of Exham Priory.

But not so fast. As Lovecraft fans know, the lead character of the story, Delapore, was a madman who composed his terrifying memoir inside a madhouse. His deranged mind could have introduced serious errors into his narrative. What might these errors have been?

Although there was no British town called “Anchester,” there was a town called Alchester, which was near Oxford. That’s something to work with, but it isn’t enough. To seal the deal, we need additional supportive information.

Fortunately, supporting evidence is available. Next to historic Alchester was a Roman fort, established in the early days of the Roman invasion. It housed the Second Augustan Legion. Not the Third, but the Second. Would it not have been easy for Delapore to have made a mistake? Might he not have been speaking about Alchester and the 2nd Augustan Legion? Did Lovecraft have this information, but chose to disguise it for some reason? Or had he misremembered his research reading?

So, where is Exham Priory? Alchester no longer exists, but the present-day town closest to its site is Bicester in Oxfordshire. While writing the story, I envisioned the action taking place near Bicester.

So, the new plot had a location, heroes, and villains. It also needed monsters, preferably monsters with a British flavor. I doubt anyone can argue that there is any Lovecraftian race more British than the Lloigor, who are the creation of author Colin Wilson.

What were the Lloigor? The name of Lloigor first appeared in “The Lair of the Star-Spawn” (1932), a story by August Derleth and Mark Schorer. The authors saw Lloigor as one of the Great Old Ones, who had a brother named Zhar. Together, they are referred to as the Twin Obscenities.

Wilson gave the name Lloigor to his new Lovecraftian race. His story was “The Return of the Lloigor” (1969), and he crafted creatures very different from Derleth’s. The mystic power of Wilson’s Lloigor waxes and wanes with the changing stars. In their natural state, they are vortices of psychic energy. But when their power cycle is high, they may manifest themselves physically as powerful monsters.

When the Lloigor infest a region, they collectively act as a subtle vampiric force, drawing psychic energy from sleeping humans. They awaken feeling enervated or ill for most of the following day. The Lloigor use this stolen power to perform strange feats, including causing mysterious explosions and slaying humans selectively.

There is no great body of work about the Lloigor to date. Their fullest description is given in The Call of Cthulhu fantasy role-playing game by Chaosium. The article expands on the information that Wilson provided. But where did Chaosium get these expansive ideas regarding the Lloigor? Well, it so happens that Chaosium got them from me.

In 1982, shortly after finishing the manuscript for Heir of Darkness, I learned that the Chaosium company was accepting manuscripts for a forthcoming compendium called The Cthulhu Companion. It needed brief articles about topics congenial to their monster-hunting game.

I took this opportunity to bring Wilson’s Lloigor into Call of Cthulhu.

I filled my descriptive article with details gleaned from Wilson’s story but developed ideas that the author had left vague. For example, he said that the Lloigor’s manifestations were the source of the sea monster legends. Unfortunately, he didn’t say what sort of sea monster was meant. Was it a squid, a sea dragon, or something else entirely?

I stated authoritatively that the Lloigor could assume the shape of sea dragons. But I pushed the idea further, adding that when the Lloigor manifest on land, they are seen as another kind of dragon, the classic dragon of legend. Further, I clarified the method used by the Lloigor to assassinate humans. I revealed that the strange and lethal phenomenon known as “spontaneous combustion” is a sign of Lloigor activity.

The material published in The Cthulhu Companion was soon incorporated into later editions of The Call of Cthulhu game. It spread far and wide and today, wherever a fan refers to the Lloigor, he repeats the ideas I established in my article in 1982.

Is it any wonder that the Lloigor have long been my favorite Lovecraftian monster race?

With all these ideas lined up, I built a concise plot. As the book was written, I established a mythic past for Britain that would do justice to the dragons who lived there!

So, please start reading. And have fun!

— Glenn Rahman, 2025


FOREWORD

 

In the Simon of Gitta fiction series, this novel takes place in 43 A.D., between the short story “The Wedding of Sheila-Na-Gog” and the novel The Gardens of Lucullus.


BARROWS AND STONES

 

PROLOGUE

 

Every Briton learned about dragons at his mother’s breast, but learning didn’t mean believing. To Hywel ab Goneril, dragons were beasts of long ago, banished from the world by the brave deeds of Britannia’s ancient heroes. How surprising it was that rumor was now claiming that a living dragon was spreading destruction across western Logres and Lothan.

But the idea of dragon-hunting fired Hywel’s imagination. They spent days pondering amazing stories, and then four young warriors rode west, hoping for legendary fame. Encountering an actual dragon could make their names famous for centuries to come!

Riding west, they crossed over the borders of Glouchedon, where the Dobunni tribe held sway. Common people whom they encountered spoke about the destruction they had found. The youths from Logres investigated the ravaged sites; they resembled bandit plunder, yet he suspected more than simple banditry. Why would robbers leave half-devoured cattle out in the open to rot? Locals claimed a whale-sized beast caused the attacks. Many accounts sounded unreliable to the young questers.

Upon passing beyond the rule of the king of Logres, the warriors were set upon by marauding Picts, and two of their number were killed in a brief fight. The third, Hywel’s friend Illtud, had been wounded by a Pictish spear. Hywel, fighting alone, suffered a bludgeoning and was kicked and beaten into submission. Afterward, both survivors were taken to a nearby village.

Imprisoned, the young man had no choice but to stand by his cell window, noting everything he could see and hear. The savages were an unruly sort, quarreling and coming to blows with their neighbors. The Briton saw madness in the tribesmen’s expressions, even those of young children. Oddly, they hosted men dressed like druids, though their gray-green robes were unlike any priestly attire he knew. His jailers refused to tell him anything, least of all whether his comrade Illtud was still among the living.

Though sometimes threatened, Hywel was not assaulted while in captivity. His meals were adequate but not enjoyable, comprising of turnips with what appeared to be goat.

Then warriors burst in, seized him from his cell, and fastened him to a chariot, one of many on the green. The cars almost immediately set out for the south. His captors were sullen druids accompanied by acolytes and Pictish guards.

The chariots wound their way across a dismal countryside pocked with barrows and overgrown with gorse. Except for infrequent herds of sheep and goats, life signs were few. The bleak landscape looked empty of men, depressed, and lacking vitality.

He wondered whether even a marauding dragon could have fed itself by ravaging such depleted terrain.

The travelers camped twice during their journey. Near twilight on the third day, his captors reined up within sight of another ruin from the forgotten past—a ring of linteled sarsen stones. Hywel learned that “the Giants’ Dance” was the structure’s name. Logresians knew about this ancient monument. Men avoided it because of its evil reputation.

The standing stones created a majestic silhouette against the red sky. Ancient spirits imbued the stones with a faint glow, while elongated shadows cast around its base.

Hywel expected to die here, in a ritual sacrifice by Picts and rogue druids. Two acolytes came to take him from his chariot and held him while the rest of the train resumed its approach to the Giants’ Dance.

His captors left him sitting bound on the ground while the sky dome dimmed. Soon all he could see of the shunned monument was a fire kindled within its stone rings. At that point, he heard chanting and singing, a sound like evil spirits moaning.

The youth remembered that it was Beltane Day, or very close to it, the most revered fertility ritual of the year. Women were regular participants in Beltane celebrations, whereas only men had taken on this extensive trip. The absence of fertility priestesses at Beltane seemed wrong.

Hywel’s two captors had meanwhile been watching the stars as they appeared. The youth himself saw nothing unusual when he glanced skyward. Of a sudden, one acolyte said to his companion, “ ’Tis time,” and they started removing the warrior’s bindings. He tensed, ready to fight for his freedom should his arms be untied.

One acolyte cautioned the Logresian against striking out. “We intend to turn you loose.”

Hywel eyed them, sensing ridicule, yet darkness hid their faces. He chose not to fight, hopeful he was being told the truth. When he was unbound, the pair ran to their chariot and drove swiftly toward the wavering Giants’ Dance flames.

His release had eased none of his misgivings. He sensed the druids had something evil on their minds. Glancing about at the landscape and at the stars, Hywel felt his anxiety rising. He was on cursed ground, and men shunned burial grounds as haunts of evil spirits.

Perhaps he was still intended to be sacrificed. Wild tribes sometimes reenacted the “wild hunt,” when a victim was run down and killed by hunters as an immolation to the dark gods. He needed to flee, and so Hywel set out through the knee-high grass. Fortunately, the stars afforded some light to guide his flight.

The fires of the Giant’s Dance were no longer visible when Hywel entered upon a grassy tract pocked with long, low barrows. A superstitious dread caused his flesh to prickle. Though he had often walked across haunted ground by daylight before, he’d always done so with boyhood friends, making light of the grisly legends about the ghosts of the cairns. Now he felt alone and menaced.

Just then, a sound!

Hywel turned and thought he glimpsed a black shape moving behind a cairn. Trackers? A wolf? The youth was familiar with animal sounds, but he had heard something unusual. Hywel quickened his pace and changed direction, but the odd rustling grew more pronounced instead of fading. The thing was trailing him!

Anxious, he looked for any shelter, but the landscape was bare of trees. He was on the verge of shouting to startle his stalker into showing itself, but he suppressed the urge. If it was a man, a cry would reveal Hywel’s location.

Skirting a small barrow, Hywel felt the drag of the vegetation slowing his tired strides. Panting, he looked and listened. There! Heavy footfalls headed his way! Straining to see by starlight, he thought he glimpsed something dark and huge flow over the barrow he’d just rounded.

Only now did he remember the dragon story, and the first shudder of genuine fear rippled through his body. The young warrior broke into a dead run, but the thundering steps behind him were gaining. Then a powerful blow knocked Hywel to the ground, unable to breathe in the grip of his pain.

A crushing weight bore down, and his ribs cracked. Then blackness took him.

The pain had vanished.

And without pain, there was nothing left of him at all.


THE FLIGHT OF THE MERLIN

 

CHAPTER I

 

Simon the Samaritan barely heard the roaring waterfall or noticed the gleaming sky dome from horizon to horizon. He felt the spray of the tumbling water as no more than the lightest of Brythonic mists. In his meditative state, he existed like a free-floating wraith no longer constrained by its prison of flesh. His cramped limbs had already ceased to ache. In the embrace of his bullhide cocoon, he felt comfortable, like an infant wrapped in swaddling.

Without years of severe mental training, the ordeal might have driven a common man mad. But for Simon, a trained mystic, the experience had become very nearly euphoric.

The sewn bull-hide wrapping held him tightly; laced cables, likewise of sacred white bullhide, held him in bobbing suspension over the mountain gorge. The Samaritan could vaguely hear the chants of the Druids standing in line upon the ledge overlooking the chasm. The chanters wore blue robes, registering as an azure blur out of the corner of Simon’s left eye. Blue was the color of New Beginnings, the Druids said, and so now they wore it for this, the ceremony of the Opening of the Way.

Distinct words came to him—at first softly and then louder. They arrived not as spoken speech but as received thoughts exchanged between two separate minds.

Simon—the chant. The chant!

The entranced man opened his bleary eyes to see a glossy black bird perched on a whitish cable. By its midnight plumage and red, downward-curving bill, he recognized the cult bird, the “chough,” also called the “merlin” by the Welsh mountaineers. The feathered one had its dark pink eyes fixed on him like an accusing demon.

Simon—the chant! the words repeated.

His mind clearing, the Samaritan remembered that the speaker was Emrys, his druidic master, and he was urging Simon to recite what he had already committed to memory:



“All that we see or seem to see,

Is but a dream within a dream.

Bring me my wings of gleaming ebony, Oh Ceridwen,

Make me a spirit eternally free,

Arm me with talons, let the clouds bear me high,

Let me ride my chariot o’er the ocean of air!”



And then, suddenly—

Simon entered a different place where he felt nothing like himself. All around, the sky and mountain peaks were reeling, rising, and breaking like the sea.

Simon! Discipline yourself! See what is truly there! came Emrys’ third call.

Simon tried to heed, but he was distracted by a sensation of falling.

Steady, Simon, steady, the mind-voice exhorted. The Samaritan struggled to remember his teaching, but without conscious effort, his arms were doing what he wanted them to do. His arms were wings, and their flapping was sustaining him in midair, in flight. The world ceased to spin and he could see that he was high above the hills and forests, like a butterfly over a garden. He was seeing colors—more colors; endless colors!

He had become a bird.

The bird could see so much, but it wanted to see much more. Simon beheld the summit of the mountain Yr Wyddfa and yearned to move closer, to merge with its majesty. The man’s mind now took command of the bird’s body. It was more by instinct than conscious direction that the chough moved toward the mountain, slowly and arduously at first, but then with increasing confidence.

A bird squawk made Simon’s look back. There was a black bird there, sailing just behind him. He realized belatedly that the feathered creature was his teacher, Emrys, also in a bird guise.

Good, Simon, good, came the savant’s thought-voice. Follow me and pay heed, but say naught as we explore together. Remember, young friend: say naught.

Simon did not at once react.

Simon! Said Emrys with greater firmness. Come!

The Samaritan heedfully endeavored to change direction but did so awkwardly. The other merlin maintained a slow glide, encouraging its pupil to catch up.

Gradually, flying became easier. Master Merlin Emrys had told Simon his theory of flight. Flying was intrinsic to a bird. One should allow it to carry out the physical actions of flight while making his human spirit a detached observer.

Simon’s mentor led him back to the gorge where his human form still hung suspended in a basket of leather straps made from sacred white bullhide. The Master Druid alighted gracefully on a cable supporting the basket. Simon tried to follow his example, snatching at one of the braided ropes himself. Missing and falling, he righted himself with furious fluttering, rose, came around, and tried again. The second attempt also failed, but on the third try, he took a firm grasp of the cable with his red, clawed feet.

But is any of this real? Simon wondered. Was he experiencing a mere illusion induced by long meditation and sensory deprivation? Simon had been deceived by the ingenuity of Celtic priests before. He’d studied briefly with the Black Goat Druids in Gaul before arriving in Britain. But that episode had been a fraud—perhaps the longest sustained gulling the canny Samaritan had ever been subjected to. He’d learned little of druidic wisdom, though he had at least achieved enough fluency in the Gallic language to get along in the similar dialects of Britain.

Was this present experience real or an illusion? He wanted this amazing experience to be real, but his nagging doubts stirred him to anger.

Gain control of your emotions, Emrys exhorted the trainee.

Next, by a motion of his red beak, Emrys directed Simon’s attention toward the cocoon. Simon saw his hanging body through the straps, but detachedly, as if viewing a random object in space. His lack of emotion in regard to his natural body perplexed him.

Emrys, still perching passively, gave the pupil time to orient himself. But the Samaritan’s grace period was brief and the novice again heard his mentor’s mind-message, saying: Follow me, Simon. Time is short.

With a small leap, the lead black bird quit the bullhide cord; the latter was so taut that it reacted not at all to the departure of the bird’s slight weight. Simon, in imitation, flapped from his perch and, though he was still uneasy with flying, overtook his teacher in very few minutes.

You learn aptly, Simon, said the elder Druid. The golden key to success is controlling one’s fear. Fear is the presager of defeat.

Simon almost sent a thought question to his master but remembered Emrys’ injunction in time. The strict discipline of the Druids rankled him. He had thought that he had advanced beyond his student days, that he’d become master of his own destiny. But in the previous year, he had requested instruction from the Druids of Britannia. Since then he had worked assiduously in pursuit of that goal, though it was hard to perform as a servant after having enjoyed years of freedom. But Simon of Gitta was determined to play out his role faithfully. He had learned as a youth that ego and pride, just like fear, were pathways to failure.

The Merlin Druid led the Easterner through the sky at speed while his disciple had to push hard to keep up. Already the Samaritan had apprehended that flying—while difficult—was less difficult than anticipated. It was, in fact, the bird that was flying; his human mind did no more than choose the direction. Yet Simon suspected there was more to this lesson than mere practice in temporary transmigration.

Another mind-whisper came. Look!

Ahead of Simon was again the mighty mountain of Yr Wyddfa, the tallest peak on the island of Britannia. Yr Wyddfa meant “grave.” Legend told of a giant named Rhita Gawr who long ago had ruled Wales, murdering human trespassers who ventured there. He was eventually slain by an ancient hero who buried him under a cairn of stones at the mountain’s peak.

But the adventurer saw below more than mere rock and snow. At the summit was a ripple of light, and the longer Simon stared, the stronger the luminescence grew. Before his eyes, the glow transmogrified into a straight line running northwest to southeast.

A bird’s eyes can see more than a man’s, Simon, said Emrys. Soon the northern line will be lost under the sea; it is the southerly path that will lead us to what I wish to show you.

Emrys dipped and skimmed, following the light trail like a road. Simon believed he was observing a “ley line.” The Brythonic Druids also referred to these as “dragon paths.” Simon had burning questions to ask about their nature but dutifully held his peace.

About two Roman milles—miles—farther on, the adventurer observed a second glowing line that intersected the first atop an earth formation that was obviously the work of men. From the air, the long mound displayed the shape of a squirming serpent. The intersecting ley lines drew a Latin “X” over the point where the snake’s eye would have been.

Said Emrys:

Heed this, Simon. Within this ancient land, giants sleep. In times agone, great tribes of deities made war, and the victors entrapped the vanquished in the world of spirit. It had been the fallen giants that had drawn these lines of power across the land. Because the old gods has long been empowered by these lines, the new gods broke the lines of power in the wake of their enemies’ downfall, lest they return one day in great might. But over many centuries, the seals confining the fallen giants to the world of spirit have grown weak. Already, the process of their return was beginning.

Simon recalled that his first mentor, Dositheus, had told him stories about angry and imprisoned gods. The Hebrews possessed their own legends of the arch-devil and his host of demon servants; the Greeks had many legends of the Titans in Tartarus. Did Emrys mean that those ancient tales should be taken as historical facts? He had asked Emrys that question previously without receiving a satisfactory answer.

While the Druids in bird form proceeded along the paths of light, Simon occasionally observed menhirs—standing stones—erected at many of the points of intersection. The Black Goat Druids of Gaul, he knew, had revered the menhirs, but when he came to Britannia, the Merlin Druids had warned him to shun them. Only evil men adored the ancient stones, they said, but had failed to explain what danger they posed.

We have seen what we need to, the arch-Druid told his pupil. He went into a wide, sailing turn and Simon followed, expecting the two of them would make the long flight back to the mountain stronghold of the Merlin Druids.

But that was not to be!

In the blink of an eye, the adventurer found himself elsewhere.

He lay on his back once more, claustrophobic and trapped within the bullhide straps of his leather cage. The Druids’ chants drifted to his ears; from the corner of his eye, he caught the blue blur of their robes. He saw Mount Yr Wyddfa through the square spaces between the straps. He had lost the visual clarity that he had possessed mere seconds before; the privilege of seeing creation through the eyes of a bird was no longer his.

Simon rested back, wondering what was about to happen.

“Enough!” he heard Emrys call—using his human voice, not a thought-message. “Bring him back. The novice has passed his every test!”

Pulleys creaked and his bullhide cradle glided along its path of cables leading to the cliff where the Druids were deployed. Simon of Gitta tried hard to remember every detail of his flight experience. In fact, it had not faded away like most dreams did upon waking; he could still remember it in stark detail.

Were those memories real? He wondered. If real, he realized that he would henceforth have to look at the world in a new and different way. He would have to ask himself many questions about the very nature of Reality.


THE EMISSARY

 

CHAPTER II

 

With the pale-faced barber dabbing away the last shaving oil from Simon’s cheek, the Samaritan touched the naked part of his scalp and grimaced. The front of his head had been shaved back to an imaginary line running between the tips of his ears and over the dome of his skull. This was the “Celtic tonsure,” the cult’s public announcement that he had been recognized as a new brother at the first degree of druidism. He sighed. The adventurer very well understood that a haircut amounted to a small sacrifice in exchange for the enlightenment. Even so, he would have preferred to keep his customary black bangs. Had it been politic to forego a change of hairstyle, he would gladly have done so.

The barber stepped back and the Samaritan, standing up, started to brush away the few oily hairs on his garments. He had not finished his task before a hubbub arose in the village outside.

“What’s that?” Simon muttered, not really expecting the barber to know. Going to the door, he saw many Druids and village people filling the lanes, all abuzz with excitement. He stepped outside and hailed an untonsured acolyte whom he knew, asking. “What news, Seincyn?”

The youth looked up and saw Simon. “It’s a terrible thing!” he said. “High King Guiderios is dead—slain on the Medway battlefield by a traitor!”

Simon gritted his teeth. This was serious. The country was under invasion but because of an assassin, the lairds of Logres would be forced to set everything else aside and gather together to name a new king for Logres, and also the next high king over the Logresian confederacy of kingdoms. The young king had left no issue, but fortunately, he did have a younger brother, Caratacos—a prince held in good regard by Logres’ leaders.

Simon had by now achieved some insight into Brythonic politics. Britannia teemed with kings; there were kings everywhere. Some were independent, others held only local authority and were subject to stronger kings.

Britannia’s largest power block consisted of the kingdom of Logres and its confederacy. The latter consisted of Loges and all its subject kingdoms in southern Britannica. Logres was the home of the powerful and warlike Catuvellauni tribe. The tribe started to expand its power after the Logresian king Cassivellaunus gained hero status across the face of Britannia for having defeated Julius Caesar. All the Logresian kings that had reigned since then had been Cassivellaunus’ blood descendants.

“Will this assassination make Caratacos king?” Simon asked his friend.

Seincyn looked uncertain. “He’s worthy but too young; who can say whether the lairds will risk advancing a man of only eighteen summers while the country is in the grip of deadly war?”

“Who brought word?”

“A courier from the court. An embassy from Logres will arrive soon to meet with the Merlins.”

“Why do they need to take counsel with the Merlins?” asked Simon. “Are not the Eagles and the Ravens already the trusted counselors of the high kings?”

Seincyn shrugged.

 

*    *    *    *    *

 

At twilight a day later, the conclave of the Merlin Druids sat assembled within a large log-built meeting hall. It was a simple structure that provided only stools, benches, and plank tables. Yet, because the Britons were an artistic race, many of the wall boards had been cut with cursive carvings. Additionally, many wooden idols decorated the chamber’s sundry shelves and shadowy niches.

Wherever Simon looked, unfriendly Merlin faces glowered back at him. He had grown used to their coldness. Inciting jealous rejection was the price to be paid for having quickly gained Master Merlin Emrys’ favor. The only smile that came his way from the crowd beamed not from a Merlin’s face, but from a Wren’s—the arch-Druid Mog Ruith from Ireland.

The Wrens and the Merlins had long-established ties and Ruith had dwelled at the Merlin stronghold all summer engaging in study. Ruith was a man of powerful intellect housed in an imposing body. Large and muscular, he carried little excess fat. In fact, except for his attire, one might have taken Mog Ruith for a warrior. Not being a slave to tradition, the Wren had forgone wearing formal attire for this important conclave and wore instead comfortable traveling clothes—a brown, hooded shoulder piece trimmed with bearskin over a plain tunic. His simple britches were voluminous while his boots, like his shoulders, had bearskin trimmings. A sardonic good humor usually animated the gold-flecked eyes of his round, good-natured countenance.

The royal envoys, who had arrived the evening before, were seated near the head of the main table. According to Seincyn, each would be a man of distinction from the royal court at Camelos. Their mission leader was Kai ab Ectyr, a rather young man.

Kai was the foster brother to Prince Caratacos himself, fosterage being an honored institution among the Brythonic aristocracy. Kai, it was said, had stronger ties with Caratacos than did the late King Guiderios, his brother by blood. The two Catuvellaunian princes had been fostered at different noble homes and had seen little of one another during their childhood.

Kai was of average stature, broad-faced, and wearing a short beard with no trace of gray. Though youthful, the warrior had already made a name for himself. According to the story buzzing about the town, Kai had leaped astride the king’s assassinated body to keep the lairds of Logres away from it—not in pious vigil, but to protect the fallen king’s sword. This ceremonial weapon was held to be the most sacred item included with the Catuvellaunian royal regalia. Kai had aptly realized that should a credible heir to the now-vacated throne physically claim the sword, that man’s pretension to the kingship would have been markedly magnified.

Kai, risking his life, had held back the mightiest and most ambitious lairds of the land until Caratacos arrived personally to claim the honored blade. Interestingly, as soon
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