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Pendragon
Pronunciation Guide



While many of the old British names may look odd to modern readers, they are not as difficult to pronounce as they seem at first glance. A little effort, and the following guide will help you enjoy the sound of these ancient words.

Consonantsas in English, but with a few exceptions:


c: hard, as in cat (never soft as in cent)

ch: hard, as in Scottish Loch, or Bach (never soft, as in church)

dd: th as in then (never as in thistle)

f: v, as in of

ff: f, as if off

g: hard, as in girl (never gem)

ll: a Welsh distinctive, sounded as tl or hl on the sides of the tongue

r: trilled, lightly

rh: as if hr, heavy on the h sound

s: always as in sir (never his)

th: as in thistle (never then)



Vowelsas in English, but with the general lightness of short vowel sounds


a: as in father

e: as in met (when long, as in late)

i: as in pin (long, as in eat)

o: as in not

u: as in pin (long, as in eat)

w: as double-u, as in vacuum or tool; but becomes a consonant before vowels, as in the name Gwen

y: as in pin; or sometimes as u in but (long as in eat)



 
(As you can see, there is not much difference in i, u, and ythey are virtually identical to the beginner.)

Accentnormally is on the next to last syllable, as in Di-gan-hwy

Dipthongseach vowel is pronounced individually, so Taliesin=Tally-essin

AtlanteanCh=kh, so Charis is Khar-iss
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Prologue




WHAT IS THERE TO SAY OF ARTHUR after all these years?

His birth you know, and something of his end. You know his battles and his triumphsthose, at least, which the story-makers tell. And Aneirins book is open to all who care to read it. Poor Aneirin, he labored so hard at his black book. Yet even Aneirin caught but the slightest glimpse of the man he meant to honor. It brought him misery in the end.

Arthurs fame, his very presence, like bright sunlight on clear water, obscured more than it revealed. So, you hear tales and think you know the man. You hear a part and think you know the whole. You hear one of a thousand speculations spun out by dim and dreary dreamers and think you have grasped the truth.

But do you know the highest achievement of Arthurs life? Do you know his sorest trial, when he stood alone on the battle plain and all Britain hung in the balance? Do you know how he labored to save the Kingdom of Summer from its deadliest foe? No?

Well, I am not surprised. In this ill-born age, much is forgotten that would best be remembered. Men always give over the best of their birthright for the small comfort of the moment; the treasures of the previous age are sold cheap, its wealth trampled underfoot. Alas, this is ever the way of things. And where Arthur is concerned much that should be known remains hidden. Because Arthur himself was hidden in those troubled early years.

But I, Myrddin Emrys, know all the lost and hidden tales, for I was with him from the beginning. And I stood beside him on his darkest day. A day unlike any other in the long history of our racea day of deceit, and dread, and, oh, great glory. Yes! Great the glory. For on that day Arthur won the name he treasured above all others: Pendragon.

That is a tale worthy of its telling. Lost and forgotten it may be, but if you would hear such a tale, if you would learn the measure of a man whose name will outlast this sorry age, listen then. Listen and remember. For I tell you the truth, you do not know Arthur until you know the Forgotten War.








 
Book One

Hidden
Tales









 
 
Chapter 1




THEY SAY MERLIN IS A MAGICIAN, an enchanter, a druid of dark lore. If I were and if I were, I would conjure better men than rule this island now! I would bring back those whose very names are charms of power: Cai, Bedwyr, Pelleas, Gwalchavad, Llenlleawg, Gwalcmai, Bors, Rhys, Cador, and others: Gwenhwyvar, Charis, Ygerna. Men and women who made this sea-girt rock the Island of the Mighty.

I need no Seeing Bowl, no black oak water, or fiery embers by which to perceive them. They are ever with me. They are not deadthey only sleep. Hear me! I have but to speak their names aloud and they will awake and arise. Great Light, how long must I wait?

I climb the green hills of the Glass Isle alone, and I wear a different name. Oh, I have so many names: Myrddin Emrys among the Cymry, and Merlin Embries to those in the south; I am Merlinus Ambrosius to the Latin speakers: Merlin the Immortal. I am Ken-ti-Gern to the small, dark Hill Folk of the empty north. But the name I wear now is a name of my own choosing, a simple name, of no consequence to anyone. Thus I guard and protect my power. That is as it should be. One day those who sleep will awaken, and those who guard their slumbers will be revealed. And on that day, the Pendragon will reclaim his long-abandoned throne. So be it!

Oh, I am impatient! It is the curse of my kind. But time will not be hurried. I must content myself with the work given to me: keeping Arthurs sovereignty alive until he returns to take it up once more. Believe me, in this day of fools and thieves that is no easy task.

Not that it ever was. From the very beginning, it took my every skill to preserve the Sovereignty of Britain for the one whose hand was made to hold it. Indeed, in those early years it was no small chore to preserve that small hand as well. The petty kings would have roasted the lad alive and served him up on a platter if they had known.

Why? Well you may ask, for the thing has become muddled with time. Hear me then, if you would know: Arthur was Aurelius son, and Uthers nephew; his mother, Ygerna, was queen to both men. And while Britain had not yet succumbed to the practice of passing kingship father-to-son, like the Saecsenkind, more and more men had begun to choose their lords from the kin of previous kings, be they sons or nephewsall the more if that lord were well liked, fortunate in his dealings, and favored in battle. Thus, Aurelius and Uther, between them, had bestowed a prodigious legacy on the babe. For never was a sovereign better loved than Aurelius, and never one more battle-lucky than Uther.

So Arthur, yet a babe in arms, required protection from the power-mad dogs who would see in him a threat to their ambitions. I did not know Arthur would be Pendragon then. The way men tell it, I knew from the beginning. But no; I did not fully appreciate what had been given me. Men seldom do, I find. My own deeds and doings occupied me more than his small life, and that is the way of it.

Still, I recall the first faint glimmerings of the splendor that would be. Though it was a long time coming, when it finally broke, that glory blazed with a light so bright I believe it will shine forever.

Hear me now:

The nobles of Britain had been called to council in Londinium upon Uther Pendragons death to decide who should be High Kingand there were plenty who thought to take his place. When it became clear no agreement could be reachedand rather than see a hissing toad like Dunaut or a viper like Morcant seize the throneI thrust the Sword of Britain into the keystone of the unfinished arch standing in the churchyard.

You ask for a sign, I shouted, my voice a roar of fury. Here it is: whosoever raises the sword from this stone shall be the trueborn king of all Britain. Until that day, the land will endure such strife as never known in the Island of the Mighty to this time, and Britain shall have no king.

Then Pelleas and I fled the city in disgust. I could no longer abide the scheming duplicity of the small kings, so quit the council and rode with all haste to find Arthur. There was an urgency to my purpose, certainly. But even then I did not fully comprehend what drove me. I did not think him the future king, only a babe requiring protectionall the more since the High Kingship remained unresolved. Even so, I felt an almost overpowering desire to see the child. The bards awen was on me, and I could but follow where it led.

Later, yes. Understanding would come in its own good time. But when I bade faithful Pelleas saddle the horses that day, I simply said, Come, Pelleas, I want to see the child.

And so we flew from Londinium as if pursued by all those angry lords we had left behind. It was somewhere on the road to Caer Myrddin that I began to wonder if there was more to our speed than a simple wish to see Arthur.

Indeed, something in me had changed. Perhaps it was the strain of contending with the small kings. Or perhaps it happened when I joined the Sword of Britain to the stone. However it was, this I know: the Merlin who had ridden into Londinium so full of hope and anticipation was not the same Merlin who rode out. I felt in my soul that the course of my life had taken an unexpected turn, and that I must now steel myself for a far more subtle warfare than any I had known.

Alia jacta est, said old Caesar, a man who knew a thing or two about power and its perversities. For good or ill, the die was cast. So be it!

Leaving Londinium and the yapping of the petty kings behind us, Pelleas and I rode directly to Caer Myrddin. We traveled amicably; the road was good to us, and the journey pleasant. It does not need saying that our arrival on that windswept, wintry morning was a surprise. Loyal Tewdrig, who had faithfully shielded the child at my bidding, was still at the Council of Kings, and we were not expected.

Upon reaching Caer Myrddin we were met by the spectacle of young Arthur and the spitting cats. I saw the child clutching those two half-grown cats, one in each fist, and it seemed to me a sign. Behold the Bear of Britain! I declared, gazing at the chubby child. A wayward cub, look at him. Still, he must be taught like any young beast. Our work is before us, Pelleas.

As we climbed down from our horses, Tewdrigs men came running to welcome us. Caer MyrddinMaridunum in an elder timeseemed bursting with wealth, and I was pleased to see my old settlement so prosperous. Above the noise of our greeting, the clang of an iron hammer reached my ears and I remarked on it.

Lord Tewdrig has found a smith, explained one of the men taking the reins from my hand. And all day long we are kept running for him.

Better that than running from the Sea Wolves! declared another.

With their words in my ears, I stared at the child Arthur and listened to the ring of new-made steel in the air. I peered with my golden eyes beyond the thin veil of this worlds-realm into the Otherworld and I saw the shape of a man there, straight and tall, a big man, born to walk the earth as a king. Truly, this was my first premonition of Arthurs future. Believe it!

Presently, I came back to myself, and turned to greet Llawr Eilerw, battlechief and advisor to Lord Tewdrig, who held the caer in his lords absence.

Welcome, Myrddin Emrys! Welcome, Pelleas! Llawr gripped us by the arms in greeting. Ah, and good it is to see you both.

Just then we heard a shriek and turned. A young woman had appeared and was standing over Arthur, scolding him. She slapped his hands to make him release the cats, and the child cried outin anger, not in painand reluctantly let them go. The woman stooped and gathered up the child, saw us watching, blushed, and turned hurriedly away.

She has the care of the child? I inquired.

She has, Lord Emrys.

What happened to Enidthe woman I brought?

Llawr regarded me with a frankly puzzled look. That is Enidthe very same you brought here. There has been no one else.

Remarkable, I confessed, much surprised. I would not have known her. She has changed, and much for the better.

I will summon her, if you wish.

Later, perhaps, I replied. It is not necessary now.

Of course, said Llawr, forgive me. You have ridden far today and you are thirsty. We will raise the welcome bowl between us.

The beer was dark and frothy good. Tewdrigs hall was warm. The jar went around several times and we talked idly with Llawr and some of the men who had met us. Typically, no one would ask us outright why we had come; that was unthinkable. Although they knew we had attended the council, and must have been near to bursting with curiosityWho is the new High King? Who has been chosen? What has happened?Nevertheless, they respectfully allowed us to come to it in our own time.

It has been quiet all year, Llawr said. And now that winter is here, we need not worry. The snow will keep the Sea Wolves home.

Indeed! replied the man sitting next to him. We have had more snow than last year. The cattle do not like it, though. It is not easy for them.

But favorable for the crops, put in another.

If this years harvest is as plentiful as the last, observed Llawr, we will have surplus grain to tradeeven with our new storehouses.

I noticed those, I remarked. Four new granaries. Why? Is the caer growing so big?

 
We are growing, it is true, said one of the men, Ruel by name. But Lord Tewdrig wants to begin storing more grain. The more we save now, says he, the less we will want later. So he tells us.

And I agree with him, said Llawr sharply. Times are uncertain enough. We can no longer live from one harvest to the next and be content. We must have a care for the future.

There is wisdom in it, I told them. In these evil days only a fool would trust past benefits to continue.

The men regarded me warily. Llawr forced a smile and attempted to lighten the mood. Evil days? Surely, Emrys, things are not so bad as that. The Saecsens are gone, and the Irish have not raided all year. We have peace and plenty enoughany more and we will become soft and lazy. The others nodded agreement with their chief.

Enjoy your peace and plenty, my friends. It is the last you will know in this life.

The smile faded from Llawrs face. The others looked on aghast. I was to have this effect on men more and more as the years went by.

But it is not possible for the Cymry to remain downcast any great length of time. The mood quickly lightened once more, and I, too, brightened as the talk turned to other matters. When the beer was gone, the others took their leave and we were alone with Llawr.

Were Lord Tewdrig here, he said, no doubt he would command a feast for you. Buthe spread his hands helplesslyI do not know when he will return.

This was Llawr Eilerws attempt at guiding the conversation toward the reason for our visit. Now that we were alone, I was happy to oblige. I think your lord will not be far behind us, I told him. As you have no doubt guessed, we left the council before the others.

Llawr only nodded sympatheticallyas if he knew all about the contrariness of kings, which no doubt he did.

I might as well tell you, I continued, since you will learn of it soon enough, and it is no secret in any event: there will be no new High King. The council was deadlocked. Agreement was impossible; no one was chosen.

I feared such, sighed Llawr. Evil days, you said. Aye! You were right. He considered this for a moment, and then asked, What will happen now?

That remains to be seen, I replied.

Llawr might have asked, And have you seen it? But if the question was in his mind, he refrained. Well, he said stolidly, we have lived this long and longer without a High King, we will go back to the way we were before.

To this, I shook my head gently. Nothing, I whispered, looking past Llawr and out through the doorwayas if into the very heart of the future itselfnothing will be as it was before.



That night we ate simply and went early to our beds. After breaking fast the next morning, I summoned Enid to me. We waited for her in Tewdrigs chamber, talking softly. It is good that we have come here, I told Pelleas. This morning I am content, as I have not been for a long time.

I am glad to hear it, Pelleas replied.

In a moment the young woman Enid appeared. She had brought Arthur with her and stood shyly on the threshold. She held the child close, as if afraid we would steal the infant away from her.

Closer, Enid, I coaxed her gently. Let me look at the two of you.

Deer-like, she moved cautiously forward, but only a step or two. I smiled and beckoned her. I can be persuasive when I choose to be: am I not of the Fair Folk, after all? Enid returned my smile and I saw the line of her shoulders relax slightly.

When I saw you yesterday, I did not recognize you. You are grown a very pretty young woman, Enid, I told her. She inclined her head shyly. And I am pleased to see that you have cared well for the child.

 
She nodded, but did not raise her eyes.

What would you say if I told you he must go away?

Enids head snapped up and her eyes sparked fierce fire. No! You must not! He belongs here. She held the child more tightly. Arthur struggled in her embrace. I amthis is his home. He would not be happy somewhere else.

You love the child so much then?

This is his home, Enid pleadedas if this were the thing closest to her heart. You must not take him away.

He has enemies, Enid, I explained softly. Or he soon will havewhen they remember him. And they will not now be slow in remembering. He will not be safe here any longer. The more cunning among them will look for me and hope to find him.

Enid bent head and said nothing. She held Arthurs cheek against her own. The child tangled a small hand in her soft brown hair.

I did not bid you here to frighten you, I said, rising. I only wanted to ask after the child. I stepped close to her and the child reached out a hand to me, taking hold of the edge of my cloak. Sit, please; we will speak no more of leaving just now.

We sat down together and Enid placed Arthur between her feet. The child toddled to Pelleas and stood gazing up at him. Pelleas smiled, reached down to take his hand, and, on a sudden inspiration, thought to test the child. Allowing Arthur to hold two fingers of either hand, Pelleas slowly raised his hands, pulling Arthur off his feet to dangle above the floor. The infant liked this game and squealed to show his pleasure.

Holding him off the ground, Pelleas started to swing the boy gently from side to sideArthur did not let go, but started to laugh. Pelleas swung him faster, and Arthur began to giggle. Faster and faster, and Arthur roared with delight. Deliberately, Pelleas pulled one of his hands free. The child held on the more tightly with his remaining hand and laughed the harder. Though we had seen him with the cats the day before, and should have been prepared, still the lads grip surprised me. The strength in those pudgy little fingers was considerable.

At last, Pelleas lowered Arthur to the floor, to his loud protest: the babe wanted to play the game again! Kneeling before the child, I took one tiny hand in my own, opened it and looked into it as if I were gazing into a Seeing Bowl.

That hand was made to hold a sword, Pelleas murmured.

I gazed long into the childs wide, innocent face and merry blue eyes, then turned again to my talk with Enid.

That was all. The briefest of instants, but from that moment, Pelleas never again spoke of Arthur as the child, but used his proper name, or some form of it.

I mean to discuss this with Tewdrig when he comes, I continued, turning my attention once more to Enid. Meanwhile, do not worry over it. I may be mistaken. Who knows? As it is, there is no danger at present. I offered a smile by way of reassurance. You may go now, Enid.

The young woman rose, caught Arthur up, as he clung to her knees, and walked to the door. Enid, I said, rising and taking a step toward her as she stood half-turned in the doorway, you have nothing to fear from me. I will not take Arthur from you. Nor will I allow any harm to come to either of you.

Enid inclined her head in solemn assent, then turned and hurried away. I hope Tewdrig returns soon, Pelleas said. I think he will have something to tell us.

You are curious to know what happened at the council after our departure, I replied.

In truth, I am, he admitted with a grin. But my curiosity is more than idle, Emrys.

Did I suggest otherwise?

We did not have long to wait. Tewdrig arrived the next day. He was pleased to find us waiting for him, and wasted not a moment summoning his counselors to his chambers. I want my advisors and I want my cup. I have ridden from one end of this island to the other and I am thirsty. He bade me attend him and went directly to his chamber at the far end of the hall.

 
Meurig, who had been in Londinium with his father, ordered beer to be brought. The young man muttered, You would have thought his hall was afire! We have been in the saddle since before sunrise, Myrddin. I have eaten nothing from that time to this.

Just then Tewdrigs voice sounded from behind the curtain at the end of the hall. Meurig! I am waiting!

The young man sighed again, and made to hurry away. Pelleas will see to the beer, I told him, sending my companion away with a glance. Let us attend Lord Tewdrig.

I tell you, Myrddin, you have stuck a sharp stick into the hive this time, Tewdrig said when he saw me. Coledac was so angry he could not speak. Dunauts face went black with bile, and Morcantwell, I thought the old snake would swell up and burst. He laughed mirthlessly. What I would have given to see that!

I have never seen such anger that did not find release in swordblows. Meurig kneaded the back of his neck with his hand. But you had vanished, Myrddin Emrys. What could they do?

I tell you the truth, said Tewdrig in solemn tones, had you not left when you did, you would be a dead man now. I swear on Dafyds altar, your head would be hanging above the gates of Londinium. Dunaut would have insisted.

Do they know where I have gone? I asked.

Tewdrig shook his head. I do not see how anyone could know: I did not.

Then we still have time, I replied, mostly to myself, for Pelleas appeared just then with cups and jars.

Meurig clapped his hands sharply. Ah, heres the beer. Good! Fill the cups, Pelleas, and do not stop filling them until I call enough!

Time for what? wondered Tewdrig as the cups were passed.

For disappearing.

Tewdrig eyed me curiously. A wise plan, no doubt. Where will you go?

 
To Goddeu in Celyddon. Arthur will be safer with Custennin.

So, replied Tewdrig slowly. You still believe the child a danger to himself.

What can Custennin provide that we cannot? demanded Meurig, wiping foam from his mustache. Let them come. If there is any safe place in all the Island of the Mighty, it is Caer Myrddin. We can protect our own.

No, I told him. It cannot be that way.

When will you go? asked Tewdrig.

Soondepending upon what took place at the council, I answered.

Tewdrig raised his cup and gazed at me in disbelief. Hmph! he snorted. That you know as well as I!

I mean, I explained, will they abide the challenge of the sword?

Well, it was difficult. You did not make it easy for us. The chieftain drew a hand through his hair. But in the end it was agreed that we would meet your challenge. Tewdrig shook his head slowly. Oh, you were shrewd, Myrddin. I think Dunaut and Morcant and the others believed that they would win the sword through strength alone. The fools should have known it would not be as easy as that.

Tewdrig drank deep from his cup. When he lowered it again he laughed, saying, You should have seen them! They might sooner uproot high Yr Wyddfa as budge that sword. It is planted fastand I know: I tried my own hand. Twice!

Meurig smiled ruefully and said, I confess, Myrddin, I tried mine too. But had I been the giant Ricca himself, there was no removing that sword.

You said they would abide the testare you certain?

What else can they do? said Tewdrig. At first, they expected that one of them should obtain the sword and settle the thing for once and all. By the time they realized their mistake it was too latewe had all vowed to honor the decision of the sword. None of them guessed it would be so difficult, or they would not have sworn so. To back down now would be to admit defeat. Men like Dunaut would rather die than prove you right, Myrddin. So the thing stands.

When no one succeeded, put in Meurig, Bishop Urbanus declared that the lords should come together at the Christ Mass to try the sword again.

Yes, that was Urbanus: eager for whatever crust the kings would toss him. Well, if it brought them back to the church, so be it. I wanted nothing more to do with them; I saw a different path stretching before me now, and I grew eager to see where it would lead.

Will they go, do you think? asked Pelleas.

Tewdrig shrugged. Who can say? It is a long time until next midwintermuch can happen. They may forget all about the sword in the stone. He laughed sharply again. But, by the God who made me, Myrddin Emrys, they will not forget you!










 
Chapter 2




AS IT HAPPENED, WE STAYED WITH Tewdrig through that spring, and would have stayed longer had not Bleddyn ap Cynfal, of Caer Tryfan in the north, come to visit. The Lords of Rheged maintained close alliance with the Lords of Dyfed in the south for mutual protection. Tewdrig and Bleddyn were kinsmen; they visited one another often to trade and discuss matters between them.

I did not know Bleddyn, but he knew me. Greetings, Lord Emrys, Bleddyn said; he paid me the compliment of touching the back of his hand to his forehead out of respect. I have long wanted to meet you. Indeed, I hope one day to show you the generosity of my hearth.

Your offer is most kind, Lord Bleddyn, I replied. Be assured that if I ever have need of a friend in the north, I will call on you.

We are both kinsmen and friends, Tewdrig said. Trust Bleddyn as you would trust me.

Bleddyn accepted Tewdrigs compliment with easy deference. It may be, Lord Emrys, that you will require a northern friend sooner than you think.

I heard the subtle warning in his words. How so?

They say Dunaut and Morcant are turning over every stone in their search for Uthers bastard. They say they are looking for the boy to protect him from all harmthough if you believe that, you are more fool than Urbanus.

 
So, it begins at last. It has taken them longer than I expected to remember Arthur.

As to that, Bleddyn replied, Uthers queen has just given birth to a daughter. No doubt they merely waited to be certain which way to jump. Of course, it is nothing to me one way or the other. But if the child is Uthers, then it would shame us to allow either of those two to get his hands on the boy. It would be, I think, a brief fostering. Too brief, perhaps, for your likingor the boys.

In those days, many noble houses still observed the custom of fosterage where the young were raised in households of trusted kinsmen. The benefits of this practice were manychief among them the strengthening and increase of bonds of kinship. Indeed, Bleddyn had brought his young son Bedwyr, a boy of four or five summers, to receive his first brief fostering at Caer Myrddin.

I considered his words carefully, and before I could reply, he said, Come, Lord Emrys. Return with us when we go back to our lands. You will be welcome there.

It is long since I sojourned in the north, I told him, making up my mind at once. Very well, we will return with you. Let Morcant find us if he can.

Thus, when Bleddyn returned to Caer Tryfan, four more rode with him: Pelleas, Enid and Arthur, and I. We made camp along the way, avoiding as much as possible any contact with those whose lands we passed through, especially the strongholds of lords and chieftains. We might have received warmth and welcome, to be sure, but it was best that no one knew my movements.

Caer Tryfan proved a good place for us. If I had searched every glen in the north, I could not have chosen one better: protected by high crags of rock, sheltered both from the fierce northern winds and from the prying eyes of proud southern lords. Bleddyn made us welcome and showed himself the openhanded lord of a frank and generous people.

We settled there and made our home among them. Autumn, winter, spring, summerthe seasons progressed uneventfully. Enid continued to look after Arthur, and seemed well-pleased with her new home; in time she even married and began another family of her own. Arthur grew hale and healthy, going from strength to strength as he mastered the small tasks of childhood. Soon, it seemed, Bleddyns youngest son returned and found a ready friend in young Arthur. Bedwyra slim, graceful boy, dark as Arthur was fairbold shadow to Arthurs bright suntook young Arthur under his care.

The two became constant friends, inseparable: golden mead and dark wine poured into the same cup, as they say. It was joy itself to see them at play. The fervor of their purpose was not the less for the fact that their swords were wooden. Oh, they were ferocious as mountain cats and just as wild. Each day they returned from their weapons practice trailing clouds of glory.

On account of the boys friendship, Bleddyn delayed sending Bedwyr to his second fostering. But the day could not be held off forever. Sooner or later, Bedwyr and Arthur must be separated. For Arthurs sake, I dreaded the day. Then, just after harvest time in Arthurs seventh year, we took the boys to the Warriors Gathering.

Once a year, the northern lords assembled their warbands for a few days to feast and hold games of skill at arms. It was for sport, of course, but it produced a considerable benefit in allowing the younger men a chance to try their skills against more experienced warriors, to test their mettle before actual battlealbeit in a sometimes painful way. Better a bruise from a friend, however, than a bloodletting at the hands of the foe. And the Saecsen kind were not known to leave off at a cry of I yield!

Bedwyr and Arthur had heard of the Gathering and began badgering me about it. Please, let us go, Emrys, Bedwyr pleaded. We will stay out of the way. You will not know we are there, and neither will anyone else. Say yes, Myrddin.

The Gathering was for warriors who had already joined a warband. Boys were not normally allowed to attend, and they both knew this. I was about to say them no on this account.

It would be good for us to go, insisted Arthur seriously. It would help with our training.

I could not argue with this logic; it was in nowise a bad notion. Still, it was not the tradition, and I was doubtful. I will ask Bleddyn, I told them, if you promise to abide by his decision.

Bedwyrs face fell. Then we will be staying here another year. My father will never let us go.

Another year? I asked. I do not recall you asking to go last year.

The young prince shrugged. I wanted to ask, but Arthur said no. He said we were still too young, and it would do us no good to go. So, we waited to ask this year.

I turned to Arthur. You have been waiting all year?

He nodded. It seemed better to me.

Later that night, I argued their case before Bleddyn. Such thinking shows wisdom, and should be rewarded. Undoubtedly, they would learn much. I say they should be allowed to go.

Bleddyn considered this for a moment, and asked, Assuming I allowed it, what would they do at the Gathering?

I honestly cannot say. I laughed. But I do not think it would matter overmuch to them if all they did was stand aside and watch. And Arthur is right: it would help with their training.

Next year, perhaps; they may be ready for it, Bleddyn allowed. They are too young yet.

So I told them, but Bedwyr informed me they have already waited a year. Bleddyn raised his eyebrows in surprise, so I explained quickly. It is the truth. They wanted to go last year, but Arthur decided they would have a better chance if they put off asking until this year, when they were a little older. So they waited.

Remarkable, mused Bleddyn. Such patience and forethought is indeed rare in one so young. You are right, Myrddin, it should be rewarded. Very well, I will allow it. But you and Pelleas will have to look after them and keep them out of trouble. I have business with the northern lords.

So it was that Pelleas and I became shepherd to two young boys on shaggy ponies at the Warriors Gathering.

Bleddyns warband, the largest among the northern clans, numbered over a hundred, but the five lords who owed Bleddyn fealty each boasted warbands almost as large. Thus, with several hundred warriors in attendance, the Celyddon Gathering was by no means an insignificant affair. In later years, the Gatherings would draw whole settlements, clans, and chiefdoms to the spectacle. But at this time it was for noblemen and their warbands aloneand two young would-be warriors who had the kings let to attend.

Within Celyddon forest itself there was no clearing large enough to hold a gathering of any good size. But north of Celyddon, where the forest gave way once more to high, windswept moors, there were many broad valleys well suited for such a venture.

One bright autumn day, soon after the harvest was completed and secured for the winter, Bleddyn mounted his warband, and we started for the hills. For two days we rode through the forest, hunting in Celyddons game-tracks along the way.

The warriors spirits were high; there was much good-natured jostling and jesting. The forest echoed with the sound of laughter and song. At night the men built great fires and clamored for a tale of valor; I summoned my harp from Pelleas and sang to the throng. Bedwyr and Arthur were foremost among them, of course, bright-eyed and eager to the last, lingering note.

Early on the fifth day we reached the forests end, and by dusk arrived at the gathering place: a wide valley formed at the meeting of two rivers. The sun had already dropped behind the high shoulder of the hill, but the sky was illumined with the soft, golden light peculiar to the northern country.

Suffused in this honeyed light, we crested a long ridge and paused to look down into the valley. Three or four warbands were already there, and the smoke from their cooking fires hung silver in the still evening air.

At the sight of the fires below, blazing like new-fallen stars, the boys halted. I never imagined there would be so many, Bedwyr gasped. There must be ten thousand!

Not as many as that, I assured him. But it is more than have gathered in many years.

Why? asked Arthur.

Because the lords are increasing the warbands each year. We need more warriors to fight the Saecsens.

Then it is good Bedwyr and I have come, he replied thoughtfully.

Bedwyr put the lash to his pony and rode ahead to join the first of the warriors making their way down to the valley. Arthur! Bedwyr shouted. Come on! Hurry!

The two boys slapped their horses to respectable speed and flew down the hillside, whooping like the bhean sidhe. I hope we have not made a mistake, Pelleas said, watching the two boys streaking away. When Pelleas and I finally caught them again, they were sitting by a fire listening to a harper sing the Battle of the Trees. Since there could be no stirring them until the song was over, we settled down beside them cross-legged on the ground to wait.

The harper belonged to the household of one of Bleddyns kinsmen, a man with a Roman name: Ectorius. This Ectorius held lands a little north and east of Celyddon on the sea, a difficult region to protect, since the Saecsens and their minionsFrisians, Angles, Jutes, and othersoften sought landing there in one of the innumerable, nameless rock bays, coves, and inlets.

He was a big man with a fiery red beard and a head of frizzled, copper-colored hair which he wore bound at the nape of his neck. Though not tall, he stood on sturdy legs like oak stumps, and was reputed to have once crushed a cask by squeezing it in his thick-set arms. If his feats of strength were storied, his skill at arms was legendary. One swift stroke of his sword could part the purple from the head of a thistle, or as easily split a man in half.

Ectorius was as jovial as he was fearless. Never a man laughed but Ectorius laughed louder and longer. And no man enjoyed a good song more, nor beer, nor meat. If his taste was not particularly discriminating, at least it entertained the widest possible latitude of acceptance.

No harper, however mediocre, was ever turned from Ectorius hearth. As long as the wretch could warble a tale to its conclusion, his patron was in bliss. In consequence, his generosity to bards was well known and he rarely wanted for a nights entertainment. The better bards vied for the opportunity of singing for him.

Thus, it was Ectorius fire which had drawn the boys. There they were made welcome, and were not unnecessarily reminded of their youth.

The harper knew his tale, and he sang with fervor, if in a peculiarly tuneless voice. Still, no one seemed to mindleast of all Arthur and Bedwyr, whose faces glowed with pleasure in the light of the fire.

When, at last, the tale was finished, a cheer went up. The harper accepted his acclaim, bowing modestly to his listeners. Ectorius elbowed his way forward and clapped the singer on the back, praising him loudly. Well done! Well done, Tegfan. The Battle of the Trees. Splendid!

Then the lords eye lit on the boys, as we rose to return to our camp. Och! he called. Hold, men! What have we here?

Lord Ectorius, I said, allow me to present King Bleddyns son Bedwyr, and his swordbrother, Arthur.

Both Arthur and Bedwyr saluted the lord, touching the backs of their hands to their foreheads in the age-old sign of respect.

Beaming broadly, he placed a big hand on each boys shoulder and squeezed. Stout lads. I give you good greeting! May you fare well while you are among us.

 
Bedwyr and Arthur shared a secret glance, and Arthur spoke up boldly, We are not to take part, Lord Ectorius.

We are not deemed old enough to try our skill, Bedwyr explained, throwing a dark look at meas if I were the cause of all his worldly problems.

Well, is that so? replied Ectorius, beaming even more broadly. Then perhaps we must change that. Come to me tomorrow and I will see what can be done.

The boys thanked him and then dashed away, willing to be abed now in order to awaken all the sooner next morning. Just before closing their eyes, both boys thanked me again for letting them attend the Gathering.

I am glad we are here, yawned Bedwyr happily. This will be a Gathering to remember. You wait and see, Artos.

I am certain I shall never forget it, Arthur assured him solemnly.

To be sure, I do not think he ever did.









 
Chapter 3




IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, I saw nothing of Bleddyn. He was about business of his own with the other lords of the Gathering, as I was about mine. Seeing that no one took any interest in Arthurto the northern chieftains he was just another young boyI left the boys in Pelleas care and rode alone into the hills. There, I sought out those whose eyes were keener than my own, and whose advice would be well worth the effort to obtain. Impossible for anyone else, it took me several days to raise so much as a trace of the Little Dark Ones.

Searching among the empty, windswept hills for the tracks I knew were there, I came upon a faint trail at dusk the second day. I made camp there so that I would not lose it again, and the next day followed the near-invisible trail along the ridge-tops to a Hill Folk settlement: the low humps of earth-covered dwellings, or raths, nestled in a secret fold of a secluded glen. But the settlement appeared deserted.

The day was far spent, so I made camp. Picketing my horse outside one of the dwellings, I went for water to the nearby stream at the bottom of the glen. I drank my fill, and then replenished my waterskin, and returned to campto discover my mount surrounded by seven diminutive men on shaggy ponies. I had neither heard nor seen them approach; they might have sprung from the heather banks around us. Bows and arrows in hand, they regarded me coldly, deep distrust in their dark eyes.

 
I raised my hands in greeting. Smhneach, brethairi, I called to them in their own tongue. Peace, brothers. I touched my fingers to the faded blue fhain-mark on my cheek. Amsarahd Fhain, I told them. Hawk Fhain.

They gazed at me and then at one another in amazement. Who was this tallfolk stranger who spoke their tongue and claimed to be a clan member? One of the men, no larger than a boy of twelve summers, slipped from his mount and advanced to meet me. Vrandubh Fhain, he said, touching his fhain-mark. Raven Fhain.

Lugh-sun be good to you, I responded. I am Myrddin.

His eyes went wide and he turned to his brothers. Ken-ti-Gern! he shouted. Ken-ti-Gern has come!

At this the men threw themselves from their ponies and out from the raths streamed women and children. In the space of three heartbeats, I was surrounded by Hill Folk, all of them reaching with eager hands, touching me, patting me.

The she-chief of the clan appeared, a young woman dressed in soft deerskin with raven feathers stuck in her tightly plaited black hair. Greetings, Ken-ti-Gern, she said, smiling with pleasure. Her teeth were fine and white against the hue of her tawny skin. I, Rina, welcome you. Sit with us, she invited. Share our meat this night.

I will sit with you, Rina, I told her. I will share your meat.

With much clamor and ceremony, I was conducted to the largest of the three dwellings. Inside, presiding over a peat fire, sat an old woman with long white hair and a face so wrinkled I wondered that she could see out from among the puckers. But she tilted her head and regarded me with a clear black eye as I knelt before her.

Ken-ti-Gern has come to share meat, Rina told the woman, who nodded silentlyas if she knew I would one day appear at her hearth.

Greetings, Gern-y-fhain. Lugh-sun be good to you, I said, and reaching into the pouch at my belt, produced a small gold bracelet I had brought with me for such an occasion. Take this, Gern-y-fhain. May it bring you good trade.

The Wise Woman smiled regally, and accepted the gift with a slow bow of her head. Then, turning to Rina beside me, I produced a small bronze dagger with a stag-horn handle. Rinas eyes lit with innocent delight at the sight of the knife. Take this, Rina, I said, placing the prize in her outstretched palm. May it serve you well.

Rinas fingers closed over the dagger and she raised it before her sparkling eyes, clearly overwhelmed by her good fortune. In truth it was nothinga bit of bronze and bone. A steel knife would have served her far better, but the Prytani fear iron and distrust steel; these rust, which suggests disease and decay to them.

Gern-y-fhain clapped her hands twice sharply, and one of the women brought a bowl filled with a pungent foaming liquid. The Wise Woman drank and then passed the bowl to me. I took the bowl between my hands and drank deeply, savoring the bittersweet bite of heather beer. The taste brought tears to my eyes as memory flooded through me; I remembered the last time I drank that fine heady brew: the night of my leave-taking from Hawk Fhain.

I drank as if partaking of my former life, gulping down the rich memory, and only reluctantly passed the bowl to Rina. When the ceremony of the welcome bowl had been properly observed, the clansmen who had been crowding at the entrance came tumbling into the rath. Children, small and brown, lithe as fawns, appeared in our midst. Young women, cradling tiny fuzzy-headed babies, crept in and settled behind the clan Wise Woman. By this, I understood I was being granted a glimpse of the fhains treasuretheir eurn, their child-wealtha high honor for a tallfolk stranger.

The men began preparing our meal, cutting strips of meat from the haunch of a small deer. The strips were wound on wooden skewers, and the skewers stuck in the earth around the peat fire to be turned idly from time to time. While the meat cooked, we began talking about the year.

Winter had been wet, but not too cold, they said. And spring likewise. Summer was dryer, and warmer, and the sheep had fattened nicely. Raven Fhain had expected the Gathering to take place, and knew how many were in attendance and whence the participants had come. The Hill Folk did not seem to mind the warriors presence. They do not raid like the Seaxemen, Rina explained.

Those of the Long Knife steal our sheep and kill our children, Gern-y-fhain added bitterly. Soon our Parents will take us home.

Have you seen the Long Knife? I asked.

The Wise Woman made a small motion of her head. Not this season, she said. But they will return soon.

One of the men spoke up. We have seen Picti boats flying north and east over the sea. The Cran-Tara has gone out, and the Seaxemen will come.

This was said without bitterness or rancor, but I could feel the weight of sorrow in the words. The Small Dark Ones could see their world changing, diminishing before their eyes. They believed, however, that their Parentsthe Earth Goddess and her consort Lugh-sunwould summon them to their proper homeland: a paradise in the western sea. After all, they were the Firstborn of the Mothers child-wealth, were they not? They had a special place in her great loving heart; and she had prepared a homeland for them far, far away from the bedeviled tallfolk. They yearned for that day, which, considering the ever-increasing predations they endured, could not be long in coming.

I listened to the recitation of their troubles, and wished I could aid them in some way. But the only thing that would help would be a long season of peace and stability in the land, and that was something I had no power to give.



Pelleas watched over Arthur and Bedwyr while I was gone. Rising early to begin the day, and resisting sleep to the last possible moment to prolong their participation, the two greedy cubs roamed the Gathering: young wolves out to devour as much of warrior life as they could clamp jaws to.

 
They watched the trials of skill and strength with great eagerness and enthusiasmmostly in the company of Lord Ectorius, who welcomed them as lords and sword brothers. Their high-pitched yelps of pleasure could be heard above even Ectorius roar of acclaim whenever a skillful blow was struck or a fine maneuver accomplished. They never missed an opportunity to view the trials, and when there were none, they practiced on their own, imitating all they had seen.

The weather held good all the while, and as the Gathering drew to an end, I returned to camp and lingered near the boysbut out of their notice.

What is it, master? Are you troubled? Pelleas asked me once when he saw me alone. The boys were watching a trial of accuracy with the spear on the back of a galloping horse.

My eyes never left the scene before me. No, I replied, shaking my head slightly, I am not troubled. I am wishing there was a way for them to remain together. I gestured toward the two boys across the way.

It would be well for them to remain together, Pelleas agreed. They are very fond of one another.

But it is not to be.

No?

No. When the Gathering is over Bedwyr will go to Ennion in Rheged, and we must return to Caer Tryfan.

Perhaps Arthur would rather go with Ectorius, Pelleas suggested lightly. He had been thinking about this, I could tell.

It could be arranged, I mused. Bleddyn would have no objection, I thought, and judging from what I had seen of Ectorius, the boy Arthur would be welcome at his hearth.

But that is not what kept you from camp these last days, Pelleas said, turning patient eyes on me.

You are right, Pelleas, I told him. The Picti and Scoti have sent out the Cran-Tarathe summons to war. In the spring they will amass their forces in the camps and then turn south to raid.

Is it something you have seen?

It is something the First Children have seen. I told him where I had been for the last few days: wandering among the hollow hills in search of the Little Dark People. I was hoping to find some of them up here this summer, and I succeededrather, they allowed me to find them.

Hawk Fhain?

No, another: Raven Fhain. But they recognized my fhain-mark. I touched the small blue spiral on my cheekthe reminder of my time with the Hill Folkand could not help but smile. They knew me, Pelleas; they remembered. Ken-ti-Gernthat is how I am known among them now. It means Wise Leader of the Tallfolk.

They told you about the Cran-Tara? It is certain?

Their gern, the fhains Wise Woman, told me, We have seen the ships flying east to Ierneland, and west to Saecslandflying like gulls, like smoke disappearing over the wide water. We have heard the blood oaths spoken on the wind. We have seen the sun rise black in the north.  I paused. Yes, it is certain.

But, master, Pelleas said, I do not understand why this should prevent the boys from remaining together.

What they must learn they will learn best alone, I explained. Together, they would only hinder one another. Their friendship is a high and holy thing and it must be carefully conserved. Britain will need its strength in the years to come.

Pelleas accepted this. He was used to my reasons. Would you have me tell them?

Thank you, Pelleas, but no. I will tell them. I turned. But that will keep until tomorrow, I think. Come, we are to go and speak to Bleddyn and his lords; they are waiting.

Bleddyn received us in his tent, and offered us wine and barley cakes. After exchanging observations about the Gathering, Bleddyn introduced us to one of the lords with him, a nobleman named Hywel, who, after he had greeted us, said, I bring a word which may be of value to you.

Then you have my complete attention, I replied, settling myself to listen.

 
Hywel leaned forward. We have seen barbarian encampments in Druim, and along the Cait coast. Five altogethersome of them large enough for three hundred men. We came upon them abandoned, though not long so. They appear to have been in use early this summer.

The Cran-Tara, I said, nodding at this confirmation of the Gern-y-fhains words.

You know this already? Bleddyn wondered.

Only that the war summons has gone out. It remains to be seen if any will answer it.

Hywel regarded me for a moment. I thought to be of service to you, but it seems that you are better informed than I.

There is yet something you can do, if you are willing.

You have only name it, Lord Emrys.

Set watch in the spring and bring word to Caer Edyn if anything follows from the Cran-Tara.

It will be done, Lord Emrys.

Why Caer Edyn? Bleddyn asked when we were alone once more.

Because that is where I will be, I replied. Bleddyn expressed surprise, so I explained. The time for Bedwyrs fostering is here, and Arthur must begin his own. I cannot praise your generosity highly enough, nor properly thank you for all you have done for Arthur.

I mean to foster the lad, protested Bleddyn.

And you would serve him wellof that I have no doubt, I told him. These last years have been good ones, but we must not grow complacent. I think we must move on now.

Bleddyn accepted this, but was saddened nonetheless. My loss will be Ectors gain, he said. I feared this day would come. I had hoped to hold it off a little longer.

I wish it could be otherwise, I replied. But the world will not wait. We must move with it, or we will be left behind.

I am sorry to see you go. The king regarded me sadly.

You know the way to Caer Edyn, I told him. You have but to saddle a horse and you are there. Though it would be best if you forgot you ever heard of Arthurat least for a while longer.

The next daythe last day of the GatheringI went to our tent at dusk as the boys sat eating their supper together before a small fire Pelleas had made. Arthur welcomed me warmly, and when I had settled down beside him on the ground, he said, You have been scarce as boar feathers, Myrddin. And you have missed most of the trials. I watched for you. Where have you been?

I put my arm around Arthurs shoulders. I have been searching here and there, and learning the condition of the Island of the Mighty. Of spears and swords and mounted drills, I have had enough.

Had enough? wondered Bedwyr. You never ride with the warriors, Myrddin.

I shook my head slowly. You are right; I have not ridden with the warband for many years. But I did once.

Bedwyrs look of astonishment did not go unnoticed. Is that so hard to believe? I countered. Then I will tell you something more difficult still: once I led the warband of Dyfed.

Is that so? Bedwyr was dumbfounded.

I believe him, said Arthur staunchly.

Well, I did not come to talk about my time as a warrior, but about yours. The boys leaned forward in anticipation. Tomorrow the Gathering will end, and everyone will return to their homeseveryone except the four of us.

This was news. The boys glanced nervously at one another, and at Pelleas. What is this? What does it mean?

A prince must receive fostering in a kings house. I stated the thing squarely. Is this not true?

It is, replied Bedwyr, giving a sharp nod of assent.

From time past remembering, brother lords have trained one anothers sons. This is how it should be. You two are of an age to begin your training. Therefore, your fostering has been arranged.

The initial excitement created by this pronouncement faded rapidly as the implications began to sink in. Bedwyr voiced his apprehension. We will not be together, will we?

Again, I shook my head slowly. No. That would not be for the best.

How quickly the moods of the young can change. Black gloom settled over the boys. It was as if they had been told that they must choose between them which one to sell into Saecsen slavery.

Though it hurt me to do it, I let them live with their sadness for a moment before offering solace.

Then, speaking softly, I said, You will be great lords, each of you. I have seen this. What is more, you will live out your days in one anothers company. This have I seen as well.

Therefore, take heart. Apply yourselves to the tasks set before you and the time will pass more quickly. Soon enough you will ride together: true sword brothers. And the world will tremble at your passing.

This pleased them enormously. Arthur jumped to his feet, and, lacking a sword, raised his fist in the air. Hail, brother! Let us go gladly to our new homes, since it is for our benefit.

Bedwyr, on his feet now, too, echoed this sentiment. Remember, Arthur continued, we will meet again at next years Gathering.

And the next after that! cried Bedwyr. If they were pleased before, they were delighted now. Hail, Arthur! they cried noisily, fists in the air. Hail, Bedwyr!

I rose to my feet. Well said, I told them. Each year at the Gathering you shall come together to ride and feastuntil the day when you will no longer be separated.

The next morning when the arrangements were formally explained, the boys accepted their elders decisions with good grace. As the camp was being struck and the first warbands began their homeward journeys, the boys lingered with one another, pledging and repledging their friendship until Bedwyr was summoned to leave.

I must go, said Bedwyr, his voice trembling slightly. I will miss you, Artos.

 
And I will miss you, Bedwyr.

Lord Ectorius has a good warband. You will do well.

And Lord Ennions warband is second to none other. Take care to learn all you can. Arthur clapped a hand on Bedwyrs back.

Bedwyrs lower lip quivered and he threw his arms around Arthur. The two boys hugged one another for a moment, before remembering their dignity. Fare well, Arthur, Bedwyr said, sniffing back a tear.

Fare well, brother, returned Arthur. Until next year!

Until next year!

Ennion departed soon after. Arthur rode to the crest of the hill that he might watch them out of sight. In a little while, I went to fetch him and found him there, watching still, although Ennion and his warband, and Bedwyr, were gone.

It is time, Arthur. Lord Ectorius is taking his leave now. He made no reply. The year will pass quickly, I told him, mistaking his silence. You will see Bedwyr again before you know it.

He turned to me, his blue eyes solemn and dark as slate. I did not realize until just now that you and Pelleas would not be going, too. Somehow, I thought we would be together always.

But we will be together, I replied. At least much of the time.

He brightened at my words. You mean it, Myrddin? Really? What of Pelleas? Will he join us, too?

Of course.

Arthur became suddenly thoughtful. You said we would be lords. Did you mean me, too?

The uncertainty of his birth lurked behind his words: he did not know his father.

You have been with Myrddin a long time, lad. Have you ever known me to speak a false prophecy, or to jest in such matters?

My answer delighted him. Beaming, he slapped the reins across his mounts withers and rode back down the hill, eager to begin his new life in Ectorius stronghold by the sea.

I rode back, but more slowly, ashamed of myself for dodging his innocent question. As I had spoken the words they seemed true. But why did I hesitate now? Why not tell him of my dreams for his future? Why not lay the vision before him and let him see the possibilities for himself?

The temptation was strong, but no. No. The time was not come. He was too young yet, too young to shoulder such a burden. Once he took it up, he would carry it to the grave. Let him live free a little longer.









 
Chapter 4




CAER EDYN SAT ON A BLUFF OVERLOOKING a broad expanse of shining water called Muir Giudan, an eastward-looking bay that opens onto what had come to be known as the Saecsen Sea. Lord Ectorius ruled his realm with a steady hand. Fair, generous, as ready for a feast as a fight, Ectorius was descended from a long line of Roman officerscenturions mostly, and a tribune or two as wellwho had served the coastal garrisons of the eastern shores.

Ectorius was carrying on his familys ancestral trade: watching the sea for the dark, knife-shaped hulls of enemy ships.

Bluff Ector served a king, however, rather than a legate; his service was for life, not the twenty years of the Roman army; and instead of Mithras of the legionaries, he worshiped the Christ of the British saints. Apart from these minor distinctions, life for Ectorius was little different from the life his Roman forefathers would have known.

His stone-walled stronghold lay three days journey from the place of Gathering. It was a fine ride through the Eildon hills north and east to the sea. Arthur stayed near me all the way; not from any apprehension, I think. He merely seemed glad of familiar company. We talked about the things we had seen at the Gathering: the warriors, their skill with the various weapons, the differences in styles of fighting.

Arthur had an eye for subtletya quality not usually associated with him in later times. But he could tell the difference between a squared bit and a round one in a horses mouth by the way the animal behaved as its rider maneuvered on the field. Or from which kind of wood a spear shaft was made by the way it sounded when struck on a shield.

Talking to Arthur was not like talking to another boy his age. At eight, he had already acquired a wide and practical knowledge of many subjects. He could read and write good Latin, and speak it well enough to make himself understood by even the most demanding cleric.

He also knew the craft and lore of wood and field: the various trees and shrubs and their uses; the proper herbs for simple medicines and potions; the edible wild plants and where they might be found; all the birds and animals and their habitsand much else besides.

I was responsible for this, yes. From our earliest days with him, Pelleas and I had schooled the boy in lore of every kind, filling his head with the wonders of the world around him. And Arthur, little Arthur, took to it as he took to everything else: with a fever of passion and determination.

In this, his breeding told. He had inherited all of Aurelius ardor and intensity, and Ygernas quick intelligence. He also had a generous portion of Uthers dauntless tenacitywhich sometimes showed itself as courage, and otherwise as blunt bullheadedness.

He also possessed Aurelius curious innocence in battle: the fearless forgetting which led him to attempt and to achieve the impossible. This would, of course, come to be noticed much later. But even now he could be seen to exhibit a certain disregard for his own safety. I recognized it well, and knew its source, for I had ridden with Aurelius.

In anyone else it would have been called carelessness. Or foolishness, more like. But it was never that. Arthur simply did not feel afraid. Daring, bravery, boldness, valorthese are qualities of overcoming fear.

What is it, then, when there is no fear?

As I say, we talked of the Gathering and of the year to come. I could see that Arthur was determined to make the best of his necessary exile. He liked Ectorius, and respected him as a ruler and warrior; he was eager to learn the skills Ectorius could teach him.

At dusk on the third day, we came upon Caer Edyn, approaching from the west along a wide, winding glen. At the end of the valley we began the ascent to the bluff. The fortress stood on the bare hump of an enormous rock, overlooking the better part of the bay far below.

Rock walls topped by a timber palisade and ringed by a great, deep ditch bore testimony to the fact that Caer Edyn had seen more than its share of Saecsen fightingand survived.

In the golden light of a fiery northern sunset, the stone and timber shone as bronze; solid, invincible. And although the land around the fortress appeared comfortable enough
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