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ONE OF MY FAVORITE characters in myfwilight of Avalontrilogy is Isolde’s
grandmother, Morgan. (Or Morgan le Fay, as she is commonbyvknin
later versions of the Arthur legends). Morgan’s aging vaieene to me very
clearly as the narrator for the prologues of all three boolkdnd after I'd fin-
ished writing the trilogy, she still haunted me. Myrddin {derlin), the famous
enchanter of King Arthur’s court, rather haunted me as veit] | couldn’t stop
wondering what Morgan and Merlin might have shared when these young,
before Morgan’s brother Arthur ever famously became Kingwtain.

So here isDawn of Avalonthe first part of their story and a prequel to my
Twilight of Avalontrilogy. In Arthurian legend, Merlin is famous for ‘having
lived time backward’ and being able to See the future as lglearthe past. In
the earliest versions of the legend of the dragons at Dinay&mmbrosius Au-
relianus, a famous war leader, digs up the dragons at Kintigéon’s command.
Geoffrey of Monmouth, whose version of the King Arthur leder loosely fol-
low, changed Ambrosius Aurelianus to a mysterious enchameglin, giving me
the inspiration for the Merlin oDawn of Avalon

| hope you'll enjoy reading Morgan and Merlin’s story. It wagpure joy to
write, and | find now that I'm not quite so haunted by them anganol think (|
hope) they're happy with the prequel that | gave them, happy they had the
chance to live out their one perfect day.
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Although the vast majority of my research comes from bookerd are a
couple of websites | can recommend to anyone curious to kehihmore:

For more on the legends associated with Dinas Emrys (calieds-fareon until
renamed after Merlin), see:
www. cel t net. org. uk/ | egends/ di nas_enrys. htm .

For more on the etymology of Merlin's name, see:
medi eval scot | and. or g/ pr obl enf nanes/ myrddi n. shtm .

To learn more, visit me on the web atw. annael | i ot t books. com.
Happy reading!
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muscle and nerve.

‘| said, what is your name?”

The voice made the blood pound blackly behind the pain thdtdesatered
itself in his skull.

“Are you one of Uther’s scabby whore-son cowards? Answer me!

The prisoner’s eyes were still closed, but he could see tier otan against the
blackness of his lids: a long, flat, gray-skinned face, lilstadp of stone marking
some ancient warrior’s grave.

By rights, Vortigern ought to have moss-grown spirals @tbacross his fore-
head.

Dirty straw rustled as Vortigern took a step forward, andheoner forced
his eyes open, tensing his muscles and clenching his teathsh@nother blow.

But the boy stood, blocked Vortigern’s way. The scrawnykeaaired boy
the prisoner could remember coming every day with food ahasa

“No.” The lad had a pale, soft-looking face. He might be—teen? Fif-
teen? His eyes looked older than that, but his cheeks wdlrenstioth as a girl’s.
“You'll only drive him unconscious, and then he’ll tell yowthing at all.”

The aging druid who had stood beside Vortigern opened higmasthough to
speak at that, then glanced at the boy and shut it again. He stasp-shouldered

PAIN. He was awash in a black sea of it, and each wave gnawed atdrig ev
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old man with gnarled hands and a whipcord frame beneath tite dtuid’s robe
and bull’s-hide cloak. His face looked like something carirewood: rigid and
weathered, one eye blinded by the scar that ran down fromrumsliéair nearly
to the corner of his mouth.

The prisoner remembered him coming in daily, as well. Attéasas long
as he could recall.

Vortigern's eyes darted, snake-like, from the druid to thisgner and back
again. “Are you sure the boy knows his craft?”

“Know his craft? Oh, aye, | think—" The druid stopped, drewhis breath
and said, in a flatter tone, “The.... boy knows the healingwaeiéenough.”

“Good.” Vortigern’s eyes were stone-cold, floating emptytie narrow face.
“I would not want him to die. At least, not until he has given the answers |
require of him.”

The boy had started to spread some sort of vile ointment orhttedbing,
crusted burns on the prisoner’'s arms. He glanced down toentier boy was
working, feeling the vague surprise he felt every time h&ésbdown at the length
of his body. Lean and hard-muscled beneath shirt and bredbhewere little
more than rags.

The boy was telling a story. Something about dragons berbatkoil. He
remembered him telling stories before, as well.

The prisoner let his mind drift above the pain, the black mbog in his skull,
the fiery stab of his ribs.

This time, though, something reared up, hungry and dark erettye of his
mind, blotting out the words of the tale.

Swords clash. My hand slips on the hilt of my sword. Men chokiedge. |
must—I must—

The prisoner clenched his teeth. Raised himself on one e#fmaltooked up
at Vortigern. “l hope you enjoy failure, then.”

Vortigern’s kick took him in the gut, jarring what felt likeacked ribs. The
many-toothed wave of pain swelled to claim him again as tieper’'s stomach
spasmed, trying to wring out every last drop of the cup of wttey’d allowed
him today.

Whether he actually was—or had been—a man to hold up to &grhe had
noidea. Itdidn’t matter now. His world had narrowed downhcee truths, three
hard lumps of certainty here in this filthy prison cell:

He was a prisoner in this place.

He had to ensure he died here.



And Vortigern himself would be dead before the moon had waretlwaned
another eight times.



HE RAYS OF THE RISING SUN stained the heaps of broken buidomgs
to crimson orange. As though Lugh, the sun god, cried rusisster the
earth of Britain itself leaked blood from a hundred wounds.

Gnarled and bent in his bull's-hide cloak and white robe, ¢tebdruid raised
his hands towards the fiery horizon. The sun glinted in histiegs eye. “Britain
lies besieged on all sides. The Picts to the north, the Ireshraiders from the
west. Now you, my lord, are betrayed by your Saxon allies,gaidble our lands
in the east like a horde of rabid wolves and leave a trail ofkao bodies and
blood-soaked fields in their wake.

“You seek refuge in these hills, this stronghold of the Ol&e©nBut | say to
you that your tower walls will never stand until they are watkby the blood of
a fatherless child”

If this were a fire tale, | might begin it that way. And mayhaplid happen
just as | have imagined it, | do not know.

The harpers who sing of Glass Isles and faerie-forged sweodsd say that
the weaving of this tale began when the Roman legions hagpteshover Britain’s
holy springs and sacred groves, driving our gods from the.lan

They would speak of a great darkness sweeping like a flockvensover
Britain’s kingdoms. And say the days in which we now lived a/prst the lightest
feathered tip of the first bird’s wings.



Mayhap Bron did give the prophesy to Vortigern just as I'viel tf@gainst the
fiery backdrop of the rising sun; he had to utter it somehowsordewhere and
in a way that would sway Vortigern and his warriors into bélig the words.

But | never saw.

My part in the story began afterwards, helping a wounded apdive man
vomit onto the straw covered floor.

“The shriek you hear is caused by the clash of two fighting dinag | whis-
pered through clenched teeth. “And every eve of Beltainey gtream in pain
and hurt.”

There are those who claim me naught but a king’s by-blow gaitea whore;
many more who say it is from thence my bad blood springs. Buay tell you
that my mother was of the blood royal in her own land, and wdddeny father
by earth, fire, and air before he had her killed.

Even Gamma, who took me in and taught me from the time | was foas
wont to say that | had a temper like a storm in summer. But | senyou
that before that day, | had never had to clench my teeth to keep smashing
something when telling the story bfudd andLlefelysand how they captured the
two warring dragons who plagued Britain.

The prisoner heaved and retched again. | tightened my hanieofold of
rag | held, watching the knuckles whiten beneath the skieneas | braced his
shoulders with my free arm.

He was a young man, perhaps twenty, but surely no more, wiétl affdi-
sheveled, wheat-colored hair that reached to his broadcéisu

And he had three ribs cracked, at least. Any of them mightpiarlung if he
heaved too violently or curled himself forward too hard.

When he had stopped retching, | wiped his face with a fold efrtlg, and he
let out an involuntary sigh. But he didn’t move, and he roltedo his back, his
eyes fixed on Vortigern.

Are you sure the boy knows his crai@rtigern had just asked of Bron.

| scarcely heard Bron’s answer, either, beyond vague awasethat his voice
was stiff without the usual west-country lilt.

“You must dig a large pit, and in that pit, place a large caahdorim-full of
mead.” | shaped the words almost soundlessly with my lipgopBd the rag into a
cup of water to wipe the prisoner’s face again. “The dragoifisoe seen fighting
in the sky, but in their exhaustion they will fall and beconrark on the mead.
Then may you imprison them in a stone chamber deep beneagiabhed.”



Atale is a lie, and yet not a lie. And a man who hears it may beaain,and
yet not in pain, when caught up in a story where the past besahd time is an
endless curve.

And if my spirit was in those days somewhat soured on the rasmahthose
tales harpers sing, | told them still when working over a mke the one before
me now.

Three days ago, Vortigern’s men had caught him on the edgeeofortress
defenses and dragged him in, beaten and captive. Likely dov@o one of
the petty chieftains of Gwynedd, who had opposed Vortigelord for the throne.
There surely was no shortage of those.

And Vortigern had crushed them all, before his Saxon allsg up in revolt.

Now Vortigern demanded that | keep the prisoner alive longugh that he
could be forced into revealing whose man he was, which of theftains dared
still oppose Vortigern’s reign.

“None so bad.”

The prisoner was still breathing unsteadily from Vortigerkick, and his
mouth was torn from a backhanded blow of Vortigern’s fist. ikie of blood
dripped down his chin.

He was not handsome. Even beneath the mottled bruising andirtty his
features were too sharply-angled and high-browed. Butyes @ere beautiful,
surely, thickly lashed, and a deep-blue in color, blue asé#ae

Now the sea-blue eyes were implacable and hard and fixed dig&for.

“None so bad. Though you could use work on the follow-throafjer a
blow. From the shoulder, if you mind what | told you before. tBeell done, for
a king who must seldom dirty his own—"

The words ended in a grunt as Vortigern drove another savagarko the
already cracked ribs.

Even the half-built walls of Vortigern’s hill fortress seethto press in around
me. Walls of any kind were as yet passing strange to me stidl,al the time
Bron and | had been here | had felt as though the mere knowlefdtie fort’s
defensive bounds was enough to peel my nerves raw.

Now my skin felt as though it would split open and the edges gfuision
shivered red. Though | managed—just—to keep myself fromimgy to face
\ortigern again.

| had seen hard sights before, the Goddess knew. On the johere, to
Vortigern’s refuge, | had seen a settlement, burned anedaig one of the Saxon
war parties that savaged our countryside. My father’s peapl they once had



been. Now men, women, and children—even babies—were bnageolls,
lying in mud.

| had Seen the future Gamma had shown me in the scrying watérsebshe
died.

Still, it took every last reserve of will to remain where | wkseeling on the
prison cell’s floor. A thin, dark-haired boy of fourteen ortéén—I could pass
for as young as that, dressed as | was.

| had given up on the story, but | spoke those other wordstbjiener in my
mind, again and again, like one of Gamma’s charms: a thitk-daired, scrawny
boy. No threat to any king, however tenuous or unstable psayr the throne.

Even without turning, | could imagine the flare of Vortigesmostrils, the
curling and uncurling of his thick-fingered hands. “You krjole said, “A man
can live a considerable time with most of his skin gone. | foe avould take
great pleasure in peeling off his scabby hide and nailing the wall of my fire
hall. Who are you? Did Uther send you?”

Vortigern asked that of the prisoner at every turn; | couldritee name now
without either flinching or feeling a familiar slow burn ofriu

Uther, called the Pendragon by his warriors. He it was whodraen the
usurper of Britain’s high kingship back into this last re@udnigh in the hills of
Gwynedd. Uther Pendragon, who besieged Vortigern’s fonogsand kept him
penned like a wounded bear in a cage, within the stronghosdrbggled to build
on this ancient hill fort of Dinas Ffareon.

| had sat this way, in this same filthy prison cell, througheseinterrogation
sessions, now. Had watched as Vortigern kicked the prissanexgely, or burned
him with a glowing brand. The prisoner’s response neverdarhe would give
Vortigern a blank-faced, dead-eyed look from those sea-bites and spill out
answers that were merely a goad. Gadfly bites at Vortigerregshw As though
he were trying to provoke Vortigern into hurting him more.

Only towards the very end of the sessions, when he was hutyrieaincon-
sciousness, would the nameless prisoner gasp out an egtidukin’t remember.
| don’t know.

Now: “All right.” The prisoner still fought to draw breathubthe expression
in his eyes hadn't changed. “l will tell you. |1 am oath-swouorilie boy, here.” He
jerked his head at me. “He is the one whose coming the druigs prphesied.
Son of Uther the Pendragon, who shall come from the Westjrigetre faerie-
forged sword. | am sorry, lad."—he turned to look at me withexaggerated,
sorrowful leer—"I gave it my best try, but I—"

| did not for a moment imagine that he had intended Vortigerbelieve his
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claim. He had over-acted the speech so badly that even a@acejd child
would have seen through the lie. It was merely another goaothar lash to
Vortigern’s fury.

But this was Vortigern, who had ceded great swaths of theegashort to
the Saxon brothers Horsa and Hengist in exchange for thg@lettheir swords.
Then had seen his Saxon allies turn on him like rabid dogs ewe kim back and
back again into the Gwynedd hills where he struggled to kthilsl fortress now.
Only to find that his tower walls crumbled every time they rpsest the height
of a man. As though even the land itself were refusing to stgps claim to
Britain’s throne.

And Vortigern faced now, too, the rumblings of dissent froismdwn men, not
pleased to serve a king who made over whole kingdoms to therSzordes. Or
who could not win at battles with Uther, but fell back and baglin.

| had heard the sullen mutters and seen the angry sidelokg &sthe warriors
worked to drag building stones from where they'd fallen in@bled heap. And |
had treated many foot soldiers, these last weeks, who came teith mysterious
aches or pains and begged leave to return home to their &nfidr the harvest
time.

| swathed them in bandages and declared them unfit for dutpevies | could.
They were brave men, and good ones, many of them, and it wabeiofault if
their oath-sworn lords had chosen in turn to give their otdhgrtigern.

Gamma said, always, that when the Roman legions fouled auecavells
and burned the holy groves, a wedge had been driven betwéamBrgods and
the land. She had said that any power of the Sight she taughtaséut a faint,
wavering reflection of the heights to which the druid-bord bace soared.

Still, now, as | knelt there on the dirty cell floor, | could fadrtigern’s gaze
swivel towards me, could hear the thoughts clashing togéditkeeknives behind
the serpent cold gaze.

He had no particular reason to trust me. He had known me a fevamteeks,
after all. And if Bron was a one of the druid-taught, he wasargje—

| could not—Goddess, could not—let that thin thread of stispipull taut. |
could not let Vortigern finish the thought that echoed for neady as though he
had indeed spoken the words aloud into the dank airless spdle prison cell.
My hand was on one of the crusted burns on the prisoner’s madisotearm, close
to the floor and hidden by my body so that Vortigern could net se

| tightened my fingers. Dug in my nails, hard enough that tiretfaired man
broke off with a sharp huff of breath in mid-word.

In a tale, | would have felt something in that instant when naydh closed
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over the prisoner’s wound. A beat of Sight, maybe, like a sdquulse, showing
me the memory of Gamma'’s silent nemetons, the sacred grdveewhad lived
until last spring.

Or mayhap the red, wrinkled face of the infant who would beadsnis ruin
and downfall one day.

But as | turned and met Vortigern’s gaze, | felt nothing. Afhd ieached
towards the prisoner in my mind, it was only to promise himt thawould pull
out his tongue and beat him with it if he tried saying one sngbrd more to
undermine our purpose here.

“He is the One.” My hands had gone cold, but the words came oié g
steady as | looked first at Vortigern, then at Bron. “This m&athe one you have
sought, my lord: a man born of no earthly father. | Saw it antés his wounds
just now.”

MAYHAP MY TEMPERAMENT—for good or ill—does spring from my mother’s
folk, who were of Erin, land of gnarled thorn trees and mistd hidden springs.
But she died when | was four, before | could know her more.

Since spring, when | had returned to my father’s court—arehheelcomed
by him, I must grant him that much—I had told many tales, bweneny own.
Neither of my birth, nor of what was to come—my own life unfiold, glimpsed
in the swirling blood Gamma had paid to the scrying watersigeshe died.

Now | could—almost—imagine Gamma standing before me, pgrker lips
and telling me that for a healer, compassion comes befare all

Because the prisoner’s body showed scars on battle scaniss ofanld sword
wounds faded to thin white lines and newer ones still puckewed red. Even
apart from the most recent marks, gift from Vortigern andrhen. And | had to
force myself to consider either scars or wounds as | demaoideich, “Have you
utterly lost your wits?”

The prisoner looked at me, eyes hard in his dirt-smeared face

We were alone in the underground cell's cramped, rank-smgetppace; Bron
had given me a long look, and then had muttered something abasulting the
auguries to see if what | said were true and gone, drawinggéort with him.

There was an energy, a quick, nervous hum beneath the stitied control
that kept the prisoner prone on the floor, where Vortigermialfkick had sent
him. That was part of what had made me mark him for a fighting,ree@n more



than the battle scars. For the past three days, that eneddydea turned towards
flicking Vortigern’s temper on the raw. Now the part he had/pthwas—at least
partly—fallen away, leaving him free to regard me with a keelged, intense
focus behind his gaze.

All he said, though—and so flatly that his voice sounded atrimuifferent—
was: “I might ask you the same thing.”

Truly, one does need patience above all else when treatiiigman made ill-
humored by the pain of their wounds. And to any who think merapeck, let
me say that | had many times before that day had injured warheave pots of
their own waste at me—and never once had I let my temper slip.

| had not even intended to lose my temper with this man, now.t IBvas
so tired that my eyes felt as though they had been salted ldad for the winter.
And there was as well that future, glimpsed in the scryingargaionths before.

If that vision waswill be, and not merely a shiftinghay be | had only this
brief window of time to choose for myself how | might servet@in’s honor now.
Before | was caught in the web of what harpers would one dayttustory and
song.

The knowledge made me snap back through gritted teeth, tbg@e. Were
you enjoying Vortigern’s attentions? | could call him in Bexgain. He might be
willing to break another two or three of your ribs while yoapkhe babbling fool.
Though if you had half a grain of sense, you would at leasemetto be knocked
unconscious when he gets to work on you. Men like Vortigerntwhose they
hurt to be able to feel the pain.”

The prisoner looked down at the length of linen | had bounktlygabout his
cracked ribs to keep their jagged edges from shifting anctipig a lung. Some-
thing hard crossed his face, like a cloud across the sun. el his hand shot
out, so swiftly that | had no time to react before he was dnagygie forward, close
enough that | could smell the blood and sweat on his tattdmbes. “Maybe |
want it to hurt. Did you ever think of that?”

His hand had wrapped itself around my throat in a grip likeseviMy chest
burned and my vision blurred. His breath was hot on my faceou“téalize all
I'd have to do would be to squeeze, and—"

| did know how to defend myself, Bron and Gamma between thednsean
to that. But | had no chance. Behind me, the door to the celyjbdpen. And
then the prisoner was all at once jerked backwards, landitigardull thud on the
dirty, straw-strewn floor. Bron straddled him—~braided haihite druid’s robe
and all—and held a knife to his throat.

The prisoner fought, and of a certainty he fought well, witleace, concen-
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trated economy of movement. Once he did land a blow on Braws hard
enough to snap Bron’s head back and make him spit a mouthhibotl.

But the nameless prisoner was weak, feverish after a weakgfisonment
and starvation and interrogation at Vortigern’s hands. faméll Bron had passed
sixty winters a season or two back, he knew more wrestlingsithlan most men
learn in a lifetime or more.

When the brief, snarling scuffle ended, the younger maniayilflat, panting
and winded, with Bron pinning him flat to the ground.

The prisoner was staring, eyes narrowed. “If you're a drim—"

Bron grunted and shifted his grip on the hilt of the blade. dtRinow I'd say
all you should be caring about is that I'm the man with a kntfeaur throat. And
that it stays there until you agree to show the lady a bit @yees”

The prisoner’s eyes flared wide. His jaw went slack, and thenhkad
turned—slowly. “Lady.”

| ordered myself to draw a slow breath, despite the hollovesiof fear press-
ing up under my ribcage. | could not, in conscience, be angty Bron. | knew
it even before the prisoner spat out the word. Bron was oatirssto protect me,
to guard my life with his own, and had volunteered for thissios without even
being asked. Volunteered though it meant walking a knifdigee where one slip
might mean both our lives.

And | could see in his face, the tight set of his gray-stublped that he was
mortally afraid he might have made such a slip now.

Vortigern would not leave us alone here long, of that | had eabd. If he did
not come himself, he would certainly send a guard. Which rnidsaa, of a surety
and for good or ill, I had now no choice but to win this wounded|f-crazed
prisoner’s trust.

“You were right, in a way,” | said, and met the prisoner’s gazeam of Uther
Pendragon’s line. | am Morgan. His daughter. And this"—tetl my head—"Is
Bron. My bodyguard.” | drew a breath. “Will you tell me yourma? Whose
war band you belonged to?”

Something—just for a moment—iflickered across the prissrargular face.

But then he moved, ran a hand across his face as though he a&lnegothe
show of feeling from his skin and flinging it from him.

“Why should you think | ever belonged to anyone’s war band?”

Bron grunted at that, rubbing the reddened mark on his jaweuhe nameless
prisoner’s blow had landed. “Think we can rule out ‘bard’ scholar’ for what
you might ha’ been before this, anyway.”
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| watched the younger man, searching his gaze. But he did oetymot even
by a fraction of a muscle. No expression on his face, nothrthe blue eyes.

And time was slipping away. | could feel each precious monhdratd here
dripping away, like water through clenched hands. A baredhdrof moments
in which I might persuade the prisoner not to blurt out théttiof who | was the
moment Vortigern or one of his guards stepped into the room.

| let out a breath. “You've opened the leg wound again.” | gest to the
bandages | had used on the prisoner’s upper thigh. That woerthd already
carried when he had first been captured and dragged intaeonts prison cell: a
deep cut made by a long dagger or sword, and already some dawsen | had
seen it on that first day.

But he jerked back and even tried to rise when | moved to uerfeitte pin |
had used to hold the bandage in place. “A lady shouldn't—"

“So when you thought me a boy, it was all right to try to kill mBut now that
you know me for a girl, I'm suddenly too delicate to dress ablied sword cut?”

| did manage to keep my touch gentle, though, as | pushed ibener back
onto the straw. To my surprise, he did not resist. Perhapsaseonly too much
exhausted from the fight with Bron. | added, more quietlye‘lstill. Please.
And let me help you.”

For a moment, visions of burned settlements, broken bod@sames danced
like sparks before my eyes. Our harpers are full of lamenta f@arrior slain in
battle, but murdered mothers and babies lie in silent gravéonly wish this
were the worst thing I'd seen.”

The prisoner had torn out three stitches that would need tedst. |threaded
a needle and could feel Bron’s eyes on me. | had known him asasn had
known Gamma, since | was four years old. He had taught me to ataow and
arrow, to throw a knife and spar with a wooden staff.

And now, even without the Sight, | could have read the sileaklhe gave: a
silent apology for bringing us to this moment with his sliptleé tongue, mingled
with a dubiousGood luck to you, lass. | hope you know what you’re about.

| began. “When the Roman legions marched away and abandantaihB
the land was left prey to barbarians on all sides. ConstanBnince of Brittany,
crossed the channel to Britain with an army two thousandcgtrand defended
the land, became Constantiwaredwr—Britain’s deliverer and High King.

“But then Constantine was killed. Murdered by Pictish asises His throne
was seized by Gwrtheyrn Gwrtheneu, he who calls himselfiyenh now. Only
Constantine’s nephew, Uther Pendragon, was left to oppog&¥rn’s claim to
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the High Kingship of Britain.”

| stopped and did risk a glance upward, then, holding thep&ss gaze even
as my mouth twisted just slightly, “My father, whatever heynti@ink of me or | of
him, does love Britain. He has struck at Vortigern’s forcgaia and again. He
would be here, now, storming the fortress—setting you freere it not that any
open attack on a hill as steep as this one would mean certath.tle

| waited two, then three beats of my own heart; three, then dbahe pris-
oner’s harshly-drawn breaths.

| was used to anger from wounded men. When a man has noughiulses
pride, he guards it at all costs. And a man rendered infaipides by a battle
wound has little left to him but his pride.

| was used, too, to the youngest of the wounded men—littleentizain boys,
really, cut down as they struggled to wield too-heavy swerltsoking at me with
pleading in their eyes. A look that said, plain as speaKiie$/,me you can make
me whole again. Tell me I’'m not going to die.

This man, though—I had heard my father’s Saxon slaves telltétes of
monstrous beings who claw their way back from the grave, lenabdie or feel
pain. It might have been one of those creatures | spoke to now.

| laid a hand—just lightly—across the newly stitched wound.

The Sight, Gamma had called the power she had taught me. Ofhoeed
like the first thaw of spring, a bounty from Britain’s earthrs@g as many-voiced
and bright-colored as the throb of the ocean or the cry of timelw

Now men looked on the earth as naught but a slave, to be fougintamd
stripped of its spoils. And the Sight was a tide that somedigtgbed, sometimes
swelled, that would not come on command and did not alwayw shee.

Still, 1 had found, sometimes, that | could catch a memorynfr@ warrior’s
pain—See the battle or the sword fight where the wounded mdrtdken his
injury, sometimes hear a quick echo of the man’s thoughtseatiine he got the
wound. Fear and pain, often. Surprise, always. A warrior anagines the
Morrigan’s raven wings will pass him by, however many of lesnpanions fall.

Now, though—

| heard the prisoner’s indrawn breath, a sharp gasp as oigingufear. But
the prison walls, the prisoner himself, even, were gonedtddmut by the wash of
red-tinted vision that filled my gaze.

| saw stone towers shaking, crumbling to the ground. | samyself. Wear-
ing a dress of apple green, while all about me warriors drawkshouted victory
and clapped my brother Arthur on the back.

| nearly gasped at that, for this vision | had Seen alread@gamma’s scrying
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waters, and | knew the ending of it all too well. But then, ewasnl bit my lip
and tasted blood, the image was gone in a wash of darknesanatiter took its
place: Vortigern, screaming aloud in agony and beating atdtathat licked his
fur-trimmed robes as all about him a timbered building bdrne

And then there was nothing, nothing but the dirty straw amdwhitewashed
earthen walls of the prison cell—and the nameless pris@t@ring at me with
his eyes dilated almost to black, his lean features set aadyublank, blank as a
carving in stone.

| felt sick, still, and cold almost to my bones, and | had aeotbf those
moments when | could—almost—imagine Gamma standing besgend asking
why | did not simply take the prisoner by the shoulders an#ésiném and demand
that he take me at my word.

But | had no time to speak, truly | had none, even had | recaverg breath
the instant the vision had gone.

The cell door flew open with a crash that make my heart jerkreigaide my
chest, and two of Vortigern’s guards burst into the room. Bunustached men,
both of them, in helmets and leather armor, both carryingds/o

| realized, in that instant, that it was not only in the visiomad shared with
the prisoner that the earth had shook as building stonebeula® the ground.
Outside, Vortigern’s part-completed tower had fallen ommge. And already the
two guards were hauling the prisoner up between them, seootfime aside to
drag him to his feet.

“You say he’s the one whose blood will allow the towers to gtanrhat was
the older guard, a broad-shouldered man with fingers likedkausages and a
face scarred by some childhood pox. “Vortigern says he dves moday.”
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WOULD BEAR my brother Arthur a son, who would ride with him into battle

and fight beside him, for a time. Would, with Arthur, succeedtlirning back
the Saxon tide. But then one day, our son would turn traitbetiver for greed
or anger or love | did not yet know. But the son | would one dagrlveould one
day turn on his father, and bring ruin on Arthur’s reign.

That was my future, the one Gamma had shown me in the scryingrsva
before she died. A destiny written in my blood and Arthurarst a fate lying
both within me and without, as all fate does.

But if my path forward lay in darkness, | had still this nighgw.

On either side of me, a leather-armored guard lay snoringngéd on the
floor. Dana, great Goddess Mother, | prayed through grigtetht let them sleep
on. Letthe draught | had added to their evening ale keep thides®and uncon-
scious at least until dawn.

| could not be caught, nor seen. | wore my boy’s garb of rougtictand
breeches. But | had a dark traveling cloak thrown over my kEless. And
beneath the cloak, | carried a traveler’s pack of my healét;’s change of clothes,
and enough bread and dried venison to last at least two ddyad, too, the bow
and linen arrow-bag that | had trained on with Bron.

None of these could be explained away if | were seen by one difgéon’s
guardsmen.

| had already lifted the heavy crossbar from across the ddow as | pushed,
the age-blackened panel swung open with a shriek that sduik#ethe scream
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of Llud’s warring dragons. | froze, fear a wash of cold edgeth\grit over my
skin. But the guards on either side of the door slept on.

Swiftly, then, my heart pounding hard in my ears, | slippeside the darkened
room where Vortigern’s prisoner now lay. Not the cramped fdtidy prison cell
where he had been kept these last days; that had been deenBrdrby-and
accepted grudgingly by Vortigern—as no fit place for a mandjown before
gifting the gods with his life’s blood.

Bron had, and | thanked the Goddess for it, kept his head wioetigeérn’s
men would have dragged the prisoner out and slit his throtitowt delay. He
had declared that the prisoner’s spirit was to be chainedasign of the fortress
here. And that therefore the prisoner must be bathed anélqajras the druid
princes who made the Great Gift had been of old.

He must, Bron said, be painted with the warriors’ marks, autithe last meal
of oat cakes charred by an open flame.

Where a crabbed and rough-tongued warrior of sixty-odd heatdchof the
ancient rituals attending a Prince of the Land, | had no itleatriple death was
one of those practices leeched of their power by the legidbf®me. Perhaps
Gamma had told Bron stories. | had sometimes suspected hiedesmdmore to
her than my trusted bodyguard. Though that Bron had knowntiése—and that
\ortigern believed in them—was all | could find it in me to cafethen or now.

After the flare of torchlight in the hallway outside, my eyesk a moment to
adjust to the darkness of the room within. | was alone; Brpaig was to attend
the ceremony of wine and ale sharing in Vortigern’s half-pteted fire hall.

The prisoner had been housed in the roughly built timbereelldwy where
Vortigern and the chiefs of his warriors slept. The room wasdewless, the
only light the rays of torchlight slanting in through the opgoorway behind me.
| could only just make out the shadowy shapes of the roomisghings: a table,
a crudely made wooden chair, a few skins flung down for rug$erilbor and an
equally crude bed.

Vortigern had been fleeing for his life when he had come herthis remote
hill fort in the Gwynedd hills; his wealth, his fine furnislys, his chased silver
drinking cups and cushioned chairs, all these he had beeaddo leave behind.
And as | stepped inside, | did not know, truly, whether thegmier would trample
over me in a wild bid for freedom or try once again to strangéean sight.

But he did neither. The prisoner lay on the bed, his body a,l@an shadow
edged with gold where the light struck. Naked, as befittedirzcBrof the Land,
save for an arm band of fox’s fur.

They had bound him. Vortigern might bow to the rites of the ois, but
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neither was he a fool; the prisoner’s wrists and ankles wecketo the four posts
of the bed’s frame. Though there was, at least, enough steitieiropes for him
to turn on his side if he chose, and the loops of rope about higswere padded
S0 as not to chafe overmuch at his bare skin.

And he was asleep. Utterly, deeply so, | could hear it in thady rhythm of
his breathing, see the slow, shallow rise and fall of his thes

Any may doubt me who like, but it was not until | had crossed ribem as
quickly and silently as | could did | realize that | had madephan for what |
would say to the man before me when he woke.

All this long day since | had first spoken to the prisoner indiemped, airless
cell, I had been strung up with the tension of planning outhibm of our escape:
drugging the guards, Bron’s keeping Vortigern occupied amtdof the way. If
| had considered the prisoner at all, it was only with a quiudt, flash of anger
that he had carelessly included me in his lying answers togémn, had shattered
the tenuous tolerance—if not trust—it had taken me weeksild m Vortigern’s
mind.

And now | simply stood and stared down at the man before me.

My one true, clear memory of my mother is of her saying fiertelsomeone—
to Gamma, | think it was-Women have no honor. We have those we love, and
those we hate, and that is all.

Perhaps itis true. | had chosen to be here, for Britain’s hdaothe salvation
of Britain’s throne. And yet it was now a taste bitter as biteroy tongue that the
cost of so doing had been to sit idly by while this man was beatel lashed and
burned with a red-hot brand again and again.

That | had had to grit my teeth or bite my lips until blood caroelb it was
scarcely recompense to the prisoner now. Still less a likgly of persuading
him to put his fate in my hands and accompany me into the night.

| could have left him. Even if he woke, he could do nothing teyant my
simply turning and walking from the room.

But | had brought this man here, to this bed where he lay boand nd foot
and awaiting death. \ortigern would have killed him evefiyuia any case, of
that | had no doubt. But if he died like this, it lay on my handgt{ Vortigern'’s.
And | knew | could not walk away now, not unless | woke him anepted to
persuade him—somehow—to make his bid for freedom along mvitte.

The prisoner’s head turned restlessly, a spasm crosseadeisds of pain, and
he muttered something too low and indistinct for me to maketmiwords. And
without thinking, I laid a hand across his forehead, as | @dwdve done with any
other wounded man in my care.
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Both blessing and curse, | have heard the Sight called, aretiystthad been
so to me before that night. But just then, at that moment, | willsng to count
it blessing entire. The moment | touched the prisoner’s beofeeling, huge and
powerful raced through me, as though something inside me Yfedimg, falling
into a space where | heard the echoing heartbeat of the ¢sath i

The captive man was fevered, still; his skin was hot agairyspatm.

And for a moment, | Saw only the memory of how he had lain heoryrh
upon hour, before sleep had claimed him: | saw the rigid;stilscled control in
the taut line of his shoulders, felt how he had been galledsirpast endurance
by being tied here thus, naked and helpless in the dark. Antaekheld him-
self absolutely, utterly immobile, because if he alloweah$elf even a moment’s
slackening of control he would fall to struggling like a wilidantic bird beating
against the bars of a cage.

| should perhaps have been cautious of reaching out withitie, &fter what
had happened before in the prison cell. But the liquid firdiigevas still racing
through me, echoed by the a circling current, a deep chimangevthat seemed to
say,Yes. Goon.

And then... then, as | reached towards him along the linelseoSight, | felt
it: a swelling, a blossoming of that jagged inner darknessd $ensed before.

His whole body went rigid, and his eyes went wide and blindutih along
that echoing channel that had opened between us | could satbhes of what
he Saw: swords clashing, horses screaming, wounded memagyithey crawled
through churned earth and leaked their life’s blood fromzethcand more wounds.

He would not be as like to call this a blessing. But it meant #fter the
first moment of breathless shock, | was able to draw the bamnelibd knife | had
brought and cut the ropes that bound him. And through allagentute, rigid,
and staring blindly at whatever ghosts | had conjured withrtftoment’s touch.

| thought at first | would not be able to shift him, even afteatrcut him free.
But | tugged and pulled at his arms, and finally, after a fuslgtissed order from
me he did lurch upright, and even allowed me to propel him innd lof jerky,
stumbling rush out the door, past the two guards who stifitdllee sleep of the
profoundly drunk and drugged.

THE PRISONER RELIVEDIn dream the days before his capture and imprisonment

here, of that | was almost sure. | caught occasional flasles fiim, enough to
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know that he had been plunged into a waking version of the saghemare he’d
been trapped in before | came. A dream memory of a battleruleaftermath,
of fighting his way through a field of the dead and dying. Bugd4iies, ravens
pecking at dead, staring eyes, and the awful, throat-clapggek of blood.

| closed my mind to it as much as | could as we made our way adfass
tigern’s camp, weaving a path through the pitched tents @ftarriors, past the
reeking pens where the livestock were corralled.

Vortigern’s warriors had not, you may be sure, foregone toyctneir slave
girls and army harlots along to this remote place. Vortigaltowed it, since
without it many of them would not have stayed, might even haweed on him to
overthrow his rule. He had even, in the last weeks, taken lioglout measures
of his own expensive wine. On nights after the tower walls tadlén yet again,
| had watched his warriors drink themselves into an angtigisgtupor—or drag
their slave girls off and use them hard enough to make theeastr

Most of the men were content to be serviced in a shadowed icofitiee fire
hall, or outside, since the winter’s chill had held off sodgonBut | could not be
certain—not entirely—that one of the older of Vortigernfsefs might not prefer
the comfort of his own tent with whatever woman he chose foigfiat.

The night was dark, with only the faintest limpid crescenaaohoon to light
our way; that was an added blessing to count in our favor. #utrg/ back felt as
exposed as though I, and not the prisoner, had been strippled $kin; with every
step we took, | expected to hear a shout of alarm from behinitheopounding of
feet running after us in angry pursuit.

Once as | guided him along a tumbled cairn of moss grown stepest of
the ancient hill fort that had once stood here—he himselegatalf-shout. His
eyes had a blind, agonized cast in the pale moonlight, anerked his arm up as
though to fend off a blow.

The sound was naught but a rough, wordless gasp of air, realiyt sounded
in my ears loud as a warrior’s battle cry and set my heart thngp Still, |
calmed him as best | could, spoke soft, soothing words as Id\iwave done to a
frightened child. Perhaps it helped, perhaps in some waghedhand was eased,
| had no way of knowing for certain. The nameless man seemetare aware
of me than he was of the tents and heaps of raw building stoagmased. But at
least he made no other sound. And he did not fight me off, buhékeep hold
of his arm and guide his steps as | navigated what felt an aogty slow path
towards the encampment’s edge.

It was ill chance, pure and simple, that we were caught.

Vortigern had not forces enough to maintain a constant afettefe guard

19



around the perimeter of his fort. He trusted in the rockyaierrthe steepness
of the slopes on which Dinas Ffareon stood, the lack of treercavhich would
mean any attacking army would be slaughtered in a hail ofnarrand spears
before ever they gained the summit.

That, indeed, was the reason entire that Bron and | had coreeahall.

Vortigern had concentrated most of his guard on the forgesgithern side,
where steep mountain paths led down to the River Glaslyn. tk needs main-
tain control of the routes by which he could resupply hisriss with fish and
grain and ale if he hoped to survive there long.

And so | had led the prisoner to the northern perimeter of #me; where the
hill face dropped away in an almost sheer wall of rock. Suxéstigern would
not have troubled to post a sentry there.

But he had.

He stood in the shadow of the fortress’s rough wooden paisatiich ran
along the boundary of the ancient hill fort and was as yet fdmhpleted effort,
like so much else at Dinas Ffareon. My skin had long since grolammy
beneath the dark woolen cloak | had thrown over my head andlidéis, and |
might have cannoned straight into the sentry had the mdunigt glinted on the
hilt of the sword he wore at his belt.

| froze, one hand clenched tight on the arm of the prisonedbease, willing
him into immobility, as well. And for a moment, | thought we ghit be able
to withdraw unseen. But it would seem whatever luck had edrtis this far
unhindered had run out, for the next instant the guard sgffieand straightened,
then called out, “Who’s that?”

He was not expecting trouble, not coming from within his owgampment.
That was the only advantage we had, the only reason he didtravice draw
his sword. Still, the knowledge thudded through me like teattof a war drum
that | could not hope to bluff my way out of this. Let him comes® enough
to recognize either the prisoner’'s or my face and he woule: hesvimpaled on
his sword point in less time than it would take him to spit om dead bodies
afterward. And Bron’s death would immediately follow, o&th had no doubt.

Even as the thought flashed through my mind, my hands weradsiren the
bow and arrow-bag strapped to my back, already pluckingramvasut and laying
it on the bow’s stave, drawing the hemp cord back along mylchee

The man must have seen it, dark as it was, or at least sensgedrdarthe way
men do who are trained for war. He did draw his sword, and tostieja forward,
head turning as he strained to see in the dark.

My arrow took him in the throat.
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In that moment, everything seemed unnaturally razor kedrckar; even the
faint stars above grew sharp as ice slivers, bright enougilutomy eyes. | saw
the man stagger backwards, hands scrabbling franticaliiyeabolt in his neck,
saw the hot welling of blood around the wound.

| had already before that night seen men in their death-throany, many
times. Too many to count; any healer will say the same. Buénkad | had to
stand by and watch a man die of a wound | had given him. Nevel Badn a
man wounded and in pain and done nothing to give him ease.

The breath rattled in the dying man’s throat.

It was a horrible sound, horrible, and it seemed to go on amiggewhile |
stood there, too sick and frozen to move. | felt my musclekisigaas with fever.
Once the guard cried out, a low, choked cry of pain, and atabhaedthe prisoner
beside me tensed and instantly thrust me behind him, one ang @ut to form
form a barrier of protection across my body.

His eyes were wide and still blind in the moonlight. The potitee gesture
nothing to do with me, only part of the nightmare memory intoiet he'd been
plunged. Still, it was an anchor to cling to, the warmth of lhdgly against mine,
the solid strength of the muscles of his arm.

Finally the guard stopped thrashing on the ground and I8y sihd somehow
| made myself move, forced myself to stumble past his bodywirg the prisoner
with me beyond the fortresses defenses.

Rocks rolling beneath my feet, tree branches that scrapenyaface and
caught like claws at my hair and clothes: | felt as though | joawed the prisoner
in the depths of waking nightmare, and in truth | remembdelinf the descent
from the summit of Dinas Ffareon.

When | came to myself, we were, | suppose, perhaps halfwayndtwugh
well into the thick screen of trees that grew beneath theiestlstretch of the
slope. | was retching up the contents of my stomach into tipetaf scrub
and dried leaves underfoot. Though—Iest he do aught thakdagive away our
position—I somehow managed to keep one hand holding tigbtllge prisoner’s
arm.

A strange sort of inverse, | thought distantly, of the wayphisoner and | had
begun this in Vortigern’s prison cell on the morning before.

And then the prisoner woke.

| felt the arm | held quiver and jerk under my fingers, heard bive a choking
gasp, like a swimmer breaking the water’s surface for aird #ren he launched
himself sideways at me, throwing me to the ground and pinmiegfast, one
forearm braced against my throat while his other hand helérmms down.
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| could scarce feel shock for that, or blame him; the last he krsown he
had been stripped and bound and awaiting certain death;chedigea what had
happened or how we had come here, to this dark and deserted Buo | felt
still as though echoes of the dying guardsman’s last rgtthreaths were being
pounded into my ears like spikes. And | would never have dithém, would
never have been here at all tonight if not for this man.

| brought my knee up, driving it hard against the prisoner&cked ribs. He
cried out, a choked, raw cry that brought back echoes of thrggdyuard and made
bile rise in my own throat all over again. But he rolled off malday half-curled
on the ground, eyes closed, muscles shaking, jaw tight asgthbe were trying
to hold back another groan or cry. The faint, silver light adan and stars that
filtered through the branches above showed a sheen of swaé brow.

| have said, and it is true, that he could not have stopped avirg him lying
bound in Vortigern’s chambers. | could have left him just asiky now.

He was fevered, weak, wounded, still disoriented and dazedran—and a
faint voice in my mind shouted at my muscles to do it—he wowddar be able to
follow.

And yet | stayed.

There are those who imagine the healer’s path one for thetdrehrted. To
them, let me say this: you are wrong. | have been a healer alifmy And
anyone over-kind or soft of heart would shred themselvesdogs grieving for
the pain a healer must willingly see and cause.

| had, even before that night, sawed through muscle and samelxbone to
take off warriors’ legs or arms that had gone green and swaolligh poisoned
wounds. | had heard them scream, and yet gone on, becausepbiton were
allowed to spread beyond the affected limb, the men would die

To a healer, compassion is neither gentle nor tender, bdtdnad keen as a
blade.

But yet it was my healer’s vow that held me fast and kept me momfturning
away. That, and the memory of Vortigern’s guard, clutching arrow in his
throat with lifeless hands. Once already tonight | had bndiagth with my vows
in denying comfort to him, a wounded man, albeit one woundeah} own hand.
Now here was another man lying sick and hurting on the groefiorb me. And
almost before | knew | had decided, | was dropping to my knessde him on
the ground.

“I'm sorry. I'm so truly sorry.” | smoothed the wheat-blonéin back from
his brow, made my voice a soothing murmur, counterpointltthalsoft, rustling
sounds of the night forest all about.
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| had also lied to many a wounded man if the lie would give himamant’s
peace. But | spoke true now: | was sorry that | had lost my terapen for that
brief moment. Now that | touched him again, | could feel alding thrumming
channel still opened between us a glimmer of what he himg#lf f Pain, of
course, raw and stomach-churning from his many wounds. ifigering scum
of nightmare, sticky as grease over his skin.

But beyond that—

Goddess Mother, | had felt nothing like it before, never,ex@n when Gamma
unwound both past and future from the ancient spirals etohéte scrying bowl.

A constant assault beat at the nameless prisoner like a of@iithging insects,
and | felt it as | touched him now.

He looked out into the shadowed forest and saw each leaf oy tee turn-
ing brittle and brown and falling to the ground; saw the sapliog and turning
sluggish as winter came on, then quickening with the spridg.heard the harsh
cry of a night bird, and saw how before night’s end it would swdow to snatch
up a meadow vole in its claws. Saw how, three days hence, ¢ bird itself
would die, thrashing on the point of a hunter’s arrow.

He saw the vast, shadowed shape of the hill fort looming albsyand knew
that before the moon had waxed and waned, the earth bengtifitbuilt walls
would be soaked with blood and—

Before | could See any more, he jerked away from me, gaspisgyes wide
and leeched of all color in the pale moonlight. Though theas wor the first
time that night, a flicker of true awareness in their gaze.

“Gods, you're the one’—the words came out in short burstsrefavho told
Vortigern | was the fatherless child he wanted. Uther's-gnild.”

Compassion or no, | was not fool enough to think him no longéreat. |
held my muscles tensed, ready to spring back in an instarg ihade a move
towards me. And yet despite the lean warrior’s build, the e¢tassthat bunched
and tightened under his bruised skin, there was somethsig@hmout the look in
his eyes, a kind of utter, weary fearlessness in the face sgade It took little
effort to make my voice gentle, soft as before.

“Morgan, yes.”

| saw a muscle jump into relief in the side of his jaw. “And wieatJther’s
daughter and high seeress doing in Vortigern’s pay? Did Yailner send you
here? Or have you decided to turn your allegiance and suppdigern’s claim
to the throne?”

My fingers twitched, but | forced my hands not to clench. Thamnwhoever
he was, had a body that bespoke a lifetime of battle, fear amd pAnd now he
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had spent days in a cramped and airless cell, lashed andddoynéortigern.

“My father knows | am here, though he didn't send me, not quiteheard
my voice harden as | spoke the words. “Snow will fall on the soigimer fires
of Beltaine before Uther Pendragon believes any but my kerofinthur can aid
in Vortigern’s fall. But when a mission arises, he is stiltHgetly willing for his
unwanted girl-child to take the part that promises almosvitable death.”

This was, all of it, the story | never told. But | could see saing measure
of tension ease out of the prisoner’s frame as | spoke. Andldcieel, still, that
humming presence from somewhere in the earth itself. A cignoadence like
the most ancient of tales, whispering that | must give thia imefore me the truth,
that there could be no half measures here.

“My father Uther loved my mother, | think. Or he did once. Bt Wwanted
a son—a son she had not given him, not in ten years of marridgel, once he
had seen her, he wanted Ygraine of Cornwall. And what my fatfents, he
takes. |do not think he even intends to be cruel. Though venetfat makes him
a worse man or a better one, | don’t know. But he wanted a s@hharwanted
Ygraine. So he accused my mother of lying with his guardsmbeanahe was
away on campaign. Mayhap he even believed the charge. Hewdrd charge
to be true—and in his mind, so it was.”

| felt my hands tighten. “She was burned at the stake, wherslfouar years
old. | was taken in by a wise woman, guardian of the nemetoidyaty Fan
Fach. Gamma. She told my father she had dreamed my coming.toFrem
somewhere deep in the forest, and owl called, a single lowrnfol cry, and |
swallowed. “And my father scarcely cared where | went, ohwwhom. Though
he did send Bron with me, as bodyguard. Bron taught me to shdoww and
arrow and throw a knife. And Gamma taught me the healer’s.cr8he was a
healer, as well as a seer. She died this past spring.”

For all the grief was months old, | felt my eyes stinging asdlgpthe words.
“I wanted to stay there, in the forest where she raised me.sBeitnade me swear
to return to my father’s court when she was gone.”

Uther my father had professed himself more than glad to seeAnd | even
thought he spoke true. For the half-moment or two he lookedeabefore he was
away with his warriors, planning their next campaign. Butle€ not even tried
to barter me away in marriage for the sake of some strateligmed, as many
fathers would have done. | must—did, | suppose—grant hirnrthech.

Still, I felt my mouth twist again. “I found, when | returneithat my father had
indeed married Ygraine of Cornwall. And paid his druids togdresy that their
son was the promised one, he who would turn back the Saxan Kiaesorry for
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my brother Arthur, in a way. | had never seen him before laghgp | scarcely
know him now. But |limagine it's been a heavy load for a boy aftden to carry,
to have been promised such a destiny from birth.”

For a moment, the swirling blood and water in Gamma'’s scrypog! stood
before my gaze. | shut my eyes to clear them. *“Yet | think, frehmat | have
seen of him, that he carries the burden well. So well, indtéved the prophesies
may even prove true. He may be Britain’s savior from the Sadhades. If"—a
shiver danced across my skin—"if he lives through the bsittle and my father
now fight. Lives long enough to grow to a man.”

| stopped again for breath, then said, still meeting theopes's eyes, “A
band of my father’'s warriors has dug a tunnel, beneath thi% Aihe owl called
again as | gestured to the forested slope above and arourehedsh Vortigern’s
fortress. That is the true reason Vortigern’s walls will stand. My father is,
whatever else, a great warrior. He saw this place and knewatlenb hope of
mounting an open attack. Too many men would die before thersuai Dinas
Ffareon could be gained. And so he set his builders to deyesinnnel, to carry-
ing away the soil and bracing the tunnels walls. They havéeaim secret these
last weeks, night after night. Covering the mouth of the &irwith branches
and dry brush every morning at dawn. Though, truly, it hasheasn so hard to
hide. Vortigern has not men enough to spare to send many gohlehe fortress
on patrol. My part—my part and Bron’'s—was to gain entrancBiion’s guise
of wandering druid, mine of his serving boy. To give Vortigex false proph-
esy about the blood of a fatherless child, so that he woulkl taofurther for the
reason his tower walls fell.”

| drew another breath, then said to the prisoner, my voicetdaithe larger
hush of night, “You forced my hand when you nearly made Verngdoubt me,
doubt Bron. | told the first lie | could think of to make you st@mnd to win back
Vortigern’s trust. But | could not have let you to pay for tihewith your life.”

The prisoner ran a hand down his face. There was just lightiginohat
| could read his expression: dazed confusion as he strudglétbck out the
visions long enough that he might take in the meaning of whwad told him.
That, mixed with wary disbelief. Then both were gone, repthby something
hard and dully angry at the back of his gaze. “This wasn’t homais supposed to
be. | was supposed to die. That was all | wanted. Death. Isthgbddamned
much to ask? For Vortigern to kill me and put an end to this—"

He made a quick, angry gesture and | saw a shudder twist thriong as his
gaze traveled around the night-dark forest. The shuddemsgeantly controlled,
though; whoever he was, the force of discipline was deeprnand strong.
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He stilled and looked back at me, the dead-eyed, stony look baplace.
“I'm sorry if | hurt you, Morgan, Daughter of Uther. But youshld go. Go to
your father’s men and carry out your mission, if you will. Beave me here to
finish mine.”

“No.” | was sick, still, and filled with a chill shaking that lteas though my
bones had been turned toice. | spoke almost before | knew+Hkarh honest, in
that moment, | could not have said whether | refused because &rger purpose
spoke through me or whether | simply could not face the thbafgoing off into
the night alone.

Above us, Vortigern's fortress still loomed like a great|king beast ready to
strike. But the woods here, the forest quiet, was at leadtla like the forest
of oaks where | had been raised. No walls, here, nor anytloikgeép the night
breeze from stirring my hair, lifting the fear from my skindablowing it free like
dandelion seed.

| put my hand on the prisoner’s arm, not a gentle touch, tmetibut a hard
grip that made his head come up sharply and his muscles tense.

“A god rides your brow, whoever you are. And that is not an easya
comfortable gift. Believe me, | have cause to know. But | téet' you stay here
and get yourself recaptured and killed. There’s too mucliaktes’ | drew in
another breath, still gripping his arm. “I need you to coméwne now. And
if anything happens to me, if Vortigern’s men find us, and Ihm bne captured, |
need you to swear to me that you’ll run—as fast as you can—aravimy father’s
men are. I'll draw you a map on the ground here, now. And youtrswgar to
me that if anything happens to me, you'll get to my fathersnmaed deliver the
message that they must make ready to attack.”

| saw him start to shake his head, saw him open his mouth tseedgain. |
tightened my grasp. “You must! Would you have Vortigern remiang thanks
to you? The man who gave you these?” | touched the raw lashsmartis
back. “Would you let your choice tonight keep that man ondnis throne?”

| could see the fine tremor of a muscle on the side of his jawrealized just
how on edge his nerves were, how close to the point of breaking

The moment lengthened, stretched out, the night silenog grel swelled
between us, broken only by the harsh bark of a fox from somesvina far distant,
the creak of the branches above as they swayed in the nigétdare

Then, finally, the prisoner jerked his head in a wordless nbié. grimaced
as the movement jarred his injuries, but spread his hangalrty up.

“Go. I'll follow. |swear toit. Asyou asked.”
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MY FATHER'S MEN were gone.

They should have been hard at work, clearing earth from thediuthey had
made on the eastern side of Dinas Ffareon. But the forest tiaryudeserted,
and the black mouth of the tunnel, when we reached it, yawitet nd empty
as a tomb.

| drew the prisoner inside, rearranged the cover of brusibeaumches over the
opening as best | could. In truth, what else could | do? Thsoper had kept
pace with me as best he might—and truly, better than | couleé haped—as we
had made our way through the chill, dark night, skirting thiek forest along the
base of the hill.

But the walk had tired him. He was pale and sweating, mustiesisng as
though he fought at every moment a grim battle to stay on kets fand dawn was
breaking, pale-gray light beginning to spill like a cascdden the hillside. We
could not risk remaining out in the open much longer; Vortige patrols might
be rare in the usual way, but he would surely send out searetieen he woke
from the night’s drinking and found his proposed sacrificenedgods gone.

“Sit.”

The prisoner didn’t resist, but sank down as | bade him oregtbund, though
still with an echo of that spare, focused economy of moverhbat seen in him
before. A warrior’s training, too, had been carved deep lmsanuscle and bone.

| had given him my cloak to cover himself, and a pair of Brorredthes that
rode low on his hips and ended well above his ankles.

But apart from that, | had had no boots nor other clothing terdfim. | could
see, now, in the faint light of dawn that filtered through tih@rnzhes, that his feet
were pale with cold and bleeding from a dozen and more s&aj&s were his
hands and arms. He braced his forearms on his knees and ¢tbhisreead, and
| heard the harsh rasp as he fought to control his breathing.

The opening of the tunnel had been braced with split timkehotd back the
weight of earth above and around. | sat down opposite himjigaagainst one
of the wooden beams. The prisoner’s eyes, bleak and gragipdte half-light,
met mine.

“What now?”

| gave him the answer | had already decided on, the only ankeaarld find
just now. “We wait. What else can we do? \ortigern’s guardsmvél be out
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and combing the forest for you soon.”

He nodded once, moving as though the effort were almost teatgpout then
rubbed a hand across his face as though he were trying to kerép a

“Your father's men?”

“I don’t know.” Now that we had stopped moving, | was realigimow utterly
exhausted | was, as well. | heard a quiver in my voice, andegkiiny teeth to
stop the words shaking any more. “l don’t know what’s happeieghem. They
should be here.”

All the might-bés seemed to flash in an instant through my mind: my father’s
warriors lying dead somewhere out there in the broodingstoitaring up at the
lightening sky with sightless eyes. Vortigern’s men tegraside the branches
that concealed our refuge, here, and dragging us out andihsicle the fortress
walls.

| pressed my eyes closed, then looked at the man oppositeYoa.See the
future. Don’t you?”

“Is it the future?” | had the impression he spoke without @mss control,
as though the words had wrenched themselves free to hangdretys in the dim
stillness. He ran a hand down his face again and went on. “t @oaw. | don'’t
know whether what | See actually comes to pass. | don't—"

He had regained control now; he stopped, gritting his testthaugh biting
off any further words, then looked down at the ground and, $aia different tone,
“The ground here—it’s wet. We should make sure it's safe &y siefore we do
anything else.”

| followed his gesture and saw he was right, the tunnel’sheartloor was
muddied, the footmarks my father's men had left filled wittldi pools of dirtied
water. At least it showed they had been here, and not long ago.

“Do you have flint?” the prisoner asked.

| dug in the pack | had brought and found flint and tinder botrgpped in a
scrap of oilskin to keep dry. A branch from the covering at tilvenel’s mouth
and a torn length of my cloak made a makeshift torch. When katHeghted,
the prisoner led the way along the muddied ground, deepetiiet center of the
hill.

The torch’s flame cast wild, dancing shadows on the earthdis,veand my
heart quickened, all weariness forgotten, for truly I did kiwow what we would
find. My father's men worked slowly, bracing the walls as thegnt, and knew
what they were about. But there are ever dangers in work efkimd, and a
sudden cave-in could have buried them.

The air grew danker and chill as we made our way along, my coiopa
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holding the torch aloft. And then he stopped, so abruptly thlumped against
his back.

“This must be why they stopped work—why they’re not here fiow.

| looked past him, and saw that the tunnel ended, not in the-gaVv had
feared, but in a wall of solid gray rock, glistening and drigpwith moisture in
the fire’s dancing orange light. | should perhaps have beghtémed. We were
deep underground, and there was always the danger thatapimgevater would
cause the tunnel walls to collapse.

But there was a strange, austere. .. beauty, | suppose, stéme before us.
As anything ancient and immovable must be called beauiifuits way. The
torchlight glinted off the rock’s smooth, rippling face, aking the drops and
running rivulets of water to glowing jewels.

It was like a strange, earth-weighted sanctuary, or a skwiseme god of roots
and rock and earth. And | felt, standing there, as though wemndieed stand in
the singing presence of one of the Old Ones, who had passadl&sh into spirit
to dwell forever in hollow hills like this one.

Perhaps my companion felt it, as well. Or perhaps he was onlgxhausted
for words. But we neither of us spoke, not until we had madexayr back along
the tunnel, back to the sunlight that poured through theaeot like some age-old
answer to whatever lay buried deep within the soil.

| forced my lips apart to ask, “Is it safe for us to be here?”

“I think so.” He was squinting as though the bright sunlighttthis eyes, and
sat down again, tipping his head back against one of thergdmams. “If we
stay here, near the entrance, we’ll have time to get out retha collapse. And
it's a better hiding place than any other, just now.”

He rubbed his eyes, and | had the feeling he was reachingdswsame bleak
reserve of strength. Then he looked up at me. “Tell me whabéiagd last night.
Tell me how we came to get away from Vortigern.”

| had meant to ask him if he could See aught of our future, nowt IBould
feel the shivers of the nightmare darkness still twistingdseh the surface of his
control. Or perhaps | only saw it in the tautness of his neak slmoulders, the
white lines about the corners of his mouth; a healer learmedd bodies as well
as minds.

Instead | drew out my healer’s kit. “Let me tend your injuréesd I'll tell you
the whole.”

He had opened the leg wound again. 1 could see the stain df ble®d
through the breeches | had given him, nearly black in the ®ahadf the tunnel.
But it was in truth for myself as much as for him that | had doffiérto see to
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his wounds. Changing bandages, checking stitches andiag@glves to the
multitude of cuts and scrapes on his skin: these were alllif@manchoring and
steadying me as | spoke.

| gave him the story of our escape from Vortigern’s fort. Artthdught that |
managed well enough at holding my voice steady, at keep@djriering sliver
of ice under my breastbone from entering my tone. But whenrlecto letting
loose my arrow at Vortigern’s guard, the prisoner shockedognputting a hand
over mine.

“You had no other choice.” He spoke quietly, the blue eyeadsteon mine,
and all his energy and intensity of focus audible in the wortido other choice
but to stand there and die. You can't blame yourself for chuplsfe.”

And then he drew back, took his hand from mine and looked aasthough
shocked in his turn by the current of energy that had leaptdxn us at the touch.
Or perhaps it was only | that had been caught by surprise; &tenhe had with-
drawn the touch | felt the heat of his skin on mine. | was camssj all at once,
of how alone here we were.

| bent to take out the food | had brought. Handed him a slab edidbrwhich
he tore into at once with ferocious, concentrated appetite.

“Have you—" | stopped. “Whether your visions show the trutufe or no,
have you always been able to See as you do now?”

| thought for a moment he would not answer, or would chooseisunaer-
stand. For a long moment he simply looked at me, muscles firakalong the
grim line of his jaw. But then: “Always?” He gave a short, Halmark of a laugh,
eyes still bleak and hard. “I don’t know that, either. I'vedhthis—this"—he
sketched a brief, angry gesture in the air with one hand,himgsby spreading
his palm out as though unable to find the word. “I've had thishatever this
is—since | woke in Vortigern’s prison cell three days ago.t Before that, | don’t
know. Before that, | don’t know anything at all.”

He glanced down at his own body, at the bruises that marked miottled
purple and yellow across his chest and rib cage like lichersne of the standing
stones to the old gods. He laughed shortly again. “Vortigeuid have peeled
my skin off, inch by slow inch, and | still wouldn’t have beebl@ato tell him what
he wanted to know.”

He spoke more rapidly, now, as though he had tapped somewweikng of
poison that must now gush until it ran dry. “I might as well Bdseen born in
\ortigern’s god-cursed fort. I've no memories from beforblot even my own
name. |didn’'t even recognize my own face when | saw it in theewyou brought
me to wash in on one of these past days.”
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It was—oddly—hard to make myself touch him now. But | reacbatdand
touched his head, running my fingers up beneath the fair lrd@rhissed through
his teeth when | found a place, just above and behind his edar@ knot of
swelling, where he must have taken a fearsome blow, hardgéntmucrack the
bone. But it had not bled, and he’d had so many other injuressdes this one
that | had never found it before.

“I've heard of it happening.” My voice sounded as a whispefhdt a man
may take a wound to the head and lose all memory of what he leas Behough
not... not the other. That I've never heard of before.” Hig lneas smooth
and fine beneath my fingers. 1 let my hand fall away. “Can youemiver any
family? Father or brothers? Or a wife?”

He shook his head. His eyes looked almost Sight-blinded astdred at
the braced earth that formed the opposite wall. But then &ie gleared as he
smoothed the hair back from his temples with both hands. ™NBle braced
one hand against the space between his eyes. “l feel as thoughthough I've
been on my own, alone, a long time.” He gave another harstlad@hough
how do | know for certain? But I've no"—he raised one hand agtdtlfall, his
gaze darkening as though he searched for the right word. “Blmony of love or
family, nor any feeling that I've left anyone behind, wagiand watching for my
return. There’s only—"

He stopped, and was silent so long | thought he meant to stegksp al-
together. But then he said, muscles jumping again in hisflagers curling as
though he fought to keep from striking at something, “Themnly this night-
mare that comes every time | shut my eyes. It’s all | rememb#his past night.
Walking through the dead and dying on a field of battle. Andwang that all
of it—all the death and spilled guts and the stink of rottirglies—is my doing.
My fault. Knowing that | ought to be one of those lying deadhe mud. That |
ought not be—"

“I know.” | remembered the nightmare vision | had shared migiour escape.
Grief and blood-soaked guilt, and no memory of anythingdesi A warrior, a
leader perhaps, who had stood against Vortigern and seevaehigsand crushed?
There was, of a surety, no shortage of those. Though usti@lgdds had at least
granted them a swift death with their men.

“It might be just that, though. A dream.”

“Just a dream.” His voice was rough. *“l hope you lie bettemtiiaat if
Vortigern ever catches up with us. Still—" his voice changadd his mouth
twisted in a brief, wry smile. “Thank you for trying.” His hda clenched and he
looked up at me. “I do mean that. Thank you. For that and fowhat you did
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tonight. It was—" he stopped again, and | saw white dents apgethe corners
of his mouth. “It was an act of courage. Even if | have no righinty life, you
have saved it for me. But we both know that whatever else tkatrvis, it's more
than only a dream.”

“I—" | stopped and looked down at my own hands, Seeing for afbnstant
myself in pale green and my brother Arthur, face flushed withkd The tunnel
walls seemed to press in closer; even the weight of my bogthek seemed too
much to bear on my skin.

| looked up at the prisoner again. “There must be a reasongthoA reason
you're still alive.”

A flash of something hard and bitter crossed his gaze. But tireryes
searched mine and he said, “You believe that?”

“I have to.”

He was silent a moment, eyes still on mine. Then he noddedamté&oked
away, gaze fixed on the opposite wall. “Maybe. Maybe it’s aiglument, then.
What | See, now, instead of my own past. Maybe that’s why | wasaowed to
die at Vortigern’s hand. It's as though... as though I'mryitime backwards.
In the place where memory should be, | see instead. .. visidflashes. Call
them whatever you like. But they're always changing. Naghis fixed. |
look at Vortigern, and | see him screaming as he dies by firehe &dges of
his lips compressed. “Not that I'm likely to grieve over-nhui€ that particular
vision comes true. But’—he made the quick gesture of friistneagain, raising
one clenched hand and letting it fall. “But other times, | @@ sitting on a
throne, a bent old man, or dying at peace in a tapestried bkxdk bkt Vortigern’s
guards, and | see them gulping ale and getting their miseraidrved looking
slave girls with child—and sometimes | see the infants dyiafpre they’re alive
a full turning of the moon. Sometimes they live. But it all flewnd shifts and
changes like... like quicksand. I've no notion which visaare true. If any
are.”

| watched him a moment, then said, my voice soft, “Do you sebave you
seen any of your own future? Our future, after this?”

The muscles in his throat contracted as he swallowed, anddidesl my gaze.
“Sometimes. Sometimes | see myself. Dying, by the sword thiese warrior’'s
marks still on me.” He gestured to the swirling spirals thatered his shoulders
and chest. “Other times I've seen myself a white-haired o&hrwith a harp,
standing beside a king’s throne. But—" He stopped. Stillditi’t look at me.
“I look at you, and—I didn’t see it, at first. Not until you'd ltb me who you
were, and then—"
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He was staring at the tunnel’s earthen wall, and there wasahe lost look
about his gaze, fearless and yet exhausted beyond measwrell.aMy fate, and
yet now this man, too, had to bear the slithering premonibiih

To hear me tell of it, it must sound as though | had Seen my owurdun
Gamma’s scrying bowl and decided | could do naught but sit éikerror-frozen
hare, waiting for the jaws of destiny to close in. But thatas tmue.

It was not merely one future | had seen, but many, branchikegveins in a
dried autumn leaf. | had seen myself running away, crossiagéa to Brittany
on a leaking fishing vessel tossed by the storms. And my bré&thé@ur was
wounded in battle. And without me, without a healer to tend,Hie took fever
and died. The petty kings and chieftains who had united umyefiather squab-
bled away what ground they had gained. And Britain fell to §axons, who
ravaged and slaughtered their way across the land to thewesta.

| had seen myself locked away in a house of holy women. | had seen
myself murder the unborn son | was to bear Arthur with a purfggeonlock. In
that future, | died, as well, bleeding my own life out alongwihe child. And
without our child—the boy | would call Modred—to fight besiden, Arthur fell
in battle and died, choking on mud and blood.

Future after future, but the tangled threads always uneaviel the same end:
Without me, without our son, Arthur would die. Without ArthdBritain would
be utterly destroyed. One path, one future, | could chosehich Arthur won a
peace that lasted at least the span of a man’s life. In whidhiBwas battered,
yet unbroken in the end.

Hate it as | might, | could not make it untrue.

And whatever else, | knew at least that the future was no t#uthis man’s,
save that he was forced to stare down its maw whenever hedaont@emy face.

| put my hand across his mouth and said, my voice soft, “I knts.all right.
| know that, too.”

His lips were dry, his breath hot against the palm of my handt tBis time |
scarcely felt the touch. | felt as though my own blood pulded@the quivering
lines of the Sight. The throb of something deep inside me wheed a moment
later by those same chiming currents | had heard before. efheis the oldest
tale, or the presence | had felt within the rock at the end efttmnel. Like a
heartbeat of the earth itself, a voice that seemed to br¥ath, Go on This day
IS yours.

A part—a small part—of me stood back, astonished at what.| 8idt if | let
this chance pass me by, when might another come? | had peshgpthis day,
this one day to make mine. And after that, a road to walk thewgrarrower with
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each passing turn of the moon.

And so | didn’t let myself hesitate, nor even think over-longook my hand
away and leaned forward, touching my lips to his.

It was sweet, sweet as a mother’s lullaby or the first drergchaim of spring.
For the first time since Gamma had died, | felt real warmth fltwdugh me, and
something hard and clenched inside my chest seemed to ease.

After the first moment, though, the prisoner drew back, hdimadsbut gentle
on my shoulders to hold me away. “I'm not—" The dawn was trufgdking
outside our shelter; | could see him more plainly now. Hisablieame quick and
unsteady, but he gave another quick, wry twist of what waatra smile. “At
least IThopel am not the man to take advantage of a girl left without pridbec
and on her own. | dont—"

But | stopped him, laying a hand across his lips again. Thaieg currents
seemed to brush, light as birds wings, against my skin. ‘$@&al held his gaze.
“You say you've been alone a long time—perhaps all your lifdut here, right
now, you don’t have to be.”

His jaw was stubbled with several days’ growth of beard, roagd prickling
against my skin. He exhaled, just a brief burst of air. “Yound&now me. |
don’t know me. But | know I’'m not—"

But | stopped him again. | felt as though | had crossed a bradge a fast-
moving current. Or been lifted up and set down, and not inegihié same place
| had been before.

| lifted one finger and traced the angular line of his brow,jais. “I know
that you are not evil, whatever you may have done. | know tbathave courage
to face whatever comes. | know that you should not have tothedsurdens you
now carry all on your own.”

He looked younger, now, seen as close as this, close enoaghadbuld see
tiny flecks of gold in the sea-blue of his eyes. He might peshag eighteen or
nineteen, but no more, and no more than a few years older than |

| swallowed to keep my voice from wavering. “You've seen \smlf what the
future holds for me. Please let me have this. Let me choosayself now, with
you.”

EVER SINCE GAMMA had shown me her vision in the scrying waters, | had felt,
like the throb of open wounds, how much would have been diffehad | been
the boy my father so craved, the boy | had now spent weeksrahieig to be.
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My mother would have lived and been hailed as queen. My brainur
would never have been born, and perhaps all the prophesiksrspf him would
have been made over my cradle, instead. Who can know sudlstbima cer-
tainty? But betimes Arianrhod, mistress of fate and theesiWheel of the stars,
seems a cruel goddess indeed.

And yet, that daybreak, | knew that | would never have tradiedgs nor
wished to be any other than | was. For in so doing | would hasetlee wonder
of that morning.

There is an old tale—I heard Gamma tell it once—of a maid ofRhie Folk,
who fell in love with a human man and carried him away on a smdwie mare to
live with her in the Otherworld. The Summerland, where thieneo weariness,
nor pain, nor sorrow, nor toil, but only day after day, petfaed unblemished as
an endless strand of pearls.

And yet the maid’'s human love sickened and pined there, oM life in
the human world. And in pity, she allowed him to return to hisndhome, his
own kind. She rode back with him on the snow-white mare, aftchien to a
human life and human love. But as she turned back towardsthbetween the
Otherworld and this, she wept, and her tears fell onto thesraad grass and soll
where she rode.

And it was said that any who touched the earth where one ofdaes ffell
would be granted the gift of living a day from the Otherwortthe whole and
utterly perfect day.

An old tale, and perhaps never meant to be believed, evenfiveetold. But
| could believe it that morning.

We ate of the food | had brought, and slept, and moved togettstradowed,
earth-scented half-light. | was aware of the lighteninghaf tunnel as the day
broke outside, of the movement of the patches of sunlighidéyapled the earthen
floor. But only in so far as they showed me my companion’s faceenclearly,
let me see the look in his eyes: a kind of earnest, astonisbaedev that made my
heart ache with a pain so fierce it was sweet as that first ngeetiour lips had
been.

Other women had spoken in my hearing of pain, but truly | feh&. Another
gift of the Goddess, maybe. For if the weavings of our livesspun of both joy
and sorrow, the fabric of that morning seemed destined t@abefrom threads of
joy alone.

“Thank you,” | whispered as | clung to him, my face buried agahis shoul-
der. “Thank you.”

“I think—" His voice, too, sounded younger. Husky, and withr@ak in it,
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like a youth’s caught in the change from boy to man. “I thin&tth supposed to
be what | say to you.”

AFTERWARDS AS | LAY DROWSING with my head on his shoulder and the
warmth of his breath a soft tickle against my hair, he stim#ct once and said,
“Merlin.”

“Merlin?” 1 raised myself on one elbow and looked down at hifA.hawk?”

His hair was rumpled, and he must have been asleep, as weduse he
squinted a little at the shafts of sunlight that filtered tigb the branches at the
tunnel’s entrance. He shook his head, one hand rubbing tmedpetween his
eyes. “No... my name.”

| must have given a start of surprise, because his hand carteehrpsh my
hair, just lightly, even as his gaze clouded and his browolued in an effort
of remembrance. “l was lying here, listening to the birdssalg, and | heard
one—a merlin, | thought. And then it seemed as though . . asgth¢’d heard
the word before. As though it belonged to me. Or perhaps netlini quite,
but something like it. It felright, just for a moment, as though | could remem-
ber being called that, sometime before now. But—" He stopgedl let out a
breath of frustration, shaking his head again. “But it's gegrow. Now I'm
just... remembering that | remembered it. It's not a real mgnany more.”

| could hear the bird calls from the forest outside, softghiand twitters and
the high, wild cry of the hawk he must have heard.

“I'm sorry.” 1 could see the lost, shadowed look had creptkiato his eyes,
and | touched his cheek. “I wish | could give you back your tnaene, whoever
you were before.”

He drew his knees up, resting his chin on his crossed handstaridg at the
opposite wall. The Sight-blinded look was gone from his epes his look was
distant, all the same, as though he listened to a voice fromwifa

“I was a warrior.” His fingers clenched and unclenched théwese “I must
have been, my body remembers it, even if it's wiped clean froynmind. But
l—when | fought with Bron, | knew what to do even without thing. | wished
for a knife. And | knew already how it would feel in my hand, witavould be
like to slide the blade between his ribs. As though I'd done tundred times
before. 1 could almost feel the blood, hear the little gruinpain he’'d give when
the knife found his heart.”
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| must have made some movement, some small sound becausaée and
looked at me, eyes stricken. He shook his head. “I’'m sorryor’tknow whose
warrior | was, or for whose cause | fought, who | supported ivatwou tell me of
the war for Britain’s throne.” A brief, wry smile pulled ateledges of his mouth.
“Save that it was not Vortigern. But | don't—"

And then he stopped, frowning as though searching for th# rgprds. “I
don’t know what | was before | woke in Vortigern’s prison cell don’t know
what these hands of mine may have done. | think in truth"—tresw crossed
his face again—"that | would ratherot know, though that may be the coward’s
choice.”

He held out his hands, the pale golden sunlight dapplingkiis s‘But since
my past is gone, | have nothing else to give but this bodygthesids. You saved
my life this day and gave me... gave me far more than | desejust in seeing
myself reflected in your eyes. A man | might not be ashamed tawberlin—"

He stopped, and then he smiled just a little as he spoke the. wdvlerlin,
whoever he may prove to be, is yours, then. And besides—" && dry mouth
back to his and kissed me with the same earnest, heart-atpppinder of before.
| felt him smile against my lips. A truer smile, this time. Hibk you'd always
have had the power to make me forget my own name.”

VORTIGERN S MEN FOUND UsSat sunset.

We were asleep, both of us, curled together on the floor ofthied!, my head
still on his shoulder, my palm spread flat on his chest. | cbldr, even through
the hazy sweetness of whatever | dreamed, the steady bemt loédrt, feel the
solid warmth of his arms fitted around me.

| had not even realized how much time had passed until heedtag, waking
me as well, and | saw how the patterns of sunlight had fadedind, jpale streaks
of orange.

Dusk’s shadows blurred the air, but there was yet light ehdogme to see
my companion’s face. Merlin. Even as my heart stumbled in imgst and
quickened, the name came with strange, natural ease. Aghhuwuaitruly had
been named and reborn in this place that might have been secnet,sclose-
protected womb of the earth itself.

But protected no more; he was alert, now every muscle taigego And as |
sat up, he put a hand across my mouth, warning me to silence.
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| heard it a moment later, the noise that must have awakemad ien’s
voices, low and angry, though the words were indistinct, anctunch of dry
bracken under heavy booted feet.

Just for a moment, in the heart-pounding stillness of theein let myself
hope that it might be my father's men, at last returned. Buh& next heart-
beat | heard one of the men’s voices, louder than the restred@pout and start
searching. He can’t have got far.”

Vortigern’s men. | felt as though a giant hand was clencheddany chest,
wringing the air from my lungs. \ortigern’s men, searchiog the man beside
me.

And they would find him. The knowledge pulsed in my stomach $ilckness.
The branches covering the mouth of the tunnel might be entoigleceive an
ordinary patrol, weary of the duty and eager to return to tlaemth of the ale
hall. But searchers, sent out to comb the hillside methdiglidar any trace of
the fugitive man—we could have only a bare handful of moméetfere they
discovered the tunnel’s entrance.

| was looking up at Merlin’s face, and saw the same knowledfjected in his
eyes, in the set of his shoulders and tight line of his moutht tBere was no fear,
nor even hesitation. So much so, indeed, that until he put enédygaside and
stepped towards the mouth of the tunnel, | did not even realizat he intended
to do.

“You can't!” My voice was a whisper, a breath of sound, no mdwe | caught
hold of his arm and held him tightly, trying to pull him back.Ydu can’t go out
there. They’ll kill you!”

“And if | wait any longer, we’ll both die.” His voice was the s8¢ soundless
murmur, but his face was as focused with grim intent as evadideen it, even
during the days he’d spent in Vortigern’s cell. “If they find both here, they’ll
know it was you helped me escape. They'll kill you, too.” Hisuth twisted.
“And that'’s the least they’ll do once they discover you'rd adoy.”

| could feel hot tears scalding my eyes, threatening to spér. | shook my
head, unable to trust myself to speak, and he said, his fdtensay, “Please. |
made you a vow. My hands—my self—pledged to your service aatkption.”
He framed my face, brushed my cheek with his thumb. “Please’t chake me
betray that vow already. I've small enough time to make Merito a man I'm
not ashamed to live—or die—as.”

And then | Saw it, swift as a lightning flash, and knife-edgedts intensity:
the visions came more keenly now across the channel between saw him,
Merlin, fighting for his life amidst a group of Vortigern’s wi#ors. He had—

38



from somewhere—gotten a sword, and he moved like a sergéqahgt swinging
the blade in a fierce, terrible blur. But he was outnumberegnty or more
against one. His mouth was torn and bleeding freely, andnasom stain spread
on his side. One of his eyes was so bruised it was swollen he&rlsut the other
eye looked at his attackers with flat, exhausted calm: thie dd@ man who sees
death approach on razored wings.

He kissed me again, just the briefest, gentlest touch offissd mine, before
the vision had even faded from my sight. And then he took mylreard pressed
his mouth against my wrist, resting his forehead a long mdragainst my arm.

And then before | could move, before | could speak, he was gemashing
through the branches at the tunnel entrance in one step aseps¥ his arm. |
heard him shout out a challenge to the warrior’s outsiderchian running hard
up the hill, leading them away from where | still hid.

Still, I heard Vortigern’s men fall on him, the volley of kiskand punches that
drove him to the ground, before one of Vortigern’s guardse-dader, he must
be—snarled an angry reminder that they were to bring baclptisener alive.
And then | heard them coming back, closer to where | hid. |ggdsnyself back
against the earthen wall, heart pounding, feeling as tholglair | breathed had
thickened and been edged with grit.

He had given me this chance, this one chance, | could notifaildy letting
them capture me, as well. That much pierced the numb, icynpe¢hat had
enclosed me like sea fog.

In the end, the warriors passed by the tunnel all unseeisgMfere too flushed
with bloodlust and triumph to search the hillside more. t & though | were
encased behind a solid wall of ice, as though my chest hadlbek&d with iron
bonds. And | wished—the Goddess knew how hard—that | coutd baen cow-
ardly enough to close my eyes. But | saw them, just a glimpskesmarched
past, dragging their captive back up towards the summitehih and the fort.

His head lolled on one shoulder and his arms looked dragged tineir sock-
ets by the ropes they had used to bind his wrists. And his fasdolood-smeared.
| saw that much, through the gathering shadows of night,reeteey passed by
and were gone.

| let myself sink, boneless, to the ground, let myself buryfage against my
raised knees. But only for a moment. | dragged in one brelagm another, and
another after that. Pressed the heels of my hands fiercelysagay eyes.

And then | found my clothes and yanked them on with shakinglearBoy’s
tunic, boy’s ragged breeches. By the time | had dealt witHabes on my boots,
| had forced my hands to steadiness and my breathing to slow.
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| had let him go, had not stopped him as he saved me from discarel
bartered his life in exchange for mine. But | had made no pserttat | would
cower here, weeping in the dark, while he went out to meet dathdwe had both
Seen.
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A\ E CAN'T GO BACK, LASS.” Bron’s voice was gruff with regret, but
his mouth was set in a hard, flat line. “I'm not going to be the tm
explain to your father why | helped you get yourself killed.”

We stood at the entrance to the tunnel, silvered, now, byigh¢ of the moon
that had risen an hour before.

Bron had left the fortress with Vortigern’s warriors, offeg his own sup-
posedly Sight-gifted instincts in searching for the esdgpésoner whose blood
would water Vortigern’s tower walls. That had always been plan, that he
would join the searchers and slip away if and when he was abkehad sketched
out our intent the previous night, before Bron had gone tdiyfern’s drinking
hall and | had walked past the guards to get the prisoner free.

Goddess, that seemed a lifetime and more ago, now.

And it had taken him until nightfall before the approachirayldhad given
him a chance. But he had gotten free of Vortigern’s men anderhaiway here,
to where he had found me.

If 1 had felt no pain before, | did feel it now. My skin felt gyt with dirt
from the tunnel’s floor, besides, and my every muscle wag agha bowstring,
quivering with the need for haste. But I clenched my handssaid, “You know
where my father and his men should be camped.”

“Yes, but—"

“I told you, they struck a wall of stone—maybe a hidden spriagder the
hill.  That's why they weren’'t here. They must have realized tunnel would
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have to be re-dug if they were to make an entrance into theekst So they’ll
have gone back to camp. They must be there now.”

Bron grunted. “All right, maybe so. But that doesn’t mean—"

“How many men has my father with him?”

He shrugged. “A hundred spears? Maybe two dozen or more swaal
But the numbers don’t matter.” The moonlight turned his gsatace to a dour
mask, but | saw his remaining eye soften. “I'm sorry for the4& you are. He’s
a brave lad, and stood up to Vortigern’s handling as well asmaan I've seen.
But he’s one man, and we've got a hundred and more of our migasto weigh
against his. Your father and brother and all the rest wouldlaeghtered in an
open attack. You know that. That's why we started tunnelildut without a
way into the fort—"

“It wouldn’'t be an open attack.” It was an effort to make mysgleak slowly,
not to let the words pour in a tumbled rush past the tightnessyi throat. “Not
as you mean. Do you think Vortigern will not make a specta€lei®prisoner’s
death? Not summon all his men to watch as he ensures thatthestowalls
will finally stand fast? You know he will—he can't afford nai.t Not with his
warriors’ confidence in his rule at such an ebb. He’'ll gathen together—and
they’ll be distracted long enough for our men to swarm thdsahd strike.”

“Right.” Bron huffed an exasperated breath. He had throwark dioak over
his druid’s robe, but his grizzled hair was still fixed in thezéns of tiny braids.
“That’s if they knew there was a chance to strike. But for tioawork, one of us
would have to go and—"

He stopped, remaining eye narrowing in his grim, moonliefac*Oh, no.
Don't even think it, lass. Look you, Vortigern’s not going $acrifice the lad
without me there. Doesn’t make for near the spectacle if hetsgot his tame
druid there to kill him by the triple death, like the men welepgomised. He’s
not even going to get the men gathered together, not untiecback. Which |
can't, because his men will have got back to the fort by now,tary’ll have told
himthatl... well—"

Bron rubbed his nose with the back of his thumb, and | saw—avitbld lurch
that pulled tight in my chest—his tight lips and downcastey&ron.” | gripped
his arm. “That you what? What haven’t you told me? What did glo@”

“That | had to knock two of his guardsmen on the head to getdfdabem.”
Bron’s voice was a mutter. Then he looked up, single eye glegnheumy blue
and hard in the pale light. “l was a fair way worried about yiass. Not being
able to get away from them like we’'d planned. Vortigern hadggair of his fool
guards to watch over me—make sure the doddering old druidtdidrn an ankle
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or break a leg out wandering the hillside. Their orders werstick to me like
burrs and see | got back to the fortress safe to perform tleeraary when the lad
was recaptured.”

From somewhere deep in the forest, came another cry of anlowland
mournful like a wailing for the dead that would never return.

Bron shrugged, mouth still tightened to a grim slash. “Sdd tbem | was
having a vision of where the prisoner was. Off to the easta¥eay from where
everyone else was searching.” Just for a moment, a ghostrofl@ ®uched his
face. “Followed me like sheep, the pair of them, both thigkiney were going
to get the glory of dragging Vortigern’s captive back. Aneénhwhen we were
off at a distance, | knocked them both over their fool headsraade off. Didn’t
kill ‘em, though.” He grimaced. “No honor in killing a man jufor doing his
duty and when he’s made no threat to you. And when you reachgeyau start
to have more of a care for your soul than you did at twenty-od@dn’t think
it would matter. Thought I'd find you and the lad here, and ladl test of your
father's men. But there’s no going back to the fort. Not whapst two guards
will have woken up with the devil’'s own headaches and goné bad/ortigern,
spitting mad and swearing vengeance on the druid who figtgsalswordsman.”

Fate can be a freeing thing. If my future were immovable, fiasedne of the
wayfarer’s stars, | could not be killed now, tonight. And iivere killed, 1 would
escape the future Gamma had Seen, the one the harpers weuwdysing. More
than once since that day | had thought that | had now my choletiver to fear
everything or nothing at all. And—

| found my fingers had moved almost of their own accord, to cypwrist
where Merlin’s lips had pressed, as if | could hold the warwitkhe touch there
even a moment more.

If | were to die, tonight was no bad time. Few, of a surety, dieaed to live
their one perfect day, much less keep it always as their fieahary of this world.

A night breeze had sprung up, whipping my hair back and ngsthe branches
above. | drew a breath. “You said it yourself, Bron. One of ustigo and bring
my father and his warriors, tell them that if they are to dttéenust be now. And
it must be you, since you can’t go back to Vortigern. | will gach to Vortigern’s
fort. I'm the one who claimed to have Seen that Mer—that thsopier was a
fatherless child. | can tell him that | know the rituals ashslyou, that it's more
fitting | should conduct the rites.”

Bron’s brows drew together. “Are you out of your pig-swivirg he clenched
his teeth over the words. “Are you out of your mind? When youengechattering
little magpie of a four-year-old girl, | drank Uther Pendoa(s ale and kissed his

43



sword and cut the palm of my hand to swear an oath as your gufydu think
I’m going to break that vow—"

Twice, now, tonight, | had heard men speak of vows to guardifawiith their
own. | had asked for neither, and now, facing Bron in the migdi| my temper
broke.

“You would rather it all be for nothing? The weeks spent diggthis tun-
nel? Our weeks of fawning on Vortigern and standing by doing nothirglevhe
tortured an innocent man? You would rather see it all go tae®asYou would
rather see Vortigern squatting on Britain’s throne while 8axons rape our lands
and burn our fields?” | stopped for breath. “Look me in the efeen. Look at
me and tell me you believe in your heart that my father wouldwent me to do
this—that he would ever chose my life over Britain’s thréne.

For a single brief eternity, we stared at each other, my thesting hard, while
all around the branches swayed and creaked in the night wihden, finally,
Bron’s gaze fell. “I must be out of my rutting mind,” | heardinimutter.

| let out the long, slow breath | had not known until that moidreld. “Tell
my father to come from the north—that's where the defensesnarakest, the
walls are only half-built. Or through the gate, if | can find ayfor it to be left
without a guard. But—" | stopped myself, trying to force bdbk cold that now
rushed in, biting to the bone. “You know that as well as | dostJu. take care.
And"—I swallowed—“thank you, Bron.”

Bron stood a moment, staring at the ground. But then his héad,land
his remaining eye looked into my own, steady and—I thoughisted over if
only for a moment. “Your father might choose the throne. Bettain sure |
would not.” One gnarled hand came up to my shoulder and sqde€Xou keep
yourself safe, lass. Don’t try anything daft.”

| saw his throat muscles bob up and down as he swallowed. Ae lle
turned and was gone, vanishing amongst the deeper shaddtes sifirrounding
trees.

THERE ARE TALESoOf travelers who wander into the crystal caves of the Other-
world and have their wits stolen by the Fair Folk so that theymever speak of
what they have seen. | thought, after leaving Bron, that edeatgods dwelt be-
neath Dinas Ffareon might have taken my capacity for feakcaacity for feel-
ing, really, for in truth | felt nothing, neither fear nor anyher emotion besides.
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Only perhaps impatience and a grim intensity of purpose Wharst needs freeze
into immobility at a sound—a snap of a twig or a rustle of bf@e—among the
trees.

| had no notion whether the news of the prisoner’s recaptaceyet worked
its way through the night to recall the men Vortigern had geritunt.  Stray
searchers could still be out, and | could not risk fallingoitiheir hands. Not
when | had no idea, either, whether word had yet spread of' 8aitack on his
guards.

But the body is a strange thing, as any healer has cause ta kbgimg men
of a sudden rise from their beds and get well; hale men sickemvather, and
from no cause but despair. And now, as | came within sight efrtfain gates
of Vortigern’s fortress, my mind might still be as thoughZem, fixed on a single
intent. But the blood thudded in my ears like ocean waves,napgalms were
clammy with sweat even so.

Moonlight spilled like silver rain onto the rock and timbdréortress walls.
Wind whipped the torches set over the fortress’s main gatattered banners of
flame. | had stopped in the deepest part of the shadows ofggctaes that grew
from the stony soil, and for a moment, | closed my eyes. Restgdorehead
against the trunk of a spindly ash and willed the beat of myttiealow.

Then | straightened and looked up again, towards the magates.

| could see, beneath the burning torches, the men posted &tbrthess gates
as sentries; the light picked out with merciless clarityitheather helmets, the
blades of their spears and swords. | stood in the deepesbiptne shadow on
the edge of the trail. They had not seen me yet, nor heard iagydimiss.

But | had no hope of getting by them unseen; the instant | st ppt onto the
path, I would be challenged, hailed down.

If time had not been so short, | might have tried working my wagk around
to the northern side of the fort, finding a way up the rocky slép where Vor-
tigern’s defenses were weakest. That might be safer. Wajldditmight be |
acknowledged it to whatever fates were governing this night

But climbing the nearly sheer rock, alone and in the dark, ld/twe harder,
far harder a feat than the sliding, slithering descent haghbeMly muscles were
already shaky with exhaustion, and it had taken me far tog &ready to make
my way here from where | had parted with Bron.

| could feel each moment now like a bowstring, pulling evghter and tighter
in my chest.

| found myself arguing it to the fates. Or perhaps the imagBroh | had
carried away with me, to the gruff echo of his voice telling nat to take foolish
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risks.

Every time | shut my eyes, the remembered vision flickerednagahe lin-
gering dazzle of torchlight: a man with wheat-colored haid &ea-blue eyes,
slashing with his sword and facing his own death with flat,adted calm.

| focused on the helmeted guards, willing all cracks in thengicy numbness
away. | wore my boy’s tunic and breeches; my face was digagi&d and my
cropped hair tangled with twigs and flecks of dry leaves. dfgliards had not yet
learned that Bron was not what he seemed, | might be able toylieay past, as
Bron'’s serving boy. Or—

The gate swung open, and a third man stepped through. Angtaedsman,
wearing the same leather helm. He spoke to the sentries;ghtgust the low
murmur of their voices, though the night wind snatched awaywords. Their
gestures were quick, though, jerky and excited.

And then the sentries turned and followed the third man e fort at a
run, leaving the gate without its guard.

How long | stood there | have no idea. It might have been thefdést of
instants, or considerably longer; time seemed to have firafeng with my body
as | stared at the unguarded gate, my heart beating a sigkdnjithm in my ears.

And then | ran as the sentries had, all exhaustion fallen awaymoment, up
the steep path to the fortress walls.

What | would have done had they barred the gate from the insideave no
idea of that, either, truly none. | had no time for plans omefeg thought, beyond
those of concentrated purpose. But the massive wooden daoesunbarred.
One of the doors even hung a little open, still shivering vilte guardsmen’s
push.

| HAVE THOUGHT, and often, on how easy it is—too easy by far—to forget the
suffering at the heart of so many harpers’ tales. To forgat thal men and
women once earned the telling of those stories, in grief a@mal gnd tears.

And yet this | will say: that | wish | had a harper’s words td t&fl the scene
that met my eyes within the fortress walls.

| had glimpsed, in vision, Merlin fighting twenty and more obrtigern’s
guards with a stolen sword. | had relived the memory of it vettery beat of
my heart on the journey here. And yet no vision could have heataip to the
reality before me as | pushed open the gate with all my sthesugdi stepped inside.
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He wore still the ragged breeches, but fought bare chestedséme blood
and flesh vision sprung from the old warriors’ tales. Brom&rbng blue whorls
and spirals still marked his skin.

He fought on the open square of churned and muddied groundevue-
tigern’s warriors daily sparred with spears and swords. [ighe of surrounding
torches turned his loosened hair to a gleam of gold amongde#ther helms of
Vortigern’s men, showed the patch of sticky scarlet from shga his side.

And | can say that he wielded the sword like harnessed ligigtniOr that he
fought like a striking eagle, screaming out of the sky. Butwards—perhaps
not even a harper's—can match up to the reality of how he spdrskashed and
beat back attack after attack from the surrounding menhahthile with his own
death plain in his gaze.

All around him were littered the bodies of those who had fatie his blade,
leaking their blood out onto the soil, some crying and dragdheir own spilled
guts behind as they tried to crawl away; that is one part diédttie harpers do
not often sing.

Vortigern stood back and to one side, hurling curses at his imwn, urging
them onward, to attack, to kill the prisoner where he stoad the walls might
stand. And they tried, the Goddess knew they tried, tripjowver the bodies of
the fallen, slipping and sliding in spilled blood.

One man here or there would get close enough to strike a lidapen another
gash in Merlin’s arm or his side. But then Merlin’s blade wibapin and lash out,
deadly-swift as a biting snake, and another of Vortigerrasnors would fall.

His death was inevitable, of that there could be no mistala.efrery man he
killed, another pressed forward to take the fallen man's@land sooner or later
he would be too slow to strike away one of their blows. But helddake twenty
and more with him into Annwn, the Lord of the Dead’s, greasteay hall.

| made no sound; | would swear to it. | made no sound, nor everethfsom
where | stood, pressed against the fortress’s outer walld yet Merlin’s head
came up, and his eyes looked straight into mine.

Only for an instant, no more than a split heartbeat of time.

And yet it was too much. Or enough. Enough to make him faltdriase the
rhythm of parry and thrust with his sword, enough to form akra his guard.

A hard swing from an attacker’s blade made him stagger, metamignoff
balance, and | saw another of Vortigern’s men close in, likeod scenting the
kill, his sword upraised.

What had | planned when | left Bron? Scarcely anything, yeaNothing of
use, Now.
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| had expected to find Merlin bound and in chains, awaitingttlpde death
of drowning, strangling, and the knife. And | had thoughtBiron’s absence,
that | might come forward myself and claim knowledge of thesi Then stall
and spin out the performance until—the Goddess willing—Bcould lead my
father’s men over the unguarded walls.

Now, in the instant Merlin faced his death—a death | had binbtagn for the
second time, | had no time for plans, nor even for thought.

| screamed, long and piercing and loud, loud enough to bedreaan above
the roar and shouts of the warriors.

A dozen and more heads turned to me. Several more of the watdok a
few steps towards me, faces angry, blades drawn.

But the killing blow aimed at Merlin never fell. And | would fia screamed
again, and gone on until the entire crowd’s attention was/dita me, if it bought
Merlin a few precious seconds more.

| had no chance.

As though my thought had in that instant crackled betweerMeslin leapt
forward, straight into the crowd of his attackers. | heardo&e cry out, and
realized only a moment later that it had been my own. My visbivered at the
edges, and | expected at every moment to see him fall undlegstrom a dozen
and more swords.

But he never did. He moved like a bright jet of flame, like a lmignbrand
through the sea of Vortigern’s warriors, ducking, weavstgking out and parry-
ing blows with his sword, spinning and weaving under theargu My teeth were
clenched to keep from screaming again. But he fought in adflomovement, and
with such swift savagery that | would scarce have had timedwdreath before
he had carved out a path to the other side of the crowd wheteg¥an stood.

| believe it was shock, as much as anything, that made Vortigenen stand
back for another frozen heartbeat of time. Only a momenttimé enough for
Merlin to seize hold of Vortigern and drag him backwards, ltfele of his sword
at Vortigern'’s throat.

“Stop!” The shouted command rose above the roar of the crd\Btbp or he
dies!”

Vortigern’s hands had come up, reflexively, to grasp at titledstpping blade
that bit into his neck. Merlin must have tightened his holdwgh to pierce the
skin, though, for a fresh trickle of red slid down to stain fhetrimmed collar of
Vortigern’s cloak. \ortigern went still, eyes contractjiigps drawing back over
his teeth in the snarl of a wolf at bay.

“Do as he says!”
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The warriors might have rushed him, even still, and evenatthst of Vor-
tigern’s life. Merlin was but one man, and had shamed anah glsir com-
rades. And many of those assembled had small love for Vortigéer his last
few months of rule.

But in the moment’s hesitation, the moment’s stillness Waatigern’s order
had won, Merlin leapt backwards, onto the platform of an upgd and half-rotted
frame of a wagon that had stood behind him at the edge of tletigeayard.

It was an astonishing feat; | measured it afterwards andddha wagon to
be more than half the height of a well-grown man, and Merliis @eagging Vor-
tigern’s weight up with him, besides. And yet he kept his fiogt kept his hold
on Vortigern and the hilt of his stolen sword.

“Keep back!” Merlin’s face glistened in the flickering todayht with sweat
and spatters of blood. His unbruised eye looked bleak andosted, and his
mouth was set in a hard, grim line. That look | had seen befoeay times, on
the faces of those in my care: the look of a man suffering almolsearable pain.
And | wondered of a sudden what he saw when he looked at thedfielee dead
and dying: children growing up fatherless, wives weepinglie men he had just
killed?

Still, his voice rang out again, a furious shout, biting asekt “Any man
comes a step nearer, and your king’s head rolls at your feet!”

One or two of the warriors had taken a step nearer, but saliélalat, hovering
undecided a handful of paces from the wagon’s rim, bladesisga.

The battle hunger of the crowd was almost palpable, a buzeragkling pres-
ence that made itself known in eager faces and clenched hanaeeasily shifting
feet and warm, panting breath. A thousand tiny signs thatimstant, Merlin’s
hold on the warriors could snap and they could close in fokilhe

“Listen!” His voice sounded hoarse with shouting, but hisabae on the
unstable platform of the wagon bed never faltered, no maae this grip on the
sword at Vortigern’s throat. “Listen to me! Your druids haslaimed that my
blood will make the building stones of this place stand. Belllyou now, that is
alie!”

A hiss, a sullen, angry mutter went round the crowd at thal, @re or two
more of the warriors shifted from foot to foot where they stooVierlin’s voice
cut off the murmur of sound.

“Where is he? Where is the druid now, who claimed the soil haust needs
be sprinkled with the blood of a fatherless child?”

Another stir of voices and shifting movement went round ttoswvel of fighting
men—but a different one, this time. From where | stood, medsack in the
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shadows of the fort’s outer wall, | thought that for the firsbmment a thread of
doubt, fine as a hair, might have wound its way through the@@sriust for blood.

In the glow of torches, Merlin’s eyes gleamed almost red, gredsmokey
firelight gilded his face like the hammered metal face gudrdoone warrior of
old, made an aureole of his wheat-colored hair. “Vortigeiruid is not here.
But I am! And I will tell you why these towers fall time and tinagain! Dig!”
He made a violent stab with his free hand towards the grouretevtine fighting
men stood. “Dig, | tell you! Dig down into the soil if you woukhow the reason
no building walls will stand. Dig. Or"—he tightened his haid Vortigern—“Or
your king dies now!”

There was a moment, another heartbeat of time where the amntdutelmeted
warriors, the very currents of air that whipped the torchestalew back Merlin’s
hair seemed to still, waiting. And then, slowly, doubtfubiyyd with more than one
sullen, wary glance, the men-at-arms started to dig. Weir 8word blades—for
they had nothing else at first—they stabbed and scrabblée sl

A few of the men stumped off, after a short while of this, togloat proper
shovels and picks, and began shifting and hauling the dayawth those. Merlin
stood throughout on the upturned wagon, stance sure, géaiéenimg; \Vortigern,
still pinned in his grasp, was as one turned to stone, highseaming in short,
panting huffs.

And | stood frozen as well, the outer wall of the fortress d@ind rough at
my back, strangely grateful for the pain of a dozen and ma@ates and bruises
from the journey here that now made themselves felt. Thegmia me an anchor,
a hard core of glowing ember that kept the fury in my chest flming away to
powdered ash.

All the time | had labored, this last day and more, trying taWMerlin’s trust,
and it had not occurred to me—not even once—that he might @atdrthy of
mine.

| had Seen, as he did, the soil of the fortress stained redaibd. But it
might as easily be my father’s men bleeding their lives aw&y Dinas Ffareon’s
muddied ground. Would be, when Vortigern’s warriors fouhd beams and
bracing of the tunnel beneath their feet, and were forevehamel ready when my
father’s men attacked with Bron.

Merlin’s head came up with a jerk and turned, as though theghbhad been
an arrow strike, tugging his gaze to my patch of shadow. Faratess instant,
his eyes looked into mine, twin pools of gleaming torchlighthe copper and
gold mask of his bruised face.

And then he turned back to the laboring men. “Look down!” Hiéce rang
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out again, a hoarse war cry over their grunts and the scragp¢had of shovels
biting into the earth. “Look down into the pit you've dug. Yauill find a pool.
A pool of water beneath the soil here.”

The crowd stirred again, and then a voice came out of the de®gppit in the
ground, “He’s right.” And then—a second voice, this time:&'siright! There’s
water here!”

The muscles of Merlin’s throat contracted as he swallowedthBhroat and
chest were streaked with tracks of drying sweat, silverhasigh the gold war-
rior's face guard had begun to melt and run. “A pool lies de@piwthat soil!”
he shouted. “And beneath and within that pool lie two drago®sie white, the
other red. You—you have all heard the tales. You know | spaak t Llud of
the Silver Hand buried two dragons, beneath the ground,erd#lys before the
rocks themselves began keeping time. 1 tell you these dsagtimese two war-
ring dragons—Ilie here, beneath Dinas Ffareon! It is they wdnase the tower
walls to fall with their eternal struggles. One white dragfamm the Saxon hordes.
One red dragon, the dragon of Uther, Britain’s rightful kingnd | tell you now,
dig up these dragons, let them crawl from the soil and havefihal battle here,
before our eyes! | swear to you, the red dragon—Uther Pendfagragon—uwiill
triumph in the end!”

| do not know, of a truth, whether they would have believed bmmo. One
thing to tell a harper’s tale to a man when he lies wounded endigpths of fear
and pain. Another to ask him to believe the story true, anchemiords of a man
who has battled and slaughtered his comrades.

And yet Merlin had struck among them like a thunder stormtléatsingle-
handed and slain a dozen and more of Vortigern’s finest warriolf anyone
could talk of wonders and be believed, it was surely he, liabklthe glow of
torchlight, body bruised and bloodied and yet still painteth the blue woad that
had guarded warriors from days long passed into story.

Vortigern’s men held back, uncertain, looking wildly frometo the other,
faces awed and suspicious and angry by turns in the patclasibwi of moon
and torchlight.

From the stables at the far side of the fortress, one of theelsowhickered,
low and nervous. And then, as the very air seemed to thickdmpagss in all
around, my father's men erupted from all sides: screamirautfh the unguarded
gate, boiling over the half-completed northern wall. A taf@rmed and shouting
men waving spears and axes and swords.
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FIGHTING MEN ARE FULL of the glories of war, of their own deeds of courage, of
enemies hacked down and stripped for their wealth in armslok. grhis | know,
though: only a fool could stand in the thick of battle and bgrely without fear.

| remember the noise most of all, the roaring war cries of tie@nthe clang
and clash of blades, the terrified screams and pounding bad¥ke horses in the
stables.

And yet... and yet | could, that day, begin to see just a litflevhat the
harpers had sung. Vortigern’s men were utterly unprepafédalance and weak-
ened already by the fight with Merlin. My father’'s men toreoitttem like wolves
savaging sheep. Many fell, bleeding, to the ground, manerfied into the night,
through the open gate or over the unfinished wall.

And there was a fierce, terrible beauty to it all. | stood shingg sickened,
fear a metallic taste in my mouth. And yet | could not tear mgegaway.

| had lost sight of Merlin; strain as | might, | could not ses iheat-blond
hair among the crowd of fighting men, nor the darker head ofiyem. But
| saw Bron amongst the throng of heaving, grunting bodies. wds wielding
a sword with slashing blows, his face fixed in the grin of gattemaining eye
alight. More than one man fell to his blade.

| saw my father, his war cloak streaming behind him, the stakagon bla-
zoned on his shield. And | saw my brother. Arthur, the brotrssrarcely knew,
wielding a sword that looked too heavy by far for a boy of feert. And yet
he used it well, and his square-cut face was grim but feadsdse hacked and
slashed at a warrior twice his size.

| had frozen, watching Arthur, and the scene had gone distakimost as
though | watched the battle in Gamma'’s scrying bowl. And fhemift as an
adder’s bite, one of Vortigern’s men reared up before megehargd powerful,
sword upraised to deliver a killing blow.

What does one think, in that moment of facing death? In a taeght have
seen Gamma'’s face, or even my mother, standing before me.t l@ast seen
glimpses from my life pass like visions before my eyes.

| felt nothing, though; my mind was too blank even for fear.

And then, before | had even gathered breath enough to cntfeuiploodied
point of a sword ripped through the man'’s belly, and he fedtéad at my feet.

Merlin tore his blade free, stepped over the body, and caougldtof my arm,
dragging me back from the worst of the fighting, shielding rogwith his.

If I had been too numb for fear before, the numbness was sedtt®w. My
whole body started to shake, and | clung to him, slippery Witdod and sweat as
he was, before | could push him away.
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“Go!” | had to shout to be heard over the noise. “Go, I'm allhig Go back
to where the men have need of you!”

Merlin shook his head, still gripping my arms. “It's over.”

He was right.

\ortigern’s men were dead, or running for their lives, or &lireg captive on
the ground, at the point of my father’'s men’s swords.

| felt something wet on my face, and when | wiped it with the lbat my
hand, it came away sticky red. Spattered blood from the martitMead killed;
he had been that close to me, as close as that to ending myitiifénis sword.

| looked up at him. “Vortigern?”

“Gone. | had him,” Merlin said. “And then | saw the man come &ods
you—about to strike, and—I let Vortigern go. If I'd taken ttime even to Kill
him I'd not have gotten to you in time.”

| saw Merlin swallow and put my hand up to stop him saying anyeno
Though, truly, | do not know what | would have said.

| had no chance, though, no chance in any case. My fathery thbePen-
dragon, was there, huge in his mail armor and bloodied wakglsnatching me
up in an embrace hard enough to bruise my ribs.

“Well done, girl, well done!”

My father | scarcely knew, either, no more than my brothehArt Before
the spring, | had not seen him since | was four years old. Amndag strange,
passing strange, to be caught now in his embrace, to smeditbat and blood on
his skin, and see the network of fine lines about the cornengsadyes.

He was a big man, and a handsome one. Very like Arthur, trutioldewith
blue eyes set deep in a square, weathered face where agestvagsginning to
loosen the skin over the bold, prominent bones.

“You're a daughter any man might be proud of, and no mistakdUther
Pendragon swung me round in a circle. “Brave as a lad, that'gilm Got the
devils on the run, now. Only thingis, looks like Vortigerntgovay. But he’ll not
get far. We’ll soon hunt him down.” He looked from me to Merlsiill standing
beside us, bruised and blood-spattered as my father. “Aralisvk”

And then he stopped. Stopped and set me down and strode Hoedsstress
to where my brother Arthur was holding a fold of cloth prestethe bloodied
gash in his arm. “It's nothing,” | heard Arthur say, and myhiat nodded and
inspected the wound, then rewrapped it in a cleaner strijoth tie tore from his
own cloak.

| watched them.

And thought of the many, many threads of which fate was woven.
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It should have angered me, perhaps. And yet, | stood and doa&ess the
bloodied field of battle at my father’s gray head bent to Arthgolden fair one.
And | could understand, at least a bit. A warrior of my fateéik wanted a boy, a
son to ride into battle at his side. The way of the world, thg Wéher Pendragon
was made, and it, too, | could hate or no without ever makingitue.

“He does love you.” Merlin stood beside me, still. Had folledvmy gaze to
where Uther Pendragon stood with his son.

“He does,” | said. “Perhaps he always did. But not quite eihdug

And, oddly, there was in that a strange, backward sort ofgaeac

| moistened my lips and tasted blood. And realized that Meathd | were
alone, standing and facing each other beneath one of theriiigktorches on the
edge of the battle’s aftermath.

| looked up at him. “I doubted you.” My whole body was shakisgll, but
the words forced themselves from my throat. “Just for one grymo more than
that. But when you told Vortigern’s men to dig. Just for artams, | thought you
were going to betray us all.”

“I know.” Merlin’s face looked the mirror of my own exhaustipthe eye that
was not swollen shut hollow and rimmed with red. But then akjuivry smile
touched the edges of his mouth. “Did you think | would blama far it? | asked
myself whether | could expect a girl idiot enough to come backortigern’s fort
to have wit enough to believe my sworn word. The answer camé&lapl could
not.”

| laughed. On the edge of that bloodstained field, | laughed, falt the
painful constriction in my chest start to ease a fraction bita “I'm sorry for it,
all the same.”

Merlin reached down and lightly wiped a smear of blood fromahgek with
his thumb. His face was grave once more. “I'm sorry, as webirngyou had to
see that. Sorry | could not have spared you this.”

Now, as the first waves of shock ebbed away, the sounds of the'®after-
math began to filter in to my ears: moans from the dying, shioois the victors,
and the tramp of booted feet as the looting began. Vortigestares of grain and
ale were dragged out from storage. And from somewhere | heavdman’s
scream; my father’s warriors must have found the slave minkghatever bolt hole
they had been hiding, as well.

| could see in Merlin’s gaze a reflection of the morning we haehs together,
in the tunnel beneath the hill where we stood now. So much hadgu between
us, and yet now the memory of it made me feel uncertain, alnaost strangely
shy.
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| looked down at the ground, then back up at him and said, “IVbe’known
now as a great enchanter. One who calls forth dragons frorsoihe

He looked down at the sword still clenched tight in one hamdl, the bleak
look crossed his gaze once more and a shudder went throufyarnis. “My days
as a warrior are at any rate done, for good and all.”

His face was shuttered, remote, as though he had steppedbehirid a wall
to a place | could not reach him. And | felt a hollowness spiregathrough me
as it occurred to me that he might mean that for a goodbye.

But then our eyes met, and | realized that he looked as umncertd felt. I
would not—I would not wish to hold you to anything we may haagdsoefore.
Any promises we made. I"—his eyes were grave—"it seems likeeam, now.
| would not wish you to tie yourself—"

| stopped him. “What do you See”—my voice was fierce—"what da ee
when you look at me? For tomorrow, | mean. Not days or years fnow. If
you truly now live time backward, what do you see for me—ang/tmi—tonight,
and tomorrow’s morning?”

Merlin let out a long, slow breath. And then he smiled, onedid‘If the past
is gone, | suppose | can think of worse things for Merlin to &t ‘enchanter.’
Mayhap ... your father has need of such a one?”

| felt myself smiling as well. “Mayhap he has.”

He looked back, then, back at the body of the man he had killed/idefense.
He swallowed again. “I—I could not let him kill you.” His jawenched. “Gods,
| could not. Even though it meant letting Vortigern go freendiyet if | had—"

If he had, | would have escaped the weight of the future thaidueseen, that
Gamma had shown me. The ever-narrowing path | must walk fibaiBis sake.

| shook my head. And then | reached out and traced the brurséssdace
just lightly, with the very tips of my fingers. He closed hisesyat my touch, just
for a moment, then took my wrist and held it to his lips, as befo

My fingers twined themselves, almost of their own accordhewheat-blond
hair, flecked, now, with speckles of dried blood. “I've had4g.” My voice was
a whisper, scarce more. “I have today. And | have at least ayreaw. Perhaps
the promise of one tomorrow in the sunlight is all any of us askfor or need.”

i
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