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Arthur Pronunciation Guide




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

Consonantsas in English, but with a few exceptions:


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

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

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

f:  v, as in of

ff:  f, as if off

g:  hard, as in girl (never gem)

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

r:  trilled, lightly

rh:  as if hr, heavy on the h sound

s:  always as in sir (never his)

th:  as in thistle (never then)



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


a:  as in father

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

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

o:  as in not

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

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

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



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

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

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

AtlanteanCh=kh, so Charis is Khar-iss











 
 

Ten rings there are, and nine gold torcs

on the battlechiefs of old;

Eight princely virtues, and seven sins

for which a soul is sold;

Six is the sum of earth and sky,

of all things meek and bold;

Five is the number of ships that sailed

from Atlantis lost and cold;

Four kings of the Westerlands were saved,

three kingdoms now behold;

Two came together in love and fear,

in Llyonesse stronghold;

One world there is, one God, and one birth

the Druid stars foretold.

S. R. L.
Oxford, 1987
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Prologue




Vortipor! Foremost in corruption, supreme in spite! A pig with its snout sunk in the entrails of its rival is not swifter than you to suck down iniquity. Your wickedness flows from your smoke-filled hall and inundates the land in a vile flood of wrongdoing.

You call yourself noble. You call yourself king. You call yourself exalted. Exalted in sin, perhaps. You have wreathed your head with laurel, but this is not deservedunless men now bestow the laurel crown for immorality, at which you are a champion among men!

Urien Rheged! Your name is a reproach. Fornicator! Adulterer! Chief Despoiler! Pillar of Impurity! The lowest vermin in your refuse pit is not lower than you.

Your crapulence is celebrated, your dissolution paramount. Chief Drunkard! Chief Glutton! Defiling all you touch. To you is given the depravity of ten, the iniquity of a hundred, the perversion of a thousand! Your chancrous body is bloated with your corruption. You are dead and do not know it, but the stench of your corpse rises to Heaven!

Maelgwn! Great Hound of Gwynedd! How far have you fallen from your fathers high position. Maelgwn the Tall earned his stature through righteousness and virtue; you steal it from his memory. Is it possible that you have forgotten all that you once knew?

You have seized the kingship by murder and rapine. For this you call yourself Chief Dragon of the Island of the Mighty. You think to wrap yourself in another mans glory, but it has become a shroud of infamy to you. Pendragon! May eternal shame devour you for your presumption.



Yet, there was once a king worthy of that name. That king was Arthur.


It is the paramount disgrace of this evil generation that the name of that great king is no longer spoken aloud except in derision. He was the fairest flower of our race, Cymrys most noble son, Lord of the Summer Realm, Pendragon of Britain. He wore Gods favor like a purple robe.

Hear then, if you will, the tale of a true king.










Book One

Pelleas
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Arthur is no fit king. Uthers bastard, Merlins pet, he is lowborn and a fool. He is wanton and petty and cruel.

A glutton and a drunkard, he lacks all civilized graces. In short, he is a sullen, ignorant brute.

All these things and more men say of Arthur. Let them.

When all the words are spoken and the arguments fall exhausted into silence, this single fact remains: we would follow Arthur to the very gates of Hell and beyond if he asked it. And that is the solitary truth.

Show me another who can claim such loyalty.

Cymbrogi, he calls us: companions of the heart, fellow-countrymen.

Cymbrogi! We are his strong arm, his shield and spear, his blade and helm. We are the blood in his veins, the hard sinew of his flesh, the bone beneath the skin. We are the breath in his lungs, the clear light in his eyes, and the song rising to his lips. We are the meat and drink at his board.

Cymbrogi! We are earth and sky to him. And Arthur is all these things to usand more.

Ponder this. Think long on it. Only then, perhaps, will you begin to understand the tale I shall tell you.

How not? Who, besides the Emrys himself, knows as much as I? Though I am no bard, I am worthy. For I know Arthur as few others do; we are much alike, after all. We are both sons of uncertain birth, both princes unacknowledged by our fathers, both forced to live our lives apart from clan and kin.

My father was Belyn, Lord of Llyonesse. My mother was a serving woman in the kings house. I learned early that I would receive nothing from my fathers hand and must make my own way in the world.

I was little more than a boy when Myrddin agreed to make me his steward, but I have regretted not one day. Even through those long years of his madness, when I searched the hidden ways of wide Celyddon alone, I desired nothing but to be once more what I had been: servant and companion to Myrddin Emrys, Chief Bard in the Island of the Mighty.

I, Pelleas, prince of Llyonesse, will tell all as I have seen itAnd I have seen much indeed.

***

Are you certain, Myrddin? Arthur whispers anxiously. Everyone is watching. What if it will not work?

It will, as you say, work. Just do as I have told you.

Arthur nods grimly, and steps up to the great keystone where the sword stands, its naked blade stuck fast in the heart of the stone.

The yard is mostly empty now. Those going in to Urbanus mass have done so. It is cold, the day dwindling towards dusk. A few small snowflakes drift out of the darkening sky, to fall on the flagged stone pavement at our feet. Our breath hangs in clouds above our heads.

It is the eve of the Christ Mass, and the lords of Britain have come to Londinium to hold councilas they do nearly every yearto essay who among them might become High King.

Fifteen years have come and gone since the sword was first placed there. Now the once-fine steel is rusted, the stone weathered and stained. But the eagle-carved amethyst in the hilt still glows, its imperial fire undiminished.

Macsen Wledigs sword it is. The Sword of Britain. Emperor Maximus once owned the swordand Constantine, Constans, Aurelius, and Uther after him, each in his turn High King of Britain.

Yes, fifteen years have come and gone since that first council. Fifteen years of darkness and unceasing strife, of dissent, disappointment, and defeat. Fifteen years in which the Saecsens have grown strong once more. Fifteen years for a boy to grow to manhood.

A young man now, he stands grim-faced, gazing at the sword thrust deep into the stonehesitant, uncertain.

Take it, Arthur, Merlin tells him. It is your right.

Arthur reaches slowly for the bronze hilt. His hand shakes. Cold? Fear? A little of both, perhaps.


He grasps the hilt and glances at Merlin, who nods silently. He drops his eyes and draws a breath, taking courage, steeling himself for whatever will happen.

Arthurs fingers tighten on the silver-braided hilt: see how naturally it fits his hand! He pulls.

The Sword of Britain slides from its stone sheath. The ease with which this is accomplished shines in the wonder in Arthurs eyes. He truly cannot believe what he has done. Nor can he comprehend what it means.

Well done, Arthur. Merlin steps to the stone beside him, and Arthur, without thinking, offers the sword to him. No, son, Merlin says gently, truly, it is yours.

What should I do? Arthurs voice is unsteady, rising. Myrddin, you must tell me what to do! Else I am lost.

Merlin places a calming hand on Arthurs shoulder. Why do you fear, my son? I have ever been with you. God willing, it will always be so. They turn together and walk into the church.

Yes, we have ever been with him, it is true. I cannot remember a day when we were not. Even so, it is difficultdifficult to believe that the young man standing on the threshold of the church has not simply stepped full-grown from out of a hollow hill, or an enchanted pool in Celyddon Forest.

That Arthur has not always existed seems odd to me. Like the wind on the moors and the wild winter stars, surely he has always livedand always will.

Arthur, with his keen blue eyes and hair of burnished gold, his ready smile and guileless countenance. Wide and heavy of shoulder, long of limb, he towers above other men, and though he does not yet know the power of his stature, he is aware that smaller men become uneasy near him. He is handsomely knit, in all; fair to look upon.

The native brashness of the northern hills clings to him still. He is like an untamed colt brought into the company of men: curious, wary, eager to discover the source of the strange delights that rouse his senses. He is green and untried, but ripe with the promise of greatness.

When he enters a hall the eye travels naturally to him. Those who hunt with him find themselves contesting who shall ride at his right hand. Already, he draws men to him; that is his birthright.

Go on, Arthur, Merlin urges as Arthur hesitates on the threshold. It is time.

I do not possess a prophets vision; I cannot see what will be. But at my masters words, I see once more all that has gone before this moment

See now Arthur as I first saw him: A near-naked babe, wearing nothing but a short, dirty sark, his long yellow locks well tangled with leaves and bits of straw, he stumbled forth on legs like little stumps, blue eyes merry with infant mischief. In each chubby fist he grasped a half-grown cat.

A mere babe, but he clutched those two gray cats by their necks in his grip and held them dangling above the ground. Hissing, spitting, writhing mad, they scratched at his arms, and Arthur laughed. We stared in wonder at the sight. The mite endured their claws and laughed for all his tiny soul was worth.

It is said that from the mold of the child, the man is cast.

Well, my master and I sat our horses looking on and this is what we saw: wild young Arthur, alight with life and laughter, indifferent to pain, already master of an impressive strengthand a more impressive will.

Merlin smiled and raised his hand in declamation, saying, Behold the Bear of Britain!

Then he shook his head and sighed. A wayward cub, look at him. Still, he must be taught like any young beast. Our work is before us, Pelleas.

Oh, what a work it was!
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The interior of the church blazed with the light of hundreds of candles. Kings and lords knelt on the bare stone floors before the huge altar, heads bowed, while Bishop Urbanus read out the sacred text in a loud, droning voice. Kneeling, those haughty lords appeared the image of humility and reverence. Indeed, that they knelt at all was no small thing.

We entered in silence, Arthur holding the sword in his hand as if it were a live thing that might squirm and bite him; as if it were an offering, and he the penitent dutifully bringing it to the altar.


Eyes gleaming in the shimmering light, he licked dry lips and advanced to the center, turned, and, with a last look over his shoulder at Merlin, started down the long, pillared aisle to the altar.

As Arthur approached, Urbanus glanced up, saw the young man advancing steadily toward him, and frowned with annoyance. Then he recognized the sword and froze.

Bowed heads lifted as the bishop stopped reading. The lords beheld the priests face, then turned as one to see what halted him.

Arthur was simply there in their midst, the sword in his hand.

Their faces! I could almost read their thoughts as their eyes started from their heads: What? The sword! Who is this upstart? Where has he come from? Look at him! A north country savage! Who is he?

See it now: astonishment gives way to anger. Their eyes quicken to rage.

They are on their feet, the prayer forgotten. No one speaks. There is only the dry rustle of leather shoes on stone.

It is the silence before the lowering storm.

All at once, the violence breaks: thunder after the lightnings sharp flash.

Voices: questioning, demanding, angry. Hands: grasping, making fists, reaching for knives. Bodies: thrusting forward, crowding in, threatening.

Wonder of wonders, Arthur does not flinch! He grimly holds his ground as the lords of Britain close in around him. I can see his head and shoulders above the rest. He is more perplexed than concerned or frightened.

They are shouting: Usurper! They are demanding his name and lineage. Trickery! they cry. Perfidy! Deceit! They scream like scalded pigs. The holy sanctuary has become a vortex of spite and fear. Arthur stands silent in its center, unmoved and unmoving. He is an effigy carved in stone, and the noblemen are writhing dancers.

The hate! The hate is like the heat from an oven. It is the thrust of a spear, the blow of a closed fist. It is the venom of a spitting viper.

I struggle toward Arthur. I do not know how to help him, but I must stand with him. The throng around him is a solid wall. I cannot reach him.

Arthur stands alone in the fury his appearance has created.

Swords are thrust in the air; knives glint. I am certain they will kill the boy. They will see his head on a spike before they bow the knee to him. It was a dreadful mistake to bring him here.

Urbanus, arms above his head, hands waving, shoves close. His face white as death, he is calling for peace, for order. No one hears him. They do not want to hear him. A hand snakes out, and blood spurts from the bishops nose. Urbanus falls back with a muffled cry.

The crowd closes. Kill him! Kill the usurper! It is a death chant.

Arthurs eyes go grey and hard. His brow lowers. His grip tightens on the hilt of the sword in his hand. It is no longer an offeringit is a weapon once more, and he will use it.

Kill him!Kill him!Kill him!

The din is horrific. The mob presses closer.

My sword is ready. Where is Merlin?

Father God! It is all a dreadful mistake. We are dead men.

And then, just as I begin to raise my sword to cleave a path to Arthurs side, there comes a sound like a tempest windthe blast of a mighty sea gale. Men fall back, suddenly afraid. They cover their heads with their arms and peer into the darkness above. What is it? Is the roof falling? The sky?

The strange sound subsides, and they glance at one another in fear and awe. Merlin is there. The Emrys is standing calmly beside Arthur. His hands are empty and upraised, his face stern in the unnatural silence he has created

***

It did not end there. In truth, it had not even begun.

Enough! Merlin declared, a father speaking to disobedient children. There will be no life-taking this holy night.

The noblemen murmured fearfully, eyeing Merlin with contempt and suspicion. He made them feel small and afraid, and they did not love him for it.

You have done this! someone shouted. King Morcant of Bulgarum pushed his way through the throng. I know you. This is a trick of yours, Enchanter.

Merlin turned to face the king. The years had done nothing to sweeten Morcants soul. The hunger for the High Kingship burned in his belly as fiercely as ever. Morcant it wastogether with his friends Dunaut and Coledacwho gave Aurelius and Uther such trouble. Dunaut was safely in his grave, his realm ruled by Idris, a young kinsman. Coledac now ruled the rich Iceni lands reclaimed for him from the Saecsens by Aurelius. In consequence, Coledac was of a mind to view Arthur in a kindly light.

But Morcant, more powerful than ever, was still dagger keen for the High Kingship. He did not intend letting it go without a battle. And his son, Cerdic, had learned the lust from his father. Cut of the same cloth, the boy, no older than Arthur, already saw himself adorning the throne.

I recognize you, Morcant, Merlin replied, and I know you for what you are.

Trickster! Morcant sneered. It will take more than your enchantments to make this whores whelp a king.

Merlin smiled, but his eyes grew cold. I will not make him king, Morcant. These lords gathered in this place will do thatand of their own will.

Never! Morcant laughed bitterly. On my life, that will not happen. He turned to those gathered around him, seeking approval for his words. Some gave it outright; others were more uncertain, but on the whole agreed with Morcant.

Emboldened by this support, Morcant moved to the attack. We do not know this boy; he is no king. Look at him! It is doubtful he is even of noble birth. He indicated the sword with a scornful flick of his hand. Do you expect us to believe that the blade in his hand is the true Sword of Britain?

That, Merlin told him calmly, can easily be shown. We have but to step into the churchyard to see the empty stone from which the sword was drawn.

Morcant was of no disposition to agree with Merlin. But, having pressed the matter, he could not now back down. Very well, he said, let us see if this is the true sword or not.

Pushing, jostling, the crowd, noblemen and all shouting at one another, fought their way out of the church and into the darkened yard, where even in the fitful glow of flickering torchlight everyone could plainly see that the great stone was indeed empty.

This convinced a few, but Morcant was not one of them. I would see him take it for myself, he declared, firm in the belief that it was plainly impossible for Arthur to have drawn it in the first place, and that he would in no wise be able to repeat this miracle. Let him put it back, Morcant challenged, and raise it again if he is able.


Let him put it back! cried someone from the crowd, and others shouted, too: Put it back! Let him put the sword back!

At Merlins nod, Arthur advanced to the stone and replaced the sword, let it stand for a moment, then drew it out again as easily as before.

Ha! crowed Morcant, that is no true test. Once the spell has been broken, anyone may draw the blade!

Very well, said Merlin flatly. He turned to Arthur. Replace the sword. Arthur did so and stepped aside.

Grinning wickedly, Morcant seized the sword with both hands and pulled. The great lord grunted and strained. His face darkened, and his muscles knotted with the effort. But the sword was stuck as fast as ever it was before. There was no moving it. He fell back, defeated.

What enchantment is this? Morcant snarled, rubbing his hands.

If it is enchantment, Merlin told him, it is Gods enchantment and none of mine.

Liar! screamed Morcant.

Others crowded in around the stone and tried to draw the sword. But, as ever before, the Sword of Britain remained firm-fixed to the keystone. No one among the greatest in the Island of the Mighty could pull it out, save Arthur alone.

When all had tried and failed, King Morcant raged, This proves nothing! I will not be tricked by night. Let him lift the sword in the bright daylight, I say! Then we will know that all is as it should be.

Morcant believed no such thing, of course. He merely wished to put off the test a little longer, in the vain hope that he might yet discover a way to win the sword.

Merlin was of a mind to challenge Morcant in this, but Urbanus came forth with the holy cross upraised, and appealed to all gathered there in the name of the Christ to put off the test until the morning.

Tomorrow is the Christ Mass, the bishop said. Come inside the church and pray to the Holy King of all men, that in his great mercy he will show some miracle by which we will know beyond all doubt who shall be High King.

To some, this sounded like wisdom itself. I could see what Merlin thought of the scheme; I could almost hear his scornful retort: As I stand before God, we have already had our miracle! How many more will you require before you believe?

But, to my surprise, Merlin politely acquiesced. So be it, he replied. Tomorrow let us assemble here once more and see what God will do.

With that he turned and started away. Arthur and I followed, leaving the torchlit crowd gaping after us.

Myrddin, why? asked Arthur, as soon as we were away from the churchyard. The narrow street was dark, and wet with melted snow. I could do it againI am certain of it. Please, Myrddin, let me.

Merlin stopped in the street and turned to Arthur. I know perfectly well that you could. In truth, you could draw the sword fifty times or five hundredyet it still would not be enough for them. But this way we give them something to think about. Let them worry with it through the night, and perhaps tomorrow they will see things differently.

But tomorrow, Lord Morcant might began Arthur.

Morcant has had fifteen years to find a way to defeat the sword, or find a way around it, Merlin explained. One more night will make no difference.

We started walking again. Our lodgings were not far from the church, and we soon arrived. Arthur was silent until we reached the doorstep. Myrddin, why did you bring me here like this?

I have told you, boy. It is time to see what you will become.

That is no answer. You knew what would happen. You knew there would be trouble tonight.

Come in, Arthur. It is cold.

No, Arthur refused flatly. Not until you tell me.

Merlin sighed. Oh, very well. I will tell you. Now, let us go in. Gradlon has a fire. We will drink some of his wine, and I will tell you all that can be told.

We entered the house where, as Merlin had said, Gradlon the wine merchant had prepared a fire. In the elegant style of old Londinium, there were chairs drawn up to the fire, a small long-legged table bearing a tray with cups of silver, and a fine glass jar filled with ruby-red wine.

Gradlon himself was nowhere to be seen, nor did it appear that any of his servants were about.

I will see if anyone is here, I said, and went to look. The rooms of the ground floor were empty. The upper floor contained two roomsone of them Gradlons private chamber. The other he kept as a small storeroom and a place to make his accounting. Gradlon was in neither room. The house was empty.


I returned to the hearthroom. Merlin and Arthur were settled before the fire. Three cups stood on the hearthstone, warming.

There is no one in the house, lord, I reported.

Merlin nodded. Yet he prepared our welcome. No doubt he was called away and will appear shortly.

Arthur slumped in his chair, his large hands clasped over his chest. I thought they would have my head, he muttered. They would have, too, if you had not stopped them. But why, Myrddin? Why were they so angry? And where is Meurig? And Ectorius and Caiwhere are they? And Custennin and Bedwyr? They should all be here to support me.

They should, Merlin agreed. But they have been delayed. Perhaps they will arrive tomorrow. Perhaps not.

What? Do you not care what happens? Arthurs voice rose shrilly.

Patiently Merlin replied, Do you doubt me? I only say what is: either they will come tomorrow, or they will not. But whether they come or no, there is little I can do about it.

Arthur glared darkly, but said nothing. I moved to the hearthstone and poured wine into the warmed cups, handing one first to Merlin, then one to Arthur.

Fret not, Arthur, I told him. All is as it should beas it was ordained to be. Meurig and Custennin know well the Christ Mass Council. They know and will come.

He accepted this with the wine, gulped down a mouthful. You said you would tell me everything. You agreed. Well? I am ready to hear it now.

Merlin appraised him carefully for a moment. Are you? Are you ready to hear it all? I wonder.

The crackle of the flames on the hearth filled the room. I felt my master weighing out the words carefully in his heart and mind, trying each one as a man might try a grain bag before committing to it the wealth of his harvest.

Arthur, Merlin said at last, if I have hidden anything from you, forgive me. It appears that the time for hidden things is over. Knowledge must lead you now where I cannot. But I ask you to remember that what I did, I did as I have ever donefor one purpose, and one purpose only: the better to serve you.

The young man accepted this readily. Because you knew I would be a king one day?

Precisely. Because I knew you would be king one day.

By the sword? But I thought


And I let you think it, Arthur. Believe me, it was not for lack of trust in you, but for mistrust of others. Merlin paused, considered, sipped from his cup, and said, Tonight was a test, yesbut not the test you thought it was. You were not merely showing yourself worthy to become a king

No?

You were showing yourself already a king, Arthur. The High King.

Arthurs brow furrowed as his mind raced ahead. I could see him working on it, struggling to take it all in. Still, Arthur did not question that this could be true; his own heart answered for him that it was so.

The boy sat dazed, but only for a moment. Then he leaped to his feet. That is why they were so angry, Myrddin! They hated me for succeeding where they had failed. The prize was far greater than I knew.

The young man grinned, as if this were the solution to his woes. In truth, he had already forgiven the small kings their treachery. He was happy once more.

As he paced before the fire, his face fairly shone with joy. The High Kingoh, Myrddin, it is true. I know it is. I am the High King.

This joy was short-lived, however. For even as the idea shaped itself in his mind, Arthur recognized the implications of his newfound nobility. But that means

His face fell; his shoulders slumped. From the height of happiness, he now appeared utterly downcast and forlorn.

Oh, sit down, Arthur.

Who am I? Myrddin, tell me! Who am I that I should be High King? For reason tells me that I am no kin to Ectoriusor Meurig, or Custennin either.

Mryddin gently shook his head. No, you are not of Custennins lineage, nor Meurigs, nor even Ectorius. He rose and came to stand before Arthur, putting both hands on the boys shoulders. It has been a long time, Arthur. The Island of the Mighty has been without a High King for far too long.

Who am I, Myrddin? whispered Arthur. Tell me! Am I the Pendragons son?

No, not Uthers. Your father was Aurelius, Merlin told him simply.

Aurelius?

Yes, and Ygerna was your mother.

Uthers wife! His eyes went wide.

It was not like that, explained Merlin gently. Ygerna was Aurelius queen before she was Uthers. You are Aurelius true son, Arthur. You have no cause for shame.

This was too much for the boy to comprehend. If there is no shame in it, why has it all been kept secret? And do not say it was to serve me better!

To protect you, Arthur.

From Morcant?

From Morcant, yes, and others like him. You saw how it was tonight. I wanted to tell you when your mother died, but you were too young. It is difficult enough now; you would have understood it even less then.

Arthur bristled. I am not liking this, Myrddin. I tell you plainly, I am not liking this at all! If Ygerna was my mother, why He guessed even before he could finish asking the question: Uther.

Merlin sighed. I asked you to remember that what I did, I did to serve you, Arthur. There was no other wayNo, there might have been another way; I will not say there was not. But if there was, it was not revealed to me. I have acted by the light I was given, Arthur. No man can do more. He reached a hand toward the boy. I do not ask you to approve, ladonly to understand.

Young Arthur nodded, but said nothing.

Merlin picked up Arthurs cup and handed it to him. The boy took it and held it between his hands, staring into its depths. Drink your wine, my master told him. Then go you to your bed. Let there be no more words; we have said enough tonight.

Arthur drained his cup in a gulp, then made his way to his sleeping place. I moved to attend him, but he put out his hand and bade me stay. He wished to be alone.

When he had gone, I said, He is right to be angry.

Merlin agreed. We have lived with this moment in our minds for yearshoping, praying that it would come. But Arthur knew nothing of all this until now. We should not wonder that it takes him by surprise. Nevertheless, give him time and he will rise to it. You will see, Pelleas.

I refilled our cups and Merlin drank his down, refusing more. No, enough. Go to bed, Pelleas. I mean to sit here a little longer, he said, and turned his chair to the low-burning fire. Perhaps Gradlon will return. I would speak with him.

I left him staring into the red-gold embers, searching the myriad paths of the Otherworld for that which would bring him wisdom and courage.

We would have much need of both in the days to come.
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The morning dawned raw and cold. Snow sifted sullenly from a sky of hammered lead. We awoke and breakfasted by rushlight in Gradlons house. Our host bustled around us, ordering his servants, fussing over each small detail, full of the excitement of great events.

Eat! he urged, directing porridge into our bowls and steaming mulled wine into our cups. It is a long day you are facing. You will need your strengthand your wits. A man cannot think if he is hungry. Eat!

In his long life the canny merchant had had many opportunities to be close to momentous affairs. Indeed, truth be known, Gradlons had been the hand unseen behind many transactions and negotiations of power.

Governors, kings, lords might come and go, but always to Gradlons profit. Though he held to no one and nothing but himself and his purse, his ability to sense the prevailing side of any contestoften long before the battlelines were clearly drawn or the combatants engagedmade him an invaluable ally.

Gradlon simply understood the fickle ways of powerthough unlike most men he had no desire of it for himself. He much preferred his own life of trade and barter, of gamble, risk, and speculation. With Arthur in his house, Gradlon was in his glory.

You can be sure Morcant is eating hearty this morning, he said, directing his servants to greater industry. That man never missed a mouthful in his life!

Sit, Merlin ordered. I would hear of your discussion with Governor Melatus. You were late returning last night.

Gradlon rolled his eyes and puffed out his cheeks. Melatus is impossible, of coursea spine like a willow wand, and a mind like a sieve.

This brought a chuckle from Arthur, who alone among us possessed an appetite. The boy heeded Gradlons advice and ate with zeal. If it were to be his last meal, I reflected, at least it would be a good one.

The problem, of course, Gradlon continued, breaking the hard bread and dipping the crust in his porridge, is that the governor is of no certain opinion about the matter. He has no opinion because he is living in the past. Tch! Melatus and his cronies believe the emperor will come in the spring with four cohorts. The merchant withdrew the crust from his mouth. Four cohorts! Why not a hundred? A thousand!

Merlin shook his head. Gradlon laughed. Which emperor, I asked him? Oh, he is a fool, I tell you. Gaul is finished. The Empire is a memory. Eat! You have not touched your food.

He will not side with us? asked Merlin.

No more than he would side with the Saecsens. Gods mercy, the man thinks you are Saecsens! Melatus believes anyone not born behind the crumbling walls of Londinium is a barbarian or worse. As I say, he is impossible.

Then at least he will not side with the others, I ventured.

Do not be overcertain of that, my friend, Gradlon answered. Melatus is a fool and practices a fools wisdom. He may side with the others simply to confound you. Also, Morcant styles himself an emperor, and that looms large with Melatus.

Then it seems we cannot ignore him, Merlin replied. This is going to be more difficult than I thought.

Leave Melatus to me! declared Gradlon. I will deal with him.

Arthur finished his porridge and pushed his bowl away. He took up his cup and sipped the spiced wine. The steam rose from the rim as he drank. Gradlons glance lingered on him for a moment, then he said, Aurelius sonwho would have thought it, eh? Hail, Artorius! I salute you. Gradlon raised his palm in an informal but genuine salute.

Arthur grinned. I am not king yet.

Not yet, Merlin agreed. But perhaps by the end of the day we will all say otherwise.

Still, despite Merlins hopeful words, it was not to be.

***

Arthur had little stomach for appeasement, or for the schemes of men like Morcant. Given a choice, I think he would have preferred settling the matter with the edge of his sword. Better the short, sharp heat of open battle than the cold poison of intrigue.


Merlin sympathized, but knew there was no other way. You were born to contention, boy, he said. What is a little strife to you? Bear it lightly; it will pass.

I do not mind that they hate me, replied Arthur. I believe he meant it, too. But it angers me that they refuse me my birthright.

I will tell you something, shall I? They treated Aurelius no better, Merlin confided, and him they loved. Think on that.

Arthur turned his eyes to the throng gathered in the churchyard. Do they hate me as well?

They have not decided yet.

Where are Ectorius and Cai? I do not see them. Ectorius and his son, Cai, had arrived in Londinium and found us as we were making our way to the churchyard.

I told them to find Morcant and stand with him.

With him?

Perhaps he will not rail quite so loudly if his own is the only voice he hears.

Arthur smiled darkly. I do not fear Morcant.

This is not about fear, Arthur, but about power, Merlin said seriously. And Morcant holds the very thing you need.

I do not need his approval.

His acquiescence.

It is the same thing, snapped Arthur.

Perhaps, allowed Merlin. Perhaps.

I would liked to have talked to Cai.

Later.

Why are we waiting? Let us get on with it.

We will wait a little longerlet Morcant and his crowd stew in their juices.

I am the one stewing, Myrddin! Let us do it and be done.

Shhpatience.

Despite the cold, people continued to crowd into the yard. Arthur, Merlin, and I stood out of sight inside the archway of the church, waiting while the kings and lords gathered to witness once more the miracle they would neither accept nor acknowledge. But they came anyway. What else could they do?

I scanned the crowd, too, wishing in my heart that Meurig and Custennin had arrived, and wondering why Lot was not here. What could have detained them? I could not help feeling that their presence would make a difference somehoweven though I knew this hope to be futile.


In any event, Merlin had already decided the way the thing would go.

Urbanus, bald and jowly, bustled up, his sandals slapping the wet stone at our feet. All is ready, he said, slightly out of breath. All is ordered as you have asked.

Arthur turned to regard the bishop. What is ready? The question was for Merlin.

I have asked Urbanus to prepare us a place where we may sit and talk like civilized men. I do not propose to haggle in the churchyard like horse traders in a market. This is too important, Arthur. When men sit down together they are likely to be more reasonable.

Yes, replied Urbanus. So, when you are ready?

I will give you a sign, answered Merlin.

Very well. I will take my place. Urbanus pressed his hands together and hurried off, his breath puffing in the icy air.

Arthur stamped his feet. The restless crowds shifted in the cold. Some of the lords gathered around the keystone were talking loudly and looking around pointedly. In a few moments the shout would go up for Arthur to appear. If he did not, there would be a riot.

Arthur felt the tension in the throng and sensed it shifting like a tide against him. He turned to Merlin and implored, Please, can we get on with it?

In the same instant, the crowd began to shout.

See? They are tired of waiting, and so am I.

This, I think, was why Merlin had been waiting. He wanted the emotions of the people, and Arthurs too, to be prickly sharp; he wanted them alert and uncomfortable.

Yes, agreed Merlin. I think we have kept them waiting long enough. Let us go. Remember what I told you. And whatever happens, see that you do not release that sword to anyone.

Arthur nodded once, curtly. He understood without being told.

Merlin pushed toward the keystone and was recognized at once. The Emrys! Make way for the Emrys! Make way! And a path opened before him.

We came to stand before the keystone. As if to thwart and defy us, Morcant and his friends stood directly opposite, haughty sneers and scowls on their faces. Their enmity seethed within them, escaping in the steam from mouths and nostrils. The day seemed to have grown darker.


The stone, with its thin dusting of snow, appeared immense and white and coldso cold. And the great sword of Macsen Wledig, the Sword of Britain, stood plunged to its hilt, solid as the keystone that held it; the two appeared forever joined, there would be no separating them.

Had I only dreamed that he had drawn it?

In the starved light of that bleak day, all that had gone before seemed as remote and confused as a faded dream. The stone had defeated all who set hand to the sword. On this drear day it would conquer Arthur, too. And Britain would go down into the darkness at last.

Merlin raised his hands in the attitude of declamation, although the throng had stilled already. He waited, and when every eye was on him, he said, The sword has already been drawn from the stone, as many here will testify. Yet, it will be drawn again by daylight in full view of all gathered here, that no one may claim deception or sorcery.

He paused to allow these words to take hold. The wind stirred and snow began to fall in earnesthuge, powdery flakes like bits of fleece riding the shifting wind.

Is there a man among you who would try the stone? Let him try it now. The steel in Merlins voice spoke a challenge cold and hard as the stone itself.

Of course, there were some who would try, knowing what they already knew in their heartsthat they would be defeated as they had been defeated before. But, like ignorance and folly, they would not be denied their opportunity to fail yet once more.

The first lord to try was the young viper Cerdic, Morcants insolent son. Lips curled in a sneer, the fool thrust his way to the stone, reached out, and grabbed the hilt as if laying claim to anothers wealth. He pulled with all the arrogance in himand it was no small measure. The crowd urged him on with cries of encouragement, but he fell back a moment later, red-faced with exertion and defeat.

Maglos of Dumnonia, Morganwgs son, came nextmore out of curiosity than hope. He touched the hilt diffidently, as if the thing might burn him. He was defeated before he pulled, and gave in good-naturedly.

Coledac shoved his way forward. He glared at the swordas if it were beneath him to touch itwrapped his hand around the hilt and pulled, releasing it almost at once. He turned and pushed back into the crowd.

Owen Vinddu, the Cerniw chieftain, stood next at the stone, gazing earnestly. Placing both hands on the hilt, he gripped it with such strength his knuckles went white as he pulled. With a mighty groan he fell back, vanquished.

Others crowded in: Ceredigawn of Gwynedd and Ogryvan, his neighbor king; Morganwg, following his sons example, and faring no better; old Antorius of the Cantii, stiff with age, but game to the endand otherslords, kings, chieftains, each and every one, and their sons as well.

All who had a mind to rule tried that day, and all went down in defeat to the stone until Arthur only was left. The cheering, jeering throng fell silent as they turned to him.

Arthur stood tall and grim, his eyes the color of the lowering sky, his shoulders straight, lips pressed to a thin, bloodless line. The hardness in him surprised me, and others saw it, too. Yes, he would be a match for the stonehe looked as if made of the very stuff.

He put forth his hand and grasped the hilt as if retrieving it from the gut of an enemy. There came the cold rasp of steel on stone as he pulled, and the gasp of the crowd as he lofted the great weapon and brandished it in the air for all to see.

A few, to their everlasting credit, bent the knee at once, recognizing their king. Most did not. They could not believe what they had seen. Men had waited long years for this sight, and then failed to acknowledge it. What did they expect? An angel in shining raiment? An Otherworld god?

Trickery! The voice was one of Morcants chieftains who had no doubt been instructed to start the uproar. Usurper! Others salted through the crowd did likewise, trying to raise the rabble against Arthur. But Merlin was ready.

Before the thing could come to blows, he nodded to Urbanus, who stepped up beside Arthur and spread his arms in a gesture of conciliation. Silence! he cried. Why do you persist in doubting what you have seen with your own eyes? On this day of Christ Mass let there be no dissension among us. Rather let us enter the church and pray Gods guidance as Christian men ought. Then let us sit together and take counsel with one another, and so determine what is best to do.

This was unexpected. The dissenting lords had thought only of rebellion and bloodshed, and were unprepared to answer the calm reason of Urbanus suggestion. Ectorius was quick to ratify the plan. Well said! he shouted. We are reasonable and temperate men. Where is the harm in sitting down together? And what better place than this holy church?

The dissenters were hard-pressed to answer. If they refused, the people would know them for the traitors they were, and would proclaim Arthur. Yet, conceding to Urbanus suggestion admitted Arthurs claim as genuine. They were neatly trapped.

Urbanus saw their hesitation and knew its cause. Come, he said reasonably. Put aside strife and vain contention. On this high and holy day let there be peace among us. Come into the church.

The people murmured their approval, and the small kings realized that this particular battle was lost. Very well, said Morcant, rallying his forces, let us take counsel and decide what is best. I invoke the Council of Kings. He hoped with this to imply that the matter was far from settled, and that he was in authority. So saying, he turned and led the way into the church.

If he hoped to benefit by taking the seat of honor for himself, that hope died stillborn in his breast. Merlin had instructed Urbanus to arrange the kings chairs in a large circle inside the sanctuaryas had been done in Aurelius and Uthers time, but never since.

Thus seated, no king stood above his brothers; therefore, no lords opinion counted for more than anothers. This lessened Morcants hold on the lords below him.

Morcant did not like it, but there was nothing he could do. He stalked to his chair, turned, and sat down with as much superiority as he could command. Others took chairs on either side of him as they chose, their advisers and counsellors ranged around them, and the more curious of Londiniums citizens filled in behind. Within moments the vast room, alight with hundreds of candles and the fragrant haze of incense, fairly buzzed like a hornets hive. Urbanus could not have imagined a larger gathering for Christ Mass.

Consequently, he could not allow the opportunity to go unmarked. So he began the council with an admonitory prayerboth in Latin and in the British tongue so that no one would fail to understand what he said. And he said it at some length.

He concluded, All-Wise Father, Great Giver and Guide, lead us in wisdom and righteousness to the king you have chosen, and grant us peace in the choosing. Bless our counsel with the light of your presence, and let each man among us please you in thought, and word, and deed.

His prayer finished at last, Urbanus rose and turned to the assembly and said, It is many years since this body has gathered in accord; many years since a High King ruled in Britainmuch to our hurt, I declare. He paused and allowed his gaze to sweep across the entire throng before continuing. Therefore, I charge you: let not this council depart hence without redressing this wrong by establishing the High Kingship once more.

The people liked the sound of that and chorused their approval. Urbanus then turned to Merlin and said, I stand ready to serve in any way you deem useful.

Thank you, Bishop Urbanus, Merlin said, dismissing him. He addressed Morcant at once. As you have called this council, Morcant, he began, perhaps you should tell us why you will not accept the sign by which we all agreed the next High King of Britain should be recognized. For, unless you have discovered some compelling reason why we should disregard the thing we have seen with our own eyes, I tell you all that the High King stands before you this day with the Sword of Britain in his hand.

Morcant frowned. There is every reason to disregard what we have seen. This is, as we all know, an evil age; there is much sorcery in the land round about. How do we know that what we have seen with our own eyes, he mocked the phrase, was not accomplished by enchantment?

How by enchantment, Morcant? demanded Merlin. Make plain your objection: do you accuse Arthur of sorcery?

Morcants frown deepened. To imply sorcery was far simpler than proving it. He had no proof and knew it. Am I a sorcerer that I know such things? he fumed.

You were the one to name the sin among us. I put it to you, Morcantis Arthur a sorcerer?

His face twisted with rage, Morcant nevertheless held his temper and answered reasonably. I have no proof save the sword in his hand. If it was not gained by sorcery, I demand to know by what power it was obtained.

By the power of virtue and true nobility, Merlin declared. The same power given to all who will choose it.

The people cheered at this, and Morcant realized he was losing ground to Merlins wit and logic. Yet, he could not help himself. Spreading his arms to the assembly, he demanded, Do you malign the nobility of the good men here assembled? Do you impugn their virtue?

The words are yours, Morcant. I merely uphold the virtue and nobility of the one standing before us. Merlin lifted a hand to Arthur, standing rigidly beside him. If you feel maligned and impugned in his presence, he said, no doubt it is the truth working in you.

Are you God that you presume to know the truth? sneered Morcant.

And are you such a stranger to the truth that you no longer recognize it? Merlin made a dismissing gesture with his hands. Stop this foolishness, Morcant. If you have objections, speak them out. He included the others in his challenge. If anyone knows just reason why Arthur should not receive the High Kingship he has won by right, I command you to speak now!

The silence in the great chamber was such that I might have heard the snowflakes alighting in the yard outside. No one, Morcant included, held a single legitimate reason why Arthur should not be High Kingsave his own ambitious pride.

Merlins golden eyes gazed over the assembly and the gathered crowd. The time had come to force the issue. He rose slowly and stepped to the center of the ring. So, he said softly, it is as I thought. No one can speak against Arthur. Now then, I ask you, who will speak for him?

The first to answer was Ectorius, who leaped to his feet. I speak for him. And I own him king!

I also own him king. It was Bedegran.

I own him king, said Madoc, rising with him.

Those who had already bent the knee now proclaimed Arthur once again. The throng cheered at this, but the acclamation died in their throats. For no one else recognized Arthur or held him king. The Council of Kings remained divided, and not enough supported Arthur to allow him to claim the throne outright in spite of the dissenters.

Morcant wasted not a moment. We will not accept him as king over us, he crowed. Someone else must be chosen.

He holds the sword! shouted Merlin. And that has not changed. Whoever would be king must first take the sword from Arthurs hand. For I tell you truly, none among you will be king without it!

Morcants fists balled in his anger. As carefully as he tried to steer the issue around that fact, Merlin managed to guide it back.

Arthur, come here, summoned Merlin. The young man joined the Emrys in the circle.

Here he is, said Merlin, stepping away. Who among you will be first to try?


Arthur stood alone in the center of the ring of kings. In the flickering light of the Christ Mass candles, holding the sword easily by the hilt, alert, resolute, unafraid, he appeared an avenging angel, eyes alight with the bright fire of righteousness.

Clearly, anyone wishing to take the sword by force would have a fight on his hands. Fools they were, perhaps, but not fool enough to risk single combat with this unknown young warrior. Merlins challenge stood.

Even so, Arthur could not demand the High Kingship outright. He had no lands, no wealth, no warband; and his supporters were too few. The issue remained in deadlock. Nothing had changed since the night before.

But Merlin was not finished.
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