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CHAPTER 1

My nameis Thomas Maory, and | was there when magic came back into the world. | wasthereright
from the very start, when the Second Thaumaturgic Age began. It began with one, single, desperate act
born of fury and frustration. It began with one blow of an axe. And that axe was mine.

For most of my adult life up to that time, | had served in the armed forces of HisMaesty, and | had
retired with the rank of sergeant-mgjor in theinfantry. | had lived the smplelife of asoldier. It was often
ahard life, but these days| find mysaf wishing | could return, if not to thetype of lifel led then, at least
to the obscurity that | enjoyed. I've gained the status of celebrity in my advanced years, however
reluctantly, and fameistruly something | could easily have done withot.

There was once another Maory, Sir Thomas Malory, who wrote Le Morte d'Arthur. However, he was
no relation and, in those days, | was unaware of the fateful irony involved in my bearing the same name as
his. | was unaware of agreat many things back in those days, those dark, terrible days. | was unaware of
the influence fate widdsin peopleslives. | never redly thought about such things back then. Therewere
more immediate, far more pressing mattersto occupy al my attention, matters pertaining to surviva.

Inthearmy, | had served with the L.U.A.D., which stood for London Urban Assault Divison. It wasa
rather dramatic name, but quite appropriate, al things considered. | saw agreat dedl of action in my time
with the Loo, aswe cdled it, during the International Pacification Campaigns. Theword "100" isBritish
dang for toilet or, asthe Americans might say, the "crapper.” And that, too, was gppropriate, initsown

way.

I'd put in over twenty years with the service and | was gpproaching my fortieth birthday. | had awife,
Jenny, and two small children; Chrigtine, aged eleven, and Michelle, aged nine, and | wanted nothing
quite so much asto find a safe and reasonably peaceful haven for them. In those dark days of the
Collapse, "reasonably peaceful” was about as much as anyone could hope for. And, for many people, it



was ahope never to be redlized.

London was awar zone that erupted into full-scale mass Street riots on the average of severd timesa
year Thearmy was frequently caled in to quell them. These domestic police actions, taking placein
variouslarge British cities, became known asthe Internd Pecification Campaigns. They occurred with
such frequency that the mgjor ones were smply referred to by number, in arather Y ank-like military
shorthand, such as In-Pac 9, which erupted in London, In-Pac 10, which broke out in Coventry, and so
forth. The minor campaigns occurred so often that no one even bothered counting them.

| had seen agood number of my mates go down in those campaigns and I'd had about enough.
| wanted out.

| moved my family to Loughborough, in the Midlands, approximately one hundred miles north of London,
near Nottingham. It was not exactly asmall town, but it was afair distance from London, which wasthe
point of thewholething. Theleve of crime and violencein London had becomeintolerable and | feared
for my family'ssafety.

| purchased ahouse, asmal cottage, redly, on the outskirts of the town, but nevertheless, it came quite
dearly and wiped out al my savings. Therewas, of course, no possibility of financing the purchase with a
mortgage. No one was taking any flyers on such things back then. Businesses werefailing left and right,
banks and underwriting firms among them, and credit was a nonexistent thing. One paid with cash or one
samply didn't buy at al, and with the economy collgpsing, prices fluctuated wildly, not only from day to
day, but from hour to hour

Things grew worse with each passing week, nor was the madness confined to British soil. The Collapse
was aworldwide phenomenon, as everyone knows now, though few people living today have any
firsthand knowledge of what it wasredlly like. That period has since been greatly romanticized in films,
novels, and on television, but it's one thing to see the Collapse fancifully depicted in afilm or televison
series and quite another to have actudlly lived through it. Modern generations seem to have agreat feding
of nostagiafor the past, somehow percelving that period as atime of great adventure and derring-do, but
at therisk of sounding like an old curmudgeon, | must say frankly that young people today have
absolutely no ideawhat those dayswere redly like. They smply haven't got aclue.

The Collapse was a bloody nightmare. The most densely populated urban areas were hit the hardest, and
those were the places where the violence was the most pronounced. | had wanted to remove my family
from the environs of the city at dl cogts, and so | bought the house in Loughborough, spending al the
money | had carefully saved over the years. In retrospect, | fill don't think it was abad decision,
congdering the circumstances. Cash was & a premium and everyone was liquidating everything they
owned in theway of long-term investments, fighting for the short-term gain.

The Collapse had changed people's ways of thinking. Money was steadily losing value, and so such
things as homes, savings, and investments were losing their value, aswell. Sdllers were anxiousto get as
much asthey possibly could, but with no one offering any financing, cash had to be the bottom line, and
s0 pricesfell dramaticaly. Unfortunately, the vaue of what I'd saved had fdlen dramaticdly, aswell.
With financid ingtitutionsfailing left and right, | was lucky to have pulled out my money when | had and to
have spent it while it was gtill worth something. At least we had ahome. We had preciouslittle else.

The problem, once | had my family settled in our new home, was how to afford its upkeep. On the plus
sde of the ledger, we owned it, free and clear, and we didn't have to worry about such things as taxes
and insurance. No one was writing any policies, because the insurance industry had collgpsed, and no
one was paying any taxes, because the bel eaguered government had lost practicdly dl ability to enforce



collection, save for such built-in revenues as saes taxes, which had risen darmingly as a consequence. In
short, the government was quickly going broke. In the meantime, what budget there was went to support
essentid services such as hospital's and fire departments, the military and the police, and so forth. Since
the most densdly populated urban centers were the greatest drain on these limited resources, the outlying
areas had to go begging and were largely |eft to fend for themselves.

Thismeant that if our house burned down, or was vandalized or burgled, neither it nor our few
possessions could be replaced. Food was becoming more and more expensive, and with constant power
outages, rapidly diminishing supplies of heating ail, and the scarcity of gas, we wereforced to rely on
wood or cod for fud. The price of cod had skyrocketed, and the price of cord wood was rising rapidly,
aswell. The petroleum reserves had been dmost entirely depleted, and what petrol was available was
rationed among essentid government, medicd, police, and military personnd.

It seemed pointless to bemoan the policies that had brought about such a disastrous state of affairs,
because environmentaists and scientists had been predicting it for years and we had no one but ourselves
to blame. Toward the end, people had started to wake up at last, and serious attempts were made to
practice conservation and responsi ble resource management, but it was smply too little, too late. The
time had come to pay the piper Everything was going to hell in ahandbasket in ahurry.

| had managed to remove my family from London, but to support them, | had to return to the city mysdif.
There were damn few jobs around for anyone, and what work was available paid very little and was
often done for barter. Thanks to my military background, | wasfortunate to find employment with the
Metropolitan Police Department or, asit was and is more commonly known, New Scotland Y ard. They
were woefully understaffed considering the job they had to do, and the pay wasn't much, but it was il a
great deal more than what most other people had.

Given the distance between L oughborough and London, aswell asthe price and rationing of whet little
petrol reserves wereleft, there was no possibility of commuting every day. Whiletherail linestill ran
somewhat sporadically, haf the time the trains were stalled, or else the tracks were torn up by angry
citizens, wanting to strike back at the government in any way they could, dl of which meant | couldn't
gpend much time with Jenny and the girls. During the week; I lived in London, in agrimy, bug-infested,
little flat, the chegpest | could find, and weekends, as often as| could, | went to see my family. The gtrain
of separation was severe on dl of us, but there was smply nothing else to do. Somehow, | told them, |
would eventudly find away to work it out. Surely, things couldn't keep on growing worse. Y et, day by
day, they did.

Most people never redize how fragile athing acity truly wasin those days, how littleit took to disrupt its
equilibrium. A sanitation strike would have the refuse piling up in mountains within only afew days,
bringing out the rats and giving them a place to breed, and creating an eye-watering miasmaof decay that
hung over the city like apoison cloud. A power blackout would bring acity to astandstill, turning people
into ferd, looting beasts that preyed on one another in the darkness. A labor action disrupting the delivery
of food and supplies would cause shortages and price gouging, and an oil crisis, whether genuine or
atificialy induced by profiteers, would result in ashortage of petrol at the pumps, traffic tied up by cars
waiting in long lines, and tempersflaring dangeroudy. All these things and more had happened in the padt,
and yet each time such an event occurred, people had smply settled back into their usual routines as
soon asit had passed and continued to take everything for granted, as before. And that was how we got
into the mess now known asthe Collapse.

It wasn't something that happened overnight, of course. Like asnowbal rolling down amountain dope, it
had started dowly, growing and gathering momentum as it went, until it turned into an avalanche that
swept over everything inits path. The warning signs had been present for years, only they had been



largely ignored. Even when things began to fal apart, people chose not to believeit. Oneistempted to
lay the blame on governments and multinationa corporations, but the fact, isthat the people, al the
people, ultimately shared responsibility, because we should have been the onesto stopit.

There were those who saw it coming, to be sure, who had seen it coming for decades, and their numbers
had grown congderably in the yearsimmediately prior to the Collapse, but unfortunately, they were ill
not numerous enough to make a difference. They had tried to do something and had failed, and their
failure had led to anger and frustration, which in turn had led to desperation, which had led to
eco-terrorism. That had been merely thefirgt hint of the violence that would come. My generation had
grown up with it, and by the time I'd reached my teens, the avalanche waswell and truly underway and
no one could do anything to stop it.

It iswith some amusement that | regard the London bobbies these days, with their return to the traditions
of the pre-Collapse period, and their rather quaint, nostalgically styled uniforms, for in my days with New
Scotland Y ard, we looked lesslike policemen than like SAS commandosin full battle dress. We carried
not billy clubs and whistles, but fully automatic weapons, and our uniformswere not blue serge, but
molded gray fatigues that were known as "urban camo.”" Our riot helmets made us resemble some
outlandish cross between motorcyclists and astronauts and they were the only way to differentiate us
from the military troops, asde from the word "POLICE" stenciled across our backsin large, black
letters.

And, oh, how | despised those bloody helmets! The army knew better man to be saddled with such a
worthless piece of junk. | longed for the smple meta hemet | had worn when | wasin the army, but
someidiot bureaucrat had apparently decided that the riot helmetswere not only highly functional, which
was debatable, but that their polarized visors had some sort of intimidating, psychologica effect, which
was ajoke. In any event, only the greenest rookies used the visors, and not for very long, at that. Most
of ussmply tore them off, and many of the hardcore, swaggering, old veterans smply dispensed with the
helmets atogether. Having seen as much, if not more, action as any of the veteran police officers, | kept
my helmet, hot and swesty asit was, because I'd seen more than my share of head woundsand | had a
family to think of. | did hack off my visor; however; because | couldn't see well enough to shoot worth a
damn with the bloody thing in place. And, sad to say, police officers expended a great many bulletsin
those days.

Thereisapopular program on televison presently called Collapse Cops, depicting ateam of police
officers (amde and femae, of course) "fighting crime during the dark days of the Collgpse.” Thereisa
great deal of gunplay and camaraderie, coupled with sexua innuendo (the beauteous Officer Storm
somehow contrives to be caught in her braand panties at least once every episode), the villainous
perpetrators are dl uniformly malevolent, and each program ends with our heroes managing to touch the
lives of severd citizens and make their burdens easier to bean | only wish it had been so.

There were, naturally, women on the police force and in the military, but | never encountered any who
were even remotely like the leggy, pouty-lipped Ms. Storm. The women with whom | served were all
serious professonals and there was not atube of lipstick or an eyebrow pencil to be found among them.
Glamor wasthe very least of their concerns and romance between fellow officerswasrare. Given the
Stuation in the streets, | did not know of asingle officer; either male or female, who would risk the
complications of aromantic entanglement on the job. Asto the malevolent perpetrators and the citizens
whose lives we touched, | only wish that, in redlity, the lines had been so clearly drawn. | can best
illustrate with an example, one that stands out in my mind asvividly asif it had happened only yesterday,
for it wasthe proverbia straw that finally broke the camd's back.

We were caled upon to suppress a sniper. Theterm "suppress ' was aeuphemism for killing the poor



bastard, because with the high level of violencein the Streets, there was neither the time nor the
manpower to engage in the luxury of negotiation, even if hostages were being held, which was quite often
the case. Possession of firearms of any sort was gtrictly illegd, of course, but it was alaw that had
become completely unenforceable. The demand for firearms had become so great among the genera
populace that athriving black market existed to supply them and no sooner would we shut down one
basement machine-shop operation than adozen others would spring up. If a citizen were gpprehended
using afirearm in astuation that was clearly self-defense, the usua procedure was smply to confiscate
the weapon and let the poor devil go and seek to buy himsdlf another at aludicroudy inflated price.
However; asniper was something else again.

By the time we arrived on the scene, alarge number of shots had already been fired. Fortunately, no one
had been killed or injured yet, which seemed only amatter of either dumb luck or lousy marksmanship.
Infact, it turned out to be superior marksmanship, something of which I have no doubt, for the fire that
was subsequently directed a us came uncomfortably close, but avoided hitting anyone. No one can
come so consstently close while il avoiding adirect hit without being avery good shot, indeed.
However, when wefirst arrived, we did not know that, nor would it have made a difference if we had.
Our ordersfor suppression were specific.

The gtreetsin the vicinity were empty Everyone had prudently fled the scene the moment the sniper
opened up, but we followed procedure and cordoned off the area, as well as making announcements
over the bullhorn that everyone should stay inside and avoid coming near the windows. As per
procedure, the sniper was given one chance and one chance only to give up hisweapon and surrender,
and when hisanswer camein aburst of automatic fire, we proceeded to deploy for suppression.

It was an old and al too well-practiced drill. The sniper had stationed himsdlf in afront fiat on the fourth
floor of abuilding in aresdentia section of the East Side. We stationed marksmen on the rooftops of the
opposing buildings, and on the ground aswell, taking cover behind our vehicles. Our main concern was
to make certain no innocent liveswere logt, but Situations of this sort had become so commonplace that
the building's resdents had al evacuated the premises within moments after the sniper opened up, exiting
at therear of the building through the basement corridors without incident. After checking to make certain
none of the flatsin the immediate vicinity of the sniper were till occupied, we proceeded with the drill to
take him out.

We moved cautioudy, but quickly. Within moments, we had a squad insde the building. My partner and
| were with that squad. My partner, Sergeant Royceton, was a hard-nosed veteran with twenty years
experience on theforce. A tough old bird, |an Royceton could chew ten-penny nails and spit them out as
tacks. We moved up the stairwell to the fourth floor and carefully proceeded down the corridor, toward
the sniper'sflat, moving from doorway to doorway and providing cover for each other as we went.
Outside, our fellow officers were laying down some covering fire to occupy the sniper's attention and,
hopefully, divert him from our approach.

We had fully expected to find that he had barricaded himsdlf insgde, and as aresult, we had brought along
abattering ram and some tear gas bombs. To our surprise, we discovered the door was not only
unlocked, but open. It actualy stood gjar We stood so close, outside in the corridor, that from within, we
could hear the sniper firing his weapon and the periodic dropping of empty magazines to the floor
Royceton and | glanced at one another and no words needed to be said. We knew exactly what to do.
We would wait until the next empty magazine dropped and burst in on him while he was in the process of
reloading.

It went off like clockwork. The next time we heard the metdlic clatter of. an empty magazine faling to the
floor, I kicked the door fully open and both Royceton and | went in shooting. The poor devil never had a



chance. Our bullets stitched into him and he jerked convulsively, then fell back through the shattered
window glass and down four floorsinto the street, where his broken, lifdless body lay bleeding on the
sdewalk. A quick and efficient operation, and | bresthed asigh of relief that it was over and that we'd
escaped unscathed. Then | heard Royceton's sharp intake of breath and he said, "Oh, my God." | turned
quickly, my weapon ready, but it was not athreat he was reacting to.

| followed his gaze and, through the open bedroom doorway, | saw the bodies lying on the bed, upon the
blood-soaked sheets. On the night-stand beside the bed, we found the heartbreaking note that he had
left. | have sincetried to forget that note, and though the years have blurred the memory, so that | can no
longer recall his exact words, the substance of hislast message to the world iswith me sill, and thereis
no forgetting it.

He was not, apparently, awell-educated man, and that was reflected in the poor syntax of hissuicide
note, for in effect, it was exactly that. His tone was smple and despondent, deeply woeful, and inamead
sort of way, it even sounded reasonable. He began by addressing us, the police, his executioners. He
started off with an apology. He stated that it was not hisintention to hurt anyone, aremark that was
diabalically incongruous with the corpses on the bed, and that he hoped no policemen or innocent
bystanders had been harmed by any of hisbullets.

"I will try my level best," he wrote—or wordsto that effect—"to avoid hitting anyone,” and he went on to
say that if, by accident, someone was killed or wounded, that he did not mean it and wastruly, deeply
orry.

| listened as Royceton read the words out loud to me and | recall how stunned and mystified | felt at the
crippled logic the sniper's twisted mind displayed. Here, he had murdered his entire family, and as he had
written the note, possibly with their freshly dain bodies on the bed behind him, he stated his sincere
intention to avoid hurting anyone and gpologized profusely in the event he had. 1t seemed, however; that
he did not consider what he'd done to them to be an act of murder; but an act of mercy, of releasefrom a
life that had become unbearable.

| stared at their bodies as Royceton continued to read from the note, and even tough-as-nails Royceton,
hardened, seasoned veteran of two decades of street combat, could not stop his voice from breaking.
There lay the sniper'swife and histwo young daughters, about the same age as my own. He gave their
names. | ill recal them. Suzanne, hiswife, and daughters Barbara and Irene. He wrote about their
desperate plight, so amilar to that of al too many others. They were cold and hungry, and he could find
no work that would alow him to provide for them.

Hiswifewasill and bedridden, though theillness was not specified, and his eldest daughter; Barbara, had
begun to progtitute herself for food. She was thirteen. He had been out, searching unsuccessfully for
work, having been given notice of eviction if he could not come up with the ddlinquent rent by morning,
and he had returned to find his wife and children arguing. Irene wanted to do her part to help and join her
Sster on the streets. Irenewas nine.

What occurred afterward was something we would never know, for he began to relate what happened,
then broke off, ending with one more gpology, thistime to God, and then he signed his name, James
Whitby, in large and bold, flourishing script, asif with hisfind sgnature, he had tried to impart some
importance and dignity to hisname.

His actions were not, of course, those of a sane man. The poor devil's mind had snapped. It was possible
he was unstable to begin with, but there was a so the haunting possibility that he had been as sane as any
one of usand that, in hislast extremity, hisreason smply had fled. The most curious thing was that he had
told usvirtualy nothing of himself. He was, and would remain, acipher



He had signed hisname, in big, bold letters, and yet he had said nothing about who and what he was. He
had made no persond statement. He had died as he had lived, merdly another average, inggnificant little
man whom one would never notice on the street, a man who, one might infer, held no pretensions, but
cared about hisfamily and did whatever he was able to get by. And when al his best efforts cameto
nought, and he saw hisfamily suffering in result, hiswife sick, one daughter degraded and the baby of the
family wanting to degrade hersaf aswell to make up for Daddy's shortcomings ... Well, he apparently
broke down and decided death was preferable for dl of them, arelease from alife that was no longer
worm living.

| remember Royceton dropped the note down on the bed, not intentiondly, he had smply let go of it, and
it fluttered onto the bloody chest of little Irene. Royceton shut his eyes and turned away, then murmured,
"Y ou know, | can amost understand the poor sod.”

It was at that moment that | reached the turning point. Complete and total burnout. | went numb. | had
absolutely nothing left. My memory won't serve asto what, exactly, happened at that point. | seem to
recal| taking off my helmet and dropping it to the floor. | may have given my assault rifle to one of the
others, | smply don't remember; but | know that | no longer had it severa hourslater; when | was on the
train to Loughborough. | recal only onething clearly, and that was adriving urge to get back to my family
and be with them. | felt an urgency mere words cannot convey | smply wanted to get back and hold my
wife and daughtersin my arms and never let them go.

Hietrain broke down a short way out from Loughborough and | got out with the rest of the passengers
and walked the remainder of theway. | do not recall how long it took. It seemed like hours, plodding
along thetracks, and it wasraining. Not ahard, driving rain, but asteady drizzle, yet by thetimel
reached our home, | was soaked through to the skin and shivering. Jenny heard the front door open and
came running out to greet me. Our daughters were adegp, and she had been in bed with them, yet she
was all bundled up, aswere they, tucked beneath the blankets in their warmest clothes. They'd been
burning wood for heat. It was al we could afford, and Jenny had run out. There was no money for
getting any more. They had dready burned some of the furnitureand |, smple fool that | was, had |eft
behind whét little money | had left in London.

Jenny saw the look on my face and tried to tell me that it didn't matter. She was glad to have me home,
and wouldn't the girls be happy when they woke up to see their daddy had returned, but al | could see
as| looked down at their deeping forms, huddled close together, were the bullet-riddled corpses of
Barbaraand Irene. It was asif anice-cold fist had grabbed my guts and started squeezing. | |€ft the
bedroom and went out to get my axe.

Jenny grew darmed when she saw what | intended. Chopping wood without a permit wasacrimina
offense. Shetried to stop me, but | ignored her protests and went out, determined that come what may,
my girlswould never share the fate of poor James Whitby's daughters.

Not far from where we lived was a protected natural preserve, al that remained of Sherwood Forest,
once a sprawling woodland, now afenced-in acreage that was mined and patrolled by guards armed
with automatic weagpons. The surrounding countryside had been virtualy denuded of trees as cordwood
continued to go up in price and what was not chopped down by individuasfor their own use was razed
by opportunistic profiteers who sought to gain from other people's hardship. There was athriving market
inillegaly cut cordwood and the authorities had been forced to take up drastic measuresto protect the
few-remaining acres of woodland that were | eft.

| was not in areasonable state of mind, but if | knew what | risked, | didn't giveadamn. | wasinsuch a
satethat | never gave any consideration to how | would manage to carry enough wood back to serve
our needs, even assuming | would not be caught. One thought, and one thought only, was foremaost in my



mind. Wood. Wood, Goddamn it! At that point, the thinnest, hair's-breadth of aline separated me from
poor James Whitby. | was on the razor's edge.

Therain wasfdling much harder as| cut my way through the concertinawire and breeched the fence
without encountering any of the guards, who doubtless believed no onein their right mind would venture
out on such anight. And, indeed, no onein their right mind had. | used my knife to probe for minesas|
made my way farther back into the trees, thinking | would need some cover for my work, and should
probably go some distance in to make certain any noise | made would not attract attention. | passed any
number of smal trees| could have chopped down easily, thinking, "Just alittle farther better safe than
sorry," and other such nonsense. | have no ideahow far | went, but beforelong, | realized | had lost all
sense of direction. And, in that one moment, however briefly, my presence of mind returned and |
thought, "Dear God, what am | doing?' My family had need of me, and there | was, probably catching
my desath of cold, breaking the law and committing afelony, endangering my life and, in consequence,
theirs by my foolishness. What if | was blown up by amine? What if | was shot in the act of chopping
down atree, or caught and arrested as | was bringing out... what? A meady armload of wood?

| felt despair overwhelm meand | put my head downin my armsas| lay upon the muddy ground and
wept, the rain commingling with my tears. "Fool! Fool!" | cried to mysdf. "Y ou're risking everything!

Y ou've waked off the job, Ieft dl your money behind in London, you've ruined everything!" And then, as
| looked up, | saw asight that banished all reason from my mind.

Before me, scarcely twenty yards away, was the largest oak tree | had ever seen, the grandfather of all
English oaks. Its spreading upper branches were as thick as my thigh, its aged, gnarled trunk so wide that
severd men with their hands linked together could not encompassit. There it stood, an ancient leviathan,
enough wood to keep my family warm for years to come. | stared at it, my gaze traveling up itstrunk to
itslofty canopy of branches, and | went absolutely mad.

| stood and gripped my axe in both hands, raising it high overhead, and | screamed as | charged the tree
like some battle-maddened, Hun barbarian running a a Roman phaanx. In that moment of absolute
insanity, | had become one with the dain James Whitby. The tree became the focd point for dl my fury
and frustration, my grief and hel plessness, my anger at the whole damned world. | could have chopped
away a its gargantuan trunk until the crack of doom and never have had ahope of felling it, but that
thought never occurred to me. It couldn't have occurred to me. | wasn't thinking, | wasjust reacting, like
awounded beast that had been brought to bay.

| struck the tree ablow with al the power | could muster. The force of that blow ran up through the axe
handle, through my hands, up my armsinto my shoulders, and in the next ingtant, | wasflying. | landed on
my back some distance away, momentarily stunned and on the verge of losing consciousness. | felt a
throbbing, tingling sensation al over my body, not unlike that which | had once experienced asachild
when | had stuck my finger into an eectric socket.

At the precise moment that | struck the giant oak tree with my axe, abolt of lightning had come lancing
down from the clouds and hit the tree. Asleast, that was my first impression, because it seemed there
could have been no other explanation. Certainly, it never would have occurred to me that the lightning
could have come not from the sky, but from within the tree itself.

Asl| recovered from my shock, | raised mysdf up dightly and stared at the smoking remnants of the tree.
My vison was still somewhat blurred, but | could seethat aslarge asit was, the oak had been split
completely in two, right down the middle, from its uppermost branches straight down to where its trunk
rose from the ground. Smoke swirled and eddied al around it, and asit dowly dissipated, | saw what
appeared to be afigure standing in the cleft.



| blinked, and shook my head, and blinked again. My first quick impression wasthat | had been
illuminated briefly in that flash of lightning and now some guard stood over me, but the man | saw was
dressed nothing like aguard, and he carried no weapons, save for along, dender wooden staff.

He wore some sort of robe, emblazoned with curious symbols, and he wore ahigh, conical hat. He had a
long white beard and snowy hair that fell well past his shoulders. And as| stared at him with disbelief, he
looked down at me and said, " Gresetings, good sr. My nameisMerlin."

CHAPTER 2

It s;emsimposs ble to imagine these days that the name of Merlin would not instantly be recogni zed,
even without Ambrosius appended to it, but back then, Merlin was, at best, part of an obscurelegend, a
piece of folklore, aonetime curiosity to academics who had occasionally debated whether or not he and

King Arthur had ever actually existed. And those debates had ceased with the coming of the Collapse.

Thelegend of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table had once fascinated school children al
over theworld. Scores of books had been written on the subject, both novels and scholarly studies, and
the story had a so been the basisfor films, televison programs, comedies, dramatic plays, and musicals.
Graduate students had written papers on the subject, and historians had searched for the authentic British
king on whom Arthur had supposedly been based, as they had searched for Merlin, the legendary wizard
who had been his mentor and advisor. That time had passed, however

Universties had closed during the Collapse, for there had been no one to attend them. Schools had
become little more than poorly operated day-care centers over which apal of gloom had hung, for
teachers had |eft the profession in droves, driven out of it by the sheer necessity for surviva, and those
who watched over the largely empty classrooms, save for afew diehard idedists, were often barely more
educated than their students. Anyone capable of finding work of any kind, regardless of how young or
old, was either working, out looking for work, or preying upon those who had it. Faced with the disaster
of the Collapse, people had ceased regarding education as apriority. Mere surviva had become

challenging enough.

| had grown up during the Collapse, and though I'd had some schooling, | had joined the service as soon
as| was old enough and my real education had been shaped by the events | lived through. | had dways
loved to read, however, and in my childhood, | had been exposed to the story of King Arthur, but that
had been over three decades earlier and alot of water had flowed under the bridge since then. In any
event, the memory was hardly foremost in my mind at that particular time, which was not surprising,
consdering the circumstances. | did not connect the name of Merlin with King Arthur; and consequently,
it meant nothing to me.

| had, after dl, been suffering from an emotiona trauma, and | wasn't even thinking clearly The shock
had, to some extent, restored me to my senses, but | was till not quite myself. | gazed at the strangely
garbed old man standing there before mein therain, in the cleft of that bifurcated tree, which had been
pecled back asif it were ahuge bananaskin, and al | could do was smply stare a him. He looked
away, and for amoment, he seemed to have eiminated me from his consideration. He took a deep
breeth, filling hislungs, men exhded heavily, stretching and rolling his shoulders, as aman might upon
awakening from along and restful deep. He craned his neck back and looked up at the sky, alowing the
rain to fall upon hisface, and men he sighed, wearily, or perhaps contentedly. He looked around, men
focused his gaze on me once more.

He stepped down out of the center of the ruined tree, his movements stiff and awkward as he [abored to
walk toward me. He seemed extremely old and frail, but when he spoke, the strength and deep



resonance of his voice belied appearances.

"Areyou injured?’ he asked.

| shook my heed, till somewhat dazed and unable to think of anything to say.
"Well, then what are you doing stretched out there in the mud? Get up.”

He extended his wooden staff toward me. | reached out and took hold of it, and he pulled me to my feet
with surprising ease for aman of his advanced years.

"Whét isyour name?" he asked.
"Tom," | sad."Tom Mdory."

His eyeswidened dightly with surprise, asif my name sounded familiar to him. "Thomas Madory?" he
sad, asif uncertain he had heard correctly.

"Yes, ar." | do not know if | gppended the "sir" out of politenessto a senior gentleman, or out of habit
born of years of servicein the military, but in any case, he seemed to warrant it, for there was afirmness
and authority about him that impressed itself upon meingantly.

Standing closeto him, | could now make out his features clearly. His face was lined with age beneath the
beard, and there were crow's-feet around his eyes, which were deeply set and astartling, periwinkle
blue. His nose was sharp and prominent, with adight hook to it, giving him something of the agpect of an
eagle. He had pronounced cheekbones and a high forehead. His eyes, however, were hismost striking
feature. Asde from their startling, bright blue color, they were very direct and penetrating in their gaze,
and they looked wise. How one deduces or infers such athing | cannot imagine, save perhapsfrom
experience of having seen other men possessed of wisdom with such eyes, but the impression was quite
clear and forceful. After al theseyears, | can till remember that first meeting with complete and utter
clarity, despite the fact that my thinking at the time was anything but clear.

"ThomasMaory," hesaid again, and smiled. "Anironic twist of fate. An omen. And, | think, agood
one"

| smply stared at him. | had absolutely no ideawhat he was talking about.

"My name means nothing to you?' he asked, and then he gaveit again, thistime morefully. "Merlin?
Merlin Ambrogus?'

| fdt asif therewere adight tug a my memory, for there did seem to be avague familiarity about the
name, but | couldn't put my finger onit. "No, sir," | replied, "1 don't think so. Have we met before?!

"No," he said with adight shake of hishead. "No matter. Do you live nearby?"

| sammered something about how | lived not too far away, within walking distance. | wanted to ask him
for directions, for I'd lost my way. However, | couldn't seem to form the words. | could not stop staring
at him. It was not so much that he looked so damned outlandish, but there was a compelling presence
about him that commanded my attention. In later years, many writers were to remark upon that, and
expend cong derable verbiage attempting to define exactly what it was about him that produced such an
effect, but the long and short of it was ssimply that the man exuded power He was of dightly lessthan
average height, and he was quite dim then, though he began to put on weight in later years, and became
rather stout and stocky. However, he was by no means physicaly imposing, though one somehow
recaived theimpression that he was.



"l don't suppose | could impose upon you for something to eat?' he said. "It hasbeen along time sincel
have tasted any food."

It was not the sort of query | hadn't heard at |east athousand times before. The streets were teeming with
beggars and pathetic, homeless wretches who had been reduced to despinginthealeysand digging
through the refuse for their sustenance, and though | did not think of myself as either insengtive or
heartless, | had, like most people, become inured to them out of necessity. To comply with such requests
was not only to invite trouble, but even asaint would have been forced to learn how to reject them,
because they were so numerous. Even Christ, deluged with innumerable demands to hedl the sick, had
responded with exasperation. And yet, despite dl that, with the shadow of James Whitby still upon me, |
found that | could not deny him.

"We haven't very much,” | said, more by way of an gpology than as an excuse, "but I'm sure we can
come up with something. However, we haven't any wood and 1...."

My voicetrailed off as| recalled why I'd come therein thefirst place, and what afoolish risk I'd taken,
and for amoment, | felt at oddswith mysdlf. | was dready there, the risk had aready been taken, and it
seemed pointless not to complete my mission. | bent down to pick up the axe I'd dropped, only to see
that it was broken. The handle had splintered and the head had snapped clean off.

"Never fear,” said Merlin. "Do not concern yoursdlf. It islate, the westher is beastly, and your family
must be worried. Come."

He started walking purposefully in the direction | had come from. | suddenly recalled the mines, and
shouted out awarning. Then | saw that he was not walking in astraight line, but in a serpentine manner,
holding his staff out in front of him asif it were some sort of metal detector. Astonished, | followed in his
wake and we reached the fence without incident. | stopped for amoment and |ooked back the way we'd
come, scarcdly believing that any of thiswas happening. Where had he come from? That lightning bolt
must have narrowly missed him. What had he been doing there? And why on earth was he dressed in
such apeculiar fashion?

Therain had dackened consderably. It fell asafine mist aswe headed home together | noticed, aswe
walked, that bit by bit, hisfrailty and stiffness seemed to disappear, and the dampness did not seem to
bother hisold bones at dl. Infact, | soon had to quick march to keep up with him. Jenny was frantic with
worry by the time we came in through the door, though the girls were still adeep.

"Oh, thank God!" she said, throwing her arms around me. "Thank God you're safel”

"It'sdl right," | said, holding her tightly. "I'm sorry | didn't mean to frighten you. But I'm afraid | brought
no wood and—"

"Thereisno need for concern,” Merlin said, standing at the rear of the kitchen, by the door to the
enclosed back entry-way. "Y ou seem to have an adequate supply”

Jenny turned toward him, puzzled, and shook her head. "But we have no wood," she said. "Wed run out,
you see? and we had to break up some of the furniture to—"

"Nonsense," Melin interrupted her "Thereis plenty here. Seefor yoursdlf.”

With a confused expression on her face, Jenny went toward him and looked. | heard her gasp. "My
God! But... how can that be? It'simpossible!" She turned toward me with alook of complete
mydtification. " Tom..."



| frowned and went to look for myself. The entire back entryway was stacked with split cordwood right
up to the calling.

"Tom, therewasn't any wood at dl!" said Jenny with disbelief. "I swear to you... none of thiswas here
beforel”

"Ah, we seem to have al .the makings of a proper feast here,” | heard Merlin say, and | turned around to
see him standing at the open pantry.

"Now, see here, old chap," | said, moving toward him, and then | stopped and stared with dack-jawed
astonishment at the contents of the pantry. There were smoked hams and partfridges, sausages, loaves of
fresh-baked bread, aturkey, sated venison, sacks of flour and salt and sugar, jars of comb honey, dried
fruits, a veritable cornucopia of food taking up every squareinch of space.

"What the devil..." | sad.

| heard Jenny gasp behind me and | turned to see her staring over my shoulder at the contents of the
pantry, her eyeswide with disbeli€f.

"Tom... |... | don't undergtand..." she said, shaking her head. "None of thiswas here before! | know it
seemsimpossible, but you smply must beieveme”

"I believe you, Jenny," | said dowly, turning to look toward the strange old man. He had gone back into
the living room and was now seated on the couch, removing a pouch from his robe and packing alarge,
curved briar with tobacco.

"Tom... who is that old man?" asked Jenny.

| stared at him as he puffed his pipe dight. Was it merdly my overwrought imagination, or had he not
struck amatch? For amoment, | could have sworn hed simply snapped hisfingers and the Same came
from histhumb. But, clearly, that was absurd.

"I met himinthewoods," | replied uncertainly. "He... uh... he said hisnamewas... Merlin, | think."
"Merlin?' said Jenny. "Like thewizard in the legend of King Arthur?’

All of asudden, it came back to me. | remembered the story of how he hel ped Arthur become king, and
how he had advised him at his castle, known as Camelot, and how in the end, the sorceress Morgan le
Fay had tricked him and betrayed him, placing him under aspdll and immuring hisbody in the cleft of a
giant oak... a giant oak!

"No," | sad, "it can't be! That'sridiculous. It'smore than ridiculous, it'sinsane.”
"What'sinsane?' asked Jenny. "Tom, who is he? Why have you brought him here? What's happening?”

"I don't know," | said, entering the living room. Merlin looked up a me and amiled, puffing on his pipe
contentedly. The burning tobacco gave off the odor of vanilla cookies. No, | thought, it smelled morelike
fresh-baked apples... No, not apples, raspberries. No, not raspberries either, but... and then | realized
that the scent of his tobacco somehow seemed to change with each and every puff he took. He sat there,
happily blowing perfect smokerings.

"S0.. .when do we eat?" he asked.

He ate with the appetite of an entire platoon. Jenny had wanted to wake up the girls, for they had goneto



bed cold and hungry, but | told her to let them deep. There was plenty of food for them to fill their bellies
in the morning and the house had warmed up nicely with aroaring firein the hearth. Both Jenny and |
were famished, but even after weld filled ourselvesto bursting, Merlin was till egting, putting food away
like abulimic gone berserk. | had never seen anyone edt like that. It wasincredible. He ate enough for at
least hdf adozen ravenous lumberjacks.

Asif hewere reading my mind, he said, "I do not wish to seem a glutton, but wizards need to eat agreat
deal more man most other people do. It hasto do with the principles that govern the universe, you see.
Y ou cannot expend energy without having to replenishit. Magic hasacogt. It drainsyour life force of
energy, and you must recover that energy or risk consuming yoursdlf.”

Throughout the med, he had spoken at length about himself, and we listened with fascinated incredulity
ashetold ushisstory And what astory it was! | didn't believe aword of it, of course, though | had to
admit that hisdelusion, for | was convinced it was that, had aremarkable consstency. Y €, there was il
the matter of the food mysterioudy appearing out of nowhere, and the cordwood, which had not been
there before. If there was any truth to his assertions, which clearly seemed impossible, then it was difficult
to argue with the apparent fact that he had somehow produced it, which also seemed impossible. | was
certain there had to be another explanation.

"l see," | replied. "But therés onething | don't quite understand. If it isyour own energy you areusing in,
uh... magically creating dl the food we're eating, and the wood we're burning in-the fireplace, then a
certain amount of energy must be expended in the act, which meansthereisthat much less energy
inherent in the product. Y ou cannot keep creating your own energy out of nothing. It violates the laws of
thermodynamics. There must soon come apoint of diminishing returns, if you seewhat | mean.”

"Quite correct,” said Merlin with asmile. "'l thought you were abright fellow. Obvioudy, | cannot Smply
create my own sustenance, not only for the reason you just mentioned, but because you cannot create
matter, you can only dter itsform, which isawell-known principle of achemy."

"Wecdl it physics,” Jenny sad.

"Physics? Physics... interesting. | shall have to remember that. In any event, | did not cregte thisfine food
we are enjoying, nor the wood that is heating this home even as we speak. | merely borrowed it, ina

manner of spesking.”
"Borrowed it?' | asked with apuzzled frown. "From where!"

"Oh, here and there," he replied with ashrug. "The wood was taken from the very treein which | was
confined. | merely dtered itsform somewhat and transported it here. And it certainly does my heart good
to see that damnable tree burn after being imprisoned within it for so long. Asfor thefood, some of it
was wild, such as the partridges and the turkey, and some of it had been stored elsewhere, such asthe
hams and sausages and the like."

"Youmeanyou stole it?' | said, caught up in what he was saying and forgetting for the moment that | did
not believeaword of it.

"WEell, | cannot say for certain where it came from, you understand,” he said, "but | had assumed that
there were storehouses of food nearby, so | smply directed my spell in such a manner that it would seek
out the greatest source of supply and divert some of it. Robbing from the rich to give to the poor; asmy
old friend Robin Hood might have put it.”

"You knew Robin Hood?" asked Jenny, fascinated. | stared at hen She saw the look | gave her and
shrugged, asif to say she couldn't helpit.



"Oh, most certainly,” Merlin replied. "His proper name was Lockd ey, you understand, and he was
aways something of a scoundrel, even before he was forced to turn outlaw. Hislegend has far eclipsed
his true stature, however as has been the case with the story of Arthur. In truth, Lockdey was asfar
removed from the romantic image of the noble outlaw as can be. He was a coarse and stocky fellow, a
profane brawler given to drinking himsdlf sensdess. If not for Marian, those so-caled 'Merry Men' of his
would have had no effective leadership whatever”

"You mean Maid Marian?" asked Jenny. | glanced at her again, but she ignored me.

"Oh, shewasno maid, | cantdl you that," said Merlin with achuckle. " She was afine and strapping lass
who could bend abow and swing a broadsword with the best of them. Large-framed and rather plainto
look upon, shewas nothing at dl like the fine and ddlicate young maid sheis portrayed asin the legend.
She was the sheriff's wife, you see, but the old sheriff could never quite satisfy her, uh, voracious
appetites, and she had quite ataste for younger men. It led her into trouble, so she ran off to take up with
Lockdey and hisboys, and never ceased to bedevil her husband ever after. But then I've gone on long
enough. It islate and, doubtless, you have grown weary of listening to me. We can discuss things further
inthemorning.”

"Inthe morning?' | said, concerned that he had gpparently invited himsdlf to spend the night.

"Yes, therewill be plenty of timefor usto talk, and | am looking forward to meeting your fine young
daughters.”

"Uh... well, | suppose | should clear the table and get the dishes done,” Jenny said. "Tom... could you
help mein thekitchen?'

Before| could reply to Jenny's obviousinvitation to a discreet conference in the kitchen, Merlin said,
"Nonsense, | won't hear of it. Y ou two go off to bed. | will take care of everything."

"Wewouldn't want you to go to any trouble," Jenny said. "Besides, you're our guest and—"

"l indg," sad Merlin. "Besides, it won't be any trouble at dl. Now go, off with you, € se your two young
girlswill run you ragged in the morning. And don't concern yoursalves about me. | shall manage
excdlently. Go on now, and good night to you."

"Uh... good night," said Jenny, taking me by the arm and pulling meinto our bedroom. No sooner had
she shut the door behind us than she turned to face me with an expresson of darm. "Tom..."

"Yes, yes, | know," | said, "I'm abit concerned about him, too."
"'A bit concerned?' she said.

"Well, he's quite mad, obvioudy, but he seems harmless. Hes actually rather charming in hisown
eccentric sort of way. | don't redlly think theres any causeto worry. | fill have my pistol, and there'sthe
revolver in the night stand, and the shotgun in the closet. Besides, we can't redlly turn him out, can we?
He'san old man, and it's beastly out.”

"Tom... what if hestruly... | mean, what if hereally iswho he saysheis?' she asked.
"Oh, come on, you can't be serioud!”

"What about the wood?" she asked, her eyeswide. "And what about al that food? Where on earth
could it have come from? Unless you believe that I've been hiding something from you and—"



| interrupted quickly. "No, no, of course not, darling, don't be silly.”

"Tom, you do believe me, don't you, when | say that none of it was there before?!

"Of course | believeyou,” | replied. "There Smply must be some other, more rationd explanation.”
"Likewhat?" she asked, raisng her eyebrows.

| shook my head, at acompletelossto explainit. "I'll be damned if | know," | said. "Perhaps some secret
benefactor snuck in somehow and put al that stuff there while you and the girlswere desping. It sounds
improbable, perhaps, but | can't think of any other logical explanation.”

"But why?"' she asked. "And how? Tom, it would have taken hours to stack al that wood, much lessto
bring in al that food. And how could anyone possibly have done it without waking me? It seems

imposshle”
"And hisbeing Merlin, the court wizard to King Arthur; seems possibleto you?' | said.

"What about his pipe?' she asked. "Did you notice that the scent of his tobacco kept on changing? And |
never saw him use alighter or amatch. Did you notice that, aswel1?"

"Yes, | noticed,” | admitted. "But perhaps he redlly isamagician, you know, a stage magician, and he
was using deight of hand. Perhaps his delusion stems from that, | don't know, but he cannot possibly be
who he saysheis. Magic smply doesn't exist, for God's sake! There's no such thing. Besides, if he
redly were King Arthur's Merlin, that would make him severa thousand years old, and frankly, he
doesn't look aday over seventy"

""Very funny,” Jenny said wryly ' 'But even if dl that istrue, it still doesn't change the fact that you've
brought a crazy old man into our home and now it ssemswe're stuck with him."

"Yes, | know," I said, frowning. "Wdll, welll smply have to keep an eye on him. For tonight, at least. In
the morning, I'm sure hell be on hisway."

Jenny opened the door acrack and peered out, then gasped and shut it again quickly. "Tom..." shesad,
inavoice scarcely above awhisper, "look!"

| went to the door and opened it. Wed been in the bedroom only afew minutes, and yet already the
table was clear and set for breakfast in the morning. | carefully tiptoed out and, with Jenny right behind
me, checked the kitchen. The dishes had not only been washed, but they were dry and stacked in their
proper placesin the cupboard, and the food had al been put away.

The old man st in the darkened living room, illuminated only by the flickering firdight, with his back to
us. Hewas watching the telly with rapt fascination, smoke curling up from his pipe. Not only had the
table been cleared, the dishes washed and dried, and the food put away, but the entire house was
absolutely spotless.

"Wonderful thing, thisbox," said Merlin, speaking with his back to us, though we'd made hardly a sound
coming out of the bedroom. "I have quite abit of catching up to do, it seems. This should prove quite
hepful."

"Uh... yes," | replied uneasily. "1, uh, see you'vetidied up some. Thank you."

"No need to mention it,” hesad. "It wasno trouble at all."



"Yes... wdl... good night.”
"Good night. Seepwell."

We went back into the bedroom and shut the door. For along moment, we simply stared a one another,
unableto think of asinglething to say. Jenny moistened her lipsand finaly broke the silence.

"Tom... | think heredly is Melin!"

"Well, therésoneway to be certain,” | said. "In the morning, you can ask him to turn into an owl and if
he does, | supposethat'll clinchit. Thegirlswill get quite akick out of that.”

"How can you joke a atimelikethis?' she asked.

"How canyou not?' | countered. "Thisiscrazy! | keep thinking there hasto be some rationa explanation
for al this, but | can't dismissthe evidence of my own senses. Unless I've gone completely mad, aswell.”

"Then | must be mad, too," said Jenny. ™Y ou saw him come out of that tree, didn't you?"
"l saw him standing where the lightning struck,” | said. "That's not quite the same thing.”
"Where e se could he have come from? And why else does he look the way he does?’

"Jenny, | have absolutely noidea. | was not exactly in arational state of mind. I don't know what's
happening! | can't explain it, but there has to be some explanation that makes sense!”

"I'd loveto hear it," shereplied.

"God, sowould I!"

"l won't be ableto deep awink," she said.

"Neither will 1," | said, and then | yawned, suddenly.

Jenny yawned aswell. "How could anyone possibly deep at atimelikethis?!
"Damnedif | know," | replied, but my eydids unaccountably felt extremely heavy.

"l do fed tired, though," said Jenny wearily. "It'sbeen quite aday. | think perhapsI'll just lay down for a
litlewhile

"Yes, goodidea," | said, yawning again. "We don't have to deep. We can talk and try to make some
senseof dl this™

We both lay down on the bed, but we did not do any talking. Intense exhaustion seemed to overwhelm
us and, within moments, Jenny was fast adeep. As| drifted off mysdf, | seemed to hear the bedroom
door open softly, and then someone covered us up with ablanket. | thought | heard a voice say,
"Problems are best solved in the morning,” and then | remember nothing more.

Inthe morning, | awoke to the high-pitched sound of girlish laughter and the pleasant smell of coffee
brewing. | could dso smell eggs and bacon frying.

"Mmmm," Jenny murmured as she tirred besde me. "That smells absolutely marvelous!”

"Oh, doit again! Do it again!"



It waslittle Michelles voice, and we both came completely awake ingtantly. For amoment, Jenny looked
confused, then she remembered our house guest and bolted out of bed. Neither of us had undressed the
previous night, and we both hurried to the kitchen, where the sight that greeted us brought us both up
short and rendered us absolutely speechless.

Breskfast was cooking itsdlf. Literally, cooking itself. Merlin sat on achair, which he had pulled back
from the table, and Michdlewas sitting on hisknee, in argpture of delight, clapping her hands with glee.
Chrigtine stood by the stove, staring with amixture of awe and fascination asthe eggsin thefrying pan
obligingly turned themselves over and the bacon rose up asit was done, levitating out of the pan on the
adjoining burner to float gracefully over onto a plate set on the counter top.

A mixing bowl stirred by awooden spurtle was suspended in midair, then it tipped over to pour dollops
of pancake batter into afrying pan. The pancakes flipped themselves as they became done on one side,
and Michelle clapped with delight and cried, "Oh, higher! Higher!" Complying with her demands, the
pancakes flipped once more, describing eaborate parabolasin the air, flying up to just below the ceiling
before they landed back in the pan again.

"It'satrick,” Chrigtine ingsted, frowning as she seemed to scan for wires or some other hidden agency
that might have performed the fest.

"Yes, but you must admit it isanest trick,” Merlin said.

"How isit done?" Chrigtine asked, framing with childish innocence the one question that raced through
both mine and Jenny's minds, only we could not bring oursalvesto ask it. We were both absolutely
Supefied with disbdlief.

"It'smagic,” Merlin said, glancing at us and acknowledging our presence with asmile and anod.
"Therésno such thing asmagic!” Chrigine said.

"Thereis so!" argued her Sster

"Isnot!" Chrisineingsted.

"How do you know?" asked Merlin.

"Because there smply isn't, that'sdl,” replied Chritine.

"What makes you so certain?' asked Melin.

"Magic only happensin fairy taes" said Chrigine.

"Who told you s0?" asked Merlin, raising his bushy eyebrows.

"Everyone knows that,” Chrigtine replied with scorn. How could a grownup possibly be so stupid?
Breakfast, meanwhile, continued to prepareitsalf during the discussion.

"W, | didn't know it," Merlin said. "And since | am someone, then | suppose that meansthat everyone
didnt know it."

"Wl it'strue,” Christinesaid.
"But how do you know it'strue?" persisted Merlin. "Because someonetold you it was true?”

"Yes" Chridine said confidently.



"Do you believe everything that peopletell you?' Merlin asked. "Suppose | said that you could fly.
Would you believe that?'

"No, that'sslly," Christine sad. "Everyone knows people cantt fly. Only birdscan fly."

"Widl, | suppose you must be abird then,” Merlin said. Christine suddenly floated up into the air. She
cried out with darm and | felt Jenny's grip tighten on my arm, but | merely looked at her and shook my
head.

"Help! Put me down!" Chridtine cried, making bicycling motionswith her legs.
"Put you down?' said Merlin. "Don't be sllly. Everyone knows people can't fly."

Michelle was squedling with mirth as she bounced on Merlin'sknee. "Don't! Don't put her down! Keep
her up there! Make her go higher!"

"Y es, you cannot possibly be aperson,” Merlin said. ™Y ou must be abird. And the birdsfly by flapping
their wings. So... flap your wings."

"Mommy!"
"Hap your wings, | said!"

Christine began to flap her arms, asif shewere abird, and dowly gently, shetook off, floating gracefully
around the room.

"Mommy! Daddy! Look! Chrigingsflying!" cried Michdlle.

"I'm flying!" said Christine as she dowly circled the room, gpparently in full control of her flight. Her darm
turned to astonishment and joy. "I'm redlly flying!"

She circled the kitchen, then floated out into the living room and made severd circlesaround it aswe
watched, dack-jawed.

"Wheeee! I'mflying! I'mflying!"

" UndeMerlin, | want to fly, too!" Michelle demanded.
"You do?' sad Merlin.

"Yes, please? Please, cant| fly, like Chrigting?”

"Y ou want to be abird, aswel?'

"Oh, yes, please! | want to bea bird!"

"Thenflap your wings," said Merlin.

Michelle began to flap her arms enthusiagtically and she, too, rose up into the air and floated off to join
Chriginein flying laps around the living room.

"I'mabird! I'mabird!" shecried.
"Tom," said Jenny, "for God's sake, pinch me so | know | I'm not dreaming!”

"If you are, then I'm having the same dream,” | said. "Ouch!"



"Now pinch me back!"

| pinched her and she gave out asmall cry, for she had pinched me hard and 1'd been none too gentle
mysdf.

"It'strue,” shewhispered. "My God, Tom, it'sdl true! Heredly is Melin!™

"Did you have any doubt?' asked Merlin, his eyes crinkling with amusement. "All right, little birds, timeto
come hometo roost! Breakfast isready!"

"No, not yet! " Michelle protested.
"Now none of thet," said Merlin. "Do what your uncle Merlintelsyou.”

They both settled gently to the floor, despite Michdle flapping her aamsfurioudy in afutile effort to
remain airborne. "Oh, no! Please, Uncle Merlin, can't wefly alittle longer?”

"Yes, pleasg!” Chrigine said. "Just afew more minutes! Can't we fly afew more minutes? ™
"Fly?" said Merlin, feigning astonishment. "Don't be slly. Everyone knows people can't fly."
They both fell slent and smply stared a him.

"Just as everyone knows there's no such thing asmagic,” he added. "Magic only happensin fairy tales.
Everyone knows that. Now sit down and est your breskfast.”

"Oh, pooh!" Michdle said, stamping her foot and pouting as she sat down &t the table.

"One does not say 'pooh’ to one's eders,” Merlin admonished her. Then, turning to Christine, he added,
"And one should not believe everything that people say, evenif alot of people say it'strue. Y ou should
awaysthink for yoursdlf. I'm certain your father and mother would agree. That does not mean you
shouldn't listen to them, mind you, but you should aways think about the things you hear, and not Smply
accept them becauseit'swhat you were told. People who don't think for themsealves often get into alot of
trouble that way. Remember that."

Christine nodded solemnly, her eyeswide as she hung on hisevery word. "l will," she said.

"Good." Merlin turned toward us and raised his eyebrows. "How do you like your eggs?’

CHAPTER 3

Under ordinary circumstances, a hearty, robust breskfast such as Merlin had provided would have been
quite an unaccustomed treet for usin those lean days, yet no repast, however sumptuous, could compete
with what the girls had just experienced. They were so excited, they could hardly eat abite. | was
somewhat disgppointed that my unexpected return home had passed completely without comment from
my daughters, but then | could hardly hold a candle to the newly adopted "Uncle Merlin." What'savist
from Daddy, after dl, when you've just been flown around the living room?

| was concerned they would discusstheir "Uncle Merlin® with their friends among the loca children,
describing how he had made the kitchen come dive, then turned them into birds. Given such assertions,
proof would certainly be required, and | could not imagine how our neighbors would respond to their
children being levitated. "Uncle Merlin," on the other hand, did not seem at dl concerned. Quitethe
opposite, in fact.



"No, no, let them talk about it, by al means” heingsted, after Jenny had dragged our reluctant girls away
from him. "I don't see how you could prevent them, in any event. Besides, | have no intention of keeping
my presence here a secret. | want people to know about me. And the sooner; the better We have much
to do.”

"Well," | said. "And what, precisdly, isit that ‘we are going to do?"

"Why, announce my presence to the world, of course" hereplied, asif it were the most naturd thing to
do. " suppose that will take sometime, though, and that is only the beginning. Oh, yes, only the
beginning. We have quite atask ahead of us, Thomas. Quite atask, indeed.”

"Just amoment,” | said. "I'm not quite certain what you're getting at, but before you start making any
plans, | think we need to talk about this. | do have afull-timejob, you know. I'm apolice officer Or at
least | was, until yesterday. I'll need to report in as soon as possible and make some effort to explain my
absence, otherwise I'll be left with no meansto provide for my family.”

"Y ou need have no concernsfor your family'swelfare" Merlin said. "Never fear, | shdl seeto that. As
for your job, it is of no consequence. We have far more important work to do. | know what must be
done, you see, but I'm not certain how best to go about it. And that iswhere | need your help.”

"You need my help?' | said.

"'Mogt assuredly. | spent the night watching your television, and listening to your radio. What marvelous
devices! Highly informative, indeed. They have shown methat thereis much to do. It ssemsthe world
once again has need of me."

"I have no ideawhat the world will make of you," | replied dubioudy. "But what isit that you havein
mind, exactly?"

"Y ou know, Thomeas, during my long deep within the greet oak, | was not entirely ignorant of events that
took placein theworld outsde," he said. "I saw the yearsroll by in dreams. And the yearsturned into
decades, and the decadesinto centuries. Thaumaturgy, the discipline of magic, became forgotten asthe
yearswent by, and as mankind began to seek enlightenment in other ways. | dreamed about the wars,
the legps of knowledge resulting in miraculous inventions, the growth of industry and what you call
technology, humanity's astonishing ventures beyond the confines of thisworld, the promise of peace and
prosperity, and now this... the Collapse, asyou cal it."

He sighed and stroked hislong, gray beard. There was atroubled expression on hisface. | merely
listened, saying nothing, caught up in hisspdl. And it was aspell, which he cast merely by his presence.

| kept thinking how surredl it al seemed. There we were, Sitting &t the breskfast table, the dishes not yet
cleared away, me drinking my teaand Merlin smoking his curved pipe with its ever-changing odors, and
it seemed for dl theworld asif an ederly, avuncular neighbor had dropped by for afriendly morning
chat. Old Mr. Ambrosius, from next door. A bit eccentric, perhaps, but a pleasant, harmless, and
altogether rather charming bloke. One who had stepped out of atree he happened to have dept in for
about two thousand years.

"So many things have changed,” he said. "And yet, in essence, much has remained the same. Thereis il
ambition, greed and lust for power. Thereis gill poverty and hunger. There are till those who have
much, and those who have nothing. In its driven quest for progress, humanity has overreached itsdlf. You
have achieved progress at the expense of enlightenment. And see what has resulted. Y ou have poisoned
the very air you breathe, befouled the water that you drink, and stripped the Earth of her resources.
Humanity has pissed in its own well, Thomas. Y our miracul ous machines are winding down, and your



marvel ous technology isnow of little useto you. It shall not replace that which waslogt... or that which
was forgotten.”

He sat silent for amoment, pensive, shaking his head asif with paternd disapprova.
"Widl, | can hardly disagree,” | said, "but you sill haven't told mewhat it isyou plan to do.”
"My plan," he said, "isto bring back the forgotten knowledge. Thereis great need of it."
"What, you mean magic?" | sad.

"Yes. The discipline of thaumaturgy, or magic, if you prefer My greatest strength, indeed, my grestest
satisfaction, has aways been derived from teaching. Therefore, | shdl ingtruct othersin the Craft, so that
the age of magic may return.”

| could only gape a him. "But... how on Earth do you propose to teach a supernatura ability?*

"Thereisnothing supernatura about it," he replied. "Magic has dways been afact of nature, governed by
itslaws. Granted, it doestake a certain talent not al people possessin equa measure, but everyone
possesses the latent faculty, at least to some degree.”

"I wouldn't know," | said. "Inal my life, I've never met anyone likethat. That is, not till I met you.”

"Haven't you?' he said. "Chances are you have experienced your own latent magica potentia without
evenredizing it. Congder, have you ever had a sense or an impression for which you had no rationa
explanation, such as seeing aplacefor the very firgt time, yet somehow feding asif you had been there
before?'

"Well, yes" | admitted, "but that's not at al uncommon. It'sknown as deja vu, and there's a perfectly
logica explanation for it."

Merlin raised his eyebrows. "Isthere, indeed? | would very much liketo hear it."

"Frankly, I'm not really an expert at this sort of thing," | said, "'but the accepted scientific theory isthat it's
actually asort of cerebra short circuit. What happensisthat you perceive or experience something in the
ingtant that it actudly occurs, and your mind registers the event as your senses supply the information to
your brain, only asort of sensory loop occurs, an error in datainput, and the perception is registered not
once, but twice. Asaresult, you experience the sense of dgja vu, of having dready seen something
before, and in amanner of spesking, you have. Y our mind has actualy perceived the same thing twicein
the sameingant.”

"Fascinating,” Merlinsaid. "And you believe this?'

"It ssemsalogica explanation,” | replied.

"Ah. | see. And any explanation that does not seem logical is not to be consdered, | suppose.”
"Well, why should it be, if it'sillogicd ?'

"Becauseit might very well betrue,” Merlinreplied, "as| believe | demonstrated to your daughters
sidaction.”

"Wel... | certainly can't argue with that,” | was forced to admit. "1 actudly saw them floating in midaii;
though | can still scarcely believeit. Either it was magic, or you're some sort of master hypnotist.”



"Hypnotig2?' said Merlin, frowning.

"'Someone who can put people in atrance and induce them to believe things, or do things they otherwise
might not do. It's caled hypnotism, or the power of suggestion.”

"Indeed?’ said Melin. "And how isthis accomplished?'

| shrugged. "1 don't know exactly how it's done, and I've never experienced it mysdlf, but there are
different methods, depending on the hypnotist. There are those who perform it as an entertainment, and
have the subject follow some sort of bright and shiny object with their eyes while they tell them that their
eydidsare growing very heavy, and they're feding very tired and deepy and so on, until the trance state
isinduced. Then they use the power of suggestion to make the subject cluck like a chicken, or something
equally amusing. Hypnotism has aso been used by thergpists to help people overcome emotiond
problems, or perhaps bad habits. Sometimesiit's used to perform regressions, in which the subject is
induced to recall some event in the past, such as atraumatic experience the subject has blocked out due
to inability to cope with it. Some people have even remembered so-called 'past lives under hypnoss,
which encourages those who believe in reincarnation, but has otherwise been greeted with skepticism, the
theory being that the relaxed sulbconscious was merdly being imaginative during the trance.”

"Fascinating. And isthat what you believe | did?" asked Merlin. ™Y ou think | induced you to believe you
saw your daughtersfly? And that | dso induced your wife and daughtersto believe it happened, when it
did not redly occur a al?"

| cleared my throat uneasily "Well, no, | didn't say that, exactly... | mean... that is..."

Merlinsmiled. "Let uslook at it another way," he said. "Y ou find it difficult to believe you redly saw your
daughtersfloating in midair, but you have no difficulty believing in this hypnotism?*

"WEell.. .no, of course not. But then hypnotism isn't magic.”
"Redly?' Merlinsad. "In my time, it was known as apell of compulsion.”
"Somehow, | don't think that's quite the samething," | replied, unableto repressaamile.

"l see" hesaid. "You meanif | wereto clam that | could place you under aspell and compel you to act
inacertain way, you would disbelieveit. Yet, if | claimed to be a hypnotist who could use this power of
suggestion to accomplish the very same thing, you would have no difficulty in believing that?*

| suddenly felt uncertain of my ground.' 'Uh... well, no, if you put it that way, | suppose | wouldn't. But
then everyone knows that hypnotism isn't magic. It's merely atechnique, askill that amost anyone can
learn.”

"One could say the same thing about magic,” Merlinsaid. "Infact, | just did, mere moments ago.”
| felt confused. "I don't understand. Are you suggesting that hypnotism is magic?'

"Forget about hypnotism,” Merlin said with adismissve wave of hishand. "The word 'magic* iswhat
seemsto be troubling you. So tell me, what do you understand magic to be?!

| took a deep breath and exhaled heavily. "Well, I'm not sure | understand magic to be anything,” |
replied. "What | mean s, I'd dways believed that there was no such thing, except infairy tales.”

"What isit in thesefairy tdes, then?' asked Merlin.



| shrugged. "As| said before, it'sasupernatura ability”
"To dowhat?'

"To..." | shook my head, searching for the right way to put it. "To, uh, influence your environment in some
fantastic way To conjure up demons, | suppose, or turn people into toadstools or something.”

"Stop there," said Merlin.' 'Never mind the conjuring of demons and turning people into toadstools.
Those arefairly difficult spells, only for advanced and highly skilled adepts.”

"Y oumean it'sactudly possible to conjure up ademon? Or turn someone into atoadstool ?*

"Certainly," Merlin replied.’ 'But never mind that for now. If | tried to explain it, you would only become
even more confused. We need to take things dowly. What you first said, that magic isaway of
influencing one's environment, isexactly correct. That isal magicis, in essence. And | have dready told
you that thereis nothing supernatura about it. It'saskill that may be learned, abeit not easily, just asthis
hypnotism you described. I'm quite certain that, in time, | could teach you to perform afew fairly smple
and undemanding spdllsyoursdlf. It's no different from any other form of knowledge. Consider your
televison. | have no ideahow it works, exactly, but | believe | understand the principle involved. Within it
are some sort of devicesfor storing and receiving energy, which istransmitted through the ether and then
transformed into the sounds and images you see. It is nothing less than sorcery, Thomas, only you do not
choose to call it sorcery. On thetelevison, | heard anumber of referencesto something called BBC, the
British Broadcasting Company. Interesting word, broadcasting. Onemay infer that it entails casting a
spell over abroad area, so that anyone who owns one of these television boxes may receiveit.”

"But broadcasting has nothing to do with casting spells.” | protested, restraining asilly urgeto giggle. "It's
merely the science of eectronics”

"Electronics, broadcasting, science, magic... cal it what you will,” replied Merlin with ashrug. "Take
away the name and what do you have? Knowledge of certain naturd principles and the gpplication of
those principles. That'sall magicis. Knowledge and application. And a certain degree of skill, of course.
Y ou understand the television, so it is no great mystery to you. It does not seem supernatural. It would
only seem soif you didn't understand it. Magic is no different. Once you understand the principles
involved, you shall accept it as easly asyou accept the televison.”

"Y ou makeit sound amost smple” | said.
"l did not say it wassmple,” Merlin replied. "Do you possessthe kill to craft atelevison?”
"Y ou mean could | actualy build one from scratch? Well, no, but..."

"But if you had the knowledge, and the skill to gpply that knowledge, and the proper materials and tools,
then you could do it, could you not?'

| shrugged. "1 suppose s0."

"Soitiswith magic,” Merlinsaid. "To cast aspell, you merely need aknowledge of thaumaturgy, the skill
to gpply that knowledge, and the proper materids and tools. Thereis nothing impossible about magic.
Unless, of course, you ingst that your entire family has experienced a common delusion for which | was
somehow responsible. | cannot convince you if you refuse to be convinced, Thomas. | could easily fly
you around the room, aswell, but if you chose to remain stubborn in your disbdief, you would maintain
that | had tricked you somehow and that it never redlly happened. Perhapsif | turned you into a
toadstoal..."



"No need to go that far,” | said hastily. ™Y ou've convinced me.”
"Areyou certan?’
"Absolutely. | think."

Merlin chuckled. "Y ou remind meabit of Modred,” he said. "He never took anything on faith, either. It
took Arthur an army to convince him, and helost hislife in the process. | hope | won't need to go to such
lengths on your behaf.”

"Well, it'sdl rather hard to take, you know," | said with classic understatement.

"l understand,” said Merlin sympatheticaly.''A chdlengeto one€s bdiefsis dways difficult to ded with.
And if your reactionistypical of what | can expect, then | shall have my work cut out for me. Y ou can
seewhy | will need your help.”

"| till don't understand exactly what it isyou want meto do,” | said. "1 mean, why me! I'm no one
gpecid. | should think you'd want someone more important, more influentid... someonein authority.”

"Such a person would undoubtedly find me athrest to hisauthority,” Merlin replied. "Important and
influentid individuals have their own vested interests at heart. No, you are the man for me, Thomas. You
arethefirst onel saw when | awoke, and | believe it was an omen. Fate brought ustogether. You and |
shdl bring magic back into theworld.”

"But how!" | asked. "What do you propose to do, start some sort of school where people can take
classesin Elementary Sorcery? Practice levitation and turn lead into gold for their homework
assgnments?'

"An excdlent idea,” Merlin said. "A school would enable apprentices to come to me, rather than my
needing to seek them out. Y ou see, Thomas, you are dready proving your worth. Y es, aschoal, like
your univerdgties, where | can train sorcerers who can then go out and train others. | believethat isjust
theway todoit.”

"l wasonly joking," | said.

"Well, it'san excellent ides, just the same. We shdll start a school. We must begin a once.”
"Holdon,” | said. "It isn't quite that Smple, you know."

"Why not?'

"Well, for one thing, you would need aplaceto doiit. | don't mean to sound inhospitable, but after all, this
ismy home. | can't have you bringing strangersin here to practice spellsin my own living room.”

"Quite o, quite 0," said Merlin, nodding. "That would be an atogether unreasonable imposition and |
would never think of askingit. I had thought we might obtain a building of some sort, something suitable
with living quartersfor the students, and for the serving staff, aswell askitchens, an achemica
laboratory, and perhaps ameeting hdl..."

| laughed. "What about aswimming pool and a Jacuzzi? Y ou have no ideawhat you're asking. Assuming
you'd be lucky enough to find such a building, where would you find the money to pay for it? 1t would
cost afortune merely to pay for its upkeep, and you would still need to purchase supplies, and budget for
the necessary funds to publicize the school, and pass various hed th and zoning inspections for the
kitchens and the dormitories, and obtain certification and... oh, good Lord, | can't even believe I'm



serioudy having this conversation!”
"Y ou seem somewhat less than enthusiagtic about our prospects,” Merlin said with afrown.

"Oh,itisnttha," | sadd with asigh. "Quite the contrary. Half the time I'm convinced I'm dreaming dl this,
and the other haf I'm having the most thrilling experience of my entirelife. But things are nowhere near as
sample asyou seem to think they are. Everything'sfaling gpart, for God's sake. Theresrioting in the
sreets. Society is breaking down. The whole bloody world is being plunged into a state of anarchy and
suddenly you come a ong to announce that you're a two-thousand-year-old wizard who just woke up
from anap insde atree to save the human race by opening a school for sorcerers. People will think
you're absolutdly cracked!"

"Y ou don't seemto think so," he replied.

"l wouldn't be so sure. Perhaps I'm absolutely cracked, aswell,” | said. "For al | know, I've gone
completely potty and I'm hdlucinating al of this"

"| think you know better than that,” said Merlin.

"Well, perhaps | do, but I'm gtill only one person. Y ou'll have to convince the entire world! Even if you
do manageto pull it off somehow, we haven't even begun to consider the effect it would have!™

"You think it would be helpful to discussit?* Merlin
| snorted. "l wouldn't even know whereto start!”

"I never claimed that it would be an easy task,” said Merlin. "Clearly, thefirst thing we haveto dois
make my presence known, and convince peoplethat | am precisely who | claim to be. We shall need to
bring our message to as many people aswe can, and as quickly aswe can. Tell me, what do you think of
my gppearing on thetdevison?'

"Tdevison?' | sad."Y ou want to go on television?™
"Why not?' he asked.
"Why not?' | said.

And then | thought, indeed, why not? It would be perfect. Once convinced that he was genuine, the
media people would betripping al over themselvesto have acrack a him. He would be an absolute
sensation. But would he be able to weather the resulting ssorm?

"How isit done?" he asked. "Would it be difficult to arrange?"

"Oh, it could be arranged easily enough, | suppose,” | replied, "but you have no ideawhat you'd be
letting yoursdlf infor"

"Will it not allow meto bring my message to many people a onetime?"

"It1l do that, dl right," | said." "It should be quite amemorable broadcast. But aren't you rushing thingsa
bit? 1 mean, you have been adeep for about two thousand years." | shook my heed. "Merely saying it
sounds fantastic. Things have changed a great deal more than you may think. People have changed.

Y ou've got an awful lot of catching up to do.”

"Perhgps," sad Merlin, nodding in agreement. "1 sensed how the world was changing while | remained
imprisoned in the oak, and while | marveled & the visonsthat unfolded in my dreams, thereis still much



about thisday and age | do not know or understand. However, | shdl have you for my guidein that
regard. Each of us shdl teach the other."

"I don't think you have any ideawhat you're asking meto do," | said. "Lord knows, it's hard enough for
me to accept who and what you are without trying to catch you up about two thousand years! It would
be amassive undertaking, and one for which I'm hopelesdly ill qudified.”

"I am confident that you will do your best," said Merlin. "And you will find me aquick and eager student.
Begides, as| have sad, | do have someideaof what the modern world islike. What | requireis advice
and more detailed ingtruction. Aswe go out into the world, | shall be your apprentice, Thomas, and you
shdl be mine. It will be a partnership from which we both shal benefit."

"But what about my family?' | said. "Who will look after them whilewe're doing al this?!

"| told you, you need have no concern about your family. | shall seetoit that they are well protected and
provided for, | promiseyou.”

"Not that | doubt your word, you understand,” | said," 'but would you mind telling me how!"

"A perfectly fair and reasonable question,” hereplied. "Firg, | shall devise apowerful warding spdll that
will protect thisdwelling, and prevent anyone from entering with maiciousintent. Next, | shall prepare
protective charmsfor Jenny and both your daughters, to ward off harm when they venture from this
dwelling. | shal dso create afamiliar to watch over them and seeto their every need. For the present, |
think that should suffice”

"A familiar?' | said, once again feding avague tug at some old memory from childhood. "What isthat?'

Merlin shrugged. "It could be dmost anything. Well perhaps not. We should give some thought to that. It
should be the sort of familiar your family would fee comfortable with. Have you adog?’

"No, we have no pets” | said, having no ideawhat he meant. Surely, he didn't think some sort of guard
dog would answer to the need?

"No, dog, en?' Merlin said, stroking his beard thoughtfully.

"The girls always wanted one, but we never could afford it,” | said. "Even astray dog would need to be
fed, and things being asthey are... Well, it would only be an added burden. Besides adog would hardly
provide adequate protection these days.”

"Wel, put it out of your mind for the present,” hereplied. "I shdl give some thought to the matter whilel
work on the protective charms. Asfor the warding spell, we can seeto that at once.”

"We?" | said, somewhat hesitantly.

"A warding spdll isardatively smplething,” said Merlin, "and it would make as good a point as any to
begin your education. Why not call Jenny and the girls? They can assist usand lend their energiesto the
task."

"Is.. uh... isit safe?" | asked uncertainly.

"I would never expose your family to any danger,” Merlin reassured me. "l think they will find the process
both fascinating and enjoyable.”

| went to fetch Jenny and the girls, who hardly needed any encouragement to drop their lessons and play



with Uncle Merlin. They came bounding in like kittens, anxiousto fly around the room once more.
However much to their disappointment, Merlin refused to oblige them. When their facesfell and they
began to whine petulantly, he held up an admonishing finger and they fell slent ingtantly, an act of
obedience they'd never given quite so readily to either Jenny or mysdf. | had no ideahow hedid it.

"Now let us understand one thing," their Uncle Merlin told them. "Magic is not to be employed for the
purposes of play or amusement. It is not something to be taken lightly. | know that you enjoyed your
brief experience as birds, but beyond that enjoyment, what wasit you learned?”

Our daughters screwed their faces up in concentration. Then, findly, Christine hit upon the answer "To
awaysthink for oursaves, and not to think athing istrue merely because someone said it was."

"Very good,”, said Merlin, patting her on the head. " That was the purpose of the lesson. Now in this
case, the lesson happened to have been enjoyable. But remember that not al lessons are enjoyable.
Some are learned with difficulty and great hardship. And once alesson has been learned, there should be
no need to repest it. Now, we are about to have our second lesson. Are your prepared to learn it?"

They both nodded expectantly while Jenny glanced at me nervoudy. | merely nodded, asif | knew what
in bloody hdll was going on, though | felt no such security.

"Your father and | have agreat dedl of work to do," said Merlin, "important work that may take usfrom
you for some periods of time. Therefore, what we are going to do isweave aspell that will protect this
home while your father and | are away. We shall dl do it together. Would you like to help meweave a

magic d|?"
They responded eagerly, and Merlin proceeded to tell them what to do.
"We shdll require certain things to weave the spdll," he said. He turned to Jenny. "Have you any candles?’

Jenny said we did, and started to get them, but Merlin stopped her and suggested that Michelle bring the
candles. Each of uswould take part in assembling the ingredients of the spdll and, in thisway, we would
al bring apart of oursalvesto the process, thereby imbuing it with our energies, whatever in hell that
meant. Michelle complied eagerly, pleased to be given the responsibility. In this manner, each of uswas

given apart to play.

Jenny brought amirror from our bedroom. Christine brought asmall saucepan from the kitchen, and a
cup which would be used to keep some sdlt in. After fetching the candles, Michelle was directed to bring
Merlin agoblet. The closest thing we possessed to a goblet was asimple drinking glass, but Merlin
pronounced that it would do. My task was to prepare some herbs, which were readily available from our
pantry, as Jenny grew and dried them for use in seasoning our food. | ground up the herbs and mixed
them together under Merlin's direction, preparing an incense into which he mixed some of histobacco, to
help it burn.

At hisrequest, Jenny brought him acurved sted knife with aplain, unfinished, wooden handle, which she
used in the garden, and | was directed to fetch aknife with ablack handle, preferably a double-edged
one. Thisproved to be an easy task, as| had anumber of such knives, combat blades| carried either in
my boot or in a shegth clipped to my belt. | brought Merlin my entire collection, and he chose adagger
with an eight-inch blade that tapered to a sharp point. It had a knobbed steed pomme, the better to crush
skullswith, and asarrated, stedl crossguard. Altogether it was arather nasty and serious piece of work,
and | wondered, with some anxiety, what role it was meant to play in what we were about to do. My
curiogity did not long go unabated.

With the help of Jenny and the girls, Merlin cleared the table and covered it with afresh cloth, ared one,



asit happened, though he claimed the color made no difference. Then, he had each of usarrange the
items we had brought upon the table top, in a certain order. He had us specifically arrange these things so
that, as he sat facing them, he sat facing to the north. Farthest from him, he had Jenny place one candlein
abrass holder to hisleft, and another he had me place to hisright. Christine was directed to place the
saucepan in the cento; dightly ahead of the candles. In front of the candleto hisleft, Merlin had Chrigtine
placethe"goblet," the drinking glass which she had filled with water Acrossfromit, to hisright, andin
front of the second candle, he placed a cup, into which he poured some sdlt.

The center of the table was to remain bare, but before him, where his plate would be if he were sitting
down to dine, he placed the two knives, points facing avay from him and angled inward, so that they
formed atriangle with no base. That done, he nodded, apparently satisfied with the arrangement, and bid
usal to take our seats around the table.

"Now," he sad, "so that no one will fed apprehensive, | will explain what we have done, and what we
are about to do. And | do mean we, for we aregoing to do it al together Firgt of dl, thereisno need to
fed frightened or gpprehensive. | know that many tales have been told over the years about how magicis
derived from unholy rites, and pacts with demons, and dl that sort of nonsense. However, nonsenseis
exactly what itis”

Heturned to the girlsand smiled. "Have you girls ever wished for something very hard, and then had it
cometrue?'

They both nodded.

"Well, think of magic the same way. Now, perhaps the thing you wished for came true merely because it
just happened to turn out that way But perhaps it came true because you wished for it so very hard. Who
can say for certain? Making magic work isjust like wishing for something very hard. Y ou may think of a
wizard as someonewho is very good a wishing. But, of coursg, it isnot realy quite that smple. You
have to know just how to wish, and you haveto do it in a specia way, depending on what you are
wishing foe That iswhat we are going to do right now. We are going to wish for something in aspecia
way and, by doing so, make magic. Y ou understand?’

| redlized that his comments, while phrased for the benefit of our young daughters, were equally meant for
Jenny and myself. Jenny realized it <o, for we al nodded together We said nothing, because despite
Merlin's bantering, paternal tone, we were still somehow impressed with the solemnity of the occasion.
We are going to do magic, | thought, and ridiculoudy—or perhaps, not so ridiculoudy—I felt an
anticipatory thrill not unlike that which | had experienced as achild on Christmas morning.

"Now in order to wish for something in aspecia way, the way we're going to do in order to make
magic,” Merlin continued, "it helpsto have certain things that will serve to focus our attention and our
energies on what we have to do. That iswhat we have done here. What we have constructed here," he
indicated the table before us, "is called an dtar”

"Y ou mean, likein church?' asked Michdle.
"No, not redly, thisoneis different,” Merlin said.
"Isit holy?" asked Michdleagain.

"That depends on what you mean, Michdle" he sad. "It's not the same asthe altar in a Christian church,
you understand, but we will useit in aritud, just asthere arerituasin church. Y ou see, long before there
was a Chrigtian church, some people worshipped in thisway, with an dtar much likethis."



"Butthisisntareal dtar;" Christine said, emboldened by her little Sster's questions. "These are just
things we had around the house. It'slike aplay dtar." She frowned. "lsn't that wrong?"

Jenny glanced a me uneasily, then looked to Merlin. It seemed that we could be treading on delicate
ground here. However, Merlin took the question in Stride,

"It would be wrong if we were making fun of an dtar in aChristian church,” he said, "or perhaps
pretending thiswas an dtar in a Chrigtian church, but that is not what we are doing. Do you have any
friendswho are not Chrigtian?'

"Yes," sad Michdlle, "theres Michael. He's Jewish. And he doesn't go to church. He goesto temple.”

"Well, atempleisalittlelikeachurch, isit not?' said Melin. "Only itsadifferent faith, adifferent
religion, isthat not s0?"

The girls both nodded. It was, | think, the first time we had ever discussed comparative theology in our
home, and | wasfollowing the discusson with interest, while at the same time feding somewheat guilty that
we had never redlly talked about such things before. The girls had questions, but I'd had little in the way
of answers. | felt envious of how easily and naturally Merlin seemed to be going about it. Not bad for
someone who'd dept through most of human history, | thought.

"Wel, thisislike adifferent rdigion,” Merlin said. "Infact, onceit was avery important religion.”
"What wasit caled?' asked Michdle.

"It was cdled many different things," said Merlin. "Some people caled it the Craft, some people called it
Wicca, while others called it witcheraft.”

"Witcheraft!" said Chrigtine. Y ou mean like the witches in storieswho fly about on brooms and cast evil

Tl

"No, not at al likethat," said Merlin. "Those stories were made up by people who thought witches were
bad. Sometimes people make up stories about other people whom they do not like. Some people
respect what others believe and some do not. Some people think the way they believeisthe only right
way, and that everyone who does not believe the way they do iswrong. Y ou mentioned your friend, who
isJawish."

"Miched," sad Michelle.

"Yes, Michad," Merlin said, nodding. "Y ou don't think Michael iswrong in being Jewish, do you?Itisas
right for him to be Jewish asit isfor you to be Chrigtian, isit not? We could say that you are dl right, only
in different ways. What isright for each person iswhat matters.”

"What werewitchesredly like?' Christine asked. "What wasright for them?'

"Probably much the same thingsthat areright for you," said Merlin, "only they went about the way they
did thingsin dightly different ways. Y ou see, the word 'witch' comes from the word '‘Wicca,' whichisa
very old word that means 'to bend." And witches were said to have the ability to bend the ways of nature,
though that wasn't quite correct. The truth isthey were wise in the ways of nature, and able to bend with
it. They loved nature, and respected it. They knew how to make medicines from plants, and how to
foretell what the westher was going to be from watching how animals behaved, and how to help babies
be born. People often came to them for advice."

"What about magic?' asked Michdle.



"Y es, they knew about magic, too,” said Merlin, "and what we are about to do is just the sort of thing
that witches did once, many years ago. Now, each of these things before us has a purpose. Think of this
candleto my left asbeing asymbal of dl in naturethat isfemale, and think of this candle on my right as
being asymbol of al in nature that ismale. In thisway, we achieve an harmonious balance, you see, and
baanceiseverythinginmagic.”

"What's the saucepan for?' Christine asked.

"The saucepan isour cauldron,” Merlin said. "Granted, it does not look much like a cauldron, but for our
purposes, it will serve. Init, wewill burn our incense, which shal symbolize the sweetness of the air we
breathe."

"What about the cup with the sdt init?' Michelle asked.

"The sdt shdl symbolize the earth,” said Merlin, "and the drinking glass, our goblet, containsthe water,
which, of course, shal represent the life-giving eement of water in the lakes and oceans of the world, and
intherain that falsto make things grow. Therefore, as you can see, we have the four dements of nature,
earth, aii; fire, and water"

"What arethe knivesfor?' asked Chrigtine.

"Ah, the knives are most important,” Merlin said. "They are our tools, you see. Thisknife, with the plain
wood handle, isour bolline, which isused for the cutting of herbs, and inscribing symbols, and so forth. A
purely practical tool, in other words, used for the same sort of thingsthat any ordinary knifeisused for.
This black-handled knife, however; isour athame, and it isvery different. From the moment we
consecrate it to its purpose, it shal be used only for that purpose, and never again for any other thing."

"Whét isits purpose?’ asked Michdlle

"l wasjust about to tdll you," Merlin said. "Be patient. All shall be made clear. Thisknife shal be our
magic wand. Sometimes an actual wand is used, cut from willow, oak, or cherry wood, and sometimes
wizards have made very fancy wandsindeed, but aplain onewill do just aswell. Y ou will noticethat |
carry aplan, knotty, wooden staff, which | use as both my wand and as my walking stick. Sometimes,
instead of awand, a sword is used, because a blade has always been considered an object of great
power, and it looksimpressive, too. However; aknife is much more convenient to hold than a sword,
andit will sarveaswel ™

"Why must the handle be black?" Jenny asked.

"An excdlent question,” Merlin said. "It is because whiteisa color thet reflects, while black isacolor that
absorbs, and the athame is meant to absorb and store the power of whomever wieldsit. We shall useit
to absorb our power; men release it aswe direct. Now, it isbest for usto work our spell in darkness, or
dim light, so that our thoughts and energies may be better focused. So, Thomeas, if you will be so kind as
to pull the drapes, we shdl begin.”

CHAPTER 4

You mean that'sal thereistoit?' asked Chrigtine. "Yes," sad Merin. "Why, you did not think it was
auffident?'

"Well, no, buit... | just thought there would be something more," she said, sounding alittle disappointed.

To behonest, | was ahit disgppointed mysdlf, though at the sametime, | felt somewhat relieved. | hadn't



really known what to expect, but it certainly wasn't the smple sort of ceremony we'd just taken part in.

After | had pulled the drapes, Merlin asked Jenny to light the candles, men he himsdlf ignited theincense.
Aswedl stood around the table, Merlin picked up the saucepan containing the incense and walked
around us, in aclockwise circle around the table, explaining that this was done to purify the space where
we had garnered in our circle. That done, he returned to his place, put down the saucepan with the
burning incense, and picked up the black-handled knife, or the athame, ashe called it. As he explained
what hewas doing, he asked us dl to think about it, to concentrate our thoughts upon the task that was
being performed, and to think of that task as being accomplished when it was done. He consecrated the
knife by smply placing it in the center of the table and prinkling it first with apinch of sdt, and then with
afew drops of water from the"goblet.”

He then passed the blade through the smoke rising from the incense and held it up ceremonioudly, resting
across both his palms. This accomplished, he then used the knife to consecrate the other objects on our
dtar; touching each item lightly with its blade, and asking usto think of the object touched asbeing
purified. When thiswas done, he took the mirror Jenny had brought from our bedroom and placed it in
the center of thetable.

He then picked up the athamein hisright hand and held it before him, blade pointing upwards, asking us
to concentrate upon the blade, and think about sending our energiesinto it. Then he' ‘drew" the circle
with the blade, walking around the table with it, once again in a clockwise direction, pointing the blade at
the floor and drawing an imaginary circle dl around us. While be did so, he asked usto think about the
circle being drawn, and to visuaize it in our minds asif we could actualy seeit. Ingdethecircle, he
explained, we were now protected, and in aplace of peace.

Taking his place once more, he said that we would now invoke the energies of earth, air, fire, and water;
and in order to do so, dl that was necessary wasto invite their symbolic spiritsto attend usin our circle.
He faced to the north, and said, " Spirit of the North, Spirit of Earth, we ask that you attend our circle.”
Then he had Christine face to the east and invoke the Spirit of Air; and when she had done o, he asked
Michelle to face to the south and invoke the Spirit of Fire. Jenny was then requested to face the west and
invoke the Spirit of Water; which she did, quite solemnly, getting into the spirit of the thing, no pun
intended.

Merlin then pronounced that the circle was complete, and we al joined hands and closed our eyes as he
asked usto think about our energies flowing from one to the other of us, going around in aclockwise
crcle

"Asyou fed the energy enter into you,” he said, "send it on, giving it alittle nudge of your own, and
imagineit going round and round, growing stronger and stronger asit continuesto flow around the circle.

Under any other circumstances, | suppose | would have felt alittle foolish engaged in such an exercise,
which seemed like no more than a child's game, but | had seen my daughterslevitated, the kitchen come
to life, and the pantry miraculoudy stocked with enough suppliesto last usfor weeks. Had Merlin
clamed we could invoke the shede of Father Christmas by singing, "Ring Around the Roses," | would
have been tempted to believe him. However nothing quite so terribly dramatic occurred.

Aswe stood there with our hands joined, and | visudized our energiesflowing around us, it did seemto
measif | felt something passing through me, something warm and pleasant and indefinable, though of
course that could be rationalized away aswishful thinking. But then, according to Merlin, that'sjust what
magic was—wishful thinking. After afew moments of thisslent energy transference, Merlin pronounced
that we were ready to proceed.



Hetook the mirror and held it before him at about chest leve, with the mirror facing away from him,
toward the candle flames. As he dowly walked around the circle, he asked us to watch the mirror and
see the candle flamesreflected there, and to imagine that as the mirror reflected the light of the candle
flames, so dl evil would be reflected from our home. And he had us chant together

"Candleflamesin mirror bright,
banish evil from our Sght.
Earth and Water; Fireand Air;
Freethisdwdling of despair.
Let not evil'sdightest trace
enter on this peaceful place.
Grant the wish that we desire,
Air and Water, Earth and Fire."

Aswe chanted, we made severd circuits of the circle with our handsjoined, except for Merlin, of
course, who was holding the mirror, and thus had to hook elbowswith us. It was exactly like "Ring
Around The Roses," in fact. We moved faster and faster, and | lost count of how many times we went
around, but when we were through, Merlin replaced the mirror in the center of the table, then had usall
join hands once more and imagine afeding of warmth, security, and happiness flowing through usand
throughout every corner of our home.

The spirits of the four quarters were then thanked for their presencein our circle and bid to depart in
peace, then Merlin took the athame and cleared the circle, "cutting” it with the knife as he walked around
the table once again, and the smpleritua was done. There had been no pyrotechnics, or levitations, or
disembodied voices, nothing, in fact, that seemed very magicd at dll. . .

"Y ou expected something more spectacular, isthet it?" Merlin asked Chrigtine. " Something wondrous?’
"Well... | suppose s0,” shereplied, trying unsuccessfully to hide her disappointment.

"Y ou know what isthe most wondrousthing in dl the universe, Christine?' he asked.

"No, what?'

"Your life. The power that makes you live and breathe, the power that makes you wonder, and ask
questions, and think for yoursdlf. That isthe greatest power in dl the universe, Chrigting, and itis within
you. And you have just used that power to help weave aspell that will keep thishome and al withinit
safe from harm. It isnow a secure and peaceful place, and al who enter it shal fed warm, happy, and
contented. And, with alittle help from your mother, your father, and your sister, and of course, with a
little help from me, you have done it. Now what could be more wondrous than that?"

"I thought it waswondrous," said Michelle. "And it was fun, too! Especidly the chanting part. Could we
doitagan?'

"No, once was sufficient,” Merlin said. "And now that we are finished, you can help put everything away
inits proper place, then run dong and play so that your parents and | may discuss some matters of
importance.”

After we had settled down in the living room and Merlin had his pipe going once again, | ventured a
reaction to our little ceremony. "I must admit feding somewheat like Christing," | said. "It wasn't quite what

| expected.”
"Umm. Y ou would have felt better if I'd conjured up ademon, or flashed afew lightning bolts about?"



"No, | don't think | would have cared for that particularly, but... well, it'srather hard to believe that what
wejust did will actualy accomplish anything. Not that I'm questioning your word, you understand,” |
added hadtily, "but... well, no offense, but it did seem abit childish."

"| thought it was rather poignant,” Jenny said, "ssimple and touching, and quite spiritua initsown way."

"Very nicey put,” said Merlin. Y ou see, Thomas, you are missing the point. The point of the whole thing
wasto perform aritua that your entire family could become involved in, thereby imbuing the spell with
their personal energies. | could certainly have done something much more dramatic, such as making the
energy auravisble or having the circle glow or burn with flame. However | did not think the girlswould
have responded well to that, and the smple truth isthat magic does not need to be visibly dramatic. It
only needsto be effective.”

"Perhaps,” | said, "but if you expect to convince atelevison audience, then I'd suggest you consider
something more dramatic than asimple pagan ritua. People have seen that sort of thing before, you
know. Some years ago, there was quite areviva in pagan spiritudity, and though it's not quite as
common today, we gtill have so-called 'witches who gather in covens, take off dl their clothesand
prance about while chanting various bits of doggerdl. Of coursg, it'sal aload of nonsense and no one
takesit very serioudy.”

"In every load of nonsense, thereisdways at least one grain of truth,” said Merlin. "And who are you to
say what is nonsense? Magic does not require nakedness, but if some people find it helpsthem, then |
seeno harminit. Asfor the chanting, the chants themsalves are not important. They are merely ameans
of helping focus on€'s energy, which isthe purpose of theritud, aswell. Initsdf, aritua accomplishes
nothing, and if one merely goesthrough the motions, it is asolutely usdess. An advanced adept can
eadly do without rituas or chants, though such things can be comforting. Morgannawas quite fond of
chants, for ingtance, but she had no need of them. She was powerful enough to cast a spdl with amere
glance or gesture.”

"Morganna?' | said. "Y ou mean Morgan le Fay?' It still seemed fantadtic that these legendary characters
had actually-existed, and that two thousand some odd years after they had lived, | was speaking with a
man who'd known them dl.

Merlin grunted. "Y es, Morgan le Fay, as she 0 styled hersdlf, the ungrateful, manipulative, little vixen.
L acked the spine to confront me herself, so she employed guile, deceit, and trickery, the traditional
wegpons of awoman."

"I think you may find that women have changed agreeat dedl, dong with thetimes" Jenny said.
"Have they? For the better or for the worse?"

"| suppose that depends on your perspective,” shereplied.

"A mogt femininereply,” Merlin said, "which isto say, an dusive one. Might | ask you to elaborate upon
it?"

"Well, if you believe that women are secondary in status and importance to men,” said Jenny, "and that
their proper placeisin subservience to maes, then you will find that things have changed considerably for
theworse."

"l see," said Merlin. "Wdll, intruth, | have never beieved that awoman's place was merely to serve man,
else | would never have taken on Morgannaas a pupil. And anyone who believes that women of my time
were subservient should have met Guinevere. Nevertheless, | must apologize for my remark, for | did not



mesan to give offense. | confessto acertain bitternessin that regard.”
"Apology accepted,” my wife said with asmile.

Merlin grunted. "Mogt gracious of you. Now what was | speaking of ?"
"The purposes of chantsand rituals,” | said.

"Ah, yes, quite 0. They might seem foolish or nonsensicd, or even childish, and yet thet istheir very
virtue. Children follow rituasin their play, and they often employ someform of chanting. It isoften
spontaneous, and what arisesfrom it isa sort of power, which can either result in heightened fedlings of
joy or, asin the case where chanting is employed to tease someone, an energy directed against the object
of their scorn.”

"Wdl, no onelikesbeing teased,” | said. "I don't know that 1'd consider that a projection of power"

"No?' said Merlin. "Then consider what would make you fed worse, if one person hegped scorn upon
you, or if adozen peopledidit dl a once?!

"Having a dozen people do it would be worse, of course,” | said, "but that's merely a matter of degree.”

"Precisaly,” Merlin said. "A dozen people together can project more energy than one person by himself.
Unless, of course, that one person is a powerful adept.”

| shrugged. "It sounds like a mere matter of semanticsto me.”
"Semantics?'

"Playing with words™"

"Youfodl," said Merlin.

Hesad it smply, in aperfectly cadm and ordinary tone of voice, and yet suddenly | felt as stung asif heldd
dapped me. My initia response was shock that he should say that, and then | felt mysdlf flush deeply,
and aprofound fegling of pain and humiliation overwhelmed me such as | hadn't felt snce | was scolded
by my father asachild. | heard Jenny draw her breath in sharply, and | found | could not look at her, nor
look Merlinintheface. | did not fed anger, | just felt extremely hurt.

"Forgive me, Thomas," Merlin said soothingly. "I did not redlly mean that. Y ou are not afool, of course,
but you were being obstinate again and | thought asmall demonstration might be ingtructive. | do not play
with words, for | know that words can be powerful things, especialy when used by an adept.”

| smply stared a him, "'Y ou mean..."

"Condder thewords| used,” said Merlin. "Two very smplewords. 'Y ou fool.' By themsdves, they may
produce differing results. They might induce anger; or mereirritation, or embarrassment... it depends on
who says them and how they are said, of course, but aso on the directed energy behind them. | made a
point of saying them in avery cam and offhand manner, but | directed enough energy behind them to
produce the effect that you experienced. Forgive me, | know it was unpleasant, but | needed to make my
point.”

"Youmeadeit, dl right," | said. "A policeman, of necessity, learnsto be thick-skinned, yet for amoment, |
felt on the verge of tears.” | shook my head. "I wouldn't have thought mere words could do that to me.”

"Mere words did not,” said Merlin. "Y ou are still missing the point. Why isit that one person may say



something to another and produce little or no reaction, while another person might say the very same
thing and reduce someone to tears? Why isit that one person giving a speech might fail to move acrowd,
while another giving the same speech can incite that same crowd to riot? Isit Smply that the second
person is a better speaker, or isit that thereisaforce of personaity behind the speech? And, if so, what
isthe nature of that forceif not directed energy?'

"I concede your point,” | said, still smarting from his demondtrative rebuke, even though | knew he didn't
reslly mean it. The effect had been unsettling, to say the least.

"TheWiccanritud, or faith, or philosophy, cal it what you will," said Mexlin, "bears the same reationship
to magic aslearning how to crawl doesto waking and then running, which isnot to say that it possesses
no vaidity, merely that it isonly abeginning. The many cultures of theworld have dl had their different
systems of belief, but in essence, they might al be considered as paths leading to a common destination.”

"Who would have guessed that Merlin the Magician wasa Unitarian?' | said with agrin.
"Unitarian?' sad Merlin.

"Never mind,” | said. "It wasjust ajoke.”

"How would you define that common destination?' Jenny asked, with asour glance a me.

"Asthe ultimate redization of the Craft," he said, "aunion of the rationaly developed mind with thefull
capacity latent in the spirit.”

"It sounds asif you're speaking of Zen," said Jenny.
"Ah, yes, indeed," Merlin said, nodding.
"Y ou know about Zen Buddhism?' | asked, with some surprise.

"l am aware of the teachings of GautamaBuddha,” Merlin said, "though perhaps, in this case, | should
say those of his disciple, Bodhidharma, who founded the Zen philosophy. They came before my time,
after dl, and | have aways sought to study the ideas of prophets and philosophers. Knowledge of other
lands was difficult to come by in my day, but there were waysto seek it out if you took thetrouble. In the
teachings of the Buddha, | found much of value, yet | disagreed with the principle of regjecting the materid
world asaplace of pain and suffering, meant only to be transcended for some higher realm. It isnot the
materia world that must be transcended, but our own materid limitations. Mogt of the religious prophets
of the world have taught that the ultimate redlization of the soul's potentia isto be found in some other
world that exists on aspiritua plane, when in fact, it can be found in thisone, if we but learn to tap the
undevel oped powers of our minds."

"| takeit back,” | said to Jenny. "He's not a Unitarian, he's a parapsychologist.”
Merlin raised hiseyebrows. "Explain, please.”

"The study of what is cdlled the paranormd,” shereplied, giving me adirty look. "Mind over matter,
telepathy... that is, communication by thought.. .telekiness, which isthe power to move objectswith
one's mind, extrasensory perception, which includes things such as the ability to seeinto the future, and
having prophetic dreams, and deducing things about a person you've never met from an object that had
been in that person's possession.... Pargpsychology is the study of such phenomena.”

"Indeed?’ said Merlin with surprise. "And these things are serioudy studied in thisday and age?"



"Well, to say that they are studied serioudy might be somewhat mideading,” | said. "That is, they've been
studied in the past, but given the present state of things, | doubt much research is going on today. Asto
how serioudly they were studied, it would be difficult to say. There were supposedly some serious
scientific studies, but | don't believe any of them produced anything conclusive. And there were al sorts
of groups devoted to such research, only I'm not sure how serioudy they were regarded. They were not
generdly regarded very serioudy by the scientific establishment, which dismissed such things asbeing
ether fraudulent or the results of coincidence.”

"Still, alot of people believein the paranormd,” said Jenny. "And not, it would gppear, without some
judtification," she added, with asignificant glance at me. | knew that | was misbehaving, but | couldn't
seem to help mysdlf. The Situation was so bizarre and fantagtic, it was dmost comica. How often does
one St down to discuss such things as Zen and ESP with an honest-to-God sorcerer?

"So then theinterest exigts" said Merlin. 1 find that highly encouraging.”

"Y ou may find it less encouraging after you've had contact with some of those people,” | said, "asyou
undoubtedly will, if you go on televison. They'll come crawling out of the woodwork by the dozens.”

"And thisisnot athing to be desired?' Merlin asked.

"I'll leave you to judge that for yourself," | said. "But the main thing | think you need to redize isthat what
you'll be saying will fly in theface of everything that is commonly accepted asredity. The very fact that
you are who you are will be difficult enough for most people to accept, without your contradicting the
entire scientific establishment and most of the world's faiths. People will probably st sill for your telling
them that scientists haven't got a clue asto how the world really works, because most people neither like
nor understand scientists to begin with, but when you go contradicting their religion, they'll want to burn
you a the stake.”

"They dill do such things?' asked Merlin with concern.
"Not literdly," said Jenny.

"No, they smply ostracize you, or dismissyou as a crackpot, or perhaps, in an extreme case, they shoot
you," | said. "l don't suppose you're imperviousto bullets?"

"Ah, yes, these projectile wegpons | saw in my dreams,” said Merlin. He shrugged. "Merely amore
efficient way of throwing rocks.”

"Y ou can dodge arock," | pointed out, "but | doubt even you are fast enough to dodge abullet.” |
hesitated. "l assume you can bekilled?

"Of course" said Merlin. "'l am awizard, Thomas, not agod. | am flesh and blood; just asyou are. And |
redlize there may be those who would consider me athreat and would wish to eiminate that threst. It
was S0 in the past, and | expect it will be so in the present.”

"Well, just remember that bullets aren't broadswords,” | said.

"I shdl remember that," he said. "However while | may indeed contradict the teachings of your scientists,
| have no intention of attacking anyone'sfaith. It isnot salvation in the next world that | am seeking, but a
more practical sdvationinthisone.”

"I don't think I'd put it quite that way, if | wereyou," | said. "That's liable to be misconstrued.”

"Perhaps," said Merlin. "1 shall choose my words mote carefully, and try them out on you before | say



them on thetdlevison. Then you can advise meif you see any flaw in them.”
| Sghed and glanced at Jenny. "Heredly thinksit'sthat smple," | said, shaking my head.
"Isthere someflaw in my reasoning?’ he asked.

"Itisn'tthat,” | said. "It'sjust that... well, how shal | put it? Media people, that isto say, television
interviewers and reporters, are quite good at making people say things they don't really mean to say, and
making them look foolish. They thrive on controversy and sensationdism. They'll say something like, ‘Isit
true you cheated on your wife? No matter how you answer that, they can make you look bad. If you say
no, then they'll report that you've denied cheating on your wife, which isfactually true, but still crestesan
impression of guilt, if you seewhat | mean.”

"l seg," said Merlin. "We had such peoplein my day, aswell. They usualy becameroya ministers. Never
fear, Thomas, | shdl not alow them to put wordsinto my mouth. | will trust the people to judge the truth
of my assertionsfor themselves.”

Therewas smply no dissuading him. He was determined to gppear on television, which had absolutely

fascinated him, and nothing | could say would convince him he should put it off until held had moretime
to acclimate himsdlf to the tumultuous world of the late twenty-second century. It would remain for that
world to acclimate itsdlf to him.

Arranging atelevision booking for a two-thousand-year-old sorcerer turned out to be abit more difficult
than | had thought. Naturaly, | called the BBC firgt, but didn't get very far before they hung up on me. |
then tried severd of the news programsdirectly, including CNN, and they al hung up on me, aswell.
Obvioudy, they thought | was some sort of crackpot or someonetrying to play aslly joke. That left me
with my court of last resort, the chat shows.

| should probably explain that television programming was very different during the time of the Collapse
thenitisnow. Today, thereisagreat ded of programming to choose from, both from the
government-supported and the independent stations, aswell asthe various cable networks. Thereare
variety shows, and situation comedies, musica programs, anthology shows, drama, cop shows, daytime
serids, films, and sports, you nameit. There's something for every taste. Not so during the Collapse.

Novdists and screenwriters these days are fond of portraying the period as something smilar toa
post-holocaust scenario, and while there is some truth in these fanciful depictions, thefact isthat
everything did not come abruptly grinding to ahdlt, leaving aworld of perpetua darknessinwhich street
gangs and commando forces battled, and everyone waked about in rags, or castoff bits of clothing
assembled to gppear like some sort of piratica ensemble. True, there were many homeless, often living in
rusted and abandoned vehicles, and there was much rioting and looting. Street gangs and police did
frequently battlein the streets, and the crime rate was higher than at any other timein living memory.
However, there was electrica power available, dthough with frequent blackouts, and newspapers
struggled to put out if not daily, then at least weekly editions, and the radio and televison stations
continued their broadcasts, though much of the time they were either blacked out due to power falures
or the broadcast congsted of the legend " Technica Difficulties’ gppearing on the screen.

Society was breaking down, yet like a punch-drunk heavyweight, it continued stumbling aong, often held
up by nothing more than diminishing inertia. Life during that time was much like tending to some vast and
ancient machine, held together by little more than spit and baing wire. Something would let go, and there
would be arush to mend it, and while one breakdown was being tended to, a dozen other mafunctions
would occur. Y e, despite the seeming hopel essness of it dl, the tenders of this aging and broken-down
machine kept to their task like relentlessworker ants, for there was smply nothing elseto do. The



pressure was too great for many of them. The suicide rate had risen exponentially and breakdowns, such
asthat suffered by poor James Whitby, were endemic. And for al too many people, there waslittle or no
hope at dl.

For alarge segment of the population, those who still had homes or were not reduced to living in
burned-out or abandoned buildings without power, televison became avitd lifelineto whatever fragile
fabric of redity they sill possessed. It waslike adrug, both apainkiller and an gphrodisiac, acheap
hallucinogen that granted blissful, merciful escape from the dreary hopelessness of their lives. People
became very stressed during the frequent blackouts, terrified the set wouldn't come back on, and they
would part with dmost anything before they gave up their precioustelly. Even those who had no power
intheir homes, and did without such luxuries as telephones and heat and working plumbing, often went
hungry to purchase batteries for their small, portable TV's at incredibly inflated prices. And the
programming they had to choose from was dictated by the times.

Gone were the eaborate productions, save for reruns of old programs and films. Only those shows
cheapest to produce were aired, and this meant newscasts, the ubiquitous game shows, which had gained
more dlure than ever in such trying times, and, of course, the chat shows. They had become the dominant
form of programming, from "eectronic minigtries’ featuring fire and brimstone preachersto various
interview programs. The basest of these were sensationdistic, prurient, muck-raking purveyors of deaze,
and they were, of course, the most popular And among the hosts of these so-caled "issue-oriented”
programs, no one was more popular than Billy Martens.

The program was aways opened with stimulating, staccato music and aflashing video montage of
Martens, sartorialy eegant, darkly handsome and whipcord dim, interviewing guests, dternately
showcasing his many moods. Here he was, being charming, now heresashot of him being
confrontationa, followed by one of Martens expressing outrage, then mirth, then asalacious|leer, then
anger; and finaly a pose reminiscent of an old American recruiting poster, with Martenslooking stem and
pointing at the camerawith hisforefinger. Over this, atentorian announcer would intone, "1t'sthe Billy
Martens Show! And now, ladies and gentlemen, it'stime once again to meet the host of our program...”
(cue applause from the studio audience) " Billy Martens!™

Martens would saunter out from backstage, nodding to the crew and shaking hands with members of the
audience, one of whom, gtting in the front row, would hand him his microphone, and the camerawould
zoominfor atight close-up of Martens|ooking earnest as he announced what the theme of that day's
program would be. Child progtitutes. Vigilante squads. Housewives who traded illicit sex for food and
clothing. Apocayptic prophets who proclaimed that the Collgpse was merely the first stage of the
Second Coming. Some hapless, lower-echelon, government bureaucrat delivered up as a scapegoat for
whatever new disaster had befallen the city. Satan worshippers... and a two-thousand-year-old sorcerer
who had once been the court wizard to King Arthur

Oh, yes, the Martens show would be only too happy to have Merlin on. What was hislast name, you
say? Ambrosia? Well, whatever And he clamsto be what? Marvelous! And you say he levitates things?
Casts spdIs? Redly? Stupendous! When can he comein for apre-interview with our staff? Will he be
ableto levitate something in the office? Does he wear arobe and a pointy hat and al? Oh, good,
wonderful, wonderful! How soon can he comein?

| made the gppointment and hung up the phone with aweary sigh of resignation. Merlin seemed quite
pleased.

"Excdlent,” he said. "We seem to be making progress.”

"I wouldn't exactly cal the Billy Martens Show progress,” | replied.



"Y ou think we could have made abetter choice?" hesaid,

"There was no other choice. No one else was even remotely interested. Not that | can blame them.
When | listened to mysdlf trying to tell them about you, | redized | sounded like a complete lunatic.
Fortunately, or unfortunately, as the case may be, that doesn't seem to bother Mr. Martens.”

"It isbut abeginning, Thomas" Merlin said. "We must Sart somewhere.”
"Haveyou ever seen the Billy Martens Shaw!™

"No, it was not one of those | watched,” he said. "When isit on?’

| glanced at my watch. "1n about two hours, assuming there's no blackout.”
"Then | shdl makeapoint of watchingit,” hesaid.

"Good idea. There'still timeto back out."

"I have no intention of backing out, Thomas," he said. "Y ou say that many people watch this Billy
Martens?'

"Thousands," | replied. "Hundreds of thousands. Millions. There€'s no accounting for taste.”
"W, then it isthe very thing we need," he said.

Somehow, | wasn't getting through to him. | liked the old chap, and | had cometo bdievein him, andin
what he was trying to accomplish. | had been skeptica at first, but my skepticism had disappeared
completdly. | had seen him do astonishing things, miraculous things, and my natura, human tendency to
rationalize these things away had never redly manifested itself, except in the most superficid way.
Perhaps | was prepared to believe because I'd been through an emotional wringer and was ready to
grasp at straws, to accept anything that seemed to offer the hope of a better world. However, | think it
was more than that. My wife was an intelligent, sophisticated woman, and she believed in him, aswell.
That same effect would later be experienced by everyone who was exposed to him for any length of
time. However, | was yet to discover this phenomenon. It was dl so new, and it had al happened so
quickly, that I hadn't much time to question my own reponses.

| saw his determination to go through with it, and | felt the need to warn him about what was dmost
certainly going to happen. Billy Martenswould try to make afool of him for the amusement of his
audience, and | was concerned about what the consequences might be.

"Look," | said, "I don't think you fully comprehend what it isI'm trying to say. Y ou've never seen the
Billy Martens Show. Were going to watch it in alittle while, and perhaps then you'll understand. He's
not avery pleasant man. In fact, hesdime. Hisonly concern is entertaining the audience, most of whom
are not much better, and hell do it at your expense.”

"l see" said Merlin. "Much like a court jester”

"Not abad andogy,” | said, "except he's probably far worse. What | mean is, hesalmost certainly going
to make fun of you, and you'll be on his home ground. Now, | don't redlly know how you react to such
things, but... well, how shdl | put it?"

"Y ou are concerned that | may lose my temper?' Merlin said.

"Uh... well... yes, frankly. | mean, if you wereto harm himin any way, it would be, uh...



counterproductive.”

Hesmiled. "You may rest easy, Thomas. | can promiseyou that | shal not lose my temper, and | shall
not cause him any harm. | appreciate your concern on my behdf. We will watch the Billy Martens Show
together, and | will form my own assessment of him, kegping your remarksin mind, and then | shal listen
to any suggestions you may have asto how we should proceed.”

| still did not fedl very reassured, but there was not much else to say. We watched the show together
when it came on, and though | no longer remember what his "theme" wasthat day, | do recal Merlin's
reaction to the program. He sat through the whole thing silently, merely pursing hislips and nodding every
now and then, and when it was over, he cleared histhroat, turned to me, and said, "I now see what you
meant. Heis an obnoxious, loathsome person. Utterly vile. He deservesto be strung up by histhumbs.”

"Now remember, you promised...” | said.

"And | shall keep my word," Merlin replied. "Never fear, Thomas. Billy Martensisnot nearly as
formidable asyou imagine. I know just how to handle him."

"Yes" | sad. "That'sjust what I'm afraid of."

CHAPTER 5

Billy Martens was much too shrewd to air his programs live. The showswere all taped in advance, which

gave him the control of editing and allowed him to rebroadcast programs later if there was ablackout. If

Martens had hisway, the tape of Merlin's appearance on his program would probably have been burned.
However, Martens was dealing with a sorcerer, and Merlin was not someone to be bullied.

In later years, after he had become awell-known and influential broadcagting executive, Martenstold a
very different verson of the story, in which he took credit for bringing Merlin out of obscurity and
breaking "the hottest news story of the millennium.” Hetold this story so often and so earnestly that it
eventually came to be accepted asthe truth, and he went to great lengths to make certain dl existing
copiesof the original, unedited tape were destroyed. Having accomplished what he had set out to do,
Merlin never bothered to contest hisversion of events, but | still possess an unedited copy of that tape,
and | can prove what really happened.

The pre-interview, asthey called it, took place in the offices of the Billy Martens Show, though wedid
not meet the man himself, and would not until the actual show was being taped. | wasn't sure what to
expect from this meseting, but Merlin seemed to know exactly what he was about, and as events
proceeded to follow their course, he demonstrated an uncommon degree of media savvy. He had,
gpparently, learned much more from watching television than | had assumed.

Hearrived for the interview dressed in his dark blue robe, emblazoned with its multitude of my<tica
symbols, and wearing histall, conical hat and carrying his staff. Jenny had washed the robe for him, and
he'd washed and combed hislong hair and beard, so that he looked the very image of the legendary
wizard, which in fact, he was. In other words, he looked like someone Martens could have afield day
with.

During the pre-interview, which was conducted by an attractive and very personable young woman, he
sat camly in hischair and told the story of who he was, and what he was, and how he had returned. The
young woman smiled and nodded, asked a question here and there, and took notes.

When asked to "demondtrate his powers,” Merlin levitated a coffee cup and then astapler on the young



woman's desk. She clapped her hands and beamed and said that it was "wonderful " and seemed
generdly quite amazed, though it was perfectly clear to me she thought it was merely a stage magician's
trick. She then booked Merlin for ataping the following week and we stayed |ong enough for her to
explain how everything would work. The entire pre-interview lasted no longer than twenty minutes or so
and, after we had left, | could no longer contain mysdif.

"I can't believeit," | said. "l said you'd need to do something dramatic to impress them, so what do you
do?You levitate astapler!”

"Y ou don't think that was sufficiently dramatic?' he replied with a perfectly straight face.
"Shethought it wasasmpletrick,” | said, "something any amateur magician can do!”
"Amateur?' said Merlin, raising his bushy eyebrows.

"Oh, you know what | mean," | said, feding exasperated. "Anillusion, stage magic."

Hesmiled. "Yes, | knew what you meant. Y ou are disappointed that | did not overwhelm that young
woman with my magica abilities. However; it was never my intent to overwhelm her; merely to arrange
an appearance on the show. That has now been done. They expected afoolish old man, dressed in robes
and with along white beard, and that is precisely what they got.”

"Ah, | see" | said. "So now you're going to get a haircut and some new clothes, perhaps a sport coat, a
nice shirt and necktie and some flanne trousers, so that you'll appear quite normd, and—-"

He stopped me. "No, | do not think so, Thomeas. | had given that some thought, and have decided to
remain exactly as| am, at least for the present. If people expect awizard to ook a certain way, then
perhaps | shouldn't disgppoint them. | have become alegendary figure, so why not take advantage of it?
Appearance seemsto play an important role on television, and if people seemeas| am now, as
outlandish as my garb may seem in thisday and age, they will remember it. | must create asignificant
impression. If | gppear no different from anyone e se, then the effect will be diminished.”

| had to concede his point, but | il felt uneasy about the whole thing. Persondly, | thought it would be
better if he wereto get ahaircut and trim his beard, at least, and wear anice tweed jacket, so that he
would appear more dignified, more professiona, which only goesto show how little | knew. In any
event, the program was till aweek away, and | imagined that in that week, we could at least enjoy a
little peace and quiet. | would have an opportunity to spend more time with him, and at least begin to give
him some idea of what the modern world was like. However, that was not to be.

Thefirg criss came the day after the pre-interview while we were sitting down to supper: Earlier inthe
day, our daughters had brought home some of their friends to meet their "Uncle Merlin," and of coursg, it
was obligatory for them to have ademondtration. | sat, biting my lip, as| watched children float around
my living room like giant hummingbirds, flgpping their arms and squeding with delight, knocking over
lamps and bumping into walls, and later, in the evening, the other shoe dropped.

A delegation of concerned parents cameto visit, severa of them with their children in tow, presumably so
they could confront our' '‘Uncle Merlin" with the wild stories they'd been telling and recant before them.
Imagine thar reaction when "Uncle Merlin" cheerfully corroborated what the kids had said.

"Now see, here, Mr. ... uh..."
"Ambrosus” said Merlin, hepfully.

"Yes, wel, Me Ambrosius, | can certainly appreciate your sense of fun,” one of the fathers, Allan



Stewart, said, "but in these difficult times, wetry to raise our children to know the difference between
redlity and games of pretend.”

"Who said we were pretending?’ Merlin asked.

Stewart cleared histhroat inirritation. "I'm afraid | do not have a sense of humor about this sort of thing,
ar.

"How unfortunate,” said Merlin. "Life must be very trying when you do not have a sense of humor”

"Y ou may joke, Mr. Ambrosius, but we are not amused,” said Stewart, sounding very monarchia. He

had apparently been gppointed spokesman for the group. "Now my son ingsts you made him fly, and he
would not change his tune even after | warmed his bottom for him, for which he hasyou to thank.”

"l beg to disagree,” said Merlin. "He has only hisfather to thank for that, and it is a sad thing when achild
ispunished for tdling the truth. Even if it were not the truth, thereislittle to be gained in beating children.
It only produces resentment and rebellion, and teaches them that violence isthe answer to the dightest
problem. | think you should apologize to your son, Mr. Stewart, for you punished him unjustly.”

Stewart's face flushed beet red and he turned on me angrily. " See here, Mdory, thisisal your fault. I will
not presumeto tell you whom you can or cannot take into your own home, but | think my neighbors here
will al agree that we do not wish to have our children exposed to your addlepated relatives. Lord knows,
it's hard enough to raise children these days without having some senile, old fool go filling their heads with
al sorts of nonsensal”

"Addlepated? Senile, old fool?' said Merlin.
| closed my eyes. | was afraid to see what was going to happen next.

"If you want to have your uncle making your own daughters neuratic, unable to distinguish fact from
fantasy, wdll, | can't say | approve, but that's entirely your business," Stewart said. "However, the rest of
usare not going to have our children—"

At this point, Stewart was interrupted by a screech from hiswife, and startled gasps from their other
neighbors, and to his surprise, Stewart abruptly realized that he was ddivering his diatribe from about one
foot off thefloor.

"Wheét the devil!"

He broke off suddenly, staring down with astonishment, then began sputtering incoherently as he kicked
hislegs, trying to regain afooting on the floor beneath him.

"Why, whatever isthe matter, Mr. Stewart?' Merlin asked.

Elizabeth Stewart's eyes were wide as saucers and her hand went to her mouth. The othersall backed
away astep or two, an involuntary, shocked reaction. There were expressions of "Oh, my God!" and "l
don't believeit!" and other such things, while Stewart vainly tried to get hisfeet back on the flooc

"What... how... Great Heavens, it'simpossible! Put me down! Put me down, | tell you!"

"Put you down, Mr. Stewart?' Merlin said, with feigned surprise. "Why, whatever do you mean? What
seemsto be the trouble?!

"I'mfloating a foot above the bloody ground, damn you! Y ou know perfectly well what the trouble



i Now put me down!"

"Hoating afoot above the ground?' said Merlin. He frowned. "Dear me. Perhapsit is you who cannot
digtinguish fact from fantasy, Mr. Stewart. | clearly heard you say it wasimpossible.”

"It'satrick!" said Stewart to the others. "It's abloody, cheap, stage magician'strick! Now put me down
thisinstant!"

"A cheap, stage magician'strick?' said Merlin.' ‘'Oh, now, redlly, Mr. Stewart, | fear that you have gone
too far. Y ou shdl haveto be taught alesson.”

Aswe al watched, Stewart rose another foot above the floor, and then another, until his heed finally
bumped the calling. And he still continued to rise, so that he had to hunch over, and finally was pressed
up againg the celling, suspended over our heads on his hands and knees, like afly crawling upside down.

Mrs. Stewart's neck was craned way back as she stared up at her husband with the others,
open-mouthed, unable to speak.

"Get me down from here!” yelled Stewart, panicking. "Get me down off this bloody ceiling!"

"Oh, yes, indeed,” said Merlin. "We do seem to have a problem here. The man clams he's on the ceiling,
when everyone knows such athing is quite impossible. People cannot crawl upon the celling, every idiot
knowsthat. See, here, Stewart, if you do not cease this nonsense immediately, you are going to be
punished.”

"Malory! Malory, for God's sake, tell himto put me down!"

Merlin shook hishead. "Wdll, | see heingsts on being stubborn. We shdl have to warm his bottom for
him. After dl, it'sthe sort of discipline he gpparently believesin.”

And with agesture from Merlin, the flat iron spade rose up from the rack of fireplace tools. It floated
across the room toward Stewart, and proceeded to administer a sound spanking.

"Hellp!" cried Stewart.

Elizabeth Stewart's eyes rolled back and she fainted dead away. Unfortunately, everyone e se was so
raptly watching her husband being spanked by afloating fireplace spade that no one moved to catch her.

"Look out!" | cried, legping from my chair, but Merlin was quicker than | and, with a gesture, he stopped
her fdl, so that she was | eft heded over at aforty-five degree angle, unconscioudy defying gravity. Jenny
could not restrain hersdf from giggling.

"I, uh.. .think you've made your point,” | said to Merlin.

The fireplace spade ceased to belabor Stewart's buttocks and returned to its place. Asgently asa
feather, Stewart floated down from the ceiling and was set down on hisfeet once more, with both his
pride and his bum smarting. He stared & Merlin with white showing al around hisirises, too stunned to

speak.
"Seeto your wife, Mr. Stewart,” Merlin said.

Stewart approached hiswife, who was leaning over like the Tower of Pisa, and gingerly reached out for
her, but then hesitated, pulling his hands back.

"What's... holding her there?' he asked.



"l am," Merlinsaid. "Andif you will be so kind asto steedy her, | shdl let go. | believe she'sonly
swooned.”

Stewart took hold of hiswife and, released, she dumped into hisarms. Her eyelidsflickered as she came
to. "Allan,” shesad, "I... must have fainted. I've had the strangest dream...."

Then she became fully aware of her surroundings and gave alittle gasp, redizing that it hadn't been a
dream, after all.

"Allan..."

"It'sal right, darling,”" he said, though he didn't sound at al sure of himsdlf. The others merely stood there,
gaping, too shocked to say anything. "How..." Stewart's voice cracked and he cleared histhroat, then
swalowed hard. "How on Earth did you do that? Maory... who ishe? What ishe? And don't tell me
he'syour bloody uncle!™

"| think wed dl better St down,” | said. "Thismay take awhile..."

Stewart did gpologize to his son for spanking him, and he later became one of Merlin's most ardent
friends and supporters. He was an unemployed solicitor, reduced to working occasional odd jobs, as
were many of hisneighbors. Hislegd skills, however, turned out to be quite useful as things progressed,
not only for Merlin and mysdlf, but for Stewart himsdlf, for he prospered as aresult and founded what is
now one of the most respected and prestigious firmsin London. Hiswife, Elizabeth, retained the curious
ability to lean over a an improbable angle while fill remaining on her feet, which tickled her no end. It
was a stunt she often pulled at parties.

The news of what had happened, and who "Uncle Merlin” really was, spread throughout the
neighborhood like wildfire and during the next week, we were inundated with visitors, all wanting to float
around the room or crawl upon the celling. Y et, it was nothing compared to what happened after Merlin
appeared on the Billy Martens Show.

Martens, not surprisingly, had stacked the deck. Merlin wasto be part of a pand, which Martens had
filled out with abunch of looney eccentrics, al of whom had one thing in common—adrameatic solution
that would lift the world out of the Collapse. The theme of the show was " Saving the Human Race."

One pand member was a doddering old codger who spoke in brief little gasps and wheezes, and
clamed, rather charmingly, to have "invented a brand-new fossi| fud.” This miraculous substance turned
out to be human excrement, which he subjected to a process he claimed would produce enough methane
gasto power not only vehicles, but entire cities. Apparently, al we had to do was defecate with a
vengeance and, well, it seems unnecessary to expound further on theidea.

Another panelist was a middle-aged matron from Luton who claimed to have been visited by beingsfrom
outer space. In exchange for her sexud favors, they promised to deliver up apowerful crystal from their
home world, an energy crysta that emitted "stellar rays." These rays were gpparently the solution to al
our problems. When asked if she could produce this wondrous crystal, she replied that she'd be happy
to, only she hadn't quite finished paying for it yet. Martens gave the audience abroad wink and aleer and
thanked her for the sacrifice she was making on behalf of humankind, then followed up with pointed
guestions about the exact nature of this " payment” and the manner in which it was rendered. The
audience enjoyed it mightily, and | sat backstage in the green room, watching the monitor and groaning.

Next up was Princess Iss, ak.a. Mary Margaret Atherton, though she bristled at the use of her
birthname and claimed it was no longer valid, asthat was "another incarnation.” The present incarnation
wasachild of the old Egyptian gods, who had given the secrets of "pyramid power" to the ancient high



priests of the Pharaohs, and who might be induced to part with them again if we al converted to her cult
and worshipped them by congtructing an entire city of pyramids. Martens declared it a splendid ideaand
had her lead the audience in a chant to the old gods, which raised alot of mirth, evenif it did fail toraise
the ancient spirits.

Then therewas L ucretia, no last name given, who was there gpparently to providerdief fromdl the
comedy and give the audience something at which to vent their spleens. An avowed Satanist, she took
great umbrage at dl thislevity, and excoriated the audience and Martens. She condemned them dl for
not taking serioudy what was happening in the world, which was clearly signaing the coming of the
Antichrist. She was a shapely ash-blonde and very lovely, and wore a sheer, clinging black gown that |eft
scarcely anything to the imagination. Every statement she made was roundly jeered, and those members
of the audience who were not shouting her down were busy undressing her with their eyes. Martens
played the Grand Inquisitor to her witch, and after awhile, | could watch no more. | smply put my head
down in my hands and mumbled, "God, | told him so, | told him s0.”

Merlin sat through dl thisin silencetill histurn came, and Martens was saving him for last, so that having
mocked, censured, and chastised, he could go out on anote of ridicule.

"And, findly," he said, "we go from Satan to black magic, which seemsonly logicd, | suppose. Our last
guest, asyou might well guessfrom his attire, is none other than Mr. Merlin, Ambrosius, or as heis better
known to theworld at large, Merlin the Magician, legendary court wizard to King Arthur and his Knights
of the Round Table!™

After al that had already happened, | had been certain that Merlin would look totaly ridiculous, sitting
therein hisrobes and conica hat, holding his staff propped up beside him, yet somehow, despiteit dl, he
managed to look positively regd. There were one or two tittersin the audience, but most of them fell
slent, uncommonly o, especialy after the fever pitch they'd been whipped up to by Satan's sexy
messenger

"How, exactly, does one address awizard?' Martens asked, tongue-in-cheek.
"By name, usudly,” Merlinreplied.

"Well, then, Merlin, if | might be so familiar, | must say you're looking very spry for aman your age,
which must be, what, about two thousand?'

"Thank you," Merlinsad.
"You're quite welcome," said Martenswith achuckle.

"Now, your own solution to the problems of the Collapse, as| understand it, isto bring back magic to
theworld. Y ou've heard the comments of our other guests,” said Martens. "What is your reaction?’

"| think that you have been insufferably rude and boorish to them,” Merlin said. "We certainly did not
treet guestsin such amanner inmy time."

"Oh, dear me," said Martens with feigned contriteness. "It seems I've been put in my place.”

"When the Prince of Darkness comes, you'l find your place, dl right," Lucretiasaid, and the audience at
once responded with jeers and catcalls.

"Now, now, let'stry to keep some semblance of control here," Martens said. "We haven't yet heard from
the grestest wizard of them dl, and we may yet learn athing or two."



"Perhaps the audience might,” said Merlin, "but | have my doubts about you.”
The audience appreciated thisriposte, and Martens affected awounded expression.

"Ohhh," said Martens, "low blow, low blow. Let's play fair now, shdl we? | haven't said anything rude or
boorish to you... yet. Now then, tell us, Merlin, how isit that you managed to survivefor al thistime? Do
you possessthe secret of eternd life?”

"No," said Merlin. "l wastricked by the enchantress, Morgan le Fay, apupil of mine, and placed under a
spell that kept me adeegp within an oak for all these years. | was only recently set free”

"Ah, cherchez la femme," said Martens, with aknowing look. "So then | gather you've got quite alot of
catching up to do.”

"I would agree with that,” said Merlin. "Fortunately, | require little deep, and have been watching
televison and reading agreet ded.”

"Yes, wdl, you've dready had quite anap, haven't you?' said Martens, with agrin a thetittering
audience. "In any casg, it'sgood to have you back, old chap. Lord knows, we need al the help we can
get. So then, magic isthe answer What are you going to do? Say abracadabra and wave your wizard's
gaff and make al our problems disappear?’

"No, regrettably, | do not possess such power," Merlin said. "Nor would | presumeto exerciseitif | did.
People must dl work together to solve the problems of the Collapse. Magic is merely auseful tool that
will help bring that about."

"Ah, | see" said Martens with an expression of mock seriousness. "There's just one problem, though.
Most of usaren't great wizards, like yoursdaf. Were al just smple people, who don't know how to work
magic. How do you propose to remedy that situation?”

"I intend to start aschool,”" sad Merlin, "and teach the thaumaturgic arts.”

"Thethaumaturgic artd" said Martens. "That'sincredible! Y ou mean we can dl actudly learn how to do
megic?'

"The dbility isinherent in most people,” Merlin said, "adthough to varying degrees, of course.”

"Of course" said Martens. "And, one assumes, if people cometo this school of yours, and pony up the
appropriate tuition, you will be only too happy to assess the degree of their abilitiesand enroll themin
your course. That'sthe bottom line here, isnt it, Merlin, or whatever your nameredly is? Yourerealy
just another con artist, and not avery clever one, a that. Surely, you don't expect anyone to swalow this
nonsense? Do you take us dl for fools?"

"No, not dl of you, merely some of you," said Merlin.

"Why don't you show us some of this'magic’ you proposeto teach?' said Martens. "My saff tellsme
you can levitate a coffee cup. Why don't you levitate that one there, on the table behind you?'

"Very wel," said Merlin. He made a smple pass and the drinking cup provided for him obligingly rose up
intotheair.

"Amazing! Asonishing! Stupendous]” Martens said sarcagticdly. "Why with alittle deight-of-hand and
stageillusion, we can change theworld! We can dl learn to do card tricks and produce pigeons from our
deeves and presto-chango, the world will be abetter place! Y ou cal that magic? Y ou must take mefor



anassl”

"Indeed, | do," said Merlin, alowing the cup to settle back down onto the table behind his chair. "And |
do not think that | shall bethe only one."

Martens snapped back at once, launching into atirade against thieves and con artists who sought to profit
from other people's misery and gullibility, yet even ashedid so, Merlin made adight gesture with his
hand and Martens's ears began to grow.

For afew moments, the audience didn't notice, and Martens himself gpparently fet nothing. Hewasin full
rave, pointing a Merlin and calling him afraud and demanding that he confess hisredl name, suggesting
that if he refused, it was probably because he had a police record. Meanwhile, his ears continued to
grow steedily.

"Perfect!" | said as| watched the monitor in the green room. "Absolutely perfect!”

The audience inevitably noticed and there were gasps and exclamations of astonishment. Martenssears
were growing more and more rapidly, becoming longer and more pointed, reaching up above his head,
turning gray and sprouting fur He was condemned out of his own mouth. Merlin took him for an ass,
indeed, and now hewas turning into one.

He stopped, abruptly, momentarily disoriented, perhaps beginning to fed something strange. Then, il
holding the microphone, heraised hishands up to hisears. "What the.. my ears!”

He resembled the transformation of Pinnochio, with gray, tufted donkey ears sticking up dmost afull foot
above his head. He dropped the mike and spun around, facing the audience, but looking up toward the
centra booth, where the director, whatever reactions were taking place up there, inginctively kept on
calling the shots. The monitor screen before me showed a close-up of Martens, hisface white as a shest,
with sweat breaking out on hisforehead as his eyes registered first complete incomprehension, and then

panic.
"My ears! What the hell's happening to my ears?"

The audience was confused. Some, certain that thiswas some sort of specid effect, broke into laughter
Otherssmply stared in disbelief, while others fill cried out and recoiled in horror. And then Martenss
nose began to grow.

"What is this?" he shouted. And then, forgetting himself completely, he screamed, "What the fuck is
this?"

Histeeth looked larger now, his jaw was elongating, and his hands, still clapped up to the sdes of his
head, were growing dark and misshapen, turning into hooves.

"Jesus Christ!" yeled Martens. "What's happening to me? Help me! Somebody help me!™

There was now no mistaking what was going on and pandemonium broke out in the audience. People
jumped to their feet, some screaming, some running for the exits, others smply trying to get a better view.
Merlin merely sat there, calmly, saying nothing, while the matron from Luton fled from the stage,
presumably to seek security in the embraces of her dien benefactors, and the man with the miracle
organic fuel merely chuckled with amusement. The Princess ISis stood on her feet, her asmsraised to the
heavens, chanting to the ancient gods, and Lucretiasmply stared at Merlin with awe, then got out of her
chair and dropped to her knees before him, grasping his hand and kissing it fervently.

Merlin gently took his hand away and leaned down to say something to her. She responded with some



sort of reply, but their exchange was inaudible. He told me later that he asked her to stop it and get up,
and her response was that his dightest wish was her command, and that she was his, body and soul, to
do with as he pleased.

Hedid, in fact, take her up on that offer; though not quite in the way one might suppose. He recruited her
to help out with the school, and in the process, helped her to dedl with her severe psychologica
problems, stemming from horrendous abuse sheld suffered as a child at the hands of her parents, who
were psychotic Satan worshippers. Sheisnow auniversity administrator at one of the many Colleges of
Sorcery that Merlin founded (for which reason her name has been dtered in this narrative). However |
digress.

The spectacle of Billy Martensturning into an asswas truly the sort of dramatic demondtration thet I'd
had in mind. | watched, delighted beyond words, as he screamed, "Help me! Help me! Hellllp meeee,
hawwww, heee-hamww! Hee-haw!™

His expensive suit had burst apart at the seams and he had stepped out of his shoes, his socks till on his
hind legs, and he was trotting about, knocking things over as he kicked out with aarm and brayed
hystericaly. | couldn't resst. | had to see what was happening in the control room. | hurried up there and
everyonewasin such a state that no one prevented me from going in.

"Stay on him!" the director was shouting into his headset mike. " Stay on him. Goddamn it! Jesus, this
isunbdievable! CameraThree... Seve! What the hdll are you doing? Focus, for God's sake! Givemea
wide shot! Take Three! Wait aminute, what's he doing? Merlin's getting up! He's going to do something,
Two, get onhim! Take Two!"

"Silence!" Merlin said, and he must have used that same power behind hiswords he'd earlier
demonstrated on me, because the audience fell sllent instantly, as one, and stared at him. "Take your
seets” sad Melin.

"Give me awide shot, Threel" said the director, his gaze glued to the monitors. " Take Three! Stand by
on close-up, Two. Take Two!"

"Come here, Billy," Merlinsad. "Benot afrad.”
The ass obediently trotted over to him and gave him a pathetic little whinny.
"Medium shot, CameraOne! Take One! Damn it, his mike's come off. Get the boom on him!™

Merlin put his hand on the donkey's head and said something inaudible, and dowly, Billy began to change
back into hisnorma form. In amatter of moments, he was restored, except he still possessed the donkey
ears. And he was completely naked.

"Oh, Jesus, pan up, One, pan up! Get off hisbum, for God's sake! Take Two!™

Merlin's face gppeared in close-up on the screen. "L et that be alesson in humility to you, Mr. Martens,”
he said. Then, turning directly to the camera, he continued, "And let what happened here stand as proof
of my assartions. | am Merlin Ambrosius, and | have come to bring back magic to theworld. | have
cometo offer aid, and urge areturn to the old knowledge, and the old ways of respect for the Earth and
her resources. Let those who sincerely seek to help, and who wish to learn the thaumaturgic arts, seek
meout. | shall determineif they possessthe ability and the purity of heart and spirit to be accepted as my
students. Fear not, the future holds a bright new world in store. | have spoken.”

And, with that, he | eft the stage.



"Whereishe going?" thedirector shouted. "Bloody hell, we've il got four minutes! One, get off Billy,
for God's sake, helookslikeanidiot! Take Three! Zoom in, | want to see the facesin the audience!
Right, take Two! Ready One, take One! Stand by to roll credits... | know we're short, Goddamn it, but
Billy'sin shock or something, what the hell do you expect meto do?

| quietly left the booth. No one had even noticed my presence. Asfor Billy Martens, he was left with his
donkey's ears, as aguarantee againgt hisfailing to air the tape. When the program aired, unedited, Merlin
promised him that he would restore his ears. Martens blanched, but he was too unnerved to protest. His
assinine condition, Merlin reminded him, might easily return, and be rendered permanent. So the program
ared, unedited. And then al hell broke loose.

CHAPTER 6

| had underestimated Merlin. | had thought that despite his uncanny powers, he would be out of his depth
when it came to dedling with the media and the uproar that would result when he announced his presence
to theworld. Infact, it was/ who was out of my depth. Merlin seemed to take it al comfortably in stride.
| had also underestimated how people would react to him, and | had underestimated television's power
to make people bieve.

It had seemed to me, as | look back on it now, that our biggest obstacle would be overcoming peopl€'s
disbelief. Today, when magic is commonly accepted as an everyday part of the world, and no more
remarkable than the sun'srising in the morning, that might seem like an odd statement to make, and yet in
those days, no one believed in magic, at least no one who was considered rationd. If that seems sirange,
then it must be recalled that there was atimein history when people thought the world wasflat, and a
time when aman named Giordano Bruno was burned at the stake for having the temerity to suggest that
there were other worlds than this.

Today, everyone knows ataent for precognition or some other psychic faculty ismerely evidence of a
strong latent magica ability, or asit's more commonly referred to, thaumaturgic potential. Thereisnow
even ascalefor measuring T.R and the ability is so highly respected and so much in demand that children
areroutingy tested in elementary school for their potentia to become adepts. So much has changed. Y e,
| can ill remember, asif it were only yesterday, how different things were then.

Had | been asked to predict what would happen after Mexlin first appeared on television, | would have
predicted widespread disbelief. | was convinced people would think the whole thing was ahoax, that
specid effects and trickery had been employed, and that we would have an uphill battle to convince the
world Merlin was genuine. We did, in fact, have an uphill battle ahead of us, but it was not quite what |
would have predicted.

People believed they saw Billy Martensturn into an ass, even before members of the studio audience
testified they saw it happen and that no video trickery had been involved. People believed it even before
the press got on the bandwagon and Merlin became the story of the century, and they believed it before
Merlin performed any other demongtrations. They bdieved it, amazingly enough, smply because they had
senitonTV.

Perhaps | should not have been surprised. A greast many people have aways believed the most unlikely
and questionable things, merely because they'd seen it on television or read about it in anewspaper or a
magazine. Even during the Collapse, there was widespread belief in the existence of UFO's, space ships
from some other world that came to our planet to kidnap people and conduct experiments upon them,
mutilate cattle, and make large, mysterious circlesin wheet fields. They were either causing the Collapse
by sucking theworld dry of its resources, or they were going to save usal with "stdllar rays." Stories



reporting strange disappearances-in the Bermuda Triangle, people spontaneoudy burgting into flame,
dead cdlebrities being Sighted in the supermarket, and tribes of natives the size of Mexican chihuahuas
discovered in the Amazon were al taken as gospd by an amazing number of seemingly rationa human
beings. Such was the power of the printed word, and it was a power that was magnified significantly
through the medium of televison.

Eventoday, unlikely asit seems, there are people who believe that actors appearing on their favorite
programs are actudly the charactersthey portray. Television is redlity for many people, perhaps because
what it purveys appeds directly to the senses. (Save for that sensein al too rare supply, common sense))
All of whichisnot to say that there weren't skeptics. There were, and plenty of them. But in the days
immediately following the broadcast of the show, it seemed to me that they were hopelesdy
outnumbered.

In brief, what occurred after the taping of the show wasthis: Merlin and | quickly left the studio, ashe
judged the moment was not right for further demonstrations or discussions.

"Thisisnot thetime," he said. "We have whet their gppetites. Now |et that anticipation mount.”

It did, and quickly. | learned later that Martens had fled the studio following the taping, wearing nothing
but his overcoat, and with his head covered by atowd. There followed frantic phone cals from hishome
to his executive producer, demanding that no one else be given accessto the tape. By that time,

however, the news programs had already heard about what happened, and what they heard sounded so
incredible, and at the same time so ddlightful, that they were al demanding to see copies of the tape. One
of these copies eventudly found itsway into my possession, in much the same manner asthe food found
itsway into my pantry. We had great fun viewing it a home.

There was gpparently some friction between Martens and his executive producer, the latter fedling that
snce the program would be broadcast anyway, there was little point in withholding copies of the tape
from the news media, who could provide agreat ded of advance publicity and thereby boost the ratings
of the show. However; on threat of losing hisjob, the producer relented and copies of the tape were
never made available. There seemed to be some question asto exactly how many copies were made,
which made Martens absolutdly frantic, but with the exception of the one copy that strayed into my
possession, he apparently managed to get his hands on dl the others.

Members of the studio audience were customarily prohibited from bringing cameras and taking
photographs during the taping of the program, but there were professiona ill photographers present, on
the payroll of the show, and one of these enterprising individuals "leaked" a photograph of Martenswith
his donkey ears, which wound up appearing on the newscasts and in al the newspapers. Mot treated
thewholething asajoke, believing it was some sort of publicity stunt, while others smply reported what
they'd heard and showed the photo, without making any judgements or conclusions.

Martens himsdf said nothing and, despite asiege by reporters outside his London townhouse, never |eft
his home until after the broadcast of the show, when his ears had returned to norma. By thetime he
finaly emerged, held developed his own spin on the story and cheerfully admitted "alowing™ himself to be
turned into an ass, to display his sense of humor about himself, aswell as help announce Merlin'sarriva
and demondtrate his powersin avisualy dramatic way

Thewhole thing had been a setup, in other words, choreographed by Martens. At least, that was his
version. In reply to questions about the other members of the panel, and how hed treated them, Martens
smply stated that he wished to have them on as a contrast, comparing various pretendersto "the red
thing." Theregafter, those other panelists were totally forgotten. By the time Martens made his statement to
the press, however, there had aready been considerable attention given to the story... and to us.



It began with our neighbors in the town of Loughborough, before the Billy Martens Show was aired and
even before the advance publicity had spread. We arrived home to find amob waiting for us, and |
immediately became concerned about Jenny and the girls.

"Therethey are!" | heard severa people shout aswe approached, and | half expected to be rushed, but
curioudy, no one moved. They waited as we came up the street and men, like the Red Sea parting for
Moses, made way for us aswe came up to the house. They dl became utterly ill, and no onetried to
stop us or ask questions. They merely stood aside as we went up the stepsto the front door, where
Merlin paused and turned to address them.

"I know why you've come," he said. "Y ou have dl heard incredible things about the strange old man
staying with the Malorys, and you cameto seeif they weretrue. Indeed, they are.”

He spoke to them for the better part of an hour, explaining who he was and how he came to be there,
then answering their questions patiently, concluding with arequest for their help in the great task that lay
ahead. | did not stay to hear his entire speech, for | more or less knew what he was going to say and was
anxiousto get inside and see how Jenny and the girlswere holding up. They were al perfectly fine, asit
turned out, except that Jenny had grown weary from answering the phone dl day.

There had been aflood of calls, jamming theloca switchboard, resulting from word of mouth spread by
our neighbors. | found Stewart there, with hisdeevesrolled up, aswell as severa other neighbors of
ours, giving yeoman service by answering the phone and keeping order among the waiting throng outside.
Thetask, gpparently, had not proved difficult at all.

"It'sthe Strangest thing,” said Stewart. " Jenny said they began arriving shortly after you and Merlinleft this
morning.

Asthe crowd grew, she became concerned and called me, but there have been no incidents whatsoever
They've all been very polite and orderly, conversing quietly among themselves, and they've bothered no
one. They've been smply waiting, patiently. And they al seemed somehow happy and content.”

"It works," said Jenny with asmile.
"What works?" | asked.
"Thewarding spdl," shesad. "They must have fdt it, even outsde the house."

"I'vefdtit, too," said Stewart. "When | arrived the other day, | was frothing mad, you know, convinced
some dotty, old relative of yours was getting the kids al worked up over abunch of nonsense. Y e, from
the moment | came into the house, | found it difficult to maintain my anger and was able to do so only
with aconcerted effort. This morning, the effect seemed to be much stronger. The moment | camein the
door, | felt absolutely marvelous. It waslike that sense of contentment you fee on amorning after it'sjust
raned, and theair is clear and brisk, and the sunis shining, and you step outside, breathe deeply, and dl
fedsright with theworld."

Stewart dmost seemed to glow. | felt nothing different, mysdlf, save for the contentment I've dwaysfelt
being at home with my family. Jenny said that she fdt nothing different, either, but Stewart and our other
neighbors who'd come by to give Jenny some support were al brimming with the enthusiasm of newly
enlightened converts. None of us had ever been particularly close before. In fact, having been away from
home o often, | barely even knew most of them. Y &, they al suddenly seemed like members of the
family.

"It'sthe most wonderful thing, Tom," Stewart said. "'l fed positively imbued with hope! Everything'sgoing



to be different now, isn't it? The Collgpse is going to end and the world will never be the same. And to
think that in some small way, weredl going to be apart of it!"

Ligtening to Stew art'samost evangdlica enthusiasm, | felt apeculiar sense of foreboding, despite the
warding spell. Perhaps, because my own energies had been involved in cagting it, | was not as affected
by it asthe others, but | felt an odd disquiet, abrief pang of anxiety that seemed to flare for amoment
and was gone as quickly asit came. | had no ideawhat it was then, and | soon forgot about it, but the
feding wasto return before too long.

| had dready become accustomed to Merlin's charisma, what he would cal his"aura," and | had
observed the effect it had on others. Not all people were affected by it the same way, or to the same
degree. | suppose, to some extent, it had to do with their own personalities and their degree of sengtivity.
| discovered later it was something Merlin could project at will, though it was alwaysthere to be
perceived by those disposed to notice it. He was capable of volitiondly increasing its effect, though not
without acost to him in terms of energy, and | wasto learn that, despite his enormous vitdity, Merlin
could grow tired. However, at the sametime, it wasdl ill very new to me, and | was not yet familiar
with the ways of magic.

Knowing what lay ahead, Merlin conserved his energies as much as possible. He performed no
demondtrations of his powersfor the crowd gathered outside our home. He merely spoke to them, and
they al went away convinced, full of the same sort of spirit Stewart and the othersfelt. Clearly, he had
been projecting as he addressed them. Asthe crowd outside dispersed, he came in and sat down on the
couch tofill hispipe.

"Ah, Stewart," hesad. "l percelve tha you've been making yoursdlf useful.”
"I'm only too happy to helpinany way | can," said Stewart. "How did the taping go?"'

Asthey spoke, | put my arm around my wife and whatever strange concern I'd felt earlier vanished. |
was home, we were surrounded by friends, and a strange and wonderful new chapter had opened in our
lives. Everything was going to bedl right.

In the days ahead, our home became a hotbed of activity, especidly after the Martens broadcast aired.
Jenny and | enjoyed no privacy, savefor late at night, after we'd retired to our bedroom, both exhausted.
It was asif our home had been turned into the center of apolitica campaign. Word spread quickly, and
we were soon getting calsfrom al the people who'd so ruddly dismissed me before, aswell as many
others. Merlin wasinterviewed extensively, both on television and for the newspapers, and he performed
more demondtrations of his powers, though nothing quite so dramatic asturning Billy Martensinto what
he redlly was, despite an astonishing number of requestsfor him to do precisdly that. Not necessarily to
Billy Martens, though there were afew of those, but to the interviewers themselves.

It was surprising how many people wanted to experience being an anima. And the choice of animalswas
quite surprising, too. One newspaper reporter wanted to become an eagle, briefly, so he could
experience the joy of flight among the clouds. That was not so surprising, perhaps, but others were, to
the point of being downright bizarre. One man wanted to become apig, Lord only knowswhy. Another
reporter wanted to be agiraffe. Still another wished to become agorilla. And avery atractive young
woman anchoring a popular late-night newscast wanted to become a python, with the specid provision
that the metamorphosis would not take place until morning. Merlin declined her request politely, though
shewas quiteingstent.

In the broadcast for the BBC, for which the well-known interviewer Robin Winters brought acamera
crew to our home and conducted over six hours of taping, Merlin demonstrated the possible applications



of thaumaturgy by levitating Winterss car and taking him for arideinit, with acameraunit along to
record the event. He explained that alevitation spell, coupled with aspdll of impulsion, was not avery
difficult spell to execute for atrained adept, and with enough adeptstrained to at least that leve, the
problems of public transportation resulting from the scarcity of petrol could be solved.

"Amazing!" Winters had exclaimed asthe car floated around the block at gpproximatdy twenty-five miles
per hour or so, with the cameraman and mysdlf in the rear seat, and Merlin and Wintersin thefront. The
exact speed wasimpossible to determine since, of course, with the wheels about two feet off the ground,
the speedometer was usdless. "What about buses and lorries? Would thiswork for them aswell ?*

"Certainly," Merlinreplied." ‘It would merely require abit more effort, as a greater mass would be
involved. In principle, the same method could also apply to trains, though amore efficient method might
be to have ateam of adepts working together to generate the power for the trainsto operate normally.
Even arcraft could be operated in this manner though levitating a passenger aircraft to the necessary
dtitude and maintaining it at that height would be extremely taxing on the adept, and the speeds would
necessarily be sgnificantly dower. Even with an advanced leved of skill in thaumaturgy, it would be best
for thereto be at least two or three advanced adepts on board to pilot the aircraft, so they could relieve
one another to prevent exhaustion. And they would, of course, require time to recuperate before another
such flight could be performed.”

"But thisis absolutdy astonishing!" exclamed the normally reserved Winters, practicaly bouncingin his
seet. "Here we are, moving along at aspeed of gpproximately thirty miles an hour, floating smoothly two
feet or so above the surface of the roadway, yet you are able to converse with me, and your hands are
not even on thewhed!"

"What would be the point?' asked Merlin. "Thewhed s are not contralling the direction of thisvehicle, my
will is"

"Yes, precisaly,” Winters said. "One would think that such afeat would require an amazing amount of
concentration, but you seem to be doing it with no apparent effort, as automaticaly as| would drive this
car mysdf in the norma manner.”

"To say that it requires no concentration would be quite mideading,” Merlin said. "1 imagine that when
you first learned to operate this vehicle, you needed to think about it very conscioudy, isthat not s0?"

"Well, yes, of course" said Winters.

"It ismuch the same with thaumaturgy,” Merlin said. " For the beginning student of the art, the least
demanding of dl thaumaturgic exercises seem asformidable as driving this car would beto achild. Even
if the child were quite intelligent and capable of learning some of the rote tasks by observation, that child
would still not have the proper knowledge or, more importantly, would not possess the proper skills or
development to be agood driven Hislegs would not be long enough to reach the pedds, for example,
and he would not be tall enough to see above the whedl. He would not possess the necessary physica
reactions to accomplish the task safely. So it iswith thaumaturgy.”

"In essence, men,” said Winters, "what you're saying is that practice makes perfect.”

"Not quite,” Merlin replied. "That would be an overamplification. True, with practice, one becomes more
proficient. That isastruein thaumaturgy asin anything € se. However, thereis much moreto it than that.
To use an example from my day, a squire might serve aknight and practice diligently with hiswooden
sword and lance, but no matter how skilled he became with these implements, he would still be unableto
enter atournament until such time as his physica strength and dexterity had developed to the point where
he could wield area sword and lance, and at the same time control a horse, al while wearing heavy



amor."

"So then you're saying it requires more than mere study, but a process of development,” said Winters,
"grengthening the powers of concentration and developing... what? Oneswill?"

"Yes, that isan excdlent way of puttingit,” said Merlin. ' 'Except that along with will, one other faculty
must be devel oped, one which is normaly atrophied or stunted in most people, and that isintuition.”

"Intuition?" Winterssaid, frowning. "I'm not sure| follow."

"I will try to put it another way," said Merlin. "I have been doing much reading since | awokein thistime,
and | have found, to my greeat interest, that some of your scholars have been ssumbling toward a
discovery of the very principle of which we speak. Thisinterestsme, and | have learned much of valuein
then: writings, things| knew before on what we might call the intuitive leve, but that | now understand on
amorerationa, logicd level. They speek, for example, of right-brain consciousness and left-brain
CONSCiousNess.”

"Y ou mean the theory of the bicamerd mind?* said Winters, not to be left behind.

"It ismuch more than atheory,” Merlin said. "It isafact. The universeis composed of opposites, what
some may cal the masculine and feminine principles, or the yin and the yang, asthe Oriental scholars say.
When these two principles are complementary, the universe can be said to be in harmony. Y et, when
they are not complementary, then what we have is discord. We may regard the human mind as amode
of these principles. Themind is of two aspects. Thereisthe logical, reasoning faculty, what we may call
the masculine, or the left brain, and the intuitive faculty, the feminine, or theright brain. Each hasits
purpose, and they are meant to be complementary. In fact, they are. However, in most people, it isthe
left brain that is dominant, that which reasonslogicdly and rationaly, while theright brain, that whichis
intuitive and receptive, islargely passve, to the extent that it may be regarded as stunted in its
development.

"Y our technologica society has encouraged the devel opment of the mind's masculine, controlling, logica
faculty," he continued, "while the feminine, receptive or intuitive Sde hasfalen into disuse. | have heard
the expression, 'It'saman'sworld,’ and thereistruth to that, only not in the literal sense most people
mean. People have become crowded together in large cities, with dense populations, surrounded by the
emanations of your technologica achievements, cut off from the pastoral world. London issuch alarge
and noisy city, with so many things congtantly impinging on the senses, that the intuitive faculty becomes
deafened. | find it disquieting to be in such surroundings, and while do not alow myself to become
intuitively deafened by them, | must take careto pay greeter atention.”

"Y ou mean you have to concentrate more?' said Winters.

"No, | mean that | must pay attention,” Merlin said. "Maost people these days seem to be very inattentive.
Undoubtedly, thisis because there is so much to pay attention to. It becomes difficult to pay attention to
everything, and remain in aconstant Sate of aertness and receptivity. People learn to becomelogicaly
receptive, rather than intuitively receptive, whichisto say, they choose those things to which they will
respond.”

"How?' asked Winters.

"Wadll, say you are walking down acity street,” said Merlin. "It'sthe middle of the day, and many people
are about, walking in both directions al around you. Y ou are aware of their presence, and yet, you do
not redly see them. Y ou select those to whom you pay attention. Y ou become aware that among the
crowd, someoneiswalking toward you, and perhapstheir attention is distracted, and you perceive thet if



you both continue in the same direction, you will collide. So you dter your courseto avoid this collision.
Inasmilar manner, you may notice objectsin the Street that are in your path, and make conscious
choicesto avoid them. But if there were any objectsin the street not directly in your path, while you
might notice them, you would choose not to pay particular attention to them, and in the same way, people
walking around you might impinge on your awvareness, but if | asked you later to describe some of them
to me, you probably would not be ableto.

"However," hewent on, "imagine that same city street, only now it islate at night, and the Street appears
deserted. Y ou are aware of how much crimethereisin the city, and how dangerousthe stregts are at
night, and now you suddenly notice everything around you in much greater detail. Y ou have made a
different choice about your level of awareness. Y ou are paying more attention. At such times, your
normally dormant intuitive faculty is stronger Perhaps, asyou are waking along, you experiencea
peculiar feding that you are being followed. Y ou turn to glance over your shoulder; and infact, there is
someone waking aong behind you. We shal assume that this person has no threstening intentions, but
thefact isthat in your state of increased attention, you became receptive to his presencein an
unconscious, intuitive way that you may not be ableto explain.”

"l see" said Winters. "That makes sense.”
Merlin amiled. "Yes, it may not sound logica, but it makes sense.”

"Soin order to learn thaumaturgy,” Winters said, "it becomes necessary to pay more attention and
develop intuition.”

"Exactly,” Merlin said.

"But if you're congtantly paying attention to everything that's hgppening around you, won't your mind tend
to become overloaded?' Winters asked. "Must we dl live in pastoral surroundingsin order to develop
our full, latent potential ?*

"No," sad Merlin, "we merely need to stop distracting ourselves and learn how to become less
preoccupied with our own concerns. We need to learn how to relax into an attentive state, rather than
drive ourselves purely with directed logic. Y ou will observethat smdl children areinfinitdly more attentive
than adults. I've heard it said that children have a 'limited attention span,’ when in fact, quite the opposite
istrue. They are Smply paying attention to agreat many more things than adults are, and it would be
more correct to say that they do not limit their attention span to any onething at atime, asadultsare
accustomed to doing.”

"Accustomed to doing," Winters repeated, seizing on the word. ™Y ou mean we learn how to filter things
out and, infact, it is we who have the limited attention span.”

"Precisdy,” Merinsaid. "It isnot necessary for the mind to become overloaded with trivia information,
asyou put it. It ispossible to pay more attention on a continua basis, without fegling the necessity to
store that information and constantly make logica decisions based uponit. You ask achild to wak down
that same crowded street with you, and the child will later be able to give amuch more detailed
description of the experience than you could, smply because the child wasin amore attentive State,
without fegling the pressing need to make logica decisions about everything he saw. Theintuitive faculty
does not respond well to conscious, logical commands. It responds to relaxed attention and a receptive
date.”

"It sounds asif you're saying that al we need do to sudy magicislearn how tordax,” sad Winters.

"Regrettably, it isnot quite that Smple" Merlin said with asmile, "but it is one of thefirst thingsa



prospective adept must learn to do. It is necessary to learn how to see with the eyes of achild, and
exercisethewill of an adult. However, that isthe first step on the path to mastering the Craft.”

After we had settled down in the living room and Winters resumed taping, he asked me afew questions,
which hewould later edit together with some footage he had taken in the woods where | had first met
Merlin. To his disappointment, nothing remained of the tree Merlin had been confined in except a stump.
What Merlin had not magically "chopped up" and transported to my home as firewood had been cleared
by loggers working under permit. Nevertheless, Winters stood draméticaly in the center of thetree
stump and taped the introduction to the program, speaking about how Merlin had "dlegedly emerged.”
Hedging his bets, he was not committing himself on that score.

"Who is thisman who cals himsdf Merlin Ambrosius, and has so captured the imaginations of people
everywhere?' he asked rhetoricaly as he taped his opening remarks. "And what, precisdly, isthe nature
of the mysterious powers he claimsto possess? And who is Thomas Maory, the former soldier and
London palice officer who acts as hisintermediary and advisor?Isit possible that we are actudly
witnessing alegend cometo life, or have we, perhaps, been taken in by two charismatic charlatans? Is
there, in fact, any substanceto their story, which, if true, promisesto change the world, or isthisthing
some sort of elaborate hoax? During the course of this program, we shall attempt to discover the answers
to those and other tantalizing questions, in what bodes to be one of the most unusud and fascinating
interviews ever broadcast. Join us tonight as we begin the first in aseries of in-depth interviews with The
Wizard of Camdot'... the man known as Merlin, the Magician.”

That "Wizard of Camelot" tag wasto stick like glue, and though Merlin eventudly succeeded in getting
peopleto refer to him as Professor Ambrosius, rather than "Merlin the Magician,” heremained "The
Wizard of Camelot" to the news media, who became so enamored of thetitle (he smply couldn't let it go.
The other thing that was extremedly difficult for him to shake were the negative rdligious associations with
sorcery, and he never entirely succeeded in doing that. To this day, there perssts abelief among some
people that magic is"the Devil'swork," an expression of subservience to Satan, and it wasto this subject
that Wintersturned next after he finished questioning me and resumed hisinterview with Merlin.

"Having established the mind-boggling veracity of your claims concerning magic,” he began, "we come
now to what is possibly the most controversia aspect of thisinterview, and that isthe negative, dare we
say evil, connotations of sorcery and witcheraft throughout history.”

Merlin merdly nodded, knowing what Winters was getting &, but waiting for him to frame the question.

Winters paused a moment, then continued. "What do you say to people who will regard necromancy asa
an, asan evil tool of Satan, the use of which may jeopardize the soul ?*

"Firgt, | wish to correct amisapprehension on your part,” sad Merlin. "'If people remember nothing else
about thisinterview, they should remember that thaumaturgy is not the same thing as necromancy.”

"Oh?How doesit differ?' Winters asked.

"In one vitally important respect. In the practice of necromancy, thereis desth involved. Thaumaturgy
utilizes the forces of Nature and the energies of the adept. Necromancy utilizesthe life force of another
living being, which brings usto the question of Satanism. Let me be very clear on thispoint. | do not
believein Satan. | am not a Chrigtian, and though | have no quarrel with Chrigtians, abelief in Satan
requires an underlying structure of Chrigtian belief. The Chrigtian tradition tells us that God represents all
that isgood, and that thereisno evil in God. Y &, just as light would be meaningless without darkness as
acontrast, so the concept of good would be meaningless without the concept of evil. Therefore, inthe
Chrigtian tradition, Satan isthe adversary of God, representing dl that isevil.”



"And you do not agree with that?" asked Winters.

"| agreethat in the Chrigtian tradition, God represents good and Satan represents evil,” Merlin replied.
"However, | am not an adherent of the Christian tradition, though | have studied it and found much init to
admire. Not being an adherent of the Chrigtian tradition, | do not believe in Satan, for the concept of
Satan did not exist until Chrigtianity created it. Thisisnot to say that evil did not exist prior to Chrigtianity,
of course, merely that it was the Christian tradition that gave birth to the concept of Satan asthe
embodiment of al that isevil.

"Now if you wish to say that the concepts of ultimate evil and Satan are essentidly the same,” he
continued, "1 shdl not argue with you, for | think we can agree that evil, however you choose to think of
it, isnot to be desired. However in order to be a Satanist, one must believein and worship Satan, and to
worship Satan, one must worship evil as opposed to good. It must be understood that Satanismisa
perversion of Christianity, and it could not exist without Chritianity, for itisadirect reactiontoit. Itisa
willful rgection of the Christian God and aworship of His adversary It isfor thisreason that Satanists
invert the symbol of the Chrigtian faith, the cross, asif to say, we are doing the opposite of you, we are
turning your religion upsde down. Nor do they confine themsalves only to inverting Christian symbols.
They dso invert the pentacle, which isthe symbol of the old, pre-Christian religion known as Wicca. For
Satanigts, itisaway of showing contempt for al beliefs except their own.”

"Getting back to the subject of necromancy,” Winters prompted him.

"l wasjust getting to it," Merlin said. "One of the gravest injustices of history was the association of the
witch with something evil, with worship of the Devil. A witch does not worship desth, awitch worships
life. A witch does not destroy Nature, awitch reveresit. A witch does not worship evil, awitch shunsit,
because those who pursue the Craft believe in following the threefold path, which isto say that whatever
energy you direct outward, you receive the samein return, thregfold. Thiswould mean that if awitch
wereto cast some sort of evil spdl, she would receive three timesthe evil in return, and thiswould
obvioudy be sdlf-dedtructive. "

"It sounds rather like the Golden Rule," said Winters. "Do unto others as you would have others do unto
you."

"Precisdy,” Merlin said. A witch would never make a sacrifice of another living being, for that would
violate everything the witch believes. Necromancy means, literdly, the sorcery of deeth, and itisasmuch
aperversion of thaumaturgy, the art practiced by the witch and by the wizard, as Satanism isa perverson
of Chrigtianity. One of the chief tenets of the Chrigtian faith isthat lifeisto be revered, and the witch
believesthat, dso. To practice thaumaturgy isto seek power within onesdlf, in accordance with the
principles of Nature. To practice necromancy isto steal power from another living being, and in the
course of doing so, to rob that being of itslife force. To practice necromancy, in other words, isto
practice murder. | do not practice murder, nor do | condoneit, nor shal | alow it to occur, if itiswithin
my power to prevent it. "

These words, spoken with sincerity, were to return to haunt him, though at the time, | could never have
suspected it. Whether Merlin suspected it or not, | cannot say, but | can assert that to the best of my
knowledge, those words embodied his bdiefs, and no one knew Merlin better than |.

"So then you repudiate any association between sorcery, or thaumaturgy, and Devil worship, or black
magic,” Winters said, ' 'but there does seem to be a connection between the two, though you draw the
digtinction that in thaumaturgy, it isthe energy of the sorcerer in conjunction with natural forcesthat is
employed, whilein necromancy it isthe energy of another living being that is used, with the resultsbeing
fatd."



"That iscorrect,” sad Meflin.

"But isn't it essentialy the samething?* asked Winters. "No, alow meto rephrase that,” he added
quickly. "What | mean to say is, dramatic as the difference may be, from what you say, isn't the essentia
difference primarily one of gpproach? That is, isn't the power being employed essentialy the same, only
inthe case of thaumaturgy, it isbeing used ethically, whilein the case of necromancy, it isbeing used
unethicaly? It sounds, and you must excuse meif | misunderstood, asif that isthe only red difference.”

"l would say itisavery Sgnificant difference” Merlin said.

"Interms of the gpproach and of the outcome, yes, it most certainly is" said Winters, pressing his point,
"but in terms of the actual process involved, that isto say, magic, it'sredly the samething, isn't it?"

Merlin nodded. "I see what you are getting a," he said. "Y ou are trying to suggest that thereisno
essentia difference between thaumaturgy and necromancy, that both are magic, only inonecasg, itis
magic used for good, whilein the other it isused for evil. However, asde from that, magicismagic, is
that what you wish meto say?"'

"Well... I'm not attempting to put wordsin your mouth,” said Winters, "I'm merely trying to clarify the
meaiter inmy ownmind.”

"Then dlow meto help you,” Merlin said. ™Y ou are correct in your bas ¢ assumption that magic ismagic,
and that considered in that way, and only in that way, the essentid difference between thaumaturgy and
necromancy istheintent of the adept. However, it isnot as smple asthat, though even if it were, the
difference would il be quite significant. We may just as easly say that you have the power to grasp
something with your hands with considerable strength. Now, you could employ that strength to catch
someone about to fal from acliff, for example, and thereby save alife, or you could use that same
strength to strangle someone, thereby taking alife. The difference would be essentidly in the way you
chose to use your strength, and though the force itself would be the same, the difference would be most
sgnificant, wouldn't you say?'

Winters nodded. "WEell, yes, of course, | see your point. Magic isaforce, neither inherently good, nor
inherently evil. It'sthewill of the adept that determineswhat direction it will take."

"Consdered in such smpleterms, yes" said Merlin, "but as1've said before, it is not that smple. For one
thing, the spells one would employ in necromancy are very different from the onesemployedin
thaumaturgy, and you must redlize that we are not spesaking of sacrificing achicken or acat in some
nonsensical and ill-motivated rite. We are speaking of the redl thing. There once were necromancer's,
adepts who misused their powers, and they were very powerful adepts, indeed, though fortunately for the
world, their time has passed.”

"Perhaps," said Winters, "but the time for thaumaturgy had passed aswell. Y et now, here you are,
proposing to teach the art of thaumaturgy, and couldn't that mean that the time of the necromancer could
comeagain asaresult?’

"No, most definitely not,” said Merlin. "No one will be able to perform necromancy asaresult of anything
they learn from me. Aside from that, it would be far more difficult to perform necromancy man to
perform thaumaturgy, not only because of laws prohibiting the taking of life, but because the spells
themselves would be much more complicated and demanding, not to mention dangerous. The power that
can be obtained from a necromantic spell is considerable, but the power required to castitisaso
congderable, and would prove extremely taxing to the adept. It could easily provefatd. It isamost
destructive art, and one which would require a master sorcerer, amage.”



"Someone, say, with the same leve of ability asyoursdf?' asked Winters.
"Yes, | would say so, and it would be dangerous even for meto attempt it," Merlin said.
"So, men, speaking purely theoretically, of course, you could do it?!

"For meto even attempt aspell of necromancy, to even consider doing it, would be aviolation of
everything that | believe and hold sacred.”

"Granted,” Winters said, "but we were not speaking of whether you would do it or not, merely if you
could, if you had the capability. It was purely atheoretical question.”

"Then, speaking theoreticaly, yes, | suppose | could,” said Merlin. "But | most certainly would not.”

"Wl, then, if you could, which isnot to say you would, of course, then that would mean to imply that
you knew the necessary spells.”

Therewas nothing | could have doneto prevent it. It took aclever interviewer such as Robin Wintersto
accomplishit, but Merlin had findly falen victim to amediaambush. Heredlized it, of course, and |
suppose he could have attempted to wriggle out of it, but he'd been taken off guard after hours of friendly
chat and he was suddenly faced with an unenviable choice. He could deny he knew the spells, but then
that would leave the lingering question of why he had admitted he had the skill and capability to doit.
And Merlin, quick study that he was, had not yet learned the evasive reply of "No comment,” which
would have been just as damning, under the circumstances. For amoment, he said nothing, and hisface
remained in acompletely neutrd expression. Finaly, he gave an answer.

"Yes" hesaid, matter-of-factly, "I know the spdlls.”
" So then the time of the necromancer has not passed,” Winters said sgnificantly.

Therewere afew more questions, but | had little doubt as to how the actua broadcast of the interview
would end. It would conclude precisdaly on that note. Asthe crew was wrapping up, Winters approached
Merlin and held out his hand.

"Well, | think that was very good, indeed,” he said with satisfaction. "Undoubtedly, one of the best
interviews|'ve ever done," he added with classc understatement. It would become his most famous
interview, and perhgps the most celebrated interview of al time.

Merlin looked down at his outstretched hand, then took it. ™Y ou are avery clever man, Mr. Winters.
And avery deviousone."

"Well now, look, it was nothing persond..." Winters began, but Merlin shook his head.
"No, Mr. Winters, | am certain it was not."
"| trust therewon't be any hard fedings?' Winters said uneadly.

"Y ou mean you hope there won't be any persond repercussions,” Merlin replied wryly. Y ou may rest
easy on that score, Me Winters. | promiseto cast no spellsat you in revenge. Not even alittle one. That
would be unethical, asyou put it."

"Wadll... I'm certainly relieved to hear that," said Winters with a nervous chuckle. ™Y ou understand,
questions of that nature smply must be asked. | was merely doing my job asajourndist. I'm glad to see
you're being agood sport about it."



"A good sport,” said Merlin. He smiled. "Interesting expression. Good night, Mr. Winters. Have asafe
journey back to London."

| waited until they dl |eft, then | gave vent to my frugtration. "God, | knew it!" | said. "'l knew they'd be
laying for you and, sooner or later, one of them would trip you up. | just knew it! Damnit, | should have
seen it coming!” | went oninthat vain for awhile, until Merlin finaly stopped me.

"Never mind, Thomas," he said placatingly. "It was agood lesson for me. | had underestimated our
friend, Winters, and alowed my guard to dip. Rest assured, it shall not happen again. However, do not
be concerned. No harm's been done.”

"No harms been done?" | said. "Do you have any idea how many peoplewill see that program?
Despite everything you said during the interview, heleft it on anote that had you admitting you could do
black magic! The mediawill have afield day with that one! | can see the headlines now, 'Merlin Admits
to Necromancy!" 'Black Magic Possible, Says Sorcerer' That dy bastard's done usirreparable harm!”

"Did he?' Merlin said. "l wonder What wasit he said as he was leaving, that | was a'good sport'? Well,
perhaps we should enjoy abit of ‘good sport’ with Mr. Winters."

"Now wait aminute,” | said apprehengvely. "Y ou said you wouldn't do anything. Y ou promised.”

"l beg to differ Thomas," hereplied. "I never said that | would not do anything. 1 merely promised that |
would cast no spellsa Mr. Winters. As| recdl, | said nothing about histape.”

CHAPTER [/

The Robin Wintersinterview is now considered aclassic, and isawaysreferred to in any book or
documentary about Merlin asthe Sngle, most important event that brought him to the genera public. Billy
Martenswastotaly upstaged, despite the dramatic transformation he experienced. Though nothing quite
S0 spectacular had taken place during the Wintersinterview, it was the demonstration of practica uses
for thaumaturgy coupled with the sustained, in-depth discussion, broadcast over six successive nights
during peak viewing hours, that |eft its mark on people's minds.

Winterstimed it perfectly. Up to that point, there had been the spectacular appearance on the Martens
show, followed by agreat ded of news coverage, but the opportunity to do the first truly in-depth
interview had been seized by Winters at atime when the public interest was at its highest. It seemed
absolutely everyone had watched that program. The audience share was greater than at any other timein
history, except for one broadcast back in the late twentieth century, some sort of popular American serial
where someone named "J.R." was shot.

The generd public has never been aware of it till now, but thefact isthat Merlin had magically dtered the
videotape. | never did discover just how it was done, and whenever | asked him about it, he aways
smiled and replied, "With mirrors.” (1 assumed that was ajoke. He was absorbing popular culture likea
sponge, and from time to time, would come out with some surprising bit of contemporary humor, but for
al I know, he might well have used some sort of mirror spell.)

At the conclusion of the interview, the camera had been on Merlin while Winters asked the questions,
and later on, Winters was taped asking the questions again, so these shots could later be edited-in back
at the studio. Somehow, Merlin dtered the tape after dl thiswas done. When the conclusion of the
interview was broadcast, instead of the camera cutting back to Winters asking the leading question about
necromancy, it stayed on Merlin and he continued to speak about the benefits magic had to offer society,



and how, combined with judicious policies, it could bring us out of the Collapse.

The lesson was not lost on Robin Winters, nor on any of his colleaguesin the media. They al knew about
what happened, of course, through their own grapevine, but no one ever went public with it because, for
onething, they had no proof and, for another, | don't think any of them were eager to admit that Merlin
could so dramatically manipulate the media. It frightened them. They handled him with kid glovesfrom
that point on. Winters called the morning after the last segment of the program aired and | answered the
phone.

"WEell, | don't know how the old fox did it,” he said, "but he's made abeliever out of me. Y ou may tell
him that from now on, I'll be treading very softly around him."

"Y ou want to tell him yourself?" | asked.

"No, | don't think s0," he replied uneasily. "I'd rather you pass on the message. Frankly, he makes me
very nervous. More than nervous. To be honest, he scaresthe hell out of me.”

"l don't seewhy," | said. "Hes not an evil man, Mr. Winters. He meanswell. Hes only trying to help.”

"Perhaps,” said Winters. "But gtrictly between you and me, Maory, hasn't it occurred to you how
dangerous he could be?’

"Dangerous?’ | said.

"Y es. One man with al that power ... He can do just about anything he wants."
"He only wantsto start aschool,” | said.

"For now," said Winters. "Or at leadt, that's what he says.”

"Areyou implying that he has some sort of hidden agenda?' | asked defensively.

"I don't know," said Winters. "Frankly, | don't know what to think about him. | don't know if he's some
sort of incredibly gifted telekinetic, or if heredly isasorcerer, or for that matter; an dien from outer
gpace. Whatever in hdll heis, his powers are unquestionably genuine and quite unsettling. But if his
intentions are purely philanthropic, asyou claim, then why dter the tape? Why ishe afraid to have the
public know that heis capable of necromancy?

"Oh, comeon,” | said, "you know very well what that was dl about. Y ou tried to pull atypica journdistic
stunt to stir things up and create some controversy.”

"All right, perhaps | did," admitted Winters, "but that doesn't alter the truth of what | said. The bottom
line, Mdory, issmply this: whoever he may be, and whatever he may be, he doesn't want people to
know thetrue extent of his powers. One hasto wonder why. So far, things have gone pretty much his
way, but what happens when he receives some serious opposition?”

That nasty, nagging fedling of uneasiness had returned, and for thefirst time, | understood what it was. |
had no idea how to answer Winters, for | had never really considered what would happen if someone set
out to prevent Merlin from doing what he wanted. | had become so enthralled by him, so carried away
with my own enthusiasm, that | could not imagine why anyone would want to stop him. Y et, after that
brief conversation with Winters, | was awash in aflood of doubt and apprehension.

Merlin was, indeed, unique. Hewas afairy tale cometo life. But somefairy taes, | recaled, had certainly
contained their share of violence and horror. Winters had been right. Merlin had enough power to do



practicaly anything he wanted. Even given the most well-meaning matives, there were bound to be those
who would regard such power as athreat. Merlin could easily become either amessiah or amonster He
didn't seem to carefor either role, but the question was, would the world allow him any other choices?

Already, our lives had been turned completely upside down by Merlin's presence. We had no privacy a
al. Therewas acongant flow of visitors, and the telephone rang incessantly Fortunately, our home was
protected by the warding spell, and by our astonishing familiar, who drew as much interest as Merlin did,
himsdf.

Perhaps aweek or so after the warding spell was cast, our household received a curious addition. | had
no ideawhere Merlin found him, but one day he presented us with a Great Dane, a black hound
unusually large even for that monstrous breed.

"HisnameisVictor,” Merin said to us, "and from now on, he shdl be your familiar. Say hello, Victor."

| expected aloud bark and was absolutely flabbergasted when the huge beast cocked its massive head
and sad, "Hdlo. I'm very pleased to meet you."

"Oh, my God!" Jenny said, as| tried to pick my jaw up off thefloor. "It talks!"

"He taks" Merlin corrected her. "And you will find him very well-disciplined, and quite good with the
children. Victor's breed is very protective, and quite intelligent, aswell."

He made the formd introductions, and Victor quite politely offered his paw to each of usin turn. The girls
couldn't have been more ddlighted, and Victor formed an immediate bond with them. He was soon giving
them rides on his back, and he became very popular with dl the local children, who were soon pestering
their parentsfor adog just like him. Needlessto say, al our neighbors wanted Merlin to givethem a
familiar of their own, but Merlin politely declined dl their requests and offers of compensation, by saying
that if he were to create another one, everybody would want one, and it would only deplete his energy
and take time away from the work he had to do. He did promise, however, that once the school was
established, he would see what he could do about cresting afew more such familiars, and perhapsteach
his students to create them, aswell. In thisway, he gave many of the loca townspeople an added
incentive to help out with the schoal.

Today, thaumagenes can be purchased at any number of shops throughout the world, and the
thaumagenetic engineer adept hasraised the art of making magical beaststo new heights. Some are quite
sophisticated, indeed, hybrids of various types of animas, and some even began asinanimate
congtructions. However, Victor the Great Dane was the first, and my family found not only security, but
took great joy in his presence. Both my daughters are now grown, but Victor iswith me ill, and we are
growing old together. Heis no longer asfast or as strong as he once was—nor am |, for that matter—
but heisan old and loyal friend and companion, who aways beats me at chess.

With the security of Victor and the warding spell, we were spared the sort of lunatic behavior where
people might have come tramping through our yard and peeking through our windows, or tried to break
into our home to meet Merlin, or steal some memento, or do Lord knowswhat. For al | knew, some of
our visitors had come with precisdly such intentions, but the moment they came within the ward's sphere
of influence— which was strongest in the house itself, but al so extended across the yard and some
distance out into the street—they became very peaceful and docile, and were dways considerate and

polite.
| had ahard time believing that the smpleritua we had participated in had been responsiblefor this

invishble, protective auraaround our home. Certainly, it seemed impossible that | could have had anything
to do with it. However; while the ward, asthe spell was cdled, was undoubtedly effective and may have



eliminated any harmful intentions on the part of vigtors, it did nothing to cut down on their numbers. And
after the airing of the Wintersinterview, the Stuation grew much worse.

It got so that at almost any hour of the day or night, there was a crowd gathered in the street outside our
home, waiting patiently, expectantly, for Merlin to show himsdlf. It was positively eerie. They were
aways so quiet... waiting... watching... and whenever Merlin did come out, and he went out to speak
with them frequently, they would al surge forward, although quietly, and without any attempt to
overwhelm the efforts of our local constabulary to keep them in order

Not al of our locd police were professionas. There wasn't any money to pay for afully staffed police
department and the squad was heavily augmented by volunteers. There had been agreat dedl of concern
about the large numbers of people arriving to see Merlin every day and considerable anxiety about how
to control them. However, to theimmense rdlief of our constabulary, thisdid not prove to be much of a
problem.

"I've never seen anything likeit," said Chief Thorpe, looking out at the crowd as he sat astride his horse
one night. Like me, he had once been a cop serving with an urban strike force, and had survived more
than his share of street riots. He watched as the crowd pressed in to hear Merlin speak, without any
pushing or shoving or shouting. "1 don't know how he doesit, but | wishto hell | could learn thetrick.”

"Perhaps you can, Scott,” | said. "Maybe you should ask him."

"No, not me," the chief replied. "I'm an old man, Tom, and I'm not up to learning any new tricks, no pun
intended. | should imagine helll want young people for hisschool. Hell teach his magic to the new
generation. They'reinheriting this mess, they'll need al the bloody help that they can get. Oh, and
speaking of help, | had acal from New Scotland Y ard this morning, asking me to pass a message on to
you."

"Redlly? What's the message?'

"They'd like very much for you to comein and talk with them," said Thorpe.
"About Melin?'

"Well, they didn't say, pecificdly, but that would be the obviousinference.”
"Who was it who caled?’ | asked.

"Chief Ingpector Carmody."

"The old man, himsdlf?'

"None other The message was, and | quote, Tell Maory | would appreciate seeing him as soon as
possible. Say, nine o'clock tomorrow morning. Oh, and ask him to come done, will you? Unquote.”

"Alone?' | sad.
"Y es, he rather seemed to emphasize that part,” said Thorpe. "There anything | can do?"
"Y es, thanks. Keegp an eye on things for mewhile I'm gone," | said.

"Y ou know, you don't redlly have to go," Thorpe said. "Y ou've left the force, and I've neither awarrant
nor a subpoenafor you. | suppose you could refuse.”

"I don't think that would be avery good idea," | said.



"No, neither do 1," said Thorpe with asmile, "but | did think maybe | should mention it. Inform you of
your rightsand dl that.”

| grinned. "Thanks, Scott."

"Merely going through the motions," hereplied. "I'll keep an eye out while you're gone, though with His
Nibsaround, | shouldn't think you'd have any causeto worry."

"Just the same, I'll be glad to know you're looking out for things,” | said. "Thanks, Scott. I'll seeyou.”

| never saw him dive again. The next morning, as| wasvisting New Scotland Y ard, Scott Thorpe was
murdered.

| had met Chief Ingpector Carmody before, in the course of my duties with the Loo, but we were hardly
on afirst name basis. He had been my superior though not my immediate superior, that had been Captain
Blassingame, the commander of the L.U.A.D. | fully expected Carmody not to remember me, but in fact,
he did—or at least he acted asif he did—and he received me very cordialy, despite the way I'd left the
force. | had formaly submitted my resignation, but not until after I'd walked off the job, which certainly
wasn't cricket. If Carmody harbored any disapprova over that, he didn't show it.

He was not ayoung man. At thetime, | believe hewasin his early sixties, though one wouldn't know it to
look at him. He did not look aday over fifty, and he was quitefit, tall and dender, with only atouch of
gray around histemples. He was very much of the old school, whichisto say, aproper gentleman,
though every man and woman in the department knew how he could crack the whip.

| met himin his private office, but we were not aone. There were three other men present, two of whom
| did not know, but | immediately recognized the Prime Minister, whose presence certainly took me back
abit.

"Comein, Mr. Maory," said the chief inspector. "Y ou know the Prime Minigter, of course.”
"WEell, I've never actually had the pleasure,” | said. "It'san honor, Prime Minister”
"Niceto meet you, Mr. Maory," the Prime Minister said, shaking my hand. "Please, St down.”

| took the chair across from the chief inspector's desk, and the Prime Minister sat down behind the desk,
in Carmody's chain Carmody and the other two gentlemen remained standing. | felt like a suspect about
to be given the third degree.

"ThisisMt Chambers," the Prime Minister said, indicating one of them. Mr. Chambersisthe director of
our Security Service." Otherwise known asMIS, | thought. "And Mgor Fitzroy isour specid liaison
officer with the American intelligence community.” This meant he was our ambassador, of sorts, to the
CIA. It was going to be quite a meeting.

"Thisisabout Merlin, of course” | said.

The Prime Minigter smiled. "Consder thisa sort of briefing," he said. ™Y ou happen to bein aunique
position to provide us with some information concerning arather unusua Stuation. Chief Inspector?”

Carmody cleared histhroat. "I'll speak plainly, Malory," hesaid.' ‘Cut to the chase, asit were. Now, just
what in bloody hel isthisal about?

"Wadl, I'm not quite certain what you mean, gr," | said. "That is, with dl due respect, | assume you know
what it'sal about. It's certainly been given quite abit of coverage. Beyond that, I'm really not surewhat |



cantdl you."

"Thetruth, for onething,” Chambers said. "Who, exactly, isthis Merlin person? What's hisred name and
where did he come from? What's he after?'

| cleared my own throat. "Well, Sir, your presumption seems to be that there's been some sort of
deception involved, and | can assure you that is not the case. Hisred nameis, in fact, Merlin Ambrosius,
and he came from out of an oak tree in Sherwood Forest. Asto what he's after, he's been very
forthcoming about that. He wishesto start a school to train adeptsin the art of thaumaturgy, and thereby
bring magic back into the world.”

"Do you take usdl for fools, Maory?' said Mgor Fitzroy. "Thisisn't some chat show. We want some
draght answers.”

"I'm giving them to you to the best of my ability, Mgor," | replied. "And no, | most certainly do not take
you for foals. | take you for skeptics, which isunderstandable, | suppose, considering the circumstances.
However, | assureyou that I'm telling you the truth. If you don't believe me, ask Billy Martens. Or Robin
Winters, for that matter Or any of the hundreds of people who have encountered Merlin for themselves.”

"Weve aready spoken with both Martens and Winters," Carmody said. "And anumber of other people
have been questioned, aswell."

That meant they had conducted an investigation, and | gathered they hadn't been very satisfied with its
results.

"I will grant you that Martens seemsto believe that Merlin is exactly who he saysheis,” said Carmody.
"However, Mr. Winters seemsto have some reservations on that point.”

"Redlly?' | sid. "What did he sy?"

"He described what sounded like either avery sophisticated series of tricksor illusions,” Carmody said,
"or adramatic digplay of avery highly developed tel ekinetic ability. He said he could not speak to the
veracity of Merlin appearing from out of atree, or of hisbeing over two thousand years old, and you
must admit that part, at the very least, isabit difficult to credit.”

| nodded. "I can certainly see where you would fed that way, Sir | fdlt the sameway mysdlf, at first.
Nevertheless, | don't know what elseto tell you."

"Do you know for afact that he's two thousand years old?' said Chamberswryly. "I don't suppose you
could proveit. Or can you?' he added with asmirk.

"| suppose that would depend on what you would consider proof, sir,” | replied. "1 haven't seen hisbirth
certificate, if that'swhat you mean. | don't believe they had them in King Arthur'sday.”

"Y ou find thisamusing, Mdory?' Fitzroy said.

"Inanironic sort of way, yes, gr | do. | will tell you, frankly, that | cannot prove hisage. | will dso tell
you that nothing in British law requires meto do so, which I think you know aswell asl. If you have
some concerns about Merlin, why not address them to him directly?"

"Because for the moment, Maory, we are addressing them to you," Carmody said curtly. "It isour
presumption that you have come here at our request, to provide uswith someinformation asaloyal
citizen. We do not require lectures on the law, thank you very much. No one here is trespassing on your
rights, nor are you being accused of anything at this point.”



"Areyou planning to accuse me of something &t alater point?’ | asked.

Carmody pursed hislips and gave me adisgpproving look. No doubt, he was considering what he might
have done had | not left the department.

"We are smply attempting to determineif some sort of fraud is being perpetrated,” hereplied. "And if
not, we would like to determine exactly what is being perpetrated.”

"To the best of my knowledge, Chief Ingpector, nothing is being perpetrated, asyou put it. Merlin hasn't
broken any laws. | suppose, once he starts teaching, there may be some question about proper
certification or whatever. I'll fredly admit to ignorance on the requirements for that sort of thing. However,
to date, he certainly hasn't done anything wrong. Unless, of course, you consider changing Billy Martens
into an assaform of assault. Although, he did change him back. Whether or not that was for the best, I'll
leave you gentlemen to decide for yoursdves.”

The Prime Minister tried, not atogether successtully, to repressasmile. Fitzroy and Chambers did not
look very happy. | didn't think they had much of asense of humor. Carmody smply regarded me

thoughtfully.
"He's not being very cooperative, ishe?' Fitzroy said tersdy, with aglance at Carmodly.

"On the contrary, Mgor," | said. "I'm cooperating to the very best of my ability. You find it difficult to
believe I'm tdling you the truth. | can certainly understand that. It is difficult to believe. However, | would
venture to suggest that if you met Merlin for yourselves, you would most likely have dl your questions
answered.”

"Perhaps we should try another tack,” the Prime Minigter said. "Mr. Mdory, you apparently believe that
Merlinisexactly who he saysheis, and that he can, in fact, accomplish what he says he can, isthat
correct?’

"Correct, Prime Minister And, if | might add, | think that you believe that, too, at least to some degree.
Otherwise, you wouldn't be here.”

The Prime Minigter smiled. "Quite 0," he said. "Clearly, your friend, Me Ambrosius, is possessed of
remarkable abilities. Astonishing abilities. The question is, precisdly what isthe nature of those abilities?'

| shrugged. "It'smagic, ar.”

"Well, s0 you claim, and you obvioudy seem to bdieveit. | am not questioning your sincerity. However, |
do find abdlief in magic difficult to support.”

"l understand that, Sr. Which iswhy I've suggested that you meet with Merlin yoursef. | think then you'd
be convinced beyond any shadow of adoubt.”

"Quite possibly,” the Prime Minister said. "Me Ambrosius certainly seemsto possess extensve powers of
persuasion. Perhapsthat iswhy we are adl abit leery of confronting him directly. At least for the present.”

"Y ou think he's some sort of hypnotist?' | said. "Well, that thought also occurred to me, at first. But if he
is, then he's hypnotized not only large crowds, but the entire television audience, aswell. And somehow,
hel's managed to hypnotize inanimate cameras, too. How would you account for that?"

The Prime Minister nodded. "We don't know how to account for it," he said. "That's the entire point.
However, let us assume that what we are confronted with is not some paranormal, psychic talent, but
actud sorcery, asit isdepicted in the tales of the Brothers Grimm and Mr. Tolkien. That would leave us



with some rather difficult decisonsto make. And, frankly, at the moment, I'm at alossto explain just
what those decisions might be, and how we would go about making them. We thought, perhaps, you
might help shed some more light on the Situation.”

"I'd be happy to helpinany way | can, Prime Minigter.” | said. "But | can't force you to believe me,
However, assume, for the moment, that everything I'm telling you istrue. Just assume that, for the sake of
thediscusson.”

"All right," the Prime Minigter said. "Go on."

"What isthere to be concerned about? Merlin is proposing to start a school to train adepts. He is not
planning to charge any tuition, so there's no question of defrauding anyone. The entire ventureisto bea
nonprofit operation. We have aready recelved donations, al voluntary and perfectly aboveboard and
properly accounted for, and we've been offered the facilities of a public school in Loughborough that
closed down about five years ago and has been standing vacant ever since. Part of the space will be used
asdormitoriesfor the students, and the local citizens have volunteered their laborsto seeto it that these
dormitory rooms are properly refurbished to conform with health regulationsand al that sort of thing.

"We arein the process of setting up avoluntary organization, and our accounts and files will be open for
examination by the proper authorities a any time. True, we may be cutting through some bureaucratic red
tape, but considering the circumstances, and that most of these bureaucracies have either collapsed or
arein ahopeless gtate of limbo, we're doing the best we can to do everything properly. The whole thing
isbeing run onthelevel of acooperative. No oneistaking any sdaries, and no oneis making any profit.
However, society will profit as trained adepts provide athaumaturgical support base for our collapsed
technologica infrastructure and bankrupt economy. So, | ask you, wherésthe harm?'

"That's just what we're attempting to find out,” said Chambers.' 'Proceeding on the assumption that these
paranormal abilities of Merlin's can be taught to others successfully, then we need to consider just what
thesetrainees of his, for lack of abetter term, will do with those ahilities. We need to determineif this
would pose any danger to society. Me Winters clamsthat Merlin was actualy able to dter avideotape
recording. Now, if thisistrue, it demonstrates arather darming and totally unprecedented paranormal
tdent. If he can actudly psychicdly influence an €ectronic medium, then therés no tdlling what he might
be able to do with, say, computer data, for example. That would make him asignificant risk not only to
our security, but to the security of any government or private corporation.”

"Which would explain the CIA'sinterest, of course,” | said. "'l think I'm beginning to understand.”
"We were hoping you would," said Fitzroy.

"l wasgoingto add,” | said,, "that what | understand is that you gentlemen are being totdly paranoid, no
offense intended. Who gives adamn about classified computer files anymore, for God's sake? All the
bloody computers are down at least half the time because there's no power Corporations are going
bankrupt everywhere and governments are hanging on by little more than their fingernails. People are
gtarving and shooting each other in the streets! Everything's going to pieces and you're acting asif it's
busnessasusud!"

| shook my head with dishdlief. "Thisisn't about whether or not Merlin is genuine, or whether it'smagic
or somekind of psychic taent, it's about fear. Y ou're afraid of him, afraid that he poses some kind of
threat to you and to whatever remains of your precious power structure. Well, the fact isthat without
Merlin, whatever's | eft of the power structure is going to collgpse completely, dong with the rest of
society. Can't you seethat Merlin isn't the problem? He's the solution! He's not interested in raiding top
secret files or taking over the government, what little of it thereisleft, dl hewantsto dois teach! If



you're so concerned about him, then 1'm not the one you should be talking to. Y ou should be talking to
him."

"All ingood time, Mr. Mdory," the Prime Minigter replied. "However, | hope you'll understand why we
asked you heretoday. And why we asked you to come alone. Thisis, to say theleast, ahighly unusua
Stuation, and one which is being taken very serioudy. Otherwise, as you quite correctly pointed out, |
would not be here. There was no red reason for me to be present at this meeting, other than my own
curiogity. | wanted to meet you face to face, and | personally wanted to hear what you had to say. These
aredifficult times, very trying timesfor dl of us. Wewould dl liketo find someway out of thisgloba
disaster and, believe me, the finest mindsin the world have been grappling with the problem. So far, no
one has come up with aworkable solution. We are in adownward spiral, and there seemsto be no way
toreverseit.”

He hdd up hishand, forestdling my reply. "Please hear me out. This man whom you cal Merlin suddenly
gppears out of nowhere, claiming to be acharacter out of mythology, and however incredible hisclams
may seem, bolstering them are some undeniably impressive and seemingly miraculous abilities. Now, | am
not questioning your sincerity when you say you believe him to be exactly who he says heis, but then, as
you yoursdlf have said, you can understand our skepticism. Y ou asked me, amoment ago, to assume
that you were telling the truth, and that Merlin was exactly who he clamsto be. Now, let me ask you,
purdy for the sake of discussion, asyou put it, to assume that is not case. Given that assumption, where
doesthat lead us?

"It leads usto suppose that this person, caling himself Merlin, isether the cleverest illusionist that anyone
has ever seen, or that he possesses astonishing paranormal abilities on a scale that no one has ever seen
before. That, given all the evidence, happens to be the prevailing opinion among the experts.”

"What experts?" | asked.

"That is not important for the sake of thisdiscussion,” the Prime Minigter replied. "Thefact is, we have a
man with miraculous abilitiesand agreat dedl of charisma, aswell asaconsderable taent for
self-promotion, whom no one has ever met or heard of before. No record of his existence can be found
anywhere. He gppearsfully cgpable of doing thingsthat are scientificaly impossble. In aremarkably
short time, he has captured the imagination of the public al over theworld and his self-appointed task, if
we areto take him at hisword, is nothing short of messianic. Surely, you could see where thiswould be
cause for some serious concern.”

| Sghed heavily. "I can't takeissue with asingle thing you've said, Prime Minigter | told you, | can fully
understand the way you fedl. Y ou think there's some other explanation man the one I've given you, that
Merlinisn't redly Merlin, that he's some sort of gifted charlatan who happens to possess unprecedented
psychic powers, such astelekiness, and that one of those powers seemsto be a hypnotic ability to
charm people and make believers out of them. If that isyour position, then | don't know what to say to
you, because the obvious inference would be that he's used that ability on me, and my testimony,
therefore, isunrdiable. If that's what you redlly think, then inviting me to come here was absolutely
pointless”

| may have said something el'se, | no longer remember clearly, because what happened next was so
vividly shocking. | came to an abrupt hat at about that moment, because suddenly | couldn't see them
any longer. In aflash, | wasno longer in Carmody's office, but standing outside my own home.

Atleadt, | think | was standing, but | don't have any memory of that sensation. All | know isthat |
seemed to have been somehow transported back to Loughborough, though | knew | wasn't physically
there. | was seeing avision, and the hdlucination, if it can be called that, was so starkly redl that | became



totaly disoriented for atime.

The street outside my home was a scene of pandemonium. | could hear screaming and shouting, and |
saw people running in dl directions, and there was a sudden pain in my shoulder that wasimmediately
familiar, because | had been shot before.

"Mdory? What the devil.... Malory!"
Just as abruptly, the vison faded and | was back in Carmody's office, dumped over in the chair
"Mdory!" Carmody was bending over me. "Areyou dl right? What'swrong?"

| shook my head and blinked several times, then after amoment, during which they stared at me with
some concern, | got up and started for the door

"Mdory, wait!" Fitzroy grabbed me by the arm. "Where the hell do you think you're going?'
"I haveto go," | said, shaking him off. "Merlin'sjust been shot.”

| didn't know how | knew that it was Merlin who'd been shot, | smply knew. There had been nothing in
that brief vison to cluemein. It ssemed that it had only lasted perhaps a second or two; | had no way of
telling what the duration of the experience had been. For al | know, it could have lasted severa minutes,
or merely afraction of asecond. However, | can dill recall having the distinct sensation not of being
shot, but of having been shot, and if | hadn't been wounded a number of times before, so that the feeling
was dl too unpleasantly familiar, | may well not have known what it was.

Thereisagreat deal more knowledge about this sort of phenomenon today. It isknown as " projection,”
and it most often occurs between people who have established some sort of bond, though it can aso
occur between perfect strangers. Before it was better understood, it was usually a spontaneous
occurrence, meaning one that took place without any volitiona intent on the part either of the projector or
the receiver. These days, however, atrained adept can do it conscioudy, sdlecting not only the receiver
and the method of projection, but exercising complete control over it, aswell.

Most common, of course, is"adtra projection,” in which the image of the projector is manifested to the
receiver, gppearing quite solid and often capable of communicating. Thisisthe method most frequently
chosen by the trained adept wishing to project to someone. Less common isthe sort of projection |
received, in which thereisaperiod of shared consciousness. Thisis known as"sensory projection,” and
unlessit isbeing conscioudy directed by an adept, its duration isnormdly quite brief. Indeed, these days
it occurs most frequently with warlocks, and most of the time, they are unaware of what they're doing.

Asbeginners, they are only starting to get their magica "sealegs,”" and often their intuitive abilities sart to
deveop before they've learned how to exercise control over them. Consequently, the relatives and
intimates of warlocks frequently find themsalves suddenly plunged into a brief, sensory, shared
consciousness, sometimes with rather amusing results. For example, | knew of one case of involuntary
sensory projection involving ayoung femae warlock that wound up causing her consderable
embarrassment.

Theterm "warlock," incidentally, now commonly used to refer to adeptsin training, was once used to
describe amae witch. Aswith many dang expressions, its origin as amodern, non-gender-specific term
to describe students of thaumaturgy isunclear. Merlin himself didiked it, explaining that its originsin Old
English were with theword "waerloga,” which meant "oathbreaker," and that the word "witch,"
derived from the Old English "wicce," which meant "to bend", more proper and non-gender-specific to
begin with. The negative connotations of those words can be directly traced to early Chrigtianity, which



was intolerant of pagan beliefs and customs. Thus, "wicce" became, intime, "wicked."

In any case, so much for linguistics. Thisyoung female warlock possessed a strong latent talent for
projection and, unknown to her, her thaumaturgic training had triggered it, so that she became capable of
unconscioudy projecting at moments of pesk sensory experience. In other words, she developed the
subconscious ability to project while she was making love with her fiance. Unfortunately for her, the
receiver turned out to be her mother with whom she had a very close bond, and the poor woman
suddenly found hersdf experiencing the physical sensations of her daughter'slovemaking. Eventudly, the
whole thing was sorted out, but not without some awkwardness, and the mother was never again ableto
face her daughter's hushand without blushing.

The point of the preceding digresson isthat while projection isafar more common thing today and much
better understood, it wasn't S0 in those days, and | had never experienced anything like it before. My
initia response was shock, then abrief period of disorientation, during which Carmody apparently
thought | had fallenill or something, and then resolve was galvanized asthe redization sank in that Merlin
had been shot. It did not even occur to me to question what had happened until | was on thetrain to

L oughborough.

| felt riddled with anxiety, and | began to have doubts about my initial response. When it happened, it
was dmogt ingtinctive. Something was wrong at home; Merlin had been shot; possibly my wifeand
daughterswere in danger, and the knee-jerk reaction was to rush home as quickly as possible. However,
onthetrain, | had sometimeto think, and having never experienced projection before, | had no frame of
referencefor it.

| began to question whether the whole thing had merdly been afigment of my imagination, some sort of
brief, paranoid delusion brought on by the questioning | had been subjected to, an emotiona responseto
aperceived threat. | would dmost get to the point where | had rationdized it all away as some kind of
temporary aberration, and then I'd swing the other way, as| considered the fact that 1'd never had such
an experience prior to meeting Merlin and that it was undoubtedly hisway of communicating withmeat a
moment of great stress. | kept vacillating back and forth, not knowing what the hell to think, so that by
thetimethetrain pulled in to the station (mercifully, without any breskdowns for achange), | was worked
up into quite agtate. | ran al theway home, and as| turned down our street, | knew with asinking
feding that it had not been my imagination a al.

There was a paramedic van parked in front of our home, and | saw severa members of our largely
volunteer police force on horseback, keeping back acrowd of curious onlookers. Unlesswhat had
happened to me back in Carmody's office had been a precognitive experience, then a significant amount
of time had eapsed. Why was the ambulance till there? Was Merlin in there, fighting for hislife? Or;
worse yet, was it one or more members of my family? With amounting sense of dread, | rushed up, out
of breath, and pushed my way through the crowd. One of the officersinterposed his mount between me
and my front door.

"Hold on, there... oh, Mr. Madory. It'syou.”

"What happened?' | managed to get out, between gasps for breath.
"There's been sometrouble," he said. " Someone shot at Merlin.”
"Ishedl right?'

"I think s0, but one of the bullets struck Chief Thorpe and killed him."
"Oh, no!" | said. "What about my family?"



"They'redl right. They were dl safely insde when the gunfire broke out.”
"Thank God. Who did it?'

"No idea. We haven't established the gunman'sidentity yet. But he's dead. Carr got him. They've taken
the body away."

| thanked him and hurried insde, where| found Merlin sitting on the couch, leaning back, his robe cut
away from his shoulder. He was arguing with the doctor. Severa police officers were present, both
volunteer auxiliary and a couple of our permanent, full-time officers. Jenny came rushing up to me.

"Oh, Tom, it wasawful!"

"Thank God you'redl right," | said, hugging her to me. "Where are the girls?'
"Intheir room with Victor. They're quite upset, of course, but they're unharmed.”
"Thomasl Thereyou are, a last!" said Merlin. " Get thisfool away from me!™

"Mr. Ambrosius, please,” the doctor said. "If you won't alow meto treat your wound, there could be a
danger of infection and further complications.”

"The only complication I'm concerned about is you," said Merlinirately. He turned to me. "Look what
thisidiot did! He ruined my robe!”

The doctor turned to me in exasperation. "Will you please talk some senseinto him?' hesaid. "The
bullet's «ill lodged in there and he won't let metreat him."

"I'll giveyou atrestment,” Merlin said, glaring a him.

"Takeit easy,” | told him. "Y ou've been shot, for God's sake. The man's adoctor. HE's only trying to
hdp."

"l don't require any help,” said Merlin.

"L ook, you're being stubborn and unreasonable,” the doctor told him. "That's bullet's not going to come
out by itsdf."

"Isthat 07" said Merlin. "Thomeas, if you will kindly restrain this overly zealous Samaritan, then perhaps
he might learn something.” He turned to the doctor. "Observe."

Hetook a deep breath and closed his eyes. His brow furrowed in concentration and, amoment later, the
skin over the wound began to twitch, asif with amuscular spasm.

"Damn," the doctor said, starting forward. "He's started bleeding again.”

"Wait," | said, holding him back. Some clotted blood exited the wound, followed by afresh red flow that
trickled down his chest, and then, as the area over the wound throbbed visibly, we saw the bullet
emerge.

"Good Lord!" exclaimed one of the officers. "Will you look &t hat!"
"Wel, I'll be..." the doctor shook his head in amazement. "I've never seen anything likethat in al my lifel™

Aswe watched, the blood flow ceased and the wound began to close before our very eyes.



"It'sincredible!" the doctor said. "Human tissue can't possibly hed that fast!”
"Perhaps not through traditiona forms of heding,” | said. "Thisis something else entirely."

Merlin sighed heavily and opened hiseyes. "There. Satisfied?" he said. He sounded weary and he looked
extremely tired. Not surprising, considering held been shot, but clearly, expelling the bullet and hedling his
own wound had taken alot out of him.

"They never covered anything like thisin medica schoal,” the doctor said. He started to bend down
toward Merlin, then hesitated. "Please.... May 17 Do you mind?"

"Go ahead and look," said Merlin with an air of resignation.

The doctor drew closer and peered at the wound, which had closed completely, though the skin around
it was dtill bloody and abit raw. He probed, gently. "Doesthat hurt?"

Merlin winced. "Yes, of courseit hurts, you dolt! Are you finished, or do you now wish to perform an
augury’?”

The doctor straightened up and stared at him. "If you can teach me how to do that in that school of
yours, I'll befirgtin lineto sign up, and the medical establishment be damned.”

"Indeed?' said Merlin. "Come see me again, then, and we shall discussit. For the present, there are more
pressing matters of concern." He turned to me and Jenny. "Thomeas, | must humbly beg your forgiveness."

"For what?' | said.

"For exposing your family to danger” hereplied. "It wasinexcusable. | had foolishly failed to consder that
your modem weapons can reach out from beyond the ward's protective influence. It was stupid of me,
and | am aghast to think that one of them could have been struck down instead of me. Can you forgive
me?'

"It wasn't your fault,” | said.

"Oh, yes, it was," heingsted. "But for my presence here, this would not have happened. And that gal lant
man who waskilled...."

"Scott Thorpe," | said, with aguilty feding, for in the past few moments, | had completely forgotten about
him.

"Yes, Thorpe" said Merlin. "He bravely interposed himself between the assailant and mysdlf, and took
the mortal blow that had been meant for me. A most chivarous and gdlantly unselfish deed. And it cost
him hislife. Would that | could restore him as| have hedled mysdlf, but regrettably, that power is beyond
r],E.ll

"Hewasacop," | said. "And adamned good one. He knew the risks."
Merlingghed. "l owe him my life. Did he have afamily?’

"A wife" | said. "He had two sons, but they were both grown. One waswith the army. Hewaskilled in
theriotsat Coventry severd years ago. The other isapolice officer in London.”

Merlin nodded. "Then at least | have not deprived young children of afather. But | have deprived awife
of her husband.”



"You haven't deprived anyone of anything,” Jenny said. "There's no reason for you to fed responsible.
Y ou weren't the one who pulled the trigger.”

"No," sad Merlin grimly," 'but if not for me, he would not have been there. | shdl have to take stepsto
make certain such athing does not happen again.”

"You'd best leave that to us, Sir," Lieutenant William Carr said. With the death of Thorpe, he wasnow in
command of theforce. "It'sthe sort of thing weretrained to do. I'll take that bullet now, if you don't
mind."

"Why?What do you want with it?" asked Merlin.

"WEéll send it to the balistics|ab in London, where they have away of examining it that will enable them
to match it to the wegpon it was fired from.”

"What use would that be?' Merlin asked. "The assallant hasbeen dan.”

"Well, ther€lll haveto be afull report,” said Carr, "especialy since you've become so well-known. Wed
better follow procedure al the way on this one. Go by the numbers, match the bullet to the gun, then try
to use the gun to trace the perpetrator, because he wasn't carrying any identification. We have no idea
who hewas."

Merlin grunted. "It sounds quite pointlessto me. | can tell you about the man who shot me and murdered
Chief Thorpe.”

"You can?' sad Car. "How?'

"| assumethat to load this projectile in the weapon it wasfired from, it was necessary for him to handleiit.
That means he will haveimpressed hisenergiesuponit.”

"What if hewore gloves?' | asked.

"If hewore gloves, that would weaken theimpression, but it would gtill be there for meto detect,” said
Melin.

"Y ou mean the way psychics can hold an item of amissing person's clothing and deduce things from it?"
Carr asked.

"The principleisthe same," said Merlin. "As| have said before, there has been evidence of magic in your
society dl dong. Y ou have smply chosento call it something ese. | will be dbleto tel you something
about the killer from theimpressions on this bullet, but | could aso work adivination spell, only that
would require sometime and | would need to be more fully rested. However, let us see what we can
learn from this bullet for the present.”

Hepicked it up and held it in hishand for amoment.

"Our man was very angry,” he said. "More than angry, he was outraged. | appear to have been the focus
of hisoutrage, which would explain, of course, why hetried to kill me. Hewas a Chrigtian, but hisfaith
was likeamania He was consumed by it. Theimpression is extremely strong.”

"A religiousfanatic,” Carr sad.
| shushed him.

"Thiswas not aman who attended church,” Merlin continued. He frowned. "That seems peculiar. Why?



Ah, | see. He believed that he had compromised hisfaith. He felt himsdf to be unworthy, asinner. He
was baptized in the Catholic faith, but he had strayed fromiit. | sense pain, and great fedings of guilt. He
had killed before. Soldiers. British soldiers. He saw them as oppressors. He killed them with devices he
constructed, devicesthat explode.”

"Oh, bloody hell," said Care"A Provo."
Merlin opened hiseyes. "A what?'

"Hemeansthel.RA." | sad. "Provisond Army of the Irish Republic. A terrorigt, in other words,
athough they see themselves as freedom fighters. I1t's been going on for generations. To them, the
Collapseisnot atragedy, it's an opportunity. There are fewer of them than there used to be, but they've
been particularly active here doing theriots. But | don't understand why he'd go after you. Y ou have
nothing to do with the British government.”

Merlin dlutched thebullet in hisfist.

"Thisman wastorn,” hesaid. "Hefelt he had to kill asaduty to his country, but that in killing, he had
offended God. He spent long hoursin private anger, attempting to atone for hissins. Killing mewasto be
apart of hisatonement. He saw me as aservant of the Devil, and in killing me, he believed he was doing
God'swork."

"A madman," Car sad.

"Yes," sad Merlin. "He had been driven mad by hisinner turmoil over what he had donein the past.
Some innocent people had died asaresult of his actions, and among them were small children. He could
not justify that to himself. He was tormented. He was careless of his health and his appearance. He
constantly smoked cigarettes and drank to excess. He felt he had been forced to steal to meet his needs,
and he sought to place the blame for that on others, yet he could not escape hisfedings of responsbility
and guilt. His nose had been broken and had not hedled properly. He had difficulty breething through it.
Histeeth were bad, and were causing him considerable pain, but it was nothing to the pain his spirit felt.
He bdieved that killing me would be away of washing clean his other sins, and he was desperate to do
0."

Merlin opened his hand and dropped the bullet on the coffee table. He Sighed heavily. "Killing thisman
wasonly merciful,” hesaid. "In away, he was dready dead.”

Carr whistled softly through histeeth. ™Y ou could tell al that just from holding the bullet?*

"If you come back in the morning, perhaps| shall be ableto tell you more,” said Merlin.' '‘But | fail to see
thepoint init." Hetook adeep breath. "I am weary. | shall ask your pardon, but I must rest now." He
leaned back againgt the cushions and closed hiseyes. A second later, he wasfast adeep.

Carr glanced a me, then with amovement of hishead, indicated that he would like to speak with mein
private.

"He'sredly something, isn't he?' said Carr as we stood on the steps outside.
| nodded. "That's putting it mildly."

Carr took adeep breath and stared off into the distance for amoment. He shook hishead. "I haveto go
see Anne Thorpe and break the newsto her, though | suspect she's heard by now, poor woman. | can
detail some more men to watch your place, but frankly, Tom, I'm in over my head. | haven't got enough
peopleto ded with this sort of thing." He looked out at the crowd, which his officers had failed to



disperse.

"l know," | said.

"I'll need to send for help from London."

| nodded again, waiting for him to get to hispoint. | had afeding | knew what it was going to be.

"Look, Tom, | don't haveto tell you how things are. Y ou understand my position. | think this sort of thing
isjust thetip of theiceberg. Merlin's going to be amagnet for every lunatic and religious fanatic out there.
Our resources are strained past the breaking point asit is. And you have your family to consider™

"Areyou asking meto get rid of him, Bill?"

Carr sghed. "Look, Tom, | can't tell you how to live your life, and | wouldn't presume to do so. But you
brought your family out here from London so they could be safe from just this sort of thing. And I'll be
honest with you, | can't guarantee their protection.”

"l think Merlincan,” | said.
"For God's sake, Tom, he's just been shot! He can't even guarantee his own protection.”

"He's never been exposed to modem fireearms before," | said. "He was taken by surprise. Hell know
what to expect now. He's probably the best thing that's happened to thistown, Bill, and you know it.
He's our one best hope to get out of this mess, and you want meto tell him to leave?"

"No, of course not. | couldn't ask you to do that, and | wouldn't. But | do think it would bein everyone's
best interest not to have himin your home. Look, you've been offered the use of the old school out on
the main road. It's Stuated on the outskirts of town, well awvay from any other buildings, and with abit of
work, it could be made quite livable. Y ou're going to be converting some of the space to dormitories for
the students, anyway. Why not smply move himin there? Y ou're overburdened asit is. It hasto be
disrupting your family's homelife. And, to be quite honest, while your neighbors are supportive, some of
them are understandably concerned.”

| could not deny hislogic. Everything he said made sense. He wasn't the only onein over hishead. Ever
since Merlin had sarted to receive publicity, there had been atremendous influx of people arriving in

L oughborough, and most of them headed straight for our home, asif on some sort of pilgrimage. Our
locd authorities and resources, such asthey were, sSmply were not up to the task.

Many of our neighbors, as caught up in their enthusiasm over Merlin aswasl|, had volunteered their help
and, for many of them, it had become an dmost full-timejob. We needed more organization. We
needed an organization, something formally defined and structured, to dedl with al the problems. Allan
Stewart had aready been pressing me on this matter, but | had kept putting him off, largely because|
hadn't wanted to think about it. It was al getting to be too much for me, and I smply hadn't wanted to
ded withit.

| was not being redigtic. | had cometo have avery proprietary fegling about Merlin. / had discovered
him, therefore, hewas"mine." | had assumed the de facto role of hismanager and | did not want to
relinquish it. That was not only impractical, it was absurd. | certainly wasn't doing ether of usany favors.
Merlin had asked meto advise him, not control him, and subconscioudly, | suppose, that was exactly
what | had tried to do. | had even lashed out at the Prime Minister like some overprotective mother, and
that was hardly productive to our cause. Carr's words to me, and what had happened to prompt them,
were like adash of cold water in my face.



"You'reright, of course," | told him. "The whole thing has gotten out of hand. | just hadn't wanted to
admit it, | suppose.”

"Wadl, you've been a the center of it dl," said Carr sympatheticdly. "Y ou've hardly had a chance to think
about it very clearly. But something must be done. Merlin's abilities are unquestionably unique, but not
even he can handle al thisby himself. And you certainly can't do it done, either. Y ou need to get the
government involved.”

A part of me realized that Can was absolutely right, and another part of merebelled at theidea,
especidly after my less man productive meeting at Carmody's office.

These days, with Merlin accepted as a sorcerer, the founding father of the Second Thaumaturgic Age,
and an honored and respected educator, it may seem difficult for readers who have grown up with this
redlity to understand how he was regarded then. Among many people, there was a natural tendency
toward belief, partly asaresult of what they'd seen and heard on television and partly out of abasic
desire to believe. Higtorically, at times of great stress, uncertainty, and hardship, there has aways been a
risein spiritudity. People need hope. They need to believe in something.

Those who met Merlin dways came away from the experience convinced that he was genuine, and many
other people were convinced as aresult of the media coverage and their own predispositions. However,
asgnificant number remained not only skeptica, but hogtile, convinced by their own firmly held beliefs
that magic could not possibly exist, no matter how it was defined, and Merlin took greet painsto
disassociate magic fromitstraditiond, supernatural and mythologica portrayds. Infact, he gradudly
darted to avoid using theword "magic,” in favor of "thaumaturgy,” which was an astute and perceptive
decison on hispart.

"Thaumaturgy" sounded more modern and scientific, much asthe words "psychic" and "paranormd*
sounded more plausible than "medium™ and "occult.” And one of the chief difficultieswe had inthe
beginning was the firm oppostion of the scientific establishment, whose opinions were understandably
given agresat deal of weight, especialy by the government. While did redlize we needed help, the last
thing | wanted was to have the government involved.

| envisioned us becoming sidetracked as Merlin was co-opted and made the center of some sort of
massive research effort, first to determine the vdidity of hisclamsand then, when that vaidity was
demondtrated, to conduct ascientific study of them. | could certainly see the need for that, but even
greater was the need for training adepts and spreading the knowledge of thaumaturgy if we wereto find
our way out of the Collgpse. | did not think Merlin would have much patience with anyone trying to
forestal hiseffortsin that regard. | couldn't see him acquiescing to the role of laboratory guineapig.

| made adecision which, in retrogpect, | ill think was agood one, though it wasto have unfavorable
repercussionsin the short term. | decided that to the extent the government wished to provide help, it
would be gratefully accepted, but that | would resst any effort on their part in determining what we were
to do. | would advise Merlin of my fedings, and the final decison would be his, but | had little doubt he
would agree with me.

Carr's advice about the school, however, was quite sound. It would have to be more than just aschoal; it
would have to become aresidence for Merlin and a headquarters for an organization to support our
efforts. If my home was not to be congtantly besieged, and if my family wasto have any peace at dl,
Merlin would haveto leave. | hated the thought of telling him that, but asit turned out, he anticipated me.
After he had rested, hisfirst words to me echoed my own thoughts on the subject.

"l can stay no longer, Thomas," he said. "I have imposed upon you and your family long enough, and my



continued presence here will not only make things more difficult for them, it will expose them to danger,
aswdl. It'stime| had aresidence of my own."

CHAPTER 8

For the next month or so, we were occupied with transforming the old, ivy-covered, red brick school
building into the Internationa Center for Thaumaturgica Studies. The name was decided upon by an ad
hoc committee of Merlin, Allan and Elizabeth Stew art, Bill Carr, Warren and Linda Masterson, our
neighbors from across the street, Roger and Roberta Truesdale, who had aso been part of the parental
delegation who came to see us, my wife Jenny and myself, and afew others. | no longer recdl the names
of everyoneinvolved, asit was very much an impromptu sort of thing decided over lunch one day. Our
group, at that point, was still very fluid and informal, with people regularly dropping in and out, depending
on the demands of their own lives.

| had originaly suggested calling it the Ambrosius School of Thaumaturgy, but Merlin modesily declined
having his name formally associated with it. He pointed out that everyone would know he wasthe
founder, anyway, and it would be just aswell to smply cal it the School of Thaumaturgy. Jenny
suggested that College of Thaumaturgy had anicer ringtoit, and | think it was Stewart who suggested
Internationa College of Thaumaturgy, as we would hope, eventudly, to draw studentsfrom dl over the
world. | don't recall exactly how we arrived at International Center for Thaumaturgical Studies, but after
tossing some ideas back and forth, that was the name wefinaly settled on.

Theinitids|.C.T.S. sounded properly impressive and rather corporate, and Bill Carr jokingly suggested
that they would look good on a swesatshirt. We kept the same name for our administrative group and,
today, what began asasmall band of friends and neighborsis now the vast organization known as1.T.C.,
the Internationa Thaumaturgicad Commission, which administrates the Bureaus of Thaumaturgy in every
nation, aswell asevery College of Sorcerersat every university throughout the world. | have not been
actively involved for many years now, and today | would not even come close to meeting the necessary
qudifications, though | till proudly hold a position as an honorary member of the board.

The renovation was afascinating project, with many members of the community pitching in, and as many
came to watch the show as came to work. And what ashow it was! Everywhere, people were bustling
about, knocking down walls, ingaling plumbing and kitchen appliances, tiling floors and patching cellings,
rewiring eectricd circuitsand putting in new window glass, hammering and sawing. All around them,
toolswould beworking at various tasks dl by themsdves, with no human handsto wield them, often
working in conjunction with people who wereinitialy quite unsettled by the process, but soon took to it
with sheer delight.

Here aman would be steadying aboard while acircular saw, unconnected to any source of power;
madethe cutsdl by itsdlf. And there someone would be holding anail whileahammer floating in midair
droveit in with no human hand to guideit. Buckets of paint and dry wall compound would come floating
in through open windows and set themselves down obligingly wherever they were needed. Paintbrushes,
trowels, putty knives, and spreaders would flit about like hummingbirds, doing the work al by
themselves. Boards, boxes of nails, tubs of pipe joint compound, and spools of insulated cable seemed to
devel op sentience, responding to the spoken commands of the work force. It was like an animated
cartoon cometo life.

All thisdramatic and delightful sorcery was directed by awizard dressed inaplaid flannd shirt, lace-up
work boots, and blue denim overdls, with abig, floppy, leather hat someone had given him. While Merlin
did no actud physicd work himsdlf, the effort required to maintain so many spells at onetimetook itstoll



and left him exhausted. At the end of each day, hewould eat atruly prodigious medl, enough to feed at
least hdf adozen starving lumberjacks, then fall into a deep deep until the next morning, when hewould
doitdl agan.

At one such med, | saw him devour six whole chickens, about ten generous servings of vegetables, at
least twenty boiled potatoes, and five gallons of milk, al without so much asabelch. Then, inthe
morning, he would have a breakfast of about thirty scrambled eggs, severa dozen sausages, an entire | oaf
of bread, a hegping mound of hash-browned potatoes, and enough teaand juice to float a battleship.

People came early and brought food, and a crowd would gather just to watch him eat. He didn't mind a
bit. He said he enjoyed having company for breakfast, and held court throughout each meal, keeping up
asteady stream of entertaining conversation, usudly with hismouth full, as he regaed the community with
gories of King Arthur and hisknights. The true stories, | should say, which were somewhat & variance
with the legends and were highly in demand.

"What about Sir Lancd ot, Professor?' someone in the crowd would ask.

Even then, we were calling him "Professor," the form of address now most commonly associated with
him. In later years, he was to receive anumber of honorary doctorate degrees, and he eventualy
accepted the post of Dean of the College of Sorcerers at Cambridge, Massachusetts, yet hardly anyone
ever caled him Doctor. It was dways Professor Ambrosius. In fact, it was atitle he chose for himsdlf. At
one point, soon after we began working on the school, the question of histide came up in conversation
over dinner one night. | don't recall who brought it up, but the question was should histitle be Dean, or
Presdent, or Chancellor?

"What titleis normally used for those who teach?' held asked.

Anditwas| who sad, "Well, in universities, it's either Doctor, if they possess adoctoral degree, or it's
Professor”

"Professor,” he had said, asif trying it on for size. "Professor. One who professes knowledge. Yes, | like
that. It has an honorable sound. Professor Ambrosius will suit mejust fine.”

From that point on, we al started calling him Professor, and everyone else smply picked it up. And he
wasright. It fit him perfectly.

"So you want to know about Lancelot?' heldd say, as he started cutting up his fourteenth sausage. "Very
well, what isit you wish to know?"

"Isit true he was the best and bravest of dl the Knights of the Round Table?"

"Ah. Wdl, to begin with, there never was any Round Table. It was rectangular, and made of oak, very
crude and plain, much like an old picnic table, in fact, right down to the antsthat crawled upon it. Antson
the table top, carrying off crumbs; hunting dogs beneeth it, wolfing down the scraps that were thrown
down to them or smply dropped by the inebriated knights. And there was none of this romantic
nonsense | have seen ontdlevison, ether”

With all the attention being paid to Merlin by the media, it was only natura, | suppose, for every film
production ever made of the Arthurian myth to be dusted off and broadcast on the telly. He watched
them dll, and laughed himsdlf silly.

"There was none of this Sitting round the table, resplendent in their chain mail and baldrics and surcoats
emblazoned with their crests, shields hung upon ornate chairs, swords placed on the table top before



them, pointing inward.... Baderdash. It was nothing like that at all. What you had was a bunch of loud
and unkempt, ill-mannered louts, Sitting on benches a along oak table, esating with their fingers, breaking
wind and belching and throwing food at one another And there was none of thisdignified 'My Lord this
and My Liegethat' business. It was more like, 'Arthur, you bleeding old sod, more mead, damn your
eyed’ All save Lancelot, who never uttered asingle word throughout the meal, and med swere the only
time they ever dl sat down together at atable, regardless of its shape.

"Lancewould sit hunched over hisplate likeawild anima protecting itskill. Unlike the others, who
would hack off achunk of venison and placeit on their plates—or somewherein the generd vicinity of
their plates—tear at it with ther fingers, wolf it down and grab some more, Lance would fill his plate but
once, and he ate dowly, in aplacid, bovine manner, his narrow eyes darting to the left and right to make
certain none of the otherstook anything from his plate. No one ever did, of course, a least not after the
first time, when Kay speared achunk of bread off his plate and Lance beat him sensdlesswith aleg of
mutton.

"Asto being the best and bravest," Merlin would continue, ' 'l suppose that would depend on your
perspective. If by being the best, you mean the handsomest and courtliest, then no, for Lancelot was
neither And if by being the bravest, you mean aman who had no fear, then no again, for Lance had fears
that reduced him to amewling infant, only not the sort of fearsthat you might think. He feared no man,
that much istrue, and he dearly loved afight. None could match him for his prowess with asword or
lance, or mace or ax, and he could fell ahorse with just one blow. I saw him do it once when anew
horse nipped him on the shoulder as he led it. He turned around and smashed it with hisfist so hard the
animal went down to its knees. But he wasterrified of spiders, and he was afraid of rats, and he had the
most degthly, irrationa fear of ducks—"

"Ducks?" said someonein the crowd with disbdief.' Why ducks?'

"We never knew," said Merlin with afrown. "But for the other knights, it was great sport to sneak up on
Lance and start to quack, for he would legp and give ayell asif struck from behind with a hot poker. But
it was dangerous sport, for if he caught the culprit, it was abusted head, for certain.”

"Y ou said he wasn't handsome, Professor,” a young woman who was writing a piece for the Times sad.
"Wheat did helook like?"

"Short and squat, with coarse, dark hair and dark eyes, the frame of abull and the face of awild boar.
Terribleteeth.”

"Wadll, if that was so, then what did Queen Guinevere seein him? Wasit that she saw past hislooksto his
good heart?'

"I think that what she saw in him was located somewhat lower down.”
Thiswas received with great amusement dl around.
"So then it'strue, about their great love affair?’

"That part istrue enough,” said Merlin, "though it was not as postic asit is frequently portrayed. They
loved each other with asmple, pure and hearty, peasant sort of lust, and it was hardly the great secret
commonly supposed. Everyone knew of it, for they were congtantly exchanging torrid glances and could
scarcely keep their hands off one another”

"And Arthur knew?"



"Helater claimed he did, but knowing Arthur, | suspect perhaps hetruly didn't know. At least, not until
Modred threw it in hisfacein away he could not possibly deny. | believe he didn't wish to know, and
smply chose not to see what everyone around him saw quite clearly. He did, indeed, love Gwen, and he
loved Lance like abrother, but love can be avery complicated thing. Arthur loved Gwen and sheloved
him. He loved Lance and L ance worshipped the very ground he walked on. But Gwen and Lance dso
loved each other, with apassion neither could deny. It wasapassion, | think, that Arthur lacked. Not
only toward Gwen, but toward anyone. His one consuming passion was aland united under one king,
and there was scarcely room left in him for any other.

"Guineverewas astrong and lusty wench, not at dl like thewistful and ethereal beauty of the legend. She
was very young, and often lonely, and she had needs that Arthur apparently could not fulfill. Mind you, |
could not tell you what went on in the privacy of their bedchamber, for | did not know and had no wish
to know, but | believe that Arthur could only love a queen, while Lance could love awoman. Lance was
asmple sort, and could only see and love her as she was, and as she wanted to be seen and loved.
Arthur was adreamer and amystic. He saw her asanideal, and treated her with a sort of worshipful
reverence. To awoman, | suppose that may sound romantic, but | wonder if any woman can truly live
with that from day to day and be content.”

As he spoke, he seemed to go back to that time, and when he finished, he sat pensively, hismed
momentarily forgotten as he stared off into the distance. The crowd gathered around him had fallen slent,
and for awhile, no one spoke. Then another question broke the spell.

"Sothenit redly wasther love that destroyed Camelot?”

Merlin shrugged. "Perhaps. There are many who seem to think so."

"What do you think, Professor?’

"What do | think? Oh, | do not think, | know. It was | who destroyed Camelot.”
"You?" | said. "How? | mean, what did you have to do with it?"

"l hed everything to do with it,” Merlin replied. "It was| who taught Arthur and indtilled in him the dream
that he made into Camelot. And it was | who taught Arthur that honor and principle are everything, the
only trueidedsworth living for, and fighting for, and dying for. Those were and are important things, and
inthat | taught himwell, but | forgot to teach him something equaly important.

"| forgot to teach him that honor must be tempered by reason, and that principle must be administered
with compassion. And there | failed him, for if Arthur had understood compassion, he would havefdt it
for hisson, and loved him, instead of seeing him asaliving reminder of hisown human frailty. And if
Arthur understood the reasoned principle, instead of theinflexibleideal, he would have pardoned Lance
and Gwen, and been a better king for it. It was | who raised Arthur; and it was | who taught him and
made him what he was. But | was a poor teacher, and | failed him."

Helooked up and smiled wanly. "I shall endeavor to do better thistime."

The powers that be were till uncertain what to make of Merlin, and so they kept their distance.
However, they were very much aware of him and keenly interested in everything he did. Wedid, | should
say, for they kept tabs on al of us. The government was only too happy to provide us with whatever
assistance they could, despite the strain on thelr resources. An army unit was detailed to Loughborough
as a security detachment and we were sent our own specia liaison officer, aman named Bodkirk, whom
Merlinimmediately nicknamed "Bodkin,” ajest most people missed completely, unlessthey had reed
their Shakespeare, for abodkin was a dagger (asin Hamlet's famous speech) and with Bodkin around,



joked Merlin, we all had to watch our backs. The jest turned out to be prophetic.

Stanley Bodkirk looked like atypica overworked bureaucrat, the sort of rumpled little man who would
never sand out in acrowd. Hewasin hisforties, lean and dight of stature, balding and nearsighted. He
wore horn-rimmed glasses and had an anxious, nervous manner. He came with astaff of two young
assgtants, Jack Rosen and Linda Stern, who were promptly named Rosenkrantz and Guildenstem, and
their duties seemed largdly secretarid. In fact, they were both highly competent government agents and
Stanley Bodkirk was awolf in shegp's clothing. | never did find out exactly whom he worked for, but it's
asafe bet that hewas MIS. He was obvioudy sent to keep an eye on us, and he didn't miss athing.

| don't think the government redlly regarded Merlin as athreet, but they certainly saw in him the potentia
of athrest. They smply would not accept that he was who he said he was, and that his magica powers
were genuine. Genuinely magicd, that is. The prevaent belief among them, a least in the beginning, was
that he was merely an ordinary man—which isto say, not one who was two thousand years old—gifted
with remarkable paranormal abilities. Telekinesis, which few people had serioudy believed in prior to
Merlin, became a catchall explanation for the things he was able to do. It did not quite cover what
happened on the Billy Martens Show, of course, and | think that made them quite uncomfortable. Or
perhaps they smply denied it redly happened. Nevertheless, their degree of seriousinterest was certainly
indicated by ther actions.

I've often wondered what sort of discussions went on behind closed doorsin London. | imagined some
very serious and rather nervous people seated around atable, trying to account for Merlinin some
logical, rationa way, onethat did not include the acceptance of the redlity of magic. Doubtless, famous
psychics of the past were mentioned, people capable of bending keys and whatnot, and scholars and
writerswere probably caled in and questioned, aswell as scientists who had not had any opportunity to
examine Merlin's powers under |aboratory conditions, though that did not prevent them from making
conclusions about them. Perhaps they discussed the possibility that Merlin wasan dien, 01; likethe
eccentric lady from Luton, ahuman who'd had contact with aiens from some other world. It must have
been very exasperating for them.

| do know for afact, however, that there were those among them who believed the truth, for some of
them later confessed as much to me, only the truth was so outlandish that they hesitated to admit what
they redly thought. It frightened them. And the idea of what Merlin might do frightened them, aswell. He
had attracted an enormous number of people to Loughborough, more than enough to strain the town's
aready limited resources, and that in itself could easily have caused trouble. Not that we were free from
trouble, by any means, as the attempt on Merlin'slife had clearly demonstrated.

Theidentity of the man who'd shot Merlin and killed Chief Thorpe had been discovered with the aid of
Merlin himsdf,, who performed adivination spell after held recovered. His name had been Clancy
McDermott, and he had operated under a number of aiases, aswell. He was known to Scotland Y ard,
and to thearmy. Merlin inssted that he had acted aone, and that the attempted assassnation was not the
result of any plot by the l.R. A. However; both the Army and New Scotland Y ard were anxious to have
Merlin use his powersto discover the identities and whereabouts of other membersof thel.R.A., only
Merlin had refused.

Hisrefusal to cooperate had not gone down well. He insisted that he wanted to stay out of political
matters. He was, he said, neither a soldier nor a policeman; he was a teacher. When they tried appeding
to hismord character by saying that his cooperation would save lives, he wouldn't have any of it.

"I have no responsbility to make decisions concerning who isand who isnot acrimina,” hesaid.' That is
ameatter for the proper authorities. If aman commitsacrime, then it isfor the police to seek him out and
bring him before your courts. | am not a policeman. | have far more important things to do. On one hand,



the authorities question my abilities, and on the other, they seek to enlist them. Y ou cannot haveit both
ways. If the government believes that thaumaturgy will be helpful to the police and to the military inthe
execution of their duties, then they have grester need of my teaching man my persona assstancein such
meatters.”

Thelogic of thisargument was difficult to fault, but people in authority don't take kindly to those who
won't submit to it. Merlin was determined to avoid any political involvement. Hed made that mistake
once before and he was not anxious to repest it. However, hisrefusa was misunderstood in almost every
way imaginable. He was arrogant; he was unpatriotic; he was contemptuous of the government; he was
afraid of thel.R.A.'swrath; he was secretly sympathetic to the |.R.A.; hefelt hisown concernswere
more important than those of the British people, etc., etc.

Initidly the darling of the media, he now became their target, though they were cautious snipers. The
memory of Billy Martenswas il fresh in their minds, and they dl knew about the mysterious, magica
editing of the Robin Wintersinterview. So, rather than make outright accusations, they merely confined
themsalvesto posing dy rhetorica questions, meant for their audience to answer. What did Merlin really
want? Was there any truth to the rumors about a hidden agenda? What redlly went on behind closed
doorsat his"exclusveretreat,” and so forth. And when there was gpparently no reaction from Merlin to
theseinitid, range-finding shots, they became emboldened and started firing ther first salvos.

It was generally thought that Merlin chose not to respond to these innuendos and alegations because he
consdered them unworthy of response. However, the fact isthat he was not really aware of them. He
had courted the mediaat first, because he needed what the media could provide, but once they had
helped him start the ball rolling, he had no further use for them. All his energies had become directed
toward the school.

We were inundated with gpplications, not only from dl around the country, but from al over theworld,
and there was Smply no way that we could accept more than a mere fraction of those gpplicants. Merlin
had, indeed, reached "many people a onetime," but as | had anticipated, he had vastly underestimated
the power of the media. Things were threatening to get out of control.

It seemed, sometimes, asif | now saw my family less than when | had lived most of thetimein London. |
would snatch aquick breskfast and leave home early, usudly before the girls were awvake, and ride my
bicycle to the school, where adaily madhouse of administrative activity awaited me. | would bresk for a
midday meal around noon or o, lunching with my fellow staffers, and then back to work, often until ten
or eleven at night. By thetime | got home, the girlswere both adeep and, | was so exhausted that it was
all | could do to enjoy acup of teawith Jenny before we both retired for the night.

In the beginning, when most of the work was done out of our home, Jenny had hel ped out. However;
now that things were underway at the school, she needed to remain hometo take care of the girls. Victor
was agreat help in that, but no dog, however unique, could take amother's place. | was putting in more
hoursthan | had when I'd been a policeman, and | was frequently more tired, though | did not resent it,
nor did Jenny. There was the feding that we were doing something vitally important, something that
would help alot of people and change the entire world. Everyone involved with the school, and even
many members of the community who had no direct involvement whatsoever shared that fedling and it
was asource of strength and energy and purpose. Something was happening in Loughborough,
something very big, and weweredl, in someway, apart of it.

Y &, a the sametime, our sense of purpose and enthusiasm blinded usto al the Sgns of trouble that were
cropping up around us. The town could no longer support al the people who were arriving daily, and
there was smply no room for them all. At firgt, the town was glad to have them, for they filled up the
boarding houses and gpartments and gave a much-needed boost to the economy. Not that many of them



came with very much money, but times were lean and every little bit helped. However, as more people
kept arriving, drawn to Merlin like amagnet drawsiron filings, a certain amount of apprehension began to
stin.

The resources of the town, already severdly limited, became depleted and many of the new arrivaswere
willing to work for next to nothing in order to support themselves, often merely for aroof over their heads
or alittlefood to eat, which cut alot of thelocals out of their meager sources of income and barter.
Predictably, this brought about resentment againgt the new arrivals, particularly those who came with
nothing and pitched tents or constructed ramshackle shelters wherever they could find free space. The
crimerate began to rise darmingly, and with only ahandful of full-time, paid police officersand afew
dozen volunteers, our local authorities were Smply unequipped to ded withit.

It was agreat help when the army arrived, but in time, even they became overburdened. Something had
to be done. The demands for solutionsfell on the narrow shoulders of Stanley Bodkirk, asthe de facto
government representative on the scene, and while Bodkirk freed us from the burden of having to worry
about these things, hisfailure to keep us properly informed and our own ever-increasing involvement at
the school kept usfrom redizing the full extent of these problems, until one day we woke up to find that
we were totally besieged and that Bodkirk had assumed complete contral.

By thistime, Merlin had started teaching. The classeswere full to capacity, so much so that it became
necessary for usto break down some wallsin order to create more space and begin construction on
additiond, separate dormitory buildings on the Site of the school's old playground and athletic field. While
the rest of uswere till wrestling with the overwhelming organizationa and management problems of "the
College," aswe had started to refer to it, Merlin was in the process of trying to hammer out a curriculum
by trid and error.

We saw very little of him during this period, and agreat many people thought he was becoming distant.
The truth was that Merlin was working literally around the clock, cloistered in his chambers, often going
for dayswithout any deep at dl, performing the most important task of hislife, which would also become
his most significant contribution to society. He wasin the process of structuring and defining histeaching
method, which wasto usher in what is now called the Second Thaumaturgic Age—the timein which
meagic would return.

Few people saw him during the times he wasn't teaching, when he retired behind the closed doors of his
private sanctum, in the east wing of the old school building.

In later years, when he went to Americaand taught in Cambridge, much was made of his "wizardry
lifestyle€" and the outlandish choice of decor in both his offices and his mansion on Beacon Hill. Writers
loved to describe the antique furnishings and the thousands of ancient, leatherbound books, the deep
Orientd carpetswith their cabalistic motifs and the fantastic paintings, the "occult paraphernaid’ coupled
with bizarre, kitsch decorations such as hisfamous cigar-store Indian and stuffed owl, the dark and
fantasylike ambience that brought to mind asorcerer's lab- from somefairy tale. However, dl that came
about in part from Merlin's own idosyncratic sense of humor and partly from his playful sense of
sdf-indulgence, which he was able to enjoy once he had laid the groundwork for the revolution that was
only just beginning in the Loughborough days.

Mogt of the so-called "occult parapherndia’ in evidence at both his office and his home consisted of gifts
sent by admirers, most of them people who'd had no direct contact with him whatsoever save for
perhaps attending a lecture or having read one of hisbooks or seen him on atelevison program. The
latter occurred with less frequency astime went on, because Merlin quickly grew disenchanted with the
medium and itsinability—or unwillingness—to cater to anything but the lowest common denominator and
the shortest attention span. Eventually, he ceased to appear on television atogether but he continued to



produce books, al of which became huge international bestsellers and made him arich man, though most
of the money was donated to his educationa foundation. These books gained him anew audience among
the younger generation, who were growing up with theredlity of magic, and he received an endless
stream of gifts such as glass unicorns and bronze dragons, jeweled daggers and fantasy paintings,
sculptures of himsdf and various mythological creatures, slver and gold gobletsin fantasy matifs, rings
and amulets, necklaces and charms, tarot decks and ceramic figurines and on and on and on.

Rather than being driven to digtraction by this cornucopia of whimsical and fantastical bric-a-brac, Merlin
cherished these gifts as the honest outpourings of affection that they were and the Beacon Hill mansion he
eventudly settled into was purchased primarily because it had the necessary space to house this peculiar
collection.

In the early days at L oughborough, however, Merlin lived in a Spartan manner, in asmall suite of rooms
converted into an office and living quarters on the top floor of the College. He had onetiny office, with an
outer officefor his secretary, an amazingly competent and industrious former school teacher named
Rebecca Wainwright, who at sixty possessed more energy than most people athud her age, and one
small sudy and abed-gitting room. The quarters were austere and plain, with nothing in them to reves
the persondlity of their occupant. He was there to work, and wanted no distractions.

His medswere brought in to him, and though he il ate prodigioudy, he had cut down somewhat on the
sheer quantity of food he consumed, and strange preferences began to emerge. One week, he ate nothing
but hamburgers, then he abruptly switched to brown rice mixed with vegetables and sprinkled with soy
sauce, then for aperiod of about two weeks, he ate nothing but deviled eggs and toast. The kitchen staff
was a alossto account for these peculiarities, and as the person who knew him best, | was pestered to
find out the truth behind this bizarre diet. Did it have to do with magic? Wasit part of some arcaneritual?
Wasit aspecid method of recharging hisenergies, or wasit some sort of meditative process for the
digestive system or what?

The answer was none of the above. Merlin smply was not in aframe of mind for giving much thought to
what he ate. Usudly, whenever he was asked what he wanted, he absently replied, "The samething | had
last ime will befine" He changed his preferences whenever he redlized that the same dish was beginning
to grow monotonous, and he was so preoccupied that this could take anywhere from aweek to three
weeks or s0. However; he remained remarkably consistent about at |east one thing. Somehow, he
discovered peanut butter and banana sandwiches. He became hooked instantly, pronounced it agreeat
energy food, and it became asteplein hisdiet. However not even Merlin'simmense magical demandson
his body could burn up al those caories and he started gaining weight, so that before long he looked less
like awizard than like Father Christmas.

Oncethingsgot rolling, histypica day never varied. He would arise, assuming he had dept at dl the night
before, a five A.M. , eat a"smal" breakfast about the Size of an average person's dinner then begin
interviewing prospective sudents at six. In the beginning, before classes formally started, thiswould take
the entire day, but once he started teaching, prospective students had to make appointmentsto be
interviewed between the hours of Six and nine, and there was soon avery long waiting list. Promptly at
nine-thirty, Merlin would begin teaching hisfirst class. This process gradudly underwent some change, as
well.

At firgt, there was only one class, asort of lecture hal-cum-laboratory session, which would last most of
the day, with breaks for meals, and students would be added to it as they were accepted to the program.
However, this soon proved to be unworkable. Students added to the class wound up behind those who
had started earlier, and the class ssmply became too large and unwieldy After about severd weeks of this
approach proved it to be unfeasible, the class was broken up among more traditiond lines, asin



universities, with shorter beginning, intermediate, and advanced sessions taking place throughout the day.
(Theterms"intermediate’ and "advanced” are actualy somewhat mideading in this case, for in no way
could the intermediate and advanced classes of those beginning days compare with those of today, which
demand asignificantly greater level of accomplishment and knowledge on the part of the students.)

Merlin was anatural teacher, as| observed from attending some of his classes, though | was never to
become an adept mysdlf. Merlin's promise to me that we would each learn from the other was certainly
fulfilled, but not in the way | had expected. | did learn agreeat ded from him, and he from me, but | never
did learn much more than merdly the rudimentary theories of magic. For onething, dmost al my timewas
spent performing my administrative duties, which were consderable, and helping to insulate Merlin from
any concerns other than histeaching. For another, it turned out that | had no real aptitude for
thaumaturgy. | made the discovery, or rather, it was revealed to me one night when Merlinand | were
gpending aquiet evening in his study, discussing matters pertaining to the College. At one point, | ruefully
expressed my frustration over the fact that | was so busy with the administrative end of thingsthat | had
no time to attend the classes mysdlf. All I'd been ableto do was Sit in on afew beginning classes, which
were mostly theory and indoctrination. When, | asked, was my turn going to come?

"Thomeas," Merlin said to me, in awarm and sympathetic tone, "I fear your turn may never come.”
| blinked with surprise at the unexpectedness of this reply, then asked him why.

"Have you ever wondered how | decide who will be admitted to study at the College and who will not?!
he asked.

"WEell... no, asamatter of fact,” | said, abit surprised to find that | actually hadn't wondered about it. |
had been extremely busy with my own work and if I'd thought about it a al, | must have assumed that
Merlin had his own methods of selecting his students out of the vast numbers of gpplicants who cameto
seek admission.

"When they cometo see mefor ther interviews," said Merlin, puffing on his ever-present pipe, "1 spend
some time talking with them, asking them questions about why they wish to study thaumaturgy and what
they think they can contribute, asking some questions about who they are and where they come from,
referring to their gpplications and generaly making idle conversation designed to draw them out and leave
them with the impression that their application was being given serious consderation. In fact, in most
circumstances, | can tdll within seconds whether or not they are suitable candidates for the program,
before asingle word is even spoken.”

"How?" | asked, fascinated.

"By the strength of their aura," Merlin replied. "Those with strong, latent thaumaturgica potentia have a
sgnificantly brighter aurathan most people, and those whose potentia has aready been manifested in
some manner, psychic experiences, for example, possess aurasthat are stronger till. I1t's something a
trained adept can eadily discern. If | encounter such an gpplicant, then the interview beginsin earnest, but
unlessthe presence of that auraindicates otherwise, | merely go through the motions, so thet at least the
goplicant isnot |eft with the impression of being summarily dismissed. People can live with having thelr
hopes disappointed, but thereis no reason to dash them to the ground.”

"Asyou are dashing mineright now," | said, rather petulantly, for | felt keenly disgppointed.

"Thomas," he said, leaning forward in his chair to put his hand on my knee, "you are my dearest and most
trusted friend. And | would never lieto you, not even to spare your fedlings, for such liesare often the
crudest of dl. | have often said, in public, that everyone possesses thaumaturgical potentia, at least to
some degree. Unfortunately, that is not the truth.”



"You lied?" | sad. So high wasthe esteem in which | held him that it never occurred to me he might, for
any reason, be duplicitous. | was frankly shocked.

"Yes, Thomas. | lied. Thetruth isthat many people possess some degree of thaumaturgica potentia, but
by no meansal or even most people. And of those who do possess potentia, only asmall percentage
possess enough potentia to become adepts. The others might be capable of learning afew relatively
sample spells, but no more than that. For the present, | must select only the most naturally gifted of those
who seek to study with me, because | must train them not only as adepts, but as teachers who can go out
and spread the knowledge. And you, regrettably, have no thaumaturgical potential to speak of. Y our
daughters, on the other hand, do possess potential, which | suspect they inherited from Jenny."

"It's hereditary?" | asked with surprise.

"Oh, yes," sad Merlin, nodding. " Someone on Jenny's side of the family evidently possessed what you
cdl ‘paranormal abilities” That isusualy agood indicator of thaumaturgica potentid.”

"Then... shouldn't Jenny be studying with you?' | asked.

"Perhaps," said Merlin, "but | would not deprive your daughters of their mother at so young an age, and |
could not spare you herefor the sake of Jenny enrolling in the College. Y ou are much too vauable to
r],E.ll

"Wdl, I'mglad of that, at least. But | till don't understand why you felt you had to lie about it."

"Don't you?' hereplied. "It was necessary in order to generate interest, and attract as many applicants as
possible. Also, to give people hope. Asit is, of dl the Studentswe've enrolled, only a handful possess
any truly significant potentia. Asfor the others, | fear they will be limited in what they will be ableto
accomplish, but we need them just the same, to help the momentum of our plan develop.”

What he meant by referring to "our plan,” of course, was merely what we had discussed from the
beginning, the bringing back of magic to the world. Since | knew that, and obvioudy, so did Merlin, there
was no need to elaborate. However; what we didn't know was that someone else waslistening in on our
conversation, and the innocent reference to "our plan” sounded like something entirely different, taken out
of context. It must have sounded positively clandestine to Stanley Bodkirk, who had placed bugs not
only in Merlin's private quarters a the College, but in al the offices, and in the homes of everybody in our
group, aswell.

CHAPTER 9

The trouble began long before we became aware of it, and it | came on severd fronts. First, there was
the media, which had initially regarded Merlin as afascinating novelty, then as a serious news story, and
findly asan object of unflattering speculation. To be sure, some of thiswas no more than natural
progression, natural for the news media, at any rate. In order to keep the story dive and the public
interested, they had to keep finding new angles of perspective, so they followed the formula approach,
which wasto build him up only so they could proceed to tear him down.

If that sounds cynicd, then so beit, for acertain amount of cynicismis certainly justified when it concerns
the press. However; to say they were motivated solely by sensationalism would be painting them with far
too broad a brush. There were many people who genuindy feared Merlin in those days, and among them
wereinfluentid members of the media. In the space of only afew months, Merlin had become, in many
ways, acult figure, and as such, there were those who regarded him with grest suspicion. Merlin certainly
did not help matters by magicaly dtering the tape of hisinterview with Robin Winters.



I've dwaysfdt that was abad mistake, and though Merlin had denied it, | felt hismotivesfor doing it
were purdy vindictive. Winters had gotten cheeky with him, and Merlin wanted to pay him back. It was,
perhaps, rather immature of him, but he did have that quaity about him. Though he was a patient man, he
was always quick to respond to any persond affront, and he often did so in amanner designed to
embarrass or humiliate the offender Robin Winters had been neither embarrassed nor humiliated. He was
much too professiona for that. However he did not forget it. Merlin could have confronted the whole
issue of necromancy head-on and defused it from the start, but by atering the videotape, he succeeded
only in arousing the enmity and mistrust of one of the most powerful and influentia men in broadcasting.
Right up to the day he died, Winters continued to believe that Merlin was hiding histrue colors.

Oncethings got rolling, Merlin confined his efforts to teaching at the College, and turned down all
requests for interviews and gppearances on televison. He had given many such interviewsin the
beginning, and he had developed arather jaundiced view of the media. Once he started teaching, he
delegated the task of dealing with al such requeststo me. Unfortunately, | served him very poorly in that
capacity. Instead of handling such matters mysdif, I, in turn, delegated the task to Stanley Bodkirk, at his
own request.

At thetime, | did not suspect histrue purpose, and it would never have entered my mind that he might
have planted bugs and even severa small, discreet surveillance camerasin the College. The concept was
entirely unfamiliar to Merlin, of course, and while he might have been ableto detect them, it never
occurred to him to look. Consequently, we regarded our friend, "Bodkin," as hothing more than what he
seemed—a government bureaucrat assigned as our liaison and supply officer. | can till recdl theday |
made that unfortunate decision, and | blame mysdlf for what resulted from it.

Bodkirk maintained an officein alargetrailer Stuated near the entrance to the College, and he dso ate
and dept there most of the time, except during his frequent tripsto London. Thosetrips, | had always
assumed, were to iron out some minor bureaucratic difficulty that may have arisen, or to see hisfamily.
He kept aframed photograph of them displayed prominently on his desk, and it depicted arather
plain-looking, dowdy woman with asmall, chubby lad of about ten and arather unattractive young girl of
thirteen. However, thisturned out to be afiction he maintained as part of his covet Bodkirk was
unmarried, and he never had afamily. Those trips he made to London were made for only one purpose,
to brief his superiorson our activities.

| walked up the steps of the trailer and knocked on the metal frame door From within, avoice asked me
to comein. | entered into the outer office, where Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were housed. Thetrailer
was amobile home which had been modified for itsintended purpose. What had been the living room
had been turned into the outer office, with desks and phones and filing cabinets. The kitchen had been left
essentialy untouched, but the halway leading from it gave access to a bathroom and a bedroom that had
been turned into Bodkirk's private office, and the bedroom in the back was where he dept. Therewas
another trailer set close by, outside the grounds near the prefabricated buildings that functioned as
barracks for the army detachment, where Rosencrantz and Guildenstern were housed.

Linda Stern glanced up from her paperwork as| camein and smiled amirthlesssmile. If thisyoung
woman possessed a personality, | remember thinking, | had yet to discover it.

"Good morning, Linda," | said. " Stanley wanted to see me?"

"Hesin hisoffice" she said flatly. "Would you care for sometea?'

"No, thanks, don't trouble yoursdlf. I'll just go Sraight in.”

| went through the kitchen and into Bodkirk's office. The door was open, but | knocked politely, just the



Same.

"Ah, Mdory, comein,” said Bodkirk, putting down the telephone. He sat behind his desk, which had two
telephones on it, a computer, stacked trays for papers, notepads, pens, and asmal pile of manilafile
folders. Everything was arranged very nestly, with anal retentive compulsiveness. Therewasaso a
televison set placed on ashelf. Unknown to me, thistelevision, which was often switched on to some
news program or chat show when | cameto see him, was also amonitor for the survelllance cameras he
had placed inside the College. And there were additional monitors, aswell asalistening pos, in the other
trailer

"Y ou wanted to seeme, Stan?' | said.
"Sit down, Mdory."

I'd started off calling him Mr. Bodkirk, men it had gradudly progressed to Stanley, and findly to Stan,
but no amount of attempted familiarity on my part would succeed in getting him to call me anything but
"Malory." He never seemed to relax in my presence. Perhaps, he did not know how. | took achair
across the desk from him.

"I wanted to discuss afew matters with you," he said, taking off his glasses and wiping them with his
handkerchief. 1'd learned from experience that this meant he was going to ask for something he wasn't
sure| would grant.

"Go right ahead.”

"It's about this pressthing,” he said. "Asyou know, there's been atremendous amount of curiosity about
what's happening here, and Merlin'steaching methods and all that sort of thing.”

"I know," | said. "l get cdlsabout it dl thetime. It's maddening.”

"Yes, well, we're constantly having to turn reporters from the gates, and they act surly and resentful when
we'reforced to do that." Bodkirk always used theword "we" when he actually meant himsdlf. It wasn't a
conceit, merely alittle conversationa trick meant to include the listener, to convey the impression that we
were dl on the sameteam, dl in thistogether. "1 frankly don't think that's helping us very much in terms of
favorable publicity.”

"What would you suggest?'

"Well, | know Merlin'sfar too busy to trouble with this sort of thing, and Lord knows, you're
overworked yoursdlf. Aside from that, public relationsis not redly your strong suit. It takes acertain kind
of persondity, if you know what | mean. Someone who's personable and glib, but at the sametime
someone who's something of a shark, always anticipating what the press might do, and able to dways
land on hisfeet and so on.”

"Yes, | know," | said. "You don't really haveto tell me | don't possessthe right temperament for the job,
Stan. | know that. My experienceisin the military and in law enforcement. | have certain organizationa
skills, but I'm not redly apublicity man.”

"Quite," said Bodkirk, with atight, humorless smile. "Neither, for that matter, am I. What | wanted to
suggest was that we find someone who is, someone who'd be capable of handling that sort of thing for
us. You know, deal with the presson adaily basis, coddle them aong, provide rel eases, perhaps
conduct an occasiond tour when they wouldn't be disturbing anything, generaly smooth things over, if

you get my drift.”



"What about Allan Stewart?"

"I'd thought of him," said Bodkirk, "but with al due respect to Stewart, he's not really our man. He's
sharp enough, and quite presentable and articulate, but he's not redlly aflack, if you know what | mean.
Besides, he's got enough work of hisown asit is. | was thinking we could bring somebody in, someone
who'd have no other responsibilities and could ded with the press more or less on afull-time bags.”

"That might beided," | said, "but you redlize we don't have the budget to pay someone like that. Were
understaffed asit is, and as you know better than anyone, we're very dependent on government support
right now. Y ou think they'd spring for something like this?*

Bodkirk pursed hislips. "I've been thinking about it, and | think | can get them to go for it, on the theory
it would help free me and my staff from the task, and keep down the criticism that we're .al being very
clandestine here. We could get someone who'd provide regular press rel eases, which we could write and
he would punch up, as necessary, and conduct regular press briefings and al that sort of thing. You and |
have to meet regularly, anyway, discuss requisitions and logistical problems and so forth. We could
smply have you provide mewith regular statements for the press, in sketchy outline form, & least, and
then I could work things out with our pressliaison, sort of guide him aong, and pass on any pertinent
guestions to you during our regular mestings. It would savetime, | think, and help us put a better face on
things. It would aso alow usto get on with our work without constant distractions. That is, of course, if
you gpprove?"

"| think it'san excdllent idea, Stan," | said, eager to see the burden lifted from my shoulders. "Frankly, I'd
just as soon have someone e se ded with the whole thing. It's been aterrible nuisance.”

Bodkirk nodded. "Yes, | know what you mean. I'm sick to death of it, myself. Well get someone who's
more experienced at dedling with the pressto handleit for us. I'll get oniit right away."

After discussng afew moreinconsequentiad matters, | |€ft, thinking he was doing me agregt favor, when
infact, what he'd done was take control of everything the press would hear about Merlin and the
College. At the sametime, he put himsdf in aposition to decide which questions we would hear and
reply to. Little by little, through Merlin's being too busy and my being too naive, Bodkirk wasinsnuating
himsdlf into a position of greater control over us.

Nor wasthat the only problem facing us.

Merlin had incurred the antagonism of organized religion. And thanksto Stanley Bodkirk, we did not find
out just how far things had gone until it wastoo late to do anything about it. We were not completely cut
off from the outside world, of course. We had access to the newspapers and to radio and television,
though the power blackouts were getting more and more frequent, and lasting longer as the nation, and
the world, continued itsinevitable dide. There were times now when the power would be out for days on
end, and such things as batteries and even candles were growing more and more expensive. Radio
broadcasting truly came into its own during this period, because the television industry was practicaly on
itslast legs.

The newspapers were coming out with far less frequency now, due to the shortage of paper and the
congtant power outages. The avalanche of the Collgpse was gaining more momentum every day. There
were now only two newspapers till in operation, the Times and the Mirror, which had dropped the
word "Daily" from its banner because, at best, they were able to produce only one edition each week.
The Times suffered the same problems. Circulation had fallen off dragticaly. In order to stay in
operation, they had to keep raising the price, and each time they raised the price, sales suffered. They
were driving themsaves out of business, and there was nothing they could do about it.



Everywhere, things kept getting worse. Thetrainsto London hardly ran at al and with the reserve
supplies of petrol amogt totaly depleted, bicycles and horses were now the chief modes of
trangportation. The government had first claim on any horses, for use by the police and military, and
essentid personnd were driven round in carriages. It was as if we were returning to the Victorian times of
Sherlock Holmes. Unfortunately, there weren't enough horses to go around, so an emergency measure
had been passed in Parliament, alowing the police and military to impound horses, which caused agreat
ded of resentment in the outlying areas, where people lost not only their sole means of transportation, but
oftentheir livelihood, aswell.

Food deliveriesto the cities were becoming scarce, and there were drastic shortages of every available
commodity. Street riots had increased, and soldiers and police were often attacked. There were frequent
fires, so many that the fire department couldn't keep up with them al, and entire city blocks burned to the
ground.

Asthings grew increasingly more desperate, people sought an outlet for their anger and frustration. Some
took it out on the police, sometook it out on soldiers, some on members of the government. Three
members of parliament were nated in one month, despite increased security precautions. And
before long, people found another target for their rage.

Unknown to us, because Bodkirk hadn't said anything about it, a delegation of clergy had cometo the
College asking to see Merlin. | never did find out exactly what they wanted, but Bodkirk took it upon
himsdf to refuse them admittance. Thefirst | learned of it waswhen | heard about it on theradio. It
coincided with the Pope's announcement that practicing sorcery, or thaumaturgy, wasasin, and that any
Catholic who was found to engage in such practice would be excommunicated.

| was stunned when | heard the news. My first reaction was one of shock, and then anger. How could
the Pope, residing in Rome, take a position on the issue when he hadn't even met Merlin, or
communicated with him in any way? Then, as afollow-up to the story, the newscaster announced that
Merlin had refused to meet with an interdenominationa delegation of clergy, snubbing them at the gates
of the college by not alowing them to enter Reactions from the man in the street, aswell asfrom religious
leaders and members of the government, were quite predictable. | immediately rushed over to the
Collegeto confront Bodkirk.

"Why wasn't | told of this?" | shouted at him. He'd answered the door in his pgamas. It waslate and |
had roused him from bed. | pushed in past him and turned on him furioudly. "I just heard on theradio
about the Pope's position concerning thaumaturgy. That's bad enough, but by taking it upon yourself to
turn away adelegation of the clergy, you only madeit worse! What in God's name were you thinking of ?
Why wasn't | told that they were here? What the hdll gives you the right to make those kind of decisons
for us?'

"Areyou finished?' he asked camly.
"I'mwaiting for an explanation!"

"Frankly, | don't oweyou any," hereplied, "but I'll give you one just the same, because thisentire
charade has gone on long enough.”

"What charade? What are you talking about?"
"The reason | don't have to account to you for any of my actionsis because I'm in charge here."

"You're what!"



"My job here wasto keep an eye on Merlin, and the rest of you, contain the Situation as much as
possible, and report back to my superiors. | was to make every effort to minimize any contact between
Merlin and the media, or any other outsiders, and observe everything that went on here and make regular
reports concerning his activities and, in particular, the effectiveness of histeaching.”

"Good God," | said. "You're abloody spy!"

"| prefer the term 'intelligence operative,’ but haveit asyou wish. In any case, you have littleto complain
about. There are people starving out there, while you've lacked for nothing. Y our family has been well
taken care of, and you have a comfortable roof over your head, and more than enough to est.

Moreover, thereis no reason why any of that should change, so long asyou remain cooperative.”

All the wind had gone out of my sails. | wastoo shocked to speak. And then it sunk in that he was
actudly threstening me.

"What areyou saying?"

"| should think it'ssimple enough,” hereplied. "The government isvery interested in Merlin. They are
taking him very serioudy, indeed, and to alarge degree, you have meto thank for that. | was ableto
convince them that heis, indeed, theredl thing, though | had my doubts at first. They want to know how
heis ableto do the things he does, and if, indeed, it isa skill that may be learned. And apparently itis,
though | never would have believed it if | hadn't seen it for mysdlf. I've been watching those classes of his
with gresat interest, and the tapes of those sessions have caused a sensation back in London.”

"Tapes?" | said. "What tapes?' And then it hit me. "My God. Y ou've got the place wired for
aurveillance!™

"Of course| have" hesaid. "That'smy job, isn't it? I've known everything that's gone on in the College
from day one, even before | arrived. We had peoplein the work force that renovated the building. It was
asmple matter to ingtal some smal surveillance cameras and bugs without anyone being the wiser.”

"You son of abitch," | said.

Herased his eyebrows and gave me acuriouslook. "I'm abit surprised at your attitude, Maory," he
sad. "Put yoursdf in my shoesand ask yoursdf if you wouldn't have done exactly the same thing. Bloody
hell, man, you were a police officer, and asoldier before that. | should think you'd understand. We're
living in agtate of anarchy and things have gone from bad to worse, so much so that the government's
decided to declare martia law, something they've resisted doing dl thistime, but now they smply have no
other choice. What Merlin knowsis of vita importance to nationa security, and as such, it's not the sort
of knowledge that one man may be allowed to control dl by himsdf. Inaway, it'slike dlowing aprivate
individua accessto an atomic bomb. Thaumaturgy is much too important, and much too potentialy
dangerousfor one man to control."

"I see" | said. " So the government's stepping in to take over, isthat it?"
"That'sthe way it hasto be, Maory. Thereé'sno dternative. Surely you can seethat.”

"Yes, | believel can seethe wholething now," | said. "Why bother going to al the trouble of setting up
some kind of top-security ingtalation to house Merlin when weve aready doneit for you? All you had to
do was infiltrate some agentsinto the work force so they could plant their cameras and bugs and then
move in some troops to secure the area. Very negt. Very neat, indeed. Now all you haveto do isdrop
the pretense and movein, so you can get rid of the rest of usand bring in your own people.”



"It doesn't necessarily have to be that way,” he said, "so long as you're willing to cooperate. Y ou're
Merlin'sfriend, and you have histrust. He listensto you. Y ou've checked out; you're a capable man, and
we can use you. There's no reason for anything to change, so far asyou're concerned. All you haveto do
iswork with me. Y ou'll not only be doing your country agreat service, but you'll be able to take good
care of your family, aswdl. The nation that controls thaumaturgy will control the world, Mdory, and
anyoneinvolved in this project isgoing to do very well for himsdlf, indeed. Never mind what the Pope
says, he'slong since ceased to have any significant influence. Never mind what anybody says. What
we've got here, right under our noses, is the most important discovery since atomic energy. And we are
the ones Sitting in the catbird seat, Maory Youand 1."

"It sounds asif you've got everything worked out,” | said. "Y ou've neglected only one thing. Merlin,
himself. He may have some very different ideas about how thaumaturgy should be controlled.”

"Then you'll explainit to him," Bodkirk said. He opened a cupboard in the kitchen and took out two
glasses, then poured us each some Scotch whiskey. "As| said, he trusts you. All you haveto do is make
him see reason.”

Hehanded meaglassand | took asip. "Singlemalt," | said appreciatively. "Very nice. Y ou're not exactly
auffering, ether, | see”

"Nothing but the best," said Bodkirk, smiling agenuine smilefor thefirst time since I'd known him. |
found | much preferred hismirthlesslittle grimace, instead. " There€'s no need to worry about Merlin. Hell
be well taken care of. He's an important asset, Maory, avita asset. Hisevery need, his dightest whim,
will al be seento. It'snot asif he'sgoing to be held prisoner, you know."

"No, just confined here at the school, under constant surveillance, with the army protecting the gates and
the perimeter, and the government dictating his every move. Somehow, | don't think he's going to go for
that."

"Then it will be up to you to convince him that it'sal for hisown good,” said Bodkirk. "Look, | can
undergtand your fedling a certain amount of resentment right now. Y ou fed that you've been dedt within
an underhanded manner. Wdll, dl right, perhaps you have, but look at the wider picture. National
security isa stake. Merlin'sknowledge and his ability to teach it isabsolutdly vita to the future of this
country. We can't afford to have anything happen to him. There's been one attempt on hislife already,
and what's being doneis being done primarily for his own protection. No oneisgoing to interfere with
him in any way, nor prevent him from teaching thaumaturgy. In fact, that's precisely what we want him to
do, only we're going to make certain helll be teaching the right people.”

"Theright people? What do you mean?"

"Now that he's demondtrated that thaumaturgy can, in fact, be taught successfully, we want to make
certain he's not teaching the wrong people, that'sdl. All applicants are going to be carefully screened and
investigated, and once they've passed that preliminary process, they will be admitted, pending Merlin's
gpprova of their qudifications, of course. And the same goes for the students currently in the program.
After dl, we want to make sure that the knowledge of thaumaturgy doesn't go faling into thewrong
hands, don't we?"

"And by ‘'wrong hands," you mean anyone who's not deemed aloyd British subject, | presume.”

"WEell, yes, of course. With knowledge of this sort comes great responsibility. And after al, we don't
want to go giving it dl away, do we?'

"Theresonly one problem with that,” | said. "It isn't yoursto give or keep."



Bodkirk's eyes narrowed. "L ook here, old chap, the government's gone to considerable expense, a a
time when we canill afford it, to support your little endeavor here. Isit unreasonable for usto expect a
return on our investment?'

"Y ou're not talking about areturn on your invesment,” | replied. ™Y ou're talking about exclusive control.
Merlin would never agreeto that and, what's more, I'm not going to try to convince him. Y ou want
thaumaturgy to be completely under government control. That was never our plan.”

"Ah, yes, the plan,” said Bodkirk sgnificantly. "Just what, exactly, isthis so-cdled plan?’

"To give magic back to theworld,” | said. "Make the knowledge available to everyone, not just one
nation."

"I'm not talking about the rhetoric you feed the media," Bodkirk said wryly." 'I'm talking about the hidden
agenda, the secret plan you two have been discussing in private.”

| stared & him. "Hidden agenda? What do you mean?| have no ideawhat you're talking about."

"Comeon, Maory, I've got you and Merlin on tape talking about it. Theré'sno point in playing the
innocent with me. | know better."

"You'recrazy," | sad. "Theonly plan weve ever had in mind was this one, starting a school to train
adepts. | don't know what sort of paranoid fantasy you've developed, but thereisno 'secret plan.' If
you've had us under surveillance al thistime, you should certainly be aware of that."

Bodkirk gave me ahard stare and pursed hislips. " So then you're not going to cooperate?"

"I can't tell you about a hidden agenda that doesn't exist!" | said. "I don't know what you've got on tape,
but whatever it is, you've clearly misinterpreted it. Asfor my cooperation, I'm not going to cooperate
with any effort to limit Merlin's freedom, or place him under government control. Thisisnot atotditarian
gate, Bodkirk. And if you try to dictate termsto Merlin, | think you'l find you've bitten off a great ded
more than you can chew."

"I would sincerely advise you to think thisover, Mdory," hesad. "Y ou have afamily to consder.”
"Areyou threatening me, Bodkirk?"
"I'm merely telling you that we need Merlin," he replied. "We do not necessarily need you.”

| met hisgaze and hedidn't flinch. "I think we understand each other perfectly,” | said. | got up. "Thanks
for thedrink."

"Mdory... I'd think about thisif | wereyou. Seep onit. Talk it over with your wife. Y our decison affects
her future as much asyours."

"You redly areabastard, aren't you, Stanley?" | said.

"I'maredigt, Mdory."

"You'reafool if you think you can get away with this. Merlin won't stand for it."
"Hell haveno choice.”

| laughed. "Are you serious? Do you redlly think you can compd Merlin to do anything he doesn't wish to
do? Do you honestly bdieve you can fight magic, Stanley?"



"I'm not interested in fighting anything,” he said. ™Y ou've got the wrong idea. | want to see Merlin succeed
as much asyou do. | want to see him protected, and | want to see his knowledge protected, aswell.
Imagine what magic in the wrong hands could do. We can't afford to have egalitarian notions about this
sort of thing, Maory. Theré'ssmply too much at sake. If Merlin'stoo naive to understand that, helll have
to be made to understand it, and | was hoping | could count on you for that."

"Widl, you can count me out.”

"I'm very sorry to hear that."

"Not half as sorry asyou'll be when Merlin finds out what you're up to."
"Wdll, well crossthat bridge when we cometo it, won't we?"

"Y ou're liable to find the bridge burning beneath you,” | said.

| left the trailer and stood outside in the darkness for a moment, seething with anger, then | started up the
drive toward the main College building. Merlin, as usua, was burning the midnight oil. | could seethelight
oninhisroom. | haf expected to be stopped before | reached the building, but | wasn't. Bodkirk had to
know that I'd go directly to Merlin and report our conversation. Apparently, he didn't care. | wasn't
certain what to make of that. It worried me.

| went inside the building and climbed the stairsto the top floor. Merlin wasin his study, seated at his
desk, when | camein. Helooked up, started to smile, then saw the expression on my face.

"Whét isit, Thomas?'

"I'vejust had atalk with Bodkirk. Weve got trouble.” | started searching the room.
"What sort of trouble? What are you looking for?"

"A bug,” | said.

Hefrowned. "A bug!"

"A listening device," | said. "Bodkirk's bugged this place. He's planted hidden cameras and microphones
throughout the building. He can hear every word we're saying.”

"Indeed?' sad Merlin, scowling.

| wasn't getting anywhere. | had no ideahow many bugs he may have planted, but wherever held stuck
them, they were carefully hidden. Perhgpsthey werein thewadlls.

"Thehdl withit," | said. "Let him listen. | don't care. He knowswhat I'm going to tell you, anyway."
"And what isthat?'

"The government's taking over Bodkirk's no bureaucrat, he's an intelligence agent, sent by the
government to spy on us. The reason they've been so helpful isthat it's given them a chance to observe
you and find out if magic redlly can be taught. Now that they're convinced, they're going to take over the
operation of the schooal, ‘for your protection,’ and they're going to make all the decisons about whom
you're going to teach and how. Whoever controls thaumaturgy is going to control the world, as Bodkirk
put it, and the government wants to make certain magic doesn't go faling into the wrong hands; Anyone's
hands but theirs, in other words."



"l see," said Merlin. "Sit down, Thomas, please, and stop your pacing about. Would you like a cup of
tea?'

"A cup of tea?" | said with astonishment. "Did you hear what | just said?”

"l heard every word," said Merlin. "As, | imagine, did our friend Bodkin. Listening devices. How very
interesting. And cameras aswell, you say?'

"That'swhat he said. All the tapes were forwarded to London. To MI5, | should imagine, which isthe
Security Service"

"It appearsthat they've gone to agreat dedl of trouble needlesdy," said Merlin. "If they had wanted to
know what | was doing here, all they had to do was ask. | would have been pleased to invite them here
to observe my classes, if they'd wished."

"Y ou don't understand,” | said. "They intend to keep you here, and find out everything you know.
They've been investigating al the students, and everyone they don't consder to be aloya British subject
will be sent packing. Maybe dl of them, for dl I know, now that they've served their purpose. They want
you to teach only people they approve of, people they can control. We haven't built a school here, weve
played right into their hands and built aprison for you. That'sthe real reason the army is here, to turn this
place into atop-security ingtdlation. They've dready taken charge. | just found out adelegation of clergy
cameto see you, and Bodkirk turned them away Y ou know how | found out? | heard it on theradio. It's
being reported that you snubbed them, probably as a reaction to the Pope's statement.”

"The Pope?' said Merlin.

| told him the position that the Roman Catholic church had officialy taken regarding sorcery, and told him
that he could now expect to be denounced from every pulpit, which in fact, had aready begun, though |
hadn't known about it a thetime. He took thisal in camly, merely nodding as| spoke. At lagt, | ran out
of seam and smply sat there, fuming.

"What are you going to do?" | asked.
"Just what I've been doing," hereplied. "I shall continue to teach my classes.”
"That'sit?"

"And | will get rid of these bug listening devices," he added. ' 'And the cameras, aswdll. If they have
been recording my classes, then it's possible someone may try to learn from the recordings, and that
could prove hazardous. Thaumaturgy should not be attempted without proper supervision. And it was
also rather rude of Mr. Bodkirk to place them in my private quarters. | don't care for that at all.”

"But what about the rest of it?' | asked.

"Y ou mean the government keeping me prisoner here and dictating termsto me?* He shrugged. "I'm
afraid that won't do at dl. You can tel Mr. Bodkirk that."

"I'vedready told him," | said. "And he'sadready heard,” | added wryly.
"W, then that's dll settled, then."

"Nothing is settled!" | shouted, jumping up out of my chair; no longer able to contain myself. "For
God's sake, don't you understand what I'm telling you? They intend to hold you prisoner here! They're
taking control!"



"Thomeas, St down and cam yourself,” said Merlin. He continued to gaze at me steadily until | acquiesced
to hiswishes and sat back down, with ahelpless, frustrated fedling. "That's better,” he said. "Now, pray
remain slent for amoment.”

He sat il behind his desk, his hands clasped before him, then his eyes suddenly flashed with a searingly
bright, blue glow and twin beams of force lanced out from them, like lasers, only they were not
continuous. It was a brief burst, and the beams that |eft his eyes were no more than two feet long. They
flew out into the center of the room, where they started to curve and go round and round in circles, like
two bright, glowing snakes chasing one another, going faster and faster until they formed a sphere of
glowing blue energy like Saint EImo'sfire that hovered and pulsated above thefloor, asif with alife of its
own. | stared, open-mouthed, as the ball expanded and contracted, asif it were a heart beating, then
suddenly exploded, completdy without sound, into dozens of tiny lightning bolts of energy that flew about
the room like dragonflies.

A number of them zoomed past within inches of my face as| sat there, astonished, and they kept darting
al around the room, like miniature heat-seeking missiles, until one of them flew into the telephone
recaiver, and another penetrated the desk. Severd others entered the wall in various places, and went
behind the bookshelves, while others ill zoomed out the door and down the hall like aflock of angry
hornets.

From the outside, the darkened building must have looked like a mad scientist's |aboratory asthe tiny
bolts of energy whizzed through it, illuminating the windows with a stroboscopic effect as they sought
Bodkirk's hidden surveillance cameras and microphones. It must have lasted no mote than a minute, then
it was over, and every one of Bodkirk's monitors flashed aburst of static, then went dark. Each one of
his concedl ed microphones gave off a high-pitched whining sound and melted.

"Now then," said Merlin, "we can speak without fear of being overheard.”

However, | wastoo stunned to speek. It was adisplay of power such as| had never seen from him
before. And he had doneit calmly, effortlesdy, and ingtantly.

"l am not surprised at this development,” he said. "'If anything, | am surprised it did not happen sooner.”

"Y ou mean you expected something likethis?' | said, still overwheimed from the spectacle | had just
witnessed.

"Sooner or later, | knew that there would be a conflict between those in power and mysdf," said Merlin.
"Magic hasamost seductive lure, especialy to those who would misuseit, which is one of the reasons|
have been so careful in my selection of my students. | had afeding it would cometo this before too long,
and | am not completely unprepared.” He gestured toward one of his bookshelves. "Examine the titles of
those volumesthere, on the third shelf.”

| looked, and saw, with some surprise, that the entire shelf, and part of the next one down, wasfilled with
books concerning modem wegpons, especialy those used by the military and the police.

"| redlized, when | was shot, that | was woefully ignorant about the weapons of thistime," said Merlin,
"30 | took the trouble to obtain some books in town that would Mil thisgap in my education. | was very
much impressed. We have come along, long way from the weapons of my time, indeed. The destructive
capability of amodem army isredly quite astonishing. However, | dready knew that. What | did not
know was how these weapons worked. | am not invulnerable, of course, and it would take considerably
lessthan an army to defeat me. One lone assassin amost succeeded in taking my life. However, now that
| am much better informed, | can take certain precautions. Besides, the government doesn't redlly want
me dead. At least, not yet. | have something they want, and unless they perceive me as a seriousthreat to



their power, they will not seek to kill me."

At that moment, the telephone rang and Merlin punched the call up on the speaker "Very clever, Merlin,”
Bodkirk said.

"Mr. Bodkirk," Merlin replied with asmile. "Y ou're working late tonight."

"Very funny. | saw that fireworks display in there. All my monitors are dead. | imagine Maory'sgiven
you quite an earful.”

"Asyou knew hewould," said Melin.
"It saved methe trouble of having to confront you persondly,” Bodkirk said.
"Why, Bodkin, you wouldn't be afraid of me, would you?"

"The name's Bodkirk. And no, I'm not afraid of you, but let'sjust say | have ahedthy respect for your
capabilities. | was hoping | could persuade Mdory to be reasonable and convince you of the necessity of
what were doing, but unfortunately, it didn't turn out that way. So now it's up to me. Y ou know how
things stand, though Ma ory's exaggerated matters somewhat. For one thing, no one's keeping your
prisoner. We're smply concerned about your safety.”

"I'm touched," said Merlin.

"When it comesright downtoit," said Bodkirk, "we both redly want the same thing. Y ou want to teach
magic. We want you to teach magic. We have no conflict there."

"I'm pleased to hear it."

"All wewant to do is make certain that your students pass the necessary security clearances,” said
Bodkirk. "In the wrong hands, magic could be a powerful weapon. I'm sure you appreciate that yoursalf.
All wewant to do is exercise greater respong bility over whom you teach and who has accessto you.
That's purely for your own protection, aswell as ours.”

"| gppreciate your concern,” said Merlin. "However, | believethat | am best qualified to decide whom |
ghall teach, and how. And while | am grateful for the government's concern for my safety, | am quite

cgpable of protecting mysdlf.”
"Y ou mean like the time you were shot?' said Bodkirk.
"l wastaken by surprise.”

"And it can easily happen again," said Bodkirk. "Y ou're much too vauable to lose. We smply can't
afford to take that chance. I'm afraid I'll haveto ingst on your cooperation.”

"Andif | refuse?

"Then that will place mein arather awkward postion,” Bodkirk replied. "If you refuse, | shal haveto
compd you to cooperate. I'm hoping it won't come to that, but if it does, rest assured thet | have the
ability to get the job done. It's nothing personal, you understand, but I've got my orders.”

"I've never questioned your abilities, Mr. Bodkirk," Merlin said. "Y ou've dwaysimpressed me asavery
capable young man. And rest assured that whatever happens, | shdl not take it personaly. | appreciate
your position. In return, | hope you can gppreciate mine. Good night.”



He punched a button on the speakerphone, severing the connection.
"What happensnow?' | said.

"That isentirely up to our friend, Bodkin," Merlin said. "A dagger at our backs, indeed. | think it'stime
we summoned the students for amesting.”

CHAPTER 10

The showdown between Merlin and the British government, in the person of one Stanley Bodkirk, might
have become afamous incident wereit not vastly over-shadowed by an even greater event destined to
go down in history as The Great London Riot of '82.

It dl began the morning following my meeting with Bodkirk and my subsequent discusson with Merlin.
The previous night, the sudents al came from their dormitory rooms and gathered in the meeting hall,
where Merlin told them what the Situation was. Not surprisingly, they were al angered and dismayed at
the prospect of being forced to leave the school.

Anyone who has ever studied with a gifted teacher knows how important that teacher can becometo the
student, and what loyalty he can command. Merlin was certainly no exception. His students al idolized
him, and would have done anything for him. Many of them had led very difficult lives up to that point, and
at the College, they found not only a purpose, but a nurturing home.

Now they realized that they were being used, not by Merlin, of course, but by government officidswho
had regarded them as nothing more than guinea pigs. They had been spied on and investigated, and once
their hard work had demonstrated that thaumaturgy was not afreak ability and could, indeed, be taught,
their role was a an end. The College would become nothing more than a classified research ingtallation
with participants handpicked by the government and they would get their walking papers. From the
oldest, an American man of thirty-two who had worked his passage to England aboard ship just on the
chance that he might be accepted, to the youngest, an Irish girl of seventeen who was thought mad
because she adamantly claimed she could leave her body and visit other placesin her dreams, they were
outraged and furious. And not one of them would even think of complying with the government's
demands.

They were adisparate group, most of them British, but some from asfar away asthe United States and
Audrdia, and given the difficulties of travel during the Collgpse, many of them had goneto agreat ded of
trouble and taken sgnificant risks to come to Loughborough and apply, with no guarantee that they
would be accepted. Indeed, the vast mgjority of applicants were disgppointed in their hopes. All sorts of
people came seeking to study with Merlin, from dl walks of life. Mae and femae, young and old, rich
and poor, rational and irrational. Merlin attracted the predi ctable lunatics and eccentrics, but he also
received many tempting offers from those who were well off, offersto help subsidize the school or build
additiona wings and such. However, he would not be influenced by what he looked upon as nothing
more than bribes.

He selected his students based solely on his own criteria, and he didn't care where they came from or
what sort of livesthey'd led. Helooked primarily for evidence of the natura talent that would enable them
to become adepts, and he sought people who were honest and sincere, with adesire to help others and
to believe in something greeter than themsdves. He had started teaching with an initia group of thirty-five,
which by the time of our trouble with Bodkirk had grown to about two hundred, chosen from thousands
of applicants.

Most of them were young and had dready demonstrated various paranormal abilities. Others, in whom



the talent was | atent, blossomed into anewfound self-awareness through their work with Merlin. All of
them, without exception, were extremely bright and possessed strong persondities, as one of themain
requirements of an adept was astrong will. Among that group, afew have not survived, but therest dl
hold important positionsin the thaumaturgic hierarchy today. Six are board membersof thel.T.C., a
dozen or so are directors and bureau chiefs of various Bureaus of Thaumaturgy throughout the world,
and theregt are dl high-ranking adepts, five of them having reached the level of mage, which meansthey
have attained the same level astheir teacher. It was avery gifted and avery specid group, indeed, and
their efforts, guided by Merlin, were about to show the world what magic could redly do.

Merlin explained that nothing could be done until Bodkirk made the first move, becauise under no
circumstances must they initiate any conflict. There was no way of knowing how long wed have to wait,
but Bodkirk wasted no time at dl. Promptly at sunrise, we heard abullhorn hailing usfrom outsde. We
all crowded up to the windows and saw the troops surrounding the building, and Bodkirk standing there
with abullhorn.

"Attention! Attention! Thisis Sanley Bodkirk. All personnel must vacate the building immediately!
| repeat, all personnel must vacate the building immediately!"

Theonly peoplein the building at the time were Merlin, mysdlf, and the resident students. The other
members of our group, the administrative and support wing, were not dueto arrive for severd hoursyet.
It was bardly dawn, and Bodkirk was obvioudy hoping to get the job done quickly and efficiently, before
anyone esein the community knew what was going on.

"Thisisyour last chance! We don't want to see anyone hurt. All personnel must vacate the
building at once!"

No one moved to comply with Bodkirk's demand, but there was agreat deal of movement in the meeting
hall. The chairs and desks had all been cleared away and now the students all gathered into one large
circle, with severa concentric rings, asif they were dl preparing to start some sort of folk dance.
However, thiswould be avery different sort of dance. A danse macabre.

They dl joined hands and began to move around dowly in aclockwise direction, chanting to gather their
energy. It sarted dowly, men astheir voices found arhythm, it garnered strength. They were able to hear
it outsde. Thewords were ancient Cdltic. Trandated into modem English, Merlin told me later, the
invocation would have sounded smple, like anursery rhyme chanted by agroup of children, but in old
Cdltic, alanguage no one outside understood, it sounded positively ominous, particularly given the
dirgdike chanting of the students. Almost two hundred of them, circleswithin circles, al moving together
and sounding like a chorus of Gregorian monks.

| looked out through the window and saw many of the soldiers exchanging apprehensive glances. They
held their wegpons nervoudy and fidgeted. It had to be unnerving. Hell, | found it unnerving myself!

"Merlin!" 1t was Bodkirk'samplified voice again. "Don't do anything foolish! You don't want any of
those people hurt! Send them out! Send them out now! Thisisyour last chance!™

The chanting grew louder and louder as the apprentices picked up their pace. | soon felt ahest rising in
the room, more heat than could possibly be accounted for by the movement of al those bodies. Theair
insde the meeting hall seemed thick, and | felt drops of perspiration beading on my forehead.

Suddenly, the windows shattered as avolley of gas and smoke grenades came bursting through into the
meeting hal. The students did not stop their circling and chanting. Through the stinging smoke, | watched
asMerlin camly levitated each cannister and floated them all out the window en masse, dropping them
on the surprised soldiers. It caused a brief disarray among them, but they recovered quickly, donning



measks, and fired another volley, only thistime Merlin was ready for them. The smoke and gas cannisters
al stopped short of the windows and hung motionlessin midair for amoment, then curved back toward
the soldiers and landed among them once again.

| grinned. | could imagine Bodkirk'sfury. It served the bastard right. Then | saw the soldiersforming for
acharge.

"He'sgoing to send themin!™ | said.

"Never fear; they won't get far,” said Merlin. He glanced back toward his circling sudents. The air
above them seemed to shimmer. He smiled.

The soldiers charged. Merlin closed his eyes. From below, | could hear the sounds of doors damming
open, followed by the running footsteps of the soldiers.

"Wind," said Merlin.

Above the heads of the circling students, the thickened, misty air took on aconelike form, like an
inverted funnd, circling with them. | could see blue sparks of energy crackling withiniit. | felt astrong
breeze in the room, a breeze that did not come through the shattered windows, but from the direction of
that swirling cone,

"Wind!" said Merlin, raising hisarms.
| could hear the soldiers running up the sairs.

Therewas acrackling discharge of energy and | could now seethe funnel glowing with abright blue light
aswind blew through the room with rapidly increasing force, sounding like agae on the seacoast. | had
to grab onto thewindowsill to steady myself. Then Merlin brought hisarms down, just as| saw thefirst
of the soldiers come up out of the stairway and start running toward us down the hall.

The funnd cone elongated and curved sharply, then shot out along and swirling tendril toward the door.
The soldiers running down the corridor were struck with hurricane-force wind that blew severa of them
right off their feet and sent them diding backwards into those behind them. The sorcerous tornado drove
them back, pushed them down the stairwells, smashing them into one another and forcing them to drop
their weapons and shield their faces. They could make no headway againgt it. It forced them back and
literdly blew them dl right out of the building.

"It does ateacher's heart good to see his pupils do so well," said Merlin with asmile.
"What if they openfire?' | sad.

"I don't think hewill dare," said Merlin. "Heisasmal man, drunk with his authority, and he does not
redlly understand the power heis dedling with. | think he has taken too much upon himself. Heisacting
foolishly. Still, foolish men often make serious mistakes. It would be best to be prepared.”

The wind kept pushing the soldiers back farther from the building, knocking them off their feet asthey
struggled againgt it. Some of them simply broke and ran, but that didn't make them cowards. They were
up against something no soldier had ever faced before. It was more than a hurricane-force wind, it was a
wind they could actudly see, asparking, glowing, directed storm of energy that forced them back
relentlessy, and many of them panicked.

The wind pushed them back amogt to the gates, then streamed back and curved around the building,
swirling around it faster and faster until it formed a pulsating, glowing, bluewall around us. It looked asif



the entire building were sheethed inside ashimmering cloud of Saint EImo'sfire that sparkled with
eectricd discharges. We were insde athaumaturgic forcefield.

"How long can you keep thisup?' | asked him.

"Not very long," Merlin replied. He glanced toward his students. "1 am shaping and directing the spell, but
their energy isthe source. However, they are inexperienced, and they will soon grow tired. If Bodkirk
has not become sufficiently discouraged by then, | shall haveto ded with him persondly.”

But Bodkirk had apparently had enough. At least, for the present. Either that, or he could not induce the
soldiersto try again. There was no further attempt to rush the building or to force us out, not even after
the energy of the spell had abated and the students dl lay on the floor of the meeting hall, exhausted, yet
exhilarated, filled with a newfound sense of power and purpose. Even in their weary repose, they talked
excitedly among themselves, and laughed and hugged and rolled on the floor like children.

| looked out the window toward where the remaining troops had gathered just beyond the gates. They
seemed to be milling around and arguing among themselves. There was no semblance of order at all. |
could see no sign of Bodkirk.

"What happens now?" | asked.

"That depends on Bodkirk," Merlin said. "And on what orders he receives from his superiors. | doubt he
will be anxiousto report to them right now, because he's made amess of things."

"He'snot the only one,”" | said. "Thefoolsin London are responsible for this. They need this school, and
they need you, but they're so paranoid and obsessed with having complete control that they can't see
thingsdearly.”

Merlin sat down on the floor and leaned back againgt thewall. "'l told you thiswould be adifficult task,
Thomas. | expected resistance. New ideas or, asin this case, an old ideathat merely seems new because
it wasforgotten, are often difficult for people to accept. And despite all we've managed to accomplish,
we have bardy even begun. Thisisonly my first school. There shal have to be many others, in every
country of the world, before the task can truly be complete. If | have to go through this sort of thing each
time...." He shook his head. "l am not ayoung man anymore.”

"That'sright, at two thousand, you're not exactly aspring chicken,” | said.

Merlin chuckled. Then his expression became serious. " So far; we have been fortunate. It could have
been much worse. And it may yet become so, before the day is out.”

"No," | said. "It doesn't haveto be that way! Not if wedo it right!”
He glanced up at me. "What do you mean?"

"I mean we should do what | intended al aong. We should use the media properly, and givethem a
really dramatic demonstration of what magic can accomplish! If they'd been hereto seethis...." |
stopped short. "God, I'm anidiot!"

| ran toward the door.
"Where are you going?' Merlin caled out behind me.

"To dowhat | should have donein thefirst place!”



| ran upstairsto Merlin's office. Why it hadn't occurred to meto call the media about this before, |
couldn't fathom, unlessit was because I'd devel oped such an aversion for them over the past few months.
Once Merlin gtarted teaching, | was the one who had to dedl with them all thetime, until Bodkirk
conveniently stepped in to take that burden from my shoulders, for his own purposes, and | was so glad
to berid of it that | had smply forgotten al about them.

| had d so forgotten the cardind rule of dedling with them. Y ou could be used by the media, or you could
usethem.... solong as you gave them what they wanted. Merlin had purposely downplayed his powers,
because he was concerned about frightening people. He had wanted to bring roe public dong dowly,
play the charming old sorcerer; the new-age mystic, giving them demondrations, but nothing too
dramatic, nothing that would give any red indication of just how powerful hismagic could be.

Except for hisfird televison appearance, hedd shied away from giving anything but purely practica
demondrations.

That seemed alogical courseto take, and | had supported it, but maybe we had missed the point.
Perhaps frightening people was exactly what Merlin should have done. As afamous American president
once sad, "Speak softly, but carry abig stick." It wastime, | felt, not only to show them that big stick,
but give them a hearty whack with it. That conjured wind had sent experienced soldiersrunning. If Merlin
were to do something like that before the news cameras....

| burst into his office and lunged for the phone. It was dead. | redlized that Bodkirk must have cut the
lines. | tried the lights. Nothing. Hed cut the power, too. | dammed my fist against the wall in frustration
and returned to tell Merlin what | had discovered. He was not surprised at al. In fact, he smiled.

"S0," he said, "our friend Bodkin appearsto be preparing for asiege.”
"A dege?" | said.' 'Y ou think he intendsto starve us out?'

"Or prevent us from communicating with the outside, and cause us enough discomfort that we will givein
to hisdemands" said Merlin. "Histhinking may be sound enough, only not for someone dedling with a
mage, ashewill soon learn.”

"I'm worried about Jenny and the others," | said. "He could decide to use them to bring pressure against
[B"

"Jenny and the girlswill be safe enough a home," hereplied. "The warding spell will protect them. And
therés Victor, don't forget. If anyone triesto harm them, Victor will tear their throats out. But the others
will be vulnerable. We had best send word to them.”

"How?'
"Raise the window,” Merlinsaid. "I would not want our messenger injured by the broken glass.”

"Messenger? What messenger?' | said as| lifted the window and some of the shattered glassfdl tinkling
to thefloor.

"Be quiet amoment,” said Merlin. He stared out the window for a short while, and then alarge crow
came flopping through and landed on his shoulder. Merlin glanced a me and raised his eyebrows. "Air
mail," hesaid. "I'll need some paper and a pen.”

| brought him what he needed and he wrote a short note to Jenny, telling her to remain in the house and
instructing her to contact the others. Then he folded up the paper and held it out to the crow. The bird
took it initsbeak and flew back out the window.



"That'samazing,” | said. "Can you do that with al animals?'

"Some are more cooperative than others™ hereplied. "1 have never been able to get very far with pigs,
for instance. They resent people too much. And eagles can be somewhat temperamental. But I've dways
donewell with cats and dogs, and bears, and some species of insects. | instructed the crow to wait and
bring back areply.”

"You did?| didn't hear you say anything."
He tapped hisforehead. "Words are not dways necessary. Animals are very senstive.”
"Y ou never ceaseto surprise me. | wish | could learn how to do that,” | said.

"It requires acertain gift, more than merely being an adept,” said Merlin. "It takes many years of patient
effort. Asde from the necessary taent, you need to observe animas carefully, and learn to understand
them. Many people have the gift, more than you might think, but they do not trouble to develop it. They
take satisfaction in the fact that animal's seem to respond to them, but they never work to form acloser
bond. And then, the modern world does not facilitate such study. It movestoo quickly, and patience and
adeep reverence for nature and her creatures have ceased to be considered virtues.”

"That'sreally what thisisal about, isn't it?" | said as| watched the students resting on the floor,
exhausted from their efforts. A lot of them were fast adeep. The rest were whispering quietly, so asnot
to disturb the others. "It's a battle between the modern world and an older, smpler time."

"I prefer to think that it is not a choice between two such extremes," Merlin replied. "We cannot go back
to the past, and there is much about the past that is best left in the past. However, we can move on into
the future with an appreciation for the lessons of the past, something humanity has never profited from
gredtly."

"There's an old saying, those who do not remember the mistakes of the past are doomed to repest
them," | said.

"True," said Merlin.' 'Congder our present situation. This schoal, for instance, could just aseasily bea
castle fortress, with men at armsingde, led by awarlord, and outside is abesieging army, led by another
warlord.”

"It'sabit difficult to picture Bodkirk asawarlord,” | said with agrin.

"Nevertheless, in avery red sense, that ishisrole,” said. Merlin. "And the root of our conflict isno
different than the struggle between Uther Pendragon and Gorlois of Cornwall. It isaquestion of power. |
possessit, Bodkirk and his superiors wish to seize and control it. And so here we two warlords Sit, at
loggerheads, while the common people starve and suffer. Things have not changed so very much, after
al”

"It'sal so bloody stupid,” | sad.

Merlin shrugged. "Y ou'll hear no argument from me. If there was some way we could compromise, |
would, but their position does not alow for it. They would isolate me here, and sudy me, and have me
train only those whom they approve of." He glanced toward his students. "Now that they have served
their purpose, they would be discarded and replaced by others of Bodkirk'silk. No, Thomas, | cannot
alow that. It was never what | had in mind. And | owe them more than that."

" Then fight the bastards,” | said. "Power isthe only thing they redly understand. Show them!”



Merlin sighed. "I am sorely tempted to do just that. But don't you see, that would only prove them right.
If | did that, then al those who have been saying | am dangerous, and that magic is dangerous, would
havether damsvindicated."

"Perhaps,” | said, "but then again, maybe that doesn't matter anymore. Perhaps there never was away
around that. The point isthat alot of people would support you, because they're fed up with the way
things are. They're desperate. And alot of them are dying. The old world order hasfalen apart. We
need anew one. And we won't bring it about with halfway mesasures.”

"Andif wefal?' said Malin.

| glanced a him sharply. It wasthefirgt time I'd ever seen him exhibit any doubt. And it wasthe last time,
aswell. After that day, it was adifferent Merlin who emerged, aMerlin who had resolved upon anew,
stronger course of action, and never once looked back.

"If wefail, thentheworld fals™ | said. "We have everything to gain, and nothing left to lose.”
"Merlin!" 1t was Bodkirk on hisbullhorn again. "Merlin, can you hear me?"

Merlin took adeep breath, but said nothing. He had a distant look in hiseyes. | answered for him.
"What do you want, Bodkirk?' | shouted out the window.

"Malory?"

"l said, what do you want?"

"You know damn well what | want! 1 want you and the rest of those people out of there! Merlin
stays. Tell himif he refuses to cooperate, I'll be forced to take drastic measures. | didn't want to
see anybody hurt, but he's left me with no other choice now. Thisis a matter of national security.
If the building is not cleared immediately, the troops will open fire. | will do whatever is necessary
to shut this place down. You understand me? Whatever is necessary!”

| glanced a Merlin. Y ou il think there's another way to dedl with people like that?"
"No," said Merlin softly, "I fear not."

He got to hisfeet and turned toward his students, who were al awake now and watching him to see what
he would do. He took a deep breath and exhaed heavily.

"We are about to pass the point of no return,” he said to them. "If any of you have any doubts about
following me, come what may, then now isthetimeto speek. | shall not hold it againgt you. If you choose
to remain, then you will sharein the consequences of my actions. If you leave now, you leave with aclear
conscience, and | will think none the worse of you for it."

Therewas along silence. No one spoke.
"Merlin!" Bodkirk shouted through hisbullhorn.

""What happened this morning will be nothing compared to what will happen now," said Merlin. "'If any of
you have any reservations, thisisyour fina chance.

"Merlin! Damn you, answer me!"

Not one of them stepped forward. Someone in the group said, "We're al with you, Professor! Give 'em



hel!™

They started to applaud, but Merlin silenced them at once.

"Ceasel" he shouted. "1 will not have applause for what | am about to do.”

"Merlin! Merlin, I' Il have your answer now or we will open fire in ten seconds!”

Merlin stepped up to thewindow. "Hereis my answer!" he shouted, and his eyes flashed with a bright,
blue, incandescent glow as abeam of thaumaturgic force lanced out from them and struck Bodkirk
where he stood, about fifty yards away. He screamed as his body was wreathed in blue flame and an
instant later, there was nothing left of him but a scorched spot where he had stood and afew rising
tendrils of smoke.

There was astunned silence. | swallowed hard and said, " Jesus.”

"Was that what you wanted, Thomas?' Merlin said tersdly.

| took adeep breath. "I suppose there was no other choice," | said.

"Oh, yes, therewas," said Merlin grimly. "But not quite so effective. Observe.”

The soldierswere giving up. They'd had enough. Without Bodkirk there to give them their orders, they
decided they weren't going up againgt anything like what they had just seen. Silently, they filed out
through the gates and retreated to their barracks, across the road.

Merlin faced his students. "The respongbility for what | have just doneis mine and mine done. If any of
you wish to leave, it should be safe now. It has been my privilege to instruct you."

He turned and walked out of the hall. Not a single student | eft.

The crow returned shortly with anote from Jenny. Not finding Merlin present, it delivered the note to me.
| took it from its beak and, somewhat lamely, thanked it. It gave araucous cry and flew back out the
window. | opened the note and learned why we had no telephone service and no power. The power was
out everywhere and dl the telephone lines were dead. Jenny was a home, with the Stewarts and the
others, listening to theradio. | hurried to my office on thefirst floor and switched on the small
battery-powered radio | kept there.

"—continue to broadcast so long as our auxiliary generators can keep operating, which our chief engineer
tellsme will be only about another hour or two, at best. | repesat, remainindoorsif at al humanly

possible. Keep away from your windows. Lock your doors. Use your emergency supplies sparingly,
because thereis no way of telling how long thismay continue. The fighting is apparently worst in the East
End, but rioting has broken out dl over the city, and in many of the outlying aress, aswell. Looting is
rampant. There arefiresdl over the city, most of them apparently burning out of control. The power is
out al over London, and the telephone switchboards are inoperative. Tony Sanders hasjust arrived in
the studio, he's been out there, Tony, areyou al right? Y ou look terrible!™

"| fed terrible, Brian. It'sawful out there, it's an absolute horror! Please, ladies and gentlemen, whatever
you do, keep off the streets! Stay insde! The whole city has gone mad. It began, as near aswe can tell,
shortly after two o'clock this morning, with a skirmish between police and agang of lootersin the
warehouse digtrict, by the Thames, in what was apparently an organized attempt to break in and stedl
emergency food rations. The looters were well armed and a firefight ensued, which was shortly joined by
asguad of L.U.A.D. commandos called in to assist the officers on the scene, who were both
outnumbered and outgunned. As near aswe can tell, the fighting was spontaneoudy joined by loca



residents, many of them armed aswdll, and it quickly escalated into afull-scale Street riot, at which point
the army was called in. However, that act proved to be tossing fud onto the fire, for it resulted in people
firing on the soldiers from conced ment in nearby buildings, and the rioting spread from there.”

"How intenseisthefighting right now, Tony?'

"Therésno way to measureit, Brian, but it isvery intense, indeed, on the East End, and sporadic fighting
istaking place throughout the city Looters are everywhere. People seem to have gone stark raving mad. |
understand thereisasorioting in Aldershot and Farnham, and we've had reports of fighting in Ashford,
Brentwood, Watford, St. Albans, Letehworth, no way to substantiate many of these reports, | hasten to
add, but it ssemsto be breaking out all oven Again, | repeat, we cannot confirm most of these reports,
but we can confirm that the fighting in Greater London isvery bad, indeed. What happened early this
morning seemsto have set off achain reaction that is now running out of control, and thereisliterdly no
way of tdling how long it may last or what the outcome may be. The government has declared martia
law, but the authorities seem totally unable to ded with the scope of the Situation. It's asif everywhere,
throughout the city and beyond, people have findly reached the breaking point and we are in a state of
total anarchy. Thisisadisaster atragedy of unprecedented proportions, ladies and gentlemen, and if you
ate within the sound of my voice, | urge you to barricade yourselvesinsde your homes and pray”™

| picked up the radio and rushed upstairsto Merlin's quarters. It had finaly happened, what we had
feared most in my days with the army and later with the police department, atota breakdown of society.
We had all been teetering on the edge of thisfor years and we had gone over the brink at last. Compared
to this, our own crisswasinggnificant.

Merlin stood at the window of his office, staring out toward the gate, toward the spot where Bodkirk had
died. | had not switched off the radio when | rushed upstairs, and he turned at the sound. | said nothing,
merely stood there, holding it. He looked at me, and | set the radio down on hisdesk. He stared &t i,
listening impassively as the two announcers continued their reports.

"Where are the students?' he asked, after afew moments.

"Still inthemeeting hdl," | said. "At leadt, they werewhen | left them.”
He nodded. " Send word to Jenny. We are leaving for London at once.”
"How?' | asked.

"Simple" Merlin replied. "We are going to drive.”

| can't imagine what the soldiers must have thought when they looked out the windows of their barracks
and saw the two of us approaching with aflag of truce, conssting of my handkerchief tied to theend of a
ruler A number of them came out, carrying their wegpons, but holding them nervoudy. Their senior
officer; amgor; stepped forward, his sidearm holstered. He gazed at us uncertainly.

"l an Mgor Waters," he said flatly, and volunteered nothing further.
I'd never had any direct dealings with the soldiers before, so | introduced mysdlf and Merlin.

"| regret the necessity for what happened earlier” said Merlin, "but thereisafar more serious Situation
facing usnow. Y ou are aware of what is happening in London?"

Waters nodded. "We've been in radio communication,” he said. "We have been ordered back to the city,
to assst in putting down therioting. The men are packing up their gear right now. | have no further orders
concerning you and your people at present. And | have as yet made no report concerning this morning's



events. Things are abit hectic back at headquarters right now."
Merlin nodded. "We are going with you."

Watersraised hiseyebrows. "To London? I'm afraid | can't dlow that, sir My initial orders concerning
your group were—"

"Look, Mgor," | said, "we can stand here arguing all day while London burns, or we can go there and
do something about it."

"Weare going, in any event,” said Merlin. "1 would prefer to do it with your cooperation, but | do not
requireit. | could easily compel you."

Waters blinked. "I havelittle doubt of that,” he said. "Very well. However, we do not have room for al
your people.”

"That won't be necessary,” Merlin said. "Our party will consst of Thomas and mysdlf, and six others.
Have you room enough for them?”

"We can managethat,” said Waters. "Wewill beleaving in less than five minutes, however"
"WEell beready, "l sad.

"Sir..." said Waters, hesitantly addressng Merlin.

"y e

"Do you think you can redly stop it?"

"Yes, Mgor, | bedievel can,” saidd Merlin.

"Right. Let'sgo, then."

Merlin selected six of hismost gifted students to accompany him to London. Y oung and unsure of
themsalvesthen, al their names are quite well-known today. Andrel Zorin was then an earnest young
man of nineteen, from the city of Kiev, inthe Ukraine. However, even then, his psychic abilitieswere
well-developed and he had come to England to apply for the College with assistance from his
government. Today, he sits on the board of directors of the.T.C. and holds the rank of mage, one of
only five peopleto atain the highest level in the discipline of thaumaturgy.

Another was Huang Wu Chen, aquiet and reserved young man of twenty, origindly from the Himadayan
ranges of Tibet, who had been living in Paris when he heard about Merlin. Today, heis better known by
his magename, Tao Tzu, which means" Son of the Way," and he resides once morein his native country,
in an isolated monastery on amountaintop where he teaches students of hisown. His True Light College
of Sorcery isone of the most rigorous and demanding schoolsin existence, and has produced some of
the finest adeptsin the world.

Y oshi Kunitsugu, from Japan, is better known today by the magename of Y ohaku, which means 'blank
space” or' 'white space” in his native language, and is areference to the Japanese calligraphic art form
known as $ho, in which the space that isleft blank upon acanvasisjust asimportant asthat whichis
filled with ink. Empty spaceis not nothing in the art of Japan. It representsthe redlm of infinite
possibilities. Like Tao Tzu and Zorin, he too attained the rank of mage. At thetime, he was merely aboy,
and he treasted Merlin with the reverence of aZen student toward his master



Stefan St John, of Manchester, was the only other man, except for Al'Hassan (who did not study with
Merlin until he Sarted teaching in America), who ever attained the rank of mage. He chose Gandalf ashis
magename, taken from aclassic work of fantasy by Tolkien, and he, too, sat on the board of thel.T.C.
until his recent death at the age of seventy-one. He wasthirty at the time, one of the oldest sudents at the

College.

Pierre Chagd, at twenty-eight, was also one of the older students, from Cherbourg. He eventualy
founded the College of Sorcerersat the Sorbonne and is currently the chairman of the board of the
|.T.C., with the rank of twelfth-level adept. And the find member of our party was lan Duncan, a
twenty-two-year-old from London, particularly concerned about hisfamily when he learned about the
rioting. They lived in the East End.

Wejoined Mgor Watersin his convoy of army transports, along with apartidly filled fuel tanker, which
was dl the reserve Waters and his men possessed. It would be enough to get usal to London, and it
was placed in the center of the convoy, for protection.

| had sent word to Jenny with one of the other students, who would al remain behind at the College. All
of them had been anxiousto go, but Merlin did not wish to put any more of them at risk than absolutely
necessary, and there was not enough room for them, in any case. The thought crossed my mind, asit had
inmy dayswith the Loo, that | might never see my family again. I'd been involved in some bad ones
before, but never anything as bad asthis. | wasfilled with gpprehension.

We passed through L oughborough, and it was still early, but the town was strangely silent. | imagined
everyone stting in their homes, glued to their portable radios, listening to news of therioting. Would it
spread to Loughborough? Many of the transents who had arrived in recent months, attracted by Merlin's
presence, had since moved on, but there were gtill crude shanties standing on the outskirts of the town,
on both sides of the road, and as we passed, | was led by the smell of unsanitary latrines and rags
and other refuse burning iniron barrels. What would these people do when they found the soldiers gone?
| felt atightnessin my stomach. It wouldn't take much to entice them to join in araid on the town. They
had practically nothing, save the clothes on their backs and afew persond possessions, so therewaslittle
left for them to lose. Would Carr's largely volunteer police force be enough to stop them? Or would they
remain peaceful, thinking Merlin was dtill in town? In the covered transports, no one could see us, and o
no one had any reason to suspect that Merlin was leaving with the soldiers. Perhaps that would be
enough to keep them dl inline. | certainly hoped so.

Aswe drove along the cracked and buckled pavement of roads that could no longer be maintained, past
rusting cars that had been pushed off to the sides of the road and abandoned because their owners could
no longer purchasefud for them, Merlin outlined his plan to the others. It would prove taxing on him, and
on them, aswell. They were gifted, but they were not experienced adepts. They'd had only afew months
of training, and the days when adepts would become board-certified were fill along way off. Hardly any
of their training had congsted of learning spells. The most difficult part of becoming an adept was
developing the mental powers of concentration and learning how to tap the intuitive, subconscious
potentid of the mind. However, Merlin had sdected these individuas because they were dready well
ahead of dl the othersin that respect. Still, he had to give them a crash course dong the way in the spells
that they would use and there would be no chance for them to practice.

When it cameright down to it, they would go in cold, and it would be dl or nothing. | had wished for the
chanceto study thaumaturgy mysalf, but been denied it for lack of naturd ability Now, | did not envy
them one bit. Nor did I envy Mg or Waters, who had taken it upon himsdlf to disregard his orders and
divide hismen, so that each of the students, in addition to Merlin and mysdlf, would be accompanied by
an armed security detachment. If we failed, Waterswould face the gravest pendties. But men again, he



reasoned, if wefailed, being charged with mutiny or disobedience to orders Would be the least of his
concerns.

CHAPTER 11

Therespongbilitieswere divided up en route. Zorin, Chen, and Kunitsugu and the men who would go
with them were given the task of restoring power to the city. They would cast the spells Merlin had taught
them to get the generating plants operative again and make sure work parties were sent out to repair any
power linesthat had been damaged. It was aformidable task, and the most advanced students were
given that responghbility.

. John would be dispatched with his party of soldiersto the studios of the BBC, to get them on the air
and to start broadcasting as soon as possible. Chaga would handle the radio end of the broadcasting
operation. Duncan'sjob would beto act as liaison with the military and the police. Waters would go with
him, dong with another detachment of men. That |eft the toughest job to Merlin.

It would be up to Merlin to stop the violence in the streets, and | would go aong with another
detachment of soldiersto watch hisback, because it would take al his concentration and energy to bring
such amassive undertaking about. The various army detachments would al have officers or
noncommissioned officersin command, save for the group that went with me, because with Merlin's
safety at stake, | ingsted on being placed in charge. Waters was hesitant about placing some of hismen
under the command of acivilian, until he found out what my background was, and then his reservations
disappeared. By the time we reached the outskirts of the city, everyone knew what he would have to do.

We heard therioting before we saw it. The sharp, crackling bursts of automatic weaponsfirefilled theair
It sounded as if we were driving straight into awar zone and, to al intents and purposes, we were. We
stopped the convoy and reshuffled the passengers quickly, so that each group could take transports and
depart for its objective. We made sure that al the tanks were full, then abandoned the fudl tanker, even
though it till contained some precious fud. It would be too cumbersome, and much too risky to bring

adong.

We had brought my radio, and a small, battery-powered, portable TV. These would be vita in helping us
to gauge the success or failure of our efforts. | dso had my old 9-mm semiautomatic, with two spare
clips, and | had procured a drum-magazine, short-barreled riot shotgun from Waters. | desperately
hoped | wouldn't have to use them.

We were heading for aroughly centra location in the city, Trafalgar Square. Aswe drove quickly
through the streets, we had to dow down on anumber of occasions because of fighting up ahead of us.
Severd times, groups of people came running out toward us as we passed, hurling rocks and bottles,
anything that cameto hand. Our driver smply took to leaning on his horn and plowing straight on

through.

On Oxford Street, we had to smash through a barricade that had been erected in the middle of the road,
just apile of broken furniture and junk that had been thrown up. At least adozen times or more, bullets
fired at us penetrated the flimsy canvas covering around us and we decided it would be more prudent to
lay down in thelorry bed and hope that no stray rounds would find a mark.

It was bedlam. Entire city blocks werein flames, bodies lay helter-skelter in the street, and therewas a
noiseintheair unlikeany | had ever heard before. It wasn't the sound of gunfire multiplied many times,

like amassvefireworks display, or the sound of sirens, or the popping, hissing, crackling, and groaning
of many buildings burning, it was the sound of people, people driven past dl limits of endurance, so that



they were reduced to beaests. The air seemed filled with one long, vast, ululating howl, rising and falling,
risng and fdling, and it was a chilling thing to heat. It made the hairs on the back of my neck bristle and
my skinfed clammy. The scent of fear wasin the air, fear and madness. Almost the entire popul ace of

London had turned into amindless mob.

Something struck the side of the trangport and amoment later, the canvas covering burgt into flame.
Someone had « tossed aMolotov cocktall a us. The soldiers quickly stripped off the burning canvas as
we careened through the Streets, tossing it behind us. One of them was nicked in the scalp by apassing
bullet and hefdll down beside me.

"Areyou dl right?' | shouted.
He brought hishand up to hishead. "1 think it only grazed me, sir I'll be okay."
"Stay down, for God's sake."

The sky was black with smoke and the streets were alitter of debris. People were running everywhere,
some brandishing wegpons, others carrying looted items, il othersfighting among themsdlves. It was
overwheming.

"How the hell are you going to stop this?" | asked Merlin.

He said nothing. He sat with his eyes closed, withdrawn deep into himsaif, either thinking or summoning
up hisenergy, | couldn't tell. It was asif he hadn't heard me.

"It'slike the end of theworld," the wounded soldier said.
"Or maybethe beginning,” | replied.

Helooked up at me and moistened hislips nervoudy. "1 hope s0," he said. "Y ou were a sergeant-major
inthearmy, Sr?"

"That'sright."

"Y ou must've seen your share of action, then.”

"Morethan my share," | replied.

"Ever anything asbad asthis?"

| hesitated before replying, but | owed thelad the truth. "No," | said. "Never likethis."

We pulled into Trafdgar Square and drove around to the norm side, coming to astop before the
Nationd Galery. The soldiers piled out first, deploying around the entrance and covering us, in case
someone opened fire, but the square appeared deserted. The Nelson Column had been spray-painted
with graffiti and someone had knocked the head off the statue of Charles|. We ran out and broke down
the doors of the Gallery. All the monuments were vandalized in one way or another In years past, every
New Year's Eve, Trafadgar Square was the scene of celebration. Now, it was ascene of desolation, of a
city initsdeath throes.

We made our way up to the roof. Some of the men stayed below, to guard the entrance. Merlin had
remained slent al thistime. Now he stood upon the rooftop, dressed in his conica hat and robe, which
Jenny had repaired for him, and carrying his staff. It was asurredl sght. A figure out of the past, a
storybook wizard, standing on arooftop looking out over amodern city, acity that wasin flames, and



plunged into agate of total anarchy. Irrationdly, | suddenly wished that | had brought along a camera, to
capture this moment.

The soldier who'd been wounded was one of severd who had come up on the roof with us. One of the
others had bandaged his head with gauze from afirst-aid kit. The bandage was bloody, but he |ooked
none the worse for wear. "What happens now?" he asked me softly, his gaze on Merlin.

"Magic," | replied. "Magic happens.”

Merlin raised his gaff and started chanting.

"What's he saying?' asked the soldier.

"I don't know. | don't speak ancient Cdltic.”

"He's cagting aspell, isn't he?’

| nodded.

The soldier shook hishead. "It'slike something out of amovie."
"Quiet," | said. "Just watch. And crossyour fingers.”

Overhead, dark clouds began to gather They appeared from out of nowhere, gradually fading into
existence, and drifted in, converging from al directions. The wind picked up. It smelted likerain.

Thunder rolled. Thewind grew stronger, and stronger still. Sheet lightning flashed behind the clouds,
lighting up the sky. It grew dark, even though it was gtill the afternoon. The wind was blowing even
harder now. Merlin'slong hair streamed out behind him. His robe billowed in the wind.

He stood, with arms outstretched, his staff held high, crying out his chant into the wind. There were dark
cloudsal over the city now, low clouds, ominous and threatening, spreading out in dl directions. They
were like avortex, swirling around and around, like awhirlpoal in the sky, spreading wider and wider
until it seemed to cover everything. Thunder rolled and lightning flashed. Then Merlin held hisstaff out in
both hands, pointed at the sky, and ajagged beam of force burst out from itstip and shot up into the sky,
striking the clouds and causing bright blue sparks of energy to spread through them, like cracks
appearing in asheet of ice.

A devadtatingly loud clap of thunder broke out like a sonic boom and ajagged bolt of lightning lanced
down from the sky and struck the Nelson Column, causing it to crumble. Then it began to hail.

At firg, the hail camedowninsmall, singing pellets, faling hard and fast, then gradudly, the sze of the
hail grew greater, until chunks of icethe Sze of golf ballswere raining down on the city. We retrested
from thisfurious ondaught, back into the stairwell, but Merlin remained stlanding on the edge of the roof,
gpparently unaffected, asthe hail fell so fast and thick that it obscured amost everything from view. Some
of the pieces were the size of aman'sfid.

"How in hell can anyone stay outsdein that?' the young soldier said, staring a Merlin with astonishment.
| laughed. "That'sjust the point!" | said. "They can't!"

It was brilliant. | had no ideawhat Merlin had intended, but now | saw the beauty of it. No onewould be
able to stand beneath such ardentless, hammering hail for long. It would drive everyone to seek shelter |
fumbled for thelittle radio and switched it on.



"—dll over the city, falling so fast and furioudly that everyone has cleared the streets,” said the announcer.
"It'slikeamiracle, only I'mtold that it's no miracle, nor even an act of nature, but of magic! Herein the
studio with meis Pierre Chagal, a student of Merlin Ambrosius, the Wizard of Camelot, and we have him
to thank for being able to get back on the air again. Mr. Chaga comesto uswith startling news. I'll turn
the microphone over to him. Mr. Chagd...."

"Thank you. Thismorning, as soon aswe heard news of therioting, agroup of thaumaturgy students from
the International Center for Thaumaturgica Studies accompanied Professor Ambrosiusto London, aong
with amilitary escort. Even as | speak, some of those students, acting under the direction of Professor
Merlin Ambrosius, arein the process of employing their knowledge of thaumaturgy to restore power to
the city. Radio broadcasting has now been resumed, and television broadcasting should resume shortly, if
it has not done so dready. We are dso working in cooperation with the military and the police to help
restore order to the city. The hail presently faling on the city isthe result of astorm conjured by
Professor Ambrosius himsdlf, with an aim to disrupting the violence in the streets. Thereisno cause for
adarm. The hail will continue until the streets are completely cleared and there are no further reports of
rioting or looting. It is recommended, however, that people remain indoors, if possble, or if not, seek
shdlter, for the hailstorm will befollowed by adriving rain that will continue until thefiresare dl under
control.

"Thiswill, indl likelihood, take days of hard, unabated rainfall. However, telephone operation should be
resuming shortly, and we shal be working in close cooperation with the authoritiesto set up acriss
center. The number will be made available as soon as possible, but we urge people not to call unless
faced with a serious emergency. Professor Ambrosius has requested that &l citizens of London and the
outlying areas work together in aspirit of goodwill and cooperation to overcomethiscriss. Violenceis
not the answer. We at the International Center for Thaumaturgical Studies pledge our full support to the
people of London and dl of Great Britain in amutua effort to bring about the end of the Collapse, once
and for al, and to once more restore the country, and hopefully the world, to a more stable footing. If we
al pull together, we can all make magic.”

A smilar announcement followed shortly thereafter on the BBC televison network, with Stefan St. John
looking very competent and salf-assured on camera, and sounding very professond, indeed. The
announcements were repeated, and St. John and Chagal were both interviewed extensively on the air,
and later, crews were sent to interview Kunitsugu, Zorin, and the others and show how their use of
thaumaturgy had restored power to a blacked-out city. It was amediatour de force, and by the end of
the day, Merlin and his studentswere al heroes.

After the hail had ceased and the rain began, the spell-gathered storm followed its course and Merlin
made hisfirgt public appearance on TV. Hiswords were aso broadcast over the radio simultaneoudy. In
acanny move, he appeared with

the Prime Minister, aswell asthe commissioner of New Scotland Y ard and General Boyd-Roberts,
representing the police and the military respectively. He appeared modest, but determined and full of
s f-confidence. He required no further coaching from me when it came to dedling with the media. He
had learned hislessonswell.

No reference was ever made to any government plan to take over the operation of the College or to
exercise any direct control over Merlin and his pupils. The Prime Minigter hailed him asagreat
humanitarian, thanked him for hisefforts, and pledged the government's full support in furthering
"thaumaturgic education and establishing a thaumaturgical support base for anew source of energy and a
new and brighter tomorrow."

Everyone was eager to get on the bandwagon and claim some affiliation with Merlin and the College. At



some point, someone even proposed Merlin for the Nobel peace prize, which was actualy awarded to
him severa years|ater. No one ever mentioned the death of Stanley Bodkirk, and the incident was not
even reported until several years had passed and some disgruntled, down-on-his-luck soldier who had
been there sold the story to the tabloids. That was the beginning of the rumors and innuendos that spread
through the succeeding years concerning Merlin's dleged use of "necromancy” to diminate anyone who
good in hisway. Nor did Merlin help the Situation any by admitting that he had used magic to kill
Bodkirk.

Those of uswho were close to him had tried to isolate him from reporters anxious to pursue the sory,
and we pleaded with him to at least issue a statement of "No comment,” but Merlin would have none of
it. Though we dl insgsted it was sdf-defense and in defense of the students who werein the College
building at the time, for Bodkirk had announced, in no uncertain terms, that he would order the troopsto
open firein ten seconds, Merlin never shied from taking full responsibility for Bodkirk's death. He
admitted it, and he did not apologize for it, which only made things worse. He has dwaysremained, asa
result, afigure of controversy.

The truth was that Merlin did, indeed, hold life to be sacred, and he did not condone the taking of it. Y et
he had done so purposely, and in many ways, | shared in the responsibility, for it was| who urged him to
fight back and do something so demondrative of his power that it would frighten the opposition into
submission.

| had not actudly told him to kill anyone, but that ismerely rationaizing. In dl honesty, | must admit that |
would have done the same thing myself. And | have done so. | killed people when | wasasoldier, and |
killed people when | was a police commando, as | had killed poor James Whitby, acting asthe
instrument of his suicide. My conscience does not disturb me, for | believed that what | had done was
necessary, and | continueto believeit. But Merlin was dways deeply disturbed by Bodkirk's deeth,
which he considered to be murder, as he remained disturbed by the part he had played in helping Arthur
kill Gorlais, over two thousand years ago. Merlin dwayswas a very complicated man, capable of
gentleness and compassion, yet a the sametime, he could be utterly ruthless and implacable. But he had
aconscience, and Bodkirk's desth weighed heavily upon it.

The end of The Great London Riot marked aturning point in history. It was the beginning of the end of
the Collapse. For one day, massinsanity had reigned in London, and but for Merlin, it could have
marked the day that plunged the nation into a Dark Age from which there may have been no recovery
Therewere smilar incidentsin other nations of the world, but they did not have Merlin to bring an end to
them. At least, not right away. Like awire drawn tighter and tighter until, finaly, it snaps, soitiswith
human nature, and with that curious amalgam of flesh and concrete, blood and sted, the modern city.
Hardship piles upon hardship, and people suffer patiently, until at last al patienceis exhausted and an
entire city undergoes a nervous breakdown. At such times, psychosis can be catching. It isavery virulent
disease.

When New Y ork city "went critical," asthe Americans say, bodies piled up by the thousands and the
devastation was perhaps as great as might have occurred in the blast of an atomic bomb. In Tokyo, when
the city reached its breaking point, mass suicides resulted. Paris burned, so much so that it took years
before the City of Light could be fully reconstructed. But what made L.ondon different was that the end of
The Great London Riot brought hope not only to every British subject, but to people al throughout the
world. The eyes of the entire world were on Gresat Britain, and specificaly London, and Merlin and his
fledgling students worked around the clock to usher in the Second Thaumaturgic Age.

In time, astheir education was completed, those students went out to start schools of their own. Merlin
and | traveled extensively to pave the way for the establishment of programs of thaumaturgical studies at



every mgor university throughout the world. Within ayear of The Great London Riot, the first Bureau of
Thaumaturgy was formed, with Merlin asitsdirector initidly, until Stefan St. John took over the post
approximately five yearslaer. By thetime Bureaus of Thaumaturgy had aso been established in
Washington, D.C., Moscow, Paris, Tokyo, Peking, Berlin, Montreal, and Td Aviv, the International
Center for Thaumaturgical Studies had becomethe |.T.C. and moved its headquartersto Geneva. The
converted public schoal building in Loughborough, whereit al began, isnow The Ambrosius Museum.

But that day in London, when wefinally had a chance to take a break and deep for afew precious hours
before we began the long, hard taskof bringing order back to the city and dedling with endlesslogigtical
problems and bureaucratic frustrations, Merlin and | collapsed into the beds provided for us, utterly
exhausted.

Ahead of usremained an arduous task, and later areception at Buckingham Paace and the awarding of
the O.B.E.'s, and more media coverage, and more work, and more frustrations, but in the few moments
during which we could till keep our eyes open, there was a sense of accomplishment that would never
quite be matched by anything that happened afterward.

"Youdidit," | sad, leaning back against the headboard weerily. It was late and we were both spent.
Merlinin particular. Helooked completely drained. "Youredly did it."

"No, Thomas, we didit," Merlin said.
| shook my head. "It was your magic that pulled it off. Hell, what did | do?’

Helooked at me and smiled. ™Y ou took awild and crazy old man you met in the forest and brought him
home to share what little you had, despite your hardship. And magica things began to happen, just likein
afary tae”

| smiled and shrugged. "Héll, anyone would have done the same.”

"Oh, | doubt that very much," he said. "Most people would have taken onelook at my long hair and wild
beard, the robe with its magical symbols and the staff and the conica wizard'scap...."

He glanced toward the chair where he had hung his clothes. There they were, the robe emblazoned with
its symbals, the conica hat and staff, and there he was, stretched out on the bed in awhite T-shirt and
pair of boxer shorts. On the floor beside the chair where he had hung his clothes stood apair of lace-up
army boots, with white athletic socks tucked into them.

"| aways detested that damned cap,” he said. "And | always thought the bloody robe was a bit much.”
| raised my eyebrows. "Why did you wear them, then?”

"They were agift from Arthur,”" he said sourly. "The uniform he had decreed for hisroya court magician.

| protested, but he merely gave me one of hisimperiouslooks and said, 'I| an king and | have spoken.’ |
told him, I made you king, you bloody idiot!" But he folded his arms across his chest, turned away, and
said, 'l did not hear that. He was impossible when he got like that and there was smply no talking to him.
So | said the hell with it and wore the stupid costume. Buit at least now, at last, | shal befree of it."

"Wdll, now, | don't know about that,” | said. "It's become part of your image. And as you, yoursglf, once
pointed out to me, image isimportant. Y ou may be stuck with that outfit for awhile longer; I'm afraid.
People will expect it."

He sghed with resignation. "Y es, | suppose you're right. But promise me one thing, Thomas. When dl of
thisis over whenever that may be, you'l take me shopping for some norma clothes.”



"I'll take you to the best tailor on Savile Row," | said with agrin. "And helll probably be ddighted to give
you an entire wardrobe for nothing, just so he can say he'sMerlin'stailor Y ou'll be able to have awhole
closetful of handmade suits”

"I would likeapair of bluejeans,” Merlin said. "And some flannd shirts. The plaid ones. And perhaps
one of those black leather jackets, like the young people wear"

"| can see you going to Buckingham Palace dressed like that," | said with achuckle.
"It would not be appropriate?’
"No, | shouldn't think s0."

Hesghed. "It seems| till have much to learn about the modern world. | shal have to depend on you to
teach me, Thomas."

| smiled and looked up at the ceiling. ™Y ou can count on me, old friend,” | said, recaling the words hed
said to me shortly after we first met. He said that each of us would teach the other. | had thought he
meant that he would teach me magic. Well, | never did learn any magic, but | learned more from him than
from anyonethat | had ever met. | turned toward him and said, "Good night, Professor"

But he was dready fast adeep.



