Merlin’s Farewell

By Wesley Lowe


Merlin was very wise.   He was the wisest in all of Britain as well as in all of the Isles, though it would be immodest of him to say so.  But what else can one expect of the last of the Druids but vast, far-reaching wisdom, especially one who has aged hundreds of years?  Indeed, with age comes wisdom, but it also brings great weariness, just as it has for Merlin as he returned to mighty Camelot.  


Long the old wizard has lived and much he has seen.  He had fulfilled Arthur’s destiny as well as his own by bringing about the establishment of a great kingdom that will be remembered for all time.  Yet, though Camelot was at the peak of its power and glory, a great atrocity had taken place, one that had compelled Merlin to take leave of his honored position of court wizard and royal advisor, and travel to reflect upon what the future held not just for Camelot, but for himself as well.


Memories of Arthur flitted through Merlin’s mind as he entered the majestic halls of Camelot.  The old wizard had known him since he was just a babe squalling in his mother’s arms.  But the circumstances of his birth led the infant to be placed in the old wizard’s care.  

It all began decades ago when Uther Pendragon, King of Britain, called all of his nobles to court in the spirit of unity and peace.  One of the king’s most honored guests was Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, who had brought with him his beautiful wife Igraine.  The king became infatuated with the lovely Igraine and lavished upon her extravagant gifts of jewelry and breathtaking garments of silk.  And when he danced with her, Uther’s eyes drank Igraine’s beauty as he held her in his arms even after the music stopped, much longer than social etiquette deemed appropriate.  

Inevitably, Gorlois grew jealous over King Uther’s obvious admiration for his wife and one night, he, his wife Igraine, and his entire entourage left Uther’s castle without a word.  Vexed by the Duke’s abrupt departure, Uther laid siege at Castle Terrabil, where Gorlois dwelt. 

Still yearning for Igraine, Uther called for Merlin, who served as his advisor at the time, and told him of his infatuation of the Duke of Cornwall’s wife.  

“I will do anything to have her,” said Uther.  “Even forfeit my kingdom, so great is my love for Igraine.”

Normally, Merlin would have refused to be involved in the king’s obsession, for such affairs only led to tragedy and heartbreak.  But the old wizard had foreseen death and destruction upon the land in his crystal ball, and what he must do to avert such horrible events and forge a future of peace and unity for the land of Britain. 

“If that is truly your wish, then Igraine will be yours tonight,” said Merlin.  “But there will be a high price for your passion, one you will most certainly regret.” 

To this, Uther immediately agreed without question, so great was his desire to have Igraine.

“Then let it be known that a male child will be conceived between you and Igraine,” said Merlin gravely.  “But he must be given into my care immediately after his birth.  I promise I shall protect the child and make sure that he is raised in safety, though turbulent times will come to this kingdom.  Do you swear to this?”

Again, Uther agreed.

So that very night, Merlin called upon the powers of enchantment from the ethereal mists of faerie and cast a magical guise upon Uther so that he took the appearance of the Duke of Cornwall.  When the spell was complete, Uther mounted his horse and sped towards Castle Tintagel where Igraine lay.   Upon arrival, the castle guards recognized him as their duke and allowed him entry.  As Uther approached Igraine’s chamber, he came upon the duke’s favorite hound, which growled and barked for it knew that this was not his master.  But Uther quieted the dog by blowing the faerie dust Merlin gave him upon it, which caused it to collapse in a deep sleep.

When Uther entered Igraine’s chamber, she welcomed him as if he were her husband, Gorlois and retired with him to her bed.  And that night, Arthur of Britain was conceived high above the foaming sea at Tintagel.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Uther as he lay with Igraine, Gorlois had launched an attack against Uther’s camp and was slain.  Uther learned of this when he returned to camp from Tintagel and finally lifted the siege, declaring victory.

After allowing Igraine an appropriate time to mourn, Uther began to court her at Tintagel.  Igraine confessed to Uther what had happened when her husband died, and that now she was with child but was mystified over who had fathered it.  Loving her all the more for her honesty, Uther told all; from Merlin’s magic to what he had prophesized about their child.  So it was then that Igraine agreed to become Uther’s wife.

As the child’s birth drew near, Merlin approached the king and reminded him of the promise he had made.  Reluctantly, Uther acknowledged their bargain although he did not like it, nor did Queen Igraine.  But since the child was conceived out of wedlock, Igraine knew that Uther Pendragon’s nobles would never accept their child as the true heir to the throne.  So it was with heavy hearts that they gave the infant to Merlin at the time of his birth.  Merlin remembered Igraine’s grief as he left with her child.  He hoped that she would forgive him one day, knowing that this was for a better future for Britain.  But as Merlin recalled the sorrow in Igraine’s weeping eyes, he found it difficult to forgive himself.

Two day’s travel from Tintagel, Merlin reached the castle of Sir Ector, where he relinquished the baby to the care of his household.  There, he would grow to maturity.  Before the wizard left, he attended the infant’s christening and he was named Arthur.  

Upon entering the great throne room of King Arthur, the king greeted the old wizard.  But though his welcome was warm, it was laden with tension and unease.  “How good to see you again, Merlin,” said Arthur.  “I was wondering if you would ever come back.”

“I have wondered that myself,” replied the wizard as he embraced the king.  “I have been wandering about Britain to consolidate my thoughts and meditate upon what lies in store in your future…and in mine.”  

“And what have you found, old sage?” said Arthur as he sat upon his throne.

“That Mordred yet lives,” the old wizard replied.  “In spite of your efforts to rid yourself of him, the prophecy I saw in my crystal shall still come to pass.”

King Arthur looked at Merlin, his face inscrutable.  Then, his features curled into a scowl, which changed into an expression of rage as he pounded his fist upon his throne.  “Damn it all!” he shouted.  “He shall not escape me again!  I shall scour the entire kingdom if I must!  Mordred must be found, and destroyed!”

“NO!” shouted Merlin.  Arthur recoiled, unused to such an outburst upon his royal person.  Yet, he held his tongue to listen, for even though Arthur was confident of the righteousness of his rule and of his deeds, he was humbly respectful towards Merlin’s wisdom.  

“No more deaths!” said Merlin.  “No more slaughter!  There has been enough!  More than enough!  How many more innocents must die to quell your terror?”

“Do you not know the nightmares I have had?” asked the king to his trusted wizard.  “Since my wretched half-sister sent word of the child’s birth, my dreams have been plagued by dragons and serpents attacking the kingdom and laying waste to everyone and everything in sight.  I battled these beasts constantly only to be engorged and left for dead.  And above me, I saw a face; that of a pastel skinned youth no more than eighteen years, which looked down upon me, asking why I was cast down.”

“I remember, Arthur,” said Merlin.  “This you have told to me and the Knights of the Round Table in assembly.  And if I knew of the great evil that you and your knights were to perform upon hearing my interpretation of your dream, I would have stayed silent.” 

“And not warn us of the evil forces my incest with Morgan le Fey had unleashed?  That would have been treason, old man!”

“Nay,” Merlin replied.  “That would have been loyalty to the principles upon which your kingdom has been founded upon, which I played an integral part in forming.  To protect the weak and fight for those who cannot fight for themselves, to ensure that the people live in security, dignity, and freedom.  These are the principles you and your knights have violated!  And because of that, there will forever be a stain upon what was to be a grand and noble heritage.”

“We’ve been through this, old sage!” Arthur replied hotly.  “Your prophecy foretold that when Mordred came to age, he would challenge my rule and bring about the destruction of Camelot and everything we hold dear!  You don’t know how your vision ripped my very future away from me.  I knew then how it felt to be a beast caught in a trap waiting as hunters closed in for the kill.  Indeed, if Mordred survives, what will remain of our noble values if we allow them to be smashed by this abomination of nature?    I was determined that Camelot and all we stand for will not be destroyed!”

“And so you allowed yourself to be persuaded to repel this threatening evil by committing an even greater evil, yourself,” said Merlin as he shook his head in grave sadness.  “When Gawain advised countering this threat by destroying Mordred, even if it meant slaughtering all of the infants in the kingdom, I vehemently spoke out against this.  And I had hoped you would see wisdom in refusing to perform this evil act, realizing that such a heinous deed could only guarantee doom, not just for you, but for the entire kingdom.”

“I could not consent to your advice, old sage,” said Arthur.  “Not this time!  Not while confidence in my rule was waning among my knights.  Oh, yes!  I have heard them talking.  They call you the power behind the throne.  And I have bowed to your advice more than enough times to justify that perception.  My knights need to know that I am strong of will and independent of mind.”

“And how did you prove thus when you concurred with their advice instead mine?” asked the mage.

The King stood still and speechless, looking at Merlin in bewilderment.

Merlin shook his head in great sadness and disappointment.  “I had thought that your reaction to my prophecy would be different Arthur.  I actually believed that a man of your strength of character and courage would bide his time, using it wisely to prepare for the coming day in which you would face Mordred and ultimately defeat him on the battlefield.  But instead, you played the coward, and inflicted a great cruelty upon your loyal citizens for the sake of your own self-preservation.”

“Merlin, I…” King Arthur stammered as he averted his eyes from the wizard. 

 “I remember the pain and grief in your mother’s eyes when I took you from her loving arms and whisked you away to be raised at the castle of Sir Ector,” Merlin continued.  “Her eyes haunt me still to this day.  But they must have paled in comparison to what must have been in the eyes of the parents of the infants your men had ripped from their arms to be slaughtered.  To your credit, you could not order those innocent babes to be put to the sword.  So instead, you had those one hundred infants loaded upon an unmanned ship and sent it out to sea.”

Arthur glared at the wizard, eyes filled with fury, yet shaking with remorse.  “Any one of those babes could have been Mordred!  It was tragic!  Terribly tragic!  But necessary!”

“Oh, Arthur!” said Merlin, looking to the ceiling as if appealing to the gods and saints above.  “Have I taught you nothing?  Have the years I have tutored you as you grew to manhood been wasted?  Why do you think I had you raised at Sir Ector’s castle under such humble conditions; where you were treated as an inferior and oppressed, making you believe that you will never amount to anything?  So you would learn humility and know what it is to be poor and ill advantaged - to make you into a good king possessing empathy and sensitivity toward the commoners of Britain!  Indeed, when you drew Excalibur from the stone when no one else could, I knew then that you would not only be a good king, but the best there ever was, and that you would rule with wisdom and compassion.  And never once did I ever doubt that conviction – until now!”

“You think me without compassion?” the king roared as tears brimmed his eyes.  “You do not know how much I have agonized over the tragedy of my decision!  I watched from the shore as that ship blew out to sea, wracked with remorse!  The chill of the wind could not match the chill in my heart as I saw that ship smash upon the rocks littering the coastline beneath Caerleon Castle and drowned all of the babies aboard!  And then I wept!  Believe me, old sage!  Believe me!  I wept!”

“I believe you,” Merlin said, grimly.  “But it was too little and too late.  You should not have done what you did.  It was an evil and cowardly deed and I will stand by that to my dying day.” 

King Arthur abruptly turned from the wizard, not just to express his indignation over the sage’s words but also to hide his tears.  “Bah!” he said.  “It is over and done with!  Neither of us can change the past, so why dwell on it?  Now, we must deal with matters at hand!”

“That is true,” said Merlin.  “Except there is no ‘we.’  For I have come to say goodbye.”

This gave Arthur pause.  He turned to face the wizard once again.  “What?” he said, barely able to believe what he had heard.

“Yes, your grace,” said Merlin.  “It is time for me to leave Camelot for the last time.  I have taught you much and have brought you far, and you will no longer have further need of me.  I had intended to stall my departure for a while yet, but after what has occurred recently, I cannot in good conscience remain.”

The King of Britain paused, and then he shook his head.  “This…this news, I find difficult to bear, old sage.  For so long I have been under your wing, you have become like a father to me.”

“And you, like a son.  Which is why it is with a heavy heart that I bid you farewell.  But I do not depart without much trepidation for whatever other grave errors you might make in the future, as you will not admit to the evil and senselessness of your act.”

Arthur looked at Merlin with empty eyes; then squeezed them shut to block the tears that had suddenly sprung, his face cringing in the grief he could no longer suppress.  He covered his face and wept as the wizard placed a comforting arm about his shoulders.

“You are right, old sage!” sobbed the king.  “I was wrong to order all of those babies murdered!  I can no longer deny it to you nor myself any longer!  Forgive me!”

“It is not my forgiveness that you should be asking for,” Merlin replied.  “But from the parents of those murdered babes, and most of all, from God.”

“You are right, Merlin,” said Arthur as he cried.  “You are always right.  I was a fool not to heed your advice!  I am an evil and cowardly man for what I have done!”

“No, you are not evil, nor are you cowardly.  But your deed was both, and you must atone for it in the times ahead.”

  “Tell me how, old sage.  There is nothing I won’t do to redeem myself!  I swear it before God!”

And so Merlin told Arthur of the things to come in the years ahead.

“So you see, there shall be hard times for you, personally and politically.  But you must view them as penance for this great crime, and deal with them with wisdom, compassion, and mercy as a king should.”

“I will,” said the king as he embraced the wizard for the last time, new tears spilling from his eyes.  “I will never disappoint you again, this I swear!”

And so Merlin bid Arthur farewell and left Camelot astride a mare, his mind filled with memories of happier days.  

In time, he approached a flourishing grove, where Nimue, the Lady of the Lake awaited, standing just outside the line of trees.  Her hair and sapphire gown flowed in the open air as if she were submerged in a watery abyss.  And her form was as translucent as clear blue water, more spirit than solid form.

“Hast thou bid farewell to Camelot?” said the Lady of the Lake.

“I have,” Merlin replied.  “And Arthur has promised that he will have Excalibur returned to you upon his passing.”

Nimue nodded as the wizard dismounted.  “Then let us depart to thy resting place.”

Merlin sent his mare galloping back to Camelot and accompanied the Lady of the Lake into the forest.  They walked together in silence for a while before Nimue spoke.

“Thou hast done much in thy long life, thou could still do more.”

“I know, Nimue,” said the wizard.  “And I considered remaining, but I am tired.  So very tired after so many centuries treading this realm.  It is time for me to sleep.”

“We hast taught each other much in the time we hast known each other,” said the Lady.  “And I have come to think of thee as a brother.  So I find myself hesitant.  Art thou absolutely certain that now is the time for thee to take thy rest?” 

“I am,” said Merlin.  “I can put it off no longer.”

“So let it be done.”

The wizard and the Lady of the Lake entered a leafy glade, whose scents filled Merlin with a sweet lethargy.  Soon, he stopped to lie down beneath the shade of a budding Hawthorne tree and fell into a deep sleep.  As he slumbered, Nimue wove a faerie spell about Merlin, which filled his senses with the heady perfume of spring flowers and the buzzing of honeybees in their search for pollen.  The spell complete, Merlin rose like a sleepwalker and was led by Nimue by the hand through the forest, saddening all of its creatures that bid a silent farewell to the wizard who had always been their friend.   

Soon, they drew near the mystical Vale of Avalon, where the glorious heroes of Britain take their final rest.  The Lady led Merlin to the shore of a lake, and at her command, the waters rippled and divided to form a path leading to a flight of stone steps upon the lake floor which led to a cavern sealed by a mighty border.  As Merlin and Nimue approached, the boulder rolled aside to admit the wizard to his final resting place. 

Completely at peace, Merlin passed the Lady of the Lake to enter the cavern.  And as he passed Nimue, she kissed his brow.  “Fare thee well, old friend,” she whispered as he drifted by.  “May thy great legacy and noble deeds always be remembered for all time.”

And so Merlin lay down upon the cool mossy floor of the cave and entered a deep sleep.  As Nimue left Merlin’s tomb, the boulder rolled back across its entrance as the waters closed behind her.  A tear rolled down Nimue’s cheek as she thought of Merlin, knowing that she shall miss him dearly, as will many others. 

And Merlin slept soundly, in peace.

