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To Callie Louise, my mother



Anyone who has ever read any one of Mary Stewart’s Merlin trilogy (The Crystal Cave, The Hollow Hills, The Last Enchantment) will know how much I owe to her vision of fifth-century Britain. These books, among others, inspired me to create my own tale about Guinevere, Arthur, Lancelot, and the real world these legendary people inhabit. I am indebted to many who have contributed to the Arthurian tradition, historians, and storytellers alike. As I have built upon the works of others, so I hope some future writer might build upon mine. After all, that is the ultimate compliment—to be considered even a small part of the tradition surrounding this ancient, time-tested tale.

Special thanks are due to several people whose help and encouragement are directly responsible for the publication of this book. Meg Affleck, my sister and first reader, went to a lot of trouble to convince me to find an agent; Bruce McKenzie, my husband, gave me the courage to try; Virginia Kidd, my agent, supplied good advice and dealt patiently with my questions; and Deborah Hogan, my editor, worked long and hard to give my story shape.

I thank also my friend Kate Delaney for her gift of Xenophon’s On Horsemanship, and John Downey of the Andrus Planetarium, The Hudson River Museum, for his prompt answers to astronomical questions. Karen Kramer gave me invaluable support and advice about writing and editing; Caroline McKenzie helped me research White and Malory; Marsha Gorelick and Lydia Soifer provided me a constant source of excited and enthusiastic support, and Joellen Finnie listened patiently to hours of proposed interpretations of Arthurian tales.

Finally, my thanks to Shelly Shapiro, editorial director of Del Rey Books for republishing The Child Queen and The High Queen in a single volume, which is how I originally submitted these stories. This version of my Guenivere tale is much more faithful to the original manuscript in both structure and format. Many changes that were made to enable a single story to be published as two seperate books have been eliminated in this volume, making Queen of Camelot, like a prodigal child, dearer to my heart than either of its predecessors.

—Nancy Affleck McKenzie,

September 2001
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I was alone in my cell when the abbess came for me. For hours I had been trying to pray, but I could not stay on my knees. The darkening sky and freshening breeze among the willows by my window broke in upon my peace. And then I thought I caught the thud of a horse’s canter from the road beyond the monastery walls. When the abbess finally knocked, I was half expecting her and stood serene before her hasty curtsy. Kind woman, she had never learned the art of dissembling and her weathered face betrayed her disapproval and her fear.

“My lady Queen.”

“Please, Mother,” I murmured as a small thrill of terror shook me. If the rumors that had flown about the land the past weeks were true, I was no longer Queen, and whoever had come for me might well have come to take me to my fate. Indeed, it was hard to image another reason for a visitor, or for the Mother’s fear. But I had heard only one horse.

“My lady,” she began again. “You have a visitor in the garden.”

I waited. With lowered eyes, she seemed to seek guidance from the polished stones of the floor. “I told him you do not receive visitors. He bade me give you this and ask you to come.”

I gasped. In her hand she held his ring, the great ruby with the Dragon of Britain carved small. I took it from her, trembling. It was warm, as if it had just come from his finger. My knees shook and for a moment I feared I might fall.

“Mother!” I cried. “Is it the King?”

Then her sad eyes met mine, her compassion overcoming her fear. “No, my lady. It is not the King, but a king’s messenger. Her has ridden hard but will not tarry long. Time presses upon him.”

“I will go at once,” I replied, and with her help adjusted the white veil of mourning over my face. She walked with me as far as the garden entrance and then, with a quick obeisance, left me.

I did not see him at first. The garden was small and private, surrounded by high walls. Pear trees stood silent, slowly turning color in the autumn light; the herbs of summer were gone; the roses recently pruned; only golden chrysanthemums blazed at the corners of the walks. A last ray of sun escaped the approaching storm clouds and lit the smooth alabaster of the Virgin’s statue.

Then I saw him. He was kneeling before the statue, head bent in prayer, a weary knight, the dust of travel still upon his clothes. But I would know that back anywhere, among thousands, and in spite of myself, my heart leaped within me.

The Mother’s disapproval was now clear to me, and her fear as well. She would never fear for my death—what was that but going home to God? But she feared mightily for my soul.

I walked slowly toward him. He rose and turned, and I lifted my veil. He had washed his face and his hair and his hands. We looked at one another a long time. Then he went on one knee, took my hand and pressed it to his lips. I caressed his black head, wondering desperately why I should feel so pained by the silver threads I found there. He led me to a bench and we sat silent, looking at one another in a kind of quiet desperation, because we had said good-bye forever long ago.

“Gwen,” he said at last. There were new lines in his face and a weariness in his soul, an admission of defeat that was new to me. I did not need to ask what it was. I opened my hand and looked at the King’s ring.

“It is true, then,” I whispered, daring the words for the first time. “Arthur is dead.”

“I helped to bury him,” he said in a low voice. “Niniane took him to Ynys Witrin. The priestesses prepared him. The monks dug his grave on the Tor. It was—it was dreadful.”

“And you were hurt?”

Light leaped to his face, and he quelled it. “Yes. But it’s better. I accompanied him. There was no one left.”

“What? Did none survive?”

“None. Gwen, they are all gone.” His voice shook and he bowed his head.

I sat stunned. “Kay? Ferron? Gereint? Galahantyn?” I whispered. “Even Bedwyr?”

He nodded, head down.

“And—and Mordred?” That steadied him. He looked up, the old dislike in his eyes.

“Mordred killed him. It was Mordred’s hand that struck the blow, cursed be his name forever! Mordred opened his head. He fulfilled his fate, as Merlin predicted. You backed the wrong horse, Gwen.”

I took both his hands. The pain between us was unbearable.

“God called Arthur home. God guided Mordred’s hand. It had to happen. If we don’t believe that, we shall go mad.” I felt the bitter tears on my face, and I felt his eyes on them. “You have been away a long time. You have heard rumors. But, my dear, this you must believe. There was never any King for me but Arthur.”

He kissed my fingers. “I never doubted you, Gwen. But I have always doubted Mordred. He was ambitious.”

“Was?” My voice broke. “Oh, dear God! Is he dead then? By whose hand?”

“By Arthur’s,” came the cruel reply. “Arthur slew him in the same instant he received his death blow.”

The truth was so plainly written on his face that I burst into tears and had to hide my face in my hands. Angrily he paced the garden walk.

“S’trewth! I never thought to see more tears shed for a traitor and a King-slayer than for the King!”

I prayed God for the strength to recover myself—this was a grievous blow indeed. I had believed, in spite of the rumors, in my heart of hearts, that Mordred must be ruling as High King, biding his time until the remnants of Arthur’s army would rally to him, and he could ratify his precious treaty with Cerdic the Saxon and secure Britain’s borders forever. My dear Arthur! My poor Mordred, who fought so hard against his fate! Whatever was the future to hold for us Britons now? Were we, in fact, still a nation at all? Or was I a Welsh princess once more, and Lancelot a Breton, as we had been in the dark days before Pendragon?

“Are we in the hands of the Saxons, then?” I cried, and he turned to me in surprise.

“The Saxons? No, not yet. Constantine is King. Who else?” He came back to me and sat down. “I thought you grieved for Mordred. I know you loved him, though I will never fathom why.”

“Dear God, I loved him too much. But not as you and others think, you who should know better.”

“I never—”

“Yes, you did. In your heart you have doubted even me.”

He bowed his head. He would never understand what had been between me and Arthur’s son, who had fought so hard and cared so much. To Lancelot he would always be a traitor. To Lancelot, and to all of Britain.

“I have grieved for Arthur this fortnight past,” I said slowly. “In my heart I am with him, as he is with God. But Mordred is gone from me forever. That devil’s spawn Merlin was right. His name will be dragged through mud for centuries to come. No one but I will ever know his goodness.”

There was silence between us, but thunder rumbled far off and Lancelot stirred.

“I have not yet told you why I came. Three things I have to tell you. Then I must be off.” He glanced sideways at the door and suddenly I was afraid.

“Are you pursued?”

“Of course. By both Constantine and Cerdic. For different reasons. The last of the Companions. Never mind. Before Arthur died, as Morgaine held his head in her lap, he spoke of you.”

I bowed my head, not knowing what was coming. The dying words of a King were powerful by every magic known to man. But I knew that since it was Arthur, they would be merciful.

“He blessed you, Gwen, and he expressed the wish that when your time comes, you be buried with him. In the same grave.”

The tears ran freely down my face as I felt the love of that strong heart reach out to me, even from death.

“I have left instructions for this with the abbess, or her successor. She has promised upon the Book of God that it shall be done.” He paused, and by the strength of his control I knew what was coming next. “I am on my way home to Less Britain. My lands are divided, my troops scattered. If my sons are to have any birthright, I must go back and put things straight. If Constantine wants me badly enough, he can come find me. But he will not. Cerdic will be watching his back.”

I smiled inwardly. Here we were, finally alone and unobserved at this singular time in our lives, and we talked of affairs of state. It was fitting, I thought. See how far we had come. But I smiled too soon.

“If you would do me the honor, my dearest Queen, my only love, I would take you with me, and you should spend the rest of your days with me. Come out of your fastness, Gwen. Come with me. This is our chance at last. There will never be another. Come with me now.”

His heart was in his eyes, and I knew well that nothing had changed between us since the first moment we had met; we had waited all our lives for this. He desired this, and yet he feared it. He was reluctant, and yet his eagerness was like the flame of youth. For so many years I had loved him but had been held by stronger vows. And now, at last, we were free.

I looked up at the swirling sky, where dark thunderclouds piled against one another in oncoming fury, and felt again the bitter agony of deep desire. I saw Ygraine and Uther, bound in a powerful passion that held a kingdom together but lost them their son. I saw Merlin, with his damning eyes, all his powers focused on Britain and her preservation, who let no one, man or woman, stand in his way. And I saw Arthur, sober and patient and kind, waiting for my decision, waiting to see if at the last, and for such a reason, I would betray his memory, his work, his Kingdom. I thought of Elaine, who had struggled once with such a passion, and I forgave her, after all these years. Last, I am afraid, I thought of my promise to God.

“Thank you, sweet Lancelot, for the invitation. God knows I have waited many years to hear it. But I cannot, my love. It is too late.”

He kissed me then, and in his touch I felt both joy and sorrow. In a perverse way he was glad I had chosen to stay. He knew it was impossible and wrong, but it had been impossible not to ask. He relied, as he had so long ago, on my judgment. Only I knew how close I had come to giving in.

“My precious Gwen,” he whispered, going down on one knee. “You are steadfast and unchanging, the only virtue in a wicked world.” He drew my hand to his cheek and kissed my palm. “There is one thing more. I had a vision on Ynys Witrin after we buried Arthur.”

I stared at him. “You had a vision?”

He nodded fervently. “I do not know if it was God who sent it, or Mithra, or Niniane, or even Merlin. They all spoke to me. I was to come to you when it was safe, bearing a message.”

For half a second I both hoped and feared he would command me to go with him, quoting divine direction, but he had never been a subtle man.

“You are to write it down, Gwen. The story of your life. Of Arthur’s deeds. Of the times.”

If he meant to shock me, he succeeded. “Me? Write it down? A woman’s words? Whatever for?”

“Merlin spoke with his voice of power. He commanded you to do it, and not to question—”

“That sounds like Merlin.”

“—and to be faithfully honest, as you are. Those were his words, Gwen. ‘Faithfully honest.’ And you used to think he disliked you. Do it, and tell the world the truth about us, and the truth about Mordred, if you like. There’s no harm in it, is there?”

I thought about this awhile, holding his hand and letting his head rest in my lap, knowing that this time it would truly be the last time.

“No one will listen to a woman. And there is no one alive now who would believe a word I said. It wouldn’t suit their purposes.”

“Then perhaps it shan’t be read by those alive now. Perhaps it will come to light when times have changed and the people of Britain wish to know the truth about their King and Queen.”

Like Arthur, Lancelot knew how to win me over. “The people of Britian” never failed. And suppose he really had seen a vision?

“All right,” I said. “I suppose I might try it. It will give a purpose to the years I have left.”

He rose and took my arm as the first few raindrops splashed on the warm, gray stone of the garden walls. I walked him to the gate, but there we lingered, the postern guard eyeing us, reluctant to come to our final parting. Suddenly I remembered the ring, which I had held in my hand all this while.

“Am I to keep this ring or are you to take it home to Lanascol?”

“It is yours. I took it from his finger.”

“Did he bid you bring it me?”

“He was beyond speech.”

My throat ached suddenly but I persisted. “And his Sword? Where is that?”

He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “When I heard his death sigh, I became enraged with grief,” he said in a low voice I had to strain to catch. “I took the Sword out of his very hand and threw it into the Lake of Avalon. You could say it has disappeared.”

I gazed at him in frank astonishment. “Why did you do that?”

He braved himself for his reply, standing stiffly. “I heard Merlin’s voice telling me to do it. ‘From the deeps of the Underworld has it come, and so shall it go home.’ ”

Merlin’s words sounded strange on Lancelot’s lips, but I believed them nonetheless. Arthur had believed that Merlin died, but Merlin’s spirit was alive in the world after his passing. This was fact.

“If Excalibur has gone, then Britain is forsaken,” I whispered. “We are dead, Lancelot. Our time is past.”

He nodded heavily, and that weariness of spirit which I had first noted in him returned once more. “Yes. It is over. I shall disappear into Less Britain, and you shall vanish within this fastness. Forever. Unless you leave our tale behind you.”

The breeze blew up suddenly, cold on the back of my neck. I gripped his hand. “Lancelot.”

“Sweet love, I must go.”

“Now?”

He kissed me formally, courtier to Queen, for eyes were watching.

“Go with God,” I managed.

“Good-bye, Guinevere.”

The storm broke.
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The night of my birth the famed witch Giselda, the ugliest woman in all Britain, came to see my father, the King of Northgallis. It was the last night in April, cold and blowing a fine, icy rain. My father and his drinking companions, such nobles and petty lords as could leave their lands in the hands of others, sat in the hall before a great log fire while the women attended my mother and brought him tidings as the night wore on.

The guard let her in, not knowing who she was. She was old and bent, her hands were crippled and swollen, and my father’s hospitality to the poor and infirm was well known. But she would not stay to warm herself before the peat fire in the kitchen, where the cooks were heating water for the queen’s birthing. She made for the hall and the king. When the guard would have stopped her, she lifted her hood and glared at him. The very sight of her face froze him to the spot where he stood, and she passed by.

Likewise, when she came into the hall, and the company turned to her in surprise and then protest, she silenced them all when she uncovered her head.

“King Leodegrance!” she cried.

My father faced her. He was always the bravest man among brave men. “I am he, witch. State your business and be gone. You come at a time of celebration, and we would not be interrupted! Know you not my young queen gives birth this night?” His companions cheered him, and he even smiled at the old witch. He was the father of five sons of fighting age and the new husband of the loveliest woman in Wales. He could afford to be magnanimous.

But the witch stared at him, trancelike, until the room was quiet and all eyes were on her. “Beware, King! Laugh not until the night is over! It is a night of wonders! The queenstar in the east has fallen in a hail of light. And in its place burns a new star of wondrous brightness! The fairest in the heavens! These are portents of things to come. There is magic in the air this night. In this house.”

My father was not a Christian, nor were the others in the room. He worshipped Mithra, the Bull-Slayer, when he was at war, along with all the other men who fought under the High King Uther Pendragon, and the Great Goddess when he was at peace. Yet he also believed in the ancient gods of his ancestors, the gods of roadways and rivers, of the storm winds, the low forests and the high hills, gods whom men had worshipped before ever the Romans came to Britain. To speak to him of magic was to touch him near the heart, and he was afraid.

“What do you mean, woman?” he demanded, hiding his fear in anger. “Where in this house?”

The witch grinned, showing black and broken teeth. Her voice fell into a low and vibrant monotone, and all strained to hear her words. “This night shall be born a daughter who shall rule the mightiest in the land.” Her words fell on silence. “She will be the fairest beauty the world has known and the highest lady in all the kingdoms of Britain. Her name will live on in the minds of men for ages to come. Through her will you reach glory.” Here she paused and passed her tongue over dry, cracked lips. Someone handed her a cup of spiced wine, and she drank. “But she will bring you pain, King, before ever she brings you joy. Beloved of kings, she shall betray a king and be herself betrayed. Hers will be a fate no one will envy. She will be the white shadow over the brightest glory of Britain.” Here she stopped, shook herself awake, and, doing my stunned father a low curtsy, hurried out of the house before any man had sense enough to stop her.

The room was at once alive with voices. Each man asked his neighbor what she had meant. Each man thought he knew what the prophecy foretold. All of them took it as wonderful news for my father, except my father himself. He sat frowning in his great chair, saying over and over “the white shadow. White shadow.” He used the Celtic word the witch had spoken: gwenhwyfar.

Just before dawn the weather broke and the wind softened. It was the first of May, a day sacred to the ancient Goddess, and the queen’s labors were over. My father, asleep over his wine like his fellows, awoke with a start of premonition to find his chamberlain trembling at his elbow. He was charged with a dolorous message. The good Queen Elen had brought forth a daughter, but had died thereof. With her last breath she had kissed me and named me: Guinevere.
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My seventh year was my last one at home. It was not customary in those days for boys and girls of noble birth to spend their youth as pages and ladies-in-waiting in strangers’ castles. Those were troubled times. The land was not at peace, and men did not trust one another. The law lay in the strongest sword. Outlaws lived among the hills, making travel treacherous. Even warriors undertook journeys only upon necessity, and that usually meant war.

And to tell truth, there were not many real castles in Wales. Our strongest buildings were fighting fortresses, where the king’s troops slept on straw strewn over dirt flooring, and the walls of dressed stone were unadorned by the tapestries and weavings that kept the wind from our cozy rooms at home in the king’s house. Caer Narfon, on our northern border, was the biggest fortress in Wales. It had been built by the Romans and then left to decay with the passing of centuries, but it was still in use as a fighting fortress and was our securest defense against the Irish raiders. With Y Wyddfa, the Snow Mountain, at its rear, and the Western Sea under its guarding eye, it was considered impregnable and was the pride of all Wales.

Nowadays, every petty king has a wonderful castle of quarried stone and plenty of tapestries and fine silks and cushions and carpets to adorn it, for the land has been at peace for twenty years and we have all had time, blessed time, to devote to the arts of peace. But in my childhood the king’s house was a simple enough dwelling. Welshmen have a devilish pride, and even the king’s house could not outshine his soldiers’ homes by much, else he have trouble on his hands.

My father’s house at Cameliard was of wood and wattle, with a large meeting and drinking hall that had a hole cut in the roof to let out the firesmoke. Beautiful hangings adorned the walls, keeping out the winter winds, and beneath the fresh rushes on the floor were real Roman tiles. Cracked and faded as they were, the designs were still discernible. I remember a crouching panther, birds with bright feathers and long necks, and a golden lion, seated and serene, which was just in front of my chair, next to my father on the dais. He kept me by him all the time; I believe he was very lonely. During long audiences and even meetings with his men, I was beside him and amused myself by watching the animals on the floor and imagining that they moved and spoke. The men never bothered about me. They assumed I could understand nothing of their schemes and worries, and I never undeceived them.

Indeed, growing up without a mother had a few definite advantages. Instead of spending all my time with the queen’s women, learning needlework and the weaving of war cloaks, I was allowed to go where I would, with either my nurse Ailsa or some page of the king’s as companion. I rode everywhere. In my youth horses gave me freedom and independence; later, they were my comfort and solace. I have taken this to be a sign from God, that I should live in close harmony with these most honored of his creatures. With sturdy Welsh mountain ponies as my friends and teachers in childhood, I grew bold and free and as wild, they said, as any boy. Which is how, in the autumn of my seventh year, I caused trouble, lost my best friend, and learned an important lesson about friendship and power.

The king my father and all his sons and all their attendants were away on a boar hunt. Every year at the change in seasons the king took his sport, and the men brought back venison and boar to be salted away for palace feasts all winter.

In the village women gathered the harvest of their gardens and small plots, foraged for berries and late herbs, prepared flax for winter’s weaving and dyes for winter dyeing. Men went hunting, from the king and his courtiers down to the lowliest peasant; all the animals of the forests throughout Wales took heed; waterfowl fell to men’s nets in the marshes, and fish to nets in the lakes and hill ponds. Everyone was busy, even the children. But as royal children, my cousins and I had it easier than most. We collected windfalls from the palace orchards, and when the gardeners were done with their other duties, we scrambled into the trees and shook off the ripening fruit into their woven baskets.

I speak of my cousins, who were my playmates in these early days, but actually they were my nephews. My father’s sons by his first wife, Gwella, were grown men with children of their own. My eldest brother, Gwarthgydd, was seven and twenty, a thick, powerful man with a thatch of black hair on his head and a mat of hair nearly as thick on his body. Most children feared him for his temper, but he had a ready smile and kind heart and was always good to me. His youngest son, Gwillim, was only a year older than me and was my best friend. There were not many girls in our family, and none of them was kind to me, for I did not look much like them, but took after my mother. Gwill’s two older sisters were my chief tormenters. They insulted the memory of my mother, the affection of my father, whom I adored, the frailty of my body, which was not thick and dark and sturdy like their own, even the pale color of my hair, as if I could change it of my will. In my innocence, I did not understand it.

On a fine autumn day in the month of the Raven, Gwillim and I could not resist the chance to sneak away from work, to play in the wooded hills that encircled our valley. We pretended we were hunters, tracking our prey along the winding banks of a brook that led up through the hills to a spring in a mossy clearing. There we would flop on our stomachs to rest, drinking the clear water and pouring a small libation for the god of the place, for everyone knew that springs were holy. We could see the white shoulders of Y Wyddfa, the highest mountain in Wales, from that clearing. Its peak was always shrouded in mist, for gods lived there.

Sometimes, when I beat Gwill to the clearing, he would complain that I was cheating, for I was a girl and shouldn’t have been there at all. Instead of a gown, I wore soft doeskin leggings better than his own, and as I was taller and my legs were longer than his, I ran faster and was more adept. He didn’t really hold these things against me—he liked the challenge. But he disliked being taunted by his brothers and cousins that he played with girls and would grow up to be one. I don’t blame him; they were cruel taunts, and I loved him more because he defended me and took abuse for my sake.

This day he reached the clearing first and was already on his knees pouring the libation when I arrived. We knelt together, mumbled our thanks to the god, and drank. Then we sat side by side and gazed at the distant heights of Y Wyddfa, which sparkled in the afternoon sun.

“Gwen, do you think anybody has ever seen a god?” he asked suddenly.

“Of course,” I replied in surprise. “Holy men talk with them. Magicians and witches command them. They are everywhere, all about.”

“Yes,” he said slowly, his eyes on the mountain. “So men say. But if they are everywhere, why can’t we see them?”

I was puzzled by his obtuseness. “Because you need special powers to see them,” I patiently explained. “That’s what makes holy men holy.”

“Exactly,” he said, turning to me eagerly. “What makes them holy is that they can see and talk to gods. But they can’t see and talk to gods unless they are holy. You see?”

“See what?”

“Who’s to prove or disprove it? It’s their claim to be holy that makes them so. If I claim to be a wizard, it’s my claim that makes me powerful, for no one can disprove that I talk to spirits.”

“Gwill, do you mean that you don’t—you don’t believe in gods?”

“No. Of course not. Didn’t we just pray to one? I mean, well—my mother fears a witch’s curse because she believes the witch has power, and it’s her believing that the witch has power that gives her the power she fears. Do you see?”

I was very impressed with his reasoning. But I had a more practical mind. “What witch has cursed her? What did she say?”

He looked a little embarrassed, and I guessed that he was not supposed to tell anyone.

“Swear by Mithra the foul fates,” he commanded, and I solemnly swore by Mithra to bring devastation upon myself and my family and my descendants if ever a word that Gwill confided to me should pass my lips.

“Well,” he said more easily, “Haggar of the Hills came by in the guise of a beggar as my mother and sisters were washing at the brook. She begged a drink of honey mead that they carried in their flask, for she was thirsty and dusty. Mother pointed out that the brook water was good enough for such as she, and that common folk would fall ill drinking the mead of the royal house.”

I grinned. Gwillim thought his mother insufferably snobbish about her connection to the royal house. Glynis had been the daughter of one of my father’s minor nobles and not a good match for Gwarthgydd, but she had been lovely when young, and he had stood by her and married her when she got with child. In return for his kindness, she lorded her position over everyone around her and made everyone’s life miserable if she could. Someday, no doubt, if Gwarth lived, she would be queen, and she let no one forget it. But for all that, Gwill was devoted to her, and often rose well before dawn to fish the stream for speckled trout, which she adored.

“Then Haggar revealed herself and called upon the powers of the air. My sisters say the sky darkened, but I do not believe this. I was not far away that day, and I saw nothing. She cursed my mother’s vanity, saying that the highest shall be brought low and the least valued made high; that all my mother’s hopes should come to naught, and her line should dwindle. That her home should be destroyed, and her husband die in a far-off land.” He gulped and continued. “And that the Kingdom of Northgallis should be swallowed by a great dragon and disappear from the face of the earth forever.”

I stared at him in horror. “Northgallis disappear?” I whispered. “Oh, Gwillim, no! What does it mean? Saxons?”

He shook his head. He was clearly more worried about the fate of his family than about the Kingdom of Northgallis. “Don’t you see what my mother has done? She made the old woman mad, and now she believes every word she said. But what if the old woman isn’t really a witch? I mean, what if everybody just thinks she is? Nothing need come to pass unless we make it so by believing it will.”

I gazed at him with wonder and respect. “You are the bravest boy I know! To think you can save Northgallis simply by believing you can—it’s wonderful. Does this mean that the witch has no power over you?”

He flushed with pleasure and smiled. “She doesn’t determine my future, Gwen, unless I believe that she does. That’s what I think.”

“And—and is this true also of other witches? And enchanters? What about the High King’s enchanter? What about Merlin?”

He shivered at the name of the great wizard, but bravely stuck to his belief. “Yes, it is also true of Merlin. But—but perhaps I might believe Merlin,” he admitted, frowning. “He is wise as well as powerful. He is not afraid of kings.”

The air around us had gone very still. Fleecy clouds hung motionless in the sky, and the birds fell silent in the trees. I realized suddenly that we were talking in whispers, and a thrill of foreboding ran up my spine.

“And the gods?” I breathed, wide-eyed. “Are they the same? Have they power only over those who worship them, so that Mithra has power over warriors, and the Elder spirits over the common people and the hill people, and the new Kyrios Christos over the Christians?”

He stared at me. We hardly dared to breathe in the awful silence.

“You understand me,” he whispered, and we were filled with terror at our sacrilege.

Suddenly we were not alone in the clearing; we felt the new presence before we heard or saw anything. For an instant time stood still, and we saw in each other’s eyes the everlasting terror of perdition. Then I saw behind him, at the edge of the clearing, the soft brown eyes and pink nose of a wild mountain pony, and I exhaled with relief. We were not to be claimed by spirits after all! A small band of ponies had come to the spring to drink, that was all. Gwill turned slowly, flushing scarlet when he saw them, four of them, edging daintily toward the spring pool. We sat still, and they gathered courage and came forward, three of them lowering their pretty heads to drink, while the fourth eyed us warily.

Gwill was ashamed of his terror and needed to feel brave.

“They’re very fine,” he said softly. “And the leader is black. That’s very rare. Let’s see if we can catch two.”

I was entranced. Ever since my father had placed me himself on a fat little pony at the age of three, I had loved horses. They spoke a language I somehow understood, and riding came effortlessly to me. At seven, I was already as good a rider as boys of eleven and twelve, who were ready for war training. And while Gwill was only slightly less skilled than I, catching wild ponies was a very different thing from riding trained ones and was a job for a group of mounted men and not for two children.

Nevertheless, I assented immediately and drew from my belt the windfalls I had brought along for our hunter’s meal. Keeping movement to a minimum, I approached the nearest pony, a white one, offering the apple. While the other ponies scented danger and backed away, this one was overcome by curiosity. I fed him the apple and stroked his neck, lifting the heavy mane and scratching his withers. His eyes closed with pleasure, and Gwill whispered “Now!” In a single leap I was astride. The pony snorted in fear, spun around, and tore off through the woods. I buried my fists in his mane and clung to him for dear life, lying low on his back as we crashed through the brush, and branches whipped at my face and hair. I had a vague picture of Gwill grappling with the black one, his belt around its neck, but I could hear nothing behind me. The other ponies had bolted, too, but whether Gwill was with them I had no idea. I spoke to the terrified pony in a low singsong, hoping he could hear me over the clatter of his hooves. Eventually he slowed, either calmed by the song or tired from his fruitless efforts. He cantered, then trotted, then came to a trembling halt. I stroked and comforted him but did not dismount. I let him feel my legs against his sides, gently, and then I sat up. As he got over his fear he seemed to understand the messages my legs and body sent him. It is magic of a sort, speaking to horses, and a thrill I have never outgrown. We walked along a woodland track until he was calm and had got his breath back. Then, crooning to him all the while, I headed him back the way we had come, as well as I could judge. He was lathered with fear and sweat, his sides were slippery. So when, as we neared the spring, I heard my name suddenly shouted from the top of the ridge and the pony reared in fright, I slipped off as quickly as a raindrop from a downspout and fell hard against a tree. The last thing I remembered was the cry “Guinevere!” echoing among the hills, and then the world went black.





I began to hear voices dimly, as if from a distance. I was warm and protected deep in my darkness, and the voices washed over me in gentle swells, gently rolling me this way and that. I was tired, too tired to move, so I lay still and listened to the coming and going of the voices.

Gradually I floated nearer the bright surface, and the voices came more clearly. There was a kind, deep voice that spoke in quiet desperation, and a higher-pitched voice that spat in angry whispers.

“It’s not fair!” cried the angry voice. “He has no right to kill the boy!”

“He has the right of the king,” the deep voice replied slowly, wearily. “And he will not do it if she lives. So do your job and nurse her, Glynis. Enough of this argument.”

“You listen to me, Gwarth! This girl is a curse to your house, to your family, and to your line. She was cursed on the night of her birth by the most powerful witch in Wales, do you not remember?”

“Hush, woman!”

Glynis lowered her voice, but her spite intensified. “She has brought nothing but trouble to Northgallis since that day. She killed her mother the queen with her birth. We had drought in her first year of life and a killing frost in her second. She is spoiled and petted by all the king’s courtiers and servants. Even you! Yes, even you, with fine children of your own, are kinder to her than to them. She is a young witch, I tell you—”

“Woman, I will put you away! Hold your tongue!”

“She has woven a spell around Gwillim. He is enchanted, I tell you! He follows her everywhere! And now, a week after the hill witch’s curse—”

“By the Bull! I am tired of hearing about that hag—”

“She said my house would be destroyed and my line diminished! And now this! This—this brazen witch leads my son into the hills, gets herself hurt, and now the king your father will take his life in vengeance! If that isn’t diminishing my line, what is! Gwarth, he is your son, too! Can’t you stop it?”

The deep voice came nearer; it was very kind. “Glynis. Calm yourself. Do your duty and poultice the girl. She is only a child. This was an accident, my dear. Children are heir to them. She can do you no harm unless she dies. You have seen your own children recover from worse falls than this.”

“Yes,” Glynis continued, her fury unabated, “but they were strong children, not dainty and pampered like this one. If it were not for Gwillim, I would not try to save her! Oh, gods!” she cried, choking. “Tell me, why does everyone love her so much?”

Gwarth was silent while Glynis sobbed noisily. “She is ugly!” she blurted. “Such fairness—such pallor—is ugly! Her bones are too small! She cannot work; she is useless! My daughters are more worthy to be princesses of Northgallis! They are strong, and—and . . . they are brown and healthy . . . I hate her! I hate her!”

She must have sensed she had gone too far, for she began to mumble an apology and flung a cloth across my brow.

For a long time Gwarthgydd said nothing. Then he spoke with the voice of command. “You have destroyed your house. You will diminish your line. I put you away. Take your brown daughters with you, Glynis, and go.”

The woman screamed, and pain shot through my head. I pulled the quiet darkness around me with thanks and sank into its depths.





When I awoke it was early evening. I was in my own bedchamber, where a wood fire burned in the grate. The king’s physician sat by my side, watching me eagerly. I was wrapped in warm furs, and my head was bound in cool cloth. When I looked about me, the outlines of things were murky, but soon my sight cleared, and the physician uttered a prayer of thanks to Mithra.

I knew what I must do.

“Where is my father?” I asked him. “Is the king near? Bring him to me.”

The physician nodded and patted my hand soothingly. “King Leodegrance is but waiting for word of your awakening.” He snapped his fingers, and the page by the door hurried out. The physician poured some warm broth into a flat bowl and supported my head while I drank of it. It tasted of herbs and medicines, but it was warming and steadied my head.

“Please help me to sit up,” I begged, but the physician insisted I lie quietly.

“If my father is coming, I will sit up,” I commanded, using the voice I had heard Gwarthgydd use, and the physician obeyed immediately. I was dizzy and my head felt several sizes too large, but I could hold myself erect.

“How long have I been here?”

“Since yesterday, my lady. You were brought to me in the evening.”

“Please tell me what happened before the king comes. I remember nothing of it.”

He hesitated, but gave in to me. “When the king’s hunting party returned, the palace was in an uproar because you could not be found. No one remembered having seen you since midday. In fear of their lives, the gardeners and house servants took to the hills to look for you.”

“And Gwillim,” I added, but he averted his eyes. “Yes, my lady. Ailsa fell down in a fit with brain fever. She is delirious still.” Ailsa, my nurse, was a loving but lazy soul, who had attended me from birth. It was during one of her illicit naps in the garden that I had stolen away.

“I expect she will recover when she finds out I am all right.”

The physician was doubtful. “It appears to be a serious case, my lady.”

“Never mind. I will cure her. How did you find me? What of Gwillim?”

He looked uncomfortable when I said his name, and I began to be afraid.

“The king’s son Gwarthgydd and his men found you, coming down from the hills across the back of a white pony, led by Gwillim,” the physician said, frowning. “The lad was frantic. He thought you were dead. He told King Leodegrance he had led you away from the orchard and taken you to play with him in the hills. He said you had seen some wild ponies, and he dared you to catch one. He blamed himself for what happened. He said it was punishment for evil thoughts.”

“Did the king believe him?” 

“We all believed him, my lady.”

“And where is he now? Pray, quick! I hear the guards!”

“He is—he is in the king’s dungeon, my lady. His family is disgraced.”

“It was not his fault!” I cried hotly, but cut off my speech, for the door swung open, and my dear father strode into the room.

“Gwen!” He took me gently into his arms, and I hugged him and kissed his rough cheek. “Praise Mithra you are alive! How do you feel? Shouldn’t you be lying down?”

“Not yet,” I said, to forestall the physician. “I must speak with you first, dear Father. May I see you alone?”

A wave of his hand sent the others out of the room, although the physician did not like to go.

“Father,” I said, looking right into his eyes. “I owe my life to Gwillim. He saved me when I fell, and he brought me home. If it were not for Gwillim, I would be with Mother now. Can you send him to me, that I may thank him?”

The reference to my mother diffused his rising anger, and he grumbled a bit. “That is not what Gwillim says. He admits that he endangered your life. He didn’t claim he saved you.”

I managed a blush and took his big, brown, callused hand between my own small white ones. “Well, what would you expect him to say? That your daughter behaved like an Irish hooligan? That she enticed him away from his chores and ran off to the hills to enjoy the day, knowing he would be forced to escort her? That she bragged she could catch and ride a wild pony, although he begged her not to risk it? And that when she was thrown and lay senseless, he found her and managed to tame the wild pony himself and bring her home upon its back? Would you have believed such a story?”

He glowered at me. “No, I would not. And I do not believe it now.”

I sighed and inwardly took a deep breath. “Well, my dearest father, it is near the truth. I have behaved very badly. I ask your forgiveness. Gwillim lied to defend my honor, and I am ashamed.”

He looked at me searchingly, but I withstood him. His uncertainty gave way at last to resignation. “Do you swear by the blood of the Bull this is the truth?”

“I swear it.”

“Well,” he said at length, “I am both grieved and relieved to hear it. I will send Gwillim to you after I have spoken to him, and when the physician says I may. You should be punished, Guinevere; but it is not in me to do it. And indeed, I believe Mithra will see to it in His own way, and in His own time.”

“There is one other thing.” He was getting up to go, and he turned warily, scenting deception. I put on the most guileless face I could summon.

“May I also have my nurse back? I dislike this physician near me. In my illness, I remember a light touch that comforted me. Would it be possible to send her back to me?”

He looked confused, but could not resist my supplication. “If you mean Glynis, she is gone from the house.” As the ranking woman, after me, of the royal house, Gwarthgydd’s wife would be appointed nurse to any royal patient.

“If she is gone because of Gwillim, can it not be put right?”

The king stood and looked down full upon me. “Guinevere, are you asking me to send you that jealous shrew? Do you really want her with you? Are your wits about you? You needn’t— Gwillim is safe without that.”

Safe, perhaps, but miserable and forever shamed without his mother. I trembled with the effort it cost me, but I lied. “She is a good nurse.”

He stared at me and then shook his head. “All right. She is yours. But when you are well, my girl, you and I must talk about your future.”

“Yes, Father,” I said meekly.

Glynis returned the next morning. Her face was rough and blotched with the marks of blows and tears, and I guessed that Gwarth had lost his temper once again. There was no love in her face, no understanding, no gratitude; only fear. I was a witch; she was beholden to me, and she was afraid. I did not speak to her, but let her tend me and feed me with what tenderness she could muster, and we got along tolerably well.

In the evening Gwillim was brought to my door. Glynis would have embraced him, but Gwillim kept his eyes on the floor, and she crept out without a word.

I lay on the pillows and looked at Gwillim. He was newly washed and dressed in clean clothes, but there were red marks on his wrists where they had bound him. Bound him! What he had been through in the last two days, I could not guess. But what confounded me was his fear. He, too, was afraid of me and averted his eyes from my face.

“Gwillim,” I whispered. “Kneel down so we can talk.” He obeyed and waited. “Gwillim, I take responsibility. I am sorry they put you in prison. It wasn’t fair.” He said nothing.

“Gwillim, tell me what happened.” It was a command, and he obeyed.

“I tried to come after you, but I lost the black pony. So I followed on foot. I could see where you went clearly enough, because the branches were bent and the undergrowth trampled. After a while I realized that if I followed you, I would never catch up. I figured you would circle back to the clearing. I knew you would be able to speak to him. I knew you would not come off unless—unless something scared you.” So that was it. It was his voice that had startled the pony. “When at last I saw you returning, I—I—Gwen—I mean, my lady—I shouted. For joy, but—”

“I know about that part. Never mind. I’d have done the same. What happened after that? How on earth did you get me back on the pony?”

The ghost of a grin swept his face and was instantly supressed.

“I didn’t know what to do. You were bleeding, my lady. There was lots of blood around your head. I thought you were dying. I sat down beside you and cried. And then—” His hushed voice sank so low I had to strain to hear it. “—then the pony came back to you. I was sitting there, and he came right out of the forest, right up to you, and nuzzled you. He let me put my belt around his neck. He let me lay you across his back. He let me lead him down the mountain, and he walked so carefully over the stones, you never even slid.” There was awe in his voice, and in his face, and I realized with a shock of despair that Gwill had changed.

“The soldiers came and rescued you. They let me put the pony in the paddock before they took me to the king. He is there still. He didn’t even try to get away.” Suddenly his shyness fled, and he spoke eagerly. “Don’t you see, Gwen? It’s a sign. After the evil things we thought about by the spring, we were both punished, you immediately and me later on, and then the pony’s coming all by himself. It’s a sign from the god.”

“From which god, Gwill?”

He looked pained. “Does it matter, my lady? It’s the proof, you see.”

“Proof of what?” My throat ached so it was hard to speak.

“I blasphemed,” he said humbly, “and was given a sign. I have no doubts any longer.”

“You believe because you saw a sign, but you saw the sign only because you believed.”

“Don’t,” he said quickly. “Please, my lady. Don’t say those awful things. You will be punished again.”

“I am being punished now,” I retorted. “Why do you address me as ‘my lady’? I’m ‘Gwen’ to you, remember?”

He lowered his eyes, and I was instantly sorry I’d said it. I understood, of course. It was the risk I’d had to take to save his honor, but it was a bitter pill to swallow for a proud, brave boy.

“You are the king’s daughter,” he said slowly, addressing the coverlet. “And I am your servant. A word from your lips saved my mother and sisters from a cruel fate. For this I thank you. Even my father must be obedient to your command and take back what he had put away. The honor of our house is in your hands, my lady.”

“Yes, w—well,” I stammered, fighting back tears. “I saw no other way. You’d better go.”

He rose with dignity, bowed, and turned away. I turned my face to the wall and wept.



3 [image: image] GWYNEDD

On my eighth birthday I left my home forever.  My father called me to him one wretched night that winter and, with tears streaming unchecked into his beard, told me that come spring and my eighth birthday, he would send me away. It felt like death. Nothing he said could comfort me. I was not going far away, only into the next kingdom, by the Western Sea, to the house of my mother’s sister, whose husband was lord of that land. But in those days, and at that age, it was across the world.

The reason was, he said, that it was the only place I would be safe.

I did not understand at first. He would not tell me that he had felt the first touch of the hand of Death. I thought he meant we should have war.

Wales had been quiet enough. Winter had closed the seas, and the Irish raiders kept to their own coasts. Of the inland fighting to the east and south against Angles and Saxons, news filtered in from time to time. But the names of the strange places and kings, of Cornwall, Strathclyde, Rheged, Lothian, of Cador, Ector, Urien, and Lot—these were foreign words, foreign lands, foreign princes. For the Kingdom of Northgallis was my country and Wales the limit of the civilized world.

When my father fell ill that winter, he called his sons to him. To the eldest, Gwarthgydd, he bequeathed the major part of his kingdom and the king’s house at Cameliard. To the others he gave lands of their own to keep independently, provided, and he made this condition clear, that they follow and fight for the High King Uther Pendragon against his enemies.

For the king my father believed very strongly that the safety and, indeed, the future of Wales depended on the High King’s desperate efforts to contain the Saxon invasions on eastern coasts. And he knew whereof he spoke. He had been a young man when the High King Vortigern had invited Saxons to Britain’s shores to help him quell the rebellious Picts who threatened from the north. These Picts, a fierce and primitive race of thieves and bandits, had badgered the country incessantly and for generations, since the last Roman legions had left the land. But the Saxons were worse. At least the Picts had no organization and never stayed in the land they conquered, but retreated to their own homes to sing their victory paeans. The Saxons stayed. Vortigern found that, once he had invited them in, he could not make them leave and was forced to reward them with land in return for their service against the Picts. He gave them small plots along the southeastern shores and thought, the shortsighted fool, that that should content them. But within five years their families and all their relations had come to join them, and the Saxon colonies grew.

As everyone knows, their numbers increased until their lands could not hold them, and their war leaders Hengist and Horsa were a greater threat to King Vortigern than ever the Picts had been. Vortigern even married a Saxon queen, Hengist’s daughter. After that no true Celt would follow him, and he lost his power to the Saxon horde. It was Ambrosius who saved us. Aurelius Ambrosius, brother of the rightful king whom Vortigern had murdered, invaded from Less Britain with an army of twenty thousand and fought Vortigern to a bloody victory. My father fought in that battle, where the old wolf and his Saxon queen were smoked out of their hill fort and burned alive. And he fought in the battle at Caer Konan, where Hengist was beaten, when Merlin himself appeared out of thin air to predict Ambrosius’ victory. Had it not been for Ambrosius, we should all have been as degenerate as the Picts.

The great Ambrosius and his younger brother Uther gathered the many British kings together, from Lothian and Rheged to Dyfed and Dumnonia, and bound them with oaths of loyalty to the High King of Britain. Fighting together under a strong war leader was our only hope of stemming the Saxon tide, so my father was wont to exhort his warriors on cold winter nights, when war looked distant and glorious. But this my father deeply believed, even when he was called upon to take arms and fight in Uther’s army. And he saw to it that his sons should follow his example.

Now, after fifteen years of vigilance and fighting constant small battles to hold the kingdoms together and give the people peace, Uther was getting old. I thought my father foresaw war coming closer to home and was sending me temporarily to the coastal kingdom of Gwynedd to live under the care of King Pellinore and Queen Alyse, until Northgallis should be safe for me once more.

It was a sad leave-taking. I adored my father. He had not held my mother’s death against me, and I think he loved me more tenderly because I reminded him of her. He was a good king and a strong one, but he never used his sword unnecessarily, nor took joy in killing. The worst I can say of him is that he spoiled me and knew it. I worshipped him.

“My little Gwen,” he said, hugging me tightly as the escort made ready to leave early on the first of May. “I will come visit you at summer’s end, the gods willing. You must make a place for yourself in your mother’s family. You have a cousin for company, and they will give you book learning, which I cannot do here. You should know more than I do, my dear, if the witch is to be believed. King Pellinore is a wise man and has a scholar in his house. There are fine horses there, too, my sweet. You will not be without your favorite entertainment. Now dry those pretty eyes and be a brave princess. And always remember,” he said under his breath, “always remember who you are and what you will be.”

I was used to his references to the hag’s prophecy and nodded obediently. Ever since the fortelling at my birth I was held to be a wonder by the Welsh. On more than one occasion I heard fantastic stories told about me that bore no relation to the truth, but that the people willingly believed. Thanks to Giselda, they expected me to bring them honor. This is a hard thing to live with, even now.

Thus I left Northgallis, but I never saw his dear face again, for he died when summer came and was buried before the news reached me.





My cousin Elaine was a gossip, even at seven. She befriended me on sight and made me feel at home from my first moment. She was eager to have a companion near her own age to talk to and play with, as her mother and the nurses were busy with three younger sons. I loved her for this. She was gay and warm-hearted, bold where I was shy, open and loving where I was reserved. I have never forgotten her sweetness to me at that time when it mattered most. For remembrance of this, I have struggled to forgive her cruel betrayal, for without her love and friendship in my childhood, I should not have had the courage to face what the fates have brought me.

While Ailsa unpacked my trunk and scant belongings in Elaine’s room, Elaine took my arm and gave me a tour of her home. She showed me everything, from basement scullery to the turrets on the western tower, where the sentries kept watch all year for Irish pirates. She never stopped talking. She knew everything: reports of Saxon fighting to the east; which queens were witches, and which kings coveted another’s land; who in the village was engaged to whom, and which of the kitchen slaves had given birth to an illegitimate child. I laughed to hear her tales, told with a gleam in her sky-blue eyes and a light in her happy face. Indeed, within an hour of my arrival, it was possible to forget, at least for a while, the hard two days’ journey and my dear father’s parting kiss.

When she took me to the sentry tower I had my first sight of the sea. It seemed to stretch on forever, away in the distance, low and gray, empty and immensely sad. Elaine was delighted at my amazement.

“Have you never seen the sea, then? Why, we ride upon the shore on holidays, or when Iakos gives us the day free. I have even been upon it in a golden ship with silver sails! Well, it was pretty fancy, anyhow. My father sailed to Caer Narfon last September, and he let me come aboard before they departed. It was wonderful—the very floor I stood upon rolled this way and that, like a cradle, almost! I should love to have an adventure at sea!”

I smiled at her. “I would be afraid to feel the floor beneath me move so,” I said. “But I should love to ride along the shore.”

“Oh, yes! I have heard how you love horses. Let’s go down to the stable, and I’ll show you my pony. That is”—with a doubtful look at me—“if you’re not too tired. Grannic says I mustn’t tire you. She says we must take special care of you. Are you sickly, or something?”

“No, of course not. I think she means because I am your mother’s sister’s daughter, and kin to you. That’s all.”

But Elaine still looked uncertain. “But you’re different from other people, aren’t you?”

I seemed to feel a cold hand upon my neck. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Oh, now you’re mad, Gwen. I’m really sorry. It’s just something I overheard once. Nobody told me anything. I don’t know anything about it.”

“What did you overhear?”

“Promise that you won’t be angry with me?”

“Elaine, I will not be angry with you. I promise.”

“Well, didn’t a witch put a spell on you at birth?” I gasped, but she went on. “Not a bad spell, a good spell. Aren’t you going to marry a great king and rule over all of us someday?”

A cold shiver ran through me. I found myself furious that the prophecy had followed me even here. I wondered in sudden despair if there was anyone in all of wide Wales who had not heard it.

“Of course not. You believe in old wives’ tales, and you a Christian? I thought your God frowned on magic.”

Elaine was undaunted. “But everybody knows there are witches. And wizards, as well. Have you never heard of Merlin the Enchanter? He can see the future in a raindrop and vanish into thin air! All the world knows this.”

“And many people who have no such power pass themselves off as witches with skill and luck. I am not different, Elaine. As my father is a king, no doubt in time he will marry me off to the finest Welsh lord he can find, but the rest is nonsense. Truly it is. Rule the land, indeed! I shall never rule over you, Elaine. Of that I am quite sure.”

She grinned in relief. “Good, because I like being first.”

If I gave her ease, I am glad, but I was frightened. It was the first time I had voiced my own beliefs about the prophecy, and I was stunned to find how vehemently I resented old Giselda’s interference. I was more unhappy to learn that people here knew and believed her words. It occurred to me for the first time, as I stood on the turret beside Elaine, looking out at the strange sea, that I might live under that cloud my whole life. I had insisted I was not different. But if everyone thought that I was, did that not make me so?

In the stables I forgot my fears. King Pellinore had many fine animals, all the sturdy mountain horses that breed freely in the hills of Wales. And Elaine had a pretty fat pony with a fine, dry face and great, dark eyes.

“His name is Petros. It means ‘rock.’ Iakos says it is a good name for a princess’ pony. He’s very lazy and does not like to move. This makes him safe to ride!” She laughed gaily at her jest and let me pat his warm neck and stroke the glossy coat. “Mother says you know how to ride already. Did you have your own pony in Northgallis?”

“Yes, a lovely white one. I found him running wild in the hills, and he let me ride him.”

Elaine looked put out. “Did you bring him with you?”

“No, I—before I left, I let him go back into the hills. He belonged there.”

She brightened again. “Well, Mother said you may take your pick of the next batch they bring in, as long as he gets along with Petros. That’s a rare honor, you know. It’s because she heard you were skilled.”

I felt my face flush with pleasure. Perhaps having oneself talked about wasn’t such a bad thing, after all. “I must thank her for the offer. And who is Iakos?”

“Iakos is my tutor—I mean our tutor. He is teaching me Latin and writing and figures, although not too much of that because I hate it. Also music. Leonora, the queen’s woman, will teach us stitchery and weaving, and also housekeeping when we are older. There’s a lot to learn to be a good queen, isn’t there?”

She cocked her head sideways and looked up at me shrewdly. She seemed to me to be ready for anything, full of confidence and willing to try whatever came to her hand. I envied her enormously. I was completely untutored in any feminine skills. My childhood had been spent with my doting father and my rough, grown half-brothers. I could run, ride, shoot with bow and arrow, and hawk as well as any youth my age. For my fifth birthday Gwarth had given me a young falcon, fallen from his nest and saved just in time, to raise for my own. He had helped me to train it, and I learned to fashion jesses from worked leather and had made my own glove. But I instinctively kept these accomplishments a secret from Elaine, who I feared might despise them. Of embroidery and the weaving of war cloaks, tasks every woman of even moderate birth must learn in order to marry, I knew nothing.

And of her religion, the worship of the Christian God, I knew very little. But there was a priest among the household staff, and I knew I would be instructed in the new ways. This had been my father’s only reservation in sending me to my mother’s people. They had been Christians for two generations, ever since an Irish martyr landed upon their coast and with wit and charm persuaded them to turn their backs on the Elder spirits. Whether my father had thought it an inevitable consequence of his plans for me, or whether he recognized that the tide of change was sweeping the land, he had consented to my instruction. So I was brought into the fold of the jealous Christian God, my feet were set upon the True Path, and the little deities of hill and stream, rock and high place, were left behind.





It was a busy summer. Elaine’s mother, Queen Alyse, kept us to our tasks and allowed us little time for mischief-making. As I was to find, her word was law. To her credit, she believed her daughter deserving of the same education she gave her sons and made no excuses to Iakos on our behalf. I tried my best to please her in everything, but it was not easy to accomplish. She was not unkind, but neither was she warm. Tall and beautifully featured, with the family’s fairness and a majestic bearing, she did not welcome confidences from children. Even Pellinore was half afraid to cross her.

At our first meeting she looked me over carefully, placing her hand on my chin and turning my face toward the light.

“So you are Elen’s daughter,” she said thoughtfully, after I had made my speech of thanks for taking me in. “I pray you will be as well behaved. We will teach you manners here, Guinevere, and make a princess of you.” I was tempted to retort that I was a princess already and that my father had taught me manners, but I held my tongue, afraid that to speak would give the lie to my assertion. “You would do well,” she said coolly, “to follow Elaine in everything.” It was advice I learned to take.

That summer the old High King, Uther Pendragon, who had held the kingdoms of Britain together for nearly fifteen years, began to fail. Messengers rode into the castle every week with news. It was said he could no longer sit a horse, but had to be carried to battle in a litter, like a woman. Some of the men scoffed at the rumor, denying that any soldier of mettle would follow an invalid war leader. But King Pellinore himself believed it, saying that Uther was the best warrior in the kingdoms, afoot, astride, or abed, and only a fool would be too proud to follow him. So the dissenters kept their grumbling quiet, sharpened their spears, polished their swords, and waited.

The Saxons were massing, they said, clogging the shores in the southeast, and Colgrin their leader was making alliances with the petty kings there, gathering strength for an attack on the High King. But weeks wore on, and no royal messenger came to summon King Pellinore and his men. What came instead were the rains. We had had drought all winter, and now, after a warm, dry spring, the skies opened over all Wales and drowned the fertile valleys. Crops rotted where they stood, the rich soil was scoured from the land by raging rivers, and sheep and horse foundered in the mired pastures. Ailsa muttered charms under her breath against evil spirits; the miller’s boy went mad and threw himself in the sea; the queen’s garden was spoiled, and the cooks complained bitterly; even the priest was seen to cross himself whenever the clouds grew black.

Every day brought news of some sort: local news of local catastrophes; distant news of discontent, uprisings, invasions, and assaults. A blight lay upon the land. Some said God was displeased that ignorant souls persisted in the worship of Mithra and would give no victories to pagan soldiers. But Elaine and I scoffed at that. Colgrin and his Saxons worshipped gods far more barbarous than Mithra! Some said the land was failing as the High King failed and that we would not recover until we had a new King. This argument was no longer whispered in corners between nervous warriors; it was spoken aloud at the king’s supper table, after the women had left. Elaine and I heard it ourselves.

Of course, we were not in the hall. We were eavesdropping. Elaine showed me this secret in my first week there. Along the parapet between the east and south turrets was a smallish crack in the stone, and through this crack we could peer down into the smoky hall. This fissure was protected by the guardhouse wall from the east wind, else it would have been discovered when the rain blew in. But if we covered ourselves in our dark, hooded cloaks and crept up past the guardhouse when the sentries were warming themselves by the fire, or standing at their posts at either turret, we could crouch unseen by the crack and learn of the high matters young maids were never allowed to know.

To do the guards justice, they were good men and loyal to the king, but it never occurred to them that the young princesses were not abed past dark, or would be curious about what rough soldiers said in the drinking hall. But we were always curious and never afraid to listen when we knew a courier had come. Only the very worst weather could keep us away. Ailsa and Grannic, Elaine’s nurse, slept outside our door, it is true. But they were loud snorers and deep sleepers, embarrassingly easy to deceive.

Thus we learned of the country’s discontent, and the threat of war that loomed on the horizon, a war that would change our lives, whatever the outcome. All of King Pellinore’s men were loyal to the Pendragon banner, and trained almost daily in the courtyard. But as the summer wore on and the crops and animals died, and men went mad from hunger and lack of sun, they were called to their lands to put down unrest among the farmers and oversee the care of their own families, so that the king’s fighting force was scattered. There were barely enough men at court to get up a hunt, and no one cared to hawk when the gloom lay so heavy on the land. Talk at dinner invariably returned to one theme: would not the High King at last recall his only son Arthur from his secret fastness and reveal him to the lords and set him to lead us against the Saxons?

Everyone in Britain knew this tale. I had been raised on it. Indeed, it was the one tale, in my father’s country, which was better known than mine. When Uther Pendragon was crowned High King of Britain, he had fallen desperately in love with Ygraine, wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall. She was only twenty, and Gorlois a grizzled warrior of fifty. Some said Merlin the Enchanter had put a spell on the King at his coronation feast, so that as soon as he saw her, he had no peace of mind, but planned how he could take her and yet not wreck the Kingdom by so doing. Remembering stories of my dear father’s infatuation for my mother, I did not think that sudden love needed any supernatural explanation, but I believed with the rest of the world, that the famous enchanter had been responsible for the clever plan that brought Uther his heart’s desire. Gorlois removed his wife from the High King’s reach as soon as etiquette permitted and brought her to the impregnable fortress of Tintagel on the Cornwall coast. He and his fighting men repaired to a fine fighting fortress that guarded the route, in case the High King should follow. As soon as the official feasting was over, Uther, and Merlin with him, came with a large army and camped just out of bowshot. It looked like the fragile kingdom would soon be split by war. But Merlin changed the King by magic arts into the very likeness of Gorlois, and thus disguised, he rode along the track to Tintagel and was admitted by the guard, all unknowing. Men believe that the young duchess was also deceived, but no woman I know believes this. It is a known fact that Ygraine was a faithful and loving wife to King Uther, obedient to his every wish to the end of their days, as if the flame of love never died in her heart. During the night they were together, when Arthur was conceived, Gorlois led his troops in a surprise attack against the High King’s army, which is treason, and the old duke was killed in the fighting. Uther married Ygraine as soon as he decently could, before her pregnancy began to show. But out of guilt for the death of Gorlois, he refused to acknowledge the son that was born, and three nights after his birth handed him to Merlin to safeguard and raise. Since then the boy had been in Merlin’s keeping, but no one knew where. Some said even Uther did not know.

King Uther and Queen Ygraine had no other sons in all the years of their marriage. And now, with Uther ill and the Saxon power growing in the east, men said it was time for the Prince to be brought forth and for Uther to acknowledge him. Wales would rise for him, that was clear. But there were lands in the east, already menaced by the Saxons, that were less certain. King Lot of Lothian had met with Colgrin, and no one knew if he would support Uther when the time came or try to supplant him. Ambrosius’ fragile kingdom might be split forever, if Prince Arthur did not soon appear.

Elaine and I were careful never to let slip any comment that would reveal how much we knew about events. But when news came, at midsummer, of my father’s death, and Queen Alyse gave me a new pony of my own as a comfort gift, Elaine and I would ride along the shore, ahead of the escort, and have long conferences. Elaine could talk of little else but Arthur. No one had seen him, no one really knew if he even existed, but Elaine knew all about him. She even knew what he looked like.

“He’s dark,” she confided. “Black hair and blue eyes, the true Celt. And stronger than any man his age.”

“Which is all of thirteen,” I pointed out, grinning. We were five and six years younger, but girls could be married off at twelve, while boys had to wait until fifteen to be made warriors. Elaine was undaunted.

“He’s a Christian, too, so the men will follow him.”

“How can he be Christian if Merlin the Enchanter has raised him? Everyone knows Merlin is a pagan and a powerful one. It is said he speaks to the gods directly and has seen Mithra himself slaying the Bull.”

Elaine crossed herself quickly, then made a sign against the ancient evil spirits that was not Christian at all. “Hush, Gwen, don’t say such things! You’re blaspheming, I know it! Have you no fear? Anyway, Queen Ygraine is a Christian, even if the High King is not, and she wouldn’t have him raised by a pagan household. And how can he lead Christian soldiers if he isn’t one himself?”

“King Uther does. I don’t think soldiers care so much, as long as their leader is successful. And I don’t know about Queen Ygraine. I mean, she can’t be much of a mother if she was content to give her firstborn son away three days after she bore him. She may not care how he is raised.” I saw I had hurt Elaine, who adored her image of Prince Arthur, and I was ashamed of myself. “Never mind, Elaine. You are probably right. I’m sure he’s a devout Christian like Father Martin and handsome, as well.” But as her humor was restored, I fell to teasing her again. “But perhaps he is fair. King Uther was red-headed in his youth, they say, although now he is gray.”

Elaine was unmovable on this point. “You forget his descent. Uther’s line is dark. Uther’s brother Ambrosius was dark, and Constantius, their father, was dark, and so on back to the Emperor Maximus, founder of the line.”

“Who was Iberian, and not Celt,” I reminded her. “And black-eyed, to boot.”

Elaine sniffed. “Dark hair can be Celt, too, and blue eyes certainly are. Maximus married a Welsh princess from our own country, Princess Elen, and she had blue eyes. She’s famous for it. Dark, brilliant blue, like the sea in a summer storm. She’s my kin.” Then she stopped, remembering that she was related to the famous Elen through her mother’s line, and therefore I was descended from her, too. She looked at me cautiously. I knew already what she saw, because the color of my eyes had been compared to the Princess Elen’s all my life.

“Well,” I said quickly, “it’s no wonder we think so much of Prince Arthur, since we are both kin to him, if you go far enough back.”

Elaine looked delighted. This was the kindest thing I had ever yet said about Arthur, and she took it as a victory. The truth was, I disparaged him only to tease Elaine; but the skeptical attitude, once adopted, stuck. From that summer on, I was always finding fault with him, if only because Elaine thought him so perfect.





The sun returned when September came, but it was too late. The smell of rotting growth and mud stank in the river valleys, and men and beasts died from mysterious fevers. Water lay everywhere on the ground, breeding insects and disease. We could not bury our dead for the mud, and burned them instead on funeral pyres like the dead of the Saxon savages. The queen kept us to the castle and forbade our rides upon the shore, fearing we would catch noxious vapors and fall ill. Indeed, the youngest of Elaine’s brothers fell to the fever in September, and the queen was prostrate with grief. Men muttered under their breaths of omens and witchcraft; women wore charms against ancient evils, the Christian women secretly and others, like Ailsa, actually jingled and clicked as they walked from the jumble of talismans they carried. Small offerings were made daily at the wayside shrines. The village folk had not forgotten the Elders. King Pellinore, saddened and restless, called in his men from their homes and drilled them mercilessly in preparation for action, any action, to keep their minds from dwelling on the death and stagnation that enveloped Britain.

And then finally, toward the end of that interminable month, the royal courier arrived. Elaine and I were on the eastern wall when he rode up the valley on his tired horse, spattered with mud and so exhausted he could barely stay in his saddle. We knew who he was by the leather pouch at his belt, and we exchanged glances behind the sentry’s back, knowing we would creep out that night to overhear the king’s conference.

The news was thrilling indeed. King Uther Pendragon was gathering his forces at Caer Eden, a week’s march north, and all loyal Britons were called to arm and join him there to meet the Saxon attack. The time had come. Cheering filled the hall. The men sounded wild with happiness, as if the courier were bringing them tidings of great joy. The king proposed a toast, and as the men turned to their tankards and the noise died down, we heard Arthur’s name.

“Will Arthur be there?” “Yes, will the great Enchanter reveal him now?” “Will Uther acknowledge him, I wonder, and give him a command?” “He’s just a boy—how could he?” “Ah, but he’s the royal heir, with black magic behind him, and we’ll follow him anywhere.”

King Pellinore hushed them, looking fierce under his bushy black eyebrows, but the courier fidgeted nervously. He was not charged with any official message about the prince, but rumor had it—rumor, mind you—that Merlin had been sent for. And where Merlin was . . .

This was the best news to come to Wales in years, and within two days every able-bodied fighting man had marched north to fight the Saxons, confident in the certain victory that the fabled Arthur would bring. Elaine was beside herself with excitement, but I felt the loss of the men keenly. There was no more news, no more eavesdropping, no more feeling a part of events. We had shrunk to a household of women, and our chief occupations were putting the castle to rights, getting in what little harvest there was, weaving and sewing against the inevitable winter cold, and for me and Elaine, uninterrupted lessons with Father Martin and Iakos.

We did not hear about the battle for two whole months, when it was long over and the glory of the battlefield had faded in the minds of the wounded and maimed, who were the first to come home.
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Queen Alyse organized a primitive hospital in the castle outbuildings. It was not primitive by the standards of the day, only by comparison to what I have seen since, for there were no learned men of healing in Gwynedd, no army physicians, no Merlin. We were a community of women with skill to heal minor wounds such as men get hunting. Those soldiers who made it back to us were grateful for our attentions, but they were halfway to recovery before ever setting foot in the sickrooms. The worst wounded had died in the field hospital at Caer Eden, and more on the road home.

Elaine and I were not allowed to treat the men directly on account of our youth, and I was grateful for this. Nursing repelled me; I had not the stomach for maimed limbs and open sores and the stench of sickness. We were happy to help the washing women hang the clean linens to dry and fold them away, sweet-smelling and herb-scented, until they were needed again. We helped to change the bedding on the pallets that lined the floor and were allowed to bring around cool water for the men to drink.

One day, as Elaine and I stood outside the sickrooms, folding linens, I began to hum, and then sing, an old Welsh song I had learned in Northgallis about the beauty of Wales, her fertile meadows where sheep grazed in summer, her shining ponds and white-frothed streams, her cool forests full of game, and the crown of her glory, glittering Snow Mountain, where the gods walked among the clouds. Elaine loved the song and begged me to teach it to her, so I repeated it for her sake. Then we brought our folded linens to Cissa, the queen’s lady-in-waiting who was in charge of the washing. To my amazement, she curtsied low before me.

“The queen’s compliments, Lady Guinevere,” she said softly, “and would you be pleased to continue singing, for the men were quiet and restful just now, and seemed relieved of pain. The queen tells me they had tears in their eyes, and indeed, my lady, it was beautiful to hear.”

I stared, astonished that the queen favored me with such attention, and assured Cissa I would be delighted to sing. From that day forward, singing to the men was my chief duty, and Queen Alyse had a cushioned chair brought for me and set just inside the door, so that all could hear the song, and yet I was not overcome by the sickroom vapors. To show their gratitude, the men began to call me the Lark of Gwynedd.

As men healed and were allowed to sit outside in the afternoon sun and take exercise on the grounds, Elaine and I learned from them all we wanted to know about the great things that had happened in the north. To be sure, King Pellinore had sent his queen a messenger bearing news of the glorious victory over Colgrin and his Saxon hordes, of Uther’s death and of young Arthur’s succession. With the kings of Britain united behind him, the new King pursued the Saxons eastward, and Pellinore went with him, leaving Gwynedd in the capable hands of Queen Alyse.

But these were dry facts, and we sought among the convalescing soldiers for those who could tell us what we really wanted to know. Finally we found Corwin, a twenty-year-old foot soldier who had suffered a broken leg. He was lucky that the bones had not pierced the skin. Merlin himself, he said, had splinted the leg and prophesied that it would knit cleanly and straight. He had since fashioned himself a pair of crutches and got about easily enough. He had a ready tongue, a bard’s gift for exaggeration, and a lazy nature. He spun us tales by the hour, and we believed them all.

“Tell us about the battle!” Elaine cried, settling down at his feet, her face aglow. “Did Prince Arthur fight?”

“Did he indeed!” Corwin exclaimed, grinning. “Why, he won it for us, you may be sure, and proclaimed himself by the deed, even if he was the last to know it.”

“What do you mean, the last to know it?”

Corwin laughed. “When he came to Caer Eden with Sir Ector of Galava, he was more a body servant to Ector’s son Kay than a warrior. By rights, he’s a year or two short of making a soldier. He’d no more idea of who he was than Kay did himself, or I, or any man there, excepting only Ector, King Uther and that sly fox Merlin. And as far as anyone could see, Merlin was there alone, standing silently with his arms folded into his sleeves and a face as dark as stormclouds, watching everything, saying nothing, keeping his own counsel. No one gave a second glance to Ector’s fosterling.”

“Ector’s fosterling?” I wondered.

“Oh, never mind that now!” Elaine cut in. “Go on, Corwin, tell us about the battle!”

Corwin settled himself among the cushions we had brought him. He had a Welshman’s love of a good tale, and this had all the earmarks of an afternoon’s work. “It was midmorning when we saw them coming across the river plain. You should have seen them—thousands of Saxons—blond giants with four-foot moustaches, whirling their two-headed axes over their heads in a mad frenzy of noise. Wild men, they were, screaming uncouth paeans—I don’t mind admitting it to you girls, but my bones were shaking.”

Elaine giggled. “You’re no soldier, then. Soldiers are never afraid.”

“Aren’t they, my lady? Well, that’s as may be. I can only speak for myself. And yet I’ll wager there wasn’t a man on the field who saw them coming who didn’t wish he were safely home in bed.”

Elaine was scandalized. “You call Prince Arthur a coward? And King Uther? And Pellinore, my father?”

Corwin shook his head quickly. “Certainly not, little princess. Brave men, all of them. But if a man has no fear to face and overcome, where is bravery? He is a fool, that’s all.”

“Oh, stuff and nonsense. You’re just making excuses. Go on with the battle!”

“He was, until you interrupted,” I pointed out, and was rewarded with a bold retort and an angry shake of her head.

“I’ll tell you this,” Corwin cut in. “They almost took us. We were all looking about for Prince Arthur when the trumpets sounded, but no one saw him anywhere. Half the men watched Uther, half watched Merlin. But Uther lay abed upon his litter, with his own guards in attendance, and Merlin busied himself in the field hospital, paying no attention to anyone. Men began to doubt the prince had come. When the Saxons attacked, we gave up hope and followed the High King’s litter onto the field.”

Corwin’s voice fell into the singsong lilt of the storyteller, and we hugged our knees and listened, enraptured.

“The Saxons attacked at the center of the line, where the High King’s litter was. So savage they were, we could not hold them, and fell back against the onslaught. They pressed hard, eager to get to Uther, a sick king, and have it over early. Now, Sir Ector of Galava led the right flank, and saw his chance to cut the Saxons off. Good soldier that he is! If Lot, who led the left, had had the sense to do the same, the villainous dogs would have been swallowed up and surrounded. But Lot stood his ground and looked the other way.”

“I hope he was hanged for his treachery!” Elaine exclaimed hotly.

Corwin laughed. “On the contrary, brave lass, he rides at the side of the young King as they chase Colgrin toward the sea.”

Elaine objected violently, but I said, “Since he is alive, it is the best place for him, where Arthur can keep an eye on him.”

Corwin regarded me thoughtfully. “So many have said, my lady, and Merlin one of them, if rumors be true.”

“Well, I’d have killed him myself if I were king!” Elaine cried emphatically. “But go on, Corwin, what happened next? Don’t take all day.”

“For God’s sake, Elaine—” I began, but Corwin raised a hand.

“Bide a bit, young ladies, and let me tell the tale. You will know it all, in time. Well, there we were, face to face with the stinking Saxon hordes. Had Lothian grown roots in the hill, that he could not move? Was he waiting, as some were saying, to see which way the battle went? If the Saxons got to the King, he could join them from the flank and cut us off—the lines wavered, uncertain. Good Ector led the charge from the right and drove deep, with his son Kay right at his side. But an ax got his leg and he lost his sword; he had to withdraw. Young Kay tried to take his place—he fought hard, he’s a valiant soldier—but he had no sense of the battlefield, of the flow of things, of where he was. He was pushing too hard in the wrong place, and the seasoned warriors all knew it. The charge began to waver, the lines began to weave, the Saxons scented the kill; for a moment it seemed that all was lost—the charge, the Briton positions, the field, the day, the High King, the Kingdom. For a moment—the same moment—every man on the field knew it, wherever he was. It was one of those moments when time stops, when the balance between two futures—defeat and victory, death and life, evil and good fortune—lies on a thin edge of chance.” Corwin paused. We could have heard a leaf fall in the silence. “But it was no chance the unknown boy rode forward, raised his sword, gave the orders in a voice that brooked no hesitation, and saved the day. Out of nowhere he came; but he knew what to do, and every man there followed him. I followed him myself, and I don’t know why. I’d never seen him before. But he’d a cool head on his shoulders, and he fought a damned smart fight. Before old Colgrin knew what had happened, he found himself pushed hard against the hill where Lothian waited, and King Lot, forced to choose and seeing a new commander bidding fair to take his place at the King’s right hand, cast his future with the British and attacked. That was the end of it, really. It was all over but the mopping up.”

“And then?” Elaine asked excitedly. “Surely everyone knew by then? Surely King Uther proclaimed him?”

“No, my lady. It’s a busy time, after battle, with the field to clear and the wounded to tend. We all found our own camps and took stock of who was left.”

“But you must have wondered who he was,” I said, “and where he had come from.”

“Oh, he was the talk of the army, of course. Who was the new commander? No one knew his name or had seen his badge. The word went round he was a child, a dogsbody, a nameless lad who tagged along in Kay of Galava’s wake. Ector’s fosterling, they said, meaning Ector’s bastard, born on the wrong side of the blanket and good only for errands and hard labor.”

“No! How did they dare!”

“Who was to know? A few bright souls wondered if it might be Prince Arthur in disguise—such a disguise!—but no one knew, and no one liked to wager on such a long shot. All that long night we carried the dead from the field, dug the grave pits, sorted their belongings, and tended to our wounds. That’s when I broke my leg, in a scuffle with a half-dead Saxon who attacked me when I took his armband. In the field hospital I saw my cousin Durwen—the bardling, we called him, because he wanted to be a bard, he had a gift for it. He was delirious with pain from a slice across his thigh, but he had already made a song about the battle. ‘The Wrath of the Nameless Prince’ he called it. He had sung it for Merlin, he claimed, as he stitched his leg, and Merlin had smiled.”

Elaine wrinkled her nose. “Ector’s fosterling? No, Corwin, it’s too ignoble. Tell us rather that Merlin raised him in the Magic Isles across the Western Sea and brought him forth just in time to save us from the Saxons!”

“I’m telling you what happened, if you’ll be polite like your cousin and wait for me to get there.” Corwin winked at me and took another pull from his flask. “When the work was done, the men who were well and whole caroused till dawn. There were plenty of girls in Caer Eden to toast our victory. Ah, those lovely northern lasses—” He stopped, recollecting where he was, and cleared his throat. “Beg pardon. But I cursed the misfortune of my leg, I can tell you that. At daybreak we gave thanks to Mithra in a formal ceremony, with King Uther in attendance, pale as a nether spirit. And that night there was to be a formal victory feast. Rumor had it he was going to bring forth the prince at last and name his heir—he was dying on his feet, anyone could see it. Men looked all about for Prince Arthur but could not find him. Meanwhile, Ector’s fosterling was in the hospital with Merlin, visiting the wounded and offering his arm to Ector so the man could walk. By daylight you could see he was only a beardless boy, and hopes fell.” Corwin paused. “These things I saw and can swear to. The rest I know only because the camp was alive with rumors, and I spoke with men who had been at the victory feast, and—and at what came after.”

Elaine and I looked at each other. He was making the sign against enchantment behind his back, and we wondered why. We had certainly heard no rumors of magic from the men, only bragging about the battle itself.

“Then suddenly, toward sunset, talk began to go through camp that the King was dying. Everyone fell still. The guard was doubled around Uther’s tent, and all the lords gathered inside, including Ector with Kay and the fosterling, and Merlin, and the kings of Rheged, Strathclyde, Cornwall, Elmet, Lothian, and Gwynedd. I can’t tell you just what happened, because I wasn’t there, but word went round that Uther, on his deathbed, proclaimed the fosterling to be his own son by the queen Ygraine, named him his heir, and bade the kings follow him. The lords took it as well as they might: Ector pleased as punch; Cornwall, Rheged, Strathclyde, and our own good King Pellinore cheered the lad and swore him faith. But Lothian was furious. Lot had schemed for years to become High King, betrothing Uther’s bastard daughter for the purpose. She was there, you know, the beautiful Morgause, to persuade her father to the choice. But they reckoned without Arthur, those two.” He turned to spit, then recollected his audience and contented himself with a gruff rumble in his throat. “There might have been a brawl, except that in the middle of the fracas, Uther died. And that put an end to the celebrations.” The sadness in Corwin’s face bespoke his loyalty to Uther. I was moved to see it. “It’s an uncommon bad omen, victory or no victory, the High King dying while the Saxons still lay encamped across the river. Why, the smoke from their funeral pyres kept us up coughing half the night. A new King had to be chosen, and fast. And while young Arthur had been proclaimed, no one felt easy about making a child a King with such a deadly enemy so near. In the interim, King Lot took charge.”

“Traitor!” Elaine cried.

“No, my lady. It needed the strong hand of an experienced warrior the soldiers trusted. It was best for everyone. And who else to turn to? Merlin might have stepped forward, but he did not. He returned to the field hospital, and young Arthur with him, looking dazed and grim. Lot announced we would hold the victory feast as planned, in Uther’s honor, and that afterward a council of commanders could discuss the wisdom of Uther’s recommendation and choose the next High King.”

“Recommendation!” Elaine bristled. “How dare he! It is treason!”

“Nonsense,” I retorted, tired of her interruptions. “We are not Roman yet. Kings are still chosen by the lords who must serve them.”

“If the king’s son or his nephew are not worthy!” Elaine cried, beside herself. “But Arthur is the King’s son! He is worthy! Were they blind? Hadn’t he just won the battle for them?”

“Yes,” I replied calmly, “it is easy enough to sit here safe in Wales and say so, but imagine being a soldier in the field. What Corwin says makes sense to me. They were all grown men, kings and lords and warriors; they did not want to serve a boy.”

“Exactly so, my lady,” Corwin said sadly. “It is ever the way of men not to see what is before their noses.”

“What happened at the victory feast?” I asked.

Corwin frowned. “Well, they fell to arguing as soon as the wine went round. I have this from Durwen, who dragged himself from bed to accompany Pellinore. There were lords in the hall who were in league with Lothian and objected that a boy not yet fourteen was too young to lead a troop of seasoned warriors, much less a kingdom. Some argued long and loud on Lot’s behalf: Cyndeg of Gore, the snake Aguisel, a few others. Lot himself said nothing. Be sure he had paid them well beforehand for their speeches. They said the High King’s dying in the face of Saxons was an omen, and that Britain itself would die if we did not change the line.”

“Had they already forgotten who brought them victory? What better omen could there be than that?” Elaine was shouting.

“Soldiers are superstitious,” Corwin replied, “as you very well know. Black Celts from the hills of Wales are the worst of all. There was many a man in that hall who took it as a sign from the gods that Uther’s line ended with Uther’s death. There were cries of ‘Lothian! Lot for High King!’ from one side of the hall, and cries of ‘Arthur!’ from the other. And then, when the hall was near to erupting into open warfare, Merlin the Enchanter arose before the crowd. One look from him froze the wagging tongues, and when it was quiet, he spoke. It did not matter, he told them, what choice men made. This King had been ordained by gods a hundred years before his birth. He was the Light of Britain; his time had come. That day he had proved his prowess before them all. He was Chosen, and the gods that made men would prove it so that very night. Lot stood up and objected—he has more courage than I have, to face Merlin in the midst of a pronouncement, I grant him that—Lot stood up and objected that an army of men needed a man to lead them, not a boy, and talk about gods and magic and foretelling was so much stuff and nonsense, to borrow my lady’s phrase. Merlin, cool as ice, gestured toward the unarmed boy and said that Arthur stood before them without a sword for a reason. It was not Uther’s sword that would bring him into Kingship, but one given by the gods themselves. That very night, in the presence of them all, they would give the Sword into his hand, the Sword that would protect Britain from her enemies for as long as Arthur held it.” Corwin paused. “Now, Merlin, besides having power from the gods, besides being wise beyond the wisdom of men, Merlin is also a showman of the first class. He let the questions run through the hall like wind through a hayfield, and then he let the murmuring die down until all was still. And then, when he commanded every eye and every ear, he told the history of the Sword. It was, he said, the Sword of the Emperor Maximus.”

Elaine and I gasped. All Welsh children were brought up on the story of Macsen Wledig, as the Welsh called Maximus, but the tale of the Sword was new to us. Magnus Maximus had been the last Roman commander in Britain; when the Romans pulled out, Macsen stayed with his Welsh princess Elen and forged the hill tribes of Britain into a Kingdom. It was the Sword of Maximus that turned aside the Saxons, the Picts, and the Irish in the dark time men call the Flood Year. Romano-British civilization teetered on the edge of extinction then, but Maximus’ disciplined troops beat back the savages and won for Britain a breathing space of peace. He was acclaimed Emperor of Britain by the people and kept the peace in the Roman way.

But at length his ambitions outstripped his judgment, and he declared war on the emperor in Rome. He led his loyal British troops across the Narrow Sea into Gaul and across Gaul into Italy. Some say he defeated the Emperor of Rome, some say he was defeated by him; whatever happened, he died there in Aquilea, and his remaining troops brought home his armor and his Sword. Many men stayed in Gaul and settled along the edge of the Narrow Sea in what men call Less Britain. The rest returned to Wales. His son Constantius ruled after him and was the ancestor of Constans, who was murdered by Vortigern, and of Ambrosius, who was the first to reunite the kings of Britain, and of Uther, who just managed to hold the Saxons at bay, until Arthur should come.

“It was written in the stars, Merlin said in a soft voice that carried to every corner of the hall, that in the dark hour the Light of Britain should blaze forth with a Sword of wondrous brilliance: Maximus’ own Sword, hidden in darkness for a hundred years, waiting for the hand of Britain’s greatest King to lift it once again into the light.”

He stopped and let the silence hang.

“Corwin,” I whispered, “you should be a bard.”

He laughed. “I may have to be, unless my leg heals straight. Anyway, those are Merlin’s words about the Sword. Durwen told me, and he was there with King Pellinore. He was studying to be a bard and had learned how to get things by heart in one hearing.”

“Was?” I asked quickly.

Corwin sobered. “Yes, my lady. The poor lad died on the way home of his wound. It was stitched, but he opened it again by sitting a horse too soon, and against orders.”

“But the Sword!” Elaine cried impatiently. “What can you tell us about that? Where was it? How did Prince Arthur get it? And when did they proclaim him King?”

“Merlin claimed the Sword lay under Lluden’s Hill, where it had been left by Maximus’ chief captain. He had brought it north from Wales when Elen, in her grief, banished it from her sight. It lay in darkness, Merlin said, protected by the god of the place, to be raised into the light by him who was born the rightful King of Britain. He invited all the lords present to ride there that very night and witness its lifting. What could Lot do? Every lord in the hall, from king to count to troop captain, would have given years off his life to witness Merlin’s powers in person. Lot had no hope of being acclaimed King in that hall; his only hope was to join the throng on Lluden’s Hill and hope that Arthur or Merlin would fail.” He laughed and then slowly sobered. “King Pellinore took only Durwen with him, because, according to Durwen, he felt that the anointing of a new king should be witnessed by a bard. Now, I suppose, it is left to me to tell it.”

He paused again and, closing his eyes, spoke softly. “So they took to horse and rode upstream along the river Eden. In the dark hours of the morning they came to the black island that sits hard by the ford. Lluden’s Hill, the locals call it; it has been a sacred place time out of mind. Merlin led them up the slope to an old tunnel, hidden by undergrowth, and through it into a gigantic cave. So large it was, none could see its roof, nor its ending. Their torches shed a dim and smoky light, enough to glimpse the cold immensity of the place and feel the weight of dark shadows pressing down.” Elaine and I shivered in spite of ourselves and made the sign against enchantment, although we were Christians. “Forty men had followed Merlin, and they all stood within the cave, shuffling and whispering, hearing their own voices speak back to them from the living rock; a place haunted, Durwen swore, with the spirits of the Elder past. Merlin stood up before them, a black shadow in the darkness. ‘Look before you,’ he cried, ‘and see the Sword of Maximus!’ And there it was, in the middle of the vast cavern, stuck into the cleft of a huge rock. There it was; where a moment before they had seen nothing, now they saw the split rock, the dark shaft rising, the dim glow of the hilt seeming to float in the very air. Merlin beckoned, they moved closer, the bravest among them trembling. The scabbard was of some ancient silken fabric, embroidered with the crude marks of the Old Tongue that Britons spoke before the Romans came. Merlin raised high a torch that all might see the writing carved into the rock below the sword: ‘Whoso lifts this Sword from the Stone is Rightwise born King of all the Britons.’ He read it out in a voice of dread, and the echoes circled, chilling the soul. ’rightwise born . . . rightwise born . . . King of all the Britons.’ ”

“Corwin!” Elaine quavered, gripping my arm.

His eyes were closed. He did not even hear her. “No one dared to breathe. The Sword stood in its dark sheath, dull and cold, and all around the air stank with the sweat of fear. ‘Let him who dares touch the Sword,’ Merlin called out. But no one moved. At last King Lot stepped forward. ‘I am fitter than any man here to be High King,’ he proclaimed, ‘but I distrust magicians.’ Merlin folded his hands into his sleeves. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘there is no magic in this place but what the gods have bestowed in the Sword itself. I am powerless before it. If the Sword is yours, take it.’ The lords held their breath as Lot reached out, put his hand to the hilt, and pulled.”

Corwin opened his eyes and stared at us. “Then was the sacred silence rent with a mighty yell, for the Sword did not budge an iota, but Lot’s hand was burned, the flesh seared across the palm where it had held the hilt. He withdrew his hand, white-faced with pain, and cursed Merlin for a lying, two-faced bastard.” Elaine and I both gasped at such outrageous foolhardiness, but Corwin hardly paused for breath. “The company shrank back, afrighted. Someone called out, ‘Let the boy try! Where’s Ector’s fosterling?’ Arthur was pushed forward, and seeing that there was no way out of it, he stood straight as a spear before Merlin the Enchanter. ‘Is it for me?’ he asked the great magician. ‘If you tell me to, I shall try it.’ ”

“Oh, how brave he is!” Elaine cried.

“How so,” I countered, “when he has known Merlin his entire life? If there is not trust between them yet—”

“Oh, shut up, Gwen! You ruin everything!”

“Merlin told him,” Corwin went on, ignoring us both, “ ‘it is yours, my lord King. It was made for your hand, even before it was made for Maximus.’ So the lad went forward and put his hand to the hilt, and the great Sword slid as sweetly out of the sheath as a knife through butter. Torchlight caught the blade, setting it aglow; as he lifted it into the light, the great jewel in the hilt blazed into life. A huge emerald, hidden in the dark, struck its green fire into every soul and brought them all to their knees. Life! it signaled. Victory! As Arthur held it aloft he seemed to grow taller before their eyes. His face shone in the reflected glory of the Sword, a face full of pride and fierce determination. ‘I shall call it Excalibur,’ he said, which in the Old Tongue means ‘unconquered.’ Then every lord came and knelt before him to pay homage and receive his blessing. Lot was last, but he spoke well and promised faithful service. So they made young Arthur their King in that sacred place, King of all the Britons, and carried him outside as dawn broke in the east. And behind in the cavern the rock lay split in two halves, and the scabbard crumbled into dust, when the Sword was freed.”

Elaine’s eyes were as large as goose eggs. The magnificence of her hero had been amply confirmed.

“That’s not the end.” Corwin smiled. “While Durwen was busy spinning phrases in his head to recite to me, others among the lords, including Cyndeg and Aguisel, were grumbling that the whole thing had been planned by Arthur’s allies. Merlin had done nothing but lead them to the Sword. They might have sworn to follow the boy who held that Sword, but they wanted proof that Merlin’s powers were behind him. The lifting of the Sword was not enough; they wanted more.”

“What fools men are!” I breathed.

“And Merlin heard them. As they made ready to depart, with the new King at their head, Merlin turned around in the saddle and raised his arms. A thunderous crack rent the sky, a flash of fire burst forth, and the hillside above the cave came down. Trees bent double, horses bolted and men bellowed in fear, but Merlin sat and calmly watched Lluden’s Hill slide into a mountain of rubble. When the last stone had tumbled to a stop at Merlin’s feet, he coolly turned and surveyed the doubters, who shook before his gaze. Then he reined in and rode behind Arthur back to camp.”

We brought Corwin a flask of honey mead and thanked him sincerely for his tale. Elaine was speechless for a while, but soon she found her tongue.

“And what does King Arthur look like?” she asked eagerly. “Do tell us.”

Corwin looked a little blank. “What do you mean, my lady?”

“I mean, is he dark or fair? Tall or short? Lean or heavy?”

Corwin smiled and said to me, “It seems the young princess is not without ambition.” I winked at a scarlet Elaine as he continued. “Well, from what I saw of him, he is tall for his age and slender for a warrior, but he is young yet. He is an excellent swordsman, near the best I have seen. What else? Let me see, brown hair, brown eyes, a clear skin with a serious expression, well featured, with a look of Uther about him, and when he was young Uther was considered handsome by all the ladies of the land.” Then Corwin’s gaze grew distant, and his voice pensive. “But I think what is most impressive about him is something that I cannot put into words. Men call it poise, or inner peace, or wisdom, or strength, or grace of bearing, but it is all those and more; he is a man in harmony with himself. He has a mission. He knows who he is.”

“He must be a born leader,” I said thoughtfully, “for the men he commands are seasoned warriors and kings in their own right. Sword or no sword, men like King Pellinore and my brother Gwarthgydd would not follow a mere boy.”

“Indeed,” Corwin agreed. “And it isn’t due to Merlin’s magic, either. For Merlin disappeared after the lifting of the Sword and hasn’t been seen since. Yet the army is off after Colgrin, with King Arthur at its head.”

“He will beat the Saxons,” Elaine said confidently, “and drive them from our shores forever.”

“It will be a miracle indeed if he does that,” Corwin replied. “The Saxons have been living on the Shore since Vortigern first invited them, fifty years ago. There are children your age, my young lady, whose grandfathers were born in Britain. Small wonder they consider it their home.”

“But we were here first,” Elaine objected.

“We Welsh?” I asked her. “Or we British? We are led by a descendant of Maximus, who was a Roman and a foreigner. The Celts were here before the Romans, and the Ancients before the Celts. No one knows who was here before the Ancients. Perhaps the Saxons are next.”

“That’s treason!” Elaine cried, tears springing to her eyes. “Gwen, I will never forgive you unless you take it back! How can you say such a thing?” Even Corwin looked shocked.

“If it isn’t possible to drive the Saxons out—and where, indeed, can they go? —then it will be necessary to treat with them. Yes, I know the old saying: A treaty with a Saxon is as lasting as smoke in the wind, but it seems to me it’s the strongest sword that prevails. Perhaps what Merlin said is true and that Arthur’s Sword is the strongest. Then we shall have peace with the Saxons.” I could see that they both were calmer, and Elaine was on the verge of forgiving me. “Who knows? In two hundred years perhaps even the Saxons will be British.”

Elaine gasped in horror and began to berate me; Corwin looked afraid.

“My lady Guinevere, it is not my place to say so, but these are not matters that should concern young maids. These are high matters, and beyond such as me; they are better left to the king’s council chamber. You have a mind, my lady, which may bring you grief if you give it tongue. Such thoughts are better left unspoken.”

It was good advice. I did not tell him that it was talk in the king’s council chamber that had given rise to these thoughts, voiced here for the first time. I accepted his rebuke, apologized to Elaine, and kept my thoughts to myself thereafter. It was twenty years before I found a mind receptive to these thoughts: a man who accepted them and went beyond them, who believed in compromise and in the value of other cultures besides his own, a man who envisioned the entire civilized world as one community. That man was Mordred.
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