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CHAPTER 1

I am so well versed in The Rules Governing the Ladies of the Lake that I could recite them backward on a dare, but the wisdom I treasure most was gleaned not from that vast, ancient compendium, but from my own earnest blundering. To wit: learn the Rules so you know when to break them.

It took me half a lifetime to understand this.

Long ago I had no inkling. I was a feckless young lake spirit, living in damp contentment in a place called Looe Pool. My home was deep and wide, the limpid blue of an aquamarine. Because it was only a stone’s throw from the ocean, I could hear waves breaking day and night—a steady, soothing sound, like a giant breathing through a stuffy nose.

Grand as the ocean was, nothing compared to my Lake, for its water was refreshing in summer, bracing in winter, and, unlike the surf, very drinkable. I loved its taste of ducks’ feet and shale.

I treasured solitude in those days, so I kept the Lake hidden. It was a feat well within my powers, for as a Lady, I commanded significant magic, just as my forebears had. There are severe restrictions to what I can divulge (“A Lady Does Not Discuss Her Ancestry or Her Training”), but I will say that I could obscure most things (including myself) to mere shadows and could move from one element to another as smoothly as rain gliding off a leaf. Like other Ladies, I knew countless helping and hindering spells, and I need hardly mention that I was bewitching, with every sort of glamour at my disposal—from the subtler ones all the way up to the dizzying, the blinding, and the stupefying.

Moreover, I could see what was hidden in men’s hearts—which had its advantages, as men are always trying to hide something. But it was a gift I seldom used, for in those days I avoided mortals, deeming them rough, hasty creatures with indifferent manners and unfathomable customs. They were boistous, too—noisier than birds but without the pretty feathers. So I kept my distance, and they kept their secrets.

Another of my talents (and an unusual one for a Lady) was the ability to work metal, which I could shape and forge as well as any cave-dwelling gnome. I made necklaces of silver droplets, gold armbands shaped like leafy vines, candlesticks, pitchers, ewers, and tongs. I went through a long goblet phase—fifty years at least. Eventually I moved on to weapons—but more of that later.

Finally, as I have said, I could recite each and every one of The Rules Governing the Ladies of the Lake, having committed the entire body to memory when I was ninety-eight. I was only a child then and eager to prove my cleverness, but my achievement (such as it was) proved to be of questionable value, for, having memorized the Rules, I was then bound to follow them—not only by honor, but also because the skin between my toes itched (sometimes quite painfully) if I did not.

This could be irksome.

Which brings me to Merlin.

Far too much has been said (and sung) about what passed between the great wizard and me, and almost all of it is irritating nonsense. I did not flirt with him, nor did I charm him into loving me. I did not crave his powers, and I most emphatically did not lock him up by turning his own magic against him. The truth—sordid and shocking enough to make me cringe for at least a hundred years—is far more interesting, and I fully intend to reveal it. Until then, I will say only this: Merlin did introduce me to Arthur, and in doing so changed my life forever.
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Merlin called on me one spring morning, just as the water lilies were opening to the sun. He did me the courtesy of coming into the Lake, but after I assured him that we could speak just as well on land, we floated to the shallows and then walked ashore. By this time the thrushes were singing, a lovely song, very liquid, about mayflies and grubs. We listened for a moment, and then Merlin told me why he had come.

“The future king of Britain will soon be needing a sword and scabbard,” he said. “Will you fashion them?”

I said I would. As I mentioned, a Lady who can work metal is a rarity—like a sweet-voiced goblin or a fairy who likes numbers. But I enjoyed the gift and never questioned it. Perhaps—and this occurred to me many years later—I was given it so that I could perform this very task, which was more important than I knew.

In any event, even if I had wanted to refuse (and I did not), I was disallowed. The Rule of Service to Future Kings was clear about that.

“The sword must be invincible, and the scabbard must have the power to stanch his blood if he is wounded,” Merlin continued.

Good idea for the scabbard, I thought, hoping I had the spell for it.

“Both should be heavily jeweled,” he said, “as befits a king,” and I nodded. I liked jewels. In fact, I loved them.

“And they must be ready in three years,” he concluded.

“Impossible.”

The wizard’s long, thin nostrils flared, as if the word smelled bad.

“It will take me almost three years to forge and temper the blade,” I told him, “and the grip alone requires a year. I will need nine years.”

“Nine.” He drew the word out, as if considering the number; at the same time the sky darkened and thunder rumbled directly overhead. “The boy is twelve,” he said pointedly, “and will very soon be ready to take the throne.” A bolt of lightning hit a tree on the horizon, and it toppled in flames.

Merlin, Merlin, Merlin! I thought. Do you really think that roiling the weather will make me hurry? Think again! I gave him a smile with just a hint of glamour in it (the girlish, honeylike sort). “Nine years,” I repeated.

I was pleased to see his face soften. “Nine years it is,” he said, as if there had never been a difference of opinion.

I nodded. The sky cleared. We touched palms and bowed, and I began to sink into the Lake.

“You won’t forget the scabbard?” he called.

I shook my head. “Be sure to bring him when you return,” I called back.

“Done,” he promised, fading into the atmosphere.
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CHAPTER 2

The underwater life is not for everyone, but that spring, after Merlin’s visit, it suited me to perfection. I liked being on land well enough and the neighboring countryside was always richly beautiful, but no solid ground could offer the dreamy weightlessness and utter silence that my new task required, so in the Lake I stayed.

Knowing I would see the sword only if my mind was quiet, I gave myself over to the water. First I lay in the shallows with the lilies and reeds, listening to the insects. After nightfall I drifted out to the center, where the lavender moonlight was brightest. I turned over and lay facedown, arms outstretched.

Come to me, I thought.

And there, as the days passed, I waited for a vision. The temperature of the water changed from warm to cool and back again. The sun chased the moon out of the sky and was chased by her in turn, and the Lake changed color every time—pink, blue, gold, scarlet, black, silver. Rain pocked the water’s surface. Wind rippled it. Trout brushed my fingers, egrets sunned themselves on my back, a bullfrog used my head as a launching pad. No vision came.

Eventually I sank to the bottom of the Lake, where stubbly-skinned leviathan fish hovered in the dark. I hovered there with them, all volition gone. I do not know how much time went by, only that my mind grew very quiet. When it was hollow as an empty shell, I saw Excalibur.

Its golden pommel was set with a star ruby as big as a quail’s egg. Its grip was dragon bone, bound with dragon hide. Its domed guard, studded with square emeralds and round sapphires, was incised with a pattern of crosses and circles. Its iron blade was seven hands high and gleamed majestically, as if housing a cold blue flame.

I felt a long thrill of delight—and then doubt set in. Could I make such a sword? In only nine years? That was hardly any time at all! Suddenly my smugness with Merlin seemed idiotic. Drippy-faced ninny! I thought, rising to the surface.

And now I saw that high summer had come. It was a season of blue skies and near-eternal days, when night came like an afterthought—shadows deepened, the light dimmed, but true darkness never fell.

Pleased that I would be traveling in daylight, I dressed in a gown of drab linen and veiled myself in homespun. I knew this humble costume—more suited to a supplicant than a Lady—might please the Lowly Gnomes, but never sway them. Still, I was bound to follow The Rule of Thorough Preparation for a Difficult Task.

Once ready, I set off for their domain.
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CHAPTER 3

The Lowly Gnomes are reclusive. They are also wily, dishonest, and highly intelligent, traits that do not endear them to other spirits. Elves, trolls, and fairies dislike them; nixies and pixies fear them; and their cousins, the good-natured Nose-Rubbing Forest Gnomes, stay out of their way.

Dwarves, who pride themselves on their gruff candor, scorn the Lowlies and have feuded with them for centuries. The Lowlies, quicker-witted than the dwarves but smaller and weaker (they are knobby, amber-skinned, and ever so slightly hunched over, even the young ones), have never managed to prevail. This has made them bitter and more inclined to trade with folk such as myself for the magic they crave. Burning inside every Lowly breast was the painful notion that victory would be theirs if only they had the right magic—which was perpetually just out of reach.

I have never truly enjoyed my dealings with the Lowlies, fearing that they might unknowingly invoke a Rule that would thwart my purpose. It has never happened, but it could, and that would be disastrous. They are stubborn, tough negotiators, and even under normal circumstances, every bargain I have struck with them has cost me dear.

On the other hand, I have always left them knowing I have won something precious. Abhorrent as they are, the Lowlies trade in the largest, most luminous gemstones this side of the Narrow Sea, and right now, I needed them.
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It was important to observe all the formalities, not only because The Rule of Unwavering Politesse demands it, but also because the Lowlies are quick to take offense, so as soon as a cluster of them appeared at the mouth of the cave, I bowed deeply. Then I gave their leader, Metite, the Fivefold Greeting, blessing his feet, knees, navel, heart, and brow. In typical Lowly fashion he protested, saying I should not trouble myself, but I saw by the inadvertent twitch of his crooked little mouth—not quite a smile, but close—that he was pleased. “The smaller the spirit, the greater the courtesy,” as the saying goes.

Bent almost double, I followed Metite down a long, curving passageway whose gold-flecked walls gleamed dully in the torchlight. When we reached our destination, a tall, circular chamber with floors of immaculate white stone, Metite called for refreshments—tea smelling of mushrooms, pelletlike cakes resembling rabbit droppings—and watched attentively as I sampled them.

“Delicious,” I lied. If we did not start trading soon, I might be pressed into eating an entire meal of Gnomish food, which was a dreadful prospect.

Fortunately, Metite did not dally. “It is a pleasure to see you, Damosel,” he said in his surprisingly deep voice, “though your visit is unexpected. You are still happy with the moon-stones, I hope?”

Many years before, I had bought a strand of moonstone beads from him and set them into a necklace for my cousin Nimue as a gift for her 120th birthday. Their soft radiance was so beguiling, and so perfect for a girl of her age, that I had bartered an excellent spell for them. Thus far I had not missed it—it was an unimportant helping spell that enabled a small creature to elude a large one, and then only briefly—but I have always regretted the exchange. It is not that I fear I will need the spell one day (The Rule of That Which Has Just Been Lost notwithstanding) but that I used magic frivolously.

The notion that magic should not be wasted is a recent one, gaining acceptance in the spirit world only three or four hundred years ago. Before then magic was abundant and taken for granted. My lucky forebears used it with abandon, casting spells as gaily as if they were tossing daisies. They never dreamed they were squandering it and had no idea of the consequences.

I, on the other hand, grew up knowing them all too well, for by my time there were three new Rules prohibiting the casual use of magic, and they were the first ones I learned. Only Avalon, the enchanted isle beyond the western horizon, was impervious to the threat; that remote, exclusive place, where only the best and worthiest spirits were admitted, would always be a place of abundant magic—or so I was taught. (And that is all I can reveal about my education.) The thought of a world without enchantment, the chill bleakness of it, always made me feel as if I were shriveling.

(I wish I could say the same for my fellow spirits. Far too many scorn the notion, blithely going on as before. If I were a different sort of Lady, I would curse them all.)

Metite’s little black eyes never strayed from mine as he waited for an answer. “Very happy,” I assured him, for Nimue adores the necklace and wears it always.

“Ah, good,” he said. “And today you have come for…?”

“Three emeralds, three sapphires, and a ruby.”

“Precious gems,” he noted with surprise, his gaze sharpening.

There was a brief silence as he gave me the opportunity to say more. Merlin had not enjoined me to secrecy, and telling Metite about the sword would do no harm, but I am naturally cautious, even secretive, so I steered the conversation into safer waters.

“Yes,” I said noncommittally. “The emeralds must be square and the sapphires round. Also, the ruby must have a star in it.”

“And the quality…?” Before I could reply, Metite raised a hand. His spindly brown fingers ended in fingernails that curled over themselves, like talons. “I should not even ask,” he said. “Damosel wants only the very best, is it not so?”

“Yes, Metite, you know me well,” I replied with all the earnestness I could muster, and once again he was pleased.

“As I thought.” He issued a Gnomish command to one of the attendants, who hurried away, returning a moment later with two silver caskets.

“You will be using the emeralds and sapphires in combination?” he asked, and when I nodded, the attendant placed the caskets side by side before me and opened them. At a signal from Metite, he tipped them forward and their contents spilled onto the floor.

I leaned forward, gaping like a bumpkin. There were two heaps of gems at my feet. The emeralds, all square, large as my pinkie nail and perfectly clear, were the cool, inviting green of moss in shade. The sapphires, a deep, shining purple-blue, were like rounded bits of the evening sky. It was a long time before I managed to tear my eyes away from them; when I did, I saw that Metite’s face was impassive. How could he remain calm with such gems within reach? I had a very strong desire to scoop them up by the handful and run them through my fingers, but I quelled it. “I cannot choose from such an array,” I said humbly (and truthfully). “It is beyond me. Will you help?”

Now he actually did smile. “Of course,” he replied, and before I had selected a single emerald, he had taken three from the pile and was holding them out for my inspection. “These are the best, I think.”

They beamed as brightly as if they had been plucked from a rainbow. “Perfect,” I sighed. Another instant and I was admiring three equally dazzling sapphires.

“And now you will want to see a ruby?” he asked. At my nod he issued another command, and the attendant gnome disappeared, this time returning with a small golden casket. He knelt before me and opened it.

It is said that the Ladies of the Lake have dragon’s blood, for they love gemstones as much as the great winged serpents do. I believe it, for at the sight of the ruby my blood stirred and warmed, my hands tingled, and my face grew hot. If I had had a tail, it would have twitched.

“Take it and hold it,” urged Metite, “the better to see it shine.”

I picked it up. It was deepest carmine, cool and smooth to the touch, with the pleasing weight of a quail’s egg. And when I rolled it in my palm, the lustrous white star at its center flared brightly, as if yearning to emerge.

It is a stone that will take to spells, I thought. And because its receptivity to magic was even more important than its beauty, I resolved to have it.

Metite saw it in my face, of course.

“The price?” I asked.

“What will you offer, Damosel?”

I started off as modestly as I could. “One yearlong spell for the ruby, another for the three emeralds and three sapphires,” I replied, “effective above-or belowground.”

His spiky little eyebrows rose. “I think you can do better,” he said, plucking the ruby out of my hand. I missed it immediately.

“Tell me what you would like,” I said.

“An agelong spell for the ruby effective in three, not two, realms,” he said. “One yearlong spell for each of the emeralds and each of the sapphires. All seven,” he concluded, “with the power to help or hinder.”

“That is a great deal of magic,” I said. “More than I can give.” His face became very still, and I wondered if I had angered him. Perhaps I would have to go elsewhere for the gems, which would be more trouble than I liked to calculate. On the other hand, I was one of the few beings who could, or would, offer Metite a taste of the power he craved; he might choose to overlook my bluntness. I hoped so.

“I will not give you a spell that works in water,” I said. “Our Rules forbid it.” This was true. “But I will give you three helping spells—one for the ruby, one for the emeralds, and one for the sapphires.”

After a moment’s silence, he replied, “The spell for the ruby must last an age.”

“For a year. Like the others.”

“Two years.”

“One year and a half.”

“Then it must be a two-sided spell, both helping and hindering.”

Hindering spells are more powerful, and much more dangerous, than the helping kind. The strongest—the ones that can kill, or maim, or imprison an adversary for all time—are closely guarded. I knew only a handful and would never entrust one to Metite; he would put it to bad use at once and with glee.

Helping spells, on the other hand, are benign—tools, not weapons. So, heeding The Rule Against Revealing Potentially Dangerous Information, I countered, “Helping only.”

Metite’s response was to hold up the ruby so that its star caught the torchlight and beamed celestially. I managed to remain firm and repeated my offer. Having learned the hard way that Metite was impervious to glamour, all I could do was cross my fingers and wait. Meanwhile, he pursed his lips, examined each and every emerald and sapphire with dark solemnity, and then proceeded to fondle the ruby as if he were conversing with it. Just as I was beginning to lose hope, he raised his eyes to mine and said, “Done.”

I gave him the spells, which he committed to memory as quickly as I spoke them. Then, after refusing his offer of further refreshment, I took the jewels and made a polite, if hasty, farewell.

I would really have to hurry now, I thought as I set out for home. I only had eight years, four months, and eleven days left.
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