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			Author’s Note

			There are few stories better loved or more often told than those which make up the legends of King Arthur. What began as the tales of a Dark Age warlord have gradually developed into one of the great story cycles of Western civilization, full of archetypal themes and personalities. Over the centuries it’s taken the form of folk history, morality story, grand romance, swashbuckling adventure, or high fantasy, generally reflecting both the social climate and the personal bias of the particular teller of the tale. This adaptability is part of its charm and probably one reason it has survived so long and well.

			In recent years there has been a growing interest in looking behind myths of all kinds and retelling them in terms of human, rather than legendary, perspectives. This has led to some fascinating historical fiction, in which the cultures and climate of the times have a notable influence on the unfolding of the story.

			I have made specific use of this technique throughout, but most especially in the development of Guinevere, who in the past has been presented too often as a two-dimensional character: either the shadow substance of a king’s ill-made choice or the willful and spoiled beauty who ruins the kingdom without compunction. (This approach to Arthur’s queen seems to perpetuate the Victorian view of her character and provides a handy scapegoat for authors who need one.)

			The tales of Arthur’s remarkable kingdom grew out of the Celtic Renaissance which rose as the Roman civilization deteriorated and the Anglo-Saxons began their invasions. From the scattered clues found in modern archeological studies, ancient folklore and the writings of Gildas (the only contemporary author we have from that time), there appear to have been more elegance, diversity of trade, and education in the royal households of the Dark Age kings than was once thought.

			Many of these Celtic kings were descended from the tribes who had resisted the coming of the Romans four hundred years before, and they rallied to oppose the Saxon invasions when the Empire crumbled. They were a rugged, wild, stormy lot, with a long tradition of queens who were co-rulers with their husbands. The activities of these vital and exciting women were recorded in both Celtic legend and Roman history, and any daughter of theirs was likely to be an independent and remarkable person in her own right. It is within this context that I have explored the background of Guinevere.

			These pages won’t offer the dragons and jousts that Malory presented, but rather times of change and evolving thought, external threats to civilization as the Britons knew it, and internal bickerings such as even modern-day countries experience.

			Like all other Arthurian tale-spinners, I owe an enormous debt to those who have told the story before, and to the various scholars who are engaged in serious pursuit of the Once and Future King. The specifics of Gwen’s childhood are largely my own invention, based on what I thought would explain her actions and behavior in the later story of her adult years. Cultures and ideas may change over the centuries, but the basic psyche of mankind evolves much more slowly. No doubt that’s why archetypal tales remain popular through the centuries.

			It is easy to become very picky about language in a work such as this. For instance, would these people use slang? Can one use the term “lunch” or “book” when the word itself wasn’t invented for a number of centuries to come? If this principle is carried to its logical extreme, one couldn’t even use the Anglo-Saxon and French words which make up such a large body of our vocabulary, since technically they weren’t part of the Celtic tongue. In the end I decided that the purist should view this book as a translation; the characters themselves would have been speaking Brythonic or Latin or Goidelic anyway, and whether they called it lunch or the midday meal, book or tablet, the concept remains the same.

			For ease of identification, I have generally used modern place names to denote specific locales, even though the name itself may be Anglo-Saxon. Where an earlier historical name indicates a political division more appropriately (such as the kingdom of Rheged), I’ve incorporated that. What we call Old Sarum I allowed the less ponderous name of Sarum simply because it was so much younger then.

			The problem of the Welsh and the Cumbri is a bit stickier. The word “Cumbri” means “companions,” and it is the name by which the British Celts have referred to themselves down through the ages. When the barbarians finally overran Britain these people were driven into the mountains of the north and west, where they gave their names to such areas as Cambria and Cumberland. The victorious Anglo-Saxons referred to these regions as Wales and North Wales, meaning “the land of the strangers.” Thus, ironically, the natives found themselves branded as aliens by the newly arrived interlopers, a situation they thoroughly resented.

			I’ve referred to the specific geographical area of Wales by its popular present-day name, but speak of the people as the Cumbri, in part to show the kinship between the various petty kingdoms and at the same time to indicate the extensive range of their holdings, which were far greater than modern Wales.

			As to the spelling of personal names, they mostly follow the Malory version unless there is an equally well known Celtic form.

			Since both legendary and historical characters run throughout the tale, I have occasionally opted for the historical reference as put forth by John Morris in his Age of Arthur. Theodoric is a real character, as are Urien, Gildas, Agricola Longhand, Cunedda, Maelgwn, and probably both King Mark and Tristan. One of the great delights of Arthurian study is the interweaving of the verifiable and the mythical, for each contributes a kind of magic far more lasting than simple spell-casting.

			Because this is a work of fiction, I’ve presented things as colorfully as possible while still trying to stay within the pattern of thought or behavior that was probably prevalent.

			When I began this project I had no idea it would involve so much research, or grow into a trilogy. Yet getting acquainted with the characters in this first book has been a wonderful experience, and I hope you, the audience, enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

			Mountain View, California
1981–1986

		

	


	
		
			Chapter I

			The Departure

			I, Guinevere, Celtic Princess of Rheged and only child of King Leodegrance, woke to a clatter of activity in the stableyard. The sound of gruff orders and jingling harnesses was accompanied by swearing and grunting and the occasional stomp of a large, impatient hoof.

			I scrambled out of bed and ran to the window. Sure enough, down by the barns the yard was filling with people and animals. Arthur’s men were strapping packframes on the ponies, and before long even the traveling horses would be saddled.

			Too soon tomorrow had arrived, and a surge of panic rose up to choke me. It was all happening, whether I willed it or not, and I struggled to keep control of my destiny even while I searched for a way to change it.

			“I can’t go…I can’t leave Rheged,” I’d cried defiantly last night, tugging on a pair of heavy breeches while Brigit stared at me dumbfounded, the unlit lamps forgotten in her shock at finding me half-dressed for flight.

			“What do you mean you can’t?” Her voice was incredulous, and she tossed her head back defiantly, the red hair swirling like a shadow in the twilight gloom. “No Celtic queen whimpers she can’t face a challenge. Of course you can!”

			Her words were more proud than angry, and for a moment she sounded so much like her cousin I could swear it was he speaking.

			“That’s what Kevin used to say…” Tears leaped up behind my eyes, and I blinked fiercely to keep them back.

			“And right he was, for once.” She relaxed then and came over to the bed, where I had piled the things I planned to take with me in my bid for freedom. “But that’s no cause to be talking of running away. You know no one survives in the forest; we’d be eaten by beasts, or caught by bandits and sold as slaves, or worse.” Her green eyes brimmed with terror, and she shivered suddenly and made the sign of the cross.

			Her assumption that where I went, she went too was typical. At any other time I would have smiled at her loyalty, and I began to weaken in spite of myself.

			“God forbid I let you do such a thing, Gwen. If you truly won’t accept this marriage, tell your father. You know he won’t force you to marry someone you don’t want, even if you are a princess.”

			The hot tears of anger and frustration and heartbreak broke loose then, and Brigit gathered me in her arms and let me sob out my anguish against her stalwart shoulder. If we both remembered the other time I had cried thus, neither of us spoke of it. This night held enough pain without bringing back a grief that was best left peaceful in its grave.

			When the first crest of my emotion had subsided, a hiccup caught me unaware, and fishing a handkerchief from her apron, Brigit handed it to me without a word. I dried my eyes and, turning to the window, stared out over the fort.

			Like most Roman things, it was half in ruins; patched and mottled and left to decay. Usually I disliked such places, but here a double-storied tower had been set aside as “women’s quarters” after Lavinia joined the household. The top room had a fine view of the lake and fells, so whenever my father held court at Ambleside I settled in like a swallow returning to her favorite nest.

			Tonight Windermere lay serenely sheened with silver, while above it a new moon hung misty in the pale sky. A fish sent ripples outward in silent beauty, and the little murmuring quacks of a mother duck calling her offspring drifted up to me. Somewhere in the village a child was trying to drive a noisy old hen into its coop for the night. It made me think of the one-eyed biddy who used to flap and squawk whenever I shooed her toward the roost at Patterdale, and the poignancy of so simple a memory threatened to bring back the tears I was trying to control.

			“I think you’re suffering more from nerves than from a real dislike of Arthur,” Brigit suggested, calmly returning to the task of lamplighting. “Though I’ll admit, he certainly picked a forbidding emissary to come and fetch you.”

			“Merlin?” I shivered a little at the thought of the distant, unbending magician. He had given no more than a curt nod when my father presented me, and throughout the evening meal had avoided so much as looking in my direction. Even in the past, on those rare occasions when he had visited our court during my childhood, he was always strange and aloof, reeking of the magic Archdruids are known to have. It was said he had made himself indispensable to the young High King, and if his attitude was an example of the welcome I would receive in Logres, I had good cause to regret the loss of my homeland.

			In the end I promised Brigit not to run away, but to face my father on this morning. And the last thing I did before going to sleep was pray long and hard to Epona, begging the Horse Goddess for help in breaking the marriage contract without bringing dishonor to our family.

			***

			Now the morning had come, and with it the mists that covered the lake so that even the stone jetty was hidden and the mountains seemed to float between earth and sunrise, their feet lost in the pale, shimmering fog. I searched back through the bits of last night’s dreams, looking for a sign from the deity. But like the veiled lake, whatever wisdom Epona could give me was hidden from view. The only picture that lingered was that of Mama, who seemed to be watching me carefully, with a worried smile.

			That was no help at all, for Mama had been a regular part of my dreams ever since her death five years ago. Last night she had not said or done anything notable, and no other image rose to offer me guidance.

			Pages began to appear in the courtyard, dashing about with bundles which the High King’s men sorted into different piles. I turned away and headed for the washstand. Clearly any effort to avert the fate which stamped and pawed at the gates of my life would have to come from me.

			Dressing hastily, I hurried down the stairs, all too aware of how little time was left. Unless I found some chink in my father’s armor, we’d be on the Road before the fish had finished feeding.

			In her first-floor room, my chaperone Lavinia was fretting over hampers and baskets, and I tiptoed past her door as quietly as possible; this was no time for one of Vinnie’s flurries. I ran across the courtyard and darted into the Main Hall with a sigh of relief.

			Our guests milled around a trestle table, picking up bannocks and cups of hot cider while the servants scurried back and forth. Gladys was crossing to the kitchen when she caught sight of me and steered her way through the crowd.

			“I’ve taken your breakfast to the King’s chambers,” she said, picking up an empty pitcher from the end of the table. “I assume you wanted to eat together in private?”

			I nodded gratefully, thinking how lucky we were to have a household that recognized royalty’s need to get away from the eager eyes of the court.

			The King’s chamber was the one quiet place in the fort this morning, and my father was already eating as I came in.

			“Well, Gwen, all packed and ready to leave, I expect.”

			The comment was a statement rather than a question, and without waiting for an answer he gestured to me to be seated in Mama’s chair. It had been pulled up near the window across from his, and Gladys had set a tray of food on the folding table between them.

			I perched on the edge of the seat and reached for a bannock. The window was unglazed, and though the day’s first sun splashed through the open shutters and played along the carvings of the furniture, there was little warmth in it. In April the snows still linger on the peaks of the fells, and the clean cold nip of winter is often present in the northern spring. I was not surprised to see a thick plaid robe tucked over my father’s knees.

			“I had a long talk with Arthur’s man Bedivere last night,” he commented. “Seems to be a fine fellow; has his wits about him. He should be able to get you safely to Arthur in no time, provided there’re no late storms.”

			My parent went on with a discourse on this year’s weather, its effect on the crops, and the apparent late blooming of the apples. I ate my breakfast in silence, watching him with a mixture of fondness and admiration while I waited for a chance to speak.

			Never what you would call a robust man, Rheged’s King had grown lean and gnarled with age. His beard was more gray than brown now, and the angular face that used to break so readily into laughter had long ago been plowed with furrows of sorrow and pain. But dressed in his best tunic and carrying the dignity of his years as a monarch, he was a presence to be reckoned with in spite of his infirmities.

			“You know what they say,” he continued. “If the apple tree blooms in May, you’ll eat apple dumplings every day! With the buds still not open yet, we’ll be seeing a full harvest this autumn.”

			My father went rattling on about all manner of other mundane things, never once coming back to the subject of my departure. I noted how tired he looked, and wondered if he too had spent the night searching through dreams.

			Finally, when I had finished a second bannock, he leaned forward and spoke slowly. “Are you terribly disappointed, child?”

			“Disappointed? No…” I said carefully, licking the butter off my fingers. Here was my chance, and I wanted to lead into it tactfully. “I would prefer to stay here, however, and find a partner who will come to my lands and share my kingdom.” I glanced hopefully at my sire, praying he would understand what I was about to say.

			“Ah, if only that were possible,” he interrupted, brushing a crumb off the lap robe. The patch of sunlight had been creeping farther into the room and seemed to spring into his lap like a cat.

			He shifted uneasily in his chair and hurried into the list of reasons for my marrying the new High King.

			We had been over the subject so many times before, I listened now with only half an ear and stared at the rich colors of the robe glowing in the pool of sunlight. My father’s knobby fingers lay stiff on the soft wool, and I wondered if the warmth helped ease the pain in his joints.

			At last he paused, rubbing the knuckles of one hand with the other and staring at them in order to avoid looking directly at me. “You know I would never insist you marry someone you didn’t like, and I worry that you’re not happy with this choice. I suppose it’s the dream of every young girl to marry a man she loves…”

			His voice trailed off uncertainly, for though we had discussed many subjects together over the years, things of the heart had never been among them. His fingers laced and unlaced themselves nervously, making the jewelry he wore shine and glint in the sunlight.

			“Love is something that grows with time, child. With respect, with commitment to build something together. Your mother and I had more than a fine romance…”

			He stopped then and stared down at the small enameled band Mama had given him long ago. Compared with the official Ring of State it was light and frivolous, but I suspected he would gladly have relinquished the power of the one to have the donor of the other back with him.

			It was the moment I had been looking for, and the words came tumbling to mind like bubbles in a spring surging to the surface. Love and hope and respect and caring: to have what he and Mama had shared; to stay here among my own people, and marry a man of my own choosing. Any scullery girl or dairymaid had that right; was it too much to ask, when I must be queen as well as wife?

			They were all there, the words by which to regain control of my life, and they lodged in my gullet like a fishbone, refusing to move either up or down. I tried to clear my throat, and strained to make my voice heard in the silence, but all that came to me was Mama’s whisper on the morning of her death…“Once you know what you have to do, you just do it…”

			My father looked up, the depth of his concern and worry over my future showing naked in his face. “If there were any better solution…” he said helplessly.

			With a gulp I reached over and put my hand on my parent’s arm, stricken by the realization that this was as difficult for him as it was for me.

			“I understand, Father, really I do,” I reassured him. “The High King seems to be a fine man, an honorable leader and worthy of much respect, and I am not unhappy to be given this honor. Whatever sadness I feel is from leaving you and Rheged, not from the prospect of marrying Arthur.”

			My father nodded, relieved to have gotten through so awkward a moment. “And he’s right well lucky to have you, too,” he averred. “It’s no easy business, being queen of any country, and I should imagine a High Queen has more demands made upon her than most. I know you’ll handle them well, girl…and be a good mate besides.” For a moment he covered my hand with his own. “You’re too much like your mother not to.”

			It was not like him to mention Mama at all, much less twice in the same conversation, and his voiced cracked slightly. He was twisting the enameled ring about on his little finger, and now deliberately tugged it over the stiff knuckle and handed it to me.

			“I think,” he said huskily, “that she would want you to have this to take south with you.”

			I looked at him in astonishment, a wave of love and gratitude welling up inside, but he glanced away hastily and held up his hand as though I posed a physical threat.

			“There are a few last things we should discuss, Gwen.”

			His voice returned to normal, and I listened quietly as he went over the list of people who might be named regent should something happen to him while I was away with Arthur in the south. This too had been discussed many times of late, and it bothered me to be going over it again when there were so many other things I would rather be sharing with him; things we had never told each other before and, in light of his ill health, might never have a chance to say again. But he overrode me when I tried to break in.

			“These are matters of State, my dear, and must be considered no matter how painful. The needs of the people come first, always…surely you know that by now?”

			He was right, of course, so I bit my lip and remained silent. The sun had slid off his lap, and the noise in the courtyard was increasing as the horses were brought up.

			“The best thing you can do,” he finally concluded, “is give Arthur such an excess of sons that I shall live to see one of them be chosen king of these good people.”

			I smiled at that, since of all the things expected of a queen, childbearing is the most natural and easiest to fulfill.

			There was a brisk knock at the door and Nidan stuck his head around the curtain, signaling it was time to leave. I slipped off my chair and knelt quickly in front of my sire before he could rise, determined to express at least a portion of my feelings.

			“You’ve given me a fine beginning, Father, and for that I will thank and bless you, always.”

			“Well,” he said, shifting awkwardly in his chair, “it may have been a bit rugged, growing up here in the north, but I hope the things you’ve learned will stand you in good stead. You’ve become a strong, beautiful young woman, and I’m proud to have such a daughter.”

			A lump rose to my throat in the presence of such unexpected praise. He put his hands on my head in benediction and when he lifted them, gave me a brusque pat as though I were one of the dogs. “I suppose it’s time to be off…mustn’t keep the people waiting, you know.”

			The courtyard was full of household members and villagers, as well as Arthur’s men. I hung well back in the shadow of the archway, momentarily unable to move toward my new life. In front of me both past and present seemed to interweave, as though I were being sent on my way by all the people I had ever known. Mama’s spirit smiled encouragingly, and I prayed quickly that she would stay with me wherever I might have to go.

			Even Nonny’s ghost was there, seated in a warm corner out of the wind. Wet nurse to my mother’s mother and governess to Mama, Nonny used to say she’d raised three generations of queens and wasn’t about to see me disgrace the line with messy clothes and hair like a hayrick! I wondered what she would have thought about this change of fortune; most likely she would not approve, for she had decided opinions on anything Roman. ‘The Cumbri owe nothing to the Empire,” she’d told me often enough, “and should walk prouder because of it!” I could see her shaking her head sadly as the last of her fledglings prepared to go marry that Romanized king in the south.

			There was a tug at my sleeve and I glanced down to find Kaethi peering up at me, her wrinkled face askew as she squinted against the sunlight.

			“What I wouldn’t give to go off on this adventure with you, Missy!” she exclaimed softly, the old mischief crinkling her eyes. “But this time you’ll have to do the traveling for both of us, I’m afraid. Just remember, life’s a wonderful panorama wherever one lives, and only a fool laments what cannot be changed.”

			I stared at Kaethi intently, wondering if she knew how close I had come to running away. Seer of the future and guide of my childhood, perhaps she could make a spell to set me free. But even as the thought came to mind, I knew she would refuse. It was she who had taught me that the moira of one’s life spins out in its own way, and the best one can do is work within its pattern.

			Kaethi reached into her apron and brought forth a small pouch which dangled on a leather thong.

			“Since I can’t come, I thought you might take this along,” she said cheerfully. I caught a glimpse of a strange embroidered symbol, faded and mysterious, and recognized the talisman she usually wore around her own neck.

			“It’s kept me safe for well over threescore years, so I washed and patched it yesterday, and put a piece of mistletoe in it for you, to ward off barrenness.”

			I stood there in silence, unable to match the banter of her tone for the tears that were threatening to start again.

			“It’s time you were off, my girl,” she added firmly, reaching up to tuck the amulet into the neck of my tunic. “Rhufon won’t hold your mare all day, you know.”

			Bending down, I gave her a quick hug. Then, holding myself as tall as possible, I walked through my people to where the Master of the Horse stood waiting. He greeted me with a crooked smile.

			Rhufon, rough as coarse wool, who had let me tag after him for as long as I could remember. It was his sturdy arms that had swung me up onto the back of a dray horse for my first riding lessons when I was barely old enough to walk. I could still smell the scent of freshly cut hay and the tang of sweat as we came solemnly in from the fields. Or recall the richness of the leather shop where he made and repaired the tack. Or feel the bits of tallow disappear into a harness strap under my fierce rubbing when he taught me to dress the gear. “No place for idle hands around horses,” he would say, setting me to sort out scraps of leather or polish the bronze bosses on a bridle.

			He was bending over now, this man who embodied the very sight and sound of childhood, offering his knee and hand to help me mount my mare.

			“No need to look so woebegone, Missy,” he growled. “It’s a fine day for riding.”

			His manner was so courtly and grave, you would think this moment was the triumphant result of many years’ work and he was lifting me into a future long hoped for instead of grimly accepted. When I was settled in the saddle, I smiled down at him while he held my mount steady until my father rode into the yard.

			Astride his warhorse and garbed in the royal cape, Rheged’s King didn’t look as frail as he had at breakfast. There was a flurry of movement as the people pulled back to make room for him, and he nodded solemnly and began the ritual of presenting the bride to the men who would escort her to her new home.

			I barely heard the words, clinging instead to the encouragement he had given me over the crumbs of a cold bannock. At last the King gestured to Rhufon, who carefully led my mare forward and handed the reins to Arthur’s lieutenant.

			“King Arthur would have you know,” Bedivere announced, “that the Princess Guinevere will be much cherished and well cared for.” He went on, assuring the people that Arthur would be mindful of the needs of Rheged in the future. I paid scant attention, for somewhere in the back of my mind the notion of rescue was beginning to take shape. Perhaps, with a little luck, the Gods would intervene on this journey, as they had on my mother’s.

			With a start I realized the people were cheering, and we began making our way slowly through the gates of the fort. My father was in the van, with his warriors ranged behind. Arthur’s men surrounded me and my women, and the baggage train brought up the rear.

			It is a proud moment when a king leads his daughter from her home to begin her wedding journey, and the villagers came scrambling down the steep paths to the lakeside with joyful excitement. Dogs and children and geese tumbled out of thatched house and farmyard, barking or shouting or hissing according to their natures.

			The ragged goat girl was rounding up the village animals to take them to the meadow, and she paused now to stare at us and wave a wild farewell. Her charges jumped and leapt away, startled by her motion or simply pleased to have an excuse to bound off up the high mountainside, and she went scrambling after them with a grimace. I smiled at the sight in spite of my sorrow, caught by the bright edge of life’s caprice.

			On the far side of the village, where the path takes up beyond the sweet splashing stream, my father moved to one side and sat proudly saluting us as we filed past. By then the little crowd was waving and cheering uproariously, tears and good wishes all mingled together. I followed my escort through them, nodding and waving to all that had come to see me off.

			It wasn’t until I came abreast of my father that I saw, for a moment, the glimmer of a rare smile.

			Talons clamped hold of my throat, and I fought to stifle the sob that pushed against my teeth.

			Smiling gravely in return, I waved farewell and hoped the tears upon my face might be taken for those of joy.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter II

			The Messenger

			The path out of Ambleside follows the eastern shore of the lake, curving and dipping with the land. The sun had not yet topped the peaks, so there were cool dark shadows where the woods came down to the water’s edge. Dew hung heavy on the grass where the dark woods began to open into meadows, and it scattered in a silver shower when a young hare streaked for cover. A morning mist lay on the lake and trailed from the trees crowning the islands. It blended the seen and unseen worlds seamlessly, and a family of swans disappeared into it without a sound as we approached.

			Gradually the beauty of the day overcame the anguish in my heart, and I turned to survey the procession. We rode two by two, spread out in a long bright ribbon of color like gentry going to a fair. Arthur’s men ranged before and behind us, chatting comfortably among themselves. Bedivere moved up and down the line, sometimes heading our procession, sometimes dropping back to check on the wagons and pack animals.

			Ahead of us, Merlin plodded along on the aged gray gelding he had ridden up from the south. My father had offered him the gift of a younger, more noble horse, at which the Magician had snorted and allowed it would be a terrible waste of a good steed. Now he seemed to have sunk into a kind of trance that shut out everything around him; if it was true that as a shape-changer he was used to flying in bird form from place to place, I could see how he might not enjoy plodding along with a train of pack animals.

			I studied him cautiously, this man who was the most feared and revered in all the land. With his austere face and inward glance it was easy to see why people said he’d been sired by one of the Old Gods, though in his present guise one saw not so much the terrifying sorcerer as the shadow of a man who has given his life over to the needs of his country. In that sense he was not unlike my father, and I wondered if leadership always takes such a toll.

			Brigit and I came next. I glanced appreciatively at her, glad of her company and thankful she was willing to be silent and let me pursue my own thoughts.

			Behind us was my governess, Lavinia. A proper Roman matron, she had insisted we must bring along a litter in order to show we had some sense of civilized living. I hated the thing, and had gained a day’s reprieve by pleading that I could not bid my father a proper farewell from inside a swaying box. She rode in it now, happily ensconced upon its cushions and enjoying, in her fussy way, all the pomp of our procession.

			Out on the lake a fisherman called a greeting from his coracle, his voice booming hollowly as it came across the water. He held up a string of fish for us to admire, the delicious char promising a tasty feast at his steading this night. It seemed like an auspicious sign, and I gave him a wave in return.

			We had just reached the ferryman’s dock when the messenger caught up with us. He came on at full gallop, and when the King’s men swung round to fend him off he all but crashed into them. He wore the white robes of a druid, and after a moment’s hesitation the soldiers allowed him to make his way to the front of our procession.

			“Is this the party containing Merlin the Sorcerer?” he inquired urgently.

			Bedivere came to a halt and looked the intruder over with great thoroughness.

			“Who asks?”

			“Cathbad, with a message for the King’s Enchanter.”

			“On whose authority, sir?”

			“It’s all right, Sir Bedivere, I know this man,” I said, and the gathering knot of soldiers parted to let me through.

			I had not seen my past tutor for several years and had no idea how much resentment he might still harbor for the events at Carlisle. Lavinia was sputtering in confusion about the delay, but there were enough horsemen between the litter and our group that I hoped the druid wouldn’t even realize she was there.

			Cathbad was flushed and excited as though from a hard ride, and his horse stood with head down and sides heaving. I wondered what was so important as to risk foundering a good animal.

			He gave me a long appraising look, and apparently satisfied that I had grown into womanhood with some semblance of grace, nodded politely and murmured, “M’lady.”

			There was an awkward silence while we waited for the Wizard to make his way to us.

			“My Lord Merlin, this is Cathbad the Druid, come with a message for you,” I announced when the Enchanter finally joined the group.

			Merlin sat his horse with the unresponsiveness of a bag of grain, but I saw his tiger eyes go bright and sharp to the druid’s face. “Yes?” he mumbled, sounding more asleep than awake.

			“I have a message for Merlin, greatest of sorcerers in the whole of Britain…”

			Cathbad was studying the figure beside me, trying to decide if this was indeed the man he had been sent to find. There was a long pause, during which a flock of tits hurtled through the scrub between us and the forest, their high chattering filling the silence. I wondered if the Magician had gone deaf.

			The druid shot an inquiring look at me, a fact that did not escape Merlin’s quick eye.

			With a sigh the Wise One pulled himself upright in the saddle and intoned majestically, “I am he. What is it you wish?”

			The transformation was instantaneous. The woods rang as though with the echo of a great, reverberating bell. I stared in awe at the source of that wonderful, compelling voice, and Cathbad bowed respectfully and reached for the purse that hung from his belt.

			“I have come from the Lady of the Lake, who requests that you wait for her to join your party, as she also plans to attend the royal wedding and would like to travel with you. She sends this token,” he added, pulling a small packet from the purse and leaning over to put it into the Sorcerer’s hand.

			Merlin’s wrinkled face took on the puzzled scowl of an elder asked to look at something his eyes can no longer easily make out; but when he’d unfolded the linen envelope and realized what was within, he laughed so heartily that I smiled too, though I had no idea at what.

			After a minute he carefully closed the wrapper again and stowed it in the pocket of his robe, then turned to face the druid. “How long before the Lady could join us?”

			“She says she will leave the Sanctuary tomorrow and it will take her another two days to reach this place.”

			A chill slid over me at the idea of traveling with the Priestess. Merlin’s presence was unsettling enough, and he could be supposed to be well disposed toward me; the Lady was quite another matter. I remembered all too well the rage and scorn of which she was capable; to invite that to be my traveling companion on such a fateful journey was enough to curdle milk.

			“Ah well…” A small amused smile played around the Enchanter’s mouth. “Please tell the Lady that I am under orders to escort the bride south as quickly as possible, and cannot wait for anyone. If she can catch up with us on the road, she will be made welcome. Otherwise I will look forward to seeing her at Winchester for the festivities.”

			My mare was growing restive, and I steadied her in order to watch the little drama that was unfolding. I could not tell whether Merlin was still smiling at the present the Lady had sent, or because there was something about rebuffing her request that pleased him deeply, and when I looked at Cathbad I saw that he too was puzzled.

			“The Lady will be most disappointed.” The druid cleared his throat, as though at the beginning of a speech. “She was specifically interested in getting to know the young bride after all this time.”

			Merlin’s good nature had dropped from him, and he brought the full force of a severe and somber countenance to bear on the messenger. Just as his voice inspired awe, his displeasure created fear, and I withdrew, not wanting to embarrass Cathbad by my presence at whatever Merlin chose to say.

			I made my way slowly back to Brigit’s side, and let the reins go slack while I sat watching a woodpecker working at an anthill by the edge of the woods. Lacy patterns of light dappled the bird’s green back, so that he looked like a bundle of leaves come to life as he tapped here and there between quick sidewise glances at our group.

			When the matter of the messenger was settled and we took up rein again, the bird flew away, its yellow rump flashing briefly between the shadowing trees. A raucous laugh flitted behind it, and I shivered with apprehension.

			It was inevitable that the Lady and I must meet at the wedding, since she would soon be my sister-in-law. But now once more a formal meeting had been put off. Fate? Poor timing? The whimsy of the Gods? Who was to know? I just hoped she would not see this most recent rebuff as a personal insult. The last thing I wanted was to start my new life with one of the most powerful women in the realm as my enemy.

			We turned onto the Road, moving sharply away from the lake, and I took one last look at the misty, veiled beauty of the scene, hugging it to me as though it could fend off the cold stone of a court so far away.

			I had assumed that when we reached the Road our pace would quicken, but though the way was broader and the length of the cavalcade became shorter, we didn’t move any faster. The presence of Arthur’s soldiers, now that they rode abreast of Brigit and me, was a constant reminder that I was more a prize possession and prisoner than a joyful bride. I had to check the impulse to break away and dash headlong in any other direction.

			A royal progress is always slow, I reminded myself, and even on the best of days it tries the patience of those who long to race ahead. The memory of other such trips swirled up around me now, drawing me back into the bright times of childhood, before my first encounter with the Lady…back to a time when I was nothing more than a daughter of the Cumbri.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter III

			Appleby

			Autumn arrived in a shower of gold the year that I was nine. The morning sky arched clean and deep blue above us, and the wind was nippy but not threatening as we moved out onto the Road.

			It had been a peaceful year, with the Picts and Scots content to stay within their northern realms, and the Irish busy making up for the bad harvest of the year before instead of mounting raids against our coast. As a result, the warriors had not been called to battle and our household had accompanied my father all year long.

			On May Day, the Beltane had been celebrated at the great rock they call The Mote beside the Solway Firth, with the bonfire at night and the circle dance in the morning, gay and lighthearted, on the hill high above the waters. Later we had stayed in Carlisle while my father and Rhufon reviewed the horses in the stables at Stanwix, deciding which to take with us and which to put out to pasture, which to break and which to trade away. Summer was spent in leisure along the Irish Sea, moving from one baron’s steading to another, seeing to the crops, the war bands’ strength, the needs and desires of the people. And everywhere we went my father settled quarrels, gave advice, and bestowed bounty, as a good king should.

			In between there were the festivals; happy and merry, solemn and fearful, or simply marking the turn of the season and the gathering of the people to pay homage to the Gods and see once more that their king was actively guarding their safety. Midsummer Night had found us at the Standing Stones of Castlerigg, and for Lammas we stayed with the people who live in the ancient settlement at Ewe Close.

			Most recently we’d held court in the Roman fort at Penrith, and now were making for Appleby, where we would celebrate Samhain and spend the winter in the large timber hall atop the long hill by the Eden. Of all the places I called home, this one and the village at The Mote were my favorites, and the pleasure of our destination added to my excitement.

			I rode at the head of the household, bundled warmly in a sealskin wrap, proud beyond measure to be perched on the back of a dun colored pony instead of confined to the wagon with my little brother and Nonny. It was the first time I had escaped the slow hours of travel among the smaller children, and I reached out and patted the shaggy neck of my mount. Squat and sturdy by nature, he was fat from the summer pastures, and already boasted the thick coat he would need when winter came. He bore little resemblance to the fine creatures that my parents rode, but he was a horse of my own, and I had named him Liberty in gratitude.

			The Road ahead rose with the land, going straight as an ash spear’s shaft through the gap in the fells known as the Stainmore. Like the towns and harbors, the roads had gone untended since the Legions left, and now hazel and crackwillow, blackthorn and brambles grew right to the edge of the pavement, reclaiming the verge that used to be kept clear. Between that and the weeds which came up between the paving stones, it looked as though nature herself were trying to erase the arrogance of such work.

			Nonetheless, there was ample room for our procession; banners and bodyguards, warriors and their kin, servants and freemen crafters (my father would have no truck with slavery) and all the cooks and smiths and others that make up a king’s household. Edwen the Bard rode in one of the wagons with the women because of his lameness, and Rhufon brought up the rear with the stableboys and baggage.

			The moving of a king’s court is a lively, noisy affair. When the roads are good and the weather fine it takes on an air of festivity, for the rhythmic jingling of harnesses, squeaking wheels, laughter, and rustling pennants become a kind of music. This day it was the song of my world as surely as the ring of an ax is anthem to a forester’s bairn.

			Up ahead rode my parents, my father on the big Shire stallion he used for war and Mama riding her Welsh Mountain Pony, Featherfoot. Said to have come from the line started by Julius Caesar, the sorrel mare was the most beautiful animal I’d ever seen. This morning she pranced and sidled in the clear crisp air, playful and full of high spirits. Her coat was the same burnished copper as my mother’s hair. Once I had risen early and stolen out to the horse pens just as the sun was coming up, and there were my parents, out in the dawning light, trotting back to the steading after some private adventuring of their own. Mama’s hair was loose and free, hanging well below her hips, and where it fell across the horse’s back you couldn’t tell the two of them apart. I watched her now, riding with the easy style which didn’t depend on having a saddle, and wondered if she was twin half of that horse, so much did they move as one.

			I could not hear the conversation, but from the way Featherfoot tossed her head and Mama lifted her chin and looked sidewise at my father’s face, I knew there was laughter and teasing going on. At one point Mama turned and gestured beyond the verge to where the hills burned with the copper fire of autumn.

			It was my father’s turn to laugh then, shaking his head and holding his mount steady with his thighs. Apparently they reached some compromise, for of a sudden they were leaping ahead along the pathway of the road, bolting beyond the formal leaders of the troop, racing each other in the simple joy of being alive. I watched them disappear over the top of the next rise and thought how nice it would be to be grown up and able to ride free against the wind, instead of plodding along with the rest of the caravan.

			Shortly after that Kaethi came trotting to my side, pointing to a Great Oak which stood atop a nearby ridge.

			“They say in the Old Times the Gods themselves lived in the wildwoods,” the Medicine Woman said, trying to tuck a wisp of her white hair under her veil. “In those days the Gods would not come inside buildings and small, dark places. So the most sacred spots were in the open, under the high heavens. But that’s all changed now. The Legions came with their little square temples, and the followers of Mithra dug out dark holy places like caves. Even the Christians put their god in a structure,” she added, thinking no doubt of the monastery at Whithorn. “I don’t know that it makes much difference. Indoors, outdoors, belowground, in the tops of the trees…I’ve seen enough of holy places to think they are made for the worshipers, not the god.”

			Kaethi knew more about the world than anyone else at court, for she’d been born in a raiding town on The Wall, back when the memory of the Legions was still fresh. Growing up an orphan in the alleys of Vindolanda, she’d been captured and sold into slavery as a young woman, and shuttled from one end of The Wall to the other through various owners and quirks of fate. Only her quick wits and a stubborn will to survive kept her alive, and everywhere she went she came away with new stories of strange gods and foreign ways still followed by the descendants of Legionaires from half the world away. But most of all she learned the healing practices of many lands. She had been an old woman, though surely not as old as Nonny, back when my father bought her and gave her her freedom in return for her medical skills. It was a bargain well made in other ways as well, for she never grew tired of sharing her knowledge.

			She grinned with the bright, wrinkled smile that mocked a world which took itself so seriously, and narrowed her pale gaze in an effort to see the oak on the ridge better.

			“Is that a clump of mistletoe, there to the side of the crown?”

			It was a game between us; she would point out things and I’d tell her what I saw, for even as a child her hair had been white, and her pale, watery eyes too weak to make things out clearly. She looked so strange in this land of high coloring and dark, piercing eyes, some whispered she must have come from Saxon stock. But the very thing that set her apart had also protected her during her days of slavery, for none dared harm a creature so obviously touched by a god for fear that that deity would take vengeance for her life.

			“Mistletoe?” I repeated, staring at the dark mass that hung netted in the branches of the tree. “Perhaps. Or maybe it’s a squirrels’ nest. There’s something up there…shall we go see?”

			“Nay, nay, child! I’ll not risk Nonny’s scolding just to satisfy a moment’s curiosity. Besides, we can ask a druid, next time one comes to court. They always know where the sacred herb is to be found.”

			Druids, like all the other holy men, were in short supply at that time, moving from one end of the country to another as the need arose. They belonged to the people at large, and came and went between the kingdoms in perfect safety, no matter who was fighting whom. I did not feel comfortable with them, with their secret incantations and solemn pronouncements, and much preferred to learn about the Gods from Kaethi.

			So we rode along in animated conversation, and I didn’t even notice when my parents rejoined us until Mama reined Featherfoot in beside me.

			“How’s my girl?” she asked, pushing back her hood and nodding to Kaethi at the same time. Her cheeks were glowing and her eyes sparkled happily. “Aren’t you tired from a whole day on horseback?”

			I shook my head emphatically while Kaethi laughed.

			“She certainly is her mother’s daughter,” the old woman averred, “and comes by it from far back, it would seem.”

			I knew she was referring to our ancestor who had marched down from the north and subdued the Irish on the coast of Wales. Sometimes in the hall Edwen sang of him: “Cunedda of the lion’s pride, Cunedda of nine hundred horses…” I had not known him as my mother had, but I took pride in our heritage nonetheless.

			By the time we topped the last ridge the wind had turned chill, and the horses’ breath came in soft, steamy puffs. Great clouds were scudding in over the forest, and I was glad we were almost home.

			The river spread out below, and on the far bank the villagers came out to greet us. A cheer went up as we reached the edge of the ford, and I saw Llyn, the cheesemaker’s daughter, squirm into the front ranks and wave frantically in my direction. I had playmates scattered around the whole of Rheged, but none I was more glad to see, and I waved back joyfully and would have spurred Liberty forward if Kaethi had not spoken up sharply.

			“It’s for the King and his Lady to ask permission to enter first, and you’ll not go barging across ahead of them just for high spirits.”

			So I pulled up on the reins and held my place in line with sober propriety, following my parents through the ford and up the hill. The banners whipped bright against the darkening sky, while the harpers and pipers and local musicians marched along with us, keeping cadence with their music and adding to the festive air. People stood on either side of the track, waving or smiling, and I grinned broadly at Llyn when I rode past. As those along the roadside spotted friends or relatives in the procession, they too fell into step, and soon the entire populace was escorting us to our winter home.

			The official entry of a king is often like this, but in the past I had watched it from the cart and had no idea how thrilling it could be when one was an active participant. I have made many grander entrances since then, riding more elegant mounts, but none with more pride and pleasure. It was perhaps my first real taste of what it means to be royal born.

			Once we were inside the courtyard gates all sense of formality vanished, and noisy welcoming laughter mixed with hoots of surprise and groans of relief as the ladies climbed down from their wagons. Nonny handed over the young Prince to my mother, and Llyn came running through the crowd when I slid off my pony. We started for the barn together, where I was going to rub down my redoubtable steed, but Rhufon took the reins from me and shooed us off.

			“No point in having a couple of giggling youngsters underfoot,” he grumbled, and Llyn shrank back and hung her head.

			“Oh, don’t take him seriously,” I said as we made for the kitchen.” He sounds much gruffer than he is.”

			It was a typical first night, when bone-weary travelers collide with cheerful celebrants glad to see them home again. Everywhere there was laughter and confusion, and we threaded our way around the noisy knots of people and darted through the doorway of the Great Hall itself.

			The fire had been banked to coals on the center hearth, and huge pots of steaming stew hung by their triple chains over its warmth. Trestle tables were being set up and the carved chairs brought out for the Council which would begin once the meal was through. Llyn and I found a quiet spot among the shadows under the loft and settled down to exchange our news.

			“I broke my arm,” she said, pulling back her tunic sleeve and extending a slightly crooked limb for inspection, “trying to set a snare in the woods.”

			Not even adults venture into the forest alone, and I stared at my friend admiringly and ran a curious finger along the satinlike scar. “You went into the woods?”

			“Not by myself. My brother was with me, and it was only by the edge of the cow pasture. But the bone was showing and it hurt a lot, and Mum talked about taking me to the Lady for help.”

			“Did you see the Lady of the Lake?” I was both shocked and delighted at the idea, for I had never known anyone who had actually met the High Priestess, though of course everybody knew about her.

			“No,” Llyn answered, shaking her head as she dropped her sleeve over the scar. “Mum set it and wrapped it with elm leaves and it got better by itself, with only a little twistedness, so I didn’t go to the Sanctuary.” She giggled and ducked her head to one side. “Daddy made a terrible scene when Mum suggested it. He grabbed a cheesecloth and put it round his shoulders like a shawl, then hobbled up and down the room making fun of the Lady all the while. Mum was shocked, and really frightened, and made the sign against evil just in case.”

			At this Llyn herself made the deft little hand motion and I did the same, for ridiculing the Priestess came awfully close to blaspheming the Gods.

			“Anyhow, who wants to see a worn-out old druidess, too weak and frail even to go out among her people?” my friend concluded.

			I wondered if she’d been listening to the Christians, who denounced any god but their own, but before I had a chance to ask she began telling me about the two-headed kid the goat had dropped that spring, and the rites that had been held after it died.

			I told her in turn about Liberty, and the yearlings Rhufon had set out to break over the summer, and the merchant ship that had gotten stuck in the sands of Morecambe Bay.

			It had come gliding into the estuary like some creature from the Otherworld, looming up out of the water and grounding itself firmly on a sandspit. All day long the monster lay there, unlike any boat I’d ever seen. Our bobbing coracles would have long since cleared the spit and been on their way, but this thing towered above both man and sea, leaning over them like a floating fortress of wood and hide. It had tall, straight trees growing from its center, with flapping aprons tied to cross-branches, and was filled with sailors swearing in a language no one could understand. Finally the captain brought his cargo ashore to lighten his load and make what trades he could. Mama chose some jewelry and a length of shining fabric the color of green apples in return for a side of salted meat and a pannier of cabbages.

			“The stuff is all shimmery,” I said, trying to think how to describe the silk. “Sort of smooth and soft and…and like a butterfly’s wing. Kaethi says it comes from a land beyond the sunrise. Mama bought a green piece and promises she’ll line my hood with the scraps if there are any left over after her dress is done. And she got a necklace made of ivory as well, with amber beads.”

			“Amber?” My friend’s eyes went round with surprise. “Are the beads really magic? Can you call the Gods with them?”

			Llyn’s eagerness to meddle with the Gods was making me uncomfortable, and I shrugged her question aside with relief as a serving woman all but tripped over us.

			“Get on with you, young’uns! Can’t you see the King and Queen are arriving?” the servant cried, thrusting the wooden platters laden with oatcakes into our hands and shoving us toward the nearest table. “No time for children to sit around and chatter when there’s a table to be served.”

			And so the day mellowed into night with all the usual richness; the Hall filled with the sound of freemen and women laughing and joking as they ate, and when the bowls were cleared and diners had wiped their knives and licked their fingers clean, the mead was brought out and the tables dismantled. The circle formed and the business of the Council began in earnest.

			This man had news from the Strathclyde group, and that one had kept an eye on our Northumbrian neighbors. As usual, King Urien’s men roamed back and forth across our Pennine border, claiming this farm or making off with that cow. A shepherd from Alston had lost his entire flock to a strange malady, and there was some debate as to whether it was punishment for leaving the Old Ways unattended. Emerys the Miller reported on the nature of the crop this year, how much grain he had ground and how big the yield had been. And the horsemen talked about their animals, while some sought to make arrangements to have the King’s stallion service their mares.

			Mama sat in her own carved chair next to my father’s, listening carefully and sometimes entering into the discussion. But all the while I knew she was keeping an eye out for Nonny, and when the old woman came and nodded that the young Prince was ready for bed, Mama stood up and thanked the people for greeting us so warmly.

			“It is always a pleasure to be with you,” she said gracefully, excusing herself from the circle and making her way toward the stairs to the loft. She moved softly through the shadows, being careful not to disturb those people who were wrapped in their cloaks for the night and already half asleep. I smiled, remembering how, when I was tiny, she had always come to kiss me good night and sing me a lullaby.

			A pair of fresh logs, well aged so they would not smoke, were put across the embers for the night, and Llyn and I moved up to the hearthside and snuggled in among the pile of puppies there. We whispered and nudged each other sleepily while the grown-ups discussed the rumor that Uther, High King of Britain, planned to mount a spring offensive against the Saxons in the south. There was speculation as to whether our neighbor Urien would join the High King on such an expedition or stay here in the north and harry us with border raids.

			I drifted into and out of sleep, little caring what the bigger, more powerful monarchs might do. It was enough to be back in Appleby, and I smiled contentedly when Edwen took up the harp and the familiar songs of history engulfed us all.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter IV

			Samhain

			We had been at Appleby for nigh onto a fortnight when a druid came striding up the hill and through the double gates of the stockade. I was down in the kennel, helping to dress the wounds of a dog that had been pronged during a stag hunt two days before, and so missed the excitement of his entrance. But by the time we had finished and were washing up at the trough, even the stable hands were talking about the visitor, and there was much speculation as to who he was and what he wanted.

			The hall was crowded that night, for news of a druid’s presence travels on the wind, and after dinner the Council circle formed. Those whose position did not warrant a chair spread out rugs or pillows and made themselves comfortable between those who were seated. I found Kaethi on the far side of the hearth and had just snuggled down next to her to watch the happenings when one of Mama’s ladies touched me on the shoulder.

			“You’re to go to the Queen’s side,” she whispered.

			I stared at her blankly and she tweaked my tunic, adding firmly, “Right now.”

			I had never approached my mother in the Queen’s chair before and did so now with a combination of caution and excitement. Discipline was handled within the family and not in open court, so I didn’t think I was in trouble, but there was no explanation as to why I was being singled out. To judge from the aloofness of Mama’s expression, however, this was no time to ask questions.

			She gestured to the footstool next to her, and I sat down as my father called the meeting open and a hush fell on the group.

			“We are privileged to have a special guest tonight,” he said, looking around the circle and nodding welcome to the stranger. “Cathbad the Druid has requested permission to bring the Council a message from the High Priestess.”

			The newcomer rose and moved into the center of the circle. He was lean and fair, and could easily have been taken for one of Nidan’s warriors had he not been wearing the white gown of a wise man. Most druids were old and crabbed, and I watched with fascination as this young one acknowledged my parents with a formal bow. When they nodded in return, he turned to face the council and looked carefully at each of the freemen gathered there before he smiled.

			“It is a pleasure to be among you.” He spoke in a rich voice well tuned to capture attention. “And I bring you greetings specifically from the Lady of the Lake. She is in good health and sends you her blessing, glad that so many are returning to the Old Ways. The bounty of this recent harvest is proof that the Gods are pleased with their people, and have bestowed a plentiful crop on us all.”

			He paused, and looked down at the coals of the fire while the listeners shifted happily in their places, nodding in comfortable agreement with him. Llyn was making faces at me, and I looked quickly back to the druid in order to keep from giggling. The pressure of Mama’s hand on my shoulder was all the reminder I needed to watch my manners.

			“In fact,” our visitor went on, the golden voice warming to his audience, “the Lady sees it as proof of the Morrigan’s approval of the school which has recently been reinstated at the Sanctuary.”

			At the mention of the triple goddess of war and death and bloodlust, he made the sign to ward off blasphemy and many in the Council did likewise.

			“In the Old Days it was the custom to send the finest young men to Her school, where they learned the arts of war. That was long ago, before the Empire, when heroes and great warriors were visited by the Morrigan Herself. There was no better training anywhere, and even the princes from the Continent were sent to the Lady to be taught at the Sanctuary.”

			He was well into it now, weaving a spell of glory and times remembered from the far past, and we drank in his voice like honey brew. Favorite heroes and much-sung battles formed in the firelit shadows, and one could catch the glint of golden torques and decorated shields in the magic of his words.

			“Those,” he said, bringing the voice down almost to a whisper, “were the days before the red-crested Legions came, with their marching armies and orders to wipe the Old Ways from the land.”

			The people in the Hall were silent, as if brooding on some old wound, and a little tongue of flame shot, hissing, from the log on the fire.

			“But those druids who escaped the massacre at Anglesey would not let the legends die, or give over to the Roman thought. Through generations of the Lady’s protection they’ve kept the wisdom intact, have passed the memory on and held fast to the dream of one day reawakening the power the Old Gods offer.” His voice had lifted, full and majestic, and was ringing with triumph. “Now, at last, the wheel has turned round again. The time has come to acknowledge our inheritance and rise to glory once more!”

			“Hear, hear!” cried one of the warriors from the other side of the fire pit, and the druid turned, picked up his goblet and raised it in silent tribute to the congregation. After pouring out the first few drops for the Gods, he drank heartily, and a wave of approval rippled around the circle, then faded away when he lowered his cup.

			“What better way to ensure success for the coming generations than to reestablish the School and send our young royalty to study at the Sanctuary of the Lady? This time the teaching will be more general, not shirking the lessons of the Morrigan for battle but also including the wisdom of the druids, the history and science and literature of many years’ gathering. Even the arts of healing will be taught, so that every leader of the future will be versed in the secret ways of the Goddess’ knowledge. The Lady began to gather students for this great endeavor when King Ban of Brittany sent his son Lancelot to her, and the number of students has grown with each year since. Now,” he said, turning slowly to face my parents, “she requests the honor of your children’s presence at her school.”

			Mama’s fingers tightened on my shoulder in the silence that followed the druid’s invitation. All of us in the Hall were holding our breaths, and I heard a coal crumble and fall into ash on the hearth. Mama relaxed when the druid moved to put his cup down by his chair, and after he straightened and turned back to her, she was smiling. Whatever fear had caused her to grip my shoulder so hard had passed, and her voice was calm and firm.

			“My good sir, you are well talented for your calling. It is easy to see that you will be, or possibly already are, a fine spokesman between the people and the Gods. And we are fortunate to have such a one visit our court. We have long felt it an honor to have the Lady living within our kingdom, and to benefit from her blessing and knowledge. Indeed, by protecting our land from invaders, we have also protected her, and willingly so.”

			She paused and reached for her own goblet as the implication of her words sank in. We were all following her now as closely as we had followed Cathbad, for the powers of the Lady were legendary and one refused her request at peril. Slowly Mama raised her cup and saluted the druid.

			“Please tell her that we thank her for the offer to educate the Princeling, but he is still only a babe, not even past the toddling stage. And I would keep the Princess with me for there are many things relating to the running of a court which she has yet to learn.”

			“The Lady had hoped…” Cathbad began, as though the matter were still open for debate.

			Mama cut in, her tone gracious but still firm. “I am sure the education of the young in history and science and healing is much to be desired, but we will have to do the best we can here within our family. With times still as unsettled as they are, I trust the Lady will understand.”

			For the first time Cathbad looked to the King for his reaction, and my father nodded gravely in accord with my mother.

			“It is as has been spoken,” he said, putting an end to the matter. “Perhaps in some future time we can consider it again. Now, we have yet to hear your other news, and the Council is eager to know what has been happening in the farther kingdoms. Did you come up from the south, perchance, and do you have any knowledge of how matters stand with the High King?”

			So the moment passed, and with it my chance to go live with the Lady. I leaned back against Mama’s knees, full of wonder and curiosity about what life at the Sanctuary would be like. Rhufon had mentioned it once, saying that it had been the home of all great men when they were children, but this was the first I’d heard that girls could attend. I wondered how many others had been invited, and whether my parents might reconsider. The very idea of studying at the Sanctuary filled me with excitement; at the least I might have learned the art of shape-changing under the Priestess’ guidance, and at the most I could have become a warrior.

			I wondered why my parents thought it was necessary to turn down the invitation, and decided to ask Kaethi about it in the morning. In the meantime, the druid was continuing with his news.

			It had been a quiet summer in the south, with the Saxons staying within their holdings along the eastern edge of our island.

			“King Uther patrols the area closely, but there are rumors that there are others on the Continent who are massing for a major invasion. He wants assurances from all the client kings that their warriors will be ready if the need arises.”

			My father’s men nodded eagerly, and there was a general air of assent, for though we had no contact with the Saxons here in Rheged, they were said to be cruel victors and worse slavers. I didn’t think they could surpass the Irish, however, for Nonny said the Irish still collected heads, a habit we in Britain had long since given up.

			Either way, it was a subject I didn’t care to pursue, and I was glad when the talk moved round to Samhain. My father invited the druid to join us for the year-end festival, and he accepted, provided that he had finished his errands for the High Priestess.

			With the first light I was up and dressed, running off to see if the Medicine Woman was in her quarters by the kitchen. There was a muttered response to my knock, and I was through the doorway and plopped down on the three-legged stool by the bed before the hanging curtain had ceased to sway.

			“Kaethi, did you know the Lady of the Lake was going to summon me to come study with her?” The question was out before we even exchanged greetings.

			My venerable friend finished tying the herb pouch to her belt before she turned and peered at me with a crooked smile, as though to ask what had kept me so long.

			“Well, let’s say I’m not surprised, though I don’t think ‘summon’ is the right term. She’s not powerful enough to command the attendance of kings and queens upon her own word.”

			“Did she use to be? In the Old Days?”

			“What do we know of the Old Days, except for rumors and the stories bad memories embroider to make them more lively?”

			The old woman came over to the bed and sat down to put on her soft leather boots.

			“Here, I’ll do that,” I offered, and when she lifted her foot to my lap I concentrated on adjusting the strap. “But why won’t my parents let me go?”

			“The deeper question is why did the Lady ask for you at all? There’s more behind this than a friendly concern for your mental development, make no mistake, child.”

			Kaethi dropped the finished foot and slowly lifted the other. The buckle had gotten bent on this one, and I had to coax the strap to get it into position. My mentor didn’t even notice, so intent was she on her musings.

			“The Lady and her priests are a small group, known more in stories than in person after all this time. But now that the peaceful days of the Empire are gone, every religion is gaining new recruits. They’re all looking for new blood, and new political advantage. What a feather it would be for her to train a fine young princess so that when you are a great queen someday…”

			Kaethi’s voice had become soft and dreamy, and her gaze was hazed with seeing things that I could not. I held my breath while she probed about in the future, and after a bit she sighed and shook her head.

			“Your parents are doing the wise thing, Missy. You aren’t meant to be a pawn in someone else’s game.”

			I finished with her boot and she stood up and shook herself like a bird settling its feathers, as though putting everything to rights that way.

			“What else did you see, Kaethi?” I asked hopefully.

			She gave me a fond glance, then grinned. “That it’s a grand day dawning right now, and one shouldn’t miss the opportunity for freedom and light spirits when they are available.” She paused in the doorway, holding the curtain for me while I skinned past her. “But maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t hurt for you to be tutored by the druid here at court. As for the Lady, it seems she will have to wait a bit to make your acquaintance.”

			After that the days passed like a scatter of bright leaves, full of color and activity. The cheesemaker’s daughter and I were inseparable: nipping into and out of each other’s households as if we were fosterlings…climbing through the tall apple trees to gather the last of the fruit that still hung there…running to the gate as the hunting party brought in a full-sized boar, slung on a pole between two warriors…milking the cows as they grazed in the field or skimming the risen cream from the flat stone basins in the dairy yard.

			And everywhere we turned there were apples: spread out in trays for drying or packed in barrels for the cellars, cooked into preserves with honey and spices or pressed into casks of cider for winter use. Their fragrance filled our days with heady perfume, and we romped through it as blithely as a pair of kittens through catnip.

			When the harvest drew to a close, preparation started for Samhain, that day when the old year dies and the new one begins. It is a gathering-in against the season’s change, and while it is the highest, most holy time of the year, it is also the most taxing.

			Throughout the whole of Britain, any animal that cannot be fed over the winter must be slaughtered by the end of that day, and all the preparations have to be concluded by sundown of the day before, since Samhain begins at twilight. It is the time when the spirits of the dead return to warm themselves before winter and the line between this world and the Other melts away.

			Of course the Old Gods and the Fair Ones are always near; sidhe and sprite and spirit mix all around us every day. But on the night of Samhain there’s a difference, for then they tempt, steal, buy, or barter with the souls of men, and anyone caught outside the circle of the hearth is likely to be lost by morning. Everyone knows that the Otherworld is a place of beauty and delight, as in the Land of the Ever Young, but it is filled with danger and terror as well, and always it is ruled by powers that are beyond the control of men. So we would all observe the ancient rites and stay indoors that night.

			Down in the water meadow, where the river curves round, the men had been checking the cattle pens and tethering stakes for several days, and the smith was honing butcher blade and fleshing knife as well. The great caldron was brought out to the kitchen courtyard, and the women set about scrubbing it with soft fleeces and polishing clay. It stood on its tripod gleaming dully in the October sun, a symbol of the fullness of life and death.

			“How old is it?” Llyn asked, wriggling in between the workers in order to get a better look at the figures that marched around its side.

			“No one knows,” said a servant, buffing what appeared to be the relief of a stag’s head.

			“I’ll bet Kaethi knows,” someone else offered.

			“Kaethi wouldn’t have anything to do with it,” I announced proudly, convinced the thing was evil and foreboding.

			“It is not wise to speak for other people, Missy.”

			The familiar voice came from behind me and I turned, startled, to find her standing in the archway to the kitchen.

			A hush stole across the yard as the women made way for her, and she walked slowly toward the monstrous vessel.

			The rim came up to the Medicine Woman’s waist, and she bent close to study the carvings more carefully, squinting her eyes to make out the shapes. She made me think of a whitethroat peering inquisitively from the tangled underbrush of a thicket, and I would have giggled but for the solemnness of her expression.

			“Many of the Old Gods have caldrons,” she muttered, as much to herself as to the gathering. “Once I heard of another, even larger, somewhere on the Continent. That one is big enough to stand a human in, head first.”

			For a moment I thought she was going to reach out and trace one of the designs with her fingers to better understand what it meant, but instead she shuddered and tucked her hands back into her sleeves and turned away from the vessel as one turns away from an adder, not wishing to provoke it. “They appear to be gods and sacrifices…and some questions are better left unasked. It’s enough to know its presence satisfies the Old Ways.”

			Her voice echoed with some unspeakable knowledge, and the women returned to their work in silence as though each were filled with a hollow, nameless dread. The day before Samhain was no time to tempt the fates, and everyone concentrated on getting ready for the morrow, for there would be no time then to catch up on tasks undone. I caught Llyn’s attention and we quietly slipped away.

			That afternoon we repaired to our favorite spot on the steep hillside that falls sharply down to the river, and from the shelter of its wooded slope stared out across the rumpled land. A flock of noisy crows had gathered at the Sacred Grove near the top of the hill across the river. Special to the War Goddess Herself, their harsh voices and strutting ways grated on my nerves.

			“Mum says the druid still hasn’t returned from his trip to the Sanctuary,” my friend commented. “She says it’s a bad omen to celebrate Samhain without a druid.”

			“My father’s been leading the Samhain rites since before you and I were born,” I retorted. There was a prickling under my skin and I felt decidedly cross. “I don’t think it matters much whether a druid is standing around watching or not.”

			“Shush, shush,” she answered, lowering her voice. “I was thinking about tonight…when all the spirits are abroad. What’s to keep them from coming to our beds and taking away every one of us?”

			Something had disturbed the crows, and they scrambled upward through the air, clacking and clattering in alarm, and I wished I had the druid’s art of reading what their movements meant.

			“Have you ever heard of them stealing a human from inside a house?” I turned to look at her, hoping my voice sounded more confident than I felt. Llyn was tracing a little pattern on the ground, and when she realized I was watching she brushed the dirt smooth with a grin.

			“What was that?”

			“Nothing.” She shrugged. “Just a sign Daddy showed me that a traveling fellow had taught him.”

			“The Christian sign?”

			“I guess. Daddy said the traveler spent some time with the holy man who lives in the caves down by the Eamont, so maybe that’s what it is.”

			I drew my knees up under my chin, wishing I had my fur wrap because the afternoon had suddenly turned chilly.

			“Think it will keep you safe tonight?”

			“Maybe, but I’ll still be abed before the dark comes!” She laughed, and I knew I would too, so I laughed with her.

			We left our perch and climbed back up the trail to the stockade at the top of the hill. The sound of the cattle being driven into the slaughter area drifted up, and we looked down the long slope at the dozen or so animals milling about in their different pens. The tanners had arrived, dragging their empty sledges behind them, and those who had no friend or kin to stay with that night were busy setting up a leather tent to share against the prowling of the Others. I thought it wasn’t much more than shelter from the weather, but perhaps the magic of Samhain lay in being with kindred people rather than behind stout walls.

			Llyn and I parted then, giving her plenty of time to return to her family’s dairy before the dusk crept up, and I hugged her once just for good luck. We had never known anyone lost at Samhain, but there were some at court who could remember bodies found in the woods, faces stiff with death and terror, their spirit gone without any sign of wound or fight. And some, they said, disappeared entirely, without even a trace.

			This year the sacred night was calm, with neither wind nor howling banshees to disturb the peace, and tucked away snugly under the fur blankets I thought how glad I was to be safe in our sleeping loft. The soft glow of a rushlight cast a wedge of warmth through the crack between the curtains that partitioned my sleeping niche from the big room where my parents were talking quietly. In her own niche Nonny began the rhythmic snoring I had known since I was a babe sleeping by her side. I thought of the tanners in their tent by the river, and like many another that night, prayed that nothing would disturb their slumber.

			Sometime in the dark hours I woke when the baby cried fitfully with a dream. Nonny’s snoring stopped abruptly while she saw to his needs, then began again when she drifted back to sleep. The light was out, so I knew it was late and was surprised to realize my parents were still talking. Their voices were low, and at first I was unaware of specific words, but as everyone else went back to sleep I could hear them more clearly.

			“Put it before the people, then,” Mama was saying in her most logical voice. “You know they wouldn’t hear of it when you were first wounded, and I don’t think they’ll consider it now. You are the king they want, and as long as you can rally the men in war and offer them wise counsel in peace, they will follow you.”

			“Oh, I know they’ll follow. I don’t doubt that.” My father’s voice was weary. “But sometimes I think they should have a king more”—he paused, searching for the word—“more whole.”

			“Leo! How ever can you doubt your ‘wholeness’?” Mama was so shocked she forgot to keep her voice down. “Lame, yes. Crippled even, if you must. But a leader’s power doesn’t live in his bones, and many a man has grown lame from old wounds poorly knit. They don’t care that you walk with a limp; most of them don’t even notice it, if you ask me. It’s not as though you had been born deformed, after all.”

			There was a quiet chuckle from my father. “Sometimes, my dear, I think you don’t even see how much I’ve changed. I’m no longer the proud young prince who stole you from your intended groom on a wild summer night, and claimed you as my bride by right of possession.”

			“We all change,” Mama said hotly, more intent on the present moment than on the memories of what seemed to me the most romantic elopement in the world. “We’re both wiser and much, much more knowledgeable now. But the best thing I ever did was refuse to go home after you’d made peace with my father. As for daring adventures in the dark of night, there’s no need for that anymore. What’s needed now is a king with a clear head and a sense of organization; a keeper of justice and a man who envisions more for his people than another cattle raid or the collecting of booty from a neighbor’s treasure.”

			My father’s reply was low and thoughtful, but it carried through the dark to me. “The people have a right to a king who can walk tall and proud among them…who can stand upright for more than a few minutes without sweating in pain and fighting off the fatigue. They are restless these days, and frightened, and there is always the memory of the Old Ways haunting them. They may begin to feel that a younger, more vigorous monarch would be more pleasing to the Gods.”

			Mama snorted disdainfully, and I heard her sit up on the pallet of bracken. “And the druids don’t help, with their whispered talk of ‘proper’ sacrifices. But the people won’t turn away from a proven leader just because he grows old and gnarled in their service. Why, old King Coel was in his dotage and they still followed him!”

			“But he had Roman tradition behind him, at least in memory,” my father reminded her. “And that memory is fading fast. The elders have died off, and among the general people there are few now left who have traveled in body or thought even as far as Chester. So they fall prey to tales of great times in the past, and lose sight of what is possible for the present. And those old, past stories require a king who inspires fear and awe and admiration for his physical strength, not his mental prowess. I tell you”—his voice dropped almost to a whisper—“I have no doubts about governing my people. It is the rites, the traditions, the ‘trappings,’ if you will, that I dread more than any battle. A ruler must spend his life for his people, and offer it up, if necessary. And that I am willing to do gladly. But if one day I should falter in some ceremony, should stumble or fail to make a clean sweep of the sacrifice, the muttering will begin. And with it will come talk of the older, darker sacrifice as well.”

			He sighed heavily, and I heard Mama lie back down next to him, clucking soothingly as one does to a fretful child.

			“You’re just overtired tonight. Wait and see; when tomorrow comes you’ll march down the hill with all the majesty anyone could wish, and every man there will watch you with love and admiration.” She must have added something else, because I heard him laugh softly, and there was no more conversation.

			I lay awake for a long time after that, thinking about my father and, for the first time, about his crippledness. I had always known he was twisted and bent, but on seeing him astride his horse or seated in a Council one did not notice the deformity. Indeed, I had never considered it a liability till now, and the very notion that men might turn away from him because of wounds received in their behalf made me indignant. That his lameness itself could become a threat to his life came as a shock.

			Drat the druids, I thought fiercely as I snuggled even deeper under the covers. Pesky creatures always meddling in people’s affairs…as far as I was concerned, they could all go back to that Lady of theirs and sink into her precious Lake!

		

	


	
		
			Chapter V

			Winter

			In spite of my father’s doubts the sacrifice went well the next day, and while the bullock’s blood flowed into the caldron the people chanted the old songs and took great pleasure in how fruitful the year had been. There was no restlessness or dissatisfaction, and we all began the new year with high hopes and joyful feasting.

			Winter came soon after that, earlier than usual and bringing with it the Great Crown of the North which glimmered and sheered across the night sky in sheets of brilliant color. Often when the days were stormy or Llyn stayed home I would go to Rhufon’s tack room and take my place by the mending box.

			I spent hours there, watching the sturdy older man thoughtfully chewing on a straw while his strong hands tugged and pulled and stitched away at bridles and harnesses, straps and saddlebags. He’d shown me where to look for the first signs of wear and how to splice in a new piece of hide, and I took pride in doing work that met his exacting standards. And always he talked about the animals.

			Once he told me about the warhorses that were shod for battle and trained to lash out with their hoofs as weapons.

			“Did the Legions use warhorses like that?” I asked, fascinated as well as repelled by the ghostly presence of Roman ways.

			“Not that I heard of. The Romans weren’t much for horses in battle, I guess, though they certainly used ’em along The Wall. Mostly they say the Legions fought on foot, same as we do now, but with them it was like an entire country on the move, there were that many of ’em.”

			I used to try to imagine what the Romans were like. Once I’d asked Nonny, who snorted and said they were fiends, as any good Celt could tell you. Kaethi only laughed and allowed that we had all been Romans, back before the Legions left and the Time of Troubles began. Rhufon said he just plain didn’t know and didn’t much care; as far as he could see they had no sense about horses, and therefore weren’t worth bothering about.

			One day when I came into the kitchen from the barn I found Mama rummaging through the spice cupboard. She looked over at me and wrinkled her nose.

			“Goodness, child, you smell like a stable. What ever have you been doing?” It was a casual remark, and she went back to her search before I answered.

			“Helping Rhufon,” I said with a shrug, wondering what we were going to have that required spices. Herbs were plentiful in every garden and dale, but the pungent bits of nuts and bark in the spice cupboard were much less common. Nonny said it was barbaric to cook with twigs off a tree that didn’t grow on one’s own soil, but Kaethi said it would be poor fare indeed if we were limited only to onions and garlic to flavor our food. In either event, the spices were reserved for special occasions, and I was curious why Mama wanted them now. “What are you making?”

			“Starting the cakes for Midwinter’s Feast,” she answered absently, frowning at the rear shelf. “You spend much time with Rhufon these days?”

			“I guess,” I temporized, eyeing the baked apples Gladys had set out to cool. “He says I’m getting as good at spotting a weak place in a harness as he is.”

			Mama lifted out the box she’d been looking for and turned to stare at me directly.

			“I thought you were with Vida in the weaving room.”

			Too late I saw my tongue had gotten me into trouble again; now all I could do was look away and keep my mouth firmly closed.

			I hated spinning. It put me in mind of the times when enemy raids sent the men off to fight, and the women and children would be hustled into the hidden reaches of the Lakes until the danger was over. Those were times of dread, when the women went about their chores in silence and no one was willing to play or laugh or go romping down to the lakeside. It seemed to me those days were made of the heavy gray wool we children learned to spin with; coarse and greasy, it scratched my hands and rankled my nerves until I came to hate it. Even the odor of raw fleece reminded me of fear and imprisonment in gloomy houses.

			“Well, Gwen, I think I’d better talk to Rhufon,” Mama said with a sigh, “because starting tomorrow I want you in the loft with Vida.”

			My dismay must have shown on my face, for she put her arm around my shoulder and gave me a hug. “I know…I know how much you want to be down at the stables, but there are things you must learn about running a household, and they start with the distaff and fleece. Without spinning there would be no clothes, no bags, no hangings for the walls, no banners or fishnets or string for the kitchen. And you’ll never be able to manage a weaving room’s schedule in the future unless you learn what’s involved now.”

			I glared up at her, angry and trapped and miserable, and she burst out laughing. “Oh, child, it isn’t as bad as all that. It doesn’t mean you can’t be with Rhufon and the horses sometimes, you know. Only that you need to start applying yourself to the things all young women have to learn. And tomorrow you’re to report to Vida first thing, so that she can get you started. Now you go out and wash; I don’t want you coming into the Great Hall smelling like a dung heap.”

			That’s all very fine for you to say, I thought rebelliously as I splashed about at the water trough. You’re grown up and free to come and go as you please, while I’m the one who’ll be cooped up inside with all that smelly wool and the chatter of women every day!

			But the next morning found me reporting dutifully to the weaving quarters, where Vida looked with dismay at the lumpy, uneven sample I spun for her.

			“Well, there’s nothing wrong with it that practice won’t cure,” she said, pointing to Gladys’ daughter, who was proudly producing an endless, even thread with just the barest motion of her fingers. “She’s only been at it since last spring, and her work was no better to begin with than yours is now.”

			I stared at the girl and thought uncharitably that she was probably also afraid of horses, but held my tongue and tried to control the fibers of the fleece as well.

			So I settled into the women’s world of carding and spinning, weaving and sewing. Unlike the paddocks or the sweep of the hill where Llyn and I generally played, the weaving loft was close and stuffy and I found the women’s talk of babes and broths to be incredibly dull compared to Rhufon’s conversation.

			They nattered over the quick onset of winter, with its blowing snow and icy winds; even the hardiest sheep had to be brought in to the inbyes lest they be lost for weeks under a peaceful, freezing blanket of white. But it seemed to me I could just as easily have learned that from the traveler who arrived one night and reported that Lake Derwentwater was already frozen over, and both cold and hunger were making the wild animals brazen: he had been stalked by a pack of wolves during the whole day past, even though he’d stayed on the Road.

			Gradually the year darkened. As the days grew shorter the light in the spinning room dwindled, and the tallow lamps burned all day long. Their heat and pungent smoke added to the already stuffy atmosphere, making the days wretchedly long and dreary. I dragged off to my task each morning as if under sentence by the Council and began to look forward to the Midwinter holiday much as an exile yearns for her homeland.

			As the winter festival approached, the hunting parties increased and Mama gave my father packets of food to be left by the spring that the Ancient Ones used. These were the little people, dark and small, who lived within the heart of the wildwoods, away from Roads and steadings. Nonny said they were related to the sidhe and therefore fey. Kaethi said that might be, but they were also the first people to have lived here, back when the whole of Britain was known as Albion. Some even said they were the children of the Old Gods, and every prudent landholder left food in the forest for them when the winters turned bad.

			With the holiday’s arrival the court came alive as people gathered from all over the countryside. Some wanted to help call back the sun in the traditional way, and some looked forward to the best eating they might have for several months to come. But most came for the laughter and hunting and competitions that were held in the courtyard or down by the river.

			I woke on the feast day to the special stillness that follows a new snowfall, and peering through a crack in the shutter, caught my breath at the sheer beauty of it. Scrambling into my warmest clothes, I ran off to find Llyn, and before long we were standing at the top of the hill looking out over a familiar world turned strangely wondrous, for it rarely snowed this much in Appleby.

			The day was bright and brittle so that everything sparkled and I put up the hood of my sealskin wrap, which now had a lining of soft green silk. The rest of the children were taking advantage of the holiday as well, and they soon joined us in sled races down the hill road. There was much laughing and leaping about in the chilly air, what with snowball fights and pushing one another into drifts, and we all worked together to build a figure for the Gods. It was a fine Winter Dragon crowned with holly, and even the druid smiled at it when he came past on his way to the court. This was the first time he’d been back since Mama had refused to let me go to the Lady, and I wondered just what his smile meant.

			Before the feast that night, Nonny was dressing the little Prince while Mama fixed my hair. I fidgeted restlessly as she drew the comb through my tangled locks until she gave my shoulder a shake.

			“For goodness’ sake, child, your hair looks like a rat’s nest. Now just hold still while I try to do something with it. I’ve never seen such a girl for getting messed up.”

			“I have,” said Nonny, glancing over at her. “For getting into mischief, you used to set a pretty fair example, you know.”

			Mama laughed and shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose you’re right, Nonny. But I never was comfortable sitting by the fire like a simpering kitten. There were always so many more interesting things to do down by the boats, or at the fishermen’s huts. And of course, with the horses…”

			I turned suddenly, knowing I’d caught her out, and that in fairness she would have to listen to me. So I made my case for escaping from the weaving room, including the fact that even Vida said I was getting better at spinning, and couldn’t I now please go back to helping Rhufon in the stable?

			Mama grinned and went on braiding my hair, listing the many things I’d have to learn before I’d be able to run a household of my own, and raising horses was not among them. When she had finished with the hairdress, she turned me around to face her and studied the result of her work.

			“You look well enough to bring honor to your father tonight, child, and he should be right proud.” For a minute she smiled down on me, playful and serious at the same time. “Cathbad’s brought some news I think will interest you, so be sure to pay attention at the Council after dinner.”

			Downstairs, the feast was laid out with the little hard spice cakes soaking in mead and hunks of game turning constantly on the spits over the hearth. It was a grand meal and afterward, before the dancing began, my father called the Council to order.

			Cathbad had returned from the Lady with an offer to stay and tutor the children at Appleby, and Mama announced that any parents who wished could send their youngsters to the court to be taught in all those things which the druids offered at the Sanctuary. A ripple of comment ran through the assemblage, and more than one head nodded in approval. Whatever reservations Mama may have had, the idea seemed to be a popular one, and naturally it delighted me, for it meant I could spend part of each day away from the spinning room with a clear conscience.

			Once the Council was over, the dance to call back the sun began with much ringing of bells and clappers. All of us were garbed in our most colorful dresses or tunics and bedecked with torques and other bright finery. Mama wore her new silk dress and all the gold pieces from her jewel chest, and when she began the dance, moving gaily in and out around the circle and inviting each person to follow after her, I was sure she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

			So we danced and sang well into the night, grown-ups and children and elders all circling about the hearth. It was a grand celebration, loud and colorful, and even the faces carved in the pillars that held up the lofts grinned happily behind their painted leaves. No matter how far away the Sun God had wandered, I was sure He’d hear His people and return.

			Next morning Cathbad came to join me at the table where Llyn and I were eating our porridge. I eyed him cautiously, hoping his company would be more interesting than that in the weaving room.

			“There are many things to learn about the world; about the habits and uses of plants, and life in the streambeds, and the stars in their cycles,” he announced as several of the stableboys sidled toward the table uncertainly. “But I think we’ll put off studying the things outside until the thaws come, and concentrate now on religions and ideas and history, since they can be learned about anywhere.”

			His would-be pupils nodded silently and I noticed Gladys’ daughter had edged into the group, sitting quietly across from the druid and staring at him in the same vacant way she stared at the fleece when she was spinning. It was clear she was either a monument of patience or not very bright, but as yet I wasn’t sure which.

			“Does anyone have any questions?” the druid asked, scanning his growing flock with a benevolent eye.

			“Mama told me not to ask too many questions,” I blurted out. 

			Our tutor laughed, his young face creasing with amusement.

			“There was once a very special man in Ancient Greece who thought questions were the best way to learn about anything, Missy. He was considered very wise, but the leaders were afraid of him and told him he mustn’t go about the market questioning things all the time. Few people now recall the name of those who caused his death, but Socrates’ fame has lasted a thousand years, and we still honor him as a fine teacher.”

			“What did he ask about?” Llyn’s voice was clear and quick, and I suspected she hoped it was the Gods. As Cathbad explained, we slipped into our first lesson without even realizing it, and the rest of the morning went by in talk and tales and curious queries. By the time I headed off for the weaving room in the afternoon, I was sure the new arrangement was going to be very satisfactory.

			The druid turned out to be an admirable teacher, though I was disappointed that our education didn’t cover the magical things I suspected the Lady would have taught. In general, he delighted us with the stories of other peoples and countries, particularly the ancient gods and heroes of Greece.

			We spent a lot of time talking about the Trojan War, and the strange, twisted fate of the family of heroes who lived out their lives of loyalty and treachery in that distant, sunny time. I was particularly fascinated by Helen.

			“The legendary Helen,” he remarked, one hand stroking the gold beard of his chin. “Her very name conjures up the destruction of men’s souls. Have you ever noticed,” he added thoughtfully, “how there are two kinds of beauty…that on the inside which cannot deceive, and that on the outside which often misleads?”

			He went on to point out how something ugly is not necessarily bad, though we recoil from spiders and toads because we think them distasteful in shape and motion, and how beauty in itself is not an indication of good, for many poisonous things have a fair appearance.

			It was typical of the time we spent with him, for while Cathbad seemed to be talking about one thing, we generally ended up thinking about another. And often I climbed the stairs to the weaving loft mulling over matters far different from the domestic concerns of the women I joined.

			Perhaps that is the reason I was unaware of the disaster they were already scenting.
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