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IT BEFELL IN THE DAYS of Uther Pendragon, King of all England, that he loved the Queen of Cornwall, a fair lady by the name of Igraine. So he slew Igraine’s husband, Duke Gorlois, and Merlin brought him to Igraine in her castle at Tintagel, and Uther lay with her and begat  on her the child called Arthur.
Then Uther took Queen Igraine as his wife, and disposed of her two daughters according to his will. The elder, Morgause, he  wedded to King Lot of Lothian and the Orkneys, and the younger he put to a nunnery, because he would have it so. And for she learned much of necromancy there, the people called her Morgan Le Fay.
And when the Queen was delivered of her child, the infant Arthur was given to Merlin to nourish as his own. But within  two years King Uther fell sick and died, and his enemies usurped  upon his kingdom and overtook his lands. And after many years, Merlin called all the people to London to show who should be rightwise king of the realm, and Arthur drew the sword out of the stone.
And when Arthur was King, it befell that he would take him a wife. He said to Merlin, “I love Guenevere of Camelot, that hath in her house the Round Table, and she is the most valiant fair lady alive.” And Merlin said, “Sir, if you loved her not so well, I should find you a damsel that should please you more.” And Merlin warned the King privily that Sir Lancelot should love Guenevere,  and she him again, but the King’s heart was set.
So they were wedded, and ruled together with good cheer. And  a son was born to them that Arthur took to war, and the boy perished because he was too young.
Then the King cast great love to his sister on the mother’s side,  Morgan Le Fay, and lay with her and begat on her a son called Mordred. When she was found with child, Arthur gave her to King Ursien of Gore to wife. And when she was delivered, Arthur ordered all the young infants of that age to be put in a ship and cast out to sea. And the ship was wrecked and the childrendrowned and their bodies cast up, save that the boy Mordred was never found.
And Sir Lancelot of the Lake, son of King Ban of Benoic in Little Britain, came to court, and in all tournaments and feats of arms, he passed all other men. Wherefore the Queen held him in  high favor, and Sir Lancelot loved the Queen above all other ladies  of his life.
Yet for the love they had of Arthur they might not partake of  their pleasure, nor dishonour the noble fellowship of knights. So the Queen said to Lancelot, “Fair sweet friend, break my heart, but I must desire you to leave.”
Then rode Sir Lancelot adventuring high and low, and the Queen betook herself again to the love of the King. But ever and  anon the false enchantress Morgan Le Fay lay in wait for King Arthur, to do him wrong.
Yet ever the King strove to have peace with his kin, and desired  both his sisters to be at peace with him. To this end he favored the four sons of his sister Queen Morgause, Sir Gawain, Sir  Agravain, Sir Gaheris, and Sir Gareth, above all other knights of  the Table Round. Yet for all this, Sir Agravain nourished evil in  his heart, and he slew Sir Lamorak, the queen his mother’s championof the Orkneys, at the which Queen Morgause tore her face and hair and so died. Then was Sir Agravain banished from the realm for the rest of his natural life.
And for all the love between Guenevere and the King, yet never  again did she quicken with child. Then Merlin bethought him of the lost son of Arthur, and went about to find the boy Mordred,  so that the house of Pendragon might endure.
So traveled Sir Lancelot also, till he came to a place called  Astolat, where dwelt a fair maid who cast such love to him that she would either marry or die for his love. At the which the Queen fell into a great jealousy, and there was much misery before the  truth was seen.
And then the love between them might no longer be contained.  Much loving sweetness passed between the Queen and her knight, and either made great joy of the other, beyond compare. Yet always was the love in their hearts that each held toward Arthur the King.
Then it fell out that the Lady of the Lake feared for the Hallows of Avalon, that they would be stolen away. So Guenevere  swore to find a place where they might have safe concealment, and  Sir Lancelot undertook this quest. And the quest was long, and the  Hallows were lost, and never the Queen knew where her knight laid his head, or where he might be found.
So did Merlin also go about his quest, and he found the boy Mordred, and brought him back to King Arthur, and the King took him as his own. And the years passed, and Mordred grew to manhood, and Queen Guenevere was ware of a stirring in the land...
MORTE D’ARTHUR

CHAPTER 1
The bitter rains of March beat on the hillside overhead. But deep in the heart of the rock, it was warm and dry. Inside the high-domed underground dwelling-place, the light from many candles played over walls swagged in blood-red velvet, looped and tied back with ropes of silver-gilt. Bright rugs from the East covered the stony floor in amber and indigo, garnet, rose, and black. A low fire glowed and murmured on the hearth, its slender plume of smoke lost in the void above.
In the center of the chamber, Merlin lay on a curiously made couch, staring at the ceiling through tightly closed eyes. A wand of golden yew lay within reach, humming softly to itself in a high, beelike whine. His hands lay loosely at his sides, palms upward, fingers reaching, ready to catch his dreams as they came down. A ring of candles shone around his head. The flames quivered and changed color, and he knew the time was near.
“Yes, yes,” he muttered tensely. “I am ready—come—”
Suddenly his thumbs began to itch. For a second his mind turned to milk, warding off the ancient sign of impending evil and danger ahead. He crushed his thumbs in his fists to drive it away. The itching intensified.
“No!” he moaned.
No, he was Merlin still; it could not be. Feverishly he composed himself again for waking sleep, the magic sleep of the Druids he had learned long ago, preparing to send his spirit from his body as he always did. Once he had made the long hard leap of faith, his spirit self would walk the astral plane, gathering the secrets of the Otherworld. When he had to return, when his roaming soul submitted to his body’s chain, he would know how to deal with what was to come.
“Come to me! Come!”
Yesss—
He could feel his soul straining at the leash, hungry for the void. Any moment now, yes, yesss—
Merlin, Merlin, attend—
A series of stabbing pains shot through his thumbs. Moaning, the old enchanter opened his eyes and forced himself to sit up. There was no avoiding it. There could be no flight of the spirit while this loomed. Evil impending? Where did the danger lie?
Throwing his skinny feet to the floor, he struggled upright and began to pace his cave dwelling, blind to the dark beauty of the place and the books and treasures he had brought there over the years. Mumbling and twitching, he came to rest at last before a silk curtain hanging on the wall. Behind it was an oddly shaped piece of glass in a deep frame. In its clouded depths, he saw a reflection stir and forced himself to interrogate the shadowy shape within.
“Danger then?” he ground out.
Danger, the answer came.
“To Arthur?”
Arthur.
Merlin gasped in fear. How could it be? He had left Arthur well and happy, not three moons ago. To be sure, Arthur was not as young as he was, and the old man detested the lines deepening on the face he loved, and the gray spreading through his former pupil’s glistening fair hair. But for a knight in his forties, Arthur was in his prime. His massive frame was almost unscathed by tournaments and battles, his fine face had lost none of its warmth, and his gray eyes were as kindly as ever, and much wiser now.
Arthur—
With another stab to the heart, Merlin remembered the boy Arthur once had been. Never had a fairer youth trodden the earth, except for Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s father, Merlin’s kinsman and dear liege lord. Merlin paused, ambushed by bitter memories again. Well, Uther had long gone down to the Underworld. Gone, all gone, all the Pendragon kings. No grieving or pining would call them back now.
But Arthur—
Merlin turned back to the shadow in the mirror and tore his long gray locks.
“How can Arthur be in distress?” he wailed. “He has what his heart desired! I found him the child!”
The child? quibbled the image in the glass.
“Yes, yes, child no longer, I know,” Merlin retorted feverishly. “He’s a grown man. But how can the danger lie there? Arthur loves the boy! Why, Mordred is everything to him now—”
But still the smoky shape wavered in the glass. The child, the child, the child—
“Gods above!” Merlin struck his head. Twenty years had passed since the boy Mordred could be called a child. If he was not the child, then it must mean another child to come.
A child of Guenevere’s?
Merlin tore himself from the mirror and flung himself down on his couch. The Queen had indeed been childless for many years. But she was still within her childbearing years. Many a woman in her forties still gave birth, let alone one like Guenevere, tall and well formed, blessed in life and love. Could the child his spirit was warning him of be hers?
Gods above! Around his head the candles danced blue and yellow, mocking his distress. Guenevere, yes, he might have known!
Guenevere!
The old enchanter gave full rein to his spleen. If only Arthur had taken another bride! He could have married a princess of the Christians, a sweet silent thing, tame as a caged bird to his ruling hand. But instead he chose a queen with her own kingdom, one born into the way of women’s rule. Time and again, Guenevere had taken Arthur by surprise. And this would not be the last.
“How long, ye gods, how long?” Merlin wailed, beating his breast. When would he be free of his eternal task of saving the house of Pendragon, keeping it alive till its name was fixed forever in the stars? He had found the lost son, and had given Arthur an heir. Another child now would lead to confusion, and worse. A boy would encourage rebellion and bring rogue lords and disaffected kings to challenge Mordred as the rightful heir.
And a girl—
Worse, much worse. Merlin clasped his head. The Summer Country followed the rule of queens. Guenevere was the last in a line going back to the Great One Herself, the Goddess who had mothered the whole world. To those of the old faith, a girl child would inherit the Mother-right, she would be born to take command. Guenevere’s daughter could prevail over Arthur’s son. And Pendragon then would be swept away, no more than a blink in the long eye of time.
“No!”
Merlin scrambled round his cave, cursing and weeping his fill. All his life, all his many lives, he had fought for Pendragon, only to see his great work threatened every time. Now he must leave his warm, secure refuge and take to the road. He must close up the hidden door in the hillside with strong spells so that no one would disturb his mountain lair. The harsh winds would scour his unprotected flanks and make a tangled mat of his long hair, the iron-gray locks that he groomed and perfumed each day with such care. The wild rain would be his only clothing now, the cold highway his lonely habitation, as he lived at one with the hare and the midnight owl, and no man could tell when he would be home again.
But it would all be for Arthur.
And for Arthur’s child.
The child.
A spark of hope flared in the old man’s wizened heart. Guenevere might bear a child such as Arthur had once been, sturdy and well made, with hair of bright gold and eyes of heartbreaking truth. And perhaps he, old Merlin, might get the child for himself, wrest it from Guenevere as he had taken Arthur from the arms of his mother, Igraine. Then the future of Pendragon would be secure. And he, Merlin, would have the rearing of a new High King—
“Yes!”
The old man leaped to his feet in ecstasy. Throwing back his head, he emitted a soundless hail. The white mule grazing on the mountainside above would hear the cry, he knew, and amble to his door. Call the mule, change into his traveling dress, assemble his few effects—soon, soon, he would be on his way and gone.
Gone—
His old heart revived as he looked ahead. Out in the open air, wearing the woodland green with his wand in his hand, he would be part of the wild wood again, one with the forest creatures who had always taken him as their own. And already he could feel the call of the road. The highways were not as good as they had been when the Roman legions marched away, but they would serve. And no one alive, no, not even the Old Ones who made the world, knew the lesser tracks and hidden greenways as Merlin did.
“On your way, then, old fool!” he chided himself. “Leave your fireside, go!” There was no time to waste if his thumbs were to be believed—if he was to search out the evil now threatening Arthur and come once again to the rescue of the King—if he was to discover what the warning meant and find the child.
Find the child.
Yes, that was what he must do.
With a racing pulse, Merlin began to prepare.
AVALON, AVALON, sacred island, home—
The mist clung to the hillside like a living thing. The muffled figure went carefully downhill, though she had trodden the path a thousand times. When day broke, the towering pines and silver apple trees on the slopes would be easier to see. But now, in the darkness before dawn, she had to trust to her feet, not her eyes, to find the way.
Ahead of her the still waters of the Lake gleamed blackly in the darkness, ageless, impenetrable, pulsing with life. To her right a solitary lantern marked a stone jetty where two boatmen waited with their rough-headed lad, looking up in awe at the veiled figure as she drew near.
The boatmen came to meet her, squinting a silent greeting through thick fringes of black hair. Shyly they handed her into the boat and set off with a will, one rowing, the other poling from the stern, while the boy scrambled nimbly around, casting off and stowing the mooring rope. Then he doused the lantern, and the mist of night took them in its dank embrace.
The low barge drove onward through the dark. The only sounds were the steady splash of the oars and the faraway wailing of a waterfowl. The woman sat in the prow, digesting the rich damp smell of the living water, looking forward without fear. Unwary travelers were often lost on the Lake, circling the watery darkness till the Great One took pity on them and turned them into marsh fowl forever lamenting their plight. But these men knew the waters like the wildfowl themselves.
At the back of the boat a silver spray of water feathered the darkness as the taller of the two boatmen drew up his long pole. His small black eyes were fixed on her, damp but friendly, like a water vole’s. She met his gaze.
“The Lady has sent you?” he asked, in the rough tongue of the Old Ones.
“To the Queen,” she confirmed. Her voice, too, had the rusty cadence of one who rarely spoke.
Crouched in the foot of the boat, the boy stared at her, radiant with desire. “You go to Camelot?”
In her mind’s eye she saw the great castle bright with many flags, its white citadel and slender spires, its towers roofed with gold. She nodded. “Yes.”
On the far shore, another lantern beckoned them to land. There a young girl clad in water pelts stood holding a pony, a dappled mare with huge soft eyes. It was the finest thing the people had, she knew. But for the Lady’s messenger, nothing was too good. She mounted and took up the reins. The little mare turned her head trustingly, asking without words, Where are we to go? The rider reached down to stroke the smooth, warm neck. All the way, came the silent command, all the way, my dear.
One by one the Lake dwellers faded into the breaking dawn. For a moment the traveler sat, taking leave of the still lake of shining water, the green island floating in the mist, rich with apple blossoms and the song of birds.
Farewell, Avalon: the words breathed from her like a charm. Then she turned the horse’s head into the dawn as the silver mist enfolded her like a lover and hid her from sight.

CHAPTER 2
It was time. Praise the Lord, it was here. King Pelles raised his head from his clasped hands and gazed in blind ecstasy into the breaking dawn.Three days of fasting and three nights of prayer had brought the word at last— the word of God, the revelation of what he had to do. Through the chamber window, a weeping sky loured above the castle, with the promise of sleet before the day wore on. The weather was harsh for spring, but King Pelles never heeded what the skies might do. It was always cold in the kingdom of Terre Foraine, even in the rare hot summers when the sun scorched the gold off the scrubby gorse and fleetingly warmed this wind-burned northern land.
And the castle of Corbenic was colder indoors than out. A clammy chill hung in the old stone walls, even up here in the ivy-mantled belfry where the king had his eyrie and kept the world at bay. Down below, where those the king hated were stowed, the dungeon holes were green with spreading slime, and water ran down the sides of the living rock. There, in a world that never saw the sun, bottomless wells served the living and the dead, keeping the castle fed with springs of sweet water to outlast the longest siege, and lapping the bodies of the damned in a merciful last embrace.
High above the unheard cries and groans, King Pelles often prayed for the sinful souls whose refusal to accept the Lord God had forced him to put them there. But this morning, they were not in his thoughts. Praying, brooding, transported by the mystical union of self-starvation and the lack of sleep, the king had had the vision he had so long sought. After all these years, it was time.
He sprang up with the vigor of a man of half his age, and turned to the other occupant of the room. His skeletal frame was twitching with renewed force, and his eyes glowed in the sockets of his bony face. “Theophilus!” he cried.
The monk drowsing on a bench against the wall stumbled to his feet. “Sire?”
“A letter, Theophilus,” the king said feverishly. “I have seen what must be done. We are going to court—I must send to King Arthur at once. Have the fastest galloper standing by in the stable yard.”
“My lord.”
With a bow, the monk took his leave, and the slapping of sandaled feet died away on the stairs. Pelles stood transfixed, pressing his clammy temples with both hands. O Lord, he prayed, shall we now see Your dawn?
Hastening to the table, he took up quill and parchment, heedless that the ink clotted blackly on his pen and that every quill he took up frayed worse than the last. At length the letter lay finished in his hand. “So,” he breathed. “So—”
There was a light sound outside the door. Pelles knew the footstep before he heard the voice. “Come in, my dear.”
“Father—”
Always, always the fretful note in what she said, King Pelles noted for the thousandth time—well, she would lose that when they came to court. “Yes, Elaine?”
A pale, pointed face came round the door, and a young woman entered, clad in sober gray. She had her father’s height and was framed like him too, strong-boned but lean, her breasts high and hard, and her hips as flat as if she had none at all. But above the collar of her nunlike gown, she had features to blind a saint, eyes like twilight filled with dreams, pearly skin, and tendrils of hair at her temples as soft and blond as a child’s. As always, his heart bounded and sank again at the sight of her. Her mother would never die while Elaine was alive.
Her mother.
Well, it was too late to weep for that now.
“You wanted me, Father.”
“Yes.” He gestured to the paper in his hand. “It is time.”
Dear God, was it here at last, the moment she had been waiting for all her life? Elaine’s eyes flared with shock, but she did not speak.
Pelles reached for the sealing wax, then slipped the royal seal off his fleshless hand. “Have you spoken to the child?”
“No.” She shook her tightly wimpled head. “But he is ready. He has always known.” A slow light lit her face. “We go? When?” Feverishly she began ticking off the tasks. “I must—”
“You must do nothing,” he said quietly.
She did not hear, her mind and her tongue running on. “He will need new armor,” she said, almost to herself, “and a better horse. The gray has done well enough, but he’ll need something finer for King Arthur’s court—” She laughed unpleasantly. “And for Queen Guenevere. The Queen will see—”
“Daughter, attend my words—”
Instantly she fell silent and dropped her eyes. There was no mistaking the menace in his tone. She could still remember the locked doors of her childhood and the muffled cries and prayers. Her mother was confined for her health, she was told, never having recovered from childbirth when Elaine was born. But one day the tears and pleadings were no more. Child though she was, Elaine had understood that her mother had died because she did not want to live.
Then her father had taken her into the chapel where her mother lay, and forced her up to the thing lying in the box. Pressing both her hands against the stone-cold face, he had told her that her mother had failed the Lord God, and he had made her promise never to do the same. Hoarse with weeping, he had pressed her body to his, and whispered that God had called her to take her mother’s place.
Since then, God had called her through her father many times. Soon after her mother died, the king, weeping and fasting in a night of visions, foresaw a great destiny for her, if she would only submit. That was her mother’s sin, he impressed on her, the failure to yield to the will of God.
From then on, he had ruled her night and day. She must never leave the castle, he insisted, for she was destined for one man alone and the chosen of the Lord must be pure. She slept in a chamber to which he had the only key, and was woken every dawn to fast and pray for her sins. She hungered for her mother and in her sleep she fleetingly felt a soft touch, a kiss, but her father said she must not trust evil dreams. She must obey his word and submit herself to him, for he alone could call her to her destiny and interpret the will of God. And it was only right that he should, she told herself querulously, trying to fill the ever-present hollow in her heart. All Corbenic knew, and all the kingdom of Listinoise around, that King Pelles had been chosen of the Lord.
And she had been chosen too, when her time came, to bear the holy child. And now he too was the vessel of God’s will. The time had come! Her heart soared. “Command me, Father!” She curtsied and bowed her head.
He gave a fleeting nod of acknowledgment. “Call Dame Brisein.”
There was a dry cough from the door. “I am here, sire.”
An old woman made her way into the room. She was withered with age, and her thick black gown and shawl hid a crooked frame. But her movements suggested that her long body had once been as lean and supple as a snake, and her sloe-black eyes still burned with a hidden fire. When she spoke, her voice had a vigor quite at odds with her crabbed appearance and old-fashioned garb. “I was down in the courtyard when Brother Theophilus came. He told me of your purpose.”
“My purpose?” cried the king in a passion. “Not mine, Brisein, the Lord’s! You have been with my daughter all her life. You above all know she was chosen to bear the holy child!”
The black eyes roamed like leeches over Elaine. “And I nursed him too,” continued the old woman in her strange, compelling voice. “God’s will made flesh on earth.”
“Yes, yes!” mouthed Pelles, his eyes as pale as his lips. “And God Himself directs our efforts now. The truth came to me last night after the drink you brought me to break my fast.”
Something stirred in the depths of the midnight eyes. “It was only lemongrass water, lord, nothing more.” She paused. “With an herb or two to taste.”
“My good Brisein, it opened my inner eye!” Pelles cried. “Your faithful Christian service brought me the watchword of Our Lord.”
Dame Brisein threw up her hands in humble joy. “Blessings on you, sire!”
Watching closely, Elaine wondered why her old nurse did not seem surprised. But both she and my father know the ways of God, she lamented in the depths of her small soul. They are truly among the chosen of the Lord, while I am ignorant and sinful, as Father always says. That is why I have had to expiate my sin to him all these unhappy years.
But now—now—!
Her lovely eyes lit with a dull new hope. Soon I shall be among the chosen too. When we bring the child to the Queen, all the world will know who chose me for his own. Then they will see that the Queen is not the only woman who has had her knight.
My child—
My knight—
Fearfully she choked back the proud, sinful thoughts and tried to still the hunger in her soul. Till then, I must bend my body to the will of the Lord, as Father insists. But when we come to the Queen—
“Elaine!”
“Yes, sire?”
“Hear me, girl, and obey!”
“I do, my lord, I do.” Falling to her knees, Elaine veiled her fragile hopes, and bowed herself again to her father’s will.

CHAPTER 3
The sun rose late in Camelot, weltering in blood. A baleful light played over the ancient citadel of the Summer Country, reddening the white walls looking down on the valley below. A spiteful wind ran peeking here and there, driving the dead leaves into whispering heaps. Hurrying through the castle, the servants agreed that the omens were not good. If Sir Gawain and his brothers thought they’d get round the Queen, they’d better think again.
“The King, maybe,” opined the Captain of the Guard at the end of the night watch, taking a deep warming pull on his morning ale. “They might get round the King. They’re his kin, after all, and the King has always favored Sir Gawain. But the Queen—”
He broke off. Standing beside the brazier in a raw red dawn, the young soldiers of the guard listened, and hoped to learn. The King— the Queen—these were names of mystery and awe to them. A tall, shapely woman drifting in white and gold, a great bear of a man in royal red and blue, this was all they knew. But the Captain knew more, and seemed ready to tell them now.
“The Queen—?” prompted the boldest of the band.
“Queen Guenevere?”
Smiling, the Captain warmed his hands on his mulled ale, unaware that the glow he felt was coming from his heart. “Five thousand years and more we’ve had queens here in the Summer Country, and she’s been the best of the lot. Twenty years she’s ruled in Camelot—since before you were born,” he added, eyeing the newest of the recruits, a youth still devoid of a beard.
The lad blushed to find the attention focused on him. “What about Sir Gawain then?” he wondered. “Where does he fit in?”
“Oh, he’s all right.” The Captain chuckled knowingly. “A bit of a rough one, especially with women, but as loyal as the day. Him and his brothers too.”
A silence fell as they all recalled the three mighty figures riding into court through the early-morning mist.
“But if they’re loyal to the King,” puzzled the young guard, “what’ll they want from him that he won’t give?”
The Captain’s face darkened. “Don’t ask, lad,” he said sourly. “Don’t ask.”
GUENEVERE STOOD IN the window gazing out on the blood-red sun. Far below, the fields and woodlands still slumbered in the chilly mist, and the little town huddled round the walls of the great castle to keep itself warm. Behind her came the footfall of her maid, as soft and familiar as a cat. “I’ve looked out a heavier robe, my lady, the Audience Chamber will be cold today.”
“Thank you, Ina.”
Guenevere stepped back into the low, whitewashed chamber, the private quarters of the Queens of the Summer Country since time began. Now a table by the wall gleamed with her perfumes and lotions, lavender, patchouli, and sweet almond oil. A massive bed stood in the shadows at the back, swathed in royal red and gold. A great cloudy mirror rested against the wall, and an applewood fire filled the air with spring.
In the center of the room Ina was holding a long robe of gold with a white fur collar and sleeves falling to the floor. Watching Guenevere approach, the maid marveled to herself. Was there any other woman of the Queen’s age who still boasted the same body as when she was young? Tall and inclining to fullness in the breasts and hips, Guenevere had not lost the small waist King Arthur had loved when they met. To look at her, you’d never know she’d borne a child.
Borne, and lost. And the Queen was approaching the time when there would be no more. Was that why she was looking so sad today? Or was it this awful business with Sir Gawain?
A fierce possessive love seized Ina’s heart. How did the big knight dare? And why did the Gods permit it? Well, no use complaining about what the Great Ones did. Briskly Ina slipped the robe onto Guenevere’s shoulders and tugged sharply at the sleeves.
Guenevere felt Ina’s devotion in the flurry of brisk touches and gave her a quick smile. For herself, she was not much interested in the image now before her in the glass, a tall figure in a red silk robe and an overgown of white and gold, gold at her neck and wrists and on the long fingers of each hand. She knew that her face told the story of her life, and that the lines round her eyes showed each of her forty-odd years. But for one who had borne all she had, she told herself, she looked well enough.
“The crown now, madam?” Ina inquired. Standing behind her, the maid reached up and placed a deep circle of gold and moonstone on Guenevere’s head. “There!” she breathed, entranced. Her small face clenched like a fist. “I wish you well, lady, in the audience ahead. They’re bad blood, all the sons of Lot.”
“Not all of them,” Guenevere said with a frown. “Gawain was the King’s first companion and he swears he’ll be the last. And Gaheris and Gareth are men of honor too.”
Ina shook her head. “They are Orkneyans, lady,” she said simply, “Men of blood. And you know what Sir Gawain wants now.”
Guenevere’s soul darkened. “Yes, Ina,” she breathed. “I do.”
THE AUDIENCE CHAMBER had been slowly filling all morning, as the word spread through the court of what was afoot. Now, as the raw spring day moved toward noon, the lofty hall was crowded with furs and velvets brushing against soft whispering silks and shining silver mail. Between the bright lords and ladies were scattered the harsh black habits of many monks, drifting together like clouds on a sunny day.
At the far end of the room, three massive figures stood with their backs to the crowd, facing the dais with its empty thrones. Sir Gawain and his brothers were waiting for the King and Queen in a silence like the tomb. At their head, Gawain shifted from foot to foot, stifling an inner groan. Gods, make it right, he prayed fervently. Let me not be wrong!
Yet how could he be? His big face knotted in an angry frown. Blood was blood. There had always been four princes of the Orkneys, four sons of Lot. For ten years now there had been only three. It was time to repair the breach in the Orkney ranks.
Not that the other two agreed with him. Gawain sighed and cast a swift glance at Gaheris, standing by his side. In Gaheris, the third of the clan, the tawny coloring of their mother had come out as true red. Her fair skin had become his milky pallor, and his blue eyes were as pale as the rain-washed morning sky. But now his face was set in a grim stare. For his brother thought he was mad, Gawain knew.
“Why rake it all up again?” Gaheris had cried. “Agravain’s well enough where he is, why not leave him there? He’ll only cause trouble if you bring him back.”
And Gareth, too, the baby of them all, had shaken his great blond head with the same fearful regard and begged Gawain to think again. “He was born to make mischief, brother, you know that.”
Yet damn them both, Gawain muttered darkly in his heart, I am still their elder brother and the head of the clan. We are the sons of Lot, and King Lot always had his way. Gawain’s laboring brain returned to where it had begun. Blood was blood. Why all the argument, then?
At the entrance to the hall, reflected in the great bronze double doors, a pair of shifting shadows appeared in a blur of red and gold.
“Attend there, all attend!” The sharp cry of the Chamberlain broke through the noise of the crowd. “The King and Queen! Make way for the King and Queen!”
So many people—
Gripping Arthur’s large and comforting hand, Guenevere moved forward with him into the crowded hall.
Lords, knights, and ladies pressed in on all sides, with mighty land-owners and petty kings bowing before them. She smiled and nodded greetings, noting the familiar faces in the buzzing throng.
She threw a glance at Arthur, always glad on these occasions to have him at her side. He caught her gaze and smiled, and there it was again, the old uprush of love for him, the same catch in her heart. Thank the Gods, she thought, the years have treated him well. The sorrow in his eyes would always be with him now, and the bright hope of youth had long ago left his face. But his keen gaze had lost none of its force, and the crown of Pendragon sat lightly on a head only brushed with gray. His great broad frame carried off the bright scarlet tunic and flowing cloak of gold as it always did, and the ancient sword of state swung from a waist no thicker than in his boyhood days. He still led his troops in battle and was undefeated at the joust. Of all the men in the hall, there was no doubt which was the King.
In the body of the hall, a cluster of black monkish gowns caught her eye. And the Christians too, how numerous they are. She suppressed a frisson of distaste. When the men of Christ had first brought their faith from the East, they had had only one meager church in London and huddled together in its crypt to keep warm. Now those few beginners were leaders of their Church, spreading the word of their God throughout the misty isles. London, York, and Canterbury were their strongholds now, and whole kingdoms knelt to the Father God.
But here in the Summer Country, the Goddess still held sway. Here the people worshiped the Old Ones, who had made the world, and the Great One, who was the Mother of them all. The Summer Country traced its line of Queens from Her, and kept the Mother-right. This was a land where women were born to rule. The Christians loudly preached the rule of men, but for years now they had not troubled Guenevere. In truth, she hardly noticed them at all. They comforted Arthur, and that was enough.
They moved on down the hall. Ahead of them the angry sun was pouring through the far window, washing the Orkney brothers in streaks of red. Waiting by Arthur’s throne were the King’s three companion knights, Sir Kay, Sir Bedivere, and Sir Lucan, their keen glances showing their sense of what lay ahead. Behind them Guenevere caught the white heads of two older knights who had once served her mother, Sir Niamh and Sir Lovell, always known as the Bold. They were the last of the dead queen’s knights still alive. In their midst was a tall, smiling young man, cutting a striking figure in royal blue and gold, and with something Otherworldly in his air.
Arthur’s eyes lit up at the sight of the handsome face. “Mordred!” he cried.
Mordred stepped forward jauntily and made a deep bow. If he wanted to show he was the son of the King, Guenevere thought sardonically, he had done that. His short cloak and well-made tunic set off a lean, well-muscled frame and long, horseman’s legs. Wide gold bangles hung on his wrists, and a gold coronet held back his thick, blue-black hair. His eyes had the same hyacinthine glint, and his wide, white smile touched every heart at court.
Except one. Guenevere drew a ragged breath. She had never warmed to Mordred, and she would not now. The young man was a living reminder of Arthur’s betrayal, when her husband had yielded to his half-sister Morgan, seduced to her bed by strong spells. Mordred had been the result, a child of lust. Guenevere had lived through her anger long ago, and had vowed to accept the boy for Arthur’s sake. So for years she had smiled and held her peace, while Mordred had grown to become Arthur’s delight. But she had never trusted the son of Morgan Le Fay.
Yet what had Mordred done to deserve her mistrust? She caught herself up. He has done nothing, remember? He is not the cause of your present fear.
They mounted the steps to the dais and took their thrones. Arthur leaned over and fondly touched her hand. “Never fear, my love. Nothing will be done against your wish, even for my own blood kin.”
She inclined her head. “Thank you, sir.”
Arthur signaled to the Chamberlain. “Begin.”
Gawain approached the throne. “Ten years ago, sire,” he began, breathing heavily, “you banished my brother Agravain. We have come to ask you to allow him back to court.”
“Reprieve Agravain?” said Arthur sternly. A ripple had run through the court at the sound of the name.
“Yes, sire.” The color rushed to Gawain’s face. “He has paid his blood-debt. For years now he has wandered overseas. And he longs to tread on his native land again.”
“Gawain, your brother killed a knight of the Round Table, and for that the penalty is death.” Arthur nodded somberly to Guenevere. “It was only because of the Queen that he escaped with banishment.”
Guenevere clenched her fists. And that did not mean that ten years later he would be welcome back. Only a lifetime can pay for another life.
“Sire, he came upon Lamorak in the dead of night,” said Gawain doggedly. “He killed in self-defense.”
In self-defense? Guenevere gripped the cool bronze arms of her throne. Lies, all lies, Gawain, and you know it. Well, say on.
“And Sir Lamorak’s death is not the only burden that Agravain must carry till he dies.” Arthur’s voice was heavy with remembered pain. “Have you forgotten the death of your mother the queen? Mourning for Lamorak, she lost her own life too.”
Gawain’s beefy face turned an angrier shade of red. “Our mother concealed her love for her knight from us. Agravain never meant to kill her chosen one. I swear he should not be paying for her death!”
He paused, holding the moment with unconscious power. In all the court, not a soul moved.
“As for Sir Lamorak—” Gawain heaved a furious sigh. “Sire, all the world knows his father killed my father long ago. Our brother saw a blood-feud, a just debt. And all this was ten years ago and more. The dead are sleeping quietly in their graves. We beg you, let my brother return and live. He longs for nothing more than to serve you now.”
Guenevere leaned forward. He wants his brother back, that I understand.  But that’s not all. She pressed Arthur’s hand. Arthur, Arthur, attend.
“Sir Gawain,” she said clearly, “you have told us why you think your brother should return.” She paused for emphasis. “But why now? What makes this the moment he should return?”
In spite of himself Gawain’s eyes slid toward Mordred, standing at the side of Arthur’s throne. Guenevere nodded to herself. As I thought. 
Now Arthur was frowning too. He let go Guenevere’s hand. “You heard the Queen, Gawain,” he said stiffly. “Why now?”
Gawain took a breath. “My lord, all the world knows that Prince Mordred is to be knighted at Pentecost. When I was young, I swore my allegiance to you and in twenty years I have never broken faith.” For a moment, a searing shaft of love made Gawain’s big face almost beautiful. “I ask no more than to swear the same oath to Prince Mordred your son. And I pray that my banished brother may do so too.”
Oh, this is clever, Gawain. Guenevere sat still and allowed her thoughts to run. At Mordred’s knighting, everyone knows that the King will name him as his heir. Is it you, Gawain, or your dark-scheming brother who wants to be there to greet the rising sun? Do you even plan, perhaps, to help the new sun arise?
She watched Gawain’s eyes as they flickered over Mordred, then returned to Arthur again. No, Gawain loves Arthur. He has no desire to see Mordred in his place. If any man dreams of evil, it is Agravain. He must not return.
She leaned across toward the neighboring throne. “Arthur—” she said urgently.
But Arthur’s eyes were filling with tears of joy. He reached out for Mordred’s hand. “Take these good knights to your heart, my son,” he cried out. “They are our kin. We shall never have any more.”
Cold certainty gripped Guenevere like a claw. Arthur means to  reprieve Agravain. She seized his arm. “Arthur, wait—think what he has done—”
Without warning a dark sickness filled her sight. Through it she saw Agravain advancing with his familiar storklike stride, casting around like a hunter for his prey. He was armed for close combat with a vicious stabbing sword, daggers at his belt, and a shield on his left arm. Soundlessly he slipped through the palace corridors, pale and grinning like an avenging ghost. Behind him she could see a band of knights, all armed for the kill and smiling like him too. Suddenly she knew they were making for the Queen’s apartments, they were approaching, they were here—
“Guenevere!”
She came to herself with a violent, shuddering start. Arthur was frowning at her with angry concern. Mordred leaned forward anxiously. “Oh madam,” he said, “thank the Gods—we thought you were ill.”
She waved him away. “Arthur—” she began hoarsely.
He shook his head. “The time has come for forgiveness, Guenevere. ” He leaned toward her throne. “If Gawain can forgive the death of his mother, so can we.”
Arthur, beware. The Orkneys love no man but themselves. Already they are looking toward your heir. Agravain will court Mordred, and you will be cast aside— She drew a breath. “I don’t trust them, Arthur.” Another sudden tremor gripped her heart. Agravain above all—
But Arthur was already patting her hand. “Don’t worry, Guenevere,” he said reassuringly. “What is it I’ve so often heard you say? ‘We must seek love and understanding, not anger and hate’?”
“It’s what the Lady teaches on Avalon,” Guenevere said numbly. “ ‘Religion should be kindness. Faith should be love.’ ”
“And so it is,” chuckled Arthur. “And Agravain should come back.” A smile from long ago lit his fine-featured face. “Chamberlain, bear witness to our royal decree,” he called. “Our kinsman Agravain, banished ten years ago, is now reprieved—”
Arthur, oh Arthur—
Guenevere sat in silence as the sonorous sentences rolled on. Sir Gawain embraced his brothers, and all three wept for joy, leaning on each other’s necks. Arthur beamed on them, and on all the court, rejoicing in his power of dispensing goodwill.
Outside the sun broke through the watery clouds and poured into the chamber in shafts of gold. In spite of herself, a sliver of hope warmed her heart. All may be well. All may yet be well.
But as the court rose, she slipped a ring from her finger and called Ina to her side, pressing it into the hollow of the maid’s hand. Ina’s eyebrows flickered a question they both understood.
“Yes,” Guenevere breathed. “Send for Sir Lancelot.”

CHAPTER 4
A mackerel sky overhead, oily and yellow, clouds scudding and torn by a wind from the west, and no trace of the sun. Sighing and shaking his head, Bors made his way into the courtyard with a heavy step. He did not need to look round the well-tended cobbled square, the sturdy towers and lofty battlements, to know that he loved this place like his life. Joyous Garde was the nearest thing he had to a home. Why did they have to leave?
Across the courtyard a tall, lean figure was coming toward him with a sleepy morning smile. As always, Bors’s heart lifted at the sight of his brother, though he often jested darkly that he should have drowned Lionel at birth. From their earliest days, the younger boy had been the taller and handsomer of the two and a better fighter to boot. Beside the smiling, easy, fair-haired Lionel, Bors had had little regard. But Bors knew he was valued by the few he cared about. And he looked on Lionel with deep devotion and a fierce pride.
None of which was evident in his terse greeting and frowning gaze. “So, brother.” He paused and cast an eye at the flurried sky. “Where’s Lancelot?”
Lionel paused. He knew that Bors would not like what he had to say. “He says we’re to ride out without him—he may catch up with us later on.” He fixed his eyes on the sky. “He’s thinking about the Queen. He wants to get back to Camelot earlier than we’d planned.”
“Then we shan’t see him today.” Bors’s face tightened. He swung round on his heel. “Well, let’s be off.”
Why was Bors angry? Lionel wondered unhappily as they moved away. Lancelot had loved the Queen for years. It would not change.
And he knew why. No other woman had that air of spring in January, that ever-bubbling fount of love and hope. Even her age became her nowadays, the tiny tracks of sorrow round her eyes, the lines that gave her looks their haunting depths. To be with her was to feel the dance of the rain in the wind, see the golden eye of a midsummer dawn, share the feast of hungry souls in the Great Hall at night, with the candles blooming over the last of the wine. To talk with her was akin to unfolding a rose. An inner warmth lit Lionel like a smile. Yes, he knew why Lancelot loved Guenevere.
None of this, he knew, would Bors ever understand. To Bors, Guenevere had bewitched Lancelot, taking advantage of a younger man. Whoever Bors would have chosen as a lover for their cousin, it would not have been this enchanting, terrible Queen.
Side by side they pressed on over the slippery cobbles to the lower court. The whole of the castle was astir, knights and servants greeting them as they strode along. At last Bors broke the silence, as Lionel knew he would. “Why does Lancelot want to leave early, did he say?”
“No. But you know the Queen’s anxious about Mordred and the knighthood ceremony. He’s probably concerned about that.”
“She’s just jealous of Mordred and the hold he has on the King,” Bors burst out. “He’s going to be knighted, we’re all commanded to attend, and what in the name of the Gods can Lancelot do about that?”
Lionel made a soft demurring sound. “Nothing, brother.” He knew Bors was unhappy at leaving Joyous Garde, and Lionel was not going to inflame him by defending Guenevere. “Now, where do we ride today?”
In the lower court twenty-odd bright-eyed horses hung their heads eagerly over their stable doors, breathing, “Take me!” Pink and white clouds hung above the lofty battlements, and the castle walls glowed in the morning light. Bors had to smile. Had they ever dreamed when they first came from France that Lancelot would own such a fine castle, such a great estate? But Joyous Garde was his through his courage and strength, won by the code of knighthood and the rules of war.
“Ready, brother?” Lionel was nodding across the yard. Under the watchful eye of the Horse Master, the grooms were leading out two horses for the ride, a snarling black stallion and a sweet-faced, doe-eyed mare.
“The big stallion’s a handful, there’s no denying that,” the Horse Master said heartily. “He’s only a youngster, and Sir Lancelot wants him uncut. But he needs exercise.” He gave them a hopeful look. “And he’ll surely give one of you an interesting ride.”
Bors burst out laughing and felt his spirits rise. “That black brute’s yours, brother, I’ll take the little mare.” He looked up at the sky. The early winds had ceased their tormented chase, and a fine spring sun was peering through the clouds. Bors glanced at Lionel, taking heart from his brother’s smile. All might be well. Things might yet be well.
AGRAVAIN REPEALED?
Her head pounding, Guenevere processed with Arthur out of the Audience Chamber, through the tightly packed crowd. Already she could see Gawain and his brothers breaking away, heading for the courtyard with long, impatient strides. Now she heard horses galloping out, their hooves slipping on the cobbles in their riders’ haste. Soon they would reach the coast, and soon be with Agravain, wherever he lurked. So, Gawain, you had already given orders to depart. Even before the audience, you knew that Arthur would grant your request, no matter what I said.
The pounding in her head intensified, and the air in the courtyard was sweet to her burning skin. The bloodshot dawn had given way to a perfect noon, with little white clouds blooming in a forget-me-not sky.
Arthur grinned. “It’s a sin to waste a glorious day like this.” He pressed her hand. “By your leave, Guenevere, I plan to hunt the southern chase, then follow the game into the Deep Wood.”
But before she could answer, Kay’s sharp voice broke in.
“But, sire—surely we’ll return tonight?”
“Come now, Kay!” Arthur burst out laughing at the sight of Kay’s frown. “We slept out often enough when we were boys. Surely we aren’t too old for it now?”
“Never, sire,” murmured the loyal Bedivere, the light lilt in his voice betraying his birth in the Welshlands, even after all these years.
Laughing, Lucan threw back his red-gold hair and stepped up to the King. Both he and Bedivere knew how Kay still suffered from the wound in his leg, taken years ago, and knew too that Kay would never protest of his own accord. But knights supported each other at times like this. “Sire, Pentecost is at hand.” He nodded at Mordred, standing at Arthur’s side. “When your son the Prince becomes a knight. Surely Kay should come back after the hunt to check on progress here.”
“For the ceremony, you mean? Yes, you’re right,” Arthur cried. “I want everything in order for my son.”
He turned to Mordred with an adoring gaze. “For my son,” he repeated, almost below his breath. His air of wonder cut Guenevere to the heart. Arthur, she wanted to say, remember Amir. We had a son too. Oh, my dear, don’t go out hunting, stay with me—
Arthur took her hand and brought it to his lips. “Truly I am blessed,” he beamed, “in such a son, such knights, and such a queen. Farewell!” He flourished a bow, and was gone.
AGRAVAIN REPEALED—
And Arthur says, My son Mordred, my only son—
Guenevere strode into the Queen’s apartments in furious thought. As she entered, Ina’s voice reached her from far away. “Madam, there is a messenger from Avalon.”
She stopped in her tracks. “Who?”
“It’s the chief Maiden of the Lady, the priestess Nemue.”
“Where is she?”
“By the river, she said. She will attend you there.”
OUTSIDE THE CASTLE, the winding road ran down through the town and broadened out onto the plain below. In the water meadows, kingcups and lady-smocks dotted the long grass as Guenevere made her way to the riverside.
The rolling surface of the water lay smooth and smiling in the midday sun. On the far bank, two swans were wrapping their long white necks round each other to bill and coo. Swans mate for life, she thought,  and pine when they are parted, as lovers do. She drew a deep breath of the living water, and the familiar pain leaped up around her heart.  Oh, Lancelot—
Along the bank, willows hung weeping over the water, their long green fingers rippling the slow-moving stream. Almost invisible in the shelter of the grove, the priestess stood gazing out at the river, lost in thought. She was lightly robed in shifting green and gray, the veil that normally covered her head thrown back, her features transfigured by the dappled light. Her skin had the luminous pallor of those who live much underground, and her eyes were as clear as the waters of the Lake. Guenevere paused. How long had it been since her girlhood days on Avalon, when Nemue was the first of the Maidens there? The years fell away as Guenevere saw again the slight, upright form clad in shimmering silk, the bright hair falling like water down to the golden applewood wand she held in her hand.
Guenevere hurried forward. “You are far from Avalon. But we are glad to welcome you here.”
The priestess gestured toward the river and held her in a steady gaze. “All waters flow to Avalon in the end.”
Her voice was as cool as breaking water, and each word fell like raindrops on the ear. Guenevere nodded, struggling with a growing unease. The chief of the Maidens was taller than Guenevere remembered, and her look of luminous sweetness was deeper too. Soon, soon, Nemue would have to cover her face when her power, her beauty, became too much to bear. Guenevere caught her breath. Was Nemue growing into the Lady’s place?
The priestess read her thoughts. “The Lady is herself,” she said gently. “That is not our concern.”
Another concern flashed into Guenevere’s mind. “Is it the Christians?”
“Yes.” Nemue looked away. “They are planning to build again on Avalon.”
“Gods above!” Guenevere gasped. “They have their cells, their storehouses, their church—what more do they want?”
“A great new church of stone, to shout their glory to the skies.”
“Where?”
Nemue’s water-lily face set like a stone. “On top of the Tor.”
Goddess, Mother, no— On the body of the Mother as she lay asleep, their dull gray stones desecrating her green flanks? Guenevere choked back her rage. “Are they cutting down the apple trees?”
Nemue shook her head, a world of ancient sadness in her face. “The blossom is fading on Avalon. The trees are dying, and soon the apple orchards will be no more.” She paused. “The Lady speaks of drawing down Avalon to the world between the worlds. But the spirit of the Mother will never leave the Sacred Isle.” Nemue’s voice grew stronger as she spoke. “A thousand years from now they will know of the Lady and the Great One she served. Our faith of love and truth will never die. But I say again, Guenevere, that is not your concern.”
Guenevere struggled to obey the priestess’s will. “I hear you. Speak.”
Nemue turned her head away. “When did you last see your knight?”
“Lancelot?” Whatever she had been expecting, it was not this. “It’s been a long time—” she whispered at last.
“He is at Joyous Garde?”
Guenevere nodded. “He’ll be coming here at Pentecost for the feast of the knights, to attend Mordred’s knight-making and celebrate with him.” Guenevere closed her eyes. “But until then—for love of the King—”
She could not go on. For the love we bear to Arthur, our lives must lie apart. Our love would shame him in the open court. So Lancelot takes to his estate to keep his honor bright. And when we come together, our love burns brighter still.
“Why do you ask?” Dread stirred in her heart. “Has the Lady foreseen danger for him?”
“Perhaps.” Nemue fixed her eyes on Guenevere’s face. “The Lady has heard that the Hallows are about again.”
The Hallows—
Guenevere could hardly breathe. Through tightly closed eyes she saw again the ancient treasures of the Goddess, the sacred objects of Her worship since time began. In her girlhood on Avalon, Guenevere had been one of the favored few to see the four massive pieces of antique gold hidden deep in their secret cave: the great dish of plenty, the two-handled loving cup, the sword of power, and the spear of defense.
“The Hallows—” She collected herself. “Have they been found?”
“No. But the Lady has sent me to say, Speak to your knight, and beware.”
“Speak about what? He told us all he knew.”
Nemue looked at her oddly. “All he thought he knew.” She reached for a small velvet pouch at her waist. “The Lady sent you this. You must have a seeing. Use it when Lancelot comes.”
Guenevere took the crumpled object without looking and paced wildly to and fro. “What can he tell us now, after all this time? It was ten years ago—no, twelve, maybe more. You know how long he spent searching for the Hallows when they were lost. Every trace of them must be dead and buried by now.”
“On the contrary.”
Before Guenevere’s eyes, the figure of Nemue began to shimmer and expand, and her glow darkened the sky. “In twelve years, many things grow tall, and long-dead secrets meet the light of day.” She raised her arm, and her pointing finger added weight to every word. “Speak to your knight. Find out what seed he planted, and what has grown that he knows nothing of. He will be here at Pentecost, you say? Speak to Lancelot then.”
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