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 O purblind race of miserable men,

How many among us at this very hour

Do forge a life-long trouble for ourselves,

By taking true for false, or false for true...



—Alfred Lord Tennyson,

Idylls ofthe King
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BOOK I: ALEXANDER





Terence and Eileen

Terence gazed glumly from the turret of Camelot's highest tower. Before his eyes lay miles of tidy patchwork farms, bordered by hedgerows and forests, all tied together by ribbons of well-kept roads. Britain under King Arthur was a picture of tranquility, a picture that was belied by the tense, anxious emptiness that Terence had felt growing within for more than a month. He turned and picked his way down the tower's winding stairs.

At ground level, Terence crossed a courtyard where young squires practiced swordplay with wooden cudgels. He nodded to them and returned several polite greetings: although he was older than the next oldest squire present by at least ten years, he was still one of them, in the service of King Arthur's nephew Gawain. He stopped once to offer advice to a young squire who was scrubbing at a spot of rust on a breastplate, then continued through the court to the chambers that he shared with Gawain. Gawain sat in an armchair by the fire, nursing a pot of ale.

"There you are, lad," Gawain commented.

"Here I am."

"Where've you been all day?"

"In the north woods, then on the high tower," Terence replied. Even to his own ears, his voice sounded abrupt. "Sorry, milord," he muttered.

"Still worried?" Gawain asked, turning to examine Terence more closely.

"Ay," Terence replied. "It's been nearly six months now since I've had any contact with the Other World."

Gawain shrugged. "Is that so rare? Until I began traveling with you—fifteen, twenty years ago, or whatever it was—I never had contact with the Other World."

"It's rare for me. Since we met, I've never gone more than a week or two without some word from home."

When Terence said home he always meant Avalon, the court of his father, Ganscotter, in the World of the Faeries. Terence had been raised as a foundling by a hermit until he had been taken on as squire many years before by the young Gawain. In the course of their adventures, Terence had discovered his faery heritage and, through many visits to the other World since then, had come to realize that he lived in the World of Men as a visitor and a stranger.

Gawain nodded. Although he had only a trace of faery blood himself, he was as tied to Avalon in his own way as Terence was. In Avalon lived his wife, Lorie, who was Ganscotter's daughter and Terence's half sister. Both Terence and Gawain would have left the World of Men and returned to Avalon in a second if it were not for their loyalty to King Arthur. Ganscotter had told them that they still had a task to perform for their king, and so they remained—their lives and duty in one world, their hearts and hopes in another.

"What are you thinking?" asked Gawain. "Have you noticed something peculiar?"

Terence sighed and sat in the other armchair by the fire. It was a breach of courtly etiquette for a squire to sit in the presence of his knight, but they had been through far too much for either to give a straw for such rules. "No, nothing. I don't have one solid reason for feeling so uneasy. To all appearances, King Arthur's reign is at its peak. Everything is peaceful and prosperous. It's been more than a year since the last little revolt, and that was just poor, unhappy Count Anders being a silly ass. King Arthur's made England what every land ought to be, and people come from everywhere to see how he did it and to bask in his glory."


Gawain snorted and took a deep draught of ale. "I could do without that last bit," he commented, wiping foam from his lips with the back of his hand. "It's gotten so you can't step outside your door without tripping over another batch of jabbering, overdressed foreign courtiers come to get that Camelot polish, as if Arthur were running some sort of finishing school for knights. And that reminds me, where's this latest passel of fools from? The ones with the checkerboard trappings?"

A gruff voice came from the hallway behind Terence, through the still open door. "From the Holy Bleedin' Roman Empire." Neither Terence nor Gawain bothered to look. They both knew the voice of Sir Kai, King Arthur's halfbrother and seneschal.

"Come in, Kai," said Gawain. "oh, you have. Have some ... Never mind." Kai was already at the sideboard, helping himself to a tankard of ale.

He joined them by the fire and continued his own rumbling monologue. "Though why they call themselves Roman makes no manner of sense to me. A passel of Germans." He frowned. "Is that right? Is it a passel of Germans?"

Gawain looked thoughtful. "It isn't a flock, I know. or a gaggle. For that matter, what would you call a group of Britons?"

Kai snorted. "All I know is that I wouldn't call them Roman."


Gawain assumed the patient tone of someone instructing a very small child, or an idiot, and said, "Let me explain then, my dear Kai. The founder of this empire was a very important man named Charlemagne, who was a very good Christian except for the bit about killing thousands of people, and so the pope himself granted him the title of Emperor of Rome. So now Charlemagne's successors are the spiritual descendants of the Roman Caesars."

"If there was anything spiritual about the Caesars I've yet to hear it," grunted Kai. "And anyway, it isn't as if the old Roman empire is gone. It's not what it once was, but it's still around, moved to Constantinople. So now, because the pope's a busybody without a lick of sense, we have two bleedin' Roman empires, and if I have to pick one I'll take the one that's farthest off. At least they're not sending us their wet-nosed brats to learn how to be knights."

Terence rose from his chair and slipped away. Kai and Gawain would be talking politics for hours, and he had no desire to listen. outside the door, he took a long breath, then slipped out the window at the end of the corridor and climbed up the outside of the castle wall to a window one level up. He was going where he nearly always went when he felt uneasy or incomplete. He swung through the open window into a neat bedchamber where a red-haired woman sat reading. "Hello, love," Terence said.


Lady Eileen carefully marked her place in her book, then looked up and met Terence's smile. "Hello, Terence. I was hoping you'd come by today."

"Oh?" Terence asked. "Did you have something to ask me?"

"No," Eileen replied. "I hope that every day." She rose and walked across the room to him, and they kissed. It had been more than fifteen years since Terence and Gawain had rescued Lady Eileen from the Chateau Wirral, and Terence still caught his breath when he looked into her wise, laughing eyes. She rested her hands on Terence's shoulders, then stepped back to look at his face from arm's length. "Now you tell me," she said. "What's wrong?"

Terence shrugged. "It's the same thing. Still no contact from the Other World. Not even a visit from Robin." Robin was the name of a mischievous little sprite who had been Terence's most frequent faery visitor.

"And it worries you," Eileen said, nodding.

Terence nodded back. "Remember, when I was with my father six months ago, he told me there was a plot against Arthur and that I was to be on my guard. Since then, there's been no contact at all."

"You think this silence is a part of the plot?" Eileen asked. "That someone is keeping the two worlds apart on purpose? But who could do that?"

"Morgause," Terence replied at once. Morgause was the most powerful, and most venomous, enchantress in Britain. She was also Gawain's mother and King Arthur's half sister, but that had no bearing on the implacable hatred that she bore for both. Terence and Gawain had opposed her plots against the king more than once.

"Remember a few years ago," Terence said, "when Morgause kidnapped Queen Guinevere? She took the queen to a deserted land and cast a spell over it that kept all faeries from entering. Even I couldn't go in, and I'm only half faery. Lancelot and Lady Sarah had to rescue the queen. What if Morgause has done something like that for all England?"

"I think you worry too much," Eileen said at last. "I'm no expert, but I have a feeling that if Morgause had enough power to do that, she wouldn't have to work by such roundabout means. She'd be able to just kill us all outright."

Terence relaxed. Of course Eileen was right. "That's why I keep coming to you. You have such good sense."

Eileen rolled her eyes. "Why, how complimentary, my dear! I had thought that you came because you were fond of me, but I see now that it's because I'm useful."

"Well, I wouldn't go that far," Terence replied, grinning. "But you show promise."

Eileen drew a breath to reply, but before she could speak, there came a loud rap on her chamber door and a thin female voice with a rich accent called out, "Lady Eileen! Are you een?"

"Oh, blast!" Eileen muttered.

"Who is it?"

"A little chit named Fenice," Eileen said in a low voice. "She's with this latest group of tourists from the Holy Roman Empire. A silly, pampered girl with a head full of nonsense about romance that she's picked up from bad minstrels. Quick, in my bedroom. I'll try to get rid of her, but she's not strong on taking hints."

Terence ducked behind Eileen's bedroom door. For Lady Eileen—one of Queen Guinevere's chief ladies-in-waiting—to be seen alone in her rooms with a lowly squire would effectively ruin her socially in the eyes of most of the court. He closed the door behind him and heard Eileen opening the outer door. "Good afternoon, Lady Fenice. What can I do for you?"

There was a swishing of silk, and Lady Fenice's voice grew clearer as she entered Eileen's sitting room. "Ah, my dear Lady Eileen, I haff just heard the saddest news! I am to return to my home and so must take my leave of you! And I haff been so happy here! And to think! I haff seen Sir Lancelot and Sir Gavain and Sir Yvain and so many of the greatest knights! It is, it is, unglaubhaft—I do not know the English word; wait, I haff it! It is uncredible to see in real life these heroes that one had only in legends thought to live! But you, you do not think so. These heroes are close to you all the time, is it not?"

"I have been here at Camelot many years," Eileen replied.

"But there is one you are perhaps closer to than others, yes?"

"I'm not sure I understand you, Lady Fenice."

"One you haff loved faithfully for many years. It is so, yes!"

Eileen hesitated, then replied, "I don't know to whom you've been talking, but I'm sure that whoever it was told you I have never been married."

"Married? But what has that to say to anything? I do not speak of marriage. I speak of love! Marriage is a contract, a ... a Notwendigkeit... a thing that one cannot help. Me, I will be married soon, but it does not matter."

"You'll be married soon?"

"But yes. That is why my visit here must be cut short. A messenger comes to say that my father has arranged a marriage for me."

"A marriage to whom?"

"The Duke of Saxony. He's very rich and very old. He will do nicely. But I speak of love! I haff heard whispers of your secret love."

Terence leaned toward the door.


"You must learn not to pay attention to rumors, Lady Fenice," Eileen replied calmly.

"I haff been told how he rescued you from a castle called Wirr ... called something silly and English, and how you have been faithful to him ever since, and how he has never married, for love of you! So I haff come to see you before I leave to hear stories of your love. How does he worship you? Does he poems of love to you write? Allegories? Does he wear your token at the tournaments? Do you send secret messages? Oh, it is so wunderbar! It is like Tristram and Iseult!"

"Sir Tristram and Lady Iseult had a disgraceful affair and both died because of it," Lady Eileen said abruptly.

"Yes," sighed Lady Fenice. "Isn't it romantic? But it isn't only Tristram and Iseult. I haff also heard that Queen Guinevere, many years ago—"

"I'm afraid I can't help you, Fenice," Eileen interrupted. "My congratulations on your upcoming marriage, and I wish you the very best of journeys as you return home."

Terence grinned and relaxed. He could just picture his Eileen shepherding the Lady Fenice gently but irresistibly out the door. Taking a breath, he stepped back, bumped against a chest, and knocked a wooden basin onto the stone floor. It made an impressive clatter as it bounced.

"Aha! I knew it!" shrieked a delighted voice, and a moment later the bedroom door had been thrown open and Terence looked into the eyes of a pretty yellowhaired girl in a sumptuous silk dress. "I was right!" she exclaimed. "Secret messages!"

Terence avoided Eileen's eyes and cast about desperately for something to say. Nothing came to him.

"He sends his squire to you with love messages!" Fenice said. "Me, I haff seen this squire, and I know!" She turned back to Eileen and said, "You and Sir Gavain are very sly, yes? But you may trust me! I will say nothing! Oh, it is so romantic!"

With that, Lady Fenice swished away. Eileen looked steadily at Terence for a long second. "Oh, marvelous. Terence, the uncanny woodsman who can creep through the densest of shrubbery without a sound! Can't make it across a blinking bedroom, can you?"

"I am, er, better in the woods," Terence admitted.

"And now she's off telling everyone about my love for Gawain."

"She said she would tell no one," Terence pointed out.

Eileen shook her head sadly. "You weren't listening. What she really said was 'I can't wait to tell everyone I meet.' "

"That's what she said?"

"Of course. Soon the whole court will think I've had a long-standing affair with Gawain."


"Well, at least you both have good taste," Terence said.

"Shut up, my love."





That evening King Arthur was hosting a state dinner for his guests from the Holy Roman Empire. In recent years, state dinners had become the most frequent event at court. When alone in Gawain's chambers, with those he trusted, Sir Kai would often complain about such affairs. "When I started out," he would say, "I organized armies and planned for battles. Now I spend my time making sure that the linens are clean for the banquet tables." And if anyone suggested to him that it was the price of peace, Sir Kai would reply, "Not sure it's worth it."

Having no plausible excuse to skip the banquet, Gawain went, which meant that Terence was there as well, standing correctly behind his knight's chair. He didn't mind. He, at least, could move about the room and stretch his legs. This evening, as dinner entertainment, the guests from the continent offered their very own minstrel—a spindly fellow named Gottfried—to sing a song of his own composition. After apologizing to all for his English, which actually was excellent, the minstrel launched into the tale of Sir Tristram de Liones and his adulterous love affair with Queen Iseult, wife of King Mark of Cornwall. Gottfried played it up in the best courtly tradition, praising the purity of the pair's love and treating King Mark as a jealous buffoon. Never once did he hint that King Mark might have had reason to be angry about his wife's love affair with another. Terence decided that this would be a good time to stretch his legs, and he casually made his way to the kitchens.

He had been there only a few seconds when the doors opened again and he was joined by one of King Arthur's knights, Sir Dinadan. "Is the dinner over?" asked Terence, grinning.

Sir Dinadan smiled back, ruefully. "I couldn't stomach it," he admitted. "Even leaving aside that this Gottfried has no touch for his instrument—he plays the lyre like he's currying a horse—I just can't sit still and hear Tristram and Iseult treated as tragic heroes instead of the selfish lackwits that they really were."

Terence's eyes rested on Dinadan's face. "Don't I remember hearing ... you were there, weren't you?"

Dinadan nodded. "I saw them die, and there was nothing noble or romantic about it. It was stupid and pointless." Dinadan made a quick head motion as if to shake off a fly, then crossed through the kitchen and went out the far door. Terence watched him thoughtfully. When Dinadan had first arrived at Camelot, a callow youth not knowing whether he wanted to be a knight or a minstrel, Terence had not thought much of him, but in late years he had reconsidered that opinion. At any rate, he felt a bond of sympathy with anyone who lived in one world but really belonged in another.


Gottried finished his maudlin poem, to loud cheers from the younger knights and courtiers and polite applause from the older ones, and Terence returned to his place behind Gawain, who whispered to him, "Coward!" Terence grinned but didn't answer.

As the third course was concluding, a diversion broke the predictable monotony of the state dinner. A guard hurried into the hall, spoke privately with King Arthur for several seconds, then trotted away. After a moment, Arthur and Queen Guinevere rose to their feet. "My friends, I apologize for the interruption, but we have just received word that a dear friend has arrived at the court, and we must leave you for a moment." He smiled to the party from the Holy Roman Empire and said, "We shall not be gone long. Indeed, I hope to persuade our guest to join our dinner."

A buzz of whispers began as soon as King Arthur and Queen Guinevere were gone. Terence exchanged a glance with Gawain, but neither joined in the speculation. They would be told who this guest was when the king was ready. Sure enough, a minute later, the king and queen returned, with their guest between them. She was a young lady with reddishblond hair and a firm step. Terence smiled with genuine pleasure.

"My lords and ladies," King Arthur announced. "I present to you the Lady Sarah of Milrick."


The king needed to say no more. Everyone at Camelot—and, from their awed expressions, even those from the Holy Roman Empire—had heard of Lady Sarah. Only a few years had passed since she, aided by Sir Lancelot, had rescued Queen Guinevere from a knight who had kidnapped her, a certain Sir Meliagant. Since then, Lady Sarah had lived quietly in the small castle that King Arthur had given her and had not been to Camelot, but Terence and Gawain had ridden with her for a time on that adventure and knew her very well. From the king's table, Sir Lancelot rose to his feet and crossed the hall to Lady Sarah. "My lady," he said reverently, kneeling at her feet.

Lady Sarah suppressed a smile. "Oh, get up, Lancelot. It's good to see you again, too." She stood in the center of the hall, clad in her dusty traveling clothes, and gazed around the brilliantly decorated room filled with richly clothed courtiers and foreign dignitaries. "Forgive me for interrupting your dinner," she said, "but I am hungry." Queen Guinevere took her arm and began leading her to the head table, but as they passed by Sir Gawain's seat, Lady Sarah looked intently into Terence's eyes and mouthed the words, "Can we talk?"





Until the contingent from the Holy Roman Empire left, there were no available guest rooms at Camelot, which Terence used to his advantage. By strolling among the tables during the dinner, dropping a word in Kai's ear and whispering for a moment with Eileen, he saw to it that Sarah was assigned to stay with Eileen during her time at Camelot. Having arranged that, it was easy for him simply to drop in on Eileen after dinner, once he was sure that Sarah was there. Sarah and Eileen were sitting by the fire when he swung through the open window, and Sarah gave a start. "Lud!" she exclaimed. "Does he often do that?"

"No manners at all," Eileen said without looking up from her embroidery.

Sarah glanced curiously at Eileen, then at Terence. Terence said, "It's good to see you again, my lady. You're looking well. Older, but well."

"And you look exactly the same," Sarah said frankly.

"He never ages," Eileen commented, setting a tiny stitch. "It's infuriating."

"And how about our mutual friends? Lady Charis?" Terence went on. "I trust she's well? And Ariel?"

Sarah frowned. "Charis is fine," she said. "I haven't seen Ariel in months."

Terence allowed nothing to show, but his heart sank. Ariel was from the World of Faeries.

"That's what brought me here," Sarah continued. "Ariel used to drop in every week or two, and then about six months ago, her visits stopped." Eileen looked up from her stitching, met Terence's eyes, then looked down again. Sarah went on, "I was concerned, but I didn't want to overreact and get all worried over nothing."

"I know just what you mean," Terence said.

"Then someone came to me and gave me a message for you."

"Someone?"

Sarah hesitated, glancing quickly at Eileen. "I was told to tell no one but you," she said.

"Who told you that?"

Sarah considered this. "Well, she didn't say I wasn't to identify her. It was Lady Morgan."

Terence nodded. Morgan Le Fay was another of Gawain's aunts, an enchantress like her malevolent sister Morgause, but not as dependably wicked. "I see," Terence said. "Well, you can take my word for it that you may trust Eileen."

"Still..." Sarah said.

"If it makes any difference, let me assure you that whatever you tell me in private, I will certainly tell Eileen. So why not save time and tell us both?"

Sarah looked between the two one more time, a faint smile on her lips, then shrugged. "All right. She said to tell you that it has started again, and that this time there would be no help from your world."

She paused, and Terence asked, "Is that it?"

"No, but what does that much mean?"


"It means," Terence said, "that Morgause the Enchantress has begun yet another plot to destroy Arthur."

"That's what I thought. She was the one behind the queen's abduction, wasn't she? And when she says there will be no help from your world, that means the faery world, doesn't it?" Terence nodded. "Why not?"

"I haven't any idea."

Sarah frowned. "How disappointing," she said. "I had come to think that you knew everything."

"A lot of people think that," Eileen said. "Odd, isn't it?"

"What else did Morgan tell you?"

"She said that this time the threat would come through pretense and falsehood. And that's it. Oh, except that she said that you're to trust no one."

Terence nodded. "Yes," he said. "Morgan isn't very trustworthy herself, so she has trouble understanding the concept of trust. But I don't choose to live like that." He pursed his lips and thought for a moment. "Well, that doesn't help much, but at least it confirms what I've been feeling. Thank you, Sarah."

He fell again into a reverie, so that he was only vaguely aware of Eileen asking calmly, "Do you make a long stay at Camelot, Sarah?"

"I should like to stay for a while, anyway," Sarah replied, "but I don't want to put you out."

"Oh, it's no trouble. My rooms are quite large enough for two people."


Sarah looked puzzled. "Two people? You mean you usually live here alone?"

"Yes," Eileen replied. "Had you heard otherwise?"

"No, but..."

"But what?"

Sarah took a breath. "I'm probably breaking some important rule of courtly etiquette that I never learned correctly, but I never understood why it's sometimes ill manners to say out loud what's obvious." She looked at Eileen, then at Terence, then back at Eileen. "I assumed that you two were married."

Terence and Eileen both stared at her, but neither spoke.

"It's as plain as day. I've never seen two people who fit together as perfectly and who were as comfortable with each other as you two are. You love each other. If you aren't married, then it's a crying shame. Are you?"

"Yes," Terence said.

"In a manner of speaking," added Eileen. "Mostly."

"What does that mean?" demanded Sarah. "I didn't think you could be mostly married."

Terence hesitated, not really wanting to tell Sarah what was known only to the two of them and Gawain, but he had every reason to trust Sarah. Besides, he had just declared in front of her that he refused to be as untrusting as Morgan, so he said, "About fifteen years ago—"

"Sixteen," corrected Eileen, who had gone back to her embroidery.


"Sixteen, then. Eileen and I had a private sort of wedding ceremony. It was just a few months after Gawain and I brought her to court. We slipped out on our own and went to a religious man that I knew, named Trevisant, and with him as a witness we promised to love each other faithfully.

"Then you're married, Sarah said.

"Sort of, Eileen said.

"It's not exactly official," Terence admitted.

"Why not?"

"Well, Trevisant was a holy man, as I said, but he wasn't a priest.

"Oh. Sarah seemed to digest this for a moment. "So why not go to a real priest? Why the secrecy?

"We went to Trevisant because he was the man who raised me, Terence said. Then he grinned ruefully. "Also because I knew that he would forget it within a few days. Trevisant was peculiar that way. You see, I'm a squire—and as far as the court is aware, a squire of unknown parentage. Lady Eileen is a noblewoman from one of the oldest families in England. For her to marry so far beneath herself would ruin her socially.

Sarah glanced at Eileen. "Does that matter to you?

Eileen smiled briefly. "At the time it did, a little. At any rate, I agreed to the plan readily enough. It doesn't seem so important anymore, but it still matters to Terence.


"And so," Sarah said, "for fifteen years—"

"Sixteen, said Eileen.

"Sixteen, I mean. For sixteen years, you've been married, sort of, mostly, but have told no one.

"Gawain knows, Terence said. "But, yes, that's essentially it.

"Haven't you ever thought about going ahead and making it official?"

This time Eileen replied. "Yes, of course we have. But the longer the current arrangement goes on, the harder that becomes. To get married now, suddenly, after years of pretending to be only casual friends, would give rise to all sorts of speculation as to what had really been going on all that time. And if we explained that we hadn't been having an affair, that we had really been married—

"Mostly," Terence qualified.

"Sort of, added Sarah.

Eileen ignored them. "As I say, if we told people we'd been married all along, then we would have to explain why we'd deceived them. Awkward.

"And besides, Terence said, "we are, as you say, comfortable together. There hasn't really seemed to be a need to change.

Sarah looked dubious, but Terence reminded himself that she was still young. Young people sometimes place excessive value on external forms and ceremonies, he remembered, so he let it go.


"And now, Terence, Eileen said, breaking into his thoughts, "you go report to Gawain and Arthur and whoever you feel should know Sarah's news. We ladies will go to bed. It really isn't seemly for a man to be in our quarters so late, you know. We're virtuous ladies, we are.

"Virtuous?" repeated Terence.

"Sort of, said Eileen.

"Mostly, added Sarah.



Alexander of Constantinople

Terence stood beside Kai and watched the last courtier from the Holy Roman Empire ride out the castle gates. It was shortly after noon the day after the state dinner, and Kai had worked tirelessly all morning to see that nothing prevented their leaving. Kai was always competent, but when he was speeding the departure of a large party of visiting dignitaries, he was brilliantly efficient. "Close the gates!" he called to the guards.

"Close the gates?" repeated the guard captain. "But it's midday. The standing orders—

"I don't care what the standing orders are!" snapped Kai. "We just got rid of that lot. If we leave the gates open, someone else'll come in." The captain grinned and did nothing. He had known Kai a long time and was familiar with his moods. After a moment, Kai shrugged and said, "Oh, all right. Suit yourself, Alan. Stick to your orders if you have to, but don't blame me if the next batch is even worse."

For his part, Terence was as glad to see the Germans leave as Kai was, though for different reasons. Morgan's warning the night before had put him on his guard. Nothing Morgan could say would make him distrust his friends, but he didn't mind seeing some of the strangers at Camelot leave.

A trumpet blared from the tallest watchtower, and a shout drifted down. "Party coming from the east! It's a big one!

Kai's jaw dropped, and for a second he was speechless. Then, for several more seconds, he uttered a series of short, very blunt words. Terence sympathized with him. He didn't use those particular words himself, but he had to admit that sometimes they felt right. "Want me to go tell Arthur? he asked.

"See who it is first," grumbled Kai. "Maybe somebody just passing through.

Another shout came from the tower. "Advance party approaching!

Terence walked with Kai to the main gate and waited. A minute later they perceived two horsemen approaching at a gallop, and as they drew near Terence saw that they were dressed in sumptuous silks and mounted on magnificent horses. These were no mere passersby. Kai sighed. The two riders dismounted at the gate. One was a lean, middle-aged man with a neat beard, and the other was a smiling youth. Both bowed to Kai, and the older man said in perfect but accented English, "I bid you good day, sir. Am I correct that this is Camelot, the seat of King Arthur Pendragon?

"It is, Kai replied.

"And is the king residing here at present?

The man's manners were a perfect blend of deference and dignity. Kai appeared to thaw slightly. "Forgive me, but may I know who is asking?

The older man inclined his head graciously. "Of course. I am Acoriondes of Athens, and this boy is my squire, Bernard. We come in company with my master, the Emperor of Rome.

Terence blinked, and even Kai looked startled. "Who? Do you mean the Holy Roman Emperor?"

Acoriondes smiled. "Do you speak of the new empire that claims the heritage of Rome? No, we come from the original empire, from Constantinople. My master is Emperor Alexander. Having heard of King Arthur's glory and wisdom, we have traveled from our distant home to meet him and learn from him.

Terence cleared his throat. "Now should I go get the king?

Kai nodded gravely. "Ay, Terence. Now you can do that.





Twenty minutes later, King Arthur and most of the knights and ladies of the court were gathered in the main yard to welcome their distinguished guests. Over the past years, some of the greatest rulers of Europe had visited Camelot, but none of such power and influence as the Emperor of Rome. It was true, as Kai had said the day before, that the current empire had lost much of its former power in the past few centuries. The empire of the Caesars had included most of Europe and the entire northern coast of Africa, but since that day the nations of western Europe had broken away and Africa had been conquered by the people of Mohammed. Still, though, from its capital at Constantinople, the empire covered lands many times the size of Britain. For the Emperor of Rome to visit Arthur was a great honor.

Since the messenger, Acoriondes, had announced the emperor, the imperial party had had plenty of time to arrive, but they seemed to be in no hurry, doubtless to give the English time to prepare a suitable welcome. At last, though, the party arrived, led by a blackbearded knight in flashing silver armor. The silver knight came to a halt and gazed around the castle courtyard with undisguised excitement. Then his eyes rested on King Arthur, who was sitting on a velvetcovered throne in the center of the courtyard, and the knight nearly threw himself from his horse.

"You are King Arthur!" the knight called in English. It wasn't a question. "No! Do not say! I see for my own eyes! You are wisdom and greatness!" He rushed forward and threw him self at King Arthur's feet. "I am Alexander, emperor at Constantinopolis, but I am your servant!"

King Arthur blinked with surprise. Alexander bent his head as if to kiss the king's feet, but Arthur caught his shoulder. "Nay, Your Highness!" Arthur said quickly. "You owe me no such obeisance! Stand, I beg you."

Terence had watched this scene with only half his attention. With one eye he had been watching the courtier, Acoriondes, who had arrived immediately behind Emperor Alexander. When his master had prostrated himself before Arthur, Acoriondes had frowned, very slightly, but at Arthur's swift response, he relaxed. He nodded and gave the king a look of approval.

King Arthur continued, "You are the Emperor of Rome?"

Alexander smiled brightly. "It is what I am told to say. But it is silly, no? My capital is Constantinopolis. In the city called Rome, I have no power at all. There it is your pope who rules. But my counselors all tell me I must pretend to be Caesar Augustus, and so I say, 'Yes, I am the Emperor of Rome.'"

Acoriondes looked pained again, but Arthur chuckled at his noble guest's frankness. "And I, for my part," he said, "am supposed to call myself Arthur Pendragon, King of All England, Duke of Brittany, and several other things that I don't recall at the moment. It is, as you say, rather silly. If we have to speak of each other this way, we shall never be able to hold a conversation. Shall we break all the rules of diplomacy, you and I? I wish you would simply call me Arthur."

Alexander's eyes shone. "And you must call me Alexander!"

"Then I welcome you, Alexander, to my court. You do me great honor with your visit. Allow me to present to you my friend and seneschal, Sir Kai. If you or any of your court needs anything at all, you must speak to Kai."

"I have heard of you, Sir Kai! In the songs, they call you Kai, the Slayer of Kings!"

Nothing irritated Kai more than enthusiasm, but with an effort he managed to say only, "Honored, Your Highness."

Alexander turned and gestured to his retinue. "You put my mind on my manners, Arthur. I must introduce you Acoriondes, the empire's first counselor. He should have stayed with my uncle, but he comes with me to keep me from ... what is the English saying, Acoriondes?"

"Embarrassing yourself, Your Highness?" Acorion-des said drily.


"Yes, of course! It is a heavy task, no? Also, Acoriondes speaks your language well! So I could not spare him for my uncle."

"Your uncle?" inquired Arthur.

"My father's brother. I left him as regent over the empire while I am away. He did not wish it, but he agreed. Dear Uncle Alis!"

Kai coughed slightly. "Your uncle is named Alice?"

"Yes. Is it not a name found in England?"

"Well, it is," Kai admitted. "I myself know several Alices, but—"

Acoriondes cleared his throat. "It is a Greek name," he explained. "In your letters it would be spelled A-L-I-S."

Alexander laughed. "But you are like a schoolteacher, Acoriondes! No one cares how it is spelled!"

"I thought it might explain things, Your Highness," Acoriondes said with a slight bow.

"And there, on the white horse, is my young brother, Cliges."

The young man that Alexander had indicated smiled eagerly and leaped from his horse to bow before King Arthur. "I am ... happy to m-meeting you," he stammered. "And please, is Sir Lancelot here?"

The counselor, Acoriondes, gave Cliges a stern look, which the youth ignored, but King Arthur only smiled. He was accustomed to young knights who had little interest in a mere king when they could be admiring his most famous champion.

"Of course," the king said, indicating Lancelot at his left. "Sir Lancelot, allow me to introduce you to Prince Cligés."

Cligés blinked at Lancelot with obvious surprise. Among the brightly clad courtiers who filled the court, Lancelot's simple clothes seemed almost shabby. Lancelot bowed gracefully. "It is an honor, O prince," he said. "But your name, Cligés—is it not French?"

The prince nodded vehemently. "Yes! My Greek name is like it, but, moi, j'aime mieux the French. You are from childhood my hero, Sir Lancelot!" Then he knelt at Lancelot's feet.

Acoriondes looked pained again: Cligés had shown greater reverence for the knight than for the king. But Alexander only grinned. "Cligés loves all things French. Indeed, we passed two weeks with the Count of Champagne on our way here, and we would still be there if Cligés could choose." He waved his arm at the rest of his retinue. "As for the rest, you will never remember all their names. Some are knights, and the rest are servants, which I bring to make our visit easy for you."

Kai looked sourly at Alexander's huge retinue, more than a hundred and fifty persons in all, including at least twenty mounted knights and a dozen wagons. "Oh, ay, easy," he muttered. "The thing is, Your Majesty, we may not have enough guest rooms for all—"

Alexander snapped his fingers. "I see there is a town outside the castle walls. Has it a ... a..."He glanced at Acoriondes. "A pandocheion?"

"An inn, Your Highness."

Arthur blinked. "Yes, of course. There are several inns there, but I could not permit—"

"Good! I will buy two of them!" Alexander declared. "I bring my own furnishes so to do this! Acoriondes, see to it!"

The grave courtier bowed, but before starting away he addressed King Arthur again. "Your Highness," he said, "I do not think you will change my master's mind in this. We are your guests, of course, and we will accept with gratitude what hospitality you offer. But it is not our intention to make ourselves unwelcome. We have brought all that we require to set up our own household outside your walls."

Arthur pursed his lips, but evidently decided that it was best to submit with good grace. "Then you must allow me to host you and your knights at a dinner this very evening. Kai?"

Kai nodded resignedly. "A state dinner. Naturally."

Arthur's eyes wrinkled with amusement, and he added, "And perhaps in two days, a tournament in honor of our noble guests?"


"A tournament, too," Kai repeated bleakly. "It needed but that."

"Yes, that's what I thought," Arthur said, smiling impishly at his friend.

"A tournament! I have heard of your tournaments!" exclaimed Alexander. Cligés looked so excited that Terence thought he might pass out.

"Your Highness?" Terence said.

"Yes, Terence?"

"Perhaps I could accompany Sir Acoriondes and help him find suitable quarters in the town." Arthur nodded, and Terence turned to the tall dignitary. "I am Squire Terence, and I will be honored to serve you. Will you follow me, please?"

It took no time at all to make the necessary arrangements. Terence led the imperial party to the main thoroughfare in the town, where two large stone inns stood beside each other, and Acoriondes nodded his approval. Terence hadn't been sure the innkeepers would be willing to sell their inns outright, but when Acoriondes dropped a huge bag of gold at each man's feet, as carelessly as if he were tossing seed to chickens, both agreed at once. Then the army of servants that Alexander had brought with him set about turning the inns into a suitable residence for their emperor. All the rough, sturdy English furniture was tossed into the streets and replaced with the finest of upholstered chairs and grand gilded beds and sumptuous carpets and embroidered drapes. The whole town gathered to gawk as the imperial wagons were unloaded, but Terence only watched until Acoriondes finished giving instructions and started back toward the castle gates on foot.

Terence fell into step beside him but said nothing. Acoriondes had been aloof toward him, and Terence guessed that it was because he was a lowly squire. Neither spoke until they were back in the now empty main courtyard. Then Acoriondes turned to Terence. "Please, Squire Terence," he said austerely. "I would be grateful if you could tell me where I could find my master now?"

Terence didn't have to answer. At that moment Acoriondes's own squire, the youth Bernard, came dashing from the central keep of the castle, calling out something to Acoriondes in agitated tones. Acorion-des closed his eyes wearily, asked several sharp questions, then followed Bernard back inside with a firm step. Bemused, Terence watched them go. After a moment he noticed Eileen approaching.

"Did you see that?" Terence asked. Eileen nodded. "I wonder what's gotten that young fellow in such a stew."

"Well," Eileen said, "I can't say for sure, since I don't speak Greek."

"Is that what they speak? I wondered."

"But if I had to guess," Eileen continued calmly, "I would say he was telling his master that Alexander, Emperor of Constantinople, has just asked Sarah to marry him."





"What am I supposed to do?" Sarah demanded in exasperation. It was just before the state dinner for the visitors from Constantinople. Terence and Gawain had stopped by Eileen's chambers to escort her and Sarah.

"By what Guinevere told me," Eileen said, "you handled it very well."

"I put him offfor a while," Sarah said. "That's all."

"What actually happened?" asked Gawain. "I've heard three different stories already, and none of them make sense."

"It doesn't make sense!" Sarah said. "It was right after the little welcome ceremony in the courtyard. I'd gone off with Guinevere to her rooms, just to catch up, and a moment later King Arthur showed up with this Alexander. He wanted to introduce him to the queen, I suppose, but naturally he introduced us both. So then Alexander fawned over us both for a minute, telling us how beautiful we both are and rot like that, and then, out of the blue, he dropped on one knee and asked if I would be his empress."

"What did you say?" Gawain asked, his eyes bright.

"I said I'd just met him and that I could hardly marry a complete stranger. So he smiled and said he looked forward to getting to know me better."

"How ... romantic," said Gawain unsteadily. He was trying to conceal his amusement, but he wasn't very good at it.

"That's what Guinevere said," snorted Sarah. "She says it's the most beautiful thing she's ever heard, just like in the minstrel's love songs. And it is, too! It's exactly like that rubbish. What in the world would possess a man to propose to someone he met twenty seconds before?"

"Does the emperor know anything about you?" asked Terence suddenly.

"Obviously not," replied Gawain. "He proposed to her, didn't he?"

"Shut up, Gawain," Sarah replied absently. "No, nothing really. Arthur just introduced me as his cousin Lady Sarah." She frowned. "Surely that's not it. Just wanting to marry into Arthur's family?"

"I've no idea," Terence admitted. "I was just wondering."

"Well, while you're wondering, why don't you wonder how I'm going to avoid this Alexander? Should I skip the dinner tonight?"

"Afraid?" asked Gawain.

"Yes."

Gawain shook his head slowly. "Lancelot tells me how you once faced a fully armored knight in single combat," he pointed out.

"Kid stuff," Sarah replied.

Eileen, who had been waiting patiently by the door through all this, finally spoke. "Sarah, don't be foolish. You're making a great deal out of nothing. You will come to dinner tonight and will be polite to the emperor. If he asks you again to marry him, you will answer. If you don't care for the idea, you will say no. Now come along. We're going to be late."

Sarah and Gawain and Terence murmured, "Yes, ma'am," and followed.

Though he watched Emperor Alexander closely during the dinner, Terence still could not tell what had prompted his marriage proposal. That he regarded King Arthur with great reverence was obvious, so it was possible that he had asked Sarah to marry him so as to form an alliance with his hero. On the other hand, his expression when he looked at Sarah was undeniably filled with admiration. Sarah, for her part, was quellingly polite, replying to all Alexander's comments tersely and with a cold correctness. No matter how earnestly the emperor begged her to call him Alexander, she continued to refer to him as Your Highness. But Alexander didn't seem at all discouraged.

"Dearest Lady Sarah," Alexander said during the third course, "it is your maidenly reserve that is most admirable. I do not know anyone like you."

Gawain's shoulders shook convulsively, and Terence guessed that his friend was remembering how Sarah had once beheaded an attacking knight. In a colorless voice, Sarah replied, "It is kind of you to say so, Your Highness."

"My lord," said Acoriondes, "look at that coat of arms opposite you, with the twin lions. Is that not like the crest that you admired at Lady Maximilla's palace in Macedonia?"

"Yes. I don't know. Perhaps," Alexander replied without looking. "It is of no importance. Lady Sarah, I should like to show you the Aegean Sea. It is the bluest of seas, yet it is nothing before your eyes."

"My eyes are green, Your Highness."

"And yet to me they are the purest of opal, and more precious."

"Emperor Alexander," said Guinevere, "tell Sarah what you were telling me earlier, about your castle in Athens."

"My court is at Constantinopolis," Alexander began, "but my fathers came from Macedon and Achaia—in Greece—and so I have a summer palace at Athens, of pure white marble, like the pure white of your..." He hesitated, then asked Acoriondes a question in Greek.


"Like the pure the white of your cheek," Acoriondes interpreted.

"No, no, that is not what I meant," Alexander protested. "I know cheek."

"It had better be what you meant, my lord," Acoriondes said woodenly. "My lord, I wonder which armor you shall choose to wear at the tournament in two days' time."

"Ah, the tournament!" exclaimed Alexander. "It is in the songs of the troubadors that a knight must wear on his armor the ... I-do-not-know-the-word of his lady, is it not so?"

"Token, Your Highness," Queen Guinevere supplied. "And, yes, it is often done so. A lady will give her knight a sleeve or a shawl to wear as a token in the jousting."

"My lady Sarah, I beg you to give me your sleeve!" Alexander cried.

"I am sorry to disappoint you, Your Highness, but I have need of all my sleeves."

"You could give him a shawl," Guinevere suggested. "One of your lovely embroidered ones." She turned to Alexander and explained, "Sarah does the most beautiful needlework!"

"She is a model woman, yes? To be so beautiful and also so talented!" Alexander replied.

"It's because I was raised by a Jewish textile merchant," Sarah said bluntly.


Alexander burst into laughter and renewed his entreaties for a scrap of cloth, but Sarah refused again.

Then young Cligés, seated at Alexander's side, spoke up. "You must not press her, my brother. It would not be à la courtoise. She should give you the token secretly, and then all the court would try to guess whose token you wear. And your love must not be easy. You must suffer first."

"I must suffer?" Alexander asked blankly. "Why?"

"It is how it is done, my brother," Cligés explained firmly. "Si la dard est entrée par l'œil, pourquoi souffre le cœur dans la poitrine?"

Terence spoke some French, but didn't catch this. Now a new voice joined the conversation. This was Sir Dinadan, seated at a nearby table. "O Emperor Alexander, didn't I hear you say you spent some time in Champagne?"

"Yes, for many days we were there."

"I thought I recognized that line," Dinadan commented.

"You know the French song I was quoting?" Cligés asked, delighted. "Is it not of the finest?"

Dinadan nodded agreeably. "Yes, indeed it is not," he replied.

"That was from a song?" asked Guinevere. "What does it mean?"

" 'If love enters through the eye, why does the heart suffer in the breast?'" Dinadan translated. Then he gave Acoriondes an impish glance and said, "Or should I say cheek?"

The statesman said nothing. Cligés ignored them both, still looking earnestly at his brother. "Yes, that is what I mean. If you love, you must suffer first in the heart!"

Sarah pushed her chair back from the table and rose. "I quite understand; I have a touch of indigestion myself." She turned to Arthur. "O king, forgive me, but I should like to lie down."

"Of course," the king said, sympathy in his voice. "Alexander and Acoriondes, I wonder if you could tell me more about the empire. I suppose, since you have traveled so far, that you are at peace now?"

For the rest of the evening, Arthur and Acoriondes talked about treaties and boundary disputes and the difficulties of governing distant territories. Alexander added little to this conversation. He looked disappointed and glanced often at the door through which Sarah had disappeared, to the interest and excitement of nearly everyone at dinner—especially Cligés.





The first day of the tournament arrived, and it was all Terence and Eileen could do to get Sarah to attend the event. For a whole day Sarah had managed to avoid Alexander, and she didn't want to ruin it now. But when Eileen pointed out that since everyone else would be at the tournament, staying behind would make it easy for someone to find her alone, Sarah grudgingly agreed to go, on the condition that no one would touch any of her sleeves.

Once there, it seemed as if Sarah had been worrying about nothing, because there was no Alexander to be found. Cligés and several of the Greek knights did well in the individual jousting, but Alexander did not appear. Just before the lists were closed, though, an unknown knight in black armor appeared from nowhere. He did not speak, but with gestures indicated his wish to compete. Arthur waved his permission.

"Golly," said Kai, seated beside Arthur in the stands. "I wonder who this could be."

Terence grinned and strolled away, finding himself before long standing near Dinadan, who never competed in tournaments. Dinadan met Terence's eye and grinned. "A mystery knight in black armor," he said with an expressive sigh. "And if he wins, what do you want to bet that he gives the prize to Lady Sarah?"

"It's hard to imagine who he thinks he's fooling," Terence admitted.

"It's not about fooling people," Dinadan said. "It's about playing the part."

"What part do you mean?" Terence asked.

"Remember that French love song that young Cligés was quoting the other night?" Dinadan asked. Terence nodded. "Well, it's one of a new sort of knightly song they're singing on the continent—not about adventures but courtly love."

"What do you mean, 'courtly love'?" Terence asked. "Is that a special sort?"

"Lord, yes," Dinadan said. "Courtly lovers are all the most frightful asses."

"Nothing special about that," Terence pointed out. "I'd think that was normal for lovers."

"But courtly lovers," Dinadan explained loftily, "are noble and tragic asses. Usually there's a knight who's desperately stuck on some other man's wife—"

"Ah, I see," Terence interrupted. "That German minstrel's song about Tristram and Iseult the other evening."

"One of their favorite tales," Dinadan agreed. "And one thing the courtly lover does in just about every tale is dress up in someone else's armor, so as to win a tournament for his beloved without betraying their secret love."

"Ah," Terence said.

"Ah indeed," replied Dinadan, nodding. "If, as he said, Alexander spent weeks in Champagne listening to this nonsense, then he has some very odd ideas about how things are done at court." Dinadan gave Terence a measured look, then added, "You might mention this to Sarah, in fact, because if she's really not interested in Alexander, she's doing the wrong thing."

"What do you mean?"

"In courtly love, the lady is supposed to act disdainful and to heap scorn on her lover in public. It's part of the game. Plus it gives him a chance to be abused by her, which is seen as a good thing."

"Why, for heaven's sake?"

"Don't ask me. I don't sing this trash. But whatever the reason, there it is. The lady nearly always treats the knight like a dog that's been rolling in something smelly."

"So what should Sarah do instead?"

Dinadan pursed his lips thoughtfully. "She might leave the country," he suggested.

Terence sighed. "I'll tell her," he said as he walked on. Behind him he heard the clash of arms, but he couldn't muster any interest in whether Alexander had just won his first joust, so he kept walking. As he left the tournament encampment in the fields west of the city, he saw a knight riding toward him from the castle. Terence didn't recognize the armor, and when the knight drew close, he saw that he didn't recognize the knight's face either.

"May I help you?" Terence asked.

The knight, a young man with fair hair, smiled at him. "I hope so, O squire. I am looking for King Arthur. At the castle they told me he was at this tournament."

"Are you a messenger?"

"Nothing so important, I'm afraid," the knight said. A strange chill began to creep over Terence, like nothing he had ever felt. He glanced about but saw nothing threatening. Then he looked back at the young knight with the ready smile, who said, "I'm just a wandering knight who thought I might try whether King Arthur would have me at his court."

"I'll take you to him," Terence offered. "What may I say your name is?"

"I'm called Mordred."
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