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And therefore let me beg of you, my lords

If you should think my story ill accords

With the original ...

Or if the words I use are not the same

As you have heard, I beg you not to blame

My variations; in my general sense

You won't find much by way of difference

Between the little treatise as it's known

And this, a merry story of my own. 

—Geoffrey Chaucer
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I. The Emperor of Rome

Terence squinted down the shaft of a freshly carved arrow and twirled it in his fingers to make sure it was straight. It spun without a wobble, and he yawned and set it down alongside several other fresh arrows. Terence was bored. Whittling arrows and polishing armor was dull work for a squire who had seen as much adventure as Terence had. But King Arthur's wisdom as a ruler had brought peace to the land and left little occupation for the knights and squires who gathered at Arthur's court of Camelot. 

In the center of the "Squire's Court"—an irregular open place between buildings, where the squires of Camelot met to brag and dream of the day when they would be knights themselves—several young squires hacked at each other with clumsy wooden practice swords. Sprawled in the shade at one side, Terence watched them idly. Though he had no knightly ambitions himself, his years of service to King Arthur's nephew and greatest knight, Sir Gawain, had made Terence an expert critic of swordplay, and he could easily identify each squire's strengths and weaknesses. Mostly weaknesses, he thought. 

One of the squires sparring in the courtyard, a fresh-faced youth no more than thirteen years old, separated from his opponent and turned to Terence. "Sir?" he said.

"Don't call me sir," Terence said.

"I'm sorry. Could you give me any pointers on my swordsmanship?"

"I noticed no swordsmanship," Terence replied, yawning. The boy flushed, and Terence relented. "All right. Come here." The boy stepped closer. "Hold your arm out in front of you—shoulder height," Terence said. "When your hand is over that line, your blade must be higher than your hand. Never, never parry a blow over that line with your hand higher than your blade."

"Did I do that?"

"Several times. And whatever were you doing when you spun around like that? I mean besides making a target of yourself."

The young squire grinned shyly. "I saw Sir Tor do it in the last tournament," he admitted.


"Sir Tor is an expert swordsman. You aren't. If you want to fight like Sir Tor, practice chopping at trees." 

The boy looked hesitantly at Terence to see if he were joking, but Terence did not elaborate. It would take too long to tell of the time years before when he and Gawain had come upon the young Tor, then a sturdy plowboy, practicing with his sword in the forest and dreaming of knighthood. At last the boy said, "Yes, sir."

Terence closed his eyes and stretched. "Don't call me sir," he said.

Terence missed Tor, and missed even more Tor's squire, Plogrun the dwarf. Tor and Plogrun had been out questing for the past four months, and Terence was frankly bored with the younger squires. Across the court, a dainty boy in grey satin picked his way past a heap of garbage and chose a seat, which he carefully dusted with a handkerchief. "French," Terence thought, grinning. The other squires ignored him: continental knights and squires, with their sumptuous fashions and exaggerated graces, had grown common in Camelot. King Arthur had established treaties with several continental rulers. The most influential of these—the French King Ban of Benouic—was at Camelot at that moment on a state visit. This boy was probably one of King Ban's retinue.


"Terence!" Hearing Gawain's voice, Terence leaped to his feet. Gawain stood at the opening of the courtyard. 

"Yes, milord?"

"Been looking for you. Work to do in the chambers, lad."

"What, today too?" Terence blinked.

"Guest of honor tonight, Terence," Gawain replied.

"You mean she's back? Already?" Gawain nodded, and Terence sighed. "I'll be right there." He gathered his arrows and followed Gawain. While at Camelot, Terence's squirely duties were few, but he had a few special responsibilities, having to do with the late-night drinking and arguing sessions that Gawain held with his friends. Terence had to prepare Gawain's chambers, serve the refreshments, and then help Gawain's friends back to their own chambers if necessary. Gawain had held one such session the night before, which was why Terence had been surprised, but Gawain had mentioned a guest of honor, and that meant that Morgan Le Fay was at Camelot.

Morgan was Gawain's aunt, the half-sister of King Arthur himself. She was also a sorceress, which did not endear her to Terence, but Gawain made his chambers available to her whenever she visited Camelot. Even though Terence did not trust Morgan, he had to admit that at times he felt an affinity with her. Earlier in their career, Terence and Gawain had gone on a quest for adventures and had found themselves in the Other World, a realm of faeries and magic. There, Gawain had fallen in love with a faery princess, and Terence had discovered that his own father was a ruler among the faeries. Now, though he and Gawain had returned to the World of Men years before, Terence had never lost the feeling that his true home was elsewhere. Morgan Le Fay, whatever else one might say about her, belonged to that Other World as well. 

Terence passed by the kitchen court, and looked in. "Sophy!" he called.

"Hello, Terence!" a buxom girl called back. "Fancy meeting you here!" she said wryly. "What do you want this time?"

"Ah lass, I'm hurt, I am," Terence responded, in his best imitation of his master's native brogue. "Tha knows I've just come to see if ye're well, and ye accuse me of basely triflin' with ye!"

Sophy laughed and said, "And it's awful I'm feel-in' about it, too. Now, tell me what you want, and keep your hands off the pastry."

Terence grinned. "Pastry? What kind?"

Sophy sighed. "Jam tarts. How many do you need?"


"It looks like a big one tonight. Lady Morgan's back. Three dozen tarts at least. How about meat? Any of that special chicken of yours—with the brandy sauce?" 

"You're raving, Terence! Three dozen! And what about the king's table tonight?"

"He loved the flan you served last night," Terence said. "I heard him say so to the queen."

Sophy dimpled, pleased. "Well, I do have more flan," she admitted.

"You're a gem, Sophy. And the chicken?"

"No chicken, but we just got in a nice boar."

"A rare gem indeed," Terence said.

"Rogue," the girl replied, and Terence ducked out. He stopped again at the wine cellars and again at a springhouse, where the court's cheese was stored, before he arrived at Gawain's chambers. Gawain and Morgan were in the sitting room.

"Everything ready, Terence?" Gawain asked.

"Floor needs sweeping," Terence replied. "You can see Sir Lionel's outline in the dust there from last night. Is the king coming tonight, milord?"

Gawain said he didn't know, and Morgan said, "If he doesn't, then he should. Your 'little get-togethers' are the round table within the Round Table."

The king did come that night, but he didn't stay long. He drank a flagon of wine with Sir Kai, asked Gawain how he managed to get fresh jam tarts when the king had to make do with a warmed-over flan, talked for a few moments with Morgan, then left. The rest of the time Sir Kai, Sir Bedivere, Sir Arnald, Sir Bors, Sir Ywain, Sir Lionel, Gawain's brothers Sir Gaheris and Sir Agrivaine, and a few other knights argued about international affairs. At last the arguments grew improbable and the arguers incomprehensible, and Terence led the most unstable knights back to their own rooms to sleep off their wine. 





The next morning the king announced that he would hold a state dinner that evening in honor of King Ban and his court. Terence chose Gawain's court clothes, pressed them with a hot iron, and polished Gawain's black leather boots. Gawain scornfully rejected all the frills and jewels that were popular among the continental knights, but at a state dinner even Gawain had to dress with care.

Shortly before the banquet, Morgan came to Gawain's chambers, where Terence was carefully snipping unruly hairs from Gawain's red beard. She was magnificently dressed in a pale lavender gown, and her long blonde hair was gathered simply behind her head and then allowed to fall freely down her back. Gawain chuckled. "It's amazing what a bit of primping can do to hide the years, isn't it, Terence?" Morgan was only a year older than Gawain, but he seldom missed a chance to tease her about her age. 

Evidently Morgan was in a good mood, because she only smiled good-naturedly and said, "Terence, don't cut too much off. We don't want the court to know that this youngster's beard hasn't come in full yet."

"I wish both of you would leave me out of this," Terence muttered.

"You're in a good mood this evening, Auntie. Plotting mischief?" Gawain asked.

Morgan smiled dreamily and said, "I plan only to be the most beautiful woman at the banquet."

"A delightful plan," Gawain said drily. "Sure to make you many friends among the ladies."

"I do not seek friends among the ladies, Gawain."

Gawain grunted. "Where are you sitting tonight?"

Morgan smiled faintly. "I sit at the king's table this evening. I hope I do not outshine his charming queen."

"Jade," Gawain muttered, but Morgan had left.

Terence glanced at the door. "Why do you like her so much, milord?"

Gawain smiled crookedly. "You must admit that she's never dull."

Terence brushed whiskers from Gawain's chest and shoulders. "She's vain and selfish and spiteful and everything that you would hate in someone else."

"She isn't always selfish," Gawain said.


"Only when she's awake?" 

Gawain smiled briefly, but his eyes were serious. "I remember someone she used to care for, a little girl named Elaine. Morgan used to take Elaine riding, make daisy chains with her, tell her stories."

Terence tried to imagine the cold sorceress playing with a little girl and found he could not. "Where is Elaine now?"

"She died when she was thirteen. Scarlet fever. It was the only time I've ever seen Morgan cry. She was more mother and sister to Elaine than aunt."

"She was her aunt?" Terence asked, his eyes widening.

"Elaine was my little sister," Gawain said. "Morgan and I cried together."

"I'm sorry, milord."

"So you see why I put up with Morgan, even at her most provoking," Gawain said with a smile.





She was certainly provoking that night at the banquet, and Queen Guinevere was the one provoked. As soon as Morgan entered the hall in her finery and Guinevere learned that Morgan was to sit at the head table, the queen became visibly enraged. It wasn't that she was jealous of Arthur, Terence reflected, because the king showed Morgan only the same gentle courtesy he used with all the court ladies. It was Morgan's beauty. A beautiful woman herself, Guinevere was not used to being eclipsed by another. 

Guinevere showed her anger obliquely, but it was no less obvious. She greeted Morgan with bright and brittle laughter, covered her with effusive compliments uttered in a voice that was rather too loud, and succeeded only in drawing attention to the two of them. Morgan, accepting the queen's artificial prattle with only an amused smile, looked much more queenly than the queen.

"Why, Lady Morgan," Guinevere said brightly, "I declare that you are so brave! I should never dare to wear a gown of that shade if my hair were your color!"

"Would you not?" Morgan's voice dripped boredom, but when she glanced at Gawain, her eyes glinted with mischief.

"Poor Guinevere," Gawain said softly to Terence. "You know she might have a friend if she would stop competing with everyone."

"Just tell her that she's beautiful," Terence whispered. "You'll be her best friend at once."

"That's not what I meant."

Arthur, meanwhile, talked gravely with King Ban and with Sir Kai, his stepbrother and most trusted advisor, apparently unaware of the minor drama beside him.

Before the evening was over, though, no one was thinking about Guinevere's behavior. As the servants cleared the second course, a frightened page dashed into the banquet hall and whispered urgently to King Arthur. The king questioned the boy sharply, then whispered some terse instructions. More frightened than ever, the page turned on his heel and ran back out of the hall. All conversation stopped as Arthur rose and said, "I beg your pardon for interrupting your meal, but I'm afraid I must attend to some business. Kai, will you come with me, please?" 

Arthur and Sir Kai began to follow the page, but before they had gone two steps, the door flew open and a procession of twelve elderly men in white robes filed into the banquet hall. Each man carried an olive branch. The man in front, somewhat younger than the rest and much more belligerent-looking, stopped in front of the head table and said, "I seek one Arthur, who styles himself King of the Britons!"

King Arthur returned to his place and deliberately took his seat. "I am one Arthur," he said mildly.

"We are emissaries of Lucius, Emperor of Rome and all its dominions," the man said.

"You've come all the way from Rome?" Arthur asked. "You must be weary. Please join our little family dinner. We can discuss your business tomorrow."

"We do not eat with rebels," the man pronounced grandly.

"They've never come from Rome," King Ban interrupted. "And Lucius is no more Emperor of Rome than your horse. He's some sort of minor excise official, Procurator of Gaul or something, who's gotten a big idea of himself. He's a nuisance to all of us in France." 

The leader of the delegation flushed darkly, and Arthur said, "Ah, you've just come from France. Then I do not wonder that you decline our dinner. Those channel crossings can be very unsettling. Perhaps you would rather rest for the evening. We can deal with your business tomorrow."

"The Emperor does not choose to wait!" the man declared.

"Very understandable," Arthur said, nodding. "I find myself much in sympathy with him. I, for instance, am waiting for the third course."

Gawain's shoulders shook, and Sir Kai smiled widely. The ambassador frowned and said, "I have a decree from your lord the Emperor, and I will read it to you now, whatsoever say ye."

Arthur sighed and said, "Very well. And when you are done, perhaps you would join us after all. We have roast venison, and my cook really makes a good thing of it."

The man ignored the king and took out a roll of parchment. In a grand voice he read, "The high and mighty Emperor Lucius sendeth to the self-styled King of Britain greeting, commanding that he acknowledge him for his lord and send him the truage due of this realm unto the Empire, which his father and other tofore his predecessors have paid as is of record—" 

"I'm sorry," Arthur interrupted. "But is there much more? I fear the venison will grow cold."

The man shook with anger. "Is this how you treat your visitors of state?" he demanded.

Slowly Arthur rose. "Sirrah, I have given you three opportunities to behave as a visitor of state. I sent word that I would see you in the entrance hall, but you chose to interrupt our dinner instead. I twice suggested that we conduct state business tomorrow, as would be seemly, but you refused. I no longer consider you visitors of state. I consider you and your eleven friends only bothersome intruders to whom little attention and no courtesy are due."

"If you do not send tribute to Lucius, he will burn your land!" the ambassador cried.

"I shall keep it in mind," Arthur said. "Await my summons in the entrance hall. If you interrupt me again, I will have you flogged by my scullery maids." Arthur gestured to three burly knights, who firmly escorted the twelve ambassadors from the banquet hall. Arthur turned immediately to King Ban. "Ban, what can you tell me about this Lucius? Has he an army?"


King Ban nodded. "He arrived with one regiment as an escort. Mostly foot soldiers. But more troops have been arriving. I did not think that he had grown so strong, but he would hardly make such a demand without an army to support him." 

"So even if he's acting on his own, he may have some support from the Empire," Arthur looked around him. "What advice do I hear, my knights?"

"Pay them nothing!" a gruff voice called out.

"That would mean war, Pellinore," Arthur said.

The knight who had spoken looked startled. "Yes, my liege. Do you ... do you not wish for war?"

"Only a fool wishes for war," Arthur said. "Do I hear any other counsel?" No one spoke. The king waited for a long minute, then nodded. "I too see no other option. Either we pay these cockerels tribute, which I will not do, or we fight. How shall we go about it? Kai?"

Sir Kai turned to King Ban. "How many troops can this Lucius raise, sir? Your highest guess."

"Surely he would not dare to send such a message with less than twenty thousand," King Ban said after a moment.

"We can raise that many, my liege," Sir Kai said, "but it will take months."

"Which will give Lucius time to cross the channel," Arthur answered. "And I'd rather not let him 'burn our lands,' as this gentleman put it. But there is a faster way to raise an army." He turned to King Ban. "You called this Lucius a nuisance, I believe?" 

King Ban grinned broadly. "Indeed, sir. If you would not take it amiss, I should be delighted to join you in your endeavor. I shall return to Benouic at once and have my son prepare our troops. We will be ready by the time you arrive."

Arthur bowed grandly and said, "Bring the ambassadors back in."

Still flushed with anger, the spokesman for the delegation was ushered back into the banquet hall. "I am not used to being treated like a lackey," he said.

"Really?" Arthur answered politely. "How fortunate for you. I have a reply for your master, but I'm afraid I haven't had time to have it inscribed yet. Do you think you can remember it?"

The man turned even redder and said, "I shall do my best."

"Tell your master to go to the devil."

The man's eyes looked as if they would pop out. "Your answer is rebellion!" he announced incredulously.

"No," Arthur said firmly. "My answer is war."

***


Gawain took part in the first skirmish of the war. It began with a diplomatic mission. Arthur had swiftly gathered an army and crossed the channel to the continent to meet King Ban. Now, Arthur and Ban were camped only a mile from Lucius's fortifications. To all appearances, Lucius was outnumbered, and Arthur sent Gawain, Sir Bors, Sir Lionel, and Sir Bedivere to offer Lucius the chance to surrender. Though under the protection of a white flag, Gawain and the others were set on from behind and had to fight desperately to escape back to Arthur's camp. All four made it alive, but all were injured. Battered and bloody, Gawain reported to Arthur briefly—"They do not choose to surrender, my liege"—and then Terence helped him back to their own tent. 

Gawain had a vicious-looking gash in his side and a deep cut in his sword arm, among what seemed like a thousand lesser cuts and bruises. Terence washed off the blood, then tightly bound Gawain's arm and side. When he was through, Gawain pushed himself to a sitting position.

"You lie still, milord. You've lost a lot of blood."

"No, I haven't," Gawain said.

"Yes, you have," Terence said. "Look at that!" He gestured at the pile of bloody rags he had thrown behind him.

"It's not all mine," Gawain said.

"Well, it should have been," Terence muttered. "Whatever possessed you to go fighting the whole army by yourself, I'd like to know." 

"No no, not by myself," Gawain protested. "There were four of us, remember."

"Crack-brain," Terence said bluntly.

"They started it—" Gawain began, then broke off suddenly. "Why am I explaining myself to you?"

Terence snorted. "Can you think of someone else who'd bother to listen? I hope you realize you can't fight tomorrow," he added.

Gawain lifted his wounded sword arm and tried a few motions. He winced. "I could fight left-handed," he suggested. Terence looked pointedly at the wound in Gawain's left side, and Gawain shrugged. "How about if I only fight in the morning, and come back to camp after noon?"

This was more reasonable than it sounded. Years before, when he and Terence had first met, Gawain had been granted a special boon by Trevisant, the hermit who had raised Terence: Gawain's strength would rise and decline as the sun rose and fell. But Terence was not convinced. "And what would you do? Stop in the middle of a fight? Tip your hat and say that you're terribly sorry, but you have to be off?"

Gawain grinned. "It would be difficult, wouldn't it? How about if I prepare for battle but only watch? I won't fight unless things start to go bad for Arthur. Promise." Terence put a stern and dissatisfied expression on his face, but this concession was already more than he had hoped for, and he nodded. "Thank you, Mother," Gawain said. 

And so it was that on the following day, when the two full armies met, Gawain and Terence sat on their horses on a hill that overlooked the battlefield. The day began with a cavalry charge. Arthur had divided his forces into two parts, and King Ban's men made a third. At dawn, Arthur's first group charged Lucius's lines from the east. Then, with King Ban's men awaiting their signal, Arthur's second group attacked from the north. At first Lucius's troops fell back, but before long the lines steadied, and the warriors settled down to hard battle.

Then, to Terence's amazement, Arthur's troops began to retreat, step by step. Every Roman warrior who fell was replaced immediately by another, and then by two, and then three. Roman soldiers seemed to be springing from the earth itself, there were so many of them. "Where are they coming from, milord?" Terence asked.

"This Lucius is no fool," Gawain said. "He concealed most of his troops until he saw what he was up against."

A trumpeter gave the signal, and King Ban's men raised a jubilant shout and charged into the battle. Leading the way was a knight in brilliant silver armor, the sort of armor that any one of the court dandies would have sold his soul to own. Terence sniffed and glanced with pride at his master's dented hauberk. You could always tell which knights were fighters and which were brightly dressed puppets. 

"Who is that knight in the lead?" Gawain said, whistling softly.

"The one with the pretty armor, you mean?" Terence asked. "I hope he doesn't get it scuffed."

"He might not, at that," Gawain said. "What a horseman!"

Surprised, Terence looked again at the racing knight, who had just hit the Roman lines and disappeared into the chaos of waving arms and lances. With a rush, the rest of King Ban's men arrived at the battle, and the Romans began falling back again. Soon they were back almost to their tents and surrounding fortifications. The silver knight was everywhere, and where he went, Romans fell and the Britons and French surged forward. Gawain whistled appreciatively.

"I'd like to meet this—" he broke off. "Now who the devil is that?"

Terence followed his eyes and saw a regiment of knights making their way through a dense stand of trees at the foot of the hill where he and Gawain sat. One knight raised a standard, and Terence made out the golden eagle of the Roman legions. It was another troop of Romans, preparing to charge the British and French soldiers from behind. 

Gawain put on his helm. "You stay here, Terence."

"Not likely," Terence said shortly, stringing his longbow.

Gawain hesitated only a second, then said, "Right. Shout as loudly as you can on the way down. Now!" He booted his great horse, Guingalet, and tore off down the hill, yelling like a banshee.

Occupied with guiding his horse down the hill, Terence heard, rather than saw, Gawain meet the Romans: there was a crash, followed by a scream of pain, followed by more crashes. He looked up and saw Gawain holding his great sword Galatine in his left hand, doggedly defending himself against three knights. Terence slipped from his horse, clutching his longbow and arrows, and began shooting into the melee. He was able to draw some of the Romans away from Gawain, but they immediately charged at Terence.

They never got to him. A strange knight in black armor galloped past Terence into the battle. With a careless backhand blow, the black knight unhorsed one of those charging Terence and then went to Gawain's aid. In a few seconds, the new knight had freed Gawain from his opponents, and then together they charged into the Roman line. A shrill cry from his left drew Terence's attention, and there, galloping full-tilt across the battlefield, came the silver knight who had led King Ban's charge. 

It was a glorious battle, and over in a minute. The black knight, the silver knight, and Gawain fought brilliantly and furiously. The Roman regiment, thrown into disarray, recoiled, tried to regroup, then recoiled again. Then, suddenly, the remaining Roman knights threw up their hands in surrender. The sounds of battle ceased. Terence looked across the field and saw that the other Romans had surrendered as well.

Gawain turned to the black knight and said, "Sir knight, I am doubly in your debt. You saved my squire's life as well as my own."

"And you, in your turn, saved my battle," the knight said, raising his visor. It was King Arthur. "I thank you."

"My liege!" Gawain exclaimed.

Arthur turned back toward the captive knights. "I am Arthur, King of the Britons and master of all England. Where is this Lucius, who calls himself Emperor of Rome?" A knight pointed wordlessly at one of the bodies stretched out nearby. "That one?" Arthur asked. The knight nodded, and Arthur said, "So that is why all the others have surrendered?" 

The knight said, "No one to pay us now."

"I see," Arthur said. "You are not Romans at all, are you?"

"We are whatever pleases the one who pays us," the knight replied. "Now we are nothing."

"See that in the future you remain nothing before you fight against England or Benouic," Arthur said. "Go."

The mercenary knight hesitated for a second, then wheeled his horse and galloped away, leading the rest of Lucius's hired troops. In a few minutes, the battlefield held only the Britons, the French, and the dead. The silver knight who had fought beside Gawain and Arthur dismounted, walked to Arthur's side, and knelt.

"My father has told me of your wisdom," he said emotionally, in heavily accented English, "but now it is that I have myself seen your valor and your graciousness. To so great a king, I offer myself as his servant for the rest of my life."

"I have enough servants," Arthur said gently. "But I would be proud to call such a warrior my knight. Who is your father?"


"King Ban of Benouic, your highness." 

"You are Ban's son?" Arthur looked startled.

"Yes, your highness. I am called Sir Lancelot."
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