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Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned...

—W. B. Yeats
All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,

And to die is different from what any one

supposed...
—Walt Whitman
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1. The Messengers
Dinadan
Sir Dinadan of Camelot, knight of the Fellowship of King Arthur's Round Table, emissary of Emperor Alis of Constantinople to the Seljuk Turks, sniffed cautiously at his left armpit. It smelled very bad.

"Shallow breathing, lad," he murmured to himself. "And through the mouth."
The worst thing about traveling in the exotic Orient, Dinadan reflected, was that at least in the bits he'd seen, water was far too precious to waste on such trivial matters as bathing. He and his fellow ambassadors from the imperial court had been three days in the rocky wilderness of Cappadocia, hoarding every drop in their water bags as drink for themselves and their mounts. In England, over the same distance, they would have crossed at least a dozen streams or rivers, but here they found mostly dry gulleys.
They came to one of these gulleys now, deep enough to provide shade even at midday. The leader of their party—a gray-bearded dignitary named Paulos—called out in Greek that they would stop there until the worst heat of the day was past. Paulos then tried to communicate the same message to Dinadan by pantomime. Dinadan had actually understood the Greek command, but he let Paulos proceed. He saw no reason for everyone to know how much Greek he had learned. Besides, watching the austere Paulos try to act out the concept of "midday sun" was too precious to miss.

Dinadan concealed his amusement, though. The imperial ambassadors were noted for their grim seriousness, which may have been simply their nature or may have been because of the gravity of their mission. They were trying to avert war between the empire and the Seljuks. The emperor of Constantinople, who had been on the throne only three months but whom people were already calling Alis the Deranged, had managed to insult nearly everyone he encountered, most notably Tugril Bey, ruler of the Seljuks, in a private letter. This bey evidently took himself very seriously, calling himself the Phoenix of Araby because (he declared) under his rule, the majesty of the great caliphs was rising from the ashes. No one knew the exact contents of the unstable Alis's letter to the bey, but it was reported that upon receiving it, the bey had begun mustering troops along the imperial border and had sent to Africa for an army of mercenaries. In truth, Alis might have written anything. The emperor, a portly gentleman of more than fifty years, was besotted to the point of madness with his fifteen-year-old bride, Fenice of Mainz, and often uttered the most appalling twaddle.

When word came to the imperial court of Tugril Bey's military movements, a delegation of high-ranking officials was dispatched to try to avert war, and Dinadan had joined them. Dinadan was no diplomat; he was just staying with a friend at court, seeing the sights. But when it had been revealed that the African mercenaries were led by the famous warrior Palomides the Moor, Dinadan had volunteered to go along at once. Years before, this Palomides had visited England, and Dinadan had ridden with him for several months. Dinadan wasn't particularly interested in international diplomacy, but he did want to see his friend again.
Dinadan dismounted in the shade of a large rock, allowed himself a small drink of water, poured a more generous portion for his horse, then took out his rebec and began tuning it. The rest of the party turned eager faces toward him. Whatever they may have thought of the value of bringing an Englishman along on a crucial diplomatic mission—and they had made it clear that they didn't think much of it—they had come to appreciate his music. Dinadan began a lilting Languedocian love song, but broke off after only a few notes. Something had moved at the edge of the rocks.
"Ithe!" he snapped—Greek for "Look!"—but it was too late. A dozen men in dusty robes and turbans had appeared at either end of the gulley. Some held long, wicked-looking curved swords, and others held bows, with arrows at the ready. There was no escape. The narrow crevice that had provided the slight relief of shade had become a trap.

Paulos began speaking slowly in a language that Dinadan had never heard. He knew that the ambassadors, with the exception of himself, had been chosen because they spoke Arabic, the official language of the Mohammadans, but these warriors showed no sign of comprehension. They lifted their swords and stepped forward, and Paulos cried out desperately, "Tugril Bey! Tugril Bey!"
The Seljuk ruler's name caught their attention. They hesitated, conferred briefly, then sheathed their swords. While the archers kept their arrows pointed at the ambassadors, the swordsmen produced ropes and began tying the ambassadors' hands. Soon Dinadan and the noblest diplomats of Constantinople were tied together in a long chain and were being driven roughly through the broken wilderness in the heat of the day. Their captors took turns riding the prisoners' horses. Dinadan was glad he had given his mount a generous drink just before their capture. He only wished he had drunk more himself.
Six hours later, nearly fainting with thirst, the staggering line of captives came to the top of a hill and looked down on a city built along a wide river. Their captors allowed them to stop, and Dinadan slowly disengaged himself from the old man he had been supporting. As it happened, Dinadan had been tied behind the oldest and frailest of the imperial ambassadors, and for the last hour Dinadan had been all but carrying the old man, who faded in and out of consciousness but somehow managed, with Dinadan's arms supporting him, to keep his feet moving. The robed men began handing out water bags, for only the second time since the capture, and the ambassadors drank greedily. At last, the man whom Dinadan had identified as their leader handed a nearly empty bag to Dinadan. Dinadan shook it, grinned ruefully at the forlorn slosh of water at the bottom, then placed the mouth of the bag to his aged companion's lips and slowly emptied it. When it was gone, Dinadan lowered the man to the ground and sat beside him. It wasn't much of a sacrifice, he told himself; they'd probably be dead soon anyway.

They waited at the top of that hill for nearly an hour, until a new group of men appeared. These men wore robes dyed a deep red color and matching turbans. Dinadan guessed that these were soldiers of Tugril Bey, and to one used to seeing soldiers in chain mail and plate armor, they looked oddly defenseless. Then they drew their swords and formed a menacing circle around the captive ambassadors, and Dinadan decided that they looked more than sufficiently warlike. Through cracked lips, Paulos tried again to say something in Arabic, but one of the new soldiers casually backhanded him across the mouth and sent him sprawling. Then that soldier began speaking with the leader of their captors. Dinadan heard them say "Tugril Bey," and two or three times their captor waved a hand at Dinadan, as if specifically speaking of him.

In the end, the imperial ambassadors were rounded up and led away by the soldiers in the red robes. Dinadan, however, was taken by their captain in a different direction, to a stone building with bars on the windows. There, Dinadan was ushered into a cell, where he saw a small bed and—more welcome than any luxury—a basin full of water. The captain cut Dinadan's bonds, and Dinadan hurried toward the basin, but the captain caught his shoulder. With a gentle patting gesture, the captain indicated that Dinadan should drink slowly. Dinadan nodded and said "Thank you" in English. After all, he might as well be misunderstood in his own language than in any other. Dinadan took two small drinks, counted slowly to twenty, then two more. In this way, he got all he wanted to drink over the course of an hour, at which time he collapsed on the bed, and that was all he remembered for a long time.
 
 
The sun was high in the sky when Dinadan awoke, in the same position as when he had lain down. He stretched stiffly, then rose for a drink. The water basin had been refilled while he slept, and a small plate of unfamiliar fruits and flat bread lay beside it. Dinadan ate breakfast and looked around. The food had tasted good, and the bed had been comfortable. If not for the bars on the window and the locked door, he could easily imagine himself a guest in a private home. He strolled to the window and stood there for a long time, watching with fascination the city that teemed and streamed before him.

He was somewhat prepared for this sight by having seen Constantinople. Was it really less than a week earlier? That magnificent city had left him breathless. He had seen all the largest cities of western Europe and had even spent time in the shabby, fading grandeur of ancient Athens, but nothing had prepared him for the glistening splendor and nearly unfathomable size of Constantinople. One could fit two dozen Camelots, with their outlying towns, within Constantinople's towering walls. This city, whatever it was, seemed smaller but was still bursting with more people than Dinadan could imagine living in one place, all bustling about on apparently urgent business. Somewhere out of Dinadan's field of vision, someone plucked a stringed instrument, and Dinadan felt a sudden pang as he wondered if he would ever see his rebec again.
As if in answer to his thoughts, the familiar sound of his rebec's strings came from the other side of the door. Someone was fingering the strings, evidently trying to figure out the unfamiliar instrument. Crossing the room, Dinadan began banging on the door and shouting. The door opened, and two red-robed soldiers loomed in the entranceway. Dinadan ignored them, craning his neck to look over their shoulders. Sure enough, on a small table all his traveling gear was heaped and on top of the pile, his rebec. Dinadan smiled at the two soldiers, then pointed at the rebec. Neither moved. Dinadan hummed a tune, then pointed at the rebec and back at himself. "You want to hear some music?" Dinadan asked in English. He pantomimed playing the rebec, humming all the while, then pointed at the instrument again.

The two guards hesitated, glancing uncertainly at each other, then at the rebec. At last, one of them shrugged and fetched it. Then Dinadan had to pantomime again that he needed the bow. This took longer; evidently the guards had never seen a stringed instrument played by bowing. They clearly suspected the bow of being a weapon, but in the end Dinadan persuaded them to bring it as well. Dinadan tuned the rebec swiftly, then began playing a mournful melody of his own composition.
At the first long, quavering note, the guards jumped in surprise, their mouths dropping open and then broadening into deep smiles. Dinadan continued playing, enjoying the guards' expressions of amazed appreciation. From the corner of his eye, he saw a face at his window, then another, as people in the street came seeking the source of the music. Dinadan smiled to himself. An old Greek story had Orpheus charming his way out of hell with his music; perhaps he could play his way out of prison. He played for another minute, then took a casual step toward the door, where the two guards still stood. One of them reached to his right, produced a spear, and pointed it at Dinadan's chest. Gingerly, Dinadan stepped back, still playing. So he wasn't Orpheus.

Then the guard with the spear dropped to his knees, his weapon clattering on the floor, and sprawled forward. Dinadan blinked at him but continued playing. The other guard stared blankly at his fallen companion. Then an arm appeared in the doorway, bringing a heavy club down on the second guard's head. He fell beside his companion, and into the doorway stepped a tall, dark-skinned man with a widening smile. "As soon as I heard the music, I knew it could be no other, my friend." It was Palomides.
"I could have taken them myself, you know," Dinadan replied, lowering his rebec and returning the smile.
"Indeed?" Palomides asked politely. "Then why did you not pick up the guard's spear when he dropped it at your feet?"
It hadn't occurred to Dinadan. "What, stop at that point in the music? In the middle of the secondary theme?"

Palomides' smile broadened. "Yes, of course. Unthinkable."
"I was just lulling them, you see."
"That much you did, certainly," Palomides replied. "I believe your horse is tied nearby. Shall we gather your possessions and leave? I do not know exactly what the bey intends for you, but I think it would be better if you were free."
As they left the prison house, with Dinadan's possessions in their arms, Dinadan asked, "Were you just passing, or did you know I was here?"
"I did not know it was you, although I wondered. I knew only enough to make me curious. Yes, here's your horse, just where the agha said it was."
"Agha?"
"General, captain, lord. The officer who brought you here. I was with the bey when he gave his report. He said that he had thrown into the dungeons several whimpering old men who claimed to be emissaries from the empire, and that with them there was a man with fair skin, a strange language, and the nobility of God. Naturally, I thought of you."
Dinadan rolled his eyes. "Naturally," he said. "Is it acceptable manners in this country to tell one's friend that he's speaking rot?"
"I only repeat what the agha said. The bandits who captured you told him how you carried one of the men yourself and gave him your last drop of water."

"I was holding out for a nice glass of French wine," Dinadan explained.
"Of course. To continue, the agha said that he could not put such a man as you in the dungeons with the whiners, so he brought you to this house, which is reserved for noble prisoners."
"I see," Dinadan said. "So I gather my companions didn't sleep in a bed and have breakfast brought to their rooms on a tray?"
"A stone floor, and breakfast lowered to them in a bucket, more likely."
Dinadan knew he should feel sorry for the ambassadors, and he even tried to summon some sympathy, but feelings didn't always behave as one wished them to, and after a moment he abandoned the attempt. He hoped that they hadn't been too miserable, but the truth was that he didn't care for any of the emissaries, even the old man whom he had supported.
"And so," Palomides continued, "I listened until the agha told where your prison was, then strolled around this morning to see for myself this fair man with the nobility of God. The rest you know. I heard your playing, knew it was you, and decided to set you free."
"Will it be awkward for you, freeing me? I mean, aren't you in the employ of the bey?"
"No," Palomides replied imperturbably. "I am in no one's employ. It does appear that when the bey invited me to bring a troop of Moorish warriors for a visit, he had some notion of hiring us to make war with the empire, but he has a mistaken idea of me. I do not fight for hire, however insulted the bey was."

By this time, they had located Dinadan's horse, stowed Dinadan's gear, and were several streets away from his former prison. "Tell me about that insult. I gather that Alis said something witless in a letter. Have you seen it?"
"I have."
"And?"
"It was, ah, very insulting. The only explanation is that this Alis wished to provoke a war."
Dinadan shook his head, puzzled. "I just can't believe it," he said. "I know Alis a bit—just attended his wedding, in fact—and while he's a priceless ass and more than a little mad, I'd swear that the last thing he wanted was war."
"Would you like to see the letter?"
"You could arrange that?"
Palomides smiled. "I have allowed the bey to think I may still fight for him, and while he has such hopes, I have a privileged position at court. Come."
Palomides led Dinadan through the streets of the city—which, as Dinadan learned, was called Angora—to the rear of a magnificent palace. "This is the bey's castle?" Dinadan asked, whistling admiringly.
"One of his smaller ones, yes," Palomides replied. "I'll take you up the back stairs to the council room. If we're challenged, I'll do the talking."

Dinadan sniffed. "You don't think I talk goodly?"
"Not even in English, let alone in Arabic. Besides, we may be challenged with weapons, not words."
"And you don't think I fight goodly?"
"No."
"Oh, right."
Despite Palomides' warning, they met no one. In fact, the entire castle seemed deserted. By the time they entered the bey's official council chambers, they still had not seen a soul. Palomides went to a carved desk and found a roll of parchment. "The original letter was written in Greek. This is a translation into Arabic. I'll have to read it aloud and put it into English for you."
He cleared his throat, and began: "'Oh, little Phoenix, I write again to you.'"
"He calls the bey little Phoenix?" Dinadan asked.
"Yes, all through the letter. Phoenix is the name that Tugril Bey has taken for himself. His crest is a bird rising from the ashes. He did not, however, like being called little Phoenix."
"I suppose it does come across as a tiny bit odd."
Palomides raised one eyebrow. "If you think that's odd ... well, let me read on. 'Oh, little Phoenix ... again to you.' Here we are. 'I think of your shapely form and supple skin and how fragile you are as you rise from the bath. You are so small, so delicate.'"

"What?"
"'Your lips, so perfect and round, haunt my dreams. Every man wishes to kiss them, but I alone shall smother them with my passion.'"
"All right, I need you to stop now," Dinadan said.
"Are you sure? There's much more."
Dinadan made a nauseated face. "Out of curiosity, does the bey have a shapely form and supple skin?"
"No. Nor is he small and delicate. He looks like a shaved ox, but fatter. Are you quite certain you've heard enough? In the next part, the emperor says that a strand of little Phoenix's hair, which shines like spun gold, shall be snipped off and kept in a locket."
"Please, no. I'll do anything you say."
"But you see why the bey took offense. The emperor describes Tugril Bey as a defenseless girl who will soon be ravished by the empire."
"Girl," Dinadan repeated slowly. "Hair like spun gold. Oh, Lord, little Phoenix!"
"What is it?" Palomides asked.
"You know I said I had been to the emperor's wedding? Well, the child he married, a German princess with golden hair, was named Fenice."
Palomides stared at him for a long second, then said quietly, "I see. And the translators, not recognizing the name, thought it said Phoenix."
"Alis sent the wrong letter. He sent the bey a love note he had written to his fifteen-year-old bride."

For a long moment, Dinadan and Palomides looked blankly at each other. At last Palomides said, "How ... how unfortunate."
That was enough. A moment later the friends were roaring with laughter. For several minutes they could hardly breathe, let alone speak. Palomides recovered first and said, "We must tell the bey. It will make the emperor look like an utter fool—"
"Which is true," Dinadan pointed out.
"But it should avert a war. Follow me."
They left the council chamber and once again found the corridors and rooms of the palace completely deserted. It took them several minutes to locate an elderly servant who was sewing alone in a room. Palomides asked her a question in Arabic, listened to her reply, then turned grimly to Dinadan. "She says that everyone in the palace is in the center court to watch the executions—some ambassadors from the empire."
Dinadan lost all desire to laugh. Without another word, Palomides turned and ran down the hall, with Dinadan at his heels. Down one flight of stairs, through a magnificent open hall supported by huge marble pillars, outside and through a portico, and they were in a crowded courtyard, pushing through a throng of courtiers and servants toward the raised platform at the center of the square. Dinadan saw with relief that they were not too late; the ambassadors were still alive, lined up on the platform, blindfolded, and looking very gaunt and very dirty.

Palomides vaulted lightly onto the platform, drew his sword, and called out a challenge in Arabic. Not to be outdone—or, rather, not to be left alone in the crowd—Dinadan leaped up beside him and called out in English, "That's right! Whatever he said!" He wasn't wearing his sword, having left it on his saddle in the palace stables, but he had slung a short knife at his belt, which he now drew and began cutting free the ambassadors' hands. There was a movement to his left, and from the corner of his eye he saw a soldier leap toward him, sword raised to strike. Dinadan ignored him, relying on Palomides, and a second later, as he'd expected, the attacking soldier stopped in his tracks and fell backwards, clutching his arm. Dinadan went on freeing the ambassadors. "Thanks," he said over his shoulder.
Palomides nodded briefly, then began speaking to the crowd. Dinadan finished with the ambassadors' hands, helped them with their blindfolds, then stood back to look around. Directly across the courtyard, on a balcony draped with silks and ornately woven hangings, sat a large, nearly spherical man. From his jewel-encrusted turban, Dinadan guessed that this was Tugril Bey, Phoenix of Araby. Palomides finished his speech, and Dinadan said, "Did you tell them about the letter?"

"Not yet," Palomides replied. "I simply reminded them that the Prophet and the Noble Caliphs of Islam would never execute prisoners without a trial, then told them I had proof that the empire did not intend war. Now we wait to see if the bey wishes to listen."
"And if he doesn't?"
Palomides shrugged. "There is no one I would rather die beside than you, my friend."
Deliberately, the bey heaved himself to his feet and walked to the edge of the balcony. All eyes were on him as the court waited. Glancing around, Dinadan guessed that about a hundred red-clad soldiers were in the courtyard. The bey spoke in a deep, rich voice, and Palomides let out his breath in a sigh of relief. "He'll listen," the moor muttered quickly.
Producing Emperor Alis's letter, Palomides began his explanation. For a minute there was no sound, but the crowd didn't look convinced. Then Palomides began to read excerpts from the letter, and a low titter began to spread through the courtyard. Dinadan glanced at the imperial diplomats, who were also listening closely, and saw shame reddening their cheeks. In terms of the dignity of the empire, Alis's adolescent gushings were probably difficult to listen to. But the Greeks had sense enough to see that the more foolish Alis looked, the better their chance of living, and they said nothing.

The laughter spread and grew more pronounced as Palomides read longer and longer excerpts from the letter. At last even the bey began to chuckle, then to laugh openly. He held up one hand, spoke briefly to the crowds, then turned and disappeared. Palomides smiled and looked at Dinadan, saying, "The bey says that there is no honor in making war with a ... what is the English word?"
"Idiot? Buffoon? Madman? Priceless ass? Thickwit? Blithering beetle-brained booby?"
"That last one is good."
"So how does an Arab say blithering beetle-brained booby?"
"Beginning today, Alis. The bey says that the ambassadors are to be escorted to the border and released, but I hope you—" A horn sounded from a distant part of the castle. "Wait. That's an alarm," Palomides said. "Not of danger, but of news." The crowd in the court grew still, and the bey reappeared on the balcony.
A moment later, several guards arrived, leading a man on horseback. The man's clothing was that of a courtier from Constantinople, and Dinadan heard old Paulos, beside him, exclaim, "Loukas!"
The courtier began speaking in slow and halting Arabic. When he was done, he sighed and almost fell from his saddle in exhaustion. Palomides said, "He says that he was sent from the imperial court to bring further news to the bey and to assist the nobles who had already come to seek peace. Emperor Alis is dead, and with no adult heir, the empire has been placed in the care of a regent. I did not catch the regent's name—Acor-something."

"Acoriondes," Dinadan said. "A good friend and a man of honor."
"To be one is to be the other," Palomides said. "Anyway, the regent Acoriondes sends his deepest honor to the bey and hopes that they will have peace for this generation and for generations yet unborn."
"Poor Alis," Dinadan mused. "One couldn't help liking the old loony, but his death does seem rather like good news. It makes a tidy ending to this story. Now the ambassadors can return triumphantly, bearing news of peace that they did nothing to achieve."
"To go back to what I was saying when the messenger arrived," Palomides said, "I hope you do not need to return with them. I have been given quite spacious rooms in the castle, and I would love to show you around Angora."
Dinadan smiled. "I didn't come on tiresome state business. I came to see you. Of course I'll stay."
 
 
About eight hours later, Dinadan leaned back on his cushioned chair and gazed from Palomides' airy balcony at the sun setting in a peaceful red glow. The towers and domes of Angora loomed black against the sky, but the dark silhouettes were outlined with gleaming gold threads, reflections of the light beyond the blackness. Dinadan took a second experimental sip of the hot bitter drink that Palomides had given him. He would have preferred a cup of wine, but Palomides drank no liquor.

"Try it with some sugar," Palomides suggested, sitting beside him.
"Anything," Dinadan muttered. "Look, seriously, what is this stuff?"
"It's made from roasted African beans, ground up and boiled."
"Do you ever wonder who first thought of roasting beans, grinding them up and boiling them, and then drinking the water? I mean, it doesn't leap to the mind as a good use for beans. Was it some African village idiot, wandering about mumbling to himself and doing bizarre things? 'Hey, you there! Fool! Stop grinding up those beans! What do you think you're doing?'"
Palomides took a sip of his own drink. "I rather like it."
"No, honestly, Palomides. You've had your joke. You don't have to actually drink that stuff. I'll grant that it smells pleasant, but to put it in your mouth!" Palomides only smiled and pushed a bowl of sugar to Dinadan. Heaving a long-suffering sigh, Dinadan dropped a lump of sugar into his cup and sipped the hot liquid again. "Better," he admitted.

The dry air of Angora had cooled quickly as the sun had gone down. Dinadan was bathed and fed and dressed in a loose garment of light cloth, and he could not imagine a more pleasant way to spend an evening than to sit on that balcony with a friend, watching the sunset through the growing mist.
"You often get fog in the evenings here?" Dinadan asked idly.
"No," Palomides said. "Never."
"Then how do you explain—?"
"Be still, my friend," Palomides said softly. A tautness in his voice made Dinadan turn again, slowly, and look at the mist. It seemed to rise from the street below, but once it had reached the level of their balcony, it rose no higher and instead thickened before their eyes. Then the mist began to swirl and form itself into shapes. At first the misty patterns were unrecognizable, but after several seconds the spheres and lines settled into a consistent shape: a tall, human figure with curling tusks beside his nose. Where the figure's eyes should have been there were only holes, through which the red gleam of the setting sun glowed. Neither Palomides nor Dinadan moved, and after a second the mist monster spoke, in Arabic. Palomides nodded and replied softly.
"Excuse me," Dinadan said. "Could you speak in English, please?"

The mist creature turned and gazed at Dinadan in evident surprise. "English?" it repeated. "You are from England? From the land of Arthur?"
"I am," Dinadan replied with a creditable effort to sound calm. He reminded his pounding heart that he had traveled before to worlds beyond the World of Men and numbered at least one Other Worldly being as a friend, but the hair still prickled on his head, and he had difficulty breathing. "I am of Arthur's Fellowship of the Round Table."
"Then the stories are true," the monster said softly. "One hardly dared believe that men of such honor could exist. But here you are, proof of that." Dinadan didn't know how to respond and so said nothing. The being continued. "I came here tonight for one purpose, to see these two men whose deeds are already spoken of in hushed voices among the djinn—men who for no gain of their own placed their lives in jeopardy to save others, whom they didn't even like."
Dinadan smiled ruefully. "If you put it like that, it doesn't seem like such a wise choice, does it? It's probably a good thing we didn't think too hard."
The djinn replied somberly, "If you could see, as I do, the torn innocents, the shrieking widows, the fields darkening with blood that would have come had you not stopped this war ... if you could see their grief and pain, you would know that your actions were far wiser than your wisdom would have been. These horrors were writ in the book of time, but God has honored your selflessness and has rewritten that tale for another day."

"Do you mean," Palomides asked in a strained voice, "that we changed the plan of time?"
"No one does that, O Palomides," the being said. "But you delayed what is yet to be. Evil will still come to this land. The Seljuks and the empire will yet make war. That cannot be changed, any more than this Englishman can change the fate of King Arthur."
Dinadan's head jerked up. "What fate?"
"Your Arthur's time is near. His son, Mordred, makes war against him, and—"
"Mordred? Arthur's son?"
The djinn ignored Dinadan's interruption, continuing, "And the fellowship begins to decay from within and fall apart." The being looked thoughtfully at Dinadan's stricken face, then said, "I am sorry. If there is even one more man such as you at that court, its loss will be felt in many worlds."
"I am the least of that fellowship," Dinadan said softly. "And Arthur himself towers above us all." He glanced at Palomides with sorrow in his eyes. "I'm sorry, my friend. I've dreamed for years of finding you again, and now I have to go. I have to return to England."
Palomides smiled. "Do you imagine that you will travel alone?" He looked back at the being in the mist. "O djinn, can you tell us? Will we help this great king?"

"That I cannot say. I can tell what would have happened, but not what will. But I give you, in reverence, my blessing as you go." With that, a fresh breeze blew in from the north, and the mist dissipated in a second. The being was gone.
"In the morning, then?" Palomides said.
"In the morning," Dinadan replied.



2. The Mission
Terence
Terence poked his head into the Camelot kitchens and surveyed the bustling scene until he identified the round, glowing face of Sophy, the king's chief confectioner. "Sophy, lass!" he called. "Did I just see Sir Griflet walking by with a slice of custard flan? I thought we had an agreement!"

"Nay," Sophy retorted with a sniff. "You had an agreement with yourself, more like! You agreed with your stomach that you had a right to taste every flan I make—"
"Only the custard ones!" Terence protested. "And strawberry. But mostly custard."
"But I see no call for me to care about your fantasies."
"Never mind that, lass. Is there any custard flan left?"
Sophy rolled her eyes expressively and opened her mouth to retort, but before she could speak, a serving girl stepped gingerly around Terence, muttering shyly, "Excuse me, Sir Terence."

Sophy froze and her cheeks lost some of their rosy hue. "I'm sorry, Sir Terence. Forgive me. I forgot myself."
Terence sighed. "It's all right, Sophy. So did I."
"Of course you may have a piece of flan, sir. On the sideboard, if you please."
Terence helped himself to a piece of the pastry, but almost reluctantly. Half the fun of eating Sophy's pastries was the banter and good-natured cajolery of wheedling them from her. But that seemed to be one more thing that had changed in his life. Three weeks before, after twenty years of serving as squire to King Arthur's nephew Sir Gawain, Terence had been knighted. The king said that his elevation to the knighthood was a long-overdue acknowledgment of loyalty and service, but Terence had yet to discover any advantages in it. His former peers in the squire's court (and, evidently, the kitchens) now treated him with a stiff, stilted courtesy, but his new peers—the other knights of the Round Table—were so used to thinking of him as a squire that they continued to look through him as if he weren't there. Only his wife, Eileen, Gawain, and Arthur's closest advisors treated him as a real person, but then they had done that when he was a squire, too.
He found a seat in the sunny courtyard and ate his pastry. It didn't even taste as good as usual, since he hadn't had to work for it. He took a last bite and was brushing crumbs from his sleeve when a large shadow loomed beside him. Terence glanced up at the craggy face of Sir Kai, King Arthur's seneschal and chief counselor.

"Privy council in two hours," Kai said gruffly.
Terence nodded. It was unusual for a new knight to be included in the king's inner circle, but as Gawain's squire Terence had been a de facto member of the council for years. "News?" Terence asked. Kai nodded once, then walked away, his firm stride marred by a slight limp from an old wound. Terence stood, stretched, then headed for Gawain's chambers.
He was walking by the stables when a horse pulled up in front of him with a flurry of hoofbeats. A sharp voice called, "Terence!"
Looking up, Terence saw Sir Gareth, Gawain's youngest brother. Gareth had not been at Camelot for several months, residing instead at the castle in Cornwall that had become his upon his marriage to the beautiful Lady Lyonesse. "Good afternoon, Sir Gareth," Terence said politely.
Gareth threw himself from the saddle and tossed his horse's reins to Terence. "See to my horse!"
Terence hesitated, unsure as to what to do. There was nothing odd in a knight's caring for his own horses—Gawain always did—but he had a feeling that it would be seen as inappropriate for one knight to stable and groom a horse for another.
"Didn't you hear me, boy?" Gareth snapped. Terence sighed, remembering again why he had never really liked Gareth, who was several years younger than he. He glanced helplessly at the stables and, to his relief, saw that the head groom was coming to his rescue.

"Please, Sir Terence, allow me to take that horse from you," Jem said, bowing low before Terence.
"Thank you, Jem," Terence said, with feeling. He handed over Gareth's reins.
"You, boy! What did you call Terence?"
"Sir Terence, you mean?" replied Jem, bowing to Gareth, but much less deeply than he had to Terence.
Terence cleared his throat. "You wouldn't have heard yet, Sir Gareth, but I was knighted by the king three weeks ago."
"You? Knighted by the king?"
"Yes," Terence said.
Gareth looked stormy. "And that's the state of our society now!" he grumbled. "Servants made knights—without noble blood either! It's all of a piece. True noblemen are scorned, lackeys are honored, wives betray their husbands, princes are scoundrels. And the king lets it all happen! I'm glad I was knighted by Sir Lancelot and not the king! I need a drink!"
He stomped across the courtyard, trailing clouds of ill humor. Terence grinned at Jem. "You came just in time, Jem. I didn't have a notion what to do."
Jem grinned back. As the oldest servant at Camelot, he had lost all awe for the dignity of knighthood. "You're still new at this, Sir Terence, lad. If you want to fit in with other knights, you'll have to learn to look scornful and puff off your consequence a bit. You might start by calling me 'boy,' the way Sir Gareth does. Treat me like dirt a bit, see?"

"Yes, sir," Terence replied. "Thank you for the advice, sir."
Jem chuckled. "Ah, you're a right one, you are."
Terence dug a sovereign from his pocket and tossed it to Jem. "I've a notion that Gareth will forget to give you anything for seeing to his horse."
"No reason you should pay me, though," Jem protested.
"If it makes you feel any better, I'll take a sovereign from his purse next time I find him drunk. From the way he headed toward the tap, it shouldn't be long."
"Ah, if that's the case, make it two sovereigns. Sir Gareth's a generous chap, you know."
Terence lifted his nose and frowned. "Shame on thee for thy greed, boy!"
Jem snorted. "Knights! All alike, they are."
 
 
Terence's prediction as to Gareth's future drunkenness was nearly fulfilled already by the time he and Gawain walked by the castle alehouse on their way to the council. Gareth was still conscious, but he had already passed the rollicking stage of inebriation and was staring gloomily into his drink. Beside him, in a similar state, sat Gawain's third brother, Agrivaine, and two cousins named Florence and Lovel. Gawain stopped by the table. "Almost a family reunion, I see. Hello, Gareth. Good to see you again."

Gareth looked up blearily and said, "'Lo, G'wain. Have a drink wi' us."
"Can't right now. Arthur's waiting."
"Oh, important king's business," sneered Agrivaine. "Well, you hop to it, like the royal lap dog you are! Can I lick your shoe, your 'ighness? Can I kiss your—"
"Shut up, Agrivaine," Gawain said mildly. "If you can't hold it, don't drink it. I'll see you later, Gareth." He nodded to Florence, who hiccuped, and Lovel, who didn't seem to notice, then moved on.
A few minutes later, Gawain and Terence tapped lightly on the door to the king's council room, then entered. The king, Kai, and Sir Lancelot were already there, in their usual seats. Gawain moved to his chair, and without thinking Terence took his usual standing position behind Gawain. King Arthur said, "Gawain, Terence, welcome. Terence? Please. Why don't you sit in Bedivere's chair?"
Terence nodded somberly and sat in the chair that had always been occupied by the good knight Bedivere, murdered the year before. It was Terence's first council meeting since Bedivere's death. There was a long silence; at last the king said, "We shall miss him. But now we must take counsel. Kai?"
Kai nodded. His face, always forbidding, was grimmer than usual. "Over the past year, as you know, Arthur has established a web of watchers, mostly lesser nobles who are loyal to him, giving them instructions to report any unusual activity."

Terence didn't know this, having recently returned to England from several months on the Continent, but he nodded. It was a sensible plan. Even before Terence had left, there had been rumblings of rebellion and one brief uprising. That revolt had been swiftly quelled, but there had been hints that other rebels were waiting their turn.
"Last night a runner came from Cornwall, and this morning another from Scotland. Both report armies of rebels being mustered."
"In Cornwall and Scotland?" Gawain asked. Cornwall was as far southwest as one could go in England, and Scotland was at the extreme north. "Two unrelated rebellions at the same time?"
"They aren't unrelated, Gawain," King Arthur said. "Both runners say that the armies call themselves the White Horsemen and rally under the same banner: a white horse treading on a crown."
"The White Horsemen?" Gawain repeated.
"I think it's from the Apocalypse," Terence said. "I forget what the white horse represents, though."
Without expression, King Arthur said, "I had one of the clerks copy it out in English. The part you're thinking of says, 'When the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, I heard one of the four living things say, "Come!" And I saw a white horse, and its rider carried a bow; and a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering and to conquer.'"

"Ah," Gawain muttered. "I see."
"Not so hard to interpret, is it? A conqueror trampling on one crown and receiving another. The runner from Cornwall said that the leader of the White Horsemen was a pale young man in golden armor." Terence shook his head, and the king explained, "While you were in Greece, Mordred started wearing armor like that."
Gawain shook his head. "Mordred's been gone less than a month. He could never have raised an army so quickly."
"The armies may have been raised by then," Arthur said. "Whatever Mordred and his mother have planned they've been planning for a long time."
The room was silent for a long moment as each man pondered the news. At last Kai spoke. "So we have Mordred raising an army in the southwest and someone else raising another in the far north under his banner. We can only guess that they plan to move together and meet at the center."
"If that is so," Lancelot said, "then we must keep them from meeting—fight the armies one at a time. Which force is nearer?"
"How far north did the runner say the White Horsemen were?" Gawain asked.

King Arthur met his eyes. "Not far from your lands. He said there were even reports of horsemen in Orkney."
Gawain's face tightened. His father had been King Lot of Orkney, and Gawain's inheritance covered much of the land in the farthest north. Those lands were managed for Gawain by his next-youngest and best-loved brother, Gaheris. "Has there been any fighting?" Gawain asked.
"None that we've heard."
Gawain nodded, and Kai said, "That's at least twice as far as Cornwall. We should strike Mordred in the south, and at once."
"Without knowing how large his force is?" the king asked mildly. "I am reluctant to leave Camelot undefended without knowing more. Furthermore, I am concerned about the east."
"The east?" Kai repeated.
"We've had no runners, no news, no reports of any sort from our watchers in the east. If you were raising armies at the extreme ends of England so as to bring them together in the middle, wouldn't you be raising one in Essex, too?"
"Yes," Terence said quietly. "I might even allow reports of rebellion in Cornwall to reach you, hoping you might leave Camelot undefended. Then I would attack from the east."

"That's rather what I was thinking," Arthur admitted.
"So what do we do? Just sit here?" Kai demanded.
"We need to know more. We need to know what's really going on in the north, and whether there really are rebels in the south."
"We could ask Gareth," Gawain said suddenly.
"Sir Gareth?" the king replied.
"He's in Camelot," Gawain explained. "Just arrived today from Cornwall. He may have heard something."
"You'll have to ask fast, though," Terence added. "He's down at the alehouse, and by the look of him, he won't be coherent for long."
King Arthur pursed his lips, then said, "You mustn't think that I don't value your brother, Gawain. I do. He's a remarkable swordsman and a man of honor. But I must admit that even when Gareth is sober, I've never found him entirely coherent. We should see what he knows, of course, but I'd rather have a more trustworthy source of information."
"Like what?" Terence asked.
"Like you, Terence," the king replied. "I want you to go to Cornwall, alone, and find out if Mordred's there and if so what he's up to."
"Alone?" Gawain demanded. "One man against an army? I could go with—"
"I'm not sending him to fight," King Arthur interrupted. "I'm sending him to get near and observe, and you can't deny that he can do that better alone than with you. Besides, I'm sending you north. Go home. Check on Gaheris and Lynet. See to their safety, find out what you can, then come back—as quickly as possible."

Terence met Gawain's eyes, and the friends exchanged a rueful grin. Here was another drawback to Terence's elevation to the knighthood; Arthur had never sent them on separate missions before. Arthur began discussing with Kai and Lancelot measures for mustering their armies. When all had their assignments, the council broke up, and Terence walked with Gawain and Lancelot down the stairs to the main court. Gawain nodded toward the alehouse and said, "Buy you both a drink before we separate tomorrow?"
The three knights entered the taproom and, as one, stopped and stared at the scene of disarray before them. Tables and chairs lay scattered about, some on their sides, others broken into pieces. At the heart of the wreckage stood Gareth, waving his sword wildly about his head.
"Who's neksht?" Gareth slurred. "Anyone elshe wanna defend fair womanhood?"
"What's going on here?" Gawain demanded.
A knight who had been leaning nonchalantly against the wall stepped forward. "Ah, good afternoon, Sir Gawain."
Gawain squinted at the knight, his eyes growing accustomed to the shadows. "Mador, is that you?" Terence recognized Sir Mador de la Porte, a knight of the Round Table who seldom visited Camelot.

"At your service," Sir Mador replied. He gestured at Gareth with his chin and said, "Sir Gareth took offense at something that someone said in praise of women," he explained.
"Nothing but shtrumpetsh, all of them!" Gareth shouted, waving his sword again.
Gawain rolled his eyes. "Have a spat with Lyonesse, Gareth?"
Gareth kicked a table and brought his sword down on a wooden chair, smashing it to bits. A chair leg rolled across the room and stopped at Terence's feet. "Lyoneshe!" Gareth roared. "Never menshion that name again! I don't wanna hear about Lyoneshe! Acting like she loves me! Promishing to be faithful to me! Faithful! Ha!"
"Go sleep it off," Gawain said scornfully. "Where's Agrivaine?"
Agrivaine's bleary eyes peeked out from behind an overturned table, then disappeared again. Surveying the room, Terence saw a foot protruding from another pile of overturned furniture and concluded that either Florence or Lovel or both were there.
"You are drunk, Sir Gareth," Lancelot said sternly. "But even drunkenness is no excuse for speaking slightingly of women. You are a knight of the Round Table, sworn to protect them!"

"Like bleeding Mordred, you mean?" Gareth snapped. "He's a knight of the Round Table, isn't he? So whash he doing running off wi' my wife? Tell me that, Shir Lansheshnot!"
"What?" Gawain demanded. "You say that Lyonesse has run off with Mordred?"
"Had a fanshy to be queen, she did," Gareth snapped scornfully. "Onshe Mordred takes the throne."
"So Mordred is in Cornwall," Terence murmured to Gawain.
Gawain nodded. "All right, Gareth. It's beddy-bye time."
Gawain stepped forward, and Gareth swung his sword at his brother. There was no doubting the lethal intent of the blow, nor could Terence tell that Gareth's drunken state had slowed him down. It took all Gawain's quickness and instinct to step out of the way of the slashing blow. Gawain stepped back. "Gareth! I'm unarmed!" he snapped. "Plus, I'm your brother, thimblewit!"
"Sho's bleeding Mordred, isn't he!" Gareth snapped.
This was true. Mordred was the illegitimate son of King Arthur and his greatest enemy—Gawain's mother, Morgause the Enchantress. Disguised by enchantment, she had seduced the king years before, then raised the resulting child in pure hatred of his father. It was when Terence had revealed that information at the court three weeks before that Mordred had fled Camelot and Terence had been knighted.

"Oh, so Agrivaine told you about that, did he?" muttered Gawain. "Thought you needed to be stirred up a little more, I suppose. Helpful chap, our Agrivaine."
"No, that fellow told me," Gareth said, waving his sword at Mador.
"I'm afraid I did mention it," Sir Mador said with an apologetic smile. "I thought everyone knew by now."
"So my bleeding wife runs off with my bleeding half-brother! Shows jusht what women are like! All of them are falshe, and anyone who says different can tashte my blade!"
Gawain started forward again, but Lancelot stopped him with an arm. "Let me try. Gareth and I have ever been friends."
"You don't have a sword either," Gawain pointed out.
"Perhaps I won't need one," Lancelot replied.
Sir Mador cleared his throat. "I hope not," he said. "But I would feel better if you had one anyway. Here: take mine." Sir Mador drew his sword and tossed it hilt first to Lancelot. Terence frowned thoughtfully at Sir Mador, unsure whether the knight meant to calm matters or stir them up.
Lancelot strode forward. "I deny that all women are false, Sir Gareth. Further, I deny that you are competent to speak on that or on any other subject. You are drunk. Put down that sword."

In answer, Gareth swung a mighty blow at Lancelot, who parried it easily. Gareth attacked again, then swung three times in lightning sequence. Lancelot deflected each blow with ease. Gareth uttered a muffled oath, then lunged forward, missing Lancelot, who had stepped nimbly to one side, and swung blindly behind him. Lancelot stopped Gareth's swing with his blade, then shifted position quickly and brought the haft of his borrowed sword down on Gareth's wrist. Gareth's sword clattered to the floor. Lancelot kicked it away, then stepped back.
"Now, Sir Gareth. Go to bed. I am sorry for your own loss, but one woman's betrayal does not mean that all women are false."
Gareth's face twisted in fury, and he screamed, "No? Then what about Guinevere?"
Terence caught his breath and sensed Gawain and Lancelot stiffening as well.
"Be quiet, you ass," Gawain snapped.
"I will not be quiet!" shrieked Gareth, nearly frothing at the mouth. "Why won't anyone say it aloud? Everyone knows that the queen and Lanshelot were lovers! Everyone knows that she betrayed her husband, and Lanshelot betrayed his king! Why do you think Arthur turned to Mother? Because his own wife was falshe! The queen is a looshe woman, and you, Lanshelot! The one I always looked up to! You made her that way! I hate you! I hate the queen! I hate Arthur! I hate Lyoneshe! I hate everyone here!"

"Shut him up!" Gawain roared to Lancelot.
"What do you want me to do?" Lancelot shouted back. "I can't hit an unarmed drunk!"
Stooping, Terence picked up the chair leg at his feet, then stepped forward soundlessly and hit Gareth from behind, just beneath his right ear. Gareth dropped to the floor with a thud, and the taproom was silent.
"I can," Terence said.
 
 
Gareth would have the devil of a headache the next day, Terence reflected, but he was going to have that anyway, so Terence didn't give his clubbing a second thought. Unfortunately, Gareth's tirade was going to result in an even greater hangover for the court. By whatever magic it was that drew people instinctively to fights, most of the nobles at Camelot had been present when Gareth shouted his accusations about Queen Guinevere and Lancelot.
That was bad enough. Even worse, though, was the fact that Gareth's accusations were true. More than twenty years earlier, after Lancelot had arrived at court, he and the queen had begun an affair that had lasted several years. They had broken it off, and Lancelot had left the court, for years living alone in the forest. Since his return, neither he nor the queen had given rise to a breath of scandal, and as time passed even the old rumors had faded from the court's memory. But Gareth's anguished tirade in the taproom had flung open the lid of Pandora's box, and by morning everyone was discussing the queen's affair with her husband's most celebrated knight, talking of it as if it had been just yesterday—even speculating as to whether it was still going on.

The queen chose to pretend that nothing had happened, continuing with her usual morning routine in silence, but no one looking at her pale, strained face doubted that she was furious. Lancelot looked grim, Kai thunderous, and King Arthur very tired.
"What do you think, lad?" Gawain said as they went together to the throne room to take their leave of the king. "Do you think we ought to leave with things in this state?"
"I don't know what we could do if we stayed," Terence said, but he nevertheless shared Gawain's reluctance to go.
"I know," Gawain replied. "But I can't help feeling strange about it, as if things were falling apart around us. I feel as if we ought to be here to hold things together."
"If I thought we could..." Terence said, half to himself.
But the king himself had no doubts. Terence and Gawain were to go on their separate missions, and without further delay. "There is nothing to be done about rumors. They live until the next one replaces them. It is painful now, for a while, but rumors will not overthrow a kingdom. An army might. Go, and God be with you both."

And so it was that Terence and Gawain rode out of the gates of Camelot together. At the edge of the forest, where their paths split, one road going to the north and the other to the south, Terence stopped and looked back at the towering battlements of Arthur's seat. "Do you remember when we first saw that castle together?"
"Ay," Gawain said. "Me a raw, untried knight wanting to prove myself, you an uncanny child that could move in the woods like a ghost, neither of us with any notion what we'd find there."
"I've a feeling I'll never see it again," Terence said. He and Gawain looked at each other soberly for a long moment, then clasped hands. "But you I'll see again," Terence said. "You'll outlast any mere castle."
"Likewise, lad. Until we meet again."
Then they turned their horses in opposite directions and rode away.



3. The Trap
Agrivaine
Agrivaine pulled up at the edge of the forest clearing, across from the ancient chapel that stood in ruins at the other side, and looked nervously around. His stomach had tied itself into familiar knots, and he felt exactly as he had as a child when summoned to his mother's presence. Nothing moved, and a faint hope that he might avoid this meeting stirred in his breast, but that hope was quickly dashed.

"You're late," snapped a well-remembered voice. "I said an hour after daybreak."
"It wasn't my fault," Agrivaine said quickly, whirling around to see the source of the voice. He still saw nothing. "I went to the stables just after sunup, but Gawain and that squire of his were there, saddling for a journey, and your note said that no one was to see me leave, so I had to wait until they were gone."
Agrivaine realized with a start that his mother stood right in front of him, amid the rubble of the ancient chapel. It wasn't that she had been invisible, but for some reason he had looked right at her and not noticed her. He rubbed his eyes, winced as the pressure of his fingers aggravated his pounding headache, then looked again.

"Those two? Leaving on a journey?" Agrivaine's mother asked sharply. "Where?"
"I don't know," Agrivaine replied. "I'm not invited to Arthur's precious council."
"Didn't you try to listen and find out?" his mother asked, her eyes blazing.
Agrivaine quailed before her gaze and frantically searched his memory for anything he might have overheard while hiding behind the stable. "I think ... they might have said ... something one of them said ... maybe they were going in different directions. But I couldn't listen, Mother. I had to hide. You told me not to be seen."
His mother took a breath, and the ominous glitter in her eyes faded. She smiled reassuringly and said, "You're quite right, my son. You really couldn't have listened in without giving yourself away, and you did exactly right in hiding. Sometimes I forget which child I'm speaking to, and I treat you as if you were one of my stupid sons."
Agrivaine blinked and tried to make sense of this. It sounded as if his mother had just said he wasn't stupid, but that seemed unlikely. He couldn't remember her saying anything like that before. Hesitantly, he asked, "When you say 
your stupid sons, do you mean—"
"Gawain and Gareth, of course. Swordsmen without a thought in their heads. Look how they cringe before this so-called king, this Arthur. Anyone with a brain could see how shabby a king he is. A true king with the opportunities that Arthur's had would be ruling an empire by now, but this worm Arthur hasn't added one inch of land to his kingdom."
Agrivaine barely heard his mother's strictures against the king; he was still relishing her description of Gawain and Gareth. "And Gaheris?" he asked. "Is he stupid, too?"
His mother's eyes grew hard. "That whelp? He's worse than stupid! He should have been drowned in a sack like an unwanted kitten when he was born." For a second, her eyes glowed in that frightening way again, but then the fire seemed to subside. "You're my only really clever son, Agrivaine. Along with Mordred."
This caught Agrivaine's attention, and he took a sharp breath. "Then it's true! Mordred is your son! And did you really ... I mean, is Arthur really his...?" Agrivaine trailed off, horrified, as he realized how personal a question he had been about to ask his mother.
But to his relief, she showed no anger. Instead she lowered her eyes and said quietly, "I'm sorry you had to find out, my son. I will not speak of what ... of what Arthur did to me when he found me defenseless in the forest.... All I will say is that I have never let the circumstances of his birth keep me from loving Mordred, as I have always loved you."

For the briefest of moments, Agrivaine was struck by the incongruity of his terrifying mother describing herself as defenseless. But he pushed away that thought and said, "That beast! I've always known he was a bad king, but now this! He's a monster!"
"Do you wonder that I have never ceased trying to save England from his tyranny?" Agrivaine's mother asked sadly. "But come! Let us not dwell on the past. Let us instead think of the future, a brighter future for England once Arthur is gone. Mordred is already at work, raising an army, but I need help within Camelot as well. That was when I thought of you, my other clever son."
Hearing himself thus described, Agrivaine sighed softly. "Mother? Which one of us do you think is cleverer? Me or Mordred?"
For a second, something like impatience flickered in his mother's expression, but when she spoke her voice was pleasant. "I hate to compare my children with each other; you both have such great gifts. But I suppose if I had to pick one, I would say that you have the edge over young Mordred. After all, you've lived in Arthur's court for years and years, but you've never been fooled by him the way everyone else has. But come, you are too wise to waste your time with compliments. I can see that you're already wondering how you can use your brilliance to help me save England."

That wasn't exactly what Agrivaine had been thinking, but he probably would have been in a moment, so he nodded and said, "I'm your man, Mother. What can I do?"
"We need to break up Arthur's strength," she replied. "Stir up trouble within his inner circle. I wish we knew where Gawain was going, but it's a good thing that he's leaving."
"And Terence, too," Agrivaine said.
In another of those bewildering changes of expression, his mother's face grew stony. "You will oblige me, my son, by never speaking that loathsome name again." Agrivaine clamped his mouth shut and sat very still until his mother's face grew pleasant again. "But you are quite right, my clever son. That one also is best separated from the king. Now, if Lancelot could be turned against him somehow or sent away somewhere ... perhaps we could invent some danger that Arthur would have to send Lancelot away for. What do you think?"
For a panicked moment, Agrivaine was afraid he would have to come up with an idea, and he quickly stalled for time. "I'm not sure Arthur would trust Lancelot on a mission now," he said. "He's probably still angry with him."
"Arthur angry with Lancelot?" his mother asked eagerly. "How? Why?"

Haltingly at first, then with greater confidence as his mother began to smile, Agrivaine related Gareth's drunken ramblings in the taproom the evening before. When he told how Gareth had publicly accused Lancelot of having a love affair with the queen, his mother crowed with delight.
"I knew you were the clever one!" she cried. "How brilliant of you! You were already planning ahead for this, stirring up trouble. And best of all, you didn't even show your own hand. You used your poor stupid brother Gareth."
Agrivaine's memory of the evening differed slightly from this account. As he recalled, it was Sir Mador who had brought up the old rumors about Guinevere and Lancelot, but it hardly seemed worth mentioning. "I thought it might be useful," Agrivaine said.
"That's how a king thinks," his mother said. "You know, once Arthur's gone, we're going to need a real king on the throne, someone who can think like that."
Agrivaine blinked. "I had thought that Mordred would be—"
"Yes, of course, and Mordred would certainly be an improvement over that rat's tail we have now, but we're about to have a war, and who knows who will survive? If anything happens to Mordred, why, who should succeed him but his own brother? It's comforting to know that we have two such brilliant minds at hand."

"But, as you said, I'm the most brilliant, right?"
"That's right. But Agrivaine, darling, I wonder if it's enough."
"If I'm brilliant enough?"
"No, no. If the trouble you started is enough. You've stirred matters up most ingeniously, but we shouldn't just let things sit. We must add fuel to the fire. If you could catch Lancelot and Guinevere together and prove that they're still meeting secretly, betraying the king, then your work would be done."
"Oh, but I don't think they are still meeting. That was all over years ago. In fact, I'd forgotten about it until last night."
"Come now, my son. This is unworthy of you. Do you really think that Lancelot would give up such a beautiful woman as Guinevere? Would you do so?"
Agrivaine pictured the queen's loveliness in his mind and reddened slightly. He shook his head.
"They may have grown more careful about their meetings, but you may be certain they are still together. You must catch them."
"But how? I mean, if they're so careful that no one's noticed anything for this many years, then how—?"
"You must bring them together, then. And surprise them."
Agrivaine stared blankly at his mother.

She closed her eyes briefly, then smiled and said, "But these are simple details for lesser minds than yours. As it happens, I have another ally in Camelot—not someone with such foresight and intelligence as you have, but a dependable enough tool. Yours has been the grand scheme; you can leave the smaller matters to him."
"You have someone else at Camelot?" Agrivaine asked. He felt oddly disappointed.
"An errand boy, little more," his mother replied dismissively. "I'm sure you have already figured that out. After all, how else could I have slipped a note under your door asking you to come here?"
"Oh, right. I'd wondered about that," Agrivaine said airily. At any rate, he was sure it would soon have occurred to him to wonder about it. "Who is it?"
"Sir Mador, of course, as I know you've already guessed. Go to him and tell him your plan."
Agrivaine hesitated. "My plan?"
"To catch Lancelot and Guinevere together," his mother said very slowly, with an edge to her voice. "Then leave the details to him. It's really all he's good for. But be careful that you're not overheard."
Agrivaine nodded, mildly relieved to have someone else to work out exactly what his plan would entail. His mind was more gifted at seeing the big picture, he realized, and perhaps the reason he had not always appeared to best advantage among the other knights of the court was that he really needed an assistant to handle the lesser details of his ideas. He dwelled for a moment on an image of himself honored by all the Round Table, with Sir Mador running errands for him, but this pleasant reverie was broken by a sharp voice.

"My lady!"
Agrivaine looked up to see a knight at the edge of the clearing, and with surprise he recognized Sir Lamorak, a cousin of Lancelot's. Many years earlier, Lamorak had been a noted warrior on his way toward becoming one of Arthur's foremost knights, when he suddenly seemed to lose interest in the Round Table and disappeared from court. It was rumored that he had been bewitched by a faery beauty and now spent his time serving her.
"Yes, my love?" said Agrivaine's mother.
Agrivaine gaped at them, putting the pieces together in his mind. His sense of propriety was mildly offended—Lamorak was younger than Gawain—but he said nothing.
"Riders coming, three furlongs off."
She turned quickly back to Agrivaine. "Go! We mustn't be seen together. I mustn't be seen at all. Go to Mador and give him my instructions."
"My plan, you mean?"
"Yes. Your plan. Go now!" Then she slapped his horse's haunch, sending it into a startled gallop. With an effort, Agrivaine managed to stay in the saddle, even though sudden motions made his pounding headache feel very much worse, and he started back toward Camelot, where at last he was going to take his rightful place as one of the most influential knights in England.

 
 
Agrivaine did not enjoy his interview with Sir Mador much, and the pleasant dream that he had cherished all the way back to Camelot, in which Sir Mador respectfully fetched and carried for him, faded quickly before that thin, sardonic face. Agrivaine found Mador sitting in the taproom, alone but within earshot of several other courtiers. By subtly winking at him and jerking his head toward the door, Agrivaine managed to convey the message that Mador should follow him. Then he led Mador to a quiet place behind the royal chapel.
"Ah, good," Agrivaine said brusquely as Mador approached. "I wanted to talk to you."
"I thought that might be what you meant by all that twitching," Mador replied. "Either that or you were having a seizure of some sort."
Agrivaine couldn't think of a reply to this, so he decided to ignore it. Raising his chin, he said, "I have just met with my mother."
"I know," Mador said. "I'm the one who pushed her note under your door, as I'm sure she told you, so I was well aware that she had summoned you for this morning."

Agrivaine tilted his chin higher. "But how did you know that I would obey her summons?"
A faint smile curled Mador's lips, but when he replied, his voice was respectful. "Why, because my lady assured me that you were a faithful and honorable son who would not reject his own mother the way that your brothers have."
Slightly mollified, Agrivaine nodded. "Well, I need your help, Mador."
Mador bowed elaborately—Agrivaine wished he could be sure that Mador wasn't mocking him—and said, "I am entirely at your service, my lord."
"I've had an idea," Agrivaine announced.
"Indeed?" said Mador. "I am, er, glad to hear it."
"What we must do is spread..." Agrivaine hesitated, trying to remember his mother's word. He gave up. "Spread trouble in the court. You remember how last night I got Gareth drunk and thinking about Lancelot and Guinevere?" Agrivaine paused, watching Mador closely to see if he would dispute this account.
But Mador only nodded. "Indeed. It was excellently done, my lord."
Encouraged, Agrivaine said, "Well, I think we need to add feed to the fuel."
"Er, add fuel to the fire, perhaps?"
Agrivaine shook his head dismissively. "You know what I mean. We must try to catch Lancelot and Guinevere together, to prove that they're still betraying the king."

"A brilliant idea, my lord. In this way, we may be able to separate Lancelot from the king."
"Yes, Mother thought it was a good idea, too."
Mador's lips wore that annoying half smile again. "I'm sure she did. How shall we go about it, Sir Agrivaine?"
"I'm ... er ... better at the big picture. Why don't you come up with a plan and bring it to me?"
"Of course, sir. Ah, with your permission, Sir Agrivaine, I would like to write a letter to each of them, as if it came from the other, arranging a meeting in Queen Guinevere's chambers."
"Yes, that might work," Agrivaine said thoughtfully. "Write those letters and bring them to me."
"Do you think that wise, sir?" Mador asked. "Surely the fewer people who know the contents of the letters the better. Besides, you'll be busy today gathering the others."
"The ... the others?" Agrivaine repeated, puzzled.
"When you catch them together, you'll need witnesses, of course. It can't be just your word against theirs."
"Of course I'll need witnesses," snapped Agrivaine. "I knew that. How many do 
you think would be enough? Three? Four?"
"Whatever number you wish, my lord," Mador replied, bowing. "But perhaps, knowing that Lancelot may not be pleased at being caught, you should gather as many as you think you might need to help you subdue him."
A surge of panic filled Agrivaine's breast. He hadn't thought about the disadvantages of making Lancelot angry.
"Your mother will be very proud of you when I tell her how you led the surprise raid yourself," Mador added smoothly. "She has always said that you were the bravest of her sons."
"She ... she said that?"
"On my honor. But you should be busy gathering your companions—from the younger knights who are still faithful to the good Sir Mordred, I would think." Agrivaine nodded tightly, and Mador added, "And, for my part, I shall make sure that Guinevere's letter to Lancelot says he should bring no weapons with him."
Agrivaine let out his breath in a long sigh of relief, then said, as carelessly as he was able, "Yes, I suppose that would be a nice touch. Do that, if you will."
 
 
Agrivaine had surprisingly little trouble recruiting companions for his raid. All he had to say was that he had overheard Lancelot arranging to meet Guinevere in her chambers that evening, and nearly everyone he talked to was eager to join him. The younger knights of Camelot, like Agrivaine, had long grown weary of the tales of their elders' adventures, and were taking pleasure in the rampant rumors about Lancelot that Gareth's accusations had fanned into flame the night before. Most of these younger knights were eager to be in on the final discrediting of the older hero. Agrivaine first recruited his cousins Florence and Lovel, then Sir Colgrevaunce, the brothers Sir Meliot and Sir Melion, Sir Petipase, Sir Galleron, Sir Astomore, and Sir Curselaine. With Agrivaine and Mador, that made eleven, which was surely enough to overpower an unarmed Lancelot. The only person Agrivaine talked to who did not agree to join the raid was Gareth. Agrivaine had assumed that Gareth would never forgive Lancelot for the harsh words he had spoken the night before and would be eager for revenge, but Gareth disappointed him. In the morning and sober, Gareth seemed oddly inclined to say that the whole affair had been his own fault. Agrivaine had to be content with exacting a promise from Gareth not to warn Lancelot.

"After all," Agrivaine said, "if Lancelot's still betraying the king, it must be made known."
"All right," Gareth said at last. "I won't tell anyone, but only because I don't really believe that you'll catch them. Whatever might have been between them in the past, it's been over for years; if I'd been thinking straight last night, I would have known it. Anyone with a brain knows that."

Agrivaine flushed, but then he remembered his mother's assurance that he was her only really clever son. So he smiled and said, "We'll see this evening which one of us has brains."
Mador sent Agrivaine a note about midafternoon, informing him that the letters had been delivered to Lancelot and Guinevere and telling him to gather his knights outside Queen Guinevere's chambers precisely at midnight. Not until he and his companions were assembled did it occur to Agrivaine that Mador had never said anything about joining the surprise attack himself. At any rate, he wasn't there. Never mind, Agrivaine told himself, ten's as good as eleven. He and the other nine knights waited in silence around the corner from Guinevere's rooms until, just at midnight, they heard footsteps approaching. One of the knights gave a faint hiss of triumph—"It's him!"—but he was quickly silenced by the others. The footsteps stopped outside Guinevere's door, as if the person were listening; then the door opened and closed.
"Come on!" urged Agrivaine.
"Shouldn't we give them some time?" asked Colgrevaunce. "It'll be better if we catch them in an embrace."
But Agrivaine shook his head sharply and led them to the door. If they didn't move quickly, Lancelot and Guinevere would have time to talk and discover that their letters were fake. Then Lancelot would leave, and the plan would fall apart. "Isn't it enough that they're meeting at midnight in the queen's private chambers?" he whispered.

They came to the closed door, and Agrivaine gently pushed it. It was barred from the inside. Agrivaine stared at it blankly; it had never occurred to him that they might bar the door. The others looked at him expectantly, and he said, "It's locked."
"What did you expect?" Colgrevaunce said, a faint sneer in his voice. "A welcome mat? What are you going to do now?"
"I didn't know they would ... I mean ... I don't..." Agrivaine felt himself turning red, and he realized that he had never liked Colgrevaunce.
"Oh, get out of the way," Colgrevaunce said, shouldering him aside roughly. Drawing his sword, Colgrevaunce banged on the door with the hilt and called out, "Sir Lancelot! Come out!"
There was no reply.
"We know you're in there!" Colgrevaunce shouted. "We saw you sneak into the queen's chambers!"
"Who is that?" came Lancelot's calm voice from behind the door.
"Sir Colgrevaunce. And I have nine others with me. We've caught you, you and the queen, betraying the king's trust. Come out at once and surrender."
There was another brief pause. Then Lancelot replied, "I have done nothing wrong. And I do not surrender."

"Done nothing wrong!" Colgrevaunce snapped back. "In the queen's bedchamber at midnight? Who will believe that?"
"It doesn't matter what others believe. What matters is what is true. I've done nothing to betray the king," came the quiet voice again.
"Lovers always feel that way," Colgrevaunce sneered. "But we'll see how the king feels about it. Open this door, or we'll break it down and drag you both to the dungeons, which is where you belong!"
"You will not touch the queen."
"Open the door, and we'll see!"
Lancelot's voice remained calm and unhurried as he said, "Go to the devil, Sir Colgrevaunce."
At that, Colgrevaunce threw himself against the door, shaking it. "Come on, lads! Together!" Without waiting, he hurled himself at the door once more, but this time the door swung open sharply before him. Colgrevaunce sprawled full-length on the floor of the queen's chamber, and then the door slammed closed again, and the bar clunked into place.
Agrivaine stared, bemused, at the closed door. Nothing was going right, and he had no idea what to do. "Come on!" shouted one of those beside him. "Break down the door and help Cole!" Several knights threw themselves at the door, which creaked but held. Agrivaine was shoved to the side by their frantic lunging, and he edged toward the back. From behind the door came a shout, several loud crashes, and then silence. The knights in the hall stopped hitting the door and listened. There was no sound for a long moment; then Agrivaine heard the sound of the bar being drawn back, and the door swung open. Lancelot stood in the doorway holding Colgrevaunce's shield and sword. Colgrevaunce lay sprawled motionless behind him. Agrivaine glimpsed Guinevere in a protected corner across the room, but his eyes returned quickly to Lancelot.

"Go away," Lancelot said. "I beg you. Do nothing that I shall regret."
"He's murdered Colgrevaunce!" someone said.
"Vengeance!" cried another.
"Kill him!" shouted a third.
"Kill them both!" cried yet another. If Sir Mador had been there, Agrivaine would have said that this last voice was his, but he had no time to look around because someone near the back had lunged toward the open door, pushing others ahead of him, and then they all had their swords out and were erupting into the room. Agrivaine thought once, desperately, about slipping off to one side, but he had not made it quite to the back, and there were still knights behind him, pressing him forward. He stumbled through the open door, tripped over a prone figure, then scrambled to his feet. Lancelot was fighting furiously, striking with deadly precision, while his attackers were in confusion. Agrivaine saw his cousin Florence go down beneath Lancelot's sword. Melion and Meliot were already down. Terror tightened Agrivaine's throat; he couldn't breathe; his arm felt heavy and his feet unable to move. He stood, frozen, at the edge of the battle.

A voice called in his ear. It was Florence's brother Lovel. "Now, Agrivaine! While he's fighting Galleron!"
Lovel threw himself toward Lancelot's back, but Agrivaine remained frozen, watching. Lancelot seemed to sense Lovel's attack and stepped quickly to one side. Lovel's sword missed. Lancelot threw himself at a clump of attackers, driving them backwards with his borrowed shield, then turned again, parried a second blow from Lovel, then struck back. Lovel fell to the floor beside Florence, and Agrivaine watched, transfixed, as blood began to pool beneath him. Looking up, Agrivaine met Lancelot's eyes and instinctively cringed and stepped backwards, but Lancelot didn't attack. Instead he turned his back toward Agrivaine and faced the other knights. It was clear that he considered Agrivaine no threat at all.
Agrivaine felt his face reddening and swore with shame and fury. His voice cracked, which only increased his anger. "I'll show you," he muttered. "I'll show everyone." Raising his sword, he ran toward Lancelot. The knight wore no armor; his back was completely unprotected. Agrivaine pointed his blade and thrust.

He didn't see exactly what happened then. Something jarred his arm and deflected his lunge. His sword passed harmlessly over Lancelot, who seemed to have dropped to a crouch. Agrivaine saw rather than felt Lancelot's sword enter his body, driving up beneath his breastplate. He felt a mild jolt but no pain. Then Lancelot was somewhere else, fighting with another knight, but Agrivaine wasn't interested anymore. Like a flicker of lightning, the thought flashed through his mind, "If this is what it's like to die, why have I spent all my life so afraid?"
A gray haze, like morning fog, filled the room. Agrivaine opened his mouth and said, "Mother? I..."



4. The Siege
Lynet
For the first time since she had been trained as a sorceress, Lynet regretted that she hadn't learned any curses. Her preceptress, Morgan Le Fay, had been very willing to teach her, and had even forced her to listen to a lecture on the basic patterns behind all hexes and malevolent charms, but Lynet had taken little note and had promptly forgotten whatever she did hear.

The reason for her inattention was something Morgan had said early in the training. "Every power that you learn," Morgan had explained, "has an opposite power held in balance. As you master one skill, your capacity for the opposite skill diminishes. So, for instance, the better you are at making things grow, the worse you'll be at making things wither and die."
"So," Lynet had said, "the better I get at curses, the worse I'll be at helping people?"
Morgan had not seen this as much of a loss, but from that moment Lynet had lost any desire to master curses. Only now, looking from the castle walls at the army that had encamped around them for the past two weeks, did she wonder if she had been a bit shortsighted. It would be lovely to lay some sort of blanket curse on the lot of them—nothing deadly, of course, but something disabling. "Temporary blindness," she muttered. "Or horrid great bottom swellings."

"I beg your pardon?" asked her husband, Gaheris, beside her on the wall.
"Just daydreaming," Lynet said.
Gaheris raised one eyebrow. "About bottom swellings?"
"Pustules," Lynet explained. "Hemorrhoids. Boils with scabby bits and oozing drainage."
Gaheris nodded. "I see." He edged slightly away from her.
"On them, ninny."
"Oh, right. That wouldn't be so bad. Say, that's a thought! You're a witch, aren't you? I don't suppose you know how to—"
"Enchantress," Lynet said shortly. "And no, I don't. Although if they actually had great gaping sores on their sit-upons, I'd know just how to cure them."
"Wouldn't that be nice of you?" Gaheris said.
"I wouldn't, though. I'd let them fester."
"That should teach them a lesson," Gaheris said. "Shall I send them a threatening message telling them that if they don't lift their siege at once, my wife won't cure their scabby bits?"

"It's as useful a plan as any other I can think of," Lynet said soberly. "Oh, Gary, what are we going to do? All these people..." Turning, she looked over her shoulder at the main courtyard of Orkney Hall, where nearly a hundred men, women, and children lay clustered under makeshift shelters. When the White Horsemen had swept through the north, burning farms and slaughtering livestock, all the Orkney tenants who had escaped the first attacks had fled to the shelter of the hall, bringing their families and precious little else with them. The castle food stores had lasted barely a week, even on short rations, and now they had butchered and eaten all the livestock except for the fastest horses and a few milk cows that they kept to feed the youngest children. Now the animals' fodder was gone, so even the milk would dry up.
"I don't know," Gaheris said. He squinted to the south, then said grimly, "That'll be the oats."
Following his gaze, Lynet saw a haze of smoke rising just above the level of the forest and then hovering low over the ground in the oppressive air. "The new field," she said.
"All the fields, I should imagine," Gaheris said, "with that much smoke."
"Why are they burning crops?" Lynet asked. "It makes no sense. We have no fighters here, no army. We're a knight, a lady, and a castle full of farmers. They must know that we have no hope of driving them away. Why destroy the land?"

"I've been wondering that, too," Gaheris said. "If they were trying to steal the estates for themselves, they'd take care to keep the fields in good condition. But as far as I can tell, they're setting out to make them worthless." He shook his head. "Twenty years of good husbandry gone. Every barn burned, every fence torn down, every field torched, every animal butchered and left to rot on the hills. There's something evil here, something personal."
"You mean someone's trying to get at you? But what have you done to anyone?"
"It might not be me," Gaheris said. "After all, the estates officially belong to Gawain. Someone could be taking revenge on him."
"Or on me."
"Or all of us. I don't know. But we need to find out. We can't stay here to starve, and we don't have a chance in battle. I'm going to signal a parley."
"Can't we wait a few more days? They might realize that they've already destroyed everything of value and move on."
"If it were just us, maybe. But what about those children?"
"Arthur might send help."
"We don't even know if our messengers got through. If they had, Arthur would have sent someone by now."

"Then we should send more messengers. Listen: you call a parley. Hear their terms and ask for time to think about it. While you're keeping them busy talking, I'll send one of the young men out the back on my horse to take a message to Arthur. We'll use the Ivy Gate."
Gaheris considered this briefly, then nodded. "All right. If he gets away, I'll stall a few more days to give him time to look for help and guide them to us." He left the wall, then reappeared ten minutes later with a white cloth tied to a stick. He waved it from the wall until there was a shout from the siege camp and an answering flag. Then he set down the flag and waited.
They had more than enough time to find a volunteer messenger and get him ready while they waited. It was almost an hour before a knight in black armor strolled nonchalantly up to the wall. "Why isn't he on a horse?" Lynet asked. "I thought knights always conducted battlefield negotiations on horseback."
"They do," Gaheris said. "It's a calculated insult."
"What do you want?" called the black knight.
"To whom am I speaking?" Gaheris shouted back.
"Sir Breunis Sans Pité," the knight replied. "Who are you?"
"Sir Gaheris of Orkney, fellow of King Arthur's Round Table."
Sir Breunis snorted loudly. "Former Round Table, you mean."

"No," Gaheris replied. "I'm pretty sure that wasn't what I meant."
"The Round Table had its day, and now that day is past. What do you want, Gaheris?"
"I was about to ask you the same question. What do you want?"
"Oh, is the knight of the proud Round Table asking for terms?" Sir Breunis sneered.
Lynet didn't hear the rest of the exchange. As soon as Sir Breunis appeared, she slipped away and ran to the stables, where the volunteer waited. "Go as fast as you can at first, Douglas," she said. "Put the county behind you. The mare will last longer than you think. After you're well away, you can rest her. Stay near the Great North Road; if the king has sent help, it will be coming that way."
"Ay, milady," the youth said. He smiled, clearly looking forward to doing something, instead of waiting around inside the walls.
"Take no chances, Douglas. This isn't a lark." He nodded, and she led the horse out of the stable to the back wall of the castle, which was covered with a mass of ivy. Lynet glanced wryly at young Douglas. She had always been careful not to do magic in front of the people of Orkney, not wanting the name of enchantress, but there didn't seem to be any way to hide it this time. "Don't tell anyone what you're about to see, all right?" she said.

"Milady?"
Lynet uttered a few guttural words, and the ivy began to coil and curl and writhe like snakes, slowly pulling away to reveal an ancient wooden door set into the wall. The door swung open. "Through there, and fast. You'll have a furlong in the open before you reach the woods."
Douglas showed no particular surprise at Lynet's spell. He simply grinned again and booted the mare into a run. Lynet watched for a second, then spoke again. The door closed, and the ivy slithered back into place. Hurrying up the nearest stairs, she looked over the open field behind the hall. She saw no movement; Douglas had gotten away.
A minute later, breathless from running, she arrived back at the front wall of the castle just as Gaheris was stepping down to the courtyard. He looked a question at her, and she nodded quickly. Gaheris almost smiled. "Good."
"What does that Sir Breunis want?" Lynet demanded.
"He says he'll let all the women and children go—you included—as well as every man who's not of noble birth."
Lynet frowned. "But none of the men are of noble birth, Gary."
"Except for me."

Lynet blinked, and something jolted inside her. "You."
"It seems that I was right: this is personal. Someone has taken a keen dislike to me."
"So ... you give yourself up and everyone else goes free?"
"If you can trust his word, which I don't. Still, it's more chance than they'll have, waiting inside here to starve."
"Gary, no!"
"Fortunately, we have a few days. We'll give young Douglas a chance to find help."
But the next morning, after a restless night, Lynet was roused from her bed by a cry from the front wall, followed by a shriek and a wail. She hurried to the main gate, where Gaheris was already directing some men to raise the portcullis just enough to drag a shapeless bundle under the gate. Lynet knew what it was even before they turned it over. It was Douglas, dead.
 
 
Gaheris shook his head. "No," he said. "Stalling for more time only makes sense if you have something to wait for. Since we've no reason to think there's any help coming, then stalling is just putting off the inevitable and making people hungry in the process. If it's to be done, then let it be done, and 'twere well it were done quickly."
"What does that mean?" Lynet snapped in a surly voice.

"I don't know. It just sounded dour and cryptic. It's not my fault; I'm Scottish. But I have to do this anyway, lass. You know that."
Lynet stared over the wall at the siege camp for a long minute without seeing it. "I know," she said. "Why do you think they want you?"
Gaheris shrugged, and Lynet forbore to ask the next question, What will they do to you? She didn't want to think about that.
Gaheris placed the shaft of a white flag into a slot on top of the wall, to request another parley. There was no immediate response from the camp, and Gaheris shrugged. "I'm not going to stand here and wait for them again. They're getting their terms; let them wait for me. Come on, lass. I need to go talk to our people."
He led the way down from the wall to the main courtyard. At one side a carpenter was putting together a rough box to serve as a coffin for Douglas, and on the other, Douglas's mother and a young woman kept silent vigil beside the young man's body. "My friends!" Gaheris called out. "I need to speak with you." The huddled crowd rose and gathered at the foot of the stairs where Gaheris stood.
"I have negotiated a truce," Gaheris said.
There was a murmur of relief and excitement, but in the midst of the hubbub a village elder named Daw raised his voice. "What terms? What do they want?"

Gaheris smiled crookedly. "You all go free, back to your homes."
"What's left o' them, ye mean," Daw said promptly.
"Ay. But you'll be free to rebuild."
"And what do they want?"
Gaheris sighed. "Me. I give myself up, and you go free."
The crowd was silent. Then Daw spoke again. "What do they want wi' ye?"
"They didn't say. Maybe they want a hostage. I'm King Arthur's nephew, after all."
The gathered people murmured among themselves for a few moments, digesting this information. Then another old man moved forward to stand beside Daw. Lynet recognized young Douglas's grandfather, a venerable old man called simply Mak. Mak looked at Lynet. "Beggin' yere pardon for speakin' plain, my lady, but these people don't seem hostage-taking types. They're killers. Animals. If they want Sir Gaheris, it's my thought they mean to kill him."
In the tightening of his jaw, Lynet read Gaheris's concurrence with this, but he said, "We don't know that. But even if we did, it would still be better for one person to die than for all of us to stay here and starve."
Now old Daw looked at Lynet. "What do you say to this, my lady? What will you do?"
"I'll be staying with Sir Gaheris," Lynet said quietly.

"Lynet—" Gaheris began.
"I recall," Daw said meditatively, "the blight. Maybe some o' ye don't remember it so well. It was nigh twenty year ago."
"Seventeen," corrected Mak.
"We none of us had enow to eat," Daw continued, ignoring the interruption. "And Sir Gaheris fed us from 'is own storehouses and ate the same thin gruel as the rest of us. And we knew he wasn't givin' us everything, and there was some as muttered about how he was holdin' back, but then the next year he opened up the rest o' the barns and gave us seed to start over."
At this point, Mak added, "And milord and milady rode about the fields and villages as grand and tall as the noblest landowners in England, makin' us proud, even as they wore the same one suit o' clothes, patched up and mended, like the rest of us did."
A woman spoke up now. "Lady Lynet nursed my Tommy back to health when I was took wi' the same sickness. She sat right by my hearth all night. I remember. I couldn't get out of bed, but I could see."
Gaheris cleared his throat. "I've some fine memories, too," he said, "though I don't know that I'd pick the blight as the thing to dwell on just now. But I think we're straying from the real point. I'm not asking your advice. I'm telling you what I've decided. In a few minutes, I'll go out and give myself up. I want you to gather your families and things and get ready to leave. Lynet, that means you too."

"I say we fight," cried a man's voice.
"If you fight, you'll die!" Gaheris snapped.
"Could be," agreed Daw.
"Ay," said Mak, nodding. "Seems a likely bet."
"And if you do what I say, you'll live!" Gaheris added.
"Ye think so?" asked Mak. "Runnin' off and goin' on wi' your own life, knowin' that ye left the best man ye ever knew to die—that's what ye call livin'?"
"Maybe he's mixed up livin' and breathin'," suggested Daw.
"Nay!" Mak protested. "Sir Gary's not a simpleton. Shame on ye, Daw!"
"What about your women and children?" Gaheris demanded.
"I'll see to them," Lynet said. "When you and the men go out to fight, I'll take them out the back way to hide in the woods. I'll do what I can to keep them safe."
Gaheris shook his head with frustration. "What are you talking about, Lynet? Who said anything about going out to fight?"
"Nobody had to, milord," said a tall villager named Coll, the man who had been making the coffin for Douglas. "We won't let you go out alone, and that's all there is to it."
"You would disobey the direct command of your liege lord?" Gaheris demanded.
"Ay," said Daw. The other men nodded among themselves.

"See?" Mak said to Daw. "I told ye he wasn't a simpleton."
"Maybe not, but he did seem to think at first that we'd go along wi' this daft plan," Daw replied. "So he's not what ye'd call quick-witted, either."
Gaheris sighed. "Let me think about this for a minute." He glanced at Lynet. "Well, Miss Helpful? You want to suggest something else?"
Together they made their way back up to the wall and looked out at the field before the castle. Sir Breunis had seen the white flag, and he had gathered three knights on horseback to accompany him to the parley. "Looks as if he's planning to take you prisoner right away," Lynet said. "He's bringing reinforcements."
"Three knights to take me prisoner," Gaheris mused. "Either he hasn't heard about my skill with weapons, or he's an amazing coward."
"The coward theory seems most likely," Lynet replied.
"Any one of those three could take me without breaking a sweat. Especially that big fellow in the..." He trailed off.
"The one in the middle?" Lynet finished. "On the big black?"
Gaheris was silent.
"What is it, Gary?"
"Lynet, my love," Gaheris said after a minute. "I know you're the most hopeless duffer at casting hexes, but do you by chance have a spell for changing people's appearance?"

"What do you mean?"
"Could you change my features, for instance, to look like someone else?"
"If I could, do you think I'd have left you looking like that all these years?" Lynet said at once. Then she shook her head. "Sorry; that was reflex. You did leave quite an opening. What do you have in mind?"
"Is there such a spell?"
"Not really. I can change hair color and add or take away birthmarks, but not much else."
Gaheris turned his back to the approaching knights. His face was thoughtful. "Sir Breunis has seen me only once, for a few minutes yesterday and from a distance. Do you think that if you changed his hair and dressed him up, you could make young Douglas's body pass for mine?"
Lynet stared, uncomprehending, but at last said, "You're about the same height. It might work. You want us to tell Sir Breunis that you died during the night and give him Douglas's body?"
"No, if he's got orders to kill me, he'll want to see it happen. But I might see a way out of this. Go work on Douglas. Make him look as much like me as you can and then put him in one of the matched suits of armor. One of the silver suits, I think."

"What are you going to do?" Lynet demanded.
"Challenge Breunis to single combat."
"What? He'll never agree to that."
"I hope not," Gaheris said. "Can't talk now. Here they come." Lynet glanced away from Gaheris to see Sir Breunis and his three companions at the foot of the wall.
"Well, Sir Gaheris? Have you decided to give yourself up?" shouted Sir Breunis.
"I have concluded that we cannot defeat your army, at least," Gaheris replied. He had stepped back from the wall and had one hand up to partly obscure his face. "But you must realize that a man of honor cannot simply give up."
Sir Breunis guffawed. "What makes you think I would know or care about your notion of honor?"
"Right, my mistake," Gaheris said. "Just take my word for it. A knight of Arthur's table doesn't just surrender. Instead, I challenge you to single combat. If I win, you spare us all. If I lose, the castle is yours, and all the people inside go free."
Sir Breunis roared with laughter. "You must be mad! I hold every advantage now. Why would I give you a chance?"
"Then make it harder! I challenge the greatest and most skilled of all your knights to single combat! Whoever you choose! I'll even take on one of those big fellows behind you!"

"No!"
"Then I hope you're not in a hurry, because we aren't coming out. We have food enough in here for months!"
At that point, the large knight in the middle leaned from his saddle and said something in a low voice. Sir Breunis shook his head and replied, but the large knight persisted. Gaheris turned to Lynet and said, "Go, Lynet! Get Douglas dressed and ready."
"Gary, I think you're the most wonderful man in the world, but I also know you're hopeless with a sword. I don't see that you fighting a single combat is any different from just letting them kill you. I still think you should take the rest of the men out with you. In a battle, who knows what will—"
"Listen to me, lass. I've no time to explain it right now, but I want you to trust me. I've no intention of dying here today."
Lynet searched her husband's eyes and saw in them a lurking flicker of anticipation, even amusement. She knew his every mood, and if he were lying, she would know it. "What is your plan?"
Gaheris shook his head. "No time," he said. "Go! And have someone get a second suit of silver armor ready for me."
Lynet nodded and descended to the courtyard. Behind her she heard Gaheris shouting something at Sir Breunis and his companions as the negotiations continued, but she paid no attention. Walking up to where Douglas's mother wept over his body, supported by a village maiden, Lynet said, "Elspeth?"

Douglas's mother looked up. She was no more than forty. "Yes, my lady."
"I am sorry for your loss. If I could restore Douglas to you, I would in a moment."
"I know, my lady."
"But I can't. And now I have to ask something else of you." Elspeth looked blank, and Lynet said, "Sir Gaheris has a plan. I don't know what it is, but I know he wants to make the soldiers outside think that your Douglas is Sir Gaheris."
"Eh?"
"They want Sir Gaheris dead. So, Sir Gaheris wants to pass off Douglas's body as his own to make them think they've won."
Elspeth still looked blank, and Lynet felt her heart breaking for the young mother stupefied by her grief. Then she received unexpected support. The young woman whose arm still encircled Elspeth's shoulders said, "And if this plan works, then we'll all live?"
"Sir Gaheris thinks so," Lynet said.
The girl leaned her head on Elspeth's shoulder. "Let her do what she has to, Elspeth. This way Douglas will still be saving us all, like he meant to." Elspeth said nothing but nodded weakly. The village girl looked up at Lynet. "What do you need us to do?" she asked.

Lynet smiled a thank you. "I'm sorry. I know you're Coll's daughter, but I don't remember your name."
"Rowena, my lady. I was to marry Douglas next month."
"Oh!"
"Shouldn't we be making haste?" Rowena asked.
Lynet shook herself, then looked into Rowena's steady young eyes and began giving directions. For the next few minutes they and those nearby were busy, fetching two identical suits of armor and putting one of them on Douglas's corpse. Elspeth had to leave during these preparations, but Rowena stayed beside Lynet through it all. At last the armor was on, save for the helm. Lynet sent everyone away, but Rowena stayed. "My lady," Rowena said. "Will it work? Douglas has black hair, and Sir Gaheris is red-haired. Even if they don't know his face—"
"Rowena," Lynet said. "I have to tell you something that may frighten you."
"What, my lady?"
"I am an enchantress."
"Yes, my lady."
"No, Rowena, I'm serious."
"Yes, my lady, I know. Everyone knows that." Rowena's eyes lit up suddenly. "Oh, do you know a spell for changing hair color?"

"Er ... yes. What do you mean everyone knows?"
"Well, maybe not the babies," Rowena admitted. "What, did you think it was a secret?"
"Well, yes."
"My lady, there isn't a family in the shire who doesn't have someone in it you've healed."
"But ... I never healed anyone in front of witnesses."
"Do you think we're idiots, then?"
"No, of course not, but—"
"Shouldn't you be saying that spell now?"
Lynet nodded dumbly. She could have saved herself a great deal of worry if she'd known that all her tenants knew who she was and didn't care. Kneeling beside Douglas, she placed a hand on his hair, feeling the cold skin underneath. Slowly and clearly, she spoke briefly in a language from a distant time, and beneath her fingers Douglas's dark hair began to glow and then lighten.
"A little more, I think," Rowena said. Her voice was empty of expression. Lynet glanced up into the girl's face. Her jaw was clenched, and the lines on her forehead were deep, but her eyes remained fixed on Douglas's face.
"Good God, Rowena, you've got steel in you!" Lynet couldn't help exclaiming.
"The only steel in me is in place of my heart," she said softly. "Go on. It's still too dark."

Lynet turned back to Douglas and repeated the process. When she was done, she nodded. "It won't fool anyone who knows Sir Gaheris, but it's better than I expected." Raising Douglas's head, she placed the helm over it and closed the visor.
"Is it done?" asked Gaheris's voice. Rising to her feet, Lynet turned to see Gaheris approaching. She nodded. Gaheris looked intently at her face and said, "I'm sorry, lass. It didn't even occur to me until you'd gone how hard this would be for you."
"What about you? Did you get what you wanted?"
"Ay, I'm fighting at the front gate in a few minutes. Help me with this armor."
"You're fighting Sir Breunis?" she asked, buckling one of his greaves.
"Of course not. A coward through and through. I'm fighting that chap in the middle of Breunis's party."
"The largest one, of course. And you think you can beat him?"
"I'd better not. I feel sure that Breunis will have his archers at the ready to shoot me if I look to be winning."
Lynet looked up sharply. "Gary! Then how—"
"Don't worry, lass. I won't win." Gaheris turned to the assembled farmers and townspeople. "Listen to me!" he called out. "I'm going out to fight a single combat, but don't worry. I'll be fine. As soon as I'm gone, I want all the women and children to follow Lady Lynet to the back of the castle. She'll let you out a secret door there, and you'll all go to the forest. Make your way to the caves on the coast, and the men and I will join you there when we can."

There was a moment of confusion while the people absorbed this command and gathered their families together. Some women protested, but the men repeated Gaheris's instructions. "Go on, Nellie," a man beside Lynet said to his wife. "You heard the lord. It'll be all right. Just follow Lady Lynet to the magical door in the ivy."
Lynet sighed and looked up to find Gaheris's eyes on her. "It seems that everyone knows I'm an enchantress," she said at last.
"I know, lass," Gaheris replied. "But keeping it secret seemed so important to you that I didn't have the heart to tell you." He raised his head again. "Now, men! When I go out, I want you to stand by the front gate and be ready to open it, and fast. Bring whatever weapons you can find. They may try to rush the castle when the gate's open. I don't think they will, but let's not take chances. Ready? Let's go."
Lynet rose to her feet and looked into Gaheris's eyes. She didn't completely understand his plan, but she knew that plans go awry as often as not. "Goodbye, my lord," she said. "I love you."
"Nay, lass," Gaheris said, smiling. "I'll see you soon." He touched her cheek with a gauntleted finger, then turned and walked with the men toward the front gate.

 
 
They had no trouble getting through the Ivy Gate, which Lynet left covered with ivy but unlocked, and all through the next hour of trudging through the deepest part of the forest they saw no one. At the craggy coast, they came to the caves that Gaheris had spoken of and hid in them. Outside, the gray sea raged, broke against the rocks, and sprayed foam, making the air damp and cold even in the back of the caverns. Rowena led a group of girls out to gather wood, and when they came back and piled it up at the mouth of the largest cave, Lynet started a roaring fire with a word. But not even the warmth and glowing light of the fire could dispel the cold darkness that gripped Lynet's heart.
And then, after two hours, there was a scuffle of dust at the cave entrance and Coll the carpenter walked in, followed by a steady stream of other men. For several minutes, there were tearful reunions on every side, but Lynet saw no Gaheris. Slowly she walked to the very mouth of the cave and stared into the growing darkness. No one.
Then Gaheris was before her. "Miss me, lass?" he said.
The dizzy world seemed to right itself, and for a second she could only stare. "He didn't kill you," she said at last.

"Nay, of course not."
"But I'll tell you this," added another voice from behind Gaheris. "It was dashed hard not to. I mean—good Gog, Gary!—that wasn't the best you could do, was it?"
It was Gawain.
 
 
"No, really, Lynet," Gaheris said. "You didn't recognize him?"
"I don't know what Gawain's armor looks like!" Lynet protested.
"It wasn't his armor," Gaheris said. "It was that blasted man-eating black horse of his."
"Guingalet hasn't bitten you in years," Gawain said calmly. "He's a right pussycat now in his old age."
"And besides," Lynet said, "why would I be looking for Gawain among the soldiers besieging his own castle?"
"It was all I could think of," Gawain explained.
Gawain had arrived the night before, found the White Horsemen encamped around Orkney Hall, and without hesitation had ridden right among them, claiming to be a messenger from King Mordred come to see what was taking them so long.
"Weren't you afraid you'd be recognized?" Gaheris asked.

"I counted on there not being too many of the knights of the Round Table in Mordred's armies," Gawain said. "But, yes, it was a risk. So you recognized me the next morning and thought of this single-combat idea just like that? How did you know you'd end up fighting me?"
"I trusted you to take care of that end of it. I figured you'd not want me fighting anyone except you."
"No joke!" muttered Gawain.
"The rest was easy," Gaheris said. "While Gawain and I pretended to fight, I told him what we were doing. He drove me back against the front gate and killed me with a mighty blow. By the way, that hurt, Gawain."
"I didn't think Breunis would believe it if I killed you with a gentle tap, brother."
"Still, I'm going to have a nasty bruise."
Gawain shrugged. "Behold my remorse."
"Anyway," Gaheris said, "when I fell at the gate, the men opened it, dragged me in and out of sight, and set Douglas in my place. Then I went out the back way. Thanks for leaving the door unlocked, by the way. I hadn't thought of that."
Gawain took up the story then. "I took off my helm so the men inside could see it was me, then called for their surrender. They raised the gate and produced the body, which I identified as Gaheris. It took a few minutes for me to persuade Breunis to let the men go free—his orders had actually been to kill everyone, but I told him that King Mordred wanted people alive now so they could pay taxes."

"Don't say 'King Mordred,'" Lynet said.
"Sorry. Then I rode away, found Gary in the woods, and here we are."
"Now what?" Lynet asked.
"Tomorrow I head back to Arthur. You two should come with me."
"Gary?" Lynet asked.
"I think so," Gaheris said. "At least at first. Leave someone here in charge of the castle and send everyone else to their homes. I don't think they'll be bothered anymore. This was all about killing me, and that much they think they've done."
"But why would Mordred want you dead?" Lynet asked.
But neither Gaheris nor Gawain could answer.
Lynet rose to her feet. "All right. We leave in the morning. I'll go speak to someone about the castle." She found Rowena at the mouth of the cave, sitting beside Elspeth. "Rowena?" Lynet said.
"Yes, my lady?"
"Tomorrow Sir Gaheris and I start for Camelot. This is only the beginning of a great war." Rowena nodded. "I need someone to leave in charge of Orkney Hall. Will you do that for me?"
"Me?" Rowena asked, startled. Lynet nodded. Rowena looked out at the black sea for a moment, then back up at Lynet. "I'll take Elspeth with me. We've decided I'll be her daughter now."

Lynet smiled.



5. Questing
Terence
On the evening of his first day of traveling, Terence found the first signs of the White Horsemen, a forest hermitage in ruins. The house had been burned to the ground, the well filled with dirt, a goat enclosure torn down, and everything trampled to dust by hundreds of shod hooves. There was no sign of the hermit, so Terence hoped he had escaped. Abandoning the journey into Cornwall, Terence followed the destroyers' trail to the east.

The next morning he came upon a ravaged farm. Like the hermitage, every building and structure had been torn down and burned. Terence dismounted and climbed over the rubble, sifting through the ashes and pushing aside charred timbers. After a minute, a stirring of breeze brought to his senses a familiar, oppressive smell from the edge of the woods. Terence followed the scent, praying that he would find only the carcass of an animal, but just within the forest he found the bodies of a man, a woman, and three children. Judging from the state of decay and the marks of scavengers, they had been dead at least a week. Terence covered his face with a kerchief and breathed only through his mouth, but although he could muffle the smell, nothing could ease the weight that bowed his head and shoulders. It wasn't death itself that burdened him; it was the senselessness of these deaths. Death ought to mean something more than the ill chance of being in the path of the wrong army. Terence didn't try to move the bodies. Instead, he shoveled a mound of earth and ashes onto them. Then, with the largest of the remaining timbers, he built a rude shelter over the mound, a rustic forest crypt. He said no words of dedication before he started east again. He knew no prayers that day.

Three hours later, he found another ravaged farm and made three more graves. Then, that same evening, the smoking ruins of a village with at least thirty bodies lying exposed. Nothing that might be used or resold was left in the hamlet. Terence found the bodies of two women whose left ring fingers were severed, apparently to get at their wedding bands. Terence realized he couldn't stop to bury every body that the White Horsemen left behind, and so, reluctantly, he turned his back on the ruins and continued on the army's trail.
Over the next few days, Terence saw more devastation and signs of greater cruelty than he had seen in all his life. Old women, babies, youths, men, women, children: all were killed with the same ruthlessness. What he did not find was anyone left alive. Occasionally he found a burned farm or wayside inn with no bodies, but not once did he find a survivor. He began to feel as if he were the lone living soul in a dead land. He didn't even hear birds or small animals, as if some instinct that wild creatures have and humans don't had warned them to leave and not return. But he was getting closer to the horsemen. By the ninth day after leaving Camelot, the ruins that Terence found were still warm from the destroying fires. He could not be more than two days behind them.

On the tenth day, he found his first survivor, a young man who knelt by a grave and stared blankly at the charred ruins of a tiny farmhouse. Terence dismounted and stood by the young man, saying nothing. At last the youth looked up. "Have you come to finish the job? Kill me?"
Terence shook his head.
"I wish you would."
"Did you see who did this?" Terence asked.
The youth nodded and slowly rose to his feet. "It was King Arthur's men."
Terence felt a chill. "No," he said.
"Ay, it was. They rode in at sunset, killed the cow and the dog, then set the house on fire. I was cutting wood out back and saw the smoke, so I ran up in time to see my Elise in the yard, begging the knights to spare us. They laughed and killed her where she stood."

Terence bowed his head. He had thought his heart could grow no heavier, but the young farmer's story was like molten lead poured into his chest. After a long moment, he asked, "How did you live?"
"I ran at the knights with my axe," the young man said, "but they knocked me down and took it away. Then they raised their swords to kill me, but another knight stopped them. It was a young man with fair hair and golden armor. He rode up and shouted for them to stop. They did."
"The knight with golden armor saved you?"
The man nodded. "He sent the others on and dismounted to see if I was hurt. Then he helped me dig a grave for Elise."
"He helped ... but why?" Terence couldn't imagine what Mordred was doing.
"He's trying to save everyone he can, he said. The king's gone mad, you know."
"King Arthur?"
"Ay. He's sent out all his armies to kill whatever they find. But the golden knight—Mordred, he said his name was—can no longer follow a mad, murderous king. He told me to stay hidden, that he would be raising an army of true knights to put an end to Arthur's killing, that one day England would be free again."

The breadth of Mordred's plan shook Terence. Mordred meant to ravage England, leaving alive only a few, all believing that Arthur was to blame. "Mordred was lying," Terence said.
"Is this a lie?" the man said, gesturing at his ruined farm. "Is my Elise's grave a lie?"
"Arthur didn't command it, nor is he mad. Mordred's trying to turn the land against the king."
"I saw the knights. They wore Arthur's colors."
"Anyone can wear colors."
The young man shook his head. "So you say. But who should I believe but the man who stood by me and helped me dig Elise's grave? Arthur may once have been a good king, but he's changed. From this day on I swear to kill every knight of Arthur's court I find."
Terence reached behind him to his saddle and drew his sword from the scabbard. Taking it to the young man, he handed it to him hilt first, then dropped to one knee before him.
"Eh? What's this?"
"I'm Sir Terence of Arthur's Round Table," Terence said. "I tell you that Arthur's not mad, and that he didn't order these murders. But if you won't believe me, do as you will."
The man stared at him, the cloud of grief clearing from his eyes for a moment. He lowered the point to the ground. "You're mad, too," he said.

Terence let out his breath slowly and climbed to his feet. "I may be," he agreed, "but the king is well."
"So you say that Mordred did all this to make me hate the king?"
"Why do you think the knights obeyed him when he stopped them? He's their leader. Mordred is King Arthur's son, and he means to steal the throne from his father."
Wordlessly, the young man handed the sword back to Terence.
"What is your name?" asked Terence.
"Bede, Sir Terence."
"Will you help me, Bede?" The youth nodded slowly. "I need you to take my horse and ride back to Camelot. Tell Arthur all that has happened. Tell him that Mordred has left Cornwall and is marching northeast."
Bede nodded slowly. "Will he believe me?"
"You'll have my horse and my sword. Arthur will know them both."
"You're giving me your sword?"
Terence nodded. "From here, I go through the woods. A sword will only be in my way. You keep them both. And now, Bede, kneel." Bede stared at Terence, confused, but he did as told, and Terence laid the flat of the sword on Bede's shoulders. "Today I make you a knight. Rise, Sir Bede: be ever true to your God, protect always your neighbor, honor always your king."

Bede rose, blinking with astonishment, and dazedly took the sword that Terence handed him. "Can you do that?" he asked. "I thought only a king—"
Terence half smiled. "I don't know. There are probably some rules against it somewhere. But this is no time for rules. Besides, if I missed something, Arthur can fix it when you get there. Now, hurry."
Sir Bede climbed into Terence's saddle, then looked back. "Sir Terence?"
"Yes?"
"Would you really have let me kill you?"
The half smile curled Terence's lips again. "I was mostly hoping you wouldn't try," he said. "But failing that, I was planning to duck really, really fast."
 
 
In all his days of traveling before he found Bede, Terence had seen not one living human. The next day, though, on foot, he saw more people than he could count, most of them gathered in ragged groups and clustered under makeshift shelters. Having given Bede his horse, Terence left the main roads to travel through dense forests that would be impenetrable to knights on horseback, and he soon realized that others had done the same. Several times he stopped to speak with people, hearing from them variations of the story that Bede had told. Some had hidden when they heard the riders approach, but at least half of those he spoke to told about being rescued by the golden knight Sir Mordred. After three or four attempts, Terence gave up arguing with them. No one believed him. In a twisted way, Terence realized, this was King Arthur's fault: he had been so successful at driving recreant knights out of England that many of the country people had never seen a knight who wasn't from Camelot. To these, all knights, good and bad, were from Arthur.

The encampments grew more numerous as Terence pressed deeper into the forest, and eventually he came to a large clearing in the center of a wood. Four solid cabins bordered the clearing, and within that square, people huddled everywhere. A stone cross rising above the crowd proclaimed this to be a hermitage, and among the milling throng Terence saw a few men in brown monk's robes. By the cross rose smoke and the aroma of food. Terence slipped through the crowd in that direction and in time came to a large cauldron on a fire, where a hugely bearded man in a cowl was spooning out soup to people in a line.
"Back of the line!" the bearded man said absently to him as he neared.
"I'm not looking for food," Terence said.
"That makes you the first," the man grunted. "Do you have food to share, then?"
Terence shook his head. He had left all his dry food in his saddlebags for Bede. "Sorry."
"You a huntsman?" asked the bearded man, glancing at Terence's bow and quiver of arrows.

"You might say that."
"Then go hunting, man, and bring us some game. You think it's easy to feed this many people?"
Terence shook his head. "There is no game," he said simply.
The man sighed. "That's what Bleoberis says. He's trying anyway."
Terence looked up at the name. Bleoberis was the name of a knight of the Round Table who a few years earlier had left the fellowship to join a hermitage. "Bleoberis? Who was once a knight?"
The man nodded and served a beer mug full of soup to a woman with pale cheeks and tired eyes.
"Then you're the hermit Godwulf?" Gawain's cousin Ywain had stayed with this hermit some years before and spoke highly of him.
"Brother Abbot they call me now," Godwulf rumbled, chuckling. "Since Bleoberis, we've had near a dozen men join us here. Good thing, too. Need every one of them these days."
A youth in a robe like Godwulf's approached. "I've brought the rest of the mugs, Brother Abbot. Might as well use them for soup now."
Godwulf looked stricken. "You mean...?"
"Ay, Brother Abbot," the young man said mournfully. "Beer's gone."
Godwulf took a long breath, then sighed. "The Lord will provide according to our need," he said at last.

"Do you still speak of God?" snapped a middle-aged man in the soup line. "I want no more of your God. I watched Arthur's knights kill my family. The Lord will provide? Provide what?"
Godwulf spooned another mug of soup and gave it to the man without a word. The man scowled back at him. "God lets the knights kill us, and all you do is give me a cup of thin soup in His name?"
"Ay," said Godwulf.
"I'd rather have a God who was strong enough to save my family, thank ye," the man snapped.
"Strong's easy," Godwulf said quietly. "Any bastard can be strong. Come here, man. What's your name?"
"Adelbert," the man said defiantly.
"Well, step up here, Adelbert," Godwulf said abruptly. The man did, and Godwulf placed the soup ladle in his hands. "Could ye serve the people for a bit, friend? I'll go see what we have to start another pot."
Dumbly the man took the ladle and began scooping broth into cups. Godwulf headed for the largest cabin, and Terence fell into step beside him. "The knights doing this aren't really from Arthur, you know," he said.
"Don't care," Godwulf rumbled. "Whoever it was, the people are just as hungry."
Terence nodded. "Can you tell me where the knights were headed? They were moving northeast last I knew."
"Not moving anywhere now," Godwulf said. "Bleoberis says they're camped west of Abingdon and haven't moved in a couple of days. Due north."

"Thank you," Terence said. Godwulf opened a hatch and headed into a root cellar. Terence struck out north.
 
 
The nearer Terence got to the camp of the White Horsemen, the more unnaturally quiet the woods became, as if Mordred was wrapped in a deepening cloak of silence. No birds sang and no squirrels chattered. Even the insects were silent, and spiders' webs hung tattered and empty from the trees. The part of Terence that had always felt most at home among the trees felt edgy and urged him to turn and run, but unlike the forest creatures, Terence had purposes beyond self-preservation. Instinct, more than any physical evidence, told Terence that he was near his goal, but it hardly seemed possible in this dense forest. An army needed a clearing or a plain in which to camp, and a reliable source of water, and Terence had seen neither for over an hour, and the underbrush seemed to grow more impenetrable at each step.
A light glinted directly ahead, and Terence froze. For several long minutes, Terence watched the spot without moving. It flickered again, warm and amber, not cold and metallic like a reflection on armor. Terence saw no other movement and crept closer. He had to move inch by inch, for the forest grew thicker the closer he came. Brambles caught at his arms and legs, and vines twined around his feet, as if trying to slow him down. Terence could see the light now; it was a campfire, and behind it stood a single military tent. A branch on a tree seemed to shift position, as if to block Terence's way, and suddenly he knew he had been a fool. He turned to run, but before he could move, a lazy voice said, "You will die if you try it."

In a second, the forest vanished, and Terence found himself on a grassy plain surrounded by knights with drawn swords and yeomen with arrows pointed at him. Terence lowered his arms, then turned back to look into the pale eyes of Mordred, empty but for a stir of cruel amusement. "You should have seen yourself," he remarked, "creeping across an open field in the light of day, acting as if you were in—oh, I don't know—a thick forest or something."
Beside Mordred stood a withered old woman in a gray cloak, tittering with glee. Terence had seen hags before, wizened practitioners of dark magic, and realized that he had been lured into the open by a simple illusion.
Mordred continued, "Hag Karnis here has a knack with an enchanted wood, wouldn't you say, Sir Terence?"
Hearing his name, the hag looked sharply up at Mordred's face and started to speak, but Terence spoke first. "Among other skills," he said affably, "she must have sensed my approach from quite a distance to lay such a trap."

"Ah, but that wasn't the hag," Mordred replied. "That was my doing. I don't have many magical skills, considering who my mother is, but I do know when I'm being followed. I wish you would throw that knife over here at my feet, Sir Terence. Gently. My archers are prepared to shoot at the least unexpected movement."
Terence tossed his knife in the grass between Mordred and himself. Then, without waiting to be asked, he unslung his bow and arrows and threw them down beside the knife. Mordred picked up Terence's knife, a black dagger with a wicked-looking blade and a hilt curiously carved in the semblance of two writhing snakes.
"Dear me," Mordred mused. "Now what, I wonder, is the noble Sir Terence of King Arthur's court doing with one of Adamantha's blades?" He showed it to the hag. "Wouldn't you say it's Adamantha's work, Hag Karnis?"
"Yes, Your Highness," the creature wheezed. "But my liege, if this is—"
"Whence came you by this knife?" Mordred asked Terence.
Terence saw no reason not to answer. "Gawain gave it to me shortly after I became his squire."
Mordred drew his own knife from its sheath at his side, dropped it to the ground, and replaced it with Terence's. "It's a pity I didn't have this knife last month when I tried to stab you in the back," Mordred said. "I quite blunted my old one on your chain mail, but this one would have cut through it like butter, and we would have been spared all this. How many people have you killed with this blade, Sir Terence?"

"None."
Mordred shook his head mournfully. "It deserves a better master. Adamantha's blades were made for murder."
"Who is Adamantha?"
Mordred chuckled. "The sorceress who trained my own mother, of course. Haven't you heard of her? Tsk."
"Your Highness!" the hag said hoarsely, tugging at Mordred's arm. "If this is Terence, then he is the other one of the two! Your mother said—"
"I know perfectly well what Mother said," Mordred replied calmly. "That there are two who must be killed at once, on sight."
"Then let him be killed. When My Lady says for something to be done, then—"
"Hag Karnis," Mordred interrupted in a silky voice. "I ask you to remember who is to be king in England. Is it to be me or my mother?"
The hag dropped to her knees and groveled at his feet. "I'm sorry, Your Highness, but My Lady—"
"Yes?"
"Nothing, Your Majesty."
Mordred looked at the knights around Terence. "Tie him," he said. "Hands, feet, legs, but leave his mouth free." Terence stood immobile while Mordred's men made him fast. His legs were bound from the hips to the ankles, and his hands crossed and tied behind his back. When they were done, Mordred stepped up to him and gave him a gentle push. Terence fell backwards like a cut tree, landing on his back with a force that drove the air from his lungs. Mordred chuckled with a humor that never touched his eyes, then said over his shoulder, "Oh, and Hag Karnis?"

"Yes, Your Highness," gasped the ancient sorceress.
"You may, of course, go off now and send a message to my mother that I have disobeyed her instructions by not killing Sir Terence at once, but before you do that I would ask you to consider how such an action would be viewed by your future king, and if it will really conform with your hopes for the future to do so."
"Yes, Your Highness," the hag mumbled. "It's just that—"
"I am not a fool," Mordred said. "But I need to speak with him first. Don't worry; I'll kill him when he's no longer useful. Did I not do so to Dame Lyonesse?" He paused briefly, then added slowly, "It is what I do to anyone who ceases to be useful." He smiled at the hag, then nodded to two guards. "Put him on the floor in my tent."
Five minutes later, prone on the floor of Mordred's tent, Terence was joined by Mordred, who turned him over gently, testing each rope and knot individually. Only when that was done did Mordred stand, light a lantern, and look into Terence's eyes. "Who are you?" he asked.

"You know who I am," Terence replied.
Mordred shook his head. "No. You are more than that. You are one of the only two people in the world whom my mother has ever feared, she who fears nothing. Why?"
"Who's the other one?" Terence asked.
"You are not in a position to ask questions."
Terence tried to shrug but, trussed as he was, found it impossible. "I'm not in much of a position to do anything. If it comes to that, why should I answer questions either? You've already made it clear that you plan to kill me when you're done."
Mordred was silent for a moment, then he continued as if Terence had said nothing. "Every plan I've made, you were the one who brought it to naught. From the moment I arrived at Camelot last year, you distrusted me. Why? My disguise was perfect. All believed in me, especially Arthur. Only you knew that I was pretending. What did you see?"
Terence said nothing.
After a moment, Mordred continued. "How did you know that I killed Bedivere? No one else suspected me."
"And that you poisoned the emperor Alexander?" Terence added, speaking of a foreign ruler who had visited Arthur when Mordred first came to court.

"You know that, too?" Mordred asked, his face briefly registering surprise.
Terence nodded.
"Do you have someone who tells you these things? But that's impossible. Mother said she halted all commerce between worlds."
"She was wrong. Perhaps she isn't as powerful as you think."
Casually, without any evident malice or anger but with great force, Mordred leaned down and cuffed Terence across the cheek with a gauntleted hand. Terence's head slammed hard against the floor and lights flashed behind his eyes. Mordred sat down on a campstool and watched for a moment.
"She will win," he said mildly. "Arthur was never a threat to her, and once she had learned how to bind the faeries and keep them from this world, there was no one left to stand in her way. But then you did."
"Actually," Terence said stiffly through a swollen lip, "I've done it several times. I forget how many. She does keep coming up with her little plots, doesn't she? I've often had to take time off from my busy schedule to send her packing."
This time Mordred struck him on the other cheek. Once again Terence felt his lips growing puffy and tasted blood.
"You should not speak slightingly of a lady," Mordred said. He waited a moment, then began again. "You were the one who knew that she was my mother. How did you know that? No one in this world knew that."

Terence said nothing. Mordred waited for a few minutes, and for a second Terence thought he saw a flash of genuine amusement in Mordred's eyes. "Do you have any idea," he said, "how unusual it is to find a man who feels no need to talk about himself?"
Silence.
"I wonder," Mordred said suddenly, "if, as you followed me, you came upon any of the signs of my army's passage?"
"Do you mean children and farmers and villagers butchered and left to rot?"
"Yes," Mordred replied affably. "That's exactly what I mean. Would you believe me if I told you that I hated doing all that?"
"No."
"But it's true. I get no joy from killing."
"You feel no remorse at it, either."
"No, of course not. But it's a terrible way to win a war, killing the weak. It just leaves the land that much less profitable. I may have been raised with no other purpose than to murder, but believe me, I would never have set about such a slaughter if I had had any other choice."
Terence could only stare at Mordred, who almost sounded as if he believed what he said.

"So you could say that all those deaths were really your fault," Mordred concluded.
"My fault?"
"My first plans were much more humane. If you had left well enough alone, only Arthur would have died, and I would have been crowned peaceably and legitimately."
"Except for the bit about murdering your father, you mean?"
"Well, I wouldn't have done it so that anyone would ever suspect me. I'm not a fool." Terence said nothing, and Mordred went on. "But you had to reveal that I was the son of Morgause the Enchantress, and so I had no choice but to make open war. All these deaths are really your doing."
"Or you could have chosen not to become king," Terence pointed out. "Arthur was willing to claim you as his son and make you his heir. You would have become king legally—and without one murder—as soon as Arthur died. You simply had to wait."
Mordred stared at him, his eyes uncomprehending. "I don't like to wait," he said simply.
"You mean your mother doesn't like to wait," Terence corrected.
"Same thing. We think alike."
"Do you? I just heard you disobey your mother's orders. Weren't you supposed to kill me on sight?"

Mordred raised one eyebrow. "Are you complaining?"
"I'm just pointing out that you don't seem to be in such unity with your mother as you pretend. Do you really think that when all this is over, if you defeat Arthur, she will let you rule as king? Do you really think she's done all this for your sake?"
Mordred eyed him speculatively, but this time he was the one who said nothing.
"Arthur's kingdom may fall," Terence said quietly. "No kingdom lasts forever. But whatever happens, I'm glad to have served a king who thought first of others, a king I could turn my back on without fear."
"Sounds tedious," Mordred said lightly, but there was the suggestion of a crease on his brow. A faint motion from Mordred's side caught Terence's eye, and looking more closely, he noticed, to his amazement, that the carved ebony snakes on the haft of his own knife appeared to be moving. Quickly he averted his eyes so as not to draw attention to them. Mordred scowled at his inert form and said, "Look here, you aren't going to tell me what I want to know, are you?"
"Not on purpose," Terence replied. "Are you going to tell me what I want to know?"
"What you want to know?" Mordred repeated, blinking. "What is that?"

"What is your plan? Why are you waiting here instead of pressing your attack? Are you waiting for more troops?"
Mordred stared for a second, then barked with a humorless laugh. "Aren't you precious. Still trying to complete your mission, even though in a few minutes you'll be dead."
"Tell me what I want, and I'll tell you what you want." The snakes on Terence's knife were definitely coming to life. Terence had carried that blade since he was barely more than a child, and he had never had any reason to think it was enchanted.
Mordred hesitated, then nodded. "You go first. How do you know so much? How did you know who I was? Was there some flaw in my act?"
"No. Your pretense was perfect. If I were not the Duke of Avalon, son of the enchanter Ganscotter, I would have sensed nothing."
"Avalon," Mordred repeated breathlessly. "Yes, I see why Mother hates you. And how did you know my mother?"
Terence shook his head. "Your turn," he said. The snakes had reached out, found some purchase on the campstool where Mordred sat, and were slowly writhing their way out, lifting the long blade from its sheath behind them. "Are you waiting for reinforcements? Or for something else?"

"I'm waiting for something to happen. Very soon, Arthur's armies will be split in half."
"How?" Terence asked.
"No. Your turn. How did you know who my mother was?"
"From a blind seer in another world."
"You lie," Mordred said. "I told you, my mother stopped all movement between worlds. It was her greatest enchantment ever. Even Avalon was held at bay."
"I didn't say it was Avalon. Did you think that her spell bound every world?"
Mordred shook his head. "No, you're lying. I think our game is over. You've told me enough. Mother was right. All I need to do is kill you, and I no longer have to fear anyone."
"I thought you said there was one other whom your mother feared," Terence said, stalling for time. The knife was almost clear of the sheath.
"Not anymore. Mother sent an army to the north to see to it. We've already received word that the other is dead. So you're the last threat." He rose to his feet and reached to his side for the knife, but it was gone, already slithering down the leg of the stool. His hand felt the empty sheath; he frowned, glanced out the door of the tent as if looking for something, then stepped outside.
Terence dared not speak. He fixed his gaze on the wide yellow eyes of the two-headed knife. It slithered near, and Terence rolled over on his side to make the bonds on his wrists accessible. A second later his hands were free. He pushed himself up to a sitting position, then reached out to the coiling haft of the knife, which slithered into his palm. For a second, he felt the cool, dry softness of snake scales, and then the haft was wooden again. He cut the rest of his bonds, the cords melting under the blade as if they were burnt flax, and then crept to the back of the tent, cut a slit in it, and slipped out.

It was an hour before Terence felt safe enough to stop running. He leaned against an oak tree in a dark forest—a real forest this time—and, still gasping for air after his frantic run, drew his knife from its sheath to examine it. Black wood and dark metal. Nothing more.
"You may have been made for murder," Terence whispered, "but not everything becomes what it's meant to be. Thank you."
Then, as his breath slowly grew more regular, he turned his mind to something that had been puzzling him since his capture. Terence had not been made a knight until after Mordred's banishment from Camelot, and yet Mordred had called him Sir Terence. Who at Camelot, Terence wondered, was in communication with the White Horsemen?



6. The Trial
Arthur
The guard outside the queen's chamber was a young man whose name Arthur didn't know, so as he approached he said, "Forgive me, but I don't believe I know your name."

"Caedmon, Your Highness," the guard replied stiffly.
"Caedmon. Thank you. And has everything been quiet, Caedmon?"
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Excellent. I would like to enter and visit the queen, Caedmon."
Caedmon immediately stepped back from the door and took the key from his belt. "Yes, Your Highness," he said.
Arthur didn't move. "Caedmon? I believe your orders are to allow no one to enter without searching him first." Caedmon nodded but looked confused, so Arthur added gently, "I am not above the law, Caedmon."

Caedmon's eyes widened as he realized what the king was saying. Then he shook his head. "I'm sorry, sire, I can't search you. You are my king."
"Even at my own command?"
The young guard shook his head decidedly. Arthur considered trying to explain to the guard why he insisted on being searched—so that there could be no shadow of suspicion that he had bent the law to help Guinevere—but he sensed that even this would make no difference to Caedmon. Fortunately, at that moment the captain of the guard himself appeared at the end of the corridor and approached the guard's station.
"Ah, Alan," the king said. "I wonder if I could prevail upon you to search me."
"Search you?" Alan repeated. He blinked, but then Arthur saw understanding in his eyes. Alan glanced once at Caedmon, then nodded. "Of course, my liege." While Caedmon stood rigidly by, Alan examined his king's pockets and boots. Then he stepped back while Caedmon unlocked the door and Arthur entered his queen's chambers.
Guinevere sat in a chair by the window, a shawl over her shoulders. She didn't rise or speak at Arthur's entrance. Arthur closed the door, heard the key turn in the lock, then said quietly, "How do you, my love?"
"How do you think, Your Majesty?" Guinevere replied coolly. "I'm a prisoner in the rooms where I was once a queen."

"You are still a queen, Gwen."
"Queens don't have to beg permission from peasant guards to have fresh water. Queens aren't locked up in their own bedchambers like common criminals."
"Not common, surely," Arthur said gently. Guinevere's jaw tightened, and she glared balefully at her husband. "My love," the king continued, "you have been accused of treason against the Crown."
"Treason?" Guinevere repeated blankly. "I thought you were just angry at—" Then her eyebrows snapped together. "Accused by whom?"
"Officially by Sir Mador de la Porte, but at least a dozen knights have signed the accusation."
Guinevere was thoughtful for a moment. "Another plot of Mordred and Morgause?"
"Undoubtedly," Arthur replied. "An attempt to divide the court, or—at the very least—to distract us."
"Who else signed the accusation? All cronies of Mordred's?" Guinevere asked.
Arthur shook his head. "Some, but not all."
"How am I said to have committed treason?"
"Through your long-standing affair with Lancelot," Arthur said evenly. Guinevere stared at the wall, and Arthur continued. "The statement that Mador drew up asserts that the king is the state, and that to betray the king is therefore treason. It further alleges that the two of you were meeting in secret the other night to plot my murder so that the two of you could marry."

"Arthur, I told you why we were together. We both received false letters—supposed to be from the other—asking to meet. All you have to do is show those letters—"
"The letters have not been found," Arthur said.
Guinevere blinked. "But I told you; my letter was on the writing table."
"It is there no longer, however."
"Then Lancelot can show his letter!"
"Lancelot, too, is here no longer," Arthur said. In the silence that followed, he walked across the room to the window where Guinevere sat. He gazed from the window at the rolling English countryside beyond. "It appears," he said, "that after the battle Lancelot left the court. My huntsmen followed his trail east for half a day before coming back. Perhaps he's headed for his castle in the Midlands."
"Lancelot ran away?" Guinevere breathed. "To Joyous Garde?"
"Let us say that he made a strategic, if not necessarily wise, retreat," Arthur replied. "His room was searched, and there was found no sign of the letter that you described. But another letter was found, half written, on his desk. It was a letter to Mordred, promising his assistance in the 'Great Undertaking' that Mordred was engaged in, once I was dead."
"Arthur, no! Lancelot would never betray you!"

Arthur glanced quizzically at Guinevere, then turned back to stare out the window again. Against his own will, against every determination of his soul, the old crushing weight of anger had descended once more on his shoulders. During the years of Guinevere's attachment to Lancelot, Arthur had lived with that weight. Once they had ended their affair and Guinevere had returned to him, Arthur had thought that all the anger had been dispelled. But he had been wrong.
Guinevere, her faced flushed with shame, said meekly, "I didn't mean that."
"No," Arthur said. "I suppose you wouldn't."
"Was I right after all? Is that what this is about?" Guinevere asked suddenly. "Am I, at last, to be punished for being a foolish girl and playing at romance with a handsome hero?"
"No," Arthur said. "This is about the king following his own laws. You have been accused of treason, and by my own decree anyone so accused must be tried in public and kept under guard until that trial."
"You aren't just anyone! You're the king! You should not be treated like others!"
"Don't you mean that you should not be treated like others?" Arthur asked. He had to fight to keep his voice gentle.
Guinevere stood abruptly and strode across the room. "This is why I had that cursed affair in the first place," she snapped. "If I could have just been sure, even once, that you cared more for me than for anything else, I would never have turned away! But everywhere I looked there was something that you put before me: the law, England, the throne, your Round Table. I was never first to you, never even second or third."

"And so, to make me love you more than anything, you betrayed me?"
"Lancelot always put me first," Guinevere said. "It was nothing more than that, a girl's childish wish to be treated as a ... a..."
"A queen?" Arthur supplied. Guinevere bit her lip and looked at the floor. Arthur went on, "As I recall, this girl's childish wish of yours went on for some eight years."
"And at least the last five of those regretting we had ever begun, trying desperately to think of a way to end it," Guinevere said. "But how could I send your greatest knight away, perhaps forever? You were still fighting wars. You needed him. I never wanted my stupid, childish infatuation to hurt you."
Arthur gave her another quizzical glance and looked away.
"I mean ... I know I hurt you, but then, after a while, it didn't seem you were hurt anymore. You grew hard and cold."
"You gave me no reason to think that displays of affection were acceptable, my dear."
"I know. But I thought I had lost you forever. I thought that if I sent Lancelot away, I'd have no one at all. How was I to know you still loved me?"

Arthur turned away from the window. "How was I to know you still loved me?"
"Lord, we were fools," Guinevere said at last.
"For my part," Arthur said, "I'd as soon not go through that again. When you and Lancelot broke it off and he left the court for all those years, we put things back together rather well, I thought. They've been good years since then."
"Except that we had no children," Guinevere said. "You can't know how it's tortured me, wondering if ... if we hadn't been apart those early years of our marriage, maybe I could have borne you an heir."
"There's no point in wondering what might or might not have happened. We can't tell—"
Guinevere interrupted. "Don't tell me you haven't wondered, too!" Arthur was silent, and the queen went on, "And so, because you had no other heir, when Mordred arrived you had no choice but to try to bring him into the court and prepare him to rule. In a way, all this was my fault. Maybe in a strange way, Sir Mador is right. Maybe I did commit treason against England."
Arthur shook his head, but he said nothing.
"So what is the punishment for a woman found guilty of treason? Hanging? Beheading?"
"That's the real reason I came to see you today," Arthur said. "You'll have to stand trial, according to the law. I won't set aside the law of the land simply because I love you. I can't be king if I do that."

"I know."
"But you will almost certainly be found innocent. The statement from Mador is nonsense."
"But what if I'm found guilty?"
Arthur smiled. "Why then, my hands are free again. I can't within the law prevent a trial from happening, but once a person is found guilty, then under the law I have other rights as king."
Guinevere blinked. "Of course. A royal pardon."
Arthur smiled and left the window, crossing to his queen. Taking her in his arms, he held her for a long moment, then kissed her. "I wanted you to know what was going on, but I didn't want you to lose any sleep. The trial will be in three days. I won't come visit you again until then, but know that I am always yours, and that you are always my queen."
 
 
"What about Bors?" Parsifal demanded. "There's no knight more upright than Bors. Why can't he be a judge?"
Arthur took a breath before answering. Beside him, Kai grumbled something unintelligible. "As you may recall," Arthur began, "Bors and Lionel are related to Lancelot. Cousins of some sort."
"So?" Parsifal replied. "If your cause is just and Bors is honorable, he won't let that weight his judgment."

"True," Arthur said. "But the thing is, Bors and Lionel aren't here anymore. They disappeared the day after Lancelot left, along with Ector de Maris and, by now, over a score of other knights. It is assumed that they've gone to join Lancelot."
Parsifal's eyes widened, but he said nothing.
Arthur pressed on. "So you see, we need a knight who's known to be just and fair, but who's not too closely connected to my inner circle of advisors. You do see, don't you, that if I appointed Kai, it might not seem impartial."
"Besides," Kai muttered, "if I get too near Mador, I'm likely to push my fist through his face."
"That, also, might not seem impartial," Arthur said. "But you, Parsifal, are as much an outsider as any knight of my table. You spend more time away from Camelot than here, and your integrity is unimpeachable. So I ask: will you do this for me?"
"You ask. But you don't command?"
Arthur shook his head, and after a moment Parsifal nodded.
"Thank you," Arthur said. "You'll be one of three judges. The law calls for one judge from each estate: a noble, a churchman, and a commoner."
"Who are the others?" Parsifal asked.
"Bishop Nacien and Goodwife Grete, from the butcher's shop in the village." Parsifal blinked, then smiled slowly. Arthur returned the smile. "The law does not require that all the judges be men," he added blandly.

 
 
Arthur waited at one side of the courtyard, saying nothing. Across the yard, Guinevere sat alone, and between them, at a long raised table, sat the three judges. Behind Guinevere stood a gallows. When writing the law for treason, Arthur had been primarily concerned that a king not use a careless charge of treason to get rid of anyone who opposed him. That was why he had specified that there be a panel of three judges, one from each recognized segment of society. For the same reason, he had required that treason trials be held in public. It hadn't occurred to him, however, that the only forum large enough to accommodate a public trial would be the courtyard used for executions. Even though he knew that Guinevere was in no danger and would be either acquitted or pardoned, Arthur found the looming presence of the gallows chilling.
The three judges looked at Arthur, but he didn't move. After a moment, Parsifal nodded and said, "Ah, I see. I believe the king is waiting for us. We are now in charge. Shall we begin?"
Mador stood up and spoke clearly. "Before we do, Sir Parsifal, I must protest the arrangements for this court. In particular, I protest the presence of a woman on the panel of judges."

"And why is that, Sir Mador?" Parsifal asked.
"Women are irrational creatures, moved by emotion rather than reason. Judges must be impartial."
Goodwife Grete leaned over to Parsifal and whispered a question. Parsifal nodded and said, "Yes, madam. Go ahead."
Grete scowled at Mador for a long second, then said, "Ye ain't married, I take it."
A titter stirred the gathered crowd, but Mador replied sharply, "I am not, but I don't see—"
"So tell me how ye come to know so much about women."
"You need not be married to know that women have lesser minds than men. This is not merely my opinion. So say all the great doctors of the church—"
"Who ain't married neither," Grete said, rolling her eyes. The laughter grew louder.
Mador looked at Bishop Nacien. "Your excellency, is it not true that it was by a woman that sin came into this world? The serpent deceived her, and she ate the forbidden fruit."
Nacien nodded slowly. "That is what Scripture says."
"Is that not a sign of a weaker mind?" Mador asked.
Grete leaned forward and looked past Parsifal at the bishop. "Adam ate the apple, too, didn't he?" Nacien nodded, and Grete continued, "Why does the Book say Adam ate it?"

Nacien smiled very slightly. "Because Eve gave it to him."
Grete snorted and muttered, "Which one sounds like the weaker mind to you, hey?"
Arthur suppressed a smile. He had chosen Grete because she had a reputation of being a woman of strong opinions who was willing to speak them, but this was better than he'd expected.
Parsifal cleared his throat and said, "Sir Mador, your protest is heard, but the law permits a woman to serve on this panel. We are not here to decide whether that law is correct. We are here to try Queen Guinevere for treason. Let us waste no more time."
Nacien and Grete nodded their agreement, and Grete added, "Well said, Sir Parsifal. A fair an' honest judgment. Yere mother teach ye that?"
"She must have," Parsifal replied. "I never knew my father." He nodded to Mador and said, "Continue, please."
Mador looked sour, but he proceeded with his case. "Your honors," he began, then added, "and your hon-oress, it gives me no pleasure to accuse our queen of betraying the kingdom, but I must do so." He produced an ancient scroll and said, "I hold here an ancient treaty drafted by King Locrinus, second king of Britain, and signed by the leaders of the Picts after Locrinus had defeated them in battle. Herein I read, 'As ye shall never again take up arms against the kingdom, and never betray the terms of this treaty, so shall ye also honor the person and family of the king, for the king is the kingdom in the flesh.'" Mador set down the document and said, "Why, you might ask, do I read this to you?"

"Ay," grumbled Grete. "I might."
Mador ignored her. "Because here we find clearly stated that a betrayal of the king, or of the king's family, is the same as betraying the kingdom."
Parsifal frowned and asked, "But does a treaty qualify as a legal precedent in a case like this?"
Mador smiled and said, "I thought you might ask that, and so I have asked Clerk Geoffrey of Glastonbury to speak to that question."
Arthur leaned back in his chair and half closed his eyes as a slight man with thinning hair stood up. He held a tall stack of books and papers and was clearly prepared to defend his perspective at length. Arthur sighed as the scholar began his evidence, clearing his throat deferentially every ten or fifteen seconds. His main point seemed to be that treaties were held to be in effect until replaced by other treaties, exactly like laws, and so should be regarded as having the same power. The crowd began to grow restless, at least those who weren't dozing, and Arthur himself found his attention wandering. He couldn't see where all this was leading, unless Mador wanted to make the trial last as long as possible. But that made no sense.

Then Goodwife Grete, who alone of the three judges had made no effort to pay attention to the clerk, said, "Enough of this!"
Clerk Geoffrey blinked. "My lady? I mean, my good woman?"
Grete ignored him. Instead she looked at Mador. "What're ye sayin' the queen did to betray the king and his family? I thought she was his family."
Mador scowled, but he had to answer. "She betrayed her husband with one of his knights, Sir Lancelot, as I will prove with over a score of witnesses, once we have established—"
Grete interrupted him, turning her head to look at Guinevere and saying, "Is that so, Yere Highness?"
"Yes," Guinevere said calmly.
"Shame on ye!" snapped Grete.
"You are right, your honor," Guinevere said. "It is the deepest shame I can imagine."
"When was this?" Grete asked.
"It ended fifteen years ago."
"Did your husband know?"
"Yes."
"What did he do to ye?"
"He forgave me and took me back," Guinevere said.

"Hmm. Better'n ye deserve," Grete said. "But that's his business." She looked at the king. "Why'd ye do that, Yere Majesty?"
Arthur had been watching Mador, whose anger at Grete's interruption of the trial was evident. Mador kept glancing behind him, at the gates of the castle, and Arthur was trying to imagine what he was expecting to see there when Grete's question broke into his thoughts. "I beg your pardon, Goodwife Grete?"
"Why'd ye take yere wife back after she betrayed ye?"
Arthur blinked. "I love her," he said.
"Then what're we doin' here?" Grete snapped. "I've work to do at the shop."
In the voice of one speaking to a child or an idiot, Mador said, "My good woman, I don't expect you to understand the intricacies of the law but—"
"But I do," said Bishop Nacien gently. "And I can tell you that where a husband or wife forgives, the law has no interest."
"But, as I was trying to demonstrate before this woman interrupted, the king is not just a husband—he represents England itself!"
"Why then, it would appear that England itself has forgiven her," Bishop Nacien said calmly.
Mador looked harried and glanced again toward the outer gate. "But I tell you, this is more than just a wife being unfaithful," he said at last. "She was unfaithful with a 
traitor!"
There was a hush as every eye turned toward Mador. But Arthur ignored him. Instead, he caught Gareth's eye and gestured to him.
"Are you trying to tell this court that Sir Lancelot du Lac is a traitor?" asked Parsifal in a quiet voice that nevertheless seemed thunderous in its intensity. Gareth stepped up to the king.
"Gareth," Arthur said softly. "It appears to me that Sir Mador is expecting someone to arrive through the front gates. Would you be so kind as to lower the portcullis?" Gareth nodded and walked away, his hand on his sword.
"That is exactly what I'm saying," Mador said clearly. "Sir Lancelot left this court, in the dark of night, and went to the east, did he not?"
The judges looked at Arthur, who nodded. "Yes, toward his castle, Joyous Garde."
"Toward Joyous Garde," repeated Mador, sneering, "or to join Mordred's White Horsemen?"
Arthur's attention sharpened suddenly, and he leaned forward in his seat looking intently at Mador. "Why, Mador, what makes you think that Mordred's armies are to be found east of here?"
Mador froze, his eyes suddenly blank.
Arthur continued. "We have reports of the White Horsemen in Cornwall and in Scotland, but we've heard nothing about their presence in the east. Do you, perhaps, have sources of information as to Mordred's movements that we do not?"

Every eye turned toward Mador. Parsifal and Kai rested their hands on their swords and stepped toward Mador. Mador placed his hand on his sword, his face flushed and ugly with anger, and then came a roar of galloping hooves from the gate, a clash of steel, a cry of pain, and chaos as dozens of horsemen burst into the courtyard. Arthur recognized Lancelot's armor in the lead and leaped to his feet, but he was immediately knocked backwards by Kai, who had thrown himself in front of his king. Shrieks rang out in the courtyard, but above them all, Arthur heard Guinevere's voice screaming, "No, Lance! Don't! Stop!" Arthur shoved Kai off of his legs and scrambled to his feet.
"Gwen!" he shouted.
The horses reared and turned, scattering knights and ladies and townspeople on every side, and then they rode away at a full gallop. Arthur saw Guinevere seated precariously before Lancelot on his saddle, clinging to his neck.
"After them!" Arthur shouted furiously. But the cavalcade was already out of the castle gates and had scattered, with each rider going in a different direction. "Kai!" Arthur roared.
"Here, sire!" came Kai's voice.
"Gather the troops. We march at once."

"March where, Arthur?"
"Joyous Garde! Three regiments. You lead one, Parsifal another, Gareth another. I'll ride before you all. At once, Kai!"
Kai hurried away to begin the preparations, but Parsifal's voice, from the front gate, stopped him. "Not Gareth, sire."
"No?" Arthur said, fighting to bring his rage under control. "Has Gareth joined the traitors, too?"
"No," Parsifal said. "Gareth is dead."



7. A Love Story
Lynet
Lynet, Gawain, and Gaheris were still more than a day's journey from Camelot when they met Sir Griflet riding in the other direction. Gawain sighed and rolled his eyes, as he generally did when he encountered the court dandy, but Gaheris smiled a greeting and waved.

"Sir Gaheris, Lady Lynet," Griflet said, adding, more stiffly, "and Sir Gawain. How do you?"
"Well enough for the times, I suppose," Gaheris said. "And you? Do you come from Camelot?"
Griflet raised his eyes and gazed sadly into the ether, then sighed and said, "Camelot. Speak not to me of what glory once was."
Gawain's jaw clenched, and Lynet sympathized with her brother-in-law. When Griflet began striking dramatic poses, it was rather hard not to reach over and shake him by his silken blouse. But Gaheris answered with unimpaired friendliness. "Er ... I'm not sure exactly what that means, old fellow. Are you saying something's amiss at Camelot?"

"Something? Everything!" Griflet declared dramatically.
"Well, that's certainly comprehensive," Gaheris said, nodding amiably. "Why don't you take a load off your horse and tell us about it? We were just looking for a place to camp, and we'd be glad if you'd join us."
Lynet heard a faint moan from Gawain, but she immediately added her voice to Gaheris's. "Yes, please do. We've heard no news at all."
Griflet gave Gawain a nervous sidelong glance, but he allowed himself to be persuaded. They rode a little ways off the trail to a sheltered area near a stream and made camp. When they were settled around a cheerful campfire, Gaheris turned again to Griflet and said, "Now, start at the beginning and tell us what's happened at court."
"The kingdom has been divided," Griflet declared dramatically, "the Round Table riven in two!"
Gaheris nodded slowly, then said, "You know, again, I'm not sure I'm following you. Are you talking about Mordred's rebel army?"
"Mordred! Ah, if only that were all! Lancelot and the queen have joined the rebels!"
"What?" the others exclaimed together.
"I don't believe it!" snapped Gawain.
"Nevertheless, it is true," Griflet said, holding his chin high. "Lancelot was discovered at midnight in the queen's bedchamber. Several brave knights fought to subdue him, but he escaped, killing many fellows of the Round Table." As he said this, Griflet's eyes suddenly widened as if he had just realized something. Abandoning his oratorical intonations, he looked at Gaheris and Gawain and added, "One of the knights Lancelot killed was Agrivaine." The brothers were silent for a moment, and Griflet added simply, "I'm sorry."

"Go on," said Gaheris.
Griflet continued in a more normal voice. "Lancelot escaped from the court, taking with him many other traitor knights, but a letter to Mordred was found on his desk. There is no doubt. He has thrown in his lot with King Arthur's enemies."
Lynet still didn't believe it. But she could not imagine a reason for Griflet to make up such a story, or an innocent explanation for what he had described.
"Go on," Gaheris said grimly.
"The queen was arrested and confined to her rooms for several days, then brought to trial."
"Trial?" Lynet exclaimed.
"For treason," Griflet said. "Lancelot has been proven a traitor, and she has certainly been consorting with him, betraying both the king's love and the king's rule. Sir Mador de la Porte brought charges against her, and the trial was held two days ago."
"Mador again," murmured Gawain.

Griflet ignored him. "The queen claimed that her relationship with Lancelot had ended long before, and it almost seemed that she would be set free, but just then Lancelot reappeared with all his knights, rode into the court, and rescued the queen."
"Didn't anyone fight back?" demanded Gawain, his hands opening and closing spasmodically. Lynet knew he was imagining himself there, defending the court.
Griflet hesitated, looking between Gawain and Gaheris. At last he said, "Yes. Several were killed. Sir Mador is missing and feared dead and ... your brother Gareth."
"What about Gareth?" Gaheris asked.
"He tried to stop them at the gates. Lancelot killed him."
Gawain and Gaheris were struck dumb. It was Lynet who whispered, "Lancelot killed Gareth?" It made no sense. Gareth had idolized Lancelot, had even insisted that Lancelot, rather than King Arthur, knight him. Lynet could remember Gareth as a callow youth challenging strange knights to duels for speaking less respectfully of Lancelot than he thought proper.
For several minutes no one spoke, all staring bleakly into the fire that no longer seemed cheerful. Even Griflet was subdued, his face looking very old in the moving light of the flames. At length he went on, "Arthur has gathered his armies and left Camelot, following Lancelot to Joyous Garde. I've no doubt he'll meet Mordred's armies there."

"Then what are you doing heading north?" Gawain asked.
Griflet flushed, and his voice took on its theatrical tones again. "I go to rally the people of my own lands in Lincolnshire. We shall join Arthur as soon as ... we must fortify ourselves against the evil..." His face sagged again, and he didn't finish.
"You're running away, in fact," Gawain said harshly.
Griflet's lips grew tight. "What difference can one like me make?" he asked bitterly. Lynet heard no trace of play-acting in his voice. "I'm a buffoon. An old fool, fit for nothing but decoration. I'm no more than a tapestry of a knight, and a threadbare tapestry at that. Did you know that I'm older than the king? Without ... without help, my hair would be completely white. I can't fight. I'm useless to Arthur. Why should I die if there's nothing I can do for him by staying?"
Gawain didn't answer. He simply turned his eyes away and curled his lip scornfully. Griflet stood abruptly and began gathering his gear. "I'll leave you," Griflet said. "You'll sleep better without the smell of me among you." He threw his saddle on his horse, tightened it, then climbed up. "But I'm glad I met you today, anyway. You at least might be able to help the king, and if I've told you something useful, then I've been good for something in my life."
Gawain didn't look up as Griflet rode away. Gaheris stirred the fire. "Poor old Griff," Gaheris said softly.

"Poor?" snapped Gawain. "Despicable, you mean."
Gaheris smiled softly and shook his head. "You've never had any patience with him, have you?"
"And you have?"
"Oh, yes," Gaheris said. "I was once just like him, you know. I'm a duffer with a sword, too. I'm no knight. The only difference between Griflet and me is that, with Lynet's help, I was able to find out what I really am. Griflet never did. All he knew was what he wanted to look like. It wasn't enough."
Gawain shook his head. "A coward's a coward, and you were never that. But enough about Griflet. Let's go."
"Go where?" Gaheris asked.
"Joyous Garde," Gawain said. "The king's at war, and my place is at his side."
Gaheris frowned. "Can we think about this for a minute?"
"What's to think about?" Gawain snapped impatiently.
"Do you believe that Lancelot and the queen have betrayed Arthur?" Gaheris asked.
Gawain hesitated, and Lynet said, "No."
"No more do I," Gaheris said. "So what really happened?"
"I can't imagine," Lynet said.
"Gawain?" Gaheris asked. "Why did you comment on Sir Mador? He's about the least known of all Arthur's knights."

"Mador was involved in something just before I left Camelot," Gawain said. "Agrivaine got Gareth drunk, and Gareth began spouting all that old stuff about Lancelot and Guinevere, from all those years back."
"And Mador was there?" Gaheris asked. Gawain nodded. Gaheris continued thoughtfully, "And Griflet said he was the one who brought charges against the queen and that he disappeared after the rescue."
"I see what you're thinking," Lynet said. "You suspect that Mador was a spy, put at court to stir up trouble."
Gawain shook his head. "But I don't think Mador and Mordred have even met. Mador's hardly ever at court, and I'm pretty sure he wasn't there when Mordred was around."
"I wasn't thinking of Mordred, actually," Gaheris said. "I'd say Mordred is just a tool himself, carrying out someone else's schemes."
"Mother," Gawain said.
Gaheris nodded. "She's been behind every major plot against the king since he was crowned. And all the way down from Orkney, I've been wondering about something."
"What?" Lynet asked.
"Sir Breunis and that army that besieged Orkney Hall—they had one purpose. They were to kill me. Me. Now, why? I'm not a fighter. I'm not a leader. I'm no more a threat to Mordred than old Griflet is. It makes no sense. But there is one person who has always hated me."

"Mother," Gawain said.
Gaheris nodded again. "Mother. Mind you, I've no idea why. She just could never abide me. She treated the rest of you with indifference, but me—there was something else there. I never told you this, but from the time I was twelve—which was about when she started to show this, er, favoritism—I never ate or drank anything she gave me that she hadn't tasted first."
Lynet stared at him. "You mean, you seriously believed that your mother might poison you?" Gaheris nodded, and Lynet could only stare. No wonder her Gary had such strength of mind.
"Anyway, as soon as I discovered that the attack on Orkney was aimed at me, I figured that Mother was behind it. In fact, I believe she's behind it all. I think ... I think Arthur and Lancelot and Mordred and everyone else are dancing to Mother's tune right now. Somehow, Mother has deceived everyone, and if we go to Arthur, we just join the deception."
"Where else should we go?"
"To find Mother. You don't kill a weed by cutting off its leaves."
Gawain blinked. "But Gary, Mother's a sorceress. When she wants to hide, she hides. We can't find someone who's hiding behind magic."

"No, we can't," Gaheris said. Then he looked into Lynet's eyes. "Can you?"
 
 
There were ways, Lynet knew, to do what Gaheris was asking. All enchantresses had a certain awareness that allowed them to sense when another one of that sisterhood was near. That instinct could be trained and magically strengthened in ways that made it possible to locate specific sorceresses no matter where they were. But each enchantress had this instinct in a different measure, and Lynet had never been particularly gifted in that way. She hadn't even realized that her own daughter had magical potential until Luneta had left home and then returned, months later, a fully trained and accomplished enchantress. For Lynet to acquire the powers that Gaheris wanted would be difficult, and costly, and Lynet didn't even know where to start.
Lynet sat alone on the dark moor. She had moved away from the argument around the fire, where Gaheris was still trying to convince Gawain that the best thing he could do for Arthur was to help Gaheris and Lynet find Morgause. Lynet gazed at the sky, filled with stars but moonless, and sighed. She could have done with a half-moon. Moonless nights, like nights with full moons, were for dark magic, but half-moons favored enchantresses like Lynet.
"But maybe dark magic is what I need," she muttered. "After all, what I'm looking for is power."

"Are you?"
The voice had come from her right, a little behind her. Lynet didn't jump or turn. Oddly, she didn't even feel surprised. She just waited. After a moment, a large crow hopped around and stood before her, its head turned to one side so that it could direct one dark eye on Lynet's face.
"What sort of power?" the crow asked.
"Who are you?"
"I am Lenora. What power do you seek?"
"Why should I tell you?" Lynet asked. "Do you have any power to give?"
The bird was silent for a moment. "All right," she croaked at last. "You aren't a fool. No, I have no power to give, but I can take you to One who does."
"Someone who has power to give?" Lynet repeated.
"Sell, let us say," Lenora conceded. "Power is never given away."
"Which is why power's worthless in the end," Lynet said. "Everything of real value is a gift."
The crow cocked her head at that, then laughed. "If power's worthless, why do you seek it?"
Lynet sighed. "Because this isn't the end. Who would you take me to, and what powers could I acquire?"
Lenora chuckled hoarsely. "Why should I tell you? Will you come with me or no?"
Lynet pursed her lips thoughtfully but hesitated only for a moment. "I'll come, Mistress Lenora."

The rest of that night passed like a nightmare, in slow and endless repetition. With a leap and a surprisingly loud beating of wings, Lenora hopped on Lynet's shoulder and began guiding her across the empty moor, bearing generally to the right. Keeping her eyes on the stars, Lynet saw that they made two complete circles before at last Lenora said, "Here we are," and directed her into a black chasm that stood before them in a round hill.
Lynet stared at the cavern mouth, knowing instinctively that it led out of England, out of the world itself. "Always before, when I traveled to another world, I had to pass through water," she commented.
"Ah, then you've visited only living worlds," croaked Lenora. "This should be interesting for you. Straight ahead, my dear."
Lynet went into the blackness. Her eyes were useless, but she resolutely strode forward without slackening her pace, and she kept her arms at her sides. Something told her that wherever she was going, she would not arrive there by tentatively feeling her way. The path began to slope downward, into the hill and below the moor. Lynet kept walking. She didn't slip, she didn't trip, she didn't slow down. Time passed as time passes in a dream, which is to say not at all. Past and future seemed to be figments of a weak imagination; all that existed was the now of that moment's step into blackness, each step indistinguishable from all other steps, each moment indistinguishable from all other moments.

Lynet became aware that she was being observed—not seen, exactly, since there was no sight in the cave, but watched nonetheless. Trying to focus her instincts, she soon began to sense from which directions these attentions were aimed. Inquisitive minds lined the path, like an audience at a race or a crowd watching a condemned criminal led to the gallows.
"Who are these who watch me?" Lynet asked.
"I don't see anyone." Lenora wheezed.
"Nor do I. Who are they?"
The crow chuckled. "Why, they're your sisters, of course."
"Enchantresses?"
"And hags and beldames and witches."
"They live in this darkness?"
"No," Lenora said. "They lived before they entered the darkness. This is only where they stay."
The farther they walked, the more sightless eyes Lynet felt directed at her. Keeping her voice matter-of-fact, she said, "There are quite a lot of them, aren't there?"
"More all the time."
"I didn't realize there were so many enchantresses in England."
Lenora cawed loudly in Lynet's ear. "No, no, dear Lynet. These aren't only English Ladies. Sorceresses of all lands gather here. We've just passed the famous Medea, late of Athens. Up ahead, on the right, is the Lady of Endor. They are all here."

Lynet felt sick but continued to speak calmly. "So all enchantresses come here after they die?"
"Not all," Lenora admitted. "Indeed, we had nearly given up hope of seeing you here. Such an odd and disappointing Lady you've been. But when you began to wish for power, my Mistress sent me to you at once."
"Your mistress?"
"Ahead. You'll see. Or, rather, you won't. But you'll know her."
Lynet mulled over this information for several steps, then said, "So this darkness is what awaits any enchantress who seeks power?"
Lenora fluffed her feathers and shifted her feet, then said, "It's more complicated than that, but I suppose that will do."
Lynet shook her head. "If only they knew what awaited them."
"Oh, they all knew," Lenora said, chuckling. "Every Lady here did what you are doing, came to my Mistress to seek power. Then they left with that power, which would be theirs as long as they lived. But, in return, they had to come here after death."
"How could anyone make such a trade?" Lynet asked, puzzled.

"Well, you see, they all thought they had a secret plan that would keep them from dying," Lenora explained, adding with a dry cackle, "So far, they've all been wrong."
Then Lynet knew that they had arrived. Before her, in what seemed against all possibility to be an even blacker blackness, was a Presence. Every magical sense that she had told her that she had come to the Queen of this darkness. She stopped and waited.
"Lady Lynet," whispered a voice. Lynet said nothing, and the voice continued. "I am Hecate. Why have you sought me?"
"I haven't sought you, exactly, my lady," Lynet said deferentially. "I just wished for the power to—"
"I am power."
Lynet took a long, slow breath. "Very well. I want to be able to locate the enchantress Morgause, but without her realizing that she has been found."
"A petty wish," came the whisper. "Have you no more imagination than that?"
"That's what I came for," Lynet said.
"Let me show you what I could give you."
In a moment, without the darkness lifting at all, a procession of images thrust themselves into her mind. She imagined herself casting Morgause out of England and chaining her forever to a rock. She saw herself establishing King Arthur securely on the throne, with Mordred's armies scattered and Mordred lying dead on the field. She saw herself putting all the land to rights, bringing bountiful crops and peace to all. She saw disease and famine and war driven from the land while she sat on a throne beside King Arthur, advising him and gently correcting him when he made foolish decisions—which she would recognize as foolish because of the greatness of her own mind and strength and insight and vision. She saw herself elevated to Arthur's place after his eventual death, bringing a true golden age to England.

"No," Lynet said. "I just want to find Morgause, thank you."
"Have you considered well?" whispered Hecate, but with an edge to her voice. "Perhaps you should see what may come without your help." And then a new procession of scenes thrust themselves into Lynet's mind, scenes of death and carnage on the battlefield, of orphaned children and grieving parents. She saw Arthur dead on the field and Morgause placing a crown on the head of a sneering Mordred. She saw the land laid waste and herself shackled to a wall. She saw Gaheris and Gawain hunted down and killed, Luneta burned at the stake, and Luneta's husband, Rhience, torn to pieces. "Again I ask," Hecate hissed, "what power do you seek?"
Lynet's throat was dry, but she said, "You said that this is what may come. Not what will come."

There was a long, angry silence. "Yes. That is what I said," Hecate replied at last.
"Where there's may, there's also may not," Lynet said. "I just want to find Morgause."
Hecate's voice was almost a growl when she replied, "Very well. Never have I bought a life so cheaply."
Lynet's heart thumped, and she wondered if helping Gaheris find his mother was worth the price she would have to pay. But then she remembered the intensity of her husband's face when he asked for her help. Never had he been more deadly serious. If she had been looking for power for her own sake, she would have turned around at once and left Hecate's darkness, but this was for Gary.
"You say nothing," hissed Hecate. "Did you think I give power for aught? No, to gain power you must give your all. You must release control over your own life."
Lynet set her lips grimly and said, "How?"
"You must tie your life to someone or something else."
Lynet frowned. "That's all?"
"You don't seem to understand. Your life will henceforth be outside your control. Nothing can kill you while that other exists, but if it ceases to be, then you die. You will be vulnerable."
Lynet was still puzzled. Vulnerable wasn't so bad. Was there some trick here?
"You'll want to think about this carefully, to find something strong enough and durable enough to last," Hecate said.

"What did Morgause tie her life to?"
Hecate hissed angrily. "We do not speak of others. Do you wish the power you have named or not?"
Lynet nodded.
"And, to gain this power, what will you bind your life to? Have you chosen?"
Lynet shrugged in the darkness. "Yes."
 
 
"Gary, Gawain, wake up!" Lynet shouted, shaking first one shoulder, then the other. "I know where Morgause is."
"Eh?" Gaheris said, rubbing his eyes. Then he sat up. "I told you she'd come through."
Gawain was already on his feet. "We looked for you before bed, but Gary said you'd be off doing something magical and probably nasty. Were you?"
"Nasty?"
"You know, eye of newt and so on," Gaheris explained.
Lynet shook her head. After Hecate's darkness, newt's eyes seemed almost jolly. "Magical, anyway," she replied.
"I thought so," Gaheris said.
"Have you been to the Other World?" Gawain asked.
"Not the one you're thinking of," Lynet said. "Not the World of Faeries. And I got what we need."

"So where's Mother?"
"At Perle," Lynet replied.
"The Castle Perle?" Gaheris repeated. "Your old home?"
Lynet nodded. "Yes. Gareth's and my sister's seat. She had Mordred seduce Lyonesse so as to get rid of Gareth, then they murdered Lyonesse."
Gaheris was already rolling up his blankets and preparing for travel, but he paused and looked up. "Why not just murder Gareth?"
"There are grave dangers, based on ancient magic, that come with killing someone of your own blood," Lynet said. "Not even Morgause would do such a thing lightly."
Gaheris was silent for a moment, then said, "And yet she sent an army to kill me. Why?"
Lynet didn't know. Since receiving her gift from Hecate, her mind was nearly exploding with the new things that she knew about Morgause, but that question she couldn't answer. "I guess she thought it more dangerous to let you live," she said.
Gawain interrupted this discussion. "Do you know how heavily the castle is defended?"
Lynet nodded. "It's not defended at all. Morgause has hidden herself by such powerful charms that she believes no one can ever find her."
"Then you don't need me to go with you," Gawain said at once. "I can join Arthur."

"Gawain," Gaheris began.
"No, listen. If I go with you to Perle, all the way down in Cornwall, then I'll be going in the opposite direction from Joyous Garde. I'm no help against magic, so you don't need my help. You'll have Lyn here."
"Morgause has one knight with her always," Lynet said simply.
Gawain hesitated. "Still, if it's just one knight—"
"Sir Lamorak," Lynet said.
There was a moment of silence. At last, Gaheris looked up from saddling his horse. "That makes sense, actually. Lamorak hasn't been around the court for years, and now that I think on it, I recall Dinadan telling me once that Lamorak had taken up with some faery beauty. Well, Gawain? You've been in tournaments with Lamorak. Still think I don't need your help?"
"He'd kill you in seconds," Gawain admitted. He took a long breath, let it out with a sigh, then said, "I hate it, but you're right. This is probably the best way to help Arthur, and you need me. Let's go."
They finished saddling their horses, and Gaheris said to Lynet, "If Mother's woven so many concealment spells around herself, how is it that you know where she is?"
"I just do."
Gaheris nodded abstractedly. "Had a messenger, eh? I suppose I should have expected it. Between you and Luneta and Terence and all your Other Worldly chums, I'm surprised we're ever alone. Talked to someone with special powers?"

Lynet shrugged in the darkness. "Yes."
 
 
They rode all through the night, the next day, and into the next night, stopping only when Gawain and Gaheris were falling asleep in their saddles. Lynet felt no weariness and no need for sleep. Evidently someone who had received power from Hecate no longer required rest, which Lynet found disappointing. She had always enjoyed a good sleep. Would this mean that she would never dream again? That would be a loss indeed. Or maybe not, she thought. Maybe the dreams that came to Hecate's daughters were not the sort one wished for.
Many nights later, under a glowing half-moon, they arrived at the Castle Perle. Lynet was glad it was dark. She still hadn't slept, and since night and day no longer meant sleeping and waking, she found that she preferred night. At the edge of the forest, Gaheris dismounted and buckled on his armor. Gawain already wore his, but he tightened the straps and set his helm on his head. "You're sure you don't want to wait until day?" he asked. "I'm better in the daylight."
"No," Gaheris said. "No waiting."

Gawain shrugged. "All right. And you're sure there's only one knight there, Lyn?"
"I'm sure."
"What about the gates?"
"I'll open them," Lynet said. She had always been good at moving objects about by magic, which was among the most useless of magical skills. Good for showing off and not much else. But she had no doubt she could open any gate.
She was right. The gate nearly flew open at her command, and she led the two knights into the courtyard of her childhood home.
"Oh, blast," said Gawain.
"What is it, Gawain?" demanded Gaheris. "Oh, I see."
Lynet looked, too, and saw a long, slender form rising sinuously up from the flagstones before them. Gawain muttered, "Didn't think to mention there'd be a dragon, did you?"
"Leave her alone," Gaheris said. "You only asked if there were any other knights. I heard you."
"Oh, right. It's my fault for asking the wrong question," Gawain said. He drew his sword and stepped forward. "You go on. I'll follow."
"You're going to fight it alone?" Gaheris asked.
"Gawain's right," Lynet said. She felt no fear, only an overwhelming calm. "We need to find your mother before the fight raises the alarm. Come on. Morgause and Lamorak are in Lyonesse's old bedroom. Up those stairs and to the right when you're finished, Gawain." Then she took Gaheris by the left hand and led him into the castle.

Behind them the sounds of battle began—thuds, a clank of sword on scales, a roar, more thuds—but in no time those sounds drifted away, and the quietness that Lynet felt around her seemed to carry her, like a bubble, up the stairs to the room where her sister had slept. Lynet spoke a single word, and the door burst open, splintering against the opposite wall. There was a man's shout, and a woman's angry voice, and then she and Gaheris strode into the room.
Morgause was seated at a desk before a faint blue candle flame, where she had evidently been writing on a sheet of parchment. Sir Lamorak stood beside her, holding a sword. Judging from the rumpled bedclothes behind him and the bleary expression in his eyes, he had just been asleep, but his sword was steady.
"Who are you?" Morgause demanded with mild irritation, as if she had been distracted from her work by a fly.
From behind his visor, Gaheris clicked his tongue. "Tut, tut, Mother. How unmaternal of you."
Morgause's eyes flew open, and every trace of color drained from her face. "You're dead!" she shrieked.
"Am not, am not."
"Kill him, my love! Kill him!" Sir Lamorak sprang forward. Gaheris made no effort to attack but only raised his sword, deflected Sir Lamorak's slashing blow, then stepped aside. Sir Lamorak lunged again; Gaheris parried again and stepped away.

Lynet knew this scene. It was how Gaheris had always fought in single combats, on those few occasions when he couldn't avoid battle entirely. Knowing that he was a poor swordsman, he concentrated on defending himself, and since parrying was easier than attacking, he could hold out nearly indefinitely. It was no way to win a fight, of course, but at least, for the time being, Gaheris was safe. Perhaps he could stall Sir Lamorak until Gawain arrived—if he did. Lynet turned her attention to Morgause.
There was no mistaking the abject fear in the enchantress's eyes. For some reason, Gaheris's appearance had shaken England's most powerful sorceress right to her toes. Lynet looked deeper, feeling the new connection that she had with Morgause tighten and draw her attention closer. As had happened in Hecate's darkness, a progression of pictures began to parade before some inner eye. Lynet saw Morgause with a frightened, flaxen-haired child—it had to be Mordred. She sensed her whispering poisonous words of hatred in the child's ear. Lynet saw Morgause, still looking the same but somehow younger, glaring balefully at another child, a boy with reddish blond hair and grave, watchful eyes. Gaheris. Her Gary. Then Lynet's inner sense followed an even younger Morgause across a moor, into a familiar dark chasm, down a corridor, from darkness to deeper darkness, and she heard a chilling whisper: "Yes, Lady Morgause? I am Hecate. What do you seek?"

"Power."
"What power?"
"All power!" Morgause replied.
"You know my terms," hissed Hecate. "I can grant power, but you must tie your life to another. To what will you grant control of your life?"
Lynet sensed Morgause smiling and holding something in front of her. It had the shape of a picture frame. "Bind my life to the one who is in this glass."
Then Lynet understood. Like all the other enchantresses in Hecate's darkness, Morgause had come with a plan to beat Hecate's bargain—she was holding a mirror, in which was an image of herself. She wanted her life tied forever to her own life. In essence, she could not die until she herself had died first, which would make her immortal. It was brilliant. It was as if she had made it so the sun could not set until after dark. Since it could not be dark until the sun had set, the sun would never set. But then, Lynet wondered, why is she so afraid of Gary?
"You were pregnant," Lynet said. Morgause turned her frantic eyes away from the battle and looked at her. "You didn't even know it yet, but you were with child. When you held the mirror up to Hecate, it was reflecting not just you but Gaheris as well."

Morgause blinked numbly.
"When did you realize it? When did you figure out that only one person on earth had the power to kill you, the one who was a part of you when you stood before Hecate? But then, you didn't know what to do, did you? You were afraid that killing him might kill you as well."
"Yes," hissed Morgause. "But now I know better. To make sure, I have gone deeper into the old ways than any enchantress before me. He can die." With that, she waved a hand, causing a huge limestone block to leap from the wall and throw itself at Gaheris. Lynet waved her hand and sent the block flying harmlessly away.
"What do you mean, he can die?" Lynet demanded. "He was part of you when you made the bargain."
"Not enough," Morgause replied. "I will survive his death."
"Then why are you afraid of him?"
Morgause glared at her but made no reply.
Lynet frowned. "He still has some power over you that no one else has, doesn't he?"
Morgause snarled and drew back her hand. Lynet sensed immediately what she would do—turn Gaheris's sword into brittle clay—and counteracted the spell before it had even been cast. "You can't do a thing, Lady Morgause," Lynet said. "I know your every thought. I know what you intend to do before you do. I am inside your mind. And, for what it's worth," she added, "it's a very nasty place to be inside of. I shall need a bath."

Morgause evidently saw that Lynet spoke the truth because she turned away and shouted again to Sir Lamorak, "Kill him!"
Gaheris was still performing his defensive dance, parrying without counterattacking, moving in a slow circle around the room. Lamorak's breath was labored, but at Morgause's scream he redoubled his efforts, driving Gaheris backwards, away from the door. Gaheris fended off three blows but took a fourth hit to the helm, which sent him staggering backwards in one direction and the helm flying in another. Gaheris was kept from falling only by the desk where his mother sat. Across the room, Gaheris's eyes met Lynet's.
"Goodbye, my lady," he said softly. "I love you."
"Nay, lad," Lynet replied, smiling. "I'll see you soon."
Then, in one smooth motion, Gaheris whirled to his left, his sword at waist level, and neatly severed his mother's head from her shoulders. So that was it: only Gary had the power to kill her. Sir Lamorak, given an opening, leaped forward and brought his own sword down on Gaheris, just where his neck met his shoulder, and Gaheris crashed to the ground. Then Lynet was shouldered roughly to one side as Gawain burst into the room, his sword already flickering like lightning. A clash of swords, a grunt, another clash, and then Sir Lamorak was dead, his body lying beside Gaheris's.

"Gary!" Gawain screamed.
"It's too late," Lynet murmured, leaning back against the wall and slowly sinking to the floor. "He's dead."
"Gary," Gawain whispered brokenly. He tore his helm off and leaned over his brother's body. Tears were already welling in his eyes, Lynet noticed vaguely. The room seemed to spin, then to right itself, then spin again. Gawain glanced toward her. "Lyn, can't you ... Lyn! Are you hurt?"
"No, Gawain," Lynet replied softly. "I'm dead."
"You're ... what?"
"To get the power to find your mother," Lynet explained, "I had to surrender control over my own life. I had to bind it to something else. It was the only way."
"You had to bind your life ... what did you...?"
"Queen Hecate, poor soul, will never understand. All she knows is power. She tried to talk me out of it. She told me I was a fool."
"What did you bind yourself to?" Gawain demanded, hurrying to her side.
"Not what," Lynet replied, "who. It was easy, really. My life has been bound to Gary's since I've known him. His life is my life, and my life is his. It was that way before I met Hecate; I gave up nothing." Tears streaked Gawain's face, but he said nothing. Lynet lifted one arm, which had grown very heavy, and tried to dry his cheek, but her fingers fumbled at his chin, then fell to her side.

"Queen Hecate told me I should ... should bind my life to something permanent," she whispered, "but she didn't understand. I did. Nothing is more indestructible ... than love."
Then the room grew small and very distant. Lynet felt sorry for Gawain, but she had to leave him there. Raising her inner eye, she looked ahead to see what was coming next.



8. The Titans
Terence
Terence didn't return to Camelot at once after escaping from Mordred. He had no news to report. He had already sent the hastily knighted young man Bede to tell Arthur where Mordred's armies were. Now Arthur would need to know where Mordred would move next, and when. So, mindful of Mordred's uncanny ability to sense his presence, Terence circled the army's perimeter, never staying long in one place, but never moving too far away either.

For weeks Terence played this game of hide-and-wonder-if-anyone-was-seeking while Mordred remained in the same place, obviously waiting for something, as he had said. Mordred had patrols out almost constantly, and Terence knew that if he stayed still too long, he would be discovered, so he kept on the move and never slept for more than two hours at a time. Terence grew exhausted, but he never had to worry about oversleeping on account of the hunger that gnawed at him continuously. Then one evening, Terence found a stream teeming with trout. He waded into the water, waited for the fish to grow used to him, and then, one by one, flipped four large fish onto the bank. He had always had good reflexes. Building a fire was dangerous, but so was starvation, so Terence made a tiny fire with the driest wood he could find and feasted on fish. When he was done, he moved more than a mile away before he looked for a place to sleep. The sky was clear and the night brighter than Terence could have wished—there was a luminous half-moon—but he had to rest. So, his stomach satisfied at last, he closed his eyes and fell at once into a deep sleep.

He was awakened by Mordred's voice. Not ten feet from where he lay, Mordred was talking quietly with a dark figure. Terence froze, at any second expecting the flashing blow that would end his life, but the voice went on, as if Mordred was unaware of his presence. Turning his eyes to the sky, Terence saw by the moon's position that he had slept without moving for at least six hours.
Mordred said, "She promised she'd send word soon. How much longer am I to wait?"
"Has our Good Lady ever let you down before?" wheezed a dusty voice. It was the crone who had been with Mordred before, Hag Karnis, but her voice sounded weaker and more querulous than Terence remembered.

"Let me down? You don't want to get me started," Mordred said, his voice dripping with bitterness. "Oh, I'll grant you, she's always done her part in one of her own plots, but she was a damned bad mother, you know."
"Your Highness!" gasped the hag. "Never have I heard you say such a thing about our Good Lady!"
"Yes, well, it never occurred to me until just now, but it's true. She never did one thing for me that wasn't really for her own benefit, and so I'll tell her when I see her next. I'm tired of jumping to her command."
"Sire, please! She has ways of hearing what others say! You mustn't even think such thoughts!"
"In all my years I never have," Mordred said. "And now I can hardly think of anything else."
"You are bewitched! Some evil sorcerer is ... planting these rebellious thoughts in your head by magic!"
Mordred grunted. "Hmm. I wonder. Or, to look at it another way, maybe there was an evil sorceress using magic to keep these thoughts from my head." Hag Karnis didn't reply, but her outline against the sky shifted uncomfortably. Mordred went on. "That's it, isn't it? Mother's had me in a spell to keep me from questioning her. Well, it isn't working anymore."
"Please, Your Highness," the hag said. She definitely sounded frail now. "Do not be restless. Your mother wishes to make you king! Give her time. Wait a few more days. You'll see. There is no one who can stop our Good Lady now."

Mordred hesitated, then said, "All right. It won't hurt to let Arthur besiege Joyous Garde a few more days. I'll wait until the full moon, then march—whether Mother has contacted us or not! And, yes, my dear cringing crone, you're coming with us. Back to camp now. You go first."
The hag began to shuffle away, and as soon as her back was turned, Mordred calmly drew his long dagger and sank it into the crone's back. She shrieked with pain, and then again with what seemed like amazement. "You've ... you've killed me!"
"So?" Mordred replied indifferently. "You looked more than half dead anyway. But since I knew you were planning to send a message to Mother, yes, I've killed you."
"But ... I can't die! I've tied my life to hers ... it's impossible! She's immortal! Oh, my Lady, what has ... you said you could never die and ... oh, my Lady!"
The hag collapsed, and Mordred, having retrieved his knife from her back and wiped it on her robe, stepped over her. "It's fitting, really," he murmured, "that you should be as incoherent in death as you always were in life."
He disappeared into the bushes, and Terence slowly rose from his spot. A quick check confirmed that the hag was indeed dead, and then he took a deep breath and thought. He didn't understand all that he had just heard—the hag's last words were as incomprehensible to him as they had been to Mordred—but he had learned a few things. First, Mordred seemed to have lost his supernatural awareness of Terence's presence, which might mean that Morgause's power was cracking. Second, Arthur was at Joyous Garde—although why he should be besieging Lancelot's English home was beyond Terence's imagination. And third, Mordred would be marching on Arthur at the full moon. Terence brushed himself off, took his bearings from the stars, and headed north, toward Lancelot's castle.

 
 
Dodging Mordred's patrols and once trapped for four days in a cave with the White Horsemen camped outside, it took Terence nearly two weeks to make his way to Arthur's siege camp at Joyous Garde. It was worth it, though, because the first person Terence saw upon arriving was Gawain. Terence's relief at seeing his friend alive was quickly tempered with concern, however. If he hadn't known every line of his friend's face and every inch of his armor, he might not have recognized him. Gawain's expression was entirely changed. He sat staring bleakly into a campfire, his face drawn and bitter and his eyes somehow both empty and wild. "Milord!" Terence called.
Gawain turned, and for a second the savage emptiness of his face abated, and he said, "Thank God. At least I still have you."

"What is it, Gawain? Where have you been? What have you seen?" Terence demanded urgently.
"Gary and Lynet are dead," Gawain said dully. "And Gareth and Agrivaine, too, for that matter."
"Gaheris and Lynet?" Terence whispered.
"Lamorak killed Gary. I was there. I killed Lamorak, but I was too slow to save Gary."
"Lamorak?" Terence repeated blankly. "But why?"
"He was my mother's new consort and was protecting her. But Gary killed her."
"Morgause is dead?" Terence demanded.
Gawain nodded. "Ay."
Terence took his friend's arm and led him away from the rest of the camp. "Tell me," he said. "Every detail."
In a voice nearly devoid of expression, Gawain told Terence all that had taken place since they had parted in front of Camelot. First he summarized the events that had divided Arthur and Lancelot and had led to the siege of Joyous Garde; then he recounted his own experiences, from the siege of Orkney Hall and Gaheris's faked death to the moment when Gaheris and Lynet had died together beside the Enchantress.
"And this would have been the night of the half-moon?" Terence asked when Gawain had finished.
Gawain shrugged. "Ay, somewhere about then."
Terence nodded, murmuring half to himself, "That's it, then. Gaheris broke all of Morgause's spells when he killed her. That's why Mordred didn't feel my presence." He saw that Gawain was no longer listening, but only staring unfocused at the ground. "Milord, Gaheris saved my life."

Gawain glanced at Terence, a flicker of interest in his eyes.
It wasn't much, but it was enough for Terence. Holding Gawain's eyes in his own gaze to keep him from turning away again, Terence said, "You see, Mordred had a magical ability to sense people's presence, even at a distance. When I got close to his camp, he knew it, and I was captured."
"Captured?" Gawain repeated.
"But I escaped. Say, remember that knife you gave me before we fought the five kings? Where did you get that knife?"
But Gawain's attention turned within again. Terence repeated the question, and finally Gawain said, "Oh, Mother gave that to Father. I got it after he died."
Terence nodded and continued, "Anyway, I escaped but stayed nearby to watch Mordred's armies. Then, the night of the half-moon, I fell asleep and would have been captured again, but Mordred had lost his powers. So Gaheris saved my life."
Gawain nodded. "I'm glad of that, anyway."
"But Mordred is on his way here. We need to tell Arthur to forget Joyous Garde and start preparing for the real enemy."

Gawain said nothing.
"Well?" Terence asked. "Don't you agree?"
"I don't care who we fight," Gawain said after a moment. "I just want to fight someone. I think Arthur feels the same. Arthur's not the man he was a month ago. Neither of us are."
"Let me talk to him," Terence said calmly. He tried to sound confident, but his heart sank. If Arthur had changed as much in the past few weeks as Gawain had, there was no knowing whether he would listen. "Come on, milord."
To Terence's dismay, Arthur was even more changed than Gawain. His face was haggard, and the spark of humor and compassion that always lurked in his eyes was utterly absent. Terence reported Mordred's plans, but the king barely seemed to notice. After a moment, Terence said, "My liege, tomorrow night is the full moon. If Mordred leaves Abingdon then, he should arrive in a week. We can set a trap."
At last Arthur spoke. "I have no troops to spare."
Terence hesitated, then said, "You could withdraw from Joyous Garde." Arthur's eyes flashed, the first sign of energy that Terence had seen. Terence went on, "I don't know why you are besieging Lancelot, but—"
"Don't you?" Arthur asked grimly. "You haven't heard Lancelot's been betraying me with my wife all these years and now has joined with Mordred to steal my throne?"

"I don't believe it," Terence said calmly.
"You don't want to believe it, and so you don't," Arthur said bitterly. "As king, I don't have that luxury. I have to believe the facts."
"Belief isn't about facts," Terence said. "That's knowledge. Belief is what you know without facts, and I believe in Lancelot. He's a man of honor, and he's loyal to you."
"You don't believe he had an affair with my queen?"
"Yes, sire. He did that, and it stained his honor. But he ended it and gave up his knighthood. Only when he had restored his honor—by rescuing the queen and restoring her to you—did he return. Since then, he has been faithful."
"That's what I thought, too," replied the king dully. "I was even willing to believe Guinevere when she said she had been tricked into meeting Lancelot in her chambers at midnight."
"What?"
"Oh, haven't you heard that bit? They were found together in the queen's chambers. Guinevere claimed they'd both received forged letters asking the other to meet—but of course neither letter was ever found. Lancelot fled, killing Agrivaine and four other knights on his way out. Even then, I tried to excuse those murders as self-defense. But when he rode into Camelot to steal Guinevere away one more time, I had to face the truth. Lancelot's turned against me, and I won't stop until he's crushed."

The king's voice was quiet but implacable. Bowing, Terence turned on his heels and left the king's tent. He knew when there was nothing left to say.
"Any luck?" growled a gruff voice. Terence looked up into Kai's black eyes. He shook his head. Kai swore softly and said, "Then it's over. He won't listen to me or Parsifal. Gawain won't even try. Bedivere's gone. There's no one else he might listen to."
"You don't believe Lancelot's a traitor?"
"Do you take me for an ass? Of course not. Lancelot would die before he'd betray the king. And if it didn't involve Gwen, Arthur would know that, too. But when it comes to her, he can't see around that old blasted affair."
"I didn't know he still carried that with him."
"No more did I," said Kai, nodding. "But it was there all the same."
"We can't give up," Terence said. "Mordred's on the march, and he knows where we are. A week and he'll be here."
"Who's giving up?" Kai snapped. "I've sent for a mediator—Bishop Nacien from Glastonbury—and I've been trying for two days to call a parley with Lancelot. But so far no response either way. You told Arthur about Mordred?"

Terence nodded. "He didn't seem interested. At any rate, he refused to pull troops off to set a trap."
"At least we can warn everyone," Kai said. "Which direction?"
"He's been at Abingdon, by Oxford," Terence said. "But who knows which direction he'll attack from."
Just then a young man in chain mail came hurrying up. "Sir Kai," he said quickly.
"Yes?" Kai said.
"You told me to report as soon as anything happened at the wall."
"Yes?"
"A knight hails us."
"Who is it?"
"They say it's Lancelot himself."
Terence suddenly recognized the youth. "Bede?" he asked.
The young man turned and looked at Terence for the first time. "Sir Terence!" he said. Kai disappeared into the king's tent to report to him.
Terence said, "I'm glad you made it to Camelot."
Bede replied, "I didn't, actually. The army was already on the march when I joined them. The king didn't seem interested in my report." Then Bede added, "Sir? I've kept your sword and armor. They're in my tent. Sir Kai gave me gear of my own."
"And my horse?"

"Yes, sir. I'm glad you're alive, sir."
Kai and Arthur emerged from the tent, the king's face harsh and set in rigid lines. In the daylight, Terence was surprised to see how anger had aged him in just a few weeks. Arthur led the way toward the castle walls; there, on the battlements over the main gate, stood Lancelot.
"My liege!" Lancelot called, bowing his head respectfully.
"Liege?" Arthur demanded. "If I am indeed your liege lord, then you would obey me!"
Lancelot nodded. "Command me, sire."
"Give me my wife!"
Lancelot bowed his head again. After a moment, he looked up. "So you can execute her? I am sorry, sire. Though I die for it, that I cannot do."
For a long moment the king and his knight looked at each other. Then Arthur said, "Then I shall tear down your castle, stone by stone, and take her."
Lancelot was silent.
"Do you mean to stay there forever?" Arthur demanded. "Eventually, you'll have to fight."
"Yes," Lancelot said. "But I will not until I must. I will never raise my sword against you, or let the knights who are with me do so, until we have no other choice."
"That time is now," Arthur said. "You can't hold out against us, and when the fight begins, you can't win. Do you want your knights to be killed?"

"Do you want to kill them?" Lancelot replied immediately. "Bors? Lionel? Ector de Maris? They have ever been faithful to you. Which of them do you wish to kill?"
Now it was Arthur who was silent. Terence's gut felt heavy as he imagined fighting against these old friends—calm, dependable Bors; laughing, mercurial Lionel.
"I want to kill no one," the king said. "But I will have my queen, though I have to kill everyone standing in my way."
"That is I. No one else," Lancelot said calmly.
The king looked up, his eyes aflame. "Then I challenge you to single combat, Lancelot, to the death! If you win, you take her. If I win, she is mine!"
Lancelot shook his head. "I will never lift my sword against you. Never."
Then a new voice broke into the parley. "What if the king chose someone to fight in his place? Would you accept single combat then? Will you fight me instead?"
It was Gawain.
 
 
The rest of that day was like a nightmare for Terence as the arrangements were made for a single combat between Gawain and Lancelot. A part of his mind refused to accept the notion that his two friends—and two of Arthur's most loyal knights—would prepare for a fight to the death. Terence thought he knew what had prompted Gawain's offer: Gawain had always tried to relieve deep pain through fierce activity, and avenging his brothers' deaths on Lancelot would certainly do that. But why had Lancelot accepted Gawain's challenge? At first, Terence was bewildered by this, but as negotiations for the battle drew on, he began to understand. Lancelot set only two conditions. First, whatever the result of the battle, Guinevere was to go free. If Lancelot won, then Guinevere would be restored to her former position and held to be innocent. If Lancelot lost, she would at least be permitted to live. His second condition was that all the knights who had followed Lancelot to Joyous Garde were to be held innocent of treason and restored to the king's favor as before. Lancelot asked for nothing for himself, and so long as the king agreed to those two terms, Lancelot accepted every other condition. He didn't protest when Arthur suggested that the battle be fought with swords only, even though Lancelot's greatest advantage was in his superior jousting. He didn't even blink when the king called for the battle to begin at nine in the morning.

This last condition was significant, more than even Arthur knew. At the beginning of his career, Gawain had received a blessing from a holy man, by which his strength was tied to the sun and would increase as the sun rose. Only Gawain and Terence knew about this blessing, but everyone at court was aware that Gawain was at his best before noon. For years—before Gawain and Lancelot had stopped participating in tournaments so as to give the younger knights a chance to shine—a tournament held in the morning had been called a Gawain Tourney and one held in the afternoon a Lancelot. A swords-only contest in the morning gave Gawain a clear edge, but Lancelot made no demur. Terence suspected that Lancelot didn't care if he lived, so long as Guinevere and his friends were given their freedom.

Terence said nothing to Gawain that evening about the upcoming fight. At this point recriminations and arguments were useless. A challenge had been offered and accepted, and neither knight would dream of backing out now. Instead, Terence and Gawain sat around their fire in silence. With the prospect of action, some of Gawain's bitterness had lifted, and though Gawain still spoke little, Terence no longer felt excluded by his friend's melancholy.
Gawain glanced at Terence and said, "Wondering if this is the last night you'll see me alive?"
Terence shrugged. "Not really. Remember the life we've led, milord. I've had that thought off and on for twenty years. I suppose I must have worn it out by now."
Another long silence was followed with another question. "What do you suppose will await me after I die?"
Terence stared into the fire for a long time, watching the wood change into light and warmth, before answering, "In our journeys to other worlds, we've met some who left this world by dying out of it. Some of those people seemed alive; some didn't. I don't know what awaits anyone. All I'm sure of is that this world isn't all there is."

Gawain poked the fire with a stick, and a log crumbled into a heap of coals and glowing embers. "Everything falls apart," he said.
"But nothing is ever lost," Terence replied.
 
 
The battle began promptly at nine, with Lancelot immediately pressing a furious onslaught. He was clearly hoping to take Gawain by surprise and negate his morning advantage, but Gawain was waiting for this and matched each lightning blow with an equally swift parry. Gawain ended this opening assault by slipping under a swing and landing a solid blow on Lancelot's breastplate, which sent the French knight staggering backwards. Gawain followed up quickly, but Lancelot desperately deflected one blow with his sword and a second with his shield. A chip the size of an oak leaf flew from the edge of the shield, but the shield held, and Lancelot regained his balance.
After that, Lancelot grew more cautious and deliberate. Having failed to achieve a swift victory, he seemed content to reserve his energy, keep himself from serious harm, and watch for openings. Since Gawain was as skilled and experienced as Lancelot, such openings were brief and few. Over the next hour, Lancelot's shield became more and more chipped as Gawain grew stronger and pressed his attack. Gawain was fighting brilliantly, judging every blow to a hair and deflecting all of Lancelot's counterattacks without apparent effort. Twice Lancelot managed to clinch and throw Gawain staggering backwards, but in neither case did Lancelot have the strength to follow up. Instead, he backed away and drew in great, gasping breaths while Gawain recovered his balance.

The crowd watched the battle without shouts of encouragement, but rather in awed silence. Even Terence, with all his years of experience, had never seen such skill at arms. Again and again he witnessed some amazing pass that perhaps only two knights in the world were capable of executing. These two knights.
Beside him, Kai's gruff voice muttered, "Good Gog! Are they even human? It's Hector and Achilles."
After a moment, Terence whispered, "But which one will be Hector?"
Kai didn't answer. Terence glanced up at his friend's face and saw tears streaming down his cheeks, dancing over his bristly gray beard, and splashing on his shirt. The clang of sword on sword, the shuffle of feet, the gasping and wheezing, and the dull thud of sword against shield continued without interruption. Terence could count on one hand the number of swordfights he had witnessed that had lasted even an hour. This one was now approaching three.

And then, as the sun neared its zenith, Gawain threw himself into a new attack, suddenly appearing as fresh as when the battle had begun. Lancelot was helpless to do anything but desperately deflect blows away from vital areas and absorb them on his arms and shoulders. He was taking tremendous punishment, but he stayed on his feet until a colossal swing, aimed at his neck but landing on the back of his helm as he tried to duck beneath it, sent him sprawling, stunned. Gawain stepped up to the prone form and raised his sword for the blow that would end it. Terence closed his eyes, but all he heard was the soft crunch of a sword being driven into the earth.
"No, not like this," Gawain gasped. "Not helpless. No man should die helpless, least of all this man." He looked over his shoulder at Lancelot's escort. "Bors! Lionel! Take him!" Then Gawain removed his helm and looked into the eyes of King Arthur. "We'll finish this tomorrow," he said. Terence's heart leaped. The blankness of grief was entirely gone from his friend's eyes. Gawain was himself again.
Bors and Lionel each took one of Lancelot's arms and raised him, dazed and weaving, to his feet.
Gawain said, "We'll pick up tomorrow where we left off." Bors and Lionel nodded, and Gawain added, "We start at noon."

 
 
That afternoon, after Terence had treated his wounds and rubbed liniment into every muscle in his body, Gawain lay down and slept the deep and motionless sleep of the exhausted. Terence stationed himself outside their tent and kept people from disturbing him. More than one man asked him why Gawain had set the next day's battle at noon, but Terence evaded the question. Even when King Arthur himself, his eyes still betraying the grim emptiness that Gawain's had finally lost, asked that question, Terence only replied, "Gawain didn't say, sire."
"And why didn't he end the battle?" Arthur asked.
For a moment, Terence didn't answer. Then he said, "Would you have done so, sire? Struck down Lancelot while he lay stunned?"
The king turned on his heel and strode away.
Gawain slept for six hours, awoke and ate a hearty meal, then went back to bed, not so much to sleep as to avoid people. He and Terence talked quietly inside their tent for several hours, mostly about Gawain's faery wife, Lorie, on the Island of Avalon, until at last, sometime after midnight, Gawain went back to sleep.
Terence woke his friend at ten, which left enough time for him to eat well but not feel heavy from the meal at noon. They made the rest of their preparations in silence, and when Lancelot emerged from Joyous Garde at midday, Gawain was armed and ready. The knights nodded to each other, waited for the signal, then threw themselves into battle.

The contest was more deliberate than the one the day before. Both knights moved more slowly, even stiffly at first, but Gawain clearly held the early advantage. He continually pushed Lancelot backwards and once even drove him to his knees, but Lancelot escaped by lunging forward toward Gawain and making him stumble, rather than trying to avoid Gawain's sword. A blind parry behind his back deflected Gawain's off-balance stroke, and then Lancelot rolled to his feet, ready to fight again.
Terence shook his head with awe. No other man, driven to the ground before a swordsman such as Gawain, could have escaped unharmed. In fact, Terence was surprised that even Lancelot had survived. Had Gawain hesitated? Frowning, Terence began to watch more critically. Within another half-hour, Terence was certain. Three times Gawain had had a slim opening and had either missed it by hesitating or had simply let it pass.
Then the tide of the battle turned. Gawain's strength began to flag, and his blows were neither as swift nor as precise as they had been. Lancelot, encouraged by the signs that Gawain was faltering, seemed to find renewed strength. Now Gawain was on the defensive, fighting as Lancelot had the previous morning. Unfortunately, by nature Gawain was a less patient fighter than Lancelot, and thus was less adept at the defensive stance. With one perfectly aimed blow, Lancelot split Gawain's shield in half, rendering it useless. Gawain tried to defend himself with the largest half, then tossed it behind him impatiently. Lancelot stepped back and let Gawain recover his breath, then calmly threw his own shield aside.

Gawain attacked; Lancelot parried. Gawain dived to one side and swung at Lancelot's legs; Lancelot leaped over Gawain's blow without losing his balance and landed a counterblow on Gawain's side. Gawain hit the turf hard and rolled to his feet, more swiftly than Terence would have imagined possible for a man in full armor, but Lancelot was waiting for him as he rose and knocked him backwards again. Lancelot lunged, clinched briefly, then threw Gawain to the ground. Gawain sat up and, with his sword, deflected one blow aimed at his helm, then a second one. He managed to get his feet under him, but as his sword arm lowered, Lancelot finally landed a heavy blow on Gawain's temple. Gawain sprawled to his right, nearly rolling over completely. His helm flew from his head and his sword to the ground, yards away from where he lay. Dazed but unconquered, Gawain pushed himself up and climbed shakily to one knee, but there he stopped. Lancelot stood before him, his blade at Gawain's throat.

"Do you yield, Gawain?" gasped Lancelot.
Gawain said nothing.
"Do you yield?" Lancelot repeated.
Gawain shook his head.
"Damn it, Gawain! You're disarmed! Yield, I say!"
Finally Gawain spoke. "Sorry, Lance, but I don't fight for myself. I fight for Arthur. You'll have to kill me."
Lancelot raised his arms, and for a horrible, sick second Terence thought he was about to see Gawain die, but Lancelot only tore off his own helm and threw it on the ground behind him. His cheeks were streaked with tears. "No, by God! I will not! I'll die myself first!" Then he let his sword drop to the ground and knelt beside Gawain. "Forgive me, my friend."
His own eyes wet, Gawain embraced Lancelot. Then he pushed him away and looked into his eyes. "Whatever I have to forgive is forgiven," he said.
"I suppose we might all be wondering where we go from here," interposed a quiet voice. A slight man in black robes stepped out of the crowd of onlookers into the very center of the battleground. It was Nacien, Bishop of Glastonbury.
Arthur rose from the chair where he had sat watching the combat. "Bishop Nacien," he said dully. "What brings you here?"
"I sent for him, Arthur," growled Kai. "To serve as mediator."

"And if I might presume to correct you, Your Highness," Nacien said, "it is no longer Bishop Nacien. At least I don't think so. A few days after I served you at the queen's trial, and just one day after you left Camelot, I received a letter from the Holy Father appointing me Archbishop of Canterbury."
"Archbishop, then," Arthur said impatiently.
"I only mention the fact," Nacien continued, "because if I choose to accept this dreadful position, I will have the job of doing my utmost to preserve the peace of God in England. Do you mind if I give it a go right away? As official representative of the pope, I mean?"
All this was said in such a deferential, almost apologetic tone that it took King Arthur a few seconds for the import of it to sink in. "Do you mean to say that you've come as a papal legate to mediate peace?"
Nacien smiled. "Yes, actually. If you don't mind."
"Does it matter if I mind?" Arthur asked.
"No, but I'd rather have your approval."
Arthur scowled, but after a moment he waved his hand resignedly. Even the king of England had to recognize the authority of the pope in mediating disputes. Nacien turned to Gawain and Lancelot, who had both struggled to their feet, holding on to each other for support. Nacien spoke to Gawain. "I heard you say, Sir Gawain, that you have forgiven Sir Lancelot. I'm very glad to hear it. What exactly had you to forgive?"

Gawain took a breath, then said, "He killed my brothers."
"Brothers?" demanded Lancelot, his eyes widening. "I knew I killed Sir Agrivaine, but—"
"The man you killed at the gate when you rescued the queen," Gawain interrupted. "That was Gareth."
Lancelot's face grew still and empty. Then he bowed his head. "I did not know," he said at last. "In the heat of an attack ... but still, I am sorry. I loved Gareth, you know."
"I already told you. You're forgiven," Gawain said, then he added, "Gary's dead, too."
Lancelot swallowed. "Sir Gaheris?"
"Your cousin Lamorak killed him," Gawain said. Terence blinked, then nodded. He had forgotten that Lamorak was a distant relative of Lancelot's. Gawain continued, "I killed Lamorak. I ask your forgiveness as well."
Lancelot reached out and rested his hand on Gawain's shoulder. "My friend," he said.
"So far so good," interposed Nacien calmly. "But I take it there is another rift to heal. Sir Lancelot, will you come with me?" Taking Lancelot's elbow, Nacien steered him toward King Arthur, who lifted his bleak eyes to glare challengingly at the knight.
Lancelot evidently needed no prompting. Sinking to his knees at the king's feet, Lancelot said gruffly, "Sire, I have never begged your forgiveness for betraying you with your queen. I thought it best to let it be forgotten, but I was mistaken. A wrong that is never forgiven cannot be forgotten. Can you forgive me?"

All who stood within hearing held their breath. Then the king said, "Do you speak of an old betrayal or a current one?"
Lancelot looked up, surprised. "Sire, my relations with Queen Guinevere ended years ago, when I left the court. I thought you knew that."
"And yet she is in your castle now, kept away from me," Arthur said. "What am I to make of that?"
Lancelot's eyes narrowed. "Sire, you cannot think ... I only rescued her to keep her from being unjustly executed."
The king raised one eyebrow. "You thought I would unjustly execute my own wife?"
"But Sir Kai said—"
"Sir Kai said what?" demanded Arthur.
"He sent me a letter saying that you were going to try her for treason and that you meant to have her hanged."
Now Sir Kai stepped in. "I sent you a letter?"
Lancelot nodded and rose to his feet. "Bors? Do you have the letter?"
Sir Bors stepped forward, bringing a sheet of parchment and handing it to the king. Arthur examined it for a long moment, then reached into a pocket in his robe and produced another sheet of parchment. While all the court watched, Arthur looked back and forth between the two letters. Then his head sank to his chin, and for a long minute no one spoke. At last the king looked up, his eyes bleary.

"This letter," he said, "purports to be from Sir Kai, telling Lancelot that I have gone mad and intend to kill the queen. It begs him to come and rescue her and promises that no one will stand in his way."
"Arthur, I didn't—" began Kai.
"I know you didn't write it, Kai," Arthur said. "I know your writing, and this is not it. It is, however, identical to the writing of the letter found on Lancelot's desk after he left the court."
"A letter?" Lancelot asked.
"A half-written letter from you to Mordred, promising to join his rebellion."
"No, sire! I never—"
Arthur waved his hand. "I know, Lance. I haven't been thinking clearly for several weeks, but I have enough wit left to realize that we have all been played for fools. Someone—Sir Mador, I would imagine—has been busily writing letters under false names, trying to split up the Round Table. Doing quite a good job of it, in fact."
Terence sighed with relief and heard others around him doing the same. The war between the king and Lancelot was over. But then Nacien cleared his throat gently. "Your Highness?" he said.

"Yes, your excellency?"
"I am glad we have cleared up the confusion, but the matter is not over. These letters ... neither of you would have believed them for a moment had there not been a division between you. We still need to deal with Sir Lancelot's betrayal."
"But all that was over years ago," Lancelot said.
Nacien smiled. "Didn't you say yourself, just a moment ago, that an unforgiven wrong is never forgotten? You're right. In fact, that's quite insightful. Have you ever thought about becoming a priest?"
"Me? A priest?"
"Or a monk. I don't care. You have the aptitude. But that's not the issue now. The issue is that you betrayed the king many years ago and never confessed and were never forgiven."
"I do confess it now, then," Lancelot said. "Before all these present, I confess my sin."
"And I," Nacien said, "receive your confession and assign you penance. You must go from here on pilgrimage. For three weeks, go to every shrine, every hermitage that you can find, and there confess your sins to those you meet. And then, when you have completed your pilgrimage, you must leave England."



9. The Last Enchantress
Luneta
On the night of the half-moon, Luneta sat up in bed as if she had been stuck with a pin. "Rhience!" she shouted.

She waited a moment and was about to call out again when her chamber door opened and her husband entered, bleary-eyed but awake. He carried a candle. "What is it?"
"Something's happened."
Rhience set the candle on a table and sat beside it in an oaken chair. "Something good or bad?"
"I don't know. Neither, maybe, or both."
"Nearby or far away?"
Luneta thought about this for a moment. It was a reasonable question. As an enchantress, her particular gift was in her awareness of others. Where her mother was an instinctive healer, Luneta had a natural ability to sense, even at great distances, what others were feeling and thinking. "Far away, I think. It's my mother."

Rhience said nothing, waiting.
A cold emptiness began to spread from Luneta's breast, hollowing out her whole body. "I think she's dead," Luneta said.
Rhience rose at once. He made no effort to convince her that her feelings might be mistaken, but only took her in his arms and murmured, "Oh, my love, I'm so sorry."
"She's not unhappy," Luneta added. "Mother, I mean. She's all right. Just dead."
"What about your father?" Rhience asked, leaning away from her and gazing into her face. "Can you tell anything?"
Luneta shook her head. "No. It must be very far away. I can sense Mother because of the connection between enchantresses, but not Father." She frowned. "There's something else, too: a lightening of darkness. Some heaviness that's been resting over England has started to lift. There's a presence that ... it's gone. I wasn't even aware that it was there until now, a dark fog that must have been growing gradually, but I can feel it, now that it's clearing. Oh, Rhience, I think everything has changed tonight."
"Not for me," Rhience said firmly. "I still love you. You are still my world, and you are still here. So don't talk nonsense about 
everything changing. Everything else can bloody well change all it wants, but we are still together."
Luneta shook herself briskly and said, "Thank you. Yes, you're right. But what are we going to do?"
"Tonight we'll rest. Then tomorrow morning we'll start for Orkney to check on Sir Gaheris. If your mother has died, he'll need us."
Rhience's steady good sense calmed her somewhat, even as she knew she wouldn't go back to sleep that night. "You're right," she said.
"And I'll stay with you," Rhience said, taking her back in his arms and sliding under the bedclothes beside her. "Lie down. Tomorrow we'll face together whatever there is to face."
 
 
As it turned out, they didn't leave for Orkney the next day. After breakfast, while Rhience was giving instructions to his steward for managing their Sussex estates in their absence, the castle gate flew open and a majestic woman with haughty eyes rode a gray palfrey into the courtyard.
"Morgan?" Luneta said, staring at her great-aunt, the enchantress who had trained her.
The proud eyes softened slightly. "Good morning, my dear." Morgan looked sharply around the yard, noting the horses saddled and baggage assembled. "You're going somewhere? Do you know, then?"
"I know that Mother died last night," Luneta said, forcing her voice to remain steady even as she uttered the horrible words. "That's all."

Morgan gazed at her thoughtfully. "You are more gifted than I knew. But is that really all?"
"Something, no, someone else died, too, lifting a shadow from the land."
Morgan nodded. "My sister Morgause."
"Morgause is dead?" Luneta said, a spark of hope rising in her breast.
"Yes. Your mother and my sister died last night, and with their deaths this world has changed for people like us."
"Enchantresses, you mean?"
"What else could I mean?" Morgan replied impatiently. "I've been sent to gather all the enchantresses of England and bring them to the Henge."
"Who sent you?"
"Ganscotter himself. The Enchanter of Avalon. The greatest of all the—"
Rhience's sardonic voice broke in. "Ah, you mean Terence's daddy?"
A look of distaste flitted across Morgan's countenance. Rhience had never been one of her favorites. Morgan was used to being taken more seriously than Rhience took anyone. "Yes, Rhience, the father of the Duke of Avalon."
"I've always wanted to meet his papa," Rhience mused.

Luneta looked up quickly at Morgan. "And what about the husbands of enchantresses? Does Ganscotter invite them, too?"
"Yes," Morgan replied. From her tone it was clear that she thought poorly of this inclusion. "They're summoned as well."
Rhience smiled. "Well, please tell Terence's dad that we're honored by his kind invitation, but that we have another engagement."
Morgan's eyes widened. "You don't understand—" she began.
"The thing is," Rhience explained, "we were just off to Orkney to check on Sir Gaheris. With Lady Lynet gone, he'll need—"
"Sir Gaheris? Then you don't know that part?"
"Don't know what?" Luneta demanded.
"It was your father who killed Morgause, and he died doing it."
"Father's dead, too?" Luneta repeated blankly.
"Yes, perhaps I should have said so earlier," Morgan said.
Rhience at once stepped to Luneta's side, tenderly placing his arm around her shoulders. Now he glanced at Morgan with disdain. "Perhaps you should have," he said.
"It slipped my mind," Morgan snapped.

Luneta barely heard this exchange. For all that she was like her mother, she was even closer to her father. In her youth, Luneta had fought with her mother fiercely and often, but she had never been able to sustain anger against her father. When she tried, her wrath dissipated in his presence. He would simply grin at her, disarming her with his amused acceptance of whoever she happened to think she was at that moment.
"I'm sorry, lass," Rhience said softly, and his voice and intonation were so like her father's that she was oddly comforted.
"So you'll be coming with me," Morgan stated. "Come, we have other Ladies to gather."
Luneta looked up to see Rhience watching her, waiting for her decision. "I ... I think we should, Rhience." He nodded and held her hand while she mounted, then kept holding it while they rode away with Morgan.
 
 
Over the next two weeks, they gathered twelve other enchantresses, all of whom were stunningly beautiful. Upon completing their training in magical arts, enchantresses were offered a choice of three gifts, one of which was the gift of breathtaking physical beauty. Evidently that was the most popular choice. Luneta, who like her mother had chosen a healing potion instead, began to feel out of place in the growing cavalcade. She glanced speculatively at Rhience, who was gazing on the backs of two ravishing golden-haired sisters who rode ahead of him. "See something interesting, dear?" Luneta asked.

Rhience glanced at her and chuckled. "I was just thinking how lucky I was to be married to you," he said.
"Really?" Luneta asked suspiciously.
Rhience nodded and explained earnestly, "Yes, because I shan't lose you in the crowd. It's so easy to tell you apart from the others, you see."
Luneta tried to stifle her laughter but failed. She snorted in a very undignified way, spraying her horse's neck.
Rhience handed her a kerchief, and she wiped her nose. "Seriously, I was only half joking about telling enchantresses apart," Rhience added. "I was just trying to remember which of those two girls was Felicia and which Patricia. As far as I can tell, they both look like your friend Laudine. Isn't it odd that the more beautiful a woman is, the more she looks like every other beautiful woman?"
"How lucky for you that you married a fright like me," Luneta said dryly.
"Yes, isn't it?" Rhience returned, smiling with simple pride. "Provident of me, really. I'm often surprised at how clever I am."
"Whereas I'm no longer surprised at all," Luneta replied mournfully. "Resigned, more like."
Rhience grinned, acknowledging a hit, and they rode on in comfortable silence. They were nearing the Henge, a great circle of stones in Salisbury that had been set in place—so people said—by Merlin himself, and they had only one more enchantress to summon: Lady Laudine. Laudine was an old friend of Luneta's—married, in fact, to her cousin Ywain—and Luneta was mildly pleased that she was going to see them again. Laudine was silly but goodhearted, and Ywain was a knight of great honor and courage. Then Luneta sighed with sudden disappointment. "Oh, bother," she said. "I was looking forward to seeing Ywain, but I suppose he's off fighting with Arthur now."

Since leaving Sussex—where they heard only vague whispers of rebellion—they had learned much that was alarming about the state of the kingdom. They had traveled north, through London, to Nottinghamshire and Yorkshire, then headed west into Wales, south through Gloucester and Bath, and in all these places they had heard about Mordred's White Horsemen. Most of these reports had ended with dire predictions of catastrophe and collapse, but Luneta doubted such forecasts. She couldn't believe that anyone would be able to muster an army against the wisest and most generous king in England's history, or that any such army could succeed against the fellowship of the Round Table.
"You don't really think that Arthur's in any danger, do you?" Luneta asked Rhience.
Her husband looked grave. "I don't know," he said. "I've never heard things like this before."

"But reports of disaster always get exaggerated in the telling," Luneta pointed out.
"Undoubtedly," Rhience agreed. "In Bristol I even heard one man say that he had seen Camelot itself in ruins, which I doubt. Besides, magic seems to be on our side. Morgause is dead, and you yourself said that a fog was lifting in England. Not to mention our magical journey."
"What do you mean, magical?"
Rhience glanced at her, amusement in his eyes. "You really haven't noticed? The magic that's supported us on our little tour of England?"
"Oh, right. I have noticed that our horses never get tired."
Rhience almost laughed out loud. "And have you no notion of distances, my love?"
"What do you mean?"
"Dear Luneta, in two weeks we have traveled distances that would normally have taken that many months or more. I've heard tales of seven-league boots, but this chap Ganscotter appears to have given us seven-league horseshoes."
"I didn't realize all that," Luneta said thoughtfully. "You know, it has been rather a fast journey."
Rhience applauded by clapping his hands softly. "Ah, there's no hiding anything from you witches."
"Enchantresses," Luneta murmured.

They rode around a copse of moderate-size trees—many of which showed storm damage—and saw Lady Laudine's castle ahead. A few minutes later, they were in the castle court, and Ywain was fairly leaping down a flight of stone stairs in his eagerness to greet them.
"Rhience! Luneta! What news? I mean, how are you? It's so nice to see you. What have you heard about the White Horsemen?"
"Nice to see you, too, lad," Rhience said, grinning.
"Yes, yes," Ywain hurried on. "Are you well? But I can see you're fine. What's the news?"
Rhience dismounted and helped Luneta from her saddle. "Not good, I'm afraid," he said soberly. "Sir Gaheris and Lady Lynet are dead."
Ywain looked at Luneta with quick sympathy. "Oh, Luneta," he said. "I don't know what to say."
Luneta smiled faintly at him. His sincerity was deep and genuine, and in a curious way his admission that he didn't have any words of comfort was more comforting than any words she could imagine. "Thank you," she said.
"And Arthur? And the fellowship?" Ywain asked after a moment.
"As for that, we have only rumors, probably exaggerated, but we've heard nothing good," Rhience replied.
Ywain scowled fiercely. "I should be there," he muttered.

"Why aren't you, then?" Luneta asked bluntly.
"Oh, my dear Luneta!" shrieked a voice from the top of the stairs that Ywain had just descended. "I beg you not to put that idea back in his head! If he leaves, what will become of me?" It was Laudine, as ethereally beautiful as ever.
"If Arthur's overthrown, what will become of any of us?" Ywain answered shortly.
"My love, we've been through all this! You swore to protect me when we married! And you know how I feel about broken promises!" Ywain's face grew stormy, but he held his tongue. "And you see," Laudine added, "that Rhience has stayed at Luneta's side."
"The cases aren't quite the same," Rhience began. "Until two weeks ago, I didn't know how serious matters were. Besides, I'm not one of the finest swordsmen in the land, like—"
"Are you all turned against me?" wailed Laudine. Luneta remembered now how often she had been frustrated with her friend's tendency toward histrionics.
Fortunately, as Laudine seemed to be building up to a rare scene, the quelling voice of Morgan interrupted. "Enough of this! Lady Laudine, you are making a great deal of noise to no purpose. I have come to gather you, along with the rest of these Ladies—and their consorts—to the Henge."
"To the Henge? Why?"

"I don't know. Ganscotter will meet us there and will no doubt tell you himself."
"Ganscotter? Of Avalon?" Laudine whispered.
"Do you know of any others with that name?" Morgan snapped. Evidently she had even less taste for amateur theatrics than Luneta did. "And I need hardly remind you that when Ganscotter summons, it is best to obey at once."
"But I shall need to pack," Laudine replied blankly. "My gowns, my supplies. How long shall we be gone?"
"You have five minutes," Morgan said calmly.
"I'll go saddle two horses," Ywain said, evidently cheered by the prospect of leaving the castle, regardless of where they were going.
"Five minutes!" squeaked Laudine. "Why, my lotions and oils themselves will take—"
"Four and a half," Morgan said, and Laudine rushed up the stairs.
 
 
There was already a crowd at the Henge when they arrived, and Luneta felt certain that they were not all enchantresses. In fact, many were not even human. There were tiny piskies buzzing about like dragonflies, elves that appeared here and there for a second and then disappeared, and creatures that seemed to be partly human and partly animal or vegetable. Luneta rode next to Morgan and said, "Who are all these?"
"I know as little as you do, dear," Morgan said. "I was just sent to gather enchantresses. I did not know that others from the Faery World had also been summoned."

Towering nearly a head above most of the others was a tall and reassuringly normal-looking young man with a neatly trimmed beard. Luneta made her way toward him and dismounted at his side. He smiled a greeting, showing white, even teeth. Luneta glanced once, furtively, at the young man's powerful chest and shoulders, then looked up into his eyes. "Good afternoon," she said. "My name's Luneta."
"Delighted to meet you, Lady Luneta," the young man replied in a cultured voice. "I'm Piers."
"Can you tell me what's going on here, Piers?" Luneta asked. Rhience dismounted at her side.
"I wish I could," he said frankly. "All I know is that we were all summoned here to meet with Ganscotter."
Now Rhience spoke. "I gather that by 'we all' you mean faeries?"
"Other-Worlders, at any rate," Piers replied. He held out his hand to Rhience. "I'm Piers."
"I'm Luneta's husband, Rhience." The two men shook hands.
"Are you a faery?" asked Luneta.
"Nay, a blacksmith," Piers replied. Then he grinned. "All right, half faery. On my father's side." He chuckled at their skeptical expressions. "I don't look much like the brownies, do I? But, you know, we don't all look like that. My father's a full-blooded faery, and he looks just like me."

"Is your father here?" Luneta asked.
Piers shook his head. "Nay, he and my mother made the move many years ago. They live in the World of the Faeries now."
Rhience considered this. "You say 'made the move' as if it were something that everyone would do one day. Is that why we're here? To leave this world for the Other World?"
Piers nodded. "I've wondered, at least. I cannot say what, but something happened a couple of weeks—"
"The night of the half-moon," Luneta agreed.
Piers smiled. "Then I was right. I was wondering which of you was the Other-Worlder, but it's you, isn't it? Enchantress?"
Luneta nodded and started to ask another question, but Piers was no longer looking at her. He was gazing over her shoulder, and a dazzling smile was spreading across his face. Luneta turned to see three figures stepping from between two of the massive standing stones and walking toward the crowd. In the center was a quiet but commanding man whose brown beard was only slightly gray at the temples but whose eyes spoke of thousands of years of wisdom. This could only be the great Ganscotter. On either side of him walked two breathtaking women in flowing green robes. Both had long, straight black hair, and in some indefinable way they looked alike.

"Now there," Rhience murmured in Luneta's ear. "That's what I was talking about the other day. That's beauty. It has nothing to do with the shape of their faces or the size of their noses, but they make every enchantress I've ever seen—except you and your mother—look pale and forgettable. Who are they?"
"The one on the left," said Piers, "is Nimue, the Lady of the Lake. And on the right is her daughter, Ariel." With that he left them, striding purposefully toward the lady on the right. She looked up and met Piers's eyes, then smiled with a pure and brilliant delight. She held out her hands, but Piers brushed them aside and enveloped her in a crushing embrace.
"I thought he looked rather pleased," Rhience said slowly. "I believe those two are friends."
"Ah, there's no hiding anything from you," Luneta murmured.
Ganscotter stopped in the center of the circled obelisks and held up one hand. The crowd was silent at once. "My friends," Ganscotter said. "Thank you for coming. I would not have asked it of you had it not been necessary."
"Why was it necessary, sir?" asked a knobby old man with green skin and a mossy beard.
"For thousands of years, as this world numbers them," Ganscotter said, "our two worlds have coexisted peaceably. There are few families in the Faery World who have no human blood, and few families in this one without at least a trace of the fae. Movement between worlds has been frequent and usually not very difficult. What most of you do not know is that this peaceful cohabitation was a provisional arrangement, permitted only for the safety of humans. You see, the World of Men has long been held in thrall to a powerful spell, cast by the most powerful of all the unseelie enchantresses—Hecate herself. It was Hecate who opened the first door between the worlds and who has sought from the beginning to rule this one through the devices of one or another of her servants."

"Yes, Lord Ganscotter," said Morgan abruptly. "We all know that in each generation there is another Enchantress seeking to rule this world and that you and your Seelie Court have opposed her. What is all this tending to?" Ganscotter looked at Morgan without speaking for a second, and Luneta was surprised to see the austere lady redden and look down. "I beg your pardon, sir," she muttered.
Ganscotter continued. "Two weeks ago, Hecate's door was closed forever, and the last of her servants was destroyed."
"Hecate's door was closed?" demanded several. "But how? Who had such power?"
"Many of us had tried to do so before and failed," Ganscotter said, smiling faintly. "But it was not so very difficult, as it turns out. All that was required was for one enchantress to face Hecate, receive power from her, then use that power to help someone else, having no thought for herself. It would appear that power cannot stand before love."

"Who did that?" clamored several voices.
Ganscotter shook his head. "I tell you only what you need to know," he said. But his eyes were searching the crowd, and when they rested on Luneta's face, they stopped. He nodded once.
"It was Mother," Luneta whispered to Rhience.
"So the Enchantress has been defeated," Ganscotter resumed. "And this is good, but it bears consequences for us all. It is no longer necessary for the Seelie Court to work here to hold her at bay. This world must now face its own problems. It is time for you to go home."
There was a chorus of protests, and Luneta heard more than one voice cry out that this world was home. Ganscotter waited patiently for the clamor to fade. At last the old green man said, "My lord?"
"Yes, Jack?"
"Is this your command? Are we required to leave?"
"No. Anyone who wishes to may stay."
There came another babble of voices, after which the green man spoke again. "And if we stay, will all the doors between worlds be closed behind us?"
There was a paralyzed silence, and Luneta could sense uncertainty in the crowd. It was one thing, she realized, to want to stay in this world, but quite another to be forced to stay here forever. But Ganscotter shook his head. "No," he said at last. "There will be less travel between worlds, but the doors will remain open. Even I have no power to close doors between worlds.

"But before you decide to stay," Ganscotter went on, "you should know that your life here will not be the same. Today you possess powers that make you stronger than the men and women among whom you live. Those powers will be lessened from this day. Dryads, you may remain, but you will no longer have the power to leave your trees and wander at will. Elves and sprites, you may keep your powers, but from this day those powers will be impotent either to help or to harm people directly."
"So," said the green old man, "if we stay, we stay in a weakened state."
"It is so," said Ganscotter. "And, as some of you may have already imagined, that will leave you defenseless." He waved his hand behind him at one of the openings of the Henge, two towering obelisks with another great stone laid across the top. At his wave, this ancient doorway became dark, and through the opening Luneta saw shapes and figures. "Look well!" cried Ganscotter.
Then every eye turned toward the gaping hole in the air, and in the opening a series of images appeared. First, Luneta saw men with axes and saws and dreadful machines rise from the ground and begin laying waste the forests. England's majestic forests disappeared, leaving scarred and rutted ground and a thick haze that descended on the land. Then she saw another crowd of people trampling the fields and leveling sacred mounds. Places that any Other-Worlder would have recognized at a glance as places of power and awe were dug up, dragged down, or crushed to lime and used to build roads. She saw sprites fleeing, unheeded, from treasure-hunting men and women who drew everything of value from the land and left it, charred and useless, behind them. Then the doorway lightened, and once again the rolling Salisbury Plain appeared behind it. The crowd was silent.

"You may stay here," Ganscotter said quietly, "but now it is they who will rule. At first they will fight against you, for no better reason than because they don't understand you, but in the end they will simply ignore you and pretend that you do not exist. This is what awaits those who choose to remain here."
Morgan spoke quietly. "And what of enchantresses? Do you imagine that anyone can ignore an enchantress?"
"Never underestimate the human capacity for self-deception," Ganscotter said. "But remember: you, too, remain here only at the cost of much of your power. The day of the great spells is over. Moreover, enchantresses, if you stay, you must surrender your initial gifts."

"Initial gifts?" asked a quavering voice. It might have been Laudine.
"The gift you chose after your training," Ganscotter explained. "A love potion, a healing potion, or great beauty."
"Do you mean"—this time Luneta was certain it was Laudine—"that if we stay, we'll look ordinary?"
"You will look as you looked before your training," Ganscotter said, adding, "but older, of course." Laudine made a muffled quacking noise, but Ganscotter gave her no time to reply. Instead, he waved his arm at the great stone doorway again and said, "But you will want to look ordinary if you stay," he said. "Because this is what will happen to those accused of sorcery."
Again, the doorway turned black and images began to appear. Luneta saw crowds of screaming men and women dragging struggling figures toward gallows. She saw women tied to posts amid roaring fires. She saw men and women in dungeons, being stretched and torn on cruel racks, crushed beneath stones, and forced to drink poison. She saw women being mutilated by leering men in black robes, then weighted with stones and thrown into rivers.
Then the images ceased, and Ganscotter said, "For you, enchantresses, the danger of remaining is greatest of all. It doesn't matter if you use your powers only for good; in years to come, anyone who uses her powers at all will be subject to torture and death.

"And so, again, I say: it is time for you to leave."
For several seconds, no one moved. Then the green man whom Ganscotter had called Jack stood and said, "It's been a good home, and I've loved it. But time has its end. Where shall I go?" Ganscotter took him by the arm and walked him to the same structure through which they had seen the future. Jack stepped forward into the doorway and disappeared. A moment later, Piers and the young lady Ariel stepped through the gateway after him, followed by a young man who wore a heavy bearskin over his body and whose human head—if he had one—was concealed within the head of the bear. A slow but steady stream of Other-Worlders began shuffling forward, leaving this world for one where they would be safer. Luneta noticed several couples—mixed pairs, like her and Rhience—putting their heads together in urgent discussion, then joining the procession.
"Excuse me, Lord Ganscotter," called Ywain's clear voice.
"Yes, Sir Ywain?"
"You say that good magic has been withdrawn from this world as well."
"Much of it, yes."
"What does that mean for King Arthur?"
For the first time, Ganscotter's face lost its serenity, and a bleak expression took its place. "He will have to fight his battles by his own strength, and by the strength of those who stand at his side."

"Will he be victorious?"
Ganscotter did not reply, and Ywain said, "You've shown all these what will happen to them if they stay. Show us what will happen to the king."
Ganscotter shook his head. "Nay, Sir Ywain. I have only shown what might happen, not what will. What will happen always depends to some degree on your own choices. The future is never seen clearly, only in pieces, but I will show you what I can."
Then the enchanter waved his arm to where a different set of stones formed a gateway, and as before, the opening darkened and began to show different scenes, one following another in flickering succession. There were villages burning, then towns. A great castle—was it Camelot? Luneta wasn't sure—was torn down and left in rubble. A town filled with corpses—a small girl, perhaps three years old, gazing large-eyed at her father's and mother's dead bodies. A frantic nighttime fight on a beach. A field covered with slain soldiers. Then the images disappeared.
The procession heading through the gate to the Other World sped up. Now only a few were left at the Henge. One of them was Morgan, who hesitated and started for the doorway, but Ganscotter stopped her. "Lady Morgan, I have already asked much of you, but I wonder if you would stay with me for a while. You, alone, have a third choice."

Morgan looked severe, but she said, "As you wish, my lord," and walked over to stand beside the Lady of the Lake. Now only Ywain and Laudine stood with Luneta and Rhience.
"Come, Ywain," Laudine said, tugging at his arm.
Ywain shook his head. "I'm sorry, my love," he said.
"What do you mean?"
"I have to go to Arthur."
"You might be killed!" she shrieked. Ywain nodded. Laudine's eyes grew hot. "This is just like you, with no thought for anyone but yourself! You heard what Lord Ganscotter said. I can't stay here!"
"My love," Ywain said slowly, "the man you married was a man of honor. What would you want with him if he threw his honor away?"
Laudine hesitated, and for a moment Luneta saw a glimpse of indecision in her eyes. At that moment, she saw a beautiful woman, but then the indecision was snuffed out. Laudine stamped her foot and said, "All right then! Be selfish!" and ran through the doorway into another world.
Ganscotter's eyes, as they rested on Ywain, seemed to hold equal parts of compassion and respect. Then he turned toward Luneta. "My dear?" he said, holding his hand toward the gateway.
"May I ask one question?" Luneta asked.

"Of course."
"That little girl we saw, the one standing by her dead parents: will she be all right?"
"That I cannot see," Ganscotter said.
Luneta stared at the ground. There had been so many people dead in the scenes that Ganscotter had shown them, but that little girl was alive.
Beside her, Rhience cleared his throat. "Er, do you think you could tell us how to find her, sir?"
Luneta caught her breath and looked up quickly into Rhience's face. "Do you mean—?"
Rhience grinned. "Of course I do, goose."
Ganscotter smiled, then dropped to one knee before them, bowing his head with reverence. "It would be my honor to serve you, my lord and my lady."



10. The Pilgrimage
Guinglain
Guinglain's hermitage was silent, which normally would have been fine with him. The little forest clearing usually echoed with the shouts of children at exhausting play, which was an excellent noise in its own way, but was still noise. Some days Guinglain felt as if he would do anything for an hour of silence. Today, though, the silence was heavy and oppressive. Three days before, word had come to the nearby village that the White Horsemen were heading their way, and all had fled into hiding. Guinglain sighed. He preferred the silence that meant the presence of God to the silence that meant the absence of joy.

He had just settled himself in a chair in a sunny spot—taking advantage of the goodness and warmth that no army could frighten away—when a man rode out of the trees and stopped in the yard. He was a large man on a massive horse, and although he wore a penitent's hair shirt, Guinglain easily recognized him as one of King Arthur's knights. Guinglain had visited Arthur's court at Camelot once, before he had settled down to a hermit's life, and though he didn't remember this knight's name, he knew the face. Rising, Guinglain stepped forward and said, "Good morning, sir knight."

"How do you know I am a knight?" the rider replied.
Guinglain chuckled. "It occurred to me that a fishmonger might not be riding a warhorse." The knight's rigid expression relaxed, and he bowed in acknowledgment. "Besides," Guinglain went on, "I've seen you before. You're Galahad's father, aren't you?"
The knight blinked. "I am. But how did you know that?"
"I'm a friend of Galahad's—was with him when he appeared at court, in fact, and when he left this world, too," Guinglain explained. "I was younger then, going by the name Beaufils."
Sir Lancelot nodded. "I remember. 'Fair Son.' You were looking for your father, as I recall. Did you find him?"
"Every day," Guinglain replied, smiling. "Now I live here, in this hermitage, under my true name: Guinglain."
Sir Lancelot's eyes brightened, and he dismounted. "Are you a holy man?" he asked.

Guinglain chuckled. "You do realize what a silly question that is, don't you?"
Sir Lancelot looked confused. "No, I ... why do you say silly?"
"There's no answer. If I say 'yes, I am a holy man,' then I've just proven I'm not. No one who is holy believes it of himself; no one who believes it of himself really is."
"Oh," Sir Lancelot said, puzzling over this. "I only wondered if you are the hermit here, at this sanctuary. You're wearing a monk's cowl, after all."
"That one's easy, anyway. Yes, I'm the hermit here."
Immediately, Sir Lancelot knelt at Guinglain's feet. "Brother Guinglain, I am on pilgrimage. I seek absolution from my sins."
Guinglain nodded. "All right, you're forgiven."
Sir Lancelot looked up, startled. "But you haven't heard my confession yet."
"Must I? God accepts all repentance, no matter what the sin. So it doesn't really matter. Now if you'd done something bad to me, that would be different. Then it would be best for you to tell me your sin. But you haven't, have you?"
"My sin was against King Arthur and against God."
"Well, have you spoken to both of them about it?"
"Er, yes," Sir Lancelot said. Guinglain raised his eyebrows and waited. Sir Lancelot frowned. "But that is too easy."

Guinglain sighed. "Forgiveness is easy. The hard thing is convincing people of that. Men have such high opinions of their own sins, you see."
Sir Lancelot looked grave. "But my sin is indeed vile beyond that of most men."
With an effort, Guinglain kept from smiling. He didn't think it would be well received. Instead he said, "Really? For my part, I've found sin to be rather routine, even boring. Now, being righteous—that requires imagination! But sin? It's a dull business."
Sir Lancelot considered this, then nodded. "I perceive that you may indeed be a holy man," he said at last. "But still I must confess. I've taken a vow. Because of my sin, I must travel through England, confessing to every holy man I encounter, then I must leave England forever."
"All right," Guinglain said, returning to his chair. "If you said you would do it, then you must."
Sir Lancelot bowed his head. "Bless me, Father, for I have sinned."
Guinglain decided not to tell Sir Lancelot that he wasn't a priest, that he had just settled in an empty hermitage to lead a life of simplicity and prayer and had no official status in the church. Sir Lancelot needed to talk, and Guinglain didn't mind letting him.
"My sin goes back twenty years," Sir Lancelot began. "I was a young knight, newly arrived at King Arthur's court, determined to be the greatest knight ever. I sought glory and fame and applause from men. And women. I hoped to make the most beautiful woman in England my lady, as an ornament to my knighthood."

Sir Lancelot paused, as if waiting for a response, so Guinglain said, "That was very bad of you, wasn't it?"
Sir Lancelot shook his head. "I haven't gotten to my sin yet."
"You were trying to glorify yourself, and you were willing to use others to do so. You don't consider that a sin?"
"I ... yes, it was, wasn't it? In fact, I suppose that was the little sin that led to my great sin."
"Then it wasn't so little, was it?"
Sir Lancelot shook his head and gave Guinglain a speculative look, as if wondering what sort of priest he was. Guinglain remained silent, and after a moment Sir Lancelot went on. "So I seduced the most beautiful woman in England. For many years, I carried on an illicit love with the wife of King Arthur."
Guinglain felt a heavy sadness descend on him. He had met the king and queen once, and he remembered them with fondness.
"Because of our betrayal, King Arthur was driven to sin himself, and he conceived a son who now threatens the kingdom."
"Mordred," Guinglain said softly. He had met the young man years before and well remembered how Mordred's soul glowed with hatred.

"You know him?" Sir Lancelot asked. Guinglain nodded. "Do you still think my sin ordinary?"
"Nothing is more ordinary than vanity and lust," Guinglain replied. "But I'll grant that yours were ... badly placed." He extended his right hand and laid it on the kneeling knight's head. "But you've been forgiven, you know. Lift your chin."
Sir Lancelot raised his eyes and met Guinglain's gaze. Guinglain tried to will strength from his own soul to the knight's. He didn't know if that ever worked, but he didn't think it would hurt. At any rate, after a moment, Sir Lancelot blinked, then stood. "You are an extraordinary holy man," he said at last. "I wish I could spend more time with you."
Guinglain smiled. "Shall I go with you? It sounds agreeable to me, too. I'm at loose ends just now, since all my neighbors have run away from the White Horsemen."
"The White Horsemen?"
"Should arrive tomorrow, I understand."
"And you're still here?"
"I didn't have anywhere else to go. Now I do. I'm going on pilgrimage with you. Just a minute while I saddle my mule. You don't mind mules, do you? Clover's not very pretty or very sweet tempered or very comfortable, but I love him."

 
 
They rode north, at first choosing trails through dense forests and swamps so as not to cross paths with the White Horsemen. They passed through stretches of England that had been plundered and left in ruins and other areas that were untouched, in which the inhabitants lived in contented ignorance of the war that surrounded them. On the third day, they came to their second holy man, a rosy-cheeked priest who lived beside a country church far off the main roads. Father Balimbus was bluff and good-humored and welcomed them to his stone cottage. He insisted on showing them his garden and serving them a cup of hot cider before letting them explain the purpose of their visit. Lancelot said, "I am on a pilgrimage, fulfilling a vow."
"Lovely!" Father Balimbus exclaimed. "A gentleman's word is his bond, what?"
"What?" asked Lancelot.
"A gentleman's word is his bond!"
"No, not that. You said 'what.' What did you mean?"
"What? Oh, what! It's just what you say, what?"
"Why?"
"No, what. What."
Lancelot hesitated, then let it go. "I have vowed to travel England and confess my sin to every holy man I meet."

"Right-o," Father Balimbus said. Lancelot looked confused, so Father Balimbus added kindly, "Go on, then."
Guinglain set down his mug of cider and rose to his feet. "I'll leave you two alone," he said, strolling into the garden. Fifteen minutes later, Lancelot emerged with Father Balimbus on his arm. Lancelot was quiet, but Father Balimbus was telling an involved story about a memorable day of hunting he'd had recently. It was another ten minutes before they could disengage themselves and ride off.
"How did your confession go?" Guinglain asked.
Lancelot shook his head. "He said it was a rum thing for me to have done, that I'd acted like a cad."
"What's a cad?"
"I don't know. Worse than a sinner, I gather. But then he told me to buck up."
"To what?"
"Buck up."
They rode in silence for a minute. Then Guinglain said, "How does one—?"
"I don't know. Maybe it's something only Englishmen do. I'm French."
"Frenchmen don't buck up?"
"I don't think so. Tell me, Guinglain, what did you think of Father Balimbus?"
"I thought he was very pleasant and agreeable."

"But holy?"
"Who am I to judge someone else's holiness? It's better than being unpleasant and disagreeable, what?"
Two hours later, they came to another man in clerical garb, a lone traveler in a black monk's robe. Lancelot dismounted when he drew near. "Excuse me, sir, but are you a priest?"
"Priest, yes! And prophet! And witness of the Last Day! And judge!" His voice was accented in much the same way as Lancelot's. Guinglain smiled. Once, while traveling with Gawain, he had met this man, a hermit in those days. The priest raised his arms and threw back his hood, declaring, "I am the Père d'Arbé! I bear witness to the End of Days! The White Horsemen are here! The seven trumpets have sounded! The springs and rivers will turn to blood and wormwood, and the dragon will soon rise from the abyss!"
Lancelot looked at the man with frank distaste, but he went on grimly, "Père, je voudrais me confesser."
The Père d'Arbé kept walking, crying out in English, "It is too late for confession! He who is chosen for life shall live; he who is for the sword is for the sword; he who is for destruction is for destruction! All who have shed the blood of the saints and the prophets shall be given blood to drink! Blood up to their horses' bridles! Just and merciful are thy judgments!" In a minute, he was past them both, continuing to walk and proclaim the end.

Lancelot remounted, and the two rode without speaking until the voice of the prophet had faded behind them. Guinglain cleared his throat. "Now, he was French, wasn't he?"
"Yes," Lancelot replied, nodding. "And you know what?"
"What?"
"He needs to buck up."
 
 
Over the next weeks, Guinglain and Lancelot met three more holy men, to whom Lancelot confessed. All three offered gracious absolution, although one assigned Lancelot to say a certain number of prayers as punishment. This struck Guinglain as odd, something that would make sense only if one didn't especially care for God, but that evening over the campfire Lancelot did as he had been told and didn't seem to find it unpleasant, so it turned out for the best.
As they were riding, Guinglain had grown aware that Lancelot was making for a particular destination. At every crossroad and turn, he chose the path without hesitating. So Guinglain was not surprised when one evening Lancelot said, "We should be there tomorrow."
"I'm glad," Guinglain said. "Where is that?"
"A gentle hermit I met once," Lancelot said. "I don't remember the name he took when he became a monk, but before then he was a knight named Pedwyr. I almost killed him once, for uncontrolled wrath, but instead I sent him to make confession to the pope in Rome. I intended it as a punishment, but he turned it into something unexpected and became a good man."

Guinglain nodded. "I told you once, didn't I? To be good is what takes imagination. Unhappy people are all alike; happy people are all happy in their own way."
The next morning, they rode across a meadow to a dry, rocky plain and came upon a stone house built into the side of a small hill. Lancelot reined in his horse and examined the house appreciatively. "Last time I was here, he hadn't finished that room. See how he works? He cuts no stone and uses no mortar. He only keeps trying the stones in different positions until he finds the one that fits perfectly. It has taken him years to build three small rooms, one stone at a time."
A black-robed old man emerged from the front door. The man smiled but didn't look at them. Indeed, he seemed to be looking at a spot some distance behind them, toward their right. Lancelot glanced over his shoulder to see what the hermit was watching, but Guinglain only said quietly, "We're over here."
The hermit turned. "Yes, of course. Thank you."
"Sir Pedwyr?" Lancelot asked.
"Dear me," the hermit replied, "it's been many years since I heard that name. How do you know me?"
"How do I know you?" Lancelot repeated, surprised.

Guinglain dismounted. "How long have you been without sight, friend?"
"Really just the past few months," the hermit said agreeably. "It was fading already, but it's grown much worse lately."
"You are blind?" Lancelot said.
"Not completely," the hermit said. "I still see light and darkness. And who are you, my friends?"
"My name is Guinglain, a hermit like you, but now traveling with a friend on pilgrimage."
"And I am Sir Lancelot."
"Lancelot," the hermit repeated, his smile brightening. "It is good of you to visit."
"Lancelot?" Guinglain said. "We should care for our mounts and then go inside. Brother? You should be resting, with your feet up."
"Ah," the hermit said, "you've noticed my swollen legs, haven't you? Yes, it is a nuisance. I will be more comfortable propped up. Come inside when you can." With that, he turned and shuffled back into the house.
Guinglain and Lancelot rubbed down their animals and gave them fodder from Lancelot's packs, then went inside, where the hermit sat in a low chair, his feet on a stool before him. "Forgive my not rising," he said.
"But of course, Sir Pedwyr," Lancelot replied.
"Please, I have not been Pedwyr for so long that it sounds as if you're speaking to a stranger. Call me Constans."

"Brother Constans," Lancelot said. "That's it. I had forgotten your new name, you see. Brother Constans, I have ridden for many days to find you."
"Have you come to stay?"
Lancelot said softly, "No. I'm sorry. I've come to tell you that I cannot."
Brother Constans said nothing, and after a moment Lancelot continued, "And to confess to you my sins."
"I am not a priest, you know," Brother Constans said. "Only a monk."
"I don't care. I wish to confess to you. You see, I've taken a vow. I am to travel England, confessing my sin to every holy man I meet, then leave England forever."
"Leave England forever?" Brother Constans said, his brows lifting.
"I am afraid so."
Guinglain sensed that there was more meaning in this exchange than the words themselves conveyed, but it was a message between the knight and the hermit and did not involve him, so he said nothing. After a moment of silence, Lancelot turned to him. "My friend Guinglain, do you see that door behind you?"
Guinglain nodded.
"It leads into a cavern at the center of the hill. You always excuse yourself when I am confessing. Perhaps you could wait in that place. Take a light with you."
Guinglain rose and said, "If you like." He found a lamp and lit it from the small fire that burned on the hearth, then walked to the heavy oaken door, opened it, and went in. Even with the small lamp, it took several seconds for his eyes to adjust to the utter blackness within. When they did, though, he saw that the stone walls were intricately carved with the words and letters of a language he didn't recognize. At the far end of the circular room was a low stone structure, roughly the size of a bed. Guinglain had seen ornate graves before and recognized this as a tomb. He walked across to the stone and read the inscription: "Here lies Sir Lancelot du Lac, of King Arthur's fellowship, the sternest knight ever to lay aside his weapons, the kindest knight ever to take them up. Laid here by one to whom he gave life."

Guinglain was still looking at the tomb when the door opened and Lancelot joined him. "You see why I wanted to come here. I knew that Brother Constans had built this place to honor me, and I wanted him to know that I could never be laid in it because of my vow to leave England."
Guinglain nodded. "Are you finished?"
"Yes," Lancelot replied. "Brother Constans is as uninterested in hearing the details of my sin as you were."
"You aren't offended, are you?" Guinglain asked. "We don't mean any disrespect."
"I'm not offended," Lancelot said with a wry grin. Then his face grew somber. "But I am finished. Now I will start for France."

"All right. Which port?"
"Plymouth," Lancelot said. "I would like to ride by Camelot one more time and bid adieu to the queen. Arthur sent her there for protection as he prepared for war."
 
 
They rode southwest, toward Camelot, making good time and stopping only to eat, sleep, and—when they encountered hermit, monk, or priest—confess. Three days after leaving Brother Constans, they came to their last hermitage, but this time there would be no confession.
Their first sign that something was horribly wrong was the cloud of carrion birds that circled a thick area of forest. Lancelot looked grim and said, "There is death there. A battlefield perhaps."
"There may be life as well," Guinglain said. "Come."
He kicked Clover into as much of a trot as the old mule would agree to and headed into the forest. Before they had gone a league, they came upon the first bodies. This had been no battle. The bodies were of women, children, and old men. None were armed. All wore the rough clothes of the peasantry, and all were dead. Guinglain and Lancelot slowed, picking their way among the corpses. There were dozens of them, and they had been dead at least a day, perhaps two. They found no knights or men with weapons—only farmers and villagers. Then they rode out from the trees into a large clearing with a stone cross at its center, bounded by the blackened foundations of four log cabins. Dead bodies lay strewn over half of the clearing; the other half looked as if it had been plowed for planting, with freshly turned earth.

"Get off your beasts," came a voice from the woods behind them. "And take off your shoes. This is holy ground."
They turned quickly to see a middle-aged man emerge from the forest carrying a shovel. He wore a rough cowl that was much too big for him, and both man and garment were covered with mud and clay.
"What happened here?" Lancelot asked.
"The White Horsemen. This was a sanctuary. All these had come here to hide from the war. They were no harm to no one. But the White Horsemen cut them down anyway. They run off into the trees, but they chased them down and left them dead where they found them."
"And you're burying them."
"Ay, where they fell."
"What's your name?"
"Adelbert," the man said. "Once I've buried them, I'll start building again. I'll be the new hermit here."
"You were not a hermit before?"
"Nay, the old hermit was Godwulf. I buried him first, over by the far cabin where he used to brew ale. He'd like that, I reckon."

"I have heard of this Godwulf," Lancelot said softly. "He was a good man, they say."
Adelbert's face twisted, but no tears came. Guinglain supposed that his tears had been used up long before. "Ay," Adelbert managed to gasp. "More than he ever knew. One day he put a soup ladle in my hand and gave me life."
"Do you have another shovel, Brother Adelbert?" Lancelot asked.
"Nay," the man said. "It's my task. Go with God, my children."
 
 
Camelot was no more. Guinglain and Lancelot sat on their mounts at the edge of the forest and stared, speechless, at the mound of rubble that covered the hill where Arthur's court had once been. A few houses still stood in the town that had surrounded the walled castle, but the castle itself—walls, battlements, towers, stables, keep—had been pulled apart, stone by stone. Guinglain thought about Brother Constans meticulously taking years to build a tiny stone cottage; destruction happened so much more quickly.
For several minutes there were no words. Then Lancelot whispered, "Why?"
He didn't have to say more. The single word encompassed all the senselessness of Mordred's campaign. Had Mordred truly been seeking power, he would have left the great castle alone, to be his own fortress and the center of his own court. But just as the massacre at Godwulf's hermitage had been murder for its own sake, this was destruction for its own sake.

"Mordred didn't attack Arthur at Joyous Garde," Lancelot said after several more minutes. "Terence brought word that he was on the march, but he didn't go to Arthur after all. He came here. And the queen was here. And all the families."
"Where would those people go?" Guinglain asked.
"The abbey," Lancelot said quickly. "Glastonbury Abbey. Dieu, let them have left the abbey alone." He spurred his horse and rode past Camelot, over the hill. Guinglain followed as quickly as Clover allowed, and at the crest of the hill he saw the stone structure of the abbey in the distance. It looked intact. Evidently the White Horsemen had not taken the time to destroy it along with the castle. He trotted down the hill and along the trail until he came to the abbey gate, where Lancelot was on his knees before an old priest. The priest looked up.
"Hello, who's this?" he asked. "Is he with you, Lancelot?"
"Yes, this is Brother Guinglain, a hermit who has been riding with me on the pilgrimage you sent me on."
"This is the one who sent you off to make confession?" Guinglain asked.

Lancelot stood. "Yes, this is Nacien, Archbishop of Canterbury." Then he added bitterly, "I don't know what he's doing here, though."
"Praying, mostly," Archbishop Nacien said. "Sometimes we need fewer bishops and more people who pray." He cocked his head slightly. "In fact, that's probably always true."
"Have you seen what they've done?" Lancelot demanded.
"Do you think me blind, child?"
"Where are the queen and the ladies of the court?"
"The monks say that many ladies were taken prisoner. I do not know which ladies were among them."
Lancelot glared furiously at the old prelate. "And with such deeds happening, you've made me vow to leave England forever!"
"Did I say forever?" Archbishop Nacien asked quietly.
"Eh?"
"I chose my words carefully when I sent you on this pilgrimage, and I remember very clearly that I did not say forever. I said you must leave England. That was all."
Lancelot's face was blank for a long moment. Then, as if speaking to himself, he said, "Arthur has loyal vassals in Brittany, and I have knights in Benouic."

"The last messenger who came to me," said Archbishop Nacien, "said that Arthur was marching east, toward Dover."
Lancelot looked quickly at Guinglain. "I must leave you now, my friend. I have to travel quickly." With that he leaped on his horse and galloped away.
Guinglain watched him disappear, then turned back to the old man of prayer. "You said that Dover is east?"



11. Barham Down
Terence
Despite his weariness, Terence made one more tour of the camp's perimeter before going to bed. Two of the sentries were dozing. Terence sympathized but shook them awake anyway. Mordred's raiding parties were swift and numerous, and the king's troops couldn't let down their guard for a second. Done with his circuit, Terence trudged back toward the center of the camp.

It had been over a month since Gawain and Lancelot had met in single combat, weeks spent in near constant warfare with the White Horsemen—not in pitched battle, strength against strength, but rather in daily skirmishing. Although the early scouting reports indicated that Mordred's army was much larger than Arthur's, Mordred had avoided direct battle. Dividing his forces into smaller units, he sent them on lightning raids, trying to kill Arthur's men one by one rather than in a decisive battle.

"I wish I knew what he was getting at," Kai had grumbled after two weeks of this. "Why won't he use his superior forces?"
"Because he knows they aren't superior," Arthur had replied calmly.
"You don't think he has as many men as reported?"
"Oh, I don't doubt the numbers," said Arthur. "But as an army they would lose a pitched battle with us." Kai frowned, and the others looked confused. Arthur explained, "Who does he have in his army? Pillagers, brigands, recreants, ambitious lords who hope to gain lands and titles. All men who joined Mordred for their own benefit. What do you think such fighters will do if their own lives are in danger?"
"Run," said Terence, nodding with comprehension. "Run fast."
"And my army?"
"We stand pat," Gawain said. "To the end."
"You think Mordred doesn't know that? In direct combat, each of my men is worth two of his. So, he's adopted a brilliant strategy. Wear us down bit by bit and wait for us to make a mistake. It's the mark of a good general to know his own troops' weakness, and Mordred is nothing if not a good general."
"So what we need to do," Kai said slowly, "is provoke a full-scale battle."
"It's what I've been trying for," Arthur said. "But we need to choose the ground, an open place with solid footing, with some kind of barrier at our back so we don't have to fight on all sides. But recently I've started worrying about something else. The scouts haven't been able to find his main forces for a long time."

"You think he's drawn them back to avoid the scouts?" asked Ywain.
"I hope that's all it is," replied Arthur. "But I can't help wondering what his main army's been up to while we've been maneuvering about swatting at gnats."
Now, nearly a month after that conversation, Arthur's scouts still had no idea where the bulk of Mordred's army had gone. The king had found the spot he wanted, not far from Dover, where there was a palisade, a beach, and the sea at their back. From that position, the king's forces had waited and continued fighting off skirmishers. Until the day before, these raids had been little more than an annoyance, but yesterday the good knight Bors had been caught alone by one of these bands and killed. Now, as Terence came to Arthur's command center, he stopped for a moment and watched Bors's brother Lionel sitting alone, staring bleakly into a small fire. No two brothers had ever been more different than Bors and Lionel, or had ever depended so heavily on each other. Bors had been the moralist, Lionel the lighthearted care-for-nothing, but now all his brother's gravity had descended on Lionel, bowing his shoulders and crushing his spirits. Terence walked past Lionel, who didn't seem to notice, and entered Arthur's tent.

"All quiet for now," Terence said.
Arthur nodded. "Get some sleep."
"You first," Terence replied.
Arthur smiled faintly. "Insubordinate puppy," he said. "Who gave you the right to command your king?"
"That isn't one of the rights of knighthood?" Terence asked. "I'm new at this, you see. But I still won't go to sleep until you do."
Arthur nodded and turned back to his cot. "Bullied, that's what I am," he muttered. "But you're right."
Arthur was just climbing under the covers when Lionel stepped into the tent. "Your Highness?" he said quickly. "Envoys. From Mordred."
Arthur stood up at once, muttering, "At this hour?" Then he looked up at Lionel. "Get Kai and Gawain and anyone else you can wake. Terence, help me dress."
Terence busied himself arraying the king in garb suitable for a state visit. Then they stepped out of the tent into the firelight. Gawain and Kai were already there, and others were approaching from the darkness. Terence turned to the envoy; it was Sir Mador de la Porte.
"Sir Mador," Arthur said.
"Arthur," Sir Mador replied. Since he had never been a part of the king's inner circle, the use of Arthur's given name without his title was an obvious, calculated insult.

Arthur ignored it. "I gather you come from my son?"
"From King Mordred, yes."
Again, Arthur let the challenge pass. "And what does Mordred wish to say to me?"
"Two things," Mador replied. "First, he offers to accept your surrender."
"That's good-natured of him," the king replied gravely, "but I haven't offered it."
Mador nodded. Everyone knew this first request had been mere posturing, anyway. "As you wish. King Mordred also wished to return to you some property that he believes is yours."
"Indeed?"
Two porters approached from behind Mador, carrying a wooden box. They set it down before Mador, who opened the lid. For a moment no one moved, staring uncomprehendingly at the mangled bits of debris in the box. Then Arthur stepped forward and drew a broken piece of wood from the pile. It was smooth and intricately carved and charred on one end. All who were near enough to see it stood frozen.
"What is it?" asked someone from the back.
"It's a table leg," Arthur said. "From the Round Table. So that's where Mordred's army has been."
Mador smiled. "I told the king you'd recognize it. I think that bit you're holding is the largest piece left."
"And Camelot?" asked King Arthur. His voice was raspy.

"We didn't bring any of those bits to show you, I'm afraid," Mador said apologetically. "Even torn apart and broken in pieces, the stones were too heavy to carry."
"And what of the people who were at the castle?"
"The soldiers and guards who resisted King Mordred's rule were, naturally, executed as traitors. As for the ladies and servants, I really couldn't say. Some of them, regrettably, were killed. A pity, that. I suppose some might have escaped; we didn't count. The rest are safely with Mordred and his troops." Mador smiled blandly.
There was a sick silence in the camp. Terence stared at the splintered wood but saw only the face of his wife Eileen, who was one of Guinevere's ladies. His heart tightened, and he had to force himself to breathe. Even among the men who didn't have wives or families at Camelot, the loss of Arthur's magnificent capital was stunning.
"And Queen Guinevere?" said Arthur.
Mador reached into the box, fished around for a moment, then pulled out a torn bundle of embroidered silk. Even Terence, who seldom noticed clothing, recognized it as one of the queen's state gowns. "She's alive," Mador said reassuringly. "Indeed, King Mordred wishes to keep her so. For all her years, she's rather an attractive woman, and he's taken a fancy to her." He smiled even more broadly. "Mind you, I don't know whether he's decided to keep her as a wife or as a mistress. She has experience both ways, after all."

Arthur's right hand twitched, and for a moment Terence thought he would draw Excalibur and strike Mador down on the spot. Mador took a quick step backwards, but Arthur's hand relaxed.
Mador continued, no longer smiling. "So you see, your castle has been destroyed. Your precious table is in splinters. Your queen belongs to another. Your time is over, old man. Once again, I tell you that the true king is willing to accept your surrender. He will be waiting for your decision at two hours after sunrise just over that row of hills due west of here." With that, Mador turned abruptly and walked away, followed by his escort. Arthur and his knights stood in silence until the sound of the party's horses had died away in the distance.
"Why didn't you kill him?" demanded Kai.
"He was an ambassador," Arthur replied dully.
"An ambassador from vermin, without honor!"
"My own honor is not determined by that of my enemy," said Arthur. "Kai, get the men ready for battle. Terence, follow Mador, unseen, and see if he's telling the truth about where Mordred is. As soon as you're back, we march. And Kai, keep the preparations quiet and keep our fires burning. Let anyone watching us think we're staying here until morning."
Immediately, the crowd dispersed to begin their furtive preparations for night battle. Terence grabbed his knife and slipped off into the night, following Mador at a run. The sky was overcast, and the darkness was nearly absolute, but Terence ran at full speed anyway, avoiding loose stones and treacherous ground by an instinct that he couldn't explain but that he had learned to trust. He had complete faith in his ability to avoid tripping, even in the darkest night, so it surprised him far more than it hurt him when he sprawled face first on the ground.

"Tsk," tutted a voice at his left. "Did him faw down?"
Terence had already scrambled to his feet and whirled around, knife in hand, when the voice registered in his mind. "Robin?"
"This is how we first met," the voice said reminiscently. "Do you remember? I tripped you in the woods. It was a lovely afternoon, and you fell so beautifully."
Terence ignored the irrelevant memory. "I'm glad you're here," he gasped.
"Oh, you say that," Robin replied. "But then you point a nasty knife at me."
"Shut up, Robin."
"Yes, your grace."
Terence sheathed his knife. The little elf who had been his most frequent contact with the Faery World was often irritating but had always been a friend. "Where are Mordred's troops?"

"The largest body is due north of Arthur, about a half-hour for a marching army."
"Anything at all over those western hills?"
"Some lovely wildflowers. Periwinkle and—"
"I don't care about the wildflowers, Robin."
"Now, that's just sad," Robin said reproachfully. "You should listen to yourself, your grace! Sad. I say it again: sad."
Terence forced himself to take a slow breath. "Later we'll go appreciate the wildflowers together, shall we? But for now, I just wonder if there are any of Mordred's men there."
"That's what you want to see? I can tell you right now that Mordred's men are hardly as pleasant to look at as—"
"Robin."
"No, your grace. No soldiers to the west."
"Thank you, my friend," Terence said.
"You're welcome, my lord," Robin said, his voice suddenly husky. "And Terence? I won't forget your promise."
Terence blinked. "What promise is that?"
"The wildflowers, lad."
Terence hurried back to Arthur's camp and stopped before the king's tent, but before he could report, there came a crash from the beach behind them, then shouts, then a cry of pain. Arthur tore out of his tent, sword in hand. "They're behind us!" he called.

"No, sire!" shouted Terence. "They're north of us!"
Arthur paused, thinking. "North? You're sure?"
"Yes, sire. Someone's on the beach, but Mordred's main forces are north."
Arthur hesitated only a second, then said, "To arms! We march north!"
Kai appeared. "North? But the fighting's in the other direction."
"Think, Kai. There isn't room on that beach for an army. It must be a diversion. We march north, now!"
Without further question, Arthur's disciplined army began moving north. Terence caught up his horse and sword, without bothering with a saddle or armor, and fell into line with the rest. At every step the sounds of battle from the beach grew fainter. At last they ceased altogether. Gawain rode up beside him. "So who was that on the beach?"
"I don't know."
"Kai says all our troops are accounted for. Whoever it was, it wasn't any of our men."
Terence shrugged, and at that moment Arthur's army topped a hill and looked down onto Mordred's camp. Terence's first impression was horror—there were more men there than even the most pessimistic guesses—but then he realized that the camp was sleeping. This was not an army ready for war. Arthur had taken them by surprise.

Arthur called the charge, and so began the Battle of Dover. It was exactly what Arthur had been looking for, a chance for a pitched battle on his own terms, and Arthur's army cut Mordred's troops in half. Within an hour the White Horsemen were in full flight in every direction, and within two hours the battle was done. Terence had stayed within sight of the king, and when the last of Mordred's men had fallen or fled the field, he walked over beside him. Kai was urging him to pursue the fleeing rebels.
"Where?" asked Arthur. "Which direction? They're running in all of them."
"They'll regroup," Kai warned.
"True, those who don't slip off," Arthur replied. "But that will take time, and we need that time as well. Our men were exhausted before the battle. They'll be on their last legs now. Start them back toward our camp above the beach. It was a good place before, and it still is. We'll stay there until we're rested."
Gawain stepped up beside Terence, stumbled on a stone, then caught himself. Arthur smiled at him. "You're worn out, too, my friend, but I have one more thing to ask you."
"Just one?"
"You and Terence go ahead of us and scout the beach. I want to know what that fighting behind us was."
Gawain nodded. "I've been curious, too. Come on, Terence."

 
 
The sun was just showing above the horizon when they arrived at the beach below Arthur's deserted camp, where dozens of dead knights were scattered about, alone and in heaps. Two small wooden sloops lay at anchor just off the beach, but there was no sign of life either on the ships or on the shore.
"Who were these?" Terence asked.
The first four knights he came to wore the insignia of the White Horsemen, but he didn't remember seeing any of them before. Then he turned over the fifth knight, raised the visor, and said, "Gawain?"
Gawain had just been standing still amid the carnage while Terence examined the bodies. "Yes?"
"It's Mador."
"Mador," Gawain repeated slowly. He shook his head as if to clear it—Terence had never seen his friend look so tired—then said, "So all that business with the table leg and the dress. That wasn't just to enrage the king, that was to distract us while a troop of his men sailed around and took a position here on the beach. He left us and circled behind to meet them. There'll be ladders and ropes on those ships, I'd imagine, to scale the rocks."
"A sneak attack at night?" Terence asked.
Gawain shook his head. "Nay, not with so few men. It'd be suicide. But if Mordred was planning to attack us from the north—just before dawn, say—then these men could climb up the palisades and get behind us in the battle. It would have been devastating." He frowned. "But that plan would have required them to stay quiet. Who were they fighting? Who attacked them?"

Terence resumed turning over bodies while Gawain stood still. Then Gawain said, in a quiet voice, "Terence? That one. The shiny armor at the bottom of that pile of bodies."
Terence looked where Gawain was pointing and saw a gleaming leg sticking out from beneath several other men, where the fighting had obviously been intense. Gawain limped slowly toward the pile with Terence, and together they pulled the topmost bodies from the pile. Terence caught his breath and stared. "It's Griflet, milord," he said softly.
"He came back," Gawain whispered. Then he fell on his knees before Griflet's body. "You came back."
Gawain stayed there, kneeling beside Griflet, while Terence finished the survey of the field. There were twenty-five White Horsemen and about a dozen knights who had evidently been with Griflet.
"What do you suppose Griflet was doing down here on the beach?" Terence asked.
Gawain was hunched over Griflet's body, but after a second, he answered, "Probably got lost. He came to join the king's forces but wound up on the beach instead. It'd be like him. But he was here when Mador arrived to meet the ships. They must have waited until the men were ashore, then attacked from the darkness. Silly. Stupid. And maybe saved our lives."

Gawain turned back to Griflet, his right arm moving slightly. Stepping up, Terence saw that Gawain was writing something on Griflet's silver shield. The writing was red. "Gawain?" Terence said. "Is that blood?"
Gawain looked up and met Terence's eyes. Gawain's face was pale, and the armor on his right thigh was bright with fresh blood.
"Milord?"
Gawain nodded. "In the side, just before the battle ended. I think it's bad this time, Terence. Can you get me back on my horse?"
By summoning strength that he never suspected he had, Terence managed to get Gawain mounted and back to the camp at the top of the cliff before his friend collapsed into complete unconsciousness. He had removed Gawain's armor and was cleaning the wound when the first riders from Arthur's army arrived. Twenty minutes later he was giving a grim report to the king.
"Will he die?" Arthur asked, his face gray.
"Anyone else would have been dead already," Terence said. It was a struggle to speak of Gawain's peril. He took a breath, then another, then said, "But we think we know what happened behind us last night."
Arthur's face was blank, clearly indifferent for the moment to the fight on the beach. Kai brought him back to the present. "We're still in a war, Arthur. What was it, Terence?"

Terence explained what they had found and Gawain's interpretation. Kai shook his head disbelievingly, but Arthur only said, "Kai, choose a light crew of guards and set the rest of the men sleeping. We'll have another battle soon, perhaps by day's end."
"What about you, Arthur?" Kai demanded.
"I'll sleep in a moment. Terence, walk with me to the cliff. I'd like to pay my respects to the knights who died to save us."
Terence and King Arthur walked alone to the edge of the cliff. Forty feet below them lay the human debris of battle. "And to think of all the times I've wished I was rid of the old poop," the king murmured.
"Sire?" said Terence.
"Yes?"
Terence pointed out into the sea. "Look."
At the edge of the southern horizon, still many miles away, was a line of ships of all shapes and sizes. Counting the ones whose masts barely showed above the line of the sea, there were easily a hundred vessels.
"Mordred," the king said resignedly.
"Are you sure?"
"Who else?" Arthur asked. "He's already used ships to come in behind us once. I thought we were choosing a defensible spot, backing up to the sea like this, but Mordred has outgeneraled me again." He paused pensively. "But don't despair. They won't make land as long as the wind's in this quarter. We sleep now. Then we march again."

Terence nodded, but he had no intention of sleeping. Returning to the tent he shared with Gawain, he sat beside his friend.
 
 
For most of that day the offshore wind held, and the ships in the channel stayed on the edge of the horizon. Scouts reported that Mordred's scattered armies had regrouped at a village called Barham, not ten miles northwest of Arthur's camp. There were woods there, but open fields as well, as good a place for battle as Arthur could have hoped for. All this was favorable news, but nothing was as encouraging as Gawain's continued breathing. He even opened his eyes shortly before noon, drank some water, and called Terence a damned fool for sitting up when he ought to be sleeping. The wind died down a few hours after that, and Arthur gave orders to break camp and begin marching toward Barham. Most of the tents and gear they left behind, to increase their speed. They took only two light wagons with them, in one of which lay the resting Gawain.
About halfway to the village of Barham, the wind picked up. Now it blew briskly from the southeast, a fair wind for the armada in the channel to make a swift landfall. Arthur looked grim and weary, but he marched on. He made a wide circle around the village, taking a position on the high downs just north of Barham. He wanted the high ground, and he didn't want to be caught between Mordred's army in the village and the reinforcements arriving from the sea. Surveying his army, Arthur chose two men who seemed less worn-out than the others—Terence saw that one of the two was young Sir Bede—and sent them to scout the White Horsemen. Then everyone collapsed where they were for an hour of sleep before battle. Only Arthur and his inner circle stayed awake, by a small fire. Arthur paced as he awaited the scouts' report. Kai and Parsifal sat together in silent companionship, staring out into the blackness. Ywain rebandaged a slight wound on his left calf that he had gotten at Dover, and Terence—assisted by his old friend Tor—did the same for Gawain. Lionel was missing. No one had seen him since Dover. As Terence worked on Gawain's side, Gawain woke again and cursed him mildly as a ham-handed torturer. Terence grinned to hear his friend sound so much like himself, but when Gawain tried to stand, he couldn't even summon the strength to sit up. Gawain scowled for a moment, then said, "We'll be fighting again tomorrow?"

"Sooner than that, I should think," Terence replied.
"Maybe you should take my sword," Gawain muttered. "Saving Excalibur itself, there's no blade like my Galatine."

Terence nodded. He had no intention of taking Gawain's sword, but he wasn't going to argue with him either. A rustling came from the darkness as one of the scouts returned.
"What news?" demanded Arthur.
"Bad," the scout replied. "Mordred's army looks as large as ever. It doesn't look as if we hurt them at Dover at all. Bede has stayed behind to watch them. If they make a move, he'll report."
"Are they asleep? Resting?"
The scout shook his head. "No, sire. They're armed and ready and watching the down. They know we're here."
The king nodded. "Thank you. Go rest for now. We'll wake you when we're ready."
The scout nodded. "I'm sorry, my king." Then he left.
For a long two minutes, no one spoke. The crushing sense of inevitable defeat weighed like lead on Terence's soul. Was this how the greatest glory of England's history would end? At last, Arthur spoke.
"You heard it, my friends. We can fight, but we are lost. Mordred must have received reinforcements since Dover—probably what he was waiting for even then—and in a few hours will get still others from the sea. We're outnumbered at least three to one, perhaps more."

"Ay," said Kai.
"We must not all die," Arthur said. "I am not England's hope; you are. The honor of the Round Table is what will save England from itself. Mordred won't rest until he's killed me, but you may be able to escape. Leave now. Go north. Go into hiding. Keep hope alive."
No one spoke. Kai hawked once and spat into the dust at his feet. Tor scratched his beard.
"Didn't you hear me? I am giving you an order as your king. I want you to go now. Mount your horses and leave the battlefield. Take all the men you can with you. While you are alive, England can rediscover its honor."
Gawain stirred and, raising one hand, pointed at a gourd of water. Terence gave him a drink. Ywain finished bandaging his wound and buckled his armor over it. Tor scratched his face again and muttered, "I hate the seaside. It always dries out my skin."
"Will you not answer me?" whispered the king. "Don't I deserve that from you?"
No one would speak, so Terence took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and said, "My liege?"
"Yes, Terence?"
"Twenty years ago I decided I would die for you. I may not be able to do that tomorrow, but if I can't, I can at least die beside you."
One by one, the others nodded. No one spoke. Arthur bowed his head in the silence.

 
 
They began waking their army an hour later. The men still needed sleep, but Arthur couldn't give the reinforcements from the channel time to arrive. Within twenty minutes, Arthur's army stood in formation on Barham Down looking over Mordred's army, also in formation, at the foot of the hill. The moon glinted on their armor, and from the stars Terence guessed that it lacked only two hours to dawn. He had slept perhaps two hours in the last three days.
Arthur rode to the head of the formation, drew Excalibur from its scabbard, raised it high, and shouted one word: "Camelot!"
Arthur's men let out a roar, and Terence found himself crying wildly, "Camelot!" and then they were all tearing down the hill. Terence felt that he couldn't live with himself if anyone reached Mordred's lines before he did, and every trace of weariness dissipated like mist. The fury of Arthur's charge made Mordred's lines waver, and then the armies came together with a clang that Terence thought must have been heard as far away as the ruins of Camelot. Then there was no more time to think. Terence fought beyond his strength and ability, driving back men twice his size, and he was keenly aware that the rest of Arthur's men were doing the same. Somehow, time seemed at once stopped and fleeting. Those who attacked him seemed to move ridiculously slowly, and he evaded their clumsy blows with ease while they seemed unable to move at all before his counterattacks. Terence was even able to see in the moonlight how others fared in the battle. Not far away he saw Kai bashing men aside to the right and left as if they were straw effigies. Then, unthinkably, Kai went down. Several of the White Horsemen lunged forward to strike the fallen knight, only to be felled themselves by Parsifal's blade. A moment later, Kai was back on his feet, and he and Parsifal were fighting back to back.

In the center of the line, just where the battle was fiercest, was Arthur. Terence couldn't make out his form in the night, but he knew Arthur was there all the same. Dodging one blow and leaping over another aimed at his knees, Terence tried to fight his way toward the king. He never seemed to draw closer, though. Someone new was always rising up in front of him. Gradually Terence became aware that his army was being driven back. Arthur's men were falling and dying and, step by step, retreating back up the slope of Barham Down. The king himself stayed at the foot of the hill, though, holding his ground against more and more of the enemy. Terence could see him now. Though it hardly seemed possible for so much time to have passed, the morning had come. The sun's first red outline had appeared on the eastern horizon. Terence was glad to see the sun again; he hadn't been sure he would.
At that very moment, while parrying blows from two of Mordred's men and being driven inexorably backwards, Terence sensed something behind him. The soldiers fighting him froze suddenly, staring at the top of the hill. Terence stepped back, out of reach of their swords, and risked a glance over his shoulder. At the summit, his armor glowing with the morning sunlight, stood Gawain. Gawain raised his arm, let out a lion's roar, and charged down the hill, his great sword mowing down enemies like hay. Awed, Terence renewed his attack on his own foes, killing one and wounding another, then raced after his friend, following in his wake. "To the king!" Terence shouted. "In the center! Foot of the hill!"

The new light of day showed a scene of unspeakable devastation. Around Terence, hundreds of men and horses lay sprawled in death or writhing in pain. He caught up to Gawain, whose charge had finally been halted by a solid front of Mordred's men. "I'm behind you, milord!" Terence shouted.
"Never expected anything else!" Gawain called back.
They fought for a moment. Then Terence shouted again. "What happened to you?"
"I felt better."
It was the rising of the sun, of course, and Gawain's old gift, but even that wasn't enough. This new strength was coming from Gawain himself. The sun increased Gawain's strength; it didn't perform miracles. Nor did it heal wounds. Terence stole a glance at Gawain's side. His greaves were bright with blood again.

"Terence!" Gawain shouted. "To the south!"
Terence dodged an attacker and looked beyond the fray toward the south. There, charging into the battle, was a regiment of horsemen. Terence's heart sank. The reinforcements from the sea had arrived. "Mordred's men!" he gasped.
"You idiot! Don't you see?" cried Gawain triumphantly. "That's Lancelot!"
And so it was. With Lancelot himself leading the charge, the regiment of French knights smashed into Mordred's forces from the rear. Terence shouted with joy and turned to look again at Gawain, but Gawain wasn't there. Terence felt himself stumbling backwards. Though he couldn't remember being hit, and he felt no pain, he knew that he must have taken a savage blow. He caught his balance and again raised his sword, which seemed very heavy, and there before him was King Arthur, fighting none other than Mordred himself. The king must have been making for his son from the start of the battle. Arthur's sword flashed, and Mordred went down, but then Arthur himself reeled, as if struck. For a moment he stood still; then he turned his sword so that it pointed toward the ground, drove it down, and crumpled beside it. Terence took a step toward the king, but his legs didn't work and he found himself face-down in the grass. Just before his eyes a tiny blue periwinkle bloomed, incongruous and somehow unconquerable amid the slaughter. "I should show you to Robin," Terence murmured. Then he closed his eyes.

 
 
The sun was well up when Terence opened his eyes, but the roar of battle was gone, which was lovely. It seemed so long since Terence had heard silence. He tested his legs, and they seemed to work fine now. He still felt no pain. Pushing himself up onto his elbows, he discovered that he didn't even feel sore or tired. He raised his head and looked into the gentle, amused eyes of a friend.
"Bedivere?" Terence whispered.
"Hello, Terence," Bedivere said.
"But you're dead."
"Do I look dead?"
"No, I have to admit you don't. You look well, in fact. But the thing is, Mordred put a dagger in your heart a while ago."
"Yes, he did that," Bedivere conceded.
"I was the one who found your body."
"Oh, I'm so sorry. That must have been awful for you."
Terence blinked and heard himself saying, "Oh, no, don't feel bad. It wasn't your fault." He sat up and looked around. He and Bedivere appeared to be the only creatures stirring on a field covered with the dead. Terence frowned. "So, Bedivere. Am I dead?"
"Do you feel dead?"

"I don't know," Terence replied. "I've never been dead before."
"What would you like to be?" Bedivere asked.
Terence thought about this briefly. "I feel pretty well at the moment," he said at last. "Whatever I am, that's what I want to be."
"Yes," Bedivere said. He took Terence by the hand and raised him to his feet—Bedivere's hand felt solid and real and warm. "Come with me, Lord Terence. We're to find Excalibur."
The last moments of the battle came rushing back to Terence. "I saw Arthur kill Mordred, right over there." He pointed, and Bedivere led the way to the spot. There was Mordred, his eyes open and his lips curled in a frozen snarl, and rising from his breast was the king's sword.
Bedivere gazed at it thoughtfully. "That's just how it looked the first time I saw it," he said. "Except, that time it was sticking out of a stone. "Reaching over, he tugged it free from Mordred's body, then cleaned the blade on a bit of linen that protruded from Mordred's armor.
"Where's Arthur?" asked Terence. He remembered that he had seen the king fall at this spot, but there was no sign of him.
"I suppose we'll find out when we need to," Bedivere replied imperturbably. "Come now. We have to move along."
"Where to?" Terence inquired. He didn't much care, but it seemed polite to ask.

"To the sea."
There was a stir of motion from across the battlefield, and Terence saw first one, then two figures rising from the cluster of bodies. It was too far away to see who they were for certain, but when they started walking toward them, Terence recognized Kai from the slight limp. "Kai and Parsifal?" he asked. Bedivere nodded. Terence watched for a moment, then said, "Say, I feel better than I can ever remember feeling, but Kai's still limping. Why is that?"
"Kai likes to limp," Bedivere replied. Raising his voice, he called out, "Hello, cousin!"
Kai stopped and stared. "Bedivere?"
"Come this way," Bedivere shouted back. "Follow me to the sea."
Bedivere started walking south, and Terence fell in step beside him. A moment later they were joined by Kai and Parsifal, who had picked up Tor along the way.
"To the sea, you say?" asked Tor.
"That's right."
"That's ten bleeding miles, you know," grumbled Kai. "But I suppose if I'm to have a hike, I might as well take it with you."
"I've missed you, too," Bedivere said, smiling.
By the time they arrived at the sea, they had been joined by Ywain and a half dozen others of Arthur's knights. Gawain wasn't among them, Terence noticed, but he felt no surprise or disappointment. He supposed he would find out what had happened to his friend when he needed to. At the beach there stood two ships, a great two-masted frigate and a low barge with no sail at all. A crowd waited for them on the shore. Terence saw many familiar faces, but above them all was his father, Ganscotter the Enchanter. Their eyes met, and Ganscotter smiled warmly.

"Miss me, lad?" asked a voice at Terence's right.
Terence didn't need to turn. He knew Gawain's voice better than he knew his own. "Wondered where you were, rather."
"I came on ahead," Gawain said. "I wanted to be the first to welcome Griflet to the guard."
Now Terence saw with amusement that Gawain stood beside the old court dandy. Griflet still only came up to Gawain's chin, but his eyes were strong and confident as Terence had never seen them before. "Griflet," Terence said, nodding. Griflet smiled back. "What guard is that?" Terence asked Gawain.
"Arthur's guard of honor, of course," Gawain said. "Come with me."
Together all the knights who had followed Bedivere trooped down to the beach, while others detached themselves from the waiting crowd and met them at the barge. They formed two lines, facing each other. Terence found himself across from Gaheris, who winked at him, and a few steps away from Bors and Lionel. Lionel was whispering something to Bors, who was trying very hard to ignore him and maintain a solemn expression. At the far end of the line, nearest the barge, Terence saw Gareth and, beside him, Agrivaine. Terence blinked and took another look. It was undoubtedly Agrivaine, even though Terence couldn't imagine why he should be in Arthur's guard of honor. Agrivaine met his eyes, smiled ruefully, and shrugged, as if to say, "I don't understand it, either." Terence chuckled.

Then, from the gathered crowd, a new group began walking toward the barge, all women, bearing a litter draped in silk. At the head of the procession strode Nimue, the Lady of the Lake, and her daughter, Ariel. As they approached, Bedivere stepped out of the line and held out Excalibur. Nimue took it, nodding her thanks to Bedivere, then continued onto the barge. Behind her, carrying the litter, walked other ladies. Terence recognized Lady Lynet, Lady Sarah of Milrick, Parsifal's wife, Conduiramours, and Lorie, Gawain's wife. At the end of the procession a diminutive figure strode firmly. Terence felt something relax within. It was his beloved Eileen, who had never bothered to learn the dainty step of most court ladies.
On the litter, his face still lined with age, but peacefully composed in sleep, was Arthur himself. The women carried Arthur onto the barge, where Nimue placed Excalibur at his side. Then the ladies stepped off the barge and made way for one more to take their place. Dressed in a regal dress and veiled in gauze—it was hard to tell if it looked like a mourning veil or a wedding veil—the enchantress Morgan Le Fay stepped onto the barge and sat quietly beside the king.

At last Ganscotter spoke. "You are certain, Lady Morgan? You do this of your own will, not because I asked you?"
Morgan nodded. "He is my brother."
"He will not die, you know."
She nodded again. "And the only man I've ever cared for."
"Nor will he wake until he is called for."
"I will wait."
Ganscotter smiled. "Very well," he said. "Then, for your loyalty, I grant those gifts also to you. Sleep, Lady Morgan, forever young and forever faithful beside Arthur the King. When he returns, wake also and return with him."
Slowly, Morgan's eyes closed, though she remained seated upright. The barge disengaged from the shore and moved out to sea. In a moment, it was swallowed up in mist.
Terence looked back at Ganscotter, who smiled brightly at the assembled company. "Well, my friends," he said in a jovial voice, nodding toward the other ship. "Shall we go home?"



12. The Beginning of the Story
Dinadan
Although they had made excellent time over the mountains from Asia, Dinadan and Palomides were stuck in France for nearly a week, waiting for a boat across the channel to England. It seemed that every vessel large enough to transport them and their horses was at sea. Dinadan didn't discover why until the third day, when Palomides joined him in the taproom of the Calais inn where they were staying and said, "I found out why there are no ships."

"Why?" asked Dinadan.
"Sir Lancelot took them all." Dinadan blinked, and Palomides continued. "It would appear that Sir Lancelot and an army of French soldiers have just invaded England. He commandeered every ship for a hundred miles in either direction and crossed to Dover. From what I can gather, we missed them by a few hours."

"Lancelot would never take up arms against Arthur," protested Dinadan.
"Nevertheless, he has led a French army across the sea."
It was three more days before the first of the French vessels returned. Dinadan and Palomides quickly made arrangements for passage and set off across the channel. They sailed through the night, arriving within sight of the English coast at dawn.
"There," Palomides said suddenly, pointing to a beach off to one side.
"What?" asked Dinadan.
"There has been a battle there. See the armor scattered about? And those are bodies."
They directed their boatman to set them down at that beach, and an hour later they were examining the aftermath of war. They tied cloths over their faces to mask the smell of decay.
"What is this insignia?" Palomides asked. "A white horse trampling a crown."
"I've never seen it before," Dinadan said. Most of the dead knights wore the strange symbol somewhere on their armor. Then Dinadan saw a gleaming suit of armor among a cluster of bodies. "Palomides," he called. "Over there."
Dinadan knelt beside the glittering armor while Palomides picked up the knight's shield.

"I know this armor," Dinadan said softly.
"Does it belong to Sir Griflet le Fise de Dieu?" Palomides asked.
Dinadan glanced up, surprised. "Yes. How did you know?"
Wordlessly, Palomides showed the shield to Dinadan. Painted across the shield in large dark letters were the words "Griflet le Fise de Dieu, Hero of England." Some of the lettering was flaking off, and the writing was shaky, but the words were still clear.
Dinadan rose, dusting sand from his knees. "Griflet didn't write that himself," he said. "The Griflet I knew would never have permitted such a scrawl on his armor. Of course," he added reflectively, "the Griflet I knew was the last person I'd suspect of being a hero."
"This was done after the battle, I think," Palomides said. "The words are written in blood."
Dinadan gazed at Griflet's armor for a long moment. The visor was closed, but Dinadan left it so; he didn't want to see the decaying face of the old knight. "A hero of England should be decently buried," he said at last. "We can at least scoop out a grave in the sand." Palomides nodded, and together they dug a shallow grave, lowered Sir Griflet's body into the trench, then heaped sand over it. Dinadan glanced around at the other bodies. "I'm sorry," he murmured to them, "but we can't stay."

Half an hour later, having found a way up the cliffs, they were examining the remains of a military camp. "Arthur," Dinadan said. "That's the royal tent, and that's Sir Kai's. But why would they be abandoned?"
"They left for battle," Palomides said with calm certainty, "traveling light for speed. But that was days ago, judging from the ashes of the fires, and no one has returned."
A sick feeling began to well up inside Dinadan. King Arthur, his king, could not have been defeated. Arthur could not be dead.
"What is this rubbish?" Palomides asked, turning over a wooden box filled with broken wood and torn cloth.
Dinadan stared at it wordlessly, the sickness growing within, then said slowly, "That velvet is one of Queen Guinevere's court dresses. And that table leg—it's from the Round Table." He swallowed hard, trying to force down his despair, but it didn't help. He sank to his knees, leaned forward onto his hands, and was sick.
"Come," Palomides said after a minute. "The tracks lead north."
 
 
When they arrived at the battlefield, on a hill north of the village of Barham, they found they were not alone. A handsome youth in the brown cowl of a holy man was leading a mule about the field, stopping to examine each body.

"You there!" Dinadan called. The young man looked up, smiled, and walked to meet them.
"Good day, friends," the young man said.
"Who are you?" Dinadan asked. The holy man's face was open, honest, and—in a vague way—familiar.
"I'm Brother Guinglain, a hermit. And who are you?"
"I'm Sir Dinadan of King Arthur's Round Table, and this is Sir Palomides."
Brother Guinglain's smile grew wider. "I'm glad to meet you both, especially any knight of King Arthur's Round Table. Did you survive the battle?"
Dinadan shook his head. "I've just this morning arrived from France. Can you tell me what happened?"
Brother Guinglain nodded. "All that I know, at least. Perhaps we could go apart and talk. Upwind of the field, I think."
Dinadan agreed. The smell of death was stronger here than it had been at the beach. Together, they made their way to the top of the hill, where they could look out over the battlefield and the village, and where a steady northwesterly wind carried away the stench of human decay. They sat in the grass, and Brother Guinglain took a deep breath. "That's better," he said.
"When was the battle?" Dinadan asked.
"Three days ago, maybe?" Brother Guinglain replied. "I wasn't here yet; nor have I found anyone who could tell me. The villagers all fled days before, when the White Horsemen arrived."

"The White Horsemen?" Dinadan asked. "The ones with the white horse trampling a crown?"
Brother Guinglain nodded. "Yes. Mordred's army."
"Mordred," Dinadan repeated.
Brother Guinglain nodded. "King Arthur's son."
Dinadan sighed. The djinn back at Angora had spoken truly: Mordred was Arthur's son. That gave the djinn's other words more force—such as the spirit's statement that Arthur's day was over. Dinadan's chest felt tight.
"So Sir Mordred's armies met King Arthur's at this place?" asked Palomides. Brother Guinglain nodded. "And what was the result of the battle?"
"That," Brother Guinglain said, "I am still puzzling over. One thing I know: the White Horsemen were utterly crushed."
"And Sir Mordred?"
"Dead," Brother Guinglain replied. "I found his body at the foot of the hill yesterday. He still looks angry."
"And King Arthur?" Dinadan demanded.
Brother Guinglain shrugged and said, "I find no trace of him."
"Then he's alive!" exclaimed Dinadan.
Brother Guinglain sighed. "I don't know that, either."
"What do you mean, friend?" asked Palomides.

"I've found few of Arthur's knights," Brother Guinglain said, "but there are new graves. Someone has been burying the dead."
Palomides rose to his feet. "Excuse me," he said. Then, his hand resting on his sword's hilt, he strode off toward a clump of bushes at the edge of the field. The bushes rustled suddenly and a figure leaped out wielding a sword. "Stand!" the figure shouted. Palomides stopped advancing, but he drew his own sword. "Who are you?" the figure called. "Friends of the king or enemies?"
Dinadan rose and walked up beside Palomides. "I am Sir Dinadan of the Fellowship of the Round Table," he said. Now that he was near, he saw that the swordsman was little more than a boy.
Slowly, the youth lowered his blade. "If that's so," he said, "then we're friends. I'm Sir Bede, also of the Round Table."
Dinadan nodded a greeting. "Glad to meet you, Sir Bede. Er, I've been away for nearly two years, which probably explains this, but I don't believe I've ever heard of you."
"I was knighted just a few months ago," Sir Bede admitted. "I suppose I was the last knight King Arthur admitted to the fellowship. Not that the king knighted me himself. Sir Terence did that. But the king confirmed it."
"Sir Terence?" Dinadan asked. When he had last seen Terence, he had been Sir Gawain's squire. "Sir Bede, would you join us? It seems that a great deal has happened since I was last in England, and I feel rather lost."

They started back toward Brother Guinglain, and Palomides asked, "Were you in this battle, Sir Bede?"
Sir Bede nodded. "Only at the end. The night before the battle, I was sent ahead to scout the White Horsemen. When the two sides charged, I was cut off from Arthur's men, with all Mordred's armies between us. I tried to circle around to join Arthur's army, but I never made it."
"Then you witnessed the fight. How did it go?" Palomides asked intently.
"Back and forth, sir," Sir Bede said. "At first the king's charge down the hill drove Mordred back, but Mordred had more men than any of us thought, and he began to push Arthur up the hill. Then the tide turned again, at daybreak—I don't know why—and Mordred began retreating. But it still looked bad. More than half the men on both sides were down. Some of the White Horsemen began to flee, which was when I joined the battle."
"What did you do?"
"I charged from the rear."
Palomides' eyes lit up, and his expression was approving as he gazed at Sir Bede's face. "Alone?" he asked mildly.
"Ay, at first," Bede said. "I knew I would die, but..." His eyes filled with tears and for a moment he couldn't speak.

"But what?" asked Brother Guinglain.
"But ... at the bottom of the hill ... I saw Arthur fall beside Mordred. So I attacked."
There was a long silence. At the words I saw Arthur fall, Dinadan felt as if his heart had stopped.
Sir Bede went on. "Then I was surrounded by hundreds of knights, charging the White Horsemen beside me, with Sir Lancelot at their head. They came from the south, and they drove Mordred's armies into the ground. I saw that much, and then no more. I awoke hours later with a knot on the back of my head, and I was alone on the field."
"Ah, I understand," Dinadan said. "You're the one who's been digging graves." Sir Bede nodded. Dinadan hesitated, then asked, "How many of ... which of Arthur's knights...?"
Sir Bede shook his head. "I have planted the glory of England in the earth of Barham Down, but please ask me no more." Dinadan looked at the ground miserably, but after a moment Sir Bede added, "But there is one strange thing. Though I know where I saw him fall, I haven't found the king. He's just not here."
 
 
For three days the four worked together, digging graves and growing in friendship. On the second day they were joined by villagers from Barham, who cautiously had begun returning to their homes from wherever they had been hiding. At the end of the third day, the field was empty again, though rutted and covered with mounds of earth, and a rainstorm had even begun washing away the bloodstains. By common, unspoken consent, the four rode away together. Dinadan led the way. He wanted to check on an old friend.

The three days it took them to arrive at the Sisters of Joy Convent were sobering. When Dinadan had left England, it had been an idyllic place, dotted with prosperous farms and comfortable villages. A traveling knight of Arthur's table could be sure of a welcome at any manor house, and someone with a song to sing could obtain a meal at any tavern he chose. But this England was like something from a nightmare. What farms they found were burned to the ground. Villages were abandoned in ruins. People were scarce—or, at any rate, made themselves scarce when they saw mounted knights approaching.
"It's the White Horsemen," Bede explained. "For months now they've been destroying everything they found, killing who they could, then telling people that they'd been sent by Arthur."
"But who would believe such a tale?" Dinadan demanded.
Bede shrugged. "They said that the king had gone mad, out of jealousy over Lancelot and Guinevere. I believed it myself at first, when the horsemen killed my wife."

Dinadan turned to look at Bede's face. While he had labored over the graves beside this knight, he had sometimes sensed a hard-edged maturity behind Bede's youthful looks, the sort of wisdom that comes only from knowing great pain. "Your wife?"
"Elise," Bede said, his face calm. "I was luckier than most. Sir Terence found me and showed me I was wrong about Arthur. But most of these people, farmers like me, knew only that they'd been ruined by knights."
"He's right," Guinglain added. "I've seen whole villages, perhaps whole counties, hiding in forests, many of them starving."
With these bleak words weighing on his mind, it was with immense relief that Dinadan saw that the stone walls and buildings of the Sisters of Joy Convent were still standing and, looking inside the iron gates, that the rose gardens were intact. He had sat in those gardens many times, talking with his old friend Sister Brangienne. The gates were chained, and the bell that used to hang on them to ask for admittance was gone, but Dinadan leaned against the bars and called out, "Hello? Sister Brangienne? Anyone?"
After several minutes, a fearful face peeked around the wall, and Dinadan addressed himself to a young nun. "Good day, sister. I'm looking for Sister Brangienne."
"Please, sir knight," the nun whispered. "We have no treasure here, and barely enough food for ourselves."

"We'll take nothing from you," Dinadan said. "I only want to speak to Sister Brangienne. Could you find her and tell her that Sir Dinadan is here?"
The young nun hesitated, then said softly, "I'll speak to the Mother Superior," and scurried away.
A few minutes later, a tall nun with an imposing wimple shadowing her face appeared from a doorway and strode firmly toward the gates. Dinadan greeted her as she came near. "Good day, Mother. I am Sir Dinadan, an old acquaintance of Sister Brangienne's. I wonder if I could speak with her."
The Mother Superior raised her head, gazed into Dinadan's eyes, and said, "That's Mother Brangienne to you." Then she smiled like the sun, and tears began flowing down her cheeks. "I have prayed hourly for you, my dear friend. To see you alive is like seeing the face of God."
Half an hour later, Dinadan knew much more about the Battle of Barham Down than even Bede had been able to tell them. The convent had become a hostel for refugees, who brought their families and their needs, but also their news, and from all the scraps of information that Brangienne had been given, she had pieced together a comprehensive picture of the fight and its aftermath. Lancelot's charge had completely destroyed the White Horsemen, but not before Arthur's armies had been nearly wiped out as well. Lancelot's troops had taken a few prisoners, and using the information derived from them, he had been able to find and release all Mordred's hostages. Then Lancelot had sent his French vassals back to the Continent.

"And what of Lancelot himself?" Dinadan asked.
Brangienne pursed her lips thoughtfully, then said, "I think Sir Lancelot is no more."
"Dead?" Dinadan asked softly.
"In a sense," she replied after another pause. She looked pensively at Dinadan, then at his three companions. At last she nodded. "Yes, I can trust you. To our north, about a day's journey, there is a gentle hermit named Constans, living in a stone cottage."
"I've met Brother Constans," Guinglain remarked. "A good man."
"Yes," Brangienne said. "A former knight who has turned to a life of contemplation. Anyway, a traveler yesterday told me that Constans has taken in a novice, a tall man with broad shoulders named Jean Le Forestier."
Dinadan nodded. Lancelot had used that name before. "I've met this Jean," he said. "He's a good man, too."
"I believe so," Brangienne replied. "But, as I say, Sir Lancelot is no more. You should not seek him."
"We won't," Dinadan said.
"So, if I may ask, what will you do?" Brangienne inquired.

"I don't really know," Dinadan replied. "After finding the battlefield, all I could think of was making sure you were all right. Now I'm not sure."
It was Guinglain who spoke. "We will continue our journey, seeking out what's left of England."
The others nodded agreement, and Dinadan said, "Then it's decided. But you don't mind if I check on you every now and then? These are dangerous times, you know."
"I would be most offended if you didn't," Brangienne replied, smiling. Then she added, "One more thing, Dinadan."
"Yes?"
"As you look for the remains of England, it might help you to know that we have received several new additions to our convent here. One, in particular, you should know. She is a former noblewoman, one of Mordred's freed prisoners, who wishes to put that life behind her now."
"Oh?" Dinadan asked, searching Brangienne's face. "And what is this noblewoman's name?"
Brangienne smiled. "Former names are not very important here. Often, you know, when a woman takes the veil, she changes her name. I never did myself, but most of my sisters have left their old names and taken a new one, of some saint or person from the Bible, for instance."

Dinadan nodded. "Sister Jezebel, maybe? Or Salome?"
"I've not had either of those, precisely," Brangienne admitted. "We mostly have Marys and Marthas. But they don't always confine themselves to women's names: I have two Sister Josephs and a Sister Barnabas. And this particular woman has said that when she is approved to take the veil, she would like to be called Sister Arthur."
"I see," Dinadan said slowly. "And this Sister Arthur—she is well?"
"I believe so."
"And at peace?"
"In the past month, she has lost everything and everyone she loved," Brangienne said. "It would be too much to call her at peace. But I believe she will be content here in time. She says she'd like to work in the flower gardens."
 
 
Although it had been wonderful to find Brangienne alive, and to discover that Guinevere was safe, Dinadan's feelings of relief faded quickly as they rode through the broken pieces of Arthur's kingdom. Every day, it seemed, they came upon more appalling sights and greater desolation. Some days they didn't see a single living human. It felt to Dinadan as if England had been completely depopulated, and they were left alone, so it was a relief when, toward evening on their fourth day, they saw a campfire in the distance. Remembering that in this new England a stranger was less likely to be a friend, they approached the fire cautiously. Dinadan and Guinglain, the two who looked the least threatening, rode ahead of the others and hailed the camp. There was no answer. Riding in, they found the campsite empty.

"Hello?" Dinadan called again. "If you're hiding somewhere, we mean you no harm!"
"That'd be in your best interest," said a gruff voice behind them, "since I've got an arrow aimed at your back. Who are you?"
"Just a minstrel and a holy man," Dinadan replied.
Now a new voice, a woman's, spoke from Dinadan's left. "Good Gog, it's Dinadan, isn't it?"
"I am Sir Dinadan," Dinadan replied cautiously. A sturdy young woman stepped out of the shadows, holding a small child in her arms, and Dinadan gaped at her. "Lynet?"
"Close. It's Luneta."
Dinadan leaped from his horse and hurried forward to embrace the daughter of his old friends Gaheris and Lynet. "Little Luney! You look just like—"
"I know, just like my mother. It's good to see you. I heard you were off in the Orient somewhere."
"I was, but I'm back," Dinadan replied, turning to see a tall lanky fellow in black clothes appear from behind a tree.

"Dinadan, this is my husband, Rhience."
Dinadan shook Rhience's hand, then called out to Bede and Palomides. "Come on in! They're friends."
Rhience raised one eyebrow. "I thought you said you were just a minstrel and a holy man."
Dinadan looked pointedly at Rhience's empty hands. "And I thought you said you had an arrow aimed at my back."
Rhience sniffed. "Just because I'm a liar doesn't make it all right for you to be one. Don't you know anything about moral theology?"
"No," Dinadan said.
"Lucky dog," Rhience muttered. "Could you unteach me sometime?"
Bede and Palomides approached the fire, and Dinadan turned back to Luneta. "And this is your child?"
"She is now," Luneta replied. "Her parents were killed by the White Horsemen. She almost died of hunger before we happened to find her."
"Happened," Rhience repeated softly.
Luneta shrugged. "Well, we had help. A friend named Robin took us to her."
"Heard of the chap," Dinadan said absently as he examined the child. She was a towheaded girl with very large eyes, perhaps three years old. "And what is your name?" he asked her.
Luneta and Rhience waited, but after a moment, Luneta said, "We don't know. She hasn't spoken yet."

No one said anything. Dinadan guessed that, like him, the others were wondering what horrors those huge eyes had witnessed. They gathered around the fire and shared their scanty provisions, then their stories, which was one thing, at least, that they all had in abundance. When they were done, Dinadan asked Luneta, "And where are you three going now?"
Luneta was busy coaxing the child to eat another scrap of bread, so it was Rhience who answered. "We've just been up north to Luneta's old home in Orkney, Sir Gawain's estates that her father managed. The lands and farms have been burned, but Orkney Hall's still standing, and the people are starting to rebuild and replant. Now we're on our way home, to my family estates near Chichester."
Bede looked puzzled. "A little out of your way on this road, aren't you?"
Rhience nodded. "We left the Great North Road to check on an old friend who lives in these parts, the good hermit Godwulf."
"Godwulf?" repeated Guinglain.
"Ay. You know him?"
Guinglain shook his head. "I never met him, but I've been to his hermitage." Then the young hermit said bluntly, "Godwulf is dead."
Rhience's lips tightened. "The White Horsemen?"
"Of course. But there's a new hermit there, and I'd like to see him again. We'll ride with you tomorrow."

 
 
The cavalcade of travelers arrived at Godwulf's hermitage shortly before dark the next day. A thin stooped man with graying hair and a shabby hermit's robe appeared from the one habitable structure in the clearing, a small, recently rebuilt hut with a nearly completed thatched roof.
"Brother Adelbert?" called Guinglain.
"Brother Guinglain?" the hermit replied.
Guinglain dismounted from his mule and embraced his fellow hermit. Then he introduced the others. Adelbert greeted them gravely, then said, "I'm glad you've come. My dinner has been ready this past hour and more, but I was so busy mucking wi' the house that I was putting it off. Will ye share my food?"
"Do you have enough to share?" Dinadan asked.
"If I have any at all, I have enough to share," Adelbert replied. "But there's enough for us all, if that's what you mean. It ain't much, just porridge, but it'll fill you. The miller down t'village is almost done repairing t'mill, and then we'll have bread."
"No beer?" asked Rhience.
For the first time, Adelbert's solemn face cracked in a smile. "Ye knew Godwulf, then?"
Rhience's eyes were bright, with either tears or laughter. "Ay. I spent several months with him."
"He was a power of a man, wasn't he?" Adelbert said simply.

"Ay, that he was. A power of a man."
"As soon as I finish the hermitage roof," Adelbert said, "I'll start on t'brewhouse. I've found a village boy who used to tag along at Godwulf's heels when he worked, and he thinks he can remember how he did the trick. The lad'll be joining me up here once he finishes rebuilding his folks' farmhouse. But no, we've nothing brewed yet. Good water, though."
Dinadan dismounted slowly and watched while the others tended their horses and set about making their beds and building an outdoor fire. Luneta was walking the little girl around the clearing, talking brightly and pointing out birds and trees, ignoring the fact that every few feet in the courtyard, another mound of freshly turned earth marked a grave. Dinadan shook his head slowly. He could sense a slight lightening of the mood in his party, perhaps prompted by Brother Adelbert's talk of rebuilding, but he resisted it. It was too little. A rebuilt farmhouse and mill—what was that compared with the glory of the kingdom that just a few years ago had made England great? Dinadan thought of Arthur's magnificent castle at Camelot—now in ruins, according to Bede. He thought of the days of feasting or—even better—the days of judgment, when Arthur had listened to his people, then meted out true justice, marked with both wisdom and compassion. He thought of the great knights—Gawain and Lancelot and Tor and Bedivere and Kai and all the heroes of the land—who had ridden out on quests for justice, vying with each other in helping the helpless and crushing oppression. Now all that was gone. By any sane reckoning, England was in for generations of lawlessness and war. Was he to feel hopeful because a hermit was planning to rebuild a brewhouse? Because farmers were starting to work their fields again? Glory like Arthur's should not pass so quickly or be forgotten so easily.

"What is it, my friend?" asked Palomides, standing nearby. Dinadan shook his head. Like the child clutching Luneta's finger, he could find no words. Palomides didn't press him. Instead he said, "Come. Brother Adelbert is ready to serve our porridge."
Dinadan followed his friend to the fire and sat in silence as the others joined the circle. Rhience glanced up at him. "Say, Dinadan, I meant to ask you earlier. Was that a rebec I saw in your gear today?"
Dinadan nodded.
"Then you play?"
Dinadan paused, then nodded again.
"Maybe you could give us a tune after we eat."
The others looked expectantly at Dinadan, but he shook his head. "I can't."
It was Palomides who asked, "Why not?"
"I have no music left," Dinadan replied softly. He looked up and, one by one, met everyone's eyes. "Don't you feel it? For me, music is hope, but with the end of Arthur's reign, all the hope is gone. Haven't you been paying attention as we rode? England's in ruins. What took Arthur his whole life to build has collapsed in a few months, and where do you see hope for the land? Did you listen to yourself yesterday, Rhience? 'The fields are all burned, but at least the house hasn't been torn down.' Is that what we have left? That maybe the bloody wreck of England isn't quite as mangled and destroyed as it might have been?" Hot tears began coursing down his cheeks. "That's all we can say? 
That's our hope?"
Rhience looked somber, but he said, "No. I would say that our hope is in the people."
"What people?" Dinadan demanded. "The people are hiding in holes. We go days without seeing people!"
"We're people, aren't we?" Rhience asked quietly.
Dinadan rolled his eyes. "We're the hope of England? A couple of knights, a family, two holy men, and a singer of tales?"
Guinglain smiled brightly, and in a voice that for all its mildness seemed to ride the wind into the trees said, "Indeed, I had not realized we had so much. Now I am content. It is enough."
"Enough?" gasped Dinadan.
"More than enough. Knight, holy man, family, poet—it is all that any land could want. If the knight will be honorable, the holy man true, the family loving. And if the poet will sing. After all, someone needs to tell the story of Arthur."

"The story of Arthur is over," Dinadan said.
"No, the events are over," Guinglain replied. "I'm talking about the story. There's a difference." He raised his small porridge bowl and said, "Brother Adelbert, would you help me serve this sacred communion?"
Adelbert hesitated, then admitted, "I'm ... uh ... to be honest, I'm not actually ordained."
"That's all right," Guinglain replied. "Neither am I. You make sure everyone's served, young and old, man and woman, knight and commoner. I'll say the words." Adelbert began ladling porridge from the pot, and Guinglain said, "This food we share is the bond of life and death, holding us together. Because ... because we remember those who have gone before us, because we will not forget to honor them, we are alive and we are together and we are one."
Rhience chuckled. "Ay. This porridge is a new covenant. Hoc est gruel."
Dinadan sipped his porridge, probably the worst-tasting thing he had ever put in his mouth, but it warmed his throat and stomach. Then he downed the rest in two gulps, scalding his tongue, and said, "Well, blast it, if we're going to have church, we ought to have a psalm. Wait here." Rising, he retrieved his rebec, tuned it swiftly, then said, "A hymn, a sacred chant. Let's see ... how about the holy tale of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight?"

 
 
They separated the next morning. Rhience and Luneta returned to their home in Sussex, where they began the hard work of rebuilding a life and raising a beautiful daughter, whom they eventually christened Morganna. She learned to speak and then to sing like an angel. At Rhience's suggestion, Bede traveled north to help Luneta's steward Rowena oversee Gawain's family lands in Orkney. The last time Dinadan and Palomides visited them, Bede and Rowena had four sturdy children: Douglas, Elise, Lynet, and Terence. Guinglain returned to his hermitage, which Dinadan always thought was the loudest and busiest holy place in all England. As for Dinadan, he and Palomides rode the length and breadth of England—and every other nation—singing the tales of Arthur and his knights to everyone who would listen, in every language they could learn, for as long as they both lived.
Incipit liber Arturi




Envoi
Twenty-five years ago, in college, I read several of the medieval romances about King Arthur and his knights and discovered to my astonishment that they were good. All my previous experience with King Arthur had been in obnoxious children's retellings in which all the knights were clean-shaven, cleft-chinned paragons of oppressive nobility and virtue. As for the ladies, they were even worse—simpering wraiths of soppy sentimentality. It was all enough to make one root for the dragons.

But, I found, the original stories of Arthur's court were nothing like that at all. The medieval romances of Chrétien de Troye and Sir Thomas Malory's Morte d'Arthur and the like were filled with real people with recognizably human characters who struggled with recognizable problems. In the real Arthurian legends, honor was not about keeping the rules of some code of chivalry. Honor meant standing by friends, admitting mistakes, forgiving insults, and keeping your word—even if it cost you dearly to do so. I immediately began planning how I would retell those stories to a new generation.

I wrote the first book in 1989 and found a publisher for it in 1996, and that began my Arthurian excursion. It was going to be a trilogy, but it got a bit out of hand. I kept reading more Arthurian tales, from England and Wales and France and Germany, and finding more stories worth retelling. Besides, everyone who knows Arthurian lore knows that the saga doesn't end nicely, and the more obscure legends I took on, the longer I was able to put off dealing with that messy conclusion.
But the end had to come eventually. I fretted for years over how to approach it—as did my readers, in fact. Many of you wrote, begging me not to make the ending as bleak as it usually is. Others wrote to ask that I return Squire Terence, my original hero, to his former place of prominence at the end. A clergywoman from New Zealand wrote to demand that I leave open at least some of the doors to the Other World when I finally finished the story. I hope I've done right by you all. I base my own stories on the original legends, and those legends only allow a certain amount of hope amid all their oppressive tragic inevitability. But there is hope nonetheless. Hope is often reclusive but always present, in all the Worlds that might be, even this one, and if I've done my job, you'll believe that with me.

In any case, dear readers, thank you. Thank you for sharing my excursion, joining my journey, laughing with me at absurdities (also to be found in all the Worlds that might be), and learning to care about the friends and lovers of my imaginings. I've rather enjoyed myself, all in all.
 
 
Gramercy,
 Gerald Morris

A Cast of Characters
The Legend of the King and the Squire's Tales

Abbreviations for the previous books of the series:
 
	ST
	The Squire's Tale

	SK
	The Squire, His Knight, and His Lady

	SD
	The Savage Damsel and the Dwarf

	PP
	Parsifal's Page

	BD
	The Ballad of Sir Dinadan

	PC
	The Princess, the Crone, and the Dung-Cart Knight

	LK
	The Lioness and Her Knight

	QF
	The Quest of the Fair Unknown

	SQ
	The Squire's Quest


(My thanks to user ninedaysaqueen of LiveJournal.com
 for simplifying discussions of my books by proposing
 abbreviations and suggesting most of the above.
 I did change QFU to simply QF.)
(Boldface indicates characters created for the series.
 All others come from the original legends.)
 
	Agrivaine

	Second youngest son of King Lot of Orkney and Morgause the Enchantress, brother of Gawain, Gaheris, and Gareth. In the Squire's Tales series, Agrivaine's first significant appearance is in LK.

	Alan
	Captain of the Guard at Camelot. First appears in SK, where Gawain sends him to seek his fortune at Arthur's court. Appears also in SD and SQ.

	Ariel
	Daughter of Nimue, Lady of the Lake. Plays a major role in PP and PC. She is named for the sprite in Shakespeare's The Tempest, and not for the Little Mermaid.

	Arthur
	Illegitimate son of King Uther Pendragon and Igraine of Cornwall, King of All England, Hero of All Heroes, Once and Future King. One of only two characters to appear in every volume of the series, and for good reason.

	Beaufils
	See Guinglain.

	Beaumains
	See Gareth.

	Bedivere
	One of Arthur's kinsmen and earliest knights. In the series, plays his largest role in BD.

	Brangienne

	Handmaiden to Queen Iseult of Cornwall. Plays a large role in BD.

	Constans
	Hermit who, in PC, builds a tomb for Lancelot. I invented this name, but I used a real story for Constans's background—the knight Sir Pedwyr (Pedivere) who killed his wife and was sent to Rome by Lancelot as penance.

	Dinadan
	Oddest of Arthurian heroes. In Malory's Morte d'Arthur, he's an inept fighter who pops up without explanation throughout the story of Tristram and Iseult. Yet Malory, who elsewhere values skill with arms above all else, seems rather fond of Dinadan. In my series, I made Dinadan Tristram's younger brother. He appears first in SD, but plays his most significant roles in BD and SQ. I'm fond of him, too.

	Eileen
	The love of Terence's life and eventually his wife. Appears first and most importantly in SK, but also has significant parts in SD and SQ.

	Gaheris
	Second son of King Lot of Orkney and Morgause the Enchantress, brother of Gawain, Agrivaine, and

Gareth. Mentioned first in ST and has a small role in BD, but plays his parts mostly in SD and LK.

	Ganscotter
	Enchanter and ruler of the Isle of
Avalon, father of Lorie and Terence. His name is borrowed from a German romance called Diu Krone, where an enchanter appears with the unfortunate name Gansguoter. In the series, appears in ST, SK, and QF, using the name Scotus in the latter book.

	Gareth
	Fourth son of King Lot of Orkney
and Morgause the Enchantress, brother of Gawain, Gaheris, and Agrivaine. Appears in SD, where he is usually called Beaumains ("Pretty Hands"), a nickname given to him by Kai.

	Gawain
	King Arthur's greatest knight. Oldest
son of King Lot of Orkney and Morgause the Enchantress, brother of Gaheris, Agrivaine, and Gareth, husband of Ganscotter's daughter, Lorie. As the primary knightly hero of the Squire's Tales series, he appears in every book except BD, which takes place while Gawain and his squire, Terence, were away on the quest that is retold in SK.

	Godwulf

	A gregarious hermit who appears several times in LK.

	Griflet
	Officially Griflet Le Fise Dieu. One of King Arthur's earliest knights. Appears within the series in ST, SD, and PC.

	Guinevere
	Queen of England, wife of King Arthur, daughter of King Leodegrance. Best known in Arthurian lore for her love affair with Lancelot. In this series, plays significant roles in ST, SK, PP, PC, and SQ.

	Guinglain
	Hermit and son of Gawain. In my own retellings, I have identified this traditional character with another—Beaufils ("Fair Son"), hero of the popular Middle English romance Lybeau Desconus ("The Fair Unknown"). Appears first in the series as the main character of QF, then again in SQ.

	Jean Le Forestier
	See Lancelot.

	Kai
	Son of the old knight Ector, who raised Arthur, and thus Arthur's foster brother. Seneschel (i.e., steward) for the king. Except for Arthur himself, Kai is the only character who appears in every

volume of my series. His name is usually spelled Kay, but appears as Kai in the Welsh tales of the Mabinogion, and I liked that better.

	Lamorak
	In Malory, knight of the Round
Table and consort to Morgause the Enchantress. In the series, appears in BD as the infatuated lackey of an unnamed "faery beauty."

	Lancelot
	A French knight, son of King Ban of
Benouic, who came to England to become one of Arthur's greatest knights. Today, probably the most famous of all the Round Table. Best known for his love affair with Queen Guinevere. In the series, plays his largest roles in SK, SD, and PC. In SD, he appears as a recluse whom I named Jean Le Forestier.

	Laudine
	Wife of Ywain and minor
enchantress in LK.

	Lorie
	Daughter of Ganscotter the
Enchanter who marries Gawain. Half sister of Terence. The name Lorie is one of the names occasionally used for the Loathly Lady who appears in a traditional Gawain romance. Another is Dame Ragnall. For one reason or another, I went with Lorie. Appears in ST, SK, and QF.

	Luneta

	Daughter of Lynet and Gaheris and heroine of LK. I borrowed her from the French romance Yvain: The Knight with the Lion, where her name appeared as Lynete—probably intended to be the same character as Lynet. Since I already had a Lynet in the series (SD), I altered the spelling and made Luneta Lynet's daughter.

	Lynet
	A fascinating character from Book VII of Malory, a strong-willed young woman who sets out on her own to rescue her castle from a besieging knight. She is so atypical for Arthurian ladies that Malory calls her a "Savage Damsel." Marries Gaheris in SD and appears again as Luneta's mother in LK.

	Lyonesse
	Older and much less interesting sister of Lynet. Appears in SD.

	Mordred
	Son of Arthur, who was seduced through magic by the Enchantress Morgause. On his mother's side, then, is half brother to Gawain, Gaheris, Agrivaine, and Gareth. Appears first in QF, then again in SQ.

	Morgan
	Usually Morgan Le Fay. The grand lady of Arthurian literature, a powerful enchantress, and a very

complex character indeed. As the daughter of Queen Igraine of Cornwall, she is sister to Morgause and half sister to Arthur. Sometimes presented as villainous (as is nearly everyone whose name begins with Mor-; ever notice that?), but occasionally is painted in more sympathetic colors. In my series, most important in ST, SK, SD, PC, and SQ.

	Nimue
	A standard Arthurian character,
the Lady of the Lake. Her name is often given as Vivian, which may actually be the original name. In my series, Nimue is one of the great ladies of the Isle of Avalon in ST and SK and the mother of Ariel in PP and PC.

	Palomides
	A Moorish (i.e., Muslim from
Spain or North Africa) knight who appears in Malory's version of the Tristram and Iseult tale. In this series, plays a significant role in BD.

	Parsifal
	The original Grail knight of
Arthurian legend. The name is spelled Perceval in Chrétien de Troyes's unfinished tale Perceval, and Parzival in Wolfram von Eschenbach's brilliant retelling and

completion. In the Squire's Tales, appears first in SK, then as the knightly hero of PP.

	Piers
	A blacksmith who appears first in
my series acting as a page boy to Parsifal on his quest in PP. Plays a significant role later in PC.

	Rhience
	 A former knight and seminarian,
who accompanies Ywain and Luneta, in fool's clothes, on their quest in LK.

	Robin
	An elfish sprite (and spritely elf),
close friend of Terence. Also Robin Goodfellow and Puck. Not, strictly speaking, a traditional character in Arthurian lore, but familiar from legend and from Shakespeare, which is close enough. Appears in ST, SK, SD, PC, LK, and SQ.

	Sarah
	Lady Sarah of Milrick, niece of
Morgan and Morgause and kinswoman of Arthur. Heroine of PC. I've identified her with an obscure lady of Arthurian lore named Alcina, but allowed her to choose her own name, which is where we get Sarah. Also appears in SQ, my retelling of Chrétien de Troyes's romance Cligés, where I've assigned

her the role played in the original by a character named Soredemors.

	Terence
	Ultimately the hero of the Squire's
Tales. For most of the series, acts as squire to Gawain, though he is also the son of Ganscotter the Enchanter and half brother of Lorie, which makes him an august personnage in the World of Faeries: the Duke of Avalon. Marries Eileen. Appears in every volume of the series except BD, which is set during a time when he and Gawain were absent from court.

	Tor
	One of Arthur's early knights, son of
Aries the Cowherd. Appears in ST and SK.

	Ywain
	Cousin to Gawain and his brothers,
hero of Chretién's Yvain: The Knight with the Lion, which forms the basis for LK.
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