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A Kind of Dedication

To Quackenabush and Di avol o, who suffered with this, believed in it, read,
cared, cheered and encouraged, stuck pins in sinister dolls, heard

conf essi ons, gave absolution and usually paid for lunch. Wth Love.

Acknow edgnent s

Firelord is a fantasy, though |I've attenpted to stretch an elastic | egend over
t he bone of historical fact regarding the reigns of Vortigern, Anbrosius and
Arthur. For this, I'mdeeply indebted to John Morris's lucid and fascinating
The Age of Arthur (Scribner's, 1973) and Jean Markal e's unorthodox King
Arthur, King of Kings (CGordon & Cenonesi, 1976), translated by Gordon

Cr enonesi

For the picture of Mdrgana and her people, | drew heavily on the pioneering
work of Dr. Margaret Miurray, whose books The Wtch-Cult in Western Europe and
God of the Wtches (Oxford University Press, 1971, 1973) retrieved the fairy
folk frommoonlit |egend and restored themto history where they bel onged.
Arthur is as historical as Lincoln or Julius Caesar, merely | ess docunented.
Al most certainly he succeeded Anmbrosius as overlord of the Britons. . Ceraint
was i ndeed Prince of Dyfneint, Marcus Cononori was overlord of Cornwall.
Trystan appears to have been his son, though | have kept the usual form of the
| egend. Peredur was actually a prince who ruled at York. Guenevere is probably
as historical as the rest; like diem she is renmenbered with kindness or
severity, depending, as Arthur notes, on who is telling the tale.



That they didn't all live at the same tinme is beside the point. Very likely
some of themdid. Assenbled on one stage in one drama, they nake a magnificent
cast. It should have happened this way, it could have, and perhaps it did.
P. O
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The King Lies at Aval on

Dam it, | haven't time to lie here. Whatever cones, there's nore for a king
to do than squat |ike a rmushroom and maunder on eternity.

Dignity be damed, it's a tedious bore.

Even when he was wounded, Anbrosuis told nme he hated being carried in a litter
like a silly bride. Slow, unconfortable, and the wounds open up anyway. M ne
are rather bad. The surgeons tell ne to prepare for their mnistrati ons—Jesus,
spare ne professional gravity—and that priest |ooks so solem, | think God
nmust have caught hi m | aughi ng and nade hi m promni se never again.

So tired. So many niles from Cam ann, where nobody won but the crows. And sone
time to spend here at Avalon listening to the nonks chant in chapel. No

conpl aint, but one does”w sh the |ove of God guaranteed an ear for nusic. They
do not speed the hours.

So, this testament.

Young Brother Coei who wites it for me is very serious about life, but then
no one ever told himit was a conedy. He thinks |I should begin in a kingly
manner at once formal, dignified and stirring. | was never all three at once,
but to take a fling at it:

I, Arthur, King of the Britons, overlord of the Dobunni, Denetae, Dummoni i
Silures, Parisi, Brigantes, Coritani, Catu-vellauni —

—am di sgusted and out of patience, being up to my neck in bandages like a
silly Yule pudding. 1'd wite nyself if | had an armthat worked.

\
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Let's be sinple, Coel, let's wite as it was. Then there's a letter you may
deliver for ne.

Why, to Cuenevere, lad. To my queen

A king should wite his own story, especially a Briton. W are a race of

nmusi caJ liars, and who you are may depend on who's singing your song. Many's
the tree-spirit come tripping out of yesterday to find itself a saint today
and rudely surprised by the change. |'ve been called Artos and Artorius

I mperator, but it seenms to stick at Arthur, the way the nonks wite and the
bards sing. That's uninportant; what matters is who we were and what we did. |
want to wite of us the way we Were before sone pedant petrifies us in an epic
and substitutes his current ideal for ours. As for poets and bards, |et one of
t hem redecorate your life and you'll never be able to find any of it again.
It's an insult to freeze nmen |ike Bedivere and Trystan, Gareth, Ceraint and
Lancel ot into a | egend. How Tryst would | augh at that and send an epi gram
searing down the centuries nmore potently than anything | could wite. W were
never that still or conplete, always noving between the end of one thing and

t he begi nning of another. Guenevere wouldn't sit still while Tine painted her
in serenity, and God knows—Morgana? Catch the lightning, friend. Chain the

wi nd.

No | egend then. | give themtheir world as it was and |l et them stride.

From ny casement, | can see the apple orchard bl ossom ng and remenber anot her
May. Let me begin with spring, then. Spring in the earth, in the blood, young
and green as new grass that knows nothing of winter

Spring at hone and being ten years old. The spring when | net Vortigern and
the mad boy called Merlin.

Merlin and a Sword

The hills near our villa were long and | ow and made for children to run over.
So we ran that day, Kay and Bedivere and |, up one rounded hei ght and down the
other, straining for the highest ridge where we could see east and west for
mles and the flash of sunlight on the eagle standards of the approaching
cohort. We panted up to the topnost rocks and hung there gasping, ne and ny
hal f - br ot her Kay, while Bedivere scranbled up onto the crag edge, shoved the
sweat -l ank red hair out of his eyes and pointed to the east.

"There he is! Anmbrosius!"

When we clinbed up beside him Kay gasped: "He's brought a whole |egion!"
"Only a cohort,"” | corrected him "I heard father say so."



Bedi vere pointed again, to the west this tine. "And there's old Vortigern."

We didn't understand rmuch of what was to happen that day, only the rough shape
of it. The Enperor Vitalinus was conme to give up the inperial sword to

Anbr osi us Aurelianus, commander of the Roman legions in Britain. Vitalinus was
his real name, but in the west where his support was strongest he was called
Vortigern, the over-king. | rarely heard hi mnanmed anything el se. And yet that
picture stuck in nmy mind, Anbrosius comng like a god with the flash and

t hunder of horses and the blare of horns—and the ol d enperor slipping down the
valley with a fewnen and a little dust tike a tired menory. That seens the
way with kings: we go out quieter than we cone in!

They were to neet at the villa of my father, Uher, chief magistrate of the
Dobunni. We were boys and didn't understand
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much. We saw the great shimering force and the little cloud of dust and
called (H e strength, one weakness and let it go at that. Bedivere and | were
ten. Kay was nine.

"It's time he gave up the sword," Bedivere grow ed.

"Why?" asked cautious little Kay.

"Why? Isn't he the cause of all the troubles? Didn't he bring the foreigners
in? My da says he sold us out."

Bedi vere's father was Uther's master of horse and a man who spoke freely what
m nd he had.

Kay | ooked to ne for judgnment. "What does father say?"

"Just that Vortigern did what he had to."

"What' s that nean?"

"It means | don't know. Now | eave nme be."

W wat ched the great, shining snake of the cohort coil across the eastern
plain toward the white square of the villa. By the tine we got home the
courtyard woul d be jamred, the house a confusion of officers and servants, the
baths full of soldiers. Flavia had warned us to be back before they came. A
shiver of excitement went through me, lifting ny armto squeeze little Kay's
shoul der. He was a solemm, careful child who | ooked Iike Flavia. | didn't, but
even then | knew | wasn't her son. My real nother was just a nane, Ygerna.
never knew her. My da U her said she died.

The war horns blared in the afternoon, the sun glinted off the eagles. Kay
jiggled with wonder and excitenent.

"Ch, look at them™

| | ooked, 1 yearned.

That's when it began, that very nmoment—the buzzing in ny ears |'ve known at
odd times through Iife. My eyes squeezed shut against the suddenly intol erable
glare of the sun. Wen |I opened them | found nyself |ooking through a blur
down the western valley and hearing, faint but ever stronger, a host of

VOi ces.

Avef Ave, |nperatorf

Hail to the Kking.

| blinked. The hills were deserted, yet ne sound grew and swelled into

t hunder, one hi gh boy-voice singing over the rest—

Ave!

Sonet hi ng beyond self propelled me, jolting ne down the western slope of the
hill. Bedivere and Kay called to nme, but | warned them back in a voice barely
nmy own: "Leave me al one.

G away!" | didn't know if they followed, but ran until the ground
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| evel ed out under ne, drawn toward that high-singing voice, not caring that I
was out of breath and running uphill again, branbles tearing at ny | egs and
ankl es.

Ave!

Now i n that thunder of voices | heard a nanme, not VorUgern's. The boy-voice
still sang over them nearer than ever. | struggled to a jutting |edge. As |

col l apsed on it, the thunder faded away until the air was still as stopped



time in the late afternoon, but the stone beneath nme trenbled under the
poundi ng of my own heart.

Ave, whispered the rocks.

Then the soft, near sound of a shepherd's flute.

A gay song, and though ny ears still rang with the buzzing that had sunmoned
me, no single note of the flute nade discord with it, but blended with the

ot her as harnony. | seened to know the nel ody note by note before the wood
flute sounded them The song spun out while ny heart slowed and breath cane
easier. Then it ended, leaving a perfect, filled silence trailing after
"Arthur."

The young voice was full of verve and | aughter

"Who—where are you?" | called

An inmpertinent run on the flute. "Round die other side of this rock. Come up
Arthur, and see the enperor ride."

"Bedi vere, is that you? Are you fooling ne?"

A chuckle. "They're so far they can't hear you. Look back and see."

| saw them across the val e, Bedivere and Kay, com ng slow as a dream |ike
runni ng under water, their arns floating out fromtheir bodies |ike seaweed
drifting in lazy current.

Frightened, | edged along the narrow rock face, rounded its point and found
nmysel f on a wi der shelf that | ooked out over the whole western valley.

"Hail, Arthur."”

The boy was seated on a flat rock, the flute in his Iap. The finespun gold of
his tunic caught the sun's glare |ike Anbrosius' eagles. Over it he wore,

t hrown back, a I ong cloak dyed the col or of new grass, caught at the shoul der
with a great bronze clasp. A strange place to neet a king's son, but he
couldn't be less. He | ooked maddeningly fanmiliar with his shock of blond,
curly hair and blue eyes glistening with secret excitement: things to do and
tomorrows that couldn't be caught up fast enough. He shimered all over, he
made ne tingle with the energy that cane
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fromhimin the flash of his gold. | couldn't breathe. It was no king's son
I'd cone on, but a boucca-spnt such as the Dobunni speak of, a shape-changer
But even as | thought it, the boy |aughed again.

"Don't you know ne, Arthur?"

| didn't want to show ny fear, but kept ny distance, "Nno."

"No matter, you will. If not now, tonorrow " Another quick run on the flute.
"I met you tomorrow anong the Faerie. There was a woman you | oved, and here
you don't even renenber ne."

" Wman?' !

"Ch, but you were older then. How should you renenber? Wy do you shut your
eyes?"

"My—head hurts."”

"So it does, so it does. But how can you be of the Dobunni and not know
Merlin?"

The fear | essened; it was hard to focus ny eyes on his shining. | becane

bol der, even angry. "Merlin's dead. He was an old man if he ever lived at all
Who are you?"

The boy rose, only a little taller than me and not rmuch ol der, but he tal ked
in growmn-up riddles. "I amcalled Merlin. I'"'mcalled a |lot of things. There's
not a stone or leaf or life that men won't put a nane to. It gives thema nice
safe box to collect things in. They get in the habit of collecting things and
end up surprised at the weight they' re carrying. A dreamthey thought m ght
fit soneday, sonething bright and sweet |ike a wonman, picked up for her shine
and sormehow never left or at |east never forgotten. Or an ambition! There's a
fine itemin any man's bag. A great, glow ng anbition. They never fade, never
wear even when you've outgrown them Always there to |ook at and renenber and
pl ay m ght-have-been. A while ago in real time you saw the eagles. And you

wi shed, Arthur."

I knew not hing of wonmen then, they were only a bother with



their tucking you in and ki ssing good-night and finish-your-

supper and go-take-a-bath. And anbition was a word | didn't

know. But | had seen the eagles and for a nonment thrilled with a

wi sh so vast and secret | couldn't breathe it even to Kay or

Bedi vere. It was as if the golden boy read ny thoughts, as if his

hair and tunic glowed and shimered with a}] my own bright

boy- hopes. He laid his hands on ny shoul ders.

"Look where the enperor cones."

H s hands were strong. | had to obey. The late sun was in ny
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eyes and the ringing in nmy ears grown to a roaring again, a hundred thousand
voi ces fromunseen throats. Avef

"See!" Merlin conmanded.

Down the valley rode a gol den-haired king on a great war-horse. Beside himthe
dragon standard swayed in the grasp of another nman nmaddeningly famliar as the
ki ng hinmsel f, and behind them surged the shining hundreds. Not Vortigern, that
ki ng, but a young man whose gil ded breastplate caught the sun and hurled it
back at the sky while the valley and hills and ny poor head rocked with the
nane they hail ed.

My aching eyes bul ged. "What-what is it?"

Idly, Merlin produced three colored balls, red, white and green, tossing them
aioft like a skilled juggler. "Only bright tonorrows you carved out of w shes
and painted with dreanms. See the horses, each a hand hi gher than cavalry's
ever known. See the nen, how they ride. Such nen ride for |ove, not Roman
pay."

I was frightened; none of this could be true. "Are you a boucca-spitit? Have
you cursed nme?"

Merlin laughed tenderly. "Cursed and blessed all in one. Arthur. Blessed with
the power to make this be. Cursed with an eye to see too far. You still don't
know me? O that man who carries die standard?"

"Bedi vere! But he's old, he' s—=

"And that other on the king's right hand? He was part of those tonmorrows. Such
men come when kings dreamthem ™

A man straighter and prouder than any of the rest, but with the eyes of a sad
priest.

"This is the beauty of it," Merlin said in a different tone. "There's that

part not half so fair. But now the gold still glitters, the men have not grown
l ean with age nor know of bitterness or regret. The standard is new and proud.
Hail to the king!"

The roar filled nmy head and buckl ed ny knees under nme. 1 clutched at ny

pounding tenmples, tried to stop the thunder fromnmnmy ears. | cried to Jesu and
all our household gods to help ne, and they brought ne kind darkness through
whi ch the cheers still echoed. Ave, Inperator, and Merlin's voice whispered:

D d you hear the nane?

"I don't believe it."

* No matter, that was tonmorrow. See ne again where we net before, at
Cnoch- nan- ai nneal

| tried to open ny eyes. "The hill of the fires? \Were?"

Not where but when. At Beltane, renenber?
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No, | didn't remenber. | was ten years old, run foul of a boucca and gone mad.
"How can | find you?"

How can you not? Though you never catch ne, how can | escape you? At May Eve
on the hill, renenber? The Faerie wonman, the one you | oved

Bedi vere and Kay found nme on the | edge, staring out over the valley where the
dust was settling after Vortigem s passage. They were hot from running,

puzzl ed and cross with ne. My eyes focused better now. "How |ong have | been
here?" "Just this noment,"” said little Kay. "W ran right after

you. "

Bedi vere punched nme on the arm "W called and called. You



ran |like daft, wouldn't stop." -"You didn't see hinP?" See who, they
wondered. "Hm the boy in the gold tunic. Merlin." Bedivere |aughed. "Merlin,
isit? Come to fright your dreams?" "And didn't you see the nmen cone down the
val l ey, the

hordes of thenfP"

They were nore mystified than ever. They'd seen only Vortigem s guard, not
nmore than fifty all counted.

Kay pulled at ne. "We'd best get hone. We'll catch it if we're not there when

t hey cone."
W started for hone, nyself trailing behind. My head wasn't clear yet, though
the ringing was gone. | spoke no nore of what happened, but now and again 1

| ooked sideways at Bedi vere. No nistake: people grow and change, but the set

of the eyes remains. He was die man grown who carried the dragon beside the

ki ng, but who was that strange other who rode with a doom on his shoul ders?
knew him would know him and the name was on the tip of my tongue. As we
hurried on, | realized nunbly in nmy ten-year-old head that the Merl mboucca
had i ndeed cursed nme to see too nuch and too far. "Bl essed and cursed," he
said. Many years later | knew what he meant.

Whay do men strain at the curtain that hides tonorrow? Wiy do seers grow rich
pretending to pull it aside for a blurred, distorted view? It is hardly a

bl essi ng.

Qur villa lay a day's ride up the Severn valley fromwhere the river w dens
into the sea channel. This has al ways been the | and

Merlin and a Sword 9

of our tribe, the Dobunni, and our cousins, the Silures. For a hundred years
before I was born, we Pendragon wore the Roman toga fastened over our left arm
and the enaneled gold arm et of tribal chieftainship on our right. By the year
of my birth, father called hinmself Roman nore out of habit than fact. It had
been fifty years since Constantine went into Gaul with the [ast of the conbat

| egions, leaving only the thinly spread auxiliaries fromwhich we tried to
build an army again. Suddenly we were defensel ess, a prosperous people used to
four centuries of unbroken peace and order. Wen the Romans |left, we crowned a
new enperor in the inperial name and others in quick succession as the
separate tribes dissented fromone another and rose up to slay die | eader they
t hensel ves mi ght have hailed a year before.

And the wol ves waited outside our walls and grinned and watched: the Irish
across one sea, the Saxons across another, the Picts in the north. Their
envoys cane and saw the lush | owl ands poorly defended and went home to sharpen
their swords. Qut of the confusion of tribes canme a Council of Magistrates,
sub-kings with their own people's interests at heart. They rai sed one of their
own to the purple, a Stlure called Vortigem and he stopped the warring for a
tine.

In sonme ways, it's marvelous to be old. You have years of hindsight to play
with. Gandfathers sit by the fire runbling sagely of what should have been
done at a certain tine and place to prevent a certain thing. Trust in this or
pray to that god, life has a way of bringing the right man sufficient to the
time, though the time may not knowit. So with Vortigem—nglorious, ignoble
street squabbler, the petty bargainer in the marketplace, the cold, suspicious
face of a |losing ganbler, the peasant shrewdness, the small nman's need for

endl ess sel f-expl anation, the veneer of courtesy and court rhetoric quickly
dropped for street vulgarity anmong cronies or in nmonments of stress. Not a
hero, not a man to renenber.

But | say he canme to power against the wall and ruled with his back to it,
until that day 1 saw himin our house. He inherited the enpty shell of Roman
formand power, half-trained, ill-equipped |egions that would not fight
outside their own province. He inherited the threat of invasion fromthree

si des, and when these threats becane real, he faced themw th tinorous
chieftains not yet inperiled enough to rise above self-interest, an enpty
treasury and letters of refused help froma Rone that could no | onger repe

the barbarians at its own gate.



What woul d you have done?

10

Firelord

If you were a hero, beset with three vicious dogs, you mght fling yourself on
one, but the other two would destroy you. You could guard against all three,
but how | ong before one or all charged? The bargainer in Vortigern threw a
bone to the worst of the dogs and set it |oose on the others. He invited the
Saxons as nercenaries, fed them and gave them a kennel

But the dogs grew too nunerous for the kennel, always nore of them always
greedi er, denmandi ng where they used to ask. Soon the whole east of Britain was
theirs and the treasury enpty again. Then people said to old Vortigern that he
was a conprom sed, humiliated fool and it was time for new blood on the
throne. "A leader!" they cried (they always do), a fighter, a name that rings
with the glory of Rome. And they turned to Ambrosius Aurelianus, commander of
Vortigern's armes.

Thus this one day at Uther's villa, the high nmen of the west gathered to hai

a new enperor while the grubby street peddler slipped away to oblivion. In the
gl ow of hope, feww |l recall the | esser man who bought the new heroes tine,
carved out with

pitiful, broken tools.

| say this so that you m ght understand that battered, bartered old
man—Vital i nus, called Vortigern, Enperor of Britain. He had the soul of a tax
collector. I would not put such at the head of a mounted charge, but to
bargain on wile and an enpty purse, | would send Vortigern before Lancel ot,
Bards, when you shape a song to heroes, drop in a verse for Vortigern and |et
it begin: "Each man in his tine."

Qur villa was built in the old days of the |long peace. You couldn't defend it
for an hour, but never since, not even in Canelot, have | so | oved a place.
The plan was the usual Ronman square with the villa itself built around three
sides, the fourth closed with a | ow, white-washed wall that formed a w de
courtyard. The baths and kitchens ranged down one side, with the slave
quarters opposite; famly chanbers joined themto nake the base of the square,
and the whole stretched out roomby roomat ground |level to catch as much sun
as possible. Stables, snmthy and auxiliary kitchens and quarters were outside
the wall. Floors were nosai cked, well wanned in winter by hot air blown from
anpl e stoke holes. The inperial engineers built it to last forever. | remenber
nothing earlier than this house, no other nother but Flavia. W raced into the
courtyard bare m nutes ahead of Vortigern's
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party. Flavia was standing on the portico, small and plunp, dressed to receive
royalty and definitely inpatient. Bedivere left us to go hone; Ray and 1

sl owed apprehensively as we approached our nother. Before we could speak

Fl avi a beckoned the house sl aves, Scipio and Aui us.

"Both of you to the baths with Scipio, and don't dawdle. Aulus, lay out clean
tunics, teil the wonen to feed themin their roomtonight."

Sci pi 0 whi sked us away, and precious little time we had to splash about. He
herded us through all three baths for a quick dip, oiled and scraped us
efficiently, then toweled and trotted us back across the courtyard. Already
the enperor's guard nilled about, rattling down from mounts, groons |eading
the animals to the stables. The officers were of high rank, few | ower than
tribune. W& had only a quick, w de-eyed glinpse of them before Aulus had us
under his fussy wing for dressing and conbing and Flavia's special orders. W
weren't to go near the tricliniumwhile our parents were dining with Anbrosius
and the enperor. W would be brought in later to pay our respects and say good
night. This would be a polite signal that dinner was over. The business and
protocol of the accession were then to be discussed.

The di nner dragged on. We stretched out our own neal, played sone knuckl ebones
on the floor, bored and vaguely excited at the same time. | listened to the
fai nt voices, distinguishing between them The quiet, cadenced reason: Ut her



The fluttering laugh like a startled bird, nmother. There was another heard

| ess often, clipped and precise. The fourth spoke often and | ong, nonotonous
as the beating of a hammer, rising above the others or boring through them a
voi ce |ike a toothache.

"That's Vortigern," said Kay. He peered close at ne. "You're squinting again.
Does your head still hurt?"

My ears rang faintly and the gol den boy Merlin danced through nenory to the
pi ping of his flute.

The nmonent arrived. Flavia came for us, ushered us solemly down the hall wth
whi spered warnings: "Arthur, don't slouch. Kay, keep your finger out of your
nose. Salute as your father taught you and answer clearly. It will just be a
m nute. "

W had to stand politely in the doorway for some time, waiting to be

acknow edged. Even as we approached, that dogged voi ce droned on. Father and
t he gray, conpact man who nmust be Ambrosius still reclined on their couches,
but the enperor paced about the room fat, runpled, sparse hair unconbed. He
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| ooked sweaty and di sagreeabl e even though our slaves had panpered hi mthrough
the baths only three hours before.

Fl avia said you could tell a Roman of equestrian rank by the cleanliness of

t he napkin spread over the end of his dining couch to catch the sauce

dri ppi ngs. Father's had a dab here and there, the Iike for Anbrosius who was
used to a rough table in canp. Mther's napkin barely needed washi ng, but the
martyred linen crunpl ed over Vortigern's couch m ght have been used to wi pe
down a horse

"Don't trust the Council!" He was saying that as we came down the hall. "GCet
t he arny behind you—f you can call it that—and keep it there, don't ask ne
what you're going to pay memwi th. Land or turnips, | guess. Haven't been any

new mntings for a hundred years and nost of what there was is buried. One
whi ff of danger and those—princes buried it deep as they could. Fat |ot of
good, nost of themgot their, throats cut anyway. Well, they deserve it."

The enperor paused to drink noisily, then grinned at father. "lIronic, isn't
it? Anywhere you go, you could be wal king on a fortune, and not enough silver
above ground to paint a button. 'Where's the arny? Wiy aren't we protected?
tell them cough up, an army costs. Were in Christ's name do you think it's
com ng fron? Where are your audit rolls, your tax schedul es? You're the

Council of Magistrates, | tell them the assenbled princes of Britain, and you
don't even know where your noney is. They're so used to dodgi ng taxes, they
think it's a right. They squeeze it out of the tenants. | tell you |I've got no

use for nonks, but the buggers are right in screamnm ng about the way the bl oody
| andowners lay the taxes on their tenants and then can't find five anas to
support the arny they whine for. Ch, one nagnani mous feilow told ne he'd |et
go two stabl eboys and his peacock keeper. Really tightening his belt. |
flicked anway a

tear.

"And they say / betrayed them / let in the Saxons. You' re damed right | did.
Because your noble peers, Uther, or their fathers at |least, couldn't agree

wi th each other |ong enough to pay the troops. Because your father,

Anbr osi us—bl ess his nmenory, he was a good sol dier, eneny or no—but he woul dn't
nove his troops out of Efauracum when | needed themin the south."

Unruffl ed, Anbrosius answered levelly, "That Wuld have left the Wll with
not hi ng but a few guards. The Picts—=

"The Picts came by sea." Vortigern sagged down onto his couch as though tired

of the whole subject, "I said they would
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and they did. And | used sea raiders to stop them It was bargain or del uge,
fight one eneny or two. So | bargained. Now . . . now they say the old man's

no good anymore. Down Vitalinus, up Anbrosius. Well, | told them | was right.



["l'l wite ny recollections one day and renenber every nother's one of those
bastards. | told them nmend a broken sword with sealing wax, don't be
surprised it breaks in half again.”

Vortigern hunched on the edge of his couch, staring into his wine cup, his
train of thought lost or not worth continuing. My father cleared his throat.
"Sire, ny sons wish to pay their respects.”

The old man's head canme up. He stared blearily at us. "Ch. O course."

Flavia led us forward. We saluted jerkily. "Artorius," Flavia presented ne.
"We call himArthur. And baby Caius. He's our Kay."

Vortigern gave us a weary smle. "CGood | ads. You' re a husky one, Arthur. \Wat
does your father have planned for you?"

"W hadn't thought too nuch of it yet," Uher said. *" He fancies mlitary
service."

Vortigern took a drink. "The legions? | think Anbrosius could find a place for
t he son of Uther Pendragon.™

| becane aware of Anbrosius studying nme closely. Not for years did

understand that scrutiny. "Perhaps on nmy own staff,"” he ventured.

"Arthur's a fine rider," Uher volunteered with audible pride. "Thinks he'd
i ke the alae."

"The cavalry? Rot!" Vortigern snorted through what began as a belch. "Stay
with the | egions, boy, that's where the rank is. Cavalry's an afterthought.
Socially it's scum no place for a man of birth. Dam, Uther, that's OUT
problenmt. Not a good Briton in the Iot. Iberians, Goths, Persians, Thracians,
and they all snell like sick canels. Ride half naked, nost of them and a good
thing. We couldn't afford clothes. | wouldn't send anyone to the cavalry
except ny first wife. Well then, young Kay, where's your heart set?"

Unsure, Kay saluted again. Vortigern returned it gravely. "WlIl?"

Kay withed. "Go with '"torius, | guess. Sir."

Flavia ruffled his darkish brown hair. "Kay's tutors say he has a fine head
for mathematics. That may be a good thing sone day as it is.'

"Un" The enperor seened to forget us entirely, head droop-
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i ng, el bows on bony knees. "Anbrosius, remenber what | said. Don't trust the
Counci | . "

Anbr osi us exchanged a tolerant look with Uher. "I wouldn't,

but we need them *'

"Rot. Force is what you need, a force that noves fast when they're told. Men
| oyal to you alone.”

"Sire, with your perm ssion." Flavia bent her knee slightly to him and
shepherded Kay and nme to the door.

"Flavia Marcella," Vortigern called after her. He extended his hand in a
fatherly blessing. "For this hospitality, we are in

your debt."

"The Enmperor of Britain graces our house," nother returned the courtesy. "My
he find his chanbers adequate."

Fat her asked Vortigern, "WII you return to Caerl eon tonmorrow or rest here?"
Vortigern sighed. "WIIl it make any difference? Do you know what the late
enperor plans to do after tonorrow? | think I will ride west until | hear the
sea breaking on sonme qui et beach with no one around except oysters. Then I'|
sit and watch the sun go down. It always does, you know, and | want something
simple to rely on for once in ny life. That should keep me busy for years.
Good night, Flavia."

That was ny farewell from Vitalinus, Enperor of Britain. To ne he seened a
tittle drunk and shabby next to the dignity of my father and the taut
manl i ness of Ambrosius Aurelianus. The next day he went through the cerenony
of accession, spoke too |ong, passed the sword to Anmbrosius, shanbled away to
obscurity, and the world forgot him

But that night, as | floated closer to the soft edge of sleep, | renenbered
his words: "Gather a force loyal to you alone. A force able to nove fast when



and where you need them"

The war-horses clattered through ny dreans, the flute sang softly, Merlin

| aughed and threw and caught the colored balls, and over the shoul der of his
green cloak, | thought | glinpsed the dark Faerie girl.

And mnmy pillow whispered to ny ear: "Ave Anorius-, Inperator." Hail Arthur

King of Britain. Mad as life and as true. The noon rode its arc toward norning
and | dreaned no nore
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Even for inpatient boys, the years have a way of passing. Anbrosius proved an
energetic ruler. He wangled with the tribes constantly for noney, pouring
what he squeezed out of theminto the arnmy. We I ost no nmore land to the
Saxons, but we gai ned none back

On Uther's death, our home went to Kay along with the magi stehum of the
Dobunni. | had no cause for jeal ousy, being old enough to understand it by
then. Kay was Uther's lawful son while 1 was begotten in the wong bed. Beyond
that, the Dobunni wanted a Pendragon |loyal to them before the enperor, one who
woul d rule fromhonme. They saw very little of ne but the hind end of ny horse.
I was off at the first opportunity with an appointnment to Anbrosius' mlitary
staff and a nodest patrinmony to supplenent ny positively hunble pay as an
officer-elect. At ny side rode Bedivere, ny aide, grown tall and hard as
nmysel f. He got his red hair fromhis nother, who was of the Bel gae, and from
his father the self-convinced stubbornness and loyalty that marked himall his
l[ife. Not that he always agreed with ne; nore often he didn't and I'd have to
argue. But once Bedivere saw a thing was common sense, he would ride into hel
for it. There was one infallible trinity to his world: God, Arthur and

Bedi vere. My right armwoul d desert nme before he did.

W | earned the arny. W ate and quartered with the officers out of mninal
courtesy, carried dispatches and ran errands. Everyone outranked us, though
nost of the centurions were only auxiliaries who grudged as little tine as
possible to their duties before hurrying honme. Many of them were inconpetent;
t hey nocked ny seriousness.

There are two senses you shouldn't ook for in youth: proportion and hunor.
Bedi vere and | raged privately over the | axness of what passed for an arny. |
grew i ncreasingly vocal, even arrogant, as tine passed. When a pronotion to
centurion cane down from Anbrosius hinself, even Bedivere noted the swelling
under my helnmet. It rmust have been infinitely galling for a veteran tribune or
| egate to hear a boy in new harness glibly dismss four hundred years of a
fighting force

"In a word, Centurion—f that is possible—wahat do you find wong with the

i mperial |egions?"

"In a word, sir: top-heavy and obsolete.” - A prolonged silence which I |ater
found to be termnal

"You may go, Pendragon."

Next day, | was posted to the Second Legion at Caerleon. The inperial staff
had deci ded to bl under al ong w thout ne.
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A frustrating situation: a centurion without command, still a fetching boy
who' d never fought a battle. But 1 had eyes. The day of the |egion was past.
The forces that threatened Britain would never stand still for pitched battle.

They hit our coasts in lightning raids, sailed deep inland in shallowdraft
keel s, struck: and got away. The legions, even if they could be coaxed from
hone, were not nobile enough to cope with such tactics.

But gradually, patiently, Anbrosius was renol ding our remant army. A new
generation was growing up with little nmenmory of Rone, contenptuous of its now
i neffectual name, determined to preserve for thensel ves what country remnai ned.
Men |ike Geraint of Dyfneint in Cornwall, where his father Caradoc held

some m nor sway.

The Dummonii had little contact with Roman custom This was evident in



CGeraint, who could not wear mlitary gear with any consistency. At first sight
he | ooked |like a brigand interrupted hal fway through the robbery of an

of ficer: sky-blue cloak over a honespun yellow tunic and | oose trousers tied
at the ankle. To this was added a battered breastplate, cingutum and baldric
from whi ch hung a sword | onger by a foot than nmy own.

Ceraint's errand to us was sinple and urgent. He was one of Anbrosius' new
breed, given arny status to forma squadron of horse fromhis own tribesnen
that mght eventually be built into a cohort. The nmen had their own land to

| ook after, had not been paid and didn't trust Romans anyway, and coul dn't be
kept together at Neth Dun More w thout silver.

Nonpl ussed by this sunburst apparition, our |egate Trajanus passed Ceraint
along to a tribune with instructions to find an idle centurion, issue the
necessary silver, let themescort this what's-his-name home and report on

trai ning progress. The caval ry-mad Anbrosius m ght be interested.

"And teach that overdressed barbarian what an officer is supposed to wear and
how to salute and speak to a superior, and-—eh, just get himout of here,"

The good tribune consulted his notitia dignitatemfor the nost expendabl e
officers in canmp and issued the orders. W would not even have a conpl enent of
men, but Bedivere and 1 were used to bei ng honel ess now and rather liked it.
"I"ll pack us up straight after supper,” he said after bringing the col orful
CGeraint and our orders to ny tent,

CGeraint placed one foot on a stool, threw back his worn cloak and surveyed us
as if he were not sure he would remain in our
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company. | waited for his salute. Wen it didn't come, there was nothing for
me to do but sit down and look mlitary.

"May | ask your |egion rank, Prince?"

CGeraint had no tact, but an innocence to charmthe harp out of an angel's
hand. "Do you know, they told me and |I've forgot, sir." H's Cornish draw
turned sir into zor, "I'mhalf in, half out of the |legions, you might say.
Don't like to | eave hone that nuch.”

Bedi vere grunted.""None of themdo."

Ceraint's brow went up. "Well now, perhaps nore of us would if some | egions we
know woul d be about the decent paying of the squadrons, and if we could | eave
hone with a reasonabl e—a reasonabl e hope, | ook you, of finding it whol e and
unbur ned when we got back. 1've three nmonths' service and have been told to
provide ny own gear and nounts, so | found what was avail able, and that's not
much, and here |I'm cone on the sinplest nission to your tribune, and he said
to come straight to you, sir, and here | am"

"I am Centurion Pendragon. My aide, Bedivere ap Gyffyn. Bedivere, tell the
kitchen we'll dine here tonight, the three of us."

He saluted with fam liar ease and left the tent.

CGeraint folded down onto the stool with a weary exhal ation. "Ah, God, was
supposed to salute? Mother of Jesus, I'll never learnit all."

"l suggest you do, Ceraint,"

He clawed at his long, tousled brown hair and thin beard. A first beard by the
ook of it. | made hima year or two younger than ne. He appraised ny uniform
this was ny first official visit froma subordinate officer, and | gave thanks
to the god of vanities that ny tunic was fresh fromwashi ng and the phal erae
of my breastplate was shined. Geraint took it in with a sigh before turning to
busi ness.

"Do you know what the Saxons call us? Wl shnen."

"What does it mean?"

"A horrible word in their horrible dog-bark of a tongue, sir. It means
foreigners. Foreigners in our own country, |ook you. That's how Mt her of God
sure they are it will all be theirs soneday. |'ve seen them cone, |'ve seen
what they | eave behind. And here's nyself with only a few good nmen to guard
poor Neth and unpaid at that, so-with one coil and another to make life hard,
and since |I'll never renenmber the ranks and titles—do you suppose | m ght



cl epe you by your Christian nanme?"
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There was no slyness or craft in Geraint and absolutely no sense of respect
due to rank. He was a king's son, voluble, serious, passionate, his

acquai ntance with table manners as vague as his notion of nilitary courtesy.
The food was slung rapidly in the approximate direction of his nmouth, bones
and scraps nore or less toward his plate. But he had i deas and opinions akin
to mne. W believed in the future of cavalry and wanned to each other through
t he bond of arrogant youth. We woul d overhaul the arny, bring the cavalry to
the fore. W would change the world and even dazzle it, given the chance.

The wi ne went round and round between us. We agreed with Geraint's basic
conplaint: he wanted his cavalry attached to no legion, free to nove on their
own. As he spoke of this, pounding the table for enphasis, | heard again the
ghost of shrewd old Vortigern, saw behind ny eyes the fleeting glinpse of the
gol den king coming out of the west. A force to nove swiftly when they nust. W
shout ed at each ot her, proposing, counterproposing, opinions breaking across
one another |ike waves in a crosscurrent, but we knew one truth for sure. The
Saxon woul d neet his match one day when Britain could field a force to match
their swift-raiding keels.

"You're a good nman, Arthur Pendragon," Ceraint toasted ne a bit unsteadily.
"And no | ess Bedivere ap Gyffyn. Wien you conmand for the king, when you
become Count of Britain, put Geraint at the head of your horse—ah dear, yes,
let me doit, and I'Il give you deeds to sing about!"

No ... no, | wasn't dozing. Brother Coel. Just thinking, dream ng, an old
man's privil ege. Those were the good tines, so young, so |long ago. They did
cone to sing about him you know O©h, yes. "At Llongborth where Geraint's
sword ran red . " Aye, it was that CGeraint. And he never did learn to

sal ute

W three were so uninportant the quartermaster stowed us on a merchant vesse
bound out of the Severn for Irish ports. The naster took half an hour to put
us ashore at the nmouth of the Lyn. Fromthere it was an easy two days to Neth
Dun More, keeping the sea in view all the way.

I'd never seen the country of the far Dumonii: wild, stark cliffs clawed out
by the restless sea, occasional nmonks' cells
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perched like lone gulls on bare pronmontories. Geraint's stronghold was a
nmonastery far in decline when he conmandeered it for service. Sone of the
younger nonks took off their habits and joined him but {he owned proudly)
they were still Christian nmen and heard nmass every day. As we rode, he tal ked
of his squadron, his famly and his hopes. They were too far from Caerleon to
expect tinely help in the event of a sea raid, hence this clunsy start of a
hone force. His father, Caradoc, signed hinself King of Dyfneint though the
enperor insisted on referring to himas magistrate. Things were changing a
crumb at a time. Even Kay was called prince by our own people now

Ceraint chattered on, a sinple nman displaying his acconplishments without

fal se nodesty, but | noticed his eyes were never long off the sea: all his
life the Saxon had cone fromthere.

He | earned of us, too. Unfortunately, the wong things first. It led to a

m sunder st andi ng that mi ght have becone ugly. Bedivere and | were sol diers of
some service by this time, shuttling fromcanp to canp as couriers,
barracks-rowdy, famliar with every army brothel between Bath and Eburacum
They were few now, but how often had we awakened groaning with full heads and
enpty purses next to two beasts whose names we couldn't renenber. And | aughed
and gotten up to ride all day, knowing we would feel fit as ever by noon. You
have to be very young for that. Young enough to stand it, green enough to cal
it pleasure.

| grew up anpbng nen, without a sister. Woman's honor was sonet hi ng vaguel y
connected with Flavia. All others were fair ganme. Sormetines in wine or a



worman' s bed | caught a ghost-glinpse of the dark Faerie girt, her face near

m ne, the nusk of her brown skin heady in ny nostrils. Then she was gone, and
t he wonman woul d see the drunken puzzlenent in ny eyes and | augh: "You' re stone
mad, Artos."

Aye, mad. My soul was never my own. The girl and all of themwere part of the
tomorrows Merlin put in my head.

Bedi vere and 1 knew few such shadows in our norning sun. W sang nore than we
t hought. No sweeter voice than Bediyere's was raised in the west of Britain,
nor was ny own so bad, a little deeper, though not as pure. W tossed the
songs between us like Merlin's juggling balls, arny songs that jingled Iike
saddl e gear and shortened the mles. You wouldn't trot them out before a

wel | -bom wonman, but we hardly expected Geraint to take offense.

Qur favorite ditty was "Good-bye to the Ninth," about a
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pliant |ass who |oved the whol e outbound | egi on and undertook to say a
bedridden farewell to the lot of themfromlegate to the |ast stone-slinger
with a verse for each. W'd worked our way down to the centurions when Ceraint
suddenly pulled his horse aside and trotted a few paces to the cliff edge.
When we joined him he was red and rigid, staring out to sea. | thought he'd
spi ed | ongshi ps.

"What do you see, Ceraint?"

H s mouth disappeared in a tight Iine. "Do you have a sister

Pendr agon?"

"No, why?"

"I do, and I"'msick to think of you in the same roomw th her. You would sing
such a song about her if you could. My father said it would be tike this. The

arnmy cones with its orders and noney and whores, and will it not dirty us as
it has all else?"

"It was a song, that's all. No one said a word about your

sister.”

Geraint turned toward me, hot, angry tears in his eyes. He drew the | ongsword.
"I'f you are fortunate enough to nmeet Eieyne, you will treat her as a saint."

Bedi vere reined up on Geraint's off side, drawing his own blade. "The
centurion outranks you," he said carefully. "Put it

up. "

CGeraint flashed at him "I deal with lords, not groons." "So do I," said
Bedi vere. "Put it up or lose an arm" "W are not boys!" | turned ny voice
hard as |'d heard

Anbr osi as do when he was crossed and wouldn't allowit. | was

angry. No man likes to be called a pig for his nere |aughter, but
Ceraint was a sinmple cut. Honor was a fragile thing to him

From somewhere inside, | dragged up the beginnings of humlity
and perhaps a little w sdom
"Qur fooling offended Lord Geraint. W apol ogi ze." | caught

Bedi vere's eye. "Don't we?"

Bedi vere sheathed his sword, the disgust silent but el oquent.
"So we do."

"Ceraint, may your sister find a lord as honorabl e as her

brot her."
He blinked and | ooked away; mny apology left himnothing to
strike at. "Well. Well enough. It's just that . . ." "I know But you have

schooled us. Let's ride on." Ceraint |ed out ahead of us, wanting to be apart
for atime, 1

suppose. Bedivere gave hima sour appraisal
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"Full of honor and a few other things | could name. He'll never make an
officer."

"But a fighter he is."



Sage words from men never within hailing range of a battle. W cantered after
Ceraint, keeping a little distance, letting himchoose the time to join us
again. After a mle or so, he began a song hinself in a voice pure as

Bedi vere's. There's nothing like nmusic to nelt a Briton. W grinned at each
ot her.

"And a singer," | decided.

"That he is."

CGeraint waved us forward, the cloud gone fromhis brow "Come you up and sing
a good nman's song. Do you know 'Bronwen in the Vale' ?"

We touched heel to flanks and gall oped forward, already in harmony with him
For the rest of the day, we sang well-laundered |yrics and knew we nust be the
soul of gallantry when we net the sainted Ei eyne.

"There!" Ceraint pointed ahead to a finger of bare cliff poked out at the sea.
"Neth Dun More."

My own eyes were sharp but could see at first nothing nore than the raw rock
A few mnutes later a subtle regularity of line became a | ow wall along the
top of the cliff.

By Geraint's design, we had kept the sea in sight all the way. Wen he pulled
away from us suddenly and rode to the cliff edge, we wondered had we insulted
himagain. Not so; this tine he pointed far out to the southwest. The word was
like a |l ow snarl.

"Keel s."

Weak sun struggl ed behind cl ouds. Bedivere and 1 saw our first Saxon

| ongshi ps, two of them Iow and black in the water, the gracefully upswept
sea-serpent prows meking rapidly for the river nouth.

"Toward Neth," said Ceraint.

"The fort?"

"The village just south. They don't know the fort's there."

"Nor does Dun More." Bedivere squinted toward the pronontory. "No smoke. This
time of day, wouldn't there be a cooking fire at |east?

CGeraint went pale. "Dear God, they can't be gone without a watch at least. It

will take hours to bring them No. No, listen!"
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Faint in the nmorning air shimrered the tiny sound of a frantic

bel I .

"The alarm" Geraint |ashed his horse into a gallop. "They

are there. Hurry!"

W dashed after himalong the cliffs, across a small valley and then up the
narrow path cut out of living rock that was the only entrance to Neth Dun
More. The bell went on clanging as we clattered into the main enclosure and
saw what Ceraint called a ,fort: a scatter of |ow doned beehive nonks' cells,
an oratory, a tiny chapel and several newer buildings of wattle and thatch, a
m ddling tinber hall and makeshift stable. But no nen. The only living
creature in sight was a saddl ed horse. The bell ceased as we reined up and a
slight figure appeared in the chapel door, a young girl of thirteen or
fourteen with a brown hooded cl oak over her plain kirtle. She ran to Ceraint,
who | eaped with a shout fromthe saddle to enbrace her

"Sister!"

"Ceraint, | was in the village when | saw them and—=

"Where are the nmen, El eyne?"

"Gone home. They waited and waited for you to come back."

CGerai nt exploded. "CGone hone, is it? Did | not have to contend with the |egate
and the tribunes and the God knows what? And here's the centurion with the
silver to pay them OCh God, God: there's not tine to gather themall, those
that heard

the bell."

By ny cal cul ati ons, we had perhaps half an hour before we must be riding
again. Tired nounts would do us no good,

"Bedivere," | said, "walk the horses, give thema fast rub and see if there's



feed in the stable. Not too nuch."”

I ran to the seaward wall and | ooked for the two keels: they were just off the
river mouth, near enough to see the nmen | aboring at the oars. Geraint and his
sister joined ne on the parapet. Geraint's courtesy was hurried but not

wi t hout grace.

"Sister, this is Lord Arthur, the brother of Prince Kay who visited father

| ast year. My sister, the Lady El eyne."

"My |ady."

"CGod save you, sir."

El eyne had the same tawny brown hair as her brother w thout his high skin

coloring. The child | ooked frail and ill, a brave little nmouse of a woman and
plain as a boot. | turned to Ceraint.

"I"ve counted oars. No nore than forty to a boat. Any sort of a force could
stop them"

Geraint studied the keels. "That's true."
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"Have you net them before?"

"Since he was fifteen." Eleyne took his brother's arm "At Astolat, we hang
their broken shields on our walls. W heard six ships raided at St. Petroc.
Maybe t hese are two of them"”

"Very like." Geraint's |lips worked over his teeth as he thought. Stores, he
judged at last; that's all they wanted. Two snall keels were too light a force
for raiding. Probably hit by a stormand separated fromthe other boats, short
of supplies. A fight was the last thing they wanted. Geraint |aughed and swung
his sister toward her horse with rapid instructions.

"Cross the ford, tell the folk to quit the village until they hear our bell
again. Then ride to ny nearest nen, tell themto cone. Let each man tell two
others and so on. But the first of nem nust be here within an hour—dear Cod,
no | onger, killed horses or come what may—and say Lord Arthur's here for the
payi ng of the silver. Haste you now. "

Ceraint watched her go with a zestful rubbing of hands. "Got them by CGod's

Bl ood, got themfair!" Wth his dagger, he etched his plan in the dirt. "They

won't beach the boats, there's not time. They'll anchor shallow, ready to nove
bef ore anyone can get here. But, by Jesu, the filthy boats won't be nere.

W'l cut them | oose, and those heat hen who never heeded Gospel or Christian
prayer will be caught between the squadron and ourselves."

He gl anced from Bedivere to nmyself, waiting for our enthusiastic approval and
perhaps a word of praise for his tactics. Bedivere stared at Geraint as if he
had just dropped fromthe noon.

"We can bumthe boats, set themadrift," Bedivere said with considerable
restraint. "But if your nen don't get here in tine, we're three against

ei ghty."

CGeraint |aughed aloud, ran to a small cell and energed with three | ong boar
spears. He tossed one to each of us. "Do you not see the glorious mathematics
of it? That's twenty-six apiece!"

Fromthe cover of a stand of trees, the three of us watched the nmen spl ashing
ashore. At this distance, a good bowshot, Geraint recognized the flag flying
over the sails: a coiled serpent.

"Cerdic."

I knew the nanme. Cerdic was a very young son of a war chief out of the island
of Gueid Guith, which the Saxons call Wght. The men were all young and
lightly arned. Besides the necessity
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of stores, this was probably a prestige raid. Younger men becane war chiefs
when they proved their |eadership and gathered | oyal gesith—onpanions to
their personal service. This Cerdic pup was out to make a nane for hinself.
"And it pains me to think what that name will be after this day," GCeraint
chuckl ed. "Jesu, you lunbering sods, get ashore. |I've work to do."



Bedi vere counted the nmen pattering up the beach. "Seventy-five, Arthur, not an
archer in the lot. Swords and axes only."

"And none |l eft aboard. The boats will be easy." | tried to keep my voice
level. My stonmach fluttered with a nmixture of excitement and terror. My hands
sweat ed on the spear haft.
"Watch out for the small axes,’
throw t hem "

W waited a hundred heartbeats after the | ast of them di sappeared through the
trees toward the village, then dashed forward al ong the shore and out to the
anchored boats. Geraint was to watch while Bedivere and | each took a boat.
The keel s woul d have braziers of live coals ready for cooking and ot her needs.
For good measure, each of us had an anple skin of lamp oil. | tethered ny
mount to the boat hawser and haul ed nysel f up over

the side.

She was a beauty, built on a concept that nmade her the fastest, finest thing
inthe water. Even as | tossed the oil about, | tried to remenber everything
about her. Anbrosius should build boats |ike these. Wth such craft we could
nmeet themon the sea, even carry their war hone to them

The snoke rose from Bedivere's keel as the flanes | apped over die deck and up
the square sail., He waved to ne and grinned: frightened as nyself, Bedivere
still | ooked ten years younger at that nonent, thick in the mddle of our old
boy-m schief just before we got caught. He pointed to the shore: Geraint paced
his horse back and forth, restless as a | eashed hound straining after quarry.

| fired a piece of kindling fromthe brazier and dropped it on the oil-soaked
deck. The greasy flane rolled along the boards, grew, crept up the nmast toward
the sail. Wien it was roaring healthily in the river breeze, | |eaped
overboard, floundered to the shying horse, nounted, cut the hawser and coil ed
the | oose |ine under ny arm

"Let's pull themout!"

As we spurred the horses up onto the beach, there were two
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doored craft swi nging about in the current that caught at them and nudged t hem
faster and faster downstream

CGeraint chortled. "Trapped! You dear men, one on each side of me now. "

Bedi vere scanned the hills nervously. "How |l ong since we left the fort?"

Ceraint cautioned. "They

"About half an hour," | judged.

"My nen will cone," Geraint prom sed. "Wen they nove, they nove fast."

The first sharp cries reached us fromthe village, startled and angry. Gerain
crouched his spear. "Jesu, | can hardly wait."

Bedi vere licked his lips. "I could."

And | ooking up one last time at the enpty hills, | could, too. Ten nore

m nutes, at least five, | begged whatever spirits had helped ne live this
long. The first running figures appeared anong the trees. | swallowed hard;
our count nust be wrong, there nust be a hundred or nore. | glanced at

Bedi vere, saw himwhite as nyself, but Geraint sighed with pleasure.

"Are they not a lovely sight? Be not afraid, Bedivere."

That was too rmuch for Bedivere, catching his heart mdway between fear and
courage. He answered through clenched teeth. "Geraint, if | die today, which
seens a good wager, | wouldn't want to go off without letting you know ny

opi nion of your abilities as an officer."

Al as, Brother Coel will not wite what Bedivere called Lord Gerai nt—-pungent
and colorful as it was, impugning his intellect, his judgrment and, nost of
all, his sanity. Then there was no nore tinme for talk or thought. They'd seen
us. The big fellowin the |ead, blond as nyself but shaggier, broke into a

| opi ng run, shouting at his nen.

Wth a cry, Geraint kicked his horse into a gallop, Bedivere and | behind. W
had agreed to stay in a close wedge, not to be encircled and dragged from our
horses, but CGeraint forgot that now It was too late to close with him He
charged straight into the nearest of them Bedivere and | couched our |ances



tight against our bodies and, close together for protection, galloped after
Faces snarled up at me, bodies toppling, until the |ance stuck in sonething
and woul dn't cone free. A blurred picture of Geraint's sword hewing like a

t hresher, Bedivere's horse wheeling round and round, then that hated face.
"Cerdic!"

| spurred at him sword whirling in the air. A dull, distantly
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pai nful jolt sonewhere in ny body and the face was gone. A great, cold rage
had taken ne, pan hate, part fear. Cold it was, though, and | could stil
think with terrible clarity. Geraint was beyond saving now. It always seened
he was surrounded and dooned; then, inpossibly, he was free again to plunge
back into the dodgi ng Saxons. Tine after tinme Bedivere and | tore free of the
men who reached for us to formtogether and charge back in as a two-horse
wal |, scattering or crushing them underfoot. None that | net were good
swordsnen, but their shield work was brilliant. We had to watch that their
wounded di dn't hamstring our horses, whose | athered flanks already bled froma
score of

smal | wounds.

Then CGeraint's horse went down. | closed in to cover him give himtinme to
mount agai n, but he refused, swinging the |ong sword two-handed. Cerdic's nen
joined in a circle around us, tightening, clogging nmovenent. | felt nmy own
mount stunble, begin to fall, and | eaped clear, shield up and sword at guard.

"Back to back, Artos!"

Even as | felt Bedivere's wet bul k against mne, the horn cut fiie air, and

t hrough a stinging curtain of sweat and bl ood we saw the shining |ine of
Ceraint's horsenen break over the hill with the battle roar deep in their
throats. Geraint saw them and swng his sword so viciously, it sang as it cut
the air.

"Now, Cerdic!" | dropped ny shield, gripped the sword with both slippery hands
and dove for him He knew he was trapped, but evaded ny weakeni ng bl ows,
backing, yelling to his nen. | lunged again as he stunbl ed over a body. M
sword shoul d have cut off his arm It nerely floated powerless, a nile from
its mark. Wthout knowi ng how, | was down on all fours, staring stupidly at
churning | egs and hoofs, hearing that rich-singing rally of Geraint's over it
all: "Now for God and Christ, after them After them"

Where did he find the energy to roar like that, a bundle of red and rags like
nmysel f and another like himclose by, the three of us suddenly al one |ike
shells on a beach, the tide of battle swirling away fromus. The riders wore
flowers in their helmets. That was ny |ast clear sight before Bedivere's arms
went around me. The tears streaked his dirty, bloody face. "Artos, |ook at
you!"

It seened a great effort to talk, rmuch less to smle, but the absurdity was
too nuch. "Rowers in their helnets.” "You're killed, man."
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"Silliest thing | ever "
"Li e back, lie down, dam you."
"Fl owers . "

W were alone. Geraint's conpany pursued Cerdic, who had the canny sense to
splinter his men into twos and threes that some might escape, and nost did.
CGeraint woul d have none of his squadron stay to help us. By ourselves, on
hacked, suffering horses, we forded the river and stunbl ed back into the
stronghol d. Inside the gate, we slid out of the saddles and sinply fell where
we |ighted, too spent to nove. Breathing. Silent.

W were bl ooded now, no | onger boys but tried soldiers. And for all that
happened that day and woul d happen a hundred times again, we would never
understand it. No man knows the face of battle. You go through it |ike a dark
room you sweat, you fear, the fear passes, you conme out of it and utter
not hi ng but mneani ngl ess words about what you saw or felt.

Ceraint struggled to his feet. "The bell. | nust ring it to bring the village



hone. And then we can go to chapel, three good nmen that we are, give thanks
for the luck of this day."

Bedi ver e nodded, dragging a filthy paw through bl ood-clotted hair. "I didn't
| ook to be alive now That's worth a nonth of masses, right, Artos? Artos.

? Ch, good Christ, look at—=

Fromfar away, | felt himfunble at my arnmor buckles, felt suddenly cool air
on the sticky mess of ny body. Bedivere sobbed. "His chest, it's—are nere
bandages? Are there. . . ?"

He fl oated away in the darkness.
My eyes opened to evening, the clear sky at dusk and its first timd stars

wi nki ng down at ne. | lay under ny cloak, body tight-wapped in |inen
bandages, not far fromwhere 1 had fainted. Alittle figure in white stirred a
pot over a brazier nearby. | blinked the haze out of ny eyes and recogni zed

El eyne.

"Where's Bedivere?"

She turned to nme, relief in her eyes, quickly knelt and put her hand to ny
forehead. "God is good. Awake at last with no fever, and here we thought what
wi th one wound and another that we scarce had |linen for—=

"Bedivere, girl. Howis he?"

"Now don't nove. Here's the good thick soup and nysel f just
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waiting to offer it. W were graced it didn't rain as it does so often in the
spring, because we dare not nove you. Now raise your head—

Li ke her brother, Eleyne couldn't cry for help in a fire without a page of
prol ogue. My weakness made ne foul -tenpered.

"And eat this good—

"Dam the soup and damm the bl oody rain. Were's ny

i eutenant!"”

She drewin as if 1'd struck her. In an instant | was ashaned and sorry. | saw
how spent she was, ridden weary that day to warn the village and sunmmon t he
men, then returned to care for us and even brew t he savory she waited hunbly
to serve ne. | knew little of woman's mind or soul. Al | sawin her was a
nai ve girl who would never be even niddling conely. Saintly, perhaps; we
ascribe virtue to a woman when instinct can offer nothing nore personal
Thai's a well-turned epigram worthy of a Ronan table, witty in its truth,

i mpoverished for its ignorance. | |learned nore fromEl eyne than ever | taught
her .

"Please forgive me. | was only worried about ny friend," Resilient, she
shrugged it off and fed me the soup. "He and Geraint are asleep in the hall
where | should be before | fall in ny tracks. But | must pray first."

| tried to nake amends with an attenpt at charm "Pray me sonme manners, then."
Al as, her snmile was |less subtle than prim "W pray for what can be, not for
mracles.”

"I deserved that. You must be tired, It's been quite a day." "A fine day. W
brot her always said the answer to Saxon pig was British horse.™

"Things are changi ng, Eteyne. There'll be nore horse soon, the gods willing."
El eyne stared at me with open curiosity. "Wy say you 'gods* as if there were
many? Are you not Christian?"

| had to think about it. "Well, I don't know " It seemed a sinple adm ssion
but her astoni shnent nmade nme enmbellish. "At hone we sacrificed to all sorts of
gods. |'ve received the bread, drunk the wi ne. Some of our fol k have been
baptized thrice over just for the linen shirts they give out. |'ve sacrificed
to Mthras, Mars, Jupiter, even Venus in ... certain places. | guess, all in
al | "

VWhat, all in all? Wiat to say on the subject of God fromthe A ynpus of ny
twenty years and one brief battle? Now | was
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through it, already healing with youth's vigor, age too far away to imagi ne.



The young are truly imortal. My arms would never tire, nmy |oins never |ose
dieir hunger. God? | was God, ny body the earth, nmy brain the cosnpbs. Do you
see the joke now, Brother Coel? | said at the first that time was the traitor
The day comes when the seething beds can cool and not matter, when | ove neans
somet hi ng beyond a refl ection of ourselves, when there is nore behind than
ahead and the house of mind is haunted in every chanmber with old songs, old
ghosts, old hopes. And youth, though they see every day the cradle and rave

shaped so alike, never believe death will happen to them Ftold you it was a
conedy.

"Al'l inall, I've never seen the face of God. Unless it was a magi cal boy
naned Merlin, a glinpse of other faces, a girl I'll know. A man |'ve never net
and al nost remenber. No, truly, | don't know what | am"

"Then God bring you an answer and H s peace. Let it be your quest as | have
m ne."
"You're worn out, Eleyne. Alittle nore of this soup, then off to bed. Leave

the prayers till norning."
She filled the bow again. "If |I let go all the others, there is still the
Gail prayer."

My know edge of Christian protocol was admittedly faint. "Pardon, the what?"
She | ooked e straight on with that ponderous innocence. "Geraint did not te(

you?"
"W were very busy. He nust have forgotten."
"Ch." She settled herself beside ne. "It's a grand tale fit for a bard, but

that it's every word true. Before we were chiefs in Dyfneint, we were stil
appointed folk with a charge on our souls. The Hebrews were the chosen of the
Lord. Their blood is in Geraint and ne."

"How s that?

"On the night of the Last Supper, Christ Jesus used his bowl to say the first
mass. O some say the bowl brought here was that of a Hebrew tinsmth, Joseph
of Arimathea, wflo stood high with Pilate. At Jesus' crucifixion, he caught
the Holy Blood in a cup which later he and his famly brought into Gaul and
then here to Cornwall. Sone say one, sone the other." Eleyne turned to ne, her
eyes large in the dusk. "But there was a cup, Lord Arthur. Joseph brought it
here to the mines he visited so many tinmes as a young man in the tin trade."
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That much could be true; the whole world bought its tin from Cornwal |

"Whil e Joseph and his fanmly guarded the Grail, they were specially graced of
God and could heal as Christ did. Folk cane, multitudes on pilgrimge to see
the Grail and the spear that pierced Christ's side. These things were passed
down fromfather to son until one of them weakened and sinned."

| finished the soup and handed her the bowl . "Whatever your sense of history,
El eyne, no one can fault your cooking."
"But this is history," she protested. "It happened. It is ny owmn famly, not a

word changed or forgot. Wiy is every king of Dyfneint called the Sinner King?"
That was al so true; sonewhere |'d heard it and never connected the neaning.
"This man, ny ancestor, fell fromgrace. A young woman pilgrimcanme to him It
was hot summer, her robe was | oose. He gazed on her—n less than a brotherly
fashi on, | ook you. The spear upon the instant pierced his side with a wound
that woul d not close, and the G ail disappeared fromthe sight of men and has
not been seen by nortal since.”

It occurred to nme that a man sensi ble enough to enjoy a woman's body mi ght
have | ost the cup in a manner |ess than nystical, but El eyne was rapt in her
story, so | listened on.

"That was many generations past, but the charge stands. Qur blood tost it, our
bl ood must find it again. If not Geraint and 1, perhaps our children. It wll
be hard, even though I feel it is still in Holy Britain."

As gently as possible, | asked, "Have you any notion where?" "Were the heart
is, Lord Arthur; and when we are swomto regain the grace we |ost. Wen we are
agai n wi se enough, pure enough to see what other men are denied. W or our



children or our children's children. So every night, sick, well or weary, each
of us prays—eh, not to be given the Gail as a gift, but the grace to be
worthy of it."

She seened so grave and serious hovering over nme in the dusk, | tried to
lighten the nmood a little. "There'll be other things, Eleyne. Don't pledge
away your |life before you have the handle of it. Afine girl like you will be
married soon. Were | |anded and settled, | might speak to your father myself."

But El eyne was light as lead. "Ch no, you are unsuitable. You are much too
ungentl e, Lord Arthur. And inclined to | ewd-ness, ny brother said."

Had | felt better, it mght have tweaked ny vanity to be
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di scarded so out of hand, but nmy body suddenly wei ghed a thousand stone and
had to lie down. Eleyne covered ne carefully.

"Sleep now," she murnmured, "and I will pray for you."

"Fine." ! tried to stretch, but it hurt too nuch. "And if! find a man of
sufficient grace, 1'll send himto Dyfneint."

"I would thank you for that, Lord Arthur."

She took ny neaning as she took all, in deadly earnest. For all her father's

"ki ngdom " she was only a Cornish tribeswonan, unused to equality with nmen.
|'ve said somewhere el se that proportion and hunor are the nellow ng gift of
time, but some souls will always be passed over. Still the gods nust have a
sense of hunor or at least irony. There was a worthy, gentle man for El eyne.
You see, it was | who sent her Lancel ot.

Few of the Second Legi on even knew of ny going to Dyfneint; my return caused
no large ripple. | submitted ny report to the inperial staff and waited for ny
chest to heal. | was still unable to wear harness over it when the whole canp
suddenly snapped and bustled to attention with the arrival of Anbrosius. The
enperor gave little warning of his arrivals anywhere, but noved with the speed
of the cavalry he dreamed of. Some tinme had passed since we'd |ast spoken. It
was a surprise when ny tribune sent for ne.

A thirty-year veteran, the tribune had little use for dead weight in the

| egions. He considered nme a royal pet, one of those nyriad lordlings trickling
into service for whom a safe, confortable place is always found near the top
of the pronotion list.

"The enperor has asked for you, of course. He seens fascinated by your little
holiday in Dyfneint. Those scratches about cl osed?"

"Still a bit raw, sir."

"Pity; neverthel ess suffer your way into proper harness before you see him
And shave, dam it. You and Gyffyn |l ook Iike a pair of failed nmountebanks."
"When amf to see the enperor, sir?"

"Now, nmy lord. If it is not too much trouble."

| got the breastplate over ny linen tunic with Bedivere's help. Carefully he
slung the baldric over my right shoul der and sheat hed the | ongsword Geraint
gave nme. It seened glaringly unmlitary. Bedivere suggested a short cerenonial
sword for I|ightness.
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"No, | want Anbrosius to see this blade."

Bedi vere cursed over the straps and buckles as he did ne up. "God fry that
rutting trib, making you square off like this. You'll open those wounds agai n.

You' re sweating already."

"I think Anbrosius read ny report. Got to go."

"Na, how do you feel under all this harness?"

"Like |I've been dead two days. Rest easy till | get back."

The Via Praetoria, central street of the |egion canp, was crowded with

sol diers, singly about their business or in small detachnments. The arnor

al ready caused ne a good deal of disconfort. To avoid returning salutes the
whol e way, | shunted behind the first line of tents. As gingerly as possible,
| started across the Via Principalis, giving way for a small group of nounted



tribesnen in tartan trousers and dark hooded cl oaks, barely noticing when they
turned to stare at ne.

"Lord Artos!"

The Dobunni accent halted me. One of the riders shoved back his hood, junped
down and ran for nme with open arns.

" 'torius!"

" Kay! "

Wth his beard and rough | eather tunic, ny brother |ooked | ess a prince than
the country horse breeder he was. But tinmer's gold arm et shone on the worn
sl eeve. Before | could stop him Kay hugged ne to his chest: "By the gods,
we' ve nmissed you so—

"Don't squeeze ne, Kay—

"What's the matter, you're white as mlk."

"Easy on, lad. I'mhalf bandage under all this,"

Th$ sm |l e vanished fromny brother's round face. "Then you were hurt. Your
letter said it was only—ech, nother will be sick with it."

"Unl ess she doesn't know. It will be well, Kay."

H s dark eyes welled and glistened with tears he wouldn't let fall. "They

didn't honor you for Dyfneint? Not even a word of thanks?"
"A day's work in the arny, Kay."

"I's that what they call it, then? Well." Kay breathed deep. "Well, then
Enrys, take nmy horse, I'lIl walk a bit."

"I can't,"” | told him "The enperor is waiting for ne."

My brother nade a face. "Don't | know. |I'mbringing nmy taxes. |I'mone of the
few that pays regularly." He brightened quickly. "Were's Bedivere?"

"In ny tent; any officer will direct you. WIll you wait for ne? There's much

to tal k about."
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"There is. I'll wait for you." My brother cast a disgusted | ook at the canp
around him Then, agile as a nmonkey, he vaulted to his saddle, pointed to ne
with fierce pride and roared to every ear on the Principalis, "W was it
routed Cerdic at Dyfneint's Neth Dun More?"

H s men bel | owed back, "Artos ap Uther!™

Passing soldiers and officers stopped to gape at him but Kay faced them
straight and stern as a sword. "And who was his right arn®"

"Bedwyr, son of Gyffyn," roared the nen.

Now Kay's voi ce nust have carried to half the canp. "And are they not of the
Dobunni ?'

"Aye! "

Kay wheel ed round to nme, eyes shining. "I just thought soneone should know "
Anbr osi us' guards saluted as | approached his tent. "Centurion Pendragon on

t he Enmperor's conmmand. "

"You're to go in, sir."

Anmbrosi us was al one, working at a plain table. He was grayer now, near white,
and the conpact body had gone |lean and stringy. | knew for a fact he was not
wel |, that he drove hinself too cruelly, that he had not seen his famly for
nmont hs, but he still wore full harness as if bomin it. The gaudier toys of

ki ngshi p, the heavy purple robe and jeweled circlet, hung in the corner out of
his busy way. Anbrosius |ooked like a harried officer of the line. | saluted
sharply: "Ave. Inperator."

He returned the salute, then came forward to grip my armin friendship.

"Wl come, Artorius. | wish you found ne in better health, but " H's eyes
narrowed as he perceived nmy pallor. "You' re not heal ed yet either."

"Well enough, sir."

"The hell you are. Sit down."

| sank gratefully into a chair. Carel ess of cerenony, Anbrosius filled his own
cup with wine mxed with water and squeezed fruit, and offered it to nme. "l've
heard your tribune's opinion of those he considers royal favorites. He has his
point; thirty years is a long clinb, and nmen don't take readily to change.



When change cones in the form of capabl e young nmen, they sonetinmes regard it
as wal ki ng inpertinence. Nevertheless, | plant for fruit, not flowers. You're
part of ny harvest. Tired of being the trib's nessenger boy?"
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| swal |l owed sone wine. "Heartily, sir." Anbrosius smiled thinly. "lIt's done
you no harm but | think you' re about ripe for picking. There's a command if
you want

it."

My heart | eaped with a hope and fell again with the prayer that stepped on its
heel s: Jesu-Mthras, not the line, not the bl oody infantry.

"Your own “quadron of horse with the sixth north of

Eburacum "

More relief than joy: "Thank you, sir."

Anbr osi us changed tack abruptly. "l read your report on Dyfneint. Three
agai nst eighty is damed reckless, don't you think?"

For that carnage reckless was a wanting word. "Not ny

charge, sir."

"You were the ranking officer."

"Only by chance. CGeraint was on his own | and. He knows it and the Saxons. |
woul d have been a fool to assert rank, and there was no tinme to argue.”
Anbr osi us nodded, pacing in front of me. "Do you think Geraint a good
officer?

| weighed the answer. "In a fight, Prince Geraint is a divinely inspired

but cher. '’

"So is a boar hog. | said an officer."

"He has no tact and only one tactic; close and kill. Fine in a charge, but to
maneuver or follow precise orders ... no. Sir, his squadron's not an arnmny

unit, but a lord s levy with personal loyalty to himand Caradoc."

"So are nmost of them" Anbrosius observed. "And so we nmust use them Tell ne
how it went."

"W burned their boats; that was easy enough. We should build craft |ike

t hat =

He waved it away. "I saw your draw ngs. Cet on."

"They were on foot. W were nmounted with boar spears.”

A spark of particular interest: "Wat |ength?"

"About nine feet. W couldn't keep Geraint with us, but Bedivere and | stayed
together. We hit them again and again as a wall. \Wen they finally unhorsed
us, we closed and worked together still. That's what saved us."

The enperor stopped pacing. "And the divine butcher? Unhorsed and surrounded?
What saved hi n®?"

| unsheathed the I ongsword. "This, sir.
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Anbrosi us hefted the blade. Mnutely, he observed the length, wide hilt and
preci se bal ance. "Over three feet."

"Three and a quarter, sir. Long and heavy enough to give a horseman nore reach
than the spatha.”

Anbrosi us notioned ne to his table. He spread out a sheepskin palinpsest used
and reused till it was snmooth, thin and dark. There was a figure sketched on
it: nothing like a boar spear or even a heavy pylum the object flared
gradually fromthe point through nost of its length to a wide netal collar
narrowing in the haft or butt. It was a spear designed to be used fromthe
saddl e. The probl enms were obvi ous. The right wood woul d have to be sel ect ed,

t he proper |ength and bal ance woul d have to be found and standardi zed. But a
char gi ng wedge of these | ances woul d be near invincible. Strange thoughts,
fragnment -scenes, fled through ny mind. | felt suddenly Iight and unreal
staring at the picture, drawn into it as if it were a magic talisman.
"Last year, a senator of Gaul, Ecdicius, won a battle over the Goths ..
The enperor's voice seened to fade in ny ears under the growing roar like tide



agai nst rocks or a thousand voi ces shouting as one. My eyes blurred. | heard
Anbrosius as in a dream a nenory. He was the past, he was years dead and
gone.

They say those men are bl essed by God who fall down and foam and have vi si ons.
The Anchorites pray for such visitations, and |'ve heard that only persons in
t he highest grace attain them Howwith nme, then, to hear Merlin's voice, to
see that incredible host of nen, to know that nman riding beside nmy grown self,
even his nane?

Bei ng | eagues from holiness, | mnmust be plain mad. And yet | knew his name, and
he was still young. Why then did | feel about himthe fanmliarity of age in
all things, in love and triunph and a sadness with the gray cast of autumm?

" Foot troops, of course, but a mounted force of only eighteen nen. And

t hese ei ghteen routed over a thousand Goths. Sidonius wote ne of it. They
were |led by a young man |i ke yourself, a patrician. | forget his nane."

The voice echoed in the dreamvalley. See the nen, how they ride.

My nout h opened of itself. "H's name . "

"Yes, Artorius?"

Such men come when ki ngs dreamthem

" is Ancellius."
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"Yes, | renmenber now. " Anbrosius |ooked quizzically at ne. "You know hinP"
And he rides with a doomon his shoul ders.

"No, sir," I met himtonorrow. Merlin said.

The enperor shrugged in resignation. "Woever; Sidonius said he devel oped this
| ance from wat chi ng Hunni sh horsenmen on the frontier. Short men, long stick
The man's a genius with cavalry. O was."

The roaring had subsided now. "Was, ny lord?"

"They say he's gone into a nonastery." A short, dry laugh. "Three nonks to
every bushel of pears in Gaul, and he has to nmake one nore, wouldn't you know
it. Pity."

He unrolled a map in front of ne. "Hadrian's WAll and its environs, the whole
area clainmed by the Parisi. The Sixth is nore honme guard than | egion, been so

for sixty years. They're loyal to Cador, but these squadrons will be led by
young nen |like you who understand nmy thinking and must follow it." Anbrosius
head canme up sharply. "Is that clear, Centurion?"

| tried to | ook positive. "Yes, sir."

"Your general position: just south of the Wall and in support of it. Your
mssion is twofold: to patrol and contain the Picts for Cador and to train
your nen as | advise you. Now |l ook at this." His finger trailed southeast from
the black line of the Wall past Eburacumto the coast and the w de nouth of

t he Hunber. "Cador's trouble has always come fromthe Picts, so his entire
defense is pointed north. But men like Cerdic in shall ow keels could sail by
ni ght up the Humber into these tributary streanms and Cador coul d wake up
surrounded with his force unassenbl ed. Not vital now, but Saxons are not
stupid. I'd attack Cador this way; how | ong before the Saxons try it?"

He was right. Cador's back door swung wi de, unguarded and inviting to sea

rai ders. "He nust know he's w de open."

Anbrosi us set the map aside. "Cador's all egiance has al ways been nomi nal. He's
not one to heed inperial advice. As | said before, nen are hard to change." He
t hought a monent. "But renenber this. You' re young, you're a new generation
and so is this Cerdic. W call hima foreigner, but he was probably born here
just as you were. This is his hone, not Frisia or Jute-land. He's a young
chief like yourself. He needs to grow and expand just as we need to contain
him he learns as you do. You could say he's your counterpart, Artorius; he's
you with an ax in his belt." Anbrosius grinned at ne. "Qdd thought, isn't it?"
Merlin and a Sword
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Anmbrosi us' new i dea was sired by genius on desperation. A full cohort of
cavalry to be attached to every |l egion, five squadrons, each under young



Britons, conbrogi like nyself. No nore mercenaries, there was no noney to pay
them Al nost every rider under nme would be a Geraint, a |andowner or the son
of one with a vested interest in the country. When trained, these cohorts
woul d be detached again to forma separate cavalry | egion under a new rank and
title created by Anmbrosius: Count of Britain.

W couldn't knowit all at once, but it was the end of one thing and the

begi nni ng of sonething else. That nman called the Roman citizen hardly existed
anynore, nor the elaborate systemfor protecting his rights or channeling his
taxes to central governnment. Morre and nore, Vortigem and Anbrosius after him
had to rely on nobles |ike Kay, Caradoc and Cador to operate as separate
powers, and the nen levied for service rode for their own |lord and spoke
l[ittle or no Latin. Anbrosius picked nen like nmyself to | ead because we were
connected by blood to power. The supply for ny squadron would come from Kay or
nowhere. These neasures, out of hopel essness and isolation, had to be.

So when the mnstrels sing of Arthur and his knights, when the Church praises
our enbodi nrent of their ideas, bear in mnd that priests and bards have a
common art. They know the soppy tune to lull the torpid mnd. Wiat we were was
a patchwork shift stitched fromthe rag end of a shining mantle that once
covered the whole of the civilized world, the Roman | egion. Rag end, | say.
Qur whol e eastern coast was Saxon now. Beyond them in Gaul, the Goth was
supreme and would be in Rome within a few years. There was no help for us but
stitch and nend and nake- do.

Bedi vere was elated with our orders, bolting his supper and wanting to pack up
at once, but Kay saw it fromhis own enotional view

"It takes you even farther fromhone. W'll|l never see you."

"OfF course you will, little goose. That's the idea. One day we'll be all over
Britain, anywhere—

"Everywhere!" Bedi vere sang out.

My practical brother carefully finished dressing to nmeet Anbrosius, took the
bronze coronet from Bedivere and set it on
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his head. "It's cold up there. Mther's wonen will make new cl ot hes for both
of you."

But | placed in his hands the | ongsword from Geraint. "Before clothes or
anything else, tell Anmbrosius you will send me a hundred of these."

The Earth I's a Wman

The physicians examine me with the eager gravity of ghouls, the priests rem nd
me with delicate tact of final preparations—and Brother Coel wants to wite
about CGuenevere. He adored her even in her exile. She was worthy of adoration
she inspired it though it was anmpbng the things she wanted | east. Patience,
Coel, there's nore than enough tine.

There isn't? How careful of you to remind nme. Death will no doubt be as
punctual ; |ike an unpai d noneyl ender, | suspect.

Guenevere cones later. For now, wite of her what everyone knows. The daughter
of Cador, prince-magistrate of the Parisi, a Ronan education to match nmy own,
rai sed anong princes and ministers, coming to her crown and ny side with no

uncertainty in her role, ny queen, nmy wise regent, nmy lover. Not tall, but
seem ng so because of her bearing, her conplexion very fair, the hair
somewhere between red and brown. Those with short menories will recall us only

in age and the troubles that drove us apart, but set this down: we were no
nere alliance of tribes. W were a | ove match

Surprised, Coel? Proportion is the key. The G eeks taught ne that. We have
ruled a long tine, my queen and I, we've played the game for nmany years. You
who gave yourself to God so young should have tasted the pungent world before
renouncing it. People find different |oves at different tinmes for different
reasons. W were neant for each other then, when it happened, Gwaen and |

But she was not the first or the deepest | ove.

Say the heart is a harp with nusic variable to the shaper's
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hand. The first chords out of me—sweet, painful and di ssonant—were plucked by
Mor gana.

Brot her Coel wites Mdrgana because British letters are hard pressed to
represent her ancient tongue. Her real nanme woul d sound hard and harsh as the
heat her and rock that bred her. Said |oud and sharp it's like Iightning

sl ashed across thunder. She was no Eteyne; we were not gentle. W cane

toget her |ike | ance against shield, battered and ground agai nst each ot her
Possessed, we tore fromeach other the elenmental thing we fed on, and when the
conbat ended, she cried |like a she-wolf about the edges of nmy soul for what |
took away. No right or wong or justice, only need answered or |eft beggi ng.
She was the dark Faerie girl of Merlin's dream In the fire of our |ocked
loins the Fate took its Iife and grew, dark and angry and dooned as its

not her, and she called it Mdred.

From Caerieon to Cair Legis was our first leg, four days' dull ride. Rest for
oursel ves and the horses, then four nore days tagging after dispatch riders
over bare hills and desolate moor. The round bow of the horizon was treeless
and wi ndswept, the vastness nuting the | oudest shout to a bird' s chirp. W saw
nore wol ves than nmen the whole tinme, but at dusk of the ninth day clattered
down the last stretch of paved road to the massive portcullis and hailed the
battl ements of Eburacum Qur ranking escort fromthe Twentieth Legion at Cair
Legis was a quicktenpered little Spaniard who had to call three tinmes before a
head and shoul ders | eaned indolently fromthe guard tower with a nonunent al

| ack of curiosity.

"Well, who are you?"

"Nunci o, Cair Legis, God damm! What you t'ink, we Picti man cone take
stinking fort, eh?"

The gate runbled up after sone delay. W wal ked our horses through the
twilight into a silent and deserted marketplace, followi ng the dispatch detai
down a wi de avenue where weeds grew tall between broken paving stones. Few mnen
in sight, none in uniform W glanced up at the sparsely manned wal | s.
"Slovenly ot on the watch," Bedivere muttered. "O d Traj anus woul d have their
skins for nmeeting officers like that."

| gazed about ne at the lack of life and novenent. "Is soneone in charge here
or didit just grow with the weeds?"

W found Cador's palace in the center of the city, a tow, dil apidated buil ding
like a crossbred forumand church; it proba-
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bly served as both at one time or another. Next to it was the officers
quarters. Wth sone difficulty we |ocated the bored duty tribune, who read our
travel orders.

ee

"Pendragon and—dh—& yffyn, the new squadrons, right? One of ny nen will show
you to the baths."

"Sir," | wanted to know, "when do |I take up ny command?"

The tribune was vague and plainly disinterested. "I couldn't tell you. You're

t he enperor's concern, not ours. The prince is seeing you toni ght because his
son fancies a command. |nvest you all at the sane tine."

The baths were nearly enpty, like everything else in Eburacum One officer we
found there told us it was usually like this. Only the Wall and its supporting
canps were full manned all the time. Save in energencies, only a skel eton
force remai ned on duty in Eburacum He had not been paid for nonths and w shed
he were hone on his farmsouth of the city. O course, if there was danger

the whol e |l egion could assenble in a day and a hal f—aye, that quick they

coul d.

| couldn't help thinking howit would cheer Cerdic to know he could be in
Eburacum before its defenders.

Cador's pal ace seened nore honme than headquarters. Crossing the casually
guarded portico into the entrance hall, we saw as nany priests as sol diers.



The royal house of the Parisi had been Christian for many years. The bi shops
ful some prai se of Cador as patron of the Church masked a reproach of secul ar
Anbr osi us who, so far from endow ng chapels, had not even dropped i ncense on
the old altars for |onger than he coul d renenber.

Bedivere and | were in full cerenonials, proper-hung and bright-shined, though
to our growi ng di sgust we saw no one else in harness. At the entrance to the
crowded state chanber, we edged inside and waited to be noticed. This seened
unli kely; the chanber was full of |ong-robed officials in busy conversation
everywhere one | ooked. Next to ne | noticed the tribune who had net us
earlier, speaking famliarly to a fat man whose fl abby jow s shone with oi
fromthe baths. At a stand near the raised state dais, a harried priest-scribe
wote rapidly as the prince spoke with this or that official. Cador hinself
appeared an agreeabl e, accessible man with an ingratiating manner, well
advanced toward bal dness, with a round face quick to smle, dressed in white
with only the purple edging to his robe and the gold arm et to show his rank.
But the young woman next to hi m—

"Jesu-Mthras, who is thatT
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"The consort?" Bedi vere guessed.

| couldn't take ny eyes fromher. "No, too young. Most likely his daughter.”
"Let you hope so."

| still remenmber how she | ooked that day: in white like her fattier, hair in a
single thick braid draped forward over her breast. Her nane in the Paris!
di al ect means yellowhair; it rmust have been lighter when she was small, but

reddi sh now and bound by a single strand of gold wire. Not the cool ness of her
expression excited nme, but the hint of warnth underneath betrayed by her easy
| aughter and the way she threw her head back as she shared sone nonsense wth
t he young priest beside her. A large bronze cross hung around her neck and
nmoved with the gentle sway of her breasts under the soft kirtle. | renenbered
my words with El eyne about faith. For a woman like this, | would be baptized
in boiling oil. Slowy.

"What is there now?"

Cador's voice carried through the noisy chanber with unstrained authority. He
was handed a roll and glanced at it briefly before speaking again. "W have
the enperor's schedul e of commanders for his newWy forned atae. Let them stand
forth as nanmed. 'Anbrosius Aurelianus, Inperator, to Cador, et cetera. At our
consi dered di scretion, we attach to your own forces the five squadrons of
horse el sewhere described, and appoint as commander of each the officers naned
bel ow. ' "

Cador passed the schedule to a hovering mnister who barked out the first

nane: "Gawai n, son of King Lot of Orkney."

The young man—the young nount ai n—+unbered to the dais and knelt. He was as
large a man as |'ve ever seen, bristling in every point, black hair and thick
beard, the dark fur on the backs 'of his ham hands. | amnot snall, but his

cl oak woul d have served me well as a tent. He remmi ned kneeling, head bowed,
until Cador addressed him

"My princely cousin, nost wel cone."

"My honored lord."

Bedivere's lip curled. "Ach*y~fi, but aren't we courteous?"

"Lot's stupid elder son," the tribune chuckled to his fat friend. "Lead a
squadron? He couldn't lead his nother to mass,"

And yet as Gawain towered to his feet and full height, |ike a whale breaching
fromthe sea, nere was a power in his stance that made nme gl ad he hadn't heard
the tribune. Cador extended a small rolled parchment. "To you, Prince Gawain,
the first-Dunbered squadron.”
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"Agrivaine, son of King Lot of Orkney."

| 1 ooked at Bedivere. "Keeping it in the famly, too.



Agrivaine had his brother's coloring but not his bulk, and | noticed the

slight linp he tried to conceal. He was born with it, | |earned, and know ng

t hem many years now in good tines and bad, | say Agrivai ne was never the half

of his brother, though not for |ack of courage. He could turn a good day's

sol diering and grew worthy of some trust, but always marred by the spleen and

envy that finally corroded his heart.

"To Agrivaine, the second squadron. W note that O kney stands supply for both

his sons."

Bedi vere nudged ne. "We're the only ones in harness. Do we kneel or salute?

"Kneel nothing. Square it off sharp and the hell with "em

"Per edur of Eburacum"

A sudden burst of applause. My first inpression was of a very young man in

white, slimy cut with long hair and an expression that rem nded ne sonehow of

a pictured saint. Not weakness, but detached and rempte. What disturbed ne.

was the way the beautiful young worman sniled on himas Cador handed down the

conmi ssi on.

"To ny dear son, the third squadron."”

Now Bedi vere whi spered in genuine concern: "Artos-bach, this is no |egion but

a clan!"”

And so we must use them Anbrosius said. Peredur was his nod to | ocal

politics. The son of Cador would be a link of goodwill, like a marriage

between tribes. He had been on the verge of entering the priesthood when

Anmbrosius' letter caused himto hesitate and postpone the deci sion—You have a

lifetime to serve God, Prince Peredur. You would honor me with a few years ,'
Never say Anbrosius could not sway nen to his side

The young woman | eft her chair and skipped down to hug Peredur with a kiss on

the mouth: "Ch, | amso proud of you!"

| felt a definite pang and prayed hopel essly she was his sister, but then she

swung around to address the roomw th the ease of one bomto it.

"Anscopi us, holy bishop, fathers of, our beloved Church. Never fear ny brother

will forget his calling—

"He is her brother!" The stars shone again on ny life.

"And you're back in the gane."

Two priests shushed us with a cold stare of disapproval. W |owered our heads

and tried to | ook official

"—He only goes a short journey for his tenporal lord. As
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Ki ng Lot stands supply for his sons, so Guenevere does the |ike for Peredur

My jewelry, all but that left by the queen ny nother, is casked and ready for

sale. Peredur's men will want for nothing."
A patter of polite applause, and Cador said, "Not even an earloop? My daughter
will feel positively nude."

"What need of gol d?" said the girl who was gold herself. "Wth such a fanmly,
am | not already adorned?"

When t he hubbub of praise and congratul ati ons subsi ded, Cador's minister read
again fromthe roll: "Lord Trystan of Castle Dore."

Ah, | thought as he stepped out, here's a famliar face. Famliar inits
features. What it conceal ed took ne years to team A battlefield of a face,
ravaged by the enotions that warred behind it. A man obsessed, driven by
furies he couldn't control to a wasted, too-early end. And for what, Tryst?
ponder that even now with yourself white bones in Gaul. For what? Ask
yoursel f, was she worth your soul? Better, ask a woman.

But that was Tryst later for now there was only recognition, a young man seen
often at Caerleon as nuncio for Prince Marcus of south Cornwall.

"To you, Trystan, the fourth squadron. \Wo pl edges your supply?"

Trystan tried to answer—somewhat sotto voce, it seenmed-but die mnister, not
to be robbed of his office, brayed to the court at large: "Yseult, consort to
Mar cus Cononori . "

Cador | eaned over to his daughter. "Another |ady gives battle to our enem es



with a silver sword."

"As is fitting." Quenevere nodded graciously to Trystan. "You should call your
men the Queen's Omn."

"So he should,” the tribune tittered to his fat friend. "1 hear she's
supported hi moften enough.™”

| put the tribune down then and there as a | oose-nouthed fool. That wasn't the
sort of gossip to be scattered carel essly about a court, though there mnust
have been reasons why Lord Trystan left Castle Dore. Even the painfully just
El eyne referred to Queen Yseult as "the shaneful wonman of Leinster." Years
|ater they said the same of Guenevere. Winen's reverence seens reserved for
God and men; they can be wondrous uncharitable toward each ot her.

"Centurion Artorius Pendragon."

| stepped forward. No genuflection fromne; my novenents were snapped-to and
squared off, left hand firmy on ny sword
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hilt. I marched to the dais, touched fist to breastplate and flung the
stiff-armed salute

"Ave, Legatus!"

On reflection, | can understand the nonmentary confusion that flickered across
Cador's round face, and the subtle anusenment of Guenevere. Agai nst Gawai n and
Peredur and the rest, prince on prince like the back row of a chessboard, |
must have seened the nere tail of the dog. Cador frowned over the schedul e,

t hen comprehensi on dawned. "Pendragon . . . Pen—ah, yes. Prince Caius*

brot her, who stands your supply. W have nmet himin the Council, and
your —er —fat her was al so known to us."

Tactful Cador. 1 learned later it wasn't Uther he knew, but ny real nother
Ygena.

"The manner of your address somewhat disrupted ny nenory." Cador dropped his
eyes again to the schedule. "But the enperor restores it." H's eyebrows went
up as he read. "Indeed. Indeed. Well. Who is Bedivere ap G yffyn, is he
present ?"

Bedi vere strode forward to ny side, saluting so sharply his gear rattled
"Sirl"

None of this was | ost on Cador or ny fell ow conmanders who, by Jesu and

M thras, would know thensel ves in the presence of the regular arny.

"You must understand, Lord Arthur. We have not been what you would call a rea
| egion for sone years. W commend your zeal." Cador raised his voice to the
entire assenbly. "And we read the enperor's anmendrment to your comm Ssion, as
follows: 'To these two officers, for engagement of Saxon raiders against the
heavi est numerical odds, the perpetual right to wear the gold laurel of

valor.1l " Cador handed nme ny roll. "To you, the fifth squadron and our wannest
congratul ations. "
Bedivere and | could only stare at each other; in the regular arny, life was

cheap and bravery conmmon. The gold laurel weath went nore often to grieving
wi dows than living nen. The very hunman Bedi vere prayed, "God stop us from
earning another,"” but | was |less inpressed by the niracul ous honor than by the
new respect in Guenevere's gaze, even let ny eye linger when she | ooked ny
way. Aye, lady, we do such things in the south. Aye, there were a hundred of
them nore or less. The distinction was nore for what she thought of it.

O course, Cador was too subtle a diplomat to let ny honors crown the

i nvest ment cerenony. He rose and signaled to the guards at the entrance. "MW
| ords-conmanders, |let me now introduce you to your eneny—the Pict."
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,. Commotion ft the door, the sound of grated chains. The crowd parted as two
guards led in a dwarfish, swarthy creature with matted, blue-black hair. The
muscl es of his broad back were crossed and recrossed with the festered ridges
of a whip. Standing erect, he would barely top the shoul der of the small est
man present. He was naked save for a coarse wolf hide around his mddle; the



manacl ed arnms were tattooed with strange designs. Wen the guards pulled him
to his feet, | saw that his high cheekbones were each grooved with two
straight scars into which blue woad had been worked to make them vivid and

i ndel i bl e.

1 felt a wave of disgust and pity. They nust have starved hi m besides the

whi ppi ngs. Hi s bl ack eyes held the agony in check behind stoic watchful ness.
W | earned | ater that Cador had only kept himalive to show us. The prince
canme down fromthe dais, holding a delicate cloth to his nose as he approached
t he prisoner.

"We caught this stealing food at Corstopitum Silent and qui ck as a nonkey,

but not quick enough to save it. W see these so rarely, | caged it out of
curiosity. You see, this is one of those wetched | unps our peasants cal
Faerie. W could not glean nuch even under the whip. They seemto feel |ess
pain than humans. Calls itself Melga. Says its people are the Prydn, sonething
like that. One of the three bucks of a fenale whose name it grunted out but

whi ch, for the soul of me, | can't pronounce,"

Cador gl anced around at us with an indul gent smirk. "Fascinating. The mal es do
not take a single wife as Christian nmen, or even'a nunber of w ves. The

bi tches keep several bucks to litter with. It's said even Brude, King of the
Picts, nust choose a successor fromthe fenale line."

H s nose took brief refuge in the perfumed cloth. "Unusual, is it not? As a
doting father, 1 might not flinch to see Guenevere wed one of our deserving
young prince-mlites. But can you conceive what chaos to the natural order if
she were to take all of themat once?"

Even the priests roared at that, Guenevere harder than anyone el se. "Aye,
father," she called over the cackling, "and what sleep for Guenevere?"

"A busy little animal," said Cador when the levity died down. "It raises sheep
and cattle when it can't steal them and breeds its own in a lair so foul no
sel f-respecting dog would enter it, or else on the bare nmoor where the
sickly-bomare left to die under a rock. It knows no nmercy. It builds nothing,
owns nothing, but it can nmove with no nore sound than the noon
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sl i pping behind cloud. Sone say they have the power of a boucca to change
their shapes. They can |l ook |ike a goat, a humock of turf, a rock, a hare—=
Then why didn't he change into a hare and escape, | thought?

"—One can't say. It's only known that their victinms rarely see them"

The filthy little lunp didn't | ook very magical or snell very human, crouching
in his dunb msery at the hind end of his |life—ore like the wolf whose skin
covered his loins. But a wolf who knew it was going to die.

"So be wary, my lords." Cador dism ssed the creature with a cursory gesture.
"Di spose of it quickly. No need to let it suffer nore."

When t he guards had dragged the man through the door, two servants bustl ed
about the chamber, dipping their hands in bow s of rose water and flicking the
perfuned drops into the polluted air. Cador regained his chair of state and
noti oned us commanders to him

"You are all conmended for your valor." A glance at me. "Nor do we pretend to
school men who may wear the gold |aurel. Neverthel ess. You have seen your
enemny, such as he is. You may have heard he paints hinself blue. So he does,

if he wishes to be seen. If he does not "

Cador handed Gawain a short, frail arrow, flint-tipped, fletched with ragged
feathers, the shaft not of solid hardwood but the straightened stem of sone
bush or perhaps bog weed. Agrivaine passed it to nme with brief contenpt: "This
thing couldn't kill a baby."

"It doesn't have to." Cador made his point with silken efficiency. "Though

you're wong; it could kill an ox. The head is poisoned with hem ock or worse.
The slightest scratch is enough to put a nan abed for days if not treated
i medi ately. When you ride north of the Wall, let your eyes be everywhere.

O herwi se this arrow may be your |ast sight of Picts or anything else."
East from Solway to the nouth of the Tyne, across the neck of northern



Britain, Hadrian built the Wall when Ronme was still an enpire. From sea to sea
the stone spine runs over barren hills. Forts and roads have been built beyond
it, but have never endured. Legionaries peering north fromthe lonely nile
castles could truly say they stood at the end of their world, and ni s-
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spel l ed sentinments crudely daubed on its stones |left no doubt which end they
considered it:

BETTER TEN YEARS VP AN ELEPHANT' S ASS THAN ONE MORE YEAR ON THE WALL. C. FLAW.
VI LEG O

Sone of them cane fromthe south and the sun to shiver out their service in

t he never-ceasi ng w nd:

HEP- SVT, | X LEG O NILE BORN I N THE RA-SVN, MAY HE NOT DI E HERE IN THE CVRSED
LAND OF SET

Sonme men scratched the only grave nmarkers of near-nanel ess friends: HERE THE

ARROW CAVCHT SI LVIVS; THE SYRIAN NAMES ... DIED HERE. And others too faint to
read, illegible nanes, illegible men who faded and bl ew away with the dust to
l'i nbo.

W couldn't wait on the Wall, but patrolled far beyond it to the ruined

heat h-vil |l ages and through the bare hills. W |earned expensive | essons |ike

t he nmean harnony of an arrow keeni ng above the wi nd; that there nust be arnor
to cover the arnms and |l egs as well as the chest, nore flexible than the old
stiffened ox hide. That we nust breed horses |large enough to carry nore wei ght
wi t hout | osing speed. But we never |earned fast enough. The arrows flew the
nmen died or tossed in fever, but we never saw where the missiles came from
and even those under nme with sonme education canme to believe that the Picts
were descended fromevil /wwca-spirits. Tine has no hour marks in such a

pl ace. The wind blows, the rain falls, the snows conme and nelt, the sun shines
or hides in fog, the flies buzz, the wind bl ows .

W were mles north of the Wall that day, the patrol watering at a ford half a
mle back; a long way forward for two men al one, but fatigue can dul

judgrment. This day's work should have gone to the fourth squadron, whose area
over | apped our own, but Trystan was indisposed this week, black drunk in his
tent, and his Cornish riders wouldn't budge without him M/ own nen, weary
fromone long ride, had to make another with only a few hours' rest.

| slipped out of the saddle and | ooked around. To the west a
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burned-out village. To the north a long hill crowned with a ring of ancient
stones. On a sober day, Trystan had reported pony tracks |eadi ng east. Peredur
read others going west. This general area seened where they might neet if
nmeeting was their m nd. Sheepherders we | et pass, the occasional |one figure
glinpsed at a distance, never close, but a larger group could nmean a potenti al
raid on the Brigantes, who paid Cador for protection

The exhaustion felt like grit under ny eyelids. | rubbed at them and hel d out
nmy hand to Bedivere. "Water bag."

He passed it to ne, concerned. "The old sickness?"

"Haven't felt right since this norning." Since winter was nore like it, but
Bedi vere was scraped thin too, wi ndburn and worry lines cut into his face and
etched with dust that never seened to wash out, the sharp bl ue Bel gae eyes
reddened around the pupils and buried in crow s-feet fromsquinting into

gl are.

"You're worn to a ghost, Artos, tattered as your clothes. WII you rest when
we get back to G| urnunf”

| sagged down in the grass. "If there's half a chance.”
"Na, na, no ifs, no half-chances. Prom se ne."
"A'l right, I'Il rest.”

"Cross your heart on it."
He hadn't asked that since we were boys, but he was serious now and dead
right. Wthout a long rest, | wouldn't be fit to ride again. | drew the ritua



X across ny chest.

"Cris croes tdn poetk, Bedwyr-bach. Who's got the maps?"

"Huw or one of his scouts."”

"Bring themup. This is Trystan's area, but I'd swear we've been here before."
"Not here we haven't."

| pointed north. "You're daft. Don't you renenber that hill?"

"Just fromthe map." Bedivere swung his mount into a trot down the valley.

"The old village is called Cam ann. That hill's Cnoch-nan-ainneal. |'Il bring
up the patrol. Be careful till then."

My eyelids drooped before the painful glare. | lay back in the grass with the
buzzing Ii ke drowsy bees in ny head. Good to be alone for one monent, good to
be quiet.

Stay alert, don't close your eyes.

Tattered as ny clothes, he said. R ding through a dusty sumrer, wet fall and
freezing winter and into spring again, feeling every sweating, shivering day
of it in nmy underfed bones. Qur squadron proved the only one worth the nane
for a while. Gawain and his brother knew only tribal customin their northern
i sl and home. Their canp near Solway was a brawling roil of
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whores and nen too drunk to ride or bleeding fromargunents too stupid to
renmenmber. Al oof and renote, Peredur showed sone conpetence, but a slowness of
deci si on dangerous in command. He saw a thousand trees, never the forest, and
spent nmuch of his time in Eburacum | had no authority over any of them and
they interpreted Anbrosias' orders as they lordly pleased.

Trystan was the flawed best of a sad lot, working well for weeks at a tine,

drilling his men with sword and the new | ances, then one day he'd not conme out
of his tent; that day would stretch to a second and third. No one could talk
to himthen. Once, when the days becane a week, | went privately to his tent

to shake himout of it. Trystan hunched over a table, red-eyed and oblivious,
glaring at me, through ne, at a ship of the mind and an Irish girl he brought
hone for a king but loved for hinself. | gave it to himw thout sweet.
"You're the emperor's centurion. Sober up and square off or you'll have no
command |eft."

Li ke so many of ny generation, he affected to despise Latin. "Centurion, no
less. Aren't we the proper Ronman. Have you forgot your own tongue?"

"Have it your way, then. | don't need to see into a sack to know it's bursting
or into your heart to knowit's full of pain."
"Ah, listen to the sage of Severn." Trystan glowered at ne, sodden. "You're

not the man to speak of pain, never lost anything. You're a list of rules, a
machine. Trip its lever and it rides. Pull the string, it gives comands."
"Anbrose-rix placed a trust in you, God knows why. Every patrol you m ss neans
one nore for ne."

"I"ll ride when | see fit. Now, get out. Get out! Call your little dog

Bedi vere and—

"I'f you were the half of him" | said, "you'd be twi ce what you are."
Trystan drained his cup and pushed it aside, heaving up fromthe table. His
smle was murderous. "Twice, is it? What a lovely day to kill you, Arthur."

He was too drunk to be dangerous. One shove and he went down heavily. Trystan
sat up, befuddl ed, then cl anbered back on his stool with the clunsy

del i ber at eness of a nountebank's bear. He shook the cloud from his head,
peering at me as if | were a stranger just arrived on unknown busi ness. Then

t he bl ank expression crunpled into agony and his head dropped onto his arns. |
heard a nuffled sob. W're a nad and nournful race. Qur storns are dark and
furious and quickly past.

"You're right," Trystan sobbed. "I'ma scant, weak man who can't get one snall
woman out of his soul."

"Not weak, Tryst. Just a mite single-mnded."



"Well, now" He wi ped his swollen face and | ooked reflectively at ne.

Incredi bly, he seened to have forgotten it all. "WII you have a drink

Art hur?"

1 couldn't hel p I aughing. "Haven't you had enough, you horrible nman?"

Trystan poured a short drink, stoppered the flagon tight and shoved it aside.
"Just one to bid it all good-bye. What is it now, four days, five?"

"Six. "

"Only one, then. My health wouldn't bear the sudden |leaving off." He raised
the cup: "Lady, |ady, what an angel you were. And what a bl oody bitch." He
tossed it dowmn. "I'Il ride tonmorrow, Arthur."

When Anbrosius found no real cooperation in Cador's tribunes, he decided to
appoi nt one from anong us. Mrre confusion: Gawain and Agrivaine left for
Cador's court, each to argue for the office. Peredur placidly assuned it would
go to him Trystan was drunk again and couldn't care |l ess. After considerable
del ay at Eburacum Anbrosius' order arrived with frosty congratul ati ons from
Cador .

To the rank of tribune of aloe, Centurion Artorius Pendragon

Now al | their weaknesses were nmine to contend with. The Orkney brothers called
it favoritism subtly seconded by the gracious but distant Cador, who inplied
nore than he said. | set about the business of building theminto a cohort,
overseeing their training and haphazard supply, fighting uphill against nen
who saw ne as an inferior. No, Gawain, nore inportant to have provender for

t he horses than a wagonl oad of w ne. Agrivaine, where are the new cl oaks your

father prom sed? No, man, | never said King Lot was nean-spirited or even
forgetful, but winter is comng. Prince Peredur, when you have quite heard
mass and made confession, will you tell ne why your nmen are so poorly fed with

your own supply so close? (And tell me what you can find to confess and
yourself not a drinker and nothing nore female in your canmp than a few goats.)
Speak to your sister? Very well . . . "Lady Guenevere, the third squadron
needs fresh food. \What they have on hand is spoiling. They can't do thenl job
hal f-starved. "

"But surely the men hunt,’
nmeat . "
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"If they weren't worn out fromriding and if the Wall weren't hunted bare

t hese three hundred years."

"You care about them" Guenevere touched ny hand in conmpassion. "You care so
much, and so do |I. But the jewelry brought I ess than | hoped. My noney is

al nost gone. "

"My | ords have al ways been unhappy under our tax system" Cador all owed
regretfully. "It's hard to enforce paynent."

| took advantage of my new rank to contradict him "That's hard to understand,
my lord, since the system has always allowed themto weasel out of paying in
any one of half a dozen ways. And pass the burden on to the civitates. Wy,
your own Church has preached against this for eighty years!"

"Certain radical priests,"-Cador ceded snoothly.

"Radical and right, sir. W should un-protect those fat sons of =

"Lord Arthur." Guenevere gently elided ny profanity. "It would please nme if
you stayed to dine."

Pl ease her? CGod, the sight of her was food enough, but | was needed back

t hough she gave me a smile worth a banquet.

"You're a stubborn man, Arthur Pendragon. Were a woman your own wife and far
as truth, | don't think she could keep you fromduty."

Dam it, | blushed—and damm her, she enjoyed it.

"But cone again, Lord Arthur."

Letters to Kay on | eather and harness, reports to Anbrosius that would

unavoi dably be read at Eburacum before passing on: My |ords Gawai n and
Agrivai ne have inproved their nen at sword and | ance, but their patrol nethods
are wasteful of men and tine. Lord Trystan (ny poor, denon-driven Tryst) is

she wondered. "Surely they can always find fresh



not yet properly comritted to his office. Prince Peredur needs nore assurance
in decision. Prince this and Lord that, always holding nmy tenper in check. If

I lost that, | |ost them and Anbrosius' purpose.
Where did | learn kingship? In the dust and ice and wi nd that bl ew across the
Wall. In |earning why the-Saxon deserves his half of Britain. Wth all his

royal blood, Cerdic would never have seen a crown if he couldn't first command
a raiding keel. Since the Druids, we Britons have been too respectful of rank
al one, too jealous of independence and neani ngl ess distinction to work
together. We are idealists wanting a god for a king, then fighting to be free
of him It will kill us in the end.

Then that wetched patrol when Bedivere twisted in the saddl e, grazed by an
arrow froma bow we never saw. He lay in
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fever for weeks, burning all day and sweating ail night while he whinpered and
raved and his body fought desperately against the poi son. Back on patrol
letters, reports, bad food and too little of it, ignoring the insults behind
ny back.

"Here's a norsel straight from Cador. He says Pendragon got the conmand
because his nother was Anbrosius' favorite niece. Not Gther's wife,/ his rea
nmot her. Her that was nmarried to Gorl awse. A nmuch-travel ed worman, if you take
nmy meani ng, and nmad as they come. Wiy el se did Caius take the coronet and
Arthur with no nore |ordship than the bare name of it?"

Nursi ng Bedivere through late winter into spring thaw when the sun peered
timdly fromlowering clouds or disappeared in sudden fog, and | could wite

Kay at | ast:

We're scarecrows in torn leather and tatty breeches, nothing like a uniformin
the hal f thousand of us. Don't send the new cerenonials, |'ve no place to wear
them It's like plowing with bulls to get the work done, and t feel | was born

in that m serable saddle, but we are a cohort.

Haven't we been here before? What place is this on the map?

The vill age was called Camlann. That hill is Cnoch~nan-ai nneal

Music. The low, throaty sound of a flute curling in and out of ny dreans.

I woke with my back cold agai nst the danp ground, wapped in a blanket of fog
where there had been clear sky. Fool, dozing off like that with no nore

t hought to danger than a recruit. Were was Bedi vere? My horse was gone, too.
I whistled his call, but got no answering whinny.

" Bedi ver e?"

| dared not call again. \Woever else mght be close could hear just as well.
Time to nmove. Wth drawn sword 1 nade a guess at the patrol's direction. M st
could rise quickly on the noor, men and horses coul d blunder into bog, but
this was the heaviest I'd ever seen, a blindness laid on the earth by a
mal i ci ous god, thick as sheep's wool beyond ten feet.

The flute still drowsed in ny ears, teasing and famliar, then thrilled in an
old little run. Wo'd be tootling in this fog? A shepherd lulling his flock
keepi ng them near? This can't be the right direction. This way. No, this. No,

you're going uphill, that's not it. Bedivere, where are you?
"Back there, Arthur."
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The voice was near and far at the sane tine. "Who's that? Wo are you?"
Anot her run on the flute. "Forgetful man, didn't | say |I'd neet you here?"
Frightened now, whirling about: "Damm you, where are you?"

"At the top of the hill, at the ring of stones. Cone up, Arthur, to
Cnoch- nan- ai nneal . "
The nmusic rose and fell in its quavering song, and far away, | heard a wonman

calling soneone, keening with a sob in her voice as if she knew the | oved
woul d never cone back.

The great stones stood |ike ghosts in the fog as | passed into their circle.
The nusic was very near, but now | knew who played it.



"Merlin, where are you?"

"Here, Tribune."

The tall figure | eaned agai nst a strangely carved stone, wapped in a

travel -stai ned cloak, as dull and worn now as he had been incandescent |ong
ago, but a man grown like nyself. | felt no wonder or friendliness. A boy has
time for mracles and magic, but a man has other things to do.

"You again, Merlin."

He breathed one hal f-sour note of finality through the flute and put it away.
"Merlin will do for a name. I'mcalled that and other things, a part of

thi ngs. That midge that deals with the mte of Arthur. Welcone to the hill of
the fires."”

| could see a fire; the fog was danp and chill. | shivered and felt enpty.
"Let me wake, Merlin. This is no time for ganes. | fell asleep bone weary. |
coul d be taken."

Merlin pointed. "You have been taken."

To the right, the left, all around nme anmong the upright stones squatted snall

figures, dimin the fog. I swng about, sword at guard.
"You devil, am|l out of time?"
"Fora tinme."

"Let me wake, really wake. Wiy do you nock nme with riddl es and nagic?"
Merlin's lean, fatigue-lined features registered a kind of sadness. "There is
no nockery."

"No? Don't | know |I'm mad, seeing tonorrows for yesterdays, sleeping with a

hundred ghosts at ny ear? | saw Bedivere full grown before he was. | knew
Ancel lius."

"And he will betray you, Arthur— . "Stop!"
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"—as the Christ-nman's Peter."

My fear poured out in anger. "You boucca\ You air-thing, playing on ny
sickness |like your flute. | could put this blade through the nothing of you—'
Quick as | was, Merlin parried ny swing with a subtle twi st of his body that
hurled me forward off bal ance to sprawl against the stone. My muscl es bunched

to nove—and froze, unable. | could only stare up at his narrow, watchful face.
Behind himthe circle of watchers waited. They were not all men. The snall
worman-figure rested her head agai nst the shoul der of a huge dog, still as
herself. They could all have been snaller stones in the fog.

Merlin smled a little. "And still you don't know nme. No wonder, there's
little you have learned for sure. Wiy me, why this place, why the vision you
call madness? Have | not shown you the king you will be?"

| shivered against the cold stone. "That is nmad."
"If it is, so are you."

The whi spering | aughter of the watchers, like a rustle of |eaves.

"You will be king, Arthur. There will be victories at first and a kind of
defeat in the end, but that won't last. You'll be remenbered. They'll sing
your name through |long, dark nights and darker centuries. They'll conjure wth

it, make you a |l egend and a god and sacrifice you as all god-kings are
sacrificed. Ave, I|nperator."

Merlin's eyes softened with sone of the |ong-ago warnth. "You' ve learned to
read nen's failings, but not the heart that chums themout. Alittle

i nperfection, Tribune, a little human weakness. A love, a loss, and then how
will the world | ook when this fog lifts?"

"What | ove? Guenevere?"

"Intime," said Merlin. "When you' ve learned to |love. She's only an anbition
now, a reflection of you."

Merlin laid his fingertips on ny danp forehead. "The carpenter had a bard's
flair for poetry: 'Thou art Peter, a rock.' You are Druith, a fool, and upon
this fool, | will carve sonething Iike a heart."

He beckoned to the female figure in the fog. "Mrgana."

The tiny woman glided closer to kneel beside nme, skin the sane coppery hue as



Cador's prisoner, cheeks marked with the same ritual scars. Her sheepskin
shawl covered only her shoul ders, the short, fringed skirt very little at all
Her flat brown belly, veined with stretch marks, had borne child. She studied
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me with bold gray eyes, and | knew her fromthe [ ast nonments of dreans before
waki ng, fromthe shadows beyond G lurnum s watchfires, glinpsed as she slid
around the corner of imagination, over the shoul ders of other wonen whose
faces were not half so well renenbered even in ny arns. A strong face that
knew sorrow, joy and rage. But not beautiful

"Very beautiful,” Merlin answered the thought, "when you have eyes to see. And
you, Mbrgana, what do you see?"

"One of the People," she said. "But it wears tallfolk clothes and snells of
them™

"The fool needs you."

Mor gana touched ny cheek. "A's been too long for me. Only a child."

"Teach it, then."

She cupped ny face in brown hands. "Mariy days did watch thee and want thee.
Be thee so far or far, do know our own. Hear of the Prydn, the First People.
Your people. The beasts cut in these stones be el k and rei ndeer and ot hers

t hee's never seen. When this land was half ice, the People were here, Earth's
favored children who knew her secret names. Then tallfol k brought bronze to
break our flint. Did | earn the nane of bronze and how to nake it. Then nore
cane, the redhairs and yellowhairs, with iron to break bronze."

Her voice conmpelled as the nusic of the flute. Most of her words | knew, a
kind of British, but sonme were nere idea-sounds, as flutter describes the
bird' s beating w ng.

"Iron took the land,"” said Mdirgana. "lron hated our gods and called them
devils, nibbed out our true name to steal our strength. lron called us Faerie,
made us part of the dark beyond their fires. Wen tallfol k are bigger, when
they have iron-magic and all the good valley |and, where can the People go but
under the hill?"

Morgana rai sed her head to Merlin. "Wat does thee call it?"

"Druith," said Merlin softly. "A fool."

"And what nust a see?"

"Too far and too nuch, A god-king who nust burn for his people.”

She flinched a little. "Cruel, even for tallfolk. Then know the way of things,
Druith. Al nanmes go under the hill, stone before flint before bronze before
iron, like waves on a shore."

Then Merlin asked, "Wat one thing can you teach it, one lesson to mark it a
true man and your own forever?"

Her |ips brushed across ny cheek. "Poor Drurth. New green
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leaf in a dry old world. Do know my own and what 1'll teach thee."

She ki ssed ny nmouth, a long kiss that pressed the nagic and the nenory into
me. The scent of her was sweet in ny nostrils, and there were tears in her
eyes and on ny cheek where hers pressed against it so that 1 couldn't tel

were they her tears or mne, so mxed with the joy and sorrow of her magic. |
felt my chest go suddenly hollow with a vast, soft ache, an enpty space that
had to be filled with Morgana. Then | was—Free!

Loosed, i

f eel

nysel f

waki ng—

unfettered, returning to true self inside Artos-tallfolk. My Prydn soul throws
off its bonds like a frayed rope and thrusts Artos into the prison where he's
kept ne so long. Free, stretching out my arnms to nmy brothers, who conme out of
the fog and Iift ne high on their shoulders like a prize to take ne home under
the hill.



Just the four of us. My~Ticm brothers, Nectan and Cunedag. Morgana and ne,
Druith. Ears sharp for danger above. W stay in the crannog under the stone
circle while the Briton-nen search for the Artos |'ve | ocked inside nme and

bi dden be still. Sonetimes at dusk we peep above ground. Redhair is stil

about, sniffing like a dog on a cold scent. Finally he goes away, and it's
time to go home to theftiain.

Nect an and Cunedag treat nme well on our journey north. They tie me between the
poni es only because the Artos in me is not yet to be trusted. Fettered, | have
to run and stunble after them but Mrgana hovers close every step of the way,
and anyway tallfolk feel |less pain than humans or they wouldn't hurt others so
carelessly. So the Prydn always thought, but it's not true. |I suffered from

t he scrapes and dragging. My whol e body was a lunmp of msery, and | know that,
deep inside ne, Artos bled and suffered too.

Now and then we have to hide, but that's not hard. Tallfolk are big but

stupi d. When we vani sh on the open moor, tallfolk forget a man can | ook |ike

the moor. They forget the old | esson of hunting, that game will only see you
if you nmove. If you're
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still as a stone, tallfolk will take you for a stone. And this is a difference

bet ween the People and tallfolk. Wth their iron-magic and their fine | oonms to
make rich cloth, they've forgotten that Earth is their nmother. No | onger are
they brothers to wolf and marten. It happened | ong ago, and this is how we
tell it to our children.

One day Earth went to her mate, Lugh Sky God, and said, "Man, our youngest
child, is forgetting me. He's prideful and won't even speak to his brother
animals. Do you go and give hima swift kick since he's growmn too full of
hinmself to listen to nme."

So Lugh called all of his children, the men, the fish, the birds and the
animals, to stand before him and he said to Man: "Now listen to your nother
Earth."

They tried, but had truly forgotten her |anguage. Then Lugh said, "Speak to
your brother aninmals.” But all had forgotten how except a few of the small est
men, who were anong Earth's favorites because she made themfirst. Only these
were able to speak to their nother and brothers.

The other man-children grew jeal ous. "What's so good about speaking to wol f
and cat and bird when we're bigger and better in every way? We don't even cal
t hem brot hers anynore."

"Let it be so, then," Lugh decided.

And Earth said, "Let it be so. They're not your brothers since you are no

| onger ny children. Go be what you will, but only these small ones who
renenber me will be called true nen, ny Prydn, the first ones, the only nen
worthy of the nane."

The ot her children have been jeal ous ever since, naybe because they w sh
they'd kept the | anguage of Earth, but Earth nmeant what she said. Tallfolk
have a respect for the People, but they fear us, and it's hard to | ove what
you fear.

W never forget our bond with Earth and Lugh. Each year at Lughnassad, the
story is told to the new children so that they renenber their real parents and
their true nane.

North, always north, with Mrgana ridi ng ahead now, |ooking for signs of our
herd. We come on a small clan of the Taixali and approach with careful
respect. They are friendly this tinme, though we can never count on it, and
they | eave shoes and harness for us to nmend in exchange for the mlk and neat
we ask. | work all night for nmy swallow and mouthful. Still, it's good to be
wi th the People again.

Now Morgana points out to me some of our old crannogs, the earth houses we use
and | eave as our cattle nove on. Scattered as they are, the Peopl e know where



each lies. Froma disguised opening, the tunnel will |ead for yards under the
earth to the main chanber which has a snoke hole of its own. Warm and
confortable for us, though tallfolk would be cranped. The whole is lined with
stones carefully fitted together, and there's another opening where the cattle
can be driven in when w nter cones.

The rath we carry with us, poles to be wedged into a base of | oose stones
around t he crannog opening, wapped with skins and the whole covered with turf
so our house seenms no nore than a small hunp on a bigger hill. The opening

al ways faces away fromthe easiest paths. Wole tribes of tallfolk can wander
t hrough and never know they're in the mddle of afliain unless we show
ourselves. And if they swear we appear and di sappear .-by nmagic, that hel ps
keep them wary of us.

Still, there are things that confuse me at first, words that seem strange. But
Mor gana, Cunedag and Nectan talk of the famly—. for Prydn, nothing exists
beyond it—and slowy |I know MOESS |ike remenbering than |earning, falling
back rather than ing, so easily do | become one of them

Fhain is not owned land, as if a man could own the even a piece of it. Fhain
is famly, the way of things. AH owned by all, and its shape is four
generations of daughters, their husbands and children. There are only three
generations in our rath now because of nany deaths and fewer births. There is
the head of the famly, old Gern-y-fhain Cradda and her |ast husband, Uredd.
Then there's Dorelei, first daughter with one child living, one |lost, and

anot her due this com ng Sanmhai n. She has two husbands, Nectan and Bredei

Bel ow Dor el ei —-and not near so peaceful —+s second daughter Morgana, and her own
husbands, Cunedag and Urgus. And me, Druith, who will be her happy third.

Soon, let it be.

Most inportant is Dorelei's little son Drost. He's what we and the cattle and
the year-round hunt for a living are all about. |If Dorelei bears another boy
and Morgana a living girl, the daughter will take both brothers for husbands.
They are our meani ng and our future.

A woman truly needs nore than one husband. If one dies, there are nore to give
thefhain its next generation. Wth tallfolk, if a man has two or three w ves,
there's always di spute over property between the children—tallfolk say nine
nore than ours.

60

Firelord

me nmore than us—and each greedy wife wants her son preferred. If the man dies,
his wife may go off to another man or place, so the famly is weakened. Wth
us, all children are the heirs of the woman, all blood is traced through her
and all share alike. Qur days nove slow and sure as the grazing cattle, the
sun divides in four the year that measures out our lives. In the sumer raths
or nestled a-winter in the warmcrannog, we are one, we are the People, living
as Lugh and Earth decreed. Sonetimes our children and cattle die, but there is
no other way for us. W wouldn't live in silly hut circles that any fool could
cone and steal fromor burn. Nor, when Earth has put the herds for us to
follow, would we insult her by scratching for nore gifts under her skin. How
could we harvest crops and follow the herds ail at once? W can't see any

wi sdomin the tallfolk way. It's lucky for themthey breed so often. Else

with such a messy way of life, they wouldn't survive

It's late afternoon when we clinb the last hill and snake round the rocks that
hide the rath entrance. Still cool, but you can sneil the May-tine com ng

Then out to us pour all the ./Twin, Bredet and Urgus and sunny Dorel ei huggi ng
everyone, her son Drost chattering and clinbing all over Nectan, peering shyly
at me |like another height to be conquered soon

I wink at him He grins and hi des behi nd Dorel ei

W crowd into the rath in a fresh |lather of kisses and greeting and the famly
snells are like braw flowers to me, hides and turf, dried gorse and cow dung
ki ndl i ng, peat snoke, meat simmering in a broth of wild | eeks and herbs.

W gat her about the fire in proper order: Cradda and Uredd in the high places,
Dorelei on their left because of the coming child, her husbands next to her



then restless Morgana and hers, nyself last. Little Drost toddl es about taking
fromeveryone's bow . Nectan is his father, or thinks so, but he's only naned
as Dorelei's son

Wl |, now—+n honor of our safe com ng, a ewe has been butchered for the big
pot. Not one of our own, but taken fromdie Venicone tribe. They owned it to
us, anyway. Last summer, Cradda says, one of their wonen asked her to mdw fe
her daughter of a boy-bairn. Cradda went to them but the woman didn't trust
her .

"Hovered about as if 1'd eat the bairn or steal it, and gave cold porridge in
paynment," Cradda tells us. "And this Brigid-
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feast past, did a not conme crying back to nme, 'Ch Faerie Queen, the child of
my child be feverish with bad color to a's nuke. Do you nake himwell and take
one ewe in paynent.' "

Well, Cradda took the child's birth string, which she had preserved, and
greased it with fat and herbs and laid it close to the hearth to break the
fever, while she gave the child a draft of gentle | avender and a poultice of

t he sane grease m xed with beech fungus. Then, the fever broken, Cradda asked
for her ewe. "Alas," says that wonan of the sly Venicones, "they be all going
to drop young soon, and we prom sed no lanb with the ewe. Wit till then.”

Vel |, the People are honest fol k who take what's owed, nor nore nor

| ess—npstly. Cradda saw one ewe in the woman's fold no nore ready to drop than
a ram and that night she freed it fromslavery to such a di shonest m stress.
The old ones dip first into the pot, then Dorelei, then we all hel p oursel ves.
There's no great notice paid me, though it's known | am Mdrgana's. Wth deep
respect to Dorelei, I'mglad. There's a beauty in Mrgana, strength as well as
the wild and nmournful sorrow all Prydn have, as if they heard sone |ast,

hal f-forgotten song. She's eighteen and her brown body is marked with bearing
children to keep us strong. The | ook and the snmell of her puts ne on edge I|ike
a stag at rutting tine, robs the hunger frommy stomach and kindles it between
nmy silly long | egs.

Little Drost likes ne and takes fromnmy bow nore than others. He squeal s and
wriggles and pretends to pull away when | westle and kiss him | haven't
spoken yet, it isn't time. But Morgana's eyes come to ne again and again
across the fire. The peat snoke curls up through the top opening. Summer is
conmi ng; tht/hain is happy.

Cunedag begins the story of how they rescued nme fromthe tallfol k. Many

gl ances round the fire at Morgana, who pretends not to notice, but the edges
of her nouth curl with a cool mschief.

"There lies the great Briton-man, dead asleep with poor Druith caught inside.

Cunedag rises fromthe circle and plays out what he's saying. | watch with
Drost settled down and qui et agai nst nmy chest.
"Did wait till Redhair rode away, then sprinkled over a's nose the powder

Morgana nmade. Then, oh so gentle, did Hi-ft." He staggered under the burden
of Artos. "And carry the great lunp of it under the hill of the fires."
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Cunedag w pes away pretend-sweat. "Ah-/tw Did not know were so strong. If
Gern-y-fhain needs whol e barrows noved, let a put Cunedag and Nectan to it."
Laughter around.the circle. Suddenly, Cunedag stretches out on tiptoe to show
hinself taller, Iengthening his stride up and down the rath fl oor

"Then comes Redhair with a terrible fear: his chief is gone. A brings the
Briton-nmen and the swords and horses, and the hill over us runbles with their
hoofs and anger. But did not care, because in the crannog, Druith wakes up to
know us! Druith is free!™

"Yah!" cries the whole fhain in triunph with a great clapping of hands.

"Free but can't nove, none of us. Did wait and wait and peep out only at dusk.
Redhair be still there, the great long nmile of himleaning on a stone, the
iron sword swishing in his hand like the tail of a furied cat."



Cunedag turns serious. "But a's crying silent tears, and his nmen stand about
with long faces. A day passes and a day after that, Redhair striding back and
forth up hill and down, sniffing for tracks to follow The others ask himto
| eave: the chief is dead, they rmust go home. Aye, but it's gently said to
Redhair, as a looks like to kill someone. So, did ride off fromthe hill of
the fires, Redhair |ast and al ways | ooking back."

Cunedag sits down and takes the bow | filled again for him He puts an arm
over my shoul der. "Can see why Artos trusted him"

Strange, since our word for tallfolk and not-to-be-trusted are the sane, but
he says it with no doubt. The fhain thinks about this. Nectan agrees; he's
consi dered this, too.

"True, have heard a can't feel pain or love, but . . ."

Cradda spits a piece of gristle into the fire to hiss and sizzle like the
bitter truth she speaks: "A's tallfolk." And that ends it. We know what they
are, we go on eating. The sky dinms a little outside the snoke hole, Drost
dozes in ny arnms, and we feel close.

There's barley beer to finish our feast. My tongue renenbers it as mld stuff
after the uisge Artos drowned nme in. W pass the beer, sing a little, |augh
much. Then Dorelei, in the mddl e of a story, starts to say a nane. Just the
first part of it, then she stops and in the sudden silence round the fire, she
drops her eyes and whi spers, "Forgive nme, sister."

Just a monent, then all are tal king again, but Mrgana nmakes too nuch of
poki ng up the peat fire. It hurts me to see pain in
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her. She has not Dorelei's peace, nor any child. Urgus speaks softly to her
She rises and | eads himout of the rath.

Everyone is curious about my Briton clothes, and they nake a game of peeling
me to exam ne how they're nmade. Cradda and Dorelei admire the cl ose weavi ng of
t he wool trousers and how such softness can be worked into a cowhi de jerkin.
The heavy cl oak goes to old Uredd to keep the night cold fromhis bones, but
the rest of the clothes are too big for anyone, and | roll themin a bundle
for a pillow while Dorelei fetches me a good sheepskin and girdle. Nectan
threw away the iron dagger |ong before we cane hone. It would be unlucky for
the ./torn. When Dorelei gives ne the garnents, | press nmy hands to her belly
to show ny | ove and respect, not only for her but the child-wealth she bears.
She ki sses nme and | aughs at the girdle that barely goes around ne.

"Too little girdle and too rmuch thee." Ch, there's dear fun in Dorelei, and
when she has ne giggling, she tickles ny ribs and presses nmy face to her
stomach. "Be wasteful to be so big, Druith."

In spring and summrer, Lugh-sun never goes far under the rimof earth at night
but glows there, lighting the duns and glens with a kind of magic twilight. To
see it alone, to sit outside the rath and listen to our cattle settling for
the night, brings peace to ny soul, but to share it with someone woul d be
better.

At | ast, Morgana cones up fromthe glen, hand in hand with Urgus. She kisses
him he goes into the rath. Mrgana comes to sit by me, and the light is clear
enough to see the shine of sweat on her skin and even the little bruises and
bite marks Urgus left. She was away a long tine, and Urgus nissed her, but
seeing his marks on her fills me with so nuch wanting, | want to cry.

"Did see thee many tinmes on the Wall and riding with Redhair," Mrgana says.
"Dost renmenber his true name?"

| try hard to renenber. Faces and happenings float to the surface w thout
meani ng, bits of sleeping Artos. "Was a long tinme ago."

She comes into ny arns willingly enough, tiny, quivering with life, and | tel
her how | hate being so big and ugly beside her

"Not ugly, Druith. Saw thee ride often, and stand and shake thy yell ow head
full of worries." Mrgana | aughs quiet and deep in her throat. "Many days."
"And far fromthe rath. What did thee so close to Briton-nen?"
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Her hard little body presses against mne. She doesn't npve, doesn't answer,
but after a time she pulls away, eyes glistening in the twlight.

"Be good to have thee here. Thee will be nmy husband soon."

| try to pull her back down into the grass with nme, but she won't. "Urgus
needs me toni ght. Have been away and do want him™"

| take her hand and plant it on nmy own need, but it does no good.

"Be not—we can nake no child-wealth, but Urgus |oves ne."

"Thee's crying."

"No. "

"What is it, Mrgana?"

"Be not!" She tears her hand fromnine. "Ugus is waiting."

She lay all night with Ugus. He's'a gentle husband and twi ce wakes her from
troubl ed dreans when she cries in her sleep and calls a nane.

Three days to Bel-tein fire, the spring festival. Life stirs and wakes, the

| anbs and cal ves are born, there's green in the world again. Urgus and | go
mles to the sparse forest east of our grazing where the old birch trees stand
and clinb themall to pluck fromtheir tops the agaric, the tein-eigin that

grows close to the sky. Fromthis we wili kindle the Bel-tein fire. It will be
a special tine for me. Bredei has cone by on his way fromthe scrap pit where
we save our broken tools. Melted and recast, they'll make a new bronze knife

to mark nmy cheeks with the ./Twi n-sign. That done, the knife is mne to keep
| haven't bedded with Mrgana yet since Cunedag and Urgus have ol der rights,
but shoul d be soon ere | start chasing ewes.

Cradda and Uredd sit outside the rath now that the sun has real warnth in it,
cl ose together and silent, needing no words for |ove and understandi ng.
Dorei ei passes, walking a little heavier, her. face high-flushed with the
weal th of her body. Drost tugs away fromher, wanting to play near ne. It's a
gane we've made up with no words but strict rules. | pretend not to notice
him and Drost becones very busy, and if he catches the | ooking, he's the

Wi nner.

Today he really seens to forget me, lost in sonme world of his own. Sonething
on the ground, a stone or ant, who knows, has caught his eye, sone small
mracle grown | arge wth wonder.

The Earth I's a Wman

65

Still, still as a cat before pouncing. Wat could it be? | lean in to see—
To see\ It's clear as sudden sunlight, sonething | ooked at so often and never
seen: a child playing. But nore than play. Meaning. Drost nmoves to a sure
music |'ve forgotten in growi ng up—dances to it, floats, celebrates and
delights init. Drost is three, and in this magic, discovering sumer, sees
the world fresh wi thout hangi ng names and signs on it, reaches for and touches
it before knowing it forever apart fromhis prisoned self. The small feet
stanp and mountains trenble before his challenge, the arnms sweep up in the
grom h of flowers, and | know why nen | ose sight of the face of God: because
it is so close. Then—

"Yah!"—and he's won again, caught ne watching and [ oving him and as he runs
to be hugged, | learn a lesson deep in nmy heart. I'ma fool and named one, but
never so blind as Artos-tallfolk, who could ride all his life, carving his way
with the great sword toward the crown nmad Merlin prom sed, could bed the pale
Parisi bitch, hunt a silly cup for a dull Cornish girl with nothing nore
important in her life, conquer, rule, make | aws—and never, in ail that royal
wast el and, find a greater treasure or truth than this small, shining life in
Druith's arnms that is the sumof the world to this nonment. | lift himin
triunph to Lugh-sun.

"Mt her! Lugh! Look at thy children, ne and Drost!"

One of the secret names is mne to keep

Smal | wi sdom beside what's yet to | earn. Mrgana, now there's a coil of a
worman. Cunedag's been with her two years, Urgus one, living, eating and
bedding with her, and both feel married to the wind, lovers to the mist. Like
a pot before boiling, the surface noves just a little to hint of what's



heavi ng and surging below. The others give in to her headstrong ways; only
Druith-fool is reaching to understand the woman and yet a little apart from
her, returning her curses with the sane. It's because we haven't |oved yet,
and I"'mdrawn tight with it. She's been gone since norning, who knows where.
When her pony plunges over the hilltop, |athered and straining, we puzzle what
there is to run about on a day like this in the good warm sun, but Mrgana
junps of f the poor spent beast just short of the rath and stal ks inside

wi thout a word. Uredd wonders what ails her. Gern-y-fhain just shakes her
head.

"Has al ways been between two fires. A loves nore what's | ost or never can be."
| put Drost down. "What's that?"
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"There be nore fools than you in the rath," she says. "Go in and confort her."
But just then Nectan hoots fromthe glen where two new cal ves have wandered
away fromtheir nmothers on perilous |legs and stuck in a patch of bog. It takes
a good while to pull themout and drive the herd to high pasture, and
Morgana's not in the rath when | get back. Uredd prepares me with a know ng

| ook.

"A's below in the crannog."

" About what ?"

"About a pot of beer and sad songs and cursing the stone walls. Do you go
down, be ready to fight."

Wl |, that would be thought about. dinbing down into the tunnel, | wonder why
mel Cunedag and Urgus al ways wal k cl ear of Morgana when she's brewing a storm
but I don't and won't. Maybe it gives her sonething she needs then, sonething

to batter against. | won't be soft or pitying; will get softness when she
gives it. She cannot caress wi thout drawi ng blood, it's the way of her, and
per haps ne, too. W want each other, that's the only easy part of it all. For
some there mght be the plain reaching out, but for Mdrgana and |, there's

al ways an anger in it, a darker need to tear at |ove before accepting it. Ch,
nmust be lovely to be a sheep or a cow with such a sinple future.

She's there in the crannog with a fat lanmp for light and the beer beside her
Her face is twisted tight with the things that eat at her, but | think never
have 1 seen her nore beautiful, a sumof things all wong adding to right,
eyes too big, nose too long and thin, nmouth too wide and curled in a snarl now
as | sit down across the light from her

"Thee's a sad lunp, Druith. Be not man enough in thee to give thy hair true
color."”

"Says nost-fair, looking and snelling like the hind end of a sick horse.™
"Did cone just to flatter?"

"Cern-y-fkain sent to find what ails thee."

Anot her |ong drink. "Nothing." /

"Only nothing?" Silence. "WII speak of this nothing or let it feed on thy
heart ?"

Morgana drains the pot. | watch her, |looking for the right words with ny own
fire rising, knowing it will not be any word that calnms her. "Thee's a marvel
of weakness, Morgana. Aye, thee's |ost a husband and none may speak a's nane,
so that the silence of himcrowds us out. Thee's lost a child and what el se,
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and fed on the fhain's love and pity like a horse let |oose in a grainery,
till thee's swollen fat with-—

Then duck—ust fast enough for the main part of the beer pot to miss ny head,
t hough the base catches me a nasty rap as it sails past to shatter against the
crannog wall. W face each other, boiling, across the lanplight.

"Morgana, wfe—=

"May not call me that yet!"

"Was not brought here to pick flowers."

Seet hi ng: "Speak so to second daughter?"



| uncoil across the space between us and pin the squirnming mte of her under
me, holding her wists. "Be still, now, be still. Thee's a treasure anong
wonmen—

"Let go!"

"—and heavy with | oss and sadness—ew\"

"WIl cut thy heart out—=

"But if ever dost strike for no reason again, may count thy remaining teeth on
one thunb, dost hear?"

Mor gana nakes one great effort to push me off, earth itself heaving to reject
what fetters it. Then the fight sobs out of her and she lies still.

"It just—=

"Let me touch you, wife."

"Just . . "

"Let me touch you."

Her hands cover her face, her small head snaps back as the agony tears out of
her and batters at my chest. Not at me, but what holds and wounds her. |'m not
what she strikes at, nor do the blows hurt. She tires, slows, and | hang on to
her. Then her arms go tight around me, holding on to keep from slipping away
and drowni ng, her nouth clasps and tears at mne, pulling ne over her
"Druith, help me."

"Do | ove you, Morgana."

It is painful and delicious between us, a starved need beyond hunger, and
somewhere in it is the thought: | have never said | ove before. And though
there's a menory of beds and faces gone or yet to cone, the echo of the sane
wor ds deeply neant and even better understood, this first time a piece of self
arcs out like a fierce conmet, burning with a never-again brightness and
falling, always remenbered, down the |onely space of life.

Brief and blurred and too soon over. W have cried and cl asped and fought to
t he brink, hovered and plunged. Sight
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returns, time returns. The tight knot in Mrgana | oosens, shudders and
trenbles to quiet. Her breathing evens, the little face peers up at ne, eyes
intent as a fascinated bird's. | hold her a long tinme, stroking her hair and
back, caressing away if | can the misery that hol ds her

"WIIl talk to a husband now?"

"Of what ?"

| raise on one el bow over her.She's not |ooking at ne but into the darkness
for sonething | ost beyond the |anplight. "Wat, indeed. Wth riding off and
near killing ponies and sour |ooks and hurling of beer pots at husbands. Such
a what that thee nust—'

"Fi ght sormet hing!"

"Fight or love or cry, and thee's done all. Why-why is there so nuch pain,
Mor gana?"
Still and quiet at |last, she tells it.

"Because there's no wealth in me. Because thee plays so well with Dorelei's
Drost, and cannot | ook at that w thout remenbering. Because this enpty body
nocks me with a's bearing marks. This nmorning ..."

| listen to her on this discovering day, sadder, happier, richer than any man
who ever breathed. Did the Artos ever hold a woman like this, |lover and hurt
child at once, shield her, confort her, open to her pain? Never; in all its
beds, did only snap up | eavings and call nmem plenty.

Thi s nmorni ng Morgana passed a village of the Venicones. She was thirsty,

t hough none was in sight but a young woman rocking a cradl e by her house.

O hers peeped out, wonen and old men only. They saw Myrgana was Prydn and
fetched their charns, rowan sticks and woodbi ne, and one old man made nuch of
I aying an iron bar across the hut entrance.

Morgana spits, "Do beg our nmagic with one hand and warn us off with the

ot her."

"Lucky the fathers didn't come out to beat thee.”



"There be no young nmen left in the village." And when she asked why, the woman
said they were all gone to the meeting on the coast, Pict-men and Saxons from
south and oversea. No matter, the woman went to draw the water. Her baby
seened saf e enough under the eyes of her village.

"But the slattemid not changed a's swaddling. Could snmell it and see the poor
bairn chafing. Did want to confort it, as if—-enly wanted to—

Wt hout thinking she picked up the child to soothe it. "Ws

The Earth I's a Wman

69

like ny owmn that died, ny own before the sores covered it, and Mel ga—
Hol di ng the child she renenbered her own | ost wealth and husband, for a noment
not enpty but filled again. But they came shrieking at her with switches, and
the woman tore the baby fromher: drive the witch out, a would curse ny bairn.
And they flayed her with the rowan switches till she | eaped to her pony and
escaped to scream her rage at themfromthe hilltop. It is out now, told, but
Morgana is trenbling again.

"Curse then? Yes! Curse their bairn, their blood, their plenty while Prydn go
wi thout, their cradles where we've |left our own so they, at |east, m ght not
starve. Nor ever conme near again for fear of heartbreak. Curse themw th al

do have in me, with the strength of Melga | ost because did only try to feed
us. Curse themwith ghort a bhaile, famne in their farm fanmine to their
loins and may their children come withered and dead fromtheir fat, fed

bodi es. "

Her hard tittle fists shake in mne

"Melga and | were south | ooking for better graze since that here was poor
There was nothing. Qur oats ran out, we ate roots. Melga went over the Wll to
get food for me. A never cane back, though did wait and cry for himand nmourn
al one under the hill of the fires till Cunedag and Nectan cane after to fetch
me hone. Be happy with what thee has, a said."

Morgana gazes a long time over my shoul der. "Be happy? Not yet. Do know what
wi Il have, what the People will have again. Mel ga was nore than husband. Did
teach ne and bring hard truth to ny eyes. We |ose, we |ose every day because
we are small and weak and fewer each Sanmhai n-tine. Because we be not bound
together like tallfolk, but a poor fhain here, a poorer there. Because we |et
the gods forget us. Be you truly of the People now, Druith?"

"No ot her."

She pulls nme to her again, the anger not dead, but banked, gl owi ng behind

pur pose.

"Tall fol k took ny husband, will take one fromthemin kind. And such a one,
Druith. When | saw thee wal k. Ch, when | saw thee. Love ne again. Now " Her
mout h seeks for nine, undeniable. "Nay, thee's rested, love me again. And from

the king and queen of sumer will conme Belrix, lord of fire. The People will
rise again, Druith. lIron-magic will go down, and Earth will remenber her first
children."
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My knife is finished and hanmered over wood to a fine edge. | lie on a bl anket

inthe rath with the/ftam gathered about, and Cradda uses the new bl ade to cut
two straight |lines over each cheekbone. She is deft and draws little bl ood,
Morgana staunching it and working woad into the cuts with a needle. There will
be a new name for ne; till then, | amno longer Druith, but sinmply Dru, which
nmeans oak tree and is nmuch nore respectable.

Bel -tein cones. At sundown all other fires are put out and the charred wood
fromlast year's fire is brought fromits drying-place. Wth the tein-eigin we
gathered, this will kindle the new spring fire.

The fires are laid and lighted. Wth the first flame that cones forth,
Gern-y-jhain lights a torch and passes it to Cunedag, who runs his pony al ong
the hilltops and ridges, torch held high for a signal to the valley tallfolk
that on this night they are welcone to festival with us.

The Veni cones conme with the custonmary oatneal cakes, sone to be eaten, sone



rolled for luck through the flames. They settle in a ring about the two

bl azing pyres of logs laid three on three, and as the barl ey beer passes
round, | listen to their gossip. Mirgana was right: there are only a few young
men. Al the rest are gone to the sea.

"North to Cathanesia," an elder tells ne.

"So far?"

"So far as Skirsa." He doesn't know why, nor do | care. The fires blaze up. W
drive the cattle and sheep between them for the blessing of Earth's new
spring. Dorelei follows with Nectan and Bredei. The sky darkens, but from far
hills all about the bow -rimof Earth, other fires reach to honor our father
and not her.

Cakes are eaten, beer drunk. Little Drost gets his share of both, pinching
frommne and trying to out-burp ne. Mrgana nestles between nme and Urgus, arm
linked with mine. W are wed now and happy, though we fight nore than thefhain
t hi nks respectabl e, and though he's ny brother-husband, Urgus seens a little
jealous. He tries to hide it; thefhain would call himfoolish. Wen the fires
are highest, all who care to |l eap across the flame for added bl essing from
Lugh. Again and again we race, junp into the air, feel the heat on our skin as
we pass through it, others catching us on the other side, beating out the
sparks from our cl othes.
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At Bel-tein and Samhai n, soneone is always given to the fire. Long before
bronze broke flint, the gift was very real, a tallfolk prisoner or one of
their babies. So the story they still frighten bad children with: "M nd or the
Faerie' 11 come for thee.” But nowit's only fun. Soneone is caught up and
hustl ed toward the flame with everyone yelling for Lugh to cone and claimhis
wel | - cooked gift, whose wife or husband inplores the god to take sonething

el se. W never know who it's going to be. One |arge cake has been cut into
equal shares around the fire. One portion will have sonme snall token init, a
stone or the like, and when it's discovered, the finder nust showit to all
This year it's ne.

"The carline!"

"Carline!" roars the whole circle. Al four young husbands of thejhain | eap on
me, one to each linb, and drag me between the fires, and the cry goes up
"Come, Lugh, and take thy gift."

Morgana runs about the fire, inploring, "Nay, a's a poor gift and stringy!"
Dorel ei prays, "Wuld take ny sister's |last husband? Wuld find no pleasure in
it."

"Come, Lugh, and take thy gift!"

"Ch, Lugh, can see a's crippled.”

"And dull-witted."

"Does barely answer to a's nane!"

"Be patient, be still," Morgana promi ses the heavens, "till can bring thee
better."

Then a grass-doll or oatcake nmust be thrown to Lugh instead of ne—and am al

in favor of it since ny drunken brothers are holding ne too close to the fire.
There are sparks smoldering in ny sheepskin, and |I'm snmoking away |ike nutton
a-curing. Morgana still runs about the fire with the doll, bargaining
frantically with Lugh. My brothers heave ne back and forth and one and two and
three—

Morgana hurls the doll into the fire, but Urgus and Bredei stunble and fall.
Urgus' leg goes into the flame, along with nost of ne.

"M nd out!"

"Drag himfreel"

Morgana' s pl eading and praying and cursing in earnest now as they haul ne out
and roll nme on the ground with ny sheepskin a Bel-tein fire of its own. AH 1
can see is feet and flane, being tunbled about, ground, sky, ground, sky, and
then the fire's out with cheers of relief. Little harmdone, but Bredei is

t ongue-
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| ashed by Dorelei, and Urgus—ah, God, do pity the poor man, drunk as he is and
feeling foolish and sorry for it all, covering his head fromthe bl ows Mrgana

rains on him

"Fool fool fool! Drunken, dirty horse!"

It's funny because Urgus is worse burned than ne. The oil in the new sheepskin
makes it burn hard, but it's thick and I'mnot hurt. | tear it off and junp
between the two of them but Mrgana flails out at nme, too. The tallfolk nmen
wonder why we take these humliating blows w thout striking back. They beat
their owmn w ves regularly, but that would be deepest insult to a fliain woman.
Besi des, few Prydn daughters are mad as Mrgana. But when she draws her knife

on Urgus, it's too rmuch. | turn her over ny knee and spank her skinny bottom
till Cunedag stays me, |aughing, and Urgus pulls Mrgana away, panting

mour nful ly:

"Thee woul d not kill ne."

She seethes, "Dost think not?"

"When |'m so painful burned and do | ove thee so?"

"Ha!" hisses devil-wife. "G ve back ny knife and ask again."

"Nay," Urgus trusts. "Wuld not."

"Woul d! "

Urgus stops her nouth with a kiss.

"Would . . ."

Again, pulling her to him

"Wuld." She relents, suddenly, conpletely. "But, oh, would rmuch regret it,
Urgus."

She ki sses himhard, then points to ne. "A sign!" she cries to Prydn and
tallfolk alike. "Was a burned by fire? Was a hurt at all? My husband be oak no
nore, but Belrix."

She rises to face the tallfolk, smling, though her eyes dance with a cold
elation in the firelight.

"And fromthis lord of fire will come another. Hear ne, Lugh! Hear and
renmenber the nanme of Prydn. Modther, wake and renmenber your own."
The night spins out, the fires bum down. The east, light for hours, becones

early norning,, and the Veni cones go hone. Crops and cattle have been bl essed,
good fortune sought for one nore year. W' ve eaten and drunk together, but the
brief feast that nmade us one is over. W are separate again. They go hone
tired and happy and drunk, shaking their enpty heads over the ways of the
Faerie who steal and brawl and love in a single breath, who have no sense of
fitness or dignity.

"Li ke children," they say. "G ve them beer and oatcakes, they're happy enough
What can you expect from people who
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live dirty as their miserable herds, won't put a seed in the ground, won't own
any nore |land than the wi nd? Children."

But they can't read Morgana's face or the set of her jaw. Sonething stal ks
behind it, livid and raging. Even | wll never know where it was bony perhaps
one curse, one rowan switch, one broken bargain, one insult too many.

"Belrix," she whispers against ny throat as we lie together. "Belrix,
firelord.” And-Jt is not me she nanes.

Spring deepens into sumer, a good year with plentiful rain. W foll ow the
herds as they graze east toward the sea, nmoving carefully with cattle and
sheep under close watch. This coast land is claimed by the Votadini. W' re not
sure of our wel cone, though Cradda says they've never troubled us before. They
are valley dwellers, we stay on the ridges. Wen we do neet them they are
much |ike the other tribes, a little distrustful and wary of us. Priests have
been anmong them sonme Votadini wear the cross, but the old fear of Prydn is
deep in them A pale around the village marks how cl ose we may cone unasked.
W enter to trade under a dozen hard | ooks: fresh mlk for eggs and



veget abl es, half of a butchered calf for our wonen to use a |l oom There is no
hut wi thout iron or rowan charns.

And yet, where Artos-sleeper |earned of soldiers and princes, | |eamof nen.
They respect our nagic, we show the sane for their space. The men | neet fee
a need to | ook down on us, even though | can see the fear that pronpts it. |
under st and and hunbl e nmysel f under the scorn. We Prydn tread a narrow |ine
between their contenpt and reverence, and address each man or wonan with a
huge respect we ape and laugh at in the rath, but we play the gane no matter
how fal se. They cannot show their fear; we can't |let them see how few and
hel pl ess we are.

One nman is decent to nme. While | draw water at his well, he talks easily of
crop signs and chasing wol ves and how hard it is to find good provender for
horses. He is concerned for the sane things we are, and as | look into his
eyes, | see there is little difference between us. He nust understand; he

| ooks away, then says, "Not for nyself that you have to stay outside the pale,
but for the wonmen and chil dren. They—they're afraid.”

So | learn. Behind a man's actions, the things he nust do, is the fear for his
own little space or that generosity may cost too nmuch. Mercy, kindness, these
step back while someone or some-tiling says "This nmust be." So nen at die end
of alife may
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wonder, Why? That's not what | nmeant at all. But it's done anyway.

"Few young nen about," Uredd muses over his broth by the rath fire. "A said be
all gone north like the Venicone youths." "And a great cutting of trees,"
Bredei ponders, "and dragging them down to ships, did hear."

"Be sailing somewhere," Cunedag guesses. "Maybe Skirsa." "Fine," says Morgana.
"Does | eave more roomfor us." And no nore said on that; tallfolk are not nuch
to talk of, and tonight all ih&hain is nost interested in me, you'd think

was about to shatter did they not watch close. How dost feel? Dost rest well
a-nights? Belrix nmust keep up his strength this week. Mich giggling and el bows
in ribs and nods to Mdrgana. There's sonme secret joke on me. | leave with
Cunedag to take our watch over the herds and to settle themfor the night, but
when | come back to the rath, there's a sheaf of green | eaves on ny bl anket
and a sprig of vervain blossom The fliain has chosen nme for sunmmer |ord.
Morgana shouts fromthe glen: "Sumrer king, sunmer king, cone to nel"

| jolt forward down the steep hillside, balancing only by w de | eaps and
digging in ny heels. Qur bodies are tight-wapped in | eaves and vine, and

| ook i ke a drunken tree staggering uphill and down in the dance with Morgana,
Bru-dog running after and woofing his joy in the gane. We dance the sunmer in
along the ridges and fire-gleaming hills, circle the herds and | eap over the
jhain fire as day fades to twilight and the noon, risen for hours, grows from
pale to bright in the sky. There will be no real dark, only a softening of
light. Tonmorrow Lugh sits on his highest throne before beginning the |ong
descent to winter. Al through the night in this Votadini |and, sunmer |ords

and queens will dance on the hills and run through the forests till exhausted,
but spent or not, they will couple before the night is out. In some pl aces
they will roll downhill |ocked in each other's arns, or take each other in the

furrows of the sown fields. For Prydn cattle-folk, it is dancing on the hills,
circling the fires and the herds, and coming to rest gasping on the coo

hill side grass.

Fromfar away | know ny body is tired, but I don't feel it. My skin shines
with the ointnent Cradda rubbed into it, mutton grease m xed with ni ghtshade
and foxglove, stinging a little fromthe small cuts she made to let the magic
work in. To drink it
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woul d be sure death, but taken beneath the skin it nmakes nme drunk w t hout

di zziness, lets me fly weightless over the hills after Mrgana, stabs beauty
into ny eyes. The noon is a fountain of light, earth a shimering pool to



catch it and Morgana the center of the world in sheen and shadow, reaching to
pul I ne cl ose.

"Now, " she whispers. "Now, Belrix."

She strokes ny loins to excite ne as if that were needed. | try to free us of
the vines, inpatient, then furious, give up, no longer able to wait, and
Morgana w aps around nme, half flesh and half green, so that each novenent
rustl es and whi spers as dark whispers to coning day. W | ove each ot her

t hrough nmost of the night while the magic of the ointment works out of our
bodies; till, able to fly no nore, we flutter down to stillness. Silver
becomes gray, night becones nmorning. A noor bird sings. Nearby Bru snort§ in a
dog dream and Mdirgana sleeps in my arns.

The white-hot furnace of her energy, the dark drive of Morgana, are hard to

i magi ne when she sl eeps. The restless god has noved off for the tine, |eaving

atiny girl less than five feet tall, soft and vulnerable in a nass of black
hair, |eaves and vine. Watching her sleep, | frane the silly words / |ove you,
but they're beggars. Wrds put space between will and being, between people.

There's no roomfor themin us. Wat | feel is a kind of wonder and fear, for
where once 1 was whol e—dim hard to renenber—ow |I'monly half. Mrgana is
hal f, and if sonething tore us apart, the hal veswould die. | can no | onger
see her conplete or apart any nore than nyself. It's |like the noment when
lifted Drost to heaven and cried al oud for happi ness, so close is neaning and
the smite of God.

She stirs a little and nestles closer, her nouth warm agai nst nmy throat. The
nmorni ng breeze ripples the hillside. Bru's nose twitches. He wakes, sniffs. |
catch the scent myself, breathing deep to know it better. Now Bru's up
circling nervously, trotting back to grow at me. He doesn't know what it is,
but his nose says w ong.

Mor gana wakes and sits up, lashing the hair back from her narrow face. Wt hout
a word to nme, her nose lifts into the air, separating the right traces from
the wong. We both know the snell of dead cattle. The norning wi nd bl ows from
the east over the Votadini pastures where one and perhaps nore of their
animal s is bloating untouched by any scavengers but flies. It is sickness,

bl i ght.
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W nust nove our herds quickly before they're tainted with it, before the

Vot adi ni accuse us of witching their stock. Blight in Prydn cattle is our

m sfortune; in theirs, our malicious fault. R ght or wong, before the sun
clinmbs high the rath skins are fol ded, ponies |oaded and even little Drost
hel ps with the hasty nilking. Mrgana and | see to the readying of Cradda and
Uredd. Bredei hel ps Dorelei to horse. Nectan, Cunedag and | nove ahead with
arrows hem ocked and ready. Wth a line of hills between ourselves and the
Vot adi ni, we nove on eastward toward new pasture

Wth a month between ourselves and the blight, we reach the sea and turn north
along the cliffs and | ow and downs. Now Dorelei is too heavy with child to
ride a Prydn pony, and it's in Nectan's head to trade for a bigger breed.
Movi ng ahead of the fhain, we raise a lone farnstead with a | arge herd of
horses. Nectan judges the mares in the stock encl osure, and one young gray
catches his fancy.

"That one there," he points. "Two good m |k cows for her."

The trader is a thick-bodied man with light col oring and possibly nore Saxon
bl ood than woul d be consi dered respectabl e anong Vot adi ni. Eyes the col or of
Wi nter sea, a shrewd, neasuring man. He sees how Nectan wants this horse.
"Three cows," he says. "Two to calve."

Nectan laughs in his friendly fashion, as if the man were having himon. "Now,
now, sir. Do bargain for thy horse, not thy house."

"Three."

"Two. One to calve next Bel-tein."



"Faerie lad, you want this horse or you don't. Wiich is it?"

Wll, it is, then it isn't. They haggle on while |I | ook over the man's stock
He nust want the trade as much as Nectan, since he has horses a-pienty but
only a few cows and those not the nost thriving. And such horses for a sinple
farmer, |ong-1egged, high-shoul dered beasts, all with saddl e marks. Not foal ed
anong the Pktish tribes, not these. Mre |ikely night-borrowed from south of
the Wall. But | study Nectan's choice and sone know edge from who knows where
tells ne this mare has nore trouble in her than Mrgana, that she's fast but
not quite broken to steadiness.

"Choose another, Nectan. Can do better than this."

The owner turns on ne as if to say, "Wiwo in hell are you?" But he doesn't,
because I'mbig as he is and that puzzles him He | ooks ne up and down.
*'""You must have been cradl e-took. The |likes of you wasn't Faerie-born."
Very hunmbl e, | know ny place: "Don't know, sir, and have never asked." | run
my hand slowy over the saddle marks on the mare's back. "And who could tel
where this mare was foal ed?”

We understand each other, but Nectan wants the mare. "WII run like the wind,
Belrix."

"Na, brother, but thy wife be in no race." Ah, it does no ,, good to argue,
nothing will say himnay. | wander away fromnemto stand by the storage
croft. There are two near-full sacks on the ground near the door, and there's
been a thought growing in ny head through the sunmer. Wen the trader's not

| ooking, | take a pinch from each

The bargain is sealed at three cows, two to calve next Bel-tein, Nectan to
have the use of a bull to stud. So we go home with his prize. Dorelei is so
big nowonly | can lift her to the mare's back. Thrilled with her gift, she
perches there happy and proud of Nectan, shrewd bargai ner and the handsonest
of men, while | hold the nervous mare's bridle and whisper black threats in
her twitching ear.

"Wiman, did know fromfar off thy nane's Trouble. But mark me. One bit of
temper, it will be Regret.”

And yet ny hands stroke with an odd fanmiliarity along the fine head and neck
and for a nonent | seemto renenber ... no. Nothing.

But there's discontent around the rath fire, and not ill-founded. Dorelei

m ght be first daughter and bearer of child-wealth, but three cows?

"WIIl have the bull to stud,"” Nectan defends his choice.

"And what till then?" Cradda challenges. "Can not mlk a mare. Can not stay
here long and the grass this poor."

A d Uredd broods over his pease porridge. "The seasons be not as good as a
were. Must go back to better grass. The People nmust go back." And he does,
into his nenories.

Morgana has sonething on her dark mind. Her eyes gleamcoldly. "Better grass,
"Il tell thee where it is. In the glens of the tallfolk. In the valleys where
a keep us out. Go back, father? Go back where? To what-was, to old tinmes? WII
be no better grass beause we own nothing. Because be no hill, not one foot
where we can say 'Stay out, this be Prydn land." "

"What's this own?" says Gern-y-fhain, curious. "As if thee was no nore than
greedy Veni cone."
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Mor gana | ashes back: "Qur herds be not smaller than at Bel-tein | ast year?"
"Aye, but—=

"And that year smaller than the one before? And before and before—=

"Peace, wife." Cunedag tries to stroke her cheek, but she shakes him off.
"Peace, hell!l"

Urgus sputters through a mouthful. "List to Lady Tallfolk, doth curse Iike
Christen now. "

The wrangling annoys nme. | hardly listen with the other thoughts in ne that



wi Il have to be shared soon, perhaps this night. Already ny wi fe has spoken
the first of it. "Mdrgana, can it not wait?"

A she-wolf turning on ne. "And thee! Of all day with sister's man, trading
good cattle-wealth for that useless naig, and fondling and talking to it while
thy wife goes without greeting.”

"I's that what angers thee?"

"Ch, do not ask the whol e of what angers ne."

"Ah, CGod, thee's got a nouth like forever. What's the silly horse to do with
owni ng of the I and?"

"There's child in nme, Belrix."

Sudden silence in the rath, an oh of breath. It is a great nonment when & fhain
daughter tells of com ng child, but Mrgana wants no honor now, her mind is
set on one thing and we must |isten.

"That's why would own grass, mother. Wuld own a place. Melga said it before
me. Did scorn like thee once, but that was before ny child was barrowed on a
hill where we may be wel cone next year or not if the signs be bad, if a's nood
be bad, if do but frown at one of them And Prydn will nove on. And on."
Cradda is patient with her daughter. "Be no owning of earth, no nore than
child owns pieces of a's nother. Does the wind live in a house?"

Morgana gets up and cones round the fire to stand by me. | press ny hands to
her stomach in respect.

"The wealth is fromme, Mrgana?"

"Fromthee. FromBelrix conmes another lord of fire who will not |ive wthout
hone to call a's own or shrivel in one nore hungry winter, or be buried in
borrowed ground- Wat says ny husband?"

Wl |, husband says nothing right away, tfs rmuch to swall ow

in one gulp while I"'mstill trying nmy first taste of fatherhood. And there are
t he ot her thoughts that have been with me since M dsumer norning when we woke
to snell the dead cattle. | think of all these things and take Mrgana's hand.
W face the fhain together.

"Cern-y-fhain, Uredd, Mdrgana is right. Wuld never go against the People's
ways. Have never spoken foolishly nor nuch at all in the rath, only Iistened
and | earned. But nust speak now for the sake of the child, for all of us.
Prydn wealth grows smaller and cannot |ast forever. Must trade wisely to build
our herds again. Build themto what they were, nust think of nothing else.”
Uninterested, Cradda |icks the porridge off her fingers. "This is new w sdonf?
Have not tried?"

"And when the herds are strong, nust trade for land."

Urgus al nost drops his bow . "Wa-at?"

| kneel before Cradda, bringing out what | stole fromthe horse trader. "Here,
see. The best wealth of all, seed. Wiy do tallfolk prosper? Be this. Wy do
Saxon-men whose fathers were sea pirates now call half Britain their own? Be
this. Werever a stays |ong enough to plant, crops are sown. And the wonmen and
t he houses cone after, so their roots go deep in the ground. So a has

somet hing worth staying for."

"Yah!" says Mdrgana, proud of nme. "Thee renenbers so?"

The question should not sadden ne, though it does. "Sometinmes at night ... |
dream "

Cunedag tries to speak. Al this is beyond him "But Earth . and Lugh—=

"WIl not help us!" Mrgana hisses. "Land. Must trade for it or take it."
"Take it?" they wonder.

"Cthers take, so can we."

But Cradda's heard enough. "Daughter, sit. And thee, Belrix." ¢ But Mrgana's
defiant: "Renenber what Mel ga said, day on day, Belrix says no nore than
that."

"Belrix! First nanme was fool, and Melga no w ser.’
"Be still now "

It is out, said. The fhain is silent. They | ook at the seeds on the earthen
floor and no one speaks for a long time. Then old Uredd nods slowy.

"Must range farther next year." , "Perhaps north," says Bredei. '"H e

Cradda puts an end to it.



Attecotti pastures. Have

80

Firelord

not tried there for three Samhai ns. And have heard the northern grass is

com ng back."

Cunedag agrees quickly. "Be Prydn there already and many good crannogs."
Cradda nuses over her porridge. "A good thought. Perhaps will try north next
year."

My wife |l ooks at me. W are alone in our plain truth. It's as if we had said
nothing at all and the seeds on the earth were dead pebbles, and we nust
listen respectfully as the/tarn plans not a future but an end.

The trader's bull has stood with at |east seven of our cows, thanks to his own
ardor and a little help fromCradda's magic in his feed. The owner rmay wonder
why boyo-bull sleeps so nuch for a few days, but he's a wee spent, bless him
The grass is not the best here byvthe sea. Qur few sheep can manage, but the
cattle need better before autum sets in. Yet we linger; the weather is stil
bl ue and gold, the east wind has no bite. W fish the beach shall ows, salting
away as much as we eat. Modrgana and | run .on the downs or lie together with
great Bra's shaggy flank for a pillow naking dream shapes out of cl ouds.
Every day she nmakes me |l ook to see if she's grown. Qur child-wealth is stil
nmouse-si zed, and | have to stretch a bit to say yes. Mirgana wants it so much,
it's not a very biglie.

W speak no nore in the ram about |and, but often between us. W have passed
other Prydn folk during the spring and summer and hailed themas famly, but
we are a straggling few beside the tallfol k. Fhains, we decide, should band
and travel together for strength. A dozen fhains as one, a hundred fol k!
Morgana finds it hard to picture. She's never seen a hundred folk at once or
owned a hundred of anything, but she labors at it.

"What be hundred |ike, Belrix?"

"Ten times ten."

"But what dost | ook |ike?"

"Well, do have ten—ten tines."

No, that won't do. She'll have it laid before her, so | nmust find a bare patch
of earth, draw ten strokes and nine nore rows of ten under them But once she
sees it, she's triunphant as Drost and the nmountains thensel ves are not too
tall for her to step on.

"A hundred folk," she dreans. "And a hundred after mat,
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and still a hundred. Cattle and sheep |like waves on the shore, crannogs | oud
with children, tens and tens of braw horses—yah\"

| grab and wrestle her down beside ne, biting her ear, her breasts and the

[ aughi ng mouth. "And Gern-y-fhain Myrgana over it all."

"Stop, fool, stop. Not till Dorelei."
"Ah, sister could not rule such a thing."
Though Dorelei is first daughter, | can't imagi ne her |eading such a great,

bustling fhain full of com ngs and goings and things to be done. Gentle
Dorelei is as nmuch child as wife and nother, |azy and playful, uncursed with
Morgana's will or restless discontent. Her love is the giving kind. |'ve seen
her wait at the pale of a tallfolk village while her husbands traded. Just
waiting, no nore. Sure and soon there's a clutch of shy, curious children
drawn cl ose around her, just watching or bashfully asking who she is. Is she
in truth queen of the little fol k? Can she do magic for thenf? Their suspicious
parents always snatch them away. Dorel ei does nothing the whole tine, but
children and dogs are a good nmeasure of grown folk. They can't pretend to see
a love, they feel it there or they don't.

In the slanted norning sun we wait on the downs for Dorelei and Nectan, who
are to help with the mlking today. It's a gane to Dorelei, who only wants an
excuse to ride her new nare. And here they cone slowy across the neadow,
gueen and groom Nectan |eading the horse, Dorelei brave in her new bl ue wool



gown, and we wave back to their greeting.

"Hail Queen Dorelei, hail Prydn queen!"

It happens even as we stand watching, so suddenly there's no time to cry out
or even feel the horror of it. The flushed bird dramming into the air, the
startled mare rearing high with a scream Nectan snatching at the | oose rein,
Dorelei's arms flailing to catch at anything, and we're running hard even as
she falls. When we get there, Nectan is kneeling beside Dorelei as she withes
on the ground, trying to curt into a ball against the agony. Wen he | ooks up
at us, we see the whole thing in his face, see it wash out replaced with red
slaughter. Wth a scream he |leaps at the horse, but | head himoff.

"Nectan, no."

"Wn kill it."

"No, fool."

"CGet out of ny way!"

"Put up thy knife."

He puts it up in a vicious blind slash at nme that goes w de.
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Small as he is, | pick up and sl am himdown hard on his back, the wi nd out of
hi m

"Enough, brother."

"Kill it, kill it, kill it!" Tears of helpless rage and guilt rolling down his

cheeks. "Was me brought the beast to do its evil. Should be whipped from
tk& hain. Did thee not tell ne—2"

"Enough, be still. Be strong. Look to Dorelei, who needs thy hand nore than
the bl ood of a stupid horse. Leave tlfat to ne."
When the nurder's out of Nectan, | let himup and turn to Troubl e-wonan, who

waits, skittish, ears |aid back

"Now, you m sbom daughter of a dog."

| grab the dangling rein, get a grip on her bridle. She rears away, but | hold
on and pay her a.cruel rap across her tender nose. The pain stops her |ong
enough to get hold of one tender ear and twist. Wen the mare finds she can't
nmove wi t hout pain, she stands still. | let go the ear a little, soothing her
"There, now. Be still. Were only frighted by a silly bird. There, now"
Morgana runs to ne, urgent. "Nectan must ride home for Cradda.”

"Dorel ei ?"

"Not huij, but a's waters broke. The child cones."
It's too much for a man to grasp. Here, now? "Be not tine
yet."

"Tell the child that. It comes."

"WIl go nyself."

But she stops ne. "Nectan will only hinder. Need thee, Belrix."

True. Hovering Nectan is helpless with | ove and desperation. Mdrgana coaxes
himaway to me, and | try to enmbrace himwi th one armand hold Trouble with
t he ot her.

"Ride, Nectan. Mdrgana's with her. WII be well."

He clinbs up, eyes still blind to all but agony, a man holl owed out as he
kicks the mare's flank to run away across the down.

Dorelei lies on her back, brown fists clenching as she fights to keep from
hi nderi ng her sister. Dangerous to nmove her at all; Mrgana slits the gown up
the front, freeing the distended belly. | strip off ny sheepskin to nake a
pillow, feeling sick inside. This is ho place for a man, but Mrgana was
right. Better me than Nectan. If it were she lying there, I'd be no use at
all. I smooth the hair away fromDorelei's face with a shaki ng hand,
frightened in the presence of things beyond ne. "Howis it, sister?"
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"G ve—give nme sonmething to hold." "Thy wists," Mrgana tells ne.
Dorelei's small hands close so tight on ny wists, | couldn't tear them| oose.

Morgana can no | onger count between pains, they' re so close, and now the first



great wave cones.

"Now, sister."

The cry tears out of Dorelei as out of rended Earth herself, pain and the

i mpossi ble strength to bear it. Her fingers dig into ny wists and | feel ny
will, nmy self pouring through the joined flesh. My whol e body tenses and
strains with her, we sweat as one; not she but we bear this child. In the

bri ght nmorning sun, we lurch together through a darkness.

Morgana strai ghtens her back a nmonment. "Good, sister. Do see a's head. Again."
And again that dawn-cry of creation. Dorelei grips till there's no nore
feeling in ny big, useless hands. Still | try to pour strength into her

Anot her wave—

"More, Dorelei. Mre!"

She pushes again, but it's not enough. She goes linp, breath rasped with
exhaustion. She lies still, lets the pain take her while she gathers herself
to go on. I'mglad Mrgana pays me no mnd, because |'m praying so hard it
cones out in tears. Because | see too nuch at once, that the fall hurt Dorelei
nore than we knew, that the little body can't do of itself what it nust, and
the desperation hits nme like a fist. Mther and Lugh, Mther and Lugh, give us
this child alive. Take cattle, sheep, this is all that matters. Gve it to us
and we will spend our lives in service to you

But our parents only watch with the cruel, unblinking eye of their sun.

Mor gana pushes the hair out of her eyes. She's sweating, too. "Wpe a's face."
Dorelei's pale, but still better off man me. "Need not fret so, Belrix. Be not
the first time or the last for ne."

| get behind her head again so she can't see how |I'm crying, how nuch | care.
That's an answer of a kind. It's not mere life our parents gave to make us
human. No, we're human because we care, and where have | wandered and wasted
that | shouldn't learn this till now?

One small truth to hang onto, the only profit we will see. For all our
struggl e and caring and Dorelei's pain, the bairn cones just as Nectan and
Cradda appear across the down. Too small, too early come, the child not due
till Samhain. A girl born dead.
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Nothing left but to let Cradda read it in ny eyes, to face Nectan with the
plain fact, let his nunb, naked grief stab into ne as | hold hima nonent
before he stunbles to Dorelei to say —what? What does life say in the face of
Not ?

Cradda wraps the child in the swaddling she brought. It must be buried, but
Nectan can't be torn fromDorelei, won't even look at the tiny dead.

"Go away. Take it away."

So it's mine to do. | mount Trouble. Mrgana passes the small bundle up to ne.
Her gray eyes are dark as slate with the hel pl ess anger pressing behind them
"Dost see now, Belrix? Dost feel it? Qur own nust live. If we tear Earth apart
for it, Prydn must live\"

| stand alone on the cliff. Overhead the noon sun sparkles on the sea beyond.
There's a cleft in the cliff face that draws down to the beach, and here | dig
the small barrow, line it with stone, Carefully clay over the infant eyes that
never opened. Cover the barrow with dirt and turf.

Fi ni shed now. Done.

Trenbl i ng.

Troubl e-horse grazes. Still part of life, she eats. But for ne, after the |ove
and the hope and the desperate caring, there's only rage and a spear of why to
hurl at Lugh. | can't, | won't accept such waste and | oss wi thout a reason

Li ke Mbrgana, |1'd tear at creation for this, rip the earth, throw the pain

back in Cod's face.

Deep in me, Artos stirs.

Stay away, | tell him Go back to sleep
But Artos wakes.

| screamat him "Go! | don't need you."



But Artos opens his eyes inside me. "It's tine,’
Time for what?

"I know what Merlin wanted to teach ne," whispers Artos in my soul. "To be a
ki ng over nen. To know what they are, and the price of know edge."

And then Artos with his tallfolk words tells nme what he's | earned, how we
tunmbl e out of darkness into brief light, and because we know there's so little
time, we breathe our noment full of magic. W reach for something we have
naned beauty, touch each other in a need called |ove. W plan and hope, endure
and dare for these flickering wonders, then go back into
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dar kness not finished, still caring, still asking why or not even given the
chance, like Dorelei's child. And the nmourning and the |oss ball our souls

into fists to strike, not at God, but at that pregnant silence where we think
He hi des.

"And that's the joke," says Artos in nme. "Sone ancient fool saw in a dreamthe
true face of Man and, having no name for such a beauty, called it God.

"And this is what Merlin would teach me. To love, to care, to be small as well
as great, gentle as well as strong. And a burden. To walk filled with the
know edge of that silence while still singing the name of God. To be a king,
to wear a crown, is to know how apart and lonely we are and still exist and
dare to love in the face of that void. To crown your brow with know edge sharp
as thorns, bright and hard as gold."

"I don't want to be king!"

"Neither do I," says Artos sadly. "I don't want to | eave Mdrgana. But |'ve

sl ept |ong enough. Let ne out."

"No. Morgana needs ne."

"She needs nme, fool. A man, not a nother-reaching child. Let go!"

Artos heaves in ne, straining at the bonds of will. | try to hold himdown,
but he's much stronger now. Nothing will stop him though even now he's
gentl e.

"Don't be afraid, fool. You'll always be with nme. 1've grown to need you,
too."

And

I

was

free.

Conme back.

Lonely, huddling there on the cliff, crying for Dorel ei and stubborn Nborgana,
for all of theml loved and couldn't bear to | ose now Crying for the end of
sumer in me as well as the world. When | raised ny head, | wasn't surprised
to see himloom ng over me, nor even wondered how | ong he'd been there.

Al ways, | guess.

"Merlin."

He was still dressed in the worn cloak and cavalry |eather, |ooking intently
out to sea. The sane face | renmenbered, but subtly changed. Less superior. No
| onger renote. "Hail, Tribune."

"You brought ne to this. Wy?"

"Time to go, Arthur.”
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"Dam you, why?"

"You needed it. Part of you wanted to be bom™" Merlin kept his narrowed eyes

on the water. "I only see what is. You
teaned.” My soul was sobbed out, not a tear left. "I'mnot going
back. "

Merlin didn't nove.

"You hear ne? For all the—+the—

"Loss, waste?"

"For all that, there's too nuch to | eave."



Silence like that Belrix raged agai nst.
"There's a wife, a child coming, people who |ove nme, a place where | fit in. |
bel ong to sonet hing, can you understand

t hat ?"

Merlin sighed. "I try, Arthur. 1 do the best 1 can." "Mrgana worked weeks on
that magi c and never knew the real power of it was my own hunger for soneone
like her. |I was born when she put that silly dust on ny eyes. Before that,

.even with you to infect me with visions, did |I once know who | was? |'ve
snel l ed of nothing but sweat and horse and iron since | was fourteen. One
friend, one Bedivere lonely as nyself, and the rest nothing but roads,
barracks and duty. Until she cane, | never slept with a wonan whose nane |
could remenber. In a year on the Wall, | could count on one hand the decent
nmeal s or good nights' sleep. Ready to collapse when | saw you on that hill
How much magic did it take to lure ne away fromthat to a nmoment of warnth?

You think I'll leave it? The hell with the army, they think I'm dead anyway."
Still looking out to sea, Merlin said, "Life is a | ong good-bye made out of
smal l er ones. WIIl a king stunble over the first of

many ?"

Wy did | fee! so frightened and desperate now? "WI | you bugger off with your
bl oody king! | won't go."

"It will be, Arthur. No gift without a price."

"You can't make ne."

And then he turned to ne. "You still don't know whom| am / never nmade you do
anyt hi ng. Because you've found one answer, you think life will let you wite

t he questions too? They're being witten even as you stand here denying them™
Far across the down, | saw Morgana coming for ne. "There's ny answer, Merlin.
The other part of me. What can you match agai nst her?"
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He swng his long armtoward the sea. "That."

| 1 ooked out over the water. My brain responded out of habit and training:
Jesu-Mthras, they've done it. They're com ng. Bedivere—No, get away. You're
not part of me.

"Al'l sunmer at Skirsa," Merlin nurnmured at ny side. "All the young nen, al

the trees felled to build ships. It was only a nmatter of tine."

| stbpjjed ny ears against him "I don't care.”

"And you know where they're going."

"It's no—part—ef —se."

"Look at them Arthur."”

Over the lead ship, Cerdic's serpent banner ruffled in the wind as | had seen
it fromthe parapet at Neth Dun More. Behind, the |long formation of keels
nmoved i nexorably south |like a school of deadly swans.

Merlin had no pity now "They' ve already cone a | ong way from Skirsa. \Werever
el se, the Hunber is too necessary to nmiss. Supplies, fresh water, |oot. And
Eburacum t hr ough t he back door. Your cohort could stop themcold."

"Cet away. Merlin. For the |ove of God, |eave nme alone."

"But they'll never knowin tinme, wll they?"

| twisted away fromthe gently relentless voice. Drowning, | sought one thing
to hold on to. "Morgana!"

Still far away, she flung up both arns in greeting and broke into a run. The
norni ng had been cruel; she would need nme now. -"WII they?"

"You bastard, do you see her? Do you see what you're asking ne to | eave?"
"WIIl they, Arthur?"

| felt like dying again. "No."

Merlin | ooked away to the little figure coming fast across the down. GCently,
he said, "Then do what you nust. 1'll be waiting."

| turned back to the sea and the moving ships, already wei ghi ng speed agai nst
time. Already gone fromher. What was |left to say cane out in one quick breath
to keep nmy voice steady. "Yes, you'll wait. You'll always wait, because now
know who you are."



The tall figure strode away to the south. | whispered to his back, "I know
your secret nane, Merlin."
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Morgana called, running to ne. "Belrix."

Her voice pierced me with cowardice. | couldn't face it. Once started,
mustn't stop or touch her, God knows 1 nustn't neet her eyes. One | ook and
there'd be no leaving. 1'd lock her in nmy arns and stay forever. The fading

ghost of Belrix cried, "Do it, fool! Let me live with her, she's all there
is."

| forked the mare and lashed it into a dead run toward Morgana. She thought |
was conming to carry her home, stopped and threw up both arnms in her childlike
greeting. Coward, | pulled up to a halt at a distance, not able to | ook
straight at her.

"Belrix, take nme hone."

"I can't go with you, Morgana."

"Nay, be tired. Take me up behind thee." She stared for me again, still not
knowi ng. | jerked the horse around and retreated even farther before I could
face her again.

"Husband?" she call ed

This is how it ended between us, speaking over this cruel distance because
was afraid. "Stay. Please. Don't come to ne."

"Wy, Belrix?"

"I have to go back."

Back had no meaning for her, nothing beyond us, fhain. "Go? \Where?"

"To what | was when you found ne."

Morgana took a step nearer. "But be nothing there, Belrix."

"No. "

"Be here in ne, in our child-wealth.” No, she sniled and knew | was fooling,
even called ne by ny first nanme. "Druith, hast been a suffering day, should
not joke with me. Did wash Dorelei and confort her, the while thinking of

t hee. Cone, take me up behind."

And the ships noved further south while | sat there murdering her because she
coul d never understand. She started for me again.

"For God's sake, stay away."

The harshness halted her like a blow "Belrix?"

"I love you. | love our child. Take care of it."

She began to know then with a dawning fear, and the sl ow words cane thick and
i nconmprehensible to her tongue. "Thee's gone fromme. Thee' s—him"

"Il come back. Til find \htjhain wherever it is."

"Thee's gone fromnme!"
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"Dam you!" Why did | wait, why not turn and run? "Do you see those ships?
have to stop them 1 have to go back."

YR
Morgana sprinted forward, arms reaching for me. In a flicker, one nore
heartbeat, 1'd break, let her touch me, never |eave. | wheeled the mare and

kicked it into a hard run, screaming |loud to drown out Mrgana' s cry. "CGod
damm damm damm al | !'"

I never | ooked back, but | could still hear her

Merlin waited several hills beyond. | reined up, shading ny eyes toward the
sea. Only part of my mind was still on deaths and burials. The rest noved on
nmeasuring and pl anni ng.

"The wind's against Cerdic," | decided. "There's still tinme."

Merlin stood with hands on hips, "Well, Tribune, it's a fine, clear day. You
can see fate in all directions. Were first?"

"To Corstopitumto gather the cohort. When Cerdic lands, all he'll see is

horse and iron. Bastard."
The old hunmor flickered in Merlin's eye. "Cerdic or ne, Tribune?"



"If the shoe fits, Merlin."

"It fits." He stood smling up at ne, nore of a king than ever |I'd nmake. Yes,
| knew him should have known himfromthe first, but his is the face nen
recogni ze last and least in this world.

"We'| | neet again, Arthur."

"That we will."

H s eye sparkled with satisfaction. "Well now, what can a little magic not do
for a foo!? Show hima child, he sees the face of CGod. Let himlove a wonan,
and what do we have? Not only a hunor but a heart, so well | worked." Merlin
gl anced one last time across the hills to the north. "All nen dream of a place
call ed M dsumrer, green days and silver nights; you had it. Al men search for
Mor gana somewhere; you found her." Merlin threw his arns wi de and high |ike
Morgana's joyous greeting. "O Arglywdd, do you know nme at |ast, King of
Britain?"

"Better than all else.”

"Then say ny nane."

| gathered the reins tight to bring up Trouble's head. She nust run faster
than the wind, faster than fate itself. "Arthur Pendragon."

The mare | eaped forward over the crest and down the hill
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Behind me | heard Merlin's great shout of victory as Trouble ate up the
downward sl ope and flew onward over the | evel noor, stretching with ease into

the run she was bomfor. | didn't | ook back; he wouldn't be there. Swift as we
were, Merlin would be ahead of us, dashing toward tonorrow.
Quenevere

| picked up one of the two inperial roads |eading south, gave Troubl e her head
and let her fly.

Fifty mles to the Wall. The best mount in Britain couldn't get ne there fast
enough, but there was never such a horse as Trouble. She ran through the |ast
of the pale sun, ran through the night, burning her heart out. Twice | stopped
to wal k her briefly, then could give her no nore respite. Munting for the
last time | whispered, "Now, Trouble. Forgive ne."

And we flew on. Numb with fatigue, | heard nothing but the wind in ny face and
the tortured shriek of the mare's |aboring breath. The road stretched white in
the late sun, gray in the nmoonlight, a dimghost-line unraveling forever
before ne. G ddy pictures "flashed in my mnd, repeated sensel essly over and
over: Dorelei clutching my wists. Mrgana running for ne in that |ast nonment.
I raved at them |Iight-headed and hoarse, while Mrgana' s words nol ded inanely
to the drumm ng of, Troubl e's hoofs. Never go back never go back there's
not hi ng there nothing there thee's gone fromne thee's gone from ne.

Troubl e ran, Trouble soared, mere horse no | onger but goddess of all flight,
not her of all speed, until the road topped a low hill and | saw in the first
morning light the long, straight |ine of the Wall

| tried to shout "We did it!" but only a raw croak came out. Trouble bolted
forward, obedient to the rein, took two great bounds and fell under ne. There

was no need to dispatch her, dead when she fell. She had atoned for Dorelei
Only a nonment | lingered over her, then began to run

A bowshot fromthe mle castle, | cried hoarsely at the two
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sentinels who | eaned on their pylums and stared at the ragged apparition
poundi ng toward t hem across the noor. When | stunbled to a gasping halt at the
access ranp, they put their spears up to the ready. The ol der one called down
to ne.

"Where d'you think you're goi ng?"

"I'"'m Tri—Tribune Pendragon.” 1 waited for nore breath to go on. "Sixth al ae.
CGot to get to Corstopitum Need a horse.”

The grizzled sentry only scoffed. "Go on, Picti-lad. It's a quiet day, no need



for trouble. Get away fromthe ranp,"

H s conpani on marvel ed at me. "The cheek of him Pen-dragon six nonths dead
and this one thinking we woul dn't know

it."

"I was a year on the Wall and never saw you either." | glared

up at him "I was captured.”

"Na, killed. They said so. Peredur's head of the alae now "

The sweat poured down ne, and the breath whistled in my lungs. "Do | | ook
dead, Coddammit ?"

The ol der guard raised his spear again. "The | ook of you's a different matter
entire. You didn't get those cheek scars in the cavalry. Be off."

Preci ous m nutes wasting, bleeding away while these two dolts held ne here. |
flailed my armto the east, exasperated. "Listen. Qut there at sea are half
the Picts and Saxons ever born, sailing half the ships ever built toward
Hurmber nouth. Cador's got to know and Bedivere and Peredur, and if | have to

stand here any |l onger, | pronise you sons of bitches will carry slops and dig
latrines fromnowtill hell holds mass. Now snap to, square off and gel ne a
horse. "

The gray-headed guard regarded me with a thoughtful expression. "Well," he
allowed finally, "looks is one thing, but if

that's a Pict, so aml."

Convi nced, they allowed nme up the ranp to gulp | eek-and-turnip soup while one
of them unharnessed a wagon horse. They stared at ne while | knotted a rope
bridl e and haul ed nyself up, a weird scarecrow in greasy rags. They believed
nme: tattered or not, | was a soldier of the enperor, and they pitied ny
plight. Ah, Jesus> caught and tortured by the rotten Picts, was there any fate
worse? G ve thanks for my escape, and what godl ess savage

scarred ne so?

"Faeries." | slapped the reins and left them gaping after ne in

t he norning sun.

The east-west roads ran the Iength of the Wall and joi ned at Corstopitum base
supply canp for ny cavalry stations. | dashed
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into the fort an hour later with a fragnmentary explanation to the bew | dered
centurion in charge who recogni zed me without parlay. Someone ran to draw ne
fresh duty |l eather and trousers while | scrubbed several |ayers of Pictland
off me and fired rapid instructions at the centurion. Three of the fastest
mounts and best riders to depart instantly for the Sol way, Ci|urnum and east
to the third squadron. If patrols were out, |eave them All available nen were
to join me here, fully arned, with extra horse and equi prent for ne. Another
courier for Eburacumto alert Cador. Not in half an hour, Centurion, not five
m nutes, but now

The orders given, | sank down onto the offered bed and dropped through it into
soft, black, dreanl ess sleep—to be dragged up out of it two hours later with
the news that the first of them had been sighted on the east road. Red-eyed

and wool - brained, | doused ny head with cold water and |urched out to neet

t hem

One of ny precious days was already spent as the third squadron clattered down
the Via Praetoria and wheeled onto the drill ground where | awaited them As

they drew up, some of the men recogni zed ne.

"Suffering Christ, it is the trib."

They were led by a short, barrel-bodied little centurion named Gareth, once

Peredur's second-in-conmand. An Irishman, Gareth had a | ong torso and short

| egs, one of those men who managed to | ook Iike Mars on a horse and a nonkey
on foot.

"God and the squadrons wel cone you home, sir,
lilt. "And was it a pl easant journey?"

"Not really. | understand Prince Peredur commanded in ny absence. Were is
he?"

he greeted me in his Leinster



Gareth was slighdy enbarrassed. "Well, sir—-when not needed, he's usually in
Eburacum "

| glanced up at the squadron; the men crackled with readiness and spirit,
every one with a lance and | ongsword. Perhaps Peredur had done a good job with
them or nmaybe it was Gareth. No time to ponder

"The need would seemto be now, wouldn't you say?"

"Aye, sir."

"Unsaddle, let themrest."

If the men were astoni shed by ny reappearance, no one, |least of all Gareth,
guestioned ny authority. Any conplaints from Peredur or the royal house of the
Parisi would be heard when time permtted. Waile his men unsaddl ed and trooped
toward the kitchens, Gareth and | went over the maps of Eburacum and the

| mperial roads south of Corstopitum Furthest away, Gawai n and
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Agrivai ne must follow as they coul d. When Bedi vere andTrystan cane up, we'd
move with the three squadrons. If the Okney brothers raised Eburacumin tine,
so much the-better. If not, we could still hurl alnost three hundred | ances at
Cerdic in a new kind of warfare he'd never forget.

Anmbrosius and | had | ong since worked out the problenms and possibilities of a
raid up the Hunmber. If | were Cerdic and planned nmerely to harry the

undef ended villages on the coast, | could go in any time. But if | wanted to
take Eburacum 1'd lay offshore just over the horizon from Hunber nmouth unti
dark and then go in. Five hours of steady rowing would see nme well into Quse
River, turning north into the Use. Another three would put ne in sight of the
city's watchfires. 1'd rest and go ashore at first tight against an unprepared
skel eton force

Wth the wind against him Cerdic needed at least thirty-six hours to raise

t he Hunber fromwhere |I sighted him That nmeant tonight at twelve. If he chose
to lay out and cone in under cover of the next night, that gave ne eighteen
extra hours. He should do that; once into Hunber, he ran against tine.

But what if he didn't wait?

What if he assumed he'd be sighted and made it part of his plans? He couldn't
afford delay then, but nust sail straight in and pull hard to rmake Eburacum by
dawn with exhausted nen. Wuld he ganbl e that against Cador's force?

The coast must be witten off. We couldn't defend it, they wouldn't stop for
it. Like all conbined raids, this was an investnment. It had to show a profit.
A Pict mght sell his nother, but only if the price was right. No one could
gather theminto such a force just to raid a fewvillages. If they cane in at
all, it must be for.the city.

Did Cerdic know of the cohort?

In ny mind, Anbrosius chuckled drily: Wuldn't you?

Yes. He'd know from a hundred sources, spy or buy the information before

pl anning the venture. Very likely Cerdic knew where we were, how many, how
long it would take us to gather and nove. The answer was sinple arithnetic.
Even if we were already on the nmove, even if we got there first, he'd be
rested, we'd be spent.

Please let himthink that, et himwait.

1 kept asking, what hour now? Near four, sir. Repeated calls to the sentries
on the west ranpart. Do you see then? Even dust?

Not yet, sir. Gareth sat on the ground, carving apples and sharing them
Quenevere
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with his horse. H s squadron | ounged about us as the sun sank | ower, sone
singing, others setting a fresh edge to their swords, the zang-zang of the
whet st ones count er poi sing their rmnusic.

Mel l ow and wi stful with the nmelody, Gareth nurnured, "My wife was just gone to
chapel down the road when your nessage cane. | sent a man to tell her, but
it's a poor farewell."

"There's worse." | thought of my own parting on a | ost green nmeadow a mllion



nmles and a thousand years gone since yesterday. CGareth spat out a seed and
of fered another tidbit to his stallion. "lIs it in your mnd we can stop them
Tri bune?”

"If we're intinme."

"That's not a thing to ponder," he adnoni shed gently. "W're in God's hands to
win or lose. After this, will they not call you Arthur of the Hundred

Battl es?"

| rubbed my gritty eyes. "The Irish say that about anyone who's run off three
head of cattle.”

"Not a whit, my good lord." Gareth | aughed and sl apped the saddl e he rested
against. "We only take plain truth and give it a bit of style."

My gl ance happened to foll ow his hand; but for that, | wouldn't have noticed
his saddl e. From each side of it dangled an extra strap ending in a w de

| eat her | oop.

"Caret h-bach, what are those?"

"What's what ?"

"Those straps."

"Agift fromthe heathen, you m ght say, added since you were captured. Makes
it easier to nmount. Braces the feet with a lance. Ten tinmes harder to unseat
you. Comes fromthe Huns in eastern Gaul. Stirrup, he called it."

| inspected the | eather |oop. "Wo's that?"

"Anewlad of mne, a wird one but, clever. He's about sonewhere. |'Il call
him™"

But just then a sentinel hallooed fromthe west ranpart. "Columm, Tribune!"
"Gareth." | rose. "Saddl e and form your nen."

He threw his saddle over the stallion's back and roared at the | ounging nmen.
"Al'l right, ny lovelies, they're coming in! Let's show them sonething like a
squadron. "

| paced out to the center of the drill ground and stood with feet apart,
hearing the runmble grow on the west road beyond the rampart. As Gareth's
squadron drew up in four ranks behind ne, | turned to survey them-and thought
of old Vortigern on that night |ong ago. They didn't ook quite Iike Roman
sol di ers, and
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t hey never would. Like Geraint, it was inpossible for two of themto dress
ali ke. But these were no ragtag mercenaries to snoop about and run errands, no
rabble fromthe edges of the enpire. These were Britoris, conbrogi

| andowners, sons of tribal chiefs, descended fromthe charioteers who drove
Caesar into the sea, horsenen to follow me the eighty mles to Eburacum and
fight at the end of it.

| faced themwith pride. On Gareth's command, they dipped their |ances. |
returned the salute and turned to see—Jesu, ny heart |eaped at the sight of
hi M —Bedi vere riding through the gate with the fifth behind him harness
jingling, lance tips gleaming in the sun. He saw me and gave the conmand

wi t hout breaki ng out of formation.

"Ri ght wheel, form behind ne."

Raising a wall of dust, the fifth whirled into parade formation facing
Gareth's squadron with nyself in the m ddle.

"Dress it, dress it!" Bedivere bawl ed. "Front rank, you |l ook Iike a herd of
nmonks. Square off."

Not till his men were paraded smartly as Gareth's did Bedivere turn to face
me. He saluted and the fifth dipped their lances. | tried to keep ny voice
steady as 1 gave the command. "Centurion, rest your nen." "In place—+fest!"

A great shout went up from ny squadron. "Hail Arthur!" Bedivere | eaped from
the saddle and in three or four bounding strides engulfed nme in long arns. |
felt him shaking under his |eather, choked, angry and tender all at once.
"Dam you, Arthur. Damm you . " Now the fourth squadron clattered through
the gate, headed by Trystan. Wth no order but the Hail Arthur! that rose
again and again fromthe other squadrons, Trystan fornted his riders into a



third side of the square. Under the roar, Bedivere and | were a little giddy.
"Catch ne leaving you alone like that again," he funed.

"Sick as you were. You're rutting Goddamed inpossible, you

are! | said you were sick. | told you to be careful. Didn't | say

that, the last words out of ne? | suppose you just dozed off—=

"Ah, Bedivere, you're a lovely sight."

"N"-as if you were hone in a confy bed. That's just |ike you.

O her men die, not you, not Arthur bl oody Pendragon. You're

imortal. No thought for me or the nen, how we'd have to get

on without you. Well, we got on fine. | didn't waste tine
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| ooking for you, 1 can tell you that. Brought the men straight back and on
about our business."

"You were right, Bedivere. One nman's not worth a squadron.”

"Teach you to be careless, it will." He ducked his head, trenbling, trying to
control sonmething. "You' re unsafe as a child, a blind child. And if we weren't
ringed round with nen who expect us to behave |ike captains—by God, Artos, 1'd
hamrer you flat, and | can do it. \Were the hell have you been?"

| tried to answer, but the hails went on rocking the drill ground.
"Hail Arthur!"
Soneone tapped ne on the shoulder, and 1 heard a Cornish drawl. "That damed

Dobunni's been screaming at the top of his voice for six nobnths. Now you're
back, pray he subsides."

"Trystan! Well nmet."

"Wl come hone, Arthur.”

| put an arm around each of them "G ve your nmen a few mnutes to eat. It's
the last hot neal before Eburacum ™"

"Na, you don't get off that easily," the dogged Bedivere persisted. "I think
deserve to know how you |l et yourself be taken with not so nuch as a plaintive
whi sper for help. That's what |I"'mwaiting to hear, no nore and no |ess."
"Hail Arthur!"

Trystan gl anced back at his nen, annoyed. "A bit nuch with that noise, aren't

t hey?"
| put ny hand on Bedivere's shoulder. "If | were to tell you | was taken under
the hill by Faeries, that they made ne lord of fire and |lord of summer, gave

me a Faerie princess for a wife; that | net a prophet much |ike nyself who
prom sed |'d be ki ng—aould you believe nme?"

H s | ook was nmy answer.

Trystan sighed. "Ask a silly question ..
Bedi vere expl oded. "Damm! WIIl you listen to the man? Caught nappi ng by the
Picts and too ashanmed to own up, mat's the whole of it. Not half brazen, is
he?"

"I confess, you've seen through me. They caught me sleeping |ike a babe. Cone
eat."

"Hail Arthur!"

Bedi vere swal | owed hard. "They never knew what they had till you were |ost,
that's why they cheer. Don't go to sleep again.”

"Hail Arthur."'"
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Trystan winced in genuine msery, and | noticed that his cheery grin seened
fragile and tinged with a famliar green. "I wish they'd just wave at you," he

moaned. '*My head is splitting.”

W couldn't afford one crippled or w nd-broken horse. Lose a nount, |ose a
man. We didn't strain them but kept themat a steady pace with regular rests
every hour until just before dawn, when all needed food and sl eep. Two hours,
graze and water for the horses, a quick bite for the nen.

Cerdic could have made Humber mouth at m dnight. \Where was he now? | found it
hard to sit still, but had to conserve energy. | pulled ny cloak cl ose agai nst



the chill in the norning wind, fretting to Bedivere, "If he didn't wait, he
could be in Eburacum now. "
Bedi vere took one nore bite of his bread and offered it to ne. "Wuld you go

dead tired against a walled town?" "No." | bit into the bread savagely. "No,
he's got to rest."” "Well, then." "He's got to!" "Eat," Bedivere soothed. "Mve
in five mnutes. Tell the nen." W raced on. The sun clinbed hi gh, bunched our
hurtling shadows under us, then slanted them further and further east. | began
to search the horizon for telltale snoke. Nothing yet. In the hazy late
afternoon, the road crossed a hill fromwhich we could see the far walls of

Eburacum M captains drew up beside me, peering for any sign of trouble. The
whol e colum fell silent, straining for any sight or sound.

Faint and distorted with distance, the rapid clanging of an

alarm bel I .

"No smoke," Bedivere decided at length. "And there's stil

someone there to ring the bell."

My whol e body sagged with relief. "There's time. Qur courier had four hours

start. They're already preparing. We'll swing south of the city and enter only
if there's no sign of Cerdic on the river. There won't be enough groons to go
around, so no man rests till his mount is wal ked, grained and watered, is that
cl ear?"

"They'll love that," Gareth chortled. "Some of ny penny-

princes think it's beneath them"

"So is the horse,” | snapped, "and if it falls on the field, so do they. Those
are ny orders."
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W streaked across the last fewmles in a flat run as the iron scream ng of
the bell beat |ouder and cl oser. Rangi ng beside me, Bedivere shouted:

"Listen!"

Fai nt under the bell, we heard cheering fromthe walls, saw now the tiny
figures hopping up and down, waving their arns at us. The toy noise grewinto
a mghty roar as we swept by the west wall around to the south, gaining a view
of the Use River—snooth, serene and Saxon-|ess.

Gareth gasped, "Praise God, we did it."

The first heat was ours. W had taken the initiative away from our eneny, but
again | asked nyself the question that whispered in ny mnd a thousand times
over the years until that last cold day at Badon. \Were are you now, Cerdic?
What are you t hinki ng?

My nen followed ne toward the gate already opening to admit us amd the clanor
fromthe walls.

W rode | athered horses down the narrow street into the central square outside

Cador's palace. The bell still clanged with nonotonous urgency; soldiers ran
back and forth along the square on various errands. The people of Eburacum
hurried about, |ocking up shops, packing in wares laid out for sale. | stopped

one sol dier.

"Where's Prince Cador and his staff?"

"Form ng the conpanies that live close in, sir. He'll be back soon."
"And Per edur?"

"At church, | think."

"Logical," Bedivere nuttered as the soldier hurried away. "Wat will you do
wi th hi nP"

"What can | do? |'ve just relieved a Parisi noble of his own command on his

own ground. Very like Cador will never love ne so nuch for com ng back as he
did for getting lost. Touchy, but till Cerdic's dealt with, Peredur nust be
second- i n- conmand. "

Bedi vere only shrugged. "I was never anbitious." Then, on reflection, "And

neither is Peredur. He wasn't the worst trib I've ever seen. Just that his
heart's not init."

"Bedi vere, you're an observant nman for all you scold ne."

"Well, even God had the prophets to nag Hm"



"O soit's said." | reined out of the colum. "Take themto the stables. Mke
sure the horses are | ooked to before anyone puts a bite of meat in his own
nmout h, clear?"

"Did | join the arny yesterday?" he snorted. "Were will you be?"
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"Denoting Peredur."

I found Cador's son energing fromthe church adjacent to the pal ace. Peredur
was draped in scaie arnor, buckling on his sword. H's stint as cohort
conmander seenmed at | east to have put some determination into his bearing.

"Greetings, Peredur. | hear you were tribune in nmy place."

Wth his usual detachnment: "You seenmed to be absent, my lord. Wth the
enperor's approval, | took command."

"That was farsighted of you. However, |'ve just brought in the command from
whi ch you seened inconveniently absent, though as ranking tribune, I'd be
honored to have you as second-in-command."” | saw himstiffen slightly and said

less formally, "Peredur, the cohort has accepted nme home. Though | see they've
| ost no edge under you, this is no time for vanity in
ei ther of us."

"Well, then." He relaxed a little. "What matter, anyway?" he said, and his
slimhand indicated the church. "It was only courtesy to Anmbrosius that | took
up arns. There is ny hone,."

Tactfully: "Amen. Tribune, please informyour father we'll take up position

outside the city awaiting his orders. Were are the Lady Guenevere and her
wonen?"

"Father told themto keep close within the palace." Peredur's conposure bent a
little in something like a real smle. "Gmven doesn't like it at all. Spitting
nails."

| thought of fierce little Morgana. "And why not? | know one woman who'd take
on Cerdic with a bronze knife and probably win. And Guenevere? A woman who
paupers herself to support her nmen is not going to tw ddle her thunbs while
those nen fight. Find me with the cohort."

The pal ace chanber of state swirled and eddied with agitation. No soldiers
about, but a throng of court wonen—daughters and wi ves of officials—and a few
priests. Guenevere stood alone on the throne dais, trying to restore sone sort
of order in the gaggle of them and a little exasperated. | edged through the
womren—excuse ne, pardon nme, by your | eave—and knelt before Cador's daughter
"Lady Cuenevere."

She seened extraordinarily glad to greet nme. "Lord Arthur, welcome honme. You—=
Guenevere broke of f. Her expression changed as she studied nme. For a nonent,
the cool reserve that characterized her famly faded. "Werever you have been
you seemto bear the marks of experience.”
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"I"ve come to ask your help and that of your ladies,” | told her. "My i

addr ess t hen®"
"By all neans.'’

She took ny hand and drew nme up onto the dais. The last of ny

energy deserted me then; | nust have reeled a little. Quickly, Guenevere said,
"Or perhaps you would care to sit. Be still now" she commanded the others
sharply. "Gather round and Lord Arthur will have answers to your silly
guestions.”

Wth royal disregard for protocol, she seated herself on the edge of the dais
and invited ne down beside her. "Come round us." She m ght have been
instructing children. It was the right nmove at the right nmonent. Seeing her so
calm the wonen quieted, curious to hear us. "Lord Arthur says he has need of
us. Listen to him"

They hushed expectantly, noving in closer to the dais. | spoke very casually.
"You' ve been told to stay out of the way, and no doubt that rankles."

"So it does," one elderly woman grumnbl ed. "The wonmen of Eburacum are not
cowards. "



"We've just ridden in," | went on. "Who here will give support to ny nen?"
A buzzing anong the wonen and priests. They | ooked to Guenevere to speak
first. Wthout hesitation, she asked, "What can we do?"

"When we're in position, it would cheer the nen if you all went out to greet
them™

Guenevere considered. "That nakes sense."” Then, in a | ow voice neant only for
me: "They' ve never been in battle, npost of them and never as a cohort.
They' Il be uncertain. And we'll feel better busy than just sitting and

stew ng. "

"And your fattier?" | asked.

"Wl disapprove,”" she laughed. It surprised ne howintuitively she grasped
the situation, but this was a woman full of surprises. She rai sed her voice
again. "I will go! Who is with nme?"

"B

"“And ne!"

"I, too." A young priest thrust up his hand. "1 was not always tonsured."
“And |!"

Guenevere spread her arns to all of them "We'll all go together."

"Thank you." | bowed my head to them "Thank you all. If our spirit is half of
yours, how can we | ose? Go anobng the nen,
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talk to them sing to them let themsee they matter to you. After the battle,
there will be nen who can't be mpoved but nust be treated where they lie. Every

| ady here, every priest could help by bringing the infirmary supplies to the
field then. WIl you do

it?"

"My lord." A very young wonan, very pale, plucked at ny sleeve. "Could the
Saxons get through to the city?"

"Not at all." | hoped it sounded nore convincing than it felt. "They've never
faced nassed al ae before, and one man on horse is worth five on foot."

"OfF course." @uenevere junmped in staunchly. "Didn't Lord Arthur hinself and
two others stand against a hundred in

Cor nwal | ?"

"We'|l go out to the men!" The young priest shoul dered his way through the
press to confront ne, grinning. "lI'll carry the great cross fromthe church
and the Host to say mass with."

“I'"l'l bring ny harp,"” one woman vol unt eer ed.

"And | ny lute,” trilled another

"We' || give them such a wel cone!"

"I"ve got to change."

"I won't-go out in this kirtle, it's old as | am"

"That old? | thought it quite your best. Is nmy hair all right?"

"Qut to the darling Sixth alael.”

Patriotismis catching as plague. The room seethed with their excitenent as

t he wonen chattered with preparations, happy to have some direction and

pur pose. Forgotten for the monent, a small island of calmin a sea of fervor,
Guenevere sat quietly on the dais. She offered ne a gold cup of fruit wne. |
toasted the

worren.

"Live a hundred years, none of themw Il ever be as beautifu

as they are this day." Guenevere |ooked closely at me. "By CGod's holy eyes,
are

you crying, Arthur?"

"Just —these people pull at ny heart. They nake a | ot of

t hi ngs wort hwhile."

"An inmprovenent," she said, "i wondered if you had a heart outside of duty. |
t hought they wound you up each norning, sonmething |like a catapult."

| took a drink. "That was before."

"Bef ore what, Arthur?"



"Before. Was | all that ponpous?

"Ch, at times."

"It was only eighty men in Cornwall."
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She pretended surprise. "So few? The Cornish already have it at a hundred.”
"Stay a while. Next year it'll be doubled.”

Guenevere | aughed. "Good to know you while you're still nortal,"” she countered
with nock gravity. "Gods aren't very interesting." She was teasing ne again in
that cool way of hers, a subtle and tender challenge | wouldn't have fully
understood | ess than a year ago. "Arthur, won't you offer ne a drink?"
"Fromthis cup?"

"Way not?" She took it fromne and drank. "We're in the sane battle. The rest
of the set was sold for Peredur. Cerdic doesn't know what beggars he cones to
rob."

| realized and said with conviction, "Lady Guenevere, if you set your nind to
it, you could be form dable."

She hid her smle behind the wine cup. "For whom Arthur?"

"Tribune!" Stubby little Gareth hurried through the crowd, knelt clunsily to
Guenevere and saluted nme. "Messenger, sir."

"From wher e?"

"The coast near Hunmber. He's ridden all day." Gareth paused for breath; he'd
evidently run the Iength of the long hall. Like many superb horsenen, he
didn't nmanage his own legs all that well. "This norning at dawn, it was. Somne
fishermen were working their nets off Humber nouth when they spied | ongshi ps.
They ran inshore straight to report."

"Did they say how many ships, Gareth?" . "They were far out but the nessenger
said fifteen, probably nore. They were al nost over the horizon, he said."
"Movi ng?"

Gareth shook his head. "The sails were reefed.”
| felt a weary satisfaction. Cerdic was waiting, doing what | expected of him
It's worth the leaving, Mirgana. It has to be. We'll be ready.

Ready or not, he still surprised ne.

| shoul d say sonething about this man Cerdi c who haunted the outskirts of ny
life, as | his, for so many years. Church scribes are a biased lot with their
own cutlery to grind, and you never know who's going to runmage your life with
a goose quill and a viewpoint. Tacitus used the relative nonogany of the
Germans to scold Ronme for its vice, and | hear that young Gldas is witing of
my early reign as if it were a lost gol den age. Suffice to say, we were not

al ways inspired or the weather that good.
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On their side, the Saxons have enbroidered Cerdic with die usual gods and
heroes for ancestors, claimng that his famliar spirit appeared to herald his
birth as a king. Sonme have sworn that, to this end, Cerdic was bomw th a
sword in his hand. Synbolic of course, but awkward for his nmother. God help a
king wi thout a sense of hunor. He may stand close to his |egend, but he should
never lean on it.

H s father Gssa came to Britain with grimold Hengist, one of the first
nmercenaries hired against the Picts. Wen Vortigern gave them Wght, Gssa
settled down to farmand, as no Saxon woren cane with the first ships, he took
a British wife. Cerdic could boast as nmuch Bel gae bl ood as Bedi vere. They are
an energetic, aggressive tribe. As nmuch of Cerdic's anmbition cane fromhis

not her as from Cssa.

He grew up in two | anguages, British and Jute, read and wote passable Latin.
He founded the West Saxon ki ngdom and wel | deserved the crown, possessing
several indispensable qualities for kingship: a quick grasp of conplex
situations and the ability to nake deci sion and act one fluid sequence.
Probably not cruel by nature, he could neverthel ess use cruelty as a tool, a
necessary exanpl e, repugnant though it mght be. So have I. And he did have a



wonderful way with words, a trick of charging themw th i mredi acy and fate,
somet hing that should be graven on Sinai, He could stir men. | heard him
exhort themthat day at Badon.

Personal |l y, he was charm ng, handsone and vital and a splendid guest. He gave
grave attention to men with m nds shallow as a birdbath and made them fee

prof ound. The sane approach worked to ravi shing success with wonen, | hear
Guenevere was not uni npressed—the ultimte accol ade—but was wi se enough to see
the hard glint of calculation beneath.

Weaknesses? The usual for a conely man keenly aware of his endowrents. He was
vain of his narrowwaisted figure and affected a British style of dress, tight
tunic and trousers of the closest-fitting material. H's brownish hair and
beard, naturally |eonine, were put through several styles, Roman and British,
before returning to the sinple Saxon braid. Wth advanci ng age, his barber and
tailor were urged to greater lengths of misdirection. And taste, one m ght

add. He tended to overdress at first, though always to startling effect. Like
CGeraint, Roman austerity passed hi m by.

W first net (without weapons) at my coronation. Cerdic asked to be presented
in peace. Bedivere called it downright crust, but | was delighted and gave
Cerdi ¢ safe conduct, wanting
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to neet himas much as he wanted to cone. | renenber himat the banquet in
clashing green and blue with a cerenoni al gol d-headed ax in his enaneled belt.
W tal ked of Eburacumwi th careful generosity toward each other's skill, when

suddenly Cerdic , broke off in the mddle of a sentence and narrowed his eyes
at ne.

"It is you!"

"My lord?"

"The village at Neth," Cerdic said. "You and two otiiers burned nmy ships and
charged the clout of us.”

1 couldn't resist a coy smle. "I was wondering if you 1 renenbered."
"Remenber ?" Cerdic hooted with delight. "You' d have finished ne off if you
weren't half dead yourself. Wien 1 stopped running, | said to nyself, there's

one man not afraid to take |long odds on the dice."

"You nust neet Ceraint sonetine."

"Ch, but that's the way to do it, Arthur."” Cerdic's admrati on was unfeigned.
"The only way."

| signaled for our cups to be refilied. "Then why did you wait at Eburacun®"
The question seenmed to enbarrass Cerdic. He frowned at his cup, then off at
the jugglers gyrating before our table, silent so long | thought |I'd of fended
hi m

"A man woul d think you were elf-charnmed,"” he allowed finally. "You have the
dammedest |uck. The plan was to cone straight in, no waiting. But when we
reached Hunber, the Pict princes held out for a bigger share of the spoils.
Most of die ships were theirs; they had ne over a barrel and haggl ed away al

t he advantage of tine. Otherwi se, we'd have been in, out and gone when you got
there."”

I could only gape at the col ossal absurdity of it.

"Damed Picts," Cerdic finished ruefully. "Al greed, no discipline.

Amat eurs. "

W were young nen, still |earning, and Eburacum taught us both. W neasured

t he ground, made decisions and conmitted our strength. Then, because of a few
avaricious fools, the whole thing turned over and a city survived when it

m ght have been gutted. Gareth would say God was at our side, but then God was
not ably absent other times when it mattered just as nmuch. \Where the one

t hought hunbles a realist, the other helps his skepticismto its feet with a
reassuring pat on the back
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Cerdic had one other quality that hardly needs nention: audacity. He stil



caught ne by surprise at Eburacum and, damm his genius, he al nbst won.

By sundown ny squadrons were in position on a crescent tine facing the river,
with the southwest corner of the city wall as its axis. Cador returned with a
scraped-up cohort, barely three hundred men. He was dutifully cordial about ny
safe return but not too pleased over ny disposition of Peredur, whom| kept
rather busy as link between nyself and ny centurions. Cador was in the ful
cerenonials of a legate, ornanental bull's-hide breastplate and gol d- pl uned
hel met, the lot. | must say he cut an inposing figure beside the rest of us
who | ooked—and al ways woul d | ook—+i ke partly nobilized tribesnen. A tinme was
set for the commanders to neet for final preparations, then | returned to

ny nen.
Sundown in overcast. Cerdic should be setting his sails for the Hunber now,
wat ching the light fade. We woul dn't have rmuch noonlight to help us. | passed

the order through Peredur: at mdnight all fires would be doused, all talk
held to a nurnur. A watch would post on the riverbank southeast of our line,
listening for the creak of an oar, straining to see dark hulls against deeper
dar kness.

Dusk. Wth the lighting of our fires, the city gate opened and out to us cane
Guenevere with the ladies of the court, a train of servants and priests. They
were singing as they canme, and they nmoved anong the men, cheering them
bringi ng bl ankets and small gifts. They nmade' nusic by the fires, the gallant,
wi stful, always heart-stirring music of our people. | could hear Bedivere's
voi ce raised, saw Trystan plying his harp besi de Guenevere, who was in green
t hat evening, gold-belted and -bordered under a scarlet cloak, her hair
unbound and flying as she led the nen in song. It was as good a way as any to
face a comng battle. At |east three marriages cane out of that sorigfest,
young peopl e who m ght not otherw se have net at all. However we mangle it,
life has a way of getting on with the things that matter

A mass held in the center of our line was very well attended. Priests heard
nuner ous confessions. Bedivere went, and Peredur and Gareth. Trystan was not a
Christian and never became one—M/ sins are yet too lovely to forego"—and

preferred, like me, to sleep while he could. Leaving word with Peredur to
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wake nme at midnight, | rolled in my blankets and drifted to sleep on a warm
rapid tide.

Peredor was faithful to his charge. He gently shook nme awake in chilly
darkness. "Time, Arthur. Father's waiting for us."

| peered at the white blur of his face in the gloom "Gone twelve yet?"
"Alittle before.”

"Condi tion?"
"Al fires out,’

Peredur reported efficiently. "The river watch is set. Gawai n

and Agrivaine got in two hours ago. | sawto their nmeal and the quartering of
their horses."
"Good work, Peredur." | rose a little stiffly and fastened my cl oak. A great

qui et envel oped the dark around me where men slept before battle. Only a few
stirred about, their voices nuted. The | oudest noise by far canme from
Peredur's cunbersone scal e arnor.

"Leave it off till the boats are sighted,” | advised him "You sound like a
busy kitchen. Here, 1'Il help. Have you sl ept?"

"There was a deal to do," the young prince allowed. "Setting the watches,

i nspecting the line. Then the Orkney brothers roared in just as | was settling
down. Irksone lot."

| pulled the heavy nmail over his head. H s arnms seenmed uncomonly stiff.

"Rel ax, boy, you're tight as a drunmhead. Get sone sleep after the neeting. You
need it."

Wthout the arnor, his dimformseenmed slight, hovering and tentative. Peredur
said tightly, "I ... can't sleep."

"I's somet hing wong, Prince?"

He seened about to speak, then changed his m nd. "No, nothing."



"Thi nki ng about tonorrow?"

"Of course not."

That brittle young pride of his. My second-in-command and | barely knew him A
different tack was in order. "Well, | certainly am As Tryst said, there's a
hundred things |'d rather be doing. Fine poet, Trystan. Have you heard his
songs? Hardly for mxed, conmpany, |lovely as they are. They're about a woman.
Al wonen, | guess."

"He's a bawdy sot." The force of the words betrayed the enotion under them
Per edur was in agony.

"Ch, at tinmes, but—=

"Arthur."

"Yes, Prince?"

"It's so real now" The words burst through the dam of pride,
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pai nful but honest. "Tonorrow, | mean. They'll try to get ashore, and I'I
have to ride straight into themas if life didn't matter at alt. 1've told

nmysel f all day that | only grudged this soldiering because it puts aside CGod's
work, but that's alie.”

Peredur shifted restlessly. The arnor rustled netallically in his hand. "I
babbl ed veni al nonsense at confession, wasted the priest's tine when, God

knows, there were braver nmen waiting. | think he sensed what 1 was afraid of.
He said, 'Is there anything el se?" That's usual, but he seened to know there
was—that." A long silence. "It's well you're back. | can drill them but I'm

not fit for this work."
W stood close together in the mddle of the night with a danp wi nd bl ow ng
off the river. "It will help to say it, Peredur. You feel afraid to die."
Grated, full of self-loathing: "Yes." "So aml. Is that all?" "Al?"

"Peredur, any man with the sense to love life is afraid to die. Wio says el se
is either aliar or a fool."

| had opened the door for him the rest canme in a rush. "Ch, you should hear
Agrivai ne raging around: no prisoners, first into the fray. Not only him 1've
heard the same cant fromthe nen all day in their boasts, even their prayers,
how they' Il gladly die for this or"die for that. Dear God, it makes nme want to
retch.”

H s di sgust was honest as his pain. | suppressed a tender anusement, though
there was nothing funny. "Let's hope they're liars. | don't relish |eading
fools."” | |ooked off toward the dark river. "A year ago | mght have faced
tomorrow with | ess fear, or perhaps sinply |less appetite for living. But now
life has some meaning for ne beyond horses and iron. |'ve seen the price paid
for it, howit fights to be born and sonetinmes fails. It has great value for
me now, and great sweetness, so that it's not death | fear so much as | eaving
sonmet hing so beautiful as life. W're told there's better to conme, but our
flesh only knows how dearly we paid to get here and how good it is to breathe.
That may be sinful to a Christian, but—=-

"No!" Peredur broke in fevently. "No, it may be thought a sin, may even be
one, but it's the truth. Perhaps mere's a truth for flesh apart fromthe
soul . "

"Then render unto Caesar." | took himby both arms and shook himgently. "Just
alittle now and then. W the hell are we to be perfect?"

| could hear the expelled tension in his tremul ous | augh. "Who, indeed?"

"Feel better?"

"l feel naked, Arthur."

We shoul d have set out for Cador's mneeting, but this nmonent seened peculiarly
rich, one of those rare tines when a nan's heart lay open for me to study. |
never saw Peredur so clearly as that night, like watching a marble statue wake
towarmlife.

"Did you know, Peredur," | said,

all ny life I've had a ridicul ous fear of



the dark."

"No!" Peredur laughed in spite of hinmself. "Do you tell ne so?"

"At the dammedest tines, the small hours when courage wears very thin. | seem
to remenber a time—+ guess it was before Uther took ne Fromthe castle where
was born—when there was nothing but dark around ny cradle. It's ny earliest
menory, being alone and frightened for so long. | kept hoping soneone woul d
pi ck nme up and hold me, but no one ever cane."

The wi nd | apped around us. C ose by, soneone stunbled in the dark and cursed

softly. "Seens a night for confession.” | threw the cloak across ny chest. '
"Time to collect the centurions.'

Peredur hefted his armor. "I'Il see to it, Tribune."

"No need.” | put an armthrough his. "Let's go together."

And that was Peredur who becanme Prince of the Parisi and the Brigantes. His
rein was firmand his | ance steady next day, but he | acked the health and
stam na for steady soldiering, much too wispy. He took a wound that day, a
cracked rib that never set right. There must have been a splinter of bone |eft
protrudi ng, because he coughed blood at tines throughout his life. W began
"as strangers, becane loyal brothers-in-law and finally royal enemes, for he
had to oppose ne when Gmen was bani shed.

El eyne of Astolat thought hima saint, but then she would. He had all the
ingredients, sufficiently pious to be revered, ill enough to fret over. But he
did find her Gail.

Percival ? No, Coel” spell his nane as he wore it: Peredur, good and British.
Only the Saxons call himPercival, and they can't even agree on the cal endar
W1l you believe your king or someone who barely knows what day it is? |ndeed.
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Brot her Coel wonders why | detail an unheroic exchange with Peredur and wi sh
to skimover a fateful nmeeting of British warlords; | suppose because nore of

significance was uttered at the fornmer. The conference was a squabbling
shanbl es, but on reflection soneone should preserve it as a nonunment to
British density. As such, stone would be nore than fitting.

"Why should |I hate Britons," Cerdic once remarked, "when they're so good at
hati ng each other. Half the time | just picked up the pieces.”

When | suggested that Cador's small force be placed in support of my alae, his
officers of foot bridled that they should stand second to nere cavalry, that
the hand did not serve the el bow. Bedivere observed | aconically that the el bow
was whol e while the hand tacked nost of its fingers; that Cerdic would rather
face a | egion of foot than a cohort of horse. Cador knew the logic was too
clear to argue.

"I"ve not always agreed with our enperor's theories,"” he confessed in an
understatenent bland as it was Aynpian. "But the cavalry is in strength while
we are a handful. We rust support their salient

More serious trouble erupted when | tried to lay out the attack order for ny
own force. Gareth's squadron, the only one equi pped with the new stirrups,

must be the center of the first Iine, Bedivere and Trystan on his flanks. This
wi de | eadi ng el enent would attack Cerdic's nen as they floundered in the river
shal  ows, never giving thema chance to organi ze. The supporting |ine, under
Peredur, would be Gawai n and Agrivaine, to deliver a second bl ow while the
first line reformed, Agrivaine bal ked

i medi at el y.

"No, Orkney will never take second place against Picts. There's too nmuch to
pay them back for. And nore than that,"—-he acknow edged Bedi vere and Gareth
with insufferable tolerance—"no slight to good soldiers, but there are sone
di sproportions that cannot be allowed."

"Di sproportion?" | wondered.

Agrivai ne seened puzzled that | didn't understand. "Gareth mac Dturnuid is
only man-at-arnms. Bedivere ap Gyffyn is the son of a groom Able both, but a
prince cannot be expected to hang back while comoners conprise the first
line."



"Isn't that large of him" Gareth retorted, stung, "when | could ride any one
of his Orkney whorenmongers into the ground.'

"And / intend no slight,"” Trystan added in a tone bristling with it, "but the
Cornish will stand down for no one."

Quenevere

111

| had to explain for themthe basis of the disposition. Gareth's nmen were best
mounted of the entire cohort. Trystan and Bedi vere's squadrons rode Arabians
for the nost part, bigger and faster than anything in the Sol way canp. "And
therefore, centurions—

Gawai n shoul dered his brother aside like a bull brushing past a puppy.

"Centurion hell! W're tired of that meaningless title, tired of pretending to
be Ronman officers. Do we get Roman pay? There are Picts with Cerdic who' ve
raided Orkney for a tiiousand years. | don't care if Gareth rides Pegasus, we
know how to deal with them and we will be first."

"Peace." Cador rose at the head of the table. "Peace, all of you very young
men. This is no time for dissension.”

But Gawai n bl undered on, passionate. "W've always been farthest away at

Sol way. Farthest fromnews, from supplies, from advancenent." A significant
frown at ne. "We've had to stand aside for royal pets. Not good enough to wait
for or council when battle comes, we must run |like denmons just to arrive late
on the field."

"At the order of a tribune who appears very healthy for a Pict captive,"”

Agrivaine insinuated. "l believe those marks on Lord Arthur's face are

fam ly-signs, their way of show ng affection."

"Prince," | told himin a level voice, "you waste this council's tinme."

H s tone was a sneer. "W have not heard where our tribune will be during the
attack."

Before | could answer, Trystan cut in, his voice gentle but with a cutting
edge. "Agrivaine, one could call you vicious were you not so wondrous thick."
Agrivai ne woul d have | eaped clear over the table at him but Peredur caught
his arm "Enough, you foolish man. You'd lose a city for the sake of pride.
Lord Arthur will be forward of the first Iine. Need he say as nuch?"

"Lord Arthur, yes. And Lord Trystan." Agrivaine's fury was | eashed but
unabated. "You see what Rone did to us when we give titles to bastards."

"I said peace!" Cador's sword slamed on the table. "A pack of boys, is that
what the alae is? Boys who rattle their swords to hide their fear? Agrivaine,
school your tenper that it hinders us no nore. Trystan, you the same. | charge
you both."

"Easy, lad," Gawain nuttered, draping a great paw over his brother's shoul der
"You're right, but easy on. Later."

"Aye, soothe him" Trystan's eyes were nurderous over the studiedly negligent
grin. "Gve confort to the royal afterthought."
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Wth a snarl of frustration, Agrivaine slamed his gauntlet down before
Trystan, who reached for it, but | dove, swept it up in nmy Fist and brandi shed
it.

"Stop, both of you. And all of you listen! It nmakes ne sick to see this. Don't
you realize that while we bicker like children, Cerdic is noving? And if he
Wi ns tonorrow because we can't agree tonight, what matters who we are? If we
can't plan as equals, we'll die that way. It won't matter to Cerdic or the
flies."”

Trystan only said, "You hold a challenge throwm to me." "Shut up, Tryst. And
you, Orkneyman. Anbrosius burned out his health and his fortune to build a
weapon out of nothing. And succeeded. Not in six hundred years has there been
a force like ours, but nake no mistake as our fathers did who | ost the east
while they argued and nmistrusted. If we fail today, the north, the south, the
west and even far little Okney will not be worth a whistle in the w ndstorm
that follows."



Unnoved, Agrivaine said, "You hold ny glove, Dobunni." "So | do." | tapped it
agai nst the other hand. "You |l eave no alternative, Agrivaine. You and your
brother will formthe second |line of attack under Prince Peredur. |If you
refuse—+n the presence of your legate with battle inm nent-he has no recourse
but to have you executed for mutiny."

"Mutiny?" The inplication so stunned Gawai n that he could only stare.
Agrivai ne, al nost as speechless, turned to Cador. "Good God, must we stomach
this?"

A polished ruler, Cador did not indulge his feelings openly, but | saw the way
he measured each of us, especially me, with a slight shaking of his head. I'd
nailed himto a cross; as |egate he nmust uphold ny authority or admt in the
face of an eneny that

we had none.

"When time permits,"” he clipped off the words, "I should chastise every
officer in the alae. For the nonce, | must uphold Lord Arthur, roughshod and
careless of tradition as he is. H's disposition will stand. As for insults, if

we nust air personal grievances, let us do it now and be done. Prince
Agrivai ne, you maintain your right in arns?"

"l do."

Agai n Trystan reached for the gauntlet. "The chall enge was to ne. N ce

di stinctions of birth are strange in one who worships a god bomin a stable,
though it helps to have a deity for a da. My parents were nortal but married.
The gl ove, Lord Arthur."
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But Cador wasn't through manipulating. "I believe the circunstances touch the
tribune hinself."

Until then, | hadn't realized the two-edged dipl omacy of which Cador was a
master. He would nollify Orkney and teach ne a | esson. On the other hand he
judged ne cool er than Trystan, who was a conpetent swordsman but not an
instinctive killer-ferret |ike Agrivaine.

"Tribune?" he urged delicately.

Let it be then, but let it happen in a way that nmade Agrivaine think hard on
its worth. "If | accept, Agrivaine, will you abide ny choice of place and
weapons?"

"Name them" He seened just as glad to be at ny throat as Trystan's. "The
time?"

"I'f we survive, day after tonorrow, ten of the norning. The city market

square."

"I npossi bl e." Cador disnissed the notion inpatiently. "If we have a city at
all then it will be full of people going about their business. No room for
horse or lance.”

"No horse, no lance, no sword." | held Agrivaine's eyes with my own. "W'|
need only a circle ten feet across. W'Ill be stripped to the waist and
bar ef oot. One dagger each.™

"Dagger?" Gawai n echoed. "You expect ny brother to braw |ike a peasant?"
"Since your brother knows so much of Picts, I'Il fight himas one."

Agrivai ne understood now. A knife is brutal and quick, and I intended to take

full advantage of the defective leg he hid fromthe world. Even if the fight
were not nortal, he would be shaned in a way intolerable to him

"You may send me your acceptance |later, Agrivaine." Meanwhile he could sweat
over it.

Then and later | saw how Gawain cared for his brother. He whispered quickly to
Agrivai ne, who straightened away from himfuriously.

" wi t hdraw not hi ng, damm you." Then to nme: "l accept now. "

"So be it." | dropped his gauntlet in front of himand turned to the rest of
the table as if nothing had happened. "Now, to repeat the order of battle ..
Sword-rattling, time wasted. It all came to nothing anyway. While we argued, a
pi cked force of Cerdic's nmen beached mles downstream skirted wi de around the
city and noved in fromthe
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north. Well before light, while we sat confidently watching the riverbank, the
cry went up fromthe city behind us. Fire! Fire!

Cerdic's scaling ladders hit the north wall in pitch darkness and al nost
conpl ete silence. Before the sentinels knew what was happeni ng, the first
berserkers were over the parapets quick as nousing cats. The first wave
carried only sword and throw ng ax, those behind were | aden with sacks of oil
By the time the clanor reached us, fires roared lustily in Eburacum and the
few guards on the wall were fighting grimy with little hope of relief.

Qur frantic preparation had for light only the flanes from Eburacum Cador
strode, armed, into the funmbling knot of us, hurried and urgent, to enbrace
Per edur .

"My nen are no good here. 1've got to get them back inside the gates. Good
fortune, nmy son."

"And to you, father. Farewell, if that's God's will."

"Lord Arthur, | assune you'll nove when formed. Good fortune." Cador noved

away into the dark, shouting comrands. Peredur finished buckling his arnor.
"What orders, Tribune?"

What indeed till we organized? The darkness around us was a roil of shouting,
confused men, rattle of iron, frightened horses.

"Light a torch, Peredur, and |l et every centurion take one from yours and stand
by it so their men can find them"

He ran to execute the command. One by one the torches flared in the dark, a
line of fireflies as the flames from Eburacumrose higher to redden the bl ack
sky. Cador's men were inside the gates now, with the ruddi ness swelled the
ugly human sound of war. Tightening ny saddle cinch, | heard Bedivere's clear
Voi ce:

"Fifth squadron, formon ne."

Then Trystan. "Fourth squadron here, hurry. Formon ne."

"Third squadron here!l" Little Gareth, exuberant and furious. "Jesus God, don't
anbl e! Move, nobve, you sad little nen! Form

on ne."

Agrivai ne then. "Second squadron, O kneynen, here to ne." And finally the
great, primal roar of Gawain, whirling his

torch in great circles overhead. "First! First, here | am here!

Dam you, first, here!™ My mind raced ahead to the next nove, working on

unst eady
ground, nothing from experience to fall back on. The north wall
had to be cleared first. Till that was done, nothing el se mattered.

| hauled up into the saddle and set my lance in its socket, hearing

Peredur's comand, tense but sure.
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"Centurions, report your order."

"Fifth formed."

"Third formed."

Bedi vere had chosen nmy own equi pnent well. The sword was from Kay's own
forges, beautifully bal anced and responsive. My nount was crossbred Arabian
and native stock, heavy in the chest, intelligent and obedient. Not a fabul ous
Troubl e- horse—no, never such agai n—but a sturdy nate for battle. | patted his
shoul der.

"Now, friend. To work."

"First squadron forned."

"Second squadron formed and waiting."

A bi shop of my acquai ntance once noted how religious conversions rose sharply
just before a battle. Understandable; a man going to war wants all the help he
can get. | kissed the hilt of my sword, asked Jesu to bless it—then, not at

all parochial, pattered the habitual litany to Uther's household deities,

i ncluding Mars and Mthras, while the old fear and anticipation tightened ny



st omach.

Peredur again, sharp and inpatient as a terrier. "Fourth, what are you doi ng?
Let me hear you!"

"Fourth squadron forned."

They were ready. 1 whispered ny last, nost fervent prayer. "Mther and Lugh
protect ne today and ny wife and the wealth she carries.”

Peredur's light guided me to him There was a pal e snmudge of pink in the east
as 1 grasped his taper and waved it high

"Conmanders to ne!"

They trotted in close to ring ne with light. The noise fromthe city was

| ouder. Cador would be engaged by now. My hasty plan called for splitting the
cohort into two el enents, but inexperienced Peredur nust be given the nost

di sci plined squadrons to |ead.

"We've got to clear those scaling | adders, put ourselves between Cerdic and
his men in the city. Cador's a match for themnow, but not if they all get
over the wall. First, second and third will follow nme around the west wall,
fourth and fifth with Peredur to the east. Whatever opposition, those |adders
nmust - comre down. "

"It's perishing dark," Gawain rumbled. "Can't see who we're fighting."
"Tribune." Gareth urged his nount forward a pace or two. "My man here has a
darling idea for light."

Until Gareth spoke out of the half gl oomunder his torch,
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hadn't noticed the rider beside him features down-shadowed but the torch

gl eaned dully on his shirt of ring-mail. Such arnmor was rare in Britain.

"Well, what? There's no tinme for talk."

"Just below the north wall in the stables," the stranger said, "there's a shed
full of old w cker cages once used for dove sacrifice. Dozens of them Lord,
and dry as dust. Fill memw th anything that will burn, soak themin oil

throw them over the wall and Cerdic will no | onger have the advantage of
dark."

Audaci ous, but certainly worth a try. Wat struck me nost was his educated
Latin, spoken in an accent | couldn't place. "That north parapet's a busy

spot. How many nen will you

need?"

"But five, ny lord, already chosen and willing. G ve us |l eave and you shal
have |ight."

"Better than tunbling about in the dark," Gareth urged.

"Al'l right, get toit."

The rider wheel ed his nount away toward the third squadron. Gareth wat ched
him nusing. "He's one to mark. Tribune. It's hinself fashioned our stirrups.”
"What' s his name?"

"The men call him Lancelot."

"If he's still with us later, | want to talk to him Peredur!"

"Here, Tribune."

"Take your squadrons, and renenber: the | adders are nost inportant. Once
they're down, no matter how you're obstructed, push through to join ne."

As Lancelot's small detachment trotted out toward the city gate, | gripped
Bedi vere's hand in a wordl ess bl essing and took nmy place in front of ny

el ement. The faint streak of light in the east had not w dened. Fal se dawn and
far too long till norning.

"Forward!"

Under the din fromthe city we rounded the northwest corner of the walls and
saw t he di m nonkey shapes scranbling up the nearest |adders, others scurrying
behind. So many of them like rats in a dark cellar. W would crush nore
underfoot than our |ances took

"Bring down those | adders!"

W charged into the darkness beneath the north wall, the base of our line
stream ng around the scaling |adders, sonme |levering themdown with |ances,



some broadsiding their horses to push them over. The | adders swerved and fel
and with them came the bell owi ng nen caught clinbing up. On foot in the dark
with no
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kind of formation, they went down |ike wheat under the mllstone of our force.
Many tried to retreat; others dooned thensel ves by cl osing back to back as
Bedivere and | at Neth, fighting with sword and shield. These were the fabled
berserkers, the warrior-caste who forned the hard core of a Saxon attack
force. They owned not hing, saved nothing and lived only for battle and the
glory of their chief. Even in the gloom | could see they were huge mnen,

di sdai ning helnmets, pale hair tossing with their exertions.

One of themswung his ax at ne, and | covered nyself. The first bl ow
splintered ny shield, the second left it dangling shattered and usel ess from
my arm but before the ax | anded, the |l ance was out of nmy hand, the sword in
it. The berserker cursed and |unged at nme again. My bl ade sank deep into the
haft of his ax, blocking it, jerked free, slashed at him He went down, but in
the split second of the blade's novenent it gleanmed with a ruddy new |ight.
Near me, soneone shouted hoarsely:

"Look, it's Lancelot. He's done it!"

On the parapet above, amid iron clanor like the forges of a mllion mad
smths, the nmen were dropping five, ten, two dozen burning w cker cages. The
dark becane flickering twilight, brighter each nonment, and in the glow | saw
Peredur surging toward nme, cutting his way through a desperate knot of Picts,
Bedi vere and Trystan barely behind himand the whole element flying after. Any
man in their way had no chance, sinply disappeared under the sheer inpetus of
that hurtling wall. Those mat survived retreated out of the deadly light into
t he darkness beyond as Peredur clattered up beside ne, crunpled forward oddly,
hol ding his side. A dark rivulet of blood trailed from his nouth.

"The | adders are down, sir." Peredur coughed with a sickening wet sound. The
rivul et became a spray, and he fell forward over his nount's neck. Even as |
reached to steady him—~Gareth, help me here"—the cry went up froma hundred

t hroat s.

Lancel ot! Lancel ot!

G ving Peredur over to nen of the third, | yelled with the last of ny breath:
"Cohort order, form"

The riders broke away on all sides of ne to execute the command, but still the
cry went up: Lancel ot!
For there he stood on the wall, hurling down the [ast of the cages that turned

night into day, serene as a bishop in that hurricane of battle, crossing the
longsword to his left hand, hilt upward, offering it like a cross to the nen
bel ow.

"Not Lancelot but God's WII!" he cried.
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"Lancel ot! God and Lancelot!"

Inalull in the cheering, |I hallooed up to him "How does Cador ?"

"W go to join himnow, " Lancelot replied in his formal manner. "God with you,
my lord." And he di sappeared behind the parapet as Agrivaine reined in at ny
knee, hel met gone, black hair hanging | oose around his dark face, broken
shield flapping in two pieces, visibly shaking with rage and excitenent.

"I"ve fought this kind before, Arthur. It doesn't feel right. Na, call ne nad,
there's no love '"twi xt you and nme, but sonething's wong."

| put out a hand to steady him but he shrugged away. "Wat? |'ve prayed to
every god with a nanme tonight. If nadness will help, I'll use that."

"I think we've been had," Agrivaine said bluntly. "This is not their whole
force. If there was nore light, you' d see it's not. Picts rely on archers;
hardly one shaft's been flown at us. They're gone, done what they had to,
pul l ed us away fromthe river.'

| looked into his streaked, ftre-glinted face. "A diversion?"



"That for a fact," Agrivaine rasped. "If I'"'mwong, call nme old woman, but we
may have given his main force tine to land."

"Thank the gods for one suspicious man. We'll take up our original line."

He gathered his reins, glowering. "There's still a quarrel between us, brutish
as you've nade it."

"Meanwhi |l e, Peredur's wounded. WII| you take the second Iine on the river?"
Agrivai ne blinked. "You nmean conmand?"

"I mean |l ead. Not a vengeful nob but a line, Agrivaine, Can you do it?'

"Can | —=2" For the first tinme in his life, Agrivaine gave nme sonething like a
salute. "Done. And until we neet, you're still a bastard!"

As the sky brightened fromink to a dingy gray, we squandered a few precious
m nutes in gathering up dropped | ances, borrowi ng unbroken shields fromthe
wounded | eft behind. Then, as the cohort wheeled in formation to follow ne, a
rider galloped toward us around the northeast corner of the wall and cane to a
hal t beside ne.

"Ten | ongships,"” he blurted. "All in line, all hard against the
Quenevere
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shore. Christ, they can't draw nore than three feet of water. The pigs are
pouring off like wine froma stove-in butt."

Bl ess dour Agrivaine and his canny northern instinct. He deserved a
commendat i on.

"To Cador in the city," | directed the nessenger. "H s archers are no good in
there. 1 need themto support ne at the river, clear? G on."

Poundi ng out onto the river plain before the city, it was just |ight enough
now to see how right Agrivaine was: the fog-w sped river and the |Iine of

shi ps, the nmen plunging over the sides into the shallows, clanbering up onto
t he beach, the first wave with scaling | adders. Wen they saw us nove between
them and the gates, they wavered and halted, hastily trying to set up a line
of spears.

"Can't let themform™" | yelled. "Centurions to ne."

The cohort wheeled into two broadside |lines of attack twenty paces apart as ny
conmanders ranged about me. They seened to quiver; the fight in their eyes

m ght have been madness but it thrilled ne. They were for this, needing no
spur. | couldn't have held them back

"Keep to the plan, two lines, Agrivaine in front of the seconU Hit, reform
attack again. And again and again as long as we have a tine. He's lost the
dark and we've got him See where the sun comes up."

"On our day for once," Bedivere exulted.

"To your squadrons.”

Qur day at last, our turn. AOd Vortigem gritty bargainer with one unsullied
dream where are you now?

Cerdic's first nen had stopped, others running to join them They were cut off
fromtheir prize by two solid lines of |ance. There was no noise fromtheir

line, as if they suddenly knew what faced them | gave the order
"Couch—+ances! "

My command echoed fromthe centurions. "Lances . . . lances . . . lances."
The iron tips dipped to the ready in a rippling wave. Now, for one noment, we
were not mere tribes but sonething called Britain. | scooped ny shield armin

a wide arc.

"Forwar d—har ge! "

And Britain fol l owed ne.

A few nore minutes and Cerdic nmight have won, reached the south gate with
| adders and battering ranms, archers massed to repel ny cavalry. But we broke
himw th speed. Arrows flew,
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but no concentrated storm Myst of the archers never got ashore. And then
Cador's own bownen were in place and peppering the

boat s.



W shattered themas a line, battering into the first spearnen, taking them on
our |ances, tranpling them down, wheeling to reformand attack again. W broke
them at a cost as nmen were dragged fromor went down over the heads of spitted
horses, but always the line reformed, whirled and came again, a great scythe
inthe early light, until | sent a messenger racing out of the battle to the
wai ting archers behind us, and the first flight of arrows exploded into the
norni ng ai r—dp, over and down on the ships and nmen |ike a swarm of angry
wasps.

Each attack pressed them further back toward the river until our forward
noverrent bogged down in the sheer nmass of bodies. W cut and kicked cl ear,
reforned and cane again. They tried to lure us into scattered fights to break
the tine, but our discipline held. For all his perversity, Agrivaine served ne
wel . No sooner was the first rank di sengaged than it maneuvered aside to |et
the Orkneymen through. That done, the first wheeled to reform again. Foot by
foot, the yellow haired berserkers and tattooed Picts retreated toward the
river shallows. Faces flashed by me in the red snear of battle, blurred as the
light-streak on a falling ax before nmy shield bl ocked or sword parried. The
bal anced bl ade seened alive in nmy hand as it caught the new sun's rays,
knowi ng of itself where to strike.

Gradual ly the retreat becane a hapless rout to regain the ships. On the | ast
charge, we won clear to the water's edge. It was then that | caught sight of
Cerdic standing up to his hips in the frothing water with only a sword in his
hand, urging the nmen past himto the ships. An arrow grazed his armas |

wat ched, just deep enough to protrude fore and aft fromhis flesh. Wth nore

i npadence than anger, as if to say, "I haven't got tine for this," he snapped
the shaft and hurled the fragments away. | pushed toward him but just then
anot her horseman plunged across my path. In that nmoment Cerdic turned,
floundered to the nearest ship, snaked ninbly over the side and di sappeared as
t he boat heaved away toward the middle of the stream

"Cohort fall back," |I grated to Bedivere with a voice raw fromyelling.
"Archers forward. Shoot as long as the boats are in range.”

Bedi vere | ooked denmented, helmet awy, nose and cheeks grime-streaked. "Are
you hurt, Arthur?"
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"Don't think so." It hurt to talk. | could barely whisper. "You?"

"No, but Trystan's down."

"Ch no, not Tryst!"

"Think it was him" Bedivere nodded dazedly. "Think it was him"

"We did it," | croaked. "God of all luck in battle, we did it! Pull them back
I've no voice left."

There are truths renmenbered |ong after tactical details are forgotten

pictures bristling vividly fromthe unchangi ng face of war that historians

i ke Caesar seemto overlook. Men in battle are nuch the sanme. They rage and
fear and try to stay alive. Men after battle are nore el oquent. The viol ence

| eaves them exhausted. They slunmp in the saddle, jolting linply with the
nmoverrent of stunbling horses, or linp on foot, |eading the wetched beast
behind in an aimess, dreamlike progress. Sone cry softly with the rel ease of
tension, sone curse like praying or pray like profanity, shuddering down from
the viol ent height they have scal ed. Funbling and gentle, they hel p a wounded
friend, encouraging, scolding as they coax him along. "Cone on, dam you, hold

onto me. Na, | knowit hurts, you great fool. Come on, not far."

They gather together, staring back at the place they have cone out of. That
gaze is unseeing and all-knowi ng, and they will have little to say of what
happened- They were in a battle and survived, that's all. These things never
change.

Among the last of them hobbled Trystan, |eading his nmount, apparently unhurt
except for a peculiar linmp. Gatefully, I went to him

"Down, Tryst. Sit and rest."
H s eyes were fever-wild, but the sardonic snmile was inmutable. "Thank you,



"Il stand."

He grabbed his saddle horn with both hands, shoul ders heavi ng, head sunk unto
his arms, and fromthose depths | heard buil ding | aughter

"Absurdity, Arthur! Tragic, were it not so funny. Lord Trystan of Castle Dore,
heart with a thousand songs, harp that knows woman |i ke a hand on her breast.
Sing it, OBritons!"

He paused while the helpless mrth shook him "Nay, was ny sword not magic?
Was | not so thick-rounded with Saxons | seenmed to wear themlike a coat, and
yet cone fromit unscathed as froma field of flowers?" He raised his head,
the tears of a terrible glee rolling down his cheeks. "And then this horse—=
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What ever the joke, it was too nuch for Trystan; he fell gasping on ny neck
"This insensitive, unpoetic beast, when | amoff his |athered back and | eani ng
for rest on ny sword, this traitorous ox, does he not kick me in the arse and
knock me flat before all my men and such of the Saxons who cared to watch?"

H s laughter rose to a high-pitched splintering giggle as he coll apsed on the

ground in a ball, holding his stomach. The spasm passed; Trystan rolled over
on his unwounded front, wi ping the tears away. "And then by way of comment, he
just stands there and makes casual water. Ch, Arthur, 1'll wite | ove songs
alone. I"'mnot for epic. | seemcursed with futility."

He started to sputter again, but with a different sound, as if a new enotion
sprang up to choke what held it in check. Suddenly his face was a slate w ped
clean of all but horror and exhaustion. "Did . . . did you see the water in
the shallows? It was pure red."

And then my garrul ous Tryst had no nore to say, just stared at nothing and
shook.

The | egion officers reported Cador unharmed, but no one knew his present

wher eabouts, certainly nowhere about the deserted pal ace. Some of the raiders
had won nmis far. The halls were littered with broken statuary, |ooted chests,
a few beans bl ackened by fire. Only a few servants crept about, straightening
up. | passed one woman crouched on the stone steps |eading to the upper
gal l ery, and asked for Cador

"Don't Icnow, " she nunbl ed.

"CQuenevere?"

She wagged her head vaguely toward a chamber on the gallery. "One of them got
her."

A trail of blood led fromthe door along the gallery. Too weary to deal with
any nore than the dull fact, | followed the spatters until they ended in an
al cove. Not Guenevere, but the body of a young Pict. The knife wound was
centered just under his heart. He wore the tattoo marks of a Veni cone.

turned and pl odded back to the door and pushed it in.

The chanmber was a shanbl es, chairs and sconces overturned, the bedcl othes half
dragged to the floor. CGuenevere huddl ed on the edge of the bed, ashen
knuckl es white around the hilt of the smeared dagger. She m ght have been
there for hours, unnoving but for the trenbling of her rigid body.
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| sank down heavily beside her. "G ve you good norning. | found your
visitor."'

Guenevere didn't nove or | ook up, just shook. | saw her clear then. Men

prai sed her beauty even in age and never realized it was only her reaction to
them a vital charisma with which she invested her life. Drained of it, she

| ooked vul nerabl e and al nbost pathetic. Druith-Belrix gazed with ne now and saw
her with a wiser heart, no longer a nmere prize but a worman apart, a hunman
bei ng who nust win or fail on her own strength.

"Did he die?" she spat suddenly. "Did he die? Did he die?"

"Thoroughl y. "

" Good. "

Wth some difficulty, |I coaxed the knife fromher tensed fingers and held her



tight to stop the trenbling. She vibrated agai nst ne.
"Fadi er?" she asked finally.

"Al'l right, | think."

"And Peredur?"

"He took a wound, but he'il recover."
"I should go to him" But she didn't nove, just dropped her head on ny
shoulder. "Is it going to be like this always? Are we going to live our lives

at bay, waiting for those aninals to conme agai n?"

| was too tired to lie, and a wonman sel f-possessed enough to dispatch a man
with one knife thrust deserved better. "Probably."

Anot her long silence. "Well, | shall just have to get used to it, then. Was it
bad at the river?"

"Ch, Trystan said it best. Hordes of strangers, no one you'd really want to
meet . "

Guenevere ventured a hint of smile. "The fool, that does sound |like him Was
he hurt?"

"Not mortally,” | said, trying to keep her spirits up. "H s horse kicked him
Sonmewher e between the epic and the ode. Now if | may inmpose on your
hospitality—"'

The Veni cone hadn't |aid hands on her wine. There was a full beaker on the
hearth. | filled a bowl and made Guenevere sip it carefully, sharing with her
nmysel f. Sone of the color crept back into her sallow cheeks. Her fear was a
pal pabl e thing. It must have been a nightrmare hearing the harsh voices, the
footsteps running across the hall below, nounting the steps, flinging her door

wi de. Even now, with our faces close together, | could see the echo of that
fear as she touched ny cheek.
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"He had marks like this," she wondered. "But who gave themto you?"

"An old and very honorabl e wonman. "

"Pict?"

"Not really. Prydn. You call them Faerie. She is called Gern-y-fhain. That
means head of the family or Purest One or even queen if you want. Picts cal
such woren Faeri e queens when they might not rule nmore than fifteen of their
fol k. Most of the year they have no hone but where the cattle end at sundown,
and t hey—

Over Guenevere's shoul der, Dorelei laughed and little Drost threw up his tiny
and inperial arns, summoni ng the powers of obedient creation to his whim
"—they live hard lives, perhaps, but they taught ne the nanes of things hard
to say in words and all the gentleness |'ve ever known."

Still her fingertips trailed over ny cheek. "That nust be it, Arthur. Wat was
m ssing before. They were wi se teachers, |
t hi nk."

Foot steps came along the gallery, then a stocky, powerful-Iooking caval ryman
inring-mail filled the doorway.

"Lord Arthur, | have the centurions' tally of |ost and wounded."
"Let me have it."
He passed me the vellumroll. At second glance, | recognized the man they

call ed Lancelot. Cose up and in daylight the hero of the third squadron was a
sober and ordi nary young nan of |ess than average height, with a square,
unsm | i ng count enance. Goi ng down the ranks, you wouldn't | ook at himtwice.
The casualty list was glaringly disproportionate. Bedivere and Trystan
suffered heavy | osses, but Gareth a nere handful. The inplication seened
clear: we would not go into battle again until every man could set his feet in
those stirrups. The roll nade no nention of the first or second squadrons,
however .

"I could not find the Princes of Orkney for an accounting," Lancel ot expl ai ned
in his queerly accented Latin. "They were given the Pict captives."

Guenevere said with cold venom "That's fitting."

Lancel ot approached her with a huge deference. "Lady, there are wounded nmen on



the field. Did you not say you would go out

to thenf"

"Yes, of a certainty." She tried to rise, still spent fromher ordeal. Each of
us reached to help her. She wi ped the blood from her hand on a piece of |inen
"What is your nane, friend?"
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"Lancel ot, Lady."

From hi s deference and avoi dance of her direct gaze, | judged hi munused to
t he conpany of wonen. "He may have saved your city,” | put in. "Ask your

father what service he did today."

"I ndeed?" As always in the conmpany of men, Quenevere scraped up enough
vivacity to charm "Well, Lancelot, we mnust renenber you. Meanwhile, |'ll take
what worren | can find and go to the field. God be with you, nmy lords."

I inclined ny head and stepped aside for her. Lancel ot bowed deeply—a little
too deeply. She was a worman, after all, not a vestal virgin. As he gazed after
Guenevere, | had another chance to observe this puzzling, capable nman. Sone of
nmy cohort were sinple nmen-at-arms |ike Gareth and Bedi vere, but none nore

sel f-effacing than Lancelot. Still, common soldiers didn't speak Latin better
than a bi shop; he was obviously raised in the | anguage. And sonet hi ng el se:
this chilly nmorning the cloak was thrown across his body and draped over his
| eft shoul der. Unconsciously, he held it in place with his left hand. Very
un-British, but quite natural for one accustoned to Roman dress.

"Lancel ot, have we net before?"

"I think not. Tribune. You'd been captured when | cane to this service."

" Froi r *wher e?"

"Gaul, sir."

Yes, where else? Wth a soft shock, | knew those plain, sad features as well
as Morgana's, had known them since Merlin's first vision. "Your nane isn't
Lancel ot . "

He shrugged thick shoulders. "It's what the men call me, the best they can do
with Latin."

"You are Ancellius."”

"Why, yes," he admitted. "Ancellius Falco. My father was lord of

C er nont - Ferrandr "

"You fought the Goths with Ecdicius."

"Yes again." He seenmed mldly confused. "But how did you—=2"'

"How do | know?" The | aughter sounded harsh. "Because |'m bew tched or a
genius or mad. All three, very like. Anbrosius said you' d taken vows."
From hi s sudden reticence, the subject was clearly distasteful to him "I

| acked the grace to serve CGod."

Ch, don't you see? Being here, being real, he made ny dreans augury and Merlin
a prophet. "Why have you cone?"
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H s answer wasn't meant to be ironic. There was no irony in this man. "Wy
not? There's no nore Gaul, no nmore world really but here. It seened the thing
to do."

That was a |l ong day. An endl ess mass and requi em for the dead, avoiding the
field where Gawai n and Aghvai ne herded the Pict captives, trying not to hear
them Myving frombed to bed in the infirmary or bl anket to bl anket by the
river anong men too shattered to be noved, pausing a m nute by Peredur as
Guenevere tried to coax soup into him

"I got through it," he kept saying in a broken, reedy voice. "I got through
it. Mark me, Gmven. This Arthur, he's imortal. He has God in the saddle with
him"

There were others to kneel beside, nen who contended with the vast baffl enent
of death. They had faith, they prayed, yet this dark thing waiting was of no
religion, sinply was. Gradually as they drifted away fromthis shore toward
anot her, bew | dernment gave way to serenity. They left tife tike a roomno



| onger needed, blew out the candl e and were gone.
| had led themto this and would I ead nore to it again, and who in the
bl eeding world gave me the right? Not humility |I felt but a great, leveling

reality. | was only a piece on the board nyself, riding the mare of fortune
and toiling under it as well. Mve by nove it happened, shaped as Merlin
foretol d: Morgana, CGuenevere, Ancellius. Yet the enmerging pattern still made
no sense. King of Britain? I, with no anbition beyond goi ng hone under the
hill?

Liar, Merlin pronpted.

Shut up, madman.

No, he persisted. You see how they need a god. This nane, that nane, what
matter? The Nazarene was only a builder with a genius for nen, but their need
for a Messiah made hima god

And they crucified him

They needed that, too,

What wonder 1 got drunk that night?

For want of a better word, you could call ny nmood self-pity, the natural need
of a man who's worked a long, hard time and wants to be petted for it or at

| east to have his feelings acknow edged. What better friend than Trystan for
such a monent? In the pal ace chanber given to ne, with a warm ng bl aze from
the firepit, Tryst and | shared a beaker of w ne while he plucked soft

nmel odi es from his harp, sober and rem niscent, closer to his
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t houghts than the drink this night. He et me finish nmost of the beaker

In his way, Trystan was as nuch a friend to me as Bedivere. Not as close; you
weren't allowed that near to Tryst. He kept you at armis length with a | augh
or a self-deprecating joke that irritated blunter nen and drove wonen to

di straction. Self-imolation seenms to carry its own gl anour, the hei ghtened
perfune of a dying flower. Mature wonmen nmay avoid it, but none are totally

i npervious. It appeals to the maternal or annoys their sense of order. They
saw Trystan going to hell in a peal of hard, bright [aughter and | onged to
save him He sang them songs, allowed themto feel both saintly and sensua
for a night or two before they found how truly unapproachabl e he was. Mbst
were uncharitable in recalling him but did so with flattering frequency and
detail. If the grapes were sour, they were still plentiful

Hs lyrics were not the heroic lies that make giants out of ordinary nmen. He
sang of waki ng beside Yseult, of her breasts brushing against himin | ove
maki ng, the conmbat of passion, the satiate quiet afterward; of loving in the
wrong place at the wong tine but |oving nonetheless. O lying on her, in her
their notion part of the rolling ship that carried them back to Marcus.

So many versions of their story have been mangled by minstrels, let ne briefly
state the bare facts. The King of Leinster in Ireland rai ded south Cornwal |
and was thoroughly trounced by Marcus Cononori to the tune of disaster and a
rui nous ransom It would have meant years of tribute. Leinster, however, noted
that Marcus was a wi dower and offered a conpromise: a portion of the tribute,
some of it in cattle, and a perpetual peace to be sealed with Leinster's jewel
of a daughter in marriage. Even allowi ng for his possessive pride as a father
Leinster felt honor-bound to admt more nmen fell in love with Yseult at first
sight man did not. And of course the tribute would continue to be paid. To put
it baldly, Marcus bit. Letters sent, tokens of faith exchanged: done.

Wth Trystan as enissary, Leinster sailed hone. He was mnus a few good
warri or s—among them hi s nephew Mirhalt, who'd been slain in the chance of
battle by Trystan hinmsel f. Leinster saw no reason to announce the fact, but
word got out anyway. Yseult flatly refused to neet the Conmi shman who kill ed
her cousin, but the court of Leinster is small. They had to neet, there was
time before their voyage while her weddi ng clothes were made, and Yseult began
to find that loyalty had its limts.
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Trystan was handsonme and ki nd, certainly well-mannered, he sang beautifully
and glittered with the romance of a civilized court that dealt with far,

fabul ous Rone. Trystan coul dn't have been nore than twenty at the tine, Yseult
about si xt een.

I met her nyself a few years later. Her father didn't m srepresent. She was
heartwrenchi ngly beautiful, with that whiteness of skin that nakes any col or
in the cheeks seem sudden and hectic, black hair and eyes al nost that dark
Loving, too, in a very dependent sort of way, a kind of lost-waif quality that
made nen yearn to protect her. Yseult gave the inpression she couldn't get

t hrough di nner without the help of God and the nearest nale. She never really
| ost her | ooks, though with age they ran to a bovine fleshiness and an
expression of placid content that never quite resolved to enthusiasm the | ook
of a cow not particularly fond of its stall but unable to think of a better

pl ace to survive. So nuch for smug hindsight. At sixteen, she was exquisite,
and the al chemmy ran through Trystan |ike plague through a city.

He tal ked softly now as he plucked reflectively at the harp strings. Trystan
didn't speak often of the past; gossips were anple for that. 1 let himranble
on, lulled by the nusic and wine, the fire's warnth and nmy own thoughts.

"The | ove potion?" Trystan caressed a chord fromthe strings. "There was one,
but we didn't need it. W were in |ove when the boat sailed."”

The Irish believe very strongly in magic, Trystan to)d ne. Not surprising in a
peopl e who, until Caesar's tine, slaughtered their kings when they showed
signs of age. The king was the incarnation of their tribal fortune, a god who
must mate with a tribal goddess before crowning, usually a synbolic'ani mal
like a white horse. |1'd always thought they left it synmbolic, but Trystan
assured me the cerenony was dramatically literal

"Rather |ike a | apdog assaulting a wol fhound, if you can picture it," Trystan
said. "The hapless lout rmust rise to the occasion, but if he can't, there's a
poti on ready that would nmake himrandy for his own grandnother. As with the
horse, so with his queen. If the wedding night's a failure, that augurs poorly
for crops and cattle. In Ireland kingship is uphill nost of the way."

Yseult's nother knew that Marcus was well beyond the first shout of |usty
yout h. Trusting the brute power of'the wedding potion, she sent al ong a phial
of it.

"The boat was our world for the precious few days we had," Trystan renenbered.
"We tal ked as nuch as we nmade | ove, or rather | talked and she |listened. Unti

she cane, | didn't know
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how much sharing was |ocked up in ne. | nattered her blue, but she |oved
sitting at ny knee, drinking in the life | laid before her. It nust have
seened very inpressive to a girl never nore than a day's ride fromhone."
Trystan grinned ruefully. "I told her of ny father's castle, that inpoverished
little hill-fort with its stockade and hall. In times of trouble, every

cowherd and his kine had to squeeze in with us. But it sounded very grand to
Yseult. She listened by the hour while |I tal ked of everything but tonorrow. W

had a few days, then Marcus nmet the boat and . . . took her.'
Trystan drew a brief, sweet phrase fromthe harp. "But |1'd touched sonmeone
and, because of it, | was changed for all tine. It's not our innocence we |ose

in loving, only our ignorance."

The wi ne worked swiftly on ny enpty stomach, but \ wel comed and surrendered to
it. This was needed, this exchange w th anot her human being. And on this night
nore than one ghost hovered in the shadows beyond the firepit.

There's child in nme, Belrix.

G away, I'mtired. | don't want the pain of you now

Still, being part of reality, how could she go away? She wal ked the world as |
did, grew big with the reality, riding the hills after tinefhain herds. The
wealth would formin her through this autum, poise to leap into life through
I ong nights by the crannog fire and be bom near Brigid-feast early in
February, in the dark nonths when fhain and cattle alike nestled under the



hill.

Ghosts wal ked nmy m nd, ghost-senses m xed with the snoke fromthe fire, brown
skin wapped in green | eaves on M dsumrer night.

Thee's gone from ne,

AH of it was coming true: nove by nove. Merlin placed them on the board.

Mor gana, Quenevere, now Lancel ot. Pawn, queen, knight and—ki ng? The thought
was sudden and cold as it was honest. I'd never go back to Myrgana. Plan
dream pronise, delude nyself, what difference? Merlin's bit was in ny nouth,
Merlin who was no nore than myself, spurring me toward tonorrow. Tw st as

m ght to | ook back, | could only run on
No, you prom sed her.
Trystan lit one candle fromanother. "G oony in here. ' Tig better to |ight

one candl e than curse the dark.'
My tolerance for truismwas thin as his. "W mned that genP"
"I'"d rather not know," Trystan decided archly. "Sonmeone
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with a razor gift for platitude. What is it about homlies nakes you want to
retch? I mean, I'Il light their silly candle, but sonmeone's damm well going to

hear about the dark."
He was in good form worthy of ny bleary toast. "Wll said,

bard."

"Arthur, | believe you're drunk."

"Alittle. Aren't you?"

"Not tonight," Trystan answered quietly, taking up his harp. "I'ma perishing
bore drunk. No conpany at all, no wit, just curse, drink and cry. No, tonight
| want io talk. | need it. Many nore days like this, | may not get the
chance. "

He | ooked away into the fire and struck an eerie, dissonant

chord.

"So we cane home to Castle Dore. Uncle Marcus was not required to westle with
a mare, but there was the royal consummation with a picked group of nobles on
wat ch out si de the weddi ng chamber. | never drank nuch before that night, but

t hank the gods we were allowed it. Marcus canme out fromtime to time, flushed,
sweaty, calling for wine and sonetimes food. He'd drunk the potion and, on his
faith, Yseult's nother was Cupid s own sorceress. Nay, he felt twenty again.
Bring on all the maidens in Cornwall, he'd stonmach for the |ot.

"There were the usual jokes. | pretended to |augh, but all | could see was
Yseult in mat big bed, the royal pawn in Leinster's shabby ganbit: |ose a war,
win it back with a wedding. Then Marcus would sigh with a vast regret as if to
say 'duty calls,' pretend to gird up his loins, and swagger back into the
weddi ng chanber. "

Alittle foggy nyself now, | could still see howthe truth of Trystan shone
through his brittle, supercilious mask. He | ooked very vulnerable in the
firelight.

"There was an hourglass on the table before ne while we watched. Getting very
drunk, it seemed not sand but ny insides were running down the glass. My face
hurt fromsmling when | wanted to shriek at all of them shut up, wanted to
break down that filthy door and—=

Trystan reached for his cup but took only a small sip. "No, I'"'mnot going to
get drunk tonight. She put up with it better than |I. Wnen can do

that,,they' re—what are they that we're not?"

| hiccuped. "Realists?"

Hs turn to salute ne with raised cup. "Well put. She endured. W& net when we
could, but it was painful to see her leave nmy bed for his. To cone to mne
fromhis. To see her torn apart I|ike
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t hose captives today, because Marcus really cared for her, too. Sonetinmes |
wondered who suffered nost: he learning later all at once or me know ng al



the tine, or Yseult in the mddle. W began to quarrel, began to |earn how far
across a bed it can be. A battlefield. 1 hated nyself and her and Marcus,
drank to dull the hatred and hated all the nore. And she paid. | gutted her
because | couldn't live with it, because she was sonmeone | could nake suffer
for ny suffering.”

H s voice broke suddenly: "I nmean, she's not that strong. She can't stand
al one. She needs a place to be safe.”
Trystan came to sit by nme, refilling my cup. "Marcus caught us together

Perhaps 1 wanted himto. You see the ax poised and long for it to make an end.
| couldn't stay at Castle Dore. Ambrosius was ny savior, recruiting court
idlers for his new aloe. That's how | cane to your friendship, you cleansing
conet of a man."

| was rather befogged now, nore than the wine could warrant, ears ringing
queerly. "Firelord . "

"My nen say you have a destiny. Perhaps |'mpart of it. | feel that ax hasn't
fallen yet for either of us."

Shivering suddenly. "Cold, Tryst. I'mcold."

"Come by the fire." He took ny armto help me up. "I believe nmy conet has had
enough.’

A figure | oomed out of the darkness beyond the fire. | squinted at it. "Wo's
"at ?"

"Prince Gawain," said the nountai nous shadow. "I nmust speak with you."

"Not now, "Il slurred. "Let it wait."

"Cannot wait." The great bulk of Gawain cane into the light, strangely
tentative. "Please."

That was an odd word from Gawai n. "Wl | ?"

"It's about tonorrow "
"He neans your duel,"
ne."

Gawai n' s presence sickened me for his granite arrogance, his treatnent of
captives, but none of this could account for the mndless, murderous anger his
nearness inflamed. He and his brother were of one cloth, and only the Prydn
word could nane it. TallfolKk.

Trystan pronpted cordially. "The one you pinched from

"Well, Prince? Has your brother sent you with an apol ogy?"

As well ask if he'd grown wings since breakfast. "Apol ogize, hell! | cane
because he will not, cannot apol ogize, and—

*&_.*
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Gawai n | abored under the vast burden of hunmility for the sake of love. "He
can't fight your way."

. The strange anger stitl mounted in me, "The Pict way? Wiy not, the son of a
bitch called ne one.”

Gawai n couldn't afford to heat now, something else was too inportant.
"Tribune, you may have noticed his leg. You don't know how he hates it, how it
makes himfeel less than a man. Let it be |lance or sword, anything el se, but
don't shanme ny brother like this. He won't go barefoot. He'll die first."

"Unl ess you persuade himto withdraw. 1 think you' ve al ready

tried."”

"I have," Gawain admitted, not without difficulty. "Done everything |I could. 1
know Agrivaine's not easy. His tenper's a laid tinder fire, all it needs is a
-spark. He's always been that

way. "

"Cot to learn, then."

The fog thickened around ny senses, naking me an island of rage in a mst. |
could tell Gawain would rather have his teeth pulled one by one than ask
anyt hi ng of ne. What | was doing was not the way, but | couldn't stop

"Lord Arthur, I'mnot a man to be asking, nuch | ess begging. But | beg you.



He's not afraid, but leave himhis dignity. H's pride as a prince of Orkney."
Aye, tallfolk. Like the woman who had Morgana driven fromthe village wth
sticks when she only wanted to confort a child. Like the one who tried to
cheat Cradda of her ewe, or the Votadini farner at the well who was a decent
man, a humane man so long as certain lies were perpetuated, certain lines |eft
uncrossed. They nust be left their pride, sonmeone to feel better

t han.

"You and your brother are not men to talk of dignity, Gawain. Life I'Il |eave
him butihat stiff back will bend."

Was t hat whi pcrack ny own voice, full of denonic energy, barely human?

"You call that leaving himlife?" Gawai n asked. "Making hi m show his weakness
to the world? Is he not a fine soldier? Was't not hinself saw Cerdic's plan in
time lo stop it? You are

cruel . "

"Well, that's news." | controlled ny tfiickening tongue with an effort, dinly
aware of the buzzing in nmy ears. "This afternoon while a priest warbled a hym
of gratitude, you personally cut the heart out of a man as an offering to
Christ—and you talk of leaving dignity? Tied nen between horses and pulled

t hem apart,

and call nme cruel? Sent the rest home w thout tongues or their eyes burned
out, and / amcruel? If | were half that, 1'd deal with you like the Rone you
sneer at, line the road fromhere to the Wall with crosses and hang an O kney
lord fromevery one as a |l esson to your petty arrogance. Damm you both, there
isn'"t time for that anynore. It doesn't happen that wavl"

Soneone tried to steady my drunken career around the fire, someone who | ooked
like Tryst, but dim washed out by the mad, white glare in nmy brain. "Easy,
Arthur."

But the anger was a terrible engine. "Be cruel, a says. Dost think Melga felt
no pain? Any one of ny brothers be better nen than thee. Nectan, Urgus,
Cunedag—better!" | staggered and wove. "Good God! To be king over such as
you. "

I lunged for Gawai n, but Trystan held ne back. "King, is it? What the hell are
you—=2"

"Cet away fromne!"

But Tryst gripped tighter. "For the fove of reason, man. Wat's the matter
with you? They're only a buggering lot of Picts."

For what happened then, magic or madness, | have no explanation. Wth a roar

| struck blindly at Gawain. The thrust of the blow didn't end but went on and
out, dragging me after it through the white glare to cone crashing down on ny
knees.

In sudden silence the glare receded to definable colors. The room Trystan and
Gawai n were gone.

I crouched at the summit of a bare hill near a heap of heavy stones from which
protruded the heavy hilt of a kmgsword. A chain ran fromthe depths of the
stone pile to coil about ny waist, locking me to it.

Bel ow ne on the plain, a vast nultitude waited, expectant. Wiile | | ooked,
they raised their arnms in salute. The hails froma mllion throats racketed
bet ween ground and sky.

A-ve! A-vel

"Merlin, are you there? Help ne."

But there was no Merlin, only nyself and the waiting throng. Then Morgana
sprinted out of the press, running up the hill toward ne.

"Belrix, come hone."

| tore at the chain, lunged this way and that with furious strength, but it
hel d tight.

Morgana cal |l ed: "Take thy sword and free us!"

No strength of nmy own would drag the chain fromits mooring. Desperate, |
clutched the sword hilt—
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A-vel

j-1-fc;

—faised it and brought it down on the links. They parted |ike butter, and

ran toward Morgana's outstretched arnms, caught her up, swept her high off the

ground.

"See? Have found thee again!" | laughed with joy. "And will never |eave now "
"Forever," she whi spered agai nst nmy cheek. "Wuld see thy child-wealth, thy
son?"

"Yes, show himto ne. Morgana."

She held ne tight, inpossibly tight. "A waits for thee," Mrgana whispered in
a harsher, deeper voice.

Then | felt the cold shock as the knife went into me and, falling away from

the arns that held ne hard, saw they were not Mdrgana's at all. A stranger

poi sed over nme, knife ready to strike again. Stranger, yet not so alien 1
couldn't recognize the set of the eyes. W nmade this killing machi ne, she and
. He was us.

"Mor gana! "

The light failed and the shadows crowded back, and | was dying fromthe knife
he rai sed again. "Wy, boy? You're all we
ever wanted."

"You're all | ever wanted," he said. "Cone hold your wealth."
Hard to see himnow, the light fled so fast. "W made you together. ~Vhy do
you kill ne?"

"Because you killed us."

He hurled himself on nme, and the last of the light gleamed on the bronze knife
before he drove it hone, on the rings of her fingers as she framed ny face in
t hem

"Arthur."

"You're all | ever wanted ,
“Arthur."’

"Why do you kill me?"
"Arthur, look at ne."

I was on my couch. Guenevere knelt over me in her nightrobe as the world
rushed back to inprison ne again. | blinked stupidly up at her, feeling her
cool hands on ny face and neck. My jaw throbbed. Someone had hit me very hard.
". . . \Were's Tryst?"

Guenevere | aughed softly. "CGone to bed. He said you were mad drunk and raving.
Gawai n had to bless you with his good right hand."

"That he did. And you cane?"

"I wanted to cone all day. This morning when | was so pitiful and
frightened—and ugly, God knows—you were so gentle, as if

you'd cone from church and not a battie." Guenevere brushed her cheek agai nst
m ne. "You deserve to go a little nad. But when you tal ked of the Faerie and
what they taught you—there was a woman, yes?"

"All | ever wanted . "

Guenevere put a finger over ny lips. "All / ever wanted. Perhaps. Today |'m
not sure of anything, whether | want you or just not to sleep alone in the bed
where | al nost died." Her nmouth against mne was what | inmagined it would be:
searching, cool, not everything given yet, as if she were honestly thinking
about it.

My body still burned with phantom pain where the dream knife had stabbed

still tensed for the com ng death stroke, part child again, wary against the
dark that held nothing but fear and strangers. | reached for Mrgana and
Guenevere all in one hope, life reaching for Iife on a death-ridden day.
Reached for Gaen to join with her and live. She came to ne in perhaps the
same, sinmple need. 1 unlaced the front of her nightrobe and freed her breasts,
heard her slight shudder-breath as | ran ny lips and tongue over the curve and
t he ni ppl e.



Who | oved, joined with, surrendered to whon? C asped together, mrror to
mrror, we sent reflections into infinity, though the faces blurred and
changed. One was Mdrgana's, and there nmust have been others for Guenevere over
nmy shoul der. Part of what we are is whom we've |oved, and we go to each new
weddi ng bed with all our lovers in our eyes.

Agrivai ne withdrew his chall enge, choking on that |less than a revel ation of
his infirmty. Blind with shane, he was close to pulling his squadron off the
Wall and goi ng hone. Since he wouldn't speak to me at all, | was grateful when
Quenevere offered a sol ution

"Arthur, didn't you say he deserved praise for guessing Cerdic's plan? Gve it
to him heap it on him One of those gold laurels would be very nice."

Dear Gaen, she thought of the laurel as casually as a wedding gift. No use
pointing out how rare they were or that Bedivere and | had not even received
our own.

"And besides," | argued, "only Anmbrosius can give the laurel."

Mere detail to Guenevere. "Well, he's coming, and you're his darting, and you
could recommend it. Then one could give out to
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Agrivai ne that you especially wanted hi mconmended for valor, Frankly the idea
does you credit, Arthur.”

Li ght began to break. She wasn't Cador's child for nothing. And just who would
carry the news to seething Agrivaine?

"Why, nyself, silly! We'll award it with all the ponp and God knows what —how
can it fail? If Agrivaine receives the laurel fromnmy own hand, who dares slur
hi s courage? Thus, you keep a hundred nmen at your side."

She | ooked very much Iike her father then, adding lightly, "I was going to
make a laurel for you, but you'd never wear it."

"Of course 1 would."

"Ch, you would not." She winkled her nose against mine. "You' re such an old
scruffy. You' ve gone quite tatty since you canme fromthe south to disorder ny
life. Dear God, how you glittered the day |I first saw you, shined and proper
and standing so stiff you actually teetered. Now," arns coiling about ne, a
gentl e serpent offering her apple, "what about Agrivaine?"

The scherme worked. At least it kept Agrivaine fromgoing home in a huff. He
never forgave me, but wore his gold laurel on every possible occasion
thereafter.

"A shrewd wonman," Bedivere commented, "but | have the feeling you' ve been
somewhat nmanaged, Artos."

Perhaps, but it was this quality that earned Guenevere her title when we wore
the crowns of Britain. Sone kings have queens, others mere w ves. Mark's
Yseult | ooked decorative on a royal progress, but she knew nothing of Britons
and cared less. Qutside of cattle tribute, the intricacies of royal finance
el uded her. Diplomacy, to Yseult, was the bedroom and the ax.

Guenevere was raised on Latin. Its precision ordered her thoughts. She had her
father's undeniable gift for government, which Cador once defined as the
gentle art of getting as much as you can for as little as you can pay and
escapi ng wi thout viol ence.

"Anyone can steal," he nmaintained. "But to be loved for it

takes art."

Guenevei e possessed the art. Wien | built a seat of power, she was the silken
cord that bound the vital north to nme. She knew comrand because she knew

mal es. Princes mght chafe under my yoke, but they were always sal ved by
Guenevere's frank appreciation and graceful praise. Not surprising that she
quite often sensed better than nyself which nmen could be trusted and which
not .

O our troubles later, some w se heads have wondered if we
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ever really |loved each other. People like to think in those terns. Bl acks and



whites are sinple, but we were never sinple people.

A star rises and burns bright, and perhaps two stars, drawn close, will spin
about each other and give light as one so that you forget they're separate.
Perhaps for a time the stars forget, too ..

The hell with it: say love if you wish. W wouldn't argue.

In ove then, Cador acceding to what he considered his daughter's passing
fancy. A princess was privileged after all, though the question of marriage
was beyond the pale. Good God, not Arthur Pendragon. Hi s brother Caius,

per haps: crowned, close to the enperor. O Gawain or even Ceraint. The one

m ght be crude and the other colorfully unbal anced, but they would both be

ki ngs soneday, potential allies by marriage. But a nere soldier, enperor's pet
or no, a landless |ord-by-courtesy? Thank you, but no.

As usual, no one reckoned on high-vaulting Anbrosius, or that he would | ose
his last battle in the south that winter, or howlittle tine our weary master
had to live.

O how wisely and well he built his house to |ast.

When princes struggle for power, it doesn't natter at all to the peasant, to

t he Morganas and Nectans and Craddas whose |lives don't change a whit. But when
Anbr osi us unl eashed my nmen to range to the four winds in Britain's defense, we
became a synmbol to the farners of the isolated villages, who knew very little
of princes or powers beyond the next hil!. Speed put us everywhere, nmade us
known to everyone. Already the army couriers, the bards of the west, the
travelers fromnorth to south were spreading the tale of Cerdic's defeat at
Ebur acum—=Hundr eds of horsenen with | ances and | ongswords, and at their head a
man called Arthur"—hrough the far corners of Britain. The common fol k of the
Catuvel l auni, the Coritani, the Silures mght not know a prince froma
partridge outside of their own, but they remenbered the faces and nanmes of nen
who coul d dash across the width of Britain to protect them

They remenbered Bedi vere and Lancel ot, Gareth, Gawain, Trystan and the rather
busy young man who | ed them Wo cared where we cane fron? W were there, a
bri ght new candl e agai nst the dark

And they began to say, "Send us Arthur."

To Wear the Crown

Anbrosi us' terse dispatches told us his visit to Eburacumthat w nter would be
one of grave inportance. Hi s nessenger also brought letters fromKay and ny

st epnot her .

The enperor's train is short these days. The Council turn from himand cal

for a new king, one who can win for us.

In sone vault of menory, the dust of Vortigern stirred and cackl ed.

The situation is bad here, choked with refugees from Verul am um and t he

m dl ands. My chiefs coniplain daily . . - Mther is fine and asks of you
whenever couriers stop. It's been so |ong

Ravia's letter humred and fluttered with the busy trivia of our honme on the
Severn: it was necessary to manumt sonme of the ol der slaves. Replacenents,
when they could be found at all, were | ayabouts and slatterns who refused to
speak Latin. Such used to know their place, she didn't know what the world was
coming to. Please tell Bedivere a certain female rel ati on wondered when her
fair cousin would cone hone.

and yourself as well, though you have never gone fromour hearts. Kay said
your wounds at Neth were slight, and that relieved ne nuch. Still, you have
t he
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breadt h and hei ght for canpaigning, though it defeats me where you got them
Ut her was hardly tall and your nother Ygerna never larger than a child

Qdd. This was the first tinme anyone had ever described Ygerna to nme beyond her
nane. Fl avia never mentioned knowi ng her before, and only through gossip had

| ear ned she was Anbrosius' niece.

"Ask hi mwhen he cones," Bedivere advised. "Now read again that dear bit about

nmy cousin Myfanwy."



Suddenly we both realized how long ago it was that two very young nen rode
away from Severn.

Bedi vere said with a dying fall, "Wen will we go home, Artos?"

He married his cousin Myfanwy, but honme for me was a harder place to find.
The streets of Eburacumwere already lined with soldiers and citizens when the
enperor's buci nas sounded beyond the gates. Watching fromthe ranmparts,
Bedivere and | saw that our lord rode in a litter

"Then it was a bad wound he took," Bedivere nurnured. "You'd nigh have to kil
Anmbrosius to put himon a cart like that."

Ahead of the procession rode the royal ensigns with their | eopard headdresses
and the inperial eagles flaring on their standards Over the bronze-graven
SPQR. Men have called Anbrosius the |ast of the Romans. Certainly that was the
last time | ever saw the eagles carried in state.

When Anbrosius entered the city, | waited in the cold with Cador, Quenevere
and the other officers of high rank. Fur-cloaked Gaen hel d a wel coning cup of
hot wi ne for our enperor, and all around the > marketplace the peopl e of
Eburacum strained to see himfrom behind the guard of honor. On two sides of
the square, ny third and fifth squadrons di pped their |ances on conmand. The
rest of the cohort was |ong departed for the Wall. This small force had stayed
behind, slated for the coastal defense Cador needed.

W had no idea that Anbrosius came to change it all and ny life as well.

When his slaves set down the litter, we wondered why no one
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hel ped hi mout, not know ng that proud man forbade it. | ran down the pal ace
steps to kneel before Anbrosius.

My breath caught at sight of him

Before me lay an aging, sick remant, the vitality gone out of himlike juice
squeezed froma pear, the face gray paste, eyes sunken into puffy pouches of
flesh. Always spare, he was now frail. Between the folds of his heavy cloak

t he gol d- bordered purple of his garnment was stained where his wound bl ed

t hrough its bandages.

My eyes stung with tears. My lord was dying.

"Ave, lnperator."

"W hear what service you did Eburacum Qur thanks." His voice was dry and

| acki ng the ol d resonance. "Damed young scanp, you |look |ike a peddler
Where' s your cerenonial s?"

"I'mafraid— Painful tolook at him "I'mafraid | have

none, sir."

"Ch, | see. And pity we have no nmore to send you. Just a noment while | clinb
down—-no, don't help ne, damm it, |I'mnot crippled."”

Still | offered my arm "WIIl ny lord not honor ne?"

"Go to bell, Artorius. I"'mnot going to be lifted out of this thing like a
bride." Then in a | ower voice: "Cador's been waiting for me to cash in like
all the rest of "em 1 think he's going to have his wish."

Anmbrosi us gathered his strength for the exertion, chuckling maliciously. "But
not today."

He alighted unhel ped, but | saw the cost in the clenched jaw and trenbling,
wasted |inmbs. He stood enmci ated but erect, drawi ng the cloak over his stained
garment, hand raised in inperial invitation

"Come down, Prince. And bring your |ovely daughter with her wel come cup."

The enperor's slave-taster approached to intercept the cup. Anmbrosius revived
this ancient office when one of the (late) Coritani chiefs tried to
assassinate himat dinner. Now, as the prince approached with gracious snile
of state and open arns, Anbrosius nused softly to ne: "Cador doesn't need

poi son. That oily bastard could charmyou to death."

Guenevere's scheme worked. Agrivaine considered it quite his own hour when
bef ore the high blood of the north, his comendati on was read out by Cador's
m ni ster and seal ed by Anbrosius. Wen Agrivaine knelt to receive the honor,
Guenevere cane forward with the new nmade | aurel =The last gold | eaf i
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could find. Dear nother, forgive me"—and held it high for all to see before
setting it on Agrivaine's dark head as the cheer went up

"Hail Agrivaine!"

1 caught his vindictive eye and bowed forrmally to show nmy conpl ete approval .
Bedi vere nudged ne. "Are ny eyes going, or did Guenevere wi nk at you?"

"Wnk? Ch, no."

Smoot hly done, Gaen.

"Let all give ear!"

Cador's portly little mnister rapped his staff on the dais. "Princes and

magi strates of the Parisi and Brigantes, lords, |adies. Gve ear to Anbrosius
Aur el i anus, Enperor of Britain."

The hall grew quiet, yet even the snothered rustle of garnents and breath made
it hard to hear the ailing, feeble voice.

He spoke of his defeat in the south and the inadequacy of fixed legions to
counter a seaborne eneny like the Saxon. Beyond that he rem nded us that
spring woul d see them pushi ng west again toward Severn. The resistance so well
begun and so brilliantly devel oped nmust nove even further, mnust carry the war
hone to the eneny. Only a nobile force could do that. Therefore, wth

al | owance for sufficient horse to maintain the Wall of Hadrian, and with the
concurrence of Prince Cador—

Anbrosi us held up the cohort's notitia, our roll of muster. Before our eyes he
tore the parchnent in two. Bedivere and | exchanged a dunbfounded | ook. What
in the nane of =2

"We detach from Eburacumthe al ae heretofore known as the Sixth and declare it
henceforth a voluntary fealty of man to his lord by the hereditary custom of
Britain..Call Artorius Pendragon."”

The m ni ster whacked down hard with his staff. "Artorius Pendragon, stand
forth!"

| shoul dered through the crowd to stand before ny king, not know ng at al

what woul d cone next. As of now, we weren't a cohort or anything at all but a
di sparate nob bound by no | aw or oath. Any one of us could pack up and go
horre.

Anbrosius held out his hands. "G ve nme your sword, Artorius."

I laid the | ongsword across his callused pal ns.

"We decl are your |egionary rank and that of your forner centurions null and of
no force, and further declare that no nonies may be cl ai ned by virtue of
notitia."
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A Roman precaution for you. W never received so nuch as a gold solidus on the
Wall. Qur own princes supported us.

"Nor any suit of |egion taw pressed agai nst you under those sane voi ded

articles. Artorius," mnmy enperor said, "will you swear by the custom of your
fathers to be ny man?"

H s cheeks glistened with perspiration, cold as it was in the great hall. Just
speaki ng cost him strength.

"I nperator, | will."

The custom of ny fathers eluded me for an enbarrassed nonment, nen | renenbered
the ol d Dobunni chiefs renewing their allegiance to Uher, and the sinple

wor ds by which they bound thenmselves to him A plain oath for illiterate nen,
but deeply sworn with life as forfeit in the breach. |I knelt, touching the top
of nmy head and the sole of ny shoe.

"I swear on life and the gods of ny fathers that, head and foot and al

between, | amyour man, to call you lord, live by your laws and ook only to
you for increase." ,

"So do | swear," Anbrosius gave the response, "to be your faithful lord before



this company and by the gods"—he caught hinmself and went on—before God and
H's Holy Church. And by this oath, | create you Conmes Brittani arum"”

| gaped up at him forgetting to breathe.

He held out my sword. When | received it, Anbrosius took a sinple bronze
circlet fromthe couch beside him Wile |I knelt, still nunb, Anbrosius placed
the circlet on ny head.

"Rise, Arthur, Count of Britain."

The cheer began with Bedivere and Trystan, but swelled with the voices of al
ny al oe

"Hail Arthur, Count of Britain!"

Quick inpressions in my confusion: Cador's unreadabl e face as he appl auded
politely. Bedivere pounding me on the back, the knot of ny nmen around nme, and

Guenevere |l eaving her chair to kneel and kiss my hand. | raised her up
"My God, Gaen," | stammrered foolishly. "Look what they' ve gone and done."
Coming fromthe baths, | |ooked for one of ny men to carry a nessage and spied

Lancel ot, usually somewhere near the pal ace these days. Unlike sone of my nen
who t ook advantage of leisure to prinp, Lancelot wore his old brown robe and
bl ack cl oak |ike a honel ess nonk.

"Lancel ot, please take a nmessage to the pal ace."

He was nore than willing. "Of course, ny lord."
In sone haste | junbled the instructions. "Anbrosius sent for me and |'m
already late, won't be able to dine till later."

His brow furrowed. "This to Cador, sir?"

"No, sorry I'min such a rush. To Guenevere, we're dining al one."

Lancel ot just Wnked at ne. "The | ady, you say?"

"Yes. Now head off, I'mlate."

Wthout 8 word of good-bye, this normally courteous nman turned and pl odded
through the dirty snow toward the palace. Cosed in as Trystan, but w thout
Tryst's |l aughter.

Cador had prepared an opul ent house for Anbrosius, though | doubt the enperor
even noticed the luxury. A stool, a table, cot and dry roof would content this
man who slept nost of his life in a tent.

Passed in by Ursus Strabo, tribune of the inperial staff, | found Anbrosius at
wor k as usual. By now one was used to the ever-present bl ood spot where it
soaked daily through his bandages. The wound woul d not close and the infection
gai ned. Anbrosius chose to ignore it; like the other ordinaries of daily life,
it made way for work or did not exist. Amid a profusion of papers on his
table, the remains of a frugal neal grew cold.

"Artorius, come in. Sit here by me. You look a tittle fresher than the day I
cane. Such a robe, too! From Caius?"

"From Lady Guenevere, sir. Agift."

"Ah yes," Anbrosius remarked. "An ingratiating famly."

"I"'mvery glad to see you better, sir. Have you tal ked to Lancelot? | mean
Ancel | i us?"

"Yes, he came yesterday. A nodest man, | nust say, but he knows caval ry. That
ring-mail's a beauty. WII you adopt it?"

"If Kay can make it, yes."

"As for my health,"” Anmbrosius nmade a sour face, "I seemto have nmislaid it.
Dam nui sance, up one day, down the next."

"Your physicians?"

"WIl not tie to ne. I wish they would now and then." He drew toward us a

vel lum map of the southwest and m ddl e provinces of Britain. "Now let's to
work. You're going to clear the mdlands this sumer. Since you're nore than

an officer now, I wanted to acquaint you with the policy."

Al very well, he said, for aloe to dash here and there headi ng off pieceneal
rai ds. But each spring nore fortified Saxon farns
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dotted the midl and downs, and the Catuvellauni refugees were becom ng a
problem for western princes |ike Kay.



Anbr osi us ni bbl ed absently at a scrap fromhis supper. "This Saxon peasant is
quite different fromyour own. Wen he says mine, he neans it. He carves out a
hol di ng, the reeves reckon his worth to the penny, and it's his by law. If you
were his lord, you couldn't enter his house w thout perm ssion."

Anbrosius' fingers slid over the map, famliar with every feature and
strategic ranmification. "But the mdlands are the key to Britain, Artorius.
Specifically here on Mount Badon." His stylus pricked the map. "A cavalry
force on this hill controls the mdlands and the west, the whole gane in fact.
You agree?"

By the map, no other logic held. On Badon | could defend the west and be
within three days of any point in the nidlands. A Saxon on that hill could
corner the southwest and the heart of the rich Severn lands. My own hone. Kay
and Fl avi a.

Anbrosi us poured fruit wine for both of us. He drank in silence for a few
nmonent s, regardi ng ne thoughtfully.

"You'll win, of course. There won't be any organi zed resistance, certainly no
cavalry. By m dsummrer, the Catuvellauni will be able to go home. And they'l
go with every hope of staying this tine."

I caught his enphasis on wilt. "Yes, sir. I'll clear as nuch as | can, pack

the wonen and chil dren back east—

"You'll pack nothing," Anbrosius corrected deliberately. "You'll |eave them
where they He." Surely | msunderstood him "Wnen and chil dren?" Anbrosius

| ooked away. "Sone things have to be, Artorius. Just do it and don't dwell on
it."

He nade hinmself clear. There was nothing to say. "The Catuvel | auni are our
buffer in the mdlands tike Cador here. But not if they' re hiding in Caerleon

They' Il go home this sumrer over a highway of bones. Big ones and little ones
to tell those thick-skulled Saxon princes that their |and-grabbing days are
over. You'll root themout, burn themout, fight when you can and sl aughter

when you have to, but at the end you'll enpty toe midlands. Do you
under st and?"

Only too well. A dirty, dishonorable job with no songs or flags flying, and
none of us would sleep very well at the end. "Sir, | "
The cup paused halfway to Anbrosius' colorless lips. "Eh?" "I don't know if I

can. It's not a question of disobedience, but—=
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"But you're not Herod to slaughter the innocents?"

"No, Inmperator."

"Ch, lad." Anmbrosius rested his head on his hands. "You have the instinct to
be noble and the anbition to be great. You won't be both together, not bloody
[ikely."

H s head cane up suddenly. "Bedivere's nore than your captain, he's your
friend. Trystan, Gareth, you care for these nen, don't you?"

"Yes sir."

1 ' Then renenber this sunmer that every curly little head you" spare now w ||
be back to fight themlater or breeding nore for their sons to fight. Mre
agony. Utimately, how many Britons will you kill w th your m splaced nmercy?
You' ve read logic, Aristotle. Can you refute ne?"

"No, ny lord, but—=

"Artorius. There are no buts." The enperor spread another nap before ne,
showing all Britain. He | eaned over the chart, visibly tiring, his breathing
nmore difficult. "And if these reasons aren't enough, here's another. You know
how nmy very loyal princes are wondering who'll succeed me. And who is there?"
Who i ndeed anpbng the parochial princes of Britain? As for Merlin, he was ny
own probl em

"Not that we | ack hopefuls,” Anmbrosius went on acerbically. "W're craw ing
with royalty. But which of them can see beyond his own provi nce?"

He | ooped circles in the air over the map with his stylus. "Marcus Cononori ?
Interested in the south coast and sea trade, doesn't give a damm about



anyt hi ng el se. Caradoc of Dyfneint? If not for his son Geraint, he wouldn't
know there was a Britain beyond his beaches and cliffs. Just keep the raiders
of f his coast, thank you. The west, the Silures and Ordovict? |I'm not even
sure who rul es them now. They don't pay taxes unless | go in after them"
Anot her | oop over Eburacum "Qur gracious Cador, watchdog of the north,
smartest of the lot. Has Church support, and he knows how much we need him
He's the bung in the barrel; pull himout, there's nothing to stop the Picts.
But he puts too nuch trust in his ability to make two and two cone out five.
He's not happy losing his aloe. If that old fox turns north for an alliance,
Britain's that nmuch weaker."

He rooted anbng the papers and handed ne a rough-draft note in his own hand.
"But we are rem nded there's at | east one honel ess count with no particul ar
tribal loyalty. Qut of Cornwal
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by Severn, with perhaps a few other strains thrown in. You are Britain right
now, Artorius: schooled in my thinking, at the head of the fastest, nost
powerful force from Orkney to Castle Dore. Woever reaches for the crown wll
ask: does Pendragon back ne? Your nane will be anong those considered. These
articles declare you as nmy own choice for the crown."

So there it was, the last nove on Merlin's board. Pawn to the eighth square.
M racl e acconplished not through dreamor magic but sinple step by step

What ever we nmake of life, it happens that way.

Anbrosius put his hand to his side, breathing heavily. "G ve

me your arm boy."

| hel ped hi mdown onto his couch

"Dam bother," he fretted. "Feel good for an hour, then—hell, it couldn't be
qui ck. That's asking too nmuch. One nore cup and we'll say good night."

| filled our cups, trying to think clearly. My nom nation was no rea
surprise, but the sudden nearness and reality of it crowded the doubts and
guestions over ne. "Sir, do you think . "

Anbr osi us cocked his head at nme. "Well?"

"Choosi ng ne' over royal princes. They'll say you want to found a dynasty."
Anbrosius snorted in disgust. "Dynasty hell! If |I wanted that, | could recal
nmy son from Rome. Fat chance, he wouldn't have this foggy barnyard as a gift."
Anbr osi us coughed, grimacing with the pain it caused him "Dynasty, my—'m
about as royal as the cook's cat. Wen | was chosen to replace Vortigem you
know what | thought? Wy nme? Sinple. Power is its own argument, Artorius."
"Wasn't my nother your niece?"

Anbrosi us took his time answering, sipped at his wine, the cords on his wasted
neck noving as he swal |l owed. Unusual; he was always so direct.

"l suppose she was."

" Suppose?"

"My sister Julia lost three children before Ygeraa. Couldn't carry them past
the third month. Didn't Uther tell you all this?"

"Not hi ng beyond her nane."

"Corl awse woul dn't acknow edge Vortigem s power, so Uther went into Cornwall
to enforce it. He also net Corlawse's wife. When the snoke cl eared, Corlawse
was a dead rebel and Ygema was pregnhant. She died bearing you. U her took you
horme." "I see."

To Wear the Crown

147

"I hope you do, Artorius. It was a long tine ago. Flavia's a |oving worman, but
what's hers is hers. It happens.”

The unusual gentleness in his tone pronpted ne to ask, "Wat was she |ike?"
"Ygerna? Ch, tiny, quick, full of wild whins and hunors. And tenper! Took a
knife to a servant once. Had to be thrashed like a boy. 1'd say there's a
great deal of Ygerna in you." Anbrosius studied me closely. "There's a saying
that they always know ..."

"Who, sir?"



Anbr osi us sighed and sank back on the couch. "Ch hell, just old wives' tales.

And tenaci ous as wonen are, they'll never give a straight version of anything.
There's letters of Julia' s packed away. |'Il send them on sonetinme. But |'m
spun out now, got to rest. Leave ne for now "

He | ay back and closed his eyes. | rose quietly and went to the door, but
before I could open it, Anbrosius called nme again.

" Count ?"

"My ord?"

H s eyes were still closed. "Just one word on the things a king nmust do. Wen

| saved the Denetae fromlrish raiders, they called me Caesar, offered ne
undying loyalty and a few of their daughters. Wen | hanged their |eaders for
rebellion, they called me butcher and anti-Christ."

He paused, breathing hard.

"Don't ever expect themto | ove you."

Guenevere had no supper laid for nme in her chanmber. She was in her nightrobe,
hair | oose about her shoul ders, agitated and short.

"You can't stay with nme tonight," she said. "There'll be a guard on ny door
any noment."

"A guard? Why?"

"To keep you out, Arthur." She hugged herself, shivering. "I'mcold. Put
another log on the Fire."

| drew Guenevere down to the hearth's warnth. "Wat's happened?"

She took the hot wine | offered and drank deep. The cup trenbled in her hand.

"No nore than we m ght expect. God al one knows who'll wear the crown when
Anbrosi us dies. And since he's graciously presented your aloe to Britain at
| arge, we
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need a stronger alliance with the north. Okney and the Picts. Anbassadors
have already left."

Then the guards on her door neant only one thing. It was com C, Cador was so
devi ous, he was predictable. | couldn't help | aughing. Guenevere failed to see
the hunor. "You're anused?"

"A marriage with Brude?"

Her smle was thin and hard. "That's not howit's done. The hint of a
marriage, the possibility, at least until the issue of the crowm is settled."
"Brude! CGood Jesus, that doddering, unsanitary old man."

"Who no doubt |oves his horses nore than nme, but that's rather beside the
point." QGuenevere's head slunmped on ny shoulder. Every line of her body sagged
wi th exhaustion. "Cador didn't give a royal damm about you and ne before.

can have any man | want. But now |'mrequired, and | can't fault father's
thinking. Brude is a sinple man. W give hima sinple picture. Qur anbassadors
wil! sing ny virtues and, above all, nmy virginity."

To |l augh or curse? It would be funny if it weren't so damed cal cul ated and
obvi ous. "A hundred years of war and suddenly an olive branch? Brude's not an
i mbecile.”

"That's part of the game," Guenevere said as if to a child. "If the nmarriage
is profitable to him he'll be forgetful."

"So now |I'm an inconveni ence."

"Never that." Guenevere nuzzled her lips into the hollow of ny throat. "M

feelings are private, but my virtue's gone public. Ch, Arthur, |I'mso damed
tired. | just want to sleep."

"Onen, listen to ne."

She twisted weakly in nmy arnms. "l've listened so much tonight. Father, his

m ni sters, then father again. Good God, let me go to bed,"

"Listen to nme. You care."

"About you? Too nuch."

"About people.” | held her close with nmy nouth against her hair. "You're too
good to be thrown away while Cador plays games for the crown. You know how to
rul e because you know why. You care."



"Ch, | care." Her voice husked with fatigue. "Still, at mass today when
Anscopi us spoke of Christ in the tenple, | felt |like one of the noneyl enders."
"Kiss nme, Gmen."”

**] want to sleep.”
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"Dam it, | said— | kissed her hard. She held on to ne, desperate.
"Father's right, we need this. It's be friendly or helpless. But | feel so
shabby. "

"Gmen, what if | were king?"

She | aughed soundl essly against my chest. "You imagine | haven't thought of
that? You're the only clean thing I know, you and your men. Like Lancel ot when
he brought your message tonight, standing there Iike God's conscience with his
own bare need in his eyes. He's your man, find hima wi fe. Soon. Wetched,
honor abl e man."

"What if | were king?"

She sighed. "It would be so sinple then. |I'd open our gates and cone out to
you with flowers in my hair and the white veil of virginity that we could at

| east pretend was valid. We'd make a strong marriage, strong children and, God
damm themall, a strong country."” She tilted her head back to regard me with
sl eep- sensuous eyes. "I'd even ask now and then if Arthur Pendragon | oved ne."
"Now and then."

Guenevere kissed ne with her old, cooJ enjoynent of the act for itself. "And

| ove you. Most of the tinme. Do you think we could do it, Arthur? Could we take
all this mess and nake sonet hing cl ean?"

Agrivaine flatly refused to serve under ne and sued instead to remain as
conmander of Cador's alae on the Wall. My trouble with himtaught a val uabl e

| esson. W& were no cohort now, only lord and nen, unable to afford petty

di fferences of rank. Every man under me, whatever his birthright, nust serve
as sinmple lord-comte anbng equal s, as ”“i am husbands consi dered each ot her
brothers to love, trust and protect.

On the oath-taking day, | requested the services of Bishop Anscopius and an
anci ent stone altar disused for more than a hundred years. Anscopi us

reliquary rested on a little stand and contained (by repute) the toe bone of
St. Paul. To the other side stood the snmall altar, its concave top fitted with
hot coals, a dish of incense to one side. Beside nme flared ny brave new
banner, the gift of Guenevere and her wonen: a red dragon's head on a field of
white

Despite fires on the hearths, the great hall remmined |ate-w nter clamy and
cold, nor was it warmed at all by Anscopius
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di sapproval of the pagan altar. Wth his piercing blue eyes over an aquiline
nose, he peered at ne like a stemold hawk.

"Count Arthur, this is sacrilege."

"But sone of the nen are not Christian, your grace. If they' re asked to swear
on life, it nust be by something they hold sacred.”

Anscopi us shook his mitered head. "Men |ike Trystan who

beli eve in nothing."

"He has the greatest admration for the Church, your grace."

Anscopi us was not to be buttered. "I daresay; |ike a work of

art in sonmeone el se's house. And you, Count? | have not noted

fervent piety among your attributes. By which of these will you

swear ?"

"By Holy Church,"” | said, adding with a straight face, "Surely 1 am as devout

as your own prince." And that was that. The razor rather than the ax.

My nmen arrived in tws and threes. Freed fromnilitary custom they dressed to
personal and often arresting taste. Trystan was in scarlet, Gareth in blue
"and brown under the remmants of his |egion gear. Lancel ot |ooked as usua

i ke a nonk, sonber dun robe under the black cloak. Gawain runbl ed through to



a place in front, resplendent in fox-trimred green. Plain Bedivere wore his

| egion | eather and old cloak, and | thought, | rmust make hima gift of

somet hing for occasions like this. Behind my captains the dozens stretched
away to the doors, a sea of clashing color, furs, here and there a battered

I egion helnet with its discouraged horsehair crest.

When | rose to speak, the stanping, shuffling hall grew quiet. Soneone harked
fromthe back: "Trib—+ nmean Count Arthur, is't true we're free to go hone?"
"As if you had one," someone ji bed.

"You're all free to go," | called. "But hear ne at |east. You know |I'm a

pl ai n-spoken nman. Some say a little too plain.”

A mutter of wy laughter.

"I want you—every man of you—to stay with nme. W've built a force such as
Britain's never seen, and all of us had a part in it. The enperor says, and
these are his words, that we are Britain. So | ask you now, who will be
Arthur's man to cone with himto the mnidl ands?"

"That's Saxon country now, nost of it," Gawain puzzled. "Who's raiding?"

"We are!" | let the words ring through the hall. "For the first tine since
they came here, we raid them The enperor has
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prom sed Prince Mael gwyn and his Catuvel l auni their ancient home this sunmer.”
Young Lord Pwyl| stepped forward, an arrogant Dobunni, one of my own
countrynmen. "l hold no friendship with Catuvellauni, and thensel ves the worst
cattle thieves God ever created. They're your enemes too, Artos."

"Pwyll, | serve nmy king. | have no tribe. That will be understood before any
man swears today. | go to the midlands for Anrbrosius. It won't be the battle
you knew here. No flags, no glory, not very dangerous, not very clean.”" | ran
nmy eyes over the crowd of themto neasure their reaction. "Because we wl|
take no prisoners of any age or sex. Understand that now. None."

No one noved, but a few glanced at each other, appall ed.

"So if there's any man too tenderhearted for that, he can | eave now He's not
sworn. The door's still open.”

A sibilant nmurnmur as the nmen shifted about, weighing the neaning. Fire eaters,
nost of them they were being offered sonething neaner than fire.

"And mark nme further about your oath. The man who offers his sword to ne takes
it back as sinple lord-conmite. Whatever title he bears at honme stays at hone.
VWhile he rides with me, he's conbrogus, conpanion, equal with all his brother
[ords."

Pwl | spoke again. "You expect us to put aside our right of birth to becone
common kni ghts |ike the Saxons. Wiy should we? It's stupid.”

"Not too stupid," said Bedivere. "They're w nning."

Only Trystan found that anusing, but then Tryst was known to giggle over the
Book of Revel ations.

"We need to learn every |l esson we can while there's tinme. Wen Saxons serve a
chief on a particular boat or raid, all personal quarrels are put aside on

forfeit of life. As we swear today, | prom se by that oath that any nan who
draws a sword agai nst his brother while serving with nme will suffer death or
bani shment . "

Now t he heads really wagged and the tongues buzzed busily. | brought it home

to themin a sinmpler way. "When you go hone, you can carve each other to your
hearts' content. But do it in my canp and it's your |ot. Nothing s plainer
than that."

The hotter heads found this wanting; others, like my captains, knew the sinple
necessity behind it. A brother nmust be a brother. W had no other intrinsic
strength. At ny signal, the old bishop cane forward.
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"Anscopius will now give benediction and instruct us in the gravity of our
oath."

Leani ng on his heavy crozier, Anscopius signed the Cross. "In the nanme of the



Fat her, the Son and the Holy Chost. The bl essing of God and Holy Church upon
this endeavor. My young nmen, there is no nore sol emn conpact in Christendom
than the oath binding lord and man. You take it with no reservation or you
perjure, there is no nmiddle course. Your oath clasps you to the very Hand of
God. Consider not only the gravity but the particulars of this oath. You are
of different peoples with different laws. This oath, sworn on the nost holy
relics, supersedes all and binds you personally to Count Arthur. No tribal |aw
or loyalty may cone before your bond to him Wigh carefully, then.' Not only
are you sworn in this world, but in the next as well."

"Now, " | sang out, "who'll be the first to join ne?"

Two stepped forward together, Gareth and Bedivere. Each hesitated politely for
the other, then Gareth noved asi de.

Bedi vere stood before ne. "W being oldest friends, he let ne go first. Need
you and | swear, Artos?"

"W nore than others, Bedivere, and rest bound to it. Gve me your sword."
When | held the bl ade across nmy open pal ms, Anscopius asked, "Bedwyr ap
Gyffyn, howwll you swear?"

"By God and Holy Church.”

Bedi vere knelt while | stated the questions of the oath. Then he rested his
hand on the reliquary, repeating the quaint words of the Dobunni

"I, Bedivere, the son of Gyffyn, swear that, head and foot and all in between
| am your man, to obey your laws and | ook to no other lord for increase. That
I will be brother to ny brother lords and hold faith with none but you saving
only God. | swear by God and Holy Church."

| placed the sword in his uplifted hands. "I create you lord-conite in ny
service. Rise, Lord Bedivere."

He was the first who was the ol dest and nost faithful friend. To hear hinself

naned | ord nmonentarily robbed Bedivere of his decorum "Well, damm all," he
munbl ed.
"And accept one nore task as well." | lifted the banner fromits iron socket,

held it out to him "Carry this for ne.
So much all at once was too nuch for my open-hearted friend. "Your standard,
Artos?"

"Haven't you always carried it, one way or another?"
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Al this murmured between us, no one else heard. A good thing because

Bedi vere's feelings were too much for him He blinked and | ooked down at the
stone floor, then grasped the standard firmy. "Well. Well, now M da won't
be hal f proud, wll he?"

"Stop sniffling, idiot, and stand on ny left. W' ve nmen to swear."

And all through the day they were sworn: Gareth nmac Diurnuid, Trystan of
Castl e Dore, Ancellius of C ernont-Ferrand—even Pwyl |, despite his earlier
cavils. One by one they rendered their sword, swore on their deities. Their
hand brushed the reliquary or dropped the pinch of incense. Two hundred odd in
all, groons' sons |like Bedivere and nen born far above ne gave up their past
for a future and becane sinple knights with only the blazon of their shields
to tell them apart.

Not all of themliked or held with ne personally, an illegitimte upstart from
Severn, but they trusted nmy law and ny heart. For these Gawain said it best as
he knelt to swear.

"Na, hear nme, Pendragon. You're a deavin', sly little swi ck of a Dobunni, and
| do swear naught beyond the letter of my word."

I lost nmy hand in his huge bear paw. "But you cane, Gawai n neqq Lot."

"Aye." He whisked the longsword fromits scabbard |ight as a butter knife.
"Because, dam you, you're right."

In the sumrer of that year, Arthur who was yet only count or dux bellorum
went into the | ands east of Severn and harried the Saxons and everywhere his
arnms prevailed. The people of Britain came forth in gratitude for their
deliverance, for they had seen in all their days no fairer company than Arthur



and his knights.

Now Art hur was by nature nmerciful and wi shed to spare the heathen despite the
king's stern order. But they were hardened and unrepentant and fleered at his
grace. Then Arthur, being nuch wearied by war, |ost patience and delivered
themall to be killed.

Anon canme a young and conely woman of the heathen with a child at her breast,
and said, "Mst noble lord, if there be no nmercy fromyou, | fear ne there be
none in the world. | do beseech you spare ny child and nme, for certes such as
we can do thee no harm"

Then spake Sir Lancelot thus, "As to the king's command, natheless we are
Christian nmen, and if |adies cannot | ook to such as us for grace, where then
shall they seek in all Britain. As boon, | beg you let her go."

And the worman wept pitiably so that even Sir Trystan the payni mwas noved to
sue for her release. And so did the faithful Sir Bedivere and nmild Sir Gareth

as well, so that, enrounded by his fairest nmen all pleading nmercy for the
woman and child, Arthur then
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No nore of that.

Brot her Coel said he's discouraged recording so bald and secular a history, so
| let himtry his own hand. G adly. There's little |I can renenber about the

m dl ands wi thout ny insides turning over. He got so far before | stopped him
W were going to throw the page away, but on second thought 1 let himleave it
with the others. Not much for style, but a comment of sorts.

He still thought | glossed too lightly over a significant British victory and
asked for one synmbolic picture or event to illum nate the shadowy scene.

| said half a baby in a ditch

Sensitive little fellow, he's excused hinself for a while. He should conme back
soon. | don't think there's all that much tine left.

None of us spoke much afterward of that summer; | don't propose to el aborate
now. We left it a burning garbage heap that stank from Badon to Verul anmi um
The Saxons had nothing to put against ny cavalry but spears, shields and a few
bows, but they stood firmwhen we charged, their big, ruddy-faced wonen
shout i ng encouragenent and hol di ng up newborn children to give the nen heart.
The few battles were a gulp of fresh air before the inevitable end. \Wen the
ni ght mare was acconplished, ny report to Ambrosius began

The midl ands are cleared. The Catuvel |l auni are coni ng hone.

—and sonehow never went any further.

The first refugees poured in after us with their wagons, oxen and plows. They
call ed us saviors (Anbrosius, did you hear?), met us with gifts and songs and
garl ands of flowers, wondering why the |lords of Count Arthur snmelted so of
greasy snoke. Such
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gri myoung nmen who never sang and who had forgotten howto smle

One day is enough to tell of, the last. Lancel ot and mysel f. The worman and her
child. A significant scene for Coel

| sat in my tent pondering the dispatches for Anbrosius, hoping he was stil
alive to read them Lancelot had volunteered to make the long trip back to
Eburacumwith a small party. The papers were seal ed and ready to go, all but
one. Mundane lists on supply, the condition of the nmen, casualties, the good,
practical observations of a Roman sol dier. However, the report of acconplished
m ssion still consisted of two bare sentences. | read thema hundred tines;

t hey nocked ne, now pitifully bald, now nore than enough

The midl ands are cleared. The Catuvel |l auni are coni ng hone.

From out si de canme the clop-clop of two horses nearing at a wal k. Then

Lancel ot, sharp and perenptory:



"l don't care, hold them here!"

A fly buzzed ny ear. | batted it away, feeling hot and gritty, |ooked once
nore at the laconic report and tossed it with the others to go.

Ave. and the hell with it.

Lancel ot thrust hinmself into the tent and stood at the entrance |ike a man
bi dden to come against his will. Normally fastidious, he hadn't shaved for
several days. Under the cheekbones that stood out nmore sharply now, his

t hi nned face was shadowed w th browni sh stubble. He wore only breeches and a
linen shirt grinmy as ny owmn. Al our garnents snelled of the thick snoke that
hung over the midlands in nenory of a hundred burned byres, inmolated cattle
and fow . Lancelot was just back fromfiring one of the I|ast.

"Done?" | asked.

"Yes."

"AH bur ned?"

"ALLT

Still he didn't nmove, increasing my own irritation. They all had that | ook

lately, a bafflement as of being in an alien place where nothing was famliar
but the sour taste of disgust.

"Don't just stand there. Cone in,"

Lancel ot sank down on a stool by the table, jerking his head at the

di spatches. "They're ready to go?"

."You can see they are."

"So aml."

The fly buzzed between us. Lancelot swung at it with the fury of a frustrated
cat.

"Cet sone food and rest,” | said. "You can |leave in the norning."

"Who can eat?" he grated. "Every mouthful tastes of that filthy snoke."

"l eat it, too."

Hs red-ri med eyes bored into me. The scrutiny rubbed me the wong way. |
knew why he volunteered to return to Eburacum besi des escaping this channe
house, and for that reason never nentioned GQuenevere in his presence. Wether
he | oved or was nerely fascinated by her, who can say? He was not a Trystan
where Tryst needed an object for passion, Lancel ot needed one to worship. He
i dolized Grmen but never knew her, not even in bed.

"What's wrong, Lancel ot?"

"The sane thing wong with all of us. W stink."

Christ, they all sounded like that nowadays. "None of us |like what we have to
do."

" goo"

"So don't cone in here like a bleeding saint with your arse-paining principles
and tell nme what you're sick of. A sensible man would ignore it."

"And that thing outside in the ditch that you won't even cover with an inch of
dirt. Do you ignore that?"

"Conpletely.” Controlling ny irritation took effort. It pressed down on ne
with the weight of |oathing behind it. "You know why it's there. No one is
going to forget the mdlands."

"I don't think we will," Lancelot agreed thinly. "lI've tried to renenber the
reason all sunmmer. All this morning."

Sonething in his tone made me ask. "What about this norning?"

"Al'l this norning," he echoed. "I thought about the need for it. There was
not hi ng di fferent about today except when | woke up | knew it was over for

ne.
He sounded so earnest, searching for the words. "Just one

nore day, one nore fire and then but of here to Eburacum But

___ whatever kept nme going didn't quite reach. | burned the place,

yes. There was only one aninal alive, a ridicul ous, sway-backed
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horse. Stolen, | suppose. These peopl e never have horses, not the peasants.
Sonmehow | couldn't kill it."



He seened so pathetically dogged in his desire to explain, | tried to ease
him "Well, one horse. The Catuvellauni c&n use it."

Lancel ot stared down at the table. "There's nmore. Wien | fired the byre, there
was a wonan inside hiding under some straw. The snoke drove her out. A big cow
of a wonman with dirty hair and not many teeth and a child squalling in her
arms. So we stood there, | with my sword, she with that child that never
stopped screaning. And we just stared at each other."

"Well, you only did—=

"What | had to? Count Arthur, do you know how often this sumer |'ve done what
1 had to? Eighty-six times. Thirty-six wonmen and fifty children.”

"For Christ's sake, you count then®"

"Why not? God will."

"What are you, an Anchorite?" | lunged off the stool, raging around the tent
like a fire set by his words. "Pain and suffering will make you nobl e, hugging
themto your breast? Not bad enough when it's facel ess, you have to bl oody
count them Qur private conscience. Does it help to count two nore? Does it?"
He shook his head listlessly. "Not today. | told you it didn't reach."

"What ?"

"I couldn't."

1 understood then. We faced each other across the tent, sweating, aware of the
buzzing of that stupid fly. "You |l et them go?"

"No, my lord." Lancelot's bul ky shoul ders heaved forward as he rose fromthe
stool. He nmoved heavily to the entrance. "I amyour nman to obey your |aws. |
brought them here. They're outside. But if you need themon the heap with the
ot hers today, you may have to do it yourself.'

It carried no taste of insubordination, only helpless finality. Lancel ot had
not ignored the order, only postponed it, put execution back in ny hands.

"I see. Al right."

He followed me out of the tent. A few yards away, by the fly-bitten horse, the
worman squatted on her haunches in dirty homespun, w sps of straw in her

brai ded yell ow hair. A husky farm woman past the first bloom she held the
child close, darting fearful glances up at the nen around her. My captains
hovered near, aloof and yet oddly protective: Bedivere, Gareth,
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Trystan and Gawai n. They seened vastly relieved when | cane to handle it.
"No one seens to understand orders today," | said.

They avoi ded ny gl ance. Bedivere twisted a short length of halter around his
palm Gareth jabbed sullenly at the earth with his sword. Big Gawai n gl owered
off into linbo. Perhaps the nost sensitive of the lot, Trystan could not

di sgui se the troubled self-disgust in his eyes.

Still I mouthed the words that no | onger carried any conviction. "Anbrosius
said just do it. Don't think about it."

Bedi vere spoke now. "Have you tried that?"

"Yes, damm it!"

My old friend dropped the halter and spat el oquently on the ground.

Trystan murnured, "Lancelot's not the only one who counts."

Then | understood conpletely that baffled expression. Not refusal, not
inability to sup at horrors, only surfeit. They were stuffed with it. They
couldn't swallow any nore, and the song of their msery was the mean hum of
flies over the small carcass in the ditch. Suddenly that was too nuch for ne,
t 0o.

"Someone get a spade. Cover that thing. Now "

"Aye." Relieved, Gareth noved quickly to obey.

"So everyone's had enough."

"Damed right," Gawai n rmunbl ed.

"Even ny terrible Gawain who divided nen with horses?"

"Those were nen, Arthur!"

"Ch yes, those were nen. That's a difference. And | called you a butcher
didn't 1?" | went back to the woman and | eaned on ny sword. "My lords, who in



hell do you think you are? You think I haven't pondered the reason for this

i nsani ty?"

"If there is one," Trystan wondered fervently, "lI'd dearly love to knowit."
Starting to reply, | realized how futile any answer to nem woul d be. They were
warriors, a means sonmehow del uded into seeing thensel ves as an end. They never
wor ked for food, they fought or waited in a hall to fight while someone pulled
their food out of the ground, someone cooked it and soneone el se served it to
them Not one ever worried over sick cattle or drove themmles to grass that
wasn't there or went hungry so gaunt children could eat. Not one ever bent
their stiff backs one inch because sonmeone stronger enjoyed a right that was
deni ed them

None of them except ne.

It always added up the sanme. Lords were not of thenselves
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terribly inmportant when you cane down to it. If we vanished fromthe earth,

t he Morganas and Cunedags, this woman and her child woul d prosper, make new
children, draw new food fromthe earth. Just keep the lords off their backs,
they' Il do fine, thanks.

But take them away fromus, and we have no purpose, mere violent children
scuffling over a pointless game. And because it's pointless we puff it out
with self-inportance, gild it with tinsel l|ike honor, courtesy, pride of
descent and bl ood. Qur function is to keep the land clear for the vast
majority who work it, to clear away the carnal debris like carrion birds. The
Cat u-vel I auni coming hone to plant, that's our reason and our only neaning.
The rest is the rarefied delusion our vanity puts between us and the horror

A CGuenevere, a Trystan, an Arthur rmay be the flowers of the earth, but its

fruit is a Morgana. Still, try telling that to the flower.
| haul ed the worman erect. She cringed away fromme, clutching the dirty child.
"My lords, this woman would kill you wi thout a second thought and use you

sensibly for manure. But then she's closer to reality than you | ot. Anbrosius
knows this, that's why he's king. Learn it now and never forget."

Faint cries of welcone filtered down the line of our tents, and under themthe
sound of a galloping horse. The yelling swelled | ouder as the horse hove into
sight. The rider wore plain [eather, but a Roman hel net crested with the

i mperial gol d.

Hungry for news, for anything that smelled of elsewhere, a crowd of my nen
col l ected around the burly, aging man as he wal ked the horse down the row of
tents to neet ne: Ursus Strabo, aide to the enperor. He disnounted and gri pped

ny hand.

"Hail, Count."

"Ursus Strabo, greetings. How does the king?"

"That's why |'ve cone. Late, | admt." He said it loud enough for all to hear

"Anbrosius is dead."

Bedi vere crossed hinmself. "God rest his soul then."

There was a mutter of amens.

"Bless the old nman,” | said. "He was so damed tired."

From his di spatch case, Ursus handed me a wax tablet with the inperial seal
"This testament's gone to every prince in Britain. Anbrosius nanes you as his
choice for the crown."

"By God, he's earned it." Bedivere clapped nme on the shoul der. "Not a worthier
lord in Britain, mad though he is."

Ursus's nose winkled at the unpleasant air. "Wat's that stink?"

"The world," said Trystan. "Just ignore it."

"And the Council," | pressed U sus. "The princes, what of then®"

"They meet near Hunber to choose a new king as soon as all can assenble.™
Ursus | owered his voice. "Artorius, there's a private nmessage for you. May we
speak al one?"



"OfF course. Bedivere, it seens— | |ooked around at the dung heap that had
sickened us all for so many weeks. "Strike nmy flag. Let's get out of here.™

In ny tent, U sus |loosened his |leather jerkin and gratefully accepted a rmug of
barl ey beer. "You all look like the tail end of piss-time," was his blunt
assessment. "Filthy business, wasn't it?"

"Al'l of that. Wiat's the nmessage?"

He rooted in his pouch. "It's bad in Eburacum since the old man went. W staff
weren't too popular, watched all the time. Cador held ne there long after the
funeral. Right, here it is."

A small scrap of vellumsealed in plain wax, evidently witten in haste. "She
slipped it to me at the south gate."

Art hur—

Father will bid for the crown. He's put Agrivaine between you and Hunber, al ae
and | egion. Go round himand cone hone. | feel like a traitor, still God bless
you. G

"Bad news, Artorius? Not that any of it's good."

"Nor this. Usus, what's ny situation?"

He drained his beer and bel ched. "Dangerous."

"Who's on ny side?"

"Al'l and none, boy. Every prince wants you to back his grab for the crown. And
every one of themwould be just as happy if you never reached Hunmber alive."
"Cador for one. He's even willing to bet on it, set Agrivaine to stop ne."
That didn't surprise veteran Ursus. "Agrivaine's grown pretty inportant up
there. Good soldier, but . . ."

I wanted to know about Guenevere and Cador's alliance with Brude. Ursus only
snhorted in contenpt.
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"That was a joke fromthe beginning, you know that. That just kept Brude off
hi s back. The offer and the princess have been withdrawn. Agrivaine's | ooking
in that direction now "1

"To Cuenevere?"

"Way not?" Ursus grinned. "Politics aside, she's a piece for any man. She
knows what she wants, too. Must have taken sone fortitude to risk that
letter."”

Guenevere never |acked courage, nor Cador when it canme to that, though he was

probably encouragi ng Agrivaine subtly in his suit because he still needed the
earnest Orkneyman. He'd play both ends against the middle as | ong as possible.
Wll, if a battle cane, nmy men were spoiling for it.

"Ursus, how many nmen do you command?"
"Are you serious? Me, and lucky to be here.™
"WIl you stay for me? WIl you be nmy man?"

"No, Artorius." He rubbed his bristly gray beard. "I'mold and used up and
want to go hone. There's a house and a wife in Brittany. My pension | and, the
oniy decent thing | ever got out of this rutting army. Dam it, | only stayed
for Ambrosius. This was ny |last mssion."

"Then finish it." | grabbed for my maps, chose one and spread it on the table.
"You'll ship from Severn anyway. Have you a good horse?

"The best," Ursus chortled. "Stole himfrom Agrivaine."

"You .larcenous old crow" | poured his cup full again. "You'll have years to

get bored in Brittany. WIIl you give nme just five days? For Anbrosius?"

Ursus took a long pull at his beer, considering. Then he slamed it down on
the table. "Hell, |I owe himthat nmuch. Orders?”

"You're a friend and a Roman." | gripped his hand gratefully, then grabbed for
stylus and vellum scribbling as fast as | could. "Map, Ursus. That one
there."”

Men were what | needed, not to fight but to raise their voices, as nmany as
woul d cone fromreserves which nmust now be drained shanel essly. Kay from
Severn. Mael gwn, Prince of the Catuvellauni, who owed ne his restored power.
Beauti ful, nad Geraint whose debt at Neth could now be called. | appealed to



Kay's political sense, Maelgwn's gratitude and Geraint's honor. Each for his
reason, they nust come, Ursus watched with enjoynent as | scratched away, ny
tongue stuck out in concentration

"You're the old man's own for sure." He chuckled. "You're going to try, aren't

you?"
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"Try?" | went on witing with sure, rapid strokes. "Anbrosius taught ne one
thing. How to be the best, and that's by Jesu what | am Try, hell. |I'm going
to win!"

| strode down the Iine of tents as the men struck themto |oad on the
packhorses. W traveled |ight and fast; no groonms or servants. The packhorses
were the only part of us one couldn't use as an attack weapon. The sun sat on
the western horizon. Only a little light left, but we'd travel ed by ni ght
before. In the morning, we'd be a |l ong way north.

In the mddle of this |eave-taking flurry, calmLancelot still had in his
charge the woman and her child and the sad horse.

"I"ll take her, Lancelot. Get ready to | eave and see |'msaddled, there's a

good | ad. "
"Yes, Count." He patted the child on the head. "I told her it would be al
right."

A wei ght was gone fromall of us. Even the snmell wasn't so oppressive now.
"You were that sure of nme?"

Lancel ot squinted away toward the sunset. WAs he smiling? "You can call it
that. God be with you, sir."

He touched the child once nore, lingeringly, it seened. Then Ancellius Falco,
God's own nillstone, actually sauntered away.

No | onger frightened, the woman still didn't trust ne as she fed a norsel of

pear to her child, shifting the infant to her far side. Besides pear nush, the
baby sported a m |k nmoustache. Someone had fitted the di scouraged horse with a
cast-off saddle and a fat sack of provisions. Watever ny judgment, the nen
clearly indicated their own.

"You understand Brit, woman?"

She didn't |ook up, but the dirty braids wagged. "Sone."

"CGet up. Go hone."

" Home?"

"On the horse, damm it. Here, I'Il hold the bairn."

"No." She flinched away, w apping herself around the child.

"I won't hurt him Up, go hone."

Barely convinced, she relinquished the snelly child just |ong enough to nount.
A boy, wouldn't you know it. One nore to cone back |ater. Munted, the wonan
snat ched hi m back. | handed her the reins.

"You know ne, woman?"

"Ja." The cold forest eyes had an unforgiving set. "Ar-tur."
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"Then tell your thanes what Arthur says. This is British land. Briton |and.
You hear ?"

She gathered the reins in one red hand, settling the child in front of her
She spoke in halting gutturals.

"Saxon | and. We nmade the com cone. Land was not hing, just grass. W nade corn
Vel shrman. "

"CGet out of here." | gave the horse a vicious snmack on the runp. "Go."
Startled, the ancient animal stunmbled forward a few steps, then | apsed into a
shanbling wal k, rolling and swaying |ike a foundered ship. The wonan never

| ooked back.

Caesar's roads were ny friends again. Next day toward noon we raised the
nmonastery at Cair Luit Coyt, which the Saxons now call Lichfield. The nonks
were a healing order and suffered comparatively little from heathen raids.
Sonmewhat di smayed at our nunbers, the abbot neverthel ess made us wel cone.



Wil e the weather turned wet, we settled down to wait for allies. That we

sl ept on benches and tables nattered not at all. The rain cleansed, the plain
food was free of taint. We rested, scrubbed the snmell of death from our skins
and breathed clean air.

Prince Mael gwn came next day, a rotund, easy-tenpered man | eading a dozen
Catuvel  aun chiefs and their sons—all he could scrape up, having just cone
fromexile. More rain, two unrelenting days of it while my men | ooked to the
south and asked wilt they cone?

Kay and Geraint? Ask that of any other man in Britain, | told them but not
those two.

On the fourth day, the rain let up. Slogging through the last of it came ny
bl essed brother and a hundred Dobunni, bedraggl ed young coxconbs wth plumed
hel mets and garish cloaks. Sone fromthe renote hills of Kay's domain even
pai nted t hensel ves stylishly with ol d-fashi oned woad.

And dear little Kay with his now | uxuriant beard, whooping and grappling ne to
the ground in rough affection and a tunble of breathless greeting punctuated
wi t h punches.

"By the gods! My own brother to be king! My big! useless! vagrant! horse's
butt of a brother!" o

"How long's it been, Kay?"

"Caerl eon, a thousand years gone," he said.

Bedi vere caught Kay's arns and | ocked themtight with the homely greeting,
"Sut mae'r mab, Cai ?"

"The Gyffyn, is it?" Kay twisted free, collared Bedi vere and
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westled himoff his feet. "Na, who's this Lord Bedivere we hear of, who has
not —'

"Cet off me, you fat ox!"

"—sent one stinking word to his cousin Myfanwy these two | ong years?"

Bedi vere withed, never able to take a rib-tickling. "OM stop. Stop, you
rotten little bugger, you know | can't wite."

"Ach-y-fi," Kay let up on him "lgnorance is a pale excuse."
Anot her day passed and then another while the rain began again. W took danp
solace that it mred the other princes as well. Bedi vere wondered, but | knew

CGeraint would come. Hs very failings as a | eader would bring him his sense
of personal honor over everything else and his deronic | ack of caution.

The rain ceased again. On a day of fresh-washed blue and gold, Geraint cane

| eadi ng the men of Dyfneint. 1 recognized himat a great distance easily; only
CGeraint could dress so dashingly in a mxture of red, brown and attenpted
purpl e. Behind himthe burnished helnmets, jaunty with flowers, flashed in the
bright sun. W turned out beyond the nonastery gate to wel come them Bedivere
shaded his eyes, peering at the far col um.

"H's sister's with him"

"You're daft," | said.

"Look for yourself."

| did. She was. Now, why in hell—=2

What would we do with her? W planned to nove as soon as they rested, a hard
ride with perhaps battle at the end of it. Eleyne would have to be kept safely
in the rear in case of anbush. |If anything happened to her, it meant a rift
bet ween Dyf neint and nyself, ill affordable now

More inmedi ately it denmanded one of my own |ords as escort, and as Ceraint
drew nearer, the problemgrew | arger. Touchy tot, the Dumonii. Geraint would
want a prince as escort. | had three, but how suitable? Kay would tal k horses
and pick his nose. Gawain's arrogant condescension would stand out like a
rash. Fatherly Mel gwn would Inply Eleyne was a child to be kept at soneone's
knee rather than an eligible princess.

Bedi vere? CQut of nmercy, no. A man's man, blue of speech now and then, and he
couldn't stand El eyne. Not Pwyll, too crude for a sensitive girl. O .course
El eyne's sensitivity protruded like a sharp horn. Wo, dam it, who?



Gareth? Yes, perfect. Warm and ki nd, personable, devoutly
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Christian, inplacably married—and half a day north nosing for signs of

Agri vai ne.

Trystan? Good God, no. Geraint would froth at the mouth. That | echerous,

cuckol di ng whorenmonger to escort his sister?

St andi ng near e, Trystan perhaps read ny thought. "I'Il withdraw a little,
Arthur. One's heard of whores, but yonder comes the only woman in the world to
make a profession out of virtue."

Smiling officially as they drew near, | raged inwardly. Wiy did he have to
cart her along? Even without danger she'd have a miserable trip.

Then they reined up anmd shouts of greeting all around, the rainbowed Ceraint
| eaping fromthe saddle to surround nme, a one-man siege of affection and a

br eat h- def yi ng nonol ogue begun before his boots hit the ground.

". . . And well nmet, by God's grace. Wuld | wait one mnute after the hearing
of your message, even with Marcus breathing down ny back? Hal said | to him
you' ve had our support for years and ourselves of older blood, if the truth be
told. But when it conmes to the Mother of God crown of Britain, |ook you,
Dyfneint will choose for itself. Wat's to eat, Arthur? And would the good

abbot mnd a suggestion as to supper? In faith, | can't abide lentils or
turnips. Well, said | to Marcus, when it comes to a voice in the crowning of a
king, will not mne go up for the man who stood with ne at Neth against a

hundred or more? Nothing for it then but to nount and ride, and here I am and
no more but to ask the nanme of this msguided fool waiting at Hunber in the
vai n hope of stopping nen |like us."

CGeraint | ooked around quizzically in the nonplussed silence that followed his
torrent of energy, and found hinmself gazing up at the O ynpus of O kney.

"My brother," said Gawai n.

Ceraint's answer was too full of compassion to hold an ounce of insult. "Ah
well, sir. For your sake, then, I'lIl not let himsuffer. And now, Arthur, wll
you not greet ny dear sister and herself cone so far to see you crowned?"

| bowed to El eyne. Perched on her marc, she gave ne her sweet but

sel f-possessed smile. Mist nmen who knew the | ady remenber her as frail and
clinging. Only a few noted the set of her nouth: unmalleable iron and

Cod- gi ven Ri ght.

"Now that you are truly lord of men," she condescended, "it
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is hoped you are to mass nore regularly. G ve you good day, Count Arthur."

My nen pressed around her, eager, pawi ng awkwardly at their overgrown hair to
snooth it back. She was something they hdd not seen in sone time, a woman of
their own kind. Eleyne actually glowed with the nmale attention, though she
returned Trystan's gallant obei sance with a bare, frigid nod. Two years had
defined her face nore clearly. Not pretty but ripening. Caradoc woul d be
hunti ng a husband soon if not already.

"And which of your higher lords will attend her?" Geraint asked, serenely sure
| had an archangel on hand.

"Yes. Vel =

Bedi vere becane absorbed with the buckle of his sword belt. | |ooked about in
desperati on—and felt the hand of fate on ny el bow

It was Lancelot. "I've just seen the abbot, sir. Since we're so many, he'll

hol d nass presently in the courtyard."

| gripped his shoulder, battened on it. "OF course. Prince, allow nme to
present Lord Ancellius, whom| hope it will please you to attend Lady El eyne."
Lancel ot bowed formally to Geraint, who sized himup and said, "Is't not
yourself nmen call the Lancel ot ?"

"l have been called that, sir."

El eyne; surveyed hi mhaughtily. | suppressed a giggle. Damm her little crust,
she was being regal. Chin high, hand at her breast, she inspected Lancel ot



like a dish at table she might or m ght not sanmple, depending on the

i ngredients.

"OfF what hol di ng?" she condescended to ask.

Lancel ot moved to her knee and swept down in a |l ow bow. "O none now, Lady.
Here we serve God and Arthur alone.”

Only Lancel ot coul d have managed such convincing humlity, because he neant
it. He stretched out his arnms to help her alight. She seemed to wei gh not hi ng
in his grip. "Lady, will you hear mass with us?"

By the time she touched ground, Eleyne was not quite so self-possessed, even
fluttered a little. "My lord, I+ will."

"Saved, " whi spered Bedivere.

Her oes are born, not mnade.

By pure accident | offered El eyne the very nold fromwhich her dreans were
cast. You may remenber they were married later. Eleyne wanted it nost. She

| oved Lancelot with all the
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concentration of her constricted soul, cleaving to himwith the grimfidelity
of a barnacle. She even undertook to instruct himin Scripture. That he'd
forgotten nmore of it than she'd ever read gave El eyne not a passing qualm
I've nentioned the set of her nouth; she will no doubt correct God' s grammar
on Judgnent Day.

As her escort Lancelot was an inspired choice. They were both serious and
fervent, and a warnth nust have passed between themto formthe initial bond.
They rode in contentnent behind nmy colum, too far behind, and because of this
Lancel ot and | nearly died at the Cal dor.

Freed of the helnet, Gareth's sandy hair sprang up in all directions fromhis
scal p. He rubbed it vigorously as he traced a stubby finger al ong the highway
bet ween Cair Daun and Kael cacaestir on the map. Gareth couldn't read but he
knew t he spider web of Roman roads on the chart.

"Right here, sir, that's where | saw them"”

Correctly, Agrivaine guessed |I'd choose the nost direct route to Kael cacaestir
and depl oyed his forces across it in a wide net. Cool Gareth took his time and
counted well: an entire cohort of Cador's foot plus over a hundred cavalry.
They must have drained the Wall forts, men fromny old first and second
squadrons. Men | knew, sone of themfriends.

"It's God's will you should be king," Gareth sighed. "But so nmany good nen

wi Il die because Cador can't see it."

H s words haunted nme as we drew closer to the trap. My objective was the
crown, not a battle. The thought would not |eave ne al one.

At our next rest halt, | sent for Gawain.

He trotted up, shirtless in the day's heat, beard and bl ack body hair natted
wi th sweat. Shaving woul d have hel ped, but he'd have none of ny effete Roman
ways. Wile the nen wal ked their horses about us, w ping | ather fromfl anks
and harness, | gave Gawain the picture as Gareth reported it: if we kept on
goi ng, battle with Agrivaine was inm nent.

"Wul d you fight your brother, Gawai n?"

He wasn't a man to speak hastily. He ruminated on the question, the great,
sweaty continent of him chewing on a stalk of grass.

"He'd have Cador for king," Gawain owned finally. "And while the sane is a
fine prince, well—-not that you' re al ways
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right, mnd." He glowered at ne from under bushy brows. "But |'ll say this:
devious and sly and over-given to thought as you are, did never see a lord
nore straightly do what he nmust. And did | not swear an oath?"

| passed himny water bag. "And I'Il give you this. You're not an easy man,
Gawai n neqq Lot. Nor an easy flatterer.” | showed himthe nmap, our position
and Agrivaine's. "His horse are , alnost all O kneynen. Now, are we thinking
t he same thi ng?"



"l do think we are, Count."
"Why fight good men we may need | ater?"

Gawai n said, "lI've worried on that since | |earned he was waiting."
"Then go to your brother. Say that | want himwith me. Wth . the future, not
t he past."

Gawai n' s frown vani shed; he understood ne now. "Not to fight?"

"Wuld you if you could avoid it?"

Silly to ask. Gawain would fight the ocean if it crowded him but his own
bl ood? "You know my brother and how he thinks."

"Nevertheless, find him" | said. "Ask himto join us. If you | eave now, you
can be back by tonorrow noon or before."
Gawai n heaved hinself up. "You'll be here?"

"Until you return. Tell himthat, too, as earnest of my peace. And that | hope
he returns with you."

"Not likely." Gawai n took a deep breath and wheel ed his thick arnms w de,

sl appi ng them down hard on his snoke-grinmed breeches. "It's a fool's errand
and all for naught. He'd rather fight you than be king hinmself. But do not
fancy killing my own lads."

| gave himleave to take a small party of his own choosing, Okneynen |ike
himsel f to insure wel cone.

Gawai n nounted. "When he says no, what then?"

| tried to | ook regretful. "Then tell himhe's in for a fight, enbrace him
like a brother and get the hell back here."

My big captain nodded grimy. "I fear that's the shape of it. But rest you
here, 1'Il be gone in the half hour."

And so he was, and | watched hi mout of sight on his mssion. Sone twenty
mnutes later, the rest of us mounted, left the road and struck northwest at a
hard pace across the rolling foothills.

Shameful lying to Gawain like that, but the feint was necessary. |'d used
Cador's own wel | -naned tactic: constructive dis-
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honesty. By the tine Agrivaine heard ny offer and had a roaring good tine
strutting and refusing for the benefit of his patient brother, 1'd be around

hi m and running for the crown.

W rode across the hills through a noonlit night and forded Ri ver CaJdor at
dawn, resting briefly on the north bank. W were now only an hour south of the
road between Cair Legion and Eburacum which Bedivere and | had travel ed
before. Once on it, we would raise tiny Kael cacaestir by |late afternoon
Sitting with Trystan, washing nmy feet in the shallows, | felt rather proud of
my ruse. We'd get there without a sword drawn or a nan |ost.

"And only Gawain to face," said Trystan thoughtfully.

"Ach-y-fi, don't remind me. I'll probably receive a challenge, despite his
oath."

"At | east one," Trystan said.

"But he has to catch us first."

Trystan squinted off down the river shore. "Here comes Geraint. And out of
sorts, I'd say."

| wiped ny feet and put on ny boots while CGeraint trudged up |eading his
horse. He was definitely uneasy. He greeted nme shortly and ignored Trystan
i ke a stone.

"I took a notion to see to rny sister's doings, not doubting for a nonent
she's tenfold safe with the Lancelot, but | can't seemto find them since we
crossed Cal dor.'

Neither had |I. CGeraint would be hanged before he asked Trystan, but that
courteous man told hi manyway.

"The lady's horse picked up a stone in its hoof a few mles back. Lancel ot
stopped to-renove it. Perhaps they rested there."



Ceraint bristled. "Rested there? Stopped to sleep there and the two of them
wr apped in the sane cl oak and—

"Ceraint," | soothed, "you said yourself Eleyne's tenfold safe. Still we ought
to bring themup. Shall we ride together?"

"Aye." GCeraint nounted and swung his horse away. "There's nore than
Agrivaine's men | oose this day. This is the route Marcus nust take north, and
it strikes me I'mnot his favorite subject.”

Trystan reached for his sword belt and stood up. "Shall | cone, Arthur?"
"You are not needed," Ceraint snapped. He stared at Trystan as if daring him
to reply. | interceded

"Ceraint, as a friend, do not insult a battle-seasoned |ord who
is forbidden by oath to answer you now Tryst, get what rest you can. Tel

Bedi vere we' Il be back in an hour or cone | ook for us."

"Sir," Trystan acknow edged, then bowed with sardonic grace to Geraint. "M
respects till a nore suitable tinme, Prince. And to your sister.'

"Such as you do not address her," said Geraint. "Forbidden i ndeed. Cone,

Arthur."

The current at the shallows was no swifter than Geraint's free-fl ow ng
condemation. A shanme 1 was so desperate for nmen | need swear into service a
wastrel the like of Trystan. The sin of adultery aside, CGeraint had no use for
perfuned poets who warbled their way into wonen's favors. Men who, for a
night's sport, would nake a queen out of a whore, for certainly had he not
made a whore out of a queen? Did not the charitable Eleyne avoid Yseult at
Castl e Dore before the house of Dyfneint fell from Marcus' favor? And
furthernmore and thus and so and on and on.

I maintained politic silence while Geraint judged and dammed his way through
Trystan's questi onabl e pedi gree and hal f the noble blood of Cornwall, giving
himmnimal attention, the rest alert for Lancelot. But finally he got on ny
nerves.

"Ceraint, have you ever |oved a wonman?"

"No, in truth, not yet, and nyself only one and twenty and what with one duty
and the other."

"Well, why don't you wait until you know how a nman feels before you judge

hi nP"

"What mean you?" Ceraint said. "How he feels, indeed. Should 1 then top the
gueen mysel f?2'"

Ch, the man could weary you. "No, Prince, only—=

"Truly, Arthur, it confounds me that so fine a nman as you should attain high
rank so misinfornmed. Did not ny own sister say as much? Arthur Pendragon is a
good man, she said, but sadly lacking in the gentler graces of refined bl ood,
and what is nore—=

"Ceraint, will you belt up!"

He drew away from me, bruised. "Well now. Wll, of course, to be sure. If
you're going to sulk, then go your ways."

W rode in blessed silence over a rocky stretch of hillside, eyes open for our
two stragglers. My horse snorted, tossing his head. Wen he did it again,

pul  ed up and di snount ed.

"What's af oot ?" Ceraint asked.

"Hush." | flattened out against a slab of rock, ear pressed
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against it. Not even breathing, | listened and felt what the rock had to tel

me. A footfall or a dozen hoofs clattering tallfolk-carel ess over hard ground.
Several horses coming at a trot.

"Riders," | told Geraint, nounting again. "Not too far off."

"Sister and Lancel ot ?"

"Maybe." But yfcm 1-shrewd, | wouldn't bet on it. This country was patched
with thick woods, well suited to hiding an anbush.



"Let's hurry, Geraint."

We found our charges by ear a few minutes |ater—+the sound of a harp and

El eyne's singing—n a grove of trees lining a trickle of brook. The sun was
still not far up, and since Lancel ot knew nmy own halting place, he considered
it safe to let the lady rest after the wearying night ride.

They seermed quite at ease by the little brook, Eleyne with her harp, Lancel ot
stretched out at her feet, rapt in her voice, absently di snmenbering

wi | dfl owers and throwing theminto the stream Seeing us, El eyne ended the
song she was assaulting with a dramatic if inaccurate chord and sprang up to
greet Ceraint, who was fussing at her before we di smounted and somewhat put
out with Lancel ot.

"Lord Ancellius, | do not question your intentions—

"They are honorable," Eleyne vouched w th perhaps sonething | ess than

sati sfaction.

"But your wisdomin remaining so far behind us, since Arthur's already heard
strange horse nearby. W nust hurry back across the river."

El eyne shushed himwith a kiss, aninmated by an excitenent that nmade her al nost
attractive. "Oh, but it's been such a lovely norning! W rested and sang, and
this last hour 1've told Lancelot of our famly and the searching for the Holy
Gail.'

And Lancelot hinmself was |lit with the same enthusiasm Mre than that, the
light of fervor. "The Grail, ny lord! In their very famly and lost in their
own | and. When nere's tinme, when you're king, God's love, let me seek it with
them™

H s passion reached out at ne, alnmpst clutched at nmy shut. "God knows |'m not
worthy even to see it—

"But you are!" Eleyne took his hand. "And Arthur prom sed ne such a nman as
you. You did, Arthur."

"Did what ?"

"Ch, do you not renenber your words as you | ay wounded at

Net h, your very words which | took as oath and promise? 'If | find a man of
sufficient grace, I will send himto you." "

Ceraint was duly inpressed. "You feel this to be true, sister?"

She nodded firmy. "Was | not spared the fever death because of ny trust in
God? | know it is true."”

Ceraint nailed it hone. "My sister has always lived in the hand of Christ and

knows her spiritual kindred. | do beseech you, Arthur, let himseek the G ai
for her."
Vell, they were all a bit much for a quiet nmorning. Lancel ot dropped to one

knee before me, face uplifted and shining, nore beautiful than ever |'d seen
him Lancelot, the sad, deep man, nore honel ess than any of us, who nost hated
hi msel f for what was done in the mdlands. God damm him Cod love him this
was his passion, strong as Trystan's, the thrust of soul that nust reach for
purity ever beyond its grasp. Not the finding but the quest.

"Arthur, you are ny lord and ny king-to-be on earth, a fulfilled man who knows
not hi ng of enptiness. |'ve sought God in enpty places, prayed in enpty
churches, wal ked unhurt through enpty battles, not worth killing. But this is
somet hing that can use ne, must use ne. Wen there's tine, when you're
crowned, can |-+ nean—

"Yes, quite. But now we've got to—

Ask the broken damto hold back the flood. "All ny life I've heard of the
Gail, howit was |ost somewhere in the west, in the mst—=

"Well, when there's time—=

"—+n the sins of weak Mankind. That |I find it is too nuch to ask—=

"Ancel lius, will you—=2"

- "—+'"mnot worthy of that, but to be allowed the chance to seek it,

per haps poi nt the way—

"Wl you get up off your silly knees?" | hauled himup, his eyes stil
glazed with holy intoxication. "Yes, you Gallic nmonster. Yes. you can find
their Gail and build a church to house it, but now we have to go!"



| released himand sank down by the water to drink and wash ny face. Ceraint
gat hered his sister and Lancelot into his arnms, beaning

"That's well," he said. "A sovereign must think of God as well as his throne,
and you will be known as the king in whose reign the Gail was found."
"Hurrah," | spluttered, slurping water. "Now let's ride."
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El eyne was radiant; her happi ness enconpassed Lancel ot, her inpossible Gai
dream and nysel f, never knowi ng her man of sufficient grace would always | ove
anot her woman sinply because she was unobtai nable. W play very dangerous
ganes with life and no one knows our rules. "Bless you," she whispered.

"Ch, hell." | swabbed water about ny face and neck, rolling over to grin up at
them "You're all denented, you know that? Nattering on about G ails when
there' s—=

That was the picture of us when it happened, Geraint with his arnms about
Lancel ot and El eyne, nyself on the ground, a bird singing somewhere. | saw the
sudden flash of sunlight on arnor through the trees. Not far across the
meadow, not far enough to give us any tine. "Look out!"

CGeraint and Lancel ot | ost a precious second shoving El eyne behind a tree. |
ran for the untethered horses, grabbed the two closest and swung them
broadsi de to i npede the four riders plunging down on us with swords raised.

It worked partially, gave the others time. Three of the riders veered |left and
right, but the dammed stupid horses just wal ked out of the way of the fourth
man, who came straight on at ne. My heel caught on a half-buried root. | went
over backward, already seeing nyself dead as the horse and rider grew |arger

t he biggest, loudest tilings in the world coning to mash ne flat. But even as
1 unfroze and tried to nmove, a form|eaped between ne and the com ng death, a
formwith a sword in its hand. Lancel ot —eh, beautiful to see himin that split
second. Wth a nmere two yards between us and the horse, he thrust forward both
arms full extended with the sword. The horse took it square in its chest to
the hilt. The ani mal nmade an indescribable sound, reared perpendi cul ar and
sent the unbal anced rider flying over its runp.

No time at all to think. 1 freed ny sword, seeing El eyne streak toward
Lancel ot —€hri st, what's she doi ng?—as a second rider plunged at him The two
swords cl anged together, Lancelot's parry a streak df |light before it flashed
hone. Whunded, the rider reared his horse, the hoofs | ashing out |ike weapons.

Lancel ot went down, the full, falling weight of the horse slami ng against his
chest, and then | had to guard nyself agai nst anot her of

diem | caught the flash of helnet, a swi nging sword and the nad
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eyes of the horse before dodging clear, parrying and slashing viciously to
hanstring the nount as it passed.

CGeraint's how of battle joy rose over the sunlit carnage. Another horse
passed ne, the rider comically stiff and sedate in the saddle, the headl ess
neck a red geyser. My own adversary wheel ed, the horse clumsy with its leg
wound, unable to respond. The man slid quickly fromthe saddle, tall with

bl ond hair w sping out around his cone hel net.

"Now, Pendragon!"

He was quick and | ong-arned, w elding the sword two-handed in a slanting
overhand attack, the hardest to block. 1 met himhilt to hilt and kicked him
hard in the groin.

H s eyes went dull with shock before he fell and | pinned himto the ground.
Then, too late, | saw the swift shadow nmoving in behind nme, wheel ed and
brought up the blade too |ate before the world stopped—

—And jerked into horrible life again with the taste of blood in ny nouth and
jagged points of light needling ny eyes. | blinked up at the faces that
circled over me, nmade out Bedivere, Gareth and Kay. Geraint was at ny

shoul der, helping nme sit up. My whole face felt stiff. A mrror would have
showed a badger mask of blood dried on both sides of my nose fromthe |ong



shal | ow gash across ny scal p.

"I thought you were gone." Ceraint fussed tenderly over me. "But never did 1
see a hand so quick. Comng to take the pig off your back and knowing I'd
never reach himin tine, and his blade that close to cleaving your skull. And
you stopped him™"

He | ooked up at the other nmen as if they would argue with him "Did | not see
it myself? Parried so close his sword was flat against his own head. But just
enough, thank all angels. The next trice | sent the back-stabber to heaven or
hel |, whi chever fancies him"

| croaked at him "Are you all right?"

"I'n the hand of Christ like ny sister, and she's fresh as brook water. But the
Lancelot's hurt."

| spat bits of dried blood. "Wio were they?"

Bedi vere surveyed the four bodies laid neatly in a row "Marcus' nen by the

| ook of it. Damm it, Artos, when will you |learn? Every time you | eave ne

behi nd, you get hurt. | was always the better sword, you said that yourself.
You need me with you."

"The sight of you's enough to make a man weep," said Kay. "But there's not
much time. Can you ride, brother?"

"Come to get nme, they did," CGeraint muttered savagely.
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"Ch, Marcus, you devil. Damm if we should not gut this land one end to the
other to show who has the right of it."

"*Let me up,"” | croaked.

Geraint tried to restrain ne. "Lie back, rest."”

"Let me up."

| pushed hi maway, scrabbling up awkward as a doll, head throbbing fromthe

wound in my scalp. The matted hair lay thick and stiff over ny caked forehead.
Lancelot lay with his head in Eleyne's |lap. Wien | cane near she bent over

him protective and fierce.

"I wll tend him" She was trenbling. "No one but ne."

"How bad? Where's he hurt?"

She stroked his hair. "Were not, and hinmself crushed in the saving of your
life. He will not rise this nmonth, | ook you, and only I will tend him" Her
eyes blazed with cold murder. "W killed that dog before he fell. Lancel ot and
I, nyself clawing at the villain's eyes and wi shing they were Mark's."
"You must take himhonme with you, Eleyne. Back to Astolat."

Lancel ot's eyes fluttered open, unfocused and expressionless. "Arthur
"Don't talk." | bent close to him "W're all safe.”

He tried to smle. "You don't look it."

"Thanks to you."

"I think I can ride, but it must be slowy."

"You dear, dammed fool, the only thing you're going to ride is a bed. Go hone
with El eyne, Ancellius. Find her Gail."

Fi nd peace, | neant. Sonething you can have and not just yearn for, sonething
clean that doesn't snell of blood and the dirty little games princes play. You
are not for that.

"That m ght be best,"” he admtted. "It's hard to nove."

"The gods bl ess you, Ancellius."

"Il come back," he pronised.

"Only when you're well."

| took Eleyne's hand. "Lady, please. | ... Please take care of him"

"I must," she said softly. "For such men conme once only in the world."

The sun shone on the neadow. Birds sang, the horses shied and snuffled. My nen
stood waiting on ne—always on ne: the choice of Merlin or anbition or fate,
who knows.

And who cared?

The men woul d wait on ne while flies buzzed over Britain. Dead nmen, dead
children, all to make a country and secure a
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crown, and | thought: I'mtwenty-three and | feel old. But 1'mgoing to be

ki ng.

How | ong ago that first sight of Anbrosius' cohort seen froma Severn hil

wi th Kay and Bedi vere, the boy-w sh and the vision of Merlin. W'd cone a way
since then, all of us. The battles fought, the wonen |oved, the honors and the
prides and the banners. And the learning that this was how it was done, not

wi th honor but betrayal, not flags but flies.

Let it be. For atine |I'd questioned fate, wanted this, wanted that. But | et
it be. No nore questions. Right, wong, | accepted the burden, took it up on
nmy shoul der-to make a world as Anbrosius did.

The realization built and throbbed with the wound in my head. There woul d be
no choosing of a king. | would take the sword because I was the best. M, not
Mar cus who turned aside viciously to crush one small rebel. Not Cador with his
bal ances of power and cl ever ganes. Not the nyriad littler men in their narrow
pride. Britain was one great body that breathed and felt and suffered, one
hand needing only another to hold and lead it.

Bedi vere winced as | lurched up, a gargoyle of matted hair and blood like a
ravaged peasant. No better synbol for this ravaged land. 1 would go to

Kael cacaestir—bl ood, pain and all—+o finish the job for Anbrosius.

And nobody woul d stop ne.

| raised my sword over the bodies of Marcus' men. One was headl ess al ready. |
worked with denon ferocity until four heads lay at ny feet.

"Kay! Bedivere! Gareth! Geraint! Each of you will ride behind me with one of
t hese heads on your lance. W don't ask for the crown, we don't wait to be
chosen. W take it. Do you understand?"

Bedi vere haul ed the |Iance fromhis saddl e straps and speared a head on it.

"G ve the order, Artos-bach."

"W ride to Kael cacaestir, and nothing stops us. Whatever's in the way,
whoever raises sword against us, we ride through or over them W stop for
not hi ng today. Not today, do you hear ne? Nothing!"

CGeraint thrust his lance into the gored base of another head, lifting it high.
"For God and Arthur!"

"God and Arthur!'' ny men echoed as | faced them shaking with the passion of
determ nation. My voice was harsh as a vengeful crow s.
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"W take the crown, we take the inperial sword. And good or bad's for later to
decide, God damm it, but we will ruler"” "God and Arthur!" "CGeraint, |eave sone
men with your sister. The rest of you

let's go."

El eyne waved in farewell as we noved out. "My thanks go with you. Let ne be

first to salute my royal lord."

"And | second," Kay shouted, ranging in at ny knee. "You've taught themall to
stand strai ght again. Ave, Artorius."

"Cod and Arthur!"

| led themon toward the crown.

W picked up the road in an hour, pushing the horses hard. Qur nen rode in

cl ose formati on, no straggling now Bedivere relinquished his lance to
Trystan, claimng his right to bear the dragon standard at ny side. So it was
the two of us in the lead, the red dragon overhead. Then Gareth, Kay, Trystan
and CGeraint with the pi ked heads, and behind themthe massed hundreds of the
heart of west Britain.

My head burned and throbbed as we rode, bleeding afresh now and then. | rode
with no helnet or arnmor, in ragged linen shirt and filthy trousers spotted

wi th bl ood and bl ackened with snoke. That was how the people of Britain, for
whom all the horrors were done, would accept me. They would see the reality of
what they wi shed for. Their king, their executioner, their

chosen sacrifice.



As we rode, we kept alert for danger. There were only a few farmers on the
road with their carts, hurrying aside as we thundered past. Sixteen miles to
Kael cacaestir. Thirteen. N ne.

Now across the open noor we sighted the low regular line of the old Roman fort
wal I s and the dust cloud rising fromthe plain beyond. Four mles. W began to
spy |l arger groups of people, nobles and peasants, all noving toward the

gat hering on the plain. The nobles swng away fromthe road, the oxen | unbered
t he wagons out of our way. Al saw the red dragon flying and knew who had cone
to be crowned

Two miles. The dust cloud | oomed nearer and larger, the multitudes seething in
their color and flash, distorted with distance but growi ng into individua
shapes on the plain. Great masses of men and wonen and horses and flags and
steel. The wagons of the peasants, the pennanted |iners of the great, crosses
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of the nonks, the bishops with their gold and silver croziers catching the
sunlight.

One mle. Now we turned off the road toward the neeting plain, passing by the
smal | thatch-and-wattle village where timd kerns peered out to see who rode
so bl oody and begrinmed with severed heads on their |lances to the place of
choosi ng.

"A dragon. A dragon. It is Arthur!"

And Merlin whispered, Ave, |nperator.

"Al'l very well to take the crown,” Trystan worried beside ne, gesturing ahead
at the throng. "But what makes you think they'll take you?"

My head ached savagely. | shook it to clear my sight. "Because |I'mall they've
got."

Trystan grinned. "It's your humility one |oves."

Ceraint cried suddenly, "Arthur, |ook sharp!"

Qut fromthe mlling crowd, directly in our path rode a colum of arned

horsenen | ed by a gray-bearded man who wore a gold circlet about his hel net.
"Mark," Geraint hissed. "God rot his guts, riding straight and proud as if his
nmur deri ng hands were clean.”

"Don't slow down," | said. "W stop for nothing."

Ki ng Marcus gave an order we couldn't hear. The colum opened | eft and right
inaflank line directly across our path, some with drawn swords.

| called to the gray king. "Marcus, you know who I am Don't try to stop ne."
He answered smoothly, "It is nothing, Count Arthur. Just that you cone

strai ght through the ranks of the people. Turn aside and take your place with
the other princes. W have waited for you."

"And in the strangest places," Geraint jeered. "Do you not see sone friends on
our | ance heads?"

Marcus was too distant for ne to read his expression, but it seened he froze a
nonent .

Ave. Somewhere deep in the crowd the cry began. Ave for someone

The di stance narrowed between Marcus and nyself. One hundred yards. Fifty.
"Marcus, get out of ny way or |I'Il run you into the ground."

"Boy," he threw back at me, "you threaten a king?"

"There's only one king here today, and it's me. Myve aside, old man."

twisted in the saddle, feeling the dried bl ood crack around ny nouth as |
shouted the order. "Forward—harge!"
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Ave, said Merlin again.

| dropped ny | ance point and ran straight at Marcus. The king held his ground
for a noment, as if he couldn't believe |I'd charge, then felt the force of

t hai human arrow shaft of purpose, ny nen, streaking for him Wth a quick
hand signal, he swung aside. H's men crowded back to |l et us through. Not a
sword was rai sed agai nst us.

Now we surged through the massed crowmd. My nen pulled ahead in two long files



to sheathe with iron my path to the inperial sword

Ave!

Princes on all sides, and behind themthe arnmed men that propped up their
jealousies, their prides and their fatal indecision. And behind those, the
common peopl e, gathered fromas far as nen could wal k or ride. Dumonii who
renenbered me at Neth, the arnorers from Severn who forged our swords under
Kay and remenbered why they were nmade. Men fromthe Catuvel |l auni whose hones
were their own again and who knew the reason for the snoke over the mdl ands.
Furt her on, the people of the north, Parisi and Brigantes who were alive today
because | could ride eighty mles overnight to beat an eneny fromtheir
riverbanks. And over all the people and the dust rose the great, rocking,

resoundi ng echo of that cry begun on a hill near the Severn |ong ago.
Ave/
There was Cador at the head of his Parisi tribunes and nministers. | reined in

abreast of himfor a nmonent, searching for Guenevefe. Cador flinched visibly
fromthe stench of us.

"Where is Cuenevere, Prince?"

"Behind the walls of Eburacum" Cador said. "Wth the gates

| ocked. "

"She'll open themfor nme," | told him
"I believe Agrivaine gave orders to the contrary."
"Ch yes, the busy Agrivaine. If you re wondering where he is now," | |aughed,

"he's half a day south stoutly refusing to join nme. Can you nanage a smile for
that, Cador?"

W noved on up the path the comon people cleared before us. They were
cheering, but the faces close by showed their horror at the sight of ne.

"Has he painted hinself, then?"

"That's bl ood. The man's half dead."

"Where's he been?"

"They can't kill Arthur. They can't kill the Pendragon!"
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"Pendragon! Pendragon!"

Ave!

At the top of a low rise the mound of stones stood as in ny death-dream the
great sword jutting hilt up fromthe top, | disnounted and gave the order
"Fan out. Cover the hill."

It seened the top of ny head was about to come off. | reeled with pain and

exhaustion and would have fallen but for the armthat gripped ne.

"Come, Artos," said Bedivere in nmy ear. "Just a bit farther."

W went up the rise together, Gareth, Kay, Trystan and Geraint com ng after
with their lances. A d Anscopius stood near the sword, gripping his crazier
am d a gaggl e of priests and nonks.

"I'"ve come to take what's nine, Anscopius.”

The wrinkl ed, hawk-fierce visage did not draw back fromthe bl oody apparition
of me. "This sword is not for taking, Count, but for choosing."

Ave! Ave! Pendragon

"Do you hear then?" | choked in the dust and heat. "If ever there was a
choosi ng, they've done it already. Did Christ choose?"

Anscopi us stood his ground. "What are you doi ng, blasphemer? You wear no
thorns. There is no cross here, no sacrifice.”

"I's there not?" | turned to face the multitudes below as the cry went up again
and again |like the baying of hounds on a scent. "What do you think they're
cheering for, Anscopius? For the blood. For the heads on ny | ances. For the
man who can wallow in this filth to give themwhat they want for as |long as
they want. The Irish killed their kings when they lost their virility. W only
betray them and | eave themto die alone |ike Anbrosius."

| reached out a dirty hand to grab a handful of his vestnment. "So you cry Ave
for me like the rest of them old man. Say it! Because you made us, you and
the rest of those princes that deserted Vortigern and woul dn't support



Anbrosi us. You rmade us necessary. And now we no | onger serve. W take. Because
there's no one el se strong enough to do the job or stop us. Say it!"

Anscopi us | ooked at me, then at the sweaty, intractable faces of Kay and ny
captains, and saw the truth of it. W were made fit for what we nust do by
what we had done.

"Ave," he nmouthed ironically. In submssion, in pity, in conpassion, in a w se
ol d man's understandi ng of too nuch.
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"W both know the nob, Arthur. But now they cheer you. Hail, Enperor of
Britain."

And still there was a choosing of a kind. As | noved to the mound of stones,
the Ave that had never ceased since | came on the field grewto a roar that
was no syllable or word, but only an unendi ng wave of assent froma single
throat called Britain. And as 1 grasped the sword hilt, they knelt; first a
fewin front, then nore, then all, going down on their knees in a rippling
wave of

accept ance.

You are the god-king now Merlin whispered. Do you | ove

t hen?

Yes, |—no. | don't know.

It doesn't matter, hostage that you are. See how t hey kneel. See where your
men ring you round. How can any doubt you are the chosen? And does it inpress
you, Druith-foot? Does it nake

you drunk?

No, Merlin. Look at the bl oody nmess of me. Look at the faces of ny nen, at

Bedi vere who left his youth on the Wall and in the m dlands. Look at the heads
on the lances, snell the death in ny clothes. J know the price. A king is only

a sacrifice. Another sacrifice will come after ne. Flint before bronze before
iron. Waves on a shore, shaping it a grain at a tine. You taught nme that and
accept it.

Then take the sword fromthe stone. Ave, |nperator

| lifted the inperial blade and held it high for the people to see.
Ave—Merlin's voice faded but the roar went on shaking the earth and sky.
"Damm it, 'torius, wait!"

Kay's shorter legs |abored to match my stride as we hurried toward Gareth
waiting with our horses, past the holiday-fair cromd of nmerchants, jugglers,
wi ne sellers, thieves and religious reformers who nushrooned on the plain in
t he wake of ki ng-choosi ng.

"You're the rutting enperor now," Kay panted. "At | east

wait till you' ve washed your face."

"The ground's full of kings who waited. |'ve work tordo."” | nounted and waved
to Bedivere to bring the standard. Al

across the dusty plain, nmy men rose and noved to horse.

"Gareth, tell the princes: I'll count those nmen friends who
cone in friendship tonorrow "
He grinned up at me. "King of a hundred battles, it will be a sinful pleasure

to carry the news."
"And Cador?" asked wary Kay.

"Hal fway to Eburacum now," | judged. "And thinking on Guenevere. If he can't
have the crown, he can sleep with it. And he'll love ne with his whole
anbi tion."

A new young king going to claimhis queen! There's a ring to the notion. One
can see the ranks of proud knights behind him hear the blare of polished
trunpets and cheers of the people as he dismounts to take his dewy-eyed
virgin, royal consolation for the royal sacrifice. Actually it was a little
taut at first: Cador's archers eyeing us fromthe walls of Eburacum mny weary
men in wide ranks behind me, just out of bowshot. And very still.



"Let themtry sonething," Geraint seethed. "One arrow, |ook you. One."

The gates opened. Cador rode out in full cerenonials, Peredur at his side in
arnor, the polished shield with its blazon of a British circled cross catching
the |late afternoon sun

"Come, Bedivere." W paced the two horses over the flat ground, one eye on the
wal I's. At ten yards' interval, Cador and his son halted. Cador sal uted
formally.

"Ave, lnperator."

But Peredur's greeting was warner. "Geetings to ny nmost royal lord."

"Peredur, sut mae'r nmab\ Good to see you well again . . . Bedivere, stay up."
D snounting, | walked to the |lords of Eburacum "There are archers on your
wal I s, Cador. You didn't greet Anmbrosius so."

He spread his hands with a deprecating gesture. "A nere precaution such as you
yoursel f woul d have ordered. W wondered if you truly cane in peace

i nasmuch. "

"Only for ny queen, Cador. |Is she ready?"

"This last hour," Peredur affirned. "And never have so many womnen toiled so
fast." He scanned nmy waiting men. "But where's Lancel ot?'

"Whunded saving me." | threw a significant | ook at Cador. "l've sent himto
Astolat with Ceraint's sister."

"He was kind when | was ill," Peredur remenbered. "I'Il go to himwhen |I can."”
"Well, Arthur." An exquisite nuance to Cador's brow. "You have the crown and
the power and a queen fit for Solonmon waiting. It's a new gane on a new board.
So with a kiss we bury die past."”
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W exchanged the kiss of peace—€ador daintily, grimy as | was. Over his

shoul der, | saw Guenevere coning al one OR foot through the gate. Cador gl anced

back at her with his slight, anbiguous snile

"I would say we are all waiting, dearest son-in-law"

Like nmy first sight of her, she was in white, a sinple linen tunica cut

sl eevel ess in the Roman fashion, head bare except for a working of pinpernels
twi ned through her hair where sumer sun brought nore red to the auburn. W
nmet al one between the crowded walls and ny watching men. Guenevere knelt
gracefully. Only she and Cador could do it and nake you feel |ike the
suppl i cant.

"Hail to my royal lord."

For an asinine nonment | had an urge to say sonething, inmperial for the ages,
but not hi ng cane.

"They' ve made me ki ng, Gaen."

"That was clever of them" she said in a voice that caught on sonething.
"You're all over blood."

"It was your letter saved us. W' d never have known about Agrivaine."

She touched ny | acerated scal p. "Wat—=2"

"You said you'd have flowers in your hair."

"Just pinmpernels, all they could find in a hurry. Ch, Arthur." Her arns went
around ne, sudden and fierce and needing. My hands noved on her back as if to
feed fromit.

"\Where's your white veil ?"

"Conscience denied that. 1 didn't think you'd mnd."

"WIl you like being queen?"

Her head noved against my stained shirt. "I've always fancied it."
"Then where's a priest?" | held her away from ne; she was crying. "Not
Anscopi us, we'll save himfor Sunday best, but | want a priest now "

"ldiot, what in the world for?"

"Dam it, we're going to be solemized six tinmes over before we're crowned and
done. | want to do it this first time just for

us."

Her eyes widened in excitement. "Now? Here?"

"Right here and the hell with all of *em™



"What fun!" She |l aughed as she did the first tine | fell in love with her

head t hrown back and the sound lilting up and out in an arc of pleasure. "And
it's such a lovely day for it. Father! Someone up there on the wall. Find us a
priest!"”
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Guenevere kissed ne hard, strangling in the mddle of it with her nouth stil
agai nst m ne.

"What's so dammed funny?"

"I must do somet hing about your clothes." She surveyed ny bedraggl ed shreds
with vast pity. "You have absolutely no sense of style."

W were married on the spot by a nervous young priest, to the cheers and weepy
good wi shes of ny nen, as well as the lords and | adies, merchants, fishw ves
and scul lions of Eburacum O course it had to be done again at our

coronation, but that would need tinme. Al the nobles of free west Britain nust
assenble to see us solemmized and to swear their allegiance, always doubtful
in a folk whose loyalties are first to blood and second to tribe. For the
time, the old fort at Kael cacaestir was ny crude but watchful court.

Agrivaine raged in Eburacum Once again |I'd cheated himof a fight and taken
Guenevere in the bargain. No doubt Cador salved that to sone degree. ". . .
Entirely out of ny hands . . . by the way, have you net Lady Bl odwen? Dazzling
child, her father's ny tributary . . . dining tonight, you nust cone."

Mar cus Cononori grunbl ed about my method of succession, but made his peace and
returned home. Not, however, w thout some tension. Geraint wanted to chall enge
hi m as a sneaki ng dastard and al nbst burst into flane when | forbade it.

"Mt her of God, the scant snake's a blot on royalty and manhood!"

But he woul d obey out of loyalty. Guenevere nmade the task easier by nudging it
into the sphere of gallantry.

"For manhood, Ceraint, there's none in Britain who wears it nore gracefully
than yoursel f. Marcus is a slave, but having thrown it in his teeth, is it not
manly to forgive?"

"Well, now. . ."
"Especial ly when your queen asks?"
"Well, I—= Fum ng but confused, his |ance blunted by the dove.

And CGuenevere leaning f& ward to stroke his anger-darkened cheek, close enough
for Geraint to breathe the subtle perfune of her body.

"For me, Gerry-fach?"

Peace in Cornwall.

But Gawain was a different matter, thundering into canmp and
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pl anting hinmself before us, livid. W were alone with Bedivere, who tried to

i nterpose hinsel f, but Gawai n pushed him aside like a child.

"Dam your bl oody, cheating eyes, Pendragon! Using me agai nst my own brot her
who trusted me before God, but no |onger. Damm you, why?"

"It was necessary, Gawain."

"You admit it, then?"

Bedi vere woul d have drawn on him but 1 signaled no. "To save lives, yes. |
knew he' d refuse peace and needed that tine."

Gawain trenbled with the shane of it. "I'mdishonored anong nen, proud nen who
nmust soneday support ne as king. Men who have kept nmuch grief fromfalling on
Britain. My brother turns his back on nme. On ne who hel ped himtake the first
steps on his poor, unequal |egs."

Guenevere tried to gentle him "Gawain, there was so nmuch at stake. Wuld you
have Marcus king? Or even ny father, God save hin? If Arthur is Britain, he is
all Britain and can no | onger play foolish ganes of honor."

"Honor is not foolish! It is all a man has."” Gawain turned away with a
breaking voice. "I swore to Arthur, but he to me as well. W are done.™

"I regret that." | left my chair and faced him "But when you swore, you said
it was because | was right. And right is bigger than nen; if not, the next



assassin who doesn't mss deserves that chair as well as ne."

"Listen to him sly with words as he is."

"As a king, | apol ogize for what had to be done. As a friend—=

"Friend! ©Ch, Jesus!"

"—+'d give anything to have you back."

"I trusted you." The vast, eloquent back to ne. "Like no other lord. Did think
you a man."

| took off Kay's borrowed coronet and tossed it to Bedivere. "As a man, |'|
make what answer your honor denands."

Gawai n fingered his gauntlet as if he might strip it off and throw it down,
head | owered and nmouth tight. The silence was heavy, the soft voice that broke
it not threatening, but every syllable from Bedivere's heart.

"Wonged you were, Gawain. But if you hurt Artos, there's no place in God's
world so far but 1'll be waiting. On ny salvation, think twce."

Not prudence but sonething el se stayed Gawai n, ravaged him
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H s | ove and respect were not easily won; he had given me bom He had a friend
and a brother. One nmade himfool and pawn agai nst the other and now both were
gone, leaving only a stubborn habit of honor. He dropped his hands.

"Good-bye, ny lord."

My guts felt heavy as | ead. "Good-bye, Gawain. |If you can ever forgive ne,

pl ease conme back. God hold you in H's hand."

Ki ngship has its squalid side, but it allows little tine for regrets. Wile
sumer waned, with Kay as my pro tern mnister, plans went ahead for the
crowni ng. Moni es nust be collected, the reins of the whole tax structure put
in my hands, a hundred nessengers dispatched with orders, questions,
invitations.

The old fort was little nmore than a bank-and-ditch encl osed square to which a
few buil dings and a stockade had been added, then left to decay. Space within
and wi thout the palisade was crowded with tents for nmy nen and Kay's, the
constant visitors, chiefs or their anbassadors, cooks, butchers, forge fires,
the clang of hamrers, the bustle of arnorers, the sound and smell of horses,
the throaty, jigging wood flutes and jingling tambourines of the players that
sensed a payi ng audi ence |ike sharks and flocked to us.

In the afternoons we heard mass, then back for whatever conferences we needed
wi th Kay, who knew nore about taxes man either of us. The |ate evenings
Guenevere and | kept for ourselves, but even by the rude bed where we sl ept
and played and fitted to the holl ows of each other,, there were piles of tax
tabl es, maps and di spatches, witing materials. Young and new as we were, we
renenbered the tragic failures of Vortigern and the lonely battles of
Anbrosius. For the time, we rode the first glow of our people' s hope and
trust, but if we did not draw Britain together, someone else would kill us and
do it memselves. No doubt some would be glad to, but never enough at the sane
time: for once, that first nervous sumer, the tragedy of Britain worked in
our favor.

The wei ght never left us, even in bed. Even wapped around each other and
nmovi ng to our climax, Guenevere's expression would change—

"Of course | |ove you, goose."

"Then what ?"

"You really trust the Coritani?"

"Ch God, Gmen, not nowl."
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O withing under the caress of her wise nmouth that set the center of me on
fire, 1'd explode gloriously, wenching and panting down to sanity again.

Qui et then, spent, with my heart slowi ng and Oaxen's |long hair flung cool and
soft across ny thighs, she would ask in the contented silence, "What are you
t hi nki ng?"
" Not hi ng. "



"Finger's tw tching."

"Those damed Denetae taxes. Kay sai d—

"Ch, really!"

Long bare legs sliding over the edge of the bed to snatch her nightrobe froma
chair. "CGod in heaven, even when |I'm-don't you ever |eave it, Arthur?"

"Do you?"

The robe drops back on the chair."No."

And she'd slip back into bed, nestling with one snoboth | eg between mne. "W
do need so much noney."

"Well, go to sleep.”
"Mm . . . cover ne.
"Rest you gentle, Gaen."

"Sl eep you sound. "

That fall the last ineffectual Roman enperor abdicated in favor of a capable
bar bari an named Gdoacer, who sent nme greetings and styled hinmself King of
Italy. Funny to think that Rome ended when we began. W were her children; she
gave Gnen and me the | anguage we thought in, but I was always nore of a Ronman
at heart than CGuenevere. And this nust be renenbered when you judge her
Guenevere grew up in the north and eneny to her nmeant Pict. It was a thing
deep in her vitals that the tribes north of the Wall were vicious dirt. As for
Faerie, they were less than human. She heard at her nurse's knee howiittle
folk were the reincarnated souls of the pagan dead, and where her educated
mnd | ater scorned, her Parisi soul still put the iron over the doorsill. And
she coul d hate-not entirely w thout reason. It was a Venicone who tried to
rape and rurder her. The prejudice |ived deep and "inplacable in my queen
There were other things later, things that work on a woman. Although she was
an astute ruler, sonme girl-part of Quenevere was yanked too soon into
wormanhood. She had never suffered injury or loss that could not be righted by
a word to a hundred obedi ent hands. When our own child miscarried, she was
hel p-
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Il ess. No one could put it right. Is it any wonder she hated Mrgana' s son, who
had the insolence to be beautiful as well as bol d?

Guenevere was asleep, but | worked by fat lanp with a good blaze in the
firepit against the wet autumm night. Bedivere knocked and entered, followed
by a bedraggled little monk who dripped and shivered as he knelt to ne.

"God's b-blessing and long life to the Enperor of Britain."

Brother Lewin he was, and he bore a letter for ne.

"And that's all he bears." Bedivere had nade sure. "W searched himlike a
beggar | ooking for lice."

"Sit by the fire, nonk. Wat letter?"

Brot her Lewin had a nervous stammer and the haggard | ook of a fat man gone
thin too fast. His habit hung on himin sodden folds, but his eyes were honest
and unshi fting.

"Forgive ne, Lord. | could not wite her nanme, only what it sounded |ike. So
m many of her words were not words at all. | did nmy b-best.”

"Bedwyr, some utsge for Brother Lewin."

The worn scrap of parchment was thin and brown with use. | read the letter

through, read it again, feeling hot and cold.

"That's all, Bedivere. Get you to bed."

He gl anced doubtfully at the nmonk. "And hin®"

"He's done nme a kindness. He'll sleep by nmy fire tonight."

The uisge warmed Lewin, half fire itself. He'd cone a long journey fromthe
far pastures of the Attecotti with nothing nore than water to drink. And water
was his downfall, that and the inhumanly dirty food of the otherw se bl anel ess
Attecotti to whom he preached the Word. If their dark gods were not

invincible, their filth was. The water fevered his blood and a dish of boiled
sheep' s stomach opened up his bowels for a nonth.

My nouth watered. "It's a delicacy. They were offering their best, but it does



tend to spoil."

Brother Lewi n shuddered. "Yes."

The sickness was no | aughing matter. The Attecotti nursed him but his
condition worsened until he couldn't eat or even sit up. Fearing for his life,
the villagers decided that only Faerie nmagic could save him

"By that time, Lord, | was so far gone with fever |I knew not real from dream
and those dreans were of wonmen. My old
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weakness. Satan nuch tenpted me before | donned habit. So | thought the woman
was a succubus sent to test nme."

Lewi n's expression was nore man than nmonk just then. "The dark jewel of her
tiny but near perfect and nigh all of it showi ng as proof. And when she
uncovered the rest and got in bed with me, | thought ny soul was lost. But it
was not for mat. The warnth of her broke my fever, that and the magic drink
she gave ne."

She cured hi mwhere none el se could, com ng each day to tend himwhile the
wary village wonmen hovered outside with iron and rowan agai nst any evii she
mght take it in mnd to work. And the dark woman demanded no paynent of the
Attecotti for curing their priest.

"Only of nme," Lewin said. "Wien | could sit up, she put her knife to ny
throat, my cowering self catching one word of her every four, and said the
fever she bani shed she could bring again or cut my p-poor throat on the
instant did | not pay her in service."

Brot her Lewi n gul ped at the uisge. "Cch, she was deternined, ny lord. Never
have 1 seen a face so hard and set. But desperate as well. | think she would
have begged if that had served."

"And she asked you to wite this?"

Lewi n shifted uncertainly. "Forgive all, mny gracious lord. | do not know i f
this is inpertinence, coming to you with this thing, if indeed this wonman is
what she says,"

"She was."

"And forgive my Latin, but her |anguage—&od | ove ne! —she has n-no notion of
pronoun. You and she and he and us and ours, it's all the same, just said a
little differently. It took me so long just to understand the gist. Wth your
perni ssion.”

Lewi n approached and pointed to the bottom of the page. "This word near the

end, it's not a word at all. | could only scratch out what it sounds |ike and
the sound is like nothing in this world."
Mangl ed as it was, | recognized the Prydn word. It translates inadequately in

British. It-could be a whisper, a cry of joy or despair, carrying all the
taste of the enotion, neaning you or ny knowi ng of you. WAnting or
fulfillment. So conplete and all-enbracing that Adam nust have said it just
so.

"It just means |ove, Brother Lewin."

Lewin's letter as witten made little sense, but | translated Morgana's heart
with my own.
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Belrix third husband, lord of Briton-fhm,

You said you would cone hone but did not.

Veni cone rode north with tal e-speaking that Artostall-folk is now first
husband to Briton but | knew that was Belrix.

And | heard of adaltrach [second wife] called Gwn-hwyfar. | will not beat her
when | see her, though | have first wife right, she being pale and ugly as
they say and much ol der than ne.

Bel ri x has given fhain son-wealth. He wracked ne being born, but | bit on the
cloth and Dorelei held ne and | thought on the hills at Bel-tein and nmy |ord
of sunmer.

Wealth is called Mdred for Cradda's sire, but Earth-name is Belrix.

Your wealth will come to you and you will know himlord of fire. He is born of



Mot her and Lugh and greatest beauty of all Prydn
I amfilled and not filled with [love] you
Mor gana second daughter

Ch yes, Brother Lewin saw her child. It seemed inpossibly small |ike al
Faerie children, but the wonan told himit was born at Brigid-feast six nonths
past .

"And i ndeed beautiful, ny lord. Nut-brown skin, black hair, eyes slanted |ike
his mother's. Oh, and angry, bless him As if she'd forgot to feed himand he
wasn't going to stand for it."

Wieel of Shadow, Weel of Sun
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Anmbrosi us never built a seat of power, but Guenevere and | knew we nust gather
the reins in one place and keep themthere, the hinge pin of Britain. In the
m dl ands campaign | freed a nunmber of slaves, sone of themlceni masons and
carpenters fromthe eastern city of Camul odunum Their honel and overrun, they
attached to Mael gwn. Learning of ny desire for a royal seat, he sent themto
ne.

Severn river and valley is the heart of free west Britain, the home of Dobunni
and Silure. On the west bank of the river, the Iceni built us an inperial
villa not unlike Uher's, but nmuch |arger and better-defended with | og and
earthwork ranparts vitrified by fire. It was Ronan in all but the subtleties:
we needed firepits and outside latrines, since the builders knew nothing of
Roman heati ng and sewage anynore

A community nore than a dwelling, there were houses within the walls for ny
conbrogi and the entourages of tributary princes constantly com ng and goi ng.
W nanmed it Nova Canul odunumto honor the lceni, but my people never called it
anyt hi ng but Canel ot .

Wthin its precincts, there was no tribe or tribal interest, only the peace of
Britain. Couriers came from Rone and even Byzantium merchants brought us the
riches of the east. Arabian stallions clattered down our quays, side by side
with fine steel ingots from Damascus and Prankish arnmorers to wrap ny conbrog
with newring-mail. And outward with our wool and tin and | ead went our
greater wealth, the singers of songs, the nissionaries of Christ with their
peculiar British taint, preaching social reformalong with the Wrd—bright,

di ligent worms boring through the
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fat apple of the rich; the artisans in gold and enanmel whose work was the

gl ory of the Church.

My conbrogi settled and nmarried, bore children and fl ocked back to court on ny
command in surges of strength and col or. The whole west and north felt a
stirring of hope, of new beginnings fashioned fromold dreans. In the ruins of
Gaul, even in Rome, they began to hear the reviving heartbeat of their old
province, and to returning envoys they said, "Tell us of Arthur and

GQuenevere. "

When 1 want to renenber without sadness or pain, those first years are best.
Gren and | wal king by the river, watching twilight turn the water to purple
and ink agai nst the wheat-col ored far bank. Listening rapt when soneone near
started a song, taken up by three or four or a dozen others—nusic the Saxon
will never know. O Lord, give to Thy servant a voice. And He did. To the
birds, He gave the lark. To man, the Briton. In such a place as Canel ot the
years can pass quickly, and they did.

Wheel of sunlight and shadow turning, and with its revolution, the face of the
worl d changed. In the | ost east of Britain, noss and weeds grew over Roman
villas while the eastern |and took new nanes |ike Bearruc Scir and East Seaxe.
Yesterday's chi ef became today's king. The West Saxons crowned Cerdic. <+ "And
thus they dignify thensel ves," funed Guenevere whose royalty descended from
Boudi cca in the days of Nero. "That miserable thief a king!"

"He's royal as | am Gaen."

"Rot!"



"And he gets the job done, that's what counts to Saxons."

She hacked aggressively at her breakfast pears. "He's a junped-up barbarian
who killed ny people and sacked ny hone. Should I call himequal because he's
learned to eat at a civilized table w thout enbarrassing his host? Ch, he has
a veneer of charm and | know you |ike hi meat your eggs before they get cold—
but that shouldn't keep you from pushing himinto the sea. Arthur, are you
listening to nme?"

"Sorry."

"What are you readi ng?"

"Letters from Rome. Have you seen then?l'

Letters from Cdoacer, love letters to Britain that nmade the ! ol der princes
renmenber inperial times, dress nostalgically in the

t of their faded senatorial stripes and balk me in council just
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l ong enough to lose our initiative with the Saxons. Masterly letters with just
enough pronise and veiled hint of power to see how the wi nd bl ew over Britain.
To test our strength or the lack of it.

"And that's just what he's doing, nmake no nistake!" | strode around the
council table, pleading with each nan—€ador, Marcus, Caradoc, Mael gwyn—as |
caught his eye. "The tine to nove east is now while the people are full of
hope, but I can't do it with cavalry al ong. Wiatever we take we have to
occupy. "

"All the nore reason to wait for Roman reinforcenents.” Marcus rose fromhis
chair, tall and gaunt, watchful eyes shadowed by beetling brows. "These
letters are not only from Gdoacer, but from Lucullus, the son of Anbrosius.
How can we doubt their sincerity?"

| stopped pacing. "Lucullus hasn't spoken Brit since he was ten years old. He
lives in Laurentiumwith both his |overs, a sweet young girt and a cherubic
boy. And if that's not sufficient indication of his ability to change
directions rapidly, reflect that Lucullus was envoy for the | ast enperor of
Romre before sidling up to Odoacer. A biddable man who'll do what his master
tells him So nuch for the native son."

| stood behind Marcus' chair. "Prince, no one stands to gain nore than you by
stronger ties to Ronme, which means Roman galleys to protect your shipping.
["lI'l listen to an agreenent for protection of trade, but I won't put a knife
in their hands and bare ny neck."

Mael gwn agreed with Marcus, though for vaguer reasons. "1'd like to see them
cone back. Not only the |legions but the culture, the permanence. Qur children
grow up ignorant now." He shifted his corpulent bulk in the chair. "Let
Qdoacer's legions sail up Severn, then we'll talk about the east."

"Odoacer's legions!" | slouched into ny own chair at the head of the table.
"Do you think we're unique? That what happens here happens nowhere el se? If
there's a whole | egion anywhere, could they ship to Britain any faster than
Cador or Trajanus could budge their fanners from hone? Fat chance, boyo! The
world is changing, ny lords. Be so good as to glance out of doors at it now
and then."

Guenevere caught ny glance-—with me to the hilt, but warning: a little less
rhetoric, alittle nore reason

Kay toyed with his stylus, running stubby fingers through his
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beard. "They've made no firm proni se of help, and | doubt Odoacer could nount
an effective force right now. " He touched his fingertips together, thinking
al oud. "But say he could. Are we foolish enough to think he does it for
not hi ng? Here's your east coast back, call again when you need ne?"

"That's occurred to ne," Cador nused. "But nmeanwhile, a policy of open but
wat chful friendliness costs us nothing. W should wait and see. As for the
east,"—he shrugged—1 can do not hing now "

"I't'"ll be harder the |l onger we wait," | countered wearily. "As for Rome, their



only profit here is a tributary province, and that we are not. They m ght have
left us the tools, but we built the house."

Marcus woul dn't swallow that. "He wouldn't dare ask for tribute!"

| shot back, "The Saxons didn't dare with Vortigern till they had a knife at
his throat!"

They didn't see the knife in the Roman ploy. Not conquest but control. A
legion in Britain neant a hand on our rein. They might retake the east, but
for whon? And under what conditions?

Still, Maelgwyn was wistful. "My grandfather used to tell ne of the old days.
The | aw, the peace, the security. Finest schools in the enpire. Seventy years
ago we were begging themto come back. Arthur, at least listen to their
offer.”

"Eagerl y—from behind a tall fence."

"On a high hill," added Kay.
And on and on through the afternoon. Deep in their hearts, they knew the Rone
t hey remenbered or had heard about was gone. But they could still conjure with

the magi c of that nanme. They saw the villas restored, peacocks strutting

t hrough mani cured gardens, the scul pted fountains and ponds: Cupid peeing to

t he repl eni shent of |anguid goldfish. The last remant of old enpire stil
intact, ready to becone a center of the new Luxury, riches, power. A dream
like the Grail, and dreans die hard.

| listened, thinking desperately: Wat woul d Anbrosius do? Ronme was |like a
parent that turned her child out to fend for itself. Then, old and feeble, she
begged our | ove once nore. No, the sun rises on tonorrow, not yesterday. W
couldn't go back

"I's there not a full legion in Gaul ?" old Caradoc wondered, rousing hinself
fromreverie. He knew and cared very little about Rone, but felt he ought to
say sonething as ol dest prince of the Council. Long ago sone scrap of

i nformati on nust have
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found its way to rustic Astolat. "That of-what was his nane—Ti berius, yes,
that's it. Perhaps he could hel p agai nst the Saxons."

"My good lord," | said, "Lucius Tiberius is up to his patrician arse in
Franks. In a year or two, he'll call dovis king."

Cador observed, "Qur young enperor is admrably inforned."

*' A part of your taxes go to keep himso, father."

Guenevere knitted serenely a little apart fromour group on a chair specially
cushioned to ease her pregnant wei ght, but mi ssing nothing. "This business of
Rome is |ike the seducer who couldn't bed the girl wi thout a sol enm prom se of
marri age, and we all know that sad ending. If we take Odoacer to bed on a

prom se, we'll find ourselves had and left. For Cerdic, the man is Arthur, the
choice is yours, and the time is now "

' Her father denurred. "I can't. My own taxes are barely dribbling in."
"Shame, father. You collected in full last nonth."

H s conposure fled for a second. "And how does mnmy queenly daughter know

that ?""'

"W pay to know. As you taught ne." Guenevere inspected the uneven stitchwork
plied by her needles and rose cautiously. "You nust ail excuse nme now. The
doctors say | nust rest, and it's far past nap tine."

As with Anmbrosius, the issue was a draw between nyself and the Council. | kept
Rome at a wary distance, but the princes refused ny war until it was too
little and too late. You wonder why our nusic is so haunted with sadness. W
are perverse. W |love |ost causes. W |ove | osing.

Little Gareth panted up to where | stood alone on the ranparts and thrust the
di spatch at me

"From Prince Peredur, sir. The courier said it should cone straight to you."

| |l eaned against a crennel, not interested but skinmm ng over Peredur's precise
Latin. It seenmed barely nore than routine. Someone was raiding Votadin

vill ages and peculiar circunstances showed in each case. Suggest | send an



observer, et cetera.

There were nore inportant problenms. Guenevere's pregnancy was vexed wth
conplications. The doctors cautioned her not to rise at all. Beyond that,
Trystan had di sappeared on the Saxon borders, |ong overdue. Mael gwn held out
scant hope for his survival. Between wife and lost friend, nmy heart wasn't
with the northern news. Brude's savages butchered each other every day; what
in hell could | do about it?

Still, if Peredur thought it warranted a single observer—
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"Careth, send nme Bedivere. Have himneet ne here."

He squinted in puzzlement. "Sir?"

"Are you deaf? Get Bedivere. Now. "

"In atrice, good lord, had ny horse wings. He's gone honme this |ast week."

My mind was still on Guenevere; she had | ooked drawn that norning. "Wat?"
"You gave himleave to go, sir. Hs little lass is down with colic."
And nyself so used to the man called the right hand of Arthur, | reached wth

it before realizing it was gone.

|'ve talked very little about that nman so close to ne our shadows nerged as
one. At ny side from boyhood, sweating with ne to learn sword from Uther's
men, the same roads, the same battles, cold neals shared out of the same clay
di sh, the sane fortunes fromthe beginning. And finally slipped anay to a life
of his owmn in a nmonent so full of cares, the busy enperor didn't notice his
shadow was gone.

Marriage cultivated Bedivere like rain on thirsty soil. The |ong, too-taut
body rel axed and filled out, the eyes and nouth |ost the hard vigilance

| earned on the Wall. \Wen he brought his bride to Canelot, 1 barely renmenbered
her from chil dhood, a shy young woman in worn best linen kirtle who |isped

"G bl ess our king" in a Dobunni accent as she knelt, stiff with propriety. And
there she remained until Bedivere took her arm

"Myfanwy, love, get up. It's Artos from hone."

He canme and went now, w th ne when needed but always preferring home to
Canelot. 1 cherished his visits, but now there was a daughter teething and
they'd be up all night with her chafing. And then Bedi vere woul d be off
teaching Myfanwy to hunt with hawk or hallooing old friends to show off tiny
Rhonda with insufferable pride.

"And already tal king." Bedivere jiggled the danp infant in his arms. "Just one
word. Da. Say da, |ove. Wio do you | ove best?"

"G ng," burbled the child.

"There, will you listen to her!"

O he'd be showi ng wi de-eyed Myfanwy the al nost-Roman spl endor of Canelot, the
view fromthe walls and this and that, and seeing themtogether, close and
turned in to each other, | realized that friend | mght be still but no | onger
first. And no right to ask it beyond duty. Bedivere had sonething of his own
for once. Let be. Still, | mssed him
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Myfanwy turned himout well, Bedivere no |onger went about with holes in his
seat. She did nore, opened the | ocked places in Bedivere so that ny old
friend s scolding nmellowed to tol erant wisdom The nmoment cane when | needed
that wisdom and it was there.

Guenevere lost the child. She wouldn't stay in bed but insisted on sitting

t hrough the councils with me, whose government, especially of the north, was
her charge as well as nine.

Yes, | was useless as Nectan. F/iamcustom | wanted to be with her, but the
m dwi ves bl ushed and never heard of such a thing and the enperor shoul d not
even speak of it. | lunged about the anteroomw th Bedivere sprawmed in a

chair trying to make ne |ight sonewhere
"There's something | can do, Bedwyr. Let her hold ny wists or—=
"It's not a man's place; you'd be in their hair. And they don't preserve



birth-strings anynore except up in the hilis. Peace now, sit down and tell ne
the news. What of Lancelot? Has that horrible woman pernitted himto bed her
yet ?"

Their last letter reported a child on the way, but Eleyne was not too well,
suffering from"retention."

"What in hell's that?" Bedivere asked.

"A euphem sm out of his gallant nature. She's constipated.”

"Hah!" Bedivere threw back his head and roared with rich, easy |aughter. "Ch,
that's Eleyne to her granite mai denhead. She can't let go of anything."

He nade ne | augh, he eased the time. After an eternity, the wonen came out to
say that Guenevere would be fine in a week or two. They never showed ne the
poor thing taken fromher. And | was not to go in just yet.

"What do you nean? Get out of my way!"

Frightened of ny anger, the wonen still held their ground. "Please, ny |lord,

t he queen sai d—she begged that you not—=

"Move aside, dam you!"

A mdwife | mght cow, but not that iron Mars suddenly bl ocki ng the door.

"CGet away, Bedivere. I'll knock you flat."

"You never could and you know it. She doesn't want you yet. Isn't she proud as
you and thinking she's failed? Let her get the handle of that before she has
to deal with you."

He never left ny side, though the |long hours dragged. Wen Guenevere did cal
for me, Bedivere followed nme to her door, staying nme a nonent before | groped
for the latch.
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"It doesn't matter now what you feel. Not a word of it, you hear? Gve her al
the giving you' ve got. Be a father, a husband, be a bloody fool if that's what
she needs. But give."

"I can't. | feel so enpty."

"I know," Bedivere answered gently. "A woman | oses it out of her body, but we
do, too. It was a gift that came so close.”

"Yes. And |I—= Crunpling against his shoulder. "And | -God dam it—=

My friend held nme. "Na, you never touched it, never felt it nove in your
belly. But you did walk with it in your heart. And when it flies, the wonen
wonder why we're crying, we never carried it. But we did. Go on."

Wien | bent over Cuenevere, | was steeled to be a stone saint, but not for
what nmet me. She lay on the pillow like sonmething left by a storm white as
the Iinen. Behind the exhaustion there was a baffl ement and sonething el se
couldn't name. Her fingers were cold and linp in mne

"It was a girl," she managed in a weak little mew. "It tore ne."

A priest hovered by, and a gaggle of solicitous Parisi women with broth to
strengthen her. | took the cup and waved them out. No one would tend her but
me. Wth one armaround her shoulder, | fed her the broth in sips, thinking,

Frailty and sickness don't go with this woman. She's too strong. She's awkward
at needi ng anything. Where do the strong go when they need to be wgak?
"There was never anything taken fromme | couldn't have back or better,”
Guenevere trailed on in that faraway voice. "Never |ost anything, never got
hurt. Even that Pict who tried to take me, | could kill him" Desperate,
trying to understand in a | anguage she knew. "But where do | stab now,

Art hur?"

"Rest now. |I'Il be here, won't budge even when you sleep. 1'll take care of
you. "

"Was that a priest here? Who thought 1 was going to die?"

| settled her back and pulled the covers up. "He just wondered if you wanted
to pray. That's his job."

"Pray?" | saw the thing behind her bafflenent. It was red and it could kill
Guenevere turned her head away. "I'Il pray to God when |I've forgiven Hm"
In the end Gareth went to observe what Peredur reported. No better scout

exi sted than the little Leinsterman, who could be
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trusted to take no chances and bring back a clear picture of what he saw. He
di d.

The Vot adini were slaughtered in their beds, horses and cattle run off. No
trouble at the WaJl yet, but Agrivaine was doubling the strength of patrols
and nmile castles.

"Then what's peculiar?" | pressed Gareth. "They kill each other every day up
there."”

"Doom si dhe,"” he nuttered in his own | anguage. "Not Picts, ny lord. Picts
steal food, but not extra nmouths to feed. There's only one kind that steals
newborn fromthe cradle. Daone sidhe.

Faerie. 1’

That he tracked them was a measure of his courage. The Irish have a fearful
respect for Faerie greater than our own. Gareth's language is rife with tales
of fol k caught spying on a Faerie gathering. He found their tracks near a
crannog and settled down to watch, praying to God and a full conpany of
saints.

"And a few others a priest would not hear of kindly," Gareth confessed. "But
magi c's driven out by magic, and the noment of trial's not the noment to
doubt . "

They rode across the noor to the crannog and di sappeared under the hill while
t he mobon swam t hrough swi ft-noving clouds and Gareth shivered with an ancient
fear.

Still it didn't seemright to me. "Gareth, are you sure of this? Prydn don't
have the nunbers for that kind of raid. They're

peaceful folk."

My comite drew hinmself up, pride touched. "Did | not count Agrivaine's
strength for you down to the |last stone-siinger? Wen did | say one thing when
it was else? | saw no few but a horde. A hundred."

Easily a hundred, Peredur's next report confirned.

And |l ed by a woman who rides with a small boy. W can't get much sense out of
the tribes, you know how they fear these creatures. Wen this worman rides, the
Picts get out of her way. She |eaves nothing alive in the villages. Most
curious, there were enpty cradles and no dead infants. So the old tale nay be
true. Children are taken to be raised by these denbns and becone |ike them
They call them changelings . .

Mor gana neant what she said. The enduring was done, the paying back begun.
Prydn would live if she had to tear the world to bear her dreamalive

Shadow and sunlight, the wheel turning, days becom ng weeks becomn ng nont hs.
April again.

Spring cones early in the islands off the tip of Cornwall, with a burst of
flowers the rest of our country rarely sees. The grounds of Canel ot at her

di sposal, Guenevere took up gardening with a vengeance. She sent to the

i slands for cuttings and bul bs and | abored to make themthrive in Severn

val ley. Dressed all her life for the public, | think she enjoyed mucki ng about
on dirty knees with homespun skirts tucked up in an apron, and she handl ed the
bul bs Iike children, placing themreverently in the fine-troweled earth and
watering with the care of a benediction. This is where 1 found her when news
cane to please her. Since the loss of our child | hunted for things to make
her happy, perhaps to convince nyself / was.

"Gmen! Up here on the ranpart!”

She squinted up at nme. "Wat is it?"

"Trystan's alive! He's com ng hone!"

The fl oppy peasant hat sailed high in the air. "Hrah! Hurry, conme down and
tell ne."

My lost lanmb returning to the fold. He was inspecting Mael gwn's eastern
border for signs of new Saxon encroachment when he sent asking | eave to go



hone on conpletion of his task. That was the |ast word or sight of him He

di sappeared, presuned de*ad after a reasonable time. Marcus sent |achrynose
condol ences and must have been vastly di sappointed to find them premature.
"There were two sides to Trystan,” Melgwn said after ny comte disappeared.
"One a good soldier and a bard to silence the angels for shame. Is it any |ess
than truth, Arthur?"

The ol d Catuvel |l aun prince sighed over his drink. "But there was a sickness to

the man. 1'll say it out. Self-pity that wapped himround |ike a snake and,
once bitten, he stayed drunk. Just staggered about muttering to hinself and
playing the harp till he fell dead asleep over it. If playing's the word. Have

you ever heard a harp screanf"

Aye, Trystan could draw beauty fromstrings, but there were tines when a

di sease crept through themto produce eerie chords stained with subtle

di ssonance. These wordl ess songs were usually rhythmed by an odd, three-note
figure that dom nated all and seened to obsess Trystan hinself. Guenevere's
worren withdrew to a respectful distance, but

202

Firelord

Wheel of Shadow, Wheel of Sun
203

cl ose enough to hear: Trystan was al ways news. Gmen | eaped at me, huggi ng and
swi nging off her feet to hang on ny shoul ders.

"Now, what's this? Wiere is he? Is he all right?"

"Your favorite harper's com ng hone."

"Wonderful , wonderful! | knew he wasn't dead. That scanp, would he die without
an audi ence of tearful wonmen and a bard to catch his last, singing words?
Never! Were is he?"

"The messenger said he took the word at Wght. H s ship stopped there."
"Wght?" Gaen's brows knitted in bew | dernment. "That's Saxon."

And it was virtually a Saxon who entered our private chanbers sonme days |ater.
Trystan in a thick beard, w de-skirted blue tunic, gartered wool |eggings wth
a seaxe knife and a purse full of Saxon silver hung on his belt. And a gift
for us we couldn't buy: a know edge of the Saxon m nd.

"The truth is, | get bored,"” he told us over a private supper. "Nothing seens
to be enough. Once it's there, | need sonething new to keep ne thinking. O
fromthinking. The world's a ghastly, ghostly place, but at |east when |I'm
drunk the phantons are ny own."

Gren said tenderly, "You fool, why don't you marry?"

"And be court mnusician to ny queen? There's a life. W played for you when I

was gone?"

Gren made a face. "Lord Pwyll, and he keeps m ssing notes.”

"His mnd s on wonen." | dipped a norsel of fish in |liquanmen. "That man's four
wi ves now and still hunting."

"Stuff." Guenevere would have none of that. "The truth is, he hates wonen and
keeps wi ping off the last with the next. Though it would be easy and a

pl easure to arrange a match for Tryst. | believe you grow handsoner each
year."

"You flatter me, and | don't believe a word."

"OfF course you do." Gmen patted his wist. "You' re the vai nest peacock in
Arthur's brood. The beard and the lines help. You | ook travel ed and
interesting.”

OCh, it was good to sit and watch mem both. "Take hi m back out of the grave,
Gnen. He's not yet thirty."

"And where's nmy grow ing, scowing Bedivere?" Trystan asked.

"Honme with wife and bairn," said Guenevere.

"And happy?"

"Di sgustingly," she trilled. "The way he iugs poor little Rhonda about, you'd
t hi nk he bore her alone."

Trystan grinned wickedly. "1 hear Myfanwy bore her nine nonths to the day
after nuptials."”



"Six," purred Guenevere. "W counted. The doctors considered it a wonder of
anat ony. "

| threw a shrinp at her. "You nasty little gossip. As if a queen didn't have
better things to think on."

"Ch, sweet, we were delighted, all of us. To think sonebody got the Gyffyn
off a horse for five mnutes. | used to think he grew out of it."

Good to see her laugh so freely again. Wen the servants w thdrew, Trystan
spoke of his time anong the barbarians. Mael gwn, it seemed, kept a Saxon
scald, a harper like Tryst, and fromthis man Trystan | earned to appreciate

t he | anguage he once likened to the sound of a dying crow

"But it beats like a drum it strides! And by ny gods, you can hear that drum
i ke a nessenger riding ahead of fate, riding toward Asgard and the final war
with evil. They're fatalistic, they see all going into darkness anyway. The
struggle is what counts.”

The | anguage fascinated him Wen his mssion for me was done, he had cl ot hes
made in the Saxon style and began to sing for his supper anong the pagan tuns
of the east. He represented hinself as a Belgae with a Saxon father, raised in
the Brit | anguage by his nother. No matter, a harper is welcome anywhere. He
sang for thanes and farners alike, |earned their |anguage and how t hey

t hought .

"Forget the warriors, they're only a few around the chiefs. The man to
understand is the farnmer. Each man has his own. He doesn't huddle close to his
kin, but spreads out and settles where he pleases. If there's a lord at all

he owes himcertain duties and no nore. He's frugal. And no wonder, you shoul d
see what they live on waiting for a crop. May | never taste another turnip
again. And he farms with a passion |'d reserve for bed or nusic."

There was another vital difference in themwhich eluded Trystan entirely unti
he stopped thinking like a British lord. Power was based on property nore than
bl ood. Land gave a man power and a certain amount of it could give himrank
"Wuld we do that?" Trystan chall enged. "Perhaps here and \ there a Bedivere
or Gareth. But Saxons are born know ng they
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m ght be | andowners for a little effort. If Cerdic doesn't |ead this anbitious
man west, mark me, he'll cone by hinself."

Guenevere found that outlandish. "By thensel ves? Peasants?"

"Lady, your notion of peasant doesn't exist in Saxon. They have their sl aves,
but anyone el se can own land. And if all the east is claimed by others, where
to go but west?"

It cast a new light on our old problem W could nmake a treaty border wth
Cerdic. That mght stop expansion for a tine, but it would be interpreted as
| egal |y recogni zi ng Saxon right over the east. No British king has done that,
or will.

W coul d | aunch a massive canpaign to take back the east a piece at a tine.
This would require years and anple foot |egions, and these ny princes would
not part wth.

Concl usi on: we nust skirm sh continually with what we had, two hundred
conbrogi. A half nmeasure, |ike skinmng the tops off weeds and | eaving the
roots untouched. But that's the story of Britain. Muel gwn had prom sed a bit
of help at least. W would comrence in early sunmrer to push the new settlers
back.

For services already rendered, | would have left Trystan at Canel ot as
lord-mlite under Guenevere but he turned it down.
"You'll want an interpreter."” He poured his cup too full of Falernian w ne.

"And the truth is, as | said, one gets bored."

Those words and that act were the story of his life. Trystan did not have | ong
to serve ne.

A few days after he returned, we received an envoy from Marcus Cononori. The
prince would attend ny planned nmeeting of the Council. Queen Yseult would
acconpany himto pay her respects to GQuenevere. They'd net only once or twice,



but Gaen defended Yseult where others turned up their noses.

"A sinmple soul and fragile as an egg. And, when it conmes to mat, no nore a
slut than a dozen 1 could sunmon without raising ny voice."

But there were problens. "Arthur, can we keep Trystan sober or out of sight?
O both?"

On a sultry, sunless day, Marcus stepped off his ship onto our quay foll owed
by the nost beautiful woman in Britain.

Guenevere and | waited, flanked by Gareth and Kay in their formal best. My own
gueen was radiant, the flaw ess product of her wormen's maxi mumefforts. An
affection for Yseult did not include being outshone by her, but they enbraced
i ke sisters.
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"Two such wonen together,"’
for jeal ousy?"

He was to be Yseult's escort of honor. After the formal greetings, | presented
himto Marcus and then Gareth kneit, saluting Yseult in her own dial ect.

"Cead mlle failtt. A thousand wel cones and yet a thousand waiting for the
Lady of Cornwall."

No woman ever brightened faster. "You nust be fromhome with such a tongue. O
Lei nster, Lord?"

Married and faithful Gareth was, but not deceased. H s chest swelled visibly
under the dazzle of her. "OF nowhere el se, Lady."

"Then no other will wait on ne." And yet her dark eyes swept quickly up the
quay and through the knot of mny people for soneone else, and in them| read a
m xt ure of di sappointnment and relief.

Suddenly, Yseult clapped her hands. "Gwi nny, sweet, can you even guess what it
is |I've brought?" "You're too generous, whatever it is." "Not a whit, not a
bit. Grapes!" Yseult gestured with a flourish toward the gangpl ank where
several of her entourage were carefully unl oadi ng sack-covered vines.

"Sni ppets, cuttings alt the way from Rone, no | ess of a place."

She coul d bring nothing to endear her nore to nmy wife. "Ch, you angel! Yes,

t hey | ook good and healthy. Cone along now, tell ne how they fared and how did
you cut. Did you keep themfromthe sea air?" "Like sick children." "It's so
bad for them you know " Armin arm they chattered up the steps to the

pal ace. "Marcus." | took his arm "Mst welcone."” "My duty to my king. Prince
Caius, greeting." Yseult's husband seenmed to search the quay as she did. "I
hear ny nephew s safe. You don't know how glad that makes me. Why isn't he
here to greet his |oving uncle?"

Because | damed well nmade sure he wasn't. "On an errand of state just now
I"'mafraid we keep himquite busy. The Silures—npst inportant. Do hope you'l
forgive it."

"OfF course, of course." Marcus was expansive. "Come, |'m anxious for dinner
and talk of the Council. Now, these hill forts you want me to restore. Is the
need really so great, Artorius? Not to mention the expense ..."

"Yseult is a dear," OGmen decided that night before bed. "She
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tended those vines herself the whole voyage from Dore. Such a country girl
really. Before she married she had two turtles to her nane and a tatty old
shift to sleep in. And credul ous as a babe: she still wonders why priests
don't do magic. To her, they're just druids in different clothes."

She went on ninbly plaiting her hair as she tal ked. "But how t hese dammed
worren go on about her. She's this, she's that when the plain truth is, she's
just beautiful and they hate her for it." Guenevere frowned critically at the
mrror, patting her chin. "But she is putting on weight."

There are days when even an enperor can't make a penny. |'d sent Trystan on
some trunped-up errand to keep himclear of Yseult, but Cador arrived tardily.



The Council and Yseult were still in residence when Trystan returned. Sooner
or later he'd find a way to her. It was my questionable fortune to see it.

| happened to glance out of a casenment that conmanded a view of CGuenevere's
garden hi dden by an angle in the wall from nost other views. | saw Yseult
strolling al one and at ease through the straight avenues of spring flowers.
The attitude of her whol e being was peace and repose, as if this nonment al one

were a delightful treat. Ready to call a greeting, | just watched rather than
i ntrude. She nade ne think then of little Drost spying out sone new wonder to
st udy.

Her head turned sharply toward sonmething | couldn't see. Her mouth opened in a
soft cry too distant to hear. Her arns went out and Trystan cane into them
They | ocked together, rocking back and forth, Trystan's face buried in her
hair and neck as her head fell back to drink in the pleasure of him

| turned away fromthe casenent.

D nner that evening was held in the large hall since Caradoc, Melgwn and Kay
and all their high officers were present. Trystan appeared in a bardic blue
robe, harp polished and fine-tuned. Never did he sparkle nore, never was the
dark of him so vanqui shed by the light. He greeted his uncle w th convincing
af fection and was courteous beyond reproach to Yseult, tactfully |eaving her
service to Gareth whose office it was. That Gareth was nore than adequate to
his charge inspired his wife Rhian to grunble, "Wre he not ny husband, 1'd
say the Irish were too light of tongue and | oose of eye."

"Surely," 1 protested, "not Lord Gareth." "Surely not," Rhian affirmed grinly.
"He sees through the Iike of her, but too kind to showit."

"So it's said of your husband. There's not a kinder man in Britain."

Qur tables were fornmed in a horseshoe, servers tending fromthe center and
Trystan anong them singing like a lark, turning aside to joke with this or
that man as the fancy took him Now he caught the arm of an old carver.

"Ll ewel | yn-fach, can you sw nP"

The gnarled Llewellyn denied it. "No," ny good lord, that | cannot."

"Why then you'll live forever."

Kay called, "And how could he do that?"

"Life's an island surrounded by sleep, and if you can't swimon the dark, |
fear you' re stuck on this shore.™

LI ewel  yn considered that seriously. "I wouldn't nind."
Trystan took up his harp. "Only so long as the shore is beautiful. No fear
man. Stay high, stay dry. I'Il go for us both."

He swept an arresting chord across the strings. "Enperor of Britain! Princes,
| ords! Ladies to shame the light of day and make the noon think tw ce before
shi ni ng! One | ast song—and what shall it be?"

"A love song," Guenevere bade him "The one you sang for ne.
"A love song by command of mnmy queen." Tryst bowed to her and Yseult by her
side. The dark Irishwoman dropped her eyes. | thought she | ooked troubled and
sad.

"Now, this is truly a British |love song," Trystan prol ogued. "A shepherd finds
his love, |oses her and, after nmuch travail and sorcery, finds her again and
never lets her go. As he shouldn't have done in the first place. This lay was
not popul ar anbng the Saxons: they're for a different tune. The farmer finds a
worman, flhe woman bears child, the | and gets plowed by both of them Al of

whi ch denonstrates that the heart of Saxon can usually be found with his
turnips."

Laughter around the table, a rattling of cups on the board.

"No nore, then." Trystan rippled a chord over the strings. "A |love song."

He pl ayed—the sinplest, loveliest music | ever heard fromhim But | remenber

when it ended, his fingers wove against the :. clear nmelody a hint of that
weird three-note figure oddly uncon-'e-. netted to the rest.
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"Arthur, are you asl eep?”

"Yes."

Gnen pulled ny face around to her. "None of that, you great child. W nust
talk. I"'mworried."

| turned over with a sigh. "Just drifting off. Thought they'd alt never go to
bed. "

One | amp burned near the bed. Inits light her face was heavy and serious.
"W've a problem™

"Just one?"

"Listen to me. It's Trystan."

"Now, was he ever better than tonight? He didn't touch a

drop."

She bounced up on one el bow. "And do you know why? He thinks she's going away
with him"

That opened both eyes. "Wen was this?"

"She told ne before dinner tonight. He found her in the garden and—

"Yes, | saw them Pray no one else did."

"Well, she was glad to see him thinking himdead for so |l ong. And she said
thi ngs she didn't nmean to say. She made prom ses."

Guenevere sat up beside nme, arnms crossed under her breasts. | wapped the
coverl et around her.

"Does she still love him Gnen?"

"It's not that sinple.”

"Well, he goes away again tonorrow, by God."

"She doesn't want to hurt him but she can,'t do what he

want s. "

"Not now," | agreed. "It's too damed expensive."

"She wants you to do something."

More than a love affair was at stake. Wth Cerdic building his forces and
probing ny coasts |like a surgeon deciding where to cut, | needed Marcus to
re-armevery possible hill fort on his south shore. He saw no need for the
expense and m ght use this insult to refuse, possibly break with ne and ally
on his own with Ronme or even Cerdic.

"God damm it, Gaen! Whuld she were born a pig or not at ail! She's conely, nen
are going to be at her, why can't she handle it? | w sh she had your sense."
"Me?" OGaen said wistfully. "I was never that beautiful. A skinny little girl

clever at Latin and sunms, but | knew ny worth. She never did."

She hugged the coverlet to her. "Everything hurts her. Dear

God, how she prattled at me over the planting of those vines. ' She' s
starved for a worman friend, just someone to be close with. j And you
know how t he wonmen down there treat her. That bitch from Astol at. Poor Yseult,
she'd be so happy | oving someone sinple, without a brain or a nerve in his
body. " ; Guenevere sighed. "But it was Tryst, and he's too conplicated
They' d never be happy anywhere. He |oves the wanting, not the having. Dull as
she is, Yseult knows that."

She burrowed under the covers again. "You nust do sonething. Think on it?"
"I'"d rather have ny teeth pulled."”

"So would I. But you're the only one Tryst'11l listen to." She : ki ssed
nmy cheek. "Good night, |love. Rest you gentle." > "Sl eep you sound. "

Not hing for it but to see the two in private, have it out and done. The matter
took some light of hand, but Gaen and | managed it. W arranged an el egant

hunt for the princes of the : Council and their chief nmen, a jaunt that
woul d take them hours ; from Canel ot through lovely country, with w ne
and nusicians j - to attend them everything done but the bending of their
bows. \ Then | sent for Yseult and Trystan

The chamber sel ected was reserved for private audiences, with i no
furniture but two state chairs raised on a small dais. | planted nyself on one
of them and waited, hating virulently what had to be done.

14 A freshet of flower-scented breeze cane through the open

i -, casenent, a bird sang in a pear tree, the warm spring sun bat hed



. all Severn inits glow A day to fall in love, not end it. My
fingers drummed on the armof the chair. Footsteps. My fingers

paused.

Yseult slipped into the chanber. She would have knelt, but | ! st opped
her .

. "No ceremony, |love. Come sit down." '-e. | deposited her in the
other chair. She was in green with the dark hair curled tight and pri m about
her neck. Over the green 'jj; kirtle was a | oose supertunica of the sane
shade, well cut to ? conceal the slight tendency to flesh. W are a people
vain of our figures; our clothes are close-fitting when we have sonething to
show of f. No doubt Yseult ate sparingly, but wile served where . will could
not .

D> "I don't want to hurt him" she said. "He thinks I'Il go away '.
with him Wien | saw him | forgot all nmy common sense and j..A the proni ses
to nyself and | said what he wanted to hear."
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She stirred restlessly in the chair. "lIt's alnbst ten years, and |'m not

hi s—aot what 1 was. Just tired, and Trystan will never see that."

"But you know it has to end."

"It is ended. Long ago, and it can't be anynore."

| sat down next to her. "Then you can't help hurting him Cut deep and quick
and be done with it."

Those hel pl ess, wounded eyes turned on nme again. "Then truly we'll both have
not hi ng. For nyself, it's being nunb, no nore than | have been all these
years. But what's there for him Arthur?"

"Damed if | know," | confessed. "I'm wondering what to say when he cones that
won't sound righteous or bloody stupid. |'ve seen him before a charge, the two
of us so sure of death we were white with it, dry in the mouth and wet in the
pants, and then he'd follow me right down its throat and cone back with a joke
to hide his trenmbling. 1've covered himup when he drank hinself to sleep

I've cursed himawake, trusted ny life to him and all |'ve ever known of his
heart was that he wanted one thing. Now, / have to say he can't have it. And
if you think being king of the whole Christly lot nmakes it any easier, you're
wrong. There, he's coming."

Hs rapid, light footsteps came down the passageway, then Trystan swung into
the room "Now, sweet king! What's—Yseult."

"Conme in," | ordered. "Close the door, sit or stand, but

listen.”

Li sten? He barely knew | was present, taking Yseuit's hands and ki ssing them
She avoi ded his eyes, but the enpathy of themwas |ike another person in the
room

"Hear Arthur," she told himin a small voice. "Heed the H gh King of Britain."
."Arthur, what is this?"

"It's a good-bye, lad. Yours." | took a breath. "I'm sendi ng you away, but I
want your oath you'll never see or send word to Yseult again."

I mght have chattered in an unknown | anguage. "What did

you say?"

"You heard ne."

He gave ne his quick snile. "Ask nmy blood, I'lIl pour for you. My Iife? On the

bl ock with yours any day. But not this."

Yseult was miserable. "Trystan, please listen to him"

"I"'ve listened to himfor years. And | love him but he's no part of this.
What's he want of you, what's he said?"

It was going to be worse man hard because he wouldn't believe it. "Lord
Trystan, 1'mnot speaking as an old friend now This touches nore than the two
of you. Mark is a tributary prince and I owe himloyalty."

He | aughed, high and strained. "Don't conme the noralist with me, | hel ped you



to the crowm. You need him" "All right, | need him Now nore than ever/' He
said it with contenpt. "My uncle would cut your heart out."

Yseul t sl amed her hand down on the armof the chair. "Peace! | can't listen
tothis, I"'mMurk's wife." "You were mne first!"

"When?" | catapulted out of the chair and down to him "Wen was she ever your
wi fe? And you call ed Agrivaine thick? Look at her, do you think she finds this
a pl easure? \What ever she said, whatever you planned, forget it. You'll not see
her again. | can't have it!"

He knew | nmeant it now A tinge of fear crept into his eyes. "You use
everyone, don't you?" "I want your oath." "No."

| pointed to his scabbard. "On your sword or |eave ny service."

"So it cones to that." He hesitated only a nonment, then reached for the belt.
"No," Yseult whispered. "Not your oath-sword." He laid the sheathed sword at
my feet. "Wth regrets, ny lord."

"No, Tryst!" she cried. "That's your life and honor!" "That's nothing," he
shushed her gently. "Don't speak of what you don't know. What |'ve done for
Arthur or where |I've gone for Arthur or the insults I've swall owed because of
the oath | swore to Arthur on that stinking piece of iron. Live for him die

for him and none nmore willingly, not even Bedivere. But nere's a rag end of
me you don't get, Arthur. Send me away, |'ll find her. Hide her in the earth,
"Il find her still or she'll find me. She'll come because she | oves ne.

Because she needs nme and we've | ost too many years."

Neither of themfelt worse than | did. The point of the knife wasn't enough
for Trystan; he'd take the whol e bl ade and have it twisted in him "You think
| asked for this neeting, Trystan?"
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"What ?"

"Tell him Yseult."

It was hard and it hurt, but she did it "without flinching. "W have to forget
yesterday, forget it all. It's over, Tryst."

The room was suddenly quiet. The col or drained out of his face. "You don't
nmean that."

She nodded, hands linp in her lap. "I haven't |oved you that

way for a long tinme." "He made you say that." She |ooked up at him firm "No.
Mysel f made ne say it.

Finally."

But he still wouldn't believe. He clutched at her shoul ders, pulling her out
of the chair. "Ch, he did. | know him he's good at words, better than ne.
"Seult, listen. I'molder, |I'mchanged. Wien | was singing for Saxon fanners,

I thought of you and how life—-how it boils down to very sinple things. Men and
wi ves and children. And I knew | wanted these things nore than anything el se.
The sword's too heavy and the nusic's gone sour. Just you and a quiet place
and a little rest."” "Yes," she said. "Rest."

"And we can have it, you and 1. You said you'd go with ne." She tried to pul

away. "Ch, good God, leave me be." "You love ne, 'Seult."” "No, I~-"

"You love ne. It's all we've got. Yesterday— "I saw you living when | thought
you dead." She touched his hair, pitying. "And for a moment | could not help
renenbering, but that's all." "You | ove ne!"

"No. No! WIIl you for sweet Christ's sake | eave nme beT Yseult wenched away
fromhimand retreated to the casement. "You, Arthur, Mark, all of you. Leave
nme beV

The force of it stopped himfromfollow ng her. She hunched over the casenent
sill, rigid and shaking. "May | sometine hear the | ast of that honey-sweet

poi son of a word. Love? Love who? When? Were? | was sixteen. We had a few
weeks, we had the boat, and then it was Mark. And, oh, the things ny nother
carefully taught nme to say to him How to touch himand make himfeel like a
man, and what did | know of men but you? And then it was himand then you and



hi m and you, and what was | but a torn scrap of neat between your jeal ousy and
his funmbling? "And who would it be this night? You or him and what nust |
say? If Mark, | can't call himTryst. O if it's Tryst, | mnust
seem dyi ng- eager for his touch when ny eyes are closing for the want of sl eep.
Oh, and al ways, always the begging question in his eyes and yours alike: Am |
better than hin? Do you like it better with me than hin? Till | prayed the
next thing between nmy legs be a knife to cut out what you want and throw it at
the both of you."

Her fists slamed down on the sill. "Fight over it, tear it, swallow it whole,
but | eave-me-al one. ™

After a noment, she turned to Trystan, spent but dry-eyed. "Don't say love to

nme, lad. Al |'ve had of it is a drunken dreaner and a tired old man. Don't
| ook for what was. |'mtwenty-six, not sixteen. There's gray in ny head; | can
still hide it, but it's there. Mark is kind to ne. We're friends, we've

| earned to get along. He wants ne stilt, but 1 can manage that. It's you I
can't manage anynore. Don't talk of |ove, because that takes nore tine than we

ever had. Don't throw your life at me, because | won't catch it. | have what /
want now, and little enough. |I'msafe. | have sone peace. And | can sleep
al one. "

Trystan slunped on the edge of the dais, stunned. He believed it now, he had
to—hi s dream ended by the dreamitself. He barely nmoved when Yseult bent to
ki ss hi s nouth.

"CGood- bye, Tryst."

Naked hurt, the tears running down his cheeks. He w ped them away, groping for
the sword, drawing it fromthe scabbard.

"On this sword by which | swore to be your man, | will never see or send word
to Queen Yseult again."

"So be it," she whispered.

"So be it," I said. "Put it on, Tryst. | still need you, that doesn't change."
| led Yseult out of the chanber to the hall. She | ooked ravaged as Trystan
"I"'msorry. He nade you butcher him but you were strong.'

"There are just no tears left. W cone to that." Yseult bowed to nme and noved
down the corridor. Her shoul ders were straight.

In the audi ence chanber, Trystan stood frozen with the sword in his hand.
Beyond the casenent, that idiotic bird stilt bellowed in his silly pear tree.
"Tryst, there was a time when | had to nake the sane choice. A wonman | |oved
or something el se. And sonmeone said, there's fate in all directions."

"You cold bastard."

"That's what | called him but he knew the shape of time. This could be a
begi nning for you. Your life's your own again

214

Firelord

Wieel of Shadow, Weel of Sun

215

and no post you can't fill for ne. Stay here with Gven when | go east. Be her
lord-mlite."”

"I's that all, Inperator?" Trystan rose deliberately and buckl ed on the sword.
"May | go?"

| dropped into ny chair, vastly tired. "Don't throw it away,

Tryst."

“"May | go?" "Yes . . . go."

| stayed alone in the chanber, feeling very much what Yseult had confessed:
the cosmos could go to hell for an hour or so, or cut out that part of ne that
ticked like a king and fight over it somewhere el se. Just |eave ne al one one
m nut e.

They came to fetch ne far too soon. Sonething inportant, | can't remenber
what. 1 went and tended to it.

Jol ted awake. Heavy rain falling, and through its dull hiss the cries and
shouts and the pounding at our door. Gaen nmade to get up with ne, but | stayed
her. "Don't. I'Il go."



| threw on the first |oose robe to hand, a prenonition already squeezing ny
stomach, barely hearing the guards as they hurried down the corridor in ny
wake.

"Denon-drunk, sir, a madman ... got himringed, but it's too late. The body's
hacked |i ke a roast."

I lurched out into the rain, the sour taste of apprehension in my nouth. Two
knots of people illuminated by torches that flared and sputtered over the
garish scene. The circle of archers with bent bows, and the tense, warning
conmands of the centurion: "Steady . . . steady. Don't shoot unless he nakes
you. "

The courtyard was a sea of mud. | slogged to the nen and woren kneeling over
the mutil ated body, pulled away the sobbi ng woman who covered the body with
her own. She cane away in ny arns, hoarse with grief and fury. "Miurder! It was
nmurder. Pwyll was unarmed."” One of the guards had seen it. "True, sir. Only
his belt knife against a sword, and that not even drawn." The wonan sobbed, "I
want that dog's life. Gve me justice,

King of Britain,"

| 1 ooked down at what used to be Lord Pwyll, its blood already mingling with
the rain and nmud, then rose and strode toward the circle of archers. The
centurion stepped aside for ne.

"Do we shoot, sir?"

"Easy on." | stepped into the circle. Inits center, his blue

robe sodden and nuddy, the murderer reared |like a bear at bay, swaying over
his planted sword.

"Trystan."

The haggard bear raised its head to see what called it, grinning vacuously.
"Art hur?"

"Drop your sword."

"It is you. My conet, maker and breaker of destinies." He nanaged to

straighten up, raising the sword. "I should have killed you ages ago."
The centurion hissed, "My lord, let us shoot."

"No. "

Trystan started for ne. "I'Il do it now "

'Cet out of the way!'' .

The conmmand cane out of the darkness beyond our circle. A rider broke through
the ring, running his horse straight at Trystan frombehind. Little Gareth,

| eaping feet first fromthe saddle to pin Trystan to the ground.

"Bring ne some irons!" he snapped.

Murder plain and sinple, wthout a ghost of defense. A brother conite nurdered
on royal ground and ny own person threatened. Death or banishment. Even with
his personal admiration for Trystan, Kay could ask no |l ess than his death for
Pwyl|'s Dobunni w ves and ki nsnen.

| questioned Tryslan in his cell, squeezed himfor one ounce of extenuation
but he only hunched on his pallet, stared at his manacl ed hands and said
not hi ng. Pal e and shaki ng, but not fromfear. 1'd seen himafter too many

drunks and battles. Drink and passion burned his body like tinder. He was
payi ng their price.

"Trystan, die guard who saw it said Pwll didn't even draw his knife. And
Pwl | always spoke you fair. They said he just wal ked up to you and then he
was dead. For nothing."

"Let it go, Arthur."

"Fool! Kay |oves you, and even he has to vote for death. The Dobunni consi der
it an insult to their whole tribe. If there's anything you can say—did he

i nsult you, anything-say it now "

Trystan | eaned back agai nst the rough stone wall. The aftermath of drink made
his face | ook battered. "Arthur?"

"WIl you talk to nme now?"

"I"ve been thinking on ny soul."

"Ch, Jesus."
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"And on him too. If he walked in with a drink, he'd have a

convert."

| sent a guard for a jug, not uisge but thick barley beer and better for his
stomach. Not that he had that nuch time |eft.

| pressed him "Now, what of Pwyll|?"

"Si nmpl em nded, single-mnded. Good Lord Pwyll with all his pride in his
crotch.”

"Are you going to talk to ne or not? | don't have nuch time. Did he do
anyt hing to provoke you?

Si |l ence
"Tryst, give me sonething to help you with. Please.™
He drank sone nore beer, staring at the wal K "You have it already. | wanted to

kill sonething, even you. He got in ny way. | had no argument with him that
unconpl ex engi ne of procreation. He was just there."

| gave up with a sigh. "Do you want to die?"

"No, strangely enough." He rubbed bleary eyes. "But a little sleep wouldn't
hurt. You might |eave the beer, ny lord."

He said no nore then or later at his trial before Guenevere and nyself, the
vengef ul Dobunni and ny assenbled | ords-comite, but stood silent in his chains
whil e voice after voice condemmed hi mPwyl|'s w dows, his kinsnen, the guards
who saw it

happen.

One small humanity lit the miserable scene. Bedivere cane specially from homne
to be Trystan's guard, Gareth another. They would hear of no others to stand
by himin the court, pleading for his |life and bani shnent. O hers echoed them
men of Trystan's old fourth squadron who knew the nan as well as the denon.
There was no question of guilt, only sentence. In the final judgnment, the

voi ces for death far outweighed those for nmercy. Marcus and Yseult absented

t hensel ves entirely fromthe trial. Marcus, of course, sent a courteous and
reasonabl e plea for mercy couched in | anguage that woul dn't di ssuade a child
fromstealing pastries. At last he was rid of Trystan

The nonent of sentencing cane, and all in nmy hands. The Dobunni were al ways ny
strongest support in the west. Miuch as | hated the verdict, 1 couldn't
overturn it without ponderous

reason.

Al through the trial, Guenevere and | had sat on our dais apart fromthe
cromd. Now | took her hand with a funereal sigh. "M ght as well get it over
with."

She held onto ny fingers, leaning close. "Now that there's a nonent, you
shoul d know t hat Yseult sent her vote for ctemency."

"She has no voice in this, no nore than Mark."

"A very loud voice," Guenevere corrected calmy. "Those hill forts, for

i nstance, that you want Mark to build."

| kept ny face a mask of state gravity. "A bargain?"

"Strictly."

"I"'mlistening. Can she do it?"

Gnen patted ny hand. "Darling Arthur. You' re not a goat like Pwll or a foo
like Trystan, but if such a woman invited you to bed, what woul d you refuse
her ?"

Dawni ng | i ght. Perhaps not the radi ance by which kings get to heaven, but how
t hey safeguard ki ngdonms. "Does Mark |ove her that nuch?"

"But not that frequently."

| had to pass a hand over ny mouth to hide the glow of relief. "Tell Yseult
she has ny gratitude and respect. And if she doesn't deliver, we'll take it
out of her hide."

"Wth a blunt knife," said Guenevere. "She knows. Go bani sh poor Tryst and
let's be done with this."”



"The Dobunni will disown ne, but shake your head if | |ook too pleased out
there."”

I rose and stepped to the edge of the dais. "Lord Trystan, you stand condemed
and di shonored. WIIl you speak before we pronounce sentence?"

Barely audible: "Nothing, my lord."

A murmur rippled through the hall as | stepped down to the anvil wth
Trystan's sword laid across its face.

"Then hear the judgnment of the crown. W declare, for the death of Lord Pwyl
ap Evan, first that your |ands and goods in toto be forfeit to his heirs. For
the oath you di shonored, we .break you fromour service and the fell owship of
conbrogi and the rank of lord-comte forever, even as we break this blade."

| slamed the flat of the sword over the anvil's edge. It shattered with a
dull sound, the point half clanging to the floor at Trystan's feet. He didn't
ook at it. Wth the broken hilt in ny hand, | finished the sentence.

"And we further rule that within two days you quit Canel ot —=

"No." The dissent began to flare like grass fire anong the Dobunni. "No, death
to the nurderer.”

"Cornish pig!"
"Deat h! "
"Kill him"

"—And within five days you quit our |ands altogether, never within your life
to return on pain of death."

218

Firelord

Wieel of Shadow, Weel of Sun

219

“No." "No!"

"The sentence has been given!" | faced themall with the broken sword in ny
hand, Bedivere and Gareth |l ed Trystan away, his head bowed; he m ght have been
weepi ng. Wth one glance at Guenevere, | stood at bay before the seething

Dobunni, saw ny brother's unbelieving expression before he turned his back on
me, and it was not Merlin's voice in ny nmnd then, but that of old Anscopius:
We both know the nob, Arthur. Ave.

"Dangerous, Artorius," Kay raged later in private. "Suicidal. / didn't want
his death, but there was no choice and certainly no question of his guilt. Qur
own peopl e, and what justice can they expect from now on when you overturn a
clear, just verdict for personal friendship?"

Maddeni ng, but until Yseult copulated us into sone forts | couldn't confide ny

reasons. "Kay, the enperor's nercy is above the will of the tribes.”
"But not his welfare,” ny brother shot back. | didn't know what he meant. "Is
mat a threat, Kay?" "I'ma cautious man, Artorius. | don't threaten. It's a

warni ng." Marcus fortified the southern coast. Neither he nor the Dobunni knew
| traded their revenge for their safety. Probably they wouldn't care.

The gall ey wal |l owed back and forth against the quay in early nmorning fog, the
squeak of hoisting sail and the rusty-hinge scree of sea gulls nuffled and
eerie.

A dreary little train clunped down the path fromthe pal ace and onto the ship.
Two servants, one carrying a small chest. Two horses, one pack-saddl ed.
Trystan's accunul ated life to be stowed on the ship bound for every port

bet ween Severn and Antioch. In one of them Trystan would |ose hinself.

He cane down the path alone in an old sea robe Ilike a nonk's habit. In
the.m st he didn't recognize me until we were close.

"You needn't have cone, Arthur."”

"There's sonmething I want to ask."

Trystan | ooked back up the path. "Thanks for my life. | was terribly
frightened. Can't think why | should want to live, but | do."

"WIl you answer one question?"

He kept gl ancing over his shoul der. "A dozen now. "

"You never said a word, just that Pwytl got in your way. WAs that all? Was it
t hat rmeani ngl ess?"



"You're not going to be sentinental ?" The hard snile accented the deepening
lines around his nouth. "I won't have that-froma conet."

"Was it, Tryst? Because | don't believe it."

He | ooked back al ong the path again. She wasn't there, would never be there.
"Ch, you know Lord Pwyll. He'd a drink or two hinmself, and he said—with the
delicacy that endears himthat he liked Irish dishes and woul d be tasting of
her himself now | was done. Poor man. And paradi se so celibate, by report.”
| sighed, |ooking away at the dimformof the ship. "I alnmpst knewit. Wy
didn't you tell ne?"

"Good- bye, Arthur."

"Way didn't you speak? God damn you! Al ways the gesture, the graceful irony.

You think I'"'mgoing to feel sorry for you? s Wll, I'mnot. Go to hell. Go
away and stay away and nutilate yourself where | don't have to watch."

For a nonent the ironic snile vanished. "Arthur, | know nmy uncle and what you
need fromhim If I clained Pwll insulted .nme, I'd have to declare how on
oath."

We understood each other. One word of Yseult at the trial and | could whistle
for her husband's |oyalty.

"Arthur, was there—=2" He hated to ask but had to. "There was no nmessage?"
Only that she loved himenough to save his life, and | couldn't even tell him
t hat because he'd wap his heart around that one fact and keep it alive
forever.

"No. "

"Well, then." Trystan struck his hands together, rubbing thembriskly. "Tine
to go."

This time | had to ask. "Were?"

"I"'ve a notion to see Ronme," he said. "Do they still perform Plautus there?"
Damed fool, talking of Plautus in the mddle of a fog. "No. | don't know. |
don't think so."

"Pity," said Trystan. "I'd be good at comedy. Farewell, and m nd out for

Cerdic and his lot. They'll be com ng. Kiss Gaen for ne.
W stood awkwardly for a noment, then Trystan knelt quickly—"Long life to ny
Ki ng"—and hurried up the gangpl ank. End of the story, or at |east ny part
init; not the end for "Trystan. Qur singers have a way of turning plain
history into
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plumed | egend. He ended in Brittany, nmarried to another girl named Yseult and
hol ding a castle for her father. The immigrant Britons there were at war with
Clovis every other week. Trystan rode out his years on the borders as soldier
husband and—+ hope—rusi ci an now and t hen.

He took his nmortal wound in sone two-penny skirm sh, and they say Yseult
crossed the sea to be with himat the end. If so, she went with Mrcus
approval . They were older then and sone tilings mattered rmuch less. | like to
think she went. It makes a good end to the song.

You see, it's a piece of nusic that ends the tale for me. Years later, barging
up Severn to see Kay, | heard an old harper of the ship's conmpany playing
somet hing fanmiliar and asked hi m what

it was. "A song wi thout words, nmy king." The bard went on pl aying.

"I learned it from Trystan of Castle Dore."

The nusic pressed out of the strings. Standing in the prow, | heard again that
strange three-note figure that dom nated all of Trystan's |later songs: two
notes rising, a hesitation, a fall on the third. And again and again. And
knew at |ast what it was.

The notion of a ship rolling.

Nei t her Bedivere nor Gareth was really cut out for the post of lord-nilite and
neither wanted it. My next |ogical choice was Ancellius.

/ know this is not a post you would choose, Lancelot, neverthel ess | nust



over bear your nodesty. Bring Eleyne and Galahalt if they are up to the voyage.
The journey up Severn woul dn't be dangerous, but any other would. Cerdic
darted in and out along our coasts in rapid feints to search out our
weaknesses. Daily couriers brought Marcus' concern about the raiders cruising
of fshore, turgidly majestic letters that never relaxed to a personal pronoun
Marcus wote for the ages, he did.
W do sorrow for Caradoc, our loyal tributary of Dyfneint, who passed to
heaven in peaceful sleep
No doubt Marcus sorrowed nore for tire result. As heir to Astol at, Geraint was
t horn enough. Crowned he was chaos, but
his sheer thrusting energy made himan inspiration and rallying point for
every young warrior in Cornwall and a nightrmare for his harried mnisters. If
they wished to consult, they did it riding or running to stay abreast of his
| opi ng stride as he caroned from one place to another, bridle in one hand,
breakfast in the other, a volcano of changi ng nood, innocent wonder, ignorant
ire.
But his affection was lavish as his wath. W had sone happy days at Canel ot
that sumrer before |I left. Guenevere and | had never felt so ringed with
| oyalty. Peredur was visiting. Lancelot canme to take up his new post with
El eyne and their small son, Galahalt, in tow And to wap the gift, Geraint
erupted fromthe ship with his sister to swear his new crowned all egi ance to
me. "Just that and farewell, though I'd give ny heart to stay. But | nust be
south again to set things right. Look you, Mark trenbles at every sight of a
fishing boat off his banks, and there's a whisper Cerdic will try Llongborth
next. Ah, it'll cone to naught all-—-Mbdther of God, will you look at that! A
rent in nmy breeches that were new not a fortnight gone. Now what good is it,
Arthur, what good to be a king and not even able to get ny poor breeches
mended? Na, sister, | know | should marry, and | will—-Bevil if | don't—the
first noment God and Mark give ne to breathe.™
By the fire in our private chanbers, Peredur thoroughly charmed the house of
Astotat, especially Eleyne. He had his father's easy grace wi thout the
underlying craft. Cador stoutly refusing to die, Peredur had grown into an
i dl e and vaguely unsatisfied nan, now absorbed in the defense of the north,
now ready to return to the Church
He'd been a month on the Wall before coming to us. The dust
aggravated his bad lung, and he coughed a good deal of bl ood.
Thin and tired, he nust have enbodi ed El eyne's conception of a
sai nt, deep-set eyes burning in a narrow, ascetic face, devout and
sensuous at the same tinme. He was soneone to bully with her
not hering as he sprawed in his chair and listened to her prattle.
For all Eleyne's attention to Peredur, you always knew who
she was married to. Lancelot wasn't long out of her sight or off
* her tongue. He grew squarer and thicker and quieter through the
years, and | wondered now i f anything since had struck the chord
of joy | heard fromhimthe day Eleyne told himof the Gail. He
spent a great deal of time searching for it, but was no nearer

di scovery than that day. Now and then as we tal ked about the
; fire, his eyes would go to Guenevere—a nonent only—-and
| ; sonething would peer through that was no part of God or Gails.
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H s son seened to have little of Lancelot in him purely his nother's child,
solemm as a tonb and already mllstoned with a heavy bronze cross around his
fat baby neck. | searched in vain for some of Drost's darting m schief.

Gal ahalt's wi de, conplacent stare | ooked frombirth on a fixed cosnps where
God sat ringed about with the house of Astolat, the archangel s somewhere bel ow
the salt.

El eyne chattered on to Peredur's gallant if passive attention, but one subject



did fascinate him the Holy Gail. Her rendering of the tale was as sepul chra
now as when | first heard it at Neth

Dun More.

"—And the spear pierced his side upon the instant, and the Holy G ai

di sappeared fromthe sight of men. And we bl ood of Saint Joseph have

mour nful Iy searched for our |ost charge these four hundred years since. Now,
is that not a tale of sad wonder, ny lord Prince?"

"fascinating," Peredur nused, "I nmean, if it could be found."

"No, it is gone fromnortal sight," said Lancelot. "I've searched, but with
my—wi th our inperfections, we can't hope to see it."

Sonet hi ng unreadabl e flickered in Guenevere's eye.

"Gal ahalt!" El eyne prodded her wriggling son. "Don't squirmso in your chair.
Nobl emen do not squirm before their king."

"He's tired, bless him Dear Eleyne." Gaen was al ways oversweet to Lancelot's
wife. "Don't you think we should put

himto bed?" "By your leave, ny lady. It is history of the Gail that he
should hear." My wife vented on Eleyne the snile usually reserved for

Pictish envoys. "OF course, dear."

Peredur's British soul loved the Gail |egend though his Roman mind stunbl ed
on its inconsistencies. "Not to deny mracle, but doesn't it strike you as

i npractical to search in place and tine for something outside both? Forgive
me, Ancellius, but there does seema better way. For instance, | renenber the
abbey on Wrral Tor. Built of stone."

"So it is, like Neth Dun Mdre," said Ceraint.

"And Lady Eleyne is sure of the details of the story?"

El eyne sure? "Does the sun rise in the east? AmI| a wonan? Sure of it all
every word passed down by our forefathers one to

the next."
"Then that's the place to start," Peredur concluded with a hint of
sati sfaction. "The highest hill, Wrral Tor."

He caught Guenevere's hand. "Gaen, |ove: renenber when we used to

hi de-and-seek in the church at hone? The old altar to Diana in the cellar?"
"Yes. | used to hide behind it."

"And in the sub-cellar one even older, carved with a bull's head. The hil
folk called himHene the Hunter."

Even | caught sone of his infectious excitenent. "Wat are you onto, |ad?
"The story says Joseph of Arimathea visited Ynnis Wtryn many tines as a
merchant in tin. Then he'd know our people and custonms. So, when he built his
church, wouldn't he do as our northern priests and pick a spot already known
to the people as a sacred place? A high place?"

H s excitement grew as he laid out his reasoning. "Wrral Tor nust be the

hi ghest hill around. The stone abbey would take an arny to build, hordes nore
than Joseph had. If he built a church, he built it out of wattle and match,
stuff that could be packed up Jhe hill on a few mules. And just like the old

bull-altar, I'll bet the remains of Joseph's church are under the abbey
cellar. The disciples probably built their huts at the foot of the hill."
"Aye," El eyne confirmed. "Were the old well is.”

Per edur thought any search should start with the abbey cellar. "God punish ne
for pride if | give too much weight to hunman reason on a matter of faith."

But El eyne woul dn't hear of that. "You are as Christian a lord as ever |
knew. " She hooked a possessive armthrough Lancelot's. "Saving ny husband. But
only God can deci de who has sufficient grace.”

"Amen to that," said Peredur. "But we have only the world in which to | ook for
H s wonders, and one has to start somewhere. Ceraint, I'll have ny servants
pack ne to | eave with you."

H s decision was a quiet thunderbolt to all of us. Guenevere said, "You're
going to Astol at?"

"That | am Gmen. |'ve been father's eyes in the north, tracking this
what' s- her-nane Faerie queen. Wiy not the south? If Cador asks, I'moff with
Ceraint to observe those few Saxons he deigns to |l eave alive."''



"Wth me? And why not!" Geraint pounced on the frail prince to thunp his
approval on Peredur's less than sturdy back. "Good man that you are, mny ship
is yours. My ship, ny hone, ny horses. Ask for mem"

Peredur took refuge fromthe ebullience in a fit of coughing.
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H's British heart mght brimw th apostolic zeal, but his |logic was pure
Roman. Qur church was anarchic and militant as our tribes. To present the

bi shops with the Grail in the nane of Arthur and Guenevere would tend to rally
t hem behi nd the throne now when we needed unity.

Sonet hi ng about the tale nagged him though, sonething m ssing. Peredur knew
several devout priests in Eburacumwho still kept a wife or two without harm
to their holy office. God pardon him he couldn't believe the Gail would
vanish primy at the first sign of healthy blood in its keeper

"There was a cup,” he reasoned to ne later. "Wod or nmetal and not destroyed,
it exists somewhere. Do you notice how Eleyne tells the story? As if she were

singing by rote, not really aware of each word. She nust tell it again while
wite it down. | can't help feeling there's a half-Lost hint in the tale
itself." Peredur coughed into the bl ood-spattered linen. *' And if there is, by

CGod's Eyes, | will findit."

Ceraint's premonition proved correct. Wthin three days, Mrcus' courier
brought news that Cerdic's scattered raiders had formed and were making for
the rich port of Llongborth. Geraint charged to his ship in a flurry of kisses
and orders to servants, trundling Peredur aboard in a last-mnute whirl of

| ove and di sorder.

"Sister, good-bye, I'Il bring Galahalt an heathen banner. M nd those chests,
you men! They contain ny best arnor. Animals! Mist | go naked into battle? Ch
God, did they set ny sword? Come, Peredur, |I'lIl |eave the bol dest of the

heat hen to your | ance and none other. Hurry now, hurry! Gently with that
horse, God blight you all! Arthur, bless you for a king for bards to renenber,

and I'lIl be back when the south is set right again. Galahalt, kiss your poor
uncl e who has not even the tine to | ove those dearest to him Wuld there were
nmore hours in the day, that's the sad truth of it. Good-bye . . . good-bye."

The ship noved out fromthe quay into the stream Peredur waved fromthe deck
but Geraint clinmbed nonkey-ninble into the rigging to hail ne once again.

"Ah, she's lovely, Arthur'. Lovely all!" | shouted back, "Wo's that?"

H's armwheeled out in a wide salute to all of God's Severn valley. "Canelot!"
Mar cus Cononori. Princeps Dumonii, to Artorius, Inperator: greeting and |ong
life.
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W are pleased to report conplete victory agai nst the host of Cerdic at

LI ongborth, costly as it was . .

Among the nobl es tost was our loyal tributary, Geraint of Dyfneint, who fell in
the | ast charge

Marcus' report is long lost in the dusty linbo of old court records, but |
still have Peredur's letter from Astol at.

—so0 drunk with battle, he didn't know how badly he was wounded, and al ways too
far forward of the line for us to protect him On the |ast charge, they
surrounded and unhorsed him.

| curse ny ignoble mind even as it conpels ne to | ook at dear Gerry-fach

wi t hout tears—&od's eager assassin with neither the imgination to fear nor
the intellect to doubt. W are shaped as the Lord needs, | suppose. Sonme nen
[ight an epoch. Geraint was for a nmonment. Rest himgentle.

They tell me kings should have mpjestic menories. Mne are smaller and wanner.
There's no nore beautiful way to remenber him unfurling like a banner from
the ship's high mast, sword sw ngi ng about his legs, armflung out to us, to
life itself. She's lovely all!

And yet they weigh on ny heart, all the good-byes.

| went east with the conbrogi and left Lancelot with Guenevere.

Lancel ot and Guenevere. Wiat is there about them nmat nmakes bards reach for the



harp and the prurient lick their lips? You' d think they dove into bed the
nmonent | was gone or, kept apart, whinnied for each other like stallion and
mare. It was never that sinple. As Peredur did for Geraint, |ook at them
fondly but w thout tears.

You can say that Lancel ot | oved Guenevere when he allowed hinself to |ove
anything at all. Never m stake himfor a Trystan. There was nothing dark or
conpl ex about Ancellius Falco, only that he burdened his unconplicated nature
wi th conplex absurdities too heavy to bear.

The nost popul ar Christian philosophy in our youth was that

of the Anchorites, who believed the way to heaven | ed through

~denial and nortification of the flesh. Lancelot enbraced it but

v thought himself too frail in spirit to persevere. In truth, he was
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too much a part of life, a fine soldier who needed to settle down with a wife
and children. But Lancelot never in all his self-punishing days realized that.
When he left the nonastery, he saw it as personal |ack of worth, as failure
rather than inconpatibility. Al his |life he remained a twi g caught between
opposi ng currents, whirling in futile circles.

He didn't marry El eyne, he allowed her to marry himbut never rested content
wi th the arrangenent. \Watever the consequences, the healthiest act of his
life was reaching for Guenevere, O course he would be punished for it. He
couldn't bear not to

be.

Guenevere now-and a far greater conplexity. Christian she was, but of the
ancient Parisi, whose royal wormen were always associated with fertility
goddesses in tines not far renmpved. This attitude survived conversion. Bishops
i ke Anscopius mght nutter and warn, but if the princess's bed was no | onger
an augur of fertility, it was at |east her own business.

Prom scuous? Hardly. Grant to any affectionate, well-governed wife that she
won't conmit adultery on sheer inpulse alone, how much less likely for the
nost public of all wonen to succunb? If and when she does, it follows that
nore than one day prepared her for it. \Wen Lancel ot came back to court,
Guenevere had worked at statecraft daily, girl and woman, for many years.
Daily, | said.

For a nonent now, you are Queen of Britain. Try on the

crown.

You rise near dawn. VWile your wonen dress your hair, you're already reading
hal f of the day's first dispatches while your husband reads the rest. You

di scuss the nost urgent over breakfast while other business is already
crowdi ng in on you. The norning audi ences: which are inportant, which not? You
oversee all negotiations with Cador, who still uses the blood tie to further
his own ains. Wiere do you bend, where draw the |ine?

You think on your feet, you listen and judge from waking to sl eep again. Which
of your household can be trusted, who are spies for Cerdic? Marcus Cononori ?
Your own father? Some nmust be. You maintain people to do the sane for you,
because the name fpr a trusting and uninfornmed ruler is corpse.

Every waki ng nonment has some strain on it, speaking in one breath Latin to one
anbassador, British to another. How realistic nmust you be with your father?
How i dealistic with Dyfneint or shremd with Cornwal | ? You command where your
husband can't
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because he's sonmewhere else just as inportant. You sign docunments that grant
or deny, bring life or death, the dirty laundry and the housekeepi ng of

ki ngshi p.

And when you wake one day to find yourself pregnant, the world doesn't stop to
coo over your fecundity, nor can you. You go on riding, witing, judging,

i stening, conmandi ng, working to exhaustion, charmng this or that anbassador
at table and not drinking half as nmuch as you'd |ike because your ears nust be
open and your m nd worki ng.



For a few minutes before sleep perhaps you can share with your husband

what ever i s personal between you, this child in your body often forgotten
conpletely through the hurtling day. And that day doesn't wash off at night
but | eaves a residue, the thickening grine of state that cones to bed with
you, lies in your arnms and your dreans.

The child, the one thing that was yours, is torn fromyou in a last effort to
save your life, and with it any hope of another

The sadness and the state |lie between you and your husband in the big bed. Not
that you | ove each other less, but so nuch lies with you now. As a queen, you

know the first bright dream of a golden state will never be—your best will be
a conpromi se with barbarity. Better than nothing; you' re no | onger an
optimst.

O that young, says the mirror. If some part of you is wanton, it's only that
renegade / that wants sonething, some little thing for itself alone.
Sonmewher e. Somet hi ng al ways put off and denied for lack of time. Not petting
or flattery, that was distrusted and bred out al nbst before it seeded, and
you're too ironic for vanity. Still, something is drowning in your mrror with
a silent scream

And as you sink, a hand is held out to you

It might have been anything el se—a different life, healthy children, less of a
talent for rule, nore for love. It mght have been Trystan, who could have
handl ed t he whol e bl oody nmess better

But it's Lancel ot, whom you once called wetched and honorabl e. Unconpli cat ed,
undemandi ng. Were do the strong go to be weak? Perhaps a nonment conmes when
must is too dammed tired to fight and want breaks free to cry / amjust once
bef ore the sun goes down.

Not who cane, but when.

Per haps after years, you realize that what drew you to Lancel ot has aged al ong
with you. But the habit outlives the pleasure.

And then your husband—not the nopst conprehensi bl e of men—shanmes you like a
common crimnal before all Canelot, and for
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anot her woman. For a Faerie slut, half devil and all dirt, everything you
hate. But she gave himthe one thing you couldn't.

Queen of Britain, what would you have done?

Thus the triangle. The aging queen, the adulterer, the royal husband wounded
to the heart by betrayal God, it | ooks mawki sh on paper al one. Do people
actually think that way?

| guess so. It's a sinple picture, but not what we nmeant at all

The Ghost Dancers

Cador died finally, or rather gave in and allowed God to take him no doubt
schenmi ng for a new ki ngdom on his way up. Peredur was crowned by the Pari si

and Brigantes, and we breathed easier that our back door was still securely
| ocked. Good to know one of them was. Feeble and near death, Marcus yet hoped
to make a separate alliance with Rone, still tottered to the Council on

Yseult's arm The agi ng queen was nore nurse than consort now, fussing over
Marcus' neal s and medi ci nes, seeing to his soiled linen, matching her step to
his faltering wal k, no | onger bothering to conceal her weight. Guenevere
rejoiced that age didn't thicken her own delicate frane, but even as she
chortled over Yseult's corpul ence, the |ines deepened and (he flesh winkl ed
about her own nout h.

And | was forty-five. Vanity tenpted me to think | |ooked younger, though the
illusion needed a little charity now and then. My hair dulled fromyellow to
whitish sand, ny sword belt let out a reluctant notch or two. 1 tended to
weary earlier in the evening after a hard day. Grain by grain, tinme sifted
down the glass until, one autum day, even | noticed it passing. Standing on
the parapet with Bedivere, | watched a procession of young people along the
riyerbank, singing as they went to gather late flowers for Samhain night.
They were all young enough to be beautiful with youth al one, but their I|eader



was a dazzling girl. She rode a white horse led with great cerenony by two
yout hs in green, her hair unbound and shining in the sunlight. And as she
passed under us, she | ooked up and bl ew a ki ss.
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"Why, the little flirt's waving. Hallo! Love and long life to nmy lady of the
new year! Bedwyr, |ook. She'snot half beautiful.”

"She's ny love," he said wistfully, gazing down at the girl. "Mfanw's sone
ol d-religion ways yet. And the |ass would know the fun of Samhain night."

It struck then, a treacherous hamrer called Tine. "My God, is that—="

"Aye, Rhonda."

| felt flustered and oddly upset. "But she's just an infant, not near old
enough to go off with that randy lot."'

Chin on folded arns, Bedivere watched his radi ant daughter as the procession
wended toward a hilltop. "Sixteen, Artos. Some of her own friends are narried,
but I hoped she woul dn't. Not

just yet."

A whol e new generation, and where did they spring fron? Were were we so busy
we didn't notice? | felt like saying to the world, "Slow down, this is much
too fast." For the first tine in ages | thought of ny own son, wondering if he
| eaped through the fire and danced this Samhain on sone hill with a Prydn
girl.

Not |ikely. Peredur's last letter reported Morgana and her people noving
boldly toward the Wall in such nunbers no village dared stop them Bedivere
was at Camelot to ride north with Gareth for observation, but now his worry
was all for the splendid girl on the white horse.

"Bedwyr-fach," | invited, "would you care for a drink?"

H s eyes never left her. "At |east one."

| bade himfarewel|l a few days |ater when he rode out with Gareth. He was
still bermused and now a little bewi |l dered, nuttering absently as the groons

ci nched straps and tucked away his sword. Suddenly his hand sl anmed down hard
on the saddle.

"Damm! The cheek of him"

Rhonda had cone tripping hone to announce herself betrothed to one of the |ads
who | ed her horse at Samhain. And next night hadn't the boy cone to speak with
her da, and hinself all of raw

ei ght een?

"You were an officer at eighteen, Bedivere."

"That was different. We grew up quicker then, we had to. This boyo, where's he
been, what's he done? Cones in all proper-dressed and scented, a Silure tongue
so thick I could cut it like cheese. Shifty lot, the SUures, never trusted one
of them"

My friend fretted over his gear while | hid a tender snile.

"So this cub tells me they were proper plighted at Samhai n night, and he woul d
now speak of the marrying, if you please."

Wl |, Bedivere just wasn't ready for that. Sonetine, yes, but not yet. He made
an awkward scene of it, Myfanwy and Rhonda waiting expectantly in the
background and the boy nervous and eager but trying to put a manly face on it.
Sayi ng Rhonda's father was a man of great honor and responsibility with, state
matters that weighed on his advanced years, and he m ght overl ook a daughter
passing the right age for marriage.

That was the wong tack. Bedivere squared him off sharp. The visit ended with
the | ad enbarrassed and i ncoherent, M/fanwy furious—=She's not a child,
Bedwyr"—Rhonda in rebellious tears and Bedi vere feeling wounded and guilty al
at once.

"That little pup. Advanced years. Ch, did | give himsone-tiling to think of
as he went unplighted home. Did you hear that, advanced years? Wen | was his



age—when | was—and | can still ride all day and night, and-Artos, | don't find
this funny at all."

Neither did I, though | smled. Not a boy but the hand of time touched

Bedi vere, and he was only just feeling it. He hauled hinmself into the saddle
with a grunt as nuch disgust as effort.

"Ach-y-fl, the boy's barely placed in the world."

"You're right to make themwait." | took his offered hand. "But for nyself, |
found no better friend in all ny life than the son of a groom"

"I't nust be thought over, Artos. | don't hand ny Rhonda to the first Jacky
cones sniffing by on Sanmhain night. By God, i do not. And yet she barely spoke
to nme by way of good-bye. If you had your own to raise, you' d know the worry
of it."

One of ny own. | thought about that |ong after Bedivere rode out and in the

m ddl e of the thought, w shed: Lugh, let me see ny son once befoft J die.

More love letters fromRonme recalling our great days as the jewel in their
crown of provinces. The new ki ng, Theodoric, prom sed me an anbassador:
Lucui | us Aurelianus, who would cone |ike a dove cooing friendship. Mre likely
Lucuilus was to note which British princes m ght be persuaded toward Roman
rule for love or noney and how rmuch of the latter. Business as usual

Lucuilus waited at Brittany for ny answer. On a gusty day in late autum with
cl oud shadows racing over the Severn, | was :& franmi ng a cautious invitation
when ol d Prince Mael gwn appeared |:in the doorway of ny small scriptorium
scarl et cloak flung
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back, sword belt in his hand. He dropped the sword on a bench and knelt
stiffly to me.

"You old turtle, I've mssed you. Wat's the news?"

Mael gwn dropped into a chair by the fire, clawi ng through the white nop of
hi s wi ndbl own hair. "Not good, Arthur. | think they're com ng."

That only nmeant one thing. "Cerdic?"

The old prince nodded. "Not that we weren't expecting it."

Mael gwn knew wel | the Saxons who ni bbled at his borders, a thickening
crescent of busy farnsteads to the east and south. Yet since harvest npst of

t hem appeared al nost deserted. Hi s scouts searched in vain for the nmen of the
tuns.

"The whol e border's dead. It's downright eerie.” But then Mael gwn w nked. "It
was a whore set ne thinking. One of my young lords got in a rowwth nms dox.
Bl eedin' shrew said she was tired of stingy Brits, she'd go down W nchester
where there's enough Saxons to make her rich in a month."

| saw his reasoning. Wiy no men on the tuns and suddenly so many in a sleepy
st ockade where dogs usually dozed in the

m ddl e of the road?

"W questioned her, gave her a few coins," Mael gwn recounted. "She all owed
they weren't in the town but up in the hills.” "The hills?"

Mael gwn preened a little. "So, not to bother you, |I sent nmy own lads to | ook
They'd wal k into a dragon's nouth to count its teeth. For sure, there's the
Saxons all in canps, neat and proper. But nothing permanent, not even a ditch
They' re goi ng somewhere. "

I frowned over the intelligence. "How many nen?" "At |east three thousand,
nmore coming in all the tinme." Sitting by the fire, we worried it between us.
No war chief would hold thousands of men together w thout noving. They must be
supplied out of his own pocket, and Cerdic was smarter than he was rich. Mre,
I was kept inforned of all shipbuilding and fleet novenents in harbor on the
Isle of Wght. Since nothing unusual was reported, a sea venture appeared
unlikely. "Not a raid, Mal, not even a big one. It's the invasion.” The old
Cat uvel | aun scratched his head. "That Saxon bastard, | never could cipher him
out™. He shouldn't, Arthur. There'll be snow soon or rain enough to drown the



Ark."

No, he shouldn't. You don't push a large arny through wi nter country barely
able to feed itself, but who said Cerdic wouldn't? After all, the nmud would
hi nder me as nuch as him

And who said he couldn't?

Not how but where.

It nagged me to sleep and through the next chilly norning and then snapped
into place so suddenly | stopped in md-stride down a corridor in front of a
startl ed servi ngwonan.

" Arbr osi us! "

"S-sir?"

The old fox, he guessed it twenty years ago. "Where's Lord Ancellius?"
Confused, the woman didn't know for sure. "So please you, he may be with the
gueen's audi ences."

"Find him tell himto neet ne at Prince Mael gwn's | odging by the south
gate."

| broke into a trot, rounded a comer and collided with a ruddy-faced young
kni ght, Lord Bors of ny conbrogi. He stepped back hastily and bowed. "Forgive
me, I'msent to find you, sir. Bedivere and Gareth are back fromthe Wall."
"No time." | hurried on past him

"But, sir! They said it's urgent news that you al one—=

"Take it to the queen."

"But, ny lord, Bedivere said—*>

| fixed Bors with an inperial forefinger. "To the queen, damm it, and send
Gareth to ne at Mael gwyn's. That's an order. Hurry!"

| burst into Mael gwn's quarters, waving the map at him "I know, Mal.
know. ' "'

He | ooked up, startled, fromhis breakfast. "Eh, what? Wat?"

| pushed the dishes aside and spread out the map. "Anbrosius was right. Look
forty mles fromWnchester, two days' march. Munt Badon, the biggest fort in
the south.” . "But ny own horse and infantry are sitting on it," Mael gwn
protested. "Four, five hundred nmen and two dozen catapults.”

"Agai nst three or four thousand? Ad Cat, if Cerdic gets there first, he can
spend twice that nany storming it and as many cleaning it out."

And there he'd sit, as Anbrosius predicted, king of the highest H Il in the
south mdl ands, a day and a half from Severn, two
-days fromthe CatuveHauni, the sane from Cornwall. Wnter didn't matter now.

A force that size could carry enough grain

eand nmeat to |l ast a good while on neasured rations. Cerdic knew .just how far
he had to march, and if Badon were his, he'd have trouble convincing the other
Saxon princes to push west
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behi nd his spearhead. No doubt they were already poised and waiting to sw ng
on the hinge of his success. "It's Badon, Mal. It has to be."

When Gareth cane, still weary fromhis travel fromthe north, 1 barely gave

hi ma chance to speak, throwing the situation and orders at him He nust set
up a chain of post riders between Severn and as cl ose to Wnchester as
possi bl e, touching at Mount Badon. Lightly arned nmen on fast horses to report
mom i ng, noon and night to Canel ot.

"If a dog takes out after a rabbit, |I want to know, is that clear? Were's
Anceilius? Wat's the news fromthe north? Did you take it to the queen?
Intent as | was, | only then noticed Gareth's diffidence and the flush |ike

anger or shame on his face.

"That we did, sir. W tried to see you first." Just then Lancelot's thick
frame filled the doorway, and | dragged ny lord-mlite to the map in a flurry
of facts and orders. "I want a workable plan of march based on conbrogi as
point, the tribes behind. Before anything else, | want Badon strengthened, and



t hen—tancel ot, what is it? Gareth? Both of you look |ike you' ve been spanked."
Lancel ot sighed with Gallic pessimsm "Lord Gareth was nore invol ved. Perhaps
he should tell you." "Gareth?"

The little Irishman spread his hands, resigned. "W saw the Faerie woman on

the Wall. She sent a message, sir." "A nessage? Morgana?"

Gareth still found it difficult. "W knew that the queen—esus God, there's
some things wonen just don't understand.”

"Gareth-fach, we're going to, be at war any day. |'ll hazard the queen's
nood. "

He said it with a hangdog duty. "She would come here with all her people. To
Canel ot. She woul d show our king his true son."

My stomach had the gray feeling of a bad nistake, |ike indigestion. The news
shoul d have cone to ne, but everyone in Guenevere's presence was stunned by
the red, unreasoning fury that swept my queen like fire in dry grass, |ashing
out at everyone in sight, heaping abuse on Gareth and Bedivere. | went first
to Bedivere who waited, alone and stoic, in the small chanber where Yseult had
parted from Trystan. He sat on the edge of the

dais in his nud-spattered mail, seedy and tired, a shabby bundle at his feet.
"We net her at the Wall, Artos. So small, froma distance | thought she was a
child gauded up in her nums finery, all copper and gold bangles jingling Iike
a tinker's shop. She renenbered me from Cnoch-nan-ainneal. Called ne Redhair,
said she was first wife to Artos.”

| tried not to sound too eager. "Did you see her son?"

"Her folk stayed back on the hill while we tal ked." Bedivere w ped at the road
grit under his eyes. "I mean, we |aughed at her, absurd as it was and herself
near impossible to understand. Then she said | ook at his cheeks that are
marked |i ke mne. And she gave us this."

He unw apped the bl anket bundle and laid out two garnents.

"The cl oak coul d've been anyone's, but | wouldn't forget this."

Bedi vere took up the filthy old jerkin, his voice soft with menory. "Long ago
as it was. See this stain? It's my own bl ood where you carried ne when

caught the Pict arrow. You said you took a Faerie queen to wife. And | thought
you were having nme on."

He fol ded the garnments and brought themto ne. "Well, we can't |augh now,
Artos. She'd conme to Canel ot under safe conduct with her son and the whole
perishing tribe. And I was to say—dh—First wife needs |and for her people
that third husband rmust give out of respect.' "

The bundl e was heavy with fhain-sne\\, recalling the brief, innocent tinme when
| could live my own life |ike any other man.

"And this went to Guenevere?"

Bedi vere's | ook was el oquent. "You know how she is about the bloody Picts. God
knows we tried to come to you, but young Bors went galloping off to Quenevere,
and she sent for us straight.”

Guenevere had heard themout in a gathering cold, her eyes never |eaving the
stained old tunic. Then she rose and gave answer. How dare they? How dare they
bring such a nessage? Her father would have sent two severed heads, the whore
and her bastard. Before Lancelot, Bors and other lords, she reviled Gareth and
Bedi vere as peasant dolts that only my mistaken friendship raised to a

senmbl ance of honor. Then she flung herself out of the chanber, |eaving them
smarting in their astoni shnent and shane.
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The gray feeling thickened in ny stomach. "Gaen did this? Before the court?
"Hell, we can live with that. W' re not boys to brood over a tongue-I|ashing."
"Bedwyr, I'msorry. I'Il deal with Guenevere."

"Yes, you will." My friend |l ooked at me with a searching, bew | dered kind of
synmpathy. "I understand a bit of what she feels. Al of a sudden there's a

whol e Artos | never knew. And bl oody Christ, you never told her."
We hadn't shared the sanme bed for sone tine, and instinct told ne to avoid
Guenevere's closet until we were both cooler. Wien | entered her chanber, she



di sm ssed her women brusquely but kept her back to me, brushing the faded
auburn hair before her great bronze mrror. Silent but tensed for battle, the
brush driving through her hair in quick, furious strokes. |I sat on the bed,
wondering how to begin.

"It's been quite a day, Gmen."

"Quite." She bit the words off. *'Cerdic's future and your

busy past."

"We' || speak of that." »

"Yes, we will."

"Bedi vere and Gareth deserve an apol ogy."

"No." The brush snapped and crackl ed through the lashing hair. "I criticize

i nconpetence in ny own terns."

"I nconpet ence?"

"They should have killed the wonan and ended her presunption nen and there."
| said, "There was a time when we dreaned of something better. ' '

The brush paused, the mrrored eyes winced. "And a time when you trusted ny
j udgrment, husband. You rule the north through me, and | say it's madness to
| et her cone. Like disease, they're wel come nowhere, and we nmust say to the
princes it's by your order because this animal calls herself your wife?"
Guenevere whirled on nme. "Not only w fe but demandi ng out of respect sone
pl ace for her rat's nest. \Wat place? G ven by what generous prince? Not
Peredur, he'll go to war first."

"I have Morgana's word there'll be no theft crossing our

land. "
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Guenevere | aughed. "Thus the weasel to the chickens: don't get up, I'monly
passi ng through."

Al true, perhaps, but Mrgana had ny son with her. "I know these peopl e,
Gnen. "

"Intimately, fromthe evidence."

"I"'mfamly to them They wouldn't steal a button fromne."

"Arthur, sentiment is a dangerous indul gence for a king."

"Don't tell ne what's indulgence, Gven. |'ve ruled twenty-two years without
much of it. I'mletting her come with her son and just a few cl ose—
“"No, Arthur!"

"I want to see ny son."

"No, damm you-ho!"

The force of it brought Gaen to her feet, quivering, armraised as if to
strike at me. But the anger nelted into a cry. "Wy didn't you tell ne?"

"You knew | had a wife."

"Li ke I've had ot her men—past, gone, invisible—do you think that matters?"
Suddenly she wilted down on the bed, face buried in the blankets. "But she
cones with-with the one thing | couldn't have, and | nust | ook at hinfP And you
knew and never told nme. | feel—=

It came out harder than | intended. "Betrayed?"

She | ooked away. "I didn't say that."

"No," | said. "I don't think mat's a word for us."

Then the habit of closeness took over and | |ay down beside her. After a
nmonent she turned and pressed to nme, nouth against nmy throat. "You never told
me about him |'m sorry about Bedivere and Gareth, | just couldn't stop
nmysel f. 1've been a good queen," she breathed like a child confiding a secret
hurt. "Is this ajl | get for it, dry old age spent |ooking at what | can't

have? Don't bring himhere."

| stayed with Gaven that night. You could call it |ove-making. We tried to
join, but it was distant and sad |i ke ghost dancers on | ong-abandoned ground.
Don't bring himhere.

| had to, an old debt owed to ny own heart. Sonething for nyself, even as
Guenevere took Lancelot. Not for a |love but a bandage. Not as king but

breat hing man, | needed to know ny flesh wouldn't die; above all, to touch him



and say "ny son" just once before |I ended.
Weary or not, Bedivere must carry my nessage north again. Mrgana would trust
no ot her.
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"Bring Morgana and ny son," | told him "And with themonly these few,

renmenber them Cunedag, Urgus, Drost, Dorclei
I had a small house readied for them warm and confortable, but a good half
mle fromthe pal ace out of deference to Guenevere. | fussed over the pile of
gifts for each like a father hiding sweets for his children. Wen they arrived
I was nervous as a bridegroom fidgeting about my closet while Bedivere tried
to fasten the rich inperial cloak about ne.

"Stand still, else I'll never get this right."
"Who's with her? Did you have a good journey?"
"Na, I've told you twice over, and we're all nigh frozen." Bedivere closed the

brooch at ny shoulder. "Do you mind if | sit down, Artos? |'m perishing
tired."”

"Sit, sit. Tell ne of them"

He col |l apsed onto a couch and seened to nelt into it like water. "Well

there's Mdrrgana and her first and second husbands, devil if | know one from
t he ot her. Cooney-sonething."
"Cunedag. "

"Right, and Urgus, and your son's cousin."

"Drost? Good lord, little Drost!"

"Not a bad lot for Picts," Bedivere owned.

"Prydn."

"Well, / can't tell the difference.”

"Ask them Picts have a place to go honme. Tell ne about my son, what's he | ook
i ke?"

"Modred? Like his nother. Yes, very like her. Bonny as a girl. Not as friendly
as the rest. Eyes in the back of his head."

| gave ny robe one last tug in the mirror. "lIs Quenevere

ready?"

Bedi vere hesitated. "Not quite." "Were is she?" "Wth Lancelot, | believe."

n O,]. "

Bedi vere cleared his throat. "Speaking of that . , ." "Don't." Qur eyes met in
the mrror. "I know what you think you ought to say. Don't."

"It could be trouble, Artos. Mire than that, it could be used

for trouble.”

I chose the words carefully, "It could, but |I've seen no proof. Nor would | be
kind to anyone who brought it to ne. Let's go."
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I'd peopled the hall with enough of an audi ence to give Mirgana a sense of

i mportance, few enough to show ny court that this was in no way a politica
occasion nor did | recognize Mddred as any sort of heir. Mrgana s "demands"
were a thin mask over desperation. Her band was too |arge and predatory now
for Erca, the new king of the Picts, to overlook. If she stayed in the north,
she faced a fight to extinction with no place of her own to fall back on.

was her | ast hope and not at all sure what to do.

| took nmy chair on the dais as the small audi ence bowed to ne. Mael gwyn and
his chief nen, Gareth and Lady Rhian, Bors and his young w fe. Guenevere swept
in, followed by Lancelot and three young knights, Parisi by the | ook of them

| barely knew one of them by name, Brocan. My queen was inpeccable as al ways
when in public, though I noticed her hair was drawn down to soften her face
that bore just a shade nore assistance from powder than usual. | felt a tw nge
of pity. It didn't wi pe away her years, only conmented on the attenpt.

She wore an iron cross at her breast.

The ki ss we exchanged before she took her place was largely for the court, the
mur nured words for me al one.



"I don't know why | endure this, Arthur."
"I want to see ny son, is that so difficult?"
"You' ve heard Peredur's opinion."

"Your brother remmins celibate and hears mass three times a day. | don't
qguestion his peculiarities. Leave ne nine."
"Well." Guenevere sat. "lLet's get on with it."

"W won't drag it out, Gmen. Renenber, if one of them puts hts hands on your
stomach, it's a mark of respect.”

"Li ke flowers on an o!d grave."

At ny signal, Bedivere set the dragon ensign in its socket and crossed to the
mai n entrance. He spoke briefly to soneone beyond it, then announced in a

cl ear voice: "Queen Mrgana. Her son, Mdred-Belrix. Her honored husbands,
Cunedag and Urgus. Her nephew, Drost."

A sibilant reaction rippled through the hall as Mrgana entered with her old
energetic stride. Here and there 1 heard a choked titter. Her uncut hair was
nore gray than black now, the small body still |lean and cat-agile. She wore a
bl ue cl oak, obviously cut for a man, that trailed the fl oor as she wal ked,
overhung and jangling with far too many ornanents [ ooted from God knows where.
She reached the center of the hall and planted hersel f, throw ng
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back the oceanic cl oak. Another gasp fromthe wonen of ny court; underneath
was an open sheepskin vest that conceal ed nothing at all, and a short skirt of

fringes and tassels.

The nmen were dressed nmuch the same, plain wool girdles and vests covered by
mant| es gari sh as Mbrgana's and an arnory of bangles. | wi nced at the gaudy
sight of them Bedivere was right. They | ooked Iike children who robbed a
parent's chest to play grown-up

My attention riveted on the young man who hovered on Mrgana's left.
Twenty-three |last Brigid-feast, nmy age when | took the crown. Mbdred was
Mor gana reborn—face, coloring, small bones, even the same pale gray eyes

flickering watchfully about the hall. No resenblance to ne at all.
| rose, noved down to Morgana and placed ny hands on her stomach. "Wl cone,
Gern-y-fhain."

In a second she wi ped away the years as her hands shot aloft in her old
i mpul sive greeting. "Belrix!"—and she sprang to hug me tight, weatherbeaten
cheek against mne, hard and strong as

ever.
"Belrix, Belrix, solong a tine. Ch, but ... but rmust not cry in front of
second wife. Here, kiss thy wealth who's named for

thee. ™

Modred's head didn't top nmy shoul der, but close up | saw what distance
conceal ed. Not his features but his expression sonetines hinted el usively of
my own youth, sone |ook that was not Prydn

"Well, boy."

"My father. Mdrgana's told much of thee. 1

| pushed aside his vest. "Thee's scarred.”

"Veni cones," he remarked with sone pride, "Dead ones."

| enbraced him Mdred suffered it with dignity and reserve. "W will talk,"
said, turning to the others. "Brothers!"

Wth a shout they descended on nme as if we'd parted yesterday. Cunedag and
Urgus, grizzled leather |ike Mrgana, the | ook of those who spend their lives
in the open. Broad-shoul dered young Drosl playful as ever—eh, dost renenber
our game, boy? Thy nother was the sweetest of women, do grieve she's gone. And
| ook where Urgus still bears the burn scar fromBel-tein. Aye, what news of
Nect an and Bredei ? Ch, my good brothers.

They ringed nme about, hooting and poundi ng ny back while the court shuffled in
enbarrassnent, a little put out at this raucous fanmliarity with the enperor's
person. Only Mddred remni ned asi de, al oof and cauti ous.
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Then Morgana asked, "Does not second wife cone to greet nme?"

1 escorted her to the dais where Guenevere waited with frigid conposure.
"Morgana, here be Gwnhwyfar, Gern of Britain."

Morgana didn't even incline her head- The respect was due her, she felt, as
first wfe.

Guenevere drewon a lifetine of tact. "W wel cone Morgana and her people."
Mor gana assessed her openly. "Be fair enough, Belrix, but hast no wealth to
show nme?"

"And dost grieve for it," | nmurnured, glad Gaen couldn't follow nost of the
exchange.

Mor gana beckoned in a jangle of ornaments. "Modred! Do greet and honor the
adal trach of Belrix."

Too late. It was said and everyone heard it. Many Prydn words are retained in
British, though neani ngs have changed through the centuries. To Faerie,

adal trach neans only a second wife. To nodens it has cone to nean an

adul teress. To Guenevere—+ won't |abor the point.

Her smile froze. She visibly shrank in the chair when Mddred placed his hands
on her stomach and repeated the word that sealed the tragedy of errors.

"May adal trach have many years and chil d-weal th."

Guenevere rose with such revul sion | thought she would strike Mdred, but her
venom | evel ed at ne. "You taught it to say that."

"Gamen, you don't understand.”

"But | do." She swallowed hard, trying to control the fury. "Perfectly. And
will not dignify these animals or you any |longer."'

She hurried out of the hall, leaving me with nmy little fhain in the mddle of
shocked, disapproving Brits. Lancel ot hovered anmpong the Parisi knights,
troubl ed but not stupid enough to conpound the issue by follow ng Guenevere.
It was young Bors who bunbled forward to coment on the obvious.

"My lord! These people insult the queen.”

An understatenment. "Bors, please attend her."

He threw a huffy glance at Mbdred. "But really, sir!"

"Attend the queen, Bors. Say |I'll be with her presently." | turned to the
court, read the enbarrassment in their averted gl ances. "The audience is
ended. Thank you for com ng. W give you |leave to go."

The hall enptied quickly, everyone glad to be done with it,
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hurryi ng past Bedivere, who | eaned on his drawn sword at the entrance. Mrgana
knew sonmet hing was terribly am ss, but not

why.

"What ails second wife?" she wondered. "Well, do thee go

love her. WII be well."

Thai's all it neant to her. She'd never see and Gaen woul d never see. Light
and dark trying to understand each other. | lifted Mdirgana in ny arns,

"Go to thy rath now WII conme later."

She gave ny nose a playful bite. "Pronise?"
"Promi se. Redhair will take thee. Bedivere, cone.
Modred darted a glance at the entrance as if suspicious of an anbush. "How
safe befiain here, father? And for how | ong?"

"Safer than north of the Wall, and thee knows it," Still, | felt proud ny son
was no fool
| gave Bedivere instructions to stay with themuntil | cane. He received the

orders in silence, offering no cooment on the shanbles he'd wi tnessed.

As Morgana trotted out after him she turned to gaze admiringly about the huge
hall. "A braw big rath, Belrix." She haul ed the vol um nous cl oak over her

smal | shoul der. "But where dost byre cattle a-w nter?"

Then she was gone and | was al one.

"My lord?" Lancelot was at the entrance, two parchnent rolls in his hand. He
advanced to ne. "This just came. Lucullus Aurclianus is |anded at Castle Dore



and sends his greeting."

-1 glanced absently at the roll. O course Lucullus would stop with Mrcus
first since he was nost likely to defect. Miuch nore interesting was Lancelot's
suppressed enotion. He handed ne

the other roll.

"This as you asked: ny suggested order of battle agai nst

Cerdic."

"Thank you. How does the queen?"

He shifted fromone foot to the other. "She rode out with her Parisj knights.
To take the air, she said."”

"I see.”

Lancel ot still hovered, then said it. "My lord, | would like to | eave court as
soon as possible.”

"Yes, that seenms prudent.”

"For Badon, sir."

"Of course.”

He remained tensed in front of ne.

"Somet hi ng el se, Lancel ot ?"
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"\What happened just now. This thing you have done—*
| pretended to peruse the schedul es, keeping ny tone casual. "You sound like a

man about to say sonething acute regardi ng honor and shane."

| raised nmy eyes fromthe parchment and gave himtine to read their silent
comment. No, he wasn't ready to talk about that. "Wat shall we say about

t hese things, Lancelot? O not say?"

He was mi serabl e, speaking out where he nmust and had no right, anbivalent as
al ways. "You should not have done this to her."

"Lancelot, |'ve learned to be frugal about guilt. |I didn't teach Guenevere to
hate Faerie or themto be ignorant. If your own wife went to Mbrgana's rath,
she'd be as clunmsy. | see by this order of battle you've placed your

Dyf neinters near the front of our march. Good, they're fine cavalry. Keep ne
informed. That'sail."

He didn't nove.

"You may go, Lord Ancellius."

He bowed and started away.

"Except, | dearly hope you find your Grail soneday."

"Thank you, sir."

"Whatever it is."

When it grew dark | left to see ny famly. Preoccupied and troubled wth
feelings not yet sorted, | told no one, nerely took a horse fromthe stable
and departed by the west gate. Except for a groomand a sentry or two, the
court thought | was still in Canelot.

The night was cold. | was chilled when | arrived at the small house al ong the
riverbank, but ny brothers had a healthy fire going in the pit. After the
hubbub of greetings, | gave Bedivere | eave to go hone at |last. No man deserved
it nore.

"Home to Myfanwy." | wal ked himto the door. "Rest tonight and take a boat in
t he norning."

"Shouldn't | wait on you, Artos?"

"No, |'ve kept you too long, and | intend to be unkingly as hell for a few
hours."

"I"ll be at the palace then."

A burst of laughter frommy fanm|ly. Bedivere | ooked back at them "I know them
better now. Sad in a way, such children. Well, sleep y'sound.”
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Children they were and unused to a house. They rattled loose in it, playing
with their gifts, prowing |ike foxes in a coop, relieving thenselves in the
corners. No one thought to use the table for eating—Brost thought it was a



bed—but squatted around the firepit, |eaving a place for me at Mrgana's left.
She told me how Prydn had grown strong since | left. First was only fhain,
then two fhains together as they noved from pasture to pasture anong the
scattered Prydn, coaxing and convincing themto nerge. Morgana led fromthe
start. Cradda and Uredd were too old to argue with her, Dorelei too gentle.
They bargai ned for cattle or stole them They stole children, and when their
nunbers were | arge enough, they attacked openly by day, |ooting and burning
tallfol k vill ages.

| wat ched her wi ndburned face as she tal ked, stanped with that cast that

| eadershi p | eaves on one who nakes decisions for many years. No | onger
mercurial, surer of strength, the old anger held in check, her nmerest word to
the nmen around the fire taken as command and answered or obeyed instantly.
They foll owed her w thout question. And Modred idolized her

"And shoul d see the braw wealth grown tall as thee now"

"New bl ood to make us strong," said Urgus.

Morgana swelled with pride. "Tens and tens now, to the count of two hundreds.
As thee showed nme in the picture on the ground.™

As for tallfolk, now they could nourn lost children and taste the bitterness.
How often in famine and blight did Prydn Ieave its own in valley cradl es?
Wasn't a sister of Cradda put newborn into a Roman house for |ack of food in
t he crannog? But now there was plenty, nmeat and milk for everyone every night
and tens of children to gobble it down, singing about the fire, and the day
was at hand when Belrix would give Prydn a home. No nore running then. Nothing
but peace.

Cunedag threw up his hands in approval. "Yah!"

"Yah!" cried the others—all but ny cool, detached son

| listened to them increasingly sad. Morgana tal ked of the promi sed | and, but
she was no Mbses with a tablet of |aws to bind her people to purpose. A place
m ght be found, that wasn't the worst problem The inpossibility was in their
lives, in the way they lived and the images they lived by. Mdrgana's stories
were all fluid, all of moving on

"And then did ran like the wind out of Taixali land with a's sheep in our
flock, looking for better grass . . . were gone

The Ghost Dancers

245

novi ng on, running

before Erea's nmen could cone hiding."

And so for countless centuries till the drifting became part of them now
suddenly they would stop and change overnight? Put seed in the ground and wait
for a harvest while Earth and Lugh urged themonward in their ancient dance?
Mngle with tallfol k when distance, fear and superstition were their only rea
protection? Becone fam liar where they were once fabled, let the world see
they were not nmagic but only remants fromthe norning of Man, unable even to
make iron tools or a decent |oomfor cloth?

"And when Dorelei died," Drost was saying, "did bare have tine to barrow a's
body, running sw ft south ..."

And woul d keep running until history ran them off the edge of time. Suddenly I
pul | ed Mbrgana to ne, holding her tight because all | could give her was a

pl ace to die.

It grewlate. Drowsy with rich food and barl ey beer, Cunedag, Urgus and Drost
stretched out on the confortable pallets along the wall. Mrgana drew nme to
the curtai ned bower at one end of the house, but | wanted to talk w th Mdred.
"Be pleased with him Belrix?"

"As thee said, greatest beauty of all Prydn. WII be in soon."

Modred hunched noodily by the fire. The house was warm he'd thrown off his
sheepskin. His whole lithe torso was ridged with scar lines.

"Thee's fought, boy."

Modred nodded. "All my life. First nenmory was Morgana lifting ne to horse near
a burned village."

"At | east you had a nother, Mdred. Wiy so sad now?"



When he spoke it was with sonething close to gentl eness. "Was thinking of ny
own weal th."

| grinned rather foolishly. "Thee's got bairn?"

He was surprised |I'd think otherwise. O course there were children. A boy and
girl by a woman of another fhain.

It was a shock being father and grandfather all in one night. "And did not
bring themto see ne?"

"Did leave themto wait at the Wall. Do not have Gern-y-fhain's trust."

“I'n me, you nean."

He returned my questioning look with no expression at all. "Mdther's old. A
thi nks of thee Iike a god. Be always "when Belrix cane, when Belrix was here.'
Did have fine husbands in
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Cunedag and Urgus and coul d have nore. But always Belrix. Belrix will give the
| and we need. Were, father?"

| countered with another question. "And if | could, would Prydn stay on it who
have never stayed two fire-festivals on the

same graze?"

He | ooked up at the walls and roof as if they hovered to trap him "Al ways the
same. No place be different for us."

"Soon we take back land fromthe Saxons. Perhaps there in

the east."

"See?" Moddred thrust forward suddenly. "In the east. Not here, not with thy
fol k. Always somewhere else." He buried his face in brown fingers, and | heard
t he passionate caring he had masked before.

"Mt her be old, but a's done nmore than any gern. Made us rich, but not enough
Never enough. But, oh, nust still believe in this and that. And Belrix. Belrix
will give us land."

Modred hel d out his open hand. "She told nme how thee once brought seed to the
rath to show Cradda its magic. Did hold it in this hand nany times, but a
woul d not speak to ne. Seed magic be not for us."

"But still thee rides in search of a land." The passion faded, the veiled I ook
cane back into his eyes. "Mdther searches. Do only follow. " "And not believe?"
"Only in her."

"There are few |i ke your nmother, son." "None, father." He turned a little

away. "And do wish for sone of that |ove a wasted nooning for Belrix. Wat did
thee do but |eave her?

"That angers thee? Hast never |left a wonan out of need?" "Anger?" His girlish
mouth twisted in a hard, ugly grin. "Thee's too small for such an anger
Belri x. Nothing but Mdrgana's wish would bring nme here, and only for a's
safety; Any harmto ny nmother in this place, thee answers for it."

Modred was what |ife and Morgana made him a realist, but also a scrap pit for
all the hate and anger Mrgana |laid aside in maturing. Wen he was young he
sensed these things in her and aped themto please her until they were no

| onger aping but a

part of him

"Modred, | |ove your nother."

' 'Did | eave her.''

"And I want to |love you. And you threaten ne?"
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"Prydn be dead al ready, here or sonewhere else. Did know that fromthe seed
when a woul d not speak to ne."

I don't know what | expected of Mdred. Sonething nore human, a little glad of
l[ife, but when all your life has been running and fighting, perhaps glad has
no meani ng. For this | yearned so many years? This the small hand i magi ned in
m ne, toddling beside me as | taught it the nmusic of Earth? Those scarred,
power ful arms around ny neck as he kissed ne goodni ght? This cold, purposeful
subtly malignant, girl-pretty serpent of a son who'd cut ny throat and wal k



away whistling?

No, | was a fool trying to warmnyself by a fire I ong dead or never kindl ed.
No use lying to nyself. |I couldn't |ove Modred. The tine for |ove was past and
Modred coul d not be bl amed because | rode away.

"Modred, I'Il do what | can for fhain. Your father prom ses you that. But
what ever happened to you, let your own bairn be clean of it."

The ugiy grin leered up at ne. "Clean? My bairn say 'tallfolk' and spit."

No nore to say; | needed to be away fromhim "Sleep well, ny son."

"Well is lightly, father."

Morgana considered it outlandish luxury to sleep in a bed so warm and soft. -
She yawned and stretched and w apped herself around me when | slipped under
the covers, still gristly hard while my own body had thickened. She patted ny
stomach and yawned agai n.

"Thee's fed we!!, Belrix. Mist forgive me now. "

"For what, wfe?"

Morgana hesitated as if ashamed. "I would | ove thee," she whispered. | had to
coax it fromher in awkward fragments. She wanted to be all | remenbered, but

was too tired now to nmake | ove.

"The riding, Belrix. The | ong way."

I laughed into the tunble of her hair. "Fool worman, don't think of it now"
Relieved that | didn't expect nmiracles, Mrgana rel axed, kissing nmy shoul ders
and chest. "Aye, tonorrow. Be so tired and the riding hurts ny back now. "
"Ch, where?"
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She pl aced ny hand on the spot. "Like knives sonetinmes, but must never show
it."

| turned her over gently and massaged the sore area. Mdrgana lay with her
cheek on one hand, a blissful smle curving her lips. "Good ... so good. Can
sl eep now. " But even in sleep, she said, there was no real peace. So many
peopl e now, so nmuch to carry. In her dreans she | ed themup an endl ess hill
whil e the sky got darker and darker and she felt lost. "You can sleep. 'l
hold you." "Thee'll not go away?" "Not a foot."

She sighed with contentnent. "Could get used to such a bed. Thee talked with
Modr ed?"

"I tried. Be no warnmth in the boy. Does not trust ne.
full of hate."

Mor gana knew, but how to cope with it? She'd hoped through it all he'd growto
be like nme or Melga or even gentle Cunedag, but it never happened. Too much
runni ng, too nuch killing. They were all a hard lot, these new ones grow ng
up. She didn't know where the warnth got | ost.

And there were gaps in her wisdom She wi shed now she'd listened nore to
Cradda and Uredd. She had so few of the answers her peopl e needed. Maybe

Dorel ei should have | ed them or soneone el se.

"Ah, foolish, foolish." She snuggl ed against ne. "Be tired to death, that's
all. Who could turn back and change it now?" "The sane with ne," | said into
her hair. "Wo indeed?" W floated toward sleep in each other's arns. "Second
wife be not plain at all," Mrgana drowsed. "Just a wee bit pale. But why dost
hate us so?"

How in a lifetime to tell that? "Did never dance at Bel-tein or junp through
the fire. Has never heard Lugh's nusic."

"Woul d nuch' ve hel ped," she grunted. "But say that first wife be gern too, and
has tried hard for a's people. Do say as nmuch, Belrix, and a will know nme sure
fromthat."

Wth the beer and Morgana warmin my arms, | relaxed and sl ept deeply. Too
deeply to hear the horses approach at a nmuffled walk, or the rustle of a body
at the stone casenent. | woke only to Mdrgana's tortured shriek, rolling out
of bed to grab blindly
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"Or anything." "He's



for my sword, hearing the door crash in, the shouts of ny brothers.

Sonet hi ng noved agai nst the dark on the other side of the bed, briefly

sil houetted agai nst the pale casenent. My |egs bunched and sprang. | swung the
sword at arms length, felt it bite deep into solid flesh that sagged away
fromnme and fell.

Thuds and screans from beyond the curtain.

"Mot her!'"

"Modred, it's mel"

H s dimform plunged past me to scoop Mdrgana in his arns.

The Iight was poor, but | saw her head and arnms fall back |inp.

"Mot her!'"

"Artos!" Bedivere's voice. "Artos, where are you?"

"Here!"

"Liar." Mdred dropped the body and turned on me with a snarl. "Liar."

H s knife slashed wide at me in the gloom Then, w thout breaking his
nmonentum he bounded to the casenent and cleared it light as a cat, head
first.

| heard the hard ciang of iron on iron, swng the curtain aside to see it al
in the dying glow fromthe firepit. Bedivere against the wall, sword at guard,
ringed by three nmen noving in on him Even as | |lunged forward, Bedivere
sprang through one man's guard and struck. Another turned on ne, raised his
sword but paused fatally.

"Stop, stop. It's the ki—=

| drove the blade through him "Bastard!"

"Hold, in Christ's nane, holdl."

It was Brocan the Parisi. He dropped his weapon. Bedivere forced himto the
wal |, point agai nst Brocan's throat.

"We didn't know," the stunned young kni ght stammered. "God's ny w tness, we
didn't know the king was here."

"That was carel ess,"” Bedivere hissed. "I saw these pigs |eave. Struck me an
odd hour for Parisi to depart."

I lit a fat lanp and held it up, a sour sickness in nmy mouth. Cunedag had di ed
in his bed. Urgus hung head down over the edge of his pallet. Halfway to the
bower, Drost spraw ed with his blood soaking into the earthen floor. Only
Modred had escaped.

"Keep himstill; Bedivere. One nove and he's yours."

"I"d enjoy it," said Bedivere.

In the bower, the wounded Parisi lay at the foot of Mrgana's

250

Firelord

bed, groaning weakly as | turned himover. Very deliberately, | placed the
sword agai nst his throat and shoved.

Morgana | ay as Mddred dropped her, eyes open and staring, the wi de wound under
her heart. Nunb, not letting nyself feel, |I closed her eyes and straightened
her arns.

"I's she alive, Artos?" Bedivere called.

"In a mnute."

| began to shake. The trenmbling increased till | shuddred like a man with
term nal fever, teeth chattering with the uncontrollable spasm Through al
this a nane whispered itself again and again, persisting even though I tried
to push it away.

| took Morgana's bronze knife fromits sheath and waited for nmy body to stop
quivering. After atine it did.

Good. The rest of this night nust be spun out in cold bl ood.

I went back to the other room lifted Drost's body and laid it on his pallet.
The house was silent enough to hear Brocan's ragged breat hing.

"Morgana?" Bedi vere asked

"No. "

"The boy there?"

"Drost? No. He was so beautiful when | net him Three years old. He taught ne



the world could be nusic as well as matter."

| stood up and pointed at Brocan. "Bring him here."

Bedi vere flung himforward. Brocan stunbled to his knees in front of ne,

dooned and contrite. | believed himas far as that went. Watever his nission
nmy death was no part of it. Not that it mattered now.

"We meant no—we didn't know—=

"On your back, Parisi."

When Bedi vere pinned him | took his wists and sliced themneatly across wth
Morgana's knife. He stared unbelieving at the wounds as 1 tore two strips from
a bl anket and held themin front of his eyes.

"You're bleeding to death, but you can still stop it. Nane
who sent you." Now it was done, Brocan got hold of himself. "I'mnot afraid
to die."

"That's your concern. We can wait."

The wi nd si ghed beyond the broken door. W squatted by Brocan, waiting

i npassively. The blood collected in little pools at his sides. The col or
drained from Brocan's face and the sweat started. And the fear—not of death
but sonet hi ng wor se.

"You must not let ne die unshriven.”
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"That's your choice,” | said. "W sent you?"

"Let me have a priest.”

"That would take tinme you don't have. Say a name, you may not peed one."
Brocan twi sted his head to Bedivere. "You're a Christian. You can't let nme die

this way."

"Not much tine," said Bedivere. "You re sweating already."

"Ch, Christ ..."

"Men are different." | held up the blanket strips. "Some can | ast |onger, sone
| ess. Perhaps it's too |late already. One name, Brocan. Say it. You'll suffer

no nore than bani shnent."

Brocan groaned, no |longer able to hold his head up.

Bedi vere | eaned over him "Now it should be hard for you to see us clearly.
Useless to die for nothing."

"CGod forgive ne." Brocan gasped out a nane.

It didn't surprise me at all

Quickly binding his wists, | gave Bedivere orders in a tone carefully washed
cl ean of any enotion. "In your witness, tried and convicted of high treason
Put himin chains, then down Severn on the first galley out. Never to return
on pain of death. What hour is it?"

"About four," Bedivere judged.

"Send a burial detail when it's light."

"It will be done." Bedivere kicked the panting Brocan. "Up."

"My brothers are to be buried with respect. In a newcairn with dieir names
cut on the edge of the cover stone.”

"And the | ady?"

| had to think a nmonent. That was the first tine anyone ever referred to
Morgana by that title.

"She cones with nme. Wen you' ve stowed Brocan, turn out the court. The whol e
pal ace, high and low, to neet in the great hall to hear a crimnmnal charge."

When they left, | went back into the bower and | ay down besi de Morgana.
Whenever the tears started, | willed themback, turning themto cold rage
inside. After atine, | wapped the body in a blanket and carried it to ny
hor se.

Bedi vere had al ready done his office when | approached the pal ace gate with ny
burdened horse. Lights flickered fromthe casenments of the audi ence chanber.
"Who's there?"

"The enperor. Fetch a groomfor ny horse.™
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Across the dark courtyard with Morgana in ny arms, servants hol di ng torches
al oft and murmuring fearfully anong thenselves. Up the stairs, hearing the
rabbl e of voice fromthe great hall ahead, dozens of people mlling about the
chanmber and sl eepily wondering why. They knew only that it must be inportant
to be waked so | ong before dawn. The enperor never inposed on them out of

capri ce.

Fires had been started in the pits at each end of the |arge chanber, but the
great space was still clamy with winter norning, | shoul dered through the
cromd to the center of the hall, hearing the hushed whispers as | laid down

Mor gana' s body.

"What's he got there?"

"Ch no, it's—=

"Make a ring about the room" | grated. "Everyone back."

They holl omwed a wi de space around me. No one gave particular note to Bedivere,
who waited near Lancelot in the first rank, holding a pair of nmanacles.
"Lord Ancellius, a nmonent."

He canme, still a bit hazy with sleep like the rest.

"I want to hear fromyour own nouth that you were no part of

this."

No. Wen | uncovered Mrgana's face, his pity and shock

were too genuine.

"None of it, ny lord. Ohn ny life."

"Then take heed, Lancelot. Don't try to be part of it now Stand back."

| surveyed the court of Canelot. The flower of Britain.

"My lords and ladies, until today | deluded nyself that | ruled a civilized
| and. The | ast and best of Rone."

Gareth seened to sense the danger in nmy tone. "So you do, ny king. Wi says
el se?"

"I say it, Gareth. W shortly go to war against a man we presune to call a
barbarian, and | find myself wondering why. To save what? | Jtneel here by
this measure of our enlightenment, and |'mtenpted to tell Cerdic he can have
it all. Wiere is the Queen of Britain?"

"Here, Arthur."”

Guenevere had entered and nounted the dais behind ne, bleak but conposed.
"W woul d not have you sit, Lady. You are not here in

state.” She didn't flinch. "No."

The Ghost Dancers

253
| peel ed the blanket from Mdrgana's pathetic form hearing the reaction of ny
peopl e. Whether for me or Mdrgana, | couldn't say. Perhaps for thenselves. 1'd

brought a truth hone to them as if to say: "This is the sewer that runs
beneath our ideals. Have a snell."

"She was killed tonight, nmy lords. O course you may say she was only a
Faerie, less than human. But let's pretend for a nmonent we're civilized, that
we have at |east the justice of Saxons, anmbng whom the poorest fanner has sone
sort of redress. If a person under crown protection be killed, what is the

char ge?"

Bedi vere spoke it sharp and clear. "Mirder."

The whi sper went around the hall, hesitant at first, then nmore positive.
"Murder . . . rmurder."

"No. Justice," Guenevere snapped. "Royal judgnent that nust be absol ute and
above question if there is to be any law at all. My lords, why should

di ssenbl e? This was done by nmy will."

Cador's child had cold courage, | gave her that.

"By ny will and for reasons any one of you would approve. | begged the enperor
not to let this wonan cross the Wall. You saw her and her brood. Did you know

there are two hundred nore waiting to follow after, to inhabit the |land she
demanded of our Kking?"

Her force and resolution put a new stanp on it. My court |ooked |l ess certain.
Aye, .after all, it was true. The wonan was a danger



"My people," Quenevere stretched put her arnms to them "Have | not been a just
qgueen, just and merciful, for many years? Does one of you think I had this
worman killed for the foul personal insult she gave ne?"

"No, Lady."

"No, never."

"The queen is right!"

"She had anbitions in Britain," Guenevere went on. "Ainms that she didn't
trouble to disguise, she was that sure of Arthur. He speaks of the war with
Cerdic, a war to be fought for nuch this same reason. If Cerdic cane into this
hal | now and demanded the sanme | and, would our answer be any different?"

"No. "

"Nol "

Guenevere urged, "Was it murder then, or execution?"

"The queen is right," said Lancelot.
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"Never," decl ared doughty Lady Rhian. "The wonman was under royal protection
By God, | stand with the king."

"And | with the queen," said young Bors. "W cannot have

t hese people here.”

Gareth answered that quietly. "I mght agree, lad, but I've seen too nuch
royal murder in ny own | and. Daone sidhe she was, but under the king' s peace."
"And under a royal roof," Guenevere countered. "And who is to say what she was
pl anni ng t here?"

"I am Cuenevere."

| rose fromthe body to confront her, "I was there, Gaen. W were sl eeping
when your mnen cane."

She didn't nove, but the steel went out of Guenevere. Her nouth opened
silently. GCh God, no.

"Since the court is mxed in judgment, | put a further case. If in that
judicial execution the king's |life be endangered so that only darkness and
good |l uck preserve him+n such a case, whatever extenuation, what is the
char ge?"

Lady Rhian had not wavered fromthe beginning in her judgnent. Perhaps there
was a trace of grimsatisfaction in her answer now.

"High treason, ny lord."

"Treason," said Gareth.

"No, not the queen!”

"Nol "

| whirled on them "Lords-conites, draw your swords."

The bl ades hissed fromtheir scabbards.

"Restrain anyone who tries to interfere.”

"Arthur!" Quenevere broke and ran to kneel at ny feet. "I didn't know you were
there. 1'll swear it on relics, | would not hurt you, not my husband." She
| ooked at Morgana. "But for this, you'll have nmy head before ny repentance."

| grabbed her hair and twi sted. "Not your head, woman."

"Stop!" Lancel ot sprang forward, but Bedivere tripped himneatly and sl ammed
the iron manacl es down on the back of his head. Lancelot spraw ed like a slain
0X.

"Your filthy pride." | forced Guenevere down to Mdrgana's body, to the wound,
grinding her face back and forth against it until she was smeared and caked
with blood, then let her up.

"CGuards!"

Guenevere was stunned. She w ped at her cheek, unbelieving. "A real king would
kill me rather than this."

"Bedi vere, the irons."

Gueneverc's hands were nanacled to the chain that clasped to the heavy iron
ri ng about her neck. The chains were absurd on her, but neant nore as synbol



than restraint.

"Lock her up."

Guenevere lifted her chains. "lIs this what we cone to, Arthur? W 'stood

agai nst the world together. Wen was | ever |ess concerned with justice than
you? Whea did | ever do anything agai nst the good and safety of Britain?"
"Don't add hypocrisy to your other talents, Lady. It woul d make you too
dangerous. "

"Kill me then," she flared. "You |lack the courage?"

"I lack your facility, but 1 won't let you wear good intent |like a butcher's
apron. W said it years ago. Right is bigger than princes. |If not, your Brocan
deserves to be king."

"Then | won't be a hypocrite, nor should you.'
drifted to the inert Lancelot. "Is it really for her
I"'min chains?"

"As sure as you are that her death was inpersonal."
Her fists balled. "Damm you. When Peredur hears of this—=

"He'll know before anyone el se. You see, Mddred escaped. And | think Peredur
will be the first itemon a very long bill of charges. Take her away."

Wth Guenevere gone the tension shuddered out of ny court. The knights

rel axed, the wonen whi spered back and forth- They ail wanted to be di sm ssed.

| went to sit on my audience chair, but it seened rmuch too far.' | slunped
down on the edge of the dais |ike a bag of sand.

"My people, it nust be nigh time for matins. Before you go to pray for God's
bl essing on this jewel of a land, think on this. If this dead wonan wasn't
saf e under ny |law, which of you is?"

Suddenly the white anger that had sustained me for two hours drained dry. |
sagged, el bows on ny knees, inperial dignity be dammed. "You can all go."

Lady Rhian stepped forward from Gareth's side. "It nust be said. Long life and
God' s bl essing on our wi se and just king."

Guenevere's haggard gl ance
' ail for Morgana, that

"Please, all of you go now. Leave Lord Ancellius. 1'll speak with him"
He lay stretched on his side, the blood drying on the back of his head. When
the hall enptied, | got up heavy as an old man and went to flop down again

besi de Mbrgana, cradling her in ny arns, fussing over the clunsy bl anket wap
as one would with a baby.

| brought her to this. She came in trust, with no place else to
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run. Even now, at the Wall, they waited for Mdrgana to lead theminto the |and

of the Firelord. Now Modred would | ead them dooned as his nother, but with
less tinme. Soneone would ride himto earth, but not before his vengeance t ook
so much down w th him

Lancel ot stirred and opened his eyes.

"It's over," | grated. "Get up."

He roll ed over and blinked at ne, then the enpty hall around us. "Wat have
you done with her?"

"Not hi ng yet."
Lancel ot lurched to his feet. "Were is she?"
"In irons."

He didn't believe it at first. "God damm you, Arthur. If that's treason, |l
make it stick. God damm you. Do you know what

you' ve done?"

"Do you see this? Wat the hell do you think she is, a dead

cat ?"

"She begged you not to bring them"

Christ, I was tired. "Yes. As you begged her not to commt nurder, |'m sure.
But you wouldn't prevent it, either. This woman—+ know what you think, what
they all think. But she touched nmy soul once and never |et go. She was ny

wi fe, she had ny son, she took her whole Iife and hung it on a belief in ne.



Yes, she was wong. Narrow, ignorant and wong, but.she was |ooking for a

Gail like you, in the only way we |left her. And when she needed ny hel p, she
put on all her bangles and that big, silly cloak and—=
The tears wouldn't be held any longer. | choked on them

"Go on, get out. Go to Astolat, say good-bye to your dreary little wife. |
want you at Badon in ten days."

Lancel ot nodded. "So I will be. And if | live through Badon, let nme be far
fromyou."

"Co to hell for all I care. Cet out."

He shook his head slowy. "And | saved your life once."

"Cet out."

Lancel ot wal ked out of the hall, leaving me with Morgana in my arnms on the

cold floor. No one dared to come near, so that ny crying echoed al one fromthe
stone walls until first light crept through the casenent.

Morgana was carried to rest by Bedivere, Gareth, Bors and nyself and laid
besi de her husbands and Drost in the new cairn,

her name etched before theirs on the entrance stone. W placed her on the
centra! bier with her husbands on either side. The shroud was of sinple |linen
but her small head was fitted with a bronze circlet inscribed in Latin and
British:

This |Is Mrgana, First Wfe to Belrix

Peredur was pressed between two painful choices, loyalty to me or to Gaen.
Predi ctably, he decided for the blood tie.

—Aust insist that Guenevere be restored or at |east returned to Eburacum She
does not deserve this, Arthur, and while she remains in prison, no Parisi or
Brigante will march under your banner.

o Even ny stalwarts were dubious. Waiting for Cerdic at Badon, Mel gwyn
kept his grimsilence, but Kay wote it for both of them

You' ve nade no friends with this, and it may be used agai nst you. Among ny
western trevs, they say Artorius is becone a tyrant too full of power

Too full of power? When was there ever a |leader in Britain who rul ed enough of
them at one tine?

"Hi s Excell ency, the anbassador to Theodoric, King of Italy, Luccullus

Aur el i anus!"

Lucul lus wafted into nmy scriptorium a perfunmed and tonsured vision in
fur-trimred blue and gold, no | ess than eight heavy rings on his slimfingers,
the nedallion of his office set in rubies aod eneral ds and suspended from a
heavy gold chain. He | ooked the very nmanual for a fashionable prince, fromhis
precisely crafted boots to the meticul ously arranged bl ack curls on his scalp.
Alittle too black, | thought. At |east ny age, Lucullus should have sported a
white [ ock here and there. But he was determ nedly youthful, speech and
nmoverrent of a studied grace as he knelt to ne.

i * "Long life and prosperity to the Enperor of Britain." ?"- "W wel cone
t he anbassador from Rone. My dear cousin, how does your |ord?"

"Most happy that he greets Britain through ne."
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"W receive himthus and hope our poor conforts please his enbassy. Come by
the fire and enjoy some Faternian with ne."

While | poured the wine, | took the neasure of my cousin, Lucullus Aurelianus.
Cl ose-set eyes over a long, severe nose. The nmouth seemed incongruous, soft
and sensual as Mddred's. "W hear you stopped at Castle Dore."

Lucul l us accepted the wine and sat, arranging the folds of his cloak like a
great bird comng to rest. Hi s exquisite hands fluttered away the negligent
natter.

"Merely trade schedul es. Lead, tin. The usual."

"And we further hear you put in at Wght. Forgive ne, |'ve forgotten wt ot Rone
i mports fromthere."



He didn't bat an eye. "An energency anchorage, urged by the vessel's master
Fresh water only. The Saxons—as ny |lord knows—are at present quite outside our
sphere of felicity. Qur love in Britain is for Britons, whose blood fl ows
richly in ray

own veins."

God, he was good. | could al nost believe him "Your bel oved father was our
teacher, and we remenber you m ght have been enperor in our stead."

The hands danced again to the neasure of his nusical laughter. "Kingship is
not anong ny talents. |I've seen too many dicers | ose everything on one throw
But | made a profit standing on the edge of the gane and betting on the odds.
That is ny poor gift, to see howthings will fall."

"Very prudent," | observed. "Sonetimes 1 wish | had that choice. For

conveni ence, anple quarters have been prepared for you and your consorts
within the walls of Canelot,"

Lucul l us set down his goblet. "Touching that, 1'd hoped to convey Rone's
greeting to Queen CGuenevere."

Not only meet her but find how the wi nd bl ew now over Britain. There was
hardly a comer of the |Iand where her incarceration wasn't known and di scussed,
and Lucul l us needed to know every ram fication. Wile we sniled and drank each
other's health, that was his job.

The stop at Wght bothered ne. It was not inconceivable that Rome's friendship
could be bal anced on a hinge between Cerdic and nme. No one has fewer friends
than a def eated king.

"The queen is unavail able though she will grieve to have

m ssed you."

Lucul l us draped hinmself in regret. "And | her. Is she not called unique as far
as Byzantiun? Not only beautiful by report, but a ruler worthy of |egend."
Enough panegyric. | tried a quick jab through his guard. "And the only one
currently in jail."

It caught himunprepared but Lucullus recovered quickly. "So we heard. Most
unfortunate. May ny poor efforts urge clenmency and reconciliation."

"It is unfortunate, Lucullus, but |let Rome see our true image in this mrror
W are the | ast undefeated province of the old enmpire. Wen it was truly
Roman. We've held our borders agai nst barbarismfor an hundred years and don't
intend to flag now. The enperor's word nmust be good and his peace inviolate.
Surely a Roman, with his instinct for precise justice, can understand that. If
the | aw and peace are not for all, they're for none."

"Most assuredly,"” Lucullus agreed. "Yet this estrangenment in the royal house
nmust —especi al |y now—gi ve rise to apprehension anong tributary princes. The
Parisi, for exanple."

I thought | would spare him Peredur's agonized letters and nerely refilled his
goblet. "Does the oak trenble at one stroke of the ax? Britain is sound as
your father made it, Lucullus. And now | nust neet your train, your consorts,
and give order to set a dinner to honor Lucullus' return to his native soil."
He rose with a charmi ng, deprecatory |laugh. "Too nuch honor."

"Not at all. They tell ne there's roast peacock."

"Peacock! Surely not."

"The absolute last in Britain, ny stewards assure ne. Pity. W have no nore

time to enjoy themesthetically, but we can still cook themto a turn."
"Ah—yes. And who adorns ny lord's armat table?"

"Tonight," | assured him "my guests are ny jewels."

Lucul l us bowed and recovered with a knowi ng | ook. "Still, a king need not want

for such conforts.”

| gave hima light pat on the back. "Nor an ambassador with two such pliant
consorts. However do you manage?"

"It is busy," he sinpered.

"Al those decisions."

"Ah ha\ Right, right, but surely Venus' fire burns as brightly in a king's
chanber . "

"Ah, you flatter nme, dearest cousin. If your bed is a busy Crossroad, nmine is



a nere footpath: a pleasant ranble sonewhat |ai disuse."

"My lord is a veritable wit." His jeweled fingers caught the again. "Touching
Anbrosi us, there are letters he charged
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me |l ong ago to deliver when | could. Letters to himfromny aunt Julia, your
gr andnot her . "

"Yes, he did nmention themonce. Shall we join the court now? After you,
cousin."

| breathed his strong perfunme as he passed.

If you find all this sickening, remenber that kings and scullions have much in
conmmon. We both get the jobs no one el se wants.

I met his luggage at dinner. Lucullus m ght have aged, but his tastes did not.
The girl was very young, willow and vapid, the boy poutish and pretty.
Conversation was a one-sided effort. Both spoke the vulgate of the Roman
street, which was nore than anple for any audi bl e thought required of them
Lucul l us chose his consorts as he mght a garment or wine. Frankly, | missed
Gnen

That night, propped up in bed, | studied the packet of letters tendered by
Lucul lus. The brittle brown pages were parting along their folds, witten nore
than sixty years ago by ny grandnother Julia to her young brother Anbrosius
when Britain's patricians were prouder of their Roman heritage than their
Briti sh Wbod. Mundane letters describing travel with her husband Metell us

Ti berius, enbassy-at-large for harried Vortigem They were sel dom at hone,
life a dreary round of strange places and stranger people, bad food and worse
weat her. They |l onged for the sound of Latin, a hot bath, food seasoned wth
somet hing other than wild garlic.

One thene wove through all Julia's letters, her need for children and her
despair of ever having one.

Qur physicians say the constant travel interferes with the natural urges of ny
constitution. There is no problemin conceiving, only in carrying the child.
Qur househol d gods are bored with ny pleas as nust be ny dear, patient

br ot her.

She finally stopped pestering the gods and concei ved once nore. This tine the
crucial third month passed w thout mshap. Hardly daring to hope, Julia wote
fromnorth of the Wall, where Metellus was on a mission to King Brude.

These Venicone are crude and superstitious. Wen | asked about the markers
around this village, they said
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it's to keep out "Faerie," the stunted nomads who inhabit the surrounding
hills, wild-1ooking creatures beside whom Gernans seem positively urban. Once
when | was waddling about just before ny tine, | saw one of the hill wonen

wat ching me fromjust outside the pale. No proper garment, just some sort of
ani mal skin w apped around her

Suddenl y, when the child was due, Julia began to bleed. She was put to bed by
her physician and forbi dden to nmove; even so there were grave doubts she woul d
deliver a live infant. Her Venicone servi ngwonan suggested that, w th proper
precautions, the Faerie wonen excelled at mdwiving. Julia was ready to try
anyt hi ng.

The wonman cane next day.

—young and handsome enough in her wild way, but half starved, poor thing. They
tell us this is a bad year for the northern cattle, and the nomads al ways
suffer most when that happens. My servi ngwoman was frightened of her and

woul dn't stay in the room The creature set about bargaining for her services
in a very matter-of-fact way, and |I thought, well! She can't be too lethal if
she's dickering like a fishwife. One of her conditions was that she be all owed
to deliver ne with no help fromanyone else, that this would hinder the circle
of power she raised about ne—er sonething like that. Since ny doctor gave no
hope of a live child, desperate as | was, it was now or never. | said yes.
Julia offered a fair price in gold solidi and the wonan seemed content. She



gave Julia a draft to induce | abor and agreed to return later when it took
effect. The pains started—

—but | hardly felt them | was really quite drunk and only wanted to go on
floating in this delightful [inbo. |I hardfy noticed the woman when she cane
back into ny roomwith a big, covered basket.

The woman t ook sonething froma corner of the basket and m xed anot her
draft. After examining Julia's dilation, she said | hat the child would cone
easily. My grandmot her would feel no at all
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—and | didn't—felt nothing, saw nothing, just floated away into the silliest
dream where | was an ocean and someone was trying to take a fish from ne.
| put the letter aside, bothered by the inconsistency. Prydn women never used
drugs to induce labor or during it. She must do her part, Hke Dorelei and
Morgana. And to render a wonman unconsci ous was unheard of.

This woman truly worked magi c. Anbrosias, for when | woke there was ny
daughter in her arnms, clean-washed with none of that angry red one sees in
newborns. The bed was a ness, even blood on the floor. The wonman was crooni ng

to the child with soft, weird sounds. Then, while | was still in a haze, she
pl aced the child at nmy breast—and oh, the dear little thing tugged at nme, so
hungry! 1 could see the tiny fingers that noved and toes and little |egs

ki cking. The woman said that since | was so generous with ny gold, she would
preserve the umnbilicus to make strong magic for ny child. Generous! Anbrosius,
can | describe the delirious joy! The foolish tears running down ny cheeks,
thinking all at once to send for Metellus, then forgetting it to thank the
worman agai n and again, thinking of the sacrifices / would rmake to ny gods for
this gift. A hundred doves! And maybe a little sonething for Jesu, too.

In unsl aked gratitude, Julia wanted to double the fee, but the woman seened
very anxious to be gone, barely bothering to count her fee. Julia was

determ ned some extra gift nmust be hers. She sent for the woman repeatedly

t hrough the week. Finally, the Faerie returned word that she would come only
to the pale. Julia nust not under any circunstances bring the child, for that
woul d destroy nuch of the beneficial magic woven in its behal f.

Her two husbands were with her, wetched, scroful ous beggars. She hardly

| ooked at the gold coins | gave her. She asked only did ny daughter thrive and
was pl eased when | said yes. | asked her nane that | might at |east send the
bl essing of nmy gods to her tribe. One
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of her little husbands stepped forward with all the ponp of an Egyptian

m nister, pointed to the woman and said with a pathetic flourish, "This is

Ger naf ane. "

Then that would be part of the payment. The child nust be naned for Metellus
not her Fulvia, but her second nanme woul d be Gernaf ane.

My benefactress said nothing, just nuttered at her husbands, then hurried away
with the men trotting after. I'd swear she was crying. Odd little things, but
they do seem quite human at tines.

Julia kept her prom se about the nane, though they shortened it to the British

Yger na
—which | |ike nmuch better than Fulvia, but then you know ny opinion of
Metel |l us' nother. Except for duty, | wouldn't put her nane to a dead cat.

The last letter was dated ten years later, when Metellus was dying. Evidently
t he paternal bequest would | eave his daughter a wealthy woman, and what the
fam |y knew or guessed they kept to thenselves. Julia's |last reference was
rather cryptic.

/ know what happened and why, but it matters so little now Fruitless to yearn
for what m ght have been. She is ours and beautiful and we |ove her

Ful via Ygema. My not her.

| folded the letters carefully and put them back in their rosewdod box,
feeling—+t's hard even nowto wite of what | felt then-, but the last piece
of nmy fragnented life was cenmented firmy in its place

Brot her Coet is delighted, of course. He has the instincts for drama, if not



the style, and this fits his highest concept of a British royal chronicle.
After all, Saxon kings claimdescent fromdivine ancestors, and our own heroes
are sonetimes sprung fromthe union of nortal and boucca. So Arthur, I|ike
ancient Merlin, beconmes the son of prince and spirit.

But they're people, Coel

Hel |, wite what you please. W Britons tend to be lyrica
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anyway, and it doesn't nmatter now. If the future cares at all, perhaps by then
the running and the hunger and the tears will have faded so that only the-

magi ¢ renai ns.

W had no proper Yule that winter, nere wasn't tine. One blustery day | was
drafting a letter to the Ordovices and Comovii in the far west.

W hear you call us tyrant and conpare our rule to the sterner days of
Vortigern and Anbrosius. W put it to you, where is a famly's strength when
i rresponsi bl e children have none but an indul gent parent to |lead then? As for
nmy predecessors, one bargained for your lives and the other fought for them
Wherein tyrant?

Gareth rapped on the open door. "My |ord?"

"Yes, Gareth-fach?"

"Prince Kay's barge has docked on the quay, and will you receive himnow?"
"Send himhere to the scriptorium |Is the evening rider in from Badon?"

"A bit late, sir. Expected this hour." My stubby little captain jiggled with
ill-conceal ed exuberance.

"Wth the news so bad, it's good to see one man so cheerful, Gareth."

He was snug with it. "King of a hundred battles, forget the news. Not al
Britain's deserted you. You have friends of old, devil if you do not."
"That's good to hear. Tell the prince to hurry, 1've nissed him™"

A few mnutes later | heard voices along the gallery outside, Kay's and a
deeper one | couldn't quite place. Then Kay hurried into the chamber, flinging
his cloak and sword onto a chair before he hugged ne like a fat, affectionate
little bear.

"Dam, |'mcold. Let ne get by the fire."

Kay presented his spreading runp to the firepit with audi ble pleasure. "Ah,
that's good. W weren't half frozen."

We caught up quickly on famly news. H s wife and children sent their |ove and
were coming by barge with Kay's entire househol d.

"Are you ready to nmarch, Kay?"
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"Wth a few hundred horse, all that are loyal. Mdther's with ne."

"Fl avi a? Way?"

"I couldn't |eave her, not in conscience."

"Kay, what's wrong at hone?"

My brother turned back to the fire and now | heard the strain and frustration
in his voice. "I've only got half a tribe left, that's what. The rest are
siding with the Parisi. They say it's because of Guenevere, but they're really
payi ng you out for Pwyll."

"Pwyl|? But that's years ago."

"Small mnds, long nenories,” Kay grow ed. "Od ways, blood ties. They know
Per edur *s agai nst you, and that senile shit Marcus is sitting on the fence as
usual ." He threw down his heavy gloves. "Cerdic will love this, right enough.”
Kay turned to nme, a chunky little man in the corpul ence of well-fed mniddle
age. Jowy, with nmore white in his beard than | renenbered

"I"ve shipped the family because if we |ose the battle, the Dobunni will

choose another prince. If | go down, | want to know they're safe.”

"Fools. If we go down, the Dobunni won't choose anything, they' |l be too busy
runni ng."

"Well." H's round face creased suddenly in a sidelong grin. "It's not al

bl ack as night, brother. |1've a surprise for you." He gestured to the door



with a flourish. "lInperator, the King of Orkney waits on you."

"I turned. "The King of ="

Gawain filled the doorway side to side and top to bottom grizzled, dour as
ever, squinting dubiously at me. It was a nonent before | could speak

"Well, now AmI| forgiven at |ast?"

"I would not say that entire," Gawain allowed, "but did think it was tine to
put in ny say."

He |unbered forward and bent his knee before nme, huger than ever if that was
possi bl e. He nust have needed one of his little islands just for a throne
room

"Long life to the Enperor of Britain. The sovereign isles of Okney place
their sword in your hand."

| swal l owed hard. "And we thank Your G ace for this—for—oh, get up. Get up
you great, lovely ox! It's too much happi ness for one day."

| put an arm around both. "Brother and friend. By the gods, it's been ages
since | felt so good. How many nen, Gawai n?"
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"Fi ve hundred horse."

"So few?"

"Al'l 1 could ship round the north cape to Solway. They're with Kay's nen up

Severn, waiting the order. Did send to Agrivaine, but he stays with Peredur."
"And hates me still?"

Gawai n shook his head. "Apples grow sweeter—y brother went fromgreen to
sour. There's no reasoning with himanynore. The hell with him What's right
isright."

Kay cal cul ated. "There's us here and Lancel ot and Mael gwn sitting on Badon.
What are the odds now?"

"Four, five to one," | hedged, guessing they were nore.

"Way did | bother then?" Gawain wondered airily. "That's bnrely five apiece.”
| laughed aloud; it was a nmoment when conet hopes and | aughter went well
together. "Right, old friend. Geraint said that once when the odds were mnuch
worse. And still we won, and we will again. Dobunni and O kney? How can we
fail?"

Gawai n noved to the fire, spreading his hands to its warnth. "Not that |

whol Iy trust the sly ways of you. You were a pain in ny heart, Arthur. But did
think and think on it and decided I'd deal with the Saxons once and for all
W can't have such rabble calling the turn. Rabble, by God! Mark ne, Arthur

t he commmons can be dangerous, they do | ack proportion and respect. Look you
what they call a king. Cerdic, is it? Is he a nobleman? It is grave and
getting worse, so | canme to set it right, knowi ng you'd never do it alone.”
Though he'd make three of Geraint, they were spirits of one breadth. "And | am
grateful, Gawain."

"Well you nmight be," he snorted, "with your odd and liberal ways. Na, |'ve
heard of this roil with Guenevere. You gave her too much power. You should
have kept her in at door to knit with her wonen."

| clapped them both on the back. "My good lords, such as we are, we're ful
strength. No sense waiting. Send to your captains and tell mem-

An agitated trio of voices exploded in the gallery outside ny scriptorium
twondet ermi ned, one plaintive and resisting. Lucullus was shoved

uncer enmoni ously t hrough the door by Bedivere and Gareth. The Roman was livid
and shaken.

"Artorius, | protest. | protest vigorously. This is a breach of courtesy and
an intrusion on ny office."

F | ooked to Bedivere. "Wat in heli is all this?"
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"Lords." Gareth ducked his head to Kay and Gawain. "Sir, the post rider's in.
Cerdic is breaking canp.”
"Readyi ng to march?"



"Looks it, sir."

I spun on Kay and Gawai n. "Send for your squadrons now, tonight. Gve thema
point to nmeet with us on the way to Badon. Hurry."

"Forget the barge," Kay nmuttered to Gawai n as they pushed by Bedi vere and out
the door. "We'Il send by fast horse."

| turned to the ne\* problem "Now, Lucullus?"

"I protest!"”

"So you said. Wy?"

Bedi vere shoved himfurther into the room "Artos, this bastard—

"I'f you pl ease, Bedivere. Qur anbassador from Rone."

Bedi vere bit the words off, slapping a folded letter into nmy hands. "If ny
ki ng says so. Lancelot intercepted this on its nerry little way to Cerdic."
"Hands off, sirs." Lucullus shook hinself free of the restraint. "An enbassy
has sonme privilege."

"Yes, there's no need to clutch at him nmny lords. He won't disappear.™

| read the letter carefully as it was couched in extraordinarily careful

| anguage. A sinple greeting fromRonme to Cerdic, praising his repute and
acconpl i shnments. It pronised nothing, conprom sed nothing, made no nention of
me or any other Briton. On the other hand, it shut no doors in the face of
Roman- Saxon accord. A masterly letter, the sort all anbassadors wite as
groundwork for the bargaining of powers. Qurs is an anmoral vocation. The sin
is not in plotting, only in getting caught. Lucullus and | both knew this.

"OfF course," | said to him "no one could ever prove you advised himto attack
now. "

Lucul l us made a scoffing noise. "You know that's absurd."

"Of course.”

"Rome' s friendshi p—~

"Warns ne so that 1 would not be without it in winter. Lord Bedivere, provide
Lucul lus with arnor, weapons and a good horse. |I'mtaking Ronme's friendship to
Badon so that, like a friend, he may share ny fortunes."

Lucul lus went a little pale.

"And Lord Gareth, tell ny stewards that every confort wll
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be provi ded the anbassador's consorts while he adds honor to his nane."
Gareth suppressed a giggle. "The dears will be coddled |like prize geese."

Lucul l us moved forward. "This—+s—ntol erable! The first enbassy to touch
Britian in years, and | amtreated thus? Cousin, you are not naive. You can't
view that letter as the work of a spy."

"I"'mnot and | don't." | snatched ny cloak froma chair and slung it over one
shoul der, moving to the door. "Since Rone is interested in Saxons, you will
now have the chance to observe them m nutely. Wen we've won, you're at
liberty. Till men, cousin, | would not part with you."

Lucul Jus saw it was inevitable and with an effort retrieved sone of his grace.
"'Let. it be then. A good horse and the best sword, if you please. It's been
years, but | know sonething of war."

"Good," | saluted him "W're wetchedly shorthanded. Lords, 1'll be at Prince
Kay's."
But Lucullus called after to me. "How if you lose? How will Britain account to

Theodoric for his embassy and close friend? How then, Artorius?"

The t hought stopped ne. "Frankly, | don't know. W' ve inprovised so |ong,
we'll think of sonething."

Gareth swept lowin a flourishing bow "Dear ny |ord—after you."

Kay's house was al ways kept ready for him a large dwelling near the north
gate, not unlike Uther's but notably lacking in sone of its conforts. His
servants were bustling about in preparation for Flavia' s dinner when
arrived.

Neari ng seventy, my stepnother still insisted on a Roman househol d, rat her

i npractical in these declining days. As the years passed she retreated nore
and nore into a narrow nenory of the past, and drinking had becone chief prop



and solace to her illusion. Il with nothing nore than age, she directed the
servants from her bed, one hand fluttering in inperious command, the other
hol di ng a gobl et of costly Egyptian glass inset with pieces of jet, anber and
onyx.

"The | ast of six." She set it down with a nmournful pride. "Sent from Rone by
August ul us—y cousin, you know. Ni ce boy, but a ruinous enperor."
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Fl avia patted the edge of the bed for ne to sit. "Conme here, Artorius? Wiy in
the world did you all ow anyone to scar your cheeks like that. So

unf ashi onabl e. "

| eased down and kissed her. "Confortable, nother?"

"Confortable, what's that nowadays?" she fretted. "I want to be hone in nmy own
house, dam those Dobunni. Uher's famly ruled them superbly for an hundred
years, and now they want a change. Stupid animals. Herds,-not tribes, the
whol e country."

| tucked the coverlet around her. "Yes, nother."

"They're forgetting everything Rome ever taught them No wonder Lucullus feels
a stranger. You won't deal too. harshly with hin? After all, he is a Roman
kni ght . "

"Not too harshly, no. Alittle fresh air."

"Poor Kay," Flavia nmused vaguely. "He does try so hard for those savages. Wy
did you shave your beard?"

"It's gone all white and rmakes nme | ook ninety."

"Vanity," she scoffed, holding out her goblet. "British vanity. You al ways

| ooked a prince, though you never dressed it until that very clever girl took
you in hand. Fill me up again, Artorius."

| poured more wine into the goblet and wapped a shawl around her bony

shoul ders. Al Flavia's plunmpness had deserted her in age. She ranbled now in
the wine m st that was her only confort.

"Kay has a talent for rule. He does, give himthat. Wwo was it revised the tax
structure for you when you were crowned? But. . . you had a genius for nen.
How oddly things turn out."

Fl avia plucked at nmy sleeve with thin fingers. "You never hated ne, did you?
You never grudged Kay his birthright?"

"The Dobunni never had a better prince," | said truthfully. "I would have had
themat ny throat in a year."

Fl avia settled back on her pillows, in control and pettish again. "I daresay.
Talent is always nore reliable than genius. A steady gl ow beside |ightning.
You' re dark nore often than brilliant, boy."

"Yes, so I'mtold."

"I nmean this nmess with Cuenevere."

"Let's not talk of that."

"Rot!" she said sharply. "I am a decade ol der than nmpost of the gods, that
gives me sonme privilege. Your wife is a fine ruler. Wat in hell is she doing
pent up when she's worth five of the
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best ministers you could find? Yes, yes, | know what she did, a hasty decision
per haps, but after all~"

"Mt her, | know who I am"

It caught her off guard. "What?"

"I know what | am Wiere | came from It answers a lot of things."

The news sil enced her. She | eaned over to set the goblet on her bed stand, but
her grasp slipped and the glass toppled to the floor

"Ch, is it broken? Artorius, | don't dare look. Is it broken? Ch, no."

| looked at it quickly and refilled the glass. "Good as new. "

She cl osed both hands tight around it with relief and reverence. "Just that



it's the last. Augustulus sent a set of six. They were exquisite. See how it
catches the light? Vortigemdrank fromone that day he came to the villa. \Wat
. what were you sayi ng?"

"Lucul lus brought Julia's letters. About Ygerna."

"Julia," she murmured. "Marvel ous wonman. Long-suffering, Cenerous." She fussed
at her shawl, suddenly tender. "I never held it against you, Arthur. Please
believe that."

"I know, nother."

Her eyes ravaged mine for assurance that | did truly know "Really?"

"No complaint. If I've lost Anbrosius fromthe famly tree, |'ve also pruned
Lucul lus. It's a distinct consolation."
"Just that Uther was my husband, and it—t hurt so rmuch. | was so frightened

bef ore he brought you hone, frightened what you'd look like. Silly of ne,
you're a big, fair ox like Uther's father. But | couldn't help hating her."
The rain began again, the cold downpour of |ate Decenber. Flavia's servants
cane in to latch the casements against the wind and poke up the brazier near
her bed.

"Wetched country!" she muttered, grabbing the shawl tighter. "Poor Kay,
having to canpaign in weather like this."

"Mt her, did you know Yger na?"

She answered w thout relish. "Yes, it was unavoi dable."

"Tell me."

Fl avi a dabbed daintily at her nouth with a napkin. "Anmbrosius' so-called niece
was a spoiled brat. No humlity and absolutely no nodesty. Unstable, but your
father found that attractive for a while."

The bitterness in her voice was old as a faded scar. Her nouth

curved in an arch smle. "And a positive gift for saying the right thing at
the wong tine. You renenber Caradoc, what a bore he was. Good man, but such a
trial with that Grail story. If we beard it once, we heard it a thousand
times. We could nmouth it along with him™

"Hi s daughter's much the same. Have you net her?"

"El eyne? No." Flavia sniffed. "If | arrange ny time carefully, | may never
have to. Well, anyway, we were all at a banquet given by Vortigern ..."

It seened Caradoc trotted out the venerable story again on this occasion when
Ygerna was a little drunk. She |istened quietly, chin on her hands, unti
Caradoc got to the part about the young female pilgrimand her | oosened robe.
Suddenly Ygena broke in with a nerry laugh. "My lords, | am nineteen years
old, and do nen lie when they call ne beautiful ?"

The table gallants assured her to the contrary.

"Then by all the gods and Caradoc's too," Ygerna vowed, "if | were undraped in
public, 1'd expect soneone to take passing note w thout the crockery

vani shing."

"The tabl e laughed for a quarter hour. Caradoc never spoke to your nother
again." Flavia's afterthought carried delicate venom "She had all the luck."
| leaned over, laughing, to hug her. "Flavia Marcella, one nore enperor is
your sl ave."

"Ch, you big ruffian. There now, | |ove you too." She pecked ny cheek. "And
where's ny supper, dam those people! Artorius, tell themto bring hot bricks,
nmy feet are blue. Wiy have | lived in this niserable country all my |ife?"
The curtain thrust aside. Kay clunped into the bower, wet and shivering-
"Filthy night."

He bent dutifully to kiss Flavia, stripping off the sodden cl oak. "W heard
you all the way to the scullery, mum Your supper's coning."

| asked himif his nessengers were gone north.

"An hour ago. Bedwyr says the combrogi are seeing to their gear and horses.
They' Il be ready."

"When nmust you go?" Flavia asked us.

"At first light," | said.

She held out a hand to each of us. "It has been so long since | had both of
you under one roof, and here you go dashing off again. Oh, such tines,



everyone runni ng, nothing permanent. in such weather."

272

Firelord

| kissed her hand. "Mael gwyn and Lancel ot expect us. If Cerdic gets there
first, they'Il take an awful pounding."

She dropped ny hand but held on to Kay like life itself. "WII you send word
every day?"

"Every day," he prom sed. "By the post riders."

"Where nust you go?" she pressed. "How far away?"

| handed Flavia her goblet. "Not far, just to Badon."
"Where is that?"

Kay grinned. "Nowhere really, num Just a silly big hil!
Fl avi a gasped suddenly. "Look!"

She held the goblet close to a lanp. "It is cracked. Look, a thin, thin |line,
but it goes all the way down. Look at it!"

She peered up at us in anguish, the sudden tears blurring her eyes. "U was the
| ast. Augustulus sent me six, and this was the last. And it's cracked."

W hovered on either side of the old woman, trying to soothe her, saying it
was not hing, just a glass, when it was really so nuch, and Fl avia hugged t he
forever-flawed glass to her breast and cried with despair bottonl ess as a
child's.

"It was the |ast
King of a Hundred Battles

You don't know misery until you've pushed yourself and horses through w nter
rain driven by a relentless east wnd. ! had planned originally to rai se Badon
in a day and a half. Wth the hanpering nuck underfoot and waiting for the nen
from Severn, we took three |ong, sodden days.

And Cerdic was there already.

Even now it's hard to believe he could do it. His entire force was infantry.
He nust have marched them cl ear through two nights with only short rest. A
clever man with iron nmen behind him Mael gwn said they cane on the field and
stormed the hill with no rest at al!. But then Badon was Cerdic's ultinmate
ganble. He wouldn't commit everything and then cripple it with half neasures.
The rain limted visibility, but as we watched the enbattled hill froma

m | e-di stant pronontory, we knew how | ate we were. Badon was under heavy
attack, the fower defenses perhaps already breached, we couldn't tell. W
expected to be outnunbered, but the juggernaut on the plain stunned us for its
si ze.

"Ten thousand,"” Gawai n whi spered.

"Mre," said Gareth. "A deal nore.”

"I once saw sone ants find a bit of pastry at the scullery door,"'
commented grimy. "Thai's what they |look like. Hungry ants."
"Well, | nmade confession before we left," Bedivere consoled hinmself. "But | do
wish | hadn't rushed it."

Gawai n said urgently, "Let's charge them now "

"I"'mfor that," Kay agreed through chattering teeth. "The only way to get
warm "
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"Wagons!" Gareth said suddenly.

W stared at him

Gareth jiggled with his inspiration. "That's it, high king! The wagons for the
carrying of food. He can't have many yet. Can he push oxen so fast as running
men? Nay, he cannot. And if that's so, are not nost of them straggled out from
here to Wnchester?"

| beaned at him The secret of being a brilliant general is to have nen like
Gareth. "You're ny eyes, then. Get down close as you can, circle the hill. And

Kay



.count his wagons."

Gawai n wat ched hi m depart, grunbling. "Wat he can see, indeed? What's to see
but a pocky lot of foreigners? Wiy wait?"

| didn't bother explaining. "Your grace, will you see to your nen?'

H s craggy face broke into a sudden, warmsnile. "A long tine since Eburacum
Arthur. Remenber what a clout of fools we were then?"

"You were brave ones, though."

"Haggl i ng over who was to be first, as if soneone night think we were afraid."
--  "If | renenber right, Gawain, it's Orkney's turn."

The King of Orkney brightened. "So it is. And to think ny brother nissed it.
Ah, well, did he not have his chance?"

"That he did." But somehow | couldn't grieve for Agrivaine' s nisfortune.

Take a wide disk and lay three disks over it, each snaller than the |ast, and
you have the shape of Munt Badon. The hill is not terribly high but consists
of four separate rings of defense all round with the inner redoubt at the top
each level ramparted with og and stone. There are tinber halls at the top to
shelter men and horses; narrow causeways join the levels to one another

The earthworks were there before Caesar came and were perhaps used to repel
him Wen Anbrosius refortified it, he added little beyond the halls and
cleaning off the levels. The hill itself is the fort. To take it, infantry
must fight upward, |evel by level, as Cerdic no doubt planned to do.

But his nen were tired as mne. They'd have to rest. They had to eat.
Decision: we could stay in his rear, make himsplit his force, but how far can
a thousand horse push six tines their nunber? Lancel ot nay have done it wth
ei ghteen men, but | suspect he

was opposed by untrai ned, poorly arned troops w thout cohesive strategy or

| eader shi p. Agai nst the sheer weight of Cerdic's disciplined force, | could
only push themindecisively one way or another, |ike shoveling sand in a
desert.

And we were too vul nerable on the open plain. Cavalry is form dable in attack,
hel pl ess when it rests. They sel dom have tinme or equi pment to dig defenses,
and it's very hard to explain to an exhausted horse why there is no food or
rest, and ours badly needed bot h.

W woul d smash through to the fort and then attack fromit, rested and fed.
Except for the conmbrogi who would do what Vortigern dreaned themfor, |led by
the man bomfor it.

| formed my force in a wedge, Okney first, a squadron wi de at the head, the
rest fanned out behind. Wile we waited for Gareth, | splashed through the
cursing ranks as they mlled into formati on and then draped bl ankets over
their nounts and rested between the beasts' |egs, whetstoning razor points to
their |ance heads.

Waiting was worst. The rain soaked through everything, cloaks, mil and
clothing, and then to our shuddering, clamy skins. After three days of this,
we felt as if we'd never been warmor dry in our l|ives.

"WIIl it never stop?"

The irritation rose froma mound of danp m sery under a cloak and severa

bl anket s.

"Ah, Luculius! Ready to ride?"

He poked his head out and glared at me. The cow of his mail was pushed back
and sorme of the dye had soaked out of his hair, revealing a few white ones

i ke pariahs anmong the bl ack

"You're a hard man, Artorius."

"One way or another, what we do here today will change a |l ot of tonorrows. You
can tell your children you sawit.".

Luculius wiped the rain fromhis dripping nose. "My son is an Augustini an nmonk
and far too lofty to care. Tedi ous boy, but nen his nother was a Gaul ."

"You saw service in Gaul ?"

"As in this case, quite unwillingly. The court sent ne with letters to

Si doni us of Auvergne. The Goths surrounded us as soon as | arrived.'' ; " So
you fought with Ecdicius?"



Where nost nmen woul d be proud, the Epicurean Luculius was annoyed. "One of
the tiresonmely i mortal eighteen
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"Cousi n, you astonish nel"

"And myself. | have always resisted heroismwith all the noral fiber of ny
bei ng. "

"Why, when it's usually just dumb tuck?"

Lucul l us explained with the patience of a tutor. "It gets you killed, and

death inpairs the senses that are our only perception of existence. If | rnust
die, let it be at the age of ninety-five, slightly drunk on a rare vintage,
the best lines of Catullus beating in ny head and a beautiful body taking ny
| ast | ove-cry to Venus."

| said, "That's not the worst way to go."

He snuffled wetly. "Nor the best, perhaps. But it's |eagues ahead of this."
"Artos!"

Bedi ver e bounded down the line of men, |egs scissoring wi de over deep pool s of
rain. "Careth's back."

"Good. Pass the word: Kay, Gawain and all commanders neet ne forward."

Wth the commanders huddl ed around him Gareth rendered his report, using his
round bl ue-and-gold shield for illustration. The hill was totally surrounded
and under continual attack. The first |level was hard pressed but hol ding,
manned by stone sling-ers and Mael gwn's archers. Hi s catapults were playing
merry hob with the heathens, but they kept com ng. Cerdic had enough nen that
he could rest themin shifts, retiring one to the rear while another cane

f orwar d.

"How many wagons, Gareth?"

He struck his hands together with relish. "Scarce half a dozen, sir, east of
the hill. It's as we guessed. He ieft themto catch up as best they could."

| wal ked away alone to a vantage point on the slope where | could see al
Badon and the nmile of nmuck we nust flounder across. Under the rain canme the

other dull, unceasing roar
Wll, Cerdic, here we are. Committed. Al of you and all of
us.

| trudged back through the rain to where nmy conmanders hunched agai nst the
downpour, disconsol ate as grounded birds.

"We're going into the fort. The mud will slow us down, but keep moving. Anyone
who stops is dead. Gareth!™

"“Sir."

"Detach the conbrogi and destroy those six wagons. Then ride east after the
others, no matter how many or how far. | don't want one stinking nmouthful of

food to reach Cerdic."

"

Kay protested. "We're too bloody few al ready. Take out the conbrogi and we're
scarce seven hundred. "

"But we'll be warmand fed, Kay. They'll shiver and starve. Wo'll feel nore
like fighting then? My lords, to your men. Bedivere, advance the dragon to the
front of our line."

They all noved out to execute their orders. | hooked Gareth's armand drew him
apart. "Leinsterman, it's a long cold ride |I've given you. Orders clear?"

H s nmonkey face peered up at me out of the cow. "Like crystal, high king. No
food to Badon."

"When you get back, don't try to make the hil!
Gareth's nouth dropped open. "But, Mther of God, sir, we'll be half frozen."
"Don't try to make the hill. Stay in his rear, keep noving. \Werever he's
weakest, hit himand run. No pitched fights, you understand?"

Gareth smiled ruefully. "Sir, is mat a warning for a man within a finger's
width of fifty and a worrying wife at honme?"



I took himby the shoulders. "You're the best. |I'mcounting on you. Every hour
we keep him from Badon, he gets hungrier for food that won't come. It's you
who' Il win this battle.”

"I'f I don't freeze." He | ooked away across the plain toward Badon and beyond.
The weat her woul d be his nobst renorsel ess eneny. "Rhian, now. |s she not one
for the taking of notions? It's been thirty years in the sweeting' s head that
| catch cold easily. And here I'mout three days in Noah's own flood and not
a. sniffle.”

"Stay out of wet drafts, Gareth. W wouldn't want you to go hone ill."

"We'd never hear the end of mat."

"Take them out, Lord Gareth."

* He saluted in the old alae fashion, hand to his shoulder. "God with you,
sir."

. Bedi vere had ny horse ready at the head of Gawain's O kney nen. | nounted
and sat for a noment watching the conbrogi file by twos down the hill after
Gar et h.

Behind me, | ances raised |like a deadly forest, the seven hundred O kney and
Dobunni awaited ny order. | stood erect hi the stirrups, glancing back at
Gawai n.

v "It's a sorry Yule |I've brought you, but I"'mglad you're jiere."

"And a happy Christmas to you, Arthur!™

" For war d—
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"Orkney squadrons, fo-wtui—=

"Debunni, forward—=

My arm cane down. "Ho!"

And so it began. W had a mile of mud to cross and kept the pace easy, saving
the horses for the final run to the causeway. Cerdic was well prepared. Two
files of nen ran out toward us to forma wedge of shields. Behind them nore
spear men broke off fromthe attack and turned to face us, a wedge facing a
wedge. The deeper in we got, the thicker they'd be. The | ethal wedge waited,
spined with spears above and nore below to thrust out between the I egs of the
shi el d- bearers.

| let up alittle on the rein. W were still far, still at half normal speed
because of the nud, struggling to keep formation as the di stance narrowed.
Bedi vere rode without | ance, guiding the horse with practiced knees, dragon
banner in his shielded hand, sword in the other. He vented a sibilant curse on
the stones and arrows still flying fromthe fort.

"Hold off, hold off, damm it! Artos, they'll hit us if they don't

stop.”

But Mael gwyn knew his tine. Al npst as Bedivere said it the mssiles ceased to
fly.

"Couch | ances!"

The forest behind ne bent as under a wi nd.

W |let out the horses to spend their last. The whole lunbering tide of us
rippled forward Iike a wind-stirred wave, but not fast enough, nor near fast
enough. | roweled ny mount's flanks, keeping nmy |ance centered on the point of
the shield wedge. Toy figures grew taller, doll heads becane | eather-and-iron
hel mets over hard eyes. Bedivere raised his sword—and then we hit them

The shield wall buckled, but it slowed us. | kept the |lance forward until sone
t hought ful Saxon splintered it with a war ax, then drew ny sword and began to
hack at the men crowdi ng about nme, shield high against the vicious throw ng
axes.

Then they seenmed to nelt in front of us. | kicked the horse to greater
speed—Stay cl ose, Bedwyr"—and the point of our wedge surged forward. A few
spear s whi spered over ne, one carom ng off my sword bl ade as an ax grazed ny
shield. Another rank of men broke over us, nen with shaven heads and no



weapons but small round shields and short swords.

"Berserks, Artos, watch out. Get away, you—

Bedi vere's | ean body went flat along the horse's neck as the

berserkers snatched at him W bucked and ki cked, using not onJy swords but

hi gh-fashi ng hoofs that cleared themfromour front and rear as our bl ades cut
at the flanks.

Clear again for the noment, we shot forward into a triple line of shields that
waited until the | ast nonent and then suddenly appeared to quail, faltering
open to let us plunge through. Yes, Cerdic was ready for us. He'd | earned al
the I essons with ne at Eburacum and afterward. Across our path, too near to
avoid, three staggered |ines of needl e-sharp tinber stakes protruded fromthe
ground to take our horses in the chest and belly.

| yanked savagely at the bit to pull nmy horse aside. The nen behind, able to
dodge the stakes, were still slowed enough for the waiting Saxons to | eap and
pull sonme fromthe saddle. My own nount took a long, ugly rip along its flank
stunbling under me as | pushed it faster through the yelling, close-crowding
nmen.

The causeway lay only a hundred yards ahead.

The horse faltered, lost its gait. | punished it for the |ast few yards.

Bedi vere's sword streaked on ny left, then | had to guard nyself, parrying,

ki cking hard at the snaggy bear of a nan who clutched at ny leg, and then I
was free and staggering on a Wod-soaked horse toward the causeway, Bedivere
cl ose behi nd.

"Don't stop, Artos!"

| tasted the last of sticky saliva in ny dry nmouth, realized |I'd been
screaming all the time. Faces blurred past ne as | struggled up the narrow
road, level on level, past the cheering nen and catapults, then there were
Cat uvel  aun and Dyfneint knights mlling around nme. | caught a glinpse of old
Mael gwn running, arms out to ne, then nmy horse gave a sort of retching cough
and crunpl ed, sprawling me face down in deep nud.

More wi nded than hurt, | feit someone turn me over, lift me in thick arns as |
spat out a pound of Britain and nmy horsenen thundered past into the redoubt.
Mael gwn hugged ne. "Kings have come nore dignified, but none nore wel cone."
" Bedi ver e?"

He was at ny side, breathing hard. "Here, Artos. Right as rain."

"Damed horse just fell."

"Just died, you nmean." Bedivere jerked his head at the tw tching carcass. "I

still don't believe it. Carried you up this with its stomach trailing out.
Those bl oody stakes. The nen ldn't st°P- Like neat on a spit, they couldn't
stop.”

"Where's Gawai n?"
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"Made it right enough,” Mael gwn said.

"Where's Kay?" | rose, holding on to Bedivere. "Were's ny brother?"

"Just coming in. There he is."

"Condi tion, Mel gwn?"

The old prince was haggard and red-eyed. "Pressed but holding all round.
Lancelot's down with the archers on the first level. No rest, no rest at all
Too ruttin' many of 'em They just keep coning.”

I lurched away fromthemto intercept the horseman who staggered abreast of ne
on a wounded horse and sinply fell out of the saddle into ny arns, all bared
teeth, nmud and battl e-madness.

"Bastard. Bastard . "

"Easy, Kay."

Bl ind, deaf, he struggled futilely to draw his sword agai nst nothing. "Bastard
| slapped him not hard, but it stung. "Stop."

Kay shuddered; his eyes focused on ne. "Half . . . half nmy nmen, "torius."

"But we nade it."



"No, the dear good men and the fine nmounts ..
"Meat on a spit," Bedivere hissed.

| whirled on him "Shut up, just shut up. Mael gwn, we need hot food and a
warmfire. Cone, Kay. See to your men. W're here, we nade it. W' ve cone

t hr ough. "

He wept softly. "AJ1 the good nen, 'torius."

| pushed myself the last few steps toward the nost beautiful sight in the
world, a tinber hall that would have a roaring fire an<® sonething hot to put
in my stomach, opened the door, dragged to the firepit and fl opped down by its
heavenly warmh. Only gradually did | stop shivering and blinking against rain
that was no longer driving into my face.

Mael gwn said none of them had slept much for two days. Lancel ot |ooked it
when he clunped up to the fire, shaking nud from sodden boots. H's square face
was filthy and unshaven, aged with fatigue,

"Cerdic's breaking off," he said. "Too dark."

"Lancel ot. Thanks for catching Lucullus' letter."

No response. It was clear he had nothing to say to ne.

"W brought himalong to share the fun."

There is, alas, no hunor in Anceltius Falco, not even a grimone. "Bedivere's
tallied your |osses."
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"Hi story repeats. You brought it at Eburacum"”

"Yes." He would renmenber the day Guenevere first spoke to him "Were is she,
Art hur?"

"Better off than we are."

"What will you do with her?"

My,turn to be testy. "I don't know, don't ask ne now. |'ve ridden three days,
I"'mtired."

"1 neant it, Arthur. Wen this is done, so are we."

"Cerdic may do it for us."

"Yes."

"How many did | |ose?"

"An hundred and thirty-five."

Too many, far too many for one charge. We didn't have nen to spend l|ike that.
"Dobunni took the worst," Lancel ot added. "Sl owed down by ne nmen in front when
you reached the stakes. Surrounded."

"I see.”

One by one, ny captains dragged into the hall and slouched to die fire,
sheddi ng cl oaks, wet mail and sword belts until we were a circle of half naked
scarecrows around the mracul ous warnth. The nud spattered over their

bl ue-1i pped faces ended where the edge of the mail cowl ing had covered them

| eaving rounded life-nmasks of mire until they smeared it, rubbing with stiff

fingers. Bedivere discovered a cut on his right hand, l|icking absently at the
raw fl esh.

My brother breathed harshly, a sound somewhere between shudder and sob. "Is
there . . . soneone got sonething to drink?"

No one noved or spoke. My brain was tired as the rest of me, but tried to
focus on Gareth, wondering where he was. It took a . long tine.

"We'll nove at first light," | told the captains. Still none of them noved,

staring into the fire and listening to the fading din of battle as if they
al ready heard it building again.

'T On ny order, Bedivere and | were roused two hours before % light. He
was to summon ny caval ry conmanders. <v; "Have them here in an hour, soon
as they've eaten. 1'"'mgoing <f to get the feel of this hill."

*.;$_£" *_ %

"Cadgi ng a mug of soup fromthe cooks, | left the hall to feel cold east wi nd
in my face. The rain had |l essened to fine ele that cleared ny head with its
mllion tiny stings.

282



Firelord
King of a Hundred Battles

283
From the dark heights, | saw how we were encircled by Cerdic's fires w nking
in an unbroken band around the base of Badon hill. | started down the south

causeway, passing our own fires here and there between the catapults, some nen
drowsi ng, others huddled in bl ankets around the sputtering flames or perched
on piles of catapult stones. A few chall enged ne.

"Who's therel™

""H e enperor.”

"Who?"

"Arthur."

"Ch! God give you good day, sir!"

The battered first |evel was manned by Mael gwyn's archers and stone slingers,
nost of themstill asleep, a few carefully greasing their bows against the
danpness or flexing nunbed feet in the nud.

"Ten thousand fonicatin' angels!”

| halted by the colorfully blasphemous young archer sil houetted agai nst the
small fire as he held an arrow shaft over the flane, cramm ng a world of

di sgust into the word. "Warped."

Anot her voice rose sourly froma pile of blankets. "Wat's thee hope in such
wet ?"

"Perfection," said the archer calmy, turning the shaft expertly over the
flame, bending, inspecting, straightening little by little.

"What's your name, archer?"

He barely | ooked up at nme. "Dafydd."

"As in the Bible."

"There now, there, stra-a-a-ight, you bugger,"” he crooned over the inperfect
shaft. "Aye, Philistines enough, but no Goliath yet."

"You sound like the north. What's a Parisi doing here?"

"Damed if | know the shape of that." Dafydd sighted along the shaft, replaced
it and began to worry at another. "There was |, harping at Mael gwyn's board
when the war comes boonin' across ny day like a discord.” He shrugged, cocky.
"So | came along. Prince Mael gwn's a generous nman and shoul d have one harp
worthy of the nane."

| offered him sone of ny steam ng soup. He accepted it eagerly.

"That's good, thanks."

"A bard, no less of a man?"

In the firelight his young profile stood out sharp and strong. He reached down
into a heavy sheepskin bag at his feet and drew

forth a polished harp. H's hands caressed its wood and strings pe old | overs.
"Not a bard, no. My da, now he was one. Or so numsaid. Not that she'd lie,
m nd, but she was known to bruise truth sunmiat. There's fewleft with
bard-skill and the thousand verses that nust be learned. | play a bit. You get
a feel for it like the -drawing of a bow. "

"Davy-bach," another voice chuckled out of the near dark, "while you're
gawpin', give us a hint of that cup."

"That | cannot, it's his."

"Cone round and share,”" | invited them The hooded shadows crowded in around
us, young nen with bows slung over their broad shoul ders. One | ooked cl osely
at me across the fire and went rigid.

"Snap to, it's the king."

"What ? Ch bl oody Chri—=

They woul d have knelt, but | stopped them "Easy, easy, not in this nuck. Pass
the cup round, Davy."

"Thank y'sir."

"God save the Enperor of Britain!"

"God save King Arthur!" Dafydd toasted with the nmug. "It has a better ring for
rhyne. "

| felt a liking for young Dafydd. Hi s bunptiousness held no 'insolence, only



the high, thoughtless spirits Bedivere and | knew once. "You a harper and
can't find a rhyme for enperor?"
Daf ydd si pped at the nug when it cane back to him "If | could, I'd be the

first. Let's see ... enperor."”
The other men shared the cup gratefully, a little enbarrassed
by my presence. Partly to relieve it, | clinbed up on the |og

par apet and | ooked out across the fire-sown dark. Sone of

Cerdic's fires were very close to this lower level. W mght talk

.to each other.

Then a scrabble and grunt close by as young Davy clinbed up beside ne.
"Tenperer. Tenperer, that's it, ny lord."

"What's what ?"

"Why, the rhyne for enperor.”

"That's not a word, Davy-bach."

.., "lt's not?" The poet's dismay, then the true creator's answer. "~ Well, it
shoul d be. "

$5 Wil e he spoke his eyes never left the nearest Saxon fire. A noved across
the Iight and back again, then paused. Wth : skill, Dafydd fined a shaft to
his bow, drew to the head
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and | oosed. Down by the fire, surprised curses went up like flushed birds. My
archer grinned white in the gl oom

"I do that now and again, sir. Keeps ny spirits up and theirs down."

"Ever hit themin this dark?"

"Ah, who knows? Cone light, they go down |ike wheat. We get sick of the
sight." The cockiness deserted himfor a nonment. "But still they cone."
"Listen." Fromthe plain below | heard a nuffled, rustling jingle, the sound
of large nunbers of nen shuffling into position. Dafydd said grimy, "CGetting
an early start, sir."

| cupped both hands to my nmouth. "Cerdic!"

"He wouldn't be so close, sir. Back taking his ease, that sort of style."
"He's been up this hour like ne. Ay, Cerdic! You there?"

A pause; then, over the rustle of nmoving nmen we heard a loud rattling, the
sound of spears and swords cl ashed rapidly agai nst

shi el ds.

"There's someone of note out there," | told Dafydd. "Thane or earl. That's how
they honor their |eaders."

"Noi sy sods, aren't they?"

The clear, vibrant voice came suddenly out of the dark. "Good norning,
Arthur."

"Cerdic?"

The voice was full of careless good hunmor. "Yes. Horrible

hour to be up."

Daf ydd nmuttered savagely, fitting another arrow "Just a gleamnore |ight,

just one. | could pick himlike a cherry."
"W were just breakfasting," | called. "Thought 1'd nod in."
"Good of you," Cerdic returned. "Looks |ike better weather."

"Col der."
"We're used to it."
A rapid exchange in Saxon gutturals and a burst of rough | aughter.

"Arthur, we regret killing so many good horses. It's the best part of a
British lord."

Daf ydd how ed, "Bugger off!" and my men roared behind the rampart, throwing a
few sentinents of their own. | waited for quiet so Cerdic could hear every
wor d.

"You'd better eat them boyo. They're all you' re going to eat besides nud."
He didn't have a ready answer for that. | added with honeyed malice, "Getting



hungry, Cerdic?"

"Not yet, thank you."

"Well, breakfast is cooling. Till we neet, boyo."

"Till then, Arthur."”

W junped down fromthe ranmpart to warm our hands at the fire while Davy
preened for his conrades.

"I'magi ne ne, lads: up on the ranp nattering away with bl oody Cerdic hinself.
Oh, | gave himsumi at. Hear ne?"

"I caught every word of him" one of the men wondered. "Not half the proper
Brit, is he?"

"That's just what he is, half," | said. "And a fine prince."

Daf ydd gaped. "That trash?"

"Never knew better."

He was shocked as if |I'd confessed a famly of congenital idiots. "I thought
you were just having himon, sir. But you know hi nP"

"And wi sh he were on ny side. The trouble is, the man wants to wal k where
you' re standing. And you were here first, Davy-bach."

At the first gleamof light in the east, our cavalry filed down the two
causeways, Lancelot with his Dyfneinters, Kay and Gawain with me. W would
operate separately with a single plan: drive through to Cerdic's rear, then
prow the fringes of the voracious ant-arny in tight formations, darting in
and out with the sane tactics that drove himinto the water at Eburacum This
way we peeled himlike an onion while he could never exert full pressure on
the hill.

That reads well; the military historian can diagramit neatly, the bard
conjures flying squadrons as they batter into the shield-1ocked ranks:

One bl ade out of many bl ades, Great scythe of Arthur and Gawai n, Even sl ain,
they slew as they fell

It is neither precise as the one nor lyrical as the other, but give .it a try.
You are King of Britain and | eading trained cavalry. Forty-five years ol d;
still hard and strong, but the Hf e-or-death dance of war takes your nuscles an
eye-blink | onger than before (pd you pay nore for it afterward. Couched under
your right arm

an ashwood | ance ten feet long with a needle point. On your
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left armis a heavy shield of bull-hide stretched over wood, bronze-bossed and
rimred with iron

You charge in line, hoping that line will stay intact, praying you won't go
down with the next rank too cl ose behind, because you'll be crushed or caught
by the ninbl e Saxons who dodge between the horses to drag men out of the
saddl e.

You have a nonment before the |ance strikes a shield, one nonment when
everything seens frozen still and you can see with heightened clarity every
detail of the death in front of you: shields |ocked under cold eyes, cone

hel mets with di e broad nose guard that makes the wearer | ook renote and

i nhuman. You see the spears and the stakes suddenly thrust out from behind the
shields like a wol f baring fangs.

At the last nmonment you brace yourself forward against the collision, head
ducked in behind your shield, and then you hit with the conposite shock of
war—tortured wood and iron, jarred sinew and the scream of netal on netal, the
expl osive grunt of men sl anmed together |ike brutal |overs.

The Iine of shields buckles and gives. For a nmurderous instant, you feel |ike
pl ungi ng on through, but that's folly. Your knees transmit their nmessage to
the trai ned horse and you swi ng aside, already feeling the runble of the
second |ine behind you coming to hit them again, and you'd dammed wel | better
be out of the way or becone part of the | andscape. But that's for green boys,
begi nners. You've been too long at this and you dance cl ear of the carnage as
t he second |ine goes in.

But there's four of them dashing out at you from one side—Jesu, where did



they come from-at you, precious nortal flesh, you. Too close for you to get up
any nomentumin the hoof-sucking mud, and as you tighten rein for quicker
control, you alnost feel their unstoppabl e determ nation. They' re going to
kill you. Bleeding, cold, starved or crippled, they're going to kill you.

You stop thinking and let your nuscles react. You back the horse craftily,
apparently unsure, as if you're boxed, drawing them further and further out of
their ranks. The vicious pleasure gleans in their eyes when they realize

t hey' ve got you

"Artur! Ha, Artur!"

And now they're unprotected, too far out and know it too |late as the rider
hurtl es down on them sword raised |ike an archangel's vengeance before it
whirs through fl esh and bone.

"Back to the line, Artos. I'Il cover you!"

Qut of the chaos ne line forns again. You lift in the stirrups for all to see:
you still iive and while you do, so does Britain.

King of a Hundred Battles

287

Your arm comes down. The great scythe whistles forward again. And again.

The rain falls, nmen fall. Again. And ail through this, all through the
screamng welter of fear and rage and agony petrified inside seconds |ike
flies in anmber that will be renenbered in troubled dreanms, you ride an ani mal
nortal as you but, for all its endurance, remarkably stupid. As you execute
the noverments refined by a lifetine of training and intelligence, the brute
under you may lose its footing at any nonent or be hanstrung by a . darting
sword, may blunder into one of the nyriad holes dug for the stakes that took
so many of your nen

St akes, where are they?

Then you know. the next time you hit, the stakes are thrust out suddenly,

foll owed by an aval anche of spears. The horses go down; you don't | ook, don't
want to recognize the nen al ready good as dead on the ground. You swi ng the
brute under you, kick clear, slash with the sword, dance away. Back to the
reforming line. Your arm goes up—Forward!"—and you dash in again. This tine
you're ready and wary for stakes or spears behind that shield-wall. But not
for what happens. The wall opens suddenly and | ets you through, and com ng at
you i s another wall of |ong stakes, each driven by two | eg-churning,

| ong-haired men while two running files of them snake out al ong your fl anks.
"Artos, they're getting round us!"

But the stake is conming dead at you to take the guts out of your |aboring
horse. You swerve-at the | ast second and take half the head off one of the
carriers as too many horses go scream ng down into the nud, and screani ng nen,
too, but you are free again, gasping, bent forward over the .pungent foam on
your horse's neck, |ooking desperately for the center of your line if there is
one.

"Ri ght wheel !'"

And as the Saxons cl ose ranks again, you' re moving once nore beyond their rear
i ke wol ves around a flock, |ooking for another weak spot, another opening.
There's an easier way to imagine all this. Put a ten-pound weight in either
hand and run three mles. Take care to select only nuddy ground and be sure to
| ose your bal ance and stunbl e dangerously on the edge of a hole now and then
Have sonmeone run al ongside to yank at the weights regularly, yelling all the
time. Imagine the whole three mtes that the next instant may never cone for

you at all. At the end, fall down between two
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men that you may or may not know, one crying and vonmiting at the sane

ti me—very hard on the stonmach—the other with no stomach left to vonmit from
Then get up and do it all again.

One | ast condition. Know, as your brother helps you up to start the horrible
dance again, that it was nostly for nothing as his hoarse voice gasps in your
ear, "Didn't stop them They're taking the first level. Look at them™



For all you've done, the ants are still noving on the hill, and the first

| evel can never hold.

W pull ed back to a good di stance behind Cerdic's rear so that we could hit
himwi th as much speed as possible. The horsenen linped into formation behi nd
Kay or Gawai n, bal ky and nean as tired children. Bedivere was unhurt, but
there was no fight left in him He grimced at the | eaden sky.

"Going to rain again."

| snarled, "Wat else would it do?"

"I wonder how Lancel ot managed."

"How di d we?"
He only stared back at ny trucul ence.
"That's how we nmanaged." | twisted in the saddle to glare back at Gawain. The

bul k of himand his mount were one vast corpus of msery, blood on the horse's
shoul der, blood on Gawain's leg and in his beard.

"Got to go in quick,” | shouted. "They're losing the first level.".

"Do | not have eyes?" Gawain grated, rubbed raw hinself. "Don't tell nme it's
lost. | can see it's lost!"

| hauled erect in the stirrups, a weary ton raising a hacked and bl unted
sword. "Forward—=

"Orkney, forwa—for Christ's sake, straighten that [ine* What is it | lead, a
cl out of wounded nuns? For-ward—

"Dobunni, for-ward—"

Once more we staggered toward the juggernaut. Once nore the |unbering charge,
t he shock and tearing through, and then we swept up the causeway through a
rain of stones and axes fromthe captured first level, on to the second where
men cursed and oxen strained to drag the heavy catapults higher to the third.
The causeway was crowded wi th doubl e-burdened nen as we clattered in, al
carrying bundl es of shafts and a catapult stone under each arm still able to
| augh as they trudged through
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pelting rain. Vital men of a youth that war requires, for whomage is stil
too far to see clearly and death uni magi nabl e even when it happens next to
you.

| reined aside, disnpbunted and gave my horse into Bedivere' s keepi ng—Go on,
"Il stay here"—then perched on a tinber to one side, |ooking back past the

| aboring men to the plain below where, in Cerdic's rear, men ran to collect in
busy little clunps too distant for me to discern their purpose.

"Ay, Dafydd!"

He bobbed toward nme, |oaded down |like the rest, the harp bag swi nging on his
side. "And a fine day to ny king, sir."

"Tired, Davy-bach?"

In daylight, the young harper had a wide white grin and eyes that | ooked out
in sardonic comment on a world full of nmusic and only a little too serious for
its own good.

"Not a whit, great king." He wi ped his face, sweaty despite the cold, flinging
his armout at a world thick with Saxons. "But they don't know when they're
beaten. "

"Let's teach them™

"Wn't we just, now "

| pointed out over the plain. "You ve an archer's eye. That lot in the rear
what are they about ?"

Daf ydd shi el ded his narrowed eyes. "It |ooks |like—eh nmy! Yes, it |ooks like
they're cutting up your downed horses, sir."

Time, that was the piece to nove on the board now. G ve Cerdic no hope but
cold waiting and hunger and then Gareth on his back. Wile we held on. W had
to hold on.

The Saxons lost no tinme in filling the first level. |I found Mael gwn wat chi ng
them anxi ously froma catapult platform

"Can't let themtake any nore ground, Arthur. \W've scarce roomto nove now. "



"Tell your archers to keep sniping. Were's Lancel ot ?"

"Caught a nasty one. Went to rest while he'd tine."

The tinber hall was crowded wi th wounded now. | picked ny way through them
passing a word and a joke with some, then pushed aside the heavy curtain that
separated Lancelot's tiny bower fromthe main chanber. My lord-nilite hul ked
on a low stool, clunmsily westling the mail shirt over his head with one good
arm

"Here, I'll doit. Hold still."

Stripped to his thick waist, Ancellius Falco | ooked like an
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agi ng, battered bull, once-powerful nuscles blurred to shape-I|essness. The
heavy chest and shoul ders, crinkly with whitish hairs, no longer rippled with
excess power but sagged with the toll of their exertion. Fleetingly | inagined
that body covering Oaen's, surprised that the thought could still carry a
pang, however faint.

"I"'mglad you're back," 1 greeted him "How many did you | ose?"

Sharply, out of his exhaustion. "Too nmany."

"That's not a nunber."

"Thirty, thirty-five, | don't know. I'Ill count later." The words were barbed
wi th aggression. | knew thai tone. It wanted to hurt something back for the
pain it suffered.

"Gve nme your arm"

The wound was short but deep, the work of a throwing ax. It bruised the whole
forearm Lancel ot reached unsteadily to the small dish that held a

greeni sh-yel |l ow sal ve of chicken fat and decayed hyssop. He gobbed a bit on
shaking fingers and tried to work it into his right arm

| knelt beside him "Here, let ne."

He subnmitted, hostility rising fromhimlike rank sweat. "Howis it our
val i ant enperor has no wound?"

"Lucullus said he'd like to live to ninety-five. Down on the field it seened
an attractive idea."

"Cbvi ously."

"I'I'l be honorable tonorrow "

"Or surely the day after.”

The naked scorn was a neasure of his fatigue. Wirn to the quick now and al ways
frustrated, Lancelot wanted to fight sonething, nostly ne.

"Always in conmand, Arthur."

I went on working over his arm

"I"ve always marvel ed at your |ack of doubt," he probed. "No, it's nore than
that. No consciousness of sin or error, like a nan who never bathes because he
t hi nks he never gets dirty."

| rubbed nore salve into the wound. If our confrontation was to be here and
now, then so be it. Even controlled and honorable nen |ike Lancel ot needed an
accounting sonetinme, and they may pick their own noment.

"Way in God's name did she marry you? Wiy you when | coul d have been happy al
my life with nothing but her? She proved that, she said as much. | |oved her
when you were stil
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running the moors with your Pict woman. | |oved her even then."
"Purely and perfectly, |like your Grail. Bandages?"

"Over there." Lancelot hissed inirritation. "Stinking rain, it never stops.”

| uncoiled the linen dressing. "How s Lucul | us?"

"Alive," he retorted flatly. "That lily, | thought he'd be the first to fall,
but he was always a survivor. Like you."

"W're a happy breed."

"If survival means that nuch.”

| started to bandage his arm feeling ny own irritation rise. "Honor should be
on the inside, not an iron shirt. A man can't grow that way."



That grated himeven nore. "Good King Arthur, always sure and strong. Then why
did she conme to nme?"

"I don't know, Lancelot, except that we all sonmehow get what we deserve. You
got Eleyne. Gmven and | are so alike, good at rule, clever with words, shrewd
with people. So stuffed with talents, the love got mslaid |ike sonething we
just put down a thought ago and can't renenber where. Don't ask for reasons.
W' ve al ways had the whole Christly ness in bed with us. It getscrowded."

tied off the bandage. "There, you're w apped."

Lancel ot haul ed a bl anket over his shoulders. "You only know her as a queen
and consort. To ne she was a woman."

"That surprised you?"

"CGentle and yielding and full of so many needs you never—

"I"d hoped you'd spare nme this."

H s head snapped around. "Spare you hell!"

"I mean the mawk. A nonment ago | was jeal ous because you'd had her. Now
wonder if you ever did. Deft and sure she is, but not gentle, and if she
yields, it's like steel that will straighten again. She was raised that way."
"Have' you seen her with flowers, Arthur? That garden she tends |ike children?"
"Very like children.™

"Sometines |'d watch her hands on a petal or a stemand know it worth ny
salvation to be touched like that by her. Then I'd turn away, say no, never.
You see, |'d never have-she came to ne."

"l remenber when, al nost the week."

Lancel ot spoke now with a soft urgency, finally voicing the confession he'd
wanted to make for so long. | couldn't deny himthe painful pleasure.
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"She cane like a hurt chiid,” he said, "and | thought, how could sonmeone so
cool and perfect need so nuch."

{ sat down across the fircpit fromhim the warnth bringing ny weariness to
the surface like infection. "You're all so astonished at that. W were tired,
we were enpty. | searched a few beds nyseif, don't ask what for."

"It was a day in the garden among her flowers. A plant had died, sonething she
tried to grow and failed. She was so di sappointed. No, nore than that.
Suddenly she | ooked up—+'Il never forget it—tooked up at the ranparts and the
wal s as if she were stifled. Not beautiful then, but very plain and so damed
hel pless | had to take her hand, put an arm around her and say sonething |like
"It's only a flower' when it seemed so nuch to her. She was beautiful all her

life and | loved her all nmy life and the one nonment | had to tell her was when
she wasn't at all beautiful or perfect but pathetic. And all the cl osed doors
just . . . opened."

H s expression seened to sag as sonething went out of it. "Wong it was.

Mortal sin, but she made ne cone alive where | was dead, and for a while

For a while; until a lifetine caught up with himand he found that guilt was
all'that ever defined him | thought, I'mgetting old, I've lived too |ong
when | can know that much about an honorable man that bards sing of and common
fol k speak of as a god.

Lancel ot studied me with puzzled | oathing. "And you knew all the tine and
never did anything, never raised a hand."

"Perhaps | owed her sonething. Soneone. You or sonething else. It would have
cone," | sagged toward the fire's heat. "I'mvery tired, don't ask nme to make
sense now. "

That woul dn't do for his bafflenent and his ordered cosnps. He nust have lived
with the question fromthe begi nning.

Ly 2"

"Ch, think a little. Think, you tiresome man. Gaen is a ruler. Adultery for
her isn't just another pair of shoes under the bed, it's high treason. Put her
on trial and | lose the north and the Church that's always favored Gaen nore
than me, bishops who'd be forced to condemm her. And | open the door to every



petty prince looking to take sides for his own gain. You' d be amazed at the
grubworns who feel born to rule.”

"So you put her in irons and | ose them anyway."

"Yes," | countered, "but for sonething better than your tw tching gl ands,
thank you. Dam it, man, it's not all reasoned out or clear even to ne. | |ove
Gren—that surprises you? You
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don't always need to be lovers to | ove sonmeone. But she hurt ne, can you
understand that? She hurt ne badly in the one small place that was nine. Those
peopl e you and she call dirt taught roe to be alive, to be a nman. They were ny
bl ood. "

"She had good reason, Arthur!"

"They were nmine! They loved nme. | owed them so nmuch."

He waited some nonents before asking, "Wat will you do with her?"

| got up and went to the casenent. The fresh air cleared sone of the weariness
fromny thoughts. "What should | do? Pardon . her, restore her to power? Let
all the tribes know that inperial unity is a joke, that no man is safer thari
the Parisi queen allows? A kingdomis only an idea that nen agree to, but
tribes are people, and the idea' d better be stronger or the people will tear
it apart.”

"Send her hone," Lancel ot urged. "Peredur would | ove you the nore for it.
You'd insure his loyalty."

"Do that and Guenevere is the north, a separate crown wth

Agrivaine as the willing royal sword. She won't give up power

and neither will I. Then what? G vil war, patchwork treaties, al

*the muck old Vortigemhad. I"'mgetting too old for that. Dying

in bed isn't heroic but at least it's dry."

| listened to the dull racket from beyond the casenent.

"Now you see why the earth didn't shake or the angels weep because Quenevere
cane to you. | can live with that, but no one carves up my country, boyo. Not
while |I'mhead of the table.”

"So Guenevere goes to prison.”

"Yes."

"That easily."

"You fool. None of it's easy."

"For your stinking principles."

"" Principles. | thought about that. An idea not even mne, that only worked
t hrough Vortigem and Anbrosius and nyself like a tool. One strong country

wel ded fromjealous tribes. None of us nmade it, but we had to try.

"It's got to be, Lancelot."

"How short are we?"

"Short of everything," Maelgwyn adnitted. "Stones, arrows, even food. W
didn't expect the attacks to last so |ong. They just

com ng." W stood on a parapet at the south edge of Badon's crest. The
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attack had been broken off a few m nutes before for no apparent reason, giving
us a chance to assess our situation. Qur catapults still comranded the third

| evel, archers .the second, their ranks thinner now Below themon the first

| evel , under a canopy of shields, Cerdic's berserkers waited the order to
advance.

W hung in bal ance today, equal forces opposed. The scale would tip with
Gareth, and where in hell was he? Qur |ookouts sighted nothing, no nmovenent at
all east of Badon. | told nyself Cerdic had broken off to save hungry men and
hoped | was right.

"Arthur, |ook!"

Down on the piain three horsemen broke out of the Saxon ranks and trotted to
the base of the hill. Cerdic and two of his earls. One of the nobles wheel ed
his horse back and forth, waving a | arge white cloth.



"I think the bl eeders want a chat,’
Hear himout or spit in his eye?"
"Let's go down. Wiile he talks, our nen rest and his get hungrier.'

FIl anked by Bedivere with the dragon and Mael gwn on my other side, | met
Cerdic at the causeway by the first level. H s nen cat-called the dragon, but
Bedi vere ignored them

Cerdi c was acconpani ed by two of his earls, hul king, barel egged men i n sodden
red tunics who carried their heavy shields as if they were nmade of feathers.
Cerdi c had gai ned considerable girth in the years since we net |ast, his face
fl eshier now though the charismatic smile still transcended its heaviness,
war m ng the blue eyes but never quite nmasking their watchful calculation
"Hail, Arthur. O is it AveT

"Hail, Cerdic. Surprised to see you nounted. We thought you' d eaten everything
but the hoofs."

He ignored the jibe. "Prince Mael gwn. Pray ny friends be valiant as ny
Catuvel  aun foe. And Bedivere, still lean as scrub oak. | hear you' ve a
daught er betrothed at hone."

"I'f I choose," Bedivere acknow edged stiffly. "Never nmind our children, go
hone to your own—f you know t hem"

Cerdic grinned. "The G yffyn never changes. Few words and all sharp. Well,
Arthur, | propose a truce."

I had to laugh at his breezy crust. "Certainly. Disband your men and render
your sel f host age. "

"Or cut your throat now and save us your keep,'

Mael gwyn grunbl ed. "What say you, Arthur?

Maei gwyn suggest ed.

Credic was unruffled. "I had something nore sensible in
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mnd. Retire to Severn and | eave me Badon. No treaty, no surrenders, no

bar gai ns. Just Badon."

"I agree with Mal. Cut your throat. I'Il loan you the knife."

H s easy charm vani shed. "You can't win, Arthur."

"I'f not, you wouldn't be talking."

"Perhaps. But how I ong can you hold nme back? | have no demands in the west.
Why can't we rul e together?"

"I"'ve many failings, Cerdic, but stupidity's not one of them |'ve played the
same game with the sanme map. Just Badon, yes. Sit on Badon and you hold the
whol e south at bay. Marcus, Madgwyn, the lot. You 'protect' the trade of the
sout hern ports, and suddenly you find what a friend you have in Rone while
Arthur and his British shrivel in the west. Is this your bargain?"

| swept ny armup the hill. "I can't win, can't defend this hill against nen
al ready eating dead horse? You' ve got numbers, but you haven't got tine.
Where's the food you counted on? And where are ny conbrogi T'

He studied ne for the slightest nuance of doubt or hesitation. "I know where
they are.”

He spoke to the earl on his left, who unhooked a round shield fromhis saddl e
and dropped it face up in front of my horse.

"Or where they were," Cerdic added, regarding the shield' s blue field and gold
figures, a cross and a sun blaze. "Gareth mac Diurmuid. A knight for scalds to
sing of. A close friend, wasn't he, Arthur?"

Bedi vere raised his glance fromthe hacked shield. "Wen you come up this

hill, Cerdic, call ny nane."
| choked back the rmurder that welled in ne at the thought of Gareth dead in
the mud somewhere. This was a time to think, not feel. "He'll come hungry

then. If | know Gareth, he did for the wagons before they got him™"

"Some of them" Cerdic admitted. "But your archers quit the first level in
such haste, they left nuch of their bread and cheese behind."

He barked an order to the Saxons watching along the first |level. Sone of them
held up a loaf or a full stone of cheese, cheering in their gutturals.

"They thank you, Arthur. What about it? WII you retire to Severn?"

"Co to hell."



.Cerdic acknow edged it with a little nod of his head. "Stubborn as Geraint,
another immortal. He went down, though. You all have to go down." Cerdic
pointed to his nmen on the plain.

296

Firelord

"Know what they are, Pendragon? The future. And | believe init. | know you,
Arthur. | know what you've lost. Your boasted conbrogi, your queen, half your
tribes ready to revolt, the rest in doubt. What have you left to fight for, to
believe in so much you'll die for it? Think about that until we cone."

Wth a sharp command to his earls, Cerdic turned his horse and trotted down

t he causeway. Bedivere dismunted to retrieve the ruined shield.

"He could be lying about this, Artos.”

Mael gwn agreed quickly. "Anyone can | ose a shield."

| didn't want to ponder it. "They'll be coming. Let's get back."

"Na, a nonent." Bedivere hooked the shield to his saddle. "Rhian will want it
i f—when we go hone."
Bedi vere, Mael gwn and | | eaned over the edge of a platformused to direct the

flight of catapult stones. The silence was broken only by the slingers as they
found chance targets on the first level, a Saxon carel ess enough to nove

wi t hout his shield. Then the whu-whu-wfeu! of the sling and a hit, or the
target scurried for cover

The rain had stopped. No noi se broke the soughing of the east wi nd.

"Waiting for sonething," Melgwn guessed.

Bedi vere paused in cutting up a |last hoarded turnip for his horse. "The word
go?"

Mael gwn cocked his ear. "Sonething else. Listen.”

Around the west curve of the hill, a great roar and clash of swords to
shi el ds, the honor-sound of Saxons. The din went up again and again.

"Ch yes—hail Cerdic," said Mael gwn. "Hail the Wden-son, begotten of many
gods. "

| was honestly surprised. "You know t he | anguage?"”

He nodded. "I gave Tryst his start init. Gew up with Saxon slaves in our
hal | ."

Sur prising, but why not? W of the west don't have nmuch contact w th Saxons,
but to the CatuveHauni they're a daily fact of life.

"W al ways pretended i gnorance when we dealt with them It hel ped, a word here
and there while we just |ooked blank. You can learn a |lot |ooking stupid."”
Among Saxons, he said, me power of speech and persuasion
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was prized in a war chief as much as his word of honor, since he toast sway
men to his cause with powerful reason

"I'"d guess that's what he's about now, " Mael gwn said. "Stirring themup to
the next attack."

"Bastards, they'll need it. Jesu." Bedivere spat downw nd. "W shoul d have
finished himat Neth."
Di stant horsenen rounded the base of the hill, approached the causeway and

rode up into the first level amd shouts and cl ashing spears. Cerdic and his
two earls. Behind themrode an old man on a nule, | ong white hair and beard
billowing in the w nd.

"The scal d," Mael gwyn pointed. "The speaker of truths and poetry. See how the
boy leads his mule? He's blinded early when he takes up his art, leaving his
sight clear for eternity. There, listen!"

The old man's voice rolled out, cadenced and powerful, clear as a youth's.
Mael gwyn strained to hear him

"For man's life is the briefest day, com ng fromdarkness only to return. A
toy of the gods, the greatest of whomwll fall ... sonething-sonething the
bri dge to dooned Asgard. Therefore since life is a nonent, let it be lived
wi t h honor among war - conpani ons. Cry hoch to Cerdic Sword-G ver who feasts his
brothers on spoil while ravens gorge on his enemes."



The spears and shiel ds thundered. Hoch! Hoch

Now Cerdi c paced his horse up and down the first |evel, nen kneeling in clunps
as he passed them and began to speak in a voice far-carrying and vital as the
scal d's.

"Cl ever bastard," Mael gwn cracked a dry grin. "Ch, he knows how to use them
The berserkers are pledged not to outlive himif he dies in battle. It's
lifelong shame if they do. Alittle thing like an enpty belly? They'd die

bef ore conpl ai ni ng."

Bedivere and | listened as Mal translated the cadenced voice. Cerdic knew how
to use words as a torch, sinple, noving words that had a way of staying in the
m nd.

"I'f we nust die, | could choose no better place than this nud of Badon and no
better conpanions than you, the oath-brothers who have foll owed ne here. But
let dying go, let's talk of life.

"I"'ma plain man as you, ny feet as cold, ny spirit so weighed down with
Briton tyranny that | cone to spit it back at themor admt myself a slave.

"I do not tell you to hate Arthur Pendragon. Wiy curse the ;:Saow t hat sumer
will nelt anyway? He sits in a crunbling and calls you barbarians because you
| ove and husband t he
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soi|l as Freya commands. How can he know what you are, he or his great |ords
who grind their own peopl e underfoot, who count a man nothing who is not

hi ghborn. They are the barbarians, the rags of rotten Rone. They are the

i gnorant and the dead.

"You there! You look like a farner. May |, even your chosen war-chief, take
fromyou one hide of land w thout paynment? Arthur can. May | kill your kinsnen
with inmpunity? His lords can. Enter the poorest hut w thout perm ssion? Arthur
can. Hs queen can, the fabled Guenevere so |like her father. W renenber

Cador, don't we?

"They cling like rot on the | eaves of a healthy plant, and even Britons rise
up against the foot on their necks, the foot of lords who say to them ' Sweat

inm fields, bake my bread, bow your head when | pass, listen to the nobnks
when they tell you the nmeek will inherit the earth. Swallow that Iie whole so
you won't see that not the neek, not you, but / inherit the earth, and it wll
al ways be so. Live on your knees and I'll throw you ny | eavings.'

"You younger men, ask your fathers how they were driven out of the m dl ands,

t hose that survived. Ask why there were so few wonen for al nobst twenty years,
and al most no children. Ask themthe. kind of war Arthur waged in the Tinme of
t he Smoke when nothing could live but flies. Ask of the great British lords so
honored and sung by their bards, the names so well renenbered. Bedivere, the
right hand of Arthur. He's here today. Ancellius, called Lancelot, the pious
but cher of children. He's here today. Gawai n who threw Saxon tongues to his
hounds at Eburacum He's here. Al here—er all renmenbered, |ike Trystan, harp
in one hand and a whore in the other, so nithing and bare of honor that his
own kind rose up at last to cast himfromBritain.

"Can such as these say to dawn, hold back? To spring, stay winter? To seed,
flower only at my will? To the future, you may not come? No! They can only
delay, this faded rag of Rome, only hide their heads and pretend you are not
rising like the sun, but even as they squeeze their coward eyes shut, they
feel your heat on the lids.

"Brothers—+ do not nove you to hate; how can you hate the nere husks of

wi nter, bending dry in the wind and ready to bl ow away? Pl ow t hem under and
pl ant agai n. Seeds and sons and tonorrows, for every nman who foll ows ne today
carries tonorrow li ke seed in his loins. Every nen—every man a pride in ny
heart, the equal of their father gods. Fated nen. Horses, brothers to Bal dur
follow me now and | et our waiting wonen say we brought tonorrow like a gift."
"Ch, he goes on, that Cerdic," Bedivere conplained as we trudged back up the



hill. "You could say it in half the words."

Perhaps. But with the heart of my country eaten away in disaffection and

di strust, could | have so believed as Cerdic did?

My cavalry were pumeled to pulp. | had to save themfor the' next foray out,
knowing it would probably be the last. Cerdic's next attack, when it cane, was
a fierce clash between nen on foot, archers and slingers agai nst spear and
sword, finally fist to claw. Snall detachnents of horse guarded the causeways,
beati ng t hem back whenever they gained the bel eaguered second | evel. Bedivere
and | rode a wide circle higher about the hill, observing the mad dance of the
slingers, the graceful, deadlier novenents of the archers, all under the great
di ssonant bell ow of war and the tine-beating thud of the catapults. W saw the
defenders tense for another effort as the yell ow haired nmen broke over the
parapet only to be driven back as our own troops rallied or a few swift horse
streaked along the ditch to tranple the invaders underfoot.

Soneone called as we turned off the third level into the causeway, a rider

pl owi ng through a press of nen. "Arthur? Were is Arthur?"

Bedi vere thrust the dragon aloft. "Here, here. Wat news?"

The horse stunbl ed toward us, bleeding about the shoul ders and forel egs.

Lucul  us bowed over the saddl e horn, short of breath.

"Ancel lius sent me," he panted. "W lost a part of the Second |level on the
north. Trying to clear themout now If we can't, just have to barricade and
hold the rest."

"That's all you can do." | noted the bent sword in his grip. "You | ook like
you' ve caught it."
Lucul l us gl ared, wheezing. "Let Bedivere witness that once nore | formally

protest this callous insult to Rome. |'ve been nearly killed three tines this
hour . "

"W regret the inconvenience, cousin, and will make full account to
Theodoric. "

"Account ? What account?" Lucullus stared from Bedivere to as denented children
who drained the last of his mature

i ence, yanked the | athered horse about and plunged back up
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t he causeway. "Wat account, you idiots? W're all going to be
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The battle rose to a fever pitch as the high tide of Cerdic's nmen broke once
nore over the second |evel, hung in balance, fury against fury, then fell back
repul sed while we crouched for the next screaming rush. It didn't cone, but
still we waited.

O d Mael gwn | eaned agai nst a parapet timnber, spent. "Now,

d' you t hink?"

"Has to be now," | said. "They won't have the strength

tomorrow. "'

"Nor we." Mael gwn gazed about the battered second | evel where the dead and
wounded were being cleared out to the redoubt. "Nothing | eft above but the
catapult crews. Al else is down here and scant enough. W can't hold, ny

king."

He jerked his white head toward the battered and dispirited men still on their
feet. "CGood | ads, but they've taken the brunt fromthe first, and that bastard
just keeps conming. Kill ten, thirty come running after.""’

H s voice broke. The old prince's tears left lighter furrows down his
spattered, w nd-burned cheeks. He tore off his helnmet and raked furrows of
frustration through the snow thatch. "lI've led them driven *em sworn to
bl oody well hang themif they fell back. That—that won't do anynore. They're
too worn out to care, the best of them"

| saw what he neant in the listless posture of the youths around us, drained
of vitality, moving as little as possible, the disjointed novenments of nen
amazed that they were still alive, that their ration of courage was enough
their nortal fear not too great. This tinme. But what of the next?



Mael gwn passed ne a flagon of uisge. As he did, | noticed a famliar
sheepskin bag at his feet and drew the dark-polished harp fromits depths.
"Dafydd' s?"
"As | said, Arthur. The best of them He just left it there."
"Where is he?"
"Down the line. Hurt and trying not to showit, like the rest."
"Bring the uisge, Mal. Let's find a harper."
To know the face of war, you need | ook no further than Dafydd, who spraw ed
against a pile of logs, gray with pain, one shoul der of his buff |eather
jerkin torn and stiff with caked bl ood. Eyes cl osed, nouth shut tight around
the m sery, that unchangi ng picture of wounded nen—ot age, but the youth
wi ped out for a time before life calls it back again. Like a father
I wished | could keep himfromthis bl eak know edge, leave it to old nmen I|ike
Mal and ne who have known it |onger
Daf ydd' s eyes opened, the only part of himthat noved. | put the flagon to his
lips.
"It's fitting for a king to serve a bard,” | said, "for they stood high as
druids and could call a chief to judgnent."
He coughed as the liquor burned down his throat. "They alnost did it this
tinme, sir."

Mael gwyn laid the harp in Dafydd's good arm "Here. What are the peopl e of
the cat w thout their bard?"
"Not a bard, and the thousand verses never |earned. But my . da was one. A
bard and a great lord, mumsaid."
Anot her generous drink sparked a flicker of his old spirit. "God, that's good!
A great |ord, she always sai d—en one sweet night's acquai ntance,
m nd—traveling fromthe south to the Wall, the lord of himhalf drunk and the
bard all mad as it should be. He left in the norning with a smle and a rhyne
and nyself snug inside her, that sort of style. She always said | had his
touch. "
Anot her drink, Maelgwn wincing only a little at my prodigality and the boy's
thirst, but Davy-bach recovered nore each nmonent. He nestled the harp into his
good shoui der.
"And perhaps nmore than just the touch. Sonetinmes in your hall, Prince—eh, the
gl orious nights when the rhym ng came |ike spun gold fromny nouth and ny
fingers knew they could stroke and grasp and tear such music fromthese
strings as no bard in the wild, wailing world has ever nade."
The stiff fingers of his right hand splayed clunsily over the strings.
"Music just beyond nme when | reached, but there and waiting to be found, so
pure and perfect that no other song need ever be sung. And each night 1'd try
and tear and try and tear and drink too much because that sound is fire and a
pain in the gut—until they'd lay hold of me and pull the harp away—Na, Davy,
| eave off. You'll kill the poor thing like a sufferin' beast. There's no such
musi ¢, no such sound in a harp!' But there is. Listen, ny king!"
A chord sprang out of the strings, inmpaling the |listener on a spear of sound.
Anot her and anot her followed, sounds a harp couldn't make but did.
"Who says there's no such nusic?" Dafydd chal | enged. "Wen
l"ve heard it all nmy life saying: find ne in these strings or
Nejust beyond what they were strung to do by small-singing, small-
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dream ng nmen. Find nme when you're brave, reeling drunk or whispering between a
worman' s breasts or in the mdst of revel when you're all of a sudden al one.
Find me in all things too far and too nuch and just further than a nan can
reach, but must. Oh, Davy, it says to me, you'll always hear the echo of where
|'ve been and always follow. Is there no nore cheer in that flagon, mny |ord?"
"There is that." | passed it to him
Daf ydd took a last huge gulp with a sensual sigh, lurching to unsteady feet.
"I"'mfeeling deathly and mad as an ow in daylight, but by God, |I-—<an-sing!"
He touched the strings again, no | onger a sound of darkness and sharp angl es



but mellow and rich with renmenbrance. Dafydd the harper began a song, and what
happened then was, perhaps, what this testanment is all about. 1 can't ask you
to understand it where | cannot myself.

It was the sort of thing | have seen and heard all ny life anbng Britons, from
lords to farmers: one man, one harper began a song. Wthin a few soft notes,
anot her man had joined himin unison. And then anot her and another, the sweet
clear line of "'Bronwen in the Vale" that |'ve sung since boyhood. And then

as our people do, other men began to sing, not the nel ody but the harnony that
deep-dyes and thrills through the sad, glorious nusic of ny people.

Mael gwn and | were rooted to the spot. "Listen to them Arthur,” he whispered
reverently. "Nefoedd annwyl, listen to them™

Then, with his helnmet off and the w nd whi ppi ng about his white head, Mel gwn
was singing yet a third part of the soaring, intricate nmusic he'd learned in
his cradle. And the nmusic spread out fromus along the trench

Li ght and candl es of evening And wait ne, dear Bronwen

And still another line of harmony rolled under the nelody |like a deep river,
and | | ooked up, spirit thrust aloft by the swelling sound, to see our nen on
the third level, standing forward of the catapults, joining in.

Let the sweet sound of sumer Call ne home to the vale
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And nore and nore from God knows where the voices rose, until the winter air
went warmwith a beauty to burst the heart. Stronger and stronger the voices
until |1 wondered how the drab world could hold so nuch of heaven and what god
had set it down here just for me. And | cried out to them "Sing it, you

| ovely nmen! Sing out dear! Let them hear what they cone against."

No man not on his feet now all along the ditch, turning the song with the
unexpected twi sts of harnony that sear the soul with its sound. | grabbed

Mael gwn, the two of us dancing like mad old bears in the nud.

"Ha-ha, Arthur. Just listen to nmy boys!"

"They'll hold, old Cat. They'll hold this ditch agai nst God hinsel f. Just stay
with them Mal. Now s the tinme. |'mgoing out."

The [ ast chords were still rolling lovely about the hill as ny cavalry trotted
into line behind their commanders. Battered and weary, they still sang with
the others, faces newlit with an old joy. Even |l aconic Bedi vere was ecstatic.
"Cch, Artos, 1 never sang better, and the highest notes were mine, did you
hear? Listen, sone of themare at it still."

"No better time to go, Bedwyr. Advance the dragon.”

There were beautiful tears in his eyes. "Aye, Artos.”

"Kay, Gawain! Bless you all this day. |I'mgoing out."

And then a kind of preparate stillness broken only by the |eather-creak

nmet al - scrape harness-jingle of nmen and steel and horses drawi ng together into
singl e purpose. Once nore the silent lines, the lances aloft, the ready nen
wai ting, and under it all the whisper of the east wind, the snuffle of a horse
here and there.

| couldn't speak for all to hear, but 1 needed no el oquence like Cerdic's, not
for Britons who'd found their own in the song. Little need | say to the soul

of them

"My lords, | must go down this hill against Cerdic. And | woul d be honored by
any man who cares to follow "

No command was gi ven, not one voice, but the forest of |ances swept forward in
salute. | closed ny eyes agai nst sudden tears.

"Al ae, forward—=

"Or kney—

" Dobunni —=

"Dyf nei nt =

" Ha- oh! "
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It was the beginning of the end tor Cerdic. H's nen would still fight, but no



| onger as a savage tide. Mdst of themhadn't eaten for two days, fighting

al nrost continually in wet nmuck and cold with no shelter. Strong men with the
spirit of gods, but nortal bodies that could not be pushed any further

Several attacks hit the second | evel, but they were sporadic and easily beaten
back. Wien we smashed through and began to tear at them Cerdic was forced to
face his nen away from Badon, form ng theminto squares and di anonds of | ocked
shi el ds.

"Gone to defense," Bedivere hissed between bared teeth. "Gone to ground and
it's ny turn now Cerdic, where are you?" Defensive but hardly beaten, the
Saxons held their ground. They held, they went down, they fell back craftily
only to cl ose about the unwary, run in slaughtering and then reform each
square its separate redoubt torn by our attacks. Cerdic's berserkers forsook
the hard-won first |evel and streamed down the causeway to reinforce their
conr ades. Sone never reached the bottom pelted and crushed by the | ast of
Mael gwyn's catapult stones.

| reined in beside Gawai n, scream ng through the noise. "W've got them got
them Take your Orkney, hit themon the right. Kay! Kay! Dobunni forward to
ne." "Cerdic!"

The horse and rider hurtled past ne. Leaning fromhis saddle, Kay punched ny
arm "Look!"

It was Bedi vere, bent forward behind his shield, sword whirling in his right
hand, galloping alone straight at a shield wall. Cerdic was behind it, the
great war ax resting for a noment on his shoul der. Searching since we dashed
of f the causeway, Bedivere found hi m now.

"Cerdic, you pig—

W had seconds or less to support him | snapped the order to Kay and his mnen.
"Couch | ances, follow nme."
My own | ance was | ong gone. | drew ny sword and dug heels into the horse's

flank, plunging forward. W& smashed into the outernpst square only a few
bounds behi nd Bedi vere.

It was a m stake and al nost our last. | had eyes for Bedivere and Cerdic al one
and never stopped to realize how few Dobunni ever heard my order. Only Kay and
a handful followed nme into the square. As we plowed through the shields, the
Saxons cut off and surrounded us. A nonment of whirling about, then soneone

hanstrung ny horse and it went down under me. | nmanaged to
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get free of the stirrups before we fell, but my right |eg was pinned.
Hel pl ess, | saw Cerdic's head go back in a roar of exultant |laughter, then a

bl ur of horses as the Dobunni circled me about while |I struggled free of the
crippl ed nount. Bedivere was on foot now, |eaping free of the horse that fel
dead with a throwing ax in its brain. As three of Cerdic's men closed in on
him he screaned with mani acal joy, a high-pitched song of nayhem

count erpoi nted by the swoosh of his |ongsword cutting a great, nurdering arc
in front of him

The fools were coning at himwith swords al one. No one does mat and |ives, not
with Bedivere. H s feet were cat pads, the feet of a dancer, the sword a nere
extension of long, ropy arns as bis body twisted lightly under the clunsy

bl ows and came up killing. | saw himspin out of a slice that shattered one
man's arm and | unge forward against Cerdic's ax before another man cut across
his path. Cerdic strode down on ne, raising the ax, but even as | dragged
free, a horse shot by ne and Cerdic, with his ax poised to kill me, was
blotted out by a body that dove fromthe saddle to tunble himin the nud. Only
a nonent's scranbling, then Cerdic's hand snaked to his belt, out and back

and the body lay still. But | was clear, rising to nmy knees, groping for the
dr opped sword.
What happened then was a blur of shock and sound. | saw Cerdic wobbling to his

feet, shaken, then suddenly both of us went flat again out of sheer
sel f-preservation as a roaring storm broke over us. Horsenen from God knows
where, a solid line of themthat shattered the Saxon square |ike kindling and



swept the survivors away from Cerdic and ne. It was stupid, comcal. W stared
at each other like pummel ed clowns in a farce-Wat happened?—while the iron
line of horse ground Saxons into the nud. Then Cerdic reached for the ax.
couldn't find the sword—no, there it was, but too far, not enough tinme, and
Cerdic was raising hinmself, the ax already sw ngi ng high

"Now, Arthur!"
Before the swing reached its peak, | dove at him the instinctive last-first
weapon in nmy hand. The old bronze knife that marked mefhain. | closed with

Cerdic under his raised armand _ drove the knife through his eye deep into
the brain behind.
W teetered together like statues, then the ax dropped behind himand Cerdic
fell away fromme. | renmenber stabbing uselessly at the body again and again
wi t h Bedi vere com ng and then suddenly dodgi ng aside with the sane comc
desperation as ;$ fresh Iine of horse damm near ran himdown. Filthy, stubble-
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bearded nen on spent horses that still hit the remant of Cerdic's near nen
with the force of God's own lightning, scattering, tranpling before they
wheeled in formation |ike urgent autum birds to charge the next square.
Then Bedi vere clutching nmy shoul der, hoarse and jubilant. "Conbrogi, Artos!
They got back!"
| wiped the mud fromny eyes, trying to make out faces in the scroful ous pack
"Who . . . who's |eading?"
"Don't know, the fool's got no shield."
Suddenly Bedivere lifted ne off my feet with a nassive, savage joy. "It's
Gareth! It's the macDi urnuid."
Bedi vere was twenty again, |eaping up and down like a child. "The Goddamed
horri bl e machi urnnui d! You beautiful man, you darling. GarethV
"Gve . . . give me your sword, Bedivere."
| severed Cerdic's head and lifted it by the thick hair as a rider wheel ed
away from Gareth and | unbered wearily toward us. A fine head, a king' s head.
The horseman stripped off his helnet: Lord Bors, pig-dirty and red-eyed but
sustained by that vitality that comes too early in Hfe and | eaves t oo soon
"My lords, | saw the dragon fallen, and | thought—=
"Na, | dropped the bloody thing," Bedivere grow ed. "W thought you were
dead. "
Bors grinned. He | ooked tipsy. "And if | didn't die this week,
I never will."
"Hell, at your age it's inpossible," | said. "Lower your
| ance. "
He di pped the point, and | inpaled Cerdic's head on it. "Throw this to his
earls. Let themsee it's over."
"Aye, sir, will I not." Bors swung the victory high. "And God give you | ong
life, sir."
He yanked the tired horse about and gall oped to where the conmbrogi and O kney
were conbining in a deadly phal anx, driving the Saxons further back. Some of
them were running clear away from Badon now. It was over.
| sagged down in the mud by Cerdic's hacked trunk, shrugging off Bedivere's
arm "Leave off, leave off. I"mnot hurl."
"I know that. It's Kay."
He pointed at the nmuddy little pile not far away. My brother Kay, die body
that hurtled between Cerdic and nmy death, and he lay in the nud with the stain
wi deni ng over his torn mail coat. The conbrogi had run right over him
"G ve himwater, Bedivere."
Kay opened his eyes, the only thing he could nove. "No

Hal f blood as it would be." My little brother Caius, ny Kay, so eager to
keep up with ne, go nmuch of his life lived in ny fast-runni ng shadow.
"Did ... did y'see nme land on that b-bastard?" he choked.



"Didn'"t I now? |I'd be dead w t hout you, Kay."

"Ah . . . num always said so."
Bedi vere tried to ease him clumsy with caring, but it hurt Kay
* ID move at all. "W're nothing without you, Kay." . My brot her sighed

as if he were suddenly tired of the whole dung. H s breathing was broken
hollow. "Great |outs, both of

. you. Should have stayed hone." He tried to smle; blood trick-» fed
out of his nmouth. "Can't feel ny legs, '"torius." ': ' "Don't try. The men
will carry you."

-->e - Kay gagged suddenly. "You'll see | get back? You know how v: nmum
worries."

. * Hs fingers closed feebly around mine, and then Kay was gone.

Bedi vere and | couldn't | ook at each other. We straightened ; . the crunpled

little body and | closed the eyes. Bedivere tried to /x speak, an odd,
strangl ed sound. Sitting in the cold nmud, sud-:;y, denly he buried his face in
dirty hands. O;: "Ch, Jesus." " "I know, Bedwyr."

-*e He | ashed out desperately. "You don't know. Nobody knows 5; anything
ever, CGoddamit. Jesus rutting Christ, where does it

-£" end? |'"'mold and shivering cold and | want to go on |living and breat hi ng
sweet, and |'ve already lived too long to | ook at this, ; and—

v , He lurched to his feet, glaring at the plain and the eneny v stream ng
away in defeat from Badon. Suddenly he lifted the " “sword and jamed it into
the ground with a dry sob.

"Burn in hell,"” said Bedivere to no one and the world. "Burn in hell, burn in
bl oody, rutting hell!"

R My small bower had roomonly for a firepit, a cot and a st ool
.*);";*" but Mael gwn's cooks brought hot water enough in an iron ~-caldron for
me to bathe |uxuriously. Werever the water touched Jflyskra, the

over-strained nmuscles nelted Iike butter until | had *** down or fall on ny
face, washing and draggi ng off my pieceneal. Wen the small, bedraggled man
pushed
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asi de the bower curtains, there wasn't nuch royal dignity left that | couldn't
cover with a towel.

"King of a hundred battles," Gareth wheezed, "no food has cone to Badon."

| beckoned himto the stool and rose. "Cone rest, CGareth." He stunbled
forward. "If 1 do, will | ever get up again?" Gareth collapsed on the stool
clawing the mail cowW fromhis head. It seenmed a lifetine since we said

good- bye. Never, of all the nen in all the battles of ny life, have | seen a
man so pitiful as Gareth. Wthout hot food or warnth or dry clothes since
Canel ot, his short, bandy-Iegged body shook with a chill deep in the marrow of
hi s bones. Under the incredible grinme his lips were blue and cracked with
exposure. He'd lost his shield on the way out, he said, skirmshing past
Badon. After that it was a long cold run fromwagon to wagon. Let the bards
sing what they will, Badon was won by a mite of a Leinsterman mles away
fromthe battle.

"Plenty to eat," Gareth slurred drowsily, yawning as the warmh invaded hi m
"They make good beer, heathen though they are, and | was forced to drink great
gquantities against the cold. Al (yawn) for naught, though, for |'ve caught
the devil's own chill."

A great, rattling snuffle. Gareth dragged a dirty paw under his chapped nose.
"And Rhian'll be at ne now (yawn) with her stinking onion poultices . . . and
telling me | should ..."

My back was turned for a nonent as he spoke. "Yes, Gareth?"

He never answered, fallen dead asleep in the middle of a thought, head
droopi ng, swaying slightly on the stool. Before he fell off, | picked himup
like a child and carried himto ny cot. It didn't wake him Nothing coul d.

Not for nonths did we realize what a staggering thing was done at Badon.
ten thousand Saxons, half never left it. Another two thousand, fleeing from



Lancel ot's cavalry, never reached home. For the surviving chiefs it would be
years, even decades, before they could dare such an effort again.
More than defeat, we broke them They can't take the west, not now, perhaps
not ever. \Watever history says of Britons—arrogant, treacherous, jeal ous and
sel f-dooming—with all of that, we've sonehow | earned to be a country.
| leaned out the casenment. Getting dark now, our fires were bright jewels hung
on the night. Somewhere on the parapets, sonmeone plucked linmpid nelody froma
harp. | hoped it was Davy-bach playing.
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The news of victory sped before us to Canel ot where a dozen nessengers
wai t ed—ebsequi ous, over-hearty nmen already claimng their share of glory.
Artorius, Gorial The map of Britain was stable, the future assured. Once
again the fractious tribes were my dutiful children, pledging that |oyalty
fromwhich (in their true hearts, of course) they never departed. Wrdy
letters fromold Marcus with the same felicity: we nust stand together, we are
Britain, et cetera. Business as usual
Fires of celebration blazed all over the Severn valley, flared
up in Canelot's courtyard. Horns bl ared, dancers |eaped, flagons
broke and enptied, pipes squeal ed, drums boomed in jubilation,

and a certain percentage of the next generation were joyously
* -.conceived.
Victory! Victory!
But from honest Peredur only silence while Guenevere waited for exile.
She was still confined at Canel ot with one servi ngwoman and
under close guard, in a small house near the south wall. She and
her woman rose when | entered. Gaen appeared nervous, bundl ed
i n a shapel ess robe, obviously neglectful of her appearance.
i The once neticulously plaited hair was nmerely conbed out,
1" banging | oose with gray w sps streaking the dull auburn. Her

cheeks fell in nore sharply around their bones. She | ooked haggard.
"My royal lord."
"Lady. "

"Wl comre home. You may widi draw, |nogen."
Her servi ngwoman bobbed up and down to nme and retired behind the bower
curtain. Guenevere nade a vague gesture at her hair, then gave it up

"It's the wet. | can't do a thing. Wuld you Iike sonme hot w ne?"

"Yes, thanks. Howis it with you, Gaen?"

She offered ne the drink. "I don't seemto need much nowadays,. |nopgen sees to
me. Poor Arthur, you | ook so soggy."

"Tired to death."” | sagged onto a bench. Still Gmen hovered dose. W hadn't
spoken since the night of Mdrgana's death and that distance stretched between
us now. Fromoutside we could ;'. hear the orgy of celebration

"You're their darling again." She wandered away to sit, her novenents oddly
vague and directionless, a bird bomto soar “suddenly w thout a sky. "It's
been very bad w thout you."
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"Yes."

"Odd. | mean we weren't all that rmuch together before.™

"But it's worse now," | confessed.

"Havi ng you here and not—why did you cone, Arthur?"

"I don't know. To tell you we won. Maybe a pat on the head, well done."

Sonet hing glistened in her eyes. She ducked her head over a scrap of sewing to
hide it. "Somehow | feel like an afterthought. No matter, | hear the court's
full of conforting wonen now "

"OGnen, don't. Not between us."

"That's true," she reflected. "Two hypocrites in he!l roasting each other's
sins on the sane spit."

"Just that 1 couldn't inagine not coming to tell you."



The needl e plied through and through the cloth. "I hoped you'd cone before you

left. | waited here thinking of howIl'd receive you and what |'d say, warm or
cool, injured or repentant. You didn't cone and didn't come and then | opened
t he caserment and hung out of it shanmeless as a brothel sign, just hoping for a
gl i npse of —-eh—hel | !" She snapped off the thread angrily. "There's a lot to be

said for the convent life."

"I mssed you, Gaen."

Her fingers paused. "You do know how to hurt."

No, it was raw yet. Too painful. | changed the subject. "W |ost Kay."

"Ch, no!"

"I have to see nother and 1 dread it. There's no way to nake

it easy."

"Poor little butterball,” she murrmured. "I | oved him everyone did. We—you
must confort Flavia."

"The rest are back. Bedivere didn't take a scratch.”

"I ndestructibl e peasant."”

"And Gareth. Alittle frozen but fine. Rhian got himroaring drunk and he fel
asleep in the mddl e of making | ove."

Onen's laugh lilted in its silvery arc. "Lord, was he that tired?"

"Dead. And Rhian's in her glory bullying himback to health."

There was a question | wanted to answer before | saw it in her eyes. "And
Lancelot. | sent himeast to nmop up."

"Yes." Gmen busied her hands with the cloth. | saw how thin they were, the
veins like cords with small brown spots between them

"Why hi m Gaen?"

"I thought we didn't talk about that."
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"He doesn't know you at all, never did. Wy hin®"
Guenevere answered, still and bleak, talking of sonething | ong dead. "Wy not?
There was nothing else. | wasn't used to needing."

"What was there you couldn't bring, to ne?"

"That woul d be going back into the pain, where it cane from You were al ways
so sure, so self-sufficient—=

"Ch, God dam it, OGmen!”

"Ch, you were. Love is needing and we aren't needers. | used SO wonder in bed
with you where a nonolith learned to make love so well. Then | found out. You
trotted her out for me. The tittle pig still had her figure, 1'Il give her

that. She must have been a griny jewel at eighteen.”

"Did you |l ove hin? Do you?"

"Does it matter now?"

"Not to the king, just your husband."

She worked the needle jerkily through the linen. There was no thread on it.
"I'"ve thought about it. You' ve given nme tine for that now Did I? Oice. For a
while."

"Of all the nen in Britain."

Her head snapped back, tense. "Yes, of all the nmen. Don't you understand?
Anyt hing el se hurt too nmuch. | failed."

"Fail ed how? You never failed in your life."

"I lost it."

"The baby."

"And 1'd never failed before and ! didn't know what to do. My soul can pray,
but what do | do with this enpty, usel ess body?"

Guenevere recovered herself with a termnating sigh; the subject was dull as
it was painful to her. "What's it matter anyway? Sonetimes at night when |'m
tired enough to inmagi ne death and renenber ny catechism | think: Wat

mangl ers we are, Arthur. The lives we've stretched and pumel ed and twi sted to
our own shapes. People that never really lived except through us. W're
creatures of a kind, hatched fromthe same egg. That's why—funny, but after
all the years and all the beds—you're the best friend | ever had."



It was true. "l guess that's why |I'm here."

She raised her head slowy. "Then, damm you, why am/ here?"

"Don't start that. You nade ne put you here.v *- "Good CGod, you gave ne
reason. You gave the whole north feason to rise against you."

312

Firelord

King of a Hundred Battles

313

"Don't cone the martyred patriot. Not to ne, wonan. You didn't have to kil

her. She was hel pl ess. Way did you have to hurt ne Iike that?"

"You hurt me."

W were on our feet now, squared off, the wound raw and open

"I didn't want to. | only wanted to see my son once. | never neant to hurt
you. "

"But you did. | never meant to, but / did. But |I |loved you, Arthur. Dam you,
/ don't want to love that much. My life is mne and you took up so nuch of it.
You . . . attract people like ... | don't know You change them And | said
all right, 1'Il be changed. Now | can trust, now | can give, there's the
child. And | fought for it in that sweaty, bloody bed, but it would not be bom
and it ripped nme apart in its dying."

"Gmen, | know that fight and I know that loss. Prydn folk, my fol k. People you
step on like roaches, they fight and lose like that every day, but they don't
throwlife in a corner like a toy that won't work. |'ve heard flatterers cal
you Guenevere the Wse, but | tell you this: If you' d |ived one year or even
one season with them you' d know one hell of a lot nore about the guts of what
you call a peasant."

"They're not my people, not them They're not ny kind." Quenevere was
trenbling now. "But you brought them here. You had to track your dirt into the
house. "

"Li ke you with Lancelot."

"l was discreet, Arthur."

"Christ, yes. The best-kept secret since Noah's Hood. It wasn't discretion
that kept the Commandnents off your back, but ne. Don't | ook dense. Lancel ot
didn't understand it either."

"Ch, Lancelot, Lancelot." She flung her hands out, sick of it all but shaken
"What does it matter who, when, where? He got so little and he was satisfied
because little was all he ever got fromthat nun he married. But you . "
Guenevere advanced on nme, voice trenbling, fingers curved in and spread apart.
"You coul d behead nme, hang nme, rack ne, lock me in a convent for life. But no,
that wasn't your way. You put ne on ny knees and rubbed ny face in it like a
naughty dog. Bad dog, Guenevere. Bad dog. Put her back in the kennel. You
bastard!"

Her nails raked suddenly across ny face, stinging, drawing bl ood. "I despise
you, |-

. 1 caught her arms, but she still came at me, kicking, butting with sharp
knees, spitting like a cat.

"Stop it, you bitch. You're not God, no matter what you flunk. Wat you are is
rotten with the power | gave you, and it stinks. Wrse than the people you
hate."

"You should know, you're one of diem"

"Yes. And if | rolled in shit for a year, | wouldn't snmell as bad as the

nmur der on your hands."

The word nurder unl ocked somet hing vicious, something that |eaped fromits
prison into nmy hands. | shoved Guenevere away, sl apping her back and forth,
agai n and agai n.

"Murder! Murderer!”

The | ast bl ow knocked her over a bench and onto the floor. I was on her in an
i nstant, hands about her throat. "Kill you—*

She twisted in ny arns to hiss it in my face. "You did. Wen you brought him™"
"What do you nmean?" | pulled her roughly to her feet. "Hi nP"



"I screamed a warning God could hear and still you brought him"

"Gamen, stop. H nP"

She gave up then, hugging herself to ne, face buried in ny throat, sobbing.
"And he was so beautiful =

"OGnen, he's not. He's a twisted little nonster.”

"—And when he touched me, it was like you touching me, and | wanted to kil
hi m and ki ss hi m and—'

"I hated you, too. | hated you and had to hurt you back, wanted to hurt you
all (he days since."

She relaxed slowy in nmy arnms. Her body swelled against me in a |ong,
shuddering breath. "And only the ache in our bellies to call us liars."
"Only that. | feel hollowed out."

She spread her hands over ny throat and chest. "So bruised. And your face is
raw as an oyster. And | can snell those clothes, when did you change di em

| ast? You're sopping, Arthur, you'll catch your death."

My wi fe broke off and pull ed away. Guenevere again, the queen. In control
"And why should | care? You' ve got it all and |I'm bei ng packed away |i ke | ast

year's fashions. And I'mconforting you? Go to hell, Pendragon."” No chance
that spirit was broken. My love, ny eneny, nmy |. "You don't really want nme to
go?"
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She presented her back to ne, straight and adamant. "Try nme, dear. But get ne
adrink first. |I feel a bit mshandled."

"You deserved it."

"So did you. Pour."

| filled a cup, righted the bench and notioned Gaen to sit beside nme. Under ny
arm she was still shaking with the residue of enotion. For a white we only
drank and watched die fire.

"This is howit started. Gaen. Sharing a cup. Renenber?"

"Ch dear, yes. That day at Eburacum The Saxons com ng and the womnen
hysterical and nyself wondering what to do—and in strides young Arthur
Pendragon, nale as a yearling stallion and alive as a toothache. You took a
clout of frightened wonren and made them feel needed and inportant. You cried
over them"

"I did, didn't!?"
"You were beautiful,"’

Quenevere kissed nef |icking her tongue over my dry lips

with some of her old pleasure, "Love's such an easy word. |'ve never said it
wi t hout wondering what in hell it meant. But just U en | saw someone that |
couldn't hurt. That shouldn't be hurt. And that's all we've done for years."
"Quilty," | admitted.

"Not even ignorance for excuse. | amgoing to mss you, Arthur."

"We've done that for years, too. People like us, Gaen." | realized in the

m ddl e of the thought that what voiced so sinply now was so true. "Wiy are we
so |l onely? Wy am|?

"Why did you have to say that?"

"You're still shaking."

"Alittle chilly, that's all. |I've just a linen undershift on."

"Didn't Inmogen bring your wool ens?"

"I hate wool next ny skin, you know that. It scratches."

"Wear it anyway. And eat nore. You're a stick."

Guenevere shook me off, gruff. "Oh, I"'mnothing of the sort. Not sick nor this
nor mat, just not eighteen anynore. W wear out, you know. |'m even | ooking
forward to it a little. Heaven or hell, at |east there are no decisions to
make. "

She kissed ny ear. "I amglad you' re here. And what's to beconme of us?"

| didn't want to think on that. "Here, drink up, To Victory."

"To us," Gamen toasted me. "Long life to Arthur and Guenevere.'

"Fabl ed as far as Byzantium If they could see us now. "
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W watched the fire-shapes dance, listened to the hounds of victory baying
beyond the casenent.

Gnen murmured agai nst nmy shoulder. "Nice, isn't it? Pretending we're sonewhere

el se and years ago. | love it, but the world keeps coning back. Were will you
enshrine ne?"

."Caerleon. | was thinking of Trajanus' old house. You'll be confortable
there."”

"And al nbst extinct, the dear gray Lady of Britain." Her mouth set stubbornly.
"I was right to execute them and all Britain knows it."

"Until | won at Badon, |ove. Now they couldn't care |less."

Her smile turned sweetly acid. "Neatly put as usual. I'll be no end of

troubl e. Wherever you put me, that's the firepit of Britain."

| sighed: intelligent but thick. "Gaen, forget it. Neither you DOT Peredur nor
anyone else is going to rule in the old way. Cerdic had our neasure all right,
and it's not going to be any |onger."

This was always a blind spot to nmy queen. "I was bomto rule, Arthur. My bl ood
was crowned when yours was shivering in a straw hut. And affection has not hi ng
to do withit."”

I ruffled her hair vigorously. "Listen to the Burning Bush!"

"Don't do that, |I hate that!"

"Four hundred years of royal blood, the iron tits in the silken kiitle. Yes,
yes, yes and bl oody anen. W've done what we dreaned, |ove, made sonething
better than just we two. It's beautiful, and I won't let you put a halter on
it because Boudicca slept with one of your randy ancestors. Cone on, now. "

W wal ked toward the door. "So, eat your hot soup and put on a wool en shift
before you start sneezing. Tell Inogen to start packing. Plenty of warm

cl othes.”

"So soon?"

"I"ll come to say good-bye."

"Thank you for coming. 1 prayed you would."

"As if | could stay away."

"How long will | be in Caerleon?"

"l don't know, Gaen." And | didn't.

"Don't nake nme beg. You owe ne that rnuch.”

"I don't know. Until | can go to sleep without the north com ng down around ny
ears. Until all of themrealize we're big 'toys now "

She hugged nme suddenly and | felt her tears on nmy own
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cheek. "It's either nonstrous or a proof of God," she whispered, "but | |ove
you, Arthur. | don't suppose that's worth a pardon."

| held her. "No, but it goes a long way toward parole. |I'mlost wthout you."

Gren chuckl ed. "Most of the tinme. We love |ike seasons. It's the rest of the
year that kills us. There now, kiss ne."

"Good night, love."

"And Arthur?"

"Yes?"

"Fair warning. Just try to keep ne in prison.”

"Fair. Rest you gentle, Gmen."

My queen bowed with inscrutable dignity. "Sleep you sound, ny lord."

| sent for Lucullus to attend ne in the scriptorium dark now but for two
candles on ny witing table and the glow fromthe firepit. The victory
celebration, bomin the courtyard and sprawling now into the pal ace, beat on
nmy surfeited ears.

Lucul | us appeared, transforned by a perfunmed bath and considerable artifice,
cinched at the waist, hair freshly dyed, once nore the glittering bird of
yout h.

"You sent, Artorius?"

"Come in. | nust say you look fit. Qur clinmate agrees with you."



Lucul lus winced in distaste. "Your climate is abysmal. Wien wayward Christians
die, they nust come here. You have mny safe conduct ?"

"And my report to Theodoric. Mea cul pa, of course, and some nmention of your
good service at Badon."

Lucul l us' distaste darkened to actual suffering. "This for a man who only
wants to make | ove and grow grapes. Disgusting. One night of pleasure is nore
positive than a thousand heroic deaths."

"You' re a philosopher, Lucullus."

"No, only one to snell the wind and which way it will blow next."

He noved to the casenment, contenplating the celebration below with detached
anmusenent. "When may | sail ?"

"Wth the norning tide. Your ship's fitting on the quay now. "

A great shout of Victory sprang out of the courtyard din.
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Lucuilus smiled wyly as nmy nane rose again and again. Arthur! Aye!

"The wind blows for you now," he observed. "But how tonorrow?"

"That's tonorrow s problem"” | held up another parchment. "A policy letter to
Theodoric. | was just about to sign it. | want no nore weepy nostalgia for the
| ost children of Rome. Rone's a nenory, a grave. Its children are grown and
gone. And we keep our own house."

The son of Anbrosius spread apol ogetic hands. "Forgive ne, that does sound
arrogant. There's no life, no anything without Rone. It's a contradiction in
ternms."”

"Thus Pharaoh to Mbses, but the Jews went on packing."

| reached for ny stylus and signed the parchment: Artorius, |nperator

"You see?" Lucullus indicated the signature with quiet certainty. "You even

think in the |l anguage of Tiber. How will you forget us?"

Wth one stroke | lanced through the Latin and wote under it: Artos, Kix
Cynri, sprinkled the sand, blew it off and thrust the docunent at him "Fare
you well, Rone."

Lucul lus went down in a courtly bow. "You know, my lord, | really ought to
test the wind in Byzantium Subtler breed of nmen, , one bears. Cvilized. They
m ght use ne to advantage, don't you think?"

He paused for a nonment at the door. "Fareyou well, Britain."

Lucul lus gone, | turned reluctantly to |less pleasant work, an A der to the
lords at Caerleon for Guenevere's incarceration. The wit needed careful
wordi ng and detail. She was to live in anple confort with a good househol d,

guarded night and day, with no viators not personally authorized by nyself.
and shall remain at Caerleon until —

| hated the end that nust be witten, pausing while the roar rose again and
again fromthe courtyard

Arthur! Arthur and victory!

The fire had di ed down, one of ny candl es was guttering. My eyes burned with
fatigue. 1 dipped the stylus and conpl eted the <entence.

J. . —dntil we deemfit for the safety of Britain.
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Cerdic with a knife, Gven with a bloodless line of witing. W do grow ol d.
Arthur! Arthur!

"Be still," |I groaned. "Let me alone.”

"They won't, Arthur. Ever again.”

"Eh? Who's there?"

"Only me."

| made out the tall figure in the gl oombeyond the firepit. "Merlin?"

"Yes."

Merlin rose and crossed the casenent. Sil houetted against it and gazi ng down
at the firelit celebration, he was very still, still as marble or oak. The

i nperial garments did not nove or rustle, the graceful drapes of a noble
statue. Still as strength itself that had borne nmuch and woul d bear nore. The



profile was heavier, craggier. Still audacious, ready to dare as well as
dream Hi s head lifted to search for sonething el se beyond the ranparts and
the river, perhaps as far as stars.

But | felt peevish and in no nood for eternals. "Wat do you want? Anot her

| esson for Druith? You're only nyself, a shadow ne. But you al ways | ooked nore
t he king. They shoul d have crowned you."

Arthur! Ave, Arthur!

"Wn't they ever shut up?"

Merlin nmoved slightly. "I asked you once did you love them You didn't know. "
"Love? What el se have | given themall these years? And Gaen, for that nmatter
and Bedivere and all the other heroes they conjure with and woul dn't know for
one second as humans? What el se did we do with our lives? They take everything
and gi ve nothing back. And what's left for nme? One | ove gone and anot her going

and |'ve nothing left and no place to go. Be still, you | eeches]™
"No nore," said Merlin. The profiled Iips barely nmoved. "You're the gol den
grist of bards, boyo. They'll cramthe spraw of you into song, use your nane

to inspire dull children, frighten enem es, hearten the faithful and even cure
warts. They've made you a god for alt the usual reasons. If they can't be
somet hi ng hi gher, they want to believe it's there."

| snorted at him "Rot! Go away, you can't help anynore. |I'mnot the pliant
genius | was. | make mstakes. | let my heart get the best of me. And I'Il be
tal ki ng to shadows soon enough
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wi thout their nattering back. Vanish, why don't you? Vanish, go, afl of you
and | eave ne al one.™

Merlin was gentle but inexorable. "There's a pattern they won't have broken,
Arthur. It's very old. You' ve given themthe chance to hail you, |ove you—=
"Bal | s!"

"—Penounce you, feel renorse with the twi ce-crowi ng cock, and come hone at

| ast to your redeem ng bosom"

"You're an old bore, Merlin. You were nore fun as a juggler."

"I only see what is." Merlin nmoved at last, fading fromthe casement back into
the shadows. "That's what a god is for, Arthur. Who cares what he feel s?"
Arthur! Arthur and victory!

"Shut up!" | flung nyself at the casenment where Merlin had stood, |eaned out
over the sill, virulently hating their upturned faces. "You' ve got it all
Victory, peace. There's nothing left. Do | have to die for you as well?"

Do I1? Is mat really what a god is for?
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So we come to the end, the CGordian knot in which all skeins neet. You may say
that's not what | thought, and perhaps it's not what we meant. The difference
is history and possibly literature.

| drank froma heady cup after Badon. Fornerly rebellious chiefs fawned on ne
wi th bad grammar and worse breath, woul d-be bards fl ocked like fleas,
recalling ny deeds at Neth Dun Modre and upping the odds even further. Canel ot
recei ved a gaggl e of highborn daughters to be polished at court, preferably in
my private chanmbers. The climte had changed: sad about Guenevere, of course,
but Cador's line was always too proud, and we must think of the future.

I s that you I aughing, Anbrosius?

Wth the om nous exception of the north, the country was united. My people
breat hed easier, |ooking forward to an untroubl ed planting and harvest. The
trade of the southern ports flourished again w thout fear of raiders. Rone's
gal l eys canme, stuffed thenselves with our export, paid our price, and went
hone. | took tinme wi thout m sgiving for personal things, seeing to Kay's
funeral, keeping Gawai n as guest at Canel ot while prudently quartering his nen
wi th the Dobunni. So placed, they were an assurance of order while the Dobunni
chose anot her prince.



Peace. | let down ny guard and nmade a nistake—three, in fact.

One, | delayed Omen's exile out of a frank loathing for its necessity. She
made ready to |l eave twice before | finally gave the order to Bedivere.

Two, the post riders reported that Lancel ot, harrying the Saxons
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far into the east, had passed beyond contact. | assuned he was still there.
Three, | told Guenevere where she was going. She said she'd be trouble, and ny
wife is not given to idle threat. A word to |Inmobgen who spoke to sonmeone el se
al ong the web of blood l|oyalties always ready to strangle Britain. The word
got to Lancelot, who, when | thought he was still east, appeared suddenly in
Eburacum at Peredur's ear with the Dyfneint cavalry behind him

The tinder two men of conscience joined to free a woman diey |loved. The flint:
Agrivai ne—vengeful , vindictive, canny and courageous. The daring plot bore his
stanp: one fast squadron, enough for the task, few enough to avoid suspicion
traveling peacefully south with their prince toward Canel ot.

The spark: any one of a hundred in Camelot personally loyal to Guenevere, poor
enough to have that loyalty spurred with gold. "Just the day, that's all we
need to know. Here's for your pains, and God reward your faith in the best of
| adi es. "

The fire. On a cold, clear day, Guenevere set out for Caerleon with Bedivere
and ten conbrogi who expected no trouble.

O "“I'"'mshamed, Artos! | should have been brought back dead | ather than
live to tell you this."

Bedi vere' s exasperati on and di sgust were classic. He stunped up and down the
chanmber, favoring a |lacerated thigh. , "Bedwyr, |ight sonmewhere and give ne
the facts."

He dunped his I ong body onto a bench, clawing the dull copper hair out of his
eyes. "A full squadron of Okney. W ''weren't two hours out when they hit
us."

"Agrivai ne?"

"And Peredur, and thank God for him Agrivai ne woul d have sl aughtered the | ot
of us. Peredur nade themtake Guenevere and run."

Their m ssion conpleted, the raiders ran against tinme in hostile country. They
didn't expect pursuit by stubborn Bedivere. A few of their wounded turned to
make a stand while the others escaped with Guenevere. A brief, whirling
skirm sh and all the rear guard |lay dead except Peredur, |long sick and in no
condition [.far a venture like this. The Parisi had swooped across the board
to trade a knight-prince for a queen, but the outcone would

the sane.

"Civil war." Bedivere fiddled with his hands, troubled. "W've
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spent our chances like the prodigal son, you and I. W should be playing with

grandchil dren, not running to one war on the heels of another.'

Barely listening, my mnd raced over the ranifications of the raid; tonorrow s
nove, next week's. Cuenevere's nmind and those she now commanded. Lancel ot
woul d foll ow her w thout question, but Agrivaine would goad for war.

"Where's Peredur?" | asked.

"I'n the house where you kept the queen," Bedivere told ne. "He never wanted
any of this. Shouldn't have come, he's weak as a kitten. But he | oves his
sister, he honors Lancelot and he's Cador's son."

Cvil war. We could keep Peredur fromit but not Guenevere. Unless, just
possibly .

"Gmen's got sense," | said. "She doesn't want a battle any nmore than we do."
Bedi vere grimaced. The pain in his |leg eroded his smai! hoard of tact. "Well,
if there is, you asked for it. By God, you begged for it."

The blunt honesty stung. "Not now, Bedwyr."

"Bl oody hell, not now Artos, |I'myour man, I'mwth you. Wen the flags go
up, I'mthere to Say the king is right. But after forty years, who knows
better when the man is wong? | nean bringing Mrgana. | can understand it, a



man's m stake, not a king's. But a m stake."

He was right and that smarted nost. "That is the studied opinion of my lord
Bedi ver e?"

He wagged his head in disgust. "Don't lord ne, Artos. | put the irons on
Guenevere nyself and turned the key on her. Ride against her now, |'lIl be
there with the dragon. But | say you should know a m stake and learn fromit.'
"This is one country with one code of |aws!"

"That agai n?"

"You think I don't know by now it was insane? The last thing | need is you for
a consci ence. "

Bedi vere rose awkwardly, still favoring the bad leg. "As ny king says."

"None of that, either. Wen you turn respectful, | know where to get off. Get
out of here. And send someone to poke up this fire."

Bedi vere studied me with sharp concern. "Artos, Artos, you're tight as a

nun' s—have you been sl eepi ng wel | ?"

"Not rmuch, no."
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He knew nme far too well. "And al one.™

"Mostly."

"Wth all these wonmen about ?"

"I"ve—tried that. You have to talk to them sonetines." And what does one say
to a vacuous twit with nothing to recomrend her but youth and virtue? Wo is,
ultimately, not Gaen?

"You could marry again. That'd take the horse out fromunder her."

"Gmen would still fight. Harder than ever."

"Wth | ess support,"” Bedivere noted. "There's a difference between a w onged
gueen and a rebel ."

"Bedivere, | think you're actually becom ng a statesman."

"Defend me fromthat." He turned at the door. "We'Ill be north then?"

| relished it as little as he. "Yes."

"I"d dearly love to see Myfanwy and the girl first. |I'mthinking perhaps I
shoul d | et Rhonda marry that scanp of hers. Gve ne a grandchild to play
with."

"You have | eave. Take them ny |ove."

"And if | was |loo sharp, let ny king forgive ne."

"Ah, let be." | snatched up ny cloak and joined himat the door. He was an
unmtigated pain in the arse sonetinmes, but every king should have a Bedivere.
"Come, I'lIl see you out."

Peredur was thinner than ever, fish-white with a blood-spitting cough, hair
and beard sparse and negl ected, the habitual pilgrims robe stained with dark
spittle. The inmage of the nmonk was belied, however, by urbane poise and hands
t hat caressed books with the intinmacy of Lucullus stroking a lover. | found
himby the fire surrounded by a pile of parchnent rolls. The eager hand he
gave ne had no warmh in it.

"Good of you to visit, Arthur. Forgive ny not rising, | feel a bit fragile.
And one hopes |'m nore guest than prisoner."

Peredur put aside the book he was enjoying. "Gaen left her library. Marvel ous
style, Luke. And | ook, here's Augustine. Narrow man, but what a hunger for
CGod! How are you, Arthur?"

"At war with your sister, dam you both. Confortable?"

"Quite." His pallid hands waved away any notion of inconveni ence. "The guards
are courteous, but they needn't look in all that nmuch. | couldn't make it to
the gate."

That was true. It hurt to look at him "ldiot, why'd you try this?"
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"A large ganble," said the Prince of the Parisi, "a large profit."

"I"ll send ny doctors. They're bored with ny own infallible health. You'll be
a novelty."



Per edur shrugged. "They'll tell me to eat nore nmeat and oni ons and avoid
chills. They won't say what | know already. No matter. Gaen is father born

again. She'll rule better than I|."
"No, she won't. |I'mgoing after her. You've nmade ne."
Peredur's head snapped around. "I had to, Arthur!"

"You're not going to be a separate crown, whatever excuse you give."

"You had ny loyalty, Arthur. If you hadn't brought your filthy Picts. My CGod,
what were you thinki ng?"

| sighed; twice in one day. "Cbviously, 1 wasn't."

"Nicely put. The nodest adnission of the philosopher king. But what you did
here, we pay for at hone."

"What do you nean?"

"You woul dn't have heard yet," said Peredur ironically. "Your firstborn in
whom you were well pleased. He raided C|umum | ast week. Corstopitumthe week
bef ore. Doesn't take children anynore. Just pieces of them"

| sat down, not able to look at him "Mbdred."

| knew it woul d happen. Mdred, who saw so clearly his own doom who courted
it perversely in the name of twisted |ove, taking the world down with him
"They caU himthe firelord," Peredur said. "And he'll sit back and laugh while
we kill each other."

H's dry laugh tore into a fit of painful coughing. |I held himas his thin body
convul sed. When it passed, | poured himsone of the herb tea kept hot on the
hob and hel ped himto his couch

"Absurd,"” he panted. "You and | and Guenevere. W'd rather be racked than

fight each other. And I'IIl sit it out here. Wat a magnificent failure: not
quite a prince, not quite a priest. | couldn't even find Lancelot's Gail."
"You did try."

"I was so sure we could find it." Ahint of life returned now as he spoke of
his quest; how they ferreted the nonastery at Wrral Tor top to bottom pored
over its fragmentary records, questioned the nonks, set men digging in the
cellars. Peredur wanted nothing fromhis remnaining days but to find the Gail.
Not to own it, not for any glory. Let it blaze up in light and vani sh once
nore—+f it ever did—that didn't matter. He wanted to see the conpletion of
somet hi ng, an assurance.
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*' A sense of continuity, Arthur. Christ to Joseph to us. Some-tiling that
won't change, that says we are His children no matter how we nuck up the

world. That's all | want. Al El eyne wants, really."

"She could never put it so clearly.”

Per edur coughed into his linen. "El eyne never put anything clearly. 1've
listened and listened to that Grail story, and it still nakes no sense. They

say listening's an art. Wth Eleyne it's an ordeal. She talks in circles, |
listen. Always the sane."

Only fair to tell himhe had not suffered alone, as it were, under Pilate;

t hat Ygerna had often been subjected to Caradoc's version of the venerable
tal e.

"There was once at Vortigenis table when Caradoc dragged out the old story.
When he got to the pilgrimgirl, Ygerna vowed if she went undressed in
daylight, she'd expect to be noticed too."

Per edur gasped. "Ach-y-fi, she didn't! She actually said that?"

"My dear nother."

"To Caradoc of holy Dyfneint? Ch dear. Well." Peredur broke off; giggling over
the image. "Well, actually, she's right. |I suppose. If a woman did go un—=
As | watched, Peredur's expression changed fromtw nkling good hunor to
revel ation.

"CGod | ove us, she's right! That's it."

Peredur swung off the couch, swaying on thin legs. "That's it, that's what's
wrong. Arthur, |ook."

He burrowed into a | eather bag by his couch, retrieving a tattered parchment



roll. "lI"ve carried this for years. Each person that's told the story, |'ve
set it down close as possible to their words."

The parchnent rattled through his fingers, a river of Latin script.

"Yes, here. Quote Eleyne: "It was hot summer. Her robe was loose.' " Riffle,
rattle, the script-river flowed. "Quote Galahalt: 'It was the high sunrer and
her raiment was | oosened.’ Quote the Abbot of Wrral Tor 'As she cane cl ose,
he perceived her robe was | oosened.' The rest nuch the sane.”

I was not terribly inpressed and a little confused. "Well, it was summer.
Beyond t he weat her, what does it prove?"

"Somet hing so sinple, anyone could miss it. Wuld a pilgrimapproach the holy
of holies w thout sone thought to propriety?"

"No, | suppose not."

Peredur plucked at his garment. "This is a pilgrims robe, the
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same for nen and wonen, winter and summer. Now | kneel before you." He did.
"What falls open? Nothing."

Peredur was already in a light sweat fromexcitenent. | tried to coax hi m back
onto the couch, but he resisted.

"Bot her that; don't you see?"

"Perhaps she wasn't wearing a pilgrimrobe.™

"Your crown against a radish, she wasn't." One finger raised |ike a debating
schol ar, shaking at nme. "And she bl oody well wasn't on pilgrimge, either. A
pl ai n peasant girl? What do they wear in sumrer? Sonething that fastens snug
over one shoulder or ties at both. Neither likely to fall open to the carna
eye—unl ess she | oosened it herself."

I thought | followed his reasoning. "You think they were nmaking | ove?"

"Ch, good God, no!" Peredur rocked with high, excited |laughter. "But you've
seen peasant wonen in sumer. About as nodest as cows. They strip to the waist
and bat he outdoors. Bathing, Arthur! Not on Wrral Tor, but at the well. At
the bottomof the hill."

Well, you could argue it. The Grail could be there, so far as that went, or in
a hundred other places if any at all. But seeing Peredur's joy of excitenent,
tinged with term nal desperation, | would have been cruel to danpen it. The
ent husi asm only brought out nore starkly the pallor of his illness and how

cl ose Peredur was to the end.

"The well. Yes. Brilliant, Arthur." H's spurt of energy burned out, Peredur

wi lted back onto the couch. "Wirthy of me and as usel ess. | am your prisoner.

But," he | ooked up at nme urgently, "you m ght get word to Ei eyne. Perhaps

He let it trail off into silence. As | stood watching him | mnade anot her
decision fromthe heart rather than ny head, but one |I've never regretted.
Shortly before three, the guards admitted ne again to Peredur's quarters.
gave himno smle, let himsee only the apparent heaviness of ny spirit.

"What is it, Arthur?"

"Peredur, certain conditions have beconme too dangerous.” | let himreflect on
that. "Do you understand?"

He eyed ne closely. "I am dangerous?"

"While you live."

Peredur stood up. The natural fear flickered in his eyes for a
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monent before the habit of a lifetime quelled it. "I see.’
have a confessor?"

"Peredur, a life like yours never earns nore than five mnutes in purgatory.
You have time to pray." He couldn't believe it. "Not even a priest?" "I'm
sorry. This nust be done quickly. You mght do the . sane thing in ny place.”
And i ndeed he night. Peredur knelt in front of the small altar installed for
Guenevere and made his contrition in a |low voice tfiat never faltered.

opened the door to see Lord Bors striding across the courtyard toward the

A pause. "My |



house. "Cone in, Bors." ;. I nsi de, the young kni ght glanced curiously at

kneeling Peredur. . "Sir, Lord Gareth sent ne. You have orders?"

"Questions." | put nmy hands on his shoulders. "Wen | charged ny queen wth
treason, you spoke out for her."

"Yes, sir," he admtted hesitantly. "lI—+ did feel in nmy conscience she was
right." . "How t hen are you |oyal to nme?"

Bors flushed and corrected ne straight. "Sir, | rode with Gareth atHadon
There's fingers and toes that still have little ; feeling fromthe |ong cold.
Wth respect, sir, that's not a question ;¢' to ask ne."

| nodded in approval. "Then I'll ask one nore to the point. Is ; there an edge
to your sword?" "e "That a hedgehog could shave with, sir."

"Then draw it now and strike off Prince Peredur's head." H s nouth dropped
open. | took advantage of the shock and pushed it.

"Come, he's under ny sentence, shriven and prepared and : kneeling for the

bl ow. Draw your sword."

He still hung back; for a moment | wondered if he woul d obey. Then Peredur

hel ped hi m

"Come, boy. Don't keep a prince waiting." Bors extracted his sword fromits
scabbard |i ke something unclean. "My lord," he munbled to Peredur, "forgive ne
nmy duty."

"I forgive it. Take ny blessing.”

Per edur bowed his head forward. Bors stepped to one side, set hinself and

rai sed the longs word. "Hold," | said.

Bors froze. The | ook of death was still on Peredur as he | straightened up
slow y.

"I never nmeant it to be, Bors. But | had to know you coul d."
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Bors shook. "Thank God."

"CGet up, Peredur.”

Instantly Bors was there to assist the frail prince. "Let me help. If you knew
my admration, sir. There's no nore Christian prince than you."

"And none nore relieved." Peredur patted his arm "Arthur, you can be cruel."
"Right." | clapped ny hands sharply to dispel the sepul chral nood. "Bors,

i npress ten conbrogi with good nmounts, order a galley at the quay. You are to
escort Prince Peredur fromhere to the nouth of the Brue, thence to Ynnis
Wtrin. You'll afford himevery courtesy except the chance to escape. And you
will assist himin his mssion."

Gratitude and confusion. "Aye, sir. And what might that be?"

"Tell him Peredur."

"The Holy Grail," said Peredur. "I know where it is."
Bors crossed hinmself. "Wth ny life, sir.”
"Attend nme outside. I'll be a monent."

Dazed, Bors stunbled out the door. Peredur waited with arnms crossed and a
wondering sjnile.

"You're a bit of a saint, Arthur."

"And you're still a prisoner. Try to escape and he'll bury you at Wtrin."
"And sonething of a bastard. But heaven will reward this."

"Just let themspare nme the fervent. You true believers are no end of
trouble.” | hugged his wasted frane to nme. "There, now. Go find your silly
cup. And no trouble, mnd."

"I"'mtoo sick for trouble."”

"Sick my royal butt. I wouldn't trust a son of Cador two weeks after | buried
him Cone, get ready. We'll dine together before you go."

I left himcollecting papers in his | eather bag, eager, happier than |'d seen
himin years.

"It's got to be there, Arthur. It's got to be."

Yes, | prayed. Soneone who heeded fallen sparrows night take a nonment for



Per edur .

Qutside, | hooked nmy armin Bors* and wal ked hi mtoward the palace. "Help him
all you can, lad. It's still cold, make himwap his chest."

"For the Grail, sir? Anything."

"Just be gentle with himand believe with him He doesn't have nuch tine."
Gareth becarme nmy new lord-nilite, his first task to inspect the itness of the
conbrogi for a new canpaign. He rendered a sorry report. Some horses were

| ame, others too sick or wounded to rise tn their stalls. Some nmen were abed
wi th wounds, others still hobbling on crutches. Alnost all suffered the
aftermat h of exposure and frostbite. Gawain's Orkney were no better off. A
letter to Mael gwyn brought the reluctant promnmi se of a hundred fit men, no

nor e.

" We might have drawn on the other allied tribes, but they'd be

enore hindrance than hel p agai nst Agrivaine's cavalry. W had

nunbers on our side, but the superiority consisted of six hundred

; worn-out nen on half-1lanme horses. Desperately, hour by hour,

't searched for a way to avoid it, to find a conproni se where

mracul ously, Britain |lost nothing. How to deal wi th Guenevere.

She was the key.

,; The days nmelted into weeks while we waited out the nending. Wnter

di ssol ved to sudden, early spring with brilliant sunshine and a warm w nd over
Severn rich with the scent of flowers. Fishing boats bobbed and tilted on the
river, the snmell of newturned earth wafted fromthe fields. Boys and girls
anbl ed hand in hand through the trees or along the riverbank. Men and wonen
stopped sometines just to snmell the air, eternally surprised at the new life
hi dden in a cold, dark world.

Bedi vere cane back on such a day, fresher, the set of himfuller and softened
fromthe too-keen edge of war. He brought news of his famly and one of
Myfanwy' s fresh-boil ed puddings for me. | held the halter while he disnounted,
and together we wal ked the horse toward the stables.

"So, are the young ones narried?"

He gl owed. "Are they not? And what a wedding. Part Church and part ol d ways.
Such cakes and wine, and the doves sacrificed!"

"Doves, no |ess!"

"The priest would' ve had a fit if he wasn't too drunk by then to see them
Cch, Myfanwy goes to mmss, sure, but you know. \Wen it comes to a wedding, the
old way's best."

OCh, and his jewel, his Rhonda! Like a sprite cone fresh fromthe woods,
barefoot and with the flowers worked through her hair. The groom was nervous
and Myfanwy cried and canme close to war with the servants over the |laying out

of supper, and Bedivere hovered about the edge of it all, feeling superfluous.
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"*But now there'll be grandchildren. | wanted that."

He sounded wi stful and reflective, only grunted when | mentioned Peredur's
m ssi on.

"That doesn't fret nme half so much
"As what?" 1 pronpted.

He started to speak but changed his mnd. "It's not my place, Artos."
"When did that stop the Gyffyn?"

Bedi vere halted, patting the horse's nose, avoiding nmy eyes. "Wll, have you
t hought who's to foll ow you?"
Frankly, | hadn't. | didn't yet really accept growing older, if the truth were

known, much | ess a successor even if the choice were wholly mine to make.
gave Bedivere the easy answer.

"There's only one could, and she's at war with ne."

"Aye, and who el se? Kay dead, Peredur who won't see another year. Melgwn a
good man but too old, Mark in his dotage."



"Nor this one, nor that," | agreed. It wasn't a thought 1 |iked. Wo would
cone after? Where was there another grubby young tribune with a Merlin at his
ear?

Bedi vere called for a groomat the stables, gave himthe reins, and sat down
on a mounting block. "I've thought of going home soon. To stay, Artos. | mean
if ...

The unfi ni shed t hought dangl ed between us.

"If what, Bedivere?"

He spread his arns, let themfall at his sides. "I don't know "
"There is sonething."
"Na, foolish," Bedivere shrugged it off. "I'mnot one for second sight. But

I've a bad feeling about the going north."

"Orens?" | asked.

"Na, na, but it keeps coming back. | want to see Rhonda's children. And yet so
many years, so many battles without a hurt. Kay lying in the nud at Badon, and
the thought was on me. It is on nme, wakes ne sweating at night."

| sat down beside him concerned. "What thought, Bedivere?"

My friend | ooked away across the courtyard. He considered the words before he
shared them "I don't think there's any luck left in me, Artos.”

And then the rider out of the south pounding up to the gate, into the
courtyard, off the wi nded horse and dashing up flights of stairs, his news
spreadi ng before himlike a wave to wash over

| ords, |adies and servants alike before he fell on his knees to gasp it out to
me. Lord Cul wch, one of Peredur's escort. "It is found, sir. The Holy G ai

is found!"

"l can see the sun on their |ance heads."'
parapet. "Gareth, how many?"

"A great, long snake of them" Gareth bubbled. "Two hun-+ dred at |east. And

| ook at the Bors, will you now If he reins that nag any tighter, he'll break
its suffering neck."

Bors was indeed the picture of pride—head high, |ance socketed and rigid in
his stiffly straightened arm the horse controlled to a swaggering trot that
was al nost a dance. | called down into the courtyard.

"There by the gate! Tell Lord Bors we wait himin the great hall."

1 clapped ny friends by the shoulders. "Cone on, you two barnacles, let's make
himfeel inportant. It's a great day."

Canel ot canme alive with the news. Wile Bors dismunted in the courtyard, the

Bedi vere | eaned out over the

great hall was already filling with lords and their w ves, priests, eager
servants and, trailing last, nortified and frantic, Bors' young w fe, Lady
Regan.

"Ch, he would come iike this with no warning," she wailed. "No decent tine to
change or groom What will he think?"

"That he married a treasure.” | beckoned her up to the- dais with Bedivere and

nmysel f. "Stand here by me so he can tell us both."
A hubbub at the entrance, an eddy of people noving aside, and Bors strode down

the I ong chanber, sweating in full mail, to kneel before ne.
"Long life to my king." One brinmng glance at Regan. "Praise God who lets ne
be H s poor messenger. | amto say the Grail is found, and it cones even now

with Prince Peredur."”

For all the portent of his news, there was sonething hesitant in his manner
an anbi val ence.

"Prai se God," Bors mouthed dutifully.

"Amen," | said. It was echoed by a nunber of the eager conmpany hangi ng on his
words. "But you m ght include Regan here."

She ski pped down fromthe dai s—ahen you're sixteen and in |ove, you can skip.

"Wl come, husband. Forgive ny hasty dress. | was about some nendi ng, and—
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"Ch, lass, | don't care." Bors squeezed her tight as if she m ght disappear if

he let go. "Just hold me. My head's not big enough to know the half of this."



"Come up beside nme," | ordered. "Bring Regan and tell al

of us."

Faci ng the expectant throng, Bors was even |less certain of hinmself. The odd
manner contrasted so sharply with his tidings. Unused to oratory, he took a
monent to collect hinself, unbuckling the heavy sword belt, turning it in his
hands whil e he spoke.

"My king and lords, the Grail is found. That is, Prince Peredur says it is
found. "

And Peredur was the nmeat of his story. They nmade canp by the well at the foot
of Wrral Tor. Day by day as they dredged the bottom a |arger and | arger
crowmd gathered to watch the work. Monks fromthe nonastery, the folk of Ynnis
Wtrin. Wrd spread and eventually even Lady El eyne cane from Astol at to fuss
over and nurse the failing prince who would not rest but sifted with his own
hands through the nuck and centuries' debris in the growing pile. Ad pots,
rusted bits of iron, rotted bucket staves and hoops, sline-green stones.

Then the workmen said they'd dredged nigh to the bottomand the well had
nothing left but water in it. And Peredur held up a small object he'd been

cl eani ng.

"It was a coin," Bors went on. "Hardly used by the | ook. When it was burnished
cl ean, you could see the inmage of a man's head with his nane on the back
Enperor Ti berius, Peredur said. And that neant we were probably as close as
we' d

get."'"

But it was no Gail and there was little teft at the bottom The worknmen were
shivering blue with going down and filling the buckets, and the nonks

t hensel ves suggested nost tactfully that folk did need the well for water.
Lady Eleyne turned on themall like an iron judgnent. Was she not of St
Joseph's own bl ood? Did she not rule here in the absence of Lord Ancellius?
Quickly on with the work and | et these comons fetch their water from R ver
Brue.

"They went down again and cane back enpty-handed. Nothing but sand and | oose
stones at the bottom The divers were pure spent from being under col d-water
so long. Then it was that the prince took off his robe and, all in his
drawers, with the folk |ooking on, started to clinmb down the well."

Bors protested, of course. It wasn't fitting for a prince to |abor
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so. Bad enough in private, but with comons | ooki ng on—but Peredur woul d have
none of it.

"I alone,” he said. And he went down the rope into the cold water.

He cane up once to say that they weren't bottom stones, but |oose rocks thrown
into raise the water level. The second tine, be sent up a |large |oad of nmem
pausing only to fill his lungs, and dove again to disl odge another bucketful
of the greenish rocks.

"He was down so |long, we began to worry and then to pray outright. He was nuch
weakened and the water like ice."”

Then Peredur's arm broke the surface, comng straight up with sonething dark
clutched in its fingers. Hi s head bobbed up; Peredur sputtered and gasped,

"Hu- haul me out! Quick, I'mstarting to cranp.”
"And we did," Bors reported baldly, voice sunk to a halting whisper in which
there was still nore puzzlement than reverence. "There it was in his hand."

An ol d priest stepped forward, eager, "Wuat, Lord Bors?"

"Somet hing. | know not what. Ail caked with green weed and God knows' what
el se. ™

| pressed him "But what?"

He only bowed his head, m serable. "The prince can tell of it.
"But you saw sonet hi ng, boy?"

"Yes, sir." Bors sounded only weary now. "But | have no words. You see, all ny
l[ife—4+ mean, it doesn't "

Bors | ooked down at Regan pressed against his side and tightened his arm



around the girl as if to confort her, confort all of us.

"I have only nmy faith," he ended doggedly. "But it is not what we thought."

If the Grail was an anticlinmax for Bors, the procession of honor was not. |
suspect Eleyne had a hand in its el aboration. First came Bors' detachment,
stiff and proud, then a dozen trunpeters wi th bucinas rumuaged fromthe shards
of Trajanus' old canp. The players were not keenly proficient with the

obsol ete instrunent; they distracted the horses nore than they stirred die
heart. Inmedi ately behind them canme a burly nonk hol ding aloft a great silver
cross. More nonks then, a dun clunp of them hands cl asped and singing

Hal | el uj ah and Nova gaudi a.
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Before Peredur's litter strode a young priest, chanting sonorously, "The

bl essing of God on Prince Peredur who has restored to us the proof of Christ
in Britain. Praises to his nane which shall be called Venerable."

Peredur swayed linply with the nmotion of his Utter, wapped in blankets, head
propped on a pillow of rich fabric, one bloodl ess hand resting on a jewel ed
reliquary in which, | assumed, lay the triunph of his quest.

And then in state canme Lady El eyne, carried in a chair and wearing the ancient
crown of Dyfneint. Cose behind in their noth-eaten finery followed the eider
nobl es of Dyfneint. A few Caerleon |lords rode after to keep the rear in sone
kind of order. In their wake, the holy procession trailed off raggedly into
jubilant and curious comon folk, larking children, dogs and beggars who

foll omed any royal progress for al ns.

It was a brave spectacle, goggled at and cheered from every casenent and
ranpart in Canelot. Wth their huzzahs and the nmonks' singing and the dogs
woofing, it was quite a racket, but | suffered it. If God hinself sent down an
order for quiet, no one would have heeded.

The glittering, hosanna-ing parade entered the south gate of Canel ot and
filled the courtyard before we shut the gates against the conmons stil
cheering outside. | sent two servants with a hoard of small coins to
distribute and several nore to clean the cold leftovers fromthe kitchens, so
that the country around the pal ace | ooked |ike a huge, holy picnic, not far
off the mark for definition

As | took Peredur's hand, a faded picture came to mind: Anbroshis comng to
Eburacum his death hanging on himlike a dingy garnment.

Hs eyes glittered with fever. H s head barely noved on the pillow "Thanks,
Arthur. For the chance."

"Call it an investnent. | suppose you're the holiest prisoner since Jesus.

Wl conme, Perry-fach."

A great, swelling Hallelujah and Aren went up fromthe nonks around us as |
lifted Peredur fromthe litter. H's mouth was close to ny ear and, with the

| ast of his energy, Peredur whispered, "I do hope God |ikes mnusic. They've not
| et up since Caerleon.”

El eyne hovered over Peredur, grimy solicitous. She was sole ruler in Dyfneint
now, though she referred to Lancelot's defec-
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tion as a nmere absence and acted as if she expected himnmomentarily. Guenevere
she nmentioned not at all.

She was thirty-nine. Her brief bloomhad faded rather quickly, |eaving the

i mut abl e, | eaden seriousness etched deeper as she settled directly into

m ddl e age, convinced as ever of her place anong the angels. Harder, bl eaker
She'd wapped her life around Lancelot. Wen the truth filtered at | ast

t hrough her granite sensibilities, she nmust have been very unhappy in her
subnmerged soul, but never spoke a word agai nst the husband to whom she was
forever bound by Cod.

Peredur lay on his couch in the small house that he woul d never | eave again.
You coul d say he killed hinmself. He needn't have gone into the well. Bors and
the others scolded with tender exasperation to no avail. He would go down;



that's a note on his character. Only El eyne approved and encouraged what was,
in effect, his dooma note on hers.

The reliquary rested on a small stand before his couch, closed and | ocked.
"Bors is confused," Peredur |abored in a broken whisper. "They all are. They
wanted so rmuch nore. A miracle. Open it, Eleyne."

She unl ocked the chest and lifted its lid. Since it was expected of nme, |
knelt and crossed nysel f.

What rested in the box seemed hardly worth a genufl ection. An ordinary shall ow
bow of pitted bronze. Someone had taken great pains to scrape away the crust
of centuries, working with the ardor of reverence, hoping the spiritual Iight
of Christ would eventually blaze forth. Their industry produced a clean but
pockmar ked surface that shone with | ess enthusiasmthan a common fl ower bow .
Frankly, | was di sappoi nted. The pal ace dogs ate from nore inpressive service.
| asked obliquely, "Wat do you think, Peredur?"

El eyne answered for him "The Church of Britain has acknow edged it, W have
found the Gail."

"And who are we to say them nay,"
answer ?"

"Not really. | know you, Peredur. How you think."

"How | thought. And whatever we thought, this will be the Gail. For all of
them™

So mundane, so shabby. "You really think—=2"

"Arthur, what | think'matters very little."

"Or |," Eleyne agreed. "So says the blood of St. Joseph of Arimathea, anen."
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| reached for it. "May I?"

Peredur gestured slightly. "OF course. Wth you other inordinate titles, you
are now good King Arthur, patron of the Gail quest."

Peredur's frail, reedy voice went on as | studied the object. "It's the
reachi ng, the hope and the faith that really count. How can any reality shine
like the dreamof it? They're all confused, but they believe. That's enough."
He gl anced up at Eleyne. | read the understandi ng between them

"A common bronze bow ," Peredur said. "Not very well nade. Test the weight:
nore tin than copper. Mist be thousands like it. Cheap enough for peasants and
inns that catered to nen of limted means. Look at the bottom"

| turned the bow over. There was no design at ail tooled into the age-dark
nmetal at its manufacture, but soneone with a crude point had scratched two
sinmple arcs, one inverted, that crossed to formthe rude outline of a fish.
"The earliest synmbol of Christ," Peredur breathed. "Interesting coincidence.
But if there was a Grail, it would | ook |ike nothing so much as this."
Not hi ng to say, then. Peredur and El eyne were silent, arrived at a stillness
of wisdom | passed the bowl to Eleyne who locked it in the reliquary which
she brought to ne.

"My lord king, when he greets ny husband, will please say that El eyne of

Per edur added significantly. "Does that

Astolat has lived and lives still in the sacred charge of her blood. And in
the sanctity of ny marriage vow—

Sonet hi ng haunted her eyes for a flicker of tinme, |ike a shape noving under
dark waters.

"—From which there is no | oosing even in heaven. | send himthe Holy Gail to
heal his heart. And | will bide here by his friend whose feet should be washed
by saints.”

| hoped it would heal nore than Lancelot. Going north | needed all the help
coul d get.

Peredur held out his white hand. "You'll be going soon?"

"In a day or so."

H s fingers spidered over mne, the grip of an infant. "I love you all. I'd

see you at peace but for the absurd things we have to do. Wat do you think
God does nost, Arthur? Laugh or cry?"
He died in his sleep the night after | left. The Bi shop of Caerleon said the



mass hinsel f and the requi emwas sung by a choir of several dozen nonks.
Masses were ordered for each
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anni versary of Peredur's death. The prince lay in state two full days, and
think nore of die faithful knelt at his bier than will ever weep over mne

Why not? He touched an enduring need in their hearts. They saw himrise like a
spirit bird, nolting norality, ranks of angels guiding himto paradi se, dona
eis requiem arm es of welcom ng seraphim ranked saints eager to nake hi mone
of diem his head suffused in holy light.

Peredur woul d have thought it all a bit thick. I knew him Hs faith m ght
have sent himdown into the well, but a keen, critical mnd led himthere. And
he al ways hated crowds. As for veneration on earth or apotheosis in heaven, he
woul d be distracted by the noi se and enbarrassed by the adul ati on. Perhaps one
friend to be waiting, the only one he ever wanted, at ease and casual, ready
to take himhone with a good chat along the way: ' 'Cone in, Perry-fach! \Wat
a nmess they' ve nade down there, when | neant it all to be so sinple. Ch, the

i deas were good but |'ve done so nmuch better since. Come—walk with ne."

| rested my horse on the hilltop, |ooking out over the nmoor southwest of
Eburacum Bedi vere whistled softly as he appraised the distant squadrons
arrayed agai nst us.

"Al'l neat and proper, Artos. | thought Agrivaine would go for an anbush.™
"Cuenevere has nore sense. She wants results, not blood. Tell the commanders
to join me here."

Awaiting them | scrutinized the terrain we mght have to fight on. Agrivaine
was not so eager to kill me that he chose his ground carel essly. Behind his
forces the noor rose in a low, scalloped hill, the earthworks of an ancient

fort. If necessary, it would give himgood cover

My commanders trotted up to me to take their places; Gareth, Gawain, Mel gwn
and Bedi vere, each estimating the force in front of us.

"They're all bunched up,"” said Gareth. "Was not Lancel ot drew up that order."
Qoviously not. Agrivaine was lord-nmilite of the Parisi and die nore

experi enced Lancel ot was too nodest to assert hinmself. The squadrons were
drawn up in bl ocks; inpressive but not the best starting position for an
attack. We'd deploy in a wedge headed by Gareth's conbrogi, narrow at the
head, w der than Agrivaine's line at the rear so we could turn his flank if we
nust .
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If he attacked w thout warning, we'd be in the better position. |I gave ny
orders.

"Make your dispositions and turn the squadrons over to your
seconds-in-comuand. Tell them once we're on the field, I'Il draw nmy sword if

Agrivaine tries to shift his position. On that signal—-and only that—they'l
attack in formation."

"And we?" Maei gwyn asked.

"Up front with ne. GQuenevere will see we're ready to reason

first."”

They cantered away to transmt the orders. A few mnutes |ater, when the first
of the conbrogi approached, | slapped Bedivere's arm

"Up the dragon, boyo. Let's go to work." \When we reached our position on the

| evel ground, | smiled a little at the sight of the three figures waiting in
front of the northern forces. Guenevere in the center, Agrivaine on her right,
Lancelot to the left. My queen set a heavy gray, dressed in a long mail coat

t hat rmust have dragged cruelly on her thin shoulders. Over the mail was draped
the purple robe she wore in state at Canel ot. Her head was rounded with the
coronet of the Parisi, A clear and form dable statenment: she would have al

her rights. | would strip her of nothing wthout dispute.

| turned to view the precise movenents of nmy own squadrons, mndful that the



i mpression was not | ost on the forces opposite. The wedge forned with sure,

econom cal novenents, no noise or nmilling about. The finest weapon in the
wor | d.

Then, ny commanders behind nme, | paced forward until only a few yards
separated nme from Guenevere

"Before any speaks," | began, "let me say |'min a better position to attack

And if there's any shift in yours, | wll."

| caught the silent |-told-you-so Lancel ot vented on Agrivai ne.

"I came for ny rights, Arthur," said GQuenevere. "Not for a fight."

Trust Agrivaine to anend that. "But every bit of a fight if you want it. And

Gawain, 1'll have no nercy on a brother."

"Nor |, brother," Gawain answered with still conviction. "The price is too
dear now."

"Hear, Pendragon!" Agrivaine shouted. "No bargains. The

north will-—=

"/ will speak for the north," Guenevere reninded himw th cool authority.
"Arthur, will you hear me out?"

Gadly. It was tinme to |listen. Ganblers, we knew each ot her
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too well to bluff. I might inpress her men and had the neans for it in ny
saddl e- purse, but Gnen? Where was her weakness?

"I amhere to listen, Guenevere."

"The Parisi are to be sovereign again as they were under ny father. And no
reprisal for this honest rising."

"No reprisal,"” | agreed. "As for sovereignty, we've argued that for a hundred
years. It's never been codified but always depended on who was stronger
enperor or tribe. Let's end it. Let there be a wit between us as to the | ega
rights of the Parisi under the crown."

"Al'l rights?" ny shrewd queen asked.

"Al'l rights saving separate treaties.”

"Not yet agreed," Quenevere frowned, digesting the offer. "Hear me further
Wth nmy royal brother dead, | amto keep the crown of the Parisi and Brigantes
if they choose ne."

If indeed. Wth Agrivai ne and Lancel ot behind her, it was a choice for the
Parisi of being cooked or eaten raw. A good enove, since Gmven assuned | woul d
never restore her as queen. She knew the gane and the board.

But she'd given ne the opening | needed. | knew Gaen; she'd always trade good
for better and both for best. | muttered to Bedivere, "Cross your fingers. The
fat's going in the fire."

| flicked the reins and noved out al one, beckoning Guenevere to cone forward.
W net alone in the open space between our commanders. Poor Gaen was sweating
and m serabl e under the hot mail and heavy cl oak

"I've a better idea, Gnen."

She |ifted one eyebrow, wary. "It'd better be good. Right now!l amthe north."
"Gve it up."”

Alittle gasp of disbelief. "You are off your form Arthur. Gve it up for
what ?"

"A crown at Canelot."

Stunned surprise. She wasn't ready for that. "Wat—=2"

"One or the other, Gwen. Alittle crown here, a big one at hone. But not
bot h. "

She' d recovered, her guard cl osed again. "Under you?"

"Wth nme."

"My power restored?"

"AH of it."

"In witing? Swmorn on relics?"

"In marble if you like. But no nore north as a famly toy. Let
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someone el se have a chance. They'|ll think you' re gracious as hell while we



rul e themtogether."

"Well," Guenevere admred. "After al! these years, you can still surprise ne."
The charmdidn't fool ne. That quick mnd was sifting choices and the val ue of
each. Cuenevere lifted a gloved finger. "And total pardon.”

| bowed ny head to her. "Total and hunble. An apol ogy here and now and to be
published later."

Guenevere was still not conpletely convinced. "You always did humlity well.
It's the peasant in you."

"Wait till you hear ne today. |I'll make the Sernobn on the Munt sound |ike
arrogance. Bargain?"

"Ch, don't rush me. |I'munconfortable enough as it is."

| pushed it gently. "Come on, lass. You were always an advocate of the bird in
t he hand. Bargain or bl oodshed?"

Guenevere | ooked around at the forces poised agai nst each other, biting her
lower lip in concentration. A ganble, yes. Her wise instincts as a ruler
agai nst the personal habit of power. Opposed, we were a threat to Britain.
Toget her, a fortress.

"Bargai n, husband."

| took her offered hand. "So be it."

"Poor Agrivaine," she remenbered. "He'll be so disappointed.”

| backed my horse. "Break the good news and watch ne."

Guenevere turned the gray and rai sed her voice to Agrivai ne and Lancel ot.
"Rejoice with me. The king has satisfied nmy demands. There will be no war."
Sone of the knights on both sides sent up a ragged cheer of relief and
approval through which | anced Agrivaine's piercing dissent.

"I don't trust his bargains."

"You're not required to," Quenevere squel ched him "Only to obey."

"W cane to fight."

"We came for justice." My wife's voice turned suddenly hard as a whi pl ash.
"And we have it. To your men, ny lords. The king in his own words will
exonerate ne and all ny cause.'

VWhile | funmbled at ny saddl e-purse, Bedivere and Gareth surrounded nme with
their doubts.

"High king, it all seems too easy. Wat happened?"

"You' ve got ears," Bedivere growl ed. "He gave away the
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whol e pasture, he did. The north free under Guenevere. We'll be ; fighting
till we're too old to ride."

| sighed, leaning on the saddle hom "You two are worse than old wonen. The

north goes nowhere. CGuenevere will give up the : Parisi crown and return to
Canel ot . "

Bedi vere shook his head. "To Caerleon, | say. But when did you ever listen to
ne?"

"Wth Agrivaine and Lancelot in the north? W've tried that and it doesn't
work. Wthout the Parisi crown, it'll be in her interest to hold the new

prince to us—and | can keep an even cl oser eye on her."

"But, Artos, you told her—=

"Ah, Bedwyr, don't be thick! | pronmised the Parisi a wit." "That you did," he
mai ntai ned. "All their old selfish rights.” "And if Gaen drafts this wit, how
much power is she going to give away?"

He's a straightforward man, my Bedivere. The dawn broke slowy but the Iight
was beautiful to behold. "Oh-h-h, yes."

Kings can learn nuch froma merchant. When a man doesn't neet his first price,
he doesn't bash the bugger over the head. He nerely pretends great sacrifice
and offers the price he intended all al ong.

"And now, lads, | have to nake a few angels blush. Bear with ne."

| drew Peredur's Gail fromthe saddl e-purse. Instantly Gareth and Bedivere
dropped to one knee and crossed thensel ves.

"Jesus God," Gareth flustered. "The Holy Grail, and he carries it like an



oat cake. "

Gawai n sat his horse, at ease but intent on his brother across the field in
huddl ed concl ave with sone of his lieutenants. "Go you out al one, Arthur?"
"It's better."

"Take me with you," said Gawain in a low tone. "No, it will be well." |
mounted, the Grail in one hand. "But be ready. It's about cooked but not out
of the oven yet."

| started forward over the noor, veering toward Lancel ot and halting where
nost of the nen could see and hear ne.

"I speak to all of you! Orkney, Parisi and Dyfheint. Since Guenevere has shown
herself as wise and selfless a ruler as ever | hope to be, | give her full and
uncondi ti onal pardon for the execution of Mrgana which was, but for ny
personal anger, an act seen by all as done for die good of Britain."
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Cador was right. You have to be a king to lie with that kind of style.
Guenevere sat straight and proud in her vindication, and | wondered how | ong
before ny queen realized that, benevolently and for the good of Britain, she'd
been had.

"I, Arthur, ask her forgiveness and that of every lord who stands in support

of her cause. Let you now support us together. My queen will take her throne
again, and the Parisi will choose a new prince according to their ancient
right."

| thrust the Gail aloft for all to see. "I sue to you all for peace anong
Britons and bring in token this Holy Grail, lost four hundred years and only

now found by a saintly prince whose life was spent in reclaimng it."

The wave of awed whi spers spread through the Dyfneint knights. "Wat is it?
Let me see. Does it shine? Nay, it does not. But he says ..."

"Surely its revelation nowis God's wi sh that there be peace between us. Wy,

if not, did God et me win at Badon agai nst odds of nore than six to one? Wy

did good Peredur fall my prisoner until the weight on nmy conscience sent him

free to Ynnis Wtrin? Wiy then his own |ast words that he | oved us all, dear

sai nted man, and woul d have us at peace?"

"I't nust be true; the prince would speak so. .He was ever blessed ..

"Wtness this company. | amnot worthy to hold this best treasure of heaven

and earth. And | return it to himwho was Peredur's friend in life, who

hi nsel f carries the charge of the Sinner King."

| held out the Grail. "Lord Ancellius, take this holy vessel fromne, for ny

sins make it too heavy to bear."

Prof ound sil ence. Then | eather creaked and nmail rattled as nmen anong the

Dyf nei nt and Parisi di snmounted, kneeling in respect. No other sound broke the

tranquillity of the still, warm afternoon. Lancel ot noved out to neet ne,

slipping fromthe saddle as | did.

"Thank you, Arthur."

| passed the Grail into his reverent hands, saw the fam liar disappointnent
cl oud his eyes.
"Thi s?"

"I know it doesn't shine. But Peredur found it and El eyne sent it to heal your
heart. She wants you to bring it hone."

Lancel ot turned the shabby old vessel in his hands. "This?"

"It could be, man. It could be. If not, then where and what ?

Take it back to Eleyne. Peace you can find; that's not holiness, just grow ng
up. Finding what's really neant for us."

Then Bedivere: "Artos, mind out!"

W both spun, saw Agrivaine start forward, the O kney squadron behind him
Straight at us. Lancelot tossed me the Grail and flung hinmself into the saddle
as nmy commanders nmoved quickly to cover me. Jesus, the bloody fool, he's
starting it and in three nore seconds our men would attack, signal or no. Two



seconds. One. The orders rang out behind us as Agrivaine's nmen runbled
forward, still too cl ose-packed for speed.

That al one saved us. In that fraction of time before my men put spur to flank
Guenevere's horse streaked out in the path of the Orkney, halted, and ny queen
pl anted herself like a rock. Her back was to ne, but her voice carried to
every man with withering fury. She stood erect in the stirrups, one inperious
armrai sed. Magnificent.

"You dare," she quivered. "You dare, Agrivaine? Wthout my order, you attack
your ki ng?"

He hadn't expected this and lost the initiative. Behind himthe Orkney nilled
and shuffled in confusion. In that vital noment, Lancel ot was at Guenevere's
side, | ance couched and bearing on Agrivai ne.

| muttered to ny captains: "Quick, let's get up to her. Let them see us

toget her. No, Gawain, wait!"

| grabbed his bridle, stopping himbefore he plunged dead at his brother
"He's shanmed me, Arthur, shaned me all ny life. He's no blood of mine. Nor the
rest of them"

W eased toward Cuenevere, careful not to make any sudden nove.

"This comes of ny brother's |enience." Guenevere pointed at Agrivaine. "The
dog let into the hall and petted until he thinks he has a right."

"I have a right," Agrivaine fumed. "W came for a war and the war is just.
say finish it, with Guenevere or wthout her."

"You're a watchdog, Agrivaine," my queen said casually. "Kenneled and fed
until we need your teeth. But when the cur turns on its naster—

"As you have turned," Agrivaine threw it back at her. "Using your brother
your husband. Your Lancelot."

But Guenevere knew she was in control again. "It's absurd to think of you as
the son of a king, Agrivaine. You have no fee
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for state, you never did. Brave, yes, that you are. But an unbroken hound

hi nders the hunt. What will you do now? Run nme down to get at Arthur? Your

| ances are crouched, but the Parisi will not point theirs at ne."

"Nor Dyfneint," said Lancelot. "Don't be a fool."

"You' re al one and you've chosen," said Guenevere. "You are no |onger
lord-milite of the Parisi."

"And no nore of Orkney!" Gawai n roared. "Come you no nore hone."

It was too far to see Agrivaine's expression as he turned on his brother

A You had to be born first. My perfect, protecting brother.'

Gawai n's great, thick body slunmped. He was crying. "God hel p you, Agrivaine.
No nore."

"Quit this field," Guenevere ordered. "And the land of the Parisi. | will not
| ook on you again."

The hate wasn't worth it, but Agrivaine still clutched his ounce of right. An
ancient right, out of style, but it cast the shape of his few remaining days.
"And where can a man go," he shouted, "where it will not be the sane? Al of
you, listen to me. Not a man on the Wall who does not know the service of

Agrivaine meqq Lot. And | say this: Have | not seen it coming since Ambrosius?
No nore free and sovereign crowns, but mere magi strates again under the tyrant
and the adaitrach. They are not for us, they only use us. W has Arthur not

j uggl ed? Who has Guenevere not prom sed and lied to and used? Even each

ot her."

H s men roared back, "W serve Guenevere no |onger!"

"Nor Gawai n!"

"No!

"Then go your way!" Gawain how ed at them "M islands are small and no room
for the like of you."

"W follow Agrivaine!"

"Do so." Cuenevere accepted it. "But hear this. Hear, all of you, all the

nobl es of Britain."



Wth a warm gl ance at ne, Guenevere turned the horse and paced slowy al ong
the ranks of the Parisi and Dyfneint.

"Al'l men have a piece of truth, Agrivaine no |l ess than others. Arthur the king
has nade mi stakes. Arthur the man has here confessed them Can | do | ess? W
were both wong. But his cane out of |ove, while nine nasked jeal ousy behind

the good of Britain. But we have nade conposition, and nere will be peace.™
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| felt the general easing of tension in all the ranks and mar-| veled at the
woman | married.

I "A king asks forgiveness. A queen grants it." Guenevere | stepped down
fromthe saddl e and sank to her knees, arns outstretched to ne. "And Guenevere
asks her husband for |ike grace.”

| choked a little. "Stay here, my lords."

She waited on her knees as | wal ked ny horse to her, dismunted and pressed ny
face into her hands.

"God, | love you, Gaen."

"W | ove us, darling. It was our dream"

| felt suddenly light and happy. "It's |ike our weddi ng day."

Gren winced. "Not quite. Al this on and off a horse and this damed mail. |
don't bend as | used to. Help me up."

| thrust out ny arms, high and welcomng. "I see two armies here. Let's have
one. And cel ebration and nusic."”

Then the happy sound of nmen freed of a fight they never wanted, |aughter and
jingling harness as the sundered causes drew together, each greeting each

Only Agrivaine and his rebels stayed apart, retiring fromdie field toward the
north. Only one man watched them go: Gawai n, who hel ped his brother take the
first linmping steps but could never nake himwal k straight.

For me, it was the happiest monent of ny life: Quenevere and |, arnms |inked as
as the captains approached to attend us. And Gaen, of course, was al ways Gaen.
"You could snmile a little, Bedtvere, |I'mhonme. Sut nmae'r nob, Gareth-fach

Have you caught up on your sleep? And Mael gwn! Come, kiss ne. Dear God

you' re a good-looking man. It's been ages."

Mael gwn suffered her enbrace awkwardly. "A long tine, Lady."

"Too long, and you'll dine with us straight. And give ne a man to see to this
poor, disgusted horse who will not believe wonen should ride."

The prince turned to search among his mlling knights. "Ay, Davy-bach!"

The young man swung around, the bow and quiver slung over his shoul der. "Here,
prince of the cats. Wiat's to do?"

"Come | ook to the queen's horse.”

| should have known Mael gwyn woul dn't travel wi thout his harper. Dafydd
saluted us in his cheery way and took the reins Guenevere gave him "Bl ess

you, Lady."
346
Firelord

"And you, young man. Take— Guenevere broke off as she took a good took at
hi m

Daf ydd asked, "Sonething el se, Lady?"

"No," she nurnured. "No, nothing."

Dafydd |l ed the horse away. Guenevere watched after him "Arthur, for a nonent,

| thought =

"1 know. "

"The resenbl ance; it's uncanny."

"And wait till you hear his harp,"” | said.

There on the nmoor we had a kind of holiday fair in the beautiful spring

weat her, all together, singing, hunting, making feasts put of sinple food and
happi ness. Gaven and | found time to stroll alone in the hills. W found a
secret little brook and stripped down to the skin like truant children, swam
pl ayed and made tentative |ove that turned suddenly deep and fierce with the
need we always tried to deny. And wal ki ng back to canp, hailing this or that



lord, Gnen swung al ong on ny hand, radiant and young as Regan. The gl orious
weat her, Gnen and | listening to Dafydd' s harp at sundown, the |aughter of ny
men at peace, all of ms was |ike a new beginning.

But Bedi vere went on watching the hills and stoning a keener edge to his
sword. "My luck's gone dry, and | want to go hone."

"Pessimist," said Gven and stuck a flower in his hair.

The holiday couldn't last. Gawai n departed for Sol way, Mael gwyn saddl ed his
weary hundred and came to us with a farewell gift fromhis heart. He pushed
Daf ydd f orward.

"A harp to gl adden the soul, and deserving of a king."

So Davy cane to nme and, through me, to that service you mght say he was born
for. Say that | owed it to two old friends.

There was anot her good-bye, nore final. Wen he stood before us, Lancel ot,
like Bors, had lived to see sonmething | ess than his hopes and was bew | der ed.
"Take the Grail to Eleyne," | urged him "Sunmmrer comes early on Neth. She'l
have the hall full of flowers."

Yet he hovered. "Guenevere?"

"Yes, dear?"

"Must 1?" Alittle shaking of his head. "Miust | go?"

"You' ve heard the king."

Stubbornly, "I will hear it fromyou."
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Gren made an i nmpul sive novenent toward him then checked it—not because of ne,
because she was Guenevere and knew it. "You rust go, then. Wat was before is
no | onger."

"Not so," Lancel ot choked.

"Truth, Lancelot."

He stabbed her with an angui shed | ook. "You know | have nothing then."

Ful | of conpassion, she said, "You have everything."

"No. | should have died before this. To reach for one perfection all my life
and be given tin. To find another and be sent off like this. Nothing."
"Everything." Gaen wapped himin tender arnms. "Dear nman, will you never be
happy? You have a wife who' d never be false like me. Who bore a son |
couldn't. You can close your eyes in peace at night white Arthur and | lie

down with serpents. Everything."
"I'd give it up. Al of it."
"But I wouldn't,"” OGmen said. "And that's ne difference. Everything Agrivaine

said of me is true. | use people. | know ny price and | give away not hi ng

wi thout a profit. I'mwhat he called nme, a whore."

The frankness startled that upright, honorable man. "You were never that."
"The shoe fits," Gmen said with a wy glance at me. "I was bomto it, but at

our rank they call us kings. Go hone, Lancelot."

Lancel ot couldn't accept it. He backed away a few steps, then it tore out of
hi m

"I's there no place left for honor?"

"If there is," | charged him "find it. Peredur found one Gail. | knowin
your heart it isn't yours. Find your own."

He rode away toward the waiting Dyfneint knights, out of our lives.

"Find it," 1 called after himas sonmething swelled in ny heart. "For all of
us."

Guenevere slipped an armthrough mne. "What a bitch ! am He was quite a nman
when he nanaged to get the saints off his back. Loving, eager, grateful as a

boy. | shocked him sonetinmes." My queen considered her wish with cool hope.
"When you and | go to hell, Arthur, will they please | eave us together?"

| couldn't imagine themnot. If they have any feel for government, they'll put
us in charge
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| was preparing to depart with the conbrogi early next norning when Bors
gal l oped in from picket duty on our north to report: one man on foot |eading a
horse with what |ooked |like a body strapped across its back, apparently naking
for us.

Wth Gareth and Bedivere, | followed Bors back to the picket hill to have a

| ook at the still-distant figure. Gareth noted that the nan was in nmail.

"And hurt," he concluded after a closer scrutiny. "Not badly, but he feels
it."

Man and horse inched toward us over the nmoor. "I make out his shield."

Bedi vere narrowed his eyes. "But | don't know the blazon. Wite horse head on
a black field."

"That's Tara," said Gareth, who knew themall. "Cumaill of Tara, one of
Gawai n' s nen."

"That is a body on the horse," | said. "See how the crows stay overhead? Let's
go down."

Seeing us cone, Cumaill stopped and waited, one arm over the body

protectively. And Irish lord, he took service in Orkney a few years before
Badon and went through every day of that muddy hell. A huge, burly nman, he

gl owered at us fromunder beetling brows and told his tale in a Gaelic accent
twice as dense as Gareth's.

"The finest king | yet laid eyes on,'
himso to horse.™

We gave himwater. Curnmill brooded rmurderously while Bors washed the wound on
his scal p. The noor shimered with heat barely relieved by a |ight southern
breeze. Not a man anmong us without respect for Gawai n. No one had nmuch to say.
"I have seen treachery in ny tine, King of Britain. But this of a cut to shane
Judas. "

The body of Gawain was battered to a pulp as if he'd been trampled to' death
three times over. | w shed we had sonething to cover it wth.

Cumaill told the bald, ugly tale. It was Gawain's intention to nake straight
for Solway where his boats were nmoored. They expected no trouble and canped in
a happy mood, gl ad of peace, eager to be going hone.

"Good, loyal men," Cummill rnourned, "and every one behind you at Badon, is
that |ess than truth?"

The horsenen hit themat first [ight when they were scarce out of their

bl ankets. Curmaill fell next to a gored friend and was left for dead. Al his
squadr on were.

Gareth queried in Irish; "Daone sidhe?"

"No Faerie, not them" Cumaill growl ed in disgust. "Agrivaine, it was. And
pray for the Okney Isles. There's not a lord old enough for a beard left to
support Gawai n's son-regent. WIIl they not have to accept Agrivaine, and that
on their knees? May God regret the day He gave Gawain a brother."

| stroked the I ank bl ack hair hanging down fromthe crushed skull. Gawai n had
been ny nost inpoverished chief and perhaps the nost honest. Against ne when |
pl ayed him fal se, but at mnmy side again when his heart found nme right and

he gl owered. "That | should have to put

putting his life in the scale to attest it. | |ooked at the gl owering
el oquent faces of ny lords. They knew sonethi ng was owed to Gawai n.
"Agrivaine has to get there first," | said.

"He' |l nake for Solway and the boats," Bedivere guessed.

"No nercy," Cumaill begged.

"No. Gareth, when we get back to canp, bring me the maps of the Wall. Gareth?"
My lord-mlite was gazing fixedly at the northern horizon and now uttered the
nost uncharitable sentinment of his life.

"I've hated the insides of that scant man since we rode the Wall."

| thought he hadn't heard me, but then Gareth vaulted into the saddle with a
sudden, mmssive energy.

"Shall be done, sir!"

News of the treachery spread through ny conbrogi |ike a disease, the anger
personal with each of the many nmen who knew Gawai n. None wanted to be left



behind. To find an escort for Guenevere, | had to renmind themof their
personal oath to nme and, after some arguing and del ay, assenbled Lord Bors and
twenty of my younger knights.

Bors still objected norosely. "It will be dishonor that I'mnot there."
"Nonsense. The Church has naned you a knight of the Grail, you and the others
who went with Peredur. Wth whomis the queen safer? Who hinders you goes
agai nst God. You could al nost travel unarned.”

Bors accepted his duty reluctantly. "I'd be a fool to try. Please the queen,
we'll be waiting."

Guenevere wal ked to her horse on ny arm "Wat a nmess. Just when we thought
there m ght be quiet again."

"Agrivaine's not war, it's sanitation. Now listen: Wen you get to Canel ot,

i ssue a general proclamation of our peace and send it to the Saxons as well."
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"Wn't | just." She stretched on tiptoe to kiss nme good-bye. "I want those

savages to know who's back. And that Britain intends to remain"—anot her
lingering kiss—very British."

"Fine. Then | want you to wite Gawain's wife at Orkney w th-—=
Gnen stamped her foot. "You nmaddening man, you'd think I never governed so
much as a cow pasture. |'ve been at this |onger than you."

| grabbed nmy wife by her narrow waist and lifted her off the ground, suddenly
happy. "List to a's pride! A's got a nouth |ike—=

"Don't talk like one of them "™ She pulled viciously at ny hair in revenge. "I
hate that."

"Then would ny | ady be so good as to belt up and get mounted? | hate to think
of the work waiting at Camelot."

Guenevere put her foot to the stirrup and | gave her a |leg up. "You never
trust ne, Arthur.”

"Up you go! And long iife to the Lady of Britain."

My hand rested on the saddl e horn, and Gaen covered it with hers. "Do you
trust ne?"

"You always ask that. | need you, Gaen."

"Of course you do. You didn't becone great alone."

"And you need nme—=

"I'"ve al ways suspected it."

"—Fo keep you honest. Don't proclaimyour divinity till | get hone."
Guenevere | eaned down to kiss me again and bit ny |lip. "Peasant."

"Bitch."

She waved Bors forward to join her. "That | am and the best in Britain. God
woul dn't waste a nice girl on you, Pendragon."

Bors cantered up, the escort in formation of twos behind. Guenevere took a
deep, pleasurable breath of the scented spring air.

"It's our tine, Arthur. | feel it. W could do anything now. W could take
back the east, even civilize those Saxon bastards."

"Next year, |love. Next year, by God, we'll do it."

She bl ew nme a kiss as she noved off. "Don't be long."

W let Cummill lead the chase until we raised the anbush site where heat and
the crows were doing their work, pausing |ong enough to pray for Gawain's mnen,
then of f again follow ng

Agrivaine's easy trail that |led straight north toward the Wall. He obviously
wanted to cross before running west for Solway. By the map that neant he'd
cone up on the Wall a little east of Camlann. We tracked until it was too
dark, unsaddl ed and sl ept by our horses with a careful watch and were up with
the first light, eating on the nove.

The chance of ambush seermed small. W rode over bare, bleak noor with hardly a
stone to hide behind, yet Gareth and Cumaill rode ahead with Dafydd' s bow for
cover. They began to sight a good nmany crows.



Gareth found the first body about ten miles short of the Wall. One of
Agrivaine's men, neatly speared with an arrow. Wen they found two nore a
little further on, | had Davy retrieve one of the arrows and showed it to

Bedi vere.

"Bronze head. See how it blunted a little on the mail ?"

Daf ydd inspected it critically. "Too soft. Who'd nake an arrow t hat way?"
"Peopl e who can't nake iron," | said.

My cold little prenmonition was confirmed less than a mile later. The trail was
very fresh now and the crowridden bodies still warm Tracks showed where
Agrivaine's men dashed off this way and that to nose for their invisible

stal kers, then doubl ed back before the harried squadron pushed on faster

But they'd searched mainly to the south where there seemed better cover for
archers, if any at all. Perhaps a few dogged his rear, but the main party
woul d be down the wind, which had blown all day fromthe south. You can hide
froma man's eyes, but rarely froma horse's nose. Agrivaine didn't grow up
with this know edge but Mddred did. | gave the order

"From now on, | ook sharp. Don't ride three breaths without a | ook left, right
and behind."

The hills grew even barer as we approached the Wall, difficult for even a hare
to hide in, but Agrivaine's trail was punctuated by three nore bodies. And on
either side of the fly-buzzing clunp, someone had gouged two straight lines in
the earth.

Bedi vere licked his lips. "Think it's Mdred?"

"For sure. That's our/tarn-sign. He wants ne to follow"

W noved at a swift but watchful gait now, no one daring to straggle, until we
raised the line of the Wall less than two nmiles off. Gareth rode back to
report, pointing north.

"They're across by now. That's their dust.”

Cumaill's eyes glinted with satisfaction. "W'Il|l have them before dark. O ose
now," he urged. "Let's finishit."
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Instinct said no, not too hastily. It was no |onger Agrivaine's gane but
Modred's. He toyed with the Orkneynmen in a nanner calculated to taunt their
tallfolk pride. No doubt he started out merely to deci mate Agrivaine, but once
he knew | was trailing, the game had a nore deadly relish

Gareth's instincts agreed with mne, but that wasn't good enough for Cumaill.
"WIl we not |ose then?" he wail ed.

"Lose what?" Bedivere answered coolly. "Mdred' s doing it

for us."

W hal | ooed the sentry castles when we drew up to the crossing ranp.
Everything seened normal. A few nen wal ked the top of the | ow parapet. O hers
| eaned out of the mle castle's upper level, worried at first, and very
relieved to hear | had no quarrel with them Yes, Lord Argivaine had crossed
scarce an hour before with all his squadron. They didn't stop but turned west
on the north side at a full gallop. No, nothing el se had been seen. The

O kneymen had shout ed sonet hi ng about Picts, and the sentries were ready, but
they hadn't seen hide nor hair.

W were right, then. Agrivaine would pass near the abandoned

vill age of Caml ann.

But where was Mddred? The Faerie mght yet be south, but | doubted it. Mre
likely they had crossed to the west to be waiting for Agrivaine. In country
like this you follow three things: tracks, dust and crows. \Were nmen have
passed you find the first two; where they' ve fallen the third conme quickly.
The sky was white as | scanned the west where Agrivaine's dust settled slowy.
He wasn't mat far ahead, and he wasn't novi ng,

"Gareth, give themten mnutes' rest. And nake the nost of it. W're going to
cl ose.”

"Down, you lovelies!" Gareth bawled. "Gve "ema breath. W' re going in."

He drew his sword and janmed it upright into the ground, drawing a |line al ong



its shadow edge with his dagger. Qur colum disnmounted, filling buckets for
the horses fromtheir water bags, easing cinches.
Bedi vere and | sprawl ed out together in the shadow of his mount.

"Cnoch- nan-ai nneal ," he mused. "Thai's where | |ost you, wasn't it?"

"The hill of the fires. You waited and we were under you al

the tine."
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The sword-shadow crept over Gareth's mark. Bedivere took small, measured sips
fromhis water bag, always watching the hills.

"Still worried about your |uck, boyo?"

He stoppered the bag, nodding. "Since | saw Kay dead." My friend rolled over
on his lean stomach, squinting up at me out of a seaned, weatherbeaten face,
"You' ve got the luck, Artos. They said at Badon you couldn't die, but ne .

"You?" | scoffed. "Wo charged a Saxon square al one and wal ked away fromit?
And the same at Eburaeum and Neth Dun Mre and the midl ands and where el se?
You' ve survived poisoned arrows, Irish uisge and |egion food. You'll probably

live forever."

Bedi vere rolled over with rich laughter, kicking long legs in the air. "That
muck they called soup at CJlunum renenber? Thi ckened with dust and seasoned
with flies. And that dirty Brigante cook saying, 'Don't mind the grit, it'll
cl ean your teeth."' "

| remenbered it too well. "Take away the grit, there was nothing left. And
Tryst throwi ng the bow at himand screaming, 'You' re not a cook, you're a
bl oody assassin!' "

"I remenber,"” ny friend chuckled. "C ear as yesterday. Odd, but | daydream
nore and nore now. | think of Tryst a good deal and the old squadron, the old
days. | 1 ook back nore than forward. That's age for you."

Gareth sat up and consulted his sword sundial. "Tine, sir."

"CGet them up. Columm of threes behind the dragon."

The nmen formed quickly. W nmoved forward at a trot, then a canter. Wen the
rested horses were wanned to their stride, we lengthened it to a gallop
eating up the long valley leading to Camlann and the hill of the fires. Head
on a swivel, as when we | earned our soldiering in these sane hills. Be alert,
don't go to sleep. Is that a rock? Did it nove? You won't get a second guess.
And Agrivaine's dust |ooned nearer. Too near. He could see our own now,

pr obably hear us.

"Artos, the birds!"

The nmoor scavengers were descending just beyond the next hill. | shot up ny
armfor a halt and signaled Gareth to me, studying the ground to the west and
north. There was the familiar hill of the fires crowed with its ancient stone
circle where I went home to fhain. Camlann lay just beyond the next hill.
Agrivai ne must be there, halted still, though that was hard to
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bel i eve. The gathering crows indicated a different possibility. | wheel ed ny
arm over head, one hand over ny nouth, the cotnbrogi signal for quiet, as
Gareth reined in by ne.

"Lord Gareth, who is your best scout?"

Wthout a pause, "Mself, sir."

"But anong the younger nen."

The question gave himsonme unbrage and Gareth let me knowit. "Well, if it's a
novi ce you want, high king, there's a glimer of talent in Cul wch/'

"Send himforward. And don't sulk, Gareth-fach. You're lord-milite now and
much too inportant to go poking around al one."

Young Cul wch was a Grail knight like Bors; his shield was al ready bl azoned
with the cup synbol in one corner. He carried it proudly and always turned it
so that a newcomer or someone who didn't know himcouldn't help noticing the
gol den cup.



"Co forward," | instructed him "Around the hill to the north, not over it.
Take a | ook wi thout being seen.”

W waited then in the dusty, fly-buzzing heat, no one talking. The south wi nd
dropped to nothing. The air sweltered. Wen a freshet of breeze sprang up for
a nonent fromthe northwest, my horse tossed his head nervously and snorted. |
didn't try to quiet him He was my guide now. Wien the breeze cane again,
snelled it nysel f.

"Gareth, alert the nmen. Stay silent, ready to nove quickly. There's sonething
besi des Agrivai ne out there."

W waited. Bedivere trickled a few drops fromthe water bag over his sweaty
red face, rubbing it in. "What's keepi ng Cul wch?"

| was still tasting the air for the fliain-scent. There it was again: wld
garlic. Prydn ponies fed on it.

Bedi vere pointed. "There he is."

At the top of the hill in front of us, Cul wch sat his horse at ease, waving
us on. He pointed urgently beyond it and waved again. | started to signal the
col um forward when somnet hi ng—+ don't know what-said no. Wth a wary gl ance at
the hill of the fires, | notioned Gareth to ne.

"You're in command. Seens clear ahead, but Bedivere and | will go up for a

| ook. Watch that hill to the northwest, the Prydn may be there. And send ne
Daf ydd. "

Cul wch waved us on again. Wien | trotted forward wi th Bedivere and Dafydd, he
turned and di sappeared down the opposite sl ope.
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Bedivere was a little in the |l ead when we topped the hill. He reined in sharp.
"Jesus!"

Daf ydd set an arrow to his bow, trying to | ook everywhere at once. | was

right. Agrivaine had chanced a brief rest here, just |ong enough to di snmount
and breathe. It must have been a slaughter swift as Gawain's. The nen |ay
scattered fromthe base of the hill over a hundred yards. A few m ght have
escaped but no nore. Far out on the noor, three horses staggered clunsily
about, dragging the weight of men who'd made it as far as the stirrup

We couldn't feel sorry for them the justice was too poetic. Still 1 wondered
at the awesone efficiency of the attack. Such a tiling nust be done quickly.
Men don't just stand still waiting to be targets. Dafydd instructed ne
tersely.

"Done it nyself, sir. A hundred bows massed, one man forward to sight. Second
flight ready while the first's still falling. If the men know their craft

and these did."
No ot her explanation for what we saw. The archers hidden, perhaps behind this
sl ope, bows angled up, loosing in a deadly rush, the next in flight while the
first is striking. Perhaps a few |l ucky men escaping, and then the eager crows,
resentful now of Cul wch di smounted and stal ki ng anong them
"North, Artos. There!"
| foll owed Bedivere's point. The Iine of small riders dashed out from around
the north sl ope of Cnoch-nan-ainneal, a hundred and nore, streaking away to
the east. Modred's first nistake. He could hide from conbrogi but he couldn't
outrun them on open ground.
"Grcth!"
He saw themtoo. H s head swerved to ne.
" "After them "'
A sweep of arm and the columm shot out in a galloping arc to overtake the
Faeri e.
"I"'msorry," | said to ny son and the nmen of ny blood. "I didn't want this,
but it has to be."
The distant figure of Culwych pointed urgently to sonething on the ground.
wondered if | should take the tine.
Yes. Gareth could catch them and rather himthan ne. | had to know Agrivai ne
was dead.



"A few paces behind, Davy, and keep that bow nocked."

W started down the slope, raising a cloud of crows at the bottom They
flapped away to settle again at a distance, waiting.
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"Cul wch shoul d stay mounted, " Bedivere worried. "They could still be

wat chi ng."'

Qur horses threaded through the arrow pi nned bodi es toward Cul wch, who waited
some di stance beyond. | paused by the red nmound he'd pointed to. Only by the
shield blazon could I recognize it as Agrivaine. Curmaill would want that for
Gawai n's w dow.

"Don't get down," Bedivere warned.

"I just want the shield."

As 1 hooked it to ny saddle,! saw Cul wch bend and retrieve a bow at his feet
and called to him "Ay, who dropped that now?"

Still |ooking away across the nmoor, Culwych fitted the shaft. "None."

He swung around in a fluid notion, drawing the bow. In the flash of
realization before the arrow hit nme, | saw the changeling' s face. Tall as

Cul wch, able to fool us in the mail, but the cheeks were darkened with years

of weather and scarred as mine.

"Did make it, Belrix."

1 stunbl ed backward with the shaft deep in ny gut, jolting in a grotesque
dance as the second arrow hit me in the back. Shock before the pain, and
through its glaze, | sawit all happen at once. Dafydd bent and | oosed on the
changeling, the arrow finding its mark in the sun-browned throat, Bedivere off
his horse and at ny side to cover ne with his own body. Wen the arrow hit
him Bedivere went taut with the shock, grabbing at me. The whi ne of anot her
shaft and Dafydd's cry of pain.

"Down," | hissed to Bedivere. "Down and still."

W col | apsed together in a bleeding, shaken huddle. | felt the warm stickiness
under my mail and clothes. "Down, Davy, it's our only chance."

The startled crows settled down again while the heart-thuddi ng seconds passed
wi th no sound but our ragged breathing. Bedivere lay with his face close to
mne, the arrow protruding fromhis left shoulder. It was pai nful -he panted
with it—but not as deep as the two in ne.

"Bad, Artos?"

"Wrse. Don't nove. Davy, are you hurt?"

"S-summ at," he wheezed. "Mleg. Howis it with you, sir?"

"Managi ng." What else to say with one arrowin rny vitals and another in ny
back? I was beginning to die, but fought to
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stay conscious, willed nyself not to withe with the pain settling into a

st eady t hrob.

Bedi vere choked on pain and strangled fury. "God damm it, let them conme down.
W shouldn't go like this."

The crows hopped cl oser, interested, no doubt wondering when we'd be ready.
"I's there anything they won't eat?" Bedi vere wondered.

"Let themget close. You'll |ook deader to the Prydn."
"Where d'you think they are?"
"Waiting."

And so did we, notionless, while the sun crawl ed across the white sky and die
hal f -gorged crows | urched drunkenly about us. One lighted on ny back, and
felt a tentative peck at the rent in ny mail, fighting the revulsion with al
my will. One wave woul d have scattered them but we couldn't afford that.

Bedi vere sucked in his breath. "There they are.™

"Can't see. How many?"

"Two. "

" Modr ed?"

"Coul d be. And a bigger one. Not coming down yet. Not yet, the bastards. Just



| ooking. Christ."

"What ?"

Alittle shamed, Bedivere admtted, "Dammed thing hurts."

"Ch. Davy, howis it?"

"Bl eedin'," he husked.

"Bow to hand?"

"Aye, sir. But I can't last much nore of these crows."

Bedi vere's voice was tight and cool now. "Comi ng down, Artos. Slow Aye, it's
t hat sweet bairn of yours."

"See 'em Davy?"

Dully: "I do that."

"On Bedivere's word . . . steady. How cl ose?"

"Twenty paces," Bedivere said and then stopped breat hing.

Ear against the ground, | detected the first faint vibration of bare feet.

Flies buzzed around ny face, The seconds stretched out like eternity while
wai ted for Bedivere's word that didn't come and didn't come—

" Nowl "

My eyes shot open to see Dafydd rear up, drawing and loosing all in a blink
his right hand already fitting the second arrow. | haul ed up painfully on one
elbowin a flurry of cawi ng, flapping crows as Bedivere roared to his feet,
saw the tall changeling go
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over backward with the shaft in his heart. Startled, Mddred |ost his chance in
that trice, shooting a hair wide as Dafydd' s second arrow pl oughed into his
naked m ddl e just over the wol f-hide girdle.

Bedi vere strode down on him sword drawn. "Now, you little—=

"No, | croaked. "No, wait—

Daf ydd sent another shaft into Modred's shoulder. | heard it grind against
bone as he staggered back. The bow dropped fromhis fingers. The wound woul d
have been fatal, but Dafydd was wounded and shaken, far off his best. There
was still tine.

"Hold," | screaned at them struggling up to nmy knees. "He's done. Leave him
he's done."
So was I, with the bl ood seeping fast and sticky fromnmy stonmach and down ny

back. The four of us poised like figures in an interrupted dance, Bedivere's
sword rai sed, Mbdred swaying on his feet but never taking his eyes from ne.
tried to read them before it was too |ate.

"Let me kill him Artos. Don't be a fool."

"W.'" | couldn't. At the end | couldn't let them could only say his nane.
"Modred. "

H s near-naked body shook with sonmethi ng beyond pain as he clawed the bronze
knife fromhis belt. Bedivere's sword lifted in warning.

"Don't, Faerie.”

"Modred." It was a prayer, a plea. "Don't, they'll have to. Please."

My son | ooked at the knife, then at me. "Did |l eave her. Did kill Prydn."
"Son, don't."

He lunged forward, straight at me. Dafydd's arrow caught hi munder the heart.
"Don' t—"

He coul d have lived, could have lived, was all | could think. It doesn't mnake
sense, purely instinct. | snapped off the shaft protruding fromny stomach.
"Help me up. Take me to him™"

Bedi vere and Dafydd lifted ne and set ne beside ny son. Awkward and cl unsy,
blurred with tears, | lifted his head and shoul ders and cradled themin ny
arms. His girlish nouth quavered open

"Dost come to hold thy wealth, Belrix?"
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"It didn't have to be this way. | tried, | tried for all of you."

The hate was fading from Modred's eyes with the life of him "Gern-y-fhain



said . .
"What, boy?" | couldn't bend close for the wounds, but | tried. "What?"

The delicate nmouth twisted into the scar of his nocking grin. "This."

My son spat in nmy face and died.

I
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And so this place the nonks call Aval on, the scratch of Cod's stylus, the
snel | of apple blossons, the hum of bees beyond the casenment, the quiet end to
t he cl angorous song. Lucullus' notion of an exit nmight be nmore fun, but ms
isn'"t at all a bad way to go.

We're finished, Brother Cocl.

Bal d? For an ending, perhaps, but then there are two schools of thought on
l[iterature and | ove-maki ng. Some say the climax is all. | think it's not so
much the end but the getting there. Gve nme the stylus, let me sign
Artos, Rix Cynri

There. And now the letters. Just two, and then we're done. And make t hem part
of the record.

Arthur to his dear Yseult, Queen of Cornwall —(Wite |larger, boy. Her eyes
aren't what they were.)

Dear Yseult. | send to your personal service Dafydd of Eburacum a sol dier of
proven worth and a harper who has served both Maetgwyn and mysel f wi th honor
When his nusic falls on your ear and your eye on his face, | know you will
treasure Dafydd's qualities as no other woman could. Long life and nusic,
sweet .
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Now to the queen. Dear Gaen—o, not formal, Coel. The sword will be solem
enough.

Dear Gnen—

Bedi vere brought your nessage. If he returns with the inperial sword, don't
waste tine nourning when there's work to do. And please don't cone to Aval on
but stay where you're needed.

The princes may call for a new king, though | don't know where they Il find
your equal. They could do no better
And though it shivers your patrician soul, listen to Bedivere and Gareth. Ask

their m nd and don't be surprised when you get it. Wth them and the conbrog
at your side, you are Britain.

(W two, so clever at words and so clumsy at neaning. We did it, Gaen.
Sonet hi ng bigger than ourselves. | sit in the north ewiting what you will
read in the south while every prince and peasant between waits for word and
asks of travelers: "What news of Canelot? What word fromthe crown?" Being a
circlet of nmetal that hopefully encl oses an idea.)

/ can't help noting how dry and hot it is this spring, and that always neans a
cold winter on Severn. So conquer your dislike of wool shifts and wear one or
even two—you know how drafty the chanbers get. And you nustn't work too |ong
at one tine, but take your nap in the afternoon and sit down to regular neats.
Tell Inogen f order and again order her to be a bl oody nuisance until you
finish everything on your plate at every neal. You can't rule froma sickbed.
And you nustn't forget to wite Gawain's famly and make it clear we support

t hem agai nst all pretenders. And get the Denetae to pay their taxes, even if
you have to go in after them They' ve always felt that distance from Canel ot
equal s an exenption, you know t hat.

It's quite lovely here. | wi sh you could see the trees bl ossom ng—

(I wish I could say now what | mean. What we nean. Did | |ove you, do |I? Wat
does that word nean, thief and tyrant that
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it is? 1 know that | saw you one day at Eburacum and you touched ny life and
shared it, and even if we wal ked apart sonetines, it was always on the sane



road. People should remenber you, Gaen. Not the crown or the trappings, but
you. How you |l oved flowers and making love in the afternoon, and that idiotic
garden hat you wore till it fell apart, or that shirt you knitted for our
child and coul d never give or throw away. Wiy is it always that these dear

t hi ngs get |ost?)

Yes, |'ve started bl eeding again. Rather badly, | think. W'll nake it short.
It's all said anyway.

There's work as always and | rnmust be at it. Renenber about the woolen shift or
don't bl anme ne when you start sneezing. And we nust start planning for the
east, because next year we're going to take it back. None but us, Gnen.

Rest your gentle.

Art hur
Thank you, Brother Coel. If God has your patience, |I'm hal fway hone. Yes, of
course you may pray for me. Often, | hope. And insistently. You never know, |

may need it.

Pl ease send in Lord Bedivere.

Bedi vere cones in. My friend tries to give ne his old worl d-as-usual air, but
he coul d never hide an enotion

"Sit, Bedivere."

But he falls down -suddenly on his knees by the bed, head agai nst his clasped,
trenbling hands. Stiff with the wound in his shoulder, | try to-touch him but
it's along way to nove. Even speaking is an effort now

He keeps his face averted fromme. "Long life to ny king."

"Now what's this? Cerenpny?"

"My bel oved king."

"Victory at last. |'ve been hoping for years you' d address ne |ike one
sonetinme. "

"Artos, | ..."

"But don't go wet on ne. Up, man, there's work to do."

He wi pes his eyes, snuffling and awkward. He doesn't cry prettily, ny

Bedi vere.

"Listen, now. " Jesus, so weak. "I don't see what you're
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boo- hooi ng about. You were wong about your luck, and you're rutting well

wrong about mine. 1'll be back."

"l know that, Artos."

"Vell, then."

Qur words are carefully said, |like sonmething polished and put out for show.

Bedi vere gl ances to the table where the inperial sword rests, and there's a
truth we don't want to speak of.

"Still, it mght be best to take Guenevere the sword. She'll need it till |
get back."

Bedi vere turns his stubborn back to nme. "Let soneone else take it."

"There's no one I'd trust."

Pl eadi ng: "Not ne."

"Bedwyr, don't."

"Sonmeone el se, dam you." Then nuffled, "Don't make nme go now. "

"God, you're thick," | snap with no strength. "You don't thinki'mfinished, do
you? Take it."

After a noment he lifts the sword fromthe table, wapping the broad belt
about the scabbard. "Till you get back."

"Well enough. Like pulling teeth getting you to just do sonething w thout an

argunent . "

"Well, I"'mnot educated like you. |I have to think tilings out."

He's found sonething out the casenment to watch. | can't see his face. "CGood
weat her here."

"Yes," | agreed eagerly. "I've been enjoying it."

"Good the last time | was hone, too. | was wondering, Artos. Wy stay here

when you could rest with Myfanwy and ne?"
"Good idea. Splendid. As soon as | can travel."



"Yes, then."
"And Gaen can rummage those gardens of yours."
My friend comes to the bed finally. H's hurt armis stiff, but he nmakes a stab

at arranging nmy pillows. | keep the covers up so he can't see the stains.
"Then it's done," he says softly. "I'Il tell Myfanwy you're com ng."
| touch his hand. "Tell themall, Bedivere."

The nonks begin to chant in the oratory. Flat as usual. You' d think with al
their practice they'd get it right now and then. Bedivere the singer suffers
with me.

"Wio let themin?"

"Nor do they inprove," | advise. "I'd | eave now and avoid the worst."
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"We' || be waiting then, all of us." Bedivere raises the sword in good-bye. "Up

t he dragon, Artos."

"Up the dragon, boyo."

Vll now, all done. Alittle nap until the doctors come. Not that Fmreally

sl eepy, just those nmonks go on for bl oody ever

My dream was invol ved and ridicul ous, the usual refuse enptied by the nmind at
the end of a hard day. In nmy dream the -doctors and the abbot and dear little
Coel cane and stood about ny bed. The lot of them | ooked very solem while
felt uncomonly good.

| said to them "Go away, all of you." And they went, except for one |I hadn't

noticed at the door, a golden-haired boy in a tunic of brilliant spun gold
under a green cl oak

"Hail, Arthur."

Merlin produced his three colored balls and began to toss them casual | y—dp,
over and down, never mssing a beat. | sat up, feeling better with every

br eat h.

"Hello, Merlin. | told you juggling was your real talent."

"Part of ny trade," he admitted. "I canme to say good- bye."

"Where are you off to now?"

The col ored balls soared higher, four of themnow, five, six. The shimrering
boy bal anced and timed their flight so skillfully that they noved in a snooth
circle like the sun. "Don't they shine, Arthur? Shaped fromthe finest
tomorrows. Not an easy job, you know. Another dreamer to be bora in the sane
ol d place: where he's needed."

He was ny genius, this juggler, always the nore inpressive part of ne. O was
| merely a facet of him designed to |l ead and care for nen?

Merlin caught the high-arcing balls one by one and tucked them away, reading
nmy thought as usual. "By the way, when did you know you | oved t hen®?"

There was an answer now. "l thought | knew once in the m dl ands when | was
di sgusted with the flowers and loved the fruit. But I'd only just cone from
Mor gana. "

Merlin spun toward the door on dancer's feet, restless to be away, doing and
changing. "W all feel pastoral now and then. Wen were you sure?"

"When | heard ny men singing on Badon hill."

"Ch, yes!" Merlin hugged hinself with delight at the nmenory. "WAs that not the
sound of angel s?"
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"The sound of love, Merlin. That's when | knew how needed the flowers are. The
dreaners. They give reason to all the rest. They grab life by the collar, nake
it shine and boot it" into tonorrow. Life's a sweet, terrible wonder, Merlin.
A mere king can't be expected to understand it all."

The gol den boy hovered at the door. "You didn't do badly at all, Arthur. If |

hadn't been at this for ages, | night even boast a bit."
"Thanks." | stretched and yawned. "But now | really ought to get up.'
"Up!" Merlin sang, opening the door. "You're still king and people are waiting

to see you. You don't think you're finished, do you?"
Fi ni shed? | was just starting. | junped out of bed as Merlin disappeared,



struggling into nmy harness as Anmbrosius strode in energetically.

"My lord Anbrosius! Ch, now | am dreaning.”

My king and teacher planted hinself in the niddle of the floor, dressed in his
plain field harness, the inperial robe slung carel essly over one arm

"Cet dressed, Artorius. You're posted with ne."

"Cood, sir. \ere?"

"To safe keeping." The old enperor bit off the words, never one to waste tine.
"Now snap to and try to ook Iike an officer."

"No nore Roman unifornms, sir. Not for years."

Anbrosius grunted. "Hell, we've run out of Ronme itself. |I've got to keep you
safe, Tribune. I'"'monly a fact, but you're going to be a | egend."

"What ? Balls!"

"That's what | say." Ambrosius drunmed his fingers on the hilt of his shorts
word. "l've got to save sonme of you for the historians.™

I finished buckling the harness, set the helnmet on ny head. "Ready,

| nperator."

"Good, let's go." Anbrosius struck his hands together. "It won't be too bad.
H storians take forever but they do get you squared off in the end.

Organi zation, by the gods! People get fuzzy without it. And who cares if they
don't |l ove you? They need you—and they never seemto forgive that. Cone on
Tri bune, and don't slouch."”

And we hurried off to work.

And in the dream | watched the young tribune go off with-
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Anbrosi us. The door was hardly shut on themwhen it was flung open again.
"Hail, ny conet!"

Trystan, arns fol ded, |ounging agai nst the door, graceful and insolent in his
best finery, the harp slung over one shoulder. | junped out of bed to greet
hi m

"Tryst! My God, it's the nmost extraordinary |uck, but | met your son at
Badon. "

"My son." Over the old supercilious smle, his brows arched in mld curiosity.
"My son?"

"Hi s nane's Dafydd. He's an archer.”

Trystan considered. "Forgive nme, |'ve rather forgotten things like tinme. Can't
seemto place his nother."

"I n Eburacum"

"Ch, yes!" with a finger snap. "Tawny hair, marvel ous figure. A conmon

ar cher ?"

"Most uncommon, |ad. Like his harp. She said he had your touch.."

"Then someone did renenber nme." Hi s superiority softened to sonething finer
"Wel|l enough. Are you ready to go?"

"I just did. | nean, |I'mnot sure. \Were?"

"Where?" Trystan raised his arms in dramatic invocation. "Arthur, ny conet, ny
ki ng, you have no idea what a | egend you're going to become. You, ne, all of
us. Magnificent!"

"Yes, Anbrosius warned nme that—

"The founder of Canelot! Palace of the mnd that will endure as |Iong as nen
dream The Gail, the great deeds, the battles, the songs. |'ve been witing
some of them nyself. Qught to have sonething tasteful before the Christians
get hold of you." He unslung his harp, eager to play for me. "Here, listen."
"No, wait. Tryst, where are you taking ne?"

"Along way," ny friend said, lyrical as always. "Long as tinme, swift as
menory, to saddle scrolls and sharpen pens to | ances, ride patrol on a hundred
books to keep them shining with life and not too ordinary."

I finished dressing in the strange, inpractical arnor. Trystan fastened the



purpl e cloak and set the gaudy crown on ny head.

"I know," said ny |egend-wise friend. "It's not what you were, but what
they' Il think you nmeant. Ready?"
| doubted it.

"Let's be off!" Trystan dragged me to the door, |ooking marvelously vital
twenty again. "Geraint is waiting for us."

"Ceraint? Ch, bless him how s he been?"

"Vol canic as ever. A day's talk to a mnute's nmeaning, and a positive desert
for conversation. But he's part of the |egend."

But he wasn't, none of us were. He was real as myself.

And real he was, peacock-florid in his brilliant arnor and fl ower-decked

hel met, sitting one of three nagnificent white stallions whose saddl es and
harness sagged with the weight of jewels. Geraint drew his sword and swept it
out in a lavish salute.

"Hail, Arthur! \Were you go, so do |I. What else for the friend who stood with
me at Neth Dun More, three against three hundred!"

| winced, "For shame, Geraint. As | recall, there were no nore than—=

"Ch well." He shrugged blithely. "OF course you've lived | onger and your
menory, | ook you, may not be keen as mne, but they were at |east three
hundred and many say nore, including ny sainted sister who has al ways had
naught but charity to speak of you, save for your carel essness. Arthur
Pendragon is a good man, says she, but "

Trystan signed phil osophically. "As | said, dooned to | egend. \What historian
woul d believe in himHi!"

Wth a shout, Trystan spurred the great inprobable charger to a gallop. |
suddenly felt |I could ride forever and called after him "Then we'll make it a
good story, Tryst. By CGod, a great one! Cone on, Ceraint. I'll race you!"

And in the dream | watched fromny bed as the three of themrode off,
preposterous in their gaudy trappi ngs, on horses bigger and in arnor nore
ornate and inpractical than anyone ever wore.

A light, rapid tap at the open door. "May | cone in?"

Guenevere in her state robes, a new gold crown set firmy over the plaited
auburn hair.

"Come in, Gmen! ! don't know what they put in that |ast medicine, but this is
t he nost delicious dream You | ook ravishing."

She came to fuss at ny pillows, |eaning over, teasing nmy mouth with hers. "You
were always the nost illegally handsome king, Arthur."

"And very relieved. Thought |I was gone for a mnute there, riding off with all
those nenories and futures."

"You'll never die, Arthur, you' re not the sort." Guenevere sprang up, not a
nmonent to waste, deftly snoothing her hair under the crown. "I only have a
nmonent. The Council's waiting."
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"Don't try to do it all alone, Gmen. Listen to Bedivere and Gareth and don't
scold themtoo much when they tell you off. The people can deify you all they
want, but start to believe it and you're in trouble."

"Don't tell ne howto rule, Arthur Pendragon. My bl ood was crowned when— Her
dagger -1 ook of inpatience broke suddenly in a smle. "Ch, you're right. OCh,
Arthur, | could have been such a wonderful little tyrant but for you. Now
don't have the ego for it; just the job and the habit."

"Keep at it, love. And nmind out for Trystan. He's stuffed the lot of us into
some overdressed | egend. "

"A |l egend?" She has the nost beautiful |augher in the world, ny Gwven. "That's

so like him He can't resist an audience. There, I'"'mlate, but | do l|ove you,
sweet . "
She came to kiss me again in her cool, lingering way.

"Most of the time, Gaen?"
In a queen's hurry, she paused one last tinme at the door, vital and full of
destinies. "A grand time, Arthur. We didn't win it all, but we gave it a fine



try. The two of us in a legend: |'ve always fancied it, but won't we shock
t hen?" She blew nme a final kiss. "Rest you gentle.”
Sl eep you sound, Gaen.

Vll now, | do feel a bit subtracted with ail those selves flying off and no
telling where they'Il light.

But I'mstill here and feeling marvel ous, feeling twenty like Tryst. Aive? |
yearn toward the open hills beyond the sunny casenment, want to fill my |ungs

with air and run for the pure joy of being. And by God, | wll—

But there's a novenent in the corner of ny eye, and a snothered giggle. The
dark little head rises up fromthe foot of the bed where she's been hiding all
al ong, and—

"Yah!" cries Mdrgana as she springs up, arns shooting high in her eager
child-greeting, and then she ducks down again quick as a thought to hide from
ne.

Sly, mouse-quiet, | slip fromthe bed and down on ny knees, and—

"Yah! "

—grab her, laughing, as she leaps up into ny arns, kissing and ni pping at ny
nmouth and ears and chin.

"Belrix, Belrix, did wait for thee."

And hol di ng Morgana, | | ook back at the enpty shell in the
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the I ast and best of nme Morgana s mouth is next nmy ear as she kneads ny

shoul ders with brown fingers that slip down over ny back and thighs She pulls
her sheepskin vest aside to push her small breasts against ne, rousing nme like
new Bel -tern flame rekindled fromold "Do thee come home now," she whispers.
She kisses ny nmouth, a long kiss sweet with the magic that passes fromher to
me. The old hollow place in me is filled with Mdrgana, and |

feel
nysel f
waki ng,
gr owi ng
to ny true self joined with hers as we spring |light as deer over the casenent
sill and out into Lugh's sunlight, and Morgana takes my hand to pull me after
her .
"Sumer king, sumer king, come with me! WIIl dance on the hill of the fires."

And in the dreamwe run like the wind, run honme forever under the hill.
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