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Preface

BEING DEAD HAS its advantages. Chief among them is that the passage of time cannot be felt by the non-corporeal. Imagine my surprise to learn that a decade and a half had passed on earth since I was tasked to introduce King Arthur’s Sister in Washington’s Court.


It took me the best part of a decade to write A Connecticut Yankee, so I reckon you could say that Madame Headlee and I make quite the pair in that regard. As novelists, neither of us bother to fire up our word-factories till we have something worthwhile to show our readers.


Everything else is a waste of ink and trees.


Another advantage to being dead is that non-corporeal authors cannot be blamed for what proceeds from the pen of their ghost-writer. It’s great fun to implant the very balderdashiest of ideas into Madame Headlee’s brain and sit back to see what she does with them, secure in the knowledge that I remain beyond reach of all literary critics… except, perhaps, for the Critic’s Critic, but I possess every confidence that she can handle him quite nicely on my behalf.
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upon the occasion of my 190th birthday


WYTHEVILLE, VA, November 30, 2025


 

P.S. by K.I.H. This novel is the third in a series that begins with Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and continues with the sequel I wrote, King Arthur’s Sister in Washington’s Court (KASIWC). If you’re not familiar with my Twainian fiction, then I suggest that you read Connecticut Yankee and KASIWC first. And if you have chosen this book because you read KASIWC and craved more, welcome back; I wrote it especially for you.






A Word of Explanation

I DREAMED THAT I—


There it is. I can see your eyeballs glazing already. You, like every other member of the human race, don’t give a flying fig about anyone’s dreams except maybe your own, when you can remember them. Even then, it’s a matter of but mild curiosity, mulled for a moment and forgotten as the cares of the day rise up, yawn, stretch a bit, scratch, swill a mug of coffee, and commence badgering you for attention.


I’m here to warn you that you should care about this dream. This dream is impossible, many people claim. This dream you can’t wake up from. This dream, you should pray till you sweat blood that it never happens to you.


I dreamed that I died.


Not that I was looking down upon a corpse that my dream-self somehow knew had to be me. There were plenty of corpses and almost-corpses in that cave. I, however, was not one of them. Nor was I the only living—that is to say, not in the immediate process of dying—soul present. I watched my enemy stoop to snatch up the dropped revolver, cock it, steady his trembling hand with its twin, and squeeze the trigger. My enemy was a priest. I lunged to stop him.


I felt the bullet rip through my gut.


The blow forced me into the man I’d striven to protect. We stumbled backward and crashed into the cave wall. I felt his whoosh of air as my back collided with his chest. I heard the sickening crack of bone on rock and his sharp yelp. Then he went silent and very still. I bled out against him, my life ebbing and vision dimming even as heaven’s sweet hum swelled to fill my ears. As if from very far away, I heard a female voice: pleasantly modulated, resonant, and articulate, but taut with worry. My dream-self seemed to know her, though for the life of me, I can’t tell you one other thing about her. We conversed a little as I died. What we said I cannot recall.


Vast darkness spread in all directions and for a span of time that I had no means—no timepiece, no breath, no heartbeats—to measure. Across that void drifted the speaker’s final words:


“My dear child, I am so, so sorry!”


Child?


I lay in bed for a long time, struggling with that question rather than with the arresting fact that I had dreamed my death, I think perhaps because it was the easier struggle, the warmup to tackling the terrifying philosophical implications. My mother has been dead for twenty-five years.


Dreams are weird.


Okay, fine. That’s no news flash.


Curiosity propelled me out of bed and across the flat to my desk. While the tabletop monitor shook off its own e-fevered dreams and blinked awake, I brewed a cup of coffee. Midway through, another issue from the dream hit me:


I hadn’t been able to afford the Church’s services since before my mother died. I couldn’t name a single Church employee, ordained or otherwise; could not for the life of me fathom why one of them might hate me enough to shoot me dead.


WTH?


I put on the whole bloody pot to brew.


G– had festooned its home page with fluttering confetti and wandering balloons, antics already a week into the celebration of its centennial as a search engine. BFD. I had bigger effing deals to investigate.


Click-click-click. (Yes, I touch the virtual keyboard rather than accessing the thought receptors, and I use a sound emulator for good measure. Call me old-fashioned.) Click-clack-click-clickety-click. “Dream interpreter… local.” (Yes, I talk to myself as I type. Call me human.) And an extra-loud cli-cluck for punching “submit.” For the record, adding the “local” keyword worked about as well as thrusting a section of chain-link fence through Victoria Falls. Call me not the most adept at net navigation. Whatever.


As anticipated, the first several screen loads were sponsored results. I could not have cared less. How good could those businesses be if they had to pay to get noticed? In the deluge I almost missed the unassuming article titled “Your Dreams Are Her Reality.”


A strangled train whistle made me flinch. Right. The coffee was done brewing. I refilled my cup, sent a mental command to the pot to keep its contents warm, returned to my desk, and clicked on the article.



 

 

Your Dreams Are Her Reality

 

Posted by Marco Markson, Jr. 21 April 2093[1]

 

There exists a shop in a back alley of what until last year was SDO London, a modest hike from New Wembley ballpark. Named “Curiosities,” its proprietor sells what the shop’s name implies, everything from aardvark skulls to zombie toenails. The shop’s contents do not constitute the most curious thing about it, however, and its address won’t help a visitor find it.

To the casual passerby, Curiosities appears to be a fitness centre[2] for women, complete with noisy machines operated by appropriately attired, chatty, sweaty clientele.

The proprietor of Curiosities permits entry only to those guests driven to seek her out because of unsettling death dreams they have experienced. This I know for a personal fact. For months, I had been tormented by dreams of the accidental death of my father, experiencing the lethal blow of the hurtling shuttle bus as if his body had been my own…

 

The coffee sloshed as I thunked the cup onto the table. An entrance gate to what used to be the Sanctuary District of (SDO) London, now a rusting monument to the human cost of ignoring social ills, stood but a brace of Tube stops from my flat; New Wembley ballpark, derelict of better days and thus another cautionary monument, but one stop beyond.


The fact that Markson’s post was twenty years old didn’t dent my hope that the shop named Curiosities still existed. It had to exist. I craved answers. And its proprietor had to let me in for a consultation.


On my cell—yes, I own a legacy handheld communication device that doubles as a wrinkle remover; don’t judge—I fired up the G– Maps app. For the hell of it, and possessing subterranean expectations, I typed the shop’s name into the “search nearby” box. I may live alone, but I never cultivated the habit of talking to my wrinkle remover. I’m not so desperate for companionship that I need an AI to supply it. The pin for Curiosities appeared, a cheerful red poppy in a field of green (eateries), blue (shopping), and brown (entertainment) markers for other sites of potential interest, though most of those lay many streets removed from the poppy. The real estate comprising SDO London may have been reclaimed, but its stigma will never fade.


Hovering my pointer over the poppy caused the caption to appear: “You have never visited Curiosities… but soon shall.”


I swear G– gets creepier with every bloody update. What’s next? Forecasting the careers of our unborn descendants?


After physically switching off my coffee pot—that function I stopped trusting to the thought receptors after a rogue AI pot converted a block of flats in Covent Garden to cinders—I grabbed my hoodie, a fan, and an umbrella, secured my flat, and set off.


True to the junior Marco Markson’s word, the only people peopling the alley in question appeared to be women sporting workout gear and toting duffels, entering or exiting the same door in ones, braces, and flocks. As I approached, the flow thinned to the barest trickle and then stopped altogether. I could have traversed the final twoscore paces naked. Not that I did. You may vacate the sewer, thank you.


Tendrils of evening mist twined round my legs like feline spirits as I stared at the door. It looked as if it had survived centuries in that spot, with its age-darkened oak panels, worn brass knob and hinges, and soot-etched side windows, which obscured what lay within. From the lack of muffled sounds, I judged the place to be deserted. The whitewashed sign nailed to the lintel read “Curiosities” in an uneven medieval Gothic script that lent the impression that it had been hand lettered, and not within living memory, owing to a network of hairline cracks marring the paint.


Fine; yes, I stood there a good long time. Guilty as charged.


I suppose some part of me expected the door to creak open of its own accord, relieving me of the decision of whether to take the initiative.


What happened next I shall never forget.


As I mounted the stoop and stretched for the handle, gold lettering shimmered into view on the door’s face, not Gothic as upon the sign, but in a handsome, flowing, self-assured script:


Do come in, dear child. I have been expecting you.


In my head, competing with the abrupt thrashing of my heart, I heard that same female voice from the dream repeating the words displayed on the door. The sensation felt reassuring, yet not enough so to conquer my fear. I turned to depart.


Please, the head-voice murmured, but in a firm rather than a pathetic way. I mean you no harm, and I do indeed possess the answers you seek.


Sincere, trustworthy.


Compelling.


When I faced the door, those words had replaced the first message. Below it appeared a curt injunction to enter. The command gave me the impression that any further delay might anger whoever—whatever?—was crafting these messages, which of a sudden seemed like the grandmama of all terrible ideas.


I sucked in a breath, grasped the handle, and obeyed.


Past the door lay a great room filled not with exercise machinery but tables and cases and shelving stuffed with, well, everything from aardvark skulls to zombie toenails. Quarter-scale replicas of old flying contraptions hung from chains bolted to the high ceiling, amid representations of birds and bats and winged reptiles that looked real enough to make me consider deploying my umbrella. Tapestries, woodcuts, and paintings competed for wall space amid swords, axes, pikes, halberds, tridents, bidents, knives, dirks, daggers, flails, maces, morning stars, longbows, crossbows, compound bows, and more types of firearms than my feeble wits could comprehend. Complete suits of armor stood at attention at odd intervals upon the floor. One of them featured a small, smooth, round hole in the breastplate where the wearer’s heart would have been.


I wondered if that knight had been able to afford last rites.


Everywhere I looked—on shelves, tabletops, and sometimes just stacked to man-height upon the floor—sat books, books, more books, and even more books. Up till that moment, I had never seen one of that species up close. I knew of the existence of printed media by what scant posts G– had deigned to feed me. It surprised me how much room they required. Some of these books, I learned upon opening a few of them, had been printed more than two centuries ago.


As I stood, overwhelmed by the marvels and pondering what to do next, one of the books waved at me.


That is to say, its cover flipped to the vertical and began wiggling forth and back.


G– never claimed books could do that.


Instinct insisted that I quit this place at a dead run, forget that goddamned dream, and never return.


I’m not famous for heeding my instincts. Don’t look shocked; I own a vintage communication-device-slash-wrinkle-remover, forgodsake.


The beckoning book seemed newer than most of its brethren. Its boards were a shiny black metal, not wrapped in cloth, leather, or vinyl. Repeating bands of color, like the aura in an oil slick, writhed across its face. As I stepped to within arm’s reach, the cover stopped midwiggle to let me read it. I clapped a hand to my mouth. The cover bore my full legal name in the same self-assured script that had appeared on the shop’s door, followed by a short, simple, unignorable command:


Read this.


One of the ancient texts I had perused scant minutes before had mentioned something about a young girl tumbling into a rabbit hole that transported her, quite against her will, to a turvy world. I was beginning to understand how that unfortunate lass must have felt.


I carried the book to a nearby antique wing chair, made myself comfortable with feet propped on its matching hassock, pried open my personal rabbit hole, stuck my nose full in, and began to read:



 

 

QUEEN MORGAN’S FURTHER HISTORY

 

Further history?


“Wait,” I said. “Don’t I get to read what came before?”


Silly me, thinking this book-thing could hear me. I may as well start conversing with my devices’ AI.


The cover wrenched itself free of my fingers and shut with such force, I could feel the waft of expelled air. My name and “read this” disappeared in uneven swaths, as if the responsible party was in a huff, leaving me the impression that I had strayed into grandmama-of-all-terrible-ideas territory. The replacement words confirmed it:


Do not be rude, child. If I deem you to need that information, then I shall give it to you.


“Rude!” I yelled. “You seem to know who I am, and yet I know nothing about you. I do know you’re not my mother, but you keep calling me ‘child!’ Who’s the rude one here?”


I eyed the cover for heaven knows how long; I quit counting after the first dozen, furious breaths. As the fury leeched from my lungs, the words shimmered out of existence. The cover remained blank for another dozen, calmer breaths until a familiar word reappeared: Read. Three breaths later, that word was joined by Please.


I opened the book and read.






Chapter I:
Avalon

I HIGHT MORGAN.


Please forgive me; habits bred and fed fifteen centuries ago do indeed die hard. My name is Morgan. I was a daughter, a sister, a wife, and a mother. Note well the word was. I was a healer and a queen. Queen of the ancient realm of Gore, and queen—“owner” was my official title—of the London Knights champion World Baseball Federation franchise. Of all those things, the only two that remain in force to-day are sister and healer. Mother and wife too, if you want me to get technical, but I stay up nights struggling not to think of my deceased son or my once and future love. I know not how many centuries separate me from my soulmate at this moment.


Ah, yes. I ought not omit the most important bit. Although I strive to be ever a faithful daughter of the Church, I am an abomination in the sight of God.


I am a sorceress.


My ladies, bless their dear, well-meaning hearts, never cease to remind me that my art is His gift, for how could it be the devil’s work to heal the mortal wound of my brother and sovereign liege, King Arthur? How could the devil possess the power to assist me in hieing Arthur to this blessed place, an isle sheltered from the fallen one’s favorite tools: the judgmental eyes of men, the meddling of their machines, and the ravages of time? How could the Author of All Things not have crafted this wellspring of magical power and permitted me to partake for the benefit of England, yea, mayhap even His entire world?


Whenever Niniane, Vivien, and Galfrieda wax philosophical in that vein, I smile and let them talk as I muddle about my work. They do not need to know that my motivation lies not with God’s world, England, or even my lowly demesne of Gore.


Oh, England will one day need Arthur; I have seen it. That prophecy is not some wistful lie born of the craving to be free of an oppressor’s cruel yoke, though such cravings have existed for millennia. Whether the entire world will need him remains to be seen.


What spurs me to keep helping Arthur past all rational limits is that I need him far more than anyone else does.


“Your Majesty, ’tis time!”


That was Niniane, the youngest of my ladies and therefore the one most often dispatched to fetch me whenever Arthur shows the least twitch of distress. Each time she visits these chambers where I retreat to reflect and recharge my magical reserves—and the good Lord alone knows how often that has been, for I lost count eons ago—her words vary by not one syllable. Her gift from God is eternal optimism. Either that, or the memory of a goldfish.


Most days I feel like a goldfish too, swimming and swimming in the same bloody circles, believing that I might discover something new round the next turn, whilst in reality the landscape never changes. Arthur’s skull remains grotesquely dented, and he lies trapped within this tranquil limbo, unable to die or even to age, just like the rest of us.


I smiled at Niniane, rose, draped my cloak over my shoulders with a flourish (though ’twas the comfort of habit that compelled me; Avalon’s weather is far more stable and mild than Camelot’s ever was), and followed my little golden-haired fish in the commencement of this latest lap as she swished toward Arthur’s pavilion.


In fine fishbowl fashion, the pavilion had not changed. It remained nestled amongst the fragrant profusion of lilacs and gardenias and lavender and sundry other plants whose flowers never faded. The silks comprising the pavilion’s canopy and my brother’s coverlet and pillows shone as brightly as they did the day our party had carried him from his sickroom, a week or an age ago, whenever that had been. The same was true for the gold-embroidered scarlet tunic and leather breeches I had conjured for Arthur to wear instead of his ruined, bloodstained armor. Said armor I had repaired after making its owner as comfortable as possible. The armor, complete with the crown-embraced helmet that was no longer hewn in twain, glistened blood-free upon its stand. A no-longer-shattered scabbard hung from the baldric looped across the breastplate. The scabbard was empty. Excalibur remained where Sir Bedivere had cast it, trapped in its own limbo of water and lake silt.


The lone man worthy to wield that magnificent blade thrashed upon his sickbed like a drowning soul.


Galfrieda sat stationed at his head, her hands flexed round him without touching him. A commendable array of sparks arced from her fingertips to his head. Golden-brown locks not pinned by his bandages stood at attention; even his thicker beard and eyebrow hairs struggled to obey the electricity’s command. Agony contorted his handsome visage. Powerful muscles in his chest and limbs writhed in a relentless rhythm.


As I watched, Arthur’s thrashing lessened but did not stop.


I gave Niniane a nod. “You may be right this time, my dear.” I pursed my lips to fight the hope rising in my breast; I had lost count of the number of dashings too.


How she reacted to the praise I know not, for I already had stepped beyond her and also past Vivien, who was holding a tray of salves and bandage rolls, to take Galfrieda’s place. She surrendered the post to me with neither hesitation nor comment, and rose to join the other two ladies.


Arthur’s bandage, which Vivien reported having applied earlier this morning, showed red evidence that his wound was oozing again. I took the fact in stride. At first it had been a constant source of alarm for all four of us till I realized that this periodic leakage must be his body’s way of repairing itself, perhaps relieving pressure built up by the accumulation of too much fluid. Why it never killed him I learnt to ascribe to the inherent magic of this place, not to our mean efforts, though my long-ago inspiration to use our hands to focus energy onto the wound did seem to mitigate the condition.


I settled onto the cushioned seat Galfrieda had vacated, positioned my hands much as she had done, and started to hum. My ladies added their throaty notes to mine.


Said humming was another divine inspiration, based upon the dim recollection of an article I had read during my second lifetime about the medicinal value of a cat’s purr. Avalon has no cats, nay, nor any other creatures save for us and the holy women and men who serve us, but we perform as best as we might. Unlike cats, we invent tunes or sing remembered snatches to keep the repetition from driving us mad. My ladies would never know that some of those snatches could claim origins in the virtual reality television advertisements for fast food, fast cures, and fast cash.


That we have not gone mad already remains a matter of debate.


You, canny reader, might presume that I would think about my brother and rehash the events of our lives, his and mine, that had brought us unto the shores of this wretched, blessed place. That might have been true the first thousand times I had sat humming and conjuring over his riven head. You might be surprised to learn that even the most deservedly guilt-riddled mind ceases to blame itself in due course. I was. If the cessation ever gives me a mote of pleasure, you shall be the first to know.


I did, however, derive some comfort from visiting the treasure vault of memories of my beloved Sandy: our soul-satisfying intimate moments, naturally, but even our stormiest silences I relished reliving time and again. The make-up sex was… well. Its details are no one’s concern save our own.


Fine; I shall toss you a bone. Think of your own make-up sex sessions, and then multiply those feelings a hundredfold.


Lord God in heaven, I miss my husband.


Arthur’s thrashing began anew, yanking me from my reverie. I grasped his head to steady it, knowing what would transpire and making the choice anyway.


Images slammed into my mind. I had seen them before and more besides, images of men fighting, maiming, and killing one another, over and over like some endless, hideous dance. Worse were the glimpses of horses and war hounds whose faithful service had ended upon the point of a sword, arrow, or spear. Worse still were the dying men screaming for help that would never come. The images’ familiarity made them not one whit less ghastly.


“Be at ease, dear brother,” I murmured. “Your battles are at an end.” Not that those words ever helped, but like a memory-challenged goldfish, I remained hopeful that on the next lap, the landscape would change.


Wonder of wonders, this time it did.







Chapter II:
The King Awakens

ARTHUR STOPPED STRUGGLING, though anguish contorted his face, and his eyelids jerked to the rhythm of his nightmares.


I released his head and pressed two fingers to his temple. His anguish begin to lessen.


“Lady Niniane,” I said, exerting effort to banish excitement from my tone, “please fetch the device from my chambers.”


She dipped a curtsy and rose to depart, but Galfrieda caught her arm. “Your Majesty, you know you cannot—”


Of course I knew, but I could not have cared less. In retrospect, and with deep regret, I confess that I should have cared… but enough of that pity party. I must not get ahead of myself.


I pumped disapproval into my glare. Galfrieda desisted with a murmured plea for forgiveness and freed Niniane to complete my request.


I withdrew my fingers from Arthur’s temple. To Vivien I said, “Please remove the bandage so Lady Galfrieda may examine the king.” I wanted to be sure that Galfrieda got as good a look as she needed to settle her doubts.


The scalp wound looked stickier than I would have liked, but Galfrieda’s fingers did not get excessively bloody as she probed it.


(No, she was not wearing gloves. Avalon’s creature ban extended to the microscopic world, as evidenced by the fact that the breath exuding from our mouths remained ever sweet without the intervention of fluid, paste, powder, or brush.)


Galfrieda’s expression was even sweeter. “His Majesty’s skull is whole!”


To Vivien’s relieved “Thank God!” I replied, “Amen.”


By this time, Niniane had returned. I directed her to set the dormant device on a side table and join us at Arthur’s head. “I believe he is ready, but I shall need your help. All of you.”


We had rehearsed this moment, the ladies and I, more often than any of us could recall. This time I laid both palms, one atop the other, lightly upon his wound site. At my nod, the ladies stepped in to lay their hands upon me: Galfrieda grasping my right arm and shoulder, Niniane my left, and Vivien with both hands flat upon my back. Their humming began in concert with mine, the deeper tones tapping stronger magic, and I reveled to feel my power strengthen with the addition of theirs. I curbed my revelry lest it wreak harm upon my brother.


I had wrought enough wreaking to destroy three lifetimes.


Sparks arced and flashed round the wounded crown. Arthur gasped and groaned through clenched teeth. I redoubled the intensity of my healing magic and the fervency of my humble prayers. I sensed moreso than heard the others making similar efforts.


The lifting of my hands signaled my ladies to break contact. I opened my eyes, scarcely daring…


Of Arthur’s dreadful wound, naught but a faint scar remained.


He opened his steel-gray eyes.


A supreme act of will kept me from swooning in sheer relief. I have no idea whether any of the others swooned or not; I was consumed with drinking in every restorative drop of my dear brother’s compassionate—if more than a mite confused—gaze.


“Morgan, what are you doing here? You are in grave danger!” He pushed himself up on one arm; with the other hand, he patted the velvet swathing his chest. That prompted him to look about, though slowly. His brow furrowed with every new incomprehensible sight his brain reported. “What is this place? Where is the battlefield?” He stared longest at his flawless armor and scabbard. “I died!” That last bit was more gasp than words. Frankness invaded his gaze when he turned it upon me. “Did I not? Is this heaven? Are you dead too?”


Heaven, hell… for half an eternity I had been wondering whether Avalon constituted both sides of that particular coin. I stood no closer to an answer now. However, we could engage in that pleasant debate another time. I kept my tone brisk. “We are in Avalon.” His lips pursed and his chest swelled. Raising a hand to forestall his outburst, I gentled my voice. “Peace, Arthur. Whole though your skull may be, your brain yet recovers from the blow it took. If not for mine enchantment upon the counterfeit scabbard, Mordred would have—”


“Hold.” His scowl descended into execute-the-prisoner territory. “Counterfeit scabbard?”


My heart kicked into a canter. “’Twas after Sir Accolon’s—” Mindful of the need to tread carefully, I drew a thought-collecting breath. “In seeking vengeance for his death, I stole and destroyed Excalibur’s scabbard. What you carried to the Camlann battlefield on the Salisbury Plain was a nonmagical copy.” Closing my eyes and pressing my hands together as if in prayer, I suppressed a fresh surge of guilt. “My most excellent liege, I regret that action and humbly crave your pardon. I strove to reverse my grievous error in the parlay tent, but if you cannot forgive my treason…” I let myself inhale a mote of hope. “My life is yours to do with as you will.”


His hands curled round mine lightly, soothingly. “My sins against you are no less grievous, Morgan, and I pray for your forgiveness.”


We shared a long embrace. Upon parting, we both felt obliged to swipe tears from our cheeks.


Steering us back to the business of the moment, I said, “I shall endeavor to impart the other information you require in easy stages.”


His body needed to adjust to being alive by easy stages, too. I asked Niniane to bring biscuits and an Omega-3 laden tisane replete with a generous dollop of honey to mitigate the fishy taste.


By the cant of his head, I could tell Arthur was attempting to make sense of his cleaned and repaired armor. “How long have I lain senseless?”


“I do not know. A tome in my Castle Gore library described the flow of time as being different here. It also gave this place a name with which you might be familiar: the Isle of the Blest.”


“Ah.” He gave a cautious nod. “Different—how?”


“The author reported making multiple sojourns of varying lengths. Upon his return, sometimes days or weeks had passed in his rightful world, sometimes decades.” Centuries too, though I dared not utter it. I drew a breath to gauge Arthur’s reaction, but he seemed to be taking the information in stride. “Sometimes he discovered that no time had passed at all.” The fact that the author’s final visit had resulted in him going backward in time—and hence why his book had been available for me to acquire—I also kept to myself.


“This place lies nowhere in Camelot, of that I am certain.” The circling of my brother’s hand indicated the pavilion and its lush setting. “And it is not some secret garden in Castle Gore?”


I shook my head.


“Why?” The vehemence of his question startled me, focused as I was upon maintaining a healing aura upon his brain. He must have interpreted my hesitation as confusion, for he forged on with, “Why bring me to this fey realm to heal me? My death at Camlann must have been foreordained by God. Why did you defy His will?” And the most direct hit of the lot: “You despised me, sister. Why did you not let me die and claim my throne for yourself?”


Fair questions for a concussed patient. I provided the easiest answer: “You lay upon death’s brink, and I needed Avalon’s magic to augment my healing skills. As for your other questions, I pray you let me ask one of my own.” He gave a single, sharp nod. “What of the ill-fated parlay do you remember?”


“I remember…” Intense concentration creased his countenance. Galfrieda and I supported his back so he could sit all the way up. He turned and swung his legs over the bed. With his leave, I sat beside him. Niniane delivered the light repast. Arthur thanked her and downed three biscuits, followed by a long pull of the tisane. After taking a breath, he finished it. His visage lightened. “I remember you! You were inside the parlay tent. A strangely garbed wizard stood beside you. He was full of bluster and bombast and—and he intended to kill you! So I—I… oh, merciful God.”


He buried his face in his hands. I hugged him to me. The contact made those damned battle images burn my brain as surely as they must have been tormenting his. Through that horrificness wafted strains of our mother’s favorite cradle song. I dredged the rest of the tune from the bosom of my memory and hummed it.


His words tumbled out in an anguished rush: “In saving you, I doomed the realm. Thousands upon thousands of good men, their wives, their children, my knights, my nephews…” Gazing at me, he sucked in a deep breath and blew it out with puffed cheeks. “Uwaine fell protecting me, Morgan. I am sorry I could not prevent his death.”


I knew it was not for want of trying; I had watched the scene play out in Arthur’s mind countless times, including the necessarily brief but tearful last-rites prayer he had intoned over my son’s lifeless form. I blinked hard to stem the tears. “Thank you for being with him,” I whispered.


He nodded and captured my hands between his much larger ones. His gaze became unfocused for a few moments, and he winced. “Oh, God. Guenever, Launcelot… I am so, so sorry.”


“They loved you, Arthur,” I assured him, “even if they could not avoid loving each other.” That last bit I could have kicked myself for uttering.


“They shall never know”—he clenched his jaw but failed to still the trembling of his chin—“that I forgive them.”


A thousand comforting lies sprang to mind, but prevarication was one vice I had never cultivated. The best I could offer without straying too far from the truth was, “I believe, somehow, they knew.”


Tears winning free of his brave eyes, he wrapped his arms round me and sobbed his grief against my chest. I stroked his short-cropped hair, his broad shoulders and back, all the while humming as loudly as I could manage. Tears summoned by the reminder of my son’s death clouded my vision and clogged my throat. I am not certain when my ladies joined in, but at some point I felt their comforting hands and heard their healing notes.


After a time—how many eons passed, I know not—I sensed the easing of Arthur’s tension. I shifted, and the ladies withdrew to a respectful distance.


“Arthur,” I said, applying gentle pressure to his shoulder. My implicit command engendered the opposite effect: he clung to me tighter. “Your England shall endure.”


He straightened at that, dried his eyes, and lowered his eyebrows, which I read as disbelief—though they had not descended low enough to eclipse the ray of hope lightening his countenance. “How can you know this?”


I smiled. “I have seen it. So shall you.”


Arthur did not share the smile. His gaze returned to his armor and empty scabbard. Puzzlement furrowed his brow. “As I lay in the blood-churned mud with no hope of surviving my wounds, I entrusted Excalibur to Bedivere. To be purified in the lake. And to await the hand of a king who would not stain it with the blood of his people.” I thought he might begin to weep again, but he set his jaw. “My people… Ah! Most holy, merciful God, my people…”


I took his hand into both of mine. “The past is past. The game goes on.”


His eyes widened like twin shield bosses. “You said that to me before! When you… no. No, no, no. It—it cannot be.” The astonishment yielded to quizzical. “In the parlay tent, Mordred stood poised to attack me, and our men had drawn swords to charge one other. No, they had started charging. And then you… you stepped into the midst of that madness to swear fealty to me?”


I did not kneel before him as I had done that day, but I did clasp my hands like a supplicant. “Arthur Pendragon, High King of England: I, Morgan, Queen of Gore, do humbly acknowledge you as my rightful lord, liege and master…”


“Your very words! And I uttered my acceptance of your vow, but”—his brow’s furrow spawned furrows of its own—“how could that be? No one else was moving, not even to take a single breath. It must have been a dream.”


By that I knew his memory was intact; he was as ready as he was ever going to be. I asked Galfrieda to give me the time-folding device. To her credit, she did not question my order in front of our liege.


“That fey scrap of metal—it lay upon your hand in the parlay tent,” Arthur said.


I affirmed his statement but did not enlighten him regarding how very long it had taken me, amidst the numberless hours spent healing his head, to learn how to bend this bauble to my will. If he had asked me, I would have told him, of course. Swearing fealty to one’s God-ordained liege entails serving him in all matters, minuscule as well as great. I meant my fealty oath more seriously than any other vow I had made in my entire sixteen hundred years of existence, save one. And that one I stood so close to fulfilling that I could scarcely contain myself, the Royal Rules Committee’s insistence on stoicism be damned.


Rising, I clapped my hands thrice. “Ladies, the armor! We do not have much time.”


I slapped the time-folding device to the back of my hand. It bonded at once and grew warm.


Arthur rose too. Heedless of the ladies strapping on the myriad pieces of his armor, he eyed the time-folding device with a mixture of awe and distrust, as if it were a claw shed by the legendary Black Beast of Aargh. After Vivien worked his dragon-emblazoned surcoat over his head, he went right back to staring at my hand and the device’s blinking green light, his expression conveying equal measures of wishing for a magnifying lens or a dagger. When Niniane presented him with the scabbard and its baldric, that seemed to break the spell. “What good is this without my—its sword?” Sorrow and frustration escaped on his sigh. He never had been one to pay the Royal Rules Committee any mind.


“Take it. The scabbard’s physical repair is augmented by a stronger spell to guard your life. The journey we are about to undertake shall feel like…” What to say to a man whose skull had been cracked like a coconut, a seasoned warrior for whom physical pain was but one inevitable facet of the job? Then an irreverent thought sprang from my days of binge-watching vintage fictional time-travel stories. I had no time to explain the Marvel Loki television series reference—much less its World Tree rooted technology—but the description was too apt to resist: “Like dying and being born all at once.”


“Brilliant.” Grimacing, Arthur lowered the baldric over his head. The scabbard settled into its familiar place against his hip. He stared at it as he said, “We walk into another battle?”


“I hope not.” I twined my device-free arm with his and drew him close. “But my intuition warns me to be prepared.”


Galfrieda passed her lord his helmet, which he tucked under the arm I was not clutching as if both of our lives depended upon it. In point of fact, our lives did depend upon my not letting Arthur go. As if reading my mind, I felt him grasp my hand.


Avalon disappeared in a blinding flash.


The gut-wrenching agony began.


I knew what to expect; I had traversed the span of centuries twice before, and yet the knowledge did not help. I could not hear Arthur’s screams above my own.







Chapter III:
The Return of the Queen

SPARKS AND LITTLE lightning bolts flickered across my vision. A million spots winked in and out, in and out, like fireflies seeking mates at an extra-innings night game. My every nerve felt as if it had its own acupuncturist in attendance. Lucky them.


God, how I hate time travel.


So did Arthur, to judge by the fact that I felt obliged to cast a triple-strength warding spell to prevent my hand from being crushed to goo in his metal-clad grip. I willed upon him a calming spell for good measure. Relaxing his fingers, he gave me an apologetic almost-smile.


Then it occurred to me that our journey must be done, for I could see his face.


Why, yes, intuitive reader, time folding is faster than a speeding neuron. Thank you for noticing.


The details of our destination wavered into focus.


We were standing inside an office, a vast one belonging to a high-ranking executive, to judge by the dark mahogany paneling; solid gold fixtures and plush carpets; top-shelf scotch, vodka, and other bottles of spirits clustered round the sundry-shaped crystal drinking vessels upon the Egyptian granite bar; overstuffed leather couch and chairs; and the separate meeting table in addition to the executive’s desk, which was flanked by shelves laden with trophies, rare collectible merchandise, stacks of media cases, and other curios. The desk itself stood nigh clear of detritus: a few papers here, a tablet device there, a writing instrument or two in between. The desk’s embedded horizontal monitor, half eclipsed by a chronicle and its carved, gilt oaken case, displayed a logo that I, during the latter days of my second lifetime, had helped to design. It remained stationary beside a rotating series of images that warmed me from crown to toes: Sandy and me on our wedding day.


I forgave him for the redecorating he had done to my office… and for succumbing to the belief that he might not see me again. For sooth, I had not been certain of my return either.


Whatever content was being broadcast upon the full-wall projection screen to our left I could not discern from my angle. By its muted sound, I judged that the program must be in a commercial break.


Championship pennants and banners competed with framed, autographed jerseys for every available handspan of wall space. A floor-to-ceiling window overlooked the stadium. The field, fences, railings, and unprotected bleacher seats sported a dusting of snow.


The right corner of my mouth tugged upward, and not because of the season’s charm or the room’s decor. The chronicle that lay upon the desk before me I had not seen since departing with Arthur for Avalon.


With a touch of magical help, I discerned the text displayed in the lower right corner of the desk monitor: Friday, 11/29/2092.


’Twas well that I looked when I did. In the next breath, the comely young woman dressed in a sumptuous, shrimp-colored gown standing betwixt me and the office owner’s desk began hopping about as if she were a Highland games sword-dance competitor, obscuring my view.


The dance stopped. “Either I’m about to disappear again,” she said with astonishing calm, “or—”


My mouth’s left corner lifted. So did my heart.


The comeliest of men and manliest of lovers, who had shot up from his swivel seat behind the desk, broke into the biggest, dearest grin I had ever been privileged to see him make. The grin was not directed at his shrimp-gowned companion.


Beside me, I felt Arthur tense as if preparing to pull away, like the determined toddler who does not know that the pretty tiger plans to eat its “guest.” Feeling my motherly instincts activate (I was yet too new to the job of being his sister, in spite of the untold Avalonian eons I had spent toiling over the comatose him), I applied gentle pressure to his forearm, willing him to desist till I could ascertain that it was safe for us to move.


“Arthur,” I murmured, “I have ever so much to explain to thee.” Mindful that he was my king, I hastened on with, “I pray you grant me leave to be the first to converse with these good folk. The lady Clarice is my apprentice and dearest friend. And the gentleman”—hoping Arthur would not overreact in his capacity either as my brother or king, I drew a swift, soft breath—“is Sandy—Alexander Leroy Carter,—my husband.”


Arthur disengaged his arm from mine. He swayed a bit, and I reached for his arm, but he steadied himself and broke into an indulgent smile. I took that for affirmation and all but flew into Sandy’s arms.


I heard Clarice squeak, “Your Majesty!” Her words escaped in a breathy rush, as if a gas pipe were relieving an abrupt indigestive onslaught. Whether she intended her greeting for myself or my brother was of no importance to me. The sound of rustling fabric suggested that she might be introducing herself to Arthur—I had dispensed with the curtsying requirement for my Apprentice Number One years ago, and I did not expect her to have forgotten that mote of kindness; by the monitor’s reported date, I had been gone about thirteen months—but my time-stressed neurons lacked the wherewith to expend any more thought upon the matter. By the woody, metallic clunk, I inferred that Arthur had deposited his helmet on the conference table.


I am reasonably certain, fair reader, that you have never sojourned across fifteen centuries once, to say naught of thrice, or spent God alone knows how long being suspended out of time, whatever in heaven’s name that meant in scientific terms. Thus I do understand that you might not be equipped to grasp how joyous I felt in that moment. I doubt whether Sandy fathomed the depth of my joy either, but that mattered not one whit to me.


After the initial collision of our lips, whereby we each assured the other that we were in fact real—and really here—upon tacit agreement we pulled back to gape wonderingly, reverently at one another. With the speed of a frame-by-frame video review, Sandy lifted his hand to caress my cheek, my jaw, my chin. His other hand joined the first. The butterfly lightness of his touch set my facial nerves afire and sent their acupuncturists dashing for the nearest lake for to submerge themselves till the blaze could whoosh past. I mimicked that move upon his face, delighting in the nubby roughness, the here-ness of his stubble.
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“We each assured the other that we were in fact real.”
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I pulled off my crown and conjured myself into my favorite game-day attire: a black suit and red silk blouse, a solid gold London Knights logo pin gleaming upon the jacket’s lapel. Sandy chuckled as he adjusted the line of his adoring gaze to accommodate the lift supplied by my Pradas.


“My God, Morgan. I thought I’d never see you again.”


My God, how I had missed hearing those deep, dulcet tones.


“Have I been gone so long that you have forgotten what I dubbed you at our last meeting?”


“Was it something like”—his smile broadened—“once and future love?”


“Precisely like.” I felt my smile shade to sultry. “I did mean it quite literally. One of these days, dearest Sandy, you shall learn to believe me.”
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