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ALBA – Rhianna’s mist horse, a white mare from Avalon.

ARIANRHOD – Rhianna’s maid, ex-maid of Morgan Le Fay.

CAI – young squire at Camelot who becomes Rhianna’s champion.

CHIEF CYNRIC – leader of the Saxons.

ELPHIN – Prince of Avalon and only son of Lord Avallach.

EVENSTAR – Elphin’s mist horse, a white stallion from Avalon.

GARETH – older squire, Cai’s rival.

KING ARTHUR – King of Britain. His ghost appears to Rhianna while his body sleeps in Avalon awaiting rebirth.

LADY ISABEL – lady in charge of the damsels at Camelot.

LORD AVALLACH – Lord of Avalon and leader of the Wild Hunt.

MERLIN – King Arthur’s druid. Half Avalonian, which means he can work magic in the world of men.

MORDRED – Rhianna’s cousin and rival for the throne; the son of Morgan Le Fay.

MORGAN LE FAY – King Arthur’s sister and Mordred’s mother, a witch. Now dead, her spirit advises Mordred from Annwn.

NIMUE – Lady of the Lake, who takes Excalibur after Arthur’s death.

QUEEN GUINEVERE – Rhianna’s mother.

RHIANNA PENDRAGON – daughter of King Arthur, raised in Avalon.

SANDY – Cai’s pony, rescued from the Saxons.

SIR AGRAVAINE –grumpy older knight

SIR BEDIVERE – a younger knight, also known as “Soft Hands”.

SIR BORS – leader of King Arthur’s knights.

SIR LANCELOT – Arthur’s champion.

SHADRAKE – a dragon from Annwn, breathes ice instead of fire and hunts between worlds.

Four Lights stand against the dark:

The Sword Excalibur that was forged in Avalon,

The Lance of Truth made by the hands of men,

The Crown of Dreams, which hides the jewel of Annwn,

And the Grail said to hold all the stars in heaven.
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THE DARK KNIGHT WAKES
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The day after he had killed King Arthur, Mordred opened his eyes to flickering candlelight and damp rock. There had been nightmares, screaming, and much pain. Terrible pain such as his pampered body had never felt before. But the worst had passed. His crippled form stirred in the shadows and his remaining hand closed about cold metal. Not his axe – he’d lost that on the battlefield, along with his right hand – but a magic mirror his mother had given him before she left the world of men.

He breathed on the black glass, and her image swirled to life. Raven haired and beautiful, she looked at least twenty years younger than when she had died.

“Who inherits Arthur’s power to command the Grail?” he demanded.

His mother’s face flickered. “The one called Pendragon.”

“So it serves me now?” Mordred said, impatient. Even dead, his mother could be annoyingly vague. 

“I’m not sure,” said the witch. “It’s unclear... I see a girl, a daughter...”

Mordred flung the mirror across the cave. “No!” he roared. “Arthur had no daughter! We would have known.”

He’d won the battle. He’d killed Arthur Pendragon, high king of men and guardian of the Round Table. Even now, his spies were looking for the Sword and the Lance. The Crown, snatched by a dragon from his uncle’s corpse on the battlefield, was rightfully his. As soon as he got his hands – hand, curse it – on the Grail, he would be strong and handsome again, and the world would worship at his feet. But now this! Another with a claim to the throne.

Clenching his teeth against the pain, he rolled off the rocky shelf that served as his bed. He could not walk because his horse had fallen on him and crushed one of his legs. He crawled across the floor, the bandaged stump of his arm leaving a trail of blood. The mirror had cracked, making a jagged line across his mother’s face to match the scar Arthur’s sword had left across his own.

“Where?” he hissed. “Where is she? She must die!”

The witch’s face blurred, becoming old and then young again. “Beyond our reach in Avalon. But not for much longer, I think.”

“What do you mean?” Mordred demanded. “Speak plainly, woman!”

His mother smiled. “I mean, Mordred my beautiful son, that you need to be patient for once. Heal. Grow strong again. Be crafty like the dragon that waits in its lair. Let the girl come to you. They took the king’s body through the enchanted mists. If she has a drop of Arthur’s blood in her body, she will come. And then you can kill her – or enslave her, as you wish. She’s only a damsel, after all. She’s grown up in a crystal palace where there is no disease or death, protected by magic. The world of men will be a shock to her. She’s hardly going to lead the knights in battle, is she? How much of a threat can she be?”
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PENDRAGON
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A maiden dwells in Avalon’s hall

Her spirit the purest of them all.

Brave of heart and hair aflame,

Mortal damsel with secret name.

––––––––
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RHIANNA CROUCHED OVER her horse’s neck to duck another low branch. Twigs snatched at her braid, pulling out a few copper strands and making her eyes water. All around her in the golden wood she could see pale blurs as her rivals misted to avoid the trees. Being one of the Avalonian herd, whose coats shone like the moon, Alba could do that too, of course. But if Rhianna let the mare mist like the other horses, she would fall off and everyone would laugh at her.

She urged Alba alongside Prince Elphin’s little Evenstar. “What’s the matter?” she called as they galloped side by side. “Afraid you’ll hit a tree?”

Her friend shouted something back that she didn’t catch. She saw the air sparkle as he flicked a branch out of the way, and grinned as he dropped behind.

I can go faster, Alba said, excited by galloping with the herd.

“Go on, then!” Rhianna told the mare.

She overtook two of the Avalonian girls, scared herself by slipping sideways as Alba swerved around another tree, and grabbed the mane to pull herself back on board. Her blood pounded with excitement as she saw the glint of water through the leaves. She’d win today, if she kept her nerve. The mist magic took time to work, and the others would not dare gallop so fast through the wood without it. The worst she’d have to worry about would be a few apples thrown at her as she passed the leaders.

She risked raising her head. The beach led to an ancient jetty that disappeared into the mist, where they’d agreed to finish the race. That was the furthest they could go, without crossing the enchanted sea that kept the Isle of Avalon hidden from the world of men.

The thrill of their wild gallop faded slightly. More than anything else, Rhianna wanted to visit the world of men and look for her real parents. But nobody would tell her who her they were, or even if they were still alive, and her pleas for someone to take her through the mists fell on deaf ears. One day she might swim across the water on her own. That would show everyone—

Path blocked! Alba whinnied as a sharp twig poked her in the chest.

Rhianna hauled desperately on the reins as she saw the fallen tree, too high to jump. She flattened herself alongside Alba’s neck and felt the little horse begin to mist under her. Then a branch smacked her between the eyes, and the world went dark.

*
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A SHADOW STIRRED IN the darkness. Someone was whispering. It sounded like a question: “Who commands the Grail?” She had a terrifying glimpse of bloodstained rock.

Then she heard singing, and the light returned.

“Rhia? Rhianna?” Elphin sounded scared. “Wake up now, please!”

She opened her eyes and blinked up at the violet sky through a curtain of falling leaves. Bright autumn sunlight dappled her legs. Apples lay all around. Alba’s soft muzzle nibbled her ear. Sorry, breathed the mare. A sweet scent surrounded her – the smell of magic. It must have been Elphin she’d heard singing in her dream.

She sat up with a groan and touched her forehead. Her fingers came away sticky with blood, and her head throbbed. She managed a grin for her friend. As the only human of her age in Avalon, Rhianna had put up with a lot of teasing over the years. The other children made fun of her hands, with only four fingers and a thumb on each, of her red hair, of the freckles on her nose, of her loud voice that murdered the ancient songs, and – most of all – her failure to master even a glimmer of magic despite being surrounded by it every day of her life. But Elphin never teased her like the others did. Maybe because he didn’t have any brothers or sisters of his own, Lord Avallach’s son had always looked after her as if she were his real sister.

“Suppose I didn’t win today, then?” Her voice came out croaky.

Relief flashed in her friend’s eyes, which had turned purple with concern. He ran a hand through his dark curls, and his extra fingers twitched as if they longed for his harp. “I think the mists opened,” he said. “There was a strange shadow. Then you fell off.”

Rhianna shook her head – a mistake. Leaves and sky spun around her, making her feel a bit sick.

“I was knocked off,” she insisted. “That’s different. I haven’t fallen off for ages, not since I learned how to talk to Alba.” She looked at the beach, where the other mist horses were pawing at the sand while their riders crowded round the jetty, pointing at something out on the water. “Why didn’t you carry on? You might have beaten me, for once.”

“And leave you lying here? Don’t be silly. The race isn’t that important.”

She grinned again. “That’s why you never win.”

Elphin sighed. “You’re crazy, Rhia. Galloping so fast through the woods without even any magic to clear the branches out of your way! Why do you do it? What if Alba had misted around a tree, and you’d broken your neck?”

“Then your people would just sing it better again, wouldn’t they?” Rhianna said.

But she felt bad when she looked at her mare. Alba’s beautiful silver head hung low. Her flanks heaved, dark with sweat. Elphin was right. She must try to think a bit more of others. What if he had been the one to get knocked off his horse while looking out for her? There would be no chance of his father letting her visit the world of men then.

“A broken neck needs more than a simple healing song,” Elphin said, serious. “You’d have to sleep for many years in the crystal caverns until we got your soul back into your body, and when you woke up I’d be an old man.”

Rhianna pulled a face. “It might be worth it! At least I’d get to see your mysterious caverns, then.”

Despite many attempts, she’d never managed to get past the magic that protected the deeper levels of Lord Avallach’s palace.

Elphin frowned. “That’s not funny. Anyway, there’s a boat at the jetty. It’s just as well you fell off, or you and Alba would probably have galloped straight off the end and sunk it. We’d best go back to the palace and tell Father we’ve got visitors. Then I can get my harp and play away your headache. Can you ride, do you think?”

“Of course I can ride. Takes more than a little tap like that to bother me. And I haven’t got a headache.” The last part was a lie, though, because she did have. A horrid, pounding, human one. She leaned against Alba’s neck, stroking the pale mane, still a bit dizzy. There had been something about a grail, whatever that was... 

Maybe you had better lead me? said the mare.

“Don’t be silly. Humans are tougher than you think.”

She ignored Elphin’s offered hand and looked around for a log to stand on. As she climbed on it, she saw what the others on the beach were all looking at. A small boat had come out of the mist. When it reached the shallows, a man in a hooded grey robe jumped into the water. Her skin prickled. Not an Avalonian – Elphin’s people hated getting their feet wet. The man was tall, even for a human, and looked familiar.

“It’s Merlin!” Grinning, she jumped off the log and led Alba towards the beach. “You go back for your harp, if you want,” she called. “Something important must have happened in the world of men.”

Elphin made a face. But he pulled his reins over his horse’s ears and followed.

The Avalonians crowded curiously around the boat, while the old druid stowed his oars and rubbed his back. Rhianna braced herself for the others’ taunts. But when she led Alba out of the trees, everyone fell silent and stepped back to let her and Elphin pass.

Merlin lowered his hood to reveal a straggly white beard plaited with falcon’s feathers. He turned a pale blue gaze on them. “Might have known it wouldn’t take you two very long to show up,” he muttered.

“Faha’ruh, Merlin.” Elphin said, raising his hand to his forehead in the formal Avalonian greeting.

Merlin frowned. “Growing up as well, I see. Let’s save the ceremonial stuff for later, shall we? There’s no time to waste if my journey’s not going to be in vain.”

Rhianna watched the old druid warily. He often visited to check up on her, appearing unannounced out of the mists and then disappearing again just as suddenly with no explanation. Usually, he just looked at her as if she were an annoying bit of dirt he’d picked up on his sandal. Today his pale eyes had pity in them. A bit embarrassed, she touched the bump on her forehead. Was it still bleeding? But Merlin was not looking at her head. He was looking into the boat, like everyone else.

Elphin let out a little hum of sadness. Rhianna looked into the boat, too, and saw a man lying in the bottom. He had been partly covered by a battered shield with a red dragon painted on it, but she could see terrible wounds beneath. His head rested on a folded cloak, stiff with dried blood. His hair fanned out, faded chestnut streaked with grey. His hands were folded on his breast above the shield, and his boots still had mud on them. Yellow mud, a different colour from Avalon’s rich dark earth. All this she saw, before Merlin dug his gnarled fingers into her shoulder and said, “Young Mordred finally killed him! So now you’re our only hope. A slip of a girl. God help us all!”

The others looked sideways at her. A few of the Avalonian girls giggled nervously. Whatever else Rhianna might be, she was no ‘slip’.

Rhianna had been feeling a bit envious of the dead man in the boat, and wondered who he might be. A hero of some sort, obviously. Only great heroes were allowed through the enchanted mists to Avalon when they died. One day, when he was ready to be reborn, he would join the Wild Hunt that rode into the world of men to collect stray souls – while she would still be stuck here.

Suddenly, she was fed up of everyone laughing at her. Fed up of them all thinking she would never be any good, because she was a human with a terrible voice, the wrong number of fingers and no magic.

“I’m not a slip!” she said, drawing herself up to her full height and shrugging off the druid’s hand. “I’m taller than everyone else on this beach – except you and whoever that is lying in your boat. “I’m strong enough to swim all the way round the island, fit enough to dance all night, and I can ride faster than anybody in Avalon. Ask Elphin! I usually win our races.”

I am very fast, Alba added.

Merlin glanced at her friend, who flushed and mumbled something about her not winning today. The druid looked closely at Rhianna, noticing the blood on her forehead for the first time. He frowned and spread a hand in front of her eyes. “How many fingers?”

Rhianna wasn’t going to fall for that trick. “Four!” she said. Merlin might work magic like an Avalonian, but he had human hands. Inherited them from his human mother, apparently... a girl like her, but now long dead, who had grown up in Avalon never knowing her real family. She wouldn’t let that happen to her.

Merlin grunted. “So we know you can ride faster than anybody else into trees. But can you fight like King Arthur here fought, brave and true to the last, even after his best friend and his own family betrayed him? Can you lead an army of knights against Prince Mordred and his barbarian allies, and hold Camelot against the dark forces of Annwn? Because unless you can do all that, Rhianna Pendragon, the world of men is doomed and the isle of Avalon will soon be lost in the mists for ever.”

For the second time that day, Rhianna felt as though she had been knocked flat by a branch. She stared at the dead man in the boat. Arthur, the greatest king men had ever known. The Avalonians sang about him all the time. Elphin gave her a concerned look. “Oh Rhia, I’m sorry...”

She felt dizzy again and clutched Alba’s mane. “What did you just call me?” she whispered.

“Pendragon! I hope you’ve not grown deaf as well as foolhardy in my absence.” Merlin sighed and lifted the shield out of the boat. He rubbed off a smear of blood, dropped stiffly to one knee and offered the shield to Rhianna. “You, my girl, are the only surviving child of Queen Guinevere and Arthur Pendragon, which makes you heir to the throne of men and guardian of the Round Table. Go on, take the shield. It’s yours now, for better or for worse.”

While the others gaped at her in astonishment, the druid’s lip twitched. “I’m sure there’s something you can think of to do with it. Maybe you can use it to stop the tree hitting you next time?”
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MERLIN SINGS
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The trees wept gold when Merlin brought

A dying king to the fairy court

To sing of battles grave and fey

In the world of men where hope once lay.

––––––––
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RHIANNA TOOK THE SHIELD from the druid and held it awkwardly. It was round, with leather straps at the back for fixing it on to her arm. This battered shield with its red dragon had belonged to her father. It had stopped blows from his enemy’s sword – though not all of them, obviously. Some old splinters were stuck in the dragon design. She tried to pull one out, but it wouldn’t budge.

Everyone was looking at her as if they expected her to cry. But she hardly ever cried, and she had difficulty thinking of the dead man in the boat as her father. She had no memories of either of her parents. Lord Avallach had been more of a father to her than this dead king... Arthur Pendragon! Her head spun. No wonder they hadn’t told her the truth. She felt a bit angry they’d waited until he was dead before letting her see him, but she still couldn’t find any tears.

Merlin had not moved. The Avalonians were still watching her, whispering uneasily. She didn’t know what to do next. Then she realised this could be her chance to see the world of men and find her mother. Queen Guinevere. That made her a princess and Elphin’s equal. Nobody could keep her here against her will now.

Excitement shivered through her. “Oh please get up,” she said to Merlin, embarrassed. “My father’s body can’t stay there in your boat like a sack of apples! Elphin, your father should know about this... does Lord Avallach know who I am?” she asked the druid. She looked forward to seeing the Avalonian lord’s face when he found out.

Merlin got up stiffly, wincing as his knees cracked. He gave her an impatient look. “Of course he does! Why do you think old Avallach’s looked after you so carefully all these years?”

“I thought it was because I was human and didn’t have any magic to stop myself getting hurt,” Rhianna said.

To her annoyance, Merlin laughed. “The lord of Avalon has more things to worry about than humans getting hurt,” he said. “He merely agreed to hide you. If you’d been a boy, things might have been different. But it’s my fault. I should have told you the truth long ago. I’ve been distracted by Mordred’s plots, and time passes so quickly when you get to be as old as I am. I’d still hoped for a son of Arthur’s... but it wasn’t to be. Ah well, I suppose we’ll just have to work with what we’ve got. The shield’s all I have to give you at the moment, I’m afraid. His idiot knights threw Arthur’s sword into the lake to stop Mordred’s men getting their hands on it, and a dragon stole away his crown.” He sighed. “Not that a sword would do you much good, anyway. In your father’s world, girls don’t fight.”

Rhianna was about to say she would fight, when Elphin cleared his throat and said, “Actually, I think they do. There’s a song we sing about women warriors who came to the aid of a great city long ago in the world of men.”

Rhianna gave him a grateful look. She didn’t remember that one. They couldn’t sing it very often. Or maybe Lord Avallach just didn’t let them sing it in her presence in case she got dangerous ideas from it? She could believe that. Elphin’s parents would wrap her up in enchanted spider webs if they had their way and never let her out of the palace. “There!” she said. “So I can easily learn to fight, once I’ve got my father’s sword back. Where is this lake? We’d best get going before this Mordred person finds it.”

For a heartbeat, Merlin’s ice-blue eyes bored into hers. She felt a strange burning inside her head.

Then he laughed again and pointed out into the mists. “The lake that swallowed your father’s sword is currently in the middle of a Saxon war camp, out there in the dangerous world of men far from these calm shores of Avalon. It’s no place for a girl, particularly a child of the Pendragon blood. Arthur’s body must be taken to the crystal caverns as soon as possible so the process of rebirth can begin. Then maybe we can think what to do about Mordred. The sword will have to be found too, of course, if we’re to deal with the dark knight... but we’ll discuss this later, when I’ve had a wash and something to eat. Some of your healing songs wouldn’t go amiss, either, Elphin my lad. The enchantments were difficult this time.” He rolled his shoulders and pulled a face at the boat. “Reduced to rowing! I, who once parted the Summer Sea for Arthur and his knights to gallop across and rescue his queen from the Lonely Tor! I’m getting too old for all this gallivanting around between worlds.”

Still grumbling, he ordered the Avalonians to make themselves useful and carry Arthur’s body to the palace. Then he pulled his staff out of the boat and marched up the beach, the silver spiral at its top glinting as he stabbed it into the sand.

Rhianna and Elphin exchanged a glance. Despite the dead king in the boat and the shock of what Merlin had just told them, they both giggled.

*
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BECAUSE OF ALL THE songs in the air, news travelled fast in Avalon. By the time the mist horses reached the palace with their burden, everyone knew of Arthur Pendragon’s death and how his own nephew, the dark knight Mordred, had killed him. People lined the path and bowed their heads in silence as the king’s body was carried past. Inside the crystal gates, little groups whispered together in the courtyards and gardens. Their songs of sadness made Rhianna’s skin prickle. She still couldn’t quite believe she was a princess and the daughter of Arthur Pendragon. She kept expecting someone to tell her it was all a big joke. 

Merlin and the Avalonians took Arthur’s body deep into the underground caverns thick with magic, where no living human foot had ever trod. Elphin hurried after them. Rhianna tried to follow, but as usual found her way blocked by a shimmering rainbow wall that made her feel sleepy just to look at it.

She set her jaw and forced herself to step into the shifting colours, determined to see where her father’s body was being taken... only to find herself standing in another crystal corridor at the far side of the palace, staring out at an orchard, while some of the boys who had taken part in the race grinned at her. “What’s the matter, freckle-face?” they teased. “Lost your way again? You’d think a princess would know her way around a royal palace!” They playfully tugged her braid and ran off.

Cheeks flaming, Rhianna escaped to the stables to groom Alba. The tree she’d galloped into had left a small cut on the mist horse’s chest – she’d have to remember to ask Elphin to sing it better later.

“Poor little mare,” she whispered, as she energetically brushed the silver coat. “I didn’t look where I was going, did I? I promise I’ll be more careful when we go to find my father’s sword.”

Alba nibbled the end of her braid. I should not have misted. I forgot you are only human.

Rhianna felt a surge of love for the mare. She put her arms around the silver neck and buried her face into the sweetly scented mane. All at once, everything Merlin had said on the beach caught up with her in a rush. Her father was dead. Murdered by the evil Prince Mordred. She hadn’t even known who he was, until too late... why hadn’t they told her? Now she would have to wait until his soul was ready to be reborn, and he probably wouldn’t recognize her when he woke up. The tears that had not come earlier wet Alba’s coat.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Rhianna Pendragon,” said a bell-like voice behind her. “Careful won’t get you very far in the world of men.”

She wiped her eyes before she turned. Elphin’s father, Lord Avallach, stood outside the stall, his black hair shadowing his face. She had the feeling he had been there some time watching her.

“Hay seed in my eye,” she explained quickly. She knew he didn’t believe her, though. Not much got past Lord Avallach in his own palace. She wiped her nose on her sleeve and gave him her brightest smile. “Please tell Merlin to let me help him look for my father’s sword. I’m not afraid.”

Elphin’s father came into the stall and picked a twig out of her hair. “I know you’re not afraid, my child,” he said. “That’s what worries me.”

She blinked at him in surprise.

“It’s true Arthur’s sword must be returned to Avalon as soon as possible so we can keep our shores safe from the dark, and only a mortal of the Pendragon bloodline can handle it safely. As far as we know, with Arthur’s soul gone from his body, that’s just two of you – you and Prince Mordred – and for obvious reasons we’d prefer it to be you. Merlin has told me Mordred’s gone to ground to lick his wounds, so that gives us some breathing space. But as soon as you leave Avalon, he’ll be after you as furiously as my own Wild Hunt goes after the souls of men. You’re human. You have no magic, and you’ve had no training in the arts of war. We’ve done our best to teach you our ways, but only men can teach you how to fight.” The purple flash in his eyes said the Avalonian lord did not approve of fighting of any sort.

“All the more reason to let me go,” Rhianna said, though his words made her stomach flutter. “You can’t keep me here, not any more. I’m heir to the throne of men.” It still sounded strange, like being in a song.

Lord Avallach sighed. “I know. Which is why I told Merlin he can take you with him when he returns to Camelot. I can’t do much to help you once you leave these shores, but I can at least give you a little of our magic to take with you.” He snapped his fingers. “Elphin! Bring it in here now.”

Rhianna’s eyes widened as her friend slipped into the stall, his arms full of silvery material that looked like thousands of tiny moons all folded up together.

He smiled at her as he held it out. “Avalonian armour,” he said proudly. “Father’s smith made it when he made Excalibur.”

Rhianna frowned, distracted by the glittering tunic. “Made what?”

“Your father’s sword, silly,” Elphin said. “Excalibur is its name. All magic swords have names. It was forged here in Avalon to give the Pendragon power over men. That must be why your evil Prince Mordred wants it so badly.”

She gave him an irritated look. He seemed to have learned a lot more than she had since they’d returned from the beach. But what did she expect? He was a prince of Avalon and had helped take her father’s body to the crystal caverns, whereas she’d only got her hair pulled by stupid boys who did not understand what it felt like to be human. 

“Try the armour, child,” said Lord Avallach. “I think you’ll like it.”

Alba sniffed the silvery moons and curled her lip. It smells funny.

Rhianna smiled in spite of herself. She raised her arms and crouched so Elphin could slip the armour over her head. It fell in a silvery shower to just above her knees, making a shimmering skirt over her riding leggings. It weighed no more than one of her Avalonian dresses and made no sound when she moved.

“You could dance in that,” Lord Avallach said, giving her an approving look. He picked another twig out of her hair and coiled her braid on top of her head. “Mmm, we might make a princess of you yet.”

Rhianna flushed. “Thank you,” she mumbled, fingering the silver material. “It’s perfect.” She picked up the shield, which she’d leaned against Alba’s stall, and looped it over her right arm. Twirling on one foot, she clenched her left fist and bared her teeth at Elphin. “But do I look like a warrior?”

She laughed as Elphin ducked.

Lord Avallach laughed, too. “Very fierce! But the armour isn’t the only magic I’m sending with you. My other gift is standing in front of you.”

Rhianna gave Alba a confused look. She’d assumed she would ride her mist mare when they went to look for her father’s sword – was that what he meant?

“Me, you idiot,” Elphin said, flashing her a bright smile. “Didn’t think I’d let you have an exciting adventure in the world of men on your own, did you?”

*
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RHIANNA HAD NEVER SEEN so many people in Lord Avallach’s banqueting hall. Merlin had promised to sing them the tale of King Arthur and Prince Mordred, and all Avalon had come to hear how he thought they might defeat the dark knight. Yet the hall wasn’t crowded. The magic of this place meant there was always room for everyone.

Stars glittered through the crystal dome high above their heads, and torches sent rainbows flickering across the floor, through which people danced in a blur of rippling colour. Trees brushed the transparent walls with their leaves so it seemed they were in a woodland glade. Sometimes curious deer and unicorns trotted up to the walls to watch the dancers. Not tonight, though. The wild creatures of Avalon grew nervous when men came through the mists.

Rhianna fidgeted impatiently as the harpists played. Merlin reclined on a couch next to Lord Avallach. The old druid’s eyes were closed, and a look of bliss eased the lines on his face. He’d bathed and eaten and rested, so why didn’t he just get on with it? While they danced here in Avalon, Mordred might be murdering the rest of her family!

She became aware of people looking sideways at her, and raised her chin to stare back at them. She’d made a special effort tonight to honour her dead father. She’d even let the Avalonian girls plait moonflowers into her hair, which made her sneeze, but she left them alone. If she pulled them out, the whole delicate style would only turn into its usual wild mess. She would play the princess on her last night in Avalon. Her last night... the thought made her shiver. But she would be back soon enough with her father’s sword, wouldn’t she? Then surely they would let her into the crystal caverns to see him.

“I nearly didn’t recognize you!” Elphin said, breaking into her thoughts. He crossed his legs and settled his harp in his lap. “Have you still got a headache? I’ll play it away now, if you like.”

“I’m fine. Stop making such a fuss,” Rhianna said. But in truth the girls fiddling with her hair earlier had brought her headache back.

“I’ll play anyway, shall I?” Elphin said, and began to strum gently. He flashed her a quick look from under his curls. “You don’t mind me coming with you, do you?”

“No, of course not.”

She’d felt quite relieved when she realised Lord Avallach meant to send Elphin with her. The idea of being in a strange world with only the grumpy old druid for company had worried her even more than the danger of meeting her cousin Mordred... though she couldn’t exactly imagine either Merlin or Elphin fighting at her side, if it came to a battle.

“Will your magic work in the world of men?” she asked, suddenly wondering.

Elphin’s fingers paused. “I think so. Some of it should, anyway. I’ll bring my harp.”

Great, Rhianna thought. That’ll be really useful in a fight. But she smiled at him. Her headache had gone. She forgave him for leaving her alone earlier. “Aren’t you scared?”

“Are you?”

“Not really.”

“Then I’m not, either.” Elphin smiled back at her. “Father wouldn’t send me if he thought it was dangerous, would he?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PENDRAGON LEGACY
BOOK ONE

KATHERINE ROBERTS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





