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​​​Dear Reader
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DO YOU LIKE FREE STORIES? Exclusive offers? Insider’s looks? Character art?

Sign up and get a boatload of freebies because it’s official. More episodes are underway—sign up to be the first to know when the next episode is released and you’ll also get:


	Adult grayscale character art coloring pages – from the author/artist herself

	Character wallpapers

	Free stories! 6 and counting...

	New free stories coming – be the first to get all new stories to read for free

	Exclusive offers, more freebies, sneak peaks, chances to win prizes and more



Just enter your name and email right under “Want free books” on www.mandematthews.com

And you’ll receive your password to the private media vault—it costs nothing and there’s no obligation. Just fun freebies to download and enjoy.
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​​Dedication
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In memory of my beloved Kasie,

Because true love comes in unexpected forms.

QUEEN'S HONOR 

Tales of Lady Guinevere

Book II: Quest
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​​​​​​​A Note
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There were times when I thought the beliefs of the old ones and those of the followers of Jesu were in conflict. But when I learned to look beyond the limitations of my reason, I realized it was only the details of the matter that were in conflict, not the spirit of the matter, which has always possessed the true nature of love. 



- Guinevere, Queen of Camelot

The 11th day of November in the year of our Lord 536

Written from the abbey at Amesbury
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​​Chapter 1  
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- The 19th day of May in the year of our Lord 533




––––––––
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"CAN YOU SEE HIM, GUINEVERE?" 

I stiffened at the hushed tone of my mother's voice. Morning dew wore through my slippers, numbing my toes. Mother had not taken time to put on my leather overshoes when she dragged me from my bed, threw on my clothes, and rushed me to the meadow before dawn so Father would not notice our departure.

Though I followed the line of her finger as she pointed toward the hillside, nothing came into view. A gray mist clung to the fields. 

"No, Mamma, I cannot."

Mother's tresses dangled around her ermine-lined mantle as she knelt next to me, her skirts soiling in the moist grass as she slunk down to my height. I took comfort in the fact that the strands of her hair matched my own in color—brown, like the lighter shades of bark.

"Close your eyes little one, and think of nothing."

"But—"

"Quiet, child, and count to ten. Then open your eyes and tell me what you see."

I obeyed, counting to myself. When I reached ten, I opened my eyes and focused on the hillside. "Oh!" A squeal escaped me. "I see him!"

An enormous white hart emerged from the haze. He lifted his head and turned toward us. His antlers razed the sky like a storm of tree branches, a dark tangle against the mist. A snort blew from his nostrils sending a puff of white to mingle with the cool morning air. His muscles rippled underneath his hide. 

“Sometimes you can see beyond your normal vision into the Otherworld, and other times, into the hearts of men. But most importantly, you must learn to see into the corners of your own soul.”

I didn’t know what Mamma meant, but I quivered, mesmerized by the majesty of the creature as if a fey had captured me. My childish mind scrambled with sightings of deer all red or tawny, never shimmering like beads of fresh snow. 

"Why is his fur white, Mamma?" 

"Do you know who he is, Guinevere?" Her tone remained hushed and reminded me to lower mine as well.

I shook my head.

"The old ones called him the Lord of the Wild Things, and the new God heralds him the messenger of peace. It does not matter what he is called. What matters is we understand his essence. That he is immortal. He is goodness and light. When he appears, he reminds you a challenge is at hand, and to overcome the ordeal, you must stay pure of heart." 

I thought for a moment, furrowing my brow. "Why would he remind us of such a thing, Mamma? Are our hearts bad?" 

A knowingness flicked in her blue-gray eyes. She placed her hand over my heart and smiled, a sad but tender turn of her lips. The white hart pawed the ground behind us, then jolted, springing over the meadow. He vanished into the mist. Mother lifted her gaze to meet my own. 

Elibel interrupted my mother’s reply with a sharp nudge of her elbow into my ribs, jarring me out of the long-ago memory. 

"You gawk, My Lady," scolded Elibel. 

"I do not—"

"You might as well drool, My Lady." 

Then I understood: while the recollection had filled my mind, my gaze had wandered across the crowd to stare at one man. Not my soon-to-be husband, but Sir Lancelot. 
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​​Chapter 2
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THE KNIGHT IGNORED me, or perhaps he did not notice I ogled him. Instead, Lancelot watched King Arthur with all the intensity of a gargoyle while we congregated near the door to Camelaird's granary at my father's request.

"Straighten up and act your part, my Lady."

I turned toward Elibel as she scolded me, breaking my line of sight to the knight. 

The largeness of my cousin's eyes narrowed into slits as she whispered, "I fear you will make an ill-suited queen if you can't restrain yourself and show a little decorum."

My fingers continued to trace the triquetra, circling each loop of the charm as it hung around my neck. "I am sorry, Elibel. I didn't mean to stare. I was thinking about Father—"

“About how he’d flay you like a disobedient hound if he caught you salivating over a man who is not your betrothed?”

“No. About how clearly I can see events I could not remember before, as if something inside me seeks to find the truth.”

“Perhaps you should seek the truth of how dangerous your actions are.” She turned her attention back toward Arthur, dismissing me. 

My chest tightened at her reproach and subsequent dismissal. Since I had agreed to become Arthur's queen, Elibel's rebukes about my demeanor had increased.

Despite the late day in May, a constant drizzle settled over Camelaird as we waited for my father. I tightened my arms around my waist, protecting myself from the dampness, and I suppose, from my cousin's coldness. The clamminess of my dress weighed down the already heavy velvet as it clung to my skin.

"King Arthur," my father began. 

"Why so formal?" Arthur beamed at my father. 

His blonde curls lit with a glow despite the morning's gloom. His good looks held the crowd captive, but for whatever reason, he didn't stir tender emotions in me. I examined him, trying to discern what everyone else saw in him. 

"We are soon to be family. Arthur will do. Or son if you prefer, for you have proven yourself as a father to me through our longtime alliance, and now by the hand of your daughter, the most enchanting woman in all of Britannia."

I rolled my eyes, but the sag of my father's eyelids lifted at Arthur's statement. The tiredness that stretched his features released as he stared up at the younger king. His eyes filled with hope. 

"Son, then," replied Father.

A smile spread both men's lips. A twinge of regret for my earlier thought of Arthur's insincerity hit me, and I chided myself for my cruelty, this time, without the aid of Elibel. 

"For my daughter's bride price, gold, jewels or cattle would not serve, for your wealth is far beyond my own. Alas, I thought, what could I offer so great a king that he did not already possess?"

Arthur's grin spread his entire face, magnifying his attractiveness. He relished my father's praise. 

Elibel seemed dizzy at the sight of Arthur's beauty, though she tried to control her admiration by tightening the line of her lips. 

While everyone remained under the spell of Arthur's charms, my gaze wandered back toward Lancelot. It wasn't as if I could control the matter. Whenever the knight was near, he drew me as if a string pulled me toward him without my consent. And when Lancelot was absent, my thoughts became obsessed with his whereabouts. Though I tried to withdraw, my instincts won out, and I found myself staring at him once more. 

What tugged at me remained a mystery. He was attractive, but in a dark, enigmatic way, not like the flamboyant brightness of Arthur, and by all outward appearances, he discounted me. Yet there was something more, and that something nagged at my heart. 

Elibel jabbed my ribs with such ferocity that I grabbed my side and swung my head back in her direction. Her eyes chastised me. She had caught me gawking. Again. 

Shame flushed through my body, and I cast my eyes downward, studying the mud that clung to the hem of my dress and covered the pale blue of my shoes. 

Father's gesture toward the granary took the edge off the moment. His soldiers swung open the doors at his command. 

Arthur clapped, and I glanced up to see why he showed such excitement.

An enormous table, divided into twenty-four sections, sat in the center of the chamber beyond the reach of the doors. The cast of light from outside caught the inlaid silver and gold swirls, causing the circumference to glimmer.

"Your father, Uther Pendragon, commissioned Merlin for this table many seasons past. Your father gifted the table to me in hopes that I could unite the kingdoms of Britannia, but I never retained the loyalty of enough knights to fulfill the requirement of the Round Table, as each spoke represents a retinue of six. I give this table to you as my daughter's bride price, knowing you will achieve the destiny I could not." 

Arthur strutted to the table, settling his hands across the surface as he strode around in a circle. "This is the same Round Table that belonged to my father?"

"Yes." My father's eyes glistened as he watched Arthur's reaction.

“And the requirement is one hundred and forty-forty loyal knights?”

My father nodded again while Arthur’s mind clicked with calculations.

“I possess one hundred and forty-one such knights now. I shall seek three more of the bravest and most honorable of men!”

Father nodded, knocking loose a strand of his gray hair. It sprang over his face, like a slash from a sword.

"I could not have received a more valuable gift, King Leodegrance, or shall I say, Father?" 

“The hope of all Britons resides with you now, son.”

Arthur reached out and grabbed my father, pulling him into an embrace. Father returned his enthusiasm by hugging him back. His affections for Arthur bore no resemblance to his regard for me. None of the detachments that characterized our relationship existed between the two men. I also noted that the Round Table had trumped my value as far as "gifts" went. 

Arthur pulled away and turned on his heel. "Now, I must be off to start this quest for worthy knights. Guinevere, fetch your belongings. We take leave at once."

"No!" I don't know what demon possessed my tongue, but every bit of me refused him and, regardless of Elibel's warning to act like a queen, my emotions got the better of me. 

"No?" Arthur turned. A fascinated grin crossed his lips. 

"I cannot."

He strode toward me, and despite our audience, settled his hands on each side of my waist. A shock wave of his energy shot up me as his blue eyes sparked with amusement. He looked like an all-powerful god smiling down upon me. I swallowed hard, trying to regain my wits. This was why no one refused Arthur.

"Do you plan to conduct our marriage from a different residence?”

I shook my head.

“Good, because that would be a cold arrangement, Guinevere, and I have warmer plans in mind for my bride." He squeezed me for emphasis.

His intimate insinuation formed a knot in my throat, rendering me speechless. 

"We will plan the marriage ceremony upon our arrival in Camelot. The Bishop of Canterbury has already been summoned, and I have much business to attend to with the ordination of new knights for your father's generous gift."
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