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  Winter 497




  




  The sigh of a reed pen across parchment, one jagged line of ink. That was all it took to betray my king and myself.




  My signature, made with trembling hands, may have made me Arthur Pendragon’s wife, but it couldn’t change my heart. He’d asked for my assent to this marriage, and I gave it, but it was a lie.




  Marrying him was my duty. That much I had resigned myself to in the two months since Arthur proposed, shattering my dreams of a life with Aggrivane of Lothian.




  I watched with hollow detachment from my place next to Arthur as our marriage contract was sealed in the snowy courtyard of the old Roman fort of Carlisle, the stronghold of Arthur’s father, the previous high king, Uther.




  Arthur stood facing my father, back to the gate of the castle. His breaths were small puffs of white in the frosty air. “King Leodgrance of Gwynedd, by the signing of this contract, I bind myself to you and your kin through the hand of your daughter, Guinevere. As proof of my fidelity, I bestow upon you the price of her honor.” Arthur extended a wooden box of coins, ornately wrought gold brooches, and jewels—my bride-price, the money that assured Arthur’s sincere backing of our union but which would become mine should we ever part ways.




  “I thank you, Your Majesty,” my father said with a humble bow. “You are now my son as well. My gift to you is a symbol of my tribe, the people who are your most loyal servants.”




  My father held out his hand, and a servant placed the reins of a bridle into them. He passed them to Arthur. At the other end was a coal-black steed, a reminder of the days when brides were sold for cattle or land rather than gold. The stallion was muscular and strong but calm, indicating he was well trained and would be a valuable addition to Arthur’s growing cavalry.




  Arthur handed the reins to one of his attendants and clapped my father on the shoulder. “All of Britain is indebted to you for the most precious gift of your daughter, who, in a moment, will become our queen. I thank you for giving her into my care.”




  My eyes welled with stinging tears. To anyone in the assembled crowd, I likely appeared overwhelmed now that the deed was done, but my heart burned with a mix of emotions. Some small part of me knew this was the same transaction that would have taken place had I married Aggrivane as I’d intended, but my heart said this was all wrong. I should have been standing next to a man I loved, one with whom I couldn’t wait to share my life, not the stranger who had stolen my dreams.




  But those were the ruminations of a lovesick, petulant girl, not a level-headed ruler. As Merlin approached me with a pot of fragrant rose oil in one hand, the crown of Britain in the other, I forced myself to think like the high queen I was about to become. I was married to the High King of Britain, a position most women would kill for, and I’d had to do nothing to obtain it thanks to my father’s willingness to use me as payment of his life-debt to the king.




  I glanced at Arthur. His kind gaze held not a hint of temper or malice; he would not abuse me. Plus, he was allowing me to be crowned queen instead of simply naming me his royal wife, which meant we would rule as equals. Those facts had to be enough to trump whatever hurt and pain I still felt. Besides, though I would never openly admit it, part of me wanted to be high queen. I had been raised to rule and govern, and now I had a chance beyond my wildest imaginings.




  I fell to one knee before Merlin, touching my right thumb to my forehead, lips, and heart—the sign of Avalon—in acknowledgement of his office as Archdruid.




  Merlin’s smile reflected our long friendship, forged from my years in Avalon under the tutelage of the Lady of the Lake. He leaned in close, his voice soft in my ear as he said, “No one is more deserving of this role than you. But take care your heart does not lead you astray.”




  I pulled back, regarding Merlin quizzically. I had no idea what he meant. For a moment, his eyes held the glassy, faraway look of prophecy, then he blinked, and it was gone. Before I could be sure I had really seen it, Merlin turned away as though nothing had ever passed between us.




  To the waiting crowd, he proclaimed, “Guinevere of Northgallis, priestess of Avalon, and now wife to High King Arthur Pendragon in accordance with his will, this day I anoint you High Queen of Britain.”




  Bowing, I willed myself not to shake, though my legs felt as if they would give way beneath me.




  “May you be blessed with purity of mind and judgment by the Maiden”—he anointed my hair—“with love of your people from the Mother”—he drew small, sticky shapes on my cheeks—“and with the wisdom of the Crone”—he covered my hands in the warm oil—“and may she of a thousand names bless you and keep you always.”




  He placed the glittering circlet upon my head, secured a heavy braided metal torque around my neck, and knelt. “May I be the first to pledge my loyalty to you, High Queen Guinevere.”




  The crowd genuflected as one with a soft rustling of furs and other fine materials.




  Arthur came and stood by my side, taking my gloved hand. Loudly enough to be heard by all, he said, “These are your people, my lady. From this day forth, they are in your care. You are my equal in war as in peace. Will you fight by my side to defend their honor with your person and your very life?”




  The full weight of responsibility was a stone in my stomach as I looked over the bowed heads of Britain’s nobility—the kings and queens of our thirteen kingdoms and countless tribes—along with Arthur’s most trusted warriors and advisors. A flurry of movement caught my eye, and I glanced over just in time to catch my father yanking Father Marius, his confessor and advisor, to his knees. The pious troll had never borne me any affection. In fact, he had tried to ruin my life a few years earlier, so seeing him forced to prostrate himself before me gave me no small pleasure.




  I turned my gaze back to Arthur. “I will. From this moment on, I honor and care for them as I would my own children, for they are children of the gods. I am privileged to lead them.”




  A cheer went up, growing louder as the group rose to their feet. In a moment, they would come forth one by one to pledge their allegiance to me, but there was one thing left for me to do—our union must be sealed with a kiss.




  I turned to Arthur. My stomach clenched as I looked into his deep blue eyes. I saw naught of malice, only affection and hope—hope for the future of Britain, for us. As our lips met for the first time, I told myself the past was done. What mattered now was our future and the future of our kingdom.
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  As the sun set on the old Roman fort, nobility from across the country and emissaries from all of the surrounding lands toasted our health and welfare. Arthur and I were seated above the rest, on a dais at the center of a long table. Our families trailed off like ribbons on either side.




  The hours sped by in a haze of ale, music, laughter, and good cheer. Dish after dish of delicacies were placed before us and removed, finely dressed pheasant giving way to fish in pungent sauces, roasted boar with herbs followed by sweetmeats, candied nuts, and baked apples. All the while, wine and ale flowed freely—so freely some even said the fountain in the courtyard dedicated to the god of victory spurted wine in our honor.




  Amid the clatter of plates as courses changed, Isolde, heir to the throne of Ireland and my dearest friend, came to my side and embraced me tightly.




  “See, I told you my queen would bring you good fortune,” she teased, referring to her piece from the game of Holy Stones we’d played on and off for over a year.




  I reached into the pouch beneath my gown and retrieved the gleaming red orb. “Is this occasion enough to return it to you, or do you wish to win it back?” I held it out to her on my open palm.




  She considered for a moment, green eyes dancing with mirth. “I believe you have better things to do tonight.” As though the implication in her voice were not enough, she threw a longing look at Arthur. “It is my turn to be jealous, I suppose.”




  My elbow caught her ribs just as she snatched up the stone. “Speaking of jealousy, how is Galen?” Galen was the one-time betrothed of our friend Elaine whose heart Isolde had broken when she ran away to Ireland with him.




  She rolled her eyes and sighed. “It is far too long a story to relate tonight, but I will tell you this—I knew what I was doing when I agreed to let him come with me. He has proven to be valuable leverage for my family.”




  Slightly fearful of her thirst for justice, I wondered what fate she planned for him.




  She read my expression and continued, “I have plans that will benefit both his country and mine.”




  I shook my head, in awe of her determination and strategy. “You are a formidable ruler already, and the crown has not even passed to you yet.”




  She flashed her impish smile. “I learned young it is never too early to read your allies and enemies and uncover what each one most needs. If you can provide it or deny it, you hold the power.” Her gaze flickered across the room to the lanky, fair-haired warrior called Tristan. I remembered him from the tournament as part of the house of Cornwall. “Speaking of which, I have allies to make.”




  I wasn’t sure if she meant politically or personally. Knowing Isolde, it was probably both. We gazed at each other for a long moment, knowing we likely wouldn’t see one another again before she returned home.




  “I will write as often as possible. You will make a great queen.” She squeezed my hand and glanced at Arthur. “Do yourself a favor. Forget about what is past and enjoy the role fate has given you.” She arched an eyebrow. “I certainly would.”




  Her laugher trailed behind her, and I couldn’t help but echo it.




  Arthur turned toward me. “This is the happiest I have seen you since the night we were betrothed,” he said, sounding slightly astounded.




  I dropped my gaze to my lap, embarrassed. “Isolde brings out the best in me.”




  Arthur raised my chin softly with his finger. “If the roles were different and I could have her at court, I would command it in a heartbeat, if only to see more of your beautiful smile.”




  I blushed, uncertain what to say. Since our betrothal, we had been under the same roof less than two weeks, so the awkward tension of strangers had yet to melt into familiarity.




  I fidgeted with the torque encircling my neck. Made of intricately twisted strands of gold, silver, and copper, it was the symbol that proclaimed me queen to all who held to our people’s beliefs; the crown I wore was mere pageantry. Tipped on one end with a highly polished black lodestone and on the other with an opaque orb of moonstone, it was a constant reminder of the light and dark responsibilities of queenship while also acting as a conduit to the wisdom of the gods.




  I lifted one of the finials from the skin I was convinced it was bruising. “Please tell me we don’t have to wear these every day.”




  His gaze followed my hand, and he smiled. “Only on formal occasions.” He adjusted the weight for me.




  We were so intent on each other neither of us noticed a visitor had approached until she spoke. “Patience, brother. You’ll have time enough later for undressing your new bride.”




  We both looked up, startled, into the placid eyes of Ana of Lothian, Arthur’s older sister. Her expression was playful.




  “I swore my loyalty to Guinevere earlier, and now I would like to offer you both my love.” She fixed her gaze on me. “And my apologies. I am truly sorry for the circumstances surrounding your engagement. If I had known your intentions—”




  Arthur’s brow wrinkled. “Ana, what are you apologizing for?”




  My eyes snapped to him, and I searched his face for some hint of malevolence or deception, some indication this was a cruel joke. But all I found was genuine confusion.




  “You didn’t know.” The words were a gasp, hardly above a whisper as they escaped my lips. I’d assumed he was aware of the circumstances but had simply done as he pleased. This turn of events shook my perception of him, prodding my reluctant heart toward compassion.




  Ana covered her mouth with her hand. “I thought—I thought for sure you knew, that Leodgrance told you and you overruled him.” She looked at the floor, unable to face either of us. “Guinevere and my son Aggrivane pledged their troth shortly before you asked for her hand. My husband was supposed to secure her father’s consent, but you succeeded first.”




  Arthur looked between Ana and me, surely searching for something in my eyes to confirm or refute her words. Then his gaze became distant, as though he was envisioning his own stolen future.




  A moment later, he gave me a sorrowful look. “I did not know. I am sorry. I do not ask your forgiveness, for an offense of such a nature will take a long time to heal, but I beg you to try not to hold this misunderstanding against me.”




  I looked at Ana, pleading with her to give me a sign or tell me what to say, but her gaze was still on floor, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. So this was to be my first test. How would I respond to an impossible request without anyone to guide me?




  I cleared my throat before placing my hand on Arthur’s and giving him a soft smile, just as a queen should. “Of course I forgive you, husband. It was a tragic misunderstanding but one that brought us to this night. Let us dwell not on it but enjoy our feast.”




  Those pretty words were required of me. In my heart, shock, confusion, and misery warred. I had no idea which one would win out.
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  The long meal finished, our guests reveled in earnest. Musicians filled the hall with lively song while jugglers, bards, and entertainers of every ilk roamed among the guests, delighting and mystifying them with colorful tricks and witty verse. The tables were pushed against the walls to create an ample dance floor, which quickly filled with tipsy couples.




  Arthur led me into a lively round where we stayed side by side for most of the dance. Something had been bothering me since our conversation with Ana, and I took advantage of the situation to unburden myself.




  “Arthur, if you intended to ask me to be your wife, why did you award the stag’s head to Elaine?”




  His expression showed he thought the answer was obvious. “Pellinor was my host; I could not insult him. Besides, he is a valuable subject.”




  “I thought you were going to ask her to marry you.”




  He laughed. “So did almost everyone else. Perhaps I was a little too charming, but she is a sweet girl and thrived on my attention. What was I supposed to do, warn her ahead of time?”




  I narrowed my eyes at him. “A hint would have been polite. The poor girl was crushed.” Arthur grunted, and I glanced around his shoulder at Pellinor, who certainly didn’t appear upset that his daughter had been passed over. “Her father looks to be quite recovered from the disappointment.”




  Arthur winked at me. “Gold cures most ills, trust me.”




  The song ended, and we milled among the crowd, accepting even more well-wishes. Within a few minutes, I felt as if the false smile I had maintained all day would stiffen and set, as permanent as the crescent mark of Avalon on my brow.




  A young couple approached us, and my stomach twisted. He was Lord Malegant of the Summer Country. I had learned his identity when he pledged his fealty to me during my coronation. Then I had been dazzled by his handsomeness, but all night something had needled at me, a tiny voice insisting I had seen him before.




  Malegant was tall and muscular, wavy dark blond hair tied at the base of his neck with a royal blue cord identical to his cloak. His skin was ruddy with drink. He led a small woman by the arm—a child really, perhaps all of fourteen—and gracefully maneuvered her in front of him as they reached us. She dipped into a low curtsey, and he bowed.




  “Well met, Lord Malegant.” Arthur clapped him on the shoulder.




  “My king, allow me to introduce my wife, Fiona.”




  Fiona raised her head, revealing amazingly large hazel eyes. “I am honored to be in your presence, my lord.” She smiled shyly at me and added, “Yours as well, my lady.”




  Malegant took my hand and kissed it, his slight beard gazing my skin. “Your Majesty.” His eyes glinted with a look that was truly magnetic.




  With a sharp intake of breath, I realized I knew that look, and the memory came flooding back.




  It was during my third year in Avalon, before I had attained priestesshood. Normally I wouldn’t have been allowed on the other side of the mists, but one of the marsh women had gone into early labor and I was asked to accompany one of the priestesses as her assistant midwife.




  I had been standing on the shore of the lake, waiting for my companion to finish her business inside, when he emerged from one of the little huts at the base of the Tor. I’d expected to see one of the wild hermits who were part of the community of Joseph of Arimathea, but instead this well-groomed noble fixed his irresistible eyes upon me. I remembered thinking I would melt and be swept away by the waters of the lake.




  When I described him to my priestess companion, she knew immediately who he was and warned me in a motherly tone to stay far away from him. He was known to cause trouble for women, especially those vowed to the isle, she said. But I never understood why because she refused to say more.




  But before I could speak, Malegant led the doe-eyed girl away, his hand clasped just a little too tightly around her arm. Caught up in my own thoughts, I had missed the whole conversation plus any opportunity to find out more about the Lord of the Summer Country. Uriens called Arthur’s name, and my husband excused himself.




  I was heading back to my chair, still wrapped up in half-remembered rumors about Malegant’s questionable reputation, when a voice stopped me in my tracks.




  “Well, well,” it said.




  I could almost see the catlike smile in the lilting voice. It was a sound straight out of my nightmares. I knew the speaker even before I turned. “Hello, Morgan,” I said as cheerily as I could manage.




  We regarded one another coldly, each taking the other’s measure. She was little changed, the candlelight making her skin glow and highlighting the crescent mark of a priestess on her forehead. Wherever she had fled couldn’t have given her too hard a life.




  She settled into a mock curtsy. “Your Majesty.” She nearly choked on the words.




  I gave her a triumphant smile. “Last I heard, you slipped Avalon’s guard and went missing. What ill star directs you to darken this happy occasion?”




  Morgan shook her head and clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “Still bitter about being second best, I see.”




  “You know my role, yet you dare call me second best?”




  She was nonplussed by my outrage, which only irritated me more. “I’ve always been better at understanding the will of the Goddess than you.”




  I sucked in air to reply, but then I noticed how her hand hovered protectively over her abdomen, which, now that I looked closely, was swollen. She was pregnant.




  I tried to cover my astonishment. “And whom did the Goddess direct you to marry? Or do you just rut like a sow and see who the child most resembles?”




  Morgan’s smile was indulgent, as if she was dealing with an especially simple child, but her tone was frosty, biting. “My husband is Uriens of Rheged, brother-in-law to the king. Welcome to the family, Guinevere.”
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  I plopped down in my chair with a huff, mind still reeling from Morgan’s revelation. An orphan who did not know her lineage had managed to infiltrate the highest levels of Briton nobility—and now she was my sister by marriage. That meant I would be spending much more time in her presence, no doubt the subject of her constant conniving. I’d thought I left that behind when we parted ways in Avalon, but the Goddess had willed us together again whether I liked it or no.




  Sensing my displeasure, my life-long attendant, Octavia, flitted to my side and replaced my cup with a fresh one. I smiled, grateful for her constant concern and friendship. I brought the cup to my lips, intending to drain it in one gulp, but the sharp smell stopped me. It was unlike any wine or ale I had ever encountered, nor was it cloying like mead. I sniffed it warily, its bitter bouquet stinging my nose.




  Octavia saw my confusion. “It is a drink from your mother’s native land. Some of the Votadini ambassadors brought it to toast your queenship. You are one of them after all. Your father and some of the knights are partaking of it liberally in the adjoining room—and enjoying themselves immensely, I might add.”




  I raised an eyebrow at her and took a slip. It was bitter but slid smoothly down my throat, its peppery tail burning like a comet. I shuddered, intending to push the cup away. But the warmth that followed made me reconsider. This strange drink heated me from the inside out, making me feel comfortable for the first time all day, as though I was wrapped in my mother’s old blanket. A few more sips and I barely remembered talking to Morgan or any of the pain of the last few months.




  Lost in this tingling fog, I scarcely noticed when the crowd began to thin. Eventually Arthur returned to my side, a little worse for the wear. He was laughing and smelled of the same strange brew. I wondered when they had pulled him into the other room.




  The tone of the music changed, becoming slow and sensual, and with it, the entire tenor of the room shifted. Now it felt more like a Beltane ritual than a wedding feast. Arthur’s closest friends and many of his knights were teasing us, telling lewd jokes with base gestures that openly indicated what was to come. Soon the entire room descended into debauchery.




  Kay was more than happy to fulfill his duty as Arthur’s first man. When the appointed hour came, Kay wriggled his eyebrows at me, picked me up, and threw me over his shoulder, symbolically kidnapping me. He carried me into the bridal chamber as I flailed and screamed with laughter for him to put me down. His bravado faded, however, as soon as he set me on my feet. He took his leave with a stiff bow, but not before swatting me on the backside. I thought I heard him stifle a drunken giggle as he passed over the threshold.




  Turning into the room, I froze. The bed, with its double-layer feather mattress, was finer than anything I had ever seen. The expensive sheets were strewn with rose petals and fertility herbs, and a bough of mistletoe hung over the pillows, prepared to receive the newlywed lovers.




  Octavia slipped in to prepare me. She lovingly removed my clothes and bathed me in perfumed water, whispering advice and a few pointers I was embarrassed she knew. She clothed me in a simple white shift and quietly ducked out of the room, leaving me alone to wait for my husband.




  I heard the horde of men even before the door opened to a chorus of whoops and whistles, and Arthur stumbled in, having been shoved by his enthusiastic friends.




  “No listening in the hall,” he called after them as the door closed and the lock clicked. He regarded me uncertainly, the firelight glinting off his freshly oiled chest.




  Nervous laughter escaped my lips. “You look ready for a wrestling match.”




  Arthur lifted an eyebrow. “If that is how you would like it.” He stepped closer and removed the chaplet of flowers from my hair. “And you are fit for a ritual, not a wedding bed.”




  “Is it not every man’s dream to lie with the Goddess?” I teased, the drink making my tongue bold.




  His face darkened, and he looked away, mumbling, “I prefer my partners mortal.”




  Silence stretched on for a few moments as we each tried to decide how to proceed. I finally decided to be honest with him, to tell him all the things building in my heart since the fateful night he had proposed. If the truth wasn’t spoken now, it might not ever be.




  “You really didn’t know?” I asked, barely above a whisper. “About Aggrivane?”




  Arthur shook his head, watching me carefully. “If you had it to do over again, would you choose me?”




  How could he even ask me such a question? He was the king. What was I going to say—no? “Would I have a choice?”




  Arthur stepped toward me, hand outstretched. “Of course. You’ve always had a choice.”




  I stepped away from him. “Have I? You asked for my hand in front of the entire court of Dyfed, already having secured my father’s agreement.”




  Arthur dropped his hand, balling it into a fist at his side. “Guinevere, I understand your pain. You are not the only one who has lost something. I had a completely different life before I became king—plans, dreams which will never be fulfilled. This is a duty I never asked for.”




  “Neither did I.”




  “But you’re here now.” His smile was tender.




  Before I could respond, he leaned in and kissed me gently. Then he pulled back and searched my eyes as if looking for permission to continue.




  My tension eased, shoulders sagging as I realized he was right. I was here now, with my husband. No matter what had come before, I’d made my promise to him. I had a duty now, to him and to my people. In answer to his questioning eyes, I kissed him back, with equal tenderness and no small amount of awkwardness.




  He ran his hands over my hair, down my neck and shoulders, to my waist as our lips danced, gradually learning one another’s pace and preferences. When his hands reached my hips, he removed my shift and lifted me effortlessly. We made love with the uncertainty of strangers, the act slowly forming a bond between us even as we struggled to find pleasure in our forced coupling.




  When it was over, Arthur lay his head on my chest and his breathing slowed to the even pace of a dreamer. I kissed the top of his head.




  “I suppose being married to you will not be so bad,” I whispered before closing my eyes.
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  A week later, we set off for Camelot, Arthur’s permanent home some miles west of Carlisle. We took the two-day journey at a leisurely pace but rose early on the third morning at Arthur’s insistence. We arrived just as the eastern clouds were slowly breaking, the first light of dawn glowing rose and gold in their underbelly.




  Arthur lowered my hood and kissed the top of my head, whispering into my hair, “Behold your kingdom, my queen.”




  My breath caught in my throat as we rounded a bend and the land ahead came into view. High above, on a lofty hill, a massive fortress made of gray stone held court. Its elegant square turrets reached like arms into the sky while graceful arches stretched across courtyards like limber sinews and glazed windows winked in the morning light.




  This was nothing like the fortress I had called home as a child or even Pellinor’s vast estate. Out of necessity, we had fortified our wooden palisades with stone, but it was not meant to enhance the appearance of our homes. This castle, on the other hand, with its ethereal beauty, looked as though it had grown right from the mountainside at the command of some otherworldly force. Some might say it looked like an imagining out of a bard’s tale or an enchanted palace built by the fey, but to me, it was the star castle of the goddess Arianrhod, who rules the heavens.




  My eyes followed the zigzagging line of ramparts separating the living quarters from the town, the town from the market, and the market from the military defenses. A burgeoning community spilled out from the castle’s inmost walls in a patchwork of thatched and timber roofs. Along the sides of the road and in the main courtyard outside the castle gates, merchants stacked the last of the orchards’ apples in precarious piles, butchers hung the remnants of their slaughtered charges in attractive displays while others arranged baskets, bread, and other wares in rows of stalls.




  As trades were made, wagons rumbled through the outer gates and down to the docks on the edge of a large harbor. There, trade ships prepared to cross the waters to do business with the Caledonii, who lived on the distant northern shore. Miles away, the bay gave way to the Firth of Clyde, and the Firth melted into the sea.




  The woodland through which we had passed embraced the entire area, stretching all the way from the shore to the farthest reaches behind the castle. As I took in the dense stands of wooly fir, emerald pine, and the shivering branches of oak and elm, I could scarcely believe this breathtaking place was real. Dizzily, I clung to Arthur, searching his face for some sign I was dreaming.




  He merely smiled softly. “Welcome to Camelot, Guinevere.”
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  We followed a hidden path to the castle and entered through a private side gate so as not to attract the attention of the townsfolk. There would be time to meet them later.




  I couldn’t help but crane my neck in awe, taking in the vaulted ceilings, towering columns, and Roman arches that defied nature as they held up massive stone blocks heavy enough to crush a man should they fall. Arthur led me through the maze of corridors into the heart of the castle.




  “My father had long dreamed of a fortress to rival even the greatest built by Rome,” Arthur explained, “one none of our enemies would dare attack.”




  I heard his voice but couldn’t tear my eyes away to look at him. He didn’t appear to mind, guiding me as patiently and gently as one leading the blind.




  “He spent most of his life studying Roman and Greek architecture and even the engineering of the strange lands far to the east of Rome. This place was his life’s work, but even had he lived one hundred years, he could not have completed this alone.”




  “He had Merlin’s help,” I said softly, as sure of that as I was of my own name.




  I had seen Merlin’s powers of persuasion firsthand. The Archdruid had a way of convincing people to do his bidding, yet he left them with the certainty that it was their idea, that they had volunteered for whatever backbreaking task he had in mind.




  “How many years did it take to build?” I looked at Arthur for the first time.




  “Several decades from what Merlin has said. I was living with Lord Ector, so I know little of what occurred in the royal family before my father’s death.”




  We stopped in a circular portico that stretched out beyond the main walls of the castle. Watching over it at even intervals were four giant statues, each several times larger than any mortal man.




  “Your tribal gods?” I asked, thinking this room was a sort of shrine.




  Arthur shook his head. “My family.” He pulled a large golden ring from the smallest finger of his left hand and held it out for me to see. “This ring tells their story.”




  The band was thin, capped by a square with rounded corners. The square was divided into twelve triangles filled with smoky quartz. A large round sapphire dominated the center, braced at four corners by smaller blue stones. Encircling the whole was a wreath of ornately wrought gold resembling eight crescents of lace. At the center of each, capping the spokes of the triangles, was a large gold orb.




  “It’s beautiful,” I exclaimed, holding the ring up and turning it this way and that in the sunlight.




  Arthur nodded. “Indeed. It was hard won over many generations.”




  He took my hand and approached the first statue, a stoic man with sharp features and a hawklike stare. He wore a Roman toga, its dark gray marble nearly purple in the shadows, and a wreath of laurel was chiseled around his head.




  “This is the Emperor Constantine the Third, my grandfather, the last Roman ruler of this isle. He was proclaimed emperor by the Britons, but he had quite a bit of trouble with your mother’s people, I’m told,” he said.




  My mother had come from the Votadini, one of the four tribes who lived just north of Hadrian’s Wall. “We don’t enjoy being told what to do,” I said matter-of-factly.




  Arthur grinned. “So I’ve noticed.” He pointed at the center stone in the ring. “This sapphire was part of the booty Constantine collected upon conquering the city of Arles, which was part of Gaul, southwest of Brittany. But at that point, it was only a stone.”




  “How did it come to be like this?” I asked, touching the ring and letting my hand rest on his.




  “Ah, to answer that, I must introduce you to my uncle.”




  Passing a wide window that reached from floor to ceiling, we came to the next statue, a man with slightly gentler features and a pleasant expression. He held a book and a map.




  “This is Aurelius Ambrosius, second eldest son of Constantine. Aurelius was considered a great diplomat, and he was the first to try to unite the ancient tribes. To a certain extent, he succeeded. Were it not for him, my father would not have been able to claim the title of high king.”




  “But Vortigern held the throne between Constantine and Aurelius, did he not?” I asked, turning from the statue to my husband.




  Arthur was pleased. “They taught you well in Avalon.” Then his face clouded, and he clenched his jaw, making a muscle jump. His eyes hardened, turning as cold as the marble statues. “The tyrant Vortigern…” Arthur exhaled. “He usurped the throne in the chaos surrounding Constantine’s death. You see, Constantine’s sons were too young to rule, so they fled to Brittany to seek safe haven, and Vortigern swooped in to fill the void. He was king of Powys at the time. Idiocy must run in the blood, for from what you tell me of your encounters with him, Vortigern’s current progeny, Evrain, is no wiser than his great-grandfather. All Vortigern got in return was a knife in the gut, betrayed by the Saxons at his own peace council. Some say he died—”




  “Others say he sleeps still under the mountains of Snowdonia,” I whispered. In my mind’s eye, the icy peaks rose to the north of my childhood home, and I recalled the fanciful tale that said Vortigern’s breath melted the snows in spring each year. I also remembered it was he who had convinced my maternal grandfather to settle in Gwynedd, an act that eventually led to my mother marrying my father. Because of that, I was in some small measure happy Vortigern had had his moment of triumph.




  Arthur interrupted my reverie by continuing his tale. “Vortigern’s son, Vortimer, reigned for a few months before being poisoned, but I can promise you my family had no hand in that. We simply took back the title that was rightfully ours. Aurelius had the sapphire set in a brooch. The story goes that the triangles represent the ancient tribes, those who held the most power during Aurelius’s time.”




  Arthur led me onward around the room. Another window, a twin of the first, separated Ambrosius from his brother. I looked up into features that bore a distinct resemblance to my husband’s. I knew before Arthur even spoke that this was Uther Pendragon.




  Arthur put an arm around me and gently urged me forward. “Father, may I present to you my wife, Guinevere of Northgallis.”




  Smiling with a mixture of embarrassment and admiration for my husband, I curtsied before the mute figure. “My lord, I only wish I could have met you in this world.”




  As I raised my head, I took in the image next to Uther, the only woman in the group. I recognized her immediately for I had met her only a short time before. This was Queen Iggraine. In her full regal regalia, strong and confident, she stood in stark contrast to the docile nun who had witnessed my marriage and coronation while shrouded in heavy black robes.




  Arthur seemed to understand my musings. “My mother was a mighty queen, or so they tell me. She ruled her family’s ancestral kingdom of Dyfnaint with her first husband, Goloris, for several years. When my sister was about seven or eight—I can’t remember now—Uther visited Tintagel. As Ana tells it, Uther was smitten with my mother when he first laid eyes on her. I’m not sure how Ana could have known that at such a young age, but to this day she maintains her certainty.




  “Uther called on Goloris and his men to help defend against the Saxons as they were pushing west from the old Regni lands and soon would threaten Dyfnaint. Uther’s army was victorious, but Goloris perished. My mother eventually wed Uther, becoming high queen. This ring was his gift to her, forged from the brooch, as a wedding present.” Arthur took the ring and slipped it onto the largest finger of my right hand. “And now I wish you to have it. You are part of this family and part of its story now.” He kissed both of my hands. Arthur’s gaze turned from me to the image of his mother. “I hadn’t intended to tell you my whole family history today, but there you have it. I hope to come to know yours sometime.”




  “You will,” I assured him. My attention was drawn to an empty niche beyond another pair of windows. “What is this for then?”




  Arthur looked into the shadows of the alcove. “That place is reserved for my own statue.” He turned to me. “And I hope yours as well.”




  My cheeks flushed as I embraced him. “I would be honored.”




  “Come.” He tugged on my arm. “I want to show you why I did not bring you here for the wedding.”




  We traversed yet more hallways leading deep into the center of the castle. Arthur paused before opening a single door. As we stepped into an enclosed courtyard, a rush of cold air raised my skirts, bringing goose pimples to my legs.




  I gasped. Before me was a perfect replica of the labyrinth that coiled around the Tor in Avalon. Borders of stone and bush formed the boundaries of the gravel pathway, which wound inward rather than up as the one on the Tor did. Outside the circle was a carpet of grass bordered on three sides by the castle. A high wall guarded the fourth side, affording complete privacy.




  “The garden was just completed. I was waiting for word before bringing you here. I have no doubt it will be prettier during the growing season,” Arthur said by way of excuse for the plants that had long since turned inward to become reedy skeletons during the cold months.




  “I think it is wonderful,” I gushed as I pulled him along the path behind me.




  “Viviane told me how much walking the labyrinth in Avalon helped you think. I fear that as queen there will be much on your mind, so the least I could do was provide you with a place of sanctuary.”




  I stopped, turned, and kissed him.




  After some time, he pulled away, grinning, and urged me onward. When we reached the center, I clapped a hand over my mouth. A lone apple tree shivered in the breeze, waving a few stubborn pieces of withered fruit at us in greeting.




  “From Avalon’s own orchards,” Arthur proclaimed proudly. He drew up close behind me so I felt his warm breath on my ear.




  “Viviane?” I asked.




  “And Merlin,” he added.




  “Of course.”




  Arthur bent forward and embraced me tightly. “I hope you will feel welcome here, Guinevere.”




  “I already do.”
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  Once the Yule celebrations were over and I had met the entire court, as well as half the populous—or so it felt—Arthur and I retreated into the warmth of his study. The small room was located above his bedroom and accessible only by a hidden staircase that led from one room to the other. Here we would not be disturbed.




  As the snow fell deep and ice coated the land below, I set about learning all I could about the vast island for which I now had responsibility. On the table, Arthur had spread out a large map depicting each of the kingdoms, their intersections with ancient tribal boundaries, and areas of possible conflict. I traced the carefully drawn lines with my fingertips—green land, blue water, red battle lines—remembering the large tapestry map that hung in my father’s council chamber. The borders had changed little since then, and unfortunately, neither had the conflicts.




  “The Saxons have all but given up fighting for the winter,” Arthur explained, “but we do have a small contingent holding out near Badbury Hill. Our men are well supplied at the fort there, so I believe they will make it through the winter with few casualties. But I can’t say the same for the Saxons. They know if they cripple us there, they will have a clear path into the Summer Country and Salisbury Plain. That’s why they are willing to starve. And starve they will.” He growled the last sentence like an irritated bear.




  He stabbed a finger at one of the many forts lining Hadrian’s Wall to the northeast of us. “The tribes between the walls appear to be our next concern. My men at Corastopitum report increased activity in the area and believe Chief Caw of the Damnonii is planning something.” He sank back in his chair. “As for our western foes, the Irish are quiet for now, and if King Mark follows my advice, they are likely to remain placated.”




  I raised an eyebrow at him. “What advice?”




  Arthur’s smile was full of mischief. “I told him it would be wise for him to make alliances—of the marital variety.”




  I considered the possibilities. I knew of several unmarried noblewomen Mark could choose from, including the docile Elaine, whose neighboring kingdom of Dyfed could possibly present a united front with Cornwall against the Irish. But even that didn’t suggest a strong enough alliance to keep them at bay. Surely Arthur couldn’t mean Isolde, could he? Mark was handsome, but she would never suffer his arrogance. I imagined the arguments that would surely arise from that union and smiled.




  I was still giggling as I readied the board of Holy Stones, a divination tool of the Druids that most people considered merely a game. As I set the two clusters of twenty-one stones in their places, I said a quick prayer of gratitude I had been taught how to use the sight to draw deeper meaning from the game. Even if I didn’t know the politics of the realm as well as Arthur yet, at least I could prove my worth this way.




  I arranged the stones to mirror a battle with the Damnonii. The four tribes that made up the area between the Hadrian and Antonine Walls were normally peaceful, allied with us even though they weren’t subject to Arthur. But like anywhere else, it only took one poor decision to plunge them into war. If Arthur thought they were a threat, they likely were.




  I stared at the stones, letting the sight take over. Flashes came to me as I moved the pieces, which represented different groups of warriors, trying over and over to find the point of greatest advantage for our troops. Our men were more formally trained than the Damnonii, but the northerners were quick and fiercely determined. They knew if they could get our men off their horses, they evened the fight. Plus, they had been raised on the land, felt it their souls, and could use every hiding place and ambush point to their favor.




  “I’ve been thinking,” Arthur said some time later, jolting me out of my trance.




  I blinked, forcing my mind back to him. “About what?”




  “We are fools if we don’t learn from our predecessors,” he said, flicking away the latest missive from one of his advisors.




  “I agree. But to what end? What are you proposing?”




  He rose and came to stand beside me, studying the board. “Claudius just completed his survey of the old Roman forts. He sent a report by messenger. It made me think we are lacking something in our defenses.” His hand hovered over the defending army, and he moved a company of spearmen.




  I swatted his hand and moved the pebble back; my plan would be completely derailed if I lost that group of men. “My visions are showing the same.” I gestured to the board. “I’ll show you.”




  Arthur leaned forward on his arms, and the table groaned.




  “Our horsemen should be our strongest asset.” I indicated a group of blue stones currently clustered around the queen. “They are powerful, fast, and difficult to defend against, so why do we lose so many? From what I can see, they have two main limitations—they are easily unseated and those who are not are often grievously wounded. If we could give them a more secure base from which to fight and strengthen their armor, they could truly be a force to be feared.”




  Arthur sat next to me, studying the stones. “I see your point. The Breton boy who won the tournament—what was his name?”




  “Lancelot.”




  “Yes. Lancelot had some interesting thoughts on modifying saddles that I am curious to test. He pointed out that some of the strongest armies in the world employ a foothold on either side to keep their men from slipping from their steeds. It’s in part how the Scythians and Sarmatians earned their fearsome reputation.”




  I shivered at the mental image of the wild horsemen who had many times terrorized Rome and most of the continent, leaving a bloody trail in their wake. If we could learn from them, we stood a better chance of keeping our attackers at bay, perhaps even defeating them for good.




  My thoughts turned to Lancelot and how he had shocked everyone at the tournament by turning down the honor of being named Arthur’s second. Arthur had politely accepted his refusal, but it was an embarrassment, so I’d expected Arthur to treat it as an insult. But here he was waxing poetic about Lancelot’s wisdom. I shook my head. I still had a lot to learn about my husband.




  Beside me, Arthur rambled on, oblivious to my musings. “Claudius also reports there may be some advantage to returning to the old tribal armor. Have you ever seen it?”




  I nodded, remembering the weight of the thick layer of interlocking metal rings on my chest and shoulders as I learned weaponry from my mother. A few tribes still used it, but in general, it had been abandoned because of the expense and time it took to produce.




  “We could never afford to outfit every man with it,” Arthur said, “but I think it may be worth trying on our most elite forces even though they will need a little time and training with it. I am certain we still have some metalsmiths left who know the craft.”




  I looked at the pieces on the board, seeing men in their place. “Arthur, I think you are on the right track. Look.”




  I shuffled pieces across the board, engineering an escape to open land for the mounted army. They fanned out, keeping the queen safe behind their impenetrable line. They swallowed up the contingents of footmen, easily deflecting blows from spears and other missiles, cutting down whole ranks in mere moments. A few perished, but only a few turns later, they had captured the king and were in striking distance of the opposing queen. It was only a matter of time before she was taken.




  I looked up at Arthur, proud to have finally found the path to victory. “If this army had the improvements you suggest, they would easily overpower their opponents.”




  “And with your strategy, they would be certain to win.” His eyes were alight with hope and satisfaction.




  Slowly, I realized he was proud of me, his battle queen and partner, his wife. I had gained some measure of respect, passed a test neither of us had known was looming.




  I pushed myself up, standing just enough so I could kiss him gently, tacitly, as I measured his interest. His kisses were warm, but the nails he ran down my arms suggested he was in the mood for something more sporting than our usual soft lovemaking. I nipped his lower lip in answer and moved my hips against his.




  Groping blindly behind me, Arthur shoved the contents of the tabletop to the floor, letters falling like autumn leaves in my peripheral vision. He bent me backward until I was half standing and half lying on the table. Before he could even grab my dress, I went for his trousers, peeling them off to expose his swollen manhood. Starting at his knee, I ran my tongue up his inner thigh and took him into my mouth. Arthur grunted his pleasure.




  When he could take no more, he stopped me, leaned me back again, and entered me with such force I cried out. My body, more than wakened by the act I’d just performed, accepted him willingly. It wasn’t long before we were both panting and spent, lying in each other’s arms on the floor.




  But that didn’t last long. As soon as he recovered, Arthur kissed each of my breasts and rose to his feet, fastening his trousers.




  “Where are you going?” I called as he bounded down the stairs to his bedroom.




  “To find the Breton boy. We have to get the men and horses trained before anyone else attacks.”




  I flopped back down, using my arms as a pillow. So this was the life of a queen, abandoned by my husband for his men and horses. Yet I smiled. I was happy after all.
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  By the time the first blossoms appeared on the trees, I was pregnant. I was wary of telling Arthur for I had already lost one child over the winter. I went little more than a month without bleeding then had a harder time of it when it did come. But there were signs any priestess would recognize, and I knew.




  I had been using certain herbs to encourage conception, the antithesis of those I had used to prevent it when I was with Aggrivane. It appeared they were working, but I was still frightened this one would not last, so I kept my happy little secret and spent time every night praying to Brigid, the divine midwife and healer, that the child within me would grow strong and live to open his or her eyes to the world.




  Finally, I could wait no longer. My breasts had swollen, along with my belly, and it looked as though the child was destined to live. One clear evening near Beltane, Arthur and I stood on one of Camelot’s many terraces, watching the sun settle to its rest in the bosom of the mountains. As I watched him contemplating the peaceful land below, my mind ran through a million ways to tell him, hundreds of phrases, but none of them conveyed the growing sense of hope within me.




  I took his hand, and he looked at me, immediately noticing the preoccupation in my eyes. Before he could ask, I put a finger to his lips.




  “My love, I am with child,” I said quietly.




  A flicker of confusion then the dawn of clarity came into his eyes. A wide smile lit up his face. “Truly?”




  I nodded, my eyes filling with tears. “By the end of the year, you will have an heir.”




  He picked me up with a whoop of joy and spun me around then set me gently on my feet. He embraced me with a tenderness I would not have expected from a man of his tall, broad stature.




  I stood with my head resting on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. This was supposed to be a moment of great joy and anticipation, but I already felt panic dulling the happiness. It coiled around my heart and slithered down my spine, leaving an icy trail in its wake. I grabbed Arthur’s hands and squeezed them.




  “I have never been so scared,” I admitted in a small voice.




  Arthur leaned back and tipped my face up toward his. “Why?”




  I pulled away from him and paced, willing my heart to slow though it seemed determined to beat faster with every step. “My mother bore thirteen children—did I ever tell you that? I was the only one to live more than a few years. Most died shortly after birth and some well before. And my mother”—my voice cracked—“she died in childbirth. They tell me she screamed for days before my father finally had the child cut from her body in the hope of saving him, but it was too late. What if the same fate befalls me? The goddess of fertility is not kind to the women in my family, Arthur.”




  To his credit, Arthur listened to my rambling patiently and didn’t try to stop me.




  My eyes fixated on a puffy pink cloud as the ghost of a memory danced in the back of my mind. “I remember having a brother. I wasn’t much older than he when he succumbed to some sort of illness. The saddest thing is that one day he was prattling at my feet, and the next he was dead. All that life, all of his potential, gone in the blink of an eye.”




  Arthur wrapped his arms around me from behind and rested his chin on the top of my head. “The same misfortune will not befall you. It is terrible your parents suffered so, but your life is your own. You are young and strong and nothing bad will happen to you. I will not let it. I promise.”




  I tipped my head back to look at him. He was beaming with pride. I forced myself to smile, letting the panic ebb away under his touch. “So who do we tell first? Your family or mine?”




  He grinned. “We tell the world.”
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  As the weather warmed and buds began to dot the trees, I set out to get to know my people. I longed to visit the innkeepers, midwives, blacksmiths, carpenters, bakers, tanners, and families of all trades. Just as Pellinor had on Candlemas, I wished to introduce myself personally and hear about their daily needs not important enough to lay before the court in formal petition.




  Just before I left the fortress for the town, Arthur broke away from a conversation with Kay, Bedivere, and Malegant to catch my arm.




  “Since you have not yet named your champion and have no one to guard you, you should take one of my men with you,” he said.




  “Why? I can defend myself if need be.”




  Arthur looked down, scratching the base of his neck. “Oh, I am well aware. But it’s not just you I am concerned with.” He placed a hand on my belly. “We have enemies all around, my love. I would feel better knowing you had someone watching over you. Plus, you could devote more of your attention to listening to the people if you didn’t need to constantly be on your guard.”




  “He makes a valid point,” Kay put in.




  “I volunteer to accompany you, my queen,” Malegant interjected with a slight bow and a gracious smile.




  “Do you now? And why should I choose you over the other men here?”




  “Because I speak three languages and am knowledgeable in trade from the diversity of my own kingdom. Think of me more as an advisor.”




  “One with a very sharp sword.” Arthur snickered.




  “Indeed. Plus, it will give us the chance to get to know one another better. After all, I too am one of your loyal subjects.” Malegant’s eyes sparkled with mirth.




  I laughed despite myself. “That is what I asked for, is it not? Very well.” I eyed Malegant with mock suspicion. “But do not get in my way,” I teased.
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  It didn’t take Malegant long to prove his worth. By noon, he had already physically turned away one man whom he’d deemed a threat to my safety, discussed the competitive price of shellfish up and down the coast with a fishmonger, and by nightfall had taught a young apprentice how to load amphore without spilling the contents.




  “How does the Lord of the Summer Country know such things?” I asked the next day as we wandered through the town again.




  Malegant raised a tawny eyebrow at me. “Do you think I’ve spent my years only yelling commands and counting my wealth? I have had many adventures, lived many lives.” He took my forearm and guided me through a particularly crowded lane. “You see, my family has a bit of a turbulent past. When my father was killed, I was forced to flee my tribe and seek fosterage elsewhere. When I came of age, I had the skill but not the power to defeat those who sought my blood. So I worked where I could, learning and gaining respect as I went. Now I know a little about a great many things.”




  With his vast knowledge, Malegant became an advisor to the people in addition to my personal guard. We spent many mornings together, seeking to learn the ways of those who lived in the shadow of Camelot.




  Once the rains ended and seeds were sown, the market returned, and I spent most of my spare time among the milling crowds, visiting vendors from the surrounding countryside. I quickly learned it was they, not the townspeople, who were the most reliable source of information. Free of Camelot’s walls, they came bearing news from three kingdoms in every direction.




  Those glorious, sun-dappled spring mornings, when the harbor breeze carried the scent of lilacs and salt and the world felt full of possibilities, were also perfect for loosening lips as everyone wanted to bask in the sunshine and spread the latest gossip. In one morning, I learned from a woman selling freshly picked greens that Morgan had given birth to a son, a tanner told me of rumors that a new Christian missionary was due in town, and a hunter setting up shop to peddle his pelts relayed that the Saxons were recruiting any mercenaries and outlaws they could find. That was chilling confirmation of what Arthur’s spies had long suspected. Arthur’s attempts at diplomacy had failed; soon there would again be war.




  But that was not the only disturbance pricking at my mind. Malegant’s behavior was beginning to concern me. When he’d first taken to defending me from those who would clamor for a piece of their queen––those who rushed at me or if a crowd pressed in too close––I attributed his zeal to overprotection. But as the weeks passed, I noted he was enjoying his role of enforcer a little too much, sometimes shoving and tossing men aside when a polite word would have done.




  When I spoke to him of it, he promised to reign in his temper, but I wondered if he could hold to it, especially after the heated argument he had instigated that very morning with another nobleman who offered to take his place at my side.




  The memory was still fresh in my mind when a group of young men, chieftains’ sons judging by their finery, called to Malegant to join them in the alehouse.




  Malegant waved them off. “I’m afraid that must wait for another time. For today I am the queen’s protector.”




  All eyes turned to me. It didn’t take long for one of the boys to kneel, his friends following suit. The first looked familiar, tall and lanky with big brown eyes that made him appear younger than he likely was. Something in his awkward gestures tugged at my memory. Perhaps we had met before.




  “Please, my lords, rise. I do not require such gestures every time someone lays eyes on me.”




  They stood, and the tallest ambled over to Malegant. “How does Pudicitia Fur become the queen’s guardian?” He elbowed Malegant. “Who did you have to bribe to get that position?”




  I turned to Malegant, who had gone rigid, his nostrils flaring. “These are your friends, yet they call you ‘the virtue thief’? Pray tell me how you came by that name.”




  “He is known for taking what he wants,” one of the men answered for Malegant, either not catching or ignoring the joke in my voice.




  “That’s an understatement,” snorted another. “Liked Fiona so much he stole her right out from under her father’s nose.”




  The familiar man tensed. “You speak of my sister. Show some respect,” he said through gritted teeth.




  “I could say the same to you,” Malegant stated. “Show your betters their due, Fergus.”




  Fergus. It all clicked into place. The familiar man before me was the grown-up version of the Powys boy to whom Lord Evrain had tried to match me nearly two years earlier. Being the youngest son, he was of lower rank than Malegant, who ruled his own kingdom, thus Fergus was expected to demonstrate deference.




  “You are no better than I and certainly not worthy of Fiona,” Fergus growled.




  “Hey, little pup, don’t get your hackles up over me,” Malegant taunted.




  “Gentlemen, that is enough,” I warned them.




  Fergus paid me no heed, advancing on Malegant. “And why not? You kidnapped my sister, forced her to marry you, and now you ensure her allegiance through fear. I’ve seen her bruises. I know what you do to her. What you’ve done to them all.”




  I didn’t like the way this was going. Soon they would come to blows. I should have just left them to it for it was no business of mine what they did, but Fergus’s words stirred something in the back of my mind. What was it the priestess had said when I first sighted Malegant outside of Avalon all those years ago—that he had sullied more than one priestess and was not to be trusted?




  Malegant leaned toward Fergus, so close his breath stirred Fergus’s beard. “Be careful what you say, boy, or I shall be forced to put you in your place.”




  “And where is that? At the bottom of a bog with your last wife?”




  Malegant’s face turned scarlet. Before I could step between them, he was grappling with Fergus like a wrestler. His friends were no help; rather than helping me break up the fight, they cheered Malegant and Fergus on.




  A crowd gathered around us, yelling and placing bets, as I looked for an opening to put an end to this childish behavior. Malegant knocked Fergus to the ground and landed a blow to his gut. Fergus kicked back, and I was able to wedge myself between them, shoving hard at the shoulders of both men.




  “That is enough, both of you. You are lords in your own right, not children.” I shouted Fergus and his friends away. “Go on about your business. If you don’t, I will have you imprisoned for endangering my welfare.”




  The three of them scampered into the crowd.




  I turned to Malegant. “I shall require a new protector, one who can hold his temper. Rest assured Arthur will hear of this. You have proven yourself an embarrassment to the crown.”




  Malegant opened his mouth, presumably to defend himself, but I didn’t let him.




  “Move,” I commanded the onlookers, who dutifully parted to let me through.




  As I stormed back to the castle, I was certain of two things: Arthur would not deal kindly with Malegant’s transgression and Malegant’s anger toward me would take a long time to flare out. He was a proud man, and I had just publicly shamed him. Were I any other woman, I might have feared his wrath, but my position protected me from any revenge he might seek. Or so I chose to believe.
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  Combrogi—that’s what he called them. It was an ancient word meaning “fellow countrymen,” but to Arthur, it meant much more. Those men were his most trusted advisors, his brothers. They were also the strongest warriors in the land. Led by twelve prime members, each represented his own tribe and took Arthur’s decrees back to their lords. It was a relationship based in mutual trust. He hid nothing from them and listened to their thoughts, in return expecting them to respect his decisions and be open with their opinions. If that bond were broken, so too would be the tenuous peace that united us as one land.




  They were more than a war council and something other than a team of advisors. Together the decisions the Combrogi made had to take into account the temperament of their lords, the needs of the peasants, threats from within and outside our borders, and still reconcile conflicts between generals in such a way they would supply Arthur’s needs for men, horses, and supplies.




  As queen, I was now one of them, attending my first of their quarterly meetings held on each of the solar festivals. The Combrogi gathered in Arthur’s circular meeting hall, the area I had mistaken for a shrine on my first day at Camelot. Arthur and I sat in thrones raised slightly above the other seats. All others were equal in their places. A few chairs stood empty, waiting for the return of men who were out on assignments for the king.




  Today my father occupied one of the open spaces. He was not technically a member of the Combrogi, but since he was visiting, he had insisted on sitting in. Arthur wasn’t pleased by this, but because Northgallis’s support would be crucial in the upcoming war, he’d acquiesced. He had, however, drawn the line at allowing Father Marius to accompany my father. Arthur had explained that not even Merlin attended these meetings and if Leodgrance felt the need for spiritual direction, he could obtain it in private, just as Arthur did.




  As Gawain began his report on how the adoption of the stirrups and chainmail was progressing, I caught sight of a shadow drifting from left to right, right to left beneath the chamber doors. If I listened closely, I could hear the almost imperceptible sweep of fabric across the stones followed at even intervals by the whisper of Latin.
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