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	Prologue
			

	I sit here, looking back along the hard, dark tracks of used-up time. My present is spent remembering the past. I have no future, confined as I am outside of time, behind the castle walls of Carbonek, sustained by memories and the pictures in the scrying bowl.
			

	My name is Igraine, eldest daughter of Amlawdd, King of the Welsh borderlands and vassal of Constantine, the last Emperor of Britannia. Back then, after the Romans left and the civil wars began, I had my people to protect, my land to fight for.
			

	I have observed that many mothers believe their children are remarkable. They foster in their bosoms happy hopes and plans of greatness, only to watch these visions fade as the fates dole out their judgements. That tiny child whose precocious chattering and perfect curls inspired his mother’s dreams of fame and fortune will end his days a blacksmith or a ploughman like his father. Greatness, power, and majesty are not bestowed upon the many. But perhaps the many, in their humdrum and seemingly unremarkable existences, can find a happiness that is denied to those whose fate it is to rule.
			

	Was I so very different when I held my babes but briefly to my breast? Did I, in those rare and borrowed moments dream-see my daughters as women grown in wisdom and in beauty, imagine my son assume his man’s estate with courage and compassion? I really can’t recall, and in any case, my erstwhile and ill-remembered thoughts are surely neither here nor there, for History has recorded on her bloody pages the doings of my children.
			

	My children, two girls, one boy, whose destiny was to shake the world, each carrying inside them the seeds of mutually assured destruction. Morgause, Morgan and, Arthur. A queen, an enchantress—and a king.
			

	I was mother to all three of them right enough and my girls were true-born children of my lord. But Arthur—Arthur was another matter altogether—and it is from his beginnings that my story will unfold.
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	Chapter One
			

	It was still dark when I woke, stretching my toes and turning toward my sleeping husband, who had drunk a little too well last night and as yet showed no sign of stirring. I nestled close beside him, resting my cheek against his shoulder and breathing in his sweetly familiar scent, directed my fingers questing downward, slowly, past his hips and into those dark and secret places where our pleasure hid its head. Gently, my fingers moved, stroking and teasing as I kissed his back and urged him to wake up and love me.
			

	Afterward, I fell asleep, and by the time we woke a second time the sun was high in the sky and we had missed our breakfast.
			

	“I’m starving,” grumbled Gorlois, who was getting dressed in a hurry and as a result had mis-fastened his tunic. It now hung crookedly over dark green trousers tucked rather haphazardly into his new deerskin boots.
			

	“They will laugh you out of the hall if you go down looking like that,” I responded and without bothering to pull on my robe, got out of bed and went toward him. Undoing his belt, I adjusted his tunic so that it fell into neat folds. Bending down, I picked up his cloak, which was lying in a crumpled mess on the floor where he’d thrown it the night before. I shook it out in an attempt to rid it of the worst of the creases and then reaching up, hung it elegantly around his shoulders, fastening it in place with the brooch I’d given him as a wedding gift some eight years before.
			

	“That’s better,” I said, nestling up against him, feeling the rough wool of his tunic press against my naked skin as his arm encircled me. “My husband is the equal of any man at Uther’s court and should dress accordingly.”
			

	“And my wife shouldn’t get dressed at all—at least not when she’s alone with me.” Gorlois’ hands ran lovingly down my back and pulled me hard against him. Then, giving my buttocks a quick caress, he released his grasp, holding me at arm’s length. As he looked into my eyes he said, “But I would rather you presented yourself modestly before the court this morning. I did not like the way the King’s gaze rested on you last night.”
			

	So he had noticed the way that Uther had been staring at me. I’d hoped that Gorlois had been too engaged in talking politics to see the way his liege-lord’s eyes had followed me at supper. My husband had but one fault, a temper as high and harsh as the winter storms that lash the cliffs of Tintagel, our castle by the sea, and although he was not quick to anger, once his wrath had been unleashed it was a mighty task to calm him.
			

	I moved toward the bed and seized my undershift, pulling it over my head whilst thinking of words that would allay his fears and forestall an outburst of his anger.
			

	“Oh, I don’t think he noticed me that much,” I lied. “And anyway, I really wasn’t paying him any attention. I was far more interested in talking to the Lady Vivian.”
			

	Placing a belt around my waist, I turned to the glass to tidy my hair and arrange it neatly beneath a veil. Gorlois grunted appreciatively at this ostentatious display of wifely modesty and, reaching within our closet, brought out my kirtle and helped me into it, lacing the neckline as high as it would go.
			

	“I’m not so sure I trust the Lady Vivian,” said Gorlois, giving my laces a final pull to settle them in place. I sighed, realising that my words may well have turned his thoughts from Uther, but only by introducing another equally inflammatory subject.
			

	My husband had become increasingly interested in the new faith the monks and traders had brought to Britain. He even wore their symbol, a simple wooden cross, on a thong around his neck, although today I had made sure that it was tucked in securely beneath his tunic.
			

	In the past few years, these in-comers had started to build churches, encouraging our traditional holy sites to fall into disuse and disrepair. There were even stories of whole communities turning from the old ways toward the promise of a life eternal. I knew from many an anguished late-night conversation that Gorlois was seriously considering rejecting the Mysteries in favour of the new religion and the Risen God. As the Lady Vivian was also the Lady of the Lake and High Priestess of the Goddess, it was no wonder that he felt uncomfortable in her presence.
			

	Nevertheless, I felt both fondness and respect for the stately priestess who had taught me much and whose grace and intelligence I greatly admired. Before I married, I’d spent five years within her household being schooled in craft and wisdom and, unlike Gorlois, I saw no reason to question the Mysteries. Indeed, I hoped to place my younger daughter Morgan in Lady Vivian’s care when she was old enough to leave me. It was this that we had been discussing last night, when King Uther had decided to pay me so much obvious and unwanted attention.
			

	“I understand, my love, but I have known her for so long. It would have been rude to ignore her when she chose to sit beside me.” I put my hand upon his arm. “But let’s not worry about such things. We have something more important to consider.”
			

	He looked at me questioningly. “Breakfast,” I said. “You have quite worn me out and if I wait much longer for my meat and mead, I think I’ll faint away.”
			

	He laughed, his humour restored at the thought of a good meal, and we left the room to break our fast at a time when the rest of the court was probably beginning to prepare for mid-day dinner.
			

	  
			

	AFTER WE HAD EATEN, GORLOIS went to join his men. Although there was now an uneasy peace between those loyal to the Pendragon and the invading Saxons, my husband was keen to ensure his troops were kept in order and never failed to undertake their daily drill. He was the Duke of Cornwall and of royal blood himself, but Gorlois spent at least two hours a day at practice with his men. It kept him strong and healthy, and they loved him for it.
			

	I decided to go in search of Vivian. Since my marriage, I had spent much of the last seven years in Cornwall, and I hungered to find out more about what was happening in the Kingdom.
			

	As I wandered through the corridors, I let my mind roam, thinking about the past. After the murder of King Constantine, Uther and his older brother Aurelius were helped to escape to Brittany by Vivian and the Lord Merlin, a wise and rather mysterious Druid who many credited with supernatural powers.
			

	The two young princes grew to manhood at the court of the King of Brittany, where Merlin continued to train and advise them. Well-schooled in warcraft and driven by the slow burning fire of righteous revenge, the brothers returned to England and declared war upon the usurpers. Sadly, not long after their return, young King Aurelius was killed in suspicious circumstances. I could remember hearing rumours that he had been poisoned as he lay in his tent after defeating the Saxons at the battle of Conisburgh.
			

	It was said that on the day Aurelius died, a great and fiery dragon blazed across the skies, foretelling the might and wrath of Uther and heralding his righteous war to force the invaders from our shores and unite the land. That was three years ago, and since then Uther, who now styled himself “Pendragon” in honour of the portent, had fought and won many a bloody battle. And my husband, Gorlois, was one of his most trusted Generals.
			

	Now that the rebels were subdued, we were called to celebrate the peace at Caer-Lundein, where Uther had made his court. For the first time in years, the roads were safe for all to travel and the Court was full of lords and dukes, princes and princesses, knights and their fair ladies, called together to rejoice in Uther’s victory and to show the world that the realm was now at peace.
			

	As I made my way swiftly through the castle, I nodded briefly to those ladies who I recognised from my previous visits to the court, but I paused to talk with no one. It was a beautiful day, and many were taking advantage of the sunshine; choosing to wander through the gardens or sit peacefully beneath the trees. When I finally arrived in the Ladies’ solar, the shady room was quiet and almost empty apart from two cats asleep beside the hearth and, as I’d hoped, the Lady Vivian, sitting by the window, her hands resting lightly on her lap.
			

	She was looking out onto the courtyard, watching Gorlois and the other warlords putting their men through their paces. She didn’t notice my approach and I took the opportunity to gaze on her, revelling in the chance to look at the woman who had been such an important part of my childhood. I had known her for twenty years or more, but whilst those years had seen me grow to womanhood, time had appeared to bring no changes to the Lady. She was small, finely made with delicate features, pale skin and hair that was just a shade lighter than a raven’s feather. Her eyes, as I well-remembered, were of a clear and startling blue and she had a demeanour that was both graceful and—perhaps surprisingly given her slightness—commanding. She was a woman whom no one could ignore.
			

	As I moved closer she must have sensed my presence, for she turned and held out her hand. I reached out to take it and found that my knees and shoulders bent involuntarily into a deep curtsey. I might now have become a Duchess and of higher rank than a mere Lady, but my years of training and study in the Lady’s household on the lake isle of Avalon had created responses in me that I could not break. Without even being aware that I was doing so, I bent my knee and lowered my head to take her blessing.
			

	“Come child, sit beside me.” As she spoke, she moved slightly to one side and indicated a space on the window seat. I obeyed, following her gaze down into the courtyard. To the right, just in the shadow of the Keep, I could see the Cornish men at practice. Two soldiers were engaged in mock battle, using wooden broadswords, heavy shields fastened to their arms and helms upon their heads. One of them was my husband, stripped to the waist, his hair pulled back in a long plait which reached halfway down his back. I watched as he thrust and parried and with three blows, brought his opponent to his knees. He held out his hand and pulled the man to his feet and within seconds, they were at each other again.
			

	“Your husband acquits himself bravely,” Vivian remarked, “and he is exceptionally well-made. You are happy, I think?” This was a question, not a statement and I nodded and felt a faint blush rise to my cheeks as I remembered the scenes of the early morning.
			

	Vivian looked at me and smiled. “Now child, there is no shame in enjoying your marriage bed. It is one of the gifts from the Goddess. And she has blessed you with two daughters?” Once again, I sensed a question behind her words, as if she was not quite sure how many children I had born.
			

	“Yes, I have two daughters living, and one whom the Goddess took from me within an hour of her birth. My eldest Morgause is already promised to the House of Orkney, and she will leave us soon.” It was common practice for a well-born girl to leave her family and be brought up in the house of her betrothed, so she would get to know her husband and become accustomed to the ways and manners of his court. This was particularly important for my daughter, who was destined to be the wife of King Lot of Orkney and who would need to be accepted by the wild and independent northern clans if she was to have any chance of ruling by his side.
			

	Morgause was only six years old. When the match had first been made, I had begged Gorlois to let me keep her with me until she had seen at least nine or ten summers. By then, I thought, she would be old enough to understand why I was sending her away from me. It would have given me time to prepare her and to make her understand and accept her duty. But this was one of the occasions when I’d been unable to persuade my lord to let me have my way and Morgause was due to be sent northward next spring, just a few months after her seventh birthday. As always, when I thought of it, a wave of anger rose within me and a tear of impotent and frustrated grief came unbidden to my eye.
			

	“She is young to be sent so far from home.” Vivian looked at me with sympathy. “If I remember right, you came to me just before your tenth birthday, and did not venture to your husband’s court ’til your sixteenth year.”
			

	I nodded. “Yes, but a match had not been made for me when I was in my cradle.” I thought about my childhood, the fear and uncertainty of living in a realm torn apart by rebellion and invasion. Many noble houses had lost their lords, killed fighting the Saxon invaders, and lands that had been held fast by one family for generations had changed hands many times during those troubled times as they were lost and won in skirmishes with Vortigern and his insurgents.
			

	“The times were too uncertain; my father and mother were always loyal to Constantine, but they didn’t want to risk an alliance with a falling star. I’m sure that’s why they sent me to you; not just so I could learn the Craft, but possibly, if no match had been found, to join the Sisters and spend my life in Avalon.”
			

	Vivian held my gaze and slowly nodded. “Yes, you’re right, Igraine. We talked it through, your mother and I, long before you came to me. So in a way, your life was mapped out as strictly as your daughter’s. I promised I would keep you safe, but in return, she promised me a child of noble blood to be devoted to the Mysteries; if not her daughter, then her daughter’s daughter.” She spoke softly, but there was no trace of question or uncertainty in her voice. “We made such vows as cannot be broken, and now I look to you to honour them.”
			

	“I’ve already spoken to you about my youngest, my little Morgan. I would like to send her to you, but Gorlois…” I stammered slightly. “Gorlois doesn’t think we should.” Vivian looked at me, one eyebrow raised as if surprised to hear my words.
			

	“The Duke of Cornwall ‘doesn’t think you should.’” She repeated my words coldly. “Why, pray, does the Duke of Cornwall take it on himself to question the practices of our Mysteries? It is the way, and always has been; the eldest daughter makes a match, secures her house and in time, continues the bloodline. The younger daughter is tutored in the Mysteries and, if she is adept, will find her future in the service and delight of the Goddess and the Craft.”
			

	I found that I couldn’t meet her eye. “Gorlois has been listening to roadside preachers. The ones who talk about a Risen God and urge us to forsake the Mysteries. He says that Morgan will be happier remaining at home with us until she marries, that a noble woman has no need of the sort of education she would receive in Avalon.” I spoke quietly, confused, not wanting to betray my husband, but unable to keep the fear and worry from my voice as I spoke to the Lady who was not only my friend and guardian, but who represented everything I had been taught to believe in.
			

	“Just listening? Is that all he’s done?” Vivian now spoke softly, but her hand reached out to touch the edge of my sleeve, betraying the importance of her question.
			

	I shook my head, slowly, knowing that I would have to tell her everything. And in a way, feeling deep relief that I could finally unburden myself.
			

	“No. He has welcomed them into our house and has given them food and shelter. And last year, at Samhain, he would not attend the rites, preferring to spend the evening with the preacher.”
			

	“Did he forbid the ceremonies?” Vivian’s voice was quick with latent anger.
			

	“No, he wouldn’t go as far as that. The people of Cornwall and Lyonesse are loyal to the Mysteries and would have been unsettled and unhappy if we did not celebrate Solstice and Samhain, and light the Yule fires. Last Samhain, we welcomed in the harvest and made sacrifices to the shades of winter, as we have done every year, but the rituals were made more difficult as my lord refused to play his part. We lit the fires as normal, but my maid servant carried out the rituals as my proxy. I lent her my gown, and we placed a glamour on one of the men-at-arms, dressing him in Gorlois’ cloak and removing all memory of the ceremony from his mind the next morning.”
			

	Vivian nodded thoughtfully. “So the people do not know their Lord and Lady were not present? They think that he is still a true believer?”
			

	“There are rumours,” I said. “People know that he spends time with the preachers and even that they are party to his councils. But Elaine, my maid, is true and trusted. You know her Vivian; she was with me on Avalon… My father’s child, but not my mother’s.”
			

	“Ah yes,” said Vivian. “I remember her. A pretty girl, but not as beautiful as you.” She was silent for a moment and then she raised her hand, lightly caressing my face and placing one finger on my lips.
			

	“You are very lovely, child. And the whole court knows that you have King Uther held in thrall. He couldn’t take his eyes from you last night.”
			

	I was a little taken aback at the change of subject but was actually quite pleased to stop talking about Gorlois and his spiritual confusions. I loved him and to talk as we had been talking seemed close to a betrayal, despite my deep respect for Lady Vivian and my certainties about the Mysteries. My hope was that he would see the error of his ways if I left him alone and allowed his curiosity to take its course and so I leapt at the chance to discuss another subject.
			

	“No, really?” I lied. “I’m afraid I hardly noticed him last night.”
			

	“Yes, and that is one of the things that appears to have piqued his interest.” Vivian was smiling again now. “There is nothing like being unattainable and apparently uninterested to make a man like Uther want to rise to the challenge.”
			

	I giggled. “In all honesty, my lady, were I still unmarried, I think it likely that I would have welcomed his attentions. No one can deny that he is well-favoured, and what maid would not delight to have a king amongst her suitors? But that is not the case, and so I fear that he must be disappointed. I’m quite happy with Gorlois in such matters thank you.”
			

	“I can see you are,” said Vivian, once again glancing out of the window where the men had now stopped their practice and were washing themselves at a water trough in the courtyard. Most of them had now stripped to the waist like Gorlois, but I could easily pick him out from the crowd, standing taller than all his men, his hair now released from its plait and hanging in long wet coils across his back and shoulders. I noted with relief that he was not wearing the leather thong on which he had hung the symbol of the Risen God. Such obvious disloyalty to the Mysteries would not be taken lightly here at Uther’s court.
			

	Vivian stood up and walked away from the window toward a small table by the fireplace, where a brass bowl full of rose-scented water had been placed to add sweetness to the air.
			

	She continued talking. “But I think you should tread carefully. Uther is unmarried and I have never seen anyone take his fancy the way you have. He can be very persuasive, and I am certain that Gorlois is not the type to stand aside and let his King make him a cuckold.” She paused, then said, “I think there could be trouble; indeed, I think it has already begun to brew.”
			

	I looked at her uncertainly. Vivian was a priestess and a prophetess. She had the gift of sight, and I was not sure if she spoke words of caution or something more terrible and portentous.
			

	“What do you mean, my lady? What trouble?” As I spoke, I also got up from the window and made my way toward her.
			

	“I am not certain child, but I feel we must know more. I would like to scry this before we go much further. Are you still adept?”
			

	I nodded slowly. As part of my training in her house on Avalon, I had learned to scry the future using water or a burnished surface to bring forth visions of what was to be. I was not very skilled and often could not clearly interpret the images I conjured. It was a gift I used but sparingly, particularly since my husband had voiced his growing discomfort with the Mysteries.
			

	“Then secure the door, for we must have quiet.”
			

	I did so, whilst Vivian moved the table to the centre of the room. She now stood beside it, her hands cupping the sides of the brass bowl. She had removed the rose petals and the surface was clear and still. I joined her, my hands overlapping hers as we gazed into the dark shallows of the shadowy water.
			

	Vivian was silent, but I felt the words leave her mind and join with mine as clearly and certainly as if they had been said aloud. “Tell us of Gorlois, of Uther and Igraine… Tell us what is going to befall.”
			

	I felt her hands tighten on the sides of the bowl, and I too increased my pressure. The water’s surface, which had been flat and motionless, began to churn and bubble. The bronze bowl was heating up, and rose-scented steam began to fill the air, making it hard for me to see Vivian and soon completely obscuring the water in the bowl.
			

	The metal had become very hot, and I did not think that I would be able to keep my hands upon it without damage to my flesh, when the steam suddenly cleared and I was looking down, not into the shallow waters of the bowl, but into my chamber at Tintagel, looking in though the circular window which faces out to sea.
			

	It was dusk, the candles had been lit and the last remaining rays of the early summer sun cast a warm and gentle glow upon the floor. I saw myself, standing by the bed, slowly combing the tangles from my hair. I had on a simple linen shift, reaching to the floor, with a high neck and long sleeves, such as I would wear to bed if my lord was not at home and I had the need for something to keep me warm at night. My eyes were closed, and I seemed at peace as I brushed my hair and then began to divide it into strands so I could plait it and keep it tidy whilst I slept. But before my fingers could begin to twist the strands together, the door of the chamber burst open, and Gorlois, dressed for battle and with a bloody scar upon his cheek, threw himself into the room.
			

	There was no sound; scrying gives only images in its visions of the future, so we watched in silence as Gorlois slammed the door shut behind him and secured it. He pulled off his cloak and armour and flung his sword into the corner of the room. As we watched, I saw myself turn toward him startled, but with great happiness on my face. I ran to him and he grasped me in his arms, kissing me hungrily as if we had been apart for a long time.
			

	I knew what would happen next, for our marriage-bed had been witness to many such scenes of glad reunion. Gorlois had been fighting the King’s wars for years, and I had endured the anxiety and loneliness of our separations as equally as I had revelled in the passion and joy of his safe return. I watched as he sought to free me from my nightshift, eager to have me naked before him, my hands fumbling with my laces as I sought to help him with his task.
			

	But I had no desire to share this image with Vivian and so I closed my eyes, breaking the concentration and causing the image to vanish from the bowl. I heard Vivian take a small, sharp intake of breath in disapproval and reluctantly opened my eyes once more. Immediately, the water churned and broiled, the metal once again becoming so hot as to be nearly unbearable as the steam rose once more, enveloping us in its scented haze. But when it cleared, we were no longer looking within my chamber; we were outside, on a summer night, gazing down at a silent and motionless scene. It was just before dawn. The skies were lightening in the east and the pale crescent moon and tiny sparks of starlight gave a dim, insubstantial light.
			

	As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I started to see the most terrible things. Bodies, dead or dying; limbs left where they had fallen and axes, spears and swords no longer needed by their warriors all strewn across the blood-stained earth. We were gazing at a field of carnage, the awful remains of battle displayed beneath us. I saw a horse, its stomach pierced with spears, its blood flowing freely onto the mangled body of a rider trapped beneath it and its eyes open, but sightless. Beyond the horse there was another body, lying on its side, with its legs splayed unnaturally beneath it. There was something about the body, broad-shouldered, slim-hipped, something terribly familiar; we focussed in, moved closer. The fallen man was bare-headed, and his hair was held in one long plait that fell, still proudly, down his back.
			

	I had no need to see his face, to see the wounds upon his much-loved body to know that I was looking at my husband. But Vivian moved us closer, changed the angle of our vision, and there he was below me, his face almost unrecognisable, bruised and bloodied from blows I could not bring myself to contemplate. And as I stared, unmoving, my limbs petrified by the horror of the things I saw before me, I saw his chest was bare, and where his heart had been, there was a vast and bloody hole.
			

	My mind refused to accept the scene that was playing out before me, “No,” I stammered, “No, not Gorlois!” I was screaming now as I pulled my hands away from Vivian’s and at the same time violently pushed the bowl off the table, breaking our trance and spilling water onto the rushes at our feet.
			

	I fell to my knees, shuddering at the horrors I had seen within the waters of the scrying bowl. I was shaking, sobbing, and almost on the verges of collapse.
			

	“Not Gorlois,” I said again and again, wrapping my arms around myself and rocking back and forth until Vivian raised her hand and slapped me once across my face with a force driven by real anger.
			

	“You little fool. Have you become so ill-disciplined? Yes, that was Gorlois, right enough, but we needed to learn more to understand what this truly means.”
			

	I looked up at her, at first confused and somewhat angered by her seeming lack of understanding and compassion but then, as my mind began to clear, I became contrite at having failed my lady in so simple a matter as a scrying.
			

	Scrying, or seeking visions, is an old and elemental magic, governed by a few simple but unbreakable rules. The first and most important of these is that each and every vision granted by the Goddess is singular and unique. What is shown within the scrying bowl can be seen but once. When the vision is vouchsafed it will never be repeated exactly. For that reason, we have the second rule: that the seeker must watch until the vision fades and the surface clears before they break the trance. To do otherwise is to dishonour the Goddess and to make a mockery of the gift of vision she has chosen to bestow.
			

	My cheek stung and my eyes were heavy with as yet unshed tears, caused as much by my shame as by the memory of my husband’s poor, broken body.
			

	“I’m sorry, my lady,” I mumbled, reaching out to pick up the bowl so I could return it to its place upon the table.
			

	“What’s done is done Igraine,” said Vivian. “You have not made use of the scrying bowl for many years I think?” I nodded slowly. “It was perhaps foolish of me to risk so important a vision to what are clearly clumsy and inexperienced hands.” She spoke calmly, but there was no warmth or sympathy in her voice and the eyes that met mine seemed to offer both question and challenge.
			

	“It was the shock of seeing him like that,” I repeated. “I am sorry that I failed you,” and then, resolving to regain my place in her good graces, I continued, “We can seek another vision if you like, my lady. I promise I will be true to my learning and hold fast this time.”
			

	She looked at me but said nothing for so long that I began to fear that I had completely lost her favour, but then her face relaxed and she held out her hand to me, helping me to rise from my place amongst the sodden rushes.
			

	“No, Igraine, now is not the time.” She gestured toward the courtyard below which was filled with noise and people. Gorlois and his Cornishmen had gone and in their place I saw riders returning from a day’s hunting, knights and their ladies, some with hooded hawks resting lightly on their fists. The castle dogs streamed in behind them, obedient to the commands of the Master of Hounds as he sent them straight to the kennels for their share of the kill. Liveried pages waiting for their masters’ return were gossiping with scullery maids sent out on last minute errands to the castle gardens to bring back fruits and vegetables for the cooks in the kitchens below.
			

	“It has grown late and the preparations for Uther’s feast tonight are in full flow. There is no time for us to seek further favour from the Goddess and if I am not mistaken, we shall not be left in peace much longer.”
			

	She was right, for within a moment, the heavy iron latch was lifted, the door opened and two court ladies who I knew by sight but couldn’t name, walked into the solar. We exchanged the pleasantries that courtesy demanded and both ladies dropped low curtsies when they recognised my companion. We did not stay to talk, however, and left in silence. Once we were alone again and walking along the stone-flagged corridor that led from the solar to the Great Hall, Vivian reached out her hand and gestured for me to pause. I saw a look of deep concern upon her face.
			

	“Do not dwell too much on what we saw, Igraine. Remember, not all the Goddess shows will come to pass.” I nodded, remembering more of the lore I’d learned during my years beneath the Lady’s roof. Some visions are there to warn us of what may be if we do not heed the Goddess’ warnings, not to presage things that will inexorably come to pass. Perhaps what we had seen was such a vision. This thought made me even more determined to persuade Vivian to let me scry with her again and as she made to take her leave of me, I reached for her hand and raised it to my lips.
			

	“Lady, I thank you for your care, but I would rest more easy if we could look once more within the waters.” Vivian touched my cheek and stroked it gently and then in one sharp and resolute movement, grasped my chin between her thumb and forefinger. She moved my face back and forth, as if looking for something in the set of my jaw or the depths of my eyes. Just as quickly she released me and giving a quick nod, replied, “Yes, I can see that that is true. And I would also like to find out more about the vision we were granted if the Goddess is good enough to send us further enlightenment.”
			

	We agreed that we would meet the following afternoon in the solar. But, as fate would have it, I was not to be alone with the Lady for a long time, and by then I would have no need to look within the scrying bowl for understanding.


			

	[image: ]
			

	Chapter Two
			

	I walked quickly through the castle, hoping to reach our chamber before Gorlois, but when I opened the door I found my husband waiting for me and more than a little out of sorts. He had strained the muscles in his shoulder and down his right side during the practice bouts that afternoon; he’d stripped off his tunic and was now sitting, looking rather vexed and more than a little impatient in his bruised and half-naked glory.
			

	During my years at the Lady’s house, I had spent some considerable time learning the healing arts, and Gorlois claimed that no one could ease the aches in his joints or unravel the tensions in his muscles as I could.
			

	“I’m sorry I’m late, my love,” I said quickly, taking in the situation in an instant. “I was talking with some of the castle ladies in the solar and quite lost track of the time.” His mood had not been sweetened by the bruises on his back, and I knew he would be annoyed if he thought I’d sought the company of Vivian. I decided that a slight distortion of the truth was excusable in the circumstances. As I spoke, I went swiftly to my open trunk, rummaging for a jar of the salve I always packed when we travelled in case my physically adventurous husband did something to overstretch himself.
			

	He tutted but made no comment and reached out his left arm to draw me to him, wincing slightly as he bent forward, putting strain on the muscles of his right side. I kissed him gently on the top of his head, nudging him to turn sideways so I could treat his injuries more easily. Coating my hands with the ointment, I began to rub it firmly into his shoulder and onward, feeling the strength of his ribs as I worked downward, following the strong and sculpted curve of his body, right down into the small of his back.
			

	The salve smelled strongly, but not unpleasantly, of lavender and camomile, and these two fragrances hid the smell of the most active ingredient—a strong pepper which served to warm up the muscles and help my practised fingers to relax them. As I worked, I leant into him, my breasts pressing up against his back, my lips almost brushing his shoulders as I slowly rubbed and smoothed the pains away. Neither of us spoke as my hands moved across his stomach and back, up toward his chest, soothing, gently, feeling the solidity of bone and muscle beneath the smooth softness of his skin.
			

	My eyes were closed as I focused all my thoughts on healing, giving my love and strength to the man who sat before me, the man who just an hour before I’d seen dead and mutilated in the waters of the scrying bowl.
			

	Pushing the unwelcome vision from me, I moved around to face my husband and sat astride him. I bent to kiss him on the lips and, almost as a reflex action, his arms encircled me. Softly at first and then, with my arms around his neck, my eyes open and fixed on his, I kissed him with a passion driven by the fear of loss.
			

	THE SUN HAD ALMOST SET as we began our preparations for the feast. Gorlois pulled on his robe and stuck his head out into the corridor, calling loudly for a page to light our lamps and bring us water. When he’d gone, we dressed quickly, preferring as always to help each other with our laces rather than suffer the intrusion of a servant.
			

	Gorlois wore a scarlet tunic and a short cloak, edged with fur and fastened by a golden chain. In my eyes, he looked magnificent. I was still in my undershift, undecided about what I was to wear. Like any woman, I wanted to look my best, but I could not forget what both Vivian and my husband had said about the King and the way he’d looked at me last night. The last thing I wanted was to be accused of wearing clothes designed to further inflame his interest.
			

	I had just picked up my old green gown, one that I had only brought with me to travel in and was holding it in front of me. I looked at my reflection in the glass and thought wryly that I would appear tonight as a real country bumpkin when there was a sudden knocking at the door.
			

	“Who’s there?” called Gorlois, striding toward the doorway and gesturing to me to get out of the line of sight. Although my linens were quite modest, it would not do to expose the Duchess of Cornwall in her undergarments to public view.
			

	A woman answered, her voice muffled slightly by the heavy wooden door. “A message from the King, if it pleases you, my lord.” At this, my husband opened the door and three women, all carrying bundles, came into the room. By this time, I had pulled my kirtle on over my linens and I walked toward my husband as the women hesitantly placed their burdens on the bed.
			

	“What’s this?” asked Gorlois, flicking open the first bundle, which contained something soft and supple, a fabric that shimmered in the candlelight. The women seemed embarrassed.
			

	“’Tis a present, my lord. From the King.” The woman would not look my husband in the eye and as she spoke, I noticed the other two moving quickly to the door. Whatever was going on, they were not comfortable with it and at least one of them seemed afraid.
			

	“A present?” Gorlois repeated, “For me? How courteous of his Majesty.” But he spoke coldly, his tone belying the gentility of the words. He lifted up the shimmering thing from the bed and looked at it more closely. “There must be some mistake. This garment is for a lady. Pray, take it away.”
			

	“Oh, but I canna do that, my lord,” the women stammered. “The present is for her ladyship. The Duchess. The King would have her wear it at the feast tonight.” She looked at me, and I think I saw a flash of pity in her eyes as I stared, bewildered at the bundles on the bed.
			

	I could see the anger working in my husband’s face as he picked up the rest of the packages, making as if to throw them out of the room. Swiftly, I moved toward him. “Hush, my lord. Be gentle. It’s not this woman’s fault. She is only doing as she has been commanded.”
			

	As I spoke I gestured toward the doorway and with a nod of gratitude, the three women scuttled out and closed the door behind them.
			

	Gorlois flung everything down onto the bed and turned to face me. “Does Uther think I am a knight so mean that I cannot clothe my lady? How dare he insult me by sending this to you!”
			

	“Hush, my lord,” I said, smoothing out the creases in the dress. It was truly the most beautiful garment I had ever seen. The cloth looked like woven moonbeams. It shone with a subtle radiance in the candlelight and the pearls sewn with silver thread at the neck and hem gave off an iridescent radiance. More than anything, I wanted to wear it, to feel it soft against my skin. I knew it would suit me better than anything I’d ever worn before.
			

	“It is to honour you that Uther sends it, not to insult you.” I spoke carefully, wanting to find words that would appease him, but knowing in my heart of hearts that he was right. No man should send a dress like this to someone else’s wife.
			

	Gorlois was silent. Greatly daring, I disrobed and slipped the gown over my head. It was too delicate and fine for any undergarments and I shivered slightly as the cold of the silk touched my naked skin, feeling it settle into place, mould itself around my waist, nestle in beneath my breasts, clasp tightly at my wrists.
			

	I looked down at the other bundles on the bed. In one I found a pair of dancing slippers, made of cloth of silver edged with swansdown. In another, a cloak of gossamer, held in place by a delicate sapphire clasp. Finally, I discovered a silver headdress—a jewelled coronet of roses, exquisitely crafted but still light and finely made.
			

	The beauty of these things entranced me and, without really thinking, I put them on and dressed my hair, weaving the coronet into my curls. Still Gorlois had said nothing.
			

	“How do I look, my lord?” I asked as I turned teasingly toward him, the dress shimmering in the candlelight, my hair loose and streaming down my back.
			

	“How do I look?” I repeated, reaching up to kiss his cheek and knowing as I did so that I looked more lovely than I had ever looked before, feeling the glamour of the silk and silver work its magic.
			

	“You look like a Queen,” said Gorlois slowly, a strange expression on his face.
			

	I laughed, seeking to lighten his mood. “Thank you my husband…But I am more than happy just to be your Duchess.” I took his hand and looked into his eyes, wanting him to believe me. “I’m certain that Uther only wants to honour his bravest General by making sure his wife is fit to be presentable.”
			

	Gorlois shrugged. “I’m not so sure of that…but there is nothing we can do about it now.” He glanced out of the window, where the moon was already high above the castle walls; the hour was late and we could already hear the sounds of revelry from the rooms below.
			

	He sighed and stuck his shoulders back with a resigned resolution, just as I’d seen him do so many times when he had an unpleasant but unavoidable duty to perform. “If you don’t wear the dress, he’ll be offended and who knows where that would lead.” He moved toward the door, my hand still in his, but then he paused. “All I ask is that you stay beside me and give Uther no reason to believe his feelings are encouraged.” I nodded, and with that we left the room and made our way toward the Great Hall.
			

	By the time we arrived, the feasting had already started, and the hall was full of noise and light. The two vast tables running along the eastern and western walls were piled high with bowls of fruit and loaves of bread. Pages and serfs were bringing in platters of salted fish and roasted vegetables and ensuring each table was well supplied with flagons of ale and tankards of wine filled from the great barrels that rested against the northern wall.
			

	Musicians were playing in the gallery at the far end of the hall, and we could just barely hear the sweet sounds of lute and tabor above the din of conversation. The castle dogs had been brought in from the kennels and were roaming the hall, seeking titbits that fell from the tables and occasionally scuffling with each other over the choicest morsels, their barks and whines adding to the overall clamour.
			

	Most of the seats were taken and we began to walk toward the western wall, seeking Gorlois’ Cornishmen with whom we would be seated. The two long boards were joined at the top by a smaller table, raised on a wooden dais. At the centre of this table, seated in a large and ornate chair that I later learned had been carved from a single, ancient oak tree, was Uther Pendragon, the King of Britain. Seated beside him, dressed in a green kirtle with a gold and emerald diadem upon her shining dark hair, was Vivian, looking every inch the imperious, powerful and mysterious Lady of the Lake.
			

	Heads turned as we walked through the Hall, but I was pleased to see that, possibly because of the noise and frenzied activity, neither Vivian nor Uther seemed to be aware of our presence. Gorlois soon spotted Erec, Lord of Madron, a province to the far west of Cornwall. He was a tall, loose-limbed man, also known as Erec the White because of his fair hair and pale eyes. Erec was Gorlois’ second in command, his master of arms and best friend since boyhood. As we walked swiftly toward him, Erec caught sight of us and pushed his seat backward, releasing a huge roar of delight before enfolding Gorlois in a clumsy but affectionate bear hug. Erec’s wife, Ened, remained seated and smiled rather unenthusiastically at us before returning her attention to her plate. She was the daughter of the Lord of Rheged, in Northern Wales, a vapid and insipid woman with whom I had little in common.
			

	Releasing Gorlois, Erec turned toward me and rather clumsily reached for my hand. As he raised it to his lips, I saw him run his eyes across my body, lingering for a second on the pearls which glowed softly at my breasts. He gave a slow whistle and then winked at Gorlois. “May I compliment you, my lady,” he said. “I think there’s no doubt who will be hailed as Queen of Beauty at the feast tonight.” I wasn’t quite sure what he was referring to, so I thanked him with a smile. Ened’s expression had become unpleasantly fixed at this exchange. She was a short, fair-haired woman with large breasts and what my mother used to refer to rather disparagingly as “child-bearing hips.” She was dressed richly, but unflatteringly in a mauve and gold kirtle that did not suit her complexion and which clung unforgivingly to her stomach. I remembered that her last babe was but six months old and was surprised that she had decided to accompany her husband to Court. When Morgause and Morgan were that young I would have found it hard to leave them.
			

	Erec turned back to Gorlois and nudged him in the ribs. “You always were a lucky dog. I think Uther regrets he gave his consent to your match before he’d seen the lady.” Gorlois scowled at this, but Erec seemed not to notice as he gestured toward the two chairs beside his own.
			

	“Not much he can do now, though. Wedded, bedded and two babes to prove it.” Erec winked again and raised his tankard, draining it in one go before thrusting his arm out to the pot-boy, who hurried to refill it. From his expansive gestures and the smell of wine that had wafted up to me when he kissed my hand, I was pretty certain that this was not the first tankard that he had downed that night.
			

	It was not to be the last. I became increasingly concerned as I watched Erec down yet more wine, all the while urging my husband to do likewise. Gorlois rarely drank heavily, but there were times when, usually egged on by Erec, his normally sober character became transformed into that of a drunken sot. I knew that he was still angry about the gift from Uther, and I guessed that he was feeling physically exhausted after his over-exertions in the practise yard. This was not a good combination. Soon, Gorlois was leaning back in his chair, his eyes slightly glazed, one arm flung possessively along the back of my chair, his fingers stroking a length of my hair. To a casual observer, he may have looked relaxed. I knew better; he was spoiling for a fight.
			

	Watching my husband’s fingers drumming impatiently on the table as he waited for his wine, my heart sank even lower as a young page from the King’s household came over to us. In one hand he held a delicate silver goblet, in the other a small, stoppered flask. He bowed slightly awkwardly to Gorlois, who simply nodded curtly, and then, turning to me, he placed the goblet on the table and proceeded to remove the stopper from the flask, and poured out a draft of clear liquid.
			

	“With the King’s compliments, D-D-Duchess.”
			

	I looked at the goblet and raised an eyebrow questioningly at the stammering youth. “The…the waters of Avalon.” The boy’s face was ablaze with blushes; I doubt he could have been more than ten years old. “The Lady Vivian suggested to his M-M-Majesty that you might find this more to your t-t-taste than the red wine.”
			

	“How thoughtful of the Lady Vivian. Pray give her my thanks.” I dismissed the page with a wave of my hand. I had deliberately omitted any word of thanks to Uther, not wanting to further inflame Gorlois, who had observed the exchange through hooded eyes. However, as I raised the goblet to my lips, I couldn’t help but notice that the eyes of the King were upon me. He, too, raised his goblet and toasted me, and as he did so, our eyes met. And held.
			

	As if at some unspoken signal, Uther pushed back his chair and stood, clapping his hands for silence. Quickly, all conversation stopped. People eating put their knives down on the table and even the minstrels in the Gallery stopped playing. Gorlois, his tankard now re-filled, continued to drink his wine.
			

	“Welcome. Welcome to you, my true knights, lords and fair ladies. Welcome, brother kings and faithful allies. Welcome to my court.” Uther stretched out his arms as if to embrace the entire room. His voice was low and deep, softly modulated and yet commanding. He had no need to shout for all of the assembled host to pay keen attention to his words.
			

	He turned to his left, further along the High Table, where I recognised the banners of King Budic of Brittany, whose court had sheltered the young Uther and his brother Aurelius from the wrath of the rebellious Vortigern.
			

	“King Budic, Prince Ban, you are welcome to my court. My hearth and home are open to you, and my sword and strength are pledged to defend you.”
			

	Uther raised his goblet and bowed slightly, paying tribute to his most powerful allies. Budic and his young son, handsome Prince Ban, smiled and raised their goblets to acknowledge Uther’s courtesy.
			

	Uther now turned to face the room, welcoming with a smile his liege-men and allies. The Lords of Ulster and Connaught were there with their knights: rough-hewn men, short of stature but powerfully built, with black hair and startlingly blue eyes. They stamped their feet and smashed their tankards on the table as King Uther welcomed them, raising their voices in the wild war-cry of the Irish galloglaigh—the warrior host that had helped Uther to triumph over Vortigern and his Saxon allies Octa and Eossa.
			

	Next to them sat the tall, red-headed lords of Orkney and Lothian, representing their High-King, King Lot. These men did not smile as Uther raised his hand to them, but nodded curtly, as if the homage of the Pendragon was nothing more than their due. I looked hard at the faces of these Celtic lords. Handsome, yes, but aloof and unbending. I felt a slight shiver of fear as I thought of my little daughter, Morgause, not yet seven years old and due to be sent to the court of these cold, forbidding warriors soon after snow-melt next spring.
			

	Whilst I was lost in thought, looking at the men of Orkney in an attempt to find something to allay my worries about my daughter, Uther continued to welcome his guests. He toasted the lords of Northern Britain, Ceint and Mid-Wales, who howled and stamped in a great and ostentatious show of loyalty. The Knights and Lords from my father’s kingdom of the Welsh borders pledged their fealty more quietly, rising as one to salute the Pendragon as he welcomed them formally to his halls.
			

	And now, he turned to us, the representatives of Cornwall and Lyonesse, the far western reaches of his kingdom.
			

	“Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, my friend and ally, I salute you. You are most welcome in my hall.” Once again, the King raised his goblet, toasting my husband, his war duke and valued military commander. Gorlois and Erec were now slumped together, and together, they clumsily raised their tankards toward the dais. Their men followed suit, a small number raising a cheer for the Pendragon, but the majority saluting in silence.
			

	That was it. The formalities had now been completed and I assumed that the feasting and revelry would begin again. I took a sip from my goblet. The cool, pure water was very welcome as the Great Hall was now uncomfortably warm. I was secretly wondering how long it would be before we could leave the feast and retire to our chamber.
			

	But even as I was calculating just how soon Gorlois and I could reasonably take our leave, I realised something else was happening. The minstrels remained silent and the pages and pot-boys stood back against the wall as the Lady Vivian rose to her feet.
			

	“This is a most blessed night. The land, for so long rent by war and turmoil, is now at peace. The battle fields are ploughed and seeded with crops to give us bread, and our children can play in the meadows and orchards without fear.” The emeralds upon Vivian’s headdress glinted in the lamp-light with an unearthly radiance, throwing her face into strong relief. For a moment, she closed her eyes as she stretched out her arms and raised her face to the ceiling.
			

	In strong, sonorous tones, she called out to the Goddess. “I, Vivian, the Lady of the Lake, beseech you to look with favour on this man, our King, Uther Pendragon.” She turned to Uther and at her bidding, he removed his crown and knelt before her.
			

	Placing one hand upon his head, she continued to hold the other raised high in supplication.
			

	“Uther Pendragon, do you promise to honour the Goddess and protect her people?”
			

	Uther raised his eyes to hers and speaking loudly now for everyone to hear, he replied. “I do, my lady.”
			

	“Do you swear to follow the paths of the Mysteries and bring homage and honour to her shrines?”
			

	“I do, my lady.”
			

	“Do you swear to defend Her from dishonour and to oppose with word, sword, and deed those who seek to cast out the Mysteries from the hearths and hearts of your kingdom?”
			

	“I do, my lady.”
			

	Vivian now placed the crown upon Uther’s head, resting her palm lightly upon his brow.
			

	“Uther Pendragon, may the blessings of the Goddess be given to you.
			

	“May your realm be fruitful, and the bounty of the land keep you and your people in health and happiness.
			

	“Great Goddess give this man the strength to defend his people and the wisdom to rule them. Make his arms mighty, so that he can protect this land and all its subjects. Make his mind clear so he can rule justly and with foresight. Strengthen his resolve to give him courage when the night is at its darkest but make his heart gentle so that he can show mercy in the healing light of morning.”
			

	She moved away from Uther to say the final words of the ritual, which I remembered so well from my studies at her house in Avalon.
			

	“May the fire in your hearth burn brightly, the meat and mead on your table bring comfort, and your loins bring forth fruit to keep the land settled and peaceful for this generation and the next.”
			

	“For this generation and the next,” responded Uther rising to his feet and turning to face his people.
			

	“For this generation and the next,” he repeated, crashing his fist hard upon the table as he did so.
			

	“For this generation and the next,” came the response from the Great Hall as, with whoops and cheers, Uther’s Lords, knights, and allies stood to shout their allegiance as with one voice, beating their fists and tankards on the table as they did so in a pledge of loyalty to their new-made King.
			

	I say, “with one voice,” but to my utmost dismay, I realised that one particular voice was very noticeably silent. My husband, alone amongst the lords and allies, was not standing. He was slumped in his chair in a drunken stupor. His head rolled forward limply on his chest and the nearly empty tankard lolled in his lap, the last dregs of wine dripping to the floor in small, crimson droplets. Even Erec had staggered to his feet, his wife Ened’s arms around his waist in a not very successful attempt to keep him upright. As I looked on in horror, I saw Ened glancing down at my husband with a look of disgust.
			

	I was not sure if Uther has noticed my husband’s dereliction, but I was unable to do anything about it as, within seconds, I was to have the eyes of all the court upon me.
			

	Uther had resumed his seat, but the Lady Vivian was still standing.
			

	“My lords and ladies, the Goddess is good, but she has yet to bless King Uther with a Queen to stand beside him. It is fitting therefore that this place of honour be given to the fairest lady in this Hall, who will sit beside him this evening as a symbol of the goodness of the Goddess.”
			

	There was a thrill of interest at this, and I noticed many of the ladies begin to smooth out the creases in their kirtles, or raise their hands to adjust their headdresses, wondering who would be called forward to take the place of honour at Uther’s side.
			

	Vivian turned to face the corner of the Great Hall where the Lords and knights of Cornwall and Lyonesse were seated. She smiled at me, holding out her arms in a gesture of welcome. “Come, Igraine, Lady of Cornwall and flower of Avalon. The Goddess honours you this night.”
			

	As everyone turned to look at me, I felt frightened and uncertain, unwilling to leave Gorlois’ side, but recognising that I could not ignore the request of the Lady, which, though couched in gentle words, was undoubtedly nothing more nor less than a command. As I hesitated, I began to hear faint murmurs of disbelief, followed by the rising buzz of stifled laughter as eyes around the room began to take in the sight of my sleeping husband, shamed now for all to see.
			

	Vivian sensed my hesitation. “Igraine, your duty is to the Goddess and to your King. Come child,” She knew me well. An appeal to my duty would always trump any appeal to my emotions; I had been schooled in Avalon and my final and ultimate loyalties had always been reserved for the Goddess.
			

	Now, looking back from the painful vantage point of age and bitter-won experience, I know that it was Vivian who was responsible for so much of what was to befall me and my family, but at that point, I was still a trusting innocent, believing that she had my best interests as heart. So, slowly, I stood and pushed back my chair, moving away from my place at my slumbering, snoring husband’s side. I felt Erec’s hand pull at my sleeve, as if trying to forestall me, but without even turning to look at him, I brushed it away. Given that I had no choice in the matter, I wanted to move away from my place at the Cornishmen’s table, hoping that the eyes of the jealous and the curious would follow me to my new seat on the dais and linger no longer on my husband’s sleeping and vulnerable countenance.
			

	As I went toward the dais, I saw Uther push back his chair and turn to me with a look of hunger and longing in his eyes. Once again, I was conscious of the way the dress moulded itself to me, the way the milky-white rounds of my breasts were subtly exposed above the froth of pale lace; the delicate swansdown cloak floating out behind me, displaying the silken curves of my waist and hips to the on-looking courtiers as I slowly walked across the room. At that moment, I would have given anything to be dressed in my old familiar green kirtle, fetching, but modest. How I wished that I’d refused to wear the seductive and dangerous garments the King had gifted me, had not allowed myself to be flattered and enchanted by their beauty.
			

	I reached the dais and noticed that another chair had been placed between Uther and Vivian. Uther bowed to me and, uncertainly, I made him a half curtsey but kept my head down, unwilling to allow my eyes to meet his. He took my hand to his lips and I felt the tip of his tongue delicately insert itself in the space between my fore and middle fingers. The sensation shocked me, and I could feel myself blushing as, involuntarily, I raised my face to his. As his eyes met mine, his tongue once more licked my fingers, and I was unable to prevent myself from gasping at the intimate nature of the caress which had been given shamelessly yet secretly before the eyes of the whole court.
			

	“My Lady of Cornwall, it gives me pleasure to see you here.” Despite the little game he’d been playing with me, Uther seemed calm as he handed me to my seat. Once I was settled, he turned to speak to the whole gathering, his voice now resonating with satisfaction and triumph. “I thank the Goddess for her kindness. My table is blessed to receive the Lady Igraine, Lady of Cornwall and flower of Avalon.” Like Vivian before him, Uther had not given me my true title, apparently choosing to ignore my status as Duchess of Cornwall, an honour bestowed upon me by virtue of my marriage to Gorlois.
			

	Uther was still speaking. “…and I long for the day that she sees fit to send me my hearts-queen in earnest.” There was cheering and shouts from the hall at this, and I could see that Gorlois was beginning to stir. Uther continued. “Now, eat, drink, and please, my lords, follow my example; honour the representatives of the Goddess by doing them the courtesy of remaining awake.” This was greeted by a huge roar of laughter, tankards were slammed against tables and, finally, Gorlois woke up.
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	Chapter Three
			

	Gorlois jolted awake, his wine-stupor making him disoriented as his tankard clattered to the floor. He pushed himself upright, taking in the empty seat beside him, not understanding why I wasn’t there. I saw him turn bewildered, bleary eyes to Erec, who slowly gestured with his dagger in the direction of the dais. As he looked at me, sitting in splendour between King Uther and the Lady of the Lake, raised up on the dais before the whole court, I could see hurt and anger replace the confusion in his eyes.
			

	I did not want this. He was my husband and I should be at his side, not sitting beside Uther, this powerful, seductive man who had so unsettled me. As I began to rise, I saw Gorlois push his chair back from the table, but immediately, we both found ourselves restrained: Gorlois by Erec, who had sprung to his feet and was now standing behind my husband, forcing him back into his seat; me by Vivian’s hand, which had encircled my wrist with a grip so strong that I knew I would be unable to break free.
			

	“Sit down you little fool,” she hissed. “Think what you are doing. You are here as the representative of the Goddess. Would you dishonour her so publicly?”
			

	“But…I don’t want to be here. I want to be with my husband…Let me go.” I was angry but speaking quietly so only Vivian could hear my words. To my left, Uther was engaged in loud and bantering conversation with King Budic and his son and did not appear to have noticed what was going on. “Let me go, Vivian,” I repeated, looking her full in the face and seeing nothing but cold, unbending determination in her eyes.
			

	“No, Igraine. You must stay here in obedience with the Goddess’ wishes. Stop behaving like a soft-brained house-girl. You are a princess, court-bred and Avalon trained.” She still spoke low and moved closer toward me. There was a smile upon her lips that quite belied the harshness of her tone and the insistent grip of her fingers, hidden beneath the delicate folds of my swansdown cloak. Anyone watching us would have thought we were simply exchanging some spicy morsel of court gossip.
			

	“Think about it. We have finally found peace. Do you want to be the cause of yet another conflict? If you leave the dais, you insult not just the Mysteries but the King and his entire Court. You will cause a rift between Uther and his most powerful commander. Do you want that to be on your conscience?”
			

	“I didn’t ask for this, Vivian. I am married to Gorlois. I should be by his side, not Uther’s.” But as I spoke, I realised that there was no point in protesting. I let myself relax back into my chair and as I did so, I felt the pressure on my wrist subside.
			

	“That’s better.” Vivian was still smiling and this time there was some genuine warmth in her eyes. “You do look lovely tonight, Igraine, the dress becomes you. I had it made in Avalon you know.”
			

	“You had it made?” I was confused. “I thought it was a present from the King.”
			

	“Certainly it was Uther who commissioned it. He had heard tell of your loveliness from Lord Merlin, and when he learned that you were known to me, he asked that a gown be made to do justice to your beauty.”
			

	This was all a surprise to me. The Lord Merlin was a Druid, a wise but rather enigmatic man. He had indeed visited Cornwall last summer, and we had welcomed him to Tintagel. I had never met him before, although Gorlois had known him from his time in Ireland with Uther. But since those days, Gorlois had become more interested in the new faith; as I cast my mind back to that evening in June, I remembered the way my husband had greeted his old companion with less warmth than I would have expected for someone both so venerable and, to Gorlois, so familiar.
			

	So Merlin had told Uther about me, and clearly in such terms that had piqued both his curiosity and his desire. This was starting to make me uneasy. It was beginning to look as if Uther’s interest in me was not some random infatuation; this was something deeper, with roots going back to those days last June when Merlin had been our guest.
			

	I had been thrilled to welcome him to Tintagel and had very much enjoyed his company. The country had still been at war, and this had given Gorlois a reason to excuse himself from the old man’s presence. My husband had been constantly busy, overseeing military training, touring his strongholds and garrisons and, on occasion, making time to visit the households of the bereaved. Gorlois was the sort of leader who prided himself on getting to know his men; whenever he could he would visit the homes and families of those who had fallen in battle, making sure that they knew their menfolk’s sacrifice had been valued and to ensure that they were not in want.
			

	Despite this, he could have made more time for Lord Merlin had he wished it and I knew, even if the old Druid did not, that Gorlois’ non-appearance had as much to do with his growing rejection of the Mysteries as with the exigencies of military command. Still, despite my husband’s absence throughout most of Merlin’s visit, I was able to make him comfortable, and I think he enjoyed his stay. The weather had been fine, and we had walked in the castle gardens where the soothing rhythms of the summer tides and the calls of the circling gulls had provided a pleasant counterpoint to our conversations. I had not travelled far from Tintagel for several years, and I had been hungry for news. Merlin talked to me of Avalon, and we indulged ourselves, reminiscing about the beauties of the Lake and the island castle, which were so familiar and beloved to us both.
			

	Merlin had also been interested in my girls, and kind to them. Morgan was still not much more than a toddler, so it was my sweet Morgause, who was approaching her fifth birthday, to whom he’d paid the most attention. We spent each afternoon with the girls in their nursery room, high in the western turret of Tintagel. As I sat by the window, embroidering a smock for my younger daughter, Merlin would rest upon a high-backed chair with Morgause upon his knee. He told her stories of the old magic, tales of mystery and enchantment which I think she was too young to truly understand, but which enraptured her, nonetheless. She had come to love him, and she cried bitterly on the day he left us.
			

	I remembered that Gorlois had been irritated by her tears, sending her to her room in a most uncharacteristic display of anger when she refused to dry her eyes. After that, he became irritated and impatient if Merlin’s name was even mentioned, so we soon learned not to speak of him. Indeed, I had almost forgotten about his visit until Vivian had spoken of it.
			

	“Merlin spoke to Uther about me... What did he say?… Please tell me,” I wanted to find out more from Vivian and was preparing to probe further when I felt the touch of a cool hand upon my arm. Turning to my right, I found the King was looking at me intently, a half-smile on his lips.
			

	His first words were not addressed to me, but to Vivian. “Now my lady, I think you have monopolised my queen for long enough.” She inclined her head with a slight smile and turned away to talk with the person to her right, but I was thrown into confusion. I was no queen and had no ambitions to become one.
			

	He smiled at me, sensing my discomfort. “Lady Igraine, you sit by my side, where my Queen would sit, were I to have one.” He gave a small sigh and his eyes seemed sad for a moment. “The life of a King is sometimes lonely; it contents me to have you by my side. Please indulge me in this tonight. You are here by the will and grace of the Goddess, it is true, but…” and here he once again raised my hand to his lips. “you are also here because I have a great desire to know you.” His lips brushed against my palm and as he released my hand, he gently caressed my cheek, allowing one finger to press against my lips.
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