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 Chapter One

 The ancient hill fort loomed, torn by the wind that came off
the sea. From its ramparts one could almost see Gaul, the narrowest
part of the sea splashing, beneath it, against cliffs as white as
snow. Tucked below, not far from the port, the villa seemed cozy in
comparison, hints of flickering light coming from the
windows.

The young woman had walked some
distance from the villa. The ships she watched were all leaving the
harbor. Galleys, and even from where she was, she heard the drums.
Beat, stroke. Beat, stroke. She imagined the slaves, large men,
bare torsos sweating in the summer heat as they bent to the
oars.

On the decks, the soldiers milled a
little, finding places offering a modicum of comfort. Was her
soldier amongst them, the last of the Legionnaires to depart
Britain's shores? Rome could simply no longer afford to garrison
these far reaches.

The Empire had not fallen with a
resounding thud, but slowly, withering away like an unpicked grape.
Persy watched. Was he with them?

He had been an officer, a leader of
men, but would he stay for her? She felt her heart lift towards her
throat. If he stayed, they would wed. Even in these uncertain
times, with the Saxons on every shore and the Norsemen a-viking in
the north, marriage meant something.

The fact that her soldier was of those
northern bloodlines meant nothing. If he stayed, then she would
know he had chosen...

"Are you Briton, Norseman, or Roman?"
Her own words from the last time they had spoken echoed in her
head.

"Did I not agree to a handfasting in
the old style?" Even the recollection of his voice was enough to
cause a stirring within her.

It had been properly done, quietly, by
a woman who still remembered such things, who had not fallen
entirely into the Roman style of worship. Dangerous, these days,
with the Christ-cult now the only religion it was legal to
practice.

Persephone lowered her hands to her
belly. It was still flat. She had not told him, wanting him to stay
for her, not out of obligation to a child. True, by the old ways,
he should wed her, fertility having been proven.

She simply did not want to hold him,
to trap him.

So young, he was, for the position he
had held. Too young to retire, but under normal circumstances, he
would have wed her and stayed. Many did, legionnaires and
auxiliaries sent to serve in other parts of the Empire, where it
was felt they would be less likely to desert.

Persephone had a childhood friend
who's skin was as dark as wood, her father having come from some
place far to the south. From Nubia, south of Egypt.

With what seemed like the strokes of a
thousand oars, the ships streamed south. A tear rolled down her
cheek. He must have gone with them. He knew where she waited. He
would have come by now.

Slowly, she turned, and walked away,
but not to the villa. There had been a grove, once, past the fort.
That was where her steps led her. The Christers had not yet claimed
the site, as they had so many others, for their temples.

They were almost like a plague, she
thought. Some were good men and women, but some...

Some did nothing but try to convert
everyone in sight. They had, no doubt, rejoiced in Constantine's
conversion. And it seemed that they were always
miserable.

Persy would not follow their path,
which would condemn her child as a bastard.

* * *

 "Gwydion, Gwydion, slow down!"

The toddler stopped, but punctuated it
with, "No."

She had chosen a British name for her
son. Perhaps it was because they had to be British now, not Roman.
Perhaps because she did not want to remember the other half of his
heritage.

There was much of Arthur about his
features, although he had his mother's dark hair, sure to be black
before he matured. She quickened her pace, caught him up in her
arms. "Do you want to see the warlord or not?"

He squirmed, but briefly. The warlord.
The man the tribes had chosen to lead their united warband. Dux
Bellum, the Romans would have said.

His name flowed through her mind and
almost reached her lips. Arthur. It could not be her Arthur,
yet...the name was the same. How rare a name was it? Rare in
Britain, yes, but not in the lands of the Norse and the Dane and
the Saxon. Thor was one of their gods.

He had been named after a god, just as
she was. Yet, had he stayed, he would have come to her on that
clifftop. Had he stayed, she would be at his side now, and Gwydion
riding on his shoulders.

For a moment that vision was clearer
than the reality. The one servant she had brought helped her clear
a way through the crowds.

He would be acknowledged outside the
Cathedral, a nod to the Christians. That was not how it should be.
They should be in the great royal circle of Avesbury, not that
teeming city, diminished yet still vibrant.

Gods. Persy hated
Londinium.

Yes, there they were on the steps, the
most important of the royals of Britain, gathered. She should be
with them, her blood was as good. Something about her urgency was
picked up by the crowd, who parted, leaving a clear route to the
center of it all.

Gorlois of Lyonesse, his wife Ygraine
and daughter Morgan. Lot of Orkney, with his wife, Gorlois' sister
Morgawse...once considered the most beautiful woman in the land.
Their two sons...Gawain and Galahad, the latter barely fourteen.
And Leodegranz of Wales with his daughter, the fair
Guinevere.

She knew she should not, but
nonetheless she let her track drift to the edge of the
group.

A white horse came through the crowds.
It bore a figure in armor akin to that a Roman general might have
worn, but a longsword rested at his side.

The warlord dismounted and removed his
helm, and her heart skipped a beat. "Arthur."

His eyes turned to her, lingered, and
then glided away. It was almost as if he did not recognize
her.

No, his eye had gone elsewhere once it
had rested not on Persephone, but on Gwydion. It was the child he
denied, and the mother with him.

Then he turned to face the Kings. The
Bishop of London stepped out onto the steps, where the highest of
the druids, Merlin, should have stood.

"Arthur," he greeted. "Do you truly
take the charge of leading our defense?"

"I do." His eyes were entirely on the
bishop now.

Persy's were entirely on him. As were
Gwydion's, the boy too young to understand but fascinated by the
ceremony.

"Then..."

It was Morgawse who interrupted. "The
Christian kings will accept him. But for those of us who follow the
old ways, we want more."

Arthur turned towards her.

"If this man is to lead above even the
Kings, he must be bound to the land."

"Meaning?" That word came from the
bishop, and in it sounded a volume of disaste, every aspect of his
tone and the shift in his stance revealing that he wished nothing
of such pagan rites.

"He must wed a woman of our royal
line." Morgawse's eyes fell first on Morgan, then on Guinevere,
then, after a long moment, on Persephone.

She bit back 'He already has'. Why was
he betraying her? For his eyes did not move towards her.

Instead, he regarded the two other
women, one dark, one fair who faced him. And she knew the truth of
his choice. Morgan was as pagan as they came, rumored to be both a
powerful witch and priestess of the terrible Morrigan. Leodegranz
was Christian, as, one could presume, was his daughter.

"Then, I will wed Guinevere of
Wales."

Hatred and confusion boiled up within
Persephone's heart. She would see him brought down. She
would...

...she could not. Without one unified
leader, they would fall. So, instead, she stood there,
watching.

Watching as he vanished into the
church. Then, she understood. Arthur had converted to Christianity.
A wife named after a Greek god could be nothing but an
embarrassment to him and a bastard child could only be
worse.

Yet, he owed her. Could he not see
that?

She vowed to speak with him, before he
could wed fair Guinevere. She had one thing that delicate, blonde
woman with the slender hips did not.

She had his son.

* * *

 The next day, Persy considered leaving Gwydion with the
servants. Yet, he was her one weapon.

Did she really want a man who so
deserted her? Not exactly, not any more. But if she simply
dismissed her own claim, then she could gain nothing. Besides, it
was not for her, now, but for her son. A man needed to know his
father.

The morning was typical for Londinium,
fog having settled over the valley in which the city rested. She
kept Gwydion on her hip despite his weight, the mist swirling
around both of them. The air weighed her down and the faint smell
of too many humans too close together reached her
nostrils.

The streets were already beginning to
fill up. The city had shrunk, but not significantly. It would take
a sack akin to what had happened to Rome to drop the number of
people to reasonable levels. As the fog faded to thin tendrils, the
colors of their garb assaulted her. She even saw a group of Scotti
in their brilliant wool togas...kilts, they called them. The rest
mixed Roman and British, as they always had. Sometimes on the same
person.

She was herself no exception, a simple
wool dress covering her form under a faded Roman palla.

Arthur was staying in a rented town
villa, one that had once belonged to some Roman functionary. His
choice had been made clear, the new ways, over the old. She feared
that the old days altogether numbered. She had paid them lip
service while the Romans had required it, but once they had gone,
returned to giving honor to her namesake.

What would Gwydion do? What gods would
he serve? If he did have a place with his father, then could he
balance the two?

But she would rather lose him to the
new religion than have him grow up not knowing his bloodlines. Not
knowing an important part of who he was. What could she say or do
if Arthur did not wish him to know him?

By the old ways, Gwydion was
legitimate. To the Christians, he was a bastard. Perhaps that would
be the final test.

The villa was neither modest nor
grand. A manservant stood in the doorway. "Can I help you?" he
asked, in tones that indicated he intended nothing of the
sort.

"I'm looking for Arthur."

"And who are you?"

"Persy." She gave the short form of
her name. Did he still have the right to use it? Could she truly
deny him? She remembered the feel of his body and ached for him for
a moment.

Did she still love him?
Perhaps.

"I will find out if he wishes to see
you." The servant vanished, and then Persy saw who was behind
him.

Guinevere wore white, and so fair was
she that no color seemed to adorn her. A silver torc encircled her
throat. She had her pale gold hair loose, as befitted a virgin. Her
eyes heaped scorn on the woman who was so obviously not one. An
ironic thing, for she should not be here, spending time in her
betrothed's temporary residence before they were wed.

"Princess," Persy greeted. She was
unsurprised by the woman's visible scorn towards her, even though
they were of equal rank and blood.

"I'm afraid I don't know you." It
sounded like she did not care to.

"Persephone Caracti," she introduced
herself.

A golden eyebrow lifted momentarily.
"And where is your husband?"

Persy answered with a smile, feeling
the woman's distaste. "That is what I am trying to
establish."

"What are you implying?" Guinevere's
voice carried with it the accent of Wales, the heavy breath instead
of the l.

"I need to talk to her. Jenny, enough.
I'll explain later." His voice came unexpected, a moment before the
man himself stepped around a doorway and came into view.

Jenny, he called her, as if he had
known her all of his life. Under his gaze, though, she left,
leaving the two of them standing in the atrium.

"Arthur."

"What, exactly, do you
want?"

"You left me."

"You were not exactly a suitable
bride. Even less so now, I see."

Suitable... "I am a princess of
Britain."

"A pagan princess." Then, a softness
came into his words. "I'm sorry, Persy. I feared even then that I
would have to...placate...the Christians. Guinevere is the only
woman who can allow me to do that, and I most certainly cannot
marry a woman who has a bastard child."

She exploded. Her anger almost carried
her into him, almost caused her to resort to fist or knife. "He's
yours, you idiot."

She had set Gwydion down. Fortunately,
he paid no attention, distracted by a display of flowers set within
the hallway.

"I wish that could make a difference.
I'm..."

"Don't you dare apologize. What if I
tell your perfect princess..."

"What of it? You know that they always
consider these things the woman's fault."

Her look became a glare. "To think I
once loved you."

He softened once more. "I did love
you. Past tense. I thought a clean break was better. I
thought..."

"You didn't think. Fine. I'll vanish
and you'll never have to look at me again." With two steps she
scooped up Gwydion. "Or him."

It was the only sanction she had, but
if he did not acknowledge the boy then she would find a father
worthy of the name. Or she would win Arthur back. There was, at
that point, no possible compromise. No middle road.

Even after the way he had treated her,
she still wanted him.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Two

 She left Gwydion behind in the capable care of his nurse. At
least she was no longer in the city, no longer trapped by the
crowds and the walls. She felt a weight upon her, almost as if they
all, past, present and future reached out towards her, wanting
something from her.

Her pony made its way at an easy trot
along the old road. The roads were becoming overgrown, but it
seemed as if their cobbled surfaces would last forever. Perhaps
they would. Perhaps they would outlast mankind itself. She felt the
weight of past and future on her again.

One hand reached forward to scratch
the base of the dun gelding's mane. Three days would take her to
Avesbury. To the place where kingmakings happened. Or did they any
more?

It seemed that Arthur wanted more than
to be Dux Bellum. He wanted to be High King and he was willing to
discard anything that got in the way. Placate the Christians,
indeed.

Place the Christians first, more like.
But she knew who would be at Avesbury. She hoped. She could not be
away from her child long...or could she? He was too young to
foster, she decided, reluctantly.

She wanted to push the pony into a
canter, but she knew she could not afford to. The countryside she
passed through had not yet really been hit by raiders, as that to
the east and the north had been.

Too young to foster. Yet...she knew of
only one way to gain Gwydion his place. To make it so that Arthur
could not ignore his mother. Even if he only acknowledged him as a
bastard, he at least would have his father.

Would cold Guinevere allow such a
thing? Given how meekly she had bowed to Arthur, possibly. She did
not strike Persephone as a real princess.

Thus, Avesbury. She saw a path, but to
follow it, she needed advice. She had, herself, only a trace of
magical ability. Her gift was with sword and spear, not the talents
of a witch; but every so often, the sight came to her. Too rare to
be of use. There had, though, always been a grove at Avesbury, even
when the Romans suppressed the Druids. They had not dared to touch
the Great Circle. It had not been built by the Druids, of
course.

It was far, far older.

Night descended upon her and she knew
she must find some hostel. There was a village, one villa and a
group of old-fashioned roundhouses. She was traveling as a common
woman. Incognito seemed best. It seemed even more appropriate when
she saw that even this village was building a church. A small one,
and of wood and wattle, but a church nonetheless, betrayed by the
rough temporary cross somebody had set outside it.

She scowled in its direction, then
decided she was being unfair. They were not all bad people, and
they had not made Arthur abandon her. No, he had done that all on
his own. He had set her aside for his ambition.

Yet, he might still be the best person
to lead Britain against the Saxons...in no small part because of
his Norse blood, his kinship with them, albeit distant.

Those were the thoughts she took to
bed, and they had gone nowhere by the time she rose. Nothing had
changed. Nothing would change as she returned to the road, her
horse's hooves muffled by the heavy fog as mist rose from the
Thames.

She had a sword at her side as she
rode, but as yet had no cause to use it. Its very presence was
enough to keep highwaymen at bay. They would wait for some unarmed
merchant. She hoped.

On the third day, the weather changed,
and not to her favor. She wrapped her cloak around her as she rode
through the dripping rain. The gelding bowed his head and tried to
hide inside his own shaggy mane. She let him, for such was weather
unfit for man or beast.

Thus it was that when she reached the
Great Circle of Avesbury, the rain dripping down on her from grey
skies, she did not immediately recognize what she saw.

The circle was large enough to hold a
good-sized village, but none would dream of placing a permanent
structure within it. Until now.

She reined in the gelding at its edge.
A simple wooden building, set in the circle's very center. It
should not be there. Slowly, the rain cleared a little.

Slowly, she saw the truth of what it
was.

Somebody had built a Christian church
in the Great Circle of Avesbury.

* * *

 Frozen, she wondered how long it had stood there. It was
finished, but not yet aged, the wooden boards that made it up still
clean and pristine.

How would she find what she sought
now? The grove trees were still there, most of them, but the church
had pierced and desecrated that inner circle.

For a moment, the rain closed in on
her, and through it she saw a prosperous village, set within the
circle itself, even spilling out past it. As if the banks were no
more than some forgotten fortification, to be abandoned once the
enemy had gone.

Her tears mingled with the rain. It
was wrong. It was all wrong.

She saw a man emerge from the church.
She wanted to whirl her pony around, gallop back the way she had
come. To her home, to her son. There, at least, she was safe from
those who denied the existence of all Gods save one and condemned
everything they didn't understand.

Instead, she forced herself to nudge
him forward. The man was a Christian monk, wrapped in the brown
robes they favored.

"Brother," she greeted, being as
polite as she could.

"Perhaps you would care to come in out
of the rain."

She shook her head. "I'm looking for
Vivian." It was in vain, though. How had Arthur known which way to
jump?

He had known who would win in any
conflict between the old ways and the new.

The Brother's eyes took her in.
"Vivian." He spoke the name as if he knew who it was, and,
surprisingly, with no distaste.

"Vivian," she insisted. She would not
enter the Church, but where was she?

"She left earlier today, for Avalon.
She was in a wagon. You may be able to catch up with
her."

Left. "Then there is nothing here for
me." She spun the gelding away, digging her boots into his ribs and
pushing the already tired beast westwards.

Avalon. If they could not meet at the
Great Circle, then Avalon was the next best choice. The mound that
resembled the Earth Mother's swollen belly, the altar on its top.
Or had that, too, been altered, transformed, taken over?

She thought she heard the sound of
church bells. If she rode fast enough, and the Brother told the
truth, she could catch up with Vivian. And at that moment, she did
not care if she foundered her horse in so doing.

Only after she had ridden away did it
occur to her that maybe, just maybe, she had been rude to a man who
had not treated her ill and had, in fact, helped her.

The road was not Roman, and the mud
slowed her. It sunk beneath the level of the surrounding land, as
unpaved roads in heavy use were wont to do.

Despite that, she caught up with
Vivian just as the light died. A wagon, covered with cloth and two
figures on the buckboard. One was Vivian, the other a child, a girl
of no more than six or seven.

Granddaughter or
fosterling?

"Hail, lady!" Persephone
called.

The wagon stopped and the woman's head
turned. It was, indeed, Vivian. A woman no longer young, just as
she had been two years before when she had blessed Gwydion's
birth.

"Persephone. You are a long way from
home."

"So are you." There was just enough
room to squeeze the gelding between the wagon and the bank. A
shaggy piebald drew the wagon, long mane and forelock all but
hiding his head.

"I do not know if I have a home any
more."

"Arthur is going to marry Guinevere."
Persy fought back the expression that wanted to mark her face. "He
does not care about me or his son."

"He also?" Vivian breathed in, then
out. "Merlin is at Avalon. Perhaps he has answers."

If anyone did, it would be him.
Merlin, who supposedly had so much fairy blood he did not grow old.
Persy shook her head. She had never been, quite, sure she believed
that particular story. "Maybe Arthur will listen to
him."

"Do you ask this for
yourself?"

"For Gwydion," she said,
finally.

* * *

 Persy had never been so far west. Avalon was, to her, a
legend. A gateway to the Otherworld, she knew. A path through which
the Faerie could come.

The fog settled again, and Vivian
reined in her horse. "We must leave the horses here."

Persy nodded, remembering that Avalon
was supposedly surrounded by treacherous marshland. A roadhouse of
sorts loomed out of the mists.

From it, a large man emerged. He
nodded, but did not greet them out loud. Instead, he took charge of
the horses while a second, as like as another pea from the same pod
guided the three to a boat.

Persy realized the irony. Maiden,
Mother, Crone. Not that Vivian was that old, but she was too old to
bear more children, and that was sufficient.

She should have brought Gwydion. But
no, he was safer at the villa, well protected. If they were
attacked, the servants had orders to flee to Arthur's side. He
might not be willing to acknowledge his son, but he would, surely,
protect him.

The boat was flat, propelled by a pole
that the man thrust into the mud. He did appear to have a tongue,
albeit seldom used. "Lady Vivian...you may not find all to your
liking."

"They are here also, then?" Her voice
was always soft, but it carried a tremor when she spoke, a
weakness.

"I could not deny them passage. That
is the law."

Persy felt her heart drop into her
stomach. Yes, they were a plague indeed. Decent people, taken one
at a time, but their determination to rule the souls of the people?
That frightened her.

Softly, "Then perhaps we will flee
further. They can drive us into hiding, but they cannot harm the
gods. Their time will be fleeting." That was Vivian's promise, but
as she gave it, she looked at the little girl.

Nimue, her name was. One day she would
be a woman. And Persy knew that she was intended to be Vivian's
apprentice, perhaps even her successor. A priestess and a witch,
fostered young for such training.

The even rhythm of the pole and the
motion of the boat lulled her. Persy did not realize she had dozed
off until she woke with a start as the tip of its prow touched
solid ground. Some marsh bird lifted off from the bank nearby. Grey
wings guided it upwards into a grey sky.

For some reason, that was enough to
make her shudder again.

The island had always had permanent
occupation, but it seemed to have been split into two camps. The
Christians were not just there, they were there in force. Men and
women worked on constructing a church.

It was not right, and she felt a
rising panic within her. The image that came into her mind was a
tower and cross on the Tor itself. "No," she whispered. "They
mustn't."

Vivian shook her head. "They can do as
they wish. If we fight them, then we destroy Britain.
Come."

At least there, the groves still
stood. Rowan and oak and hawthorn. Other plants too. Persy knew the
uses of some and not others. For a moment, breathing in the scent,
she could forget, then a dropped tool and a curse reminded
her.

"Don't give in to hatred, Persy. It's
an ill-fitting garment...it makes the wearer ugly."

Knowing Vivian was right, she took
several deep breaths. The scent, again, rich and deep, flowers and
trees and with it something else, something she could not place. A
bell-like sound that was remembered, rather than heard, and then
there was a man standing in the grove.

Either the rumors were true, or Merlin
was more than one man, passing the title on as Vivian would some
day pass the mantle of High Priestess. He did not look much older
than Arthur, dark hair unstreaked with grey, skin darker than most
Britons.

Persy swallowed, then
curtseyed.

He stepped forward, extending his
hands to grip Vivian's arms firmly. "Lady," he greeted her. "You
came."

"And saw," she said, almost
grimly.

"It must be," he said, softly. He
smiled at the little girl, who grinned back, making dimples.
"And...Persephone."

Persy took a deep breath. "Lord
Merlin."

"No, no, no. No Lord," he said,
simply. "Just Merlin."

"I...I was hoping for some
advice."

He glanced at Vivian, something
unspoken passing between them, then, "Walk with me."

Persy did so, and they stepped between
the trees of the grove. "The man I thought I loved is marrying
somebody else and refuses to acknowledge our son."

"He will," Merlin said,
simply.

"Acknowledge Gwydion?"

"He will have no choice." Merlin
glanced sidelong at her. "I see no issue from
Guinevere."

"Then he's making a poor
decision...but I suppose there's..."

The lips quirked. "On some things, he
will listen to me. When it comes to the weather, the best time for
a battle, he listens. When I told him not to wed her, he would
not."

"There is Morgan, too." She too had
been scorned, although there was no deep past or attraction to
intensify her feelings.

His face changed. "Do not cross that
one. If she is not stopped, she will bring nothing but
destruction."

"Is she stopped?"

"I don't know. She hates Rome and all
it stands for, and thus, everything connected to it. Including
Arthur."

"Good job he didn't pick her, I
suppose." Then, angry, "He should have chosen me."

"He insists he must have a Christian
bride."

"I fear he has already converted."
Persy's eyes drifted towards the sound of tools. "He will accept
Gwydion, but not me."

"Yes."

Did she let her son go with... "So,
what, now I'm supposed to give my son up to him?"

"It's the only way, Persy." He turned
towards her, and only then did she notice just clear the blue-grey
of his eyes was.

"It's not fair." She regretted the
words the second they were out of her mouth, but in truth it was
not. How could it be? What was she supposed to do? "What can I do?
Forget him and love another?"

That, she almost regretted too. She
knew in that moment she would live apart.

Merlin sighed gently. "As I said. He
will not listen to me. But in a few years, he will send for
Gwydion. Ask to foster him, as is so commonly done. Eventually, he
will make the boy his heir. That is crucial."

"Why?"

"Because otherwise it will be his son
by Morgan who inherits."

Persy flinched, reaching up for her
hair. "He's going to bed her as well?"

"She has always been that way, ever
since she changed from girl to maiden."

"You know her, then."

He closed his eyes. "Morgan of
Cornwall is not Gorlois' daughter. She is mine."


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Three

 Gwydion could run. His mother, who remembered the time when
he could not walk, was constantly startled by that.

The villa on the coast was gone.
Raiders had destroyed it, and they had barely escaped. The
survivors fled inland. That had been two years ago, but she
remembered it. Her aged father, others of her kin, dead holding off
the Saxons so the women could escape.

She would have fought with them, but
she had to get Gwydion out of there. He had been five then, he was
seven now, a sturdy lad.

Arthur had been war duke for three
years before they had finally named him King. That too had been two
years ago. Five years, and no whisper of an heir from Guinevere.
The pale queen, it appeared, was as barren as Merlin
prophesied.

She waited for the other part of the
prophesy to come true. When would Arthur come for
Gwydion?

She watched her son run across the
heather, and then stop and look up.

They were here. Arthur, and next to
him his closest comrade, the huge Kay, so large that the only horse
that could carry him was bigger than the biggest ox. She remembered
him, for he too had fought with the Legions and, she had believed,
departed with them. There were others, too, but it was at Arthur
and Kay that Gwydion looked.

And then, the king slid down from his
saddle, handing the reins to Kay. "Hello, young warrior. What is
your name?"

"Gwydion."

"Where is your mother? I want to talk
to her."

She strode across the ground towards
them. "I am here." She saw his body language shift, from gentle
toward the boy to hostile to her. No, not hostile. It was more as
if he did not quite know what to do or say.

When he spoke, it was soft, "I wish to
foster Gwydion."

"Had you chosen me, you would have
four children by now," Persy said, equally softly.

"I did what I needed to do." Then
there was a pause, a hesitation. "I'm sorry."

She did not want to believe him. "And
now you will take my son." She paused. "Take me as
well."

"You are no court lady."

"I can ride with your
warband."

"No," Arthur said softly. "I do not
let women fight for me."

"Is that the Roman influence, or
Guinevere's?" Those were words worth regretting.

The way in which he turned away gave
her all the answer she needed. Despite that, she pressed her words.
"Will she treat my son poorly?"

"No. She has promised to treat him as
her own...and if she does..." He tailed off.

"If she conceives, then her son will
have..." She glanced at Kay.

His eyes closed. "I would that
conceiving were the problem."

Pity flowed through Persy. She could
not help it. Some women could not conceive, and that was bad
enough. But others could conceive but not carry, and that was by
far the worst of it.

"I cannot ask her to try many more
times. I have said she should have the healers give her
something...something to stop conception."

Such potions did exist, although they
were hardly reliable. "Have you talked to Vivian?"

"I have, but Jenny will not. She calls
Vivian and Merlin witches, she tolerates Merlin at court only
because I won't budge." A pause, then, "Perhaps I should have
chosen you, but in truth I could not."

"Barrenness is enough reason for a man
to take a second wife."

"The Church does not allow it. Or even
divorce."

Persy shook her head. "Do you not see
their folly now?"

"It is one matter amongst many, Persy.
The Son of God said that a man should not divorce his wife, so I
will not."

Given how far away the man, avatar or
not, had lived, Persy wondered if that had been accurately
translated, but she held her peace. "Take him. He will be safer at
Camelot than here in any case."

The plan that formed within her mind
was as half grown as an unborn child, and might need almost as long
to come to birth.

"Thank you."

Gwydion had not heard the
conversation. He was too busy feeding his lunch to Arthur's
horse.

Persy looked at him, and vowed in that
moment that it would not be for the last time. "We must eat before
you depart...and as late as it is...I welcome you to spend the
night."

Would he come to her bed anyway? If he
did, would she allow him? No, she thought. She could not risk
conceiving again, not now. She had done so so easily with
Gwydion.

He should have picked her. Instead of
saying more, he nodded, walking over to speak with Kay.

Persy called the stablehands, two of
them, to help with the horses. Kay's giant would dwarf the ponies,
she thought with amusement.

"Can Gwydion take his pony?" she
inquired

Arthur's brow furrowed as they stepped
inside. "We brought one, but of course, if he's attached to the
animal."

"He is," she smiled, making as
if...for all who watched, she was at least resigned to the
situation, if not happy with it. Would Arthur buy it? He would
probably not even rent it. But that did not matter. A bit of time
would convince him that there would be no more 'trouble' from
her.

"Then I will have to give him
something else." Arthur smiled. "Perhaps a puppy. I have a litter
sired by my favorite that will be weaned soon."

"Hunting dogs or war dogs?"

"Hunting," Arthur said. "Good, fast
staghounds. I'm very fond of that line. And as for gifts, I have
one for you."

He signaled one of his men, who
brought a small box from his saddlebags.

Inside it was a silver bracelet with
an amber charm. It had to be very expensive. Persephone slipped it
onto her wrist, feeling its weight. "This came from
Rome."

"Yes." And then he lowered his voice,
as in a confidence. "Jenny hates amber."

So, she got the queen's rejected
castoff jewels. But then... "Blondes as fair as her shouldn't wear
it anyway. Garnet would be far better."

"Exactly."

She led them to table, and before long
food was served. "I would offer a real feast, had you given more
warning."

"Who killed the boar?" Kay asked,
reaching for a rib.

"I did," Persy said with a slight
smile.

One of the other men made some comment
about women and hunting under his breath, but Kay looked at her
with some approval.

Maybe that would be another way to get
to court....court one of Arthur's warriors. Kay,
perhaps.

No. She had a plan, and she would
stick to it. To be a lady of the court was not her desire. To prove
the Christians wrong in every way she could...now that was worth
it. To see Guinevere's face...

But the face that floated into her
mind was Merlin's.

Merlin. She could not, yet, ask him
for his advice. "So, tell me, are you recruiting
warriors?"

"We will be come spring." It was
autumn. "There will be trials held at Camelot."

Then she had the winter to prepare. To
consider. And while she could not ask Merlin...she might, perhaps,
be able to contact Vivian.

Or, perhaps, she could ask the gods
themselves. She was no skilled witch, but there was a circle not
far from here, a small one. She doubted she would be struck down
for asking what she intended to ask.

No, the worst case would be that her
question would receive a 'no', and then, at least, she would know
it was a stupid idea. "I know a couple of young men who would
greatly appreciate attending."

Arthur smiled, magnanimous now. "They
would be most welcome." Then his visage changed. "Persy,
I..."

"Don't." Soft, but firm. "Arthur, just
don't."

He shook his head. Long after he and
those with him had retired, Persy sat staring into a candle flame,
trying to see the future in its flickering light.

As usual, she failed.

* * *

 When they rode out the next day, Gwydion was with them. He
was young to be fostered, but not too young. The break had to
happen sooner or later. A man could not be too close to his mother,
or he would not grow into a man, but something neither one thing
nor the other. Or so they believed.

Of course, some were that way from
birth, but that was different. That was the will of the gods. Such
made powerful witches.

Persy had little ability in that
regard. She was sure and certain that the weight of history she
sometimes felt on her was her imagination. Or her fear.

She watched until the last of their
horses' tails vanished over the horizon and the sound of hooves
faded into nothing.

She went back inside. "I am leaving,"
she told the servants. "I wish to travel, to see the old shrines
before the Christians claim all of them. I don't know when I will
return."

They accepted that. With Gwydion gone,
what was to hold her here? Some women, no doubt, would have sat
with their spinning, but then most women would have found another
man to share their bed and fill their bellies with more children.
She knew the servants thought her fay, or, at the very least,
obsessed.

Perhaps they were right. They would
certainly believe more of it if they knew her true
intent.

She took two horses; the dun, Blazer,
and a dark grey. She took sword and spear and her armor. In armor,
it was all but impossible to distinguish a man from a woman. The
curve of the breastplate would hide her breasts, but she would need
to flatten them when unarmored.

She went north, then turned off the
road once out of sight. There was a copse...not a grove, but
perhaps the closest she would find. Further away, the great forest
closed in, but the small copse was safer. She saw no chance of
anyone seeing her. She picketed the horses, and then pulled out her
belt knife.

Ruefully, she regarded it, then tested
the edge. It would do. With three quick movements, she hacked off
her hair. A proper barber could finish the job, but no woman would
wear it that short. Almost, she wept for it, but it could be grown
again in time.

Once she convinced him.

She bound her breasts then donned her
armor, tucking the shorn hair beneath her helm.

As long as she avoided the bath house,
going there only at times nobody else would be present, she knew
she could continue the masquerade indefinitely. With one exception.
A body servant would know, would have to, to dispose of certain
things. She would have to find one she trusted, or do
without.

None of her existing ones would do.
She was better off with some boy who wanted to be a warrior. Or,
perhaps, some girl who wanted to be one, bound by the shared
secret.

She hid the dress she wore, buried it
and her hair under the earth. Her head felt oddly light as she rode
on. She felt light, as if freed of some burden.

She did not ride for Camelot. The
trials were in the spring, and she had to be ready for them. She
was well trained, but aware of the several layers of rust on the
top of her training. So, she rode for the plains around Avalon.
Perhaps, Vivian was still there.

Each day, she rode for half of the day
and then worked for a couple of hours on her swordsmanship. She was
in no hurry. Rapidly, though, she found herself in need of a
sparring partner.

Winter was closing in and the campaign
season over. Some of the warriors would be returning home. The
raiders would not cross the seas now, while winter storms roiled
the waters.

She reached Avalon, but Vivian was no
longer there. Somebody had placed a cross on top of the Tor and she
wept openly to see it. It was not right. They were determined not
to co-exist, but rather to take over. To rule.

Even Merlin, she remembered, had been
resigned to that.

She brushed back the tears from her
eyes, succeeding in getting rid of them before the monks
came.

Two of them, wearing brown
robes.

"Brothers," she greeted them, dropping
her voice. So far, her masquerade had fooled everyone.

"Do you come to the
shrine?"

Not yours, she wanted to say. Instead,
she shook her head. "I'm going home." A lie, of course, but one
that explained her presence on the road so late in the
year.

"Pray with us."

She hesitated. It would be impolite to
refuse and wrong to accept. She had never felt so trapped as she
did in that moment. Forgive me, she thought, and felt a warmth. It
was alright. The gods understood...or did they? Did she want them
to? Did she want to accommodate?

Arthur would raise Gwydion as a
Christian. She herself was part of a vanished past.

Then she knew what was really wrong.
She could no longer sense the gate to Faerie that lay under the
Tor. It was still there, but sealed, barred. Britain's strength
came from the Otherworld. Without it, what could they be but a pale
shadow?

A mere remnant, putting its trust in a
foreign god. Despite that, she slid down, wincing as cold feet
touched the ground. She picketed the horses and followed the
monks.

They did not cross the swamp, but had
a small road shrine of sorts. She was relieved...she had never
entered a church and did not plan on starting now.

He prayed in Latin, which she did
understand, although the words of the prayer were unfamiliar. She
listened, feeling the wind around her, and feeling...yes, a strong
sense that his god was real. At least there was that, but did that
god really want every human to worship him? His followers certainly
did, and the prayer that came to her mind was highly irreverent,
'Jesus, save me from your followers'.

They weren't so much dangerous as
annoying, though, she mused. If they could find room to acknowledge
those of other ways, she would have no problem with
them.

At least he hadn't asked her if she
was baptized...initiated into their religion. No, she realized,
worse, he had assumed. She shivered inside at that. Would there be
a time when everyone was? When the old ways were completely
forgotten?

"What is your name?" he asked her,
finally. "I am Brother Malcolm."

"Percival," she said, still keeping
her voice deep. He seemed fooled enough. Or, perhaps, he was one of
those who did not care about women fighting anyway.

"Do you ride with the
King?"

"I hope to." Ride with... Arthur was
very much into fast raiding from horseback. He always had
been.

"Ah. Good luck with that. At least we
don't have to worry about raiders here."

"No, but I'd imagine you have some
problems with bandits."

"It's hard for them to get to the
island, but yes, they're active in the area."

She nodded. "I was afraid of that.
I'll have to keep my eyes open."

"They're unlikely to attack an armed
man, at least." He paused. "Do you have work for the
winter?"

She shook her head. "No,
but..."

"We could use some extra blades here.
Just until the campaign season starts again."

What did she do? She could use the
money, the training...but at the same time, wasn't it hypocritical
of her to take the monks' pay? "I don't know."

"You can't tell me you don't need the
money, and you're clearly a good man."

The fact that he didn't interject
'Christian' in there both relaxed and disturbed her. He was
assuming again. She wondered if her great-grandchildren would even
be allowed to know their ancestors had followed different
beliefs.

She wondered where Vivian was. "Do I
have to commit to the entire season?"

He hesitated, then shook his head,
"No. You can sleep with the lay brethren."

"My horses?"

"There's a stable nearby for the use
of pilgrims. Their board, of course, would be included in your
pay."

She would not be the only one with
animals to care for. Finally, she nodded.

She did not realize she was soon to
get one of the biggest surprises of her life.

* * *

 She was not the only soldier there for the winter, nor even
the first. And when she saw one of the faces, it was all she could
do to hide the recognition that flowed through her.

It was Galahad of Orkney.

What did she do? Brazen it out as a
good test of her disguise? Then again, they had seen each other but
once, and he a child then. She was not even sure why she felt such
a shock of familiarity.

For the first moment, he showed no
sign of recognizing her, but then it seemed to flow across his
youthful face. "Persephone?"

She shook her head. "I'm
sorry...you're mistaken, although...it's a mistake people do make.
I'm Percival. Persephone's half-brother." The lie came easily, it
had been the explanation she had come up with if people noticed the
resemblance.

"Oh." He wasn't exactly disappointed.
"You look a lot alike."

"I know," she said. "We've been
confused before. Have you been riding with Arthur?"

"Not yet." He was younger than her;
she remembered him as a boy at Arthur's recognition. Yet, he was a
man now.

Would it be dangerous for them to
travel together? "I was going to the trials in the
spring..."

"We can ride together, then. Two
blades are always better than one. Have you seen the
shrine?"

"Not yet." Joy, he was going to drag
her to see some Christian relic.

"Come on."

She could do nothing but follow...but
absolute shock came over her face. In the middle of the courtyard
was a young thorn tree.

"They say that Joseph of Arimathea,
the first missionary to Britain, came here to speak with the
priests. He demonstrated the power of his god by planting his staff
in the ground, and it sprouted into this tree."

That was not magic. Some trees could
be propagated that way. It was certainly no tree she had seen
before. A foreign tree, transplanted as a symbol of a foreign
religion. Rowans were far prettier. "Mmmhmm."

"Have you ever actually seen a druid
or a Roman priest..."

"I'm not going to argue with you,
Galahad. I believe that's what happened, I'm just not sure whether
it was magic or a good, solid knowledge of trees and plants." But
then, that was often considered part of magic. "It's more like
somebody giving you a healing potion than real magic."

"I can sort of see that. But can you
deny it's pretty?"

It was, in its own way. It also
explained why... "Pretty, yes, but foreign. It doesn't belong
here."

And she had agreed to ride with him.
Now he'd be attempting to convert her every step of the
way.

The scene shimmered and she felt that
weight again. She saw the thorn, not just fully grown but bent with
age...stone buildings surrounded it, not wood. Yet, those buildings
were worn and tumbled, fallen. Paved paths, like the Romans could
have built, led around it.

Then she was back in the present,
blinking. A raven flew overhead. Messengers of one of the Saxon
gods, she recalled. She watched it for a moment.

"Those things are big," Galahad
murmured. "Not as big as sea eagles, though."

"I don't think anything that flies is
as big as a sea eagle short of a dragon, and from all I can tell
they're extinct."

"If they ever existed."

"Those bones people find are either
dragons or giants. Or maybe some of each. But I don't think they
exist now." Which was a sad thing, Persy thought. Seeing a dragon
would be...special.

"Some people say that dragons are just
a symbol of the evil one."

Persy tried not to frown. "I thought
his symbol was a snake."

"That too. They sort of put the two
together."

"I can see being afraid of snakes." If
a viper bit a man, the man might die. Not always, but he might.
They were very definitely beings to respect. She could see
connecting them to evil, but they were also connected to rebirth
and renewal. It felt all twisted around, for a moment, as gnarled
as her vision of the thorn tree in the future.

Had that been the future she had
glimpsed, or just her imagination running rampant?

The raven circled back
overhead.

"I think it has more to do with snakes
being small and looking harmless but being capable of killing. They
have snakes in the Holy Land that will kill you before a healer can
even try to do anything." Galahad shook his head slightly in
obvious distaste.

Persy shivered a bit. She was abruptly
glad most snakes were harmless grass snakes. Not that she would
want to be bitten by one, it would hurt. But it would not be
serious.

"Scorpions, too."

They had scorpions in Rome. "Let's
talk about something other than poisonous creatures." For some
reason, she thought of Morgan of Cornwall. There was something
poisonous about her. And if Merlin was right, she pursued married
men.

Abruptly, Persy recalled that Arthur
was married to Guinevere, so what was the difference? The
difference was that she wanted him to divorce 'Jenny' and marry
her. She wouldn't jump into his bed while they were still married.
Unless he took her as a second wife.

"Let's go to the Tor. It's a nice day
and I've never actually been up it."

She hesitated, but it was no holiday
when such would be an act of disrespect. Besides, the Tor, too, had
been desecrated. "Neither have I. I hear it's a nice view from the
top."

She was beginning to relax in
Galahad's company, despite the fact that his beliefs were different
from hers. He was obviously a Christian, or at least leaning that
way. Did that mean she had to dislike him? Definitely
not.

"So, have you been to Camelot at
all?"

She shook her head. "No, not
yet."

"I hear he has built baths there, in
the grand Roman style."

"Now I really want to go there," she
said, ruefully. She hadn't been able to get as clean as she would
have liked in weeks.

Galahad started to walk towards the
Tor. At least, she thought as she followed, he had believed her.
That moment of recognition scared her, implying bound breasts and
short hair might not be enough..

It worried her. It was a good test.
Arthur would ask the same questions.

Arthur knew she had once had brothers.
Hopefully, he would forget that none of them were named Percival,
or assume her to be some half-brother he had never met. She had
needed to come up with a name that she could shorten to Persy or
Percy. Percival had been the first that had come into her head. It
could have been worse, but also better. She was, in any case,
committed to the name now.

The masquerade had to last, in any
case, only until she had proven herself to him. She had to do well
enough in the trials to make him look like an idiot if he didn't
take her. "Maybe we can spar some time?"

Galahad offered a smile at that. "I
could use the practice."

She reminded herself that he was
competition...but then, they could easily both be chosen,
especially if they helped each other. "Thanks."

The way up the Tor was a
spiral...true, one could cut up the banks, but it was easier to
follow the old processional route. In any case, Persy was not about
to take short cuts.

"Do you follow the old gods?" he asked
her.

"Yes," she admitted, bracing herself
for the conversion attempt that was bound to follow.

"What the monks are doing must
displease you."

Her shoulders relaxed. "Displease is a
mild word for it. I..." She tailed off, glancing
upwards.

"In time, you'll come to
understand."

That irked her more than him telling
her she had to change. He took for granted that she would convert,
rather than consulting her on the matter. Why, the arrogant... "I
doubt it," she snapped.

"You will."

Now his words sounded like a promise.
The tones of a faith so secure that he could not imagine others
following a different path. "Maybe we should be thinking about
living side by side, not arguing about it."

He fell silent, and she judged by that
that she had scored a point. A small one, anyway.

The trees had been cleared from the
top of the Tor and replaced by the simple wooden cross. Galahad
dropped to one knee, regarding it with an expression she recognized
as true devotion. Perhaps even love.

In that moment she understood that he
truly believed, and nothing she could do or say would change that.
If she could show him her faith, show him the same thing, they
could be friends.

She regarded him for a moment, but
something in the light shifted. For a moment, Galahad of Orkney
appeared to be covered in blood.

She shivered, and the moment passed.
Her imagination...or, perhaps, not.

Perhaps it was another
vision.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Four

 Spring returned slowly. It was no longer possible to skate,
Norse fashion, across the swamp. Boats came out of
storage.

Near the thorn, the sound of wood
against wood could be heard. Galahad and Percival practiced,
sparring with wooden blades rather than risking live
metal.

Persy knew she was doing well. He had
been ahead of her at the start, for the men of Orkney fought as
soon as they could walk, but now she beat him as often as not. She
had, in fact, learned all she could from the other warrior,
although she did not voice that thought.

He had proven a good man. Had he been
her first introduction to the Christian religion, she might have
converted...were it not for their attitude towards
women.

She stopped. "I yield."

Galahad lowered his blade from her
throat. "A good match."

"My sister's as good as you
are."

He shook his head. "Women should not
fight."

On that point, he was as adamant as
Arthur. It was not so much a Christian thing as a Roman thing, but
it seemed to be spreading. "Then, what should women do? Have
babies?"

They'd had the conversation, the
debate before. The spreading trend seemed to be to view women as
wives and mothers first, anything else last or not at all. She was
not the kind of woman who could live that way.

She suspected now that Arthur would
send her away if he found out. Perhaps she would have to live as a
man for the rest of her life. And Galahad could be no confidante.
He would betray her for her own sake, her own safety. Unless she
could convince him she was truly the better fighter.

"Percy..."

She sighed. "I'm sorry. I just don't
think that things are that...that set. That people need to be in
such narrow roles."

"And if a woman goes into battle
pregnant, without knowing it?"

"You can be more careful than that."
She sighed. "We're going to have this fight until we're both old
and grey." If they both survived, of course. Perhaps she would not
have to keep her secret for long.

"Then let's have a different
one."

She laughed. "Defend
yourself."

Swords lifted again, and their sounds
echoed off the rude buildings used by the monks. For a moment,
Persy saw real battle, heard its sounds, smelled the sickly sweet
stench of blood. Yet that was as likely to be memory as vision.
Perhaps it was both. It lifted her, the memory or image, and she
drove Galahad back across half the courtyard.

"Whoah, enough! Just because I
disagree with you!"

She laughed and stepped back. "One
each. Shall we go for a third to settle it?"

"Why not. Just give me a moment
here."

As they turned to face one another
again, the sound of bells distracted them. "What?" both said in
unison.

The sounds of a commotion reached
them. Persy dropped the useless practice weapon and, one hand on
her real sword, ran towards the noise.

She heard Galahad's footsteps behind
her. Hopefully, it was nothing important. Somebody dropping
something on his foot, maybe...

...but the noise came from the chapel
itself. As she stepped inside, warily, she felt the stirrings of
sacred space...except twisted, wrong. It had been
desecrated.

And she instantly saw how. Lying on
the altar where the monks prepared their sacred feast was a woman.
She had been killed with a single knife blow to the
heart.

She was nobody Persy knew. "All the
gods." Whatever she felt about them and their new religion, she
would not...

It was blasphemy, in their religion,
to sacrifice a human. The druids had done it, but only on the
rarest occasions, the most desperate need.

This had not been that, and she saw
the ropes that still bound the girl's hands. "Unwilling," she
whispered.

"Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy
on me, a sinner." That was Galahad, the prayer spoken no louder
than she had.

Three of the monks also stood staring
at the girl. "What do we do?"

Persy closed her eyes. "Seal
everything off. Let nobody leave."

Galahad stepped forward, reached for
the girl's wrist. "She's been dead at least a couple of hours,
Percy, they're probably long gone."

"Who would do such a thing?
Druids?"

"No..." She frowned. "At least, none I
know."

"They practice human
sacrifice."

"Rarely, and always either of willing
victims or prisoners taken in battle. This woman has never held a
sword and she was..." Persy felt it tightening around her. "We have
to cleanse this place. Where's the abbot?"

"Here." He pushed his way through the
crowd, and made the Christian sign of the cross over his chest. "We
must remove her."

Two of the monks lifted the body and
carried it outside in the light. The abbot turned to the others.
"Water, from the font."

Persy took the excuse to leave, before
they began their cleansing rites. She would only be in the way, but
she vowed to do some of her own, outside the building, later. She
felt unclean even from being in that presence. Outside, she saw for
a moment, an old woman watching, but when she looked again, the
crone had slipped away.

"Does anyone know who she was?" Persy
asked of them...half the abbey seemed to be gathered
there.

"A girl from Glastonbury village. The
daughter of a farmer. A nobody."

"A virgin?"

The monk blushed scarlet. "I'd hardly
know."

Persy forced herself to breathe.
"Somebody, go to the village, bring her parents here. Try to be
easy on them."

They were probably simple farmers who
had never before witnessed violent death.

The darkness still flowed around her,
and Persy knew that the girl's soul was trapped between life and
death. She was no witch of skill to reach it. "Are any of you..."
She took a deep breath "Skilled at the art of exorcism?"

She wished with all her heart that
Vivian was there.

* * *

 They buried the girl in the monks' own graveyard, once her
spirit had been settled. Persy had sensed - she seemed to be
becoming more sensitive - her depart, free, to the
Summerlands.

Yet, there remained a tension, and
some of it focused on her. She felt she was no longer entirely
welcome. But it was time to leave in any case.

She secured the grey's pack load and
glanced at Galahad, who rode a black mare. Riding a mare was
setting oneself up for trouble, but it was a nice animal, tall,
some old Roman cavalry blood in it, no doubt.

"I suspect you are glad to
leave."

"I had nothing to do with it." She
realized how defensive she sounded, and sighed. "Sorry."

"I know you didn't. But I understand
how they feel."

"If I find out who was behind it, I'll
kill them," Persy said, with meaning. "They no doubt thought they
would drive the monks away. Instead..."

"...instead they've made those people
actively determined to stamp out the old gods. I swear, that was
never..."

"You would rather people followed
their hearts and came around on their own than be pushed or forced
as the Emperor tried to do."

"Constantine probably wasn't even
really Christian. I think it was all politics to him. Things were
already falling apart." Galahad paused. "You're not so bad, for a
pagan."

"I'm not sure it really matters.
What's the difference between our priests and yours?"








































cover.jpg





