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“What makes this retelling stand out is its psychological depth. Rather than portraying a flawless hero, Telek shows us a boy pretending at confidence while privately drowning in doubt. This vulnerability runs through every scene, creating a relatability rarely found in traditional Arthurian tales.”

– Maria Ashford, Bookshelfie 

“Some modern retellings have not always respected the Arthurian legend, falling almost into parody, such as T. H. White’s The Once and Future King, but Telek does not make fun of the characters; rather, he helps us better understand the legend.”

– Tyler Tichelaar, Author of Children of Arthur

“After decades studying and teaching many versions of the Arthurian legends, this is the most realistic and compelling.”

– Joanne V., Facebook recommendation

“Absolutely engrossing! It brings me into the medieval world as other versions of the Arthurian legend haven't.”

– Starborne, Amazon review

“I have never related so much with Arthur's character until now... This Arthur is much more relatable than other versions, because in this one he is a human person, who has his own flaws.”

– Mariana, Amazon review

“[Telek’s] character development is strong... maintaining the original story but humanizing the characters rather than making them historical bores. Seems that they are just pretty much normal, emotional humans wherein greatness may have come accidentally. I’ve read everything Arthurian that I can lay my hands on and this is certainly the best in years.”

– Scott T., Amazon review

“This has everything that the original legends needed without altering them. The author gives the characters a development and depth that tends to be lacking in ancient stories. You'll understand how these stories survived to inspire generations for as long as they have through this book series!”

– Amory, Amazon review

"I have rarely known such richness and depth of psychology in nearly anything I've read, let alone anything Arthurian.”

– Steve Gladwin, author of The Seven
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The mission of The Swithen is to honor the original Arthurian legend by maintaining strict fidelity to the source literature, while fleshing out characters and scenes to make the thoughts and emotions of the characters clear to modern readers.
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Keep updated on new books and insights about the series at www.theswithen.com.

In Previous Books

This synopsis emphasizes elements most relevant to this book. For more detailed synopses, as well as character briefs and other reference material, please visit www.theswithen.com.

Arthur has now been king for two years. He fought several wars against the kings who protested handing the rule of the country to a teenage boy. His primary opponent was King Lot.

Unbeknownst to King Lot, Arthur slept with Lot’s wife, Margause, unaware at the time that she is also his half-sister (they are both children of Queen Igraine). Margause became pregnant with Arthur’s child and gave birth to him. That child is  Mordred. When Merlin prophesized that this child would one day be the destruction of Arthur and his entire kingdom, Arthur had all the children born that day gathered and set adrift in a ship. King Lot, believing Mordred to be his own son, plunged once more into hatred of King Arthur.

Viviane, the Lady of the Lake, gave Arthur the sword Excalibur with a promise that he would give her a gift when she asked for it. She also caused knight Sir Balin le Savage to kill a relative of King Arthur’s, for which he was sentenced to prison. 

In the past, Balin and his identical brother Balan were advised by their mother to hide the fact that they are pagan, lying to gain the advantages of being Christian. Viviane later had their mother burned, warning the brothers that “false belief is worse than no belief.” Since then, the brothers have sought revenge on Viviane.

Guinevere is the daughter of King Leodegrance and Queen Elisande. The daughter of their seneschal, Cleodalis, is an exact double of Guinevere, named Guenever. Her mother was said to have died mysteriously a few years before. Guinevere learned to her shock that Guenever’s mother is actually alive and being held prisoner in the tower by her own father. 
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Arthur: Fifteen-year-old boy newly coronated king after pulling the sword from the stone. Taken by Merlin from his biological parents, King Uther Pendragon and Igraine. Raised by foster parents Carlyle and Nerida Ector, alongside foster brother Kay. 

Accolon: Knight of Arthur’s.

Balan: Pagan knight passing as Christian. Brother of Balin.

Balin: Pagan knight passing as Christian. Brother of Balan.

King Ban: A noble king of Gaul, descendant of Nascien. Brother of King Bors.

Bedivere: Arthur and Kay’s friend and neighbor from their home town. Now one of Arthur’s knights. Son of Pedrawd, brother of Lucan.

Bertholai: Knight in King Leodegrance’s court. Having an affair with Queen Elisande.

King Bors: A noble king of Gaul, descendant of Nascien. Brother of King Ban.

Bretel: Knight of the Duke Gorlois and his wife, Igraine. Joined Uther’s court after Gorlois’ death, when Igraine was coerced to marry Uther. 

King Claudas: Warlord king of Gaul who is conquering realms and amassing territory. He was thrown out of Gaul by Uther Pendragon, who destroyed the land as he left, creating the Land Laid Waste. With Uther gone, Claudas is making attacks again.

Cleodalis: Seneschal of King Leodegrance, parent of Guenever.

Colombe: Paramour of Lancelor.

Daegel: Fisherman who finds Mordred.

Dodinel the Wildman: A knight.

Kay Ector: Arthur’s foster brother. Now seneschal, primary assistant to the king.

Elisande: Mother of Guinevere and wife of King Leodegrance.

Eydis: Mother of Guenever.

Sir Carlyle Ector: Arthur’s foster father. 

Nerida Ector: Arthur’s foster mother. 

Gawain: Oldest son of Margause and King Lot. Brother of Agravain, Gaheris, Gareth.

Guenever: Apparent daughter of Cleodalis and Eydis. Identical in appearance to Guinevere.

Guinevere: Daughter of King Leodegrance and Queen Elisande.

Igraine: Biological mother of Arthur with Uther. Mother of Morgan le Fay and Margause with Gorlois. Now resides alone at Tintagel. 

Lancelor: A knight.

King Lot: Prominent king, husband of Margause, father of Gawain, Agravain, Gaheris, Gareth.

Lucan: Son of Pedrawd, brother of Bedivere.

Margause: Daughter of Igraine and Gorlois, sister of Morgan le Fay, half-sister of Arthur. Wife of King Lot, mother of Gawain, Agravain, Gaheris, Gareth and Mordred.

Merlin: Fathered by the devil but baptized at birth, which allowed him to keep his powers. Merlin can see all events of the past and future. He arranged events to create Arthur and install him as king.

Mordred: Illegitimate son of Arthur and Margause. King Lot thinks him to be his son. Merlin has prophesized that one day Mordred will be the destruction of Arthur and his kingdom.

Morgan le Fay: Daughter of Igraine and Gorlois, sister of Margause, half-sister of Arthur. Wife of King Uriens. Mother of Yvain. Trained in magic at the nunnery where she spent her adolescence.

Nabur the Unruly: Lord of Daegel and Olive.

Olive: Wife of Daegel.

King Nero: King from the Land of Grasslands and Giants. Brother of King Rion.

Nimue: Daughter of Viviane.

Pendragon: Older brother of Uther, uncle to Arthur. Died before Uther’s reign.

King Pellinor: One-third of the family who attend the Holy Grail at Castle Corbenic. Brother of King Pelles and Garlon.

King Rion: Warlord king from the Land of Grasslands and Giants. Brother of King Nero.

Sagremor: Son of Nabur the Unruly.

Ulfius: Knight who was Uther’s best friend and was tasked with coercing Igraine into marrying him. Now Arthur’s close friend and foremost knight.

Uther Pendragon: Biological father of Arthur. Former high king. 

King Uriens: Prominent king, associate of Uther. Husband of Morgan le Fay, father of Yvain.

Viviane: The Lady of the Lake, leader of all non-Christian gods and spirits, many of whom live protected in the false lake she projects with her mind. Mother of Nimue. 

Wymond: Seneschal of Nabur the Unruly

Yvain: Son of Morgan le Fay and King Uriens.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One

[image: ]


EVIL BE YOU FOUND
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Arthur’s head was bowed, face pressed into the soft hair of the pelt that covered his bed. He was on his knees, arms stretched across the fur, at the end of prayers. His head arched forward and back with his breath as he thought, then continued speaking.

“And dear Lord, please care for the soul of my father, Uther Pendragon.” 

He glanced across the room, face resting on his folded hands.

“He was,” his shoulders shrugged, “I heard he was... troubled. I heard that he struggled a great deal. And didn’t always do good things. But I know—”

He paused. 

“I believe he wanted to be good. I believe he,” his head turned to the side, “got lost. Just trying to,” he shook his head, “be a good king. A good man who only deserved what everyone else deserved.”

The skin between his eyes pinched, and his chin pulled to his chest. His breathing stopped for a moment. He held, then exhaled.

“Anyhow, please protect and care for his soul. Amen and good night.”

He stood, wiped his face, and pulled the covers back.
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The babies rolled over the wooden deck. Some had already fallen into the sea, tumbling through holes in the railing.

They were the male infants born in the city of Logres on May Day. One of them was prophesized by Merlin to cause the death of King Arthur and all of his knights, as well as the destruction of the entire realm of Logres, should he live to adulthood.

The babies had been contained in the lower decks. The latch was pulled closed when the last sailor descended to the boat alongside. They pulled away and left the ship adrift, watching as the vessel veered away. It lurched in the waves, sails filling and falling slack. The sailors raised their own sail, heading back to shore. When they looked again, the ship was in full profile, having swung sideways. Later it was smaller on the horizon, facing their direction. By the time they made shore, it had drifted out of sight.

On the third day there was a wind, and the latch came open, letting the water in and allowing the wailing of hungry children to escape. A father and son passing in a small boat thought to claim the derelict ship, but the eerie keening drove them off, crossing themselves. The ship turned backward, listing over in the blowing gale. It slid down the face of waves, then spun forward in the heaving sea. 

Hunger sent the children crawling on the tilting boards, sometimes tumbling into a mass against the interior wall. Many had already died and hardened in place, rolling and bouncing as the floors shifted, but a surprising number made it to the main deck, where some rolled overboard with the pitching of the floor. Night descended. They lay on their backs, legs kicking the cold air, pricks of silent stars overhead. Nature swirled around them, oblivious. Only thirty babies were left alive when the gray light of the fourth day revealed jagged rocks.

King Arthur’s son, believed by most to be the child of King Lot, had not moved from his cradle, a half-sphere with low flat legs. It lay on the lower deck. He did not cry for hunger. At times his mouth would open to emit a groaning low before his mouth snapped shut again. His dark eyes shifted back and forth as he looked at the world.

When the starboard bow of the ship slammed into the rock, it burst through Mordred’s chamber and tore out twenty feet of hull. The deck listed forward as the stern lifted. The child’s cradle was launched toward the bow while the air was rent with the blast of tearing boards. The upper arch of cradle, just above where Mordred’s name was written, caught on a jagged shard of splintered wood as the ship lurched forward. His small body rocked as the cradle swung. He hovered for a moment over the frigid foam. With a shuddering groan, the ship shifted onto its side.

The thin board broke. Mordred’s cradle fell, bouncing off the hull to land in the sea. 

When the cradle hit the water, small pieces of cork floated up, releasing levers built into the bottom. Two rounded doors shifted up and closed with a snap, enclosing the infant. Inside, he rolled back toward his head, sideways and around, but the water did not enter.

The cradle bobbed as the ship fell onto its side with aching slowness, the screech and snapping of strained timber cracking amid the roar of waves. Eventually it turned enough to dislodge from the stone. It floated a bow-shot before striking the edge of another rock that poked above the roiling surface. The ship jerked to a stop, then the force of a wave drove it up the serrated edge. Its back broke, the boards snapping outward with sharp reports. The bow and stern settled in opposite directions.

The faint keening of wailing infants faded into the heaving exhalation of the wind.
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Queen Elisande saw a shape beneath the tower, a white ball with a tangle of copper atop it. She recognized her daughter’s arched back and wild hair. She threw up her hands, stifling a squeal lest Guinevere hear and run away. She moved quickly into the next room, signaling to a servant.

“Come quickly and bring the buns. I’ve found her.” She was out the door, gown swishing in waves as she moved into the hall. In a moment, she exited the door into the grassy area below the west tower. She slowed so the girl would not hear her footsteps, walking with hands bent up. Brow tight with wavering wrinkles, her chest lifted with trembling breath. Behind her, the servant emerged, holding a flat tray with rounded lumps beneath a thin cloth.

The rounded figure of Guinevere sat among the leafy shrubs next to the river. Beyond her, the emerald texture of glistening water slid by. The bumps of her spine could be seen in a line up her back until they vanished beneath her mess of tawny hair. For the minute her mother watched her, she did not move.

“Darling,” Elisande called. 

Guinevere hunched tighter.

The queen took in a breath, lines pinching above her nose, then huffed out. “We’ve brought you some buns, dear. Those ones you love. Would you,” she gestured behind her with a weak hand, “like to eat one?”

Nothing, then a movement. The girl’s hair lifted, showing her hands rising along her temples. The crown of her head lowered. 

“Just one, darling,” Elisande said. “Honestly, I would feel so much better....”

The girl rose suddenly. Her feet were bare. She turned full on to her mother. Her pupils were dark and glared from within a moth-like face of pale skin. The dusky arcs beneath her eyes looked like sickly rot. 

Her mother caught her breath, then her hands pumped before her chest. “But what have we done, my sweet? Won’t you tell us? We can’t.... How can we...?”

Guinevere turned to look behind her, then stepped away, putting her feet in the river. As her mother raised a hand and opened her mouth, lips in a tight arch, the girl turned to face her.

She fell backward into the water, arms rising out to her sides. The current took her, and in a moment her legs vanished behind the green leaves.
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The messenger stood before Arthur.

The king waited to hear him. His other knights gathered around.

“King Arthur,” the messenger began, “know that your enemy, King Rion, has entered your land with intention to make war. His knights, which number a thousand, come from the north, heading into Wales in the area of Castle Terrabil. He is joined by his brother, King Nero, and his thousand knights. It is rumored they are meeting with King Lot, known to be your enemy, in hopes to merge his armies, as well as those of the ten other kings who had previously made war on you. Their intention is to bring an end to your reign.”

Arthur’s foster brother Kay stepped up. “I thought King Lot liked you now.”

“Until Arthur took away his newborn,” Bretel remarked.

“King Lot had a son born on May Day,” Accolon said.

“Oh,” Kay responded.

“So he was one of those sent out to sea on a ship,” Accolon added.

“Merlin told me a child born that day would be the ruin of this kingdom and all the knights in it,” Arthur added.

“Oh, I know it all,” Kay said. “I just didn’t know King Lot had a child that was part of that. So he hates you again.”

“Someone hates Arthur?” Sir Ector, Arthur’s foster father, stepped from behind. His hands moved about his waist as he hiked up his trousers.

“Many people hate Arthur, Father,” Kay said. “Some wish to kill him, while others merely find his presence intolerable.”

“Because of the children?” Ector continued. “But that wasn’t his fault.”

“Many parents don’t quibble when their baby has been killed.”

Arthur stood, eyes downcast.

Merlin came forward from behind the king. “It is true, and all should be sure,” he placed a hand on his own chest, “it was I who advised the king to gather the babies born on that day and send them out on an unmanned ship, so God Himself could decide whether the boy prophesized to destroy this kingdom should survive, and which of the other blameless children to save. The king has been unjustly blamed for this, so I want to be sure all know this was done on my advice and solely for the good of the kingdom.”

Accolon raised his eyebrows. “Completely unambiguous now.”

“Devoid of ambiguity,” Bretel added.

Arthur turned to the wizard. “Merlin, what advice do you have for facing King Rion and the other kings that come against us?”

Merlin tilted his head. “There is a great deal that will happen between now and the time these armies will be in place to attack you, giving you time to form your strategy. My best suggestion is to follow your days as you would, and trust your own inclinations as to when and where to mount your defense. You have greatness within you, King, and need not try to let it flow from you.”

The king’s eyes remained on Merlin’s face. “So just continue as I am.”

Merlin nodded.

Arthur faced forward. “I believe my ears must be ringing. Otherwise I would swear you said something encouraging.”
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Balin did not recognize his name when it was called.

The one long window high up the round wall gave dim form to the men, straw and rats scattered about the floor. The days were demarcated by the brightening and darkening of that opening. He exercised every day, or what he thought was once a day. It was hard to remember during the weeks of gray. Balin would run around his quarter of the circle, pull himself up by the ring on the wall or fall forward and lift himself with his arms. The other three prisoners watched with dull eyes at first, knowing judgments muted by sagging faces, but soon they kept their heads lowered or remained with bodies turned away. It didn’t matter. Balin was used to being exceptional. If they chose to allow themselves to decay, it was up to them.

As the months wore on, and in winter, when days smudged together, Balin lay on his stomach, arms stretched out, facing the wall. Definitely not exercising. Everyone starts out feeling he could maintain himself, keep in top form. He kept his eyes low so as not to see the satisfied smirks. Everyone would fail, they said. But common men always say that. Balin would never be like them.

Except in some ways. He felt an unusual camaraderie with them, one he rarely felt with anyone other than his brother, Balan. They were all outsiders. They had all trespassed. Stolen, robbed, killed a man, set a fire. Or their manner and ways were too strange. If they couldn’t be out there, they were in here. There was an unspoken intimacy. No false honor, no knights competing to be the most valiant. As he lay on the floor, cold stones under his cheek, the embrace of imprisonment comforted him.

There had been six others when he entered. That was crowded, but two were released, one had died, and four made a good number. Some spoke lowly in the grim dusk, but hours and days passed in silence. During the quiet periods, he did feel his mind uncurl to reveal dark paths, each leading away. Their blooming movement drew the eye with demonic attraction. Balin resisted, but did see it.

Long hours he spent on his back, hands on his stomach, fingers intertwined, thinking about his brother. He wondered about Balan. How he was doing. Where he was. He tried to imagine his brother without him.

Things were easier for Balan. He got by. Less hot-headed, more eager to please. Easier for him to pass among the phoniness of virtuous knights and noble kings. No one knew they were pagan. Some suspected, regardless of how they hid it. They smelled it. It didn’t get to his brother. He didn’t care that they were silently shouldered aside in the glorious contest of competitive morality. For Balin, the exclusion was an insult. Not for Balan. He didn’t want to be part of it so he was glad he wasn’t. 

Balin and Balan had never been parted for so long. Balan must be brave, existing without him. They had been brought into the world at the same time. They had promised their mother they would say they were Christian in order to be welcomed. When their mother was killed, burned alive at the insistence of the Lady of the Lake, they vowed to protect and support each other. They had been at each other’s side nearly every moment since. 

The guard moved to a man lying on the floor. With his boot, he pushed at his shoulder. “Balin, that’s you?”

The man raised a thin arm to point.

The guard stepped over and came to stand above him. “Balin, that’s you?”

Balin turned his head and peered through narrowed eyes.

“Are you Balin le Savage?” the guard barked.

Balin nodded.

The guard nudged him with his toe. “Get up. Free now.”
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Margause found King Lot on the balcony. He was seated, leaning on the stone rail, forehead resting on folded arms. Beyond the edge, the upper arcs of trees formed dark mounds lifting above the gray surface of mist. His face was turned away.

Her head grew heavy, and she leaned against the sill of the door. He had slipped into a pool of sorrow since Arthur had taken their infant to be put on that ship. To be killed; better to say it. King Lot was there, with them, and war was over. That was unusual, but not as pleasant as they’d wished. He was sad and vacant, angry at everything.

She closed her eyes at the waste. If only she could tell him it wasn’t his baby at all. But tell him it was Arthur’s? That would hardly be better.

Her eyes clenched, then released. She sighed and moved closer to him. He lifted his head but did not look back. She placed a hand on his shoulder.

“How are you, my love?”

He reached up and wrapped his arm around her waist. He moved his head, pressing against her thigh. She placed her hand on his cheek. The flesh felt puffy and slack. She crouched and held him. He let his head rest in the crux of her neck. His skin felt hot. She rose, turned, and sat next to him on the opposite side.

He reached over and clung to her, saying nothing. She sighed, head heavy.

“I’m going to war,” he said.

She let her weight fall on him, arms holding more tightly.

“We’re going to join King Rion and his brother, Nero. Perhaps they....” His voice trailed off. “I can’t just let him,” his throat caught, “kill my child.”

She sighed. Her eyes closed, brow wrinkling. “I thought you would stay with us.”

“I want to,” he said. “But I can’t be,” his hand rose to his chest, “at peace until this is avenged.”

She lifted her head. “Will it help? Mordred is dead. What,” she shook her head, “will it accomplish?”

“It will free me. Then I can come back and,” he placed his finger on her jawline, “we will all be together.”

She grasped his hand and kissed his fingers. She rubbed his hand against her cheek, then held it as she slipped down, kneeling at his feet.

“My love, don’t go. You know I don’t interfere in what you want to do, but, darling,” her brow pinched above the nose, “just don’t go.”

His eyes left hers and looked at the space beside her. 

“The boys are here, and they want to spend time with you. I am here,” she clutched his hand between hers, “and I love you. Stay here, where we love you.”

“But he’s out there!” Lot whispered, voice terse.

“I know, darling,” she said. “I know it’s awful. He was my child as well.”

“My own son. I wanted to raise,” he shook his head, “one of them. My baby. He killed him!”

“I know, I know,” she said, stroking his face. “But he is dead, darling. Mordred is gone. We are here. These boys, Gawain, Agravain, Gaheris and Gareth, we are here. They haven’t known you. Stay with us.”

His brow twitched. His eyes remained directed to her side. 

“We love you, and we want you with us.”

“I’ll come back,” he said. His voice was strained. “Then we’ll be together, and I can....” He again pressed his chest. “I can be free. Be with you.”

“And if you don’t come back? Darling, every time you go, there is a chance....” Both her hands held his head and moved it to face her. “Be free without avenging him. Be with us.”

His nose twitched. She heard a quick, harsh exhalation. He stood. Her hands fell away. 

“I will respect your wishes,” she said. Her eyes lowered. She remained on the floor, seeing his feet.

He turned and left. 
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Daegel didn’t notice anything at first. His wife, Olive, had a tone in her voice when she handed him his lunch that morning, and he knew it was probably because he didn’t want to go to her sister’s. He kept his eyes down and trudged forward. The air was cool and wet, but it always was by the sea. The weight of the net over his right shoulder made it ache. He would shift it over after a few paces.

The path to the beach was so familiar he barely saw it, knowing the waves were near when the grass gave way to sand. The smooth surface was darkened in angular shapes by the shadows of jagged rocks. His breath seethed out his nostrils as he wondered why she got so angry but stopped as something strange crossed his vision. He lifted his head.

A shiny stone in the sand? His hand gripped the rough texture of net so it wouldn’t slip when he leaned down. His eyes squinted. The color was the blue of a rock, the surface curved and shiny like a porpoise. He straightened, frowning, then saw another, a few feet off. Beyond it, another, this one with a stubby, bloated limb lifted into the air. Around it, near the line where the waves crashed in, more. Daegel leaned low, eyes scanning back and forth, until he jumped back, hand over his mouth.

They were human babies. 

His palm pressed over his mouth as his head swung to see if he was watched. A hush filled the air, despite the rush of the waves. The atmosphere seemed suffused with shame. His hand moved swiftly as he crossed himself, then again covered his mouth. He crouched in place, then stood quickly, not wanting to touch the sand and perhaps a dead infant.

The wet skin of the strewn children shone in the light of morning, making light areas amidst the tawny sand. He began walking, shoulders tight, arms held in. His feet stepped carefully as his eyes scanned left and right. As he passed a jagged rock, a black piece of shattered wood was revealed, surely a piece of a ship. The wreck of the one King Arthur had set adrift? The whole country knew it had been released. The people around knew it was off their coast, drifting out there.

Daegel’s breath came quick and shallow. He crossed himself again and hurried on.

A sight caught his eye as he emerged from the shadow of another black rock. He looked quickly away and hurried forth but stopped. He turned. Sitting atop a wedge of dark stone was a broken sphere, curved pieces of wood bent away from the open center. 

He approached, the sight rising as he came close. A round cradle, dark against the clouds of the reddening sunrise. He heard the whimper of an infant. 

He gasped. Could one be alive? Cautiously stepping close, he reached with both hands and cupped the cradle, bringing it toward himself. 

There was a baby, alive. His dark eyes gazed past the fisherman from beneath scowling brows. The child’s skin was mottled with small spots from the thrashing the sea had given him, but he seemed undamaged. His name was written in the arching wood above his head.

Tears burst from Daegel’s eyes as he beheld the infant.

“You survived that, did you? Brave boy?” He arched back and squinted. “Mordred.” 
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The peaked double door opposite Arthur made a bright focal point to the dim hall. Even in the middle of the sunny day, the interior was dark, marked with glowing spots of lanterns hung along the walls or sitting at the center of tables. Arthur sat at an elevated table, his most prominent knights on either side. In front of him, more long tables at a right angle, save for a walkway leading directly from the door. The hall at Logres was arranged so a courtyard was just outside. It made Arthur comfortable to be able to see anyone approaching while he ate. 

He was nineteen now, with a light, newly-grown beard on his chin. He was settling into his place as ruler, the last year proceeding with welcome ease after the many battles of his first. He had learned to enjoy the company of his knights, finding a large group of jovial companions to venture out with or talk to whenever he wished. Merlin had either sanded down his edges or Arthur had grown less sensitive to his criticisms, it was hard to know which. All in all, things were fine, and he had learned enough to enjoy it while it lasted.

A dark figure in the light of the doorway caught his eye. She could be seen against the gray tones of the courtyard, walking with jerking gait toward the entrance, as though bound. Arthur put down his food, wiped his fingers, and watched as she entered the hall. She came with a repeating shuffle; quick lurch forward, then slow, swinging step.

She was dressed in a robe of dark purple, approaching black, her figure an unnatural, asymmetrical shape. Next to her neck, a jutting form angled upward. Below her waist on the opposite side, a strange protrusion. Her neck and torso appeared thin atop an abdomen jutting out in angular lines before tapering toward her ankles. Only her hands and face were uncovered, both a pallid white. She edged toward the king. As she passed them, knights fell silent. 

Watching her approach with curious eyes, King Arthur stood. He walked past the knights and around the end of the table. He stepped down to the main floor and came to greet her. She stopped and waited for him to approach, raising her hand. He took it, kissing her fingers. She pulled her cheeks into a smile, but her expression remained grim. When she took her hand back, she spoke.

“King Arthur, the Lady Lile of the Isle of Avalon sends me to you in the hope I can find help for a matter that has been causing me tremendous pain. If I can’t find help within your court,” her eyebrows arched, head wavering, “I’m not sure where I can go to seek it.”

“Of course we’ll help you if we can,” Arthur replied. “What is the matter?”

Her long white fingers crawled up the dark surface of her chest to unweave the tie at the neck, then peel back the angular flaps of her robe. It swung around her like a curtain and revealed the spur of a sword’s pommel jutting from her shoulder. The other side revealed the length of the sword’s scabbard strapped tightly around her waist. The leather of the strap wrapped twice around her slender hips and held her tightly confined. The thick leather pressed into her flesh.

Arthur straightened, brow furrowing as he placed his index finger over his lips. Other knights gathered around, listening.

She gestured to her waist. “As you see, here is a sword girded around me.”

“I do see. It is not becoming you,” Arthur remarked.

“Nor does it agree with me. This sword causes me great encumbrance and sorrow. If it were an ordinary sword, I could remove it myself. But because of an enchantment on it, I cannot remove it or even undo the straps.” She sighed, letting her hands fall to the side. “If I am unable to find help, I will never be able to take it off.”

“That’s awful.”

“Yet if I have it on, I can never know rest or well-being. So I pray that someone of your court will be able to relieve me,” she glanced at the gathered knights, “so I may know peace again.”

Arthur leaned forward to peer at the straps. “It looks as though anyone could take it off.”

She sighed. “That is the nature of the deceit. It looks simple and harmless, but it’s not. The sword may not be removed by any woman, or any man who is not a knight, and not just any knight.” 

She lifted a finger. “He must be the best, most loyal knight in all the country, a man with no trace of fraud, treachery, or treason within him.”

Arthur raised his eyebrows. “I’m not sure that knight is with us, or if he exists at all! But I’ll be sure every one of my knights tries to free you. The feat would bring great honor to the man who can accomplish it.”

“He who pulls it will win great distinction.”

“I’ll try first,” Arthur said. He paused, then stepped back and placed a hand over his chest. “Not because I think I am the best knight in this country, but only to begin the process for my knights.” 

He turned to the assembled men and used a loud voice to explain the virtues required and the honor that would be gained by drawing the sword. “Line yourselves behind me here and let us try to help her.” He pointed toward men near the back. “Fetch those knights who are not here. We want to be sure to make every attempt to free this woman if we can.” A group of knights peeled off to do his bidding.

Arthur stepped close to her, eyeing the hilt of the weapon. The grip seemed to be ribbed stone of rich green. The pommel held a clear crystal. The maiden kept her eyes turned away. Arthur wrapped his fingers around the hilt and pulled, steady at first, then with force, yanking her toward him. She tottered in small steps.

“You need not pull half as hard. Force will not succeed in a case like this.”

“I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“He who can bring this adventure to an end will use no effort.”

Arthur pulled his hand away. The sword had not budged. Only the woman moved. He stepped back, hand gesturing to her, and addressed the knights. “This adventure does not belong to me. I will watch others try it. With hopes,” he turned to her, “one of us can free you from your torment.”

The woman raised her eyes to Bretel, who was first. He pulled, but the sword would not move. He stepped aside for Sir Baudwin.

“I have heard that the finest knights reside in your court,” the woman said to King Arthur after Baudwin, Bedivere, and five others pulled but could not budge the weapon. “I would be disappointed to learn it is not true. I’ve already tried all of the men in King Rion’s company and found them lacking.”

Arthur’s eyebrows raised. “Well, that’s cheerful news.” When she turned dull eyes to him, he smiled. “As we are expecting King Rion to make war on us, I’m happy to hear he has no better knights. Although I am sorry for you.”

She turned her eyes forward as Dodinel the Wildman and Griflet attempted to draw the sword.

She sighed. “If we do not, I’ll never be at ease.”

Kay stepped up and yanked at the sword, causing the woman to nearly topple over. She teetered forward with ungainly steps.

“You don’t have to pull that hard,” Arthur said. 

Kay’s eyes glared at him from beneath heavy brows. 

“Is what she says.”

“So I did it wrong,” Kay replied.

Arthur tilted his head. “Oh, Kay, there’s no right or wrong way to do it.” He smiled broadly, patted his brother on the back, then turned his gaze.

“It will come out easily for the right man,” the lady said.

“So I am not the right man,” Kay said. 

“Sounds like that’s what she’s saying,” said his father, Sir Ector, who stood next in line. “Let’s not cry about it.” He approached the maiden.

“You, Father?” Kay asked. “You might be the best knight in the country?”

The skin next to Ector’s nose tightened. “Who says I’m not?”

“He might be the most free of villainy,” Arthur said. “It would be wonderful if it were you, Father.”

Ector lifted his face to look at Arthur.

Kay gaped at the king, then turned away. “Oh, isn’t the foster child so very respectful?”

Arthur kept his gaze high and remained looking elsewhere. The damsel’s eyes regarded Kay with no expression. Sir Ector could not pull the sword.

Sir Lancelor stepped up, eyes gleaming as his lips curled in a confident smirk. He arched his fingers, then wiggled them, stepping forward to grip the handle. He pulled, but nothing. Brow bunching, he let go, relaxed his shoulders, and tried again. The woman was lifted to her tiptoes as he pulled.

“Something is wrong with it,” he said.

“Something’s wrong with you,” Kay said.

“Impossible,” Lancelor said, lifting his chin as he stepped back. “It’s a ruse.”

The damsel sighed. ”I wish it were a ruse.”

Arthur lifted a hand. “Knights, our guest says the sword will be released easily for the man who can do it. Let’s not subject her to more torment than she’s been through by pulling her around. Gentleness, please.”

More knights tried and failed. The line dwindled to nearly nothing, the semicircle of knights standing around the woman growing larger as those waiting to try it dwindled. As the last knight tried, the woman attempted to keep the anguish from her face but could not lift her gaze from the floor.

“I will continue my search,” she said, eyes lowered. “I had heard that this court contained the best knights in the country.”

Arthur put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad to hear we have that reputation but sorry you’ll have to seek the one who can free you elsewhere.”

Her lips trembled. She attempted to keep her face impassive while tears streamed over her cheeks. “It’s only,” she shook her head, “I don’t know where to go now. It seems I will suffer forever, since no one here can free me.”

Arthur sighed. “I’m sorry we can’t help.”

The woman nodded and reached to take up her cloak. She turned away and pulled it over her shoulders.

A voice sounded from the back of the hall. “Lady, wait until I have tried.”

All eyes raised to watch Balin emerge from the shadows. He wore the dirty tunic and tattered trousers from which he had emerged from prison. His face was dusky with dirt and ringed by a ragged beard. As he came closer, grimacing faces turned away from his scent. He let his pack slip from his shoulders to fall on the floor with a muffled thud, freeing his hands, dark in the crevices. The white of his eyes shone sharply from his shadowy face.

She raised her eyes only briefly before lowering them. She slipped her cloak over her shoulders. “Please, do not put me to more torment. Your effort would be for nothing. Clearly you’re worse than those who’ve already tried.”

Balin’s eyes fixed on her. His face relaxed as he stood straight. “It’s true I am poorly clothed,” he said, “but worth and prowess are not in outward display. These virtues are inside a man. In my heart, I am as assured as any of these others.”

She held still, looking in his eyes. His remained fixed on hers.

“You must know by now,” Balin said, “a true knight of worship is not always known to all people.”

She paused, then turned to him. “What you say is true.” She removed her cloak, opening her arms and exposing the sword. “Try as you will.”

The knights stepped closer. The skin around Lancelor’s nose curled as he arched his face away from the knight. 

Balin came forward. His gaze wandered over the straps and sword. He reached out, fingers hanging above the pommel before grasping it.

He pulled. The silver blade appeared. 

He drew it out with ease.

A gasp arose among the knights as they reared back. All followed the shiny clearness of the blade as it swung upward.

“Oh heavens, I am freed,” the damsel breathed, hunching forward in relief. “Quick, unbind it from me.”

Balin’s fingers easily undid the straps. 

“This is witchcraft!” Lancelor scoffed.

“Balin le Savage is the best among us?” Bretel asked.

Balin removed the brace from around her waist and legs, then stepped back.

She breathed in, extending her arms. “Oh, I am free,” the maiden said, stretching her back. “Thank you for releasing me.”

Balin nodded.

“He used trickery!” Lancelor hissed. “The type his kind is familiar with.” 

Balin did not look at him, but his jaw set, brow lowering. He turned his eyes to the sword, letting his gaze run up the entrancingly smooth length of the blade. He then turned his admiring eyes to the scabbard.

“Certainly you are a passing good knight,” said the damsel. “The best of worship and without the least of treachery or treason.”

Balin met her eyes and nodded deeply.

“Now, valorous knight,” the maiden held out her hand, “return the sword to me.”

Balin glanced at her briefly, eyebrows bunched, then moved his eyes to the gleaming weapon. 

“I’ll keep it,” he said. “You go. I’ll keep the sword.”

“It is not yours to keep.”

“Really?” He raised his eyebrows and dropped them. “Seems to me I’ve won it.”

“You have won great honor, and I appreciate being freed. By this deed it is proven you are the best of all the knights here.”

“Not proven at all, actually,” Lancelor growled.

The damsel raised a finger. “But it does not mean the sword should stay with you. If you do not have the courtesy to match your prowess, greater harm will fall back on you.”

Balin closed his eyes, shaking his head. “I’ve won it, and now I give up my prize?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

The woman faced him directly and lowered her voice. “I ask for your sake more than mine. If you take this sword, evil will come to you.”

The knight swung the sword before his eyes, entranced by the blazing lights within.

“With that sword...” she began, but seeing him ignoring her, reached out to place a hand on his shoulder. 

He stopped and turned to her. 

“With that sword, you will slay the best friend you have and the man you love most in all the world.”

Halfway through her words, Balin returned his gaze to the sword. When she finished, he held the blade flat, eyes drinking in the flutter of the lantern’s flame in the mirrored surface.

“It is mine,” he said. “I would take it even if I myself were killed by it.”

The lady leaned back, folding her arms. Her eyebrows lifted. “Then let it be so, since it pleases you. But wit you well, you will not have that sword two months before you regret it. If no knight bore it, you would not be in danger of death in battle. And as any knight knows, if you wear two swords, it is right for two knights to make war on you.” She shook her head, then stopped, taking him in. 

“You are not wise to keep this sword. If you choose to wear it, you bear with you your own death.”

Balin shrugged. “I’ll take the adventure God will choose for me.”
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