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			Acknowledgments

			King Arthur’s death (and his status as the “once and future king,” destined to return to save Britain when he is needed most) is first told in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s early twelfth-century Latin Historia Regum Britanniae (“History of the Kings of Britain”) and is further elaborated in other poetic chronicles, including Wace’s mid-twelfth century Roman de Brut (in Norman French) and Layamon’s very early thirteenth-century Brut (in early Middle English).

			What might be considered the “full” story of Arthur’s downfall, complete with the roles of Lancelot, Agravain, Gareth and Gawain in the story, is told first in an early thirteenth-century prose romance that is part of a huge cycle of romances called the Lancelot-Grail Cycle, or sometimes the Vulgate Cycle, since the tales were written in vernacular French prose. There are two fourteenth-century English poetic romances, the much admired Alliterative Morte D’Arthur (whose source is the chronicle tradition, particularly Layamon) and the less acclaimed Stanzaic Morte D’Arthur, which tells much the same story as the Vulgate romance. Sir Thomas Malory, in his authoritative compendium of Arthurian legend from the late fifteenth century, also retold the story, using what he called the “French book,” though he was clearly also familiar with both the Alliterative and the Stanzaic treatments in English. Since Malory, the story has been told and retold countless times, most effectively, to my thinking, by Alfred, Lord Tennyson (in his Idylls of the King) and T. H. White (in The Once and Future King), and my version here makes use of all of these antecedents. I have added a bit of a mystery, of course, to give my Merlin and Gildas something to do—though Gildas does find plenty to do here on his own. 

			Gildas is the name of a sixth-century monk who wrote a book called De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae (“On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain”), which gives us the first descriptions of Arthurian-era battles in written European history. Gildas’s fellow monk at the (fictional) Saint Dunstan’s Abbey, Nennius, was historically a Welsh monk whose Historia Brittonum is the first text to refer to Arthur by name as the British leader in their battles against the Saxons. I should note, however, that the historical Nennius lived in the ninth century and was not a contemporary of the sixth-century historical Gildas. 

			As always, I need to say a few things about canonical hours, by which time is referred to in the novel. Before the development of accurate clocks, medieval people often thought of the day as broken up into the established times for divine office as set by monastic communities. There were eight of these hours or offices, and the bells of churches, monasteries, and convents rang out to call their members to sing the holy offices at those times. Assuming a day in spring or fall, with approximately equal twelve-hour periods of day and night, the office of prime would occur around sunrise, about six A.M. according to modern notions of time. The next office, terce, would be sung around nine A.M., sext would be around noon, none at about three P.M., vespers at six P.M., compline about nine P.M., matins at midnight and lauds around three A.M. These are the approximate times for events in the novel.

			Again let me state my usual caveat that the novels in this series are not intended to be “historical” in the sense of presenting an accurate picture of the “real” King Arthur (whatever that may mean) in the sixth century, as so many modern writers do. Instead, they are intended to conjure the imagined world of the early Arthurian romances, a somewhat glamorized twelfth to thirteenth century—and to further make connections with contemporary lives, with the implication that these are people not unlike ourselves. So do not be surprised at the occasional deliberate anachronism.

			I have made chess a favorite pastime of Merlin’s, though I must note here that the chess played in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was not precisely the same as our modern version: the queen, for example, could not move an unlimited number of spaces, and there are other differences as well. However, to make the game comprehensible to modern readers without long digressions on the old rules of the game that would have detracted from the story, I’ve allowed Merlin and Gildas to play by modern rules. The chess match depicted here in chapter two is, as in previous books, elaborated from the web site “Best Chess Games of All Time.” This one happens to be based on the match between Karol Pinkas and Gizelak, which took place in Poland in 1973, and can be found at http://www.chessgames.com/perl/chessgame?gid=1229026. 

		

	
		
			But when that moan had past for evermore, 
The stillness of the dead world’s winter dawn 
Amazed him, and he groan’d, “The King is gone.” 
And therewithal came on him the weird rhyme, 
“From the great deep to the great deep he goes.”

			—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			AGRAVAIN 
THE OPEN-MOUTHED

			“The queen is Lancelot’s whore, and everybody knows it! Now what are we going to do about it?” Sir Agravain exploded, bursting in the door to the chambers he shared with his brothers, his face fiery crimson as his flowing hair.

			The mercurial Agravain was often exercised over some minor matter or other.

			“What’s disturbing you now, brother?” asked Sir Mordred, his dark eyes flicking up ironically in Agravain’s direction. “Did Guinevere fail to praise your new surcoat again?”

			“I’m serious, you little maggot!” Agravain answered him. “I’m talking about the queen. I’ve just seen her batting her eyelashes at Sir Lancelot again in some secret corner when she thought nobody was looking. It’s unconscionable. I could swear she is cuckolding our uncle day and night with his own chief knight, and nobody will approach the king about it! It’s a vile dishonor to the greatest king in Christendom to have his queen whoring after his own vassal! And we are his close kin—this is shame to us as well. And greater shame if we continue to allow it!”

			By now Sir Gawain was rising from his seat at the head of his table, his brows lowered in anger and his face competing for redness with Agravain’s own. “Enough brother! We have guests, in case you haven’t noticed. We’ll discuss this as a family matter at another time…”

			“It’s a court matter, not a family matter, and we should discuss it now!” Agravain was insistent. Always the most passionate of the Orkney brothers, Agravain resembled in that his oldest brother, Gawain. The green eyes and red hair that affirmed their Celtic heritage at the same time reflected the heat of their passions. Sir Gaheris and Sir Gareth, on the other hand, tended to be the calmer and more peaceable of the brothers—except for that one uncomfortable incident in Gaheris’s past that we won’t go into just now—and resembled each other with their matching blond hair and blue eyes. And then there was Mordred. The baby of the family. And he didn’t resemble any of his brothers.

			The entire Orkney clan was there in the rooms when Agravain entered. So were several of their closest supporters in the court—people like myself, former squire to Sir Gareth and now a full-fledged knight of the Round Table. We were gathered for an impromptu banquet Sir Gawain had decided to arrange in these rooms, chiefly to discuss what Gawain and Gareth were beginning to perceive as a coming crisis in the realm: the fact that King Arthur, having for more than thirty years served as King of Logres and now Emperor of Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Norway, Brittany and Gaul, and de facto heir to Imperial Rome itself, had no legitimate heir of his own body to pass this inheritance on to. Perhaps, indeed, the king would reign for another twenty years or more, but given the uncertainties of this transient world, the Orkneys believed it was only prudent for the king to declare his choice to inherit his throne, and to do it soon. As far as the Orkneys were concerned, the king’s oldest nephew was the heir apparent. And that was Gawain himself. At least, most of the Orkney clan felt that way.

			We had been in the midst of these serious discussions when Agravain burst in, and our faces registered shock and confusion after his initial explosion. Sir Ywain, the Orkneys’ devoted cousin, finally spoke up, growling and shaking his great brown mane of hair. “Where is this coming from, Agravain? I thought you were one of the queen’s own knights. Why have you suddenly turned on her like this?”

			“It’s not so sudden,” the vile Sir Mordred intoned again, the sardonic edge he loved so much punctuating his voice as he leaned back and put his cheek on his hand, looking almost bored. “Agravain has been muttering about this same topic for weeks now, at least to me.”

			“Yes, I’m one of the Queen’s Knights!” Agravain shot back at Ywain as if Mordred had not spoken. “And so I’ve been around her constantly. Every day for months part of my duty has been to attend on the queen. And I’ve followed her when she was not aware of it, as well, just to keep her safe—at least that was my intention at first. But not now. I’ve seen her meet secretly with Lancelot on more than one occasion. Now I understand. Why else would Lancelot defend her against any and all of her accusers as he has in the past? Why else does he spurn the attentions of any other lady in Camelot or in all of Logres? He slakes his vile lust on our uncle’s queen, and it is treason, I tell you!”

			“How can you say that?” Gawain exploded in frustration. “Have you actual proof that anything is going on!”

			“Let me tell you, brother,” Agravain continued, lowering his voice as if confiding something to Gawain though the entire room could still hear him. “I had a dream last night in which I watched as Lancelot entered the queen’s bedchamber and she invited him into her bed where he tupped her repeatedly—I tell you it was a sign that my suspicions were all true!”

			Gawain sputtered, too angry to speak, and Sir Gaheris exchanged bewildered looks with his former squire, Sir Hectimere, and so, it seemed, it was up to Sir Gareth to speak for the Orkney brothers against these wild accusations. My former master stood up deliberately, looking gravely at his brother, and spoke with a calm authority. “I will hear no more of this insolent prattle. This dream is nothing but your own lurid imaginings. Whatever you have seen, you must now admit you were mistaken. Look,” he added, suddenly turning his gaze directly at me. “We have Sir Gildas of Cornwall here with us—Gildas who was once the queen’s own page, closer to her than you will ever be, Agravain. And like you one of the Queen’s Knights as well. If what you are claiming about the queen and Sir Lancelot has any merit at all, Gildas would know. And yet he has never witnessed anything untoward in all of his long association with Her Majesty Queen Guinevere that he felt obliged to mention to me, or, indeed, to anyone else in Camelot. Isn’t that true, Sir Gildas?”

			Now I knew full well that Lancelot had been the queen’s lover for more than twenty years—longer, that is, than I’d been alive. I knew it because the queen had told me so in no uncertain terms back when I’d been her trusted page. And I knew it because I had been in the next chamber that night in Gorre when Lancelot had broken into Guinevere’s rooms, at her own invitation, to bed her after he’d crossed the Sword Bridge to rescue her. And what’s more, knew that Sir Gareth was fully aware that I knew these things, because when I had been his squire I had kept nothing secret from him, just as he had told me things about his own family—about Mordred’s secret parentage, for example—that were not common knowledge among the court at Camelot. So I knew for certain that what Sir Gareth wanted from me now, what he hoped I would contribute to the current conversation, was a bald-faced lie. One, indeed, that would defuse the situation, keep the peace, and preserve the reputation of the queen and the honor of the Great Knight, Sir Lancelot du Lac. Not solely for their own sakes, but for the sake of the fragile bonds of loyalty and allegiance that held together the Order of the Round Table and the peaceful chivalric empire of the good King Arthur of Logres. Bereft of his queen and his chief knight, Arthur would fall and the Round Table would break to pieces. And so, of course, I lied.

			“Sir Agravain, I put no stock in dreams. But I can understand why you might become suspicious. I know that the queen will often meet with Lancelot in private. I’ve even known her to invite him to her private rooms in the castle—always with her ladies-in-waiting present, mind you. But generally this is to touch base with him on matters of state—to get his views on, uh, political matters that may come before the king, so that she, um, might better advise Arthur in these matters when she speaks with the king in private. Besides that, Sir Lancelot has been the queen’s defender on numerous occasions—in the matter of the death of Sir Patrise, for instance, and just recently with regard to the accusations of Sir Meliagaunt—a situation you yourself were involved in, you remember—that sometimes she will single him out for some special gift or something, which she would prefer to give him apart from the rest of the court precisely to avoid evil rumors of the sort you seem to have been listening to, my lord Agravain. But truly, I swear on my sister’s honor, there is nothing disreputable in these liaisons between Lancelot and the queen.” I was glad at that point that I was an only child. By now Gareth’s eyes were rolling at me.

			But Ywain and his former squire Sir Thomas, as well as Sir Gaheris, the newly knighted Sir Hectimere, and Gawain’s son Sir Lovell all looked at me with a kind of grim satisfaction. Only Agravain’s former squire, Sir Baldwin, looked skeptical. As did, of course, the vile Mordred, with whom I was observing a shaky unspoken truce while attending his brother’s little banquet. Being Mordred, he felt that he had to respond in some sort of contrary manner.

			“Hah!” he scoffed, dismissing my defense out of hand. “Guinevere’s ladies-in-waiting? That’s a laugh. Nothing but a gaggle of shameless sluts themselves, from all I’ve heard. And I’m willing to say that applies to my own hussy of a wife as well.” Now it was my turn to grow scarlet-faced as I thought of my dearest love, the lady Rosemounde of Brittany, miserably married to this foul-mouthed Mordred. But I endured the barb as best I could, for this was not the time or place to address it, and it would only derail my defense of the queen—which was no doubt Mordred’s goal anyway.

			“That kind of licentiousness flows down from the top,” the mocking voice continued. “If the heart is rotten, the limbs will be too.” Now Hectimere and Gaheris began to glance at each other, somewhat swayed by Mordred’s comments. It was his own wife he was discussing now, wasn’t it? Surely he must know what he was talking about in that regard. “Women are nothing but slaves to their lusts. If you ask me, this queen’s as guilty as Agravain is saying.”

			“Well nobody asked you,” Sir Gawain pronounced definitively, trying to regain authority at his own banquet. “And I want nothing to do with this foolish notion of yours, Agravain. What are you trying to do, break up the Table and ignite a war with Sir Lancelot? If that happens half the table will side with the Great Knight, count on it. For heaven’s sake, Lancelot has saved my life on more than one occasion. For that matter, you know full well he saved your own life, Agravain, and yours too, Mordred, when you were being held prisoner by Sir Tarquin. Now you’re going to turn against him?”

			“I’m going to the king,” was all Agravain replied.

			“With baseless rumors and adolescent dreams?” Sir Gareth put in. “I want no part of this. Sir Gawain is the head of this family, and he’s telling you to drop it.”

			Now Gaheris, finally swayed by Gareth’s vehemence, threw his weight to his favorite brother’s side. “I agree with Gareth. This is idiocy. Drop it and let it go. You have nothing but rumors to go to the king with. You’ll make our family look like fools. Or worse, like traitors.”

			“I know it’s true! I don’t need anything but what I’ve seen with my own eyes and what I feel in my heart. I’m going.”

			“No, Agravain, wait.” It was Mordred, to my surprise. “They’re right. You won’t get anywhere with the king if you just come to him with rumors and innuendos. You need to find some solid proof that the queen and old Lancelot are making the Beast with Two Backs. You should set a trap of some kind, maybe even catch ’em in the act, in flagrante delicto as our dear theologians might say…”

			“Now you go too far!” Sir Gawain shouted, bringing his fist down on the banquet board so hard it shook the entire meat course. “And I’ll no longer stay in the same room with you to hear any sort of treacherous plotting against Her Royal Majesty. I will no longer be of your council!” And with that he stormed out of his own rooms.

			“Nor will I,” my old master Gareth agreed, and left as well.

			“I stand with my brother,” Gaheris added, following close on his heels. Sir Lovell and Sir Thomas, murmuring a kind of garbled agreement, also left the room, and Sir Ywain, whose loyalties were never in question, gave a low growl before he exited: “Consider well what you are doing, you little villains. I’m close kin but I’m not of Orkney, and I would have no qualms in sending either of you little bastards to meet your maker.”

			“Oooh,” Sir Mordred sneered at Ywain’s disappearing back. “I’ve been called bastard before, but for me it’s something to be proud of. You know who I’m close kin to, don’t you?”

			I gave King Arthur’s illegitimate offspring a withering look before following the others. I waited long enough to realize that Sir Baldwin and Sir Hectimere had decided to stay in the room, and, therefore, to side with Sir Agravain and Sir Mordred. At the time, I figured they were just wrong-headed. And I thought nothing would come of this plot born of malice, spleen, and lurid dreams.

			Sometimes I could be a complete dunce.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A GAME OF CHESS

			“Well, Gildas, you Cornish dunce, let’s find out if you’ve learned anything yet from the dozens of times I’ve beaten you over the past few years. White or black?”

			I hadn’t really come to Merlin’s cave for a game of chess, but it looked like that’s what I was going to get tonight. I was still worrying over the charges that Agravain had made at Gawain’s dinner three nights before. Not that I expected anything to come of Agravain’s ranting, but Mordred was a sinister force who, once he’d got his twisted mind around something, could cause untold harm. I had a feeling we had not yet seen the merest tithe of the damage he was capable of inflicting. But when I had mentioned it to the old necromancer, all he had done was move to his chessboard and stare at me expectantly from under the dense shade of his shaggy eyebrows.

			But of course I knew Merlin, and I knew that when he wanted to ponder something, he often did so over a chessboard, and I had seen him work many other things out while working out how to attack my queen. The one on the board, I mean, not Guinevere herself.

			And he had a nice fire going to take the chilly edge off the cool October night, so as I sat in one of his simple wooden chairs at the small round table where his chess board was permanently set up, I felt pretty comfortable in the old man’s den. I looked around at the large, warm tapestries that lined his walls, and mused on how at home I had always felt here in the mage’s cave, away from the turmoil and constant pressures of life in the castle. Merlin had moved here after the nymph Nimue had rejected him, calling it a prison, but in truth it was a haven. At least I had always found it so.

			“All right,” I told him, “I’ll play your little game. But remember it’s Sir Gildas now, and I still want to pick your brain while we’re playing.”

			“Well, before we get started, tell me one thing, boy,” Merlin said as I settled in for the battle of wits I was always prepared to lose. “What on earth were you and Sir Mordred doing in the same room together?”

			“Oh, that,” I scoffed. “It was Gawain’s doing. He wanted to have a fancy banquet in his rooms where he gathered together everyone he could call solidly in the Orkney faction at court, so he could have a discussion over dinner about the state of the nation without an official heir proclaimed. He and Gaheris put a lot of pressure on Mordred to be on his best behavior, and Gareth talked to me before the dinner to get me to swear not to provoke Mordred in any way. So I ignored him as best I could. At least until that last crazy development with Sir Agravain. Pawn to king four.”

			“Yes, I’ll do the same,” the old man countered, moving his black king’s pawn two spaces ahead. “That’s a bad business with Agravain. A rumor here or there we could deal with, as long as there was no dissension among the king’s closest advisers. But if one of his own nephews begins to spread these rumors, there’s no telling what the repercussions could be.”

			“You’re telling me! Gawain and Gareth may have been able to contain it if it had only been Agravain letting off steam. But once Mordred joined him, it turned a lot more serious. Sir Baldwin would have always supported Agravain, but Mordred’s endorsement swayed Sir Hectimere over to their party as well. I tell you, it’s Mordred who really worries me. He talked about setting a trap. And you know as well as I do what a sneaking, conniving little bastard he is. Who knows what kind of devious plot he might be hatching?”

			“Who knows indeed?” Merlin echoed. “Has anyone thought to warn the queen to be on her guard? Or Sir Lancelot either?”

			I blushed, feeling a hollow thud in the middle of my stomach. “Well, I… hmmph. I thought I’d talk to you about it before I did anything. And Gareth said he might talk to Lancelot the next time he saw him…”

			“God’s kneecaps,” Merlin swore. “Make your move, you Cornish knothead. But you need to talk to the queen at your earliest opportunity. Sir Mordred is not going to be sitting back and waiting for opportunity to drop into his lap. He will seize it.”

			“Yes, uh…queen’s knight to queen’s bishop three,” I responded. It was a pretty conventional move, and one I didn’t have to think about much. “But Lancelot and Guinevere have been carrying on this affair for a quarter of a century. I think they’re accustomed to being discreet by now, don’t you?”

			“Perhaps,” the mage mused. “Or perhaps they’ve grown so accustomed that they’ve become negligent. King’s knight to king’s bishop three.”

			“Right. Well, you’ve made your point. I’ll see the queen at my first opportunity. So, king’s bishop’s pawn to king’s bishop four.”

			“Queen’s pawn to queen four,” Merlin countered.

			“The absurd thing about all of this fuss is that Agravain is mainly reacting to a dream that he had—some crazy sex dream where he saw the queen with Lancelot. Isn’t it just insane that he’d get this worked up over a dream? I guess he’s one of these people that thinks dreams are prophesies or some such silliness.”

			Merlin humphed. “Well, you know, my lad, there are a number of instances in your Bible of dreams proving to be prophetic. You know the story of Joseph interpreting the dreams of Pharaoh in ancient Egypt, right? And Daniel, doesn’t he interpret dreams too, something about writing on a wall?”

			I knew I recalled something about that, so I answered tentatively, “Yes, I suppose…”

			“And doesn’t the other Joseph have some sort of dream that warns him to scoot out of Nazareth and head south to get his new baby out of Herod’s clutches?”

			I couldn’t deny that this example was well-known and more or less a pillar of my own faith, if not Merlin’s. “Yes, of course,” I answered him, “but these are special cases, aren’t they? Cases where God Himself had something to do with sending the dreams. You can’t claim that all dreams, or even most dreams, are like that.”

			Merlin seemed lost in contemplating the chess board for a moment. “Queen’s pawn to queen four,” he said. “No, you can’t claim that. Why, just the other day I was dozing over a book and dreamed that I was stepping off a cliff. It woke me up with a start, I can tell you, but I don’t expect it to come true any time soon. But speaking of books, it might interest you to know that a lot of people, serious scholars included, think that dreams can often be very significant. In fact…” and with this the old man got up and bustled over to the pile of manuscripts he always had next to his bed, for he never went off to sleep without spending some time with his books if he possibly could. He extracted a manuscript from the center of the pile, leaving the tower to lean rather precariously, and brought it back over to the chess table.

			“Take a look at this!” he said, shoving the weighty tome into my hands. I put it in my lap and opened the unremarkable cover to the first page of the manuscript. “Commentarii in Somnium Scipionis,” I read aloud, uncertainly pronouncing each word. “By Macrobius Ambrosius Theodosius. So…I haven’t had much opportunity to work on my Latin, but even I can figure out that this work is a ‘Commentary on the Dream of Scipio.’ I’ll bite: Who is this Scipio, and why is this Macrobius fellow commenting on his dreams?”

			Merlin rolled his eyes at my abysmal ignorance, and said, “Make your move you uneducated churl, and I’ll tell you.”

			I turned my attention back to the board for the moment, and said, “I suppose I’ll just take that pawn. Bishop’s pawn to king five, and you’re one pawn down.”

			“I’ll return the favor,” Merlin said. “King’s knight to king five taking your pawn. Now listen: Scipio was a Roman general who fought the Carthaginians and helped pave the way for the Roman Empire. The Roman statesman Cicero tells the story of this Scipio having a dream about his grandfather Africanus, who was another commander who had beaten the great Carthaginian general Hannibal.”

			All of this seemed irrelevant to me. “King’s knight to king’s bishop three,” I said, thinking to get him back to the subject by getting his mind back in the game. “What’s all this got to do with Agravain and his dreams?”

			“I only mean to say,” Merlin replied, a bit miffed, “that Macrobius here argues that there are several types of dreams. Two of them are meaningless—those are what he calls a visum or apparition, where you see something frightening or ghostly in the dream but it dissipates—actually I think my dream of slipping on the cliff was of that order; and the insomnium or nightmare, which is a bad dream that is caused by indigestion perhaps, or by worrying about something so much that you dream about it at night.”

			“So Agravain’s dream about Lancelot and Guinevere might be that kind of a dream, an insomnium, that he dreamt because he was obsessing over the queen having a lover so much while he was awake?”

			Merlin shrugged and pursed his lips. “There’s a chance that might be it,” he said. “But Macrobius also claims that there are three different kinds of dreams that really are meaningful. One of these is the oraculum, which is what Scipio’s dream was. It’s when an important figure like an ancestor or a great man of the past comes to you in a dream and just tells you what’s going to happen or gives you important advice. Africanus in Scipio’s dream shows him the fate of the good in the afterlife, the good being those who contribute to the ‘common profit’ in Cicero’s way of thinking. The highest kind of meaningful dream, according to this Macrobius, is the somnium, which is an enigmatic dream made up of strange symbols or events that must be looked at and interpreted before anything can be made of it.”

			“If you can’t figure out what it means, why is that the highest category?” I asked. Reasonably, I thought.

			“Just the sort of question an illiterate simpleton like yourself would ask,” Merlin said, only half in jest. “This Macrobius is a scholar, remember. Of course, the dream that requires the musings of a scholar to decode is going to be the highest form. It’s certainly the most interesting to him. But look, there’s one last kind of meaningful dream called the visio, where you just dream something that actually comes true. I think that you and I could agree, knowing what we know, that it is possible to interpret Agravain’s dream as an actual visio—since what he dreamed is in fact the truth. And while you digest that, I’m moving my queen’s bishop’s pawn to queen’s bishop three.”

			I did think about it. Part of my mind noticed that my knight was in danger. Slowly I moved my own king’s bishop to queen three, and then finally responded to Merlin’s long exposition on dreams: “I still don’t buy it. I don’t care how many books this Macrobius has written or how good his Latin is. My own experience tells me that dreams come from our own heads and what’s in them, not from some secret message sent by God or the devil or bloody Apollo or anybody else.”

			Merlin raised one of those ponderous eyebrows at me for a few seconds and then broke into a low chuckle. “Precisely my own opinion, young Gildas,” he said, picking up the manuscript of Macrobius and returning it to the pile next to his bedside table. “With one caveat: I happen to think there is something to be said for the concept of the somnium, the enigmatic but prophetic dream. Now don’t start arguing before you hear me out,” he said, motioning me to calm down as I had started to rise with an emphatic “no.”

			“I don’t say that the somnium is a message sent by some supernatural power. Only that there are times that our own minds send us signals in dreams that we don’t understand at the time. King’s knight to king’s bishop six, by the way, taking your knight.”

			“Well then, queen’s pawn to queen’s bishop three, taking your own knight. But as for what you say about symbolic dreams, I still don’t know. Show me why you think they’re real.”

			“How else do you explain my own famous power as a seer or prophet? You know I have that reputation and you know how bogus it all is. You know when I have one of my ‘spells’ that I have visions. It’s some odd quirk about the way my own brain works—but think about it. What are those visions but virtual waking dreams? Isn’t it so?”

			I shrugged. “If you say so.”

			“I do say so! And what kind of dream do they resemble most?”

			“You’re going to tell me they’re like the symbolic, somnium dream, I suppose,” I answered. “Because…”

			“Because, as you know yourself, there is no clear message in them. Only a symbolic suggestion that must be interpreted. The green tree, which turns out to be an heraldic emblem. The dog turning on its master, which describes the faithful servant murdering her mistress. The widow who triumphs, which is, well, a widow taking revenge for her murdered husband. You remember the vague suggestiveness of those visions. Or should I say those somnia. So… king’s bishop to king two.”

			“Yes, all right,” I said thoughtfully. “I’m going to thecastle now.”

			“And I’ll do the same,” the old man responded, moving his king over to his king’s rook and flipping the rook to the other side of his king.

			I saw an opening here and took it. “King’s bishop to king’s rook seven,” I said. “Check.”

			That got his attention, and while he pondered the situation for the moment, I got back to the thing that was really bothering me. “But surely you’re not saying that this dream of Agravain’s is prophetic in the same way.”

			“King to king’s rook two,” Merlin said, “taking your bishop. Certainly not in any sense that our friend Macrobius has in mind. But yes, Agravain’s dream is prophetic in that, like my own visions, it is the result of his mind exercising on a particular matter and suggesting solutions. Agravain pondering the relationship between the queen and Lancelot has hit upon what is, in fact, the correct solution in the form of a dream.”

			That was surely not what I had hoped to hear from the old necromancer. “Knight to king’s knight five. And check again.” I had the advantage in the game, I thought, and moved to pursue it. In real life, however, I was feeling not at all in control. “So what do we do?”

			“King’s bishop to king’s knight four, taking your knight,” Merlin followed up. He was looking curiously at the board, as if he was either surprised by my aggressive attack in the game or confused by Agravain’s accusations. Either way I sensed that he was unsure about his next move.

			“Queen to king’s rook five,” I said. “Check. Agravain is a pest. But as I said before, Mordred is truly sinister.”

			“Agravain cannot be taken lightly,” Merlin said, his eyes closing as he tried to keep himself calm. “His mouth will spread the rumor of his own dream throughout the castle. I do not know what the king will do if confronted with it. But if both Agravain and Mordred are focused on finding proof of the queen’s affair with Lancelot, they can keep a permanent watch on either Lancelot or Guinevere and, if anything indiscreet occurs between the two, be the first to know. King’s bishop to king’s rook three.”

			“King’s rook to king’s bishop six. What do we do?”

			“Do? About Agravain and Mordred?” Merlin twisted his mouth to the side in an emblem of frustration. “Nothing much we can do. Warn Lancelot and Guinevere that they are being watched. Spread rumors that Agravain and Mordred are untrustworthy and not to be believed. Try to get Gawain and Gareth, and Gaheris too, to exert some pressure on them to give up this quest—try to convince them that the only possible outcome of this witch hunt is the breaking of the Round Table and the end of Arthur’s reign. And that is something Agravain for one could not possibly want to bring about. Ah… queen’s knight to queen two.”

			“King’s rook to king’s rook six,” I said, pondering Merlin’s words. “Taking your bishop.”

			“Hmph. I didn’t think you’d make that sacrifice,” the old man said. “King’s knight’s pawn to king’s rook three, taking your rook.”

			“Sacrifice. Yes,” I said. “Agravain wouldn’t make the sacrifice of Arthur’s kingdom for vengeance on Lancelot, but Mordred, I’m afraid, has no qualms whatever. He doesn’t care for Guinevere and he doesn’t care for Lancelot. But Arthur he hates with a white-hot passion. He’d stop at nothing to bring down the father who refuses to acknowledge him and who tried to kill him as a baby, and then pick up the pieces and start all over with his own little kingdom. Queen’s bishop to king’s rook six, taking your pawn—which is all Agravain is, by the way, Mordred’s little pawn, and he’s got no qualms about sacrificing him either.”

			“King’s rook to king one.” Now the old man bit his lower lip. “God’s eyelids, Gildas! I’m afraid you’re right. Mordred wants to tear it all down. He’s just been waiting for his chance, and proving an affair between the queen and the Great Knight would give him just that chance. But he’s a devious scoundrel. Whatever he does will be underhanded. It will probably take him some time to put together a foolproof plan…”

			“Bishop to king’s knight five, attacking your queen. And check, by the way.”

			Merlin glanced at the board with some surprise. “I must be losing my touch,” he commented. “Or this Mordred business has got me more perturbed than I’m used to. Of course, this is exactly what Mordred intends: to threaten our queen and thereby to set our king up for the coup d’état. Uh, king to king’s knight one.”

			“Bishop to king’s bishop six,” I countered. “Maybe you’re right about Mordred needing time to put a plan together—unless he already has one. Think about it. He may have been plotting some way to bring down the king for years.”

			Merlin nodded his assent. “Mordred almost certainly has suspected Guinevere for a long time but did not want to be the one to bring the affair up before the king. He knows how often it is the messenger who suffers for the message. But if he could get someone else—like a dim-witted Agravain—to bear the message, then the jaws of the trap could snap. And he wouldn’t be blamed. And by the way, why aren’t you taking my queen? Have you got some trap of your own ready to snap on me? Knight takes bishop, attacking your queen.”

			“Queen to king’s knight six. Check, again, by the way. So what you’re saying means that it may even be too late to warn Guinevere and Lancelot—that the only thing to do is to stop Mordred before he can spring his trap, and the only way to do that is to, what? Have him arrested?”

			“On what charge? The king is just to simply make a preemptory arrest, because we think Mordred may do something later? King to king’s rook one.”

			“How else do we get rid of him? Can we think of some quest the king might send him on immediately? But he’s never had any compunction about not doing what the king asks. Of course, if it were in the form of a royal command, he wouldn’t be able to turn it down, without being arrested! Maybe that’s the solution. And speaking of solutions, pawn to king’s bishop six, taking your knight.”

			Merlin glanced down at the board casually, and then did a double take. His eyes bulged wide and his mouth hung open. “And mate in one move!” He exclaimed. “Hmm—my only move is to sacrifice my queen, but that would only postpone the inevitable. Or I could put you in check and just lose my rook and it still would be checkmate on your next move. Same thing. The only thing I can do is… resign. Gildas, you blithering Cornish dolt, you’ve beaten me!”

			Now it was my turn to stare in disbelief at the pieces on the board, as Merlin knocked over his king in a gesture of surrender. In all my years playing against the old necromancer, I had never once beaten him. I’d come close a few times, or at least thought I was coming close, but he had always pulled something out at the last minute and snatched the game away from me. And that’s what I thought was going to happen this time. But I’d actually won. I didn’t know whether I had simply gotten that much better, or the old man was slipping. 

			But I’d definitely won fair and square, and for a moment had actually forgotten about the crisis posed by Agravain and Mordred, but when I turned toward Merlin I got another shock: One of his eyes was still bulging out, but the other seemed contracted and he’d closed it. He was also slowly reeling about as if off balance, and holding his hands to his temples, where I knew he was feeling a good deal of pain. I didn’t have to question what was going on—I’d seen it often enough to recognize that one of Merlin’s periodic spells was coming on. I rushed to him and helped to steady him, guiding him over to his bed where I knew he would curl up and sleep for at least twelve hours. 

			“Listen!” The old man murmured as I laid him down. “The maiden rises again! The look that kills strikes from behind.”

			“Right…” I said, pondering that one. But I knew it would only become clear after long contemplation—maybe even after it would do us no good at all. It was another one of Merlin’s famous “visions.” “So,” I whispered to myself. “Looks like we’ve got a somnium here.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			MY LADY’S CHAMBER

			“Who goes there? Answer in the name of the king!”

			The harsh challenge from the barbican jolted me out of my reverie as I approached the front gate of the castle. I’d been musing on the position of my beloved, the lady Rosemounde, if anything were to happen to her sovereign lady, the queen, as a result of the current crisis initiated by Sir Agravain’s accusations. Married to a violent beast of a husband—that is, the brutal Sir Mordred—my Rosemounde was safe as long as she remained one of the queen’s chief ladies-in-waiting, since Mordred could not touch her, wife or no wife, in that haven of the queen’s protection. But take that shield away, burst that protective bubble, and there was little the law could do to prevent the beatings that had caused Rosemounde to seek shelter back with the queen in the first place. Little the law could do, but as long as I could swing a sword there was actually plenty I could do if it came to that.

			But coming to the gates of Camelot, I found that the drawbridge was raised—unheard of at this time of the morning, when every farmer and tradesman from the city of Caerleon and the surrounding villages was due to arrive carrying carts full of produce and goods for the king’s kitchens and for the knights and ladies within the walls. Not only that, but I was greeted by this commanding and unfamiliar voice from above the gate, calling out this challenge to me. To me, a knight of Arthur’s Round Table and one of the Queen’s own knights—not, to be sure, as well known on sight as Gawain or Lancelot or Bors or even Gareth, but certainly easily recognizable to any veteran member of the King’s Guard. I decided this must be some inexperienced new recruit on duty and thought to smooth things over with a little charm, and a bit of name dropping.

			“You don’t recognize me in there, eh? Look, I’m one of the Queen’s Knights! I’ve only been gone overnight, not on a year-long quest. Who is that? Is Robin Kempe with you up there? He can vouch for me. It’s just Gildas of Cornwall, the queen’s favorite ex-page here. Lower that drawbridge quickly now, boy, before Guinevere finds out and has you demoted to counting chickens in the castle kitchen!”

			“Stay right there!” the disembodied voice ordered with an even sharper edge of authority. And at that word, five officers of the king’s guard came out to stand on the fortress atop the barbican and, before my unbelieving eyes, notched arrows in the tight strings of their longbows and pointed them unambiguously in my direction. 

			“What the…hey! What is this about? What’s going on? Listen, you men,” I called to the archers on the parapet. “You’re not going to want to be part of this once the queen finds out. Put those bows down!”

			But I’d have been better off just talking to the castle wall itself, for those guardsmen never made a move to lower their weapons, and I realized with a sinking feeling that the drawbridge was now opening, and that a troop of five more guards was waiting within to arrest me. At that point, I regretted having walked to Merlin’s cave rather than ridden my gallant destrier Achilles, since I’d have avoided capture with ease if I’d been on his back. But it was only a mile’s walk to Merlin’s den and it had been a pleasant night. Now, unarmed, I had little choice but to put my hands above my head in a sign of surrender. With a queasy stomach I wondered, what was going on? Had the castle fallen to hostile forces overnight? But no, these men were all in the green uniform of King Arthur’s palace guard. Something else was happening—something that I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like at all.

			“Keep your hands behind your head and follow me,” the company’s apparent commander ordered. I strode over the drawbridge directly behind the strutting popinjay, flanked by two well-armed guards marching on either side of me. They could be walking me to my execution, for all I knew, and I called to their leader in a voice I hoped had some gravitas behind it. “Look you, sergeant or whatever you are, I’m not following you any farther until I get some answers. What’s going on here? And just where are you taking me?”

			He spun on his heel and gazed back at me, and for the first time I saw a kind of disoriented panic in his pale grey eyes. He ran his right hand through an unkempt swirl of long brown hair, and his lips quavered for a brief moment before he spoke. I realized that he didn’t know what he was doing any more than I did. Fear and confusion were the order of the day here, and I had just stepped innocently into it. “Castle’s under martial law,” the young sergeant said, as if that was an explanation. “We’re taking you to the officer in charge of the battlements.” And with that, he spun back around and marched on, and I followed behind with my green-garbed escort. 

			We moved at a quick march across the bailey and toward the base of the castle keep, that great stone tower intended for the stronghold’s final defense in case of siege. There, I saw the chain-mail-clad back of a tall knight with long tawny hair, pointing to the battlements on the castle walls and barking out orders to another group of a dozen or so men, wearing the same green forester-like uniforms of the king’s guard. 

			As we approached, the knight turned in our direction, and I recognized the tan-bearded countenance of Sir Ywain, the Knight of the Lion. 

			“Gildas!” He cried as he saw me being brought to him in custody. “What have they arrested you for?”

			“Uh…my lord,” the young sergeant began to stammer, somewhat abashed that I should receive so friendly a welcome from the knight in charge. “We apprehended this fellow as he approached the gate. He’d clearly been out of the castle overnight, and he twice invoked the name of the queen in his defense. We thought it best to detain him and bring him to your honor to determine what to do with him.”

			“Yes, yes,” Ywain nodded benevolently but with a bit of impatience. “But Sir Gildas is beyond suspicion. He is Sir Gareth’s former squire, and so, one of Gawain’s own men. But you did well to question him. I will take charge of him now. Stay vigilant at the barbican!”

			“Yes sir!” The sergeant shot back and gave Sir Ywain a stiff salute before turning and marching his men back to the gate. I turned to Ywain with my face twisted in confusion, but he gave me a quick and subtle shake of his tawny locks, shifting his eyes as if to say, “We can’t talk right here, not right now,” and then he shouted to the guards around him, “Carry on, then, and see that those battlements remain manned at all times! If I am needed, I will be in the throne room, reporting to the king with Sir Gildas here.” With that, he strode off purposefully, and, taking my cue, I skipped along beside him, now giving rein to my frustrations.

			“Ywain!” I cried. “I’ve just returned from Merlin’s cave. What in the name of all that’s holy is happening here? I’ve been gone one night!”

			“And you picked the wrong night to go hobnobbing with wizards!” Ywain told me, in a much quieter voice. “Now keep your voice down while we talk. As you can see, all hell has broken loose here.”

			“But why on earth would they arrest me, just for coming back to the castle?”

			“Two reasons,” Ywain explained in a low growl. “First, you apparently tried to impress them by claiming to be a favorite of the queen. Bad mistake in the current climate. Secondly, you were away from the castle during the night. That looked suspicious, because it suggested you might be one of those who escaped from the castle overnight. With Lancelot.”

			And now things began to come into focus for me. I felt a deathly cold tingling in the back of my neck, and a sudden weakness in my limbs. I had to stop walking and hold Ywain’s arm for support. “No…” I murmured. “It hasn’t come to that…has it?”

			The leonine knight put his hand on my left shoulder and hung his head down as we walked slowly toward the throne room. He shook his tawny mane and spoke low, with a quiver in his voice. “There’s nothing for it. Mordred and Agravain must have had spies watching the queen ever since they came to Gawain’s dinner that night, just hoping to catch Lancelot in her chamber. And last night they did.”

			“Well, so, what does that prove? I’ve been in the queen’s chamber. That doesn’t prove anything was going on there. She might have asked him to come to discuss some matter of court. They could have been talking about the weather, for all we know…”

			Ywain looked up at the sky and growled his dissent. “Agh, no, it’s gone way beyond that, Gildas. Agravain and Mordred had a gang of ten other knights with them and tried to storm into the queen’s quarters to arrest Lancelot.”

			I whistled. “That could not have turned out well,” I said, as neutrally as I could, waiting for Ywain to let drop the other shoe. Something irreversible must have occurred. Something that would permanently change things in Camelot. “And?” I encouraged Ywain.

			“And Lancelot killed Sir Agravain. And the other ten knights as well. Mordred was the only one to escape. And he went straight to the king, as soon as he was able.”

			My heart sank within me, and then a sudden rush of panic shot it back into my throat. “Wait…what about the queen’s ladies-in-waiting? Lady Anne and Lady Mary and…the others. Weren’t they in the middle chamber of the queen’s suite? Were they injured? What happened to them?” I knew my voice was nearly screeching in panic but I couldn’t help it. My dearest Rosemounde, in the midst of carnage like that—sometimes in a melee the innocent could be badly hurt unintentionally.

			“It’s all right,” Ywain patted my arm, sensing where my thoughts had gone. “The queen had sent them to sleep in other quarters for the night. She must have wanted some privacy for the evening. Only Gawain’s squire, her former page, Peter, was there.”

			“Thank God for her foresight,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. “But what happened to Peter?” I asked with some concern. Peter, after all, had been my replacement as the queen’s page, and I had a good deal of fellow feeling for him.

			“He did not fare so well. He tried to stand between the armed knights and the queen’s door, and Sir Mordred cut him down with his sword. He lives, but he’s badly wounded.”

			“Bastard!” I said, finding even more reason to hate Mordred.

			We had reached the steps to the throne room. Ywain shrugged. “Lancelot fled the queen’s quarters and stopped briefly at his own to tell Bors what had happened. They got their armor, went to the stables for their horses, and left the castle. Bors and Lancelot, Ector and Blamor de Ganys, along with Sir Bleoberis, Sir Brandiles, and those new fellows, Sir Lavayne and Sir Urry. Maybe one or two more. But they cleared out fast, while Mordred was trying to raise a hue and cry. The king had been off hunting with Sir Gawain and Sir Gareth, and so didn’t know anything until he got back, and the damage was already done. The whole castle’s on high alert now. But listen: I really am going into the throne room here. You—” he paused and his eyes flicked in both directions to assure himself that he could not be overheard— “you should go to the queen. Do it, boy. If she ever needed a friend, it’s now.”

			With that, he turned to mount the steps that led into the throne room. I turned to a separate staircase, which would lead me up to the queen’s royal chambers in the same building, but off the great hall and the throne room. I could only imagine what I would find.
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			In the queen’s outer chamber, before the curtains that separated the queen’s inner chamber from the corridor that ran the length of the second floor of the castle, to my slight surprise I found Sir Gareth and Sir Gaheris guarding the entry. They were in full mail armor and coif and were equipped with short arming swords hanging at their sides. When they saw me, there was visible relief on their strained faces. Gaheris actually broke his usual stoic silence with a sighed, “Thank God,” at my approach.

			“Ah, Gildas, my lad,” Sir Gareth said, reaching out to grasp my arm in heartfelt welcome. “We had feared the worst!”

			“The worst?” I queried. “What do you mean? You thought I was dead?”

			Gaheris shrugged. “There’s many a good knight who is this morning, I’m afraid.”

			“But no, no,” Gareth was quick to add. “We knew you could not have been in…Agravain’s party,” and with that he swallowed hard, and I saw by the red rims of his eyes that he had been weeping sorely overnight. He had never had a great deal of affection for his prickly brother, but family is family, and Gareth was always a soft-hearted bloke. “No, what we feared was that you were one of those who had fled the castle with Lancelot. He and his party are gone, and there is no chance they will ever be a part of Camelot again.”

			“I spent the night in Merlin’s cave,” I told them. They looked at each other with manifest relief.

			“The Table has broken,” Gaheris stated with grim composure. “This may mean civil war. We all will remain loyal to the king, but it remains to be seen whether Arthur can stand without Lancelot. There are certainly knights here this morning who are considering where their truest loyalties lie. Arthur is liege lord to most knights here, but many of them owe Lancelot their lives because of his past deeds.”

			All of this may have been true, but the Orkney brothers’ concerns had sent me into an alarmed anxiety. “But tell me,” I interrupted. “Who all has been killed?”

			Gareth and Gaheris looked at each other and then down at the floor as if they were ashamed to list the newly dead. “Agravain, of course,” Sir Gaheris began. “And Sir Baldwin, his former squire.”

			“Sir Mador de la Porte,” Gareth added. He shrugged. “He’s never had much love for Lancelot after being bested by him in the queen’s first trial. And then Sir Degore, who had some grudge against the Great Knight after the death of his brother-in-law, Sir Meliagaunt.”

			“Then there were some other hangers on, young knights whose minds Mordred had been poisoning against Sir Lancelot and against the queen—even against Gawain, in the hope of generating support for himself as heir to the throne. People like, oh, Sir Cursesalyne, Sir Meliot de Logres, Sir Petipace of Winchelsee, Sir Galleron of Galway. No big names except…well, who am I forgetting, brother?”

			Gareth knitted up his brow and counted on his fingers. “Sir Melyon of the Mountain,” he added, “Sir Ascamore, Sir Gromerson Erioure—knights from Scotland who knew Agravain of old. And then…” he paused and looked at Gaheris. His brother shrugged and nodded back at Gareth. Neither of them seemed willing to give me the last name, but ultimately it seemed to have fallen to Gareth.

			“The last knight killed was Sir Lovell,” my former master told me. “Sir Gawain’s own son.”

			My heart sank, and I let out a breath as if I had been punched in the stomach. Sir Agravain was, one might say, an acceptable loss for the Orkney clan. He had been warned not to pursue this dangerous path and to let things remain as they were, and he had paid the price for his brash interference. But Lovell was Gawain’s treasure. How could he absorb that kind of blow?

			“Lovell?” I cried, uncomprehending. “How did he become a part of that plot? Didn’t he leave Gawain’s room with the rest of us that night Agravain and Mordred started hatching their scheme?”

			“We don’t know when he changed his mind, or why,” Sir Gaheris said.

			“But we can make a pretty good guess,” Gareth added. “We know Mordred, with his serpent’s tongue, has a way of making the most ridiculous notions seem reasonable. My guess is he convinced poor Lovell that Lancelot was replacing his father in the king’s affections, or some such charge. Led the poor boy straight to his death.”

			I sighed heavily but could think of nothing else to say at the moment. I was still trying to digest the enormity of the last night’s developments. I switched subjects. “And the queen?” I asked. “How is she holding up under all of this?”

			Sir Gaheris rolled his eyes. Gareth said, “We were told to guard the queen. By Gawain, who I assume is acting under Arthur’s orders, though nobody’s seen Arthur since this started. And when I say ‘guard the queen,’ I don’t know whether we’re supposed to be guarding her to see that she doesn’t escape, or guarding her from anyone that wants to do her harm.”

			“So we’re doing both,” Gaheris said. 

			“You, though, my friend,” Sir Gareth smiled wanly in my direction, “are certainly not here to harm her. Nor do I expect you’ll be trying to smuggle her out to safety.” And in a low voice he added, “Go give her what comfort you can.”

			Within the queen’s inner chamber, six of her ladies-in-waiting sat in a small circle in the middle of a room some twenty feet square. It was a somber gathering. Usually when I entered this space, there was some lively chatter going on as the ladies worked on their embroidery or on some other kind of needlework. Or perhaps they were absorbed in some French romance set in ancient Rome or Troy. But today I heard only soft weeping and consoling whispers, the ladies all holding hands or touching one another’s arms or shoulders. Lady Anne, usually the leader of the group, was in no condition to lead them anywhere as I saw her sobbing into her hands, and Lady Vivien, the lover of romances, could do nothing now but pat Lady Anne’s elbow. Lady Barbara and Lady Alison, the queen’s newer ladies, looked like frightened mice, heads together whispering quiet comforts to each other. Lady Mary, the youngest and most full of silly banter, was speechless now as Lady Rosemounde laid her arm around Mary’s shoulders, whispering soothing words in her ear.

			When she saw me enter, Rosemounde sprang up, rushed over to me and, without a thought, flung her arms around me, crying, “Oh Gildas! I was so afraid you were caught up in this tragedy somehow and were wounded or dead, or had ridden off with Sir Lancelot and his party!” I was quite happy to receive the embrace, but even I knew that such a familiar display was unwise, even in the security of the queen’s chamber, for it could only cause trouble if word of it got back to her churlish husband. 

			Keeping that in mind, I did not return the embrace but inclined my head slightly and said, “My lady, your concern is heartening to me. I assure you I am completely intact, as you see.” When my eyes glanced up at her, however, she could read the gratitude and delight in them at her bold display, and she returned my look with her characteristic smirk, then seized me by the hand and pulled me toward the door that led to the queen’s private closet. 

			“She will want to see you,” the Lady Rosemounde insisted. “You may be the one person that can cheer her.” And with that, she opened the door
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