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THE DARK TRINITY CHRONICLES
Chapter Thirteen
The Sword’s Awakening

They had ridden eight days from the Sanctuary, the last three harder than the first five, and Arthur had begun to understand a thing about the new weight at his hip — that the blade did not lighten the road, but neither did it lengthen it. The miles passed. The horses suffered. Captain Gareth portioned out the stores the way he had been trained to. Galahad took the point and the rear-guard by turns, his silver-and-blue armour weathered now to a colour the songs would not have recognised. Merlin slept in his saddle when the horse would let him. Alaric did not sleep at all, by Arthur’s count, in three days; he had the cold awake-look of a young man who had glimpsed something at a threshold and not yet decided what to do with it. They rode hard. They did not speak much.

Arthur did not feel triumphant. He had carried the triumphant feeling in his mouth for eight days and not let it past his teeth. What he felt instead was a steadiness new to him. The chamber had emptied something in him that had been louder than he had realised, and the new weight had filled the place the emptying made. He rode home a man more himself than he had been before he left, and less the man his kingdom had been counting on. He hoped it would notice the difference. He hoped it would not.

※

On the eighth morning the watch on the eastern road saw them coming, and the bells began. By the time he came in through the lower gate the bells of the keep had taken up the answer, and by the time he reached the inner ridge the great bell of the chapel had begun, and the city all at once was making the sound a city made when its king came home from a quest it had not been told the size of. He came up the long approach at a walk. The crowd opened to him. He saw the ordinary faces of the people he had ridden away from — the smith who had mended the bridle the morning of the leaving, the woman who sold the dark bread he liked at the gate of the south market, the boy who had held his stirrup the year of the great storm. They watched him. He watched them. He saw, in the way they watched, that what they wanted from him was not the blade. They had not been told there was a blade. They wanted him home, and were glad he was. He found himself more glad than he could explain to be king of a people who would want him before any blade he might have brought them.

She came out of the keep onto the high step where she had not stood for him in twenty years of his coming home. She had always been at the high table, or in the hall, or in some private place she meant him to find. This time she was on the step. He understood, when he saw her, what the step meant — that she had waited like someone who had not slept and did not know whether sleep would come again. She had grown thinner. Her face was paler than the morning he had left. Her hand was at the pendant at her throat the way a hand went to the only solid thing it had. He swung down. He went up the step. He took her without speaking — the high-table reckoning that once made him mind the watching court was not a thing he had room for tonight — and he held her. She was thin, and cold, and very still. He did not name any of it. He held her. She held him back.

“You are home,” she said, very quietly. There was a thing under the words she had not given words to, and he chose not to make her. He kissed the top of her head, where the auburn was streaked now with grey that had not been there when he left, and he turned with her into the keep.

Mordred stood at the inner door. He had the bearing of a regent who had kept the regency clean — the attentive courtesy of a man whose temporary commission was over and who was glad to give it back. He bowed to the depth Arthur’s return required and not a finger’s breadth deeper. “My king. The kingdom is yours again, and I am yours to command.” Arthur clasped his cousin’s shoulder. The touch was warm; the grey eyes did not look away. “Thank you, cousin. The council will hear what I have to tell them at dusk.” Mordred bowed again and stepped aside. He did not look at the queen. He did not look at the blade at Arthur’s hip. He did not look at any of the things a man would have looked at — and Arthur, who had been read in dim corridors all his life, marked the not-looking, and set it with the other notations that would matter later or would not.

※

At dusk they came to the council and took the chairs they had taken for years. Lancelot at Arthur’s right, the Lionheart and the Seraphim laid across his knees in the careful way he laid them when he did not want his hands free. Galahad at the left, the Aegis Lance against his chair, the old scar along his jaw catching the candlelight. Percival across, big and quiet and dark, the great sword Judgement along the table at his elbow. Tristan beside him, the bow Quietus set across his chair-back and the lute he had not touched in a month left behind in his quarters. Gawain with the Solarflare before him, the sunburst at its head dull in the light the way it had been dull for two years. Bors at Gawain’s right, the warhammer Titan upright between his knees and the cold of the wall still on his cloak; he had come down an hour past. Mordred at the far end, the dark blade at his hip in its plain sheath, his hands folded on the table. Merlin stood at the back of the chamber.

Arthur laid Excalibur on the round table at the centre, in the wrapping it had ridden in for eight days, and unwrapped it slowly, because the unwrapping was for them and not for him. The blade caught the candle and threw it back as itself. The runes along the edge gave off the same clean unhurried gold they had given off in the chamber when his hand first closed on the hilt. No one spoke. Lancelot’s right hand went to his sword-hilt and stayed there. Galahad bowed his head. Percival let out a slow breath, the kind a big man saves for a moment that asks for one. Gawain’s mouth opened and said nothing. Tristan’s eyes were wet, and he did not trouble to hide it.

“The chamber said many things,” Arthur said. “Most are not for the council. One is. The blade is not given to a man. The blade is given to the hour, and the hour has begun. I did not bring it back to wield alone. The Order made other things in the long ago, before the mistakes that ended them, and some of those things are at this table. The chamber said the things at this table will answer the blade, if the blade asks of them. I have not done this before. I will do it now. Bring me your weapons.”

He took the Solarflare from Gawain first. It was heavy in his hand the way Gawain made it look light. He touched the head of the mace to the flat of Excalibur, and the runes there, dim for so long, woke in a slow burst of gold. The sunburst burned briefly bright, then settled, and did not go dull again. Gawain made a startled sound he had never made in war, and took the mace back the way a father takes his first son.

Arthur went down the table. The Lionheart and the Seraphim woke together under his touch, the way they had been forged to wake, and the hilts grew warm in Lancelot’s hands. The Aegis Lance brightened along its haft; Judgement, grave and heavy in Percival’s lap, came away grave and heavy and somehow more itself; Quietus, which had hung on its peg since the year of the storm, took the light and held it. And Titan last — Bors’s great warhammer, the runes rising slow and deep along the haft, the iron head when Arthur touched it giving off the low single note of a stone struck once in deep water.

The knights held still, each of them wary, each sensing something shift inside and waiting to learn what it was. Gawain’s hand opened and closed on the haft of his mace, and he watched it do so as though the hand were no longer entirely his own. Behind Galahad the candle caught the edges of him in a way that was not entirely the candle. And Bors’s broad hand had gone to the shoulder where last winter’s wound had not stopped aching in months; for a moment his face was the face of a man whose question had just been answered, and surprised him.

At the far end, when Arthur’s eyes came to him, Mordred rose. He did not draw the dark blade. He did instead what years of careful self-effacement had made him expert in — he bowed, and stepped back from the table.

“My king. My blade is older work than the Order’s seal. It came to me by another road. I bear it in your service and not my own. I do not ask Excalibur to bless what was not made under the Order’s hand. Let the rite be for the Round Table’s weapons. Mine I will keep at my hip in the war that comes, and you will not need to wonder whether the blessing took.”

Arthur looked at him. He had grown up with Mordred, taught him the rudiments of horsemanship, loved him as a cousin and watched him at the council table for fifteen years. The man who had spoken was the man he knew — careful, courteous, a little cold
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