ENCHANTMVENT
Ben Bova

The ni ght was bl ack and cold. Freezing rain pelted down hard
and relentless. | stood beneath the scant shelter of a crunbling
archway, its ancient stones dripping and slimy with green noss. Icy
m st rose fromthe graveyard beyond the arch |ike ghostly spirits
rising fromthe dead. It was easy to see how the people here believed
in their supernatural terrors. Ignorance and superstition always went
hand i n hand.

I was soaked to the skin, despite the heavy wool en cloak |I had draped

over nmy tunic and chain mail. My body automatically clanped down ny
peri pheral blood vessels, to keep as nuch body heat within ne as
possi bl e.

It had been raining steadily for days, and now the rain was turning
into sleet. Back south where Ambrosius ruled as Hi gh King in Cadbury
castle it was harvest time with bright golden days and a smling
orange full noon. Here along Hadrian's Wall it was already w nter
snow was on the way. Arthur's | ong canpai gn agai nst the barbarians
was grinding to a halt.

Once the Roman | egi ons abandoned Britain, barbarian tribes from
across the sea invaded the island. Saxons, Angles, Jutes, Frisians,
they swarned onto Britain's shores and burned, |ooted and raped their
way inland. It was Arthur's hope to drive themback into the sea.

Arthur and his knights had fought all sumer long, battling the
i nvadi ng barbarians in a bitter canpaign that had started far to the
south and now had brought us to the border of the Scottish |ands. The
agi ng Anbrosius Aurelianus, who styled hinself H gh King of all the
Celts, remained in his fine castle at Cadbury, ready to nobve agai nst
the Saxons on Britain's south shore if they tried to push inland.

There were too few knights for Arthur to drive the barbarians
entirely out of Britain. But he crushed their nilitary power,
anni hilated the flower of their fighting manhood. Thoroughly cowed,
they retreated to their fortified villages along the coast, but they
woul d push no farther inland. Not until a new generation of boys grew
to fighting age.

Meantime the wild and fearsone Scots and Picts had swarned
across the unguarded |l ength of Hadrian's Wall to spread fire and
terror through the northern | ands. Three days ago we had trapped
their maraudi ng arny agai nst the wall and slaughtered them They had
t hought the old crunbling wall was neant to keep them out of
Britain's northern reaches. Arthur showed themthat the wall had
other uses. It becane a trap. Pinned against the wall, they could not
fl ee when Arthur's knights rode down on them

It was a terrible day, raining hard, the ground beneath our
horses' hooves a sea of cloying, slippery nud. Sir Bors wanted to
wait until the rain stopped and the field dried, but Arthur feared
that the barbarians woul d escape across the wall by then. So we
charged through the rain and nud into the wild, disorganized mass of
frenzi ed barbarians. Soon the nmud was churned into an ocean of bl ood.
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| rode behind Arthur. | served as his squire, and ny duty was to protect
his back. He divided the knights into two divisions, one headed by Bors, the
other by hinmself. W charged from opposite directions, catching the freezing,
rain soaked barbarian warriors between us. They fought bravely at first, but no
man on foot can stand up to the charge of knights protected by chain mail
shield and hel net, driving honme an iron tipped lance with all the power of a
m ghty steed at full gallop behind it.

The barbarians crunbled after that first charge. The battle becane a
nel ee, with eneny warriors scranbling madly up the overgrown ol d stones of the
Wal |, nmade slippery by the incessant rain, slicker still by their own bl ood.

Arthur w el ded Excalibur, stroking to the right and left, slashing the
life fromevery warrior he could reach. Lancelot was at his right hand, his own
sword a blur of swift death. | stayed on Arthur's left, alert for treachery. |
knew t hat Arthur had been nmarked for assassination; | nyself had been ordered to
kill himby Aten, the Creator who had sent me to this tinme and pl ace.

The battle ended at last; Arthur was barely touched during the fighting.
Ni ght fell and the kni ghts huddl ed around fitful canpfires, sheltering beneath
the flat-sided tents erected by their churls. But repose was not for ne.

| followed a sumons inplanted in my nmind and headed off to the distant
graveyard. Now | waited in the freezing rain beneath the dripping stones of the
ancient archway. | half expected Aten or one of the other Creators to rise out
of the mists in the graveyard. Instead, | saw the cl oaked and hooded figure of a
nonk making his way around the perineter of the cenetery, head bent and
shoul ders stooped against the pelting rain

He carried a lantern that flickered fitfully against the mi serable night.
Once he reached nme, he lifted it high enough to see ny face.

"You are Orion?" he asked, in a voice thick with age and rheuny
congesti on.

"I am" | said. "And you?"

"I am but a hunbl e nmessenger sent to fetch you. Follow ne."

Coughing fitfully, he led me around the edge of the graveyard, not daring
to cut through it toward his destination. Dark bare trees stood al ong the nuddy
path, stretching their enpty arns to the cloud-covered sky. At |ast we reached a
snmal | donme nade of stones. A nonk's solitary cell, | realized. A place built for
solitary prayer and penitence. A place, | thought, for hunger and pneunoni a.
Through the rain-soaked darkness | could hear waves crashi ng agai nst a craggy
cliff. The sea was not far off.

| had to duck lowto get through the cell's entrance, and once inside
could stand straight only in the center of the cranped little done. It was a
relief to get out of the rain, although the stones of the cell's interior were
slimy with nmold and dripping water. The beehive shaped cell was enpty. In the
dimlight of the nonk's lanp | could see that there was no chair, no hearth, not
even a blanket to sleep upon. Nothing but a few tufts of straw thrown on the
nmuddy ground.

"Wait here," wheezed the nonk.

Before |I could reply or ask a question, he stepped outside into the icy
rain and di sappeared in the darkness.

"Orion."

| turned to see Merlin. The old wi zard stood before ne in a circle of
light, his dark robe reaching to the ground, his ash gray hair neatly conbed and
tied back, his long beard trimand clean, rather than in its usual knotted
filthy state. He had stayed behind at Cadbury castle, many weeks' travel from
this place; yet he was here.

"My lord Merlin," | said, as befitted a squire addressing his naster's
mentor, a nman reputed to be a mghty w zard.

He smiled wanly. "No need for obsequies, Orion. W can speak frankly to
one anot her."

"As you wish," | said cautiously.

He gazed at ne for a long, silent nonent, those piercing eyes beneath the
shaggy brows inspecting ne |ike xray |asers.

"You are one of Aten's creatures, obviously."

"And which of the Creators are you?" | countered.

"Why are you resisting Aten's comands?"

| was cold, wet, tired fromthe long day's fighting, weary of being Aten's



ENCHANTMENT/ Bova/ 3

pawn. This w zened old nman, so shriveled and frail | could snap his spine like a
dry twig, was toying with me and | resented it.

"Aten hasn't told you?" | asked. "Wy don't you look into my mnd and find
out for yoursel f?"

He shook his head. "Aten has built blocks into your mind. Limtations. Do
you recall when you first net Arthur?"

"At Amesbury fort, last spring,” | said.

Agai n he shook his head. "No. Years before that. Arthur was nerely a | ad
t hen."

| tried to renenmber. | could feel ny face winkling into a frown of
concentration. Nothing.

"Do you renmenber Grendel and the cave where you found Excali bur?"

"Anya," | said, as the menory of her matchl ess beauty surfaced in ny
consci ousness. "She is the Lady of the Lake; she gave Excalibur to Arthur."

"But you renenber nothing of Grendel and Heorot ?"

"Nothing," | adnmitted

"You see? Aten has bl ocked your mind. He allows you to know only enough to
acconpl i sh your mission."

"Who are you?" | asked

"One of the Creators, as you guessed."

“Whi ch one?"

He tugged at his beard for a monent, then smiled in a scornful, nocking

way. "Do you really want to know, Orion?"
"Yes," | answered.
"Very well."
The light bathing himintensified, brightened until it was al nbst too

dazzling to look at. It turned red, slowy at first, but then its color
deepened, redder than fire, redder than hot nolten rubies fresh fromthe Earth's
fiery core. | felt its heat radiating against ne, burning me, forcing me to
squeeze ny eyes shut.

"Don't be afraid, Orion. You may | ook upon ne now. "

W were no longer in the nonk's cold, dank cell. W stood in a |ong
columed hall, thick stone pillars so tall their tops were |lost in shadow.
Torches burned in sconces between the pillars, throwi ng bal eful ruby Iight
across the hard polished stone floor. Before me stood a man in the full splendor
of yout hful adul thood, magnificently garbed in a scul pted uniform of gl eamn ng
jetblack arnor inlaid with intricate traceries of blood red. His hair and beard
were dark, his eyes even darker, blazing Iike chips of onyx in the flickering
light of the torches.

"You may call me Hades," he said.

Hades. The Creators took pleasure in appearing to nmere nortals as gods and
goddesses. The Creator who commanded ne styled hinself Aten, an ancient sun god.
To the classical Geeks he was Apollo, to the Incas he was Inti, to the Persians
of Zoroaster's time he called hinmself Ormazd, the god of light.

This one was Hades. In Greek nythol ogy Hades was the brother of Zeus, lord
of the underworld. Death was his domain

"Where is Anya?" | asked

O all the Creators, she was the only one who cared about humanki nd. Al
the others played their ganes and nani pul ated history to suit their lusts for
power and adul ati on. How many wars through the long nmillennia had been started
by their petty jealousies and rivalries? How many millions of humans had been
sacrificed to their obsessions and hates? Anya alone tried to help nmere nortals.
I loved her; through all the m ssions of rmurder and violence that | had endured,
through all the deaths that | had suffered, Anya's | ove was the one joy that |
knew, the only reason that | kept struggling. | wanted to find her, reach her
be with her for eternity.

But Aten kept us apart. He had created ne, built ne to be his hunter, his
warrior, his assassin. It was Aten who sent ne to die in the eternal snows of
the Ice Age and a thousand other place-tines. It was Anya who hel ped ne, |oved
ne, cared for nme.

"Anya is far fromhere," said Hades, his face grown serious. "Aten knows
t hat she opposes his desires concerning Arthur and he has stirred a disruption
of the world-lines that she is striving to repair."

"She saved ny |ife when Mrganna was ready to kill ne," | remenbered
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"She won't be able to help you when next you neet the bew tching
Mor ganna. "

Morganna was in truth another of the Creators, the one who called herself
Aphrodite: beautiful, capricious, cruel

"Morganna seeks Arthur's destruction,” | said.

Hades nodded sol etmly. "She supports Aten in this. Anya and a few of the
ot her Creators oppose them"”

"And you?"
Hades smiled again, a coldly calculating snmle. "I haven't deci ded which
way | will go. As Merlin, | have hel ped young Arthur. He could becone a powerful

force in human history. He just m ght be able to nake Britain into a peaceful
prosperous island, a haven of civilization in a world darkened by the coll apse
of Rome. But | doubt that he ever will. His tine may al ready be past."

"Aten wants Arthur out of the way so that the barbarians can engul f
Britain," | said. "He wants to see a barbarian enpire covering all of the AQd
Wrld, fromHibernia to the islands of Japan, all of them worshipping him"

"There is nmuch to be said for such a plan," Hades said slowy. "It wll
bring about a millenniumor so of disruption, but "

"A thousand years of ignorance and war, of disease and death," | said.

"What's a thousand years?" he qui pped, shruggi ng.

"What's a fewtens of mllions of lives?" | retorted sarcastically.

"Orion, you bleed too nuch for these nortals."

"I will not let Aten rmurder Arthur."

Hi s dark brows rose. "Bold talk for a creature. If Aten wills it, you wll
do whatever he wants."

"No," | insisted. "I"mnot a robot or a puppet."”

"He'll let you die, then. Very painfully. And you will not be revived."

If | can't be with Anya, | thought to nyself, | mght as well die forever.

"And he'll send another creature to carry out his commands. You'll suffer
great pain and final oblivion for nothing."

"I will not assassinate Arthur,"” | repeated stubbornly. "As |long as
live, | will protect him"

Hades stroked his beard thoughtfully, staring at ne for a long, silent
nonent. "It will be interesting to see how long you can carry out your resolve

Aten will destroy you sooner or later, of course, but | wonder just how | ong you
can get away with defying him"

"You find this amusi ng?"

"Very," he admitted casually. "You know, | came to this place-tine and
took on the guise of Merlin to help Arthur through his childhood. Aten wanted
Arthur to succeed only far enough to force the barbarians to conbi ne agai nst
him™"

"l understand that. Then Arthur is to be killed."

"Thanks to you, Arthur is trouncing the barbarians, shattering their
power. Aten wants him stopped. So does Mrganna."

"He doesn't deserve to be nurdered.”

"Per haps, perhaps not," Hades nused. "Aten has been after me to join his
side in this. But you...you and your ridiculous insistence on defying him..I
wonder how far you can carry it out?"

"Hel p ne, then," | blurted. "Wth your help Arthur can nake Britain a
beacon of civilization.”

He | aughed. "Aten would be furious."

"What of it? Is he nore powerful than you?"

Hi s laughter cut off. "I'lIl go this far, Orion. | will not help Aten.
Neither will | join the other side. | will watch how far you can go. It will be
an anusi ng game."

That's all that nortal misery and death neant to these Creators. W were a
gane to anuse them

Then | recall ed what he had said earlier. "Arthur will nmeet Mrganna
agai n?"

"Yes, and soon. You are on the edge of her domain now. "

"Berenicia."

"Already she is laying her plans for him"

"What plans?" | asked eagerly.

I nstead of answering, Hades di sappeared. The torch-1it col umed hal
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vani shed. | was back in the cold, dripping nonk's cell again. Al one.
*

"I dreaned of Merlin last night," Arthur told ne when | net himthe
fol |l owi ng norning.

| suppressed a snile and replied, "So did I, ny lord."

The rain had stopped at |ast. The clouds had cleared away. A pale northern
sun shone out of a crisp blue sky. It wasn't warm but conpared to the m serable
weat her of the past few days, it seenmed |ike nmidsunmer to us.

The I ong sumrer's fighting had toughened Arthur, matured him To the
casual eye he was still a very young man in his early twenties, broad of
shoul der and strongly nuscled. H's sandy light brown hair fell to his shoul ders;
his beard was neatly trinmmed. His |ight blue eyes were clear and sparkling with
ener gy.

We were breaking canp that norning. Arthur had decided to take his knights
across Hadrian's Wall into the |Iand of the Scots, not so nuch to fight the
tattered remains of their arny as to show themthat they had no refuge fromhis
power. Anbrosius' power, actually. Anbrosius was the H gh King, Arthur's aging
uncl e, and Arthur fought beneath his banner. Arthur was the old king' s dux
bel l orum battle |eader.

"It was a troubling dream"” he said as we wal ked slowy toward the
makeshi ft corral where our horses awaited. Unfortunately, the wind was in our
faces.

If the snell and the flies bothered Arthur, however, he gave no sign of
it. He tal ked about his dream

"It was very strange, Orion. Merlin appeared to me with a very lovely
young girl at his side. An enchantress, it seemed to ne."

"Morganna?" | asked.

He shook his head. "No, not her, thank God." He crossed hinself.

"Then who was she?"

"I don't know. But she certainly seened to have Merlin in her spell. He
told me he was going away with her and I wouldn't see himanynore.”

| could see that Arthur was clearly perpl exed.

"You don't think that Merlin would | eave ne, do you? He's been like a

father to nme. | can't renenber a tine when he wasn't there, hel ping me, show ng
me what | should do."

“"Perhaps," | said, "you are old enough now to nake your own deci sions.

Per haps you no | onger need Merlin."

He | ooked al arnmed at that thought. "I've sent a nmessenger to Cadbury
castle. | want to nmake certain that Merlin is still there. That he's all right.
Perhaps this dreamwas a warning that he's sick. He's very old, you know. "

O der than you can understand, | replied silently.

We rode that day through one of the gates in the wall built by the Romans
nearly four centuries earlier. Even though Arthur's knights nunbered scarcely
two hundred, it took all day for themand their squires and the footnmen and
churls and canmp followers to get through that single unguarded gate.

On the far side of the Wall the land stretched out before us in rolling
hills that led to nmisty blue mountains in the distance. W rode slowy along a
broad grassy dale, with the footmen trudgi ng behind us. Thick forest clinbed up
the hillsides on either side of us.

Sir Bors rode up to Arthur's side, a rare smle on his doughty, battle-
scarred face.

"North of the Wall," he said proudly. "No civilized troops have been on
this side of the Wall since the legions left."

Arthur smled back at him but said, "Detail sone of the knights to ride
ahead and al ong our flanks. Those woods coul d hide an arny of anmbushers easily."

Bors nodded. Thick forests were poor territory for mounted kni ghts. W
dealt best with our enemes in open ground, where we could charge them

Young Lancel ot, who always rode within earshot of Arthur, eagerly
vol unteered for the picket duty. Bors distrusted Lancelot's ardent quest for
gl ory; he thought the young knight's fearless courage was little short of
fool hardy. But on this day even tough old Bors nodded | aughi ngly and sent
Lancel ot on his way.

It nust be the good weather, | thought.

Then Bors turned back to Arthur. "We'll be in the enchantress' donain
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soon. "

Art hur nodded and nuttered, "Mrganna."

He had been truly enchanted by Mrganna, back at Cadbury castle a year
ago. Aphrodite had besotted him and then tried to assassinate him Only Anya's
interference had saved Arthur's life.

"My uncle Anbrosius wants an alliance with Berenicia. It could be an
ef fective buffer against the Scots and Picts."

"An alliance with the witch?" Bors grunbled.

Arthur smled at the ol der knight, but it was cheerless, bitter. "The High
King wants it."

That ended Bors' smiles for the rest of the day.

*

The next norning we reached castle Berenicia. It was an inpressive
citadel, standing high on a crag by the relentless sea, three of its sides
protected by the sheer cliff. The only way to approach it was by the w nding
uphill path we rode. Unlike nost of the fortresses | had seen, which were little
nore that grimy stockades with wooden pal i sades around them Berenicia was
protected by stone walls with turrets at each corner. A steep ditch ran in front
of the main gate. Its drawbridge was pulled up

Sir Gawai n, freshly washed and his long dark | ocks shining with oil
whi stled with appreciation as he | ooked over the battlenents.

"No wonder the barbarians have never been able to take this castle," he
sai d.

"What are you so prettied up for?" Bors jibed at him

Gawai n flashed his bright smle. "Wiere there's a castle there are
wenches."” He turned to Arthur. "You may have the princess, my lord, but you
can't have all the women."

We stopped before the ditch and | eather |unged Bors hailed the castle.

"Who goes there?" cane the tinmehonored challenge fromthe battlenents
above the mmin gate.

"Sir Arthur, dux bellorum of Anbrosius Aurelianus, H gh King of all the
Celts, has cone to see the Princess Mrganna."

Morganna' s father had died sonme years ago, we knew, and she rul ed
Berenicia. By witchcraft, according to the fearful tales told of her. By the
powers of the Creators, | knew It anpbunted to al nost the sane thing.

"Queen Morganna will decide if she wi shes to receive you," the sentine
r esponded.

"She styles herself a queen now," Bors said to Arthur

"Perhaps she's married," Gawai n suggest ed.

Arthur | ooked relieved at that thought. Then he wondered, "If she has
married, it nust be to a king. W could it be?"

"Who woul d have her?" Bors nuttered.

At length, the drawbridge canme clattering down and we rode over it into
t he courtyard, our horses’ hooves boom ng on the stout tinbers, the footnen
foll owi ng cl ose behind. The courtyard was a | arge square of packed dirt; all the
exits out of it were firmy shut with spiked iron gates. Menatarns stood up on
the rooftops all around us. | felt uneasy. We could be slaughtered here, penned
like cattle.

Then one of the gates screeched open and Mrganna stepped into the
sunlight to greet Arthur. She was truly Aphrodite, the nost incredibly beautifu
worman on earth: hair as dark and lustrous as polished ebony, skin as white as
al abaster. Her richly enbroi dered gown clung to every curve of her body. |

gl anced at Gawai n; his eyes were popping. W all stared at her. | nyself felt
the desire she raised in every man: powerful, alluring.
At her side stood a tall, broad shoul dered man with long white hair

falling past his shoulders. H's beard was white also, and his face was |ined and
spi der webbed with age, yet he stood straight as a forest pine, unbent by his
years.

At Arthur's command we di snounted from our steeds. He wal ked slowy toward
her and her husband. The rest of us stood stock-still. | saw Bors, beside ne,
nervously eying the rooftops and the nen posted there.

“"Arthur," said Morganna, smiling. "How good to see you again."

"Queen Modrganna," Arthur replied, bowi ng sonewhat stiffly. "I bring you
greetings from Ambrosius Aurelianus."
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Still smiling, she turned slightly and said, "This is ny husband, King
Quier."

"Qgi er the Dane," Bors whispered, shocked. "She's sold out to the
bar bari ans."

*

Art hur acconpani ed Morganna and her husband, while the rest of us were |ed
to the quarters she had allotted to us. The knights were taken to one of the
towers, while we squires were sent to the stables, of course. The footnen and
churls were told to find corners of the courtyard where they could spread their
bl anket s.

| didn't see Arthur again until dinner, in the castle's main hall. It
wasn't big enough to hold all of Arthur's knights; only a picked dozen were
invited to sit at the long feasting table by the huge fireplace. Their squires
sat on mean pl anks down on the packed earth fl oor

The di nner was pl easant enough, although very little |aughter issued from
the head table. Afterward, Arthur notioned for me to acconpany himto his
guarters in the tower.

When | stepped into his room | saw that Bors and Gawai n were already
there, | ooking very gloony indeed. Lancelot slipped in behind nme, before | could
shut the heavy oaken door. Bors frowned at the young kni ght, but Arthur nerely
snmi |l ed and waved himto one of the beautifully carved chairs by the bedstead.

"QOgier the Dane," Bors said bitterly. "She's sold her kingdomto a
bar bari an king."

Art hur spoke nore softly. "It nmust be very difficult for a woman to rule a
ki ngdom Especially here in the northlands, with the wild tribes constantly
raiding."

"It's said she rules through witchcraft,"
she need a barbarian warrior to be her husband?"

| saw the expression on Arthur's face. He had w tnessed Mrganna's
witchcraft with his own eyes. He had been seduced by her charns, and then nearly
nmur dered by her.

"She bears you no good will," Bors said. "That nmuch is clear, despite her
royal reception.”

"W are as much her prisoners as her guests,
we have stepped into a trap."

Bors | ooked surprised and inpressed with Lancelot's sound sense.

"Way has she nmarried the Dane?" Arthur wondered al oud. "Does Qgier intend
to bring his people across the sea to settle here? Must we add the Danes to our
list of enem es?"

| decided to find out for myself.

*

Late that night, long after our nmeeting in Arthur's quarters had broken up
in just as much puzzl enment and uncertainty as it had begun, | got up fromny
pall et of strawin the stables. The other squires were asleep, snoring and
muttering in their dreans. We had posted two guards, and they stood dutifully
if drowsily by the stable doors.

| told them | couldn't sleep, and wal ked past themout into the courtyard
before they could ask nme to take the guard duty and let themrest. It was a
cold, clear night. The stars were hard, sharp pinpoints in the black nmoonl ess
sky. | saw a nmeteor streak across, silently hurrying as if it had an appoi nt nent
to keep in the heavens.

Dressed only in nmy thin linen tunic, wearing no sword nor any weapon
except the dagger that Odysseos had given nme, strapped to ny thigh, | walked
al ong the shadow of the wall, stepping carefully over the sleeping bodies of
Arthur's footnen and canp workers.

Mor ganna and her husband slept high in the castle's keep, a solid tower
that rose at the rear of the courtyard, next to the wall that overlooked the
sea. | knew the guards would not grant ne entrance; | had no intention of asking
themto let ne pass.

Keeping to the deep shadow of the wall, | clinbed the rough stones of the
tower, maneuvering slowy to the seaward side once | got up above the |evel of
the castle wall. There were no guards patrolling the wall on this side, with
not hi ng bel ow except the rocky crag and the restless, heaving sea far bel ow. The
wi nd tugged at me and my fingers grew nunb with cold despite ny conscious

Gawai n of fered. "Wy then woul d

Lancel ot said. "I fear that
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efforts to control ny body's internal heat. Still | clinbed.

Just below the tinbers of the tower's roof was a single window Not a
skinny arrow slit, as would be on the other towers facing potential eneny
approaches, but a square wi ndow open to the beautiful view of the sea. | haul ed
nysel f across its | edge, pushing aside the thick drapes that covered it.

My eyes had | ong since adapted to the noonl ess night, but the interior of
the room was even darker. | crouched by the w ndow, peering into the shadows.
This seemed to be a sitting room well furnished but enpty of people. Rich
tapestries hung on its cold stone walls. Its fireplace, across the straw covered
floor, stood enpty and dark

A door led to a bedroom | pushed it open slowy, slowy, so that it would
not creak. The sullen red enbers of a dying fire glowed in the fireplace.
could make out a bul ky white headed body asleep in the bed, one sizable foot
sticking out fromthe blankets: Ogier, alone. Mrganna was nowhere in sight.

| concentrated all ny willpower on Ogier's sleeping form praying silently
for Anya to help ne. \Wether she heard me or whether | did it for nyself | could
not know, but | felt a flash of infinite cold and suddenly |I was standing on a
grassy hillside in bright warm sunshine, the golden city of the Creators
standi ng beneath its protective bubble of energy down where the hill nelted into
t he sandy beach that fringed the wide, placid, glittering sea.

QOgi er was lying on the grass, looking slightly ridiculous in a nightshirt
that had ridden up on his runmp, exposing his skinny, bony shanks. He sat up
abruptly, w de awake, eyes staring with shock and fright.

"Where am | ?" he shouted. "Who are you? What has happened to nme?"

"No need to fear, ny lord,” | said calmy. "You are perfectly safe.”

He scranbled to his feet, towering over me. "Wtchcraft!" he squeal ed, his
voi ce high with terror.

"You are no stranger to witchcraft,” | replied. "You married an
enchantress.”

Qui er stared at nme, his chest heaving. He spun around, then fixed his gaze
on me again. Seeing that | was apparently unarned, he seenmed to cal m hi nsel f
sonewhat .

"Who are you? What have you done?"

"I want to know why a Danish king has narried a British sorceress,"” |

sai d.
"You're going to break the spell?"
"What spel | ?"
"She..." He hesitated, eyes darting back and forth as if he expected to

see sonmeone near by.

"Morganna?" | pronpted.

Suddenly he | eaped at ne, hands reaching for my throat. He was a big man
and quite strong despite his years. Yet | was stronger. | had been built for
vi ol ence, designed not merely to fight but to take joy in fighting. A surge of
mal evol ent pl easure raced through me as | ripped his hands fromny throat and
twisted his arns until he was forced to kneel

"The witch can't protect you fromme," | said sharply. "Now tell me why
you have cone to Berenicia."

He col | apsed, sobbing, onto the grass. | waited for himto gain control of
hi nsel f.

At last he said, haltingly, "I amold...older than you know | saw the

face of death. He warned nme that he would conme for nme soon. Then Mdrganna cane
to ne...she told ne she would give ne the gift of life...she said | could live
forever."

"So do the Christians say," | told him

He grimaced. "Nay, they offer eternity after death, in another world. |
m strust those who say you can |live forever, but only after you die."

He was a man who believed only what he could see with his own eyes.

"Morganna told ne | could live forever, here, on Earth. And | could be
becone master of all Britain."

That perked up ny ears.

"What did she ask of you in return?" | demanded.

"That | marry her and conme to Berenicia. That | bring ny Danes with ne and
conquer this island."

"And what of Arthur?"
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He | ooked enbarrassed and turned away fromne. Staring at the ground, he
munbl ed, "She said that Arthur would cone to castle Berenicia, but he would not
leave it. Not alive."

"You dare to interfere, Oion?"

| turned at the sound of her voice. It was Aphrodite, no | onger pretending
to be a nortal, dressed in a softly draped robe so sheer that she m ght as well
have been naked. She was magnificent, physically perfect, utterly desirable.
Even though | yearned for Anya, the presence of Aphrodite was enough to nake ne
forget nmy lost |ove, alnost.

Quier got slowy to his feet, gaping at her. "Mrganna, he forced nme to
tell "

Aphrodite rai sed one hand and pointed a finger at him He fell into
silence, frozen like a statue, his nouth still open to formwords that could not
i ssue fromhis throat.

"He won't bother us now," she said, a cruel smile twi sting her perfect
l[ips. "And neither will you, anynore."”

"You used Hades to frighten him didn't you?" | accused.

Her smile w dened slightly. "Hades put the fear of death into the old man
| offered himthe gift of life. He took it willingly."

"Eternal life? For a nortal ?"

Now she actually laughed. "Hardly eternal, Orion. He'll live | ong enough
to conquer Britain. That's enough."

"Il stop you," | said.

"You? Pitiful little creature, stop ne? Remenber that Aten is on ny side
inthis."

"I"ll stop you both."

Suddenly a star seemed to bl aze out of the clear blue sky. Brighter and
brighter it shone, turning the whole sky into nolten copper, hotter and hotter
until its glare forced ne to throw ny arns over ny eyes and sink to my knees in
agony.

"That's the proper attitude for ny creature,” said a voice |I knew only too
well. "You nmay | ook upon ne, Orion."

| |l ooked up, ny eyes watering painfully. There stood Aten, in a splendid
gold uniform his thick mane of golden hair shining |like a halo, his tawny eyes
gazing down at ne in anusenent.

"You believe that you can stop ne, Orion. Me, who created you? Who built
you from atons of dust and nol ecul es of slinme? Every bit of know edge in your
brain was put there by ne. Every breath you take is taken only because | all ow
it."

Slowy | got to ny feet, hatred burning deep within nme at his sneering,
haughty deneanor.

"Yet | fight against you," | said.

He smirked at me. "Not very well, I'mafraid. You' ve stepped into this
trap easily enough.”

"Trap?"

"OfF course. How el se do you think you were able to transport yourself and
this nortal here? | brought you here, into the trap |'ve prepared for you."
"You're lying."

"You'll find out that I"'mtelling the truth. And once |'ve put you out of
the way, 1'll get the other Creators to join ne in elimnating Arthur."
"Hades has agreed to stand aside and be neutral,” | said hotly. "Anya and

others of the Creators oppose you."
"Your precious Anya is far fromhere," Aten replied. "As for Hades, |

don't need himfor the nmonent. He'll return to ny side soon enough.™

"Destroy this one," Aphrodite hissed. "Elimnate himfor all time."

Aten nodded. "lI'mafraid she's right, Oion. You' ve becone too difficult
to control. It's sad to destroy the work of one's own hands, but..." He sighed.

"Goodbye, Orion."

I was plunged into darkness, falling, falling in a black pit of doom
hurtling through a void where not even starlight could appear. | felt the cold
of interstellar space seeping into ny body, pain so deep it was |ike a thousand
sharp bl ades flaying the flesh fromny bones, a cryogenic cold freezing ny
linbs, ny body, my mind. This is the end, | thought, my mind spinning. This is
the final oblivion.
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My | ast thought was of Anya. | woul d never see her, never again hold her.
Death did not matter. Pain was neani ngl ess. But being wi thout her, not even able
to say a final farewell, that was the ultimte torture.

My body died. The pain overwhel ned me. My bones were snappi ng, crunbling
to dust. The last spark of ny being flickered as it was engul fed by the
dar kness.

Yet | lived. Like an out-of-body experience, | somehow | ooked back and saw
the poor suffering entity that was ne being torn into bl oody gobbets of flesh,
crushed between invisible hands, torn apart as if on a nerciless rack

Your mind still lives, | heard somehow. The information that is you stil
flows through the cosmic spacetine, Oion

Is this what death truly is? A bodil ess, nonphysical existence, a shadow
wor |l d of nenories and desires, the sane dreans and terrors endl essly repeating,
echoi ng across the universes? Yet even as | wondered such thoughts, | could fee
ny bodiless mnd fading, dw ndling, dissolving into the final nothingness of
ul timate oblivion.

"Focus," a voice said urgently. "Focus before your information pattern
thins so nuch that it is drowned in the neaningl ess noise of the stars.”

Anya's voice! | was certain of it. Perhaps | was insane, grasping at the
| ast shred of hope like a drowning man thrashing for a piece of flotsamto buoy
himup. But | was certain that it was Anya speaking to ne.

"As long as the energy is there, matter can be formed. The pattern exists,
and the body can be shaped fromit."

"Anya!" | cried out into the lightless void.

"I amwith you, ny darling,” she answered. "Even fromthe other side of
the universe, fromso distant in space and tine that numbers |ose all meaning,
amwth you."

"I love you," | said. Wth all ny being, | neant it.

"There's little | can do to help you, Orion," she said, "except to tel
you what nust be done. You nust save yourself, you nust find the strength to
overconme the doomthat faces you."

"Tell ne," | said. "Tell me and I'Il do it."

"The pattern of your consciousness is fading, Oion, wafting into the
cosmc void |ike snmoke drifting froma snuffed candle. You nust focus that
pattern, focus your consciousness, your being. You nust use your energy to spark
the candle into new flanme."

| tried, but nothing happened. | concentrated, sought with every scrap of
nmy renaining being to focus the dying pattern of energy that was ny being. But
not hi ng happened. | could feel nyself growi ng weaker.

"You're fading!" Anya's voice warned. "Dying."

Her voice. Her being. She was reaching across a universe of spacetinme to
try to save nme, to try to bring ne back fromfinal death. She |oved ne that
much. Enough to defy Aten and the other Creators. Enough to risk her own
exi stence in an effort to save ne.

| would not let her strive in vain. "I love you, Anya," | called across
the lightyears. "I will never stop |oving you."

The vision of her, her courage, her |oveliness, her |ove for ne, brought
new strength to my resolve. | could feel energy sharpening ny consci ousness, as
if the streams of spacetime were flowing into me. | becane a nexus, a protostar

pulling in energy and matter, grow ng, gaining strength.

"You're doing it!" Anya called fromfaraway. "You're succeedi ng!"

Oion the hunter, | thought. Orion the warrior. Al those abilities that
Aten had built into me, all those powers of stamina and tenacity | used nowto
bring nyself back fromthe oblivion into which he had thrown ne.

I amnot a toy, not a puppet to be tossed aside when it no |onger pleases
its master. | amOion, and | live to do as | will, as | nmust. |I live to find
Anya and be with her for eternity.

| blinked nmy eyes and found nyself in the stable at castle Berenicia,
alive and whole. | |aughed al oud and actually savored the stinks and snores that
surrounded nme. | was alive, and it felt sweet to be so.

*

"Where have you been, Orion?" Arthur demanded.

He | ooked nore worried than angry. | had risen with the dawn and washed in
nearly frozen horse trough in the castle courtyard. Arthur, Bors and Gawai n cane
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out of the tower where they had slept as | finished donning my tunic.

Bors' left armwas cradled in a rude sling. He |inped noticeably. Gawain's
head was w apped in a bl oodstai ned bandage.

"Orion's been wenching, I'll wager," Gawain said. H's usual bright smle
was gone. He seened to wince at the sunlight, as if his head ached terribly.

"When you should be here, with your master," snarled the wounded Bors.

Before I could reply, Arthur said tiredly, "Orion, as ny squire you mnust
be at nmy call always. If you want to go away for a day or two, you nust ask ne
first."

| had been nissing for three days, they told nme. That surprised ne a
little, but | was truly shocked to see how battered Bors and Gawai n were.

Arthur seemed nore relieved to see nme again than angry that | had
di sappeared. He didn't really want an explanation; he wanted to nake certain
that | wouldn't disappear again unless | first asked his | eave. Wrse, though
he seened tired, dispirited, exhausted as though he hadn't slept for days.

| apol ogi zed profusely, then asked, "My lord, are you ill? You seem.. not
wel |."

Art hur shook his head wearily. "How could | be, with all that's happened
t hese past three dark days."

"Wtchecraft," Bors nuttered darkly. "There's evil afoot in this castle.”

"I's that what happened to you, Sir Bors?" | asked. "And to you, Sir
Gawai n?"

"No," said Arthur. "Wat you see is the devilish handwork of King QOgier."

| gaped at the two wounded knights. "The Dane did this to you?"

Bors gave ne a | ook that would have curdled cream Gawain |ooked downri ght
enbarr assed.

Art hur explained, "I've been trying to find a way to get Ogier to join us.
| invited himto becone an ally of the Hgh King. | told himthat Anmbrosius
woul d support himin battles against the Scots and Picts."

Qui er had | aughed in Arthur's face, he told ne, and declared that he had
no need of help from Anbrosius or anyone else. He intended to bring his own
Danes from across the sea and march south to take as much of Britain as he
wi shed.

Arthur had patiently explained that such a nove woul d make them enemi es,
forcing his knights to go to war agai nst the invadi ng Dani sh arny.

"W have beaten every foe we have faced, fromthe Saxons in the south to
the Picts and Scots here north of the Wall," Arthur had told him "W will
def eat your Danes, as well."

"Conquer ny Danes!" Qgier roared with |aughter and offered a challenge to
Art hur.

"Pick three of your finest, strongest knights. Od nan that | am | wll
fight them | nyself. If any one of thembests me, | will l[eave this |and and
return to Denmark forever."

Arthur immedi ately accepted the challenge hinself, but Cgier declined to

fight him

"Nay, you are too young, little nmore than a call ow youth. Pick three of
your best knights. | will fight each of them After | have defeated them if you
still dare to accept ny challenge, then | will fight you and your enchanted

sword. It won't protect you against nme," QOgier boasted.

So it was agreed: King Ogier the Dane would face three of Arthur's finest
kni ghts, on foot in the castle courtyard. If he defeated all three of them then
Arthur woul d face the Dane.

Sir Bors had been the first, and tough old Ogier had drubbed him
t horoughly. After he was hel ped off the field of contest, Bors conpl ai ned of
feeling slow, weary, as if sick.

"You certainly looked it," Gawai n had qui pped as he hel ped carry the
bl eedi ng Bors.

It was Gawai n's turn next. The next norning they net in the courtyard
again. Gawai n | ooked pal e, unsure of hinself.

“In a lesser man | woul d have thought he was frightened," Arthur said as
we clinbed the tower stairs to the room Morganna had gi ven to young Lancel ot.

"I wasn't frightened," Gawain naintained stoutly. "I felt sick. Wak
Feverish, al nost."

Still, Gawain put on his helmet and went out to meet Cgier, sword in hand.
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The Dane, swift and powerful as a man half his years, cracked Gawain's head so
hard that Arthur thought he would die.

"Not so," said Gawain as we entered Lancelot's room "M skull's too
thick, even for Qgier's great strength."

Lancel ot was Arthur's last hope. If the challenge of facing Ogier worried
t he youngster, he didn't show it as he dressed for the contest.

"I won't fail you, Arthur,"” Lancelot said, smling eagerly. He actually
seened to be |l ooking forward to the fight as he draped his chain nmail over his
tunic.

His shield with the gol den eagle enblemrested by the table in the center
of the room Atop the table lay Lancelot's sword and his helnet, a stee
cylinder that covered the entire head, padded along its bottomrimwhere it
rested on his shoul ders.

"How do you feel ?" Arthur asked.

Lancelot tried to snmle, but it was shaky. "Butterflies in ny stonach," he
said lightly.

Arthur frowned worriedly. "Both Gawain and Bors felt sick when they faced

Qui er."

"Wtchecraft," Bors nuttered again. "I tell you the witch has put a spel
on us all."

Arthur did not contradict him "I haven't felt all that well myself these
past few days," he admtted.

Lancel ot took a deep breath. "I feel good enough to face the Dane," he

said. Yet | thought that sone of his usual vigor and enthusi asm was | acki ng.

| went to the wi ndow and | ooked down at the courtyard. QOgier was already
t here, bareheaded, taking practice swings with a mghty broadsword.

Soneone knocked at the door. | hurried to open it.

Mor ganna stood there, mdnight dark hair tunbling past her shoul ders, a
warm di sarm ng snmle on her lustrous |ips. She bore a silver tray of apples and
roasted chestnuts in her hands.

If she was surprised to see that | still lived, she gave no sign of it.
Stepping past nme as if | didn't really exist, she carried the |aden tray
straight to Arthur

"To show that | bear no ill will toward you, Arthur," she said sweetly,
handi ng hi mthe tray.

He had been totally infatuated with her, a year earlier. It was clear to
see that she still held a powerful attraction for him

Arthur had to swallow before he could find his voice. "Thank you,

Mor ganna. "

She | ooked up at him "lI'msorry that it's come to this, Arthur. Once ny
husband bests your boy, there, you'll have to face him He might kill you,
Arthur."

"That's in God's hands, Mrganna," said Arthur quietly.

"I's it?" she replied.

Gawai n chuckl ed. "Suppose Qgier gets hinmself killed, my |ady? Then you'd
be a w dow. "

She | ooked at Gawai n the way a snake | ooks at a baby rabbit. "Wuld you
cone to console e, then?"

"Aye, | would," said Gawain, reaching for one of the shining apples on the
tray. He crunched into it with his strong white teeth. "I would indeed."”

Morganna smiled at him "Very well then. Should | put on a widow s bl ack
weeds, you nay cone to beguile nme of ny grief."

Wth that she turned and swept out of the room |eaving Arthur holding the
tray of fruit and Gawai n nmunchi ng thoughtfully on the apple.

Lancel ot picked up one of the apples. "A bite or two mght help calmny
stomach, " he said.

Bors stared hard at the closed door. "Wtch," he growl ed. "She put a spel
on ne. Onus all."

"No," said Arthur, putting the fruit tray on the table. "But she might win
Gawai n's heart."

Gawai n said, "It's not ny heart that

He stopped, his face going pale. His |l egs buckled. | raced to him and
caught himbefore he collapsed to the fl oor

"I"'m..sick..." Gawai n npaned.
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Lancel ot suddenly clutched at his stomach and | urched toward the w ndow.
He made it only as far as the corner of the bed, then coll apsed and puked up his
guts onto the fl oor.

"The apples!" said Arthur. "They're poisoned."

Wthout an instant's hesitation | pried Gawain's mouth open and stuck two
fingers down his throat. He gagged, then retched. It was a ness, but it probably
saved his life. The remains of the apple cane up, together with the breakfast
Gawai n had gobbl ed earlier

W laid the two of them sidebyside on Lancelot's bed while his squire ran
for a maid or two to clean up the vonmit.

Gawai n groaned, but the color came back to his face. "The witch... poi soned
ne. "

"I't was neant for nme," Arthur said. "She still hates ne, despite her
smles."”

Lancel ot was unconsci ous, pale as death.

"Lancelot's in no shape to fight Ogier," Bors said. "And if he doesn't
show up, the Dane will claima forfeit."

"Then he'll demand to face me," Arthur said. He too | ooked pale, unwell
| knew what was racing through Arthur's mind: If Ogier wins his challenge
he will bring his arny of Danes to Berenicia. Fromthere they will invade

sout hward, bringing a whole new fl ood of enemies to spread fire and death across
Britain.

But | saw a different scene. Myrrganna had been subtly poisoning the
kni ghts' food for days now. Bors and Gawai n had both been too ill to fight well.
Mor ganna' s poi soned apples were nmeant to nake certain that Lancel ot could not
even make it to the field of contest. Arthur would be forced to fight Qgier and
the Dane was going to kill him Mrganna/ Aphrodite had hatched this scheme to
assassi nate Arthur.

| looked into Arthur's eyes. "I'Il go in Lancelot's place, ny lord."

"You?" Bors snapped. "You're only a squire. That Dane out there will
cl eave you in half."

"I can fight him" | insisted. "In Lancelot's arnor, so no one wll know
t hat Lancelot didn't show up."

“I't would never work," Bors grunbl ed.

But Arthur said, "Can you best Qgier, do you think?"

| realized that Mrganna had given the old Dane nore than an extended
i fespan. Aphrodite and Aten nust have enhanced his body, augmented his nuscul ar
strength, anplified his reflexes. | recalled fighting for Odysseus before the
wal | s of Epeiros, a thousand years before Al exander the Great conquered the
Persian empire. | faced Aten hinself, in nortal guise, swifter and stronger than
any nere human coul d be. The best | could do was a draw. we killed each other

"I will beat him ny lord,” | said firmy. Then | had to add, "O die
trying."

Arthur nodded, his nmouth a grimtight Iine. "No one could ask you to do
nmore."

So | put on Lancelot's coat of chain mail. It was a bit short for ne, but
we hoped no one would notice. | hefted his heavy shield with the gol den eagle
painted on it.

"I'I'l give you Excalibur..." Arthur began

"No need, ny lord," | said as Lancelot's squire buckled his sword around
nmy wai st. "Excalibur is nmeant for you al one.”

We left Lancelot and Gawain in the tower roomwi th their squires. Arthur
conmanded t he youngsters to open the door to no one except hinself. Down the
long spiral of stone stairs we went, until we reached the ground | evel. Then
pul | ed Lancelot's hel met over ny head. It covered nmy face conpletely. The world
shrank to what | could see through the narrow eye slit in the steel helm

Qui er stood waiting at the far end of the courtyard, tall, his shoul ders
as wide as two axe handles, twirling a two-handed broadsword in his right hand
as if it were a toy. The courtyard was thronged with people who had cone to
wat ch the match, buzzing and chattering with excitenent. Only the center of the
packed earth courtyard was open for our contest. Al npbst everyone in the castle
nmust have been there except, | noticed, for the nen-at-arns stationed on the
rooftops, arnmed with stout bows.

Mor ganna stood besi de her husband. Even through the narrow eyeslits of the
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hel met | could see that she was surprised that Lancelot had nmade it down to the
courtyard. She stared hard at ne, her incredibly beautiful face twisted into a
puzzl ed frown.

Qugier wore a long coat of chain mail over his tunic, as did |. A squire
stood beside himholding his long shield; it bore the enmblemof a stag, in
bl ack. Its tapered bottomend rested on the dirt, its square top reached to the
| ad's eyes. QOgier handed his sword to another squire, and took his helnet froma
third. The hel net bore steel prongs, like a stag's antlers, and a gold circlet
of a crown affixed to it. Qgier would do battle with a king's crown on his head
or at least, on his hel net.

"He is very fast and very strong," Arthur warned ne. "Be on your guard."

I nodded inside ny helmet. "Wsh ne |uck, nmy lord."

"May the gods be with you," Arthur said, |apsing back to his Ronman
heritage. Probably he unconsciously thought that the Christian God was too neek
to be of help in battle.

| stepped out into the open space as the crowd hushed expectantly. Qgier's
hel met covered his cheeks and had a flat piece between the eyes to protect his
nose. The bottom half of his face was uncovered; his snowwhite beard fel
hal f way down his chest.

"So, lad, you too have cone to feel the bite of ny bl ade,’
| oud, strong voice.

| said nothing as | advanced slowy, warily toward him

"Come then," Qgier said cheerfully. "Let us see who is the better man."

My senses went into overdrive, as they always do in battle. Everything
around ne slowed down, as if time itself was stretching out into a Ianguid,
sluggish flow. A good thing, too, for Ogier was every bit as swift as a
[ightning bolt.

He swung a m ghty overhand bl ow, neant to cleave ny skull, helnet and all
| junped backward and his swing cut enpty air, instead. Wthout an instant's
pause he swung backhand at ne, advancing swiftly as | backed away.

"Stand and fight," he growled. "This isn't a dancing contest."”

| was content to dance, at least until | could gauge the speed of his
reflexes. | circled around the courtyard, QOgier pursuing ne, as the crowd
shifted and nmelted away fromus. For several mnutes the only sounds were the
hi ssi ng swi shes of his blade cutting through the air and the crowd's gasps as |
back-peddl ed lithely. Not once did our swords clash.

He showed no signs of slowing, only a growing inpatience with ny
retreating tactic.

"Coward!" he snapped. "Face ne |ike a nan, you spineless cur."

I had no intention of walking into that buzzsaw he was wi el ding. Not unti

he said in a

| was ready.

Around the courtyard we went, Qgier charging and me retreating. | nearly
stunbl ed once, when | got close to where Mirganna was standing. Did she sonehow
trip me? | couldn't tell. But | could see Arthur's face as he watched the match.

He | ooked aghast, ashamed of what | was doing. Better to wade in nmanfully and be
chopped to bloody bits, in his eyes, than to appear to be afraid of your enemny.

Qgi er showed no sign of slow ng down or becomi ng winded. If anything, he
pursued nme harder, swinging his blade so fast it was a blur against the clear
bl ue sky even to ny hyper-sensitized eyes.

After three times around the courtyard I thought | had his swing tinmed
wel I enough. | suddenly stopped ny retreat, and lunged toward QOgier, raising ny
shield to take his thrust while I swung at his mdsection

Hi s blow shattered nmy shield. It sinply cracked apart, half of it flying
off into the crowmd, the other half hanging useless fromny arm The force of the
bl ow staggered ne; my whole armwent nunb. My own sw ng bounced harm essly off
hi s shi el d.

"Ha!" he roared, rushing toward me as | stunbl ed back

| ducked beneath his swing and wedged nmy sword against the inside of his
shield. Then | jabbed the point of the blade into his ribs. There was little
force in ny thrust, and the blade slid harnl essly against his chain mail

But for the first tinme in our fight, QOgier backed up. The crowd went
" Qoh! "

For a nonment we stood facing each other, chests heaving, arms heavy. |
tossed away the remant of ny shield. Past Ogier's inmposing forml could see
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Mor ganna smil i ng.

"So you're ready to fight now?" he taunted ne.

| said nothing, waiting for his next attack

He sprang at ne with another powerful overhand swing. | gripped ny sword
in both hands and parried his blade with a mghty clang that rang off the
courtyard walls. The force of his bl ow buckled nmy knees, but | nmanaged to back
away and regai n ny bal ance.

Qgi er cane forward with still another overhand cut. This tine | dodged it
and swung two-handed at the haft of his blade, close to the hilt. My bl ow ripped
the sword from his hand.

The courtyard fell absolutely silent. Qgier stood for an instant, staring
down at his sword on the dusty ground. Then he | ooked at nme. | saw what was in
his eyes. He realized that | could have just as easily taken off his hand,
severed it at the wist.

| stepped back and allowed himto pick up his sword. He hefted it, as if
testing to see if it were still whole and sharp. Then he advanced upon nme again
but not so wildly this time. Now he was grimy deternined to finish nme off.

Hol ding his shield before him Ogier noved warily toward nme, sw shing his
sword in swift circles over his head. The shield covered himfromknees to eyes.
He was taking no chances agai nst nme now.

| backed away for several steps, thinking rapidly, trying to find a
weakness, an opening. Fromanother life | renenbered a martial arts instructor
urging ne, "Your eneny cannot strike w thout exposing hinself to a
counterstrike. Be alert. Be prepared. Use your eneny's strength to conquer him"

Suddenly Ogier roared like a bull and charged at ne, ready to use his
shield as a battering ram | dropped to the ground and took his | egs out from
under himwith a rolling block. He fell like a giant oak tree, |anding face down
on his shield.

| planted one foot on his sword armand knelt my other leg on the small of

his back. Ripping off his golden-crowned helnet, | pointed ny sword at the nape
of his neck.
"Yield, my lord," | shouted, "or | shall have to cut off your head."
Qgi er had no desire to lose his head. "I yield," he said, his voice
guaveri ng.

W were not conpletely out of danger. That night Ogier feasted us, and
Lancel ot had to accept the plaudits of one and all as an invincible chanpion. He
| ooked enbarrassed, which everyone took to be humility, the kind of nobdesty that
beconmes a true knight.

We dared not eat anything except the sizzling meat of the boar that we saw
bei ng roasted on a huge spit in the great hall's fireplace. Nor would any of
Arthur's nen drink anything except water, by his command. He'd had enough of
poi son.

Qui er ate and drank mghtily, but he seemed to have aged twenty years
since the norning. He [ooked thinner, slower, his eyes red-rimed and watery.
Have Aten and Aphrodite already renpved whatever it was that nmade the ol d Dane
so yout hful ? | wonder ed.

He agreed goodnaturedly that he would return to Denmark and never darken
Britain's shores again.

"I'f you have knights |ike young Lancelot in your service," he said to
Arthur as they sat sidebyside at the long dining table, "then | will keep ny
arny in Denmark and harry the Frisians and Saxons there."

Arthur smled graciously. | thought that COgier's harrying would only | ead
to nore Frisians and Saxons crossing the sea to Britain, but | was satisfied
t hat the Danes woul d not i nvade.

Morganna sat at Ogier's other side, smling nysteriously through the
entire evening. That worried ne. She did not appear to be angry or frustrated
that her plot to kill Arthur had failed. She smled like the Sphinx, |ike
soneone who is willing to wait for [ong ages to acconplish her goal

The next norning, as we were ready to saddle up and | eave Berenicia for
the long trek back to Cadbury castle, Mrganna cane into the sundrenched
courtyard to say farewell to Arthur. Several of her |adi es acconpanied her

"WIl you go to Denmark with your husband?" Arthur asked bluntly.

Again that Sphinxlike smile. "No, | will stay here. This is ny honme, not
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some rude swanp across the sea."

"But what of Qgier, then?"

"What of hinmP" she replied carelessly. "He is old and will die soon. He
serves me no purpose any nore."

Art hur shook his head. Then he fixed Morganna with a hard stare. "You
wanted to see nme killed."

"I will dance on your grave one day, Arthur."

He seened nore saddened than alarnmed. "Wat have | done to earn such
hat red?"

Mor ganna snil ed agai n and beckoned to one of her waiting |adies. The wonan
bore an infant, asleep in a bundle of swaddling clothes.

"This is what you've done," said Mdrganna, taking the baby in her arns.

Art hur gaped at the child.

"He is your son, Arthur. | will raise himto hate you as nmuch as | do."
"But Morganna," he pleaded, "you nustn't "
“I will, Arthur. He will know that you are his father and he will hate you

with every fiber of his being."

Arthur sinply stared at her, unconprehending, bewi | dered.

“I"ve named him Mddred," she said, her smle turning truly evil. "He will
be the instrument of your doom"

Yes, | thought. Aphrodite and Aten and the other Creators would not rest
until they had destroyed Arthur. They had all the tine they needed to put their
hateful plans into action. Could |I protect Arthur all through those |ong years?

I vowed that | would.



