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   Book One: Men of Earth
 
    
 
    
 
   510 A.D. — The Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   This morning has dragged on for long enough, Rhys thought as he took one last shot at the target board. The arrow hit the center with a loud thwack and wobbled for a moment. Still standing in the stirrups, he swung the bow onto his back and picked up Broderick’s reins. He tugged lightly and the horse began to slow. Rhys settled back into the saddle and took him around in circles until he had cooled off and then he reined the horse in to a stop.
 
   “He is in excellent shape, sir,” Erasmus called from the edge of the practice ring.
 
   Rhys nodded his response and vaulted easily from the horse’s back. He handed the reins to Celyn, the pageboy, and walked toward Erasmus, removing his riding gloves and shoving them into his pocket as he went. An armory steward ran up to take the bow and quiver from his back.
 
   “What do you have planned for the rest of my day, Erasmus?” Rhys asked.
 
   “Quite uncharacteristically, sir, there is nothing assigned to you by the Lady Morgana.”
 
   A broad smile spread across Rhys’ face. He was not a lazy boy but he knew how to show appreciation for a rest.
 
   “My Lady Aunt must be too busy with the celebration plans to be concerned with her lowly ward’s education today.”
 
   He feigned a look of disappointment, then burst out laughing. Erasmus smiled at the jovial eruption. It was nice to see Rhys happy; he rarely seemed to be so these days.
 
   “I shall row to the moors today then,” he announced. “Would you like to come? Maybe we could find some mushrooms or do some hunting; the forest pigs are abundant this summer.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer Sir Rhys, but I must decline. You go and enjoy your time away; I shall see you before dinner. Please do not be late.”
 
   Rhys smiled, but promised nothing. Exmoor Forest was calling him already as he turned toward the castle waterway. He anticipated the exhilarating row across the channel.
 
   With the boat tied securely to a tree, Rhys immediately took to his usual path into the forest, softly whistling a tune. He loved it here, it was so green and everything exuberated a feeling of being superfluous, a sort of overdone-ness that bristled his senses. It didn’t take long for him to arrive at his favorite tree. It was a huge oak so old it may have been planted by God at the beginning of time. He settled into the grass beneath the tree and closed his eyes and continued whistling his song.
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   “Pendrake, what are you going on about? I just want to read the books, not start a bonfire with them,” Naida shouted.
 
   “I would beg you to keep your voice down, young mistress. There are others in this library who would like to continue studying,” he replied.
 
   “I would like to study as well, sir, but you refuse to give the instruction I desire and moreover, you refuse to explain why that is so.”
 
   Naida’s cheeks were burning red with rage. She only wanted to get back to the research she was doing before nosey Pendrake came in and disturbed her concentration.
 
   “You are forbidden to read the Incantus Referus and that is by order of the queen. Speak to her if you are discontent about it. Good day, Naida-inya!”
 
   Pendrake turned his back on Naida to walk away but as quick as a bolt, she grabbed the book and said, “Away!”
 
   Immediately, she disappeared from the library, leaving Pendrake shaking his head in despair.
 
   Naida went directly to Earth; no one would follow her there, least of all to Exmoor Forest, where she walked through the glen at the Everlasting Pool. She felt so at ease here. It was always so quiet, one of the most magical places in the ancient forest. No one, not man or fae, ever seemed to come here. Soon she arrived at her favorite tree, a primeval oak that was so huge it would take eight fully grown men holding hands to circumvent its trunk. She whisked up to the middle and perched in the crook of the strongest tree branch, laying the stolen Incantus open across her lap. She began rooting through the book to find the chapter about muses. She read for hours and found nothing helpful.
 
   “I may never find a way around this,” she sighed. “Why should we be forced to live like ghosts in Earth’s plain?”
 
   Although being told repeatedly by the other faeries, as well as every scholar she had ever met, that there was no way to be seen by or communicate with humans, Naida had eventually found the right book that held the right spell and she had taught herself to cast her image onto the surface of water. She had used it to befriend a little human girl once; but the girl had grown up and stopped believing in her faery friend. The spell had been in the Tales of Melusin, an ancestral myth from France. As terribly cryptic as it was, she had managed to solve the puzzles put forward in the story and this was why she was so sure the answer to ending her days as an apparition on Earth was somewhere in the Merlinian Library. As far as she cared, she had a lifetime to find it and she would.
 
   Sounds below her on the forest floor broke her thoughts. She closed the book and set it aside. Carefully, she swung her legs over the side of the branch and peered down through the leaves. At first, she saw nothing, but the distinct sound of whistling came to her again. Someone below her was whistling a bright tune and the sound was no longer moving. She heard a thud followed by a soft sigh and then more whistling. Curious, Naida started to descend from the oak tree slowly. Before she came to the bottom branches, she caught sight of someone lying in the thick grass under the oak. She sat and watched the figure for a while, wondering what it was. She admired the shape of his face as he lay back with his hands behind his head and watched as he plucked a blade of grass and put it in his mouth swishing it from side to side. She giggled. He was beautiful. Naida leaned further forward to get a better view, but then she lost her hold on the branch and fell to the ground. She landed right beside him and dashed quickly toward the pond and jumped in.
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Rhys jumped to his feet as a rustling in the branches above him ended in a soft thud behind the tree. He looked around wildly, but saw no one, nothing. He was about to sit down in the grass again when he heard a splash a short distance into the forest.
 
   I must be losing my mind, he thought to himself. Just then a bubbly giggle came from the direction of the splash. He walked toward the sounds and heard the rushing of water. “There must be a river up ahead. Maybe someone is swimming there.” Rhys walked until the path disappeared. Weeping willows with branches hanging low to the ground formed a barrier in his way. Rhys carefully pushed through the greenery and found a sprawling clearing before him. The glen was almost a perfect circle butting up against a steep hillside. In the center of it was a clear pond. The water rushing into the pond was coming out of the hillside behind it through a large crevasse. The water had carved little steps in the rocks where it fell and then overflowed to the next. Rhys looked around, but he found no one in or around the little pond. He shrugged his shoulders; he must really have been dreaming. He picked up a stick and lay down at the water’s edge dipping the stick into the water and drawing little ripples on the surface. He paused what he was doing and allowed the water to settle to its glassy smoothness again. Looking at his reflection, Rhys sighed.
 
   He peered at his face in the water and thought of the legend of Narcissus, wondering if he suffered from such vanity. His hand cupped his smooth chin, feeling as he searched for a much anticipated sign of the sprouting of a beard. Of course his face was remarkably smooth. He continued to look at the oval shape of his face, childishly framed with ringlets of raven hair. His vivid green eyes were hooded and gave his face a mysterious look that would complement the chiseled jaw he would develop later in life. A straight nose and full mouth completed the picture. He sighed again. Then he heard a rustling at the water’s edge.
 
   He jumped to his feet and backed away from the pond but then he stopped and slowly walked back to the edge and peered in. All he saw was his own reflection. He laughed, throwing his head back. He felt like such a fool.
 
   “I should probably get started looking for some mushrooms and herbs for Amarelle anyway,” he said to himself.
 
   As he stood to leave, he caught sight of something moving behind the small waterfall. He squinted against the sun’s reflection on the water and for a split second thought he saw someone watching him.
 
   A girl, he thought.
 
   He looked closer, but saw only shadows flickering against the falling sheets of water.
 
   “My mind must be playing tricks on me,” he decided, then turned and left the glen.
 
   A few moments later, Naida emerged from a shallow cave behind the cascading water.
 
   “He saw me, but how?” she wondered.
 
   Naida didn’t wait for anything else untoward to happen; she was petrified at the thought of being seen on Earth. Everything she knew about being a fairy stated that it was not supposed to be possible. She grabbed the book and disappeared.
 
   Rhys spent an hour in the forest searching for fallen logs and gathering the hen-of-the-woods mushrooms that grew on them. They were rare, but he had a good understanding of their habitat, which translated into a flair for finding them. He had twelve very large ones in his pack already, so he proudly turned around and went back to his boat. Throughout his quiet row across the channel, he could not stop thinking about the glen and the faint image of the girl he thought he saw behind the falls. The more he thought about it, the more the details stood out in his mind, things he had initially missed. A whisper of a lilac dress, golden hair and unearthly violet eyes.
 
   “I knew it!” he exclaimed.
 
   His reverie ended as a shout came from the castle’s ornate barbican asking him to identify himself.
 
   “It’s Rhys, Ywain. Who else has left Avalon all week but me?” he scoffed.
 
   Ywain laughed and retorted, “That is very true but it is my job to ask, young master.”
 
   “Ah! So it is good, Ywain, so it is!”
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   Rhys tied the boat up on a peg inside the waterway and hopped over a ledge up to the street level. As he walked toward the castle, the perfume of fruits wafted over the city from the house gardens and castle orchards alike. It was heady and accompanied by the incessant buzzing of bees. Soon he arrived at the kitchen orchard and walked through the herb and vegetable gardens toward the kitchen entrance to the castle. His stomach was rumbling; he had missed his lunch. He stopped at the kitchen door and looked around the room to find the cook. Amarelle was generously basting a roasting bird in a shallow pan on the stove. He stepped in and emptied the contents of his pack on the table.
 
   “Rhys, what’s all this?” Amarelle, the huge head cook asked.
 
   “Some mushrooms for your pantry, ma’am. Is there anything left from lunch, I am so hungry,” he said, flashing his handsomest smile at her.
 
   He knew as well as anyone that Amarelle’s weakness was a hungry man in need of good food.
 
   “Alright, even though I know you’ll spoil your supper. I’ve got some slices of mutton in broth and some bread,” she relented.
 
   “That sounds fantastic; is there any ale?”
 
   “A little, but only for you. Are you serving at supper tonight?” she asked.
 
   “No, thank the gods. I am waiting at my aunt’s table during the Apple Festival, so I have been excused from service for the next few days,” he replied.
 
   “Well, that’s good for you. You’re the right man for the job, Rhys.”
 
   His mouth was too full of mutton to respond but he smiled his answer back at her. She reminded him of his grandmother, Irelli, back home in Worwick’s Shire. She was just as plump and just as jolly. In fact, it was some of Irelli’s kitchen keeping tricks that Rhys had shared with Amarelle that had endeared her to him so much. He had shown her how to turn the vegetable peelings from the kitchen and other such refuse into proper fertilizer for the herb garden after he had overheard her complaining to Glaber, the gardener, that the animal manure was too harsh for the delicate herbs. He also showed her how to mull wine. Which Amarelle did with whatever wine was left in the barrel after it was opened and would otherwise go sour. A blend of citrus peel, honey and spices made the wine taste fruity and preserved it for months more. It pleased Amarelle even more to find out that Morgana and her sisters enjoyed the mulled wine very much, especially when it was served warm at night after supper, declaring what a wonder it did for their digestion.
 
   Morgana also insisted that only mulled wine be served during the Samhain festivals from then on. This had since turned Amarelle, or Amy, as everyone in the kitchens called her, into somewhat of a household celebrity. She loved Rhys for that. He stood up from the table and went over to the bucket to take a drink of water.
 
   “No, no, no!” shouted Amy. “I have a new draft of ale for you to try.”
 
   “How delightful.” He laughed and put out his hand to take the cup she offered. He sipped and swished the liquid over his tongue repeatedly, rolling his eyes the whole time. Amy giggled at his theatrics.
 
   “This is really very good, Amy. It has a fruity flavor. What have you done with it?”
 
   “Well, I added some of our mulling spices and all the end of season berries and lemons to the mash. I had too many of them. I’d pickled and preserved as much as the two pantries could hold. I even made up all the gifts and goodwill baskets with fruit jams and pickles for the Apple Festival this year. The mistresses loved them. But I still had too much fruit left over, so I put them in with the barley to be mashed and then brewed it. I like the taste of it; I just don’t have a name yet.” Amy was beaming with pride. She really was a clever cook.
 
   “Well, I think it is delicious,” Rhys praised. “The flavors are fresh and crisp like summer lemonade. Aha! What about summer ale?” he said.
 
   “Yes, that’ll do,” Amy agreed. “We just may have another seasonal hit on our hands, Rhys.”
 
   “I think you should allow me to serve some at my Aunt’s table tomorrow,” he suggested. “I believe that she will love it.”
 
   “Very well, I trust your opinion,” Amy said.
 
   “Well then, I’m off, Amy. I have to go find Erasmus; he warned me specifically not to be late today.”
 
   “Thank you for the mushrooms, I’ll make tomorrow’s broth with them so do not miss your lunch.”
 
   “I most certainly will not,” he replied, dashing out of the kitchen before Amy could respond.
 
   He made his way toward the servers’ hallways and into the main banqueting hall of the castle, crossed the hall and proceeded to the main staircase, climbed the three flights of stairs to the secondary landing and opened the doors which led into the East Wing. There was no corridor on this floor. The entire area was an open space lit by huge glass windows down the length of the eastern wall from ceiling to floor. The library’s shelves went in floors along all the other walls, each floor with its own corridor that ran the length of it. Ladders specially designed for rolling along the shelves were installed on each floor of books to allow one to reach the highest shelf. The floor of the room was also covered with rows of standing shelves filled with books. Rhys had been in the library almost every day since he had arrived at Avalon. Presently, he had every type of tutor imaginable. Both his father and his aunt were determined to see him educated and polished so that a good marriage could be made for him. He had lessons in Art, Latin, French, English and Politics, but Rhys’ favorites were the horticultural classes he had with Glaber, the orchard keeper, and the swordsmanship lessons he had when his uncle Caradoc came to Avalon once a month.
 
   Rhys looked forward to those days with his uncle with an eagerness that tended to cause disruptive spells of daydreaming. He trained regularly with his charger, Broderick, in jousting techniques and vaulted archery, where he shot arrows into a target while standing in the saddle. He had a great aptitude for both. He also learned to serve at his aunt’s tables and in her presence chamber. She said that it taught humility to young people. His father and mother agreed with her, adding that service to others meant one would have appreciation for the service of others in later life. He didn’t mind it, he found the company of his aunt and her sisters quite interesting. They discussed matters of importance openly while he was with them, making him feel more like family than a servant when he conducted his duties. He was the only page boy at his aunt’s table and in her presence chamber. This made for a lot of work, but Rhys knew it was because Morgana valued her freedom of speech so much she opted to have total control over whose ears were around to hear what was said. Sometimes she asked him for his opinion and he felt proud when this happened. She told him that at times she wanted to know what he was thinking to ensure that he was learning well and developing into a proper man; knight material.
 
   Once she invited Rhys to her presence chamber to listen to a topic that she was debating with her sisters. Elaine felt that too much gold had been set aside for the midsummer celebrations that year and that costs should be cut by at least one hundred gold pieces. That was a full quarter of the budget. Morgana felt that they were being as frugal as possible, then Rhys cleared his throat.
 
   “Something to say, Nephew?” she asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” he replied.
 
   “Of course you do. I can see it on your face, boy. Your lips are practically trembling trying to hold back your words,” she laughed.
 
   “Out with it!” Elaine demanded.
 
   Rhys was afraid of Elaine. She was the severe, matronly type that would hit your elbows with a stick if they appeared on the dining table during a meal.
 
   “I think that some coin could be saved with a little cleverness; by using the available skill in the gardens to produce the decorations and maybe from our kitchens as well with regards to the food and drink.”
 
   “How so, Rhys?” Morgana demanded. The interest of all three sisters was piqued even though Morgause still said nothing. She never said anything.
 
   “Well, I think that maybe Glaber could provide the flowers, branches and vines for the decorating instead of purchasing them from the people on the moors.”
 
   The sisters murmured to each other. That had never been done before.
 
   “He has the biggest peonies and hydrangeas of all colors blooming this year,” Rhys added quickly and got a verbal reaction from the sisters.
 
   “Go on, Nephew,” Morgana commanded. She was beaming with pride.
 
   “It may be possible that Amy, um pardon me, Amarelle could organize for the meat from the castle flocks, as well as the bread could be baked here. She also has excellent ideas toward the brewing and a tremendous amount of talent for it.”
 
   Morgana was delighted and in the end, Rhys’ ideas and Amarelle’s ingenuity saved almost a total of one hundred and fifty gold pieces. Ironically, the celebrations were even more lavish than they had been in many years past.
 
   In the library, Rhys looked up a poetry book and took it down from the shelves. He wrote the title and his name on the parchment that Murcanthia left out for students to record the borrowed texts, and made his way to his rooms. He would need the poems for his literature classes in the morning, but at the moment, Erasmus would be waiting to help him get ready for dinner.
 
   Rhys rode Broderick again the next day. After his literature studies and a brief session with Glaber on Rowan trees, he was mentally exhausted and a bit of riding and archery would relax his mind. Broderick, however, was having none of it; the horse was restless and uncooperative, so Rhys eventually stabled him for the day and practiced his archery on foot before going in for lunch. Everyone was seated in the informal hall chattering and laughing as the stewards placed bowls of broth, loaves of dark bread and bowls of stewed vegetables on the tables in front of them. Silence fell as the chaplain blessed the meal and continued as everyone began eating.
 
   Rhys sat beside Erasmus and soon began discussing the fall hunting with him. He had seen several large herds of deer in Exmoor and had noticed that the stag were in surplus this year. The older man seemed dismissive about his plans, but gave an occasional nod and grunt where it was expected of him.
 
   “I found twelve hen-of-the-woods yesterday on the mainland. Amy said she would make tonight’s soup out of them. It should be delicious.”
 
   “That is good news, Rhys.” Erasmus replied absent-mindedly.
 
   “What is wrong, my friend? You seem terribly distracted.”
 
   “Oh, it is nothing, sir.”
 
   Rhys did not pursue the matter; he knew it would not be courteous.
 
   Erasmus finished his meal and stood to leave the table, but turned back to face the boy.
 
   “You have the afternoon to yourself again today, Rhys.”
 
   He walked away before Rhys could utter a word of protest. Rhys watched him leave the hall. As Erasmus stepped through the door that led back out to the castle’s main hall, he noticed something. There was a stranger lingering near the doorway. He wore a dark brown cape with the hood pulled low over his face to cover his eyes and though he seemed to be looking directly at him, Rhys could not be sure.
 
   When Erasmus passed through the doorway, the stranger turned and immediately followed.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Rhys found the little glen in Exmoor Forest again without any effort and one look at the clear, cool pond made him want to go for a swim. He took off his shoes and clothes and placed them on a large rock by the water’s edge, jumped into the water and swam over to the waterfall. He stopped and looked at it closely, trying to imagine how he could have seen anything behind the curtain of falling water.
 
   It must have been an illusion, he thought and continued swimming.
 
   But Rhys’ gaze kept returning to the waterfall and then he caught a glimpse of the lilac dress again. The breeze lifted the hem and blew it out from behind the water.
 
   “Ho there!” he called but there was no answer. He peered into the water and made out the image of a girl there. She was looking intently at him, waiting to see what he would do.
 
   “I can see you there, madam, behind the falls,” he called out. “Do you not know that it is rather rude to spy on people, especially naked people?”
 
   There was muffled giggling, then nothing. The girl was gone. Startled, Rhys made his way to the edge and got out of the pond. He dressed quickly, never taking his eyes off the water, but she didn’t reappear.
 
   Where did she go? he wondered.
 
   Suddenly a voice called out, “Hello!”
 
   His gaze returned to the water’s surface. A girl’s face was looking up at him from the water. He stepped back from the edge.
 
   “No! Please come back,” the girl said. Rhys looked at her, he could see her clearly now. He was petrified.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, I will not hurt you. I just want to talk to you,” she added.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked. “And why are you in the water?”
 
   “I am Naida, Naida Brannon and I am in the water because I wanted to see you. It has been a long time since I have seen a human being,” she replied.
 
   “How so, Naida? These forests are very old and I am sure that the people of these moors and even the monks from the great abbey at Glastonbury must have been here to gather food and herbs and hunt animals.”
 
   “Maybe they come to Exmoor, but it is hardly a human who can find his way into this glen to sit at this pool. It is protected and is not easily entered.”
 
   “Well, I found it easily enough.”
 
   Naida eyes widened at this fact but she quickly took the opportunity to change the subject.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “I am Rhys, Rhys ab Tywysog,” he answered.
 
   She paused with his answer as if she were tasting it on her tongue.
 
   “Rhys? What kind of name is this? Does it have meaning to you?”
 
   Rhys laughed before he answered her.
 
   “Yes, it does, my lady. Rhys means ‘dragon’ or ‘zeal’ depending on the dialect. Our family name is ‘ab Tywysog’ which means ‘son of the prince’ which is my grandfather’s title.”
 
   “Where are you from, Rhys ap Tywysog?”
 
   Rhys laughed. “You have a lot of questions for one who may not answer any.”
 
   “I know, but there are many reasons for that,” she quipped.
 
   “Alright, well, we come from not far away, Dumnonia to be exact, but my family holds land in The Midlands. Presently I live on Avalon at the court of Morgana le Fae,” he replied.
 
   There was a pause in their conversation that felt natural as if they both needed some time to mull over what had been said so far.
 
   “What does Naida mean?” he asked.
 
   “It means ‘water’ and Brannon is the name of my clan. It means ‘Lord.’”
 
   “Ah, a noble-faery then?”
 
   They laughed together at the jest.
 
   “You are beautiful, Rhys. The most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”
 
   “Well, I would imagine that all you would see this deep in Exmoor would be fae folk, goblins and dirty marauding Saxons,” he answered.
 
   Naida’s eyes widened and Rhys noticed her expression.
 
   “Why are you surprised?” he asked.
 
   “What do you know of fae folk and goblins?” she demanded.
 
   “Nothing really, I am just trying to make conversation. Why, are you a goblin? I would think you too pretty to be a goblin!”
 
   Rhys rocked back with laughter at his own joke. Naida gave a long sorrowful sigh and vanished. He felt terrible.
 
   “Stop! Wait! Come back! I meant no insult by my curtness. I apologize, please come back and let us talk some more.”
 
   He looked all over the surface of the pond; her image reappeared a short time after, seated behind the waterfall watching him again.
 
   “I meant you no insult, milady,” Rhys replied.
 
   She was startled and turned to look directly at him.
 
   “You can see me here?” Naida asked.
 
   “As clear as day, my lady, just as I did yesterday. Should I not be able to?”
 
   She fumbled slightly before answering, “Of course you should; have you not eyes in your head?”
 
   Rhys looked down in embarrassment and Naida couldn’t help smiling at his reaction to her sarcasm.
 
   “Oh, you really are quite handsome, sir.”
 
   “Is that all you are going to say to me for the rest of the day?” Rhys quipped.
 
   “Why? Are you going to stay to talk for the rest of the day?” she answered.
 
   Rhys erupted in more laughter.
 
   “Answering questions with more questions! My father always told me that this was one of women’s favorite tricks,” he said.
 
   “I do not try to trick you. I told you before that my answers were to be limited,” she replied, scowling playfully as she stepped out from behind the water and took a seat on the rocks at the far end of the pond. Rhys nodded and smiled.
 
   “How old are you, Rhys? You seem quite young, a boy. What are you doing so deep in Exmoor by yourself?”
 
   “Boyhood is long behind me. I am seventeen years of age, after all.”
 
   The defiant angle at which he held his chin as he said it made Naida giggle again.
 
   “Why are you laughing?” he asked.
 
   “You speak of being seventeen as if you had lived a lifetime,” she said.
 
   “But seventeen is rather old. If my father had his way, I would have been married and had made him a grandfather by now, but alas, I am not as scholarly in such pursuits as would be pleasing to him.” Rhys sighed again.
 
   “Why so low at the mention of this, Rhys?” she asked, concerned about the change of mood. “I am one hundred and fifty years old. My mother has lost interest in my future and my father has turned his ambitions to my married siblings, thinking me a wild and unwilling child.”
 
   “A child? At one hundred and fifty? You look to be no older than fifteen years old. What are you, Naida?” he asked again.
 
   “I cannot answer that, but you said you live at court with Morgana le Fae. Why is that so?”
 
   “More questions for questions?” He paused, then answered, “She is my father’s cousin; he sent me there to be sophisticated by court life, but I know that he secretly hopes I will be married in a great match made by Morgana.”
 
   “I see,” she replied. “But what do you want?”
 
   “I want to see the world,” Rhys said, “learn everything there is, become a knight and maybe sit at the Round Table. To be quite honest, I’d be happy to serve dinner at the Round Table but for my family’s sake, I try to keep my ambitions high.”
 
   Rhys flashed his widest smile at her. Naida smiled back at him and started to make her way around the pond balancing precariously at the water’s edge.
 
   “Be careful not to fall, milady,” Rhys called out to her but she ignored him completely. Soon she was on his side of the pond and she took a seat in the lush grass.
 
   “You are the court jester, eh?” Naida quipped. “Have you ever met King Arthur?”
 
   “No, but I hope to soon, we are related after all. Quite distantly, but related none the less. My uncle Caradoc is a Knight of the Round Table. His son will soon follow in his footsteps, I’d think.”
 
   He sighed.
 
   “I have to return home now, Rhys,” Naida suddenly said, breaking the pause in conversation. “If you wish for the answers to the questions you asked me, seek out Murcanthia, Morgana’s librarian. She will tell you where to find the answers.”
 
   With that, she disappeared. Rhys looked around again to see if she was elsewhere in the glen, but she was gone.
 
   “Not even a polite goodbye?” he shouted, feeling dejected.
 
   “Goodbye,” a voice called from across the water. Rhys whirled around looking at the waterfall. He just caught sight of the hem of her dress disappearing from sight.
 
   Then he heard her last words clearly as she added, “And no matter what happens, do not speak of any of this to anyone at Avalon.”
 
   The leaves overhead rustled violently in the wind, then silence. She was gone. Rhys fell back against the grass once more. His mind raced, his heart pounded, his head was giddy. Who was she, this Naida? And most importantly WHAT was she? She was a beautiful nymph of a girl, an enchantress from the water.
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   Rhys heard the distant sounding of a gong and paused to look up at the windows of the huge library.
 
   “Oh dear God!” he cried as he saw the sun was well on its way home. “It’s the supper gong.”
 
   He jumped up and raced over to the west wing door and down the corridor to his rooms. His valet was waiting impatiently for him.
 
   “Where have you been, Master Rhys? You are late!” Erasmus admonished.
 
   “I was in the library reading, Erasmus. Time must have gotten away from me.”
 
   He threw off his jerkin and shirt and faced Erasmus so he could push his arms into the clean shirt the valet held up for him. He donned a new jerkin as well. Erasmus tightened his belt and put on the scabbard at his waist while Rhys brushed his hair quickly. He ran from the room and out to the entry hall of the banquet room and pushed through the crowd to take his place beside one of his aunt’s ladies, Enid, whom he escorted in to supper on the nights when he did not serve at Morgana’s table.
 
   “Where have you been?” Enid hissed. “You are late!”
 
   “I have heard that several times already. Be still, Lady Enid. I have made my way here before you entered for supper, have I not? You are yet escorted to dine like a true and proper young woman. No scandal shall erupt on you today. If you must know, I was caught up reading in the library.”
 
   Rhys rolled his eyes just at the thought of the dramatics his absence would have caused at court. Enid smiled at him.
 
   “You were reading books? When did that ever outweigh civic duty?” she retorted, still managing a giggle at Rhys.
 
   He rolled his eyes again, this time for his own benefit. She was as insincere as a bridge troll; everyone at court knew that Lady Enid was fond of him. She giggled childishly at everything he said and blushed shamefully when he entered the room. Rhys found her silly, boring and terribly simple-minded. He thought that true of most of the girls at Avalon and scoffed at his father’s notion that a marriage to any one of these ladies would be a great one. Unbearable is what it would be, but he had long since found out that he and his father had very different ideas about love and marriage as well as very different thoughts about what made a marriage successful. He thought more like his mother did in those regards. Rhys sighed and the sound of the trumpets broke his reverie. They walked into the hall in their pairs and took their seats.
 
   Fortunately, his aunt insisted that her ladies and her pages sit at segregated tables to dine. She discouraged fraternizing in her court; thinking it meretricious behavior for the young people in her service. Only when one of her court members became engaged and released from service would that person be allowed to sit at the conjugal tables among the rest of the gentry with their betrothed. She was strict but fair and everything she did was beyond reproach and vivid with purpose. Rhys loved that about her. He stopped and bowed low to Morgana, where she was seated on her throne. She was always a sight to behold. Impeccably dressed for the occasion, her long black hair was luxurious from brushing and neatly in place beneath her golden circlet. She wore a green gown to dinner, a wide gold medallion belt hung at her waist. The dress’ color brought out the shade of green in her eyes, making them sparkle. Her dark hair and bright green eyes were the only sign of her relation to Rhys. They were strong traits of their paternal bloodline.
 
   Enid curtsied deeply beside him before leaving to take her seat. Morgana smiled at them and crooked her finger at Rhys. He went up the dais to stand beside her throne at her right hand. He bowed his head to receive her blessing and she gently touched the top of his head.
 
   “Are you well, Nephew?” she asked. “I have not seen you all day.”
 
   “I am well, Aunt. I had archery and literature this morning, then I rowed out with the boat today and studied with Murcanthia in the library,” he confessed, but decided to omit everything about his new friend.
 
   “Very well done.” She returned her gaze to the dining room. “Are you ready for the Apple Festival tomorrow? You will be serving us at the late breakfast.”
 
   “Yes, I am ready and Amarelle and I have a lovely surprise for you as well; some delicious new ale.”
 
   “Well, now I am excited,” she said, clapping her hands softly. “Be seated and enjoy your supper.”
 
   “Thank you, Aunt.”
 
   Rhys backed away from the throne, being careful not to turn his back until he was off the dais again. He sat down at the page’s table next to Bothwin, page of the stables and Randalf, page of the Royal Standard.
 
   The trumpets sounded again and the servers appeared at the door to the dining hall. They were carrying the trays laden with food for the first course. The first platters went up the dais to Morgana and her sisters to taste after which they would send each dish to one of the tables in the hall. Other servers went directly through the room laying out the accompanying dishes on all the tables. Bowls of boiled potatoes, radishes and parsnips, fruit, bread and cheese were delivered. The pages received a roasted suckling pig while the ladies were brought a roasted duck. They served themselves and then, as was customary, they had the servers exchange the platters so they could share each other’s dishes.
 
   The trumpets blared again and the hum of conversation ceased. A troupe of madrigals started strumming their instruments and began playing one pleasant arrangement after another all through the rest of the meal.
 
   After supper, Rhys returned to his rooms. As he walked the nearly abandoned halls of the back corridors, he listened to the sounds of his heels clicking against the stone floors. It was strange to hear the sounds of his steps so distinctly in the castle; Morgana always had the floors suitably strewn with herbs and flowers which muffled the sound and sweetened the air. They must have already been swept up by the maids and not yet replaced. He was lost in those thoughts when he heard it. The sounds of another set of footsteps following him.
 
   Instinctively, he ducked into a darkened alcove and waited silently. After a few moments, he saw him. It was the same dark cloaked stranger who had followed Erasmus from the dining hall earlier that day. The figure moved with purpose, but as it passed by the deep alcove where Rhys hid, it stopped. The man looked around suddenly and seemed to be peering into the darkness around him. Rhys stood silent with his back pressed against the back wall of the recess, holding his breath. After a few moments, the figure turned and moved swiftly to the end of the corridor and around a corner.
 
   In his privy chamber, Erasmus was waiting again with a basin of warm water, a washcloth and soft, lilac-scented soap. Rhys washed his face, hands and then his feet and dressed in his night clothes. As Erasmus left the room, Rhys jumped up on the window seat and sat looking up through the window. The moon was a white marble in the sky and had that odd shape it took before it disappeared. He gazed at it for a long time, wondering where Naida was tonight. He climbed into bed and fell asleep thinking of the girl whose beautiful face remained hidden behind a sheet of water.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   Naida was distracted by her thoughts all evening and it was visible.
 
   She sat absent-mindedly watching the other faeries dancing after supper even as her own plate lay in front of her almost untouched. Vanya and Thenidiel had already given up asking if something was wrong with her and had long since left the table to join in the dancing. They were her best friends at court, but she had absolutely no idle conversation or the patience for it that night. She could only just avoid the questioning glares she had been getting from Titania and the other priestesses during the supper proceedings. Queen Mab had excused herself from the hall early that night, so Naida felt that she had mercifully escaped being questioned about her behavior toward Pendrake earlier that afternoon. Obviously Titania would be taking it up with her soon enough though.
 
   It was usually a carefree existence for Naida at Mab’s court; however, being somewhat of a rebel child, all the priestesses had taken it upon themselves to tend to her in the wake of her own mother’s latest and seemingly final disapproval. She was recently required to take classes with them on a myriad of topics including potion making, spell casting and midwifery. Pendrake, the librarian, had issued her with a very official looking time table of her lessons. He had also advised her it had been decided that if she would not receive her wings, marry and take up the mantle of wife and eventually mother like other noble born faery girls, then she would have to be trained to a task like a commoner.
 
   Naida had realized that the discussion had been meant to be degrading, even condescending on his part, but it had actually been somewhat liberating for her. It marked the end of her mother’s expectations and that her future was in her own hands. A future that was wholly dependent on how she excelled at the lessons to come and then by the task she would be set to afterwards. The best part was that her task would most likely be one requiring regular trips to Earth to gather herbs and plants for potions and medicines and this would guarantee her a release from Eon at least on a monthly basis. The prospects were encouraging. She was ultimately determined to find a way to stay on Earth and she was somehow convinced that Rhys would help her.
 
   “Oh, Rhys,” she swooned, breathing his name audibly.
 
   “Who?” Minerva asked inquisitively.
 
   “What? Did I say that aloud? It’s no one, I mean nothing,” Naida stammered.
 
   “It didn’t seem like nothing, the way you sighed it out just now,” she teased.
 
   “Oh, Minerva. If I told you something, would you swear never to repeat it?”
 
   Naida was desperate to share her tale, but was also very cautious.
 
   “Of course, Naida, my friend. I would not divulge your secrets for amusement or any other reasons.”
 
   Naida knew she was sincere. Minerva was the only really truthful faery she knew. True to the character of her namesake in human history, she was a balming soul who was gifted with immense wisdom and kindness.
 
   “I met a boy in Exmoor, Minerva, at the Everlasting Pool,” she whispered. “He could see me and I spoke to him for a long time.”
 
   “Oh dear!” Minerva responded with a slightly worried look on her face. She smiled a wicked smile and added comically, “He must have been wondrously handsome, otherwise you would not have bothered with him; the superficial wretch that you are.”
 
   “Hush, Minerva. You make fun of me.”
 
   Naida pouted a little, purely for dramatic effect. She knew Minerva was baiting her, but she found talking to her so easy.
 
   “Coincidentally, he is the most beautiful being I have ever seen. He is quite witty and funny as well. His conversation was mesmerizing.”
 
   “How is it he can see you, Naida? Are you not worried about that? It should not be possible, so he must be extremely special.”
 
   “He is, extremely special.”
 
   She blushed and looked away.
 
   “What is it?” Minerva pressed.
 
   “I believe that he will become besotted with me, and I with him and the tale will end when I am human like he is and we are utterly in love and completely inseparable.”
 
   “You are a hopeless romantic, dear!”
 
   They giggled like two silly girls for the rest of the evening.
 
   As they walked together down the castle hall toward their bedchambers, Minerva was adamant in pointing out to Naida that she should be careful.
 
   “Truthfully, we plan to meet again. I find myself looking forward to seeing him. Why is that so, Minerva? Why do I feel as if the dawn could not break quickly enough for my liking tonight?” Naida sighed deeply.
 
   “Be guarded with your heart, dear Naida, but most importantly, be careful on these trips you take to Earth. Rumor has it that Mab and the priestesses have been speaking of strange forces they suspect are at work there. Recent disturbances in the membrane have alerted them to the crossing over of supernatural beings from Arcadia.”
 
   “But that’s impossible. The Arcadians are banished from the plains of Earth and Eon.”
 
   “It seems that they have either found another loophole or they have been summoned by a ‘Magic Wielder’ there. Either way, they have been crossing over, which means they are passing through Eon to get to their destination.”
 
   “Then we are all in danger, Minerva, whether here or on Earth.”
 
   “Indeed, my friend, these are dangerous times for us all.”
 
   She gave her a wry smile and stepped into her room, leaving Naida in the hall by herself to think about what had been said.
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   As was customary at the Apple Festival, the trumpets sounded over all of Avalon at the break of dawn. The earsplitting blasts found Rhys up, dressed and sitting in his window gazing toward the horizon searching for the sun’s first rays. He was excited and he couldn’t contain it. He had taken a long swim in the hot spring and put on his whitest shirt and his page’s jerkin and sat waiting. As he looked out over the island and the nearby sea, he could make out the coastline of the mainland through the thin morning fog. It was rare to be able to see the moor from the island as it was always surrounded by its protective mists that hid Avalon from sight.
 
   When Erasmus arrived in the bedchamber with bath linens and toiletries for Rhys, he found him fully dressed and gazing out the window. He wanted to be angry, but he could tell that the boy had something on his mind.
 
   “It’s a good thing I hadn’t asked the chamberlains to bring up the bath yet, Master,” he quipped. “I would have had four sour faces to deal with so early in the morning.”
 
   His comment made a small smile appear at the corners of Rhys’ mouth and smoothed the furrows in his brow. Erasmus smiled in return. He handed the linens to the steward who had just arrived and dismissed him, closing the door firmly behind him. He returned to the window where Rhys sat and stood quietly beside him.
 
   “May I speak confidently to you, Erasmus?”
 
   “As always, Rhys, I am in your service.”
 
   “Hmmm. Dutifully said, Erasmus; I know you mean it, though.”
 
   “You are somewhat distracted today. Isn’t it a bit early to seem so perplexed? Did something happen in your studies yesterday, sir? Perhaps whatever caused you to be late last evening?”
 
   “If it had ever crossed my mind to avoid the topic, Erasmus, your questions would have seen to thwarting the choice.”
 
   Again he produced a small smile which warmed the features of his handsome face.
 
   “I try to assist in any way I can, Rhys, and I want you to always remember that.”
 
   “Gratitude, Erasmus.”
 
   The valet made a small, but sincere, bow.
 
   “Well, I came across someone by accident in the forest yesterday. We had a pleasant conversation; it was nice to spend time with someone of similar mind. But now I am beginning to feel that it was either a dream or a mistake. Either way, I feel I may be doomed.”
 
   “Rhys, you said you met this person just yesterday. It must have been a very compelling conversation to have left you feeling so morose. Did someone threaten you?”
 
   He paused to check Rhys’ expression, he was still looking out at the sunrise, but the corner of his mouth was turned up in a half smile. Rhys turned to face him.
 
   “No threats, but I feel as if I came away from the conversation with a part of me gone. She was the most beautiful creature I have ever laid eyes on, Erasmus. Perfect, in every way. She was pretty, but in a womanly way, sophisticated, timeless almost. Her conversation was light, but also engaging and intelligent when it needed to be. She was witty, funny, and chaste. I am at a loss. I have never met anyone like her. Therefore, it must be that I was either dreaming or the events of yesterday afternoon may change the course of my life forever.”
 
   “You have a fraught outlook on things too much of the time, sir, often ascertaining much more from a situation than there is. You are much like your uncle Caradoc in that respect. I was his valet when he was at Avalon in his youth too. He would brood and worry over matters which were simple to discern and I found that once he trusted my opinion and advice, that I was able to help him simplify his way of thinking.”
 
   Rhys sighed at the comparison and also at the concept of simplification. Again he found himself wondering how old the Avalonian people around him were. Erasmus continued.
 
   “His father, your grandfather, left the guidance of his sons at adolescence to knights, tutors and such, he also sent them to Avalon too young, as you have been sent here too young. I think your father has made the same mistake. No one can teach a boy to think like a man as his father can. But I will try with you as I did with your uncle.” 
 
   Rhys smiled up at Erasmus.
 
   “I would appreciate your assistance in my matters, Erasmus. You have always been like a favorite uncle to me here. But time is against us this morning; I have to leave for the West Garden to ensure that my aunt’s tables are ready for the ceremony breakfast. At least I do not have to attend to her during the proceedings; it is always so eventless during these state festivals.”
 
   He spared his valet a little laugh as he jumped from the window seat. Erasmus gave him a parting bow, which Rhys returned and then left the room. He was feeling better already. The walk to the West Garden was relaxing for Rhys; he passed through the kitchens and asked Amarelle if all was ready for the ceremony, which it was. He clapped his hands together in approval and she smiled.
 
   “Would you save me a jug of summer ale for my supper please, Amarelle? I have the evening to myself and I think I will have earned a drink or two before I go to bed.”
 
   Amarelle loved when he made these kinds of formal requests. He spoke to her with a reserved respect that reminded her that he was nobility, but also proved that he was taking to his lessons with his aunt very well. Morgana was the most dignified woman Amarelle had ever known, even more so than her mother Queen Igraine had been. She always treated people with respect and valued the opinions of others. Rhys seemed to emulate her in all these ways.
 
   The garden was perfection, the trees and bushes were clipped and the grass had been trimmed. The entire hedgerow along the garden’s entrance path had been transformed into topiaries of faeries and other mythical creatures by Glaber. He had even labeled his creations for the education of their admirers. On either side the first were of centaurs, the next two depicted Mab and Titania. Others that followed showed unicorns and winged faeries, the Lady of the Lake holding Excalibur above the water and even Melusina in her half-fish form. They were stunningly crafted. Rhys smiled, Morgana would be flabbergasted.
 
   As Rhys walked amongst the verdant sculptures, he saw a figure dash from one of the far hedges toward the thick tree line that encircled the garden.
 
   Not again, he thought to himself, as he strained to make out who it was. But the man was long gone, completely consumed by the dense woods around him.
 
   Glaber was still raking a few leaves from under the apple trees when Rhys found him.
 
   “Friend,” Rhys greeted the man.
 
   “Rhys, son of Gwallawc, how do you do?”
 
   “I am well,” he replied stiffly. “Yourself?”
 
   “Busy as always, but I am almost done.”
 
   He watched as Glaber gathered the leaves with the implement, but somehow skirted around every blossom petal leaving the flat green grass littered with the pink and white blooms. Beautiful.
 
   “Good Glaber, have you any assistants working with you out here this morning?”
 
   “No. I am here on my own. Just putting the finishing touches on. I sent all the helpers home this morning.”
 
   “Then they should already have returned to the moors?”
 
   “Aye!”
 
   He gave the gardener a playful slap on the shoulder. He tried to brush off the consternation he felt from glimpsing the fleeing man.
 
   “Everything is ready. Your aunt’s dais is in place as well as her table and throne. Her sisters’ places are set as well. The stewards are just now finishing setting out the other tables and chairs even as the servers wait to lay the tables with the silverware and glasses.”
 
   “Thank you, Glaber. You have truly outdone yourself; it is all spectacular. Morgana will be very pleased.”
 
   “That was my intention.” Glaber grinned.
 
   Rhys left him to finish his tidying up and went to check on the reception area. As he came around the rose hedges, his eyes caught the bright glinting of sunlit glass. The tables were set and the musicians were seated, tuning up their instruments. As he walked around each table visually measuring the accuracy of each place setting, he saw from the corner of his eye that the serving staff were already laying out the trays beneath a food tent. They would serve the breakfast dishes from this makeshift kitchen once the meal was in progress.
 
   Rhys heard the trumpets sounding in the distance and he instinctively looked toward the castle. The procession was beginning. Closing his eyes, he could imagine Morgana being hoisted into the saddle of her white stallion, Orion, and waiting as her pages and ladies fell into place around her. Her trumpeters and guards would be lining up in front of the group and her standard bearers alongside before they would all troop out of the courtyard. Her sisters would ride as well, just behind her. The call of his name broke Rhys’ reverie. He turned around and was surprised to see two men approaching on horseback. A broad smile lightened his oval face as he recognized them. John and Richard slowed their horses a few steps from him and vaulted out of their saddles. Two kitchen attendants ran to grab the reins to steady the horses and led them away. They strode up to him and hugged him at the same time. Putting their heads together, they embraced deeply.
 
   “John, Richard, what a surprise to see you. No one told me of your arrival for the festival. I would have met you at the gates,” Rhys gushed, overwhelmed to see them.
 
   John shot a playful punch at Rhys’ upper arm replying, “We were rather surprised to receive the invitation so we specifically asked everyone to keep it a secret.”
 
   “It is so good to see you, cousin. You’ve grown a little since we were last here,” Richard added with a scruff to Rhys’ hair.
 
   He frowned as he put the jaunty black curls neatly back into place.
 
   “He’s grown, but he hasn’t matured at all. Look at that baby face and not a whisker in sight,” John teased. “Couldn’t you have managed to grow even a little goatee in all this time, cousin?”
 
   They all laughed at the jesting. John was the funny one. Just then someone behind them cleared their throat. All three boys turned to see who it was. Caradoc stood in full armor with both his hands on his hips, watching the boys’ playful greetings.
 
   “Uncle!” Rhys shouted, running to hug the huge man. Caradoc actually swayed from the impact. “I’ve been looking forward to your return.”
 
   “Aye, Rhys. I have been as well. How are you keeping? Have you found anyone worthy to spar with since our last lessons?”
 
   “I have, Uncle; Maximus, one of Aunt Morgana’s personal guards.”
 
   “Yes, the Gaul. He has a superior sword arm. I am glad he has favored you with his tutelage.”
 
   “He has been teaching me the spear and shield as well.”
 
   “Excellent! I am anticipating our lessons now to see what you have been learning in my absence.”
 
   Rhys beamed at his uncle’s confident words. He valued Caradoc’s opinion highly. Trumpets sounded suddenly again and they were much closer now.
 
   “The court is arriving,” Rhys announced.
 
   “Yes, boys let us go to the pavilion to meet your aunt.”
 
   All four men walked through to the pavilion just as the court’s procession arrived at the garden gate. There were exclamations from the ladies as they admired the topiaries and Rhys noted Morgana’s delighted smile. She rode up to them and dismounted her horse as they bowed in unison. They remained bowed until she had touched each on their heads in greeting. They rose and stepped aside. Caradoc offered his arm as did Richard and John to Morgause and Elaine, respectively. The men escorted them to their seats at the head of the pavilion. Rhys fell in beside Enid, who looked up at him expectantly. He held his head straight.
 
   When everyone was seated, the pixie procession came through the pavilion. Each pixie was dressed in a long green gown and a pointy cap. They all carried a large white cage filled with white butterflies. They made a neat circle around a large apple tree and opened the cages in unison. The butterflies took flight in every direction through the orchard. The trumpets sounded again just as the first butterfly landed on a perfect, green apple. Everyone sat on the edges of their seats as the insect walked around the orb and settled near the stem. Then magically, the color of the fruit started to change and a bright hue of red spread from the top of the fruit, covering everywhere green had been. Rhys turned and started off to the reception area as the court erupted in applause.
 
   There would be speeches and thanks and other niceties before they would retire to the tents for breakfast, but he was never one for pomp and ceremony. He found diplomacy excruciatingly boring. When he arrived at the tents, the men were bringing down the ale barrels from a cart as Amarelle clucked incessantly at them to be careful. All the food was already unloaded and it looked delicious. There was fruit in abundance in spectacular arrangements as well as baskets filled with warm bread. Cutting boards had been laden with meats and cheeses and there were bowls of water with perfect little balls of butter floating in them. There was also wheat and oat porridge in large cauldrons. Amarelle sighed when she saw him. She came over and touched her forehead to his, smiling.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “Ready!” he confirmed.
 
   Just then the court started filing in. He smoothed his jerkin and ascended the dais to stand behind Morgana’s throne. Caradoc escorted her to her seat which Rhys pulled out and pushed forward once she was seated. His cousins did the same for her sisters before taking their seats beside the ladies. Rhys stood back and took a deep breath. The first server entered the tent with a tray of silver finger bowls of scented warm water, followed by another man with a huge platter of fruit. Rhys took the tray of finger bowls and placed one in front of each person at the high table.
 
   Another server followed behind him removing the bowls as each person finished washing. Rhys took the platter of fruit and placed it in front of Morgana. She tentatively took a strawberry from it and put it on her plate. The court watched in silence as she took a bite. She smiled and clapped her hands. The entire party started clapping and then the tent was flooded with servers and the din of pleasant conversation, music and laughter.
 
   From the safety of the woods, the man in the dark brown cloak watched the entire celebration before he turned and walked further into the dense forest. In a tiny clearing, he untied his horse from the tree where he had secured the animal and mounted it.
 
   “Let us see how many more days Avalon shall stand in defiance of Arcadia,” he muttered as he rode north and boarded a strange ship which took him to a tiny town called Port Call.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   He took a deep breath and filled his lungs with the scent of the lush grass in the glen.
 
   The sound of falling water relaxed his mind and behind his closed eyelids, Rhys’ mind was at peace. He felt his balance returning to him since he had spent the evening talking with his valet. Naida seemed too unwilling to give him the answers to most of his questions, but Erasmus had offered him some enlightenment. He felt fortunate to have the man’s guidance.
 
   Rhys’ cousins had sought him out that morning and they had all had sparring lessons with Caradoc and Maximus in the stable courtyard. The grooms and squires had gathered to watch and occasionally cheer when a good strike was made. His uncle was beaming with pride at the three boys as they displayed their prowess. Rhys had shown remarkable improvement with the sword and he now had the balance and strength to wield a shield at the same time. Caradoc sparred with Maximus as the boys rested after their exercise and grasped arms with the man in the end, confirming his approval. He ordered the royal guardsman to continue tutoring Rhys as he had been found worthy to instruct the nephew of Caradoc Vreichvras. Maximus bowed low in gratitude at the shower of compliments.
 
   After returning from Exmoor, Rhys had managed to escape his cousins without difficulty as Lady Enid intercepted them on the way from the banquet hall after lunch. She had brought Lady Margaret and Lady Ingrid to meet Richard and John and proposed they all take a walk through the orchard. Rhys mumbled an excuse and quickly walked off in the direction of his rooms. Enid was left staring after him.
 
   He changed his jerkin and shirt and told Erasmus that he was going to the library for the afternoon.
 
   “Do you plan on meeting the girl again, Rhys?”
 
   “Yes, sir, we planned to meet and talk again soon.”
 
   “Be careful, Rhys. It is a bad sign that you seem so attached to this girl and yet you are not free to speak about her to anyone.”
 
   “I am sure that all will be explained soon, sir. They are HER affairs we wish to discuss, after all.”
 
   “You are an admirable young man. Please never change in this respect.”
 
   Erasmus gave Rhys a parting smile. Smiling back, Rhys turned and left the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He took the stairs two at a time until he was on the familiar fourth floor landing and as he pushed open the heavy door a voice called to him.
 
   “Master Rhys,” it said. “Hello, how do you do?”
 
   Looking up, he saw the librarian at the upstairs balustrade.
 
   “Murcanthia, how do you do?”
 
   “All is well, Rhys?” she continued.
 
   “Well, I’ve come to do a bit of research, if you would believe that.”
 
   “Research? What’s all this about then?” she pursued.
 
   “Well first could you get your most detailed book about faeries please, and then I’ll tell you what it is all about.” he promised, flashing her a crooked grin.
 
   Murcanthia soon returned with a giant hide-bound book and set it heavily on the table in the darkest corner of the library. As soon as Rhys joined her and was seated at the table, she closed her eyes and raised both her palms to the ceiling as she muttered, “Silentium orbis!” It seemed as if a huge bubble of air had surrounded them. Instinctively, Rhys put out his hand to touch it.
 
   “No, don’t touch it,” she blurted out. “This will ensure that we are not overheard. It is just a precaution, but if your answers will come from the Chronicus la Fae, we will need to ensure our privacy. Let us get to it Rhys; I do not have the entire afternoon you know.”
 
   “When I was on the mainland this week,” he started, “I found this amazing glen in Exmoor and took a swim in a pond there. When I looked through the waterfall, I was sure there was a girl there; she seemed to be watching me. Eventually, her reflection appeared on the surface and she spoke to me. We spoke for some time, but she would not answer my questions. She told me that you would be able to help me answer them.”
 
   “Well! Well!” Murcanthia chuckled. “You seem to have met a faery, Rhys. But how is it you could see her?” she wondered. His deep blush revealed that there was more to the story.
 
   “She seemed a little worried about that as well.”
 
   “I would imagine she must have been frightened by that, boy. Humans are not to be able to find the faeries' places or see them. There must be something more to this instance.”
 
   “She said her name is Naida.”
 
   She looked at him incredulously. “Are you absolutely sure about that, Rhys? Naida?”
 
   “Yes, Naida. Why?” he queried.
 
   She sighed heavily.
 
   “Master, it is quite a tale that I have to tell you.”
 
   Murcanthia opened the giant book that was in front of them. She turned the pages and soon stopped at a picture that filled both pages of the book. It was a very intricate drawing full of little creatures on what seemed to be a battlefield. They were killing a man.
 
   “Naida, as she is called, is over a hundred years old.”
 
   “One hundred and fifty, to be exact.” Rhys interrupted.
 
   “Shall I tell what I know or are you an expert forthwith?” Her expression was serious. 
 
   “I apologize. Please continue.”
 
   Murcanthia cleared her throat and went on.
 
   “As I was saying, Naida is what is known to us now as a ‘musical faery’ or more commonly, a ‘muse.’ It has nothing to do with the music of instruments but the word is more of a description of her nature.”
 
   She pointed to the picture on the page.
 
   “Centuries ago the faeries walked freely among us and were unencumbered by the desires of men. They went about in nature as freely as you and I and did their work of nurturing plants and animals in the open without any fear. Until a wicked sorcerer named Murganth from the Hebrides came to the mainland to try to dominate them and harness their power. A war ensued between Murganth and the faeries; they overcame him and his followers and destroyed all the usurpers.
 
   “After that war, the faeries fell into discord. As a result of the war, they found that they disagreed on two important things. The first was whether they should withdraw to Arcadia and no longer co-habit the earth with men. The second was whether men were still worthy of the assistance and friendship of the fae. The disagreement was so intense that the faery kingdom broke into two factions. Oberon, their king, led the faeries who chose to return to Arcadia permanently and Mab, their queen and her faeries stayed in Eon, near to the Earth, forming the Seelie or ‘friendly’ court.
 
   “But the couple lay curses on each other in their disagreement as they had never argued before in all their years together. Oberon cursed Mab and her court so that despite their efforts, men would never be able to see them on Earth; the only exception was when they were summoned by magical people like your aunt Morgana. Mab herself dubbed her ‘la Fae’ as she had proved herself to be a friend to the fae.”
 
   “What did she do to prove this?” he asked.
 
   “Morgana and her sisters hid many important faery families in Avalon during an uprising of Oberon’s court some five decades ago,” she replied briefly.
 
   Rhys’ eyes widened at her comment.
 
   How old was Morgana then? How old were they all? he thought.
 
   “Avalon truly is a magical place, Rhys.”
 
   He jumped at her answer and the realization that she had read his thoughts.
 
   “We can live here for far many more years than humans should and we do so as if just barely touched by the passing of time,” she said. “Do you remember when you first arrived here? That the ‘Rowers’ had to bring you through the mists?” He nodded. “Anyone who is not permitted to be here cannot find their way to Avalon through that mist, Rhys. We are all here as welcomed guests.”
 
   “I see,” he answered.
 
   “It will be the same for you if you stay here. You will age, but time will be much kinder to your looks and your strength.”
 
   Rhys smiled at the idea of keeping his good looks longer than was expected.
 
   “And Mab’s curse on Oberon?” Rhys prompted. He was thoroughly engrossed in Murcanthia’s tale. She smiled at his excitement to continue with the story.
 
   “Mab cursed Oberon and his faeries to be hated and feared by men and never be able to appear beautiful to human beings. They were only allowed to exit from Arcadia at the solstices; otherwise they could not walk the Earth unless Mab herself summoned them to her purpose. They became known as the Unseelie or ‘unfriendly’ court. However, Oberon is a ruthless and equally ingenious ruler and he has been known to find many ways around Mab’s rule. His minions can be found creating mischief from time to time on Earth.”
 
   She turned the page and showed Rhys a picture of goblins scattering a herd of cattle over a hillside. He nodded to show that he understood.
 
   “About Naida,” he insisted.
 
   “Yes yes, back to the topic at hand.”
 
   She turned some more pages until she came to another picture. It was of a forest pond, much like the one Rhys had been at today, with vines and branches hanging low all around it. There was a woman shown in it as well, but she appeared only as a face in a ripple of the water’s surface.
 
   “That is Naida!” Rhys exclaimed.
 
   “Yes, it is she,” Murcanthia confirmed.
 
   “What is she?” he asked. “And why does she appear in the water?”
 
   “As I said before, Naida is a muse. This means that her nature is matterless in our world. She cannot take a solid form; however, she has learned to manipulate the elements; wind, water and air, in order to manifest herself.”
 
   “Oberon’s curse.”
 
   “Indeed. You were listening, eh?” She smiled. “She whispers to humans using the wind and can hence influence their thinking by giving them ideas. There are many muses, most madrigals and playwrights have them. They are mostly harmless, in fact all seelie muses are very helpful to humans of the artistic persuasion but unseelie muses often become an incubus or succubus to the humans they attach themselves to. They deplete the person’s energy to feed themselves, sometimes causing death but mostly causing madness. I think she may have taken a fancy to you, Young Rhys,” she teased.
 
   “So, she cannot be seen except as a reflection on the water?” he asked.
 
   “No, she cannot. Well she should not, but it seems she has and that you were able to see her when she did.” Her expression was nervous almost as if she felt she had said too much.
 
   “Yes, she did and I saw her do it. She seemed distressed that I could see her but she tried to dismiss it as nothing.”
 
   Rhys’ jaw tightened and he scowled fiercely as he remembered Naida’s reaction in the glen.
 
   “I cannot explain that, Master Rhys,” she replied simply, as she stood up from the table. “But that does not stop you from finding out for yourself,” she finished, waving her hand toward the giant book on the table. “Read it but let no one see you do so. The answers you seek may very well be within its pages.”
 
   She clapped her hands twice and the bubble around them popped with an audible sound and was gone. Murcanthia put her fingers to her lips and said, “Neither of us will speak of this conversation to anyone, except Naida.”
 
   “Thank you, Murcanthia,” Rhys agreed.
 
   She disappeared around the rows of bookshelves which stood across the library floor, tall and heavily laden. Rhys sat for hours scouring the thick volume. He barely heard the gong sound for supper.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Your uncle and cousins are here to see you, Rhys,” Erasmus announced through the privy chamber doors.
 
   “Has the steward brought in the breakfast things as yet?”
 
   “Yes Rhys, everything is laid out and I have seated your family at the table already.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I will be right out.”
 
   He slid from the window seat, leaving the book he was reading on the ledge, and proceeded through the doors out into his presence chamber. His uncle Caradoc was seated at the head of the dining table by the fireplace receiving a glass of ale from Erasmus. Richard and John were petting the hounds and feeding them scraps of meat from their plates.
 
   “Good morning, Uncle, cousins,” Rhys said, giving a bow to the trio.
 
   They nodded their heads in response and went back to what they were doing. Rhys took the empty seat at the table and placed some fruit and poultry on his plate. He was rather hungry. It was his uncle who finally spoke.
 
   “Listen to me, Rhys. I have some news for you.”
 
   Elated, he blurted out, “From home? Is everyone alright? Irelli, mother, the girls?”
 
   “Peace, boy. They are all in good health and your parents send their best. Irelli is at Red Ditch with Anlawdd presently. They are raising a new cottage there near the lake in the valley and seeing to the new lambs and the upcoming wheat harvesting. Summer seems to be ending early this year!”
 
   “Yes, Uncle, indeed it seems so.”
 
   Rhys shuffled his feet nervously under the table, accidentally kicking his cousin’s dog which yelped and dashed across the room. He looked down at his plate and cleared his throat.
 
   “What news then, Uncle?”
 
   “Aye! Your cousins and I were supposed to return to Camelot tomorrow at daybreak.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   Rhys looked at John and Richard, who were looking back at him. All were sad to be parted so soon.
 
   “However, I had word from the king before I came to Avalon and there is an important matter that has been decided.”
 
   A lump grew in Rhys’ throat. He could not shake the dread that was mounting in his mind. A proposal! Probably to that dreadful Enid, my family has such a one-track mind. Dammit! he thought.
 
   Feigning calm, he asked, “What decision, Uncle?”
 
   “There is a strange force gathering in the North, Rhys. Arthur has word from Merlin and the Celts that Mordred has been keeping his hall at Ayr and that he has been communing with evil and supernatural beings there. No one seems to know what he is planning, but Arthur wants the situation quashed before it develops any further.”
 
   “This is not good news, Uncle,” Rhys said, giving Erasmus a worried glance. “But what does this have to do with me?”
 
   “The Knights of the Round Table are scattered throughout Europe presently, mostly in war efforts against the Romans and some on the Shetland Islands patrolling against the Norse. Only Galahad and I remain close for Arthur’s protection; otherwise, there is no one to defend the country.”
 
   “What will the king do, Uncle?” Rhys asked, sitting at the very edge of his chair.
 
   “King Arthur has decreed that the Sons of the Round Table should be gathered. They should assemble at the druid circle at Keswick and take their instruction from Merlin on how the menace in the North is to be dealt with.”
 
   A loud gasp escaped Rhys’ lips before he could stop it. His uncle raised an eyebrow at him, but said nothing.
 
   “When we leave tomorrow, you will pack your things and make the journey to gather these men on Arthur’s behalf. It will take you many weeks, but this particular race is not for the swift. Arthur believes that Mordred thinks time is what he has on his side; that no one is aware of his evil plans. He will take his time to lay them carefully because once he has risen against the King, there will be no room for him to fail unless he is to succumb to the executioner’s sword on charges of treason.
 
   “Rhys, the journey north will essentially begin at our ancestral home at Kenilwurt. It will be very similar to the rite of passage that others before you have had to endure. Erasmus knows the details; he has seen at least three generations of Ddraig men come of age. Is that not so, Erasmus? At least three generations, yes?”
 
   “Indeed, sir, at least three.”
 
   Three generations? Seriously, how old were these Avalonians? Rhys found himself wondering again.
 
   Rhys had suddenly lost his appetite. He pushed the food around on his plate distractedly as his family members tore voraciously at everything laid out on the table before them, throwing the bones to the floor for the dogs. Caradoc rose abruptly from his seat and handed the glass back to Erasmus.
 
   “Be at Camelot by sundown on the fifth day from this to receive the first ‘Son’ of your pilgrimage, Rhys. Your cousin, Richard will be waiting for you. Erasmus will instruct you and equip you with everything you will need to know and all you will need to take with you. Listen to everything he tells you and obey his every command.”
 
   “Who are the others?”
 
   “The Sons are eight, yourself included. Richard of Dumnonia, Gawain of Sheffield, John of Leeds, Owen of Nottingham, Thomas of Manchester, Derrick of Liverpool and Henry of Kendal.”
 
   “But Uncle,” Rhys said pitifully, “Why me? I am not a Son of the Round Table. Why would the king choose me to act as his surrogate?”
 
   “Arthur’s son is the very one who now stands against him and his kingdom. Mordred was bred and born of evil and unlike his parents; he has refused to repent of it. You are the descendant of the ‘bastard prince’ of Dumnonia, as well as the firstborn son of the Countess of Gascogne. If your mother had been a boy, you would be next in line for that duchy. Why wouldn’t Arthur choose you?”
 
   “Sir, I am not a knight.”
 
   “Not yet, Rhys. Not yet. You will ride into Camelot a squire, but you will leave a knight! Arthur will dub you, Rhys of Gascogne.”
 
   He looked at Erasmus and then back to Rhys.
 
   Sternly, he added, “Do not be late. Sons, you may stay longer with your cousin if it pleases you, but be sure to complete your preparations to leave Avalon at first light.”
 
   John and Richard remained seated at the table with Rhys as Caradoc noisily walked out of the rooms. Erasmus ran to catch the door and close it silently. He bolted it behind him and returned to Rhys’ side. The boy’s expression was deathly.
 
   “Do not be worried, Rhys. You will do wonderfully, I know it.”
 
   “I am unsure.”
 
   “No, Rhys, you are unwilling and I know it has everything to do with this girl in the forest!”
 
   “Girl? What girl?” Richard asked, as he overheard the admonishment Rhys was receiving. “You have not told us of any girl, Cousin.”
 
   “A girl?” John teased. “We demand to know everything.”
 
   “It is nothing, nothing which should cause any alarm. Excuse me cousins, I shall return to you presently.”
 
   He left the room quickly with Erasmus following closely behind him. The doors to the presence chamber closed firmly behind them. It was clear and apparent that Erasmus was losing his patience with him.
 
   “You must extricate her from your mind for now, Rhys. You have dire matters to attend to!”
 
   “I can do no such thing, sir! It feels as if she is a part of me now, Erasmus. She has a strange hold on my heart already. I seem to be living for the times we can be together again.”
 
   “This is serious, Rhys. Your coming of age officially marks the end of your childhood and your acceptance into the ranks of adulthood by all the men in your family. The fact that the king has chosen you to represent him in this significant quest is even more momentous.”
 
   “I cannot leave her now, Erasmus, not so soon.”
 
   “This affair has become much more than you have made me believe so far. I must demand that you tell me everything. It is imperative for you to do so now if I am to make this voyage as painless for you as possible.”
 
   “Alright Erasmus, we shall sup together here and I promise that I will tell you everything.”
 
   “Very well, but you must also agree to follow every piece of advice which I will supply to you bearing in mind that I want for you everything that you want for yourself.”
 
   “I will, sir.”
 
   Erasmus retreated to the doors to let himself out.
 
   He turned around to face Rhys and added, “I am and will forever remain your faithful servant, Master Rhys.” He bowed low to the ground and exited the room.
 
   Rhys washed his face and dried it on the bath linens hanging by the washstand. He smoothed his jerkin and took a deep breath before going back into the presence chamber and sitting at the table with John and Richard. They finished the meal in veritable silence, but while reposing before the fireplace briefly, their conversation returned.
 
   “What is planned for the morning, Erasmus?” Rhys asked, trying to sound very official in front of his cousins.
 
   “Well, the Lady Morgana has found immense pleasure with your performance at yesterday’s ceremony and she has asked that I express her sentiments appropriately. She was especially moved by the excellent new ale you had mentioned to her. It was decided, therefore, that you would be excused from all duties until your departure from court and she only asks that you take your suppers with her until such time.”
 
   Rhys was happy that his aunt approved of his work and that she was contented with Amarelle’s new brew, but he was most relieved to have these few days left in Avalon to himself.
 
   “Well cousins, it seems I am a carefree lad for the rest of my days at Avalon,” Rhys announced lightheartedly. “What shall we do today?”
 
   Richard chimed in eagerly, “Let’s hunt together this morning lads. Maybe we could bring down one of those stags Rhys has been talking about in Exmoor.”
 
   Nervously, Rhys tried to steer the conversation away from Exmoor Forest.
 
   “The herds have moved to the western plains these last days,” he said quickly. “It may be best to start the hunt there.”
 
   “Well then, no need to tarry,” John agreed. “Let’s hunt.”
 
   “It will be too long a row; we had better take a small retinue of men and a sailboat to the mainland,” Rhys added.
 
   “As you suggest, cousin,” John agreed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That morning, six of the kingdom’s finest young knights welcomed messengers at their gates. The riders had been sent out from Arthur’s castle at Cearleon, the coveted and infamous Camelot. They had all had the pleasure of visiting the wondrous city at least once before. They had all felt the weight of Arthur’s sword on their shoulders.
 
   The instructions were clear, concise.
 
    
 
   Hear ye! Knight of England!
 
   You are hereby summoned by order of His Majesty, King Arthur of England, to the gathering of the Sons of the Round Table.
 
   You are to conclude your affairs at home or abroad and be ready to join the sortie as it moves north through the country to the gathering place at Keswick. Further instructions will be issued to you by my surrogate Son, Rhys ab Tywysog of Gascogne.
 
   Heed his every command.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   The hunt had been successful.
 
   The boys had managed to take more than a dozen hares, three large pheasants and the prized stag that Richard had been so eager over. The men had caught a wild pig in the brush while the boys were out on horseback stalking the deer herd and had a lovely roast going by the time they had returned to the camp site. They ate and lazed about for most of the afternoon and would have stayed later if the boatman had not warned them about the tide’s turn. The men broke camp quickly and returned to Avalon beaming with pride over their hunt’s success. Amarelle was sure to shower abundant praise on the boys and set a prep cook to skinning the large buck. Richard and John both agreed that Rhys should have the head since he had stunningly brought the animal down with a vaulted shot from astride Broderick, his charger.
 
   “He was magnificent, Amy,” John gushed. “You should have seen him standing in the saddle and shooting that arrow, riding that deer down at full tilt. I was awestruck.”
 
   “He is a fine bowman, Sir John, though he never lets it go to his head,” she agreed. “He is always practicing and improving at it.”
 
   “Aye,” Richard chimed in. “I wish that Father could have seen it. He would be proud.”
 
   Rhys knew Richard was referring to Caradoc but he couldn’t help but think of his own father, Gwallawc. He excused himself from the kitchen to bathe and change, claiming he had an unfinished assignment to complete and went to his rooms. He wanted to get to the library and read some more of the Chronicus la Fae.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Silence reigned over the tiny table in Rhys’ chambers that night. The stewards brought dish after dish and took most of it away untouched.
 
   “You must eat, Rhys. There is a very hard day ahead of you tomorrow and you will need your strength.”
 
   “I am too conflicted to eat at the moment, sir. More wine, please.”
 
   His glass was filled with fresh wine and he immediately put it to his lips.
 
   “Did my Aunt Morgana not find it strange that I would take my supper shut up in my rooms tonight? I hope she is not angry that I did not sup with her.”
 
   “Your aunt knows your quandary, Rhys. She was so impressed with the deer you caught today that it was easy to pardon you from the dining hall tonight. Your uncle has also created a much needed distraction for the Three Sisters.”
 
   “Thank you, sir. I appreciate that you compensate for my oversights, especially where it comes to Morgana.”
 
   “Rest assured, Rhys. I am here to be of service.” He cleared his throat and continued. “Now we discuss the matter at hand. Your journey will take you deep into the North Country; you must be properly prepared for the journey.”
 
   “I understand that, sir, but still I know no details of this pilgrimage. Uncle Caradoc said I should be in Camelot five sundowns from today, which is a lot of time it seems since Camelot is only a day’s ride from here.”
 
   “Yes, this is true.”
 
   Erasmus placed his fork onto his plate as a signal for it to be removed. All the food and utensils were taken to a sideboard and then with a dismissive turn of his wrist, all the stewards left the room.
 
   “It is a much shorter time than you think, Rhys. Your father must present you to the king at Camelot and time must be allowed for him to make the journey. You are required to cover some lessons with the monks at Glastonbury prior to appearing before Arthur, so we will leave here in the morning. You will be knighted at Camelot and then we will continue on to Kenilwurt for a little family business.”
 
   Rhys almost jumped up from his chair. He was pleased at the thought of going home.
 
   “Everything you will be required to take with you is being packed as we speak. You should take Emrys, your palfrey, considering the distances you will have to travel and the rough terrain you will encounter. He is the more resilient of your two horses, but if you choose, you are allowed a mule as well.”
 
   “What do you suggest?” Rhys asked, remembering his earlier promise to the man.
 
   Erasmus smiled and replied, “Although helpful, a mule will be an extra responsibility and may slow you down.”
 
   “Emrys alone will do then,” Rhys answered swiftly.
 
   “Brave… wise choice.”
 
   Rhys raised his glass slowly to his lips and sipped the mellow wine. He cleared his throat as he placed the glass back on the table.
 
   “Erasmus, I promised to tell you about Naida and me tonight, but as it was before, there are limitations to how much I may share with you at this point. If I depart Avalon in the morning, I will surely need your help to find out more about her.”
 
   Rhys paused, studying the other man’s face.
 
   “Go on,” Erasmus urged.
 
   “About a week ago, I rowed over to the mainland as I love to do and went walking in the forest. I was lying underneath a familiar tree when I found myself rather close to a glen that I had never seen before. I heard a noise above me in the trees and other sounds which lead me there to the clearing with a wondrous pond fed by a river waterfall. That is where I met her, Naida. She is a faery, Erasmus, a muse actually. She comes from her realm to Earth through the waterfall. We have spent much of the last few days talking and getting an understanding of each other and I think that we are falling in love.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Erasmus said. He sighed softly before saying, “Go on then.”
 
   “When we parted company yesterday, I promised to find out as much as I could in the library today and we would meet again tomorrow. She does not know that I leave to go on this journey so we cannot leave before I have seen her. She must know that I am away from Avalon and that I will be back again soon. When I return, we can decide on the next course of action.”
 
   Erasmus nodded.
 
   “I may be able to gather some information while you are away.”
 
   Rhys smiled and leapt up to hug him.
 
   “I was right. You are definitely the right man for this. Gratitude, Erasmus.”
 
   “The pleasure is mine, Rhys.”
 
   Rhys breathlessly expanded on the details of his encounters and conversations with Naida to Erasmus, leaving out hardly any details. He told him of the glen’s location and its incredibly green grass and ancient trees. The older man’s eyes were as wide as saucers. When he was finished, they refilled their glasses and sat sipping their wine for a while before Erasmus spoke again.
 
   “When we leave Camelot, I will ride with you to Worwick’s Shire, to your father’s house. There, you will get to visit with your sisters and all your family members, so if you have anything to take home for them, please pack it in your trunk, along with these.”
 
   Erasmus reached into his jerkin and brought out a fold of black velvet cloth. He handed it to Rhys. The cloth was lumpy; there was something in it.
 
   “Have a look inside please,” he added.
 
   Rhys carefully unfolded the cloth to reveal three purple velvet bags. He opened them one by one and a look of astonishment grew on his face.
 
   “They are from Morgana, one for each of your sisters. You are to choose which girl gets which piece.”
 
   The first held a large cameo of Avalon carved from flawless mother of pearl, the edges were bound in delicate gold filigree. The detail of the relief carving was amazing. The second pouch held a brooch shaped like an open water lily, made of solid gold and painted enamel detailing. The last pouch was the most spectacular, a silver filigree cross inlaid with seed pearls and tiny rubies. Rhys returned them to their packaging and sighed deeply.
 
   “These are far too rich to accept as gifts. You must return them to her with my sincerest thanks.”
 
   He handed the cloth back to Erasmus. Erasmus raised his hand.
 
   “Oh no, Rhys, I cannot do that. These treasures are the heirlooms of the Three Sisters. It is a Glastenning family custom which has been in existence for centuries. These items you hold have been in your family for more than ten generations. They are passed down from the reigning Sisters to the family in which the Three Sisters appear for that generation and the ages of Avalon are measured in the number of generations that have passed the duty on.
 
   “Currently, we are in the Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood. The present sisterhood is in your aunt’s family where the Three Sisters were identified as Morgana, Morgause and Elaine and now that Cadwynn, the youngest, has seen her thirteenth birthday, your sisters have been named the next to inherit the honor. The elder brother, or if there isn’t a brother, the father, must choose the piece which reflects each girl’s personality and the girls must embrace the charges of their new position. Your aunt will now be entirely in charge of their placement in life, just as the Sisters before her were in charge of hers.”
 
   Rhys placed the package inside his saddlebag beside the fireplace silently and returned to his seat.
 
   “The timing is incredible. This is the second family tradition that has caused me alarm in one day.”
 
   Erasmus cleared his throat in response.
 
   “What will this trip entail, Erasmus?”
 
   “Your father will brief you on the route of the pilgrimage and other details of your quest when you get home. You must be ready to leave Kenilwurt Hall on the third morning. Remember your journey takes you as far north as Keswick. That is many weeks of travel on horseback.”
 
   Rhys shook his head. He was not satisfied.
 
   “My father is not what anyone would describe as forthcoming where information is concerned, Erasmus. I would rather hear about my journey from you.”
 
   Erasmus laughed.
 
   “Alright, Rhys.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You will ride with me to Glastonbury where the monks will take you through several days of tests and training. Do not take any of this lightly, Rhys; the monks determine whether you are fit to go before the king as a squire fit for knighting or not, and Arthur has put all his hopes in you already.
 
   “From there, we go on to Caerleon. Your father will meet us there and when we go to Camelot, he will present you to the King. When you are a knight, and a Son of the Round Table, we will take Richard and make our way to Kenilwurt to spend a few days with your family. I, most likely will return to Avalon from there, but I should think that you and Richard will be fine on your own.
 
   “The next stop will be Sheffield, then Leeds, Nottingham and so on. Messengers have been sent to the boys and their families; they will all be expecting you.”
 
   “And when we get to Keswick? What happens then?”
 
   Erasmus shook his head and smirked.
 
   “You will have to ask Merlin. When you see him.”
 
   “Sir!”
 
   “Rhys, these are bad times in the kingdom. Mordred is moving to overthrow the king and throw England into a dark age ruled by evil magic and things that go bump in the night. If he succeeds, it will mean the end of our lives, and of our country, as we know it. He has to be stopped, but only Merlin the Magician will know how that can be done. Be prepared when you meet him, Rhys. He is well known for using a man’s mind against him in order to bring about his own agendas.”
 
   Rhys trembled suddenly at the warning and remained silent for a long time. Then just as suddenly, he turned to Erasmus and spoke.
 
   “Well, that is that then, sir!”
 
   “Yes, Rhys. Indeed that is that. Get to bed, boy. You have adventures before you that only a minstrel could compile in tales and songs. And when you return, not even your grandfather, Anlawdd, will ever call you BOY again.”
 
   Rhys sighed and stood up from the chair. He gazed into the fireplace at the dying embers glowing red and hot. Rhys smiled and his cheeks reddened. Erasmus put his arm around the boy and led him through the chamber doors.
 
   “Go to bed, sir. You need a good night’s sleep now.”
 
   Rhys retired to his privy chamber and as he donned a night shirt and climbed onto the high feather mattress, he thought of home and of Avalon, Erasmus and Camelot and before he drifted into sleep, all his thoughts merged into one bright colorful image. The face of his love, her reflection shimmering on the water’s surface like an image in a clear silver mirror.
 
   Naida.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Sheffield, Yorkshire, England
 
    
 
   “Gawain, come here immediately,” a booming voice called through the stable yard.
 
   “Coming, Father!”
 
   Gawain handed the hammer to the farrier and took the gloves from his hands immediately.
 
   “Finish shoeing these five. I’ll be right back,” he said to the man.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   When he stepped into the house, there was a strange silence. Gawain wondered where everyone was and suddenly realized that they must all be in the drawing room waiting for him. A feeling of dread crept over him.
 
   What was it now? he thought to himself, unable to stifle the groan that rose in his throat.
 
   When he stepped into the room, he knew that his suspicions had been correct. Every member of his family was seated there, waiting for him.
 
   Oh, dear gods, it must be very bad news, he thought.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When Rhys launched the boat into the sea beneath the castle at Avalon, the moon was still in the sky and shining brightly, reflecting over the water in long streams of light.
 
   His birthday would be in a few days’ time; he would be a man of eighteen years and no moon would be shining on that night. He moved the oars swiftly and arrived on the mainland in a short time, heading directly to the glen as soon as he could secure the little boat to a tree. When he arrived at the pool, he did not know what to do next. He sat by the edge and rippled the still water with his right index finger. A little light sparked among the ripples as they died away at the ponds edges.
 
   He stopped and thought for a moment, then put his entire hand into the water and called her name three times softly.
 
   “Naida, Naida, Naida! Wake up and come to me, please.”
 
   There was no response, but the light flickered again as the ripples met the pond’s edges. Rhys ran his hand in the pool again and waited for the ripples to exhaust themselves once more. There was no response.
 
   He sighed heavily and got to his feet to leave. At the edge of the glen, he pushed aside the hanging branches that hid the entrance to the magical glade when he heard a voice call out.
 
   “Rhys! Where are you going?”
 
   He breathed a tremendous sigh at the sound of Naida’s voice and turned to face the pool.
 
   “Nowhere, my dear; somehow I knew you would come.”
 
   He quickly settled on his rock and gazed at her face in the water.
 
   “ It is dark there in Exmoor; what time of day is it?”
 
   “About two hours before sunrise.”
 
   “What is the matter? Why are you here so early, Rhys?”
 
   “My uncle informed me yesterday that I am to leave Avalon for Camelot this morning on the king’s business.”
 
   “This is rather sudden, my love, but it also sounds very important.”
 
   Rhys smiled at her response. It was so endearing how she could turn this tragedy of their separation into a beam of light and encouragement.
 
   “Now that we have spoken about it, I am resolved to the idea.”
 
   She smiled at him as she stepped out from behind the waterfall and onto the grass.
 
   “Where shall we go from here then, Rhys?” she asked tentatively, walking toward him and taking her usual seat beside him.
 
   “Erasmus has promised that he will also search for more information while I am away.”
 
   “Thank you, Rhys. I am sure he will help.”
 
   “How can I see you while I am not in Avalon?”
 
   “It is difficult, but if you have a message possibly Erasmus could bring it here?”
 
   “He could as I have told him where to find this glen.”
 
   “Good, then let him bring your letters to me here and he can return the next day for my responses.”
 
   “I shall miss you, my love. You know you are my love, don’t you?” he asked, looking deeply into her eyes.
 
   “Yes, dear Rhys. I shall miss you too, for you are also my love. If you should ever really need me, find a pond or lake or gather water into a vessel under the moonlight and speak my name three times as you did tonight; perhaps you will be able to summon me as you did before.”
 
   She stood up and kissed him lightly on each cheek before turning and walking back toward her gate behind the falls. She turned to wave goodbye then she disappeared behind the water and Rhys could see her no more. She did not want him to see the tears fall from her almond shaped eyes. Silently, he returned to Avalon.
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   At sunrise, Rhys closed the latch on his travelling trunk and allowed the chamberlains to take it down the stairs and into the stable yard. A wagon was being packed with his belongings as well as supplies for the journey. They would leave after breakfast in the main hall with his aunt and the entire court. Rhys went to Morgana’s rooms and knocked tentatively on her door.
 
   “Come in, Rhys, I have been expecting you,” she called out.
 
   “Good morning, Aunt,” he greeted her. “Did you sleep well?”
 
   “I did, and you?”
 
   “I was anxious, but managed a fair sleep.”
 
   “Would you be so kind as to escort me in to breakfast?”
 
   “I would be honored, my lady,” Rhys replied.
 
   That morning, he ate seated at the royal table on the dining room’s raised dais, at Morgana’s right hand.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m not going, Mother. They cannot make me leave,” Nottingham said. “When I am gone, who will take care of you and the others and the estate?”
 
   “The king has decreed it, Owen. You must go with Rhys of Gascogne when he comes for you; the fate of our country depends on it.”
 
   “It is not right. King Arthur has kept my father abroad in Europe for six years against the Romans. We cannot even remember when last we heard from him. Meanwhile, his land, the richest lands in all England, is overrun with outlaws and cutthroats because we have not the men to patrol the county properly; soon our tenants will abandon us. If I leave, then what little has remained of his legacy will be lost as well.”
 
   “Owen,” his mother said, taking his face in her hands, “we will be fine. My brothers are on their way from Grantham as we speak. It is obvious that Rhys will be arriving for you first.”
 
   “I won’t go, Mother!”
 
   “Yes, Owen. You will.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Normally, they would not have taken so much with them, but Morgana had many gifts to send to Kenilwurt for her mother’s relatives. There were barrels of ale, cages of fowl, earthen pots, sacks and wooden chests. Packed neatly on the cart were various other kinds of packages and containers of goods which Rhys could not identify. Behind the cart waddled four very pregnant cows, three brown and one white. A stable hand brought Emrys and a beautiful chestnut mare that he did not recognize and fastened them to the back of the cart alongside the cattle. The boy turned to Rhys and said, “For your father, sir. From the Three Sisters.” He bowed and turned. Rhys bowed his head in return. 
 
   Rhys and Erasmus kicked their horses firmly and ambled out of the stable yard. As they approached the courtyard barbican, a loud cheering went up from the castle ramparts. Rhys looked up and saw the sisters surrounded by the members of the court waving and cheering for him. He reined in Broderick and turned around to face them. He removed his riding hat and bowed to them all from his saddle before spinning his horse around and galloping off to catch up with Erasmus.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   The horses and wagons fared well on the boat ride across the channel and when everything had been unloaded on the docks at Glastonbury without incident, there had been no dispute from the men to start the journey immediately. Erasmus and Rhys rode ahead of the wagons and the outriders for most of the way, pausing only briefly for a light lunch. At the foot of the tor, they parted ways with the luggage train.
 
   “You are to go on ahead to Gloucester,” Erasmus told the foreman. “We will meet you there in four days and continue afterwards to Kenilwurt.”
 
   “Aye,” the man replied, and moved his lumbering train of animals and goods down the dusty road.
 
   Rhys found it peculiar that they were still gazing at the horizon as the wagons disappeared from sight. He turned to look at Erasmus. The elder man seemed to be in deep reflection as he watched them vanish over a distant hill.
 
   “Sir,” Rhys started. “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Tell me Rhys,” he replied turning to look at the boy, “do you think everything is alright?”
 
   Rhys was taken aback by the question. He was used to getting straight answers from his valet. Riddles and questioning replies were a new trait that had developed over the past few days. Erasmus continued before Rhys could shake the feeling of being baffled.
 
   “I have been with you ever since you arrived at Avalon, Rhys. Since that day you have been in my care. I have done everything that was expected of me during that time, rather diligently I might add, and yet here we are on the road to Camelot where you will be knighted by the King and we are both so unprepared. I’ve failed you, my boy, and this gives me much to be unhappy about.”
 
   “My dear man, you have done nothing to be ashamed of,” Rhys said.
 
   He patted Erasmus’ knee beside him as he said it, causing their horses to shuffle around a little. The burst of skittishness from the animals brought a smile to the men’s faces.
 
   “Had you known that this was where our road was taking us, I’m certain you would have prepared me for it. In my estimation, you have done an excellent job with me in the time that we have had. I may never have worn much more armor in my life than boiled leather but I am surely not the unskilled, rough country boy that came to you those years ago. I’ve learned many things in my time with you, Eramus, all of which have been for my own betterment and I am very grateful for it. Had I remained all this time at Kenilwurt, I may not have learned much more than a thimbleful about the world outside of Worwick’s Shire. Now here I am, that country boy who is about to be knighted by the greatest king the world has ever known. Arthur!”
 
   The excitement had risen inside Rhys so quickly that it startled Erasmus. He had never seen that much raw emotion spill from the boy before.
 
   “Well, Rhys, while I appreciate your kind words and enthusiasm, There are about five years' worth of lessons which I must somehow miraculously supply to you during a three-day ride. I suggest that we better get going.”
 
   “Do you think I will be ready, Erasmus? You know, to stand before the King, before we arrive at Camelot?”
 
   “Well,” the older man started, “there is one thing which I am eternally grateful for now that we find ourselves at this junction. It is that every knight began his journey as a squire regardless of his social status, family name or wealth. It is the common landing ground of every boy and man who would serve his king in combat. You may not ride the horse if you cannot first tend to it and you may not wear the armor if you have not first cleaned it. It is a rite of passage.”
 
   “I understand that, sir, but how does this give you comfort?”
 
   “Because you, Rhys, have proven yourself to be a rather marvelous squire! Let’s begin!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lancashire County, England
 
    
 
   Thomas of Manchester was seated atop his favorite destrier when he saw the king’s standard crest the top of the hill. Word had come from Leeds that ‘The Gathering’ had had been ordered and the boys were to ready themselves for the arrival of Rhys of Gascogne. When the three men reined in their horses a few feet from him, Thomas dismounted and bowed low to them. Even the lowliest servant sent on King Arthur’s business deserved the proper respect.
 
   “Thomas of Manchester, the king has decreed that the Sons will gather and go into the council of Merlin the Magician at Keswick immediately. Here are your orders; prepare yourself for the king’s representative and to depart your home for the north,” the man announced without even dismounting.
 
   “Gratitude. Have the others been advised?”
 
   “We still have Liverpool and Kendal.”
 
   “Godspeed then,” Thomas wished them, bowing again as they turned and rode away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Caerleon, England
 
    
 
   Three days later, Rhys was a knight. He stood in the great hall at Camelot surrounded by Arthur’s remaining men and the lords and ladies of the land who were serving the royal family at court.
 
   Erasmus had dressed him in his most elaborate clothes and then placed the shiny pieces of armor one by one on his body. He ached all over still from the rigorous exercises the monks at Glastonbury had put him through in the past three days and the armor felt like sheets of lead being bolted to his body.
 
   Rhys swayed under the weight for a moment and Erasmus caught him.
 
   “Be strong, boy. You have come so far. You only have a few more steps to take to get there.”
 
   The man’s words strengthened him and he took a deep breath, shifted his weight and stood firmly with his feet shoulder width apart; just as Erasmus had instructed him. He was surprised to feel how much more bearable the weight of the metal was in that stance.
 
   “Erasmus?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I’ve been noticing a strange man around the castle at Avalon these past weeks, but I didn’t think much of it until I was sure I saw him again at the monastery. He was watching us exercising in the courtyard from the high corridor of the dormitories.
 
   “For the first time, I got a good look at him, but I could not see any features of a face beneath his cloak. What I was sure of though, is that he followed me one night through the castle at Avalon. I wondered if you know this man since the first time I noticed him was when he followed you from the dining hall after luncheon one day.”
 
   “No face you say?”
 
   “Not ‘no’ face, Erasmus. That would be silly. His face is always obscured by the hood of his cloak and usually he is too far away to really get a good look at.”
 
   “I am not aware of any such man, Rhys. I can only advise that you refrain from peering into the face of creatures that prefer to remain faceless; you may not like what you eventually see.”
 
   Rhys scoffed at the man’s words, dismissing them for superstitious nonsense. As soon as he did that, Erasmus grabbed him by both shoulders and gave him a stiff shake.
 
   “There are many legions of evil abroad in England today, Rhys. Do not think that they do not know that Arthur seeks to destroy them. Instead, be careful that they do not destroy his instrument… you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leeds, Yorkshire, England
 
    
 
   John sat perched on the highest point of the church in the middle of the town. He loved sitting up there, wishing he could fly like the many pigeons and crows that nested near the steeple and belfry.
 
   Leeds had always been a special place for him, even when he was forced to spend whole seasons out in the countryside at Otley. There were only cattle at Otley and John hated cattle. The look of them, the smell of them, the sound of them. It was all unbearable.
 
   Today, he wasn’t thinking of how much he hated Otley and cattle. Today, he was thinking of how much he loved Leeds and would miss her, but also of how it made him feel to defend her and save her; their country as well. After he had been knighted, his father had told him briefly of the possibility that he may be called to a gathering of the Sons one day. Then when he had sailed to the Shetland outpost with the last of Arthur’s men to defend the north against Norse invaders, he had told his son that if anything were to happen in England, then Arthur would have no choice but to call them to assemble.
 
   “Be ready, John, and do not disobey the commands of your king when they come.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Caerleon, England
 
    
 
   The next morning, Richard, Rhys and Erasmus said their goodbyes, mounted their horses and rode out of the gates of Camelot. Richard waved briefly to his younger brother, John, and his father, Caradoc. Rhys did the same before turning to look forward and sinking into a sullen mood.
 
   “What is it, sir?” Erasmus asked, noting the knight’s expression.
 
   “Why did my father not come, Erasmus? Why does he hate me so much?”
 
   “I doubt that is the case, Sir Rhys. Perhaps when we get to Kenilwurt, you will know what kept him away.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   Rhys blinked away the tears that threatened to form in his eyes, willing himself not to cry over things he had no control over. He had fought this same battle for his father’s acceptance his entire life and it seemed that even after achieving such a high honor as being knighted by the king, his father’s satisfaction was not attainable.
 
   When they reached the bridge to the town of Caerleon, the three turned to take one last look at the magnificent castle. Its sand-colored stone walls shone golden in the light of the rising sun and the dew glistened magically on the lush, verdant hillside. The woods around the plain were just waking up and the sounds of birds were audible everywhere. Rhys noticed a small herd of deer grazing at the edge of the forest and paused to watch them. They looked at ease. Then he noticed as the stag raised his head suddenly and sniffed the air, then lowered his great horns again to the ground to feed.
 
   It must have heard something, but found nothing on the wind to alarm him, Rhys thought.
 
   And then it happened. Rhys hardly had the chance to bring Richard and Erasmus’ attention to the attack before it was over and the stag had been dragged behind the dark tree line. A huge, black creature had erupted from the forest and pounced on the stag’s back, bringing the deer down under its weight alone. Then, with one dip of its jaws to the neck, the animal was dead and bleeding and being dragged away and out of sight.
 
   “What was that?” Rhys murmured, half to himself.
 
   “I didn’t see it,” Richard replied.
 
   “Neither I,” Erasmus chimed in.
 
   “It was no animal that I have ever seen before. Come on. Let’s get going.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Arcadia
 
    
 
   “He knows, your Majesty,” the cloaked being said simply to his king.
 
   “What do you mean he knows, Drow?”
 
   The cloaked man was suddenly angry at the derogatory title and threw the hood back from his head to face Oberon.
 
   “My name is Erandur, King Oberon. It may suit you to remember that I, too, am a king of my people.”
 
   “Indeed, friend. Forgive me. These are such difficult times that we are facing and it just hurts more to think that the humans may have discovered our plans.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “How much does the boy know?”
 
   “It is difficult to tell, but he has been doing a lot of travelling lately. Arthur recently knighted him at Camelot and fostered him as his surrogate among the Sons. I think they intend to gather them.”
 
   Oberon’s face became red with anger. He threw the cup he held in his hand across the hall and shouted at the attendants.
 
   “Bring the Advisors’ Council in to me immediately,” he boomed across the throne room.
 
   He was confused and furious. The visions he was having recently had left him feeling suspicious and unsure, but he was certain that if their uprising against Eon and Mordred’s overthrow of Arthur were not successful, it would mean certain doom for him and his people as well as all his forces and the Dark Princes on Earth. The Advisors came walking into the room and took their respective seats in front of the high throne.
 
   “I have seen what Mab sees in her dreams,” he started. “I do not like it.”
 
   “What does she dream of, Sire?” asked the First.
 
   “You know that I cannot see everything as she does, only parts of it,” he cautioned, “but I am sure that she has dreamt of the next Coming.”
 
   The Advisors gasped in unison, exchanging worried glances and muttering amongst themselves.
 
   “Silence!” Oberon shouted and a hurried hush fell over the five seated before him. “It is known that the Coming must happen occasionally if life in Eon is to continue; it is we who have made it so. We, of Arcadia, have concerned ourselves with it less and less over the centuries; however, I sense from her emotions that there is more to it this time.”
 
   The five remained quiet out of fear of further reprimand from their King, but their worry and discontent was tangible within the room and written on all their faces. Oberon shuffled uneasily on his throne and beckoned to a nearby steward to fill his cup. He drank deeply from it and gestured that cups be brought for the Advisors.
 
   After the brief refreshment, he resumed his oration.
 
   “My Advisors, the Coming does not bother me, but is seems that Mab knows something of the war that is approaching. She now suspects that they will engage attacking forces in Eon within the year. It will not be an easy fight for us; she is going to be well prepared.”
 
   Finally, the First spoke. He was the governor of the council and the king’s chief advisor in all matters.
 
   “The vision may be correct, Sire,” he said and the king looked at him with intent. “The Second has reported a myriad of goings on throughout the four realms and the increased reports over the last weeks have been disgruntling.”
 
   “Indeed so,” the Second chimed in.
 
   The Second was in charge of news gathering throughout the four worlds and he often knew of the happenings in Eon and on Earth before anyone else did. However, he did not possess the wit to always deduce what the news meant; that was the job of the twins, the Third and Forth advisors. They were the wizards who had accompanied Murganth into Eon to start the war and had failed. Oberon had secretly kept them alive and had taken them to Arcadia with him as a line of defense against Mab’s magic. They were gifted seers, talented at divination, sign reading and astrology.
 
   The Second continued his report.
 
   “My spies tell me that in Avalon, Morgana has named the next Three Sisters and that preparations have begun to begin the Thirteenth Age of the Sisterhood. On Earth, it is discovered that the line of the Dumnonian Dragon is alive in the Midlands and have become very powerful, boasting many brave men. The youngest has left Avalon and now rides beneath the standard of Gascogne, his mother’s house, to gather the Sons of the Round Table in Arthur’s name. His cousin, Richard, the true heir of Dumnonia, rides with him. And now we know that Eon prepares for invasion.”
 
   “This is not coincidence,” Oberon said. “It cannot be by chance that two sons of the House of Dumnonia are abroad in England at Arthur’s will at the same time that dreams of the Dragon Prince spread among Eon’s royalty.”
 
   “I think not sir; it is too convenient,” the First replied.
 
   “How could Anlawwd Wledig’s line have survived?” Oberon asked. “He bore no sons and his kingdom fell to the hands of Cunedda. The Dragon is dead!”
 
   “Aye, the Dragon’s line is dead,” the First agreed. “What say you, Twins?”
 
   The Third and the Forth shook their heads and clucked their tongues. As if they were one person, they simultaneously stood from their seats and as they stood there, they began to sway in circles. Oberon leaned forward on his ivory throne and watched with eager eyes. The other three Advisors stood up and stepped aside to get out of the way of the two wizards; a lesson they had learned many years ago. The swaying continued and became accompanied by mumbling and then outright chanting.
 
   The Fifth spoke up at that time and asked the stewards to remove the five chairs immediately. They had barely removed the last one before the Twins grabbed hold of each other and fell to the floor, still in their trance. Silence reigned over the throne room for several minutes until the two showed signs of revival. The First and the Second helped them to their feet, while the Fifth ordered the stewards to return the chairs to the center of the room. They all took their seats.
 
   “The news is not good, Sire,” the Twins said in eerie unison. “We must summon Anebos immediately.”
 
   The king did not hesitate.
 
   “Summon the cambion to me now!” Oberon bellowed, sending several pages running from the room to do his bidding. “First and Second, you must find out how this is possible. If the house of Draig had no heir, how can the line live?”
 
   “Yes, your Majesty.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Liverpool, England
 
    
 
   When Derrick received the parchment with the crest of King Arthur clearly imprinted into the sealing wax, his eyes filled with tears of gratitude. He had been praying to the gods for a suitable reason to leave home for months. His uncles had taken over the running of the estate and the managing of the land since his father’s departure and there had been a growing resentment between them for a while.
 
   He took their decisive actions and their exclusion of him from the business as an indication that they truly believed his father would not return from the mainland. That Arthur’s campaign against the Romans would end in failure. As a knight of Arthur’s court, he considered that high treason. He would rather leave Liverpool and let his uncles continue to dig their own deep graves. When his father returned and saw the steps they had taken against him, it would be obvious that they had thought ill of the king and his plans and they would be brought to trial for it.
 
   Derrick said nothing to anyone after he had read the letter; neither did he show it to anyone. He packed his bags, readied his horse and rode from the castle in the dead of night. He had decided to ride east, then south if needed until he met up with Rhys and the others instead of spending one more day on the estate.
 
   Why should I care? he asked himself as he kicked his horse into a full gallop down the road toward Manchester. They probably will all celebrate when they find me missing in the morning.
 
   He was so lost in his thoughts that he never noticed the many pairs of glowing yellow eyes that watched from the surrounding forests as he rode the horse hard to the east.
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Just outside of Thoks’ Bury, they stopped along the banks of the river and took rooms at a roadside inn. They bathed and rested and took a light meal of roasted lamb with bread and cheese in the main hall of the inn. The innkeeper, a merry fat lady called Maeve poured ale into their mugs silently and left them alone together.
 
   “We are more than halfway there now,” Rhys said, smiling broadly.
 
   “Yes, we are,” Erasmus agreed. “We have made excellent time and the wagons have been keeping up with us the entire journey. Tomorrow’s ride will also be easy; there is no rain coming for a few more days at least.”
 
   “Yes,” Richard said. “Even though I know the men would have already taken turns to eat their supper, I am sure they would agree with stopping to water and rest the animals and themselves here before continuing for the night.”
 
   “A wise suggestion, Richard,” Erasmus said, nodding his head approvingly.
 
   A short while after finishing his meal, he walked out into the road and waited until he saw the cart come into sight. He signaled to the men to pull over to the side of the road.
 
   “Let the horses and cows have a drink of water before you continue. It is close to Kenilwurt now so rest, then push on ahead. Sir Rhys, Sir Richard and I will continue the journey.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” they replied in chorus, happy to have the permission to rest for a while.
 
   Once their men had settled at the inn, the three readied themselves to ride out again. In the stables, they saddled their own horses and mounted them. Rhys was eager to be back on the road.
 
   “Let’s be on our way then, Erasmus. I am suddenly anxious to get home.”
 
   Rhys kicked Emrys lightly on his sides and the horse erupted into a bright gallop up the road. Erasmus laughed and kicked his own horse into a fierce gallop to catch up with him. They rode steadily, but not as hard as before and the green countryside rolled past them quickly. The evening sun had just started to descend over the horizon. They had traveled for most of the afternoon, stopping only to water the horses at a brook and allow them to graze on the green grass by the river bank.
 
   They slowed to a walk just as the outskirts of Brum’s Grove appeared. At the crossroads outside of the village, they took the eastern road toward Worwick. Rhys started to get visibly anxious at that point. Richard just complained about being unable to wait any longer for some of Irelli’s cooking. Home was less than an hour’s ride away and Erasmus noticed Rhys’ troubled demeanor.
 
   “Sundown is approaching and we will not make it to your home before nightfall. Your grandmother will not receive you in the dark.”
 
   “You are right, Erasmus. Shall we stop at the inn?”
 
   “Yes, sir. I have made arrangements for us at Kenilwurt Cross to bathe and have some supper and rooms to rest.”
 
   “Excellent! Somehow, I am quite grateful for the reprieve. I do not feel ready to see Kenilwurt Hall just yet,” Rhys replied.
 
   Richard grumbled and made faces. He was not looking forward to another night of inn food and stiff mattresses.
 
   “I understand, Rhys. It has been over two years since you have been home. You must fear that everything and everyone has changed.”
 
   “I do, sir.”
 
   “Then a familiar place and some friendly faces will surely help to ease you into it!”
 
   “Don’t puff up like that, Richard,” Rhys said, slapping him on the shoulders. “If ever I could compare another’s cooking and hospitality to my grandmother’s, then it would surely be Anika. You will have nothing to worry about at The Cross.”
 
   They rode into the yard of the small inn a short while later. The owner and his wife stood in the yard awaiting their arrival. They were tenants of Anlawdd and Rhys knew them well. He slid down from his horse and ran to hug the woman and shook the man’s hand vigorously.
 
   “Welcome home, Master Rhys. It is truly great to see you here again,” Gregor said.
 
   “I am happy to be here, Gregor; very happy indeed.”
 
   Gregor’s wife, Anika, led the men into a room where two tubs steamed with hot, soapy water. Piles of white bath sheets lay on a table nearby.
 
   “Give me your riding clothes so that I may clean them before you are ready to leave.”
 
   “Thank you, Anika.”
 
   They handed the cloaks and boots to her and she left the room, closing the door silently behind her. The two men sat soaking the dirt of the road off their bodies in silence for a long time before Erasmus finally cleared his throat.
 
   “Yes, Erasmus?”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “You wish to say something?”
 
   “I am quite curious to know which of Morgana’s gifts you will give to each of your sisters?”
 
   “I have thought only briefly about it, but some decisions should be made on the first impulse.”
 
   “Yes, this is true.”
 
   “However, you will have to wait until I present them tomorrow.”
 
   “Very well, sir.”
 
   When they had bathed and dressed, they went back out into the yard to find that the horses were eating oats and the stable boy was brushing the dirt from them. Anika clucked at them to come in and eat; it was already dark and the dinner was getting cold. When they had eaten, they retired to their rooms and fell dead asleep upon the soft straw mattresses. In the yard, their horses whinnied with glee at the prospect of a long rest for the night.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   None of them knew what the time could have been when they heard the roars of the charging beasts approaching the inn from across the fields.
 
   All three had leaped from their beds, dressing quickly in bare armor and drawing their swords as the first of the arrows flew toward the building. Soon there was the crackle of flames coming from the yard and they could hear a woman screaming. The men were already running around trying to put out the fires.
 
   “Get up! Get up! Fill the buckets and pass them down the lines,” they shouted.
 
   As soon as the patches of fire were put out, the men had to run for cover. Another barrage of arrows fell on the building. Rhys couldn’t believe his eyes. He looked out the window and over the field to see the same strange black beast that had killed the stag at Camelot, but this time he had a rider. It was the dark cloaked man.
 
   “Settle in against the archers,” Rhys called down to the residents who had gathered in the yard.
 
   They had no defense against arrows; in fact, they had no defense at all. Two knights and a valet against what looked like a forty-soldier army. The only thing Rhys could think of was evacuating everyone to the forest and deserting the inn.
 
   “Come with me,” Erasmus suddenly said to them both.
 
   They went down the stairs to the kitchen where Anika stood pacing the floor, wringing her hands.
 
   “Who are these people? Why are they trying to kill us?”
 
   “We don’t know, Anika, but we do not intend for anyone to die tonight. Get your husband.”
 
   When Gregor arrived in the kitchen, Erasmus turned to the boys.
 
   “Go with Anika and get all the women and children out of the building and into the woods before the soldiers get any closer, then come back here to me.”
 
   “Yes, Erasmus,” they replied in unison.
 
   “Gregor, get every able-bodied man and boy in here right away. I need them to bring thick stable rope, clay jugs and bottles and all the lamp oil, hoof oil, black tar and lantern fuel that they can find.”
 
   “Right away!”
 
   When the men brought in the supplies, Erasmus quickly showed some of them how to prepare the containers, the fuel, the wicks and the flints to build and operate the makeshift bombs he was constructing. When the process was complete, they carried them up to the catwalk above the yard walls, lined up and waited.
 
   When Rhys and Richard returned, Erasmus gave them each three of the flammable bottles and sent them to a post along the inside of the wall. Crouched down beside the men and boys of Anika and Gregor’s inn, they waited for the soldiers to advance.
 
   It wasn’t long before the creature on top of the big black beast shouted the command and when he did, everyone assigned to Erasmus’ first wave struck their flints and lit the fuse on their first bottle. They counted to ten, then stood and threw the missiles as far as they could into the field. When they hit the ground, a line of burning soldiers were screaming and writhing in the illumination from the fires that broke out everywhere.
 
   When the next line of fighters advanced, Erasmus’s second wave lit their bombs and briefly stood to aim them at the line of soldiers. Again, the front line erupted in flames. So severe was the onslaught that the creatures’ minions turned and fled, screaming for the retreat. Out of sheer curiosity, Rhys stood to take a look at the battlefield. It was then that the black arrow struck him in the shoulder and he fell backwards from the wall.
 
   The last thing he saw was the dark-cloaked man sitting atop the big black beast lowering his bow and… smiling?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They took the arrow from Rhys shoulder and there was not much blood that followed it.
 
   “You are very lucky, sir,” the blacksmith said to him, as he dressed the wound and bandaged it tightly.
 
   “Is that what they call it?” Rhys asked, trying to crack a small smile.
 
   His shoulder hurt like hellfire, the wound pulsing as if it were alive. He felt hot and clammy as if a fever would grip him at any moment. Anika washed his forehead with a cold cloth and Erasmus held out a cup of hot liquid for him to drink.
 
   “It’s fever grass,” he explained. “It will help to clean the blood and keep the fever at bay.”
 
   Rhys drank it all and then fanned away Anika’s hand. He rolled over on his good shoulder, sighed and went to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   Henry was perhaps the least surprised of the Sons that Arthur’s three messengers had met during their journey across the country. He had seemed resigned to the calling, even though he had neither opted to wait for them along the road, nor cut them short in the delivery of their message to him.
 
   They were invited into the castle gates and then into the Great Hall, where their hands and feet were washed by page boys and then a meal was served by the stewards. After they had been suitably refreshed, Henry entered the hall with a book in his hand and a pipe in his mouth. He took a seat by the fireplace and asked them to join him. When the men had been seated and they had exchanged a few pleasantries, the door to the hall opened and the messengers were astonished to see Merlin enter the room.
 
   He was an intimidating man; tall as a cedar tree and gaunt beneath long blue robes that were embroidered richly all over with stars, suns and moons.
 
   “This is the last stop on your noble journey, messengers. I will handle things from here,” Merlin said. “You will rest the night, supply yourselves suitably from Sir Henry’s stores and begin your long journey home in the morning. I will see you off so please do not leave before you have been in my council. The times are dangerous and even this far south of Ayr, Mordred’s sinister work is already underway.”
 
   “Yes, Master!” the three replied in unison before taking their seats near Henry by the fire again.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kenil’s Cross, Worwick’s Shire, England
 
    
 
   The next morning Erasmus and Richard were surprised to find that Rhys’ bed was empty and the mattress was already smoothed out and rolled up on the tiny cot. They found him brushing Emrys in the stable yard while the stable boy stood by holding his saddle.
 
   “Rhys, stop this madness,” Erasmus shouted. “Let the boy do it. You are injured.”
 
   “I want to go home!” Rhys replied curtly.
 
   It wasn’t until the words had left his lips that he realized how childish he sounded.
 
   The valet took him by the arm and led him back inside where Anika was busy spooning large ladlesful of barley porridge into bowls for them. When they were seated she passed a plate with bread and cheese down the table.
 
   “At least eat something before you leave, sirs,” Anika said. “It’s the least we can do after you saved our home last night.”
 
   Rhys’ face held his look of determination for just a few moments more before he gave in to her pleas. He spooned the delicious gruel into his mouth until every drop of it was gone.
 
   When he was ready to mount his horse, the stable boy was there again to give him a push up into the saddle. It was clear that riding single-handed was going to be a struggle for him and he felt lucky that they had such a short way left to go.
 
   “Well, if I was not ready for home yesterday, I surely am today,” he said, grimly.
 
   Erasmus sat easily in his horse’s saddle, not showing any fatigue at all from their long journey eastward. He was quite at home on a horse, a seasoned horseman. Like Rhys, his only real possessions when he first came to Avalon were two horses and his armor. Richard marched his horse around the yard impatiently. He was worried for Rhys and eager to get him home and into his family’s care.
 
   “We are ready, sir!” he called to Rhys.
 
   “As am I, Erasmus. Let us be off.”
 
   He nodded his farewell to Gregor and waved to Anika before starting through the gates behind Erasmus. They turned up the road and ambled north toward Kenilwurt Hall. They had been on his grandfather’s lands since the moment they turned east at Brum’s Grove, but the road they were now on led to only one destination and that was home.
 
   The roof of the hall came into view in just a few minutes and Rhys’ stomach started flipping over rapidly. When they rode through the gates, they slowed their horses to a walk and went easily up the tree-lined wagon path. The grove cleared and opened up to a wide glen with flower beds and a flattened wagon circle in front of a grand entranceway to the main house. Rhys’ family members were lined up, waiting outside the door as they rode up.
 
   He jumped from the saddle, grabbing hold to it for a moment to steady himself, then ran into the arms of his sister, Glynnis. Seeing this, Aelwyd and Cadwynn ran to join in the group as well. He gently kissed their faces. When the melee quieted, Rhys turned around to see his parents and grandparents waiting patiently on the steps. His mother’s cheeks were stained with tears and Irelli was wiping her face with her apron. He walked slowly toward them and kneeled, bowing so that each of them could touch the top of his head in greeting.
 
   “What has happened to my son?” Mucuruna demanded of Richard and Erasmus.
 
   “Do not worry, Mother. It is just a superficial wound,” Rhys replied, kneeling before her.
 
   When he stood before his family again, Rhys swayed. Richard ran to catch him and as he held out his arms, Rhys collapsed unconscious in them.
 
   “The arrow,” Erasmus said. “The black ones. They must have been poisoned!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   For two solid days Rhys twisted and turned in the throes of a fever-driven, hallucination-filled sleep. No one could rouse him from it and all they could do was try to keep him cool and hydrated until the fever broke, which it did early on their third morning at Kenilwurt. He dragged himself from the bed and into the bath house where the steam from the water hitting the hot stones seemed to calm every muscle in his body. He could feel the poison leaving his body through his opened pores.
 
   When he was clean and feeling more like himself, he slowly dressed and made his way to the kitchen. He was famished and felt like he had gone a year without eating and he knew that Irelli would be already busy getting breakfast ready for the family.
 
   When he stepped into the kitchen, he heard his grandmother speaking quickly to her maids.
 
   “Be a help and take the bread out of the oven Clara; it’s done baking,” Irelli said to a girl as Rhys entered the kitchen.
 
   “Of course, milady,” she replied.
 
   Reaching for the wooden paddle, she used it to disperse the red hot coals and pull out the loaves from the brick dome. The kitchen was warm and toasty, despite the sun having not yet risen. Even in the midst of summer, Worwick had a constant dampness in the air, making everything feel dull and soggy, so the dry warmth of the kitchen air was a vivid reminder to Rhys of the vibrant summers of Avalon. He felt saddened by the memory, confused as to why Avalon would stir up feelings of homesickness.
 
   “Good morning, Grandmother,” he said weakly. “May I bother you for some porridge?”
 
   “Oh bless the goddess! Rhys, you are awake!”
 
   She rushed to hug him tightly to her and rocked him in her arms like a baby.
 
   “I’m awake. I’m alive and I’m starving!”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course. Here is a bowl. Eat, eat!”
 
   The porridge was hearty and it filled him up as quickly as he could eat it. Irelli fussed and fawned over her baking until the scullery maids came in to start working for the day. They all stopped and made quick little curtsies to Irelli and Rhys. Feeling better, Rhys jumped up from his chair to bow in return, sending his stool tipping over on the floor. The girls giggled uncontrollably, blushing bright red until Irelli clucked at them and they exited to the maids’ closets to change into their aprons.
 
   Rhys sipped a mug of tea that Irelli had given him as he watched the goings on around him unfold. Mornings were always the busiest time of day in an estate’s kitchen; this was also true at Avalon where he spent some of his mornings with Amarelle. It was not just time to prepare the breakfast, but also the time of day when all the food deliveries and the supplies for days to come would arrive. The milkmaid brought in two buckets of fresh milk followed by her younger sister who carried a huge basket on her head containing a large pot of butter, a jug of cream, one heavy slab of cheese and a cloth full of soft, salted cheese curds. One of the scullery maids checked the contents of the basket and paid the girls for their wares. She then turned to pour a bucket of the new milk into a large pot which was already on the stove. She covered the other and took it into the pantry along with the basket of goods. Not long after, one of the maids came in with a basket full of eggs which she placed beside the stove and then went to wash her hands. Another maid immediately came to stir the simmering pot of boiling water and vinegar and then started breaking the eggs into the swirl she had created.
 
   Just then, the egg-fetching maid had the breads out on the table, slicing them with a large, sharp knife and arranging the slices along with the buns into a cloth-lined basket. The milk-scalding maid returned to the kitchen and took the milk pot from the fire just as the froth began to rise to the top. She ladled some of the hot milk into a jug and left the rest to cool in the pot. The egg-poaching maid was now slicing a slab of salt-cured bacon, while milk-scalding maid had started to fry some sausages.
 
   The work took on a symphony-like precision and Rhys watched in amazement as the breakfast dishes rapidly assembled on the kitchen table. He turned to look at his grandmother and saw that she had stopped what she was doing to imitate him with both her hands on her chin and eyes wide open. He burst into laughter and she smiled back at him.
 
   “Rhys! You are staring!” his grandmother called at him. “Your eyes will become stuck like that.”
 
   She was spooning the tea leaves into the tea pots she used at breakfast every morning. She always served three different types of tea. She had put some mint leaves into one and black tea into another before pausing and putting everything down on the counter. She seemed to be thinking.
 
   Rhys got up from his stool and picked up his grandmother’s herb basket and her tiny knife which she used for picking things in the garden.
 
   “Let us have a look at your garden, Grandmother. It has been a long time since we picked food for the table together.”
 
   “Aye!” she replied softly, taking his outstretched arm and letting him lead her out of the kitchen into the fresh, crisp air. “But we have not a lot of time, dear. The meal is almost ready to be served.”
 
   They strolled easily down the paths between the rows of herbs and flowers and vegetables. Instinctively, they paused at intervals to pick spring onions, cherry tomatoes, thyme and rosemary before they turned around and walked along the outer ring of the garden. Rhys stooped close to the ground to pick fiddleheads from the fern plants and then gathered a bouquet of his sisters’ favorite flowers; meadowsweet, lavender and marigolds. His grandmother sighed as he placed the last flower into his bouquet.
 
   “Pick six of the large top blooms for me, Rhys,” she said. “The older, the better.”
 
   “Why, Grandmother? Those are no good for the table.”
 
   “No boy, they aren’t, but they are excellent for tea. Your grandfather has swelling in his knees and elbows which is bad business for someone who rides as often as he does. The man practically lives in the saddle,” she added with a scoff. “The marigold will soothe the aches in his joints and quell the swelling, and then perhaps he will not fall and kill himself.”
 
   Rhys nodded and cut the flowers for her. They were big and old, a few were even about to go to seed. They turned toward the kitchen door just as the milk-scalding maid came out to look for them.
 
   “We are coming, Magda,” Irelli called out before the girl could say a word. “Come Rhys, the food is ready and the family is seated in the morning room, ready to come in to breakfast.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, giving her his arm.
 
   The sky was still only barely lit and he did not want his grandmother to fall in the dark. The day always started this early at Kenilwurt. In the kitchen, his grandmother washed the fiddleheads and the large marigolds, putting the fiddleheads into a pot of roaring boiling water and the flowers into the third teapot as the three scullery maids stood neatly in a row watching her. The finishing touches to the dishes were Irelli’s responsibility. She did this for every meal, every day, and had done so since she had come into Anlawdd’s house at the age of sixteen. She turned to the egg-poaching maid and told her to pour the boiling water onto the teas and cover the teapots. She washed and trimmed the herbs expertly, placing the spring onions on the platter next to the slices of cheese, the tomatoes in a bowl and the thyme was coarsely chopped and sprinkled over the cheese curds and the rosemary stripped from the stems, finely chopped and tossed over the poached eggs. She fished the fiddleheads from the boiling water and placed them on the meat dish between the strips of bacon and the plump sausages; they immediately started soaking in the fat from the hot, fried meats.
 
   Lastly, she took the ends off the bouquet of flowers Rhys had picked and placed them neatly into a jar of water. Irelli stood back and looked everything over while allowing the milk-scalding maid to undo the strings of her apron. Satisfied, she nodded her head and the maids began to retrieve the dishes and exit the kitchen. Rhys followed Irelli out into the hallway. They passed the scullery maids at the staff entrance to the dining room delivering the trays of food to the stewards who would place them attractively along the breakfast buffet. Rhys knew that in accordance with Irelli’s household style, the only servant who would be present when the family came in to dine would be the head steward.
 
   When he led his grandmother into the morning room, Rhys was greeted by excited hugs and chatter. It was obvious that he had given them all a terrible fright. Everyone was overjoyed to see him up and about again.
 
   He found his father and grandfather pouring over some maps of their lands at the desk while his sisters and his mother were sitting near the fire, all four working together on a large piece of embroidery. Erasmus stood gazing at the titles on the spines of the books along the shelves. Rhys settled his grandmother in the seat next to his mother and went to join his valet at the bookshelves.
 
   “Everything alright, Master Rhys?”
 
   “I asked you to stop calling me Master, Erasmus.”
 
   “I apologize. I am just so happy to see you up and about again. We had long gone past worrying to being quite beside ourselves with grief.”
 
   “I am glad that the gods have returned me to you, Erasmus. To all of you.”
 
   Erasmus was taken aback by Rhys’ frank outlaying of emotion toward him.
 
   Rhys patted the valet’s shoulder, walked across the room to the window and hopped up onto the ledge. With his back against the cold stone, he peered out over the land which was growing brighter with the rising of the morning sun. He stared out over the fields, searching the horizon as if he was expecting someone to approach from that direction.
 
   “Who is she?” his mother whispered in his ear, startling Rhys from his thoughts.
 
   “What do you mean, madam?” he stuttered.
 
   “Who is the girl who has you staring out into the morning with such longing?” she asked, a little smile playing on her pink lips. “I know a little about these things, Son. Tell me, who is she?”
 
   Her question was met by more silence from her only son. She placed her fore and middle fingers on his forehead and closed her eyes for a few seconds. Then she looked him again.
 
   “I had a dream last night, of a fair-haired girl with striking violet eyes. She offered me lavender, sage and thistles tied with a golden thread.”
 
   Rhys’ eyes widened at the revelation and the shock was visible on his face, but he quickly recovered and answered, “What are you speaking of, Mother? I do not understand your meaning.” But the telltale blush which had already rushed into his cheeks ensured that his mother had received her answer.
 
   Just then the doors opened and Jules, the head steward entered to announce breakfast. He turned on his heel and led the way to the dining room. Mucuruna smiled.
 
   “We shall have our time to talk tomorrow Rhys; do not be late for tea.”
 
   Rhys went to assist his grandmother from her seat and escorted her into the dining room. When everyone was seated, the platters, bowls and dishes were brought one by one to the table and then Jules went back to the sideboard to retrieve the first teapot. When he had finished serving the tea, he returned to stand just off to the side between the buffet and the dining room doors.
 
   About halfway through the meal, there was a soft knock. Jules’ face distorted slightly with a mix of exasperation and disgust. He barely moved as he swiveled to answer the door. Opening it just slightly, he whispered to the person who was outside, retrieved a small roll of white paper and waved the messenger away stiffly. He walked over to the sideboard and laid a clean napkin over a small silver plate then placed the correspondence on top of it before making his way over to the head of the table and placing the dish beside Gwallawc.
 
   “A message for you, sir.”
 
   “Who from?”
 
   “Merlin, my Lord.”
 
   There was a collective gasp from the women and a grunt from the men as Gwallawc proceeded to unroll the stiff piece of paper. He glanced over the contents then raised his eyes to scan the faces at the table. The old man shook his head slowly from side to side as a grave expression settled into the grooves and lines of his forehead.
 
   “It’s not good news I’m afraid, but gauging from what you endured at the inn, I doubt you will find Merlin’s news surprising at all. He has written:
 
    
 
   ‘My dear friend, Gwallawc,
 
   ‘It has been a long time since we have communicated and even longer since we have been in each other’s company. Considering the state of affairs in the land at present, perhaps it is destined to be even a longer instance before we will see each other again. For now, there is much more pressing and dangerous business to be attended to.
 
   ‘I have learned that your grandson, his cousin and his valet were attacked by dark forces a few nights ago at an inn on your shire and that they barely escaped with their lives. I've written this letter to perhaps explain what they encountered and offer some little advice about how they should proceed with this journey.
 
   ‘Firstly, they were roused into battle at Kenilwurt Cross by an evil being. The king of the Drows, a dark elf by the name of Erandur has been following the boy for several weeks. We are rather concerned about the access that he has had to otherwise sacred and secure places from which he has observed Rhys. Avalon, Camelot; nowhere seems out of his reach. It was his evil minions that attacked our men and their intent that night was to wipe them from this Earth.
 
   ‘He knows of their movements and their mission now and no doubt has taken word of such to Oberon and Mordred.
 
   ‘This is for your own caution, have the men proceed with immense care. They will need all the help that can be provided for they are being watched and I am certain that further attempts will be made to stop them from completing their mission.
 
   ‘I wish them luck and they should know that I am watching over them also.
 
   —Merlin.’”
 
    
 
   Gwallawc looked up at the faces around the table and settled on Rhys’. 
 
   “I will send for your uncle. Knight or not, you cannot proceed without proper protection and support. This matter has just grown bigger than all of us and there’s no way we can prevail without making the right stand.”
 
   Rhys nodded in agreement as a collective response went out over the table.
 
   “Aye, Grandfather. Please, send for Caradoc.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Book Two: Fae of Eon
 
    
 
    
 
   Ubi Amor, ibi Fides. Ubi Libertas, ibi Patria.
 
   Where there is love, there is faith. Where liberty is, there is my country.
 
    
 
   510 A.D. — Kenilwurt, Worwick’s Shire, England
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The conversation over dinner was lively and the food and wine were unending. Stories of the farm and interesting goings on in the neighboring regions flowed freely, punctuated regularly with bouts of hearty laughter.
 
   It had been the most difficult time for them all when Rhys had arrived at the estate wounded by a poisoned arrow in the shoulder and had collapsed into a two day coma. Worst of all was the account they had received from Richard and Erasmus about the attack on the Brum’s Grove Inn while they rested for the night. His grandfather, Anlawdd, and father, Gwallawc, had been particularly distressed by Richard’s account of the beings that had tried to storm the inn’s walls.
 
   In the light of the fire from Erasmus’s bombs, he had made out the figures of strange creatures that, in the dark, may have passed for men but were hunched over like beasts walking on their hind legs and had skin as black and leathery as a forest boar. Several times, Richard was sure that he had even spotted a tail. Then he told them about the one who hid his face under a hooded cloak and rode to the battlefield on a large black bear.
 
   “Dark elves and goblins,” Anlawdd had said. “Mordred has many more evil allies that we suspected. If the Dark Elf, Erandur, was who you saw in command, then the hordes of Arcadia are already loose on Earth. I wonder why Merlin had not given us more detailed warnings.”
 
   “Perhaps he does not yet know how many magical forces have already arrived here,” Gwallawc suggested.
 
   “Well if he doesn’t, we must advise him. The King’s surrogate son was attacked while he slept. In an inn on his own land to boot!”
 
   “Richard, fetch a rider,” Gwallawc had instructed. “Father, sit and pen your message immediately.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When the meal was over, the stewards cleared the dishes and Irelli came in with pitchers of warm mulled wine. The aroma of spices filled the air and sent a calming feeling over everyone in the room. After a few sips in silence, Mucuruna asked everyone at the table to please take their glasses and retire to the drawing room for music and entertainment.
 
   It’s so good to be home, Rhys thought.
 
   Cadwynn went straight to the cabinet and produced the playing cards while Glynnis sat on a stool and began tuning up a lute to play some music. Irelli placed a large smoking box on the table in front of the men and took a seat by the fireplace. Rhys left the room and soon returned with the fold of black velvet, behind him were several chamberlains carrying the wooden boxes and some of the other packages which he had brought on the cart from Avalon. He was grateful that Erasmus had decided to wait until he had recovered so he could honor his family himself with the many gifts he had brought. Rhys cleared his throat and everyone went silent, pausing what they were doing to look up at him.
 
   “Suspense must be killing you all so I gladly announce that I have come bearing good tidings from our family at Avalon. It’s been a difficult homecoming for us all. I am grateful to have had such vigilant attention while recovering from the wounds of battle. Erasmus has advised me that it is customary for Aunt Morgana and her sisters to send the most exquisite gifts so I will do the presentation before we get any drunker” He looked at his father and grandfather. “Or any sleepier,” he added looking toward his sisters.
 
   Aelwyd had begun yawning as soon as she sat down at the card table. As was expected, he started with the eldest family members.
 
   “Irelli, my dearest grandmother, Morgana has sent you the bulbs from a wide variety of exotic flowers for your garden. She promises that the flowers will return every spring and that there are more colors present than have ever been seen in a Worwick garden before.”
 
   He handed a pot of beautiful blooms in pink, red, white and yellow to her, saying that the planting bulbs had been placed in the storage shed. She hugged him and cooed over the pot of beautiful flowers which she vainly placed in the center of the mantelpiece. The next servant carried the pot with the colorful fish.
 
   “These are for you, grandfather, for the pond. They are both pretty and tasty.”
 
   Anlawdd laughed heartily and beckoned for the man to bring the pot to him. He took a long look inside of it and nodded his head in approval.
 
   Before he could continue, Erasmus handed Rhys a piece of parchment which he quickly read and then to the entire audience, he said, “I beg your pardon, family; apparently I have gotten ahead of myself. There is a letter from Morgana la Fae and her esteemed sisters for all of you.”
 
   Rhys cleared his throat and began reading:
 
    
 
   “We, Morgana, Morgause and Elaine, the Three Sisters, send our loving greetings to our family at Kenilwurt. We are sending your son, Rhys to visit you before he embarks on the king’s business with which we wish him the best of luck. As a token of our familial love and to show how much we miss you all, we have authorized Rhys, your eldest, to make the following presentation in our stead.”
 
    
 
   Rhys paused and looked up from the letter. Everyone’s eyes were on him and they seemed to be eagerly awaiting the rest of the news transcribed there by Morgana:
 
    
 
   “To Irelli de Melusin, we would like to present to you these gifts; six barrels of summer ale, twelve sacks of grain and flower bulbs enough to fill every flower bed at Kenilwurt. For our favorite uncle, Anlawdd, please accept these fish from the Far East, and a bushel of the finest mountain grown pipeweed.
 
   “Gwallawc, we present to you a white cow in calf with twins and a chestnut mare, Aubrey, for your stables. Please send to each of your brothers Owain, Cedric and Amren, one of these three brown cows on our behalf.”
 
    
 
   Erasmus interjected to say that the animals had been stabled, the ale and pipeweed were in the cellar and the grain had been placed into the granary. Irelli nodded with approval. Rhys smiled and continued.
 
    
 
   “Our favorite cousins, as you may already know, the newest generation of the Three Sisters has been identified in your beautiful daughters Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn. Thus the Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood must yield to the Thirteenth. The title comes with many responsibilities but the most important is that of being the bearers and protectors of our family’s rich history, one which becomes more so with each generation. The keeping of the oral and written records is the most important assignment they will ever undertake throughout the rest of their lives. Of course, they will be expected to spend time in training with the Glastenning Mother at Camelot and then with us here in Avalon, but these matters are less pressing than Rhys’ present quest.
 
   “Therefore, it is with the truest love of our hearts that we present these gifts to you. Mucuruna. and your blessed and revered daughters.”
 
    
 
   Rhys paused his reading so that the stewards could bring in three large wooden chests. They were made of a beautiful blonde wood which was intricately carved on every edge. They placed the chests neatly in front of his mother and sisters. They were opened and everyone gasped loudly. The boxes were overflowing with garments and cloth, fabric of vibrant colors, rich embossing and embroidery, gowns shimmering with cloth of gold, precious stones and seed pearls. The white of fine cotton garments glowed in the room and the sight of lace trimmings made his sisters coo with excitement. Rhys cleared his throat and everyone returned their gaze to him. He continued reading the letter.
 
    
 
   “Mucuruna de Gascoigne, our esteemed cousin, we have sent cloth and clothing within three fine cedar boxes for your beautiful daughters. The boxes are the dowry chests of the Three Sisters; please advise Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn of their extreme importance. Allot deservingly from these treasures into each box as a part of each girl’s dowry. You are their mother and you know what best to do. The mahogany and gold chest contains our gift to you.”
 
    
 
   The dark mahogany chest was brought in as the others were removed to Mucuruna’s rooms. The box was heavy but plain and it was bound with what looked like solid golden hinge work and bore a golden lock. She opened the lock herself and tentatively lifted the heavy lid. More exquisite clothing was inside, as well as pouches containing jewelry, gold and silver circlets for her head, slippers and wigs. But she could not see past the four leather bound volumes stacked to one side. She took out the first to show everyone. It was a copy of one of Homer's tragedies; it was a set of his works. She held the book to her chest and waved for the man to take the box upstairs. Rhys smiled at his mother and then continued.
 
    
 
   “Rhys has been a pleasure to us all at Avalon, you should be proud of him. It was while speaking with him one day that I found he had already put in a portion toward his sister's dowries from his own enterprise and this prompted us to do the same. He is a remarkable student and a conscientious young man of unmatched principle and etiquette. You have done splendid work of raising him.”
 
    
 
   Rhys’ cheeks blushed deeply as he read his aunt’s praise for him out loud for everyone to hear. His father raised his glass in silent salute and this made him blush even deeper.
 
    
 
   “As we mentioned previously, the Three Sisters have been identified within your family and hence it is time for my sisters and I to pass the torch. We would not ask you to send your girls before Rhys has returned from his voyage as that would be asking too much of you to part with all your children at once and so soon. It would also be proper for them to be escorted on the journey by their elder brother. Therefore my cousins, begin preparations for Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn to travel to Camelot after the Christmastide celebrations this year which we invite you all to spend with us in Avalon.
 
   “Rhys has the heirlooms of the Sisterhood and will make the presentation on our behalf. We wish you the best of health, arms of strength and the growth of wealth until we see you again.
 
   “We remain your loving family,
 
   “Morgana, Morgause and Elaine.”
 
    
 
   “That was quite a letter, was it not?” Rhys said, breaking the silence.
 
   “Indeed, it was,” Mucuruna answered. “Morgana does have a way of putting things in the open.”
 
   “What are the Three Sisters?” Glynnis asked.
 
   “You are,” Anlawdd responded. “Your grandmother and mother will explain it to you at another time. For now Rhys must give you each something very important. Rhys do you have the items with you?”
 
   “Yes, I have them here.”
 
   He reached over to the chair and took up the black velvet. He carefully opened it saying, “Morgana gave these to Erasmus for you. They are the heirlooms of the Three Sisters. My task was to select the most suitable piece for each of you and I think that I have got it right.”
 
   He beckoned for the girls to come to him. They each got up and stood before him.
 
   “I have selected the Cross for you Glynnis. It is true that your very name means ‘Holy’.” He placed the pouch on her palm and hugged her.
 
   “I thought that the cameo pendant of Avalon would be best suited for Aelwyd, since you are always longing for a chance to see distant places and the brooch was definitely for Cadwynn, a golden blossom truly represents her, the flower of our hearts.”
 
   “That was chosen perfectly, sir,” Erasmus said softly to him.
 
   Rhys sank into his seat, exhausted, and watched as the buzz continued around him. The girls sat showing their new jewelry to their mother and discussing their importance. Their lives were on a new pinnacle of change and it was understandable that they were anxious to know all about it. His grandfather came and sat beside him; he put his hand on Rhys’ knee and patted it. Rhys turned his head to look at the older man and smiled. He had missed them all so much during his time at Avalon and it made him sad to realize that the time he had there now was so brief. It was true that he had missed Anlawdd most of all. He had always been extremely close with his grandfather and most of what he had learned about his country and his heritage had been from him. Rhys’ father, Gwallawc, had never been a talkative man and it was Rhys’ feeling that he consciously chose not to be an educator for his son in a strange effort to try to keep him a boy. That, however, had failed the moment the decision to send Rhys to Avalon had been made.
 
   “You’ve done us all proud, Rhys. Your father may not say it, but he is filled with great satisfaction of you.”
 
   He took a long draw from his pipe and blew the smoke out luxuriously.
 
   “You should get some rest now. Another long day awaits and you will only have a few days to enjoy your time at home.”
 
   Rhys smiled broadly at the news and thanked his grandfather. 
 
   “You may accompany your father and me to Melusina’s Point in the morning to place my new fish in the pond there and then we will survey the lands and the new house at Red Ditch and oversee the beginning of the wheat harvest. Would you like that?”
 
   “I would, sir,” he replied quickly. “As early as the sun?”
 
   Anlawdd laughed heartily. Rhys grinned at the sound of it.
 
   “Yes, Rhys, as early as the sun.”
 
   Erasmus stood up at this juncture and offered his hand to help the old man to his feet, bowing his head for his blessing. Anlawdd took Erasmus’ hand with his left and rose gracefully from the plush cushions of the wing chair. He placed his right hand palm down on the crown of the valet’s head saying, “Peace and Courage and Grace.” Erasmus smiled as he recognized the traditional Worwick motto. He responded, “Of Angels and Lions and God.” Anlawdd laughed heartily and went over to his wife, Irelli.
 
   “Goodnight all. In morrow’s light, should God see fit,” she announced. She took his arm and they glided out of the room. It seemed that everyone stood up on cue and started putting away the accoutrements of their games and entertainment.
 
   “Goodnight, my girls,” Rhys said playfully to his sisters who ran to give him one last hug goodnight. Rhys walked over to his mother and took her right hand; he raised it slowly to his lips kissing the large amethyst ring which she always wore.
 
   “Have I ever told you the story of this ring, Rhys?” she asked quietly, her voice was just a whisper.
 
   “No ma’am, I do not recall you ever telling me that,” he replied, taking the seat beside her.
 
   “It belonged to Adele Calista de Vasconie. She was my great grandmother by my father, Ranfild Aurelius, Duke of Gascogne. She was the Duchess of Gascogne when she received it as a gift from her husband, on the fifth celebration of their wedding.” She paused and sighed, admiring the ring on her finger. “She had no daughters so she passed it on to her son on his wedding day to be a gift to his bride on their fifth wedding celebration. And so the tradition of mother passing it to the firstborn son, the Duke de Gascogne, was born.” She sighed deeply again as she recalled the doomed history of her family and the dukedom of Gascogne to Rhys.
 
   “As you know, my father died leaving me as his only child. He had no trueborn heir so the Dukedom fell to his brother but the ring remained with my mother, who gave it to me.”
 
   “I see,” Rhys said dutifully.
 
   “You are the true line of the Dukes of Gascogne, Rhys, grandson of the firstborn Duke, Ranfild. The title has been lost to our branch of the tree, but the blood remains. One day soon, you will take a bride and this ring will be yours and on the fifth celebration of your marriage you will give it to her and you must tell her this story as well. When the time comes, she will recite it to her son and the line will continue through her.”
 
   Rhys smiled at his mother, taking the hand that she wore the large amethyst on in his and caressing the ring on her finger.
 
   “That day is far away still, Mother. But I am honored that you have shared this with me now, at a time when I am in such awe of my family and filled with true gratitude to be amongst you all.”
 
   “Indeed, my son. I thought it the very best time to tell you as well.”
 
   “I have missed you, Lady Mother, you can never know how much,” he whispered. “May I take my tea with you tomorrow afternoon in your presence chamber? Just the two of us?”
 
   Mid-afternoon tea was a tradition from Boulogne that Irelli had kept up in the household. It was a comforting notion of home for Rhys, one that even Morgana had indulged him with when he was particularly homesick.
 
   “Oh, my son, I have missed you dearly too and you have changed so much. We shall have tea together but not tomorrow, you will be with your father and grandfather at Red Ditch and I am sure you will not return before the following morning. But the next day surely, I look forward to it,” she replied.
 
   Rhys rose and kissed her hand again before moving over to where his father sat. He knelt for Gwallawc’s blessing and wished him goodnight adding that he was anticipating the trip to Red Ditch in the morning. His father nodded his head and mumbled a goodnight. Exhausted, Rhys followed as Erasmus led the way upstairs to his bed chamber.
 
   Rhys collapsed exhausted in a large chair and sat there in silence as Erasmus carefully washed his hands and then his feet. The water was warm and scented with lavender but Rhys noticed little more than that. He must have fallen asleep because Erasmus had to clear his throat quite loudly to bring his attention to the mug of herb tea his grandmother had sent up for him.
 
   “It is chamomaela, it will relax you and soothe your muscles so you can rest deeper and wake tomorrow without any residual effect from tonight’s ale and wine,” Erasmus explained.
 
   Rhys drank as much as he could before he began to doze off again. The tea was delicious and smelled of a million apple blossoms which reminded him of Avalon. He put the mug down on the table and realized he had to stand to get undressed and get into his night shirt. He groaned at the thought of it. As soon as his head hit the pillow, Rhys was snoring. Erasmus smiled and quietly pulled the bed curtains closed around him.
 
   He dreamed of a wide field covered in deep white snow. There was nothing to be seen but snow, not a bush or a tree in sight and the air was still, without a chirp or a howl. He was walking toward something that he could not make out clearly. As he drew closer to it, he could see it was a flower, a bunch of flowers, alone in the fluffy white field. Slowly, Rhys kept walking toward it. When he reached there, the bright purple thistles opened their petals and inside the largest blossom was his mother’s amethyst ring.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   One day, four strangers came to the gates of Camelot. Standing on the parapets with Merlin, he looked down at them. There were three women and a boy of about fourteen.
 
   “Who are they?” asked Arthur.
 
   “The women are your half-sisters by your father, Uther Pendragon,” Merlin told him. “Two of them have come to make their peace with you. But the third, Morgause, is bitter. She seeks your downfall. I hoped never to see her in Camelot.”
 
   Then Arthur looked at the boy. “Who is he?” he asked.
 
   “You don't want to know,” Merlin warned.
 
   But Arthur insisted.
 
   “He is your son by that same woman. Your half-sister, Morgause. She was the woman who came to you that night. His conception was planned with evil magic. Whoever worked that magic will use him against you. He will betray you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mordred paced back and forth in front of the great chair that had been placed on the dais in the hall at Castle Ayr.
 
   It was his defector’s chair; from it he had made all his treacherous plans and commands so far. He hated that it was nothing more than a traitor’s throne for the moment. But time would change everything. He had always thought of himself as an enterprising man; even from his youth. Back then, he was constantly chided for being a bastard born of his father’s incestuous coupling with a half-sister. The truth of the matter was that as the years went by, the story hurt Mordred less and less; he had chosen long ago to use the hatred of others to fuel his self-determination and his purpose in life. Incidentally, that purpose was to destroy his father, King Arthur.
 
   Everyone knew the story of his life; what they didn’t know was who had been behind it all along. And even when the suspicious circumstances of his conception had been revealed to Arthur, the king had made no effort to seek out the truth. Instead, he feigned ignorance in order to hide from his own guilt.
 
   Mordred remembered the day they had ridden to Camelot; when his Aunt Morgana had sought to plead with Arthur and Guinevere. But Mordred knew who had bewitched his mother and sent her to lie with her half-brother Arthur so that he would have an heir. It had been the Lady of the Lake and she had done so at Merlin’s request.
 
   “I will see them burn!” he suddenly shouted.
 
   The sounds of his rants echoed throughout the room.
 
   “Bring the cambion to me. I will speak with Anebos now. I know exactly what I need him to do so his time to get to work has arrived.”
 
   “Your Grace,” Anebos said, as he swept into the room and stopped before the dais, bowing low to Mordred. “How may I be of service-ssss?”
 
   Mordred cringed at the elongated sound of the creature’s hiss. It always unnerved him, making him feel as if he were speaking to an animal. It was a strange sentiment to have seeing as a cambion is really a being who is absolutely nothing. He is neither human, nor demon, nor alive, nor dead. Perhaps it was his essence of ambiguity that perplexed Mordred; whatever it was, he was uneasy around Anebos.
 
   “Go to Leicester and wait for Rhys of Gascogne, Richard of Dumnonia and that interfering Avalonian, Erasmus. It will be up to you to ensure that I am kept informed of their progress so that they can be stopped before they get to Keswick. There’s no way that we can risk another fiasco like the one Erandur and his ‘dark oafs’ orchestrated in Worwick’s Shire a few nights ago. The more people who see my forces walking the Earth, the more chances there are of word getting to Merlin. I wouldn’t be surprised if the boy’s father or grandfather haven’t already sent word to Arthur and Merlin.”
 
   “If they have, it will never arrive, Mas-sss-ter.”
 
   “Good, good. Anebos, if the Sons get too close to doing anything even remotely heroic… dispose of them. Immediately!”
 
   The cambion smiled.
 
   “Yes-sss, Mas-sss-ter.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The air was still very crisp when Anlawdd rode out of the stables with his son and grandson at his side.
 
   They wore heavy wolf fur riding coats over their warm long sleeves and hats pulled down low on their faces. Rhys’ stomach was still heavy with the hot sausages and poached eggs he had devoured at breakfast. He looked over to catch a glimpse of a broad smile across his father’s face. Rhys had become too accustomed to seeing the surly expression that always resided there, smiling was a rare occurrence for Gwallawc. He smiled to himself. It seemed that it was just as well that the family arms of all the Dumnonian nobles had a dragon on it since Rhys doubted that dragons could smile.
 
   The men of his line were all fabled to be proud and strong but Rhys did not see these qualities in his father. He saw a man whose happiness was culminated in the woman he had married, who allocated sentiment sparingly as if he felt he didn’t have enough love to share with anyone else but her. He saw a man who had a disturbingly one-track mind but was somehow still incredibly successful at everything he did. Most of all, Rhys saw a man who had lived many fruitful years, was a nobleman of the land, had a large healthy family and many tenants and holdings but was somehow still uncomfortable in his own skin. Anlawdd had once told Rhys to be proud of his family despite their claim to their heritage because his great grandfather had not dishonored Meleri ferch Llywelyn, Rhys’ great grandmother, by naming her son a bastard. He had given Anlawdd a prince’s name and a wealth of valuable properties; the only thing he could not give was the throne and his crown. But it was clearly a lesson that Gwallawc had not learned and a truth he had not yet made peace with.
 
   Being the son of a bastard was a hard life; Rhys knew this from the time he had spent up on the ramparts of Avalon with his chatty friend Ywain. Ywain’s mother had been a chambermaid at Avalon when she met Ywain’s father. The gentleman was young and full of affluence, he was highborn and handsome. The love affair was short but stirring and when the gentleman’s time at Avalon was over, Ywain’s mother and the babe quickening in her womb were unceremoniously left behind. The Three Sisters had kept her at Avalon and when Ywain was born she was allowed to keep and raise him there. The father was never asked to claim the child, so Ywain was named ab Na Ddyn, son of No Man, as tradition dictated. However, the Three Sisters had intervened and had called him Ywain ab y Llew, the Lion’s son, for the charge of Avalon’s coat of arms.
 
   At least I have my name, Rhys thought, and I can name my ancestors on all four sides back by at least four generations, maybe farther with my grandparents’ help. He immediately decided that when he returned from gathering the sons at Keswick, he would start working on an illustration of their family tree. He remembered Anlawdd telling him that a person’s lineage was like the four corners of the earth deriving the quadrants on a compass. Without all four corners clearly marked, one would easily lose the way. Rhys silently hoped that his father would find his way back.
 
   “Red Ditch, ho!” Anlawdd shouted as they crested a high hill and looked over into the deep valley.
 
   It was a beautiful sight. Red Ditch was just west of the edge of the Worwick highlands, seated in a sunny vale. Rhys had always wondered why his family had not built a house here before, a place where they could repose during the warm months and enjoy the sun instead of freezing well into every summer at Kenilwurt. The horses scaled the ridge’s narrow track carefully on the descent and as they got lower into the valley, their warm clothing steadily began to come off.
 
   Hats, riding cloaks then shirt sleeves were all packed away into their saddlebags one by one as they rode down the hillside. They stopped at the lake to water the horses and stretch their saddle worn legs. Anlawdd stripped off his fur lined gloves and handed them to Rhys, who handed him back a pair of smooth kid skin gloves putting the fur ones inside his grandfather’s bag. Rhys dipped into his own bag and changed his as well. He hurried over to his father to assist by removing the man’s heavy coat which was draped over the back of his saddle and handing him his riding gloves. He grunted as he took them from Rhys and handed him his warm ones. Rhys packed them away for him and returned to his horse, mounting again without a word.
 
   “We have arrived in very good time, Father,” Rhys finally said, almost choking on his words.
 
   “Yes, we have,” his grandfather replied quickly. “I do hope to find the hall at a farther state of completion than I did last time.”
 
   “Indeed, Father,” Gwallawc interjected. “I think that the words I had with Sir Arris last visit should have made certain of that.”
 
   “Ah, that is true,” Anlawdd replied. “You have always been an excellent intermediary with the holdsmasters. They always seem to get your meaning, Gwallawc.”
 
   He grunted his reply. Even at such a great compliment Rhys noticed his father’s nonchalant response. He shook his head and reined in his horse to signal that he was ready to go. All three rode out together again.
 
   When they arrived at the site, Rhys was astonished. He vaulted from his saddle and ran to help his grandfather down. He looked out over the construction site to see the brick makers firing the perfect clay rectangles and the bricklayers carefully constructing an immense oven in the area where the kitchen would soon be standing. He walked among the maidens who were kneeling in the soil deftly planting the seedlings and suckers that would eventually be the kitchen garden on his approach to the house. The structure butted up against a high cliffside which had been chiseled away to create stone blocks for the construction as well as solid stone floors for the rear of both stories of the house.
 
   Woodworkers were perched high above on scaffoldings constructing a vaulted ceiling over what Rhys guessed would be the great hall of the house. A double staircase was complete at the rear of the hall and Rhys could see bricklayers working on the walls of at least five sets of chambers, two on each side of a central hall and the entry to the fifth at the end of it. Each set of chambers comprised of its own fireplace, water closet, presence chamber and privy chamber.
 
   The structure was not as grand as Kenilwurt Hall but it was certainly not the cottage he had been led to believe it was. Rhys suddenly grew suspicious. He whirled around to see his grandfather and father standing arms folded over their chests looking at him, they were both smiling broadly. He was frightened to see his father smiling; on his face it was an odd expression, but his grandfather’s smile was wide and easy. Rhys walked towards them tentatively. Sensing that there was some formal news to be delivered by the two of them, he knelt first for their blessing. They each in turn touched the top of his head then he rose to look at them. His grandfather spoke first.
 
   “Rhys ab Tywysog, only son of Mucuruna de Gascogne and Gwallawc ab Tywysog, sixth grandson of Irelli de Melusin and Anlawdd ab Tywysog, you have attended to the life the Giver has sent to you and you have done so wisely in the eyes of your Elders. As your cousins, your uncles, your father and your grandfather before you, the dawn of your coming of age has arrived on this eve of your eighteenth year so, as the eldest living male of our family line, it is indeed very special to me to be here with you now, the youngest male of our line.” He paused to retrieve an exquisite iron helm from a young blacksmith standing behind him and as he brought it forward Rhys could see it was a dragon’s head like those which hung in the great halls of all Dumnonian houses.
 
   There was an ancient bronze one mounted over the threshold at Kenilwurt Hall. His stomach flipped over in anticipation. He looked up at his father and saw that Gwallawc had not taken his eyes off his face throughout Anlawdd’s speech.
 
   Anlawdd cleared his throat and continued, “I stand here to witness the granting of a Dragon’s Cave to my youngest grandson, and I pass the honor of the blessing to his father, Gwallawc ab Tywysog.”
 
   He handed the helm to Gwallawc and took a step back. Rhys’ father took the huge dragon’s head from him and moved to stand before his only son.
 
   “I stand before my only son to grant him his Dragon’s Cave on this the eve of his eighteenth year among us. From henceforth, he will always have a cave in our land to rest his head, a cave to take his bride and in which to rear his children. Mae'r ddraig yn gartref i aros!”
 
   Everyone on the construction site had stopped their work to watch the proceedings and had now taken up his father’s chant.
 
   “Mae'r ddraig yn gartref i aros! Mae'r ddraig yn gartref i aros! Mae'r ddraig yn gartref i aros!” 
 
   Rhys looked around at them and blushed deeply. He took the helm from his father and fell to his knees again. His father touched his right hand to the top of Rhys’ head and then helped him to his feet.
 
   He said, “Do not be embarrassed by their cries, Son, they are your tenants now, your liegemen. In times of trouble it is they who will surround you and shield you and it is your duty to ensure they are provided for year after year. That justice is done in their lands and peace reigns here continuously.”
 
   “Yes, Father,” he replied.
 
   “You are a man now, my son,” he continued. “You have your own home and must now make your own mark on the land as I do and as my brothers do and as your grandfather does.”
 
   Rhys faced the crowd of workers again. He was moved by their eager faces.
 
   “Thank you Father and thank you Grandfather,” he said, raising the helm high above his head. “You have honored me by presenting me with my own place, my cave. When it is complete it will truly be worthy of a son of the house of Ddraig.”
 
   Applause erupted from all the workmen and maidens that had gathered closer to hear the ceremonial exchange of words between the men. Rhys turned and suddenly embraced his father, wrapping both arms around him tightly and was surprised to feel his father’s strong arms enclose him in their tight circle.
 
   That night, all three men camped beneath the open unfinished ceiling of Rhys’ Great Hall with the eyes of the gods twinkling down at them. There was already no moon in the sky and the lake was as black as the night itself. As he carefully climbed the scaffolding around the main hall staircase, Rhys gazed over the black water with awe. When he got to the first floor landing, he looked out over the lake and imagined the breathtaking reflection that would ripple over its surface during the full moon. His heart sank as he thought of how the moon had reflected on the surface of the Everlasting Pool as he had waited for Naida a few mornings before. Slowly he climbed down and as he nestled into his warm sleeping furs, the vision seemed emblazoned on his minds’ eye.
 
   That night Rhys dreamt of Naida for the first time since he had left Avalon. In his dream, they sat under a flowering apple tree in the gardens of Avalon, sharing their family histories just as they had at the Everlasting Pool a week before. It was night and Naida was talking about her mother and the sad story of how she and her two sisters were the only remaining faery of their line left in Eon. Her face was illuminated by the bright light from a full moon shining in the sky above them. Her violet eyes had welled up but she had allowed only one single tear to spill over before wiping the rest away quickly. Her round face was smooth and white and glowing from the wash of moonlight.
 
   When he woke the next morning, he knew the name of his new home, Itheilwen.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   As Rhys walked slowly toward the pond, he felt a pang of guilt at sneaking away from the camp at night without an explanation to anyone.
 
   He had hastily decided that it would have been too time consuming and knowing his family well, they would not have let him go to Melusina’s Point in peace. All that was best avoided right now. The thought of the fussing he would have to endure in light of the recent attempt on his life erased the guilt immediately. He tied his horse to a tree and caught his bearings quickly before heading up the path which led to the pond. After nearly a half an hour of walking, he arrived at the water’s edge. He paused, listening to the stream and looking around to be sure he was alone. Satisfied, he went to his knees and gazed into the water.
 
   “Why are you late?” a voice demanded.
 
   Rhys stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   “Why are you late?” she repeated. Rhys laughed musically looking around to see where the voice came from. She was nowhere in sight. He answered her anyway.
 
   “You nearly stopped my heart with fright, my lady, would you mind giving me a moment to recover?”
 
   Naida giggled and made a splash in the water. Her image formed clearly once the rippling had stopped. Rhys smiled when he saw her there. He perched at the edge and stared at her as she looked up at him longingly. He couldn’t seem to tire of her smooth round face and her rosebud mouth, which seemed permanently pink; but the most striking features were her violet eyes and long waves of flowing yellow hair, absolutely angelic. She was otherworldly, too beautiful to be real. There was a knotted feeling in the pit of his stomach as he thought this. Instinctively, he lowered his eyes as the blush rose in his cheeks.
 
   “Why do you turn away, sir?” she asked as she stood by the pond’s edge.
 
   “I am happy to see you, my lady. I was not even sure that calling you here would work. Imagine my surprise when I arrive to find you waiting for me.”
 
   “Indeed, my love. Now tell me, where were you, Rhys? I have been waiting for at least an hour,” she pouted. “I thought you would not come to try to call me.”
 
   He turned tentatively to look at her again. Relief at the sight of her dry dress washed his face.
 
   “I almost did not. I thought I must have dreamt all this, but the more I deliberated over it, the more real it felt but I had to be sure so I decided to try.”
 
   Rhys felt his cheeks reddening again as he spoke. He lowered his head, hoping she wouldn’t see. Naida giggled at his effort. She changed the subject quickly for his sake.
 
   “Was Morgana’s celebration a success?”
 
   His eyes brightened at the turn in conversation.
 
   “Ah yes it was. Everything went perfectly. My uncle and two cousins came to surprise me.”
 
   “Oh, that must have been wonderful. Did they stay long with you in Avalon?”
 
   “No, they returned home with my uncle the same morning that I left. My uncle was sent to Avalon by his father as I had been sent there by mine. I do not think it was something he wanted for his sons, so they stay at home with him. They all live at Camelot.”
 
   His expression turned sullen at this explanation.
 
   “I see.”
 
   For a few moments there was an awkward silence between them. They spent a long while gazing at each other before Naida cleared her throat.
 
   “Tell me all about it, Rhys,” she said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You are obviously distracted. Something is bothering you. So tell me about whatever it is that is on your mind.”
 
   He sighed deeply and stood up from the rock he was sitting on. He started pacing back and forth along the water’s edge.
 
   “I am perplexed, my lady and these last two days have left me feeling much more so than is usual for me. I find myself rushing from task to task while my mind is wandering elsewhere. It’s a very disconcerting feeling to be more confused than I am accustomed to being.”
 
   “Dilemma, Dilemma. Oh, how your tresses tangle and weave, capturing men with indecisiveness and insecurities.”
 
   “What are you going on about, Naida? I have never heard this quotation before.”
 
   “You have never heard the story of Dilemma? Surely, Murcanthia would have made certain you had a literature teacher who would tell you the myths, legends and stories that have formed the very existence of men.”
 
   “Well, in his defense, Alwen is an excellent teacher. He has successfully managed to steer me clear of utter stupidity so far.”
 
   They laughed overtly with each other for a moment before Rhys’ expression became grim again.
 
   “I will tell you the story of Dilemma then, sir, considering your extreme case of ignorance.”
 
   Rhys settled down on the grass beside the pond.
 
   “Dilemma was a nymph who was asked by Gaia to choose which flower she would like to be sent to earth as. She had many beautiful blooms to choose from but she also was not the only nymph set to this task by Gaia. Each one chose carefully, some selected flowers which bloomed early and all through the warm months while others choose water flowers or desert flowers. But Dilemma could not make up her mind. Gaia is a very decisive deity and as such she soon lost all patience with her. She placed her in the water and commanded her to stay there forever. She said that since water does not decide where it goes, it follows the moon’s pull at the tide, the lay of the land or the force of gravity, she would never be required to make a decision on her own again. That is why when there is difficulty in making a decision we say we are having a dilemma.”
 
   Rhys stared at her face in awe. He had never heard such a story in his life.
 
   These are probably the things you learn when you live for one hundred and fifty years, he thought.
 
   “Naida?”
 
   “Yes, Rhys.”
 
   She had been watching him as several different expressions had crossed his face. She hadn’t said anything to disturb him because she was sure he was deep in thought.
 
   “You told me you were one hundred and fifty years old, Murcanthia confirmed it. How can you look so young, much more like fifteen years old and live so long, almost twice as long as an incredibly old man.”
 
   Naida smiled and answered, “I will start answering your question with a question, the women’s trick as you called it.”
 
   She gave him a giggle, lowering her eyelids as she laughed. Rhys blushed a deep red when she did this. He could hear his heart pounding in his ears. Naida tried to hide her face as her cheeks turned a healthy crimson shade. They faced each other smiling again.
 
   “Do you know where I live?” she asked carefully.
 
   “Murcanthia told me about the destruction of Murganth and the split of the faery court. She told me about Arcadia and Eon. She said that you live with Queen Mab in Eon.”
 
   “Yes, I do live in Eon. I am a faery as Murcanthia has no doubt already made clear. That glen in Exmoor is a gateway to my land, a part of Eon that touches Earth. It is a place that exists on sheer magic and because we are intertwined with that magic, the passage of time has a lesser effect on faeries than on humans. We age ten times slower than you do, so I guess I would be fifteen by your standards. When humans come to Eon for extended periods of time they find that they also age slower than they normally would. When a faery stays on Earth for a long time we age faster than we do in Eon.”
 
   “It is similar in Avalon as well,” Rhys interjected. “When humans stay in Avalon, they age slower than usual. I recently got the suspicion that my aunt and others like Murcanthia, who have been there for a long time, are much older in years than they look.”
 
   “Interesting, I didn’t know that Avalon was also a place of tempus incognitum.”
 
   “I wonder what effect Avalon would have on you.”
 
   “That would be fascinating to know.”
 
   “Naida, where exactly is Eon?”
 
   “That is an excellent question, Sir,” she replied, shaking her head. She didn’t know where to start with the answer. “You have mirrors in Avalon, don’t you?” she started.
 
   “Yes, of course we do,” scoffed Rhys.
 
   “Well, in the same way when you look into a mirror and see an image of yourself, Eon is like a mirror image of Earth. It looks exactly the same except for the things that men build for themselves like castles, huts, carts and boats. It is a copy of nature so to speak and the faeries fill it with their own creations like halls, villages and glens. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand, I think. But that doesn’t explain WHERE it is.” Rhys’ suspense resonated in his voice as annoyance. He winced at the unintentionally harsh tone it took.
 
   “That is true, I apologize. I was trying not to get ahead of myself. I wanted to be sure you understand what I am telling you.”
 
   “I know. I am sorry if I sounded intolerant.”
 
   “It is forgotten. Eon exists exactly as the image in a mirror does. It is parallel to Earth, existing on the same plane, moving on the same path but as two straight lines which never converge. Only those who are faery or are magical in some other way can cross the barrier between the worlds.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Erasmus has left Kenilwurt for Avalon this morning,” Gwallawc informed Rhys, handing him the parchment he had received from the messenger. “He has been summoned by the Three Sisters to begin the preparations to receive your sisters.”
 
   “Oh, it is a shame I could not have seen him off on his journey. It is bound to be a lonely one.” Rhys was more deeply disappointed than he let his father know. Not having the chance to say goodbye to Erasmus meant that it would be a long time before he saw his dear valet and friend again.
 
   “The wagons had been sent back yesterday, so the trip will be faster for him but he will not be alone for long, Son; I have word that he will be escorting Igraine and her court to Avalon. He rode north from Kenilwurt to the Coventry Road then onwards to meet them before they depart from Beormingaham.”
 
   The news made Rhys smile; Erasmus held Igraine in extremely high regard and always spoke endearingly of her.
 
   “Well, he has a noble cause and impeccable company to boot!” They shared a rare but hearty laugh at the comment and his father gave him a pat on the back.
 
   “Father, can I name the estate and house myself or would it be improper to take the town’s name from the structure?” he asked.
 
   “Well, usually the estate and its great hall would take the townships’ name but it is not a steadfast rule. Your uncle’s home at Strut Forth does not bear the town's name as you well know. He called it Avonlea Hall for his wife, your aunt.” Gwallawc paused for a few moments letting his words hang on the air. “Have you a name for this place, Son?”
 
   “I think so, but I would like to see the work finished before I make the final decision.” Rhys told his father a half-truth to avoid him pressing the matter any further and it seemed to work. “I would like to review the plans at Kenilwurt with you tomorrow. I think I have a few small changes I would like to make.”
 
   “Very well.”
 
   “Son, Grandson!” A voice called to them from above. They both looked up to see Anlawdd descending the hill toward them. It only took him a short while to get to where they were; he was extremely agile for a man of his age.
 
   “Shall we start back?” Anlawdd asked.
 
   “Yes Father,” Gwallawc replied. “I wish to be back in Kenilwurt before luncheon; the Head Tenant is scheduled to consult with me this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, I had just about forgotten that, Son. Yes, let’s be off then. Are you ready, Rhys?”
 
   “Yes, sirs, we should leave now.”
 
   The road was dusty, but soon the coolness of the Worwick highlands took hold and they donned their warm clothing again piece by piece. The trip was made in haste and in complete silence. It seemed to Rhys that the closer they came to Kenilwurt, the colder his father’s demeanor became until he was all and all his usual self again. Rhys made a silent promise to himself that when he moved into Itheilwen, he would invite his father there regularly, if only to allow Gwallawc a chance to shed his severity for a short time. It would be good for his health.
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   Mab was restless in her sleep.
 
   She tossed and turned, mumbling incoherently in elvish. She was dreaming and in her dream she saw a boy with milk white skin, the blackest hair and piercing green eyes. He walked through a dense forest with such fervor that it was evident he was searching for something, or somewhere, or someone. A twig snapped underfoot and she saw him stop and turn to look in her direction.
 
   It was at that moment the object in his hand caught her eye. A thin ray of sunlight fighting through the thick canopy caught on it and it glittered wildly. He stretched out his hand offering the shining prize to her. She took a step back and exclaimed loudly. On his outstretched arm, all around the sleeve of his shirt, a thick silver vine had sprouted from the object he held and become entangled; attaching itself to him and it was blooming furiously in white roses. The object in his hand was a silver branch with many perfect silver apples hanging from it.
 
   When she woke, the moon was dark and nothing could be seen from her window, only darkness filled the room. Her chambermaid knocked tentatively at the door and slowly came into the room. She went directly to the hearth and stoked the fire that had died down there. The rising flames shed some light on the surroundings.
 
   “He is coming,” she whispered.
 
   “Madam?” the maid queried.
 
   “He is coming,” Mab repeated. “Nestaron is coming.”
 
   “Nestaron? But there has not been a ‘Healer’ for centuries, my lady.”
 
   “Dreams that come when the moon is dark are messages from the cosmos. They are not to be ignored,” she said.
 
   The maid stood motionless with her hand over her mouth waiting for her mistress’s next move, but Mab eased herself back onto her pillows and closed her eyes.
 
   “Please Aria, alert Titania’s handmaid to give her lady a message. I wish to see Lady Titania first thing in the morning, even before she breaks her fast. She must come to me in my presence chamber and we will eat together there.”
 
   “Yes, madam.”
 
   Mab drifted back to sleep easily, but that did not stop the dream from replaying in her mind for the rest of the night.
 
   She woke early and tended to her toilette without Aria’s assistance. When the handmaid arrived, she instructed her to take down her white silk dress. The gown was elegantly cut with wide long sleeves and a full skirt. The bodice was embroidered with thread of gold and trimmed with golden beads and white seed pearls. Aria silently tugged at the strings to fasten the dress closed and laid her lady’s slippers at her feet.
 
   Once dressed, Mab went through to her presence chamber and found Titania seated by the fire awaiting her entry. The warrior faery did not rise but waited for the steward to seat the queen opposite her at the table. The stewards and handmaids silently left the room and the chamberlains began the meal service. They placed platters of cheese, bread and fruit before them as well as water, nectar and milk and promptly excused themselves from the room.
 
   “What is this I hear about Nestaron’s return, Mab? Is this some sort of farce? Don’t we have enough to worry about with drows and demons passing through Eon to get to Earth and, as I hear it, attacking innocent humans in the dead of night?” Titania asked bluntly.
 
   Being a warrior, she had no use for tact and diplomacy, she always went straight to the heart of the matter… or the beast.
 
   “I had a dream, Titania; he walked toward me with the silver in his right hand and the vine growing around his arm.”
 
   Titania opened her mouth to ask a question, but Mab answered it before she could speak a word. 
 
   “It was covered with white roses blooming full and spotless.”
 
   “Well then, what do we do now?”
 
   “Of that, I am not sure, Titania.”
 
   “I am sure it will come to you soon enough, my queen.”
 
   “Thank you, Titania. This dream was so vivid and the boy seemed to know me in it as if he has encountered our kind before.” She paused for breath then continued, “He was richly dressed and impeccably groomed, a boy of high birth and the vision was extremely unsettling.”
 
   “Why so, my queen?” Titania asked.
 
   “Because if he is of the right rank and he bears the right name, he may be our last hope.”
 
   “I will ask the muses to consult their Greek astronomers on the matter immediately.”
 
   Mab sighed, half in anguish and half in relief.
 
   “Gratitude, Titania. You are with me among the few Eldest left in Eon. You understand what faces us now.”
 
   Titania nodded in silence.
 
   “Now let us eat.”
 
   “Yes, my queen.”
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Rhys’ mother found him in the library just before lunch that day; he was studying a new map of Red Ditch and the drawings of the house being built there. A clerk with pencils in his hair and a plethora of gadgets and instruments in his arms stood beside him clucking over the changes that Rhys meant to make to the structure.
 
   “I would like the rooms at the end of the upstairs corridor to be the master chambers. They must be twice the size as I see here in the sketches; I enjoy my space and that will eventually be shared quarters so it must be larger.”
 
   “So, you plan to share your chamber with your wife then, Son?” Mucuruna interrupted. 
 
   Both men were startled and the clerk dropped the ruler in his hand in a hurried effort to bow to her. She had made such a silent entry neither Rhys nor the clerk had known she was in the room. Rhys gracefully bowed his head to her.
 
   “Lady mother, you have frightened Sir Arris and made him drop his precious instruments.”
 
   She dipped a small curtsy and replied, “Apologies, Sir Arris. I find that my step is as silent as it was in my girlhood.” She smiled at her son and continued, “Please do not misconstrue my quiet entry for spying.”
 
   “Not at all, my lady, you are welcome.” He recovered, “We are just reviewing some changes which Rhys desires for Red Ditch Hall.”
 
   “I see and how goes it at Red Ditch, Sir Arris?
 
   “Please, do not call it Red Ditch Hall again. I have decided to give it some other name so we will call it Dragon House until then,” Rhys interrupted.
 
   “As you wish, Your Grace.”
 
   “Please continue, son. I am interested to hear of your improvements,” Mucuruna said.
 
   She sat on a raised divan by the window and looked out over the garden but Rhys knew she was listening intently.
 
   He cleared his throat and continued, “Sir Arris, as I was saying, I wish for the rear chambers to be twice as large. To the rear of the privy chamber I would like a third room made for taking baths. The water should flow in from the same stream above the lake which feeds the fountain in the downstairs hallway as well as from the hot springs near the cliffs. It should be built just like a fountain but with a drain which can be opened and closed. I want it to look like a waterfall and there should be recesses for the clothing cabinets along one wall of this bathing room.”
 
   Sir Arris scratched his head, but nodded at the same time.
 
   “It will be wonderful, sire.”
 
   “For the rest of the family, I wish for a bath house to be constructed over the hot springs with fountain baths, benches and dressing rooms. 
 
   “Sir Arris, I am sure you have wondered about the lighting of the rear chambers if they are to be made larger.”
 
   “I have Sire, but I think I may make a suggestion.”
 
   “Speak freely, sir.”
 
   I would cut back some of the hillside gradually into stepped terraces,” he said, making a sketch on the parchment laid out in front of them. “If the land is receded then the sunlight will reach the bare stone and windows can be cut out there. The terracing will provide lovely gardening space and the plants will prevent the soil from collapsing.”
 
   “Excellent, Sir Arris. That will do. I wish for large windows and lots of sunlight in the rooms.”
 
   “Gratitude, Sire. I will return to Red Ditch immediately and begin making these adjustments.”
 
   “Thank you, Arris.”
 
   “Oh no, thank you, Your Grace,” he responded. “When it is complete, Dragon House will be the first of its kind and I will be famous for having built it.”
 
   “Aye, Sir Arris.”
 
   The excited clerk left the room, taking all his accoutrements with him. As the door closed, Rhys heard his mother sigh.
 
   “How now, Lady Mother?”
 
   “It is nothing, son,” she said, sighing again. “Only that it is abundantly clear that my son is now a man and will soon leave me again to enter his own household. I can only hope that I will be welcome there.”
 
   Rhys shook his head and went over to his mother, sitting beside her on the divan. He took her hands in his and kissed them.
 
   “My mother, you are my first and truest love. How could I leave you even if I wanted to? There will always be a place in my heart and in my home for you.”
 
   Mucuruna smiled at her son and stroked the black curls away from his face. Before Rhys could guess what she was doing, Mucuruna closed her eyes and placed two fingers over her heart, then put them to the center of Rhys’ forehead. Her eyes immediately flew open and her head rocked back. For several seconds they sat there, Mucuruna was in a trancelike state and Rhys started to panic. But then just as suddenly as it had started, it was over and she let go her hold on him and fell back to the pillows.
 
   “Mother, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, my dear son, I am alright.”
 
   “What happened to you? I was quite worried.”
 
   “I had a vision, Rhys. It was like a waking dream and it was the same one that has been plaguing me since before your arrival here. But this time, there was more and I saw you and things that will happen to you.”
 
   “Will you tell me these things you have seen?”
 
   “I do not think that the time has arrived for me to do so. I will tell you when the time is more auspicious.”
 
   “It cannot be any bad news if you can show such constraint.”
 
   “Indeed, Son. However, I do also need to tell you that I must cancel our tea for today,” she replied, grasping at the opportunity to change the topic. “Your uncle arrives this afternoon and has requested an audience with you all.”
 
   “I see,” he said, clearly dejected by the news.
 
   “Ah, I almost forgot,” she reached into the folds of her sleeves and brought out a small metal box. She handed it to him. “Happy birthday, Rhys.”
 
   “Oh, thank you mother. I knew you would remember,” Rhys said hugging her. “It is my first present of the day.”
 
   “You are welcome, beloved son.”
 
   At that moment, she graciously stood to leave him, but he held her hand and pulled her back down to the seat. Rhys opened the box and lifted the folds of cloth. There a new arrowhead was resting on a bed of red velvet. The steel was shiny from repeated folding and shone like precious sterling silver. The broadhead was elongated for increased speed and had four points, all fearsomely sharp with the edges meeting at a deadly point. On impact, the arrow would cause massive bleeding and a clean kill; perfect for the large game which Rhys preferred and just in time for the hunting season. Silently, he closed the box and hugged his mother tightly.
 
   “I have had 100 of them made for you my son, one for every year that I hope you will live to see after this.”
 
   “This is the most appropriate and appreciated gift that I shall ever receive,” he said softly. “Gratitude, Mother.”
 
   Just then the bell sounded for lunch and Mucuruna hastily stood up and smoothed out her voluminous skirts. She took a white handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed her wet eyes as Rhys held his arm out for her. Together they left the library and went down to the dining hall to join the rest of the family.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   When Erasmus arrived back at Avalon with Queen Igraine and her court, he turned them over to Morgana and her sisters and quietly excused himself from the regalia of the royal welcome. A parchment had reached him that day while he was on the road just south of Brum’s Grove from Beormingaham and he wanted to attend to it urgently. It was from Rhys. The going had been very slow on the road due to the queen’s carriage so it had been easy for the rider dispatched by Rhys from Red Ditch to find them.
 
   He tenderly closed the door behind him and sat by the cold fireplace in his presence chamber before unrolling the scroll.
 
    
 
   “Dearest teacher and friend, Erasmus,
 
   It was saddening to hear of your early departure from Kenilwurt but the noble call of your mission is reason enough for me to grant you easy leave. I have been given my birthright lands by my father and grandfather in the valley of Red Ditch and a fantastic manor is already being built there.
 
   I will be on my way to Sheffield by then so dispatch the rider to deliver any news to me at Nottingham.
 
   Thank you for your faithfulness my friend. I am sure we will embrace again soon.
 
   Rhys, at Red Ditch.”
 
    
 
   Erasmus paused to look at the height of the sun; he could just about make it there and back before midafternoon when Morgana was hosting a special tea for the queen. Hurriedly, he sat at his desk and scribbled a letter. He pulled his cloak from its hook and went down to the castle’s watergate. Finding the beautiful glen was easy with Rhys’ straightforward directions and he tacked the letter on the tree where it could be easily seen from the pool.
 
   To his surprise, the plan worked because by the next day when he returned, a note was posted on the same tree with the word “Erasmus” written on it. 
 
   That evening a rider left Avalon at full speed riding north toward Leicester.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Naida slowly pushed the library door open and peeped cautiously around it to see if there was anyone inside.
 
   The room was deserted and as silent as a tomb. Her calculations had been correct; everyone was at their morning activities, and even Pendrake was busy giving his horticultural lectures to his students in the greenhouses. She had excused herself from her needlework class early, claiming exhaustion, leaving her teacher to marvel over the exquisite set of handkerchiefs she had made for the queen.
 
   She had toiled excruciatingly over the fantastic embroidery of interlocking scrollwork all of the night before in hopes of getting the exact reaction from them. It was the perfect harvest time motif which she had executed, all in spun silver thread.
 
   Naida made her way up the winding staircase at the back of the library all the way to the top floor and immediately started scanning the shelves for the book she needed. Soon she found the series of dull green leather bindings of the book’s twelve volumes peering out from amongst the various black and brown spines on the shelf. She took down the fifth book in the row and turned it over in her hands; it was thick but surprisingly light.
 
   The Magnus Chronicus was a great collection of fae histories, which some faery thought were not all true. But the fables were so old that none of the fae living among them in Eon could say for certain which were fact and which were not. That did not matter to Naida, however; she knew exactly what she wanted to find. It was a story in which a faery noble had disguised himself and traded a branch of magical silver bells to an earth king for his wife and children. Apparently, when the branch was shaken, the music made by the bells was so bewitching that it could entrance mortals into giving anything to have them. But that was not the most interesting part to Naida. The story went on to imply that this earth king used the branch of bells to take himself over into Eon through the perilous membrane, Annon Morn.
 
   Carefully Naida set the volume on a nearby desk. She chose one which was at the back of the alcove and sat facing the front of it so she could keep watch. The volume was titled: Mystical Objects and Magical Tools. Careful not to tear the fragile parchment, Naida turned the book’s pages through the Mystical Objects section. Each object was elegantly illustrated and complemented by paragraphs of detailed explanations on its own page. Some went on for two or three pages where the author had included accounts of legends and fables dating back so far in time that the dates could not be recorded.
 
    
 
   “In Hibernia, there was a marvelous silver bough which, like the golden bough of Virgil, served as a doorway into the Arcadia of the gods. Some say it was the property of Manannan MacLir. Cut from a mystic apple tree, the silver branch gave forth magical music which none might resist. The apples it bore, dangling like bells, served the sojourner for food while in the Land of the Gods.
 
   “Cormac Mua Cuinn, the High King, was lured to the Summerland one day when he encountered a young man holding a wondrous branch of silver which had nine golden apples hanging from it. When the youth shook the branch, the apples touched and made sweet music like bells, so that he who heard it forgot his sorrow and care. Cormac asked the young man if he would sell the marvelous branch, and to his dismay the youth demanded the king's wife, son, and daughter in exchange. Enchanted by the music of the silver bough, Cormac agreed. His family was distraught to learn how they had been traded away until they heard the music of the branch, at which they immediately forgot their dismay and departed with the young man joyfully.
 
   “After a year had passed, King Cormac longed to see his wife and children and so, taking the silver branch, he set out to find them. As he rode, a magic cloud enveloped him and he found himself on a beautiful green plain, before a majestic house. Within he was greeted by Manannan who ushered in Cormac's wife and children. Manannan revealed that it had been he himself who had taken the king's family in order to lure him to his happy country. Cormac and his wife and family slept that night in the house of Manannan, and when they awoke the next morning they found themselves in their palace at Tara with the silver branch and other magical gifts beside them.”
 
    
 
   Naida could not believe her eyes.
 
   She read the page over and over. Suddenly, she realized that although she had her proof of what Minerva had told her, she did not have any more answers as to where the orchard was to be found than when she had started out. She took the book back to the shelf and quickly went to the reference card drawer. She searched for ‘silver orchard’… nothing. Then she tried silver bough, again nothing. She paused and mulled over Minerva’s words in her mind and suddenly it came to her: ‘Lifetree’. She searched for the card and there it was. According to the location stated on the reference card, the book was right there with her on the thirteenth floor. She went immediately to the shelf and took the book down. Settling back in at the desk, Naida opened the book to find a series of fantastic drawings of the Lifetree.
 
   She skimmed over the accounts of its history and how it came to be in Eon until she came to a picture of the Great Hall with the beautiful silver apple tree stretching out wide branches toward the atrium roof. But something in the picture was not quite right. Naida looked closer and studied the tree intently before she noticed what the problem was. The leaves were almost all missing from its branches and in the drawing more were falling still. She began reading the picture’s accompanying passage.
 
    
 
   “After the Great War, Oberon’s magicians cast a spell on Eon which caused the Lifetree to grow out of the floor in the throne room he had shared with Mab. The Lifetree grew and entangled itself with the sources of all living energy in Eon; therefore, without the energy from the Lifetree, the Fae living in Eon will age and die and all life will eventually cease. The spell dictated that the tree had to be sustained by the periodic introduction of a fresh branch from the Mother Tree which is found in a Silver Orchard on Earth.
 
   “Only the tree knows when it needs to be replenished and although no one knows how it happens, the Nestaron is always summoned at this time to gather the branch and use its power to cross into Eon to resuscitate the Lifetree before the last leaf falls. The Summoning is accompanied by dreams, visions and signs which appear to members of the Ernil vuin and sometimes the Brannon vuin to confirm that the tree is calling for sustenance and thus the coming of Nestaron, ensuring that the Faery will prepare adequately for the reception. The spell allows for the human to fail the quest, however, and if this ever happened all Eon and its inhabitants would be doomed.”
 
    
 
   Naida thought the story was fantastical. She had seen the Lifetree only once in all her years in Eon. In fact, she did not think she knew anyone who had ever seen it more than once or twice. She started to wonder what any of these fantasy stories had to do with the situation between her and Rhys.
 
   She turned the page and saw an elaborate illustration of a branch bearing twelve perfect silver apples, the inscription read, “The Eternal Branch”. Below the picture she read:
 
    
 
   The Eternal Branch is granted to Nestaron if he can defeat the nymph of the orchard in an archery contest. She is a fierce faerie who was once one of Titania’s best warriors, a brave inya who rode at the front of Titania’s famed mounted archers in battle. This duty is assigned to the nymph Rinnah, who has never been defeated by Nestaron. In order to maintain the difficulty of the challenge, each time it has been found both she and the orchard vanish and reappear somewhere new on earth.
 
   If the Eternal Branch is won and brought to Galasriniel, the spell will be broken forever and the Lifetree will never require replenishing again. Ultimately the cycles of Nestaron will end, liberating Eon from its dependence on Man forever. It was prophesied that when the celestial bodies were positioned correctly, a boy of regal blood, a dragon prince will come bearing the name Lhûgernil, and he will be the final Nestaron.
 
    
 
   Naida gasped at the name laid out before her on the page.
 
   “Could it be you? Is that why we found each other?” she wondered.
 
   “Rhys,” she sighed.
 
   She shut the book and took a deep breath, then she exhaled and breathed deeply again and as she did, Naida felt the first of the tears that had begun welling in her eyes slide down her cheeks.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   In light of the recent attack at the inn, Rhys’ family decided to make their own adjustment to the plans for the journey north.
 
   Rhys and Richard were supposed to have gone to Nottingham to gather Owen on their own; however, his father would now be accompanying them and Richard’s father would also join the party before they arrived in Leicester. If the two older men were satisfied by a suitable lack of event by the time they were to leave Sheffield for Leeds, then the four ‘sons’ would be allowed to continue on their own.
 
   Gwallawc, Rhys and Richard set out from Kenilwurt with a small contingent of riders made up of four swordsmen, a page and a cook. The journey was quiet as always and just as Rhys had suspected, the colder the weather got, the surlier his father’s temperament became. To separate himself from the poor company, he often rode ahead of the party with Richard and Celyn, the pageboy.
 
   Together, they chased foxes and other small animals into the roadside ditches for sport and often when they had made camp for the night, the three boys would spar with their swords or shoot target practice with their bow and arrows. Rhys took the evenings to exercise Broderick when he had not ridden the horse for a portion of the day. It was true that Emrys was easier to ride over long distances, but Rhys felt unprepared without his charger close by. If he was convinced that he would not need him for the rest of the trip, he would entrust Celyn to return the horse to Kenilwurt for him.
 
   Caradoc had met them on the road just outside of Coventry on their second day northward and his addition to the group had been a relief for Rhys. His uncle was full of conversation and that seemed to gratify his father. The two rode side by side and were constantly engaged in muttering.
 
   As it turned out, soon after starting the journey north, the party began to fall short on fresh meat. The cook had brought a fair amount of dried fruit and grain with them, but by the second day’s evening meal, it had become clear that the same care had not been taken elsewhere with the rations. The dried beef that cook served for breakfast the next morning was the last straw for Rhys. Autonomously, he took on the chore of daily hunting and he recruited his companions, Richard and Celyn, to the task as well.
 
   On the plains, they rode out far ahead of the rest of the traveling party and found pheasant and rabbits in the brush which Celyn chased into the open and Rhys and Richard shot down from vantage points in the trees. In the woodlands, they stalked deer, tracking them on horseback. Rhys would ride down the selected animal and shoot it while standing in the stirrups.
 
   He took Broderick out on these expeditions; the horse was as much a warrior as he was. Surefooted and determined in his stride at any pace but most of all, he was fearless. The hunting was good and got better the further north they went. They arrived in Bedworth very late on the third night, riding into the stable yard of the Lion’s Inn hours after dark. Nevertheless, the innkeeper was expecting them and ushered the men into the common room for warm broth and bread. After a flagon or two of good wine, the men bedded down in the common room while Rhys, Richard, Gwallawc and Caradoc took a room upstairs.
 
   The next morning while his father and the other men were eating their breakfast of hot oat porridge, Rhys found the innkeeper and asked if any messages had come for him. The innkeeper’s wife brought out a folded parchment from her apron pockets.
 
   “The messenger said to deliver the letter to you in private and bring no attention to it. I was going to wait until you were departing to have the stable boy hand it to you,” she explained.
 
   “That would have done the job, however I find myself anxious to receive this news,” Rhys replied.
 
   He sat in the kitchen, opened the paper and read.
 
    
 
   “Rhys,
 
   I received this from Naida in response to my letter. I have had no difficulties communicating with her in this way; I found her reply by the next morning.
 
   As I did not have the chance to send you off properly, I must say that I wish you the best of luck as you travel north. This task is important but I know you have the skills to succeed. I will see you again, very soon.
 
   Your loyal friend,
 
   Erasmus, at Avalon.”
 
    
 
   Inside Erasmus’ letter was another fold of parchment sealed with bright green wax. He tore it open next and read.
 
    
 
   “Rhys, my love,
 
   I was relieved to get your valet’s letter at the Everlasting Pool. You will see many cities during your travels and your destination is many days’ ride into the northern country. I will miss you dearly. Remember when you are out there, if you desire to speak to me, find a pond and I will find you just as I did in Red Ditch. If there is no pond, place a bowl of water on the ground at sundown and when the sun just passes below the horizon call my name three times into the water. I will wait with much longing to see your face at that time, my love.
 
   You are special, Rhys. Your destiny is great and has become intimately entwined with mine and that of my people. Keep yourself safe. I wait patiently until I may see you again.
 
   My heart is yours,
 
   Naida”
 
    
 
   Rhys could hardly breathe as he read the letter over and over.
 
   Finally, he folded the papers, tucked them into his jerkin and returned to the common room to finish his breakfast. The sun had already risen and it was time to depart. The ride to Nottingham Castle was not a very long one but it was known to be difficult, weaving through a fair amount of rough terrain. Sheffield would be the longest distance they had gone in a day since leaving Kenilwurt, but they were determined to arrive at Sheffield Manor Hall in four days and avoid too many hard nights in the open.
 
   Once on the road, Rhys turned his mind away from the letter against his chest and toward the matters at hand. If they made good time, they would arrive at the Thorn and Ivy Inn in Leicester by the next day and at least the hearty meal and warm bed would comfort him somehow. The retinue of men and supplies would be leaving them there and returning to Kenilwurt, leaving Rhys and the others to go the rest of the way on their own. Rhys wanted to thank them with a substantial animal which they would prepare for supper that night, which meant the day would be dedicated to bringing down a large kill.
 
   He left his elders to their bantering and veered off into the woodlands with Richard. Celyn followed at a distance behind them as was customary when hunting the animal that the boys had in mind. After an hour, they found the trail of a small sounder of pigs and set chase. It didn’t take them long to find them foraging for roots and mushrooms among some fallen trees in a quiet clearing. Richard dismounted and tied his horse to a tree, continuing on foot. Celyn climbed a tall tree and found a vantage point from which to watch the animals. He was careful to be very quiet; wild pigs were known to charge at people and hurt or kill them during a hunt. Rhys circled them and identified a large boar with huge tusks. It would make a prize catch. Suddenly, Celyn whistled the call and Richard was standing in the clearing shouting at the pigs. They all stood still, glaring at him for a moment then the boar dipped his head and started digging at the ground with his front trotters. He paused to see if Richard would advance and when the boy ran toward him, he charged. Richard ran as fast as he could and vaulted onto the lowest branch of a nearby tree, shimmying up the trunk as the boar reached it and attempted to climb up after him. Then Rhys rode out of the woods at a full gallop, determined to catch the pig in his distraction. Standing high in Broderick’s saddle, he released one of his new broad head arrows, sending it flying right through the pig’s gullet. The boar collapsed on the spot and his herd dispersed in a myriad of grunts and squeals.
 
   When he reached the foot of the tree, Rhys helped Richard down and Celyn came running out of the woods. The boys grasped arms and embraced, laughing heartily. The adrenaline from the hunt was coursing wildly through their veins, but the bounty of their efforts lay on the ground at their feet. The pig was at least five feet long and very fat; it would do very nicely at their dinner that night.
 
   The boys’ celebration was suddenly punctuated by a distant howl deeper in the woods. They stood silent, listening to gauge the distance of the wolf that had alarmed them. He was at least a mile or so away, but the scent of the kill would travel fast. Quickly, they cut a long sturdy branch from the tree Richard had climbed earlier and used their ropes to lash the boar to the center of it. Richard mounted his horse holding one end of the limb on his shoulder and Celyn did the same. They rode back to join the traveling party with the large pig bobbing from the stake between them. The men gave a loud roar at the sight of the animal.
 
   That night, the spit in the camp hissed and sputtered under the dripping fat and juices from the roasting boar and the air was filled with the delicious smell of meat. At the table, Rhys’ father beamed with pride but he said nothing to his son. It was Caradoc who turned to Rhys and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
 
   Quietly he said, “I have seen with my own eyes that you are a man, Rhys. This hunt has proven your worthiness and your courage. You will succeed on the voyage and when you return to us, you will return as your true self, a proven Dragon Prince.”
 
   Rhys’ eyes filled with tears at his uncle’s words but he quickly quelled them, allowing not one to spill over. Silently, he nodded his thanks to him and returned to his meal.
 
   That night, Rhys took to his own tent and sat in silence in front of the brazier until the coals began to fade. He was tired but the anxiety he felt knotted his stomach, and drove the sleep away. He retrieved the letters he had received from Erasmus and Naida and re-read them, wishing that Erasmus could be close to him or that he could hear Naida’s clear voice again. He folded the papers and tucked them back into his satchel, climbed into the large bed and fell quickly asleep.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Rhys woke in the dead of the night with hardly any effort at all. He had to try to summon Naida tonight. When the moon was high, he walked down to the River Trent, found a tiny sedimentary pond by the bank and sat down beside it.
 
    “Naida,” he whispered.
 
   “Rhys, how good to see you,” she replied.
 
   They sat and stared at each other for a while. After what seemed like hours, he suddenly spoke.
 
   “Has a muse never found a way to become human?” Rhys asked her suddenly.
 
   Naida gasped at the forthright question.
 
   “Well, there is an old myth about one muse who did manage to take human form, but she was so unfortunate for all her human days afterwards that the conundrum has always been whether it was really worth all her efforts at all.”
 
   “Tell me the story,” he whispered to her suggestively.
 
   She smiled, blushing until her neck and throat, as well as her cheeks, were pink. Clearing her throat, she began.
 
   “Her name was Calamity. She was an artist’s muse many centuries ago in the time of Babylonia. She went to him in a dream one night, whispering in his ear about a terraced building with aqueducts for water where he could make beautiful plants and flowers flourish in the middle of the desert and which would make him famous for millennia.
 
   “She appeared to him repeatedly in his dreams until he finished the final sketches of the gardens and then as the waters started flowing through the aqueducts and canals, she would appear in the pools and fountains and they would sit and talk and gaze at each other for hours on end. The man would bathe in the pools so that he could imagine that she could touch him and that they were lying together. He recited the poems of a king to her and she responded with these poems as well. Soon Calamity got tired of the distant relationship and the man’s heart was so tied to her that he became ill from not being able to hold her in his arms. He wanted her to be his wife and be with him on Earth forever. She wanted the same. So she went to Oberon and Mab and stated her case. They felt pity for her because in those days there was never a couple more in love than the royal couple were. Mab did not want Calamity to leave Eon, as she was one of her favorites at court, but she understood what the faery felt. Mab asked Titania, the High Priestess, to set a task for Calamity that would prove her conviction to the man and Oberon asked Mikah, High Steward, to do the same for the man. The man came to Eon and performed his task while Calamity was sent to Earth to do hers.
 
   “It was meant to be a timely process because if too much time passed they would both begin to age rapidly. Calamity completed her task and returned to Eon to take the man back to Earth with her but when she arrived she found he had not completed his task and was growing weak and old. Calamity insisted that Mab perform the wedding ceremony and after they had been together for one night, they set to finish the task together. The union with his new wife reversed the signs of aging in the man since she was still a faery, but when the task was finished and Calamity pulled the man through the water back to Earth he died in her arms from drowning as she did not have the strength to take him through the watery path quickly enough.
 
   “So now she was human and could not return to Eon. Calamity buried her husband in a crypt below the beautiful hanging gardens he had built for her and tended the plants until she grew old. One day, she dressed and left the garden. She walked to the sea and called to Amphitrite begging her to take her back to the water saying her feet were tired of dust and dirt. Amphitrite took her into the water and sent her to Anthemoessa, the Island of the Sirens, to be a handmaid to the three creatures.
 
   “Every step she made in an effort to expedite her love of a human man was met with misfortune and distress; she was so ill-fated that she could not even find peace in her long mourning for her husband. That is why even today when events cause great suffering and distress or disasters, humans refer to it as a calamity.”
 
   Rhys was lying on his back with his eyes closed, listening to her tale. He was enchanted and couldn’t look at her for fear that his emotions would be too plain in his green eyes.
 
   “Naida,” he finally managed to say, opening his eyes to look up at the moon, “is the story true?”
 
   “I do not know if the story is true, Rhys, but it is my experience that all legends and myths are born of true events; the only complication is that the stories are so old, one can never tell how much of it is still accurate.”
 
   He sighed deeply and as the breath left his body, courage seemed to replace it.
 
   “You are the most intriguing woman I have ever met. I look forward to seeing you again every time we are apart and I find myself wishing that we could be together more often.”
 
   “I feel the same, Rhys, and the feeling is so strong that it hurts sometimes. Like a crippling pain that spreads through my chest and heart and I have to pause to recover from the alarm. Titania suspects something already and I had to confide in my friend Minerva for fear of breaking apart with this feeling.”
 
   “I understand why you had to seek Minerva’s confidence. If I had not just recently found an advisor in my valet Erasmus, I would be bursting at the seams by now. Thus he is elevated from the position of servant to that of tutor. He advised my uncle, the great Caradoc Vreichvras in much the same way when he was a youth at Avalon.”
 
    “Rhys, I am intrigued by all this. Would you please tell me more about your family?”
 
   Rhys got up and walked to the water’s edge. He took a deep breath and turned to look at her face again.
 
   “Where do I begin?” He paused for a little.
 
   “At the beginning of course, silly boy,” she quipped, laughing.
 
   “All right then,” he started. “My mother’s family comes from Burgundy, or Bourgogne, in France. In truth, they were from Narbonne but that may not be entirely important to the story. My mother is Mucuruna Cecilia of Gascoigne; her mother was Caretena Agrippina de Narbonne. Her stepsister is the great Chlotilde, the Holy Princess of Burgundy. She had two other step siblings, Chroma of Burgundy and a brother named Willibald, who became King of Burgundy. Her father was Caretena’s first husband, Ranfild Aurelius, Duke of Gascoigne. After Ranfild died, Flavius, Caretena’s father, sent her to the Burgundian court as a lady in waiting to Queen Hrothildis of the Visigoths. There she met the prince, Chilperic, and they fell in love and married.
 
   “My mother was brought to court to live as the royal couple’s own child and eventually her sisters and brother arrived to fill the house. My mother had four step uncles and each ruled a borough within the Burgundian lands with the eldest, Chilperic the King, ruling them all as a council. The youngest brother, Gundobad, was dissatisfied with the fact that his chances to be king, if left to the line of succession, were very thin as forth in line to the throne. He plotted to murder his brothers. His plans were successful and after the murders of Chilperic and his brothers, Caretena and her children were removed from the court by Gundobad, the usurper, and placed in exile. Her daughters’ husbands rescued them all from the keep in Geneva. My aunts remained with their husbands while my mother and grandmother Caretena went back to Narbonne to live with their relatives.”
 
   “This is intriguing,” Naida interjected. “But how is it that your mother’s younger sisters were married before she was?”
 
   “That is an excellent and very important question, Naida. They were the royal bloodline, whereas she was not, so their father’s priority was to place them in ally courts as spouses to the princes of the Franks and the Visigoths. Mucuruna was his step daughter so it was Caretena’s responsibility to arrange her marriage, and she would do it very carefully so as to place her as high as her birthright made possible.”
 
   Naida nodded to show that she understood Rhys’ explanation.
 
   “Caretena took my mother to all the social events in an effort for her to be seen by the nobility in Narbonne and it was at one such outing that my mother met my father, Gwallawc, son of Anlawdd and Irelli. They were introduced at a grand ball thrown by his parents to celebrate his eighteenth birthday. Their other sons, Owain, Cedric and Amren were already married. It was an elaborate affair attended by the oldest families in the region; lords, ladies and royalty alike.
 
   “My father came from good stock, not royalty but certainly a nobleman. Anlawdd was from Britain and the first born son of the prince, Anlawdd Wledig of Dumnonia. However, he was illegitimate and hence could not inherit his father’s throne or title. Nevertheless, his father bestowed every honor and all the riches of a legitimate prince on him. He became an established land owner and a lord with castles, fields and tenants, but when his father died, he went to Europe to travel and trade and that was when he met Irelli while purchasing wine to trade to Dover.
 
   “Irelli’s family was one of the founding families of Narbonne, the Melusins. They were a famous family of herbalists and healers and some people thought they were magical. The two courted, were married and then Anlawdd decided to return to Britain and settle his growing family in his lands in the Midlands. The future of the country was going to change soon, as Uther Pendragon was poised to try to unite the clans of Britain as one country under one king. It was said that he wielded Excalibur, the sword of kings. Anlawdd had a lot of family in Britain including four living aunts Goleuddydd, Rieingulid, Igraine the queen and Tywynwedd, his favorite. She is my uncle Caradoc’s mother. He had to lend his support to his aunt’s husband, King Uther. Morgana le Fae is Queen Igraine’s daughter from her first marriage to Gorlois, the Duke of Cornwall; so are Morgause and Elaine. King Arthur is Igraine’s son from her marriage to Uther Pendragon, hence our relation.
 
   “Anlawdd owned extensive lands with several halls and lodges built of heavy stone, so with four sons who were now all married, it made sense. They all returned to Britain and settled at Kenilwurt, in Worwick’s Shire. My grandmother, Caretena, stayed in France; eventually she returned to court and remarried. Ultimately, she became the mother of Queen Ingoberge of Paris and Queen Inconnu of the Franks during her third marriage.”
 
   All the while that Rhys was speaking, Naida stared intently at his face. He purposely avoided her gaze to avoid blushing from the attention she was giving him.
 
   “In Britain, my mother bore two children before me, but they both died as infants. My grandmother, Irelli stepped in when I was conceived. She took trips to Dover to purchase food and herbs from Burgundy and sent servants to the markets at London for grain from the south which she prepared for my mother to eat. My father and uncles were still having a hard time reviving the farmland which had lain fallow for so many years. Irelli told me that when I was born, I was crying before she had removed me from my mother’s body. She encouraged my mother to nurse me herself. To the joy of my parents and grandparents, I grew quickly. I walked at nine months and spoke at one year and with Irelli's help my mother conceived and delivered three more children, all girls.
 
   “My sisters are Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn. They are all fair haired like you, Naida— like my mother as well—but they all have my father’s green eyes like I do. This makes them an eerie trio to see. It is as if they were one person being copied and reborn a year apart from each other. The little princesses at Kenilwurt Hall, spoilt by my father but reined in and educated impeccably by my mother. As I grew, my mother taught me as much language, music and deportment as she knew how to, while my grandfather taught me everything about rearing animals and tending the land. We rode out every day to survey the different fields and vales of the countryside we owned and I paid attention to how he planned the use of the land for the coming year; which of the parks the tenants would be allowed to hunt or fish in during the hunting season and what each would plant come the fall. He tried to teach me how to command people, making them productive without being a tyrant and how to be compassionate without becoming spineless. When I was four, my father gave me my first horse, a palfrey mare called Clarity, which I bred every two years until I had six horses altogether. I traded her first colt for a beautiful charger colt from the stables of my first uncle, Owain. Originally it was to bring in some better blood, but he quickly became my favorite and I trained him for combat by practicing my archery while riding him. I hoped it would prepare him for the joust and I was right; he is fearless.”
 
   “How wonderful,” Naida interjected, forcing Rhys to look up at her. “What is his name?”
 
   Rhys sighed at the sight of her face. She had the most sincere look of admiration in her eyes.
 
   “His name is Broderick,” he said shyly.
 
   She smiled at him then. To Rhys, it was as if the sun had broken free of clouds. He smiled and cleared his throat to continue.
 
   “When I turned fifteen, my father sent me to Avalon to live with my distant aunt, Morgana le Fae at her court. I gave him three of my horses before I left home, all mares; one to add to the dowry of each of my sisters because I knew they would be married and gone before I ever saw home again. I gave Clarity to Irelli and the two colts I brought with me to Avalon. Morgana insisted that a young man in her care must come to Avalon with two ponies; a fit, young palfrey for riding out and a charger or destrier for jousting and hunting. It is what is proper, she said. I also had to bring a suit of fighting armor, a rapier and dress scabbard, as well as a fighting sword and shield. When I arrived at Avalon, I was assigned an apartment which is comprised of three rooms, a presence chamber, a privy chamber and a bedroom which has its own water closet. Erasmus was presented as my valet; he in turn is attended by a team of privy stewards and other servants who do his bidding. I was given new shirts, jerkins and trousers and other garments, most of which are the uniform of the queen’s pages. Presently, my days at Avalon are spent waiting on the queen, attending classes and training to fight as well as attending the rigorous lessons that my aunt has set my tutors to teaching me.
 
   “So, my dear Naida, here I am two years later and what do I have to show for the efforts of my ancestors? I can be found, day after day, sitting, staring at a faery girl and losing myself entirely.”
 
   He laughed loudly at his little joke and then looked up to see her gazing at his face as if she could drink in his every expression, taste the very words which escaped his lips. She seemed enraptured by his narrative; even a little taken aback.
 
   “Your family is great, Rhys. How can you be so humble when your ancestors are kings of entire countries and your matriarchs are the bearers of queens? Do you have a title as well?” she gushed.
 
   Rhys’ cheeks were fiery with embarrassment.
 
   “No, Naida, I do not have a title, neither does my father. My grandfather may have been the closest to holding a title. He was named “ab Tywysog,” son of the prince, by his father because he could never name him “ab Wledig,” son of the ruler. He took the Saxon tradition of establishing a family name so that he and his children would never lose their royal tie although it was an illegitimate claim. However, you are right when you say our women bore queens. Because of my grandmother Caretena, I may have relatives in every royal court from Paris to the Black Sea.”
 
   “Is your grandmother still alive?”
 
   “No, she isn’t. Caretena died four years ago in Lyon.”
 
   “What about your father’s mother, Irelli?”
 
   “She is well; she lives with my parents and my sisters at Kenilwurt.”
 
   He sighed again but she knew exactly why he did.
 
   “Do you miss them, Rhys? Your family and your home?”
 
   He paused and shrugged, his gaze went over the surface of the pond. A longing sigh escaped his lips.
 
   “No matter what you say, you are longing for your home, Rhys,” Naida said. “You should make a point to get north and get back home again soon.”
 
   “You may be right, I have missed my family. I remember the day I left home so clearly, my mother and my grandfather presented me with gifts as was customary. My mother gave me an entire set of brand new tack for my jousting pony. It has the traditional blue and white of the Gascogne duchy and bears the emblems of both Gascoigne and Worwick on the reins and blankets. Included with these items were a jousting shield and a horse’s head armor. The gift filled a large cedar box which the pages added carefully to the load on the wagon which was accompanying me. My grandfather and grandmother stepped forward and presented me with another wooden box which was smaller than my mother’s. In it was two full sets of formal clothing complete with new hose, jerkins, cloaks, shirts and shoes. There were several velvet bags with precious jewelry inside them. My grandfather gave the box to the pages while Irelli came to give me her blessing.
 
   “I bowed as she touched the top of my head and as I hugged her, she whispered to me saying, You will meet many lovely and worthy women in Avalon, Rhys. Keep your propriety and look with an unbiased eye, maybe you will find our “dame petite de la maison” while you are there. Even though your father thinks that you would be lucky to find a wife at Avalon; never you forget that it would be the luckiest maid in all Britain who finds herself on your arm.” A deep blush colored his cheeks as he recalled his grandmother’s frank words. Naida seized the opportunity to tease him.
 
   Before she could, he raised his eyes to see her face and found the expression that he was looking for. She was staring at him with wide eyes and had the sincerest look of adoration on her face.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He cackled to himself as he sat before the small fire he had built in the woods.
 
   It was the middle of the night and he had been awake for most of it. Finding the boy had been easy, but getting in and out of the camp had been another matter altogether. It had not been possible to anticipate that the boy would still have had such a large retinue of men with him. He didn’t think he could have done it without his magic. The opening spell had gotten him into the camp itself and the sleeping spell had ensured that not a man or a hound woke up to discover him there. He had used his heightened sense of smell to identify the boy’s tent and slipped inside undetected.
 
   A stroke of luck had the letters he meant to retrieve sticking out of the pocket of a satchel hanging over the chair in front of the brazier, but the sight of the empty cot gave him pause. Where was the boy? But it did not matter once he had the parchment in his hands and with the task complete, he left the camp silently on deft feet and ran for the cover of the woods. Now as he looked over the parchment, he smiled. The letters confirmed everything and he now knew he was on the right track but one letter revealed a new fact. The boy had a lover, a faery from Eon called Naida and this changed the entire game. He would have to deliver the news immediately.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In the morning, Rhys dressed and went out into the camp to find his uncle, father and all their men were going to the abbey at nearby Nun’s Eaton to say mass. He and Richard joined them.
 
   All through the prayers, Rhys tried to remember the last time he had been to mass but he couldn’t recall. It must have been before he went to Avalon since there were no churches there. Morgana and her sisters encouraged a more neutral existence for the people in Avalon. It had always been that way. They did not concern themselves with anything that went against the rule of nature and left the strife and affairs of religion and politics to the men of Earth. She had the chaplain grace each meal, consecrate marriages and deliver the last rites and burial rituals of those who desired it and she did not mind the making of the sign of the cross but if one desired to pray, one did so at the prie-dieu in the privacy of one’s own chambers. Rhys had never been inclined to use his.
 
   The mass was beautiful. A choir of boys sang from an overhead gallery, filling the cathedral with airy hymns of praise. After the Holy Communion, Rhys left the chapel and sat outside in the weak sun until the mass was over. As he sat on the stone bench, he reached into his satchel to retrieve the letters and read them again. He felt for them but they were not there. Startled, he opened the bag and tipped it upside down and searched the contents. Nothing. Panicking, he jumped up and ran back to the camp to search for them. 
 
   After half an hour of looking, Rhys could not find his letters anywhere. He sat on the cot in the tent and hurriedly scribbled a note to Erasmus.
 
    
 
   Dearest friend, Erasmus,
 
   I hope that you are well and that all is as it should be in Avalon. I received your letter as well as Naida’s yesterday in Bedworth but I find that they have mysteriously vanished from my satchel this morning as I ready to depart from Nun’s Eaton for Leicester.
 
   They were my greatest consolation for the next portion of this journey when I will be on my own and I find I have lost the strength they imparted to me.
 
   Your avid pupil,
 
   Rhys, at Nun’s Eaton.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   The Hall of Light was busy with dusting, washing and scrubbing.
 
   Winged faeries cleaned the glass ceiling of the atrium until it shone like cut crystal and the floors and walls were receiving the same meticulous treatment. Others wiped the few remaining leaves of the Lifetree free of dust and tilled up the soil at its roots with the gentlest care. It seemed that since Queen Mab had the vision of Nestaron, the tree was shedding its leaves at an increasing rate. The ceremonial furniture was being brought in, the gilded chairs cast reflected light in every direction. Mab usually had only one chair in the room. She alone came into the presence of the Lifetree, outside of scheduled ceremonial events. She felt a kind of peace there that she could find nowhere else in the four worlds and the visions that came to her in that room were sacred to her.
 
   When everyone had finished, Titania locked the doors behind them and went to join the queen in the Throne Room. She took up her sentinel’s position, standing slightly behind the throne to the queen’s right. Mab sat on the large ivory throne with her back straight and her hands clasped demurely on her lap. She was in audience with the Thavron Vuin. The elders had already updated her on the construction progress on the new residences near the Temple of the Sky and she was now hearing and resolving their disputes. She was exhausted, but only those closest to her would have seen it. Titania motioned to the nearest steward to bring a cup of wine. She stepped forward and offered the cup; the queen gratefully took it and drank. Titania knew she had to end the session, it was improper for the queen to deny the audience of the clan elders but Titania was not bound by such rules. Her concerns were for the queen and the queen needed to rest.
 
   “Elders,” Titania suddenly interrupted. “Although the issues left to be raised are of great importance, the queen cannot hear any more today.”
 
   As if on cue, Mab stood and began to leave the room amid an outbreak of agitated murmurs. She ignored them all and proceeded through the doors and into the adjoining privy chamber.
 
   “Please disperse, sirs,” Titania announced. “This session shall resume tomorrow morning after the fast has been broken.”
 
   Inside the private rooms, she brought another cup of wine for Mab and took a seat beside her. She took the queen’s free hand and lightly massaged the fingers, palm and then the wrist. Instinctively, Mab put the cup down and offered that hand to Titania to massage as well. It was a ritual of theirs, Titania’s way of showing her stewardship to the queen.
 
   “The dreams come every night now, Titania,” Mab said softly, “and today they began to occur as visions in broad daylight.”
 
   “You are weary, Mab. Did you have a vision while you were with the Thavron Vuin?”
 
   She nodded and sighed, lifting her right hand and resting her forehead in her palm.
 
   “He was standing in front of the Lifetree, radiating light. It was blinding to behold.”
 
   “There is nothing worrying about that,” Titania reassured her.
 
   Mab continued as if she had not heard her.
 
   “He planted the branch, then turned to me with outstretched arms and I ran to him. He held me close and then knelt before me. Tears were streaming down his cheeks by then and as I stepped back from him, black soldiers invaded the room and he was attacked. I could not see who his attackers were.”
 
   “Was there an unusual weapon used in this attack?”
 
   “That is the most worrisome part, Titania.” Mab paused to breathe and sigh again. “It was a crystal arrow that shot him straight in the heart but when I turned in the direction it had come from, all I could see was a dark cloud rumbling with lightning and thunder engulfing the archer, then everything vanished.”
 
   “This is distressing news, Mab, the premonition may have profound meaning. I think it is work for the Mages; let them tell us what it means.”
 
   “I do not need the Mages to tell me what I already know, Titania,” Mab said softly, her head in her hands as she slowly shook it from side to side. “He knows that I have dreamt of Nestaron and He knows, without a doubt in His mind, that the boy is Lhûgernil. He has somehow found the evidence and He is convinced; therefore I am convinced of it.”
 
   “If the Last One is coming and He already knows of him, then the boy is in grave danger.”
 
   “That is true and the important question now is; what are we going to do about it?” Revived by her new purpose, Queen Mab stood and began to pace the room briskly. “Our mistake was to take these visions too lightly, Titania,” she said. “Where we have delayed, He has acted. Where we were indifferent, He was indignant and now He has set a plot in motion to find the Last One and destroy him at all costs.”
 
   “What will we do, my queen?” Titania asked dutifully.
 
   “The only thing we can. We must summon the Elders, we have to plan what we will do. Tell Master Pendrake to ring the bell and call them into my privy chamber immediately.”
 
   She stood up without waiting for a response. She gathered her skirts around her ankle and moved swiftly to the door. Pausing, she turned to face Titania again and suddenly dropped the fabric from her hands.
 
   “You realize this will mean war, Priestess?” she said. “Are you ready to fight His armies again after the passing of so many millennia?”
 
   “I am, Your Highness,” Titania answered.
 
   “I know this,” she replied, and walked from the room without another word. 
 
   Titania sat staring after her, then she turned to the handmaid and told her to call Master Pendrake to her immediately.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   “Grandmother, my lady mother has asked that you pardon her for being late to tea,” Glynnis announced as she led her sisters into the library to join Irelli. “Her audience with the Head Housekeeper has gone longer than she anticipated.”
 
   “Oh, thank you for that, Glynnis, my dear,” Irelli responded without taking her eyes from the book she was reading. “Should we wait, girls?”
 
   “Yes, my lady,” Aelwyd and Cadwynn chimed in unison.
 
   At the sound of their chorused voices, Irelli laughed out loud. She made a musical sound with it as clear as bells ringing throughout the room. Glynnis loved to hear her grandmother laugh; secretly, she wished she would laugh more often. But since Rhys had left Kenilwurt to live in Avalon with Aunt Morgana and her sisters, she had laughed less and less with the passing of each year. His recent visit had revitalized her and she went all around the estate singing and laughing again.
 
   A few years ago, Glynnis would have been bitter to see her brother’s absence take such a profound effect on her mother and grandmother, but she was older now and she understood their loss; in fact, it was true that she shared it. She had come to know what they had all known for years before; Rhys was special. No one could say what it was about him, he just was and when he was gone a dark, dull cloud took his place and emptied a constant drizzle of melancholy over the entire household. Even Grandfather was different; he had grown quiet and Anlawdd was not a man known for silence.
 
   She was happy that he had come home to them, even for such a short time. In her heart, Glynnis knew that soon he would be back at Kenilwurt for good and with her own departure and that of her sisters looming, she was glad that Rhys would be there to grant the elders some solace.
 
   “Good afternoon, my Lady Mother, my dear daughters,” Mucuruna said as she entered the room. “You have waited for me; how kind of you all.”
 
   “Daughter, welcome,” Irelli said in response. “Please, bless the meal and let us begin.”
 
   Mucuruna recited the short standard prayer and lifted the teapot from the table before Cadwynn could reach it. She frowned, but her mother inclined her head toward the side board and she immediately went to retrieve the first tray and her sisters followed. The meal went quickly and silently and soon Mucuruna excused the girls from the room.
 
   “Governess Rhia is waiting for you in the morning room with your sewing lessons,” she said sternly. “I would like you three to finish those shirts and shifts in time for almsgiving next Sunday.”
 
   “Yes, Lady Mother,” they said as one.
 
   They all curtsied respectfully and left the room, closing the door behind them.
 
   “Another cup of tea, Lady Mother?” Mucuruna asked Irelli.
 
   The older woman did not reply, she just held out her cup to be filled. She was gazing out the window at the first truly blue sky they had seen all summer.
 
   “Beautiful, is it not?” Mucuruna said, as she stood up and walked over to the window seat.
 
   “Aye, it is. In the old country, we had days like this all summer long, but here they are too rare.”
 
   “Why am I here, Irelli? Why have you detained me? Surely it was not to contemplate the weather.”
 
   Irelli smiled and placed her cup silently down on the table.
 
   “No child, it was not to speak of the weather.”
 
   “So what then?”
 
   “Tell me what you have been seeing, Mucuruna. I know the visions have been with you since before Rhys arrived home. In fact, you barely managed to stop yourself from predicting the arrival of Caradoc’s messenger with the news that he was chosen as Arthur’s surrogate and was to be knighted.”
 
   Mucuruna looked at her with dismayed eyes. She shook her head slowly but Irelli continued.
 
   “The others may not have noticed these things, dear, but I knew all along.”
 
   Mucuruna sighed and still said nothing in reply to the older woman’s confrontations. She would never admit this to anyone; it was too dangerous to acknowledge it. Only her son knew of her dreams, when it had seemed important she had shared them with him.
 
   ‘You have nothing to fear from me, my daughter. We are similar, you and I. For centuries, the healing powers possessed by the members of my family were thought of as witchcraft. Some of them lost their lives for it, but that did not stop it being passed down through the generations.”
 
   She paused to sip her tea and grimaced at the taste of it and returned the cup to the table. Mucuruna instinctively stood up and fetched the kettle from the brazier. She poured the steaming liquid into a fresh tea pot and spooned the tea leaves into it. Slowly she stirred, then poured and returned to her seat in the window. After a long pause, she spoke.
 
   “I did see the rider from Vreichvras,” she said. “I saw him crest that eastern hill with the rising sun at his back and the rays cast a green halo around him the same shade as Rhys’ eyes.
 
   “But my dreams have always had an affinity to Rhys and it seems he arrived from Avalon with them loaded in his saddlebags because they have come every night since then and they become more and more incomprehensible.”
 
   “I see you walking through this house with a permanent look of perplexity,” Irelli interjected. “Is it because of the dreams?”
 
   “Yes, my lady, I can no longer decipher their meanings and they follow me into my waking hours and bother me constantly.”
 
   “Tell me what you have seen, Mucuruna,” Irelli encouraged. “It may be that you are too close to these premonitions to understand their meaning.”
 
   “My Lady,” she started. “The night before Rhys’ arrival at Kenilwurt, I woke in the night and told Gwallawc that he would reach here the next day about an hour after midday. He looked at me bewildered then went back to sleep but I had seen it clearly in my sleep.
 
   “I saw a wide clearing in a deep, thick forest and there was a stream-fed pond there with beautiful flowers all around it, a lovely waterfall was descending a cliff and flowing into the pond. He sat by its edge, looking into the water and I walked up behind him, peering over his shoulder to look into the water too. When I looked, I saw his reflection clearly. My son’s handsome face was serene but also full of longing. The sun was directly overhead and he said to me, I’ll have an hour’s ride more to get to you now.
 
   “Then I searched for my own face beside his and I did not see it. Instead, I saw the pale, pretty face of a girl with golden hair and violet eyes staring back at me. I studied her image for a time, noticing her delicate features and exquisite braids, but then I caught sight of the circlet she wore. It framed her brow and held her hair down neatly over the crown of her head. She looked regal in it and it seemed important so I studied it longer.
 
   “It was silver and gleaming brightly. The design was of three branches covered with thorns and interwoven intricately into a never ending circle, but where the ends met in the middle of her forehead a large bright amethyst was set in it, completing the pattern. The rich color of the purple stone illuminated her eyes, making them dance and glow in the light. At that moment, she reached out to me and from the surface of the water I saw her arm rising out of the pond to clasp my hand. As I stretched out my hand to grasp hers, my eyes went to my own amethyst on my finger and when I looked at the water again, the vision had vanished and I woke up.
 
   “On Rhys’ first night at home, I dreamt of the girl for a second time. She was kneeling in our kitchen garden gathering herbs. Before I could address her, she stood and faced me. Again, her skin was like milk, her hair was loose and waist length as a maiden would wear it. It was like spun gold in the sunlight and I remember those piercing violet eyes. Then she offered me what she held in her hands. It was a bouquet of lavender, sage and thistles.
 
   “The morning he woke from his sickness, I confronted Rhys before we went in to break our fast and his reaction was somewhat guarded. It told me that what I had seen had much truth in it. Of course, he denied all knowledge of it. Now the vision of this girl comes to me by day, Irelli. Yesterday, I am sure I saw her running over the west field towards the fish ponds and today, I saw her standing in the parlor looking out the window.”
 
   Irelli smiled and took Mucuruna’s hands in hers. She softly ran her thumbs over the backs of them trying to soothe the woman. She knew that Mucuruna worried for nothing but she was in awe of her divination skills. Without effort, these powerful dreams had come to her as easily as the herds find their way along the hillside and back into the barns at night. Irelli knew that the signs were good and she would interpret them for Mucuruna.
 
   “Well, one thing is certain. Whoever she may be, she is your future daughter-in-law, Mucuruna, and she will be with us soon. That is why you see her apparition already in Kenilwurt and why you saw her image in the water instead of yours. She offered you lavender in your vision to show that when she arrives you will find satisfaction with her, thistles to confirm her beauty and virtue and the sage to prove she will be a blessing to this house.
 
   “The forest glen and the beautiful pond somehow depicts her homeland, where she lives now and she reached to you from the water to show she is leaving it to join you. Her circlet of branches is a mystery to me though; I do not know what it means. But because it was a significant part of what you saw, I do not want to discredit it. Maybe if I could see the design myself, it would mean something.”
 
   Irelli dropped Mucuruna’s hands and stood up. She put her thumb and her forefinger to her forehead and began to pace the room, deep in thought.
 
   Then she added, “The amethyst is a sign that she is important. Purple is the color of royalty, though I doubt she is of royal blood. She is from an important family, established in their homeland and with a long history and background; wealthy too.”
 
   Mucuruna stood and walked quietly to sit at her writing desk. She placed a fresh piece of parchment on it and thought for a long time before lifting the quill from its pot. Tentatively, she dipped the nib in the ink and put it to the paper making a light oblong shape. She paused to look at it for a while and then the strokes came feverishly from her pen onto the paper. When she was finished, she stood, curtsied to her mother-in-law and left the room without a word.
 
   Irelli went over to the desk and lifted the parchment. There for all eyes to see was a drawing of Naida with the silver circlet on her head just as she had appeared in Mucuruna’s dreams. Irelli’s eyes widened as she looked at it. The design was northern and clearly druid. The girl’s hair cascaded down around her face and as Irelli was admiring the pretty face, she noticed something that Mucuruna had not. Just below the rim of the crown were the tiny tips of two slightly pointed ears, sticking out from under the smooth tresses.
 
   Irelli took the paper from the desk and quickly threw it on the fire in the hearth.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   He made no sound as he entered the glen through the thick drapery of weeping willows.
 
   It had been easy to find the way; the boy’s scent was everywhere along the path posing no challenge at all to follow. It had been much more of a challenge stealing those letters from him in Nun’s Eaton. He looked around carefully and soon saw his quarry; the tall oak tree near the edge of the pond. There was a letter posted on it addressed to Naida. He smiled to himself taking the letter from its nail and placing it into the pocket of his coat. He produced another letter from the breast of his jerkin and placed it on the nail.
 
   That was rather easy, he thought to himself as he turned and left the clearing. Now all I have to do is wait for the boy to fall straight into my hands.
 
   Further back in the dense cover of the forest, he mounted his horse and rode off. He was riding due east now, but by morning he would be heading north and well on his way to Kendal where he would finish the job and get back to his wanderings. Success in his work meant coin in his pocket but his true nature was to be free and remain among the shadows. He was beginning to get nervous being in such close contact with people and the fear of being caught seemed ever present recently.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Being back on the road was not as bad as Rhys had thought it would be.
 
   He was alone with his family now without the assistance of the page or the cook, but instead of dwelling on it, they rode carefully toward the next stop, Nottingham. The road became dotted regularly with villages and farms the closer they got. He had never seen such a densely populated landscape before, but he was enjoying it. Mostly, the people were friendly and eagerly offered them food, ale and a place to wash up and rest for a while, so they no longer wasted time hunting on the road. Rhys always left them some money for their kindness.
 
   They were outside of Kegworth by the second night and had been taken in by a fat farm woman and her six sons. He had found that despite her eager hospitality, she had no meat for her table, so Rhys trapped a dozen rabbits in the nearby woods for her. As they sat on the kitchen floor eating the hearty stew she had made, he asked where her husband was.
 
   “He was called by our landholders to serve in King Arthur’s army two years ago. It’s been hard without him, worse since Martin and Roman, my eldest two, were called away as well last year.”
 
   “I see,” Rhys responded.
 
   He immediately regretted having asked the question and he moved to sit beside Richard in the corner and finish his rabbit stew. The woman’s story was not as unique as it would have seemed. All across their great land were families left fatherless and without sons, all in the name of Arthur’s united kingdom. The woman’s remaining children were young, too young to have learned the necessary skills for surviving in lean times from their father.
 
   As his father and grandfather shared words of encouragement with the woman’s sons, Rhys and Richard planned to take the boys into the forest early the next morning and show them how to keep their mother’s pot full for the rest of the year, before they would get back on the road to Nottingham to meet and gather the next ‘Son’ Owen.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Leicestershire had been green and wet and beautiful.
 
   The shrunken party of six moved quickly through the county and crossed into Nottinghamshire in less than half a day and Rhys had begun to look forward to being in a big city again.
 
   As they crested a hill which overlooked the small town of Wilford, the last outpost before Nottingham city itself, a rider approached them.
 
   “Can you see the sigil, Caradoc?” Gwallawc asked.
 
   “Aye!” he replied immediately. “He bears the banner of Nottingham.”
 
   “Perhaps Lady Nottingham has sent us an escort.”
 
   “At the speed he is riding, I doubt it, Brother,” Caradoc said. “I rather think he bears a message. An urgent one, at that.”
 
   The lone horseman pulled up in front of them and dismounted in one leap. He ran up to Gwallawc and Caradoc, bowed his head and lifted his right hand. In it he held a folded piece of paper.
 
   “Greetings, my lords. My lady has asked that I deliver this to you immediately and as far away from the city as I could find you.”
 
   “What is your name, good sir? Is your lady alright? What of the boy Owen?” Caradoc inquired while the other read the letter.
 
   “My name is Aleric, my lord. All is well, but her ladyship has moved her household to Hoveringham in anticipation of the arrival of her brothers and their men from Grantham.”
 
   “Is there trouble brewing, Aleric?”
 
   “Since my lordship has been more and more delayed abroad, there have been brigands and outlaws plaguing the outer regions of the county. My ladyship fears that with Sir Owen’s departure, they may become even more brazen than before.”
 
   “She is well known to be a rather wise woman. Gwallawc, what has Lady Nottingham requested of us?” Caradoc asked.
 
   “She asks that we meet her at her home in Hoveringham. However, if her brothers’ party has not arrived before we wish to depart for Sheffield, she asks that we depart without Owen and promises that he will meet us there before we depart for Leeds.”
 
   “Fair enough!” the knight replied. “Aleric, escort us, if you please. Brother, lead us on to Hoveringham, if you will.”
 
   “Yes, my lord!”
 
   “Indeed, brother. Men, ho!”
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   The sun rose the next morning warming the eastern walls of Galasriniel Castle, sending sparkles across the great Lake Eleniel and catching the attention of the garden flowers.
 
   The grass was verdant and speckled attractively with haphazard clusters of wildflowers in every color imaginable. Naida was already dressed and out walking amongst the garden paths at the edge of the reflecting pool in the royal garden. There was no one there and she breathed in deeply, noting the scent of each variety of flower as it opened in the light of dawn. There were foxgloves, golden alisons, jerusalem artichokes, china asters and honeysuckles; but her favorites were the heather and the meadowsweet.
 
   She picked a small bouquet of the two and tied them with a ribbon from her pocket. Her almond-shaped lids closed over her violet eyes as she raised the bundle to her nose and took another deep breath. She sunk to her knees and fell back against the plush grass bringing the flowers to her nose over and over again. A gaggle of geese lowered themselves from the sky and settled noisily on the lake, making her sit up to watch the activity. She smiled. Such a simple existence was enviable to her at that moment. She surveyed the gardens again, standing and moving slowly toward the terraces. In the shade and damp of the terrace steps, crocuses were adamantly holding on to their singular snowy blooms despite the rapidly warming weather. From where she stood she admired a large cluster of them thriving in the shade of an immense elm tree.
 
   The tree, Siladhiel, was in the center of the Grand Lawn and was the focal point of all the events which were held in the gardens at Galasriniel. Looking at it, Naida remembered all the stories her mother had told her about Mab and Oberon’s wedding which had been held beneath the majestic elm. She sighed at the memory of the story and turned away from Siladhiel. Her gaze fell on the rolling lawn which met the tree line of Vardainiel, the great forest. As she watched, some of the Thavron vuin were emerging from the forest carrying elaborate new bows and quivers filled with unfeathered arrows; no doubt they had just made them from the ancient trees deep in the forest. One of the faeries looked up and saw her there. The blaze of red hair caught by a gust of wind told Naida that it was her friend, Vanya. She raised her right hand in greeting and the troupe faced her and bowed. She lowered her head and they continued on their way. Naida watched them go until they disappeared through the armory gates.
 
   Absentmindedly, she drifted to a knoll beneath the gargantuan canopy of the elm tree and sat among the wildflowers. She sat in the grass, spread out her skirt and sang as she picked bloom after bloom and placed them neatly on her lap.
 
   Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—for love is more delightful than wine. Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes; your name is like perfume poured out. 
 
   “Naida?” a voice called questioningly.
 
   Startled, she looked around to see Minerva approaching her across the lawn. She heaved a sigh of relief before answering.
 
   “How now, Minerva?” she said. “This is quite early to be about, even for you, friend.”
 
   Minerva fell to the grass and hugged Naida tightly. She was obviously a little concerned about her friend.
 
   “It is early for everyone except the birds.”
 
   “And the flowers,” Naida added, shaking her skirt to show the blooms there.
 
   Minerva gave a little laugh. They sat silently for a while. Minerva joined Naida in picking long stems of flowers and placing them in her lap. Soon they both instinctively started to weave the stems into garlands. When they were finished, they tied them off into circlets and placed them on each other’s heads.
 
   “I crown thee, Naida of the Morning!” Minerva claimed.
 
   “And I crown thee, Minerva the True!”
 
   They giggled and then fell silent again. Naida stared at her newly idle hands; she was wringing them over and over. Minerva noticed and cleared her throat to speak.
 
   “What is bothering you, friend? You have been distracted and very introverted these past days. Everyone is wondering if you are ill.” She paused before continuing. “Tell me what the matter is; maybe I can be of assistance.”
 
   “Oh Minnie, there is a rock in the pit of my stomach that I cannot get rid of. It is heavy and causes my heart to ache. I do not know if I am sick, because I do not seem to have any other symptoms, but the pain gets worse every day.”
 
   Minerva put her hand to her lips and laughed a small chuckle.
 
   “What is so comical? I am in pain and hurt.”
 
   “No, my dear, you are in love.”
 
   “Do not be so silly, Minerva,” she replied, a little anger coming through in her voice. “That is utter rubbish. Love is supposed to be beautiful, wonderful. Not feel as if I had swallowed a Samhain pie whole and had it turn to stone in my belly.”
 
   Minerva laughed again, out loud this time. The scowl developing on Naida’s face made her laugh harder.
 
   “Enough!” Naida screamed and got to her feet. Minerva grabbed her hand to stop her and pulled until she returned to her seat in the grass.
 
   “Answer me this Naida, do you feel this pain in your stomach when you visit with Rhys at the Everlasting Pool?”
 
   “Not exactly; when we are together, it is more a dull ache like that which one feels when one is anxious.”
 
   “I see,” Minerva said, nodding her head slowly. “And do you feel the pain reaching into your chest when you see him?”
 
   “No, but that might be because my heart is beating too fast to hurt.”
 
   “You are in love, Naida,” she summarized. “With Rhys. Not bad, in my opinion. If you could not find a faery boy, why not find the best looking human on Earth, and in Avalon to boot!”
 
   “I love him?” Naida whispered.
 
   “Yes, you do and I think you will find it out for yourself soon enough.”
 
   Naida was silent as her eyes fell to her lap inspecting the wringing hands that were there.
 
   “Naida, do not fret.” Minerva reassured her. “I do not know quite what it was, but when I saw you together in the glen on Earth, there was a shimmering about his face that was almost magnetic. I am not an expert in these things, but I think I am safe in saying that there is something more to your boy, something more than meets the eyes.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Naida demanded.
 
   “Naida,” Minerva said sternly, “I think he may be the Nestaron.”
 
   “Are you sure, Minerva?”
 
   “I truly think that I am right. How is it that he found you and the Everlasting pool so easily? It is a protected place. And he sees you as well; only the gifted, those touched by the fae, can see us on Earth.”
 
   Naida stared at her, jaw slightly dropped. “But that is just a legend. Isn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “Not at all. The Lifetree is real, is it not?” she demanded.
 
   “Yes, Minerva, yes it is real. Without it we all die,” Naida stuttered.
 
   “Nestaron must make his way to us every few centuries and with him comes the silver branch needed to revitalize the Lifetree and keep it flourishing and sustaining us with life and magic.”
 
   “Why does he always bring it?”
 
   “Without the branch, he may not cross over into Eon. The crux of it is that the mystical silver apple tree grows in a place of tempus incognitum which is guarded by the last neutral warrior faery left in the Four Worlds. She is a fierce barbarian whose work is to cast the spells which make the orchard impenetrable. Only Nestaron may enter and if he answers her riddle correctly, he may cut the branch and be transported over by ringing the silver apples on it.”
 
   “It’s just a bedtime story for babies, Minerva,” Naida insisted.
 
   “It is history. He comes to you for love, but he comes to us with purpose. He carries the same blood within his veins as Morgana le Fae, does he not? He could just as easily be touched with the same magic as she is,” she replied soothingly. “You should be happy, Naida. He will be easily accepted here and when he asks, whatever he wishes will be granted freely.”
 
   As Naida rolled her eyes at Minerva’s hopeful expression, a long horn blast could be heard in the distance.
 
   “Come along, storyteller, it seems our free time has expired for the day.”
 
   They stood and walked briskly up to Galasriniel and in to the breakfast hall.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Lady Nottingham and her son were standing at the gates of Hoveringham House when the sortie rode up from the road. The men vaulted from their horses and bowed to them out of respect as the stable boys took the reins from their hands. The tall woman and her equally tall son returned the greeting gracefully. He bowed low to the men and she curtsied to the ground.
 
   “Lady Nottingham. Owen. So good to see you both.” Caradoc’s voice boomed as he stepped forward.
 
   “It is good to see you as well,” she replied in a gentle voice. “Come inside. There’s rain coming.”
 
   Rhys sent Celyn off to the stables to ensure their horses were taken care of, while the others followed the woman and her son into the entrance hall. The house was magnificent. Rhys would never have guessed that it was so splendidly furnished, judging from its outward appearance. Tapestries depicting the Knights of Nottingham for five generations hung along the main hallway. Opposite them the wall was covered in a single enormous piece of weave work bearing the family sigil; a rampant stag surrounded by the house motto:
 
   Vivit Post Funera Virtus.
 
   Virtue Outlives Death.
 
   She led them into an antechamber where two maids stood beside a table ready with basins and jugs of warm water to wash their hands. A little boy offered each of them a small towel to dry with.
 
   “This is my last born, Roland. He insisted on helping to greet you in some way, even if it meant drying the hands of the great warriors of Dumnonia,” she teased, ruffling the little boy’s golden curls.
 
   “There is nothing wrong with that, Roland,” Rhys said, taking his hand and leading him into the dining hall after the other men. “I, myself, am a steward to Morgana la Fae at Avalon. The lessons I have learned in my time in service to her have been many and quite incomparable.”
 
   Roland looked up at Rhys in awe.
 
   “You come from Avalon?”
 
   Rhys smiled and nodded, watching the boy’s eyes widen further as they took their seats at the end of the table.
 
   Dishes were already being brought in and placed before them. Food like they had not seen since their departure from Kenilwurt. It was a hurricane to their road-weary senses. They ate heartily and were served wine and ale and fresh, creamy milk. After the meal, Lady Nottingham dismissed the servants and her younger children from the hall and kept Rhys and his sortie back to talk.
 
   “My brothers will not arrive here for two more days, my lords,” she started. “It seems that they have already met the poor weather and have lamed several of their horses. They have held up at Bottesford but will continue their journey tomorrow.”
 
   “So, we are to follow your suggested plan then, my lady?” Gwallawc inquired.
 
   “Yes, my lords,” she replied. “We will house you and supply you and your men for your travel onwards to Sheffield when the weather clears tomorrow. Lord Grantham and Owen will meet you there in three days’ time.”
 
   “Lady Nottingham,” Caradoc interjected, “it is as I said to your man, Aleric, while we were on the road; it is an excellent plan.” He turned from her to her son and continued, “Owen must turn over the protection of his family and his land to his uncle in person before he leaves on this journey. It is the right thing to do and I will not deny him his proper rights.”
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Rhys gathered his things and went out in silence. He ate a sparse breakfast and joined the men in the corral. They would be departing for home, but he would spend the rest of the day with the friars in the library at Sheffield’s Abbey and ride on to Leeds the next morning. He put Emrys’ halter on and tied a feed bag with oats and barley over his mouth. He led the horse over to Celyn and handed him the leads.
 
   “Take him safely back to Kenilwurt for me Celyn, I would prefer to continue with Broderick.”
 
   “But sir, the distance is long and the hard riding may be too much for a charger to manage.”
 
   “It does not make sense, I know, but I will need to hunt and I feel that I may require Broderick’s speed to survive this journey. Take Emrys back with you.”
 
   “As you wish, sir.”
 
   Rhys said his goodbyes to his father, Celyn and the men of Nottingham’s household, then watched as they rode out of the yard and onto the road. His uncle stood beside him until they were out of sight then turned to the boy and gave him a fierce hug.
 
   “I am off to Camelot, Rhys.”
 
   “I know, Uncle. Ride safely and I will see you at Kenilwurt when I return from the north.”
 
   “Aye, Rhys.” He mounted his black destrier stallion and looked down at the boy. “You will be victorious. You are a dragon already.”
 
   “Would you take a letter with you, Uncle?” Rhys asked. “It is for Erasmus.”
 
   “Surely, I will,” he responded. “I will take it myself as far as Gloucester, then on with a rider to Avalon.”
 
   “Thank you, Uncle. Godspeed.”
 
   The day passed quickly with the friars as they gave him lessons about the history of his family. They had come from western pagans, but their traditions, being from royal roots, were maintained by the Sheffield Abbey monks. The Abbey had been supported by the Wledig of Dumnonia for generations and half Anlawdd’s wealth had been given to the abbey to keep them funded when Cunedda had inherited. They kept the oral history alive year after year so that they could pass it on to the next Ddraig boy making the pilgrimage.
 
   When their lectures were finally at an end, Rhys lingered in the vast library of the monastery with only one thing on his mind: the story of Calamity. He stood and walked around the outer shelves in hopes of locating the appropriate section when he came upon a door. Over the lintel, hung a sign that read, ‘Ancient Historie.’
 
   Creeping in through the large door unnoticed was easier than Rhys had thought possible. He had watched from a dark alcove outside the room for a long time before he was finally sure that all the monks had departed from the library. He observed the last man as he descended the main staircase and turned toward the courtyard exit. From the window, Rhys saw him cross the open yard and disappear toward the stables.
 
   There was no one else reading there that day and the day’s lessons were all completed. He scanned the shelves quickly and found several books referring to Babylonian lore. Running his finger over the spines, he chose one at random, retrieved the huge volume and carried it up into the third level corridor. He went directly to the reading alcove at the back which was hidden from the entire library and lit the candelabra there. No one would know he was even here. He placed the book carefully on the table and rested both his palms on top of the book. He closed his eyes and raised his face toward the ceiling whispering to himself. “Please, please, please,” he pleaded. “Let me find something.”
 
   He opened the book and sat marveling at the detailed pictures of the different scenes in history. He traced his finger over a drawing of a beautiful woman in strange clothing being crowned by a winged man in equally strange garb. It was so beautiful. He turned the pages ardently trying to see if there was a record of the story but he found none. Even as the last few pages were turned, he sat back and heaved a sigh.
 
   Then a thought came to him; he reopened the giant book and turned to a picture of a terraced stone structure in the midst of what appeared to be a desert oasis. It was made of cut and carved stone walls but it was not a building. The walkways had no coverings and only sections of the top levels had roofs. Each angled pathway was lined by gardens in elevated terraces. Everywhere plants overhung the walls and vibrant flowers bloomed. Pillars lifted each level of the structure creating another elevated patio which resembled open verandahs with planters on every border. A wheel lifted water from the river and deposited it into an aqueduct at the top of the structure. The water followed canals delivering irrigation to every flower bed and planter within the gardens. Birds nested in the taller trees while butterflies, bees and other insects were abundant. Statues and relief carvings portraying Lamassu, the winged lion-man of Assyria, were set throughout the gardens.
 
   He read the pages depicting the tragedy of Calamity and her lost lover, Zarek. The details were magnificent but one particular passage caught Rhys’ attention:
 
    
 
   “Calamity knelt before the dais in the Throne room of the Ernil Vuin.
 
   “The Queen and her Prince were tearful as she rent her skirts and pleaded with them.
 
   “Her love for Zarek was plain and the maiden was not embarrassed by it.
 
   “Mab and Oberon rose from their thrones. They moved as if they were moons orbiting the same sun. Together they brought her to her feet and embraced her.”
 
    
 
   Rhys’ eyes widened as he read the story further:
 
    
 
   “Mab stroked Calamity’s hair and whispered her questions to the girl.
 
   “‘Is your love for Zarek true?’ ‘Is his love true for you?’ ‘Will you survive without him, or him without you?’ ‘Are you willingly choosing to give up your immortality?’ ‘Will he accept you in your human form?’
 
   “Calamity answered sincerely and Mab knew it was so through the Truth of Touch.
 
   “She asked Oberon to summon Titania and the Priestess’s Council so they could set the task for Zarek.
 
   “To Calamity she said, ‘Take heart, dear one, for I send you into the realm of Earth to wait for your true love. When you arrive on Earth, you must send Zarek into the desert to seek out the Silver Orchard and the Keeper. He must heed her words for without the instructions he will not meet success. She will pose the riddle to him and if he is successful she will ring the silver bells and transport him to us here in Eon. Your task is to find and retrieve the Cup of Truth from the line of King Cormac ua Cuinn and bring it to us here. Remember to be swift child, time passes for us differently on Earth than it does for humans who are in Eon. If you are too slow you might come back to us in your old age. With the tasks completed, he will belong to you and you to him. You will both be free to seek your destiny together on Earth.’”
 
    
 
   Rhys read the pages over and over until he had memorized every phrase.
 
   He went to the shelves and found parchment which he used to make a copy of the page for Naida. He selected a scrap piece from the rubbish pile and scratched the phrases “Touch of Truth”, “Priestess’s Council”, “the Keeper”, “Cup of Truth” and “Silver Orchard” on it, folding it and stuffing it into his jerkin. Heaving a long sigh, he closed the book and returned it to the shelf. He rolled the parchment and put away the quill and ink. As he closed the door behind him, Rhys realized that another quest was beginning. It would be a daunting voyage but maybe if he could finally put all the puzzle’s pieces together, he would have everything his heart desired.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night, Rhys slept, but he was disturbed by strange dreams.
 
   Repeatedly, he saw the shadow of a man in a long, hooded cloak moving like a ghost through a house. The figure stopped to touch people in the room, but took nothing from them. Rhys called out to him, “Ho, there.” And the man stopped. He turned and looked directly at Rhys. His eyes shone red and bright and then he vanished from the spot.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Book Three: Creatures of Acadia
 
    
 
    
 
   “Dreams that come when the moon is dark are messages from the cosmos. They are not to be ignored.
 
    -Queen Mab, Fae of Eon
 
    
 
   511 A.D. - The Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Glastonbury Tor, Somerset, England
 
    
 
   The messenger’s blood boiled in his veins, frothed at his lips and mingled with the tears of terror on his cheeks.
 
   Anebos watched curiously as he died. Humans. So fragile, so weak. Anebos loathed them more than he did the Fae; immortal scoundrels that they were. Beyond life and death, he had stalked the worlds of Eon and Earth and several more that bore no name and existed only as the dreaming nightmares of fanged, winged, nameless creatures beyond size and comprehension. The messenger fell to his knees, dropping the letter he clutched in his death grip. Anebos waved his hand and the parchment caught fire, curling and twisting, smoke rising from the paper as it combusted, describing swirled patterns in the air, that the cambion read like runes. They spelled out his future; they revealed the nature of things that no human could conceive without losing his grasp on sanity.
 
   “It is done, Lord Oberon,” he hissed into the air, although there was no being near to him to hear. He was in a clearing in a forest far to the south from where he had been spying on the upstart whelp, Rhys of Gascogne. Knowing the back doors between the worlds was useful, although Anebos was growing tired of following orders in the service of an outcast fae. What cared he for kings, or petty wars? He was a cambion. An ancient nightmare, a terror, the death beyond death and the only one of his kind left; as far as he knew. Oberon asked too much—and offered too little—for his service; of that he was sure. Perhaps Oberon himself would feel the burning death soon enough. It was almost like being free, slaying like this. Almost free again, away from the shackles of the Unseelie Court. Soon, the war would be done, Mordred would be victorious, and the barriers between worlds would fall. The Lifetree will wither and rot. Anebos smacked his lips, tongue lolling. The scent of the blood pooling at his feet was almost irresistible, but he could not allow himself to feed. Not yet.
 
   Anebos cast his mind into the aether, to the invisible shade of himself he left watching the sleeping Rhys of Gascogne. The boy was tossing fitfully. Did his dreaming self somehow know that his uncle, the man known as Owain, now laid dead, the life choked out of him? Perhaps. Anebos hoped that somehow he did. He tapped the corpse of Owain with his clawed foot. The man looked surprised in death, as if he had expected life to end another way. They all did. The wind rustled in the treetops, and Oberon’s voice came with it. It came as the hustle and bustle of high leaves, in the creak of branches, in the patter of scuttling animals. He’d intercepted Owain just outside of Glastonbury. Too close to his destination for Anebos’ liking, but that had not stopped him from annihilating the threat of the message being delivered.
 
   “Well done, Anebos,” Oberon said from beyond the veil of the world. “Avalon must be kept out of the fight ahead. The Glastenning will continue to wane in power, until the time of the thirteenth has come. Even so, their fae power is still formidable, and their allegiances with Mab will bring them to declare war upon us, if they know all. Go now. Mordred begins to march south.”
 
   “Yesss, milord,” muttered Anebos. His forked tongue flickered. Mordred was in Ayr, a far step for a human to make from where Anebos stood, barely a league from Avalon itself. But, Anebos was no human, had never been human, and had the command of the magicks of fire and blood. The cambion knelt and swirled the pool of Owain’s blood with his fingertip.
 
   “Shul-tar-eagh, Shul-tog-na-gig, Failt-augh-loc-milq!”
 
   The words of the spell hissed from his lips, shaped well enough by his forked tongue. The blood shimmered with ripples not caused by any apparent touch. The cambion dove headfirst into the shallow pool, disappearing into the half inch of blood as easily as a cormorant plunges into the sea in search of fish. Owain’s body lay silent. 
 
   Leagues away, Rhys stirred in the breaking dawn. In Eon, Naida watched by her pool, and Queen Mab stirred in her dream-sleep; again troubled by the visions of Nestaron, of the end of her people, of the end of the Lifetree. Morgan la Fae dreamed the same dream, but dreamt of her nephew, of his death.
 
   In Arcadia, Lord Oberon sat in the fae dawn, gazing into his own seer’s pool. The high court of the Unseelie lay, sat or floated sleepily around his dais. He clenched his ebony mail-clad fist, and disturbed the black waters. It was nigh, after all those countless ages. It was time for his revenge. His pawn, Mordred, would sweep the land of all Mab’s allies, and with it any hope she had of renewing Eon. Justice.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The most infuriating fact that governs the human existence is that of frailty.
 
   That was the only thought that came to him as he lay there with his eyes still closed, breathing in the scent of her skin. He exhaled, thinking that if he had it to do it all again, he would. For him, it would be a delight. For him, everything was worth the pain, the strife. He held her across his lap, stroking her long hair just as he had when he pulled her from the water. As he did this, he realized that her pointed ears—the most obvious sign that she was not human—were becoming more rounded now. He hoped that the possibility of her leaving him, not being able to stay there with him forever, had truly passed. She coughed and moved a little, resettling her weight in his lap as if to confirm that she had no plans to go anywhere. Her rosebud mouth was closed, pursed lips that were the rosy pink he adored. She rolled over on his lap to face the bright rays of the sun and he laid her golden hair out over his thigh so the sun could dry it along with her skin and dress, never taking his green eyes away from her face.
 
   With her eyes closed like that, she looks ethereal, he thought. She breathes as if it is the first time she has done so; well perhaps it is. 
 
   She was mesmerizing him. Her almond-shaped lids fluttered, her violet eyes searching, trying to find his face.
 
   “You have done it, Rhys,” Naida whispered. “You have achieved all you set out to do. Everything for yourself, your family, you have done so for me as well.”
 
   “Naida, it is you who has achieved it all,” Rhys answered. He stroked the hair back from her brow as he spoke. “You were the driving force, the magic, the undying perseverance, the love. You are my love, forever.”
 
   “And you are mine,” she echoed.
 
   He placed her gently down on the soft grass and lay down beside her, stroking the flaxen curls that fanned out around her head. He put his lips to her ears and she closed her eyes again.
 
   She sighed as he whispered:
 
    
 
   “How beautiful you are, my darling!
 
   Oh, how beautiful! Your eyes are doves.
 
   Your hair is like a field of wheat descending from the hills.
 
   Your lips are like a scarlet ribbon; your mouth is lovely.
 
   You are altogether beautiful, my darling; there is no flaw in you.
 
   She sighed again and replied:
 
   All night long I looked for the one my heart loves;
 
   I looked for him but did not find him.
 
   I went up into the city, through its streets and squares;
 
   I searched for the one my heart loves.
 
   When I found my heart’s love, I held him and would not let him go.”
 
    
 
   Rhys woke with a start and wiped the tears from his eyes angrily.
 
   It seemed these days that even his dreams fought against him. There was a hard road ahead for him and for all the other Sons of the Round Table. Nothing had made that more clear than the news that Derrick of Liverpool had gone ahead to Kendal instead of waiting for their arrival. The news they had met on the road—which must have been similar to what Liverpool had heard—was grim and frightening, and yet they rode forward to the inevitable battle.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Ayr, Ayrshire, Scotland
 
    
 
   The frozen air from the mountains blew through the castle.
 
   ‘Castle’ was perhaps too kind a word for the blackened, ruined battlements of the fort at Ayr. Mordred stamped his feet, and ordered more wood to be placed on the fires. Dawn was breaking over Scotland through mist and fog, barely bringing enough light to let the few birds remaining in the trees know that it was indeed time to wake and sing. When they did, though, their songs were mournful. Their songs echoed the hearts of the peasants, displaced and scared away when Mordred took the lands.
 
   Mordred, natural born son of Arthur and rightful heir to the throne of all lands north and south, was for once in a hale and hearty mood. The preparations for war were going well, the Sons of the Round Table had been stymied at every turn, and his own force was swollen with the wild Pictmen, Celt clans and Viking mercenaries. He had invited their leaders to break their fast together, on coarse brown bread, thick cuts of salted pork belly and black beer, but was interrupted in his meal by the appearance of his servant, Donal.
 
   “My liege,” Donal stammered. “It is here, and craves an audience with Your Majesty.”
 
   It had always un-nerved Donal. The shrew-like serf had attended on Mordred for a decade, and had blankly witnessed many terrible things committed by Mordred and his forces in the name of his quest for retribution and revenge. Only Anebos had ever installed fear in him. Whether Donal was numb to mortal terrors or simply superstitious and afraid of faefolk, Mordred never asked. He put his trencher down, sourly regarding the uneaten meat. Ragnar Lodbrok, leader of the Viking warriors, regarded his employer with surprise. It must be a mighty thing indeed to draw a future king away from his meal. The Pict chieftains did not raise their faces from their meals, slavering and gobbling like the pigs that had provided their morning meat. Mordred stalked away with long strides, closing the heavy oaken door of his quarters behind him. The fire in the hearth was low, and his breath condensed on the preternatural chill of the air. The cambion stood in front of the fire, barely a shadow, almost impossible to see, save from the corner of Mordred’s eye. To look at it directly was to see a skittering nothingness and to sense impending death from hidden attackers that were surely right behind your shoulder. Mordred despised the undead thing, this Wight of the ages. Why had he been sent this creature? No doubt it had proven itself to be a spy and assassin of some great power, but Mordred felt like he was being maneuvered. Manipulated.
 
   “What do you disturb my breakfast for, ghoul? Come to tell me more tales from your master? I grow weary of waiting on Lord Oberon’s commands.” Mordred drew himself up to his full height and regal bearing. The cambion hissed softly to itself, and brought itself into better view. Its shadowy form thickened, blotted out more of the fire behind it, but still fell short of full opacity. Mordred could at least see the dead thing’s face, red-eyed and wan-skinned, pointy-eared and long of tooth.
 
   “Ssssoooo, Lord Mordred, he who would be king,” Anebos spoke with a false sweetness. “You would do well to remember that I am not your subject, and you are not my king. Even more so, you would do well to thank those who do you favor, and quickly, before they make you beg on your knees.”
 
   Mordred scoffed. “I fear you not, demon. I am the son of the greatest warrior of our age, blessed by birth and of pure blood. My father’s blood courses through my veins as does the blood of Uther, my grandfather. Twice over, in fact!” Mordred gave an evil chuckle at his last comment. Anebos snickered mockingly. 
 
   “Oh, you laugh? Arthur may be my sworn enemy, but he is a great warrior. Only a fool would deny the power of the blood of kings. I command you again, what brings you here? What message does Oberon send?” Mordred drew his short sword from the scabbard, and pointed the black iron blade at Anebos’ throat. “Speak! Quickly! I command it!”
 
   Anebos cowered. The cambion could not stand against the power of Mordred, despite its bluster. “As you wish, my Lord Mordred, I meant no offense. My master Oberon tells me your preparations are close to their end. Your army is ready?”
 
   Mordred smiled mirthlessly and beckoned Anebos to the balcony. Mordred pulled back the heavy curtain that had been hung to preserve the heat of the fire. The flames in the hearth lunged at the draught of air, licking around and through Anebos. The cambion did not seem to notice, and stepped forward to join Mordred. Outside, as far as the eye could see from east to west, there were crude tents, horses, covered wagons and men. Flags and banners hung lazily at the top of their poles, and an ill wind blew. Mist rolled before it, sloughing over the army. Spear tips broke the higher fog like reeds in a vast gray lake.
 
   “Impressssive,” hissed the cambion. “How many mortals do you have here?” The inflection Anebos put on the word mortals caused Mordred to curl his lip.
 
   “I have five thousand men, with several hundred Viking reapers still off the coast aboard ship; warriors all of them; Picts, Celts, men of Northumbria who recognize their true fealty. What of these Sons of Camelot? How fares their muster?”
 
   Anebos laughed a cackling low rattle. “Not half your numbers, less than even that if you move quickly, Lord Mordred. It is why I am bid to come to you now. The Sons aim for Keswick to rally their banners, but they are not one force yet. My Lord Oberon has seen that two of their number are at Kendal, lightly defended and not yet ready to march. Five hundred spears are all that they have.”
 
   “Your Lord Oberon is very forthcoming with his spry intelligence, Wight. Pray, what does your master hope to gain by aiding me in my war against my father? Surely the Unseelie Court has no great interest in the wars of men. Tell me, Wight. What price must I pay for the aid of Arcadia?” Mordred said, and he glowered with suspicious malevolence. His heavy brow furrowed, and he slung back the heavy curtain. The fire fanned once more, and started to sputter under the dark stone. Anebos slunk back toward the dying embers. The creature seemed to like the warmth despite his ghastly pallor, or perhaps because of it.
 
   “My Lord Oberon trusts that you will be more… favorable to his wishes than your father has been,” Anebos said. “Arthur dislikes faefolk, would have humankind forget about us, in favor of his master, the one they call Christ. What good are dead gods? Better to have allies who can talk back to you, who can grant you favors, yes?”
 
   “Watch your tongue, serpent!” Mordred swiped at the wraith with a hand, but it passed right through his body. Anebos just smiled. “My father has numbered days, but our God is the God. I will not tolerate your blasphemy. The Vikings pray to gods they say are the lightning, or the snake that encircles the sea, or the mountains themselves. I care not for their gods; or they for mine, but we understand that to curse the faith of our allies is death. You would do well to find the same wisdom.”
 
   “Nevertheless, Mordred-who-would-be-king, you need the aid of my master Oberon. You need us, just as much—nay, even more so—than you need the help of the barbarian hordes below your window. Without us, the Sons would be in your bower even now, and would have brought you to task.” The Cambion moved his hands this way and that as he spoke, as if he were casting new spells on Mordred. The son of Arthur dismissed him with a laugh of his own.
 
   “Your aid is important, but not essential. You expedite my claim, but my victory is inevitable. Arthur’s quest for just causes and noble goals is his undoing. See here.” Mordred gestured to the map of England on his table, pointing with his still drawn sword. “In the isles to the north, Sir Gawain and Sir Aelfric are waylaid in a futile attempt to defend the Abbess and her nuns from Ragnar Lodbrok’s men. In the south, Arthur himself and the thrice-cursed Lancelot are across the sea engaged with the Romans, who themselves are fighting the Gauls and the Goths. Neither party can turn their backs on their work in an effort to face me for fear that their gizzards will be split by knives in the dark.”
 
   Anebos regarded the map with little interest. It had been crafted from fine material, embroidered with gold and pictures finely stitched showing dragons, sea monsters and the notable towns. The Cambion needed no maps to find his way; fire and blood and shadows made secret paths for him, took him anywhere he wished.
 
   “So why, my Lord, did we spend the lives of Erandur’s goblin riders so cheaply? If your forces are so well massed, so indomitable, why not let the Sons of The Round Table merely march into your waiting army? Why have I been spying on this child archer?”
 
   Mordred said nothing, but turned his back on the undead creature. His cloak rippled over his shoulders, a wave of black scale and ermine. Mordred felt no compulsion to tell Anebos the intricacies of harassment and tactics. The foul beast was a useful tool, but no more, and his loyalties did not lie with his aims, but with those of Oberon. It would not do well to share too much information with it. Instead, Mordred again turned to the map and smiled.
 
   “Erandur, yes. He will do nicely. Kendal is three days’ ride from where he was last camped, yes? Send him, and as many creatures that are under his command. Attack Kendal. Slay its defenders. Bring me the heads of the Sons who man the battlements. Tell him to preserve the lives of the peasants, villains and serfs, but slay all noblemen of fighting age. Understand?” Mordred finally sheathed his long sword, flourishing the blade slightly. Anebos bowed.
 
   “It shall be done, Lord Mordred. I question, though. Why spare the minions? They are worthless lives, tilling the soil. Why not butcher them all, to show your might?” This question Mordred did not mind disclosing some of his thoughts upon. He shook his head at Anebos.
 
   “Creature, you who are not living would never be able to understand it. The chattels are not my enemies. They care not that one king wars against another, nor even that faerie and devils walk the lands. So long as they are left alone, as much as can be expected, they will be happy. In any case, if I slaughter every villager between here and Camelot, it will be a mean country that I rule. Who will tend the livestock and grow the vegetable and grain we eat? No, I will not sack the land. Your Lord Oberon aids me for his own mysterious reasons, and he knows that I accept his aid to preserve the life of my subjects. For so long as Oberon heeds that these lands are mine, these people are mine, then we have an accord. If any of your faefolk, ghouls, elves, monsters or goblins forget this, then Faerie King or nay, he shall be slain by my own hand with a hammer blow to make all witches tremble on their brooms.”
 
   Mordred stalked from the room, leaving the Cambion behind, slamming the heavy door behind him. His exchanges with the undead creature always put him into a foul mood. Mordred disliked witchcraft, despite the circumstances of his own birth. The morning meal had been cleared away, save for his own cooling plate and goblet. Lodbrok and the clan chieftains were lounging back in the ornate chairs at the table, and sat up a little straighter at Mordred’s approach.
 
   “Yarl Lodbrok,” Mordred said, “I have a task for you. The town of Kendal is to be attacked three nights hence by our allies. Send your fastest riders to support them. Report back to me with full haste, I wish to know all that transpires.”
 
   The burly Viking stood and clenched a fist on his muscle bound, iron-strong chest. “I shall go myself, King Mordred. Which allies do you speak of? I thought we were all here, camped with these savage clans.”
 
   The Pict translated the Viking’s joke to his fellows, and the chieftains boomed their laughter around the hall. They fell silent when Mordred replied, “Devils, demons and the fires of hell. Those are our allies this day, Yarl Lodbrok. See that you are careful not to get burned.”
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   Just then, a wild wind rustled the tree tops loudly. Naida put her finger to her lips in a signal for Rhys to be quiet. He looked at her questioningly but said nothing. The wind quieted and then a clear giggle could be heard on the breeze. The sound rang true like the ringing of a silver bell.
 
   “Minerva!” Naida said firmly. “Is that you?”
 
   “It is I,” a voice replied, but no one could be seen.
 
   “Show yourself to us, you nasty eavesdropper!” Naida was genuinely upset at her friend. “Faery should really seek to show a better display of manners than that.” She hurriedly let go of Rhys’ hands and stood up.
 
   The wind picked up the pace again and suddenly, a gust blew a large amount of leaves into the clearing. As the leaves were carried by the wind, they started to form a whirlwind which tunneled upward until it reached a man’s height. Rhys was awestruck; he sat watching the spectacle with his jaw dropped.
 
   “Close your mouth, Rhys,” Naida commanded. “It is just Minerva. She is not just listening in on conversations today; apparently she is also showing off.”
 
   The leaves soon gathered into a neat column and then took the form of a beautiful green woman.
 
   “Rhys, this is the image of my dear friend, Minerva. I spoke of her earlier.”
 
   Rhys got to his feet and made a bow to the leafy lady. She curtsied back politely.
 
   “How do you do, my lady?” he asked.
 
   “How do you do, kind sir?” Minerva replied tentatively. She was unsure if he would be able to hear her in her verdant state.
 
   “Why have you come here, Minerva?” Naida asked. “It must be urgent; otherwise you are being purposefully uncouth.”
 
   “Well, Naida dearest, although I do love a bit of mischief in the morning, it is rather urgent.” She paused purely for effect. “Titania is searching for you. There’s some sort of gathering happening in the throne room. Dozens of faefolk from all over have come to speak with Mab. Even the minor rulers have gathered to hear their concerns.”
 
   “It could get rather serious if she thinks I am hiding from court. I am glad you came yourself instead of trying to reach me some other way. Do you think we need to make our way back now?”
 
   “I’d rather we did,” she said quickly, inclining her head in Rhys’ direction. “I really need to know what all the fuss is about. I saw the envoys arriving, Naida. It doesn’t seem to me that all these different factions of fae are just making a casual visit to court. It’s better we get back before any other of her messengers appears here in the glen. I fear for exposing the human boy to more than he may be able to cope with.”
 
   “He knows a lot more about these things than you give him credit for, Minerva. After all, he does live at the court of Morgana.”
 
   “Really?” Minerva blurted out, her eyes widening in marvel. “You live in Avalon? What is it like? Is Morgana as lovely as she is in the pictures? And as powerful as they say?”
 
   Rhys smiled at the barrage of questions.
 
   “Don’t answer her, Rhys. She is too inquisitive for her own good. I shall see to Minerva’s questions when we return home.” Turning back to her friend she said, “The conversation is ended. Go on back to Eon; I will be on my way shortly.”
 
   “I’ll see you soon then.”
 
   “Yes, Minerva. I will see you soon. Goodbye.”
 
   Instantaneously, the leaves lost animation and fell to the ground. Then a breeze took them up and swept them out of the clearing.
 
   “Miraculous.”
 
   “It is, is it not? Poor Rhys, you have been bombarded by so many ethereal happenings in these past few days. A lesser man would have gone completely mad by now.”
 
   “Naida, dear, it would take a better effort than that to send me into madness.”
 
   The easy banter helped to relax them both after Minerva’s surprising visit, but it was clear that the conversation had troubled Naida.
 
   “Are you alright, my dear?” he asked, noting a slightly worried look on her face.
 
   “I will be in a moment. My mind is disturbed by Minerva’s words. Truth be told, Rhys, I am rather petrified of Titania. She is a devious old wraith.”
 
   She breathed deeply and shook her head.
 
   “If she is suspicious about my recent behavior or absences from Eon, she could cause much trouble for me. Distract me, love. Ask me questions.”
 
   Rhys was taken aback by her use of the descriptive for him, but he was far too flattered to make a point of it.
 
   Love, he thought, but instead said, “Well then, tell me, Naida of the Lake, what of your family? Do you have an ancestry as well or do faeries exist out of sheer magic like the stars?”
 
   “Ah, a lovely query; this could take me hours.”
 
   “I truly hope it does. I enjoy your stories immensely.”
 
   “Well, firstly, faeries are not born of magic; we have parents and lineage just as humans do. We speak an ancient language that never had a name but as a result of the war, it was decided that, just as the word ‘faery’ was used to describe all magical creatures in nature, so would the word ‘elvish’ be used to describe all the dialects of our language both written and spoken. I am from a family known as the Brannon vuin, a sort of noble-serving class. My predecessors have been serving at the royal court since time began; of course that meant some of my family sided with Oberon after the war and went to Arcadia with him. They were the entire lineage of my Inyanosse, my mothers’ family.”
 
   “Everyone?” Rhys interrupted. “All these elvish words are starting to get me confused.”
 
   Naida sighed deeply before she answered him.
 
   “Most faery families were divided by the war, Rhys. According to our customs, those who turned their backs on Eon and the service of humanity were forgotten by those that remained. We do not speak their names, nor do we refer to them using any terms of respect in any language of the universe. My mother, Itheilwen, is the second born of the only three inya of her family to remain. The other two are her sisters, Merilwen and Aranel. When inya get married, they are removed from their old family and joined to their new one. So, my mother’s entire family left Eon and followed Oberon, except the inya who were already married and whose new families had chosen to stay. The lineage of my Hanwanosse, my father’s family, stayed with Mab electively. That was long before my time, but my mother still speaks of what happened to her family as if it were yesterday.
 
   “The Brannon vuin are the valets, pages and ladies in waiting of the Ernil vuin, our ruling class. After the war, our assigned duties were extended to include the queens’ guard and the heads of house, which are the queen’s chamberlain, queen’s secretary, head housekeeper, head cook and head steward. My mother, Itheilwen, was Titania’s chief lady before she married my father. When she married my father, her younger sister, Aranel, took up the position. Her elder sister, my aunt Merilwen, has been in Queen Mab’s service for as long as I can remember. She thought she would be replaced when she was married, but Mab insisted that she stay with her until Merilwen had conceived her first child, which my aunt has never managed to do, so she is still chief lady to the queen. My uncle thinks it is a proper conspiracy between the two women in order to remain in each other’s company, while he remains without an heir. You should see the sideways glances Merilwen and Mab get from him every evening at supper. The way Uncle Herion rolls his eyes at them; one day they will roll right out of his head and down the table.”
 
   She paused to laugh heartily at that, feeling very happy with herself for the last comment. He watched as she covered her mouth with her hand shyly in an effort to hide how vigorously she was laughing. He smiled as he saw tears form at the corners of her eyes and spill over as her fit of laughter continued. Rhys cleared his throat as her laughing slowly hiccupped to a stop.
 
   “Excuse me, I do not know what came over me just now.”
 
   “I believe it is called making a jest, Naida. It was quite a good one too.”
 
   “Well, Rhys,” Naida said, looking up at the sun, “I think our time is at its end. I don’t know when we will see each other like this again. There are not many magical places remaining that I know of between here and Kendal, but should you really need me, remember that you only have to find a body of water and look into it with the moon shining over your shoulder. Call for me and I will come.”
 
   Just as suddenly as her face had appeared in the clear water of the pool, it melted away from sight.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eon
 
    
 
   Light swam like water through the court of the Seelie, motes of gold diving and swirling, resting hither and thither on the wings and ears of faefolk and alighting on the throne upon which Queen Mab sat.
 
   Mab listened to the reports of her subjects. The Ashrays brought tales from the north of England, tales of Scottish glens that crept and stank and polluted the lochs in which they made their dwellings. Boggans, the peat dwellers, crept in twos and threes, still coated in mud. Unused to high court, the dirty and unhandsome creatures told tales of black riders on red eyed wolves, goblins most likely. A cavalcade of house brownies arrived in the afternoon, bearing tales of burned houses of the good Picts and Celts who refused Mordred’s call.
 
   It was the tales of the morose will o’ the wisp of Ayrshire that finally made up the mind of the court unanimously. The wisp’s flame was so low, it was barely brighter than the dancing light around her, and she had not ceased her weeping since her arrival.
 
   “My queen, noble Seelie Fae, I swear to you that Lord Oberon moves against us all. He aids the man who would be king, and grants access to all manner of evil into the realm of men.” 
 
   The high courtiers of the faefolk who sat to the right and left of Queen Mab said nothing, until one Salamander, burning bright, said, “My dear Will-Wisp, remember that beauty is life, and that love conquers all. There is no need to cry over the affairs of mortal wars. They come, they go, surely you have seen them fight again, and again. Nothing really changes. Even if Oberon is aiding this Mordred, son of Arthur, what is it to us?” 
 
   The court murmured gently, mostly in agreement. The affairs of men were quite dull, unless it was a romantic affair or a beautiful deed or a broken heart in autumn. The Will o’ the Wisp flared a little brighter, her anger fueling the faelight within her. “Fire-Drake, you would know little of change, sitting up there on your princeling chair.” She turned about in the court, catching the eyes of the dozens of petitioners behind her. “These goodly fae are but the first of what will be the tide of souls seeking refuge and succor if you do nothing. Queen Mab, will you not hear the pleas of your people? The world of men will burn, and Oberon uses Mordred as the spark. Long ago, the Unseelie Court was forbidden from interfering with mortal affairs; what is this, if not a breach of that covenant? My queen, I beseech thee, you must act!”
 
   The salamander lord, resplendent in his red robes and wings of living flame, jumped to his feet and soared into the air, ready to strike down the Wisp for her temerity. 
 
   Queen Mab spoke, her voice carried into the very minds of all present.
 
   “Peace, Tinaraden. Unleash no fire in this place. I hear your concerns, all of you. I would hear the words of Oberon Wind-Waker, Oberon Cloud-Splitter. Uncover the Seeing Glass,” she said, standing and moving around the dais where the Seelie Court sat. On the eastern wall of the great chamber hung a mirror, taller than any fae and covered with a curtain spun of countless spider webs. Two attendant faeries flew up to the top of the chamber and unhooked the curtain from where it hung, revealing the polished obsidian surface of the Seeing Glass. Mab took her place in front of the mystical mirror and the court shifted and fluttered behind her to get a good position to see what would happen. With a wave of her regal hand, Mab changed the glass to water, then fire, then a cloud brimming with winter rain. The clouds parted, and there was Lord Oberon of the Unseelie Court, cloaked in royal purple over an armor suit of ebony and gold. There were gasps from behind Queen Mab to see the one time King of the Fae so bedecked for war.
 
   “So, is it true, Oberon?” Mab said. “You make plans to bring war upon us all.”
 
   Oberon smiled knowingly. “War is merely the manifestation of change, my love. The affairs of men should not concern you; your lands are safe. There will be no assault on you, or your court.”
 
   “You have been forbidden from using your influence on Earth,” Mab said grimly. “You stand in violation of your oaths of compliance, and bring death and destitution to men and earth-dwelling faeries. You swore to never again meddle in the wars of men.”
 
   Oberon laughed. “Hypocrisy, my Queen Mab? I thought you of anyone was above such things, but then I remember that you always were capricious when it came to which laws you obeyed, and which you merely enforced.”
 
   “What do you mean? No fae under my command has done what you have done. These spirits tend houses, marshal the flows of streams, lamplight the lochs and glens. What crimes have they committed? To be driven from their homes afore the tides of goblins and their ilk, this is bad comedy, Lord Oberon. You know that to interfere with Earth is to put the balance of all realms at risk, and jeopardize everything that we—that I—have created.”
 
   Mab became ever angrier as she spoke and worked through the fears in her mind. Oberon threw his mane of white hair back as he laughed, his cackling mirth echoing from the obsidian mirror like bats, roosting in the high beams of the hall. The chamber of Queen Mab darkened in response to the foul laughter, forming dark clouds and dimming the dawdling light beams to a low miserable ebb.
 
   “You speak of balance? Mab, do you know how pathetic it is to hear you talk this way? How many hearts have been wedded and broken, how many men who should have died have been aided by do-gooding little boggans and brownies and naiads and dryads? How many mainades and bakkhai have sweetened the wine at just the right moment? And I know for truth that water nymphs quell the storms around England to aid Arthur in his conquests on the mainland. And yet, and yet, you accuse me of interfering with mortal affairs! How many muses whisper in the ear of sages, and minstrels and poets, changing the words in the minds of men, shaping the future to your own design? I am merely replicating your plan, my dear queen.” Oberon affected a wry smile. “I am just being a shade more… let’s say, direct, about the process.”
 
   Mab was enraged; the whole court shrank back, unsure what to think. Were they truly manipulating the world of men, as Oberon had said? The wisp and the salamander huddled a little closer together, their prior conflict forgotten. Mab threw sheet lightning from her fingers, dispelling the clouds overhead and crackling into the mirror bearing Oberon’s image. The fae king ducked to avoid the blast, and the room behind him exploded into flame. Oberon snarled and in a single move swirled his cloak from around his shoulders. Ice came in its trailing wake as it passed through the air. The flames died, and Oberon bared his teeth, which became fangs, long and serpentine. He thrust his hand at the portal, and it manifested as a great skeletal appendage with hooked claws. The fae folk scattered to avoid its swipes; Mab calmly ducked low beneath it and with a whispered word, turned the great hand into ash. She whistled a high note, and the obsidian mirror shattered, and Oberon was gone. Mab sank to her knees, amid the deathly silence of the stunned court.
 
   “My queen?” said the salamander. His fire burned low, lower than the matriarch had ever seen. She raised her head, eyes filled with tears.
 
   “We have done as Oberon said, have we not? We have made our business interfering with mortal kind. Now Oberon aids Mordred in his war and we cannot stand back. I put it to the court that we are at war; we always have been, I was just too blind to see it.”
 
   It was at that moment that Naida and Minerva rushed into the chamber, attracted by the calamitous noise. There was indeed quite the uproar going on in the throne room, just as Minerva had described.
 
   “What is this melee? We heard it all the way from the Everclear pools!” Minerva said, flushed with the sprint she and Naida had made. No one heard her question over the din and the queen was speaking.
 
   “Fae of all kinds, of all nations,” Mab said, “we are in great conflict with the Unseelie Court. We are not a warrior people, and Oberon has enlisted the foulest and most brutal creatures to fight with him. We alone cannot win. Moreover, should we lose, the Glastenning Sisterhood—our mortal representatives at Avalon—will be destroyed, and the Lifetree itself will die. Eon will fade, and magic will be lost; love will fail and darkness will swallow everything.” The fae gathered in the throne room wailed, the boggans wept together and not a single wing fluttered. There was a moment of complete silence; until Naida broke it.
 
   “My queen, you are right. We cannot win alone, but we have allies. We have the means to fight; not in open war against the Unseelie, but through Nestaron. Nestaron must come, Nestaron must save the Lifetree and replenish the power of our world.” Naida’s voice was high and clear; she spoke freely and without trepidation. The court muttered and was unconvinced.
 
   “The Nestaron has never succeeded before, Naida,” Mab said gently, “and we are still unsure if he has even manifested in the mortal realm. Not for centuries has he been seen. You believe that he can be found before the combined might of Oberon and Mordred crush all in their path?” 
 
   “I believe it to be so, my queen. I know it must be so.”
 
   Mab drew herself up, fire again burning in her eyes.
 
   “Muses! Boggans! Salamanders! Wisps and banshees and all fae kind! Fly to your dwellings, spread the word through dreams and visions and the whispered idea in the night, give courage to all of Mordred’s opponents; he must be held at bay. Naida, Minerva; to you, I entrust the great quest of our time. Nestaron must find his way to Rinnah’s Orchard and defeat her in combat. She is a fierce warrior faery who protects the Eternal Branch, which will restore our great Lifetree. We have little time. To all of you, I grant my strength, the permanence of my soul. I cannot sustain you for long before I run the risk of being completely consumed, but for the turn of one moon, you shall walk on Earth as we were once able to do. Do not waste time, for it is short.”
 
   Minerva and Naida bowed to their mistress, and fled, followed by every fae in Eon. The pools leading to Earth were soon filled with the magical sound of faeries, transporting themselves through time and space, to find humans at the right time to make a difference in a war that was unwinnable.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Confusion reigned in the courtyards of Eon for hours after Mab had dismissed her audience. The fae milled around, huddled in groups of their own kind as well as groups of mixed kinds; debating, arguing, agreeing and finally, comforting each other that, though dark days were ahead, good would prevail over evil. It always had and it would again. It had to.
 
   Minerva led Naida back to the corridor where their chambers were located.
 
   “Pack your things, Naida,” she said. “We have a long journey ahead of us.”
 
   “When shall we leave, Minerva?” she replied, quite comfortable with leaving all the decision-making to her elder for the moment.
 
   “After luncheon. We’ll be glad for a bit of daylight while we catch our bearings on Earth.”
 
   “Yes. You are right, but that still doesn’t give us a lot of time to prepare.”
 
   “You will have to ensure that it is enough, Naida. I will see you at luncheon.”
 
   “Yes, I will see you at luncheon.”
 
   Minerva waited for the door to close shut behind her friend before she half ran, half flew back down the corridor and down the garden stairs. She streaked across the main gardens toward the tree line, ducked beneath a pine and was gone.
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   The glen was silent, with only the sound of the wind rustling the overhead branches of the trees and a few songbirds breaking the quiet every now and then.
 
   The wind wandered round and round the clearing, pushing the leaves to and fro. The invariable flow of the water that kept the pool constant was mesmerizing as the water sang its song ceaselessly all day. Dragonflies were climbing the reeds to warm their translucent wings before taking off to bob along the water’s surface. In the grass, the sounds of the crickets could be heard distinctly until the vocal cicadas in the trees became insistent on drowning them out with their own violent song. Silence returned abruptly to the pool as soon as the competition was won.
 
   Minerva settled on a rock and stared at the water, thinking about the appropriate thing to do. She knew too much about the depth of Naida’s feelings for Rhys to ignore her friend’s suffering, but she remained unsure of Rhys’ true feelings toward Naida.
 
   As she sat, she thought and searched the recesses of her mind for every helpful piece of information she had.
 
   “Erunanethiel!” she exclaimed. “Give me power, grant my wish, and bestow the answers!”
 
   She slid from the rock and walked slowly toward the water, repeating the words of the spell deliberately. She didn’t stop when her feet entered the pool. She waded down to the deepest part of the water and stood motionless.
 
   “This can work. It has been done before, but Mab herself has admitted that Nestaron has been lost to us for so long that it is hardly unlikely that he truly is on Earth now. We will never find the Silver Orchard, nor will Rinnah give over the Eternal Branch if Rhys’ heart and his arrow are not true. How can I be sure of his intentions?” she wondered to herself.
 
   She began to turn around in slow circles as she thought deeper and harder. She chanted the incantation louder and faster. Suddenly, she stopped, her eyes wide.
 
   “You must walk the line through the ages and the generations. Follow the blood to the answers you seek…” a soft voice said. Minerva listened intently to the sound of the disembodied voice. It was as if it was whispering into her ear. Looking down, Minerva saw an image forming on the water’s surface. It was Rhys, and there was an older man speaking to him. They seemed to be discussing an important matter as the valet tightened several pieces of armor on the boy’s body. The image shivered and dissolved.
 
   “So, he’s been knighted, has he? Well done, Rhys,” she said as she continued to gaze at the water’s surface. “But the answer I really need is where to find the orchard. Earth is big and Naida and I do not have the first idea as to where to start looking.”
 
   She waved her hand over the water’s surface to scatter the image. It was helpful, but it wasn’t what she was looking for.
 
   “How will you summon her, Minerva?” the dragonflies asked her.
 
   “What spells have you to complete the task?” the trees whispered.
 
   “Quiet!” Minerva ordered impatiently. “Allow me to think!”
 
   Immediately, a silence fell over the glen which was as deep as Death itself. She resumed her slow turns in the water, then suddenly stopped again. She smiled and as she descended into the depths of the pool; the vision she needed had started to form over her like storm clouds. She looked up into the thickening white mist and an image began to appear there. It was hazy at its best, but there were clear landmarks and formations in the picture from which she could take her bearings. Then she saw the tops of a thousand apple trees in full fruit. Apples of all colors, shapes and sizes, but the focus was on the smallest one. It stood in the center of everything but surrounded by the verdant color of the others, it was almost stark. The leaves were shiny and silver; so were its branches. Its fruit was plump and round, but also solid silver. There was a tinkle of laughter within its foliage. Minerva looked closer. For a moment, she saw nothing but then a pair of slender, naked legs began to descend from the bottom branches and then a savage-looking fairy girl with weapons slung across her back and a dagger between her teeth vaulted to the ground.
 
   “Rinnah, you beast! There you are!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Lancashire, England
 
    
 
   Kendal yet stood two days ride ahead of the bedraggled column of knights, men at arms and baggage train attendants that billowed out behind the Sons of the Round Table like a filthy, half-mile-long cloak.
 
   The skies over the northern lands had opened wide in the night, a deluge falling that burst riverbanks and sodden the rough roads, sinking wagons and tiring horses. Rhys, not yet a knight himself and yet in a position of shared command with his compatriots, felt utterly miserable. His letters from Naida had disappeared and no fresh message from Erasmus had arrived. This was surely due, he told himself, to the ruined roads slowing everything that could not take wing in the air. Even so, there were no birds in the air. Hedge-wrens and black crows alike took roost, silently watching the drab procession. Even Broderick—Rhys’ faithful charger and usually so indomitable in spirit—merely tramped, one hoof in front of the other.
 
   Richard of Dunmonia rode next to Rhys and—despite the torrents of water and the temperature that seemed to fall ever closer to freezing with every mile they rode north—he was in good cheer.
 
   “Ho, Rhys! I do hope the grandeur of your position at the tip of the spear hasn’t swollen your head too much for your helmet! Keep up this incorrigible high-handedness, and some of your betters might take the birch to you like the whelp you are!” Richard’s voice carried a fair distance, despite the rain, but the knight put extra volume in it to ensure that as many as possible heard his jape. A ripple of laughter rewarded him, and the peals seemed to brighten the very air around them, made it not quite so dour. Rhys laughed too, and responded in kind.
 
   “My fair knight of Dunmonia, kinsman, I could never dream to speak down to one of such valor, such renown as you. Many are the times we have heard of your legendary battle against the cockerel of Oswestry, and the dormouse of the Southern Downs. Let us not forget that it is you, who by the age of twenty and one has sworn to the Lord our God to not grow a beard or even a hint of one until all of Christendom is at peace!” Rhys rubbed the sprouting of his own beard which was coming in thick and wiry black. Laughter broke out again, Gawain of Sheffield and John of Leeds reeling in their saddles. All knew that Rhys had shown naught but respect to his fellows, and had given not a single order; not that there were many orders to give on the long march north. They had received word at Risley, just outside of Manchester, that Derrick of Liverpool had run away from home in an effort to meet them on the road. When he had heard from fleeing peasants that an army was forming in the north, he had turned his horse toward Kendal and gone to Henry’s aid. Rhys and his growing army had turned north as well and trudged toward Kendal as fast as they could.
 
   The boys had all called on their liegemen to go to war with them. The forces of Dumnonia had waited for them at a camp just outside of Preston, and they had found that as they journeyed toward Kendal, men in all manner of dress and carrying anything that could be used as a weapon had attached themselves to the contingent. The low baritone voice of Owen of Nottingham rumbled up when the laughing subsided.
 
   “The levity is appreciated, my brothers, but more so would be some leavening of this rain. Do the gods not know we have a battle to fight at the end of this ride?”
 
   “Not so imminent is the battle, my friend,” said Gawain. “We ride to meet Derrick and Henry at Kendal and join our force to theirs, and then north to chase Mordred into the sea. There will be feasting before the fighting!”
 
   He slapped his belly and licked his lips in comedic fashion. There was more laughter from the knights, but Rhys soon fell into melancholia again. He had not experienced so long a time without word from Naida. Not since the first day they had met, it seemed like a lifetime ago, by the pool where summer reigned and rain came only as a refreshing shower to keep the land verdant. He had tried calling her name into puddles, but to no avail. He had collected rainwater in a bucket and tried that too, but he spoke only to himself. It seemed her premonition during their last conversation had been more correct than either had thought at the time; it was going to be a long, lonely march north for him. Rhys looked behind him for a moment and saw Thomas of Manchester struggling to stay steady in his saddle under the weight of the flagpole he held. Rhys tapped one of Manchester’s men and nodded toward the teetering boy, and the warrior rode off immediately to assist his lord.
 
   The army made camp that night in the shelter of a range of hills. Benevolently, the hillocks kept the worst of the weather from the soldiers’ heads once they were at their foot, though the ground was still sodden and unwelcoming for pitching their tents. With hills to the east and a copse of trees to the west, the army hunkered down like cows in the field. Rhys and Richard rode the perimeter, ensuring that sentries were posted and watch fires were stoked. The rain lessened as the last ebbs of the setting sun broke through the boughs of the tallest trees and dappled the earth.
 
   “How many shields have we here, Rhys? Perhaps five hundred?” Richard said.
 
   “Six and twenty, all told. With another four hundred awaiting us in Kendal. What say you? The face you wear unnerves me.” Richard’s grim expression made his lightheartedness during the march seem as though it had belonged to another man entirely. 
 
   “So obvious, am I? Hum. Well, I suppose I would feel better knowing the numbers of our enemy, and his comportment. We know nothing of Mordred’s army, no outrider has returned from the far north with word, though we have sent many and more. We have only the murmuring of fleeing peasants. And, there is something else.” Richard sighed in his saddle, and looked to the sky. “It is not easy to say it, but I must, and it is no reflection on you.”
 
   Rhys felt his heart plummet. He knew what was coming. It had been inevitable. “Speak, friend. I would happily take your counsel.”
 
   “Good, for it is just counsel I offer. Some of the yeomanry are concerned at the inexperience we bear. Can you understand them? These are true soldiers, veterans of many campaigns. We are but boys of high birth and good training, with no experience of command. Their lives depend on the orders we make, and while they will charge when we say and hold the line when we call, I fear that if the battle goes ill for us, their morale may not hold.” Richard put his hand on Rhys’ shoulder. “I fear before they trust us completely, we shall need to blood ourselves in combat, all of us. Of we five Sons with this army, Owen alone among us has seen combat, and that was with bandits only. Yet I know not where we may find such skirmish to prove ourselves before the battle on which all depends.”
 
   Rhys slowly nodded. He felt wounded pride; after all, had he not fought and been wounded at Kenilwurt Cross? But yet, his mind asserted his reason on him. He had been wounded in a mere raid. When the battle against Mordred came, he would be charging at the fore astride Broderick for the first time into battle, not just for the first time as a true knight, but the first time in his life. It would be no hunting party. He looked down at his saddle where the dragon helm his father had presented to him at Red Ditch hung. He would need to prove himself worthy to wear it, to show that he was a true Dragon Prince.
 
   “No doubt there will be more than one fight ahead of us, Richard. We will get the opportunity to show our steel, I am confident of it.” Rhys said the words jovially, but doubt ensnared his heart.
 
   “Mae'r ddraig yn gartref i aros,” said Richard, speaking the family words. The dragon is home to stay.
 
   Dawn broke the following morning with clear skies that glowed with a burnished red as if the hills themselves bloomed with fire. The older soldiers muttered to each other about ill omens of blood and death that would follow a crimson dawn. The eyes of the fresher recruits and sons that traveled carrying the spears of their fathers showed that they believed every word. The morning breakfast—salt pork and coarse bread cooked together over campfires that hissed over the dewy grass—was interrupted by the alarum call from the sentries. Five hundred well-drilled men grasped shields and helms, but the call was only to alert of a single march rider bearing the standard of Kendal on a pennant atop his lance. The rider galloped through the camp, poising to vault from his horse where the largest tents that housed the Sons of the Round Table were pitched. He dismounted, and knelt before the six knights; Sir Owen, Sir Richard, Sir Gawain, Sir John, Sir Thomas and Rhys himself. The man seemed near complete collapse, the heavy riding jerkin he wore was sodden, either with the ending rain of the night or with his own sweat, Rhys could not tell.
 
   “Rise, sir. Harald! Bring a skin of mead; this man needs a drink!” Owen said, ushering his squire into action. The rider raised his head, but his hands would not leave the grass beneath him and his elbows shook. His voice was similarly quavering and barely audible past the dry rasping croak in his throat. When the boy had fed him a few mouthfuls of mead, he was at last able to speak. A curious circle of men at arms and bowmen had closed in around the rider to hear the news that was so urgent, it had caused a messenger to come through the night, near to the cost of the life of both his mount and himself.
 
   “My lords, I am Elric, son of Uter. I have come from Kendal, and I bear grave news. The city is surely lost.” Elric sounded close to tears now that his journey had ended. The gathered men gave up a cry of dismay, some rattled their spears in anger and the hubbub was so great Rhys had to shout.
 
   “Silence! All of you, be still! Speak Elric, son of Uter. What peril has befallen fair Kendal and her sons?” Rhys said, surprised at the commanding timbre in his own voice which appeared not to be his own, but that of his grandfather in his prime. Elric’s eyes widened and he raised his head to see the raven-haired and green-eyed boy with such authority in his voice.
 
   “My lord, these two nights past, we were beset on two sides. Word came that long ships came ashore at Backbarrow, but before we could marshal a response, we saw a great horde arriving from the north, and a foul stink came with them. Hundreds there were my lords, all misshapen creatures unlike any man of the kingdom. Aye, men there were too, wild men from Pictland, we thought, waving burning brands in the night. My lord, Sir Henry, told me to ride hard south, to bring word to you. By the end of the first night I could see the fires in the distance, though it took me no little time to find where you were camped… I… I’m sorry, my lords.” Elric wept, and Owen helped him gently to his feet.
 
   “What of Sir Derrick and Sir Henry? Do their defenses hold? Speak, man!” Richard was full of blood, full of fury. His hand went to his sword hilt, eager for battle.
 
   “Peace, Richard!” Gawain said, calmly; he was ever the rational one. “See that his horse is watered, and get this man some food. We ride north in one hour! For Kendal! For King Arthur!” The camp erupted in activity, men running hither and thither, packing the tents that were not yet stowed, dowsing camp fires and shouting orders.
 
   Rhys stood, dumbfounded. Mordred had moved first; he must know that the Sons rallied their banners and rode north to Kendal. He meant to split their forces and crush them piecemeal. They should ride at full force to Kendal, but would they be in time? It was more than likely a move to draw their army out into a vulnerable position, and then destroy it as they advanced in a foolish heroic rescue. Rhys patted Broderick’s flank as he saddled his charger.
 
   “Fools charge or no, we ride, my friend. Pray that we ride not to our deaths, but to victory in Arthur’s name.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Kendal, Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   The palisades had been overrun, their defenders fleeing back to the sheltered walls of Kendal. Little shelter they would find there.
 
   The beastlike, ferocious men of Pictland and the terrible black arrows that came from the skulking shadows that patrolled the gloom, beat the peasant auxiliaries and huscarls back. Sir Henry of Kendal, just twenty-two and in command of the defense of the northern walls, looked out with a grim countenance through the visor of his fine, steel helm. He stood atop the battlements of the wall, overseeing the combat below.
 
   “Open the gate and let these men through! Prepare spears to repel pursuers! Efrick, Sam, prepare the oil. In the name of King Arthur, we hold this line against hell itself!” Henry drew his sword and swung it through the air. It was no cheap gesture, as at his stroke, a volley of arrows soared from the four lines of twenty bowmen each, who stood over the crenelations to fire their arrows and then duck back down, protecting their bodies from return fire. Henry saw a handful of Northmen stagger and fall, their fellows breaking off the chase of the retreating defenders and scurrying back, trying to get out of range before the next sharp rain fell. There was a clanking of steel on steel and Sir Derrick of Liverpool appeared on the spiral stairs leading up to Henry’s vantage point. His face was a sheen of sweat and drying blood, but the crimson fluid did not appear to flow from any wound he himself had sustained, which gladdened Henry’s heart.
 
   “Ho, Sir Henry! The east wall is secure, for now. Some fell men, skin as dark as ash, came over the walls with grapples, but we cut them down with sword and spear. How fare you here?” Derrick was breathing hard as he spoke, and Henry noticed that he was missing a tooth.
 
   “We resist, but we do not prevail. The palisades are lost, and the northern road is overrun, but I do not see how our enemies can breach these walls without great loss of life.” Henry pointed beyond the walls to the flames which were once peasant houses. “They come fore, loose arrows at us and then retreat. So it has been these last two bells of the church tower, by my ken. Still, we have lost few men, which is a blessing. Do you think they mean to starve us out?”
 
   Sir Derrick considered. “Unlikely, I think. They would need a force of ten times what they have to garrison us in, and if we are being attacked so suddenly, then Mordred must know that more forces are being mustered to the south. We need only survive this night, perhaps the next as well, and then we will be sure to see Sir Rhys leading the banners to our aid. Be assured, and fear not.” Henry punched Derrick’s shield with his mailed fist, clanging the metal together where the scarlet livery was scratched and gouged by sword strokes.
 
   “I am glad Liverpool stands with us this night, brother. Kendal has never faced so grim a day.” Henry would have spoken more, but he was cut short by the tolling of the bell at the kirk. Sonorous low notes pealed over the city.
 
   “What new devilry is this?” said Derrick, straightening his tabard, getting ready to fight again. Henry cocked his head to listen.
 
   “The rhythms of the bells say the west wall. Let us go now, with all haste!” Henry ran as fast as his heavy armor would allow, down the spiral stairs from the battlements to where his horse stood, held by his squire, Dylan. The boy was wild-eyed, only thirteen and in fear for his life.
 
   “Strength and duty, lad,” Henry told him as Dylan helped him onto his horse. “Remain here, get to my post on the battlements and order a volley of arrows at anyone you see come within bowshot, understand?”
 
   “Aye, my lord!” the boy stammered, and sprinted up the stone steps. It was too soon for such responsibility to be thrust on him, Henry knew, but this was too much of a strain on all of them. Derrick mounted his charger beside him and the two knights kicked their mounts to motion, cantering through the dirt brown streets of the town. Kendal was not a large settlement, so they reached the walls before the bells had finished raising the alarm. A hundred men at arms and levy militia waited below Henry’s uncle, Lord Melegeant, who stood on the ramparts, and turned to see his nephew arrive.
 
   “Ho, Henry my blood and life. The Vikings are here, and they have not come alone!” he cried.
 
   As if to punctuate his remark, the great west gate shuddered under a huge impact.
 
   “No battering ram is this; none could get so close so speedily,” said Derrick. Melegeant could not hear Derrick’s words, but answered him nonetheless. “It is a trebuchet! It will breach the walls within the hour, or within a minute, I cannot say which. Bear arms! Ready the men!”
 
   Henry saluted his father, and, from his position on his horse towering above the soldiers, he bellowed against the furious crack of stone on wood, and stone on stone.
 
   “Men of Kendal! This gate will fall, but you shall not. Ready your spears! The Viking horde would slay your mothers and fathers and rape your wives, but we shall slay them all for daring to sully our lands with their vileness. Together, we fight! Together we die! For King Arthur, for Lord Melegeant, for Kendal!”
 
   The hundred spears raised to the sky and their bearers roared their bloodlust. They were invincible with two great knights with them, their liege lord on the walls, and their families at their backs. With the sound of thunder in their hearts, they turned to the great west gate of Kendal, ready to kill whoever, whatever came through the breach. A whipping noise like the dying of dreams rent the air, and the trebuchet fired again. The rock flew true, too true, and struck the gate hard. Showers of wooden splinters as long as the palm of a man flew, piercing many of the soldiers.
 
   “Raise your shields! Hold them to the ready!” Henry called loudly over the din.
 
   “The crew of this weapon know their craft,” stated Derrick. “I doubt even King Arthur’s best siege engineer could make two shots like that with a trebuchet, and so quickly too!”
 
   “Look, there is more than one—here comes another shot!” cried a soldier, pointing to the sky.
 
   Henry looked, and a rock was hurtling through the air, wreathed in flames of green. Green fire; a fiend fire. His heart sank. Vikings were no witches, although they were thought to consult runes and seers. They have not come alone. He looked up at his uncle, ordering volleys of arrows. The rock launched by the trebuchet streaked through the air, a baleful, falling star, smashing into the very ramparts where Lord Melegeant stood. The wall of Kendal exploded, a force of air pushing men onto their backs. Henry’s horse reared and whinnied, but stayed aright. The brick dust took what seemed a century to clear, and when it did, the Lord of Kendal lay rent on his broken battlement.
 
   “Uncle!” Henry shouted, but he knew it was too late for his lord now. Through the dust and the gap hewn in the wall came screaming Viking berserkers, and some of the ash-skinned men Derrick had seen. They were not men, that was clear. Their movements too graceful, their blades curved and spiked in wicked artistry that no man could have wrought. At the head of these interlopers stood their leader, ash of skin with a black crown atop his head. He bore a long spear, with blades at both ends of an intricately jeweled shaft. There was silence as he approached.
 
   “I am Erandur, King of the Dark Elves. I am the wailing doom. I am your death.”
 
   His voice cut like winter winds, and fear gripped at Henry’s heart right through his tabard, breastplate and mail. He shook himself and met the devil’s red eye.
 
   “For King Arthur! For Kendal!” he cried, and spurred his horse to charge, Derrick at his side.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Earth
 
    
 
   “This is the epitome of the word impossible!” spat Minerva, as she sat on the bough of a favored tree that responded to her touch by blooming fresh sweet fruits in moments.
 
   The faerie ignored the proffered gifts in her doldrums. A night and a day and another night on Earth can be an eternity for faefolk with a task. Not given to perseverance or diligence by nature, Minerva was typical of her kind. She wished that she was off with the other fae, whispering dreams to mortal men, turning their minds to take up arms and head north to bolster the forces opposed to Oberon and Mordred. She wished she was back at the court of Eon, or in the high libraries, or anywhere else. Rinnah had not been seen in a generation of her kind, which was many generations of mortal lives.
 
   “Perhaps a bit more cheeriness, my friend Minerva!” said Naida, violet eyes twinkling. “Though we have the hardest task, do you not see that we are fated to succeed?”
 
   “Fate! I can tell you stories about fate that would curl your hair, if your hair wasn’t so curly already. Be true to me now, friend. Do you really believe that your human boy is Nestaron? There is precious little time for lollygagging on his part or ours, and he rides into the very teeth of destruction itself.” Minerva immediately regretted her words as she saw Naida’s eyes grow large and weepy. “I’m sorry, Naida. That was unkind.”
 
   “It is alright, Minerva. I just haven’t heard any word from Rhys. I thought I heard him call my name into the water last night, but there was nothing there. I fear Oberon or some bedeviled Arcadian warlock has severed our connection,” Naida said, and looked sadly into the pond on the banks of which they stood.
 
   “I doubt that is the truth. We are on Earth, silly one! In body and mind! We cannot speak through pools or manifest ourselves in the elements while we are whole and on this side of the terrestrial veil. Now, I would see your countenance change. Melancholia was a friend of mine, but she suits you ill.” Minerva smiled, and threw an apple from the tree to Naida, who caught it.
 
   They had covered many miles, sometimes listening to the stories the rivers told, as it was well known that they carried the tales of all trees that drank from them. Sometimes they were as mice, hearing the humans speak of their woes, rumors of darkness and fierce fighting in the north. They moved on from the pool and the tree, and crossed the land on fleet feet that bounded over fields and villages. While they had no way of knowing exactly where Rinnah and her orchard might be, Minerva was convinced that by following her instincts, she would come across some sign of her.
 
   Her theory would probably have proven to be more true, but so many fae were now abroad in the land that divining the location of magic and magical beings had become quite troublesome. She was also having problems gathering her bearings in order to pinpoint some of the landmarks she had seen in her vision. There had been a wide land mass that looked like a tidal plain, but it shored up to a very wide river. People traversed the gap by means of a fantastic bridge which was wide and strong enough for wagons and teams of horses to cross it and there seemed to be some sort of holy place there as well. Mists had surrounded it, rolling upriver from the open sea in blankets of thick fog. Behind the fog, a tall citadel had stood shining in the dim sunlight and the apple trees that had surrounded Rinnah’s silver one had stood within those golden city walls.
 
   With her poor knowledge of Earth, Minerva had left the navigating to Naida but she now had reservations, and guessed correctly that part of their haphazard course and endless meandering was due to Naida’s constant quest for news, any fragment of hearsay that would tell her how her beloved—the one she believed to be Nestaron, the Dragon himself—fared against the combined forces of Mordred, Arcadia and the Unseelie Court combined.
 
   Minerva feared for her, sure as she was that no mortal man could hope to stand victorious against such a force, less still a boy as young as Rhys. A mere blink of an eye in the life of a fae; that was all he had lived. The world of the fae would continue, she knew, and the realm of men would also go on, one way or another, in darkness or not, in peace or not. She felt most likely not, given the garrulous nature of mankind. To you, I entrust the great quest of our time. The words of Queen Mab came back to her. How long could she bite her tongue and allow Naida to lead? Minerva looked down as they soared between two clouds that bloomed pregnant and gray; the water in them whispered songs of the ocean, of longing to soak into the earth. She saw ragtag bands of men, armed with roughly-hewn swords and pitchforks, the occasional bowman. Her brothers and sisters were clearly hard at work spreading the news of the war to come. Would it be enough? Minerva found it hard to believe that it would be. She looked back up to Naida, skipping ahead on a breath of air she had asked the wind to blow for them.
 
   “I’ve seen it, you know; the location of the orchard,” Minerva finally admitted as they soared ahead.
 
   “What? Why haven’t you said anything?”
 
   “I saw it in a vision at the Everlasting Pool on the day we left Eon together. I was shown landmarks, things to look for, but I have no idea where in this wretched land to find them, so it’s hardly useful at all.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “I don’t know Earth half as well as you do, Naida, and you have a much stronger instinct for things than I do. I didn’t want to dilute that with what I had seen.”
 
   “I understand. Don’t be worried, my friend. We will find it.”
 
   Naida thought of nothing more after that; she only listened to the bellows of the north zephyrs. Could she just fly north and see Rhys herself, right now? She would like that more than anything, more than to see Rinnah reveal her orchard. More than life and death and water and earth and fire; she wished that she could, that she did not have this burden. Why had Mab chosen her for this? She was not the most powerful fae; far from it. Wouldn’t the Fire-Drake or the Wisp be a better hunter of a faerie who was legendary for both her terrible prowess and diligent solitude? She flipped onto her back, riding the currents, and dropped like a stone to the ground. She did not know why she decided here was a good place; just that it felt portentous. Below, she saw a copse of trees, which may have been an orchard, in the grounds of a small church where she knew humans liked to gather. She landed as lightly as a grasshopper on wheat, touching down on a single toe. Minerva joined her.
 
   “What is it, Naida? Do you feel something?” she asked.
 
   “I can’t say,” said Naida. Looking around they saw the low stones that marked the resting places of the human dead, separated by a wall of rock delineating the graveyard from the orchard, for so the collection of trees indeed were.
 
   “Rinnah! Guardian of the Orchard! Come out to me. My name is Naida of Mab’s own Brannon vuin,” Naida sang, in her high sweet voice. There was no answer. The church seemed deserted; no priest or man stirred.
 
   “Do you hear that?” said Minerva. Naida took her meaning right away.
 
   “There’s no sound. No birdsong, even the leaves are silent. You are wise to the speech of insects; are there any of their songs to hear?” Naida turned on the spot, suddenly filled with trepidation.
 
   “Nothing. I do not think this is Rinnah’s Orchard, cousin. I fear we are in grave danger here.” Minerva took Naida’s hand gently. “Let us leave immediately and be gone from this place!”
 
   Naida made to answer, but her voice stopped in her throat. Stepping out from behind a gravestone that could not possibly have hidden its whole form was a terror that stilled the blood in her veins. It was a cambion, she knew. She felt Minerva stiffen with fear; there were few things that could harm faefolk, no mortal blade for sure. A cambion was no mortal and bore no blades, but it was one creature that could annihilate a faery with one well-placed spell.
 
   “Fear not, fae-childer, I will do you no harm, yes-sss?” The cambion slunk toward them, and Minerva and Naida stepped back. The low wall between them would not hold the creature up for longer than a second if he chose to strike.
 
   “We trust your words not, snake!” cried Minerva, braver than she felt. “We know your master; we know what you are here for. You bring death, trouble and woe! Step away, and leave us be.”
 
   The cambion feigned a wound at the words.
 
   “I have no quarrel with Eon, nor with the great Queen Mab. I merely by chance happened to be walking in the cool sss-shade of these graves when you happened upon my repose. I care not for the wars of men, but I am wondering; what brings two fae, wingless babes as such, to Earth during these times of strife? Tell friend Anebos; perhaps he can help.” He mewled his words sweetly, this creature, in an attempt at a coquettish manner that brought revulsion to Minerva’s stomach. The wight stepped another foot closer, and put his hand on the wall in an utterly menacing and yet relaxed manner.
 
   “Anebos, wight, cambion and most loathed, feeder on death and skulked of form, leave us be, or by our power we shall crush you,” Minerva hissed her words through her teeth. She was sure that the villain meant to deal them death.
 
   Naida steadied her hand and whispered to her friend. “What if he can help us? He passes through shadows, fire and blood. He may have seen… her. Or even him!”
 
   Minerva took her meaning, but was too slow to quiet Naida’s excited hope, or warn her that a cambion had the ears of a dozen foxes. Anebos smiled, all fangs and venom. “Help you, yes, I can help you find your lost loves, yes? For that is who you seek. A lady you search for, yes-sss, and a boy to whom this purple-eyed pretty is sworn? I see many things, faerie girls. I see the truth in things and the lies in others, the right and the wrong and the good and the bad. I know whom you seek, and I have seen them both, oh yes-sss.”
 
   “You lie!” screeched Minerva, and with her free hand, she took the forgotten song of a sleeping toad and shaped it into an arrow of wind. She did not unleash it, but held the air-dart over her head, ready to strike. Naida broke away from contact with her.
 
   “Minerva, hold! Do not loose it!” she cried. “Monster, speak the truth to us and let us go in peace. What do you know of the Orchard?”
 
   Minerva’s heart sank. Naida, you fool!
 
   “This is not the place we seek, Naida. I don’t see any wide river with the remarkable bridge; in fact, there isn’t a river for miles. We should also be closer to the sea and there certainly isn’t any fog or shining city either.”
 
   “You saw all those things?” Naida asked.
 
   Minerva nodded, not wanting to reveal anything more in the presence of the foul being. The cambion cackled and hackled with glee. Minerva knew well enough that you could never put trust in those beings that life itself had rejected, but Naida was too young, too naïve and too in love to take heed of the danger. The cambion sat on the wall, but neither of the two faeries saw him move. He was mere feet from them now, still relaxed as an adder is relaxed when the field mouse steps on his tail.
 
   “Orchard, yes, my pretties, the orchard of Rinnah I have seen. Your human love I have seen, I have seen many things. Would you see him first, or her? I wonder which you would choose. What if you could sss-see one, but not the other?” He flipped his hand from palm facing down to facing up to illustrate. “I could show you one, and you would be joined in the twitch of a tail.”
 
   Minerva felt Naida’s heart leap, and saw her take a step forward toward the uncanny deathless fiend. She seemed entranced, her violet eyes locked to his red ones, and then she realized the trap that they had fallen into. There was no time to warn Naida that the creature had subtly hexed her, that he had hooked her mind with his devious spell. She gathered her wind arrow and flung it with all her fury and protection. Anebos’ eyes glinted and in the palm of his hand there was a wall of fire that swallowed the arrow and used its air to fuel it higher, but his spell on Naida was broken. Minerva wasted no time, and leapt forward, clutching Naida’s hand and with all her strength, propelling her into the sky, returning her to the care of the winds.
 
   “Remember what you are looking for, Naida,” she called after her.
 
   Naida looked down as she rose into the air, her senses returning to her. The cambion’s words had felt so soothing. How desperate she had been to find Rinnah and to see her beloved Rhys again. Then, she screamed in terror and agony as she saw the black shape of Anebos fall. Minerva had left herself entirely open to attack in order to save Naida from certain death, and now she was to take her place. The wicked fangs of Anebos fell, and the sparkling blood of a faerie fell on Earth for the first time in centuries.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   The army of Camelot marched through the day and through the night.
 
   Rest was scarce, and the mood was grim. The sky, while not making a return to the torrential rain that had plagued the journey north, remained foreboding and full of ominous blackened clouds.
 
   As they traveled, Rhys saw even more peasants and villagers retreating south, fleeing the advance of Mordred’s armies with the scant possessions they could salvage and carry on their pack animals and on their own backs. It was a grim sight, and the occasional friar they passed blessed the soldiers, as if they were already amongst the dead. A few men with strength in their arms and pride in their hearts left the ranks of the refugees and took up arms with Rhys’ retinue, swelling their numbers slightly as they went.
 
   At midday on the second day, the advance scouts reported that the villages surrounding Kendal had been put to the torch. Nothing stirred, as if the north had been scoured of every little thing. Not even carrion birds had been seen. The column moved on and made their camp the second night a morning’s ride away from Kendal, the better to gather their forces and form into regiments.
 
   Soon, the dawn broke bright and clear. Rhys dressed in the padded jerkin he usually wore under his armor, drew back the flaps of his tent and stopped in his tracks, words forming on his lips but none uttered. Standing in the circle made by the tents of the Sons of the Round Table, just by the fire upon which Richard of Dumnonia’s squire had cooked a brace of pheasant the evening before, was an elderly man clad in a deep gray cowl. His beard was long, and the purest white; and he stood with the assistance of a long oak staff, gnarled and curled at the topmost end. He regarded Rhys with an utterly emotionless gaze which betrayed nothing about his thoughts, but made Rhys feel as if he were some small mouse who had foolishly caught the attention of a great owl. From the corner of his eye, he saw Richard similarly emerge from his tent, stretching and yawning, stripped to the waist.
 
   “What ho!” he said, waking up rapidly at the uncommon visitor’s appearance. “Say, fellow, this is no place for an old man. This army rides to battle this day. Do you not know what has transpired?”
 
   The old man did not take his eyes from Rhys, but spoke in a clear baritone voice that showed none of the decrepitude of his ancient years.
 
   “Battle, faugh. War? Hmm. Bad business. What do you boys know of war? To ride into battle without knowledge is to swim with an anvil around the neck. Kendal is gone, boy. Do you not know this already?” His eyes bored into Rhys’ skull, but with a great effort, Rhys managed to stand up straight and close his gaping mouth.
 
   “Well then, Kendal must be avenged!” cried Richard, and the noise of his exclamation brought Gawain and John out of their own shelters. They did not speak, but regarded the interaction with interest.
 
   “Aye, Kendal must be avenged,” Rhys agreed, “but our visitor is correct. We do not know what forces await us.”
 
   Richard was about to speak, anger writ on his face. Rhys held up his hand to stop his words. “Peace, cousin. Whether we know what lies ahead of us or not, our honor demands that we ride this very moment to avenge fair Kendal, and know the fate of our brothers Sir Derrick and Sir Henry. What business do you have with us, old man, that you interrupt the sons of the Knights of Arthur’s Round Table from their just revenge?”
 
   The old man leaned on his staff, pointing his beaked face like a hawk at Rhys. His steel gray eyes locked with Rhys’ green, and when he spoke, it was as the thunder itself, though his mouth barely moved.
 
   “I am older than you can possibly know, Sir Rhys of Gascogne, nephew of Caradoc, son of Gwallawc, grandson of Anlawdd.” His booming voice appeared to only be present in Rhys’ own mind, as Richard, Gawain and John seemed barely to move, barely to even breathe. Rhys was forced to his knees by the sonic assault. “In the time before times I was old, and I have come before you now to bring you words of fell terror. You must not ride to Kendal. Your quest is not with your brother knights, noble though they may be. Though you are but a babe in arms, it is sure that you are Nestaron, The Warrior of The Tree, Elf-bane, Bow Master, Lover of the Fae Grove. Do you understand? Seek the Orchard of Rinnah, and end this doomed journey. I, Merlin of the Seventh Star, command thee.” The booming voice faded, and the world breathed again. Rhys felt a terror and pain in his chest, and then Richard was helping him to his feet.
 
   “Rhys, are you well? You seem sick, as if a shade has fallen on your heart,” he said, concerned.
 
   Rhys’ voice came in a whispered, cracked croak like dried leaves.
 
    “The old man, he…” His words failed him. Richard looked at him as if he had lost his wits entirely.
 
   “Old man? What old man do you speak of? The oldest soldier we have is no more than nine and thirty.”
 
   Rhys pointed his hand to where Merlin had stood, but when his eyes found the spot, Merlin had gone. It was if he had never stood there, and evidently Richard had no memory of speaking to the most powerful wizard of all time. He lowered his hand, unsure what to say. Fortunately, Richard had other things on his mind.
 
   “Dreams are well enough, Rhys. Today we make deeds to fill the dreams of a land. To battle we ride!”
 
   “To battle,” Rhys said, feeling quite ill.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kendal, Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   The army reached Kendal at noon, and the sight of the broken, defiled walls was terrible indeed. The army was arrayed itself into two regiments, flanking the mounted knights. Their pennants flew from the tips of their lances, displaying the colors of the towns they hailed from and the gold streamer of Camelot. The soldiers of the line bore their battle standards; different colored tabards from all the various liege lords adorned them. Though many of their greatest warriors were abroad with King Arthur putting the Romans and Gauls to flight, it was a stern force of men, disciplined and ready for battle.
 
   “Look there!” shouted Sir Gawain. “To the west! Viking raiders retreat!”
 
   Rhys looked, and it was true. A gate had opened on the west wall, which was mostly destroyed in any case. Several score of Vikings bearing axes and short swords were exiting the town, no doubt headed back to their long ships. The warriors from the north ran past the towering sentinels that were two trebuchet of prodigious size, but did not appear to see the forces of Camelot at all. Blood rose in Rhys’ ears, and he spurred Broderick forward. The great charger clanked with his armor as his rider, the surrogate son of King Arthur, turned and addressed the force before him. Though the vision of Merlin was still rooted in his mind, his words were meaningless now. Nestaron. Orchard. Bow Master. What meaning could they have; how could he leave his brothers and abandon his duty?
 
   “Knights, soldiers of the realm, Kendal lays raped before you. We cannot allow this! We drive this scum back into the sea! We retake fair Kendal, and put to death any who remain within and defile her with their presence! For King Arthur! For Camelot! Charge, in the name of your fathers!”
 
   There was a great roar from the soldiers, and Rhys wheeled about to join the leaping horses of his brothers. The thunder of hooves filled the air, louder even than the words of Merlin that same morning. The soldiers ran on foot, but were soon left behind the charge of the young knights. As they approached, the Vikings saw them come, and were dismayed. Many turned to level weapons at the knights, but without pikes or spears to fend off the charge the morale of their kin wavered. Half began to flee, to be whipped back into line by their grim captains. The charge crushed the Viking shield wall in a spray of shattering lances, splintered wood, flying hooves and cleaved helms. Rhys lanced a brutish warrior squarely in the throat, the man died wordlessly as Broderick leaped and powered into his enemies, hooves lashing out to cave in skulls. Rhys threw his ruined lance down, and drew his sword. The midday sun gleamed on the blade as he slashed here and there; blows were fended off by war axes, but the skill of the knights was too great for the un-mounted reavers.
 
   Though they were but six knights, the Viking force was reduced to only half their number before the wave of foot soldiers arrived and put the last of them to the spear. The battle ended with the last warrior cut down by Richard in hot gouts of blood. Silence fell. There were no cheers, this was no victory; merely the beginning of retribution to come. Rhys pushed up the visor on his dragon helm. No knight had fallen to the axes of the Vikings, and it appeared that there were only light injuries to the rank and file men. He spurred Broderick to where Richard was delivering mercy to his fatally wounded opponent. His sword flashed, and the man moaned no more. The glory of battle pumped in Rhys’ veins, he felt ready to fight again, to kill again. 
“Ho, Richard! Do you feel we children are blooded now? We are triumphant! Onward, to Kendal!”
 
   Rhys’ words were premature. Spilling out of the Kendal’s west gate was a host of black garbed warriors, supported by very many, that were by his judgment, men of Celtic and Pictish blood.
 
   “Looks like these fellows would give us battle before we see Kendal, my brother,” Richard said, and slammed his visor shut. “We shall meet them then! Revenge, my kinsmen!”
 
   The knights reformed, without their lances this time. The soldiers hastily made their formations once again, although they were not as tight and not as fine looking as before, sprayed as they were with the blood of their Viking foes. The dark host approached, and Rhys saw the ashen gray pallor, the red eyes and high helms of their warriors.
 
   “Hells teeth!” he cursed. “What manner of men are these?”
 
   No one answered him, and in moments, the battle was joined anew. The warriors fought more fiercely than the Vikings, and there were far more of them. At least as many as the forces of Camelot were engaged in battle, and as Rhys hacked and slashed, more seemed to be joining the fray. The gray-skinned creatures fought with vigor and wickedly curved blades. A crashing blow struck Rhys in the breastplate, and he was nearly dismounted. The warrior he was engaged with sliced at his suddenly exposed throat, and then he was gone as Sir Owen thundered into the ranks atop his beautiful white steed. The knight slew another, and another, and it seemed as if the white Knight of Nottingham would surely defeat this force alone.
 
   And then, he fell from his horse. Rhys did not see how it was done, and a moment later the white horse also fell to enemy swords, whinnying and screaming. Standing over Sir Owen was a warrior; by his fine black and deep green armor, it was clear that he was the master of this army. He carried a spear with twin blades, and his eyes were bloody murder. He looked at Rhys, inviting the charge. The end of his spear plunged downwards, and Owen’s armor split asunder. The knight moved slightly against the weight, and then was still.
 
   “I am Erandur, King of the Dark Elves,” the warrior said in a voice of poison and nightmares. “I bring death for you, Rhys of Gascogne.”
 
   “I am Sir Rhys, Son of the Round Table. I come to avenge Sir Owen, to avenge Sir Henry and Sir Derrick. Prepare yourself!” Rhys shouted the last as he spurred Broderick into a charge.
 
   The battle swam around Rhys and Erandur as they dueled. There was no doubt that the Drow-King was a warrior unlike any other; his spear not only kept Rhys at bay atop his horse, but darted out like a snake to strike down any foot soldier foolish enough to get too close. A streaking blow toppled Rhys from Broderick’s back, but he landed somehow on his knees and managed to raise his burnished shield in time to fend off a strike that would have disemboweled him. The spear clanged again off his shield, and then Erandur reversed his grip and sent the other end of the spear flying to Rhys’ right. Rhys parried and stepped closer. Erandur was still out of reach of his long sword, but so long as Rhys had his shield-strength, it was an impasse.
 
   He heard words that made no sense shouted from behind him. “Mordred’s banner! Alarum! Awake, Sons of Camelot!”
 
   It sounded like Richard, or it could have been Gawain. He could not look away from his opponent, who slew a yeoman trying to take him unawares from behind. Erandur didn’t even need to look around to know where the man was, and with a swipe of the bladed haft he favored, the man’s head fell clear from his shoulders. This was Rhys’ chance, he realized. The spear was pointed away from him for the briefest moment, and he leapt forward, pinning the haft with his heavily armored right foot. The blade stuck in the turf underfoot, and with a bellowed roar of fatigue, revenge and hatred, he plunged his sword into Erandur’s chest. The Drow-King gaped uncomprehendingly. It had never occurred to him that this boy playing at being a knight might kill him. The Drow-King’s heart struck two more beats, and then it was still.
 
   “Revenge,” Rhys spat into the dying creature’s face, and pushed his body off his sword. It took a moment, so deeply was the dark elf run through. Broderick trotted closer to him, ignoring the fight for now. The battle had apparently shifted away from them. They were no longer at the center of the clashing armies and when Rhys clambered once again onto Broderick’s back, he saw why. As if from nowhere, Mordred had arrived in full force. As far as Rhys could see, from the shattered wall of Kendal to where the tree line swallowed the south road, there were black banners. Picts, Vikings, Celts, grim twisted goblin-men and dark elves, a host of many thousands was slowly swallowing the few hundreds of loyalist soldiers. The cries of dying men filled the air, and for a moment Rhys thought he could hear Naida’s voice, calling his name. Mordred himself was at the center of this new front, dueling Richard with shield and hammer. Richard fought well, but Mordred was the son of grave magic and the royal blood of the Pendragon line. He was a terrible foe. Richard of Dunmonia fell to the thunderclap of a hammer blow.
 
   “No!” cried Rhys, and spurred his horse on. Foamy spittle flecked Broderick’s mouth as the charger responded to his master’s wishes. They threw themselves again into the fray, knowing that all was lost. Rhys slew and slew, reveling in the murder, determined to sell his life as dearly as possible. Mordred loomed up on his own giant black horse, and their battle was brief. Rhys was too fatigued to face so great a foe as Mordred, resplendent and huge in dark armor and furs. A heavy blow cracked the dragon helm, and Rhys senselessly watched the world begin to fall away from him in slow motion. Another strike and he was unhorsed. Broderick reared and struck out with his foreleg, defending his master. Mordred’s armor rang with the horseshoe’s blow, and then Rhys found himself being dragged away from battle, bouncing and bumping over the charnel ground. His leg felt near to being ripped off, and he had to twist the remains of the dragon helm from his head so he could see. His foot lay trapped in the stirrup, yet when he felt for his sword he realized he had dropped it. Broderick barreled on, spooked by something although Rhys had never seen the horse display such behavior before.
 
   “Broderick, stop! Go back, we must go back!” Rhys cried, but it was no use. Behind them, the army of Mordred finally encircled the loyalist force, and swallowed it. Broderick ran on, heedless to the cries of his master.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Kendal, Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   The screams of dying men finally petered out, and Mordred could finally relax a little.
 
   The battle had been short, and a bit frustrating, apart from the slaying of the young knight. Of all his opponents that day, only he had been worthy. It had almost been a shame to kill him. Later, he had discovered that his name had been Sir Richard of Dumnonia. The name was meaningless to him. The knight who had charged him on the blown horse and with no strength left but fury still puzzled him. His body was yet to be found, but he surely could not have gotten too far. What a fool he was. Mordred could only pray for a serious opponent further south.
 
   “Sire, we have counted the bodies,” a sergeant at arms said at his elbow.
 
   Mordred had quite forgotten himself, eyes closed, on the back of his mount. He opened his eyes and looked down at the sergeant. The man was bleeding from several light wounds, and one eye was bruised half-shut underneath his cheap iron half helm. No matter, there would be plenty of better equipment to be taken from the dead. “Yes, O’Donnell. How did we fare?” Mordred said. The key aspect about a long campaign was to keep your own army fit and ready to fight, while keeping casualties to a minimum. The Celts, Picts and Vikings, while not being entirely expendable, were warriors to be let loose rather than ordered into pitched battle. His personal guard and company of men-at-arms, known as the Company of the King, were limited in number but highly trained. Those he would need at his side, aid from the Arcadian Lord, Oberon, or nay. The sergeant cleared his throat and read from a tattered parchment.
 
   “The Pictland clans, two hundred and fifty dead, one hundred maimed. The Company of the King, three and eighty dead, twelve maimed. The Celtic clans, four and ninety dead, twenty maimed. Ragnar Lodbrok’s Vikings, thirty dead, no maimed.” That was typical of the Vikings, never ones to allow a mere maiming to get in the way of a glorious death. O’Donnell went on, “Sven Bossig’s Vikings, eight and eighty dead, no maimed. They were the Vikings, my lord, which Erandur sent out to attract the Camelot force closer to the walls of Kendal. None survived.”
 
   Mordred looked down on the sergeant with a displeased countenance that encouraged the man to continue. Sometimes, men had to be sacrificed for the larger victory.
 
   “Finally, Sire, The Nineteenth Covenant of The Dark Elves lost fifty, and thirteen maimed. Included among the dead is the elvish king, Erandur himself. Reports say that he was slain by the Dragon Knight in single combat.” The sergeant’s voice dropped to a near whisper. The battle prowess of Erandur was legendary, and although the sergeant could only guess as to the existence of Arcadia, he had seen the dark elf king in combat.
 
   “The Dragon Knight, you say? No wonder the whelp was so tired when I crushed his helm with my hammer!” Mordred laughed, and the hint of madness in it poured ice down O’Donnell’s back.
 
   “How did our foes fare, O’Donnell?” Mordred inquired.
 
   “Our… foes, Sire? They were wiped out and put to death, Sire…” O’Donnell groped for the meaning to his master’s words. Mordred looked exasperated. Of course he knew the rank and file soldiers were slain to a man.
 
   “The knights, man! What about the whore-son knights? Where are they? What were their names? Do the heralds not know?” Mordred slammed his mighty mailed fist onto his thigh plate. Metal clanged in the quiet air of the battlefield. O’Donnell cowered before his king. His rages were terrible, and it was not unknown for Mordred to slay men who gave him news he did not wish to hear. He girded his loins and spoke with as much bravery as he could.
 
   “My liege, beg your pardon. The noble enemy dead are as follows. Derrick of Liverpool, slain by Erandur. Henry of Kendal, slain by Erandur. Owen of Nottingham, slain by…” Mordred cut him off with a bellow.
 
   “Gods, enough about Erandur! He is dead.”
 
   “Yes, yes, Sire. My apologies. That was… the last knight slain by the… Dark Elves’ king, as I was saying. Richard of Dumnonia, slain by Mordred, King of England.” O’Donnell finished, and rolled up his parchment.
 
   “That’s it? What about the others? The other knights? There were six in total. Eight, including the two that held Kendal, yes? While I think of it, why haven’t we found this thrice-cursed Dragon Knight who slew the drow king?” Mordred spat his words out in a rage, and O’Donnell took two quick steps backward.
 
   “There were no other bodies found, Sire. I must confess I thought I saw more knights than we found bodies for. What do you suppose happened to them?”
 
   Mordred scowled. He had the feeling that O’Donnell was mocking him. No matter. He would most likely die in the coming campaign, in any case. Soon he would be seated on the throne at Camelot, with a court of wise men to give him counsel, and he would have no more need for a halfwit sergeant like this man. He spoke to his sergeant no more, and rode away on his horse, toward where the motley colors of his army were being reformed into ranks, ready to march. There were still several thousands of his men, some borrowed, some mercenary, some allied forces though they may be. If Arthur could only send children dressed as knights and five hundred spearmen to bring him to task, the journey south would be simplicity itself. He rode to the head of the army and addressed them. There was a smattering of cheers at his appearance from the Company of the King, but the Picts, Celts, Vikings and dark elves regarded him with near indifference.
 
   “My friends, the spine of Arthur’s army is broken! We ride south! South, to Camelot, and glory!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The knights that Mordred had misplaced would not appear anywhere on the battle field.
 
   Nor would they appear anywhere in the north of England, nor in the south. John of Leeds had been about to be struck down by one of the five Vikings surrounding him, when in a trice he had disappeared completely, armor and all. The Vikings had looked at each other in fear at such witchcraft, and decided not to speak of it. Gawain of Sheffield had bravely slain a dozen Celts, ridden his charger away from battle to pick up a lance that was sticking out of the ground at just the right angle, and similarly vanished. There were no eyes watching him, however. As for Thomas of Manchester, he had been in the thickest of the fighting when all combatants near him went temporarily blind. When they recovered their sight, it was as if each man had been staring too long at the sun; the golden haired knight they had been fighting was simply gone.
 
   The knights themselves awoke in a white place. There appeared to be no ground, no sky, and nothing to see. Their armor was still with them, and Thomas, John and Gawain could see each other. Save for that small mercy, there was nothing. The noble warriors looked at each other with trepidation, and immediately set about trying to understand what had happened to them.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Avalon
 
    
 
   Far from the trials that beset the land to the far north, Avalon lay shrouded in morning mists.
 
   No danger had ever befallen this benighted isle, and it seemed unlikely to Erasmus that it ever would. The magic of the land was, so it was said, completely impenetrable. Despite his safety, and also despite the preservative qualities of Avalon that allowed men to live far greater spans of life than would be possible anywhere else, Erasmus felt fearful, and tired.
 
   No word had come back from the Sons of the Round Table for some weeks, although there had been rumors at market passed on by someone who had spoken to someone who knew a sailor. Faugh, he thought. There could be an army on the doorstep of Avalon and they could never find it, but that made the people indifferent and prone to gossip. He was walking along the shore of the mainland, having made the short row across the lake. With Rhys away at the war against the fiend Mordred, there seemed little and less for him to do. A few days had passed since the arrival of the Thirteenth Glastenning, and while all Avalon had turned out to welcome Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn, Erasmus took no pleasure in the parade, the welcome feasts, the ceremony. He had sat glumly through the formal acceptance of the three nervous looking girls by Morgan le Fae, the transfer of the protection of Avalon, and such niceties.
 
   Erasmus could not rest, could not enjoy himself. He found himself stalking the corridors of the castle at night, unable to sleep. Rhys was never far from his heart.
 
   “Damn it boy, why don’t you send word?” he would mutter, over and over. Almost without noticing, he found that he had wandered to the pool where Rhys’ love, Naida, was to leave her messages for him. The pool was lush as always, imbued—as it no doubt was—with faerie magic. Birdsong filled the air, and a sense of relaxation came over him that was not of his own heart’s doing. The whys and wherefores of how the faefolk played with the emotions of men was quite beyond him, but for the first time in what felt like the hundred years since Rhys had sallied north, Erasmus felt the weight lift from his shoulders.
 
   “Thank you, whoever you are,” he said. It was undoubtedly a muse or a nymph casting a spell upon him, and he was glad. His eyes felt heavy, and the weariness in his bones seemed lightened; he had been so tired of late that even the state of fatigue had kept him awake, night after night. Partly, he knew, it was the strain of his warrior’s heart not being involved in the war against Mordred. Partly, it was something else. He felt a failure. He had sworn to send messages between Naida and Rhys, but with no messages appearing at the tree by this very pool, what could he do?
 
   In the absence of any answers from the quiet pool, Erasmus gave in to the tiredness, lay down by the still, clear waters, and was asleep in moments. He awoke in a place that was entirely unfamiliar. Erasmus was sure that he was not dreaming, as dreams did not have such alertness. He felt awake, energized again, as if the woes of his life belonged to someone else. A practical man, he had not usually put much faith in the soothsayers who would interpret your dreams for a penny; for Erasmus, dreams meant nothing, or everything. If a dream was a portent of the future, one would soon know about it.
 
   The place where he awoke was a realm of golden whiteness, and for a moment, he considered the possibility he might be dead. In the minstrel tales, this surely is what the poetic souls spoke about. It seemed like a place where one could happily wait out existence, or non-existence, as the case may be, for an eternity. There were three figures, seemingly far away. Erasmus tried calling to them, but they didn’t appear to hear him at all. He found it difficult to make out their shapes, as if they were being viewed through a heavy veil.
 
   “Erasmus of Avalon, hail and well met,” a feminine voice purred, and the voice seemed to bring echoes of whispered repetition.
 
   “Who said that?” Erasmus said. “Show yourself to me. I am no danger to you!” The voice had apparently come from thin air. Now it giggled girlishly. “No, you are no danger to me, but you are in danger, Erasmus of Avalon. Alarum! Alarum!”
 
   “Danger? What danger? Where am I?” Erasmus turned about, looking for who he was speaking to. “You are safe, Erasmus of Avalon,” the voice said.
 
   “Safe now? Pray, make up your mind! Am I in danger, or am I safe?”
 
   “Safe here, yes, safe here,” the voice whispered, close enough to be right behind his ear. “But Avalon is in mortal peril. Alarum, Erasmus. The Sons are undone! Alarum! Mordred is come!” 
 
   “The Sons! Rhys!” Erasmus exclaimed. “Tell me, creature, sprite, fae or devil though thou may be; what transpires?”
 
   The voice ignored him. “Raise the banners of Avalon, Erasmus! She has slept too long! Raise the banners, ride for Camelot, Mordred is come, the Sons are undone!”
 
   Erasmus was about to reply, but instead he awoke at the pool, returned to the human realm once again. “Damn, damn you all to hellfire!” he shouted to no one. He was alone, but it felt a little better to vent his frustrations. He stomped away from the idyll, headed back to the boat. He had some tough words to find, and a Glastenning Sisterhood; nay, two Glastennings, to convince to take up arms in war.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kenilwurt, Worwick’s Shire, England
 
    
 
   “It has begun, Lady Mother,” Mucuruna said softly as her mother-in-law entered the parlor and took a seat by the roaring fire.
 
   “I know this well, child,” she replied without taking her eyes from the flames. “I also know that your daughters are safe but are nonetheless marching toward the battlefield at Camelot with Morgana, Morgause and Elaine. Erasmus, as well.”
 
   “Irelli!” Mucuruna exclaimed as she fell to her knees beside the older woman’s chair. “Will they be alright? What of Rhys? Have you seen him? Is he alive?”
 
   “Many of the boys perished at Kendal, my daughter, but Rhys was not one of them. Even now, Lady Nottingham is opening up her home to the mothers and relatives of the fallen boys. We should ride north to her assistance; she needs our help more than we know.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave Worwick’s Shire,” she replied.
 
   “Oh, but you will, my dear,” came a deep voice from the doorway behind them.
 
   Both women turned to see Gwallawc and Anlawdd stepping into the room.
 
   “In times of war, even more so than in times of peace, the families of England must bond together and support each other. Lady Nottingham has nothing left now, but hopes that her husband will return from his campaigns overseas. Even those hopes are slight since if he returns now, there may still be many battles to fight and she could still yet lose him in one of them.”
 
   At that moment Anlawdd spoke up. “I have prepared a train of supplies to reinforce our lady’s chattel. There are to be no arguments from you two. Be ready to ride to Nottingham at daybreak. I will consult with her brother, Lord Grantham, while you offer assistance and condolences to the lady at the loss of her only son. Gwallawc will stay here to mind the estate and keep the news moving. He will rally the bannermen, should Worwick’s Shire be called to arms for Arthur.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” was the unanimous reply.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   He felt kisses on his face; wet, slobbering and with breath that stank of animal.
 
   His head felt split by thunder, and yet he was quite sure he had not died. Through his eyelids he saw the pink glow of sunlight, and felt a light breeze over his skin. Surely, if he was dead, he could not feel such a sweet breeze? Rhys opened his eyes a crack, wincing as light filled him, paining him as if he had imbibed too much mead. Rhys looked up into the muzzle of Broderick. The horse had his lips to his cheek, and was smacking soft whickering noises in his ear. Groggily, Rhys put a hand up to touch his horse; his savior no doubt.
 
   “I am glad to see you, friend. Now, where have you run me off to this time?” he said softly. Rhys raised his head and body, rolling over in the grass to better facilitate his movements. He was still wearing his armor and felt greatly fatigued, so his movements came at a large price of energy and grunted effort. Eventually, he flopped over in a clatter of dented steel. Rhys first thought that he had somehow been transported to the glade where he had first encountered his lady, Naida of Eon. The sensation was so strong, he nearly called out her name, but he caught himself. He did not know where he was, but he did know that there had been a battle and that his army had lost. That meant the land around him may well be crawling with Mordred’s soldiers, hunting him down. Then he remembered Richard, and Owen of Nottingham. Mercy; that they had died and he had lived, felt so unfair. Rhys wept, and was still weeping when he heard a voice that was at once thunderous and gentle.
 
   “Weep ye not, Rhys of Gascogne. You know that there are other worlds than this, and death is but another part of the wheels we call life,” the voice said. Rhys leapt to his feet, fatigue forgotten, clutching for his sword. He remembered then that he had lost it in the battle, and made to use his heavy steel gauntlets as weapons instead. He lowered them only a little, when he saw who was speaking.
 
   “Merlin,” he said flatly, “I have little care for your sorcerer’s ways this day.” The wizard was dressed as he was the morning of the battle when he had appeared to Rhys at the campsite. 
 
   His eyes, however, were softer, sadder, even compassionate. “Rhys, the battle was never one you could win. For that, I am sorry,” Merlin said, and the thunder in his voice was gone. He sounded like an old man; if he had never spoken with the anvil of Thor behind his voice, Rhys would have considered him a kindly dotard.
 
   “Sorry?” Rhys spat. “Richard and Owen are slain, along with no doubt scores, nay, hundreds of brave men who fought for Arthur. Where was he? Where were you? Thrice damn you, where are you now, and for that matter, where am I?” Rage and grief overcame him, and he sank back to his knees. Merlin still had the look of insufferable kindness in his eyes.
 
   “Aye, sorry. We did not know that Arcadia had broken their covenant with Eon, and was aiding Mordred. Without Oberon’s aid, he would never have been so bold as to strike Kendal; yea, without Oberon and Erandur, Kendal could have stood against his motley band of mercenaries for weeks, instead of hours. We were blind to this treachery.”
 
   Rhys nodded dumbly, but took no succor from hearing that his quest had been doomed from the start.
 
   “Aye, blind. And now, we fall to rack and ruin! All is lost, and all is death. I fear I am the last knight of our party yet alive. What can one knight yet do against the armies of Mordred and Arcadia combined? It is lost. The land is lost, and I seek only death.”
 
   “Death comes to all,” Merlin said. “Even I do not live forever, and nor should I wish to. But a man should not wish for death before his time. You are not the last of the Sons; three more, I pulled out of your world, and into another. They are being well cared for by friends, until they have healed and are needed once more. Friends that we share, Rhys. I believe you have had some contact with them before?” Merlin’s eyes twinkled, and as Rhys looked, a spark of light left the magician’s eye, grew larger until it was a glowing disc three spans of his hand across. The portal shimmered with many gold and azure sunbeams, coalescing into an image that moved and danced as if alive. The picture showed clearly three knights, sat together at a feasting table. They looked battered and bruised, and dour of face, but alive. Gawain of Sheffield, John of Leeds and Thomas of Manchester were being tended and fed by winged beings of impossible beauty the likes of which he had come to learn well.
 
   “They live? How is this possible? Nay, wizard, stay your words. I wonder not. But I thank you. It gladdens my heart to know that not all my brothers fell to the axe. Still, I fear they may have to stay where they are for all eternity, as England will not be safe for any knight of the table to ride for a long time.”
 
   Merlin leaned on his staff, and smiled gently. “I realize my timing was poor, asking you to quit on the eve of battle; but I had only just been informed of the grander game at play. Do you remember the words I spoke to you?”
 
   Rhys sucked his teeth. He wished that he could hear nothing more of the schemes of wizards and fae, kings and usurpers, but he found he could recall some of what he had been told despite the blows to the skull he had received. “Something about a Nestaron, whatever one of those might be, and an orchard.”
 
   “There are some friends, Rhys, who believe that it is you who is the Nestaron. Lhûgernil. The one who will heal the Lifetree. I don’t know if you are or not. I think that it is possible that this is true, but there are many things that are true and false at the same time.” Merlin stroked his beard and stepped forwards. “Come, you no longer need this war plate. The battles you have ahead are of a different comportment.”
 
   The wizard waved his hand, and Rhys was stunned to see his armor melt away into nothingness, as slowly as mist receded from the lake on the shores of Avalon. He found when it disappeared, he was no longer wearing the padded jerkin and breeches he had worn before putting on his plate, but fine cloth of crimson, embroidered with gold stitching and bearing the crest of a sea green dragon coiling around a silver tree on the breast. It was not a design he was familiar with; the dragon was the crest of his house, but that was draco rampant. This beast was at bay, at once looking as if it was preparing to defend the tree through which it wound its long body, and at the same time about to constrict and crush the willowy trunk. On his left arm lay a silver wrought archer’s vambrace, bearing the same sigil.
 
   “What is this?” Rhys said. “My bow remained at camp before battle. No doubt it has been taken as trophy by some Viking or Pict by now.” As he said the words though, he felt something wooden and finely carved appear in his right hand. He had not been aware of forming the fingers in a grip. It was his bow, his own bow, and laid before him were the arrows his mother had presented him with, though the arrowheads now shone with a brilliance no mortal arrow had ever possessed before.
 
   Merlin simply smiled, though his eyes had lost their kindness and returned to the color of steel, of castle stone. “You must find Rinnah, the guardian of the Orchard. All other desires are second to this quest. You must take her challenge, and do what no other mortal has ever done before. This I know. If you fail in this quest, ever more fell creatures will cross over to England. The elves and goblins are but the start, and the least of the devilry Oberon has a mind to put in play.”
 
   Rhys looked, uncomprehending. “What has an orchard to do with the war against Mordred? Apples against swords; this is a bad jest, wizard.” This was the wrong choice of words, Rhys knew, and the wizard had a graveled voice when he replied. He took several heartbeats to speak, and Rhys felt chastened as if by his own grandfather.
 
   “Mordred is a pawn in a battle for dominance between powers he has little understanding of. He has accepted the aid of Arcadia, who for long has been under covenant with Queen Mab of Eon not to interfere with events in our realm, as they would once do. Though they broke their oath, their lord Oberon has grown too strong to be shackled as he once was. Oberon sees in Mordred a way to clear the land of all those who would aid Eon in the real war to come.” Merlin paced as he spoke, reminding Rhys of every one of his tutors from when he was a boy. “Once Mordred has the throne, there will be passages between Arcadia and England about the land. The denizens of that fell reality will feast on the blood, the pain and torture of every innocent man and woman you have ever known, and many more besides. And then, oh then, I fear for all. The power they will then possess, why, they could invade Eon itself, sink Avalon beneath the waves, bring heaven itself crashing down. Oberon means to become a god, and with his agent Mordred doing his bidding in this madness, it is likely he will succeed. Unless you, Rhys, son of Gwallawc, stop him.” Merlin ceased his pacing, and turned to look at the young knight.
 
   Rhys looked up, his green eyes meeting the gray. His hair was still matted with blood and sweat, and hung limply and plastered to his face in parts. He felt far from the hero required to save not just his homeland, but reality itself. “And to prevent this evil, I have to find an orchard?” Rhys said. He felt stupid beyond words that he was unable to catch on to Merlin’s words.
 
   “This is a fae legend, involving their Lifetree and the reincarnation of a hero who must heal it. I must confess, though I am learned in the arts of magic and the history of many worlds, I lack the poetry to do the tale of Nestaron justice. Perhaps the words would be taken to your heart, if they came from the lips of another?” 
 
   Merlin clutched up his staff without waiting for answer, and thrust it to the sky in a storm of lightning and rainbows that scared Broderick near close to rout. There was no noise, no thunderclap to accompany the dizzying pyrotechnics; instead the lightning was caught by Merlin’s outstretched hand and shaped with deft and mysterious gestures into a many stranded ball, which grew and pulsed as he set it down on the ground. As if from very far away, Rhys heard a beautiful voice, the likes of which he had never heard before. The owner was clearly female and possessed of such heart breaking song he felt he would weep:
 
    
 
   “Eternal Branch, come back to us,
 
   Nestaron calls, the last of us
 
   Rinnah we beseech thee, give up your duty
 
   Our need is great, O Titan’s favor
 
   The Dragon must be born from the womb of mankind
 
   Faelight must illuminate his heart, guide his mind
 
   His teeth are death, it is all he knows
 
   His breath must be life
 
   Or Galasriniel, Poor Galasriniel
 
   Dies with all her kind.”
 
    
 
   The song ended, and Rhys found his eyes were closed, and fresh tears moistened his cheek. He knew now exactly what he must do; somehow the song had written his path across his heart. To his shame, he was afraid to take on such responsibility alone.
 
   “My love, you are not alone.”
 
   Though he had not spoken his thoughts, Rhys heard them answered by a voice he never thought to hear again. He opened his eyes, and where the woven ball of lightning had been, there stood Naida, beautiful and real, violet eyed and fair of face. She smiled, and Rhys felt gladness in his soul that he did not have the words to express.
 
   Merlin, however, was gone.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Gaul, Western Empire of Rome
 
    
 
   Across the narrow, turbulent waters that separate England from Gaul, in the ruins of what once was the most western outpost of the 19th Legion of Rome, Merlin appeared once again.
 
   So used to the comings and goings of the old sage were the Knights of the Round Table that none of them were even remotely unsettled by it any more. One moment there was an empty chair set next to that occupied by King Arthur, and the next there was Merlin, sitting in it as if he had been there all along. Around the large and portable replica of the original round table sat the knights in counsel with their liege.
 
   Sir Lancelot du Lake sat there, with his son, the perfect knight Sir Galahad, who, after braving the Siege Perilous, would soon depart to seek the Grail. Arthur’s cousin, Sir Cador too there sat, long gray beard slowly turning to white. Sir Tristan, the great archer, drank from a golden goblet he had found bearing inscriptions from olden Greece and brave Sir Lamorak, quick to anger and great of strength. Sir Sagramor, Sir Tom a’Lincoln and Sir Bors the Younger rounded out the mighty council. For a year they had fought against Roman, Gaul and Visigoth, protecting England from invasion and strife during the golden era of Arthur’s court.
 
   “Welcome, Merlin, thrice hail!” said King Arthur, though he spoke the words without his usual good humor. Even so far from home as they were, and regularly beset by battles of their own, it had not escaped the king that Mordred was poised to undo all the long reigning peace and stability that the Knights of Camelot had endeavored to create. Nobility and peace, a just land, all threatened with the torch.
 
   “Greetings, King Arthur. Greetings, good knights,” Merlin said, and the knights turned to give their mentor their attention. “The Sons of The Round Table are defeated,” Merlin said, and there were groans of dismay from the knights. “Though in truth, there was nothing those brave boys could have done. Betrayal most foul has been wrought, and the agents of Arcadia are abroad throughout the land.”
 
   “Then we must ride to Camelot and meet them in battle!” cried Lancelot, standing and drawing his sword.
 
   “Aye! Mordred will pay for the deaths of our kinsmen, though I met them not,” said Tom a’Lincoln.
 
   “My honor on it, this traitor will feel my sword!” bellowed Sir Bors. One by one, the knights stood and drew their swords. The eight mighty Knights of the Round Table gleamed like gods made flesh in the open air. They raised their weapons and swore an oath of vengeance, and it was terrible indeed to witness the wrath of these warriors, each man an army, together invincible.
 
   “Peace, my brothers,” said King Arthur, getting to his feet as well. The beauty of his golden armor was only rivaled by the sternness of his face. Never before or since had there been a king of such kindness, honor and bravery. Though all were equal at the Round Table, all knew that Arthur was made king for a reason, touched by the hand of God Himself and anointed so as well.
 
   “We shall ride to Camelot, and give up these lands to which we have brought peace and justice, though it pains me to do so. Yea, but by the hour of our arrival, I fear that Mordred will already have taken the castle, if he for truth is aided by the forces of Arcadia,” Arthur looked to Merlin, and the wizard gave a shallow nod.
 
   “Arcadia?” said Sir Galahad. “From whence do these men hail? I know the country not.”
 
   “Arcadia is no land, Galahad,” replied Arthur Pendragon. “Arcadia is no place to where we mortals might sail. I have forged our kingdom into a place of peace, of reason and rational wisdom. But my friends, there are other worlds than this one. Worlds where magic reigns and fear and dismay are held up as ideals just as strongly as we hold our own good ones.”
 
   There was murmuring among the knights. Some of them had encountered many fantastical things on their mighty quests, but to hear their king speaking of what no doubt was one of his closest kept secrets—even from them—was disquieting. Arthur continued. “There is good and evil beyond the borders of this world, and to shield our people to whom we must ultimately hold ourselves accountable, I have restricted knowledge of both. Though you may find the signs of these worlds existing in our own, the songs of minstrels or the herb craft of the hedge witches; we have succeeded, Merlin and I, in restricting their influence. One of these worlds is known as Eon, and is the source of all the mythical stories of little people, faefolk and magic. The other is Arcadia; ruled by Oberon, peopled by fell creatures, black-hearted elves and the undead. It is to them whom Mordred has sold his soul. It is the creatures of our nightmares who take up arms against us. I cannot ask you to face these monsters with me, though I will face them alone if I must.” Arthur drew his sword, and Excalibur gleamed. All who looked at this magical weapon felt sure that no man, no elf, no demon or devil could ever topple the bearer.
 
   The knights arrayed before him as one and cried, “For King Arthur and Camelot! Victory or death!” When the clamor had died down, wise Sir Cador spoke.
 
   “We are with you, my king. Unto the fires of hell itself. But the question remains: we are weeks away from Camelot, where Mordred must be mere days. Before we return, Camelot will have fallen to devilry, and will be fortified against us. You made Camelot to be impregnable to assault, and it would be an ill jest if we lose our home to magic and then cannot retake it. I fear we are in for a long campaign of attrition. We take back all of fair England, and then starve Mordred out, yes?”
 
   Merlin stood and answered, and he did not apologize for speaking in the king’s stead. “I believe I have a solution, though not one of you may like it. You have witnessed how I move freely from place to place, but I have never shown you how. To take all of you will take more skill than I possess, and great bravery on your part. If you are willing, we shall walk beyond death, beyond heaven, and through the back doors of the many worlds.”
 
   Lancelot stroked his chin, stark and handsome he was as he said, “Tell us plainly, friend Merlin Graycloak; you speak in riddles. You say to take this path wants more strength than you have, so how do you propose to put it into effect?”
 
   Merlin did not answer, but turned and faced the ruined wall of the stone fort behind where he sat. From where the knights were standing, they saw his staff move in a strange pattern, then the old wizard began to spin it, hand over hand in front of him. Faster and faster the wooden staff moved, until it seemed a blur, too fast for any mortal man to see or enact; but as they had seen time and time again thrice over, Merlin was no mere man. He was a wizard, The Wizard, the greatest of his age and the last that would ever be seen in this world. The wooden staff began to glow, an iridescent purple light began to form about him, which grew in brilliance until no man could stand to look at it, save King Arthur himself, who stared unflinchingly at it. There was a tearing sound, and the ruined rock wall of the fort seemed to fall in on itself, eaten and disappearing into nothing as if an invisible animal was taking great bites. Merlin was chanting, louder and louder in a language none had the knowledge to understand, until there was a final great crack, and the wizard and his staff became still.
 
   The light faded, and the knights could see the wonders Merlin had wrought. In the place of the wall lay a great oval opening of violet, large enough for two horses to ride abreast through it, though to where it led, none could say. There was a speck of light moving toward them from within this portal, though when Sir Bors examined it from the side, there was no tunnel leading away; it was simply as a coin, flipped in the air and held there by air alone. The speck grew larger, and eventually, sharp-eyed Sir Sagramor could hold his tongue no longer. “Sooth! It is a chariot, unless I am deceived!”
 
   “Aye,” said Merlin, and the shape resolved itself in the sight of the rest of the knights. It was a chariot unlike any on earth; for it was not of this earth at all. Drawn by winged horses and fashioned from the ivory gifted by a thousand dying unicorns, Titania rode into the realm of men for the first time in an age. A terrible and beautiful sight she was; wrapped in thin silks and bronzed armor of battle, she bore a great bow with which she had struck down a hundred times a hundred foes. Driving the chariot was a beautiful girl, although she was no girl by the blue of her hair and butterfly wings on her back. Another lass of similar countenance stood with her mistress, bearing a long spear. The chariot stopped without needing to slow down, and rotated within the portal to face the direction from whence it had come.
 
   The mistress of the chariot herself spun on her heel to face the knights, and favored Arthur with her gaze. “Noble Arthur of the Mortal Realm,” her twinkling voice sang, “in your darkest hour, I, Titania of the Storm, have come to give you much-needed assistance. My fair maids here present are Vanya and Thenidiel, of the same. I bring you fair blessing and good favor from Queen Mab of the Seelie Court, who bears a great burden allowing me to manifest to you. Will you ride with us? Against Oberon, and the death of all?”
 
   Arthur nodded gravely. “Aye, we will ride to battle with the fae. Will ye ride with us, against Mordred and the doom of England?”
 
   Titania smiled, and bowed low. “My king, I propose an accord. The humans are yours; leave the elves and goblins to us.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Cumbria, England
 
    
 
   Since the first day they had met at the Everlasting Pool, Naida had dreamed of this day. 
 
   Despite the fell times, and the prospect of ruin for everything she knew, to have Rhys in her arms was almost worth it. They had lain for some time together, staring into each other’s eyes, violet meeting green. “Rhys, you are a grown man now, I believe,” she joked with him, stroking the dark hair growing on his throat. “I fear that I haven’t changed, not one bit, so sad that I am not mortal like you, my love.”
 
   Rhys took her hand, and standing up he pulled her to her feet. He was so tall that when he pulled her close, her head fell neatly on his well-muscled chest. “I fear that you tell a lie, Naida, though you know it not. Your tale of the fate of Minerva and her sacrifice would change any being, faery or mortal. I see it in you now, the pain you bear. And now we must put an end to this. Take me to Rinnah, so that I may do what needs be done.”
 
   Naida looked up at her destined love with fresh tears in her eyes, and confusion set upon her. “But Rhys, I know not where she is! I swear, I had looked from one end of the land to the other, every copse of trees I have looked o’er, and naught!” She felt her lip tremble at the realization that she had failed Minerva, which had cost her friend her life, and now also failed Rhys, the Nestaron, or so she had believed. He could not become the Nestaron, The Dragon Prince of prophecy, without defeating Rinnah in her challenge. Finding Rinnah had been her job. Naida fell to her knees, but Rhys caught her and pulled her up. Her knees were weak, but he carried her weight easily.
 
   “Nay, my lady. Soft now. You know where Rinnah is, but you could not find her with your heart seeking me instead. Now, you have me, always. Whether we die this day or a thousand years from now, I pledge myself to thee.” Rhys lay a kiss on her lips, and the fire of her magical love flowed in Naida’s veins. She pulled away, confused.
 
   “How can you know this?” she whispered, looking up into Rhys’ face. His eyes burned with a strange intensity that she had not seen before, and he felt strong, even dangerous now with his determination.
 
   “I… don’t know, Naida. It feels like a dream, or a memory of something that I don’t recall ever having experienced. Does that make sense?”
 
   Being faekind, it made perfect sense to Naida; there could be only one answer. “Queen Mab has sent you muses, shaping your dreams to show you your path. Woe that I cannot hear the same whispers. Mab, Queen of Eon, show me what I must do!”
 
   Rhys laughed. “When I don’t know where I am going, I either let Broderick decide, or trust my instinct. Where would you think Rinnah would hide? Your people are fond of poetics and myths; I mean you, practically are myths.”
 
   Naida considered for a moment. She knew! Of course she knew. The only possible location for the Eternal Branch would have to be at the poetically appropriate place; it was so obvious!
 
   “Take my hand, Rhys. I’m taking you to Rinnah.” Rhys took her hand as he was bid, and in a moment of concentration, they were flying through the places between worlds, wrapped in the magic protection of destiny and Queen Mab’s intent. It felt to Rhys like hours, years, no time at all and eternity all at once, like a dream within a dream. When they landed, it was hard and sent him tumbling to the ground once more.
 
   Naida turned about, trying to make sure that she had brought them both to the right place. The trees of this grove of apple trees was perfectly tended, heavy fruit grew on their branches. They were in a great courtyard; high towers and battlements surrounded them with pennants flying proudly.
 
   “Naida,” said Rhys as he got to his feet, “you did it! This is the place, I am sure of it, but… is this Camelot?”
 
   “Of course,” Naida said. “When you reminded me of myths, I felt it was the only right answer. After all, are we not in a myth ourselves?” She laughed gaily.
 
   “Myths usually have monsters-sss, my dear,” hissed an all-too familiar voice. Anebos the cambion slithered out of the shadow of the largest apple tree. Rhys nocked an arrow and drew his bow to his eye.
 
   “What obscenity are you, foul creature?” he demanded.
 
   Naida answered him. “This is Anebos; he is the wraith that slew Minerva! I will take my revenge upon him!”
 
   Without another word, Naida drew on the power granted to her by Mab and threw a thousand blades of air at the undead thing. The assault would have cut a mortal man to ribbons, but the cambion laughed a hissing giggle at her. Rhys loosed his arrow, and the shaft struck true, through where the heart of the creature should be. Anebos placed a hand on the shaft skewering his body, and it turned to dust at his touch.
 
   “You will have to do better than that, my child!” Anebos whimpered, and the air in front of him ignited into a torrent of flame that Naida turned into a cloud of wasps before it could incinerate Rhys.
 
   “My love, find Rinnah! I will hold this creature here; slay him if I may. Mortal weapons cannot kill this abomination!” Naida punctuated her words by turning the ground beneath Anebos to a nest of serpents. Rhys looked on, unsure, but then turned on his heels against everything his heart commanded him to do, and fled into the Orchard.
 
   Naida and Anebos dueled on, fire and blood against faery light.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Camelot, Caerleon, England
 
    
 
   Rinnah was sitting waiting for him at the end of the orchard.
 
   She smiled, though she showed no sign of humor in her eyes. Clad in a simple purple shift, with hair of fire and wings that glowed in the sun, she was terror and beauty the same. She wore a great bow of silver and gold over her shoulder. A winged horse stood behind her, grazing on a small pile of apples that were magically raising themselves to be fed to the mystical creature. Rhys bowed to her, half of his mind with Naida. Great booming explosions and cries of anger echoed through the trees, coupled with gasping hisses from the wight Anebos. He felt adrenaline course through his veins.
 
   “Rinnah, I am here.” He said, simply. He found he did not have the words for courtesy.
 
   Rinnah spoke in a voice of tinkling glass. “I? Who is I? I am Rinnah, you are not. You, human, who disturbs my orchard with battle? You are unworthy to challenge me.” Rinnah leapt in the air, performed a somersault and landed in the high branch of a tree.
 
   “Wait!” Rhys commanded. “Do you know naught of what has transpired? I must defeat you, or your own queen and all your kin will surely perish, along with me and mine.”
 
   Rinnah laughed, and there was the subtle hint of madness to her glee that seemed like it was water inside a container being filled; so much so that the water would spill over.
 
   What then? Rhys thought. Then, she kills me.
 
   “Lady Rinnah, please!” he tried again, beseeching. “Can you understand me at all?” Frustration and no little terror bloomed in his belly as the inya warrior bounced here and there and here again in the treetops, to the accompanying sound of a distant scream of pain from Naida. Rhys could take no more; he had been beaten, he had slain men and lost brothers. His land was in peril, and an insane faery was not going to stop him, not this day. In a fluid motion, he drew and notched one of the broadhead arrows blessed by his mother, and loosed it at Rinnah.
 
   Rinnah bounded backward and caught the arrow neatly in one hand.
 
   “Human, do you know why I have been placed here?” she asked, cocking her head to the side mockingly. She rolled her eyes and then answered her own question. “Of course not! I will tell you. I am here because I do not care! I never have and it is my fate that I never will. I have been deemed eternally impartial to everything and anything that transpires outside of the Silver Orchard.”
 
   “But what if the worlds perish, what will happen to you and your orchard then? Won’t you perish along with the rest of us? You have to care about that!”
 
   “Stupid boy! There are far more worlds that the three you know of and that are now embroiled in turmoil. I will take my trees elsewhere should you fools raze these worlds to the ground. The trial of Nestaron has begun!” she cackled. “Three arrows you may fire, I give ye this one for free. Three arrows to hit me square, and I will give the Eternal Branch to thee!”
 
   This stopped Rhys in his tracks. He had thought he would have to shoot targets, fire from horseback or some other task against his skill and prowess with a bow. The look on Rinnah’s face was mad, but he did not believe she was lying.
 
   “What happens if I fail?” he called up to the inya, who was now sitting on a branch dangling her legs.
 
   “Why, I flay you alive and feed you to my horse; of course, of course!”
 
   The jape set Rinnah off into another cackling fit. She lay back on the branch and kicked in the air. This was insanity, and Rhys had no choice but to play along. If he failed, he knew Naida would be brokenhearted. If he died, she would know, and give herself to the cambion for a quick end, like Minerva had. Another sound came over the walls, the beating of drums in the distance. They seemed far away, but without seeing, he could not tell for sure. However, Rhys was sure that it was Mordred’s hosts.
 
   “Damn you, Rinnah! I do not have time for these games!” Rhys cried, and drew an arrow. Rinnah looked expectantly at him, daring him with her eyes to try the shot. He loosed, and the arrow flew; he was sure he could not miss, faery or nay. The arrow drilled fully half its shaft length into the trunk of the tree on which Rinnah had been standing an instant before. Rinnah laughed; she was now hanging upside down from a tree thirty feet away. Her winged horse whickered loudly, sharing in the mirth. Impossible, Rhys thought. Nothing moves that fast; or at least, nothing should.
 
   “One down, two to go, Rhys of Gascogne! Then I skin you, that’s what I’ll do,” Rinnah sang. Rhys said nothing, and drew another arrow. He tried something different this time; he plucked an apple from the ground, and threw it at Rinnah, who caught it neatly.
 
   “Yummy, thanks for the treat, but bribery won’t work on me!” She danced upon a branch that should not have been able to support her weight.
 
   “You are welcome, Rinnah; have another!” Rhys loosed as he spoke, hands moving so fast to notch and loose that he was a blur of crimson and gold, his tunic flapping around him. The arrow left his bow like a thunderbolt, cleaving through the air toward the crazed guardian of the branch. Again, the arrow found nothing but the trees, and Rinnah was gone, dancing madly across the grass like an entertainer. How long had she been here, Rhys wondered. Not just here, but all the other places when the orchard had been found. So many attempted heroes, so many times defeated, none worthy to be Nestaron. The horse looked at him with what he perceived to be hungry eyes.
 
   In the distance, a desperate scream came, the drums boomed, and Rhys felt that all his existence had led to this moment, his moment of death and failure. The horse whinnied, and then he knew. How he could not say, but he knew how to beat this opponent. It was how he had felt when he knew Naida could find this place; it was like the memory had always been with him, but was not his own.
 
   He notched his bow, and loosed his last arrow.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Newport, Cornwall, England
 
    
 
   Erasmus rode near the head of the three thousand mounted soldiers and militia the forces of Avalon had managed to gather together.
 
   At the very front, mere feet from where his horse trotted in line, were the combined glories of the twelfth and thirteenth Glastennings, all six of the regal-looking women riding abreast, clad in silver and gold. They gleamed in the light, as behind him did the lances and spears of the horsemen. How Morgan le Fae had managed this feat in a day was beyond the ken of a valet like Erasmus, but he was proud that he had been believed and not dismissed as a lunatic.
 
   Six miles from Camelot, they had noticed the clouds growing dark in the distance. No doubt, said Le Fae; it was the forces of Oberon and Mordred combined; an evil alliance so foul they polluted the very air. Erasmus felt his heart quail at the thought of fighting such a terrible army with just the forces at the disposal of Avalon.
 
   “Damn it, Rhys, I hope the afterlife is treating you well. I know your old teacher could use your sword at his side today,” Erasmus muttered to himself under his breath, so no over-attentive soldier would hear him. It was as he spoke these words that the head of the column came out of the southern road which was flanked on both sides by heavy forests, and into the open plain of Camelot Vale. What lay before Erasmus astounded him. In the distance lay Camelot to the west. To the north, he could see the black banners of Mordred, the thrice-cursed villain, and his army of demons and wild men. Yet, most surprising of all, was the stunning sight of the mighty force to the east, at his guess five thousand strong with many knights and soldiers in mail. They bore the banner of Camelot and King Arthur, and even from this distance, he could see the noble king himself, riding at the head of his forces atop a white steed. Among the force he could see many strange warriors who looked like women, but were too wondrous and strange to be humans. Aboard chariots they were, and the force was at the gallop, spearing like a bolt of sunlight toward the encroaching dread of the blackness.
 
   “It’s a bloody miracle!” he said, and completely forgetting to mutter this to himself, he near shouted it. There was a ripple of cheers from the soldiers around him.
 
   Morgan le Fae turned on her horse.
 
   “Soldiers of Avalon, men of England, King Arthur rides forward into battle. Queen Mab’s own chieftain, Titania and her Amazonians, ride with him. Shall we allow our lord and lady to fight alone?” she cried.
 
   “Nay!” came the response from a thousand throats.
 
   “Then let us fight! For Avalon!” Morgan yelled, and wheeling on her horse, led her own warriors into the charge. Hooves thundered and voices were raised in clamor; a last denial of the long night. If that day was to be the last of the realm of free men, then the free men of England would not go quietly. The charge of Avalon met and ran parallel with the charge of the Knights of The Round Table and their army.
 
   Now that they were closer, Erasmus, bent low over the neck of his horse with his nicked and dented old sword drawn, could see that the chariots were driven by winged beings. “So there really are faeries. They are real after all!” he said, although only his horse could now hear him.
 
   The magical chariots forked away to the east at speed, spying some line in the forces of Mordred that drew them. Ahead, the army of Mordred also broke into a run. They were less than a bowshot distant, but neither force fired arrows. Mordred’s army were mainly on foot, but outnumbered the forces of light, at least three to one, by Erasmus’ ken. He could see now the black-armored forms of Mordred’s guard, the brightly colored woad of the Celt and Pict forces; the grim, bearded warriors that came by long ships from the far north over the sea, and scores of ash faced beings with red eyes, black cowled monstrosities and fell, demonic figures. Over their heads swooped great bat-like creatures, many strides across in wingspan, and as they flew, Erasmus felt the clutching hand of terror attempt to sap his courage and turn his tail.
 
   “Never!” Erasmus roared, and that was the last word he found before the clashing, thunderous charge met the impenetrable shield wall of Mordred’s army. His horse barreled into men alongside many others, and he swung his sword over and over, hewing and slashing. He was aware of the battle around him only vaguely through his helm; he heard the black beasts in the air screaming most terrible; fire bloomed in the heavens and he knew not if it was for good or ill. He slashed a Pict in the face, blocked an axe blow with his heavy wooden shield, which splintered and broke. Erasmus yelled in pain and struck back at his assailant; yet his horse reared and threw him backward.
 
   Then, terror truly took him. Standing before Erasmus was the fell and huge figure of Mordred the Usurper, the death-bringer to so much of England. The demon who had slain Rhys, Erasmus reminded himself. He gathered his courage, for now was surely the moment of his doom. Mordred hefted easily in one hand a huge hammer that would have taken Erasmus two hands to wield.
 
   “Mordred, you cur! I’ll not sell my life cheaply to you! For Camelot!” Erasmus roared, and brandished his sword. Mordred merely looked at him, amused.
 
   “Stand aside, friend. I think this fight is mine,” said a great and deep voice behind him. Erasmus dared not look, but did as he was bid. The warrior who strode into the fray was clad in gold, with a billowing white cloak. His sword was drawn, and as the sun caught it, Erasmus was no longer afraid.
 
   “Excalibur, by my stars!” he said, and then the battle was begun in earnest. Father against son, king against usurper, fae against demon, and man against man.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Camelot
 
    
 
   The arrow flew straight and true; the many hours of practice to hone his skill served Rhys well. This time, though, it flew not toward Rinnah, who had been madly ready to dodge away again and then undoubtedly slay Rhys where he stood, but toward the beautiful winged white horse. Rinnah screamed with rage.
 
   “Nooooo!” she screeched, and it sounded like the sound of many voices in one.
 
   The faery warrior dived with her preternatural speed, flinging herself down in front of the speeding arrow. The broadhead slammed into her breastbone, changing the course of her flight and dropping her to the ground in a heap. Rhys put his bow aside, and ran to where Rinnah lay before her horse, which whinnied and shook its forelocks. The faery warrior looked up at him with dying eyes; beautiful red irises set in eyes that brimmed with tears of what struck Rhys as happiness. The bowshot he had hit her with had been straight and true to her heart. She tried to speak, and sparkling blood came to her lips.
 
   “Thank you, Dragon Prince. Nestaron has finally come to free me from my wretched duties. Hail, thrice hail,” she whispered, and then she spoke no more. Rhys was unsure as to what would happen next, but then the strangest thing he had seen in those many days of wonder and magic began to take place. Rinnah’s body began to fade, as did the winged horse. They seemed to grow together, and the orchard itself glowed with a puissant light that dazzled his eyes. He could see many things all at once; the battle beyond the walls, King Arthur battling valiantly with Mordred at the heart of it, and to his surprise, he could see Gawain of Sheffield and John of Leeds and Thomas of Manchester in strange white armor at his side. He saw Naida, his beautiful Niada, dueling to the death with the unholy cambion. The undead thing seemed to gain the upper hand, but then with a spell that shattered the very reality of his body, Naida destroyed him utterly. He erupted into a million fiery pieces that withered into ash and scattered on the gentle breeze. The orchard merged together around him, forming a great and singular tree that bore silver apples and boasted shining, twinkling leaves, and at the very same moment Rinnah’s body, her essence itself, was forged into the Eternal Branch.
 
   “So, she was not just the defender of the branch, she herself was part of the Lifetree!” Rhys exclaimed, and from behind him came a voice, powerful and regal, yet bearing a fatigue that he felt would crush a mere mortal such as him.
 
   “Aye, Rhys of Gascogne, that she was. But speedy now, place the Eternal Branch on the Lifetree! I have brought Galasriniel to you, to earth itself, but doing so has made my life short. Haste!” the voice said. Rhys turned to see the hazy image of the great queen of the faeries, seated on a high throne, but wracked with the agony of shifting an entire region of her world into his own. He sprang forward at her command, clutched the Eternal Branch to his breast and then leaped through the portal to join her in the throne room before turning to run to the Lifetree. He wondered how he would attach the branch to its trunk, but the tree moved as if it were a living animal and opened a hole in its bark to accept his offering.
 
   “In the name of Camelot, Eon and Avalon, I present the Eternal Branch,” he said, the words seemingly coming to his lips unbidden. “At this the great alignment of all our worlds, I am Nestaron! Lhûgernil, the Dragon Prince, Rhys ab Tywysog, the first of his name.” He plunged the branch into the tree, and was knocked flat by an immense shockwave that filled the room. Across time, space and the walkways between all worlds, the wave rippled, and as it roiled and broiled reality, doors began to close, throwing him out of Eon and back to Earth. Flat on his back, Rhys could only look up in wonder as the sky raced with colors, coalescing into a mirror of purple.
 
   The faerie queen—for it was Mab herself—spoke again, and this time her voice was power itself, thunder and storms.
 
   “Oberon of Arcadia, I summon thee in the name of Eon and Earth to answer for your crimes! Oberon, come forth! I, Queen Mab, do so command this of thee!”
 
   Rhys managed to stand, despite the heavy weight of magic in the air, and in doing so, he saw Naida running toward him. The din of battle and Queen Mab’s thunderous words drowned out their happy words of reunion, and though the chronicles would write much of what transpired between those lovers in later days, neither one would tell of what they said at that moment. They embraced, and holding hands, took to the battlements. Below the different forces were arrayed at bay, to their left, the north and Mordred. To the right, the south, Arthur and Avalon. Above, in the skies that were a mirror, there was the great and terrible reflection of Oberon. His face was a wry smile, his pale skin and high hairline made a haughty countenance that gazed down on all the destruction he had wrought with contempt and pleasure.
 
   “Mab, my queen, I trust to hear words of your surrender,” His voice boomed, as mighty as Mab’s own. “Mordred and Arcadia are victorious; you must see!”
 
   Rhys saw that it was so. Though the forces of light were fighting valiantly. There were simply too many foes, and they were slowly and inexorably being surrounded by the black legion.
 
   Mab spoke again, and this time, her voice was close, tired and present. Rhys and Naida turned to see, and there she was, a frail creature in a simple white gown of lace. She smiled at him, and immediately all feelings of worry left his heart at the favor.
 
   “Nay, Oberon my love, nay. We shall not yield, for the Dragon Prince has come. The Lifetree is renewed, and Eon will flower forevermore.” She placed her right hand on the Lifetree, and the tree responded to her touch, glowing brightly with an inner fire.
 
   The moment Mab touched the Lifetree, there was a great wailing from the battle, and a bellow of rage and frustration from mighty Oberon.
 
   “Impossible! I cannot lose this day!” he cried, but the trepidation in his voice gave lie to his words. Across the battlefield, great chasms split the earth open wherever the forces of Arcadia stood. Drow companies disappeared by the legion; goblin war bands spat and cursed as they were dragged into the bowels of the earth by invisible hands. The human forces staggered to keep their ground amongst the uproar, but the fae chariots, imbued with the power of the Lifetree itself took to the air, soaring over the battlefield and smiting the airborne terrors of Oberon and casting them down into the pit.
 
   “Oberon, I seal thee and all thy kind inside Arcadia for eternity,” Mab said, “never to trouble the worlds of man or fae again, not until you can convince me that you have renounced your ways of villainy and discord. One age of man must pass before I consider your plea again. Your magic is undone, and I declare your staff broken!” Mab said, and clenched her fist. Sparks flew from it, and the magic mirror in the skies began to fade with the wailing cry of Oberon as his magical guile deserted him.
 
   Below the castle walls, the forces of Mordred, the humans that remained, suddenly found themselves outnumbered where mere moments ago they were on the cusp of utter victory. Their morale failed them and the mercenaries of the long ships and the northern clans began to flee the retribution of Camelot, Avalon and Eon combined. Many were captured, yet many more fled back to their homelands. In later days, with Mordred captured and in chains, Arthur would recognize the claim of autonomy from the Celts and the Picts, though they were bound over to make no more mischief and never to take up arms against Camelot for so long as the line of kings lived.
 
   “It is done, then?” Naida said simply, and it was the sweetest sound that Rhys had ever heard, those few words. Finally, he and Naida were together, with no threat of death hanging over them like the executioner’s axe.
 
   “Not yet,” said Queen Mab, and her voice was weary. “The doors of Arcadia will be bound with chains made from the wheat of the Elysian Fields, and no more will their kind trouble the hearts of men. The Lifetree will return with me to bring new life to Eon, and our people will prosper.”
 
   “So, all is well?” asked Rhys. He did not see where Mab was driving to with her words.
 
   “Almost, Nestaron. I have some final duties to enact. My first is to give thanks to thee, who restored the Eternal Branch to us after so many before you had failed.” She bowed to him, and Rhys blushed at the courtesy shown to him by this royal immortal. “Secondly, to Naida I must say, you valiantly fought at the side of this man, and brought him to his fate with courage and honor. But now you must choose; return with your people, and receive your wings as a member of the Seelie Court, and all the other high honors you shall receive, or remain here in this realm and accept the gift of mortality.”
 
   “No!” cried Rhys, knowing that acceptance of life on Earth was on Naida’s lips. “My love, I cherish you more than any victory, and if death had taken me this day, I would have taken his hand gladly, knowing that I had held you in my arms even one time. But do not give up your long life for the brief toil of this one, I beg you!”
 
   Naida simply smiled at him, violet eyes meeting green again, and pulled him to her for a kiss.
 
   “Rhys, my heart’s desire, after the worlds you have seen, and all that you have done, do you remain in the belief that death is the end?” She playfully kissed him again, and turned to her queen, kneeling before her.
 
   “My queen, I accept your boon. I will remain on Earth, and become mortal, if it pleases you,” she said, and Mab was struck by how much this young faery had grown in spirit and conviction. The dreamy girl who would rather pick mushrooms and herbs than conduct important duties was gone; in her place a woman, soon to be a great mother of lords and ladies, a line that would continue in happy times for many years. That was what she foresaw for Naida Brannon Vuin, and what she saw was pleasing to her.
 
   “Granted, and happily, Naida,” she smiled, and then, as quickly as she had arrived, Queen Mab and the Lifetree to which she held were gone.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Rhys and Naida were betrothed that same day in the High Hall of Camelot.
 
   King Arthur placed the cloth around their shoulders and tied the string about their clasped hands himself. There was understandable rejoicing, none more so than at the reunion of Rhys with Eramus. The Nestaron greeted his former tutor with amazement, not only with the appearance of his friend at the Battle of Camlann at all—for that is what the defeat of Mordred came to be known as—but by the cheers and chants of “Erasmus! Erasmus the Valiant!” that accompanied his entry. Erasmus explained that there had been the minor event of his having to battle Ragnar Lodbrok, chief of the Vikings, and he was regretfully forced to slay him when Ragnar would not yield. The humbleness in his retelling was met with mirth from his fellow soldiers, and gratitude from none other than King Arthur himself, who had not forgotten that it had been Erasmus who stepped forward to meet Mordred in combat, knowing it meant certain death.
 
   Erasmus became Sir Erasmus of Avalon that day. Of King Arthur, there are many other stories that detail his deeds and nobility after the great battle against his son, Mordred. Arthur could not bring himself to slay his misbegotten son, and put him in chains in the dungeons of Camelot. Mordred, for his part, refused to swear fealty, and instead spat on his father’s hand of forgiveness. Later he would escape, and return to make mischief; though never again so great as when he had the power of Arcadia at his side.
 
   Thomas of Manchester, Gawain of Sheffield and John of Leeds were also joyously reunited with their fellow Son of the Round Table, and they near fell over each other, trying to recount their tales since they had been parted at Kendal. Rhys, for his part, remained quiet. He could not find the words to put his tale across well until many years later, by which time the events that transpired after he saw the beautiful nymph at the Everlasting Pool seemed almost the stuff of myths themselves.
 
   His sisters Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn would go forth from that day to rule Avalon as the Thirteenth Glastenning, and to have it heard tell aright, they were, if anything, ever more loved than even Morgan le Fae had been, though they would not hear of it themselves. The family was finally brought together when Merlin began to bring Rhys’ parents and relatives through his back doors between worlds, one by one. Anlawd came first, his genial grandfather, followed by Gwallawc. Rhys greeted his father on one knee, but his father raised him up.
 
   “Nay, son. I kneel to you this day,” he said, and there were tears of joy at the repaired bond between them. Irelli and Mucuruna, his grandmother and mother, also came through on the arm of Merlin; and Rhys smiled greatly to see the not quite matronly eye Irelli favored Merlin with. And so, the Tywysog line was brought into completeness; and Rhys found himself happy to be among them, not raised up as a savior of worlds, or a knight of the realm, but simply a son and grandson once more.
 
   Naida met her new family nervously, though they showered her with love and encouraged her to come live at the House at Red Ditch as soon as she may. As a mortal, her eyes would slowly change color from purple to deepest blue, but she retained all of her faery beauty; save for the points of her ears, which became as rounded and fair as any maiden’s the moment she renounced her immortality to Queen Mab. She had no wedding dress, but this did not seem to matter, neither to her new family nor her new husband.
 
   The same evening as the Battle of Camlann, there was first a great and splendid feast. The great hall in Camelot was swelled to bursting, and every lesser hall was turned over to make room to feed the soldiers of Camelot and Avalon. After the feast was done, and the minstrels had played their fill, the Knights of the Round Table formed a guard of honor for Rhys and Naida as they passed down the hall toward the dais where King Arthur and Merlin sat. The great fraternity of noble knights was in good cheer with their four new members, and hailed and thrice hailed them when Merlin pronounced them man and wife.
 
   Tears flowed, and laughter, and great joy was had. Great adventures for the Dragon Prince and the Knights of the Round Table would yet be lived, and it was said that not a minstrel in the land did not know at least one of the songs of the faery and the Nestaron for many centuries that followed.
 
   Across the seas of reality, the realm of Eon spanned on in its happy way, quarrelsome and chaotic though the Seelie Court could sometimes be. The Lifetree grew strong again, and no longer were the faefolk dependent on the attention of humans for their vigor; although it has been rumored that sometimes when men and women walk alone in the woods, they can hear the muses whispering stories to them. The stories of Queen Mab and her doomed love Oberon, the stories of brave Minerva, and Rinnah the Mad. And yes, even this one: the story of the faery who loved a human, and gave up her long life to be his bride, and the Dragon Prince who restored two worlds to peace. And that, my friends, is as far as the muses have ever whispered to me. Perchance there will be a time when they may tell further tales to you, instead.
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   To be continued in:
 
   The Quest
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