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Preface


I’M GIVEN TO understand some of my posthumous critics have intimated that I was jealous of Jules Verne—that maybe I even felt threatened by him. I have never heard such cocky popping beetle dung in my entire death.

Verne was a hack of the First Order whose publisher (engaged after he had inflicted two decades of the most unengaging whining and pleading, pining and wheedling upon all the other High Lords of Bookdom) viewed it necessary to transform his dyspeptic drivel into something within shouting distance of palatability for the reading public. Jules Verne didn’t invent science fiction; his publisher, Pierre-Jules Hetzel, did,—and I’m sorry I wasn’t born a couple of decades sooner to save everyone the time, trouble, and confusion.

As for this book, here I confess it’s long past overdue. I buried one clue in the joined opposites of Hank Morgan, Technology-Wielder, and Morgan le Fay, Magic-Wielder. Furthermore, Mrs. le Fay was the only important character in A Connecticut Yankee whom I didn’t kill off, of the thousands I did lasso, hang, shoot, electrocute, explode, drown, torpedo, and otherwise murder. Unfortunately, certain Weightier Matters contravened my intent, and I never put pen to parchment to commence the duologue’s conclusion within my lifetime. That nobody acted upon my clues in the hundred years since my sadly unexaggerated demise, speaks to the fact that I’ve been waiting till I’m well and truly dead before whispering my words into the quick and able ear of my chosen Ghost-Writer. For the matters depicted herein, of course, are things which ought to be settled. I don’t have anything else in particular to do in eternity anyway.
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upon the occasion of my 175th birthday

WYTHEVILLE, VA, November 30, 2010

 

P.S. by K.I.H. For decades I’ve admired Verne’s ability in Michael Strogoff to transport the reader to nineteenth-century Tsarist Russia, especially considering the author never stepped on the steppes. Yet Twain/Clemens still selected me for this project. Go figure.





A Word of Explanation


IT IS WITH heaviest of hearts and gravest of purposes that I discharge the duty of writing this account of the fate of my sovereign mistress, Queen Morgan. May she find solace and blessed peace, wherever she has gone.

The queen received a vision of what was to befall her brother King Arthur in his final battle with Sir Mordred. Her Majesty deigned not to reveal to me the details of this vision, only that she must hasten to the Salisbury Plain.

Such was her seeming alarm at these as yet untranspired events that she eschewed the customary proprieties and mustered some guards, what small few of her maidservants could sit a palfrey, and me, her humble scribe, to accompany her on this journey. The queen looked beautiful yet grim, bedecked in a gown of deepest midnight black, cloaked and hooded, a very Angel of Death.

Death, indeed, we saw in terrible abundance when, breathless from the pell-mell ride, at last we reached the battlefield. In the pallor of advancing dusk, our eyes surveyed carnage from horizon to horizon, the bodies of men and horses rising like myriad islands in a sea of blood; what survivors there might have been had already escaped, the scavenger birds had flown to roost, and doubtless the corpse-robbers were yet awaiting full dark to begin their godless task. What greeted the queen upon her arrival was the acrid stench of smoke and death, and a great, grave silence.


Queen Morgan gazed about, her head moving slowly this way and that, until of a sudden she must have espied that which she sought, whipped her mount into a gallop, and careened into the valley, leaving her escort to follow as best we might.

The queen halted at a sharp bend of the River Cam, where grew a lone oak whose branches overspread a pair of armored men, one kneeling beside the other, who lay propped against the oak’s trunk. The kneeling knight I recognized by his shield’s device as Sir Bedivere. Upon the ground beside the other knight lay a helmet from whose crest glinted in the torchlight a golden circlet; or rather, the circlet’s remains. Closer inspection revealed the circlet hewn in twain. A mortal blow, thought I, and yet the wounded knight, my lady queen’s sovereign brother, was still on life, though only just; he moaned and swooned, while Sir Bedivere swabbed and bound the royal brow with linen torn asunder from his surcoat’s hem.

Into this piteous scene stepped Queen Morgan, calling for her herbs and simples to be brought forth. Of her purpose I knew not, though as her scribe I am passing fair acquainted with the ponderous and bitter history ’twixt herself and the man in whose veins coursed the blood of Queen Morgan’s mother but not her father. ’Tis neither my intent nor duty to judge; howbeit, if one might suspect the queen had bethought herself to redress certain wrongs committed upon her person, one might not stand far from the truth.

Be it as it may, the queen’s command must be obeyed, for disobedience earns death, as I have observed and heretofore recorded on many a grim occasion, and so her ladies procured the needful potions and bore them to our royal mistress with all haste. Other of her servants she set to the task of gathering peat and wood with which to build a fire nigh the wounded man.

Of the mighty Sir Bedivere, he left his liege’s side but once, upon some errand of unknown shape and import, bearing the king’s own magnificent Excalibur. I like to have fallen down in sheer amazement at that, all the more so when Sir Bedivere returned, some while later, with Excalibur nowhere to be seen, and the king becalmed by his knight’s report.

Forgive me, I beseech of thee; my thoughts outfly my pen, which must chronicle these events in their rightful and proper progression.

All the while Sir Bedivere tarried upon his errand, the fire blazed higher and hotter, coaxed thus by machinations of my lady queen’s doing. She incanted over the blaze in a tongue I know not, and triumph gleamed from her countenance. At the flames’ highest pinnacle, there came a mighty crash like unto thunder, and a flash so bright it rendered me senseless.

I recovered my wits to the feel of someone jostling my shoulder. Fearful for my queen’s safety, I arose and gazed about, and lo! There stood her Majesty as before, yet not as before.

She appeared as comely and regal as ever, with nary a blemish to mar the flawless perfection of her beauty, and yet her countenance seemed reserved, concerned, mayhap—dare I say?—worried. As she turned toward her brother, the hand she laid upon his bandaged brow seemed tender, yea, even loving. What manner of miracle had wrought such a change over a lifetime of rankle, who could say? With her other hand she grasped a tome that I recognized not, bound not in leather and boards but between thin-hammered sheets of a fey, dark metal whose like I had never seen upon this earth. It shaded from blue to purple to black to blue, over and over again, the bands of color writhing serpentine and uncanny across its surface in succession as the tome reflected the fire’s light.

’Twas then Queen Morgan espied me and beckoned me closer. The tome, she insisted, contained the chronicle, written in her own hand, of all the events that had transpired while she was absent from our company. Still befuddled of thought, I began to protest that her absence had been but a few moments; but of a sudden, remembering me to whom I spoke, I desisted at once, lest I regret my outburst.

Rather than waxing wroth, as I had feared, the queen laughed, as if I had regaled her with the most sublime of jests. She placed the tome into my trembling hands and bade me swear that I would render all these events, paying most especial attention to those written within the tome, even should I not comprehend all. She said—

“For ’tis a caution of great import for all time to come.”

What scribe worth his salt could refuse such a task?

Thus, with my oath to her duly sworn, she turned to her men-at-arms and ordered them to strip the ruined battle-wagons of timbers and rope, and build a raft. Its purpose I knew not, nor cared I not, for at that moment I opened the tome.

If its pages were fashioned of parchment, ’twas the most wondrously smooth, thin, supple, and blindingly white parchment that ever had been wrought. Black, flowing script of the most handsome quality greeted my eyes and ensnared my thoughts from the very first word, and I became engrossed in:


 

 

QUEEN MORGAN’S HISTORY

 


ALL CALL ME Queen. For my unparalleled skills in leechcraft, most call me “The Wise.” No man dares call me “le Fay,” lest he die.

I hight Morgan.

That is to say, my name is Morgan, so chosen by my mother, Duchess Igraine, to honor the Great Queen of the Old Religion, Mór Rigan, goddess of war. My mother never knew how prophetic her choice would prove to be.

I am the daughter of Duke Gorlois, the sister of Queen Margawse and Queen Elaine, the wife of King Uriens of Gore, and the mother of Sir Uwaine of the Table Round. Blessed good fortune made me all of these things.

By the capricious hand of ill fortune, King Arthur became my younger half brother, spawned upon my most virtuous and blameless mother by that demon in man’s raiment, Uther Pendragon.

I despised Arthur from the very hour of his birth.

Our history, Arthur’s and mine, is recorded in copious detail elsewhere: his command to Merlin to inflict an enchanted brand upon my person as eternal punishment for my role in assisting Uriens and the other eleven kings in battle against him at the commencement of his reign; his gifting to me of a castle near Camelot and his subsequent—and failed, every one—attempts to win it back through force of arms; his murdering of my beloved Sir Accolon; my acquisition of Excalibur’s scabbard; and my sundry—and failed, all save the last—attempts to open his eyes to the treason of Launcelot and Guenever. I had no reason to love Arthur, nor he me, and every person of every caste living on the isle of Britain knew it.

Thus it should come as no surprise to any reader of these words that I arrived after the battle on the Salisbury Plain intending to assist my half brother from this life with all haste, thereby to aid my nephew Sir Mordred in claiming the throne.

Imagine my utter shock and despair at finding my dearest sister’s son already slain and my wretched brother so far gone of his mortal wound that nothing of my devising could have hurried his demise; ’twas nigh unbearable.

Being deprived of the long-cherished target for my rage, I cast about in my mind for another target and soon had the right of it: the uncouth and irksome stranger Hank Morgan, called by many “Boss.” The fact that he and I share a name remains a source of shame for me.

In quick succession, The Boss—a title he won in his future era, so my court spies informed me—had insinuated himself into my brother’s trust, became the second-most powerful man in the land, and then tried with his sorcerous meddling to effect so-called improvements in our daily lives. The Boss had encouraged slaves to revolt and peasants to view themselves far more highly than they ought, mocked and derided goodly servants of the Church, set free dangerous criminals, and fashioned weapons of the most deadly and unnatural sort. For these crimes, and more besides, The Boss deserved death.
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A very Angel of Death



 

 


However, I knew The Boss to be occupied in France with his wife, venturing to restore their young daughter to health. Having no desire to inflict harm upon the Lady Alisande or her child, I resolved to try a conjurement the likes of which I had never before attempted, devastating and yet perfectly suited to my needs.

Thus with Arthur’s sole companion Sir Bedivere questing to return Excalibur to the Lady of the Lake, I ordered my servants to light a fire and bring my herbs. After these preparations were accomplished to the fullest extent of my command, I began to summon the forces for the working of my enchantment.

’Tis not for the uninitiated to be privy to the details of this incantation, save only that its effect was terrible in its power… yea, I confess, far more than I had envisioned.

For at the apex of my invocation, the world turned white with a blinding flash. A thunder-crash deafened me. It felt as if a thousand pins were piercing my flesh, followed by the sensation of all my joints and parts being pulled in every direction at once, to the point of agony.

I could not hear myself scream.





Chapter I:
Crownsville


I MUST HAVE swooned, though for how long I could not begin to fathom, except to hope that my invocation had cast me upon the shores of The Boss’s far-distant century.

Simplest plans make for the best plans, and mine was the very image of simplicity itself: find The Boss and kill him before he could journey to my era; and if I could wreak calamity upon his own era in retribution, as he had done unto mine, I would consider justice to be well served.

Upon regaining my senses, the pain had gone. So had my wounded brother, my dead nephew, and every man and woman in my escort. Gone, too, were the carnage and stench of battle (another mercy, to be sure), the oak, the river, and the plain.

These familiar sights were replaced by a village of sorts, and yet not like unto any village I had ever seen. The buildings seemed comely enough, and clustered in great numbers, but they were insubstantial, as if the first strong wind might blow them flat.

The freshening breeze drew my attention to a banner overarching the street. Rather than a device of beast or bend, however, this odd, glistening cloth bore words penned in ornate strokes: “Welcome to the Revel Grove of Crownsville!”

Said grove proved to be aptly named. I could not turn in any direction without seeing shops selling clothing, footgear, hats, adornments, furniture, armor, weapons, tankards, crockery, tapestries, and many other items whose form and function I knew not; interspersed at convenient intervals stood shops whence wafted the scents of roasted meat, fresh-baked bread, pungent ale, and other enticing aromas; some stages featured players bearing quaint barbaric-sounding names like “Puke & Snot”, spouting endless jests to their enraptured audiences, while upon other stages more serious dramas were being enacted.

To the smith, glass-blowers, falconers, and archers I paid little heed, having watched their kind at work many times before. I stood amazed, however, by a young man named Johnny Fox IV as he swallowed and then removed a curved sword without eviscerating himself. ’Twas no illusion. His man-apple moved this way and that with the sword’s passage down and then back up through his gullet.

Everywhere wandered jugglers, tumblers, singers, sorcerers, pipers, lutists, flutists, friars, beggars, tellers of fortunes, and unfortunate fools.

Yet this village of Revel Grove in the district of Crownsville was surpassed in strangeness by its populace. Some strolled abroad arrayed in raiment similar to my own; but the remainder wore clothing of an altogether unknown fiber, weave, and cut. At first I bethought these folk the peasantry of this realm, but their garments seemed in excellent repair and were far too clean to suggest an occupation of hard toil. Their merry demeanors convinced me I had by mischance stumbled into an entire realm of fools.

As I made my way down the street named Queen’s Path, marveling at the conspicuous yet welcome lack of horse and dog droppings and otherwise trying to understand my mysterious environs, my conclusions became twofold.

Firstly, if my spell had cast me into The Boss’s era and realm, then by all appearances it lay not so very far removed from my own. And secondly, whatever the nature of this realm called Crownsville, its denizens had to be celebrating some event of the sort commemorated by much barter of foods and fripperies. I had heard tell of such happenings among the wild Picts of the northern marches, though most of these Crownsville folk sounded quite unlike any Pict ever to visit my realm.

“Whoa, lady! Ragin’ ’tume!”

It took me the space of several breaths to realize that the leather- and chain-clad—not chain-mail, but chains draped at odd intervals across his body—creature had dared to speak to me. When my sternest countenance failed to send him scurrying away and did not erase his foolish leer, I said:

“Begone, thou leprous varlet, else I shall have thy tongue cut out.”

I meant the threat most sincerely, even if it fell upon me to do the cutting; I am not unversed in these matters. By custom, I carry a dirk concealed upon my person for such occasions.

He grinned all the wider and displayed his tongue, which had been pierced through with a small silver ball.

I wanted nothing more than to have disemboweled him where he stood; but lacking my usual complement of retainers had placed me at an uncomfortable disadvantage, so I fixed upon him one final disapproving glare, gathered my cloak about me, and strode away.

“Hey, bitch, what’s your prob?”

I smelled, rather than saw, that the varlet had not vacated my vicinity.

I knew not this disgusting creature’s precise meaning, but his epithet rang clearly. Palpable power coursed through my veins, craving release. I had not suffered such an insult to my royal person in my entire recollection. The denizens of Gore know well the extent of my powers and my will to unleash them.

’Twas all too apparent this fool did not.

However, in deference to the as yet unseen monarch of this realm, I chose to curb my magical display to a level that would neither kill nor maim, in spite of my preference to the contrary.

I affixed my gaze to his, smiled my most enchanting smile, and with the merest twitch of my hand I said: “Thou shalt go forth from this place in a demeanor of abject humility, and never accost me or anyone else with thy rude speech.”

The varlet opened his mouth as if to defy my command; but before any words could spew forth, he halted, mouth yet open still, and the defiant light in his eyes dimmed to docility. He bowed as low as any proper courtier, his chains emitting a pleasant soft ringing. Gaze averted, he said, “I—I’m sorry, my lady. I’ve gotta go now.” His tone sounded subdued, if mayhap a trifle confused. Flicking my fingers, I gifted him with another magical nudge. “That is, my lady, if I have your leave.”

“You do,” I replied; he had neither straightened his bow nor lifted his gaze.

At that he did both and all but tripped on his chains in his haste to absent himself from my presence. I observed his departure with no small sense of satisfaction as he lurched toward the town’s gates and disappeared past the guards into the fields beyond.

Loud applause burst forth from the nearby onlookers.





Chapter II:
King Henry’s Court


WHILE DEALING WITH the varlet, I had failed to note the crowd’s approach. I scanned the faces, assessing potential threats, but only a fistful were attired as courtiers. The others were garbed in the strange manner of this realm’s lower class, and therefore stood far beneath my consideration.

A passing fair young woman wearing a sumptuously embroidered, shrimp-colored gown, its like seen but rarely in my kingdom, approached me with deference and dropped a deep curtsey. While thus engaged, she said, “Please forgive your humble servant, your Majesty. I hight the Lady Jane Seymour, and I crave an audience with your august person.”

At last, a person who knew her rightful place, even as I had begun to suspect no such creature existed in this realm of lunatics. Not a queen or even princess, for her brow bore no circlet of gold or silver, though surely this Jane Seymour must be more than a mere lady to have been entitled to wear such a rich gown. Regardless of her station, I could fault neither her manner nor her speech, nor refuse her request for an audience.

“Rise, child,” I said gently, “and speak.”

She dipped her head lower for a moment, then rose as bidden. “On behalf of all present, I wish to express profuse gratitude for thy dealings with the man hight Casey Shelaken. He is a rude varlet who accosts all who cross his path, and we are most grateful for his departure.”

Her words carried a pleasing lilt, as did much of their meaning, and yet I felt my brow tighten in confusion. “Wherefore, then, hast not thine own king dealt with this villein?”

“Casey has taken care not to be caught,” said she. A pretty grin lit her face. “Until this day, that is to say. Doubtless our king also shall be grateful for thy assistance in this matter.”

“Doubtless,” I said, though it bethought me to wonder what manner of king would hear reports of such an evil varlet and yet do nothing to rid his realm of him. “And pray tell me, Lady Jane Seymour, who is your king?”

“Henry Tudor, if it pleases your Majesty, the eighth such monarch bearing this celebrated name.”

I had never heard tell of even one king named Henry Tudor, but I kept my peace. Well I knew that any man could conquer a village and call himself king until a more powerful adversary assayed for to vanquish him; mayhap the same proved true during this era, too, though privily I did concede credit to this eighth Henry Tudor and his forebears for preserving their control over Crownsville for so many generations.

In the distance, there sprang forth music that, though faint, bore a distinct military cadence. Lady Jane cocked her head daintily, like a bird on a branch. “Lo, his Majesty approaches now,” she said as the music grew louder, “with the queen, for whom I am most privileged and honored to be but a humble handmaiden, the exalted Anne Boleyn.”

Ah, thought I in response to the reverence with which Lady Jane uttered her queen’s name. This Queen Anne Boleyn must be a woman of great power to evoke such awe within her subjects, perhaps even possessing power to rival my own. ’Tis ever a boon to make the acquaintance of a true peer of the female sort, and I found myself awaiting the royal progress with anticipation.

The peasants began stepping off the street to line the way, though they did not appear properly humbled. Perhaps during the days of this festival their king had abolished the customary—and necessary—groveling, although why any king should do so, during any season for any reason, lay beyond my comprehension.

The peasantry must remember who is in charge at all times, lest chaos and disaster result.

“Your Majesty,” whispered Lady Jane with urgency, while the monarchs were not yet upon us, “I would be honored to announce you to the king and queen, but being that I have never seen your Majesty visit this realm beforetimes; that is, I—” Gaze downcast, she blushed prettily.

Since this dear child had not ever sought ill of me, I resolved to rescue her from her embarrassment. “I hight Morgan.”

Lady Jane, eyes wide as shield bosses and just as shiny, gasped. “Queen Morgan le”—I arched an eyebrow—“Queen Morgan the Wise, wife of King Uriens? That Queen Morgan?”

“Aye.” The pleasure aroused by her reaction slid into concern. “Be there another? An imposter, mayhap?”

“Oh, no, your Majesty! Please, I crave thy merciful pardon for my slow wits.”

“Indeed,” said I, “mayhap thy wits are not so slow that thou canst tell me the name of the country unto which I have arrived. Be it”—I searched the chambers of my brain for the word one of my spies had reported The Boss as having uttered once while he slept—“Connect-cut?”

Confusion clouded Lady Jane’s face; but before she could answer yea or nay, King Henry and Queen Anne descended upon us with pomp and flourish of trumpets, pipes, and drums.

Lady Jane curtseyed before her sovereigns. I, of course, did not. After the king bade her rise, she announced my presence as finely as any herald. I repeated my query to the king.

“Ah, Connecticut. Nay, fair Queen Morgan, that land lies many leagues to the north.” After nodding northward, King Henry spread his arms wide. “I bid thee well come to Crownsville, and I further bid thee and thy comely companion”—King Henry smiled at Lady Jane—“to join us at the feast anon.”

Queen Anne cast her liege husband a disconcerted glance but glided forward, smiling and extending both her hands toward me, which I did grasp warmly; and she said: “Aye, Queen Morgan, thou art ever well come to feast with us on this most glorious of Saturdays, the twenty-third day of September in the year of Our Lord fifteen thirty-four.”

If I could lay head to heel the bodies of every loser of every tournament in every realm since the birth of Our Lord, even should such a line compass the entire kingdom, ’twould not come nigh unto compassing my anguish upon hearing that my enchantment had missed its mark by more than three full centuries.

I concealed my dismay as I accepted the royal invitation.





Chapter III:
Knights of Crownsville


I HAD INTENDED the enchantment to carry me to the year of Our Lord eighteen seventy-nine, for to waylay The Boss before he ever attempted the journey to my era, and mayhap prevent his sorcerous atrocities from plunging my realm into wrack and ruin. The land had to be set to rights; what choice had I else? ’Twas an ambitious desire, I confess, and yet I had possessed every confidence that I would achieve success.

Never had such a calamity of the arts befallen me.

More calamitous still, the mishap had robbed me of the volition to assay the invocation yet again, for I knew not how to correct my error. Mayhap ’twould send me far back unto the days of the conquest-thirsty Romans, the brutal Celts… or worse.

Mayhap ’tis my doom to spend my remaining days ever wandering from age unto age as punishment for my presumption.

“Good my lady queen,” said Lady Jane after her monarchs had moved some distance ahead, “let us hie ourselves to the feast. I mean no disrespect, but meseemeth thou standest in sore need of refreshment.”

She had the right of it. I allowed her to guide me to the open-air feast, surrounded by the folk of this realm, whom it suited me to ignore, such was the depth of my distress. I had no course but to ride the events to their conclusion and pray that I might be offered some other opportunity for redemption and revenge.

Meantime my body needed sustenance, and the feast offered it in plenty: seafood of which I was fondly familiar, such as shrimps, mussels, and oysters; well-spiced crabmeat cakes that were new to my taste and touted as a specialty of the realm; enormous legs of a smoked fowl called turkey; steak on a stake; and flavorful sausages that made me yearn for my beloved Sir Accolon’s… companionship.

Alas, Accolon, the comeliest of men and manliest of lovers! Now dead and lost to me forever, his dust has long since enriched the land wherein he lies; and no force on earth, magical or otherwise, could change this dolorous fact.

I pushed aside my trencher piled with the delicious fare and took a long pull of the pale beer which flowed in abundance at every table, high and low. Dark brown ale remains my lifelong preference, though Crownsville’s bitter brew seemed a fitting salute to my present estate.

I took another pull.

“Queen Morgan, is aught amiss with thy victuals?” asked Queen Anne from her place betwixt me and her husband the king.

I struggled to summon a courteous smile for this kind but unfortunate woman. Throughout the meal, King Henry had devoted his attention to Lady Jane, whom he had commanded to be seated at his right hand. It took no great feat of mind to imagine what the king must be doing with that dexterous hand when he was not using it to gesture toward some knight or noble he was addressing. Even through my flagging spirits I could see the queen making a valiant effort to overlook her husband’s behavior and cheerfully converse with the courtiers seated near her.

My heart lurched. ’Twas a picture, in reverse, of what others must perceive when observing my husband King Uriens and me together at table. My lord Uriens is—was—far older than I; and soon after our son’s birth, he ceased craving the pleasures I can and do offer men, as Sir Accolon can—could—attest.

This thrice-cursed shift in time was making my head throb.

In answer to the queen’s inquiry and in an attempt to dispel my mood, I shook my head, slightly, lest I worsen the throbbing. I pressed a hand to my temple. “My recent… travels have fatigued me, fair Queen Anne,” I said. I raised my tankard, and an attentive servant filled it. “This brew doth succor me.”

“Of a sooth,” said she, also lifting her vessel for refilling, and we drank deeply together, leaving each to her own private remembrances. I could almost see Queen Anne’s for a moment, reflected in the distant green pools of her gaze. Verily I could have seen them magically, had I wished to pry.

Lady Jane and the king shared some private jest.

“’Tis but a passing infatuation,” I whispered to Anne.

“And well I know it.” The queen nodded decisively, recalling upon whose brow sat the feminine crown.

“Have you given your lord husband an heir?” I asked.

Her smile turned bittersweet. “Aye, of a sort. We celebrated the first anniversary of the birth of Princess Elizabeth a fortnight and two days ago. The princess has no sisters or brothers—from my body—yet.” Queen Anne’s soft sigh could only mean there had to be at least one royal bastard boy to threaten her daughter’s claim to the crown. “I, and the king, of course remain hopeful that Our Lord shall see fit to bless us with a boy-child in the future.”

“Of course.” I turned my gaze toward the reportedly hopeful king, but read him to be hopeful of other sport.

In truth he appeared hopeful of the same sport, but with a different sparring partner.

Men of every era and every station of every realm are the same: they think with their lances, and what passes for brains in their skulls would make entire gardens bloom. At times I should like to round up the entire lot and rack them.

Feeling my disapproving glare upon him, King Henry gazed back at me, reached a decision, and crashed fist to table with a platter-rattling thud, drawing every gaze upon himself. In a voice modulated to carry over the deafening din of full-flowering battle, he said—

“Let the entertainment begin!”

His command was greeted by loud applause and shouts from those seated at the lower tables. Up till this moment, we had been entertained by musicians and dancers and singers and jugglers and acrobats, most of whom I had noted during my earlier sojourn through the village. Absent were hounds such as those that had frequented the feast hall of my castle, and whose growling, snapping scuffles over the occasional spent bone had provided an amusing ambience for each meal.

I did not miss the pigeons cavorting overhead or their annoying capacity to foul the food, although under the full leafy tree branches of this feasting area, their absence was a wonder; few birds of any ilk graced the skies of Revel Grove, though several tiny winged creatures pleased themselves to hop about our feet after dropped crumbs and took wing when startled by some reveler’s abrupt movement.

What revealed itself as “entertainment” by King Henry’s command proved not unlike the doings customary during the feasts hosted by myself and other queens and kings of my era: a parade of knights leading their noble prisoners, those other knights having been vanquished in battle. Each victorious knight regaled us with the story of his conquest, each battle sounding more fantastical than the last as the knights competed for royal favor.

Did I not already state that all men are the same? Strip them of their gleaming armor and adornments and eclipse the unique devices on their shields, and they descend into a tribe of club-wagging, chest-thumping monkeys indistinguishable and uncouth and good for naught save the pleasures they can deliver a woman in the bedchamber,—and many not even that much.

Believe me, gentle reader; I possess prodigious experience in such matters. Sir Accolon was simply the best. And, whether inside his armor or out, in the spirit of fairness and with great fondness, I must state that he is—was—no monkey.

Pray, forgive me; I digress.

All of the aforementioned parading and posturing and boasting, I expected. What I did not expect was for each knight’s name—as well as his shield’s device and the tale of his battle—to be familiar to me even though the men’s countenances bore no resemblance to any knight of my personal acquaintance.

Should you require more proof of this claim, I shall state for this chronicle that I heard, verbatim and in verifiable detail, the tale of how Sir Gareth Beaumains toughened his pretty hands against Sir Kay, Sir Launcelot, and six other knights, besting all save Sir Launcelot for the rescue and love of the Lady Lyonors; next, “Sir Launcelot” told us his tale of how he dressed as Sir Kay after delivering him from several attacking knights and journeyed on to defeat yet other knights while wearing Sir Kay’s armor, wielding his sword, riding his horse, and bearing his shield. Had I commanded these players to write the accounts of their tales herein, the details would not have varied one jot from the accounts scribed for preservation in Camelot’s Hall of Records.

Said hall and the precious parchments it housed doubtless did not in total survive the destruction of Camelot following the end of Arthur’s reign, owing to the observable fact that later chroniclers have confused the more intricate and obscure details of our lives, our exploits, our realms, yea, even unto the spelling of our very names. Arthur, they mostly got right, of course; but I have been variously named Morganna, Morgaine, Morriga, Morgu, and even Morghe.

“Morgaine” calls to mind a potion I later discovered in this era for the restoration of hair, and so I deem it an acceptable association with my healing arts. “Le Fay” wields insult enough, but “Morghe,” the sound of which is not unlike what they of this century call a repository for corpses… what could that author possibly have been thinking?

And yet it is not my intent herein to correct these conflicting records, else I would require at least a dozen volumes and an array of attendant scribes working for as many years to complete the nigh-impossible task.

Enough digression! Necessity demands that I forge onward with my account.

Lady Jane must have sensed my mounting confusion, for she begged leave of King Henry to remove herself from his side unto mine. The king was reluctant to grant her request, and yet, to his credit, he did so.

“Of a certitude, your Majesty,” said Lady Jane after she seated herself beside me, “these proceedings, with knights pretending to be King Arthur’s own, are not customary for King Henry’s court.” With one eyebrow arched, I bade her continue. “It was foretold that upon this auspicious day of the Autumnal Equinox, Crownsville would receive a certain visitor from King Arthur’s realm. And so these especial arrangements have been made for his”—she blushed again; this time not so prettily in my estimation—“that is to say, for your benefit, Queen Morgan, as our realm’s most honored guest.”

I had no time to respond to her statement, for at that moment, in strutted a man portraying Sir Kay the Seneschal, leading a bound, bedraggled, and oddly dressed—even for this era—stranger who could be none other than the sorcerous adversary I despised second only in magnitude to my brother: The Boss himself.

I felt the familiar, welcome tingle of my awakening power.





Chapter IV:
Sir Kay and the Man Who Would Be Boss


I FORCED MYSELF to recall that here before me stood two pretenders, a thousand years removed from the original men, and I damped my magical impulse.

The man portraying Sir Kay was far too handsome: broad of shoulders, tall of stance, slim of hips, thick of limbs, with a magnificent, free-flowing golden mane, and arresting blue eyes. The Sir Kay of old was brawny, of course. Any man who lumbers through life bearing armor whose helmet alone weighs twenty-two pounds, to say nothing of the rest of it, must be well muscled to move even a single step.

In defense of women I feel compelled to assert that my royal crown of state weighed a full eight pounds, and on average my many layers of undergarments, overdress, cloak, boots, and sundry adornments weighed in total close to ninety. And men persist in calling us “the weaker sex.” Hah.

The Sir Kay of my acquaintance suffered squinty eyes and a twisted lip that molded his expression into a perpetual sneer made all the more grotesque whenever he heaped insults upon his chosen victim, which happened frequently. I could understand why Arthur chose to appoint Sir Kay as the kingdom’s seneschal, the discharge of which office necessitated his staying in and nigh Camelot when not riding off to war. Sir Kay’s was not the face or demeanor of an ambassador or even a collector of tax levies, as other, lesser-ranked knights were so appointed, nor did Sir Kay often partake in quests of knight-errantry as did his more well-favored comrades-at-arms. In jousting and swordsmanship he stood in rank far lower than the best and not far higher than the worst.

’Twas no small wonder, then, that Sir Kay had suffered as the butt of many jests.

Why Arthur had befriended the odious knight, I shall never fathom, even when considering the years Arthur had been fostered in the household of Sir Kay’s father. There is no accounting for taste.

This faux Sir Kay possessed swagger and insults aplenty in spite of his comeliness, which crafted a real enough illusion for the purpose.

The Hank Morgan pretender standing before me, however, could have been the original Boss’s twin: short, slight of build, stooped of posture, with unkempt hair, scuffed boots, stubbly whiskers, musty scent, dusty clothing, and a languid look in his eyes that tried to veil, with the illusion of boredom, that he was in fact evaluating his captor and the court amongst which he stood.
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I remember the long-ago day quite clearly. It chanced that I had been visiting Camelot to learn what had become of my enchanted Horn of Adultery (Sir Lamorak, in his anger at Sir Tristram for besting him in a tournament, had diverted it to King Mark, where it proved almost as entertaining in the hands of Queen Isoud, though I would have paid my weight,—crown, clothing, and all—in solid gold to watch Guenever attempt to drink from it) when Sir Kay brought in the captive stranger. Most vividly of that day I remember the stranger’s shrewd gaze. I had realized that gaze signaled trouble, although had I foreseen the sheer magnitude into which the trouble would evolve, I would have insisted upon his immediate execution.

In those days, Arthur would have acceded to my request in spite of the politely disguised friction ever present betwixt him and me.

The comely Sir Kay of this era rambled on in appropriate length and breadth of detail regarding how he had captured the stranger: besting the stranger’s thirteen knightly companions in a three-hour-long battle—three hours being a quite impossible length of time to be hacking at each other with twenty-pound broadswords while clad in full armor, of course, but ’tis the standard length to inspire awe and respect in the listeners—and being forced to capture the stranger alive on account of the stranger’s enchanted garments protecting him from all hurt and harm.

When I refer to “the stranger,” the wisdom of centuries permits me to omit Sir Kay’s more colorful descriptive phrases such as “horrible sky-towering monster” and (my personal favorite) “tusked and taloned man-devouring ogre.” On the day I first heard Sir Kay’s tale, I had been too far occupied in privily plotting Sir Lamorak’s punishment for having intercepted my enchanted adulteress-revealing drinking horn to pay much heed to Sir Kay’s words.

On this day, upon hearing the tale told for a second time and with Sir Lamorak having long since been dealt with by my nephew Sir Gawaine and his brothers at my behest, it occurred to me how ridiculous it was of Sir Kay to have called the stranger tusked, taloned, and sky-towering. Clearly, the stranger was none of those things; and the man portraying him also possessed neither tusk nor talon, nor even a snaggled tooth or grubby torn fingernail.

In retrospect, I marvel that none of the other knights or ladies or Arthur or Guenever or even Merlin had questioned Sir Kay’s fantastical account. As I gazed at King Henry and Queen Anne and their court, they were responding in much the same fashion. I reckoned it to the natural stupor induced by the over-imbibing of ale, a tradition that never changes from age to age.

I also marvel that my brother had decided to elevate this untusked, untaloned, and otherwise unremarkable stranger to the status of second in the kingdom. On the other hand, whatever should I have expected from a man possessing so little discernment as to have married the unfaithful Guenever and befriended the fractious Sir Kay?

A man’s blindness leads him to his doom, and in that respect King Arthur stood no differently than any other man—or woman, alas.





Chapter V:
An Inspiration


AS ON THAT first day more than a millennium ago, a clamor arose among King Henry’s court for the stranger’s execution. True to my original part in the proceedings, I remained silent,—not plotting anyone’s demise this time, but curious as to how the event would unfold. The expected debate ensued regarding the enchanted nature of the stranger’s clothing as to whether the garments would deliver him from execution.

I paid close heed to this discussion, given my knowledge in all matters magical. I did not doubt that such a powerful and useful enchantment could be wrought, provided the one performing the incantation possessed skill enough and will enough to bring it to pass. Excalibur’s scabbard was imbued by such an enchantment by the Lady of the Lake, which is why I had removed it from Arthur’s possession; he never could have been killed otherwise, and his chroniclers would have had to dub him “The Once and Forever King.”

What I did begin to doubt on this day, watching these players in general and the stranger in particular, was whether the stranger himself believed in the power—or even the very existence—of an enchantment upon his clothing. While knights and ladies argued this way and that, with King Henry and Queen Anne and the faux sirs Kay and Launcelot interjecting their opinions from time to time, the stranger first stared at the monarchs and the court in surprise and confusion, reached his own conclusion regarding the debate, and then proceeded to adopt an attitude of casual indifference.

A gray-bearded old man, dressed in elaborate midnight robes embroidered with innumerable stars and other symbols and wearing a similarly caparisoned pointed hat surmounted by a gray feather—clearly the “Merlin” player of this drama, though the real Merlin never would have worn such fanciful garments—rose to speak. Everyone else fell silent.

His sage gaze traversed the assembly, his visage bearing amusement and disdain in equal measures. “Are you so dull?” he asked the court in a tone and pitch surely everyone could hear. Beside me, Queen Anne shifted in her seat. “Strip off the ogre’s enchanted raiment and be done with him!”

The stranger’s indifference evaporated as knights seized his arms and tore off his clothing. Most of his clothing, I should amend for the record, unlike on the original day, when the man fated to become The Boss stood as naked before King Arthur’s court as in the hour of his birth, though far cleaner.

That deviation from the proceedings was a tremendous disappointment to me. Ever I welcome the opportunity to admire the male form in its full splendor, whether said male be prince, knight, ogre, or otherwise. Still, my recollection of the true event served me well. If this player had been chosen for his likeness to the stranger of my era, then it stood to reason that the similarities extended to the rest of him.

Queen Anne remarked, with admiration and none too discreetly, that she had never seen anyone with legs like the stranger’s. Queen Guenever had said something similar to me, which at the time I dismissed as sheer foolishness coming from someone who was interested in only one pair of legs in the whole of England, and those not belonging to her husband.

This time I gave the stranger’s legs a second look.

In truth they appeared comely enough, tanned and hard-muscled, protruding at a goodly length below the knee cuffs of tight-fitting trousers that enhanced the rest of his glory. It occurred to me, then, that perhaps Queen Anne—as with Queen Guenever before her—had not in fact been referring to the appendages upon which the stranger walked.

Languidly I licked my lips. The fabric comprising the trousers did not look sturdy enough to last long when subjected to the rigors of dungeon internment.

However, in yet another departure from the proceedings, when Sir Kay’s prisoner was led, bound and fully naked, to the dungeon, thence to languish for two days while the stake and viewing area were prepared, the stranger began at once to shout his threat to visit a terrible calamity upon the entire kingdom on account of his being the “Supreme Grand High-yu Muckamuck” of all magicians.

King Henry, visibly shaken, stood ready to release the prisoner with all haste; but the faux Merlin made a few dramatic passes through the air with his hands, mumbled a few garbled yet dramatic-sounding syllables, and addressed the stranger.

“I have wrought a spell about you of the most potent kind, binding your magic for to protect the king and queen and all the court. Spout what words you may; you can wreak no harm upon us.”

The nearly naked stranger grinned. “Merlin, you cheap old humbug! You maundering old ass! You claim to have protected your king and court? Bosh is what it is, pure bosh, the silliest bosh in the world!”

The faux Merlin appeared unfazed. To King Henry, he said, “This is simply the bravado of the condemned. Do with him what you will, Sire. My enchantment shall stand proof against any test of his devising.”

Whereupon King Henry ordered the immediate commencement of the stranger’s execution.

“No! You cannot!” cried the stranger as minions carried in an already assembled platform and stake, along with bundles of faggots, which they began piling onto the platform’s planks. “Continue no further, or I will rain down upon you the most severe calamity imaginable!”

All activity stopped. Merlin crossed his arms and gave the stranger a severe look. “Very well, ogre. Name the calamity.”

The stranger, with a stupefied look not unlike the deer that sees the arrow winging to kill it, remained silent.

“You see, Sire?” Merlin said to the king. “The ogre does not name this calamity because he cannot. He is no magician, supreme, grand, mucky, or otherwise.”

King Henry ordered the work to recommence.

A slow, hopeful glint lit the stranger’s eyes. “Wait! If you do not desist at once and spare my life, I will smother the whole world in the dead blackness of midnight; I will blot out the sun, and he shall never shine again; the fruits of the earth shall rot for lack of light and warmth, and the peoples of the earth shall famish and die to the last man!”

Queen Anne heaved a gasping sigh and swooned in her throne. The other ladies did likewise; lacking thrones, they left it for their noble menfolk to catch them lest they topple backward off their benches and injure themselves. It had transpired thus during my era, although the reactions had been prompted by a page’s announcement of the prisoner’s dire message rather than being pronounced by the prisoner himself. Said thrice-cursed page, Amyas le Poulet, was later fated to become The Boss Hank Morgan’s closest confidant and deputy, whom it pleased The Boss to call Clarence; had I known it then, I would have dispatched that little chicken, too, and no one of consequence would have dared say nay.

I did not swoon, either then or now, being both times more interested in seeing whether this self-proclaimed mucky-muck magician could bring such a calamity to pass.

Understand, fair reader, that I write this account armed with the accumulated wisdom of the ages, having since learned that the event to which the stranger referred is a natural phenomenon called an eclipse, when the moon—not any magician, of any rank or strength of powers or degree of muckyness—casts its mantle of shadow in the semblance of having obliterated the sun. I know now what I did not know then: that the real Hank Morgan could no more have caused the earth to fall under a doom of darkness than this man pretending to be him could on this day.

I held no sway over the shining of the sun itself, either; but I did note well that there existed in the sky not even the remotest hint of the birth of a single cloud, and so I conceived a plan to show these pretenders that there indeed stood among them someone who wielded genuine power.

Long have I practiced the art of weather magic, it being useful to influence the outcome of battles with the presence or absence of fog, glare, torrential rains, ice storms, and the like. Bending the weather to my will also proves useful if I wish to speed or hinder a courier, increase the yield of my lands, or engender a certain ambience when entertaining guests.

Later chroniclers have vaunted Camelot as possessing perfect weather; believe them not. Silver-footed unicorns did live there, I warrant, but the climate claim was a ruse invented by Arthur to lure in the families of the Round Table knights, that their presence in Camelot might encourage more seemly behavior among the men. A bachelor knight, even one so called because his wife resides in a faraway land, is a knight vulnerable to temptation. This I know for a personal fact; in the early days I kept a tally, but the list grew so long that it ceased to be a point of interest to me.

Nay; ’tis Gore, through the exercise of my weather magic, that stands—stood—most blessed of all the blessed lands of all the blessed British Isles.

This day I resolved to summon a thunderhead from a cloudless sky, creating an illusion of darkness perhaps not as deep as a total eclipse, but near enough for my purposes, and watch the social downpour caused by my magical display fall where it might.

As King Henry and his knights remained distracted by their swooning ladies, and with the Lady Jane Seymour—who, to her credit, did not swoon—and the not-an-ogre stranger watching me intently, each wearing an expression of unabashed curiosity, I stood, closed my eyes, and began marshaling my power.





Chapter VI:
The Eclipse


IN THE STILLNESS and the darkness of my meditative state prior to casting the thunderhead spell, a realization hit me with the force of a lightning bolt.

If the present day resided within the year of Our Lord 1534 as the good Queen Anne had claimed, then how could these people know about The Boss’s exploits? When I left my century, he was still alive, still sojourning in France with his wife and daughter. I presumed that he had died in my century; surely he would not willingly have left the family over whom he had demonstrated such fondness.

What had happened? Had he left his own chronicle, which had by some miracle survived the ravages of a millennium to be discovered by these people? ’Twas possible with the application of strong magic, but it did not seem likely. I have seen bones crumble to dust within my own lifetime; even parchments carefully sealed away suffer from the ravages of heat and air and time. The Boss’s sorcery would have had to be powerful indeed.

For all the pains The Boss had taken to alienate the servants of the Church, resulting in the Interdict ordered upon Britain by the Archbishop of Canterbury, ’tis a certain wager that no monk ever would have deigned to preserve his chronicle through the copying of it.

I opened my eyes and whispered my query to Lady Jane.

With my leave she leaned close in to whisper, “For sooth, my lady queen, this be the twenty-third day of September, the very day of the Autumnal Equinox.” I greeted this announcement with interest, for such auspicious days are well known to possess a special breed of magic that serves to enhance invocations and, to the unprepared, cast the spells awry. “The Boss did leave a chronicle for future generations to study. In fact, it has been studied by many scholars, and I can procure a copy for your perusal, if it pleases your Majesty.”

I said, “Did he use sorcery to preserve it? Or did there remain any monks—difficult as this is to believe—sympathetic to his cause who toiled to preserve it for him?”

“Neither, your Majesty.” Lady Jane’s expression became thoughtful. “Or rather, sorcery was involved, but it was none of The Boss’s doing, or even his choice in the doing of it.”

There comes a moment while hearing a truth being uttered when, even though not all of the truth has yet been revealed, the heart begins to suspect. If the heart believes the truth shall effect a joyous outcome, the spirit begins to rise, if only a little to guard against the risk of the heart being wrong; otherwise, the spirit’s descent begins.

My heart felt as if someone had clenched it in a vise and begun to squeeze. The heart does not bother to mediate the speed of flagging spirits when expecting an unfavorable report.

“Out with it, woman,” I commanded, as if increased speed of the revelation could in any way mitigate its damage upon my emotional state.

Lady Jane drew a long breath. “Merlin’s spell caused The Boss to sleep for thirteen centuries. The Boss’s young men, before they died, hid his ensorcelled body deep within the recesses of Merlin’s cave, along with the chronicle, so that The Boss and his writings would remain undisturbed. He died soon after he woke from his enchanted sleep, and the chronicle was made known to many after his death.”

“He truly is dead, you say?”

“Aye, Queen Morgan.”

To say that confirmation struck me as unfortunate is a gross understatement. I had held to the slender hope that if Queen Anne’s reported year of 1534 proved inaccurate, then mayhap my time-traveling spell had worked as I had intended and the real Boss remained alive for me to confront.

And yet this was the future, whatever year it might be, and I could still exact retribution upon these denizens if I so chose, even if I was fated to be denied the satisfaction of watching The Boss’s reaction to my efforts. If my spell had not miscarried by three hundred years, then it stood to reason that I might not have missed The Boss by even a full year. A man is nothing if not a product of the era into which he is born, so if The Boss had invaded my century bearing the magic bred in his, then these people stood as guilty of wielding it as he did.

“So,” said I, confident of my conclusion, “in spite of Queen Anne’s claim to the contrary, this year must in fact be eighteen hundred seventy-nine. Why would she lie to me?”

“Queen Anne and King Henry and the rest of the court are players, too, carrying no royal authority in this realm,” Lady Jane said, her whisper growing softer. “Queen Anne did not lie to you. She was pretending to be the real Queen Anne Boleyn, who did live in 1534, and who did have a daughter named Elizabeth who turned one year old on the seventh day of September in the year 1534.”

“You are not the real Lady Jane Seymour.” Some of the denizens of my century are not the knuckle-dragging fools The Boss believed us to be.

“Nay, my lady. I hight Clarice Centralia. And this year is, in truth, the year twenty seventy-nine.”

By now the ladies had regained their wits and stances, and everyone’s attention returned to the prisoner. After the king again, upon the insistence of the faux Merlin, denied the stranger’s release, he (the stranger) started waving his hands and spouting a string of meaningless syllables like, “Walla Walla, Washington!”, “Saskatoon, Sas-kat-chewan—”, “Noo Yawk, Noo Hay-ven, and Haht-fahd leavin’ on track…”, and a lilting, “Perth Amm-boyyyy!”; presumably, his faux-eclipse-summoning spell. A man dressed in parti-colored fools’ garb complete with bells sewn to the four points of his hat and the toes of his long and pointy shoes, minced and pranced toward the crowd. Giving funny little hops and skips as he spoke, his bells tinkling and twinkling under the bright autumn sun, he began to describe the progress of the “eclipse,” prevailing upon the people to imagine that such a thing was taking place. The court reacted as if it were, with the ladies again dropping like flies in a fall frost.

All of this to say, nobody was paying the slightest attention to me and Lady Jane—that is, Clarice Centralia—which I counted as a blessing.

A miscarriage of my spell by two hundred years made a mote more sense, but it remained a miscarriage nonetheless, and its cause and the correction thereof remained as mystifying and therefore disconcerting to me as before.

I felt lost. Lost of confidence, lost of purpose, lost in time. If all of that wasn’t loss enough, had I lost my powers, too? Mayhap not entirely so, as proven by my earlier dealings with the rude varlet, though the art of influencing people, men most especially, has ever been the skill that has come easiest to my bidding. A severe weakening, then?

I needed to conduct a test, and my idea of summoning a thunderhead—given the inherent difficulties in manipulating the weather—was as good a test as any.

I closed my eyes, blocked out the sounds and smells and the very thought of my existence in the twenty-first century, and concentrated as I had never before concentrated in my life.

After the passage of some several moments, the crowd began emitting a low murmuring that intruded upon my concentration. I also realized the sun had ceased its merciless roasting of my skin. The players continued with their given speeches as if nothing untoward was happening, but the murmuring grew louder; a hopeful sign, to be sure, but I redoubled my focus.

’Twas only after I felt the stiffening breeze carry the first raindrops to my face that I judged the enchantment finished and opened my eyes.

People—players and onlookers alike—stood staring agape at the sky, still as statues even as the wind and rain began to strengthen, although I swear by my blameless mother’s bones, their stupefaction was none of my doing; at least, not directly so. I permitted my lips to curve into a slight smile.

The faux Merlin and king were the first to recover.

“Apply the torch!” ordered Merlin.

“I forbid it!”

In spite of the king’s command, Merlin stepped toward the executioner as if he might set the pyre alight himself.

After glancing skyward, the stranger said:

“Stay where you are. If any man moves—even the king—before I give him leave, I will blast him with thunder, I will consume him with lightnings!”

On the day that I had witnessed the real Boss’s threatening utterances, it shames me to admit that I had stood as frightened as the rest of my peers and near-peers, all enchantments forgotten. If only I had known then what I know now… but, alas, a long life is a long string of “if onlys.” What matters is what one does after being confronted with the knowledge.

Mentally I urged the thunderhead to flash and not be just the glow seen overhead on a dry, drowsy summer evening, so harmless even the frogs and insects pay it no heed; nay, this flash sliced the sky like a jagged dagger. The quick, loud clap made everyone jump.

Everyone except me, of course.

As the deluge scattered noble and peasant alike for what shelter might be found, I stood under the downpour and laughed.

Clarice, the one person eyeing me rather than the sky, the one person who did not scuttle froglike for cover in spite of the risk to her sumptuous shrimp-colored gown, said, “Queen Morgan, by your leave, I would very much like to conduct you into the presence of someone who will appreciate your—gifts; someone who, in fact, wields the highest powers of government in this land.”

I could not grant my consent fast enough.

Words cannot describe the shock I felt upon leaving the faux world of the faux King Henry, his faux queen, and their faux court. Even had I attempted to write this account that selfsame day rather than now, several years removed, I could not have captured the depth of gut-churning terror that gripped me time and again, with each new device and marvel and sight I encountered.

The first such device, which Clarice called a “limo,” appeared in function to be a fanciful carriage, though much longer and sleeker, and armored with a metal so shiny and midnight dark, the Black Knight himself would have worn it proudly. With nary a horse in sight—for this or any of the other sundry conveyances parked without the gates of Revel Grove—I wondered how such a vehicle could move; by magic, certainly; and, since I was expecting magic, I felt a little more at ease, if still a trifle apprehensive.

A black-liveried footman, holding over my head a thin, curved shield on a rod—too little, too late for the storm I had summoned—assisted me to be seated inside the limo. With my permission, the rain-drenched Clarice fastened an array of straps about the rain-drenched me, “for safety,” she claimed as she cinched them as tightly as saddling a horse. I could scarcely breathe! That should have been my first clue. The carriages of my era require no straps for to guard their occupants.

My second clue occurred as the limo rolled forward, gained more and yet more speed, and leaped into the air. My entrails felt as if they had been left behind, grew horrified at their mistake, and clawed their way to catch up to the rest of me.

The first and most important guideline for being queen is to never give the appearance of leaking moisture, even when too startled to invoke a drying spell. Keeping a cool head and dry body is as crucial when negotiating a truce between warring armies as it is when your hated brother has sidestepped another of your plans to show the world how unfit he is to wear the crown. I believed I had performed admirably in hiding my confusion to the misfiring of my time-traveling enchantment, the difference in reported dates to which I had traveled, the drama within a drama enacted for my benefit, the strangeness of the peasants’ clothing, the insubstantiality of the village of Revel Grove within the district of Crownsville, and the rest of the sundry surprises to which I had been subjected.

No one cautioned me that my adventures in disorientation and dismay were just commencing.





Chapter VII:
The Tower


INSIDE THE LIMO flashed several devices that, at the time, I could only liken to moving tapestries, woven of a fabric so light and yet so strong that I wished never to meet the moth whose teeth were sharp enough to feast upon it. The pictures changed on these tapestries at dizzying speed and in endless combinations of form, color, light, and shadow; and at the bottom right corner of each tapestry blazed, in bright red, a set of three letters: SNN. In my mind I pronounced it “sin,” which proved closer to the truth than I ever could have imagined.

I craved to understand what I was viewing—instinct warned me this was important sorcery that demanded to be mastered—and yet despite all my efforts, I could not. Again soliciting my permission, Clarice affixed another device, smaller than the size of my smallest toe, to my right ear, which enchanted me to hear words being spoken; thus immersed in the dialect of this era, I began at last to comprehend it, though I confess it took much longer for some of the words’ meanings to become clear.

As my wits adapted to this new form of magic, I heard snippets of phrases, like “Seattle serial killer remains at large,” “escalating violence in the Middle East,” “China saber-rattling at Russia; the pope is en route to Peking to mediate,” “American Independent Party candidate Douglas Blacklance widens his popularity margin over the President,” and an entire series of images featuring baseball games.

Now, baseball, I knew. The Boss had introduced this game to my era as one of his more benign improvements; and, while I do enjoy cheering for my favored champion during a good, bloody tournament melee, I had found baseball to be an amusing enough diversion on a fine summer’s day, watching the noble players scramble about in their armor after a tiny, white, and ever-elusive ball like so many silly fools on parade.

A baseball game as a rule does not require as many participants as are needful to stage a grand melee. In fact, baseball games during my century were most often played after tournaments because too many knights had become maimed to have another go at each other in the next scheduled melee; thus, baseball ranked a distant second in terms of sixth-century entertainment value, but it served its purpose well enough: that purpose being to divert the masses’ minds from their pitiful yet rightful lot in life long enough to wring another solid six days of productive work out of them.

’Twas a sad day when baseball became another casualty of the Interdict, but I was heartened to see that it had revived and was thriving.

However, I noted some vital differences. Firstly, the one piece of armor the players wore with consistency was a helmet, and not even that through an entire game. I later learned they also wear an armored codpiece concealed under their trousers, which has guarded many a line of succession; but the helmet was the only armor I saw that day—aside from the padded greaves and breastplate worn by the catcher and umpire, which called to my mind the padding knights wore beneath their steel, and therefore didn’t count as armor in the traditional sense.

Less armor meant these baseball games proceeded at lightning speed, if less entertainingly compared to the games to which I was accustomed; and less armor meant more agility in pursuit of the ball, and therefore more opportunities to appreciate the players’ hard bodies. I could well understand why that change had been wrought.

Secondly, if there was a king, duke, or even a mere baronet among any of the players, I would have gladly feasted upon my royal crown of state, all eight pounds of its jewel-encrusted golden magnificence, had it traveled to this century with me. I would even have eaten the modest circlet I was wearing, so certain was I of the wager. These men comported themselves no better than peasants: chewing, spitting, swearing, picking, and scratching within clear public view, with no regard to propriety or courtesy, or even so much as a by-thy-leave. And The Boss had dared to deride us as being indecent barbarians.

Mayhap, in the brace of centuries since The Boss’s native era, the human race had slipped a notch or ten.

Still, for all their innocent vulgarities, these men were in the main a comely lot, and I could not dispute their prowess with glove, ball, and bat.

While sitting thus engrossed by these images and with Clarice seated nearby, her fingers working busily across a glassy plank as if she were playing a tiny hydraulis—sans pipes, water, or the resultant music—I began to feel a warm, steady breeze envelop me quite pleasantly. It recalled me that I had yet to invoke a drying spell, which I did for myself and for Clarice, too, since she had been kind to me, if somewhat less than truthful at the commencement of our acquaintance.

“Thank you, Queen Morgan,” she said, with a deep nod of her head, the limited space inside the limo not being conducive to offering a curtsey, which I forgave of her. “Now, with your leave, I would like to leave.” I must have appeared somewhat less than serene at her announcement, for she added, “Just for a few moments, I assure you.”

A queen does not require assurances, but I allowed her to speak thusly to me and granted her leave to depart.

Clarice thanked me again, released her straps, rose from her seat as best she could, given that the limo’s ceiling obligated her to remain hunched over, and made her way further back into the vehicle, toward a small door through which she barely squeezed, due to the fullness of her shrimp-colored Lady Jane Seymour skirts. After a moment or two, listening to her mysterious bumping and thumping, swishing and scraping behind the door, I turned my attention to my growing wish to see outside, for all the glass panels were smoked as dark as if they had been hung over a blazing hearth for a year and a day.

As the Lord God is my witness, I had not even begun to contemplate a spell for to lighten the glass when, of a sudden, I could see what lay without: castles and dragons from horizon to horizon, and numerous huge white worms rapidly slithering to and fro, and diving underground and out again.

If you, dearest reader, were born into a world of stone castles and fire-belching dragons, as I was, you might begin to imagine how I felt to find these twenty-first-century castles made not of stone, but of gleaming silver and glass, a few of them hovering so far above the ground that some of the smaller species of this era’s dragons (who, as a rule, belched trails of grayish-white smoke out their back ends but nothing out the front) came to perch on the hovering castles themselves. To my further astonishment as I watched, these smoke-flatulating dragons disgorged many dozens of people, mayhap a bit ruffled and rumpled, but otherwise undigested and quite capable of walking away—walking, when I would have run—the first rule of queenship notwithstanding—from the dragons without a backward glance.

The landscape was not entirely paved with castles. As with the castles of my era, smaller buildings of varying size and quality clustered round the grounded silver-and-crystal fortresses, though the airborne ones were unencumbered by lesser dwellings. I was situated so high inside the flying limo (another subspecies of twenty-first-century dragon, and was it also flatulating smoke?) that the people wandering the streets below were nigh invisible to my eyes. I must have conceived a wish to see these people more closely, for the aspect of the nearest glass pane to me changed, and the people appeared larger.

A dragon that could read and obey one’s very thoughts! At that point, I thought it might be pleasant to command this dragon to engulf one of its brethren in flames, but apparently the limo possessed no fire whatsoever. Everything does have its limitations, alas.

Some of the people were dressed in the fragile garments I had seen in Revel Grove; others were wearing clothing of a darker, more purposeful looking sort, and they walked with the appearance of greater purpose. ’Twas this latter style of raiment that Clarice was wearing when she emerged from the limo’s bowels. The deep blue color of the fabric was much more complementary to her fair coloring than the shrimp had been, and the cut flattered her form without baring an excess of skin. I made no hesitation to tell her so. The pretty pink blush I had heretofore noticed returned to her cheeks.

“I’m glad you like my suit, Queen Morgan.” She held her arm aloft, over which was draped an array of black and white garments. “While we were making our way toward the limo, before leaving the fair, I ordered our driver to purchase a suit and undergarments for you, if it pleases your Majesty.”

Since none of the images I had seen had featured anyone wearing anything like unto my royal raiment—save one brief set of images in which I had recognized the faux King Henry and Queen Anne—I accepted her offerings and requested her assistance with the donning of them.

Said donning is none of the reader’s concern. However, if I should chance to travel to the era wherein lived the inventors of “pantyhose” and the “bra,” I should be pleased to smoke those men in their boots for the perpetual benefit of womankind.

Though Clarice vowed that she would keep my clothing and accoutrements safe, I would not part with my circlet. Call it an affectation, if you must; but instinct warned me that I would need every tangible reminder of my true self and nature. My instincts have remained trustworthy my entire life, and ever have I striven to follow them, despite my resulting fortunes having proven somewhat capricious.

With reluctance I allowed her to keep my dirk locked with my jewels. Neither the suit nor the undergarments contained a proper means of concealment, and Clarice warned me that the guards would keep the dirk for themselves. A spell of invisibility, even for such a small object, requires prodigious concentration and energy to maintain, so I judged it wiser to surrender the weapon.

Next Clarice sidled over to one of the other devices and bade me join her. She pressed her fingertip to something round and shiny, and the world flashed white. My gorge rose in panic; I thought she had sent me to a different century! But when my vision returned, she was still seated in the center of it, looking contrite and proffering a small, hard rectangle.

The rectangle bore the image of myself as I must have appeared moments before the flash, looking as gorgeous as ever in the new black suit, if a shade bemused. Beneath my image read the words “Morganna Hanks, UK,” followed by other words and symbols that carried no meaning for me whatsoever.

“Morganna Hanks?” I demanded, furious at the ever-closer association with my dead nemesis, Hank Morgan.

Clarice raised her hands, her visage a study in abject humiliation. “A harmless jest, your Majesty! I crave your pardon; I intended no offense!”

I felt inclined to believe her; and, suspended midair in the belly of a twenty-first-century dragon, I felt inclined to be magnanimous. I said:

“Of course, child. If it amuses you, then so shall it amuse me.”

“And it’s just a formality, see? You can still have people call you ‘Queen Morgan’ if you wish; people are always inventing titles and nicknames for themselves, so no one will think twice about it.” She waved the rectangle. “This is your ID card. Please don’t lose it! It bears proof that you are who you say you are, and it will get you past security. I advise that you keep it in your purse.” Clarice gave me a small bag with a long loop but otherwise no obvious means for attaching it to my belt as tradition dictated; in the next breath, I recalled that I was not wearing a belt, so I nodded, opened the purse, took the rectangle, shoved it inside, snapped the purse closed, and slung the strap over my shoulder.

As if in afterthought, Clarice said, “I have made all the necessary arrangements to add you to the UK citizens’ database.” I had no clue what she meant, but it sounded important. “I have made you the widow of Rance King, in case anyone asks. Your town of legal residence is London, England, and your profession is that of public relations.”

As queen I do not relate to the public; I govern them. And yet, after I bade Clarice explain this profession of “public relations,” I had to admit that assigning such a role to me for the sake of twenty-first-century appearances made a degree of sense. These public relations specialists do not relate to the public either, but attempt to tell the public what to do, ostensibly for the benefit of the people themselves but in truth only to fill someone else’s treasury vaults, much as a queen does, but in a smaller and shallower scope and without the divinely appointed authority to make the people obey their commands. Highly inefficient. Clarice said her realm operates in this manner to preserve the people’s “individual liberties”—another inefficient, overrated, and altogether unnecessary concept that operates at cross-purposes with the smooth and profitable governing of any realm of any size.

The limo began to slow. I needed no second warning to reseat myself and secure my straps. To the dragon’s credit, its landing was as smooth as could be expected, had I ever taken time to contemplate what it might feel like to ride on—to say nothing of in—a dragon.

We emerged from the beast onto a wide, tall-walled courtyard that I likened to the outer ward of a castle. From the proximity of feathery birds and steel dragons and wispy clouds, I presumed this was one of the hovering castles that I had glimpsed from the limo. The keep itself, its silver and crystal glinting golden in the setting sun, shot straight up into yet more clouds which obscured its height. Above its double doors, said doors being not as tall as Camelot’s, but feeling just as imposing, arched the words “Hinton Tower.”

I could become accustomed to governing from such a place as this. ’Twas a wonder the Church ever permitted these impressive structures to be constructed for worldly use, especially those with the temerity to hover at the very feet of heaven itself.

At this point, I feel compelled to remark upon the feminine footgear of this far-distant century, for here I had by necessity to take my first steps therein. ’Twas, it pains me to admit, almost a disaster. The soft, low-heeled, ankle-high boots of my preference enjoy that status for the comfort they offer while walking, sitting, and standing. Though the comely little deviltries Clarice called “Pradas” felt comfortable enough while I sat inside the limo, as I walked I felt akin to the Revel Grove performer who strode upon waist-high wooden rods. After I cast a discreet balance-enhancing spell, my fortunes in the Pradas improved dramatically.

I drew glances of appreciation from the footmen and guards abounding without and within the castle, though whether by cause of the Pradas or my new suit was impossible to discern. Regardless, all the men seemed to take special pleasure in stopping me and Clarice, courteously but firmly demanding our ID cards, pointing a magical red light beam at the cards, and spending the rest of the time offering us silly grins and speeches before at last waving us on to the next knot of twenty-first-century castle guards.

I believe even Clarice grew wearied of this routine. After we passed the last enclave of guards, she heaved a sigh, approached a wall, touched it once, and a set of doors slid open. She beckoned me to follow her inside, which I did with no small amount of trepidation and no small appreciation for the continued effect of my drying spell.

The doors slid closed. Clarice withdrew a different card from her purse and inserted it into a slit in the wall, touched the highest number on a panel of numbered circles, withdrew the card, stowed it, and we began to rise far swifter than the limo’s ascent had been. Outwardly I strove to achieve my typical serene expression, once I had grasped firm hold of the closest rail; inwardly I felt as if an entire flock of dragons had taken residence, feasted upon my unfortunate entrails, and the beasts were now engaged in discussing among themselves the quality of that recent meal, punctuated by many flame-tinged belches which I struggled to suppress. The second rule of queenship is: never let anyone hear any noise emanate from your royal person other than the sound of your voice; the pleasant modulation thereof is optional, as the situation warrants.

“This is an elevator, your Majesty,” Clarice offered, as if she had read the question in my mind. “It does exactly as its name implies: it elevates, or lifts, its passengers to any floor of the building the passengers choose. That is, given certain access restrictions.” She nibbled her lip. “As in your domain, not everyone here has permission to be part of the—royal court. It would have been faster to use the transporter pad, but I presumed you might have had enough of transportation tech—er, sorcery.” Her smile shone briefly but genuinely.

Once again she had the right of it. However, if the denizens of this century could wield the spell that had miscarried at my invocation of it, then perhaps all was not as lost as I had first presumed. I resolved to study this century’s transportation enchantments at the very earliest opportunity.

The conveyance stopped, and its doors parted. Clarice led me from the tiny chamber into a large, bright, airy reception area occupied by yet more black-liveried guards. While my companion spoke with these men, I walked to one of the many floor-to-ceiling plates of glass that seemed to be all that protected me from the outside environs, which were obscured by the clouds.

Magically I nudged them aside to reveal my circumstances, and in the same breath I wished I had not. I was standing so high above the earth that even the flying flatulent silver dragons seemed as ants to me, and the long white worms writhing from structure to structure at ground level appeared as thin as spokes of a spider’s web. The people were nowhere to be seen.

“Queen Morgan?” Clarice appeared at my side as abruptly as if she had invoked a transportation spell of her own. The hand that I did not realize I had pressed to my lips, I balled into a fist and lowered slowly. Clarice averted her gaze but did not curtsey. “My apologies, your Majesty. They are ready to see you now.”

“They” proved to be what passed as the queen, royal consort, and court of this realm. A queen in many ways—in bearing and handsomeness and wealth and authority—and yet not a queen in the most basic tradition of divinely ordained right. Though she wore the same style of somber suit as I and Clarice and every other woman in the room, I needed no herald to identify her to me. She stood among a knot of courtiers, poised, smiling, infrequently nodding in a regal fashion and saying even less, clasping in her left hand a clear goblet of blood-red wine from which she sipped a few drops now and then. By the lack of alcoholic aroma about her person, I judged it a certain wager that she had not yet commanded a refill.

’Tis just so with me whenever I attend an event whose circumstances dictate that I remain wary and watchful; each time I visit Camelot springs to mind.

I also would have wagered my crown on the prediction that this tower was not the home fortress of this twenty-first-century ruler.

The woman glanced toward me and Clarice. A gray man standing at her right hand—gray of hair, gray of eyes, gray of clothing even down to the gray of his shoes, with the exception of a crimson band of silken fabric tied round his neck and cascading down the front of his pale gray shirt as if someone had slit his throat and he had forgotten that he should have perished from the mortal wound, and yet clean-shaven and not appearing nearly as old as his gray demeanor might otherwise suggest—bent to whisper something in the woman’s ear. By magic I discerned the phrase, “This is the one,” though I knew not what he meant.

She whispered to him, “Not Arthur?”

They were expecting my brother and not me! But the tone of the woman’s disappointment sounded far less acute than the gray man’s; therefore, I forgave her, she being one of my peers in spirit if not in actual fact.

As for the gray man, he had a menace lurking behind his sparkling gray eyes and sparkling gray smile, a writhing menace like the cat that crouches in wait, hindquarters all awriggle, twitching its gray-striped tail and smiling its secret gray-lipped catty smile, for the targeted mouse to creep unaware into perfect position for the lethal pounce.

He was going to be trouble, this gray man; I knew the fact as well as I knew my beloved mother’s name. “Wary” does not even begin to describe my heightened state of alert.

The woman and her companion stepped away from the courtiers and toward me. Clarice, at my side, offered them one brief but polite nod. Apparently in this century, vulgar baseball lived but proper reverential courtesy was dead. She said:

“Madame President, I am honored to present Morganna Hanks, known to her family, friends, and familiars as Queen Morgan.” I inclined my head much as Clarice had done, though more briefly. “Queen Morgan, it is my singular honor to introduce President Malory Beckham Hinton of the United States of America and her husband, Senator Ambrose Josiah Hinton.”

“Former senator,” said Ambrose in a manner so oily that I felt tempted to summon a cake of one of The Boss’s more useful inventions, soap. “It wouldn’t do for the President during her term to be married to an active senator; balance of power, and all that. No, no, no, that wouldn’t do at all.”

Horse dung, thought I through my most winsome smile.

Here before me stood a man whose every pore shouted, to every person with wits enough to discern the din, his desire to be a kingmaker—or queenmaker, in this case. That was why he had been so disappointed at my arrival, I realized; he probably had hoped to consult with Arthur, perhaps regarding how Arthur had dealt with the rebellious factions after he had taken upon himself the mantle of kingship.

Another, darker insight struck me. What if this man’s desire was not to abolish the present form of government within these United States of America in favor of a monarchy for the benefit of his wife, but instead to make himself the supreme sovereign? The more I pondered it, the more likely that scenario loomed in my mind, and the less I liked it. A king’s first recourse to secure his crown lies in the elimination of all rival claimants, whether by binding them as allies through marriage (hence why I in my virgin youth was forced by Arthur to marry King Uriens, the most powerful of the rebel kings arrayed against him at the start of his reign), or other forms of bribery such as the gifting of lands, or through use of the more permanent and trustworthy—and far less costly, in human if not spiritual terms—solution of murdering them.

If Ambrose one day were to succeed in making himself king, I would not give Malory a snowball’s chance of seeing, with her earthly eyes, the following day’s dawn.

As I clasped hands and pumped, according to the courtesies of this era, first with the President as was proper since she bore the higher rank, and then with her consort, my resolutions became twofold. Retribution and the return to my era could wait. I vowed to divert all of my attention and energy into helping Malory Beckham Hinton, my sister-sovereign (though not a sovereign, yet); and, of more vital import, I resolved to watch Ambrose Josiah Hinton with utmost caution.

He said:

“Queen Morgan—Morgan le Fay? Prove it.”

Quietly as the quietest of summer breezes I said—

“Ambrose Hinton, scratch thyself.”

He did not immediately fall to the raking and railing of his sundry parts; nay, that would have been too obvious and too easy to explain by means other than the magical arts. Some might have suggested that he had been bitten by an onslaught of fleas (though with nary a dog nor cat nor rat in sight, fleas would have been prodigiously difficult to come by), or that someone had slipped an itching potion into his goblet (not likely, due to the ubiquitous watchful presence of the black-suited guards), or rubbed oil from the virulent trileaf vine onto his clothing (again, not likely, owing to the lack of said vines on the premises and the tower’s hovering above ground), or some other such “natural” contrivance, for people will try their uttermost best not to see magic as it shimmers plainly all round them. The command I planted within Ambrose’s simian brain I felt content to let germinate of its own speed and volition, while I applied my skills to the inflammation of lust within the breast of every other male in the room: toward me, of course, and within strict limits. ’Tis never meet to lose control of a situation of one’s own devising when proving a point.

Thus while the other men abandoned their companions to cluster round me and the President, jaws slack and mute adoration streaming forth in palpable waves, Ambrose watched, at first, with an expression of bored detachment. He stroked his chin as if in thought. The one stroke attracted another; those two strokes got together and bred a litter; that litter grew up, courted, had the banns read, married one another, and they and their offspring became obliged to move out, scattering hither and yon across the land for lack of space in the original abode. By the time the other men, still arrayed about me in benign sensual worship, had begun trickling drool from the corners of their open mouths, Ambrose had fetched himself up against a silver pillar and was rubbing his back on it fast and fiercely like a great gray bear, his face taut in an exquisite grimace and his knotted fists jammed into his thighs, straining not to scratch a much more private elsewhere.
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“Ambrose Hinton, scratch thyself.”



 

 


Malory Hinton was straining not to laugh. She said:

“Queen Morgan, I would be most pleased to call you my ally, and I would be most grateful for your assistance with my re-election campaign.”

“Indeed, President Malory.” In all the years of our acquaintance from that moment onward, she never gainsaid my use of her title and Christian name; in fact, I believe she rather enjoyed it. “How may I assist you?” Malory’s usage of the word “campaign” had put me in mind of a war, and so I was expecting the typical requests: weather magic, the strengthening of troops and fortifications, the enhancement of spears and swords such that they might not grow dull so quickly through repeated use, sharpening archers’ eyesight, and the like.

Malory said, “I very much would like to put you in charge of the entire operation.”

Ambrose, recovered sufficiently that the last of his generations of scratchings had just about died off in their old age, scowled. “But what about Brad? I appointed him!”

The look Malory turned upon her consort could have frozen his soul; had I felt so inclined, I could have pushed it the distance for her. In retrospect, I should have granted us both that boon. “And you can fire him, too. He is an odious, petty little tin-plated dictator whose chronic detachment from reality and delusions of godhood have done nothing but given far too large a foothold to the opposition. I tolerated him for as long as I did only because you owed him a favor.

“Morganna Hanks—Queen Morgan—I name you my new Campaign Boss, with all the authority and responsibilities and privileges this duty entails!”

The one word I heard of the President’s proclamation was “Boss.” It echoed in the chambers of my brain until I thought it would drive me mad.

I sighed silently, recalling the second rule of queenship, but smiled and accepted the position.





Chapter VIII:
The Boss


THUS, HERE I was, vested with authority over hundreds; not the thousands I was accustomed to governing by my very hand, or the tens of thousands more in dozens of kingdoms big and small in which my fame and fear of my name loomed large, even unto the gates of the Holy City itself, owing to the questing of the Grail knights, Sir Percivale de Galis and Sir Galahad most notably—but ’twas a beginning. The rest would come soon enough, I reasoned; the price of patience stood as high as my yearning to return to my rightful era, but I could afford it. Without knowledge of the means by which my time-traveling enchantment was subverted to deliver me into this century—from Clarice I learned that Ambrose was responsible, but he kept as taut-lipped as a week-dead corpse about the matter—I could only bide my time and pray for the opportunity to learn more.

Mayhap, inquisitive reader, you wonder why I did not enchant the information from Ambrose and be done with it. I could have tried, of course, but I never could have been certain of whether he had spoken the truth. Interrogation enchantments are not altogether reliable. A person’s will to lie in defense of a secret grows ever stronger with the secret’s magnitude, and he will resort to all manner of true-seeming falsehoods and half-truths (which are in truth also half-lies) and schemes and trickeries to deceive his adversary. By my reckoning, the workings of Ambrose’s time-manipulation magic would require nothing less than an act of Our Almighty Lord God to shake out of his close-guarded tree; and while I perform my Christian oblations and obligations to the fullest extent required by the Church, as a dutiful daughter thereof, I am not so entirely self-deluded as not to realize that my—talents—and their exercise can bar even my most fervent prayers from being answered. By all rights, my soul should have been purified by fire long ago, as is commanded in the Holy Scriptures; but the practicality of the matter is that there exists not one mortal servant of God possessing the necessary fortitude to commit the deed himself, nor even a mob large enough and mad enough to overcome their collective dread of my powers to dare lay hands upon my person, and thus I ever continue within the vein that has guided my life. Since Our Lord has not seen fit to strike me down Himself (unless one cares to place my inadvertent time displacement onto the down-striking list), I adjudge myself to be safe… for now.

On Monday next, following a day to discharge my spiritual obligations as was good, right, and salutary inside the magnificent National Cathedral of Washington—attending all of the services throughout the day, from Early Holy Eucharist until Evensong, and in the betweentimes walking about, gazing entranced at the myriad statues and carvings and window-pictures wrought in vibrant glass and at the relics such as the True Moon Rock and the Holy Helmet of Darth Vader (whatever miracles Saint Vader had wrought, they must have been wondrous indeed for his helmet to have been preserved in all its shiny black glory), and after repairing to my private chambers to rest awhile and watch the premiere of the ninety-first season of a show featuring a bizarre little yellow family called “The Simpsons”—I received my first introduction to the city of Washington.

Other chroniclers have offered descriptions of this city throughout the ages. For the sake of expediency, I quote the most venerable of these chroniclers herein:

 

…Washington gathered its people from the four winds of heaven, and so the manners, the faces and the fashions there, presented a variety that was infinite…

It is winter, and night. When you arrived, it was snowing. When you reached the hotel, it was sleeting. When you went to bed, it was raining. During the night it froze hard, and the wind blew some chimneys down. When you got up in the morning, it was foggy. When you finished your breakfast at ten o’clock and went out, the sunshine was brilliant, the weather balmy and delicious, and the mud and slush deep and all-pervading. You will like the climate when you get used to it.

You naturally wish to view the city; so you take an umbrella, an overcoat, and a fan, and go forth. The prominent features you soon locate and get familiar with; first you glimpse the ornamental upper works of a long, snowy palace projecting above a grove of trees, and a tall, graceful white dome with a statue on it surmounting the palace and pleasantly contrasting with the background of blue sky. That building is the capitol; gossips will tell you that by the original estimates it was to cost $12,000,000, and that the government did come within $21,200,000 of building it for that sum.

You stand at the back of the capitol to treat yourself to a view, and it is a very noble one. You understand, the capitol stands upon the verge of a high piece of table land, a fine commanding position, and its front looks out over this noble situation for a city—but it don’t see it, for the reason that when the capitol extension was decided upon, the property owners at once advanced their prices to such inhuman figures that the people went down and built the city in the muddy low marsh behind the temple of liberty; so now the lordly front of the building, with its imposing colonnades, its projecting graceful wings, its picturesque groups of statuary, and its long terraced ranges of steps, flowing down in white marble waves to the ground, merely looks out upon a sorrowful little desert of cheap boarding houses.

[Excerpted from The Gilded Age: A Tale of To-Day by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley Warner, 1873, Chapter XXIV, written by Mark Twain as documented in his letter to Dr. John Brown, Feb. 28, 1874; public domain.]

 

Thus, my aforementioned assumptions regarding Hinton Tower proved correct: Ambrose plied his trade from the flying fortress, but Malory did not, instead resorting to a paltry old earthbound dwelling called, not very creatively, the White House. It was white, and it was a house, and not much more even now, two centuries after the chronicle I quoted was written; this not-kingdom called America enjoys a long tradition of belittling its rulers’ abode and the city wherein it lies. There is nothing more I can add, except the observation that if clothes make the woman, and if said woman is a ruler of people, her abode by necessity makes the realm. Small castles exert very little influence upon invading armies.

The primary difference in the outlook of the city itself lies in the fact that the mud no longer exists, having been replaced by roads surpassing the quality of work performed by the Romans themselves. As in Rome of old—and in my Britain, where the Romans deigned to build a few—every one of these roads exists in a perpetual state of decay and repair, no doubt as a ploy to control the flow of traffic throughout the city, and to keep a battalion of workers occupied forever.

For this chronicle I make further note that I include the quoted references to the winter weather of Washington, in spite of the fact that my first introduction thereto occurred on a mild day in early autumn, because in two centuries that aspect had not changed either, as I would discover in the ensuing weeks as autumn blazed red, crumbled to brown, and blew away beneath winter’s onslaught. It became my foremost priority as Campaign Boss, therefore, to correct this dire oversight of nature, for who can regard with any degree of serious intent a ruler who governs from such a place wherein its weather behaves as chaotically as its people? This magic, as with all my enchantments, I wrought in secret; and if any one ever chanced to observe me smile at his mention that the winter of 2079–80 in Washington was the most pleasant in living memory, he would merely think me appreciative of nature’s mercies.

The chambers wherein I was to conduct my affairs as Campaign Boss were situated in Hinton Tower below Ambrose’s own. Of course as queen I am quite unaccustomed to occupying any position below any other person, with the single exception of my half brother Arthur the King; but since Ambrose was the President’s consort, I conceded him those chambers without further contemplation of removing him from them. If the conduct of his affairs at times grew noisome and annoying enough to intrude upon my travails, ’twas naught to remedy with a simple silencing spell, ofttimes mid-moan.

The only time Ambrose’s path ever crossed mine longer than a few moments, now and then, while entering or exiting Hinton Tower, was upon that first day, when at the President’s command he arrived at campaign headquarters for the purpose of dismissing the Campaign Boss whom the President had appointed me to replace.

When I, flanked by Ambrose and Clarice, stepped into the outermost of what would later reveal itself to me as a mazelike suite of chambers, I saw a portly little man engaged in the unabashed verbal assault of a second man, with other men and women arrayed about, looking on while others were attempting to appear busy and therefore not looking on; yet even these folk could not help but listen to the grotesque display of audible abuse being suffered by their companion.

Ambrose did not intervene.

At length the portly man stopped, noticed our presence,—rather, he noticed Ambrose’s presence and did not deign to greet me with so much as a single nod—and left his victim to gather his (the victim’s) few personal items from his desk, slump-shouldered and dejected, while he (the short portly man) strode toward us to bid Ambrose a hearty welcome.

Although Ambrose commanded the portly man to accompany him to a private chamber, thence to conclude the mission with which his wife had charged him without others to bear witness, I derived satisfaction from the withering of the odious little man’s grin as he observed Ambrose’s grim countenance and even grimmer greeting. Since I well knew the nature of Ambrose’s mission, I did not trouble myself magically to listen to his intercourse with the portly man, but instead inquired of Clarice what I had witnessed. I would have questioned the portly man’s victim, but he had already departed campaign headquarters. Clarice said:

“Oh, that? It’s been a long time in coming. Dirk and Brad never had much liking for one another, but Dirk has always been an exemplary worker. However, last week Dirk dared to question Brad’s leadership skills in front of the President. Brad was not present when Dirk made his remarks and so did not learn about them for several days. Doubtless Brad chose this time and place for his revenge upon Dirk for maximum public humiliation. What you witnessed was Brad not taking kindly to Dirk’s criticism.”

“Was that criticism warranted?” I suspected the answer, for this man called Dirk had a countenance even through the sorrow of his suffering which proclaimed honesty, loyalty, and courage. Portly Brad, in contrast, conveyed the arrogant, grasping, greedy, covetous aspect of one who wishes not one jot less than to see all he controls and control all he sees. While someone in whose veins flows royal blood is justified in sacking a subject for a minor offense, it was clear to my eyes that this Brad not only was not of the blood royal, he possessed no more scruples than an alley cat; and cats, at least, grant the favor of a warm purr when it suits them.

Clarice nodded in reply, but before she could say more, the door swung open and a scowling Brad emerged and raked the curious crowd with a glare that commanded their immediate return to their tasks, which they did with alacrity bordering on outright panic. Brad stomped into his private chambers, slammed the door, causing pictures to leap off the walls and dash themselves to pieces on the floor to escape his wrath; and it took no invocation of magic to hear the subsequent angry thumpings and bumpings, punctuated by the occasional loud, vulgar oath, as he assembled his personal effects.

Ambrose cleared his throat and commanded the workers’ attention. The words no sooner had flown from his mouth that I, “Morganna Hanks,” was to replace Brad Ratcliffe as Campaign Boss than a burst of applause and cheers engulfed the chambers, rattling the rafters. Brad was obliged to cross the distance listening to the din grow ever louder and more joyous even as his scowl deepened and darkened. Clarice stopped him before he could escape through the door. She said:

“Brad Ratcliffe, for the evils you’ve inflicted upon Dirk Deadlee and everyone else to salve your wounded pride, I do not wish for you ever to fare well in this world again. I bid you fare poorly now and forevermore, for this is what your habitual ill conduct has earned. I know the overweening pride in your heart prevents you from perceiving that you have wrought any wrongdoings whatsoever. My prayer is that one day you’ll awaken from your insanity of rabid self-delusion, remember my words, and repent.”

A formidable curse, indeed, and I harbored no doubt that it would perform its intended function; so I told Clarice after Brad Ratcliffe had taken his leave without deigning to reply. He possessed neither grace enough nor wit enough to appear the least bit chagrinned at her pronouncement.

“That was the very least I could do,” Clarice said with a sigh. “Dirk is a good man. He knew this job better than any of us. And did Ratcliffe ever acknowledge his accomplishments? No, he repaid Dirk with unfounded accusations, bald-faced lies, and malicious rancor. The President should have known better than to trust anyone whose name begins with ‘Rat.’”

’Twas all the endorsement I required. In my first official act as Campaign Boss, I dispatched Clarice to locate Dirk Deadlee and fetch him back to these chambers for to be a close adviser of mine. I am pleased to report his acquiescence to my request, and even more pleased to report that he served me faithfully and well, as I knew he would, through our ensuing years together.

Hinton Tower had the virtue of being a dragon hop from the White House whenever I felt the need to confer with Malory in the flesh. Clarice and Dirk and their companions made much boastful noise about their communication devices, and these devices wrought wondrous magic, allowing persons to see and speak with each other across vast distances; but even such wonders as these provide no suitable substitute for a personal meeting. Not to mention the fact that decision-manipulation magic becomes diminished by distance.

Did I ever cast manipulative magic upon Malory? As Our Lord God Almighty stands ever my witness, I did not. My official duties as her Campaign Boss entailed governing sundry enclaves of minions charged with tasks such as arranging the myriad details of the President’s schedule of public appearances, accompanying the President during those appearances, monitoring opinion polls and research into the opposition, obtaining and evaluating information from campaign offices scattered throughout the land, bribing voters through the establishment of jobs and the bestowing of royal boons that in this century are called “federal grants,” and granting other such favors to an ungrateful and undeserving populace. Unofficially, I was constantly working my magic upon the public to show them to be both grateful and deserving, as to be demonstrated by the casting of their votes in the election of November 2080. In a land of half a billion inhabitants, it was a prodigious lot of magic to cast. I had by force of necessity to make certain concessions: to the opposing candidate I gave Alaska, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam, the popular Virgin Islands, the Bahamas, Jamaica, and Cuba, those states being the outliers (however attractive their lands might be), and by population not terribly significant to the cause. Bermuda, another insignificant state, I reserved for Malory for purely sentimental reasons, said state having once been a British protectorate and still retaining much of its ancient charm; throughout the winter I cultivated a fondness for Bermuda’s pristine beaches and clear waters teeming with turtles and fish and sunken ships and drowned silver dragons; thus I could not bear to visit those blessed islands thinking that Bermuda’s denizens might not wish to vote in favor of the re-election of President Malory Hinton.

A year and more passed in gainful enterprise, with Clarice ever at my side as my most trusted and knowledgeable deputy, from whom I was pleased to learn more of this century and its denizens, their charms and dreams, their fears and foibles.

One such foible deserves especial note in this chronicle. In my era, reverence bordering upon worship was expressed unto the sovereign for his—or her—granting of the peasants’ daily provisions. We all, highborn and low, mighty and humble, gave thanks unto Our Sovereign Lord throughout each day, as is His rightful due; but everyone from noble rank down to slave also expressed gratitude to their earthly rulers as the Lord God’s representatives. It was, as is said in this century, one of the “perks of the job,” this reverential adoration and appreciation. In the twenty-first century, wherein governing monarchies have become an endangered species limited to such geographically insignificant realms as Monaco or of altogether intolerable terrain such as Arabia, said natural expressions of reverence have become translated to the boss from whose hand flows the monetary compensation for each task. Thus the base greed engendered by the freedom deemed so precious to the inhabitants of the realm of America subverts the natural inclination of man to worship one higher than himself whose rank and bearing merits such an honor for having been educated and trained for governance of the masses. In America they simply, and without any thought whatsoever, promote to the rank of “management” those men (and women, it pains me to admit) who have proven themselves incapable of performing any meaningful work, and “call it a day,” when in fact, said promotions should be called nightmares by all involved, upper management and lower subordinates alike.

President Malory, scenting victory close at hand after I had long and faithfully toiled on her behalf, gifted me a princely sum in compensation, far over and above my considerable monthly stipend—I did not worship her for this expression of her generosity, but appreciated it none the less—which I soon would multiply a hundred times a hundred fold.





Chapter IX:
The Tournament


ONE OF THE reasons I hight Morgan the Wise is by cause of a modest level of foreknowledge that I possess. I dare not call myself a prophet, for such a title imparts far more danger to the bearer than that of enchantress, sorceress, or witch. Were it ever to befall me to be seized for to be burned at the stake, I could always summon a thunderstorm to quench the flames and strike dead with lightning those who dared put me there. Prophets are crucified, stoned, dismembered, disemboweled, beheaded, behanded, befooted, and bejeweled in ways too terrible to behold; and even the Most High Sovereign God does not permit them to be delivered of such a fate. I with my poor magic cannot hope to prevail against divine prohibition.

However, I venture to suggest that I do know the outcome of some things with a surety that surpasses everyone else’s knowledge and expectations, and one of the things I knew beyond all possible doubting was that Malory would be re-elected President. I did not noise aloud this knowledge, for such noisings often produce the opposite effect and render one’s foreknowledge useless—tempting fate is the customary term. In reality, it is a type of contramagic that dashes all to pieces the plans and designs of the unwary and unprepared. Being wary myself and prepared, I avoid exercising contramagic like the proverbial plague.

Prayer is a form of magic, too, as much misunderstood as it is misused; but I caution you, faithful reader, against stating that fact in public, especially among a congregation of foaming Fundamentalists.

Thus, secure in my privy knowledge regarding President Malory’s favorable electoral fortunes, I deemed it meet to rest from my travail and indulge in the viewing of the games of the 2080 World Tournament of Baseball.

In the enjoyment of spectacles featuring feats of physical prowess, the twenty-first-century denizen differs not one whit from those who inhabited the sixth, even in preferences of gore and mayhem, which can be found aplenty while viewing ice hockey and lacrosse, wherein opponents beat each other with sticks not unlike the melees of my acquaintance, but with blunted weapons, no shields, and scarcely any armor. Ice hockey adds the amusement of the frozen playing field, which engenders more fights among the players and quite often the spectators, too, increasing the mayhem and titillation factors for all involved. A goodly amount of mayhem occurs in games of basketball since (Dirk informed me) the old rule regarding the commission of personal fouls is now ignored except in cases most egregious, such as throwing a punch at an opposing player or slam-dunking his head onto the court’s floor. Basketball games are tedious to watch, however. The constant back-and-forth action makes me feel as if my head will shake itself to death; and by the game’s end, my neck is so grievously sore that I wish my head had popped off and saved me the trouble. Football, the sport Americans to this day insist on calling “soccer” in spite of the fact that no player ever gets socked—only spectators do—is commendable by cause of said melees, which break out among said spectators during the most important tournaments. Watching American football is like watching a miniature war with half-armored knights fighting without shields and weapons, edged or otherwise. If ever I do conceive a wish to watch a war, I shall start a real one with all the proper trappings and accoutrements.

Baseball may seem tame in comparison, but it possesses the twofold virtues of being passing familiar to me and having a stately quality that hints of ancient nobility even though, as I have recorded heretofore, no one of recent noble blood deigns ever to play this game. Its stateliness is of especial value when viewing the game with the assistance of a most remarkable type of twenty-first-century magic, “virtual-reality television,” which its familiars call VRTV. With VRTV one can place oneself in the middle of the playing field with no harm either to oneself or to the execution of the game. ’Tis frighteningly disconcerting to watch an approaching stampede of players during tournaments of ice hockey and lacrosse, yelling at each other and waving their sticks, only to have them pass through you unawares like ghosts. I tried once to enter the center of a rugby scrum, for to see what really transpires within, for all that huddling and muddling about looks intriguing enough from the outside, but the VRTV device would not obey my command; a disappointing limitation to the magic. VRTV is best suited for sports such as baseball, where one may choose to look over an umpire’s shoulder and judge balls and strikes and outs for oneself, take the batter’s view without risk of being hit by the pitch, wind through the pitcher’s motions from the mound, or even see as your favorite fielding champion sees the game played out before his own eyes, keeping pace with his actions without expending the energy. Powerful and heady magic, indeed.

In this manner I watched Game One of the World Tournament on Wednesday, the 23rd day of October in the year of Our Lord 2080. The London Knights, winners of the European League and Asian League playoff banner, were hosting the Americas banner winner, the Silver Springs, at New Wembley Ballpark of London.

London! I had trouble believing the evidence presented by my own eyes! Although I suppose I should not have been so surprised, given the wonders of Washington; still, the absence of rickety huts and muddy streets teeming with unwashed and sickly humanity, and the air bereft of choking smoke and fog, came as no small shock. I resolved to visit London rather than watch the second game on VRTV, for I discovered yet another limitation: VRTV’s magic interfered with my incantation to enhance the Knights’ performances, and they lost Game One by a score of two to one.

Ambrose Hinton, being a serious fan of baseball in general and the Springs in particular, arranged for me to attend the remaining games as his guest—doubtless hoping to curry favor with me, since I had risen so highly in his wife’s estimation. The quaintly barbaric twenty-first-century term is “suckup,” which implies, well, never mind what it implies; doubtless you, my intelligent reader, know it already.

For Game Two, Ambrose and I journeyed to London inside a privately commissioned car of the Transatlantic Bullet Train. If flying through the air inside the belly of a steel dragon produced a thrilling rush, speeding along the ocean’s floor inside a great worm was a peerless marvel that inflicted far less stress upon my entrails. Conversations, however, had by necessity to be left for the very beginning and end of the journey; throughout the vast middle duration, the train was traveling faster than Ambrose’s words could reach my ears, and no enchantment I assayed could untangle the sounds. A lot of what Ambrose says is a muddle most of the time, anyway; I did not miss anything of tremendous import.

The evening of the 24th day of October, Ambrose and I attended the game as honored guests of Britain’s reigning monarch, the courteous and comely—and essentially powerless—King William VI. Had I not been absorbed in assisting President Malory, I might have turned my efforts toward the task of throwing the arrogant, exasperating, idiotic, and otherwise useless pretenders out of Parliament and restoring full power to the Crown where it belongs, but a king can attend to the restoration of his powers if he wishes it; if he chooses not to exercise his divine right, then all the enchantments on earth cannot change the inevitable and unenviable outcome, and his subjects deserve what they receive as a result.

Being the king’s guest distracted me from helping the Knights with my magic, and they lost again, this time by a score of eight to six when the Springs’ center fielder hit a three-run homer to go ahead in the top of the ninth. The Knights could not find an answer to the Springs’ ultra-fast-ball relief pitcher, and they fell in three straight strikeouts.

Game Three, on Saturday the 26th in the host team’s namesake city of Silver Spring, Maryland, was such a massacre that its description is not worthy of being recorded in this chronicle. Magic cannot overcome the sheer stupidity of decisions such as poor base-running, badly hit bunts, and the misjudging of fly balls. It led me to the painful conclusion that the Knights had slipped into the World Tournament due to a woeful lack of stiff competition on their side of the Atlantic. For the sake of completeness, I shall report the score: Knights 3, Springs 12.

The Knights made a much more valiant effort in Game Four, again in Silver Spring, on October 27th. They were down by two runs, the score at five to three, by the top of the ninth inning, and managed (mayhap with a bit of my help) to get one of those runs back. The tying run was on third; the go-ahead run on first; two outs. A wide, wild pitch tempted both runners to steal. Magically I nudged the first-base runner, trying to ensure the win, but the third-base runner was thrown out at home to end the tournament in four disgraceful games. I had much yet to learn about the game.

Since Ambrose was such an avid Springs fan, he and I were attending as guests of the Springs’ owner, Ira Desmorel. Although I knew it was impolitic to be cheering for the opposing team in Desmorel’s presence, I must have allowed some of my frustrations to show, for in the midst of the spraying champagne bottles and accompanying huzzahs, Desmorel turned toward me, displayed a grin, and said:

“Word is the Knights are for sale. Their owners, the BBC, are developing a VRTV mega-series ‘Doctor Who’ extravaganza wherein viewers can be TARDIS passengers in the privacy of their own homes. The BBC is looking to raise some fast cash for the project by dumping its baseball business. I will be happy to see you in three or four years’ time, Morganna Hanks. If you care to put your money where your mouth is, I shall make arrangements for the Springs and Knights to meet for a rematch.”

This queen never backs down from a challenge! And that was as fair a gauntlet throw as any I have ever seen.

However, one thing puzzled me, given what I knew of the vagaries of the game regarding players’ injuries and slumps and attitudes and “juicing” and arrest records and so forth. I said, “Are you a prophet, then, sir, that you can predict with certainty that such a thing shall come to pass?”

Desmorel laughed. “Not a prophet, dear lady, but a man of profit. And no man of profit ever amassed a fortune the size of mine by allowing critical details to be subjected to the whims of fate.”

As both sorceress and queen, I understood him implicitly. Using the parlance of the age, which I am pleased to report I was mastering nicely by this time, I said:

“Then you are on! I shall buy the Knights from the BBC and see you with my best team in four years.”

We, in the customary fashion of the time, shook on it. ’Twas a more exhilarating rush than a flying dragon ride and swimming worm ride combined. More satisfying still was how non-plussed Ambrose looked, as if I had outmaneuvered him to gain checkmate. Perhaps that was the truth of it—Ambrose, knowing the extent of my powers, was afraid that I would defeat his precious Springs the next time they met the Knights in the World Tournament. I invited him to enter into a wager with me on the outcome, the exact amount to be determined when the time came. To his credit, he did not refuse.

To ensure the Knights’ victory, I intended to bring all of my magical arts to bear.





Chapter X:
Beginning to Change Civilization


I DID MAKE good upon my vow to Silver Springs owner Ira Desmorel to purchase the London Knights baseball franchise and all of its affiliated lesser teams and concerns, striking a deal with the BBC for—ah, curious reader, the exact amount is of no concern; suffice it to say ’twas a mountain of treasure. President Malory insisted I use a team of her personal practitioners of the law to ensure that the transaction was completed without incident. In due course, I became the owner of a World Baseball Federation club.

The only problem was that, as much as I wanted to participate in club decisions throughout the course of the next four years, I was kept far too occupied in my mission to help Malory become—if not Queen of America, then at the very least President for Life. I owed her that boon; she had loaned me far more than just her lawyers so that I could buy the Knights.

Altering a nation’s government can be accomplished in one of two ways. The first and most popular, regardless of the era, is bloody: invade and conquer. Round up and execute the opposition’s leaders, move your military battalions and navies into strategic positions throughout the land and along the sea coasts, and impose martial law until the populace falls into line behind your banner. In my era, it was a lot simpler to achieve since the populace was well-trained to accept whichever noble sat in power over them at any given moment; quite often the martial-law phase of the operation could be omitted without inflicting any harm to the cause. The bloody way also has the virtue of being the most efficient in terms of time expended, and the chances are better than good that the ruler you have replaced will have been so evil that no one will miss him when he is gone except perhaps his mother,—and sometimes not even she will.

When I advocated this strategy to President Malory, she paled a little and became squirmish; thus it came as no surprise when she rejected it. However, I forgave her this character defect—no ruler rules long who is not willing to roll a few heads now and then, which doubtless accounts for the paltry five-year average governing span of American Presidents and which doubtless contributes to the everlasting mire that clogs Washington’s political gears such that nothing of value ever is accomplished except for the annual vote to raise their own salaries. I presented her with the second option, to which she gave her assent: to whit, the plan to raise President Malory’s popularity by influencing Congress to legislate certain much-needed and long-overdue social and political reforms. ’Twas a plan designed to proceed in easy stages, tedious as such plans are wont to be, and with a disappointing lack of bloodletting, unless one cares to count the number of political suicides engendered as a result.

First on the list of reforms—for having the largest potential impact on Malory’s approval rating—was the restructuring of the tax code in favor of the middle and lower classes, putting the bulk of the burden back onto the wealthiest people, as in my own sixth-century experience, where it had lain up until the middle years of the twentieth century, and where the Patriotic Millionaires for Fiscal Strength movement had gamely tried but ultimately failed to guide it in the first years of the twenty-first century. As with the response to the Patriotic Millionaires’ efforts, the overwhelming majority of the wealthy class screamed in bloody protest to my tax code overhauls; this came as no surprise to me, for the wealthier you are, the more tightly you want to clutch your treasure to your bosom, even though you possess so much that you cannot possibly hope to spend it all within a single lifetime. The difference between failure and success this time lay in my judicious application of magic. A few of the wealthiest people managed to flee America before my calming spell could ease them into a state of acceptance. That was fine by me; they were the troublemakers. Enough was gleaned from the rest of the citizens to go a long way toward erasing the government deficit and getting the country back onto more solid financial footing. Furthermore, I made Malory vow not to spend, as President, more than her country’s annual income; overspending, while conveying undeniable short-term benefits, is not sustainable over the long term. ’Tis acceptable—and even expected—to overspend on a special feast or tournament now and then as a display of largesse for the masses, but to do so as a normal course of conducting the business of government is nothing short of stupid. Even daft old King Pellinore had never condoned such a practice. Of course, his kingdom was so small that he had trouble finding it again after the zest for knight-errantry had borne him away for years at a time. Still, he had ruled within the limits of his annual income, for the most part, as did we all. There was no reason why Malory, at the helm of America, could not do so as well.

The tax reform took most of Malory’s second term to get enacted. The work entailed, for me, the casting of a lot of enchantments,—in the main, influencing the influential to side with our viewpoint without having to concede some ridiculous boon in return. It did not take many days of dealing with these officious, self-serving, power-seeking, shake-with-one-hand-and-stab-you-with-the-other Congressional types to add the imposition of term limits to the list of reforms I planned to establish. I would have loved to have sacked and racked the lot of them, and started over with a fresh new set (preferably young and handsome and male, too), but Malory would not approve that aspect of my plan either. More’s the pity; it meant having to tread delicately through these esteemed halls of power. Fortunately for Malory, delicate treading is my specialty.
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It also meant that Malory would need to stay in office beyond her second term, so the lifting of that ban became my focus in 2083 and into 2084. Once Malory revealed her re-election platform, which included tort reform, balancing the budget and keeping it balanced, and the overhaul of public schools to reintroduce the ancient and effective practice of apprenticing, reserving all education past the eighth grade for the true scholars, her election to a third term of office became assured.

Thus four years fairly flew by. I attended London games and business meetings when I could, which was not often, alas. When I had bought the team, I left the board of trustees in place to carry on in my stead. That, in retrospect, was a mistake; I should have assumed direct governance forthwith. The trustees did nothing of significance to advance the Knights’ fortunes—or mine—and the team did not advance to the World Tournament during any of those years. Desmorel’s team was not in the championship hunt in 2084 either; the Springs suffered injuries to several key players and did not make it to the Americas Banner playoff tournament. Even a man of profit must bow to fate on occasion.

As I watched the 2084 Tournament—the Longmont Longstockings, breaking a twenty-two-year drought, versus the Moscow Tsars in their first world-championship appearance—I vowed to take personal charge of the London Knights and turn them into a team of which I could be proud.

President Malory was not enamored of my decision to move to London, but since I would be but a bullet train’s ride from Washington (as a means of conveyance, I prefer the swimming worm to its flying cousin), she granted her consent. I did not require her consent, of course; but it was far more pleasant to depart with her blessing than without it.

Ah, and which team did I cheer for in 2084? My dearest reader, you should know me well enough by now to make an excellent guess. The tournament, for me, had an extra happy outcome in that I won a huge sum of money from Ambrose—which I did not influence, magically or otherwise, as Our Lord God is my witness!—and there were vodka baths aplenty for the victors after the final out of the final game.

I did not foresee that besting Ambrose in the monetary realm would reap dire consequences for both of us, ere we were done with one another. And yet, were I to choose to live those days over again, I would not change a thing.





Chapter XI:
The Queen in Search of a Baseball Club


CLARICE HELPED ME pack my clothing and accessories for the relocation to London: just what I would need for the first brace of weeks, which amounted to eight large traveling cases, one of which was devoted to my hair accoutrements and cosmetics. Not long after arriving in this century, Clarice had introduced me to these wonderful products, which allowed me to create the same visual effect as I had done for decades with the aid of magic; now you sit privy to the secret of how I could cast ever so many enchantments for President Malory and remain looking as glorious as ever.

While I was yet sorting through my garments deciding which to bring and which to leave, my thoughts turned toward a leaving of another sort. I must have appeared sorrowful, for of a sudden Clarice asked if aught ailed me.

“I shall miss you, Clarice, when I get to London.” Since that answer represented only half the truth, I hurried on with: “And yet I know that you shall perform your duties in continuing to oversee my office here in Washington to the utmost of your considerable abilities.”

That made her smile, and she thanked me for the compliment, but her look turned shrewd. “I imagine you’ll miss President Hinton, too.”

“Of course I shall. She has become as a sister to me.”

I resumed examination of the dress I had been holding, a sexy little black thing that I would have loved to have worn only for Accolon…

“Please tell me about him,” said Clarice.

“I beg your pardon?”

The shrewd look was back. Mayhap it had never left. “Sir Accolon. Queen Morgan, you have not—um, partnered with any man of this century more often than once to my certain knowledge, since I manage your schedule. I suspect that you have not yet found anyone you like, let alone love, as well as he. No one of this era could make you go all moony-eyed while looking at a dress; therefore, you must be thinking about Accolon. So, please tell me about him.”

Ha. I knew I had chosen her as my trusted adviser for good reason, and I rewarded her accordingly. As the memories swirled about in my mind, making me yearn even more acutely for Accolon’s company, I said:

“He was a knight with very few peers during his lifetime, excepting only Sir Launcelot and Sir Gawaine. And my brother—those three were the only knights who ever bested him in single combat. So naturally, he was big—in all parts and portions—and muscular, and very strong, yet as a lover he was no brute, but as tender as any virgin maid could ever wish for. His intellect was nearly as keen as mine, as was his eagerness to assist me in righting the wrongs inflicted upon me by my brother. He had hair as glossy black as a raven’s wing, which he kept short-cropped in the old Roman style; he once said it was more comfortable under the helmet than having masses of hair stuffed up under and making the head sweat overmuch. It had a fine curl to it that I found most endearing. His eyes were an unforgettable shade of blue, and he had a strong chin that he kept clean-shaven… Lord God in heaven! Who on earth is that?”

While I had been discoursing on Accolon’s virtues, Clarice had activated her screen, which was now displaying the image of a man who could have been my dead lover’s twin.

Clarice grinned. “You said the other day that you wanted to find another general manager for the Knights. This man is Alexander Leroy ‘Sandy’ Carter, former WBF second baseman and 2073 Tournament MVP for the Connecticut Yankees. Since his retirement as a player, he has served in various capacities for several teams, including as a GM. He is a renowned expert in all matters baseball.”

In any era, when something—or someone—sounds too good to be true, it—or he—usually is. I asked, “If he is so valuable, then why does he not stay with one team?”

A look of chagrin crossed her countenance. “Sandy Carter is what we call a ‘loose cannon.’ He can be temperamental and wild, and he gets into fights with players and coaches and… sometimes even with his bosses. And not just verbal fights, either. Usually his points are quite valid, but his means of expressing them don’t earn him any friends.”

In a word, then, passionate. Passionate men I understood and could work with. It had been thus with Accolon at the start of our association, and look at all I had been able to accomplish with him. Everything I had ever desired, except King Arthur’s throne.

Wit I well that lying and gullibility were two facets of human nature that had not changed in the last fifteen centuries and shall not change in the next fifteen, either. I had learned this while trying to evaluate potential new Knights for the team. Everyone speaks glowingly of his accomplishments and accolades; no one ever mentions his flaws or mistakes or regrets unless a wise employer chooses to ask specific questions of this ilk. Yet Clarice had offered the bad along with the good of this man. Still, I would be forced as a point of honor to relinquish my coveted title of The Wise if I accepted her words at face value; upon turning the thought-receptors toward me, I soon verified everything she had told me about this volatile man.

I asked, “Is Sandy Carter available now?”

Clarice’s grin returned. “For the right price, Queen Morgan, anyone is.”

It took only one call, and Sandy Carter expressed exceeding pleasure and eagerness to accompany me to London as general manager of the Knights. The fact that I had worn the sexy black number during the call saved the team quite a sum with regard to Carter’s agreed-upon salary.

Neither as queen nor as ball club owner do I ever make idle promises.

The London of my acquaintance could have fit inside one shoe of the London belonging to the latter twenty-first century. When Ambrose had escorted me there four years and as many wagers earlier, the visit had by necessity been so short that I could not appreciate then how far the town had sprawled since the sixth century, compassing nearly the entire south end of Britain, with the exception of Kent, most of Wessex, and Cornwall, the denizens of which to this day remain as incomprehensible as they ever have been. London’s Lord Mayor is a busy man.

New Wembley Ballpark—not to be confused with Old Wembley Stadium, with its canted roof arch proclaiming millions of football fans served—had been constructed a quarter-century earlier near Old Wembley. An ancient brick warehouse defined the left-field line that had been repaired and converted to house souvenir shops, an emergency medical facility, a large tavern, several walk-up eateries, a rooftop landing pad, and, occupying the upper floors, the team’s offices, including a handsome suite of chambers, featuring a peerless view of the field, which comprised my private office. One small but necessary task I had accomplished soon after acquiring the team was that I had changed the furnishings to be as sumptuous as those gracing the ballpark’s Royal Box; the Knights’ previous owners were not men who appreciated luxury. I did, however, leave my office’s walls covered with the pennons and banners the team had won during its sixty-year existence prior to my reign.

The day I arrived to assume full-time control of the team, as I invited my Accolon doppelgänger into my office for some… shall I say, private getting-acquainted time, I appreciated the soft couches and the sound-muffling wall-coverings, as well as the specially treated window glass that allowed us to see out but no one to see in. The bases Sandy and I covered during the course of that first meeting, and all of our one-on-one meetings throughout the many years to come, were no one’s business save our own.





Chapter XII:
Slow Torture


MY MEETINGS ALONE with Sandy were the only ones I enjoyed, even when we were engaged in bona fide team business. I had many opportunities for comparison; my schedule was awash with meetings. Breakfast meetings, lunch meetings, dinner meetings, tea meetings, tee meetings, pee meetings, meetings with board members, bored members, other owners, representatives of this, that, and the other department of the WBF organization, the umpires’ association, sponsors, donors, vendors, politicians, statisticians, journalists, analysts, charities, accountants, lawyers, scouts, louts, pouts, coaches, managers, and players, present and prospective, from all levels of the franchise.

Merciful God Above, did I ever grow to despise meetings.

I had to keep reminding myself that I chose this course of action, for I wished to learn all that could be learned about baseball, and in so doing I wrought this torture upon myself. Perhaps a canny reader might become wary of meetings, and rightfully so; avoidance shall double a person’s lifespan. On the other hand, perhaps this is not woven into the fabric of this century, since it would grind to a screeching halt if someone could outlaw meetings… and wield the power to make the ban stick. As Queen of Gore, I had perforce to confer with my ministers, but never in the long years of my governance of that fair land had I been subjected to such an endless and all too often useless string of time-gobbling events.

Meetings with other WBF owners featured an especially disgusting method of torture. My employees soon learned the two things I could not abide: discourteous speech toward any meeting attendee, and smoking. The existence of my signature upon their paychecks was all the magic required to convince them to heed these rules.

The WBF franchise owners presented a singular challenge, since they varied from kings and queens of industry to kings and queens in fact (or wealthy and/or powerful enough to be counted in that grouping, if not precisely so titled). The latter types looked upon their teams as an expensive toy to be taken from the shelf and played with on occasion, leaving the staff to bear the dusting and maintenance of it, while the former owner types ran their respective operations with all the exactitude and enjoyment of a naval vessel at war. There were a few owners, like myself, who saw their teams as both a business and a fount of fun whenever we could divorce ourselves from these infernal meetings.

“Infernal” is the operable word. Most of the owners, of whatever gender or ilk, liked to smoke during our meetings, whether we had assembled for business or social reasons: pipes, cigars, cigarettes, cigarillos, it mattered not. If someone was offering, someone else was accepting the disgusting, smoldering stinky little sticks, which I had seen my nemesis The Boss employ during my century, and which goes a long way toward explaining my abhorrence of them. I could not impose a ban upon this practice by earnest pleas or by magical incantations to save my soul. The male owners were the worst offenders, and my magic proved no match for the uncontrollable urge to spew at irregular but frequent intervals like a short chimney on a steep-pitched roof. The best I could do, discreetly of course, was to invoke a spell to waft the smoke away, to spare me from inhaling that vile air, replacing it with the strong yet soothing aroma of lavender. For those who believed I was wearing too much perfume, I did nothing to disabuse them of that false assumption. Inhaling the occasional waft from a fireplace because one prefers a bit of coughing to freezing to death is one thing; why anyone chooses to pollute his or her body with smoke on a habitual basis is quite simply beyond me. I trust that you, my wise reader, do not fall into this malodorous and self-destructive temptation.

Sandy was a tremendous help, not only in the execution of his official duties as general manager but in guiding me through my learning process, accompanying me to as many meetings as his own relentless schedule would permit, and answering my questions with the patience and wisdom of an army of hair-shirted saints.

For the first several weeks, I remained content—if this word can be applied to the attendance of any meeting—to observe silently, taking note not only of what was said, but how it was said, by whom, and to whom, where people sat, what they wore, what they ate or drank, whether they arrived late or departed early and the excuses they presented for said aberrations, whether they seemed cheerful, glum, somber, sober, nervous, confident, bored, stupefied, or asleep. Much can be learned when one keeps one’s eyes and ears and mind open, and mouth shut, even if one is shutting one’s mouth to conceal one’s ignorance of the topic being discussed by the other wit-heads.

Meetings of whatever type or topic all have the same cast of characters present, whether the meeting is a group of players, lawyers, owners, or security guards. And everyone wanted a decision about something, from which player to hire and how much to pay him, to which home game would be designated as Bring a Photo of Your Pet and Receive a Free Baseball Day (offer available to children ten and under presenting a valid game ticket and identification and accompanied by a ticket-holding adult; not available to children of employees of the London Knights WBF Team, or to children of employees of the WBF or their affiliates; offer good while supplies last, or at the discretion of the spotty-faced kids we pulled off the street at the last second to hand out these confounded things; and void where prohibited by law).

One meeting was particularly memorable, and not only for being the meeting wherein I chose to end my silence.

Sandy and I had just concluded a bout of pre-meeting… business. Were we late arriving at the appointed venue? Of course not; a queen by definition is never late. Everyone was already present, chatting amongst themselves. The chatter ceased upon my appearance, as though I had invoked a spell. I swear I did not. Every head in the room nodded toward me. Timekeeper consulted his chronometer with an amusing twitch of his arm in a vain attempt to be discreet.

Such palm-size communication devices do everything from displaying the time of day to spot-cleaning your chemise. Oh, aye, and you can speak or send a message to another person, or at least pretend to be so doing when in fact you are playing “Sims Multiverse Adventures.” I did not ban these devices from my meetings because I quickly learned two things about them: they were crucial to have in the event of an emergency, and those who were engaged in operating their devices were not violating my primary restrictions for meeting behavior. If someone missed an important decision due to inattention, well, that is what firing is for.

It is good to be queen.

“They’re late again,” mumbled Faultfinder.

I heard him, as did everyone else in the room, to judge by their subtly horrified expressions; but I was feeling content in the wake of my private meeting with Sandy and thus allowed Faultfinder’s jibe—to employ a baseball idiom—to slide.

Sandy bristled beside me but followed my lead. We cordially greeted everyone as we took our places. I brought the meeting to order and requested a summary of unresolved issues.

“The shade of red in the new logo design—” began Caffeine Charlie between slurps of his yard of coffee.

“It’s too close to the shade in the logo of the Tokyo Ninjas.” That from Miz Knowitall.

“It looks the same as always!” argued Sugar Sue, although I found it difficult to take her seriously with confectioner’s sugar dusted here and there upon her lips and blouse. I engaged a harmless little spell to gradually make the bits disappear. “Are you sure the color is off?”

Of course Miz Knowitall (Deirdre Stardahl, in this meeting) was sure; she is always sure.

We spent the next five minutes listening to her dissertation about how her retinas are keenly adapted to sensing subtle color variations before Sandy came to our rescue with, “Noted. Deirdre, go back to the design group and have them double-check their color settings. Report back here in a week.”

Miz Knowitall nodded, looking more than a trifle smug as everyone else suppressed groans at the prospect of yet another meeting. At least Miz Knowitall contributes to the solution, even though it galls everyone else to admit that her ideas bear merit.

“No,” said Faultfinder. “Next week at this time is a bank holiday. No, you cannot expect Design to come up with an acceptable…”

Standing in stark contrast, Faultfinder forever blows holes in every presentation, looks for the black cloud towering above the silver lining, and prefaces each remark with “No,” before launching into chapter and verse regarding why a thing cannot be done, should not be done, and will not be done forever and evermore, amen. Faultfinder does reveal a valid issue from time to time, which is why I excused this Faultfinder’s earlier remark, but the primary fault I find with all Faultfinders is they fail to realize that I would value their counsel far more highly if they were to temper their nays with even half as many yeas.

“We’ve got to push them,” Sandy said in a low, measured, dangerous tone that had to be the envy of every tiger in the London Zoo.

Aided by my prophetic gifts, I added, “If we do not, the product line will not be ready in time for spring rollout.”

“Yes’m, I’ll give Design a push for you!” offered Yes’m. “We’ll have the new line ready for Opening Day, yes’m, we will!”

I was about to ask Yes’m if I could make his head roll if he failed to make good on his promise when Court Jester said with a grin, “Ms. Hanks could make a personal appearance at their office. That would get their”—he grinned wider and winked—“balls rolling, won’t it, Mr. Carter?”
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Jesters in my court of fifteen centuries past performed a critical function: they broke the tension of a stressful situation with a well-timed laugh; at least, those jesters funny enough to survive till retirement did. Nobody has any use for an unfunny jester.

On this day, neither did Sandy.

He leaped out of his chair and fairly flew across the table to begin throttling Court Jester, muscles pumping—

“Ms. Hanks.”

I am not certain who spoke first, Sugar Sue or Tiny Bladder. At this point, it mattered not to me as I remained mesmerized by the spectacle of shirts ripping, fists pounding, sweat flying, blood spattering—

“Ms. Hanks!”

The shrill chorus had grown to Greek proportions, incorporating all the women present: Sugar Sue, Tiny Bladder, and Miz Knowitall. Of their male colleagues, Timekeeper, Fidget, and Caffeine Charlie were wrestling Sandy into submission, while Yes’m and Faultfinder pulled a battered and very much not laughing Court Jester beyond flailing range.

“That is quite enough, gentlemen.” The combatants’ struggles ceased at once, though I derived no satisfaction from their obedience to my command.

Yes’m phoned the closest security guard post and stepped from the room. “Yes’m, we’ve had a bit of a dustup here,” I heard Yes’m say in subdued tones to the woman on the other end of the line. “Yes’m, everyone is fine, for the most part. Yes’m, dispatching an officer would be most helpful.”

I faced Court Jester and said, “Mr. Christopher, stop by the team physicians to get bandaged, then take as much time as you need to heal. You are hereby excused from all team duties and responsibilities, with pay, until you feel fit to return. Payroll shall not deduct this from your pool of sick days.”

“I want an apology!” Court Jester whined. “And restitution!” If he had been wearing garb appropriate to my era, I am certain the bells on his cap would have been clamoring in furious agreement.

Having finished his call, Yes’m rejoined the gathering.

Sandy looked far too belligerent, caught fast in the grip of Caffeine Charlie and Fidget (who had begun shifting from foot to foot in the wake of his adrenaline discharge), to do anything other than resume his attack. I said:

“Mr. Carter shall apologize to you, publicly, when he is ready to do so. His restitution shall be the sum of fifty thousand pounds, split evenly between you and the team, and payable at once.” I glanced toward Yes’m. “Make all the arrangements with Payroll.”

“Yes’m!” he said, and bounded off to do my bidding. I suppressed my amusement; usually, Yes’m was a colossal annoyance with his constant refrain, as if I were a witless child who could never bear to hear the word no. Usually, I would be tempted to remind Yes’m that the world would not end if he must tell me “No” as the occasion demanded, that if Yes’m would stop saying “Yes’m” and listen, I could tell him that I know for a certain prophetic fact the world shall not end until 11/11/3111, the day all the digits turn odd, turning the entire world so odd that the center cannot hold.

After Sandy’s attack upon Court Jester, and Yes’m proved that he did listen to me for once in his life, I appreciated his ebullient assistance no matter how many yes’ms he had tacked to it.

The arrangements seemed to satisfy Court Jester. With a funny attempt to repair his dignity by rearranging his disheveled clothing and an even funnier, beetle-browed glare at Sandy, he palmed his communication device and marched from the room.

The chief problem with jesters is that I cannot fire anyone for being unfunny; and in this case, I had no desire to incur consequences that would have been far more complicated to resolve. I am, however, a creative woman.

When I turned my full attention upon the hapless Sandy, his bellicose attitude withered into something resembling the puppy that knows it will be punished because it peed on the prized antique Persian rug. Never having allowed myself to be manipulated by guilty puppies, I said:

“Mr. Carter, you are hereby suspended from all team duties and responsibilities, without pay, until such time as you are able to sincerely and publicly apologize to Mr. Christopher, or for the period of one week, whichever is longer.” By his reaction to the slight emphasis I put on the word “all,” I knew he understood that meant being benched from personal liaisons with me, too. I hated to do it, but his behavior warranted nothing less. The latter stipulation I added to give Sandy—in truth, both of us—hope that his benching would not be permanent. Less sternly, I said, “Let the physicians examine you on your way out.”

As I watched him nod and shuffle from the room, escorted by the security guard Yes’m had summoned, in that one terrible moment it was not good to be queen.

I wish to God that had been the only such moment during my reign… in either century.

I spent those dreary seven days willing time to speed up so that Sandy and I could reunite.

Look at me, digressing again. You would think after fifteen centuries I would know better than to moon after a pair of trousers, no matter how enticingly they clung to certain regions. With Sandy, as with Accolon before him, it was nigh impossible not to moon. The heart does what the heart does.

I reconvened the meeting, but everyone was displaying various degrees of having been shaken by Sandy’s breach of decorum. I said:

“Ladies and gentlemen, I hereby add a third item to the list of prohibited meeting behavior: violence. It should not have needed to be said, but obviously Mr. Carter has demonstrated otherwise. I reserve the right to mete whatever fines and punishments, to include firing”—that pronouncement raised eyebrows all round the table, but I resisted the urge to advise them to count themselves lucky that I had not included torture and execution—“as I deem necessary. Ms. Stardahl,” I said to Miz Knowitall, “ensure that a memo is disseminated team-wide to this effect, including the farm teams. You may include a summary of the events that transpired between Mr. Christopher and Mr. Carter at your discretion.”

Since I knew good and well that Miz Knowitall prided herself upon the accuracy of her knowledge, she was the only one to whom I could entrust this delicate task and not have it degenerate into a PR nightmare.

“Yes’m,” she said.

Silently I forgave her that indiscretion.

Aloud, I dismissed the battle-fatigued group. Caffeine Charlie, Sugar Sue, and Tiny Bladder were the first to rush from the room, doubtless to pursue nature’s invitations toward various aspects of their constitutions. I waited for everyone else to take their leave of me.

Alone among the walnut-paneled walls, gleaming brass fixtures, twinkling crystal, and leather-padded swivel chairs, I propped my elbows upon the mahogany-framed tabletop computer monitor, lowered my head into my hands, and began my slow, self-imposed torture of separation from Sandy.





Chapter XIII:
Free Agents!


I FIND IT laughable that, for all the so-called improvements loudly touted by the residents of late twenty-first-century America, their society remains enmeshed in ancient patterns of thought and behavior.

“What?!” I can hear them exclaim. “We are modern! Postmodern! Super-duper-ultra-schmultra-postmodern! We have freedoms and liberties and tons of technology; last year we stopped killing our whales for cosmetics and our tigers for aphrodisiacs; we recycle everything from abandoned cars to sneezed-in tissues; we use greenhouses to grow our own food, solar power to cook it, and green cleaners for the mess; and—”

Horse dung.

I wish they would stop and listen to themselves. The changes in hunting and agricultural and cleaning habits merely demonstrate good stewardship of their domain, as Our Lord God commanded of their forefathers many millennia ago. Seek they commendation for doing as they have been told? I am so very sorry to inform them that I am fresh out of medals, and all my blacksmiths are dead. My citizens of Gore worked the land to keep it clean and productive—without benefit of technological wonders, I grant—but they wasted neither meat nor grain; they reshaped old broken tools into new ones and harvested the ruins of buildings for new structures; they cut down a torn dress to make a tunic, a torn tunic to make a vest, a torn vest to make a scarf, and all the leftover bits too small for any other use to make a cloak. They sought neither award nor accolade for performing these tasks, and neither should anyone else.

As for the so-called freedoms and liberties, permit me to pose one simple question: what happens when one fails to pay his taxes? Does the benevolent government say, “Oh, never mind that little detail. You just keep on living in your house as if nothing ever happened, and you can pay when you are able”? Nay. The property is confiscated, the delinquent property owner is evicted, and the property is bestowed to someone who is capable of paying the king—excuse me, the government. In that aspect, American society is no different from mine. They do not own their land; they rent it from the government, which also is empowered to seize it in the interest of “the public good,” even if the land-renter has never missed a tax payment. In that respect, their situation is no better than that of my subjects, and in point of fact, it is worse. Even my despicable brother King Arthur never dealt so falsely with someone whose lands he coveted; he possessed decency enough to declare war first, and he graciously offered the besieged the chance to defend themselves. I should know. He employed this tactic on me more than once; to no avail, I am pleased to add. American society pays direct and merciless homage to the ancient custom of land leasing with every house and farm and shed and bed that undergoes a “tax sale.” This says nothing at all about the foreclosures forced by the robber-barons who control the ebbing and flowing of their society’s currency, though I have less sympathy for victims of this plight, since most of them have brought it upon themselves due to lack of wisdom and discipline in financial affairs.

Ah, but they have the freedom to openly criticize their government? Choose new officials to replace those no longer deemed to represent public interests? The chosen replacements, flushed with the newfound rush of power, immediately seek (as do all people invested with power, myself included, and why not?) to broaden that power base by whatever means possible, legitimate or otherwise. “Public servants” should rather be titled “self-servants,” for in that pursuit they all excel.

If these words seem harsh, dear reader, ’tis because I feel you owe it to yourself to wake up from this pleasant dream of blissful ignorance and examine your situation in the critical light of day, as I know you are fully capable of doing.

I confess there is another reason fueling my pique.

My day began pleasantly, following one of our athletic all-night meetings. If Sandy resembles Accolon in countenance, I must say he surpasses my dead lover in bedchamber prowess a hundred fold. With Sandy’s companionship, I have not missed Accolon in a long, long time.

I cannot recall exactly, but I presume I must have slept at least a little, for I woke after dawn in Sandy’s arms, feeling a heavenly lassitude, the kind that infuses the mind and limbs with a delicious half-sleepiness of the like only to be felt on a lazy Sunday morning with no ballgames or other commitments looming. Yet it was not Sunday, as Sandy pointed out, but Monday, and we had to prepare for a breakfast meeting with the agent of a free agent we had been attempting to acquire for quite some time. By now I had become proficient in the donning of the dark twenty-first-century raiment, colloquially known as the “power suit”—which performs a similar function to the “power suit” of my era, plate armor, in the intimidation of opponents—but I welcomed Sandy’s assistance for fastening the hook and zipper at my back. A little magic finger-snap would have sufficed; but where was the fun in that, when Sandy’s fingers brushing along my skin produced their own distinctive magic?

If there was an incantation that could clear my sleep-fogged head, I did not know it; and yet I did not mind being a bit foggy, for I trusted Sandy to have the meeting’s matters well in hand. He had been communicating with the not-free agent of the free agent for days, defining details of salary and bonuses and whatnot, and he had handled negotiations of this sort surpassing well in the past. I had no reason to believe to-day’s meeting would proceed otherwise.

As the saying goes, there is indeed a first time for everything.

This is territory I admit I do not understand. The World Baseball Federation functions much like the society of my birth in that players are oath-bound to their team’s owner—handsomely compensated for their athletic services, but otherwise subjected to the owner’s pleasure in terms of when and where and whether played, and for how many seasons. That much, I understand. I also understand that a player earns freedom in exchange for a minimum number of years of service to his team; this practice has roots delving deep into the earliest chapters of the first book of the Bible. I, as Queen of Gore, have granted freeman status to those of my subjects who have, through years of hard faithful service, earned the privilege. I even understand why free-agentry in professional sports came about: the players craved more money. What I fail to understand is how team owners of old could have allowed themselves to be maneuvered into opening these now forever unclosable floodgates. They were the lords of their day, rulers of all they surveyed, and yet their serfs managed to overthrow the ordained order in favor of this system of free-agentry which, for the owners, is anything but free.

Add to the mix the agents who speak for the agents, whose services are not free, who speak faster than a hummingbird flaps in the hope that you will miss an important detail, keep insisting that you “show [them] the money” while cackling madly as if it is some grotesque jest, and you have yourself one big, muddled brew.

My job during these negotiations is to look intractable and imposing while Sandy hones the details. This division of duties plays to my strengths, and his.

As soon as Sandy and I walked into our favored local eating establishment for such meetings, the Outfield Inn, I knew aught was amiss. The not-free agent greeted us cheerily, a broad grin pasted to his face as if the Arctic wind had frozen him that way. The not-free agent’s client, the free agent, towered over him in all his muscular glory, also grinning.

I looked at Sandy, framing the question with my mind but remaining silent. He made a show of ushering me to the table, pulling out my chair, and helping me sit, but he did not make eye contact. That was his first mistake. The not-free agent grinned even more broadly, if such a thing was possible; he and his client shared a soft chuckle. That was their first mistake.

Sandy shuffled the sheaf of contract paperwork he was holding—on the eve of the twenty-second century, the concept of an all-electronic office has yet to take root and never will—and muttered, “It’s all here, as agreed. All we need are Ms. Hanks’s and Mr. MacDougal’s signatures.”

Usually I do not read the small print. Sandy reports to me the salient points in advance of the meeting, like base salary, signing bonus, and escalation rate, and that is all I require. This day my instincts warned me that I must read the contract rather than sign blindly, and I am glad I heeded them: I found an extra zero in the base salary, and not on the pence side of the decimal point.

I smiled at Sandy. “Mr. Carter, there seems to be an error here. This salary figure is ten times the amount you told me.”

Sandy had the grace to look chagrinned. “There was an offer late last night from the Connecticut Yankees. You instructed me to acquire Don MacDougal at any cost. The Knights need better hitters, and his average is almost four hundred—”

“And you thought it would be best to tell me now?” I rose, contract papers in hand, and ripped them in half. “Gentlemen, this meeting is adjourned. Permanently. Mr. MacDougal, I bid you the best of luck in Connecticut.” I needed no prophetic vision to know MacDougal would receive plenty of luck the following season, all bad, since I already had placed a curse on his bat. In retribution for the not-free agent’s role in the treachery, I cursed his financial accounts. This left one more punishment to deliver, and my heart felt heavier than a power suit, the ancient iron sort. As the free agent and his not-free agent prepared to take their leave, I faced Sandy and said—

“Mr. Carter, you are fired.”
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“Mr. Carter, you are fired.”



 





Chapter XIV:
Defend the Banner!


SULKING ALONE IN my customary private booth at the back of the Outfield Inn, I gorged myself on the biggest, sugariest pastries the establishment offered and quaffed pint after pint of bitters as if to-morrow never would come. Aye, pastries and beer: the breakfast of champions. And queens.

The bill came to thirty pounds. I paid my server three hundred and bade her keep the change. She was only a little surprised, for my habit is to pay such an amount with a hundred; but to-day I felt so miserable over the joint betrayal engineered by Sandy and the not-free agent (and his client the Scottish free agent was not Scot-free, either) that I wanted—needed—to know that at least one person in this insane world, where a breakfast that once had cost a farthing now cost twelve thousand times that amount, could be happy by my hand. ’Tis untrue that misery always loves company, as noted by a gentleman two centuries prior to The Boss’s era.

Misery often does receive company, however, whether misery wishes it or not. The servant wench asked my leave to join me. I am uncertain why I granted her request; mayhap ’twas the fog of bitters engulfing my brain, not all of it due to alcohol or breakfast economics.

“Ms. Hanks—”

“Queen Morgan.” I tapped the slim golden circlet embracing my brow as if she needed a reminder, which she should not have, since I (and Sandy, I thought with a silent sigh, ever mindful of the second rule of queenship) have been a faithful patron of the Outfield Inn, and I never went anywhere in public without my crown. The England of this era has long been accustomed to lunatic Druids in the Salisbury district calling themselves “King Arthur Pendragon”—the present one is the great-grandson of the original: political agitators, every one—so having a “Queen Morgan” comes as no shock to these people. I do take care not to tell them that I am the Queen Morgan; being the local baseball franchise owner provides notoriety aplenty.

The wench’s smile looked indulgent, if a bit saddened. “Queen Morgan, may I offer an observation?”

“Pray, proceed, Darla, as I seem to have paid for it.”

“This is about a man—the dishy one you’re always coming in here with.”

“Brilliant. Yes, the dishy one. Dishy, and treacherous.” I took a long pull of bitters.

“Lor’ love ye, madame; but all men are treacherous! If you’re lucky, that’s all he is.”

I reflected, through another draught, upon this spot of rough wisdom. Of all the men I had ever known, biblically or not, in this century or any other, the only man I could not label as “treacherous” was Sir Galahad, and we all know what happened to him. For the couple of you who might not be privy to the story: in brief, Sir Galahad drank from the Holy Grail and fell down dead, reportedly because his soul was so pure that Our Lord God bustled him straightaway to heaven. The fact that Sir Galahad had always acted so damned self-righteous that his Grail-hunting companions had wearied of his holier-than-thou ways probably had nothing whatever to do with his demise. I said:

“I have treachery aplenty in my life, Darla.” Free agents, not-free agents, other players, managers, coaches… the list seemed endless. “I do not need more from Sandy Carter.”

“But you do need his love.”

I shook my head. “With love like that…”

She was not listening, but had looked toward the line of tall windows fronting the street, across which arched the words “nnI dleiftuO” and, in a revolving pattern of white, blue, and red tube-lights, “NEPO.” I would have taken umbrage at the offense—the server’s, not the fact that the words in the windows appeared backward to my vantage—but I had imbibed too much beer to care.

Darla said, “You need his love… and he needs yours. Look.”

My head turned of its own volition; I had not intended to heed her suggestion. Sandy was lingering outside the restaurant, head down, hands in pockets, shoulders slumped, and looking as forlorn as the last lightning bug of summer. As if sensing my gaze upon him, he snapped his head up and stared through the window, pressing a hand to the glass. It looked like a farewell. He withdrew his hand, turned, and began shuffling off; but when I thought he might reenter the restaurant, he kept walking. I watched until he passed from sight, not toward the stadium as I had expected, but away from it.

Something stirred within my heart; whether love or pity, or some mixture thereof, I knew not. Oftentimes, when the heart is this deeply involved, the two are not unrelated.

“Well, madame? Are you going to go after him?”

I dabbed my sugary lips with a napkin and licked them. “Well, Darla? Are you going to mind your own business?”

’Twas a passing fair imitation of her tone and inflection, and she laughed as she rose from the table. “If you don’t go after him, Queen Morgan, then I shall.” She jingled the pouch at her waist, which was full to bursting with the morning’s tips, mostly mine. “I needn’t finish my shift, thanks be to your ladyship.”

The nerve of the wench! As if the peerless Sandy Carter would have the likes of her! I stood and embraced her in thanks. Sometimes even “The Wise” needs a refresher.

I stretched out my mind, aided by a magical boost, discerned Sandy’s location and direction, hailed a cab, and caught up with him at the street-level entrance to the Wembley Underground Station. He looked surprised to see me, but reserved and hurt. I asked him where he was going.

“Anywhere. Nowhere.” He shrugged and turned to resume his journey. “You fired me, remember?” I heard him mumble as he began descending the steps.

No one leaves my presence without my consent, as I archly informed him. “Return and face me like a man.”

He stopped but moved no closer. “Why? So you can emasculate me in front of all these people?” His wave defined the constant crowd streaming by us to either side; some were casting curious looks our way, but most were busy pursuing their own sundry errands even though they had to know who we were. Our images were not scarce in the local news media. “Do you intend to finish the job you started back at the Inn?”

“You betrayed my trust! What else was I supposed to do?”

“You could have asked for an explanation.” He finished his descent and disappeared into the tunnel, swallowed by the crowd.

I have killed men for less effrontery.

But that was fifteen centuries ago, when my command was not subject to the law; it was the law.

I willed him to slow; my heels were not conducive to speedy walking on the level, to say nothing of staircases slick with the detritus cast off by countless careless passersby, the character and content of which I had no wish to contemplate. I could not catch him before he pushed past the turnstile. I gave the device a magical nudge—I never ride these humanity-engorged silver worms and could not be bothered with purchasing a fare card—and followed him to the platform.

He gazed at me with utter incredulity, for I had never used magic openly in his presence. His jaw worked awhile, trying to nail together a frame for his question. Finally he managed a faint, “What—what the hell?”

I said, “I shan’t explain here. Come back to the office with me, and I will hear your explanation, too.”

Sandy looked as if he would rather die than budge. Behind us, a train pulled up, its doors swished open, and the interchange of passengers began, some getting off, others on, jostling each other in the rush, but no one seemed to mind overmuch; all the while a pleasant mechanical female voice reminded everyone to “Mind the gap.”

In point of fact, I could think of several gaps aside from the chasm between the platform and each worm that arrived and departed with a thunderous whoosh and roar: social, cultural, temporal, moral—each one separating me from Sandy with more distance than the last.

A queen does not beg. This is so fundamental to the territory of queenship that it need not be enumerated as one of the rules. And yet, as I stood there looking at him and he stood there looking at me, I felt the oddest sensation in the pit of my bowels, akin to the well-fed man feeling the stab of hunger and not being able to identify the pain for want of comparative experiences.

I reached my hand toward Sandy, and for the first time in either of my lives I said:

“Please.”

The effect was instantaneous. He gripped my hand, hard, and broke into one of his dear, lopsided grins. Still hand in hand, we moved away from the platform and exited the station.

Note to self: remember to use that magic word more often.

Later, ensconced in the privacy of my office, I asked Sandy for his explanation of events.

“You gave me a mandate to acquire MacDougal. Or so I thought.”

“And you thought you could sneak the salary increase past me?”

“I did not think you would react that way.”

“You did not think, Carter, period. We can acquire seven players for that sum!”

He sighed. “I know. And I am sorry. Truly. It will not happen again, I promise. Am I forgiven?” The lost-puppy look returned in full force.

I smiled at him. “Forgiven—and rehired.” I sealed the deal with a short kiss that Sandy clearly wished to prolong, but we had Knights business to discuss. “Now, about those seven players—”

“You really want seven?”

I laughed. “Might I remind my newly rehired GM that we have the Euro-Asian banner to defend? I will take as many outstanding hitters as you can procure without emptying the team’s treasury.”

“You’re the Boss; consider it done.” He leaned in to kiss me again, and I allowed it—welcomed it—in spite of his usage of that dreaded title. I had been hearing it whispered reverently among players for quite some time by now and was becoming accustomed to it. With the merest thought, I caused the office lights to dim to a romantic level, even though their usual functions included only on and off. Sandy pulled back and looked at me, surprise and questions painted across his face.

I said, “I wield far more power than that which is bought with mere money. It is not in idle fancy that I insist people call me ‘Queen Morgan.’” I tapped my ever-present circlet with a fingernail.

His short laugh sounded nervous. “Not the Queen Morgan, but a descendent, surely!”

“Dearest Sandy, I am the original, brought forward some fifteen centuries to your time from mine. I am, in fact”—I performed a swift calculation—“sixteen hundred and eight years old.” Sandy said nothing; his silent questions and incredulity remained. I said: “If you believe nothing else about me, believe that if you breathe so much as one word of this to the team, the board, the media, or anyone else, including your bedridden, addlebrained great-aunt Alisande, then being fired shall be the very least of your concerns.”

He nodded contemplatively. “This—power—do you use it to win games?”

Of course I did, as often as I believed I could do so and not cause undue attention to fall upon myself or the team. If there is but one thing I have learned in a millennium and a half, it is subtlety, and in baseball subtlety is ever so easy: balls taking odd hops in the infield, staying up a little longer in flight or veering with the wind, umpires’ decisions on close plays, the players’ speed and endurance (skills themselves are exceedingly difficult to enhance, often producing ridiculous results, so I leave those alone); all of it I have influenced at one time or another to achieve the desired result—and not necessarily a victory. The magically challenged would call it “cheating;” I call it “war” (not to be confused with WAR, as it were, Wins Above Replacement). If one wages war and expects to win, does not one bring all of one’s weapons to bear upon the target? Of course one does. I smiled and said:

“The weather, now and then, at game time.” A sin of omission, perhaps, but not an outright lie. To prove my claim, I summoned a rain cloud and a waft of wind, nothing extravagant, but enough to beat upon the windows of my office for a solid five minutes. Sandy stood agape as the water cascaded down the glass and the people below scurried for cover, umbrellas mushrooming all over the landscape in a multitude of colors like a fairy forest.

Turning to me, he said, “You shouldn’t do it at all, you know. That ranks up there with the players in my grandfather’s day who juiced on steroids.”

“Look who is lecturing me on morality!”

He gave a rueful grin. “Point taken.” He was such a daisy. “Since I’ve promised not to pull any more stunts on you like I did this morning, will you promise not to use your powers on game days from now on?”

I did, and I sealed that deal with a kiss, too,—fingers crossed behind my back.





Chapter XV:
Sandy’s Statistics


“AND SO I shall become the proprietor of seven more Knights. Who are they, Sandy? Where do they play—league as well as position? What are their stats?” His gaze, still directed out the window, which was still curtained with rivulets of magical rainwater, looked very far away. I felt my impatience swell. “Will you tell me eftsoons?”

He gave me a startled look. “Eftsoons? Eh, what, eftsoons?”

I suppressed a sigh. “Yes, eftsoons. As in, sometime before I turn sixteen hundred and nine.”

“Ah, yes! Of course, Boss. I have to consult with the scouts, the DPD, and the other managers, but you’ll have my full report by week’s end, or the Monday after at the very latest.”

I knew that would have to do; meetings being a royal pain in the derriere to arrange and conduct, to say nothing of the inevitable differences of opinion regarding prospects’ skills, projected as well as current. It would take at least that much time for him and his subordinates to hash out something approaching what I needed. I dismissed him with a nod, and he left the office, chuckling softly and repeating “eftsoons” as if it were the most endearing word he had ever heard. His manner of saying it made it the most endearing word I had ever heard.

As for Sandy’s reports, I had seen them many times before and knew what to expect.

Since I had commanded him to acquire hitters, this of course would be the focus; no Mendoza Line mendacity permitted. Heading the list—not acquisitions, per se—would be all rehabilitating players due to come off Disabled status in the immediate future, perhaps two or three. Then would come writeups of farm-team players, another handful at best, whom Stan Ebnetter, the director of player development, believed worthy to be called up to the majors, my philosophy being that it is always more cost-effective to promote from within, and it fans the hopes of the other farmboys to believe their turn will come one day, too, if they work hard enough, which helps to better their performances and the revenues at their respective ballparks. It being the postseason, free agents would round out the field of candidates, and there always seem to be more than enough of them floating about at any given point till the trade deadline. I wanted seven; I knew Sandy would give me at least fifteen from which to make my final selections, for there are more issues than mere batting average to consider—among my Knights, a lot more. One of the first changes I instituted as owner was to banish the baggy old rejects from a pajama factory for a form-hugging uniform design, which has proven immensely popular, especially within the female age 18–80 demographic. My players must not only play well, they must look good while doing it, which boosts product endorsements, of which the franchise receives a healthy cut. Everybody wins.

It is indeed good to be queen.
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A typical player writeup began with his name, age, whether a right- or left-handed batter and thrower, school where he played, minor league accomplishments if a farmboy and, for free-agent prospects, world-class affiliations and accomplishments, followed in each case by the acquisition cost, either in monetary or trade-value terms of future draft choices or the outright swapping of personnel. The prospective players’ accomplishments, whether at the minor or major level, were presented in a dizzying jumble of letters and numbers, year by year, pages and pages worth, fielding as well as batting. At first I tried to understand it all: batting average, adjusted batting average, slugging percentage, on-base percentage, slugging times on-base, on-base plus slugging, adjusted OPS, singles, doubles, triples, slams, grand slams, stolen bases, times caught stealing, walks drawn (intentional or otherwise), at-bats per strikeout, speed score, runs scored, runs batted in, runs created, base-out runs added, adjusted batting runs, adjusted batting wins… Holy God, it threatened to drive me batty. And that was just the offensive side of the chart. On the defensive side, not counting pitchers, whose stats stand in a league of their own, sprawled fielding percentage, baserunner holds, baserunner kills (not what I had expected, of course), range factors, runs saved, putouts, assists, errors, total zone data; plus many of these values were adjusted for league-specific issues, standardized schedules, sets of nine innings, and whatever else happened to tickle the researcher’s fancy at any given moment.

It amounted to a prodigious lot of fancy to tickle.

This was why I resorted to scrutinizing but two items in each prospective player’s portfolio: his player ranking and his highlight video. All the statistics in heaven, hell, or on earth boiled down to the ranking, offensive and defensive; and the video, which by my mandate had to include well-lit full-frontal and profile facial close-ups, told me volumes about how much extra value he could add to the team. Not all Knights were Adonis rivals, to be sure; but a player not worthy to adorn the portal of Playgirl who wanted to play for my team had to excel at getting to home base, whether with bat or ball, or both.

On Friday morning of that week entered Sandy for his promised meeting, but not with his promised selection of player candidates. Apparently “eftsoons” was going to be later rather than sooner this time. Upon closer observation, Sandy looked shaken, haggard, and so very un-Sandy-like that my annoyance dissipated and my concern for his well-being rose several notches. In response to my query, he said:

“A preliminary report is available if you wish to see it, Boss. There are still a few players being debated for inclusion. What I would like you to look at, now if possible, is this.” He pulled an old book from his case, laid it upon my desk, and opened it to a predetermined place approximately one-third of the way into the book. The left-hand page was blank. The right featured a sketch of a handsome queen sitting upon her dragon-armed throne, resplendent in her crown of state and sumptuous gown, a plush pillow cradling her dainty feet. The artist had drawn an aura about her head and shoulders representing shimmers of power, political as well as personal. Beneath the image in bold, ornate strokes were penned the words:
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“Is—is this you?” Sandy whispered.

“What is this book?” I asked.

He left his finger to mark the page and with the other hand flipped over the cover, upon which I read, A Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and, beneath a fanciful yet ridiculous coat of arms, “Mark Twain.”

Ah. This must be the tome to which Clarice had alluded when we first met, when at the fair in Crownsville I was treated to a reenactment of events straight off a page of my ancient life. True to her promise, Clarice had procured me a copy—though not as old as this one—yet I had been too deeply engaged with Malory’s campaigns to have a go at reading it.

I said, “’Tis a reasonable likeness, do you not agree?”

He nodded, but his pallor increased a shade or two. He turned the page. Again, the left side was blank. The right side, arrayed beside a sketch of an armored knight wearing a placard emblazoned with “Persimmons’s Soap ~ All the Prime-Donne Use It”—which reminded me of the people I have seen in this century walking about flashing portable VRTV screens bearing sundry alluring advertising slogans—read…





Chapter XVI:
Morgan le Fay


“IF KNIGHTS ERRANT were to be believed, not all castles were desirable places to seek hospitality in.”

Well, of course; everyone knew that. The Yankee was not blaring a news flash. For a start, there was the infamous Green Knight, Sir Bertilak, whose grand idea of a party game was to invite his knightly guests to chop off his head in exchange for the privilege of chopping off theirs. Sir Percard, the Black Knight, had invented a similar version of fun, and Sir Ironside, the Red Knight, liked to adorn a massive ancient oak tree near his castle with the bodies of the knights who had lost to him in combat—are we sensing a pattern here? I read silently on, “As a matter of fact, knights errant were not persons to be believed—that is, measured by modern standards of veracity; yet, measured by the standards of their own time, and scaled accordingly, you got the truth. It was very simple: you discounted a statement ninety-seven per cent; the rest was fact.”

“Hah!”

Sandy looked at me in surprise; I had forgotten the second rule of queenship, the definition of “bodily noises” having been expanded by the Royal Rules Committee in the Year of Our Lord 502 to include exclamations of a non-verbal nature. He said, “I’m sorry, Boss, you found something to be funny?”

“Indeed. Knights errant are not the only people whose statements are over-inflated. Just visit the Outfield Inn after the conclusion of any home game.” As fragile as Sandy was looking at this point, I refrained from jesting about the ballplayers’ statistics, which were his lifeblood. That hit would have come far too easily. Statistics lie, and liars statisticate. Instead I asked, with more than a mote of incredulity, “Was this what you would have me see?”

“Not exactly.” He flipped forward a few pages, past a humorous image of a man trying with his entire body’s weight to pry the pope off the Throne of Peter using a lever named “Persimmons Soap;” a rather unflattering rendition of a mounted Sir Cote Male Taile, his destrier as well as himself also brandishing the soap moniker; and a moody depiction of Sir Boss and the Lady Alisande la Carteloise arriving at the portcullis of my castle.

I followed the course of Sandy’s finger as it traced down the facing page and stopped mid-paragraph. “Please start here,” he said. Curious, I obliged him:

 

…But Morgan was the main attraction, the conspicuous personality here; she was head chief of this household, that was plain. She caused us to be seated, and then she began, with all manner of pretty graces and graciousnesses, to ask me questions. Dear me, it was like a bird or a flute, or something, talking. I felt persuaded that this woman must have been misrepresented, lied about. She trilled along, and trilled along, and presently a handsome young page, clothed like the rainbow, and as easy and undulatory of movement as a wave, came with something on a golden salver, and, kneeling to present it to her, overdid his graces and lost his balance, and so fell lightly against her knee. She slipped a dirk into him in as matter-of-course a way as another person would have harpooned a rat!

Poor child! he slumped to the floor, twisted his silken limbs in one great straining contortion of pain, and was dead. Out of the old king was wrung an involuntary “O-h!” of compassion. The look he got, made him cut it suddenly short and not put any more hyphens in it. Sir Uwaine, at a sign from his mother, went to the anteroom and called some servants, and meanwhile madame went rippling sweetly along with her talk.

[Excerpted from Chapter XVI of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court by Mark Twain, 1889; public domain.]

 

Sandy whispered in a tone so low I had to magically boost his volume, “Did you really murder an innocent child—just like that—for bumping your knee?”

“Yes.” I elected to relieve him of the horror cascading over his face, ere he suffered a stroke before my very eyes. “But there is of course more to the story than the Yankee knew. That page was not innocent. He was ‘bumping’ my husband King Uriens—”

“That does put a different face on the king’s reaction.”

I chose to ignore the interruption. “—obtaining damaging secrets during these illicit liaisons and selling them to our enemies, most notably, my brother the good King Arthur himself.”

“O-h-h-h-h.” I permitted Sandy to put in as many hyphens as he needed in order to expel his concerns and doubts. “Still—”

“Still, nothing!” I did have a limit to how many dashes—“m” or “n”—that I would tolerate on any given issue. “I was perfectly within my rights and authority as queen to eliminate a catamite, spy, and traitor with one stroke.” The details of the incident flooded to mind; I did not require the Yankee’s reminder. The page’s grandmother had intruded upon the feast later that same evening to lay the curse of God’s wrath upon me for slaying her last remaining kin, and when I would have had the crone burnt at the stake for her treason, The Boss intervened with threats of destroying my castle.

God’s wrath had proven itself in my subsequent banishment to this century. Heat rose, unbidden, to my cheeks. I closed my eyes against the stinging threat of tears, and I pursed my lips to keep them from betraying me as well.

After a time—how long, I know not—I felt Sandy’s arm come gently to rest across my shoulders; I accepted his tacit invitation and pressed my face against his chest. His other arm encircled me, too, a mantle of forgiveness that was long overdue.





Chapter XVII:
A Baseball Banquet


THE INCIDENT WITH Sandy and the book convinced me that I must make time to read the entire account of the Yankee’s sojourn in my Britain. Thus while I awaited the final version of Sandy’s report of potential players to acquire, I immersed myself in Hank Morgan’s sixth-century adventures.

Most High Holy God, what an eye-opener that was.

To think that such an arrogant, lowborn ass could plant himself in the midst of my society without so much as a by-thy-leave and believe that he, and he alone, possessed the wit and wisdom and wherewith to institute what he believed to be improvements to said social system, which had been forged and refined by God and His ordained rulers and clerics over the course of centuries—it curdles my blood afresh even now, years after first having read his journal.

Forgive me, gracious reader; my chronicle is not about him, and thank God for that small mercy.

If there is one thing I have sorely missed about my castle in Gore, it is the feast hall. I have dined in many a fine locale during my tenure in this era—the grand banqueting venues of the best luxury cruise ships being my especial favorites—but there is no substitute for home: the lavender-laced rushes crunching softly underfoot, hiding whatever else one must be crunching upon, alive or dead, as one treads across the floor; the fires raging from the twin opposing hearths so huge that half a half dozen Hummers could drive through them side by side, racing to perform some murderous mission with room to spare; the legions of dogs barking and snapping for scraps; the acrobatic dancers; the sprightly musicians (on second thought, scratch the musicians); the impeccably trained servants; the excellent company of peers; the fabulous stories of combat and conquest and courtly love (not necessarily in that order) in faraway lands told by visiting knights; the mountains of delectable food and rivers of mind-numbing drink, voraciously consumed to the faint but distinct shrieks of prisoners in the dungeons below…

Ah. That is what this century lacks. Privily conducted torture has its uses, to be sure; but nothing screams power to one’s honored guests like, well, screams. That these super-duper-ultra-mega-modern people can appear to be so insatiably bloodthirsty when watching SNN broadcasts of real battles and mayhem on the one hand, yet be so hypocritically squeamish regarding the bona fide exercise of divinely appointed authority… the mind boggles.

Thus when it came to hosting feasts for the team, fellow owners, or other groups, it remained for me to employ the only other available means of demonstrating power: the liberal application of cash.

And nothing says power quite like chartering Cunard’s magnificent Queen Mary 3 for a fortnight’s slosh amongst the barbarically charming isles of the Caribbean, prior to the commencement of spring training, for all the London Knights’ employees and their families. Of course the players always have to work extra hard to shed the effects of the non-stop partying, even with mandatory daily workouts in the ship’s fitness centers and on the jogging track, but the technique proved to be an effective way both to induce players to arrive at camp on time and to build camaraderie across the organization, an important ingredient in any formula for victory; thus, I have decreed it to be a permanent fixture in the Knights’ annual schedule—and Cunard’s.

This day, however, I had to lay aside the Yankee’s chronicle for to attend the postseason banquet hosted by the WBF to honor the season’s MVPs and other worthies.

“Banquet,” here, is a misnomer by my queenly standards. With more than a hundred trophies to award to individual players and managers from all four leagues, plus the team trophies, this makes for quite a crowd when factoring in the invitees’ spouses, agents, significant others, and other cling-ons. The best one can hope for each year is a choice between underdone chicken, overdone beef, or a vegetarian plate that is not worth the ink used to print it on the RSVP card. Heaping insult upon this culinary injury is the necessity of paying for one’s own alcohol consumed during the event—which becomes even more insulting when the voted awards go to players so undeserving that one wishes one could rack the entire voting populace, be they sportswriters, players, or fans.

On the other hand, these perennial ignoramii are not worth the trouble.

Such vagaries occur every year without fail. Following a cursory and vague prayer intoned by the WBF’s chaplain, the sentiment of which may be distilled to “Bless this mess,” and an hour’s worth of speech-free (though not conversation-free, making it difficult to attend to the most important business of the moment) eating, and a speech of welcome delivered by the commissioner (ten solid minutes of mindless yapping that lasted eleven minutes too many) at this year’s WBF “banquet,” I had to suffer the indignity of Robbie Clemens, my starting right fielder, losing the Titanium Slugger to none other than Don MacDougal, the former Stirling Bravehearts’ free agent whom I had lost in the off-season bidding war. MacDougal’s batting curse would not take effect till the following season; a pox on all those damned Connecticut Yankees, MacDougal most especially!

Perhaps it would not be so very much trouble to rack the voting sportswriters after all. A hundred or so, stretched out (pun intended, naturally) over the course of four months, give or take, would go quite far toward making me feel much more at home in this Godforsaken era.

It is a dream I have.





Chapter XVIII:
In the Queen’s Dungeons


WITH THE OVERDONE beef still curdling inside my vitals upon my return to London following the WBF “banquet,” and with the list of player candidates still forthcoming, causing me to commence making serious plans to rack somebody—anybody—for the unconscionable delay, I was left with no recourse other than to return to my perusal of the Yankee’s chronicle.

While I found a small fraction of the chronicle to be genuinely interesting—to whit, the disastrous decisions the Yankee had made following my departure from the sixth century—men possess a special talent for bollixing up a thing, with total disregard for consequences; and the higher the rank, the more of this talent they possess—most of the chronicle I consigned to the asinine ramblings of a self-deluded megalomaniac. That being stated, I feel compelled to comment upon what had transpired with the Yankee while visiting my castle, lo these many centuries ago, and my dungeons.

The Yankee and I endured several disagreements over the law of my land and, specifically, what constituted “valid” reasons for imprisoning and/or executing a person. Somewhere in the dim recesses of the Yankee’s “enlightened” brain, he viewed it as good, right, and salutary to allow thieves, murderers, and other violent people to roam free, with nary a thought in regard to future ill consequences. Imagine if you will an entire country peopled with said thieves, murderers, and other lawless ne’er-do-wells, whose sole purpose in life lies in preying upon innocents, depriving them of life and livelihood, of substance and sustenance.

Ah, but I forget myself. That in fact characterizes twenty-first-century America; they may keep it, and God help them in the keeping. “Innocent until proven guilty” is the war-cry of the army of the guilty led by lawyers who fatten their purses by defending their guilty “innocents.” Other war-cries they brandish with exuberance are, “Extenuating circumstances!” and, “Temporary insanity!” Merciful God, spare us all.

It is far better for the rest of the populace to lock away all these miscreants to rot in dungeons to prevent them from wreaking further harm upon the realm. And by “rot” I do mean rot: no VRTV, no contact with one another to plot more evil amongst themselves, no comforts or considerations whatsoever. That and public executions with no appeals will go a long way toward whipping all the closet miscreants into line; trust a queen with many decades of experience on this point.

Yea, even the man whom I had imprisoned for calling my hair “red” instead of using the proper term, “auburn,” was incarcerated for good reason. My husband King Uriens has—had—red hair, thick and coarse and unruly. By likening my fine, glossy, silken hair to his, the man heaped upon me the most intolerable insult imaginable, and therefore he had to pay for it. A lesser action would have diminished my power and authority as queen in the eyes of all, high and low; in point of fact, it would have destroyed my rule. Arranging faux funerals of the man’s family throughout the years of his incarceration, which I knew he could glimpse from his slit of a window, may have been a bit—I confess—overboard. I do excel at holding a grudge. So sue me.

As to the matter of the prisoners incarcerated by my castle’s previous owner, well, the Yankee did have the right of it. I cannot speak for my husband, but for my part I had not given the dungeons or their contents a moment’s thought. Uriens and I had been far too busy settling affairs—establishing perimeter defenses, patrols, and other duty schedules, assigning quarters for the members of our court, gathering victuals, collecting taxes, meeting with village leaders and tenants, and so on and so forth—when we first took possession of the castle to be bothered with the detritus that had been left behind. After that, there was always some feast or tournament to host, or some errant knight to entertain, or some war to fight, or some crisis to manage, that the pattern of our days never lent itself to thinking about the dungeons except when I needed them to exude noise as an aforementioned public demonstration of my power.

Again, sue me.

In regard to the Yankee’s report of my reactions to his freeing of forty-seven of my forty-eight prisoners, well, of course I was furious. Would you, sympathetic reader, not feel thusly when confronted with the highest-ranking minister of your liege lord, who uses his authority to trample your own, especially when he has not the first concept of how matters are conducted in a century to which he does not belong? Would you not suffer under the cruel lash of powerlessness, believing that you could not inflict retribution upon this person for his offenses because the legend of his magical prowess had become known to you—and secretly feared by you—before ever he had set foot across your threshold? Of course you would, on both counts, and you would not have liked it any more than I did.

And to think all that supposed power of his was an utter sham, and we, all of us, to the last man, swallowed his lie whole as easily as swallowing mollusk meat. For our singular stupidity we, all of us—myself included, alas—deserved all of the insults and atrocities the Yankee meted out to us.

’Twas no small wonder, then, that our world plunged into a centuries-long era of intellectual and political darkness after the Yankee was done with making everything “better.”

Since this is not the same century that gave birth to that meddling ass, I shall try not to inflict the same level of damage upon this era that he did upon mine.

I do not, however, make any promises.





Chapter XIX:
Baseball as a Trade


A FORTNIGHT AFTER the date of his original promise, Sandy finally produced the list of candidates for the seven hitters I had wanted to acquire in lieu of the overpriced Don MacDougal. One of the players I selected was MacDougal’s younger (and far less expensive, being one of my own farmboys) brother Dennis, a second baseman. Genetics do not guarantee similar performances, I know good and well from having observed Sir Gawaine best his younger brothers in tournaments—Agravaine and Mordred usually got the worst of their brother’s drubbings—but Dennis MacDougal’s offensive and defensive stats looked quite handsome, as did the man himself on his video, and thus I elected to take a chance on him.

From Sandy’s report I learned that Duke Southmarch would be able to enter spring training to vie for the position of the Knights’ starting catcher after languishing most of the postseason on IR, nursing a sore throwing shoulder. Another player returning to active status, who had twisted his knee in the final postseason Banner game while making a superb lunging catch and off-footed throw to get an out, was the shortstop Mark Sonoma. Those were the freebies; no further contract negotiations required. I had hoped for one or two additional candidates in this category—the damned Connecticut Yankees can afford hundreds of millions in acquisitions each year; I and my Knights cannot—yet,—but all the other players coming off IR were pitchers.

The free-agent bargains I chose included Paris’s outfielder Sonny LeDuc; the left-hitting, left-throwing first baseman from Altoona, Brian “Southpaw” Blevins; and a promising, drop-dead gorgeous third baseman, Tacoma’s Steve Sotherland. The only player I had to do a bit of horse-trading to acquire, a free agent from the Nîmes Crocodiles, was center fielder Maurice Marchand. His most recent .349 season and seven-year .324 career cost me a topflight right-handed closer, three future draft picks, and two hundred fifty thousand pounds. I deemed Maurice to be worth every last farthing, because his LIPS (that is to say, his Late-Inning Pressure Situations batting average) was reported to be a sexy .363… and the lips of his mouth, thanks in no small part to his glorious French heritage, looked sexy, too.

All in all, quite an elegant haul.

One issue, however, concerned me.

While, as a rule, I did not put much stock in the Yankee’s writings, owing to the fact that he was a deluded lowborn ass, he did record droplets of wisdom amongst the torrent of his far less savory droppings. One observation cut me to the quick: while evaluating the potential of knight-errantry as a trade, and while conceding that it could be a profitable venture given fortunate circumstances, he correctly identified its speculative (and therefore risky, for economic as well as physical reasons) nature, concluding that, “No sound and legitimate business can be established on a basis of speculation.”

I felt the hit as soon as I read his statement. For what is baseball, even within its highest echelons, other than pure speculation upon players’ performances, not only as individuals, but as a group?

And it took me, what, five years to figure this out? Fine; so being “The Wise” does not always make me “The Quick.”

I had already begun to see an increase in revenues based upon the decisions I had been making, especially since taking direct control of the team’s helm after finishing my duties in regard to President Malory’s re-election campaign, and yet in the face of the Yankee’s pronouncement, it seemed to me that my fine enterprise could collapse upon itself at any moment. I voiced my concerns to Sandy, and he said:

“The truth, Boss, is that the entire baseball system does implode, now and then, player strikes and worldwide economic downturns being the biggest contributing factors. A team can’t make money when they can’t sell tickets, no matter how many endorsements and other sublicensing revenue sources the players pull in. We cannot control the economy, the players’ greed, their popularity with fans or companies, or their performances or injuries; but we can mitigate these factors somewhat by manipulating ticket pricing and player contracts, and by relying on statistics and historic similar-player comparisons to forecast performances.”

Whereupon Sandy started his mill to grinding out the finer points regarding which statistics make the best trend indicators for hitting, pitching, fielding, and base running, citing examples and player comps dating back—I jest not—a hundred and fifty years. It was “Adjusted OPS” this, and “True Average” that, and “Defense-Independent ERA” the other thing, on and on and on yet some more until I thought my ears would begin to bleed. I cast an audio-muffling spell just in case.

While the magically muted Sandy-mill continued its verbal production, I continued musing about the comparison of baseball to knight-errantry, and knighthood as a larger whole. The similarities bedazzled me. As with players who eschew entry into free-agentry out of loyalty to their team, you have those knights who flock to your castle out of loyalty to you, their beloved sovereign. To fill out the ranks of the knights you require to protect your castle and lands, you seek to recruit worthies who win tournaments, lead successful campaigns to conquer other castles, or fulfill (and survive) difficult quests… not counting the Quest for the Holy Grail, for the only knights to survive that ordeal were fit for nothing more strenuous than to live out the remainder of their days as monks, whether they admitted that fact to themselves or not. (A most noble retirement, to be sure, and God forgive me if I have implied otherwise,—but completely inappropriate for fulfilling one’s own security needs.) You recruit your selected worthies by bribery: your daughter’s hand in marriage and, by implication, the chance one day to rule your kingdom after you; the offer to become your official royal consort, with all the rights and privileges this entails; a revenue-rich parcel of land; or the equivalent in cold, hard treasure.

Having no daughters myself, and since my husband King Uriens frowned upon my open use of royal consorts (but discreet bedchamber pursuits were fine by him), this left me the latter two options for recruiting knights: land, or treasure; usually in that order. In baseball the order was reversed—players preferred the lion’s share of their worth to be remunerated in cash, though occasionally they might negotiate a mansion for themselves and family, or a nice Mediterranean villa for their aging mother. To the latter requests I always agreed: ’tis hard to say no to such a noble demonstration of filial loyalty.

“Queen Morgan, did you hear my question?”

By this time, Sandy had raised his voice sufficiently to pierce my muffling spell. I reasoned it must have been a question of immense import for him to have done this, so I dispelled the spell, explained (even though no clause in the Royal Rulebook requires me to explain myself to a subordinate) that I had become lost in thought, and bade him repeat his query.

“I asked whether you use your magic to enhance players’ performances.”

The cheek! The unconscionable, unmitigated cheek!

Once I had realized how ridiculous and suspicious magically boosted players could appear, I swore off such spells,—and for Sandy to have asked me this after I had made my personal promise to him demonstrated such a lack of faith and trust on his part that only one possible response remained:

“Sandy Carter, you impudent ass, you are fired!”





Chapter XX:
The Ogres’ Stadium


THIS TENURE WITHOUT Sandy at my side lasted a solid three months, clear into May, when I hit upon another idea to improve the Knights’ fortunes but craved his advice to bring the idea to fruition. Since all the teams’ manager positions were filled for the season, including the Knights’ fateful hiring of the knowledgeable but ever so dour (and therefore unattractive to me) Ewan McBain to replace Sandy, I chanced upon the latter shuffling through an unemployment queue one day.

A side word, if I may, kind reader, before I recommence my history. As Our Lord Jesu Christ foretold, “the poor you shall always have with you,” so it is even to this day upon the shores of this alien century into which I have been cast. The Church having failed in its sacred duty to minister to the needs of these unfortunates—through no fault of its own, since there exist millions more than the system was ever designed to accommodate—it has fallen upon civil governments to fill the gaps. Hence the phenomenon of the unemployment office, a sad sea of resigned individuals who appear every week to collect their dole. The honest ones make an honest go of attempting to secure whatever work is reported to be available, be it parking cars or mucking toilets; the dishonest nod their way through the compulsory interview, collect the proffered card inscribed with name and number and address of the portajohn company with openings that week, pocket their cash, and depart without a backward glance. The sidewalk outside was white with portajohn cards being scuffed around in a parody of a football game between the folks in the queue.

Amongst this sorry lot I found my Sandy shuffling and scuffling and snuffling along with the rest of his “peers.” I sidled up next to him, ignoring the whistles and leers directed my way, and tried to attract his attention. He gave me an odd, puzzled look, as if he believed I were somebody else, and whispered, “Is it really—you?”

I chuckled. “Of course, you silly adorable lug. Who else?”

Sandy gave his head a slight shake. “I thought you were my—that is, I was just thinking about…” His expression grew frank. “Why are you haunting me?”

I forgave his understandable peevishness, dismissed his strange choice of words (though later wished I hadn’t), and asked him whether he would consider being rehired as my special assistant. The poor dear eagerly said he would, and thus did I welcome him back into my court.

This prompted a veritable riot as men and women clamored round me, begging and pleading for jobs, and cursing me when I refused them. Sandy was a complete daisy through this, bellowing at people to back off and threatening to punch them if they did not. Since I wanted no trouble with the constabulary, being as two or three were demonstrating an interest in the proceedings, I enchanted the minds of the unemployed troublemakers to make Sandy seem as an ogre to them—massive and ugly and terrifying,—and to a man they meekly shrank away. To the bobbies of course I let Sandy appear as a normal if angry man. As soon as the crowd dispersed, so also did Sandy’s anger, and the bobbies resumed their beats, if not the beatings to which they thought they might have been treated.

My grand idea, as I explained to Sandy in the limo as we flew away, after a tender and satisfying reunion that is no one’s business but ours, was this: improve the Knights by improving our farm teams. Better farm teams, I reasoned, must produce better and more cost-effective prospects for the big club, and a better fan base because these dedicated folks tend to buy tickets to watch “their boys” progress all the way up the ranks.

Better farm teams, however, require better ballparks, as I learned when Sandy escorted me to inspect the facilities of the first team on his list, Odiham, a mere forty-five minutes from New Wembley and home of the single-A Odiham Ogres.

On the way to Odiham, Sandy related the team’s history as the first London farm team, established in 2025. Back then, it was deemed most cost-effective to plant the farm club where it could be cheaply overseen. At the time of our visit, threescore years hence, being in such close proximity to the parent club meant Odiham did not draw many fans, but in fine English tradition the team never had been disbanded, even after its fortunes had spiraled into the abyss.

Aloud to Sandy I vowed to change that. I did not ken his cryptic smile until our limo arrived at the Odiham “stadium” (for want of a better term), and I found it to be an utter sty: salacious writings and pictures covered the columns and walls, the car park was no better than a cow pasture, and the entire place—walkways and seating areas alike—writhed ankle-deep in a melded morass of spilt soda, popcorn, peanuts, hot dogs, and cotton candy. One stretch was so bad that I prevailed upon Sandy to carry me across. He gave me a half-mocking look of long-suffering forbearance as he gathered me into his strong arms, but I knew he was enjoying the moment, as was I. Our entourage of reporters cheerfully up-streamed videos of us the whole while.

Populating the sty was a staff that, from the team manager all the way down to the ticket takers, was as surly as any nine real ogres combined. And the players—Holy God, I could have enchanted a herd of hogs and watched them play much better than these men did. From the hoots and howls of the forty-two spectators, it appeared they shared this opinion.
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I brandished the single most effective magical tool in my arsenal, the team checkbook, and set to work.

First on the docket and most important, for no other work could proceed otherwise, was the hosing out of the stadium. And I do mean “hosing” quite literally: fire brigades bringing miles of high-powered hoses, and God knows how many hundreds of thousands of gallons of water—so much so that the Odiham locals jested about gathering gopher wood. Yet it was jesting of the pleasant rather than derisive sort, for after the last truck had pulled away and the last drops had drained, it could not be denied that the place looked shiny and new once again, better than it had in recent memory. Even the graffiti had been scoured off.

Next came the stadium’s parking surfaces, for, I was informed by the facility’s manager—who transformed from a churlish ogre to a personable human being the instant he learned I would be investing in improvements—the fields became as muddy as any true sty in the realm after a typical rain. I witnessed this phenomenon first-hand after the cleansing, for all that sticky, icky spilt soda and popcorn and cotton candy, and the water for sluicing it from the stadium, had to go somewhere. While Sandy and the stadium staff puzzled over what to do with the mess, I ordered it to be paved over once it had dried to a workable state.

Third—and by far the most popular, though the idea was met with the most resistance by the stadium manager—was my decree to institute Free Beer Fridays: a pint of draft to any holder of a valid adult ticket for that same day, presented with picture proof of age, on every Friday the Ogres played at home during the remainder of the season. The beer vendor was obligated to collect the ticket to ensure the same patron did not try to obtain a pint at another vendor’s stand, and these stubs would serve as proof of how many free pints had been distributed so the vendor could collect reimbursement from the team after the game. Naturally such a measure entailed hiring extra security personnel to patrol the stands and deal with the drunken brawls that would break out from time to time amongst spectators during the game; even so, ticket sales soared so dramatically that I did not feel obliged to raise prices to cover the increased overhead costs. Everybody won—the Ogres themselves, most especially, for it becomes an entirely new matter of pride to perform for an audience of fourteen thousand, rather than forty-two.

In fact, Free Beer Fridays was such a rousing success that the practice became adopted at stadiums across Europe, Asia, and most of the Americas, with the notable exception of the Bible Belt of the southeastern United States. Their loss.

What we all—except the Bible-Belters—discovered, however, was that additional funds had to be spent at the ballparks to build onsite jail cells for the most violent drunkards, and drunk tanks for the verbally bellicose ones, and to hire magistrates to be on duty during games for determining which species of drunkard had to be caged where. The request for prisoner facilities to be built at Ogre Stadium came straight from the Lord Mayor of Odiham himself. Yet compared with the annual bumper crop of cash revenues and better players from which to choose for one’s own club or for trading to another, it was but a trivial investment.





Chapter XXI:
The Pilgrims


MY CONCLUDING WORK with regard to restoring the fortunes of the Odiham Ogres lay in disbanding the hogs—I mean, the original players—and sending them off to other teams where they might better continue honing their skills. I inquired of Sandy as to which of the Knights’ farm teams would be best.

“For which players, Boss?”

“All of them.”

“Great Scot! All of them?”

“Am I hearing an echo? Yes, all of them.”

My very special assistant stroked his chin a moment and gave me a cautious look. “All… relocated to the same team?”

I cannot be certain why it seemed as if I was speaking to a wall this particular morning—not the thin, crumbly ones I have watched Sandy punch a fist through, mind, but the six-foot-thick, protect-the-castle-from-invaders sort. Perhaps his wits were befuddled by our all-night… session.

I stifled a sigh as well as the urge to roll my eyes. While not prohibited by the Royal Rules Committee, eye rolling most often appears gauche, droll, or otherwise unattractive; and none of those facial traits are meet for public display by a lady of my breeding and rank. I said:

“La, of course they do not have to all go to the same team, Sandy, you dear chucklewit! Move the pitchers to teams where they can learn their art from good pitching coaches, the infielders to mentor with retired infielders, and so forth. Why, scatter them to the four winds, if that be what is needful!”

“Ah, yes, of course, Boss. Right away, Boss. We can send…” followed by a meandering ramble of which players ought to be shipped where, and why. I did not care to hear these particulars, but since Sandy had demonstrated difficulty in focusing on my request, I let him proceed in his verbal wanderings in the hope that he would recall at least some of it when it came time to issue the reassignments.

As for the other farm teams, Sandy knew my standards, physical as well as economical, and what I wanted to accomplish with regard to team and facility improvements. I sent him on his quest to visit the other clubs with my blessing and a strict admonition to ring me whenever he had any questions about the manner in which to proceed, and to ring me at least once a day with an update of his progress, even if he had no questions.

’Twas an excellent parting for both of us. I confess that our night sessions were beginning to wear on me a trifle, too. Can you blame a lady of more than sixteen hundred winters for not being quite as young as she once was?

Sandy’s last official duty before embarking upon his quest was to advise me regarding which 1A players to pull from the other farm clubs for reconstituting the Ogres. I wheeled and dealed to put together the best team I could, presided proudly over the first Free Beer Friday game featuring the newly minted team playing to a capacity crowd in their newly minted ballpark (the Ogres thrashed the Liverpool Puddles, farm club of the Stirling Bravehearts, 10–2), and pronounced the entire effort “Good”… if a bit lonely.

As satisfying as that victory was, however, I was glad to have the matter of the Odiham Ogres settled so that I could return full attention to my Knights.

They, too, were a newly minted team following the infusion of talent during spring training and the vigorous competition for positions that sparked. Sometimes competition was not the only thing that sparked between players as the stress of the season mounted and tempers soared. As with my knightly retainers in Gore of old, these London Knights ballplayers did not always function together as harmoniously as I might wish, and their win-loss record showed it like a pencil poking taut tissue.

Thus was the case when I returned from Odiham to find my Knights in a nine-game slump heading into an extended road trip throughout France, beginning at Nîmes, home of the Crocodiles and former home of our starting center fielder. I remained true to my promise to Sandy to refrain from magically meddling with the players’ performances, and contented myself with delivering a rousing speech to them inside the team’s steel dragon on the way over, heating up my allure to entice them to play better. Heaven alone knew how much good it would accomplish, but the players appreciated my attentions,—and I, theirs.

I had not set foot in Nîmes since I was a very young bride. Uriens had taken me there after our nuptials—the realm of Gore was about as quiet as it ever got, with relatively few brigands and invaders lurking or plotting to lurk, and Uriens possessed a fair cadre of veteran knights he could trust to look after the kingdom’s affairs in our absence. We took ship to Nîmes and enjoyed the best romp of our lives. Our son Uwaine was conceived on that expedition, and my marriage—and life, in retrospect—was all downhill after that.

So I had stored up a pleasant memory or two of Nîmes, but by now I had sojourned in this century going on a double handful of years and knew better than to expect familiar sights.

Being “The Wise” means I am rarely wrong—and when it occasions that I am, I am loath to admit it. And yet I have never felt so delighted to be wrong, and admit it within the pages of this chronicle, than the day I arrived with the Knights in Nîmes and found it to be nearly untouched by the relentless centuries! Oh, it had its modern amenities—VRTV and flying limos and all the other techie conveniences to which I had become accustomed, and in fine French tradition so many public eating establishments that a patron could not take three steps outside one without stumbling into the next.

On closer inspection of the people, I could see the ultra-mega-modern differences: audio devices concealed within the ears, computing devices strapped to wrists, tinted visors with heads-up video feeds doubling as sunglasses, portable VRTV-like advertising boards being lugged by those paid to bombard the public with these continually switching slogans.

However, a huge—literally—reason for my initial impression lay in the fact that the old Roman amphitheatre, weathered by the intervening millennium and a half, still dominated the cityscape, complete with all its crocodile-and-palm-tree statuary (the latter I always fancied looked more like an up-gushing fountain). Even to this day, all the other Roman structures—baths and barracks and towers and temples—and their far newer counterparts, lap reverently round the amphitheatre like ripples in a pond. When King Alain had ruled here during my first visit, he had staged for Uriens and me a tournament featuring a grand melee of more than a hundred knights, in addition to the one-on-one jousting lists inside the amphitheatre. I can still feel the cold of the stone benches seeping through my thin gown and, like any silly young bride, shifting closer to my husband for warmth, and he indulging this unqueenly behavior by wrapping his strong arm around my shoulders.

To-day only visitors holding tickets for the economy seats are obliged to perch on comfortless stone, or import their own cushions for the event, or pay an arm and half a leg to buy a Nîmes Crocodiles souvenir cushion, or half an arm for the privilege of hiring a frayed, flattened, faded, and forlorn plain one for the duration of the game. These pilgrims are a noisy, cheery lot of all ages and levels of the social spectrum, from the shabbily dressed man escorting his son, who is sporting a crisp Crocodile jersey two sizes too big, for what is clearly, for both of them, a once-in-a-lifetime event, to the shoal of sharply suited businessmen and -women whose merits have earned them an afternoon’s respite from the demands of their trade. To judge by the way these latter folk continued nattering away into their communication devices or swiping fleet fingers across said devices’ screens, solemn-faced even as they inched through the line toward the ticket takers, perhaps their respite was not as long as they might deserve.

Those of my rank—as queen or WBF club owner, take your pick—may enjoy well-appointed luxury boxes as at any other big league stadium, if not quite so well appointed as the boxes at my own New Wembley Ballpark.

En route to the Visiting Owner’s Box, however, I chanced to encounter an altogether different stratum of society. The clear windows of my conveyance gave me full view of many dozens of unfortunate souls who appeared to be scraping out an existence in the amphitheatre’s shadow. The local police had forced them farther away from the stadium; as I passed, I saw more than one beggar offering resistance to the command and being wrestled away in response. I had seen such things in Gore; but in this shiny new century, with all its shiny new opportunities, the tableau struck me as odd. I queried my assistant (not Sandy, who remained occupied with the farm teams) as to whether such things happened near New Wembley, for my private limo possessed darkened windows and its own landing pad inside the complex, so I had never considered what might be happening outside.

“Yes, Boss. Ballpark Security does a fine job on game day keeping ’em away from the ticket holders, so that’s why you’ve never heard about ’em.”

“Have these people no homes? No livelihoods? No gainful employment?”

“Some pocket a few quid to clean up the seats and grounds after games, or to hand out souvenir merch for special promotions. Once in a while, one of the blokes’ll get lucky scalping a dropped ticket. Otherwise, yeah, no gainful employment to speak of.” He paused a moment, scratching his chin. “I’d say they’re better off than the Yanks holed up in those wretched Sanctuary districts of theirs, though.”

It took me a moment to shift from “Yanks” the ballplayers of Connecticut to “Yanks” the generic British term for Americans. “Sanctuary” in this context was a word I had not heard since my days as Campaign Boss—and only in the severest of cautionary tones; as in, never set foot within those chaotic walled borders, upon peril of life. In those days, I had accepted the caution and not given those districts another thought. To-day my mind trod a different path.
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Such things should not be. A kingdom—or ball club, or any other organization of individuals—is only as strong as its weakest subject. In my Gore, the poor were the infirm of body and mind, those physically or mentally incapable of providing for themselves and thus obliged to depend upon the mercy of others, Church or Crown. Here, in Nîmes, London, Washington, and everywhere else in this lunatic century, “lazy” had become an accepted synonym for “infirm.”

I vowed to change that. As a divinely appointed ruler, whose sacred duty lay in protecting her people—even if said duty had been thrust upon her by magical mishap rather than by birth or marriage—I could do no less.





Chapter XXII:
The Crocodiles


THE PILGRIMS—THAT is, those holding tickets for the baseball game—were human beings. Otherwise they would have acted differently. When a battle for territorial rights erupts between boars or bears or wildcats, every other creature in the forest flees for safer environs. However, when fighting broke out between the police and a knot of homeless men, prompting the former to wield their clubs to pound the latter into bloody lumps, the pilgrims pressed forward to improve their view of the proceedings. Doubtless they saw this entertainment as a bonus for their money. Even my driver asked if I wished to stop. There is no accounting for human beings.

The Nîmes Crocodiles, though a new team by baseball standards, having been inducted into the European League a mere score of years ago, compared to London’s sixty-plus and Connecticut’s brace of decades shy of two hundred, had built for themselves a record and reputation as formidable as their reptilian namesake. My Knights, even without entering this four-game stand on a nine-game losing streak, would have a rough go.

I was obliged to keep this opinion to myself, however. On the promenade leading to the luxury boxes, I was astounded to meet Ambrose Hinton, an attractive young lady adorning his side. Ambrose seemed genuinely pleased to see me. After introducing me to his “traveling secretary” (indeed), he and his companion fell into step with me and my entourage. I greeted him cordially, if a shade cautiously, and said:

“What brings you to this corner of France? Surely not just the baseball—though it should be an excellent game.”

“Malory is attending the World Trade Symposium here this week. The speeches were getting a bit stuffy for me, so I snuck out to take in the game.”

“And you brought your secretary with you to record the proceedings so that your wife shan’t miss a thing. My word, how very thoughtful, Ambrose.”

The chit colored, and I even won a slight stammer from her lover: “Lily—she has been doing an excellent job for me lately, and I wished to reward her.”

I could well imagine the sort of “reward” Ambrose had in mind for the woman. I also predicted that Malory would appreciate my keeping an eye on them, at least for a few hours. I said, “Please allow me to reward you both by inviting you to watch the game from my box this afternoon.”

They exchanged a glance before Ambrose conveyed his acceptance, a tad reluctantly. Much goes on inside these luxury boxes that I am certain most ticket-holding pilgrims would pay good coin to see—as compared with wild beasts, who could not care less.

“How could we refuse such a gracious offer, Queen Morgan? We shall be honored and delighted to join you.”

“Queen Morgan?” asked Lily.

“A long story,” said Ambrose. “Call it a nickname.”

With that, we entered the box and settled in for the game.

Ambrose and I soon resumed our old tradition of wagering on the game, and not just upon the final score. To make things interesting, we placed modest (by our standards) wagers on everything from the number of blown calls to broken-bat hits. If I had been able to bring the full force of my concentration to bear, I would have cleaned Ambrose out long before the seventh-inning stretch. As it was, by maintaining a light conversational banter with him and his paramour, I missed enough correct predictions to keep Ambrose thinking he had a chance to win our little game.

Prey is no fun if it believes it cannot escape its fate.

The Knights eked out a ninth-inning comeback to defeat the Crocodiles by one run, even as I eked out a victory in the betting pools over Ambrose. He and I made plans for Game Two before I excused myself to join my team.

Game Two was, in a word, disastrous: for me, financially, as well as for the team. In the second inning, Shane Edgars, our starting pitcher, cranked off a fastball that the batter returned straight up the middle. Edgars had no time to bring up his glove. The ball struck his head and knocked him cold. By the time the team physicians had got him up off the mound and moving again—twenty minutes later, and much to everyone’s relief—the rest of the Knights’ spirits had turned cold, too, and they played like it,—so much so that I was tempted to give them a generous heaping of magical assistance. But whenever I began forming a spell to make a ball take a fortuitous hop, or let it soar a bit longer off the bat, or summon wind to push a foul ball fair, I saw in my mind’s eye Sandy’s disapproving frown, and I desisted.

There you have it. In all my life, no one, not even my dear Accolon, had ever exerted such influence over me, and Sandy was not even present.

With a day off between games Two and Three, and with word that their fallen teammate (whom I had been obliged to airlift to London) would recover fully, the Knights fared better on the defensive side, committing no errors and even turning a triple play in the sixth. But the well of their hitting—which I had taken such pains to improve in the preseason—was still abysmally dry, and they lost 1–0.

With regard to our wagers, Ambrose thought he had me trapped down that well with no way out. I let him think whatever he wished. I was done with leaving things to chance.





Chapter XXIII:
Restoration of the Team


SATURDAY NOON, THE day of Game Four, I shared luncheon with Ambrose, sans paramour. She had been such a fixture up till now that her absence piqued my curiosity.

“How fares your fair Lily?”

I had not thought such an innocuous query would have touched a nerve, but his brow darkened like a thunderhead. “Resting,” he grumbled. “For the remainder of the day… and night.”

Of a sudden I understood. Mistress Lily had grown so weary of Ambrose’s baseball sessions with me that the benefits of his company could no longer compensate. I smiled, for this was welcome news, and said:

“Then I pray she enjoys a pleasant rest. As for you and me, I propose that we make our game doubly interesting by doubling the stakes.”

He laughed heartily and long. When at last he could catch a breath, he said, “You do realize you owe me millions, don’t you?”

“My collateral is my team. If you win, the Knights are yours.”

“Or you win double what I’ve won from you.” He stroked his clean-shaven chin and gave me a hard stare with those cold gray eyes of his. “Something tells me I should cash in my chips and walk away now, while I can.”

“And yet the gamesman in you will not, for who can walk away from the chance to own a world-class ball club?”

By the cant of his eyebrows, I knew I had scored a hit even before he grinned and said, “It’s on!”

After Ambrose and I parted ways until we should meet at the game later that evening, I returned to my hotel suite to discover another welcome surprise: Sandy had arranged his tour of Knights farm clubs to include a visit to the Brittany Spaniels and was waiting to deliver his report to me in person.

Ah, sweet reader, never have I been so pleased to see anyone! Or to touch anyone, or kiss anyone, or—forgive me; I outpace myself.

I dismissed my staff until game time, bade Sandy hang out the “Ne Disturbez Pas, S’il Vous Plaît” sign, and we wasted no further time getting down to… business. Team business, too, once the business of our reunion was concluded to our deep and mutual, albeit temporary, satisfaction.

He had been parted from me not even a fortnight, and in that time I did not realize how much I had come to miss every facet of him, even unto his habit of talking at great length and breadth of detail regarding all matters baseball. It was like turning on a VRTV transmitter and watching the array of images stream into my brain, except with words:

“The Spaniels’ pitching staff is respectable; they’ve one closer in particular that I want to have Stan take a look at. They’re thin on outfielders, though. Any batter who grabs hold of a pitch will get a triple for sure, if not a homer. That’s exactly what their old nemesis, the Mont Saint-Michel Monsters, did to them in the first game I watched. Wasn’t pretty. Not pretty at all. I chewed their butts good afterward, and that put some hustle back in their bustle. In the next game, the shortstop snagged a line shot that I—and probably everyone else at the park—thought was sailing up the middle for a hit. Come to think of it, I need to bring that player to Stan’s attention, too. Ballpark facilities are getting a bit old; seats will need replacing in the next couple of years, but the place is otherwise clean and in decent condition. Attendance is good, so revenues are up, thanks to local VRTV advertising and a mail-in offer to get a rebate for the price of the third ticket with valid proof of purchase of all three, because who can remember to mail it, anyway?”

Dear Sandy. I stood beneath the fountain of his words, soaking them in and drinking my fill, restoring my soul.

The nearby church bell tolling vespers reminded me that I needed to set my plan into motion to ensure my Knights played extra hard during this, their fourth game against the Crocodiles. Lady Godiva of legend attracted attention curtained by her hair, perched atop the back of a horse; I prefer a mink coat and a limo. My challenge to the Knights in the visiting team locker room prior to the first pitch was simple: he who played best would win the prize concealed by the mink after the game.

I wish I had invented that ploy a lot earlier.

Ambrose was already ensconced in the Visiting Owner’s Box when Sandy and I arrived (slightly late on account of my having to conjure something a trifle more substantial so that I could shed the mink; it was, after all, June in the south of France), his binoculars trained upon God only knew what, and mumbling. I stepped closer to him, turned to imitate his angle, and raised my own field glasses. I could have used magic to bring the farthest reaches of the ballpark into focus, but learned long ago that was a quick way to draw suspicion upon myself.

As near as I could tell, Ambrose had to be scrutinizing the Crocodiles’ starting pitcher, who was throwing more wild pitches than a ship trapped on a stormy sea. I do not know what Ambrose was hoping to accomplish—he had no magical powers of which I was aware, and the syllables he was muttering sounded less like enchantments and more like half-formed epithets. I smiled to no one in particular.

The Crocodiles’ pitcher, the lefty who had demolished my Knights in Game Two, did settle down somewhat as the game got under way and managed to strike out the first two batters in the lineup. But that was all he got; D-Rock Skimmer was patient and drew a walk, and Duke Southmarch, my catcher, batting cleanup, clocked one into the left-field seats for the first two runs. With dozens of cameras floating and whizzing everywhere, the audience throughout the amphitheatre was treated to a gigantic-screen close-up shot as fans pushed and lunged over one another to snag the homer. The man who wrested the ball away from the other fans gave it to a boy sitting beside him. I sent Sandy to find the lad and give him a dugout pass so he could get his treasure autographed afterward. Some intelligent camera operator caught this excited exchange in close-up for the crowd, too, which in turn prompted a close-up of me—not the best image, with the safety glass in the way, but I smiled and waved none the less. A queen always smiles and waves; the masses love it. Ambrose, as a true (if retired) politician, being ever mindful of how he appears on camera, banished his scowl for a toothsome grin until the red light stopped flashing at us.

On the heels of that two-out rally, the rest of the Knights’ bats heated up nicely, even through three pitching changes. At one point, Sandy shot me a silent question regarding whether I was using magic on the players again; I shook my head, too delighted with the players’ improved hitting performances to take offense. The dry well of their past hitless innings had burst forth.

Kasef Ali, my starting pitcher, held the Crocodiles scoreless—though not hitless—through six innings when the bull pen took over. The relief men allowed three runs; but by this point it did not matter, for the Knights were already up by nine, six of the runs having been produced in the fourth inning alone. In innings seven, eight, and nine they added six more,—and I could have toppled Ambrose with a feather and sent him home in a wicker basket. To say my Knights had beaten the spread would be a gross understatement.

By game’s end, I was hard-pressed to choose one player upon whom to bestow my promised reward. So I did what any fair-minded team owner would have done: I selected an offensive MVP (catcher Duke Southmarch at five-for-six and four RBIs, including the first two of the game) and a defensive MVP (second baseman Dennis MacDougal at eight putouts and three assists), and invited them both into my dark-windowed limo for the promised private after-party.

Sandy understood; he was such a daisy.

This tremendous blow to Ambrose’s ego and fortune, I later learned, caused him to begin plotting against me in earnest. I suppose I should have expected it of him. At the time, however, I was having far too much fun to care.





Chapter XXIV:
A Rival Player


MY KNIGHTS AND I returned to London in such triumph that one would have thought we already had won the World Tournament, and it was only mid-June. Well-wishers lined the streets in the hope of scoring from their favorite player an autograph or merely a smile, the media published account after colorful account of the Game Four trouncing of the Crocodiles, and excitement—and expectations—ran dizzyingly high. Such as it is with sports fanatics across the globe, in baseball or football or jousting or any other sport of any century you wish to examine: show a few sparks of greatness, feed the flames of hope with a victory or two, and they waft the whole pile into a blaze of epic proportions.

And yet I was not one to complain; as the Knights’ renown rose in everyone’s eyes, so did my own reputation.

After a quartet of days to rest, regroup, and retune throwing-arms and bats, the Knights prepared to host three games versus the Asian League Georgia Dragons. Officially, the team is called the Tbilisi Dragons, on account of their home ballpark being located just outside Georgia’s capital city; but since one needs to hail from that corner of the world in order to have inherited all the facial muscles needful for pronouncing “Tbilisi”—along with the rest of their language, which is almost as vowel-deprived as the Welsh tongue—the accommodating Georgians have permitted the “Georgia Dragons” moniker to enter into common baseball usage. Thank God.

Although the Dragons belong to the Asian League rather than the European League, Knights-Dragons baseball contests are a treat to watch, especially during the seventh-inning interlude when the mascots have a jaunty go at each other. I always find the London-Tbilisi clash somewhat ironic, the formidable Saint George being the patron of Georgia—and Denmark, and Russia, as well as my beloved Britain. The old boy certainly got around; I would not have been surprised to learn of him warding a tribal nation in Africa and a Polynesian archipelago, in the bargain. By all accounts, he had possessed the prowess to do so. Too bad the ancients had already named the constellations by the time George arrived on the scene, or he would have been honored with a namesake in the heavens, too. A dragon is no easy beast to conquer, and said conquest lives on in folk memory for a long time. Sir Launcelot slew a dragon, too… but everyone knows he was no saint, and why. Those sorts of conquests live even longer in memory than dragon-slayings.

This year’s Georgia Dragons came prepared for a to-the-death fight,—or as near to it as baseball gets. The Knights had their hands full defending our turf, dubbed decades ago at the ballpark’s inaugural game as the Castle; but, thanks to their newly awakened bats, they were able to chalk a victory in the first game.

While watching them heap up runs in Game Two, I was pleased to accept a call from someone I had not spoken with in ages.

“Clarice Centralia, as I live and breathe! So delightful to hear from you! You are looking well; I trust all is fine with you and President Malory?”

That pretty blush of hers colored her cheeks. “Thank you, Queen Morgan, but”—the blush disappeared, along with her smile, plowed under worried furrows—“I’m afraid to report that the President has gotten herself into a little trouble.”

“What? Is she ill? Injured?” I could feel my magic gathering force unto itself, ready to lash out at anyone who would dare to harm my friend.

Clarice waved her hands at the screen. “No—no, nothing like that, your Majesty.” She must have seen my face relax, for hers did the same. She drew a breath and continued, “The President will need your assistance and wisdom on account of something that happened during the recent free-trade symposium in Nîmes. She had meant to speak with you before you left the city, but her schedule didn’t have any openings.”

As replies went, that one was singularly unhelpful, and I told her as much. “What sort of assistance will President Malory require? Can you not give me any details? Will I need to prepare any special… preparations?” I had been about to say “enchantments” when I recalled the line was not secure.

Clarice shook her head. “When you have a moment, you can do a Net search on President Hinton’s Nîmes interview. I’m only authorized to say that she’ll be in London in two days and wishes to discuss the matter with you privately at that time.”

Two days meant… “Then please tell her she is welcome to join me in my box here at New Wembley. I will remove all cameras and people, and ensure that our privacy is maintained. Her bodyguards may establish posts outside the box; there is but one way in and out, and the viewing-glass is shatterproof transparent aluminium, so they should not object to this venue.”

Clarice nodded once. “I’ll make the arrangements. And… Queen Morgan?”

“Yes, Clarice?”

“It’s great to see you too!”

“Thank you, my dear. Let us hope we may renew our acquaintance face-to-face very soon.”

“Yes, your Majesty!”

Her bubbly giggle as she was ringing off was drowned by a disappointed shout by the crowd. I missed the live play because of Clarice’s call but caught the replay: Southmarch had hit a towering fly off a fastball to right-center that looked as if it was going to drop into the first row for a homer; but the Dragons’ star center fielder raced over, bounded straight up the wall, and snagged the ball before it could reach the fans. His landing was not as amazing as his takeoff, but it mattered naught, for he kept tight hold of the ball even as he rolled to his feet. After the out was called, he tossed it into the stands, for that ended the inning. He waved and tipped his cap to the crowd as he jogged toward the dugout, then replaced the cap with a cocky tilt.

If I did not know better, I would have sworn the fielder had received magical help.

“Did you see that, Boss?” Forgetting his place, Sandy jostled my arm. I glared at him. “Sorry. But did you see that?”

“Yes. So?”

“So—he’s amazing! We need to get him for the team!”

“Do we, now?”

“Well, yes! We can use an outstanding center fielder like that—he’s way better than Marchand. We’ll have to hurry; the trade deadline is coming up.”

I did not respond, for it chanced that the player was the first up to bat. After watching a strike that caught the corner of the plate low and inside, and whiffing the second pitch so hard I fancied I could hear the swoosh, he fouled off four more pitches before taking a full swing to send the ball dribbling halfway down the third-base line. It went into the books as a single only because my pitcher couldn’t field it in time to make the play. Impressive… not. While standing on the bag, the batter gave an exaggerated bow to a contingent of Dragons fans sitting along the first-base line. Clearly this man was a legend in his own mind, and yet his followers devoured his attentions as if he were the only feast in town.

“See, he’s a good hitter, too,” Sandy chirped under the influence of this player’s enchantment. “The Knights need him!”

“Indeed? And how much would the trade cost us?”

The fact that Sandy did not hesitate spoke volumes about how much thought he already had invested in the matter. “A hundred thirty thousand pounds, a closer… and Southmarch.”

“Let me tell you, Sandy Carter, what I have observed of this player for two games now. His batting has been average—with no extra bases and no steals—and his vaunted fielding skills appear to be mere showmanship.” To say nothing of the fact that the man needed a mutton shank tied to his leg so his dog would play with him, but I remained silent on that point, knowing how Sandy felt about such matters. “The Knights do not need a player who is all show and no substance. I will not rip out their heart—which is what we would be doing in trading away our best and most popular player—just to acquire an appendage.” A glass-shatteringly ugly one, at that.

Sandy’s face crumpled like a soiled tissue. I deduced that he had already spoken to the other side, which he confirmed in response to my query with a mournful nod.

“So, you don’t want Grigori under any circumstances, Boss?” I again confirmed that I did not. “Then I quit!”

“You cannot. You are under contract.”

“Fine. Then fire me. It won’t be the first time.”

“The Dragons have offered you a job.”

“Yes—and for a lot more money and a lot less grief than you give me!”

“Grief? Is that how you view our relationship? Naught but grief?”

“No, of course not, but—”

“Indeed. Then how do you view it?”

He rolled his eyes. “You know how I feel about you—privately, that is. I just don’t appreciate my judgment being questioned on the job all the time. Believe it or not, Boss, I do want what’s best for the team, and I do know what the team needs; but I can’t deliver it to you under these conditions—it’s like I’m bound and gagged. I can’t operate like that. Either free me to do my job for the Knights or free me to do it elsewhere.” His gaze turned soft and sad. “Please.”

Oh, God, he used that magic word on me—me, mistress of magic, and I stood helpless to resist its effect. The rage that had built within my breast throughout his speech seeped from me like helium from a balloon, leaving the skin inflated but with no volition to rise from the floor. Quietly I said:

“Very well, Sandy Carter, if your job means more to you than I do, then you are fired.”

Again.

Alas.
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Chapter XXV:
A Competitive Examination


IN THE PAUSE between the bottom of the sixth and top of the seventh, while the groundskeepers dragged the base path, and freshened the baselines and batter’s box, and while I tried to shake off the dolor following Sandy’s departure, the Dragons and Knights mascots dashed onto the infield for their little show, which consisted of running in circles around each other, occasionally coming close enough for Sir George (so named at the team’s inception) to poke the dragon with his blunted sword, or the dragon to score a hit with limb or tail. An added attraction was the flame-throwing apparatus concealed within the head of the dragon’s costume, the operation of which drew the requisite oohs from the crowd, though I stood ready with a quenching spell in the event of a mishap. To the mascots’ credit, I did not need to employ it.

Home-field advantage dictated that Sir George win—reversed whenever the Knights played at Tbilisi—which he did after he and the dragon collided, locked arms, tumbled to the ground, and tussled about in mock mortal combat for a good three minutes, accompanied by the ballpark’s organ and the crowd chanting, “George, George, George!”—the rhythm and pitch escalating as the contest peaked to its inevitable conclusion.

None of it lifted my spirits a fingernail’s thickness.

As the game was getting back under way, I received another call, this time from a member of President Malory’s bodyguard detail confirming her visit to New Wembley and pumping me for security details. Annoyed and wanting to get back to watching my Knights, I told him to send a contingent in advance of the President’s arrival to meet with my chief of ballpark security. That I did not even contemplate zapping him for the annoyance bears proof of how low I felt.

After ringing off with him, I phoned the chief to give him the heads-up. I also texted the board members to inform them of a mandatory emergency meeting immediately after the game regarding the replacement of Sandy Carter. When one member had the audacity to text me back stating that replacing my personal assistant did not constitute a team emergency, I fired him, too, in a text that went to the entire board. No one else replied, and everyone—sans the fired one—arrived at my box for the meeting.

The Knights, by the by, won 11–5. Grigori, the player over whom Sandy and I had experienced our most recent falling-out, ended the night at one-for-four batting and no RBIs, and he recorded four putouts. With as much emphasis as I had put on hitting of late, I felt justified in my stance not to acquire the overpriced, overblown center fielder.

The board, while not pleased about another of Sandy’s departures, saw my point. Either that or they did not wish to risk their necks on the block, since I already had proven I was in a mood to chop.

“Madame, did you have someone in mind as Mr. Carter’s replacement?”

Indeed I did. It is a fine thing in this business called baseball to be surrounded by experts,—but only up to a point. Their knowledge balloons them to the bursting point, and they begin to adopt airs and assumptions to which they are not entitled, the end result being exactly what had happened between me and Sandy: conflict and chaos. What I needed was someone to assist me, not someone to run the team for me. As Queen of Gore I had my pick of princesses and princes, scions of client kings, with whom to populate my court. These young women and men were, if not precisely my peers, close enough to me in rank that I could trust their behavior and decisions. Dash it all, I missed having royalty round me. I said:

“I want Prince Peter.”

You would have thought by their beet-faced, purse-lipped, goggle-eyed reactions that I had ensorcelled them. Much more of that display, and I would earnestly begin to consider it.

“I am most serious, ladies and gentlemen. Prince Peter is a staunch Knights fan: he never misses a home game and attends a fair number of our away games. He has already completed his compulsory military service, and his other royal duties—Children’s Hospital Patron and that sort of thing—are flexible enough to make it feasible.” Plus, he was a bachelor, with the face of a god and the body to match, and languishing between romances, if the tabloid-zines could be believed; being third in line for the throne tends to reduce the urgency for a more stable lifestyle.

One woman had the balls to say, “He’d never go for being your assistant. And even if he did, his father wouldn’t. Prince Peter is royalty, for God’s sake!”

Dear Lord, the crosses I must bear with these dimwitted people. I said: “So he’s royalty. So, with royalty, titles are everything. Call him ‘Patron of the Knights Baseball Club’ and be done with it. As patron he would be required to work very closely with the owner of the Knights, would he not?”

That prompted a round of affirmative murmurs and nods, before a board member chimed in with, “What about the Devonshire Devils manager? He has done very well there for several years and is quite worthy of a promotion to the front office.”

Other “worthies” in the opinion of the board, once their tongues and brains shook themselves loose to rattle about in their heads, included six other managers, a batting coach, and three pitching coaches working for farm clubs across the landscape,—and not a single drop of blue blood among the lot.

Being queen means always getting one’s way, and in the end, the board had to bow to my wish to invite Prince Peter to become Patron of the Knights, which he accepted with the grace and speed of a leopard on the hunt.

I must admit in retrospect the move was an unequivocal disaster. It did carry the singular advantage of my being invited to the über-posh Royal Box; but the sex was only fair, and Prince Peter’s public entourage, which included a cloud of hopeful young women, and ever so many photographers hoping to film him with anybody in a compromising pose, was an annoyance of imperial proportions.

They do not make royalty like they used to.

One cannot offer a title to a royal and then yank it back again, so I allowed the office of Patron of the Knights to be a symbolic one; that was the sad tack to which the British monarchy had for centuries been accustomed, and so Prince Peter experienced no difficulties with the transition. In fact, I believe he rather enjoyed it, to judge by the giggles and other noises emanating from the Royal Box whenever I walked past.

Engaging a responsibility-free Patron of the Knights left me one personal assistant short, however, so I took a deep breath, banished my anger, and proposed to the board that they do whatever it took to get Sandy back, even if it meant giving him the GM job and shuffling everyone else thither and yon accordingly. They were not best pleased by this development but acceded to my request. I suspect they knew as well as I did that given the on-again-off-again nature of my relationship with Sandy, it would take quite a sweet pot to lure this bee back to the hive… and its queen.
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Chapter XXVI:
The President in the Newspaper


WITH THE PRESIDENT’S visit looming on my calendar, and with the rest of the day as clear as it ever gets (aside from the standing breakfast meeting with the GM, and a long luncheon scheduled with the Knights’ brand-new patron), I employed Clarice’s advice and called up a Net search using the keywords “President Hinton” and “Nîmes”. This combination yielded me over a million results in 0.0023 seconds, the most relevant of which being four hundred thirty-two newspaper articles bearing such headlines as:

 

American President Unsympathetic to Homeless Plight

 

And the even more damning:

 

President Hinton Despises Homeless

 

Oh, my. Clarice’s declaration of Malory’s “little trouble” had been an utter understatement. I read on:

 

Associated Press, Nîmes, France, 10 June 2085. US President Malory Beckham Hinton flew her true colours to-day in commenting upon the violence that broke out between local constables and a dozen homeless people living beside the amphitheatre: “They brought it on themselves in being too lazy to hold proper jobs.”

It had been a routine operation to clear the streets for the safety of ticket holders prior to the Crocodiles-Knights game. Investigation continues to determine why these dozen men had resisted being moved, resulting in the death of one and injuries to seven others…

 

That was merely the beginning of the Times’ newspaper account—the Times of London, that is, in case you number among the America-centric readers who believe I refer to the newspaper published in New York. And please forgive my habit of using the archaic term “newspaper,” since the day’s news is no longer printed on flattened, dried tree pulp for mass production, a form of communication Sir Boss had tried to introduce during my century with middling success. I had seen his newspapers and was not impressed. As curiosities, they were amusing enough and would suffice for villagers, if they could afford to part with the tuppence a sheet The Boss had charged. But for castle folk, newspapers would not do at all. Give me a choice between hearing the tale of a deed told by the dashing knight who performed it, imbued with all the excitement and glory of the original event, or reading a dry, bland accounting of that same deed on dry, bland parchment, and I shall take the knight any day… or night.

The other million hits uncovered by my search of course were a million fold worse, attacking the President with all manner of rude speech and derisive caricatures and mean-spirited jests, and for what purpose, really? To give vent to their petty jealousies, and to plump their vanities into believing that some other body in the world gives a fig for their silly opinions, when in reality the only opinions anyone ever cares about are one’s own.

Opinions are like derrieres: everybody has one, and there exists an excellent reason why people must keep theirs covered except during the brief daily interludes when having to flush what comes out. And people’s opinions waft just as much stench.

If this is the result of the exercise of “free speech,” then you may keep it with my full blessing—for all the good that will do you—because in the end, you always receive exactly that for which you have paid.

The laughable-to-the-point-of-tears irony was that the President had been correct in her assessment; I had borne witness to the incident, too, and there had not been one infirm man in the lot, at least physically. Since they had chosen to pick a fight with armed authorities, an argument could be made in favor of their possible mental infirmity,—but that argument can be applied to all testosterone-poisoned men. Therefore, the particular men in question could not have possessed any valid reason for their situation other than sheer laziness magnified by their violent refusal to walk a few steps out of the way of the baseball crowd.

So Malory had been crucified in print for an honest observation—an observation that, because of the high-profile nature of her political position, she should have kept to herself but for some unfathomable reason did not. Said reason did not matter, though I could guess it readily enough: she was at her core a product of her privileged upbringing and could no sooner act in a manner contrary to that upbringing (no matter how much she was advised to hide it) than a turtle could shed its shell.

Of course, she had tried to undo the damage wrought by that handful of truth by publishing apologies and explanations and clarifications until she must have turned blue. And of course, none of it had helped.

In my era, no one would have ever thought twice about the statement she had made: life was brutal by cause of wars, famines, plagues, thefts, late frosts, early snows, too much rain, too little rain, and every other trial and tribulation God in His loving mercy chose to dispense; everyone of every rank and station knew this, accepted it as immutable fact, and either worked hard to overcome their sundry obstacles, or died; and if they died, they possessed the grace to die quietly and uncomplainingly, not while bemoaning their entitlement to a better earthly fate by the mere fact of their existence. But since this was not my era, I saw that I had by necessity to come to the aid of my distressed friend and repair her reputation.

It sounded so simple. I never foresaw how very challenging that process would prove to be.





Chapter XXVII:
The President and the Queen Travel Cognito


TRUE TO HER word, President Malory arrived at New Wembley Ballpark right on schedule. At least, I was fairly certain that the woman emerging from the dark limo on my private landing pad, shrouded in a dark suit, dark hat, and dark glasses, encircled by dark-suited, dark-bespectacled guards, was Malory. She hugged me as if she knew me, and that was identification enough. She said:

“Morgan, how lovely to see you again. It’s been too long.”

It had been only a few months, but I agreed with her sentiment. I had missed her, too, and told her so. “Would you like a tour of the ballpark before we settle in for business?”

She shook her head. “Another time, please. My security detail advises me to keep my head down as much as possible for the present.”

That response saddened me more than you might suppose. By this time, I had assimilated enough of the American speech patterns to understand that in her mind, the act of “keeping one’s head down” meant to be cautious of potential dangers; wise advice given the maelstrom of controversy swirling around her. However, in my experience, which numbered decades inhabiting the sixth century compared to the handful of years I had spent till now in the twenty-first, to “keep one’s head down” means unconditional submission, such as a peasant must display in the presence of a noble, or else suffer injurious consequences; and my sixth-century mind equates “submission” with “defeat.” And defeat for a leader of Malory’s eminence was tragic beyond imagining.

For the sake of her well-being—emotional as well as physical—I was glad that my limo’s landing pad featured a private route to my box. Inside the corridor, Malory slipped off her hat and glasses and handed them to a guard; but we walked in silence, and her tension did not begin to dissipate until we had entered my box, just the two of us, as I had promised her via Clarice.

Malory looked old, far older than the passage of half a year should have produced. Her hair, though neatly styled, was drab and dull and streaked with much more gray than I remembered. Worry lines marred her face. If the circles beneath her eyes had been any darker, she would have resembled a masked robber. Her carriage, once so proudly erect, seemed bowed nearly to the breaking point. I wanted to cry for her but refrained; not only was it against the rules of queenship, even privately, but I suspected she would not have appreciated the outburst.

I debated whether to cast a spell to help her feel better or offer tea. I selected the latter and rang my staff for a pot; enchantments for enhancing one’s personal appearance do not last long unless the enchantee so wishes, and I knew that would not happen for Malory until she had had a chance to talk.

To bide the time, I chose a different conversational tack:

“I suppose you heard about my besting Ambrose at wagering on the Knights’ games in Nîmes?”

Her laugh was short and mirthless. “That was quite a pile you won.”

My heart lurched. “That will not cause financial hardship for you, will it?”

“No. That money is all his, from his mining interests and whatnot. Serves him right for being such a fool with his wagering.”

I felt it prudent to keep my agreement to myself. It is not politic to denounce someone else’s spouse, even among friends, and even when they themselves are doing a fair bit of denouncing.

The tea arrived, steaming and aromatic, and it seemed to refresh Malory somewhat. She spent several minutes inhaling the vapors curling above her cup before saying:

“I don’t know why I said what I said in Nîmes. That was so stupid of me.”

“The remark may have been ill-advised, but it was honest at its core. I have no patience for able-bodied, able-minded people who choose to beggar themselves, either.”

“But you’re smart enough to keep that opinion to yourself.”

“Perhaps merely lucky. I did not learn until that trip that New Wembley also has homeless people living in its shadow. If I had known—but enough about me and about what you said. As I tell my team all the time: the past is past; the game goes on. What you said cannot be undone, magically or otherwise, but it can be covered over in peoples’ minds.”

“How? By magic?”

Malory looked so hopeful at that suggestion I wanted to laugh but, for her sake, I did not.

“Possibly, yes. But I was thinking more of something you might do. Actions always prove more meaningful and effective in the long term.”

“Do—do what, exactly?”

Lord God, give me patience; I had no clue she would be this dull!

“Do you despise the homeless as those headlines suggest?”

“No!”

“Do you care about their plight?”

“Yes, of course!”

“Good. Then don’t tell them; show them. Walk among them, ladle soup for them, give them your cloak and tunic, lay on hands and heal them, whatever it is you of this century do to demonstrate compassion for the less fortunate.”

She seemed so taken with this idea that she smiled—perhaps the first smile in days, to judge by the way her face seemed so reluctant to bend into that shape that I could almost hear the muscles groaning in protest. At length they obeyed, and the overall result was a definite improvement.

“A compassion tour—that’s it! New York, Seattle, LA, Chicago, Dallas, New Orleans, Miami, DC of course, and any others that would be appropriate. Let the people see for themselves that I care about them, really and truly care! I’ll have Clarice clear my schedule and begin making the arrangements at once. And you’ll come with me, Morgan.”

Even though she softened it with a, “Won’t you, please?” I knew a royal command when I heard one, and yet coming from Malory, I did not mind it. While we talked, I had been keeping enough of an eye on the baseball game to know that my Knights were well on their way to another victory and could do without my presence for a while.

I had grown to understand how much value (too much) these twenty-first century masses place on appearances, and how much value (way too much) politicians place on the opinions of the masses. It should not be so, and yet it is—and it solidified in my mind another reason to help Malory become President for Life; as such, she would not have to care one dried, bug-riddled fig for what the masses thought. Why, the events of this day alone had demonstrated to me how damaging it can be to one’s rule if one remains enslaved by the whims of one’s subjects. I doubted whether Malory had accomplished any important duties for her government during the days since falling afoul of the broadcasters and bloggers in Nîmes.

The termination of that tyranny of a sudden seemed as worthy a cause as any I had ever known, and I counted it a special honor and sacred duty to help bring it to pass.





Chapter XXVIII:
Drilling the President


WE SPENT FOUR days, Malory and I, whipping her flying dragon from city to city across the length and breadth of the land of the free, stopping at intervals to descend from the clouds and visit the not-so-free, who were shackled invisibly but inevitably by the limitations imposed by their abject poverty. The President made a brave go, offering a kind word here and a sympathetic touch there, but something seemed lacking. In spite of all the careful choreography and orchestration, and Malory’s evident eagerness and sincerity, her actions were doing little to resuscitate her flat-lined approval rating.

New York, Dallas, LA, Seattle, Chicago, New Orleans, Miami: the place mattered not. President Malory would land, be ushered to the pre-selected shelter, soup kitchen, orphanage, or free clinic, spend an hour or two making beds, slopping soup into bowls, dandling children in her lap, or helping nurses administer vaccines—having copious photos and videos taken all the while at each locale—smile, wave, pronounce God’s blessing upon the throng, climb back into the dragon, and whisk her way skyward; and once airborne, she would wonder why she had not made an impact.

Her handlers, I observed for these four days, relentlessly drilled Malory regarding her outward appearance: hair, clothing, accessories, and makeup neat but not extravagant; voice soft and soothing; gait not casual but not brisk; gaze tender; demeanor as humble as humanly possible for the Leader of the Free World.

Therein lay the problem, I realized midway through the fourth day. During a stop scheduled for fueling the dragon on our way back to DC, I took Malory aside and said:

“You have spent four days trying to be someone else. Strike that—as a politician, you have spent your entire career trying to be someone else. Do you even know how to be yourself?”

Panic dominated her countenance. “What are you talking about? My PR staff, through countless hours of study and research, has determined the image I need to project to maximize my popularity, and that is what I have been doing all this time.”

“Have you, now? And how is that working out for you?”

I knew very well the answer to that question, and I had a feeling so did she; I was testing whether she was willing to admit her failing to another.

The droop of her chin was my answer. A moment later, her chin rebounded, and defiance flashed from her gaze. “What would you suggest?”

“Emphasis on appearances is fine as far as it goes, but at its heart, it is not reflective of reality. A given combination of dress and demeanor may fool some—and has, no doubt, for the masses are easily duped by appearances, in my century as well as yours—but you must know that your appearance cannot carry much weight unless it conveys who you truly are. Every king and queen knows this fact without being told, and you, Malory Beckham Hinton, are as much a queen at heart as I am. And a queen always should be perceived as a queen: nothing more, and absolutely nothing less.”

Several moments passed before she said:

“‘This above all, to thine own self be true,’ then.”

I gave her a quizzical look.

“Shakespeare,” she replied. “An English playwright and poet, perhaps the most influential of all time. He lived a thousand years after you and five hundred years before me.”

“He has the right of it. You cannot pretend to be one of the masses if you were not born and trained in their company, any more than a fish can sprout wings and fly. The fish can appear to fly for a span, but before it takes a breath, it must return to its native seas. And when it does, all the true-born birds point their wingtips at it and laugh at its presumption and folly.”

“And that is what you take my efforts for these past several days, presumption and folly?”

It was dangerous terrain; I knew I had to tread with extreme care. “Presumption, most certainly not. I perceive your efforts stem from pure”—if self-serving, though I kept that remark to myself, for everyone who wields power is self-serving to some extent, myself included—“intentions, and so, I believe, do most of your other observers. What your efforts lack is a sense of spontaneity.”

“Why would spontaneity be so important to people?”

I dredged an example from my experience, one I had not thought about in many a year. “At my castle, in my—other life, Sunday was the usual day for giving alms, which I always did with no complaint and a fair measure of generosity. Once, however, on a Thursday as it transpired, I chanced upon a starving waif with no parents or godparents in sight. I was in a mood that day to take him in, feed him, clothe him, shoe him, and shelter him in my royal household. Which act, do you think, made the deeper impression upon my court: the customary or the unexpected?”

Realization dawned between Malory’s upraised eyebrows. After we climbed back inside the dragon, for it had drunk its fill and was ready to resume flight, she bade one of her staff to relinquish his chair in front of his monitor. She sat and switched the image from the SNN broadcast to an aerial representation of Greater Metropolitan Washington, overlaid with text identifying each street and building.

Malory studied the image for several minutes, occasionally clicking through to read the extended description of a selected site or region, zooming in, zooming out, shifting the map this way and that, all without comment, question, or the solicitation of advice from anyone. Finally she pulled out her phone and sent the following message to her pilot:

“Land me in Sanctuary.”

Goodness gracious me, I never had seen such a volatile eruption of protests—even among the Round Table knights when some hardy soul had announced his (utterly foolish and fatal, in all cases save one) intention to assay the Siege Perilous—as I did that moment from every woman and man of President Malory’s staff. One would have thought she had commanded to be dropped into a war zone headfirst and sans chute.

Malory would not hear any arguments regarding her personal safety and security; when set upon a course, she could be as stubborn as a herd of asses, all seated and braced, each one as impossible to move as the last.

Sanctuary districts occupied outlying sectors of most American cities, established several administrations ago to contain their homeless populations. The grand idea had been to get these people off the streets, shelter them, educate them, feed and clothe them, find them jobs, and reintegrate them into productive society. Due to poor planning and inadequate funding, however, the districts degenerated into anarchy, necessitating the construction of castle-like walls to protect the rest of the cities’ residents, workers, and visitors. Being walled out of sight had made a bad problem grow worse. I recalled reports I had heard every now and again of armed police battalions attempting to enter DC’s Sanctuary to establish order; inevitably, they would be forced to either withdraw or impose the peace of the grave.

No one had ever ordered the latter option… up till now.





Chapter XXIX:
The Smallpox Hut


WHILE HER GUARDS were finalizing the details, I drew Malory aside.

“Slaughtering people—are you mad? If your ridiculously squeamish public hears of this—”

“They won’t. I approved the measure to be employed only as the very last resort. My security staff never would have let me go in otherwise. Besides”—here her voice dropped to a whisper—“there will be no need to slaughter anyone, for you are going to protect us, yes?”

I was less concerned with her implication that I cast a magical warding spell—such enchantments are quite effective and not difficult—than I was with her use of the word “us.” On occasion, I have been forced (by my dear brother, among others) to occupy castles under siege, and I did visit the battlefield on the Salisbury Plain but only after I knew the fighting had concluded. I do not as a rule walk blithely into hot combat zones, magic or no magic.

“And, by ‘us,’ you mean…”

“My security detail, of course. I will need you there, too, in case we encounter something unexpected.”

I nodded my acquiescence. However, “Are you certain this is a wise decision, President Malory? What if something should go wrong? My arts can solve many problems, but resurrection of the dead has never numbered among my skill set.”

She bared her teeth in a most un-Presidential grin. “Might I remind the esteemed Ms. Hanks that she was the one who advised me to be spontaneous?”

“So noted—but only if Madame President in turn acknowledges that I said ‘spontaneous,’ not ‘stupid.’”

“Acknowledged. I’m counting on you to remind me of the difference.”

In truth I would not have left Malory’s side even to obtain the Thirteen Treasures of Britain.

The President’s silver dragon alighted on a weedy field of a size and shape vaguely familiar to me. I did not recognize it for what it was until we emerged from the beast and my toe scuffed against a hard, oblong lump half-buried in the grass. Closer inspection revealed it to be the rubber from an old pitcher’s mound. Heaven knew how long the field had lain in disuse. The bags and backstop were gone, as were the infield and base paths, and the only evidence of the out-of-play fences was a handful of metal posts canted at mournful angles, ragged scraps of fence wire still attached, monuments to their struggle to remain on duty. A copse of trees, by their heights and girths at least two decades old, partially concealed a lone section of metal audience seating along what once was the first-base line, trunks and dirt-caked aluminium twisted into a testament to nature’s perseverance and inevitable triumph.

To say the field was deserted would be to say boiling water is hot. But it was no ordinary abandonment; the total enveloping silence suggested even the birds and insects were gone. Probably this was due to the dragon’s landing. I hoped so. While the guards fanned out, Malory and I stood without speaking, each turning a slow circle to take in—and make some sense of—her surroundings, as if we believed that to utter words might break some ancient warding spell and bring upon us unwanted attention. I chose not to pry into the workings of the President’s mind, but I confess thoughts of that ilk were coursing through my brain.

A narrow house—by this century’s standards, more hut than house—lay beyond what once had been center field. Being the closest habitation, the President set course for it, striding resolutely as if it were the destination of the most important mission of her life. Perhaps for her it was.

The hut was in as bad a condition as the ball-field: encircled by a moat of weeds and saplings, its roof caved in places, every window either cracked or broken, and loose sheets of siding creaking indifferently in the sporadic breeze. A knock on the rusty door produced no sound of either welcome or rejection. It was not locked.

When Malory would have entered, her guards insisted we both stay outside while they investigated. Our compliance pacified them. Sidearms at the ready, two men entered, while two remained with us. A fetid stench burst from the open door so palpable I could taste it. Everyone grimaced; the two investigating guards visibly steeled themselves and forged into the gloom. Muffled footfalls and muted talking marked their passage throughout the dwelling.

I knew the stench; I needed no guard to report the discovery of two corpses and two others, ravaged by the same disease, who would transition to that state soon. And I knew there was nothing I could do to reverse the disease’s march.

“They are beyond saving?” asked Malory, and the guards nodded. “Then we must comfort them as best we may.” When the President started for the door, her men blocked her way. She crossed her arms and leveled a frank look at them. “I have had every vaccination known to Man, and several more besides. These people can be no threat to me. Ms. Hanks, your inoculations are current, too, are they not?”

Since I had cast a spell of immunization over every person in the party the instant the death-stench had hit my nostrils, my nod was not precisely a lie.

The stalemate between Malory and her guards was pierced by a long wail. She shouldered past them, and so did I. Just inside the door we found a woman sitting on the bare floor, swaying and keening and cradling to her breast the body of a smaller, much younger woman, probably a daughter. As we watched, helpless in our uncertainty, the mother’s strength failed, and she collapsed over the still form, sobbing.

Malory rushed forward, knelt, and hugged the woman. I cringed despite our immunities; the failing afternoon light filtering through the ragged window coverings revealed the merciless signature of pox upon every body in the house: the woman, her newly dead daughter, a man, and a girl.

“Sweet Jesu, have mercy,” I murmured.

The woman raised her head. Her face was red and swollen from the disease and from her sobs. “No mercy here…”

“What happened?” Malory asked.
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“No mercy here…”



 

 


“The Doglords took everything!”

I furrowed my brow, trying to puzzle her meaning. “Druglords?”

“They were that, at first. But over time their power spread everywhere in Sanctuary: drugs, food, property, prostitutes, down to the very dogs…” She blew a derisive sound between pursed lips. “That, for the Doglords! They wanted my sweet daughters, but my grown sons fought them and were taken. Probably to the Big House. I don’t know whether they are alive—part of me hopes they are, but part of me wishes they are free at last of this hellish place.” Malory winced to hear “Sanctuary” equated with “hell;” only by my decades of self-discipline did I not do likewise. “The Doglords only left the rest of us alone when they realized we’ve got smallpox. Perhaps it’s God’s mercy at work, after all.”

Malory asked me to find water for the woman. As I set about my quest, I pondered the hideous injustices that had contributed to this family’s woes, not the least of which being the fate of the sons for trying to defend their sisters. And I pondered the marvel that I had even recognized the injustices at all; the ancient me would not have expended the effort to care.

The water was easy to find, flowing reasonably clear from the kitchen tap, but drinking vessels were another issue altogether. These “Doglords” had stripped this abode down to its very roots. I cupped my hands beneath the stream and brought it to the woman as best I could. She sucked it gladly, greedily, and far too fast: it touched off a coughing fit that left her weak and wheezing. Malory, bracing the woman’s shoulders and stroking her hair, said, “Good mother, soon we shall take you to a hospital where you will receive much better care than we can render here. And we will learn the fate of your sons, and bring you word.”

“What of my beloved daughters and husband?”

“We shall see to them, as well. You have my word.”

I noted that Malory did not employ her title to lend weight to her vow, nor was it required. Her sincere assurance was enough for the afflicted woman, and her countenance relaxed as she lay back onto the floor. Malory’s guards, who had followed us inside and had borne witness to all that had transpired within the hut, were already snapping orders into their headsets for the implementation of the President’s will.

Of a sudden the guards went silent and alert, like bird dogs on point. An eyeblink later, they were hustling us outside and back into the dragon, clearly responding to a reported threat. Neither Malory nor I resisted them. Only when we were aboard and the beast safely aloft did we learn that fire had broken out within a nearby tenement building.

Malory ordered that we continue to circle Sanctuary and monitor the situation, and I cast a warding spell over the woman we had left behind and any of her family who might still be alive.





Chapter XXX:
The Tragedy of the Big House


AVIDLY WE WATCHED the screens as events unfolded, switching between the dragon’s camera views, satellite images, and the SNN broadcast. Normally the event would have passed unremarked, but because SNN reporters had learned that Malory had been in the vicinity, the world’s eyes had turned upon humble—in the sick woman’s estimation, “hellish”—Sanctuary.

From our altitude, it appeared as if someone had poured Greek fire upon an anthill. The largest building of the district was engulfed in flames, spouting great gouts whenever another window exploded; the fires were now surging to consume other buildings, and people were rushing everywhere in a mad dance. Zooming in on specific sites revealed another chilling fact: some people were fleeing, while the rest were pursuing them, brandishing weapons. Occasionally a mob would overcome a fugitive, subdue him, and string him—or her—up in the nearest tree, leaving the victim dangling and kicking against the advancing flames. A flock of dragons were dumping water on the blazes but had yet to make any appreciable headway. Against this grim montage ran the SNN commentary in a serene female voice:

“President Malory Beckham Hinton to-day ordered Cavalry One to make an unscheduled landing inside Sanctuary, the one-point-eight-square-mile walled-off district reserved for the homeless people of Washington, DC; but she and her escort were obliged to leave suddenly when Sanctuary’s largest tenement, colloquially referred to as ‘The Big House,’ burst into flames. Cavalry One is circling the region at a safe altitude. It is unknown what prompted President Hinton’s visit, or why a military medical helicopter has been dispatched to a house in the fire’s path by her personal orders; the President is unavailable for comment. One patient, identity and condition undetermined, was observed being removed from the house, along with three body bags.” Cut to a live view of the dragonling ascending. “The helicopter’s destination is the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland.

“Early reports indicate the fire and resulting riot were started by three residents”—here flashed the photos of young men bearing a strong resemblance to the woman Malory and I had tried to help—“who claim to have been abducted and tortured by other residents identified only as ‘The Doglords.’” God alone knew whom they resembled; the faces displayed in these images had been charred beyond recognition. Around them, several people had gathered to laugh, dance, and spit upon the corpses. “As you can see by the reactions, resentment toward the Doglords apparently has been brewing for quite some time, and other residents are hunting down and dispatching their oppressors’ underlings.” Cue images of the hanged in all their grisly detail. “Casualty figures already number in the dozens and likely will climb higher until the fires are quenched. The arsonists have eluded capture, but the overwhelming sentiment among survivors has been unabashed gratitude.”

The face of a scruffy older man lurched into view. He said: “Arsonists, hell and damnation! Those boys should get medals for standing up to the Doglords and ending their unholy tyranny. But that ain’t enough, not by a long shot. These walls have to go! We’re not criminals—well, most of us, anyway. The Doglords were criminals of the vilest sort. The rest of us, we’re just down on our luck because nobody wants to give us a chance. The walls make everybody forget about us! Madame President, are you listening? Help us! Don’t forget about us!”

She was listening, and she would not forget; I could see it in the intensity of her gaze and the set to her jaw.

The President’s PR chief had denied all requests for interviews while working to craft a statement for Malory to broadcast. I said:

“Do not make public statements or grant interviews as the President yet. Continue being yourself awhile. What would you, not as the President, but as Malory Beckham Hinton, do now?”

“I would go to Walter Reed and find out what’s happened to that woman. I would also offer amnesty to her sons and reunite them with their mother.”

I approved. I sensed she needed the affirmation, as new as she was to the concept of behaving in a manner true to her inborn nature rather than attempting to project a “perfect,” phony façade that duped only those who were too stupid to discern otherwise, or too apathetic to notice—which amounted to a solid ninety-five per cent of her constituents; still, phoniness is never a sound policy in the long term, because it implies a character disorder of the deepest magnitude.

Malory’s thirty-second broadcast offered no explanations for her unscheduled visit to Sanctuary or for the amnesty she announced for the three fugitive arsonists, if they would surrender themselves to authorities to be brought to the hospital. This micro-speech set the SNN heads to buzzing with endless speculations about what the President was doing and why. I am not certain Malory herself could have explained it if asked; but acting as her full queenly self, she was nothing short of magnificent.

Outside the hospital a battalion of reporters was awaiting the arrival of Cavalry One. From their ranks, in an attempt to minimize disruptions within the hospital due to the President’s presence, one journalistic team was selected to accompany the President inside, along with myself and Malory’s guards: Alison Forester, the vibrant young blonde who had broken the SNN story, and her cameraman, Adam Bard. Together we learned that the Sanctuary woman’s name was Mary Annis, she was being treated in the Intensive Care Unit, and—as Malory and I had suspected from the start—she was dying.

ICU rules permitted one visitor at the patient’s bedside. By tacit agreement that visitor was Malory. The rest of us kept vigil from behind the glass. Adam recorded several images of tears sliding down Malory’s cheeks, and nobody present could doubt they were real. What words Malory and Mary exchanged we could not hear over the cheeping and beeping and whirring and purring of the machines, and out of respect I did not eavesdrop by magic. I discerned pleas from the afflicted woman, and Malory’s solemn nod of assent, followed by palpable gratitude from the former, though to what Malory had agreed I had no idea. When Mary’s sons arrived some hours later, when it was almost too late, Malory swiftly relinquished her post to them. All three piled into the tiny space around the bed and between the machines, rules be damned.

The reunion was tearful and far too brief, but Mary died with a smile on her lips and the reflection of her sons’ faces in her eyes, and for that I was immeasurably glad.

When the hospital staff began asking the brothers questions regarding the burial arrangements for their parents and sisters, another reporter—whom I had not seen until that moment—said:

“Let me help.”

“Who are you?” Malory asked.

“Marco Markson of the Washington Times, Madame President. I was covering the Sanctuary story on the inside when the Annis brothers approached me for help. They’d heard about your amnesty offer but didn’t know who else to trust.”

Malory turned a withering gaze upon the trio. “You three violated the terms of my offer.”

“We know, Madame President, and we’re very sorry,” said the oldest brother, “but people working for the Doglords often went about dressed as police, with fake badges and everything. That was one way they intimidated us into doing their bidding. Another way was…” He pointed to his grotesquely bruised and cut face; heaven alone knew what injuries were concealed beneath his tattered clothing.

Malory shook her head. “I had no idea.” She banished her reverie and addressed the brothers again. “Tell me what happened inside the Big House. How did you escape? Was the fire accidental?”

Again the oldest replied. “No, ma’am, it wasn’t an accident. The Doglords were going to kill us, see, as an example, because we’d dared to stand up to them and protect—and protect our—”

Here his countenance broke, and he covered his face with his hands. As his shoulders betrayed his silent sobs beneath the gentle hand of the middle brother, the youngest chimed in with: “The Doglords wanted to turn our sisters into prostitutes, and we wouldn’t let them. So we fought them, but there were too many. They took us to the Big House to work us over some more, for days and days. You don’t want to know what they did. Well, you can see some of it, I’m sure—still. It was terrible. They were going to kill us to-day, but Donny, there”—he pointed a nod toward the oldest—“noticed some greasy rags on the floor near where they made us kneel. He begged cigarettes for the three of us as a last request. Once our guard lit them for us, and we got to puffin’ on ’em real good, he couldn’t stand all the smoke, so he stepped out of the room for some air. We spat those things onto the papers and rags so fast they’d have made your head spin! And the trash lit up fast, too—foom!”

Donny, having regained his composure, nodded. “We used the flames to sear off our bonds.” All three brothers held up wrists bearing rope burns and scorch marks. “With all the trash laying about—everywhere you stepped, just about—it didn’t take long for the rest of the building to catch. We escaped in the confusion of the smoke and panic.”

Malory asked, “And these so-called Doglords—did you kill them?”

“We didn’t help them escape the burning building,” Donny offered.

The brothers exchanged a look before the middle one spoke: “Name’s Johnny, ma’am. Donny and Lonny have spoken the truth, but not all of it. The hand-to-God truth is that we knew which apartment was theirs, got to it while nobody was looking before the alarm got pulled, and blocked them in. From the fourteenth floor, it was either die in the fire or die from the fall. They must’ve chosen the fire.”

“So you are self-confessed murderers as well as arsonists,” said Malory.

“Ma’am,” began Johnny, “if somebody had tried to turn your sweet little sisters into sex slaves, can you please look me in the eye and tell me you wouldn’t have done the very same thing we did?”

The two locked gazes for a long while before Malory said, “If the truth be known, I probably would have taken similar measures under those awful circumstances. I can tell you one thing, however: to-day I have learned first-hand how deplorable are the conditions within Sanctuary, and you have my vow that I will make it right. I’m not sure how yet, but I promise this problem will get fixed permanently, and for the benefit—and betterment—of all Sanctuary residents across the nation. Furthermore, Johnny Annis, Donny Annis, and Lonny Annis, I exonerate you three of all wrongdoings in this incident. You may leave this place under no fear of arrest or prosecution, and I shall personally assist you in making arrangements for the honorable burial of your dead.” She extended her hand, and Johnny grasped it and pumped vigorously. His brothers did likewise and with no less enthusiasm.

Adam’s camera recorded every word and gesture save one: the unabashed admiration glistening in Marco Markson’s eyes.





Chapter XXXI:
Marco


AS THE BROTHERS Annis took their leave to make the final preparations for their parents and sisters, Malory turned to Marco Markson and said:

“You told me you wanted to help. What did you have in mind?”

The reporter chuckled. “I thought I might need to act as their spokesman, being as they had come to me for help, terrified out of their wits. Obviously that turned out not to be the case.”

“Indeed. Now you have a story to file. After you have done so, might you still be interested in lending a hand?”

“Of course, Madame President, whatever you require.”

“Good. Meet me outside after you’ve uploaded your story.”

He gave a short bow and hastened away.

We removed our media sideshow from the hospital halls—much to the collective relief of the medical personnel—to join the larger circus on the grounds. By this time all manner of broadcast vehicles, receiver dishes, and other equipment had appeared, along with a considerable crowd, not one in a hundred holding press passes. The instant Malory appeared on the threshold, the volley of questions began:

“Madame President, who were those men and what’s their relationship to you? Why did you exonerate them?”

“Madame President, what are your plans for Sanctuary?”

“Madame President, why did you visit Sanctuary—the first President ever to do so since its inception?”

“Madame President, what’s your opinion on how Congress is handling the Obamacare legislation overhaul? What’s the timetable for closing the trade deficit? Balancing the budget? Colonizing Mars?” This salvo had been launched by reporters hoping to catch Malory in a chatty mood. She ignored them and said:

“The American people deserve to see how much their President cares for their situations, no matter how dire. I chose to visit Sanctuary over the protests of my security staff because I had heard—but had never seen, nor had any President before me—how badly the situation had deteriorated from decades of underfunding and, frankly, neglect. I did not create the problem that is Sanctuary, but I shoulder full responsibility for solving it. I shall disclose my plans to you all at the public memorial service to be held on the Mall on Friday for the Annis family and all those who perished in Sanctuary to-day.” By this time Marco had finished his errand and, at Malory’s beckoning, mounted the steps to join us. “This event will be free and open to the public, Sanctuary residents included. The committee making all the arrangements will be co-chaired by my former Campaign Boss and owner of the London Knights baseball team, Morganna Hanks, and Washington Times reporter Marco Markson.”

Marco blanched to the point I thought he might faint. I propped him with an emergency restorative spell. I did not blanch; monarchs are forbidden this luxury under Rule Four. The only actions we are permitted in such circumstances are smiling and waving, which I did, employing that savior of the royal arm, the micro-wave, along with its indispensable face-saving companion, the micro-smile.

Waiting for us beside Cavalry One was Senator Dan Dowley of Delaware, poster boy for the archetypical fat-cat career RepuDem politician, who had spent no insignificant amount of time eyeing Malory’s job. He had done his level best to unseat her in the primaries the year before,—and probably would now be occupying the Oval Office if not for my influencing Congress to pass the presidential third-term legislation so Malory could run again. The fact that she had defeated Dowley by an enormous landslide to win the nomination was no small source of satisfaction to Malory and me, and no small source of irritation to Senator Dowley. He said, oozing charm but with his dagger-gaze aimed at Malory:

“I see you’ve drummed up a bit of press for yourself to-day, Madame President. Congratulations. Your approval rating has climbed clear up to twenty-three.”

She did not dignify the insult with a response; in point of fact, her rating now stood at seventy-three, a staffer had informed her within my hearing after the media event had concluded. Instead she favored Senator Dowley with a beatific smile and said:

“All the public is invited to the memorial, even the esteemed senator from Delaware. He is welcome to the podium during the event, too.”

His eyebrows would have disappeared had he been sporting any hair with which to hide them. As it was, they looked like wooly-bear caterpillars traversing a flesh-colored bowling ball while foretelling the worst winter in human memory. “Ah, that is most kind of the President. Don’t think I won’t.”

Her smile turned cryptic. “Senator Dowley, I am counting on it.” She refused to elaborate and ascended into the bowels of her dragon named Cavalry One without further comment, leaving the Esteemed Senator resembling a carp, his lips opening and closing and opening and closing in his confusion. Finally he gathered his dignity about him like a threadbare cloak, marshaled his staff, and stalked off.

I realized in that moment that I had rubbed off on Malory at last and could not have felt any prouder of her. And I could scarcely wait for the memorial and whatever plans she was intending to reveal at that time—even though Marco and I had been charged to move heaven, earth, and hell to bring this event to fruition in a mere three days.





Chapter XXXII:
Dowley’s Humiliation


BETWEEN MARCO’S CONTACTS and knowledge of the region, my magical resources, and Malory’s staff and extra-deep pockets, we forged an effort worthy of Our Lord Himself. He had to feed only five thousand; we were expecting upward of a million.

We engaged every available catering company in the area and dozens more from adjacent states, barbecue being the theme. Within thirty-six hours, the Mall had sprouted hundreds of charcoal smokers, forcing Congress to declare a mini-recess because they could not concentrate on business while distracted by the pervasive aroma of roasting meats—not that Congress ever got much accomplished on a good day as a general rule without my influence; but it provided them a convenient excuse. We rounded up every portajohn in captivity and went hunting in the field for more,—and we fenced off the Lincoln Memorial, Reflecting Pool, and Washington Monument as a precaution. We planted thousands of trash cans of every size, shape, and description. We ordered the three closest fire stations to be on high alert and notified several others, as well as the hospitals. We drafted a platoon of physicians and medics to examine Sanctuary residents beforehand and to be available on the venue grounds. We mobilized extra shuttles, airborne as well as ground crawlers, to improve traffic flow; a futile hope, as anyone familiar with DC commuting knows, but award us points for trying. We trucked in amusement rides. We—specifically Marco, possessing more knowledge of such matters—hired several musical bands to perform throughout the day. After hearing them practice the day before the memorial, I was not certain they were any better than my unlamented court musicians, but everyone else seemed pleased with Marco’s choices, and I had no better to offer, so I let the matter drop without loss of life or limb. Malory ordered the local National Guard units to supplement the park police patrols—including the aforementioned memorial, pool, and monument—and to man the security checkpoints. I established spells to ensure perfect weather conditions.

We did not arrange to offer free beer. Those who desired that particular libation could buy a ticket to the Federals game (versus the Montana Monarchs, and if you do not know by now which team to whom I would lend my cheers, then shame on you for not paying attention) scheduled to start later that evening. We desired to be generous but not stupid.

On the morning of the memorial, Malory ordered Sanctuary’s solid-steel gates to be dismantled and trucked off for recycling. Even though she had not yet announced her plans for the district and its residents, the gates’ removal demonstrated there would be no going back. After salivating over the same enticing smells that had derailed Congress for two days, the Sanctuary denizens streamed en masse toward the Mall to claim their free feast; not one person strayed to make mischief elsewhere. That reason had loomed large in selecting barbecue as the menu’s centerpiece—the tactic had worked to precision in my castle, whence I appropriated the idea.

Thus, literally as well as figuratively, the stage was set.

The only weather spell I needed to employ, as it happened—being of its own accord a fine, cloudless day in late June with a high temperature that behaved itself for once and did not creep over the ninety-degree mark—was to dial down the humidity to ensure that eighty-eight degrees did not feel like a hundred and eight. That was the theory. In practice, a million people jostled together in such close proximity made the temperature feel as if it were two hundred and sixteen. The water stations we had established throughout the venue were well attended and required refilling several times before the day’s festivities had concluded.

“Festivities” is a relative term. Malory being a politician, and politicians being beings who lack the genetic coding to resist the opportunity to address a million constituents in person, established a schedule of events that began with emotional tributes to the Annis family and the other victims of Sanctuary’s fires and riots, and then alternated between a band set and a political speech, with Malory’s husband Ambrose given the honor of making the tribute speech and introducing the other speakers, and reserving for herself the final speech; in between paraded the rankest—I mean highest-ranking—senators and representatives, mostly Malory’s allies. The end result, to the surprise of no one, was that people engorged themselves on the copious—if not sumptuous by the standards of my court kitchen—free fare, enjoying their favorite music and chatting among themselves while the politicians rambled ad nauseam about the grand and glorious Things they were accomplishing for The Great State (or Commonwealth) of Great-State-or-Commonwealth-Name and for This Great Nation, bald-faced lies every one, and everyone knew it, because Congressfolk excel at speaking but are not so keen on doing; but no one seemed to mind—or care.

And the Yankee Sir Boss had the grand audacity to label my caste “useless.” If he could see his own country to-day, and the duly elected and sworn rulers thereof, he would learn an entirely new definition of the word.

As the afternoon waned, the food and beverage stations emptied, and the portajohns filled—though the crowd had not dissipated by as much as one infant—and it became Senator Dowley’s turn to speak. I took special care not to display any outward signs of nervousness, such displays being prohibited under queenship Rules One and Four, though inwardly I allowed myself the luxury to cringe. A chance glance at Malory told me she was exerting similar self-control, and who knew better than she the political damage Dowley had inflicted upon her, especially as the most recent contest for the RepuDem Presidential nomination had drawn to its verbally bloody close? Why she had chosen to gift him this opportunity to undercut her publicly yet again, I could not fathom—nor could I deter her from her course; recall, if you will, that ass-herd of which I earlier wrote. Those animals have nothing whatsoever on this formidable woman.

After Ambrose introduced Dowley as “the esteemed senior senator from Delaware,” the man ascended to the podium with studied languor, smiling and nodding in response to the polite smattering of applause. He thanked his introducer, Malory as the event’s host, Marco and me as the organizers, and then cast a warm mantle of thanks over the million-strong crowd as if tucking them in on a winter’s night. More polite applause.

“For it is clear to me, my friends, by your presence here that you care deeply about the tragedy that befell Sanctuary earlier this week, and you care just as deeply about the survivors’ futures.” Another lie; the people had come for the free food and drink and entertainment, or as an excuse to call in “sick” to their workplaces for a day—and any folks who might protest this assessment to my face are only fooling themselves.

This amounted to most of the crowd, to judge by the much louder applause that soon gave rise to chants of “Sanctuary!” and “Hell-o, it must go!”

Dowley let the crowd go on in this fashion for several minutes. Finally he held up both hands, which quieted them a decibel or two, and said:

“I agree. Sanctuary is a failed solution to a perennial thorny problem, and it must go, but it will take considerable funds and resources. And what has your President chosen to do in response? Spend millions of your hard-earned dollars to throw this huge party as a PR stunt to boost her flagging image—”

“No!”

That was me, fuming,—and standing in flagrant violation of the queenship rules. I did not care. What was the Royal Rules Committee going to do about it? Haunt me?

Dowley glared at me. “Have you something to add, Ms. Hanks?”

“Indeed I do, Senator.” I flounced to the podium and pitched my voice for the crowd without relying upon the amplifying device. Such technological wonders are known to cease operations without warning at the most inopportune moment—usually attributed to some ancient and ever so busy man named Murphy, though I have never met him, and I know of no one else who has—and I was not about to take chances. “Senator Dowley is mistaken on two important counts. Number one, the cost of this event did not number in the ‘millions’ of dollars as he claims. The final amount, thanks to the generous donations of many caterers and bands”—I permitted the crowd a few moments’ unrestricted cheering—“came to one million, four hundred thirty-two thousand, eight hundred sixty-four dollars and forty-two cents.”

“Ms. Hanks,” purred Senator Dowley, “surely you’ve forgotten to factor in wages for the day’s work provided by police, fire-fighters, physicians, military, and other service personnel. That ought to push the cost well over the three-million-dollar mark.”

“I have not forgotten, Senator. These valuable people would have received the same wage regardless of whether they had performed their duties here at the Mall, or inside an office building or hospital, or at some emergency site, or even had they chosen to take a personal day off to come here instead. Therefore, it is specious to include their wages as part of an objection to the cost of this event.”

That deflated him a notch or two, I noted with pleasure. When I would have continued, Malory rose. I yielded the podium to her. She thanked me and said:

“The second point upon which Senator Dowley is mistaken is the source of the one-point-four million dollars. I tell you here and now as God is my witness that not one dime of US taxpayer money was used to fund this event. I invite Senator Dowley, his Congressional colleagues, and every one of you to examine the GAO records at length and to your own satisfaction. Some of the money was contributed by Morganna Hanks and matched out of the general fund of the London Knights World Baseball Federation franchise. The remainder was funded out of my private investment accounts. If the esteemed senator could have managed for once in his career to set aside his acrimony long enough to work with me on this project, rather than continuing to function as the vortex of political gridlock and expending all his energy attempting to tear down his perceived opposition, he never would have made these mistaken assumptions.”

It was a broken-bat hit, and Dowley, lacking the balls to disagree, was the bat.





Chapter XXXIII:
Twenty-first Century Political Economy


MALORY ORDERED THE live entertainment to resume, much to the obvious preference of the crowd; and a speechless (likely for the first time in his political life) Dowley stepped down from the platform. Malory ordered Dowley to join her backstage. Deflated but determined not to show it, he complied. The three of us repaired to a private table laden with the fare of the day. We sat and gratefully fell to, for it had been a long week and an even longer day. Conversation was sparse, awkward, and inconsequential until Malory laid down her fork, nailed Dowley with her gaze, and said:

“Dan, you know you had that coming, what with all the verbal shots you’ve been taking at me of late. It has to stop. We’re in the same party, for God’s sake. All this sniping is bad form.”

“If I discontinue my opposition tactics and support you, what’s in it for me?”

The cheeky bastard! I would have racked him on the spot.

Malory said, “Why, the ’88 Presidential nomination, of course.”

This, of course, would be for naught if Malory became President for Life. Promises made by twenty-first-century politicians were rarely kept; how anything of import ever got accomplished in this hellish climate of false hope being strung along by true deceit lay far beyond my ken.

Senator Dowley had no way of knowing our plans. He grinned, no doubt envisioning all the years he would be working in the Oval Office after Malory vacated it. He said:

“President Hinton, you have yourself a deal. Until then, I pledge to support you in any way I can.” His promise was as hollow as Malory’s had been. Malory must have sensed it, too, for her nod was abbreviated with reserve.

I had seen this phenomenon play out many a time between powerful opponents, even King Arthur and Sir Launcelot. One bests the other in combat and the other vows to become the one’s staunchest supporter for life—or until a woman or some other cause splits them asunder, whichever comes first.

While Malory and Dowley chatted about plans and programs, and I feigned interest, my thoughts traveled a different track. There is a lot to be said in favor of declaring war over a coveted piece of real estate. The victor wins the right to execute the loser and the loser’s retainers, and he does not have to worry about who might continue to covet the throne, for no one is left alive for the coveting. Arthur chose not to exercise this right but instead allowed Mordred latitude to broaden his own power base, and look what that choice bought everyone: civil war, the destruction of the Round Table, the fall of Camelot, and the deaths of himself and Mordred and thousands of their knights and retainers. Had I stayed in the past, I would have been left to muddle through as best I could in the wake of the resulting chaos—would muddle through, if I could yet find a way to escape this century and return to my rightful time.

I needed no mind-reading spell to tell me that Dan Dowley, like Mordred before him, was maneuvering to build his power base. Even had he not implied it by agreeing to Malory’s offer of the Presidential nomination, that agenda was reflected in every bill he backed, every vote he cast, every favor he granted to every citizen and business concern in his Great State. At least Dowley was honest enough to allow his intentions to be discerned; the dishonest politicians were those who claimed they had no interest in the land’s highest office whatsoever. The fact is that everyone believes he can do a better job than the incumbent; I imagine even you, my savvy reader, have entertained such fantasies now and then.

It fortified in my mind the necessity of influencing Congress to impose term limits upon itself in perpetuity. It was an issue that was brought up and bantered about once a generation or so and never acted upon: for Congress to enact said legislation would be like a child taking candy away from itself.

And yet that was the best way short of execution to ensure the covetous politicians did not grow too powerful. It also carried the potential to permit more beneficial programs and laws to be enacted, for Congressmen—and -women—would have a finite time in which to accomplish their goals. I did not hold hope of this latter benefit coming to pass; I had operated among Congressfolk long enough to realize they derived much comfort from engaging in their little political tugs-of-war, thus perpetuating the status quo, for engendering change was risky and terrifying, and not one in half a thousand possessed the anatomy necessary to usher it into being.

The most effective remedy would be to rack Dowley and his six-hundred-plus federal colleagues and start over with a fresh, term-limited set. Yet should I ever suggest this idea to Malory, I would be obliged to substitute the word “sack” for “rack”; more is the pity.





Chapter XXXIV:
Slavery as a Career


AFTER BEING PRIMPED and pruffied by her handlers, and looking exceedingly well following her repast and productive chat with Dowley, Malory was ready to take the podium for her grand announcement. The band finished its song, received its accolades, took its bows, and launched into the traditional fanfare to introduce the President. I watched from the wings as Malory marched across the stage, feeling as nervous as a mother eagle who knows her fledgling can fly and will fly but cannot quell the gut-butterflies none the less.

Marco stood beside me in his capacity as reporter rather than event organizer, tapping his story into his wrist device.

The afternoon had muted into a glorious sundown, all oranges and reds and yellows, with traces of royal purple clouds here and there. I could not have conjured a more majestic weather effect myself. The crowd had dwindled by the number of those who had chosen to pursue free beer at the Federals ballgame, which is to say several thousand, but they were not missed. The remaining crowd resembled a starry sky as thousands of pinprick lights winked on and off, on and off in the hope of capturing the President’s image to post on their Net pages, Twit feeds, and all that rot. Malory smiled at her people and said:

“My fellow Americans, God bless you all and thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules to show your support and concern for the Sanctuary residents who suffered a terrible tragedy this week.” Applause. “This week’s events proved that Sanctuary was not the solution my predecessors had hoped it would be. To that end, I have dismantled Sanctuary’s gates and provided free medical care to its former residents so they will not cause health issues as they reintegrate into society. Across the nation, all the Sanctuaries’ walls will be removed over the course of the coming weeks, their ruined buildings razed, and the land reborn—in short, Sanctuary is no more!” Lots of applause and cheers; several minutes’ worth. Those in the audience not already standing rose, clapping madly.

Malory continued, “However, one cannot simply set a person free who has known no other life and possesses no other skills than those necessary for bleak survival, and command him or her to go forth and be productive in society without providing the means to do so.” Applause and murmurs of agreement. “Therefore, this is my proposal for the former residents of all Sanctuary districts and anyone else fallen upon hard times:

“The federal government shall relocate these individuals to government-owned farms, provide shelters, tools, seed, feed, and livestock, and train them to be self-sufficient. Any surplus produce shall be collected for the purpose of paying back the program’s startup costs.”

During the thunder-crack applause that followed, I heard a half-gasp, half-hiccup from Marco. I glanced at him questioningly. He whispered:

“This all sounds fine, well, and good in theory, but the government doesn’t own any farms. Can you imagine the price tag of acquiring enough arable land, transporting the people, building houses and barns and sheds and corrals and fences and roads and other infrastructure, supplying the tools and seed and livestock, and providing the means of feeding every person and animal until the community can become self-sufficient? The payback period would be insane! If ever…”

Marco froze, and his gaze turned distant. Meanwhile Malory was announcing her newly forged alliance with Senator Dan Dowley. At her beckoning, Dowley stepped from the wings accompanied by Ambrose, and together they accepted Malory’s challenge to work out the details of this ambitious plan—most importantly, the funding aspects, for even Malory acknowledged the cost was going to be huge—and make it become reality.

I slid a glance at what Marco was writing and saw the following headline:

 

President Hinton Turns Federal System into Feudal System

 

I did not need to read further, although I did. I better than any person in this century knew he had the right of it. These people would never settle their debt to their overlords, because in the capricious nature of an agrarian lifestyle there would always be some crisis resulting in crop failure or livestock plague, and the subsequent necessity of turning to their overlords for yet more protection and relief. The twist upon the system with which I had the most experience was that, in this culture of many freedoms, including the freedom from religion, these twenty-first-century peasants would not be required to surrender a tithe of their goods to the Church—with forty thousand sects in operation from sea to shining sea, only the Lord God Himself could have made an equitable choice as to which Church should be the benefactor, and He remains mum on the subject.

It was a good proposal: the homeless would win by being provided homes and livelihoods, and their overlords would win by solving this problem and by generating a new revenue source. However, I could tell from the grim set of Marco’s expression that he was not going to put such a positive spin upon the President’s proposal: in the body of his article, he likened it to slavery, which was going too far, but it was a notion I foresaw everyone latching on to, and no amount of dissuasion would make them unlatch. The issue would degenerate into a PR nightmare, plunge Malory to a single-digit approval rating, and terminate her political career.

I could not risk it.

I unleashed a spell causing his writing device to freeze. Marco swore softly and rushed off to find some other means of recording his thoughts; in his distraction, he stepped in front of a moving shuttle and was killed. That consequence I did not intend, I swear by All That Is Holy. I was among the first upon the tragic scene, lending what healing arts I might, to no avail. As I had informed Malory, resurrection of the dead does not lie within my provenance to deliver.

In the confusion of the moment, however, I spirited Marco’s recording device into my purse, ensuring the contents of his final article would remain secret. Everyone assumed he had written a piece praising the President’s farm-relocation proposal. I did not disabuse the notion.

Other notes recorded on Marco’s device documented a secret of especial importance to someone more dear to me than the very air I breathed—the nature of which went far to explain Sandy’s actions and angst—a secret that by Marco’s own written admission he had intended to reveal as soon as possible after the memorial event. I vowed to complete Marco’s mission somehow, in spite of the physical and emotional chasm separating Sandy from me.

It never occurred to me to do any less.





Chapter XXXV:
A Pitiful Incident


WHILE I HAD been galumphing about with Malory on the wrong side of the Pond, I had presumed that matters regarding the London Knights would be safe in the hands of the trustees and managers. I presumed incorrectly. The lack of communication from the front office had lulled me into complacency, and working on the memorial had forced the team from my mind—though not for long.

I returned to my hotel suite that night to a message indicator flashing so red and so insistently that it must surely discharge its sacred duty or die. I retrieved the message—two, as it transpired, both urgent and pitiful to their very roots. The next day I took my leave of Malory, packed, and hustled back to London as fast as the Transatlantic Bullet Worm could swim me there.

The messages informed me of two separate scandals enveloping the team, one involving a player and the other a farm-team player’s wife.

Locating Sandy to speak with him about his secret would have to wait.

The player, one of my left-handed pitchers, had allegedly raped and murdered a woman, and set fire to her house to destroy the evidence. Scratch “allegedly,” a word for lawyers representing cowards who lack the genitalia to admit what they did and accept the consequences thereof. Multiple witnesses saw the pitcher having dinner with the woman at the Outfield Inn, leaving the establishment with her, and arriving at her residence. Her neighbors heard their argument and her screams,—and the house’s explosion. They saw him rush off, tossing a bloody nine-iron into the shrubbery. They encircled the house, indulging their curiosity as the fire brigade fought to douse the blaze and prevent it from damaging said neighbors’ homes. Those not obligated to be elsewhere come morning watched the investigators comb through the smoldering wreckage, recover the club, find the woman’s bashed-skull remains, and determine that the gas stove had been detonated. The fickle finger of Fate permitted samples of the pitcher’s DNA to be recovered at the scene and from the woman’s body.

Without too much difficulty he was arrested, jailed, and suspended from the team pending the official ruling regarding these allegations. The pitcher’s wrongdoings—I beg your pardon, “alleged” wrongdoings—were not my primary concern.

My concern and sympathies lay with the wife of the Odiham Ogres shortstop who had been jailed for having stolen baby food and diapers, while her husband was playing on an extended road trip on the Continent. Allegedly stolen. Whatever.

This may not seem on its surface to be a world-stopping event—and certainly not worthy of the attention of the franchise’s owner, being rather a matter for the farm team’s management. It would not have been world-stopping if the woman had quietly accepted her punishment, which was thirty days behind bars while her parish priest cared for her baby.

However, she did not go quietly but kept insisting that she had been driven to her desperate acts because her husband’s pitifully low farm-league salary was rendered even lower from having been skimmed by the team manager, the supposed reasons being flagging gate receipts and too big a tab for sponsoring Free Beer Fridays. With her husband hundreds of miles away and herself unemployed and friendless, with a starving baby, she had nowhere to turn for aid. Why she did not approach her priest to begin with is a matter of debate.

When my staff—men, every one—offered to investigate the wife’s allegations, I insisted on handling the affair myself. Find any century wherein a woman’s word is accepted over a man’s and verily you have found a rare marvel indeed.

I visited the woman in jail to hear the story from her own lips, but before she would consent, she laid upon me a most urgent and piteous plea for news regarding her baby. Although my son Uwaine lies centuries dead, a mother never forgets, never fails to feel within her heart the tautness of this eternal bond. I rose up without delay, rang the parsonage, asked the priest to turn on his Netcam and frame it upon the baby, and streamed the images of the baby playing on the floor with the parson’s cat to my phone, which I showed the mother in her cell.

How she cooed and oohed over that child, uttering all manner of endearments, even though she knew her baby could not hear her; it wrung my heart. Her claim of a duplicate ledger—which she had heretofore not mentioned to anyone else because she knew not whom to trust—strengthened my resolve, and I launched my investigation of the farm team with all the vigor of an invading army.

A thorough examination of the Ogres’ ledgers and search of the team’s office and computers turned up nothing. I netted the same result at the manager’s house. He denied everything with the vociferousness of the guilty. I accepted his claims for what they were and widened my search to include the stadium, vendor booths, dugouts, and equipment storage facilities. In the home-team locker room under the false bottom of the hamper for soiled uniforms I found the handwritten ledger proving the shortstop’s wife’s story. I sacked the manager and his accountant on the spot.
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“I sacked the manager and his accountant on the spot.”



 

 


Furthermore, I bailed the woman out of jail and settled the matter of her minor thefts with the store’s owner and the town magistrate. I gave her the former accountant’s job, confident that anyone with the brains to discover the embezzlement would manage the books with competence and honor. Lastly, I visited the Lord Mayor of Odiham to suggest that he assist any of the other players’ wives who desired employment. As an inducement, I endowed the town with enough funds to establish a subsidized child care facility—available for hire by anyone in Odiham but free in perpetuity for Ogre children.

The looks of gratitude bestowed upon me by the Ogres’ new accountant and the other wives defy paltry words. I shall treasure the moment always.

As for the pitcher, I left him to languish in jail regardless of the impact his absence wrought upon the team. No one treats a woman so despicably and goes unpunished if I possess the power to do something about it.





Chapter XXXVI:
An Encounter in the Dark


A QUEEN NEED offer accounting of her actions to no soul save her priest; with a team owner, it is different. I had perforce to notify the board and my staff of the outcome of my investigation into the Ogres. The manager I had sacked was a former teammate of the GM, who had on several occasions lobbied for his friend’s promotion within the franchise. This factored large in my insistence upon settling the matter myself; he knew I was trying to get Sandy back as GM—and thus far with no success, alas.

The GM was not pleased with my report.

“You sacked him right then and there? Without a trial to prove the charges!”

“There will be a trial, Ewan, I assure you, and I will press charges to the fullest extent of the law.”

“An embezzlement conviction will ruin Malcolm in baseball. No team in the world will hire him!”

“That was his risk to take, and he was caught. No man steals from my players, even the very bread from their children’s mouths, and walks away to spread his evil elsewhere.”

A noise akin to a cross between a growl and a groan sprang from deep in his throat, followed by, “Bitch!” and he lunged across the table toward me like a foaming lunatic. I could have dealt with him using a spell, but not without revealing my secret, and I was curious how far Ewan would go. He tore the lapel of my blazer before some of the other men pounced, pulled him back, and restrained him.

Here I missed Sandy most acutely. He would not have been satisfied with the capture, but would have pummeled the man’s face into the semblance of hamburger—which would have necessitated my levying upon Sandy yet another fine and suspension, but I would have appreciated the retaliatory gesture nonetheless. Upon further reflection, I realized none of that would have occurred; Sandy would have attended the meeting as GM, and Ewan in the capacity of Assistant GM would have heard the report second-hand.

“Ewan McBain, if you touch me ever again, I promise you shall not live to regret it.” I smoothed my lapel as best I could until a private moment when I could repair the tear, also smoothing away my memories of Sandy, though they remained like tide-washed footprints upon a deserted beach; and I turned to depart but tossed a parting shot over my shoulder. “And, by the by, you are fired. You and Malcolm will have plenty of time with each other, as I shall see to it nobody in baseball hires either of you. Gentlemen, ensure he vacates his office and these premises as swiftly as possible.”

I heard rather than saw Ewan’s futile struggles to break free of the hands gripping his arms and shoulders as I left the chamber.

Although outwardly I displayed naught but serenity, as befitted my rank and station, inside my emotions and thoughts were churning. I railed against Ewan McBain for losing self-control—the centuries have not cooled that wild Celtic blood by even half a degree—and against Sandy for not being present to prevent the incident from happening altogether. Mostly Sandy; Ewan, I could not have given a brimming pisspot for. Before long, as these things perversely happen, Sandy was consuming my thoughts, even to the point of forgetting my torn lapel. I craved air and exercise to clear my brain.

Since I had become such a well-known figure throughout London in general and the stadium district in particular—and since my local precinct had stepped up patrols in the wake of the Nîmes debacle—I felt safe enough to adopt the habit of walking the several blocks to my home, rather than taking my team limo. In the London of my native era, I never would have attempted such a foolish feat without an armed escort at least a half dozen strong; the ancient town was dark and dank, its narrow, winding streets squelched with mud and all manner of stinking refuse, beggars huddled together in doorways for warmth, and one could count upon a cutpurse—or worse—lurking around the next corner.

To-day’s London streets were well-paved, well-swept, well-lit, well-patrolled, and well-traveled by pedestrians and all manner of conveyances, large and small, with the exception of the greensward that sprawled along the route between New Wembley and my abode, which featured sparse lighting, copious vegetation, a sizeable duck pond, and narrow gravel footpaths curving pleasantly throughout. Usually when walking home at night I stay upon the sidewalks paralleling the streets. This night, with my heart full-tilt yearning for Sandy, I angled into the park to rest awhile on one of the benches and indulge in my memories.

I should have kept to the streets.

Under the moonlight, I had my favored bench in sight—on the pond’s bank, where Sandy and I had shared many a fine, soft evening staring out over the water and murmuring about nothing in particular—when I passed a shrubbery, and a shadowed figure leaped upon me!

Magic would have felled him at once, and I could have moderated the spell to disable rather than kill him, but fear fired by the moment’s heat locked those thoughts from my mind. As he tried to wrestle me to the ground, I reached into a concealed pocket, drew the dirk I always carried upon my person for such emergencies, and slid it home. My assailant collapsed, dragging me down with him. His moans and half words sounded familiar… before they ceased altogether.

My heart hammered like a blacksmith’s tool; my chest, the anvil. I drew a deep breath, shoved the man off me, rolled him over, and gasped.

It was Ewan McBain; note well the word “was.”

I fled the scene and hurried for home, urged by the erupting chorus of, “Weee-oo, WEEE-OO, WEEE-OO!”





Chapter XXXVII:
An Awful Predicament


PRADA HEELS MAY turn many a head, but they are sheer hell for running. A constable stopped me before I could exit the park.

“What happened back there, missus?”

“A man attacked me. I defended myself and escaped.”

“He’s dead, you know.”

“Is he? Oh, my!” Of course I knew he was dead; it seemed best to play dumb.

“Your name, missus?”

I felt more than a trifle taken aback that the constable did not recognize me, and so I did not answer right away. The constable was not pleased to repeat the query.

“Morganna Hanks, owner of the Knights.”

“Right. Prove it. Show me your ID, please.”

I could not, I realized with mounting dread. “I—may we go back? I must have dropped my purse in the scuffle.”

The officer agreed, but even with the aid of her LED torch, my purse remained out of sight. It must have gotten kicked into the pond—or else it was trapped under Ewan, in which case it would not be recovered until the forensic team had had their way with the body and any items recovered with it. Said team was arriving just then, heralded by screeching sirens and accompanied by many other officers and onlookers who, sadly for the latter, had nothing better to do of an evening than to watch a corpse cool.

I had no choice but to submit to arrest.

Almighty God, if I ever have the misfortune to travel forward another fifteen centuries to encounter another such brush with police again, it will be far too soon.

Being that it was by now pushing midnight, the desk sergeant looked bored when we entered the precinct. That changed in an eyeblink. “Good God—Morganna Hanks?”

“She says she is but can’t prove it. No ID. You really think it’s her?”

“Oh, yeah, I’d bet a month’s pay on it. What’s she in for?”

The arresting officer grinned. “Murder.”

Alleged murder, I thought. Both of them looked at me strangely. Had I said it aloud? I had no idea; my thoughts were whirling faster than a pinwheel in a hurricane.

“Good God.” The desk sergeant’s tone was not unkind. “Madame, you look—I mean no disrespect, but you look like you could use a spot of tidying up before we in-process you. Would you like to do that?”

As I nodded, the constable uttered a low whistle. “It must be her. I’d heard tell about Ms. Hanks’s effect on men; never thought I’d see it in action for myself. Fine. Come on, lady, this way.” She tugged me toward the women’s WC. “Before you have every man in the place stumbling all over themselves.”

The strange thing was that I had not done anything magical to engender the man’s sympathy—except perhaps to portray the semblance of a damsel in distress. That was no act.

She and I squeezed into a space intended for one, and she watched me repair my countenance as best I could with water, soap, and my fingers.

In-processing was conducted in the manner of a dance; I was ushered in a stately fashion from one room to the next for photographing, electronic fingerprinting, examining, documenting, and questioning. At some point, I asked whether I could call someone, and the female constable who had appointed herself my guardian led me to a cracked and faded monitor bolted to a hallway wall.

“Local calls only,” she stated.

Right. At this hour, with the GM dead, the trustees abed (and I was not on the best of terms with most of those toads, magical influence or no), and the team’s lawyers all engaged with handling the other scandals, who else in London—or in all of England, for that matter—was I going to call? I enchanted the phone to produce the tones for overseas dialing and called Clarice. The line sounded as if it had opened, but the picture remained blank. My gut twisted. I had wasted my lone allotted request.

“Hello? Centralia.”

How sweet, how utterly marvelous it was to hear her voice!

“Clarice! It’s me, Morganna Hanks!” I knew she would recognize my voice; I used my false name to clue her in to the fact that I stood among people who did not know me by my ancient identity.

“Ms. Hanks? I can hear you just fine, but I can’t see you.”

“This phone does not work properly. I am in a London police station—in a spot of trouble—and I need help. Do you think Malory might have a lawyer or two she could spare me? It is a long story.”

“O-h-h-h… Ms. Hanks, I am so sorry!” If she happened to be watching the same SNN newscast that was blaring on all the police station’s monitors at that precise moment, showing the crime scene in the park and my alleged involvement therein—complete with my awful police picture, damn them all with the fleas of a thousand hermits—then I could well understand all her hyphens and ellipses. “Don’t worry, Ms. Hanks! Sit tight, try to relax, and I’ll send help right away, I promise!”

I thanked her and rang off. The constable conducted me to a stark holding cell, motioned me in, and locked the door. The tumblers snapped into position with an echoing click. For the first time in my life, I knew the terror of my dungeon’s denizens. Panic clawed at my gut. I willed myself not to be queasy. Worry escalated when it seemed my will might not prevail.
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I did not doubt Clarice for a moment. What I did doubt was whether help could arrive soon enough. Because of my celebrity, the investigation proceeded at a blinding pace, proven by the fact that not an hour later I was escorted back to the interrogation chamber and informed that they had found my ID underneath the body, and that witnesses had come forward in regard to that evening’s team meeting. The police inferred from the report of my final statement to McBain that I had entered the park intending to kill him. No amount of denial could convince them otherwise. And why should it have? A guilty person also would have employed the exact same tactic. “Stretching the truth” does not carry the same meaning as it did in days of old.

Back in the holding cell, my spirits shed the mantle of shock and plummeted. Sleep was impossible. In truth I could not even try—especially when the door opened to admit other prisoners, a trio of scantily clad, heavily made-up women who traded sex for coin. They eyed me lasciviously. I shut my eyes and did my best to ignore them.

“What’cha in for, ducky? Drunk and disorderly?”

I opened my eyes to mere slits and glared at the women. Unable to discern which had addressed me, I directed my reply toward them all. Mindful that we were being monitored, I phrased it carefully:

“They believe I killed a man.”

Their blood-red lips drew up like little bows, but no sounds emerged for several heartbeats. Finally one sucked in a deep breath and on the exhale said, “Right, then.” They fell to murmuring among themselves and did not look at me after that, except to cast an occasional furtive glance in my direction, no doubt trying to puzzle out how I had done it and why,—and whether I was mad enough to turn on them.

The sheer hell of it was that I had killed before by my own hand, and for far less reason; but never had my rights, my motives, my very honor been called into question.

Never had any queen sunk so low.





Chapter XXXVIII:
Sandy and the Lawyers to the Rescue


IT HAD TO be nearing the hottest hour of the afternoon, four of the clock or so, to judge by the mounting heat in the cell. We were all sweating copiously by this time—even me, who had never sweated a drop in her life. What of my magic? One needs focus to summon even the shortest perspiration-suppressing spell, and I was in such a state of jumbled nerves and emotions that focus was quite impossible, and not for want of trying, either. Visualization being the most reliable means, I meditated on all the ways I could enchant the guards into unlocking my cell and letting me walk free, attributing events to a misunderstanding—to no avail. I could no sooner enchant the guards than I could fly to the moon.

When I thought I might suffocate from the heat and equally stifling company, the door opened and a guard poked his head in. He said, “Morganna Hanks, come with me. They need you in interrogation again.”

Neither his tone nor his demeanor carried any clue regarding why I was being summoned, and my direct question produced no more than a bored shrug from him. I could not decide which concerned me more: my predicament, or the fact that I had lost my influence over men.

My spirits sagged lower as I trudged down the hall beside my guard. Surely the investigators wanted to ask a few final questions of me before levying formal charges. Yes, that had to be it, I convinced myself. I would be questioned, charged, and transferred to a more permanent facility pending trial. If a reprieve had been in the offing, the guard would have told me.

These dismal thoughts did not prepare me for the sight awaiting me inside the interrogation chamber: six of Malory’s lawyers… and Sandy!

The guard let me go, and I all but flew into Sandy’s arms, kissing him and hugging him and fondling his face as if I had not seen him in a hundred years. What of the queenship rules for decorum? The night of terrors had stripped off that façade layer by layer, leaving me a frightened woman so pitifully grateful to see a beloved face. Finally I comported myself enough to say:

“My God, Sandy, what are you doing here? I thought you were still with the Georgia Dragons!”

“You can thank Clarice for tracking me down—in Krakow, of all places. The Dragons versus the Red Dragons, there’s a series for you—”

“But why?”

“Why did I come? When Clarice told me you were in trouble, I had to help. I couldn’t leave you to the tender mercies of the police and the media, no matter how angry I might be with you.”

“And… are you?”

“Still angry?” He cupped my cheek and gazed deeply into my eyes, sending a thrill down my spine. “That is a conversation for later. Now, we”—his arm gesture encompassed the legal team—“must get your version of events and see what we can do with it.”

So I was questioned at length and by everyone in the room, but nobody was unkind or unsympathetic. At the team meeting, did McBain try to assault me? Try to, no; succeeded, yes, and in corroboration I pointed to my blazer’s torn lapel. Did I say what everyone claimed I had said after that? Regrettably, yes. Did I mean it? Only in the context that I had intended to fire McBain if he crossed the line like that again. Why did I choose to walk home? Because he had made me upset. Why did I choose to enter the park? Again, because I was upset. That I said gazing at Sandy, and by his nod I knew he understood my implication: that I had been brooding over his absence and had wanted to sit on our favorite bench to reminisce. Did I know McBain was in the park when I decided to enter it? Absolutely not. Was it dark? Oh, yes. Did I recognize McBain? Not while he was grappling with me. Was I in fear of my life? Absolutely so.

Then came the kicker. Did I intend to kill my attacker?

The Lord Jesu Christ advised that one should always let one’s yes be yes and one’s no be no. So I let my yes be:

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It is how I was taught. If one fears for one’s life, it is always prudent to eliminate one’s adversary, lest he rise up to attack again. I made sure my adversary would not rise up again, but I did not know the man was Ewan McBain until after he was dead. If I had known when he first accosted me, none of this ever would have happened, I assure you.”

“Did he pull a weapon on you?”

Had he? I tried to envision the scene but could not be certain. I said:

“Gentlemen, in my experience, when a man makes violent contact with a woman, the outcome is never pleasant for the woman. My assailant made violent contact with me, and I could not take the chance that he was armed. When I saw an opening, I used it to my advantage.” I threw Sandy an imploring look. “You know I am not in the habit of murdering my employees!” If I sounded shrill, I could not help myself; my queenly composure had yet to return.

Sandy smiled. “We know. And I believe you. They”—he nodded at the lawyers—“don’t have to. It’s only their job to defend you.”

I returned his smile, though my lips felt reluctant to bend in that direction, reeling yet from the night’s traumas. “It is enough for me that you believe.”

“Good.” As if in response to some unseen signal, he and the lawyers rose, and they began packing up their notes.

I drew a breath and clawed for calm, despite the renewed hammering of my heart at the thought of being left alone again. “So… what is to happen now?”

Sandy replied, “We must talk to the other witnesses. You’ll have to stay here awhile yet, but you’ll be safe from reporters. Soon after the initial SNN broadcast, the WBF Commissioner clamped a lid on this story until all the details can get sorted,—but that injunction won’t stop a scoop-hungry reporter who sees you on the street.”

“Yes, we shan’t cast baseball in a bad light,” I could not resist quipping. The return of my serenity would be a very good thing for all concerned but, alack, this was not scheduled to happen anytime soon.

Sandy and the lawyers took their leave to begin their quest on my behalf, and I was returned to the sweltering cell, though now I paid no mind to the heat or the other occupants. Now I had hope, and hope has a wonderful way of casting everything in a dawning light, the very light of heaven itself.

I have no idea how Sandy managed it, but he found a man and a woman who also had been strolling in the park that evening. They had witnessed the fight and upheld my claim that I had been attacked from behind and had acted in self-defense. The Magistrates’ Court decided there was no need to escalate my case to the Crown Court, and there the matter dropped. The international press would have preferred a juicy trial, of course, but I cannot say I was troubled overmuch to disappoint them.

In my deliriously happy state, I rehired Sandy as the Knights’ GM at triple what the Georgia Dragons had been paying him. His response to my offer later, in the sweet freedom of my home, specifically my bedchamber, made me even happier.

Sweeter and more satisfying still was my private revelation to Sandy—and its eventual outcome—of the secret Marco might have taken to his grave and which the awful McBain incident and the other team scandals had nearly succeeded in burying. While covering the breaking Sanctuary story, Marco had learned one of the residents was Sandy’s sister Amanda, presumed dead for the past six years. This was what Sandy had been brooding about that day I found him in the unemployment queue, and had I troubled to inquire about his thoughts, perhaps none of my—our—misadventures would have transpired.

Yet as I tell my team, the past is past; the game goes on. The instant all the legal dust settled, Sandy and I whisked off to DC to find his sister. Our quest ended at three-hundred-year-old Gadsby’s Tavern in Alexandria, Virginia, where Amanda had secured employment following Sanctuary’s demise, serving restaurant patrons while wearing period dress. Six years of struggling for survival had engraved their indelible mark, but could not erase the fine natural comeliness of her face, a gift she shared with Sandy. What familial rift had driven her to faking her death and hiding in Godforsaken Sanctuary rather than seeking help from her brother, I chose not to ask. Nor did it seem important any longer. What mattered was the near-palpable glow emanating from them both as they stood basking in each other’s forgiveness.

Watching Sandy and Amanda reunite, I craved nothing more than to capture that feeling with my estranged brother Arthur. It grieved me beyond words to realize our reconciliation might never come.





Chapter XXXIX:
The Knights’ Fight with the Yankees


IT TOOK THREE additional years of trades and tirades, but in 2088 my Knights earned the honor once again to battle for the world baseball title. The team arising from the Americas as their opponents: the Connecticut Yankees—now owned by none other than the man who had challenged me into buying the Knights all those years ago, Ira Desmorel. When the Silver Springs had fallen onto bad times that even Desmorel’s considerable resources could not repair, he had sold them in favor of a slice of the Connecticut Yankees’ partnership, which he parlayed into sole ownership. The result was a veritable juggernaut of a team that had won three of the last four World Tournaments.

By WBF rules, since Connecticut had been the initial host of the 2087 tournament, the first two games of 2088 would be played at New Wembley. In their own words, which blazed across every VRTV screen and wireless advertising device, “The Yanks are coming, the Yanks are coming!” And the Yanks, with Desmorel at their helm, were aiming straight at me.

It was time, as Desmorel had so quaintly described it eight years earlier, to put my money where my mouth was.

I felt ready. My Knights had compiled an unmatched 116-win regular season (although the America-based blogs were rife with criticism for our weak-sister opponents, the same thing they bleat every year about the European and Asian leagues; go figure) and had swept each of their playoff opponents in four straight games apiece, scoring in the double digits in every game. The Knights’ hits were strong and sure, their feet fleet, their gloves unerring—all without any magical help from me, I swear, though I confess I do keep a spell or two warm in the wings.

And yet in spite of Desmorel’s challenge, this World Tournament matchup would not be so much a duel between me and him, via our players—though our wagers were hefty—as between me and Ambrose Hinton. For Ambrose had never forgotten that mountain of money I had won from him in Nîmes; the insult represented by that loss had grown and gnawed and pestered and festered within his soul until it had transformed into a canker of biblical proportions. This fact was never made so obvious as the day in October, just prior to the World Tournament’s commencement, when Ambrose—a staunch Springs fan and therefore an equally staunch Yankee hater—publicly announced his support of the Connecticut Yankees, stunning every reporter around the world, and by implication putting me on notice.

I was not stunned; I had foreseen Ambrose’s decision.

The Yanks were coming? So what; let them come!

The morning of Game One, on Wednesday, October 20th, dawned crisp and clear and clean, rare for foggy-doggy London. The entire city was bedecked in WBF-licensed Knights banners and bunting, buttons, hats, jackets, shirts, ties, scarves, trousers, belts, buckles, socks, shoes, and probably even undergarments. Many intrepid Yankee fans had made the trek across the Pond for the first two games, so there existed no shortage of Connecticut paraphernalia, either. If the city looked festive, the Castle was a hundred fold more so. Spirits ran high, fueled by the Knights’ grand regular season, stellar postseason, and their eight-year absence from the championship. In the first game the fans would not be disappointed.

The Knights went up 3–1 in the bottom of the first off a double and two singles, and did not look back en route to winning 6–4. The Yanks replaced their starting pitcher to close out the first inning and made two additional pitching changes later in the game, but it did not help them. The Knights called in Rick Boniface, our best closer, in the top of the eighth—after the first two Connecticut batters each hit singles. Boniface allowed a no-out single, a one-out two-run homer by the Yankee pitcher’s pinch hitter, followed by yet another single before luring the next batter to ground into a double play to end the game. The only magic involved in this game was that of the Knights’ skills with bat and glove. I collected my first round of winnings from Ira and Ambrose—who, oddly enough, did not seem surprised by this London win.

The tournament was yet young.

Game Two, the next day, also started promisingly for the Knights as both teams remained scoreless through the first two innings. The Yanks scored twice in the third and once more in the fourth before the Knights could answer with a run in the bottom of the fourth. With high hopes of climbing back into the game, we replaced our starting pitcher going into the top of the fifth… which ended up being a disastrous decision. Billy Montel, Connecticut’s legendary center fielder, got a two-run homer in the fifth, and the rest of his team followed by recording seven additional runs in the sixth off three different Knights pitchers, and one or more of our batters were left on base in every inning except the seventh. The drubbing ended with a final score of 16–3. It might not have been so lopsided had I not made a vow to eschew magic through at least the first four games. After being obligated to pay back Ira and Ambrose a huge pile for Connecticut having beaten by nearly double the seven-run point spread, I stalked into the locker room for a post-game motivational chat with my players.

It did not help; two days later in Game Three, they went down 10–0, the only shutout loss they suffered all season. Their bats were so cold, nobody got a hit until the leadoff batter of the fourth inning; too little, too late, for Connecticut was already ahead by six runs. My Knights employed six pitchers that game before reaching its embarrassing end—with each personnel change, I fancied I could hear Ambrose cackling louder—and although I had sworn off the use of magic during play, afterward I applied it liberally to heal aching muscles and bruised egos. No one’s pride was smarting more than mine for having to relinquish funds to my adversaries following the back-to-back routs.

For Game Four, my Knights tried the same pitcher-closer duo that had won us Game One, Lawson and Boniface, and they held Connecticut to two runs, while we scored thrice to win it and tie the tournament at two games apiece. To the world it appeared as if the Yanks inexplicably waited until the seventh inning, two innings after the Knights went ahead, before replacing their starting pitcher. In fact, I laid a dumbing spell on their coach that prevented him from calling the bull pen right away. Yes, I broke my vow; and, yes, I would do it again,—and I would have strengthened the enchantment tenfold had I foreseen what a nail-gnawer this game was going to be.

Before a record crowd in Connecticut’s stadium, my Knights chalked our third win of the tournament in Game Five. After both teams went scoreless in the first inning, the first Knights run scored on an error by the third baseman. He stepped in front of the shortstop to field a grounder and proceeded to bobble it in a most spectacularly amusing fashion—the result of a delightful little spell that hampers judgment and coordination. My Knights needed no magical assistance to score two more runs that inning off a double to left field. Connecticut got one back off a double to deep right field in the bottom of the second. Robbie Clemens, our right fielder, answered in the third with a single that drove in Mark Sonoma, our speedy shortstop, from second base. Connecticut’s big home-run threat, Don MacDougal, also a right fielder, hit a one-run homer in the bottom of the third. After allowing no more hits until a third of the way into the seventh, my starting pitcher, Cody Haddock, was replaced by Boniface, the same closer who had saved games One and Four. He threw just one walk and allowed no more hits in the bottom of the ninth to earn the save.

We had the Yanks—and more importantly I had Ira and Ambrose—on the ropes heading back to London, two days later, for Game Six. Undaunted, they activated Ford Whitman, the same pitcher who had recorded their Game Three shutout, and he pulled out another one that was even more embarrassing than the first for many reasons, top among them being that the Knights were playing at home, and our pitchers allowed even more runs than before. I did not use magic to save face for the team in that game for two reasons. First, the earlier shutout had sparked a two-game comeback for my players. The second reason was far more selfish: a seventh game played in London meant more revenues from broadcasting, ticket sales, concessions, collectibles,—and a higher payoff from my adversaries.

The weather for Game Seven was just as misty and dismal as Game One’s had been blue and bright. I changed not one cloud. This was Knights weather, and every player and coach and manager and batboy knew it. I gave my players the most seductively suggestive pep talk ever, and I meant every word. If the Knights won the game and therefore the tournament, the MVPs would be treated to the party of a lifetime. The electric sense of anticipation in the locker room was palpable and infectious.

On that adrenaline surge, my Knights leaped out to a 4–0 lead by scoring two runs in each of the first two innings. Vermont Lawson, our starting pitcher, who had recorded the wins of games One and Four, held Connecticut hitless through three innings and scoreless through four until their first baseman, Bob Gowron, cranked out a homer as the leadoff batter of the fifth inning. In the top of the sixth, Lawson allowed a walk and a single with no outs and was replaced by Boniface, my closer-hero of the other three wins… who promptly gave up a one-run single and a three-run homer to allow Connecticut to go ahead 5–4. Cue the suspenseful organ music and the annoying cackling of Ambrose Hinton scenting victory.

Inning seven was better for Boniface—three outs on three batters—but the Knights’ bats were still too cold to get any hits, to say nothing of runs. In the top of the eighth, after the first two Connecticut batters recorded outs, Boniface allowed a walk, a single, a one-run single, and a one-run double before ending the inning. Now the Yanks widened the margin to 7–4. Ambrose had the nerve to demand my capitulation on the grounds that all the other Connecticut victories had turned into routs when their leads had become this large. I politely declined his offer, rang off, and levied a confidence-boosting spell upon everyone in the Knights’ dugout, coaches included.

My efforts bore fruit in the bottom of the eighth… with near-disastrous results. The leadoff batter, Boniface’s pinch-hitter, singled to center; so far, so good. Next up, at the top of the order, was my center fielder. If anyone needed a confidence boost, it was Maurice Marchand, since his World Tournament batting average to that point was a disappointing .214. As he crouched in the batter’s box, I gave him an extra mental boost and in the next breath wished I had not. His screaming grounder ricocheted off a pebble, straight into the throat of the Connecticut shortstop, Yuri Senkevich, felling him like cordwood. My batter reached first, and his predecessor advanced to second; but I felt so badly for Senkevich—who had to be carried off the field coughing blood—that I laid upon him a subtle healing spell to allow him to play the following season and to achieve World-Star status, too. Our next batter singled to left to drive in the runner from second base, narrowing Connecticut’s margin to two. Two outs later came another one-run single, followed by a three-run homer to put my Knights up 9–7. I called Ambrose in the Visiting Owner’s Box for a slice of emotional payback on the heels of his ill-mannered call.

I should have been more concerned with my pitching staff than Ambrose. Boniface’s shoulder seized, forcing his replacement in the top of the ninth. Two relief pitchers and two outs later, Connecticut had fought back to tie the game! Fortunately the next batter grounded out to end the inning, or else I would have been treated to another of Ambrose’s taunting calls. The bottom of the ninth saw my Knights near the bottom of the lineup, leading off with the eighth batter, Dennis “Mackie D” MacDougal, our rookie second baseman. On the one-and-none pitch, Mackie D crushed a homer into the cheap seats to end the game—and the tournament—with no outs. I shall let you, thoughtful reader, ponder whether I had anything to do with the gust that helped the ball over the wall. I neither confirm nor deny my involvement therein.

To state that Ambrose was furious would be like stating the Knights liked their victory. I have not heard such colorful language since watching Sir Kay be bested in combat by Camelot’s kitchen boy—later revealed to be my nephew Gareth in disguise, but that is beside the point. My point regarding Ambrose was that for all these years he had behaved like such a base-born varlet toward me—in fact, Dowley and all the other Congressfolk were unscrupulous varlets, too—that I had had quite enough. I stood at the pinnacle of my powers, financial and otherwise, and could no longer bear their asinine ways. The very next day, I had Malory proclaimed President for Life and abolished Congress, all in the same stroke.

The people were either too stoned, too apathetic, or otherwise too stupefied to protest.





Chapter XL:
Three Years Later


MY FLAG WAS flying so high—so to speak—that I no longer felt obligated to work in secret; I revealed to an astonished world the full extent of my magical prowess. That is to say, I enchanted all those Congressional blowhards into slinking off into the night. Nobody missed them, except perhaps the vacationing pilgrims who thought it a nifty thing for the children to see first-hand their government at work—I mean, endlessly talking and essentially accomplishing nothing, year upon year upon year, unless one happened to visit on the day Congress was voting itself a raise, the only thing they ever agreed upon as a unified body that did not carry death-or-taxes consequences for some segment of the populace.

Although getting Congress to shut up and go away was a neat enough trick, I soon found myself being called upon to perform all sorts of services. To some people it was continued verification of my claims, but the rest had decided that once magic had been introduced into their lives, they could not live without it, somewhat akin to the dawn of the wireless telephone era of a hundred years earlier, I imagine. My energy became so tapped-out that I found it necessary to anoint legions of apprentices to perform weather spells and handle school bullies and teach errant boyfriends unforgettable lessons, and that sort of day-to-day thing, holding the apprentices to strict standards of conduct lest they fall to the temptation of using their magical arts for ill rather than good. With Clarice overseeing them as Apprentice Number One, supported by a hierarchy of magical managers, the system worked pleasingly well.

There arose protests from the ranks of the various religious organizations, as I expected; but as in my native era, no one proved strong enough to make good upon the Lord’s injunction not to suffer a witch to live. Since the pope wielded no more influence than did the constitutionally bound and gagged King of England, the resistance did not last long. The general masses were too enchanted with all the conveniences well-applied magic could offer them.

It was a busy three years, and they sped like wildfire across arid grass.

Malory took to her Congress-free, one-woman government as a young eagle takes to the air: she soared. Two hundred years of political gridlock melted before the onslaught of her new policies and procedures. The farm system for homeless people, after proving its success with the DC contingent and across America, became adopted by most major cities worldwide. Real solutions to perennial problems became implemented. She balanced the budget, kept it balanced, and made inroads upon the public debt. She restructured the educational system, separating the true scholars from those whose aptitudes leaned toward trades and military service; the remainder, whose test scores sieved them out the bottom, were put to use in the construction and maintenance of infrastructure and other gainful if mindless tasks. Productivity and wages rose, the cost of goods and services remained solid and fair, and the people prospered.

My Knights continued to prosper on the ball-field, I found time to work on this chronicle, Sandy and I cemented our relationship with the exchanging of rings and vows,—and I stopped firing him from the team and even hired his sister Amanda as my personal assistant. For the first time in my strange dual-century existence, I felt truly happy. Just about everyone was happy with the way things turned out except the unemployed politicians, but they had been revealed to be such bloodsucking parasites upon society that nobody cared whether they were happy or not. Nobody except me. I realized the danger this group could pose if they ever decided to marshal their forces against me and try to snatch back the power they had lost, so I tackled the threat head-on: I saddled every ex-politician with a wireless advertising device and charged them to sally forth among the masses with their sundry messages to buy this and that and the other marvel.

This may seem benign at first glance and an ineffective solution to my problem, for this would afford these disgruntled individuals many chances to interact with their former constituents and foment a grass-roots rebellion. However, I was not worried: after a few weeks of conducting their advertising campaigns, the subtle radiation being leaked by the devices would begin to scramble their brains, a lobotomy performed the barest fraction at a time, eventually rendering them docile.

That was the plan.

My chief mistake lay in not forcing Ambrose to wear one, out of deference to his position as Malory’s husband. That decision is the only one I would change had I the opportunity to live these years over again.

If you, perceptive reader, are by this time wondering why I did not, as sixth-century Queen of Gore, wave my hand and take my brother’s throne, rest assured that I pondered this matter long, hard, and often during this time, too. One conclusion I kept reaching, like it or not, was that I had been born, raised, and trained in the tradition of the divine appointing of rulers, and so deep within my soul I had long ago accepted the right of King Arthur, the brother whom I had despised from the hour of his birth, to the throne of England because he had won that right by freeing the sword and wielding it to unite the kingdom; therefore, my attempts to unseat him failed because I had secretly wished for them to fail. That realization prompted another, no less noteworthy one: hate and love are two edges of the same sword; like darkness and light, there never exists one without the other, and the other cannot be perceived except in the presence of the one. My heretofore acknowledged and long-standing hatred of my brother I began to perceive as a skewed reflection of my even deeper abiding love for him as my brother, as the uncle who had inducted my son Uwaine into the high company of the Round Table in spite of our personal differences, and as my God-ordained liege lord. A lone revelation cannot obliterate centuries of rancor and malice, but it was a start. Watching Sandy strengthen his relationship with his long-lost sister Amanda pushed me even further along this path.

Once these enlightening thoughts took shape within my brain, they began birthing many more, not the least of which being how I might turn my hand to helping Arthur rather than hindering him, should I ever chance upon the means to return to our mutual century.

To that end, I performed copious research into ways I might employ available technologies to send myself back in time, since this was the one enchantment that had eluded me, and thus the one enchantment I desired most to succeed. One technology seemed particularly promising: time-folding, the warping of one’s perception of time in response to the age-old plea of, “I want the last hour of my life back!” However, time-folding was yet in its infancy, the only commercially available devices being overpriced curios designed to, for example, prevent a child from breaking its arm. No device of the magnitude I required—to send me backward fifteen centuries, not merely fifteen minutes—existed.

Or so I believed.





Chapter XLI:
The Dictum


SANDY MY HUSBAND became a far better man than Sandy my GM, Sandy my personal assistant, or even Sandy my lover ever had been. He mellowed considerably, much to his colleagues’ relief. While he still took very seriously his role as my protector, his methods became refined to a sharp reprimand or a withering glare, rather than instigating an all-out brawl. Frankly, I missed the brawls: muscles pumping, limbs flailing, throats growling, sweat spraying, blood spattering, all working in concert toward the inevitable conclusion. But since the rest of the front-office denizens were happier with the new and improved Sandy Carter, I remained silent on the matter.

It was only fair that I allowed Sandy to transform me into a better woman.

We decided not to have children for several reasons, not the least of which being that we both were extremely busy. Yes, we could have shunted the child off to nannies and tutors and, eventually, to that grand invention for the rich and parentally challenged, boarding school; but that is no life for a child. I remain very proud of the fact that I had raised my son of a different lifetime, Uwaine, through the bulk of his formative years with very little help from servants, save when my duties as queen demanded my attention elsewhere. Let the record attest that Uwaine grew to become one of Arthur’s most trusted knights, certainly more trustworthy than his own son Mordred had proved to be.

The level of parenting I had lavished upon Uwaine, however, is nothing short of exhausting. The constant teaching and correcting, punctuated by illnesses and injuries that call for round-the-clock bedside vigils… I harbored no wish to dive into that turbulent sea once again.

Then there was the matter of my eventual leaving—that is to say, returning to that place in time wherein the day of Sandy’s birth would be centuries upon centuries in the dawning. It was the one thing about which we never spoke, and yet he knew it as surely as if I walked about with the news emblazoned across my forehead. I did not want to leave him, and he knew that, too. But I never belonged in this time, never intended to stay here—certainly never for as many years as I had already done—and he was man enough to allow me the choice. If for no other reason than that, I shall always love him and shall never forget my once and future love.

Sandy and I were discussing team matters in my office when Amanda entered to announce:

“Ambrose Josiah Hinton to see you, madame.”

I locked gazes with Sandy; my intuition blared its warning. Ambrose’s visit had not been expected—but he was not unexpected, either. In that one long moment, I drank in all Sandy’s beloved features one last time, engraving them in the corridors of my memory, as he was drinking in mine. 

Sandy said in an endearingly hopeful way, “Do you want me to stay?”

I wish he had not phrased it that way; of course I wanted him to stay! Of a sudden I had never wanted anything more acutely in my life. But sometimes wants have nothing to do with the way things must be. I said as gently as I knew how:

“If Ambrose has come all this way to speak with me, then I suspect he would prefer a private audience. Do not worry, my love, I shall be fine.” I conveyed my further assurances with a kiss that I hoped was more convincing to Sandy than I felt.

“I’ll wait on the other side of the door. If there’s a problem, just give a shout, and I’ll be here in an instant.”

Our second—and final—kiss felt deeper and sweeter than all its numberless predecessors combined. It took my full exertion of will to keep the tears from slipping free. At last we parted. He rose, stooped to brush his lips across the top of my head, and left my office.

Sandy is—was—will be—such a daisy.

Ambrose swaggered in, and my unshed tears evaporated as if they had never been. Before the door swung to, I noticed he had not arrived alone. Dan Dowley, Douglas Blacklance, and several other ex-Congressfolk had shoved their way into the antechamber only to be held at bay by Sandy and Amanda. The unemployed politicians were not wearing their advertising devices, and their demeanors and bearings suggested the radiation had not done its work on them, either. A cold rage began smoldering within my breast, even as I feigned cordiality toward my “guest.”

As he approached my desk, eschewing my offer of a seat, I noticed he held in his hand a larger version of the time-folding device I had researched. I could not resist taunting him:

“What are you going to do, Ambrose, send me back in time an entire hour?” Suspecting he would not have made the trek if this was all the power his device contained, I slipped my hand into my open desk drawer, withdrew the bound sheaf that was this chronicle, and surreptitiously transferred it to my lap.

His chuckle was an ugly sound, merciless and menacing. “A bit farther than that, I think. But first we have some things to discuss, you and I.”

“Indeed. Whatever could I possibly wish to discuss with you?”

“Have you never wondered why your time-manipulation spell misfired by two centuries?”

Constantly, but I refused to grant him that satisfaction. “Pray, do tell.”

He held the device aloft. “On the day you arrived here, I activated its cousin, intending to bring forward King Arthur to be an adviser for my wife’s re-election campaign. Your magic disrupted the technology, and I retrieved you instead.”

I trilled a laugh. “Please, my dear Ambrose. Lies do not become you—though they drip ever so easily from your tongue. You never intended for Arthur to advise your wife. You planned to consult with him regarding how you might make yourself king.”

His steady gray gaze carried a measure of grudging respect. “I see your nickname of ‘The Wise’ is well earned, Morgan le Fay. It took my lab far too many years to engineer this version from its predecessor. Perhaps if even one of my scientists had been just half as clever as you…” Knuckles braced on the desktop like a great gray ape, he leaned toward me, grinning maliciously. “No matter. Now that you have made Malory for all intents and purposes queen, it will be child’s play to make myself king in her stead… once I have rid myself of you.”

He slapped the time-folding device onto the back of my hand. A little red light that I had not noticed before was blinking madly, and I could feel the device heating and bonding to my skin. Rather than waste precious futile seconds trying to pull it off, cat-quick I grasped Ambrose’s wrist. Wielding a sword during countless knighthood ceremonies has gifted me with a passing strong grip. Never have I seen any man’s eyes widen so far or bulge with so much fear. With my other hand I clutched the chronicle.

“No! Let me go!”

It was my turn to grin at him, even though the heat radiating from the device was becoming unbearable. If with my last ounce of strength I could shield Malory Beckham Hinton from her husband’s murderous intentions, I would count the pain well worthwhile.

In the blinding flash that followed, I fancied I could make out the image of Sandy bursting into the room, ever my protector even unto the last. What he witnessed I shall never know… but if his sorrow is—was—will be—as profound as the sorrow that consumed me in that final instant, then Sandy Carter and I are—were—will be—well matched indeed.





Chapter XLII:
War!


HIGH HOLY MERCIFUL God, how my head throbbed! And, oh, how ever so thoroughly I despise time travel.

“Ho, there! What treachery be this?”

I had no idea who had spoken, though he sounded familiar. Not Ambrose; his wrist remained within my grasp, and since he was not struggling, I surmised that he had yet to recover his senses. Mine were slow in returning—notably, my vision—though I wished the pain had taken its time in making its presence felt.

“Morgan? How didst thou arrive herein?”

My sight cleared to find Arthur bent over me, his eyebrows knotted into the same question. I was not sure how to answer him. We were inside a large tent furnished with a table strewn with a document and dotted with ink pots, quills, and stubby candles. Bishop Gildas, the quill in his hand dripping ink, sat at the table, staring agape at Ambrose and me. We were lying tangled in a heap on the cold dirt floor. Behind Arthur stood two factions of knights—including Mordred—looking as stunned as the priest.

The parlay tent! Sweet Jesu, we had arrived too early!

I extricated myself from Ambrose as carefully as I could, but it woke him, and he clenched my arm with cruel force. With his other hand he grabbed my throat and squeezed. My vision began to blur and dim. As if from a long way off, I heard a ragged gasp burst from my lips. Before the world went altogether black, I kicked Ambrose where it would hurt the most, wrenched free, rolled clear, and scrambled up to stand behind Arthur, whose surprise had transformed into wrath. Gritting his teeth, Ambrose lurched to his feet, reaching for the butt of a laser pistol he had concealed beneath his coat, tucked into his trousers.

“Bitch! I’ll kill you this time—”

The rest of Ambrose’s threat died in a gurgle of blood; he did not get the chance to draw. At the word “kill,” Arthur whipped his sword free and skewered him like a pig. A full foot’s length of Excalibur emerged, coated with blood and flesh, through Ambrose’s back. Arthur jerked it out, and Ambrose stumbled backward against the table, causing the bishop to leap clear. Ambrose’s rage muted to shock as he grasped his riven midsection and watched the red stain spread for a few moments, before his eyes rolled back and he fell, lifeless.

“Be thou well, sister?” Arthur asked in quiet earnest. His kind but shrewd eyes took in my full measure. “Why garbed so strangely?”

I never had a chance to answer him. The menacing whispers of swords leaving scabbards alerted us to another problem: in unsheathing Excalibur to protect me, Arthur had violated the truce terms. I tried my level best to reason with the knights of both factions, supplying answers close enough to the truth for them to comprehend: Ambrose was a powerful new sorcerer bent on the destruction of Camelot who had kidnapped me and brought me hence by means of his black arts to waylay these proceedings, and so on, and so forth. I even tried—Lord God, how I tried!—casting a spell to calm the knights and influence them into being amenable to my explanation.

And yet there can be no reasoning with unreasonable men. Tempers flared, accusations flew, challenges blared—

I raised both arms and shouted in Gaelic, “Reothadh!”

Obediently Arthur, Mordred, and their knights froze mid-charge. Bishop Gildas froze while diving under the table, which was tilted on two legs, the document sliding toward the ground, ink and candles toppling. The quills, forming a skewed X, hadn’t quite hit the ground.

I threaded the maze of armored bodies, stopping first in front of Mordred. Such a waste! Such an evil, bloody, senseless waste. With but a word at any time during the past decade of his life, I could have turned him from his treasonous path. I raised a hand to within an inch of his face and bowed my head, but with objects and men already showing signs of winning free of my time-freezing spell, I had perforce to keep my prayer short.

Gazing at my brother, I smiled: his pose suggested a batter beginning his swing. Arthur was a cracking good shortstop—in fact, I had watched him turn the first double play in history—and an even better batter. I stepped clear of Excalibur’s path and touched his arm. The spell upon him melted; he checked his swing and lowered the sword.

“Morgan! What deviltry be this? Release the others at once!”

“So Mordred may kill you and all England’s hopes with you?”

As he stammered a confused reply, I swept an arm—careful not to touch anyone else lest I lose this precious opportunity. All the knights, Mordred included, had drawn closer to one another. The table had dropped further toward the ground, as had the bishop, candles, ink, and quills. The treaty parchment lay in danger of being ignited by one of the candles.

“I must act speedily to save your future and mine. My magic cannot long hold them.”

A wave of my hand transformed my suit and heels into the same gown, cloak, and shoes I had worn the first time I had arrived upon this accursed battlefield. I conjured my circlet into place and knelt—for the first time in my life, all sixteen-hundred-plus years of it—in front of my brother. We had ancient unfinished business, him and me, and I would have rather been thrice-damned for all eternity than let our relationship remain in its sorry state. I said:

“Arthur Pendragon, High King of England: I, Morgan, Queen of Gore, do humbly acknowledge you as my rightful lord, liege, and master. I swear fealty to you and henceforth pledge my life and my lands unto your good will, upon pain of death in the forswearing thereof.”

He dropped Excalibur, tore off his crown-encircled helmet, threw it aside, knelt by me, and bowed his head.

“What I did to you, all of it—I never forgave myself.”

I pulled him into an embrace and kissed his forehead. “Hush, Arthur. The past is past. The game goes on.” He pulled back and looked at me quizzically. I said, “Our time grows short. I pray you finish your portion, so that I may finish mine.”
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He nodded and retrieved his helmet, and I helped him don it. While I remained kneeling, he stood and grasped both my hands.

“Queen Morgan of Gore, I accept your fealty, freely offered and fairly sworn, and pledge to protect you and your lands from all your enemies. Rise, my good and faithful servant. And my beloved sister.”

Beloved sister… I cannot speak for how Arthur must have felt in that moment; as for myself, it felt as if the purest, holiest water on earth had sluiced every last black speck from my heart, mind, and soul. If the intensity of his embrace was any indication, he must have felt it, too.

However, the spell upon the others was teetering upon the breaking point, and I had more yet to accomplish.

I held up my palms. “As my fealty-gift from you, I crave only to touch Excalibur’s scabbard.” Arthur glanced at the more quickly unfreezing people and objects, unbuckled his sword belt, and laid the scabbard across my outstretched hands. I clenched it, eyes closed, feeling power flow from my fingers to enchant this non-magical copy of the original that I had stolen from him long ago, so that it would guard him as its predecessor had done. I girded it on him, and he stooped to pick up Excalibur. “Look for me, Arthur, after this battle.”

An anguished grimace contorted his face. “This thrice-curst battle proves England is done with me. For more than a score of years, I gave unto her my utmost. It was not enough.”

I laid a hand on his breastplate, over his heart. “Your utmost was, is, and ever shall be enough. May God strengthen your body, your heart, and your spirit, Arthur my king and my beloved brother, and may He guide you safely beyond.”

He barely had enough time to nod and prepare to meet Mordred’s blade. I snapped my fingers to conjure a suit of armor over Ambrose’s body—noting to retrieve his pistol after the fray and throw it down the nearest well; no sense in allowing that bit of twenty-first-century lunacy to be introduced into the sixth—and dived under the table.

The spell shattered. The warriors clashed. The objects of peace fell.

Accidentally I jostled Bishop Gildas, who was too busy stammering out prayers to pay me any heed. In the off chance that two pray-ers might prove more effective than one, I added my fervent pleas to the bishop’s.

Nothing worked.

“Alas this unhappy day!” I heard Arthur exclaim as Excalibur chimed in the performance of its deadly work.

Men screamed and collapsed with fearsome clatters of arms and armor, the survivors screamed in triumph, more challenges belled out and were just as loudly accepted, and the battle surged outside the tent to envelop the armies, heralded by the blaring of trumpets and horns upon both sides.

Thousands more men would die, kingdoms would fall, famine and pestilence and poverty and chaos would ravage the land; I foresaw everything as clearly as if it were unfolding before my very eyes, even though I could see nothing from beneath that camp table except the bloodied and cooling bodies of Ambrose and the first few fallen knights. And it was all. My. Fault.

My fault for having dragged Ambrose here, my fault for failing to prevent the knights from fighting, my fault for not having dealt with Ambrose in that future time, my fault for being such a poor sister to Arthur in this one; obsessed with my zeal to exact revenge, I had traveled forward with the intent of destroying the Yankee’s world… but in the end, I had destroyed mine.

In the Yankee’s chronicle, an adder had started this battle. Any other day, I might have named that sly serpent Ambrose; in sooth the adder was me. To quote a poet whose birth lay a thousand years distant, “O, I am fortune’s fool!” I could imagine Fortuna enjoying a grand sardonic laugh at my expense.

Never mind Launcelot and Guenever and Mordred and Gawaine and everyone else whose lust, treason, avarice, and bellicose natures had labored toward crafting this last battlefield. Had I lived up to being “Morgan the Wise,” I could have headed off all those issues years ago by effecting real solutions rather than being the nexus of gridlock in perpetuating the problem. I chose vengeance over wisdom and led us all to the edge of ruin, to the very point where one naked—if well-intentioned and justified—sword could topple us into the abyss.

The way down was very long, very steep, and very, very dark.

Crushed under this burden of guilt, I hugged knees to chest, threw back my head, and uttered a piercing wail that burst, unabated, from the bowels of my soul. I did not know I could make such a chilling noise, and it frightened me,—the more so because I sat powerless to stop it even to inhale until it had played out its entire wretched breadth.





Chapter XLIII:
The Battle on the Salisbury Plain


THE DAY ARTHUR fought Mordred on the Salisbury Plain was the worst day imaginable. If you have ever suffered the misfortune of fighting in a war—not dropping bombs from on high, or pushing a button to launch mass destruction, or “flying a desk,” or directing armies from the safety of a command bunker—but have looked your enemy in the eye, seen his murderous intent, and killed him before he could kill you, only then can you imagine what I witnessed. If not, then words cannot possibly suffice, but for the sake of completeness, I shall have a go.

I stayed inside the parlay tent. Since none of the soldiers who had been posted outside knew of my presence, and since every other able body—including Bishop Gildas—had vacated it, there remained no need for anyone to enter. If someone chancing a glance in the tent’s direction thought it odd that the candles were still burning within, they were too engrossed with the gruesome task of kill-or-be-killed to pay that anomaly any mind. I invoked a light-scattering spell to diffuse shadows my figure might cast against the tent’s sides; due to my most recent magical failures, I was not altogether certain that would shield me from discovery, but it proved effective enough.

I needed to remain hidden until the moment when my original self had departed this world sometime after the battle. I was not certain of the precise time but was forced to, as people will begin saying some fifteen centuries hence, “wing it,” which in my case consisted of alternately working to update this chronicle and peering outside to assess the battle’s progress.

The vista was a sea of corpses, men and horses mainly, with a few of Arthur’s favored fighting hounds lying scattered here and there, some still grasping a limb or other chunk of flesh in their frozen jaws. That was the worst of it—the severed limbs and heads; whole corpses are far easier to behold, for they might not in fact be dead, but could at any moment rise up, dust themselves, bind their bloodied flesh, and move on. Where the body appears intact, one can always hope.

Upon further reflection and observation, I must correct myself. The maimed are the worst to bear, for no healing arts in heaven or on earth can help them, and their cries and pleas and moans grow fainter as their lifeblood ebbs until they achieve blessed silence.

This is my day: scribble some words, watch the armies shove each other this way and that, leaving more dead in their wake like terrible huge death factories, grieve for the sheer waste of it all, and scribble some more. The carnage robbed me of hunger, and my thirst I slaked from a dropped wineskin in the tent, though I was feeling as dry as the bishop’s parchment upon which I was writing before I could force myself to partake, because the wine’s color was blood-red. I could not drink it without gagging.

As afternoon surrendered to evening, the active sounds of fighting diminished, and I doused all but one of the candles to prevent my discovery by some battle-mad survivor bent upon obliterating all living beings in his path. Hunkered beneath my cloak, cradling the last light, I continued writing and grieving.

Night has fallen. The moon has not yet risen, and combat has ceased. Not even the night creatures have mustered the courage to bestir themselves. I do not blame them.

If I strain just so, I can hear the almost-dead. They are not moaning or crying or pleading for help. To a man, they are calling my name, and, to a man, they are accusing me. I do not blame them, either.

Yes, I am most likely going mad. Slowly, moment by moment, drop by drop, like blood from a nicked artery, mad. Lapped to the lips in corpses, every last mother’s son of whom blames me and me alone for his untimely and brutal and senseless death, who on earth—or in heaven or hell, for that matter—would not?

The madness of grief is a wearying business. My arms feel like leaden clubs. Of my legs I feel nothing, having been cramped in the same pose for ever so many hours as the night creeps on and on, reluctantly, as if it knows that the coming day will be the most wretched in the history of time,—past, present, or future.

I know I should sleep, must sleep, to conserve my strength and renew my mind and perhaps lend whatever help I may, come dawn, even if it is only to assist the dying into oblivion. I have killed many a man in my lifetime, even a man not yet born, and for many reasons; but this would be the most valid reason of all—the kindest, in any event.

I must have slept, for it is lighter now, the harsh orange light of decrepit afternoon, and I swelter underneath this cloak. No, I have not lit myself on fire; the candle burned itself out as I dozed. I have woken because the ground shakes—a mounted company approaches! It must be the escort of my original self (have I mentioned, lately, how much I despise time travel?), for I do not recall having seen any other mounted parties when I arrived the first time.

Time! Time to rise up, shake loose the webs of despair binding my brow and blinding my eyes, and see if I can yet resurrect a ray of hope from this dark disaster! Fortune’s fool I may be, but I am also King Arthur’s sister, the Queen of Gore: healer, sorceress, and a force with which Fortuna must reckon.

Let the record end here.





Chapter XLIV:
A Postscript by the Scribe


I, QUEEN MORGAN’S scribe, must finish the writing of her tale in the discharge of my final oath to my sovereign lady. When at last I bestirred me to look up from the reading thereof, the raft that had been built by cause of her command was departed, as was the queen and her brother the king, and there was no agreement among the queen’s retainers as to whence they had gone. Some said she had borne King Arthur to the chapel of a nearby hermitage for to be buried; others, that she would hie him to Avalon for to heal him of his grievous wound. One man reported the queen’s final words to be thus: “Pray for thy rightful liege lord, King Arthur, and for his humble servant and sister, that I might with the aid of the Lord God help Arthur to become the Once and Future King.” No other person laid claim to hearing these words, but he who reported them is a man of high intelligence and blameless character and so, as mysterious as this utterance may seem to any who read it, I have included it.

Upon this sole fact everyone did agree: that King Arthur was yet alive as he lay upon the raft, his wounded head cradled upon Queen Morgan’s lap as she stroked it with her hands and bathed it with her tears. Of all her retainers, she chose but three ladies to escort her and her royal brother on this dolorous voyage.

Not knowing what else to do, those that remained and I repaired to Castle Gore for to await tidings.

Into the midst of this terrible time of waiting came a visitor, a comely young woman with pale yellow hair and a shrimp-colored dress that seemed like a lone light of heaven compared with the black garments we each of us wore in deference to our departed monarchs. ’Twas the queen she sought. Being he who knew most regarding our sovereign lady’s final moments among us, I received the lady, who was a stranger to mine eyes and yet not to my mind, and I revealed to her that which I have already written herein.

“Alas, have I arrived too late, then?”

“So it would seem, Lady Clarice,” I replied. “A fortnight and more hath passed with no word from our queen. Thou art well come to share our vigil in Castle Gore. An thou be the queen’s sometime companion, she shall not be wroth to see thee, methinks.”

She pondered these words and said, “I thank thee most kindly, but nay. An the queen be yet about her work for to heal King Arthur—and of a cert she must be thus engaged, else she would have returned ere now—then I must needs depart unto my… demesnes.” In her dexter hand she held a small object. ’Twas fashioned of the same fey metal that bound Queen Morgan’s chronicle; easily could I espy this likeness, for the chronicle lay upon the table before me. Of a sudden, Lady Clarice asked, “Good scribe, may I crave a boon of thee?”

“An it lie within my power to grant thee, aye, my lady.”

“I should like to take Queen Morgan’s history and guard it against the day of her return. It wouldst lie unmolested, e’en for centuries, an that be the queen’s will.”

Of late it had become an especial concern of mine for to find safe stowage for this precious royal tome; brigands were become ever so much bolder in the absence of sovereigns to hold their destructive evil at bay. I asked, “Art a sorceress, then, that thou canst do such a thing?”

“Queen Morgan’s apprentice,” she said lightly.

Though the queen never had retained an apprentice of my acquaintance, of a sudden my feeble and grief-smitten wits cleared as I recalled my reading of Queen Morgan’s chronicle and Lady Clarice’s doings therein. ’Twas never wise to cross a practitioner of the magical arts, regardless of the practitioner’s rank. I granted Lady Clarice my consent on the condition that she permit me a day for to finish my work upon the chronicle, to which she agreed.

“For time,” she replied with a smile as mysterious as the midnight sky, “be ever my ally.”

It seemed to me good, right, and proper to allow the Lady Clarice’s strange words to number among the last recorded herein.

 

THE END OF THE MANUSCRIPT






Final P.S. by C.C.


DAWN BROKE AS he laid the Manuscript aside. I watched the cheap bleacher seats lighten by degrees—many degrees—awaiting his response. There would be a game this evening, but only a fraction of those seats and not many more throughout the rest of the ballpark would be filled. Here the crashed global economy was to blame. Most teams were just scraping by these days, and only because the players loved the game so much that they’d agreed to have their salaries slashed. This I knew because we’d discussed it when he had recruited me (owing to my medieval expertise and to my association with President Hinton for procuring another of Ambrose’s time-folding devices) to find her. But I had failed. Maybe she’d cast some sort of magical shielding; I don’t know. After leaving Castle Gore, I sailed that damned river from one end to the other, stopping at every village and hut that had a dock, but no one knew—or claimed to know—a thing about any vessel bearing two royals and three attendants. She was my friend, too, and my failure hurt like hell.

He sat in her chair, behind her desk, in her office by right of his being appointed owner by unanimous assent of the other owners in her absence, fingers steepled, his gaze aimed at some arbitrary point past their apex. At last he said, so softly I could barely hear him—

“Please forgive me.”

“What do you mean, Mr. Carter?”

When he smiled at me, I could see at once why Morgan had been so smitten by him. “It’s Sandy, please.” His visage turned serious. “I need her, Clarice. Yes, so does the team, and God knows the world could do with someone like King Arthur to put everything right again, but I sent you to bring Morgan back for me. I put you into danger for selfish reasons, and I am so very sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

“It was my choice, I had the expertise, and I was aware of the risks—and I know what you two meant to each other—so I don’t see that there’s anything to forgive. I wish I could have—”

I broke off because the time-folding device, which I had been (yeah, stupidly, but there you have it) clutching all the while he was reading the Manuscript, had begun growing warm again—I mean, much warmer than my hand alone could have done. My heart lurched; I thought I’d somehow activated it.

Its light was flashing green, rather than red.

Sandy, who’d been staring at me slack-jawed, as if I’d sprouted a third arm, said:

“Hurry, pull it off!”

“I can’t! It’s already bonded.” A thought occurred, a possibility I hadn’t considered, and I felt calmness wash over me. “Either I’m about to disappear again, or—”

When the flash passed and my eyesight cleared, I was still standing inside the private office of the owner of the London Knights baseball team. Sandy was still behind its desk, though he had risen from the chair and was grinning broadly, a grin I knew wasn’t meant for me.

Behind me, a dear, familiar, female voice said:

“Arthur, I have ever so much to explain to thee…”
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“Arthur, I have ever so much to explain to thee…”



 

 


THE END

…for now.



 

 


I HOPE YOU have enjoyed my tale.


If you have, please share it with your friends and consider leaving a review, thanks!


But if you haven’t, please leave a review anyway… and insist that your enemies buy it and read it.




 


Audiobook Edition

Performed by Danielle Cohen
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About the Ghost’s Writer




MY TYPICAL BIO—where I live, the contents of my menagerie, my previous publication credits, and that sort of thing—may be found in those other novels, and I thank you for having a look at them. Originally I had not intended to include a bio in King Arthur’s Sister in Washington’s Court (KASIWC); Twain didn’t in any of his novels, at least not in the strictest sense, and I stood prepared to honor that tradition. But my husband, whom I lovingly dub The Critics’ Critic, suggested that I write about how KASIWC came to be. He knows the story; he lived it with me, to the extent that any human companion of an artisan can ever experience what’s happening in those secret tortured corridors. I have respected and followed his literary advice for more than a quarter century; thus, now you shall know the story too.

In mid-2007, after my (now ex-) literary agent sent a blanket message to his client list stating that he had just met a publisher at BookExpo America who was actively seeking sequels to nineteenth-century authors’ works, I got the green light to develop a sequel to A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court, providing that I updated my story for the twenty-first century. Ecstatic, I dived right in. As near as I could tell, no one had ever published a sequel to any of Twain’s novels; the closest in recent memory was an unfinished short story around which an organization ran a competition for writers to submit their endings. And the timing couldn’t have been more perfect: I would finish the book in a year, which would give the publisher the typical two years to push it into the retail channels, just in time for the one hundredth anniversary of Mark Twain’s death on April 21, 2010.

After about fifty pages, however, the thought struck me: who the hell did I think I was, trying to emulate the father of American literature, for heaven’s sake?
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That lone doubt stopped me… for three years. Not just this project either, but all of my fiction projects. If “writer’s block” has a dictionary entry, there’s where you’ll find my photo.

Finally, in early 2010 and with the words of my daughter ringing in my ears that I should just shut up and write, I exercised (literally, via treadmill, electronic fitness games, etc.) my way out of my depression and finished the first draft in a handful of months. KASIWC became the single most important project for me to reclaim my writing mojo, and I approached it with the determination of a prisoner who has miraculously come into possession of a shovel with which to attack the dirt floor of his cell. I shall always be grateful to Jessica for her succinct and well-timed reminder of this most basic of writing tenets… and for her suggestions about the wording of this version of my bio.

Fans of my other novels know that research is one of my passions, and KASIWC benefited from this proclivity too. In addition to studying Twain’s style and views as depicted in the texts of The Gilded Age: A Tale of To-day (1873), A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889), and his final novel, No. 44: The Mysterious Stranger (several different versions, published posthumously beginning in 1916), I garnered a wealth of information from the superb biography written by Ron Powers titled Mark Twain: A Life (Free Press, 2005)—which I happened across entirely by chance inside a Barnes & Noble bookstore one day. In this book, Mr. Powers delivers an immense amount of information about America’s iconic author in a manner that that evokes Twain’s style and wit, which served as further inspiration for my own emulation efforts.

I shall not belabor the explanation of every literary choice I made while writing KASIWC, but a few deserve mention here.

The decision to write KASIWC in the first-person narrative style may seem obvious, since Twain wrote A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court in the first person. But for me the choice was not quite the no-brainer that it might have been for anyone else; it is my least favorite style to read, and I had never written anything publishable using this storytelling mechanism. Therefore, the choice became a facet of my mojo-recapturing mission.

Using Queen Morgan as my “eagle I” served an additional purpose of settling a question I’d long harbored about the Arthurian legends: how could two siblings who had sustained such a lifelong and vicious enmity toward each other (as depicted in Le Morte d’Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory) reach the point in their relationship where one is willing to sacrifice everything to heal the mortally wounded other? Perhaps a simpler explanation lies rooted in the dynamics of sibling relationships, of which I have no experience, being an only child. For me, however, the development of the relationship between Queen Morgan and King Arthur as I portray it in KASIWC made the most sense.

Another facet of the reclamation of my writing mojo, which ultimately impacted development of the novel version of KASIWC, entailed my learning how to write screenplays. For the record, adapting any book—to say nothing of trying to adapt one’s own novel—to the medium of the big screen is nowhere near as easy as it sounds! I gained a new respect for screenwriters, and you’ll not hear me wail, “But the movie isn’t at all like the book!” Of course it isn’t; they are two different media, with their own unique structures and requirements. But as a clueless newbie, and at the insistence (read: hounding) of my son Jon, the budding filmmaker, in the spring of 2011, I bought a copy of Final Draft script-formatting software and sat down to start cranking out pages.

Fifty pages in (are we sensing a trend here?), I had no idea how to proceed any further. By sheer chance, less than two months later, I was attending the annual convention of the Romance Writers of America, where—again by chance (are we sensing another trend yet?)—I happened across the workshop presentations by scriptwriting consultant Michael Hague. Though geared toward a novel-writing audience, his lectures about the presentation of the plot and characters’ development as tied to percentages of the target page length of any given work were precisely what I needed to hear. Glowing with my newfound knowledge, I returned home from New York City and completed the first draft of the KASIWC screenplay in one week.

My son read the script, made some suggestions, and encouraged me to write an adaptation of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. This script, though aimed toward strengthening the ties between it and KASIWC, most notably in the beefing up of the roles of Queen Morgan and her sixth-century lover, Sir Accolon, comes the closest to Twain’s original vision of any feature-length version that I have ever viewed. Jon said, “These are good, Mom. Now go write a third.” Hence, following a five-minute argument best condensed as, “But I only envisioned this project as a duology!” The Once and Future Queen was born, which I plan to novelize after the trilogy of screenplays is purchased; or perhaps sooner, as the situation warrants. And I have my son to thank for pushing me in this wild and wonderful new direction.

Once I get a few more writing projects off my desk, I will return full attention to these screenplays to polish (read: be brutal with) them and ship them to producers. Of course, any producer reading this who would like to submit an inquiry is welcome to do so! I’m not hard to find online. A good place to start is my blog, The Maze of Twisty Passages.

My choice to scrub out all references to Major League Baseball™ teams and terms for the novel edition of KASIWC, to avoid any whiff of licensing and/or trademark infringement issues, is not reflected in its screenplay, where, for example, the New York Yankees™ appear in all their dark-blue-pinstriped™ glory in the epic 2088 World Series™ battle versus Queen Morgan’s London Knights™. (Yes, even the teams’ names, nicknames, logos, uniform designs, color combinations, mascots, and slogans are trademarked or service marked by the MLB™. Now I’m certain you understand™ my™ caution™.)

In conclusion, this Ghost’s Writer would be remiss without giving grateful nods to the non–family members of my team who labored to help me bring this book to fruition:


	Deb Taber, my peerless and utterly fearless editor, who performed her own research to deliver a version of KASIWC edited to Twain’s nineteenth-century grammar and punctuation styles that awes me to this day.

	The artist team of Jennifer Doneske (The Royal Portraitist) and Tom Doneske (The Creature King), whose memorable illustrations bring the KASIWC characters and their environs to life in a way I never could have envisioned on my own.



	Judith Harlan of Lucky Bat Books, who researched Twain’s first edition of A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court to establish for the hardcover and paperback editions the trim size, fonts, margins, line spacing, indentations, and other layout choices to come as close as possible to emulating that classic edition, a 125-year-old copy of which sits peering over my shoulder as I write this.



	Danielle Cohen, the enthusiastic and talented British voice artist who submitted a recording for the audiobook edition of KASIWC less than a day after I had opened it for auditions—and who nailed the persona of Queen Morgan right from the start.



Thank you all for embarking upon this journey with me.

 

kih, 18 February 2016

Wytheville, Virginia

Stories make us greater.
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