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			To eighteen-year-old me, for choosing right.

			And to my husband, for letting me choose him.

		


		
		
			
			The castle breathes out a sigh, then breathes in, drawing her along. She trails her fingers against carvings, everything in sharp relief, perfect lines telling stories of light and darkness and struggle and love and growth and death, all the things that make the world what it is. Beauty and terror and the wonder that encompasses both.

			She drifts on the breath of the stone, through halls and rooms and then out to the streets, running like channels of a river down to where the lake waits, cold and ancient and eternal. Water always finds a way back to itself. She turns toward the castle to find the streets are flooded, endless streams sculpting Camelot. The current rushes against her as she is drawn back to the castle, but not inside. She flows up the outside, along one of the curving staircases, not worn with time but precise and fresh. Slipping past the pillars of a hidden alcove, she finds herself above a sheer drop into darkness. She can hear it, far beneath her, waiting.

			The water.

			The lake.

			The Lady.

			The castle breathes out once more, pushing her off the edge, and she falls.
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			Guinevere’s room was dark, night more a cloak than the bed curtains she never drew. The dream clung like smoke, so real that she expected to find the surrounding stone newly carved and running with water.

			She put a trembling hand to the wall behind her, fingers curled by dread that she would find the carvings there, fresh and recognizable. But they were only hints of memories beneath her fingers. The castle was as it had been since she arrived: ancient and worn with the passage of unknowable time.

			Yet she could not escape the feel of that fall, air rushing around her, knowing what would meet her at the bottom. She climbed out of bed and pulled on her robe. Brangien shifted softly in the corner, lost in her own dreams with her beloved Isolde. Listening to her, Guinevere realized a horrible truth.

			She should not be able to dream at all.

			She had used knot magic to give all her dreams to Brangien for weeks now. Ever since her captivity at the hands of Maleagant, ever since Merlin had pushed her out of the dreamspace that connected them, ever since she was tricked by Mordred into giving the fairy Dark Queen physical form once more, ever since she chose to return to Camelot instead of escaping—no, not escaping, running away—with Mordred, she had had no desire to dream. Which meant that whatever dream she just had…it was not her own.

			
			As she hurried through the night-black secret passage against the mountain that connected her room to Arthur’s, she folded her arms around herself, unwilling to touch the stone again. Distrustful of it. She was awake enough now to check that every knot she was connected to was still in place. The knot on the door to the secret tunnel entrance into Camelot that only she, Arthur, and Mordred knew about. The knot on her own door, her own windows, every way that the fairy queen—or her grandson, Mordred—might access Guinevere.

			Nothing. Everything was as she had left it, all protections in place. Which terrified her even more.

			She opened the door to Arthur’s room and drew aside the tapestry. She half expected him to be sitting at his table, writing letters or reading them, his candle merely a pool of wax and a flickering wick. That was how she found him most nights. But his room was dark.

			“Arthur?” she whispered, moving toward his bed. There was a rustle of blankets, and then quick movements and the telltale hiss of a sword being unsheathed—along with the swirling sickness and overwhelming dread that hit her whenever she was near Excalibur.

			“Put it away!” she gasped.

			“Guinevere?”

			She could not hear over the pounding in her ears, but she could feel as soon as Excalibur was once again in its sheath. She tripped against the bed and turned to sit on it. The shaking was coming, violent trembling that no amount of heat could warm away.

			“Sorry.” Arthur pulled her next to him. He tucked the blankets over them both, holding her close as though he could stop her shaking by his strength alone. “I was not awake. It is always my first response these days, ever since…”

			
			He did not finish. Neither of them needed him to. They had both watched the Dark Queen emerge, a creeping nightmare made real with the flesh of a thousand beetles, twisting roots, and Guinevere’s own blood. She did not question why Arthur’s reaction to being startled awake would be to seize their one true defense against that abomination.

			“What did you need?” He brushed her hair from the pillow so that he could lie as close to her as possible.

			“I had a dream,” she whispered to the darkness. It felt further away, less important now that he was holding her.

			“A bad dream?”

			“I should not have dreams at all. I knotted them away.” She had not told him about what she was doing for Brangien, or why. That was Brangien’s secret to keep or to reveal, not Guinevere’s. And with magic banned in Camelot, she would not risk her friend’s safety.

			Arthur hmmed thoughtfully. They were so close that she could feel the vibrations in his chest. “Perhaps the knot came undone? Maybe you did not do the magic right?”

			“Maybe.” Guinevere wanted to agree. It would be easier, safer, simpler if that were the case. But she did not think it was. There had been something so visceral about the dream. It was a dream with purpose, a dream with intent. And it had not been her own dream, of that she was certain. But…could she be certain? Her mind had been tampered with—holes created and holes filled by Merlin, whether or not he meant to. How could she say what her mind would dream?

			“Do you ever feel like you do not know yourself?” she whispered.

			Arthur was quiet for a long time. Finally, he answered, his voice gentle. “No. Though there are parts of myself I wish I did not have to know. Why? Do you feel that way?”

			
			“All the time.”

			Arthur settled, one arm around her, his hand next to her head, stroking her hair. The fight had left his body and she could feel him moving back toward sleep. Arthur was ready at a moment’s notice to face any threat, but he was also very good at accepting a threat was not there and releasing whatever was coiled to strike. She envied that ability. She had constant tension from her magic knotted into the rooms and surrounding city, and even if that had not been the case, she found herself perpetually mulling over the figurative knots of her life and her choices, checking for weaknesses, for where she could have done better.

			“This is a problem I can help with,” Arthur said. “I know you very well. You are kind. You are clever. You have far more a sense of humor than any princess could.”

			“But I am not a princess.”

			“No, but you are a queen.” She could hear his smile. His arm around her was comfortingly heavy, her trembling almost past. “You are strong. You are brave. You are quite short.”

			She laughed, poking him in the side. “That is not a character trait.”

			“No? Hmm.”

			She felt him drifting further away, back to sleep.

			“You are Guinevere,” he murmured, and then his breathing went soft and even.

			She wished with a ferocious longing that any of it were true.
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			It had been a long summer, and autumn was only beginning to appear with a hint of chill in the evenings and the promise of work to come. Guinevere understood things like harvests now, how much went into them, how vital they were. A good harvest was the difference between a comfortable winter and a deadly one. With a city as large as Camelot, already they were preparing. As queen, she had taken over Mordred’s role in keeping track of supplies and making certain everything was ready. And riding all over the countryside taking stock of the harvest and speaking with farmers gave her an excuse to search for evidence of the Dark Queen’s seeping reach.

			Guinevere had wards set in Camelot; she would know if a threat arrived on their shores. But she wanted to know long before then. She would not be caught off guard. No one would trick her, ever again.

			“Should we check the perimeter of the forest?” Lancelot asked. They had just finished with one of the farthest tracts of land. Guinevere was hot and itchy in her dress, layers of bold blue and red. She envied Brangien her simpler clothing. But Guinevere was out here as the queen, and she had to look the part. Lancelot, too, looked the part. Her armor was no longer patchwork. She wore uniform leather with metal plates over chain mail and a tunic with Arthur’s sigil on it. Guinevere missed Lancelot’s old armor, though she was glad Lancelot no longer had to wear a mask.

			
			Brangien looked longingly over her shoulder in the direction of Camelot, but offered no complaint. Only Brangien, Lancelot, and Sir Tristan could accompany Guinevere on these trips. They alone knew that she wielded magic. If word reached anyone else, everything would be at risk.

			Arthur rode with them when he could, but it was not often. Guinevere preferred it that way. Though normally she longed for more time with him, the Dark Queen was her fault. Her responsibility.

			“Yes.” Guinevere guided her horse toward the dark smudge of trees waiting meekly on the edge of the tamed land. Elsewhere the forests loomed and lurked, dominating the countryside. But in Camelot’s boundaries the trees had been felled, and where not felled, tamed. They were gentler forests, there to serve man.

			Guinevere’s sleeves rubbed at her wrists, where she bore thin white tracings of scars from trees that were old and hungry and angry.

			“Did you sleep well?” Brangien asked, riding at her side. Her tone was so deliberately even and pleasant that Guinevere immediately knew she was fishing for information. Brangien was never pleasant without a reason. Guinevere had not slept in her own bed, and her friend and maid wanted to know about it.

			Alas. As always, sleeping in Arthur’s bed had simply been sleeping. Guinevere had awoken to find herself alone. She always woke alone. Sometimes she wondered what would happen if he stayed. If, warm and muddled with sleep, he reached for her in something other than companionship. If they shared a kiss as fierce as the one Mordred had stolen the night Lancelot won her tournament.

			
			“Is that a blush I detect?” Brangien teased.

			Guinevere yanked her mind back from where it had wandered. That was the treacherous path that had led her to the fairy queen’s meadow. A path with clever smiles and eyes like the pools of green shadow beneath a tree. Mordred had not been the one to abduct her, but he had used her to hurt Arthur. And he had hurt her, too. Guinevere would not forget it. “I will let you know when there is something to blush about,” she told Brangien.

			Brangien frowned at Guinevere’s curt tone, but Guinevere could not explain. “Did you dream with Isolde last night?” she asked instead, remembering her own disturbing dream and Arthur’s suggestion that her knot magic giving away her own dreams had failed.

			“Yes.” This time Brangien blushed, a dreamy smile on her face.

			That was not good news. It made Guinevere’s odd dream even more puzzling and worrisome. It would need to be addressed, and she hated anticipating how Brangien would take the news. So much of magic was about taking—power, control, even memories—but with Brangien and the dreams Guinevere had been able to give.

			Guinevere hurried toward the trees, pulling away from her companions. It was a problem for tonight. She did not have to think about it now, not while she was out here. She wanted to reclaim the sense of peace she found in wild lands. Though Camelot was home now, she had grown up in a forest.

			Once again her mind halted. Had she grown up in a forest? She had mere handfuls of memories, and if her last visit to Merlin was any indication, they were not accurate. The cottage she remembered sweeping was a ruin, uninhabited for decades. How could she have lived in a place that was unlivable?

			
			Lancelot had caught up to her. She was subtle about it, but Guinevere’s knight never let her too far out of reach.

			“How much do you remember of your childhood?” Guinevere asked.

			“My childhood?”

			“Your teeth.”

			“My teeth?”

			There had been a conversation at a market with Brangien and Mordred. They seemed confused that Guinevere did not remember losing her first teeth to make way for her second teeth. She repressed a shudder at having to once again acknowledge the fact that all children with their tiny pearls of teeth had other, bigger teeth, lurking beneath the surface, waiting to burst free. “When did you lose them?”

			Lancelot had a hint of laugh in her voice. “I would imagine at the normal times? My first was before my mother—” Lancelot broke off. Her father had been killed serving Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s tyrant father. And while she had never specified how her mother had died, it had driven her to pursue vengeance and then knighthood with singular intensity. “My two front teeth I bashed out falling from a tree. It took quite a while for them to grow in. I had a lisp.”

			“Were you teased?”

			“Never more than once.” Lancelot smiled at the memory.

			Guinevere envied her both the ability to defend herself even as a child and the memories of those events. She was hungry for a past, for some way to fill the emptiness she found when she tried to excavate her own history from memories. In the magical dream where she had connected herself to Merlin to look for him, walking back through her life, she had hit a certain point and found…nothing.

			A void. Wiped clean. It did not feel clean, though. It felt like a violation, and filled her with shame. She cleared her throat and continued, wanting Lancelot to talk. To distract her. “Where did you go after you lost your parents? You have never told me much about that.”

			
			Lancelot’s smile faded and something closed in her face. Lancelot was never dishonest, but there was a hint of evasiveness in the way she changed the subject. “We should focus. What are we looking for in the trees?”

			Guinevere pulled her horse to an abrupt stop, dread and an odd sense of triumph warring in her breast as she looked at what should have been an orderly line of trees and found a riot of enormous, twisted oaks, draped with vines that rustled and reached in the dead, windless air. “That,” she whispered.
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			“We should wait for the king.” Lancelot eyed the trees warily, sword drawn and held ready. Guinevere did not know whether Lancelot could feel it the way she could—the way the air felt like a breath being held, the sense that if she whipped around fast enough, she would catch the trees moving—but it was clear Lancelot could feel the threat.

			They had left their horses outside the forest with Brangien while Sir Tristan dashed madly for Camelot and Arthur.

			“I came back to help Arthur in the fight against the Dark Queen. This is that fight.” Guinevere crouched, resting a hand against the dirt beneath them. Her fingers dug in. The soil was hard and unbroken, and it compacted beneath her fingernails. A worm wriggled by and brushed her skin.

			Not a worm.

			Guinevere pressed her searching fingers against a root snaking through the soil—years of growth in mere seconds. At this rate, the forest would overtake the farmland, destroy their crops, and ruin their harvest within days. Maybe even less. If she had not been riding here, who could say how long it would have taken word to reach Camelot?

			
			And the trees could destroy more than just fields. She had left the horses outside of the forest for a reason. She could still hear the screams of Mordred’s horse as the roots dragged it beneath the soil of the Dark Queen’s meadow.

			The screams of the men, too. Though that had been her own work, which made it far worse to remember.

			“She is here.” Guinevere pulled her hand free of the soil and stood, hoping she had not given herself away. She stared into the depths of the trees, pierced by only the sharpest shafts of light, going on for what could be half a league or two dozen. The growth was so thick it was impossible to tell.

			“The Dark Queen is here?”

			Guinevere shook her head. She could not know for sure. “Her magic is.” She tore her eyes from the impenetrable doom of the forest, resisting the impulse to push in as far and deep as she could. To find that heart of chaos, that heart that her own blood had given shape to.

			“Come on.” Guinevere turned toward their horses. Lancelot followed. There was no sense of relief as they emerged from the tree line.

			Brangien stood, a few body-lengths away, her eyes wide. When they had entered mere minutes ago, she had been at least twice as far from the edge of the trees.

			“Did you move?” Guinevere shouted. Brangien shook her head.

			Guinevere wasted no time. She reached into the pouch on her belt and pulled out a coiled line of iron thread. It was heavy and cold in her hand, unpleasant to the touch. She could bind the trees, but they were individual trees. She would have to go down the entire line, and it stretched on and on. The leaves rustled. The branches and trunks groaned.

			
			It had to be iron, though. She would not try to influence the trees directly again. She would bear the scars of their indifference to her demands for the rest of her days.

			But there simply was not enough time to bind iron knots to each tree. If she was going to bind something, it would have to be—

			“The soil,” she said to herself, triumphant. She could not stop every tree from moving, but she could stop what they were moving through. She dropped to her knees and clawed at the earth, dredging up the dark loam beneath the fallen leaves and small rocks of the topsoil. Brangien, braving the proximity to the trees, joined her as Lancelot stood guard, sword at the ready.

			“How deep?” Brangien asked.

			“A few more inches. There, that should be good.” Guinevere unspooled the thread, tying it in a complex knot of binding. It was not unlike the knots she had attached to every exterior of the castle. Nothing fueled by magic could pass those barriers. Her idea now was that by plunging the iron knot into the soil, it would infect the rest of the soil, making it inhospitable to magic.

			That was the hope. She had never tried it before. Pulling out her iron dagger, an impossibly low note hurting her ears and setting her teeth on edge as always when she handled it, she cut her bottom lip.

			Lancelot let out a hiss of anger. “Let me do it!”

			“It has to be my blood.” Guinevere pressed the elaborate rings of the iron knot to her lip, whispering her intent, binding it to the iron through the iron in her blood. Then she pushed the knot into the earth and leaned over it, letting the blood from her lip drip down into the hole, watering the seed of her anti-magic and hoping it would spread.

			
			Brangien held out a handkerchief and Guinevere took it, holding it to her lip and standing. She could feel the dirt beneath her fingernails, but she could not feel the magic she had performed. Iron took all and gave nothing back. It was an ending. Poison to the natural magic and chaos of the fairy realm, and poison to the Dark Queen.

			The trees shuddered, dropping leaves. There was a creaking and groaning noise, as though a terrible wind raced through the woods, threatening to uproot them. But there was no wind. Their branches strained, clawing the sky, and then stopped.

			“Is it over? Did we win?” Brangien eyed the trees dubiously. They were no longer advancing, but they were still there.

			Guinevere dabbed at her lip, frowning. “We bought time to consider the problem.”

			“Then can we please move farther away?” Brangien shuddered as she turned her back on the trees and stalked toward the horses. Guinevere did not join her.

			“What are you thinking?” Lancelot asked.

			“I am thinking about how much land we would have lost if we had not caught this. And wondering how much land we did lose. I am not familiar with this area. For all we know, yesterday it was rolling fields as far as the eye could see.”

			“I am thinking I should also bring an ax with me on our rides, not just a sword.”

			Guinevere laughed, reopening the cut on her lip. She pressed the handkerchief to it again. “I wonder how far the binding spread. I connected it to the soil, but what is the reach?” She gazed up and down the line of trees. “We should explore.”

			“We are not going back in there.”

			“The perimeter. Not the woods themselves.” Though Guinevere had to admit she wanted to do that, too. Iron dagger in hand, stalking the queen that threatened her king. Stalking the queen who had taken Mordred from them, who would take everything if she could.

			
			Guinevere began to inspect the edge of the forest. Several smooth white stones were nestled in her bag—it was not a light bag—and she dropped them every few feet so they could be certain the trees were not advancing. But before they got far, the sound of thundering hooves approached. Guinevere turned, squinting against the sun.

			Sir Tristan had found Arthur. He was galloping toward them, flanked by five knights and at least twenty soldiers. Guinevere hastily dropped the stone she was holding and used her handkerchief to wipe the dirt from her hands.

			Arthur closed the distance between them in a mad gallop, leaping from his horse almost before it had finished moving. “Are you safe?”

			Guinevere nodded. “I stopped the advance. The trees are halted, but I have not decided how to finish it.”

			Arthur squeezed the pommel of Excalibur, fingers twitching in protest at not being allowed to draw it. “I can take care of it. But not with you here.”

			Guinevere had seen Excalibur drain the life from a tree possessed by magic. In a way that she could not explain, it made her almost as sad as remembering the horse that had been devoured. And Arthur was right: she could not stay once he began to wield the sword. “I can help. We will go in opposite directions.”

			“I will not have you wandering in a Dark Queen–infested forest alone. We know she is interested in you.”

			“I can defend myself.”

			Lancelot shifted uncomfortably. Guinevere shot her a look, but Lancelot did not meet her eyes. Her chin was lifted, her body at rigid attention as her king spoke.

			“I know you can.” Arthur put a finger against Guinevere’s cut lip, troubled. “But in this case, you do not have to. You found this threat, and you warned us. I am here now.”

			
			“How are you going to finish it?” It would take weeks to cut back the trees that had moved forward, and she did not like the idea of Arthur riding into the woods, searching for the Dark Queen. Excalibur or not, he would be vulnerable and she would not be at his side. “How will you find her, if she is here?”

			“Simple. We will burn the forest.”

			“Burn it?” Guinevere spun toward the trees. “But that will ruin the whole forest! These trees did not ask to be possessed by dark magic.”

			Arthur gave her a puzzled look. “They are trees. They do not ask for anything.”

			“There has to be another solution. Burning everything seems excessive. Can we not just find the Dark Queen, or the source of her infection here, and get rid of that?”

			“It would be like cutting off the shoots of a weed. The roots are still there, and the weed will come back in the same spot, or in a new, unexpected one. We have to remove everything. She is in there or she is not, but her magic cannot linger in trees that are burned.”

			“I can go in. I can trace the lines of the magic, find—”

			From deep within the trees, a lonely howl drifted on the air. Guinevere felt it on her skin and shuddered in spite of herself. She had faced wolves in a wood before. They nearly got her, and they almost killed Sir Tristan, as well. She was afraid, and she hated the fear more than anything else the Dark Queen had done here this day.

			Arthur and Lancelot shared a look heavy with unspoken agreement. Guinevere’s fear transformed into nagging worry at what she would do if Arthur commanded her to leave. If Lancelot followed his command and forced her to.

			She did not want Arthur to make her leave, and she did not know what Lancelot would do if placed between her queen and her king. And she did not want to find out.

			
			“Very well. I will be nearby, if you need me.” Guinevere trudged toward where Brangien waited a safe distance away with their horses.

			She did not want to be safe. She wanted to be useful. And she hated that the best thing she could do to defeat this threat was to get out of Excalibur’s way.
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			Guinevere watched as the forest burned.

			Lancelot was equally agitated and anxious, stalking in a tight prowl back and forth, her eyes on the line of bright flame and dark smoke billowing up into the unassuming afternoon sky.

			“You can join them,” Guinevere said. Excalibur would not make Lancelot sick, and Guinevere was perfectly safe in this tamed, lifeless field.

			“No. My place is here.” Lancelot stopped, but it seemed to require some effort. Her gaze kept drifting to the blazing destruction the other knights were overseeing. Brangien had returned to Camelot. Guinevere wanted to stay in case she was needed.

			A knight broke free from the line of men controlling the flames and rode toward them. Sir Tristan was squinting, a strip of cloth around his mouth and nose as protection against the smoke. He pulled it down when he reached them, bowing his head to Guinevere.

			“My queen, King Arthur sent me to tell you that he has this under control and wishes you to go back to Camelot.”

			Guinevere twitched against the command. She was the one who had found this. It was her job to fight magical threats. But if Arthur felt like this situation was under control, she had to trust him. At least in Camelot she could check her wards and make certain no additional threat had crept in while they were occupied here. It made sense.

			
			It did not make her resent being sent home any less.

			Without a word, Guinevere went to her horse. Lancelot helped her mount, and then they rode back toward the city, equally silent, equally determined not to look over their shoulders at the fight they should be part of. The ride was insultingly dull, the afternoon sullen with heat that plagued them until they reached the lake.

			Guinevere wanted another chance to prove herself against the Dark Queen. But last time her presence had not only brought the fairy menace back but also prevented Arthur from wielding Excalibur to end the fight once and for all. She was angry and she was humiliated and she was on yet another ferry across the abominable stretch of water that separated her from the castle.

			It might have been preferable to take her chances with Excalibur over this trip across the cold depths of the lake. The ferry dipped and she grabbed Lancelot’s arm, squeezing. “Tell me something,” she whispered, shutting her eyes.

			“What should I tell you?”

			“Anything.”

			“It is more valuable to anticipate a blow than to avoid it. If I know which direction a blow is coming from, I can move with it instead of against it. I use their momentum against them, because they will be focused on following through with their strike while I am already moving into position with my next one. So by taking a blow, I can often end a fight sooner than if I expended as much energy and thought on avoiding being hit.”

			Guinevere frowned, leaning her head against Lancelot’s shoulder. Lancelot was so steady. “Why are you thinking about that right now?”

			
			“When I do not want to think about something that is bothering me, I replay sparring matches and fights in my memory, going over the movements, what I could have done better, what my opponent did well.”

			“Which fight are you replaying?”

			Lancelot paused so long Guinevere thought she would not answer, but when she did, Guinevere regretted having asked. “Mordred. Always Mordred. No matter how I go through it, he wins. He always wins.”

			Guinevere wanted to redirect the topic. “So momentum is the key in fighting? I would have thought strength.”

			“It does not hurt.” Lancelot smiled gently at Guinevere’s obvious topic change. “Momentum is also critical to climbing. People think climbing is also about strength, and it is, to a certain extent, but so much of it is confidence and movement. If you freeze, you use up precious energy that might be the difference between reaching the top and falling.”

			Guinevere had seen Lancelot scale walls and cliffs she would have thought impossible. “Could you teach me? Not climbing. But fighting.”

			Lancelot patted Guinevere’s hand. “Some basics. Self-defense. If you ever need more than that, I have failed at my job. But I have not failed at this one.”

			“What one?”

			“Distraction.” The ferry bumped against the dock. Lancelot escorted Guinevere off, and Guinevere took a moment to gather herself, to reclaim who she was when she was in Camelot. That cursed lake. It made her life so much more difficult. Being plunged into mortal terror every time she left or returned to the city was not good for maintaining a queenly presence.

			Knowing that Merlin had placed the fear there to protect her from the vengeful Lady of the Lake made the fear less shameful, but no less terrifying. Wretched wizard. Wretched lake.

			
			“My queen?” a young, eager voice asked.

			Wretched Sir Gawain. Guinevere forced a pleasant expression, repenting of her mean thought. Sir Gawain was one of the youngest knights, her age—sixteen—but eager and accomplished with a sword. Unlike the older knights who kept with current styles, he wore his hair as short as he could to imitate Arthur. Combined with his round face, it made him look even younger than he was. According to Lancelot, all his spare time was spent in the chapel, praying or helping. He had taken to Christianity with the same fervor he had taken to Arthur.

			Sir Gawain was tasked with helping Guinevere oversee the granaries within the city, which he also took to with extreme fervor. Guinevere had forgotten they were supposed to check one earlier this afternoon.

			“Sir Gawain. My apologies. Our time afield took longer than expected.”

			“No apologies required, my queen. I am ready to go now.”

			The scent of smoke lingered in Guinevere’s hair. She wanted to shed her cloak and peel off her dress, to rest in her dim bedroom and confer with Brangien about her troubling dream. “Excellent,” she said, following Sir Gawain.

			The lowest granary, in the southeast sector of the city, was a huge circular building. It had not always been a granary, but what its original purpose was, no one could say. The only opening was a hole at the very top, at least twenty feet up. Arthur’s masons had created a door, as well as several openings at various levels. When all the grain was harvested, the doors would be sealed and the grain poured in through the opening, which would then be covered against the weather.

			
			The granary smelled musty and warm, the floor dusted with the memory of harvest seasons past. It held the promise of safety. The promise of a winter made as easy as possible.

			Guinevere did not know what she was supposed to be doing. She walked the circumference, making a show of checking it. “Good. See that this is swept out more thoroughly and look for holes along the perimeter that vermin might get in.” It was not really necessary. This was one of the original buildings of Camelot, which meant that it had no seams, no visible cracks or places where it had been formed. The only flaws were the ones they had made to use it.

			She should have been glad, but with last night’s dream tugging at her, Guinevere found the building unnerving. “Do we have anything else to check today?” she asked.

			Sir Gawain shook his head. “No, my queen. The others are being prepared and we can look at them tomorrow.” The older knights mostly ignored Guinevere, but Sir Gawain always seemed a little flushed and wide-eyed when he spoke with her. Guinevere did not assume it was herself that created that effect, but rather her proximity to Arthur, whom Sir Gawain outright worshiped.

			“Very good. You have done excellent work. I think we can expect a comfortable winter. I will tell King Arthur.”

			He bowed, his ruddy skin even redder with pleasure at the compliment.

			Guinevere exited the dim space back into the late shafts of golden sun piercing the street. Brangien was waiting for her. “I heard you had come back,” Brangien said. “Did everything go well?”

			“It is in progress and under control.” Guinevere tried to sound clinical, not petulant. The important thing was that the threat was neutralized. It did not have to be her doing the fighting. Even if her pride wanted it to be.

			“Good. We have so much to do.” Brangien took Guinevere’s arm and marched uphill toward the castle. “Dindrane has requested I come to her dress fitting, and if I have to go, you do, too, since it is your kindness that has created this waking nightmare for me.”

			
			Guinevere laughed. “I thought you liked Dindrane.”

			“I do not like her. She is my friend. One must no more like their friends than they must like their family. They are simply part of your life, and you tolerate them as best you can.”

			Guinevere put a hand over her heart. “Brangien, are you saying you do not like me?”

			Brangien wrinkled her nose impatiently. “I love you. You know that. And I often like you. But I do not like you today, because I have to sit through Dindrane’s infinite picking about her wedding wardrobe, as well as answer every single question about what you will be wearing so she can match.”

			“She wants to match me? At her own wedding? I should wear something that does not draw attention.”

			“Oh, no. Dindrane wants you to draw attention. She wants everyone at her father’s estate to see that the queen of Camelot is her closest friend and that you and she are basically the same, right down to your colors.”

			The fact that Dindrane accompanied her brother, Sir Percival, to a new land rather than staying on her own estate with her father spoke to an unhappy arrangement. Camelot was a land of hopeful newcomers, though. Under Uther Pendragon there had been suffering and oppression, but under Arthur Camelot was growing every day. People were drawn to him and the kingdom he had cut free on the edge of Excalibur.

			It felt odd, talking about granaries and weddings and dresses while somewhere Arthur was eradicating a fairy assault, perhaps even facing off against the Dark Queen herself. The constant dissonance of being both queen and witch, Guinevere and not-Guinevere, was disorienting. It would be so much simpler to be just one thing. But she was inside Camelot now, and when she was here, she was Queen Guinevere. She tried to focus.

			
			Brangien was not finished complaining. “And why do we have to travel to her father’s lands for the wedding? Dindrane lives in Camelot. Sir Bors lives in Camelot. Most importantly, I live in Camelot and do not want to leave.”

			“You are going to be even more cross with me.” Guinevere drew Brangien closer so they were side by side and she did not have to see the impending rage on her friend’s face. “That was my idea.”

			“Your idea. Your idea that means not only do I have to prepare a queen for a week of festivities but I also have to figure out how to pack that week of festivities for a five-day journey?”

			“Dindrane’s father is a southern lord. His lands are to the east, as well, which means he has increasing numbers of Saxon settlers around him. Arthur is wary of the Saxons marrying into these families and creating alliances that he has no knowledge of or connection to. I have learned about strategic social visits from you, so I suggested he go honor Dindrane’s father to make certain that bond is firm. And it will give him the chance to meet and speak with several other important men of that region, all without looking aggressive. He will be there for a celebration, not for a negotiation.” The southern part of the island was riddled with lords and kings, everyone staking out their claim to rulership. The east was being settled by Saxons who thought nothing of pushing out whoever initially lived there, and, when that failed, married into the families and took over that way. And the north was ruled by the Picts, with whom Arthur had an uneasy alliance. Guinevere had met them and their glowering bulk of a king, Nechtan. It had been a marginally pleasant dinner until Maleagant had shown up and complicated things. But the Picts and Arthur had settled into peace. They needed to turn their eyes to the south and the east.

			
			Brangien huffed. “That was very clever of you. But I am still angry.”

			“I understand. You are welcome to be angry for as much time as you need to be. As long as you still love me and occasionally like me.”

			Brangien’s soft tone surprised Guinevere. “You are doing a good job.”

			“Of having you love me?”

			“Of being queen.”

			One of the invisible knots in Guinevere’s chest—not a magic knot, but a worry knot—loosened ever so slightly. “Am I?”

			“You are. I have always been proud to serve our king, and I am just as proud to serve you. He is lucky to have you. After all, think of the alternative. Dindrane could be our queen.” Brangien shuddered exaggeratedly.

			Guinevere laughed. They turned a corner and Guinevere noticed a wall where the carvings were not quite as worn as they were elsewhere, sheltered against wind and rain by the angle of the street. It punctured the busy distraction she had allowed herself. She was back in the dream, rushing up these same streets.

			“Brangien, we need to talk about the dream magic.”

			Brangien’s hand drifted to the back of her hair, where a lock of Isolde’s copper hair was woven in with her own, allowing them to dream together. Every night Brangien was reunited with her lost love. “What about it?”

			“It was probably nothing.” It was not nothing, but she could not tell Brangien the full truth about anything. Brangien knew that Guinevere did magic, and she knew that the Dark Queen had reemerged thanks to Mordred’s betrayal. But she did not know the truth: that Guinevere had been sent here by Merlin for her own protection against the Lady of the Lake, that Guinevere was the reason the Dark Queen was able to come back, and that Guinevere was not Guinevere at all, but a changeling.

			
			Guinevere remembered Mordred’s confident assertion that Merlin was not her father. But if Merlin was not her father, who was? She shook it off, as she always did. Mordred was a liar. Mordred had manipulated her, had betrayed Arthur. Anything he told her—anything they had done—was a lie.

			She found her fingers tracing her lips of their own accord and willfully put her hands down at her sides.

			“What was probably nothing?” Brangien stopped, forcing Guinevere to face her.

			“I…dreamed last night.”

			“But that should not be possible. Should it?” By giving Brangien the ability to connect her dreams to Isolde’s, Guinevere had given up her own dreams. Every knot, every spell, every piece of magic had a cost. This was one of the few Guinevere had been more than happy to pay.

			“No, it should not.”

			“Could it be the fairy queen?” Brangien whipped around, like the Dark Queen would rise behind them, a shadow blurring out the sun.

			“It did not feel like her. But it did not feel like me, either. It felt like someone else’s dream, tugging me along in its wake.”

			“We will break the knot.” Brangien reached up to her hair, searching for Isolde’s strands.

			“No! Then you will not be able to see Isolde!”

			“But what if this magic creates an opening? Room for the Dark Queen to slip in? We cannot risk it.” Brangien let go of her hair and took Guinevere’s hands in her own. As always, Brangien’s touch was a cool reassurance, full of everything that made her who she was. But this time it was flooded with sadness. Brangien sighed and released Guinevere. “I will take one more night to tell Isolde, so she will not fear that something has happened. If that is all right.”

			
			“Of course.” Guinevere leaned close. “You are my dearest friend. I want you to be happy, however you need to be. I will figure this out as quickly as possible.”

			Brangien nodded, but there was distance in her expression. Her smile appeared, the old one. The one Brangien wore when she did not want to be seen. “We will sort this all out. We will defeat our foes. And we will survive the coming terrors.”

			Guinevere was alarmed. She had not told Brangien the details of her dream. “Do you think it will be that bad?”

			“Oh, I am not speaking of magical menaces. I am speaking of Dindrane’s wedding.”

			Guinevere dissolved into relieved laughter, and Brangien feigned a stern voice. “I warned you from the beginning to avoid Dindrane. But you did not listen, and now look where we are. But back to the less immediate threat of the possible fairy attack of your mind. What should we do?”

			Guinevere resumed walking. “If it does not happen again when I have my dreams back, we will know the knot was the opening and will have to figure out another way to connect you to Isolde. We will manage. We are the two cleverest women in Camelot, after all.” Guinevere tried to sound more confident than she felt.

			“My queen!” Lancelot joined them with the slight metallic jingle of chain mail. Her dark brows were furrowed in anger.

			“Yes?”

			“I left you with Sir Gawain. But then he came to the training arena alone.”

			
			“Yes, we finished our work.”

			Lancelot looked at her with an intensity that implied Guinevere was missing something important. “And now you are alone.”

			“No, Brangien and I are going to Dindrane’s.”

			“And on the way there, who is protecting you?” Lancelot’s hand was on the pommel of her sword. Even as she spoke, her eyes swept every street and window, searching for threats.

			“I hardly think I’m in danger walking in Camelot.”

			“You were taken in Camelot.”

			Guinevere flinched at the memory. She still got headaches she suspected were from the blow that knocked her unconscious so Maleagant’s man could abduct her. Her answer came out sullen. “On the field during the chaos of the tournament!”

			“Because no one was paying attention. That will never happen again.” Lancelot’s fierce tone was informed by her own experiences rescuing Guinevere. Lancelot had been willing to sacrifice everything, even before she was a knight.

			Guinevere softened and put her hand on Lancelot’s arm. “I know.”

			“But I can only guard you as well as you allow me to, and if I do not have the correct information, I cannot do my job.” Lancelot seemed angrier than the situation called for. Guinevere wondered if the fight they had been forced to leave to others was nagging at her valiant knight.

			“You will regret finding us,” Brangien said. “We are going to visit Dindrane and sit for hours as she examines cloth.”

			Lancelot did not so much as blanch, a credit to her noble devotion to duty over personal comfort.

			Guinevere stopped on the walkway outside the steps to Dindrane’s room. The young woman’s voice already drifted toward them with a litany of demands. The room was too small for even one woman, much less five of them plus all the materials, and it was situated on the side of her brother’s house that got the most direct afternoon sunlight. With autumn still warm, it would be sweltering. “Maybe Sir Lancelot could rescue us?” Guinevere asked.

			
			Finally, Lancelot broke, a smile claiming her lips. “I am afraid even I cannot protect my queen from this.”

			Guinevere sighed. She imagined herself in a forest, fighting evil side by side with Arthur, wielding magic with all the confidence and earth-shaking power of Merlin. But she was not in a forest, wild with power. She was in Camelot; she was queen. She could not fight like Merlin, and she did not want to. Not really.

			She took a deep breath and drew strength from her friends on either side. Brangien was right. They would face whatever was to come, whatever horrors awaited them. Starting with Dindrane’s wedding plans.
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			The problem with being a lady was that a lady had a lady’s maid, and a lady’s maid never left.

			Brangien had been sleeping on a cot in the corner when Guinevere crept from the passageway into her own bedroom. If Brangien was startled to wake up in the morning and find Guinevere, she did not show it. She bustled about, drawing curtains and tidying. There were windows along only one side of the room. The back wall was against the secret passage, which itself was against the rock of the mountain. The way the castle clung to the cliff was unnerving to Guinevere. There was so little between her and falling. And the lake lurked, waiting beneath to swallow her whole.

			No wonder Merlin had never described Camelot to her. He had filled her instead with stories of Arthur. His goodness, his bravery, his goals. If she had been aware of the particular geography of the place, she might not have agreed to come.

			Come to think of it, she had never explicitly agreed to come, because he had not asked. He had told her the threat was imminent and whisked her to the convent. That was his way, though. For all she knew, ten years in the future he would sit down and explain the whole thing to her, including what the threat was, how she was to fight it, and why it had to be she, and she alone.

			
			After she had already done it.

			She tried to have compassion for him. It was like he lived every moment of his life all at once, his mind slipping through time. Which meant that he knew things were coming before they happened, but it also meant that he had a hard time landing on what needed to be said or done at any given time.

			And it made her own life very frustrating. Nothing to be done for it, though, but to get to work.

			She stood and stretched. The bed, at least, was comfortable. It seemed new compared to Arthur’s. The coverlets were dyed deepest blue. The ropes across the bed frame tight enough that they did not so much as creak when she moved. And the mattress was softer than yellow-green tufts of new spring grass. The bed at the convent had been a straw mattress, itchy and lumpy. And her bed at home had been…She could only picture it, not remember sleeping in it. It felt like a lifetime ago. She had only the memory of dreams, which was fitting for a home shared with a wizard.

			Cloth draped over the four posters of the bed could be drawn closed like curtains at a window, sealing her in to sleep. She had not done that the night before. She did not like the idea of being confined in her dreams.

			In addition to the bed, there were several chests in the room, sent ahead by the convent. They were the real Guinevere’s. She wondered what was inside them. It felt wrong to open them, but she had already claimed Guinevere’s name. How much guiltier would claiming belongings make her?

			She tore her eyes away from the chests, which had begun to feel like caskets. There was a table with a single chair, and Brangien’s neat cot in the corner. A door led out to the hallway, and another door to a side chamber.

			
			Two tapestries brightened the wall without windows; one of them hid the secret door. The tapestries were both old, like the one in Arthur’s room. The pastoral scenes could have been hanging in any great man’s home.

			“Why does he have no tapestries of his life?” Guinevere asked as Brangien bustled around.

			“Beg pardon, my queen?”

			“Arthur. The king. All the tapestries I have seen are meaningless. Does he have none of the miracle of the sword? Of his victory over Uther Pendragon? The defeat of the fairy queen and the forest of blood?”

			Brangien paused where she was laying out fresh underclothes. “I had not thought of it before. But he has never commissioned them. And there are no tapestries of Uther Pendragon, either. I think he had them destroyed.”

			“Is he— Am I supposed to eat breakfast with him?” Guinevere did not know the rules yet. Could she go over to his room to bid him good morning? Should she?

			“I believe there is a trial this morning. A woman caught practicing magic.” Brangien said it as perfunctorily as her movements making Guinevere’s bed were. It was a routine matter. Guinevere forced a neutral hmm in response.

			After Brangien was satisfied with the items she had chosen, she bowed and left. Guinevere hurried to the windows, repeating for herself the same work that she had done last night for Arthur. She would need to redo it all at least once every three nights. And there were bigger, stronger magics to work. But those would take time as well as supplies.

			She had just finished tracing the knots on the window when the sitting room door opened. She hoped it looked like she was trying to see the view through the thick glass.

			
			Brangien bowed neatly. “Everything is ready, my lady.”

			Ravenous, Guinevere followed, eager for breakfast. Instead, she was greeted by a tub of steaming water in the center of her sitting room.

			“No!” she exclaimed.

			“My lady? Did I do something wrong?” Brangien was standing next to the tub. A table held various tinctures and soaps, a soft length of cloth, a scrubbing brush. Brangien’s sleeves had been tied back, her pale arms exposed.

			“What is this for?” Guinevere looked everywhere but at the bath. She had seen something reflected on the water. Something not in this room. She did not want to know what it was. Water was the best tool for seeing, better than any of her paltry tricks. Water touched everything, flowing from one life to the next. With enough patience and time, water could lead a skilled magician to any answer.

			But it could also lead them astray. Water shaped to whatever container held it. Not all containers were benign. The Lady of the Lake had long ago claimed water magic as her own, and it all flowed back to her in time. The Lady of the Lake had been Merlin’s ally against the Dark Queen, but she was ancient and unknowable, and Guinevere could not risk invoking any of her power within Camelot. Better to be small. Contained. Knotted.

			She could justify it all she wanted to, but magic aside, the bath was water. Guinevere would not climb into it.

			“I think the temperature is pleasant, but if it is not to your liking, I can change it. Shall I help you undress?”

			“No!”

			Brangien flinched, wounded at the vehemence of Guinevere’s response. Her face turned scarlet and she stared at the floor.

			
			“It is perfectly customary, my lady. I have bathed many women before you. And you need not put your face under if it frightens you.”

			“It is not that.” Guinevere scrambled, grasping for a reason why this ordinary task for a lady’s maid would not—could not—ever happen. “At the convent they taught me that my body is only for my husband. Even I am not to look at myself while naked.” It sounded reasonable for a society that forbade her from showing her wrists. “I could not bear if anyone else saw me. You are a fine lady’s maid—the best I could hope for. But I must bathe myself.”

			Brangien frowned, but at least she no longer looked wounded. “I have only recently become Christian. I have not heard this.”

			“I think it is particular to the convent where I was instructed on how to be a wife. There are so many more ways for a queen to sin.” She tried not to grimace at all the falsehoods coming out of her mouth. Certainly in her three days at the convent, she had learned a great deal about sin and guilt, which seemed a powerful type of magic in its own right. A magic of controlling and shaping others. The nuns wielded it deftly, experts in their craft. They were also kind and loving and generous. Guinevere would not have minded more time among them, trying to understand this new religion that was pushing back the old in much the same way men were pushing back the forests.

			Arthur had embraced Christianity, too. She would have to learn it. If only Merlin were here to place it all inside her head like he had the knot magic.

			“So,” Guinevere said, “I would like to bathe myself. When I am finished, I will call you and you can dress me—and care for my hair? You are much better with it than I am!”

			This seemed to placate Brangien, or at least make her less afraid for her position. She nodded. “I will retrieve your undergarments. If you need any help getting into them, please call for me.” She hurried to the bedroom, then brought the linen undergarments in and set them gently on the table beside the other supplies.

			
			Guinevere smiled until Brangien left again. Then she dropped the smile with a shudder as she dropped her nightclothes. She did not look at the bath. She could feel the water there, steaming, promising magic she did not ask for and would not explore.

			She stepped out of the ring of her nightclothes. Her feet were bare against the stone floor and she curled her toes, missing the soft give of soil. Luckily, Brangien had left a candle on the table. Guinevere breathed it into life. It was a dangerous trick, but the wick contained the fire before it could escape.

			Fire magic was Merlin’s specialty. Not hers. She needed the limits of knot magic, the security of the loops and ties. But she had to get clean, and she could not bring herself to sit in water.

			She put her finger to the flame, whispering. It jumped from wick to flesh, stinging just shy of burning. She spun in a circle. The flame followed the path of the circle to form a shimmering ring, encompassing her. It took all her concentration to hold it, to forbid it from the chaos that was its nature. Unlike water, fire had no master. No lady or queen who could rule it.

			It rushed over her hot and hungry and dry, devouring anything unclean. When she could no longer stand it, she pushed away the air so the fire had nothing to feed on. It reluctantly faded and died.

			It left her skin itching and her whole body tired. But she was clean and the water left undisturbed. As difficult as it was, fire magic was relatively safe. It devoured whatever it touched, leaving no evidence of itself or its user. And when it was extinguished, it was gone. It could not carry news of her magic to anyone who knew where to look.

			The first time she had tried a cleansing, Merlin had to extinguish her. She had been seconds away from being devoured. She frowned, as stung by the memory as by the fire itself. Merlin had found it hilarious. She wished he could see how well she had handled it now. But at least he had given her the tools she needed to avoid water. It was uncharacteristically thoughtful of him.

			
			She pulled on her underclothes and surveyed the room. The table of bath supplies was undisturbed. Chagrined, she broke off a piece of the petal-pressed soap and tossed it into the water behind her. She took the brush and backed closer to the bath, carefully dipping it in without looking at what she was doing. Then she hastily replaced it on the table. The other supplies she rearranged messily, assuming a princess would never worry about neatness with so many people to be neat on her behalf.

			Her hair was dry, but hair was washed infrequently. She would figure out how to trick Brangien when the time came.

			Now all she had to do was wait a reasonable bath period. She sat on the floor so the surface of the water was above her eye level and she could not see it and the lies it told. When the steam finally stopped drifting, she called for Brangien.

			Brangien did not notice anything amiss about the unused bath. She undid Guinevere’s hair, redoing the braids and carefully removing the jewels Guinevere had not remembered to take out the night before. Brangien placed them into a gilded box, which was then closed and locked.

			“I have the key, unless my lady would like to hold it herself.” There was a challenge in Brangien’s voice, as though daring Guinevere not to trust her. The bath rejection had done damage. Guinevere needed to repair it. She could not have someone in such constant contact suspect or dislike her.

			“I would lose it, I am certain! Thank you for taking care of it. What is expected of me today?” Guinevere asked.

			Brangien shook her head, deftly twisting and braiding Guinevere’s long, thick hair. “It is assumed the queen will be tired after her wedding night, so none of the other ladies will call on you.”

			
			Guinevere did not comment on the basis of that assumption. At least it gave her some peace. “And Arthur?”

			“I expect he will be busy all day.”

			“Good!” Guinevere turned, smiling in unfeigned excitement. “Will you take me into the city? Show me Camelot as you live it?”

			Brangien looked taken aback. “What do you mean?”

			“This is my city now. I want to walk the streets with you. See how it works, how the people live. Please take me on an adventure?”

			Brangien’s face softened with friendliness. She finished pinning a twisted braid to frame Guinevere’s face. “I forget sometimes what a wonder it is. When Sir Tristan and I arrived, it felt like the journey across the lake had transported me into a dreamland. It was the first time in months I could feel something like hope again.” She leaned back, admiring her work before nodding to herself. “But do you think it is appropriate for us to explore today?”

			“I have not been given any instructions on what I am to do. And if no one has told me no, they cannot be angry with us!”

			Brangien laughed. “If we are leaving the castle, we will need different clothing than I picked.”

			Guinevere followed Brangien into the bedroom and waited patiently as Brangien cinched and tied her into her clothing. Today’s dress was a cheerful yellow. The hood draped over her shoulders was deep blue. After checking to make certain that Guinevere’s sleeves went all the way to her fingers, Brangien knelt and helped Guinevere get into her shoes.

			“Would you like to wear a veil?” Brangien asked.

			“Must I?”

			“It is not unusual for ladies, but it is not so common that it will cause gossip if you do not.”

			
			“I would much rather they get used to my face than expect a veil.”

			Brangien nodded and stood. Her maid’s clothes were nicer than any Guinevere had ever owned before now, but the cloth was not so finely woven, and she had no fur trimming her hood. The dyes were duller as well. Brangien’s clothes said that she was important, but not royal.

			There was an entire language to this city that Guinevere had to learn. She was grateful she had Brangien to navigate it for her, and even more grateful for Merlin’s wisdom in choosing a princess from so far away for her to impersonate, so that any errors could be excused by her foreignness.

			Brangien hurried her through the hallway. Guinevere suspected her maid was half-worried they would be caught and not permitted to leave. They both sighed with relief as they exited the castle through one of the side doors; then they turned to each other and laughed.

			Guinevere followed Brangien down an unnervingly narrow flight of stairs that wound from the midsection of the castle all the way down to the city below. Having so many doors into the castle initially seemed like a safety flaw, but only one person at a time could navigate these stairs. And they were so twisty and treacherous, no one in armor and wielding a weapon could climb them with any haste.

			The base of the castle featured the only door wide enough to accommodate more than one person. It was open, but guarded ten men deep. They passed alongside it. Guinevere half expected the men to call out to them to stop, but they paid the two women no mind.

			Feeling freer than she had since she entered the convent, Guinevere linked her arm through Brangien’s, and together they walked down the steep path into Arthur’s city. The streets were not what she had expected. They were not cobbled or made of dirt, but were channels in the rock itself. The centers were flat, but the sides sloped gently upward. Almost like the aqueducts above their heads, but on a far larger scale.

			
			They passed the homes closest to the castle, which were also the nicest. Brangien chattered happily about them. Sir Percival’s, Sir Bors’s, Sir Mordred’s. Mordred’s was by far the largest and finest of them.

			“Where does Sir Tristan live?” Guinevere asked.

			“Most of the knights who flocked to Arthur left behind everything they had to fight at his side. He claimed them as brothers and gave them rooms in the castle.” She turned and pointed to the lowest level. “They all live there, in their own chambers. Arthur says they are the foundation of his strength.”

			“He values them very much.”

			“He does. And his love is reciprocated.” She returned her attention to the city. “Doubtless you will be forced to sit through many meals at these manors. No reason to linger here. I want to show you my Camelot. Pull your hood a little closer. If no one recognizes you, we will move easier.”

			Brangien’s happiness was contagious. Guinevere’s own feet moved faster, nearly dancing down the path. “Do you spend a lot of time in the city?”

			“I do! Or, I did. There was not much for me to do before the castle finally got her lady.” Brangien turned to Guinevere. “But do not take that to mean I am not glad you are here! It is a relief to be useful again. It has been so long since I lost Isolde.”

			“You were Isolde’s maid? I thought you were with Sir Tristan.”

			“I was hers first.” She cut off the conversation with another determined smile. Brangien offered smiles in place of explanations. “The aqueducts are back to water today.” She pointed upward. Guinevere followed the lines of them, twin tubes going alongside the road and then veering to either side down through the city.

			
			“It is a clever system. I have never seen its like.” Guinevere had never seen a city, period, but Brangien did not know that.

			“We do not have wells. The rivers provide our water. It would be such a chore going down to the lake and then hiking to the heights of the city or the castle. There is a saying among servants when things go wrong. ‘Could be buckets.’ Their way of reminding each other to look on the bright side of things. At least they are not breaking their backs hauling endless buckets of water up these streets!”

			Guinevere understood. She had to step carefully to avoid breaking into a run, pulled as they were by the slope of the streets. The homes and shops were all built at an angle. Most doors were on the lake side of the hill. She peered into an open one to see a tiny entry, the floor sloping sharply upward toward the castle. Shelves had been put there, a clever use of the space. The streets seemed unplanned, like tributaries branching out from the castle. Houses and buildings had been put in wherever they could be.

			As she and Brangien got lower, the buildings grew closer together, jostling and nudging each other for space. Barrels of water were placed at regular intervals.

			“What are the barrels for, if you have the aqueducts?”

			“Fire,” Brangien said. “There are bells on every street. If they ring, everyone runs out and commands their assigned barrels.”

			A fire would eat up this hill with terrifying speed. Many of the buildings were stone, but they were mingled with enough wooden structures that it would be devastating and deadly.

			“Mind the little shit,” Brangien said.

			Guinevere looked at her, shocked. Brangien laughed, covering her mouth in embarrassment. “Oh, I am sorry, my lady. That is his title.” She pointed to a scrappy boy pulling a cart straight up the hill. “He collects the night’s chamber pot offerings and disposes of them out beyond the lake. In Uther’s day, these streets ran with piss and offal. Actually, they called this Pissway. Arthur imposed fines for dumping into the streets. He uses the money to pay the little shits. Now the streets are clean, but the old names are harder to wash away. Some have started calling Pissway the Castle Way, which is nicer. And the merchants on Shitstreet have been campaigning vigorously for people to call it Market Street. But it is so much less satisfying to say.”

			
			Guinevere laughed. She could not help it. Perhaps a princess would not have found this funny, but she certainly did. She had never thought through the sheer logistics of this many people in a small space. Nor had she ever considered that a king would have to figure out how to deal with the chamber pots of a thousand citizens. In her head, it had been all swords and battles and glory and magic.

			A city was its own kind of magic, though. Complicated and filled with ever-moving parts. Arthur was responsible for all of them. Guinevere was already overwhelmed with the city, and they had barely come across any people. It was wonderful and terrible and new.

			Perhaps Merlin should have spent more time taking her into cities than giving her knot magic.

			Brangien pointed out various shops. Most of the buildings had residences on the upper floors and a shop on the bottom. Smithies were all on the plain beyond the lake, along with slaughterhouses and anything else that either could not fit in the limited space of Camelot’s slopes or was too offensively scented to intermingle with homes.

			“Every third day, one of which is tomorrow,” Brangien said, “we have a market beyond the lake. People come from all the hamlets and villages to trade and buy. Special markets happen every new moon. That is when you can find more unusual things. Spices. Silk, sometimes! My father and uncle were silk traders. They walked across the world to get here, hiding their wares the whole way by taking turns in the cart pretending to have the plague.” She looked both sad and fond. “My father bought a better life for himself. My family was well-to-do and respected thanks to him. That is how I got a position as Isolde’s lady’s maid.” Forcibly breaking free from the past—though Guinevere wanted to hear more—Brangien continued. “Special markets also have horses and weapons and food and shoes and anything you can imagine. Traders come from all over. King Arthur’s fees are fair, and everyone knows they will be safe in his borders. Last time, there was a juggler, and acrobats. I cannot wait to show you.”

			
			“It sounds wonderful.” It sounded chaotic. And like the perfect place for a magical attack against Arthur. The more she walked through Camelot, the more she saw how inhospitable it would be to the Dark Queen’s fairies and minions. All these people, this ancient, sleeping stone, the metal on doors and windows. What threat had Merlin seen coming? Why could he not have been more specific? The Dark Queen was dead and defeated, but her type of magic—wild and devouring—lived on. Guinevere had seen it herself on the way here.

			“Is there anything you need today?” Brangien asked. “Most things we will have to get at the markets, but some of the shops might have a ready supply.”

			“No, thank you. I cannot think of anything I lack.” Nothing that any of the shops would sell, anyhow. Though she would have to go through her box of jewels. Certain stones held magic in special ways. And no one would look askance at a king wearing jewels.

			It would be her next task. For now, they were midway through the city. The shape of the slope evened out here before dropping again dramatically closer to the lake. It was the flattest ground they had been on. Guinevere heard shouting and whirled, alarmed.

			
			“Oh!” Brangien said. “I can show you something truly exciting.” Brangien turned down a side street and they came to a round building. It was the largest Guinevere had seen besides the castle.

			“This is newer than the castle, but still old. Before Uther Pendragon. He built nothing.” Brangien led her through a dark stone arch and into the brilliant sunlight.

			It was not a building, exactly. There was no roof. The walls encompassed a flat, dirt-packed circle. Several levels of seats were built into the walls. Those seats were nearly all filled, and they held the source of the roaring shouts. Around the circle, various rings had been set up, marked by chalk in the dirt. Weapons lined the walls. And within the rings, men battled.

			“Come on, there is a special box. I have never been able to sit in it before!” Brangien pulled her swiftly past the steps and benches. They climbed to the top of the wall, nodded at a guard there, and entered a wooden structure. It was built out so that when they reached the open front, they were suspended above the fighters. Between the cushion-covered benches and the roof above to provide shade, they were the most comfortable people in the arena.

			Certainly more comfortable than the men beneath them. The warriors pounded and hacked at each other. Their thick leather armor, sewn with metal plates over the most vulnerable areas, absorbed the blows. But Guinevere screamed and covered her mouth as a man near them took a brutal hit.

			“The swords are blunted,” Brangien said, patting her hand. “There are still injuries—sometimes terrible—but no one has died.”

			“What are they doing it for?” There were more than a dozen men down there, performing war like a minstrel performed songs. Guinevere’s heart raced. It was terrible, and exciting, and she did not understand the purpose of it.

			
			“Training, some of them. See, there are Sir Tristan and Sir Caradoc. Sir Bors is directing the fights.” Brangien deftly identified each man, though to Guinevere they all looked the same: like helmeted, armored death.

			“Is Mordred down there as well?”

			“Oh, no. He never fights. He thinks much too highly of himself to train with his brother knights, even though King Arthur often joins them.”

			“And who is—”

			Brangien gasped, clutching Guinevere’s hand. “He is here!”

			“Who?”

			Brangien pointed to a new knight who had entered the ring. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and he wore a leather mask that obscured his entire face. His armor was unusual, too, a jumble of metals of different colors. The variety made it look less like armor he wore and more like it was a natural part of him.

			“The patchwork knight! That is what they call him. No one knows who he is or where he is from! He comes sometimes, wins every fight, and then disappears. Oh, he is terribly popular. It cannot be long before he earns a tournament and becomes a true knight of the king.”

			“Would Arthur do that? Offer a position to a stranger?”

			“That is how Sir Tristan got his knighthood! Through his valor in the ring.”

			“So anyone could perform well enough and then have a place at the king’s side? A place in the castle?”

			“Yes, but aspirants can only compete here once a week. And there are always so many of them. It is only a matter of time before the patchwork knight makes it through, though.” Brangien’s tone was distracted, her attention entirely on the ring as she leaned forward, breathless with anticipation.

			
			Guinevere had a reason to pay attention now, too. Because there could be anyone—or anything—behind that mask. Using it as a way to get close to Arthur.
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			Though a dozen other fights were happening at the same time, it was clear who the crowd was there to watch. Every move the patchwork knight made was met with cheers, shouted advice, even a few jeers from those loyal to the unfortunate opponent being mercilessly pounded. The fight lasted only a few minutes before the patchwork knight’s would-be rival stumbled out of the ring, admitting defeat. The loser took off his leather armor and threw it.

			His theatrics were lost on the crowd. They only had eyes for the patchwork knight. But rather than raise his arms or exult in his victory, he stood perfectly still, his sword tip resting on the ground, both hands wrapped around the hilt. He looked like a statue that would come to life only when challenged.

			Another aspirant—Brangien clarified that was what they called those who tried their hand at besting the knights—entered the ring. The aspirants for the week’s matches fought each other. Only the winner among those would be allowed to fight one of Arthur’s knights.

			“Most days there are so many aspirants that the knights never end up fighting one. The sun sets before they work through each other,” Brangien explained as another aspirant strode confidently into the ring with the patchwork knight.

			
			“There are that many trying to become King Arthur’s knights?”

			“Oh, yes. Those who do well enough can enter his service as a standing army. They are given lodging but still have to work for food and train on their own. Only a handful have made it to his actual circle of knights. And those who have were all trained in other courts. A man used to planting fields would have to work for years to best a lifelong knight. But Arthur’s system gives them training and creates an army of men we can call on in times of peril.”

			It made sense. What did not make sense were the patchwork knight’s skills. In the time it took Brangien to explain the system, he had already defeated the confident aspirant. This one had to be pulled insensible from the ring. And again the patchwork knight went back to perfect stillness. It was almost inhuman.

			Guinevere leaned out over the balcony, squinting as though she could penetrate his mask that way.

			“That is what is so unusual about the patchwork knight,” Brangien said. She was embroidering a strip of cloth, scarlet thread pulled through in a pattern Guinevere could not see yet. Brangien barely looked at it, her deft fingers knowing their business. “He has obviously been trained. All the other trained knights who competed, like Sir Tristan, announced themselves. Their names, their titles, where they came from. The patchwork knight has never said so much as a word.”

			“Interesting.”

			“Be careful,” a voice said behind Guinevere, startling her so she nearly fell forward. Slender fingers grasped her waist. She looked up into Mordred’s face. He released her, stepping back to a respectful distance. “You should not lean too far out. You might fall. Perhaps the queen should not be so invested in the fights that she risks her own neck to see them better.”

			
			Mordred sat on Guinevere’s right side. Brangien scowled on her left. “Most of the men,” Brangien said, directing her voice to her embroidery, “do not sit in the box. They are too busy training.”

			Mordred laughed. “Most of the men have something to prove down there in the dust and the blood, playing at war with blunted blades.”

			“Do you watch the fights often?” Guinevere asked, trying to keep the conversation banal and civil.

			“Only when there is someone worth watching.” He stared directly at her. She narrowed her eyes, but before she could reprimand him, he nodded his head toward the patchwork knight. “I could not miss this.”

			The second aspirant was still on the ground. No. It was a new one. The patchwork knight had defeated his third opponent. His actions were like the other men’s, but more forceful, more efficient. He moved faster, he struck harder, he anticipated every blow before it came. When he did get hit, he twisted away from the pain as easily as if the swords were reed switches.

			Guinevere had never before seen fights. Even knowing the swords were blunted and the blows not fatal, she cringed and ached in sympathy at every one. And several times she almost found herself joining the elated shouts of the crowd when the patchwork knight defeated yet another aspirant.

			After perhaps an hour, she allowed herself to glance to the side. Mordred was leaning forward, his eyebrows drawn low in concentration or concern. He, too, watched the patchwork knight. Not admiringly, or excitedly, like the crowd. But as though he was studying a foe. Or a threat.

			“You seem quite intrigued by the patchwork knight.” Guinevere sat up straight and delivered an artfully fake yawn to imply she was not just as invested in the knight. “If you do not fight, why the interest?”

			
			Mordred leaned back. “Look at the way he moves. Every fight is the only fight for him. He does not want this. He needs it. Anyone that intensely focused on a goal, anyone with a purpose that single-minded, is dangerous.” His words surprised her; it must have shown on her face. He smiled. “Not all of us protect my uncle king with fists and swords. And I am always watching.”

			She wanted to look away from the intensity and the intelligence she saw in his mossy-green eyes. This time she did not question his meaning. He was watching the patchwork knight, yes. But he was also watching her. And he wanted her to know.

			A cold prickle of danger passed over her. She was here to protect Arthur, like Mordred was. But her methods of protecting the king had to remain secret at all costs. She turned deliberately back to the fights. “I am glad my king has you on his side, then.”

			“On his side and at his side, whenever he needs me, however he needs me. Did you ever hear the story of the Green Knight?”

			“No,” Guinevere answered.

			“Well, you are not likely to because it features a knight who is not quite human, and definitely not Christian. And we do not tell these stories anymore. Do we, dear Brangien?”

			“We do not tell that story because you tell it so often there is no need,” Brangien grumbled, not looking up from her work.

			Mordred laughed. “Tongue like her needle, just as clever and twice as sharp. But our queen has not heard it.”

			Brangien heaved a sigh and dropped her sewing. “Before the Dark Queen was defeated, Arthur and his earliest knights were questing, looking for supporters. Sir Mordred, Sir Percival, and Sir Bors came to a path through the forest—the only safe one—and found their way blocked by a knight. Green armor, green skin, beard of leaves.” She waved a hand dismissively. “All green.”

			
			“You are terrible at telling stories.” Mordred frowned, sounding hurt.

			“He would not let them pass unless they found a weapon that could defeat him. Sir Percival tried a sword, but the blade got caught in the thick wood of the knight’s arm, and Sir Percival could not pull it back. Sir Bors tried a mace and chain, but the dent in the Green Knight’s chest blossomed and re-formed.”

			“They were at a loss,” Mordred cut in. “Their weapons had no effect, and they could think of no way around a problem other than hit it and hope it bled. Not everything can be solved with iron. So while they were occupied trying and failing to hack the Green Knight apart, I crept into the forest and—”

			“A deer,” Brangien interrupted. “He brought a deer back to eat it. The Green Knight thought it was hilarious and let them pass.”

			“Brangien.” Mordred put a hand to his chest as though wounded himself. “You have the soul and imagination of a hammer. Stories are not nails to be driven home. They are tapestries to be woven.”

			“Your stories are burdens to be endured. Now can we please watch the match?” Brangien retrieved her sewing, belying her words by focusing on that instead.

			“What happened to the Green Knight?” Guinevere asked, intrigued. No one here spoke about the time before the Dark Queen was defeated. It seemed a wondrous and strange landscape. One she felt more akin to than the order and stone of Camelot.

			“Excalibur happened. And that was a far more permanent end than being nibbled on by a gentle doe.” Mordred’s tone was wry. Whether he was mocking himself or Brangien’s storytelling, Guinevere could not tell. He stood and bowed. “Allow me to find refreshment for you.”

			
			Brangien hissed softly after he walked off. She looked up, then smiled and tucked away her embroidery. “Oh, there! He has defeated another. That makes fifteen. I believe there are only thirty vying today. He may yet get to the knights, if you wish to stay that long.”

			“Is he likely to meet King Arthur tonight, then?”

			“No. If he gets to the knights, it will be an official tournament. Each knight will choose his preferred form of combat, and meet him on the field. He does not have to defeat all of them to win his spot. But he does have to defeat at least three.”

			“And if he defeats all of them?”

			“That has never happened. But if it did, then Arthur himself would challenge him in combat.”

			Guinevere felt ice in her stomach. “Here?”

			“No. Past the lake, in the meadows.”

			The meadows. Where Arthur had pushed back the Forest of Blood and reclaimed the land. That dirt was soaked in the blood of magic. If the patchwork knight was a fairy creature, he would be more powerful there than in this ancient, dead city. And Arthur would be vulnerable, ensnared by his own rules. If Guinevere were planning to attack the king, that is where she would do it. Where the knights still felt comfortable and at ease, but the protection of their city was not around them.

			Guinevere stood. “I am feeling faint. I would like to return to the castle.”

			Brangien scrambled to pack her things back into her satchel. On their way out they passed Mordred, who was carrying a goblet of wine and a plate of bread and cheese.

			“Leaving so soon?” he called. Guinevere did not answer. She needed to speak to Arthur. And, more importantly, she needed to break free of her maid in order to follow the patchwork knight after he was done fighting for the day.
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			“The king is not in the castle.” Brangien offered the explanation with an apologetic tone. Guinevere had sent her to find Arthur as soon as they returned to her rooms. “He is often gone. He travels his lands constantly, checking in with the farmers, ensuring the roads are clear. He is not one to sit idly on a throne.”

			“Where is he now?” Guinevere tried not to be hurt that he would leave the day after their wedding. Obviously she knew it was not a real marriage, but no one else did.

			“The forest,” Brangien said, her eyes lowered. “The one that took the village. He left with men to burn it back.”

			“But it is not within the borders of Camelot.”

			“He does not turn away from a fight. Even when it is not his own fight.”

			Guinevere admired that about him. He was king to his people, yes, but he extended that responsibility and protection wherever he could. Even when there was neither threat nor benefit to himself. Arthur was…good. That was the burning warmth inside her when she thought of him.

			She was glad for it. But today it was inconvenient. She wanted to warn him about the patchwork knight and her suspicions. Perhaps the delay was better, though. She needed more information.

			“Brangien, thank you for taking me out. It was wonderful. But I am afraid I have overtaxed myself. My head aches, and I would like to lie in the dark. Is there a meal I am supposed to attend tonight?”

			“Of course you should rest. Feasts only happen once a month. A few nights you may be expected to dine with the knights and their wives, but no one has inquired about you for tonight. If anyone does, I will tell them you are—” She paused, looking for the right word.

			
			“Overwhelmed with love for my new king and country and insensible with joy.” Guinevere smiled slyly, and Brangien laughed.

			“Unconscious with joy, even.”

			“Perfect. Thank you.”

			Brangien drew the curtains and pulled down the covers. Then she helped Guinevere undress, unlacing her from her sleeves and outer gown. “I will be in the sitting room, sewing. I will not disturb you or enter unless you call for me. If you fall asleep for the night, rest well.”

			Feeling silly and deceitful, Guinevere climbed into bed. Brangien adjusted the blankets over her, and then slipped from the room.

			Guinevere climbed out of bed.

			She checked the first trunk. No woman of her status would be in the streets alone. Neither would a lady’s maid of Brangien’s caliber, but there was more room to improvise there. The queen needed a tincture, or requested a special spice for her food, or some such thing that would demand the urgency of a maid rushing into the city alone. Surely even the queen’s maid could get away with being out after curfew if it was under a direct order from the queen.

			Then again, Guinevere had no idea what—if any—authority the queen actually had in Camelot. It had never had a queen. She would have to ask Arthur about that, as well.

			The first, second, and third trunks all held her things. She paused, her hand hovering over them. Not her things, not really. How quickly she forgot. The fourth, a small one in the corner, held Brangien’s possessions. Her clothing was simpler. Guinevere could put it on alone.

			Guilt twisted inside Guinevere as she pulled out a dress and a hooded cloak. Clothing was expensive and valuable. This was the bulk of Brangien’s material wealth, and Guinevere was stealing it. But she would return it all unharmed.

			
			Relatively unharmed. She pulled a seam from the cloak, knotting and tying the broken thread in a confusing mess. It would be impossible to untangle. And when she pulled the hood over her head, the knot magic would extend so that anyone glancing at her face would find themselves unable to untangle who, exactly, she was.

			Guinevere pulled on the hood, then swayed. A little of herself went into every knot, every piece of magic she did. And she had done more in the last twenty-four hours than she used to do in a week. She really would have loved to crawl into bed and sleep away the evening. But much like faithful Brangien, she had work to do, and she would not neglect it.

			She stepped into the hallway and walked with the hurried efficiency of a woman on a mission. She followed their path from this morning, navigating the stairs in the low afternoon light. Hopefully she would be back before nightfall.

			There were more people out now, errands being run and business being finalized before they lost the sun. The masses in the streets, gossiping and calling to each other, buying and selling and haggling, meant she was just another person in the crowd. She loitered outside the arena. There had been some women in the seats, but only accompanied by husbands. She knew she would stand out if she were to go inside alone. The roars and cheering told her that the combat was still going strong.

			Needing something to fill her time, and not wanting to miss the patchwork knight through an error of her own, she walked the circumference of the arena. Houses were built close to the walls, and she skirted puddles and crates. Arthur’s little shits did their jobs well, though. It was remarkably clean.

			On the far side of the arena was a small door, inconspicuous and nothing like the great gate that would open to spew spectator and combatant alike onto the main street of the city. She could be wrong—in which case all her efforts were wasted—but this seemed like a door for someone who wished to go unseen. Someone like the patchwork knight. She found a crate in the deep shadow of a leaning stone building and sat there.

			
			She was very good at waiting. She had once spent an entire day lying perfectly still on the forest floor, unmoving, to lure a doe to her side. It had worked. She smiled, remembering the velvet nose as it nudged her face. Less pleasant was what she had needed the doe for.

			She paused.

			What had she needed the doe for?

			The memory seemed to stop, cut off. As though she had turned a page and found the next one blank. She pushed at it, but nothing revealed itself. There was a dull ache behind her eyes. Maybe the confusion knot had done more than she had counted on.

			The roaring from the arena reached fever pitch, and then quickly died. The sun had set. The day’s fighting was through. She did not know the results, but she did not need those. She only needed the knight. The voices faded, drifting away. Everyone was returning home. And no one had come through this door. She had guessed wrong. Disappointed, she moved to stand and stretch her cramped muscles.

			Furtive footsteps made her freeze and twitch back into the shadows. A woman wearing a shawl over her head hurried to the door. She stumbled, and the bundle she carried in her arm spilled free. Crying out softly in dismay, the woman knelt and gathered the things as swiftly as she could.

			But Guinevere saw. Burlap-wrapped packets. Some fruit. And, inexplicably, several smooth stones.

			The woman knotted the bundle together as tightly as she could. The door opened. With a quick bow of gratitude, the woman passed the bundle to the knight. He tucked it into a bag at his side and then walked past Guinevere without seeing her and swiftly turned down a narrow alley. The woman went back the way she had come.

			
			Whom to follow?

			The knight. Guinevere shadowed him as he snaked through the back alleys of the city she had not yet been introduced to. These did not smell as pleasant as the main areas. The homes were closer together. They were not necessarily older, but they were not as well maintained. The wooden structures seemed less stable, and jammed in wherever there was a hint of space.

			The knight had not removed his helmet or his mask. He kept to the alleys between and behind houses. No doors opened into the spaces back here. The windows were shuttered. He and Guinevere might as well have been alone.

			He paused next to a crumbling foundation. Then he reached up and removed his mask. She was too far away to see. She could not hurry forward without risking discovery. She looked to the side to see if there was a better vantage point, but when she glanced toward the knight again, he was gone.

			Cursing herself, she sprinted to where he had vanished—and nearly tipped over a sheer edge of cliff that greeted her. It was the end of Camelot, the side shorn neatly to the black water a hundred feet beneath. She swayed, dizzy and sick, and caught a single glimpse of the patchwork knight, climbing straight down the side as though he were an insect.

		


		
		
			
			The new queen cannot be seen.

			It vexes the dark queen. Because the new queen should not matter—should be less than nothing—but the leaf said that the queen was not the queen, and that is intriguing. Her resources are better spent on Arthur, but so little is intriguing anymore. Even death has lost its sheen. So if the queen-not-queen is something new, she will discover what.

			The queen’s bedroom is protected the same as Arthur’s, petty knots, base tricks. They insult her. They are not a magic of life, creation or unmaking. They are a human trick. A border. A barrier. Humans and their walls. She has humans to take care of those. They will do their work in time.

			But she can feel another space. More windows. Her moth throws itself against them, beating its life against the glass. Inside, a heartbeat. Not the queen-not-queen’s heart. Someone else’s.

			And that heart is racing. That heart is—

			Magic. There is magic in that room.

			The moth expires. The true queen, the dark queen, the queen of stone and soil and tree, is pleased. Camelot has gotten very complicated. Complicated is close to chaos.

			And chaos is her realm.
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			That the castle was directly uphill seemed a cruel punishment for Guinevere’s failure to catch the patchwork knight. She trudged up the streets. Candles illuminated shops being closed for the evening, families shuttering themselves against the night and the things that held sway in the dark dreamspaces it brought.

			The curfew bells had not yet rung. When showing her around the city, Brangien had mentioned them. Anyone found in the streets after the bells was escorted to a holding cell for the rest of the night. It prevented mischief and crime, but it made Guinevere’s life more difficult. And sad. Weaving a cloak of shadows was one piece of magic she relished. It did not bite or sting like the cleansing fire, or ask pieces of her like the knots. She had done it every night to escape the convent. When she slipped into shadows, flitting from pool of darkness to pool of darkness, each one claiming her as its own, she felt almost at home in her own skin. She loved the night. In the quiet stillness, she suspected, even a city could feel like a forest.

			What had dead Guinevere loved? What would she think of this wondrous mountain city? What would she think of her handsome, valiant husband, who wandered his lands constantly to maintain peace and justice, building a kingdom where all were welcome, so long as they fought for Camelot?

			
			Would dead Guinevere have loved the castle? Would she have missed her home? Would she have had a simpler relationship with Arthur? Perhaps one day they would have grown to love each other. Perhaps she would not have minded this endless, wretched hill.

			Who had ever thought to build a city into a mountain? It was a terrible idea. No wonder Camelot was impossible to invade. An army would have to rest before they got halfway to their goal. And that was after crossing a lake with no cover or navigating one of the thundering waterfalls. No, Camelot could only fall from within. Which was how Arthur had taken it.

			As though summoned by her thoughts, Arthur appeared from a side street. He swept onto the main thoroughfare, silver crown catching the light of his torch. At his side were several knights. They moved as one in his wake, a scent of smoke hanging from them like second cloaks. Arthur’s own cloak fell back to reveal his hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

			The sword.

			Excalibur.

			She had that same nebulous sense of recognition she had felt about Arthur. He looked over at her, his eyes passing her easily and disinterestedly as they scanned the buildings.

			Then he paused mid-step, turning to look at her once more. His eyes met hers, and he raised one eyebrow in question. Shocked, she shook her head. She did not want the men with him seeing her. As though nothing had happened, he continued up the hill toward the castle.

			But he had seen her. She reached up to the thread. Her knots still held. She could not explain how he had pierced the veil of her magic. But after these long days of being someone else, the sheer relief of being seen by the one person who knew her lifted her spirits enough that she was able to finish the climb to the castle. The stairs winding up the side, however, were too much to ask. She entered through the main gate, the soldiers there not bothering to look under her hood. She would have to talk to Arthur about that. And figure out a way to secure every door in and out of the castle. She did not expect an attack there, but Merlin’s infuriatingly vague instructions meant she could leave no opening unguarded. It would be tedious, wearying work. Far less exciting than chasing a mysterious knight through the city.

			
			Though she also planned on doing that again.
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			Guinevere slipped back into her bedroom, relieved that the sitting room door was still closed. Brangien had not missed her. All her protection knots were in place as well, though she could feel that some of the tension coiled inside her was lessening. The knots would have to be redone tomorrow. How annoying that the physical relief of the knots coming undone meant they had to be remade.

			She bit off the tangled thread from Brangien’s hood, then carefully replaced the clothing she had taken. She pulled on a fur-lined robe. It was difficult not to touch the fur with her fingers. It was not that she did not want to feel what the animal had felt. Rather, the opposite. The brief spark of life and freedom made the walls unbearable. She would have to ask Arthur for some clothing without fur.

			And then she realized—if she could not follow the patchwork knight, she could take something of his!

			Merlin had not taught her touch magic. He did not seem to understand it—but in truth, she did not, either. It was unlike the knots, or the fire, or any of the other tricks in the handful she had at her disposal. For those, she had to concentrate. She had to perform them deliberately, and in certain ways.

			
			The touch magic simply happened. Most often with people, though it was hard to interpret. A person was constantly changing, even their skin always shedding and renewing itself.

			She did not like it. When it had been only her and Merlin, everything was familiar. It had been jarring in the convent, all the new sensations and feelings and people flooding her. Objects were less confusing. Like the fur, they usually held something of their origins. A sense of what they were, or what they could be. It was not always clear which she was feeling. However, if an object was important, it almost always whispered to her. And if she pushed, she could get more than a fleeting sensation. Though it felt intrusive and wrong to do so with people. She had tried it on one of the nuns and was met with a well of sadness and compassion so deep she could scarcely catch her breath.

			She did not understand the borders or the purpose of the touch magic, and that made her nervous. She liked the security of the knots. Still, she might be able to arrange a way to touch something of the patchwork knight’s. Most preferably his mask, which she sensed was more vital to the knight than his sword or his armor. Anything with a purpose to obscure could not help but reveal in equal measure.

			And she would try to find the woman from the alley, as well. Something about the exchange she had seen nagged at her.

			Arthur was back, though. Her eagerness to see him surprised her. It had been only a day since she met him, but he was the center of her life here already. She slipped past the tapestry and through the passageway to Arthur’s room. She knocked lightly on the door, waiting in the frigid space between stone wall and mountain rock. The cold radiated with an intensity that felt personal. She put her hand against the mountain, but it was too old and too immovable to react to her. It feared only—

			
			Water. It did not like water. She could feel it in the stone. It cared nothing for the men who crawled on it, nothing for the castle carved into its surface. But the water, the constant, relentless water, would someday unmake it. She felt how it had diverted the river, forced the water to split when it wanted to remain whole. How many more thousands of years the mountain would survive because of it. But not forever. It would be worn down and would disappear. The coldness mourned the future. Even mountains do not want to be unmade.

			“I understand,” she whispered, patting the stone.

			The stone pulsed back with—sullen recognition? She yanked her hand away, surprised and unnerved. She was about to return to her rooms when the door opened.

			“Come in.” Arthur stepped aside and held the tapestry so she would not have to duck. “I was hoping you would visit. I am not sure what Brangien would think if I came into your rooms.”

			“Whatever she thinks, I doubt she would criticize you. She is very fond of you.”

			“She is a good girl. Sir Tristan thinks highly of her.” He sat and she followed suit, trying not to show how amused she was at Arthur calling Brangien a girl. Brangien was the same age as he. But Arthur wore the weight of a nation on his shoulders. Perhaps he had earned the right to feel older than those around him.

			“Are you well?” he asked, leaning closer.

			She had not intended to bring it up, but her body had slumped into an arc of exhaustion, betraying her. “The next few days will be difficult. But once I have the foundations of the protections in place, maintaining them will require less of me.”

			“Please let me know if there is anything I can do.”

			
			She appreciated the offer, but if Arthur could do this for himself, she would not be here. Arthur had always needed magical protection. He ruled Camelot, but she had skills he never could have.

			“I have a few thoughts,” she said, reinvigorated by her confidence. She was no Merlin, but she had Merlin’s trust. And Arthur’s, too. “First, tell your guards at the gates that women can be threats as easily as men, and they should check everyone who comes in.”

			Arthur frowned as if it had never occurred to him. Even though he himself had fought a queen of tremendous power. He nodded. “I will instruct them. Though, will that not make your tasks harder?”

			“All my efforts will be for naught if an assassin in women’s clothes can walk right through the front gate.”

			He poured two glasses of watered wine and passed one to her. “I would like you to tell me if you are leaving the castle, though. What if something had happened to you? I would not know where to look.”

			Guinevere raised an eyebrow. “You forget your place, my king. You are not to worry about me, I am to worry about you.”

			“Ah.” Arthur’s brow darkened, and he took a sip from his glass. “What else?”

			“What do you know of the patchwork knight?”

			Arthur’s whole demeanor shifted as he gestured with so much animation he nearly spilled his drink. “Did you see him fight? Oh, he is magnificent. I have longed to declare a tournament for him, but the problem with rule of law is that you have to abide by your own silly ideas. If I made an exception for him, the knights who earned their places would be resentful, and those who were not given the same accommodation would be angry. Every day I hope there will be fewer aspirants so we can finally set the tournament. I did not expect the opportunity to fight for me to be quite so popular.”

			“Arthur. You are the greatest king in generations. Of course men want to fight for you. For what you are building here.”

			
			He ducked his head, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well. There must be a reason you mentioned him specifically.”

			She did not want to dampen his enthusiasm, but it had to be addressed. “He might not be human.”

			“What?”

			“The way he moved. His incredible stillness between fights. If he makes it through, the tournament ends with you on a field watered by fairy blood. If I were an assassin fueled by magic, I would come at you in just such a way.”

			Arthur seemed reluctant with his next words. She thought it was because he did not want to give up his dreams of a new treasured knight, until he finally spoke. “You are wrong.”

			“What?”

			“You are wrong. He is not fairy or using magic.”

			“But I saw him fight! And I followed him after the fighting was done. A woman gave him an odd package, and then he went to the sheer cliff face on the southern side. He climbed straight down.”

			“Really? That is remarkable!” Arthur was again more delighted than concerned.

			“I know no human who could do such a thing!”

			“I have seen men display feats of strength that seemed magical. It is what I believe in most deeply. The ability of men to be greater than themselves. Everything here is aimed toward building on that.”

			“That is all well and good, but—” Guinevere stopped herself. She slowed down, smiling. “That is all well and good. The best. But you cannot say he is not a creature of magic unless you have met him. Have you?”

			“I do not have to. I learned from Merlin as well, if you recall. He could not teach me magic—I have no skill for it—but he taught me about it. We spent so many hours together.” Arthur smiled, then squinted. “Who took care of you when Merlin was with me? He spent months at a time instructing me during my childhood, and then he was at my side here for two straight years before being banished.”

			
			Guinevere reached for the memory. There were the birds, and the deer, the creeping sly foxes, the rabbits burrowing beneath the earth. And Merlin. But surely there had been someone else? She would have to use that wretched confusion knot more sparingly. She could feel the spaces of her mind, distant and unreachable through a fog. She shook her head. “Do not change the subject. How can you know the patchwork knight is human?”

			“No aspirant is allowed to bring his own sword into the ring. Every sword provided is iron. Even the pommels are made of it. None of the fair folk could hold one.”

			“Oh.” Guinevere leaned back in her seat, all her suspicions and her night’s work wasted. Iron bit fairy flesh. Fairies could not stand to be near it, much less hold it and fight with it. “That was very clever of you.”

			He laughed. “Do not sound so surprised. I know how to use my brain in addition to my sword.”

			“Of course! Of course you do. I am upset with myself, not with you. What about the woman with the package?”

			“Doubtless an admirer giving him a gift in hopes of winning his favor.”

			“Mmm.” It made sense. If only she could have seen what was in the burlap packets. And why rocks? She could not shake the movement of the patchwork knight from her mind, either. It nagged at her. He might not be fairy, but he was different. Fundamentally. Maybe he was something new. Maybe the fair folk had discovered a way around their aversion to iron and the fear of biting death it brought. She was not done suspecting the patchwork knight. But she would do it in private rather than challenge Arthur and make him think she doubted his intelligence again.

			
			He nudged her knee with his. “You said you had a few thoughts to discuss. That was two. What else?”

			She had said a few thoughts. But the last one she had not meant to include in the list. She wanted to know how he had recognized her. How he had found her face even when she was hiding it. It felt precious. A gift of grace in the midst of turmoil. And she did not want to spoil it by pulling it apart like one of her failed knots. She snatched at another issue to bring up.

			“Oh, yes. I will need to visit every door in and out of the castle. You have given me the solution I lacked for how to secure them. I need threads of iron, melted and stretched so thin I can twist them.” Those knots would not need replacing. They would ask more of her to put in place, but then she could forget about them. The cost would be paid up front.

			“Of course. I will have them made as soon as possible. Do you require anything else?”

			“A way to store supplies without arousing Brangien’s suspicion.”

			“That is easily done. I will get a trunk for the secret passageway between our rooms.”

			She yawned, unable to hide it. Her eyelids were heavy. A touch as light as a moth’s wings alighted on one of her coiled, aching muscles. No. Not a real muscle. Something else inside her. She sat up, alarmed. The knots were all intact. She would know if they had broken. Had she really felt something? Or was she so tired the barrier between sleeping and waking was crumbling?

			“Is everything all right?” Arthur asked, responding to her expression. She felt through herself. The space on her scalp where it always felt like three hairs were being yanked out. The tickle of missing breath in her lungs. The dryness on her tongue. The sore ache that never quite faded. All the knots were still tied to her. If something had brushed against them, it had accomplished nothing.

			
			“Yes. I think so.” But she redid all the knots under his patient gaze. She would seal them with iron soon. Bidding Arthur goodnight, she stumbled, exhausted, back into her bedroom and gratefully crawled under the blankets.

			She did not see the moth waiting, soft and patient, where it had been carried into her rooms on Brangien’s stolen cloak.

		


		
		
			
			The dark queen has seen this Guinevere, the queen-not-queen, already, carried to her on a hundred wine-tinged dreams. Arthur can seal his people away from her, but dreams and nightmares are still her realm, and she is free to come and go as she pleases.

			The queen-not-queen is small, more like a sparrow than a falcon. Her hair is as black as tar and, depending on the dreamer, is worn in a plain braid or a tremendous crown of plaits.

			In some of the dreams she is regal. In others, a mere girl. In a few, she is small and ugly, with sneering lips and vicious eyes. In most dreams, she barely exists, overshadowed by the usurper king, the boy with his sword, the figure even the dark queen cannot escape though she no longer sees with eyes herself.

			But she does not care how those hundreds of borrowed eyes see the queen-not-queen, because none of their eyes matter. None of their eyes see truth. Even their dreams cannot pull apart what they see to understand what is.

			That is why she finds the queen-not-queen’s dreams. A moth dusting the girl’s sleeping eyes, her lips, her ears.

			
			She slips from the dust into the dream.

			There is a steady plink-plink-plink of water. The dark queen knows darkness, but in the black, the claustrophobic fear of the dreamer snags her, tries to overtake her. She is the darkness, though. She has nothing to fear there. She cannot be trapped.

			There is a girl. Naked. Pale and trembling, arms wrapped around her legs, face buried in her knees. She has made herself as small as she can, and still she is not small enough.

			The dark queen pushes through the dream toward the girl. The dream pushes back. Eventually she is as close as she cares to be. What she had taken for pale skin is more complicated. There are knots everywhere, woven into the very veins, webbed over the skin like scars, binding and holding. Strands of blue-black hair flow down the girl’s back, and the queen can almost see what the knots are doing there. Can almost tell what—

			The girl looks up. Her eyes are bottomless. Empty. The dark queen recoils. The cave is not the trap. The girl is the trap. Because in those eyes, she sees—

			“It will unmake us,” the girl whispers. “And I will let it happen.”
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			The moth dies.
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			The dark queen claws her way out of the darkness screaming after her, the darkness wanting to swallow what is left of her. She feels something she has not felt since the usurper king drew his cursed sword.

			The dark queen is afraid.

			What did Arthur bring into the castle?
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			“Market day!” Brangien chirped, throwing the bed curtains wide. Guinevere had not recalled drawing them. Perhaps they were the reason her dreams were all of darkness and being trapped. “The king requests your presence at his side.”

			As much as she was determined to spend every moment preparing and hunting for the impending threat, she had to admit a day at a market sounded fun. With people there for a reason other than her wedding, it would be less overwhelming than their time at the lakeshore. And she would have to get used to crowds. People were mysteries to her, which would not do for a queen.

			She had gone so long without knowing them. It had only been Merlin before the convent. This reminded her of Arthur’s question. Merlin had been with Arthur until a year ago. Guinevere had been with—

			“My lady?”

			“Yes?” Guinevere snapped to attention.

			“I said, what colors would you like to wear today?”

			
			Guinevere smiled. “Something joyful. Unless you think I should be somber?”

			“The people love their king. They want to see him happy. Showing them a joyful queen at his side will endear you to them.” Brangien hummed softly to herself. Her voice was clear and sweet and sad. Guinevere liked it immensely.

			Brangien laced and tied Guinevere into a long flowing underdress of green, then draped a delicate yellow robe over it. A silver belt cinched them together.

			Frowning, Brangien held up several hoods. The hood would engulf Guinevere’s head like a cave, with two long strips of cloth coming down nearly to the floor on either side in the front, keeping the hood anchored.

			They all looked the same to Guinevere. Like ropes to bind her.

			Brangien shook her head. “Not quite right. As a married woman, you can choose whether or not to cover your head. And there are no rules for your hair. The style is plaited, of course. Elaborate braids crowning your head are in fashion. But your hair is so striking. What if we braided it back from your face but then left it long and undone, trailing down your back like the waterfalls of Camelot?”

			Guinevere did not like imagining her hair as waterfalls. But she trusted Brangien to present her well. “That sounds perfect.”

			Brangien got to work. By the time she was done, Guinevere’s hair glistened and rippled. There was a burnished metal mirror in her room. It gave more of an impression of her looks than truth, but the impression was pleasant.

			After a careful examination, Brangien nodded. “There is no reason to try and make you look like a stuffy old wife. You are young and lovely. Oh, Sir Percival’s sister will simply loathe you.” Brangien smiled wickedly. “She used to snatch me up every time she found me alone, treated me like I was a common servant. I do not seek pleasure in others’ unhappiness, but I might accidentally find some today.”

			
			Guinevere laughed, taking Brangien’s elbow. “I fully support that accident.” Brangien was already dressed, so they were ready to leave. It was odd, being the latter to wake up. In the forest, she had woken with the dawn. So many long conversations with Merlin. Lessons. Sweeping the cottage. Running from rain and sheltering in a cave.

			She could not quite remember the details of the cave. Or she did not want to. It was as though the girl she had left in the forest had ceased to exist. Just like dead Guinevere. They had both of them been replaced. Perhaps the source of her memory gaps was that simple. She had to fill her mind with so many new things, the old got pushed out. And every magic had its cost. She knotted away tiny parts of herself constantly. What had Merlin pushed out when he pushed in the knowledge of knot magic?

			Trying to shake off her troubled thoughts, Guinevere let Brangien escort her down several flights of stairs to the main hall of the castle. Because the castle was shallow and had been painstakingly carved from the mountain, it had been built upward instead of outward. Everything was stone. The steps, the walls. And most of it was seamless. It was not plastered together around openings. Instead, the openings were dug from the stone.

			“Who made the castle?” Guinevere asked.

			“I do not know, my lady.”

			“Does anyone know?”

			Brangien shrugged in apology. “It is older than anyone here. Uther Pendragon discovered it. But I doubt even he knew who carved it free from the mountain.”

			They entered the great hall. Arthur was there already, standing in conversation with Sir Bors, Mordred, Sir Percival, and a few knights Guinevere did not yet know by name. A slight pang hit her: they spent more time with him than she ever would. She was his wife, after all.

			
			She was not his wife.

			How quickly she forgot! Playacting had muddled everything. There was a dangerous magic in pretending. Pretend long enough, and who could say what was real?

			But when Arthur looked across the room and his entire being lit up with happiness at seeing her, she forgot again. She beamed at him as he rushed to her and gave her an exaggerated, silly bow. In the space of crossing the floor, he had transformed from conquering king commanding men twice his age to…Arthur.

			“I thought we could visit the smithy tents today.” He took her hand and put it on his arm. Brangien walked several steps behind them. The knights fell in as well, orbiting Arthur. If the way they had orbited her on their journey here had been dutiful, the way they orbited Arthur was determined. Purposeful. He was not a task to them. He was everything. “I wanted to have something made for you. You can give the instructions yourself.” He winked at her. Not jewelry for his queen. Iron thread for his secret sorceress.

			It suited her better. And it would help remind her that she was not a queen. She was a protector. Protectors, like the knights around Arthur, did not take days off to celebrate trips to the market.

			Still, she smiled and waved prettily as they walked down the streets. She had just as much protecting but far more pretending to do than any knight.

			Though some horses were stabled inside Camelot’s city, they were very rarely ridden there. The streets were too steep. Brangien had explained the previous day that the horses kept here were ferried across the lake to be exercised. Most people in Camelot had no horses, or the horses they had were stabled on the plains beyond the lake.

			
			Guinevere could see a great flat ferry ahead of them was already packed with horses. The horses were perfectly calm, used to their transportation. Guinevere was not calm at all. She had not considered how they would get to the market.

			Her body froze. Arthur felt it. He held up a hand for his men to stop; then he leaned close, putting his mouth next to her ear.

			“Trust that I will let no harm come to you.”

			She did. She truly did. But who was Arthur to water? Arthur was a king. The wielder of Excalibur. That mattered nothing to the lake. It was dark and deep, cold and eternal. Someday it might dry up, but the water would flow elsewhere. It could not be unmade.

			And they were fragile, breakable, one choking breath away from death.

			She stumbled numbly forward, Arthur leading her. When they got to the edge of Camelot, the lake gnawing at the shore, she could go no farther. Arthur scooped her up into his arms, laughing brightly to cover the necessity of his actions. He was cloaking it in jest.

			“My queen is so light, I could swim her across the lake myself!”

			His men laughed as well. A hand was on her back. Brangien. Guinevere buried her face in Arthur’s chest. He talked and joked with his men as though carrying his queen onto a ferry was a perfectly normal action for a king to take. And because Arthur acted as though it were normal, it became normal.

			Guinevere stayed curled against him; she was trembling, hiding herself from the water. She felt it in the sway of the raft, heard it in the hungry slapping of the water against the wood. Arthur directed the ferryman to cut to the side of the lake, shortening their journey and meeting up with the horses instead of steering directly to the market. “I would like to ride in,” he explained.

			
			He did not put her down until they were on dry land again. Brangien stepped in front of her, blocking everyone’s view and pretending to fix one of Guinevere’s braids. “Take your time,” she whispered. “Wait until you can breathe again. Wait until you can smile.” She held Guinevere’s eyes. And soon, Guinevere could breathe. Soon, she could smile.

			“Thank you,” she whispered. Brangien squeezed her hand, then stayed with Guinevere while the horses were made ready. Brangien’s touch felt like dusk or dawn—something was nearly in view, but Guinevere could not tell whether Brangien would be illuminated or hidden completely given enough time.

			“I think,” Guinevere said, making her voice as light and breezy as the summer day around them, “I have found my new preferred form of transportation. I will never walk again. Nor shall I ride horses. I want to be carried everywhere by a king.”

			The men laughed.

			“The queen has expensive tastes,” Mordred said. “Imagine how many kings we will have to find to take turns so my poor uncle king can rest on occasion.”

			“I am up to the challenge.” Arthur picked Guinevere up by the waist and spun her around. She laughed at the surprise, aware of how they were being watched. If Arthur pretended to adore her enough to want to hold her all the way across the lake, she would make certain everyone knew the feeling was reciprocated.

			He set her on a horse. She settled herself, but had a moment of disappointment when he mounted his own horse instead of riding behind her as he had on their wedding night.

			Brangien directed her horse to Guinevere’s side. Arthur was on her other. Around them, Arthur’s most trusted knights escorted them along the wide, curving shore of the lake. Guinevere would have preferred more distance from the water, but she hoped that for the return trip Arthur could think of an excuse to break away and take the tunnel instead of another wretched ferry.

			
			Her thoughts were overtaken by the market ahead of them. Already it was bigger than any village they had passed on their journey here. It was acres. Far more people were there than Camelot could ever hold.

			“They come from all around for the markets,” Arthur said. “On market mornings, I send men to the roads and make certain passage is safe. Everyone who wants to buy, sell, or trade is welcome.”

			“For a fee,” Mordred added.

			Arthur smiled. “For a fee. I have to pay the men who guard it, the ones who make the roads safe. But a safe market is a prosperous market.”

			“Are all markets like this?” Guinevere asked Brangien as Arthur and Mordred discussed something to do with a border.

			“Have you never been to market before?”

			Guinevere flinched. Her voice had been filled with wonder. She had spoken like a wild thing from the forest, not like a Guinevere. She covered with a lie that would give her excuses for future mistakes as well. “I was never allowed. My father did not think it appropriate. I rarely left our home at all, and then I was in the convent.”

			“Well, you have started with the best. There are no markets in the world like Camelot’s market. Our king has seen to that. He speaks of the safe roads as though it is a simple task. I assure you it is not. He has fought these last three years to create this kind of far-reaching safety.”

			It was no hard thing to pretend to be delighted with and proud of Arthur. Who could not be proud of such a man? Of such a king? Her fears of losing herself in the pretense were unfounded. She was allowed to think the best of him.

			
			They rode up to the edge of the market. Guinevere searched the borders, but saw nothing menacing. Brightly colored strips of cloth were raised on poles, like flags. Some had images painted on them, advertising where certain wares could be found. Music and laughter and the general chatter of people in a celebratory mood surrounded them.

			Arthur helped her dismount. “Go and explore. I will meet you at noon to visit the smithies.”

			“But what about you?” She scanned the crowds nervously. “How can I protect you if we are not together?”

			Again, he looked surprised. “Oh. Is there…a knot? Something to connect us? I must be with my men. And I am afraid your presence would be too remarkable.”

			Guinevere plucked out three of her hairs. Arthur leaned close as though whispering something to her while she knotted them around his wrist. His breath was warm and pleasant against her ear, the prickling sensation on her scalp connecting her to the hairs almost unnoticeable in comparison.

			“Done,” she said, though she had lingered a bit longer on the knots than necessary.

			Arthur squeezed her arm, then turned back to his men. A few more, wearing the dust of many miles, had joined them. Their faces did not hold the happy ease of a market day. They held the weight and strain of news.

			Guinevere wanted to hear what it was. But Arthur had said this was not a place for a queen. If any of it was a threat from magic, Arthur would tell her. If it was matters of men, Guinevere could not help. She had connected them for the time being. If something magical menaced Arthur today, she would feel it.

			
			She had wanted to explore the market with him. Now it felt pointless. Her mood was dampened further when she and Brangien stepped into the tents…and Mordred was still beside them.

			“Did you need something?” Guinevere asked.

			“I have been tasked with accompanying you and making certain you have everything you need.” He delivered the news as though they should both be pleased with this arrangement.

			“Surely you have something you would rather be doing!”

			Mordred’s smile grew. “Not a thing.”

			Now she was truly vexed. Away from Arthur and under the ever-watchful gaze of Mordred. But it was hard to hold on to her frustration amidst the sights and smells and sounds of the market. She could not imagine what the big festivals must be like, if this was the smaller market. There were tents and wooden stalls. Shoes, clothing, cloth. Sewing supplies. Fur. How was there this much stuff in the whole world? And this many people to buy it!

			“This is the textiles section,” Brangien explained. “Point out anything you like. I can make you any style.”

			Brangien did always have a needle in her fingers. Guinevere liked everything, but she needed nothing. She preferred to study. There was so much more here than in any of the paintings she had looked at in the convent. This was real. This was life. And it was vibrant. With no focus directly on her, she was less overwhelmed than she had been at the marriage gathering. She let the chaos wash over her like the warm summer breeze.

			Brangien steered her in another direction. “That way was the livestock section. We do not want to go there. We should head to the bakers. There are fines and lost stall space if they weight the bread with stones or sell bad flour, so everything is delicious.”

			“Oh, but I want to see the animals!” Guinevere hurried past the butchers and fishmongers. The fish wriggled in barrels of water. Women haggled, arguing and demanding better prices. There was an entire wooden tub writhing with eels. Guinevere looked hastily away, remembering how they had felt when she touched one from the pie.

			
			The animal pens were wonderful, though. Brangien wrinkled her nose, holding a handkerchief there. Guinevere loved the smell, the intense and warm life of it all. Sheep and goats bleated, horses stamped their feet, pigs basked in the sun as their enormous bellies rose and fell with each breath. A young girl, shouting threats, chased a chicken. It ran straight for them; the girl chased it around Guinevere’s skirts.

			At last the girl caught it, then looked up in triumph. Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped when she saw whose skirts she had been trampling around.

			“That is a very fine chicken,” Guinevere said. “Does it have a name?”

			“My pa calls them all the same thing.”

			“And what is that?”

			The girl’s eyes grew even wider. “I cannot say in front of a lady.” Then she whispered it, unable to stop herself. “He calls them Shit-for-Brains.”

			Brangien coughed. Mordred looked away. Guinevere laughed. “I think that is an excellent name for a chicken. Go and return Shit-for-Brains to where she belongs.”

			The girl grinned, gaps where her front teeth should have been. Then she ran away.

			“Poor thing,” Guinevere said. “So young to have already lost teeth.”

			Brangien frowned. “She is exactly the right age for that.”

			“She will go her whole life without teeth!” Was it that common among the poorer classes to have no teeth?

			Mordred and Brangien shared a puzzled look. “They grow back,” Brangien said. “You remember losing your baby teeth. The small ones fall out to make room for the big ones.”

			
			Guinevere remembered no such thing. The idea that children were running around with two sets of teeth in their mouths—one lurking beneath the gums, waiting to burst free—was horrifying. She must have lost hers too young to remember. She was glad.

			But Brangien and Mordred still watched her. She needed to redirect. She could not explain to them why she had so many gaps in her memories. She shied away from the thought that she could not even explain it to herself.

			“Look! Horses.” Guinevere hurried over to them, leaning against the wood planks that had been erected as a pen. “They are lovely.”

			She had never ridden a horse before leaving the convent. While the first days had been incredibly painful, she loved the great gentle beasts. A velvet nose appeared, nudging her hand to explore for treats. She rubbed its head, pleased to find that she got a sense of it. It was subtle. Nothing so dramatic and horrible as the eel.

			The horse seemed to find her…familiar. There was the slightest hum of kinship. “Hello, friend,” she whispered. The horse neighed in gentle reprimand, fixing one large brown eye on her as if expecting something.

			Brangien held out an apple, but the horse paid it no mind. It stared at Guinevere for a few more seconds, then huffed and turned away.

			“My queen likes animals,” Mordred said. He was leaning against the fence turned outward, watching the crowds. Anyone noticing him would think he looked bored. But Guinevere saw the way his eyes never stopped moving, never stopped taking in information. He was protecting her. She did not need a guard. Her annoyance at the charade of queendom resurged. She was here as a protector, not someone needing protection.

			
			“I like them very much,” she snapped.

			“Me, too.” The horse had begun nudging Mordred’s shoulder. Mordred leaned his face in and whispered something. The horse nuzzled him, pushing gently so that Mordred would wrap his arms around the horse’s neck. Mordred rubbed the horse’s neck, then patted it and whispered something else.

			Mordred straightened. “Shall we find something to eat? There is a spice merchant here who sells roasted nuts the likes of which you have never experienced.”

			“Very well.” Guinevere let Mordred lead them back through the crowds. Brangien did not trust him, and Guinevere herself felt him a threat. But he had been genuinely loving with the horse, and the horse had seemed to trust him. Animals could sense things where people could not. Perhaps she had been wrong about Mordred. Arthur, too, trusted him. And she could not resent him for protecting his queen. Allowing herself to be guarded was a necessary part of her deception.

			Mordred procured the nuts for them. The first one burst on Guinevere’s tongue like sparks of flame. “Oh!” She put a hand to her mouth. She did not want to spit out the nut, but the sensation was so surprising.

			Mordred laughed. “I should have warned you. It is not to everyone’s taste.”

			“No, I—” Guinevere could not manage to get the words out. Her tongue was burning. Mordred handed her his own leather canteen, and she drank far faster than was feminine.

			He reached into her packet of nuts and took several. She passed the entire thing to him. It was an acquired taste, apparently, and one she had no interest in acquiring.

			After that, things were different. Easier. Mordred was very good at pretending to be at ease instead of guarding her, so she resolved to pretend, too. Mordred pointed out various merchants he knew. They all seemed to like him, or at least to like how free he was with his purse. Everyone around them haggled and bickered over prices, but Mordred always paid the first price they asked.

			
			“You are being taken advantage of,” Brangien complained as he handed her a length of pretty yellow cloth he had noticed her eyeing. Two women standing in the shadows of a stall were having a furtive conversation. One held something clutched in her hand. Guinevere narrowed her eyes, trying to see what it was.

			It looked like…a rock. The woman who had taken it hurried away. Guinevere took a step to follow. There was something familiar about her.

			Mordred shifted, blocking her view. By the time she glanced around him, the woman was lost to the crowed.

			“Am I being taken advantage of?” Mordred asked. “If I can afford to pay it, and they can use the extra coin, why should I not agree to their prices?” He waved to a hat merchant, who returned the gesture with affection.

			“Brangien,” Guinevere asked, keeping her voice low, “is there something special about…rocks? Some value?”

			“Rocks?” Brangien frowned. “What kind of rocks?”

			“Just…rocks. Any reason to sell or trade them?”

			“Cobblestones, perhaps. A farmer might trade them as wall material, I suppose. I cannot think of any other value.”

			“Mordred!” a voice shouted through the din. Mordred closed his eyes, his face twisting in disdain. Then his smile slipped back into place, but it was no longer a genuine smile. It was an eel, twisting and sliding and straining.

			“Sir Ector. Sir Kay.” Mordred bowed to two men. The first was older, in his forties. He was shaped like a gourd, with four twigs stuck in for arms and legs and a head balanced on top. He blew a gust of air through a tremendous mustache. Guinevere could smell the ale from this distance.

			
			The second was a younger man, probably in his twenties. He had a long face and a long nose, thin lips, small and squinting eyes. He was a younger version of the first man. His belly had only just begun to expand and his arms and legs still seemed in proportion, but Guinevere could see his future. Father and son.

			“So you must be our Art’s new bride.” Sir Ector looked her up and down as though she were in a stall and he were debating whether she was worth the price asked. “Small, you are. Nice hair. Nice teeth. From the south?”

			Guinevere did not know how to respond. She nodded dumbly, not wanting to talk and show him more of her teeth lest he find something he did not approve of. The rocks worried at her, but she could not very well go chasing after a woman in the crowd. Besides, it could have been something else. An apple. A hard, gray apple. That seemed likely. What threat was a woman with a rock, though? Guinevere was here to protect Arthur from magic. Not from stones.

			“Queen Guinevere,” Mordred said, annoyance making his voice thin and tight. “May I present you to Sir Ector and Sir Kay, knights of Camelot.”

			“And father of the king!” Sir Ector said, puffing his chest out so it almost matched his belly.

			She knew who they were, of course. Merlin had taken Arthur when he was a baby. And, when he realized he could not raise a king, he had given the young boy Arthur to a knight to be trained in the things he would need to know.

			But…this knight? Merlin was a mystery, certainly, but nothing he had ever done had made less sense to her than the man he had delivered the future king to.

			“Sorry we were not at the wedding,” Sir Kay said, smiling. He was missing several teeth. She did not think they would grow back, but she refused to ask. “We were crusading. And the marriage was such a hasty affair! We got word too late.”

			
			“Crusading,” Mordred repeated, his tone dry.

			“Yes, crusading. We heard of a lord to the southeast, holding maidens captive. So we went to investigate.”

			“And?”

			Sir Ector shrugged, his leather armor creaking. It was cracked and worn. Several stains looked less like blood and more like wine. “It turned out he has a lot of daughters. Many, many daughters. He tried to convince us to take a few with us. But who has time for women?”

			“Who indeed,” Brangien muttered.

			“Do you live in Camelot?” Guinevere asked, knowing as queen she should be able to make conversation with Arthur’s adoptive father and brother, but at a loss for topics.

			“No, not for us.” Sir Kay eyed a stand of ale appraisingly. “We are traveling knights. Always have been.”

			“Mercenaries,” Mordred said.

			“Mercenaries hire themselves to kings and tyrants. We provide our services to the lowly. To the needy.”

			Mordred leaned close so only Guinevere heard his words. “To those so desperate they cannot afford better.”

			“Come.” Sir Ector clapped her on the shoulder. Though his arms were spindly, his hands were huge and the blow was unintentionally jarring. “Sit with us. I want to get to know Art’s wife.”

			“I thought she would be taller.” Sir Kay signaled to the ale merchant that they would be purchasing.

			“Pretty enough, though, if you like them small.”

			Guinevere’s face burned. Did everyone talk about her this way, but they were too polite to let her hear it? Brangien glared at the knights’ backs. Mordred looked longingly toward the center of the market.

			
			“We could lose them in the crowd,” he whispered.

			“They are my husband’s family.”

			“I am your husband’s family. They are an embarrassment.”

			Sir Ector waved for them to join him and Sir Kay. “I found us a tent! We can have a nice drink in the shade.”

			Guinevere really did want to continue exploring with Mordred and Brangien. But it would be rude. And while she was fine with being rude, the queen could not be. With an apologetic grimace for Mordred, she followed Sir Ector and Sir Kay into a cramped tent. The men sat on the floor, leaving the two chairs for her and Brangien. Brangien immediately pulled sewing out of her bag, cutting herself off from the conversation. Mordred lingered at the entrance to the tent.

			“I will be right outside,” he said, apparently deciding he preferred the glare of the sun to the company of Sir Ector and Sir Kay.

			Guinevere did not find either of them appealing. But she was intrigued. What had Merlin seen that made him think Arthur would best be served by being raised by them? It took nearly thirty minutes for them to get drunk enough that their stories became interesting. Then Guinevere’s patience was rewarded and she understood Merlin’s decision.

			“Back, what, ten years ago?” Sir Ector asked.

			“Ten years.” Sir Kay nodded, staring into his empty tankard.

			“Uther Pendragon was still in charge. And I am not saying I am unhappy with Art being king. Makes a great king.”

			“A pretty good king,” Sir Kay said with a shrug.

			“But our lives were much easier under Uther Pendragon.”

			
			Guinevere frowned. “I thought he was a terrible, violent tyrant.”

			“Oh, he was! Absolutely. Meant there was a lot of work for knights-for-hire such as ourselves. When the king thinks nothing of using a sorcerer to help him, ah, conquer another man’s wife—meanwhile having that man killed—well, you can imagine what was going on in the countryside.”

			“Not to mention the fairies,” Sir Kay added.

			Sir Ector blew a noisy, wet blast of air between his lips. “Fairies. Bah.” He patted his sword affectionately.

			Sir Kay raised his glass. “Poor Igraine, though. I hear she was beautiful.”

			“Had to have been, for Uther to go to all that trouble.”

			Brangien stabbed her needle into the cloth. Guinevere did not blame her for her silent rage at the way these men were speaking of Arthur’s mother. Merlin had told her the story. Uther Pendragon, warlord king, had seen the Lady Igraine during a treaty negotiation. He had tried to get her to his bed, but she refused him. She loved her husband deeply. And Uther wanted that more than he wanted her. He wanted to feel what it was to be so loved by a woman. Uther lured Lady Igraine’s husband into a battle, trapping him there. Using dark magic, he disguised himself as her husband and entered her chambers in the middle of the night, declaring the battle won. And then he took what she willingly gave to the husband she loved. But it meant nothing, changed nothing, because she did not love him. Who could?

			He left her husband dead and Arthur in her womb.

			Igraine had older children. Mordred’s mother was among them. Morgan le Fay, Mordred’s mother and Arthur’s half sister, wanted vengeance. When Arthur was born, Lady Igraine died of a fever. Morgan le Fay planned to kill the child and deliver the body to Uther. That was when Merlin found him and whisked him away.

			
			“Art was too young to fight back then, so we brought him along as our page. Oh, he cried when we found that slaughtered village, you remember?”

			Sir Kay nodded, wiping his nose. “Cried all night. No use in crying. They were already dead. He was always soft.”

			“If you stopped to cry over everyone who died because of Uther Pendragon, you would have your own lake.”

			“Might be where Camelot’s lake came from!” Sir Kay slapped his leg as though he had made a funny remark.

			“Maybe the Lady of the Lake was dribbled out of his snotty nose!” Sir Ector laughed so hard he turned purple. Finally he caught his breath and took another drink. “Anyway. I was saying. We showed Art what the world was like. Village to village. Even fought a few fairy knights.”

			Brangien made a doubtful noise in the back of her throat.

			“No one was more surprised than us when he pulled the sword from the stone,” Sir Kay said. “You know about that, right? A great hulking stone with a sword in the middle used to be in the center of Camelot. Old as time. No one knew where or when it was from. But the sword never dimmed or rusted. And on the stone, it was written that only the true king could have the sword. Made old Uther Pendragon furious. He could budge neither the sword nor the stone that held it. No one could. The great mystery of Camelot. And to think! All that time we had the true king with us. Polishing our boots and feeding our horses and cooking our meals!” Sir Kay grinned proudly. “Not many can say they used to whip the king for burning their breakfast. Do you remember that time—”

			Guinevere let their storytelling meander. They were lost in their own reminiscing, each filling in details about a time they had been hired by a village to kill a dragon and had tricked the villagers into thinking it was done.

			
			As she heard about what they had seen and done in the years under Uther Pendragon, Merlin’s choice to leave Arthur with them re-formed itself with crystal clarity in her mind. If Arthur had been raised in seclusion in the forest, under the tutelage of a kind wizard, how would he have known the work there was to be done?

			He had seen the suffering under his father. He had seen what a tyrant inflicted on the land. He had seen how little use men like Sir Ector and Sir Kay were. And rather than letting that break him, rather than letting the tragedy and violence of his very existence turn him bitter and angry, he had decided to do something about it.

			He had decided to become the king his land needed.

			Merlin never walked a straight path. His choices often seemed to be absurd or wrong. But he saw through time, pierced it with the arrow of his magic, and always hit his target at the other end. It was reassuring. He might not have armed her with as much knowledge as she needed regarding the coming threat, but if he had sent her here, this was where she should be. Time would prove it.

			“Thank you, good sirs.” Guinevere stood, cutting them off mid-story about lighting pigs on fire to scare a charging band of thieves. “This has been most informative.”

			They hurried to stand. She inclined her head to them and they bowed. Brangien lifted her eyes in relief, packing up her sewing. Guinevere stepped into the now-blinding light of day, followed by their voices.

			“Breasts are rather small,” Sir Ector said.

			“Pretty enough face, though. He can always find big breasts elsewhere.”

			She repented of any kind thoughts she had had toward them. Merlin might have made the right decision, but that did not mean she had to like them. Ever.
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			“I feel like livestock,” Guinevere hissed to Brangien as the tent flap closed behind her, sealing away Sir Ector and Sir Kay.

			“At least they are all talk and no hands.” Brangien glared at the tent. “With the exceptions of Sir Tristan and King Arthur, I could do without men entirely.”

			“You wound me, fair maid.” Mordred stood from where he was leaning against a stall. He held out two perfect plums.

			Brangien snatched her plum and aggressively bit a chunk out of it, turning her back on Mordred. Guinevere held hers, rubbing her fingers against the smooth skin. It had no stories to tell. She had had enough stories for the day, though.

			Mordred pointed their way. “We are meeting my uncle king at the smithies.”

			It was a relief that she would be able to get to work soon. Mordred led them through the crowds and stalls to the other end of the market. The smithies were kept at a distance because of the heat and smoke. Seeing Arthur waiting for them there, Guinevere felt her heart grow lighter. Everything she learned about him made her more sure she had made the right decision in coming here. Arthur was a protector, and it was a very fine thing to protect a protector. She smiled as she took his arm. The sun winked on his silver circlet crown, and the crowds gave him a respectful berth—aided, no doubt, by the knights orbiting around him.

			
			“Did you enjoy the market?” he asked.

			“It was…illuminating.”

			“You will never guess who we met,” Mordred said.

			“Who?” Arthur asked.

			“I will give you a hint: they evaluated your perfect bride by commenting on her teeth, her hair, and the size of her—”

			Arthur groaned, putting a hand over his face. “Sir Ector and Sir Kay are here.”

			Guinevere patted his arm. “It was informative.”

			“Please accept my apologies for anything they said, and anything they may say in the future. They mean well, but—” He paused. “Actually, I am not sure they mean well. But they are benign creatures. If they are not good, at least they are not bad.”

			Mordred tucked a handkerchief back into his vest. “Their smell, on the other hand…”

			Brangien laughed. Then she ducked her head modestly. Mordred met Guinevere’s eyes and grinned over the victory of making Brangien laugh. Guinevere matched his smile. She felt better now that she was back with Arthur and working on a problem she had a plan for.

			Heat radiated from the smiths’ shaded work areas. There were fewer people here—most could not afford what the smiths were offering. But Arthur and Mordred were both familiar with the best smiths, who had their spots closest to the main market.

			“My queen would like iron metal as fine as thread,” Arthur said to a smith with arms like tree trunks.

			
			“Why?” Mordred asked.

			“To weave through my hair,” Guinevere said. “I cannot wear jewels in it anymore now that I am married”—a rule she had not known until Brangien told her—“but I thought the metal would sparkle nicely. It has to be very thin and supple, though, so I can twist it how I want.”

			“I do not understand women’s fashions.” Mordred frowned, examining a selection of daggers and swords.

			The smith had no such qualms. He scratched his beard, his smoke-blackened face wrinkling in thought. His hair was cut as close to the scalp as Arthur’s. Now that Guinevere thought about it, most everyone at the market had close-cropped hair. Only the obviously wealthy men had longer hair.

			“I can do that,” the smith said. “Give me an hour.”

			They spent the time examining other wares. Arthur bought Guinevere a pretty iron dagger. When she touched it, it was as though there were a note playing just a fraction too low for her ears to hear. It was unnerving. She sheathed it and the sensation stopped.

			Brangien passed a bag to Arthur, then begged leave to pick up some supplies of her own, promising to meet up with them later.

			“Go,” Guinevere said. “Take the rest of the day for yourself. I will see you back at the castle.” That way, she would be free to use the tunnel instead of the ferry. With a grateful, excited smile, Brangien curtseyed, then hurried back to the main market.

			“Why not silver?” Mordred asked, testing the heft and balance of a sword. He might not join the knights in the arena, but there was no question he was skilled with a blade. It looked like an extension of his arm—deadly grace and ease in every movement.

			“Silver?” Guinevere looked up from the horseshoes she was pretending to examine instead of watching Mordred and his sword. Arthur was nearby, speaking with the smith about something. But Mordred had not abandoned his charge to remain with Guinevere.

			
			“For your hair. Silver shines better than iron.”

			“Oh. Yes. Well. I am not certain it will work. I want to try with a less precious metal before wasting King Arthur’s funds on silver. It is frivolous already.”

			Mordred gave her a twist of a smile. “I thought ladies were encouraged to be frivolous. That it was a duty of your rank.”

			“If you think so little of us, perhaps that is why you have yet to marry.”

			Mordred laughed. “Oh, I think very highly of women. Fearsome and wondrous, every one. You, in particular, I find most fascinating. You are a puzzle.”

			“I am no such thing.” Guinevere picked up a horseshoe as if she had any idea how to evaluate one for quality.

			“Unlike most in the city, I have been to the southern reaches of the island. And you do not have a southern accent.”

			Guinevere startled. “I— My time in the convent must have softened it.”

			“Mmm. I have also never seen a lady of your standing so delighted by a market, or so willing to smile and engage with a dirty chicken-maid waif.”

			She scowled defensively. “Arthur loves all his people.”

			“Yes, but Arthur was not raised a king. He was raised a servant. He sees the world as no nobleman ever could. And you, I think, see it as no princess would.” He raised his hands. “It is not a criticism. I am surprised, is all. You are nothing like what I expected.”

			She made her voice cold and low like the iron. “I am sorry for not meeting expectations, Sir Mordred.”

			He leaned close, picking up one of the horseshoes. She could feel the heat of him beside her. “I am not sorry, Lady Guinevere.”

			A bright burst of laughter drew her attention and she beamed with relief at the break from Mordred’s intensity. A group of children had a leather ball and were kicking it around an open space of ground in the middle of the smithies. Arthur had joined in, and was just then balancing the ball atop his head. A boy slammed into him, knocking it free. Everyone watching held their breath. The boy had hit the king.

			
			Arthur laughed even harder, grabbing the boy and lifting him in the air before he could kick the ball.

			“Sometimes I forget how young he is,” Mordred said, his voice soft.

			“Guinevere!” Arthur called, setting down the boy and kicking the children’s ball so they would have to scurry after it. Guinevere hurried to his side, feeling oddly chilled once she moved away from Mordred. And grateful to escape the conversation and his inconvenient observations. She flashed Arthur a falsely bright smile.

			“Mordred pays a lot of attention to details.” Her eyes widened, trying to convey more than she was saying. “Like my manner of speech.”

			Arthur frowned, then shook his head. “You have nothing to fear there. If he speaks to me of it, I will divert his suspicions.” He tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. “Come, the iron should be ready.”

			She examined the thin strands, this time with the careful eye of someone who knew exactly what she needed. The thread fulfilled every requirement. She showered the smith with praise for his work. He bowed stiffly, his thick leather apron creaking. “It is my pleasure. Anything for the king, which means anything for his queen.”

			Her work that night would be exhausting and difficult. She wanted to get started as soon as possible. “Can we return?” she whispered to Arthur as they strolled back to the market. She searched the crowd for the mysterious woman or more signs of rocks being distributed, but saw nothing. “I have much to do. And I would like to take the tunnel, if we can.” She could not be as strong as she needed to be if she had to travel across water again. It made her feel foolish and weak, neither of which was a solid foundation for magic.

			
			“Yes, of course, let me—”

			“My lord king,” one of Arthur’s knights called, running up to them and bowing. She thought it was Sir Gawain, but she was not sure. He was young like Arthur, barely able to grow facial hair. “We have had another messenger.” He held out a sheaf of paper, sealed with black wax.

			“Sir Maleagant,” Arthur whispered.

			“What is it?” Guinevere asked.

			Arthur smiled at her, but he was too honest to maintain a false smile. His face cracked around it, worry creasing his brow. “I am not certain. But I must speak with these men.”

			“I can wait,” Guinevere said.

			“You should not have to wait on my business. Mordred?”

			Mordred moved closer from where he had been lingering on the edges of the group. “Yes, uncle king?”

			“Will you escort Guinevere back to the castle? She is fatigued. Take my private boat.”

			Mordred nodded in understanding. “I know exactly the boat the lady prefers. I will see her back and then return.”

			“Thank you.” Arthur grasped Mordred’s shoulder and squeezed. “I will want your advice on this.”

			Mordred bowed, then held out his hand to direct Guinevere. He did not offer his arm, which she was glad for. “Is this proper?” she asked as they walked away from the market to their horses. She did not know whether it was permitted for her to be alone with Mordred. And after the way Sir Ector and Sir Kay had discussed her, she worried about perceptions.

			
			“Surely if my uncle king trusts me to see you safely to the castle, you can as well.”

			“Oh, I do—that is not—I was not saying—”

			Mordred laughed. “I like the way you blush beneath your freckles. More ladies should try to get freckles. They are very charming.”

			Guinevere scowled and Mordred shifted his face to be innocently apologetic. “Of course you were not saying that. And usually a lady would be accompanied by her maid. But Brangien is lost to the market, and you seemed to have an urgent need to return to the castle. I am your husband’s nephew. If you cannot trust family, whom can you trust?”

			Guinevere had no answer. She mounted her horse awkwardly while Mordred retrieved his mare.

			“Tell me about your own family,” he said as they rode around the edge of the lake. With everyone at the market, they were quite alone. The shore of the lake was made up of smooth black rocks. They contrasted with the lively green of the grassy plain. Guinevere looked out over the plain instead of over the lake.

			“My father is King Leodegrance. My mother died several years ago. I have two half brothers and a sister. She is younger than I. We have not seen each other in three years, since I was sent to the convent to prepare to be a wife.”

			Did dead Guinevere’s family miss her? Did her father ever think of her? He had agreed to the marriage alliance without meeting Arthur. He had not even come to the convent to see his daughter safely delivered to her husband’s men.

			Somewhere out there, dead Guinevere’s sister still thought herself not alone. That was the cruelest part of the deception. Dead Guinevere had been a sister, a daughter. And those people had no idea the girl they had known, hopefully had loved, was gone. A changeling in her place.

			
			Guinevere did not feel sorry for the deception in Camelot. It was necessary. But she felt very sorry for the girl whose death had made it possible.

			“I apologize,” Mordred said. “It has made you sad, thinking about your family. I should not have brought it up.”

			“No, it is fine.” Guinevere hurried her horse so they were not level and he could not see her face with his eyes that saw too much, always. “I am happy here. I left nothing behind I long for.”

			Except the trees. The tiny cottage that she swept. And Merlin. It was odd, thinking of Guinevere’s father, wondering what he was like. She never thought of Merlin as her own father. He had been her mentor, her teacher. When she thought of him as a father, it was like a tunic that was too tight, straining and tugging at her.

			Merlin was not a man—not exactly. He was something between. She had never wondered what that might make her. It did not seem important when it was just the two of them. But now, surrounded by humanity, she felt herself separate. Was it because of the lies she robed herself in? Or was it because she had too much of Merlin in her to truly belong?

			But she had nothing of his powers. Hers were a trickle to his torrent. She was planted firmly in the current of time, while Merlin existed somewhere outside it. As much as he was the sole figure of her past, he remained an enigma.

			Perhaps that was another reason she felt so comfortable with Arthur. He was right—they both had complicated fathers. But she had by far the better.

			When they arrived at the hidden passageway, Mordred dismounted.

			“What about the horses?” Guinevere asked.

			“They know where to go.” He stroked his white mare’s neck. “She always knows where to go.” He whispered something to the horse, then held out a hand to Guinevere. She took it.

			
			A spark. A moment that felt like one of her cleansing flames, burning away everything unclean and leaving only the truth. She gasped, sliding down too fast in her surprise. Mordred caught her. His heart raced to the same beat as her own. For one breath, two breaths, two breaths too many, she stayed pressed against him.

			And then she backed away, bumping into her horse and fumbling to avoid stepping on its hoof or being stepped on.

			Mordred calmed the horse, whispering to it. Then both horses ambled away. “You really are tired,” he said. “You nearly fell.”

			“Yes. Tired.” She followed him silently through the tunnel, still feeling the lightning static of him in her hand. Had it been her sense? Or had it been…just Mordred?

			And why had Arthur’s hand never felt like that?
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			It was a relief in many ways to bid Mordred goodbye and seal herself in her rooms. She leaned against the door, trying to calm her heart. She had work to do. Nothing else mattered.

			A brief imagining of another day like today. A market, enjoyed without searching for threats. A visit to smithies for jewelry instead of weapons. A stolen moment behind a tent with—

			With whom?

			Nonsense and selfishness. She had no timeline on the threat. She could not afford to be complacent or dreamy. The danger to Arthur could be nearly here, or it could be years away. She would prepare for everything. Starting with the castle and spreading outward, forming circle after circle of protection around her king.

			
			Arthur had been Merlin’s life calling since before Arthur existed. Guinevere would view her time here the same way. It would last as long as Arthur needed it to.

			She pulled the iron threads from the pouch she carried and went into Arthur’s room. The smith had done his job well. The iron thread was thin and malleable. She busied herself with the easy task of shaping the basic knots. She had gotten an exact count of every door into the castle from Arthur. The windows did not open, and the panes of glass were held in place with metal, so they were not essential to protect. Which was fortunate, because she did not have enough blood in her for that.

			Once the knots were all formed, she knelt on the floor and arranged the metal spells in a circle around herself. She held Arthur in her mind. Held the castle. Held everything that Camelot was. It was the hope of mankind. The promise of a future free from chaos, where humans could grow and learn and live as they should. She believed in Arthur. She believed in Camelot.

			She drew the dagger Arthur had given her and sliced her bottom lip.

			Bowing to the first iron knot, she pressed her bleeding lip to it and whispered what she was asking of the iron. The iron knot grew warm, and then the blood disappeared, accepted and sealed. She moved to the next. And the next. And the next. By the time the last iron knot glowed and sealed, she was light-headed and dizzy. She pulled out her kerchief and dabbed at her lip. The iron had asked for more blood than she had anticipated.

			The door opened. Guinevere stood to greet Arthur, then swayed and fell to the floor.

			He rushed to her side. “What happened?”

			Her eyelids were heavy, her head light. “Just the magic. It takes more than breath and hair to seal a castle.”

			
			“Your lip is bleeding.”

			She touched her tongue to the blood. It tasted like iron. She shuddered, repulsed. That was why she had to use blood. It was the only bit of magic iron would accept. And it was evidence that, unlike Merlin, she was human. “It will heal. The knots are ready. But I cannot place them yet. It would not do to have the queen wandering the castle, bleeding and fainting.”

			Arthur laughed, though his laughter was strained. “No, that would not do at all.” He lifted her and set her in the middle of his bed. “Can I finish it instead?”

			“It has to be me. The iron will not listen to anyone else now.”

			“Well, tell the iron I am its king and it must obey me.”

			Guinevere sank into the feather mattress and covered her forehead with her arm. “Iron answers to no king. It only likes blood.”

			He sat next to her on the bed, leaning against the rock wall behind it. “I have built my entire reign on the bite of iron and the spill of blood.”

			Guinevere rolled to the side, looking up at him. His own eyes were closed. She wanted to reach out to him, to rest her hand on his arm. But he seemed so separate from her. “You have built your reign on justice. On peace. The cost has been high, but I have seen Camelot. I have seen your people. And I have seen what they fear.” She remembered the forest, the house. The boy. All devoured. She knew the stories of the great war with the Dark Queen and her forest of blood.

			Drawing Excalibur was only the beginning for Arthur. He was the bridge between man and magic. Between tyrants like Uther and chaos like the fairies’ Dark Queen. Merlin was right. The world needed Arthur. He was the best chance mankind had.

			Arthur pressed his thumb as lightly as a whisper against her bottom lip. Then he lifted it. “No more blood.”

			
			“Blood stops. Peace and protection last.” She closed her eyes. But though she was weak everywhere, she could not sleep. It hurt too much. Her blood burned cold, tracing its way through her body with spikes of pain. “Tell me a story,” she said. “Tell me how you defeated the Dark Queen. I have only heard it from Merlin, and you know how confusing his stories are. He starts in the middle and it only gets more jumbled from there.”

			Arthur sighed, shifting and sliding down so he lay next to her with his hands behind his head. The weight of him depressed the mattress and she slid closer. Neither of them moved.

			“The wolves came first,” he said.
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			The wolves came first.

			Teeth and jaws coated in the sticky blood of the throats they had already torn. But men could fight wolves, and they did. The wolves melted back into the darkness, repulsed.

			Then the insects came. Crawling, biting, swarming. A man cannot fight a thousand wasps with a sword. Merlin called down birds, flocks of starlings and murders of crows, so thick that the rushing of their wings was as a hurricane, the stretch of their wings blocking out the sun. The birds ate the insects.

			Then the Dark Queen woke the trees. A forest where there had been none. Spirits ancient but fragile enough to fear men. To hate men. The trees separated the soldiers. Voices cried out in pain, in terror, and the wolves found them.

			Merlin called forth fire. He lashed at the trees with terrible force.

			The trees felt their brothers and sisters dying. They quaked and trembled. What was the love of a dark queen against the fire of a mad wizard? Better to live for a hundred years before tasting the ax of man than to burn away in a single moment. And so, when Merlin bade the trees sleep, they sank their spirits deep into the soil, away from where the Dark Queen could call them.

			
			Merlin quelled the fire. The men stumbled from the trees. The wolves stayed in the shadows and the darkness. The Dark Queen emerged, ringed by her knights. They wore armor of stone, of roots, of skulls and bones. Snakes, fangs bared, encircled their arms. Bats clung to their backs—wings pulsing, ready to fly into battle.

			Merlin told her to stop. She laughed, the sound like the wailing of infants, the cries of women, the dying gasps of men. What will you do, old man, against the water?

			The men trembled. They fell to their knees in despair. They were on the shores of a great lake. Birds could not fight water. Fire could not drive it back. Swords could no more cut a deluge than they could grow if planted in the ground.

			The Dark Queen raised her hand, calling out their destruction.

			The water stayed cold and still. Unmoving.

			The Dark Queen screamed in rage, demanding, pleading. But still the water did not join her. Forest and water, ever allies, ever companions, now divided.
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			Here, Arthur paused in his telling. The cadence slipped, the images he painted for Guinevere suddenly became less story and more…personal.

			“The Lady of the Lake,” he whispered, “chose my side. Just like Merlin. But the rest was up to me.” Then he pulled the story back in place, like tucking a blanket around Guinevere as he told the rest.
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				The dread fairy knights charged. Alone, Arthur stood against them. Excalibur pierced them, unmade them. The Green Knight, ancient forest god and unbeatable foe, became dead leaves and branches. The bats released their hold on the Black Knight, flapping blindly away and dropping their liege to shatter like glass against the ground. The snakes fled, the skulls and bones of the Dead Knight becoming lifeless things once more. Where there had been a living nightmare menace, now there was nothing but the detritus of ages past.

			The Dark Queen stood alone.

			Merlin did not want to kill her. He did not want to see her ended. He bade her retreat as the trees had done. Send herself deep into the earth. Let chaos sleep.

			A great stag bolted free from the trees, its eyes red with madness. It lowered its head and charged at the Dark Queen. It impaled her, lifting her high in the air. Her arms were outstretched, her face beatific. Then the stag turned and disappeared back into the trees, the forest claiming the Dark Queen forevermore.
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			“No,” Guinevere said. The story matched what Merlin had told her in bits and pieces. He delivered stories the same way the grouchy falcon delivered food. A little here, a little there, dropped on the head when least expected. She struggled to sit up as certainty gripped her. “The Dark Queen is not dead. You saw the knights. They were not killed. They were unmade. She was not unmade.”

			Arthur turned on his side so they were face-to-face. “I followed her.” He sighed. If the early story was blood-tinged horror, this part was the stage beyond horror. The weariness of unspeakable tasks. “Through the forest. Across plains. Finally, we came to a meadow. I shot the stag. Her body fell. And then…we destroyed it.” He closed his eyes. “The Dark Queen is dead. There are traces of her magic still, the chaos that bites at my borders. Like the village you saw. That used to happen regularly. Now, it is so rare people forget to fear the trees. Soon they will walk and hunt in forests fearing only the things they should.”

			Guinevere felt oddly deflated. She should have been terrified to think she might face the Dark Queen, but at least there would have been a target. An opponent. “What should people fear? Other men? Like Sir Maleagant?” She wanted him to tell her what had been in the letter. If she could not define the threat she faced, she wanted to know about all the others.

			
			Arthur sighed. “Yes. Other men. We do not need a dark queen when we have so much darkness within ourselves. But we will beat back the chaos and the darkness. I am glad you are here. I have been fighting this battle for so long. When I lost Merlin, I was alone.”

			“I am sorry you had to send him away.”

			“It was for the best. Magic and Camelot cannot exist in the same space. Magic—even good magic—thrives on sacrifice and chaos. Pain.” He reached out and touched her lip once more. “I am sorry it must go. I have seen wonders and miracles. I have been given gifts unparalleled. The Lady of the Lake…” His voice went distant, and a spike of jealousy pierced Guinevere. Because here, finally, she saw what Arthur looked like when he longed for something. And she knew he would never long for her that way.

			She did not need him to. Or even want him to. She was simply tired. That was all.

			Arthur cleared his throat, back beside her instead of far away in a memory of magic and wonder beneath the waters of a lake. “She passed the mantle on to me. It is man’s time. And I will do whatever it takes, no matter how difficult, to build the kingdom my people deserve. I will always choose what is best for Camelot, no matter the cost. Nothing comes before peace and order. Not even myself.” He smiled fondly. “But you understand. Thank you for your service to my people.”

			She had only come here for him. But Arthur was his people.

			Arthur was Camelot.
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				After a few fitful hours of rest, she was ready to finish it and be done. It was the middle of the night, the castle sleeping around them as Arthur took her from door to door. Where there were guards, he laughed about taking Guinevere on a midnight tour of their home.
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			When the last seal was affixed on the bottom of the last door where it brushed the floor and no one would ever see it, Guinevere was done. And she was done.

			Fortunately, they had ended up back at the exterior door nearest their rooms. Guinevere could hardly stand. She was no longer connected to the iron the way she would have been with the lesser magic done with her hair or breath. The cost was paid up front. And it was steep. Arthur opened her door and lifted her into her bed, leaving her to the darkness with a whisper of thanks and the soft press of lips against her forehead.
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			It was late in the day when she finally pulled herself from the suffocating confines of sleep and sat up, bleary-eyed and light-headed.

			“Good morning,” she said to Brangien, who was sitting next to the bed, sewing.

			Brangien dropped her embroidery and rushed to Guinevere’s side. She pressed her hand to Guinevere’s forehead, then held a goblet of watered wine to Guinevere’s lips. Guinevere laughed but drank willingly and deeply. Her throat was dry, her stomach cramping from emptiness.

			“I slept so long! The day is nearly over.”

			“You have been asleep for two whole days, my lady.”

			
			“What?” Guinevere lifted a hand. It trembled weakly. That would explain her hunger. She had felt so strong at Arthur’s side, so inspired, that perhaps she had pushed it too far. Merlin would not have broken a sweat accomplishing something similar. It was unfair. She had mere child’s tricks compared to the elements he commanded.

			But her tricks could sneak beneath the notice of Camelot. His power never could.

			Brangien placed pillows behind Guinevere’s back, helping her sit up. She was fussing too much, but Guinevere let her. As she ate the plate of food Brangien had waiting, she asked what she had missed.

			“Ever so much gossip. But it is all about you, so I suppose you did not miss anything anyone would have said to you.”

			Guinevere dropped her bread. “Gossip? What?” Had someone seen her alone with Mordred? She knew she should not have agreed to that!

			“All about your purity. They are dreadfully impressed that you are so virtuous and delicate, one night entertaining the king in his bedroom requires two days of rest.” Brangien lifted an eyebrow wryly.

			“They are saying that? Arthur’s bed is really the topic of so much discussion?”

			“Everyone is very invested in the girl who finally found a place there. Many have tried over the years. This is pure vicious gossip, mind you, but I have heard from more than one source that Dindrane, Sir Percival’s sister, once paid a servant to sneak her into Arthur’s bedroom, where she waited…alone…in his bed…with only the clothes she was born in.”

			“No!”

			“Yes!” Brangien’s eyes twinkled in delight. “But our king is as virtuous as he is strong and kind. He asks nothing of others that he would not do himself. Thus, to wed a virgin, he himself was a virgin.”

			Guinevere knew very little of men. Merlin hardly counted as one. She did not know what to make of this information about Arthur. She changed the subject. “I might love Dindrane now. Is that odd? How brave she must be, how bold to attempt such a direct attack!”

			
			Brangien laughed, handing Guinevere another goblet of watered wine. “You are a surprising lady. But she has nothing and therefore nothing to lose. Be careful what you say or do around her. We will avoid her whenever possible.”

			“Thank you, Brangien. I would be lost without you.”

			Brangien waved away the compliment, but Guinevere could tell she was pleased. She let Brangien brush and braid her hair, chattering and filling her in on everything else. Arthur had been to visit her twice to check on her state. But he had left that morning on business.

			When Guinevere used the chamber pot in private, though, she had a terrible shock. The magic must have broken her. She cried out in fear, needing Merlin. Needing anyone.

			Brangien rushed in. “What is it?”

			“Blood,” Guinevere said, staring at her underclothes in horror.

			“Well, that is no concern. The timing was not right to conceive anyhow.”

			“What do you mean?” Guinevere could not help the tears streaming down her face. She had broken herself. She would bleed to death from the inside. No one would be left to protect Arthur. No one would know where the real Guinevere was buried. And she herself would die unknown, unloved, unnamed.

			Brangien’s face shifted to shock and then pity. “Oh, my lady. You have not— This is your first time?”

			“My first time what? I do not understand. I am dying, Brangien. Please tell Arthur—”

			Brangien led her to the bed. She picked up the blood-stained underclothes and tucked them away with the wash, then busied herself getting new ones, along with several narrow lengths of cloth. “Your convent has a lot to answer for,” she grumbled. “Imagine, sending a girl to be married who has not yet started her courses, and who does not understand her own body.” Brangien layered the cloth into the underclothes, then slipped them both up Guinevere’s trembling legs. “This is normal. Healthy, even. It will happen every month until Arthur’s seed takes root in your womb.”

			
			“What?”

			Brangien laughed. “It is not quite fair, is it? But it is the way of women’s bodies. You may have some pain, exhaustion, even. That could explain the last couple of days. But it will pass in under a week, and then you will be clear as a summer morning. Until the next moon.”

			“This happens to you, too?”

			“Yes.”

			“It is awful. Who ever designed this system?”

			Brangien laughed. “I believe that would be God, so you are welcome to take it up with him. In the meantime, I will heat some towels for you to hold against your abdomen. It feels nice.”

			Guinevere was even more willing to let Brangien take care of her. She felt fragile and new, unnerved at this strange development in her own body. And betrayed that she had not known it was coming.

			“Can you—” Her voice cracked. She knew that men and women had babies. All things did. But she had never considered the specifics of how, as it related to humans. And Merlin had certainly never told her about it. That was one lesson she would not have forgotten. “Can you explain the part about the seeds?” she asked.

			Brangien tucked the warm towels around her. “I am going to give those nuns an earful if we ever see them again.”
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				A couple of hours later, Guinevere felt much better physically, if a bit unsteady emotionally. “I would like to speak to Arthur. When will he return?”

			“No one told me.”

			“Hmm.” Guinevere wished she knew, but doubted anyone would tell her. She was not important in the workings of the castle or the business of knights. “Oh!” Guinevere remembered another task to be done, now that the castle was secure. “When will there be another aspirant tournament?”

			“They increased them! Two a week. I think the king is trying to get the patchwork knight through. One is happening right now.”

			“No!” Guinevere would lose her chance to try and steal an item of the patchwork knight’s.

			“You are in no state to go to the arena, anyhow. You need to rest.”

			“I have been resting for two days.”

			“And you will rest until I decide you are well enough to stop.”

			Guinevere did not want to wait until the next week to spy out the patchwork knight. And if she could not get something of his, she had another idea.

			“Actually, I am quite tired. I should sleep more. Would you please see to it that I am not disturbed until the morning? I think one night of deep sleep will set me right.”

			Brangien nodded. She took away Guinevere’s empty plate and refilled the goblet, which she left on a table next to the bed. Then, after leaving more cloth should Guinevere need it, she slipped into Guinevere’s sitting room.

			Guinevere stood on shaky legs. She padded her underclothes, her feelings as unsteady as her body, which had become a stranger. She pulled out Brangien’s dress and cloak, once against tugging a thread and knotting confusion into it. She would have to go slowly, which meant she needed to leave now to reach her destination in time.

			
			As she slipped out the door to go outside, she gasped. The thread she had knotted popped and sizzled. The magic snapped back, slapping her and leaving her winded and stinging.

			How could she have been so stupid? She had set up the magical barriers herself! The iron spell had done its work, dismantling her confusion knot as soon as it passed the threshold. At least she had evidence that her work had not been in vain. Any magic that tried to pass these doors would be undone. Even her own.

			Laughing in pain, she hoped the deep hood itself was enough to hide her. She did not have enough left in her to redo the knot. She eased down the steps, walking as gingerly as an old woman. Her pace through Camelot was slower than leisurely as she navigated the maze of buildings to the very edge of the city.

			She settled into the ruined foundation of the crumbled building next to where she had lost the patchwork knight before. A spider crawled over her and she blew on it, bidding it go its merry way. From this vantage point, she would remain unseen but have a view of the patchwork knight when he removed his mask. And she knew—she knew—he would not be as he seemed. Arthur was wrong. Perhaps the fair folk had figured out how to create a knight immune to the biting power of iron. Whatever the secret was, Guinevere would discover it.

			She did not mind waiting in stillness as the sun drew lower and then began to set. Stillness suited her current physical state perfectly well. Though she did wish for one of Brangien’s warm cloth compresses.

			At last she heard the soft, sure steps of the patchwork knight. He paused right next to her. If he but turned to the left, he would see her in the shadows. Her patience was doubly rewarded. The woman in the shawl ran up, out of breath. “I almost missed you. Here. For the girls. Tell them—tell them our time will come.” She passed another bundle. The knight tucked it into his bag. The woman shuffled back toward town.

			
			As soon as she was gone, the knight pulled off his mask, shaking his wild black curls free. Disappointment skittered over Guinevere with far more menace than the spider.

			The patchwork knight had full lips and expressive eyes. High cheekbones. A dimpled chin. His tan face was bare of any hair, hinting that he was far more youthful than his skill indicated.

			But his face offered no proof he was fairy. It was entirely human. He slipped down the cliff, climbing as he had before.

			Guinevere hunched, cold and miserable. She had been so sure that the patchwork knight was not what he seemed. That she would return triumphant, having discovered a magical menace before he ever got close enough to hurt Arthur. She wanted the knight to be dangerous. She wanted him to be a problem only she could solve. In doing so, she would have proven her worth to Arthur.

			And to herself. She headed back toward the main street that would lead her to the castle. She was so caught in her misery that she did not see the woman until they collided.

			“Mind yourself!” the woman snapped, pushing Guinevere away.

			“You,” Guinevere whispered. It was the woman in the shawl. From close up, the woman was not so old as her walk had suggested. She was in her thirties, with a face shaped by sorrow. Before she could think better of it, Guinevere stumbled once again, pretending to lose her balance as she grasped at the woman.

			“Get home. You should not be out alone with that much drink in you. It is not safe.” The woman steadied her with a frown. “Do you need help?”

			“No, no,” Guinevere said, shaking her head and straightening. The woman sighed, then walked away.

			
			Guinevere smiled. In her hand, she had a rock. Stolen from the woman’s own bag.

			The patchwork knight had not been what she expected. But the rock sang to her in high, clear notes. Notes of wonder. Notes of magic. The knight was not a fairy, and neither was the woman. But they were meddling with magic.

			Guinevere hurried back to the edge of Camelot, staring down at where the knight had disappeared. Relief and triumph swelled in her breast. At last she understood why she had been sent. Why she was suited to this where Merlin was not.

			The magical threat to Arthur did not come from fairies, or from powerful creatures like Merlin. It came from ordinary humans. Humans who wanted to bring magic back, bring down Camelot from within. Who could move about in this city at will without being caught or suspected.

			Until now. Who better to hunt them than their own kind?

			Tucking the magic-touched rock into her tunic, she picked up an ordinary one and threw it over the side of the cliff. “I am coming for you!” she whispered.

		


		
		
			
			The stone spins through the air, falling, falling, until it hits the water. It rolls, slowly, pushed by currents until finally it leaves the lake and hits the river.

			And then it stops.

			Held in place, not sinking. The river churns, bubbling and frothing. Boats break free from their ropes, pulled toward the whirlpool that has formed where the stone is.

			Then the water releases the stone, dropping it to the riverbed. Everything becomes still. Silent.

			Except the form of a lady that moves swift and deadly down the river, through a stream, beneath the ground, flowing, flowing, flowing.

			The Lady will end him. Merlin will pay for what he has taken from the water.
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			She begged another day of rest from Brangien. In truth, the last thing she wanted was to be in bed, but if she admitted she was well, she would have to play queen. As soon as Brangien had left to go to the market, Guinevere made her way outside. She stealthily checked every door.

			Odd. Each one had a small collection of dead spiders and moths outside. When she tried to pick them up, they crumbled to black dust in her fingers.

			But she could see nothing else. Troubled, she climbed to puzzle it out and clear her mind. Her body was still weak from the iron magic, but it felt good to use it. Up and up the outside of the castle she went, to the very top part of the treacherous stairs.

			The wind caressed her with greedy fingers, trying to pry her hood away from her face. She found shelter in an alcove buffered by a low wall. It was good she had not come when she was still so weak from blood loss. Even more recovered, she swayed and felt dizzy. The world unfurled beneath her. From this height, the lake was almost tolerable, one shining mass beyond the city. Surrounding that, the fields glowed golden and green. As long as she squinted out the lake, she had never seen a view so beautiful.

			
			She leaned against the back wall of the alcove and closed her eyes. Camelot was a wonder. And there were people inside who wanted to bring it down. She fiddled with the rock, which she had left hidden outside the castle so her own protections would not undo the magic before she figured out what it was.

			She knew a knot for seeing. Usually it was used to find an object or a person. She might be able to use it to discover the rock’s purpose. A bigger thought occurred to her. If she were up here, she might be able to look out over the city and find any concentrated pools of magic. That could lead her to the woman. It would dull her vision for hours, but—

			“Hello.”

			Guinevere startled and opened her eyes. Mordred stood in front of her. The sun was behind him, haloing his head but making it impossible to see his features. At least she had not started the knots yet! She would have been caught.

			“I am sorry,” he said. “I have never run into anyone here before. I can go.”

			“No.” Guinevere shifted aside to allow him in. “I am the intruder. I wanted a quiet place to think.” It was good she was interrupted. Doing magic out in the open was a terrible idea. She could be patient. She had to be.

			“You found the best quiet place in the whole city.” He joined her, resting his hand against the alcove. She had been so distracted by the height and the view that she had failed to notice the alcove itself. It was carved with a thousand images. They had been smoothed and worn with age, but she saw hints of people, of suns, of moons. Of dragons and trees and beasts. There was an odd grace to them. Almost as though they formed themselves from the rock. If there ever were chisel marks, she found no evidence of them now.

			
			“I have tried to read it many times,” Mordred said, running his fingers along the carvings. “Tried to puzzle out why they made Camelot. But the past holds her secrets dear, and try as I may, I cannot coax them out of her.”

			Guinevere touched the alcove.

			For the briefest moment, she had a sense. Not the sense of the mountain, or the rocks. But the sense of the hands that had lovingly carved Camelot free from the stone. Purpose flowed through her, buoying her up. Determination. Promise.

			And then it was gone, faded as much as these carvings. It left her feeling deflated and sad. Whoever had created Camelot had done it for a reason. Long before Uther Pendragon took it. Long before Arthur took it from him.

			Whatever their purpose in making Camelot, it was lost to time.

			Mordred sat on the floor of the alcove, stretching his legs in front of him and leaning against the back wall. It was so easy and casual a position that Guinevere felt out of place. He pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle and revealed bread, cheese, and nuts.

			“Stay as long as you like,” he said. “I have only a little while before I have to be at the court.”

			“Why are you here?” Guinevere asked.

			Mordred looked up at her. “I told you. This is the best spot in the whole city.”

			“No, I mean, why are you in the city? I thought Arthur and all his men were out doing…” She trailed off. She did not know what they were doing. And it bothered her. She had been unconscious when he left, but should he not have figured out a way to inform her?

			
			Should he have, though?

			Yes. If he was out there, he was vulnerable to magical attack. It was her job to protect him, and she could not do that if she was left behind, unaware of his location. She would have to craft some protections he could take with him.

			“When my uncle king has to range wide afield, I am left in charge of the city. Everything cannot stop because he is gone.”

			“He trusts you.” Guinevere sat next to Mordred, trying to arrange her skirts and legs in the least awkward configuration. Women’s clothing was not made for sitting on the ground.

			“He does.” Mordred sounded unhappy about it.

			“But…,” Guinevere prodded.

			He leaned back, squinting at the sun. “But I do not like staying in the city. I would rather be out in the wilds, at my uncle king’s side. I know it is an honor, a tremendous responsibility. But it still feels like being left behind.”

			Guinevere understood. She reached over and took some of Mordred’s bread, breaking it into smaller pieces as she stared out over the landscape. “He did not even tell me where he is going.”

			“Do you want to know?” Mordred handed her cheese without being asked.

			What would a real queen answer? “I do not know what my role here is supposed to be. It would help if I knew what was expected of me.” She had a goal now. A target. But she still had to be queen in the meantime, and it was complicated.

			“You should speak to your husband about that.”

			“My husband is rarely here!” She snapped her lips shut against the unexpected force of her exclamation.

			Mordred laughed. “Perhaps if you dressed as a knight you could get more of his attention. Arthur is single-minded. It is what makes him a great king. And, I suspect, a challenging husband. If you are not a problem that needs to be solved or a battle that needs to be fought, it will be hard to keep his attention.”

			
			Guinevere did not want to be sad. She should do her best not to be a distraction. She was not Arthur’s wife, not really. But she was sad nonetheless. It was not easy, revolving around someone who did not revolve around her.

			She replaced her sadness with determination. If Arthur would not take her, she would figure out a way to send protection with him. And she would always be ready here, to defend Camelot. To defend Arthur. It had been Merlin’s calling, and now it was hers.

			“Come.” Mordred stood and brushed the crumbs from his legs. “I have to preside at today’s trials. It might be interesting for you to see some of how the city is run. And on our way down, I can tell you where your husband is. I do not think it is a secret.”

			Guinevere stood, too. She did need to know more about Camelot. And this would give her time to plan her attack against the patchwork knight and the mysterious woman. “Thank you.”

			Mordred paused, the wind running its invisible fingers through his black hair. She had the briefest impulse to fix it. He swept his arm out for her to leave the alcove first. “I am sorry that your husband is not what you were expecting him to be.”

			Guinevere stood at his side, her hand on the warm wall. No purpose was left to fill her. It was gone. “He is exactly what I was expecting him to be. It is myself that I worry will be found lacking.” She hurried down the steps, Mordred’s softer steps following.
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			Mordred explained that Arthur was away defending a conflicted border. There were several lords and kings whose land abutted the borders of Camelot’s country. It was often required that he ride out and resolve disputes—through reason, gold, or the sword. Mordred could not tell her which solution this one would require.

			
			“At least it is not Maleagant,” Mordred said as he escorted Guinevere into a building close to the castle. The ceilings were low, which should have felt confining, but they were carved with flowers and birds and the most delightful images, so their height felt like a gift. It was obviously one of the original buildings of Camelot, not an addition. She felt better in the old ones, for some reason.

			“Who is Maleagant?” she asked.

			“A thorn in the side of Camelot. Ah, Conrad, thank you. What is on the schedule for today?” Mordred looked over a carefully written scroll given him by a round, friendly-faced young man. There were benches lining the walls, and each bench was filled with people. Some wore the nice clothes of merchants, a couple the fine clothes of nobles. But most the rough, serviceable wear of farmers and peasants.

			In the front there was a cage made of iron. In it stood a woman, facing away from them. Her shoulders hunched, her head drooped. Guinevere did not understand what she was doing in there.

			Mordred gestured for Guinevere to sit on one of three padded chairs on a platform apart from the crowd. She regretted coming. She was on display, and she had not been prepared for it. She left her hood up, knowing her hair was beneath Brangien’s standards.

			She sat as still and regal as she could, hands folded primly in her lap. The first few matters were business-related. A man applying for space to sell horses in the next market. A woman petitioning to buy a shop on Market Street. When the woman tripped over saying Market Street, Guinevere smiled, remembering what Brangien had said about how hard it was to get rid of the old names. Next were several fieldworkers and their masters. The fieldworkers had filled their terms of service and were being given their own plots of land. Guinevere could see their pride. And their masters did not seem upset. Several of them embraced afterward, or clasped hands warmly. Everything felt prosperous, hopeful.

			
			Then Mordred turned to the woman in the cage. “What are the charges laid against Rhoslyn, daughter of Richard?”

			The woman raised her head. Guinevere stifled a gasp. It was the woman from before—the one passing magical items to the patchwork knight.

			Conrad bowed, pulling out another sheaf of paper. He cleared his throat, then read. “Witchcraft and magic, my lord.”

			“What evidence do we have?”

			The woman, Rhoslyn, stood straight, her voice high and clear except around the edges, where it wavered, betraying her nerves. “I meant no harm or mischief. My niece was sick. I knew I could help her. I—”

			“Her family is known to practice dark magic,” Conrad said. “Her sister was banished three months ago. Rhoslyn was found with items required for working spells.”

			Rhoslyn shook her head angrily. “Tools of a trade, the same as a butcher or smith would have for theirs!”

			Guinevere twitched, wishing she had some way to demand to see what Rhoslyn had been found with. If she could examine it, she might be able to tell what Rhoslyn had been planning to do. But she could not ask without admitting she would understand what she was seeing. And Arthur was not here to get the evidence for her.

			Mordred’s voice was soft. “Rhoslyn. You know the laws. If we allow magic into Camelot, we allow chaos in. If we allow chaos, everything we have built threatens to unravel. Do you understand?”

			Rhoslyn clenched her jaw, her face white. But then something inside her relented, and she softened, nodding.

			
			“You do not deny the charges?”

			“No, my lord.”

			“Very well. Because you were forthright and honest, your punishment is banishment.”

			Her mouth was set, a single harsh line, as she looked out over the crowd. There were murmurs and whispers. At first Guinevere thought people were upset with the severity of the sentence. Then she realized they were upset with Mordred’s leniency. She heard several hisses of Drown her.

			Mordred apparently heard them as well. “Punishment to be carried out immediately. Conrad, see that she is escorted to the borders of Camelot. Rhoslyn, you will never again be welcome in this kingdom. God have mercy on you. Go.”

			“My niece?”

			“She will be taken into the care of the castle. I promise you.”

			Rhoslyn nodded. Conrad and two liveried men retrieved her from the cage and hurried her out a back door. Guinevere stayed as still as a stone.

			If the rule of law was that any magic—no matter the intention—was grounds for banishment or death, she did not want to think about what would happen if they suspected the queen herself was a witch. She would have to be much, much more careful. But not right now. Right now, she had a conspiracy to unmask.

			She stood and walked as regally as she could manage from the room, hoping no one wondered why she chose that moment to leave.
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			Guinevere did not have time to return to the castle and change into Brangien’s clothing. She hurried down a side street, working her way into the more residential—and less wealthy—portion of the city. Hanging on a line to dry was a serviceable hooded cloak of sturdy brown cloth. With a twinge of guilt, she stole it. She could not leave her own in its place. And she doubted the owner would be able to afford to replace the cloak anytime soon.

			
			It was for Arthur, though. She threw the cloak around herself, hastily tying knots of shadow and confusion. She could not risk being recognized. With that in place, she darted back to the main street. Her speed had worked. Just ahead of her at the docks she saw the woman Rhoslyn being loaded onto a ferry alongside several paying passengers. Guinevere took a deep breath and stepped aboard.

			And immediately regretted it. The ferry dipped and lurched. Before she could turn around, they had pushed off.

			“For Arthur,” she whispered to herself, closing her eyes and hugging herself against the dread and panic. She was here to protect Arthur. This was how she could do it.

			The ferry was crowded enough that Guinevere was bumped and jostled in the midst of others. It was oddly comforting. She had nothing to hold on to, but they were packed so tightly that she could not fall. And there were bodies—living, breathing, pungent bodies—between her and the water.

			Rhoslyn and her guards were on the far end. Guinevere wanted to study the other woman, but it was all she could do to keep breathing in the midst of the existential dread that filled her with every creak of the ferry.

			After an eternity, the ferry met the other side of the lake. She was pushed off in the press of bodies around her. At some point—she genuinely did not know when—she had latched on to the arm of an older man. He kept peering at her, his eyes narrowed in confusion, as he tried to figure out who she was. Her own head ached as her knots struggled to hold back his attempts to see past the magic.

			
			She let go of his arm and walked in the opposite direction. As soon as she was out of his immediate sight, he turned the other way, a mildly baffled look on his face.

			The soldiers loaded Rhoslyn, pale-faced and trembling, into a cart pulled by a solitary horse. Guinevere was relieved. She could not have kept up had they all been mounted. Stealing a horse from Arthur’s stable was an option, but a risky one. And she could not very well demand one as the queen. She would not be allowed out on her own. The ruse that kept her close to Arthur also complicated things in such an aggravating manner.

			The soldiers kept to a clear road. Guinevere maintained a cautious distance, passing the occasional traveler heading toward Camelot. All their eyes slid away from her. Her head was light, her vision slightly blurred, but she would not abandon her mission.

			After two hours, the soldiers turned off the main road and took a less-traveled path through fields toward a looming forest. Arthur had not cut down all the forests in Camelot’s realm. Some were still needed for wood and hunting. But this was the beginning of the end of his land. Guinevere’s feet were sore, her throat parched. If she had known tracking a witch would be part of her day, she would have prepared differently.

			At last the soldiers stopped. Rhoslyn was lifted out of the cart and set on the forest floor without ceremony.

			“Good luck,” one of the soldiers said. The rest shared a conspiratorial laugh. Guinevere thought it odd that none of them gave the witch a final warning to stay out of Camelot, or instructions, or anything of the sort. She tucked herself against an ancient, gnarled tree as the soldiers passed her.

			Their casual attitude made much more sense when, as soon as they were gone, six men on horses melted from the trees.

			
			“Hello, witch,” one of the men said, baring his teeth in a sneer.

			Guinevere’s heart seized. Each of the men held a thick wooden club. Was this Arthur’s justice, then?

			“You cannot do this,” Rhoslyn said, her voice small and frightened. “I was banished. Not sentenced to death.”

			“Ah, but this is not Camelot, is it?” The leader looked around the trees, holding his arms wide. “I see no king here. Which means you are no longer under his protection. And we do not look as kindly on witches as the benevolent king does.”

			Guinevere was frozen in the shadows. Violence simmered, ready to boil forth. She had come here to hunt Rhoslyn and find out how she was a threat to Arthur. Would she stand hidden while the woman was beaten to death?

			The leader raised his club. Guinevere stepped out onto the path. She did not know what to do—what she should do—but surely this was not right.

			An arrow whistled through the air, landing with perfect precision in the center of the leader’s hand, pinning it to the club. He screamed in agony and surprise. Two more arrows found targets, one in a leg and the other squarely in a chest. That man slumped and fell from his horse. Several more arrows flew through the air as the leader shouted and the survivors turned their horses and galloped away into the cover of the trees.

			Not defenseless, then. Or at least not undefended. Guinevere slipped back into the embrace of the tree as a man on a brown horse rode up and dismounted.

			Rhoslyn let out a sob and threw her arms around his neck. He lifted her onto the horse, revealing a familiar face.

			The patchwork knight.

			Just as the men had been waiting to ambush Rhoslyn, the patchwork knight had been waiting to save her. He and Rhoslyn were working together. Guinevere had been right. She waited until they had disappeared, then left the shelter of her tree. Even if she could follow the trail, she could not say how long it would take. They were mounted; she was not. And she could not stay away from Camelot any longer. She had lingered too long already.

			
			Her knots did not make her unnoticeable to insects, and she wearily swatted them away. The cloak was too heavy for the sullen summer heat. She was sticky and exhausted and more determined than ever. She would return and face this threat as soon as she could.

			It would be a long walk back to Camelot. She would not get there before dark, which was going to make everything a lot more difficult to explain. Particularly to Brangien, who would not miss the fact that her queen had not spent the night in the castle. Would Brangien alert the guards? Guinevere puzzled through possible excuses and solutions.

			Her other line of thought concerned what to do about Rhoslyn and the knight. What were they plotting?

			Arthur’s laws and rules were better for the kingdom, but that did not mean they were better for everyone. Rhoslyn could be angry and powerful enough to pose a threat. Especially when conspiring with the patchwork knight. Guinevere cracked her knuckles, anticipating the knots she would tie to meet that threat.

			A snapping twig to her right startled her. She drew the dagger Arthur had bought her and raised it against—

			The horse of the man who had died. It took a hesitant step toward her. Closing her eyes and releasing a breath of gratitude and relief, Guinevere sheathed her knife and mounted the horse.

			“Good girl,” she said, then raced the horse back to Camelot.
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			Arthur was still away when Guinevere slipped into the castle just before curfew. If Brangien had noted her absence, she said nothing while preparing her queen for bed.

			Brangien’s preparations were for naught. Guinevere lay awake all night, plotting. Thinking. What was her best course of attack? Confront the patchwork knight directly, or try to find any other of Rhoslyn’s allies within the city? Alert Arthur so he and his men could hunt her down?

			The whispers of Drown her haunted Guinevere. The callous abandonment of the soldiers, knowing what awaited the woman, whose only punishment was supposed to be banishment.

			But this was the threat. These were the stakes. Arthur made difficult decisions every day as king; she would do the same. Besides, this was her fight. Her duty. Not the soldiers’. So she would deal with it herself rather than send armed men against something they might not be able to face. She sat up the next morning, eager to get started.

			It was a mistake. Brangien noticed her vigor and seized upon it.

			
			“It is time to begin your visits.”

			“My what?”

			“Your visits. To the other ladies.”

			Guinevere slumped. “Must we?”

			“It is a duty of the queen.”

			Once again Guinevere cursed Merlin and Arthur’s idea to have her be queen. She should have come here as a maid! The business of being queen demanded so much, and took her away from her duties of protecting Arthur.

			As Guinevere and Brangien stood outside the castle gates, gazing down at the manors, Guinevere felt nearly as much fear as she had going on the ferry. She was not ready. “I do not want to do this,” she whispered.

			Brangien shrugged. “Could be buckets. Sir Bors has no wife, so we are in luck there. We never have to visit him. I would recommend visiting Sir Percival’s wife and Sir Caradoc’s wife on the same day. They will of course be offended no matter what the order, but at least that will keep them in close enough proximity that we can maintain the illusion of neutrality. Then—”

			“Can we start with Dindrane?”

			“Dindrane?” Brangien, aghast, looked at Guinevere. “Dindrane is the spinster sister of Sir Percival. She can be included in our visit to Blanchefleur. You will have to take a meal with her eventually, but next month. Or the month after. Dindrane does not matter at all.”

			“Exactly. No one can be offended if we visit her first. The ladies will be too surprised and confused. And it will be nice to cut my teeth on visits by starting with someone who ‘does not matter at all.’ ”

			Brangien’s frown shifted as she considered it. Finally, she nodded. “It might be a brilliant opening gambit. Or it is the worst decision you have made so far as queen.”

			“Thank you for your vote of confidence.”

			
			Brangien grinned mischievously. “I just want to cover all possible outcomes so no matter how this plays out, I can say I did warn you.”

			“What would I do without you?” Guinevere linked her arm through Brangien’s and they headed down the street to Sir Percival’s manor. Brangien knocked on the front door, but was informed by a servant that Dindrane entertained in her own room. She promised she would let Dindrane know they were there, then directed them around the side of the house to an alley so narrow it only received light a handful of hours every day.

			They entered through a side door. The room was tiny and dim. The main light came through a door left open to the rest of the house. From the looks of it, the next room was her sister-in-law’s bedroom. Which meant Dindrane’s only options for coming in and out were to go around outside or to go through Blanchefleur’s room.

			The manor was large enough to accommodate giving Dindrane her own set of rooms. Even Guinevere, uneducated in the subtle arts at play here, understood the power Blanchefleur was wielding. She used her social status as a spell to keep Dindrane in place.

			Dindrane burst in from the outside door. Her face was flushed and her hands red and raw. It looked as though she had been cleaning. But she held her head high and greeted Guinevere with a polished curtsy—that doubled as cover as she kicked the door to Blanchefleur’s bedroom shut. “Apologies, my queen. I did not expect you. Usually when I have callers, they send word ahead of time to make certain I am available. You are fortunate. My schedule is quite full.”

			“Thank you for making time to see us.” Guinevere sat in one of the two worn chairs that Dindrane gestured toward. Brangien stood against the wall as Dindrane took the other chair. Dindrane’s clothing was nice—it would have reflected poorly on Sir Percival if it were not. But her hair held no jewels and something about the way her sleeves strained made it clear they had been sewn for another body. Her eyes were clever and sharp, a pleasant warm brown, and her hair shone chestnut, well cared-for.

			
			“I am afraid I have no refreshment to offer. I have just finished entertaining.”

			Guinevere allowed her the lie. “Oh, we have already eaten. But it is kind of you to worry about us. I did not get a chance to speak with you at the wedding celebration and wanted to get to know you.”

			“Mmm.” Dindrane smiled tightly. The silence was as close and confining as the room. Finally, she leaned forward. “Your hair is lovely. Is that the style in the south? It certainly is not the style here. But it suits you. I could never be so brave as to wear my hair like that.” Dindrane’s smile stayed firmly in place. Guinevere was positive she was being insulted. It was delightful. Everyone else was so careful with her, but Dindrane came prepared for battle.

			“Have you always been so pale?” Dindrane asked, tilting her head to the side. “It does make your freckles stick out so. But the only solution is to spend more time in the sun, which will cause more freckles.”

			Guinevere laughed. She could not help it. She had no desire for an enemy, and no need to feel insulted. She suspected Dindrane could use a friend even more than she herself could. At least she had Arthur. What must it be like, owing everything to your brother and the sister-in-law who obviously hated you? If Guinevere was out of place and struggling, Dindrane was, too. “I like you very much, Dindrane. I hope you will let me visit you often. And I would love to have you visit me, as well.”

			Dindrane wilted, disarmed. “You would?”

			“I have had no company but nuns for several years. I should very much like to consider you a friend. Or a sister, even.”

			Dindrane’s smile was hesitant but genuine. “I have always wanted a sister.”

			
			“You have a sister,” Brangien muttered, eyes on her ever-present sewing.

			“My brother has a wife. That woman is not my sister.”

			Guinevere reached out and took her hand. Dindrane gave no strong impression. It was reassuring. If she were a threat, Guinevere would feel it. Dindrane felt as Dindrane looked: tired and stubborn and the tiniest bit hopeful. “Allow me to be your sister, then. Would you accompany us to the chapel today? I need someone to sit by, since the king is away.”

			Dindrane pretended to consider it, as though it were not a tremendous honor that could not be passed up. Guinevere knew whoever she sat by would be remarked on and noticed. Guinevere had wanted to sit by Mordred, but this was a better option. It would cause gossip, but no damage. Finally, Dindrane nodded. “I would be happy to assist you.” She smiled as though she were doing Guinevere a favor. “Your maid can help me dress before we go.”

			Brangien’s expression indicated this was not an option. Guinevere stood. “Oh, I am very sorry, but we needed to pick up…a…”

			“New thread,” Brangien finished, tucking away her sewing. “We will meet you in front of the manor when you are ready.”

			It was a relief to escape Dindrane’s cramped room. They walked a fair distance in silence. Guinevere wondered if they really were going to get thread to complete the charade. Finally, Brangien spoke.

			“Dindrane? Really? You choose Dindrane?”

			“She is harmless.”

			“I would not have been harmless had I been forced to dress her.”

			Guinevere laughed, tugging Brangien to a stop in a glorious shaft of sunlight. “I promise you will never have to help her.”

			“You are helping her enough for both of us.” But Brangien softened, tipping her face up to the light and closing her eyes. “You are like the king.”

			
			“How so?”

			“He sees value in everyone. You are a good match.”

			The warmth in Guinevere came from more than the sun. She wanted to be like Arthur. But the warmth was pierced with a nagging worry. Rhoslyn was still out there. Even now, she could have agents within the city. Guinevere was not here to be a good match for Arthur. She was here to save him.

			But first, church. Being queen was absurd. The last thing she should be worried about was making an appearance to support a religion she neither understood nor cared about. But it was Arthur’s religion, and thus had to be hers. She rubbed unconsciously at her wrists, tracing the lines where Rhoslyn had been bound. Appearances had to be kept. She had to be above suspicion.

			They wandered back to Sir Percival’s manor just as Dindrane hurried out to meet them.

			Arthur had built the church in the center of Camelot. It was the one new thing he had constructed in his three years as king. They walked there together, Brangien on one side of Guinevere, Dindrane on the other. “You know,” the older woman said, “he was in love with me for a while. The king. Such advances he made! But I thought it best for the kingdom that he find a young wife. One who could bear him many children.”

			“You are as noble as you are kind.” Guinevere smiled, grateful for the distraction from her far more real worries. “I am grateful you did not snatch him up when you had the chance.”

			Dindrane sniffed dismissively. “He is not really my type. Awful hair. You should make him grow it.” She sat next to Guinevere on the bench nearest the altar. It did not go unnoticed by those already gathered. Dindrane glowed with pleasure at the whispers.

			Guinevere had never actually attended a Christian church service before. Merlin had no use for the Romans’ castoffs. But Arthur had taken to it, and Guinevere could see why. Everyone was gathered in the same large wooden building. The ceiling soared overhead. It was simple but elegant. Clean. They all sat on the same level. Everyone listened to the same prayers, performed the same actions. It was an equalizer. And it gave the people something in common with each other. Something to unify them.

			
			Once the service was done—a relief, as Guinevere had had to pretend to understand Latin, which she most certainly did not—she sat through a meal with another knight’s wife. And then called on another. And another. She saved Blanchefleur for last, and made certain that Dindrane was invited. Blanchefleur positively seethed with resentment.

			By the end of the day, Guinevere’s head ached as much as her feet did. Performing queenly duties was almost as exhausting as performing magic. Women truly were the stronger gender. All the subtle games they had to play, the ways they teased power from those around them! She had much to learn there.

			But no time. She had a far greater first duty. When the day was at last finished, her real work began.
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			During the droning conversations of the day, Guinevere had imagined knots, in infinite combinations and possibilities. It had been a useful exercise, making her realize a simple sight knot to see magic would not have worked. Sight knots could work with a specific target, but asking her eyes to see something unknown would be too taxing for such a delicate sense. She could have blinded herself.

			Knots could enhance and direct what already existed; they could stop things. But they could not make her senses do something new. Knot magic was pedestrian. It was about binding magic to a task, not discovering new things. But surely she could find a way. Her fingers twitched, tying imaginary knots.

			And then she realized the solution. It was not her eyes that needed to see better. Her eyes took in only what the world presented to them. Her hands were what could take information not readily given. Her hands sensed things her eyes never could. If she could enhance that sense, extend it, then she would have what she needed.

			She wrapped herself in a robe and hurried outside, up and up and up the castle to the alcove. It was the middle of the night. If she were caught, no one could see what she had been doing. And she could claim difficulty sleeping while Arthur was away. Once she was tucked in away from the wind and any eyes that might spy her, she got to work.

			
			She used hair, not thread, since she needed as much of herself as she could afford. She looped the strands around her fingers, tying an altered version of a knot for extending sight. Her fingers tingled with the rush of her pulse. The blood was caught there, pooling, throbbing. Guinevere stumbled, leaning against the outer wall of the alcove. Everything else in her body was light and distant, her whole self seeming to dwell in her fingers alone.

			So she held out her hands and she felt.

			She started with the city. There were tiny warm spots scattered throughout, and she noted the location of each. She let her hands roam over Camelot. A few pinpricks of darkness, but they vanished like smoke beneath her hands before she could determine what they were.

			She took a deep breath. The next one she wanted to avoid, but she would not turn away from her duty. She pushed her hands to the lake. And she felt…

			Nothing.

			She shuddered, chilled straight through. There was an absolute absence of magic. This was the lake that had held the Lady. This was the lake that had delivered Excalibur to Arthur. And now? A still void.

			Trembling, the demands of the magic already draining her, she hurried past it, pushing her hands out, out, out among the fields, among the regions surrounding Camelot. They were not as lifeless as the lake, but they were dormant. Nothing sparked or seethed until she got to the area where she had lost Rhoslyn and the knight. It crackled like a campfire, warming her hands.

			
			She collapsed. The strands of hair around her fingers snapped. The blood returned to its normal flow. She wondered when feeling would return to her hands, and suspected this awful pins-and-needles feeling would continue for some time.

			She had found some leads, but it was the absence she discovered that bothered her more than anything. A lake that size, with that history, should have had some magic. As she stumbled back down the stairs, her hands throbbing and agonizingly numb at the same time, she tried to understand what it could mean.

			A dark possibility seized her. If she could channel herself into her hands to make them more powerful than ever, who was to say that the dark magic of the world could not be made to do the same?

			What if someone was siphoning all the magic of the lake, all the magic of the land? And what would happen when they amassed enough?

			She had to get to Rhoslyn. She had to stop her.
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			For the first time in her life, Guinevere wished for a sword.

			She had anticipated fighting magic, not people. But this was why she was here. Whatever it took, she would face Rhoslyn and her knight, and she would come out triumphant.

			She slipped into the darkness of sleeping Camelot. The streets hummed and whistled with the wind from the lake. She shivered, remembering the cold void. But that was not her mystery. In her mind, the warm spots of magic burned like the afterimage of the sun. Sliding from pool of darkness to pool of darkness, feeling more like the night than like a person, Guinevere found the first location. It had been the most familiar to her, after all. The edge of the cliff where the patchwork knight had twice eluded her.

			
			Her hands were numb and useless, but she had her eyes. She searched and searched for something amiss, something that did not belong.

			After several frustrating minutes searching the rubble and detritus of crumbling foundations, she realized her mistake. The magic was hidden in something that did belong. Almost. She reached down and picked up a perfectly smooth, rounded rock. Like the one Rhoslyn had dropped. This time, she saw what she had missed before. Someone had knotted magic into the rock itself. It held something. A spell, a memory, a curse—she could not tell. But she knew what she was looking for now.

			She hurried through the night. Seven rocks at seven separate points in the city. Seven anchors of magic. She could not bring them into the castle—it would break their magic before she discovered what it was.

			It was nearly dawn. If she left now, she could reach Rhoslyn within hours. But she would not be able to explain her absence or her actions. It would mean defeating the threat but destroying her role as queen. She could not easily come back to it.

			The darkness enveloped her, bade her keep moving.

			If she did this for Arthur, she would be fulfilling her purpose but losing her place at his side. She closed her eyes. She would prepare today, then leave tonight. It would keep until then. Sagging under the weight of the coming dawn, she hid the magic rocks and then hurried back to her room.

			She only just beat the sun. As soon as night fell, she would hunt. She crawled into bed, planning her attack.

			Brangien opened the door as soon as Guinevere closed her weary eyes.

			“Happiest news, my queen!”

			Guinevere sat up, her hands alternately freezing and burning, pricked with pins and somehow still numb. Her eyes could barely handle the dim light of her room after attuning themselves so thoroughly to shadows. “Yes?” she asked, forcing a smile.

			
			“The king has sent for you! We must pack and leave immediately.”

			“Oh no,” Guinevere said, sighing. Brangien paused, her arms full of cloaks. She lifted an eyebrow in surprise and alarm. Guinevere flinched, trying to cover. “I do not know what to wear.”

			Brangien laughed and went back to gathering. “That is not for you to fret over. That is my job.”

			Guinevere flopped back onto her bed, throwing an arm over her face to hide her expression. She had work to do, and no way of letting Arthur know she was needed here. She could feign illness, but maybe Arthur was asking for her for a reason. Maybe he needed her help, specifically. Why else would he send for her?

			As long as she was by Arthur’s side, she could be certain he was safe. But it was aggravating. They were going to have to figure out better ways to communicate so Arthur would be able to help her efforts instead of interrupting them.

			Arthur. The thought of seeing him again—it had been only days, but they felt an eternity—returned feeling to her heart, if not her hands. Very well. She would be queen today, and avenging protector as soon as she returned.
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			The wind whipped Guinevere’s hair, tugging it free from its plait with callous disregard for all the time Brangien had spent wrangling it into submission. If she could not be staging her attack against Rhoslyn and the patchwork knight, at least she was outside the city, with the wind and the wild and a horse. It felt almost like freedom.

			“Whoa!” a guard shouted. To her dismay, her horse responded, slowing from a gallop to a trot and then an easy walk. Brangien had been left far behind. She was not very comfortable on horses, and it would take her some time to catch up. Guinevere wished the guard were in the same position.

			
			The guard rode to her side, his expression horrified. “Did you lose control of your horse, my lady?”

			“Yes,” Mordred interrupted, veering his own horse toward hers. “That mare often breaks into a gallop. I will ride next to the queen to see that it does not happen again.”

			The guard nodded, satisfied, and gave Guinevere a polite distance again. Mordred leaned precariously far and put a hand on Guinevere’s mare’s neck. “Your horse is the most obedient and well-trained of our stable.”

			Guinevere’s smile, much like her hair in the wind, could not be restrained. “I am sorry. But riding is—” She took a deep breath.

			“Freedom,” Mordred said.

			“Yes.” She had not realized quite how constraining being queen was. It was a weight that became unnoticeable until shrugged off. But putting it back on made it nearly unbearable. She should not have prowled through the night on her own. Darkness was a seductive freedom, and she had to stay focused.

			Or she should have followed the shadows and gone straight to where Rhoslyn was hiding. She would have finished with it by now.

			“You are a different person when you are outside,” Mordred said.

			Guinevere reached up, trying to tame her hair again. Her hands fumbled the action. They still stung, numb and clumsy. She could feel nothing with them. “What do you mean?”

			“You stop pretending.”

			She froze.

			“Ah, there it is again. You are trying to decide which expression to give me to deflect notice or conversation.” Mordred tapped the side of his nose. “It is easier for you when you are behind walls, trapped by stone and expectations. But out here in the wild you have a harder time.”

			
			Guinevere needed some excuse, some reason why she would behave this way.

			“You treat the world with the wonder of a child,” Mordred said, filling in the empty space between them. He looked nothing like Arthur. Arthur was carved from the same stuff as Camelot—regal and majestic. But Mordred belonged out here, with her.

			She shook her head, correcting herself. This was not where she belonged.

			She needed to choose her words carefully. How to explain that the whole world was a wonder in a way that would not be suspect? She loved the way it smelled, the way it felt. The movement of the horse beneath her. The simple food they would eat when they stopped for a meal. Seeing a new place—seeing any place at all! Of course she could not hide the way she felt. “It was a long time to spend in a convent. Everything feels new outside those walls.”

			“Except you traded those walls for different ones.”

			“Camelot is incredible!”

			Mordred laughed, raising his hands in innocence. “It is. But it is tame. Structured. Sometimes we need a break from that.”

			She had planned a far more dangerous break. But he was right. She loved it out here. She would not let the tasks ahead of her steal away the joy of travel and the anticipation of meeting Arthur at the end. The warmth of his smile flashed through her like the sun through parting clouds, and she admitted it was not only the honesty they shared that she missed.

			Mordred kept close. Their party was stretched out, the open plain offering no threats, but he always rode next to her. Guinevere had been surprised that he had joined them at all. Bored with the slower pace, she brought it up. “I thought you were the one left behind to take care of Camelot in Arthur’s absence. Why are you coming with us?”

			
			Mordred scanned the horizon. “Your husband would not trust you to travel to him with anyone but his family. And he wants all his best knights with him for this meeting. Camelot can be held against enemies for months with the men in it now. It will keep.”

			“What is the meeting?”

			“Something with the Picts. Arthur has been active on the northern borders. He will have to play nice and reassure them he is not expanding, merely maintaining.”

			“Why does he need me, then?” This sounded like politics and military issues, not magical threats. She wanted to help Arthur however he needed, but if she was not essential, she was wasting her time and risking Arthur’s safety. She could almost feel Rhoslyn getting farther and farther away. Having more time to plot wickedness with the patchwork knight.

			“What better way to show peaceful intentions than to bring his new bride? It demonstrates that he trusts them and is treating this as a pleasant meeting between friendly allies.”

			“So I am a decoration?” Her heart sank, and she gritted her teeth.

			“You are a vital piece in a complicated game.”

			“Mmm.”

			“You do not sound happy with that answer.”

			“I am happy to help the king in whatever way I can.” But her face would not give up its frown. Maybe there was more to it. There could be something magic in play, and Arthur was bringing her under false pretenses.

			“Well,” Mordred said, “I am afraid your disobedient horse is about to break into a gallop again and I will have to follow. It may be a while before we can get the horse to slow down.”

			
			Her horse was walking calmly. Mordred’s mossy-green eyes twinkled expectantly. She clicked her tongue and tapped the horse’s sides. It broke into a gallop, the wind greeting her once more.
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			After a tongue-lashing from Brangien—who apparently felt freer outside the walls, as well, and had no qualms about shouting at the queen for risking her neck and riding too fast—Guinevere was forced to keep her horse at a reasonable walk.

			To further emphasize her point, Brangien planted her horse twenty feet ahead of Guinevere’s and kept it there. Mordred grew ever more focused on their surroundings.

			The countryside offered no threats, though. In their daylong ride, they passed field after field. The vista of green and gold was broken only by the occasional small town or hamlet. There were not many people in the towns—they were out in the fields, working. But a few children were around, playing happily or watching the mounted procession with open curiosity. Horses were not a common sight out here.

			As afternoon stretched out warm and content like a cat, they passed through another small village. A woman and her son sold them fresh bread. It reminded Guinevere of what Brangien had said about the little boy in the village claimed by the forest. When the whitewashed cob houses faded in the distance, Guinevere turned to Mordred.

			“Have any forests grown here? Do you have to fight them back often?”

			“No.” Mordred looked past her. On the far horizon there was a dark smudge, but that was the only evidence of forestland she could see. Her hand-knotted magic had not reached that far north—she had focused it all in Rhoslyn’s direction. “Magic thrives on blood and wonder and chaos. Camelot is so well ordered, so structured, that magic can find no hold. Arthur strangled it, starved it, and cut it out. He allows no seeds within his borders.”

			
			Well. Except her. But what Mordred said made her curious. Maybe Arthur had done something to the lake, and that was why it was so dead. She would have to ask him. “And that is why he banished Merlin, even though Merlin had always helped.”

			Mordred ran his fingers along his jaw, where dark stubble was beginning to peer through his pale skin. “Not all of us agreed that was necessary. But yes. Merlin himself is chaos in mortal form.”

			Guinevere snorted. Then she tried to cover it with a cough. Chaotic was an excellent way to describe Merlin. Was it any wonder her memories were confusing jumbles of images and lessons, with gaping holes between?

			She closed her eyes at the sudden flare of discomfort, the suspicion that there was more to her missing memories than she was allowing herself to see.

			She had to focus, though. She was not here for herself. She was here for Arthur and Camelot. Merlin was a risk to associate with, certainly. But surely Camelot could understand the necessity of keeping certain weapons. Most of the city was stone, but the inhabitants still kept barrels of water everywhere in case of fire. They did not want fire, did not set it, but they were prepared to fight it the only way they could. Magic was the same. Keeping someone capable of recognizing and combating it was not the same as inviting magic to take hold within the city.

			Was it?

			“What if someone attacks using magic?” she asked, keeping her tone as light and innocent as possible. “Who will defend you with Merlin gone?”

			
			“Keeping Merlin in the city was too risky. Like calls to like.” He glanced over at her, then looked quickly away. “Besides, people did not trust the wizard.”

			“Why not? He always fought for Arthur.”

			“In his own ways, when he chose to, how he chose to. He was bound by no laws, not even Arthur’s. And then there was the matter of Arthur’s birth.”

			She wanted Mordred to keep talking, but she had to be careful what she revealed. How much would the real Guinevere have known? “I have heard the rumors. That Uther Pendragon used a wizard to trick Igraine so he could lie with her.” Guinevere shuddered. It was a violent, terrible magic. It could breed only evil. How had it produced Arthur? “I can understand why they would not want another wizard in Camelot.”

			“Another wizard? What do you mean?”

			Guinevere turned her face to him. “What do you mean?”

			“It was Merlin.”

			“No.” Guinevere shook her head. The information did not fit. It could not fit. Her chest squeezed, like she had been laced too tightly. “No, it was a dark sorcerer.”

			Mordred’s smile was as soft and blue as the twilight falling around them. “Yes. Merlin. That is the nature of magic. When you bend the world to your will, when you twist nature around yourself, where does the power stop? Who tells you to stop?”

			Had Guinevere not been on a horse, she would have stopped in shock. As it was, she was grateful for the cloak of evening to hide the horror claiming her. Merlin. Merlin had done that. It was the most violent act possible, the taking of someone’s will. She would never have made knots for it, would never have participated in such a deception. Such depravity. But Merlin—her protector, her teacher, her father—had. “How could he?” she whispered.

			
			“Merlin saw that the world needed a new kind of king. So he made it happen.” Mordred sighed, patting his horse’s neck. “I do not agree with what he did. It was my grandmother who was violated by a man she thought was her husband. But without it, Arthur would not be here.” He held out his arms to the peaceful, rolling countryside. “We cannot deny the end result. Merlin saw what Camelot demanded, and he created the means for it. He engineered his own banishment, in a way. The wizard is a puzzle. But Camelot is a success.”

			“And all the suffering and loss it took to get here?” Guinevere asked, devastated and heartbroken for herself. For Igraine. For Arthur. For Mordred. For all the lives that had been stained by the darkness of Merlin’s choice.

			“Such is the cost of progress.” Mordred glanced at her. Apparently some of her emotion was evident even in the near-darkness. His voice went soft. “I am sorry. I should not speak of such things to a lady. It was indelicate of me.”

			“No, I am glad. I would rather know the truth. I do not like being behind walls, either in the castle or in Arthur’s life.” Or her own.

			Merlin had done that. He had done that, and not told her.

			What else did he keep from her? How could she trust him? And if she could not trust the wizard who chose her to protect Arthur, how could she trust herself?
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			It was fully dark when they reached Arthur’s camp. He stood at the edge, waiting. Her anticipation of seeing him had turned tense and sour in light of Mordred’s revelations. They had much to discuss. Too much. Arthur helped Guinevere down from her horse, then surprised her by giving her a quick but fierce embrace.

			
			“Thank you for coming,” he whispered against her ear.

			“Of course.” She could feel the heat in her cheeks at his nearness. “We need to talk. Alone.”

			He put her hand on his elbow and walked her into the camp. “I am sorry to bring you here. It will be unpleasant. And dangerous.”

			She squeezed his elbow. “I am here to protect you. However that happens.” Some of her anxiety loosened at his words. It was irrational to be relieved at being put in danger, but at least she had not been pulled from her campaign against Rhoslyn and the patchwork knight for nothing.

			The camp was bigger than she had expected. Not only did Arthur have all his knights with him, he also had a hundred fighting men.

			“Do you expect a fight?” she asked.

			“What?” Arthur lifted a tent flap, bringing her into a dim, enclosed space. The ground was covered in furs. Though it was summer, the nights still had teeth.

			“So many men.”

			“Oh. No. The fight did not happen. Gildas and Geoffrey, two lords, were feuding, and it was spilling over my borders. I had to remind them to keep their quarrels to themselves.” He paused, and his smile was weary. “They do not want me to become one of their problems. Showing up on their doorstep with this many men was a good reminder. For the meeting with the Pictish king, most of the men will stay here. I will take only my best knights. Enough to appear powerful without outright challenging King Nechtan. Gildas and Geoffrey will come, too, to show that everything here is stable and there is no room for the Picts to move down. And I had to bring you as a show of trust and friendship. I tried to think of another way, but your absence would have been an insult.”

			“It sounds complicated.”

			
			He flopped onto the furs and put his forearm over his eyes. “It is. Why do people get bored with peace? Why is a border seen as a challenge rather than a barrier?”

			“But even you fight battles that are not your own.”

			He lowered his arm and peered at her. “What do you mean?”

			She settled next to him, sitting with her skirts tucked under her. “You fought back a forest that did not threaten any of your land.”

			He grinned sheepishly, caught. “Perhaps even I can get bored with peace sometimes.”

			“That is not it.” She poked him in the side. “You see all men as your responsibility. You cannot deny anyone who needs your help.”

			He closed his eyes. Though he had been fighting and working nonstop, he did not look exhausted. He looked…ready. As though at any moment he could leap up and storm a forest, fight back fairy knights, or negotiate peace with human ones.

			She did not feel the same. She was tired and sore after a long day’s riding, not to mention heartsick and confused over Mordred’s revelations about Merlin. Her hands still tingled, but now they ached, as well. She needed to rest. Especially if she had to draw on strength reserves for magic tomorrow. She shook out her hands, for all the good it did in dispelling the remaining pins and needles. “We need a better way to communicate. I was in the middle of something in Camelot.”

			Arthur sat up, alarmed. “What?”

			“There is a woman. Rhoslyn. I have seen her before, talking to the patchwork knight. She was caught practicing magic and banished.”

			Arthur nodded; he looked sad but not surprised. “It is against the law.”

			“I followed her. When your soldiers left her on the southern border, men were waiting to kill her.”

			At this he did look surprised, and angry. “My men?”

			
			“No. I do not think so. But I am fairly certain your soldiers knew about it and left Rhoslyn to die.”

			Arthur rubbed his face. “I do not want those who are banished to be killed, or even harmed. They cannot be in Camelot, but that does not mean they cannot live freely elsewhere. Thank you for telling me. I will see to it that things change.”

			“That is not the point of my story. She was not killed. The patchwork knight saved her.”

			“He did? You saw him fight?”

			“It was barely a fight.”

			Arthur’s eyes shone brightly. “I wish I had seen it!”

			“Arthur! Please focus.” Guinevere shook her head at his sheepish expression. “The knight obviously knew where she would be left, as well. After he fought off the attackers, they both went deeper into the forest. Together.”

			Arthur frowned. “I do not understand. Where is the problem?”

			“They are your enemies! Camelot’s enemies. I found remnants of her magic in Camelot, and sensed far more of it in the forest on your border. They are plotting something. And I think we cannot wait to find out what it is.”

			Arthur shifted, humming low in his throat. “She was banished. If she is not within my borders, I have no claim. Who am I to tell her she cannot do as she will outside my lands?”

			“This is a threat.”

			“Then when it comes within Camelot’s boundaries, we will face it.”

			“Why wait, when we know where she is? When we know she works with the patchwork knight?”

			Finally, the exhaustion showed in Arthur’s face. His smile lines disappeared, and his eyelids drew lower. “Because I refuse to be a warlord king. Not like my father. I will leave my borders to defend innocents, but never to attack.”

			
			Guinevere hung her head. She could not argue with him on this. But she did not agree with allowing his enemies the time they needed to build an attack. Arthur was generous and noble.

			She could not afford to be. She would take care of it alone. She would fortify Camelot, and, when she got the opportunity, she would do what Arthur could not and would not.

			Was this how Merlin made his decision? She cringed at the thought.

			“Did you hurt your hands?” Arthur asked.

			“Oh.” She looked down where she had been unconsciously kneading them, trying to counterbalance the fierce ache. “No. Well, yes. But for a good cause. Magic always has a price.”

			Arthur took her right hand between his. His hands were big and calloused, but his fingers worked with precision as he began massaging her palm in circles. Guinevere stifled a small gasp.

			Arthur froze. “Did I hurt you?”

			“No, it feels—it feels nice.” It felt more than nice.

			Arthur tugged her hand, gently guiding her to his side. She leaned against him and he worked the numbness and pain out of both her hands. His skin on hers was like magic.

			She wondered what the price would be.

			“It is such a relief to be able to touch you,” Arthur said, startling Guinevere from where she had almost dozed off against his shoulder. “I have to be so careful with women. There are a lot of rules. And people are always watching.”

			“Yes, I have noticed that. And I have missed you. Every day is filled with lying about my very self. When I am with you, I do not have to.”

			Arthur’s motions paused, then became softer as he massaged down each of her delicate fingers. “Keeping secrets is like a thorn beneath the skin. You can get used to it, but it is always there, festering.”

			
			She opened her mouth to ask him about Merlin, about what he had done to Igraine. But she did not want to bring that much darkness and violence into this fragile, safe space they had.

			Besides, it was Merlin who had kept the truth from her. Arthur had no blame in this.

			With the pain in her hands lessened, Guinevere felt heavy and dull with exhaustion. She wanted to curl up right here. “Where should I— Where am I sleeping?”

			Arthur sat up straight, dislodging her from his shoulder. “I am sorry. I have kept you too long. You could—” He paused, and she leaned forward, wanting him to invite her to stay. But something closed off in his face and he cleared his throat. “Tonight there is a tent for you and Brangien.”

			She had half thought—perhaps even half hoped—that she would be sharing Arthur’s tent. But she needed to rest. And so did Arthur, of course. The price of the magic of his touch was revealed: it left her wanting more, craving something she had not known she needed until she had it.

			He stood. “Brangien can help you tonight and tomorrow morning, but she cannot accompany us past this point. I will not risk her.”

			Guinevere smiled that she herself was not considered something to be risked—she was a strength, not a weakness. “I can manage fine on my own. I am not so spoiled that I cannot live without a maid.”

			Arthur laughed. “You may yet get there.” He led her to the tent next to his. Brangien was already inside, bustling about. Guinevere entered and Arthur closed the flap.

			Unfortunately, the tent was not thick enough to block out several low laughs and whistles, and one shout of “How was your reunion with your queen?”

			
			“Get some sleep,” Arthur shouted back. “That is a command!” But he did not sound angry or upset. He sounded playful. He was not going to discourage them from thinking that he had a normal relationship with his wife. After all, the legality of their union depended on it. She shoved away the dangerous thought that she would have preferred to stay in Arthur’s tent, and not just to bolster their ruse.

			She was curious, was all. Increasingly so.

			Brangien scowled. “They are distasteful and stupid. Obviously nothing happened because Arthur could not have done your laces back up by himself. Idiots.”

			“Oh, that reminds me!” Guinevere rushed to cover up her embarrassment at both the men’s assumption and Brangien’s insight. “Can you teach me how to do it on this dress? You are not coming with us tomorrow.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Arthur is afraid it will be dangerous.”

			Brangien scoffed. “No more dangerous than riding across the entire country with these fools.”

			“I could not live with myself if something happened to you.”

			“But it is my job to serve you.”

			Guinevere turned, interrupting Brangien’s progress and forcing her to meet her gaze. “But you are also my friend. If Arthur thinks it is too dangerous to bring you, I trust him. He takes care of his people. I will be fine. Better than fine, because I will know you are safe.”

			Brangien’s eyes lowered. A flash of some emotion Guinevere could not place went over her maid’s face. Then Brangien got back to work, unlacing Guinevere’s sleeves and helping her remove her outer clothes. “Very well. But if you mess up your plaits by riding too fast, I will not be there to fix them, and all the Picts will blame me for your state. My reputation will be ruined.”

			Guinevere dutifully turned around so Brangien could undo her braids and comb out the decidedly unmagical knots. “I promise I will do right by you.”

			
			“And stay safe,” Brangien whispered.

			“And stay safe,” Guinevere agreed. She hoped it was a promise she could keep.

		


		
		
			
			There is nothing to hold on to in Camelot. Wings flutter, legs skitter, but the little bodies have nothing to pull them, no source of light to be drawn toward.

			Magic has left Camelot.

			She will have to wait until it returns. But she is hungry. And more than hungry, she is bored. A child has wandered from her parents. The dark queen winks with insects, flashes butterfly wings. Lures the child deeper and deeper into the woods.

			Devours.

			Never sated but not starving, she moves on. She ripples through the earth, nudging against the borders of Camelot. Trying to find a weak spot. Trying to find a place that will allow her, make room for her, feed her.

			A river stops her. It is not any normal river, eternal, rushing, uncaring.

			This river is livid.

			She forgets her hunger. She forgets her boredom. A hundred bats flap into the sky, a colony of darkness against the blue, and if anyone were looking, it would look like a smile. With very sharp teeth.
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			Arthur rode with his knights. At the front, at the back, ranging to the outer reaches of their company. He was everywhere except at Guinevere’s side. Even Mordred did not talk to her. No one did. Not as a rejection of her, but as a response to their new situation.

			They were not in Camelot anymore.

			Guinevere had not expected the change to be so sudden and stark, but she could feel when they crossed the border. The fields fell apart, becoming patchy and disorganized. A few shabby villages clung to the borders, but there were no children playing there. The people who watched them pass did so with narrowed eyes and hands on weapons.

			They also skirted around great stretches of forest. Part of Guinevere longed to go through them—she missed the cool green spaces more fiercely than she knew was possible—but the white-knuckled grips the knights kept on their swords reminded Guinevere that these were not Merlin’s trees.

			Their company was twenty-five men strong. All of Arthur’s best knights, plus five servants with packhorses carrying their supplies. They were meeting on the edges of Pict land. Guinevere drew deeper into the shade of her hood as they passed the burned-out shells of an old settlement. The sooner they met the Picts, the sooner they could leave.

			
			Glad as she was that they had left Brangien behind, she missed her maid and friend. It would have been comforting to share this with someone. Though she was in the center of the men, constantly surrounded, she felt very alone.

			“Not long now,” Mordred murmured, once again at her side. Guinevere had not noticed him. Her hands were busy beneath a shawl she had draped over them. She finally had enough feeling in her fingers to work with the strands of thread she had stolen from Brangien’s things. Her knots were all about confusion, blindness, disguise. If things got bad, she could throw the knots at their enemies and buy some time. But it cost her her own vision. Everything was blurry and indistinct.

			She did not mind a veil being drawn over her eyes to hide the state of the world they rode through. If her journey from the convent had been punctuated by the one strike of terror in the new forest, this one was drawn low with an undercurrent of bleak dread, constantly tugging at them. How did people live out here? How could anything survive this unending stress and fear?

			Arthur called something out and his men stopped as one. Mordred took Guinevere’s horse’s reins. The horses snorted and stamped, impatient.

			“A party is coming to meet us,” Mordred whispered.

			“What should I do?”

			“Exactly what you are.”

			“And what is that?”

			“Look beautiful.”

			Guinevere snorted like her horse. Mordred’s laugh was low and pleased. “No one expects you to speak or understand Pictish. Stay by Arthur’s side or by mine. Do not ever step out anywhere alone, and never let one of their servants or men lead you anywhere. This should be painless.”

			
			Guinevere relaxed and let her features settle into pleasant, cool detachment. They thought her a decoration. That was good. If she had to attack, no one would expect it.

			She watched as Arthur greeted the man-and-horse-shaped blur that rode up to them. Arthur gestured toward her. Mordred urged their horses forward and she was delivered to her husband’s side.

			Arthur said something in a musical language. She heard her name and inclined her head. The Pictish king, Nechtan, was a bulk of beard and fur and menace as he leaned toward her. He reached out a hand, so she lifted her own. His engulfed hers. He lowered his forehead to the back of her hand, then released her.

			The impression she got from his touch was far sharper than her vision. He was like a falcon. Circling. Watchful. Predatory. But not immediately threatening.

			They were led into camp. Arthur lifted her down from her horse and tucked her hand against his elbow. She was grateful. He did not know how poorly she saw right then. He guided her to a large table set up in the middle of a field. Beneath it they had laid bright rugs. Who had brought it all out here or who would be responsible for taking it back, she could not say. The table gleamed with candles in the fading afternoon light. Bonfires burned in orange blurs around them.

			Arthur pulled out a seat for Guinevere, then sat next to her. She lowered her hood. Her smile felt vacant and disconnected. It was not feigned. She could understand none of the chatter around her. King Nechtan sat next to Arthur, Mordred sat on Guinevere’s other side, and as far as Guinevere could make out, she was the only woman present.

			
			She wondered where the Pictish queen was. If Guinevere was there to show trust, why did the Picts not do the same? She hoped it was because Arthur came from such a place of strength he could afford to be generous, whereas the Picts needed to appear strong.

			Food was brought. She reached for her goblet, parched.

			“It has all been tasted,” Mordred whispered into his cup so his mouth was hidden. “Nothing is poisoned.”

			Guinevere froze with the wine halfway to her lips. She had not even considered it. There were so many ways for men to hurt each other, so many methods of ending one another. No wonder Arthur’s knights did not worry about magical threats. They had a world full of other menaces to consider.

			Her appetite considerably diminished, Guinevere picked at her food enough to be polite. Arthur and King Nechtan kept up a steady stream of talk. It sounded friendly.

			“We have peace with the Picts,” Mordred said, his voice so low she could barely hear it. “But it is tenuous. They are renowned fighters.”

			“Why have they not come against Arthur, then?”

			“They have. We bought peace with five thousand Picts dead by our swords.”

			“That is a steep price.” Guinevere had never seen five thousand people together. The enormity of imagining five thousand dead was more than she could hold. Her head swam.

			“Arthur is here to remind them that we are friends, because we have not always been so.”

			“How am I doing with my part?”

			“You are exceptional at sitting and being lovely.”

			Guinevere wanted to roll her eyes, but it was not queenly. Arthur leaned close to her, a smile on his face. But he spoke to Mordred through gritted teeth. “Where are Geoffrey and Gildas? They agreed to come. Their presence here—and their apologies and assurances of peace—was the whole point.”

			
			“I will find out what I can.” Mordred moved to stand, but froze. The conversation at the table, a low constant hum, snapped shut like it was caught in a trap.

			A man stood across from them. He pulled out a chair and sat, leaning back. “No, do not get up.” He gestured for everyone to sit. All the men around Guinevere were half-standing, hands on swords. “I came for a meal, not a fight. Though rumor has it the Picts’ food is not nearly as good as their fighting.”

			“Maleagant,” Arthur said.

			Guinevere felt a chill down her spine. Sir Maleagant. The one Arthur had been receiving messages about.

			“What luck this is. I wanted to visit King Nechtan, and here he is on my own borders, waiting for me.”

			“These are not your borders,” Arthur said, his voice terribly still and calm.

			Maleagant ripped off the leg of a roasted fowl. “Are you waiting for Geoffrey and Gildas? I am afraid they will not be coming. Our land negotiations went well. For me.” He tore a hunk of meat from the bone, then reached out, snagging Arthur’s own goblet and taking a long draught from it. “These are my borders,” he said, setting the goblet down. “And, King Nechtan, you are most welcome.”

			“Thank you for your hospitality,” King Nechtan said. Guinevere had not known he spoke their language. Arthur communicated with him in Pictish. Maleagant offered no such courtesy. “I am very…curious about this new development.”

			“Time for that later. Tonight we should celebrate! We three happy kings, sharing borders and a meal!” Maleagant turned toward Guinevere. She did not need perfect sight to be unnerved. If the leaf in the devouring forest had teeth, Maleagant’s gaze had tentacles. She could feel it crawling over her. “Arthur, you brought a pet. Younger than I remember you liking them. Introduce us.”

			
			Arthur did not respond to Maleagant’s command. He turned back to King Nechtan and resumed speaking in Pictish.

			Guinevere felt Maleagant’s eyes like a burden. He was angled to watch her as he ate, as he drank, as he laughed and interrupted Arthur and King Nechtan’s conversation. Guinevere’s hands twitched beneath the table, longing to cast her blindness knots at him if only to force him to stop staring. She startled as another hand found hers under the table.

			Arthur squeezed her fingers. He did not turn toward her or react to Maleagant, but he noticed. His steady warmth and strength coursed through her. Rather than looking away from Maleagant, she stared—unsmiling, unblinking—at his silhouette. She did not turn away or blush or do anything that a girl would be expected to do. She was no pet. She was no queen, even. She was a secret weapon.

			Maleagant laughed. He raised his goblet in a toast to her.

			“Best not to draw his attention,” Mordred whispered at her shoulder, pretending to lean closer to hear something Arthur was saying.

			“And how do you recommend I avoid it as the only woman at this table?” She turned toward Mordred with a smile. “What should I do instead?”

			“You are tired. You wish to retire for the evening.”

			She was and she did. She hated the idea that Maleagant would think he had driven her off, but she trusted that Mordred would advise her well.

			“King Nechtan,” she said, “it has been an honor to dine with you. But I am afraid the journey here was wearying. I should like to retire for the evening.”

			
			Arthur stood. King Nechtan did as well. Maleagant leaned back, stretching his long legs. “I can escort her if you would like, Arthur.”

			Arthur took Guinevere’s hand and pressed his lips to it. His kiss felt like a shield. “Sir Mordred, would you see my queen to our tent? I still have much to discuss with King Nechtan.”

			Mordred bowed. King Nechtan nodded at Guinevere in farewell. She had not taken two steps when Sir Tristan was at her other side. Sir Gawain and Sir Bors both fell in step, as well.

			It had the opposite effect of making her feel safe.

			She wanted an excuse to visit the horses. If she could get to Maleagant’s horses, she could knot weakness and sleepiness into their manes. But surrounded by knights, she could do nothing. Cross and nervous, she was taken directly to a tent.
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			Arthur did not join her until the middle of the night. The tent was small, the ground covered with furs. Guinevere had been sitting in there, alone. She had not undressed for fear she would have to run or fight at a moment’s notice. Several times, she had peered out to find Mordred, Sir Gawain, Sir Bors, and Sir Tristan all still outside the tent.

			“Is he gone?” she asked as Arthur sat next to her and rubbed his face wearily.

			“Yes. An hour ago. Then I had to spend time making certain King Nechtan would remain on my side should Maleagant get aggressive.”

			“Will he?”

			He lay back. “I do not know.”

			“Maleagant was one of your father’s knights?”

			“One of my own, too.”

			
			“What?”

			Arthur closed his eyes. “He was my earliest supporter. Besides Merlin. He helped me plan the campaign against my father. I did not see then that he was using me to get Uther out. He thought me young and naïve enough that I would be an easier opponent. And in a way he was right. I banished him when I should have had him killed. It has haunted me ever since.”

			“You cannot blame yourself for his actions.”

			“I can, and I must. If he threatens Camelot, it is because I allowed it. Oh, I wanted to strangle him tonight.”

			“Was he difficult during the discussions?”

			“No, I mean when he would not stop staring at you.”

			A flush of surprise and pleasure coursed through Guinevere. She knew Arthur had noticed. But she was oddly delighted that it had bothered him on a personal level. “What did he mean, that I am younger than I should be? I am only two years younger than you.”

			Arthur’s face twitched. He did not open his eyes. “Maleagant…knows more of my history than I would like. There is a reason I banished him instead of killing him.” His pause stretched so long that Guinevere wondered if he had fallen asleep. “Her name was Elaine. She was his sister. I thought she loved me. She told me she was with child, and I was ready to marry her.”

			Guinevere could not manage to draw a breath. The rumors that Arthur was a virgin king were…rumors. He had loved and been in love before. Somehow this felt almost as painful a revelation as Merlin’s role in Arthur’s birth. But Arthur had never lied to her. She had simply chosen to believe gossip because she wanted to. She wanted him to be as new to all this as she was, because it made her uncertainty feel less humiliating.

			“When I discovered Maleagant’s plans and misdeeds, I banished him, and in my rage sent Elaine to the south. She died giving birth. The baby, a boy, survived only a few hours. And I was not there.”

			
			Guinevere lowered herself to the furs next to him. She took his hand in her own. “I am sorry.”

			“Even when I knew she had deliberately trapped me—that Maleagant planned to assassinate me and use my child as a means to the throne—I still loved her.”

			Guinevere flinched. Maleagant’s plan was not so different from Merlin’s. At least Elaine seemed a willing participant, unlike Arthur’s mother.

			“Elaine begged me to be merciful. And because I put my own feelings before the good of Camelot, I did not kill Maleagant. My people will suffer—some may even die—because I acted as a man instead of a king.”

			“You were a boy still.”

			He brought their hands to his mouth and brushed his lips across the back of her hand. His lips were soft and cool, and she felt it through her whole body. “You are generous. Thank you for letting me tell you. All these long years, it has been a secret shared only by myself, Mordred, and Maleagant.”

			She moved closer to him. Knowing this secret made her feel important, like she mattered in his life. But it also made her worry even more. If Arthur was not a virgin king, was their false marriage holding him back from things he wanted? She had worried about him missing alliances and politics. She had not considered that they were both missing…physical alliances.

			“I do not mind,” she said, her voice as soft and quiet as the darkness cocooning them in the tent. “If you…pursue other women. I understand. I do not want you to think that our arrangement prevents you from that.”

			
			He shifted closer to her, his body solid and radiating heat. “I would never give people a reason to talk about us, or to scorn you. I know we do not have a normal marriage, but I am happy with you by my side. Are you?”

			“Yes.” She did not hesitate. In this moment, the heat of him warming her through, she was perfectly happy.

			“Good. I want—” He paused.

			She strained closer, the pause after want hinged with unknown promise. Finally, he spoke again. “I want to get to know you. The real you. We are both here because Merlin wanted it so, but it is time he is no longer between us. We are in this together, Guinevere. I like that.”

			She turned so her smile pressed into Arthur’s shoulder. She did not know whether she was hiding the full effect he had on her, or whether she was pressing her joy into his shoulder as a kiss. “I like it, too.”

			“So tell me something no one else knows about you.”

			She laughed. “Arthur, no one else knows anything about me. Only you do.”

			His laugh was embarrassed. “I suppose that is true. I gave you one secret; you gave me all of yours. Except…your name.”

			A cold rush of emptiness descended on her. She wanted to tell him. To give it to him. But when she reached for it, it was gone. She had given it to the flame, and it had been devoured. The loss hit her anew.

			“How about I tell you a story instead. About the stars. I named them all.”

			Arthur nodded, slipping his arm around her and stroking her hair with a movement so soft she wondered if he realized he was doing it. She wove the story for him, tying it around him like knots until he fell asleep.

			
			This journey had brought so many new revelations, so many new threats. Maleagant was not one she could fight. Neither was the ghost of Elaine and Arthur’s failure. Her heart broke for him, carrying that alone all these years. And somehow he had taken that pain and forged it into something powerful and sharp. Something to wear as naturally as he wore his crown.

			She rested a hand against his heart, her own beating like a bird startled from a bush. She wanted to give him her name. She wanted to give him everything.

			And it terrified her.
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			Guinevere awoke to an argument.

			“How could you?” Sir Tristan demanded.

			Guinevere sat up. She tried to rub her bleary eyes clear, but nothing worked. If she did not end up using the knots she had tied that cost her this, she would be furious. She checked that her hair was still more or less in order, then crept to the tent opening and listened.

			“Maleagant knows I am here,” Arthur answered. “That means Camelot is vulnerable. I did not want our waiting men cut off.”

			“But now we have no men to bolster our forces! Maleagant knows you are here, which means you are vulnerable.”

			“Better I fall than Camelot.”

			“If you fall,” Mordred said, his voice softer than Sir Tristan’s, “so does Camelot.”

			“Camelot will live on. And so will we. I know Maleagant. He will lie in wait for us along the roads or set a trap in a village. We will ride through the forests.”

			Sir Bors sounded like gravel crunching underfoot. “Of course he will wait on the road, because riding through that much forest is madness.”

			
			“I like our chances.”

			Guinevere could hear the smile in Arthur’s voice. He sounded as though he was looking forward to the challenge. She sided with Tristan, though. Better to protect Arthur than to send the waiting camp back without them.

			She steeled herself. If they were all he had, they would be enough.

			She gathered her knots, checking each one to make certain they were still tight. There was no time for the weakness that making new ones would induce. She had to be her best for the forest.

			Lifting a tent flap, she emerged into the brilliant sunshine.

			“What about the queen?” Sir Tristan asked, challenge in his voice as he used her as a reason not to follow Arthur’s plan.

			“The queen,” Guinevere said, pulling up her hood, “is ready to ride at her king’s side, wherever that takes her.” She strode to her waiting horse. Arthur lifted her to mount.

			“Are you ready?” he whispered.

			Confident and afraid in equal measure, she smiled down at him. “I am.”
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			She maneuvered so she would be the last to enter the trees. A branch brushed her arm; she draped a single knot of confusion and blindness there. Anyone pursuing them would be unable to find the trail.

			Once under the trees, everything changed. Even the air was different. Warmer. Closer. As though the trees were breathing, wrapping them all in the steam of their exhalations. They had to slow their pace as the horses picked careful paths through the undergrowth. There was no discernable trail. No one was stupid enough to go through the forest if they did not have to.

			
			Still, it was boredom and heat that oppressed Guinevere more than fear. After several hours of slow progress, she had removed her hood and longed to unlace her sleeves. The knights around her had not shed any of their metal-plated leather armor, and they all sweated in silent misery.

			Mordred rejoined them from scouting ahead. “More of the same. Trees and leaves and insects. If we continue south, we should break free on the borders of Camelot within two days. Tonight when we make camp, I will set traps for—”

			A howl sliced through the thick air.

			“We have daylight yet!” Sir Bors said as the horses jostled, ears alert, nostrils wide. “They cannot be hunting.”

			Another howl answered. Then another. And another.

			“They are hunting,” Arthur said, his expression grim. “And we are surrounded.”

			Guinevere’s horse stamped its feet, tossing its head and jostling sideways. She looked down to see a fine mist creeping upward from the soil. It tugged at her horse’s hooves and wrapped lovingly around them.

			“The ground!” Guinevere shouted.

			“I see it, too!” Mordred drew his sword. “Ride!”

			He slapped her horse’s rump, sending it careening through the trees. All around her the knights did the same. She held tight to her reins, ducking branches that swooped down like grasping claws. The trees seemed to lean closer together, giving them a dozen separate paths for their horses. Separating them.

			“Guinevere!” Arthur shouted. She tugged on the reins, forcing her horse from its determined course and toward Arthur.

			A gray flash leaped in front of her. The horse reared back, kicking its front legs. Guinevere fell hard to the ground and rolled free of the hooves. Her horse screamed, then disappeared into the trees with the wolf snapping at it.

			
			But there was more than one wolf. She stared into the yellow eyes and bared teeth of the one padding closer to her. It opened its jaws and jumped. A man dove in front of her, tackling the wolf and rolling with it. Sir Tristan. The wolf clamped down on his forearm, breaking through the leather. Sir Tristan shouted with as much fury as the wolf’s growls. He threw it free. Then he ran to Guinevere, picked her up, and tossed her into Arthur’s waiting arms.

			She clung to him, her seat on the horse terrifyingly precarious. Arthur had one hand around her waist, the other wielding Excalibur. Her head swam. Cold sweat broke out, and she had the sudden urge to throw herself back to the wolves rather than stay on the horse.

			But the howling had faded. Arthur pushed his horse dangerously fast until they came to a clearing. He stopped and Guinevere dropped down, crawling away, trying desperately not to vomit. Her whole body shook.

			“Form a circle,” Arthur commanded. “Bors, Gawain, gather wood for a fire. It will be dark soon and we cannot be in the trees.”

			“Guinevere.” Mordred crouched next to her. His hand hovered over her back, but he did not touch her. “Are you all right?”

			“Yes,” she whispered. It was a lie. She could not stop shaking. Something had affected her more than the fear. Perhaps she had breathed in some of the mist. “Is Sir Tristan here?”

			“I am.” Sir Tristan sat heavily beside her. His arm was wrapped in a piece of cloth. It was not bleeding too much.

			“Thank you.” Guinevere rolled to her side, then sat up. “You saved me.”

			“You are my queen,” he said in answer. Then his face softened. “And you are Brangien’s friend.”

			
			She stayed where she was next to Sir Tristan, with Mordred standing near, as the men organized a defensive circle and got a fire going. When she had recovered enough, she stood and found Arthur.

			“I can help,” she said.

			He shook his head. “No. I need you safe. Please.”

			The pleading in his voice softened her. But she had to help. “I already have knots made. They are for blindness and confusion. If we place them around the meadow, it might slow or deter any wolves. Or other predators.” She could only imagine what else might be in the trees. She certainly counted Maleagant’s men as predators.

			“Does it have to be you who places them? Like the door knots?”

			“No. Anyone could.”

			He unbuckled his sword belt and set Excalibur, now sheathed, gently on the ground. “Give them to me. I will do it.”

			She reached into the pouch secured around her waist and withdrew the knots. “Leave them at even intervals. Circle the whole camp.”

			Arthur disappeared into the trees. She rejoined Sir Tristan. Even in the waning light, his color did not look good. “Let me look at your wound,” she said.

			He held out his arm obediently. She unwrapped it. The blood was trickling out, but not at a pace that was worrisome.

			Worrisome, however, was the heat of his skin around it. He was burning up. Guinevere put the back of her hand against his forehead. It radiated heat. But there was something…different there. Something that was not Sir Tristan. Like mold growing on bread. “Why is he so hot?” she asked, her voice high and tight.

			Mordred heard her and knelt by Sir Tristan. He examined the wound. “This is too soon for infection to set in.”

			“What is infection?”

			He frowned at her. “You have never seen? It is blood poisoning. Something gets in through the wound that should not be there. It…” He trailed off. He would not meet her eyes. Sir Tristan leaned back, lying on the ground. “I will get him some water.” Mordred hurried away.

			
			“Cold,” Sir Tristan said, his teeth chattering.

			Guinevere took off her cloak and draped it over him. He shivered and shook. Then, worse, he went still.

			“Arthur!” she shouted. Sir Tristan did not stir. After a few moments Arthur rejoined them. The look on his face confirmed her worst fears.

			“There is nothing we can do,” he said. “The infection spread too fast.”

			Guinevere shook her head. She could not accept that. She would not. Sir Tristan had been hurt protecting her. But how could she fight poison in his blood? She could not clean it, could not—

			An idea took hold of her with as much force as any wolf’s jaws. The rest of the knights were far enough away, and Sir Tristan was in no position to hear or understand her. “I think I can help him.”

			“How?”

			“Cleansing. I have only ever done it on myself, and only on the outside of my body. But if I focus it on his wound, I might be able to burn out the parts that are not him. The parts that are killing him.”

			Arthur looked down at his knight. He stroked a hand down Sir Tristan’s cheek. Then he stood. “No.”

			“I have to try! It might not work, but—”

			“It is not about that. You cannot do magic here, in the middle of my men. You could be discovered.”

			“But Sir Tristan—”

			“Sir Tristan knew the risks of fighting at my side.”

			“As do I!”

			“Guinevere. Please. If what you are were known within the kingdom, at best you would be banished. At worst? It would disrupt everything I have built. People would suspect that I knew, that I allowed it. How could I justify all the people who have been banished or killed for using magic? Sir Tristan lived with honor. If he dies, it will be the same way, and he will always be remembered. I will not lose both of you.”

			
			“Arthur, I—”

			“No.”

			She shrank from his voice. This was the first time he had spoken to her not as Arthur, but as a king. The power and weight of his command had a physical aspect to it that left her cowed.

			“I have to keep you safe,” he whispered, Arthur once again.

			“King Arthur!” one of the knights shouted. “Wolf!”

			“Form a circle around the clearing!” Arthur strode away, picking up his sword from the ground and unsheathing it. Guinevere shuddered. “Face out! Let nothing through!”

			Mist was curling around the clearing, sending tendrils in as though probing for weaknesses. There was no howling, no noise. Which made it worse, in a way. Then Sir Gawain shouted, and there was a snarling yelp. Guinevere could do nothing.

			But…no one was watching her. They were all occupied with staying alive.

			She hurried to the fire and took a single twig from the edge. The tip of it glowed with a spark. Back at Sir Tristan’s side, she knelt and closed her eyes. She needed to change the way the magic flowed, change what she wanted it to do. She risked the fire taking control and burning Sir Tristan from the inside out. Either way she would be responsible for his death. She would not let it happen without a fight.

			She put her finger against the spark, let it jump to her. Fed it her breath. Then she held it in front of Sir Tristan’s mouth and let it taste his breath. She brought it to his wound and coaxed it from her finger to his skin. Sir Tristan flinched, but did not wake up.

			
			“Burn all that is not him,” she whispered, focusing on the flame, focusing on bending it to her will. It danced, a shimmering light, along the marks of the wolf’s teeth. And then it disappeared.

			Sir Tristan twitched. Sweat broke out on his skin and then evaporated as quickly as it appeared. She kept her hand on his arm, kept herself attuned to the spark running through him. It was greedy, starving. She commanded it to only feed on what was not Sir Tristan. There was so much there. She could feel the infection, a creeping darkness trying to take him. It felt menacing and angry and…sentient.

			She pushed the fire harder. It ate, and ate, and just when she thought it would not work fast enough to save Sir Tristan, the fire paused. There was nothing left for it. Nothing that it had been commanded to eat. It turned outward, ready to devour Sir Tristan.

			She called it back. It hesitated. She was going to lose control. Panic flared, but she met it with determination and instinctive desperation.

			She would not lose him.

			Something inside her, something unknown in the midst of all the knots and spells, surrounded the fire, drawing it back. Chasing it and channeling it away from Sir Tristan. It rushed back to her hand, burning her. She cried out in pain, smothering the flames with her hood. Her fingers were blistered. But the fire was out.

			She looked up to search for a canteen but froze like a deer before a hunter. Mordred was watching her. He was half-turned to the forest, but his eyes, ever attuned to her, had seen everything.

			She was caught.

			It was over.

			Then Mordred looked back toward the forest without a word.

			
			Shaking, her hand in searing pain, she grabbed a canteen and helped Sir Tristan drink. His skin had lost the killing heat of the infection. His eyelids fluttered open. “My queen?” he asked.

			“Rest.” She cradled his head in her lap. She tipped the water into his mouth, little by little, too frightened to look up lest the wolves of men descend on her for her transgression.
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			They battled the pack all night. When morning finally pushed back the darkness, the knights were weary, but none bloodied.

			“The way they moved,” Sir Bors said. “It was as though they were drunk. They could never figure out where we were. God has protected us.”

			“Yes,” Arthur said, his voice firm and bright. “God has protected us.”

			Guinevere said nothing. Her knots had done their work. She had felt it as each one wore out, her vision finally back to normal. Her eyes ached and stung, but the pain was nothing compared to that of her burned hand.

			Sir Tristan was checking the horses. Arthur embraced him quickly. “You are well?”

			Sir Tristan flexed his arm, looking down at it. “It is sore, but the fever has passed.”

			Arthur clasped his shoulder. “You scared us.”

			Sir Tristan smiled, his full lips blooming like a spring flower. “I shall endeavor to never scare my king again.”

			“See that you do,” Arthur said with a laugh. But when he turned and caught Guinevere’s eyes, his smile disappeared and his face darkened. He knew what she had done.

			He did not speak to her. Neither, for that matter, did Mordred. Now that things were calmer, she stood, tense and ready for the accusations. But all the knights prepared their horses with efficient and practiced focus.

			
			“Guinevere needs a horse,” Mordred said.

			“She can ride with me, if that is acceptable to my king,” Sir Tristan said. “I cannot wield a sword well on horseback with this wound, but I can protect her.”

			“Thank you.” Arthur inclined his head, giving permission. She wanted to speak with him, but there was no privacy, no opportunity.

			Guinevere joined Sir Tristan on his horse. They rode for hours, their passage swift but cautious. There was no sign of the wolves. No hint of pursuit. The nature of the forest changed, as well. The trees loomed less, the air cleared out. It was still a wild and untamed place, but it felt less threatening.

			Late afternoon, they broke to rest. A creek babbled nearby, and the men led the horses there to refill their canteens. Guinevere walked in the opposite direction. She kept everyone in sight, but her head ached with the strain of the night before coupled with the stress and fear of discovery. She wished Arthur would join her so they could talk about what she had done, but he remained with his men.

			Sir Tristan walked among them. Healthy. Alive. She had done that. And she did not regret it. Even if she had been caught, she could not have regretted it. It had been the right thing to do.

			Arthur had told her once that he would never put anything above Camelot. Remembering this, she cringed, guilty. She had put Sir Tristan above Camelot. If she had been caught, it could very well have threatened Arthur’s rule. She understood why he had forbidden her. But she could not bring herself to accept that Sir Tristan should have died to keep her secret safe. She would have lied, said she was sent to trick Arthur. Said she had bewitched him and he never knew. Done whatever she had to in order to protect him.

			
			She rested between the roots of a massive tree. A hand against its bark revealed no bite, no malice. Just the deep, peaceful slumber of soil and sun and water. She closed her eyes, relishing the feeling of the sun on her. A brief, silly wish for leaves and roots filled her. How peaceful to be a tree! Trees had only to grow. Trees had no hearts to confuse and complicate things. Trees could not love kings and still disobey them.

			A shadow blocked the sun from her imaginings. She opened her eyes to find Mordred standing over her.

			She stood to meet his accusation. He gestured for her to hold out her burned hand. The evidence of her forbidden magic use. It had been agonizing all morning, but she had kept it covered beneath her clothes. She held out the proof with a defiant gaze.

			“Your eyes are green today,” he said. He crushed several leaves and then pressed them gently against her blistered skin. The sensation was instantly cooling. She let out a soft sigh of relief. Mordred wrapped a band of torn fabric around her hand to hold the leaves in place. Their skin never touched. She was glad. She did not want another spark right now, and Mordred ever seemed to burn. “They are not always green, your eyes. Sometimes they are blue like the sky. In Camelot, they are gray like the stones. I like green and blue better.”

			Guinevere did not understand what he was saying. She had never thought about her own eyes. But she did understand that he was not accusing her or announcing her guilt. He was protecting her.

			“How do you know how to do this?” she asked, wanting to talk but not about what she had done. She lifted her soothed hand.

			“Not everything in the forest is destruction. The forest is also life.” He pulled a delicate purple-and-yellow blossom free from his leather vest. “Can you feel it?”

			“I can,” she said, tentative.

			“Some things only grow outside of walls.” He held out the flower with a secret smile. He was not going to tell the other knights. He was going to protect her. “Keep it outside the walls and no one needs to know.”

			
			She took the flower. “Thank you,” she whispered. Relief and gratitude swelled in her. Mordred was on her side. Guinevere tucked the flower beneath her dress, against her heart, where it would be both secret and safe.

		


		
		
			
			Her wolves had almost tasted her. They came so close to knowing what the queen-not-queen was hiding.

			They failed.

			But they had succeeded, too. The queen-not-queen spoke to fire, and fire listened. And that is worth knowing.

			She brushes against the tree that cradled the queen-not-queen, feels the longing left behind in her wake. The queen-not-queen is not a creature of stones and walls, of rules and laws.

			The queen-not-queen is chaos.

			And Arthur brought her into his heart.
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			At last they left the forest behind and were delivered safely to the borders of Camelot. The rest of Arthur’s men were waiting for them there.

			Arthur still had not spoken to Guinevere alone. Nerves and relief in equal measure seized her as he drew her away from the group. They stood together in the sun, out of earshot of anyone else. But Arthur’s face was clouded with an emotion Guinevere could not place.

			Ready to burst, she spoke first. “You cannot be angry with me for saving him.”

			Arthur sighed. “I can, and I am. And I am not. I am glad Sir Tristan is alive. He is very precious to me. But I cannot risk you.”

			She threw her arms in the air, exasperated. “I am not a fragile princess! I am here to be risked!”

			He opened his mouth to answer her, then deliberately drew his lips together and closed his eyes. He was holding something back, holding something in. She could see the strain of it on his face. Finally, he opened his eyes once more. “I have to go back out and see to the northern borders. We will speak more when I get back. Please do not do anything in my absence.” As though he could read her thoughts, he grabbed her hands in his. “Guinevere. Please. The banished woman will wait. When I get back, we will discuss it and come up with a plan. Together. Promise me you will wait for me.”

			
			She wanted to be defiant, but it was not anger or command in his face. It was genuine worry pulling his features tight with strain. She sighed, the fight leaving her. “Oh, very well.”

			“Thank you,” he said. Then, to her surprise, he pulled her close and brushed his warm lips against her cheek. The heat of him lingered as she watched him ride away once more.
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			The heat did not linger long enough to comfort her upon finding herself again on the barge to Camelot. Brangien held her as she cowered in the center. Even Mordred had gone with Arthur, so no one was there who could take her through the tunnel.

			Sir Tristan had been left behind in Camelot to heal, and along with Sir Bors he was in charge of running the city in Arthur’s absence. Guinevere had nothing to do but be queen. Exhausted, she let Brangien fuss over her once they were back in the castle. Her burn she excused as a hazard of tending to the bonfire in the forest. But thanks to Mordred’s ministrations, it was no longer painful.

			When it was finally time for bed, she planned to wait until Brangien fell asleep and then see to the magic-soaked rocks she had left hidden outside the alcove. They had given her an idea for something she could do during the intolerable wait. Instead, sleep fell as heavy and thick as a blanket over her.
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				The next three days were much the same. There was no Arthur, no Mordred. No patchwork knight to chase, no Rhoslyn-witch to conquer. Guinevere had made her own magic-bound rocks and placed them as sentinels throughout Camelot so any magic done within the city—not just the castle—would alert her. But as with the castle, all her knots were intact. Nothing had triggered an alarm.

			For the time being, she was simply a queen. It was tediously busy. Now that she had made it known she was available, she had callers all day. She made an effort to walk in the afternoons with Brangien and a guard, to visit merchants and be seen about the city. She did not want to be an invisible queen in the castle. Arthur did not rule that way. And she wanted to be his match. His equal.

			His partner.

			She could no longer deny it. She wanted to be more than a protector to him.

			A small part of her feared she had agreed to his delay so that she could draw out her time here. Because if she was right, and Rhoslyn was the reason Guinevere had been sent here, what did that mean after? What purpose could she serve once her mission had been accomplished?

			The idea of going back to the shack in the woods filled her with that same nagging emptiness she felt when trying to find so many of her memories.

			Arthur still had not returned. It worried at her. For three nights, she had intended to stay up and try some small magic to locate him. And each night, sleep claimed her with brutal efficiency. When she awoke the fourth morning, her bed curtains drawn closed again though she had not done it, she knew something was amiss. She would have awoken to Brangien drawing her curtains. She checked all the doors, even put knots on the windows again, but nothing had gotten through.

			
			That night, before she slipped into bed, she tied a knot in her hair and placed it over her eyes. After a few minutes, she felt the weight of magic push down on her, trying to slip past her own guard. Someone had been forcing her to sleep! She pretended it had worked, keeping her breathing even and deep. But no foe appeared. She was alone in her bedroom. What was the attack? What was the point of forcing her into enchanted sleep if Arthur was gone? She had been unprepared to be a target herself.

			And the attack had to have come from within the room. Any magic would have been undone passing the threshold.

			Her heart broke. Brangien.

			She heard soft voices from her sitting room and sat up. A piece of cloth fell from where it had been dropped on her chest. She knew that red thread. The embroidery Brangien was always fiddling with. How had Guinevere not seen it? Brangien knew knot magic. And she had used it on Guinevere.

			Surely her maid would not risk being banished or executed just to steal a few nights with a lover. Brangien seemed too smart, too practical for that. The sitting room was always empty at night. Brangien could have snuck in a man under cover of darkness.

			There had to be something sinister at play. It made Guinevere sick. Brangien had been her guide. Her friend. And she had been blind to magic being done right under her own nose. What if Brangien had struck? What if she had hurt Arthur?

			Guinevere was a fool for trusting anyone. Everything about herself was a lie; she should assume the same of everyone around her.

			The sitting room door was open just a crack. Guinevere put her eye to it and peered through. Brangien was inside with…Sir Tristan. Guinevere had risked everything to save him. Was he, too, against her and the king?

			Brangien was in his arms. Maybe it really was that simple. A maid and a knight in a relationship that would be gossiped about. Brangien was not socially inferior to Sir Tristan, though. And Guinevere and Arthur both would have celebrated it.

			
			The way her shoulders were moving. She was not being embraced with amorous intentions. She was being held as she wept. The bath was full, nearly brimming over with water. Guinevere watched as Brangien pulled herself together, sniffling.

			“I will try again. You are right. We cannot give up.”

			She leaned over the bath and pulled a lock of hair from her bag. She dipped it into the water, using it to create ripples and movement. Brangien was scrying—looking for something or someone through the water.

			“You are doing it wrong,” Guinevere said, stepping into the room. She held the dagger Arthur had given her. There was a killing knot—a simple, brutal movement—that she could tie on skin with the point of the metal. Far more effective than a stabbing Sir Tristan might survive. Her stomach turned, but her resolve tightened. She would do it. If she had to.

			Brangien cried out in fear and dropped the hair on the floor. Sir Tristan spun, hand on the pommel of his sword. Then his eyes widened in surprise, and he bowed. “My queen. I am sorry. We were—”

			“You were scrying.”

			Brangien picked up the hair and clutched it to her chest. “Please, my lady, let me explain.”

			“Explain why you were using magic to force me to sleep?”

			Brangien hung her head in shame. “Please, I beg mercy. Banishment, not death. If I have done anything to help you, anything to—”

			“It was well done. The knot magic, I mean. I have not seen those patterns before, but they make sense. You combined sleep with…” Guinevere waited. Neither had moved toward her. The promise of violence made the dagger feel heavier than it should.

			
			Flinching, Brangien filled in the details. “Weight. It holds the sleeper down so nothing disturbs their rest. I used it once before when you were so tired but your sleep was restless. I wanted you to get better. And it worked so well, I thought…I thought I could use it so we would have enough time to scry without being caught.” Brangien lifted her chin, strong and defiant. “Sir Tristan did not use magic. He does not know how. I bewitched him.”

			“Brangien,” he said, shaking his head.

			“See? He is still under my control.”

			Guinevere had planned on the same lie should she be caught and Arthur implicated. “Not if he has been through the doors in the castle in the last few days. Any spell would be broken.”

			“That was you?” Brangien gasped. “I had to redo my work so many times! I thought I was losing my skills!”

			“You do not seem surprised I know magic, though.”

			Brangien shook her head, wringing her hands nervously, the hair still clutched there. “I saw the knots in your hair. A few other things. I know things are different in the south. I thought— Well, I thought you might understand.”

			Brangien had been revealed, but Guinevere had, as well. She could see the realization dawning on Sir Tristan. His hand drifted to his arm, the wound still wrapped but healing nicely. “Did you—”

			“I was not about to lose such a good man. I thought you were a good man. I need you to be, still. Brangien, you are my only friend here. I have never felt a threat from you.” She would have known. Surely she would have known. She would have felt it in Brangien’s touch. This was a betrayal, but perhaps not as dangerous as Guinevere had feared. “Both of you, tell me truthfully: Are you a threat to Arthur?”

			“No!” Sir Tristan exclaimed. He dropped to one knee and shook his head, his beautiful brown eyes hurt at the very suggestion. “I would die for my king.”

			
			“And for your queen.” Guinevere had not forgotten, would never forget. Sir Tristan had not hesitated to put himself between her and the wolf. That was not the action of a man who was conspiring against them.

			“I believe in everything King Arthur is doing here,” Brangien said. “Surely in our time together you have seen that. I believe in Camelot. I would never harm the king.”

			Guinevere noticed the way Brangien held the hair, how unconsciously she stroked it. It was not Arthur’s hair, which was always cut short. Or Guinevere’s, for that matter. It was rich auburn in the candlelight, long and soft.

			“Give me your hand,” Guinevere said. Brangien complied, raising one trembling hand to Guinevere’s.

			Normally Guinevere only took whatever the touch magic forced her to experience. But this time she actively used it, pushing out, searching. Brangien was there. All of her. Wit and cleverness, resourcefulness. A well of sorrow so deep and pure Guinevere gasped as she touched only the edge of it. Anger and fear, as well, but nowhere did she find malice or vengeance. Nowhere did she feel a threat. Only yearning.

			Satisfied, she withdrew her hand. The absence of Brangien was a relief. Bearing another person’s emotions was overwhelming. Guinevere felt light-headed and distant from herself.

			She sat heavily in the chair. Brangien was not malicious. And now they knew each other’s secrets. Or at least Brangien knew one of Guinevere’s. “Very well. Tell me what was worth risking everything for.”

			“I am trying to find her. Isolde.” Brangien’s eyes brimmed with tears. “It has been so long. There were a few letters at first that she managed to smuggle out. But I have heard nothing of her and I am afraid—I am so afraid—” The tears spilled over. Guinevere wanted to comfort her, but that meant stepping close to the full bath, which she was not willing to do.

			
			The tremendous sorrow. The overpowering yearning. “Sir Tristan is not the one who loves Isolde, is he?” Guinevere asked.

			Sir Tristan shook his head slowly. “I would do anything to see her happy. Brangien, too. Both of them together.”

			Isolde and Brangien. No wonder she had been banished along with Tristan.

			Guinevere did not envy the pain on Brangien’s face. But how would it feel to love so deeply she could hurt that much? The overwhelming sorrow seemed precious, almost holy. Brangien carried that within herself always, a dedicated portion of her soul. And if the sorrow was that deep, how much deeper must be the love that formed it?

			Envy stirred in Guinevere. She wanted that. And she wanted Brangien to have it back. “You are trying to see Isolde?”

			Brangien nodded, warily hopeful.

			“One hair,” Guinevere said. She had seen Merlin do this. She could not remember when or how, but she distinctly remembered looking up at Merlin as he peered into a tub of water and made a circle out of a hair, framing the water and guiding it toward what he wanted to see. “Take one hair, and make a circle on top of the water with it. Then reach through, holding on to Isolde in your mind. Pull your hand back up and you should have what you wish. Wait. No.” Guinevere was missing something. What was she missing? Blood fed iron magic. Fuel fed fire magic. What fed water magic? Why could she not remember?

			
			Because she hated water. Forcing her mind to think of it felt like pushing against the barrier between sleeping and waking.

			A face in the water. Bubbles. And then nothing.

			Guinevere shuddered, angling her body in the chair so she could not see the bath at all. “I remember. You do not want to do what it takes to do water magic.”

			“I do. I will do anything.”

			“Water wants to fill. To take the shape of whatever it finds. To be able to do water magic requires a sacrifice up front. Once the water has breath as payment, it will do what you want. But you have to drown someone.”

			Brangien sank to the floor, defeated. “Then she is lost to me.”

			“No. I have another way. And this way, Isolde will see you, too.” Guinevere smiled, but her smile was forced around the discomfiting dread of the memory. Of Merlin and the water. When had that happened? Whom had he drowned? And why?

			Why had she not thought of it until now?

			They went back into the bedroom. Guinevere knew she should wait and investigate this further. But she desperately needed a distraction. Guinevere took Isolde’s hair and knotted it into Brangien’s. Brangien lay on her cot, and Guinevere checked over her work. She would sacrifice her own dreams for a week with this magic. But it was worth it. Her dreams had shown her nothing useful. She barely remembered them.

			She placed Brangien’s own sleep knots on her chest, and Brangien’s mind was gone.

			Guinevere sat back, satisfied. Sir Tristan shifted uncomfortably next to the door. He should not be there. If he were caught, he would be in tremendous trouble. They both would be.

			Now she had not one but two more allies within Camelot, though. She did not know whether she would tell Arthur about them. Arthur had been so rigid about the rules in the forest, and she could not be certain he would let them stay.

			
			Her secret for now, then. She waved for Sir Tristan to leave. “I will watch over her. Go and rest, good knight.”

			He gratefully exited. Guinevere sat at Brangien’s side, hoping that the smile that flitted across Brangien’s dreaming face meant their magic had worked. Kindness through magic was not something she had been able to offer before. It did not solve her problems, but it felt nice, and she would take it.

			“Who are you really, Merlin?” she whispered. She wished she could visit him, speak to him. Demand answers for all he had done.

			And then she realized her answer was lying right in front of her. She cursed her lack of foresight in denying herself dreams for a week. Maybe she had done it on purpose. She knew she had been rushing to help instead of thinking things through. It was because she had not wanted to face the difficult questions. To risk getting answers.

			No more. In seven nights, she would have her own dreams back. She would walk them to Merlin.
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			Guinevere was already awake when Brangien sat up. It was the first time she had managed to rise before Brangien in the morning. “Oh no,” Guinevere said, covering her mouth. Brangien’s eyes were filled with tears. “What happened?”

			Brangien shook her head, beaming. “I saw her. We were together. Thank you. Thank you forever, my queen.” She burst from her cot and threw her arms around Guinevere. Guinevere was shocked at the contact—though Brangien dressed her, she had never been affectionate. Guinevere relaxed into the hug, appreciating it. She and Brangien shared the bond of secrets now. Slowly but surely Guinevere was carving out her place in Camelot. Brangien and Sir Tristan. Mordred. And Arthur, of course. It was nice to have more friends and allies than just Arthur.

			But it was also dangerous. The more people who knew some of her secrets, the more likely it was that they would discover too many of them.

			Brangien released her, then went bustling about her morning chores and chatting happily about her dream time with Isolde. Guinevere released some of the worries and fears she kept clutched in her own chest. This act had done nothing to protect Arthur, but she had made Brangien happy. With all the darkness swirling around what she knew of Merlin now, it was a comfort knowing her own magic could be used for gentleness, kindness, love.

			
			“Will you come to the market today?” Brangien asked, laying out clothing options.

			Guinevere recoiled from the idea. With both Arthur and Mordred gone, she would have to do the lake passage twice. She had no desire to, and no need for the market. “I would like a day of rest. But you go. Besides, I am to walk this afternoon with Dindrane, and this way you are spared.”

			“Kindnesses upon kindnesses, my queen.” Brangien laughed, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright. Guinevere had never seen her so happy, and it was a balm to her own soul. Doubtless it would disappoint Brangien when, in a week, Guinevere would need to reclaim her ability to dream, but in the meantime her happiness was contagious.

			“Get some thread. I want you to teach me the knots you know.”

			Brangien nodded. “My mother taught me. Where did you learn?”

			“My—” Guinevere caught herself. Only some truth with Brangien, not all. “My nurse. It is not so uncommon in the south. But we must be careful.” Guinevere wanted to defeat Rhoslyn. Not join her in banishment.

			“Of course. Always.” With a pretty curtsey, Brangien left.

			Guinevere considered taking a leisurely morning, lying abed, but she was itching with impatience and boredom. She should have gone to the market, after all. The alcove was empty save for the rocks she had brought in, and they kept their silence. No matter how she poked and prodded them, she could not determine their purpose. She was probably best off taking them and dropping them over the side of Camelot into the lake. But then she would always wonder what she had missed.

			
			She put one in a pouch and carried it with her to meet Dindrane that afternoon. As they strolled the streets of Camelot—one guard accompanying them in Brangien’s absence—Guinevere idly toyed with the rock. Dindrane gossiped cheerily, though she remarked several times how disappointing it was that the city was so empty with most of the citizens at the market. Dindrane liked being seen with Guinevere. It was social currency, and Dindrane had had precious little to spend before gaining the favor of the queen.

			For her part, Guinevere found Dindrane relaxing. There was never any pressure to speak or risk of saying the wrong thing. Dindrane steered the conversation the way an expert rider guided a horse.

			They turned down a side street and walked toward a merchant’s shop Dindrane wanted to look at. In Guinevere’s hand, the rock was as warm as the day around them.

			The rock grew warmer.

			Guinevere stopped, the rock clutched in her hand.

			“Is something the matter?” Dindrane asked.

			“No. Nothing.” As they walked farther in that direction, the rock grew warmer and warmer. They passed several homes and shops. And then the rock began to cool.

			“I saw something I wanted to look at,” Guinevere said, abruptly turning around. She worked her way back, Dindrane grumbling, until the rock was once again almost too hot to hold. She was standing in front of an unremarkable home.

			“Who lives here?” Guinevere asked.

			“How should I know?” Dindrane looked longingly toward the shop she had wanted to visit.

			The guard surprised Guinevere by speaking up. “We caught a witch here not a week ago.”

			
			“Really?” Guinevere clutched the rock. Rhoslyn. This was Rhoslyn’s home. And the rock had led her straight here.

			The rocks were guides, allowing those who knew about magic to find each other. But now they led only to an empty house. Fortunately, Guinevere already knew where Rhoslyn was. And now she knew that Rhoslyn had been organizing others within Camelot.

			Flush with triumph, Guinevere let Dindrane drag her back to the shop, and then to another, and then another. When they got to the main street leading to the castle, Brangien rushed up to meet them from the direction of the docks. Sir Tristan followed respectfully behind. He nodded to Guinevere’s guard, who left them, with a bow.

			“Sir Bors is hunting a dragon!” Brangien said, out of breath from the climb. “A dragon! Not four hours’ ride from here!”

			Guinevere frowned. “There has not been a dragon in a hundred years.”

			“And yet! Sir Bors is determined to kill it, if it exists.”

			“Sir Bors is a canny hunter,” Dindrane said. “My brother could never do such a thing.”

			“What proof does Sir Bors have that the creature exists?” Guinevere asked.

			As they resumed walking toward the castle, Brangien resettled the parcels she was carrying. “Rumors. A reliable woodsman with a burned arm, screaming about a demon in the forest. Some evidence of scorching. If it is a dragon, Sir Bors will find it.”

			“I cannot wait to tell my sister-in-law,” Dindrane said, smiling wickedly. “A dragon! And her husband will not be the one to face it.” She hurried away from them.

			It was news indeed. Terrible news. Dragons had been the favored creatures of the Dark Queen. For centuries she had wielded them, sending them to attack farmsteads, to ruin settlements. They had been hunted with ruthless efficiency by the Romans. Even Merlin did not think any still lived. Guinevere had asked during one of their lessons. Merlin had rambled about the old making way for the new, bones buried deep in the earth to grow the seeds of new life.

			
			But if a dragon was on the prowl, that meant Arthur was vulnerable. Even Camelot was. A dragon in flight could lay siege to the city the way men could not. If the dragon had any alliance to dark magic—or was under the control of someone like Rhoslyn—it had to be stopped.

			“I must go,” Guinevere said, her mind already made up.

			“Go where? The market is over.”

			“Go to the dragon.” If there really was one, she did not trust Sir Bors to take care of it himself, canny hunter or not.

			Brangien stopped walking, stunned. “My lady, that is a job for knights. Not for queens.”

			Guinevere had not told Brangien the truth of her identity. It was one thing for them to share a secret of magic; it was another entirely for Guinevere to reveal her whole self. Guinevere pulled her hood on. “King Arthur is my husband. I will do whatever it takes to protect him. And no one else in this kingdom will be able to know if the dragon is doing the bidding of some dark force. I can. But I will need Sir Tristan to help me.” She turned to the knight.

			His brown face had gone pale. But he nodded, hand on the hilt of his sword and jaw clenched with resolve. “I will need to get my cloak and more weapons.”

			Brangien smoothed her skirts nervously. “I think this is a bad idea.”

			“Meet me where the horses are kept, Sir Tristan.”

			“But you will need a boat!” Brangien exclaimed.

			“I have one.” Guinevere hurried to the castle, leaving them at the gate. She made her way out to the walkway that led to the secret passage’s storage room. She stopped outside the doorway. This one, fortunately, they had not magically protected, since it did not lead directly into the castle. She pulled an extra thread of iron from her pouch, pricked her lip with it, and then fashioned it into a knot that would pull apart at the slightest tug. She inserted it into the keyhole, then pulled, releasing the unlocking magic.

			
			The door swung open. Relieved and only slightly dizzy, she hurried inside and closed the door behind her. The barrel was a bigger problem, quite literally. It took her nearly ten minutes to shift it enough that she could squeeze through.

			She hurried through the dark, slick tunnel. When she came out the other side, she rushed to the horses’ pen. To her surprise, it was not only Sir Tristan, mounted, waiting for her.

			“What are you doing here?” Guinevere asked Brangien, who was holding the reins of two other horses.

			“No lady’s maid would allow her lady to go on an unaccompanied trip with a knight!”

			“But they would allow their lady to seek a dragon?” Guinevere mounted her horse, laughing.

			“Well, no. But I can only control one of those things.” Brangien stuck out her tongue at Guinevere.

			Sir Tristan led the way, and they pushed the horses as fast as they dared. If Sir Bors killed the dragon before she arrived, she would not be able to determine if it was under the sway of the dark magic. The dragon problem would be solved, but no answers would be obtained. As they rode, Guinevere asked Brangien to show her the knotting method she used. It was a good distraction.

			They were heading in the same general direction as the forest where she had seen Rhoslyn’s magic sparking. What if Rhoslyn had figured out a way to control the dragon? Arthur had made Guinevere promise not to go against the witch, but she had not promised not to go against a dragon. And if she found a link between the two, she would break her promise.

			
			The lush and well-tended fields gave way to scraggly trees, and then to dense and gnarled old growth clinging to a low mountain. Rhoslyn’s location was farther south, but that did not mean she and the patchwork knight were not involved.

			Sir Tristan rode with one hand on the pommel of his sword and a wary eye on their surroundings. “The dragon is supposed to be in this region. But it could be hours—or even days—before we find anything. Sir Bors is the tracker.”

			They did not have time for that. She had to be back in Camelot before nightfall. “Then we need to find Sir Bors.” Guinevere frowned. An idea took shape. “Brangien, do you have cloth, a needle, and thread?”

			“Yes.” Brangien sounded wary, but handed the supplies over. Guinevere tugged several eyelashes free, then sewed them onto a strip of cloth. How clever of Brangien to anchor the knot magic! It made everything so much easier to manage. It would have been a nightmare trying to knot the eyelashes with only thread.

			She held the cloth up to her right eye, peering through.

			“How can she see anything through that?” Sir Tristan asked.

			“Hush,” Brangien chided.

			Guinevere’s eye pierced the knot, went through cloth, tree, stone. She fought the wash of spinning disorientation as her sight left her and found her target. Sir Bors was paused next to a stream, refilling his leather canteen.

			“He is by water,” she said. “A stream. And—oh, he is standing. Smoke! He sees smoke!”

			“There.” Sir Tristan pointed. “Where the trees are thickest. That is where the stream will be.” It was around a curving hill. When they got closer, Guinevere looked up and she, too, saw the smoke. Though only with her left eye. Her right eye she had to keep closed against the blinding aftereffects of the magic.

			
			“Wait here,” she said.

			“My queen.” Sir Tristan drew his sword, staring at the smoke. “I can do no such thing.”

			“I am your queen, and I command you both to wait here. I will be perfectly safe.” Guinevere turned, having delivered her lie with enough cold confidence that she hoped they believed it. Then she hurried her horse in the direction of the smoke. A maiden desperately hoping to run into a dragon—that had to be a first.

			She did not have long to search. The sounds of battle between man and beast were terrible. Guinevere jumped from her spooked horse, tied it to a tree, then ran over to a low ridge.

			Down in the stream valley, Sir Bors had the dragon cornered against a boulder and a thick stand of trees. The dragon’s wing had been sliced open, so it could not fly away. It blew fire, but Sir Bors ducked behind a shield lashed to his bad arm. The fire was weak, barely flickering where it hit the shield. The dragon drew another breath. Sir Bors lifted his great sword to strike.

			Guinevere decided to do something tremendously stupid.

			She threw down a scrap of cloth so that it landed on Sir Bors’s head—and immediately dropped him into sleep. He fell hard to the ground, brought down by the sleep knots Brangien had made while showing Guinevere how to tie them.

			The dragon, already braced for a killing blow, froze. It tilted its head.

			Guinevere slid down the embankment and scrambled to get between the dragon and Sir Bors. The dragon swung its huge head, following her. It was the color of mossy rocks, with two great, curling horns and fur like whiskers drooping over its mouth. Its eyelids, too, drooped low, making it look as sleepy and cross as…Sir Bors. Actually, now that she thought about it, the dragon looked like nothing so much as Sir Bors in beast form. It even had one leg it held against its body, curled and withered from an old, poorly healed wound. Its tail was stunted, its right wing split open, and several spears protruded like spikes from lumpy, scarred tissue along its back.

			
			Guinevere stumbled, her depth perception off with one eye closed. “Please.” She held out her hands to show she had no weapons. “I have a question. Can you understand me?”

			Dragons were rumored to be terribly clever, capable of understanding human speech. But that was the myth. She did not know the reality. It leaned its head close to her—so close she could see the fine detail of its scales, the faint hint of pearlescence. It took a deep breath, smelling her.

			And then it tilted its head. A huff of air like that from opening a stove blew over her, and then the dragon stuck out its long, elegant purple tongue…and licked her face.

			She had miscalculated terribly. She was going to be eaten.

			But the dragon sat back on its haunches, lowering its head so they remained eye-level. It nudged her once, gently. She reached out to balance and put her hand on top of its head, and then—

			“Oh,” she whispered.

			The freedom of night, of sky. No up or down, no ground, only flight. The wind caressing, buffeting, helping and hindering. Looping lazy circles for the sheer joy of it, surrounded by mother, sister, brother.

			The sharp thrill of pleasure catching sheep between claws, the promising weight of them, the satisfaction of hot blood and torn meat.

			Burrowing beneath the earth, deep, deep, sleeping away the cold months with the heat of mother, brother, sister, curled around each other.

			And then—

			
			Arrows in the sky. Spears. Sharp points of terrible pain, teeth no animal as small as man should have. Mother. Gone.

			Brother.

			Gone.

			Sister.

			Gone.

			Wandering, lonely. Flight lost to the threat of arrows. Crawling on its belly, looking, searching, finding…nothing. No one. Curling around itself, alone.

			The sky lost. The family lost. The joy and power of existing. Lost.

			Guinevere’s throat burned. Tears streamed down her face. “I am sorry,” she whispered. She looked for darkness, for influence of angry magic, for any connection to Rhoslyn, and found only sorrow and loss and unbearable weariness. This beast was not under any spell.

			It nudged her hand again. This time, in the emptiness of the dragon’s future, she saw it curled around itself, slowly fading. And then she saw…herself. Alone. Slowly fading.

			Why was the dragon showing her that?

			“What do you need?” she asked. She had been ready to fight. Instead, she wanted to weep and comfort this creature. But how could she comfort it against the relentless destruction of time?

			The dragon glanced at Sir Bors, still asleep. Guinevere sensed the fear of pain, of the cruel bite of iron. The dragon crawling, pursued. It was right. Sir Bors would never stop hunting it. And she did not know if she should stop him. As much as it pained her, the dragon was still a threat.

			“What would you do if I could stop him from hunting you?”

			The images changed. The dragon stayed in the wilds, basking in the sun, rolling in the autumn leaves, relishing the snow for one more year. Then it crawled into the earth and went to sleep. And it did not come out again.

			
			“You want one last year to say goodbye,” Guinevere said.

			The dragon dipped its head once in acknowledgment.

			Dragons had been terrible menaces, but…to be the last of one’s own kind, alone, knowing that your time was ending and there was no way to return to how the world had been. Merlin was right. The old was buried to give life to the new. Even though it was for the best for men, for Camelot, for Arthur, she could still mourn what it cost this ancient creature.

			She could give it the gift of a year for farewells.

			“If you stay far away from men, I can promise this one will not come after you. He will think you dead. But first, I must know. Have you been called by darkness? Is anything stirring?” They had met with darkness twice now. The forest that swallowed the village, and the mist and wolves while fleeing Maleagant. Neither seemed tied to Rhoslyn. Guinevere hoped they were like weeds of leftover magic, clinging to life.

			The dragon’s eyelids slid half-closed. A low hiss sounded in its throat. Demands. Sharp tugs. The trees and the men screaming. The dragon turning its back, leaving the Dark Queen to her fate. The dragon had abandoned the Dark Queen during the great battle. That was a relief.

			But then…Tendrils. Something small, something searching. Darkness looking for something to hold.

			The dragon huffed, making it clear it had no interest in being held. It was enough. Guinevere believed that the dragon was not under dark sway. But something had searched for it, or tried to call it. Something powerful enough to guide darkness, but not command it as the Dark Queen had. Rhoslyn’s rock was heavy in her pouch. The witch needed to be dealt with.

			But not today. Today, she had terrible work to finish. Guinevere knelt next to Bors. There was an old magic that blurred more lines than she cared to. It was one thing to influence objects or events. It was another thing entirely to reach into minds and change things. Merlin had done it to the nuns at the convent so they would not realize Guinevere was a stranger to them. With a sick twist, she suspected he had also used it on Igraine the wretched night that Arthur was conceived.

			
			She knew how to do it. She was not entirely human, after all. Her hands already brought information in. They could send it out, as well. But she had only ever used them to see. Never to show. And never to force a change.

			It was a violent act. Magic of conquest and force. Was it justifiable when being used to protect a vulnerable creature? Her hands shook as she lifted them to Sir Bors’s temple, and she pushed.

			The trick to changing a memory, Merlin had said, carefully setting seven white stones in a row, is to make the replacement memory so unpleasant, so viscerally awful, that they will never poke too hard at it. Make them flee from the memory. It is the skin on old milk. If they force it, it will break and the truth will spill free. So make the milk rancid. Who would ever touch rancid milk? He had looked up then. You should not have told him. You should never have told him.

			Shaking off the terrible weight of Merlin’s gaze in the memory, still unsure what he had meant by the last part, she got to work. She let her hands sink into Sir Bors’s memories. She did not have to go far, nor did she want to. Once at the dragon, she whispered the story to the knight with her mouth, and put it in place with her hands.

			“The dragon blew fire, but you shielded yourself. Then, as it drew a breath that would end you forever, you plunged your sword deep in its belly. Your moment of triumph turned sour. Its belly split open, spilling a week’s worth of rotting sheep and stinking, half-digested offal all over you. You stumbled away, vomiting on yourself. You vomited so hard, you also soiled yourself. The dragon is dead. That is all you will tell anyone, and all you ever need think of again.”

			
			She smoothed his forehead, feeling the memory settle. Bors’s mind was a simple, determined thing. He was a creature of pride. He would never want to remember the shame of the memory she had crafted.

			She sat back, exhausted. She could feel something was missing. She was forgetting something. A memory, lost, as she pushed the new one on Sir Bors. What had she given up? She would never know.

			She felt as dirty as the memory she had created for Bors. He was a good man, and she had violated his mind.

			Something dropped in her lap. She stared down at a large, worn tooth. Like the scales, it had a pearl sheen, oddly lovely. A gift.

			The dragon nudged insistently at her. She put her hand on its head once again. It fixed one sorrowful golden eye on her. One last message pulsed through to her:

			Familiarity. The dragon saw her, and felt they were the same. She shook her head, confused. A lake. The dragon’s reflection in it as it flew overhead, terrible and glorious.

			Huffing a last puff of scorching air, the dragon ambled away, free to see one last year of solitary decline.

			Guinevere did not know if she had truly done it a kindness. She hoped so. At least it would be free, now, to choose its own death. Was everything old and magical doing the same? Finding holes to crawl into, to slowly fade in peace? She prayed her mercy would not come back to haunt her. An old, battered dragon was still a dragon, and the darkness had always loved them.

			But the dragon was not fighting or plotting. It was barely existing. Lonely and weary, she wanted nothing more than to rejoin Brangien and Sir Tristan. Tell them that she had been too late, the dragon already dead.

			No. She wanted nothing more than someone she could talk to about everything she had done today. But Arthur was gone, and she did not know if he would want to hear this. She had not sought out Rhoslyn, but this was just as dangerous.

			
			She would tell Arthur. He was the only person she could be honest with. She would not give that up. And it was another reason to go after Rhoslyn and the patchwork knight. Something was creeping in the dark and hidden places surrounding Camelot.

			She had one more odious task to complete here, though. Bors could not wake up to clean clothes—they were evidence that contradicted his memory. She began to undress the battered old knight.

		


		
		
			
			The dragon feels the tug. Feels her sending out her dark tendrils again, calling for aid.

			It sighs, a slight hiss around its missing tooth.

			She tugs harder.

			It has the gift of winter to look forward to, now. Magic can offer it nothing but death, and that is already its constant companion, having taken all its kind and waiting ever-present for the last dragon. The poor lost girl should have stayed. They could have curled together against the night, against the darkness, against time.

			The magic tugs.

			The dragon goes back to sleep.
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			Guinevere stood on an exterior walkway, her red cloak whipping in the wind, as Arthur and his knights walked up the long hill. He saw her there and lifted a hand in greeting. She matched his gesture.

			She waited in his room for him. It was still several hours before he returned. The stone floors bore her pacing with ancient patience she could not feel herself. When Arthur came in, his armor was already left behind. He wore only a thin white tunic. He set Excalibur against the wall, then sat heavily on the end of his bed to remove his worn boots.

			“It is good to be home,” he said. Then he moved straight back to their last conversation, not dancing around the questions and tension between them. “And I am sorry for how we left things. I have thought on it every free moment. I am glad Sir Tristan is alive. His loss would have been hard to bear. But please trust that when I make those decisions, I make them knowing the consequences on both ends. I have lost men. Good men, true men. Men who cannot be replaced. I never give up a life lightly.”

			Guinevere was drawn to the sorrow in Arthur’s voice. She had been worried he would still be angry with her. But she saw how sad it made him to have to weigh the lives of those he loved against the burden of an entire kingdom. She had made it harder for him, forced him to protect her at the cost of Sir Tristan. How could he live with such decisions?

			
			Though she had done a terrible thing to Sir Bors, changing his memories. She did not know if she would be able to look him in the eyes ever again. Being in power required sacrifices both physical and emotional. And being adjacent to that power did, as well. She did not want to understand why Merlin did what he did. But if her actions with Sir Bors were any indication, she might eventually get there.

			There was good, and there was evil, but there was so much space between the two.

			She shuddered and paced, tugging at her sleeves. She longed to have bare arms. To sit in the winking sunlight, watching as the rays filtered down to her. “There was a dragon.”

			Arthur lay back on his bed, rubbing his face. His legs still hung over the side, his feet on the floor. “I heard. Sir Bors killed it.”

			“Well. He—” She stopped. Arthur looked so tired. Her heart broke a little, seeing the wear of the last few days. Protecting him from magic was her job. He should not have to make those decisions, nor bear the cost. “Yes. The dragon is gone. Are you well?”

			“Tired. But you have been waiting a long time here to speak with me. I am sorry I leave you alone so often. Tell me, what do you need? What can I do for you?”

			Her voice betrayed her. She could say so many things. She wanted to move to his side. To rub his weary forehead for him. To curl into him. To tell him about the dragon and how lonely thinking of it made her feel.

			She wanted to run her finger along the fullness of his lower lip. To feel his smile against her own. And that was dangerous. As dangerous as what she had done to Sir Tristan in the forest. Because if she lost herself in this pretending, how would she ever be able to protect him?

			
			It hit her with the force of a blow. She sat heavily in a chair, winded. She had already created more problems for Arthur than she had solved. If she truly wanted to serve him, to protect Camelot, she could not do it as his queen.

			Arthur could not go against a witch outside his borders. Neither could the queen. But the daughter of Merlin could.

			It was time to follow the tendrils of darkness and see where they led. Arthur was safe in Camelot. Whatever was threatening him, it was not here. She would stop it before it arrived.

			It would be dangerous and solitary, and now that it was time, she found she did not want to. She wanted to stay here with Arthur, with Brangien, with Mordred and Dindrane and Sir Tristan. She did not want to go back to her life in the forest, with only the animals and the increasingly unfamiliar Merlin. But once she left, there would be no returning. She had become Guinevere to protect Arthur; she would give up Guinevere to do the same.

			Perhaps that was what the dragon had been trying to show her. It was time to be alone. Arthur always made the hard choices. She could, too. “I need you to get rid of me.”

			Arthur sat up, alarmed. “Has something happened? Did someone see what you did for Sir Tristan?”

			Only Mordred. He would not betray her. The thought of not seeing him again made something tight and painful clench in her chest. She shook her head. “I am no use in Camelot. My work threatens your rule. You said as much in the forest. I know where the threat is, who it is. I need to stop it. And I cannot do that as queen.”

			Something shifted around Arthur’s warm brown eyes. Gone was the weariness, the sorrow, replaced with…hurt. “Do you want to leave?”

			
			“No! No.” The thought of leaving Arthur behind made tears burn in her eyes. How quickly she had grown to be Guinevere!

			Arthur crossed the room to her, kneeling in front of her chair and putting his hands on top of hers. “You are useful to me.”

			“My strengths are a liability here. You know it is true.”

			His hands tightened around hers. Her breath caught, waiting for what he would say next. “Merlin sent you here. That is reason enough to stay.”

			“But—”

			He pulled her suddenly close, wrapping his arms around her. Her chin was on his shoulder, the side of his face against hers. “Guinevere. Please. I want you in Camelot. Do not leave. Promise you will not leave.”

			She closed her eyes. The heat of his cheek against hers, the slight roughness of his skin. It made her feel real. She had only just learned how to be Guinevere. She worried that alone in the forest, hunting, she would become something new. Darker. Maybe that was how Merlin could justify hurting others; when you lived your life apart, it was easy to forget how real other people were. He had done terrible things to create Arthur, to protect him. What would she be willing to do?

			“What if the darkness comes here?” she asked.

			“It will. It always does. It will come tomorrow or in a year or in fifty years.” He released her, slyness in his normally clear, direct eyes. He smiled. “And you will only know when it is here if you are still here, too. So you cannot leave. As king, I forbid it.” His tone had shifted from serious to teasing.

			A part of her wilted in disappointment. She had wanted him to say something else. The hope lurked, nebulous and hungry. She wanted him to want her to stay because he wanted…her. She wanted to stay for him. Not for King Arthur. For her Arthur. It was why she should leave.

			
			It was why she would not.

			“I will stay for as long as you want me to,” Guinevere said. “But you must let me spy on Rhoslyn and the patchwork knight.”

			She had not expected the sheer relief on his face as he nodded. “We will make plans. But not tonight. We are going on a hunt tomorrow, and you will accompany me.” He stopped, then smiled hopefully. In his tunic, in the dim light, without his crown and sword and armor, he was so young. Her heart gave a painful squeeze as he said, “If you want to come. I want you to.”

			If she could only be herself around him, perhaps it was true that he could only be himself around her. And she suspected Arthur desperately needed to be an eighteen-year-old boy sometimes, instead of the hope of all Camelot. This was a different type of protection she could offer him. It was certainly not what Merlin had in mind. But, oh, she wanted it. Because if Arthur was eighteen, she was only sixteen. She was not a weary, ancient dragon, ready to fade, or a gnarled old wizard content to retreat to his forest shack and mutter inscrutable prophecies.

			She wanted to live. She wanted to live here. She leaned forward, batting her eyelashes. “Will it be terribly dangerous?”

			“Oh, very much so. You will have to talk to Sir Percival’s wife.”

			“Save me!” She threw a hand over her forehead and pretended to swoon. He laughed, catching her against himself. He pressed her to his chest and she felt and heard as his steady heart began to beat faster. Her own matched its pace. He stood, slowly, pulling her up with himself. “Guinevere,” he said, his voice as soft as the night around them. She wanted to touch his hand, to feel him. To feel if what was sparking in her like flint trying to catch a torch was also inside him.

			
			They stumbled a bit as she rose, and she knocked into Excalibur leaning against the wall. Her fingers brushed the hilt and—

			Oh

			Oh

			No

			Darkness and void and nothing

			Nothing, so much nothing she spun in it, she fell in it.

			But falling is something falling has a destination falling stops and this this would never stop could never stop—

			Her fingers left the sword. She ran from the room and into hers, emptying her stomach into the washbowl. Over and over, her body spasming, until at last her head stopped spinning and her heart stopped twitching. She ran her hands over her body. She was here. She was here. She was real.

			“What is wrong?” Arthur asked, concern tightening his voice.

			“I do not know,” Brangien answered. Guinevere had not even realized Brangien was there holding her hair back. “Maybe something she ate.”

			Guinevere sank weakly to the floor. It had not been magic. She would have recognized a magical attack. This had been…the opposite of magic. If magic was chaos and life, this was a void.

			And she had felt it when she touched Excalibur.

			What was the sword?
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			Guinevere had imagined riding next to Arthur, her cloak streaming in the wind.

			
			Instead, she rode beside the ladies. They did not even trot. Their horses plodded along at the same pace as the conversation. Guinevere kept Brangien by her side. She was still not feeling entirely herself after last night’s brush with Excalibur. When they had set out this morning, she could barely look at Arthur, knowing he carried the sword.

			She remembered, now, how she had felt on his horse in the forest when he was wielding it. How throwing herself to the wolves had briefly seemed preferable. At the time, she had dismissed it as the panic of the moment. But now she knew it had been the sword.

			Fortunately, the men—and the sword with them—were allowed to gallop. They quickly outpaced the women, riding ahead to set up the day’s camp. Around the women were several soldiers, and behind them, the carts with the supplies. A few carts and servants had been sent the night before so that they would not arrive to an empty field.

			For a few sullen minutes she wished she had not promised Arthur she would stay. That she were riding away, alone, to do what needed to be done. She longed to prowl barefoot through the trees. Canopies and cushions and company were not something she required or wanted.

			And maybe Arthur could meet her there, in the secret embrace of the forest. And maybe if they were not king and pretend-queen, maybe things would not be so complicated….

			But he would leave. She could not keep him that way. She could not keep anyone. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling the realness of her, her ribs and her breasts and her heart beneath it all. She did not want to be alone. She wanted to be real. And seeing herself reflected in the eyes of those she loved made her feel more real than anything.

			“My lady?” Brangien asked.

			Guinevere sat up straight. “Yes?”

			
			“I said, are you feeling better?”

			“Our queen was ill?” Dindrane perked up and shifted her horse closer so as not to miss any of the conversation. She was trimmed in scarlet and blue. Since Guinevere had worn the colors at the wedding, most of the women had begun wearing them with greater frequency. Guinevere wore green and brown. Her hood was yellow, shading her face from the sun. Brangien, next to her, wore all brown.

			Dindrane was counting on her fingers. “You were wed on the evening of the festival, which was not three weeks ago, so—” Dindrane leaned past Brangien to see Guinevere. “Has she had her courses yet?”

			“She thinks her courses are none of your concern!” Guinevere said, leaning forward to block Dindrane’s view.

			Dindrane just laughed—a bright, brassy sound. “My sweet queen. Your courses are all of Camelot’s business. People are placing bets on how soon you will provide an heir. Most think within a year. But a few worry you are too delicate.”

			Guinevere slumped, the weight of a nation on her shoulders. A queen should provide an heir. Arthur had said he did not care about alliances, did not need a queen for that. But what about for securing the future of Camelot? A kingdom without heirs was a kingdom without permanent stability. He had to know that. Had to see it. He was young, yes. But so many children died in infancy, and he himself was a warrior king. Nothing was certain.

			He had chosen to marry her, though. And last night she had thought, hoped…She tried to imagine herself a mother. Instead, she remembered Elaine and her fate. Igraine, too. And her own mother. She had never known one. Merlin had never spoken of her. Who had she been? What had happened to her?

			Was there not enough peril in the world already without the dangers of simply being a woman?

			
			“I am sorry,” Dindrane said, her voice soft. “I did not think. I am so used to hearing constant talk of wombs that I forget myself.” Her own hand drifted to her waist. Her shoulders straightened and she lifted her chin, the picture of feminine strength. “I will stop anyone I hear speculating about you. It will be easy. I will tell them Blanchefleur sleeps in the nude and that will shift every thought away from you in an instant.”

			Guinevere forced a laugh. “You are a fearsome friend.”

			“Yes, I am.” Dindrane filled the rest of the hours of their ride with happy chatter. Guinevere was grateful. She had nothing she wished to say on any of the topics.

			When they arrived at camp, they found the men testing spears, pulling back the strings on longbows, and in the case of a couple of the younger knights, wrestling. Arthur helped her dismount and sat close to her. She appreciated his quiet strength, as her own strength was still lacking.

			They were in a meadow bordered by gnarled green-and-gray trees. It was far north of the dragon’s territory, which was a relief.

			But it was not more than a few hours’ ride from where Merlin lived. Guinevere could sense it. She turned in that direction, longing to keep going. To demand to know how Merlin could do such terrible things and still live with himself. She had not yet tried to visit him in dreams, and she dreaded the confrontation. Already the Merlin she remembered was fading, twisting into something shadowy and unknown. What would be worse—to see him and have him revealed to be a monster, or to see him and have him revealed to be the same kindly, baffling old man who had taught her everything? How could she reconcile that?

			“Sir Bors!” Dindrane called, sitting on a cushion in the shade of the canopies. “Tell us of the dragon! Tell us how you defeated it!”

			
			As soon as Dindrane mentioned the dragon, Sir Bors’s face went pale and he physically recoiled. He cleared his throat. “It tried to kill me. I killed it instead.”

			Guinevere did not want him to dwell on it, or others to press him to give more details. “Three cheers for Sir Bors, the dragonslayer!” she called. Everyone around her cheered and he seemed to relax, nodding and waving away their praise.

			“I must see to the preparations. Will you be all right?” Arthur asked, his mouth close to her ear.

			“Of course.”

			He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. A thrill coursed through her. He could be doing it for show—obviously they were being watched in this setting—but it felt joyful, sincere.

			He rejoined his men, jumping in on several wrestling matches. He truly loved his knights. Sir Tristan, in particular, seemed a favorite, reminding her yet again of how much Arthur was willing to sacrifice for his kingdom.

			Mordred slipped into the shade, finding a cushion near Guinevere and lying idly on his side. “Did you miss me?” His voice slid beneath the chatter so no one else heard.

			“Were you gone?” Guinevere asked.

			Mordred put his hands to his heart, feigning being pierced by an arrow. He fell onto his back and closed his eyes.

			“Are you going to nap instead of hunt?” Brangien asked, cross.

			“Yes.” Mordred shifted around until he got comfortable. Guinevere envied him. No woman could lie at ease on the ground without bringing censure and judgment down on herself.

			Guinevere stood, pulling her hood back on. “What do the ladies do during the hunt?” She wanted to stay close to Arthur. She should be by his side whenever possible, especially outside of Camelot.

			
			Dindrane held out a plate of fruit and cheese. “We do this.” She laughed as Guinevere’s face fell. “Did you want to prowl through the trees, hunting alongside the men?”

			“No, not precisely that, but…could we not have sat more comfortably at Camelot?” Every time she left the city it was complicated. Until she could get over her damnable fear of water, Arthur had to make up some excuse as to why they could not ride on the barge like everyone else. It was humiliating and inconvenient. And she would worry the whole time he was in the forest. This one was tame, within the bounds of Camelot, but still. She should be with him.

			The servants around the knights and the king loaded themselves with quivers and extra spears. Then one of the heralds blew a bright note from his instrument, and the men rode into the trees. Arthur waved to her, but he was surrounded by his men. His friends. His protectors who did not have to hide what they were.

			“You seem upset.” Mordred cracked an eye open and stared at Guinevere. He alone of the knights had stayed behind. There were also a dozen servants and several armed guards.

			Dindrane eyed Mordred appraisingly. “You seem unmarried.”

			Mordred laughed. “My heart ever wants only what it cannot have.” But he did not look at Dindrane when he said it.

			He looked at Guinevere.

			Guinevere stood abruptly. She could not sit with these flutters of nervous energy going through her. She needed and she wanted and she did not know the source of or the solution to either desire.

			The borders of the woodlands had been pushed back. This forest was an hour’s ride from Camelot. Men had contracts to gather wood and bring it back to the city. They also bought rights to hunt there. The once-wild woods, now taxed and regulated. Used for sport. It made her proud of Arthur, and also unaccountably sad.

			“Brangien,” she said. “Would you accompany me on a walk? I want to gather flowers.” One of the benefits of Brangien’s knowing about magic was that Guinevere did not have to engineer an elaborate way to avoid her gaze as she gathered some supplies. Brangien could help. And Guinevere wanted to feel out this forest, make certain it was safe from threats Arthur and his knights could not sense.

			
			They skirted along the edge of the trees. They were still in plain view of the canopies. Guinevere glanced back, but she could not pierce the shade to see if anyone was watching them. She picked a few flowers to maintain the charade as they leisurely ambled away.

			“Here,” Brangien said. “We can turn into the woods. No one will see.”

			Guinevere entered the cool shade of the trees. She let out a long breath of relief. Then she remembered their ride from the convent. “But you do not like the forest.”

			“I do not like forests that spring up overnight and devour villages,” Brangien corrected, leaning down to inspect a smooth white rock. She put it in her pouch. “This is one of the sleeping forests, commanded by Merlin himself. It is only trees.” She walked confidently forward. Guinevere trailed in her wake, watchful, listening.

			“Is it— Do you mind if I get supplies?” Brangien asked, hesitant.

			“Please. And tell me what you are getting, and why.” Guinevere wanted more knowledge that did not come from Merlin. Everything he had taught her seemed tainted now.

			“These are good for sleeping. A gentler sleep than my knots.” Brangien tucked some pale violet flowers into her pouch. She spotted a white oak tree deeper in and aimed for it. Guinevere followed, staring up at the way the sunlight shimmered through the leaves. It reminded her of looking up at the sun from a great depth, the cold—

			She shuddered and hurried to Brangien’s side. She helped her peel back several pieces of bark. Brangien wanted a certain type of beetle as well.

			
			“I am not familiar with any of these supplies,” Guinevere said. She had intended to gather young stones that she could place around Camelot to absorb things. Then she could get information from them. But she was not certain there was a need. She already had the sentry spells. Besides, nothing happened in Camelot that Arthur did not know about. Even the trees were taxed and accounted for.

			Though he had not known about Brangien. Or Rhoslyn. And he did not know anything about the patchwork knight other than the knight’s fighting skills.

			Nothing had directly attacked Arthur yet, though. How long would she wait? How long could she wait without letting her guard slowly slip? Without becoming more queen than witch?

			“I will teach you,” Brangien said. “I used to specialize in draughts. Sleeping. Love. Confusion. My mother was a witch. My father loved her for it, since he did not carry the prejudices of Camelot or Christianity. Did your mother practice any magic?”

			How had she never asked Merlin about her mother? In the forest, life was simply what it was. She had never thought to ask. But who had she been with while Merlin was helping Arthur all those years? Why could she not remember?

			A terrible realization gripped her. As she had pushed Sir Bors’s memories out and replaced them, she had felt some of her own slipping away.

			Had she forgotten so much because that was not the first time she had done that magic? Who else had she hurt?

			Another possibility struck her. Merlin had pushed the knowledge of knot magic straight into her mind. Perhaps he had carelessly pushed other things out. He only ever sought results, never worrying about the things lost along the way.

			Or maybe he had pushed things out on purpose. Maybe the things she was learning about Merlin were things she had once known. Things that had been taken from her so she would trust him. So she would do as he asked.

			
			“Guinevere?”

			“I remember nothing about my mother.”

			Brangien dropped the subject. She went from treasure to treasure, pulling them deeper into the forest. They moved at an angle, though, away from where the men had entered. Neither particularly relished the thought of a spear in her back. Guinevere paused beneath a soaring oak and put her hand against it.

			“Brangien,” she said, staring up at the tree. “Brangien, come feel this.”

			Brangien joined her, resting her hand on the trunk. “Feel what?”

			“Can you not feel it?”

			Brangien shook her head. Guinevere had hoped that maybe Brangien, too, had the touch sense. But she was alone.

			And she was not alone, because the tree was there. Merlin had sent the trees into a deep sleep, past where the Dark Queen could call to them. Guinevere could feel the sleep, her sense pushed straight down into the roots, the soil.

			But it was not a peaceful sleep. It shivered beneath her hand, dreaming. The dream had fire. The dream had teeth. And beneath the roots, darkness. Guinevere yanked her hand away, shaking it to free it from the sensation.

			“What is it?” Brangien asked.

			“Something—something is trying to wake the trees.”

			“Are you sure?” Brangien backed away, staring up in fear.

			“No. I am not sure.” Guinevere rubbed her eyes. “But something is giving the trees nightmares. And I have felt it elsewhere.” In the other forest, with the wolves. She should never have left Rhoslyn to her own devices. This felt far bigger than the stones in Camelot. They had underestimated the woman terribly.

			
			“We should go back.” Brangien was already stepping in the direction they had come.

			A crashing noise from deeper in the woods startled them. Guinevere turned, expecting to see the knights. She opened her mouth to shout a warning that she and Brangien were there.

			But it was no knight.

			A boar as high as her shoulders, tusks jagged, eyes red—not with frenzy but with terrifying focus—charged straight toward her.
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			“Run!” Guinevere screamed. Brangien held up her skirts, sprinting. Guinevere followed. She veered to the right, avoiding a fallen log. The boar copied her.

			She moved farther to the right, still running as fast as she could. She was changing her course from Brangien’s. The boar followed.

			If Guinevere chased Brangien, the boar would, too. But if she led it away, Brangien would get out.

			Guinevere turned sharply away from Brangien and the camp, drawing the beast after her. She ran with all her might. She ran with the strength of a forest girl. Her hood fell as she leapt over roots. Her trailing cape caught on a branch and she tore it off, hair streaming behind her as she pushed herself faster than she ever knew she could go.

			The boar did not stop, did not even slow. Her own breathing was so heavy and sharp in her ears she could barely hear the beast tearing through the forest behind her. She weaved through the trees, looking for an escape. Any escape. No trees had branches low enough for her to grab. The boar was too close for her to take the time to climb a tree. She could only run. And soon she would not be able to run much longer.

			
			There was movement ahead. Her heart squeezed, fearing she would see another boar. But no. It was—

			“Duck!” a voice shouted. Guinevere dropped to the forest floor. A spear flew over her, meeting its target with a sickening thud. But she could still hear the beast behind her. She pushed up, running to the man. Stunned as she recognized the face of the patchwork knight, she hurried past him. He crouched low, a sword in his hand. She could run no farther. Turning, she watched with horror as the boar, a spear jutting from its chest, stamped determinedly forward.

			The patchwork knight angled to the side, trying to draw the boar away. The boar never so much as looked at him. It stared only at Guinevere.

			The patchwork knight rushed it. Finally, the boar reacted, lunging its head and great tusks toward the knight. The knight leapt over the blow, rolling once on the ground before jumping to his feet and plunging his sword into the boar’s neck. It let out a horrible squealing scream, then swiped its tusks against the patchwork knight, throwing him.

			Its focus was immediately back on Guinevere. It no longer ran. It stepped purposefully and measuredly toward her. It moved not like a beast, but like a hunter.

			Like a person.

			“Who are you?” Guinevere asked.

			The boar lifted its head, turning so it could fix one red eye firmly on her. And then it stopped as the knight’s sword drove straight through its neck, severing the connection between head and body. The gleaming red light in its eye dimmed, and the boar fell, twitching. Then it went still.

			
			The patchwork knight yanked his sword from the creature.

			Guinevere stumbled backward, tripping on a root and sitting down hard on the ground. She stayed there, staring at the dead creature. Not wanting to touch it. Needing to touch it. She crawled to it, resting a hand on its now-still flank.

			Berries. Mushrooms. Sunlight. Mates. Wary avoidance of predators. But then—there—something older. Something darker.

			Something foreign.

			She felt it curling beneath what the boar had been, seeping through it, poisoning it. Taking control. It was the same thing that had nearly killed Sir Tristan. And then it turned, focusing, toward—

			Guinevere yanked her hand free, scrambling back. Whatever had taken the boar was still there. It had seen her. It knew her.

			The patchwork knight wiped his sword clean on the boar’s flank, then sheathed it. He grimaced, holding his side. The boar had hit him hard and he wore no armor. Guinevere could not quite make sense of the knight. He was different. Without his armor, he—

			“You are a woman,” Guinevere gasped. That was the secret. Not a fairy. A woman.

			“And I am bleeding,” the patchwork knight said. She lifted her red-coated hands from her side. Guinevere rushed to the knight and peeled back her tunic. The knight hissed in pain.

			There was the faintest tickle against Guinevere’s arm, and then a sting. She looked down to see an elegantly sinister black spider with its fangs embedded in her arm. She brushed it away, leaving two tiny pinpricks of red circled by white. The white spread, and turned purple as she watched.

			“Oh,” she said, and then darkness claimed her.
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				“She should have woken up by now.”

			“Keep going. There, not too much. Ailith, you next. If you start feeling dizzy, stop.”

			“What did this?”

			“I have never tasted such darkness. And I kissed your brother once.”

			“Girls. We need to focus.”

			“Can I help?”

			“No. Save your strength.”

			The voices pulsed in and out as though heard from a great distance. Everything hurt, but the pain was dulling from a lightning-bright tempest to a punishing rainstorm. Guinevere felt fingertips at her hairline, smoothing stray hairs back from her forehead. And she felt something else—soft but insistent—on her arm.

			“Spider,” Guinevere whimpered.

			“No, dear. The spider is gone. We are taking care of you.”

			Her eyelids protested, but she cracked them open. The room was dark, her vision blurry. Someone was sitting next to where she lay on a cot. And someone else was—

			“Sucking on my arm?” Guinevere tried to sit in shock but was unable to move.

			“It was infecting you. Nasty and very fast. But we almost have it all out.”

			“You—you will be poisoned.” The spider and the pain and the darkness. The boar had failed, but something much smaller had succeeded. Guinevere remembered the poison from the wolf’s attack, how fast it raged through Tristan. These women did not know what they were doing. They would be killed.

			“Women are strongest when bearing one another’s pain. We each take a little on ourselves. No one dies, and we all heal together.”

			“Thank you,” Guinevere whispered, closing her eyes.

			
			“Rest, and let us help you.”

			“And be grateful you never have to kiss Gunild’s brother,” another voice said. Guinevere let the bright laughter and long-suffering shush push her back into sleep.
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			When she awoke again, only her arm hurt. Two points of agony, but to her relief, they were just pain. There was no darkness, nothing in her that was other.

			She sat up, groaning. She was in a shack, a small, dim space with a low ceiling. But the packed-dirt floors were covered with fresh straw and the cot she lay on felt clean. Sitting against the wall was the patchwork knight. She held a blood-soaked cloth to her side, her eyes closed.

			Guinevere crossed the room to the other woman. “Did you bring me here?”

			The knight nodded.

			“Thank you for saving me again, then,” she said, kneeling. “May I?” When the knight nodded, Guinevere gently pulled the cloth back. The wound was deep and still seeping blood.

			Guinevere gazed up at the knight. Her eyes were a warm, lively hazel, large and gentle. “You helped me, and I can help you. But first, tell me why you were there. In the forest.”

			The knight grimaced. “I wanted to see the king.”

			“To hurt him?”

			The knight’s eyes widened. “I wanted to see the hunt. Why would I hurt him?”

			“I have seen you with Rhoslyn.”

			Light flooded the room as a woman entered, backlit by the sun. “How do you know my name?”

			
			Guinevere stood so fast she nearly fell over. “You!”

			“Have we met?” Rhoslyn let the mat covering the entrance fall back into place and Guinevere blinked as her eyes readjusted to the dim interior.

			“I was at your trial.”

			“Oh. That.” Rhoslyn took Guinevere’s place next to the knight, looking at the wound with concern knitting her brow.

			Guinevere scanned the room for a threat. There was nothing. “This was all you. The boar! The knight waiting for me!”

			“Child, I cannot even control my own daughters. Controlling a wild boar is far beyond my skill.”

			“But you were banished from Camelot for magic! And now you seek revenge.”

			Rhoslyn sighed, turning her attention back to the knight’s wound. “This does not look good. I have sent for my sister, but it will be a few hours. Stay still.” She stood, wiping her hands on her skirts and eying Guinevere appraisingly. “I have no thirst for vengeance, and no energy to pursue it even if I did. It takes all my strength just to keep my family alive. Not to mention the occasional lost noblewoman who has gotten herself infected with dark magic.”

			Guinevere bristled, grateful at least Rhoslyn did not seem to know who she was, only that she was nobility. “How do I know that it was not you?”

			“Why would I have saved you if it had been my poison?”

			It was a fair point. “But surely you hate Camelot and everyone who lives there.”

			“It seems to me,” Rhoslyn said, sitting with a weary grunt, “that it is man’s work to hate and want to destroy what he cannot possess. I was sad to leave Camelot, yes. But it has its rules, and I did not follow them. In the end, we did not fit with each other anymore. Would I like the protection of walls and soldiers and law? Yes. But not so much that I was willing to give up the power my mother learned from her mother, who learned it from her mother. Camelot asked more than I was willing to give. I overstayed my welcome. I harbor no ill will. None of us do.” She paused. “Except maybe Ailith, who mentions Gunild’s soldier brother’s shortcomings so often I suspect she is still in love with him.”

			
			“What about your knight?” Guinevere gestured toward the woman, whose face was going ever paler.

			The knight answered, her voice tight with strain, “They have no one to protect them. And it is good practice for me.”

			Rhoslyn nodded. “She does not live here. We do not even know her name. But she protects those who need it out here in the wild.”

			“Will you heal her like you did me?”

			Rhoslyn shook her head, letting out a long breath. “We did not heal you. We drew out the poison because it was magic, and we could call it and bind it. When it comes to the business of broken bodies, we are limited. My sister has some experience, mostly birthing babies, but she might be able to help. I will go see if Gunild is back with news yet.” Rhoslyn patted her warm, dry hand against Guinevere’s hand. Then she stood and walked out of the shack. Guinevere followed, peeking her head out. No one was watching. She could run.

			But she felt none of the menace from the forest. If Rhoslyn wanted her dead, she would be. And they had made no demands, asked nothing of her. There had been no malice in Rhoslyn’s touch. Surely if Rhoslyn could possess and control the same darkness Guinevere had felt from the boar, it would have come through when she touched Guinevere.

			Guinevere took her position at the knight’s side once more. “Can we trust Rhoslyn?”

			The knight nodded.

			
			“If you are lying and they are plotting against the king, I will kill you.”

			The knight opened her eyes. “If I had aided in a plot against the king, I would want to die. I swear to you on my sword, I am loyal to Camelot. I am loyal to King Arthur.”

			Guinevere felt the truth of it pierce her. “Very well. You saved me. I will return the favor in exchange for your silence.”

			The knight looked puzzled, but she nodded.

			Guinevere allowed the flame to surround her hand. She closed her eyes, giving her breath to the flame and summoning it. The knight gasped, but did not cry out. Guinevere let the flame surround her hand. She did not have time to be afraid of being burned again. “Trust me,” she whispered. Then she put her hand against the knight’s wound and let the fire go.

			The knight cried out in surprise, but she did not move. Guinevere pulled the purifying flames back before they could turn into devouring flames. It was easier than it had been with Sir Tristan, because she did not have to send it into the blood. Only the wound. The knight was sweating, her dark curls plastered to her forehead. She looked down in wonder. The wound was smaller. The blood on her side gone, consumed.

			“One more step.” Guinevere tugged up a sleeve. She pulled out her knife—the women had not taken it, or anything else—and, cringing, took a slice of her own skin as though peeling the top layer of an apple. She used the blood welling on the wound to write a knot into the skin, commanding it to bind to another. Then she placed it over the knight’s wound. The skin stretched, grasping at its new body, finding the open edges and pulling them taut.

			Where there had been a gaping hole, now there was a smooth patch of skin several shades lighter than the knight’s own.

			“What are you?” the knight whispered.

			
			Guinevere smiled wryly. “What are you?”

			“I am a knight.”

			“I am…” The daughter of Merlin? A forest witch? If the knight came to Camelot often enough, she would discover the truth anyway. “I am Guinevere. The queen.”

			The knight hung her head, her face falling. “Then my hopes are over.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the truth of my body will keep me from being an aspirant.” The knight pulled her bloody tunic down over the sealed wound. “I have known—always known—that I am a knight. And with King Arthur, I had a chance. If I could get to the tournament, if I could defeat them all, if I could fight the greatest king in the world, he would see my value. He would knight me. And then it would be too late for them to forbid me.”

			Guinevere sat and tucked her legs beneath her. The knight had saved her life from the boar, and then brought her to the only women who could save her from the spider’s bite. She owed her far more than a little patch of skin. “What does my being the queen have to do with any of that?”

			The knight frowned at her. “You will tell them.”

			“Why should I tell them? I have seen you fight. You fought for my life today. If you earn a place in Arthur’s court, then it is yours. You have me on your side. Provided you keep my secret as well.” She gestured toward the knight’s missing wound. “Keep it from Rhoslyn, too. No one can know.”

			The knight’s smooth face shifted with wonder and hope. “You will let me continue?”

			“I would drag you to the city myself and force you to.”

			The knight bowed her head, closing her eyes. A smile parted her lips. She had dimples in her cheeks to match the permanent dimple in her chin. “Thank you. We have saved each other today, I think.” She stood, holding out her hand. “Come. I will see you safely back to your camp.”

			
			Extended was the final test Guinevere needed of the knight’s honesty. Guinevere took the offered hand. It was calloused and rough like Arthur’s, but narrower. It seemed to fit hers much better. The sense she got of the knight was less a pulse or a spark, and more a…settling. Rightness. Belonging. The tight, anxious knot inside her that had grown since she arrived in Camelot seemed to loosen.

			She let out a long, relieved breath. There was no malice, no lies.

			Guinevere knew she should return to the camp. That Brangien would be frantic.

			But there had been so much darkness in the boar, in the trees, in the spider. And she knew now her suspicions of Rhoslyn were wrong. Guinevere’s focus had been misplaced.

			She could waste no more time. She was not enough to protect Arthur from whatever was coming if she had not even been able to withstand the spider’s poison. She no longer trusted Merlin, but she needed him. Arthur needed him. Maybe her role in protecting Arthur was always meant to create a way back to Camelot for Merlin.

			She squeezed the knight’s hand. “Will you help me on a quest to fetch a wizard and save the kingdom?”

			The knight’s eyes sparkled. She laughed, her low voice surprisingly sweet with happiness. “You could do me no greater kindness than to ask that. Let me get my armor and my horse. I will defend you to whatever end.” She paused, lowering her eyes. “Always, my queen. I will defend you forever.”

			Guinevere felt a rush of pleasure, a warmth that suffused her. Was this how Arthur felt all the time, having the loyalty of worthy men?

			She followed the knight out of the shack. Rhoslyn seemed surprised but pleased at the knight’s dramatic recovery. The small village was orderly. Several children were playing a game with sticks, laughing. Everywhere, Guinevere saw evidence of benign magic. Bundles of plants, knots at doorways, stones lining the borders. Thank goodness she had not sent Arthur’s men against Rhoslyn. The idea of knights riding in and terrorizing what Rhoslyn had built made Guinevere feel sick.

			
			“We must go,” Guinevere said, offering no explanation. “You have my gratitude, and your aid will not be forgotten.” She would find a way to help these women however she could in the future. But looking at their clean, happy camp, she wondered if they would need help.

			Rhoslyn bent over a pot bubbling above the fire pit. “Keep our location a secret, and that is payment enough. And please avoid spiders from now on.”

			Guinevere firmly intended to. She had two tiny holes in her arm as a reminder not to let her guard down. The knight whistled and a chestnut horse ambled up to them. The knight’s armor was draped across the horse’s back, and she pulled it free to fasten it on. Guinevere lifted her hand to the horse, but stopped. The horse’s eyes were scarred white.

			“Your horse is blind?” Guinevere asked, shocked.

			The knight nodded. “Thieves do it so the horse cannot find its way back home. I found her wandering, lost and alone.” The knight reached up and stroked the horse. The horse huffed, nuzzling the knight. “We were alike that way. She is the best horse I have ever known. Do not worry.”

			Guinevere stroked the horse’s neck. It shivered once, then lowered its head, stamping its front foot.

			“She likes you. She is ready to go.” The knight boosted Guinevere onto the horse’s back, then climbed on behind her. They waved to the camp. A few women waved back, but most ignored them, as though a lady and a knight in need of magical intervention were nothing to be remarked upon.

			
			Guinevere pointed out the direction that would take them to Merlin, and the knight guided the horse. It was early afternoon. If they made good time, they could get to Merlin by nightfall.

			And so she rode away from Camelot, from Arthur and the others, knowing they would fear her lost or dead, but knowing that getting to Merlin was more important than she could ever be. It hurt her pride, but that was a small sacrifice for keeping Arthur safe. She had wanted to be the great protector. Instead, her role was errand girl. So be it.

			She was glad not to be alone, though. “What is your name?” she asked the knight.

			The knight deftly guided her blind horse around an obstacle, her legs pressing against Guinevere’s. “Lancelot, my queen.”

		


		
		
			
			The dark queen waits for the beast to bring her prey.

			And then her prey bests her beast.

			But often the subtlest attacks are the most effective. Two tiny fangs in place of two great tusks. She senses her poison seeping in, spreading. She rushes toward it, needing to be close enough to understand what she is possessing, and then—

			Gone. It is all gone.

			She stops, the earth churning in rage. Someone has taken her poison and spread it so thin she cannot feel its borders. But she had a taste. This queen-not-queen is something different. Something new. Someone has changed the rules, and she knows only one who is capable of that.

			Merlin.

			She laughs and laughs, the trees around her trembling, the dark creeping things of the earth burrowing upward, drawn by the tremors of her rage and amusement. Because Merlin knows what is coming. And, fool that he is, it will still happen.

			But there is work to be done now. She will have to put her trust not in beasts, but in man. There is so very little difference between the two, after all.
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			She knew the trees as they got closer. The trees knew her, too, the leaves trembling. Home was close, home was—

			A pulse deep within her tugged from the north, like she had forgotten something.

			Lancelot guided her horse, the animal as capable as promised, through the lowering light. No smoke drifted from the cottage. Guinevere slid down. Lancelot followed, tying the horse to a tree.

			“Merlin?” Guinevere called. The cottage was cold. Not just cold. Abandoned. It looked as though no one had lived there in years. She reached for the broom she knew was by the door, but there was only a rotted length of wood. The door swung open, revealing a crumbling interior. How had she swept floors that no longer existed? How had she slept on a bedroll that was not there?

			“Something is very wrong.” Guinevere backed away. Her stomach twisted, sick. What had happened?

			A bird flitted to a nearby tree. Guinevere ripped out several strands of her hair, knotting and looping them. She threw the knot at the bird. The knot circled, then tightened. The bird chirped once in protest, then went still.

			
			“Take me to Merlin,” Guinevere commanded. Her head throbbed where she had pulled out the hair, the pain disproportionate to the action. But taking the free will of another creature was a violent act, and violence always left pain in its wake.

			The bird hopped dutifully into the air, flying from tree to tree. Guinevere hurried after it, Lancelot behind her. But there was something in her way. She pushed against the air as it thickened around her, preventing her from moving.

			“What is this?” Lancelot asked.

			Guinevere would not be deterred. She pulled out her iron dagger and carved a knot of unmaking into the air. It gave with a soundless pop that made her ears ache. At last she and Lancelot came to a cave. The opening yawned before them. It was black. Black with dread. Black with…

			Guinevere had been to this cave. She knew she had. But she could not remember when, or why. She was so intent on the blackness of the cave, she did not even notice the wizened, bearded old man standing in its entrance.

			He waved his arms frantically. “You cannot be here! You are not here. You were never here.”

			Guinevere shook her head, tearing her eyes away from the blackness. “Merlin! Dark magic. I felt it. There was a boar, and—”

			“You cannot be here,” Merlin repeated, still waving his spindly arms at her.

			“Do not tell me what to do! You are a liar!” She took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm. Now was not the time for her personal grievances. “You sent me to Camelot to protect Arthur, but I cannot protect him against what I felt. It was—”

			Merlin trembled, and then his shoulders stooped. He looked…old. So much older than she had remembered. “Please,” he said, but he was not speaking to her. “Please, Lancelot. If you love your queen, hide. Now.”

			
			Lancelot grabbed her around the waist and dragged her away from the cave. She stumbled along, wanting to protest but infected by Merlin’s fear. They crouched down behind a jumble of rocks and boulders. Lancelot put herself behind Guinevere, shielding her. A scrubby bush hid them from view, but Guinevere could still see the cave entrance through a gap in the leaves.

			“You know him?” Guinevere hissed.

			“I have never met him before. I do not know how he knew my name.” Lancelot sounded as shaken as Guinevere felt.

			A trickle of water rolled past them. Guinevere watched in horror as it grew from a trickle to a stream, to a narrow, rushing river. She cowered deeper into the rocks, pulling her feet up so none of the water would touch her. Lancelot climbed, peering over the top of their cover. Guinevere copied her, not wanting to be by the water alone.

			The river stopped midair in front of Merlin. He waited patiently as the river fed itself, growing and growing until it formed into the shape of a woman. Her hair flowed down her back and into the river still behind her, her dress trailing into a pond at her feet. She shimmered and shifted, her form constantly changing. Now she was a woman terrible and tall. Now she was a young girl. Now she was neither and both. She lifted a hand and pointed it at Merlin.

			“The Lady of the Lake,” Lancelot whispered, awed.

			You should have kept your barriers up, betrayer. You let me in.

			Guinevere put her hands over her mouth in horror. The barrier she had undone. She had let this thing in.

			You have stolen from me, the water murmured. It was a soft sound, but it was everywhere, surrounding them. A babbling brook turned shouting waterfall. You have stolen from me.

			
			Merlin nodded, his face solemn and sad. He tugged on his beard, several strands coming loose. He dropped them to the side, distracted. “Yes. I did.”

			Why did you take something so precious? What have you done?

			“I am sorry, Nynaeve, my love, my lady.”

			I will unmake you.

			“If you must.”

			I will—

			The water trembled, losing form, reforming, a hundred times so that Guinevere’s eyes ached as though she had been staring at the sun rippling on a lake.

			Why? the water asked, and in the single word Guinevere felt the sorrow of the ageless, the sorrow of the infinite passing of days. The sorrow of change.

			“Because it was time.”

			I will reclaim what was mine. The boy cannot take everything. He does not deserve this.

			The Lady of the Lake gave Excalibur to Arthur, after it had been dropped into her depths. Did she want it back now? Had Guinevere been lied to about this, as well? Maybe the Lady never gave them the sword. Maybe Merlin took it, the way he took so many other things.

			“You are right,” Merlin said. “He does not deserve this. But he might someday. And that is not your decision to make. The decision has already been made.”

			The water roared up behind the Lady, pushing her higher and higher until she towered over Merlin. I cannot end what should be eternal. I am not like you. But I cannot allow you to continue. You have betrayed me. You have betrayed us.

			
			“I know.” Merlin turned once toward their rocks and wiggled his fingers in a silly wave. Guinevere’s throat tightened. This was her fault. Then Merlin backed slowly into the cave. “I am tired,” he said. “And I am not innocent. This is just. Until we meet again, my love, my Nynaeve.”

			The water roared past the Lady, up the sides of the cave. A thousand years’ damage was done in seconds, eroding and eating, carving away.

			The cave mouth collapsed, sealing the entrance shut. The water carried silt, working between each rock until it finally receded, leaving only solid stone where once had been a cave. Guinevere bit her thumb so she would not cry out in horror. Lancelot was still and silent beside her.

			The water did not re-form into the woman. It flowed back the way it had come, with a noise like weeping.
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			Guinevere pounded at the rocks, but she could not shift so much as a pebble. The cave was sealed. Lancelot stared at the solid stone in wonder.

			Guinevere turned and slid down, her back against the seal between herself and Merlin. Silver strands winked in the twilight to catch the very last rays of the sun. The hairs from Merlin’s beard, caught on a rock. She wrapped them around her fingers so tightly it hurt.

			“What did she want?” Lancelot asked.

			Guinevere hung her head. The Lady wanted what had been taken. What had been given to Arthur. Guinevere could think of only one thing that could be. “Excalibur.”

			“But I thought she gave it to King Arthur!”

			
			“Perhaps we have been misled.” Merlin had never given her the full story, the true story. And what she had felt when she touched Excalibur made her certain it was far more than a sword. Maybe it could even threaten the Lady of the Lake. “How could Merlin let this happen?” Guinevere slammed her fists into the rock. She had undone the barrier herself. But if Merlin had ever been honest with her, even once, she would not have had to do this! She stood, determined.

			“Take me to Arthur.” He had the sword. Guinevere had magic. Between the two of them, they would rescue Merlin. And then she would get answers.
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			It was the darkest part of the night by the time they reached the hunting grounds. But darkness mattered nothing to a blind horse, and Lancelot navigated confidently. Guinevere longed for wings, for speed.

			They heard voices frantically shouting her name long before they saw anyone. Lancelot stiffened behind her. “I should—”

			“Pull on your mask. Stay with me. They should know who saved me.”

			Lancelot did as instructed. As soon as they got close, Guinevere shouted. “I am here! Here!”

			This time the crashing through the trees was not beast, but beloved. Arthur rushed toward them. He grabbed Guinevere from the horse and crushed her to his chest. “We found your hood, your cloak. The boar. There were more tracks, more boar prints. We thought— I thought you were taken. Dead.”

			Guinevere held on to him just as tightly. Something inside her broke and healed at the same time, as she felt how much she mattered to him by the strength of his embrace. She allowed herself one moment to cherish it. And then she spoke. “Arthur, it is Merlin. He has been attacked. He is trapped. We have to go help him.”

			
			Arthur drew a breath, but it was not a sharp breath of surprise. It was a long, slow breath of reluctance and resignation. Several other bodies crashed through the trees, surrounding them. Sir Bors, Sir Tristan. Mordred, pale and drawn in the torchlight as he searched her face.

			They could not speak of Merlin now.

			“Good sir,” Arthur said, looking up at Lancelot, who was still on her horse. “How did you come upon our queen?”

			“Lancelot slew the boar and saved me.” Guinevere released Arthur. He did not do the same, still holding her. “But there were more of the beasts. Lancelot had no more spears. We ran from them until we found Lancelot’s horse and could ride fast enough to escape them. We went too deep into the forest. We have only now found our way out.”

			“Camelot owes you our most profound thanks, Lancelot.” Arthur’s hand was at the back of Guinevere’s head, stroking her hair.

			“It was my honor, my lord king.” Lancelot dismounted and dropped to one knee, bowing her head. She pitched her voice low and soft, so that if Guinevere had not known the truth of her sex, she would have assumed Lancelot was a young man.

			“You are the patchwork knight, are you not?”

			“I am called that, yes.”

			“Then I think it is high time you had your tournament. You have earned it.”

			The knights around Arthur cheered, clapping Lancelot on the back as she stood. Guinevere smiled at her, pleased for Lancelot’s well-deserved good fortune. But she could not be happy, not truly. There was so much that needed to be done.

			
			“Arthur,” she whispered. “We need to—”

			“I know,” he answered. “We need to talk.”

			“But Merlin—”

			“Is not going anywhere.” Arthur released her, finally, putting a hand at the small of her back as he led her out of the trees. A huge bonfire had been built in the meadow. Brangien ran to them, nearly tripping in her haste. She dropped to her knees at Guinevere’s feet.

			“My lady, I am so sorry. I thought you were behind me. I would never have run if—”

			Guinevere reached down and lifted her, then pulled her close in an embrace. “I know. I know, dear Brangien. But seeing you safe is all I need. I could not have lived with it if you had been hurt.” She could not say that the boar had been after her alone, that if Brangien had been killed, it would have been Guinevere’s fault.

			Brangien nodded, tears streaming down her face. She wiped them away. Then she took stock of Guinevere. “Here,” she said, taking off her own cloak and wrapping it around Guinevere. “Your sleeve! You have been hurt!” The shallow slice where Guinevere had taken the skin for Lancelot was already scabbed over. “And your wrists!” Brangien removed a length of cloth from her bag, wrapping it hastily around Guinevere’s arm down to her hand. As though exposed wrists were anything compared to the troubles they now faced. But Brangien could fix only the problems she saw, and Guinevere appreciated it.

			Arthur took her directly to a tent, making it clear no one else was invited. He drew the tent shut. Guinevere paced in the tight confines.

			“Between my magic and Excalibur, I am confident we will find a way to free Merlin. The Lady of the Lake wants the sword back. We may have to fight her.”

			Arthur sighed. “Please sit down.”

			“I am not tired! We need to move quickly. I felt something dark in the boar. I thought it was from Rhoslyn, but I was wrong. What if it was the Lady of the Lake? The lake at Camelot is dead. No magic. She must have pulled it all to herself to amass power. We need Merlin. I am no match for that kind of magic. I cannot protect you from this.”

			
			“Please, listen,” Arthur said, his voice firm but pleading as he pulled her hands until she sat on a cushion. He knelt in front of her. “We cannot go save Merlin.”

			“We can! I know we can.” She doubted herself, yes, but she had Arthur, and he had the sword. They could do it. They had to do it. They needed Merlin.

			“He does not want us to.”

			Guinevere shook her head. She looked down at her hands, where Merlin’s beard strands were still wound around two of her fingers. “How can you know that?”

			“He told me.” Arthur reached into his tunic and pulled free a well-worn sheaf of papers. He unfolded it to reveal spidery handwriting that crawled up and down the pages, sometimes going left to right, sometimes top to bottom, sometimes writing over itself. “He knew it would happen.”

			Guinevere stood, furious. Merlin saw time out of order. He had known this was coming? “If he knew it would happen, why did he not tell me? I broke his barrier myself, fool that I am! Why did he not run, or hide?”

			Arthur’s expression was frustrated but resigned. “I do not know his reasons. Only that he had them. And I trust Merlin. If he says something must be done, then it must be done. We will understand someday.” He looked down at the letter and frowned. “Perhaps.”

			“No! I refuse to accept this. He saw a threat coming for you. He sent me to Camelot because of it. I cannot face it alone!”

			Arthur refolded the letter and tucked it away. He wiped a hand down his face as though he could physically push away the regret and guilt there. “Guinevere, I have lied to you. I have let you believe something that is not true. And I am so sorry.”

			
			Guinevere took a step back, suddenly afraid. What else did Arthur know?

			“The Lady of the Lake cannot get to me, I promise. Merlin did not send you to Camelot because of a threat to me. He sent you to Camelot because he knew what was coming for him. He did not need you to keep me safe. He asked me to keep you safe.”

			She sat, stunned. Broken. All this time, they had let her think she had a purpose. A mission. That she was fighting on Merlin’s behalf, working for Camelot. That she had become Guinevere as a necessity to protect Arthur. Not herself.

			It made no sense.

			No. It made perfect sense. Every magical attack they had faced had been focused on her. Not Arthur. She had not seen it because she had never thought to look.

			Merlin’s exact words came back. You are afraid of the wrong thing, he had said when she worried she could not protect Arthur. He let her go, knowing what she thought, deceiving her without lying to her. Knowing that she would have refused to leave if she had known the coming threat was to Merlin, not Arthur.

			The truth left her hollow. She was neither queen nor sorceress, protector nor warrior.

			She was a burden.
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			Guinevere walked through the next days as though in a dream. Arthur wanted to speak with her but she could not manage it. Not yet. He was called away to the border, which for once was a relief.

			She let Brangien brush and braid her hair. She visited and was visited. She grew to depend on Dindrane to accompany her so the burden of conversing was lifted. Dindrane and Brangien formed an unspoken alliance, shielding her and prompting her when she had to act a certain way. They were, in a way, her own knights. Fighting her small battles, protecting her from gossip and censure.

			Everyone assumed her altered manner was because of the trauma of the boar attack. They pitied her and spoke softly, walked carefully. But Lancelot had doubly rescued her. News of the patchwork knight’s heroics rippled through the city, all the focus on that part of the story, Lancelot’s name on every tongue. The tournament was fast approaching, and Camelot thrummed and hummed with anticipation.

			One afternoon there was a light knock on Guinevere’s door. Brangien opened it, then bowed and moved to the side. Arthur stood, framed by the doorway.

			
			“Guinevere, would you join me on a walk?”

			She nodded mutely, taking his offered elbow and letting him lead her out of the castle onto one of the walkways that circled the many levels. The wind nipped teasingly at them. It was nearly midsummer. She had meant to do some protective magic on the solstice, but it had never mattered anyway.

			Arthur stopped. He sat on the edge of the walkway, his legs dangling over the side as he gazed down on his city. The lake bordered everything, impassable, guarding. Waiting. “I returned last night. I sent word. I hoped you would come to my room so we could speak.”

			“I do not wish to waste your time, my lord.”

			He flinched. “I am not your lord. Please do not call me that.”

			Guinevere sat next to him. But she kept her legs tucked safely under her, staying back from the edge. “I have nothing to offer you. It would be selfish of me to demand any of your attention.”

			“That is not selfish.”

			“It is.” She shook her head. She had been thinking of it—thinking of little else. “Why did you marry me? If all Merlin asked was that I be safe in Camelot, why not declare me a distant cousin? Or, more fitting, a servant? If you did not need me to protect you, why make me queen?”

			Arthur shifted so he was turned away from Camelot. Toward her. “You speak of selfishness. That was the root of my decision. Merlin wanted you by my side, and I leapt at the chance. I have been hounded since the day I took the crown, besieged not only by armies, but by politics. I did not lie when I said any marital alliance would only have made my life more difficult. If I married a Pict, my southern neighbors would feel threatened. If I married someone from Camelot, my knights would be insulted that I did not marry their sister or daughter or cousin. And after Elaine—” His voice broke; then he continued firmly. “After that, how could I trust anyone to love me for anything but my power? The idea of adding another complication to my life—another person to be treatied with, a stranger in my home who would treat me like a king—was so wearying I could not face it. Ever since I claimed Excalibur, I ceased being Arthur and became king. I love my men, but they are my men. Even my family is complicated. Sir Ector and Sir Kay. Mordred. I did not want a wife like that. Merlin has been the only constant in my life. And you are part of him. I hoped that if I brought you here and filled the role of queen so no one else could demand it, I would have peace. More than that…I would have a friend.” He dropped his head, staring down at his hands. “It was unfair to you. And I hated the deception. And I hated that you did not view yourself as my queen. Not really. Please…please do not go. Do not leave me.”

			
			He finally looked up, his face now as familiar to her as Camelot. And she realized that Camelot was beloved to her. So was Arthur. She did not want to leave. And she did not have it in her to hurt him. She reached out and took his hand.

			He squeezed her fingers, trailing his thumb down hers. His hope was almost palpable. Guinevere smiled, wiping at her face. She had not meant to let the tears escape. “I like it here.”

			His face relaxed. His strong features held tension well, but when it was gone, the boy he had so recently been was revealed. His shoulders slouched, the sharp lines of his tunic suddenly a bit softer, too big for an unkingly posture. Something in her released, too. Arthur still wanted her. He still needed her. It was not the way she had been led to believe, but with nothing else in her future claiming her, she would cling to it.

			It broke her heart, though. She had become someone new for him, but even those deceptions were lies. How could she explain to him how lost she was, still, without hurting him? How being his friend, even being his wife, was not enough to make her feel real?

			
			She could not tell him. Maybe someday, when she had grown into whoever she would be next. Until then, she would stay. Because it was easy. Because it was safe. And because she wanted to be needed. Arthur needed a friend. She would be that friend.

			How often had she wondered what life would be like if she could simply be his queen, or even just a girl? Now she had that, and she did not know what to do with it. But she would try.

			“Do you want to know a secret?” she asked.

			“Yes.”

			Guinevere grinned wickedly. “Sir Bors did not kill the dragon.”

			“What?”

			Guinevere told Arthur the story. She left out how wrong it had felt to push out real memories in favor of false. How she had wanted to wash herself as she had filled Sir Bors’s clothes with rocks and then thrown them in the stream. She did not tell him how she had understood the dragon, how the weight and melancholy of loss clung to her still.

			Instead, she gave the dragon words. Made the narrative funny, herself the hero. It sounded like a children’s story. Gone was the infinite sadness of the ending of great things. In its place, a knight, a dragon, and a clever maiden.

			Arthur leaned back, laughing. His face was bathed in golden light by the lowering sun. She wanted to trace his profile, to rest her fingers on his throat and feel the way his laughter moved through it.

			She understood why everyone loved Arthur. Why they looked to him. Why they always wanted more from him. How could they not?

			How could she not?
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			They walked for hours. She told him the truth of the boar attack, how Lancelot had saved her, Rhoslyn’s village removed the poison, and then she and Lancelot went on their ill-fated visit to Merlin. But she did not tell him Lancelot’s secret. She had promised not to. Though she suspected Arthur would still let Lancelot compete in the tournament, she could not risk taking away that opportunity. Besides, it was not her secret to reveal.

			“Why do you think the boar and the spider went after me? Do you think it was the Lady of the Lake? The wolves in the forest, too, attacked me over anyone else.”

			Arthur frowned. “It does not seem like her magic. But it could be. Or it could be just the lingering remnants we are stamping out. They could not come for me, so they chose you. To be safe, we should keep you out of wild areas.”

			Another loss. Guinevere changed the subject rather than dwell on it. “How are the border issues?”

			“Maleagant is nibbling away to the northeast. I am afraid he is making deals with the Picts. Trading away rights he does not have.”

			“Why not stop him?”

			“If I go against him and he has made treaties with the Picts, they are obligated to come to his aid. Right now he is a nuisance, not a threat. But that could change at any moment.”

			Arthur paused to run his fingers fondly along the image of a wolf carved into the stone. The exterior of the castle was covered with such details. Wolves, trees, dragons. Deer and fish and flowers. Whoever had dug the castle free from the mountain had not stopped there. They had spent an equal amount of time making it wondrous. Guinevere wanted to go up to the alcove, but that was Mordred’s private spot, and she was loath to take Arthur there. She felt it would be betraying Mordred.

			
			Arthur dropped his hand from the wall, staring down at it as it clenched into a fist. “I should have known better than to ever trust a man who fought at Uther Pendragon’s side. No one but the most brutal, the most cruel, could have kept a place there. Maleagant saw us as lords of the land, not stewards. If the people were ours, everything they had—everything they were—was ours, as well. There was a settlement on the far borders of Camelot. Small. Unimportant. He took—” Arthur stopped, rubbing his face. Guinevere recognized a memory that did not want to be looked at. She expected him to turn away, as she always did from those types of memories. Instead, he opened his eyes and lifted his chin. “He took two of their daughters. Agnes and Alba. And when he was finished, he discarded them.”

			Arthur shook his head. “I would have executed him. But according to my own laws, I needed proof. And Maleagant was so feared, no one would offer any. It was two peasant girls’ word against a knight of the king. Elaine begged for mercy on her brother’s behalf. And I listened. I sent her away, and I let him go. He took those most loyal to him. I did not expect him to find hold in a kingdom so quickly. But fear and violence are powerful weapons; people are so accustomed to them that they respond instantly. Camelot is a work in progress. It will be years—decades—before I can shape it to what I hope it will be. Burning down villages, slaughtering their lord, and declaring yourself the new king? That takes very little time.”

			Guinevere shuddered, remembering the way Maleagant had watched her. She could not pull a clear picture of him up in her mind because of the dimness of her vision that night. She was grateful for it, now.

			
			Arthur’s problems were very big indeed. There was no knot to fix this. “What can I do?” she asked.

			He took her arm and led her through a door back into the castle. “The problems of my borders are my own. You are doing enough simply by being here.”

			“I want to help, though. I need to.”

			“You are helping. If you could—” Arthur paused. They were outside her door. He looked at it, at the wall, at anything but her. “If you could be my queen, that would be enough. You did not have a real choice before. I am giving you that choice now. Will you? Still be my queen?”

			Guinevere’s heart raced. It felt like a far more intimate question than their wedding vows had been. Then, they had known she was not his queen. Not really. What was he asking now?

			“I will,” she said, feeling as tender and hopeful as a spring bud.

			Arthur’s face broke into a smile. “I—”

			“Uncle king,” Mordred said, standing politely several feet away. “The Pictish envoy is here. And the stewards have questions about the tournament.”

			Arthur turned toward Mordred. It felt colder when his eyes were directed elsewhere. “Good. Good. Actually, Guinevere should be involved in the planning. Will you take her with you to the stewards, Mordred? I trust her to take care of this on my behalf. It is an excellent queenly duty.” He beamed at her, then strode away.

			That had not been quite the duty she had wondered if he was asking her to participate in.

			Determined to make an effort, she fetched Brangien. They met with the stewards to discuss seating, flag colors, how many would be at the feast and where to put them, whether food and wine should be provided for the common spectators, and a hundred other decisions too small for a king but right for a queen.

			
			Mordred leaned by the door, yawning exaggeratedly whenever she caught his eye. After several hours, with only a fraction of the plans settled and a meeting scheduled for the next morning as well, Guinevere was released. Mordred walked her to the dining hall. She looked hopefully for Arthur, but he was not there. Unless it was a scheduled feast, attendance at meals was unpredictable. The knights with wives ate with their families. Those who were single were usually found at mealtimes, but not always.

			Guinevere and Brangien sat next to Arthur’s seat. Guinevere waited for him join them, but by the time she finished her meal, his seat remained vacant. She realized she had hoped that their tenuous new understanding would mean more time together. But while it changed things for her, Arthur still had to be king every waking moment. She sighed, picking at the stitching on her pale pink dress.

			“Do two such fair ladies have plans for the evening?” Mordred spun his knife on the table. “Perhaps a lively discussion of what color our queen will wear so as best to stand out at the tournament?”

			Guinevere made a face. She could not help it. The idea of spending any more time on the logistics of the tournament was sour in her belly. She wanted to help Arthur, but she had lost being a magical protector for this?

			Mordred laughed. “Good. Come with me. We are going to a play.”

			“A play?” Brangien repeated, her expression dubious.

			“You enjoy watching men pretend to be at war in the arena, but not actors pretending to be in love? Surely we have enough of war in reality. Why play at it in all our free time? Come. Let us celebrate the wonders of humanity.”

			Guinevere looked at Brangien. Brangien wrinkled her nose, then shrugged in agreement. “I do not actually want to talk about the tournament any more tonight.”

			Mordred clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly. “Excellent. You have not seen the majesty of mankind until you have seen Godric the Fair compare his mistress’s charms to the variety and quality of winds he releases from his—well. I do not want to spoil it.”

			
			Both horrified and intrigued, Guinevere could not say no.
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			They walked back as twilight lingered and the bells chided them to hurry home.

			Guinevere wiped away a tear, her stomach sore from so much laughter. “That was the worst thing I have ever seen in my life,” she said.

			“It truly was.” Mordred danced in front of them, moving backward to face them. “It truly was. I have lived nineteen years and could live one hundred more and see nothing worse. Are you not delighted?”

			“I am.”

			Brangien huffed, but she had laughed harder than any of them when Godric the Fair had mistaken his horse for his betrothed and made amorous advances. The theater was in the lowest part of the city. It was not nearly as nice as the arena, but it was just as packed. If tournaments made the heart race and the blood boil, plays made the heart dance and the tears flow.

			“Thank you,” Guinevere said. “I think that was precisely what we needed.”

			Mordred bowed, sweeping his arm out. “I am the queen’s most humble and devoted servant.”

			Brangien scoffed. “You are as humble as Godric’s poetry was lovely.”

			Mordred staggered. “You wound me, fair Brangien. Now hurry along, or we will be picked up by the watch and forced to spend the evening in a cell so we cannot commit any mischief.” He raised an eyebrow, indicating that he was not opposed to mischief of any kind, then turned his back to them and continued stepping merrily toward the castle.

			
			“You seem to have softened toward Mordred,” Guinevere said, watching his lithe form. He was lean, slender and almost delicate. A reed to Arthur’s oak tree. But he was lovely, and he moved with surprising grace. She remembered how he had swung his sword as though dancing with it. And she remembered the spark when his hand had touched hers.

			She had been very careful not to touch his hand since.

			Brangien nodded. “When I ran from the trees, certain the boar was still behind us and we were about to be killed, he was the first to me. I screamed that you were still in the woods and he did not hesitate. He ran straight in. He did not even have his sword. What he thought he would have done had he found the boar, I do not know. But his willingness spoke volumes. I might have misjudged him.” She paused. “Slightly. And I only said might.”

			Guinevere had, too. She had thought him her enemy. But really, he loved Arthur as well as or better than anyone. She suspected he watched her so closely because he was the only other person who knew Arthur’s history with Elaine. He did not want Arthur hurt again. They were united in that.

			And he had understood why she healed Sir Tristan. He knew they could not have magic within the walls, but he was not so rigid as to betray her actions in the wild.

			When they entered the castle, Guinevere felt settled. Something that might grow to happiness had taken seed in her chest. This was a life. A real one. Not the one she had dreamed of, or thought she had, but one that she could fit into in time. Mordred bade them goodnight and she returned to her rooms with Brangien.

			
			Together, they knotted the hairs for Brangien to visit Isolde in her dreams. Brangien thought it a sacrifice that Guinevere was giving up her own dreams night after night, but Guinevere did not want to dream. There was nothing for her to hope to see. And if Brangien and Isolde could only be together when sleeping, Guinevere would make it happen. At least her magic could accomplish this one thing.

			Guinevere curled up into her own bed. She toyed with Merlin’s hairs, still wrapped around her finger beneath a silver ring. She could visit him the way Brangien visited Isolde. But she was still so angry with how he had misled her, and that he had chosen to let himself be trapped. How could a wizard so wise be so foolish?

			She closed her eyes, grateful that she would see nothing.
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			Though Camelot had been buzzing with anticipation for two solid weeks, the tournament seemed to get no closer. Lancelot stayed out of the city—to protect her identity, Guinevere suspected, though in armor and with her voice lowered, Lancelot was not obviously female. But it frustrated those who wanted to have Lancelot in their homes and manors for meals, or to watch the patchwork knight train.

			Finally, the night before the tournament arrived. No one was happier than Guinevere that the day was at last upon them. Not only because she hoped her friend would succeed. Or because she anticipated the excitement of watching.

			No, mostly because it meant she would never again have to adjust seating plans twenty-two separate times to accommodate all the ladies and their knights and cousins and friends while keeping in mind who was feuding with whom, who hated whom, who would be terribly hurt if they were not in the front, and who needed to be reminded that they did not have the right to demand a place closest to the king and queen. She would rather have done battle on the field than battle over the seating arrangements.

			
			But everything was as settled as it was going to be.

			Guinevere wanted nothing more than to sleep until it was time to leave. But with Brangien far away in her Isolde dreams, Guinevere found sleep eluded her. She paced. She could not help glancing at Brangien’s face, jealous not of the slumber, but of the company Brangien kept there. Guinevere was itching on the inside. Like she had been trapped beneath a layer of ice all winter and could sense the coming of spring thaw.

			She wanted out.

			She wanted a release.

			She wanted.

			She used the secret passageway to knock on Arthur’s door and then enter his room, but he was not there. She went back to her own rooms, disappointed. She did not know what she would have done if he had been there, but she hated being denied the surprise of finding out.

			There was an unexpected knock at her door; she opened it eagerly. There was no one in the hall. Puzzled, she closed the door. Then she heard the knock again.

			It was at her window.

			Which was in the middle of a wall high up on the side of the castle, with no walkway outside it. She rushed to the glass with a candle and peered out to see a face staring back at her. She barely muffled her scream, dropping the candle.

			“Sorry!” a voice shouted, muted by the glass.

			“Lancelot?” Guinevere could not believe it. She grabbed a cloak and wrapped it around herself. Then she snuck out the nearest door and leaned over the walkway. Lancelot still clung to the side of the castle, hanging by only her fingertips and boots.

			“What are you doing?” Guinevere hissed.

			With more ease than Guinevere navigated a flat walkway, Lancelot climbed over to her, jumping the last several feet and landing as light as a cat.

			
			“I could not sleep,” Lancelot said, sounding sheepish. “I am sorry. This was presumptuous of me.”

			Guinevere laughed. “No, it was madness, not presumption. How do you do that?”

			Lancelot shrugged. She twisted her toes against the walkway, staring bashfully down. “I am nervous. For tomorrow.”

			“Me, too.” Guinevere led them around a curve to a more sheltered portion of the walkway, then sat, pulling her cloak around her. She felt suddenly shy. Both because she was in a nightdress, and because when she had last been with Lancelot, it had been a time filled with mortal peril and intense distress. Now, cocooned by the summer night, changed by what she knew of herself, she was not sure what to say. “How have you been?”

			“I have not encountered a single possessed boar, demon spider, or vengeful water spirit. The forest is quite dull without you there.”

			Guinevere laughed, leaning back. Lancelot copied her posture.

			When Lancelot spoke again, the playfulness had left her voice. “I am terrified.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of tomorrow. If I fail, then it is over. My dream is dead. I have nothing to build a future around. And if I succeed…I step past everything I have known into everything I have wanted. I feel like I am clinging to the side of a cliff in the dark, about to drop, and I do not know whether I will survive the fall.”

			Guinevere understood. More than Lancelot could ever know. Except she had been walking confidently in one direction only to find herself stepping off an unseen cliff. In a way she felt as though she were still falling. Where would she land?

			“Why do you want this so badly?” Guinevere asked.

			
			Lancelot looked down over sleeping Camelot. “I grew up under Uther Pendragon’s rule. My father died, forced to serve in his army. And my mother— I am not sure what happened to her. It is probably a kindness that I do not know. I was orphaned. Alone. No family, no future. So I swore that I would become the warrior I needed to be in order to kill Uther Pendragon. I trained without pause. I stole food, clothing, worked in fields as a boy, whatever I had to do to survive. And then King Arthur killed Pendragon before I could. At first I was angry. But I saw what King Arthur brought. And I realized my plan was as small and selfish as I had been. I wanted to kill Pendragon to make myself feel better. King Arthur killed him to make the whole world better. And so I decided that instead of becoming the warrior who would kill a tyrant, I would become the knight who would defend a king. I believe in King Arthur. I believe in his story. And I want nothing more than to be part of it.”

			Guinevere nodded. She understood this, too. Arthur was building something new. Something good. Something truly noble. And it drew those who could find that nowhere else. That was why most of his knights came. They could not find the justice and fairness they longed to defend in their own countries.

			Arthur was like a flame in the night. A burning brand. Even those like Rhoslyn who did not fit here did not begrudge him his light.

			Lancelot was ready to devote her entire life to Arthur, just like so many others. Guinevere envied Lancelot her certainty, her determination to become the thing that she knew she should be. Lancelot was born to be a knight.

			Guinevere was not born to be a queen. Would she land safely, filling this role? Would the fall kill her? Or would she continue falling, forever?

			“Thank you,” Lancelot said. “For everything. I hope the next time we meet in the castle, I will belong here.”

			
			“You already do.” Impulsively, Guinevere leaned over and kissed Lancelot’s cheek. “For luck,” she said, smiling.

			Lancelot put a hand against where Guinevere’s lips had been. Grinning, she stood, bowed, and then climbed straight down the side of the castle. Guinevere stayed outside long after, watching and waiting. She could not say for what.
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			In the morning, Guinevere sent Brangien ahead to the field to see to any last-minute needs. Being without Brangien also meant she could take the secret tunnel with Arthur.

			When a light knock sounded on her door, she hurried to it, happy with anticipation. She had barely seen Arthur since their talk in which he asked if she would be his queen. His days started before the sun was up and ended long after it had set—when he slept in the castle at all. But at least today she would get to be at his side the whole time. And she wanted to be with him when he saw how hard she had worked, how well the tournament had come together. It was proof to them both that she could do something other than minor magic. That she could be something like a real queen.

			She opened the door, beaming—

			Mordred’s face was already set in an apologetic grimace. She tried not to let her own face fall, but she could not help glancing past him, searching for Arthur.

			“He is not here.” Mordred looked at the floor, his thick, dark lashes covering his eyes. “There was a matter in one of the villages he had to see to before the tournament. He asked if I would escort you.”

			“I am sorry you have to.”

			“I am not sorry at all.”

			Guinevere did not know how to meet the challenge in his expression. Her stomach fluttered and she pulled up her hood, her fingers betraying her with the slightest tremble.

			
			She wanted one relationship—just one—that was simple. She envied Brangien her Isolde. Sometimes she wondered what they did in their dreams. Sometimes she wondered what she could do in a dream, if her actions did not matter. And she did not know whom she wanted in that dream with her as fire burned low and deep within her. Sometimes it was Arthur. And sometimes…

			She shrugged deeper into her hood to avoid looking at Mordred.

			She wore darkest blue today, but, in a nod to the patchwork knight, had asked Brangien to make her dress out of different squares of blue cloth. The result was playful, shimmering. Rather more like water than she had intended, but she did her best to ignore that. Her hood was deep green and only went around her shoulders, unattached to a cloak because the day was so fine. Her hair trailed beneath it, long and laced with delicate braids.

			“The queen looks radiant,” Mordred said. He offered his arm. She set her hand carefully and lightly on his elbow.

			“The king’s nephew looks quite dashing as well.” She bit her rebellious tongue for letting that out.

			Mordred tensed beneath her hand, then relaxed. She did not look over to see his expression. But his steps were light. Happy, even.

			“It is not easy,” he said as they walked through the tunnel. “I understand.”

			“What is not easy?”

			“Loving King Arthur.”

			Guinevere did not like this topic. She wanted to move away from it, and picked up her pace accordingly. “I am his wife. It is easy.”

			“We are alone. We need not pretend. I have seen the way you watch him, waiting for him to notice you. I know that feeling. Arthur—” He paused. Guinevere wondered how long Mordred had known Arthur. How it must have been to serve an uncle younger than yourself, knowing he existed because of violence done to your grandmother. Knowing your own mother had tried to kill him. Mordred had chosen Arthur. Chosen to believe in him and his cause. Just as Guinevere had. “He is like the sun. When he is focused on you, everything is bright and warm. Everything is possible. But the problem with knowing the warmth of the sun is how keenly you feel its absence when it shines elsewhere. And a king must always shine elsewhere.”

			
			Guinevere did not answer. But Mordred was right. She wanted more of Arthur than she had. Than she could have.

			“You deserve to live in the sun, Guinevere,” Mordred whispered, holding the sheet of vines so that Guinevere had to brush past him as she exited the cave into the sunlight. In spite of the heat and the brilliance, she shivered. Part of her longed to go back into the cave. With Mordred. To trust him with all the wild and lonely things of her heart. Her honesty would hurt Arthur. She suspected—knew, even—that Mordred would not be hurt. He would understand.

			She hurried toward the horses instead. There was so much chaos and activity at the stable that no one even noticed the queen arriving with only one knight. By the time she was on a horse, she was surrounded by all the knights who would compete that day, and many others besides. Sir Tristan. Sir Bors. Sir Percival. Sir Gawain and Sir George, with whom she had never spoken, and several minor knights who were not in Arthur’s inner circle. Also, carefully avoided, Sir Ector and Sir Kay. Mordred subtly shifted his horse so that he blocked her from view.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			He winked. She looked quickly away.

			The knights were in high form, their energy contagious. Lancelot would fight five of them before facing Arthur. They boasted and bragged, their excitement growing as they rode closer to the tournament field. This was Lancelot’s day, certainly, but it was also their day to perform in front of all of Camelot.

			
			More than just Camelot. Visitors had been streaming in for days, camping around the arena. Word had spread and the entire field was teeming with activity. Rickety booths and stands had been set up in every available space, selling food, drink, colorful strips of cloth representing favorite knights—Guinevere saw many patchwork bands tied to arms—and anything else that an enterprising person thought they could make someone pay for.

			The knights rode directly through the crowd to shouting and cheers so loud Guinevere would have covered her ears had it not been rude to do so. Rows of rough-hewn benches had been placed all around the combat field. Flags snapped from poles. Jugglers and minstrels strolled around the edges, entertaining the crowds while they waited for the fights to begin. Beyond them, there were tents in case any of the ladies wished to retire, or the knights needed to pray or change clothing or otherwise prepare themselves. In the prime position overlooking the field was a raised platform, enclosed like a box with rippling yellow and green fabric walls. It held a large, high-backed wooden chair, a smaller one next to it, and several rows of benches for the ladies and for knights who would not be fighting.

			Arthur’s chair was empty. Guinevere rode to the stand, then dismounted. Servants led the horses away. It was amazing how many things she had to worry about—her clothing, her wrists, her ankles, her hair, whom she spoke to and for how long, so on and so forth—and yet how few things like choosing what to wear, paying for it, taking care of her own things, preparing her own food. She had not even held a coin since coming to Camelot.

			She stepped up and into the shade of the royal box. She paused in front of her chair, waving. The crowd shouted in appreciation. Then she sat, and waited.

			
			For Arthur.

			She was still not very good at it. The thought of how much time in her future she would have to practice waiting for him made the brilliant day dimmer.

			Brangien arrived at her side with a goblet of spiced wine. Spices were so expensive, they rarely used them. But tournaments were even more special than weddings, apparently. Guinevere sipped, idly watching the performers as they made the rounds. Dindrane joined them. She shifted in agitation.

			“Is something the matter?” Guinevere asked.

			“Yes. No. I am not certain. Time will tell.” Dindrane put her hands to her mouth, grimacing. Then she smoothed her lovely brown hair and set her hands primly in her lap. “I gave my handkerchief to Sir Bors. I am not certain he even knew what to do with it. But if he wears it today, I think—I hope—perhaps I will be courted soon.”

			Guinevere wanted to laugh at the idea of clever, waspish Dindrane with that bull of a man. But he was good, at heart. Arthur trusted him. And he was older. He had had a wife many years ago, but she died in childbirth. He had a son still, and did not need an heir. Dindrane would be a good match for him.

			Guinevere smiled and reached across Brangien to pat Dindrane’s knee. “I hope he wears it. And if he does not, he is a fool.”

			“Oh, I have no doubt he is a fool. But I dearly hope he will be my fool.”

			Finally, Guinevere had permission to laugh. She settled into her chair, still searching the crowds, looking for something. She caught herself. Looking for someone. Where was Arthur?

			There was a ripple, a drop of commotion that spread outward from the crowd across the field. People jostled, exclaiming, pushing to get a better view. A child sitting on his father’s shoulders was lifted free and put on a different set of shoulders. Arthur emerged from among the crowd. No horseback entry for him. No immediate delivery to the separate, raised platform. Arthur galloped across the field, the child shrieking in delight as the king pretended to be a horse. Then, swinging the boy back to his waiting parents, Arthur raised his arms in greeting.

			
			If Guinevere thought the shouting for the knights had been too loud, this was deafening. Arthur ran the full length of the field, passing each section so everyone would have a chance to see him. To be near him. Hands reached out and he held his own to them, brushing them as he passed.

			He leapt onto the platform. Guinevere beamed at him, but he did not even look at her before turning around to face his people.

			“Camelot!” The roar swelled and then faded to a low hum. “My people! Friends from near and far! Today is a wonderful day. Is it not?” Another tremendous roar. Arthur held up his hands and it quieted. “Today represents the very heart of Camelot. Today represents everything we work for. Today, we recognize valor. We test bravery. And we reward strength and goodness! Today, the brave warrior who saved my queen—” The crowd roared in approval again, and Arthur let them carry on. Guinevere raised her hand, acknowledging the people, though her only role in this narrative had been to be in peril and be saved. When they stopped cheering, Arthur continued. “He saved my queen from a rampaging beast. But you already know him from the arena. You have long watched the patchwork knight. Today, you meet Lancelot!”

			On cue, Lancelot rode into the center of the field. Guinevere was delighted to see she rode her own horse. The loyal, smart blind steed that had taken such good care of them. Lancelot turned toward their box and inclined her head. Guinevere felt a thrill of nerves for her.

			
			The crowd was wild, collectively giddy to finally see the patchwork knight face real opponents. Until now, Lancelot had faced only other aspirants. Today, Lancelot faced knights. Arthur’s knights. And there was no one better.

			In truth, Lancelot faced more than just the knights. But all an aspirant had to do at tournament was defeat at least three knights in combat chosen by those knights. Nowhere was it noted that the aspirant had to be a man.

			Arthur sat. He turned toward Guinevere, beaming, his excitement contagious. “I have something for you,” he said. He reached into a pouch at his side and pulled free a chain of silver, green jewels delicately clasped and streaming from it.

			Brangien bit her lip in delight. “You cannot wear jewels in your hair anymore,” she whispered, “but you can wear them on your head.”

			“For a queen,” Arthur said, his voice pitching soft. “For my queen.” He tried to fasten the piece around her head, fumbling it. Brangien huffed and stood, taking over. Guinevere felt the cool touch of the silver against her forehead, the subtle weight of the green stones. It was not a crown or a circlet, but it was a reminder. Of who she was. Of who Arthur had chosen her to be.

			“I had it made the same day as your iron threads,” he added. When she, as a witch, had been commissioning pieces to protect him, he had been commissioning them to make her a queen. “Beautiful,” he said, and she did not know if he meant the jewelry or her.

			“Thank you.” She lifted a finger to run along the lifeless stones. She had meant to bind magic to her jewels. But they bound her to Arthur now, which was a sort of magic. She hoped.

			The crowd roared, drawing Arthur and Guinevere’s attention from each other. Sir Tristan, newest of Arthur’s knights, was first and had walked onto the field. A year ago he had been there as aspirant. He had bested only four of the five knights, so he had never faced Arthur. None of the knights chosen through combat had.

			
			“Who defeated Sir Tristan when it was his tournament?” Guinevere asked.

			“Mordred,” Brangien said, watching nervously as Sir Tristan looked over the wall of weapons. He was on foot, which meant he had chosen horseless combat.

			“Mordred?” Guinevere asked.

			“You wound me,” a voice murmured over her shoulder. She turned to find him with a smile on his face, his eyelids half closed. He was not watching the fight preparations. His posture said he was at ease, uninterested. “I am always the last defense between anyone and the king. And no one has ever gotten to him through me.”

			“Which is why I asked Mordred not to compete today,” Arthur said. He was only half-listening to them. “I want to fight Lancelot.”

			All conversation was ended with the roar of the crowd. Sir Tristan let Lancelot choose first from the offerings of blunted swords. The rules were simple: First combatant to strike what would be a killing blow was the winner.

			But simple did not mean safe. Dindrane nervously listed every injury that had happened during a tournament. Broken ribs were most common. Concussions. Broken arms. During the first tournament, where multiple aspirants had been trying to gain knighthood, one unfortunate combatant never woke up after a vicious blow to his head.

			Tournaments were not games. They determined the fate of a potential knight. And knights determined the fate of Camelot.

			Sir Tristan and Lancelot circled each other. Sir Tristan wore his own leather armor, plated with sections of metal, and a metal helmet that left his face clear. Lancelot, much to the delight of the crowd, was fighting with mask in place.

			
			“Do you think he is ugly?” Dindrane speculated as the fighters circled each other. Sir Tristan feinted, the blow easily knocked aside by Lancelot.

			Guinevere’s heart raced as she watched, hoping. She liked Sir Tristan, but she very much wanted him to lose. “Lancelot is not ugly at all.”

			“And how would you know?”

			Guinevere froze. She was not supposed to have seen Lancelot’s face. As though any person would be wandering the forest in full armor and mask, all by themselves, on the off chance they would have the opportunity to rescue the queen from a wild boar.

			She was saved from answering by the first true clash of swords. It was as though a spell had been broken. Fighting began in earnest. Terrible blows were blocked with such force Guinevere shuddered, imagining how even that would hurt. Every strike Sir Tristan tried was blocked. Lancelot used the space better than Tristan, dancing around him. Sir Tristan was fast and strong. But Lancelot was faster. Lancelot leaned back, dodging a huge swing and dropping to her knees. She slammed her sword upward, stopping just shy of Sir Tristan’s chin. Had their blades been sharp, she could have run a real sword through his head. Even a fake sword would have injured him at that angle.

			Sir Tristan backed up and dropped his sword. He bowed. Lancelot stood, returning the bow. Then she went perfectly still, waiting the next challenge.

			“That was risky,” Mordred said. His face was between Guinevere’s chair and Arthur’s.

			“How so?”

			“If Sir Tristan had been faster, Lancelot would have been on his knees and unable to dodge quickly again. Lancelot risked everything, counting on an opening that was not guaranteed.”

			
			“But it worked.”

			Arthur was clapping fiercely. “Yes. Lancelot is smart, but more than that, he is brave. He holds nothing back. But he also showed tremendous restraint. Most knights would have delivered an actual blow as a matter of pride. I am very glad he did not injure Sir Tristan.”

			Brangien was slumped in her chair, exhausted from the strain of watching Sir Tristan fight. Guinevere patted her friend’s leg. “He is fine. He fought very well.”

			Brangien nodded, wiping at her forehead with a handkerchief. “The patchwork knight is special. Sir Tristan could beat any of the other knights.”

			“Almost any of the other knights,” Mordred corrected. Guinevere turned. He was examining his fingernails.

			Brangien rolled her eyes, ignoring him.

			“What weapon would you choose?” Guinevere asked. “Perhaps a vicious deer?”

			Mordred’s eyes lit up with delight. “Oh, Lancelot is not nearly so fearsome as the Green Knight. For him, rabbits would do.”

			“Sir George is next,” Arthur said, ignoring them. His leg bounced impatiently. Guinevere suspected if he could, he would leap out of the stand and take Sir George’s turn.

			Sir George rode on a proud black stallion, signaling a fight on horseback. He lifted his spear and shield to the crowd. They cheered. Lancelot retrieved her horse. The crowd tittered nervously. There were groans scattered throughout. No one wanted to see the tournament ended so soon.

			“Is his horse blind?” Arthur was horrified. “I would have given him one of mine!” He slumped back in his chair. “I cannot believe Sir George is going to win because of a better horse.” Arthur took a long drink of his ale, scowling as he watched Sir George prance around the field. Lancelot was still and straight on her horse. She accepted the shield and spear handed to her.

			
			“Next time we will make rules about horses as well as weapons. I should have checked.” With a sigh, Arthur leaned forward again, resigned.

			Sir George roared, galloping straight for Lancelot. He lifted his spear in the air—and with no discernable direction from her rider, Lancelot’s horse danced to the side. Sir George galloped straight past. He pulled on the reins, forcing his horse to a quick stop. But it was too late. Lancelot’s mount had turned as she moved, putting her rider in perfect position. Lancelot’s spear sailed through the air, thunking painfully against the center of Sir George’s back before falling to the ground.

			Sir George’s curse echoed across the field.

			The crowd erupted again. Everyone stood. Most people used the benches not for sitting, but to stand on. Arthur himself had burst from his seat, clapping and whistling.

			“Did you see that?” he asked, his eyes shining.

			Guinevere laughed, nodding, but Arthur turned around. He had been asking Mordred. “On a blind horse!”

			“He let go of his spear. If he had missed, he would have been unarmed.”

			“I know!” Arthur crowed his response as praise in response to Mordred’s criticism. He grabbed Guinevere’s hand and kissed it, then threw his own in the air, unable to contain himself. He did not sit again, but stood leaning out across the beam that fenced in the stand.

			Sir Gawain also chose horses, but this time with swords. Guinevere marveled with the rest of them at the superb control Lancelot had of her horse. They were as one creature. Because the horse could not see, she did not spook or react to things on her own. She followed Lancelot’s guidance with perfect accuracy. This fight lasted longer, repeated blows being exchanged, but it ended the same way: Lancelot triumphant.

			
			Lancelot triumphant. She had done it. Guinevere felt tears in her own eyes as she clapped so hard her hands—particularly her still-healing burned one—stung.

			“Three!” Arthur shouted. “Three!” He raised his fingers in the air and the crowd roared. Lancelot had just guaranteed herself a place among Arthur’s knights. Rather than raising her arms and exulting, Lancelot bowed her head. Then she turned her horse toward the king’s stand and put a fist against her chest, bowing even deeper.

			But she was not done yet. No knight would quit without going as far as possible. It was a matter of pride. Sir Percival hurried onto the field. He, too, had chosen swords. Though he was fresh and Lancelot already three knights deep into a fight, the match was over almost before it began.

			Dindrane snorted. “Oh, Blanchefleur will be so embarrassed.” She said it just loud enough for her sister-in-law, seated behind her, to hear.

			That was four. One remained. Sir Bors strode onto the field, wisely forgoing horseback combat as well. Dindrane squealed, grabbing Brangien’s arm. “Look! Look! On his sleeve!”

			A white handkerchief waved like a flag there. Guinevere’s friends had given her so many reasons to be happy this day. Lancelot would be a knight, and Dindrane had a suitor who, while slightly ridiculous, would provide her with a happy and comfortable life.

			Dindrane, tears in her eyes, turned to Guinevere. “Thank you,” she said, her voice so low it was hard to hear over the cheering.

			“Why are you thanking me? It is Sir Bors who recognizes a prize when he sees one.”

			
			Dindrane shook her head. “No one in the castle paid me any mind until you did. Your kindness has…” She stopped, dabbing at her eyes. “Well. You are right. Sir Bors simply had the good sense to snatch me up before someone else did.”

			Guinevere beamed and leaned across Brangien to embrace Dindrane. Even Brangien laughed and hugged Dindrane as well.

			Dindrane screamed Sir Bors’s name, her shouts lost in the chorus of Lancelot ringing through the air. Sir Bors paced the length of the weapons stand. He had not lived this long by luck. With only one working arm, he was at a disadvantage with any combat that required a shield. And he had seen how fast Lancelot was with a sword. Far older, Sir Bors could not match Lancelot’s speed.

			But he could best nearly anyone in sheer strength. He picked up a wickedly heavy mace and chain, swinging the weapon experimentally. The crowd hushed. They could see the same strategy at play. Only the strongest could wield that weapon with any dexterity or skill. And no one had ever seen Lancelot use it in the arena.

			“Damn,” Arthur muttered.

			Guinevere’s heart fell, too. She had wanted Lancelot to best all five knights. Then not a single one of them could argue against her appointment.

			Lancelot picked up the other mace and chain. Where Sir Bors made it look like a child’s toy, in Lancelot’s grip it became clear how heavy it was. It was a weapon of blunt force, made for smashing through things. Shields. Armor.

			Bodies.

			It was also difficult to imagine a blow from even a mace without sharpened spikes would not do serious damage to the recipient. Guinevere rubbed at the still-healing wound beneath her sleeve. She wanted Lancelot to win every match. And, for the first time, she feared it was impossible.

			
			Sir Bors swung his mace and chain through the air so fast it made a whistling noise. He circled Lancelot, twirling his weapon with ever-increasing speed. Lancelot did not move her feet, keeping the mace ball on the ground.

			Sir Bors swung for Lancelot’s ribs. Lancelot darted back, the mace squeaking across her armor. The speed and force of the blow carried Sir Bors past Lancelot. Without losing momentum, he spun, following the wickedly heavy ball back around for another blow. Lancelot was ready. She dove and, rather than swinging her mace, kept it anchored to the ground. Lightning fast, she wrapped the chain around Sir Bors’s leg.

			Sir Bors, his own momentum too much, fell forward to the ground. Lancelot scrambled onto his back, pressing her knee at the base of his spine so he could not rise. Then she dragged her mace up and set it gently at the base of his skull.

			“That was cheating!” Dindrane screamed.

			Sir Bors was shaking. The crowd quieted. Had he been injured? Lancelot stood, removing pressure. Sir Bors rolled onto his back, and the source of the shaking was revealed. He was laughing.

			Tremendous bellows filled the air. He held out his good hand and Lancelot took it, helping him stand. He waggled a finger chidingly at the younger fighter, then took her hand and lifted it in the air.

			The crowd went wild. Lancelot had done it. She had bested all five knights.

			Arthur cheered loudest of all. He stood on the wooden plank, then jumped onto the field. It was his turn.

			And Guinevere did not know who to cheer for anymore.
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			Guinevere did not want to watch, and she could not look away.

			Arthur walked directly up to Lancelot, clasping her shoulder and leaning close. No one could hear what was said. Guinevere felt a spike of jealousy as blunt as the tournament swords. Not because she knew Lancelot was a woman. But because if Lancelot became a knight, she would know Arthur in a way Guinevere never could. She would probably even see him more than Guinevere did.

			And perhaps a bit because Lancelot was a woman. What would Arthur think when he found out?

			She realized she also liked that she knew Lancelot when no one else did. She would lose that. The closeness, the intimacy of their midnight talk on the walkway, would be gone. Everyone would know Lancelot as she did, and Arthur would know her better, even.

			Arthur broke away from Lancelot, drawing Excalibur. The crowd erupted. Guinevere’s stomach turned. She clutched at it, suddenly hot and cold at the same time.

			“My lady?” Brangien asked.

			
			Guinevere stood, then fell. Brangien knelt at her side. Guinevere’s head was swimming. She shivered all over.

			“What is it?” Mordred asked, joining Brangien.

			“The wine, maybe? The spices?”

			“Does she need air?” Dindrane asked.

			Mordred put his soft fingers against her cheek. The spark of him reached her, and she grasped hold of it desperately, as though it were a line dropped to her. She felt impossibly far away, trapped somewhere deep inside.

			“Guinevere,” Mordred whispered. “Guinevere, where are you?”

			And then, as fast as it had come on, it passed.

			She shuddered, closing her eyes, then opening them with great effort. “I do not know what came over me.”

			“You swooned,” Dindrane said confidently. “Too much excitement. That is why ladies do not fight.”

			Mordred took her elbow and helped her back into her seat. Brangien gave her a handkerchief. Guinevere pressed it to her face, wishing she were back in the castle, alone. But she was here, and she was the queen. The weight of the jewels against her forehead reminded her. She looked out, worried, but no one was looking at the royal box. Not with Arthur and Lancelot on the field.

			Arthur had re-sheathed Excalibur, leaving it against the weapons stand. That damn sword. He was chatting happily with Lancelot, pointing to various weapons like they were choosing fruit from a dish.

			Mordred still crouched at Guinevere’s side. “Are you sure you are well?”

			“Yes, thank you. Too much excitement.”

			“Hmm.” Mordred looked out at the field. “I suppose so. At least they did not choose to battle on boats, right?” He smiled wickedly at her. She scowled, throwing the handkerchief at him. He snatched it out of the air, tucking it into his vest and then disappearing back to his seat.

			
			Guinevere tried to shake off the lingering feelings of dread and emptiness. She felt as though she had not eaten in days. Brangien, ever observant, passed her a bowl of berries and nuts. Guinevere chewed on them nervously.

			Arthur picked long swords. It was not a surprising choice. He was good with every weapon, but Excalibur was a long sword. He tossed one to Lancelot, then strode confidently to the center of the field. The crowd hushed in anticipation. In all the tournaments, no one had ever made it to Arthur. Lancelot was the first. And while many of the men of Camelot would be called upon in a war, a majority of the watchers had never seen Arthur fight.

			He did not swing his sword as a showman would. Like Lancelot’s, his movements were calm, measured. Contained.

			Thus it was a shock when he burst forward, impossibly fast, his sword a streak. Lancelot parried the blow, their blades ringing. But Arthur continued pushing forward, forearms out, shoving Lancelot off balance. Lancelot spun, twisting free and swinging her sword. Arthur met the blow, then delivered one, two, three of his own. Lancelot swung her sword as though desperately swatting insects from the air, only just managing to redirect each blow so that it would not hit her. Arthur was giving her no opportunity, no quarter. Lancelot had barely done more than deflect and parry.

			“Good!” Arthur shouted as Lancelot dodged another strike. He laughed, his chest heaving. Lancelot swung and Arthur raised his blade to meet hers. He held it there, forcing Lancelot to keep pushing the blow. But Arthur was bigger, his shoulders broader, his arms more powerful. He pushed harder and Lancelot stumbled back, losing her footing for the first time in all the fights. Lancelot fell. The crowd gasped. But Lancelot kept going, rolling so that her legs flipped up over her head. She landed with her knees on the ground, then jumped to her feet. She had never let go of her sword.

			
			Arthur laughed again, delighted. And then he charged. Now it became apparent Arthur had been holding back. His sword winked and shone, blinding in the sun. Lancelot ducked and weaved, blocked and parried. A particularly brutal blow knocked her once again to her back. Arthur swung his sword, stopping it just shy of her neck.

			Her own sword was held straight up, pressed against his belly.

			They did not move.

			No one made a sound.

			And then Arthur threw his sword, shouting in joy. He grabbed Lancelot’s hand and hauled her to standing, raising her hand in his own. “Sir Lancelot!” he shouted. “Knight of Camelot!” He embraced Lancelot, clapping her on the back.
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			After the tournament came the celebration. And if Guinevere thought the tournament had been violent and loud, she had no idea how a celebration with thousands of inebriated and very ecstatic people was.

			She clung to Brangien, even the space around the box now filled with revelers in the twilight. Her head rang from the nonstop noise. Everything smelled of ale and wine. Her stomach had not settled from her attack earlier, and neither had her nerves. She wanted to congratulate Arthur, to toast Lancelot, but she had not seen either of them in hours. Dindrane and Sir Bors were standing scandalously close to each other in a dark corner, whispering. Sir Tristan had come to check on Brangien and Guinevere, but had been pulled away by Sir Gawain to find more to drink.

			
			Whoever was supplying the drinks would come away from the tournament a bigger winner than anyone.

			“Can we go to the tent?” Guinevere shouted. Brangien nodded. They pushed through the crowds. It was too dark or the people were too drunk to realize they should part for her. The tent, at least, was separated from most of the masses. Guinevere sat gratefully on a cushion. With a buffer between herself and the noise, she felt better already.

			“I will go find some food and something to drink. But not spiced wine!” Brangien left Guinevere there with a lamp.

			Guinevere lay back on the cushion. She should be happy. Lancelot won. No one could deny her prowess. She would be a knight now. Guinevere could feel it. If anyone had discovered Lancelot was a woman, Guinevere was certain she would have heard of it. Better to get Lancelot back to the castle, away from the crowds, and sort it all out there. She was confident Arthur would take Lancelot’s side. There was no reason to deny her.

			She sighed. It was a good day’s work. She had helped more than one friend. Planned a tournament that would be talked about for years. Why was she not happier? She was being queen, like Arthur had suggested. Like Merlin had wanted.

			But it was not enough.

			Before, she had been sure of her purpose, of her place. Now, she felt like everything she was depended on Arthur. She knew that Camelot would always come first. Must come first.

			But what about when she needed someone? She tapped her fingers against the cool stones Arthur had given her.

			She heard the whisper of the tent flap. “Thank you,” she said.

			“Do not thank me yet. You have not even looked.”

			Guinevere sat up, startled, to see Mordred kneeling next to her.

			“I thought you were Brangien!”

			
			“Not a lot of people get us confused. I am much handsomer than she. Are you still feeling unwell?” He lifted his hand to feel her forehead. She swatted it away.

			“Brangien is coming back with something to eat.”

			“Is she? Or was she waylaid by Dindrane to get advice on how soon a lady can wed a knight?” Mordred sat back, leaning on his elbows.

			“Does Arthur know you are here?”

			“Does he know you are here?” Mordred had all the confirmation he needed in her expression. His own turned serious. He sat up, leaning toward her. “Guinevere,” he said, the lamplight low and flickering in his dark-forest eyes. “My uncle is a good man. But he is not a good husband. And he never will be.”

			“It is not like that,” Guinevere whispered.

			Mordred lifted an eyebrow. “What is it like?”

			“Like…a partnership. But it is not the partnership I thought it would be. And I am trying to discover what I want it to be.”

			Mordred reached up and ran his fingers along a strand of hair that had escaped her braid. He tucked it behind her ear, his fingers lingering there. She shivered.

			“Are you cold?” He leaned closer. His eyes held her there. His eyes that were always watching, always seeing. Mordred always noticed her. Whenever she was in a room, she was the center of it for him. She knew that. Just as she knew she would never be the center of anything for Arthur.

			Mordred closed the distance between them, brushing his lips against hers. The same spark she had felt at his hand was there, intensified. She gasped, and he drew her closer, pressing his mouth against hers. His hands were at the small of her back, her hands in his hair. She could taste how much he wanted her, how dark and smoldering his desire.

			
			She had never known what it was to be desired. It was sweeter than damsons, more intoxicating than wine.

			He grabbed her arm, sliding his hand along it to move her hand from his hair to somewhere else. But his fingers pressed her wound. The jolt of pain startled her out of the hungry haze she had lost herself to.

			She pulled back, putting her free hand to her mouth. She shook her head. “Mordred,” she whispered. “We cannot.”

			The light burning in his eyes slowly dimmed, like that of smothered coals. He hung his head. “Please forgive me. I would never hurt Arthur. I would never take something he loves. But, Guinevere…” Mordred looked back up, pain and pleading in his face. “He does not love you. I will. I do.”

			She did not answer. She could not, frozen by her own internal strife. Had she betrayed Arthur? She was not his wife. Not really. And Mordred was right. Arthur did not love her. He had never asked anything more from her than friendship. She was a companion to him, but never a priority.

			To Camelot, she was queen. In her heart, she was a girl who had lost her way. She was Guinevere, and she was not even Guinevere. She was without a purpose. And she desperately wanted to be wanted.

			All this time she had thought of what she was denying Arthur by being his wife. Tonight, like a blade to her heart, she felt what she was being denied.

			Mordred interpreted her silence as a dismissal. He stood. “Forgive me,” he whispered again. Then he left the tent.

			Guinevere pulled her knees to her chin, wrapping her arms around them. How had things gotten this complicated? Fighting the Dark Queen herself seemed simpler than trying to be a queen who was not a queen, to a king who did not need her.

			
			How much had Arthur sacrificed over his lifetime, how much of what he wanted to do and who he wanted to be had he given up to keep Camelot safe?

			Would she do the same? Would she live forever next to him, beside him, waiting for him to need her?

			No. It was not enough. She would go out, find Arthur, and kiss him. Surely it would feel like it had with Mordred. Everything felt new and different, everything had changed. She would use a kiss to change everything with Arthur now.

			But what if she kissed him and nothing changed? What then? That unspoken space between them was safe. If she closed it, they could never go back.

			Lancelot was brave enough to jump from her cliff, not knowing what bottom would greet her. Guinevere would be, too.

			There was a footstep outside the tent. She looked up, hastily wiping the tears from her face. She did not know who she hoped to see. Brangien? Lancelot? Arthur?

			Mordred?

			The man who came through wore a black cloak, a black hood, and carried a large burlap sack. She had never seen him before.

			“Good night, little queen,” he said.

			She did not have time to scream before everything went black.

		


		
		
			
			Men are hungry fools.

			If they cannot eat it, wear it, or use it, they kill it anyway. They spread like fungus through the heart of the world. Lift a rock, and there: man.

			But that is not quite right. At least fungus grows and feeds other life. Men only devour. Everywhere they reshape in their image. To their needs. Forests are felled for their homes. Fields are forced to bear their fruits, their grains, their decisions. A fungus only kills. Men change. Men demand order from nature. Men melt rocks and form metal, biting iron to pierce and slay. What can she do against such poison?

			She has been pushed back too far, for too long. But Merlin, the great defender of men, is sealed away. Chaos curls from Camelot. Where there is chaos, there are cracks. And where there are cracks, secret things can grow.

			She has been waiting for all the seeds she planted to sprout and grow, tangle, choke out what the usurper king has tried to claim. She needs the queen-not-queen and her heart of chaos.

			But someone else has taken her.

		


		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter Twenty-Three]
				

			

			Guinevere awoke to the sound of rushing water. It was worse than the splitting ache of her head.

			“Good morning, my lady,” a man said.

			Guinevere sat up, then regretted it as the world spun. “I am not your lady,” she said.

			“But you are Arthur’s lady, which suits my needs much better.”

			Holding a hand to her head, she blinked until the room came into focus. It was a dank hovel. A few holes near the ceiling let in knives of sunlight that did little to cut through the gloom of the small building. The walls were rock, roughly fitted together. The floor was packed dirt, scattered with chunks that had fallen from the walls. She could see no water, but she could hear it, all around.

			The man stood over her, hands clasped behind his back. He was shorter than Arthur, but broader. There was a thick power to him, the brutal strength of the boar. His hair, which had been braided back from his face, was traced through with streaks of gray like iron. His eyes were neither cruel nor kind. They betrayed no emotion, no expression. It was somehow more chilling that way. She wondered if they moved when he laughed. She suspected they did not.

			
			Maleagant, revealed. She had liked him better blurred. She had liked him better with Arthur at her side.

			Guinevere tucked her legs beneath her. Her clothes had not been disturbed, though somewhere her hood and the jewelry Arthur gave her had been lost. Movement caught her eye and she looked behind her to see two other men standing next to a heavy wooden door. The door was the only part of the structure that looked new.

			Her voice as dull as the rocks. “Sir Maleagant.”

			“No screaming or pleading. Good. I like southern ladies. You are always so well-bred. Like dogs, instructed from birth to serve your purpose. To obey your master.” He crouched so they were face to face. “I am your master now.” He slapped her. The impact snapped her head to the side, setting it ringing again from the blow that had knocked her unconscious in the tent.

			She was used to pain, thanks to the demands of magic. This hurt, but it was not unbearable.

			He waited until she turned her face back toward him. “I have some questions for you. Answer truthfully.”

			“I will answer truthfully or not at all,” Guinevere said.

			“That is good.” He slapped her again. This time she fell to the ground. For a breath, she let herself rest against the grit. Then she pushed herself up. She was fiercely glad she was here in the real Guinevere’s place, taking this punishment. At least poor, dead Guinevere was not being hurt.

			It was not rational. But it gave her something to hold on to. It made her feel stronger than she was.

			“You did not ask me a question yet,” she said.

			“I find it is best to punish dogs before they are disobedient. Preventative. Here is your question.” He leaned closer, studying her face. Then he ran his fingers down one of her now-loose braids. “Does Arthur love you?”

			
			Guinevere could not think of a question she wanted to answer less. It had been the very question she had been about to find the answer to. Before they took her. Now she would never know. “He cares for me.”

			He raised his hand and she braced herself. Then he nodded. “I believe you. Would Arthur sacrifice Camelot to have you returned safely?”

			This was not a difficult question. Arthur would sacrifice anything to keep his people safe. Including her. She knew it was right, that he was king because of it. And she felt equal parts triumph and despair knowing she could not be used against Arthur. For a tiny moment, she let herself wish he loved her so much he would give up everything to save her. And then she let it go. She had once thought she would die for him. She had not intended to prove it to herself so quickly.

			“I know he would not,” she said.

			Maleagant rubbed his jaw. “That is unfortunate. I had hoped a pretty, fragile thing like you would play into his blind need to protect everything. My dear Elaine broke him, I fear.” He paused, tilting his head to the side and staring not at her face, but her torso. “Are you with child?”

			Her fingers clenched into fists. A blessing to have been Arthur’s wife in name only, then. “No.”

			He sighed. “Just as well. I am not a patient man. I do not have months to spare. Do you see how I have not struck you, even though your answers were not what I was hoping? You told the truth. That is good.”

			Maleagant sat across from her, leaning back on one arm and narrowing his eyes in thought. “I could sell you to the Picts. They are not as familiar with Arthur’s nobility as I am. They might think they could trade you for some advantage.” He tapped his fingers against his knee. “Or I could offer your death to the Picts in exchange for an alliance. They were not pleased when Arthur did not want any of their daughters. With you gone, he would be open to marriage again. Your father is too far south to cause me problems should I kill you.”

			
			She had come to Camelot to protect Arthur. Not only had she failed to do that, but now she would be used against him. The river rushing somewhere outside surrounded her, whispered that she was never meant to be this. That she never could have been this. That she should have let the water claim her long ago.

			She did not want to die. If this was a game of constantly moving pieces, she had to convince him that her moves were the better idea. “That is true. And my father has another daughter as well as sons, so it is not a terrible loss. I do not think you risk Arthur starting a war over my death, either. The cost would be too high for him to do it for revenge. But trading me to the Picts is a better option. Trick the Picts into thinking they can bargain with me and get your coin or your land that way. Though you risk their ire in the long run. You will have made enemies of Arthur and the Picts.”

			If she was sent to the Picts, there would be journeys. Anything could happen then. She was not powerless, but she could not risk magic here. Not yet. If she revealed what she could do and got away, or was traded back to Camelot, word would spread. Arthur himself would suffer the backlash of being a Christian king married to a witch, which would serve Maleagant far better than her death.

			She brushed the floor grit from her cheek and smoothed her skirts. “I do think I have more value alive than dead, but I assume most people feel the same about themselves.”

			
			“Are you certain Arthur does not love you? You are a very unusual queen. I was wrong about how they bred them in the south.”

			She stared at him and did not look away. She was supposed to be a queen. The chosen partner of Arthur, the greatest king alive. She could be strong. “Hold me at ransom for less than Camelot. Borderland. Horses. Silver. You may be able to wring those from Arthur.”

			“Your problem is in thinking I will be happy with anything less than Camelot.”

			Guinevere closed her eyes, then nodded. Magic, then. She tried to call the fire. She had only ever called it for cleansing, did not know if she could use it for anything else, did not even know if she wanted to. Could she use it as a weapon? Could she turn magic from something to protect those she loved, to something that devoured?

			Merlin would do it.

			She shuddered at the thought. It felt like a line that, once crossed, could not be undone. Far worse than the memory magic. But her dilemma was unnecessary. Surrounded by water, filled with fear, she did not have the strength to create so much as a spark. She had nothing to feed the fire. It failed her.

			“One last question. Are you listening?”

			Guinevere opened her eyes.

			“My man has been at the Camelot docks for weeks now. And he had something interesting to report. On several occasions, the queen did not get into a boat, and yet arrived on the lakeshore. And many times the queen did not get off at the docks—the only docks in Camelot—and yet arrived at the castle! Are you magic?”

			Guinevere laughed. She could not help it.

			Fortunately, he took it as an answer in the negative. “Which means there is another way into the castle. Tell me what it is, and I will let you stay queen of Camelot.” He paused, and his dead-eyed smile extended her an offer along with his hand. “Under the new king.”

			
			She imagined Maleagant creeping through the tunnel. Entering the castle before anyone knew he was there. Defeating Camelot from its heart. None of her silly door protections could keep his evil out. They protected Arthur from magic, but Maleagant was the most human of men. Magic darker and more powerful than any she could wield would need to be used against a man of such vicious, indomitable will.

			She could be satisfied knowing he would never best Arthur. She would have to be satisfied with it, because she feared her life held very little more for her. This, then, was how she protected Arthur. Not with magic, not with power. With silence.

			“I will never tell you,” she said.

			“So there is a way.” He smiled, and finally it touched his eyes. The lines there told a history of violence, of cruelty. And promised a future of it, as well. He stood, grabbing her arm and yanking her up so roughly she yelped in pain. The men at the door opened it and Maleagant pushed her over the threshold. She teetered on the rocks there, staring down at a grasping, rushing river.

			She scrambled to get back into the building, but Maleagant was behind her. He held both her arms, lifting her in front of himself. She dangled, helpless, over the river.

			“Do you know what else my man at the docks told me? The pretty young queen of Camelot is terrified of water. Everyone remarked on it. You should do better to hide the ways to break you.” He shook her and she screamed, staring down.

			The water. Dark and eternal, over her head. The light, so far above, but she could not get to it, could not—

			And it was cold—

			
			And there was a voice, calling to her—

			Calling—

			Not Guinevere. Calling who?

			Maleagant shook her again. She held his hands, trying to grasp his wrists.

			Mordred was a spark.

			Arthur was steady, warm power.

			Maleagant was cold.

			She went limp, closing her eyes. She had always known water would be her death. Had she known what was coming for Merlin? Had it been coming for her, too? She wondered if Merlin himself had put the terror of water into her, the same way he had pushed in the knot magic. To keep her away from the Lady’s grasp. To keep her safe.

			It had failed.

			She tried to think of Arthur. Brangien, who would mourn her, but who would always have Isolde now. She would miss Lancelot’s knighting. And Mordred. Had he come back to find her missing? She remembered the spark, the fire of his lips on hers. It was dark and wild, unsteady, hungry. She caught onto it, pulling it deep inside, where Maleagant could not touch it. Arthur’s strength, too, she tried to recall. To hold against herself like a shield.

			“A channel island,” Maleagant shouted, his mouth against her ear. “Surrounded by a rushing river. No prison could hold you better.” He let her hang for an eternity of seconds, and then at last pulled her back in. He threw her into the building. She landed hard on the floor, crawling toward the center. As far from the river as possible.

			“Next time, I take you swimming. Think on that, and decide whether the king who does not love you enough to save you is worth it.” Maleagant turned to his men. “No one touches her,” he said. “Yet.” Then he left.

			
			She curled around herself, shivering. She could find a way. She would have to. No one was coming for her.

			One of her fingers pulsed, swollen from how hard her heart was beating. Swollen around the three hairs from Merlin’s beard. She unwound them, then pretended to fidget with her own hair, knotting her dreams to his. She was finally desperate enough to seek him out.

			“Please,” she whispered, closing her eyes and trying to find sleep—her only hope of help.

		


		
		
			
			She walks backward through time.

			She trails through her stay in Camelot. Sees each person there who grew to mean so much to her. Slowly releases them to be strangers of her future. Dindrane. Lancelot. The knights. Arthur, bright, shining pillar, fades last. Once more he is simply a name, a belief, a hope. She walks back through the forest that ate the village. Back to her first meeting with the knights, with Brangien. With Mordred. The nuns and the convent pass in the blink of an eye, hardly worth noting.

			She steps past her time as Guinevere, and finds…

			Arthur has not faded. Not truly. If she is in her own past, how does Arthur stay so bright, like a beacon? Why does she feel such hope—such sadness?

			Where is she?

			She has left Guinevere behind to find Merlin. And instead, besides the dream of Arthur, she finds…

			Nothing.

			She stands suspended in a field of black, beneath a starless sky. Everything around her shimmers, moving gently and slowly. Her hair drifts around her. Blue amidst the black.

			
			“What are you doing here?” Merlin asks.

			She turns toward his voice. He struggles to get to her, moving his arms in a strange sweeping motion. His beard flows behind him, trailing like a silver river.

			“You should not be here,” he says.

			She knows. Now that she is here, she does not like it. She came here for a reason. She expected the cottage. The lessons. She had planned to interrupt Merlin during a lesson, to talk to him in her memories. But she cannot find them. Once she stepped out of the convent, this was all that remained.

			“I need your help,” she says. Her voice is layered, infinite. Sweet and cold.

			“You have to go back! She is not watching me because she thinks me trapped, asleep. But if she senses you here, you are in terrible danger.”

			“I think I may already be in terrible danger.” She lifts her hand. Her arms are bare, pale and glowing. Something is missing. Her wound. The skin. Lancelot. The tournament. Arthur. She grasps hold of the threads of her future, clinging. “I have been kidnapped. Merlin, I have been kidnapped!” She laughs, delighted to finally remember. “I need help.”

			“I cannot help you in the affairs of man. You know that.”

			She shakes her head. “I know nothing. You told me lies. Arthur did not need me.”

			“He does need you. More than either of you knows. He is the bridge; you must guard his way safely over the blackest waters. Be the queen. Fight as a queen, not as a witch. And remember, whatever else happens, that you chose this.”

			She lowers her arms, and the future falls away again. “I am in a bad place. I do not want to go back to it. I will stay here.” She pushes Guinevere away from herself. “It is too hard, Merlin. Merlin.” She tilts her head, trying to find more truth here in the darkness. “Why do I not remember my mother? Why could I not find my way to my past?”

			
			The world trembles. The blackness around them ripples, then swirls. She has left all fear in her future. She is not afraid. She feels…infinite.

			But Merlin is afraid. “Go now, foolish creature! Do not look for me again, or she will find you!” He pushes against her forehead, sending her spinning head over feet, circling and circling as the black field blurs and then—
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			Guinevere gasped. Waves of dizziness crashed over her, as though she were still spinning in that black place, pushed away by Merlin. Instead, she was on a dirt floor in a damp, dimly lit stone room.

			She reached up to her hair, terrified. Merlin’s beard hairs dissolved like starlight in the morning, fading as she watched. He had taken even that away from her. She was alone.

			A guard spat noisily behind her. She was not alone.

			Guinevere stood, brushing off her dress. She faced two guards. They sat on the floor, playing a game with several round, flat stones and a few small sticks. Interrupted, they turned and watched her with hooded eyes. They wore leather tunics as tightly as they wore meanness. They had wrapped themselves in it, armed with hatred and suspicion.

			“If you help me, King Arthur will reward you.”

			“Way I see it,” one of them said, wiping his nose along his arm, “King Arthur not likely to be king much longer, yeah? And even if he is, I trust Sir Maleagant’s sword more than I trust your king’s kindness.”

			“Give Sir Maleagant what he wants,” the other guard said, shrugging impassively. “It is not going to go easy for you, whatever you do. But he likes the young ones. If you do what he wants, he might be nice to you. For a while.”

			
			“For a while,” Guinevere repeated, letting the words trail away. “How can you serve a man like this?”

			“Liked you better when you were asleep.” The first guard returned to the game, picking up the stones and sticks. “Never seen anyone sleep as long as you.”

			“Downright lazy,” the second guard said. “Been sleeping nearly a day. Is that what fine ladies do?”

			The first guard snorted. “You would not know a fine lady if she bit you in the ass.”

			“I have paid fine ladies to bite me in the ass.”

			They both laughed. The game was resumed, Guinevere summarily dismissed.

			She had thought Sir Ector and Sir Kay unpleasant. She repented of that now, having seen what truly unpleasant men were like when given perfect freedom to be as wretched as their basest nature. After sliding down against the wall farthest from them, she sat still and quiet, considering it best not to draw their attention again.

			How had she been asleep for a day? It had gained her nothing, and cost her precious time. She did not know when Maleagant would return. And she did not know what she would do when he did. Merlin’s abandonment stabbed her anew. Not even in dreams would he speak with her, help her. Guinevere closed her eyes, trying to remember the black place.

			Merlin had been afraid that she would be found. By whom? All that time in Camelot she had feared attack. The only threat was the one who had come for Merlin. The one he had sent her away from.

			The Lady of the Lake.

			Guinevere’s fear of water, her refusal to so much as touch it—if her hands could sense the truth, perhaps they were saving her from what she would find there. An elemental force of unfathomable age and power, determined to end her in order to punish Merlin. She would have been used against Merlin the same way she was now being used against Arthur.

			
			She would not stand for it. Merlin was gone. But she would not give Maleagant what he wanted. She would take the option away from him entirely. At the next opportunity, she would fling herself into the river. Let the Lady take her. Let herself be unmade. It was the least Merlin deserved. If he could see past and future, he had seen this and he had not helped her.

			And this way she could never be made to hurt Arthur.

			“What are you smiling about?” the first guard said. “You look creepy. Stop it.”

			“Can I go for a walk about the island?”

			“Yes, of course. I have packed a picnic! And would her ladyship like a bit of music to accompany her stroll?” The second guard doffed his hat, bowing. They did not move away from the door.

			“I need to relieve myself.”

			The guard kicked a chipped and cracked wooden bowl toward her. It skittered across the floor. “Have at it, queen.”

			That ploy had failed. And, worse, she really did need to relieve herself. “You cannot expect me to do it with you in here.”

			He pitched his voice high in imitation of her. “Then you cannot expect to do it at all.”

			She picked up the bowl, retreating to the farthest edge of the building. It was heavily shadowed. The men snickered. But the second guard turned his back on her. “Come on, Ranulf,” he said. “Let the poor lost queen take her piss.”

			The first guard, Ranulf, shrugged. “Speaking of, I need to go water the river before Sir Maleagant comes back and I have to stand at attention while he tortures his new pet.” He stepped out the door, closing it behind him.

			
			Guinevere had never peed so fast in her life. She squatted over the bowl, keeping her skirts pooled around her. When she was finished, she stood and refastened her drawers with her back to the door.

			There was a shout from outside, and a large splash.

			“What is—” the second guard said, standing.

			Guinevere picked up the bowl and rushed across the room, throwing its contents in his face. He shouted in disgust, spluttering. She opened the door, ready to leap into the river—

			And jumped right into the arms of a knight.

			Beyond the edge of the island, Ranulf was being carried swiftly away, facedown. She only caught a glimpse of him as Lancelot swung her around and set her safely against the wall of the house. The second guard roared out of the door, squinting and half blind. Lancelot grabbed him around the waist, using his own momentum to toss him off the rocks and into the river.

			He struggled to keep his head above the water. Lancelot picked up a large rock and threw with expert aim. It smashed into the guard’s head and his eyes rolled back. He dropped beneath the current and disappeared.

			“When will Maleagant return?” Lancelot asked.

			Guinevere shook her head, pressing her back as hard as she could against the stone building. She had been prepared to leap into the river to her death. But she did not want to anymore. Not for anything. “Soon, I think.”

			“Come on.” Lancelot edged around the building, away from her.

			“I cannot swim!” Guinevere cried.

			“I will help you.”

			“No, you do not understand!” Guinevere hurried past the door to catch up to Lancelot. She followed the knight around to find that Maleagant had tricked her, at least in part. Because the other side of the channel was broader, but sparkling and calm in the late afternoon light. It looked easy to cross.

			
			Still a river, though.

			“It came only to my thighs,” Lancelot said. “You will be fine. Hurry.” She stepped into the water and Guinevere shouted.

			“No! I have—I have to tell you the truth, Lancelot.” Guinevere hung her head, staring at the rocks that separated her from the water.

			“That Merlin is your father?”

			Guinevere looked up, shocked. It felt wrong, coming from Lancelot’s mouth, just as it had from Arthur’s. “Did Arthur tell you?”

			Lancelot shook her head. “It did not take much to put it together. After all, how would a princess from the southern lands know where Merlin lived in the woods? Why would she be so desperate to save him? Everyone knows what Merlin was to Arthur. Of course Arthur would choose his first protector’s daughter as a wife.” Lancelot smiled, but her smile was bitter. Her hazel eyes narrowed and hardened. “I even understand the deception. Sometimes we have to hide from what others see in order to be what we know we are.”

			There was a reason Lancelot’s hand in hers that day in the forest had felt right. Had felt true. Lancelot understood her.

			“I cannot touch the water,” Guinevere said. “If I do, I fear the Lady of the Lake will find me, too, and take me like she did Merlin.”

			“Then why were you going to throw yourself in?”

			“Maleagant would have used me against Arthur. I am not certain I could keep Arthur’s secrets forever against a man like that.” Guinevere shuddered.

			Lancelot waded to her. She turned and leaned so her back was presented to Guinevere. “Come on.”

			“What?”

			
			“On my back. Hold tight. Wrap your legs around my waist. We are crossing this river.”

			Guinevere climbed on as instructed. She crossed her arms around Lancelot’s collarbones. Lancelot adjusted her legs, hiking her up a bit. Guinevere’s skirts were around her waist, her ankles white and forbidden in the sunlight.

			Lancelot held Guinevere’s thighs in place on either side, and then stepped into the river.

			Guinevere closed her eyes, but now that she knew what the fear was—that it was real, not simply foolishness—she found it easier. The shame of her terror of water had been almost as great as the fear, and without shame, the fear could be faced.

			Lancelot’s pace was careful, each foot firmly planted before the next was lifted. It seemed to take a lifetime. As the water got higher and higher along Lancelot’s legs, Guinevere feared Lancelot had judged the depth wrong.

			“A little looser, my lady,” Lancelot said, her voice strained. Guinevere loosened her arms, which had drifted up around Lancelot’s throat.

			“Sorry!”

			“Almost there. Close your eyes. That will make it easier.”

			Again Guinevere did as instructed.

			Lancelot spoke lightly, her low, rich voice carefully even. “How did you get past the guard inside? Did you use magic?”

			Guinevere snorted, lowering her face to Lancelot’s shoulder and resting it there. “You do not want to know.”

			“Well, now I want to know more than I have ever wanted to know anything.”

			“I will spare you the details,” Guinevere said, breathing deeply of the leather scent of Lancelot’s patchwork armor. It cut through the river smell, helping Guinevere combat the fear. “But it involved a full chamber pot.”

			
			Lancelot laughed, her hands tightening around Guinevere’s thighs. “You did not!”

			“He deserved worse. I only wish it had been Maleagant’s face on the receiving end.”

			“I am proud of you. A true warrior can make a weapon of anything. I will have to remember that trick.”

			“I doubt a bowl of piss will be one of the weapon offerings at the next tournament.”

			Lancelot made a low noise in her throat. The splashing stopped. Lancelot went several steps farther, then tilted her head so it bumped against Guinevere’s. “My lady, your noble steed has seen you safely to land.” She crouched low and Guinevere dropped to the blessedly dry ground. “And now we run.”

			Guinevere and her knight raced across a broad, rocky plain. Scrubby bushes dotted the landscape but offered little cover. “My horse is there, at the tree line. I could not risk riding her closer. It took me ages to cross this plain, darting from rock to rock. I need not have bothered. They never once came out to keep watch. Maleagant did not fear discovery.”

			“How did Arthur know where to look?” Guinevere gasped around a stitch in her side. She had not eaten since the tournament. And she did not know how much time had passed, having spent so much of it unconscious. But she kept pace with Lancelot. She could be tired when they were safe.

			“Brangien, your maid, found you. I am unclear on the specifics. Something with sewing and your hair left behind in her combs.”

			Dear Brangien! Guinevere’s heart swelled with gratitude. Brangien had risked banishment in order to find Guinevere. Maleagant had not counted on the strength and cunning of women. “And Arthur sent his best knight.”

			
			Lancelot pointed. “We can talk when we are on my horse riding away from here.”

			They made it to the trees without any sign of pursuit. Lancelot whistled a high, sharp note. Her horse meandered up amiably. Lancelot boosted Guinevere, then mounted in front of her.

			“How far are we from Camelot?” Guinevere asked, her arms loosely circling Lancelot’s waist.

			“About a day. But we are not going back to Camelot.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“North, toward the Pictish lands. Maleagant will expect us to race back to Camelot. He will try to cut us off. I hope that by going north and then angling down, we can avoid him. I love this horse with all my soul, but carrying two riders that long, she could not outpace a hunting party.”

			“Will Arthur meet us there?”

			Lancelot drew a deep breath, then released it slowly. “Arthur did not send me. Brangien said he was not going to send anyone. Not until he knew more. Most moves against Maleagant end in war, and the king will not enter into a war unless he absolutely must. I never thought I would miss his father, but…sometimes war cannot be avoided.”

			Guinevere wilted. It was what she had expected, of course. But knowing it for fact hurt. Some part of her had still hoped that Arthur would risk everything for her, and that hope had seemingly been answered when Lancelot appeared. “Arthur was right to choose as he did,” she said softly. “He must weigh the good of all his people. I cannot tip that balance. I should not. But how did you come? You cannot disobey Arthur. You are a knight now.”

			
			Lancelot’s voice grew unexpectedly gruff, as though she were trying to speak around something lodged in her throat. “I am not.”

			“What?”

			“I would advise against shouting.”

			Guinevere hissed instead of shouting. “What do you mean, you are not a knight? Did they delay the ceremony because of my disappearance?”

			“My gender was discovered just as your kidnapping was. I was dismissed without conversation.”

			“But Arthur must—”

			“King Arthur had more on his mind than one woman’s problems.”

			“Than two women’s problems,” Guinevere said, her voice soft and sad. “When we get back, I will demand you receive your place among his knights. You earned it. You are better than any of them.”

			“That does not matter now. Your safety is all that matters.” Lancelot paused. “King Arthur was wrong not to choose you.” Her voice was as fierce as her sword. The horse reacted to her tone, moving faster. Lancelot stroked the mare’s neck, patting it and slowing back down. “My queen, you saw me as who I am from the first. I will fight for you for the rest of my life. It is the only honor I could ask.”

			Guinevere’s arms tightened around her knight’s waist. She lowered her heavy head, resting her cheek against Lancelot’s strong upper back. “Thank you,” she whispered.

			“Thank me when we are safe.” Lancelot rode warily, her head turning constantly from side to side, searching for threats.

			Guinevere did not want to distract her, but she had more questions. “How did you find Brangien?”

			“She went to Mordred, and he found me.”

			“Mordred! Brangien went to Mordred?” Mordred ran the courts. It was one thing for him to excuse Guinevere’s magic in the forest when he thought she did not do any more. Another entirely to excuse magic done in the heart of Camelot. “If word of this gets out, she will be banished.”

			
			“Mordred is certainly not going to tell. This was all his idea. He argued with the king, demanding they ride to find you. When the king said they would wait, Mordred stormed out. Brangien had already searched for you and she took the information to him. It was Mordred who recognized the place Brangien described. He is waiting for us at a camp. We thought it best if only one of us scouted. Easier to hide. And if it had come to it, I could have dressed in women’s clothes and tried to get to you that way. Though I am glad it did not. I feel false in women’s clothing. It is like wearing a lie.”

			The forest grew thicker and Lancelot had to focus on guiding her horse. Guinevere kept watch, every rustling bird or skittering animal making her certain they were being followed.

			As twilight faded into evening, Lancelot directed the horse into a series of low hills, covered with trees.

			Galloping hooves pounded toward them. Lancelot drew her sword.

			“Lancelot!” Mordred called. He pulled his horse to a stop with skidding hooves. A second horse was being led by a rope behind the first. “You are being followed. I counted six men. I suspect Maleagant is with them. Quick, Guinevere.” He paused, closing his eyes as relief washed over his face. “Guinevere,” he said again, his voice as soft as a prayer. Then he was back to the urgent business of keeping them all alive. He tugged on the reins of the second horse to bring it closer. Guinevere slid down and then climbed onto the fresh steed.

			“Are you hurt?” Mordred moved closer and searched her face in the fading light.

			
			“Nothing that will not heal. Lancelot was just in time. You both were. Thank you.”

			“Can your horse ride in the dark?” Mordred asked the knight.

			Lancelot laughed. “My horse always rides in the dark.”

			“Then we need to move. I will not let that monster have her again.”

			“We cannot outpace him,” Lancelot shouted as they pushed their horses to a gallop. It was not as fast as the horses could go, but still faster than was safe in the low light of the moon.

			“I know!” Mordred gripped his reins in anger.

			“We could pick a place to fight before he can gather more men. If we surprise them, we may stand a chance.” Lancelot sounded calm. Resigned. Guinevere did not like their odds. And she would be useless. Unable to help as she watched two people she cared about fight—and probably die—for her.

			Mordred shook his head. “Maleagant has powerful allies, and his soldiers are loyal. If Arthur’s nephew kills him, it would mean war just as surely as if Arthur had.”

			“But he will never stop.” Guinevere had seen it. Had felt it. War with Maleagant was as unavoidable as the night closing in on them. “He wants Camelot. He will not give up, even if we make it back. He is a threat to the kingdom. To Arthur.”

			Mordred slowed his horse. Hers followed suit. “I…might have an idea. But it is a very bad idea.”

			Lancelot circled them as she watched for threats. “I am open to any idea that does not end with us dead, Guinevere recaptured, or Camelot overthrown.”

			Mordred continued. “We need Maleagant dead. That much we can agree on.”

			Guinevere nodded grimly.

			
			“What if we did not kill him? What if his death could never be traced back to Arthur?”

			Guinevere considered it. Perhaps they could ride into Pictish territory. And somehow convince the Picts to kill Maleagant? Unlikely. And even if they managed to kill Maleagant’s entire party, there was no reason the story would not spread. “If people know Maleagant took me, any assassin’s blade or arrow will be attributed to Arthur.”

			“We will not use blade or arrow,” Mordred said. “We will use a weapon that King Arthur, defeater of the Dark Queen, banisher of magic, would never use.”

			Guinevere went cold. “What weapon?”

			“We wake the trees.”

			Guinevere shook her head. “We cannot! Merlin put them to sleep for a reason.”

			“Obviously we will not wake all the trees. There is a copse a few miles from here. Ancient. Powerful. I knew the channel island Brangien described because I fought here at Arthur’s side. If anyone knows what threats sleep in the roots and the soil, it is I.”

			“Even if we thought it wise, it cannot be done.”

			“It can,” Mordred said. “I know what you are, Guinevere.”

			She tried to protest, but he lifted a hand. “You do not have to explain yourself to me. Not all of us agreed with the need to banish Merlin.” He leaned toward her, so near their legs brushed as their horses avoided bumping into each other. Intensity rolled off him. “We lure Maleagant into the trees. You wake them. They kill him. And then we put them back to sleep. Maleagant is dead, Camelot is safe, Arthur is safe. Please. I do not know how I can save everyone otherwise. And I cannot lose him. Or you.”

			Merlin had told her Arthur needed her. He had advised her to fight as a queen. But that meant not being able to fight at all in this terrible world of men. Mordred was right. This was a task only she could do. She was terrified, not only of the tyrant chasing them, but of the forest awaiting them. There were so many ways for this to go wrong. Iron was finite, contained. It held magic without expanding. Her knots bound whatever they did, and every knot eventually frayed, the magic fading. But the trees…they were living. And trying to control living things never went as planned.

			
			She had to try. And Mordred, who had always seen her, believed in her.

			“To the trees,” she said.
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			Guinevere knelt at the base of a towering oak. It was gnarled and twisting, with deep score marks running up and down the trunk like scars. She put her hands on them and then pulled back from the pain. They were scars. This tree had done battle.

			Lancelot waited on her horse in the center of the perfectly circular meadow that Mordred had brought them to. Guinevere had heard of fairy circles, formed by mushrooms or stones. But this one was fenced in by the trees. As though something had stood in the center and pushed back all around itself. Or rather, himself.

			Merlin.

			Guinevere longed to speak with him. To ask him what he had done, how he had done it, how she should do it. But he had refused to tell her any truths.

			Mordred’s hand came down lightly on her shoulder. “Can you do it?”

			“I have no idea what I am doing. Or supposed to do. I have never done this type of magic. I know tricks, Mordred. Cleansing. Knotting. This is so much more.”

			
			“You are so much more.” He knelt at her side. He put his hand over hers, the spark and flame inside leaping back to life. Then he put her hand on the tree. With Mordred’s heat guiding her, she moved past the bark, past the skin and surface of the tree. Down to its heart, its roots, pulsing back up to the leaves. A hundred years of sun and rain, storm and snow, growth and hibernation, rushed through her. She could feel it as though sunshine powered her own pulse. And somewhere, deep within, she could feel the spirit of the tree itself.

			“I feel it,” she whispered. “But I do not know how to wake it.”

			“Perhaps a shock. Fire?”

			It had been fire that had driven them to sleep. And she could not wield fire like a weapon as Merlin had. She was more likely to set the whole forest on fire than to wake anything up, and then she and her friends would die from flames and smoke if Maleagant did not get to them first.

			“I can see riders!” Lancelot shouted. “They are minutes away. If you are going to do something, do it soon. Mordred, I suggest you mount and be ready to fight.”

			“Iron!” Guinevere said. “Iron is a cold shock to every magical thing.”

			Mordred shook his head. “I could not get my sword to the heart of this tree in time.”

			What else was magic hungry for? Something that fed magic and had iron, as well. Something that would go to the roots, feeding the entire tree. Waking it.

			“Give me a knife.” She held out her hand.

			“What for?”

			“Just give it to me!”

			Mordred pulled one from a sheath at his belt. Guinevere held it in her palm. She closed her eyes. If this did not work, nothing would. She would have to watch Mordred and Lancelot die. Arthur would fall.

			
			She drew the knife across her palm. Mordred hissed in surprise, but she did not open her eyes or look at him. She held her hand over the roots, letting the blood drop there. Letting it seep into the ground. Then she placed her palm over the trunk, tracing one of the simplest knots she knew. Wake. And then one of the most terrible knots she knew, that she had used on the bird to find Merlin.

			Obey.

			A breeze rustled through the tree, the leaves shivering. But the meadow was perfectly still. There was no breeze. The tree shuddered again. Guinevere still had her palm against it, letting the blood run freely down it.

			The leaves quivered and then stopped.

			It had not worked. She opened her eyes, devastated.

			And then, beneath her hand, she felt the tree wake. She had felt trees before, felt their agitated sleep. Felt the leaf of the forest that had claimed the village, felt the sense of teeth. It was nothing compared to what she felt in this tree.

			Triumph. And a joy more terrible than any fear she had ever known.

			She stumbled back, falling, then scrambled to her feet. “This was a mistake. We have to go. Lancelot!”

			Still her hand was bleeding. Watering the meadow. A root snaked around her feet, pulling her to the ground. She screamed as it dragged her across the dirt. A branch reached down, and the leaves, each as thin as a razor, lashed at her arms. Her sleeves were sliced apart, a hundred cuts.

			“Guinevere!” Lancelot shouted. The tree pulled Guinevere higher, holding her out over the meadow as her blood dripped, dripped, dripped into the ground. To the roots of all the other trees.

			And in the center of the meadow, something else was moving. Writhing beneath the dirt. Waking up.

			
			“Command them!” Mordred shouted. “Make them obey! Maleagant is almost here.”

			Guinevere could not. She had done the wrong thing. In the dream, Merlin had told her to fight as a queen—it was the only thing he had told her—and she had tried to fight as a wizard. A tree swung, a low branch swiping viciously at Lancelot. Lancelot ducked under it, falling off her horse. She whistled sharply, and her horse ran from the meadow.

			Mordred ran to his horse, but the trees got there first. Roots engulfed his horse and slowly pulled it down. There was a crunching noise, a breaking and tearing sound. The horse screamed once—Guinevere felt the scream throughout her body—and then it went silent.

			A root snaked around Mordred’s leg. “Command them!” he shouted.

			“Stop!” Guinevere screamed. She was still bleeding, still held suspended. But the trees stopped. Waiting. Listening. She held Maleagant in her mind. Added five more men to him. She put iron in their hands, fire in their eyes. Then she put her hand against the tree branch that held her. She fed the trees the image of Maleagant, of his men. She fed them fire and iron and death.

			The trees shivered. The thing beneath her still writhed, like a beast circling unseen beneath the water, sending out ripples. But it had not surfaced yet.

			The root around Mordred’s ankle slipped back beneath the dirt. He ran to a spot beneath Guinevere. Lancelot joined him.

			Release me, she told the trees. They pushed back. They were hungry. They were thirsty. And she was something new. She could not explain the excitement the trees felt. Recognition, but also delight. They were trees. They had experienced men, they had known blood in the battles with Arthur. Why were they feeling this?

			
			Stop, she demanded. She let sparks dance up and down her arms. The tree recoiled, dropping her. Mordred caught her—staggering, but breaking her fall.

			They froze as Maleagant’s cold voice cut through the night. “What did you do to her?” he asked. He clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “I do not like my things being damaged.” He loomed in the deeper dark at the edge of the trees, using them as cover. His men circled. Guinevere could hear them, but no one had stepped into the meadow yet.

			Mordred set Guinevere down and stood in front of her. Lancelot shifted to protect both of them. “Run,” she said, her sword raised.

			Maleagant laughed. “These are your champions? A woman and Arthur’s eel? You were right. The king does not love you, does he? I would send better after one of my dogs.” He paused. “Actually, my dogs are better than your protectors.” He lifted a hand and five riders burst into the meadow.

			Their horses reared back, eyes rolling, nostrils flared with panic. Three of the men fell to the ground. The fourth held on. The horse fell instead, rolling over and crushing its rider before struggling to its feet and galloping into the forest after the other horses.

			Lancelot spun among them, killing two of the men before they could get to their feet. Mordred did not leave Guinevere’s side. She did not want to look away from Lancelot, did not want to look away from Maleagant. So much was happening.

			But she was staring down.

			Beneath her feet, hundreds of jet-black beetles burst through the ground like fountains, spreading and scurrying away. Dusty black moths flew up, circling her, disappearing into the night air.

			“To me!” Maleagant said. The two men remaining—two had been killed by Lancelot, one by the horse—backed up to Maleagant. As soon as the horses had gone mad, Maleagant had dismounted from his own. He had not set foot on the moonlit meadow. His men stood in front of him, swords raised. Maleagant stared at the quivering trees around them. “You are in trouble, little queen. You do not know what you have awoken here. I can get you out safely.”

			
			Guinevere looked up from the horrors rising from the ground.

			Maleagant held out his hand. “Walk to me very slowly and be grateful I am feeling merciful.”

			The same darkness pouring out of the earth seemed to rise within her, filling her. The trees had tasted her—but she had tasted them, too. The ancient rage, sleeping for so long, was awake now. Beetles crawled up her, down her arms, over her face. The thing beneath her was almost free. She should be frightened.

			She was only angry.

			“I am not feeling merciful.” She closed her eyes and released the trees.

			The man to Maleagant’s right stumbled, falling against a trunk. Branches grew in an instant, pulling him tighter and tighter. In a handful of seconds, the tree enveloped him, growing around him as it would a rock. But men are so much softer than rocks. So much more breakable. His screaming did not last long.

			The man to Maleagant’s left met the same fate as Mordred’s horse. He was pulled down to the earth, embraced by roots. Squeezed and wrung out and broken down. The trees were not wasteful. They would use all of him.

			Maleagant slashed at a branch that reached for him, cutting into it with his iron sword. The trees shuddered, drawing closer, leaning over the meadow. Maleagant ran toward Guinevere. He did not run fast enough.

			Vines wound up his legs. He hacked at them, but each vine cut was replaced with three more. They thickened, keeping the shape of him, curling over him. They wrapped up to his arm, tightening, until he dropped his sword. He was rooted to the ground now, held fast. He fixed his eyes on Guinevere. The moon had broken free from the clouds, bathing them all in pale white light.

			
			“You are worse than I,” he said, his jaw clenched, neck straining as he resisted the vines twining lovingly around it. “I sought to rule men. What you have awoken will destroy them.”

			Guinevere felt nothing. Had she been afraid of something so fragile? So temporary? She imagined the vines entering his mouth, stopping his tongue. They did. They covered everything but his face. It tipped up toward the moon, his cold, dead eyes finally settling on an emotion:

			Agony.

			Maleagant was dead.

			“Guinevere,” Lancelot said. The fear in her voice pierced Guinevere. She shuddered, suddenly aware of the beetles that crawled all over her. Aware of what she had done, and how little she had felt about it.

			She brushed the beetles away frantically. The trees shuddered, creaking and groaning as they stretched. “Enough,” Guinevere said. “We are finished.”

			But the trees were not. And neither was the darkness. A hand burst free from the ground, grabbing Guinevere’s ankle. Lancelot cut the hand off. It scurried along the ground like a spider, away into the forest.

			“What have we done?” Guinevere covered her mouth as she watched another hand form where the first had been cut off. Something was down there. And it was breaking free.

			Mordred knelt next to the hand. “Guinevere, I am so pleased to introduce you to the Dark Queen. My grandmother.”
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			The hand extended, growing to an arm. A hint of a shoulder. The first curve of what would be a head.

			“No,” Guinevere said, backing away in horror.

			Mordred released the hand. He stood. “Arthur destroyed her body, but not before she sent her soul down into the ground. She needed help in order to take a new form. I could not manage it; neither could my mother. This is miraculous. Thank you.”

			“You tricked me!”

			He recoiled as though offended. “I tricked you? I am the only person who has not lied to you. I am the only person who came for you.”

			Lancelot gripped her sword hilt, stepping in front of Guinevere. “No,” she said. “You are not.”

			“How?” Guinevere could not believe it, could not understand. “You are not fairy. You touch iron.”

			Mordred twirled his sword elegantly through the air, the metal singing. “My mother is Morgan le Fay, Arthur’s sister. But my father was the Green Knight. I am from both worlds. Iron bites, but it does not kill. And I am accustomed to pain.” He lifted an eyebrow in wry judgment. “That was a nasty trick you did on the doors at the castle. Like ants swarming over my body every time I went in or out.”

			
			Guinevere forced her eyes away from the monstrosity in the ground to meet Mordred’s gaze. “You cannot let her rise. You know what it would mean.”

			“A return to nature. A return to the wild magic at the heart of this country. Do you know who carved Camelot out of the mountain? It was not men. Men came in and claimed it, because that is what men do.” He held his sword and stared at how it caught the moonlight. “I do not want men to die. But they need to be reminded of their place in the world. Someone has to stop them claiming everything worth having. Stop them claiming everyone worth having.” He held out a hand toward Guinevere. “You do not belong in Camelot. You belong here, with the dark and wondrous magic that runs beneath and through everything. You know it is true. Tell me you have not tasted it. Tell me you have not felt it when we touch.”

			Guinevere could not tell him that. Not honestly. And the loss of magic did hurt her. She felt it everywhere: in the weight of Camelot’s stone, the expectations of its people, the relentless erosion of time. She had let it form her into someone she did not know. She had let men claim her.

			“What is your true name?” Mordred asked. “You are not a princess from the south.”

			She opened her mouth, and—

			She did not have it. It had been lost to her. All she was now was Guinevere. She could feel the future coming, creeping ever closer, where even the little magic she knotted into the world around herself would cease working. Wonder would sleep so deeply that it could not be called. Just like Merlin, sealed away in a cave. He had let it happen. He had left Camelot. Given it to Arthur. Given the world to men.

			
			Guinevere understood Mordred’s anger. She felt it herself. Everything wondrous was being unmade, and it was terrible beyond comprehension. But wonder, too, was terrible. The meadow around her was proof enough of that. Was not Maleagant’s death terrible and wonderful in equal measure? The tree’s sentience beautiful and abominable? Trees, magic, wildness were the uncaring opposite of justice. Men demanded justice, revenge. They banished magic to make way for rules and laws. In nature, only power mattered. And she had power.

			It had crawled all over her as she watched a man die.

			She could not give herself to this darkness. Not after everything she had felt and seen and done as Guinevere. Because of Camelot, she knew what it was to have a family among friends. To love Arthur. To believe in him. She had from the moment they met. There was loss in what Arthur was doing, yes. She finally understood what the dragon had shown her. The kinship it had seen in her. The choice ahead of her.

			Merlin had already made the choice to remove himself from the clash of old and new. To let his own magic be sealed away.

			To die, even.

			Guinevere was not ready to die. And she was not ready to let darkness return without a fight, either.

			“We have to stop her from rising,” she said, turning to Lancelot. “I might be able to. But only if you keep Mordred busy.”

			Lancelot’s grin was a grim sight in the moonlight. “I can do that.”

			Mordred sighed. “Do you know why I never lose?” He rushed forward, kicking Lancelot viciously in the stomach. He swept his sword through the air. Lancelot barely managed to block it with her own. Mordred pushed, shoving her away. “Every moment touching iron, every breath taken in well-ordered, stifling Camelot, every minute near Arthur and Excalibur is pain. My life is pain. What have I to fear from you?” He ducked a swing from Lancelot and kicked out at her knee.

			
			Guinevere hurried to where the Dark Queen was emerging. She had two hands now, shoulders, a spine. Her head was bowed, still not lifted. She moved and shifted, made not of skin but thousands of crawling things, of dirt, of plants. They were rebuilding her. Reaching out a trembling hand, Guinevere placed it on the Dark Queen’s back.

			Everything moved faster, the Dark Queen shivering and rising. Guinevere yanked her hands—still covered in blood—back.

			She had felt—

			Life. Predator and prey. Birth and death. Pleasure and pain. The Dark Queen was all of them. More than human, and less, as well. She was fairy. She was chaos. She would tear down everything Arthur had built. Throw men back centuries. Take away their cities and fields, give them only foraging, hunting, being hunted. Because then she would have dominion over them. She was coming to reclaim the Earth.

			And Guinevere could not stop it. No knot she knew could bind the chaos of the Dark Queen. Even touching her fed her more power. Merlin had warned Guinevere to fight as a queen. She had not. And she had awoken something she could not put back to sleep.

			She turned to find Mordred standing over Lancelot. Lancelot was on the ground, unmoving, her sword gone. Mordred had his sword raised.

			“Stop!” Guinevere shouted.

			Mordred lowered his sword. “I have no quarrel with Lancelot. I like her. She defies the boundaries of men. I could not let her strike the Dark Queen, though. She is still vulnerable until she is formed. But it will not be long now.” Mordred moved to the side as Guinevere rushed to Lancelot. Her knight was still breathing, though a gash on her head was bleeding freely.

			
			“Lancelot,” Guinevere said, shaking her shoulder. Lancelot groaned, but did not open her eyes or move.

			“We have a lot to talk about.” Mordred sheathed his sword. “I would say the Dark Queen will explain, but she is not big on explanations. Come, we should move Lancelot out of the meadow. I do not think it will go well for her once my grandmother rises. Lancelot will be safer in the trees. If we can find her horse, maybe it will carry her far enough away. This is not a place for humans. The Dark Queen will show no mercy.”

			“Then I will die, too!”

			“Guinevere.” Mordred grabbed Lancelot by both arms to drag her across the meadow. “Now you are being obtuse.”

			Guinevere ran to the first tree, the oldest. She pushed her palm against it, reaching for the knot that commanded it to obey. She sensed the tree feeling it. And she sensed the tree disregarding it.

			“No!” she shouted. She pushed again, harder. If she could get the trees under control, they could bind the Dark Queen. She sank through the bark, remembering how she had changed Sir Bors’s memories. She felt for the tree’s heart, for its memory. Maybe she could—

			The tree pushed back. When she finally managed to open her eyes, she was on her back, staring up at Mordred.

			“You are not their queen.” His voice was soft. “The forest is hers. It always has been.”

			Guinevere crawled back to the tree. She smashed her hand against it. The tree shivered, more with annoyance than anything. She was the bird drilling in, not deadly, merely a pest.

			Then a shudder ripped through the tree, through the grove. Fear Guinevere knew, fear she had held her whole life, gripped her. The dread of death. Worse than death. She looked up from the blackest depths, the light shimmering on the surface of the water above her. Remember, the tree pushed. Remember what it is to be unmade.

			
			Guinevere felt a sick twist of nausea. She looked up to see Excalibur pierce the tree.

			The cold gripped her; it was terrible and empty. She crawled away, hoping that the trees would go back to sleep. But something else was happening. The tree cracked, going gray. It died before her eyes—dried up and dried out. The leaves fell, crumbling into dust before they hit the forest floor.

			Just as her blood had spread, so, too, did the poison of Excalibur. All around the meadow, the trees that had awoken were consumed.

			The thing in them that gave them life, spirit, anger and joy and hunger, was gone. Arthur withdrew the sword. It did not glow in the moonlight. Even the moon was devoured, no reflection along the smooth metal of the blade. Arthur turned.

			“Quick, before she is formed!” Guinevere said. “She is still vulnera—” Guinevere felt metal under her chin, against her throat. Mordred lifted her to her feet, holding her against his chest. His arm around her waist. His blade at her neck. They stood between Arthur and the Dark Queen.

			“Mordred,” Arthur said. “Release her.”

			“I am not yours to command.”

			“You cannot want this. You know what the Dark Queen will bring. You know how destructive the magic, how terrible the cost.”

			“Who are you to tell magic it cannot exist? You, who exist because of magic! Magic of violence, magic of greed. Men have done worse things with magic than fairies ever dreamed of! You were born because of magic, and you rule because of a foolish wizard, because the Lady of the Lake gave you that hideous thing!”

			“He is the bridge,” Guinevere whispered, remembering. “He is the bridge between the violence that was and the peace that might be.”

			“Move, Mordred.” Arthur tried to go around, but Mordred followed, keeping himself and Guinevere between Arthur and the Dark Queen. Guinevere could hear her behind them, could hear the skittering and creeping. The growing.

			
			Arthur stepped closer. Guinevere shuddered, her whole body convulsing with the same existential dread she had felt from the tree. She pushed back against Mordred, needed to get away, to be away, to be far away from that thing. From Excalibur.

			“If you come closer to her, she will be unmade. Look, she can barely stand.” Mordred stepped toward Arthur, pushing Guinevere nearer to the sword. The world spun. Darkness swirled, eating away at her vision. She was underwater. She was trapped. She was—

			Arthur backed away. Guinevere drew a shuddering breath.

			“I will let you choose,” Mordred said. “Your mother never had a choice. I am more merciful than Merlin. If you want to end the Dark Queen, you can. But you will have to go through Guinevere to get to her. Excalibur will kill her, too. That is your choice. Kill them both, or kill neither.”

			Guinevere knew it was true. She would not survive if Excalibur could reach her. It was not hunger radiating from the blade. It was the absence of hunger. It would devour magic and never be sated, never be full. It did not eat to survive. It ate to end.

			But the Dark Queen would truly be dead. The chaos she nurtured forever over. The people of Camelot would be allowed to grow and learn and live and die on their own terms, subject only to each other, not to magic they could not understand or control. She looked into Arthur’s warm eyes. The boy king. He carried the weight of a kingdom.

			She nodded. “Do it.”

			Arthur held her gaze. And then the king disappeared, leaving only her friend. Her Arthur.

			He sheathed the sword.

		


		
		
			
			She is free.

			For so long, she has had a thousand eyes, a thousand legs and bodies. And now she is formed, she is real. But she is not safe. She can feel that horrible tool, the unmaking of her, the unmaking of magic.

			Her beautiful boy is nearby. And so is the queen-not-queen. Her savior. There is a mystery in her blood, her sweet blood. The dark queen, the true queen, swirls with happiness. She has form, she has a mystery, she has a goal. Before, she tried to defeat men in battle. Now, she will destroy them from within. She will rot them, decay them, grow new life from their corpses feeding the forest.

			But for now, she has an enemy still too dangerous to face. Too much has been taken from the land. She tries to draw from the trees, but they are dead. Worse than dead. They have been erased. It is horrible. She cannot make a stand here.

			Follow me, she whispers with the buzzing drone of a thousand black flies bringing plague in the wet heat of summer. Bring her.
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			Guinevere heard the Dark Queen slithering away, into the trees. Faster than shadow. Faster than flight. She was risen, and she was gone, and both were Guinevere’s fault.

			Mordred laughed, backing away from Arthur. He dragged Guinevere along. She was too weak from the loss of blood and the sickness of Excalibur to fight him.

			“Leave her,” Arthur commanded.

			“Come after us and you will have to fight me. That ends with one of us dying. I am ready to kill or die. Are you?”

			Arthur dropped his head, shoulders slumped. Defeated. Whatever Mordred had done, he was still Arthur’s family. Guinevere knew, as Mordred did, that Arthur was not willing to kill him.

			Mordred picked up speed. Guinevere dragged her heels, pulled against him, but he did not slow. One of Maleagant’s horses wandered by. Mordred whistled and the horse trotted to them. Mordred threw Guinevere up onto it, then mounted behind her. He kicked at the horse’s flanks, sending them deeper into the forest.

			
			“Whatever they have told you,” Mordred said, his arm tight against her waist, his mouth at her ear, “they have lied.”

			“Merlin—”

			“Merlin is the worst liar of them all. You think he cares about you? The man who walks through time? He would have seen this. He would have known it was coming. And is he here?” Mordred gestured to the darkness around them. “No. He is not.”

			“He is my—my father.”

			“You cannot even say it without tripping over the word. Your heart and your tongue know a lie when they feel it, even if your brain tells you it is true. Merlin is no more your father than Arthur is your husband. They trapped you in the prison of Camelot, bound you in dresses, stripped away everything that was real and created their queen. They molded you into a form that suited them. Because you are terrifying. You are more powerful than any of them. Do you know what Excalibur is? What it does?”

			Guinevere shook her head, closing her eyes.

			“People think it is magic. It is the opposite of magic. It is the end of magic. Magic is life. Excalibur is an executioner. That is why you cannot stand to be around the sword. Your core is magic, your veins flow with it, your heart beats with it. Your soul knows that Excalibur is not your defender. It is your enemy.” Mordred’s grip was now not holding her captive so much as holding her up. He rested his cheek against her head. “Merlin has always forced his will on the world. Through magic, through violence, through deception. And now that he has decided magic must end, he has made you complicit. He made you a prisoner of his plans. Did he tell you anything true?”

			She wanted to answer. She could not. Had she known everything, what might she have done differently? What might she have chosen? Merlin insisted she chose this, but she had a head full of things he put there and so very little else.

			
			“You deserve to be free,” Mordred said. “You deserve to be wild. You are not a queen. Camelot will never feed your soul. It will drain you as surely as Excalibur. Give in to the magic at the heart of you. Leave them behind.” He put his hand over hers, the spark and the fire stronger than ever.

			Something inside her recognized something inside him, rose to meet it, yearned for it. Mordred had not killed Lancelot. He had not killed Arthur. He had fought only to reawaken the magic, to reclaim the things that had been driven into the earth. The things that were part of himself.

			The things that she could no longer deny were part of her.

			“What will she do, now that she is free?” she asked.

			“I do not know. I only know that she is as natural a creature as the birds, the deer, the rabbits.”

			“The snakes. The wolves. The spiders.”

			He laughed gently. “Yes, she has more of those in her, it is true. But have they not a right to live as any other creature does?”

			“She will hurt people.”

			“Maleagant hurt people, and Arthur did not stop him.”

			“He was trying. It was complicated.”

			“My grandmother is not complicated. Look at the dance of men, the treaties and borders and rules. Look at how little good it does anyone. They all still fight and bleed and suffer and die. And their souls die long before their bodies ever do. Tell me you would rather be in Camelot than out here.”

			“But to ally with darkness!”

			“We do not have to join the Dark Queen. She will not care, and neither do I. We do not have to do anything unless we wish it. There are no laws, no borders, no rules here. Let me untie the knots that Merlin has bound you with. That Arthur has tightened.”

			Merlin had lied to her. He had kept her from the truth in ways she feared she would never know. And Arthur had let her believe it. But when she thought of cutting all the lines of memory and experience and love that tied her to Arthur—things Merlin never pushed into her head, things deeper and older than magic—she felt only sadness.

			
			She had not started on this path with the truth. Now she had it all. Now she could choose, fully and completely. Sacrifice herself to Camelot, or walk away.

			It was going to hurt. She smiled sadly. At least she knew pain. Pain would not kill her. Pain would not unmake her. It might reshape her, but she could accept now that whatever knots she tied around herself would always fray. In coming undone, they gave her the space to become something new.

			“Be with me,” Mordred whispered, “and be free. Be with me and be loved.”

			She turned her face to his. His lips brushed hers and the fire flared, stronger and brighter and hungrier than any she could ever conjure on her own. Fire was against her nature, but it was the core of Mordred’s, and he passed it from his lips to hers.

			She gathered it, relishing it, knowing she could have a lifetime burning this bright, this hot, this true.

			Then she channeled the fire into her hands, igniting them. She grabbed Mordred’s hands. He shouted in shock and pain, jerking away from her touch. She shoved, and his momentum carried him off the horse, sent him tumbling to the ground.

			She took the reins, urging the horse back toward the meadow.

			“You will never be happy with him!” Mordred shouted, his voice raw with anguish. “He is the end of our kind!”

			Tears streamed down her face. She knew Mordred was right. That, in choosing Arthur, she was choosing to sacrifice magic, to end wonder, to tame and cultivate the wild heart of the land. To kill that own part of herself.

			
			She was choosing Arthur, again. She did not know how, or when, but she had made this exact choice before. She knew it as suddenly and surely as she knew that Mordred had told the truth when he said Merlin and Arthur had lied about everything.
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			Arthur was on his knees in the center of the meadow, defeated. Excalibur was sheathed, lying abandoned on the forest floor beside him.

			Guinevere slipped from the horse and ran to him, then knelt.

			“I am sorry,” she said.

			He looked up, eyes shining. He grasped her, pulling her to him. “I thought I lost you.”

			“You should have. I woke her. You should have sacrificed me to end her.”

			“I can fight her. I have done it before. But I could not lose you. Not again.”

			He held her close. She rested her head against his chest, the closeness of Excalibur at her side a throbbing ache even sheathed. Arthur was an ending. But he was also a beginning. And she believed in him. Merlin had put his faith in men. She did not understand him, but she understood that, at least. They were capable of so much evil—and so much good. With Arthur, she knew the balance would tip toward the latter.

			“How did you know to find us?” she asked. Brangien had told only Mordred.

			“Merlin came to me in a dream. I am sorry that I did not get here sooner. And I am sorry that I did not come for you when Maleagant took you. I wanted to. I wanted to so desperately. To leave it all behind and save you. But…”

			“But you have a nation to take care of.” Which was why he should have killed the Dark Queen, even if it meant killing Guinevere. The same mixture of devastation and happiness she had felt telling Maleagant that Arthur would never sacrifice his people for her she now experienced in reverse. She did not know which version was better.

			
			The pain from Excalibur pulsed with her guilt. She had broken the darkness open, and they had no idea what the result would be. Mordred was right—Merlin had to have seen all of this. And still he sent her. She wished she could trust that the wizard knew what he was doing. She would try to trust herself instead.

			Lancelot limped toward them and sat heavily on the ground. She whistled. She whistled again. And at last the gentle clop of hooves sounded. Her horse nudged her, and Lancelot wrapped her arms around her horse’s neck, nuzzling her face there.

			“We lost,” Guinevere said. “The Dark Queen is still out there. Mordred is, too.”

			Arthur looked grimly at the agonized corpse of Maleagant. Guinevere shuddered, turning away from it. She had done that. That was what Mordred wanted her to become. Powerful and terrible. When they were riding here, it had felt so important to kill Maleagant. So urgent. But now she wondered.

			“There will always be another threat. Someone will fill the void Maleagant leaves behind. The Dark Queen will plot. Mordred—” Arthur paused, the name sticking in his throat. The betrayal was sharp and new. “Mordred will make his own decisions. Camelot is worth having, and that makes it worth taking.”

			“We are still alive,” Lancelot said. “I count that as a win.”

			Arthur reached out and squeezed Lancelot’s shoulder. “Thank you for being there for Guinevere when I could not.”

			“It was my honor to serve my queen.”

			
			Guinevere pulled away from Arthur. She shook her head. “But I am not anyone’s queen. We cannot pretend I am. Look at what I have done, what chaos I have set free. Arthur, I— Everything I am is a lie. Mordred knew it as soon as he met me. He knew I could be used against you. Maleagant did, too. I put you in danger.”

			Arthur stood. He held out his hand to Guinevere. In it, he held the chain of silver and jewels he had given to his queen. “I have been in danger my whole life. I do not want to face it alone anymore. Please,” he said. “Please come home.”

			Guinevere hesitated. She would not join Mordred and the Dark Queen. But she could slip away into the dark. Live in the wild. Become a hermit, a rumor.

			She had been wrong about everything. But so had Merlin. She did not need protecting anymore. Arthur still did. Sealing herself and her magic away would do no one any good. Whatever Guinevere was, she would use it to defend him. She took the silver chain and refastened it against her forehead. And then she took Arthur’s hand.

			It was not the spark and flame of Mordred’s touch, or even the instant connection of Lancelot’s. It was older, and stronger, like the mountain of Camelot. It was worth building on. She could accept that it might not be what she wanted it to be, that they would have to grow into each other to discover what they might be together. But she would not let go of it. “I have two conditions for remaining queen,” she said.

			“Name them.”

			“The Dark Queen is back. We know the threat now. I will be the first line of defense. I will not shrink from this fight, and you will not hold me back from it.”

			Arthur nodded solemnly. “The second?”

			“I get to choose my own knight. The queen’s protector. That way, you never have to worry about protecting me. It will not be your responsibility.”

			
			Arthur flinched. “It will always be my responsibility.”

			“No.” Guinevere’s voice was hard. “Never again, Arthur. If you face that choice again, you choose Camelot. You are not my knight.” She turned and held out her free hand to Lancelot. “She is.”

			Lancelot froze. She did not step toward Guinevere. She looked at her king.

			And her king smiled, nodding. “Sir Lancelot, do you accept your position as the queen’s protector?”

			Lancelot dropped to her knee, bowing her head. “With everything I am.”

			Arthur’s hand moved to Excalibur. Guinevere flinched and he stopped. “Sorry. Habit. We will knight you when we get back to Camelot,” he told Lancelot. “With a different sword.”

			Lancelot stood. Then she laughed, wrapping her arms around Guinevere and lifting her, twirling her in a circle. “Thank you,” she whispered. She set down Guinevere and straightened, clearing her throat. “My lady,” she said, “allow me to help you onto your horse.”

			Arthur led them to his own horse, and they rode through the darkness until dawn illuminated Camelot in the distance, calling them home.
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			Guinevere rode in the boat across the lake. She remembered Maleagant’s spy. She would not risk more people noticing her comings and goings and discovering any weaknesses that could be exploited.

			The water held dread for her still, but she could live with the dread. There were worse things than drowning. She had faced the Dark Queen. The Lady of the Lake would just have to wait her turn.

			
			Word preceded them. Arthur lifted her from the boat, then climbed to the dock and stood next to her. Crowds were gathering in the streets, lining the pathway up the endless hill to the castle. They gasped. They cried. Arthur took Guinevere’s hand and raised it. “Our queen is home!”

			The crowd cheered. Lancelot stood behind them, quiet. Arthur turned to her, holding out his arm. “Rescued by her champion. The queen’s protector and my newest knight, Sir Lancelot!”

			This time the cheer was a bit more muddled and confused. But they would get used to it. And it was not their decision anyway. Lancelot, hand on the pommel of her sword, strode confidently beside Guinevere. She scanned the street as though expecting assassins in the heart of Camelot.

			“Guinevere!” Brangien shot free from the crowd, throwing herself at Guinevere. They embraced, holding each other close.

			“You found me,” Guinevere whispered. “Thank you.”

			“You are my sister. I will always find you.” Brangien stepped away, fussing over Guinevere’s bloody and torn sleeves. She took off her own cape and draped it around Guinevere’s shoulders, pulling up the hood. “Where is Mordred?”

			“Later,” Guinevere said. She knew Brangien would feel guilty for giving Mordred the information that helped him. But the guilt was only Guinevere’s.

			Together, they began the long walk to the castle. Arthur waved to his cheering people, including an openly weeping Dindrane on the arm of Sir Bors, but Guinevere could see the strain in Arthur’s smile. How much it cost him to be their strength. She put her hand on his elbow and squeezed, bearing the burden with him. She had chosen Camelot.

			A light mist of rain began to fall. Guinevere shrank from it. But then she tipped her head back, letting it fall on her face. Letting it wash away the blood and terror and regret. It was the first time she could remember water touching her skin. Each drop nourished her, replenishing some of what she had lost. She felt stronger. Powerful. Ready.

			
			She was Guinevere, Queen of Camelot.

			She was home.

		


		
		
			
			Rain to face. Washing clean. Carrying away the sweat and the blood and the taste of her.

			Droplets to droplets. Gathering, dripping, streaming. All the things that water knows rushing down the streets of Camelot, through the ditches, down the stones, down down down.

			Down through the forsaken lake. River to stream to an older lake, a colder lake. The tiniest trace remains, but it is enough.

			The water stirs. Forms. A face looks up from the depths, twisted with the longing and fury of an infinite being who had never before known loss.

			Her lips curl around a single word.

			Mine.
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