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​Prologue: ​Shall We Start at the End?
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It was hardly the worst thing that Morgan had done, burning a woman to death right in front of her fourteen year old daughter, but the ironic thing was that this was supposed to be her path to redemption. Putting end to ancient evils and recovering holy relics, that was a noble quest, now wasn’t it? 

So why was it all turning out so terribly again? She was fighting alongside noble knights, including the man she loved. She was not at the head of a foreign invasion anymore, killing thousands with lightning strikes, horrible sickness and deadly tricks. She had atoned for all that villainy.

Or at least... She was trying to atone, alright? The work of redemption was much bloody harder than ruthless, rampaging villainy, as it turned out. She offered merciful solutions, and her companions outright laughed at her, thinking it all some jest or lie covering up some horrid scheme.

But Morgan had long since given up on scheming. It was not even in her nature to be brutal. Merlin and Arthur and her horrible family and marriage had been the ones to make her brutal. Those men were to blame for all her monstrous acts, or so she insisted.

From the day she was born, she had been ostracized and hated. Even when her magic was used for nothing more than harmless pranks, it still caused outrage and near riots. And when her magic was used for self-defense, like at this very moment, she did not appear as some avenging angel, she was perceived as an abominable demon acting without restraint.

She found herself wishing now that she could mimic her mother and put on the air of a gentle princess to comfort this weeping child, huddled on the floor over her mother’s disintegrating skeleton.

No words came to her though, because Morgan had never been a true princess. She failed at even the mantle of esteemed wizardess that she had tried so hard to project. This entire country termed her a witch, a disaster and terror.

Even among her own family, that’s all anyone had ever seen. It’s no wonder she still felt resentment and the need to lash out, because she was getting really, homicidally sick of that perception.

Time to haul this shaking child to her feet and kill another of her family members.
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​I. Sixteen Years Prior
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Morgan Pendragon never had the right to live in a castle and call herself the daughter of kings. She had heard the whispers all her life, from the servants, and visiting nobles, and even her own nursemaid. She was a changeling, an imposter who had snuck into the cradle the night Uther’s heir was birthed and taken her place. With her shock of black hair and sour disposition, there was no way she could be the true daughter of the golden-maned Uther, the great unifier of Britain driving out the Saxon threat. There was no way this plain-faced girl with her frightfully dark eyes and sallow skin could be the daughter of Igraine, the blue-eyed muse whose every smile weakened the knees of even the most stalwart knight and made even the youngest of maidens weep with envy. This surly child was naught but a malevolent fay, some mischievous pretender seeking to take over the kingdom.

Such grand plans of conquest were a little beyond a child of eight however. Sitting up in her bedroom, Morgan’s only wish at the moment was that she could undo the damage to the sad, straw doll lying charred on her floor. 

She had not meant to start the fire. She never did, but her maid, Beatrice, had gotten mad at her again, after finding her lurking near the war room where the lords of Logres had gathered to lay battle plans. 

Morgan was not like most children. Her perception and intelligence grew quickly and ceaselessly, considered by the palace staff as unnervingly keen for anyone, let alone a girl of her age. She understood enough of tactics to take interest in the matters the lords discussed around that massive oaken table in the war room, and idling in the hall with her father’s familiar baritone booming in her ears was a far better way to pass the day than locked in her rooms having one of the maids fearfully try to show her the ‘grand art’ of needlepoint that all ladies dithered away the days with.

Her father did not wish for the other lords to see his charmless daughter however, and so Beatrice always hauled her back to the tower before she could be spotted, berating her with stern words about the importance of obedience and a sensible bedtime. She fled today the moment the doll caught fire, backing away with eyes shining with fear. 

Reports of the spontaneous combustion would only add fresh fuel to the maids’ gossip about her, Morgan knew. A child should not have to worry about such things. A child should not be so keenly aware of the bitter eyes always watching her from around corners whenever she descended her stifling rooms and dared roam free about the castle. 

“But I am far smarter than those air-headed other ladies, so it is my burden to be cursed with insight.” Morgan smiled, repeating something Merlin had told her just this past week when she had tearfully asked him why the other lords’ children avoided her so.

“Power makes people afraid. And you are not only the daughter of kings, you’ve magic in you, and a keen enough mind to make use of it. It would be a tragedy for you to wind up a regular lady of court, a useless wallflower, stranded on the sidelines stitching needlepoint with nothing of worth to say and no power to effect true change.”

“A tragedy to wind up like mother, you mean,” Morgan had responded, and the wizard gave a vehement shake of his head.

“Your mother is no ordinary woman either, Morgan. She helps your father more than you know. A single word can build a man’s strength or lay him low, and your mother always chooses the best ones.”

Merlin’s eyes had that same dreamy look to them that all men had whenever he talked about Igraine. It made Morgan lose respect for him somewhat, seeing him act so average, a blushing fool whenever he and her mother were in a room alone together. He never lost face that way when her father was around at least. To the eyes of any other he was stately and wise, a juggernaut of confidence and power. It was only Igraine who seemed able to crack that composure, and only Morgan’s shrewd surveillance that revealed to her that fact.

Morgan would not resent him this one flaw of fancying her mother though. At least he was sincere. He never lied to her the way the other adults did. He was a powerful wizard with a million important duties of his own to see carried out, and he made time for her anyway, not just because he was her tutor she decided, but because she was special. The magic made her special.

“And I shall become a wizard too,” Morgan nodded to herself, waving the smoke from her ruined doll toward the window with a pillow. “if only he would bloody teach me already.”

A disapproving cluck echoed from the doorway. “How would your dear mother feel hearing you use such language?” Merlin teased, and Morgan rolled her eyes.

“I imagine she would be bloody embarrassed and blushing a bright bloody red, as she murmured many an apology to every noble within earshot.”

Merlin stifled his smile and cleared his throat imperiously, adopting a stern expression. “No lord will take you seriously if you start talking like a village boy.”

“It is the lords themselves who use such language I will have you know. The bloody Saxons this and damn King Octa that cursed, blackguard, bastard.”

“Well, you are to be better educated than those foul-mouthed lordlings, so there is no need for you to be bandying about such language.”

Morgan crossed the room in a swirl of skirts and dipped into a dramatic curtsy. “Alas! I am ever so sorry to have offended you, sir. In the future I shall ensure that my curses are only the practical kind of long Latin phrases with crippling, transformative effects.”

“Speak all the Latin you like, child. That’s not how magic works.”

Morgan frowned, running over in her mind the gossip she had heard in the city of witches and blood rites. “Sure it is,” she insisted. “Why, they arrested a woman just this week, saying she talked in the tongue of Satan, casting curses, and I heard it quite distinctly. It was Latin.”

“That woman was likely not a proper witch. She was probably just a foreigner.”

Morgan’s frown grew even deeper. “Why would they arrest her then?”

“The masses are ignorant. It is why you must be careful,” he chided, brushing up the ashy residue of her doll into his handkerchief and dumping it out into the open air of the night. “You must learn control and not threaten maids with sudden conflagrations to send them screaming from your rooms.”

“It was only a little fire, and I didn’t mean to do it. Beatrice was the aggressive one, shoving the thing into my arms and forcing me down upon the bed with her never ending lecture of how I should already be asleep, as if a person can simply force themselves unconscious just because some adult declares it time for rest.”

“Well, you must admit it is far past your bedtime, Morgan,” the traitor declared, taking the side of her obnoxious lady in waiting and all the other adults. “The mind needs sleep. Go too long without it, you shall fall prey to delirium.”

“De-leer-ee-um, hmm?” It was a word she had not heard of yet. She would have to look it up later. 

Morgan glided over to the bed, sprawling out across the covers. “Teach me a sleep spell then, and I shall retire immediately.”

Merlin raised a finger to his chin, taking clear note of the excitement in her eyes and hemming and hawing loudly before giving a firm, “No.”

Morgan glared. “Why not? I need to learn something, don’t I? Otherwise you’ll have burning dolls and ceilings, and their whispers about me will be proven right; I will bring nothing but wanton destruction to all!”

“Being a little overdramatic again, now aren’t we?” Merlin chided, settling down beside her.

She buried her head in his lap, trying to fight back her sniffles. “It is not drama. I mean every word. You should have seen Beatrice’s face. She hates me, just like all the others. Even mother’s face when I froze that stable boy last week...”

“I told you what to practice, Morgan.”

She huffed, fists knotting in his robes. “Breathe in, breathe out. Clear your mind. Control your temper. None of that is magic.”

“They are stepping stones, a foundation you must establish before learning any true spell. I will tell you truly, I have run across many a wild sorcerer blowing themselves up with torrents of fire and winds they do not control.”

“Lucy has already paid the price of my torrents of fire,” Morgan stated dryly, referring to her cremated toy. “Beatrice may be next.”

“Why not tell Beatrice that?” Merlin teased. “Then she is certain to flee the castle, sparing us all the bother of her constant nattering.”

Morgan smiled. “Mother would have said not to joke about such things, that a sweet little girl such as I could never harm a soul.” 

Though Igraine would have said it with smile cracking, eyes glittering with worry she tried hard to conceal. Igraine would have lied. Morgan’s smile turned bitter at the thought.

“A sweet little girl? What a thin lie that would be.” Merlin tore apart her musings. “We both know Princess Morgan is a stubborn little nightmare who may very well hurt someone, should she fail to practice what I have been teaching.”

Morgan raised her head, fist jabbing out into his arm. “What an awful thing to say!”

“You want to prove me wrong? Practice your breathing, control your temper. Think calculated thoughts.”

“Not happy thoughts?”

“Happy lies serve no one,” the wizard dismissed. “Think instead of why you would do something. Why destroy your own cherished toy? Who does that benefit? Even your maid, only ill would come of harm befalling her. The castle would be a hungry, filthy place without all these maids, a cheerless place should they all be terrified of burning to death on whim of a young wizard, and you would be all the lonelier. So, stop seething on resentments and the accidents will stop.” He patted her on the head. “Now go to sleep."

She grabbed his arm. “I want a story first.”

He settled back in his seat. “And what tale would the young princess like to hear this evening?”

“A tale of the great Merlin praising his own exploits of course.”

The wizard smiled. “Oh yes, of course.”

“But tell it like the bards do!” she demanded, sitting up eagerly.

“You mean the fearful fireside recitations they chant when I’m away? The whispered tales of the mysterious and terrifying wizard.” Morgan nodded, and Merlin cleared his throat. “Let us start at the beginning then, as far back as any of us commoners have heard rumor of this most dangerous sorcerer.” 

He leaned in toward her, eyes grave and dark, and tone conspiratorial. “They say a man walks the roads in the dark woods of England, known to all but trusted by none. For no one would dare to truly confide in an adviser with such strange and unnatural powers as Merlin of Carmarthen. 

“He came first to England as an orphaned youth, a hermit already with no sign of his parents. The long shadow of Castle Caerfryddin lay over the boy from the moment he set foot within village borders, and some say it was with an ulterior motive that he entered town that red dawn. A quiet grief hung heavy over these dung-spattered streets where no child remained free and at play following the dreadful declaration of King Vortigern.”

“Usurper of the throne and pagan-blooded butcher!” Morgan interjected with a flourish.

“Oh yes, quite so.” Merlin grinned. “Foul, foul Vortigern whose adviser had bid him sacrifice a dozen young that very day and forge in their blood his victory over the Angles gnawing always at the border of his domain, seeking to unseat him.

“Hearing of this, Merlin set off immediately to the castle gates, and the words he spake to the guards who sought to bar him entry, no man has dared recount. But whatever foul prophecy or spell it was that fell upon the men’s ears that day, they dropped their weapons and abandoned their posts before the eyes of the whole village, never to return.”

“What did you say to them?”

“Nothing a hotheaded child like our princess could replicate.” She frowned. “Anyhow, young Merlin did stride unopposed into the hall of false king Vortigern, facing down in enrapturing silence all the bared blades and blustering words of the king and his shield-bearers gathered there. And with a frail and bony finger, the boy did lay pointed accusation on the druid stood cowering alongside his lieges’ throne, denouncing him a traitor and deceiver. ‘No sacrifice this day shall win you the coming battle!’ the young prophet relayed his first warning.” 

“For the serpent at your side hath struck an alliance with your enemies, sabotaging the mechanism of your gates to swing open for the lords of Logres the moment their army arrives upon your doorstep!” Morgan recalled, and Merlin nodded.

“Being led outside to the town wall, the king’s men saw this to be true, but the druid Malifol did hiss that it was Merlin himself who wrought the sabotage through some foul trick of witchcraft. ‘Falsehood drips from thy forked tongue, charlatan,’ came Merlin’s sage response.”

“Quite an eloquent ten year old, wasn’t he?”

“A strange criticism coming from our oh so eloquent princess.”

“Yes, but I am much better educated than you were.”

“Did you want a grand retelling or not?”

“I did, I did. Please continue, my courtly bard.”

“‘This simpleton’s deal with the enemy is but the most recent treachery he hath wrought upon his lord,’ young Merlin so very eloquently concluded. He led them then to the east corner of the wall in the castle courtyard and tapethed firmly a stretch of dirt. ‘Here lies Vortimir, thy son and heir, neither dead of illness nor laid in his proper resting place in thy family tomb as yonder serpent hath proclaimed to you. Poison stole his life so that you would be robbed of legacy, your lands passed on to your 

magician’s pawns. His royal bones lie buried here to cement the curse upon your reign.’

“Silver-tongued Malifol did plead with Votigern to ignore Merlin’s words and have the impetuous youth sacrificed along with the others, but suspicion did, as always with Vortigern, heavily outweigh his trust, and so the grounds were exhumed and the bones discovered.

“The only blood shed that day was old Malifol’s, as Merlin had warned the king that were the village children to be sacrificed as planned, Malifol’s dying curse would take its root and the king would not live out the year. So it was the children returned to their homes in shadow of Castle Caerfryddin and grew to see maturity and families of their own. Merlin left the village that very next dawn with the prophecy that Vortigern would see the end of his reign in ten years time, dying without heir on the first moon of spring under a banner of gleaming scales from the east.

“The death came to pass exactly as Merlin had foretold, and Carmarthen soon fell under the rule of Uther Pendragon, king of many a scattered piece of Britain’s lands. People whispered of Merlin’s deeds and his hand in such battles. The whispers stretch on to this day in arguments that shall never be settled on whether the man was prophet or jinx, fay and foul trickster or true-born druid.”

“Or crotchety wizard far too well paid for his work sitting around Uther’s halls and refusing to teach spells to his pupil, the brilliant Morgan Le Fay.”

Merlin arched an eyebrow. “Morgan Le Fay?”

The princess shrugged. “Why not? They all whisper it about me anyway, just like they did you. So, if I am to become a great and powerful sorceress, I might as well have a great and powerful name.”

“The name of Pendragon is a far better title, princess. Do not toss it aside so callously.” He stroked her hair, pulling the covers up under her chin. “Now go to sleep.”

“Wait. What about the battle of Essex? It’s practically the next chapter in your tale, so the story is not finished.”

“Sleep.”

Her head thudded back onto the pillow, and her eyes began to grow heavy. “You dirty, bloody... cheater...” she mumbled. 

The man didn’t even have to use spells. It seemed all the tales she’d heard of how magic worked were outright lies. 

I’ll be just as powerful as you someday. She swore to herself, a smile gracing her lips, as she drifted happily off to sleep with dreams of battle and sorcerers dancing on back of her eyelids.
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​II. A Fitting Heir
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The castle was a far noisier and unwelcoming place after Arthur was born. The kingdom had been anticipating his coming for nine long months, and so Morgan should have been well prepared for the little black hole that drank up all attention. She had expected the fuss to die down after the baby was delivered, but even after the heralds’ horns echoing over town had fallen silent and the many celebration banquets had wound to a close, Arthur continued to incite endless visits and commotion. The golden haired boy with the bright blue eyes was fawned over and adored by every lady in court. He was adored by her father, who would show him off proudly to all visitors, even praising him for the loudness of his crying. “Has the lungs of a warrior!” He laughed. 

She had never seen her father laugh like that with her. He never even smiled at her like he did for his guests. With her, he was always stern.

“Sit up straight,” Beatrice chided. 

Morgan shot her a glare, and the maid paled, averting her gaze and giving no further corrections to her ward. Morgan had recently learned the effectiveness of her glares. If the entire castle insisted on being afraid of her, then there was no point wasting effort feigning charm and kindness. It was much more fun to lay them low with the weight of her eyes and watch them squirm, terrified of all the horrible fates she could inflict upon them. I could turn you into a toad. She thought, still glaring down at Beatrice. An ugly, warty toad. 

Though granted, she had never attempted a human transmutation before. It was likely much more complicated than floating rocks or conjuring flashes of flame. She had heard stories though, of how Merlin changed his shape, and so she knew it must be possible. 

I could make everyone a toad. She thought, scanning the room of chittering waifs around her, done up in their fine dresses and ridiculous hats, cooing over the blond haired baby at the head of the table. It’s not like any of these idiots contribute to father’s war efforts. They just hang around, drinking and gossiping, with their fake smiles and compliments. They’d be far more fun hopping around the floor, a grand and shocking entertainment. She smiled.

Her smile died, as she noticed Merlin, stood by Uther at the head of the grand table with all the other lords. This feast was ostensibly to celebrate the king’s recent victory quelling an uprising in Cornwall, but once again Arthur had become the center of attention, twirled around by the high-spirited conqueror and bragged about loudly as the heir to this newly forged nation. The boy was not even a year old. He had no place in a feast hall. He aught to be crying, covering his ears and tantruming like the spoiled brat he was. Instead, he giggled and cooed, far too used to the noise and crowded motion that had been surrounding him every day of his charmed little life. 

The worst traitor was Merlin, stood so imperiously by the side of his liege. He smiled at the baby the same way the others did, oblivious to the glares of his surly student sat shoved in her shadowed corner of the feast. Before Arthur, the wizard would have noticed Morgan’s ill tempered smile. He would have known immediately the twisted fantasies that had been darting through her mind as she wickedly considered the transformation of the feast hall before them into a gathering of amphibians, but the princess was nothing but a forgotten shadow to him now, with endless meetings and war campaigns keeping him constantly away from the castle. Now, even when he and Uther did return, Arthur was all that mattered. Why waste their time exchanging words with a charmless girl when a true heir lie before them? The son her father had always wanted.

“I think that’s enough of that for now.” Igraine laughed, taking Arthur gently back from his father’s rough-handed grip. “The young prince must be headed off to bed, my lords.”

Uther protested, a slurred and berating rant, but Igraine’s gentle words and soft touches instantly had him turned around on the subject, and he turned his attention back to the sickly smelling beer his servants continually tipped into his drinking mug. He was drunk already, Morgan could see, even though they were a mere hour into the night’s festivities. Why was it only ladies who had to sit upright and prim, sipping their wines and holding their tongues while the men went about boasting and draining horn after horn of vintage?

The musicians seated at the side of the hall struck up another soulless tune and many a lord and young lady took their place upon the open floor set up in the center of the great tables lining the walls of the room.

“The young princess should be participating in the dance, don’t you think?” Igraine gently prodded. Morgan did not know why she bothered to pay visit to this gloomy little corner her daughter had quite purposefully worked to clear of company.

“Shouldn’t you be fussing over my dear little brother?” Morgan prompted dryly. “Reading him bedtime stories. Then holding his hand throughout the long night, so he doesn’t ever have to feel alone, until morning light doth pierce the windows and the crowd of sycophants flocks to his bedside to rouse him from his slumber.”

“What an evocative picture that paints.” Igraine smiled. “You could write such lovely sonnets, if only each line were not dripping with sarcasm and insults. I hardly like you referring to our hard working staff as ‘sycophants’—”

“The word I learned this morning is pariah,” Morgan cut her off bitterly, eyes cold and distant. “Now that describes only one member of this castle, don’t you think? Perhaps I shall write a sonnet about that. The hideous little spitfire, less princess than pariah...”

“You are not an outcast. You are the king’s daughter and...” She had not the right words to reassure her, to make her laugh and lighten her mood. The one with the right words had already vanished from the hall, slipping away from the bawdy festivities the instant the opportunity had presented itself in a move Morgan dearly wished she could replicate. “Why not go speak with the other children? Young Lord Bastion over there is about your age,” her mother nattered on.

“Yes, and his father Lord Ruthien is oh so eager to have him betrothed to pay off their house’s debts and secure them a place at the king’s side. Though I think at nine years old I’m still a little too young for you to be plotting my sale. From the best bred mares to common whores after all, they at least wait until they’ve reached sexual maturity before pairing them off.”

“Morgan!”

“Yes, mother, I know you were only nine when your father sold you, but you’re a far prettier piece of furniture. A nice little lamp that lights up rooms rather than dousing them in gloom—”

Igraine seized her wrist. There was real anger in her eyes, anger and hurt, but she had nothing to say, no counter or comfort. For all Merlin’s talk of her amazing skill, always picking the best words, she seemed completely inept when it came to her daughter. She looked anxiously to the lords seated at the head of the table, but none there had noticed their spat. 

No one had noticed, except the servants lurking in the shadows of the room, already shaking their heads in judging disapproval. “What an awful girl!” they would be whispering. “And our poor, precious queen, cursed with such an ugly, evil child. At least she has Arthur...”

Morgan shrugged free of her mother’s grip and shoved back her seat. She headed straight out the doors, easily cutting down with her eyes the few servants like Beatrice who dared step in to stop her. 

She felt rather pathetic. She was not some bloody flower. She had never needed showering praise to keep her from wilting. She needed no attention whatsoever, not from these pretenders. She hated absolutely everyone in this court, servants and noblemen alike. Arthur should be a welcome distraction. Better to be forgotten by her father after all, than still under the weight of his stern-eyed anger. The more the visitors flocked to her brother, the more chance she had to study, alone in the blessed solitude of the emptied out library and towers. No one had even noticed the last of her outbursts, supernaturally shattering the vases in the upper hall, as no one had been present, not even Beatrice.

She yanked the flowers from her hair and set spiteful fire to them, before deciding that wasn’t nearly dramatic enough and torching the gaudy tapestry of the great King Uther and his queen hung on the wall beside her.

“I myself have always hated that tapestry,” Merlin noted coolly. “The clumsy weaver made your mother look far too blank, empty eyes and distorted features. We should hang an image of the princess in its place. I’m sure they could make a grand and impressive portrait, if only she would allow the artisans to capture her.”

“I’m caged enough. I’ve no need to be flattened and bound on a wall, a leering ghoul, haunting the halls.”

“A ghoul you are not, my lady. Yet leering and scowling is all I have seen from you today.”

“You would rather I smile?” She spread her teeth, a wild eyed and chilling expression. “You would rather I lie in endless, exhaustive play, like mother and all the other ladies of court? Only, the men wouldn’t swoon before me. They would faint in fear!”

“A dramatic claim from a nine year old. Would you care to test it? I would quite like to see Lord Cadry collapse like a maiden. It would humble him considerably.”

Morgan did not feel like laughing. She would not allow her smile to turn genuine, because Merlin had abandoned her. He had given up on her lessons to go serve mysterious purpose in pointless skirmishes against the Saxons. He had been gone for six months and not written her once. Returning today with a host of knights, he had not even acknowledged her! He had abandoned her and...

She was crying, fat, ugly tears far from suited to a great and powerful wizardess, even one in training. She clamped her sleeve over her eyes to hide the childish breakdown, and Merlin knelt solemnly across from her. “I... I should have stopped by earlier for a greeting I suppose?”

Her fist jabbed out into his shoulder, but her eloquence had deserted her, and she had no words to reprimand him. All she could do was sob, stuck firmly in the grips of her pathetic meltdown, as if she really were some ordinary child succumbed to her tantrum.

Merlin’s arms closed about her, awkwardly patting her on the back. “Uh, there, there. I should... I should fetch your mother.”

She hit him again, much harder than before, and angrily lowered her sleeve, puffy eyes losing none of their glare. “You didn’t even write. And you were gone so long...”

“I... Yes. But I had little time. You understand this, yes? The king keeps me very occupied these days, quelling fires and keeping down the increasing chaos of this ever spreading conquest of his.”

“Yet you return not in w-want of intelligent conversation, but instead spend your whole day f-fussing over d-dusty maps and w-wailing infants!” she accused, trying to quell her shaking shoulders and adopt an air of controlled uncaring, the cold facade she was able to maintain before everyone else in court. It eluded her sorely.

“Ah, so this is about Arthur.” She raised her chin, lips pursed and eyes flashing. “Jealousy is the natural reaction of older siblings. Actually getting to know your brother might quiet quite a lot of that resentment, rather than spending all your time squirreled away in your rooms, mired in dark tales.”

“I am honing my mind!” she snapped, eloquence returning. “An admirable quest far wiser than the causes taken up by witless idiots hammering away at each other on the battlefields. And what would you know of jealousy or siblings?”

“As everyone knows, I know everything.” Morgan glared, not amused. “Though I myself was an only child. I can only imagine how distressing it would be to have had a little brother or sister,” he continued in dry hyperbole. “Or to have parents, actually present, living and breathing there to raise me. How awful that would have been. And God forbid there be a brother by my side, someone for me to protect and teach and share the burden of our unique family, someone who understood the stresses of court and—”

“He’s six months old! I am quite sure he would not understand were I to waltz up to his crib and start ranting complaints about the pressures of court. He will probably never understand, because he will spend his charmed little life as crown prince having the entire court swoon over his every unimpressive act!”

“And you could be a friend, an adviser of unselfish intent. You could ground him, help him.”

“He doesn’t need any help. He is Arthur Pendragon! I will not be some unremarkable relation hanging around in his court, known for his legacy and the shadow of our father, where my only role is to be married off to some grimy old lord...” Her eyes filled with tears.

Merlin reached out, taking her hands. “You are far too young to be worrying about such things.”

She ripped free of his hold, sniffling in the embarrassing line of snot now sliding down her face. “I am old enough to understand my inevitable place in this horrid castle. And you still have not apologized!” Her voice broke.

“I am sorry I did not write. But I will not waste words consoling your bleak imaginings about the future, nor hear you defame those you should care for most. Family is a gift. Cherish it. Do not waste your energies setting fire to those ties. Your mother loves you. You must know that.”

Morgan rolled her eyes. “The Lady Igraine loves every broken bird, even an ugly crow. There’s not a soul on this earth she would not pity and care for, no matter how despicable their character.”

“Well... I... have a fondness for you as well,” Merlin declared, drawing back his hand and stiffening primly. “And I disdain most everyone. That makes you most special.”

“Disdain everyone except mother, and Arthur, and—”

“Good God, you jealous child. The boy is a delightful, laughing baby. Of course I smiled. Do you wish for me to start kicking puppies, turning candy into coal and scowling at sunsets?”

“I think a great and powerful sorcerer would be far more suited to a scowl.” Her eyes narrowed, cocking her head. “And a beard. A long, white beard. As it stands, your hair is far too dark, and your robes are far too gray. They aught to be blue. Or purple. Covered with the glitter of the caged stars themselves.”

“You have been reading too many epics. Come along, young sorceress, to bed with thee. When you become a great and powerful wizard, you can wear whatever you like.”

A smile did finally find its way onto her countenance then, and she allowed herself to be led off to her rooms. Merlin set off the very next day though, gone for months on some mysterious mission.

He never wrote once. Just like all the others, he was a liar.
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​III. The Rose’s Thorn
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More whispers filled the castle in those long and dreary months while Merlin was away, more malicious, fearful gossip, though for once the rumors had nothing to do with Morgan. 

The whispers spoke of Uther and the unseemly pallor that had taken over his face, the rasping wheeze that tinged each cough and clearing of the throat, and the blood that spotted the linens that the maids were tasked to scrub clean each morn, despite all of them knowing he bore no wounds from battle. The injuries eating away at him seemed purely internal, a deadly illness slowly stealing his life, but the king refused to hide from his people. He kept his head held high and threw feast after feast, desperate events of raucous crowds where he blustered and drank even more than usual. 

Morgan stayed well away from those events, and no one seemed to miss her presence. Even Igraine and Arthur made no appearances at those gatherings, though the servants gossiped of the king’s complaints. The shouted beratings of his wife shook the corridors in the late hours of the evening, as he criticized the queen for her lack of support, lending fuel to his enemy’s defamation of his manhood by refusing to attend him.

Morgan did her best to block out all the noise and keep her mind on her studies, until one afternoon she was pulled most rudely from the library and brought before her father, sunken on his throne in the great hall with features sallow and brow stained with sweat. 

Uther eyed her up and down in weary disapproval. “You will attend the feast tonight and try to look presentable,” he muttered. “Our kingdom is in dire need of more troops to drive back the incursion into York, and I have not heard from that cursed druid of mine in months.”

Morgan raised her head, eyes flooding with worry. “You haven’t?”

“Your king is speaking,” Uther thundered. “Have your tutors taught you nothing of etiquette?” Morgan bit her tongue. “Anyhow, I’ve no need of that wizard’s meddling. A union of our house with that of King Lot of Orkney shall win me all the backing I require. He lost his wife in childbirth this past winter, though the babe appears hail and fit.”

“A match for Arthur then?” she warily pressed, crossing her fingers and desperately ignoring the clear implication in Uther’s words and his purpose in summoning her here.

“A match for you,” the king gruffly deflated all such hopes. At least being betrothed to an infant she had over a decade to wiggle her way out of the arrangement and—“The wedding will take place as soon as you come of age in... when is that exactly? Next spring?”

“Almost three years,” she corrected him scathingly. “I’m ten years old.”

Uther grunted, eyes narrowing. “Thought you were twelve. I suppose this is why your mother kept insisting you were too young for this. The wedding will take place in three years then, giving you ample time to temper your tongue.”

“Three years? This boy is but an infant...” She trailed off, realization dawning in slowly settling dread. “I’m to marry King Lot? You would sell off your daughter to one of your contemporaries?!” she demanded, eyeing the rotting forty year old before her with pointed disdain. “To tend to him while he dithers away in his sickbed—”

Uther leapt to his feet, eyes burning with rage. “You will temper your tongue! I have made you a fitting match to a powerful house of the heir to the entire country of Norway, wherever that is. A distant noble house who has not yet heard ugly rumor of the cursed changeling child of Britain's king!” Morgan flinched. “You have caused me nothing but grief since the day you were born, but you will serve me now as a daughter must. You will attend the feast tonight, and you will smile and be silent in presence of your betrothed. Is that understood?”

Morgan said nothing for a moment, powerless before the fury of a father who had never loved her, a father who saw her only value to be traded away as livestock in exchange for added soldiers to his conquest.

Uther settled back in his throne, contented with her silence and with the fear in her eyes. “Good. You are dismissed. Have your mother pick out something suitable for you to wear. The maids have terrible taste.”

“No.”

Uther grunted. “Fine. Pick a dress yourself then, but it had better be something—”

“No,” she repeated, chin raising and eyes shining with shaking resolve. “No to all of it. I will not be promised to some pervert who takes not even the time to grieve his own wife before agreeing to wed a child. I will not be used as a bargaining chip in your war.”

“You disrespectful brat!” He stalked down from his pedestal, seizing her arm. Morgan could not think of fire or spells as that fist drew back. Her mind had gone blank with panic, and all she could do was stand there and stare.

“My lord?” A gentle voice echoed through the audience hall, and a pale and delicate hand settled atop Uther’s own, still clamped about the frail arm of their daughter. Igraine interposed herself between the pair of them as if it were the most natural thing in the world, eyes holding those of her husband. “You promised I would be the one to tell our daughter of this match, should it come to pass,” she reminded him quietly. “You swore last night that I would have that privilege, did you not? Did I misunderstand your words?”

“You... you did not,” Uther grumbled, cheeks flushing. “But the courier arrived this morning while you were away at mass. And I had heard from her nurse that this heretical girl was just sitting out the service again, nose buried in books of stars and other meaningless drivel. She needed a scolding, not from you women who let her get away with all her glares and caustic outbursts. King Lot will be attending the feast tonight. I needed her to know of this, to treat him properly. To hold her tongue and not sabotage my... my...” He broke off hacking.

Igraine pulled out her kerchief and dabbed at the blood that poured free of his lips, speckling the fair hair of his beard. “I understand, my lord. And I commend your enthusiasm. I feel that same wistful pride when envisioning our daughter’s wedding, still such a distant day.” Morgan caught clearly the subtle emphasis on the word, though Uther, still hacking with kerchief clutched to his mouth, nodded along blearily. “Your alliance with such a powerful house as that of King Lot is a masterful stroke of politics, truly. Morgan should indeed know of this, now that Orkney has assented to the arrangement. I am simply saddened you did not think to share it with me first.”

“I apologize, Igraine.” 

Morgan blinked. He’d apologized. The bear had actually apologized.

“I hold nothing against you, my king. But perhaps I should speak with our daughter now, prepare her for tonight’s festivities.”

“She insulted...” he murmured.

Igraine stroked his back, whispering in his ear, “She is a child, wracked by nerves at the high pressure of her position being daughter to such a great man, responsible even in small part for the future of his line. You put a critical political treaty quite bluntly on the shoulders of a ten year old, dear, and she is but a frail maiden. Of course she had not the confidence to assent to it.”

“I do not need her consent. She is my daughter. She will do as I say.”

“Of course. Of course.” Igraine guided him back to his throne, sitting him down. “But the Lords of Logres will be here shortly with news from St. Albany. You should remain here to greet them. I will have a word with our daughter.”

Morgan stood fuming alone on the cold stone floor of the chamber, watching the whole ordeal with tongue frozen from shock rather than conscious effort. She wanted to set fire to her mother’s efforts in stepping in to shield her. She wanted to scream at this beast of a man, not lull him to sleep with gentle strokings of the ego. Her mother’s words were treachery. Morgan was not a fragile maiden. Her defiance had not been weakness. Even that simple word of protest had taken immense strength. She was not a quivering child, fainting under the pressure of her duty...

That last part was a lie though, because she was shaking under this strain. She was nothing more than a little girl in the face of her father’s fury, eyes filling with tears, as she stared down the bleak future racing now to seize her.

She allowed Igraine to take her hand and lead her to her room, back up the many steps to the blessed silence of her remote tower. No servants dared to follow them. Igraine bolted shut the door and knelt gently across from her daughter. “I know that must have been—”

“You traitor!” Morgan shoved away from the woman, the torches in the room flickering under the sudden winds of her mercifully returned rage. “You agreed to have me wed to some lecherous old mummy!”

“The man is thirty two,” Igraine stated wearily. “Hardly a shriveled corpse, but regardless, I did not assent to it, and you will not be marrying King Lot.” Morgan blinked, the winds vanishing.

Igraine stroked her hair, eyes gentle but tone fierce. “I would never allow that, not for you, my beautiful baby girl.” She kissed her forehead. Morgan grimaced. “You are far too young to be getting engaged. Your father is simply not himself these days. His illness and even worse, the rumors of that weakness, have made him desperate. He acts rashly now to seize more land and solidify our borders. The alliance with Orkney is a necessity, a shrewd maneuver to cement his power. But if you are to marry anyone from that house it will be young Gawain, over a decade from now.”

“Gawain?”

“Lot’s firstborn son.”

“But... what you said before father in the throne room...”

“A gentle side-stepping of the issue,” her mother assured her, “laying it to rest until after tonight’s feast. I read the missive from King Lot’s courier. He said he would consider an alliance with our house, after an appropriate period of mourning for his dear departed second wife. He needs your father’s troops as much as Uther needs him. So you must indeed hold your tongue at this feast tonight.” Morgan flushed. “Present yourself with short-spoken decorum and stay seated with the other children at the side of the hall. I will see Lot’s attention is otherwise occupied.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your cousin, Anna De’gaur, turned fifteen this past cycle. She already has a flood of yet to be accepted marriage proposals from the men here at court due to her rapidly developing... attributes. King Lot will be taken with her instantly, be assured, and she will be happy to indulge him.”

“If he swears himself to your niece, that will no doubt upset father.”

“Your father will be dead inside of a year,” Igraine bluntly countered, all gentleness gone from her eyes which sat flat and cold now like chips of ice. “The sickness will take him, but he has Arthur as his heir, and I will be dowager queen, in charge of day to day matters until your brother comes of age. You will have a casual betrothal to Gawain of Orkney to keep their house loyal to us and our borders strong, but that marriage will be years and years from now, and you will have all the time in the world to decide whether or not you want to honor it. Alright?”

“You planned all of this?” Morgan murmured, caught completely off guard by the sudden fierce cunning from a woman she had always assumed to be nothing but a compliant doe. “You have a plan for his death.”

“Of course. A good and solid plan. We will survive Uther’s end, my darling girl. We may even be better for it.” She gave one final stroke of her hair and headed for the door. “I shall have Beatrice come get you ready for the feast. Wear the blue dress, the one with the lace right up to the collar. And no more setting things on fire this time. Please? That lace takes days of care to craft and only seconds to destroy.”

Morgan numbly watched the door click shut, her mind racing in careful analysis of looks and whispers she had never bothered to pay attention to before. Her father was dying, and her mother did not seem to care about it at all. True, he was an awful person, mulish and cold, but the fact that he had fallen ill so suddenly, a scarce six months after Arthur was born, an heir to hold the throne afterward...

Morgan cleared such malicious doubts from her mind, as Beatrice stepped into her chambers. She gave no resistance this time, sitting by silently and allowing the maid to dress her and pin up her unruly curls in a painfully tight crown of braids.

King Lot was not nearly so disgusting as she’d imagined. He had a strong sort of face, bearded and lined only with a faint scattering of smile lines around his eyes. He was built like a warrior, tall and broad-shouldered, just like his new liege lord, her father, though without the swelling girth that marked most older kings. He had brought none of his sons with him on his long journey south. An unsurprising choice, since even the eldest of the four was not yet trusted to ride any great distance on horseback, being only six years old.

Lot gave Morgan a cordial and dismissive greeting, as she did as her mother had bid her and acted like a shy and stupid child, what she imagined an ordinary girl of her age to be like. 

“How old are you?” he hesitantly pressed at the end of the fumbled exchange.

“Ten.”

He grit his teeth. “Indeed. I’m not certain that was mentioned in your husband’s missive,” he muttered to Igraine. She laughed off the misunderstanding with wide-eyed innocence and clear implications that the union between their houses had indeed been concocted as a far future wedding between two promising young nobles, neither of whom had come of age just yet. 

Uther did not overhear any of his wife’s careful sabotage of his plan, too busy drowning his pains in liquor and exchanging boasts with his brother about the coming campaign to lure out the Saxons from their mountain stronghold in Gywnedd.

They settled down to eat, and Anna De’gaur with her low cut dress and clearly developing “attributes” was seated directly before the eyes of King Lot at the corner of the maidens’ table nearest the head of the feast. The foreign king was indeed instantly taken with her, just as Igraine had promised, and Anna was all too eager to indulge him. Morgan supposed her cousin was just like most ladies of the court, eager to pin down a man with title and lands far greater than their own. 

Morgan endured all the hours of chatter and dull music, wondering bleakly if there would be anything left of the royal treasury by the time Uther was dead. His constant military campaigns and displays of wealth were quite costly after all, even with the ever increasing taxes on his citizens. She would have liked to discuss it with the royal treasurer, to get an exact run down of the figures, but the snobbish old noble refused to speak with her about such things. 

Even Igraine had told her to hold her tongue this evening, to act like nothing more than a stupid child, a vapid young princess contributing nothing to her father’s kingdom. Morgan obeyed that dreadful prompting and sat in gloomy silence in her forgotten corner of the table, fading slowly into the background, until the opportunity presented itself and she abandoned her seat, setting off toward her solitary tower. No one would notice her departure. Even the servants only made note of the princess when she was making a scene.

She did stop by Arthur’s nursery briefly before retiring back to her books. She had never done that before, never intruded on the babe and his constant string of ogling visitors. There should be no one there this evening however, with King Lot visiting and the festivities in the banquet hall keeping the guests thoroughly occupied.

The door was locked, a strangely paranoid precaution to Morgan’s mind. She shrugged aside the inconvenience and brushed her finger over the mechanism. She had no need for something so mundane as a physical key. 

“Unlock.” 

The spell did nothing. 

She frowned, certain that such minor telekinesis was well within the realm of her abilities. If only Merlin had bothered to teach her, so she did not have to spend so many hours combing through vague texts with only cryptic references to such powers. 

“I command you to open!”

The door flew open in fearful obedience of her will, and the nursemaid cooing at Arthur’s crib-side started to her feet with a scream.

“Oh, uh, princess Morgan? I-I thought the door was locked.”

“It was. I unlocked it.”

“Your mother gave you the key?”

Morgan exhaled, drained and exasperated. “Just shut up and sleep.”

“Excuse me? Princess, that is not the proper way for a lady to address someone. I may be a lowly nurse maid, but I am still your elder—”

“Sleep.” She snapped her fingers this time, holding compellingly the gaze of the woman across from her. That seemed to do the trick. Evey’s eyes fluttered shut, and she collapsed to the ground, thumping her head against the flagstone. 

Morgan winced. She had never considered head injuries as a consequence of sudden collapse. Fainting was such a regular occurrence here in court, and no one ever died from it. Though she supposed all those maidens had eager knights there to catch them whenever they swooned and thus were not at risk of cracking their heads on the floor.

She tucked a pillow beneath the minor lump forming on back of Evey’s head, hoping it would do something to mitigate the pounding headache that would likely torment her the moment she awoke.

Arthur was wailing in his crib, rudely awakened by the screams of his nurse a minute past. 

Morgan whirled on him in anger. “Be silent, will you? I stopped by to see you. You ought to be used to that. And grateful, bloody grateful. I have far more rewarding things I could be doing with my time right now.” The baby showed no such gratitude, distressed screams only growing in volume. “Shut it! You are going to draw more of them.”

She leaned over the edge of the crib. The babe whimpered, bright blue eyes glued to the pale-faced girl staring him down. He seemed scared, like he wanted to know what was wrong, wanted to know what he’d done to earn such a glare. 

He was frozen the same way she had been in that throne room before their father. 

Her eyes instantly softened. “A few more months and you’ll be king, do you understand?” The baby said nothing. He did not in fact understand. “Our father will be dead. And our mother maybe planned it. But I’m still being used as a bargaining chip of breeding married off to a foreign child instead of an old man while you get to be boy king of a country. Understand?”

A little hand reached up toward her hesitantly, winding his fingers around a lock of hair that had come free of her braids, dangling right above his face. He yanked on it. Hard. 

Morgan bit back her curse, hand locking around those annoyingly strong stubby fingers in an attempt to pry them loose. “Bloody great conversationalist, just like I suspected,” she grumbled, jerking back her head. Tiny fingers twined around her own, and the baby stared at her. She stared back solemnly.

The door thudded open. “Who goes there?”

Morgan glared over her shoulder at the packed doorway of guards and cowering maids.

“Princess? What are you—?”

“Sleep!”

Everyone dropped. Arthur giggled. He really was just adorable when he smiled, insufferably adorable. 

“You sleep too,” she muttered. “And let go of my finger already.” The baby’s eyes fluttered shut, hands weakly uncurling. 

Morgan picked her way over the snoring masses and set off down the hallway.

Her mother’s plan tonight had been a shrewd one, pulled off without a hitch, as she manipulated everyone around her toward a happier but still miserable future. 

I wish no part in your plan. I will make my own fate. Morgan swore. I am the daughter of kings, a powerful wizardess. I am no one’s chess piece. So what if she lacked sorely the skills to steer those knights and play the game as a proper queen, the most powerful one on the field? Morgan had no need to win by capturing kings. She’d flip the board and be done with it.
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​IV. The Feast to End all Feasts


[image: ]




A blessed calm had filled the castle this past month, as the ailing King Uther set out to ill-advised battle with his host of knights in tow. That peaceful silence was set to end tonight. The heralds had announced a great victory, a grand triumph over the savage Saxon threat on the field of St. Albany, with the final charge led by the great Uther Pendragon himself. The procession of rowdy lords would ride back to Camelot tonight to host a celebration. Morgan’s only hope was that Merlin would be accompanying them. She had seen no sign of the wizard in almost a year, but perhaps now, with the immediate threat ended and the war on pause, the mysterious mage would finally be finished with his travels, able to return home to them once more.

The almost completely self-taught wizardess was getting better and better at scrying, an ancient art that involved viewing a target through a pool of water. She had tried the first few times to locate Merlin and mistakenly believed herself an utter failure, as searches for the druid revealed only haze and clouded waters. She read more scholarly commentary and tried again, day after day. She knew her preparations were correct, and her stubbornness would not allow her to quit at anything before she succeeded in her goal. Still, she could see nothing of the druid.

She passed a group of maids in the hallway on the day of her fifth consecutive failure. They were most noticeably and obnoxiously giggling, but they fell instantly silent at her approach, so paranoid curiosity prompted her to try her scrying again with those twits as her targets. She found it to be perfectly effective. She could observe each servant as they went about their day to day lives, gossiping and sowing rumors. It worked on anyone she could envision. Anyone but Merlin. 

She tried the art next on some of the local children who dithered away their days in the woods just outside the castle, gathering firewood or squiring for knights. Those girls and boys had such boring little lives, stitching endless needlepoint or completing common chores of dishes and wood-cutting. She decided to liven up their days by conjuring up snakes to come crawling up out of their chamber pots. That trick was even more delightful when played upon the adults. The great knights screamed just as loudly as their page boys when the serpents brushed their backsides.

No one really came to Morgan’s rooms anymore, not even to investigate her hysterical laughter. She was rather lonely, she discovered, even with her little pranks, and her mother’s company made her most uncomfortable these days. 

She tried once again to catch even the briefest glimpse of Merlin. Nothing but clouded waters. So, with a heavy sigh she went looking for her father instead, out on his war campaign with the other lords. She saw from her own observation of the battles that all the herald’s tales of Uther’s undampened battle prowess were complete and utter lies. 

The king had been kept soundly at the back of the lines throughout each skirmish and clash, swaying in his saddle and barking confused commands to generals who for the most part ignored his input, forging ahead with their plan to route the Saxons. The sights on that first battlefield churned Morgan’s stomach. It was all mud and gore and flailing mounts. There was no glory or decorum, and she found she could not sleep at all the night that followed her first scrying of it. She looked again the next day, regardless of her discomfort, and watched the entire brutal battle on the field of St. Albany, where Britain’s ailing king had allowed King Lot to take charge of their armies, playing brief pantomime out on the field before retiring to the warmth of his pavilion, as the killing came to a close and the leader of the Saxons, King Octa, was slain.

Now the sun was sinking, and the feast hall was filling with knights raving endless lies of Uther’s valor. Uncle Aurelius took charge of the narrative, insisting his brother had ridden with head held high throughout the long march to their eastern border and won yet another legendary victory, striking down this horde of Saxons almost single-highhandedly. No one challenged that narrative, not even King Lot, who had done most of the work out on that field.

Uther drank in those lies with smiles and blustering embellishments of his own. He was in genuinely high spirits, for the first time in almost a year. His pallor was not as poor tonight, and he had much to celebrate. King Lot’s aid in subduing the north had made Uther’s dream of a unified Britain quite near a reality. Even those few stubborn pagans and foreigners who clung to chunks of land to the far west and south dreaded the approach of the Pendragon armies, yielding their cities and castles and striking up treaties often at the mere glimpse of the red-scaled flag. The feast tonight seemed a heartfelt farewell on part of these knights, a joyous salute to a dying monarch whose legacy would live on long after his sickness won out.

Morgan had not been invited to that feast. No servant had been sent to fetch her, but she eased her way into that crowded hall anyway, eyes scanning the chaos for some sign of her long missing mentor. It was just as she’d feared from her scrying however. The druid was nowhere to be seen.

“That’s right, your majesty, you never had the chance before we set out to meet my cousin, the little prince, now did you?” Morgan overheard Anna De’gaur somewhat loudly exclaim from her position fawning over King Lot near the head of the feast table. “Where is he, Aunt Igraine? Won’t the little heir be joining us this evening?”

“Yes, where is he?” Uther eagerly agreed. “Haven’t seen the boy in ages.”

Igraine forced a smile and whispered a quick command to one of the servants. “He will be out here shortly,” she assured her husband, and Uther’s smile returned. Arthur had been kept from these feasts lately, what with the increasingly vocal guests coupled with Uther’s failing health and unpredictably flaring temper. Still, the king seemed in a stable mood tonight.

Stable enough to answer a simple question surely. Morgan prayed, making her way tentatively over to the crowded table where her father loitered amidst his circle of praise. She waited patiently for an opening in the conversation of laughing lords exchanging compliments and lies with their king. She waited an entire five minutes and was left with no choice but to cut one of them off. Lord Cadry would do. 

“Father?” she pressed. 

Uther ignored her, seeming not to have heard. 

“Lord Uther.” 

Still no response.

Morgan’s eyes darkened, finger twitching up in a sharp and purposeful command. The wine on the table before Uther went up in a sudden flash of steam and crimson flame. The lords started back from the sight, and the hall fell silent.

“What the devil?” King Lot whispered.

“No devils, just a flaming rum punch,” Morgan assured him dryly, lips spread in a smile. “A common sight here in the hall of the Pendragons. When a dragon is a blowhard, it is only to be expected there will be flames. Anyhow, father,” Her eyes shifted back to Uther. “welcome home. I have been needing to speak with you all day.”

“Surely it can wait.” Uther’s brow had lowered, eyes darkening dangerously. He did not scare her this time, not here in a hall of so many witnesses. Anyway, there was no real strength to him now. She had seen it herself, out on that battlefield. He would be dead inside of the year, just as her mother had said.

“It cannot. Seeing a king return without his chief adviser is most concerning after all. Was Merlin not with you on the campaign?” she pressed. “You said before that you had not seen him in months, but I thought surely—”

“That useless wizard has not been seen in the king’s lands for almost a year now,” Lord Cadry sniffed, turning up his nose. “He has betrayed his post and his duty.”

“Indeed,” Uther growled. “I sent him out on an errand, and he has yet to return. Now, daughter,” The word seemed almost an insult. “we will speak no more of this.”

“Your son, my lord.”

The announcement cheered him instantly, and Uther stood up in his seat, reaching out his hands for the towheaded babe being carried over by Igraine. “There he is!” Uther clapped in delight, seizing up the boy. “Won’t be long till we get a sword in your hands, now will it, my boy? Get you out on that field fighting alongside your old man...” A bought of sudden coughing took him, and Igraine gently eased Arthur free of his grip, passing him on to his nursemaid, Evey.

“Fetch the king something to parch his thirst,” she ordered one of the servants. “The dryness of the room has caused quite a tickle in his throat. Isn’t that right, my lord?”

“Yes, indeed.” Uther forced a smile, hiding the red at the corners of his mouth with a quick swipe of his sleeve.

“Here you are, my king.” Anna De’gaur gave a low curtsy, presenting him with a chalice.

“Thank you, Anna.” He raised the cup in salute. “A toast. To the defeat of the pagan King Octa and the future of our lands. To Britain!”

“To Britain!” the knights howled in response.

The men all drained their horns, as Igraine and all the other ladies took delicate sips from their own chalices in graceful support. Morgan drifted to the back of the crowd and drank not one sip, eyes still burning into her father and his crowd of posturing liars. Better if you were all of you dead. She thought to herself.

Uther’s hacking worsened with abrupt suddenness, and Igraine looked over in alarm, hand settling on his back. “My lord? Perhaps you should retire for the...” The queen’s breaths became suddenly erratic. Igraine looked to her niece in alarm, but Anna made no move to help her, as the queen swayed, pitching forward across the table.

“My lady?” Lords and knights rose to attend her, only to falter themselves, knees buckling. They crashed to the ground in a clamor of metal and shattering glass.

Uther’s hacking had ceased, as his own labored breathing grew jaggedly still, glassy eyes staring unseeingly up at the ceiling, as he slumped back in his chair. Uncle Aurelius was dead at his side, skin pale and slack, just like Lord Cadry and a dozen others throughout the hall. It all happened so fast. Morgan didn’t have time to react or do anything to stop it. She just stared in shock at her father – dead. And her mother... Igraine was dead. Her mother was...

It wasn’t me, was it? Morgan questioned herself in sudden panic. It was just a thought. I didn’t actually kill them, did I? I couldn’t have. I wouldn’t!

“What treachery is this?!” King Lot cried, bounding to his feet with sword in hand and eyes sweeping the crowd in angry accusation.

“No treachery. Witchcraft!” Anna De’gaur gasped, clutching a hand to her breast and whirling to face the pariah stood frozen in the corner. “That cruel fay hath slain her own father, our king. You all saw what she did to our liege’s cup!”

“I didn’t... I didn’t mean to,” Morgan stuttered, and the surviving knights before her paled with instant rage. The vast majority of them were King Lot’s retainers, with only a few of her own countrymen that she recognized: Lord Maleagant and Duke Kador, and a handful of others. All of them usurped heirs of formerly independent duchies like Cornwall that had sworn begrudging allegiance to Uther, but she had no time to give thought to how composed they were about the sudden death of their liege. She had no time to think at all, mind frozen with fear and self-doubt, as the ring of armored men closed in around her.

“Witch,” some of them muttered, hands drifting to their swords.

“She is a witch!” Anna wailed. “A known changeling, now a murderer! Strike her down, my lords. Quickly! Before the same sadistic fate that befell our liege is cast over us all!”

A dreadful figure clad in layers of black steel stalked grimly through the crowd and reached to seize her. Sir Turquine, a butcher of most frightening prowess from what she had glimpsed of him on the battlefield. His blade was already bared at his side, raising now to strike. She needed to fight back, flee, but the fear kept her frozen, powerless, and all she felt was small, tiny and despised, unable to do anything as that blade came hurtling toward her head and passed right through—

Empty air.

Her arm had shrunken and slipped from Turquine’s grasp, leaving behind just an empty pile of fabric, as the sword whistled through the area where her head had been and clanged against the wall. The nobles gasped. “So it was a specter,” King Lot stated, strong voice quavering. Even Anna De’gaur, who had been witness herself to many of Morgan’s strange outbursts and powers just stared on in shock, completely caught off guard by the strange vanishing of the cousin she had condemned.

None of them noticed the tiny black furred mouse that slid out from under the hem of the deserted dress and shot off down the hall, keeping to the shadows with little heart thundering away within her transmuted chest. Her mother was dead, and her father’s own knights, all those who had survived, blamed her for everything. But it was only a thought. I didn’t mean it! She swore. Her eyes were growing damp, blurring her vision with tears. It appeared even mice could cry, and the fear and panic felt so natural in this state, scurrying across the floor in desperate search of cover. Those angry shouts were still booming through the halls. The servants were wailing. Awful things would happen here tonight. She needed to escape, flee, run!

A long hanging tapestry rose up before her, a perfect bit of cover from the booming footsteps she could feel shaking the floor behind her, closing in on her back. The mouse scooted beneath the fabric and crouched there, shaking, as the footsteps thundered past. A baby’s cries were echoing through the hall, and chasing after the sound were the awful clanking footsteps of a brute. It was that horrible knight, Sir Turquine, the man who had attacked her in the hall, fully set on murdering his princess, a ten year old child. She was too frightened to feel angry about that. She was a murderer after all. She had killed her own mother, even if it had only been an accident...

But why was he chasing Arthur?

That thought froze all her guilt, and her beady eyes tracked the brute making his way after the frail, fleeing figure of Evey, scurrying off down the hall with the wailing heir to Britain’s throne clutched desperately to her chest.

All thoughts of flight and her own safety were instantly smothered by worry. What was that brute of a knight doing, reaching out so menacingly to rip the young prince from the arms of his caretaker? Why had he been so calm about the death of his liege and so eager in wake of his passing to dispose of his heirs, both she and her brother? Morgan’s guilt and doubt turned instantly to rage. She had no need to hide from this traitor. She was not some cowering rodent. She was Morgan Pendragon, a great and powerful sorceress!

That thought was a mistake. In an instant, the mouse was gone and so was her cover, as she found herself returned to her regular shape, naked behind the tapestry and silently berating herself for her lack of control, or any sort of plan here.

She peered around the edge of the heavy hanging fabric. Turquine had not noticed the rippling surface of the tapestry that concealed her. His attention was fixed on Evey, screaming now in protest, as he seized her by the shoulder and reached for the babe in her hands.

“What treachery do you plan here, peasant, smuggling away the king’s heir?” Turquine demanded in sneering accusation, one hand clamped around frail Evey’s shoulder and the other still fixed about his sword, hanging bared at his side. “Do you not realize the dangers this night in wake of his father’s passing?”

“Get back, villain! I see through your lies. The danger is you!”

“Be silent.” Turquine seized the nurse by the throat, but Morgan knew well how to deal with a rampaging beast. You lulled it into lazy slumber, just as her mother had so deftly done with her own powers of influence.

Though Morgan’s own influence was much more direct. “Sleep!”

The black knight dropped, pitching forward and thudding face first into the stone. Morgan felt no regret whatsoever for the injuries that time. 

Evey clasped a hand to her mouth and turned her eyes to the princess peering out from the corner of her tapestry. “Princess?” Those eyes flooded with fear, and she tightened her hold on Arthur. “No. I saw what you did, even to your own dear mother. You will not have our prince. Do you hear me, demon?!”

More footsteps sounded at the head of the hall, clamoring towards them. Evey took off, Arthur in her arms.

“I saved him, you thankless crone,” Morgan muttered, knowing she needed to flee herself, and quickly, but running naked through the halls was clearly not an option.

Her eyes settled on the narrow window just across from her. She was a changeling, she reminded herself grimly, a powerful magician fully able to transform herself completely, as she had already proven once this night. All she needed was something with feathers, to carry her away on the winds, out into the freedom of the open world. That craving for flight, escaping this cage, brought forth the change instantly. Glossy black feathers sprouted all along her arms and back, and the ground raced up to meet her, as she shrunk down with stomach churning suddenness, her toes curling into sharpened talons.

The armored troop of traitors charging up from the head of the hall staggered to a halt, as the raven spread its wings. She hopped off toward the window in a somewhat less than impressive fashion, struggling to flap her way free of the tapestry and into full on flight. 

“Shoot it down, you dullards!” Anna shouted with a decided lack of decorum, and the knights all looked at her aghast. “I mean... Ahem, that demon is clearly on its way to devour my dear cousin, our king’s precious son. We must hasten to find him and shoot down that—Oh curse your sluggishness! She’s already gone.”

Morgan could hear quite clearly the angry stamping of Anna’s foot, as the young sorceress plummeted out the window in a streak of black, calling up her instincts and spreading her newly formed wings to slow her momentum and glide off into the night. It seemed her tantruming cousin was not nearly as grown up as she pretended. Though she had indeed displayed some shockingly developed attributes that Morgan was just now catching sight of, as she fought down her own doubts and panic and reflected back on all her cousin’s cruel words and dramatically staged reactions this night. 

The princess’s resentment of her father had not poisoned anyone at that feast. There had been no accidental spell or magic involved in their deaths. Her cousin had been the one to give Uther his chalice, and it was the servants of King Lot who had poured the rest of the libations for the now dead Lords of Logres and their queen. Morgan had underestimated her cousin sorely, just as she had her own mother in the past. The wicked girl was a traitor and a murderer of most ruthless efficiency. She had emptied the throne for her new suitor, King Lot, and framed the known sorceress, Morgan, for all of it, painting her a devil and an enemy.

Morgan wanted to scream with frustration, though all that emerged was an echoing caw. She had no idea where her brother was now, or even if he had escaped that castle. Evey had spurned her aid. She despised her just as all the others did. Morgan had lost her family and a home that had never truly been hers to begin with. She had graduated from outcast to exile in truth, alone in the world, with her powers perceived as always as nothing but a condemning curse. She needed to be planning her revenge, plotting her return to the halls of her murdered kin to inflict gruesome punishment upon Anna De’gaur and each and every treasonous knight and honorless noble that had aided in her scheme. That righteous fury would not stay with her at the moment though, cracked with grief and self-pity, until the rage became nothing but little knots in her chest, useless wads of despair that drained away her energy.
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