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      When Galahad was young, he feared being separated from Iseult. It was the worst thing he could think of, the cruelest possible fate.

      If he cast his memory back as far as it could go, Iseult was the first thing he remembered. In every memory, good and bad, she was always there, standing at his side or else fearlessly leading the way. There was no game she didn’t play, no scraped knee she didn’t soothe, no nightmare she didn’t share. She was part of him, heart of his heart.

      And then they were separated, and he lived on. He found other things to fear, other things to want. They loved each other in quieter ways.

      He feared Father. He feared that Tristan would learn about the depth of his feelings; he feared the depth of Tristan’s feelings for him. Later, he learned to fear their loss.

      And yet for all the things Galahad has been afraid of in his life, never has he feared anything as gravely as he fears Vada-el. The eternal city has stalked his dreams, painted itself as the landscape of every nightmare—nightmares he faced alone, without Iseult by his side.

      Perhaps Vada-el is the site of the first rift between them, if he cares to trace the fault lines to their source. It does no good to point fingers or seek reason now. Not here.

      It’s surreal to find himself in the heart of the terror from his dreams. Galahad has the foolish, hysterical desire to pinch himself to prove all this is real. It accompanies the awful, vertiginous feeling that he’s lived this moment many times before.

      The great stone door opens, grinding against the golden-white stone bricks that gleam in the light of the moon. The noise is something awful. A bright white light blinds him, makes him shield his eyes from its brilliance.

      “Well met, Galahad. The eternal city awaits.”

      He expects to be seized by guards.

      His first visit to this place was not a happy one. He remembers a bruised, bloody trek through the woods, walking until his feet were cut and oozing. He remembers a tight, hard grip on his wrist, fingers cold as the dead, gleaming yellow eyes in the dark. He expects this experience to be like that one, a continuation, a variation on a theme.

      No one comes for him.

      He waits, breathing hard. He’s nearly panting, and the night is cold, but it barely touches him. How can it, when he feels so far beyond those things now? His terror leaves room for little else.

      It feels like he stands there for an age, waiting, watching. His eyes never adjust to the light, but he hears something in the distance. Floating in through the open door, music. Sweet and jarring and hard to hear, though he strains.

      It seems no one is coming. He can either go inside or wait all night, and at last he steps forward. His joints are stiff from the cold. His feet feel rooted in place.

      He doesn’t walk forward because he’s brave; the opposite. He walks up the great stone stairs one foot at a time because his courage fails him. Because he longs to return to his warm, soft bed and Tristan’s embrace—to hide and fight forever. He walks forward because he’ll run if he doesn’t.

      It feels like drowning as he crosses the threshold.

      

      It’s less bright inside. What was blinding from the outside is nothing but a white glow here. The central building of Vada-el looks much like any other building, beautifully appointed but otherwise plain. He’d expected a fortress like Edith’s house in the woods, a fey, strange place with magic humming in the very walls. This is nothing at all like that.

      Swaths of cream-colored fabric line the ground, pristine and free from dirt. Banners hang from the walls, gleaming gold thread on cream fields.

      Galahad blinks. There’s nobody here.

      He edges forward cautiously, loath to make any noise at all in this place. The corridors are empty. Two long, sloping staircases face each other, rising up into the upper levels. The steps themselves are paved over with the same downy cream cloth that covers everything else. Cut flowers situated in colored glass vases stud little tables—narcissus flowers that he recognizes, although they seem to shift oddly in the light.

      He walks as far as he dares, pausing in the archway. His feet stop as if gripped in place by strong, capable hands. He doesn’t know if it’s him or the castle that does it, but his feet will go no further.

      “Hello?” Galahad calls.

      His voice does not echo back at him from the walls. It’s swallowed up by the well-lit corridor, which maintains an air of menace despite its cheer.

      It might as well be day inside this place. It’s disorienting, knowing that outside, darkest night reigns. He feels like he’s slipped through a gap in time, as though he’s ended up somewhere far stranger than a mere city in the forest.

      He remembers Mother’s words, Mother calling Vada-el the seat of all magic within the world, the place of beginnings and endings. He shivers, though not for cold.

      The numbness that had gripped him outside holds no sway here. He supposes the air is pleasantly warm, but after walking through the woods for half the night, his body doesn’t recognize it as such.

      It feels cloyingly hot, uncomfortable as his frozen extremities start to thaw, coming to life on a note of stinging, itching pain. He stamps his feet against the carpet to try to work some life back into his toes.

      He feels rather than sees the presence behind him. He turns around.

      He’s met with the sight of a small, pale man. The man’s skin seems almost translucent with webs of spider-thin veins patterned beneath it. He stands with his hands behind his back, and he doesn’t so much as blink when Galahad starts.

      “Who are you?” Galahad asks, suspicion coloring his voice. He edges away from the man, who doesn’t move at all. “What do you want?”

      The man ignores the first question. “I’m to show you to your room.”

      “What?”

      “Your room,” he repeats, as though Galahad were simply hard of hearing.

      “I don’t belong here,” Galahad says, his eyes roving over the tapestries that line the walls, all these unfamiliar things.

      “Of course you do.” The man doesn’t scoff. There’s no mocking in his voice, no inflection at all. At once he reminds Galahad of the tutor he’d had as a child. He speaks as though teaching Galahad a lesson, one as simple as his letters. “Come.”

      He turns to go and makes it halfway up the nearest staircase. He turns back to see if Galahad is following. He isn’t. He hasn’t so much as moved a muscle, watching the retreating line of the man’s back with trepidation, his feet locked in place.

      The pale man doesn’t threaten or cajole, doesn’t even bid Galahad to follow again. He simply waits, his limbs paused mid-step. He watches Galahad with pale, watery eyes that remind him uncomfortably of Iseult. He feels seen in a way that’s not altogether pleasant.

      At last Galahad picks up his feet and follows because the hall is eerily bare, and he has the distinct impression that if he doesn’t, he’ll be waiting here alone all night, and that isn’t why he’s come.
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      Galahad is shown to a room that’s as beautifully appointed as the rest of the citadel, as quiet and as strange. The man speaks very little, and Galahad holds his tongue as well.

      “Call for me if you have need of anything,” the man says.

      “What should I call you?”

      The man doesn’t answer. He simply gives Galahad a look before closing the door quietly behind him, so carefully it makes no sound at all.

      Galahad waits on the inside of the door, lingering close, listening. He doesn’t hear footsteps receding. He supposes he wouldn’t, with thick cloth muffling the sound of the man’s polished boots upon stone. He waits for a time anyway, straining his ears for the faintest of sounds. He waits so long that his legs grow stiff and sore, long enough that he’s certain no one waits on the other side. Probably the man assumes he’s gone to bed; he would, were their positions reversed.

      He wraps his hand around the cold, ornately molded metal of the door handle and tries it, fully expecting to find it locked and himself trapped inside.

      It opens easily under his hand, but the hall isn’t empty. The same pale man waits outside, hands clasped behind his back. He turns an eerie gaze on Galahad, from a face unnaturally placid and smooth.

      “Did you require something?”

      “No, thank you,” Galahad says quickly. He closes the door once again and fervently wishes for a lock. He notices one then, eye level on the smooth frame bracketing the door, a jeweled pin to latch the door shut. He does it up as quietly as he can, staring at it for a time. It’s beautiful and golden, like everything else in this place.

      He doesn’t trust it to hold.

      He casts around the room looking for something solid, something to keep the wolves from the door, even those cast in the shape of men. Anything to slake the feeling of his skin crawling, the pervasive sense of danger that follows him.

      After some consideration, he pushes a heavy chest in front of the door. It scrapes and bunches the carpet beneath its bulk, and Galahad pushes all the same. It’s not like he thinks it will save him.

      If the city itself is the seat of all magic, how much more its denizens—he doesn’t expect one lone piece of furniture will keep anyone out if they’re determined to find their way in. Still, it isn’t nothing, and he breathes a little easier for having done it.

      He stands in the middle of the room, breathing harder for the exertion. The space is larger than his chamber back home. The window is open, and a gust of wind blows, making gossamer-thin curtains dance. He doesn’t try to leave again.

      It takes him a long while to work up the nerve to sit on the bed. It’s covered in a thick bedspread in the same gold and cream motif as the rest of the house. It’s soft to the touch, and the mattress sinks beneath his weight. It’s comfortable by any standard—far nicer than the bed he’d crawled out of earlier this night. Still, he can’t bring himself to lie upon it. He sits stiffly at its edge, one hand folded in his lap while the other remains braced atop the covers.

      Something in him is afraid to move, as though he could freeze time here, stop the sands from slipping through the hourglass—take it all back and do it again, walk a different path this time. He dreams he could turn to stone if he only stood still, body and heart.

      A stone heart wouldn’t bleed the way his does. At the moment it seems far preferable.

      It feels like he’s sat at the edge of the bed for an age, watching the forest beyond the window. He expects to see the first blush of dawn—surely it has been that long—but no light comes. Stare though he might, the sky remains darkest black, lightened only by the full moon bleaching the tops of the trees. The trees themselves are ragged, toothsome and jagged as they stretch toward the sky.

      The grief and fear find him even in his stillness. A stray sob hiccups past the edges of his lips, staining the air. It sounds so soft and forlorn here, reminding him again how alone he is—as if he’d needed a reminder. No sound creeps in from outside. Galahad doesn’t check the door again.

      After a long while, he stretches himself out across the bed. He decides he’ll go this far but no farther, making bargains with himself—he’ll lay atop the covers but won’t crawl under them. It’s a distinction that matters only to him, a small rebellion in a nothing war. It’s not like anyone cares.

      Closing his eyes is a harder sell. He can’t bring himself to do it. He’s afraid the world will change somehow if he does, that he’ll wake up to find it worse than when he left it. He’s not tired anyway.

      Adrenaline pounds in his veins, and it sees fit to keep him awake. The sky gets no lighter.

      He sits up, then stands and paces the room. He growls low in his throat. He cries, muffling the sound into his hand, though there’s no one to hear him. It seems like the night should end. It was halfway through when he’d left Father’s manor. It had taken him hours to reach this place.

      It doesn’t.

      The cool, fir-scented breeze wafts in from the window. The curtains do their hypnotic dance. Galahad lies down on the bed once again, and faced with an unending night, he eventually sleeps.

      The dreams don’t visit him at all that night. He wishes they would, if only so he could see something beyond the cage that now confines him.

      He longs to see Tristan—Tristan where Galahad left him, safe and warm in bed. Tristan smelling of leather and lavender, rosehips for a sore heart—but Tristan is lost to him even here, and Galahad dreams of nothing.
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      When he wakes, there are a few blissful moments where Galahad remembers nothing. Before he opens his eyes, he might be anywhere. It might be any morning.

      He expects to hear the clash and holler of soldiers at their drills in the yard. The sun is warm as it tickles his face, hot already with the strength of midday. There’s a moment where he expects Tristan to come barging in at any second, heckling him for being lazy, rousing him to get dressed and haul his arse down to the practice courts.

      There are these moments.

      They’re followed by another moment—one different but not yet altogether terrible—when Galahad opens his eyes and has no idea where he is. He’s met with simple confusion, sweet in its own way. The bed he lays upon is unfamiliar, strange in its yielding softness. The wall shows an unrecognizable face; the door is placed all wrong. It’s as though everything has moved around him as he slept.

      He gets as far as wondering if he’s dreaming for a hopeful, fleeting second.

      And then the bubble of his unknowing fizzles away, and Galahad remembers exactly where he is. He sits up with a start, feeling the blood rush painfully out of his head all at once. His feet are on the floor before he’s made the conscious decision to stand. They’re wobbly beneath him, but they hold.

      His eyes feel swollen and hot, and his cheeks feel stiff and strange when he grimaces. Galahad touches a hand to his face and rubs away flakes of salt. He tastes it on his lips when he licks them.

      He remembers crying. He must have kept crying in his sleep. For some reason, the thought makes him shiver. Maybe it’s the idea of his body doing things while he’s unawares.

      He refuses to feel ashamed of his tears, though, whatever Father might think. Father isn’t here. Father doesn’t have to endure this, and Galahad does. Imagining what Father would think of his actions won’t help him now.

      Besides, thinking of Father will lead him down roads he can’t afford to tread. They’ll lead him back to Mother and Iseult—to Tristan, and those are thoughts more painful than he can bear.

      Galahad scrunches his nose and feels the stiffness of dried tears in the movement. He makes a face and wishes he had a way to wash. A bath would make him feel more human, he’s certain. If he could find a way to wash the cold stench of fear and the signs of a sleepless night off him, he could think more clearly.

      No sooner has he thought it than he spies a tall, thin table carrying a washbasin in the corner of the room. The table itself is built to the perfect height to allow Galahad to wash easily, just wide and long enough to accommodate the basin that sits atop it. The basin’s sides are delicately sloped. It shines like glass, a milky, opaque white, and the water within steams faintly. A folded cloth sits beside it, waiting harmlessly. Inviting.

      Most of all, the tableau is a thing that Galahad could swear wasn’t there before.

      His head whips around as he scans the room. He might have overlooked the washbasin in the night, though he paced every inch of this room dozens of times over, so he doubts it. Still, he was distraught, and he wouldn’t put it past a troubled mind to elide details less pressing—but the water is hot when he dips his fingers inside.

      His eyes narrow as he looks to the door. He looks for some sign that an intruder has breached his room in the night, but he finds none. The heavy wooden chest leans messily against the door where he’d left it, the floor runner bunched just the same, a mar in the perfection of the pretty room. The little jeweled latch is unbroken, undisturbed. It sits just as he’d left it.

      And yet the basin sits beckoning, rapidly cooling as Galahad circles it, wary. He treats it as he might treat a snake he’d come upon in the woods—one whose name he didn’t know. Beautiful things can be deadly. A needful thing might conceal poison.

      His stomach rumbles, and he ignores it.

      He stares at the basin for a time. He’s not sure what horrible fate he imagines might befall him if he uses it. Nothing, in all likelihood. He doubts a fey went through the great effort of bewitching him, of haunting his dreams and leading him here just to drown him in a few inches of water. That Vada-el has greater things in store for him is not a very pleasant thought, but it brings some comfort all the same.

      The water is still deliciously warm by the time Galahad deems it safe and plunges his hands inside. He splashes it on his face, letting it sluice away the evidence of his rotten night. It soothes him down to his bones, on a deep level he wouldn’t have thought possible for such a simple thing, if he hadn’t experienced it for himself. It’s scented, infused with some kind of herb, which only adds to the experience. It feels deeply familiar, but it takes Galahad’s sleep-addled brain some time to place the scent.

      When he does, he stops cold, water still dripping from his hands and face, guilty as blood.

      It smells of lavender and rosehips.

      He feels cold all over and has the creeping, hair-raising impression that someone, somewhere is watching him. That his memories and dreams aren’t his own. It bothers him that he can’t tell legitimate fear from paranoia, fantasy from fact. He wishes he knew more about this place, that Mother could have told him something useful about the city in the forest.

      He pats his face dry with the folded length of cloth—soft and cream like everything else in this godforsaken place. After a hairsbreadth of hesitation, he strips off his tunic and uses the remaining water to clean himself off. He dips the cloth in it and wrings it out, sponging himself clean with the scented water.

      Though the water stays hot for the rest of his cursory bath, he can find no pleasure in it. His blood runs cold at the thought of it, and the very scent seems cloying and unacceptable now. He leaves the spent cloth wadded beside the basin and turns to the window to let himself dry by the wind and sun.

      The view itself is strange.

      It seems as though a magic city should hold a rarer view, but he could be looking out any window in the manor. He can see buildings below, but the window is high enough that he can also see the tops of trees beyond. The view is utterly ordinary, and it strikes an uncomfortable, uncanny chord in Galahad.

      He half expects to find the basin and cloth gone by the time he turns back around to find his clothes. Both are sitting right where he left them, the water finally tepid, the cloth making a dark stain on the wooden table it rests upon.

      He takes a long, deep breath hoping it will steady him. It doesn’t, not really. He can wait for calm and clarity that will never come, or he can get moving and see what there is to see. The point of doing this in the first place was to meet his fate. He’s not going to find it here in this room.

      He pulls on the same clothes he’d arrived in. His tunic is no worse for the wear, and his pants are still soft and unstained. There’s a chest of drawers in this large room, one crafted from the same burnished wood as the other furniture. Galahad doesn’t bother to look inside. He has the uncomfortable suspicion that it holds clothes in just his size, and that’s a reality he isn’t ready to face yet.

      He moves the chest in front of the door aside with some difficulty. He wonders that he managed to shove it into place last night, blinded by grief and more tired than he’d known then, drained from wandering through the forest to Vada-el full of grim purpose.

      He considers moving it back into place where he’d found it but thinks better of it. If this is truly to be his room, he’ll have need of it again. It’s not that he’s any more convinced of its protection, but doing something feels better than doing nothing. He’ll sleep easier knowing it’s that much harder for anyone who means him harm to reach him.

      He dimly thinks of a fire—it would be that much harder for him to get to safety if one were to find him here, a spark leaping from the fireplace in the dead of night when a leap from the window would be deadly—but that doesn’t bear dwelling on.

      He squares his shoulders and steels himself for what he’ll find on the opposite side of the door and isn’t at all surprised to find the same man from last night standing there, blinking at him.

      “Did you stand outside my door all night?” Galahad asks, striking up a conversation despite himself. It’s not that he wants to talk to this strange man—if he is a man; Galahad isn’t entirely convinced he’s human—but curiosity gets the better of him.

      “I go where I’m needed,” the man says, and it’s just cryptic enough to be wholly unhelpful. “You must be hungry. Let’s get you something to eat.”

      Galahad hesitates but follows. The interior of the citadel looks much the same as it had last night, but for one change. Galahad gasps to see it. In the dark of night, he hadn’t realized the windows were shaded with tinted glass of many colors. Sunlight falls through the windows, staining the cream floor runners peacock blue beneath his feet. As he follows the man through the hallway, the colors shift from blue to vibrant fuchsia, to green and gold.

      The colored light paints itself over Galahad too, and despite himself—his suspicion with this place, the dull, empty ache in his heart—he raises his hands to watch it play across his arms.

      “It’s beautiful,” he murmurs.

      His silent guide says nothing, but Galahad hears a soft murmured hrm that might be agreement.

      He’s led down the stairs. They’re halfway to the bottom by the time his guide speaks. “They are beautiful. They were installed by the king long, long ago. He wrought them by hand.”

      Galahad is quiet, taking them in. He follows the man into a kitchen. It’s large and clean. Porridge stews on a stove, and the fragrant scent of onions rises to meet him. The kitchen is strangely bare—not of goods; it’s well-stocked. The shelves teem with herbs fresh and dried, and the larders are full. It’s bare of people.

      It’s odd, especially as the porridge bubbles, fragrant and unburnt, giving off the scent of toasted grains. The onions themselves are oddly neglected, left in a netted bag beside a table with a few more bulbs scattered atop its surface. A pretty pile of white onion dices slopes across the table’s face. A knife gleams beside it. The onion is only half-cut, like someone was pulled from their task suddenly.

      “Where is everybody?”

      The man spares him a glance before taking a wooden bowl from a stack on a nearby shelf. He dips a ladle into the pot of porridge and spoons out a generous portion.

      “That’s not your concern.” He brings the bowl to a small, wooden table tucked into an alcove and sets it down. He looks to Galahad. “Sit. Eat.”

      Galahad moves slowly, jerkily. His limbs feel as though they’re trapped in molasses. He sits, expecting that the man will do the same, or else resume his guard over Galahad. He does no such thing.

      He puts down the bowl and waits, watching with a silent eye until Galahad brings the spoon to his mouth and takes his first bite. It’s good, and he sighs reflexively. The porridge is hot and nutty, sweetened with honey. He waits to see if any ill effects befall him, but he feels no different. The porridge is just porridge. It sticks to his ribs and fills the gnawing, empty places within him.

      The man nods, apparently satisfied that Galahad will eat, and turns to go.

      “Wait!” Galahad calls out with wide eyes. “You’re leaving?”

      He wonders if he imagines it when he sees the man’s face soften just slightly. “I am called Timuel,” he says. “And you will be fine.”

      “Timuel.” Galahad tries the name on his tongue. He nods and reaches for the manners Edith would swear up and down he doesn’t have. “Well met, Timuel.”

      Timuel doesn’t smile, but he does nod. When he turns to go this time, Galahad doesn’t stop him.
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      Galahad cleans his bowl, but he takes his time about it. He’s not ashamed of the pleasure he takes in it. Comfort is in short enough supply, and a bowl of food is harmless enough.

      It’s still gone all too soon. No one returns to the kitchen in the time it takes him to finish his meal, and he wonders at the deserted space. He wonders where everyone has gone.

      The porridge still bubbles on the fire. It will start to burn soon, if it hasn’t already. Galahad wonders who will have to scrub the blackened crust off the bottom of the pot and feels a stab of guilt.

      He thinks about helping himself to a second serving, not for any true hunger but for the anxious pleasure of having something to do, but the idea sours even as he thinks it. He can’t forget that he now resides in the land of the fey, however temporarily, and he won’t take what hasn’t been freely offered. He knows his stories well, and they’re never particularly kind to thieves.

      All the same, he rises from his seat and gives the boiling pot a stir. If nothing else, it makes him feel as though he’s done his part—a small disaster averted, a lick of chaos pushed back.

      He licks his lips, chasing the memory of his meal from them. It hadn’t hurt him.

      He makes the decision then that he will trust the things in this place until he has reason to do otherwise. He won’t make it far if he’s jumping at every shadow, looking for death in every morsel and droplet of water. He’ll go mad, and madness is a malady he can scarcely afford, now more than ever.

      He’s still alone.

      He considers waiting, but he fears that the staff of the kitchen won’t return until he departs. He gets the impression they’re deliberately avoiding him, and he feels a pang at the thought of all this food going to waste. He’ll leave and leave them to their business, seek his answers elsewhere.

      He turns to pick up his bowl. He isn’t sure what he should do with it, but leaving it cooling on the table hardly seems like the thing to do—but he finds it gone.

      Galahad sighs, scrubbing a hand over his face.

      “This isn’t funny,” he says to no one. If the kitchen agrees or if it doesn’t, it doesn’t say anything at all.

      

      He wanders down the hallway, through passages that are lit by the bright light of day. He doesn’t dare open any of the doors, but in each of the open spaces it’s the same—quiet rooms, some that seem to have been recently occupied. There’s a rocking chair that still swings, newly vacated. A spinning wheel still turns idly. Yet for all that, Galahad catches neither hide nor hair of any people within, not even the sight of a cast shadow.

      The effect is eerie, and Galahad feels cold despite the warmth of this place upon his skin. Hair prickles on the back of his neck.

      He tries to be quiet at first, consciously or not, but room after empty room makes his heart race, until he’s feeling quite desperate indeed.

      “Timuel?” he calls hesitantly, then louder when no answer comes. The man had said he goes where he’s needed, but Galahad certainly needs him now—needs answers, needs to know the first thing about what’s happening, what’s to befall him—and Timuel is nowhere to be found. “Hello? Timuel?”

      He walks into the next room, and the next.

      “Anyone?”

      His heart thunders in his chest. He tries not to run—only a foolish child would run—but his fear gets the better of him. There’s one thing left to try. His breath catches in his throat when he realizes it.

      Surely they wouldn’t let him leave. He latches onto the thought, and it feels like hope.

      If only he can get to the great stone door, the way he’d come in, surely he can force the denizens of this place to show their hand. He’ll have his answers, and he can fight or flee as he may. He doesn’t know if he’s up to the task. He finds the place within him where his magic resides, comforted to find it there as always, steady as a pool and as vast. He closes his eyes and breathes into it, letting its light suffuse him.

      Wherever he is, whatever peril he faces, he at least has this.

      Even so, it takes him some time to find the door. This building is vast, and all its corridors aren’t so neatly arranged as the ones near its fore. Galahad takes false turns that lead him into dead ends, doors that he dares not open. He feels panic mounting as he turns down hall after hall. He’d swear the building itself was cheating him, rearranging itself around him, unfolding room after room. It’s a mean trick, and Galahad’s composure crumples long before he’s through.

      Tears prick at his eyes, and he dashes them away with a hand. His breath comes quick and shallow, and there’s a time where his own weight feels too impossible to bear. He leans against a wall, hand pressed to his heart. He presses it against his chest as hard as he can, feeling the solidity there amidst the rabbiting beat.

      “I am Galahad Corbenic, son of Ysolde Corbenic,” he says to the silent wall opposite.

      There’s no reply, and he isn’t sure if anyone is listening, watching him silently from hiding places unknown. It doesn’t matter. It’s enough that he says it, enough to feel the buzz of his family’s name upon his lips. There’s power in naming things.

      He closes his eyes and thinks of Iseult, her gentleness, her steady, unfailing strength. He breathes until her steadiness becomes his own and his heart slows to a more sedate pace.

      His hands shake when he levers himself upright, but there’s purpose in his step. He feels more settled, more his mother’s son. Their magic is his; they pull from the same deep well.

      It isn’t easy to find the foyer, the great stone door. He isn’t buoyed aloft by his belief in himself, but he finds it all the same. It’s hard to tell how long he passes lost in the citadel’s corridors. The light is candy-colored as it leaks through the glass windows, giving no hint as to time of day. Galahad strides to the door. He steels himself and places his hand on its smooth surface, taken aback at the feeling of its living warmth. Like something out of a dream.

      His stomach roils, but he closes his hand about the knob. He takes a deep breath and turns it.

      He was expecting someone to stop him—he was. The whole of his plan hinged on it. Nevertheless, he starts and nearly jumps out of his skin when he feels a touch on his shoulder. He can’t help the crushing disappointment that comes hard on the heels of fear, either. For all that he didn’t believe it was possible, not really, he was hoping against hope he’d be able to leave, to slip away into the bright light of day and never catch a whiff of this place again.

      It takes him longer than he’s proud of to turn around to face the person who’s come to meet him. He expects it will be Timuel again. Instead, he comes face to face with a woman near his own age, with a fine, hawklike nose and freckles scattered across her tanned skin like constellations. She rests her hand on his shoulder for a moment more before releasing him.

      Her hands come to rest on her hips. “Who are you?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. Do you see anyone else here?”

      He’s staring. He can’t help the way his mouth falls open at the annoyance in her voice. “You act as though I’m the intruder here.”

      “Well, aren’t you?”

      “I—” he laughs, and the sound is so at odds with his current mood. It’s ripped brittle and strange from his lungs. “I honestly don’t know. My name is Galahad.”

      “Hello, Galahad. I’ll give you some advice for free: don’t tell anyone your name.”

      “But you asked.”

      “Of course I asked. Do you give money to everyone who asks it of you?”

      He doesn’t suppose anyone has asked him for money in the whole of his life, but he doesn’t say as much. “No,” he says, seeing as it’s obviously the answer she’s looking for.

      She nods as if that settles it. As if any of this makes any sense at all.

      “You can call me Tale,” she says.

      “But you just said—”

      She waves his words away like they were smoke, interrupting. “I said, I said. I gave you something to call me by. I never said it was my name.”

      “Oh. Okay.” He feels impossibly stupid, standing before this haughty girl. Irritation prickles up the back of his neck. “If I tried to leave, would you stop me?”

      Tale cocks her head, and there’s something uncomfortably keen in her gaze. “Try it and see.”

      Galahad meets her stare head-on, eyes narrowing. His prospects don’t seem promising, but he’ll try them all the same. If she needs him to call her bluff, he will. His fingers close around the handle of the door for the second time that day before Tale knocks them away with a small huff. She looks surprised that he actually did it.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Fine,” Galahad snaps, before asking the question that’s really on his mind. “This place is deserted, yet it isn’t abandoned. It bustles with signs of life. Where is everyone? Have they all been sent away?”

      Tale looks at him down an arch nose. “That was your doing. They don’t like strangers. They hide from you even now. Rude of you to interrupt them at their work.”

      “But why?” The eerie feeling of being watched returns, the notion of eyes upon him, many ears and hands, faces and shapes just out of view.

      Tale studies him, squinting at his face until Galahad squirms under her regard. “Because we don’t get newcomers here. Ever.”

      “Then why are you here? Why not hide like the others?”

      “I’m to be your guide.” She looks him over and clucks her tongue. “You can’t wear that to the masque.”

      “The what?”

      Tale scrunches her nose and gives him a funny look. “The masque. Weren’t there better clothes in your room?”

      “I didn’t look,” Galahad says. “I didn’t want to. What’s wrong with my clothes?”

      “They’re—” Tale’s eyebrows go up as she takes him in. She shakes her head. “They’re not good,” she says at last. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.”
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      Galahad has made up his mind to trust things in this place. He decides that extends to Tale and her desire to clean him up. She hasn’t tried to harm him yet, hasn’t tried to hex or curse him. He thinks that she won’t.

      Galahad has questions aplenty—questions like what masque? and who told you to guide me—but it doesn’t look like he’ll get any of them answered anytime soon. Tale had seemed harmless enough, young and aggressive but largely unconcerned with him. He assumes that she wants to be anywhere else. She certainly looks the part with her eyes flitting about the room, her bored drawl and downturned mouth.

      He turns out to be wrong, because if there’s one thing that Tale is, it’s utterly committed to getting him into finery for this masque she keeps mentioning.

      He was right that the chest of drawers in the room where he’d slept is full of clothes in his size. Tale pulls items from it, one after the other, tunics in deep jewel tones and trousers in colors to match. He blanches when she sets a forest green shirt up against his skin.

      “No,” she decides, frowning. Back into the fray it goes, added to the ever-growing pile on the bed.

      “What do you like?” she asks.

      “I don’t care. I’m not doing this.”

      She ignores his protests. “What about this one? It matches your eyes.”

      She drapes a blue tunic over his shoulder, and Galahad tosses it onto the bed too.

      “Fine.” She keeps digging.

      Galahad stands, arms folded across his chest, resolutely not looking at the mess she’s making of the wardrobe. He tells himself he’s not interested, not remotely curious. She makes a surprised, pleased sound at last.

      “What? What is it?” Galahad cranes his head slightly to see, as Tale draws forth a final garment.

      “This one.”

      She holds up a simple black shirt. It’s unadorned but for a trail of shining black buttons up its center, small and ornate. It’s the same dark color as his hair, and when he tries it on at Tale’s insistence, his skin looks starkly pale against it. It puts him in mind of the moon at night.

      Tale sighs. “That’s the one.”

      She plucks a matching pair of trousers out of the pile of clothes, her back to Galahad as if she hasn’t a care in the world. He briefly considers running.

      “Tell me about this masque,” he says instead.

      “We need to get you into a bath.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It is. It’s everything you need to know. There’s a masque, and you’re to attend it; but first, you need a bath.”

      “No.”

      Tale rounds on him, a frown on her lips. “This isn’t a choice. It’s a requirement.”

      Galahad bargains anyway. “Only if you tell me about the masque.”

      “I could make you.”

      “But wouldn’t it be easier if you didn’t have to?” Galahad flashes a grin at Tale’s growl of annoyance.

      “Fine.” She spits the word.

      

      The bathing chamber in this place is vast and cavernous. The ceiling is domed and wide, as in the cathedrals Galahad has only seen in paintings.

      Tale averts her eyes as he climbs in the water. It’s warm to the touch, but nothing so hot as he’s used to back home. It feels a little like nothing, sinking into water the same temperature as his skin. He makes a small, disappointed sound in the back of his throat.

      “What?” Tale asks. “Is something the matter?”

      “The water’s cold.”

      She shakes her head. “Impossible. It’s the same temperature it’s always been,” but she dips her fingers in nevertheless. She wipes her fingers on the front of her trousers, the water staining the dark brown fabric darker still.

      The bathwater is cloudy, tinted the color of milk, so Galahad feels no self-consciousness when Tale turns around. He feels nothing more than the prickle of unease that comes from being in a strange place, of being something between a guest and a captive, with no way of knowing which is more true. Right now, he feels more like a captive.

      He sinks down into the water, tilting his head back to submerge his hair. The water feels like a caress as it reaches his scalp, and his curls feel heavy as he lifts his head once more. The wetness clinging to his lips is salty, and Galahad runs his tongue over them, puzzling at the taste.

      “Seawater,” Tale says in response to his unasked question. “Salt purifies.”

      Galahad nods. “Is there… soap?”

      He intends to keep up his end of the bargain, and if he’s in the water already, Galahad figures he may as well bathe.

      Tale shakes her head, and Galahad notices jewelry dangling from her ears for the first time. Small, thin cords carry little bones knotted at regular intervals. They lash against her cheeks at the movement. Galahad wonders what charms they carry, if any. He’s never known anyone to use bone for aught else than magic.

      “You don’t need it. The waters will cleanse you if you relax and let them do their work.”

      “I don’t know that I can find it in myself to relax,” Galahad mutters.

      “Try,” Tale says, wholly in earnest. “Lean back and rest your head, and I’ll tell you a story.”

      Galahad does as he’s bid, although it’s hard to close his eyes. He’s too aware of his throat exposed, vulnerable and soft. More than once, his eyes pop open, looking for a blade or some ill intent. He’s not wholly sure this bath isn’t meant to be a sacrificial pool, his tomb—but each time he looks, he sees that Tale isn’t even paying him any mind, her leaf green eyes set on some work, a cord she ties in her lap, working elaborate knots together with nimble fingers.

      On his fourth try, Galahad finally manages to convince himself to close his eyes and keep them closed, and it’s only then that Tale begins her story.

      “Once, there were two brothers in the woods.”

      “I think I’ve heard this one before.”

      “Hush,” Tale says. “Once there were two brothers, broad and handsome. One was quick, and the other was clever. They were light-bearers. Monster-slayers.”

      “Are there monsters in this tale?” Galahad asks, expecting to be reprimanded, but Tale simply continues on.

      “No, for the monster-slayers killed them all. The forest was a safe place, and it was because of them. This is where some stories end. This is where my tale begins.

      “There was a king in the woods, besides the monster-slayers. He mourned the deaths of his brethren, for the monsters weren’t monsters at all, save that the brothers had named them so. Men fear what they don’t understand. The tale exists only in the telling, and heroes are only heroes in the eyes of those they preserve. So the king was a villain to hear some tell it, and yet he gave birth to new life. He called upon the earth, the spirits of the four quarters. He took the power of life and death inside himself. He was hungry for knowledge, hungry for power, hungry for the deaths of them that had felled his beloved.

      “The brothers lived a life of ease, a life of dappled sun now that their work was done, and all the while, the king grew. He grew in strength and majesty. He worked alone in the dark, in the damp, lonely places where the light fears to shine. Through sheer force of will, he made himself strong. He succeeded where others would fail.

      “A hungry king made a hungry place. He drew it around himself tight like a cloak. He lured the brothers to him, deeper and deeper into the woods, into dark passages they had never seen—never even dreamed, they who had known the trees and valleys their whole lives, they who thought the deep woods had no more secrets to spend. They were lured, and they died, and the king made the world anew.”

      Galahad comes back to himself slowly, feeling strange and momentarily bereft as the memory of Tale’s voice hangs in the air. He expects there to be more, but Tale’s lingering silence does not break. It comes as a shock.

      He understands her namesake better now, if these are the types of stories she tells. Her words had been simple, yet they carried images on their backs, images vivid and bright, realer than real. He could feel the emotions of the characters in her story, the brothers’ longing and joy, the king’s rage and pain. They echo in his heart, making it clench painfully with yearning.

      “Your heroes died,” Galahad says. “It’s such a sad story.”

      “They wanted nothing more than to be together, and they were—until the very end. They died together, curled around each other like the young leaves of ferns. They were accepted back into the earth they’d spurned by killing her children. Is that really such a sad story? Did they not get more than they deserved?”

      “Is it true?” Galahad asks, swallowing thickly, his voice barely more than a whisper. It echoes strangely across the high ceilings of this place. “Was your story real?”

      Tale shrugs. “Does it matter? A thing may be true without being real. It made you relax and forget your troubles for a while, and that, more than anything, is real.”
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      Galahad walks through the empty corridors in nothing but the towel given him. He’s not wholly comfortable, for all the apparent lack of people, but Tale’s insistence that everyone is off somewhere hiding, not actively spying on him, does somewhat to abate the paranoid feeling of eyes upon him.

      The pile of clothes Tale had left on his bed is somehow gone by the time they return. Galahad peeks into the chest of drawers, finding his courage, and sees them all neatly folded.

      “Is this Timuel’s doing?” he asks.

      Tale laughs, a low tone like grinding bark. It’s nothing like Iseult’s tinkling, high laughter, clear as a bell. Tale’s laugh reminds Galahad of low, growing things. Things lively and near to the earth.
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