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CHAPTER 1
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[image: ]o the best of her knowledge, Vera was twenty-two years old. And by the time she finished tying the laces of her running trainers on this early October morning, she had ten hours and fourteen minutes remaining of the life she knew in a little town called Glastonbury in the southwest of England.


Glastonbury’s highest buildings topped out at three stories. And still, when the air was just right, wind whipped down the High Street as if in a tunnel. You could almost smell that something there was not simply ancient but sacred. Many a tourist has driven near to Glastonbury with the aim of passing by but was drawn in. All it takes is coming close enough to town to see the Tor, the mystical hill that rises above the landscape with its singular stone tower (just ruins, really) perched at the peak.


A passerby aims to pass by, sees the Tor, is drawn in, goes home, and says to the people they love the most, “You have to come and see it, too.” And so, pilgrimages to this place began some ten thousand years ago. To even the slightly attuned spirit, Glastonbury positively hums with sacred energy, a mystery never to be solved and always held like a breath of anticipation.


The only poor soul who would say in skeptical disbelief, “A hill? You want me to come see … a hill?” simply hasn’t seen it yet or, bless them, they have a disposition entirely the opposite of curious. Boring, even, one might say.


The Tor draws a soul in, the wind whips up some untapped and wildly alive place, and the whispers of pilgrims who’ve walked these grounds echo up through the feet with every step. You drink the waters of the well, and the work is done. Transformation and something else, too, is ripe for the picking.


Pick a legend: pagan gods and goddesses, King Arthur, even Jesus himself. Their stories all have some home here, along with ordinary, everyday people. Some who live in Glastonbury sell supplies for the household witch, artifacts and gems said to contain deep magic. Others craft handmade goods or brew spectacular coffees. Some sell carpet or repair automobiles. Whether they deal in what might be called mundane goods or not, it can’t be helped. Wherever you live, whatever air you breathe, whatever oddball people might pass through, it all becomes ordinary.


And the extraordinary existence of living in Glastonbury amongst the Tor and the legends and the mystical air is all but forgotten in the business of living a life.


Alas, the price we pay for proximity to wonder: it gets cheap.


It was for precisely this reason that, as often as she could manage it, Vera would set her alarm before sunrise and jog up the steep path leading to the top of the Tor. She craved the wonder and was willing to pay for it with her footfalls and sweat. She wasn’t particularly fast, and sometimes the steeper stretches were more of a trudge, but she loved the predictable race against the sun’s morning appearance. Vera woke with just enough time to dress and scurry downstairs from the innkeeper’s quarters at the George and Pilgrims Hotel before bolting out the front door.


She carried only a torch for guidance—no phone, no music, no distractions. Just the noise of her feet on the pavement until she turned off the road and onto the narrow gravel path that curved back and forth along the spine of the Tor.


Vera used to grin in the darkness when the wind pushed at her back, feeling like some greater force carried her onward. She didn’t believe that anymore. It was only wind, whining in her ears as it whipped by, no longer an omen of good to come. Indeed, its mere sound was a harbinger of remembering what she had lost.


She inhaled a ragged breath, powerless to stifle the rising memory. That sound. It was like the day two years ago when she’d rushed into the university library. Only then, the whistling wind came with flashing lightning in its wake.


It had stormed mightily. She’d scarcely heard thunder like it before or since. There hadn’t been many other people there, so Vera weaved through the halls and bookshelves, quietly singing to herself while she waited for the rain to slow.


She hadn’t even seen the young man sitting on the floor with his back against the wall (probably because she was so used to no one ever noticing her—more on that later) until he called out as she passed by, “Do you take song requests?”


She’d stumbled to a stop and spun around to face him. It was the first time Vera met him, though she would come to know him so intimately: Vincent. He smiled without glancing up from the sketch pad on his knees. Over the next two years, Vera delighted in calling him Vincent-not-Van Gogh, the artist who had both ears. His hair even had a shine of red to it under the brightest sunlight.


As she urged her feet up the Tor’s steepest section, Vera saw that whole day play out in her mind, like the memory was in fast-forward or like time didn’t exist at all. How she’d stopped to talk to Vincent, then spent hours poring over his sketches. It was late evening before either realized that the storm had long since ceased. When they left, they went for a pint (which became three) before he walked her home. Vincent kissed her cheek as he bid her goodnight.


They didn’t go many days without seeing one another after that. She’d loved Vincent fast, and he loved her well in return.


He had now been dead for four months.


The taste of love lost was cruel, and the permanence of Vincent’s death left her shattered.


These days, her run was less pursuit of wonder and more fleeing from feeling; a desperate attempt to escape the pain of his loss and her own guilt at how she could have stopped it.


It was a fifteen-minute jog on her slowest days. St Michael’s Tower, the marker of her destination and the lone structure on the Tor, loomed as a vague dark mass in the pre-dawn light. The tower was nothing more than four stone walls with no roof overhead. If she’d kept jogging when she reached the Tor’s level top, she would have continued straight through an open arch doorway in one side of the tower and out another opposite where it opened to a terrace the size of a back garden with a geographical compass right in the middle. It looked like a round stone bench, but on closer inspection, the silver disk at its center had fine arrows etched into it, pointing in all directions. They marked the bearings for what an observer would see if they could look far enough: twenty-five miles north to Bristol (where Vera had gone to university), eleven miles southeast to Camelot (yes, the one of legend), seven miles southwest to Somerton … and on.


More days than not, there were others in town who craved to shake the shackles of mundanity on the Tor at daybreak. Today, there was no one else.


Vera walked past the tower, thoughtlessly trailing her fingers along the stones as she always did out of a visceral pull to connect with the ancient things around her. She looked westward toward the ruins of the Glastonbury Abbey, remembering the time during a school trip there when her primary school teacher scolded her for touching every ruin within reach. It wasn’t light enough to make out the town a mile or so down the lane. She couldn’t see the abbey ruins from here anyway. The impressive stone columns of a once grand cathedral were tucked away right off the High Street, nestled so tightly that it was another spot of astonishment for visitors. One moment, a traveler had their eyes glued to their phone for directions, and the next, they rounded a corner, looked up, and had their breath taken away by the scope of the ruins.


When Vera’s fingers found the corner of the tower, they lingered there for a breath longer. With minutes to spare before the sun’s daily miracle, she took off her shoes and socks and tucked them next to the tower’s base while she ventured out onto the grass and wiggled her bare toes on the cool, dew damp ground.


It wasn’t a stone’s throw to her favorite seat in the house: on the ground almost exactly between St. Michael’s Tower on one end of the Tor and the large stone compass on the other. There was a perfectly smooth patch of grass for sitting and watching the day begin. According to the compass, she faced legendary Camelot, included in the list for tourists, yes; but locals believed the legends more fervently than anybody else.


It was clear by now, with only one, maybe two minutes left before daybreak, where the sun would first appear. Vera trained her eyes on the glowing spot, hardly daring to blink. It was a perfect sunrise day: no clouds to block the view, yet thick mists had gathered low, surrounding the Tor. They would burn away within hours, but when the mist packed in dense, it was like a blanket laid over the valley that held the moment suspended, containing it to keep for an extra second. She held her breath, knowing the first eyelash of sun was on the edge of fluttering into view.


And there it was.


There were taller mountains and more stunning landscapes, but Vera would be hard-pressed to believe there was another sunrise quite like this one anywhere in the world.


She stayed for the whole thing until the sun had cleared the horizon, and it worked to buoy her soul. At least for a moment. Then she gathered her shoes, touched the tower one last time, and jogged back the way she came.


If she’d turned to look as she passed the old White Spring temple at the foot of the hill, she might have seen the cloaked man standing in its doorway. He’d arrived inside the temple the moment the sun crested the horizon, and he would be gone, Vera with him, by the time night fell.
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CHAPTER 2
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[image: ]era never intended to work at the hotel. Her parents had been the George and Pilgrims’ proprietors all her life, and she’d practically lived there even before she actually moved into the innkeeper’s quarters after graduating from university last spring.


While her mother, Allison, tended to guests, six-year-old Vera had colored by the fireplace in the pub. When her father, Martin, swept through the guest rooms, perpetually racing to change linens in a record time, nine-year-old Vera searched for hideouts and hidden passageways. In lodgings built in the 16th century, a wandering child was bound to find all sorts of secret spots tucked away.


Vera returned to the hotel with just enough time to shower and get dressed for her many daily roles. She pulled her hair into a low ponytail and decided that was good enough. Tidy and nice. Her features were attractive and even, nothing markedly off-center or unconventional: average-sized nose, standard lips, normal-length eyelashes, unevenly wavy brown hair. Pretty, but not extraordinary.


She was embarrassed to admit it, but there’d been a time when being unnoticeable had bothered her. Now, after losing Vincent, moving through life without drawing attention was a relief. The sphere of her world had gotten very small, and it was the simplest way to press on in the space of loss. And her little innkeeper’s quarters, so outside what she’d planned for herself, brought comfort. If she could keep her mind from drifting to him, she’d be fine.


There’d only been six rooms occupied at the George the night prior. Vera got word that one family of lodgers was headed to Stonehenge today, so she carefully built a replica of the standing stones out of butter pats on their table. They were delighted to be greeted by a piping hot breakfast and a preview of their day that they could spread on their toast.


Guests filtered in while Vera served tea and coffee and took their orders. They spoke politely to her but looked right past her. When they left and she wished them a good day, all of them, including the family who’d enjoyed Vera’s butter art, said goodbye as if they’d never spoken to her before.


As if she were a stranger.


It would have been jarring if she hadn’t spent her whole life this way, with everyone around her treating her as a forgettable background player. There had been a few notable exceptions over the years. Vera’s parents, of course. And once, when she was twelve, Vera became inexplicably interesting to her classmates. Girls wanted to be her friends; boys wanted to be her boyfriend. She was invited to special celebrations, even an overnight birthday trip to London. Then, they all simultaneously seemed to decide they didn’t want to be around her anymore. She hadn’t had some awful, embarrassing moment. No one was cruel. They just … lost interest.


Another time, during her third year at university, when she’d been at her absolute lowest and loneliest, something similar happened. Like a lightning strike, Vera had a group of friends overnight. She dated. She had fun. And like before, there was an abrupt and silent agreement that they would all move on without her. It didn’t matter as much then because she found Vincent during that last spell. He didn’t forget her.


And now he was gone, too.


It wasn’t normal, but Vera didn’t know anything different. To her, a life of insignificance was absolutely ordinary.


She brought fresh tea out for the late risers. They scrolled their phones or read the morning paper, except for one man who was markedly out of place in his sharp, grey tweed waistcoat over a crisply pressed shirt. A silver chain looped from his lapel to his breast pocket. He had no phone or reading material.


He looked wise, yet not old. And stately, though not stuffy. His attire matched his perfectly manicured beard, dark and strikingly speckled with silver, and long hair kept in a tight knot at the nape of his neck. People roamed Glastonbury in all manner of clothing. That wasn’t why the hairs raised on Vera’s arms every time she turned in his direction. It was … well, it was hard to say. He sat with his hands folded in front of him, only moving to pull out a pocket watch attached to the end of the silver chain. He inspected it, put it back in his pocket, and resumed doing nothing.


It hit Vera as she delivered his steaming tea kettle and milk: he’d been watching her. No one watched her.


“Thank you, Vera,” he said.


She’d been turning back to the kitchen but froze mid-turn and looked back at him.


She faltered before finding her voice. “You’re quite welcome. I’m—I’m surprised you remembered my name,” she said, though she didn’t recall introducing herself.


He had bright green eyes that met Vera’s with a startling intensity. The man cocked his head to the side, and his eyebrows knitted together.


“Of course I remember you.” He smiled, and something about him looked sad.


Neither spoke for an uncomfortable stretch as Vera hoped she’d recognize him. No memory came to her.


“Well,” she said, breaking the leaden silence. “Let me know if you need anything.”


He nodded, mouth quirked up quizzically at the corners as he turned his attention to his tea.


By the time Vera returned with his check, the man was gone. His payment left on the table was the only evidence that he’d been there at all.


Vera moved on to housekeeping duties, the interaction forgotten as a momentary oddity. The daily linens race, as Martin called it, was his favorite duty. Vera was only temporarily in charge of it—until Martin was well enough for it again. But she’d inherited his love for the simplicity of a morning spent setting the rooms. She listened to her favorite music in her earbuds, and when the best bits of the song came up, she paused mid linen-tucking to dance with abandon. In such an old hotel, having music served another purpose, too.


The 500-year-old building stretched and groaned. Its porous wooden beams soaked in the memories of pilgrims past—and every so often, they leaked back out. Anybody who had ever worked at the George and Pilgrims and many guests would attest with their own experiences that the place was haunted. And thoroughly so. Being alone in the George amongst the ghosts and noises didn’t feel so unnerving with music in her ears. But there was almost always something a touch abnormal.


Today, Vera was changing sheets in Room One, particularly known for being haunted, when the television turned on of its own accord. Then, the massive old wardrobe doors slammed open while Vera sanitized the washroom. Both things were easily explained away to aged wiring or wiggly latches on old furniture.


But she had seen her fair share of less explicable happenings, and once, she’d seen a ghost. It was another Tor sunrise nearly a year ago on the Winter Solstice. As she sat in her usual spot with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders to stave off the cold, movement drew her eyes away from the horizon to a spot not fifteen feet before her. A little cloud had been mysteriously left behind by the gathering mist in the field below, a puffy sheep of fog that wandered too far from the flock.


It took shape as Vera watched—a person. A man who paced half a dozen steps before turning and doing the same in the other direction.


“Holy shit,” she whispered.


He stopped when she spoke, as if he heard her. And he turned and looked directly at Vera. He had facial features, but they were weathered like a garden statue left outside through years of wind and rain, worn down and indiscernible. She was transfixed on the spot as the sun broke the plane of the horizon. When that first beam rose, and its light hit the specter, he dissolved into mist, and the mist was gone in a whisper.


Compared to that, odd occurrences like the ones this morning were more than manageable. Vera finished the rooms without further incident and moved on to her midday lunch shift in the pub.


By the time she even had a moment to think, the last guests had gone, and she’d cleared all the tables. It was 4 pm. She weaved through the empty tables, working from the back toward the front window, pushing in chairs, and wiping down tabletops. She noticed a few spots of heavy crumbs on the floor and turned to get the broom from behind the bar but was startled to realize she wasn’t alone. Where moments before had sat an empty chair, now it was occupied by someone wearing a hooded robe, their back to her.


After the initial jolt, she continued toward the bar.


“So sorry,” she said, “dinner service doesn’t begin until five. Tea’s available in about a three-minute walk in any direction if you—” She stopped as the man tilted his head up, revealing his face.


Though he was in a cloak and not smartly dressed anymore, it was unmistakably the man from this morning. The corner of her mouth tugged upward. She hadn’t pegged him as the druid, new-age type. Vera was pleasantly surprised to have gotten him wrong.


“Oh. Hello again,” she said.


He smiled, and it was just like that morning. He looked sad. “May I have a word, Vera?”


She stiffened. He’d called her by name this morning, too.


“Erm, all right,” she said. “Is … is there something I can help you with?”


“A great many, many things, I should think.” He gestured at the chair across from him. “Please, sit.”


Very hesitantly, almost in slow motion, she sat across from him and positioned her chair farther from the table, creating extra space between them.


“Vera,” he said, “you aren’t who you think you are.”


Her eyebrows shot up as the hairs on the back of her arms sounded the beginnings of an alarm.


“Sir,” she said, forcing the politeness, “you’ve never met me. You don’t know me. As I said, the pub’s closed.”


She stood quickly and was ready to tell him off further when he fixed her with a piercing gaze. It stopped her.


“I know a great deal more than you do,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.


Chills rose on both arms now. Vera had dealt with drunks and creeps of all ilk but never anyone whose focus centered on her. As every ounce of her gut screamed at her to leave, she stood rooted on the spot, trying to figure out what to say to someone who had so entirely disarmed her.


His eyes flashed away from Vera’s toward the doorway behind her. She heard a clatter and the crash of porcelain before she turned to see. Allison was standing there with silverware and broken plates splayed about her feet. Vera’s instinct was to rush to help her mother clean up the pieces, but she was transfixed by the horrified recognition on Allison’s face.


“Good gracious. It …” Allison’s voice wavered, thick with emotion. “Is it—it can’t be time already?”


Vera’s eyes ping-ponged back and forth between them. There was pity on the man’s face. He nodded at Allison, a minute gesture.


Her mum looked as shattered as the dishes on the floor.


“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Vera asked. She heard the panic rising in her voice, and she hated it. She dropped her hands on the table to steady herself.


Allison stood there, shaking her head in tiny, frantic movements. Something was deeply wrong. In all of Vera’s life, she’d never seen her mum like this.


The man lay his hand on top of Vera’s fingers. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t pull away.


“Why don’t you sit back down?” he asked quietly, gently. “Allison, you should join us, too. And maybe a medicinal drink would be wise?”


Vera pulled her hand away from him as she sank back into the chair. Allison crossed the pub like a ghost. The joy that usually lit her face, crinkling around her eyes in deep lines from years of laughter, was gone. Allison grabbed three glasses and a bottle of whiskey from behind the bar and set them on the table.


She gave each of them a robust pour. Vera hadn’t noticed how much grey streaked through her mother’s hair before now.


Allison took a drink and stared at the man, so Vera turned to him, too.


“There’s no way to say this without sounding completely mad, so I’m going to say it bluntly,” he said when Vera met his eyes.


“Vera, dear, I think you know that Allison and Martin are not your birth parents?”


Vera nodded. Her parents had been forthright that they’d adopted her in infancy.


“I’m not sure how much you’ve searched for your biological parents, but if you have, I’m sure you’ve come away empty-handed.”


This was also true. The agency her parents used for her adoption had undergone some mysterious scandal and abruptly closed when she was young. At least, that was what her parents had told her. Did this man know something about her birth parents? Something that Martin and Allison had kept from her?


He went on. “Yes, well, there wouldn’t be any records. I’m going to ask for your uninterrupted attention now. You’ll want to shout down my madness, and you’re welcome to do so. But first, I need you to listen. Is that fair?”


Vera scoffed. Fair didn’t factor into this. She glared at her mother, the sense of imminent betrayal burning in her chest.


Allison was now rather tearful. “I’m so sorry, darling.”


Vera’s imagination ran wild with what this secret might be, a secret that was tearing her mother to shreds before her eyes. She fixed the man with a hard stare, resolving to stay calm through whatever was coming.


“All right,” she said.


“All right.” He nodded. “You can’t find your birth parents because they don’t exist anywhere you could search.”


Vera steeled herself. This had to be something huge. Tragic death? Maybe they were murderers or some other kind of awful criminals.


The man’s eyes drifted down to his hands. “You weren’t born twenty-two years ago. You were born in the year six hundred and twelve.”


With that pronouncement, every spinning thought in Vera’s mind stopped. She’d agreed to hear him out not half a minute earlier, but this was almost certainly the last thing she’d have guessed the man would say, and it was nonsense.


Without lifting his gaze, he raised his hand as he correctly guessed that Vera was within a breath of interrupting him. His eyes flicked back to her face.


“When you were twenty years old, you were injured far beyond anyone’s capacity to heal. For any of this to make a lick of sense, there is one major point you need to know, which will also sound ridiculous to you. Magic is real in our time—in your original time. It’s not something everyone has, nor that those who have can equally access. I have magic and, forsaking humility for the benefit of your understanding, I have considerable access to its gifts.” He shook his head as if the thought vexed him.


“But I couldn’t save you. I could, however, save your essence and revert you back to a very early life stage. It’s the same you, but it was like pressing a reset button. You were made an infant again.”


He must have noticed Vera taking a sharp breath and clenching her jaw. “I promise,” he said, “I will answer your questions to the extent I can but let me say this: you are irreplaceable to the future of England at the exact time when you first existed. Even with all the magic out there, you can’t rush a human’s generation. There was no way to make you who you were before without waiting, allowing you to grow to the right age again. By then, it would have been far too late.


“So, I found an unusual pathway … a workaround, if you will. I could bring you to this time, allow you to grow here, and then, once you were the correct age, I would have a small window during which I could bring you back and reinsert you after your initial accident. It requires precise spell work, but if executed perfectly, no one around would be any the wiser that you’d been away more than a year—and we’d be able to repair all that had gone awry. We are in that window today and today only.”


He folded his hands on the table and watched her expectantly. Vera didn’t break eye contact as she grabbed her whiskey and took a deep slug that stung her throat. The tangibility of its burn was a relief that grounded her in reality.


“So,” she said, “is this the part when I get to say you’re out of your fucking mind?”


“I believe that would be appropriate. Yes,” he said reasonably, the faintest hint of amusement playing at his mouth.


“Right. Okay,” she said, any of hundreds of retorts swirling in her mind. But Vera’s mother’s hand was holding hers, and it was quivering. And Allison had silent tears slipping down her cheeks, which kept Vera’s tongue at bay. She wished Martin were home.


“Okay.” This time, she said it with finality. “You said the future of England depends on me? Which, like, let’s not even get into that we are already in the future of your England right now … but … pretending any of this is possible, what’s so important—”


“About you?” the man finished for her.


Vera nodded. Of the man’s absurd tale, that was the part she found least believable.


“Well, for starters, you’re married to the king.”


She laughed, but Allison’s palm sweated and shook as she squeezed Vera’s hand.


When Vera met her eyes, she found her mother again, not the shocked ghost moving in slow motion. Her face was tear-streaked, but some of her spark had returned. Allison looked intently at her daughter.


“Vera was the nickname we gave you, my love,” she said. “Your name is Guinevere.”
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CHAPTER 3
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[image: ]era snatched her hand from Allison’s like the touch burned her. She looked desperately at her mother, the person she trusted most in this world.


“Mum, it’s impossible! This doesn’t make sense. You’ve got to know this doesn’t make sense.”


Allison nodded, her eyes wide. “It doesn’t. It really doesn’t. At first, I didn’t believe it either. Merlin had to show us—”


“Merlin?” Vera croaked.


This seemed as good a time as any to throw back the rest of her whiskey. She choked on it and hastily wiped the escaped dribble from the corner of her mouth.


“Ah, yes.” The man cocked his head to one side and raised a finger. “That would be me.”


Vera leaned back as she took him in. “You don’t look like Merlin.”


“Oh?” he said with a raised eyebrow. “It’s my hair, isn’t it?”


“A bit,” Vera said as she breathed a laugh. She’d have pictured a long silver beard and not his dark, manicured facial hair with only glimmers of grey through it. Vera thought better of saying that she’d have expected someone claiming to be Merlin to be far older, too.


“I try not to dabble too deeply in knowledge of your time, but I’m well enough acquainted to know that my name is rather familiar in your legends. They have gotten little else about me correct.” He offered both hands, palms up in front of him. “I’m sorry for not introducing myself sooner, but I thought it would only hinder our conversation.”


Vera shook her head. This was madness.


“It was only after Merlin showed us that we believed any of it,” Allison said. “Your father and I thought he’d kidnapped you at first. I was ready to ring the police when—”


“He showed you … magic, or showed you time travel?” Vera asked.


“Magic.” It was Merlin who answered. “Proving to someone you’re from the past is considerably harder than you might imagine. I can tell you many things about our time that your history books have gotten wrong, but my word proves nothing.”


Vera eyed him skeptically but spoke to her mother. “What did he show you?”


“He,” Allison shrugged sheepishly and turned her glass in her fingers, “he turned water into wine.”


“You’re kidding,” Vera said. “Like Jesus?”


Allison let out a short laugh and nodded.


“And what will you show me, Merlin?” Vera said, a sharp emphasis on his name.


Merlin cast his eyes down, grinning at his hands. She thought she heard a snort of laughter. But he sobered and grew focused. Without moving or answering, the lights went out in the entire room. Though the sun hovered in the sky, its light didn’t fully penetrate the front window. The pub took on a heavy darkness. Merlin held his hand out, palm up, and a glowing orb formed millimeters above his fingers. At first, Vera thought it was white, then she saw the edges were black and, in some moments, blue. But at the center, she saw a vision.


She couldn’t place if the orb projected an image in her mind or if it played like a film inside the ball of swirling light. Vera saw herself clearly there. It was her face and body, but she wore a medieval gown, deep green with gold trim. Her eyes were dark even as she smiled. It was a grim expression Vera recognized, one she herself had worn on trying days. The ball faded from Merlin’s hand, and the lights flickered back to normal around them.


Vera blinked and shivered. “Fuck.” She exhaled the word more than saying it. There wasn’t any way around it. That was magic. And, though she had no memory of being in that place, that had been her in the orb. No, not her. It couldn’t be her. But … it was certainly someone exactly like her, down to the expression.


“Am I her clone?” Vera asked, grasping to make sense of it.


“No. That was you. You are her. That,” Merlin looked pointedly at his now empty hand where the ball had been, “is your body—everything about you before I reverted you to an earlier life stage.”


“But why?” Vera asked in exasperation. She’d never even liked Arthurian legends—though she’d attributed her annoyance with them to her father’s obsession with consuming every film, book, and show on the matter, an obsession which now made more sense. She knew that the legend was about Arthur and his knights, not Guinevere. Why would the king’s wife have any vital role—


Vera’s lips parted with dawning dread. “Was she supposed to have his child?” The notion was a vise grip on her throat. She wouldn’t do it. She’d sooner fight the wizard and die than be some time-traveling broodmare.


“It’s nothing like that,” Merlin said emphatically. “That’s not the way succession works for us. Magic chooses the king, not blood. Whether or not you decide to have any children will be your choice.”


“What is it, then?” Vera asked. “What is she supposed to do that’s so important?”


“It’s not she. It’s you. You bore witness to an act that is draining magic from the kingdom. You were the sole witness. It is not a matter of if it will destroy our world; it is when. And your memories are our only chance of fixing it.”


“You need me to remember what she saw?”


Merlin stared at her, considering it. He seemed like he was choosing his words carefully. “You need to remember everything.”


Vera had never had any notion of a life other than the one that she’d lived. No visions of battles or castles. “I don’t remember anything.”


“You used to dream about it.” Allison had been quiet so long that Vera jolted at the sound of her voice—and more so at the content of what she said. “You must have been three or four years old, and you never remembered in the morning, but you’d wake up in the middle of the night talking about him.”


“About who?” Vera hadn’t meant to whisper.


“The king. Once, you said you went on a walk with him and that everyone knew him and wanted to talk to him.” Allison laughed a little. “You thought he must be tired after carrying on as if he liked them all.”


Vera never had more than a passing hello with strangers on the street. She agreed with her toddler self’s assessment. Still, that was a child’s dream. Glastonbury was reputed to be the ancient Isle of Avalon, and the thirteenth-century monks at the abbey had claimed they unearthed Arthur and Guinevere’s tombs. Even with her aversion to Arthurian legends, she could hardly go about town without hearing some reference to it. She was an imaginative child. She could have come up with some King Arthur story. That proved nothing.


“You talked about Merlin, too,” Allison said.


Merlin straightened in his seat, and Vera thought he gripped his whiskey glass more tightly. But when he spoke, he merely sounded interested. “Really?”


“Yes,” Allison said. She shook her head and offered a half grin. “She said you made … water balloon animals to cheer her up. It sounded like nonsense. Does that ring any bells?”


“It does,” Merlin said.


“Do you remember what her favorite was?” Allison asked as she leaned toward the wizard. It seemed an odd question to Vera.


Merlin considered a moment before he flicked his wrist at his whiskey glass. The liquid soared out of it, and, at the twist of his fingers, it gathered into the unmistakable shape of a monkey, bulbous and fluid though not sweating a single drop.


“Oh,” Allison cooed at the whiskey sculpture. Vera felt the unbidden smile on her lips. It did resemble a balloon animal, and it was indeed made of liquid.


Merlin turned his fingers downward, and the drink flowed like a wave back into the glass as Allison relaxed into her chair. Vera realized with a jolt that her mother had been testing him.


She turned back to Vera. “And there was a woman called Matilda. You woke up crying once and asked me to braid your hair … that Matilda lived in the castle and plaited your hair when you were sad.”


“She’s your chambermaid,” Merlin said. “You see? The memories have always been within you. It might take some time, but when you’re back home, we’ll be able to begin unlocking them.”


It was jarring to hear somewhere else, sometime else, referred to as home. This was home. Vera was not a queen. She wasn’t—she couldn’t be—Guinevere. But she couldn’t deny that they were made from the same (what was the word Merlin used?) essence, nor could she deny her own childhood memories. Perhaps she was some sort of … container for Guinevere’s story.


Accepting that brought the possibility of actually leaving into sharp relief. It frightened her. “If I go back with you, will I be stuck there forever?”


Merlin frowned, and there was pity in it. “If you can remember and get the course of history back on track by late spring, we will have another chance for you to return. If returning to this time is what you want.”


“But I can come back?” Vera asked, with a glance at her mother. Allison seemed to be working to keep her face impassive. “It wouldn’t rip the fabric of time or whatever?”


Merlin took a careful sip of his whiskey. “After you’ve helped us set things right, I can bring you back—if that’s what you want.”


Vera clenched her teeth together to keep from grimacing. He kept saying that: “If you want.” Of course she would want to. But as much as the timing was important for Merlin and Arthur, it was for Vera, too.


“Will that bring me back to right now, or will six months have passed here, too?” Vera asked.


Allison gave a sad hum as she reached over and squeezed Vera’s shoulder. “My love, you cannot map your life around his treatment.”Vera yanked away from her. “Can you guarantee he will survive six months?”


“The treatments are going well—”


“We won’t even know if they’ve worked for another month.” She glared at her mother to stifle her rising tears.


“Ah …” Merlin said quietly. “I gather Martin is ill?”


Vera rubbed at the side of her glass. She’d rather chuck it at the wall. “Yes. Fucking cancer.”


As soon as she said it out loud, she froze. What was she thinking? This man had saved Guinevere from death. “Could you heal him?” Vera asked. “Show me that magic, and I’ll do whatever the hell you want.”


He smiled sadly, and her hope turned to ash. “Cancer differs from mortal flesh wounds. I’m sorry.”


It was back to the essential question, then. “How long would I be gone?”


“You cannot touch any time that you’ve already lived, so I couldn’t bring you into your past here, but I can deliver you back to Glastonbury after the moment we depart this evening,” Merlin said. “I do not wish to mislead you; there is risk. I can’t bring you back unless you’ve—until you’ve helped us fix what’s broken. That is imperative. Whether or not you decide to come with me is your choice.”


“And if I choose not to come, what happens?” Vera asked.


He heaved a sigh and stared down at the table before he met her gaze. “Time is,” he clicked his tongue as he searched for the words, “immeasurably complicated. But the present as you know it is contingent upon you, upon your life and your actions … upon your returning to where you came from. If you stay here, the kingdom will fall. And I can’t say how soon or the way it will happen, but this time, this life as you know it will eventually cease to be.”


“You call that a choice?” Vera gaped at him. “Fuck. I have a life here. I’m—” She gestured around at the pub. What was she going to say? Cleaning toilets and changing bedsheets? “I’m happy.”


“I’m sorry,” Merlin said. “If it weren’t for this, death was the alternative. You would have died the day you were injured and lived none of this life. This was the best I could give you.”


Allison had managed to stave off a steady stream of tears, but her eyes were rimmed in red from the fight. “I have to go, don’t I?” Vera said. Part of her hoped Allison would so staunchly object that the choice would be made for her.


“You do, my love,” she said as she took Vera’s hand in both of hers. “I love you to the end of the world.” Allison tried to continue, but her voice faltered. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Listen to me. You are not happy. And this is not a life. I want better for you.”


It stung, but it was true enough. She hadn’t been happy since Vincent died. She hadn’t quite been able to slip back into herself, and Martin and Allison had seen that. In that way, Merlin’s timing was a gift. Vera couldn’t escape her memories of Vincent anywhere here, though she’d tried. She’d fled from Bristol, where they’d met, where they’d fallen in love, where they’d lived together—and where he died … back to Glastonbury.


She fled up the Tor nearly every morning. She fled into the regularity of cleaning rooms and serving breakfasts. No matter the distance or distraction, pain caught up and claimed her. She was typically good at tucking away hard things, shoving them beneath the place her conscious thought and feeling would reach, but this … this wouldn’t go away.


It all only compounded with Martin’s diagnosis just months ago. Vera had taken on the weight of his treatment schedule in a way she knew wasn’t healthy. But she couldn’t stop herself from thinking of his healing as her responsibility.


And she knew why. When it came to Vincent, she couldn’t escape the truth of her culpability. When his car skidded off the road and careened into a tree as he came home from the pub quiz, she had been asleep on the sofa. He’d bled in a ditch for nearly two hours before someone found him. It was too late by then. Vera usually went to the weekly pub quiz with him but had stayed home that night because she was tired. If she’d been there, she could have gotten help. Even if she hadn’t dozed off on the damn couch, she’d have realized he never got home. She’d have phoned the police. He wouldn’t have died.


Vera got to the hospital before they lost him. It haunted her that she hadn’t forced her way through the emergency department to get to him. She let him die surrounded by strangers.


And now, she was helpless as her father wasted away, day by day, with nothing she could do but watch.


Fourteen hundred years was a long way to run from her guilt. But they needed Guinevere’s memories, and evidently, Vera had them. Maybe … maybe if she could fulfill this purpose, maybe if she could be the vessel that they needed, maybe—what? It wouldn’t bring Vincent back.


But maybe you could forgive yourself.


How many lives would Guinevere’s locked-up knowledge save? Surely, surely that deed could absolve her, and she could go back to her unnoticeable life. Her father’s treatments would work (they had to work), and loss like Vincent’s wouldn’t be at stake. She could climb the Tor or read a book or stare at the stars and feel cheerful without it being shredded by pain.


Vera laughed a little madly. She never dreamed she’d yearn to clean sheets for the rest of her life, but there was a simple joy to be found there. And if she had to travel 1400 years and unearth some lost important woman’s memories to reclaim it—so be it.


“I’ll do it,” she said.
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“They won’t notice. It’s been part of the spell—part of what made it possible for Vera to be here for so long,” Merlin said. “Have you ever noticed the way people interact with her?”


Allison caught Vera’s eye as she nodded. They’d only had conversations about it when she was little—and never since. She had cried about not having friends and her mum soothed her, stroking her hair, telling her it was normal to feel uncertain and insecure.


“I tried to pretend it wasn’t happening,” Allison murmured. “After a while, though, it became rather undeniable.”


She couldn’t decide if it was better or worse that her mother had noticed all along, but the admission stung as a betrayal that Vera swallowed. She didn’t want to leave angry with her mother.


“They forget you here,” Merlin said to Vera. “But no one has forgotten Guinevere in our time. You won’t be ignored or dismissed there. It’s where you belong.” He tugged the chain of his pocket watch, lifting it from his pocket to peek at its face. “The voyage is possible until sundown. We have an hour and thirty-four minutes.” He picked up a satchel from the floor next to his seat and passed it to Vera. “You’ll want to change into this before we go.”


She opened it and peered inside. All she could see was green fabric. A dress, she presumed.


An hour and a half wasn’t nearly enough time to prepare, let alone say goodbye to her parents.


Shit.


Vera craned her neck to get a glimpse of the door as if looking would make her father materialize. Martin was in hospital in London for two more days. She’d been planning to leave first thing in the morning to sit with him during his treatment.


It was a three-hour drive.


“Fuck.” Vera dropped her head into her hands. Tears blurred her eyes.


“I’ll try to ring your father so you can at least …” Allison trailed off.


Vera nodded. “You could have given me more than an hour’s warning, you know,” she said, reserving some fury for both Merlin and her mother. “And just to be totally clear, this … king who she’s—who I’m married to, it’s …?”


“King Arthur. Yes.”


“Right.” Vera scooted her chair out and held the bag up in place of a wave. “I guess I’m going to go change.”


She threw the shoulder strap across her body. The well-worn, soft leather bag bounced on her leg as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. How was this real?


She upended the bag over her bed and shook it until a rolled-up dress dropped out with a pair of leather slippers flopping down on top of it. It was a mercifully simple garment. She didn’t realize until after pulling the dress over her head that she’d kept her underwear and bra on.


“Fuck it.” Her first act of rebellion would be transporting elastic contraband into the Middle Ages.


The irony of Vera’s distaste for Arthurian lore made her feel sick as she glanced at her bookshelf, already knowing she didn’t own a single iteration of the story. She mentally flipped through what little she knew about the legend: Arthur was the king’s illegitimate son, identified by Excalibur to take the throne. There were the knights of the round table, including Lancelot, who had an affair with Guinevere in almost every account she could recall. That part unnerved her. A quest for the Holy Grail—or had that only been in Monty Python? She did like that version … And a strange name jumped to the front of her thoughts: Mordred. He was the villain, the one who killed Arthur.


Vera sighed, remembering Merlin’s off-hand comment about how much history had gotten wrong. She focused instead on the gown, shifting it to sit correctly on her body. It was pretty, stretching down to the tops of her feet and a deep, forest-green color, with golden trim and embellishments along her waist that came to a triangular point below her navel. Vera smoothed the torso down and noticed a small tear on the hem of her sleeve. This gown wasn’t new. Someone had worn it, though it fit perfectly along the curves of her body and was precisely the right length. She realized with a start that the person who’d worn it before was, in fact, her.


This was the very same dress from the vision in Merlin’s hand. It wasn’t entirely uncomfortable, either; no corset or boning, but there was some lacing in the back. Vera awkwardly stretched to reach around with one arm and managed to secure it enough. She turned and stared at herself in the mirror.


It was a funny thing, dressing in some ancient gown. She willed herself to laugh but stared at an expression uncannily similar to the version of herself in Merlin’s vision.


Vera grabbed her phone and earbuds from the trousers she’d changed out of. It crossed her mind to bring them with her. It wouldn’t work for contact, but she’d miss the comfort of music in her ears. She tapped the screen to see her battery was at 16 percent. Typical for the end of the day, but not worth trying to sneak the electronics past Merlin when she’d have no way of charging them. She sighed and set it and her keys on her desk next to her laptop before taking a pen and sticky note and writing down all the relevant passwords she could remember.


Vera wanted to bring something of her life with her, though. She scanned the room, and her eyes landed on a framed picture of her and her parents. Martin had put it on her shelves the day he’d assembled them for her. She popped the back off the frame, took the photograph, and tucked it into the leather bag. It was the only printed picture in the room. She’d gotten rid of her photos of Vincent on a day when she’d felt the pain of seeing them might kill her. Now, she was furious with herself for it. The anger sent roots of rebellion rushing through her as she eyed the otherwise empty satchel and made a beeline for the top drawer of her dresser. She grabbed underwear, two sports bras, and a few pairs of socks, confident the Dark Age counterparts would be woefully insufficient.


That was it. She straightened the throw pillow on her bed, replaced a book on her shelf, and put away the coffee cup from her dish drying rack. There was a hamper half-filled with dirty laundry, but that would have to be left to Allison. Vera grabbed her trainers from by the door and went to put them in the closet but stopped halfway there. Surely Merlin wouldn’t allow it, but … these were fairly new shoes.


She shoved the trainers in the bag, too.


Vera switched off the light and closed the door without bothering to lock it.


She could hear the din of patrons beginning to gather in the pub before she reached the bottom of the stairs. Allison and Merlin were no longer at the table. They’d moved to the hallway right near the entrance, but Vera took a last look at the bar where she’d grown up anyway. It was jarring to watch people ordering a steak pie or having a pint when her whole existence had just been upended.


“Vera!”


She nearly jumped at Allison’s voice. Vera hoisted the bag on her shoulder and went back to the hall. Allison had her phone pressed to her face. She held it away from her lips to say, “I’ve got your father!” and resumed her focus on the phone. “There’s no time for that. They are walking out the door, Martin.”


Vera could imagine her father on the other end, arguing against her departure. She took the phone and turned away for some semblance of privacy. “Dad?”


“Hey, love.” Martin’s voice, which used to be so quick to a joke and among the loudest in a room, was soft and somber. Vera didn’t want to guess whether that was sadness or sickness. Both options wrenched her heart. “I’m so sorry I’m not there with you. You’ve—”


He stopped speaking. She knew he was crying. She couldn’t stop the lump rising in her throat either.


“It’s all right, Dad. I’m—”


“Vera, love, you’re going to be okay. Just … be who you are. You’re exactly who they need you to be.”


They needed Guinevere. And that wasn’t her, but the notion that fulfilling Guinevere’s purpose might free Vera had already taken root. She didn’t know how to explain that to Martin, who’d been even more alarmed than Allison by her recent shift in demeanor.


“If I can help them,” she said, hoping against hope that he’d understand, “I can come home and help you finish your treatments. I’ll be better. I’ll have really done something that matters.”


“You matter,” Martin said emphatically. “Do you hear me?”


Vera didn’t answer. He was a good dad. Of course he’d say that. She hastily wiped the tears from her cheeks, sniffing as she tried to keep her breaths from devolving into sobs. This was too much. “Okay,” she said after a second. “I need to go, Dad.”


“I know, sweetie.” His voice was muffled.


Vera could imagine him in his hospital room, half seated in the reclined bed. She knew that his face was in his hand, that he was barely keeping it together. And the truth was, she probably could have taken a few more minutes to talk, but no number of stolen goodbyes would be enough. She couldn’t take any more of it without collapsing in on herself.


“I love you so much,” he said.


Vera’s legs wobbled beneath her.


“I love you, too,” she said, feeling foolish because there was no way to adequately say it. She leaned back against the wall and slid to the floor. “Thank you for being a ridiculous and weird and wonderful dad.” She heard his chuckle, which was mingled with a sob. “I’ll—You’ll hardly know I was gone. I’ll be back and—”


“It’s okay. We’ll talk soon, all right?”


“Yeah.” She crushed her eyes closed. “Bye, Dad.”


And Vera ended the call without waiting for him to answer. She could not stand. Every part of her trembled. She took one deep, shaking breath, focusing on facts: reality had changed. She had to go.


She took a second breath, and it was steadier than the first. Vera let Martin and Allison slip to the back of her mind. She focused on the next thing. She needed to walk out of this building. Her final deep breath filled her lungs without a hitch, and she exhaled a sigh before she stood up.


“I’m fine,” she told herself out loud. Her body seemed to believe her and carried her back to Merlin and Allison. She gave Allison the phone. “Mine’s upstairs. And I left my passwords and keys there for you.”


Tears streamed down Allison’s cheeks as she grabbed Merlin by both elbows and stared him squarely in the face. “You keep her safe.”


He nodded, patting her arm. “I will. I promise.”


Allison released him to pull Vera into a tight hug. “I love you,” she said into Vera’s hair.


“I love you, too. So much. So, so much,” Vera said. She disentangled herself from Allison’s arms. There was no room for a breakdown. She had to be okay right now. “Goodbye, Mum.”


Allison bravely tried to stifle the sob that escaped from her throat.


Merlin held the door open for Vera. She took one final look at her mum, who reached out like she was about to grab her and pull her back. There would be no storybook ending to this moment.


Vera turned on her heel, walked out the door, and did not stop.
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[image: ]on’t look back. Don’t look back, Vera silently instructed herself. She did not stop until she reached a bench in front of the old church a few buildings down. She didn’t dare turn around to ensure Merlin was behind her in case Allison had stepped outside, too. He drew even with her and didn’t stop walking but merely nudged his head, inviting Vera to join him.


She didn’t know anything about him. Nothing about where they were going. She hadn’t thought to ask what the accident was that brought Guinevere to the brink of death.


It was too much. There were too many pieces. Don’t fall apart, she coached herself. Stay in it.


“Have you visited the White Spring Temple?” Merlin asked, not unlike how a visitor at the George might ask about the town. Vera softened toward him in the kindness of casual conversation. Perhaps he knew how delicate an edge her sanity balanced on as the distance between Vera and her home grew.


She nodded.


“That’s where we’re headed. It’s … well, I suppose you could say there’s a portal there, but calling it a magically stabilized wormhole might be more scientifically accurate,” he said as if he were talking about what he’d had for breakfast.


Vera nearly snorted with mad laughter. On second thought, perhaps he’d overestimated her mental capacity. Nevertheless, if there were to be a portal (or wormhole or … whatever) in Glastonbury, White Spring was one of a handful of places that fit the bill.


The temple was in an old, unassuming well house at the Tor’s base, built atop the spring to serve as a reservoir. They’d not updated the 200-year-old building with electricity, instead opting to light it with candles and tenacious bits of sunlight that could find an entrance in cracks and pinholes in the stone walls. It set the mystical mood along with the ever-present sound of trickling water and steady echoing drips from unseen sources. In every corner, shrines honoring the Lady of Avalon were erected that suited all manner of religious pilgrims. Some would call her Goddess, others the Virgin Mother, and still the rest Mother Earth.


The water that flowed from the spring had never dried up in recorded history. It provided for Glastonbury through famine and disease, and visitors devoutly attested to its healing properties, though when they’d tried to pipe it through the city in the late 19th century, it had blocked up the pipes. Scientifically, it was clear that the spring’s high calcite content had caused irreparable damage to the metal. Others had their own answer: modern plumbing wasn’t built for magic. Still, even if it didn’t flow from their taps, anyone could visit the spring. Visitors were advised on a sign at the entrance to step into the shallow waters or fully submerge themselves in the deeper pools.


Oddly enough, White Spring was within a few hundred meters of yet another (and more well-known) ancient spring, Chalice Well. This one flowed red, reasonably explained by a high iron content to a rational mind but seldom seen that way by spiritual seekers. Christian lore purported that the spring and its healing powers were directly related to the holy grail. Legend held that the grail was brought to England by Joseph of Arimathea and, at one point, buried in a cavern beneath the spring. They’d contend that the red waters signified the blood of Christ, once caught beneath the cross in that same chalice. The pagans believed it to be the earth’s womb waters.


“I’m surprised it’s not Chalice Well,” Vera said, feeling compelled to say something. She took a right onto Chilkwell Street without even thinking about it. She’d walked this route so often that, were it not for the period clothing, she could almost convince herself this was an ordinary journey. They passed folks along the street heading in the opposite direction, but in an eccentric town like Glastonbury, where fancy dress was nothing exceptional, no one paid them any mind.


“Interesting you should say that,” Merlin said. “The waters of White Spring come directly from the Tor. And that’s where this particular kind of magic comes from. Vera.” He stopped abruptly. “I noticed you still have that bag I gave you. You’re wearing all the contents I provided, but it’s not empty. What did you bring in the bag?”


Vera pursed her lips and only half turned toward him. “A picture of my parents, some socks and underwear, and …” Should she bother lying to him?


“Yes?” he prompted.


“My running shoes.” She pulled her shoulders back and stood up straighter, daring him to argue with her about it.


He sighed heavily. “Nothing else? No electronics of any kind?”


“No.”


Merlin chuckled and shook his head as he resumed walking. “Very well. But you must promise me you’ll be careful to keep them concealed from anyone but those of us who know your situation.”


This time, it was Vera who stopped in her tracks. “Other people know? Who all knows?” It hadn’t occurred to her that others might be in on the scheme.


“Oh, Guinevere. I’m so sorry.” Merlin’s brow furrowed. “I should have said before. Arthur is aware, as is—”


“He knows?” She’d assumed she’d carry this secret alone, especially to be kept from Arthur.


“Of course. He also,” Merlin heaved a sigh as he rolled his eyes, “against my better judgment, I might add, told his closest confidant.”


“Who is that? Would I recognize the name?”


Merlin started walking again without a response. Vera ran the few paces to catch up with him. Now, she was intrigued. It was the first hint of frustration that she’d seen from the patient wizard.


“It’s not, like, Lancelot or something?” she said facetiously, but Merlin’s lips pressed together so tightly that they became a thin line.


Vera’s jaw dropped. “Shut up. It is Lancelot!” Maybe it was because Merlin had turned her whole world sideways and backward in the space of an hour, but she delighted in his annoyance with the famous knight. She laughed. “And you don’t like him!”


“I neither—” Merlin shook his head. “He is the king’s oldest and dearest friend. And I’ve never known him to be anything but fiercely loyal, and for that, I’m grateful. But Lancelot is … loud and foolish.” He opened his mouth as if about to add more but seemed to decide against it and clamped his lips shut.


It all felt distant enough to not entirely be Vera’s story. But her mind flashed to that Arthurian storyline. Guinevere had an affair with Lancelot. Did Merlin know that part?


“I know you said you don’t get too involved in our version of the legend, but there’s a pretty consistent thread about Lancelot and Guinevere that might—”


“Yes, I’m aware.” He waved her off. “Guinevere, you’ll be shocked to learn how wrong this time has gotten things.”


It took Vera a moment to realize that when Merlin said Guinevere, he was addressing her.


“About King Arthur?” she asked.


“About everything. Magic is commonplace in our time. It fuels our culture, our society—little will be as you expect. Magic leaves no archaeological trace, which is largely why you’ve grown up learning about this time as the Dark Ages.” He gave her a sidelong glance, and the smile that rose to his lips was one of pride. “My dear, you will find it is nothing of the sort.”


Merlin had stopped and looked across the street over Vera’s shoulder. She’d been too caught up in trying to imagine a history that the books had gotten so woefully wrong that she’d not noticed where they were standing. They’d arrived at the well house.


The Victorian stone building was nestled against the wooded forest at the Tor’s base. Foliage overtook it from above, giving the illusion that the building’s roof was made of lush, green vines. An ever-flowing fountain trickled out of a stone pillar near the front corner. Even when the temple was closed, any passerby had access to the sacred waters. A squat stone wall lined a courtyard on the front end, with an opening meant to serve as a pathway from the road to the building’s door—which wasn’t solid, but a delicately designed wrought-iron gate of swirls and three vertical almond shapes up the center.


The temple only opened for a few hours each day. It was closed by this time in the evening, and the gate was locked. “Do we—”


Vera didn’t have time to finish her question. Merlin fished a key from the pocket of his robe and moved past her to unlock the gate. He opened it enough for someone to slip through and politely gestured for her to go first. She started when she heard the key in the lock again and turned to see Merlin locking the gate behind them. Her throat tightened, and she tensed. She was trapped in here with a magical stranger. Vera clenched and unclenched her fist as she examined her situation.


What were the options? Decide everything to this point had been bullshit and that this was an elaborate scheme to murder her? Panic and demand he unlock the door so she could run home?


No. She’d decided to trust Merlin the moment she’d accepted the bag that now hung from her shoulder. That’s why she was wearing this dress. She was in it, and there wasn’t any turning back. Vera was either trusting a madman at her peril, or her life was about to become something she could have never even dreamed up. There was no in-between.


She squinted into the shadows, hoping her eyes would begin to adjust. The massive room was very dark, with the fading evening sun providing the only light through the doorway gate. Merlin waved his arm, and candles that had previously only been dark lumps to unadjusted eyes sprang to life all across the room in dozens of candelabras, pillars on small shelves, candle arrangements surrounding shrines, and tea lights on any ledge wide enough to hold them. The room danced with a flickering glow set to the music of water over rocks.


Stone pillars rose from floor to ceiling, holding the building together while creating mystery, too. The room had nooks and crannies at every turn, each with more candles, pictures, statues of saints or deities, and glowing shrines that poked through the darkness. The floor was wet throughout, but stone basins caught the flowing spring.


Right in the center was a round pool where the water collected deep enough for someone to wade in up to the knee. At the back left corner was a three-tiered stone basin, the topmost of which was the size of a resort hot tub. It was here that visitors could fully bathe in the spring’s waters.


“What now?” Vera asked, and her voice echoed through the chamber, feeling far too loud though she’d whispered.


By way of answer, Merlin carefully picked his way to the back corner to the three-tiered basin. “We’ll need to climb into the submerging pool—”


“Why did I bother changing first?” Vera asked.


“It won’t be an issue,” Merlin answered as he gingerly stepped onto the first tier at the height of his knees. He climbed with the agility of a much younger man to the top of the basin.


Vera sighed, remembering she’d decided she was too far in to turn back, and followed him. It wasn’t terribly high, not two meters to the top. She clambered awkwardly to sit atop the wall, her dress catching under her. She grunted with the effort as she spun her feet toward the waters. Clutching the bag still slung over her shoulder, Vera remembered the photograph tucked away.


“Merlin?” she said tentatively. She didn’t see him at first. It was darker this far back in the room, and there was only one small candelabra lit up at the far end of this pool. After a moment, though, she saw that he had gracefully paddled to the center. “I’m not sure what to do with my bag. There’s … there’s the picture of my parents in there.”


She couldn’t see his face but could tell he’d turned back toward her. “It’s all right. Your belongings will be fine.”


She hesitated only another moment and then, clutching the bag to her body, lowered herself in. Half gasp and half yell escaped her when the cold water rushed over her skin. She’d never dipped in the spring herself but knew the waters were famously frigid year-round. Vera stumbled toward Merlin at the center of the pool, her soaked gown growing heavier with each step and catching around her ankles.


It was deepest in the middle. When she drew even with Merlin, their heads were the only parts of their bodies not submerged. Even as a disembodied head in freezing waters, he looked composed and stately. Vera, on the other hand, shivered violently and had to grasp Merlin’s arm as she stumbled on her hem. He helped hold her to her feet and kept his hand on Vera’s elbow to steady her.


“In a moment, I’ll ask you to go completely underwater. And then I’ll begin the spell.” Merlin spoke deliberately and didn’t break eye contact with Vera. “Once the spell begins, it’s imperative that you do not come back to the surface. Do you understand?”


She nodded and tried to keep her teeth from chattering. “Stay underwater. Got it.”


“We’ve only got one shot at this,” he said. “Are you ready?”


“I guess so.” She took a ragged breath. “Are you?”


“I am.”


His ease soothed Vera some, and she found herself grateful for his steadying hand.


“Want a count of three or better to press on?” Merlin asked.


“Just go,” she said.


“All right. And … go.”


Vera took one deep breath and dunked her head beneath the surface. He hadn’t specified how deep she needed to go, so she simply stopped fighting the drag of her dress. It pulled her down until her knees reached the bottom. She kept her eyes shut, and, even had she not, it would have been too dark to see if Merlin was submerged, too. She felt his hand drift to her shoulder, pressing down firmly—not a shove, but a steadying tether to hold her in place.


It didn’t feel extraordinary. It felt … like being underwater. Vera hadn’t asked when to come back up or how long she’d need to hold her breath. The seconds stretched on, and nothing happened. She stayed perfectly still. After twenty seconds, the tickle of a burn bloomed in her chest. By thirty, Vera was beginning to panic. She couldn’t hold her breath much longer in water this cold. What would happen if she tried to come up too early? Not consciously bidden, a survival instinct drove her feet beneath her, and the urge to stand became irresistible. As she pushed upward, the steadying hand on her shoulder shoved down with surprising strength.


Oh shit.


Her eyes shot open, and she looked into the dark water above her, searching for answers she would never see. Even in the dark, she could tell her vision was threatening to collapse on the edges. She was on the brink of losing consciousness when the water around her changed.


It was no longer liquid. Instead, it became a thick gel. Her frantic movements ceased; she froze. Everything was motionless, and then it was like a vacuum opened beneath her. Vera felt a great lurch and screamed into the gelatinous water as her body was violently sucked down, but she never hit the bottom. One second, her mind was vividly present in terror that she was certain would never stop.


From everywhere and nowhere, a voice she’d never heard before filled her.


“Ishau mar domibaru.”


Then there was nothing at all.
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CHAPTER 6
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[image: ]era’s haze cleared as she stared at the sky, eyes already open, watching wispy clouds float above. There was one sound at her lips: ish. The sound of a summer breeze whispering through flowered fields. There’d been more words; she was sure of it. She chased it through her mind and tried to grab hold of it, but it vaporized into nothing as soon as conscious thought touched it. She sat up.


“Did you say something?” a man asked. She turned. Merlin sat on the ground behind her, looking as disheveled as Vera felt.


“I don’t know,” she murmured. Water. She remembered it changing and the sense of being sucked down, and then—what? Vera blinked. How had she gotten out of the water? Or the temple?


She sat on green grass in an open field. Vera heard flowing water before she noticed the stream to her side. Her left hand rested in its shallowest part, on smooth rounded stones that barely an inch of water trickled over. But her hand was the only part of her body that was wet. The dress and bag and shoes—everything that had been fully submerged was dry. Vera reached up and touched her head. Her hair wasn’t even damp.


The stream meandered down the hillside before disappearing into trees and lush foliage below. Vera traced the waters back up the hill to where they came from, a gap in the rock not twenty feet above her. “Where are we?”


“Can’t you tell?” Merlin asked.


She turned to find him on his feet, brushing dirt from his robe and adjusting his pockets. Vera began shaking her head, but the movement helped assemble the puzzle pieces.


The mouth of the stream on a lush hillside. She fumbled to her feet, and her eyes shot past Merlin to a forest grove behind him. There was no well house, and the trees obscured the view, but she was almost sure that, had there been a clear shot, she’d be looking right at the Tor.


“Oh!” Vera spun in place, trying to take in every detail. “Oh!” she repeated as she began to recognize the landscape.


Down the hill further on, the grass was well-trodden and formed a trail along what she guessed she used to know as the road. It passed in front of Vera and Merlin and curved around the trees where she assumed it wove to the top of the Tor. And in the other direction, Vera supposed it created the footprint for what would someday be the road leading into town.


“Shall we?” Merlin gestured to the path before them.


“Erm, I guess.” Vera shifted the bag on her shoulder. “So that’s it? We’re here? It’s the year like six hundred something?”


Merlin chuckled and patted Vera on the shoulder. “Precisely the year six hundred something. Now we walk down to Glastonbury, get our horses, and finish the journey to the castle.”


Vera had assumed the time travel would also take them to their destination, wherever that was. She hadn’t realized she’d get to see Glastonbury in its ancient form. Surely there’d also be people there, residents living their medieval lives. What did they do to fill their days? What did they talk about?


A prickle of worry pierced Vera’s thoughts. “English is different now, isn’t it?” she asked. “How will I be able to understand and communicate?”


“You needn’t worry—oh, watch your step there.” Merlin guided her around fresh horse manure in the path. “You’ll understand everyone perfectly fine. And they’ll understand you. It’s—”


“Part of the magic?” Vera finished for him.


“You’re a quick study,” he said with fondness. “Any colloquialisms you use will be understood in the common tongue. No adjustments are necessary. Though,” he added, scrunching his face as if he almost didn’t want to say it, “you may want to say ‘fuck’ a bit less. It translates well but is decidedly less appropriate for a lady of your status.”


“I’ll do my best,” Vera said as she cast a sidelong look at the mage.


He chuckled, seeming far more amused than annoyed by her antics. She was in awe of Merlin’s ease in the face of everything that had to go right to get Vera here. All that remained on the daunting list was for her to regain Guinevere’s memories. The travel itself hadn’t jostled any to the surface. She was working out a way to bring it up when the gurgling stream nearby, the breeze through the trees, and the evening birdsong began to mingle with other sounds.


They’d emerged from the wooded area, and the bustle came from further down the lane. It was a din of voices—a lot of voices. And there was music: strings, flutes, and singing carried on the wind. There was a cottage to the left, and the two windows flanking its door had their wooden shutters open. A child of seven or eight ran with screaming laughter from behind the home and bodily dove through the open window, her pigtail braids flopping over her head. Right as she disappeared, what must have been her younger brother rounded the corner with a five-year-old’s delighted roar. He had to work much harder to clamber through the window behind the girl.


It was comforting to see children behaving the same as they would in her time. A gust of wind carried the smell of food cooking over a fire. It was late evening by now, and Vera’s stomach groaned in response. She smoothed her windswept hair back and realized her ponytail had come loose in clumps. Vera stopped walking to remove her hair elastic and fix it.


“That reminds me,” Merlin said, fishing through yet another robe pocket and procuring a delicate circlet crown. It was made of thin metal woven together in a rounded pattern and finely shaped down to a point where there was a single oval-shaped moonstone. “You’ll want to wear this.”


Vera braided her hair and laid it over her shoulder. She wasn’t sure how seventh-century hair would be styled, but a simple plait felt right enough. Merlin helped her position the circlet so the moonstone sat at the center of her forehead. She marveled at how it perfectly contoured to her head. Probably, she realized, because she had worn it before.


Merlin eyed her and shook his head. “Perfect. You look … like you.”


The longer they walked, the more cottages were on either side of the ever-widening lane. Foot traffic steadily increased, too. Nearly every person who passed greeted them with reverent bows or curtsies, murmuring, “Ma’am” or “Your Majesty” as they did so. They whispered behind their hands and pointed from across the street. Vera’s palms were clammy despite the evening chill. There’d not been a single time in her life when so many people paid attention to her.


She fidgeted with her skirt, making sure it lay correctly on her legs. “Is this sort of attention normal?”


“It’s normal for you, dear,” he answered kindly, taking her hand and looping it around his elbow. “They know you. I’d even say they adore you. Arthur is a well-loved king. You’ve been to Glastonbury many times. It makes quite an impression on people.”


“Do I need to be responding in a particular way?” she asked, trying to move her lips as little as possible.


“You’re doing well.” He patted her hand. “Smile, say ‘good evening’ if you like. That’s all you need do.”


This must have been the heaviest residential section. Houses butted right up against one another with occupants scurrying in and out, cook-fires blazing, and groups sitting together at outdoor tables for their evening meal. Vera heard more laughter than she’d expected. The lane ended and she vaguely recognized that this was where the High Street would have been. They rounded the corner, and she was not disappointed.


Her feet stuttered to a stop. Disbelief stunned Vera into stillness. The lane was lined with buildings, all stone or timber, and quite a bit smaller than the structures of Vera’s time. But it wasn’t the structures that took her breath away. Glowing lanterns the size of footballs were strung merrily, crisscrossing above the dirt road and bathing the lane below in a soft warmth. There were carts and stalls every few feet. Vera smelled the spices before she saw them. Vendors were everywhere selling their goods: food, jewelry, clothing, and fine fabrics. And then, there were artists with paintings, sketch work, and embroidery. As the music started again, Vera searched for its source and found the troupe of performers past the spice stall, playing a lively song that quickly revealed itself to be about a mischievous fairy who snuck into homes and blessed children with magic.


And, indeed, there was magic.


On closer inspection, the lanterns that hung across the street were not suspended by string but bobbed in place of their own accord. And they didn’t glow with fire, but some source unidentifiable to Vera. Across the lane, a young boy manned a cart. A woman behind him roasted sweet-smelling nuts on a blue fire. Vera noticed another woman further down, taking payment and levitating the customer a foot or so off the ground.


Everywhere she turned, there was something amazing. Merlin guided Vera through the throngs of people who all peered at her with as much interest as she did at them. She dragged her feet past two singers, a man and a woman, who mystically built a harmony of four parts between them. The Glastonbury she’d loved her whole life would forever be a special place. But this Glastonbury’s evening market was the whimsical street fair of fairytales.


“We must keep going, Guinevere,” Merlin said. The name was going to take some getting used to.


She let him lead her on without tearing her eyes from the happy spectacle around her. Too soon, they’d reached the end of the magical lane where the lanterns stopped, and the crowd grew thin.


“Arthur will meet us over there.” He pointed to the end of the High Street, into the quiet darkness where Vera could make out a barn.


Her stomach flipped over on itself. Merlin must have seen her expression change.


“There’s no need to be nervous. Reconnecting with him will help to loosen your memories. I expect you’ll remember him before you remember the rest. This will be good,” he told her.


His reassurance only carried Vera so far. She took a steadying breath and nodded. As they drew nearer to the stable, Vera saw that someone was seated on the ground outside it, his back against the wall. It was dark enough that she couldn’t make out his features, but he must have also seen Merlin and Vera, for he stood up. It hit her in the gut.


It was him.


“Why don’t you go ahead?” Merlin said. “I’ll give you two a moment.”


That really wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t know how to make her feet work. How was she supposed to meet one of the most famous men in history as her husband? Jesus. Husband. She’d have laughed at the absurdity of it if it wasn’t also so terrifying. Vera didn’t have words or a voice to protest. She stood rooted on the spot. Merlin nudged her forward. She took a shaking step, then another.


Her heart thudded against her chest, and blood pumped so rapidly through her body that she’d swear she could feel it pulsing in her fingertips. She was sure the man could see how much she was shaking. Before she knew it, her feet were carrying her to him. He was handsome and tall, and his frame was neither broad nor narrow but lean, muscular, and fit. He wore a short beard cropped close to his chin, and his honey-brown hair was just long enough for a loose piece to swoop across his forehead. What she noticed more than all the rest was the kindness of his eyes.


As soon as their eyes met, a deep affection rose from her belly.


“Hello,” Vera said hesitantly.


She didn’t realize how rigid his mouth had been drawn until he relaxed at her greeting. The concern fixed into the lines of his face ebbed into relief, and his eyes glinted. He rushed to Vera and swept her into a hug. She tentatively let herself melt into it, experimenting with how it felt to lean her head into his shoulder and return the embrace, touching his back with one hand. He released his hands to her shoulders, bending his knees to drop to eye level with her. His brow furrowed as he carefully examined her.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


“I think so,” she said with a nervous half-laugh. Though she had no memory of him, Vera instantly felt like she knew him. This might work.


“Goddammit!”


Vera jumped at Merlin’s voice, cursing close behind her. “Where the hell is Arthur?” His glare burned into the man.


Vera tensed and turned back to the man holding her shoulders. This was not Arthur?


The stranger saw the shock on her face. He dropped his hands from her arms and stepped toward Merlin. “May I have a word?”


Merlin’s steady demeanor, which Vera had witnessed only minutes ago, swung to palpable anger. She supposed, considering the gravity of the situation, it was understandable. The unknown man, on the other hand, genially guided Merlin away, an arm slung around his shoulder like an old friend. Vera couldn’t hear their conversation but could see from his gestures and posture that the man was working to diffuse Merlin’s ire. She watched them without any attempt to hide her interest. If there was some reason Arthur couldn’t show up for a horse ride after she’d left her entire life behind, Vera felt entitled to know it. She’d assumed she would be the only obstacle to this plan’s success, not anybody else. It hadn’t occurred to her to wonder how Arthur felt about it, nor had she considered until this exact moment that Guinevere and Arthur’s relationship might have been an unhappy one.


When Merlin turned back to Vera, the other man tailing a step behind him, it seemed his efforts had not been in vain. Merlin still seethed, but the aura of fury had dissipated.


“It appears I am urgently needed. I’ll be riding ahead. Sir Lancelot will escort you to the castle. You’ll be safe with him.”


He wheeled about and hurried into the stable without another word, leaving Vera alone with Lancelot.


“Shit,” she said under her breath. She was as clueless as she’d ever been about herself and this world, a maddening combination of concerned and offended by Arthur’s absence and wildly embarrassed by her interaction with the man she now knew to be Lancelot. He rocked from his heels to his toes, expression light and unfazed.


“Is something the matter with Arthur?” she asked.


“Oh, he’s fine,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Are you hungry? We’ve got a decent ride ahead of us. Maybe three hours.”


Vera sighed, questioning if Merlin had intentionally couched the difficulty of this whole journey. To add to it, she actually was famished. After only toast and tea post-run and frantic bites of stew between serving tables at lunch, followed by having her existence called into question, Vera was wholly depleted.


“I really am,” she said.


“Good, because I’m starving.” He offered his arm to her, which she accepted before they walked back toward the evening market. “There’s a stall with good hand pies up here. Ale or wine?”


“Oh, erm, ale,” Vera answered. Water might have been a better option, but she wasn’t sure if it was even readily available, and the shame of naivety kept her from asking.


Lancelot guided her through the growing crowd beneath the magical lanterns. He made a beeline for a particular food stall. While he spoke with the old man preparing the food, Vera slipped away from him and back into the street, careful to keep Lancelot in eyeshot. This version of Glastonbury was scrambled up, brightly lit, and magically buzzing. It was clearly the town she knew so well, but now she saw it as if reflected in a jeweled looking glass. The instinct to grab her phone and take a picture was so deeply ingrained that Vera even reached for where her trouser pocket should have been before she remembered it wasn’t there. That was going to be stranger to get used to than the new name.


Vera felt Lancelot’s presence at her elbow. He had a tankard in each hand with a steaming hand pie balanced on top and watched her with shrewd interest. She hurried to relieve one of his hands, taking a pie and a tankard, and followed when he maneuvered toward one of many long, shared tables with benches on either side.


Vera had only just sat down before taking as large of a bite as could be deemed polite and shook her head as she chewed. The insides were so scorching hot that Vera had to indelicately hold it in her mouth and suck air in through her teeth.


“What were you looking at back there?” Lancelot asked.


She could barely taste the pie filling beneath the blazing heat but would swear for the rest of her life that it was delicious. Once she managed to swallow, she answered. “It’s so different from how it all ends up in my time. You only find magic in stories, and—I mean, this is our history. I learned about this time period in school, and we got it so wrong. What the bloody hell happened between now and then?”


“Nobody knows,” Lancelot said, suppressing a grin with a sip of his ale. Vera only vaguely registered that it was likely in response to her colorful language. She was more focused on what he’d said. She hadn’t expected him to have an answer. “Merlin can’t access the time between now and nineteen hundred.”


“How do you know that?” Vera asked.


“I’m very smart, and I know a lot of things,” said Lancelot after swallowing a sizable mouthful. “The magic is limited.”


“Really?”


“Yes, so many things.” He leaned forward, eyeing Vera with a mock intensity. “Ask me anything.”


She laughed, which drew a pleased smile from her companion. “No, I meant—”


“I understood what you meant. There’s a full block on the next thirteen hundred years that magic can’t penetrate. There’s no knowledge beyond that,” he said as if that was the end of it.


“Oh.” Vera fell silent as she finished her pie and sipped her ale, trying to organize what she’d learned and what she still needed to ask. It was no small feat. It felt the more she was told, the less she knew. She was holding onto her tankard tightly, her body tense with the effort to stave off panic. Deep breath. Set it all aside. You’re fine.


She didn’t have to work at it long as her eyes snagged on one man, markedly out of place in the midst of celebration as he scrambled through the crowd, his brow slick with sweat and his sights set squarely on Lancelot. Vera’s fear deflated with the distraction as she listed her head to the side. Lancelot followed her gaze as the man reached them, dropping both hands onto the table to steady himself.


“Sir Lancelot!” he said between heaving breaths. “I heard you were here. Bloody fine timing, too.” He hastily shifted his focus to Vera, and she reeled with the unfamiliar sensation of being noticeable. “I’m so glad you’re well and returned, Your Majesty. And please, pardon my intrusion. The matter is most pressing.”


“Is it the thieves?” Lancelot asked. The atmosphere around him shifted before Vera’s eyes. His features somehow sharpened and the twinkle of his friendliness hardened in an instant. The Lancelot across from Vera now was rather fearsome.


“They’ve been spotted approaching from the eastern road. I’ll call for soldiers, shall I?” The man straightened, evidently eager to take action. “High time these boys were tossed in the stocks.”


Lancelot sighed, seeming oddly reluctant, but he gave a nod, and the man turned to go. Then Lancelot’s eyes lit, and he caught the retreating man by his arm. “Wait. Have they harmed anyone?”


“The thieves? No,” the man answered quickly. “Nothing more than scrapes and bruises, thankfully.”


“Hm.” Lancelot drummed his fingers on the table. His eyes flicked briefly to Vera. “Garth, could you give the queen and me a moment?”


Garth, tense with his urgency, huffed a breath and pursed his lips.


“I know. Time is of the essence.” Lancelot held up a single finger. “One moment.”


He leaned toward Vera across the table as Garth took a few reluctant steps away.


“These thieves … they’re boys. Barely more than children,” he said quickly. “Little shits, no doubt about it. They’ve been ambushing travelers on the King’s Road for three weeks—and successfully evading the local soldiers, which says something about the boys’ cleverness.”


“Or about the soldiers’ competence,” Vera quipped.


Lancelot grinned down at his hands. “Fair point. In any case, we didn’t unite the whole damn nation and fight off invaders for ten years for those boys to make the King’s Road unsafe. Word is that they don’t have homes. They’ve clearly fallen through the cracks, but we can’t allow their actions to continue. One of two things will happen: they choose to rob the wrong person and get themselves killed or … little shits grow up to become big shits. And big shits make for a mess that can’t be cleaned up, if you’ll pardon my language.”


“No pardon needed,” Vera said. “It’s quite illustrative.”


Garth cleared his throat and shifted his weight from foot to foot.


“I think I can scare the piss out of them and set them straight on our way out of town. If you’re all right with it, that is,” Lancelot said. “And if all goes to plan, they’ll have a better life tomorrow than they had today. You won’t have to do anything, and we’ll keep you out of view. You won’t be directly in harm’s way.”


Vera feigned disbelief as she raised an eyebrow, but a startling thrum of excitement quivered through her stomach. “Not directly?”


Lancelot’s half-smirk nearly undid her façade. Shit. He was adorable—and too damn likeable. But it was the next that had her reeling. The smile dropped and he looked at her with ardent sincerity. “I will keep you safe, Your Majesty.” He sounded far more somber than he ought to.


And she believed him.
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