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   Praise for 
Le Fay

   ‘Keetch is a masterful storyteller who strikes the perfect balance between the intimate and the epic. Le Fay is truly a story to savour.’

   Rosie Talbot, Author of Sixteen Souls

   ‘Immersive, poignant and beautifully written, Le Fay is an exhilarating return to Morgan’s darkly thrilling story. I can’t wait for the final instalment.’ 

   Carole Hailey, Author of The Silence Project

   ‘Steeped in magic and mythology, Le Fay peels back the familiar and reveals a Morgan le Fay who possesses a queen’s responsibilities, a mother’s love, a lover’s passion, a sorceress’s fury – and a woman’s defiance. Brimming with betrayal, intrigue and heartbreak, Le Fay shows us a woman determined to survive in a world bent on breaking her, and to become the agent of vengeance that came to help her.’ 

   Sharon Emmerichs, 
The Sunday Times Bestselling Author of Shield Maiden

   ‘Simmers with romance and rage… A wonderful story of Arthurian legends come to life, grittily, vividly, magically… That ending has me yearning for Book 3!’ 

   Naomi Kelsey, Author of The Burnings

   ‘Forget good King Arthur, wise Merlin and malevolent Morgan, Le Fay upends the story you thought you knew. This barnstorming second act of Keetch’s magnificent trilogy is a richly imagined tale of feminine power and defiance, of righteous rage and revenge, of love won and lost. Keetch is particularly good at writing difficult women and it’s a joy to witness her stubborn, wily Morgan do battle with smug and priggish Guinevere across the brilliantly evoked feasting halls and tiltyards of seething, febrile Camelot.’ 

   Nikki Marmery, Author of Lilith

   ‘This second bite of Sophie Keetch’s delectable retelling of the life of Morgan le Fay is an artful and arresting reimagining of Arthurian legend – as well as an absolutely cracking piece of storytelling. There’s magic, passion, intrigue, rage, all beautifully designed to beguile and delight. Bring on the grand finale!’ 

   Meg Clothier, Author of The Book of Eve

   ‘Returning to Morgan’s world is an utter delight. Keetch blends a deft and convincing historical vision of medieval chivalry and court life with dark and astonishing explorations of British folklore. This is a book sparked through with the gold of British magic; wild and wonderful, a true feminist vision of our oldest stories and sure to be a rising star of contemporary British fantasy.’

   Emma Hinds, Author of The Knowing

   ‘What a page turner! Riveting, immersive, magical and wildly romantic. I loved every dramatic, beautifully-detailed page.’ 

   Tracy Rees, Author of Amy Snow

   ‘Keetch continues her resonant rehabilitation of the much maligned Morgan Le Fay… It’s a vibrant retelling of an old myth, packed full of passion, politicking and heartbreak.’

   Daily Mail

    ‘A fierce, furious, and wildly feminist re-examination of the origins of the famous Arthurian sorceress, Morgan Le Fay… After centuries of tales that treat her as little more than window dressing to the story of the men around her, it’s a refreshing and necessary change.’ 

   Paste Magazine, Book of the Year
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   For Jason and Milo.
You are my home.

  

 
  
   For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

   Sonnet 29, 
William Shakespeare

  

 
  
   Unlike Tintagel and her insistent, roaring sea, there was little to wake a person in Camelot. The castle stood proud and encircled in glittering pale gold, rings of high battlements protecting all within from the slightest disturbance.

   Silence reigned throughout the chambers, gardens and air, songbirds chased away by falconers on the orders of a queen who preferred to rest undisturbed. Even the earliest bells rang softer through the cathedral’s spires, confined to church cloisters and servants’ halls, sounding at a distance for most castle sleepers. Beyond the walls, rolling hills dense with woodland cocooned the city in a warm embrace, beneath a canopy of sky that rarely strayed from peace.

   But in the distance, if I listened carefully enough, my ear would catch it, amid the flowering meadows and in the forest’s swaying boughs; among the tall reeds beside the rivers, shimmering across the surface of the water: a chorus of wild birdsong, crystalline, defiant and free.

  

 
  
   1

   For a while I had risen with the dawn.

   Despite Camelot’s cultivated peace, my sleep had never been easy, but in the weeks since May Day I had been driven from my bed ever earlier, as the pleasant warmth of early summer built dramatically into heat, gaining day upon day until the air hung thick and breezeless within castle walls.

   One morning on the cusp of Pentecost, I awoke in the grip of a feverish dream that slipped away the moment my eyes flew open. Stirred and restless, I kicked off the cloying sheets and pulled on a robe, walking through my reception chamber and out onto my terrace to greet the cloudless morning, sun already climbing towards another blazing day.

   The flagstones were warm underfoot as I made my way to the balconied edge and sat on the wide balustrade, taking in the view of Camelot’s high walls and the green faraway hills. Below, a secluded grove of castle gardens descended in stepped layers, cropped grass and flowered borders shaded by quince and plum trees, beginning to fruit with midsummer’s sudden advance. All around me, only quiet and heat.

   A close, whispering flutter cut into the stillness, and a lone magpie alighted beside me in a whir of light and dark.

   ‘Good morning,’ I greeted it. ‘Aren’t you a rare sight?’

   The bird hopped closer, flight feathers iridescent in the sun – shades of blue-black and green edged with flashes of violet, like a dancing night sky. It regarded me with a keen inquisitiveness, and I looked down to see the gold coin I wore, glinting with my movements on its long, slim chain.

   I laughed and lifted the pendant aloft, magpie following its gleam. ‘Of course, the shining thing. No doubt you would steal it away, if you could.’

   ‘The Prioress at St Brigid’s used to say magpies were unholy.’

   I looked up as Alys appeared on the terrace, dressed in cornflower linen, her hair freshly braided in her usual fishtail plait. In her hand she held a pair of gardening shears.

   The bird cawed in protest and flew off, landing a few feet away on a wooden arbour. Alys cast critical eyes over the terrace, along the potted rows of herb shrubs, fruiting bushes and medicinal flowers she had planted and nurtured, before taking her shears to a crowd of stiff blue irises.

   I slipped off the balustrade and went to her. ‘I remember. She used to refuse to look the Abbess’s pet magpie in the eye. She and our Queen would have rather got along.’

   Alys smiled, snipping with care. ‘Speaking of which – our day. The Queen’s ladies are due in St Stephen’s to hear mass with Her Highness at halfway Terce, then this afternoon in attendance. Hopefully she will allow us to sit outdoors, lest we melt.’

   ‘Fascinating as that sounds,’ I said, ‘I will not be there. I have a meeting with Sir Kay about the tournament.’

   ‘You’ve been little in her presence these past few weeks,’ Alys said. ‘It’s been commented upon. She’s not pleased.’

   ‘Guinevere will take any excuse to disapprove of me,’ I said. ‘If she still chooses to hold a grudge for what happened a year ago, so be it, but I’ll not beg for her approval. The Pentecost tournament is Camelot’s first, and of huge importance. I can hardly deny meetings with the Seneschal.’

   Not that I was inclined to try; I held a particular amity with Sir Kay, Arthur’s prickly brother who ran the Royal Household, an alliance I valued and trusted more than most.

   ‘Besides,’ I went on, ‘how does the Queen think things get done? Given Arthur has seen fit to dash out of Camelot during his busiest court of the year.’

   ‘The King’s absence has unsettled the solar,’ Alys said. ‘There’s been nothing but speculation. The ladies claim even Her Highness doesn’t know where he’s gone.’

   I shrugged. ‘This court’s gossip could fuel the winter fires in every royal palace from Cornwall to Orkney. Though it’s a relief not to be the subject for once.’

   ‘Here you both are.’ A fair-headed figure in a striped surcoat emerged from the nearby doorway: Tressa, smiling and distracted by a disruption at the back of her skirts. ‘Lady Morgan, I have someone to see you. Now where did – ah!’

   A small body sprang out, slipping expertly past Tressa and barrelling towards me.

   ‘Mama!’ Yvain cried.

   I swooped down and captured my son of almost two years in my arms, swinging his ever-growing frame up onto my hip. He was pleasantly hot, like a spring sunbeam, and smelled of fresh dried linen and honeyed milk. As he laughed, I inhaled deeply of him, the sweet musk of baby sleep clinging to his dark gold curls.

   Impatient of my caresses, Yvain pushed himself back and studied me. ‘Mama,’ he said, serious this time, ‘I love you. I love horses.’

   ‘I know, dearest one,’ I said. ‘Uncle Arthur has promised to take you to the stables to meet his bravest steeds. But tonight, Mama will tell you a story about a flying horse, and I love you more than all the stars in the sky.’

   My son offered me a charming grin. In many ways, he favoured his father – the facial symmetry that would one day be handsome, his burnished colouring, the easy cheer he was already harnessing into confidence – but his eyes were all mine, the deep blue I shared with my own father before me. Yvain was all of us, and entirely himself.

   ‘What will you do today, my precious eyas?’ I asked him. ‘Riding, archery, slaying dragons?’

   ‘Yes,’ he said enthusiastically.

   ‘I’m sure he wishes as much,’ Tressa said. ‘He’s determined to sit a pony by himself this summer. Today yields nothing so demanding. The day nurse says breakfast, then a walk to see the swans and, if he’s willing, a midday nap.’

   Yvain looked unimpressed at the notion, twisting to get down. He ran to Alys, who offered him a cut iris, but he demurred, attempting instead to grab her shears. She put the blades out of reach and pulled her fierce leopard face at him, and he roared back.

   Tressa laughed, tousling his curls as he ran off. ‘Bright as gold in a stream. Just like his lady mother.’

   Alys slipped an arm about Tressa’s waist and kissed her, placing the bunch of irises in her hands. They shared a loving smile that filled me with happiness, and played a note of yearning that I tried to ignore. The magpie, still watching us, gave an impatient rasp.

   Alys regarded it in consideration. ‘Where I’m from, a magpie signals the arrival of an unexpected guest. I don’t suppose there’s any word from the invitation?’

   I glanced at my son, busy chasing an elusive butterfly. ‘No word yet, but between the offer to ride in the joust and Yvain’s second birthday, we have to assume he will come.’

   ‘Encouraging his presence feels all wrong, given the circumstances.’

   ‘Arthur had to invite him, one king to another,’ I said. ‘But you may speak his name freely – he doesn’t deserve so much power.’

   ‘You know what they say, my lady,’ Tressa said. ‘Dare not mention the Devil, lest he appear.’
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   It had been twenty months since I had last seen my husband.

   Two years, almost, since I had left King Urien of Gore, taking my son and what little I could carry and escaping his kingdom in the far north-east, of which I had been the fettered and frustrated queen. Two years since I had reached my limit in enduring his lies, betrayals and flashes of violence, his presumption that my mind and body were his to control. Two years since I had set him alight with the fire of my rage, conjured in my own palm.

   At first, inexplicably, Urien had wanted me back. Messenger after messenger arrived, bearing notes of demand, of exhortation, even charming persuasion. He forgave me, he claimed; he understood. My ‘accident’ was an irrational act, the likes of which all women fall prey to. He missed me by his throne-side, at court banquets, in his bed. A queen should be in her country, he said; a wife with her husband – presumably whether he was faithful and loving or not. A son, he argued, should not grow up without the influence of his father.

   I ignored his missives, having nothing further to say than when I left him in Castle Chariot’s entrance hall, the mark of my burning on his face, and the curse on my lips that I would only ever return to Gore to kill him. Back then, I had meant every word of it; now, I preferred to pretend he didn’t exist.

   Then the threats began, promising all the punishments that the laws of marriage permitted, unless I obeyed him completely. In response, I burned every one of his letters and returned the ashes to him until he stopped sending them.

   After that, Urien fell silent, which began as a relief but soon grew into something darker: a tactic, a threat, a way to hold my life in suspension.

   When I arrived at Camelot in my flight for freedom, Arthur and I had decided that the simplest excuse for my long-term presence was for me to enter the service of Queen Guinevere as lady-in-waiting. I had long proved unsuited to such a life, but Urien could not insist upon my return if I was required to attend Her Highness. Therefore, I was safe so long as I lived to serve, but I could not step outside the Royal Household’s edges, risk being seen breaking marital law, or make plans for any other sort of future.

   Then there was Yvain, my son and Urien’s heir, whom I had carried off to Camelot.

   ‘The rights of the father are God-given and absolute,’ Arthur’s legal men said when I asked the futile question of my position. ‘Indisputable, and carved into the founding laws of this land.’ Mothers were mere vessels, if they were mentioned at all.

   Urien could demand Yvain’s return any time, yet he hadn’t, and I assumed it was fear of my brother that was stopping him. I had told Arthur as much as I could bear about my marriage, excepting Urien’s acts of violence and my one incendiary incident. He knew of the lies, the other women, the illegitimate child Urien had fathered and given the same name as our own son. But a husband could not commit adultery in the eyes of the law, whereas if I had been caught doing the same, a trial and the stake would have been my fate.

   So Urien’s supremacy as a father remained, enshrined in law and by God, whereas my presence in Yvain’s life ultimately depended on my brother’s influence. None of it could last, I knew that. One day soon, it was inevitable Urien and I would have to face one another again. Meanwhile, I continued to live a twilight life, desperate to rule my own existence, but shackled by the unknowable cost of entering into battle.

   My sister Morgause was right, in more ways than one, when she told me that only women burn.
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   ‘King Urien will not be attending the Pentecost tournament.’

   I had barely entered the Seneschal’s Great Chamber when Sir Kay called out the news. He stood at his desk, quill in one hand and a ruler in the other, curly brown head bent to an open ledger. Rows of shelves lined the walls behind him, bearing bound volumes and copious correspondence stowed in fastidious piles. A pair of Arthur’s banners hung either side of the unlit hearth, red dragons rippling sinuously in the draught.

   ‘Are you sure?’ I asked, before I indulged any relief.

   ‘It’s all there.’ Kay waved to a letter on his desk; Gore’s boar-headed seal stared blankly at me, upside-down and broken. ‘He sends apologies but regrets he has pressing royal business.’ He looked up in interest. ‘Did you expect otherwise?’

   ‘It’s a surprise,’ I said. ‘Though I can’t say I’m sorry for it.’

   ‘I am,’ he said drily. ‘His late refusal plays havoc with my seating chart.’

   He gestured us towards a long table at the back of the room. Upon it lay a huge piece of parchment covered in Sir Kay’s impeccable black script, mapping detailed seating arrangements for the first tournament banquet. He had already redrafted it dozens of times.

   Kay glanced at me sidelong. ‘I shouldn’t make light, my lady, nor compare your life’s concerns to my trivialities.’

   ‘My husband is a trivial man, Sir Kay. He inconveniences us all.’ I nodded to a pot of quills beside an inkwell. ‘May I?’

   He smirked. ‘But of course.’

   Dipping the swan feather nib, I leaned over and struck out King Urien of Gore.

   ‘Much better,’ I said. We stood before the plan in contemplation. ‘What troubles you here?’

   Sir Kay sighed. ‘I’ve been staring at these tables since our last meeting. There are too many feuds and limited proximity to the King. I cannot placate everyone.’

   ‘Then don’t move anyone,’ I replied. ‘Orkney and Listenoise have the most vicious feud. Both are competitive for favour and are already seated as far apart as possible. There’s your advantage – distance. Give each of their lords a private meeting with Arthur, tell them it’s a secret, and let them assume they are the only faction that has the privilege.’

   The Seneschal put a hand to his chin. ‘Risky, if either party finds out, and the High King’s schedule is very busy.’

   ‘Arthur will agree if it helps ease the tensions,’ I said. ‘Nor will they break confidence if they are made to feel chosen and therefore superior. Such enemies will hardly strike up conversation.’

   Sir Kay regarded me with a sly smile. ‘You joust like a master, Lady Morgan, but with no need for a lance. I know every connection and grudge in this realm yet I am not half so astute. How do you do it?’

   ‘You don’t play chess, do you, Sir Kay?’ I said.

   ‘I do not, my lady.’

   ‘You should learn. Court, realm, feuds, favour – it’s nothing but a game of chess. All you must do is see the moves ahead and plan accordingly. And know the opponent you are dealing with.’

   ‘Wise advice,’ he said. ‘I’ll take your clever suggestion to our royal brother later.’

   ‘Arthur is back?’ I exclaimed. ‘I hadn’t heard. When?’

   ‘Last night, in truth, though be thankful for his grace. By protocol, the whole castle should have been awakened, but he wanted to rest.’

   ‘How is he?’ I asked.

   Kay shrugged. ‘He returned as he left us – alone, unscathed and without explanation. I didn’t hear from him until this morning. He said he was tired and needed some time before appearing to the court.’

   A faint unease settled across me, which Kay must have read on my face.

   ‘Don’t worry for him,’ he said. ‘Once, when we were boys, I poked Arthur awake every hour of the night from Maundy Thursday to Easter Saturday so he would fall asleep during Holy Sunday’s dawn mass. On the day, the little saint never even yawned, and saved me from being caught dozing by stamping on my toes. He is made of stubborn fortitude.’

   His fond, sardonic tone cut through my cloud of concern. He handed the swan feather back to me. ‘Let’s get on, shall we?’

   Before I could cast my eyes back to the seating plan, a sudden cacophony made me jump, the bells of Camelot’s cathedral and the household’s ringing all at once in a clanging, wall-shaking din.

   ‘My God,’ I said, covering my ears. ‘What is that?’

   Kay looked up, unperturbed. ‘Don’t you know?’ he said with a wry smile. ‘It means our little brother still prefers to make an entrance. King Arthur has officially returned.’

  

 
  
   2

   Camelot’s Great Hall was a cathedral to its King: vaulting arches above huge pillars, carved from glittering pale gold stone; gilded frescoes of saints and holy scenes adorning the walls; rainbows of light drifting through rows of stained-glass windows. Dragon banners swayed from brightly painted rafters, hanging between iron chandeliers bearing enough candles to light any banquet until dawn.

   Alys and I arrived late, and most guests were no longer seated. Behind the High Table, a great glazed alcove stretched back like a church apse, casting a pyramid of evening sun upon a pair of gold chairs. Between the thrones, a tall, proud figure stood illuminated like an altarpiece, gilded and surrounded by worshippers.

   No eye could miss him: Arthur, High King of All Britain, crowned and formidable in red and gold, as blazing in presence as his absence had been stark. He had returned.

   ‘It’s true then,’ Alys said. ‘The King is back in Camelot. I wonder where he went.’

   ‘If the realm needs to know, then Arthur will tell us,’ I said, though my internal curiosity was far less dignified.

   We moved through the thronging room, past long tables decorated with red-and-white runners, silver plate and vases filled with lilies and poppies. Pages in royal livery milled about, bearing salvers of spiced suckling pig, honeyed fruits and large-bellied jugs of imported wine.

   With High Table risen, the room had been given over to informality, noisy with talk and laughter, minstrels tuning their instruments in preparation for dancing. Richly draped lords sat conversing on land and taxes, while raucous young knights gathered in knots, competing over various affiliations. A few heads turned as we passed, offering bold glances and smiles of appreciation.

   We arrived at the ladies’ table, where Alys kept her seat. A page trotted past with a platter of bread rolls shaped into small, fat songbirds. Her eyes followed it with longing.

   ‘Sit and eat,’ I told her. ‘I’ll pay our respects to the King.’

   I made my way up onto the dais, Merlin’s wall of life candles burning alongside me. No one, including Arthur, had seen or heard from the sorcerer in almost two years, but the enchanted candles that burned as long as Merlin drew breath served their purpose, declaring him alive and scheming somewhere.

   ‘Morgan, at last!’ Arthur ushered his companion knights away and came to me, arms outstretched. ‘How happy I am to see you. It feels like an age.’

   ‘Such hyperbole,’ I jested. ‘It’s only been a week.’

   ‘Dear sister, any time without the pleasure of your company is far too long.’

   We laughed, and he planted a kiss of greeting on my cheek. His normality, his easy cheer, seemed to defy the strangeness of his recent absence: the sudden departure without knights or guards; the fervent talk it had caused among the court; the vision of a High King cantering away from his city alone, no explanation given even to his Queen.

   ‘You’ve been missed, brother,’ I said. ‘Where––?’

   ‘Pray tell, what is so amusing?’ a sweet, feminine voice cut in.

   Arthur turned to the sound at once, like a moth to sudden torchlight. Queen Guinevere of All Britain smiled and took his arm, her fair hand glittering with emeralds.

   ‘Darling!’ Arthur beamed boyishly back at his wife. ‘Morgan and I were just catching up.’

   ‘Queen Morgan, how good of you to join us,’ she said. ‘You were so late we feared you would not come.’

   They were a well-matched pair, tall and golden, Guinevere’s stature enough to declare her superior to other women, but not dominant of her husband. Like Arthur, a regal confidence masked her great youthfulness, and her beauty was spoken of with reverence: the large, curled-lash eyes and apple-cheeked face, impudent chin beneath lips like a rose in bloom. In the flesh, she sprung forth to life like a painted Venus, but held herself with the haughty grace of a Madonna – a combination as beguiling as it was daunting, and fascinating to most men.

   ‘My lady,’ I said, dipping my head. ‘I commend you to God on this pleasant evening. I was delayed by my charming son, who caught me in a trap of bedtime storytelling.’

   Her bland expression did not waver. ‘I have also lacked your attendance in my solar. Lady Alys said you have been detained elsewhere.’

   ‘The tournament has demanded it,’ I replied. ‘Sir Kay and I have had regular meetings to discuss plans and our more complicated diplomatic matters. We have made great strides.’

   ‘Dearest Morgan, always busy.’ Arthur smiled with deep affection. ‘Sir Kay says your insight has been of incalculable value. High praise, coming from him. Indeed, sometimes I think you could run the kingdom well enough without me.’

   ‘If my lord requires a rest, then I will certainly try,’ I rejoined.

   ‘The Seneschal should know he can call upon me likewise,’ Guinevere said. ‘As Queen, no one knows the diplomatic needs of the realm better.’

   Arthur put his arm about her waist. ‘This tournament is for you, my darling, to commemorate our wedding. My only wish is that you enjoy its surprises.’

   ‘Will you compete in the joust?’ I asked him.

   ‘I am yet to decide, though Guinevere prefers it if I do not.’ The Queen opened her mouth to protest, but Arthur shook his head. ‘I am lucky to have found a wife of such beauty, goodness and consideration. I would never wish to displease you.’

   She accepted his praise with a hand on his chest, and they smiled dreamily at one another. They had been rapt, it was said, since the moment they met, and not to everyone’s approval; Arthur once admitted to me that Merlin himself had been against the union.

   I glanced away and spotted two figures gesticulating for attention – Lady Clarisse and Sir Ector, Arthur’s adoptive parents, and overseers of his and Sir Kay’s quiet forest upbringing.

   ‘Brother, I believe you’re being summoned,’ I said.

   Arthur looked up and smiled. ‘Excuse me a moment,’ he said, and left us.

   The Queen watched him go. ‘They are the only people he doesn’t make come to him,’ she remarked.

   ‘He loves them,’ I replied. ‘He wants to honour everything they’ve done for him.’

   Guinevere’s eyes, pale green like hellebore, returned to me, sliding down my body in assessment. ‘What a striking gown,’ she said. ‘So close fitting, quite dramatic. Indeed, the eyes of the entire room have been upon you.’

   So it might have been; I knew how well I wore the gown, though it was little suited to the stifling air. Bronze silk, narrow in sleeve and body above sweeping skirts, the fabric came alive as I moved, artful stitching across the bodice holding me in a fierce embrace like a Trojan cuirass.

   ‘You flatter me, my lady,’ I said cautiously. Once upon a time, such words would have been genuine, no thought given to insincerity or a swipe at one’s character. Not so long ago, she and I had spent many afternoons just the two of us, speaking freely and laughing often; I had discovered she was adept at chess and taught her how to be even better. Once upon a time, we had been friends.

   ‘Your Highness, too, is radiant,’ I added. ‘Would that I could wear white with such success.’

   That, at least, was true: Guinevere was resplendent as usual in flowing white damask, ermine-trimmed despite the heat, yellow-gold hair strung with pearls beneath a delicate, pointed crown.

   Unexpectedly, my compliment seemed to mollify her, eliciting a faint smile. ‘Arthur should not say it’s my influence that stops him from jousting,’ she said in a rare confidential tone. ‘I could not truly make him do anything.’

   ‘No more could any of us,’ I agreed. ‘In that, he is altogether a king. But you care for your husband’s health, as good wives do. It pleases him.’

   Her pretty face brightened, as if I had raised her spirits. Arthur would have been happy; he did not understand our rift and so wanted for us to be good sisters again.

   Our brief accord was interrupted by a flash of yellow silk, as a male figure rushed up and grabbed the Queen’s hand, spinning her towards him. Guinevere gasped in outrage, but at the sound of his laughter she realised who it was and broke into a girlish smile.

   ‘Guiomar!’ she exclaimed.

   ‘My sweet Gwen! How fares my beloved High Queen?’

   No man on God’s earth besides Arthur could have addressed her in such a way, but Sir Guiomar of Cameliard was Guinevere’s favourite cousin. The knight swept her fingers to his lips and kissed them irreverently.

   ‘I am well, dear one,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think you would come.’

   ‘And miss Camelot’s first tournament? No indeed. I am a man who belongs at court.’ His eyes flicked to me, the same green as his royal cousin’s, but livelier, appraising. ‘Lady Morgan, you look beautiful as ever. Like a Roman empress.’

   There he was, blond and brazen. Sir Guiomar – handsome, good-humoured, and the reason Guinevere could neither bear me to be in her sight, nor stray too far from it.

   He and I were not strangers: in my first year at Camelot, soul-weary and filled with an undefined hunger, what began with dancing and flirtation became an affair when the Queen’s favourite cousin invited me to his bed, and I went.

   For a few weeks, we were covert lovers, Sir Guiomar a carefree reminder that I could still want and feel and take pleasure in my distractions. All was well until the Queen suspected he had a paramour and, worried for his place in court, he decided to confess all. Scandalised and outraged, Guinevere forbade any contact between us, and her weak-willed cousin complied like a lamb. She kept our transgression from Arthur to save Guiomar’s reputation and chose to blame me wholly for leading him into temptation.

   Of course, I was furious: at his cowardice; at her meddling in my private life; at the freedom I had fought for being curbed yet again – but the Queen could not see beyond my carnal sins. So our friendship burned to the ground, bare civility the best we could muster from the ashes of our former sisterliness.

   Now, under Guinevere’s severe gaze, I let him kiss my hand. ‘It’s good to see you, Sir Guiomar.’

   ‘The pleasure is all mine, my lady, without a doubt.’

   His honey talk meant nothing to me. For want of a spine Sir Guiomar had squandered his appeal, but Guinevere would not force me to act out shame I didn’t feel.

   I looked away and Arthur caught my eye, alone again, beckoning. ‘I must go,’ I said, and without taking leave of the Queen, I escaped, joining my brother further into the large recess.

   It was quieter there, sequestered, and as Arthur drew me under his steel-grey gaze, the noisy room faded into insignificance. Bold evening sun sliced through the leaded glass, criss-crossing us with yellow diamonds.

   ‘I have missed you, Morgan,’ he said. ‘You’ve managed things so well during my absence. I cannot express enough gratitude.’

   ‘It’s my duty,’ I replied. ‘Any way I can help you or the realm is an honour.’

   ‘You go far beyond duty. Kay and I were discussing your suggestion to cool the temperature of the Orkney blood feud. Even my unyielding brother was impressed.’

   ‘Sir Kay shares the credit,’ I said. ‘He and I are good partners in strategy. The tournament is set to be a marvellous success.’

   ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Now the wars in Benoic and Gaul are almost over, it is imperative my Crown is seen as an arbiter of stability and peace. Camelot’s first tournament marks the beginning of how I wish my reign to be.’

   He paused, raising a hand to his modest coronet, thumb rubbing the gold ridge at his temple. When pensive, he looked like our mother, but less than before due to the spun-gold beard he now wore, clipped close to the jaw. His hair, too, was shorter, cut above the collar; men were barbering themselves like him all over the Continent now, foreign knights swearing fealty and adopting Camelot’s fashions as its influence continued to grow.

   ‘Where did you go, Arthur?’ I said quietly.

   He looked away. ‘A meeting, ’tis all.’

   ‘Sir Kay said you came back last night.’

   ‘I needed to rest, and Guinevere insisted on tending to me. This afternoon, I went to St Stephen’s and knelt awhile in private prayer. It was restorative to speak to God undisturbed.’

   ‘Was your head troubling you? Because you should have called for me.’

   He smiled and placed a hand on my shoulder, unadorned aside from the gold ring given to him by his wife. ‘Your concern moves me, sister. If nothing else, I hope you know how happy I am you are here. It pleases me beyond measure that I can trust you with my kingdom, and my life.’

   Gratitude swelled in me, the warm triumph that came with being elevated in Arthur’s regard. ‘And I trust you, with mine.’

   ‘I’m glad,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, until the tournament and Royal Summer Hunt have concluded, there will be no time for our daily meetings. But we must discuss all I’ve missed. Come to me tomorrow – shall we say midday? Give me a chance to conquer the pile of correspondence Kay insists requires my attention.’

   ‘I look forward to it,’ I replied. ‘It’s good to have you back, brother. Wherever you were.’

   He paused, silvery eyes searching my face, as if he thought to speak but didn’t know how to begin. At some sound, his head snapped up, leaving me wondering what he wanted to say.

   ‘Arthur?’ I said, but he stepped back, suddenly watchful.

   ‘The heat is unusual.’ Sir Kay’s voice sounded behind me. ‘We are used to more of a breeze.’

   ‘It’s hotter here than high summer in Rome,’ came an unseen reply. ‘Across the Channel, heavy storms conspired to keep me away. Alors, I am grateful you accepted me into the joust lists.’

   The voice – deep, musical, French – stopped my heart.

   ‘It’s an honour to have a knight of your reputation ride our tilt field,’ Kay said. ‘Though I know many of your fellow competitors will have been praying for you to be detained.’

   The quiet laugh thrummed through my chest like the low registers of a harp. ‘You flatter me, Sir Kay. Now I am here, I’ll do my best to ride for the glory of the High King.’

   No, I thought; it cannot be.

   ‘You may tell him so yourself.’ Kay appeared, opening one arm towards Arthur and the other at a tall, dark figure lingering where I dared not look. ‘My lord, if I may make an introduction?’

   ‘Of course,’ my brother replied. ‘Come forth.’

   I considered turning away, even leaving, but too quickly he came, stepping into the evening sun, his shadow sliding across my body like the touch of a ghost. His hair was cut shorter, though it still fell long across his forehead, and like all the others he had a beard. But his face, his bones, those angles once so dear to me, remained, every line and curve a prayer to my younger heart.

   In all that time, he had never truly gone from me: his hands, his face, the hard grace of his body against mine and the unbearable pleasure we found there. I had transformed the memory enough to keep living, burying it deep until it was nothing but a bittersweet lesson, an ancient myth I had read too many times.

   But he was real, and there he stood, alive, edged with sun; beautiful and profane. And for the first time in almost a decade, I took in Sir Accolon of Gaul.
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   ‘Morgan,’ he said, with the end of his breath.

   Just like that – Morr-ganne – my name from his mouth, as if he had never stopped saying it, had never forgotten what we were, or could have been, nine years, hundreds of miles and a thousand unanswered questions ago. As if he had never loved me until I was blind to everything but him, just to abandon me in the greatest act of betrayal I have ever known.

   I was the only one who heard him say it. Sir Kay was busy explaining his guest to Arthur, unaware of our locked gaze, holding us motionless like statues. Then, abruptly, Accolon stole his eyes away as if I had vanished, not a hint on his face that seeing me again had caused him an ounce of pleasure or pain.

   ‘My lord, this is Sir Accolon of Gaul,’ Kay said. ‘One of our most pre-eminent knights and captains, recently arrived from fighting your cause across the Channel.’

   ‘I commend you to God, good Sir Knight,’ Arthur said. ‘Welcome to Camelot.’

   Accolon bowed, shaking my brother’s outstretched hand with a slow reverence. ‘King Arthur, it is the greatest of honours to meet you.’

   Sir Kay reeled off a long list of Accolon’s achievements while I stood staring into nothing, with my existence shattering in ways I could not yet discern. The Gaulish coin felt like a droplet of fire hidden within my gown. I plucked at the fine gold chain at my collarbone and hoped to God my careering pulse wasn’t visible on my body.

   Knowledge is control, I told myself. Look at him.

   Forcing my eyes to focus, I studied Accolon piece by piece. His lithe, broad-shouldered figure was still made for expensive cloth, and he wore a thigh-length tunic of dark grey silk, precisely tailored and cinched with a black belt. Infuriatingly, he had refined rather than aged, his sculptural features well-inhabited and effortlessly striking, ash-dark hair shining as he pushed it off his brow. He looked loose and rested, as if he had lain for a long time in a warm bath.

   The only significant difference in his appearance was the beard obscuring his face – contrived, too fashionable. I decided it didn’t suit him and felt a strange sense of satisfaction.

   ‘I’ve entered Sir Accolon into the tournament lists,’ Sir Kay was saying. ‘Perhaps luck in the jousting arena will make up for your difficult journey.’

   ‘I’m happy to have reason to stay awhile,’ The Gaul replied. ‘Regain my courage before sailing again.’

   ‘You do not like the sea?’ Arthur asked.

   ‘I do, my lord. Unfortunately, the seas have seldom been a friend of mine. I spent my early knighthood in Cornwall, so it’s not the first time your wild waves have tried to … drown me.’

   Accolon’s eyes met mine almost by accident, as if the thought could lead nowhere else. His gaze rested briefly on my face, then flickered across the bronze gown that fitted me so well, and in that quick, nerve-sparking moment, I was glad my women had clad me in armour.

   He looked away and cleared his throat. ‘Regardless, I am glad to be here. My sincere thanks for allowing me to enter the joust at short notice.’

   ‘I’m sure we will be well entertained,’ Arthur said. ‘Your reputation with lance and sword goes before you.’

   ‘That my lord has heard my name at all is an honour.’ A flush appeared on Accolon’s cheekbones, and his modesty struck a small chord within me, before I remembered his ways were often pretty but meant little. ‘Due to my time fighting in Benoic, it’s a while since I have tourneyed. I fear my skills might carry a little rust.’

   ‘You are too modest, good sir,’ Kay piped up. ‘Jousting aside, your duelling record alone is a thing of legend.’

   ‘Indeed!’ Arthur agreed. ‘Hand to God, I have had more defeated knights sent to kneel at my throne with Sir Accolon of Gaul’s name on their lips than any other man in my service. Your endeavours in Benoic ensured us a far swifter victory. Clearly you are a great knight of pure and noble heart.’

   I resisted the urge to scoff.

   ‘I am proud to serve Your Highness’s Crown,’ Accolon replied. ‘Though I could not succeed without the valiant men who fight alongside me. One worthy knight in particular, if my lord will permit me an introduction?’

   Arthur assented, and at Accolon’s beckon, a tall, slim knight stepped into our circle. He had serious hazel eyes and hair the colour of alder bark, and wore a stern, set-jawed expression.

   ‘My lords, this is Sir Manassen of Gaul,’ Accolon said. ‘My close cousin, long-time travelling companion, and most trusted brother-in-arms. He has fought courageously for Your Highness under my command.’

   ‘My liege,’ the knight said, with a deep bow. ‘It is a great, great honour to meet you.’ His voice reflected the accent of his cousin, but his manner differed entirely, his phrasing studied and precise, without humour.

   Arthur smiled and ushered him up. ‘You are most welcome, Sir Manassen. Any man so high in Sir Accolon’s esteem is doubtless a boon to this court.’

   ‘My lord King is indeed gracious. May I say, your city is a place of wonder. My cousin and I have travelled a great deal, and nowhere is as impressive as Camelot.’

   So this was the cousin Accolon had spoken of, whom he planned to seek his fortune with beyond Tintagel, back when all I wished was to take that journey with him. I looked at Sir Manassen in interest, and he met my gaze with eyes so devoid of warmth it made me shiver, like catching an ill wind.

   ‘My sincere thanks, good sir,’ Arthur said. ‘Camelot is beautiful, and I am immensely proud of it. Are you staying inside castle walls?’

   ‘They are,’ Sir Kay put in. ‘I arranged beds in the barracks on the north-west courtyard, with many of the highest-listed knights.’

   My heart gave a kick; lodging within castle walls meant The Gaul was free to dine in the Great Hall and walk through Camelot at will, an unwelcome memory lurking around every corner.

   ‘It pleases me you are nearby, Sir Accolon. I feel there is much for us to speak on.’ Arthur gestured at High Table. ‘Sit with me awhile, would you both? Tell me of your experiences in battle.’

   Accolon bowed. ‘We serve at Your Highness’s pleasure.’

   Kay hurried off to arrange seats, and a heavy silence fell upon our quartet. I hadn’t spoken for so long it felt glaringly significant, but soon I could escape, have time to think, or curse the skies.

   Never tolerant of lulls, Arthur said, ‘I hope you enjoy good wine, Sir Accolon. It will be a joy to converse with a knight of such great skill and unassailable honour.’

   That time, the scoff escaped me, drawing my brother’s attention.

   ‘Forgive my manners!’ Arthur exclaimed. ‘All the while we have stood here, and I have failed to introduce one of the most important people in this court – and indeed my life. Gentlemen, meet Lady Morgan, Queen of Gore and my own dear sister. Morgan, this is Sir Accolon of Gaul, honourable knight, famed jousting champion, and one of my most respected captains in our battles overseas.’

   There was no choice; we had to look at one another. Accolon’s eyes were flat, cast through me as if I were glass. Neither one of us seemed willing to break cover.

   My brother frowned. ‘Unless … you’ve met?’

   ‘No, my lord,’ Accolon said quickly.

   ‘Didn’t you say you spent time in Cornwall?’ Arthur said. ‘Lady Morgan hails from there.’

   ‘I did, Your Highness,’ came the unruffled reply. ‘We must have missed one another.’ He paused, and I felt the brush of his eyes. ‘Of course, I’ve heard of Lady Morgan of Cornwall,’ he added.

   He said it so casually it took my breath away. In one cruel swoop, he had both acknowledged and dismissed me, his killing blow my long-ago title, which he had once called me in affection.

   Fury flared within me. Who did he think he was, to believe I would conspire with his lie? Perhaps I would not pretend, and make him look a liar and a fool, though I was loath to risk drawing the light of suspicion upon us. Still, he should not assume my compliance. Accolon of Gaul had no authority here.

   ‘You must excuse me, my good knight,’ I said pleasantly. ‘For all your accolades, I have never heard of you.’ I thrust out my hand. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, Sir … what was it?’

   He hesitated, struck wordless. Beside him, Sir Manassen stiffened, wearing a face that could have turned milk sour. Then, with a sweeping arm, Accolon’s cool hand was beneath mine, lifting my knuckles to his lips, the contact no more than a whisper from his ill-advised beard.

   ‘Sir Accolon of Gaul,’ he said. ‘Enchanté. I am my lady’s loyal servant.’

   He fixed his eyes on mine, stormy and alive for the first time, challenging me to shake him free. I let my fingers remain in his firm grip and held his stare, blood drumming in my veins, nothing left of Camelot’s Great Hall but the two of us, refusing to pull away first.

   ‘Loyal?’ I said acidly. ‘Are you indeed?’

   Accolon dropped my hand as if bitten, leaving victory thrilling over my skin.

   Arthur gave a youthful laugh. ‘Ah, Morgan! My sister is known for her wits and fiery spirit, gentlemen. It takes time to earn her regard – good judgement I am grateful for.’

   The Gaul made an unsteady bow and I smiled, all sweetness and teeth. Let him think I was a threat; let him note the close bond I shared with my brother and understand that his peaceful passage through Camelot would depend on my grace, and not his choice to pretend the past had never happened.

   ‘If you will excuse me, brother,’ I said, ‘I’ll leave you to your knightly talk.’

   Arthur bid me a genial good evening, accompanied by muted Gaulish courtesies.

   ‘Good luck, Sir Accolon,’ I said as I passed, letting my bronzed arm brush against his dark steel. ‘Though I’m sure you know exactly what you’re doing.’

   Head held high, I swept along the dais, set my sights on the nearest side door, and didn’t draw breath until I had left the Great Hall altogether.
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   I burst out into the night, gasping for the warm, still air. Behind me, the Great Hall’s babble of chatter and jaunty music carried on regardless, mocking my disbelief, my shock, the fact I could barely catch my breath. I shoved the door shut and staggered further into what I realised was a charming, little-used courtyard, built to resemble the style of the country villas of Ancient Rome, arches leaping over a tiled pathway, lined with pale colonnades. I leaned against a smooth white pillar, letting it bear me up, calmed by the sweet scent of climbing jasmine.

   In the centre of the courtyard stood a large fountain, the glassy music of falling water cutting through the breezeless air. I pushed myself upright, drawn towards the sound, and sat on the fountain’s edge. Marble horses glistened white-gold under the warm moonlight, beside carousing nymphs and spouting sea deities, throwing droplets into the air like jewels.

   A vision of Accolon rose up, lucid and unwelcome. How dare he come here, to my own brother’s court! I had defied the fate he handed me and was contented for the first time in years. He could not simply glide back into my vicinity and disrupt everything, with his face and his voice and his deep, unholy knowledge of me. I was unbreachable, immune; never mind that my heart still beat like the quick wings of a wren.

   I sighed and focused on the water, imagining myself far beneath the cool depths. One hand reached down into the shimmering pool until it was submerged, followed by my wrist, my forearm, the edge of my sleeve trailing a bronze streak along the surface. Above, a stream of water sprang from a horse’s mouth, arcing across the wheel of stars. I leaned over, up to my elbow, sinking deeper.

   ‘Nefoedd wen! What are you doing?’

   A hand grabbed my dry arm and pulled me upright: Alys, her face pink with heat and hurry. We looked at my dripping sleeve, then at one another.

   ‘I saw you, up on the dais,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Was that …?’

   ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Accolon is back.’

   To acknowledge it aloud brought a shudder of reality, my watery calm seeping away.

   ‘But … why?’

   ‘For the tournament, of course,’ I said. ‘What better reason to saunter into Camelot and disrupt my life than for sport?’

   Alys sagged onto the fountain sill. That she knew the enormity of it gave me succour, an assurance that I was not wrong to feel stunned, jilted anew.

   ‘That knave,’ she said.

   I managed a morbid smile. ‘So your magpie told it true. Unexpected guests.’

   ‘One could hardly have imagined this. Do you think he knew you were here?’

   I recalled Accolon’s sudden motionlessness, his half smile faltering as our eyes locked. His quick, unguarded exhalation of my name.

   ‘No,’ I replied. ‘He didn’t.’

   ‘How did he seem?’

   ‘Indifferent, full of himself, without a care. Apparently he’s been off jousting all these years to great acclaim, before becoming the star knight-captain of duels and battle in Arthur’s wars.’

   I looked down at my hands, wishing I held something, anything, so I could throw it at the wall.

   ‘Morgan?’ Alys said. ‘What happened?’

   I closed my eyes against the memory, the feeling, all of it.

   ‘He snubbed me,’ I said.

   She gasped. ‘What?’

   A wave of gall rose up, and I saw it all over again in my mind’s eye: Accolon’s dismissal spoken so matter-of-factly, as if it were an amusing coincidence we had never crossed paths. The sheer sharp-edged boldness of him. Of course, I’ve heard of Lady Morgan of Cornwall.

   ‘He mentioned time in Cornwall, and Arthur asked if we’d met. Before I could even think, Accolon looked right through me and said no. And God help me, I accepted it! I stood there, threw some toothless barbs, then fled.’ I stabbed a finger towards the Great Hall. ‘Now he’s sitting at High Table with my brother and it’s too late for me to do anything.’

   ‘What else could you have done?’ Alys said. ‘You couldn’t have confronted him outright, though he deserves it. Perhaps he’ll think again and leave.’

   ‘I wouldn’t waste wishes on that. He’s been added to the tournament lists, to ride in the joust. The men are giddy with anticipation.’

   She tutted. ‘The nerve of him, coming here at all.’

   This time, her venom only left me weary. I sighed and looked back at the water, once more imagining a blue abyss, giving myself over to cool, dark rest.

   At length, she said, ‘What will you do?’

   I considered it; seeing Accolon was unavoidable maybe, but the tournament wasn’t real life, nor was it infinite.

   ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Proceed as if everything is the same.’

   Alys regarded me sceptically.

   ‘I mean it,’ I insisted. ‘There are the tournament arrangements, Yvain, Arthur has requested a meeting tomorrow – I’m far too busy to think of Accolon. He’s only here for two weeks, and that’s if he lasts the entire tournament. If it’s indifference he wants, he can have it back tenfold. And you shouldn’t give him any thought, either.’

   Alys smiled, her youthful mischief flashing through. ‘I suppose you’re right. Though if I see him in close quarters, I can’t promise my reaction will be one of grace.’

   I laughed and pulled her close, feeling my bones lighten a little. A sudden burst of cheering echoed from the Great Hall, along with the opening bars of a popular reel.

   ‘Let’s retire,’ I said. ‘You and Tressa can spring me from this cage of a gown, then spend the rest of your evening together. You are kept too much apart as it is.’

   Later, as I stood at my bedchamber window before the heat-blurred stars, I thought back to that morning and the errant magpie, my internal calm that seemed so distant now. All at once, it felt impossible that Accolon and I had never crossed paths in nine years, or that I had not sensed him on the air the moment his ship touched the coast.

   ‘Cariad?’ Alys appeared in her night robe, silhouetted in the doorway. Her eyes went to my fingertips, plucking at the Gaulish coin’s gold chain at my collarbone. ‘Are you sure you’re all right?’

   She waited for my confession, but I had none.

   ‘Yes, dear heart,’ I replied. ‘Blow the candles out as you leave.’

   She extinguished all but one light, then, with a last look of doubt, closed the door between our chambers.

   I had not lied to her, I decided. There were simply no words to explain what I could not articulate within myself: why I wasn’t quick enough to make a fool of Accolon before he made one of me; that since him, in many ways, I had never been fully all right; of the supernova of blazing fury and remembered love that disarmed me when I first saw him again, racing through my body like a flash flood.

   That when our eyes locked like lodestones, for a heartbeat it had stopped time.
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   Of all his castles and meeting rooms, Arthur’s Great Chamber at Camelot was my favourite, both grand and comfortable, with blue-and-gold painted rafters, an enormous hearth flanked by stone lions, and an array of chairs suited to every type of meeting. A series of tapestries adorned the walls, depicting Jason’s pursuit of the Golden Fleece.

   I entered without knocking, and found my brother before a long window, hands clasped behind him. He wore a blood-red tunic and the same understated coronet, his only movement the grinding swing of his jaw.

   ‘Morgan,’ he said without stirring. ‘Come in.’

   I joined him in the embrasure, sharing the view of Camelot’s vast and busy entrance-courtyard. A red steel dragon the size of a warhorse reared over the enormous main doorway, drawing stares from arriving guests. In the sky, a rare cloud drifted across the sun, darkening then re-illuminating Arthur’s modest crown. He raised a hand and rubbed his thumb against its golden edge.

   ‘Brother,’ I said, ‘what’s wrong?’

   He gestured to the window seat. ‘Let’s sit.’

   I perched on the cushioned sill and he sat opposite. Seriousness lay across him like a mantle of steel, and I wanted to chase it away, return us to the cheer of the night before. At length, he cleared his throat and regarded me with the direct grey gaze that was entirely our mother’s.

   ‘This morning,’ he began, ‘I was catching up on my private correspondence when I opened a letter from your husband. It seems King Urien wants to see his son.’

   My stomach turned over. ‘He will attend the tournament after all?’

   It was possible, I supposed; if Urien had taken to the road not long after his original refusal, Gore’s retinue could arrive within—

   ‘No.’ Arthur’s solemn voice cut through my racing thoughts. ‘He’s not coming to Camelot.’

   ‘Then how does he expect to see Yvain?’

   My brother said nothing. A cold, creeping dread began to rise up my body. ‘Arthur?’ I urged.

   He sighed. ‘A royal escort is on its way to accompany Yvain to Gore. King Urien has called him home.’

   A flash of fire fought with the chill. ‘This is Yvain’s home,’ I said forcefully. ‘He’s not going.’

   ‘You cannot refuse,’ he replied. ‘And by law I cannot prevent it. The rights of the father are inviolable and absolute.’

   Air caught in my lungs, eyes swimming in the unrelenting sunlight. I pushed myself out of the window seat, visions of my son rising in the shade, as I had seen him that morning, clambering across my bed to touch my nose with his and laughing as if there was no greater joy.

   ‘He’ll be afraid,’ I said. ‘Without me, my women. He doesn’t know anyone in Gore.’

   ‘He won’t be afraid, I promise you. Yvain is confident, cheerful – I’ve never seen a more sociable child. You raised him that way.’

   Arthur stood, a wavering tension in his stance, torn between loving brother and righteous, law-abiding king.

   ‘He has two nurses, yes?’ he continued. ‘They will go with him, of course, for familiarity and comfort, and report back. One word that he’s being cared for beneath the standard you set, and his father will have me to answer to.’

   ‘His father didn’t even come to retrieve him in person,’ I protested. ‘Yvain is my son and your nephew, not a cart of wine barrels. I don’t know Urien’s escort from the Devil.’

   ‘You won’t have to,’ Arthur said. ‘However many come, I will send double my own men to match them – the best in the land, loyal to me, to us. Yvain will be safe anywhere under my banner.’

   ‘God’s wounds! Are you saying that I should accept this?’

   ‘I’m saying your husband could have called for Yvain at any time.’ He spread his hands in a calming gesture. ‘You knew this moment had to come, but it’s not forever. I am dedicated to my nephew’s knightly education at Camelot, and the importance of time spent with his mother. When we ride north for Michaelmas, I will call Gore to court and we will negotiate an arrangement fair to all. King Urien will be convinced.’

   ‘Convinced!’ I exclaimed. ‘He should have to beg me for clemency, and still it wouldn’t be enough.’

   ‘You are distraught and rightfully so, but would you not want fairness if the situation was reversed? Despite your differences, your son is also his. Surely you cannot deny Yvain and his father deserve to know one another?’

   I stared at him, wordless, defiant – maybe because I did not know the answer, or because I knew that he would not like it.

   Arthur sighed. ‘Do not think this pleases me. It’s abrupt and uncivil, and I will tell King Urien in no uncertain terms. What we have gained in bargaining power due to his behaviour is immeasurable. But for now, you must be calm and rational – it is not as hopeless as you think.’

   ‘I see. You think because this was bound to happen, I should not react so strongly.’ My voice was sharp, turning bitter. ‘Perhaps if you had your own son, you would not believe it so simple.’

   His eyes flashed like a drawn blade. ‘I know you do not mean that, sister. Indeed, I hope you do not.’

   His entire being had hardened, while my form felt hot and liquid. I knew Arthur’s anger well: occasionally the same wildfire as mine; at other times, an instant, impenetrable coldness, deepening into ice. But we had never flung our fury at one another, and I felt a swift resentfulness that it was Urien who had broken our peace.

   ‘No,’ I conceded. ‘I don’t know what I mean.’

   I sank back onto the window seat, letting my head loll against the sun-warmed wall. Arthur remained where I left him, his gaze fixed beyond me, the room, beyond us all.

   Suddenly, his shoulders loosened, like snow falling from a thawing branch. With startling speed he came to me, dropping to his haunches and clasping my hands as if kneeling at prayer.

   ‘Do you want me to go to war for this, Morgan?’ he said. ‘Because if this is the difference between keeping our bond or losing it, then know that I will. It’s against my principles, almost certainly illegal, but if it’s the only way to retain your love and the trust we share, I will gather an army and march tomorrow.’

   An image arose: Arthur’s men at Urien’s door, delivering a stark, severe message instead of my son. Gore didn’t have the men, nor its king the stomach for such a confrontation – Urien would quail and concede without opening Castle Chariot’s gates. It was the most satisfying thought I had encountered in a long time.

   I looked down at my brother’s beseeching face. He would do such a thing, I believed it, but then what would he be? Just like his father, Uther Pendragon, the man I had hated more than anyone; a High King violent and unreasonable, destroying everything in his path. I had suffered it, seen first-hand what such tyrannical power could do. It was not a world I cared to live in again.

   ‘No, brother,’ I said. ‘Your vision for the realm is one we share, your ideals what set you apart. I would never ask you to compromise yourself for the sake of lesser men. I just wish there was a better way.’

   ‘I know.’ Arthur squeezed my hands tighter, a slight tension creasing his brow. ‘It’s little consolation, but … you must want things from this – from life – and … I swear if I can give them to you then it will … be done.’

   He grimaced again, the cords of his neck flexing.

   ‘Are you all right?’ I asked. ‘Does your head trouble you?’

   ‘No,’ he said. ‘I just … need to know that you trust me.’

   ‘I do.’

   ‘I mean it, Morgan. We are bound by blood, regard … mutual affinity. Sometimes it feels like we share one mind.’ He sucked in another sharp breath. ‘There’s … nothing more important to me than keeping us that way. But you … have to … trust me.’

   A sudden, guttural cry cut him off. He tore away, cradling his face in his hands.

   ‘It is your head.’ I leapt from my seat, prising the crown from around his temples. ‘Damn it all, Arthur. I’ve told you not to pretend with me.’

   His savage headaches, which I had often healed when I arrived at Camelot, had become a rarity in the past year or so, but I knew what to do. I knelt beside him on the floor, steepling my fingers along the top of his skull, feeling for the wall of pain that I had dismantled over and again. Unusually, the source was obscured, lost within a thick, ashen fog. How he had managed to form coherent thought was a mystery, but Arthur was young and stubborn, and stronger than anyone ought to be. Still, he needed me now.

   Drawing him closer, my hands held firm, pushing light through the billowing dark until I found the headache’s rocky surface, hard as a sandstone barbican. I braced the golden force against it, pulling heavy breaths and chipping at the damage until the pain gave way, stones splitting to shards, shards into dust.

   Arthur’s eyes snapped open and he released a transcendent sigh. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

   I let my hands fall from his head and studied him. ‘This bout is extremely developed. It must have made you sick.’

   ‘The night of my return,’ he confessed. ‘Then again, the following morning.’

   ‘You should have called for me,’ I said.

   ‘I know.’

   He smiled wearily and I sat back, enjoying the healing’s golden warmth through my body. However, the greater my rush of success, the worse the affliction had been, and it had been so long since he’d suffered an attack. Why this; why now?

   ‘What happened, Arthur?’ I asked. ‘I trust you, but you have to trust me. Why did you leave?’

   Arthur eased upright, rotating his neck. ‘Merlin,’ he said. ‘He summoned me.’

   I knew it, I thought. Who else but Merlin would Arthur run to, alone and at the slightest demand? Who else would absorb him for days, then send my brother back fogged and exhausted, with vicious headaches scraping around his skull?

   I swallowed my unease. ‘To what end?’

   He looked up, eyes sudden and silver, regarding me with the same searching scrutiny as in the Great Hall.

   ‘Yes,’ he murmured. ‘You are the right one … the only one.’

   Before I could question him, he helped me to my feet and guided us across the room to a shadowy side table, upon which was a long, rectangular object in red-and-white cloth folded thick as a tomb lid. With great care, Arthur picked it up and turned to face me.

   ‘Please, remove the casings,’ he said, and I obeyed, unwinding the layered fabric. My fingers brushed the edge of something both hard and soft, and a rush of pleasure surged up my arms, glittering into my head like a shooting star.

   I gasped, but Arthur didn’t notice, his attention fixed upon the uncovered object. Across his palms lay a sleek longsword, sheathed in a jewelled scabbard. The hilt was pure gold and so bright it illuminated our darkened corner, as if sunlight had been forged into the metal. The pommel bore an inlaid image of a crown, the arcing golden crossguard carved with bold lettering that looked ancient as the land itself, but no language I had ever learned.

   In one flashing movement, Arthur wrapped his hand around the grip and unsheathed the sword, revealing a shining silver blade, double edges singing of their fineness. It too seemed to contain its own light, only cooler, sharper, like the moon cutting across a lake. He tilted the weapon back and forth, its chill radiance shimmering across his face. It could not have been a new sight to him, yet he seemed transfixed by the starry steel’s sheer presence.

   ‘Last week,’ he said, ‘I met Merlin beyond the city gate. We travelled far and long, until he brought me to a lake crowded by trees and engulfed in mist, so large I could not see beyond it. So deep, he said, that no man could enter it without meeting certain death. We waited awhile, then the most remarkable thing happened. A woman’s arm rose from the water, brandishing a sword – this sword.’

   He sighed and lowered the blade. ‘It sounds too fantastical, I know.’

   ‘Not to me,’ I assured him. ‘Go on.’

   ‘The mist obscured the sight, but when it cleared again, a young woman stood in the middle of the lake, bearing the sword and scabbard in her hands. She was exceedingly beautiful, her hair alive like the sunset. Everything about her seemed to shine.’

   Ninianne, of course; Merlin’s unfathomable fairy companion. I had not seen her for almost a decade, but our last encounter on Tintagel’s headland lived on in my mind. In one conversation she had told me the truth about Accolon’s abandonment and lied through her teeth about Arthur’s existence. She vehemently rejected the idea of being Merlin’s tool, yet did all his bidding. To know of her was to understand nothing.

   ‘She walked towards me, atop the water,’ Arthur continued. ‘Like a holy miracle, a myth of old, like …’

   ‘Magic,’ I murmured.

   My brother smiled. ‘I knew you would understand.’

   Only too well, I thought. I could see it: this endless lake; the billowing mist; Ninianne’s slow, captivating movements; the otherworldly glow from her skin.

   ‘When she reached us,’ Arthur continued, ‘she handed me the sword and spoke as if we were long acquaintances. I felt we had met somehow, but it cannot be – I would remember such a face. Then she vanished back into the mist. When I asked Merlin, he told me only that she is known as the Lady of the Lake.’

   Typical of the sorcerer, to withhold for the illusion of mystery, but I would not keep his secrets.

   ‘You have met her, in a way,’ I said. ‘Her name is Ninianne. She delivered our mother of you, and helped Merlin carry you off.’

   It struck Arthur less than I thought it would. ‘Merlin said she was important to my past and future. Thereafter, he would speak of nothing but the sword.’

   He lifted the weapon again, turning his wrist; it glowed cold between us, lustrous and deadly. Arthur gazed at the blade as Narcissus beheld his reflection.

   ‘What about the sword?’ I asked.

   ‘Its name is Excalibur. Merlin says it is the finest sword in existence, and I am destined to wield it. It cuts through iron as if it were flesh, never loses its edge and holds untold power. Is it not beautiful?’

   There was certainly something about this Excalibur that held Arthur rapt, but the radiating pull I felt came from the jewelled scabbard in his left hand, a siren song I could not ignore. I reached out, wanting badly to touch it again.

   Arthur smiled. ‘Of course, my clever sister. You would succeed where I failed.’

   He placed the scabbard in my hands. In contrast to the sword’s relative simplicity, it dazzled with luxury: thick pale leather ridged with emeralds and rubies between starbursts of sapphire and diamond. I was ready for it this time, so the cascade of light did not stun, but bathed me in its lucent goodness, sending waves of tranquil power through my body. It was as if I was being remade anew: stronger, confident, vital. Invincible.

   ‘At the lake,’ he said, ‘Merlin asked me which of the two I deemed more important. Naturally, I said the sword – it is the symbol of a knight’s life, a king’s, how we protect what we love and shape the world to our will. Nevertheless, I was wrong. The scabbard is by far the more important of the two, and you knew it at once.’

   ‘It’s a marvel, singing with life and power. The jewels must be enchanted.’ I ran my fingertips between the gemstones. ‘No – the leather. Anyone who wears this would be protected better than any armour.’

   Arthur beamed with brotherly pride. ‘Your wisdom is endless. The hide is suffused with old magic, more ancient and complex than even Merlin can explain. He who wears it cannot bleed from wounds and is healed as he stands. In plain terms, this scabbard is worth ten Excaliburs.’

   ‘An object that prevents death itself,’ I said in wonder. ‘I can feel it.’

   ‘I confess, I do not,’ Arthur said. ‘Your learnedness, the astonishing skills you possess, allow you to sense what I cannot. Sometimes I think that if you could sit down with Merlin and entwine your intelligence with his …’

   The notion cut a discordant note through the scabbard’s joyous symphony. ‘No,’ I said. ‘My mind is for no one’s use but yours.’

   He had suggested it before and my answer had not changed, though for the sake of our bond, I rarely spoke of how I felt about the sorcerer. But what Merlin did for Uther Pendragon led to my father’s murder and my mother’s violation and entrapment. I would never forgive him, nor spend a moment in his presence that I could avoid.

   Arthur gave a bare nod and held his hand out for the scabbard. I prised the precious object away from my body and watched as he slid the sword home.

   ‘According to Merlin,’ he said, ‘Excalibur is essential to my strength, my reign. He said I should gird myself with it and be worthy of its great power.’

   ‘Yet you have not worn it, nor shown it to the court. Why?’

   ‘I – I don’t know.’

   He glanced down at the fantastical object, his reluctance strangely moving. The grandeur and visibility that came with his status had long been second nature, his command of his kingdom masterful; he understood the responsibilities of power better than most. The sword he currently carried was the one he drew from the stone, used to win the battles which secured his crown – hardly inauspicious. What was another impressive talisman to Arthur’s godlike reputation?

   But he was a man, not a god, and perhaps there, in the space where I knew him deeply, lay the answer.

   ‘Arthur,’ I said. ‘You are worthy of this, but it is no sin to take caution. Your reluctance to gird yourself with the sword isn’t because you fear it – it’s because you want it to mean something.’ I put my hand on his arm. ‘Excalibur is yours. You can use it however and whenever you wish. The only authority you answer to is God Himself.’

   The weight on his brow lifted. ‘My dear sister. Your loyalty, your belief in me, it strengthens my soul, it …’

   He stopped, looking down at the sheathed sword, then back at me.

   ‘Take it,’ he said.

   His steel-grey gaze was so serious it made me step back. ‘What?’

   ‘Take Excalibur, and more importantly, the scabbard. Conceal it, guard it, keep it safe – with all the wisdom that you have.’

   My mouth dropped open. ‘Why?’

   ‘I want you to,’ he said. ‘I will not even ask where you keep it. When the time feels right to display Excalibur to the kingdom, I will come for it, and you will know if I am ready because you know me better than anyone.’

   The idea of having the scabbard in my hands again was thrilling, but the sword was Arthur’s legacy, the kingdom’s future, and I was one woman, not a vault.

   ‘Truly I am honoured,’ I said. ‘But are you sure I should be the one to bear such a responsibility?’

   He smiled, both brother and king. ‘Morgan, there is no one in this world I trust more than you.’

   It caught me unawares with a bolt of joy, a sentiment that I had often hoped for, but he had never declared with such conviction.

   ‘In fact,’ my brother continued, ‘your place should not only be in my heart and high regard – it should be at my right hand. Once all is formalised with King Urien, there will be no need to make excuses for your presence here. Things being well, you must leave the Queen’s service and have a place on my official council. What do you say?’

   And there it was – a true act of faith, one I deserved, and a pathway to the future I had long envisioned. All I had to do was accept.

   Arthur bore up Excalibur, presenting the sword as if on completion of my knighthood. ‘Please, sister. I cannot do this without you.’

   I bowed my head and offered up my open hands.

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   It took me the entire journey back to my rooms with the silk-wrapped sword beneath my mantle, and the sight of Yvain’s tiny leather slippers by my bed, for reality to pierce my heart. I shut all the doors between me and the outside world, tossed Excalibur and its miraculous scabbard under my mattress, and went to seek my son.
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