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PRAISE FOR ONCE & FUTURE


“Fun and fearless, this story romps right across the galaxy and into your heart.”


Amie Kaufman, author of the Aurora Cycle


“A rip-roaring, no holds-barred, gloriously queer reinvention of Arthurian legend.”


Malinda Lo, author of Ash


“When I read Once & Future, a bold unexpected retelling of King Arthur as an immigrant teenage girl, I knew it had all the same thrilling elements that would make the legend…a modern favourite once again.”


James Patterson, author of the Alex Cross series


“Pointedly funny and deftly topical; an effortless Arthurian update with heart in all the right places.”


E.K. Johnston, author of Exit, Pursued by a Bear


“A sizzling, bold exploration of gender, power, and revolution. Its dynamic and diverse cast will inspire and delight readers. I loved every second!”


Jessica Khoury, author of Last of Her Name


“Utterly compelling, brilliantly witty, and delightfully queer, I absolutely raced through it and loved every second. It was so refreshing to see LGBTQIA characters front and centre of the plot, being the heroes and saving the day. And the humour is sharp and genuinely funny—who doesn’t love a barbed Spice Girls reference?!”


Simon James Green, author of Noah Can’t Even


“An utterly delightful romp, full of witty voice, imaginative adventures, and deeply lovable characters. It kept me up into the wee hours of the morning. I couldn’t put it down!”


Katherine Locke, author of The Girl with the Red Balloon


“All hail this worthier-than-ever, fresh, and affirming reincarnation of the legendary king and her round table of knights which dazzles with heroic flair, humour, and suspense.”


Kirkus, starred review


“A marvelous mythology remix for teens who enjoy action-packed speculative fiction and genderqueer romance.”


Publishers Weekly, starred review


“Recommended to fans of Avalon High by Meg Cabot and Damar by Robin McKinley… A must-have for young adult collections.”


School Library Journal, starred review


“If a gender-bent retelling of King Arthur sounds as good to you as it does to me, then you’ll definitely want to add this one to your list.”


Book Riot


“An adventure of epic scale.”


B & N Teen Blog


“Like White’s The Once and Future King, this manages to be exciting, earnest, and funny, and Capetta and McCarthy unapologetically take jabs at our current political climate.”


Booklist
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For all the Aris out there,
who have to hide who they are in order to feel safe.


And for the Merlins,
who need a few extra lifetimes to unveil their identity.


Stay strong, have hope, and please don’t hurt yourself.


We are the best part of this future.




“On second thought, let’s not go to Camelot.
It is a silly place.”


—Monty Python and the Holy Grail




SWORD
IN THE
STARS





LOST
&
FOUND


Merlin crash-landed in the past with a great, undignified belly flop.


The chaos of waves left him torn between gasps and muttered curses. He had rocketed through the time portal, an endless skydive without parameters or parachutes, before it dumped him in this flooded, cramped circle of stone.


“Anyone else down here?” He bobbed. “No? Just me?” He splashed around, finding rough stone, and high above, a hole punch of blue sky. This was no cavern. The walls had been hacked in a pattern that spoke of plans and intentions and humanity. He was in a well.


“Nothing a little magic won’t fix.” But when Merlin went to dig some up, he was near empty. Trying to keep everyone together in a time portal with completely different laws of physics had drained him. And it hadn’t even worked. He would worry about that later; for now he had to get out and see if their great gamble had paid off.


He braced his arms and legs for a long climb. The well was narrow enough that he could jam himself between two opposing sides, scuttling upward and hurting his back and his neck and his dignity most of all. “Dignity is for knights,” he scoffed under his breath. Merlin was a mage. A bit of absurdity came with the territory.


When he reached the top, he gripped the edge, hoisted one leg, and rolled over. He hit the flagstones of a central square with a resounding smack. He stood, shoved his glasses into place, and looked around.


At Camelot.


It wasn’t off in some hazy distance, surrounded by dragons and dreams. The city was here, the city was now. A normal day in Camelot should have been bustling with crowds, crying babies, forges clanging, and those incessant flutists—a shrill reminder that music wouldn’t improve for centuries. Yet all was silent, still. Layers of odors that he hadn’t even known he’d missed stampeded his senses. Damp earth. Sprightly grass. Meat cooked in a godless amount of butter . . .


And there was his castle rising above the whole scene, keeping watch over the city. It was Arthur’s, too, yes, but Merlin had designed it for the young king, giving it towers and secrets that regular castles could hardly dream about. It had been his highest achievement, next to Arthur’s reign. Only now the castle looked small—the starscrapers of the twenty-second century had broken his sense of scale—and yet the way it stood against this perfect blue morning left a mark.


On the sky. On his soul.


He was home.


Merlin’s memories should have risen up to meet him, rather like the flagstones had risen up to meet his face, but none were forthcoming. Perhaps he was too nervous. After all, he wasn’t supposed to be facing his past alone. The time portal had tried to burst his body into atomic confetti, but even worse, it had ripped his friends away from one another. He looked around for Ari, Gwen, Jordan, Lam, and Val, wondering if they’d all landed safely in the square while he alone had had the misfortune of shooting straight down the barrel of a smelly well.


All he found was one young person with a gaping mouth and fishy-wide eyes watching his every move. They had ruddy white skin and scruffy brown hair, and they said a word that sounded a fair bit like shit.


It was hard to adjust now that he had gotten used to the distinct Mercer accent of the future. Not Mercer; English, the language is English, Merlin corrected. Curse that consumer monster with its uncanny knack for swallowing culture and rebranding history! Actually, he’d gone back far enough that England didn’t exist quite yet. The island was known as Britannia during this time. He spent a moment mentally mapping it out: Camelot’s golden age had flowered just before the Norman invasion, and after the island’s run-in with the Roman Empire, which left nothing but divisions and bathhouses in its wake.


“Good day!” Merlin shouted heartily, causing the scruffy kid to drop their bucket.


They eyed him, then the well. “Did you spring from the roots of the stone?”


“Stones don’t have roots,” he quipped, though he enjoyed the way this language lent itself to metaphor. His future-y friends had been so amused by his allegorical loquaciousness, but it was a remnant of his origins, a rare one he actually treasured. Not that he knew his precise origins. The farthest back he could remember was waking up in the crystal cave, ancient and alone.


“Then where did you come from?” the small stranger asked. Merlin suppressed the desire to say a galaxy far, far away. “I’m from Camelot.”


He was only half a foot taller than this young person, which begged the question, how old was Merlin these days? Was it possible he’d gotten younger since they left the future? Perhaps the portal had shaved off more of his life. A penalty for time travel? Morgana had given up her existence to send them back, while Excalibur had broken to bits. Was this his price?


He loved magic, but sometimes it was unmistakably the worst.


The kid grumbled as they sent the bucket down the well, while Merlin twisted water from the ruby robes Ari had gifted him on Ketch. He tried not to look suspicious, though that ship had probably sailed to distant seas by now. First things first, he needed to find the crowds. Ari was always at the center of the action, the others not far behind. They were her little ducklings. Thinking of Jordan and her knightly skills, he course-corrected: lethal ducklings. “What’s happening today? Where is everyone?”


“All attend King Arthur’s wedding,” the kid said, sweating under the weight of the bucket as they brought it back up. “He takes his bride in the tournament ring.”


Oh, yes, the ever-delightful treatment of women as possessions. He was definitely back.


Something clicked oddly. “Gweneviere? Arthur is already marrying Gweneviere?” He didn’t know why he was surprised. He’d commanded the portal to take them back to Arthur’s eighteenth birthday season, which had been a particularly momentous time for the young king and a rather squishy blank period in Merlin’s memories. That’s when the enchanted chalice had appeared—and disappeared—and that’s what Arthur’s spirit had sent them back to retrieve.


“The Lady Gweneviere comes from afar,” the kid said eagerly. “An exotic beauty. My friend says she’s a force for good in Camelot, but my mother believes she bewitched the king.”


Ah, another piece of the past he hadn’t missed. The perfect storm of anti political, cultural, and social correctness. His friends were in for a migraine of homophobic, racist, and gender-related fuckery. He had to find them. Fast.


“Where is the wedding?” he barked, making the kid jump. They pointed beyond the city walls, and Merlin left at a run. His path wound him around Camelot’s central castle, as glowering as it was grand, with eight-foot-thick walls, stones capped with dark moss, and mere arrow slits for windows. He forced himself not to look up at the tallest tower. Another version of him might be up there, even now. Merlin had told his friends he didn’t want to expose them to the horrors of the Middle Ages, which was true, but some of those horrors weren’t just historical. They were deeply, deeply personal. He had to avoid a run-in with his old self at all costs.


“Shouldn’t be hard,” he murmured. “As long as we stay out of the castle and don’t cause any scenes.” How likely was it that Ari had found trouble in the few minutes they’d been apart?


Good heavens, Merlin needed to sprint.


As his breath cut short and his feet rubbed against the inside of his wet boots, he soothed himself with one of his focused to-do lists. Merlin had to find his friends, steal the chalice, and make a new time portal to return them to the night they left.


Oh, he thought, three steps. Always a good sign.


In the back of his mind he added less immediate, but ever-important hopes: to protect Gwen’s baby, reverse his ridiculous backward aging, and release Arthur’s spirit from Ari’s body, allowing the dead king to finally rest. To end this cursed cycle once and for all. But surely those things would happen if they made it back to the future and irreversibly stopped Mercer.


“Piece of—” A scent wafted over him. “Delicious roasted meat.”


A cheer rifled the air, and the cacophony led him through the main gates and up a dirt road slick with mud. In the near distance, atop a perfectly green hill, a proud tournament ring held thousands of people and quite the celebration. The pennants were flying, bearing the red dragon and Excalibur. More promising smells hit. His stomach roared, and he told it to stop being so Kay-like.


He pushed himself to remember the less-than-admirable qualities of this place. Even from a distance, the divisions of an unequal society stood out. Commoners huddled together on the edges of the ring, while the nobles kept comfy seats under the dyed red pavilions. If Merlin dared to ask anyone their pronouns, he might very well be treated as more dangerous than a rogue mage.


Merlin elbowed through the commoners for a better look. He was a bit grimy from well climbing, which helped him fit in with this foul-smelling bunch. Musicians lit up horns, and the crowd stilled with anticipation. Everything looked and sounded and felt like the start of a royal celebration.


He really had come out of the time portal at the right moment. It was the first bit of good news since Ketch, when for a few glorious nights he’d believe the universe was free of the Mercer Company’s oily grasp and headed for the end of the Arthurian cycle. He had celebrated with Val and copious amounts of kissing.


Val. They had all gotten separated in the time portal—Ari first, then Gwen, Lam, and Jordan—but Val and Merlin had been holding on to each other, Val’s brown eyes the only grounding force as every rule of physics was stripped away, and they plummeted toward a nightmare he thought he’d escaped long ago.


And then Merlin blinked, and Val was gone.


Stolen right out of his arms.


Drumbeats announced the procession as knight after knight on horseback rode into the ring. Merlin watched while they circled, noticing armor from all kinds of places. Most likely these knights had traveled for weeks to attend the event and seek favor from the king. Some of their suits were polished silver; some red, scratched, and dented; others blackened with coal. One knight stood out in blue armor, a circular dragon emblazoned on his breastplate.


Merlin squinted, both recognizing the image and drawing a complete blank as to what it meant. “I should remember more,” he muttered, but then, he was seeing this wedding for the first time. His old self had boycotted Arthur’s wedding—that much he did remember.


After the knights, women with flowers in their hair and woven around their ankles stepped forward, faces calm but unsmiling. As they formed a circle and started a complex pattern of steps, Merlin noted that it wasn’t a homogeneous medieval dance crew. For some reason, he had expected everyone to be whiter than the puffy clouds above the tournament ring. A single look proved that wasn’t true. While some girls were white and wildly freckled, others had smooth bronze complexions. There were pale blondes and paler redheads, as well as maidens with warm brown skin and tight black curls tumbling out of their braided crowns. One girl had a Middle Eastern set to her features and jewel-bright eyes much like Ari. One looked so much like Jordan with her thick blonde braid that Merlin did a double take. But no. Jordan would put her neck on the block before she’d throw herself into such festivities.


He went back to scanning the—also surprisingly diverse—crowd for his friends, when the star of the show appeared.


“King Arthur!” the people cried as one. “All hail King Arthur!”


Merlin’s heart skidded to a stop. It had been so long since he’d seen Arthur. His first family, his only real family until Ari and the others swept him into their lives. At a distance, Arthur looked small, his straw hair unkempt beneath a golden circlet crown and his moves jerky with nerves. There was no command in his presence, no steel in his gaze. He wasn’t yet the king of legend, but he wasn’t the curious, half-wild boy Merlin visited so often in memories. He was caught between the two.


Merlin wanted nothing more than to shout Arthur’s name, break through the crowds, and reunite himself with his former ward and first magical pupil, but such a meeting wasn’t in the cards. Interacting with the story in the past was strictly off-limits. They were here to steal from Camelot, not make fools of themselves by bum-rushing the king.


Arthur walked slightly sideways, pulling a woman in a cream-white dress in his wake. She wore greenery in her dark curled hair, blossoms around her neck, and a decorative knot of cords on her wrist that bound her to Arthur’s arm.


“Gweneviere!” several people shouted, almost reverently. Many more stayed silent. While no one would openly jeer the king’s choice, dislike crusted over plenty of features. Merlin huffed and looked back to the bride. And blinked. And then blinked harder.


Gwen?


The girl he’d known as the queen of her own Renaissance Faire Planet was standing at the dead center of Camelot, her gaze defiant until she turned to Arthur and gave him an encouraging nod. Gwen looked like she fit right in, perhaps because her life had been a unique form of training for this moment. Even if her mix of European and Asian heritage set her apart enough that the youth at the well had given her the micro-aggressive title of “exotic.”


The truth was that Gwen had come from much farther than anyone in Camelot could imagine. Far enough to be measured in galaxies and centuries. That’s the sort of distance it took to be safe from Mercer, and they were meant to be hiding out, yet it looked like Gwen had done more than storm the castle—she’d broken down the doors of the king’s heart.


In a single day? How?


Merlin clutched his head as he remembered that she’d gotten married to Ari in less time than that. Oh, this was bad. Tremendously bad. He could feel the time continuum wobble. He’d have to freeze the entire stadium and steal her out of the tournament ring, and . . .


“Merlin!” a voice whisper-shouted. Someone snagged his elbow and he was drawn back through the crowd, away from Gwen upending the entire Arthurian cycle.


Merlin came to an abrupt stop before a familiar knight in unfamiliar clothes. They wore the same rough-spun as the rest of the commoners. Their dreads were pulled back, but they sported no piercings. No makeup glimmered on their deep brown skin. At least their smile was worth a hundred blazing suns.


“Am I glad to see you, dude!” Lamarack clapped Merlin in a hug, thumping his back. He ached all over from his portal dive and subsequent climb. “You look . . .”


“Younger,” he said with a wince. “I know.”


“At least you’re alive. We thought the worst.”


“Who is we?” Merlin glanced at the scrappy person keeping to Lam’s elbow, the same kid who’d witnessed his arrival.


“He came out of the well, Lamarack,” they squeaked.


“As if that were my first time at the bottom of a well.” Merlin scoffed. “Hardly.” He turned to Lam, only to find them looking over the crowd at Gwen, their height a great help in the effort. “What in the blazes is happening?”


“You’ve missed a lot, old man,” Lam said without taking their eyes off Gwen.


“Missed what?” he snapped. Lamarack ignored him, and the mage spun back to his most pressing concern. “What happened to ‘steal the cup and get out unnoticed’?” Lam quirked an eyebrow. Before they all went through the time portal, Merlin had told them not to interfere with the past—hadn’t he? There had been so much happening. An unborn baby to protect from Mercer, who wanted to claim it as a price for rebellion. A cycle of tragedy and torment to stop. Surely he’d told them not to demolish the past in the process?


Surely he shouldn’t need to explain that one.


“You’ve heard of the butterfly effect?” Merlin barked. “Changing the tiniest thing in the past can damage the future. Gwen has leapt into the middle of a mythological hurricane! She and Arthur are bound to each other! Literally!” He paused. “Are they handfasting?”


Handfasting was a scrap of history he’d forgotten about in the great heap of time that came after it. He’d never paid much attention to anything having to do with traditions of love and romance. He’d called it idiocy, or brainmelt in his kinder moments, but he did remember this test of loyalty and devotion. Those who meant to marry were tied together for the length of their engagement, the knots cut on their wedding day. Most couples handfasted for a year, but Gwen had arrived today, mere hours ago.


Unless . . . she hadn’t.


He flashed back to the portal’s winds, everyone separated. Merlin had imagined they landed in different places, but what about different times? “Did you arrive—”


“Months ago,” Lam finished wearily.


“Tell me everything,” he yelled. “Now!”


His outburst drew looks from the crowd.


Lam—who had lost a hand to Mercer in the future—angled to grab Merlin with the remaining one and hauled him many yards away. “We have to lay low, Merlin. We’ve been here for a long time. Me, Gwen, and Jordan.” Lam pointed to the sturdy blonde girl in the lineup of handmaidens with flowers in their hair.


“That was Jordan!” Merlin squinted. She looked like she wanted to hack her white dress and garlands from her body with the nearest battle-axe. Her hair hung to her waist, her cheeks the severe pink of barely restrained fury. He was afraid to ask his next question. “Ari? Val?”


Lam shook their head. “No sign of them.”


“But how long have they been missing? How long have I been missing?”


“Four months . . . ish?” Lam managed. It made sense. Tracking Earth’s moon wouldn’t be an obvious business to Merlin’s space-born friends. “Gwen keeps better track of it than I do.”


“Naturally.” She had an internal calendar, set to the progression of her pregnancy, no doubt. “But four months,” Merlin said, swallowing the loss, trying to glimpse Gwen’s stomach and finding that her wedding dress had a strategic shape that turned her into a formless bell. “Does Arthur know she’s . . . ?” He pantomimed having a round stomach, and then having the contents of that stomach, well, slide out.


Lam grabbed one of Merlin’s hands, stopping him. “We’ll explain when we’re all together. Gwen will want to tell you. This place . . .” Lam winced. “Camelot is not what we thought.”


Looking around, Merlin had to agree. And while he was delighted to be wrong about certain things—such as the total whiteness of ye olde Britain—his lack of clarity about the past was its own kind of danger. Merlin was meant to be their guide. Not just to Old Earth, but to the story itself. As King Arthur and Gwen recited vows in strong, unwavering voices, he pressed himself to remember anything about the original Gweneviere. Too many movie actresses shot through his mind, and only one memory rang true: telling Arthur that he’d read the omens and that the young woman he’d fallen for was a curse on the king’s heart as well as his reign.


No wonder the people of Camelot didn’t trust her—Merlin had told them not to—and Arthur had claimed his first youthful rebellion by marrying Gweneviere anyway, while Merlin had kept to his tower during the ceremony like a miserable old falcon.


He would not glance at that tower right now. Rivers of sweat sprang up on his palms. “Gwen has put herself in horrible danger.”


“She knows what she’s doing,” Lam said as if they needed the reminder, too.


Arthur used a silver dagger to cut the knot binding him to Gwen. They slipped rings on each other’s fingers, and then the inevitable moment came when their lips met. He tucked one of her curls behind her ear. It looked fairly chaste in a picturesque sort of way. Still. King Arthur had just kissed Gweneviere. Their Gwen.


Ari’s Gwen.


“This is all so wrong,” Merlin whispered. Another cheer broke loose, but this time it didn’t die. It grew in pitch and frenzy, twisting from celebration to something more primal. Screams shattered the moment, turning it into a riot. Swords flew from sheaths. Villagers ran, while nobles were tightly circled by their personal guards. Merlin spun. “Who’s attacking?”


“It’s the Middle Ages, man. Who isn’t attacking?” Lam pounded him on the shoulder and rushed against the escaping masses. He kept close behind Lam, whose immense height divided the crowds on both sides. Merlin’s magic was still exhausted, but he couldn’t be a slouch in battle. He popped blue sparks in the face of a man who tried to stab Lam in the back.


“Get to Gwen!” Lam shouted.


It was hard to keep her in sight now that the architecture of the crowd had collapsed, but Merlin caught glimpses of her holding Arthur’s hand at the center of the tournament ring. The knights from the procession had begun battling each other, no order apparent in their attack. They seemed determined to take each other apart.


“Where are Arthur’s knights?” Merlin hollered to Lam as they hopped the railing and entered the straw and muck of the ring.


“Great question,” they called back. “Nothing here is like the story!”


He caught sight of Jordan running to Gwen’s side. She raised her skirts, kicked one of Arthur’s guards in the back, and ripped his sword out of his hand before he fell. Within moments she was taking down attackers, the only one in the crowd with a smile on her face.


An avian cry sliced the sky, making both Lam and Merlin stop. Everyone looked up. Merlin’s chest squeezed tight as a large falcon circled over the ring and landed on Arthur’s shoulder. The king cried out, but with a spark of magic, he became a tiny songbird. Merlin had loved the trick of turning Arthur into animals, but this was no whimsical adventure. It was an escape. One that pointedly didn’t include the new queen. The two birds flew high, and when the songbird tried to return to Gwen, the old falcon bullied it back to the castle, leaving her in the center of the fight, white dress a beacon for all of those who wished to hurt the king—and were now closing in.


“Dude, the old version of you is cold,” Lam yelled.


Merlin’s cheeks were ablaze, his nerves fizzing. He wanted to hide from his shame, but there was nowhere safe in all of Camelot. This place was his shame.


Merlin fought sudden tears. No, he would not cry when faced with medieval battle. He was a mage . . . whose magic was exhausted. When a knight ran at him, sword raised, Merlin crouched and hugged his knees, only to hear the unmistakable sound of someone pounding his attacker into oblivion. When he looked up, the knight with the blue armor was standing over him.


They were mercilessly tall. Merlin yelled as the knight used the back of his robes to lift him to his feet like a dog taken by the scruff. “Help Gwen!” the voice commanded.


A familiar voice. One he sometimes heard in his head. One that laughed at him when he was being foolish and cheered him on when he was being, well, foolish.


“Ari?” he shouted as the knight spun away and took on a challenger in red who swung a short sword in his right hand and a great axe in his left. Merlin watched as the blue knight leveled both with a hard swing and then charged, using their breastplate as a battering ram. Which felt Ari-like, indeed.


The red knight toppled like a turtle on his back, and the blue knight grabbed the axe out of his grip and used one hand to shove his helmet back and the other to bring the blade’s arc down on his neck. In a great, foul spurt of red much darker than his painted armor, he went limp. Merlin must have been wrong; Ari was never so violent.


He tripped toward Gwen, who breathed the biggest sigh of relief at the sight of him. “I’m here, I’m here!” he hollered.


Jordan had found a sword and was protecting the queen with her entire muscled, dress-covered body. “Good, now help!”


Merlin tried to create a protective bubble, but only wound up out of breath. Gwen pulled him close as if she was now determined to protect him.


The blue knight swung toward Gwen, and Jordan stepped between them.


“Stop!” Jordan barked. The knight sheathed their sword and began the process of pulling their gloves free, while Jordan frowned at the dragon on their breastplate. “Who are you?”


“Your biggest fan, Jordan.” The knight flung away their gloves to lift their visor.


It really was Ari. Looking and swaggering and smelling for all the world like a medieval knight.


Ari clapped eyes on Gwen, her voice clear and promising. “Hey lady.”


Gwen’s face flooded with happiness and tears, and Ari’s was poised to do the same. They moved toward each other, but Lamarack suddenly shouted, “Yield, Sir Kay!”


“Kay?” Ari and Merlin asked in unison, both turning just as a knight pinned Ari’s wrist behind her back, stole the rounded dagger from her belt, and slammed it through the chainmail beneath her arm.


Ari screamed as she fell to her knees. It was the worst sound Merlin had heard in his long, painful history. Gwen’s shredded cry was a close second. He and Gwen ran for Ari while Jordan felled the attacking knight with a great blow to the helmet.


Ari tipped forward into Gwen’s arms. Merlin hovered over them, inspecting Ari’s wound. The dagger was in up to the hilt—which meant it had gone all the way through her chest. Now it was Merlin’s turn to cry out. An hour ago he and Ari had been standing in the red sands of Ketch, imagining a future without Mercer.


Now he’d fast-forwarded to a part of their story he could not recognize.


“Heal her!” Jordan commanded.


Merlin needed a spark that could disintegrate that dagger without causing more damage. He had to seal Ari’s wound and cauterize it, fast. He couldn’t survive all the ages and all of the Arthurs and come back to blasted Camelot only to lose her. But when he closed his eyes and hummed, his fingers fizzled and went cold. Merlin had returned just in time to not save anyone.


The battle died out around them. Gwen screamed a command at Jordan. Jordan hunkered in her ruined dress, took something small out of her cleavage and shoved it in Ari’s mouth, forcing her jaw closed. Merlin didn’t understand what was happening. He opened and closed his useless, magic-drained hands. His power hadn’t come back quickly enough.


Time was against him—it always had been.





ARMOR
&
ADRENALINE


Ari was hiding out in the Middle Ages, but the future was never far from her mind.


Especially now.


She couldn’t seem to lose consciousness but she wasn’t truly there, either. Her thoughts screamed foul memories while the Mercer first aid pill—bitter and boiling in her veins—drowned her body with adrenaline that made her, well, feisty as fuck. When the Administrator loomed suddenly, Ari swung so hard she spun and missed.


“Grab her legs!” Lamarack hollered just as someone Merlin-shaped dove for her knees, locking tight arms around her until her balance was compromised. Lam pinned one arm while the other arced in a left hook that caught Jordan in the face.


Jordan smiled, a drop of blood at the corner of her mouth and a look of dark pleasure in her eye as she hit Ari so hard that she went down and stayed down. When Ari closed her eyes, she saw an endlessly swirling taneen on fire, spinning in a tight circle. She shivered as her frozen moms were dug up from a mass prison grave. She lost her breath at the sight of so many murdered Ketchans, half-buried in the shifting red sand. She saw Kay . . .


She saw Kay with empty, lifeless eyes.


Ari thrashed until it all evaporated, coming back to her senses in strong arms. Sharp, real smells filtered through her. Hay, mold, horses. A lot of horses.


“This isn’t how I imagined our reunion.” Lam’s voice was in her head, or close to it.


Merlin’s voice floated down. “Have you ever seen that happen before?”


“I’ve never seen someone take one of those before. I’ve heard it can be unpredictable.”


“Unpredictable? I think I prefer Miracle Max’s miracle pill.”


“Merlin, what are you going on about?” Jordan’s taut words made Ari wince.


“I’ll have you know that’s a timeless cultural reference!”


“Shut up,” Ari managed, her mouth cotton. “I’m stuck in my worst memories.”


“That sounds like Ari!” Merlin knelt close, and Ari turned away, still fighting the desire to scream or punch. She peered out a window, searching the night sky and its pinpricks of stars for home. But Ketch wasn’t out there. Neither was Lionel, or even Error. They didn’t exist yet, and it left Ari feeling like she had these long months on her own. Like a futuristic ghost.


Ari closed her eyes. “Damnit, Kay. Help me, will you?”


“No doubt he’d upend Camelot for you, if he were here,” Merlin said, finally drawing her attention to the here and now. She was lying back on Lamarack in the straw mountain of a stable.


“If I let you go, will you behave?” Lam’s tone was gentle, but their hold wasn’t.


“I always behave.” Ari sat up gingerly, her heart still racing, tightening her chest with anxiety. She winced through the bitter aftertaste of Mercer’s famed first aid pills, the kind that could regenerate major tissue damage if immediately administered but were so high priced no one ever had one lying around. Ari had only used a pill like it once before, the day her mothers and Kay saved her from the void, her body riddled with infected burns.


“What happened?” she asked.


Lam rubbed her back. “You appeared like an armored angel in the midst of battle, took a dagger through both lungs, and yet you’re still with us. Thank God.”


“God? Since when do any of you reference singular, all-powerful deities?” Merlin asked.


“Lamarack is a little too good at adapting,” Jordan replied dismissively. “And you’ve been missing for a long time, mage.”


Ari held the spot under her arm that was hot and numb. For the first time in weeks, she wasn’t in her armor. Her clothes were stained and ripped, her breasts barely concealed beneath the ragged linen. “Where’s Gwen?”


“In the keep with her husband, the king,” Jordan said with far too much satisfaction.


“He came back for her,” Lam said, “after you magically appeared in the fray, saving Gwen only to get stabbed by our resident asswipe.”


Jordan narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know what you’ve cost Gwen. Again. That pill was for her.”


Ari stood too fast. Lam steadied her with a soft arm around her waist. “You had that pill for when the baby comes, in case something goes wrong.” Clarity struck like a match. “Shit.”


“No doubt the idiot people here will think this miraculous recovery is witchcraft and burn you at the stake,” Jordan said, “but apart from that you’ll be fine in a few hours.”


“You make it all sound so romantic,” Ari deadpanned. “Did I . . . hurt Gwen, too?”


“No,” Lam said. “Just us. We brought you here. You called me ‘Administrator’ and Merlin ‘Hector’ and tried to attack us. Who is Hector?”


“No one.” Ari closed her eyes. “I kept hallucinating. Seeing my enemies. What did I call Jordan?”


“Jordan,” she said.


Ari cracked an eye to peer at Lionel’s famed black knight. Jordan smirked, and Ari didn’t stop her own smile. “Perhaps it was just worthy opponents then.”


Merlin wandered to the large, open doors of the stable and back again.


“Why do you keep doing that?” Jordan asked.


“It’s just . . . if Ari and I returned on the same day, Val must not be far behind. Perhaps he’s in Camelot now, looking for us,” Merlin said. “Perhaps I should go look for him.”


Lamarack’s smile was sad. “If my brother were here, we’d all know it. He’s never made a single entrance in his life without significant fanfare. The same hour he was born an ice volcano erupted on Pluto so huge that a new frozen range formed. Our parents named the highest mountain after him. Percival’s Point.”


Merlin wrung his hands. “But then, where could he be?”


“Judging by where the portal dumped me out, anywhere.” Now that Ari could see her friends clearly—Jordan in a handmaiden’s dress and Lamarack in servant’s rags, she started to put together the hard truths. They must have been here for a while. And it hadn’t been easy. “Tell me what’s happened.”


Lam turned Ari toward them. “Gwen, Jordan, and I found ourselves in Camelot during the last snow of the winter. We were freezing, starving. And desperate to find the rest of you.” Ari winced, imagining Gwen in the melting snow, pregnant and searching for her. “We worked our way into the villagers’ trust. Labored for them, found ways to be paid in food and lodging. It was near impossible because . . . because . . .”


“Because when you don’t slot into people’s expectations here, they get suspicious at best and violent at worst? Because you’re used to the future, where it’s no big deal that you’re nonbinary, Jordan is a famous knight, and Gwen is knocked up and not here for patriarchal nonsense?” Merlin said, surprising Ari with robust anger. “This whole planet can kiss my ass!”


Ari held down a smile. That might have been the first time she’d heard Merlin swear. “The people here aren’t welcoming, but at least they don’t seem to treat us poorly based on skin tone. Didn’t you say that was a bizarre, evil thing they did?”


“Oh, they definitely did,” Merlin said heatedly. “But I’d forgotten that things were actually better if you went this far back. I’d even grown used to the notion that people of color were not featured in this era of European history. I don’t know who started that lie, but Hollywood was quite talented at spreading it. Did you know that enough poorly cast movies can whitewash a time period you’ve lived through? Because I didn’t.”


This seemed like a fresh rant. “When did you get here?”


“I seem to be the only person who arrived on schedule. I was in the portal only today. Val was right beside me a few hours ago, holding my hand.”


Lam pushed Ari’s short hair behind her ear. “I almost didn’t recognize you with this haircut.”


“Yeah, I’m a cis guy here. Apparently that means stupid chopped hair. Speaking of”—Ari dug around the straw at the pieces of her blue armor—“Where’s my breastplate? I need it. Last time someone figured out I have boobs I accidentally murdered him.” She started the sentence as a sort of informative joke, but it ended as harshly as that particular encounter.


Lam, Jordan, and Merlin watched her with paused expressions. She didn’t like those looks; it meant she’d have to explain the constant ragged lies she spun day after day simply to exist—not to mention the stinging absence of King Arthur’s voice deep inside as if she’d somehow lost him when she’d left the future.


Ari found her blue breastplate and strapped it across her chest. “I think I got knocked out in the portal. The last thing I remember is reaching for Gwen. And then someone pushed me.”


“It must have been my magic.” Merlin sighed. “I was trying to hold us all together.”


Ari shook her head. “Someone. I felt hands strike me. Next thing I knew, I was on the smoking wreckage of a battlefield. I stole a fallen knight’s armor and found someone who’d heard of Camelot. I started walking this way, realized I was on the wrong continent, and then hitched a ride with a bunch of smelly-ass Vikings across the water. The rest I’ll tell you some other time. When we’re safe back home.” Ari looked anywhere other than at her friends. “Tell me the worst thing to happen in my absence is Gwen found a new unsuspecting white boy to toss around.”


“Arthur,” Lamarack breathed, shaking their head. “He’s hard to explain.”


“Oh, but I’d love an explanation!” Merlin said, his voice a slight shout. “How did all of you translate my command of Don’t disturb the cycle to How about Gwen marries Arthur? We were supposed to get the chalice and get out. No parties. Absolutely no weddings. Now we’ve . . . mingled, and who knows what the future consequences will be!”


“Unless Gwen is the Gweneviere,” Lam said.


Merlin sputtered like a teapot on high boil.


“So we’ve broken the time continuum?” Jordan asked. “If Gwen were the original Gweneviere, Merlin would know. He was here. Is here. Twice over.”


They all looked at Merlin, and he washed a little green in the torchlight. “I don’t exactly remember the original Gweneviere terribly well.”


“Why not?” Ari asked.


Merlin squirmed. “You’ve met me, haven’t you?” Jordan raised one careful eyebrow. Merlin pointed at it as if this were proof. “See? She’s met old me. I’m a veritable monster.”


“Old you can’t be that bad,” Ari tried.


Lamarack gave a slow blink of affirmation.


“I might have limited memory of events that transpired several millennia ago, but that doesn’t prove anything about our current mess,” Merlin said. “It certainly doesn’t mean Gwen has been . . . absorbed . . . by the canon!”


Lam spoke up. “Gwen did this so we’d have a better standing, so we could be close to the chalice when the time comes. Also, this place is nothing like the stories. Camelot isn’t a haven for goodness. It’s all hate and fear and assassination attempts on poor Arthur. That guy is a walking bull’s-eye.”


Merlin paced in the straw, kicking it about. He’d rolled his sleeves up his skinny forearms, but it did little to hide the way he’d become so much smaller since the last time Ari saw him. He’d literally shrunk within his clothes. There was no denying it: Merlin was at least a year younger than he’d been when he entered the portal. “The plan remains to get the chalice.”


“Right,” Ari said. “When is Arthur’s eighteenth birthday celebration?”


“The big party is in a fortnight,” Lamarack said. “On midsummer. Morgana said the chalice would appear that night, a gift from the Avalon enchantresses.”


Ari tightened the straps of her breastplate, relieved to hide the part of her that seemed to incense men to shitty behavior in this time. “We find Val, get the chalice, and go home to the same night we left. How do we portal back?”


They all exchanged looks.


Even Merlin seemed to be waiting for one of them to have an idea. “Three kinds of magic,” he finally said. “That’s how we got here. Morgana’s, mine, and the Lady of the Lake’s sword. That should be enough to make an exact jump.”


“Enough?” Jordan tutted. “That sounds like a lot, wizard.”


“Well, you have me,” he said. “And there are bits of magic lying around Camelot. We’ll find . . . something.”


“Something,” Lam repeated, nice and slow.


Ari dug through the straw until she found the back plate of her armor. She laid it out, unfolding the linen padding until she’d unearthed the remains of Excalibur. The handle and hilt remained intact, but the blade ended jaggedly after a few short inches. “Would this work?”


Merlin stared. “That depends on if Excalibur’s magic is lost.”


Ari held it out to Merlin, but Jordan snatched it. The sword fragment’s weight seemed to grow exponentially in Jordan’s grip. She dropped it back in Ari’s hands after a strenuous second. “Something magical is still going on there.”


Ari smiled at Lamarack. “Something.” Lamarack winked. Perhaps the medicine was finishing up its healing, or maybe for the first time in months, Ari could feel some kind of hope. “Merlin and I will get the chalice. Lam and Jordan, find Val. And Gwen . . .”


“Will distract Arthur,” Jordan said. “She’ll be his Gweneviere as the story requires.”


“But that’s just it,” Lamarack said. “None of us know exactly what the story requires. Except Merlin who has so inconveniently forgot.” Merlin opened his mouth but then shut it.


“Why am I always the only one who comes prepared?” Jordan sighed before hiking up her linen dress to reveal a leather strap around her muscled thigh that carried two deadly knives and a thin, rolled-up book.


Ari pinched it in two fingers as she read the title aloud. “MercersNotes: King Arthur and His Knights.” She handed it to Lam, unwilling to be holding anything Mercer.


“So far very little lines up,” Jordan admitted. “Excalibur, Arthur, and Merlin are here. Gwen could be the woman described as Gweneviere. Old Merlin does hate her, and the people believe she’s beautiful and ‘exotic.’ ” Ari’s eyebrows shot up; it was a miracle Gwen hadn’t killed them all.


“What are we supposed to do with this?” Ari asked. “Make the time period match this story exactly?”


“Reality inspires legend, but legend is not history,” Merlin said thoughtfully.


“And Mercer’s slapdash quality control might bite us in the butt,” Lam said, holding up a few blank pages for them to see.


Jordan snatched it back, flipping through. “I’ve read this a hundred times. There have never been blank pages before.”


They all exchanged looks.


“So . . .” Ari said. “Since we came to the past, we’ve somehow erased part of the legend?”


Merlin cried out sharply. “What was that chapter about, Jordan?”


Jordan thumbed through it several times, and the quiet in the barn felt a bit stark. Finally, she looked up. “Lancelot. This was the chapter about Sir Lancelot. He was probably one of the knights Ari slayed so mightily this afternoon.” Ari didn’t have time to enjoy the first compliment she’d ever received from Jordan.


“Is this Lancelot important?” Lam asked, wincing as if they already knew the answer.


Merlin and Ari eyed each other wearily.
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Ari was summoned to the king’s court the next morning by a nervous messenger who had definitely expected to find the blue knight dead.


Merlin helped her into her armor with clumsy fingers while yammering about the future consequences of a missing Lancelot. “Arthur won’t be the same. Lancelot was his greatest friend, his guiding force, his best knight.”


“Yeah, I remember.” Ari’s thoughts stung with images of her brother, whose scowling loyalty had won him the role of Kay in her own futuristic version of the cycle.


“And you do know that the story of Lancelot and Gweneviere, while tragic and mildly awful, was the first tale of love in the Western canon to treat women as more than baby makers. Did you know that T. H. White, my favorite of the Arthurian chroniclers, even proposed that Lancelot was bisexual? To say that he was ahead of his time was—”


“Merlin. I need you to focus.” She pointed to the spot where he’d completely botched the ties of her chest plate to her back plate. He retied them while she examined him. “Are you sure you’re from this time period? You don’t know how to tie armor and you can’t remember—”


He surprised her with a bout of juvenile anger, kicking at the straw. “I know I can’t remember. There’s a great black hole in my head where most of this time period should be. Perhaps it’s because I’m here twice over and that’s completely unnatural!”


“Hey.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. We’re all trying to figure out how this works.” She decided not to add, And it’s obvious that your backward aging is in overdrive. Ari was sure he’d noticed. Merlin handed over her sword, and she shoved it in the sheath at her belt, missing Excalibur for the millionth time. “You’re worried about Val.”


“So? You’re equally worried about Gwen. You called her name in your sleep enough times to wake up all of Camelot!”


“Ah, you heard that?” Ari’s body flushed so hard it felt like her armor was in the sun. That was no innocent dream she’d been enjoying. “We’ll find Val, Merlin.”


He ignored her. “Let’s discuss your cover story. You’re from southern France. Oh, but it won’t be called that. Franks Land, maybe? You came to Camelot for the wedding, to honor the new king, but you have to go home right away. You don’t believe in silly things like equality and gender freedom. You’re the manliest man who ever existed.”


“Of course. No codpiece can contain me.”


“Your name is Sir Ironfist,” he snapped. Ari snorted. Merlin’s lips puckered. “Well, you try coming up with something formidable and not ridiculous. Go on.”


Lamarack stepped into the stall, winking at her. They were such a sight for sore eyes after so long by herself; they’d always been her rock. “Summoned to court. This’ll be entertaining.”


“Sure,” Ari mumbled, trying not to think about facing the person who’d turned into a damn bird and flown away, leaving Gwen in the middle of that battle to take the heat meant for him. Arthur wasn’t starting out very high in her opinion. Merlin tried to give Ari one more pep talk, but she cut him off with a hug. “It’ll be okay, old man.”


Merlin smiled a bit at Ari’s nickname for him. But it faded, fast. “I believe, here at least, I am the young man.”


Ari donned her helmet and left the stables, heading through the main doors of the keep. The guards didn’t stop her—like all things in this time, appearances meant everything. In her fine armor, she was treated like a prince. As long as no one figured out she wasn’t packing man pieces, they’d act as if she had the divine right to look down on everyone. So much of this culture made her wretchedly sick. She could only imagine how Gwen was doing with it.


Gwen. Every step brought Ari closer. It sent heat through her veins, reviving the dream that had woken her up to find her legs swimming and her breath tight . . .


Ari found herself in the throne room without knowing how she got there. The ceiling was stories high, unusual for this era, with vaulted stone, thick beams, and dyed glass in the windows. The place hummed with finely dressed nobles. Out of habit, Ari searched for any threats, tracking the pack of knights behind the empty wooden throne. She’d only met one of them when she arrived, an old knight with creaky joints called Galahad.


Ari stepped down a fur runner, gathering attention as the room quieted, all eyes on her.


And that’s when she spotted Gwen, safe in a circle of ornately dressed women, head craned to see over their protective ring. Ari wondered if Gwen could feel her taking in every single curve of Gwen’s neck, cheek, lips from beneath her helmet. When Gwen blushed, Ari felt certain her lady could. Ari stopped at the center of the room, unsure of where to direct herself since the throne was empty. Arthur slid out from the crowd of nobles, as skinny and small as Merlin was these days. He grinned at the sight of Ari, which was not what she expected at all.


What the . . .


Arthur was little more than a child. “You’re alive!” he cried. “I thought for certain Sir Kay’s blow would have finished you.”


Ari genuflected. Once on her knee, head bowed, the young king lifted her arm, inspecting the spot where the rounded dagger had punched a hole in the circlets of her chainmail. Ari nudged him off, feigning pain. In truth, Mercer’s pill had knitted everything back together so well she only felt tightness this morning. “Your Sir Kay should work on his aim. His blow did not meet its mark.”


“A good thing. He was wrong to attack a defender of my kingdom.” Arthur glanced at the knights with a hard scowl, and Ari watched the one called Sir Kay turn his back pointedly. Arthur beckoned her to rise and walked to his throne. He hopped onto the large seat and leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “Would you remove your helmet, good knight?”


Ari did as she was told, tucking it under her arm. She managed to refrain from looking back at Gwen, but only just. Ari couldn’t seem to find words. Why in the hell was Arthur so young? Had they completely botched the time jump? By the looks of him, his eighteenth birthday—and the moment the chalice was set to appear—was solid years away.


“I surprise you,” Arthur said, ruddy-cheeked.


“You have no beard,” Ari said, unable to suppress a bout of what Kay had loved to call Ari Brand Honesty. “I heard you were older.”


Arthur smiled, which was oddly adorable. Slightly gap-toothed and far too earnest. “You and me both, I’d say. Although how I envy your great height, Sir . . . ?”


Shit. She’d forgotten to think of a decent moniker.


Ari gave Arthur a slight smirk.


“You conceal your name from the king of Camelot?” he asked, more curious than accusing. He stood, holding her gaze even though she was an entire head and shoulders taller than him—and most people in this time period. He circled her, and Ari felt his studying eyes everywhere. “You are odd. You speak to a king as if he is your equal. You wear the blue armor of Normandy but your skin is darker than a Northman. More like the southern Franks. You travel without servants, your accent is very strange, and your armor is too short at the knees. Quite the ill-made knight . . . Sir?”


Again, Ari merely smirked. She could not name herself Ironfist; that was a lie too far.


Gwen came forward, pushing through the ladies. She stood at Arthur’s side, taking his elbow in a way that made him sort of . . . shiver . . . and Ari pound all over with jealousy. “King Arthur has asked you here, good knight, to thank you for your services in yesterday’s battle. I believe you saved my life.”


Arthur smiled at Gwen and then returned his scrutinizing glare to Ari. “Yes, I owe you a debt and would like to invite you to assemble a team to fight in my melee in three days’ time. Alas, if you will not share your name, I must imagine you to be suspicious.”
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