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The skylark flies far from her nest

And finds it changed when she returns.

The nestlings think it is she who has changed.

The pieces no longer fit together.

—Stanza recited by the acolytes of the Lady’s Temple on the Isle of Apples







PROLOGUE
The ancient stone had rested in the sanctuary of the Lady’s Temple for lifetimes beyond counting. It was there long before Morgana was born, before any of the Nine had claimed their carved bogwood chairs, before even the Blackbird came to serve. Its granite surface sparkled silver in the sun and obsidian in starlight. It was the stone of legend, mythical and yet real, hidden in a place where no man but the Blackbird could see it. The nine priestesses had sworn to guard it until the day it was needed, and so they had done.
Morgana measured her growth by the stone. When she first crossed Ilyn to the Isle of Apples, the top of it was level with her four-year-old shoulders, and the great sword’s hilt loomed above her head, its single jewel shining like a red eye peering down at the little girl. By the time she was ten, the stone reached her breastbone, and if she stood on tiptoe, Morgana could have reached the hilt of the sword with her fingertips. She grew swiftly after that, so that when she was fourteen the stone reached no higher than her hip. She could have gripped the hilt without stretching her arm.
She did not. Proud though she was, daring and headstrong and brash, she knew the sword was not for her.
Morgana continued to grow. When she became one of the Nine, she was the tallest priestess in the Temple, though the youngest. She was even taller than the Blackbird, though she suspected that if he would stand properly, lift his shoulders and straighten the hump of his back, he would equal her in height.
But perhaps the Blackbird no longer cared about standing tall. He had lived an unnaturally long life, as long, some said, as one of the fae, who were no more in the world. The Blackbird’s existence was one of the great mysteries of the Temple, even of Lloegyr. They called him the Black Mage when he was not present. When he was, no one called him anything.
Morgana had a lifetime ahead of her still, and she always stood as tall as she was able. She was long of arm and leg and neck, and she could reach higher, run faster, see farther than anyone.
Not that her sister priestesses ever reached very high, nor did they run, nor exert themselves unduly if they could avoid it. They dispensed potions and remedies and charms to the supplicants who found their way to the Isle. They performed the rites of the Temple precisely as they had learned them. They taught the acolytes to recite the stanzas by rote, without examining their content.
It irritated Morgana to hear the acolytes’ high, sweet voices reciting the words blankly, with no sense of their meaning:
The few retreat into the shadows of time. Who will recall?

Wisdom fades in darkness,

But the one who remains will remember.

Who were the few? Who was the “one who remains”? None of the priestesses seemed to know, or care. If any had ever known, they were long gone.
As a very young acolyte, Morgana had asked what it all meant, but her teachers scowled and told her to be quiet, to sit still, to concentrate, to be obedient. She scowled back, impatient with their elderly ways, with the weakness of their remedies, the failures of their charms, the shallowness of their devotions. The other acolytes mocked her for her refusal to behave, but she couldn’t help herself. Morgana was not good at sitting still, nor at being silent when there were so many questions to be asked. Not until the Blackbird took over her instruction did she find satisfaction in her studies.
Passing through the sanctuary now, the adult Morgana lingered beside the ancient stone, tracing the patterns in the granite with one long forefinger and wondering. Wondering when the Blackbird would finally trust her with its secrets. Wondering, indeed, if the Blackbird would ever speak to her again.
Her sister priestesses bowed when they passed the stone. Morgana did not. When Preela had pressed her about it, Morgana gave her a cool glance. “It is just a rock now, Priestess. The great sword is gone.”
Preela protested. “It’s not just a rock! It’s sacred!”
“It no longer has any power,” Morgana said. “Surely you feel that.”
“That is not the point.” Preela’s tone was sour and resentful. “Morgana, a bit of humility would ease your way in the world.”
“I know, Priestess. You have said so often enough.” She laid her palm on the stone and mused, “I have learned more than you realize.”
“Well,” Preela said, wrinkled lips pursing. “Thank the Lady for that.”
“Oh, yes. Thank the Lady.” But Morgana didn’t feel thankful. She felt defeated. Sad.
She wended her way down the slope from the Temple to the herb garden that spread at the foot of the gentle hill. Scraps of snow still lay under the shrubs and in the shade of the holm oak. The wintry sun made them glimmer, jewel-like, and gave her a stab of homesickness for the keep of Camulod and its sparkling courtine. Despite the cold and the dormancy of the herbs, she could smell the muted scent of lavender, its branches gone gray with winter. The rosemary was still strong, and she took a sprig in her hand to sniff. The thyme, thriving whatever the weather, smelled muddy. It needed the snow cleared around it, and its earth tilled to allow it to breathe.
She wouldn’t mention it, though. She would let Niamh, the elder priestess, with her sun-spotted face and fingers perpetually stained with earth, instruct the acolytes on the proper care of the herb garden. The acolytes tended to be nervous and tongue-tied around Morgana. They would forget anything she said to them.
She was standing beneath the holm oak, gazing up into the snow-iced cloud of mistletoe clinging to its branches, when she heard his voice. She blinked, doubting herself, then turned to see that it was indeed the Blackbird.
She had not seen him since the coronation, but he had changed very little. Perhaps he was a bit more stooped, and leaned more heavily on his staff. Certainly the rim of his battered black hat drooped lower over his face, and the hem of his brown robe trailed on the ground behind him as he hobbled down the slope to meet her. His long beard was more white than gray now, but his eyes, peering up at her from beneath wrinkled lids, were as bright with life as ever.
He spoke as if they had parted only that morning, instead of years before. He pointed a knotty finger up at the mistletoe and said in his creaking voice, “Most powerful herb in the garden.”
“You have no need to remind me of the powers of mistletoe, sir.” Morgana’s own voice was deep and carrying, like the ringing of an iron bell. “I learned them from you when I was barely ten years old. I remember the day very well.”
“Do you indeed?” He leaned on his staff as he fixed his gaze on her. His beard had grown so long it caught in the belt around his waist and tangled around the sigil of the Lady dangling from his neck.
“I do. Do you?” Morgana responded.
He blinked owlishly, as if the slanting afternoon light dazzled his eyes. “I remember the lecture. Not the day.”
“It rained.”
“That’s what you remember?”
“I think you know, dear sir, that I remember it all.”
“Tell me, then.” He didn’t smile, but his beard twitched, rather like the tail of a cat stalking a bird. She understood him, perhaps better than anyone still living, and she knew he enjoyed this sort of exchange.
She said, “The waning moon hung in the sky after the rain cleared.”
His beard twitched again. “Did it?”
“Yes. The full moon was a week past. The ripples in the lake had subsided, and the mist lay on smooth water. You and I left the shelter of the sanctuary and walked here, in the garden. You mentioned the power of thyme to ease congestion, and rosemary to reduce inflammation. You spoke of the soothing effects of eucalyptus on the chest, and how difficult it is to grow. And you told me that mistletoe must be measured carefully, because it is dangerous if overused.”
“Your recall is impressive, Morgana.”
“My recall is perfect, sir.” He snorted at that, but he didn’t argue. Morgana never forgot anything. Could not forget anything, even if she would have preferred a memory to fade. She would like to forget how cruel Preela had been to her when she first arrived at the Isle as a small, homesick girl. She would be content not to remember how Iffa had mocked her for crying into her pillow at night. It would be better for them all if she no longer recalled the slaps and pinches and braid-pulling of the older acolytes, all things that had hardened her heart against them, taught her to gloat when she bested them in their studies. They soon learned that her remedies were swifter than theirs, her potions stronger. She surpassed them all in scrying and in her deep sight, but her gifts made her no friends. She was the perpetual outsider. She had no confidant, no one to listen to her troubles, no one to laugh with or whisper with or even just to walk with. Her work was her only comfort. She had grown stronger than any of them, but still, though they could no longer abuse her, every blow, every insult lived on in her mind.
Sometimes her memory was part of her gift. At other times it was part of her curse. And at this moment, when the Blackbird was about to speak to her at last about what had happened at Camulod, she wished she did not already recall the event with agonizing clarity.



BOOK ONE
THE PRIESTESS MORGANA



1
On the day Morgana turned four, her mother sent her away. The day was dark and wet, the most miserable day of a miserable season. Storm clouds hulked above the keep of Camulod, as they had done for weeks. Wind drove the rain slantwise and soaked the scarlet banners that hung, sodden and limp, above the courtine. Little Morgana clutched at her mother’s hand until the brown-robed man with the long gray beard and stooped shoulders tugged it free.
Ygraine stood preternaturally still, a slender statue, beautiful even with her yellow hair dripping rain and her blue gown bedraggled by it. She watched without a word, without a tear, without even a wave as the old man pulled her child away. There was no kiss, no embrace. Morgana looked back as she stumbled behind the brown-robed man but saw no hint of regret or sorrow in her mother’s stance, or any more emotion than a statue might have had. When the baby, Morgana’s new half brother, began to wail from inside the tower, Ygraine turned. Neck stiff and back rigid, she disappeared inside before her little daughter was out of sight.
“Never mind,” the old man said, in a voice that cracked with age. Morgana had not yet learned his name. “You will soon forget.”
The child Morgana had no idea if that was true. She barely grasped that she was leaving her home for good, that she had to go with the graybeard whether she wanted to or not. Numb with confusion, she let him pull her along the path through the woods toward the lake.
She twisted her neck to steal one more glance at the castle where she had lived all her short life. Rain-washed and massive, Camulod perched on an enormous promontory of rock, like a great ship cresting a huge wave. The castle’s towers and gates, the courtine that shielded the keep, all seemed to grow organically from the gray stone, as if they had always been there. As if they would be there forever.
Morgana understood, even at her tender age, that Ygraine had chosen her infant son over her daughter. Ygraine had sacrificed her first child to placate the domineering man she had married after Morgana’s father died.
“I need a husband,” Ygraine had said to her sister Ylaine. “I cannot hold this kingdom without a man by my side.”
Morgana had been huddled behind a wardrobe, listening, every word recorded forever in her prodigious memory. She heard Ylaine answer, “You will have your pick of men, Ygraine, but take care how you choose. Their lust for the crown makes liars of them all.”
Ygraine had not heeded her sister’s advice. Widowhood had confounded and confused her, and she had accepted the suit of Uther Dragoun in haste. Uther had been gentle in his wooing and ardent in his lovemaking, but once he and Ygraine were wed, everyone at Camulod learned how harsh a man he was. He was cruel to servants and children and jealous of his wife. He wanted nothing around to remind him that he was not Ygraine’s first husband, that he had not earned his crown but obtained it only through his marriage. It was at his command, not to be disobeyed on pain of a blow from one of his hard fists, that Morgana be sent away. Eventually, she would know that Uther could have simply had her killed, had he so wished. She would not have been the first to suffer such a fate.
But at four, bewildered and bereft, she didn’t know this. Her throat ached as she watched her mother disappear inside the tower, letting the heavy door close behind her. Morgana lagged behind the brown-robed man, making him tighten his grip on her hand. Once, she tripped on a tree root and fell to her knees. She would have fallen headlong except for the support of the graybeard. As he pulled her to her feet, she looked up into his face for the first time, hidden until now by the drooping brim of his black hat. It was not an unkind face, but it was remote, as if he had withdrawn from the world, as if he could no longer be touched by what other people felt.
He urged her on through the rain, and she had to force her short legs to move faster to keep up with him. They wound through the trees and down the slippery bank of the lake to where a simple rowboat waited at the dock, its bowline tied to an ancient wooden bollard. Raindrops peppered the surface of the water as Morgana stepped down into the boat, and the graybeard seated her on a plain wooden bench. He draped a hooded cloak over her before he shipped the oars and began to row.
She twisted on the bench to try to see where they were going, but the rain was a curtain, parting only when the prow of the boat pushed through it. Her vision blurred with tears, and she swiped at her eyes with her little fingers. When she dropped her hands, she gazed blindly into the shimmering curtain of mist that lay ahead, beyond the rain, and without knowing what she was about to do, she scried for the very first time.
There would be thousands of other such events in her life, but she was yet to learn what they meant.
She perceived an image of another place, another time, a scene she could not have imagined. It seemed to be painted upon the gray mist. Her mouth fell open as she stared, and wayward raindrops moistened her tongue. She pressed her palms to her temples, struggling to understand what she saw.
Ygraine lay motionless on a bier. Her blue skirts fell over the sides to sweep the ground, and her yellow hair spilled across the funeral pillow. Six men carried the bier away from the castle and toward the woods, where the flames of a funeral pyre already towered in the dusky sky. The child Morgana had seen funeral pyres from her window in the castle, and she understood that in this scene, this image that had sprung into being against the silvery mist, Ygraine no longer lived, and the bier that carried her was destined for the fire.

Mercifully, Morgana did not comprehend that this was a true vision, a spontaneous one, born from her nascent gift of deep sight. Nevertheless, she remembered it always, as she remembered everything, absolutely and in detail. When she recalled it in later times, she tasted the rain in her mouth once again, and felt its cold drops sliding down her neck. She heard the rattle of the oars in their locks and the splash of the blades in the lake water. She smelled the tang of the hood draped over her head, a scent left by whoever had worn it last, and she heard the rasp of the graybeard’s breath as he rowed.
With rain streaking her cheeks and spilling over her chilled hands, little Morgana felt a tearing in her breast, a sensation she had never before experienced. It was the shock of the vision, the disbelief at being rejected by her mother, the soul-deep sorrow of being torn from her home, her bedchamber, her nurse. No one had told her where she was going, or what she would do there, or if anyone would care for her. No one had promised she would soon return to the home of her heart. It would have been a lie, but it might have comforted her.
It would be many years before she returned to Camulod. She never saw her mother again.



2
Braithe had known, since very soon after she came to the Lady’s Temple as a child, that she would never be one of the Nine. She had no deep sight, not then, and not now when she was twelve, an age by which her teachers said any who possessed the gift would have shown evidence. She was clumsy with potions. She was an attentive student, an obedient child, and a pretty girl, but her tinctures were weak, her salves runny, and her potions cloudy. She had an excellent memory for the stanzas she and the acolytes had to learn, but except for that, she had no special gifts.
Except loyalty. Loyalty Braithe possessed in abundance.
When eight-year-old Braithe had disembarked from the rowboat that brought her across Ilyn, through the curtain of mist to the dock below the Temple garden, she hardly looked back at the older brother who had delivered her to the Isle. He called a farewell that she barely heard. She was staring, open-mouthed, at the wonderland that was the Isle of Apples.
Everything about it seemed magical to Braithe. The trees surrounding the Temple were tall and dark, beribboned with sheets of moss in a green so dark it was nearly black. The sky above seemed bluer than it had above her home, and the fascinating scents of unfamiliar herbs, plants that didn’t grow on her mother’s croft, tickled her nose. Flowers of every description bloomed in sunny patches where the shade didn’t reach. Butterflies abounded, and the birds seemed to sing enchanted songs. Rabbits peeked from beneath the undergrowth, pink noses twitching at the little girl gazing back at them. Squirrels danced along tree branches and fled up the trunks, their fluffy tails aloft.
Braithe trudged up the hill, past a stone bench, on through beautifully tended garden beds, until she could see the Temple. It was huge. Its doors stood open to the summer air, so Braithe could see the thick pillars that held up the roof, and the floor of flagstones set into packed earth. A large stone rested in the center of the space, and beyond it stood a semicircle of tall chairs with elaborately carved backs and wide armrests. Braithe counted them on her fingers. Nine. They were empty at the moment, but she knew what they were for. All the common folk knew about the nine priestesses of the Lady’s Temple.
As she tiptoed closer, barely breathing for awe, she saw that what she had taken for pillars were standing stones, like the ones in the field near her mother’s cottage. She couldn’t imagine how these great thick fingers of rock had come to be on the Isle. They had to be heavier than any ten men could lift. And what boat could bear their weight?
All of it spoke of magic and mystery, and Braithe thrilled to it. Surely the Isle of Apples was every bit as wondrous as the White City of the fae was said to be!
What struck her most, not only in the Temple but in the buildings attached to it, was the abundance of space. She had just left a cottage where far too many people lived in one cramped house, where she felt she could hardly breathe, and this—this grand building—was so spacious that her entire family, mother and siblings, their cow, and all their sheep could have fitted inside and had room left over.
A woman in a black robe appeared at the crest of the little hill and beckoned to her. Braithe transferred her rapt gaze to the gray-haired, beak-nosed woman, not knowing how to behave with her. Was this one of them? One of the priestesses? The sense of magic intensified so that she barely remembered to close her mouth as she approached her. The magical feeling dissipated the moment the woman spoke. In a voice as shrill as the caw of a crow, she snapped, “Name?”
Braithe, seized by a sudden spasm of nerves, stammered, “B-B-Braithe?” as if her name were in doubt.
“Do you have a purse?”
Braithe blinked. “A—a purse?”
She had never had a purse. She didn’t think anyone in her family had ever had one. What would they put in it? She had never, in all her eight years, held a coin in her hand, or bought something from a vendor. They were cottars, her mother, her siblings. They only ate food they grew or caught. They labored every day in the fields, and their reward was a place to sleep. She wore clothes that had been worn by older sisters, and would be worn again by younger ones.
A purse? No.
The beak-nosed woman snorted. “Another one begging the Temple’s generosity!”
Braithe said nothing. She had no idea what the woman meant. She had been sent by her mother because there were too many hungry mouths at home, and the local headman had advised giving Braithe to the Temple as tribute.
The gray-haired woman seized Braithe’s hand and pulled her away from the view of the Temple and toward a low, windowless building that sprawled to their left. Braithe trotted alongside the woman, her cheeks burning with embarrassment as other girls, mostly older, certainly taller, stopped what they were doing to stare at her.
They went into a long room where dozens of pallets stood in rows. The woman took Braithe’s bag and tossed it onto one of the pallets. “That’s yours,” she said. “One of the acolytes will bring you a robe.” She paused, hands on her hips, wrinkled lips pursed. She peered down her impressive nose at Braithe, who gazed back, her eyes stretched wide with confusion. The woman snorted again as she turned away. “Let us hope you’re brighter than you look.”

Braithe had no idea if she was bright, and it had never occurred to her that she might or might not look as if she were. She had spent the scant years of her life until that moment worrying about whether she and her siblings would have enough to eat, or clothes warm enough to fend off the fierce bite of winter.
She soon learned that at least she would have plenty to eat on the Isle of Apples. She also learned that the woman who had brought her to the dormitory was Priestess Iffa, and she picked on all the acolytes. It was not just Braithe who Iffa thought had no promise, but most of them. There was only one acolyte who stood out, who exhibited special gifts, and Priestess Iffa resented her with as much energy as she despised the others.
Braithe, once she accepted that she herself had no magic, attached herself to that one.
Everyone believed Morgana was destined to be one of the Nine. She was four years older than Braithe. Tall and lean, with straight black hair that gleamed blue in the sun, she had knowing eyes that were as much gold as brown. They slanted slightly upward at the corners, like those of a cat.
Braithe admired her from a distance, as most of the younger girls did. Morgana seemed to be always solitary, walking alone, working alone. Everyone assumed she preferred it that way. Morgana was so far above them all, so remote and mysterious, that Braithe was startled to find her at her shoulder one morning in the workroom.
Braithe had been staring helplessly at the goldenseal and mint she was trying to crush with a small mortar and pestle. It lay in a crumbly mass in the bottom of the mortar, and no matter how she tried to wield the pestle with her short fingers, the leaves and stems would not give way.
Feeling the presence of someone behind her, she dropped her head to hide the tears building in her throat. It would surely be Priestess Iffa, always quick with a scathing remark, or it could be one of the instructors, less sharp-tongued but still critical. Braithe didn’t think she could bear another dressing-down in front of all the acolytes laboring at the worktables. They would add the moment to the many things they teased her about: her country accent, her freckles, her unruly curls, which she could never pull a comb through.
When she heard Morgana’s deep voice, Braithe startled and dropped her pestle with a bump. “Come now, little one,” Morgana murmured. She reached past Braithe with her long arm, picked up the pestle, and nestled it back into her fingers. “Let me help you.”
Braithe hardly breathed as she felt Morgana’s long fingers wrap around her own, guiding the movement of the pestle in a circular motion, pressing and grinding, stirring, then pressing again. As if by magic—or perhaps, as it was Morgana, it was truly magic—the stubborn herbs dissolved into the paste they were meant to become.
Braithe’s tears never fell. She let Morgana’s hand guide her, and when it was lifted, she gazed in wonder at the perfect paste in the bottom of the bowl. Shyly, she lifted her face to the older girl. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I don’t know why it’s so hard.”
“It is just new to you,” Morgana said. She didn’t smile—Braithe had not seen her smile—but her cat’s eyes glowed with warmth. “Next time will be easier.”
Morgana was right. The work did get easier, but Morgana herself had everything to do with that. Braithe felt the envious eyes of the other young acolytes on her as Morgana showed her how warm a syrup should be, how much wine a tincture needed, how lumps and crumbs could be smoothed out of a remedy. Braithe wasn’t sure why Morgana had singled her out, but it was the greatest gift she could have given her. Braithe’s confidence grew, and her courage swelled. She began to take the teasing of her comrades in stride, dimpling, laughing without embarrassment.
She began to make friends, even to feel affection for some of the other acolytes, but those feelings were nothing compared to what she felt for Morgana. She was deeply, passionately devoted to the older acolyte, and when one of the other girls tried to tease her about that, she did not laugh.
When Morgana put her special touch on a potion, its power intensified instantly. Her salves were the smoothest and strongest. Her tinctures were clear as water but always effective.
Braithe often watched her settle a cork onto a jar without touching it. A spoon Morgana wanted flew up into her fingers before she reached for it. Braithe gasped when she saw a candle wick burst into flame, tweaked between two of Morgana’s long fingers.
To Braithe, there was no one, not even any of the Nine, who could compare to Morgana of the Isle. Morgana was all magic, and Braithe would not be mocked for admiring her.

Four years after Braithe arrived at the Isle, the boy from Camulod was admitted into the Temple sanctuary, the first male to do so in Braithe’s memory. Someone said King Uther had once tried to get in but had been turned away. She didn’t know if that was true. There were always tales spinning through the dormitory, and most of them were just rumors.
On this day, though, the boy—the prince—was welcomed with ceremony by the priestesses themselves. The acolytes, eyes bright with excitement, were allowed to join the Nine to observe. On their knees, they clung together, whispering, watching everything, thrilled at this deviation from their daily routine.
Braithe knelt beside Morgana, so close to the stone she could have touched it, had she possessed the courage. The nine priestesses in their black robes sat in their ceremonial bogwood chairs, long sleeves draping over the armrests to skim the flagstones of the floor. Above their cowled heads, the chair backs rose in intricately sculpted shapes, leaves and grasses and boughs, all symbols of the Lady. Ordinary knives couldn’t carve iron-hard bogwood. The chairs had been shaped long, long ago, and everyone understood there was magic in the work, the kind that could only have come from the fae.
The Blackbird led the boy into the Temple, and to Braithe’s surprise, the Blackbird nodded to Morgana as he drew near the stone. As she rose, she laid the flat of her hand on Braithe’s shoulder to indicate she should remain where she was.
Morgana stood a full head taller than the boy. He was younger, perhaps Braithe’s age. Morgana wore undyed robes, without any discernible style, but elegant on her long body. The prince wore a fine tunic of blue, the color of royalty, and sleek lambskin leggings. His hair was as yellow as the tansy that grew on the riverbank, his smooth cheeks pink with youth.
He was the most beautiful boy Braithe had ever seen.
The lad turned to stare at Morgana as if he was unsure who she was. His eyes slid to the Blackbird’s wrinkled face, then back again to Morgana, and he caught his lower lip between his teeth as if to stop himself from asking. No one spoke. The Temple fell silent, so quiet Braithe could hear the lake water lapping the shore, even the creaking of the rowboat that had brought the boy to the Isle and which bobbed now on the limpid waves washing the dock.
The Blackbird gestured to Morgana with his gray-bearded chin. She took up a position near the stone, opposite the niche from which the sword protruded, while the Blackbird stood to one side. The boy, whose name had not been spoken, took two tentative steps that led him to the sword. He stood gazing at it, still chewing so fiercely on his lip Braithe feared his mouth would bleed.
The Blackbird said quietly, “Now, my lord.”
The lad’s eyes, blue as lake water, bright as a spring sky, flashed up at him, then back to the sword. The hilt was barely within his reach, the pommel broad and heavy. He stood on his tiptoes to take hold of the grip, wrapping his fingers awkwardly around it. The blade was all but invisible, thrust deep inside the carved niche of the stone, where it had rested time out of mind.
The boy pulled. Nothing happened.
He reached up with his other hand, and with both hands gripping the hilt as best he could, he tugged and twisted, the effort visible on his face. His features were fine, eyes lined with pale lashes, a short, straight nose, the full lips of a lad not yet mature. Braithe found she was holding her breath, watching him, worrying for him.
What was the great sword for? No one had ever explained why a piece of granite with a sword nestled in it lay in the center of the sanctuary. Acolytes asked, but they were hissed into silence by whichever priestess heard the question. None had ever dared ask the Blackbird. The acolytes whispered among themselves sometimes that if someone made the Blackbird angry, he would turn them into a toad. None had ever witnessed such an event, but they were convinced it was true.
The boy’s eyes glistened as if he might weep with frustration, or embarrassment, or shame. Braithe couldn’t guess which. Perhaps all of those things. As he settled back onto the soles of his feet, hands hanging empty beside him, her heart quivered with sympathy.
She knew that feeling of shame. She had suffered it more times than she could count.
Then Morgana—her Morgana, as Braithe had come to think of her, her protectress, her idol—raised one hand. The palm was turned out, the fingers spread, such long fingers it sometimes seemed she must have extra knuckles. Braithe held her breath again as Morgana’s dark-lashed eyelids closed and her chin dropped. Her hand didn’t move. Braithe, staring at it, could have sworn there was a light in the palm, a glimmer, as of a candle seen at a distance.
The Blackbird spoke in a voice so low Braithe might not have heard it if she had been kneeling farther away. “Once again, my lord.”
The boy rose high on his toes one more time. He seized the grip of the sword with both of his hands so that his thumbs crossed just below the pommel. Morgana’s chin dropped further, and a single faint crease appeared on her forehead as she held her hand steady where it was.
The sword moved.
The boy drew a breath of surprise and pulled again.
The sword shifted outward, the great blade shining silver in the afternoon light.
Once again, the lad pulled, and awkwardly, in little jerks, the sword slid free of the stone. It was long, and Braithe thought it must be fearsomely heavy. Holding it with his two hands, the boy lowered the point, letting it settle cautiously on the dirt between the flagstones.
It was a stanza come to life, one she had recited a hundred times. She whispered it now, barely loud enough for her to hear it herself:
In the clasp of the sacred stone,

The blood of the true king knows its own,

And the hand of destiny falls upon the One.

Now she understood. She sighed, and behind her, the other acolytes did the same. For those who were sensitive enough to perceive it, a shimmer of magic brightened the air in the Temple. Braithe drew a sharp breath as she felt the bones in her hands and arms tingle in response. Morgana’s forehead smoothed, and her eyelids fluttered open to show her eyes glowing gold. Slowly, deliberately, she lowered her hand. She flexed the fingers as if they ached, then let her hand hang still beside her.
The Blackbird said, “Well done, my lord.”
Braithe had to stop herself from protesting that it was Morgana who had released the great sword, not this nameless boy!
The boy held Morgana’s golden gaze with his sky-blue one for a long, suspended moment before he inclined his head to her in a gesture of recognition. And of thanks.
“Sister,” he said, in the high voice of a lad not yet having reached adolescence.
“Brother,” Morgana replied, in her deep, ringing tone. And she added, “My king.”
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Two years passed after the drawing of the sword before anything changed on the Isle. The work went on. The acolytes studied. The supplicants arrived to make their requests in the anteroom. The priestesses did their best to fulfill them. Then, in Morgana’s eighteenth year, Nola, not the eldest of the Nine, but the most frail, went to sleep one summer night and didn’t wake again.
The remaining eight priestesses gathered in the inner chamber of the priestesses’ residence to choose her replacement. The Blackbird hastened up from the garden and through the sanctuary to join them. As he hurried through the courtyard, Morgana fell into step beside him. “They have already convened?”
“They are just beginning.”
“The choice is obvious, sir, is it not?”
He didn’t slow his pace, but there was no need. He never walked quickly. “We will consult the omens, Morgana, as we always do.”
“The new moon is tonight. The perfect time for me to begin my priestesshood.”
He cast her a sidelong glance but kept walking in his stiff way. “The phase of the moon is not the only criterion. You know that.”
“I am already more powerful than any of the surviving eight, sir.”
At that, the Blackbird stopped and turned, pushing his hat back so he could look into her face. “I will not argue that with you, Morgana, although I have warned you about excessive pride. But there is a proper way to do these things.”
“Why waste time on a decision that is already clear?” Morgana’s shoulders twitched with impatience. “We have a list of supplicants who need our help. They come to the Isle every day, begging for remedies.”
“And you fulfill their requests, do you not?”
“I do, or I help the acolytes to do it. Which means I should be one of the Nine.”
The Blackbird’s gray beard twitched. “Like every other candidate, child, you must wait to be invited.”
“I’m no longer a child.”
“That is a matter of perspective, Morgana. Why not enjoy your girlhood while you can? Keep your heart light, your steps free. You will have a very long time to be an adult.”
“My heart has not been light since the day you took me from my lady mother. That was the end of my childhood, as I think you know.”
He paused for a long moment, twiddling his beard with his free hand and gazing thoughtfully at her with eyes that were heavy with something she couldn’t name. “That couldn’t be helped, Morgana,” he said slowly, as if the words pained him. “There were reasons.”
“What reasons?” she demanded.
The moment felt huge to her, as if he were on the edge of saying something important, something real, something she should hear. When he spoke no more but pressed his lips shut, she nearly stamped her foot in frustration. Instead, she lifted her chin, forcing him to look up to see her eyes.
“Nothing I can tell you now,” he said, although without much conviction.
“Sir, I have already proved myself an adept. You saw.” She spoke with confidence, although the customary quiver of doubt shuddered through her belly. She did not, in truth, know why she had been able to help her half brother pull the sword from the stone. She did not know why she was able to do many of the things she did. She hid her confusion behind a mask of pride, though she knew others perceived it as arrogance. Only in the small hours of the night did she allow herself to question who and what she was to possess such powers. Indeed, to deserve such powers. Had the Blackbird conferred them on her somehow? Was that what he had not yet told her?
Whatever the explanation, about this, the question of the priestess’s chair, she was confident. She said, her voice vibrant with conviction, “These two years since that day, I have been waiting.”
“Has it been two years? My, my.” His beard twitched. “Tell me. Why does becoming one of the Nine matter so much to you?”
“I spend my days stirring tinctures and making salves and teaching little girls, when I could be watching the future. Safeguarding the kingdom. I have no friends here except Braithe. I have never made friends, except perhaps with yourself, sir. I am different, and everyone knows it. It sets me apart. That doesn’t matter so much, but doing the work I am meant to do matters a very great deal. Being one of the Nine, having the authority that comes with it, means I can serve my king, the true king, with any gifts I possess.”
The Blackbird nodded, letting his gaze wander to the summer sheen that lay on the blue waters of Ilyn. “Arthur is not yet king.”
“He should be.”
“His time has not yet come.”
“If I were a priestess, I could scry properly. I might know when the time is right.”
“You can scry now. I believe you often do.”
“But who listens to the visions of a mere acolyte?”
“What does your deep sight tell you?”
“It tells me this is my time.”
He sighed, and his slumping shoulders bowed further, giving her a twinge of sympathy. He was, indeed, a very old man. An impossibly old man. She knew so little about him, except that the Lady had appointed him to oversee her Temple and her priestesses. Morgana wondered just how old he was, but she knew it was pointless to ask.
He said tiredly, “I will carry your message to the priestesses, Morgana. I don’t know if it will make a difference. It may have the opposite effect.”
Forced to be satisfied with that, she stepped back, allowing him to go on his way unimpeded. She watched him hobble into the residence. The door opened at his approach, and after he passed through, someone, probably the oddly silent Dafne, closed it behind him.
Morgana stood in the sun-filled courtyard, gazing after him, struggling for patience. The Blackbird had the answers to her questions, and she had thought, just for a moment, that he was going to reveal them. She passed a hand over her forehead and reminded herself she had years in which to learn all there was to know.
What she had not told the Blackbird, what she kept even from Braithe, was that she had already scried Arthur’s future. In the mist that swirled over the lake, and again in the smooth water in her washbasin, she had seen glorious things, but she couldn’t say when they would come to pass.

Braithe and the other acolytes, fair Ethne, dark Olwen, and all the rest, murmured anxiously to each other in the crowded workroom. Everyone knew that Nola no longer breathed the air of the mundane world. No one grieved her, because she had been reclusive, all but invisible, for some time. What made them whisper and speculate was the convocation of the remaining priestesses in their inner chamber. The decision to be made would affect them all for years to come.
Braithe had seen Morgana waylay the Blackbird on his way to the residence, and although she couldn’t hear what was said, she recognized Morgana’s impatience and frustration, and she worried.
“You think your favorite is going to be the next priestess, don’t you, Braithe?”
Braithe laid down the ladle she was using and turned to face Freda. They were roughly the same age, Freda and herself, but Freda was rangy and redheaded, while Braithe was petite and plump, with her fair curls, her freckles, her round blue eyes above deep dimples. They had been acolytes together since Braithe arrived at the Isle, but no friendship blossomed between them. Braithe felt the attention of the other girls turn to her, and it was as if the hot summer sun had suddenly scorched the workroom, bringing perspiration to her temples and neck.
She sniffed and braced her hands on her hips to hide her anxiety. “If there is sense in the Temple, she will be. Who else can compare?”
“Darra, for one. She’s older than Morgana.”
“But not nearly as powerful.”
“Not all of the priestesses are adepts,” Freda said. “That doesn’t mean they aren’t wise in the ways of the Lady.”
Several of the other acolytes murmured assent, echoing the assurances they had heard from their teachers.
“Are you thinking you will be one of the Nine one day, Freda?” Braithe said, in a tone sharper than she had meant to use. She felt the tension of this moment in her belly. She was afraid that if Morgana didn’t get what she wanted, she would leave the Isle, and Braithe didn’t think she could bear to be left behind. “You, a priestess?”
Freda tossed her long red braid behind her back. “I could be,” she snapped. “Why not?” And then, nastily, she said, “My salves are smooth and my tinctures are clear, unlike your own!”
“Ah,” Braithe said, taking care to sweeten her voice. “I was unaware that a priestess is chosen for the smoothness of her salves. How interesting.”
“Certainly you’ll never be a priestess, Braithe!”
Braithe picked up her ladle again. “Your recognition of the obvious impresses me, Freda. We’ve all known that for a long time. There are other ways to serve, as our teachers are always telling us. Perhaps you should be considering them yourself.”
“Perhaps your Morgana should!”
At that, Braithe spun around, and the hot liquid on her ladle splashed over Freda’s robe. “Use your head!” she snapped. She tossed a cloth at Freda to sponge the witch hazel reduction from her skirt. “Morgana’s gifts are too rare to be wasted! Even you, jealous as you are, can understand that.”
“Gifts?” Freda said, scrubbing at the spots on her robe. “Or curses?”
“What do you mean, curses?”
Freda tossed the cloth back to Braithe, and her thin lips curled in a sneer. “What human woman does the things she does? Moving things with her mind. Seeing things in the fog. Lighting a candle with her fingertips.”
Braithe felt the constriction in her throat that too often led to tears. She tried to swallow it away, to speak lightly. To hide her worry. “Of course Morgana is a human woman! What else would she be?”
Freda leaned close to her to whisper, “Fae, that’s what!”
Braithe turned away, unable to stop the tears that filled her eyes. When she was growing up, faerie was everywhere, and everyone feared it. Her mam made offerings to the fae every time she crossed a stream, every time she took her sheep out on the moor, every time she went up the fell in search of blackberries. She left pinches of salt, or a bit of bread, or a few leaves of tea on a scrap of fabric.
Everyone in her village knew the fae had to be placated, teased into being helpful. Their anger was a fearsome thing; they might lure sheep away or trick humans into terrible accidents just to watch them suffer. They would steal babies from their mothers and carry them away to fae country. They might maim someone who offended them. They took lovers and sucked the life from them. Parents threatened their children with the fae when they misbehaved, and said the faeries would come in the night and punish them just for the fun of it. Braithe’s mother, when she was angry or frustrated, would accuse Braithe or one of her siblings of being changelings, and demand to have her real child back. When someone in the village went missing, everyone whispered grimly that the faeries had taken them, and they would never be seen again. Sometimes they were wrong, but too often, the person who vanished had disappeared for good.
It had been Braithe’s great surprise here on the Isle to learn that everyone believed the fae had disappeared from Lloegyr. None of the living priestesses had been to fae country. They had never seen the White City. Their teaching was that the Lady had been the last of her kind. No one could do what she did. No one was left who could wield her magic, and anyone who pretended to was a heretic. They said the Lady had banished the fae from Lloegyr for their evil ways, so for Freda to accuse Morgana of being fae was a terrible thing to say.
Braithe sniffled and wiped her eyes with the hem of her work apron. At the next table, one of her friends gave her a sympathetic smile. She nodded, accepting the comfort, but the insult to Morgana hurt as if it had been meant for herself.

The Blackbird settled into the chair the priestesses’ servant, Dafne, set for him. She didn’t speak—she never spoke—but she held his arm as he lowered himself onto the cushioned seat. He was grateful for the padding she had provided. His ancient bones were going to ache before this was over. The wrangling among the priestesses would go on for hours. He had known such conclaves to last for days.
He allowed his stiff back to relax in the chair as Dafne relieved him of his staff and brought him a cup of cider. The priestesses sat in a semicircle, in chairs similar to his own, but without the comfort of a cushion or the luxury of cider. Dafne, the Blackbird thought, had long ago decided that excessive comfort should be eschewed in favor of swifter resolutions.
He watched her move around the room. There was a rumor that Dafne had been abducted by the fae as a child, and they had stolen her voice to give to someone else. It was as good an explanation as any for her silence, he supposed. It was tempting to blame the fae for every misfortune, but as he knew from his own time in fae country, so long ago, that was not always fair.
He allowed himself to wonder, briefly, if he would ever again see the sparkling lights of the White City, or walk its pale stone paths. He had not intended to go there, nor to stay as long as he had, but now he sometimes found himself longing to return, to immerse himself in the magic and power of that place.
He brushed these thoughts aside. There was work to do.
On a low table in the center of the circle, the tools of divination waited. Three candles of different sizes rested in stone holders. A flat pottery dish held a scattering of leaves to be burned so the ashes could be read. There was a small leather cup full of lake pebbles, white and black, that would be poured out into patterns to be studied. There was a cunningly fashioned metal gong, suspended in a little square of polished wood. A small mallet lay beneath it, ready to strike when the decision was reached.
The most sacred of the ritual objects was a tiny wand, barely longer than one of Morgana’s long fingers, and about as thick. It had been carved of bogwood and was believed to have belonged to the Lady herself, lifetimes ago. None of the living priestesses would presume to try to use it, and they were correct. It was not meant for them.
Only the Blackbird knew who had the right to pick up that wand, but something in his spirit told him it was too soon for her. He feared that if she came into the circle when she was not ready, tragedy would follow. The gravity of that premonition added to the bulk of lifetimes of knowledge he carried, some to be passed on, some to be held close. He felt on this day that he might crumble under the weight of it all, simply collapse from exhaustion.
He wouldn’t do that, of course. He had felt this way before. Once this decision was made, it would pass. He would be relieved when the wand was restored to its chest and he could put aside the memories it stirred up.
As Niamh raised her earth-stained hand to begin, he couldn’t help thinking how relieved he would be when he could pass on this duty to someone else. When he could rest at last.
But that was disloyal, and he thrust the thought aside. Lloegyr had need of him. Camulod depended on him. The Lady had planned it that way, had chosen him for this purpose. Had made him swear a solemn vow that he would keep his secrets until the time was right.
He felt pressure on every side, tricky choices that needed to be made. A point of balance, however uneasy, had to be found between the old power and the new.
And on which side of that fulcrum did Morgana have her place? He wished he knew.
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Morgana felt as if her entire body were stretched taut, as if her muscles were ropes being pulled, her flesh a fabric pressed too thin. She watched the Blackbird enter the priestesses’ residence, and Dafne shut the door firmly behind him. She stood for another moment, gazing at that closed door, then spun toward the lake and her favorite short beach with its litter of gray boulders. She needed to stretch her legs, swing her arms, gaze upon the natural things that gave them all their strength—trees, water, plants, birds, fish.
She felt Braithe’s presence just behind her, and she breathed a bit easier. Braithe had become the little sister she had never had, filled a void she hadn’t known was there. She barely knew her half brother Arthur, and there was an even younger brother, little Mordred, born to Uther’s second wife, but she had never laid eyes on the boy. She had resigned herself to being alone, until Braithe came along.
When she had stepped in to help Braithe, remembering how hurtful Iffa’s criticisms could be, she had been delighted to find the girl bright and eager, the perfect apprentice. Seeing Braithe grow in confidence and ability had eased her own painful memories of those early days on the Isle.
Morgana didn’t look back at Braithe until they had passed through the sparse woods beyond the herb garden. At the lake’s edge, she kicked off her sandals, leaving them on the pebbly shore, and lifted the hem of her robe to wade ankle-deep into the frigid water. With her skirts looped over one arm, she turned and beckoned. “Join me.”
Braithe’s dimples flashed as she slid out of her own sandals. She pulled up the skirts of her robe and stepped gingerly down into the water. “Brrrrr. It’s cold!”
“It is perfect,” Morgana answered. “I feared I might burst into flame.”
Braithe shivered, but she didn’t step back out of the water. “You mustn’t worry,” she said. “They can’t possibly choose anyone else.”
“Your confidence is touching, Braithe, but I have not been politic in my dealings with the priestesses. Iffa has always disliked me, and that may be why.”
“Priestess Iffa hates everyone,” Braithe said. “She is even mean to the little ones!”
“I know,” Morgana said. It was something she intended to repair when she took a priestess’s chair. There was nothing to be gained by being cruel to the acolytes, especially the very young ones. “Preela resents me, too, and I have made it worse.”
“She’s stupid,” Braithe said. “All the acolytes know it.”
Morgana wiggled her toes in the icy water. “You are good for me, little Braithe.”
Braithe grinned up at her. “When you are one of the Nine, I will be your servant!”
“Priestesses do not have servants.”
“You will be no ordinary priestess, Morgana. You will be a real priestess, with real abilities. Everyone knows the real magic has returned with you, after sleeping for so long.”
Morgana supposed she should demur, but it could be that Braithe was right. Somehow, for some reason she could not fathom, she had been gifted with abilities that no other priestess in her memory had possessed. She had seen her mother’s death, and it had come to pass just as her vision predicted. Objects obeyed her whims, lifting into her hand when she wanted them, moving to where she needed them to be. None of her charms ever failed. Her deep sight was the same, when she employed it—clear and true. She could pretend modesty about these things, but she and Braithe both knew it would be false.
Braithe went on. “I could see you have no need to waste time on little things, Morgana. Your clothes, your meals, your messages! I could set you free to do your real work, the work the Lady brought you here to do.”
Morgana’s heart warmed at the younger girl’s generosity. She said, “Come, now, my little brat, your toes are turning blue. We will sit on that boulder and toast our feet in the sun.”
When they were settled on the smooth rock, and Braithe had turned her freckled face up into the slanting sunshine, Morgana said, “How is it that you are always so happy? You were sent away as a child, just as I was.”
“Yes, though not so young as you.” Braithe flexed her toes in the warmth, watching the color return to them. “But it was different for me. My mother had too many children in a house with only two rooms. There was never enough food, and my clothes were always handed down from the sisters ahead of me.” She laughed. “When the Temple gave me a new robe, with no smell of someone else on it, no stains, no tears or threadbare places, I was thrilled! I had never had new clothes in my life.”
“A small thing to give such pleasure.”
“It didn’t seem small to me, but then, I was not the daughter of a queen, was I?” She pointed a plump forefinger at Morgana and laughed again. “My life at the Temple is far easier than the one on my mother’s croft. And I have a pallet all to myself. No sisters to jostle me all night!”
“It was the opposite for me,” Morgana said. “My bed was huge, and I felt lost in it. I used to wish for someone to share it with, perhaps a sister to keep me company in the dark of night. But then my brother came along. My half brother, I should say.”
“The true king,” Braithe murmured.
Morgana bent to rub the last of the lake water from her soles. “I didn’t know that then. Or that the arrival of a son meant I would be banished.”
“How did you know your half brother was the true king?”
“That is rather a long story.”
“I think we have time.”
Morgana shot her a look and saw her dimples flash. “You mean to tease me, brat?”
Braithe’s dimples faded. “Oh, Morgana, I didn’t mean—”
“Hush, hush. I know you did not. You were right. I fear we have more time than we would like.”
Braithe nodded and tucked her cold bare feet under her robe. Morgana leaned back on her hands, feeling the warmth of the granite beneath her palms and the benediction of the afternoon sun on her hair. “You will be disappointed in the story. It is not a tale of the fae or a bogle, or anything entertaining.” She shifted her gaze to the vista of the lake, the water glittering sapphire, the green willows posing like dancers at the lake’s edge. When she narrowed her eyes to soften her vision, the willows’ drooping boughs could be faeries in disguise, come to drink the clear water and spy on the women of the Temple. The idea appealed to her, that the fae might visit the Isle of Apples. That they might, indeed, have something to tell her.
Braithe gave a small, encouraging humming sound, and Morgana opened her eyes again. “Very well. I will tell you how I came to understand that Arthur is the true king of Lloegyr.”
“And the most beautiful of all kings,” Braithe murmured, with relish.
Morgana gave her a sidelong glance. “My half brother is pretty enough. But all kings?”
Braithe laughed and shrugged, and Morgana tipped up her face again, remembering, speaking almost to herself. “The Blackbird has always watched me. Even when I first arrived, when I was crying myself to sleep at night and huddling in a corner of the workroom, missing my home and my mother, I felt his eyes on me. When I lost my temper with one of the other acolytes and caused a jar to fall on her head—without having touched it—he stopped the acolyte mistress from punishing me. From that day forward, he was my only teacher.
“The other acolytes were jealous. They pinched me when no one was looking, or put flies in my bed, or pulled my hair.”
“Oh!” Braithe exclaimed. “Nothing that mean has happened to me—well, Priestess Iffa is quick with a slap if I’m slow in answering, but no one else troubles me.”
“I am glad of that. Such cruelty is pointless, but children…” Morgana waved one long-fingered hand, as if to brush away everything she had just said.
“I wish they had not treated you so.”
“Ah, well. It is far behind me now. In any case, the Blackbird tutored me himself, and when he found that I remembered everything he taught me, he worked me harder. I have learned Latin, some Greek, even a bit of Saxon. I could converse with those Romans who threaten to overrun Lloegyr. I could curse the Saxon barbarians in their own tongue.” She grimaced, and her voice hardened. “I would quite like to do that one day. They are everything evil in the world.”
A dragonfly, as blue as the lake, as delicate as a single willow frond, descended from the holm oak and hung, wings aflutter, in front of Morgana’s face. Morgana tilted her head, watching him. The little creature came closer, so close his fragile wings nearly brushed her nose.
Morgana whispered, “I am fine, little brother. Thank you. Off with you, now,” and the dragonfly flitted away, circling once before ascending back into the holm oak.
Braithe’s mouth hung open as she watched his progress. When he was gone, she blinked in amazement at Morgana. “How— What just happened?”
“The dragonfly? He came to calm me. Because when I think of the Saxons—” She spread her hands and blew out a breath. “And now I am calm.”
“A dragonfly? I don’t understand!” Braithe cried. Two spots of uncomfortable pink appeared in her cheeks.
Morgana put a hand on her arm. “It is nothing to be afraid of, brat. Nothing for you to worry about. When one is such as I, these things are not uncommon.”
“When one is such as you!” Braithe repeated. “Where is there anyone such as you?”
Morgana fell silent as she pondered the question. “I have no idea,” she said, at length. “I have always known I was different. Odd, even. Strange that I should be the only one.”
“You’re not alone, though,” Braithe said stoutly. “I am here beside you.”
“I thank you for that. It mystifies me that I should have been made this way. In any case, I have strayed from my tale, have I not?”
“The true king.”
“I never met him until that day in the Temple.” She turned her gaze out to the lake once again. “Though I knew he existed. My mother nearly died bearing him, and then she did die with her next babe. The babe did, too. I understood my half brother would one day inherit my father’s crown, but that was all. Then, when the Blackbird brought me to the lake for my first lesson in scrying, we both had a surprise.” She paused, remembering. “I had been scrying for years without knowing it.
“The mist was heavy on the lake that day. We were on that flat bit of beach on the other side of the garden, the one with those thick roots growing up through the earth. We sat on one of those roots, and it curved so high my feet barely reached the ground. The Blackbird had to lean on his staff to lower himself to it.
“He pointed his staff at the mist. ‘Now, Morgana. When I concentrate, I see things against the fog, and I hope you will learn to do that. It’s called scrying. Right now, I see—’
“I interrupted him, although I had not meant to. ‘I see a boy on a horse. He carries a spear and a sword, and he wears a crown.’
“The Blackbird nearly dropped his staff, and those gray eyebrows flew up his forehead. He said, ‘What?’
“I answered, ‘Is that not what you see, sir?’
“He stared at me for a long time before he said, ‘It may be. But your vision is your own.’
“I asked him what it meant, and he answered, ‘Only the scryer can say its meaning, Morgana. Gaze at the scene, and try not to think too hard about it. The answer may come to you.’
“And it did, Braithe. It came to me clearly, although I did not grasp how important the answer was.”
Braithe gazed at her, rapt. “What was it? What was the answer?”
“Words came into my head. They were not my words, and they were spoken in some way only I could hear, so I repeated them for the Blackbird. ‘The one true king. Arthur Dragoun.’
“The Blackbird turned as white as that rock.” She pointed to one of the pale stones strewn about the boulder they sat on. “And that was the end of that day’s lesson.”
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The conclave to choose the next priestess stretched through the long summer twilight and into the hours of darkness. Food and drink were brought and consumed. The Blackbird had to get out of his seat to walk around the chamber to relieve the aches in his body. Iffa fell asleep, and Niamh had to prod her to stop her snoring.
Still they wrangled. Preela cast the stones, and when she could find no pattern in them, Sheelah snapped, “Give them to me! Why do you bother, Preela?” But Sheelah didn’t see the pattern, either.
Sennet touched a burning spill to the leaves, then bent over the ashes, her forehead furrowed. Murragh burned one candle, then another, leaving only the third to light the chamber when night fell.
Names were put forward, argued about, praised and criticized, but no conclusion had been reached. The Blackbird tugged at his beard to keep himself alert. Not until the first gray fingers of dawn crept through the single high window did he intervene.
When the discussion waned into silence, he spoke. “Why,” he asked, in a tone devoid of emotion, “has no one mentioned Morgana?”
Iffa startled out of her doze. “Morgana? Who said Morgana? I oppose her!”
“On what grounds, Priestess?” the Blackbird said.
“She is—she is arrogant. And impertinent. We would get nothing done!”
A new voice spoke. “We’re getting nothing done now.” Everyone except the Blackbird turned to stare at Joslyn, the youngest of the priestesses. The Blackbird gazed straight ahead, his beard twitching as it did when he was amused.
Niamh growled, “This is tradition. It’s how the decision has always been reached.”
Joslyn, thin and small and tending to timidity, pressed her hands to her flaming cheeks. “I’m exhausted, as I’m sure we all are. Everyone has something against everyone else, and we haven’t even begun to talk about Morgana.”
“I don’t want to talk about her,” Niamh said. “Iffa is right.”
“Because she’s arrogant?” Joslyn said. She sat very straight in her chair, and though her face still burned, she faced her sister priestesses with something like courage. “Why should she not be? She is more gifted than any of us.”
“She is not!” Iffa said, looking down the great arch of her nose at shy Joslyn.
Joslyn held her ground. “She is. We know it, and she knows it. She has a right to be proud, and she belongs in a priestess’s chair.”
“She’s too young,” Sennet said.
“Does age matter?”
No one replied. The Blackbird stirred himself, rising to his feet with the aid of his staff. He pointed to the divining table. “Preela, pour out the stones again.”
Everyone obeyed the Blackbird’s commands. His word would be, in the end, the final one. No one remembered why that was, but no one questioned it. It had always been so, since long before any of them came to the Lady’s Temple.
Preela picked up the cup of black and white pebbles and poured them in a stream onto the surface of the table, then stepped back.
The Blackbird bent over the table, eyeing the pattern the stones made, then looked up, scanning the circle, fixing each priestess with his gaze. “You see it, do you not? Tell me you see it.” When there was no answer, he pointed with his staff. “Niamh, you’re the eldest. You have been through more of these conclaves than anyone, and you have deep sight. Tell me what the stones say.”
Niamh levered herself out of her chair and walked to the table. She braced her hands on her knees to bend forward so she could look down at the little rivulets of white and black flowing across the brown wood, separating, curling back until they met in a wider stream, then parting again. With a little “Hmm,” mostly under her breath, she straightened. She turned to her sister priestesses with her hands spread wide in defeat. “Water-born,” she said sourly, and stumped back to her chair.
The Blackbird waited. One by one the priestesses stepped forward to lean over the table. Every one of them nodded acknowledgment, though he suspected only Olfreth saw the pattern. Aside from Niamh, Olfreth was the only priestess with deep sight. For her, the pattern in the stones would be more than a vision. It would show her the future, show her what was to be done, and why. Her gaze met the Blackbird’s, and she gave a sharp nod.
Water-born.
Morgana.

Morgana tried to sleep, but without success. Braithe pressed her to eat something, and then, yawning, sought her own pallet. Morgana lay down for a time, but tension made her muscles twitch, and in an hour she was up again. She made her way out of the dormitory, where the other acolytes lay dreaming, and walked down through the garden to the shore.
She wondered sometimes at how much she loved the lake, since her first voyage upon it had been so traumatic. It was true, though. She thought of it as Ilyn, as the common people called it, rather than its formal name of Camulod Lake. She loved the smell of the water, the tang of fish, the heavier tinge of willow and reed and moss. She liked the slap of modest waves against the rocks, and the rustle of bigger ones when the wind came up or when the moon was full. She savored the glisten of moonlight on the water at night, and the shimmer of the morning sun on a calm day.
She usually found peace beside the lake, but on this night, with the new moon peeking now and again through scattered clouds, there was none. She made her way to her favorite beach and knelt on the pebbly sand, hugging herself against the midnight chill. “I am through with waiting,” she murmured into the night. “If the chair does not come to me, I will leave the Isle.”
A sudden swell of something powerful and strange rose in her body without warning. It started in her belly, then bloomed upward into her chest, her throat, her head. She clasped her hands together, wondering, even as a small brown owl soared down to the beach. The bird strutted toward her with round, unblinking eyes fixed on her face. She whispered, “What is it, little sister?”
The creature stopped inches from her knees, dark eyes gleaming. Morgana waited, her lips a little apart, marveling at the sensation of something opening in her, some compulsion coming to life, a compulsion she had not known was there.
The owl blinked once, twice, before she began to spread her wings.
As the bird’s wings rose and stretched, Morgana mirrored the owl’s movement. She stretched her arms up and out. Her palms opened, and her fingers straightened. She came to her feet, rose to her tiptoes, and then, in a rush of energy and power, she lifted from the earth.
She looked down at herself, expecting to see dangling legs, a flowing robe, but her clothes lay below in an untidy pile. She wore feathers instead, brown and gray and warm. Her arms were wide wings with fringed tips, and her feet had become talons tucked close beneath her. Instinctively, her wings moved in slow, powerful beats. The owl flew ahead of her, and she followed, stunned by the sensation of inhabiting a body so different from her own, thrilled with finding she could leave the ground behind. Her wings flapped until she was high above the lake, and then they were still as she glided in the wake of her guide, soaring above the trees, carving a great circle over the water.
She should be frightened. She might fall. She might not be able to regain her own shape. She might get lost and never find her way back to the Isle of Apples. She accepted all these possibilities without caring. None of it seemed to matter in the face of this exhilarating feeling.
She followed her companion, turning when she did, flying higher when she did, swooping to brush the treetops with the soft feathers of her belly when she led her there.
They flew for sheer pleasure, with no goal, no destination, not even, though her ears picked up the rustle and squeak of some small creature, searching for prey. The sky was brightening with the first light of dawn when, at last, she began to tire.
Her companion, as if she knew, led her back to the beach where she had found her. She glided to the ground, and Morgana followed, landing lightly, easily, her talons digging into the damp sand as she settled.
Her body began to feel heavy again. Her feet were not neat little talons but bigger appendages, with long toes and tender soles. Her arms lost their feathers, her breast its downy roundness. The weight of her increased until, without looking, she knew she had resumed her human shape. The owl was gone. The air chilled her bare skin, and she reached down to the mound of her discarded clothes.
She slipped into her chemise, then shook out her crumpled robe. As she pulled it over her head, she saw Braithe staring at her from the path through the trees, her eyes brimming with tears.

Braithe gaped at the owl-become-Morgana, not aware she was crying until she tasted the salt of her tears. She tugged at the roots of her hair, thinking she must be dreaming, that she needed to wake up. She tried to speak, but her tongue wouldn’t respond.
Morgana spread her arms as if to say Here I am, but she didn’t speak, either. For long moments they gazed at each other, until finally Braithe managed to close her mouth, to moisten her tongue, and to croak, “What were you doing?”
“Flying.” Morgana lowered her arms and smoothed the skirts of her robe. “I was flying.” She spoke casually, but Braithe caught the undertone of amazement in her voice.
Three brown feathers fell to the ground, and Braithe hurried to pick them up. She held them in her palm and looked into Morgana’s face. “You were— I saw—”
“Yes,” Morgana said. “Yes.” Her eyes flashed gold.
“An owl,” Braithe whispered.
“An owl,” Morgana repeated. “I was an owl.” She passed her hands over her face, over her body, as if getting to know them once again. “But why are you weeping?”
Braithe held out her hand with the three feathers lying weightless in the center. Her voice trembled with the import of what she had witnessed. “Everyone knows only the fae can shift their shape!”
“Come now, my little brat. Everyone is wrong,” Morgana said, lightly, as if it didn’t matter at all. “It would not be the first time.”
Braithe’s voice deserted her. It did matter, and it terrified her. The fae were evil. Dangerous. They lied, and stole, and people had good reason to hate them. If anyone else had seen Morgana…
Morgana seized her hand, and the feathers drifted to the ground. “It was like a dream,” she said.
“If you were dreaming, then so was I,” Braithe said, gripping Morgana’s long fingers in her shorter ones. She steadied at the contact, and the fog of shock began to clear from her mind.
“I have never known a shapeshifter,” Morgana said.
Braithe choked, full of alarm at what it meant, “But, Morgana—could you be fae?”
“No. My mother was merely human, the wife of a king. This is some—some magic I don’t yet—” Morgana stumbled and clutched Braithe’s hand more tightly. “Oh. I am so tired. My legs—I am not sure I can walk.”
“What’s the matter?” Braithe’s heart thudded with a new anxiety. “Are you ill?”
“I think I must be, Braithe. So weak…”
Braithe set her fears aside and put her shoulder under Morgana’s arm. Together they took a couple of halting steps. “I will help you to your bed.”
Morgana didn’t answer but leaned heavily on Braithe’s shoulder. Braithe put an arm around her narrow waist and did her best to share her weight.
It was awkward, assisting her to climb up from the beach, then to make slow progress through the garden. The eastern horizon turned rosy as they struggled. Morgana stumbled once, twice, a third time as they hobbled toward the dormitory, and Braithe, so much shorter, found it hard work to keep Morgana on her feet.
She managed it, but barely. They staggered into the dormitory, where one or two acolytes were beginning to stir. They reached Morgana’s pallet just as her legs gave out. With alarm, Braithe saw that perspiration had broken out over Morgana’s cheeks and neck, as if she had a fever. She undid the tie at the neck of her robe, but she couldn’t remove it, though she tried. Morgana was no help. Her hands shook, and her breathing was shallow and rapid.
Braithe pulled a blanket over her, but she stayed beside her, wiping the sweat from her forehead, chafing her wrists. Morgana’s eyes were closed, and when Braithe spoke to her, she didn’t respond.
Braithe thought she should get help, assistance from someone who knew how to treat a fever, if that was what this was, but she feared it was dangerous to leave Morgana alone. She knelt beside the pallet and took Morgana’s cold hands in hers. “Morgana, please. Try to tell me what you need. I don’t know—”
One of Morgana’s hands lifted, then fell limply back. “Rest,” she muttered. “Sleep.”
“Perhaps a potion…” But Braithe let the thought go. As yet, she was useless at potions, both at making them and at knowing which one was needed. And what potion could cure an illness caused by shapeshifting? She muttered, “I think I should call Niamh.”
At this, Morgana’s eyelids fluttered open, and though her gaze was hazy, she tried to focus on Braithe’s face. “No,” she whispered. “Tell no one. The owl—secret.”
“I understand,” Braithe said, though her heart quaked. She wished, in truth, she had not seen the owl become Morgana.
“Promise,” Morgana breathed, as her eyelids slid closed once more.
Reluctantly, Braithe murmured, “I promise, of course I do. I won’t tell them, but they’ll want to know what’s wrong with you, and you seem so ill that I—”
The small, clear sound of the gong interrupted her. It rang through the Temple, resounding in the dormitory, echoing from the trees around the compound. Every acolyte startled awake, and the quicker ones scrambled for their clothes as the gong sounded again, and then again.
“It’s done!” someone cried, and another exclaimed, “They’ve decided!”
Morgana’s fingers tightened on Braithe’s. “I must get up,” she said hoarsely.
“No!” Braithe murmured. “Stay where you are. I will go and ask.”
Morgana forced her eyes to open, and with shaking limbs, she sat up and put her feet on the floor. “Help me up.”
“Morgana, no! You’re too weak. And suppose it isn’t you?”
The corners of Morgana’s mouth curled without amusement. “Oh, Braithe, my little brat. It is me. I have seen it.”
Braithe helped her to stand, and as she stood close, ready to support her, she felt the great effort Morgana made to collect her strength, to stand straight.
She didn’t have long to wait. Priestess Niamh appeared in the doorway to the dormitory and scanned the rows of pallets until she found Morgana’s. With a sniff, as if she were performing some unpleasant task, she came to stand before Morgana, her hands pressed together before her in the ritual gesture. Braithe noticed, despite the apprehension of the moment, that Niamh’s nails were dark with garden dirt.
“Acolyte Morgana,” Niamh intoned, with the formal address.
“Priestess Niamh.” Somehow, Morgana contrived to make her voice sound as it usually did, deep and strong and carrying.
Niamh said, “The conclave has met, as required upon the death of one of the Nine. It is my duty to inform you that you are offered the chair that belonged to Priestess Nola. Will you accept it?”
Morgana drew herself up to her full height, and Braithe marveled at the sheer power of her will. “I accept the chair, Priestess.”
“Hmm. Well, then,” Niamh said. “You have been chosen as one of the Nine Priestesses of the Lady’s Temple.” She sniffed again. “May your service bring you joy.”
“Thank you, Priestess,” Morgana said in a steady voice. She stood where she was, tall and still and impassive, and didn’t collapse back onto her bed until Niamh was gone.
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Morgana was ill for three days, but she labored to hide the fact. The ceremony of her acceptance into the Nine, of taking her seat in the vacant bogwood chair, went on and on, filling all three of those days, giving her no respite. The rituals were tedious, filled with platitudes she knew no one believed. She gritted her teeth and kept her back straight and her head high, refusing to give in to the weakness that had assailed her after flying through the night in an unfamiliar shape. Faithful Braithe stayed close beside her through it all, offering a steady shoulder to lean on, a firm hand when it seemed her legs might give way.
When the ceremonies came to an end at last, Morgana repaired to her new bedchamber, asking Braithe to accompany her, ostensibly to help her arrange her things. It was the first chance since the selection they had to speak in private. The apartment was small, but along with the surprising luxury of an actual bed instead of a pallet, it boasted a door that could be closed. This Morgana hastened to do the moment they were both inside.
She stretched herself on the bed with a great sigh. “I sometimes thought I would not make it through,” she murmured. “Without you, brat, I would have collapsed a dozen times.”
“You must rest, Priestess,” Braithe said.
Morgana gave a pale groan. “It is so odd to hear you call me that. Four days ago, I was an acolyte just like you.”
“Shall I bring you some food? Perhaps a bit of ale to revive you?”
“What I need,” Morgana said, “is a tincture of elderberries.”
“For recovery,” Braithe said.
“Yes. There is some in the workroom. Do you think you could—”
“Of course.” Braithe moved to the door. “I know some of the acolytes are hoping to see you. Shall I say you’re resting?”
Morgana let her eyes close. “Whatever you think best,” she murmured. “I leave it to you.”
She listened to Braithe’s light steps cross the room, and the open and close of the door, and then she slept. When Braithe returned, she took two spoonfuls of the tincture before sleeping again. Braithe brought her a pottery bowl of soup, which Morgana dutifully drank, along with more of the elder tincture, then fell asleep once more.
The morning light teased her awake as the sun rose above the eastern woods and shone through the window of her new room, casting a tree-leaf pattern across the polished flagstones of the floor. She blinked and yawned, feeling more herself than she had since her arms became wings and her feet became talons. She pushed herself up and went to the washbasin to splash water on her face and hands.
She found, when she turned from the basin, that someone had hung a black robe, the mark of her changed status, on a wooden wall hook. It had been newly sewn for her, and the dyed wool was smooth and soft. She lifted it from the hook and held it up to her shoulders, fully expecting it to be far too short.
It was not. The fabric brushed just past her ankles. Even the sleeves were long enough for her to tuck her hands into. This, she knew, was the doing of Olfreth. Patterns—creating them and seeing them—were Olfreth’s special gift.
Her old brown robe had disappeared, and someone had laid a new undertunic at the foot of the bed. Morgana put that on, then dropped the black robe over her head and drew the wide sash tight around her lean middle. It was perfect. She found a coiled thong holding the Lady’s sigil lying on the bedside stand and lifted that over her head, letting the amulet rest just above the sash. With her hand on the sigil and a rush of well-being flowing through her, she started out the door to find Olfreth and thank her.
She found the Blackbird waiting in the dim hallway, leaning against the wall with one hand on his staff, his eyes closed. She stopped in the doorway. “Sir?”
His eyes opened slowly, and he straightened. He began to speak but had to pause to clear his throat. “Morgana. You’re up at last.”
“Is it so late?”
“Your sister priestesses are breaking their fast.”
“Did you come to wake me?”
He said gravely, “I came to see if you are ill.”
“Why would you think I am ill, sir?”
“I have eyes,” he said dryly. “I have been watching you these three days. Is it a fever?”
She pretended to brush a nonexistent bit of fluff from her new robe while her brain spun. She had never concealed anything from the Blackbird before, but some instinct prevented her from telling him what had happened. What would he say? Would he forbid her from changing her shape? She couldn’t bear the idea that she would never again know the exhilaration of occupying an alien form, despite the exhaustion it had caused.
She met his gaze wide-eyed. “It could have been a fever. It has passed.”
“You requested elder tincture. I worried for you.”
She lifted one shoulder dismissively. “It was nothing.”
“It was not nothing. I feared you might not make it through the ceremonies.”
“And yet I did. No one else noticed.”
“No one observes in the same way I do, Priestess. And,” he added offhandedly, “no one else knows you as I do. Except perhaps your girl, Braithe.”
Morgana chuckled. “Is she my girl?”
His beard twitched. “I think she must be. I hope you’re glad about that.”
“I need her,” Morgana said simply. “She is much stronger than her size would imply.”
“So,” the Blackbird said, his eyebrows lifting. “She is not, after all, without a talent.”
“She is not, sir. I would say Braithe has gifts we have not yet appreciated.”
“That is a wise observation.” The Blackbird pushed himself away from the wall and wriggled his back as if it ached.
“I suppose I had best join the others.”
“Yes. But I would still like to know how you acquired a fever.”
“I wish I could tell you.” It was an enigmatic thing to say, but Morgana shrank from lying to her mentor outright.
If he knew she was holding something back, he didn’t say so. He gestured for her to go ahead of him, to make her way to the private dining room of the Nine. Feeling self-conscious in her new garb, she led the way, but when they reached it, she stood aside for him to go in first, not wishing to be seen making an entrance on her first day.
He glanced up at her as he sidled past. “Give it time, Priestess Morgana.”
“Yes, sir,” she answered, but as the gazes of eight priestesses turned to her, she wished she could have broken bread with the acolytes. She drew herself up to her full height, met each of the unfriendly stares in turn, nodded to Priestess Joslyn, the only one who smiled a welcome, then strode to the place waiting for her at the long table.
“Good morning, sisters,” she said, her deep voice resonating in the low-ceilinged room.
“You’re late, Priestess,” Niamh scolded.
Morgana sank into her chair. “I am sorry. Fortunately, you did not wait.”
“Never,” Niamh growled.
Olfreth smirked, and someone—Sennet, perhaps—stifled a laugh.
Across the table, shy Joslyn, her chin tucked, looked up at Morgana from beneath her eyebrows and winked. Morgana winked back.

Braithe and Morgana fell into a pattern over the next months. Braithe was happy to be running errands for the new priestess, carrying messages when Morgana was meeting with supplicants, often coaxing her to eat and sleep instead of laboring in the workroom most of the night. Braithe attended Morgana early, before she went to breakfast, and stayed close at hand until Morgana went to her bed.
On a chilly morning in early winter, when Niamh had mulched the herb beds and was beginning to harvest the mistletoe, Morgana dispatched Braithe to the workroom for a salve for a supplicant. One of the youngest of the acolytes found her there as she searched the shelves for the salve Morgana had requested. The acolyte said, “Braithe? Iffa wants you.”
“Who?”
“The acolyte mistress,” the child said. And then, naively, “The one with the big nose.”
Braithe chuckled and patted the girl’s shoulder. “Don’t let her hear you say that.”
“She’s waiting in the dormitory.”
“Very well. Thank you for letting me know. Back to your work now.”
The child dashed away. Braithe, impatient with the interruption, turned to the dormitory, the jar of salve in her hand. There she found Iffa sitting in a chair beside her pallet.
Iffa rose when she came in and stood with her hands tucked into her long sleeves, scowling. “At last!” she huffed.
Braithe approached her warily. “Priestess,” she said. “Did you want me for something? Priestess Morgana is waiting for this salve for one of the—”
“Never mind that!” the old priestess snapped. “Morgana can fetch her own salve!”
“She has too many people waiting to consult her. She’s busy from morning till night.”
It was true. Though only months into Morgana’s priestesshood, the entire Temple was aware that word of the new priestess’s power had reached beyond the Isle. More supplicants than usual began to find their way to the Temple to seek her help. Niamh didn’t mind, nor did the Blackbird, because these people brought tribute, sometimes coins, often fresh-caught fish or rabbits, or vegetables from their crofts. It was the other priestesses who minded, who resented the popularity of the newest in their midst. Only Joslyn appreciated Morgana’s popularity, and of course, and always, Braithe.
Iffa snapped, “Who appointed you as personal attendant to a priestess?”
“No one did, but she—”
“If she is overburdened, she must share her duties. We are all called to serve. She spent most of yesterday with one person, and I could have created a charm for that ailment in no time.”
Braithe bit back the response that rose to her lips. The weakness of Iffa’s charms was no secret. Braithe let her gaze slip sideways to hide her scorn. “Yes, Priestess.” She folded her hands at her waist, as demure a posture as she knew how to adopt. “What can I do for you?”
“Nothing,” Iffa said, a note of triumph in her thin voice.
“Then why—” Braithe glanced at her pallet, behind the chair Iffa had been sitting in. All her possessions were piled there. Her spare undertunics, her extra robe, the sandals she wore in summer, even the ones she had outgrown, had been removed from her cupboard and stacked on the bed. On top of the pile she saw her comb, her facecloth, her eating-knife, and her cup. “What’s happening?” she asked uneasily. “Who moved my things?”
Priestess Iffa said, “You’re leaving the Isle.”
Braithe drew a startled breath. “What? Why?”
Iffa looked down her impressive nose at Braithe and clicked her tongue. “Your behavior has been acceptable, Braithe—well, until these past months—but I’m sorry to say your skills don’t justify your continued study in the Temple.” She didn’t look in the least sorry. “You’re not the only acolyte to be leaving, of course. There are four of you. We need the space for acolytes with more promise.” The priestess nodded toward the pile on the bed. “We would have let you collect your own possessions, but of course—” Her lips curved in a mirthless smile. “You were not here. You are never here.”
“But, Priestess Iffa, I don’t want to leave the Temple!”
“How unfortunate.”
“Priestess Morgana needs me.”
“This is not her decision to make, but mine. I am mistress of the acolytes.”
“But—but where will I go?” Braithe gave up her demure posture and pointed to the small pile of her possessions. “Those things are all I have in the world! I have no protector, no prospects, no—”
“You will return to your mother, surely.”
Braithe’s temper rose, and she folded her lips together to stem the threatening outburst. There was no point in arguing. She did not need deep sight to perceive how much Iffa was enjoying this moment. Iffa’s great nose practically twitched with pleasure.
Braithe knew acolytes were occasionally sent away. They might have broken too many rules, or been unable to memorize the stanzas, or decided the vow of celibacy they all swore was too stringent. Those who, like Braithe, knew they would never become one of the Nine found other work to do, other ways to support the Temple. Braithe had never heard of one being sent away because she had no magic, but that was, in essence, Iffa’s assertion.
This was meant to punish Morgana. That was obvious. But what could she do about it? She had no power and no authority, and her loyalty to Morgana had not made her popular. Braithe’s heartbeat thudded in her ears as she wondered what would happen if Iffa had her way. Did Niamh agree? The rest of the Nine?
She did her best to hide the tremor in her voice. “Please excuse me, Priestess. Priestess Morgana has need of this salve, and I promised to fetch it for her.” She turned away from the sight of her things tossed on her bed as if they were rubbish and hurried out of the dormitory.
Iffa cawed, “Straight back, mind you, Braithe! Your boat will be here soon.”
Braithe made no answer.
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The anteroom where the priestesses met with supplicants was a gloomy space, lit by a single candle on a low altar and festooned with drooping willow branches and great sheets of moss harvested from the lakeshore. The moss filled the air with the scent of drying greenery. The candle flickered weakly through the shadows, barely illuminating the divination tools arranged around it.
The atmosphere was created deliberately to convey a sense of mystery and exaggerate the power of the priestesses. The first time Braithe had stepped into the anteroom, the fine hairs on her arms and neck rose, and gooseflesh prickled her arms. Now she just wished Niamh would clear away the folds of moss, put up wall sconces, create a welcoming place for the women who brought their sad tales to the priestess: stories of sick children, wounded husbands, dying sisters. They were poor women, wealthy women, young, old, any age in between, their shoulders slumping under the weight of their responsibilities and their fears.
The journey to the Isle of Apples was seldom easy. The overland trip to the shore could be arduous, even dangerous, with Roman cohorts harassing the farms and villages, and odd bands of Saxons wandering the countryside in search of plunder. Even crossing the lake could be perilous, particularly if there was no money to pay a boatman. Some women had to row themselves. Others managed to hire a boat to bring them to the Isle, then had no money to pay for the return journey.
Braithe, her heart still bumping with her own worries, found Morgana seated on the dais of the anteroom, her chin on her hand as she gazed past the altar to three women on the benches below. One was young and well-dressed. The others were gray-haired and weary-looking, clinging together for courage. There would be no tribute from them, but Braithe knew Morgana would not care. She set the jar of salve on the altar, and Morgana nodded her thanks, then beckoned to the two older women.
Glancing at each other uneasily, the pair rose and approached the altar, where the stones of divination still lay where they had been spilled. Morgana leaned forward to pick up the jar of salve. It was just beyond her reach, and Braithe bent to move it closer. Before she touched it, it slid across the altar into Morgana’s hand, and one of the gray-haired women hissed in surprise. The other elbowed her into silence.
This little moment would be remembered, recounted, wondered at. It would become part of the lore of the Lady’s magic, of the power she bestowed on her priestesses. No one beyond the Temple would know that this gift was unique to Morgana.
When Morgana began to speak, her deep voice echoed off the flagstone floor, despite the damping effects of the curtains of moss. “Listen carefully, grandmothers,” she said. She held up one long finger, and both supplicants appeared to hold their breath. “I will give you this salve, and three leaves of mistletoe to crush into it, but not until you reach your home. Apply the salve sparingly to the child’s rash, three times a day. Watch that he does not take any into his mouth. It will sting, but it will reduce the lesions. Wrap cloths around his hands to prevent him from scratching. I have no doubt he will cry, and beg you to stop, but you must keep this up until all the ointment is gone. Do you understand?”
One of the women seemed unable to speak, but the other whispered, “Yes, Priestess.”
Morgana held the jar out to Braithe. “Give them this, and three bits of mistletoe from the basket. Is there a cloth we can wrap them in?”
Braithe, accustomed to such requests, slid a bit of burlap from beneath the waiting basket of herbs. She selected the bits of mistletoe and wrapped them in the cloth along with the jar. She held out the little bundle to the women. The one who had spoken took it from her with hands that trembled. Braithe made sure the bundle was securely in her grip before she released it. The woman murmured, “Thank you.”
The other one asked, “Will he recover? He suffers so!”
Morgana leaned forward for another look at the black and white stones. She answered in a voice that was even, but not without sympathy. “He will, for now. That is all I can see.” When the woman covered her mouth to stifle a sob, Morgana added, “I wish you courage, grandmother, and patience. Come back if his affliction returns.”
When the women had left and the stones had been scooped back into their leather cup, Morgana gestured to the younger one still waiting on the bench. The girl rose with the grace of youth, inclining her head to Morgana, casting a curious glance at Braithe. Morgana said, “What is it you ask of the Lady?”
The girl was even younger than she had first seemed, with plump, smooth cheeks that flushed pink under Morgana’s regard. “I need a love charm.”
Morgana leaned back in her chair. “Indeed?”
The girl stepped closer, one hand on the purse at her waist, the other smoothing back a wisp of mud-brown hair. “There’s a man,” the girl said.
“What is your name, child?”
“I’m called Oona.”
“So, Oona. There is a man, and you want him.”
“It’s not that I want him,” the girl said. The red of her cheeks intensified, but she pressed on. “I’m indifferent to him. He is plain and dull and…” She shrugged.
Morgana’s dark brows rose. “Yet you desire a love charm?”
“If this man does not marry me, my father will make me wed a Roman.”
Morgana, one hand on the sigil at her breast, tilted her head, intrigued.
“A Roman? Why would he do that? I thought the Romans were our enemies. Are they not constantly attacking the borders of Lloegyr?”
“They are, Priestess, and my father thinks if he allies himself with the Romans he will be protected. The Roman means to entrench his cohort on my father’s lands, and to strengthen his hold over my father by marrying me.” In a lower voice, she said, “I hate the Romans. Their gods are strange and cruel, and they keep slaves.”
“It seems a drastic step to avoid an unwanted marriage.”
“Priestess, perhaps you don’t know how it is for women beyond the Isle.”
“Perhaps I do not. Explain it to me.”
“I would like very much to live as you do, to study herbal arts, to live with women, to worship the Lady. But I am my father’s property. I am an asset, like a cow or a sheep, to dispose of as he wishes. When he dowers me, I will become my husband’s property. Since there is no alternative to that, I decided to choose my husband myself.”
“And your father will allow this, Oona?”
“If the man I mean to marry acts quickly, before the Roman makes his offer, he will.”
Morgana said thoughtfully, “This is possible, but you must realize there is always a cost.”
“I brought money.”
“This price cannot be paid with money.” Morgana shifted forward in her chair and picked up the cup of divining stones. “There is a consequence for interfering with the natural way of things. You may not face it immediately, but one day, in some way, you will.”
Oona cried, “But I will die if I have to marry a Roman!”
“Hmmm. Before you despair, let us see what the Lady tells us.” Morgana shook the cup, then upended it, scattering the stones across the altar. They shone there, rivulets and swirls of black and white. She gazed down at them, narrowing her eyes.
Oona said, “You see it, don’t you? You see how terrible it would be!”
Braithe murmured, “Hush, child,” though the girl was older than she. “Let the priestess work.”
Morgana flicked Braithe a glance, then returned her gaze to the stones. She drew a long breath and sighed it slowly out through pursed lips, her habit when she was scrying. When the girl drew breath to speak again, Braithe put her finger to her lips to silence her. Only the faint hiss of the candle disturbed the silence in the chamber.
At length, Morgana straightened and looked into the face of her petitioner. “I will make your charm. Braithe will tell you how to use it.”
Oona’s face brightened. She undid the purse from her girdle and laid it on the altar. “And your divination? What did you see?”
“Are you sure you want to know?” Morgana said. Her eyes looked weary to Braithe, more brown than gold. She was not pleased by her vision.
Oona hesitated, but she put one hand on her breast for courage. “Yes. Yes, I think I should know.”
“Very well.” Morgana glanced down at the stones once again. “You will be content with your choice, Oona. Your chosen husband may be dull, but he will be good to you. There will be children, as well, at least two of them.”
“But…?” Oona prompted.
“Your husband will not live long.”
“Oh. Poor man.” Oona tried, and failed, to look sad at this news.
Braithe thought Morgana was going to add something, but instead she sat back and folded her hands in her lap. “You may wait in the sanctuary, Oona. Braithe will bring your charm and give you instructions.”
Oona thanked her, then hurried out of the room, her step as light as if she had left all her worries at the altar. Braithe said, “There was something you didn’t tell her.”
Morgana let her head fall against the carved back of the chair. “She will learn it in time.” Without moving her head, she gave Braithe a sidelong glance. “There is something troubling you.”
“I will tell you later. After Oona has her charm.”
“You are curious about what I read in the stones.”
Braithe didn’t meet her eyes, but she said, “Yes. I always am.”
“In this case, I saw that Oona will grieve her husband’s death mightily. She doesn’t feel it now, but she is going to love him very much.”
“That’s romantic, isn’t it?”
Morgana’s lips curled. “I place no faith in romance, brat. But respect, kindness—these are powerful qualities. Lasting ones.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes with her fingers. “They endure far longer than your romance, I promise you.”

Morgana sat on the stone bench before the rosemary bush, resting her feet on the soft carpet of woolly thyme beneath it. She had shed her shoes, though it was so cold, and the thyme was sweet against her bare soles. She lifted her face into the tepid rays of the setting sun, trying to shed the tension created by all she had heard that day.
She found some ease in spending the waning hours of the afternoon in the garden, even as the winter darkness came earlier and earlier, but still, the woes of the women who had come to her shadowed her mind.
When a black-and-yellow bee appeared from behind the rosemary to hover before her, she held herself very still. The creature landed on her arm, tickling her skin with delicate legs.
“You should not be out of your hive,” Morgana murmured. “It is winter, little sister.”
The creature buzzed quietly, wings fluttering.
“Ah,” Morgana said. “Thank you for reminding me. We cannot carry the weight of others’ sorrows. I will try to do better.” The bee buzzed once more, then lifted from her arm to fly a joyful loop around her head before disappearing behind the rosemary.
Morgana touched the sigil at her breast. It was true. It didn’t help the petitioners for her to share their suffering. In the tradition of the Temple, she must turn their pain over to the Lady, not hold it in her own heart.
When Braithe returned from delivering Oona’s charm, Morgana was about to tell her about the bee, but she noticed the bundle Braithe carried in her arms and the suspicious shine in her eyes. “Braithe, what is it? Surely you are not shedding tears for Oona.”
“No!” Braithe’s lips pressed tight as a sob rose in her throat. Morgana saw that her bundle was made up of clothes and toiletries, the modest possessions of an acolyte. She felt a swell of reluctance to hear another sad story, but she quelled it. This was Braithe, after all, and she had made the child her responsibility.
She said, “Calm yourself, brat. Then tell me.”
Braithe’s snub nose had gone red, and Morgana reached into her pocket for a handkerchief. When it had done its job, and Braithe’s eyes had dried, Morgana said, “Now. What troubles you?”
Braithe rubbed at her nose one last time, then crumpled the handkerchief in her fingers. “It’s Priestess Iffa. She says I have to go. To leave the Temple. Leave the Isle!” Her voice thinned, but she sniffed back a fresh wave of tears, a little act of discipline Morgana approved of. She herself was not given to tears, but she had not Braithe’s soft heart. Her own heart, she thought, was more like the bogwood from which the chairs of the Nine had been carved: hard to dent, impossible to break.
She asked, “Why would Iffa say that?”
“She says I have no gifts, so I have to make room for someone who does. She took my things out of the cupboard—” With her chin, she indicated the bundle in her arms. “And she gave my pallet to someone else, and now I have nowhere to sleep.” Her voice threatened to break again. “She said it’s my own fault, since I didn’t get on the boat that came! But where am I to go? What am I to do?”
“Of course you have somewhere to sleep,” Morgana said, her voice suddenly hard. “Indeed, right now you will go to my chamber with your things, while I find Priestess Iffa and set things straight.”
“But she’s the acolyte mistress, and she says I am no longer an acolyte.”
Morgana uncoiled her long form and stood up. “Tell me, brat,” she said. “Do you wish to remain an acolyte?”
Braithe, encumbered by her bundle, struggled to her feet. “I wish I could. I know I’ll never be a priestess, but truly, most of us won’t. I don’t mind about that, but—Priestess Morgana, I don’t want to leave the Temple. I want to do what I’ve been doing these past months, assisting you. Doing what you need done when you’re too busy to do it yourself.”
“Well, then,” Morgana said. “That is what you shall do. If you are no longer an acolyte, then you will be my—my—I need a word.” She lifted one hand as if she could find it in the air.
Braithe clutched her bundle, thinking, then said, “‘Handmaid’ is a good word, isn’t it?”
“A very good word indeed. It will be your title. Handmaid.”
“Priestess Niamh won’t like it,” Braithe said.
“Niamh won’t do anything to endanger the tribute I bring in,” Morgana said. “Oona was generous today, and Niamh knows that. And,” she added, “so does Iffa.” Braithe looked up at her with such trust in her freckled face that Morgana’s bogwood heart softened, just a bit. “Tell me honestly now, brat. Would it please you to be my handmaid?”
Braithe’s smile was watery but joyous, the last of her tears disappearing in a surge of hope. “Nothing could please me more!”
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Morgana bent forward to look directly into Iffa’s eyes. “I need my handmaid if I am to do the work that falls to me.” Her deep voice rang against the walls. “Unless you would like to assist me yourself, Priestess?”
The Nine were seated in the inner chamber, called together by Niamh in an attempt to smooth the troubled waters roiling around them. Niamh cleared her throat and muttered, “Priestess Morgana, this is not helpful.”
Morgana turned to her. “Priestess Niamh. You know how many hours I spend with our supplicants. I rely on Braithe to help me.” She gave the rest of the Nine a narrow-eyed glance. “Every one of you knows that Priestess Iffa is trying to send the acolyte away to spite me.”
Iffa bridled, and spat, “How dare you malign me in such fashion!”
“Yet you do not deny it. How good to see that though you are petty, you are not a liar.”
“Morgana!” Niamh exclaimed. “Please restrain yourself!”
Morgana leaned back in her tall chair, one hand on the armrest, the other on her sigil. “There are any number of acolytes with no magic. No deep sight. No gift for potions. No knack with salves or tinctures. Does the acolyte mistress expel them all?”
“There are other considerations,” Iffa muttered. “Attitude is one.”
“Does my little handmaid have an attitude issue?” Morgana demanded, her voice deepening further as her temper frayed. “Or is it yours?”
“I don’t have to explain my reasons to you!” Iffa shrilled.
“Then to whom?” Morgana sat back, folding her arms. “Perhaps it is time we discuss your habitual abuse of the acolytes.”
“Abuse!” Iffa cried, and turned to Niamh. “Will you stand up for me, or not?”
Niamh looked so miserable at this that Morgana felt a stab of remorse. The elder priestess was far better at nurturing fractious plants than fractious women, and the occasion had turned an unwelcome focus on her. Morgana drew a slow breath to cool the fire of her temper. She was too tired for this, but she supposed it was part of her work to be patient with the priestesses as well as the supplicants. To state that she spent more time with their petitioners than any other priestess was not hyperbole. It was perfectly true. She could have refused some of them, but they had all traveled far, and for some it was the only journey they would ever be able to afford. She didn’t have it in her heart to hand them over to another priestess, one who might not be able to help.
Just the same, Niamh was doing her best. In an uncharacteristic gesture of conciliation, Morgana raised her hand, palm out. “I concede that bringing up other issues is not helpful. I suggest we concentrate on the question of Braithe.”
Joslyn, who rarely spoke in these meetings, said softly, “So well said, Priestess Morgana. Our tempers…” She let her sentence trail off, which was wise, Morgana thought, and considerate. Joslyn had not lost her temper, nor had any of the others.
It was she herself, prodded by Iffa’s insistence that Braithe be banished, who had given in to her frustration and her anger. She had spoken a hard truth, but it should be dealt with in a different way.
Mindful of the Blackbird’s frequent admonishments that she behave with more restraint, Morgana nodded to Joslyn. “Thank you, Priestess. I regret my loss of composure, sisters. I suggest a compromise: Priestess Iffa may release Braithe as an acolyte, but she will concede that Braithe remains on the Isle as my handmaid. I do need her. I will be grateful if we can agree.”
She felt the surprised glances coming her way. Her sister priestesses, in the months since her selection, had never known her to apologize. She had not actually apologized, but it was as close as she was likely to come. She rather wished the Blackbird, who scolded her so often about her pride, had been here to witness it.
Niamh turned an expectant gaze on Iffa. Iffa grunted something that may have been assent, and Niamh seized the moment. “Well, good. Thank you, sisters, for working out your differences.”
Morgana rose, inclined her head to the elder priestess, and left the inner chamber to hasten to her apartment. Braithe would need reassurance. When she reached her room, she found not only her little handmaid but the Blackbird waiting for her. Braithe was pacing, wringing her hands. The Blackbird leaned against the wall below the window, his staff braced against his shoulder, his head bowed so that all she could see was the faded crown of his hat.
Morgana stepped inside and shut the door behind her. “Braithe, it is settled. You may stop fretting. You are going to stay here with me.” Then, addressing the Blackbird, “Sir? I did not expect you. Is something wrong?”
He pushed back his hat and straightened, leaning on his staff. He looked older than ever, as if whatever had happened had added even more years to the many he had already achieved. “Yes, Priestess,” he said wearily. Something is terribly wrong. It’s Arthur. We must hurry, or I fear he will die before we reach him.”

The boat felt crowded to Morgana. It was smaller than she remembered from her voyage as a four-year-old. Braithe, her young face solemn, sat in the prow with her arms wrapped around herself beneath her cloak. Morgana folded herself onto the middle bench as best she could, but there was barely room for her long body. The boat felt unbearably slow, too, with the Blackbird rowing, but she supposed it was tension that created that impression. She faced forward, her arms around her bent knees, and gazed toward the far shore, willing the boat to move faster.
She could have reached the castle in a fraction of the time if she had taken a bird’s shape: a jackdaw, or a falcon, perhaps. For this purpose, she would have accepted the reveal of her secret to the Blackbird, but it might not have helped. She would have arrived at the castle with none of the things she needed, including clothing. She had hurried to the workroom to gather her supplies into a basket while Braithe packed clothes and toiletries for an extended stay at Camulod.
The Blackbird had been summoned by Arthur’s tutor and had hurried to the prince’s bedchamber. He had found the boy half-conscious, vomiting and feverish. Morgana packed what she had in the workroom: feverfew and elder syrup, a tincture of poppy and several roots of ginger. She added a branch of mistletoe, on a hunch, and sweet fennel. For anything else she would have to forage outside the castle. At the last minute Braithe had held out her foraging knife, winning a fervent look of thanks from Morgana as she stowed it in her basket.
The basket was tucked now beneath her feet, protected by the skirts of her robe. The winter wind was icy, but the sun was bright, flashing off the lake’s ripples, and she had to shade her eyes to watch Camulod, massive and proud on its rock promontory, come into view.
When the boat bumped against the dock, Morgana was on her feet before the first bollard was within reach. With her basket in her arms, she climbed out of the boat, striding up the dock even as the Blackbird was shipping the oars and tying the ropes, with Braithe’s help. Morgana made herself wait on the bank for the two of them, then led, surefooted, up the slope and through the trees. It had been years since she had trod this path, but she remembered every step, as she remembered everything.
When Braithe caught sight of the great bulk of Camulod, like a giant ship cresting the forest treetops, she gasped. “It’s so big.”
“And old.” The Blackbird panted as he struggled to keep pace with Morgana. “No one remembers who laid the first stone.”
“Not even you, sir?”
He gave a mirthless snort. “I am so old I barely recall my own name.”
It seemed to Morgana that their pace dragged, though it wasn’t a long walk. Soon enough they passed out of the woods into the clearing that was a garden now, its trees turned into castle doors and roofs and walls. Braithe said, “The wall! It sparkles.”
“Yes.” Morgana felt a rush of nostalgia at the sight of the glittering courtine circling the keep. “There are bits of quartz and pitchstone set among the stones,” she told Braithe. “Someone must have thought Camulod should be surrounded by jewels. Beautiful, is it not?”
“It’s magic,” Braithe whispered.
Morgana said, “I always thought so, when I was a child.”
The two stone towers rose like forbidding sentinels above their heads as they approached the main gatehouse, where the gate was wide enough for three horses to pass through abreast. As they came near, the guards recognized the Blackbird, and the gate swung open. The three guards of the watch stood aside as the trio entered the keep. The gatemaster bowed to the Blackbird and eyed Morgana with awe. Her black robe proclaimed her one of the Nine. It was a great event when one of the Temple priestesses ventured from the Isle of Apples to Camulod.
The gatemaster spoke only to the Blackbird. “Hope Ilyn was smooth for you today, sir.”
The Blackbird nodded. “Calm waters. Any news?”
“Everyone worried about the prince.”
“As are we all.”
The Blackbird’s staff thudded against the packed earth as he led the way across the busy keep, where dairymaids and laundresses and cellarers hurried about their duties with solemn faces and lowered voices. Morgana sensed their anxiety, saw it in their somber faces. It matched her own. A little cluster of knights stood outside the east tower, where their barracks were, heads bent together as they spoke quietly. The horsemaster emerged from the stables to watch Morgana and Braithe follow the Blackbird into the west tower through a side door.
They walked swiftly along a corridor to a curving stone staircase, then up three flights, past the lesser hall, then the great hall, all the way to the royal chambers.
The prince lay in a canopied bed, propped on pillows and surrounded by flickering candles. It was a huge room, with wardrobes and cupboards lining the walls. There was a large window, but a curtain had been drawn across it, and the room was thick with candle smoke and the sour smell of illness. A chamber pot reeked in one corner, making a sour taste rise in Morgana’s throat.
She gave the room one assessing glance and ordered, “Open that window,” without waiting to be introduced to the little clutch of servants huddled at one side of the room. “Prince Arthur needs air.” She strode to the bedside, setting her basket on the nearest table and bending forward to look at her half brother’s face.
She had not seen Arthur since the day she had aided him in pulling the great sword from the ancient stone. Though he was still young, his soft adolescent features had settled into strong lines, a straight nose, a sculpted jaw, a fine high forehead. He was, however, very ill. It showed in the sallowness of his skin, the limpness of his fair hair against the pillow, the gray hollows of his cheeks.
His eyes opened, their clear blue almost purple against the reddened lids. He drew a rasping breath and whispered, “My sister.”
She put her hand on his chest. “My king,” she said, her voice low and intense. “Be silent. You need your breath.”
“Are you…” His voice trailed off, and his eyelids sagged.
“I am here to heal you.”
He tried to open his eyes again, but his lids trembled and refused to lift. Morgana’s chest filled nearly to bursting with compulsion, a fire rising from her belly to inflame her heart with the need to save him.
She leaned closer. “You will live, Arthur,” she whispered, words for his ears only. “I will cure you, or I will die trying.”

Braithe couldn’t hear what Morgana said, but the look on her face was terrifying. It was the expression of someone facing the abyss, teetering on the edge of her own fate, and it made Braithe’s heart flutter with anxiety.
The prince’s servants were slow to follow the priestess’s orders, so Braithe went to the window herself, ripping aside the curtain to allow the nip of cold air into the stifling room. When the servants goggled at her, unsure who she was or what her authority might be, Braithe commanded, “Out!” and pointed to the door. “And for pity’s sake, someone take away that chamber pot.”
They scurried out, one maidservant having the presence of mind to seize up a bundle of soiled sheets, another putting the lid on the chamber pot and lifting it to carry away. They left only the Blackbird and Morgana and Braithe to attend the sick boy.
Man, Braithe corrected herself. Arthur had been a beautiful boy when she first saw him in the Temple. Now he was a man, or nearly so, and he seemed to her eyes to be even more beautiful than the boy she remembered. Even ill as he was, weak and helpless and in dire need of washing, she thought he must be more comely than any man in Lloegyr.
Morgana took control as if she had done this a hundred times. As she dug into her basket of herbs, she instructed Braithe to strip the sweat-stained sheets from Arthur’s body. Seeing how befouled his underclothes were, she ordered those removed, too, which Braithe did without hesitation, though her cheeks burned with embarrassment and some other, unfamiliar emotion that made her belly quiver. The Blackbird stepped to the door to call for fresh linens, and Morgana told Braithe to get someone to bring a basin of water, with soap and towels.
Braithe did as she was told, though she found herself strangely reluctant to leave the prince’s presence. She found a housemaid hovering in the corridor outside and decided to accompany her in the search for the washing things. It would be best, she thought, to familiarize herself with the corridors and passageways of the castle. She had a feeling they would be here for some time.
The housemaid was a thickset, middle-aged woman. As she led Braithe down the stairs and out to the washing house, she spoke of what had happened to the prince. “Took sick all at once. Terrible. One day practicing swordplay in the keep, the next too weak to leave his bed.”
“Is anyone else ill?”
“Nay, Priestess,” the woman said, shaking her head.
“I’m not—” But the woman wasn’t listening.
As she pumped water into a basin, she said, “Soap on that shelf over there, and a stack of towels beneath. Nay, no one else sick, and that’s worrisome. Betimes, one gets sick, we all do.” She shook her head as she lifted the full basin, her strong arms flexing easily with the weight. “Worrisome,” she repeated. “Don’t know what to make of it.”
The prince’s apartment already smelled better when they returned to it. Arthur had not moved since they had rolled him to one side to remove his bedding. He was so still Braithe eyed his flat stomach anxiously to be certain it still flexed with his breath. The Blackbird and Morgana between them were replacing the sheets, and when the housemaid carried in the basin, Morgana directed her to wash the prince quickly and cover him so he would not take a chill.
Braithe stood watching, the towel in her hands, experiencing an unfamiliar urge to wash Arthur’s body herself, to lave his hot skin with gentle hands, and soothe it with fresh linen when she was done.
Morgana broke into her thoughts. “Braithe, I need very hot water. Do you think you can find the kitchen?”
Braithe tore her eyes from the bed, where the maid had begun soaping the prince’s chest and belly. “Yes,” she said hoarsely. “I’m sure I can.”
“Have them boil a kettle, and bring me the whole.”
“Yes, Priestess.”
After two wrong turnings, Braithe found the vast kitchen on the lowest floor of the castle. When she explained who she was and her mission, the cook she encountered hastened to provide what she needed. “Poor lad,” she said, over and over. “Poor lad, can’t keep even a cup of broth inside him. Days now. And such a sweet lad he is! You would never know he’s a prince, he’s that kind and modest.” She wrapped a cloth carefully around the hot handle of the kettle and guided Braithe back to the staircase. “You need anything else, come back,” she insisted. “Or send Bran.”
Braithe didn’t know who Bran was. Another servant appeared out of the shadows, a giant of a young man, who insisted on taking the hot kettle from Braithe’s hands and carrying it for her up the stairs. He reiterated the cook’s promise. “I’m Marcus. You need anything, ring that bell there.” He indicated a bell pull beside the door. “Anything,” he repeated.
Braithe retrieved the kettle, careful of the burning heat of the handle, and thanked him. He held the door for her to sidle in, then closed it behind her, inclining his head with respect as he did.
“They think I’m a priestess,” she murmured to Morgana as she set the kettle on the table. “I try to tell them, but—”
“Never mind,” Morgana said in a distracted way. “They’re worried about the king.”
“He’s not really the king yet, though, is he?” Braithe whispered.
“He will be,” Morgana said grimly. Every line of her face was rigid, and her voice had fallen to its lowest pitch. “By the hand of the Lady, he will be.”
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Morgana did not sleep for three nights. Braithe and the servant Marcus took turns running to fetch what she needed. Braithe slept off and on in a chair in Arthur’s bedchamber, though a pallet had been made ready for her. Marcus slept in the corridor, sitting against a wall or lying flat on the floor. Morgana found him there once when she put her head out to call for something. The Blackbird brought food from the kitchens with his own hands, and insisted Morgana eat and drink, though she felt no appetite.
She had known the moment she touched Arthur how desperately ill he was. His sickness had first shown itself with terrible vomiting that came on suddenly and wouldn’t stop even when there was nothing left in his belly. Now he was clammy and weak, groaning with pain, barely able to open his eyes.
She dosed him with a poppy tincture to ease his pain, and steamed ginger to soothe his stomach. She described a recipe for a healing broth and, when it came, fed it to the prince a teaspoon at a time. While the rest of the castle slept, Morgana sat beside him, her hands on his body, her brow furrowed as she struggled to understand what was wrong. When the others woke, she saw to it that they changed his sweat-soaked bedding again and then again, rubbing his chilly skin with her hands until fresh blankets arrived. She kept the window open day and night, adding a blanket against the nighttime chill, removing it again when the warming sunlight spilled across the bed.
By the third morning, she was both exhausted and fearful. Arthur had managed to keep down no more than half the broth she fed him, and he had not opened his eyes in a day and a night. He no longer perspired, and she knew his body had no moisture to spare. His cheeks were sunken like that of an old man. Braithe, when she looked down at him, could not hold back her tears. The Blackbird spoke less and less, and Morgana’s heart quailed, because he was right to be afraid.
On that morning, alone for the moment with the prince, she knelt beside the bed. She rested her folded arms on the blankets and let her forehead fall against them, so tired she could hardly hold up her head. She sat that way for many minutes, listening to the birdsong rising beyond the castle walls, the muted sounds of people beginning to stir in the keep. She was just thinking that she should struggle to her feet, go through her basket of supplies once again, search for some remedy she had not yet tried. A prickling sensation on one wrist made her lift her head and blink her dry eyes open.
A drab little bird, brown and black with a yellow beak, was perched on her arm. As she gazed at it, it put its tiny head to one side and regarded her. Its eyes were black and shiny and deep, and when it chirped, something in her quivered in recognition.
“Oh,” she breathed.
It chirped again, and fluttered its tail.
“Oh. Yes. Yes.”
The bird hopped from her arm onto the bed, then flapped its wings just enough to move to the windowsill, where it sat watching her.
With effort, feeling every muscle cry out at being forced to move, Morgana got to her feet and staggered to the table where her basket waited. In the very bottom, in a lidded cup she had forgotten was there, was a small set of divining stones, black and white pebbles gathered from the lake shore and polished until they shone. She carried the cup to the bed and spilled the stones out onto the blanket. She stared at them, scooped them up, spilled them out a second time, then a third, examining them each time, first with disbelief and doubt, then with growing suspicion. She bent over the washbasin to peer into the clear water, breathing slowly in, exhaling more slowly through pursed lips. Finally, she saw it.
Uther cut the stems of monkshood with his own hand and wrapped them in a bit of burlap. He gave them to his manservant and bid him boil them into a syrup. He stood by, combing his red beard with his fingers and eyeing the pot to make certain no part of the lethal herb was wasted. When the manservant completed the task and poured the syrup into a pottery jar, Uther corked it and slid it into his pocket.

Morgana looked up to find that the Blackbird was standing on the opposite side of the bed. His eyes opened wide with alarm, and his grip on his staff turned his knuckles white. “What is it?” he demanded. “Your eyes are more gold than brown!”
Morgana pulled herself up to her full height, pressing her fist against her heart. “He was poisoned,” she said, her voice deep and angry. “Arthur was poisoned. And I know who committed this offense.”

The shock of the news that the prince had been poisoned swept Camulod with the force of a sudden thunderstorm. The courtiers fell silent. The servants went about white-faced. Even the knights and their lackeys ceased their sword practice and withdrew into the barracks as if their presence might make the prince worse.
Braithe listened from the corridor as the Blackbird and Morgana argued. She couldn’t surmise what it was about.
“Morgana,” the Blackbird said. “You will cause us to be thrown out of the castle, or worse, before your work is done.”
“Sir, I read the stones three times!”
“I do not doubt you,” the Blackbird said.
“We need to accuse him!” she repeated. “We need to set a guard, to warn—”
“Heal Arthur first. Then we will work to protect him.”
“Braithe!” Morgana called, and Braithe immediately put her head around the door.
“Yes, Priestess.”
“Can you find my foraging knife?”
“Of course. Just one moment.” Braithe found it at the bottom of the basket, unwrapped it, and turned to hand it to Morgana, hilt first.
Morgana took it in one hand, the other a curled fist against her lips. “I should have guessed,” she muttered. “I should have scried the first day we came. Three days wasted!”
“Let us not waste any more, then,” the Blackbird said. Braithe could see he was attempting to be brisk, even bracing, but they were all exhausted, and the effort fell flat.
Morgana said, “We have to clear the poison from his body. We need elf dock.”
“Wh-what’s elf dock?” Braithe asked in a faint voice, chilled by fear that she should know, that she had forgotten a lesson.
Morgana didn’t seem to notice. “It doesn’t grow on the Isle. I think I can find it in the woods here, though. Will you stay with the prince while I go out to search?”
“Of course,” Braithe said.
“Bathe his forehead and chest. He needs moisture.”
“I will.”
“I know a place elf dock grows,” the Blackbird said. “I will show you.”
He led the way out into the corridor, but Morgana paused in the doorway. “Braithe,” she said in a low tone. “Bar the door until we return.”
The chill of fear prickled across Braithe’s shoulders. “Yes, Priestess,” she said. Her voice shook, but only a little, and she made herself cross the room with strong steps. Once Morgana had joined the Blackbird in the corridor, she lifted the heavy drawbar and pushed it into its slots. When she was certain it was secure, she hurried back to the bed and pressed the back of her hand to Arthur’s cheek. His skin was so cold she laid her other hand on his chest to assure herself his heart still beat.
She pulled an extra blanket over his still form before she dipped the sponge into the basin of water, wrung it out, and dabbed carefully at his forehead and cheeks. She repeated the process, working her way down his throat, and then, folding back the top of the blanket, his chest. Her hands trembled, and she told herself it was fear for him, but some part of her—her heart or her belly—knew that wasn’t true. It was excitement that made her hands shake and her throat go dry.
Braithe was fifteen, and she had never, since her brother left her on the shore of the Isle of Apples, been alone with a man. She had heard some of the other acolytes whispering and giggling over stories of boys they had seen rowing the boats that plied the lake. All acolytes were required to vow never to lie with a man. It was part of the price of admission to the Temple, but they were young, and the healthy fire of interest and desire flowed in their veins despite the oath they had sworn.
Braithe had never given a thought to any man until the day she first saw Arthur of Camulod. Morgana’s half brother. The true king.
The fairest man in Lloegyr.
She dampened her sponge again, caressed Arthur’s smooth chest with it, then pulled the blanket up to his chin. She gazed down at his face, her heart full of longing, her imagination running wild despite everything. She was just a handmaid, a girl of no family, and of no means except what the Temple provided, but dreams were hard to extinguish, even waking ones. In her dreams she could stand beside Arthur of Camulod as an equal. As a princess.
She turned away from his bed to look in the mirror over his washstand, seeing the freckled country girl looking back, and remembering how foolish such fantasies were.

Uther and his wife Morgause were waiting when Morgana and the Blackbird came into the castle from the keep, Morgana carrying a basket that held the roots and rhizomes of elf dock. Uther was a big man, not tall, but broad of shoulder and heavily muscled. He had small yellow teeth that seemed at odds with the size of his body. He was known for his animal appetites, and Morgana could smell the lingering taint of lust on him, as if he had doused himself in some foul perfume. He was known to keep concubines near at hand, despite having taken a second wife.
Morgause was whip-thin and as dark as Morgana herself, though not nearly as tall. It was said she had been pretty when Uther married her, but her looks had faded swiftly after she gave birth to a son, Arthur’s little half brother Mordred. Morgana had not yet seen the babe. She supposed she was related to him in some obscure way.
The Blackbird inclined his head to the royals. “My lord. My lady.”
Morgana said nothing, nor did she bow her head. When she gazed at Uther, she thought of his part in the death of her mother, and now, the poisoning of Arthur.
Uther said, “How does my son fare? I came to thank my stepdaughter for nursing him.”
Revulsion turned Morgana’s stomach. Uther had repelled her even when she was small, with his bristly red hair and rust-colored eyelashes. Even then she had disliked his smell, though she was too young to know what it was. He had tried to take her on his lap once, and she had fled the room. She doubted he recalled the moment, but it was her curse to forget nothing.
“Your son will recover,” she said coldly. “I will see to it.”
“I am so grateful, Priestess,” Uther said. He smiled at her, showing his small yellow teeth. She did not smile in return. He pretended not to notice, but the skin around his eyes tightened. Morgause looked on with a fixed expression on her face, saying nothing.
The Blackbird spoke in his laconic way. “We had best return to his side, my lord. We will send the priestess’s handmaid with news.” He inclined his head again and put his hand under Morgana’s elbow to urge her toward the stairs. She was tempted to rip her arm free, to face Uther with her accusation, but she felt the pressure of the Blackbird’s fingers persuading her to hold her peace.
She walked beside him, as he wished, leaving the king staring after them as they climbed. It was a relief to Morgana when they reached the landing and moved out of Uther’s sight. She knew she had been rude. It was the first time she had spoken to her stepfather since she arrived.
“You could at least bow to the king,” the Blackbird said, without heat.
“Or I could stab him with my foraging knife, but that I thought you would not like that, sir.”
The Blackbird’s beard twitched, and she felt a bit easier.
Braithe removed the bar across the door when they announced themselves, then went back to fussing with the prince’s bedding, adjusting his pillow. He hadn’t stirred.
Morgana set to work immediately. She chopped the elf dock root with her foraging knife and set the rhizomes to soak in water as hot as Braithe could make it. She forgot all about her stepfather as she pounded the root into a paste. She smeared it on Arthur’s chest and belly, then ground the soaked rhizomes to make a tincture. This she fed to him, slipping a few drops between his slack lips every few minutes.
More importantly, once he had consumed a good amount of the tincture, and the paste on his skin had begun to soak in, she knelt beside the bed. She bent her head, closed her eyes, and concentrated. She willed her remedies to work swiftly, more quickly than was natural or even reasonable. She pictured Arthur’s stomach quieting, his blood warming, his breath deepening. Her forehead creased, and she put her palm to it to smooth the furrow away. She matched her own breathing to her half brother’s and felt the burning in his stomach ease, the stubbornness of his blood release, the stiffness of his lungs relax.
She lost herself in the process, unaware of the hard floor against her knees, the ache gripping her neck, the emptiness of her own stomach. She was not herself. She was Arthur. She was Arthur strengthened with her strength, renewed with her health. If she had spoken, it would have been Arthur’s voice that came from her lips. If she had opened her eyes, they would have been the sky blue of his eyes. Even her hair felt as if it were lighter, finer, as fair as Arthur’s rather than her own dark and heavy ebony.
“Priestess!” Braithe whispered.
Morgana started. Her eyes flew open as she jolted back into her own body, and she saw that Arthur’s eyes had also opened and were gazing up at Braithe, who still leaned over the bed.
“Am I dead?” he murmured.
Braithe’s smile in answer was incandescent. “No, my lord,” Braithe said, with such joy it gave Morgana a quiver of unease. “You live, just as the priestess promised!”
Morgana forced herself to her feet, ignoring the pain that shot through her knees. “It is true, brother. The danger is past.” His gaze shifted to hers, and he gave her a pale smile. When Arthur started to push himself up, she laid a hand on his shoulder and pressed him gently back onto his pillow. “You will be here in your bed for a time still.”
“Thank you, sister,” he rasped. “Priestess.”
The Blackbird, leaning on his staff at the end of the bed, said, “Morgana, you have not slept or eaten nearly enough. I will stay with the prince while you do both those things.”
Morgana wanted to protest, but she knew he was right. “He should have more of the elf dock tincture every hour, sir.”
“I will see to it.”
“And he must drink, but not too much or too fast.”
“I understand.”
Still she hesitated, looking down at her brother, until Braithe said, “Priestess, go. I will stay to assist.”
Morgana did, finally, but at the door she looked back at Braithe, who was glowing as she prepared to sponge the prince’s forehead once again. Morgana understood. She should have seen this coming. She should get her handmaid away before any harm was done. She—
She gave herself a shake, turned, and went through the door, shutting it firmly behind her. She was too tired to think. She must face this problem another time.
She found her way to the bedchamber that had been prepared for her. She threw off her black robe and, wearing only her shift, folded herself into the blanket. It took some time to fall asleep, though she needed it so badly. When she finally slept, it was the sort of thick slumber that made her unable to wake herself when awful dreams assailed her. They were nightmares of Arthur in pain, of dangerous arguments with Uther, of Morgause’s cold black eyes, and finally, of innocent little Braithe yearning for a man who could never be hers.
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The Blackbird marveled at the bond that grew between Arthur and Morgana. Though they had spent almost no time together, they were easy with each other, respectful and trusting, a relationship that was very nearly affection. Arthur’s gratitude for Morgana’s care, and her relief at his returning health, filled the bedchamber with a warmth the Blackbird perceived as light, pouring out each time he opened the door. It was bright, clear, sparkling like sunshine on blue water.
Day by day, as Arthur grew stronger and Morgana breathed easier, laughter began to grow in the chamber. It spilled over into the corridors, making servants step lightly on their errands and courtiers smile as they passed through the hall. Arthur’s small brother, Mordred, came daily with his nurse, and Arthur smiled at him, tousling his hair, slipping him sweets when the nurse wasn’t watching.
Uther came once to the bedchamber to stand just within the doorway, frowning at something Morgana was doing with a mortar and pestle, while Braithe stood watching, ready to hand her anything she might need.
Uther growled, “Are you not done magicking my son, Priestess?”
The Blackbird, slumped on a cushioned chair in a corner of the room, straightened in alarm, but Morgana went on grinding roots of elf dock and leaves of wormwood for a salve. She delayed answering. When she did speak, it was with an icy arrogance that caused a chill of apprehension in the Blackbird’s nerves.
“I have not magicked Prince Arthur, stepfather.” She gave one last twist to the pestle and laid it aside. “I have effected an antidote to the poison he was given.” She drew herself to her full height and turned the golden glitter of her eyes to the king. “I can’t help but wonder, my lord,” she said in her deep voice, “that you have not done more to find who attempted to kill your son.”
Uther’s small eyes grew smaller as he lifted his head to glare, and the Blackbird felt his resentment at having to look up at Morgana. “You say he was poisoned,” Uther grunted. “No one else does.”
Morgana’s chin thrust forward, and the Blackbird stiffened again, fearful of what Uther was capable of doing if pushed too far.
Morgana said coolly, “No doubt troubles me, my lord. What sickened my half brother was poison, and in truth—” Her face was stiff with an anger that Uther did not perceive. It was a fault in him that he failed to recognize danger when he encountered it. The Blackbird suspected that Morgana could be very dangerous if she chose to be. Her voice dropped to an insinuating murmur. “In truth, stepfather, I believe you know that.”
Uther, crude and insensitive as he was, didn’t hear Morgana’s emphasis on the word you or he didn’t respect it. Either was a serious error.
“Never mind,” the king grunted. “I merely came to assure myself my son is going to live. I’m going to leave Camulod for a time. There’s a Roman cohort on the other side of the Chindl, and we have to prevent them crossing.”
At this news, Arthur pushed himself up against his pillows. He said, “My lord, you must wait for me. I will—”
Morgana interrupted. “You will not. No fighting. Not for some weeks yet.”
Uther had been halfway to the door, but he turned back, showing his teeth in an unpleasant grin. “You’re a prince, Arthur. Are you going to let a woman tell you what you can and can’t do?”
At that, the Blackbird thrust himself to his feet and stepped between the king and the bed. “The priestess has saved your son’s life,” he said, in as harsh a tone as his old voice could muster. “You should thank her, my lord. You might need her one day.”
Uther barked a laugh. “Need a priestess? Hardly, old man. All I need are my knights and my sword.”
Without farewell, he stamped out of the bedchamber, flinging the door to so that it banged against the doorframe, causing a wooden cup to fall from its shelf. The Blackbird turned, one eyebrow cocked, to gaze at Morgana. She gazed back, her face impassive but her lips curling.
“I wish you would not laugh, Morgana,” the Blackbird said. “Uther is a brutal man.”
“He is no danger to me,” she answered. “Rather the reverse.” She turned back to Arthur, as if the whole scene had been merely a distraction. “Now, my lord. Until you have no more sickness, you must keep a layer of this salve on your chest and your belly.”
Braithe volunteered. “I will apply it, Priestess.”
“Yes. Be generous.” Morgana lifted the mortar, and as Braithe put out her hand, it leaped the little distance into her palm. She caught it deftly and turned to the bedside.
The Blackbird shook his head at Morgana’s power, so casually wielded. He wondered if he should reveal everything to her now, or if it would be safer to wait until she was older, more disciplined. Perhaps she would grow less arrogant as she aged. Certainly life had a way of softening such sharp edges.
He saw the dimples twinkle in Braithe’s cheeks as she spread the salve on Arthur’s chest, and something about that made the threat of change loom before him, as if a cloud had blotted out the sun and cast Camulod into darkness. He blinked, and shook his head to try to dismiss it.
When he looked up, he found himself caught in Morgana’s gold-flecked gaze, and he nodded understanding. She felt it, too.

“He did it, didn’t he?” Arthur said, when Uther was gone and order had been restored in his bedchamber.
Morgana whirled to stare at her half brother. She had said nothing to anyone except the Blackbird. Not even Braithe knew Uther had poisoned his son himself.
“Arthur—” Morgana began, but then could not finish. She couldn’t lie to him, nor did she want to say anything that would encourage him to trust his treacherous father.
“Morgana.” Arthur was sitting up in his bed, a warm cloth over his chest to speed the healing effects of the elf dock and wormwood. “First of all, the danger of assassination hangs over every man of royal blood.” He smiled at her, as indulgent as if he were the elder and she the younger. “Secondly, dear sister, your scrying is famous, even beyond the shores of the Isle of Apples. Uther is a fool, but I am not. I know you see the truth in your visions.”
Braithe stood with her hands to her mouth. “It was the king?” she cried.
“Hush, brat,” Morgana said hastily. “It’s a secret that must be kept.”
“But why?”
Arthur said, “Because my father would simply deny it, and anyone who accused him would be in peril. He does not hesitate to have people disposed of.”
“Like me,” Morgana said. She began to clean the mortar and pestle. “I have always been a reminder to him that he was not Ygraine’s first husband, and that he only wears the crown because he married it.”
“He tried to get into the Lady’s Temple once to try his hand at the sword, but they turned him away. He was furious when you aided me to pull the sword from the stone.”
“It was not my choice.” Morgana laid down the pestle with a decisive click.
“He could blame me, if he wished,” the Blackbird said.
“That, he would not dare,” Arthur said.
“Perhaps not,” the Blackbird said mildly. “But it was I who called on Morgana. Not to thwart Uther’s ambition. To fulfill the prophecy.”
“My father cares more for war than for prophecy.”
“It is a grave mistake,” the Blackbird said, “to choose darkness over light.”
“Uther is all darkness,” Morgana said. “He let my mother die, and I will not forgive him.”
“Priestess,” the Blackbird said in a warning tone.
Her eyes flashed in his direction. “He did nothing to save her. I was yet a child, not one of the Nine, but Niamh or Olfreth could have helped her. He had only to ask.” She picked up the mortar to dry it with quick, angry movements. “He did not even try. He let her die in childbirth as if she were—as if she were one of his serfs, of no account to anyone.”
“He called in a Roman physician…” the Blackbird began, but didn’t finish.
“A man!” Morgana spat, the old fury rising in her breast. “What did that man know of a woman’s needs? Of the danger to her? He was worse than useless!” She set down the mortar with unnecessary force. The fresh rush of anger made her breath come too fast, and the blood swirled in her head.
Braithe took a step toward her, but Arthur said, “Allow me.” He was up, out of his bed. Though his sister was taller, he put his arms around her and held her tight against him.
Morgana stiffened at first. No one touched her in that way. It felt strange, as if his strong young arms were a constraint rather than a comfort. A moment later, touched by the warmth of his concern, her body relaxed, and she let her forehead drop to his shoulder. He murmured, “We both grieve her, sister. We won’t forget. We will always honor her.”
The issue was not so simple for Morgana, who remembered her silent mother turning her back as the Blackbird led her little daughter away. Still, her half brother’s kindness and the sweetness of his character touched some icy place deep in her spirit. She felt it thaw, little by little, giving way to some new warmth she hardly recognized.
She straightened, loosening Arthur’s embrace, but she spoke gently. “You are so good, my lord. You will make a wonderful king. Now back to bed with you!”
He laughed, but he did as he was bid, and though he sat up against his pillows, he allowed Braithe to tuck the covers around his shoulders. “I’m getting restless,” he admitted. “Tired of being confined to this bed.”
“A sign of recovery,” Morgana said.
“And a good time,” the Blackbird said, “to talk about how we can protect you from another assault.”
“My father uses a taster,” Arthur said. “I have never done it. I always thought that if a king inspires loyalty in his people, there should be no need.”
“I can assure you,” Braithe said fervently, “that your people are overjoyed you didn’t die!”
That won another laugh from the prince, but Morgana was not amused. She strolled to the window to look over the keep. Winter had nearly spent itself while she labored to save Arthur’s life. Now the sun shone on the two towers with the promise of spring, and the courtine glittered as if set with stars. She placed her hand on the sigil of the Lady at her breast. “Where is the sword, brother?”
“It stands in that wardrobe in the corner. Hidden beneath a blanket, and behind a set of armor that no longer fits.”
“You have a reason for hiding it?”
“A feeling only. It is too heavy for sword practice, but more than that—I fear it falling into the wrong hands.”
“Wise.” Morgana turned to the window, thinking.
A single rowan tree grew from the earth of the keep just below Arthur’s bedchamber, climbing the stone wall between the windows. As she watched, a red squirrel scrambled up from the lower branches, its scarlet tail switching. When it reached the highest branch, it settled on its haunches, tiny forepaws entwined as it gazed at her.
Morgana leaned out a little, and the squirrel tilted its head to one side, bright eyes blinking, the plume of its tail now still.
Morgana loved these moments. They nourished her, reminding her that everything in the world was connected. She was part of the sacred pattern, fitted into it as if it had grown up around her. She so often felt apart, removed from the people around her by her differences, but when these things happened, she felt the touch of the Lady herself, the blessing and the gift of natural magic.
She gazed down at the beautiful little creature and lifted one finger in acknowledgment. It flicked its tail before it dashed back down through the rowan branches and landed lightly on the ground. It scooted off across the keep, dodging one of the dogs who leaped out of the byre to come after it.
When Morgana saw that the squirrel had made it to safety she turned, putting her back to the window, nodding to the Blackbird. “I will make a charm of protection,” she said. “There can only be one, if it is to be powerful enough. Arthur must wear it always.”

Braithe was gratified, having no magic of her own, to be the one to place the charm around Arthur’s neck. She felt as if she were part of something grand, something immense, an accomplishment that would resonate across Lloegyr and would be recounted by the bards who recited the great moments of history.
Braithe had stood close at Morgana’s hand as she worked to create the charm. She had cut sprigs of the mistletoe from the Isle, added for good fortune; she had run into the garden for spikes of vervain, to purify the prince’s spirit and protect him from evil intentions; she had waded out into a swampy field for lady’s-mantle, to prolong his life. She had dashed down to the cellar for a newly poured beeswax candle, and up to the roof for a cup of clear rainwater to prevent contamination of Morgana’s mixture.
Finally, after receiving many admonitions about taking care not to touch it with her bare fingers, Braithe knelt in a grassy clearing in the woods to carefully choose a single vibrantly blue blossom of monkshood. With a bit of fabric protecting her fingers, she pulled the flower free of its stem and wrapped it in a cloth. Morgana said monkshood was what the poisoner had used against Arthur. One blossom, added to the other herbs, would prevent anyone from using it on him again.
The preparations sent Braithe into a state of bliss. Nearness to magic always gladdened her, and the energy of this act of creation made her bones tingle and her nerves thrill. She watched, her hands clasped beneath her chin, as Morgana soaked and simmered, chopped and peeled and crushed, ground everything together in the mortar until the ingredients were as fine as powder and so thoroughly blended that no single herb could be detected among the rest. All of these things were essential to the making of a charm of protection.
Without Morgana’s magic, of course, they would add up to nothing.
Morgana made a mystical figure, laboring over the table in Arthur’s chamber. Tall, slender, her black hair caught back in a thong, her robes swirling around her bare feet, she seemed to be something beyond the everyday world, outside of human experience.
Morgana labored for three days, resting little, filling Arthur’s bedchamber with the steam and smoke and scents of her work. Late one afternoon, she declared her preparations complete and turned to the Blackbird. “Do you have it, sir?”
He hobbled to the table, which was still littered with the tools and ingredients Morgana had been using. He delved into a pocket in his ancient brown robe and brought out a curiously shaped silver ornament on a fine chain. He held it out on his palm, and Morgana lifted it reverently in her long fingers.
To Braithe, she murmured, “It belonged to the Lady herself. Look.” She put a fingernail to the side of it, and it opened to reveal a little hollow within, undetectable when the locket was closed.
“I can’t see how it is made,” Braithe said, her voice soft with wonder.
“No one knows how it was made,” the Blackbird said, in his creaking voice. “And no one could reproduce it.” He paused, and said with deliberation, “It is unique.”
Braithe looked up at Morgana, unsure how she would react to this, but the priestess’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. She said, “It is indeed. As the charm will be.”
They had to wait until full darkness to finish the work. After lighting the candle with a flick of her fingers, Morgana spread her emulsion into the hollow in the charm, using a tiny spoon to tamp every morsel of it inside. After she closed the lid, Braithe looked hard at the ornament but could see neither seam nor hinge. Its surface was smooth silver in an unusual shape, neither round nor oval. The shape seemed to change each time she looked at it.
Morgana dangled the chain with its pendant above the candle, and her brow furrowed in that way Braithe had come to recognize. She was wielding power. The candle flame leaped up, and though it bloomed around the charm, the surface glistened with reflected light but did not burn.
The room was so still Braithe could hear the faint call of a nightjar from the gardens. The Blackbird leaned on his staff, his chin on his chest. Braithe hugged herself to keep from bouncing on her toes. Her every sense was exaggerated, her eyes blinking as if the candlelight were the sun itself, her ears vibrating, picking up every breath in the room, every tap and brush of fingers or toes. The scent of the candle, so mild before, now seemed to fill her nose with fragrance, as if she could smell every flower the bees had tasted in the making of the wax.
She didn’t realize until she felt his warmth at her shoulder that Arthur had left his bed. She cast a swift glance at him, and her heartbeat quickened. The candlelight made his fair hair golden. His skin shone smooth and clear. The blue of his eyes turned the azure of Ilyn in summer as he watched Morgana work, then turned a confiding glance to Braithe. She smiled at him and hugged herself tighter to keep herself from touching him.
Then it was done. Morgana flicked her fingers once more at the burning candle, and its flame subsided into a puddle of beeswax. She passed the charm to Braithe, who, loosening her arms to accept the ornament, was surprised to find its surface as cool as if the candlefire had not touched it.
“Now?” she whispered to Morgana.
“Now” came the answer.
The Blackbird lifted his head to watch. Morgana stood with her hands linked before her, her brow smooth, her labors complete. Braithe turned to Arthur, first lifting her eyebrows for permission. He nodded. She looped the chain over his head and adjusted the charm on his breast. It glowed a ghostly silver in the dim light, its shape vague and impermanent and wondrous.
“You are safe now, my lord,” Braithe whispered.
He said, “I do not doubt it.” He turned to Morgana and bowed to her. “Thank you, Priestess. Sister.”
She inclined her head to him in return, then collapsed onto the nearest chair with a long sigh that whistled in her throat. Braithe hurried to her. “Priestess,” she said. “Come, you’re exhausted. You must rest.”
Morgana’s eyes were closed, but she said, “Yes. Yes.” She groped for Braithe’s hand, allowing her handmaid to pull her to her feet. “Help me to my bed, brat. I mean to sleep for a week.”
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Morgana, once convinced that Arthur would fully recover, began to yearn for the Isle. She kept thinking of the women making the difficult journey to the lake to apply for assistance. They would brave the voyage across the water and then wait, sometimes for hours, to be admitted into the dim room where their petitions would be heard, and judged, and answered. She had been away for months, and she felt the tug of their need as a force in her breast. Camulod’s bustle irritated her, and the trivial chatter of the courtiers made her head ache. Many times she fled into the woods around the castle, searching for solitude and for peace. She often knelt on the forest floor to allow the birds and squirrels, even the occasional fox, to visit her. They soothed her restlessness and connected her to a world in which no one cared about clothes or jewels or who was bedding whom.
Summer had come gently to Lloegyr, the days warm and sweet, the nights cool and refreshing. The gardens outside the courtine burst with life, flowers becoming fruits and vegetables, roots delving deep for water to counter the heat of the sun. Morgana imagined the gardens of the Temple doing the same, and she longed to sit on the stone bench and breathe the energy of their abundance. She did not particularly miss her sister priestesses, but she would not be sorry to see Niamh again, with her sunburned face and earth-stained hands, and she would welcome a smile from Joslyn.
Braithe, she could see, felt differently. On one lovely clear day, the two of them guided Arthur down to the keep. He sat in the healing sunshine, accepting the diffident greetings of the dairymaids, the lackeys, the horsemaster, and other servants, who paused in their duties to bend the knee and stammer good wishes for his health. Braithe ran up the stairs for a hat to keep the sun from Arthur’s eyes, then back again for a cushion to soften the hard bench for him. She knelt on the ground beside him, eager for some other service she could perform. Morgana thought her eyes were painfully bright as she looked up into the prince’s face.
Braithe would not welcome their departure from the castle, and Morgana thought it would be best for her handmaid if they left very soon.
They sat for some time in a pleasant silence, watching clouds of swifts dart across the sky and a little group of children playing together. The Blackbird appeared from somewhere and lounged against the sun-warmed wall, his chin on his chest. Morgana had just drawn breath to broach the subject of returning to the Isle when a voice shrilled from outside the main gatehouse. Everyone snapped to attention as another voice called for help, then another. Several men-at-arms ran from the barbican, hands on sword hilts, ready to spring to the defense of the castle.
Someone was banging on the farmer’s gate, the narrow gate that allowed supplies to be brought into Camulod. The gatekeeper approached it warily, but when it swung open, he stood aside. The men-at-arms fell back, lowering their weapons. Morgana jumped to her feet, shading her eyes to see what was happening. The Blackbird stood beside her as tension suddenly gripped the busy keep.
A bedraggled group of people filed through the gate. They were old men, a few children, women of every age, some with babes in their arms. They looked as if they had been traveling all night. Two of the old men walked in front, and several more trailed behind the women in a valiant effort to protect them. All were hollow-eyed, exhausted, and some had tears running down their cheeks. Two of the babes wailed steadily.
Arthur pushed himself to his feet, but his legs were still unsteady. He kept a hand on the wall for support as he demanded of the nearest manservant, “Where are my father and his men?”
The servant, who Morgana thought was a kitchen worker who had been harvesting garden greens, shook his head in bewilderment. “Don’t know, my lord,” he said. “Shall I find the steward for you?”
“Yes, and quick!”
Morgana marveled at how much in command Arthur suddenly was, though still weak from his illness. Even dressed in only a loose tunic and leggings he was regal. He managed to stand very straight, and though his face was youthful, his jaw was firm and his eyes glinted with authority.
Bran, the steward, came running, and he bowed briefly to Arthur. “They’re from a village along the north fork of the Chindl, just above the bridge. The Romans sacked it, they say, though it might have been Saxons. They’re only peasants and can’t tell the difference. Whoever it was slaughtered all the men and most of the boys. These poor folk are all that’s left.”
“And the king?”
“He and his knights went south, where the scouts said the Romans were on the march.”
“We still have scouts in the barracks, do we not? Send two after the king. And gather the knights who are still here. Tell them to be ready to march.”
The steward bowed again and trotted off toward the barracks. Arthur said, “I must dress. There is work to do.”
Morgana said, “Arthur, no! You’re not strong enough yet.”
“We can’t let this go unanswered, Morgana. In my father’s absence—”
“He will return soon enough. He is still the king, and this responsibility falls to him.”
The Blackbird said, “Priestess Morgana is correct, my lord.”
Morgana didn’t wait to see if Arthur would heed the warning. “Braithe, I’m going to see what I can do for those people. Stay with the prince.”
“Yes, Priestess,” Braithe said. She took up a stance before Arthur as if she would physically stop him from moving. Morgana doubted Braithe could deter him on her own, but the Blackbird took Arthur’s other side, and she hoped that would be enough. She spun, making her robe swirl, and set off toward the lower level of the castle, where the band of refugees had been escorted.
She found them huddled in one of the windowless storerooms below the kitchen. There were kitchen maids and house servants bustling around them, offering ale and bread, trying to make them comfortable. The small space already smelled of unwashed bodies and the tang of blood. At a glance, Morgana saw that most were unhurt, only tired and hungry, but there were two—a boy of perhaps eleven, and a girl of about sixteen—with visible injuries.
The boy had taken a blow to the head, and an old woman was doing her best to soothe the bloody gash with a stained rag. The woman was sobbing silently. The boy stared into space, as if he didn’t know where he was or what had happened to him. When Morgana came close, the old woman looked up with thin, weary tears streaming down her wrinkled cheeks. “He tried to fight’m,” she said. “Tried like a man, he did, and him only a lad.”
“Let me see, grandmother,” Morgana said. She carefully peeled the blood-soaked cloth from the wound and picked up a candle burning nearby so she could get a good look.
The cut was not deep, but it was bleeding freely. She called to one of the kitchen maids to bring her a fresh cloth. “A clean one!” she ordered. “And a bit of lint.” To the old woman, she said, “The wound is not serious, but he will have a scar to boast of.”
“But he won’t talk!” the woman cried. “Wouldn’t move ’less I dragged’m!”
Indeed, the boy still gazed at nothing, his lips slack, his eyes without life. “He has had a shock,” Morgana said. “Something too terrible for him to understand. I will send a potion for him, something to help him cope.”
The old woman suddenly focused on Morgana. Her eyes widened, and her sobs abruptly ceased. “You’re a—you’re one of them, yah? The Nine?” she whispered. The woman next to her hushed her. Both fell silent, but they shrank away from Morgana as if there was danger in her touch. She stifled a sigh at their reaction to her, but she understood. In the farthest outposts of Lloegyr, many believed the Nine were fae.
Morgana took the things the kitchen maid brought. She pressed the lint into a pad and tied it against the gash with a clean cloth wrapped around the boy’s head. “Keep it there,” she told the old woman, taking care to speak gently. “Don’t let him pull it off. I will return later.”
With the old woman still goggling at her, she moved to the girl, who lay limp on the floor, her head in another woman’s lap. The girl’s breathing was rapid and shallow. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were white with pain. The woman who was holding her said bitterly, “Bastard killed her husband with a sword, and she went after’m with her kitchen knife. He knocked her down, kicked her, nearly killed her, too.”
Morgana knelt beside the injured girl. She didn’t touch her, but her hands hovered over her body, her chest, her stomach. She exhaled slowly through pursed lips as she let her gaze blur.
What she saw was terrible. She felt the girl’s agony in her own body, felt the blood pooling within, the torn tissues burning with pain, the girl’s chest growing tighter with every breath. She blinked her eyes open. “I have a poppy tincture,” she said, her voice low and hard. “I’ll fetch it for you now.”
The woman lifted her gaze to Morgana’s. She wasn’t much older than the wounded girl. “She’s dying, yah. My friend.” It wasn’t a question.
Morgana had to harden her heart against the grief in the woman’s face. She said evenly, “The tincture will ease her way.”
“No magic to fix her?”
“I’m very sorry, sister. No magic can fix this.”
She rose and threaded her way out of the crowded room. She supposed she appeared cold to the grieving woman, but there was nothing to be done about that. She dared not give in, or she would be overwhelmed.
The common folk, like this sad woman, believed that the priestesses of the Lady’s Temple had power over life and death. They journeyed to the Isle despite their fears of the fae, convinced that the priestesses’ magic could work any miracle. The Temple encouraged their belief, because it was profitable.
Such thinking laid a further burden on the shoulders of the Nine. Some carried the weight lightly, untroubled by the fiction. Others—Niamh, Joslyn, Olfreth, Morgana herself—felt it as an obligation, and never more than in a situation like this one.
She knew, as she measured out the tincture of poppy, that more deaths lay ahead. The Romans, abetted by the bloodthirsty Saxons, would see to it.
At least, she told herself, Arthur was not well enough to go to war. She would not allow it, nor would the Blackbird. Let murderous Uther, so greedy to keep his stolen crown, be the one to face the invaders.

Another group of terrified women and children appeared in the late afternoon, and the Blackbird hurried to help tend to them. There was a child with a broken arm, who required a dose of poppy tincture before Morgana could move the bones back into place and wrap the arm in linen. One girl of thirteen or fourteen had very nearly been carried away, and she was still hysterical. Morgana gave her mother a potion of lavender to calm her, with instructions to administer it whenever she began to scream again. She had to avert her gaze so as not to see the grief in the mother’s face. Her husband had fought for his daughter and had been cut down by a Saxon axe.
There were other stories, other tragedies. The kitchen maids proved invaluable in helping to stanch wounds and distribute water and food. The Blackbird was gratified to see Braithe put aside her natural inclination to weep in the face of these horrors and shoulder her share of the labor. More than her share, in truth, he thought, because she was young and strong and had learned so much in her service to Morgana.
Arthur, leaning on a stick to steady himself, moved from keep to barracks to granary to kitchen, mustering the supplies needed for a campaign, organizing the knights and their mounts, wielding his authority as if he were already king.
The Blackbird listened to the fearsome tales of slaughter and looting with a heavy sense of recognition. He had heard it all before. It seemed there would never be an end to the stories of the evils men were willing to perpetrate on innocents. Sometimes he wished that when the Lady anointed him, she had not extended his life so dramatically. It was wearying to see that through the long years, nothing had changed.
The Romans had decided to kill any male of fighting age or close to it, leaving bereft mothers and wives hollow-eyed with grief. When the survivors had been fed and cared for as much as possible, the Blackbird sent Morgana and Braithe to their beds. Arthur, too, returned to bed, pale with exhaustion. The Blackbird lay down in his own chamber but found he was unable to sleep.
He gave it up after an hour. He left the room and climbed the stairs to the door that led outside, onto the broad top of the courtine. He strolled along it, his wrinkled fingers trailing along the thigh-high parapet as he listened to the night sounds of the castle and worried over the decision he had to make. A harsh white moon hung in the summer night sky, making the wall glitter and the towers shine as if rimed with ice. On any other night, the beauty would have soothed the Blackbird’s spirit. On this night, such relief didn’t come.
Arthur was right, of course. The attacks on the remote villages of Lloegyr must be addressed. The prince had been impressive this day, despite the ravages of his illness. The knights of Camulod had not hesitated to obey his orders, to prepare as he instructed, fully demonstrating their readiness to follow him. He would one day be a great king.
But his time had not yet come. His destiny lay in the future, part of the Lady’s great plan for her beloved Lloegyr. It was Uther who must lead the strike against the Romans and the Saxons.
And Uther must survive. Morgana must ensure that, however much she loathed him.
The question the Blackbird wrestled with, this moonlit summer night, was whether Morgana could be convinced without revealing too much.
The Blackbird’s deep sight had faded with his mounting age, but he recalled the vision vividly, as if he had experienced it only yesterday instead of lifetimes ago. He had seen the true king with a retinue of knights, shining and handsome, more glorious than any collection of warriors in history. He had seen them riding through the highlands of Lloegyr beneath royal-blue pennants, with Arthur’s crest painted in black. Farmers and villagers hurried to the side of the road to see them pass. Maidens handed them flowers, and their mothers offered loaves of bread and wheels of cheese, while their men bent the knee in fealty.

When Arthur was born, the vision reappeared, and when Ygraine showed the Blackbird the babe, he recognized him instantly. It fell to the Blackbird to choose his name. He had to stand by, mute, as Uther Dragoun ordered his stepdaughter to be banished from the castle. Ygraine had not told her new husband the truth of her daughter’s birth, and the Blackbird didn’t dare. Not yet.

It was all the Lady’s plan. Each of them—Ygraine, Uther, Arthur, Morgana, and most especially, the Blackbird himself—was a part of it. If one element failed, the entire edifice could collapse.

The Blackbird had seen the true king fulfilling his destiny, but the Arthur he saw had been a grown man, tall and broad-shouldered, noble of mien. That Arthur had not been a half-grown boy, his beard barely visible, his hair fine and pale as a child’s.
The time had not yet come for the vision to manifest. It was too soon. It was all coming too soon, and the Blackbird didn’t know what he should do to prevent it.
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A job for a man, not a boy,” Uther shouted.
Braithe, feeling as if her heart would crack with fear, had been forced to stand silently with the other courtiers as Arthur argued with his father. “I want to fight,” he insisted, in a voice older than his years. “These are my people, too, my land—”
But Uther, to Braithe’s relief, had flatly refused. She didn’t need deep sight to know what drove Uther. He craved being seen as the strongest, the bravest, the real king. He had been furious when it was his son, rather than himself, who was invited to the Temple to pull the Lady’s sword from the stone. He hated Morgana for her part in that. He had seen how his people feared for Arthur’s life, had grieved over the possibility of his death, and had rejoiced when he survived.
Uther knew he was not popular with his court, and the love the people held for his son rankled. Morgana stood near the door of the king’s war room, her chin tucked, her cat’s eyes brilliant as she watched.
Uther caught sight of her, and his face suffused with temper. He snapped, “What is the witch doing here?”
Braithe gasped. Everyone knew that witches were crones concocting dangerous philters and wicked charms in their woodland huts. To call one of the Nine a witch was a shocking thing to do. Even the Blackbird, standing at Uther’s right hand, lifted his bowed head to stare at the king. Arthur, on Uther’s left, moved a little away, as if to divorce himself from his father’s offense.
Morgana’s deep voice cut through the stunned whispers that erupted at Uther’s insult. “You call me witch, stepfather? Yet before you go to fight, no doubt you will beg the protection of the Temple.”
Uther’s face darkened even more as he glared at her above the heads of the people. The courtiers murmured uneasily among themselves. Morgana was right. In times of war, it was customary to ask for the blessing of the Lady, and if a priestess was available, she would always be called upon to bestow it.
Braithe’s stomach clenched as tension swirled around her. The men who would follow Uther tomorrow into battle against the Romans stood stiffly, their faces impassive, denying their fear. The ladies and their servants were less stoic, some touching good-luck charms that hung at their necks or their belts, others clutching at each other’s hands, their bodies pressing close together, seeking comfort as they awaited the king’s response.
Braithe had been diligent in learning the litanies of the Temple. She could have recited the blessing for protection herself, though it was more or less useless coming from someone with no magic.
There was a proper way to bestow the blessing, as everyone knew, and only one of the Nine could perform it. It was no wonder Uther’s intransigence disturbed his subjects. People found comfort in ritual. It was one of the reasons the Temple survived.
Uther’s mouth worked behind his coarse red beard as he struggled to find a way out of the mistake he had made. Braithe thought perhaps he would fail, but Arthur intervened.
“Of course, Priestess, all here beg your blessing in this dark moment.” He turned to his father, and Braithe hoped she was the only one who detected the note of contempt in his voice. “I feel sure King Uther wishes the same.”
It was a deft bit of diplomacy. Uther saw that his son had given him a way out, and he took it, though without grace.
“My son is right,” he growled. “Of course we’re grateful one of the Nine is here to perform the rite.”
He didn’t sound grateful, nor did he acknowledge that the priestess was his own stepdaughter. Braithe caught the telling glance that passed between Morgana and Arthur, and had the situation not been so serious, she could have laughed aloud. Morgana and Arthur, though they had not grown up together, worked as one, as if they had. They had deftly skirted a conflict that could affect the battle to come. Braithe had never been close to any of her brothers and sisters, though there were so many of them. There was no blame to be laid over it. Their childhood had been bleak, focused solely on survival, but she would have liked such a bond.
She supposed that was partly why she clung to Morgana, who was so kind to her. She watched with pride as the knights about to go into battle knelt before her idol. Morgana, tall and elegant in her black robe, held her right hand high above their heads, while her left cradled the symbol of her service, the Lady’s sigil. She recited the blessing in her deep voice. Braithe spoke it with her, but so softly no could hear:
Go forth with courage, defenders of Lloegyr. Wear the Lady’s favor upon your sleeve, and feel her power in your heart. You are the air, the earth, the water of this land. You banish the darkness and bring the light. You are Lloegyr itself, and the Lady’s grace is upon you.

Only when the rite was complete did Braithe realize that Uther, in his arrogance, had not knelt before his stepdaughter. He was the only one of the assembled court not to do so, and Braithe marveled at it. Uther Dragoun, shortsighted and foolish, was making an enemy of the most powerful person in Camulod.

Braithe whispered this to Arthur later. She was helping him into bed, and she made certain he still wore Morgana’s protective charm. As she smoothed the blanket over his legs, she murmured, “You know, my lord, I have seen your half sister when she is angry. You would not like it.”
Arthur gazed up at her from his pillows. “Tell me about it, little Braithe. Why would I not like it?”
“She would not be angry at you, never that. But one who offends her learns very quickly not to raise her ire.”
Arthur pushed himself up a little higher. “I sense a story. Tell me!”
Braithe glanced at the chair that rested by the table, then decided to be bold. She sat on the edge of the bed, where she could feel the hard muscles of his leg against her back. He shifted his body, and she thought perhaps she had been too familiar, despite having nursed him all these weeks, but then, when he settled, his leg was even closer to her, warm and strong. A secret smile tugged at her lips. In the soft voice of one telling a bedtime story, she said, “Priestess Morgana works very hard. She is impatient with anyone who hinders her. There is one of the Nine who often does just that.”
“Tension among the priestesses?” Arthur said, his eyes bright with interest. “With the air full of all that magic? That sounds perilous.”
Braithe laughed, then leaned a little forward to whisper, “I will tell you a secret, sir. There isn’t a great deal of magic at the Temple, except around your sister.”
His eyebrows rose. “Is there not? But we are told that the priestesses wield the Lady’s magic upon command!”
“I know. I was told the same when I first arrived on the Isle. They still say it, but…” She shrugged. “Two or three of the priestesses have some magic. The others have none, though they will never admit the lack. The real magic lies with Priestess Morgana, and word of that has spread beyond the Isle. Supplicants come seeking her out by name. Her potions and salves and tinctures are finer than any, and her charms, like the one you wear, have real power.”
“But she gets angry?”
“She mustn’t know I told you,” Braithe confided. Arthur touched his lips with his fingers, and she grinned. “She can spoil a cup of cider with a gesture. I saw her spill soup into the priestess’s lap without touching the bowl.”
“Those are just pranks,” Arthur said.
“True. But once, when the other priestess—she’s called Preela—tried to interfere with a charm Morgana was making—charms are the hardest of all, and they require concentration—Morgana stopped Preela’s voice for three days.” Braithe no longer smiled, remembering how upset Niamh had been. Everyone knew it was Morgana’s doing, but most were of the opinion that Preela deserved her punishment. “The charm was for a supplicant who carried a heavy purse. Preela wanted the tribute.” She shrugged. “Preela’s charms are useless. She earns hardly any tribute.”
“This Preela—she recovered?” Arthur said.
“Yes. And she stopped interfering with Priestess Morgana’s work.”
“A wise choice,” Arthur said. He put out his hand and took Braithe’s from where it lay on the coverlet. Her heart leaped at his touch, and she had to lower her gaze so he would not see the warmth she felt rising in her cheeks. “Tell me another story, Braithe,” he said softly, holding her fingers. “I have been too long in this bed, and I am not ready to sleep again.”
She knew she should withdraw her hand, blow out the candle, insist that he get his rest, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Instead, she let her hand rest in his, savoring the feel of his warm skin, the strength of his fingers—his willingness to extend the touch. The dim bedroom seemed to be a space all their own, apart from the outside world. He was a boy, and she a girl, and for these few stolen moments it didn’t matter that he was a prince and she a handmaid. The night air seemed to sparkle with the magic created merely by them being together. Alone.
Braithe settled back, her hand warm and soft in his, and began another tale.

The Blackbird came to Morgana after the rite of blessing. She had taken a seat at one end of the long kitchen table for a simple meal of soup and bread. She was avoiding the riotous dinner in the great hall, where the knights and their lackeys would be drowning their anxiety about the coming conflict in ale. Only two maids remained in the kitchen, scrubbing pots at the stone sinks at the far end of the long room.
The Blackbird sank wearily onto the bench opposite Morgana and said, without preamble, “He wants a charm.”
She knew who he meant. Morgana put down her spoon and folded her arms. “The hubris astonishes me.”
“And me.” The Blackbird gave a short, bitter sigh. “He is not a wise man, of course.”
“He is not, sir, but you are. You must know I will refuse.”
“I am sorry about this, Priestess, but I must insist,” he said heavily. “The danger is real. There must be accord between the Temple and Camulod if Lloegyr is to survive. If the Romans swallow up Lloegyr, as they have all the lands around us, the Saxons will have free rein to loot and murder as they wish. Rome will consider our people’s suffering the price of conquest.”
“But does Rome not promise peace as the reward for submission to the empire?”
“Promises are cheap, and easily broken.”
“So I have observed.”
“Powerful men care more for power than they do for people. It is the way of the world.”
“Is that an excuse?”
“A reason.” He sighed again, and she heard the breath rattle in his chest.
“Sir, are you well?”
He made a dismissive gesture with his wrinkled hand. “I’m well enough. I need you to do this for me, Morgana. To placate Uther. To protect the people.”
Morgana pushed her bowl aside and leaned across the table to look into the Blackbird’s eyes. “Sir, my brother will do a better job of protecting the people, because he cares about them. You must know this.”
“Arthur is not yet king.”
“Only because Uther stands in his way. Uther, who tried to murder his own son!” She pressed her fingers over her mouth and stole a glance toward the stone sinks, but the kitchen maids were banging pots and splashing water and appeared not to have heard.
The Blackbird muttered, “We have no proof.”
“I saw it, sir.”
“I know, but that is not proof.”
“He needs to learn to respect the Nine. Instead, he treats me as if I were a servant.”
“He treats everyone like that,” the Blackbird said, but she saw by the flicker of his eyelids that he knew how weak an argument it was.
Temper flared in her belly like a fire improperly banked, and she had to grit her teeth to control it. She said tightly, “I will not do it. He has not earned the right to ask.”
“No, he has not. But if you do not perform this chore, he will know. We cannot afford a rift between the Temple and Camulod, and that’s a hard truth. The destiny of Lloegyr is at stake.”
Morgana gazed at him, making no reply. He said, “Think about it, Priestess. I beg you, use your deep sight. Surely you will see that the best course is to comply.”
Morgana bent her head and touched the sigil at her breast. “Yes, sir. I will.” She spoke out of respect for the Blackbird, but the words gave her an uncomfortable shiver of premonition. As she slid out from the bench to make her way to her chamber, she suffered the disturbing impression that she was walking a cliff’s edge of risk. She didn’t quite know why. She hoped the stones would tell her.
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As Morgana passed Arthur’s chamber she heard the gentle murmur of Braithe’s voice. She hesitated, but she told herself if Arthur wasn’t feeling well, Braithe would surely come for her, so she walked on, hurrying now. Uther wanted the charm before he and his knights rode out at dawn. If she decided to make it, it would take time. If she decided not to… In truth, she had no idea what she would do, but she hated the idea of one of her creations, which held so much of her spirit, hanging from his thick neck, touching his skin.
She lit the candle in her room, then drew the cup of stones from the bottom of her basket, where it had lain beneath the stores of herbs she had brought with her. She had a few leftovers from the making of Arthur’s charm that she could use. The Blackbird had given her another amulet to fill, and she was gratified to see that it was not silver or magical, just an old iron locket, plain and striped with rust. She laid the ugly thing beside her basket to await her decision.
The table in her chamber was too crowded for divination, so she crouched on the wooden floor to scatter the stones. They poured from the cup, a stream of black and white, shining dully in the candlelight. She bent over them to read the pattern they had made, breathing in, breathing slowly out through pursed lips.
It was not easy. The stones appeared to have fallen randomly, as if perhaps the uneven floor had skewed their design. Several had skidded off to the side, where they had been stopped by a roughness in one of the floorboards. Others huddled in the center, without creating the usual whorls and curves. She gazed at them with tired eyes, searching for the sense of their message, calling on her deep sight to pierce her reluctance and show her what she needed to know.
Finally, she rose and went to her scrying bowl to peer into the candlelit surface of the water. When the vision came, it shocked the breath from her body.
Uther stood before a man in Roman battle dress, helmeted and armored in an arrangement of iron plates fastened with bits of leather. He wore a woolen tunic and hobnailed sandals, as did the dozens of men behind him, but his stance and the quality of his armor—and the elaborate hilt of the sword at his belt—signified wealth and importance.

Uther wore his coronet, but not his sword, nor did he carry his usual leather shield. He bowed to the Roman and touched his fist to his chest, the gesture of fealty. In exchange, the Roman presented him with a fat purse and a new sword that glimmered in the sunlight when he slid it out of its scabbard.

Morgana’s stomach turned as she grasped what this ceremony meant.
If this future came to pass, Uther would secure his crown by ceding Lloegyr to Rome.
Morgana pressed both her hands to her chest, flattening the sigil into the folds of her robe. She squeezed her eyes closed, doubting what she had seen, questioning her own deep sight, although it had never once misled her. When she opened her eyes, she returned to the floor to gaze at the pattern the stones had made; nothing had changed. It was true.
Her heart thudded as she scooped up the stones and cast them once more. The pattern, or the lack of it, was precisely the same. She did it a third time, in the vain hope something would change. She could not make a mistake. The import of what she saw, of what it meant for Lloegyr, for Camulod, even for the Temple, was profound.
And the decision she had to make was both simple and awful.
She stood up, went to the table where her basket waited, and began to sort through the ingredients.

Braithe came in just as she was filling the ironwork amulet with her mixture. “Priestess!” Braithe exclaimed. “If you needed me…”
“I did not,” Morgana said, a little more brusquely than she had intended. She had no intention of ensnaring Braithe in this turn of events.
“But is this the charm for the king? Did you not need more monkshood? I only brought one blossom but I could have gone for more.”
“No. No one is going to poison Uther. This is a charm for battle.”
“And you had everything necessary?”
Morgana closed the amulet and held it in her palm as she turned to Braithe. The girl’s cheeks were flushed and her hair disordered. An uneasy qualm fluttered in Morgana’s heart, but there was no time now. She said only, “I did.”
“What happens now?”
“I will take the charm to the Blackbird. He can bestow it on the king.”
“I will go find him if you like.”
“No, thank you, Braithe. I know where he is. Go to your bed.”
Morgana found the Blackbird sitting where she had expected, on the bench beneath the rowan tree. The summer sky was brilliant with stars, and the evening breeze had died down, leaving the warm air sweet with the scents of the fruit trees in the castle gardens. As usual, the Blackbird had dropped his chin to his chest and was leaning on his staff as if asleep. Morgana wondered if he ever actually lay down to rest. She sat down quietly, hoping not to disturb him, but found he was awake after all. Without straightening, he turned his head to look a question at her, his ragged gray eyebrows lifting. “Is it done?”
“It is.”
“Will you give it to your stepfather?”
“I could not bear to touch him, sir.”
“Morgana, upon occasion you have to put aside your pride for the greater good.”
She held out the amulet on her palm. “I cannot in this case, sir. I have done all I can bring myself to do.”
He sat up then, pushing his hat back a little and wriggling to ease his back. “The war party rides out in two hours.” He took the amulet from her and dropped it into the pocket of his cloak. “I will give it to him then.” He gave her another searching glance. “You understand why this is necessary?”
She only nodded. She never lied, and she would not lie to the Blackbird. Silence was her only solution. She had done what was needed. It was pointless to indulge in regret. “Are you going with them?”
“Uther thinks he may need my Latin, rudimentary though it is.”
“You will be careful.”
“Do you fear I will fall from my horse?” His beard twitched as he regarded her, a glint of humor in his black eyes.
She could not smile. “No. I fear betrayal, sir.”
He sobered, saying, “Always a risk in times of war.”

The Blackbird disliked riding since his bones had grown so stiff, but he had loved it once. In the far distant past, when he was young, when his flesh was malleable and his muscles forgiving, he had ridden at every opportunity. He had owned one particular steed, a fleet, well-mannered creature with a beautiful coat like polished silver and enormous black hooves. He had called him Cloud, and they had covered many miles of forest and valley together. No other horse had made him feel so strong or so free. Sitting atop Cloud had made the young Blackbird—not that anyone called him that at the time—feel as if he owned the sky.
It was Cloud who carried him into fae country, commanded by the Lady. That had changed everything. The Blackbird wondered what had become of Cloud after he left. He could only hope someone in the White City treated him well and appreciated what a grand horse he was.
Now Uther’s horsemaster had provided him with a palfrey, a docile, plump little creature with a coat the color of mud. One of the lackeys assisted him to mount, and the Blackbird stifled a groan as he adjusted his frame to the saddle and silently cursed the pains of great age. Around him the knights in their armor clanked and rustled as they climbed into their saddles. Uther was already mounted, his coronet glinting dimly beneath his helmet, his sword belt cinched with the symbol for Lloegyr. He rode up to the Blackbird, towering above the palfrey on his black warhorse.
“Do you have it?” he snapped.
For answer, the Blackbird held up the ugly iron amulet, dangling on its chain. Uther seized it and dropped it over his own head. “There,” he muttered. “Safe.”
The Blackbird’s belly quivered with nausea when Uther said that. He wondered why. It could be, he supposed, his alarm at seeing Uther refuse to bend the knee to the priestess. The violation of tradition, the disdain for the authority of the Temple, made him uneasy. Unity was key if Lloegyr was to survive.
He had not wanted to follow Uther and his warriors to confront the Romans. He had met Romans in the past and found them irritatingly condescending, as well as ruthless and frequently treacherous. They possessed no sense of honor that he could detect, which went against every tradition of Camulod. He understood that the Roman triumphs to the north and east had convinced their leader, a man called Claudius, that Lloegyr would be an easy addition to his empire. When his army failed to dominate Lloegyr, Claudius was furious, dispatching entire legions to put down the resistance, employing Saxon mercenaries who were not loath to kill for money. The Blackbird feared that the brutality the Romans had shown to the peasants was only a threat of worse to come.
It was the Lady’s plan, laid long, long ago, that Uther Dragoun should hold off the invaders until Arthur came into his majority. The Blackbird had no regard for Uther’s skills, as either the king or the leader of a war band, but so long as he survived to fight off this incursion, Lloegyr would be safe for the moment.
And when he was victorious in this skirmish, the Blackbird meant to force him, by whatever means he could find, to make obeisance to Priestess Morgana.

Morgana rose early, after very little sleep. Her mind spun, her thoughts battering each other like birds trapped in a net. Should she have ignored what she saw? Should she have warned the Blackbird? Something had stopped the words rising to her lips. Was it fear of what the Blackbird might say to her, or was it an instinct to protect Lloegyr? Part of her marveled that the Blackbird had not sensed Uther’s deceit. Perhaps he was not as sensitive as he had once been. A different part of her feared that if she had told him everything, if he knew what she had learned, he would intercede in some clumsy way, and her own intention would be foiled.
She strode out of the keep through the farmer’s gate, ignoring the beauty of the courtine glittering in the radiance of the rising sun. The woods beckoned, and she walked without a destination, following a winding path that eventually brought her to the shore of Ilyn. She stood gazing out at the shining water. With a hand on the Lady’s sigil, she lifted her face into the dawn breeze and closed her eyes. She whispered, “Show me how to protect the true king from this treachery.”
The loud flapping of wings, very close, made her open her eyes.
A peregrine, her body like polished pewter in the morning light, had alighted on one of the pilings. She rested there now, her wings extended for balance, her neat dark head tilting as her black gaze fixed on Morgana. She was a big bird, and her regard went straight to Morgana’s heart. “Yes,” she murmured. “Thank you, little sister. I think I must.”

Morgana loved clothing herself in the falcon’s body. Her clothes dropped in a little mound beneath a long-branched willow, and she was free. She left her fatigue behind her as she lifted from the ground and flew up into the young morning. She looked down to admire the sparkling walls of Camulod, the fertile gardens rolling down the hillside, the great promontory of rock that was the castle’s base, then looked up and out, to the wide, beckoning sky. Joyously, she circled above Ilyn, where the water shimmered with morning light.
She tilted her wings and darted after the war party. She could fly far faster than any of them could ride, and in moments she was gliding on the wind currents, the peregrine leading her. The ease of it, the exhilaration of the movement, tempted her away from her purpose.
But she had not taken on this body for pleasure. She had a mission to fulfill.
For the riders and foot soldiers, the journey into the north took half the day. Morgana and her guide could have flown it in an hour, but they slowed their progress, circling above the war party with its fluttering banners and jutting spears. She spotted the Blackbird, trailing behind on a fat brown palfrey that struggled to keep up with the warhorses. Even the foot soldiers moved faster, though she saw the Blackbird kick his feet, urging the little mare forward. Occasionally the two falcons alighted in a tree to rest, then rose again to keep the war party in sight. They spied the north fork of the Chindl, and the ancient stone bridge that spanned it, before the king’s band could see it. Beyond the bridge, past the ruins of the destroyed village, the Roman encampment spread across an open meadow. From her vantage point, Morgana could see the scattering of cookfires, the tidy lines of the latrines, the beginnings of a fortification built of river stones and timber from the forest beyond. The soldiers who weren’t working appeared to be relaxing around the fires or inside their tents, but there were guards on alert at the perimeter of the camp. When they raised the alarm, the soldiers would be swift in their preparations. The Romans were known to be as organized as they were fierce, and ruthless in their dealings with subjugated people.
Morgana swore to herself that Camulod would not be subjugated. Lloegyr was not Uther’s gift, to hand to the conquerors in exchange for preserving his power. Only the true king would protect his people no matter the cost to himself.
When the moment came, it was as dramatic as Morgana had expected. A horn sounded. The sleepy camp was instantly alert. Armor appeared, and swords were slung on. Spears flashed in the hands of fighters. They pulled on helmets and strapped on their studded sandals. In what seemed like only moments, a phalanx of fighters marched through the ruined village and assumed a semicircle position at the end of the bridge.
Uther’s band heard the horn and rushed forward. The hoofbeats of their horses rang against the earth, so loudly that even Morgana, high above the scene, could hear them. She circled, her bird’s heart beating fast, her spread wings trembling with dread.
Uther threw up his gauntleted hand when they reached the bridge, and his knights reined in their plunging horses. Plumes of yellow dust rose around them, obscuring the scene, but the shouted orders pierced the clouds, carrying into the sky. In moments the dust began to settle, revealing the knights of Camulod, swords drawn, lined up facing the bridge. The foot soldiers ranged behind them, standing tense and straddle-legged, bows at the ready, arrows nocked. Morgana mourned the savage order of it, the painful beauty of young men risking their lives for a cause.
The Roman warriors poised in perfect formation at the opposite end of the bridge, spears and swords catching the light. She supposed there were people who feared for those men, too, parents and wives and siblings who dreaded terrible news from the north.
The Blackbird urged his palfrey forward, ready to translate. Morgana felt a spurt of anxiety for him as she saw the centurion of the Roman cohort stride past his soldiers to the middle of the bridge. The emblem of the empire was emblazoned on his shield and on the forward panel of his armor. He unsheathed his sword and raised it high, shouting something in Latin.
Uther waved a hand at the Blackbird, who kicked his little mare’s ribs to urge her closer. Morgana circled lower, trying to hear, but the Blackbird’s frail voice wasn’t strong enough to rise above the noise of the river and the whistle of the wind through her own wings. It was clear, though, that the centurion and Uther, through the Blackbird’s translation, were communicating.
Uther’s knights and foot soldiers moved restlessly, glancing at each other in eagerness and fear. The Romans brandished their spears, a clear warning to the Lloegyrians of their willingness to maim and murder. The ruined village behind them still smoked where the invaders had burned the peasants’ huts to the ground, and corpses lay crumpled in a gruesome pile, left to rot by the men who had slaughtered them. It was a visual reminder of how pitiless the attack had been. Misery and tension rose from the scene like a cloud, tingeing the air with the turgid energy of more looming bloodshed.
What happened next was clearer through a falcon’s eyes than it could have been to those of the men on the ground. Uther gave a short, loud speech, then turned to the Blackbird to translate. The shocked recoil of the knights behind him revealed that he had not consulted with them, had not warned them of what he meant to do. Before the Blackbird had a chance to draw breath, one of the knights, a young one on a yellow horse, with a head of such fair curls that he looked like a Saxon, threw back his head and howled a battle cry. Uther, startled, turned to see who had interrupted. The rest of the knights seized the broken moment to surge forward, past their traitor king, their mounts galloping two by two over the stone bridge to engage the Romans.
One of the knights’ horses struck the Blackbird’s palfrey with an errant hoof, and the little horse fell to its knees, toppling the Blackbird even as the battle at the far side of the bridge began in earnest. He staggered to his feet, leaning on his staff. The foot soldiers swarmed forward, surrounding Uther, then leaving him behind. Screams of fury and pain and hate swirled around the battle, now fully joined. Swords clashed and spears rained down on the foot soldiers.
The Lloegyrians were vastly outnumbered. Uther’s plan to surrender had meant that didn’t matter, but the will of a people to remain free was stronger than his slow-witted ambition.
Morgana put back her wings and plummeted toward the ground. Her talons dug into the earth beside the Blackbird, who was tottering toward Uther, into the danger, as if the fall had confounded him. With a flap of her wings and a stretching of her neck, Morgana began to grow into her own body.
Her own naked body.
She cried, “Sir! Not that way! Come with me!”
Shakily, he turned and saw her. Though Uther was at the bridge, futilely shouting at his warriors to stop, to listen, to let him explain, the Blackbird hobbled toward Morgana, his head up, his beard quivering with shock.
“Morgana!” he croaked.
She could barely hear him over the tumult of the fight taking place, and her belly quaked at the thought of the blood being spilled, the young men being wounded, maimed, murdered. She strode toward the Blackbird to give him her hand, to lead him away from the peril of the rout that was sure to be the end of this misadventure.
As she reached him, he exclaimed, “Morgana! Cover yourself!”
She glanced down, startled at the sight of her bare white flesh, her long arms and legs and small breasts exposed to the summer sun. She remembered, belatedly, the pile of her clothes under the willow tree. Before she could explain, the Blackbird had stripped off his own worn brown robe and was wrapping it around her, leaving him wearing only his undertunic and his leather sandals.
He took her proffered arm, but he stared at her in wonder as they struggled toward the safety of the woods. “How did you come to be here?” he cried, but weakly. “Where are your clothes?”
“Lying on the ground beside Ilyn,” she snapped, as she tugged him forward. “Please, sir. The Romans—”
“Do you know what he said? Uther?”
“I have a good idea.” She put her arm around his back and urged him to walk faster.
“He was going to surrender! I didn’t have the opportunity to translate, but the Roman centurion—he knew! It was planned, Morgana! Uther—he was going to hand Lloegyr to the Romans to—” He broke off, gasping for breath.
“I know,” she said grimly.
“Did you see?”
“I did. Come now, sir. I will explain everything later. Right now, we need to get away.”

By the time they reached the cover of the forest, Morgana was holding nearly all of the Blackbird’s weight. She felt every one of his many years in the strain on her arm, in the ankle-jarring care she had to take so he did not stumble. The terrifying sounds of the battle pursued them, making Morgana’s skin crawl. She wished her hands were free to block her ears against the screams and cries, and, worst of all, the occasional sobs and calls for help.
They found an ancient yew with a thick trunk and roots rising from the forest floor in great curves. Morgana coaxed the Blackbird to sit on one of the roots, and made sure he had his staff to steady himself. When he was settled, leaning back against the trunk, she peered through the drooping branches to watch the tumult on the other side of the river. She wrapped her arms around herself, standing helpless and sick as she watched the Lloegyrian contingent crumble before the greater numbers and practiced ferocity of the Romans.
It was not long before the first of the Camulod foot soldiers, bloodied and reeling, staggered back over the bridge in flight from the debacle. Behind them, fighting bravely even as they retreated, came the knights on horseback. Morgana shuddered to realize how few were left. Too many lay on the field, wounded, at the mercy of an enemy who possessed none.
One of the missing knights was the curly-headed lad who had sparked the attack with his battle cry. She found herself reaching for the Lady’s sigil as she searched for him, before remembering that it lay among the folds of her robe, on the ground of the keep of Camulod. She searched on, finally spying his yellow horse lying on the ground, and there—“Oh, no,” she breathed. “Oh, no.”
Horse and rider were both dead. Too many Lloegyrians lay lifeless, and not enough Romans. Morgana thought of shapeshifting again so that she could see, could find out what had become of Uther, but she didn’t dare leave the Blackbird.
She was beginning to recognize the exhaustion that came with having changed her shape. Her legs were weak, and her chest ached from the hours of flying. She would have to walk back to Camulod, which she feared would take the last of her strength. At least she could make certain the Blackbird had his palfrey. It was much too far for him to walk. The little horse had regained her feet and stood trembling, reins hanging, too terrified to move.
Morgana reached out her hand to the animal, her fingers curled. She whispered, “This way, little sister. You will be safe. Come this way.”
The brown mare threw up her head. Morgana whispered again, gesturing with her beckoning fingers, “Come to me. Let us go home.”
The palfrey stared at her in confusion before, with a nervous flick of her tail, she trotted toward the woods. Morgana stepped out to meet her, gathered up her trailing rein, and led her behind the yew. It was when she glanced back over her shoulder that she caught sight of Uther at last.
He was still mounted on his tall black horse, holding it back from the entrance to the bridge as he stared in horror at the melee on the other side. His horse plunged this way and that, trying to get its rider to loosen the reins as the surviving knights galloped past. One had a wounded man across his saddle. Another one slumped forward, barely keeping his seat, and even from a distance, Morgana could see he was badly hurt. Uther watched them all go past, yanking his poor horse’s rein this way and that in an agony of indecision.
In his arrogance, he had believed that if he presented his knights with an accomplished fact, an arrangement already made, they would concede without demur. Now the false king of Camulod was staring at the destruction of his power, his ploy to secure his crown an utter failure.
As the last of the knights cleared the bridge and tried to regroup on the southern side of the river, one Roman charged across, directly to where Uther still sat, irresolute. The Roman was huge, with greasy black hair hanging from beneath his helmet, and the emperor’s symbol on his giant shield. Uther’s horse, maddened by the smell of blood and the screams of the wounded on the other side of the river, reared high, fighting the rein. The Roman lunged at it with his sword, catching it straight in the belly. Blood sprayed everywhere, dark and evil-looking in the waning sunshine, as the horse crumpled to its knees. Uther was thrown to one side.
He struggled to his feet, his shield wavering in front of him as he groped for his own sword, but it was too late. The Roman, moving lightly despite his size, batted Uther’s shield away and stepped in to run him through.
It happened so fast, with such precision and power, that Morgana could hardly follow the action. She couldn’t restrain her involuntary cry, and the Blackbird pushed himself to his feet to look past her.
The Roman pulled his sword free, bent to wipe it on his leggings, then trotted back across the bridge to rejoin his cohort. Uther, sprawled on the ground beside his dying horse, didn’t move.
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Braithe, walking down to the lake to ease her anxiety, spied Morgana’s black robe under the willow tree, the sigil and its thong buried in its folds, her sandals a short distance away. Her anxiety increased rather than relieved, Braithe gathered everything up in her arms and carried the bundle to Morgana’s chamber. She laid the robe out on the bed and brushed away the bits of dirt and leaves that clung to it. With care, she arranged the amulet on top and set the sandals on the floor.
She knew what this meant. She didn’t know what shape Morgana had taken, but she could guess where she had gone, and it frightened her.
Arthur had insisted on going to the top of the courtine, and Braithe had gone with him, for fear he was not as steady on his feet as he thought. He had paced the wall for hours, peering to the north, until he began to tremble with weakness, and she persuaded him to return to his bed for a time. She brought him food and drink, and promised him she would watch for the war party and bring him news the moment it came.
When she found the robe, she added her own worries to Arthur’s. She had not eaten the midday meal, so she went to the kitchen for a bit of bread and cheese and carried it up to the top of the courtine. As night fell, she ran down to her chamber for a cloak, then hurried back. Soon she was joined by two kitchen maids hoping to see their sweethearts return. Not long after, others climbed up to help keep the watch. They were servants, cooks, dairymaids, the butcher: the very heart of Camulod. They spoke in low voices, so as not to drown out the sounds the returning fighters might make. There was no moon, and only starlight illumined their worried faces. Someone had brought a jar of cider, and they passed it from hand to hand, a sip for each. Braithe went down the stairs to assure herself Arthur was still sleeping, then climbed back up after adding a shawl to her cloak.
It was one of the stable lads who first heard them. The sounds were faint and sad, not the triumphant return everyone longed for. The lad hushed everyone, and they fell silent, straining their ears to hear beneath the night wind.
The horses’ hoofbeats were slow and heavy. The creak of saddle leather and the jangle of tack grew louder as the party approached. Someone from the gatehouse brought out a lantern, and moments later three more joined him. They slipped through the farmer’s gate first, to ascertain that the arrivals were, indeed, Lloegyrian, and then the main gate swung open to admit them.
Braithe pressed both hands to her mouth at the sight of them. The foot soldiers came through the gate in a ragged line, weaving with exhaustion and pain from their injuries. The mounted knights came after, but their number was greatly reduced, and several horses bore what were clearly lifeless bodies. There were no cheers, no calls of recognition, no ceremony at all. There were no pennants.
And where was the king? It took all too short a time for the entire band to straggle through the gate and into the keep. There was no Uther.
Braithe realized, with a jolt of alarm that dried her throat and made her stomach churn, that there was also no Blackbird. And where was Morgana?
She tried not to think about it. She took in as much as she could see in the fading starlight before she ran down the steps and into the tower to report to Arthur. She found him already up and dressed, just emerging from his bedchamber.
“Tell me, Braithe,” he said, in that oddly adult voice he had so recently acquired. “It’s bad, is it not?”
“It looks that way, my lord.”
“I thought it must be. Wounded?”
“Yes. Many.”
“Where’s Morgana?”
“I—” Braithe had to think how to respond, to serve both her loyalties. “I haven’t seen her, my lord. Not since yesterday.” This, at least, was the truth.
“You’ll have to fill in, then, as the representative of the Temple. Fetch her basket, will you?”
“My lord, I—I have no magic. My potions aren’t—”
Arthur put up a hand. “It doesn’t matter. Bandages, salves, whatever you can find. I’ll meet you there.”
With a sinking heart, Braithe went to do as he asked.

Braithe stepped out into the keep with the basket in her hands. It seemed there were bodies everywhere, and many of them no longer moved. The kitchen maids were laying out makeshift pallets, stanching wounds, bringing bowls of water, holding the hands of those for whom they could do no more.
One of the women looked up and caught sight of Braithe. “Oh, praise the Lady! A priestess is here.”
Braithe had given up trying to convince them she was not a Temple priestess. Now the pressure of their expectations made her tremble. She tried to school her features into a calm expression and went to kneel by the nearest wounded man.
She began to lift things from Morgana’s basket, surprised by how many she recognized and how clearly she recalled their uses. There was a clay jar of poppy tincture, already magicked by Morgana, which would help with pain. There was a potion of lavender, which would be both healing and soothing. There were salves to stop bleeding, and pastes to keep wounds clean. Her anxiety eased a bit as she set to work. The kitchen maids ran back and forth to fetch clean bandages, warm water, straps for splints. The injuries were sometimes shallow, but often grievous, with torn flesh and crushed bones. Within moments of beginning the unaccustomed labor, dealing with blood and pain and filth, Braithe found that her revulsion at such things retreated. Her natural urge to help and to comfort conquered her reluctance to look, to touch, to be immersed in so much suffering.
She and the maids labored for hours among the wounded. Arthur was there, too, bending over each of the men, offering a word of encouragement, promises to care for families who would be left behind, gratitude from Camulod itself. Once Braithe paused in her work to stretch her aching back, and she and Arthur looked at each other from across the scattered pallets. The sky blue of his eyes had gone night-dark with sorrow, and she supposed her own face was splotched red with fatigue, but he gave her a small, private smile, and her heart lifted a little. It was a terrible day, but they were working together, and that eased the burden.
One of the maids trotted up to her to ask her to see to someone else, and the dream evaporated like the chimera it was. Nothing had changed, Braithe reminded herself. She was still just Morgana’s handmaid, croft-born, cottar-bred, and Arthur was the prince of Camulod, the future king.
By the time Morgana limped through the main gate of the castle, barefoot and dressed in the Blackbird’s ancient brown robe, the remains of the dead were being collected on a cart to await the funeral pyre outside the walls. The Blackbird, nodding with exhaustion, was helped down from his mud-brown palfrey by the butcher. The little horse stood with her head hanging, her feet splayed with fatigue.
Braithe ran to greet Morgana, to exclaim over her bleeding feet, to tell her she had found her robe and laid it on her bed. “You’ve been shapeshifting,” she whispered. “I know how that tires you.”
She put an arm around the priestess’s lean waist to lead her indoors, but Morgana said, “Wait. The horse is as exhausted as I am. She needs water, hot mash, a rubdown.”
“Priestess?” It was the horsemaster, holding out his weathered hand for the palfrey’s reins. “I got her.”
Morgana handed the reins to him, then leaned into Braithe’s arm as she hobbled toward the tower. Just as they were about to step inside, she glanced back at the keep, at the pallets where the wounded were being tended, and beyond, taking in the cart laden with bodies. “He didn’t care,” she said bitterly. “So many dead, and he didn’t care.”
“Who, Priestess?”
Morgana looked down at her with a bleak expression in her dark eyes. “Uther. My stepfather. The false king.”
“Where is he?” Braithe whispered. “The king?”
Morgana said, “If he is not on that cart, then they left him on the field, like the faithless trash he was.”

Morgana barely made it to her bedchamber before collapsing. Her handmaid washed her wounded feet, peeled back the blankets, and tucked Morgana between the bedsheets as if she were a child. Morgana felt achy and feverish, but Braithe gave her a cup of tea made of some herb she didn’t recognize, and she was asleep before she could ask what was in it.
She woke once, when Braithe came in with a bowl of soup and a chunk of bread to dip in it. Morgana ate everything, though she was so tired it was almost too much effort to lift the spoon. Despite that, when she lay down, she couldn’t go back to sleep. She grew heated and threw off her cover, then was chilled and pulled it back. Her long limbs ached, but Braithe, watching over her, made another cup of the tea, and she finally slept once more. Just before dropping off, Morgana mumbled, “What is that herb? It smells like cherries.”
“I know.” Braithe soothed her hot forehead with her cool little hand. “One of the kitchen maids makes it for her little ones when they can’t rest.”
“Kitchen maid?”
Braithe smoothed her blanket, saying quietly, “The kitchen maids will surprise you with what they can do, Priestess. Now, sleep, and sleep well.”
Morgana did sleep, deeply. Her only dream was of flying with her falcon guide, weightless and agile, swooping above the forest without a care for the woes of the world below.

When Braithe touched her shoulder and she opened her eyes, Morgana found the room drenched in morning light. Beyond the window, the rowan tree’s branches barely stirred, and the keep was unnaturally quiet.
She sat up. “What is it?”
“The Blackbird is here. He wants to speak to you.”
“Oh.” The last shred of sleepiness vanished, and Morgana swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Tell him I need a moment to wash and dress.”
“I did, Priestess.” Braithe spoke in an unusually small voice.
Morgana raised her eyebrows. “Is something wrong, brat?”
“He is—that is—” Braithe looked down at the robe she had in her hands, the sigil on its thong looped across it. “The Blackbird is angry. Very, very angry.” She looked up again. “He looked as if he might strike me with that staff of his. It’s terrifying.”
“Oh.” Morgana pushed herself up and walked to the washbasin. Her feet were sore, but she was otherwise recovered. She said, “Well. That is not good news, although I know he would never strike you. No doubt he is upset about my shapeshifting because I never told him.” She exhaled a long breath as she bent to splash water on her face. Dabbing her cheeks with a towel, she faced Braithe and tried to speak calmly. “Go and see to Arthur. I will deal with the Blackbird.”
“But why is he angry?” Braithe laid the robe ready on the bed. “What happened?”
“I did something. That is, I failed to do something. I will explain later. Go now, brat.”
When Braithe had left, and Morgana had dressed and woven her hair into two long plaits, she opened the door to her bedchamber. The Blackbird was leaning against the wall opposite the door, his head down, his staff beside him. At the sound of the door, he looked up, and the sight of his face shocked her.
Morgana had hoped Braithe was exaggerating, but this white-lipped, narrow-eyed fury was exactly what her handmaid had described. “Sir,” she began. Her voice faltered, which she hated. She hardened it to stop its shaking. “Sir, listen to me—”
“I will not,” he spat. “I am sending you straight back to the Isle, Priestess. I may never want to see you again.”
“But, sir, why—”
“Why? Have you no idea what disaster you have wrought?”
“A disaster? In what way is my shapeshifting a—”
“The king is dead!”
“The king?” For a moment, Morgana could not think what he meant. “I know he died, but, sir—I did not kill him!”
“You may as well have.” The Blackbird’s voice grated with something like despair. “He went to war without the protection you were supposed to provide!”
For once, the Blackbird stood as straight as he must have when he was young, his shoulders back, his chin lifted. That frightened Morgana more than the fierce burning of his dark eyes. “I made the charm,” she said. “But I—knowing what he planned, I couldn’t—”
“It was not your decision to make!”
“There was no time to consult with you, sir. You did not know what he meant to do.”
The Blackbird’s lip curled behind his gray beard, and he gripped his staff with both hands. Morgana took a step backward. He would not strike Braithe, but she felt the waves of fury and fear emanating from him, and she thought he might actually strike her. “I have warned you about your arrogance over and over again,” he said. “And now, because you thought you knew better than I, because you were so certain you were the one to make the decision, you have changed the course of history!”
“No! Sir, that’s not right,” she said helplessly. “What I saw—Uther meant to betray us. You heard him! You were there to translate for him, and you must have— Even the knights were shocked by it, and they—”
The Blackbird shook his head. “The knights of Camulod would never bend the knee to Rome, no matter what Uther said.”
“But he put them in harm’s way! I saw it. He almost succeeded in surrendering Lloegyr to the centurion! He—he was on the point of—” Morgana shook her head, her thoughts thick and slow. She was desperate to grasp why the Blackbird refused to understand her.
“How does Uther’s death help us to defend Lloegyr?” he demanded.
Morgana clenched her fists at her sides, fighting and then losing the battle for her temper. The effort lasted no more than a few seconds. Her voice dropped, a voice that came from the fount of fury in her own heart and a welling resentment at being misunderstood. “Tell me, sir,” she said, her voice low and hard. “Tell me now. How did Uther’s life help Lloegyr?”
“You,” the Blackbird said, in a voice that throbbed with rage, “have no idea what you’ve done, Morgana. Uther is dead, so Arthur must ascend the throne, and I tell you, I warn you— It is not his time! It is too soon!”
Morgana’s voice was every bit as angry as his, tight with fury and anxiety and confusion. “Is Arthur not the true king? Have I been wrong all these years?”
“He is,” the Blackbird said. His voice dropped, and his shoulders suddenly slumped into their usual roundness. “But the proper order is broken, Morgana. I trusted you to play your part, and you have failed.”
“Why would it be in the proper order for Uther to betray us all?”
“The Lady did not foresee such a thing, and I do not believe it would have happened.”
“But what if it had? And what is the proper order, sir?” Morgana struggled to keep her voice even.
“It is that Uther should preserve the crown until Arthur is of age.”
“But he wasn’t—”
“You don’t know what he was going to do, Morgana! If he had been protected, if he had come home safely from this battle…”
“Sir! You don’t know what he was going to do, either!”
The look the Blackbird gave her made her heart ache, and what came next was even worse.
“I took a vow, long ago, to protect Lloegyr, and now… You have failed Lloegyr, Morgana. And you have failed me.”
These words, from the one person in the world who had been Morgana’s mentor and supporter since she was tiny, hurt so much she could no longer speak. She felt the pain in her throat, in her chest, in her belly. She would have preferred that he raise his staff and strike her with it. She would have bowed her head and accepted the blow as being easier to bear than this accusation, this awful judgment.
He turned away from her now and slammed through the door, leaving her trembling.
They had clashed before, but not like this. The cruelty of his accusation made Morgana feel as if everything she had achieved before this moment no longer mattered. She had lost him. The Blackbird had been her parent, her teacher, her guide. He was all the family she possessed, her only equal, and he…
He had repudiated her.
She stood where she was, sick with shame and an overwhelming sense of loss. She had no idea how much time passed before the door opened once again. She threw up her head, hoping against hope he had come back, that he would apologize, that they would reconcile.
But it was Braithe. She stood in the doorway, her head ducked. Tears trembled on her eyelashes, and her lips were swollen, as if she were about to cry.
“Tell me,” Morgana said resignedly.
“We have to leave,” Braithe answered, her voice breaking. “He ordered the boatman, and we have to pack our things and go this moment.”
“But—the coronation—there has to be a priestess for the blessing—”
“He has sent to the Temple for someone else. You are forbidden to attend.”
Braithe’s tears spilled over, and Morgana pressed her hands over her own dry eyes. “I am sorry, Braithe. You can stay, surely.”
Braithe shook her head. “No,” she choked. “Not that I would stay without you.”
Morgana dropped her hands. “That seems cruel.”
“It’s because I—I argued with him.”
“You argued? With the Blackbird?”
Braithe sniffled, and wiped her tears with the heels of her hands. In a steadier voice she said, “He’s wrong, Priestess. You know it, and I know it, and so I told him.”
Despite everything, Morgana laughed. It was a small, sour little laugh, but it was a laugh just the same. “Oh, brat,” she said. She stepped forward and embraced her handmaid, hugging her small body to her in search of comfort for them both. “You may be little, my Braithe, but you possess a mighty spirit!”
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Braithe sat in a miserable huddle, head down and arms wrapped around herself, all through the voyage across the lake. She felt the separation from Arthur as an ache beneath her breastbone, as if something had been physically ripped out of her body. She feared she would never see him again, never feel the touch of his hand, never smooth his fair hair from his forehead or smile into his sky-blue eyes. She gazed into the inevitable mist that surrounded the boat as it bobbed across Ilyn, and thought for the first time that the Isle seemed like a prison.
When they disembarked, she and Morgana walked up the slope from the dock in a mood of the purest dejection. Morgana was clearly humiliated and angry, but it was more than that. She had not spoken a word since they left Camulod, and even through her own unhappiness, Braithe sensed her pain. The Blackbird had hurt the priestess deeply. It was worse for someone like Morgana, who never spoke of her feelings, who pretended she had none. Morgana would not have the release of tears. Braithe had never seen her weep, and she was not certain she could.
As they reached the herb garden, Morgana slowed her steps and then stopped. “Braithe, will you tell Priestess Niamh I am here? I need a moment.”
“Of course, Priestess. Give me your bag, and I’ll put it in your chamber.”
“Niamh first, if you don’t mind. I prefer to get it over with.”
Braithe put out a hand for the bag. “Priestess,” she said. “I am not completely clear about what has happened, but I know—and there is no doubt the Blackbird knows—that your intentions are always good.”
Morgana handed over the bag without meeting Braithe’s eyes. “Thank you,” she murmured, but offered no further explanation.
Braithe was loath to leave her, but she did as she asked. She shouldered Morgana’s bag along with her own and gathered up the basket of herbs and tinctures to take to the storeroom. She hurried through the open doors of the Temple as quickly as she could while balancing her burdens. She passed the menhirs and the empty stone without a glance, no longer enchanted with them as she had once been. She sidled into the antechamber, where she found Niamh on the dais, the low altar before her. A petitioner was just setting a tiny purse on the table, reaching with her other hand for the pottery jar Niamh held out.
Braithe dropped her bags and set down the basket as she waited for the woman to depart, her precious jar in her hands. She bowed to Braithe as she passed. Braithe couldn’t summon a smile, but she nodded to her.
Niamh heaved a gusty sigh as she picked up the small purse and weighed it in her hand. “This was hardly worth the trouble,” she complained. She pushed herself to her feet and shook out her robes. “Braithe, I see you’re back. Priestess Morgana with you?”
“Yes, Priestess. She’s in the herb garden and needs to speak with you.”
“She couldn’t come into the Temple herself?”
“She finds comfort in your garden, Priestess Niamh.”
It was a sly remark, but Braithe had worded it deliberately, and it had the intended effect. Niamh preened a little, pleased at your garden.
“Very well. I suppose she needs comfort after these past weeks.”
“Yes.”
“The king is dead, I believe?”
Braithe blinked. How could she have heard the news so soon?
“You look surprised. Do you not think I can scry?”
“Oh. Of course, Priestess. I just— It has all happened so fast.”
“Yes. And the Blackbird wants some other member of the Nine to bless the new king at his coronation. That does surprise me, I admit.”
Braithe spread her hands. “I have no explanation.”
“No?” Niamh adjusted the sigil that hung from her neck and started out of the anteroom. “Hmm. The Blackbird does not always explain himself, but he has the Lady’s authority, and we do as he wishes.”
Braithe murmured her thanks, then picked up her things and set off for Morgana’s chamber. She passed several acolytes on the way, and they looked at her curiously, but she didn’t speak to them. What could she say? She and Morgana had been sent away from Camulod in disgrace, after all they had done to save Arthur. To protect him. It was utterly unfair, and she would never forgive the Blackbird for humiliating Morgana. He was supposed to be the wise man, the Lady’s representative in the Temple. He should have known better.

“You have always been his favorite, which has caused no end of envy,” Niamh said, in her blunt fashion. “What happened?”
Morgana, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, slumped on the stone bench beneath the holm oak while a great cluster of mistletoe shivered in the breeze just above her head. It was tempting to unburden herself to Niamh. It would be such a relief to shed the weight of sole responsibility. Perhaps she could rest then. Perhaps her shame would recede.
But Niamh would always place her confidence in the Blackbird, certainly more than she would in Morgana, the youngest of the Nine, the most gifted and the most resented. Competition was the way of the Temple, and it never ceased. Only if Niamh had seen for herself what Uther intended would she understand, and now that Uther was gone, that would never happen.
Morgana straightened her spine and released her arms to link her hands in her lap and feign composure. “Priestess Niamh, the Blackbird tasked me with making a charm to protect the king in battle, but the king was killed. The Blackbird is furious with me and ordered me away from Camulod. I believe he has requested another to bless the new king at his coronation.”
“Hmm.” Niamh peered at her from beneath her gray eyebrows. “Your charm failed?”
Morgana had no answer for that.
“We have never known a charm of yours to fail.”
That had been true, and it was another source of envy from some of the Nine. It was still true. Morgana could not say that, however, and the assumption of her failure rankled. “Nevertheless,” she said dully, “Uther is dead.”
“I know. I saw it this morning.”
“Well done, Priestess.”
Niamh shrugged. “My deep sight is not as strong as yours, Morgana, but it’s handy.”
“Of course.” Morgana looked up into the elder priestess’s sun-spotted face. “So now, Arthur will be crowned, though he is barely old enough to take the throne.”
“Sixteen, I believe? That is very young for such responsibility.”
“He thinks and talks like a man already, and the people love him.”
“They did not care for Uther, I understand.”
“No.”
Niamh said, “I would welcome your advice about who I should send to Camulod.”
“Joslyn,” Morgana answered, without hesitation. “She does everything with elegance.”
“She does, and she will be pleased you recommended her.” Niamh picked up the skirt of her robe as if on the point of leaving, but she paused. “Morgana,” she said, “I know we are not—shall we say, close? But I am the elder priestess, and you can confide in me if you wish.”
Morgana said, with a humility foreign to her, “Thank you, Priestess. I will remember.”
“Hmmm.” Niamh arched one eyebrow in doubt, but she didn’t insist. Nodding to herself, she set off toward the residence.
Morgana wrapped her arms around herself once again and let her head droop. Even the scents of the herb garden could not soothe her heartbreak. She supposed she would just have to accept it.

Late in the afternoon, Braithe found her still sitting on the bench beneath the holm oak. She touched her shoulder, saying, “Priestess, come. It’s late. You should eat, and sleep. Tomorrow things will look better.”
Morgana looked up into her handmaid’s earnest freckled face. “Such wisdom in one so young.”
Braithe’s dimples flashed briefly, then disappeared. “My mam used to say real wisdom is just common sense.”
“Your mother is a wise woman.”
Braithe held out her hand, and Morgana took it, allowing the girl to help her up. “I will rest,” she assured her. “I doubt I can eat anything.”
“Oh, you can,” Braithe pronounced. “I will find something good.”
Morgana held on to Braithe’s hand a bit longer than necessary. It was soothing to feel the smooth, strong little hand in hers. Knowing that Braithe cared was surprisingly comforting. She finally released her and lifted the hem of her robe as they walked up the slope. Braithe said, “Did Priestess Niamh come?”
“Yes. She will send Joslyn, who will be perfect for the ceremony.”
“Good. And surely, whatever has happened between you and the Blackbird, you will reconcile soon?”
Morgana considered that, turning her mind inward, to the secret she was forced to hold, to the wound in her heart at the Blackbird’s anger. “That I cannot know,” she murmured. “I can only hope.”

Braithe brought a tray to Morgana’s chamber with a tempting salad of summer greens, a fresh loaf of bread, and a dish of berries. Morgana ate everything, as much to see Braithe’s satisfied nod as to sate her hunger, but she did feel better afterward. She sent Braithe off to her own meal while she went to the Temple anteroom. It was empty at this hour, all petitioners having departed and the other priestesses and the acolytes at their supper.
A compulsion had driven her to the moody space. Something was calling to her. Warning her. She wanted to resist, to put aside any further worries, but she didn’t dare. This compulsion had the feel of her own magic, demanding her attention.
She lit one of the three candles on the altar and sat in the chair behind it. She took up the cup of stones, shook it, then upended it. The stones scattered in a semicircle, black ones and white ones tumbled together. Morgana took up the saucer of herbs and snapped her fingers above it. A tiny flame burst into life, and a thin tendril of pale smoke curled up. As the herbs burned—rosemary and thyme and a pinch of dried blackberry leaf to strengthen her perception—she breathed in the pale smoke and blew it slowly out as she gazed at the pattern of the stones.
She stared in horror. She cast them again, and then a third time, but the pattern was the same. By the time the herbs had burned away and their smoke dissipated, she sat back, her two palms pressed together in disbelief, her heart thudding so hard her body shook with it.
She had risked everything to stop Uther from betraying Lloegyr. Her charm had not been meant to protect him but to leave him to the fate that was his and his alone. The Blackbird had turned on her, which was a terrible price to pay, and one she didn’t yet understand, but she had at least thought that with Uther out of the way, the true king’s crown was safe.
Now she saw the fresh danger looming over him, coming again from within Camulod itself. Uther’s widow, Morgause, the mother of his young son, meant to assassinate the true king before he could be crowned. She intended to elevate her own child above Arthur. She saw herself with a regent’s crown of her own. The threat to Arthur was as clear as the stars in the summer sky.
The Blackbird had forbidden Morgana to return to Camulod, and now she must go against his wishes once again. If she was discovered, and he still refused to listen to her explanation, their connection would be irretrievably broken.
Morgana waved a hand to extinguish the candle. She scooped up the stones to return them to the wooden cup, and she spilled out the ashes that had shown her the awful news. Wearily, with the sense that there was no one in the world who could understand the trap she was in, she rose, stepped off the dais, and trudged out of the anteroom.
She had very little time, a day perhaps, none she dared waste. She would have to prepare quickly, to go immediately.
She would need Braithe to help her, lest she appear at Camulod naked.

Braithe was at supper in the refectory with the acolytes when Dafne, the silent servant of the Nine, appeared in the doorway. She crooked a skinny finger in Braithe’s direction. The acolyte mistress started to rise, but Braithe forestalled her, jumping up from the bench and starting toward the door.
“Dafne has come from Priestess Morgana,” she said. “I must ask you to excuse me. I am needed.”
The mistress waved a dismissive hand, and Braithe joined Dafne to hurry past the dormitory and up to the residence. As she followed, she eyed Dafne’s rounded shoulders and habitually bent head, and wondered. She didn’t think anyone on the Isle had ever heard Dafne’s voice. Even now, she had only gestured to indicate where they were going. It was a strange thing, but she put it out of her mind as Dafne left her at the door to Morgana’s chamber. Braithe waited until she had moved down the corridor to knock and go in.
She found Morgana in her shift, her slender arms and long legs bare, her smooth skin shining in the candlelight. She had cast aside her black robe and was sifting through a little pile of clothes on her bed. She looked up when Braithe came in.
“Oh, brat, thank you for coming so quickly!” she said, in an exaggeratedly light tone. “I need you to help me choose which of these garments will work for what I need to do.”
“Where did you get those, Priestess? And what work do you need to do?” Braithe tried to answer the priestess in the same casual manner, disguising the sinking of her heart. Whatever Morgana’s answer might be, she knew she would not like it.
“I found the clothes in the storeroom,” Morgana said. “Dafne keeps a supply for the boatmen, and some are castoffs from our visitors.” She held up a dark homespun tunic and a pair of ragged leggings. “Too short for me, of course, but I can wear hose. There’s a pair here somewhere.”
“Priestess, those are men’s clothes.”
“Yes.” Morgana wriggled out of her shift, leaving her small breasts bare until she pulled the tunic over her head. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of it, but she kept it on.
“Why?” Braithe asked simply.
Morgana turned to her, the leggings in her hands. “I must go to Camulod, Braithe. As quickly as I’m able.”
“Camulod!” Braithe stared at her in dismay. “But the Blackbird forbade you—”
“The Blackbird has not seen what I have.”
“What is that? What has happened?”
“It has not happened yet. I intend that it never will.” Morgana settled onto the side of her bed and began to tug on the threadbare leggings. Braithe saw there were holes in them. The strings that held them up had broken and been retied many times.
“What did you see?” she asked.
“Morgause. Uther’s widow. She will try to achieve what her husband failed to do.”
“To murder Arthur? But why— Oh.” Braithe pressed both her hands to her chest in alarm. “She wants the crown for her son. For Mordred.”
“Yes. The signs were clear. She intends to be regent until Mordred is of age, then see him take the throne in the place of the true king.”
Morgana stood up to tie the waist strings of the leggings and to dig through the pile of clothes for a belt. It was wide and black, with a sheath for a knife attached. When she buckled it around her hips, she made a convincing figure of a man.
Except for the torrent of black hair that fell down her back.
Braithe said, “Your hair…”
“I will cut it off.”
“No. I will plait it and tie it up.”
“You will have to do it after I shift.”
“You’re going to shapeshift again?”
“I must, Braithe, or the Blackbird—and anyone else who has seen my face—will know it is I, and interfere with what I must do.”
“But for how long can you hold the shape, Priestess? You know how it exhausts you. Sometimes you can barely walk afterward, and to become a man…”
Morgana gave her a tired smile and began to take off her strange clothes. “I count on your help, brat. And your silence. If Morgause has any hint that I am coming to prevent this crime, she will stop me. She has all the power. I have only the weapon of surprise.”
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Assuming a man’s shape turned out to be less dramatic than becoming an owl, or a falcon, or any of the other creatures Morgana had tried. She was already as tall as any man, her arms and legs as long, though perhaps not as thick nor as strong. The genitalia were such a small shift she hardly noticed, except that she was glad of clothes meant to protect them. It was the face that challenged her.
She meant the features to look as different from her own as she could without being odd enough to attract attention. She already possessed a sturdy jaw, a strong nose, a high forehead. She concentrated on broadening her cheekbones, thickening her nose and her lips, and setting her eyes deeper into their sockets, with heavy lids and circles beneath.
When she was done, she turned to Braithe, waiting with her arms folded tight around her. Braithe gasped. “If I had not been standing right here, Priestess—”
“Fortunately you were. Now you can plait my hair, if you would. I must go quickly.”
Braithe pushed a stool forward so Morgana could sit and she could begin braiding the long dark tresses. “You will need a boatman, will you not?”
“I will row myself.”
Braithe’s busy fingers paused. “Have you ever done such a thing?”
“Oh, yes. When I was an acolyte and I could take no more of Iffa’s scolding, I would often sneak away, take one of the rowboats, and go out on the lake.”
“But in the dark? It’s dangerous.” Braithe began again, sorting the long strands, weaving them tightly together. “The mists can confuse you, lead you where you don’t mean to go.”
“I will take care.”
Braithe’s fingers paused again. “Priestess. I should go with you.”
“I need you here, Braithe. To meet me when I return, to clothe me again, to make my excuses while I recover.”
Slowly, Braithe resumed her work. “How long will you be? I will worry.”
“I can’t say how long, but I will return as soon as I can. It shouldn’t be more than a day or two, because Morgause will make her move before the coronation.”
Braithe twisted up the plaits, pinned them into place, and covered them with a cloth cap. “I wish I had magic so I could do something to protect you.”
Morgana stood up and reached for her sigil, which lay on the discarded black robe. “Wear this for me,” she said, holding it out on her palm. “Under your clothes, against your heart. It will tell you when I am on my way back, and you can meet me on the dock.”
Braithe took it and looped the cord over her head, then tucked the amulet inside her bodice. “Be careful, Priestess.”
Morgana slung a cloak around her shoulders and checked that the knife she had lifted from the workroom was in its sheath at her belt. “I will take as much care as I can,” she assured Braithe. “But I must do this.”
“I know.” Braithe clasped her hands together beneath her chin. “Of course you must. Arthur has to be protected.”
Morgana tied the string of the cloak at her neck, touched her brow in farewell, and strode out.

Slipping into one of the rowboats in the darkness was much easier than it might have been in the daylight. Braithe had been right about the mist. People did get lost in it, but Morgana rather liked it. Her sense of direction was sure, and being surrounded by the soft grayness, her cheeks cool and damp, her eyelashes sparkling with droplets, soothed her nerves. She rowed steadily, but easily, through the fog. There was no need to rush. What she had seen took place in daylight. What she needed to do now was to review every detail of what her deep sight had shown her, and to devise a plan to intervene.
And not let the Blackbird see her.
The Blackbird had banished her because her charm failed to protect Uther, but she could not fathom his reasoning. Why would he want Uther to survive, and why would he not listen to her explanation?
The worst of it was that she had lost trust in the Blackbird, just as he evidently had lost trust in her. She was loath to defy his orders, but protecting Arthur was all that mattered now. It was more important than the Blackbird’s ego. More important than her own life. The future of Lloegyr and the life of the true king were entwined by fate. One would not survive without the other. If Arthur were to die, so would Camulod, and Lloegyr with it, sooner or later. Somehow she had always known this. The great mystery was that the Blackbird seemingly did not.

Morgana, in man’s guise, joined the encampment of cottars and farmers and laborers who had come on foot and by oxcart to attend the coronation of the young king. It was a celebratory gathering, made more joyful by the casks of ale sent out by Bran, the steward. A musician played lively tunes on a lyre, accompanied by two wooden flutes. The flutes’ shrill tones cut through the midnight air, not quite in tune with the lyre but charming in their enthusiasm.
No one paid much notice to the newcomer, the tall young man who sidled through the crowd to crouch by the fire and extend his chilled fingers to the flames. A plump woman pressed a tankard of ale into his hands, twinkled at him, then melted back into the crowd. A loaf of bread made the rounds, and then a wheel of cheese, everyone generous in their excitement, grateful for the rare pause in their labors, pleased to dance and laugh, even sing when the musicians played a familiar tune.
The party was just as Arthur would want it to be. Every once in a while, someone brandished a tankard above his head and cried, “To the new king! King Arthur!” and everyone whooped agreement as they drank. It was late, and Morgana knew there would be aching heads when the sun rose, but no one seemed to mind. They were happy and hopeful, full of optimism for the future of their land.
Morgana’s resolve hardened as she watched them. Morgause would not care that her intention would break the hearts, not only of this gathering of the most simple of citizens, but of the entirety of Camulod, indeed of Lloegyr itself. The craving for power drove Morgause as it drove so many others. That craving had inflamed Uther, had driven the Roman emperor to expand his territory into lands so distant he would never see them, had even inspired some women of the Temple to work to gain advantages, one over the other.
Morgana sipped ale and ate bread and cheese, and wondered if a wish for power lurked in her own heart. It was something to ponder. When this was over—when Morgause was thwarted, and Arthur was safely crowned—perhaps she could take time to think about that. If she lived.
She had given little thought to her own survival. The compulsion to protect the true king had her in its grip, and there was nothing ambitious about it. Her blood burned with it. Her brain had room for nothing else. It filled her heart and charged her muscles. She must stop Morgause, no matter the cost.

The main gate would open in the morning for the people to come into the keep, but Morgana couldn’t wait for that. When the first gray ribbons of summer dawn slipped up the eastern horizon, she crept away from the sleeping camp and made her way around the courtine.
When she had been small, clinging to her nurse’s hand, she had watched one of the stable lads climb the outer wall in a place where a few uneven stones jutted from the surface. She remembered the moment perfectly. The boy was no more than fourteen, but he had been laboring with horses and oxen since he was eight. His legs and arms were muscled and long, and he scrambled from one stone to another until he reached the top of the wall, pulled himself up and over, and stood laughing down at little Morgana and her nurse. As the nurse shook a finger at the boy and told him he should not be doing that, little Morgana had only wished that her own legs would one day be so strong.
Now she returned to the place where she had watched the stable lad climb. The crystals in the wall had begun to sparkle an invitation in the growing light. The man’s body she had assumed was even stronger than her own. Her legs had always served her well, walking or running or foraging, but these were more heavily muscled, the feet bigger, the toes longer. The hands were wider than hers, the fingers thicker and tougher. She swarmed up the wall as if the distances between the irregular stones, places she could grip with her hands and step with her feet, were nothing. In no time she was on top. She stole a moment to savor the achievement, remembering how the child Morgana had wished to do just this, then lowered herself swiftly down the inner side of the wall, her feet landing safely, softly, on the earth of the keep. The preparations for the day’s ceremony were already well begun. It was a simple thing to blend in among the sawyers, coopers, and carpenters.
It was not quite so easy to gain entrance into the western tower where the queen had her chambers. Morgana cast about for some excuse to enter, and her eye fell upon a baker, a small man, struggling with an enormous basket of loaves for the feast to come. Even as she watched, a loaf fell out of the basket to the packed earth of the keep. She hurried forward to pick it up. “I’m not busy at the moment,” she told the baker. “And my arms are long, yah? I’ll take this down to the kitchen for you.”
The little man relinquished the basket with a groan of relief. “Like to broke my arms carrying that,” he said. “Much obliged, young man.”
Morgana hoisted the basket to her own broad shoulder and strode off toward the lower door of the tower.
After delivering the basket to the harried cooks, it was easy to turn the wrong way as she left the kitchen and dash up the stairwell toward the royal chambers. She passed the great hall, where maids were already setting the huge table with trenchers and spoons and knives. She went farther up, to the floor where she and Braithe had slept when they were here, and on to the floor above. Here she slowed her steps, eyeing the corridors, ducking her head if she had to pass a housemaid or a manservant.
Morgause had taken the rooms that had once belonged to Ygraine. Morgana had not entered the apartment as an adult, but she remembered it perfectly. She knew where the bedchamber was, and the main door into the sitting room. She also remembered clearly the secret entrance into the queen’s dressing room, a narrow door with a low lintel that anyone of height had to duck beneath. It was hidden in a corner of the corridor, easy to miss. It was the door through which Ygraine had led the child Morgana out of Camulod and delivered her into the care of the Blackbird.
Morgana knew, because she had seen, what was happening behind that door. She gathered herself, then entered without knocking or asking permission.
She had been aware of what she would find in Morgause’s dressing room, but it was still sickening to see in person. The queen, with only a dressing gown around her bony form, was handing a long, thin knife to a burly, bearded man who wore the garb of a soldier. The light was dim, only a single sputtering candle on the dressing table, but Morgana was in time to see him pocket a fat purse with his free hand while taking the knife by the hilt. A leather jerkin covered his torso from shoulders to hips, and he had wound a dark scarf around his neck, which presumably he would pull up to hide his face. Even as Morgana burst into the room, he was ready to hide the knife beneath his jerkin.
Morgause’s sharp-boned face was pale as milk in the uncertain light of the candle. She gasped and whirled at the opening of the door. She screeched at Morgana, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
The assassin shifted the knife in his thick hand, and Morgana knew he meant to throw it at her. She took in the brutality in his fleshy face, the calculating gleam in his ice-gray eyes. He radiated cruelty and greed, and she knew that to him, murdering a stranger who had burst in at an inopportune moment would be easy, meaningless, an act as natural as breathing. She wondered how Morgause had found him and what her plot had cost her. More than money, she suspected, but her deep sight had not shown her that.
Morgana said, glad of the deep male voice that came from her throat, “You are discovered, madam. Your plot has failed.”
The assassin growled, “You think you can stop us?”
Morgause’s voice was high and thin with panic. “Do it!” she screeched at the assassin. “Do it now! Before he calls the guards—”
Before she finished her command, the assassin’s arm was up and back, the blade of the knife poised between his fingers. He gave a small grunt of effort as he threw it directly at Morgana.
But she was ready.
She felt the furrowing of her forehead, the tension extending down the unfamiliar muscles of her face. Her heart seemed to pause its beating, her lungs to grow still to conserve all her strength. She gathered all of her power into one great strike of her special talent, one lethal blow by that odd gift no one else seemed to possess.
The knife was in the air, halfway between her and the assassin, when it turned, spun as swiftly as a falcon might as it plunged toward its prey. Morgana’s heart jolted as it resumed beating, and her lungs opened for a swift breath. The knife moved so fast she couldn’t follow its progress, and she had not finished drawing that breath when it found its target. Neither the assassin nor Morgause had time to move or even to cry out.
Morgana had not aimed the weapon. Her blow was a blunt one, like the thrust of a thrown fist or the kick of an angry horse, but it somehow managed to be uncannily accurate. She didn’t know where it would strike until she saw the bloom of blood at the base of the assassin’s throat and heard his terrified choking as the blade buried itself in his neck. He scrabbled at the knife with his fingers, but the useless effort didn’t last long. In seconds, he crumpled. His forehead hit the floor, his arms splayed wide. His lifeless body propped awkwardly on his bent knees in a gruesome posture, as if his corpse were bowing to Morgana.
Blood pooled beneath his head and streamed over Morgause’s bare feet, staining the hem of her dressing gown as her mouth stretched wide, ready to scream.
Morgana crossed the room in three quick strides and clasped her masculine hand over the queen’s mouth. Even in her own form, she was taller and stronger than the scrawny Morgause, but in this body, she was nearly twice the queen’s weight. She shoved Morgause against the wall, her big hand clamped so tightly over Morgause’s mouth that the queen’s eyes widened with the sudden awareness that she could be the next to die.
She was right. It was possible. It wouldn’t take much, a shift of the hand down to her neck, a hard squeeze to close that thin throat, a refusal to let go no matter how she struggled and clawed and shook.
Morgause had shown no mercy to Arthur. Why should Morgana, sworn since childhood to protect the true king, show mercy to her?
She found no reason for mercy. What she found was a thread of logic.
If the queen were to die today, there would be no coronation. The entire celebration would be called off. The feast would be canceled, the people sent home in confusion and consternation that such a thing could happen on this very day, within the walls of Camulod.
Morgana had committed herself to seeing Arthur safely ascend to his throne. She could not let it be postponed while his knights searched for the murderer of the old king’s widow.
Slowly, one finger at a time, she lifted her hand from Morgause’s face. “Be quiet,” she murmured.
Morgause drew a tremulous breath and nodded. Her eyes were so wide Morgana thought the lids must hurt. Morgause pressed both her hands over her mouth, stopping herself from crying out. Or begging.
“Here is what you will do, madam,” Morgana said. “You will call a servant to deal with this body. Tell them one of the king’s men defended you. You can describe me if you like. It won’t matter.”
With her hands still covering her mouth, Morgause gave a tiny whimper and nodded again.
“Then you will attend the coronation with your son Mordred. You will both kneel to the new king and swear your fealty. You will see to it that the ceremony is both solemn and peaceful. You will not interfere in any way, or I will come back for you. Do you understand?”
Gradually, Morgause lowered her trembling hands. They were thin and bony and dark, like the claws of a fox. Indeed, her face had the deceitful look of one, too. She whispered, “I do.”
“And,” Morgana added, letting her voice drop as low as it would go, “if you ever again make an attempt on Arthur’s life, yours will end. This is not a threat. It is a promise.”
“Who are you?” Morgause spoke under her breath. “How did you know—”
“I will always know, Morgause. Believe that.”
The queen’s thin cheeks flared pink, then turned sallow again. She let her hands drop by her sides, and she dropped her head in acquiescence. She said in a voice that shook, “Shall I call someone now?”
“I think you should, while your assassin’s body is still warm.”
“Where will you be?”
“Gone.”
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As Morgause tiptoed gingerly through the pool of blood around the assassin’s body on her way to call for a servant, Morgana slipped through the private door into the empty bedchamber. There she divested herself of her men’s clothes and tossed the whole pile of them out the open window. The tunic and trousers caught on the branches of a tree, where they hung like empty, defeated ghosts. Aware of the need to hurry, she began to change her form.
It was harder this time. She was weary from having held a man’s shape for so many hours, and from having dealt with Morgause and her assassin. She had to summon every last shred of her energy for the transformation. What had come with ease before was now labor. Her toes became claws, but they wavered, becoming toes, then claws, then toes that were half-claw and half-not. Her shoulders and spine shrank, but unevenly, and the tail she expected to sprout grew only halfway and then stopped. She struggled, her head spinning with the effort, her stomach churning. It was hard to breathe, as if her lungs couldn’t work properly in the uncertain frame of her ribs.
She was in this state, half human, half something else, when she heard the clatter of feet on the stair, rushing to the queen’s aid. Morgana pressed her hands to her brow and clenched her belly, forcing herself.
Moments later, a coterie of manservants, led by a guard with his sword at the ready, burst into the bedchamber. Morgause was behind them, pointing. “There! My bedchamber! I saw him go in.” One of the men peered into the room, then turned to Morgause with a shrug. She cried, “He was there!”
The men crowded through the doorway and milled about the chamber, looking behind a curtain, crouching to look beneath the bed, one peeking through the narrow door into the dressing room. Finally, the guard sheathed his sword and turned to Morgause.
“My lady, I don’t see anyone. He couldn’t have got past us. Nor could he have jumped from this window, it’s too high. He’s just not— Sorry, my lady, but there’s nothing in your bedchamber but that cat.”
“Cat?” Morgause shrilled. “I don’t keep a cat!”
“You don’t know it? Pretty black one, with the yellow eyes? It must have climbed in through the window.”
Morgana, sleek and black and nimble on four neat paws, leaped up onto the window ledge and sprang into the branches of the tree below. She ignored the faces that peered out the window after her as she scrambled down the tree trunk and off across the keep. She dodged the feet of the people gathering for the ceremony, dashing beneath the half-built dais, where the carpenters shouted at each other as they hefted timbers. She darted past the stables, hissing once at a barking dog, aiming for the main gate.
She paused there to glance over her glossy black shoulder, the tip of her shining tail switching furiously. She looked up, past the excited throng, past the scarlet pennants already hung from the castle windows, signifying that the king—the new king—was in residence.
She was gratified to catch a glimpse of him. He stood in the window, beaming down at his people as they prepared for him to take his throne. His fair hair glowed in the early-morning sun as if he already wore the gilded crown. His blue eyes shone with pleasure, and his clean-shaven chin lifted with pride.
There was also something diffident in his stance, something that told of his awareness of the mantle of responsibility about to fall on his youthful shoulders. Morgana was glad of that, and glad also to see that over the rich tunic he wore, her charm hung from his neck.
Her charms never failed. Even Uther’s had done precisely what she had intended. Whatever the Blackbird’s complaint about the true king ascending to his throne, her charm would keep him safe. Her magic was strong. Had it not warned her of Morgause’s treachery?
She could make her way back to the Isle of Apples, confident that her chief purpose in life had been fulfilled.
Exhausted, she turned away to slink out of the keep, her four legs trembling with fatigue, her tail dragging the ground behind her. She feared she wouldn’t be able to hold her shape much longer. She padded down the slope through the woods, moving as swiftly as she was able. She had told Braithe to meet her on the dock at the Isle, but she no longer had the ability to go so far.
At the dock, she crouched beneath a hawthorn bush, her chin on her paws, her eyes closing with fatigue. She couldn’t do it. She had meant to resume her own shape and row herself back to the Isle, but now that the moment had come, she had not the strength.
Nor had she the clothes to dress herself. She was helpless, about to revert to her own form, and she would be naked.

Braithe stood, irresolute, on the dock below the herb garden where she had promised to meet Morgana. She had Morgana’s shift and black robe over her arm and her sandals in her hand, ready to dress the priestess when she became herself, but something was making Braithe uneasy about all of it. It was an itch in her mind, a call that made no sense. She had tried to ignore it all day, but it refused to subside. As afternoon wore into evening, the itch grew more intense. The call seemed to grow louder, as if someone were screaming at her.
She wished for the hundredth time that she had deep sight. She had wondered, as she gathered up the clothes, if she should try one of the methods of divination she had seen Morgana and Niamh use, but she felt foolish for even considering it. Now she stood on the dock and fretted.
An empty rowboat bobbed against its tie rope, its oars shipped and ready. Braithe felt the tug of an impulse, arising to intensify her discomfort. Did she dare to climb into this boat, to row across Ilyn, hoping to meet Morgana on the opposite shore? The usual fog encircled the Isle, and night was falling, but Braithe supposed that if she tried to row through it, she had a reasonable chance of going in the right direction. She refused to think about what would happen if she lost herself in the mist. She was no rower, but she was used to hard work, and the boat was small. The dark water was calm. Surely she could figure out how to pull the oars.
She palmed Morgana’s sigil, hanging at her breast, and argued with herself. What if Morgana made her way back and Braithe wasn’t waiting here as she had promised? But what if she was in trouble on the shore of Camulod?
Braithe paced up and down the dock, her shoulders tight with anxiety. She peered into the darkness in hopes of seeing Morgana in her man’s form, rowing toward her. Once she thought she heard the splash of an oar, but it was only a fish, leaping to snap at an errant fly.
The mist was too thick. The fish missed its prey, but in the ripples it made when it fell back into the water something appeared. It was vague, ghostly, not something Braithe saw with her eyes. It was some other part of her that perceived it. She couldn’t have called it a vision, precisely, but an image, something that spoke to her from deep in her mind.
Was this what it was like when Morgana stirred the ashes in the little divining bowl? She didn’t know. Braithe clutched Morgana’s robe to her, aching to understand.
It was a cat that she thought she saw in the water. It lay on the surface of the lake, a black cat barely visible in the shifting shadows. Its long tail curled around its paws, and its eyes flashed gold, looking directly at her for a heart-stopping instant until the ripples died away and the image dissolved.
Braithe had yearned for such a manifestation when she was an acolyte, still hoping her magic would show itself, would prove her worthy. There had been nothing then and nothing since. But this! What was this? Had she imagined it, calling it up out of her need? Was she dreaming?
Or was this—could it be—actual magic? If so, where had it come from? She had none of her own, everyone knew that, but…
Whatever it was, it was not done with her. A voice spoke in her mind. It was distant, but it was clear, and it was Morgana’s. Never deny your intuition. Braithe’s bones began to tingle as they always did when magic was close. She made up her mind on the instant. She threw the clothes and sandals into the rowboat and climbed in after them, bracing herself against the rocking as she settled onto the seat. She took up the oars, one and then the other, trying them in the water once, twice, three times, feeling their weight. Then she leaned toward the bollard, untied the rope, and let it fall in a mound at her feet.
She was clumsy with the oars at first. The boat wobbled away from the dock, moving awkwardly. It juddered and jerked as she tried to correct her direction, and she feared getting turned around in the growing darkness. She suffered a terrible moment of doubt about what she was doing. She glanced back and saw the shore receding into the gloom. She turned forward again, but she could see nothing past the ring of circling mist.
Then, as if a giant hand had taken hold of it, pushing or pulling, she couldn’t have said, the boat began to move. Braithe still tried to row. She dipped the paddles, pulled them against the weight of the water, lifted them dripping into the air, but it was not her strength that propelled the boat. She felt the power of whatever it was flex beneath her. The wooden boards creaked alarmingly with its pressure, and she hoped nothing would break. The boat swept forward on the still water, its bow lifting, its stern dipping low as it gathered speed. Braithe twisted her body to gaze ahead, her lips a little apart with amazement. She stopped rowing completely.
The little craft forded the mist without hesitation and broke out into the clear night air more swiftly than Braithe would have imagined possible. The bulk of Camulod on its promontory soon loomed above her head. The shore beckoned her to safety, to her goal.
It was the hand of the Lady, she had no doubt, reaching up from the lake to guide her. Even though she was no longer an acolyte, even though she had been deemed unworthy, the Lady was with her. Cared about her. Braithe’s heart swelled with gratitude and even, just a little, with pride.
As the boat bumped against the dock and Braithe climbed out to tie it up, she murmured her thanks for the power that had guided her here. “If you are fae, great Lady,” she whispered to the lake, “then the fae are not always evil.”
As if in answer, she felt one last thrill of magic run through her body, and shivered.

Braithe spotted the cat beneath the hawthorn bush exactly as she had seen it floating on the water. It was black, curled tightly, its tail tucked around its feet. When she lifted the cat in her arms, it opened its eyes, and they were the gold of Morgana’s. It nestled close to her chest, its sleek head warm against her shoulder, its long tail drooping over her arm.
As swiftly as she could, Braithe climbed back into the boat. She laid the cat gently on the pile of Morgana’s clothes and untied the rope from the bollard. She took up the oars, but again, she barely had to exert herself. The same feeling of propulsion, of the boat being in the control of other hands, overtook her, and she, the cat, and the boat set out swiftly from Camulod.
Braithe picked up the cat again to hold it close in her arms, warming it with her own body. She gazed blindly out into the darkness, trusting to the force that held them both in its care. Stars pricked the black sky and reflected from the dark water, so that Braithe felt as if she were suspended between the stars above and the stars below, sailing through a sea of them. They were more real than the nip of cool night air, than the hardness of the bench beneath her, than the soft slap of water against the boat’s sides. The cat curled safe in her arms, and the boat moved steadily beneath her. Had she not felt such a sense of urgency to allow the priestess to safely resume her own form, she could have enjoyed the voyage.
As the boat breached the circling mist, the cat began to change. Its legs lengthened. Its tail shrank and disappeared. It swiftly grew too big for Braithe to hold. She deposited it gingerly on the mound of clothes and watched as its glossy coat became a mane of shining black hair, as its paws became fingers and toes, as its legs stretched long and lean. It became a naked woman, still curled on the bottom of the boat, but definitely, fully human.
Braithe whispered, “Priestess? Are you all right?” And when there was no answer, “Morgana?”

Not until the boat reached the dock on the Isle of Apples did Morgana stir. Her eyelids fluttered open, and she muttered something Braithe couldn’t catch.
Dawn broke over the island as the boat pulled up to the dock. Hurriedly, Braithe tied it to the bollard before she put her hands under Morgana’s shoulders to coax her into a sitting position. Morgana shuddered helplessly, and although she tried to cooperate, her arms and legs were limp.
It took all of Braithe’s strength to pull Morgana from the rowboat. She was grateful there was no one about as she dragged her, bit by bit, up the dock. She worried about slivers, but there was nothing she could do about it. The priestess was too tall and too heavy for her to lift. Once on the shore, she managed with some difficulty to pull the shift over Morgana’s head and wriggle it down past her shoulders and over her body. The robe was easier, with its generous folds of fabric. She tied on the sandals, and then, murmuring encouragement, coaxed Morgana to her feet. Awkwardly, as she had once before, Braithe supported her in the slow climb up the slope, through the garden, and on toward the residence. It was harder this time. Morgana seemed to make no effort at all, and it felt to Braithe as if she were supporting a lifeless body.
The acolytes were only just beginning to stir in the dormitory. The Temple was deserted, and Braithe hoped the priestesses were still in their rooms. By the time she guided Morgana into the residence and opened the door into her bedchamber, Braithe was shaking with effort.
She didn’t bother removing Morgana’s robe. She led her to the bed, where Morgana collapsed in an eerie silence that made Braithe’s heart clutch. “Rest, Priestess,” Braithe whispered. “I’ll bring some food.”
Morgana gave no response. Braithe untied her sandals and removed them, then pulled a blanket up to her shoulders. The priestess’s face was deathly pale. Her hair spilled over the pillow in tangled waves of disordered braids. Her closed eyelids trembled like the wings of a resting moth.
Braithe stood over her for a moment, loath to leave her alone but knowing she needed nourishment. Finally, she pulled the priestess’s sigil from her own neck and looped it around Morgana’s, where it belonged. “Keep her safe,” she whispered, and hurried out.
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For two days, Morgana lay in her bed, barely moving. Braithe never left her side except to fetch fresh water and bowls of food she didn’t eat. She slept on the floor in Morgana’s chamber, rousing instantly if the priestess made any sound or moved a limb.
On the morning of the third day, Niamh came to the door. Her knock was so quiet Braithe didn’t hear it. Braithe, focused on trying to spoon a bit of broth between Morgana’s unresponsive lips, didn’t notice that the old priestess had come in until she was standing at the foot of the bed, her hands tucked into her long sleeves, gazing down at Morgana.
“What’s wrong with her?” she demanded.
“She’s ill,” Braithe said. She could never tell anyone Morgana’s secret. It would not help, and it would only cause more suspicion and distrust in the Temple if they knew.
“Ill.”
“Yes.”
“Looks half dead to me.”
Braithe dragged herself to her feet.
“You don’t look well yourself, Braithe.”
“I’m just tired.”
Niamh rocked on her toes, her eyes on Morgana, who did indeed lie as still as the dead. After a moment she turned to Braithe, who wavered on her feet, exhausted. “Better get Olfreth in here. Decide what’s wrong with her.”
Olfreth could be a problem, Braithe thought. If she decided to scry to discover what had brought Morgana to this state…
She said, “I think Joslyn might be a better choice, Priestess. She is so good at potions, and surely one of them—”
“Hmm. Not sure random potions are the answer here, Braithe.”
“They wouldn’t be random, Priestess. And Joslyn is the only one— That is, Priestess Joslyn is fond of Priestess Morgana.”
“Priestess Joslyn has not yet returned from the coronation.”
Braithe had forgotten that. “Someone else, then. But not Olfreth.”
“You think Olfreth doesn’t like Morgana?”
Braithe was too weary to be diplomatic. She gave Niamh a speaking look. “I know quite well she doesn’t. I expect you know that, too.”
Niamh’s wrinkled lips twitched slightly, but she didn’t admit to the truth of the observation. She said only, “Very well, Braithe. I will ask Sennet to come see to Priestess Morgana. But you—” She pointed her finger at Braithe and shook it. “You go to your bed. Sleep. Leave the priestess to us for the time being.”
“But I—”
“No arguments,” Niamh said with asperity. “You will be no good to her or to yourself if you collapse. Off with you.”
Reluctantly, though the idea of sleep was so inviting, Braithe backed out of the room, keeping her eyes on Morgana as she went. When she stepped out into the corridor, she saw Priestess Sennet hurrying toward her. Braithe would much have preferred Joslyn, but she thought Sennet would be kind enough. Morgana would be safe in her care.
Braithe, suddenly so weary she could barely stand, tottered off to her own little room and collapsed on her bed. The morning sun poured through the gauze curtain at her window, but it didn’t matter. She was asleep within moments.
She slept all through the day, not dreaming, not even rolling over. She woke briefly to eat the supper brought to her by Dafne, used her chamber pot, then slept again until the rising sun woke her. She climbed out of bed on sleep-stiffened legs and hobbled to the window, where she tried to revive herself with deep breaths of the cool morning air, noticing it had begun to smell faintly of autumn. Still groggy from her long sleep, Braithe splashed water from the basin over her face, and then over her body. It was shockingly cold, but she did it again and then again, until she began to come fully awake.
She was pulling her brown robe over her shift when someone knocked on her door. “Come in. I’m up.”
The door opened gingerly, and Priestess Sennet peered around it. “Braithe.” The priestess’s hair was tousled and her robe tied wrong. Her sigil hung crookedly from her neck. “Good, you’re dressed. You’d better come.”

As Braithe hurried after Sennet toward Morgana’s bedchamber, she asked, “What is it? Is the priestess all right? What has happened?”
Sennet said over her shoulder, “She’s all right, yes. You’ll see in a moment. No point in my telling you.”
Braithe’s pulse throbbed in her throat, and she barely restrained herself from shoving past the priestess to reach Morgana sooner.
Sennet paused in front of Morgana’s door, a warning hand raised. “Niamh is with her. Try not to— I mean, there is no need to alarm Priestess Morgana.”
“Alarm her?” Braithe, truly worried now, sidled past the older woman to open the door.
Morgana lay on a pile of pillows, her face pale as wax, though her eyes were open. They shifted to Braithe when she came in, glinting gold. She lifted one hand, weakly, and reached for Braithe’s. “You see, brat.” Her deep voice scratched in her throat. “You see the price I have paid.”
Braithe couldn’t speak. She couldn’t think. She gazed down at Morgana, at her lean form covered in blankets, her long fingers entwined with her own short ones. She was struck completely dumb.
“Is it so ugly?” Morgana sighed.
Braithe forced herself to draw breath, to blink. “No!” she said. “No, it is not ugly, it’s—it’s beautiful. It’s just—just a surprise.”
She reached down with her free hand to stroke Morgana’s long, thick hair. Hair that had been black yesterday, as black as the fur of the cat whose form she had borrowed. Hair that was now silver, the color of moonlight, of sea-foam, of lilies in the spring. It glinted in the sunlight falling through the window. “Beautiful,” Braithe whispered.
Morgana’s narrow lips curved, just a little, before her eyelids fluttered closed. “Sleep,” she murmured.
“I will be right here,” Braithe murmured. She couldn’t resist lifting a strand of the bright hair to let it run through her fingers. “I will be right here beside you.”

Silent Dafne brought a pallet to Morgana’s bedchamber so Braithe could sleep near her mistress in more comfort. When she handed Braithe a pillow, their fingers brushed. Braithe felt the tingle of magic that was becoming familiar to her. She looked more closely at Dafne, but she saw only the woman’s dour face, her eyes averted as usual. Braithe shivered a little and told herself she would think about it later. She thanked Dafne and laid the pillow on her pallet, then drew it close to Morgana’s bed. She lost track of how much time passed as the priestess roused only to drink a little broth, or to allow Braithe to wash her and change her linens. Joslyn, returned from Camulod, came to see how she was doing, and together she and Braithe worried over her.
“Something must have happened!” Joslyn said. “Surely there was some curse, or perhaps someone poisoned her!”
Braithe would have liked to confide in Joslyn, but she refrained. Morgana considered her shapeshifting to be an ability that was more powerful because no one knew of it. Braithe kept her counsel, but she begged Joslyn for potions and tinctures that would restore Morgana to health.
Autumn came as Morgana languished, bedridden and weak. One golden morning, when the leaves had already begun to turn and the apples were ripening on the trees, Braithe hurried to the window of the bedchamber, drawn by the call of a horn blown from the dock. Below the residence the acolytes poured out of the refectory, abandoning their breakfast in favor of whatever excitement the horn proclaimed. Three priestesses emerged from the Temple and stood on the steps, their hands in their wide black sleeves, waiting to see who had arrived with such ceremony at the Isle of Apples.
Braithe caught her breath when she recognized him, and she pressed her hand to the place in her belly that suddenly throbbed.
It had been only weeks since she last saw Arthur, but he seemed to have grown in that brief span of time, as if the responsibility of the crown had spurred him to grow taller, to become stronger, to wield an even greater presence than he already did. Braithe thought he walked as if he were limned in light, as if the Lady smiled on him from the lake where she dwelled.
He strode purposefully up through the garden, with two of his knights scrambling to keep up. His fair hair gleamed in the sun, outshining the narrow coronet that circled his brow. He wore a simple tunic of dark blue over leggings like those of any serf. Aside from his coronet, only his sword belt, dark leather gilded with gold, signified his rank.
The king paused before the priestesses, who inclined their heads to him. Niamh was one, and Braithe, leaning from the window, heard her rasping voice clearly.
“Welcome, my lord. We did not expect this honor today.”
He touched the charm at his breast. “I have come to see my sister.”
Braithe’s heart suddenly thudded so loudly she barely heard the rest of the exchange.
“I am sure she will be pleased,” Niamh began, but Joslyn stepped forward to murmur into her ear. “Hmm,” said Niamh. She turned back to the king. “My lord, the priestess Morgana is unwell, and has been confined to her bed for some time. This has naturally caused us concern, and I’m not sure she is able to receive visitors.”
Braithe nearly shouted through the window that for the king, Morgana would rouse herself. She couldn’t bear the thought that Arthur might be turned away, that she would not get to see him. She was drawing breath to call out when he put up a graceful hand. “I am aware she is ill, Priestess. Word reached me at Camulod, and I wasted no time in setting out.”
Niamh bridled at this and began to say something else, but the king had already walked away, starting toward the residence as if he knew exactly where he would find his sister. Braithe dashed to Morgana’s mirror to smooth her hair, to pat her cheeks to bring color to them, to check that her robe was straight. When she turned back, she found Morgana’s open eyes fixed on her.
“Priestess! You’re awake.”
“He is here, is he not?” Morgana’s voice was stronger than Braithe had heard it in days. She pushed herself up to sit and began to pat at her disordered hair with her fingers.
Braithe hurried to help her, snatching up a brush on the way. “How did you know?”
“I cannot think of another reason my handmaid would be primping before the mirror.”
Braithe’s cheeks burned, and she avoided Morgana’s eyes as she plumped pillows and smoothed the coverlet. She brushed the long strands of silver hair so they fell smoothly over the priestess’s shoulders. She had just finished this when the knock sounded. She had an urge to check herself in the mirror again, but aware of Morgana’s gaze, she crossed straight to the door and opened it.
“Braithe,” Arthur said. He smiled, and even as she bowed, he reached for her hand to press his lips to her fingers.
“My lord,” she murmured, eyes downcast.
“It’s good to see you.” He squeezed her fingers before releasing her hand. “Is she better?”
“I think she is, by the hand of the Lady.” Braithe stepped aside so he could see for himself.
Arthur looked past her to the bed where Morgana sat, pillows at her back, blanket over her long legs, startling silver hair spilling over her shoulders. His smile died as he stared at her. His face paled, and his lips parted as if he would speak, but could not.
“My king,” Morgana said softly.
“Sister,” he whispered. “What— How did this—”
She held out her hand with its elongated fingers, and he crossed the room to take it. “You’re cold,” he said, chafing her hand between his own.
“No,” she said, and one of her rare smiles appeared for the first time since she had resumed her own shape. Braithe sighed to see it, and inwardly blessed Arthur for inspiring it. “Warm enough, thanks to the brat here. I am very glad to see you, sir.”
He seized a chair and pulled it close to the bed. Braithe came to stand at the foot, where she could watch them both. “How did you come to be so ill?” Arthur said, seating himself, leaning forward to look into his sister’s face. “And what magic transformed your hair into—into—” He made a helpless gesture, finally saying, “Into this river of moonlight?”
“A romantic description,” Morgana said, glancing down at the white tresses trailing across her breast.
“Tell him,” Braithe blurted. Morgana shot her a look of fire, but Braithe spread her hands defensively. “I will close the door. Surely you can trust your brother with your secret.”
“I trust my king,” Morgana said.
Braithe murmured, “Your king should know what happened, Priestess. She could try again.”
Arthur turned his head to give her a quizzical look. “What? What happened? Who might try—” He tugged his forelock in a boyish gesture, which made him look like the lad he truly was. It was as if, in his confusion, the sobering mantle of responsibility fell briefly from his shoulders. Even his voice rose a little in pitch, abandoning the bass notes it had recently acquired. He said, “I marvel at the transformation of your hair, sister. They say such a thing belongs only to the fae, but that can’t be so.”
“You know my parentage as well as I, sir.”
Braithe hurried to close the door, and to draw the bar across. Morgana exhaled a long sigh and let her head fall back against her pillows. “Braithe is right, I think. We should tell you the tale. I will let her do it, because too much speaking tires me. But,” she added, managing despite her weakness to sound stern, “I will correct your mistakes, brat.”
“I have no doubt,” Braithe said, affecting a dry tone. She understood the warning.
Arthur said, “What are the two of you talking about? Braithe, tell me quickly!”
It wasn’t quick, but Braithe told the story as economically as she could. She began with Morgana being sent away from Camulod for having given Uther a flawed charm. She recounted Morgana’s vision of Morgause and the assassin. “This will surprise you, my lord,” she said. “But your sister posed as a man in order to gain access to the castle, and to prevent the assassination attempt.”
“You dressed as a man?” Arthur asked Morgana.
“I did.” She gave Braithe a sidelong look. “That was the easy part.”
“And what was the hard part?”
Braithe held her breath.
Morgana said only, “Dealing with Morgause and her assassin.”
“But—wait.” Arthur frowned, looking from Braithe to Morgana. “I’m not sure I understand. Did you say her assassin? We were told a man came into the queen’s chambers to kill her for some reason, but she managed to kill him instead. Are you saying Morgause herself hired the killer?”
“He was meant for you, my lord,” Braithe said. “To preserve the throne for Mordred.”
Arthur’s blue eyes darkened until they were almost indigo. “And Morgana? It was you who killed the man?”
“It was necessary.” Morgana let her eyelids drift down as she drew a tremulous breath. “You’re doing well, brat. Finish the tale.”
Braithe said, “I had a feeling something was wrong. I was supposed to wait for the priestess to return, but I was so worried that I set out in one of the rowboats to cross Ilyn by myself. I found the priestess on the shore below Camulod, exhausted.”
“But how could you have known she needed you?”
Braithe busied herself smoothing the coverlet over Morgana’s knees. “I can’t explain,” she said. “I just— Perhaps it was the Lady, reaching out to me.”
“But why is Morgana ill?” Arthur asked, with consternation on his face. “Is it something serious? She should have recovered, surely, by this time.”
Braithe said, “The shock of killing a man has weighed on the priestess’s spirit.” It was true enough that she could tell herself she had not lied to the king. “Priestess Morgana is a healer, my lord, not a destroyer. Now she has nightmares, and no appetite to speak of.”
Arthur turned to lay his muscular hand on one of Morgana’s long, deceptively delicate ones. “This is a terrible tale. I owe you my throne once again, sister,” he said, his voice once again sounding that bass note. “How can I ever thank you?”
“No need,” Morgana said.
But Braithe said, “You must take steps to ensure such a thing never happens again.”
Arthur scowled. “I will certainly see to that. Morgause is universally disliked as a troublemaker, but I never suspected she would go so far.” He stood, touching Morgana’s shoulder, then paced the bedchamber. “I must do something,” he growled. His righteous anger was a powerful thing, and the air seemed to absorb it, to vibrate with its power.
It made Braithe’s breathing quicken. She watched him, her mouth a little open, her tongue just touching her upper lip. It was a meaningful moment, serious and tense, yet what she wanted was to touch him. To take his hand. To stand close enough to feel the drum of his heartbeat through her skin.
“I would have her hanged for this,” Arthur said grimly, “if I could prove it.”
Morgana, her eyes still closed, murmured, “Better not, sir. It would be a shadow on your reign, which has just begun. Set a watch on her.”
Braithe interjected, knowing it was not her place, “Banish her, my lord.”
Arthur stopped pacing and looked directly at her. “A very good idea, Braithe. That is the most practical choice.”
She inclined her head in acknowledgment, a little spurt of pride erupting in her breast.
Morgana said, “But there is Mordred to consider. He is the son of a traitoress, but he is also your half brother.”
“And he is a fine lad,” Arthur said. “He is not gifted with a sword, but he works hard at it and is diligent at all his studies.” He slapped his thigh as he made his decision. “It is good that I came, sister. Good that we make this plan together. Morgause will go from Camulod, and be banned forever, but I will keep Mordred in the court. See that he is brought up as he should be.”
“A wise choice,” Morgana said, but her voice had grown weak. Her eyelids drooped. Braithe bent to plump her pillow, then straightened. “Come, my lord,” she murmured. “Allow me to order a meal for you and your men, and you can speak with your sister again when she has rested.”
He smiled at her. “Dine with us,” he said.
She inclined her head. “If it pleases you, of course.”
Morgana’s eyes opened one more time, and there was something in them that made Braithe flush. A warning?
But Arthur’s invitation thrilled her in heart and in body.
Whatever Morgana’s eyes might be saying could not compete with that feeling.
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Braithe did not return to Morgana’s room after dinner. Morgana could have called Dafne if she wanted something, but she had no need. She felt much stronger, a surge of refreshed health imparted by Arthur’s visit. His presence had renewed her compulsion to protect him.
The sensation was something like love, but not the kind of love that would break her vow to the Temple. It resided in her spirit, not her body. It was a love mixed with respect and hope, and the abiding desire to guard the future of Lloegyr, a desire she knew Arthur shared. She hoped her failure to disclose her secret did not dishonor the regard she held for him.
She was out of bed and on her feet before he and his men started back across Ilyn the next morning. Still in her shift, she stood by the window to watch their boat slip silently into the mist. The two guards were at the oars. Arthur stood in the bow with one foot braced against the hull, his arms crossed over his breast.
Morgana raised her hand, palm outward in his direction, and murmured:
In every darkness there is a light, a beacon to draw the wanderer.

Beneath the lamp is rest and warmth, but beware. The shadows beyond are full of peril.

She didn’t know why that stanza had come to her. She dropped her hand and went to her table to cast the stones, but they told her nothing new.
Instead they showed her an image of her handmaid standing on the shore, watching the king’s boat pierce the circling mist. Morgana pressed her hand to her breast in concern for her little brat. It was hardly unusual for a young girl to yearn for a man, but Arthur was no usual man. He was a king, with a king’s responsibilities. She hoped Braithe would not break her heart over him. She considered warning her, but would she hurt Braithe’s feelings by doubting her commitment to her vow? It was not a situation within Morgana’s experience, and she hesitated to offend one who had been so fiercely loyal.
When her handmaid appeared, carrying a tray of broth and bread, Morgana was already washed and dressed in her black robe.
“You’re feeling better!” Braithe exclaimed. Her cheeks were rosy, and her eyes shone as bright as a spring sky.
Morgana said, “I feel quite well, and you certainly look in the peak of health. Let us return to work.”
Braithe set the tray on the table and flashed her dimples. “Eat first,” she said. “Unless you want to breakfast with your sister priestesses.”
“I think not,” Morgana said. “I prefer this.” She picked up a piece of bread and dipped it into the broth. “I see the king has left the Isle.”
Braithe’s freckles drowned in a sudden flush of red. “Yes, I believe he and his knights left this morning.” And she added, “Early.”
“No doubt my half brother has pressing duties.”
“I suppose he must.” Braithe busied herself smoothing Morgana’s bed and tidying the few things she kept beside it. “Shall I braid your hair for you, Priestess?”
“Thank you, yes.”
As Braithe’s small, deft hands brushed Morgana’s long hair and began to plait it, Morgana did her best not to notice that her handmaid smelled differently from her usual scent of soap and candlewax and lavender. It was a subtle but distinctive perfume, the fragrance of tilled earth and dark woods, of the lake in summer, the bed of thyme in the fall. It made Morgana’s stomach contract, a response she found strange.
She needed to distract herself. “Braithe,” she began.
“Yes, Priestess.”
“Thank you for keeping my secret.”
“You mean about—about the cat? The owl? Those things?”
“Yes.”
“I did wonder that you didn’t want to tell your half brother.”
“When I understand why I have that particular gift, I may tell him. In the meantime, I like having an ability no one knows about. It was useful in dealing with the assassin, and I may need to use it again.”
Braithe tied off a thick silver plait of Morgana’s hair and laid it neatly over her shoulder. “I wish you would not,” she said, her voice vibrating with sincerity. “I truly feared this time you might die.”
“I know.” Morgana stood and shook out the folds of her black robe. “But in my place, with Arthur’s life at risk, would you have had me do nothing?”
“No!”
The denial was so sharp, so heartfelt, that Morgana startled. “Braithe,” she began, but her handmaid had turned away.
“No.” Braithe spoke in a more disciplined voice. “No, of course not, Priestess. You had to intervene, by whatever means you could. I understand that you’ve devoted yourself to protecting the true king.”
“It is my purpose in life,” Morgana said. She took up the thong that held her sigil and slipped it over her head. “In truth, it is a purpose greater than my life.”

Braithe had stood at her own window to watch Arthur and his guards float away into the mist. Her body felt both tender and painful, tremulous from the shock and the ecstasy of giving in to her desire. She relived every whispered endearment in her fevered memory of the night just past. She recalled the sensation of Arthur’s smooth skin against her own, at the satisfying hardness of his muscles and the gratifying force of his desiring her. She marveled at the startling intimacy of opening herself to him. The sense of abandoning all precautions, all promises, in favor of that experience was a heady one. She would never be the same again.
When the ring of mist had swallowed the king’s boat, she turned away from the window and went to gaze into the mirror that hung above her washstand. She was startled to see that she looked no different than she had the day before, except that her eyes were brightened by an unnatural shine. She pulled off her nightdress and stood on tiptoe to see her naked body in the glass, but it looked no different, either. She put one hand on a breast, remembering Arthur’s hand there. She traced her belly with her palm, where his palm had been just hours before. She hugged herself, wishing she could distill the sensations of their time together, bottle them as if they were a potion or a tincture, something to be uncorked and poured out when you wanted to taste them again.
She would ache with longing for him. She knew that. Her longing would be in vain, and she knew that, too. Braithe had a firm grasp on her station in life. She was a country girl. She would not tell herself that Arthur loved her or allow herself to daydream that a king would choose someone like her as his queen. It would have to be enough that he had wanted her, that he had shared something intense and personal with her, that he had made her feel like a queen, though she could never be one.
As she pulled on her shift and tied her robe around her waist, she told herself these things as firmly as she could. She said aloud, as she braided her hair, “You are no one, Braithe of the Temple. He is King Arthur of Lloegyr, the true king of Camulod. You are no lord’s daughter, no princess. You are a handmaid, and a lucky one at that. You must remember.”
But she couldn’t quench the spark of hope that flickered in her heart.

Morgana’s relief at being able to return to her Temple duties, to hear supplicants, to provide what aid she could to them, was tainted by her grief over the rift with the Blackbird. He had sent her no message, either to repeat his accusation, to apologize, or even to ask after her health. He must know she had been ill, even if he didn’t know why.
Her sister priestesses asked her about him, because they were known to be close. Everyone understood that the Blackbird favored her. Some resented it. Others envied it. No one questioned it.
She tried to put him out of her mind, but his words haunted her. She kept hearing them, especially in the small hours of the night. You have no idea what you’ve done.
But I do! she wanted to scream. I saved the king from his father’s poison, and I saved him again from Morgause’s assassin!
She imagined an argument in which she spoke all the right words, forced the Blackbird to listen to her, to understand what had happened and why she had done what she did, even to apologize to her for the things he had said, but it was only that—imagination. He would not listen to her then, would not give her a chance to explain now. He was set on some plan he had never described to her. He was laying the fault for its failure at her feet.
It was egregiously unfair. He had shamed her, wounded her, and he continued to let his silence hurt her. It was maddening, and it was painful, and she suffered more because there was nothing she could do about it.
She thought of sending him a message, pouring her heart out in a letter. She thought of magicking the letter to be certain he read it, forcing him to open his stubborn mind to her. She could do it, could create a tincture of calamus root for persuasion, with a touch of betony to break through his resistance. She would mix the tincture at the full of the moon to intensify its power, while a new beeswax candle burned on her altar. She could sprinkle it over her missive, seal it with the sigil of the Lady pressed into wax, then send it with one of the boatmen to Camulod.
She would not do it. She would never do such a thing. She had never magicked anyone just to please herself, and she would not stoop to such an action now, no matter how unhappy she was. She felt a great reluctance to manipulate the Blackbird in any way, despite everything. She had always been honest with him, and she had taken honest actions, with only the weal of the kingdom in her heart. If being cut off from the Blackbird’s regard was the price she paid, she would have to pay it without demur.
There was nothing for her to do but to bury herself in her work, and that she did. As the chill of winter wrapped the Isle and the Temple in its damp folds, and the priestesses and acolytes changed their summer robes for heavy woolen ones, Priestess Morgana worked harder than anyone. The tribute from her sessions in the anteroom grew so swiftly that even Iffa refrained from making sour remarks. As Morgana’s fame spread, more and more supplicants came requesting her by name. The Temple coffers filled with coins, enough to ensure a comfortable winter for everyone on the Isle.
It was the life Morgana had planned. She did her best to take satisfaction from it, to be proud of her work, to think of nothing else. As time went on, she grew skilled at shutting out thoughts of the Blackbird. At times, she even managed to convince herself she had forgotten all about him, that she had no need of him anymore.
But the chasm of misunderstanding that had opened between them remained a flaw that marred the smooth surface of her Temple life. In moments of weakness, when she did not expect it, she sometimes felt a sudden spasm of loneliness for which she had no defense. She could only put a hand to her breast and bow her head as she waited for it to pass.
Braithe said nothing, but when Morgana was in the midst of such a moment of grief, the touch of Braithe’s small hand gave her comfort.
Braithe, too, was nursing an aching heart. Morgana sensed it, and she worried. Perhaps she should have warned Arthur off, made him take responsibility for allowing a young girl to nurture feelings for him. He might not have listened in any case.
Her half brother was, in the end, a man, and a king besides. Men and kings did as they pleased, no matter how fine their characters. She told herself if Braithe wanted to speak of it, she would listen. Otherwise, there was nothing she could do.
And so the two of them carried on, united in their silence. If once in a while their eyes met in mutual understanding, neither gave voice to their private thoughts. There was no point.
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Two quiet years passed on the Isle of Apples. Priestess Murragh died, and the acolyte Minet was selected to take her chair. The Blackbird did not visit, and the priestesses stopped asking Morgana about him. She was glad of that, because hearing his name still pained her. The king did not return, either. Morgana sometimes saw Braithe gazing out toward the lake with a look of longing, and she knew her handmaid was thinking of Arthur. She thought of giving her a tincture to help her forget, but unless Braithe asked for it, it was better to let her deal with her sadness on her own.
A steady stream of supplicants brought their petitions to the moss-hung anteroom, seeking love potions or soothing salves or healing tinctures. Along with their purses, they left news of Lloegyr and Camulod, precious bits of information. The priestesses passed them on to the acolytes, who were always hungry for news about the homes and families they had left behind.
Braithe collected the stories and made sure Morgana heard them. She took care to report them without elaboration, knowing how unreliable word of mouth could be, but even so, a feeling of optimism grew among the Temple inhabitants, including Braithe and Morgana. There were many accounts from a variety of women, and they were tales of triumph. There could be no doubt that Lloegyr flourished under the rule of King Arthur Dragoun.
He had gathered a great number of knights in Camulod, and they were reputed to be the bravest and strongest fighting force Lloegyr had ever seen. They wore the finest mail and helmets the armorers of Camulod could create, and they carried magnificent swords worked in the forge of the castle. They had pushed the Romans to the east and north, out of Lloegyr, and the brutal Saxon warriors fled with their defeated allies. Arthur posted cadres of knights in each of Lloegyr’s outlying villages to guard against raids, and in the peace he created, harvests and husbandry throve. His people were both proud and content, well-fed, safe in their homes, prospering.
As the end of the third year of Arthur’s reign approached, Morgana said to Braithe, “I think the Blackbird was mistaken.”
The two of them were seated on their favorite stone bench under the holm oak, savoring a gold and scarlet autumn sunset and a sweet evening breeze. Morgana had untied her sandals to let her toes sink into the cushion of thyme beneath the bench.
Braithe was in the act of shedding her own sandals, but she paused and turned to look up at Morgana. “Mistaken?” She straightened, her eyes wide. Morgana supposed she had startled her. It was the first time she had voluntarily spoken the Blackbird’s name in nearly three years. “Mistaken about what, Priestess?”
Morgana lifted her face into the slanting sunshine. “He said I had ruined everything by allowing Uther to die. That it was too soon for Arthur.”
Braithe’s cheeks colored at hearing Arthur’s name. “If he said that, then I agree. He was mistaken. Your half brother is a brilliant king.”
“I have worried over what the mage said,” Morgana admitted. “I have lain awake more than once, thinking about it.”
“You could have told me.”
“I think you suffer your own hard thoughts in the darkness, brat. You do not need mine.”
Braithe dropped her head. “My thoughts are of no matter. Imagination only.”
“Imagination, perhaps. But your thoughts do matter.”
“Do you know what I did?”
Morgana’s heart sank. The truth of it was in Braithe’s eyes, in her voice, in her trembling lips. “Oh, brat,” she said softly. “I had hoped that wouldn’t happen.”
“Are you angry?”
“I am not.”
Braithe sighed, a small, sad little sound. “I couldn’t help myself. He is so beautiful, and so wise and kind.” She spread her hands in a gesture of surrender. “In my dreams, I see him again. Lie with him again.” She expelled a sharp breath and turned her gaze out to the lake. “I know better, never fear. I know who I am. I understand who I am not.”
“And you understand that Arthur has no choice.”
“I understood even then.” Braithe turned her blue gaze up to Morgana’s dark one. “I am not sorry.”
“I am glad to know that.”
“Are you sorry you didn’t protect King Uther?”
“I am not. He was a cruel man who cared only for power. He was a traitor and a murderer.”
“Why didn’t the Blackbird see that?”
“He must have seen, yet he did not want him to die in battle.” The old hurt, the persistent and painful feeling of unfairness, rose in Morgana’s breast again, hardly lessened by the passage of time. “He would not explain. He would not let me explain.” Her voice dropped. “He was wrong, but he will not say so.”
Braithe started to say something, but she stopped herself. She was gazing at something past Morgana’s shoulder, and Morgana twisted her body to see what it was.
An old fox, his coat glowing red in the amber light of the setting sun, had slipped around the trunk of the holm oak. His muzzle was tipped with silver, and the plume of his tail trailed the ground behind him. He padded toward them on soft, silent feet, and when he reached their bench, he sat down, peering up at them without fear.
Morgana murmured, “Hello, little brother.”
The fox’s tongue lolled, showing his sharp teeth.
“Ah,” Morgana said. “Yes.”
Braithe whispered, “What is it?”
Morgana held up one finger to ask her to wait. She bent forward so the fox could look into her eyes and she could look into his black, shining ones. He closed his mouth and tilted his sharp little face to see her better.
Morgana felt the beat of the fox’s heart in her own breast. The pulse of his blood matched her own. His breathing slowed to the pace of her lungs, and for many moments, they were one and the same, the fox and the woman, connected by the living force that binds all things.
At last, the creature’s mouth opened once again, tongue lolling, teeth bared to the air in his grin. He jumped to his feet, tail flicking against the mossy earth.
Morgana nodded to him and touched her heart with her fingers. The fox’s nose quivered in answer before he whirled to dive back into the woods. As his silver-tipped tail vanished into the underbrush, Morgana sat back, breathing a sigh of release and acceptance.
“What was his message?” Braithe asked.
“That things always change, and it’s useless to grieve for something that has not happened.”
Braithe wiggled her bare feet, thinking. “These creatures who speak to you—how does that work?”
“I could not tell you.”
“Because you don’t know?”
Morgana stood up, shaking the skirts of her robe free of the dust that accumulated on the bench. She stretched her arms up toward the stars that had begun to appear in the darkening sky, letting her fingers spread against the pattern of sparkling lights. “Do we know why we love seeing the stars at night? Or why the changes of the moon call to us as they shift from new to old and back again? Or for that matter—” She paused, letting her arms settle to her sides and giving her handmaid a sympathetic glance. “For that matter, how it is that our feelings bind us to one another? We do not touch or see or hear feelings, but we know they are part of us, deeply twined in our hearts and minds, perhaps more powerful than any force in the world.”
Braithe was silent for a time, savoring this. Then, closing her eyes, she quoted:
Trust the earth.

Believe the sky.

Doubt not the air nor deny the water.

Seek not for answers. They will find you.

“Sometimes the words of the Lady are beyond my comprehension,” Morgana said.
“Often.” Braithe smiled at the thought as she bent to replace her sandals. “We should go to dinner, Priestess.”
“Very well.” Morgana also slipped her feet back into her sandals and tied the laces. They rose and began to walk side by side up the slope toward the Temple.
They had just reached the Temple grounds when Braithe said unexpectedly, “Don’t laugh, Priestess, but this stanza—I think I understand it.”
Morgana raised her eyebrows. “Do you indeed?”
A blush warmed Braithe’s freckled cheeks, but she nodded. “I think so.”
“Tell me.”
“It seems to me—that is—”
“Now, brat, there is no need to be shy about it. Share your insight with me.”
“It seems to me that it means today’s sorrow may be tomorrow’s joy.” Braithe shrugged. “Because the answers will find you in their own time.”
Morgana paused, midstride, and turned to look down at her handmaid. “By the hand of the Lady, Braithe. That is a profound reflection.”
Braithe looked up at her, suddenly grinning, all seriousness evaporating. “Do you think so? Well, good! I hope I remember it!”
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In the early days of the fourth year of his reign, King Arthur decided to marry.
Morgana was one of the first on the Isle of Apples to learn of this. Niamh sent Braithe to fetch her, and she attended the elder priestess in the inner chamber as soon as she had finished with the day’s petitioners. She was tired, because there had been complex requests that needed intricate instructions and carefully prepared tinctures, as well as one tiny but powerful charm, which always sapped her energy.
When she stepped into the room she was surprised to find the elder priestess sitting alone in her official chair. Morgana inclined her head to her, and Niamh raised a hand in acknowledgment. Morgana crossed to her own chair and settled into it, stretching out her long legs with a weary sigh.
“Do you need refreshment?” Niamh asked. Her voice had gotten higher and thinner in the past year, a sound like the scraping of windblown branches on stone. “Dafne is just outside.”
“She is going to bring me some cider. It was a long day.”
“Profitable?”
“Mostly. Some were modest, but one or two substantial purses.”
“Good. Good. Because—” The old priestess sighed and leaned on one elbow as she gazed into Morgana’s face. “Because you are going to Camulod, and we don’t know how long you will be away.”
Morgana had relaxed in her chair, but now she straightened, her eyebrows rising. Her brows had remained dark, despite the silvering of her hair. The contrast surprised her on the rare occasion she saw her own reflection. “Why—” she began, but Dafne came into the room, interrupting her.
When Dafne had served her a cup of cider, with a bit of bread and cheese alongside it, and another for Niamh, she departed. Morgana picked up her cup. “Something has happened, I gather.”
“Yes. Well, something is going to happen.” Niamh propped her chin on her fist and watched Morgana with canny black eyes beneath heavy wrinkled lids. “Your half brother has decided to take a wife.”
“Oh!” Morgana had lifted the cup to her lips, but she lowered it again. “Oh, Arthur is—has he a maid in mind?”
“He has already negotiated with her family, I am told. Her father is from the western reaches, a modest holding, I hear, but he sent four knights from his demesne to serve the king at Camulod.”
“And the girl?” Now Morgana did take a deep draught of the cider and cradled the cup in her long fingers. This was news she should have expected, of course. Arthur was twenty, and it was time for him to marry.
“I am told she is a great beauty,” Niamh said.
“Such girls are always claimed to be beauties, are they not, Priestess?”
Niamh allowed herself a small cackle, then sobered. “It may be true. According to the messenger from the castle, Arthur saw her when he was campaigning near her father’s lands and fell in love.”
“Oh. Oh, I see.” She should have seen, but the truth was that she had not scried in weeks, having no particular reason to do so. She had fallen into indolent habits, spending her free time walking along the lake or in the woods, enticed by the first blooming of spring. She had allowed herself, for a time, to forget her life’s chief purpose. But this—it seemed unlike Arthur to make such a great decision based on some swiftly conceived passion. It would have been more in character for him to choose strategically, a foreign bride perhaps, whose family could help to strengthen Lloegyr’s borders.
“By rights, we should send Olfreth to officiate at the wedding, but King Arthur has asked for you.”
Morgana nodded, pleased. “I am happy to go, at the king’s pleasure.”
Niamh sighed, and the weight of responsibility she carried showed in every seam of her lined face and in the tired droop of her furrowed cheeks. “I’m afraid you must.”
“Will it be such a hardship for you, Priestess?”
Niamh pulled herself upright and slipped her hands into her wide sleeves. “Most of our supplicants come asking for you, Morgana. Not many will be satisfied with any other.”
“But surely Joslyn—or Olfreth—”
“Oh, yes. They are quite capable, although their work is not so… dramatic as yours, shall we say?”
Morgana thought it was an interesting way to put it. She rose, smoothing her robe and straightening her sigil. “When am I to leave?”
“I understand that the king’s bride is on her way from her father’s keep even now, and Camulod is sending a boat for you in the morning. The wedding takes place in three days.”
“That seems very soon for such a big step.”
“It does to me as well, but I suppose—a young man in love…”
Morgana frowned at the sudden sense of premonition that seized her. She could not identify it, or explain it to Niamh. She said only, “Very well. I will go and pack my things.”
“You will want your handmaid, of course.”
Morgana hesitated. She would indeed prefer to have Braithe with her. The girl lightened every load, eased every obstacle while Morgana was busy. A wedding would be a great deal of work, and there were inevitably other tasks that fell to her wherever she went. But would taking Braithe to Camulod be fair to her? To be so close to Arthur, and to watch him marry another, must surely cause her pain. Whether taking her to Camulod would help her break free of her passion or intensify it, Morgana didn’t know. She said, “I suppose she must go with me, as she has no other work to do here.”
“Are you not dependent on her? I perceive she does a great deal to ease your burdens.”
“She does, and yes, I am, Priestess. I just— Camulod—” Her sentence died unfinished.
Niamh gazed at her for a long, assessing moment, wisdom glittering in her old eyes. “There is temptation there,” she said flatly.
“I will speak with her before we go.”
“Words mean far less to the young than to those of us with experience.”
“I know.”
“I doubt you see yourself this way, but you yourself are still young. Even you could be diverted by the temptations of Camulod.” Niamh’s voice was gentler than usual.
Morgana said, “Priestess, my body may be young, but my soul is as old as this isle. The charms of royal life hold no appeal for me.”
“Hmmm.” Niamh pushed herself up out of her chair with a little groan of effort. “I will cast the stones before you go, Morgana, so you and your handmaid will have some advantage.”
Morgana forbore to point out that Niamh’s scrying was no longer strong. It was a further kindness, and she wanted nothing to taint the rare moment they had just shared. She said, “I thank you, Priestess. Some foreknowledge will be helpful.”
She inclined her head once more to Niamh, then left the inner chamber to go in search of Braithe. They had little time to prepare, and she would want a full complement of supplies. It would be wise, too, to cast the stones herself.

Braithe had no reservations. She was thrilled by the news. “Camulod!” she breathed. Visions of the castle sprang up in her mind, and she saw again the jeweled courtine, the scarlet banners lifting in the wind, the two stone towers shining above the keep. “We are really going? To Camulod?”
“Brat, listen to me,” Morgana said. She looked stern, as if she were about to scold, though she so rarely did. “We are going, yes, and we must hasten to prepare. But—Braithe, listen. The king has requested I come to Camulod to officiate at his wedding. He has chosen a bride.”
Braithe’s breath caught with a tiny gasp. She knew her cheeks flamed, but she dropped her head so Morgana would not see the expression in her eyes. For a moment she couldn’t speak at all.
“You knew he must marry at some time,” Morgana said.
Braithe nodded. She knotted her hands together in a fold of her robe as she struggled to recover her composure. When she looked up, she saw that Morgana’s eyes were dark, with no hint of gold. “Are you angry with me?”
“No. I am sorry it still hurts you.”
“You are not angry with Arthur, either, I hope.”
Morgana moved away, to gaze out her window to the woods beyond the Temple compound. The dog roses that grew along the paths showed pink buds that would soon flower. The elder and elm trees were in full leaf, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor. “I think,” she said slowly, “that my half brother should have been the wiser one.”
Braithe blurted, her voice trembling, “But I wanted him, too! I was glad to have him, even for such a short time, and if I could have him again, I would.”
Morgana turned back to face her. “You worry me.”
“I don’t mean I expect it to happen,” Braithe said, her cheeks warming again. “I only meant—if he—”
“Perhaps I should not take you to Camulod,” Morgana said.
Braithe felt the opportunity slipping away from her, the castle receding into the distance, the royal festivities withdrawing behind closed doors. She saw her chance to be in Arthur’s presence once again fading to nothing. She clasped her hands before her, willing her voice to be steady. “Priestess. I will promise anything you like. I will not embarrass you, or do anything to embarrass the king.” She had to pause for breath. “I suppose Arthur has selected a princess for his bride, someone from the north, or perhaps a noblewoman from the Low Countries. Someone with a grand dowry and a grander pedigree!”
Braithe allowed herself to imagine a plain girl, bony maybe, with ditchwater hair, perhaps an ugly voice. Her wedding would be a duty marriage, arranged for political advantage. The poor thing would be aware she was unlovely, that only the circumstances of her birth brought her to Arthur as a bride. Braithe could be sympathetic to such a girl, show her kindness, encourage her in her new royal duties.
But Morgana was shaking her head. “I am told my half brother has chosen for love.”
“Oh.” The old pain resurged in Braithe’s breast, the pain she had done her best to suppress. He had fallen in love. Not with her, the freckled country girl, a mere handmaid, a cottar’s daughter. He had fallen in love with someone better, a beauty. Mysterious, enchanting, a girl to drive all other maidens out of Arthur’s mind. Morgana reached out and unwound one of Braithe’s tightly clasped hands to hold it in her long fingers. “My dear brat,” she said. “I know well that you keep your promises. You are the most faithful of women, and I trust you with my life. I cannot bear to see you hurt again.”
Braithe drew a shaky breath past the stubborn knot trying to form in her throat. She swallowed, and blinked away the tears threatening to fill her eyes. Summoning her composure, she straightened her spine. “Priestess,” she said. She tried to speak firmly, but a small tremor in her voice betrayed her, and she coughed. “Priestess,” she began again. Her voice steadied, and she looked directly up into Morgana’s face. “I swear that I will behave in Camulod as a handmaid should. As a Temple maiden should.” She managed a smile, knowing Morgana had a weakness for her dimples. “But I will ask you to promise something, too.”
At that, Morgana’s stiff expression relaxed, and her lips curled a little. “The handmaid asks a promise of the priestess?”
Braithe made her smile wider, hiding the hurt still burning in her throat. “I do! And I expect you to keep it.”
Morgana squeezed her fingers and released them. “Tell me what this great promise is, brat, and I will let you know if I can make it.”
Braithe let her smile fade, because despite everything, this was a serious matter. “I want you to promise me you will not shapeshift.”
Morgana’s eyes widened, and flashes of gold sparked from them. “Braithe!”
Braithe set her chin. “It is too dangerous for you. Last time, you almost died. Lloegyr needs you, and the king needs you. Alive. Promise me.”
After a long pause, in which Braithe worried she had presumed too much on their friendship, Morgana began to chuckle. “Oh, brat,” she said. Her demeanor transformed, her expression easing into one of good humor. Her eyes were glistening pools of gold, dramatic beneath her dark brows and against the silver of her hair. “You are a brave little thing. Who else would dare to demand a vow of me?” She pointed to the chest where her extra robes and shifts were kept. “I will make your promise! Could we start packing? We have a journey to make!”
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The boat that came from Camulod to convey the priestess and her handmaid across Ilyn was three times the size of any Braithe had seen before. There were six men to row it, as well as an armed guard in the bow and another in the stern. The two guards bowed to Morgana as they assisted her to board, and even nodded courteously to Braithe as they stowed their bags and the basket of herbs and remedies Morgana had ordered. There were actual seats instead of wooden benches, and they were offered blankets and drinks before they embarked.
Morgana behaved as if this was only her due, but Braithe was thrilled by the grandeur, taking in every detail of the padded seats, of the uniformed oarsmen, of the beautifully polished wood of the boat itself. She bounced in her seat, too excited to sit still. One of the guards, a well-muscled man not much older than herself, winked and grinned at her reaction, and she had to cover a laugh with her hand.
Niamh and Joslyn stood on the dock to see them off. Niamh looked as if she had bitten something sour, her usual expression. Joslyn glowed with pride at seeing her sister priestess escorted as if she were royalty.
But of course Morgana was royalty. She was the daughter of a queen, the stepdaughter of a slain king, the half sister of the great King Arthur. She reclined in the seat provided for her, long legs stretched out, hands tucked into her sleeves, her strong-featured face impassive. Braithe had been inspired that morning to plait her hair high on her head, and she was proud of the way it looked, glowing like a silver crown in the early sunlight.
Niamh stood still as the oarsmen set to, but Joslyn waved and smiled. Morgana seemed not to notice, but Braithe enthusiastically waved back.
Her heart beat swiftly and happily in her breast as she reveled in the glorious spring morning, vibrant with birdsong and new growth everywhere. Even the mist that soon wrapped the boat and its occupants in silken folds of gray seemed full of promise, magical, nothing to dampen Braithe’s joy.
When she felt Morgana’s bemused glance at her, Braithe made herself settle into her seat and fold her hands in her lap as she waited for the first glimpse of Camulod.
And of the king. She would see Arthur again, at last.
Her promise to Morgana had not been lightly made. She would keep her word, no matter the cost. She would not lie with Arthur, even if he wished it, but it would not violate her pledge to look upon his beautiful face once again, to relish the sky blue of his eyes, nor to remember what had passed between them.
She felt Morgana’s eyes rest on her once again, but she looked away, out over the rippling blue water of Ilyn. She revered Morgana, and she would keep her promise, but her private thoughts were her own.

Morgana, her skin prickling with awareness of Braithe’s excitement, touched her sigil, sending a plea to the Lady to ensure she had not made a mistake in allowing Braithe to accompany her. She worried about it still, despite their promises to each other. Morgana was ignorant of the ways of love, and often impatient with how romantic passions interfered with the proper order of things. She could only hope her half brother had not made a rash choice in his bride. Even a king could be deceived by love. If that was the case, how would she protect him?
She hid the tumult of her thoughts behind the still mask of her face, but she couldn’t take pleasure in the first fragrance of spring, or in the delicacy of the thin sunshine that greeted the boat as it emerged from the mist. As the oarsmen swept them toward the dock below Camulod, the great jeweled walls sparkled gaily high above their heads, as if the castle itself were already celebrating the great event. White wedding banners had replaced the scarlet ones above the keep, and the gardeners had been busy grooming the path that led to the main gate and hurrying the bloom of the flowers that lined the way.
As the boat docked and the guards helped their passengers out, a little group of greeters appeared. Clearly they had been watching for the priestess’s arrival. Morgana searched among them for her half brother, but in vain. He had sent Bran, his steward, and she recognized three of his knights.
The welcoming party swarmed down the path to meet them formally, each bowing to Morgana in her black priestess’s robe, nodding politely to Braithe. Bran, who had held his post from when Morgana was a child, said, “Welcome, Priestess. The king has asked that you be made comfortable, and then wait for him in his private chambers.”
“Thank you, Bran. It’s good to see you again.”
“I am honored you remember me, Priestess. This way, please.”

Morgana barely recognized the interior of Camulod’s west tower. Vases of greenery stood in every corner, dotted with the earliest of spring flowers. Tapestries and hangings covered every wall. As Morgana and Braithe followed Bran up the stairs, past the lesser hall and then the greater one, they saw housemaids furiously cleaning and polishing and arranging bits of decorative glass and pottery retrieved from the storerooms. The air was redolent with the scents of roasting meats and baking bread. Morgana tended to have an abstemious appetite, but even she found the smells enticing.
Arthur’s chambers had been moved to the floor just above the great hall. When Morgana stepped onto the landing, she saw that most of the floor was taken up by the king’s bedchamber, a dressing room, and a private audience room. Opposite his apartment, a door to another spacious room stood open, alight with the morning sun streaming through its east-facing window, where white woven curtains rippled in the breeze. A wide bed with an elaborately carved headboard boasted a white coverlet heavily embroidered with gold and silver thread, and a variety of decorative objects covered every surface Morgana could see. This, she guessed, was to be the new queen’s bedchamber.
Bran paused before a door that was ajar only a few inches. He knocked on the wall beside it with his staff, then pushed the door all the way open and gestured to Morgana and Braithe to go through.
The austerity of this large room, Arthur’s council chamber, contrasted dramatically with the elaborate decorations elsewhere in the castle, and it made Morgana’s lips twitch. It was exactly as she would have expected. Arthur would tolerate excesses being committed in honor of the upcoming celebration, but he would want his own surroundings to be spare.
Indeed, aside from an assortment of chairs arranged before one large, high-backed one, there was little in the room by way of adornment. There was, in fact, only one object that did not need to be there. This hung from a pedestal that had clearly been created to display it. Its blade was hidden beneath a plain leather scabbard. Its hilt rose into the light, simply decorated with leaves and branches carved into the grip and a single red jewel shining from the pommel.
The great sword of the true king.
Morgana gazed at it, recalling that day in the Temple, how heavy the sword was, how important to Lloegyr. Her fingers flexed, reliving the energy that had surged through them to aid Arthur in freeing the sword from the stone.
Arthur’s voice interrupted her contemplation. “Sister!” She turned, her robe whispering on the wooden floor. “Priestess,” he added, and grinned.
She inclined her head, not too deeply, for she was one of the Nine, but deeply enough to honor his position. “My king.” Then, lifting her eyes to his, she gave him her own restrained smile. “Brother.” She had not seen him in more than three years. He had grown into a man, broad-shouldered in his drab tunic, with muscled thighs showing beneath the fabric of his plain leggings. He had grown taller, too, now only half a head shorter than she.
Behind him was a boy, dressed very much as Arthur was, as if in imitation. He was as dark as Arthur was fair, with black eyes and straight black hair. Morgana didn’t recognize him.
Her half brother stepped forward and embraced her, lightly kissing both of her cheeks. She felt a glow in her breast at the gesture, at the filial feeling that had survived their long separation.
He said, “Thank you for coming. You are the only one I want to perform the ceremony.”
“It is a great thing for a king to marry,” she said. “I am glad to be part of it.”
“Wait until you meet my bride,” he said. His eyes were the blue of Ilyn in summer, bright with happiness, shining with hope. “We expect her tomorrow, if all goes well. She will be the most beautiful queen Camulod has ever seen!” He turned to the boy. “Do you remember my half brother? He was small when you were here last.”
“Ah, Prince Mordred,” Morgana said. “I did not recognize you, sir. Well met.”
He inclined his head to her, his pale cheeks flushing. “Priestess Morgana. Welcome.”
She thanked him and turned to Arthur, curious.
Arthur grinned again. “My little brother follows me everywhere,” he said. “They call him my shadow.”
It was difficult to guess the boy’s age. He was slight, with a haunted look to his black eyes, and he spoke still with the high, thin voice of a boy. He shuffled his feet, and his cheeks reddened more. She said, “You have a fine role model in your elder brother,” and Prince Mordred nodded.
Arthur caught sight of Braithe waiting just inside the door. She stood with her head down, her hands linked before her, but Arthur put out both his hands to hers, so that she had to unclasp them and look up into his face. “Braithe, how good of you to come! I dared to hope you would. My wish is that you would become a friend to Gwenvere. I fear she will be lonely here, where she knows no one.”
Morgana sensed the spurt of pain in Braithe’s breast and had to look away. She couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her handmaid’s eyes, the flush of embarrassment, the hard suspicion that Arthur had forgotten what had passed between them.
She couldn’t think what to do or say. It shocked her to think that her half brother lay with so many maids he didn’t remember them. Or did he think it mattered as little to Braithe as it evidently had to him? Should she interrupt, distract, make an excuse to prevent Braithe from having to do what he asked?
She couldn’t do it. Arthur was the one person in all the world she couldn’t countermand, the one she had sworn to serve and protect. She couldn’t reproach him, and she was helpless before his thoughtlessness.
She pressed her palm to her sigil, lifted her chin, and started to turn to face Braithe’s misery, but Braithe spoke first. Morgana stopped with her hand poised above her breast, her lips parting in surprise.
“My lord,” Braithe said, her voice sweet and steady and warm. “Thank you for this gracious welcome. Of course I will wait upon the Lady Gwenvere.”
“She has her maids, of course, to see to her wardrobe and her hair and those things women need. I would not want you to become a lady’s maid! But I thought perhaps a Temple maiden, someone of her own age to talk with, someone who will understand the change coming to her. Someone who knows Camulod. A companion.”
Braithe bestowed a radiant smile on him, as if nothing could give her more joy than to do as he asked. “I am flattered, sir,” she said. She favored him with a flash of her deep dimples, and Morgana could only guess what it cost her. “I will do my best.”
Morgana wanted to protest, to say that she wanted Braithe by her side, needed her assistance, but of course the king’s command would take precedence.
She regarded her handmaid with respect. Braithe had assumed responsibility for this matter. She had accepted her circumstances with dignity and grace. There was nothing Morgana could add to that.
Arthur, oblivious to the undercurrents swirling through the chamber, squeezed Braithe’s fingers and released them. He gestured to the chairs and the small table beside them, set with a tray of sweetmeats and a pitcher of cider. “Come,” he said. “You must be hungry after your voyage. Tell me how things are in the Temple. Tell me your plans for my wedding ritual, and what I must do.” Morgana, with a sidelong glance at Braithe, went to sink into a chair and pick up one of the waiting tankards.
Braithe, still with her convincing smile, followed her, and when she was seated, Morgana lifted her cup to her in salute.
Braithe responded by lifting her own cup. Only the fixedness of her gay expression betrayed her true feelings.

Braithe smiled so steadily throughout the long, festive dinner that evening that her face ached. She would have liked to dine in her own room—or not dine, as it might be, since she had no appetite at all—but she meant to maintain her pretense of good cheer no matter what it cost her. At the long table in the great hall, she was seated next to Morgana, with the king on Morgana’s other side. Braithe had an unimpeded view of his profile, as he turned often to speak to his half sister. At those moments Braithe averted her gaze for fear that what was in her heart would show in her eyes.
She longed to escape to the little bedchamber she had been given, next to Morgana’s large one, but when the dinner wound to its close, she found kitchen maids and housemaids and even the big servingman, Marcus, waiting in the corridor to welcome her back to Camulod. She was diverted by their kindness, and startled that they should remember her after nearly four years. They still seemed to think she was a priestess of some kind, though clearly not one of the Nine. She greeted each one of them, shook their hands, promised they would speak more in the days to come. Only then, at last, was she free to climb the stairs, close the door to her room, and drop the mask of good cheer she had worn all day.
She took off her robe and draped it over a hook. One of the housemaids had unpacked her things and laid her nightdress neatly on the bed, but Braithe ignored it for the moment. In her shift, barefoot, she went to the window to look down into the starlit keep.
It was empty now, weary servants having gone to their beds, royal guests resting in preparation for the formal welcome of Camulod’s new queen in the morning. Braithe remembered this view from when she was nursing Arthur in his illness. Her heart had been so tender then, her thoughts so innocent! It had seemed a magical time, once they knew he would recover. They had laughed together. She had told him of her childhood, and he had asked a hundred questions about what it was like to be a cottar’s daughter, to have a dozen siblings, to work the land every day. She had asked him what he dreamed of doing when he was king, and her heart had soared with happiness to hear him say, “My dearest wish is to bring peace to Lloegyr for families like yours.”
Her heart was no longer tender. It had hardened now, and it ached. The charm of this scene, with the sparkling courtine surrounding the orderly keep, the fine horses drowsing in the stables across the way, and the white towers lifting against the stars, had lost its magic for Braithe. How could it be that he had forgotten lying with her? Were there were so many such occasions in the life of a king that they weren’t worth remembering?
She would have sworn he was not that kind of king. She had expected no more from him except that he should remember. She knew him to be an honorable man, a principled one. She frowned into the night, a vague suspicion lurking at the edges of her mind, demanding to be allowed in.
Something wasn’t right. Something had happened to Arthur, something not natural. Braithe felt it in her bones, a sensation that was becoming familiar. She tried to convince herself it was just her wounded heart seeking an explanation, but the suspicion would not recede.
Braithe turned away from the window to wash her face, brush and braid her hair, to go through the quotidian tasks that were her routine. She felt as if she were watching herself from a distance, a girl preparing for bed, setting out clothes for the morning, folding back the coverlet and arranging the pillows. The girl behaved as she always did. No one watching would know how her mind spun with confusion and doubt or perceive how shaken she was. No one would realize that her world had fallen into ruin.
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The assembled guests and servants clustered in the lesser hall after breakfast to await the appearance of the bridal party. The hall was filled with their chatter and the swish and clatter of the finery they had put on for the event. Morgana began to wish she had stayed in her own chamber. She saw several of the royal guests, purses in hand, pressing Braithe to arrange private appointments with the priestess, and poor Braithe spreading her hands as she made excuses. She knew better than to sell Morgana’s time.
It was a relief when the horns sounded from the gatehouse, and people began to crowd toward the doorway.
Bran appeared and held the door wide as two of his assistants ushered the guests out of the hall. They poured in colorful groups down the staircase to make their way out into the keep. Morgana hung back, out of the crush. Braithe, seeing, came to her.
“Are you all right, brat?” Morgana said.
Braithe said, “Of course, Priestess.”
“My half brother has asked a great deal of you.”
“It’s an honor.”
“Or an imposition,” Morgana said.
Braithe glanced up at her, and though there were shadows beneath her eyes and her cheeks were pale, her gaze was steady. “I doubt it occurs to him that he is imposing on anyone.”
“It is unlike him.”
Braithe’s expression told Morgana she agreed, but she didn’t say anything further.
The steward, still in the doorway, discreetly cleared his throat. Morgana looked around and saw that she and Braithe were the only ones left in the hall. “Coming, Bran,” she said. Then, to Braithe, “Your dignity does you credit.”
Braithe flashed her a smile as they moved forward. “I am keeping my promise to you.”
“You are reminding me of mine to you?”
“Yes.” Braithe’s smile faded so swiftly that Morgana knew it had taken an effort to produce. “Yes,” Braithe repeated. “I am.” And she whispered, so softly Morgana wasn’t certain she was meant to hear:
Strong is weak and weak is strong.

The clever are foolish,

The innocent wise.


The cool sun was high and clear as four brightly caparisoned horses came through the main gate, carrying riders in helmets and mail, swords in their sheaths by their sides, gaudy summer cloaks of scarlet and yellow pinned to their shoulders. Braithe knew Arthur disliked such displays and had mocked one or two courtiers for excessive finery. His own clothes usually differed very little from those of his subjects. He tended to wear the green of forest shade or the blue of Ilyn on a summer’s day. He frowned on anything flamboyant.
Behind the riders came two stout serfs in tunics and undyed leggings, carrying a litter between them. Its gauze curtains were drawn, hiding its occupant. Another serf walked beside the head of an ox pulling a cart, wielding the long switch in his hand from time to time. The cart was laden with trunks and baskets and wrapped bundles. Last came a trio of women afoot, wearing drab dresses with woven shawls tied at the neck. They looked tired and hot, but they gazed with avid curiosity at the storied castle of Camulod.
“A small escort,” Morgana murmured.
“In these days a large guard is not needed, I believe,” Braithe said.
“Thanks to the king.”
“Yes. Thanks to the king.”
Arthur himself came out then to welcome the travelers, and the crowd parted to let him stride to the front. He wore a white embroidered shirt beneath the simplest of blue cloaks tossed over one shoulder. His leggings were fitted, neatly wrapped, but plain. He wore no sword. The only finery on his person was the narrow circlet of gold on his brow and the signet ring of Lloegyr on his right hand. Braithe thought the simplicity of his attire accentuated the perfection of his figure and the grace and elegance of his bearing. He was magnificent, and though she strove for detachment, her heart twisted with longing.
Behind him came his young brother, Prince Mordred, like Arthur, dressed simply. He imitated the way the king walked, and mimicked everything he did. It was a clear case of hero worship. One of her own brothers had been the same with the eldest in their family.
The knights guarding the litter pulled up their horses and dismounted to bow to Arthur. The horsemaster came out with three stablemen to lead the horses away, while Bran stepped forward with a cup of wine to be passed from man to man, ending with Arthur himself. The leader of the guard spoke a few words Braithe couldn’t hear. Arthur responded in a carrying voice, “Welcome to Camulod! And now that we have shared the cup of peace, may I greet my bride?”
The leader bowed again and stepped back to allow Arthur himself to approach the litter. The serfs had set it down on the packed earth of the keep. One of the servingwomen hurried to pull back the curtain and help the lady out, but Arthur forestalled her. He knelt, one knee on the ground, and held out his hand, saying, “Welcome to Camulod, Lady Gwenvere.”
A slender, pale hand reached from within the litter, and Arthur took it. One small slippered foot appeared, then a second, and Arthur jumped to his feet. Smoothly, lightly, the lady stepped out and stood, her head down, the silver-gray veil covering her face and hair drifting in the morning breeze. A circlet of silver held it in place, sparkling in the sunshine. Her dress was in the Roman style, gathered beneath her breasts, flowing around her slim body in panels of ivory and rose and the same silver-gray of her veil. The gown looked as insubstantial as a wisp of fog, shimmering like a fragment of a rainbow.
Braithe schooled her expression into one of composure. No one spoke as Arthur aided the lady to draw back her veil and fold it over her shoulders.
Gwenvere turned to face the assembled guests, looking up from beneath her brows as if too shy to face them directly, her full lips curling in a tremulous smile. Her hair was the pale gold of corn silk, done in a dozen intricate plaits that fell nearly to her waist. Her eyes flashed green, the green of the new shoots even now spearing the tilled soil of the gardens. Her skin was as clear as the brook that trickled down from the woods to pour itself into the lake.
Braithe had to stop herself from putting a hand to her own freckled cheek, as if that would make a difference. The Lady Gwenvere was as delicately made as a butterfly, fragile and graceful. Braithe, gazing at her, felt thick-bodied and awkward.
One of the housemaids nearby cooed, “Oooh! She’s even prettier than the king.”
A flash of sunlight dazzled Braithe’s eyes, and she narrowed them against it as she gazed on the royal couple. To her shock, a sudden shimmer surrounded the Lady Gwenvere, as if she were not quite real. As if she were a reflection in the waters of Ilyn, something a scryer or someone with deep sight might see. Braithe suppressed a gasp as the shimmer steadied and she saw a different face, a different form, as if another woman had appeared in Gwenvere’s place.
Braithe blinked, and the illusion evaporated. This time her bones vibrated so intensely that she trembled. As Arthur led his bride toward the tower, Braithe watched with something like horror. What was happening? What had she seen?
This was not magic as Morgana wielded it. This was something else. Braithe had no idea what it could be.

Arthur beckoned to Morgana and Braithe to walk with him and his bride. Obediently, they stepped in front of the courtiers and servants to follow just behind the couple. Gwenvere’s gown was long, its skirts trailing behind her as the four of them climbed the stairs. Morgana and Braithe had to take care not to tread on her hem.
Morgana heard Arthur murmuring to Gwenvere, pointing out rooms, speaking of the castle’s history. He touched her hand occasionally where it rested on his arm. Gwenvere, as far as Morgana could tell, made no reply, though she did turn her head to take in the flowers and the hangings arranged in her honor.
Bran was waiting on the landing outside the great hall. Arthur introduced him to Gwenvere. “Keep the doors closed for a bit, Bran. I want the Lady Gwenvere to meet my half sister and get to know her new companion.” When Mordred came clattering up the stairs, Arthur turned to him with an indulgent smile. “We just need a few minutes, brother, and then you can bring our other guests into the hall.” Mordred, with his typical flush, nodded, and stopped where he was.
Bran ushered the four of them inside the hall, then closed the doors behind them, remaining outside on the landing. Morgana saw that the long table in the center of the hall was already set with baskets of bread and platters of fruit and vegetables. The meats would be carried up from the kitchen when the feast began.
Arthur led Gwenvere to the dais opposite the window, where a chair had been set beside the big one he always used. As she settled herself, her beautiful gown pooling at her feet, he stood beaming at Morgana and Braithe. “Come, sister, and you, too, Braithe. I wanted you to meet the Lady Gwenvere in private.”
It was odd, meeting Gwenvere’s green gaze. Her expression was guileless, her lips curving in a pleasant smile, her head tilted just so, in a practiced manner. Her hair was such a pale color it nearly matched Morgana’s own silver, and the intricacy of her plaits must have taken her maid hours to achieve. But her eyes, that fresh green beneath long pale lashes, spoke of something else to Morgana, something her deep sight could not yet divine.
But perhaps she was prejudiced. She had spilled the stones last night, but their message had been opaque, giving her no insight. It was not like her to fail in such a way. She had supposed she was distracted by her worry about Braithe, but now, facing the lady, she wished she had tried harder.
Gwenvere inclined her head to Morgana and spoke for the first time. “Priestess,” she said in a light voice, its pitch high and breathy, like that of a much younger woman. “I am delighted to meet the king’s half sister.”
“Well met, Lady Gwenvere,” Morgana said. She did not bow her head, and she saw Gwenvere’s eyes widen at this omission, ever so slightly. Perhaps no one had explained to her Morgana’s position as one of the Nine. Did the green of her eyes darken to a deeper shade? Morgana wasn’t certain.
Arthur appeared not to notice. “And this,” he said, beckoning to Braithe, “is your new companion. She is called Braithe, and she knows Camulod well. She will help you learn your way about.”
Braithe stepped forward. She bowed to Gwenvere, a well-judged depth that any courtier could have been proud of. “Welcome to Camulod, my lady.”
Gwenvere turned to Arthur. “A companion? Is that necessary?”
Morgana heard her think, as clearly as if she had said it aloud, Too pretty.
Arthur said, “I thought you would like to have someone congenial to assist you as you settle in.”
Aloud, Gwenvere said, “So thoughtful, my lord.” She turned back to Braithe. “I hope you’re good with hair.”
Arthur drew breath to explain, but Braithe forestalled him with the poise and diplomacy of someone far older than herself. “I am, my lady, and I will dress your hair if you wish it. That will be a pleasant occupation while we get to know one another.”
It was obvious to Morgana that Gwenvere had not intended any such thing, but Arthur merely beamed at Braithe, pleased at the success of his plan. Braithe smiled back, as if in agreement.
Bran knocked once on the door to the hall, then peered around it. “My lord? The servants are ready to bring in the meats.”
Arthur nodded and turned to Gwenvere. “Come and sit at the table.”
“Thank you, my lord,” she answered. She rose, but as she took a step forward to move down from the dais, her slipper caught in a fold of her long gown. Arthur had already turned away to pull out her chair at the table. Gwenvere’s foot slipped on the slick fabric of her dress and she began to topple.
Morgana and Braithe were out of reach. Without time to think, Morgana threw up her hand, palm out, long fingers stretched wide.
As if she had been standing right next to the dais, as if her hand had caught the girl’s elbow, Gwenvere was thrust upright. Her foot was still off the floor, tangled in her dress, but she did not fall.
Braithe jumped forward and bent to untangle the material from her slipper. Above her head, the Lady Gwenvere stared at Priestess Morgana, her eyes brilliant with what Morgana could have sworn was malice.
“Was that witchcraft?” Gwenvere murmured, so softly only Braithe and Morgana would hear. “I have heard of Arthur’s sister, Morgana the witch! Now I see the stories are true.”
Morgana held Gwenvere’s gaze for a pregnant moment, golden cat eyes meeting amused green ones, then spun about in a swirl of her own properly hemmed skirts and left the hall.

Braithe would have liked to follow Morgana out, but she found herself having to explain to Arthur why his sister had left the hall before the banquet began. She felt Gwenvere’s gaze on her as she fabricated a reason, something to do with a message from the Temple. When she turned from speaking to the king, to go to her own seat at the already crowded banquet table, Gwenvere gestured to her.
In her little-girl voice, Gwenvere said, “Oh, Braithe! Do sit beside me, won’t you? I know no one at this table but you and the king!”
Arthur smiled at them both. The woman seated in the chair beside Gwenvere’s scowled at Braithe when asked to move, but when Gwenvere herself gave her a pleading look, she swiftly acquiesced, smiling and bowing, all forgiven.
Braithe could see that most of the courtiers were affected by the Lady Gwenvere’s charm. She had no need to speak. Every lady present, save Braithe, was imagining herself as beautiful, as favored, as fortunate as the Lady Gwenvere. Every man pictured himself in Arthur’s place, with a lovely young bride in whose eyes he was reflected as a hero. Everyone strove to be the recipient of that shy, flattering smile. It was a trick Gwenvere had perfected, the way she looked into people’s eyes, tilted her head, made them feel as if each one of them was the special one, worthy of her attention.
Arthur was no less under Gwenvere’s spell than anyone else in the room. Indeed, he could hardly take his eyes from her, or keep his fingers from grazing her arm, touching her hand, caressing her waist beneath her gown.
Braithe remembered the way those fingers felt. She had pulled off her shift to feel them on her bare skin, and she would never forget the cascade of sensations his touch caused. Seeing his muscled shoulders and strong hands, the clear line of his jaw, reminded her of every moment of the night they had spent together.
And now it would be Gwenvere to lie with him, to experience that intimacy that had so thrilled Braithe, that she had relived a thousand times.
Curiously, Braithe felt no envy. She still loved Arthur the man. She supposed she would always love him. And he was going to need her. She sensed it, though she didn’t understand it. There was deception here, and danger.
It would fall to her, the cottar’s daughter, the simple Temple maiden, to protect the king, and he might never be aware.
And that, Braithe thought, was true love.
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The day of King Arthur’s wedding to the Lady Gwenvere dawned clear and blue, a sparkling spring day that seemed charged with magic. Skylarks rose from their woodland nests to sing above the castle. Flowers bloomed before their time. Even Ilyn lay silver-smooth in the light of the rising sun. It was a day gilded with promise.
Arthur had ordered that the common folk who came to see him wed received a royal breakfast, served to them at long wooden tables in the center of the keep. The kitchen had been busy for days preparing. The visitors ate roasted pig and boiled eggs, loaves of fresh bread and cheese from the castle’s buttery, honeyed nuts and preserved figs, all with casks of cider and barrels of ale. The riches spilled over so that those beyond the gates, who had been too late to fit inside the walls, were delighted to see platters of the same riches carried out to them. Every subject called out praises for the king, and every heart lifted with pride in what their kingdom had become with their good King Arthur at its head.
In the absence of Braithe, who was assisting Gwenvere in her preparations, Morgana had prevailed upon one of the kitchen maids to bring her the simple breakfast of fruit, bread, and fresh goat’s milk she preferred. She ate, then stood with the cup of milk in her hand, watching the happy throng beneath her window.
Several times one of the revelers glanced up and caught sight of her in her window. She supposed she was hard to miss, in her black robe, with her long silver hair flowing over her shoulders. Often people glanced away, made uneasy by the sight of her, but sometimes, a woman would bow her head in respect.
They knew, Morgana thought. Women knew who she was and what she did, and although some were afraid of her, others were aware of the service she provided to women and girls. Some, perhaps, had even been her petitioners in the Temple. When they bowed to her, she raised her long-fingered hand in blessing, and they touched their hearts in gratitude. It was to be, for her, the best part of the day.
She was startled when Braithe, out of breath and her curly hair unbound, burst into her chamber. “Priestess!” Braithe said. “I came to help you dress. I only have a few moments, because she wants me back to dress her hair.”
Morgana smiled at her handmaid. “Thank you, Braithe, but I can manage.”
“No,” Braithe said firmly. “I’m going to plait your hair first, and then I will do Lady Gwenvere’s.”
“Very well.” Morgana drained her cup and set it on the table, then seated herself on one of the chairs while Braithe gathered the pins for her hair. “Tell me how it’s going. Is she courteous?”
Braithe took up the brush and began to smooth Morgana’s hair with it. “I would say that the Lady Gwenvere has smooth manners,” she said. “Half the castle seems to have fallen in love with her already.”
“Not you, I gather.”
“Me? No.” Braithe divided the heavy tresses of Morgana’s hair with her small, deft fingers and began the first plait. “She is like a glassy pond. Everyone who looks into the pond sees something different, something they would like to see.”
“What do you see, brat?”
Braithe made a small, unhappy noise in her throat. “For me, the pond is windblown. Muddy. That’s what I see.”
Morgana was on the point of asking if this reaction might be due to envy, but Braithe’s thoughts ran ahead of hers. “I am not jealous,” she said in a calm tone. “I thought I would be. I was prepared to suppress that in myself, but that is not what I feel.”
She paused as she twisted several braids into a glistening circlet around Morgana’s head and secured the creation with silver pins. Morgana prompted, “What do you feel, then?”
Braithe let her hands drop for a moment. “I don’t want you to laugh at me.”
“I will not.”
“I feel… fear. I’m afraid.”
Morgana twisted her head to look back at her. “Afraid of the Lady Gwenvere?”
Braithe shook her head. “Not of the lady herself, exactly… Of what she might do.”
Morgana looked away again, and Braithe pinned the last plaits into place. She said, as she smoothed the last strand, “There is something dark about her. Something deceitful.”
“Is there?”
“I suspect you know there is, Priestess.”
Morgana lifted one forefinger. “And you always claim you have no magic.”

The tables had been removed from the keep, and the ground swept clean. Garlands of greenery swung from every wall and window, and a dozen brightly dressed little girls ran here and there, sprinkling the ground with flower petals. A dais had been erected in the center, also hung with garlands, placed so that the people could stand below and watch the ceremony.
The Blackbird watched all of this from the window of his cramped room at the very top of the western tower. He hadn’t needed to take this room, which he had to climb the whole staircase to reach, but hardly anyone else cared to climb that far, and it was perfect for him. He could close his door and work without prying eyes or other interruptions. There had been things he needed to do.
Those were done now, however. He had cast the stones. He had scried in a flat dish of water, but he was no Priestess Morgana. He supposed his scrying had weakened over the length of his long life. His efforts had been frustrating, yielding nothing new.
He leaned his shoulder against the window casement, standing in a shaft of merry sunlight that was at odds with his dark mood. When he learned that the king had asked his half sister to preside over his wedding, the Blackbird retreated to his aerie and huddled there for hours, trying to sort through how he should feel and what he should do. He had not seen his protégée since their clash nearly four years before. He had spent many sleepless nights worrying that he had been wrong and had foolishly alienated the single living person who meant the most to him. He agonized over whether it was, after all, he himself who had done the damage to Lloegyr, threatened the reign of the true king, all by holding his secrets close to his breast and trusting no one—not even Morgana.
He had seen her arrive at Camulod, tall and lean and graceful, with her plump little handmaid at her side. The sight of her abundant hair gone silver as moonlight made his heart cramp in his chest. He suspected he had actually groaned. And today, he would have to stand behind Arthur as he married his lady, and face Morgana once again. Thinking of it, he tugged anxiously at his beard. What could he say to her? Or should he keep his own counsel, as he had for so long?
The Blackbird had grown more and more isolated since Arthur’s coronation, all by his own devices. The king sought his advice, and of course he gave it freely, if he had it, but he had no other social contacts. He had chafed at the wrangling of the Nine in the Temple, but now he remembered their drawn-out discussions with nostalgia. He had been furious with Morgana, so furious he had broken their connection, but now…
He missed her. He heard rumors of her achievements, stories of her popularity, accounts of her wielding prodigious power in her tinctures and charms and scrying and deep sight, and he wished he could speak of them with her. Tell her how proud he was. He wished he could, at last, tell her everything, but the vow he had sworn held him back. Perhaps swearing vows was the first great mistake.

Arthur’s wedding day was a blessed blur to Braithe. After arranging Morgana’s hair in the most regal manner she knew how, she spent an hour braiding and rebraiding Gwenvere’s until the lady was content. It finally hung in a dozen plaits over Gwenvere’s shoulders, each threaded with gold and sparkling with semiprecious stones. Even from beneath the gauzy veil she wore, Gwenvere’s hair glistened and shimmered whenever she moved.
Her gown had required another hour of adjusting and stitching and pinning. It was, as all her dresses seemed to be, in the Roman style, artfully draped and tied, and it took all of Braithe’s already tested patience to deal with the lady’s demands about this fold and that, this crease and that one, the position of the jewel that clasped it at her shoulder, the arrangement of the sash that secured it beneath her small breasts.
By the end of all of this, Braithe was sick of the smell of Gwenvere’s overly sweet floral perfume. She was repulsed by the odd, persistent heat of Gwenvere’s body, as if she always had a fever. She was weary of the little-girl voice that turned shrill when she was unhappy. Gwenvere was often unhappy.
The maids who had come with Lady Gwenvere from her father’s demesne showed no reaction to any of it, although Braithe glanced their way more than once, expecting some display of feeling. Whatever emotions they might have had in their lady’s presence were schooled into dumbness. They never betrayed, even by a glance just between the three of them, how they felt about their mistress’s demands and complaints and exasperating orders.
Braithe had known difficult girls on the Isle. She knew women could be cruel to one another. This woman, however, privileged and spoiled and arrogant, made Braithe’s past conflicts with her own sex fade to nothing.
When the bridal party moved into the public eye, everything changed. Gwenvere deftly assumed the role of the shy maiden, charming the throng in the keep with her tilted green gaze, her childish voice, her graceful movements. It was like watching a dragon become a kitten.
The wedding ceremony itself was brief, led by Morgana’s commanding voice, culminating in the lifting of Gwenvere’s veil, the placing of the coronet on her shining head, and the joining of her hands with Arthur’s. He was dressed more richly than usual in a deep blue tunic with a wide studded belt and contrasting scarlet cloak, fitted fawn leggings and knee-high black leather boots. They made a stunning couple, the embodiment of a king and queen from the old fables of Lloegyr.
Priestess Morgana, her duties complete, stepped back and allowed the people to see their ruler and his bride. They cheered and tossed their caps in the air. Women threw flowers, and men bent the knee. The Blackbird stood leaning on his staff, watching everything from beneath the brim of his hat. Braithe, standing beneath the dais, saw the joyful glow in Arthur’s eyes and turned her face away.

Morgana stepped down from the dais under cover of the celebration. She slipped through the crowd and tried to make her way toward the tower unnoticed, but people saw her and parted to make way. Many bent their heads to her as she walked by. Several murmured respectful greetings. She answered them as best she could, but she hurried her pace, eager for the peace and quiet of her bedchamber.
Throughout the ceremony, she had been aware of the Blackbird’s presence. He had done nothing to draw attention to himself—or any more attention than was usual for the black mage who had come to reside at Camulod—but she felt him there, a node of power, of wisdom, of dedication, the attributes that had always drawn her to him, always held her respect, even devotion, and which now were denied her. It reminded her of what had been broken between them, and how helpless she was to repair it.
She had not attempted to speak to him. She felt certain he would not respond, that he would turn those piercing black eyes away from her, and she didn’t think she could bear that. She had focused instead on her half brother, on his happiness and pride, and the gratitude in his eyes when she held out the new queen’s coronet and he accepted it from her hands to place on Gwenvere’s flawless brow.
She reached her bedchamber, went in, and closed the door. The sounds of the ongoing festivities rose from the keep to pour through the unglazed window and fill her room, but she had no interest in them. She shrugged out of her robe, feeling overwarm and impatient. There was a dressing gown hanging on a hook in the wardrobe, and she pulled that on, then sat in front of the little silver mirror above her table to try to undo the confection her handmaid had made of her hair.
Her door opened quietly, and Braithe put her head around. “I thought you might be resting.”
“Come in, brat. I was trying to take down this edifice you created on my head.”
“I’ll do that for you, Priestess.”
“Herself doesn’t need you at the moment?”
“She has more attention than even she could want just now.” Braithe closed the door behind her and came to take the pins and the brush from Morgana’s hands. “Here, now,” she said. “I know how it went in, so I’ll be better at taking it out.”
“It was a stunning arrangement.”
“I wanted your hair to outshine hers.” Braithe gave a satisfied smile. “And it did.”
That made Morgana chuckle, and she relaxed, putting herself in Braithe’s hands. For several minutes they didn’t speak. Morgana closed her eyes when Braithe began to brush her hair, and she thought how indulgent it was to have someone else do that. Besides Braithe, it was a rare thing when someone touched her, and though she preferred it that way as a rule, the feeling of bristles against her scalp, of the massaging of Braithe’s sensitive fingertips, was surprisingly comforting, and she couldn’t help being sorry when Braithe finished.
“Now, Priestess,” Braithe said, as she looped Morgana’s brushed-out tresses into a loose tie. “You must lie down and rest. The king will expect you at the banquet this evening.”
“I suppose he will. Can you rest this afternoon?”
“I am expected to dress the lady—that is, Queen Gwenvere—for the dinner.”
“As if you’re a lady’s maid now.”
“Yes.” Braithe pursed her lips as she cleaned Morgana’s hairbrush and tidied the tabletop. “But I will not object, Priestess. It’s better I stay close to her.”
“To watch her.”
“Exactly.”
“I loathe seeing you used in this way.”
Braithe shrugged and crossed to the bed to fold back the coverlet. She held out her hand for the dressing gown, then folded it neatly at the foot as Morgana slid beneath the blanket. When Morgana was in bed, and Braithe had adjusted her pillow, she stood back, her hands linked before her.
Morgana barely recognized the look on her handmaid’s soft features. There was no sign of her dimples. “It doesn’t matter, Priestess,” she said, her voice as hard as her expression. “I have made promises, both to you and to the king.”
But when she looked up, meeting Morgana’s gaze, the pain in her eyes made Morgana’s breath catch in her throat. Braithe’s sacrifice was real. Morgana wondered if she could forgive Arthur for demanding it.
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Gwenvere, as if she knew instinctively what would rankle the most, summoned Braithe to prepare her for her wedding night. The banquet had lasted long into the evening, and a full moon hung high in the sky above the keep when one of the new queen’s maids came in search of Braithe.
Braithe had gone to bed, but she rose without demur, drew on her customary brown robe, and tied on her sandals. Around her fair curls she wrapped a scarf, and she pulled a shawl over her shoulders against the night chill. She had to go down two flights of stairs to the queen’s apartment, where she found two slightly tipsy guards outside and a dozen candles burning within. Gwenvere’s three maids hovered uncertainly in the outer room, and Arthur stood beside the window, his hands linked behind his back, his face lifted up into the white moonlight. When Braithe came in, he didn’t move.
She gave a single firm knock on the inner door of the bedchamber and went in without waiting for a response.
“Braithe!” Gwenvere exclaimed. “I thought you were never coming.”
“I am here, my lady.”
“Good.” Gwenvere was still in her wedding gown, her plaits dangling over her shoulders. “The maids brought up the bathwater, but I need help taking down my hair and getting out of this dress. Then washing.”
Washing? Braithe had no idea what that meant, but she soon learned, to her horror. When her gown had been unwound and untied and laid aside, and her hair tied up out of the way, Gwenvere intended that Braithe should wash her body in readiness for her marriage bed. Soap was laid ready, and towels. Gwenvere stripped off her shift and her woven stockings, and stood expectantly before Braithe.
Her body was as beautiful naked as it had been surrounded by floating draperies. Her skin was flawless, and her arms and legs slender and well-formed, her breasts high and firm. The rest of her, Braithe could only assume, was also perfect, but she would never know. When she washed those parts, she closed her eyes, and pictured herself back on her mother’s farm, washing the parts of a newly lambed ewe.
Soon enough, it was done. The queen was dried and dressed in a heavily embroidered nightdress of a fabric so thin it was virtually transparent. Braithe pulled back the coverlet on the bed and smoothed the sheets. Gwenvere arranged herself artfully, two pillows behind her head, her hair let down once again to shine in the candlelight.
Her smile to Braithe was slyly direct, not the slanted, coquettish expression she used elsewhere. “Wish me luck,” she said.
Braithe responded, with a blunt sincerity born of her own experience, “You will not need it, my lady,” and made her escape.

The moonlit keep was deserted when Braithe climbed the stairs to the narrow door that opened to the top of the courtine. She walked along the wall, away from the tower, not looking back to where she knew the queen’s windows opened above the keep. She did not allow herself to think of Gwenvere at this moment, or of Arthur, or even of herself in her loneliness. She paced slowly along the top of the wall, letting her fingers trail along the thigh-high parapet. She tipped her face up to the moon as it traced its arc against the black sky, drowning the stars with its brilliance. She breathed in the fragrance of tree and shrub and flower from the woods surrounding the castle, and a stanza rose in her mind:
What blooms will die.

What dies is born again.

What comes between matters not.

Why write such a stanza? Was it meant to comfort, or to condemn?
She decided it was neither. It was simply a statement, devoid of emotion, neither a benediction nor a curse. She put it, and everything else, out of her mind. Throughout the waning night, until the moon set and dawn silvered the sky, Braithe paced, and breathed, and thought of nothing.

Arthur sent for Morgana first thing the next morning. She found him in a large, airy room on the level of the tower just above the great hall. She had been in that room before, but something about it had changed since her stepfather’s day. She paused in the doorway to discern what it was.
“The table,” she said.
Her half brother was seated at one side of the room beside a wide desk laden with scrolls and inkwells and pots of blotting sand. He was poring over a set of messages, but he laid them aside, smiling. He came to embrace her, and she felt his pride and happiness resonating through the touch of his cheek. “Good morning, sister,” he said. He gestured to the furnishing that had attracted her attention. “Do you like it?”
She gave him an oblique glance as she strolled toward the object in question. It was an unostentatious thing, lacking embellishment or decoration, but elegant in the simple pure circle of its form. Arthur walked beside her, watching for her reaction.
She stood for a moment, her hands on her hips, regarding it. Finally she said, “Yes, my lord. I like it very much. It’s a brilliant idea.”
“I have always disliked sitting at the head of a table, with all those around it being judged by their relative position. Competing to be above the salt or below.”
“And now, when your knights sit down to confer with you, all the seats at the table are the same. That will be coveted in itself.” She reached the big table and traced the edge of it with her fingers as he stood back, beaming. “You are a wise ruler, brother,” Morgana said. “I am proud of you.”
“Thank you.”
“You wanted to see me?”
“I did.” He gestured back toward his desk, where another chair waited across from his own. “Come, sit. Breakfast will be brought here.” He sat down and leaned back in his chair, propping his feet up on the desk, nearly upsetting an inkwell.
Morgana moved the inkwell out of the way and took her seat more sedately, both her sandaled feet firmly on the floor. A servingwoman came in with a tray laden with a basket of bread, a dish of fresh butter and one of honey, and a pitcher of cider. Arthur waved the maid off and served Morgana himself, sliding the tray toward her, pouring cider into a cup.
She watched him with a wary eye. He wanted something, of course, and was making himself as charming as he could. He could be very charming indeed, but it made her suspicious. “Tell me. I performed your marriage ritual, as you requested. What else are you going to ask of me?”
He grinned, and she saw the sweet boy’s face behind that of the handsome king. It made her want to sigh, to wave away the trappings of royalty, the implications of the perfectly round table he had ordered, and simply have time with her brother.
He said with a twinkle, “Can I not just break my fast with my sister?”
She spoke in a tart manner. “Can you just eat, brother, and not speak?”
He laughed, and reached across the desk to take her hand. “I am so glad you’re here. I like having you by my side.”
Before she could respond, the door to the room opened, and the new queen, Arthur’s bride, stood in the doorway. “There you are!” she exclaimed in her little-girl voice. Arthur released Morgana’s hand as Gwenvere picked up the skirts of yet another diaphanous Roman-style gown and tripped lightly across the room to Arthur. She inclined her head to him, then kissed his cheek. “I thought we would breakfast together!” It seemed all other thoughts fled from Arthur’s mind as he bestowed a delighted smile on his bride. Gwenvere turned her head to send a blazing green gaze at Morgana, a look utterly at odds with her girlish demeanor.
Morgana allowed her lips to curl in something that was not a smile, and she let her voice drop to its lowest register. “Good morning, my lady. As it is so late, I surmise you slept well.”
Gwenvere said only, “Do you know where my companion is? Braithe? I had to dress without her!”
Arthur said, “Surely, my love, you have a lady’s maid to assist you in dressing. Three of them, I believe.”
Morgana caught the sudden narrowing of Gwenvere’s eyes, and she felt an odd wave of heat from her, as if a fire had suddenly blazed. Arthur, she could see, did not feel it. The queen placed one slender, possessive hand on her new husband’s shoulder. “But it is Braithe, is it not, my lord, who is to teach me the ways of your castle? I want to do everything in the proper manner!”
Arthur picked up a bell from his desk and rang it. “I will have Bran send for her.”
“And is this breakfast?” Gwenvere exclaimed. She reached for a slice of the bread that had been set before Morgana and took a nibble. “I’m so hungry! What a good idea, husband.” Arthur gave her an indulgent look.
Morgana said, “I believe I will breakfast in my room. We can speak later.”
Arthur glanced up at her, briefly recalled to their conversation, but Gwenvere distracted him. “Oh, what a magnificent table that is, my lord! A perfect circle, and so big! What is it for?”
Morgana rose, ceding her seat to Arthur’s bride, and strode from the room. She didn’t want to hear her half brother’s explanation of the obvious to Gwenvere. Indeed, she didn’t want to hear Gwenvere’s voice again any sooner than she must.

Morgana had no chance to speak to Arthur again that day. She saw him several times, but never without Gwenvere clinging to his arm. Braithe came to her chamber in the evening, after a lengthy dinner Morgana had avoided, to see if she needed anything and to know of her plans.
“I had hoped to be on my way back to the Isle,” Morgana told her. “But it seems the king wants something more from me. I don’t yet know how long he means to keep me.”
“It seems he means to keep us both, Priestess.” Braithe had cast a critical eye around Morgana’s bedchamber. Then, apparently approving of its lack of disorder, she wandered to the window and stood looking down.
“The queen is happy with you, then?”
“It pleases the king to think so.”
“That is an enigmatic thing to say, brat.” Morgana went to stand beside her handmaid. The evening air was cool, but fresh and fragrant, soothing her restlessness. The moon was just rising above the east tower, casting silvery shadows across the keep. Morgana pressed a hand to her breast, surprised by a sudden sharp longing for the peace of the Isle of Apples, the rituals of the Temple. She so often felt impatient with the rites, but she thought now they would calm her mind. They might help her not to think of the Blackbird in his aerie, behaving as if she no longer existed.
“The king doesn’t see her,” Braithe said. Her voice was flat, uninflected, with none of the verve she usually displayed. “The real Gwenvere.”
“It would be the rare man who does,” Morgana said. She put her long arm around Braithe’s shoulders. “Not while she is young and fresh. But beauty fades, and dies faster if there is ugliness within.”
“I am forced to stand by and say nothing while she calls you witch,” Braithe said.
“Does she do so often?”
“Oh, yes. She thinks the things you do—moving things with your mind, scrying, divination—she says those are signs of witchcraft.”
“I assume you protest?”
“Of course! I have tried to explain that you are a priestess, one of the Nine, and that priestesses have special abilities.”
Morgana dropped her arm to lean on the windowsill with both hands and lift her face into the moonlight. “It is said that green eyes signal an envious nature. The lady’s eyes are very green.”
“But why should she be envious of you? You are the king’s sister, hardly a threat.”
“She is probably envious of you, too, of any woman close to the king.”
“Not I,” Braithe said. “She regards me as a servant, nothing more.”
“A very pretty servant, with charming dimples and curly fair hair.” She glanced down at Braithe. “Let us think about this, brat. Do we stay, at the king’s pleasure? Or do we beg to be excused?”
They fell silent, turning their faces forward to watch a few brave stars struggle to shine against the brilliance of the moon. The sounds of the castle began to recede as the moon climbed higher, the lowing of cattle and the occasional whicker and stamp of horses in the stable fading until it seemed all of Camulod slept except themselves.
Braithe was beginning to yawn when the thick-bodied little bird, his mottled plumage barely visible in the moonlight, fluttered silently to the windowsill and came to rest there. He cocked his head, gazing intently up at Morgana. She drew a long breath and held out her hand. The bird, a nightjar, one of the plump little creatures that nested on the ground and only showed themselves at dusk or dawn, put one delicate claw on her hand and then the other. His grip was cool and hard as he balanced on her finger.
Braithe whispered, “Priestess…”
“Shhhh.”
She lifted her hand so the bird could look into her eyes. The message the nightjar brought was as clear as the light in his bright black eyes. She felt the weight of the knowledge sink onto her shoulders, and she knew it would not soon be lifted.
When she had absorbed what the nightjar had to tell her, she extended her arm beyond the window casing, and the bird, with the churring noise unique to his species, lifted from her finger and flew across the keep toward the woods, a slash of brown and dun in the pale light.
Braithe stood watching, her own blue eyes reflecting stars in their irises. Morgana stood back from the window, wrapping her arms around herself and tucking her chin.
“Is all well, Priestess?”
“No. Little brother came with a warning.”
“About the queen?”
“About the queen.” Morgana slipped her sigil over her head and laid it on the table, then untied her robe.
Braithe knelt before her to undo her sandals and took her robe as she slipped it off. She hung it carefully on its hook, straightening the folds against the wall.
“She is a danger to the king,” Morgana said. “A danger to the king, and to Lloegyr. I do not yet know what form that danger takes.”
“We will have to stay,” Braithe said. She crossed to the bed and folded back the coverlet. As Morgana settled onto the edge of the bed, Braithe added, “I know I have no magic, Priestess, but I saw something—an illusion, perhaps, but—when the queen first arrived, it seemed to me there was another woman behind her face. A different woman.”
“I suspect you perceived the real woman behind the façade.”
“You do sense danger, though.”
“I do. But what am I to do?” Morgana rubbed her eyes with her palms. “I don’t know what form it takes, which means I don’t know what to do about it.”
“It is not for me to advise you, but…”
“Of course it is for you to advise me! Who else will do it?” She didn’t say now, but she knew Braithe understood.
“I think when you have rested, you will be able to think this through.”
“Yes.” Morgana swung her legs up onto the bed and pulled the blanket over them. “You should go to bed, too,” she said. “We will make a plan tomorrow.”
Braithe touched her hand, briefly, and departed.
Morgana lay back on her pillows, her eyes open, staring at the ceiling of her bedchamber. The Blackbird was somewhere above her, silent and angry. Did he know of the threat? Would he listen if she tried to speak to him?
She turned on her side and deliberately closed her eyes. She would do everything in her power to protect the true king, with or without the mage. Perhaps, indeed, the Blackbird’s day had come and gone, and it was left only to her.
It was a grim and lonely thought.
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Time passed, as it relentlessly does, despite the tensions dragging at the pace of castle life. The Blackbird seldom emerged from his aerie, and then usually to disappear into the woods, returning with a sack full of cuttings and roots. Mostly he stayed at the top of the tower, occasionally walking the courtine when the night was fine, rarely coming down the stairs to dine in the lesser hall. If Morgana came into the hall and found him there, she withdrew and fled to her own chamber, or out into the woods around the castle.
She was restive and impatient as she watched spring bloom into summer. She had spoken to Arthur about her wish to return to the Isle, and he had begged her to stay. She could hardly refuse him, but she longed for the solitude of the Temple, for her hours of peace in the herb garden and on the beach, for the soothing lap of Ilyn’s waves against the Isle’s dock. Her only consolation was the time she spent with Arthur in his council chamber, giving advice if asked, scrying when he needed information. Occasionally she used her deep sight to look ahead, to judge the worth of some plan of his, but she was careful not to include herself. The Blackbird’s warning about that had been clear.
She was often tempted to shapeshift, to fly free over the woods and hills and rivers, but she kept her promise to Braithe and resisted. When Arthur turned his hand to other work and she left the council chamber, she was often irritated nearly beyond bearing to find the queen glowering in the corridor. Gwenvere seemed to think it was Morgana’s fault the king was busy.
It didn’t help that Gwenvere kept Braithe constantly occupied so that Morgana had almost no time with her. Morgana couldn’t claim that she needed Braithe herself, since she had almost nothing to do, but it irked her to see her handmaid ordered about like a servant.
Once, when she was about to leave the council chamber and Arthur had pulled a basket full of scrolls toward him, she paused before opening the door. It seemed a good time for her to make her objection, with as much diplomacy as she could muster. “Sir,” she began. “Could I have a word with you about something personal? It has to do with Braithe.”
He looked up, one of the scrolls already smoothed open on the desk before him. She could see that his mind had already turned to a different problem. “Braithe? Gwenvere’s companion?”
“Yes.” She faced him with her hands linked before her. “You will recall, brother, she is still my handmaid.”
“Of course.” He made a small, slightly impatient gesture. “Is something wrong? Something troubling her?”
The words of complaint were on Morgana’s lips and she meant to speak them. She opened her mouth to do so, but she couldn’t. It was as if a hand went up before her face, a slender, fragile hand that froze her lips as if the fingers had pressed themselves to her mouth. She found herself silenced, without her volition.
The door to the chamber opened without warning, and Gwenvere stood in the doorway. She gave her husband a limpid smile, an expression she held when she turned to Morgana, but there was something in her eyes that made Morgana’s neck stiffen.
There was magic here. Despite what Braithe thought she had seen, Morgana had believed Gwenvere had no power except her beauty, which she used expertly. Nevertheless, there was no doubt she had just neatly prevented Morgana from saying what she intended to say. The glint of malice in the queen’s eyes was more than an irritant, the attitude of a spoiled and jealous girl. It was something sharp and dark, a power not in Morgana’s experience.
She would have to take care, and she must warn Braithe to do the same. Gwenvere was not the childish creature she pretended to be.

Braithe found no more peace at Camulod than did Morgana. Gwenvere interrupted her days and her nights again and again with her demands. The queen referred to her as her companion but treated her as one of her maids. Those women cast Braithe glances of sympathy but said nothing. Indeed, they rarely spoke, doing their best not to draw the queen’s attention.
Arthur noticed none of this. The peace he worked so hard to maintain was fragile, too often broken by renewed Roman incursions, even occasional attacks on outlying farms by Saxons in search of plunder. He and his knights often dined in the council chamber, poring over maps, studying lists of armaments and supplies, cataloging the damages done to the farmers. The king and his knights rode out often, armed and helmed, driving back the invaders, bringing injured cottars or their families to Camulod to be cared for, escorting carts full of supplies to replace those that had been stolen.
Each time they returned, Arthur wasted no time before going in eager search of his bride. The courtiers and servants smiled at this, winking at each other in appreciation of the king’s ardor, but it irked Braithe. He had always gone first to the east tower to see to the well-being of his injured men, or to discuss any lame horses with the stablemaster. Braithe thought his ignoring these customs in his haste to see Gwenvere was out of character. Loyalty prevented her from speaking of it, but privately she hoped his infatuation would ease and he would become himself again.
Gwenvere often pretended to have been busy consulting with Bran or instructing the cooks in the kitchen, but it wasn’t true. When she wasn’t admiring herself in a mirror, she was haranguing her seamstresses for new fabrics, new embellishments for her gowns. She changed her dresses three and four times a day and made Braithe arrange her hair in ever more intricate patterns. Braithe had never met a woman so obsessed with her own body, or one so indolent she refused even to wash herself.
It fell to Braithe to renew Gwenvere’s store of cosmetics and perfumes, to see to fresh bedding every day, to oversee the care of her constantly growing wardrobe and her collection of jewels. She didn’t mind those tasks so much, but she loathed the bathing ritual and could find no way to escape it. Her only comfort was an occasional smile from Arthur, sometimes even the touch of his hand, offered in thanks for her service to his queen. It was clear he had no idea how Gwenvere behaved when he was not present.
Weeks passed. Braithe and Morgana chafed at being confined to the castle, but they had promised Arthur, who seemed to take encouragement from their presence. The Romans were nipping at Lloegyrian heels, building camps in sites meant to crowd the eastern and southern borders. They made good use of the ancient battlements that dotted the landscape, left behind by conquerors of ages past. They rebuilt them into forts, entrenching their forces behind their walls, connecting everything with roads and bridges. The forces of Camulod could take no rest in the face of these challenges.
One hot summer morning, Arthur and his knights rode out to quell a flurry of skirmishes on the north side of the Chindl. Several farms had been burned and two cottars killed trying to protect their homes. Arthur took all his men and sent for reinforcements from one of the northern demesnes.
The war party had just clattered out through the main gate when Gwenvere sent for Braithe. She found the queen pacing, her hair disordered, her feet bare beneath her creased dressing gown. Her cheeks were pale, and there were shadows beneath her eyes.
Braithe asked, “Are you well, my lady?”
“No!” In Arthur’s absence—indeed, in the absence of any observers besides Braithe herself—Gwenvere’s voice was pitched lower, with a strident western accent, all pretense of girlishness abandoned. She spun to face Braithe, her hands on her hips, her lips swollen and trembling. “I’m sick, Braithe. Look there, in the chamber pot! I’m ill!”
Braithe took one slow breath through her nose. “I am not the chambermaid, my lady, but I will call her for you if you wish. I can bring you a tincture to settle your—”
Gwenvere stamped one slender foot. “That won’t help! I want—I need—” She put a hand over her mouth and hurried to bend over the chamber pot again, retching.
Braithe brought a cloth from the washstand and handed it to her. When the queen straightened, wiping her mouth, she passed her a cup of water from the table and stood waiting while she recovered. “Better?”
“For now.” Gwenvere tottered to a chair and sank into it. “Braithe, I need you go to that witch and get me something to put an end to this. I need a potion. Or a charm. Something.”
Braithe stared at her. “To put an end to—to what, my lady?”
Gwenvere flashed her a glance from her reddened eyes. “What do you think? You may be slow, but you’re not stupid!”
Understanding broke over Braithe, and she caught a breath. “Oh. Oh!” She spread her hands and made herself smile. “But, my lady, if you’re breeding, that’s wonderful news! The king must be delighted!”
“The king doesn’t know, and he’s not going to,” Gwenvere said sourly. “And you’re not to tell him, either, or I’ll have you sent to work in the abattoir.” She pulled her wrinkled dressing gown closer around her. “My mother had something, a potion or some such, to make a situation like this go away. I need you to tell that witch-priestess of yours that one of the maids has got herself in trouble and needs something like that.”
Braithe said, “Priestess Morgana is no witch, my lady.”
“Don’t argue with me! It’s perfectly obvious. Even Arthur sees it.”
Braithe’s temper began to rise, and she felt its heat in her cheeks. “He would never say that. She is his sister.”
“Half sister! Half witch, if you ask me! I don’t trust her, but I need this potion.”
Braithe’s anger grew. Against her better judgment, she spoke her true thoughts. “You’re the queen, are you not, my lady? Providing Lloegyr an heir is your job.”
“I don’t need you to tell me my job,” Gwenvere snapped. “I need you to do as I say, and be quick about it. I want this over with before Arthur returns.”
“Why, my lady?”
“I have no need to explain myself to you!”
“The priestess will never agree to such a thing without a consultation.”
“Consultation! Have you not just said she is no mage?”
Braithe’s temper burned hotter, and she felt the curl of her lip as she said, “Is it a mage you require? Shall I call the Blackbird?”
No one except the king spoke to the Blackbird without an invitation. Everyone feared he would curse them if they offended him. Morgana had assured Braithe that there was no truth to that superstition, but it suited the Blackbird to have people believe he was dangerous. It was a gibe, and Gwenvere knew it.
She took a step toward Braithe. “How dare you?” she snarled, her voice so like a snake’s Braithe almost tripped in her haste to move back. Gwenvere pressed forward, leaning close enough to breathe sour air over Braithe’s face. “Tell your witch-priestess one of the maids needs this potion, and she needs it now. Go!”
It was the sort of command Braithe knew the queen’s maids could not resist. Gwenvere’s fury was as intense as a physical blow, hot and hard and demanding. But, Braithe told herself, she was a maiden of the Temple. She might not be a priestess, but she was not a servant, nor was she any longer a simple cottar’s daughter. She would not back away another step. She braced herself, folding her arms and setting her feet, and said flatly, “I will not.” Her heart thudded and her blood sang in her ears, but she held her ground. “I will not betray King Arthur in such a way, nor will the priestess Morgana. I can promise you that. The answer is no.”
“You can’t say no to me! You—you are—”
Braithe lifted her chin, holding the queen’s gaze with her own.
When the queen’s temper flared and broke, everything about her changed. Her green eyes darkened to the color of dried moss. The skin around her mouth pulled tight, creating lines in her cheeks like those of an old woman. Her fury made her pant, as openmouthed and wet-lipped as an animal.
All at once, Braithe recognized her. This was the real Gwenvere. This was the woman Braithe had seen that first day, hiding behind the illusion of beauty and grace.
Then, before Braithe understood what she was going to do, Gwenvere pulled back her arm, and with all her strength, grunting with the effort, she slapped Braithe full in the face.
Braithe stumbled and nearly fell. She righted herself and stood staring at the queen, her anger quenched by shock. No one had ever struck her before, not even when she was little and quarreling with her sisters and brothers.
Gwenvere stared back, blinking, breathing hard. The chimera of beauty and youth returned as she panted, her eyes resuming their brilliant green, her cheeks smoothing, her lips full and tender. Braithe watched the transformation with wide eyes, one hand cupping her burning cheek, fury burning in her throat.
It was the end of her service to Gwenvere, no matter what Arthur wanted. There was no going back from this moment. She was done.
Braithe spun about and slammed out of the queen’s apartment, not caring how the door jarred against the jamb. Gwenvere screamed after her, but Braithe didn’t slow her steps. She picked up her skirts and dashed straight up the stairs to Morgana’s bedchamber.

Morgana was pounding willow bark with a mallet at her table, preparing a tincture for the aches and pains that inevitably came to her door. She heard the flying footsteps coming up the stairs and set down her mallet.
Her handmaid burst through the door, saying, “I will not serve her anymore!” before bursting into noisy tears.
“Braithe!” Morgana hurried to shut the door, then turned to see what was the matter. What she saw made her gasp and hurry to her table for a cloth to dampen in rose water. “Who struck you?” Braithe was sobbing too hard to answer. Morgana pressed the cool cloth to her flaming cheek, where the handprint was clearly visible, outlined in red, the skin around it whitened with pain. “Gwenvere did this?”
Braithe’s nose had started to run, and Morgana wiped it for her, then guided her to a chair. Braithe put her head into her hands and cried for another minute, then sniffled her way to an end. She mopped her eyes with the cloth and raised her head. “Sorry,” she choked.
“Nonsense.” Morgana took the cloth and moistened it again with the vial of rose water before handing it back. “Keep that on your cheek while I go kill someone.”
That made Braithe laugh, which made her nose run again. As she swabbed her face, Morgana found a fresh cloth to give her. Finally, though Braithe still hiccuped, her tears dried, and the red began to recede from her cheek, although Morgana saw there would be a bruise, probably from one of the heavy rings on the queen’s fingers. She pulled a second chair close to Braithe and laid a hand on her knee. “Tell me what happened, brat,” she growled. “And it had better be good, or there truly will be murder done this day.”
“It was not good,” Braithe said, with a watery smile. “But not murder-worthy.”
“That I will decide for myself,” Morgana said. “Now, will you tell me, or must I scry?”
“I will tell you. I had no loyalty to the queen, in any case, and now—” Braithe shook out the cloth and began to fold it, creasing and re-creasing it with her fingers. “Gwenvere is pregnant. And she doesn’t want to be.”
Morgana sat back, twining her fingers in her lap as she took this in. “And why did that prompt her to strike you?”
“I refused to ask you for something to end her pregnancy.”
Morgana raised one eyebrow. “Did she actually imagine I would give her such a thing?”
“She wanted me to tell you it was for one of the kitchen maids.”
“Ah. I might have done that.”
“But it would have meant lying to you.”
“And that you would not do.”
Braithe thrust out her round chin. “Never. Nor to the king.”
“No. You must be the most loyal of all his subjects.” Morgana reached for the bell on her table and rang it. “We need cider. Or wine.” Braithe did not argue.
A very young chambermaid knocked on the door a minute later and put her head around. “Priestess? Did you need something?” When she saw that it was Braithe sitting with Morgana, her eyes widened. “Priestess Braithe—the queen is calling for you. Did you know?”
Morgana answered for her. “She knows. We will deal with it, Esme, after you bring us something to drink. Wine, I think.”
“Right away, Priestess.” She withdrew.
Morgana stretched her long legs out in front of her. “I suppose Queen Gwenvere is working herself into a state.”
“Not the first time,” Braithe said dryly. “She does not cry, though. She curses, and stamps, and breaks things. So long as Arthur is not present!”
“I have no doubt.” The wine arrived. Morgana thanked Esme and sent her off. She poured the wine herself and lifted her cup to Braithe before taking a long, stimulating sip. “Did she say why she did not want the babe?”
“I asked. She didn’t answer.”
“It may not be Arthur’s, I suppose. Or perhaps she never intended motherhood.”
“I don’t see how she thought she could prevent it.”
“There are ways; perhaps she tried, and failed.”
“I am sorry for the maids who have to deal with her just now.”
“I am, too. Well, we will let her have her tantrum, then go together to speak to her.”
“She will know I told you.”
“She can be furious at us both.”

They found Gwenvere still in her bedchamber. One of her maids, a short, middle-aged woman with a heavy bosom, was with her. The maid gave Morgana and Braithe a look of relief at passing the burden on to them. She scurried out of the room without speaking, and without looking back at her mistress. Gwenvere, her pale hair tangling around her face, was seated beside her table. She had a small corked jar in her hand, and she set it on her table with a click before she turned a narrow-eyed glance on Braithe. “You betrayed me, I see.”
“Call it what you will, my lady. I am a maiden of the Lady’s Temple. We do not lie.”
“Then my husband chose poorly when he selected you as my companion.”
“Lady Gwenvere,” Morgana said, letting her deep voice resound against the stone walls. “You owe Braithe an apology.”
“I never apologize.”
“Noted. And Braithe never lies. Do not ask it of her again.”
Gwenvere rose slowly, her eyes on Morgana. “The queen of Lloegyr does not take orders from a witch.”
Braithe sucked in a noisy breath. Morgana lifted a finger to advise patience. She spoke to Gwenvere with deliberate weight to her words. “I am no mere witch. I am a priestess of the Temple, who demands the respect due to one of the Nine. Surely, my lady, even in the western demesnes, you know this.”
“Leave me,” Gwenvere ordered. “Both of you.”
Morgana pointed her long forefinger at the table. “What is in that jar?”
“That is none of your affair.”
“Anything that affects the king is my affair.”
“I will speak to Arthur about your behavior!”
“I think you will not, Gwenvere,” Morgana said. She kept her tone light. “I am confident you do not want your husband knowing what you intend to do.”
Gwenvere spun away, her dressing gown swirling around her slender legs. She stood before the window, her hands on her hips. “Get out!” she cried, without looking back. “Both of you! Out!”
Morgana nodded to Braithe, who raised her eyebrows. Morgana took up the corked jar from the table, and then, gesturing to Braithe to precede her, she led the way out of the queen’s bedchamber.
They paused just outside the closed door to enjoy Gwenvere’s screech of horror when she realized the jar was gone.
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King Arthur had been absent three days when Queen Gwenvere took to her bed with pains in her belly that made her wail for respite. Braithe had not visited the queen once since Gwenvere struck her, but one of the maids came in search of her, begging her to apply to the priestess for something to alleviate the queen’s misery.
Braithe made the maid come with her to see Morgana. Morgana heard them in the corridor outside her door, the maid sniveling, saying she was terrified of the witch. Morgana couldn’t hear Braithe’s response, but a moment later there was a knock on her door, and Braithe put her head in. “Priestess, one of the queen’s maids has come begging aid for her mistress.”
“To stop her whining?”
“To ease her pain, she says.”
Behind her, Morgana glimpsed the maid, the same middle-aged, heavy-bosomed maid she had met in the queen’s chamber. She leaned back in her chair. “Tell her to come in, brat.”
“She is afraid of you.” Braithe’s dimples flashed.
“As she should be.” Morgana folded her arms and regarded the hapless woman. “What are you called?”
“L-L-Loria,” the maid stammered.
“Well, Loria, you had better find the courage to come in and tell me about your mistress’s trouble.”
Morgana knew perfectly well what the trouble was, and so did Braithe. Indeed, any who lived in the western tower had heard Gwenvere’s cries. Morgana had said to Braithe that she hoped not to be present when the queen actually gave birth.
Gwenvere had found someone to give her what she wanted, and now she was paying for it. If Morgana had given her a potion, she would have suffered far less, but Morgana experienced no remorse and felt no sympathy. Gwenvere was a queen. She was a king’s wife, and she should be proud to bear his child. It was her duty. She certainly contributed nothing else to the good of the kingdom.
Loria crept through the door, her shoulders hunched as if she feared the priestess might bring a spell down on her head at any moment. When she was inside and Braithe had closed the door, Loria’s gaze darted around the room, and she seemed surprised that it looked very much like any other bedchamber in the tower except for the herbs and jars and mortar and pestle crowding the worktable.
Morgana saw that Loria, in her ignorance, was truly frightened, and she relented. “Come now, Loria,” she said. “Would you like something to drink? Cider or water?”
The maid shook her head, and Braithe, standing behind her, rolled her eyes. Undoubtedly the woman thought the witch-priestess might poison her.
Morgana suppressed a sigh of exasperation. “Very well. Tell me what you ask of me.”
“Something for her belly.” The maid directed her barely audible words to her feet, and the color in her plump cheeks rose and fell. “She—she says the pain is the worst she has ever felt, and she’s bleedin’ awful.”
“Will she allow me to see her?”
That made Loria lift her head, her eyes wide with alarm. “I don’t think so! She’s—she gets so angry, and now—”
“Loria, is it possible she is more angry than she is in pain? I surmise she’s miscarrying, which can be painful, but it is surely very early in her pregnancy?”
The maid’s face went suddenly dead white, very much as if she might faint. “You can’t tell ’im,” she whispered, and she began to tremble. “The king, you can’t tell ’im. She’ll kill me!”
“Loria,” Braithe said firmly, “she isn’t going to kill you. We will not allow it.”
Miserably, the maid mumbled, “You don’t know ’er, Priestess. There was a maid, back home. Lady Gwenvere got mad at her, shoved her right down the stairs. Broke her back. Never walked again.”
Morgana stood up. “All right. In the absence of the king, I will take charge of this situation. Braithe will take you down to the kitchen and see that you have a cup of tea and a bit of a sit, then come back to the queen’s chamber. I will be with her.” She added under her breath, “Whether she likes it or not.”
“Her pain?” Loria asked in a shaking voice.
“I will deal with it. Where did she find another potion?” The one Morgana had taken from the queen’s bedchamber had been poured into the chamber pot the moment she reached her own apartment.
“She made me pretend it was for me.”
Morgana raised her eyebrows at the idea that Loria, no longer young, might have been with child. Loria didn’t seem to notice her reaction. She said, “There’s a witch lives just outside the wall and she makes ’em. I had to go twice.”
“You weren’t afraid of her?” Morgana said dryly.
Loria hung her head. “She’s just an ordinary old witch. Not a priestess.”
Braithe said, “Come now, Loria, let us do what Priestess Morgana suggests. We’ll go down to the kitchen. She will deal with your mistress.”
Morgana nodded her thanks to Braithe, and as Braithe led the frightened maid out, she found a small jar of willow bark tincture and added a few drops of valerian to it, then corked it. She took her time on the stairs. The walls rang with Gwenvere’s screams, but they were coming at greater intervals. The process must be almost complete. There would have been no stopping it once the queen took the potion Loria had obtained.
Morgana had created abortifacients from time to time, when it was the best and kindest thing to do for one of her supplicants. Such remedies required wormwood and rue, and a bit of mistletoe leaf, which could be dangerous. She had always insisted that the woman taking the potion stay on the Isle until the process was over. Her potions contained other herbs to soothe their effects. She had never known a woman to carry on as Gwenvere was.
She found the queen alone in her bedchamber, having driven everyone away. There was broken crockery on the floor and a blood-soaked dressing gown by the door. The room was rank, reeking of blood and sweat and fury. Gwenvere crouched by the window in her shift, holding her middle. Perspiration streaked her cheeks and her breast and darkened her hair. She whirled when the door opened, and when Morgana stepped in, she groaned, “I don’t want to see you! I don’t want to see anyone!”
Morgana barely recognized Gwenvere’s distorted face, her darkened eyes, her swollen lips. “I am told you are in pain.”
“Of course I’m in pain!” Gwenvere shrilled. “I—I’ve had a miscarriage!”
“My lady, I am not a fool. I know what has happened here. What you’ve done.”
“How could you know? Witch!” Gwenvere screamed. “I will tell Arthur—he will send you away—once he knows what you are—” Her breast heaved with gasping breaths, and she clutched her body as a spasm shook her. A trickle of dark blood ran down her thigh, but it was not heavy. The process was all but finished, and the cramping should have lessened considerably.
Still, Gwenvere wept and cried out and pounded her knee with one fist.
Morgana began to wonder if the queen was quite sane. This was not just about pain. This was about temper. Gwenvere had lost control of hers, and of herself, and if Loria was to be believed, it was not at all unusual.
Morgana said, “I brought a tincture for you.” She held up the little jar. Gwenvere got to her feet to hobble across the room to take it, but Morgana held it out of her reach.
“Give it to me!” Gwenvere cried.
“I will administer it. You must take a little at a time. It is not wise to simply swallow it down.”
“The one I took—I did swallow it down. All at once. I will have that woman punished for making me so ill!”
“You will not. It was your own fault, a foolish thing to do.”
Gwenvere scowled at her, but when Morgana spooned up some of the tincture, Gwenvere swallowed it. “More!” she demanded.
“Yes, in a moment. Then you must space out the doses, every hour or so.” Morgana waited a short while, then gave the queen another spoonful.
As Morgana replaced the cork in the jar, Gwenvere straightened. She began to breathe more slowly, and the lines eased from her face. She looked down at herself. “I should dress. Call Braithe to me.”
“I will not do that.”
The Lady Gwenvere seemed to shift back into her public persona, all at once. The contrast between her angry state and this one was so sharp, so complete, that it was not unlike shapeshifting. She looked up at Morgana, her eyes now clear green, wide and innocent. “But why?” she said, in that delicate, high-pitched voice she used when people were about. More specifically, when men were about.
Morgana ignored the question. “I will call Loria back, but first, one more spoonful of tincture. It seems your bleeding has stopped.”
Gwenvere took the spoon Morgana held out and swallowed its contents. She took a deep breath, and then another, one hand on her belly, the other pushing her sweat-dampened hair out of her face.
“Is your pain better?”
“A little.”
“You will want to wash,” Morgana said.
“I need Braithe to help me.”
“Braithe is no longer available,” Morgana said. She walked to the door. Loria was waiting in the corridor, her forehead creased with anxiety. Morgana beckoned to her, and the maid sidled in, her head down. “The queen needs a bath,” Morgana said. “And fresh clothes.”
“And take that thing away,” Gwenvere said, pointing to the bloodstained dressing gown. “The chamber pot, too. I don’t want the king to see it. To know that I miscarried,” she added. She pressed a slender hand to her heart and bestowed a tearful gaze on Morgana. “He would be heartbroken.”
Morgana folded her arms. “True. What you have done would break his heart.”
There was a flash in Gwenvere’s eyes, a reminder of her recent fury. “You will not tell him.”
“I will not, not because I obey your orders—which I do not, and never will—but because my brother has more important things to worry about than to try to understand why the wife he adores would do such a thing.”
Gwenvere tilted her head, giving Morgana her slantwise green look. “There is no need to tell him, then.”
“Not now. But I wish you to listen to me carefully. If Loria, or any of your maids—or Braithe, or the woman who made your potion—is harmed in any way, my brother will know everything. We do not abuse our servants in Camulod.”
Gwenvere’s eyelids dropped, then lifted sleepily. “I must ask you to leave me now, Priestess,” she said. “I am very tired.”
“A spoonful of the tincture every hour,” Morgana said. She turned to the door, pausing with her hand on the latch. “I advise you against doing this ever again. I don’t know the woman who created the potion you took, but there is danger there. The king will be devastated if you die.”
“Die!” Gwenvere’s eyelids snapped up.
“A spoonful every hour,” Morgana repeated, then opened the door and went out, closing it firmly behind her.

Braithe and Morgana had chosen to have a quiet dinner in Morgana’s apartment. They were just finishing when the horns sounded from the main gate. Morgana put down her wineglass. “Arthur,” she said.
Braithe touched her breastbone with her finger. “Yes. I feel it.”
“I am sorry for that.”
Braithe shook her head. “Never mind.” She added in an offhand tone, “You know he will never hear a word against her.”
“It’s very strange. I believe Arthur has always been thought to be a good judge of character.” Morgana rose and took up a shawl from a nearby chair. “Here, take this, Braithe. Your robe is thinner than mine.”
Braithe smiled her thanks and wound the shawl around her shoulders as the two of them went out to meet the returning warriors.

Prince Mordred was at the head of the welcoming committee, standing on tiptoe, searching for his elder brother among the mounted knights. Morgana and Braithe stood just outside the tower door, watching as the war party rode through the main gate. The stablemen and armorers rushed to meet them from the east tower, while Mordred and Bran, several house servants, and a dozen courtiers hurried from the west tower to stand in a group, scanning the returning knights and the foot soldiers who followed them.
The evening sky was still summer pale, with only a few faint stars sparkling here and there. Everyone could see how weary the war party was, how footsore the soldiers, but they were grateful to see that there were no horses carrying corpses, and only a handful of men appeared to be injured at all. The blue war banners, bearing Arthur’s crest in black, flew proudly above the returning fighters. Arthur, as was his wont, walked with the foot soldiers while his horse carried a wounded man in its saddle.
Mordred was about to step forward to greet his brother when Gwenvere, now dressed in a floating gown of pale green, her hair flowing loose down her back, ran past him with light steps. She held out her arms to Arthur, who relinquished his horse’s rein to a stableman and went to meet her. As the king embraced the queen, a little sigh rippled through the watching courtiers and some of the servants.
Morgana said, “At least he is unharmed, brat.”
“By the Lady’s hand. And your charm.”
“Indeed.” As Arthur turned toward his young brother to grasp his shoulder, the charm shone bright against his tunic, and Morgana admitted to a little swell of pride. The true king had returned safely once again.
The people realized, once they looked past the charming picture of the reunited king and queen, that more knights were coming through the gate. A single banner flew above their party, striped yellow and white. As the riders came forward, their leader pulled off his helmet and tucked it under his arm. His hair was long and dark, his body lean beneath his armor.
Braithe asked, “Who is that?” but Morgana didn’t know the answer.
Arthur held up his arm to ask for silence, and the murmuring and exclamations died away. “Friends of Camulod,” he said, in a carrying voice. “We have succeeded in quelling the Saxon incursion. Our casualties are few, but there were deaths among the knights from the northern demesnes who fought beside us. These men have come to join Camulod. I know you will welcome them.”
The leader of the northern force flung one long leg over his saddle and slid to the ground. He came to stand beside Arthur, inclining his head to the king. He was a head taller, long of arm and leg, solemn of countenance. His face, when he raised it, was also long, with a prominent nose and a strong jaw.
Arthur clapped the knight’s shoulder. “This is a courageous man, my friends. He fought bravely for his lord, who was tragically one of the dead. He has decided to throw his lot in with me, for which I am grateful.”
The stranger inclined his head once again and turned a grave, darkling glance out to the now-silent crowd. “I am glad to be one of you,” he said, in a deep voice that rang against the stones. “And I bring these knights with me to swell the ranks.”
“Thank you,” Arthur said. He flashed his winning smile at his people, an expression perfectly judged between gravity and pride. “Out of loss has come some good in the cause of Lloegyr. My friends, I give you Sir Lancelin.”
There were bows, murmurs of welcome, a gurgle of appreciation among the kitchen maids. Gwenvere held out her hand to Sir Lancelin, and he bowed over it. Mordred stepped forward to be introduced. The courtiers took their turns in greeting him as the stablemen led the horses away and Bran began organizing the wounded.
That was the signal that Morgana would be needed. She said, “Braithe. Please fetch my basket.” As Braithe trotted away to do her bidding, she stepped up to Bran to help him decide which of the injured needed attention first. For one suspended moment she looked away from the task to take in the new knight, this Sir Lancelin of the northern demesnes, and she wondered at the odd tremor she felt in her breast. It was not premonition. It was not fear or anxiety. What, she wondered, could that be?
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Braithe worked at Priestess Morgana’s side through the night. They washed wounds, bandaged cuts, set three broken bones, and spread salve on two ugly burns. Morgana administered tinctures for pain and for healing and set Braithe to providing a soothing tea made from chamomile and lavender, with sprigs of lemon balm and drops of valerian. Loria labored with them, hurrying to bring fresh water, boiling it when it was needed, fetching fresh bandages. The rising sun was already glimmering on the eastern horizon as they finished. Finally, they made a circuit of the barracks to be certain the wounded fighters were resting comfortably.
Morgana sent Loria to her bed, and she and Braithe followed a moment after. “Thank the Lady no one died this night,” Morgana said. The sun was fully up as they made their weary way out to the keep and into the tower, and they felt its heat on their backs.
“They persist in calling me priestess,” Braithe said wearily. “I tire of correcting them.”
“Let them think it,” Morgana said. “Belief helps healing.”
Braithe wrinkled her nose, but she let it pass, although she felt she was deceiving the people who addressed her with such respect.
As they climbed the stairs, one of Gwenvere’s maids emerged from the queen’s bedchamber and came to intercept them. “Braithe,” she said. “The queen wants you.”
Morgana said, “Braithe needs rest now. Call one of the others.” She added, with asperity, “But not Loria, either. She also needs rest.”
She didn’t look back to see that the maid obeyed her but climbed on up the stairs. Braithe, too tired to comment, followed Morgana into her apartment, but Morgana shook her head. “Go to your bed, brat,” she said. “I need nothing but my pillow.”
Braithe nodded. She was, in fact, swaying with fatigue. There was just one detail of the past twelve hours she wondered about. “This Sir Lancelin,” she began.
“It seems the king is particularly pleased to have him in Camulod.”
“There is something about him that makes me uneasy,” Braithe admitted.
“Do you not trust him?”
“It’s not that.” Braithe yawned. “I can’t think clearly now, Priestess. We can talk about it later, when we’ve slept.”
“He is not the first knight who has chosen to serve Arthur after losing his lord.”
“I know, there’s just—I have this feeling.” She yawned again, so widely her jaw cracked.
“Off with you, brat. Sleep as long as you can. Latch your door so none of Gwenvere’s maids can disturb you.”
“Thank you,” Braithe said. “Good night. Or good morning.”
“Good rest,” Morgana said, and gently took Braithe’s shoulders to turn her around and guide her to the door.
Braithe did as she was told, latching her door, pulling the gauze curtain across her window in an attempt to shut out the light, then falling directly onto her bed without bothering to let down her hair or change into her nightdress. It was already warm in her bedchamber, and she needed no blanket. In moments, she sank gratefully into the sort of heavy sleep that even dreams can’t penetrate.

Morgana found sleep harder to achieve. She drew her curtain and put off her sigil and her robe to lie on her bed in her dressing gown. Her braided hair caught on the pillow beneath her shoulder, and she rose again to undo the plaits and tie her hair back with a ribbon. When she lay down again, she found her muscles twitching, her neck tight with the tension of the night. She sighed and closed her eyes, ordering herself to sleep.
She was startled, and a bit confused, to find that behind her eyelids she saw the knight Lancelin’s dark, narrow face. She hated to admit it, but Braithe was right. There was something about him. It might have been the intensity in his eyes, but he had been fighting, had seen his lord killed, had sworn fealty to a new master. It was natural he should burn with emotion. Perhaps that was what made him such a compelling figure, one that drew the eye again and again, even in the swirl of a crowded keep.
She finally fell into a restless sleep and woke a few hours later feeling as if she hadn’t slept at all. She rose, drank a glass of water and washed her face, then sat before her mirror to try to do something with her hair. She could have gone across the corridor to call Braithe, but she hoped she was still sleeping. She would dress, find some bread and fruit in the kitchen, then return to the east tower to see how the wounded men fared.
Morgana had no luck with her hair. It was so heavy and straight, so intractable, she couldn’t think how Braithe managed it. She gave it up, leaving it hanging in loose silver strands down her back as she went down the stairs. The tower was quiet, most of its residents having retired to their chambers. A kitchen maid hurried to serve her, and once she had eaten, she went out into the keep under the white midafternoon sun and walked to the barracks.
She was startled, when she stepped inside, to find Sir Lancelin seated beside one of his men, bending over him to bathe his forehead. When Morgana came near, Lancelin glanced up. He didn’t stop what he was doing, but he inclined his head. “Priestess, thank you for caring for these men last night. They’re doing remarkably well.”
“Sir Lancelin,” Morgana said. She nodded but did not incline her head. She outranked him, though she felt no inclination to emphasize that. “Is this one of your men? He has a thigh wound, as I recall, and was a bit feverish.”
“He still is. Forgive me for not standing.” His face looked the sort rarely given to smiling. His lips were narrow, his cheekbones prominent. His features were not handsome in themselves but somehow in combination made a commanding appearance.
Morgana said, “No need to stop what you’re doing. I will give you something for your man’s fever.” She set her basket down on a nearby bench and brought out a syrup of feverfew and lemon balm. A cup waited near a pitcher of water, and she poured a little, then measured out ten drops of the syrup. “This will help,” she said, swirling the mixture in the water, then holding it out to Lancelin.
“Thank you.” He reached for the cup, and she noticed that his fingers were nearly as long as hers but darkened by the sun, his hand ridged with muscle. He held the cup to the injured man’s mouth, supporting his head with his other hand, and something about the gesture, the tenderness of it, the respect, made Morgana draw a sudden breath. Lancelin glanced up. “Am I doing it wrong?”
“Quite the contrary, sir.” She set the little jar of syrup on the table. “He may have more every couple of hours, if he needs it. Just ten drops. Better to space it out.” She was about to move on to another bed, but she paused. “Sir Lancelin, have you slept? You look worn-out, if I may say so.”
“I couldn’t,” he said gruffly.
“I see that you worry about your men, sir, but you will be no good to them or to the king if you are exhausted.”
He lifted his gaze to hers, and she was struck anew by the intelligence and intensity in his eyes. It was a compelling look, yet somehow opaque, hiding the layers of his true self. “Have you slept, Priestess?”
“I tried,” she admitted, with a little shrug. “At least I lay on my bed for several hours.”
“Well, then.” He picked up his cloth again and wetted it before pressing it to the man’s forehead and neck. “If you will sleep, I will.” He added, without smiling but with an air of humor, “If I may say so.”
Morgana’s lips twitched, and she felt a sudden, unexpected rush of well-being. She said, before turning away, “We have a bargain, Sir Lancelin.”
“See that you keep it, Priestess Morgana.”

Braithe woke to find the sun already dipping into the west beyond the woods. She hurried to wash her face and braid her hair, to change her soiled and wrinkled robe for a fresh one, and then she ran down the stairs, sure that Morgana was working once again in the east tower.
When she reached the level of the royal apartments, she found Arthur standing just outside the door of his council chamber. He was bareheaded, not wearing his coronet, and his tunic and leggings could have belonged to any knight or even lackey. The voices of several knights came from inside the chamber. Arthur looked up when she approached, and she slowed her steps. “Sir? Are you waiting for someone?”
He answered gravely. “I am waiting for you. I heard your steps on the stairs. Will you take a moment to speak with me?”
She inclined her head. “Of course, my lord. Shall we speak here?”
“In my chambers, if you don’t mind. My man is there, but otherwise we can be alone.”
He turned toward his apartment, and she followed, reflexively touching her hair and wishing she had taken more time with it.
Arthur’s manservant nodded to her when she came in and busied himself at the far end of the room. Arthur walked restlessly to the window and looked down over the keep. Braithe stood a little way from him, her hands linked before her.
“Braithe,” he said, still gazing out into the waning afternoon. “I have many things on my mind, as I’m sure you know. We won this last battle, but more will come. Rome means to overrun us, and the Saxons see us as a source of plunder. Both are eager to enslave our people if we don’t prevent it.”
“Yes, sir,” Braithe said quietly. “Priestess Morgana and I are aware of these things.”
Arthur turned to face her, and her heart quivered at the fatigue on his beautiful face, the heaviness of his eyelids masking the sky-blue perfection of his eyes. Even his fair hair seemed weary, drooping unwashed to his shoulders. She schooled her features to show nothing, but she loved him so. She couldn’t help it.
“I have neither the time nor the energy to delve into the reasons you no longer wish to be my wife’s companion, Braithe.”
Her heart chilled at this, and she set her jaw to keep from crying out how unfair it was.
“I know you to be a kind and generous girl,” he went on. “And Gwenvere is a lovely person, if perhaps a little shy.”
Shy. Inadvertently, Braithe’s hand rose to touch her cheek, the one Gwenvere had slapped. The bruise had faded, but the skin was still tender.
“I gather there has been some misunderstanding between you, and I’m asking you—for my sake, which is perhaps not fair, but is necessary—to mend matters between you. She has no friends here as yet, and when I’m away, she is lonely.”
Braithe had to look away from him. She gazed at the few ornaments he allowed in his apartment: a Roman amphora gifted to Uther, a filigreed silver chalice, a painted figure she knew was meant to be the Lady, although only one person alive knew what she had looked like. These objects barely registered with her as her mind tumbled over what he was asking of her, and how she would respond.
There really was no decision to be made, of course, and her heart knew that before it reached her head. He had asked her to do it for his sake, and she would always agree to that. Always.
She turned her eyes back to him. “Of course, sir,” she said. “For your sake.”
She thought, for one terrible moment, that his eyes sparkled with tears. He said, in a voice resonating with sadness and worry, “Thank you.” He put his hand on his heart. “I am grateful.”
She inclined her head to him. “I will go to her now, my lord.”
He nodded and turned back to the window, his hands linked behind his back. She had no doubt that he felt he had managed one challenge, and that his thoughts had spun on to the next. She left him to it and went in search of the queen. As she went, she racked her brain for a way to explain this capitulation to Morgana.

Braithe found the queen in her chamber, fussing with the drape of a new gown, snapping instructions at Loria. When Braithe came in, Loria looked as if she could have wept with relief. She backed swiftly away and muttered something about an errand in the kitchen.
When she was gone, Gwenvere turned to Braithe, her hands on her hips. “Did I not tell you my husband would make you return to my service?”
Braithe narrowed her eyes, searching for the woman behind the queen’s façade. The image was there, but it was unclear. She caught only a glimpse before Gwenvere’s usual appearance steadied, hiding it. Braithe lifted her chin. “I could not say no to my king.”
“Good.” Gwenvere dropped her hands and began to twitch the embroidered linen of her gown. “Now come and do something about this material! It won’t hang right.”
“I will try, my lady, but I must tell you something first.”
Gwenvere clicked her tongue. “If you must! But I want to wear this tonight, and—”
Braithe interrupted. “You have underestimated me, my lady.”
Gwenvere shot her an amused look. “Have I indeed, Braithe? I think I am quite capable of estimating a cottar’s daughter.”
Braithe folded her arms tightly. “I want you to know that you are never to strike me again. Or Loria, or any of your maids.”
Gwenvere barked a laugh. It was a nasty sound, utterly at odds with her graceful appearance. “I am the queen,” she snarled. “I take no orders from such as you, Braithe of the Temple. You are no one.”
“You will take this order, my lady, or there will be consequences.”
“Consequences! Do you think you have any power over me?”
“As you say, I am a maiden of the Temple. I am adept at tinctures and potions, and knowledgeable with all manner of herbs.” Braithe let her arms fall, sure of herself now. She let her voice drop to an intimate pitch. “I can put something in your food that will make you very ill. It will ruin your looks, perhaps even make your hair fall out.”
Gwenvere stared at her, struck mute. After a shocked moment, she exclaimed, “You would not dare!”
“Try it and see, my lady,” Braithe said.
“Arthur would have you banished!”
“The king would never believe it.”
“He will if I want him to!”
Braithe nodded. “Yes, I suppose. You do have some unusual power over him, do you not? Perhaps the priestess and I should—”
“Never mind!” Gwenvere snapped. “I have no intention of striking you again, in any case, now that you have come back.”
Braithe moved forward then and spoke in her usual tone. “I will have a look at your gown, but remember what I said. Please do not doubt that I mean every word.”

It was late that night when Braithe was free to go to Morgana’s apartment. She found the priestess in bed, still dressed, but fast asleep. She tried to tiptoe back out of the room, but Morgana stirred, and her eyelids lifted. “Braithe? Is that you?”
“Yes. I’m sorry I woke you.”
Morgana sat up and looked down at herself with surprise. “I am still in my robe.”
“I will help you change now, if you like. And brush out your hair.”
“Where were you?”
Braithe took Morgana’s nightdress from its hook and carried it to her. As Morgana slid it over her head, Braithe took the black robe and smoothed its creases before she hung it up. When she turned, Morgana was at the washstand, splashing water over her face. Braithe waited to speak until Morgana sat at the dressing table and she had picked up the brush to begin untangling the priestess’s hair.
“I had no intention of waiting upon the queen again,” she murmured.
Morgana stiffened, and her eyes met Braithe’s in the mirror. “She forced you.”
“No. Unless we count persuading the king to intervene as forcing.”
“Did he do that?”
“He asked me to return to her as a favor to himself. I could not bring myself to refuse.”
Morgana blew an exasperated breath. “I will speak to him.”
Braithe put down the brush and rested her hands on Morgana’s shoulders. “Priestess, you mean well, and I’m grateful, but I wish you would not do that.”
“Why, brat?” Morgana said. She reached up one of her long hands to cover Braithe’s small one. “After what she did, I would think—”
“Yes, she struck me. But she won’t do it again.”
“How do you know that?”
Braithe picked up the brush again. “Because I told her if she did, I would put something awful in the food I bring, and she would get really sick.”
Morgana choked on a laugh. “You did not! Brat, tell me the truth.”
Braithe took up the weight of Morgana’s hair and tied it with a thong. Morgana rose, but she didn’t go back to her bed. She leaned one hip on the dressing table, waiting for Braithe to tell her everything.
Braithe smiled up at her. “Like you, I am devoted to the king.” She shrugged a little. “Perhaps too much, but he is a great ruler and a good man. He deserves better than Gwenvere.”
“Of course he does. But, dear little brat…”
Braithe’s smile faded. “I know it could never be me, but that doesn’t change my feelings. Like you, I vowed to serve and protect King Arthur of Lloegyr, and that includes protecting him from a girl from the western demesnes who thinks only of herself.”
“And she believed your threat?”
“I think I convinced her,” Braithe said lightly.
Morgana said, “You amaze me. I wish I had been there to hear that.”
Braithe moved around Morgana to straighten the things on her dressing table. “I went back to Gwenvere’s service because King Arthur asked me to. Fortunately for me, he didn’t order me to like either it or her, nor do I.”
“I doubt this is the last confrontation you will have with her.”
“I am sure it is not. But I will be ready.”
“You would not really poison her.”
Braithe looked up, and Morgana saw blue fire in her eyes. In a voice so hard Morgana almost didn’t recognize it, Braithe said, “I think I would.”
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P eace reigned for a time at Camulod. The knights still met in Arthur’s council chamber, but no reports of attacks or incursion arrived, and they congratulated themselves on having driven the Romans and the Saxons away, at least for the foreseeable future. They spent their afternoons with the arms master and the long summer evenings in revelry, joined by their ladies. Arthur hired traveling minstrels and acrobats, and everyone in the castle gathered in the keep to enjoy the entertainment. Morgana disliked crowds, but she looked down from her window on such evenings, glad to see the maids and servingmen laughing and dancing alongside the courtiers, rank and privilege set aside for the moment.
With Arthur in residence, Gwenvere behaved as a good queen, a compliant wife, a charming hostess. Braithe reported to Morgana that Gwenvere regularly used a potion procured from the old woman in the woods. Braithe felt certain it was meant to prevent another conception. Morgana scowled over that, but there seemed no point in telling Arthur. He was starry-eyed in love with his queen and had convinced himself that everyone at Camulod felt the same about her.
Morgana asked Arthur twice to release her to return to the Isle, but each time he begged her to stay. “I need you here, sister,” he said, taking her hand. “I feel the kingdom is safer with you at hand.”
“But you have your charm, my lord. You have only to wear it, and you are protected.”
“I do wear it,” he assured her. “But when we must fight—and we will again, despite this lull—you and Braithe are indispensable in treating wounds and injuries.” He added, with a small, indulgent smile, “And Gwenvere needs Braithe. She has no other women friends.”
Morgana could have said And she never will, but she refrained. How someone as wise as her half brother could be so mistaken in a woman mystified her. The idea that infatuation could fool someone so thoroughly troubled her mind.
She had tried once again to learn something about Gwenvere, but when she looked into her scrying bowl, the water turned cloudy and dark, as if the bowl were full of mud. She knew something was amiss, but she could not grasp it. It was as elusive as a dream that slips away in the moment of waking. Whatever it was, it had confused the king, and it confounded her. Nothing in her experience had ever produced a result anything like it. She wished with all her heart she could go to the Blackbird for counsel. He must have seen the like in his long life.
Bemused, she said to Arthur, “If you wish me to remain, of course I will, sir,” but the promise gave her no joy.
The midsummer celebration was an occasion for a great feast in the keep. The residents of the castle joined those from outside the walls to celebrate with cider and ale and wine. A great boar roasted on a spit, and the kitchens produced platter after platter of cheese and bread, beans and onions simmered in broth, carrots and turnips and potatoes fried with bacon, and hand pies filled with berries and sweetened with honey from the hives behind the castle.
Morgana watched the festivities from her window. She saw Braithe seated on the dais with Gwenvere and Arthur. Braithe was wearing what appeared to be one of Gwenvere’s gowns, and Morgana wondered when she had put off the simple brown robe that marked her as a Temple maiden. She supposed Braithe had no choice in the matter. She did look very pretty in the gown, and she glowed with something like happiness, as she always did when Arthur was near.
Morgana speculated, in a halfhearted way, about where the Blackbird might be. He had become alarmingly reclusive. She had not seen him since the wedding, though she thought of him often. His presence, secluded in his aerie, was like a single dark cloud in a summer sky, casting a small gray shadow over the golden brilliance that was Camulod.
Feeling lonely and out of sorts, Morgana climbed the stairs that led out to the walk along the courtine. The noises of the celebration in the keep faded at that height, but the long light of high summer still brought sparkles from the wall and warmed the stones beneath her feet. She walked south of the tower, where the wall circled above the vegetable gardens and fruit orchards. There was a niche halfway along, where some imaginative builder had set a bench into the inner curve of the wall so a walker could sit and look to the south, where the mountains swelled between Camulod and the distant sea. Morgana settled there, stretching out her legs, leaning against the sun-warmed stones, tipping her face up into the fading light. She closed her eyes to let the dying warmth of the sun bathe her eyelids.
“Well met, Priestess. I would guess you like the crowds as little as I do.”
Morgana startled and opened her eyes. She knew his voice, of course. It was as distinctive as her own, deep and resonant. It matched his long body and narrow face, and she felt its vibrant tone in her bones. “Sir Lancelin,” she said, and started to get up.
He put out a hand. “No, sit, Priestess, I beg you. I won’t stay long.”
She sat down again. “I am usually alone in this spot.”
Lancelin looked south to where feathery clouds, rosy now with the setting sun, clung to the timeworn peaks of the ancient mountains. “It’s peaceful up here.” He leaned against the wall behind him and folded his arms. “I dislike being among a lot of people,” he murmured. “Too much like going to war.”
“It can be hard to find peace, and it seems to have too brief a span.”
“A sad thing for us all. I was born for war, I fear,” Lancelin said. “I’ve known that since I was a small boy.”
“Ah. And I was born for the Temple, though I didn’t understand what that meant for a long time.”
He turned his dark gaze down to her. “Does it please you?”
She met his gaze with her own. His eyes widened, and she supposed her eyes had gone gold in the failing light, as they often did. “It does.”
“They say you are very powerful.”
The corner of her mouth curled. “Let us be honest. They say I am a witch.”
He didn’t exactly smile, but his mouth softened. “Are you, Priestess? Are you a witch?”
She didn’t smile, either, but speaking with him this way pleased her somehow. It made her heart feel lighter and her pulse quicken in an unfamiliar way. She answered, “I think not, sir, but in truth, I could not explain what it is to be a witch.”
“People in the northern demesnes believe witches curse people who anger them.”
“In that case, I am not a witch. I do not deal in curses.”
Lancelin’s dark gaze brightened, just a little. He said, “The ability to curse people might be a convenient one to have.”
“It is not the way of the Lady. I was trained to be direct when there is conflict.”
He nodded approval of this. “It’s the same with war. To skewer someone in the back is shameful in battle. When I kill a man, I look into his face.”
“I believe my half brother shares your view of honor in war.”
“King Arthur is a great leader and a role model for those of us who fight. It’s a privilege to join his forces.”
Morgana let her gaze drift to the mountains again, where the rosy color had begun to recede from the sparse clouds, leaving them a dull shade like spent embers. Shadows stretched long over the courtine, but behind and below them, the sounds of revelry did not lessen. She mused, “Lloegyr has waited a long time for such a king.”
“The true king,” Lancelin said.
She cast him a sidelong glance to ascertain that he was sincere. The gravity of his expression assured her that he was, and the unfamiliar feeling in her breast intensified. She had the odd thought that she would always remember this moment, this instant of accord between herself and a man she barely knew but whose presence—not only beside her but in Camulod—felt important. Fated, and yet, somehow, not entirely benevolent. She wanted to be here, sharing this moment, but it felt risky, like walking too close to the edge of the wall.
He didn’t help matters when he said, “Do you know, Priestess Morgana, your hair shines in the darkness as if it were filled with stars.” She shivered.

The idyll lasted for weeks before new reports of Saxon attacks came from the western demesnes. Arthur mustered his knights and their lackeys and set out to defend Gwenvere’s homeland, but first, he came to Morgana to beg her help.
“Sister,” he said, taking her hand when she came into his council chamber. “Priestess. Can I prevail upon you for another charm?” He released her hand and palmed the charm he always wore, the silver one that had no seams, that had belonged to the Lady herself. “I would have Sir Lancelin protected as I am. He is a magnificent fighter, and the men follow him gladly.”
“I am sorry, my lord,” Morgana said. “There must not be more than one charm like the one you bear. Its power would be diluted. Weakened.”
“Not just one more?”
“Not even one.”
Arthur bent his head, thinking about this. After a moment he looked up. “Is there anything you can do for him?”
It was her turn to ponder. She let her gaze stray to the window as she thought. She turned back to him with a troubled heart. “There is a minor charm for deception, which means one’s actions are not accurately perceived. I have never made it, because I dislike the idea, but such deception may be useful in battle.”
“It may indeed,” Arthur said. “Our scout tells us the Saxon war band is large and fierce, and it worries me. They have already overrun the demesne just to the north of Gwenvere’s home, and she naturally fears for her family.”
Morgana lowered her eyelids to hide her disbelief. She had been told often enough that when she was angry, her eyes flashed gold, and she suspected her half brother knew it. She wished he understood how utterly dishonest his queen was.
“We ride out at first light,” Arthur said. “Could you have the charm made before then?”
“I will need my handmaid,” she said.
“I will send word to Gwenvere.”
“Very well.” Morgana started for the door, but Arthur put out his hand to her once again.
“Sister,” he said quietly. “May I ask one more favor?”
She stopped and faced him. “Of course.”
“It’s Gwenvere. I know Braithe is doing her best, but Gwenvere is naive. In many ways she is still a child. I worry that someone will take advantage of her, do something to win her favor or to influence me. Will you watch out for her?”
Morgana considered how to answer this. Slowly, she said, “You do realize, my lord, that Braithe and Gwenvere are the same age?”
“I do. But Braithe has her Temple training, and she is so much more worldly. Gwenvere has led a sheltered life.”
Morgana felt a fresh spurt of frustration with her half brother. Braithe, worldly? Not until Arthur himself seduced her! Gwenvere naive? Arthur was more naive than his queen!
But he was the king, and he was going into battle. It was not the time to confront him, and indeed, such a time might never come. Exasperated, Morgana started for the door, saying only, “I will do what I can.” She strode from the council chamber without waiting for a response.

When Braithe appeared at her door, Morgana waved her hand in a gesture of welcome. “I could have managed on my own, but I thought you would like an evening away from your other duties.”
Braithe smiled, but it was a brittle expression, and her voice was tight. “I was glad to receive your request.”
Morgana was arranging her mortar and pestle, a small pitcher of water, and several bundles of dried herbs. She raised her eyebrows. “Has she offended you again?”
Braithe came to the table to take the scissors and the herb knife from the basket and to set a jar next to the mortar. “She hasn’t slapped me again,” she said. “But she threw a jar at Loria.”
“Was Loria hurt?”
“No. I caught it before it hit her.”
Morgana put down the pestle. “You—you what?”
“Caught it.” Braithe shrugged a little. “I don’t exactly know how. I just—I saw it flying toward Loria, and the next thing I knew, it was in my hand.”
“Braithe.” Morgana put her hands on her hips and gave her handmaid a hard look. “That is magic.”
“I don’t know. I suppose I was lucky to catch it.”
“What did the queen say?”
“She pretended it never happened. She pretends all the time, especially with the king.”
“Yes.” Morgana picked up the herb knife. “She wields such power over him. Obviously being fierce in battle is not the same as being wise with women.”
“He believes her to be as innocent as a lamb, and as sweet.” Braithe made a sour face. “I hate having to touch her. To braid her hair. To wash her.”
Morgana laid the knife down again. “I wish I could help you.”
“If I had not promised the king…”
“I could ask Niamh to order you back to the Temple,” Morgana offered.
Braithe gave her a bleak look. “Thank you, but I don’t wish to break my promise.”
“Braithe, he took advantage of you. Of your innocence. It troubles me.”
“It should not trouble you,” Braithe replied bluntly. “It doesn’t trouble me in the least. My only regret is that I broke my vow to the Temple.”
“Has he ever spoken of what was between you?”
Braithe was busy undoing the thread around one of the herb bundles. She said, without looking up, “I don’t think he remembers.”

In the past weeks, it had become a habit for Morgana to climb the stairs to the door that led out onto the courtine. She rarely attended the dinners in the great hall and was free during that time of peace to spend her evenings as she wished. She often walked to the south-facing bench to savor the sunset light over the mountains, to refresh her soul in the quiet. She had frequent visitors—a spider that emerged from a crevice between the stones; a rat with a long, curling tail and a nose that never stopped twitching; a solitary, silent little nightingale. They spoke to her, in their way. They eased her loneliness. They reminded her of her true calling, and she thanked them gravely.
Occasionally, now, another person climbed the stair to walk around the courtine. Morgana found herself waiting on the bench until dinner finished in the great hall, in case he came. It was probably not wise to encourage these visits—and so the spider had reminded her—but she couldn’t bring herself to end them.
Lancelin was as reserved as she, but the two of them grew used to conversing together as night fell over Camulod. He told her things she didn’t know about the people of Lloegyr’s northern demesnes. She learned about the quirks of their language, their traditional foods, their love of music. He didn’t say so, but she knew he missed his home. Lancelin had been fostered by his lord and had grieved his death in battle as he might have grieved that of a father.
She asked him once, “Have you no wife, Sir Lancelin?”
He had answered obliquely. “I will never wed, Priestess. I have never met a man made happy by marrying.”
She didn’t answer, but she thought it was a curious thing for a highborn Lloegyrian to say.
Morgana listened more than she spoke, but she told Lancelin of having been taken from Camulod and delivered to the Isle of Apples as a very small girl, training for the Temple from that early age. When he asked her to tell him more, memories of her hours spent with the Blackbird made her heart ache so that she couldn’t bring herself to speak of them. Instead she described the life of an acolyte, the instruction of the priestesses, the solemn beauty of the Temple itself.
He asked her once about her vow of celibacy, and when she answered he gave her a narrow-eyed glance. “That is a vow I could never take.” His words made her stomach quiver.
She was aware that with each of their meetings, he stood a little closer. It was not dramatic, and it was not rushed, but she knew that his body was deliberately, if delicately, drawing nearer to hers.
She was stunned by the reaction in herself. One night, when the first chill of autumn hung in the air, he actually sat down next to her. Her heart leaped in her throat, choking her voice. She knew little of men, aside from her half brother. There was the Blackbird, of course, but he was nothing like other men. Such a gesture as Lancelin had made probably meant nothing. Or it meant something, but she didn’t know what it was. She told herself to put it out of her mind. To put Lancelin out of her mind.
She did try, but her usual discipline failed her.
Now, with the greatest care, she made the charm for him. It wouldn’t possess the power of Arthur’s, but it would make Lancelin a slippery target, hard to see, difficult to injure. It was all she could do.
When it was finished, she decided it would be best if she sent Braithe to deliver it rather than taking it herself, but she struggled to relinquish it, and very nearly called Braithe back so she could bestow it on him with her own hands. She resisted the urge, but it was not easy. As the morning of battle approached, she stood by her window gazing at the fading stars, trying to understand what was happening to her.



30
Braithe had to wake Bran in order to learn where Sir Lancelin’s bedchamber was. She hurried down the stairs, past the lesser hall, down the corridor where the kitchen maids slept. Bran had a small room of his own just behind the kitchen. The cooks were already at work, bread put to bake and porridge simmering in the great iron pots. The ovens warmed the corridor.
The steward opened his door and blinked sleepily at her. His sparse gray hair stood up every which way from his scalp. “Is something wrong, Braithe?”
“No,” she whispered. “But Priestess Morgana asked me to deliver something to Sir Lancelin, and I don’t know where his room is.”
“Ah. The same floor as the king’s and queen’s chambers. The far end of the corridor.” He yawned. “He may still be asleep.”
“I know. Thank you, Bran.” Braithe left the steward staring curiously after her, scratching at his hair with his fingers. She climbed the stairs as quietly as she could. The courtiers who had chambers in the tower were still sleeping, but the nickers of horses and creaking wheels sounded from the other side of the keep. The war band was assembling.
She was not surprised, when Lancelin’s lackey opened his door, that the knight was already fully dressed in the blue tunic and plain leggings favored by the king, ready for his armor. The lackey held the door for her, and she took one step inside the room, which was as plainly furnished as possible while still providing the necessities. Lancelin laid down the glove he had just picked up. “Braithe, isn’t it?” he said. “One of the priestesses?”
“Braithe, yes.” She gave a small bow. “I am Priestess Morgana’s handmaid.” She held out the charm. “She sends you this, upon request of the king.”
He came to take it from her. He was much taller than she, so that she had to tilt her head up to meet his gaze. His eyes were compelling, nearly black, shining with intelligence. Braithe felt the touch of his long fingers as he accepted the charm and was reminded of the way Morgana’s felt, cool and strong and sensitive.
“You are to wear it on this thong,” she said, unwinding it from her wrist. Having to wear Gwenvere’s elaborate wrapped gowns meant she had no pocket. She gave him the thong, and he deftly threaded it through the loop at the top of the silver amulet and tied it around his neck. “Beneath your tunic, sir,” Braithe added. “Against your heart.”
He nodded and dropped the charm inside his shirt. “Is that all there is to it?”
“Yes,” she said. “Priestess Morgana prepared the herbs herself and dedicated the charm to you. It is specially charged with the power of the Lady, our patroness.”
“What does it do?”
“I am to tell you that it’s a charm of deception. The intention is that it will be difficult for the enemy to perceive you accurately. They will think you are in one place, but you are in another. They will believe your sword comes from one side, but it comes from the opposite.”
He said with appreciation, “That seems useful.”
“We believe so.”
“I would like to thank her.”
“She is resting now. When you return, you can thank her in person.” She stepped back, away from him. “Safe home, Sir Lancelin.”
He placed his hand over his tunic, just where the charm showed its outline beneath the fabric. “Tell the priestess I dedicate the coming victory to her.”
“She will be glad of it.” Braithe bent her head again and left him.

The next days were anxious ones in Camulod. The knights who had been left to defend the castle were silent, tight-jawed. When Prince Mordred wasn’t gazing out through the barred gates watching for his brother’s return, he roamed the keep, restless and anxious. He refused to work with his tutor, but he badgered the armorer to give him a real sword to practice with. Everyone was tense with waiting, the cooks and laundresses, the men working in the abattoir, the farmers who brought produce in through the farmer’s gate. Word had spread of the swelling of the Saxon ranks and the atrocities they had already committed, but no one knew what was true and what was exaggeration.
Two bands of refugees had arrived within a day of the departure of Arthur and his knights. One was a group of eight women and a dozen children, sent by the men of their hamlet to safety while they stayed behind to protect their homes and livestock. The women were tired and their children hungry, but none were injured.
The other was a single family, cottars who worked a remote bit of land, who had been awakened in the night by a trio of Saxon invaders who had abandoned their leaders in search of easy takings. They had killed the head of the family and badly wounded the eldest son. The mother, a woman of fifty years, had taken up her husband’s ancient sword and driven it through the body of the one of the Saxons, only to have one of the others cut her down as if she mattered less than a fox or a rabbit. The survivors were hollow-eyed and silent, and so grimy it took three buckets of warm water to discover what was dirt and what was blood on all of them.
Morgana and Braithe did what they could, but the eldest son of the family, who had managed to bring them to Camulod and safety, died of his wounds hours after their arrival. As they worked to care for those who were left, Morgana swore under her breath, “By the hand of the Lady, I am tempted to break my faith and curse these Saxons.”
“I’ll do it,” Braithe said. “I hope the king and his knights slaughter them to the last man, every evil Saxon, and I will make an intention that it be so.”
“You will use no magic to that end,” Morgana said tersely.
Braithe glanced at the priestess’s grim face. “I have none to use.”
Morgana eyes flashed pure gold. “I believed that once, brat. I no longer do.”

Braithe sensed Morgana’s anxiety as the king’s absence, and that of his knights, lengthened, and she shared it. They were busy for a time with the refugees, but once Bran had settled those people in rooms beneath the inner curve of the wall, there was little to do but worry. Several times, when she could escape Gwenvere’s demands, Braithe found the priestess scattering the stones, peering into their patterns for answers. If she received any, she didn’t say.
Ten days passed, and all of Camulod grew uneasily quiet. One afternoon Braithe, sent to fetch a cup of cider for the queen, came upon Morgana alone in the kitchen. A vat of broth bubbled on the hob in the enormous fireplace, and Morgana crouched before it, her black robe falling in folds around her knees as she gazed into the steam.
Braithe said, “Priestess?” but Morgana threw up a hand for silence. Braithe stood where she was, her hands pressed together before her breast. She narrowed her eyes, wishing she could perceive what it was that Morgana saw in the billows of steam, but she saw only waves of moisture rising from the hot vat to dissipate against the timbered ceiling.
One of the kitchen maids appeared in the doorway, and a moment later, two more joined her. Braithe motioned to them to stay back. Wide-eyed, they obeyed, clustering in the corridor in respectful silence. For once, Braithe was glad they all believed her to be a priestess. It created the illusion of authority.
At last, when it seemed Morgana’s knees must begin to cramp, the priestess clapped her hands together and pushed herself to her feet. She saw the servants lined up in the corridor, waiting to come in, and she nodded to them. “Thank you,” she said gravely. “You will be glad to know that the king is on his way back to Camulod, and he is victorious.”
A maid, who Braithe thought had an attachment to one of the lackeys, burst out, “Is everyone safe?”
Morgana had started out of the kitchen, but in the corridor she paused before the maid, who blushed furiously under her regard. “I wish I could tell you that,” Morgana said. “I cannot see such details.”
The girl held Morgana’s gaze, but tears spilled down her plain face, and the woman next to her put an arm around her shoulders. “At least,” the girl said, in a voice on the point of breaking, “victory for the king.”
“Yes,” Morgana said. “We will know the details soon enough. Try not to worry.”
Braithe, forgetting Gwenvere’s cider, followed Morgana up the stairs. She was surprised when Morgana climbed past the level of her bedchamber and went on until she reached the door that led out onto the courtine. The priestess didn’t pause until she reached a bench that faced the mountains to the south, a place Braithe had not seen before. She settled herself and patted the spot next to her to invite Braithe to do the same.
Summer was fading, burnishing the hazel and alder leaves in the forest around the castle. Braithe, croft-born-and-bred, recognized the difference in the slant of the light, especially as evening began to close in. Everything took on a golden hue, the harbinger of autumn, beginning the slow farewell to sunny days and warm soil beneath the feet.
She wondered what her mother was doing now, or her brothers and sisters. It would be harvesttime, with hay to cut and pile in round stacks for the winter, wood to collect against the coming cold. They would be sunburned, hungry from their labors, exhausted at the end of each day. Did they have enough to eat? Did they ever think of her? By this time they could have forgotten there was ever another girl in the house.
Diffidently, should Morgana not care to speak of it, she asked, “What did you see in the steam?”
Morgana didn’t answer at first, and when she did, her voice was deep and soft and sad. “I saw the king, and the banner-bearer just behind him.” That was the sign of victory, Braithe knew. “Lancelin was there, and most of the knights.” She sighed. “There was a cart bearing the wounded, perhaps a dozen. And another laden with bodies.”
“Ours?”
“If they were Saxons, they would have left them where they fell.”
Braithe ventured to ask something she never had. “Are you sometimes sorry for having used your deep sight?”
“Sometimes. Not today.” Morgana shifted, folding her arms around her lean middle. “We will be ready. Graves already dug. Beds for the wounded.” She turned her head to Braithe. “I should speak to the queen, I suppose. Tell her there is good news, tell her what we need to do to prepare.”
“I can do that for you.”
Morgana nodded. “That would be best.”
“I’m not sure she cares, in truth,” Braithe said.
“Everyone cares about something,” Morgana answered.
Braithe pushed herself to her feet. “Some of us care too much,” she said, and flushed a little at the bitterness in her own voice.
“I know, brat. I am sorry.”
“I will go and tell her the news, Priestess.”
Morgana stood, too. “And I will start the preparations.”
Braithe took a few steps toward the door that led to the staircase, but she stopped and turned, her hurt and resentment too intense to resist. “I don’t understand her!” she cried. “Why should she be so unhappy? She has everything! She is beautiful, she is the queen, and she has—” She broke off, stopping herself before she could say it.
“She has Arthur,” Morgana finished for her.
Braithe’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “She has Arthur. Beautiful, kind, good King Arthur, who adores her. But none of it is enough.” Braithe gazed out at the mountains beginning to disappear in the dusk, and a sigh rose from deep in her chest. “If I had even one part of such good fortune… You can’t understand what it’s like, Priestess, to—to love someone you can never have.”
“Oh, brat,” Morgana said. “Perhaps I understand better than you think.”

When Braithe left to go to the queen with the news, Morgana sat on, watching the beauty of the white stars awakening in the black sky. She had almost told Braithe of her most shameful private thoughts. She caught herself just in time, but it was tempting to speak everything, as if Braithe were her equal. The truth was that there was no one who was her equal. Well, except the Blackbird, but it seemed he was lost to her. Occasionally she thought of climbing the stairs to his room to see if he would speak with her, but then she remembered what he had said, how angry he had been, how bleak and cold his eyes had looked. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t bear the thought that he might close his door in her face.
There was no one she could confide in. No one she could tell how her heart had leaped in her breast at the sight of the tallest knight, who could only be Lancelin, riding behind the king, well and whole.
Morgana had always been a creature of discipline. She disciplined her skills. She disciplined her behavior. She had always disciplined her thoughts, too, but that hadn’t been difficult. Somehow she had reached adulthood without having inappropriate or rebellious thoughts, except for minor moments of resistance against her staid teachers, or her slower-witted sister priestesses. The thoughts intruding on her mind now caught her by surprise. They shook her trust in her own character. She wished she had someone to advise her what it all meant. And what she should do about it.
She paced along the courtine, seeking respite in movement. She did not enjoy self-examination. She had never suffered any doubt about her role in life, or the strength of her devotion to it. She had always been proud—arrogant even, as the Blackbird had said—but she had never failed in her duty to the king, to the Temple, to the petitioners who sought her help. And yet now—
She spun about and began to pace back the way she had come, her breath whistling in her throat. The night had grown cold, and the fragrance of the first autumn fires burning in grates sifted up to where she walked. It was good that she had things to do, preparations to make, instructions to give in advance of the return of the war band. If she went to her chamber, lay in her bed, the thoughts she didn’t want to have would surge up. She would see his lean face, remember his dark eyes, sense the heat of his body near her own. She would dream of him, dream of what could never be, and she didn’t think she could bear it.
This, she understood now, was what Braithe felt. She had considered it to be her handmaid’s weakness, to feel so about a man.
Now it was her weakness, too, and Morgana found herself humbled in the face of it.
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The Blackbird had a lacquered blue bowl in his room that he kept full of water for the purpose of scrying. Despite the undeniable weakening of his deep sight over the years, when he looked into the shimmer of the water, he also saw Arthur and his band returning, the pennant of victory flying proudly above them.
He had seen something else, too, and that worried him. It had kept him wakeful all through the night.
The Blackbird had hardly set foot outside of his small chamber at the top of the western tower in weeks, but now he asked Marcus, the servingman who had been waiting upon him in his aerie, to find Braithe. She was usually at Gwenvere’s side, but he hoped she could visit him before the triumphant fighters returned. Marcus carried away his message and returned with word that Braithe would come to him as soon as she had assisted dressing the queen.
The Blackbird had never paid much attention to the way women looked. He was more or less indifferent to whether they were old, young, tall, short. He had always had trouble with the concept of feminine beauty, no doubt because of his lifelong habit of disinterest. He understood, in a vague way, that the priestess Morgana was a striking woman, especially since her long hair had turned silver, but it was not something he thought about.
He was startled, then, when Braithe arrived at his door, by her appearance. Her fair curls clung to her freckled cheeks, and her blue eyes were clear and wide. She was delightfully plump, and when she smiled a greeting, she flashed charming dimples. Morgana’s little handmaid had grown up while he had secluded himself.
Her manners matched. She bowed courteously and said, “Sir, I was glad to receive your request. It’s good to see you looking well.”
The Blackbird harrumphed and made some response, but he was pleased. It had not been planned that Morgana should have a handmaid, but this girl had been a good choice to assist the priestess, and she had acquired impressive poise. It was too bad the queen should take up so much of her time, but the Blackbird had reason to believe that would not continue for much longer. It was for this reason he had summoned her.
“Sit.” His voice was dry and thin in his own ears, and he supposed he should use it more often. He pointed at a stool beside his tiny table.
“Thank you, sir,” Braithe said, as if it had been a polite invitation.
The Blackbird slumped opposite her, gripping his staff. His chair had uneven legs and rocked beneath him when he settled into it. “I need your assistance, Braithe,” he said.
She tilted her head, assessing this. “Do you mean you wish me to ask the priestess to help with something?”
“No!” he said, with too much force. Braithe blinked, but she didn’t flinch. No doubt having to serve the fractious queen had taught her to hold her composure. Truly, she had become a polished young lady. He said, in a milder tone, “No. It is you I need in this case.”
“What can I do for you, sir?”
“You are no doubt aware that I occasionally scry,” he said.
“I am.” Her eyes were steady, and her hands relaxed in her lap. Usually his presence made people nervous, but nothing in her demeanor gave that away.
“I have seen something that alarms me,” he said.
Braithe’s brow furrowed suddenly, and the façade of her composure cracked, just a bit. “Not the king?”
“As it happens, no.” Her brow smoothed again. He supposed that, like Morgana, she felt that the safety of the true king mattered above all else. It was another admirable quality, and he felt a flicker of something like affection for the girl.
He pulled his staff against his shoulder, feeling the smoothness of the bogwood where his palm had rubbed it so many times. “I saw a—let us call it a conflict—between Priestess Morgana and Queen Gwenvere.”
“A conflict? An argument?”
“A physical conflict.”
Braithe’s brow furrowed again, but this time it was clear she was thinking what to say. The Blackbird said, “You can tell me anything, Braithe. I am more than discreet. I have withdrawn from the court for so long I now speak to almost no one but Marcus.”
Braithe put her fingers to her lips while she considered this. Finally, she said, “Yes, sir, I will confide in you. The thing—the problem—is that the queen is given to outbursts.”
“Temper?”
Braithe’s lips flattened into a sour line that did not become her, and she abandoned her careful manner. “Tantrums is a better word,” she said sharply. “She struck me. She throws things at her servants. It is said that in her own demesne she pushed a servant down the stairs and the woman never walked again.”
“I trust you have told the priestess these things?”
“Yes. The king asked me to be a companion to his new bride, and for his sake, I have done so, but my first loyalty is to Priestess Morgana. I mean—aside from the king himself, of course.”
“I see.” The Blackbird absently rubbed the already smooth spot on his staff. “I presume Arthur knows nothing of these things.”
“That’s correct, sir. He will hear nothing against her, and I have not tried to tell him. I know he would not listen.”
“A young man in love is oblivious to his beloved’s faults, I believe.”
“But she—the queen, I mean—does not love the king.” Braithe hesitated, averting her gaze for a moment, then faced him with eyes that glistened with anger. “Sir, she aborted his child!”
The Blackbird stiffened and thumped his staff against the floor. “This is true? Are you sure?”
“By the hand of the Lady, I swear it.”
The Blackbird pulled at his beard as he wondered how Arthur had come to make such a mistake in his bride. He supposed kingcraft did not encompass an understanding of women, but this was a grave fault. It worried him. He said, half to himself, “Some would call that treason.”
“Some would say that of a king who poisoned his son and heir, too, sir!”
Wearily, the Blackbird nodded. “They would. We walk among vipers, Braithe, we who deal with the highborn.”
“Will you tell me what you saw, sir? The conflict?”
“I will try. My scrying is not so clear as Morgana’s, and my deep sight has to fill in the confusing things. But I saw, or I believe I saw, Queen Gwenvere and Morgana on top of the courtine. Morgana stood still, in that imposing way she has, and the queen was screaming at her, then lunging at her. Now that you have told me what she’s capable of, I am even more alarmed.”
Braithe’s answer was drowned by the blaring of horns from the gatehouse.
“The king has returned,” the Blackbird said.
“I must go down,” Braithe said. “But tell me what you want me to do.”
“I fear it is unpleasant for you, but I need you to watch Queen Gwenvere, especially if she thinks she’s alone.”
“How—” Braithe lifted her small hands in confusion.
“I have prepared a charm for you,” the Blackbird said. “Of course you can refuse it. Many would. But I am concerned for the priestess’s safety, and she is as important to Lloegyr as is the king.”
Braithe stared at him in astonishment. “As the king?” she breathed.
“Indeed. Priestess Morgana is part of the Lady’s plan.”
“But what can I do? I am only a handmaid.”
“You are wise beyond your years, Braithe, and I think you have already sensed that there is some dark force at work here in Camulod.”
She bit her lip. “I do feel something, sir, but I couldn’t tell you its source.”
“Nor, to my shame, can I. But I know it’s there.”
“And you want me to wear a charm?”
“I have everything I need to make it.”
“But what sort of charm could it be, sir? I do not go into battle.”
The Blackbird gave a dry chuckle. “Oh, I think you do, little Braithe. I think you do.”

Braithe touched the amulet through the fabric of her gown. The Blackbird had explained to her that it would make her aware of the queen’s movements. “You will sense her,” he had said in his reedy voice. “If she rises in the night, you will know. If she is someplace you hadn’t expected her to be, you will feel it. If she follows Morgana, my hope is that you will sense the danger, and go after them.”
She had asked how such a charm could be created, but his explanation was too brief for her to really understand. Morgana was good about describing her process, but the Blackbird was impatient, terse, noting things like several hairs from the queen’s head, a scrap of fabric from one of her numerous gowns, one of her slippers. He didn’t say how he had acquired these things, but she guessed Marcus was his source. A servingman could go in and out of the various chambers and apartments without drawing attention.
The Blackbird had not spoken of the rift between himself and Priestess Morgana. And though Braithe had been blunt about what she knew and had witnessed, she had not found the courage to ask about it. When he urged her to tell no one about the charm and its purpose, she said, “Not even Priestess Morgana?” and he had shaken his head.
In the keep, the main gates were already open. Prince Mordred, grown tall and thin in the way of boys on the verge of manhood, stood with Queen Gwenvere at the head of a welcome party. Morgana was at one side of the crowd that had gathered, her basket propped on her hip. Braithe hurried to her side, but she watched Gwenvere, wondering. Would she feel her, even now?
She did not. The queen looked as beautiful as she usually did, wearing one of her elaborate gowns, with her intricate pale plaits shining in the midday sun. Mordred, beside her, stood straight and still, doing his best to look manly. Bran had organized the staff to take the wounded to the barracks, and they waited in solemn rows. Several burly men in black tunics stood to one side, waiting to deal with the dead. The sounds of funeral pyres being built already came from the forest clearing. Everyone in the keep was silent, eager to see the victors, dreading the discovery of which men had not survived the fighting.
Morgana whispered, “Where have you been?”
Braithe muttered something about helping Loria clean the queen’s apartment. It could have been an awkward moment, and Morgana would quickly detect any untruth, but the first horsemen clattered through the gates, forestalling any further talk.
The autumn afternoon had turned hot, as if in memory of the summer just past. Most of the returning warriors had pulled off their helmets, some even their armor. Perspiration ran down dirty faces. Many wore torn tunics, and some had soiled bandages wound around their arms or legs. Despite the pennants declaring their victory, they made a haggard troupe. Arthur rode at the head, but it was a ceremonial act. The moment they were within the gates, he dismounted and strode back to the cart carrying the wounded. Lancelin also slid down from his saddle and hastened to assist.
Braithe felt the tension around her as the women stood on tiptoe, searching among the knights and foot soldiers for their loved ones. Cries of relief mixed with repressed sobs. Morgana led Braithe through the crowd toward the east tower to await the wounded. Braithe averted her eyes from the cart where blankets crusted with blood and dirt covered the bodies of the dead.
She was just stepping out of the sun and into the shade of the barracks when she glanced back to see Arthur going to greet the queen at last, and to clasp Mordred’s thin shoulder. He was bareheaded except for his coronet. His hair hung in unwashed hanks to his shoulders, and his blue tunic was sweat-drenched and dirty. She thought he looked glorious. When Gwenvere threw her arms around his neck with an exaggerated cry of joy, Braithe gritted her teeth against a wave of disgust, then turned to follow Morgana into the barracks.
Braithe and Morgana labored long that day. At times Braithe had to run back to the priestess’s chamber to replenish her supplies. The maids stayed in the barracks to fetch water, wind bandages, hold the hands of men in pain.
Arthur, having washed and donned a fresh tunic and leggings, came to help. Braithe’s heart swelled with pride to see him stanching a freshly bleeding wound or standing shoulder to shoulder with Morgana as she worked to set a broken leg. He touched his men’s shoulders, held cups of water to their lips, brought them pillows and blankets. Once Braithe saw him carrying a chamber pot out toward the latrine, until one of the servingmen hurried to take it from him.
By nightfall, the wounded men were settled. Morgana muttered thanks to the Lady that no more had died. Braithe murmured the stanza:
Beyond the darkness, light.

Beneath the waters, earth.

After despair, hope.

Morgana said wearily, “Perhaps you should be a priestess after all, brat.”
Braithe shook her head. “No chair of the Nine would fit me, Priestess. I’m too small. In every way.”
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Morgana did not see Lancelin alone for some time after his return from the east. She was kept busy dispensing salves and syrups, preparing tinctures, foraging for herbs when they ran out. She worked until she nearly fell asleep on her feet, and had no chance to go to the bench on top of the courtine.
The task of dealing with the dead fell to Lancelin, as the king’s principal lieutenant. He spoke to bereaved families. He oversaw the compensation the king had set aside for those who lost husbands and sons and fathers. He stood by the pyres as the remains were burned, and saw to it that the ashes were buried in a place declared sacred, with the names of the dead fighters carved into a bronze plaque by the king’s scribes. He served as host for the somber observances afterward, reading the names of the casualties aloud while Bran served cider and ale and the traditional bitter bread made for such occasions.
Arthur joined Lancelin as the fires burned, but the queen did not. Braithe told Morgana that Gwenvere said the smell of burning bodies made her sick, so Morgana stood by her half brother’s side during the grim ceremony.
Braithe told her later that Gwenvere lost her temper at hearing that the witch-priestess had taken her place beside the pyre and had joined Arthur in offering condolences and coins to the bereaved. “I reminded her that she refused when the king asked her to be there,” Braithe said. “She threw a brush at me, and it flew right out the window and fell in the keep. Her face turned so red I thought her hair might catch fire.”
“I will speak to her,” Morgana said. “She is not to treat you that way.”
“You can try, Priestess, but I promise you, she listens to no one. And, I am sorry to say, most especially you.”
On the evening of the harvest celebration, Morgana found herself at last with a bit of free time. The king had thanked her for her work and urged her to rest. Braithe took a light supper with her in her chamber and retired to her own room, Arthur’s presence having freed her for the moment from her service to Gwenvere. Morgana, tired but restless, climbed the stairs to walk the top of the courtine.
It was a crisp, clear night, with a sliver of waxing moon and a thousand stars glittering over Camulod. To the north, Ilyn gleamed through the branches of trees that had already given up their leaves. To the south, between the gardens and the foothills, haymows dotted the fields, ghostly mounds against the yellow stubble left by the scythes. Morgana walked slowly, grateful for the fresh air, for the relative silence from the barracks, for the quiet energy of the slender moon overhead.
When the nightjar sang from the boughs of a holm oak growing outside the wall, she bent forward to catch sight of her. “Did you say something to me?” she asked softly.
The bird sang again.
Morgana answered, “Yes, little sister. The snows are coming.”
“You speak to the birds?”
She straightened abruptly and turned to see that Lancelin had come up beside her, his soft boots silent against the stones. “You have left the celebration,” she said.
“Come, sit with me,” he said, pointing to the bench. “And yes. I believe I’ve told you how much I dislike crowds.”
They sat together. He stretched out his legs, sighing, and gestured to the south, where the mountains were silhouetted against the stars. “What do you suppose it’s like beyond the hills? I have never seen the sea.”
Morgana had seen it only from above, when flying as an owl, but she couldn’t tell him that. “Once I had a petitioner from the mountains. She said the sea is endless, and always moving.”
“I would like to see it.”
“You could go, could you not?”
“No. My duty is here.” He didn’t sound unhappy about it.
She said, “Mine, too, for now at least.” She had kept a careful distance between them, but he was close enough for her to feel the warmth of his long body through the chill of the night air. “Tell me, Sir Lancelin. Was it terrible?”
“Yes.” He shifted his shoulders against the stone at his back. “The Saxons are a bloodthirsty people. They don’t hesitate to kill anyone in their path, and they are crude and gruesome in battle.”
“They say it was a great victory for Lloegyr.”
Lancelin lifted his lean face up into the starlight. “We left no Saxons alive to attack our people again, but victory came at a great price.”
“I honor your work with the dead and those they left behind,” Morgana. “I know what a painful task that is.”
“Assuring wives and mothers that their husbands and sons died heroically is small comfort,” he said. He added, his deep voice thickening, “Their pain is so deep I felt I could touch it with my hand.”
“I understand.”
He turned his body enough to look into her face. “Do you? How? I thought, a Temple life… it sounds peaceful.”
She looked up into the stars as she searched for the words she wanted. “At the Temple, supplicants bring me tragic accounts of death, illness, sometimes cruelty. I have learned to let their stories pass through me. I have discovered that if I take them into—into my spirit—I would not be able to do the work.”
“The charm you made for me—is that the sort of work you do there?”
“Your charm is unique, something new for me, but yes. It is what I am trained for.”
As they talked, she realized, they had moved closer together. She felt the hard muscle of his thigh against her own, and the sharpness of his elbow against her arm. Involuntarily, she shuddered, and he turned to her. “Are you cold?”
For one terrible, wonderful moment she thought he was going to put his arm around her. She said, “No. I am not cold.”
He searched her face with his dark gaze. “Morgana,” he began.
She averted her eyes, looking down at her hands, tightly linked in her lap. “You really should address me as Priestess, Sir Lancelin.”
“Is it not allowed for me to speak to you as a woman?”
“A priestess is not like other women.”
“You are certainly not like other women.” He put his long fingers over her tightly wound ones.
She didn’t pull her hands away. She said very softly, “I thought you did not care for women.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Did you not say you would never wed?”
“Ah.” His fingers tightened over hers. “But that is a different issue, Priestess.”
She looked up into his face, and her heart gave a twinge at what she was about to do. “I have no experience, sir, but I think I grasp your intention. And I must tell you that as much as you are committed to your freedom, I am committed to the Temple.”
“Your vow.” He released her hand, but he drew his fingers away slowly, leaving her nerves afire.
She swallowed. “Yes. My vow.”
“It seems a great sacrifice.”
“It is.”
“What purpose does it serve?”
“It is both an outward and an inward sign of devotion. Of singular focus.”
“And do all the priestesses observe it?”
Morgana shrugged. “Sir, there are no men on the Isle. Nor in the Temple. If I were there, as I was intended to be…”
“Ah. So your sacrifice is greater than that of any of the others.”
She looked back into the tapestry of stars above her head, seeking the cool calm they offered. “I am afraid, at this moment, that it is.”
He unfolded his long body from the seat and stood before her. Before he left, he took one of her hands and pressed his lips to her fingers. “And now, Priestess Morgana,” he said. “I share your sacrifice.”
He walked away, his long strides bearing him quickly out of her sight. She sat alone for a time, wishing he were still there, wondering what was happening to her. “If only I could go home,” she whispered into the night.
The nightjar answered her, softly, sweetly, from the branches of the holm oak.
She whispered, “Thank you, little sister, but no. Not yet.”
Until the king released her, she would have to stay. She would have to be strong enough to resist this great temptation.

As the golden weeks of autumn faded into the silvery days of winter, Gwenvere’s resentment of Morgana intensified. She persisted in calling her the witch-priestess, not only in private but in public rooms, at dinner, in the presence of courtiers and knights, often in Morgana’s hearing. It seemed the only person in Camulod who was not aware of how the queen felt about the priestess was the king himself. He seemed not to hear her when she said something offensive, nor to see her when she was rude.
“To be fair,” Morgana said to Braithe one evening as Braithe was brushing her hair, “Arthur is occupied from morning till night with the affairs of the kingdom. I doubt there is a village he has not visited, or a hamlet where he has not offered to send an ox or a cow when it is needed. Perhaps he has no time to worry about what his queen is doing.”
Braithe hesitated, the brush poised above Morgana’s head. “Priestess,” she began, then bit her lip.
“What is it?”
“The queen—you know I have no magic, but—”
“Come now, brat. I think you must stop saying that.”
“I just…” Braithe met Morgana’s gaze in the mirror. She lowered the brush and stood turning it over in her hands. “I have seen it again. Several times.”
Morgana turned to face her. “What have you seen?”
“It could be my imagination,” Braithe said.
“Have I not said you must trust your intuition?”
“Yes. More than once.”
“So. Tell me what you might have imagined.”
“I keep seeing another woman behind Gwenvere’s face. As I did that first day.”
Morgana tilted her head, listening.
Braithe went on. “An ugly woman. Dark and angry. But then I lose sight of her, and once again Gwenvere is—well, as you see her. Beautiful. Graceful.”
“I think if this happened once, Braithe, it could be imagination. But if it continues, it means something more.”
“And she makes people feel things they would not usually feel. Men, especially. I see it with the king, but I see it with other men, too.”
“What is it that you see?”
Braithe’s face flushed, and her voice dropped. “It is lust, Priestess. The king’s knights would not lust after the king’s bride. They are too proud, too loyal…” She pursed her lips, which made her look older than her years. “Yet they do. It’s not natural. She is not natural.”
Morgana turned back to face the mirror, thoughtfully touching the sigil at her breast. “This may be why I cannot see her when I scry. Something is in the way. I thought it was myself, my anger at her behavior…”
“What does it mean?”
Morgana shook her head. “I do not yet know. I must think.” Her gaze came up to meet Braithe’s once again in the mirror. “Take care, Braithe. Protect yourself.”
Braithe sighed and lifted the brush again. “It tires me, trying to understand. Hoping to protect the king from her when I have no power. And then—” She broke off, shaking her head.
“What?”
“Nothing, Priestess. It’s nothing.”
Morgana could see that it was not nothing, but it seemed best not to press her. This, too, Morgana thought, was an offense to lay at Gwenvere’s feet. Everything and everyone she touched seemed to suffer.
Braithe tied Morgana’s hair back with a black ribbon and went to collect her nightdress from its hook. When she turned, holding it out, she had resumed her normal cheerful expression. “Come now,” she said, in maternal fashion. “You need a good night’s sleep.”
“True. Arthur has noble visitors coming tomorrow, and he wants me with him as he meets with them.”
“He works hard.”
“Tirelessly.”
Braithe said, “It’s just as the stanza tells us.” She recited:
Kingship is not power, but duty.

A crown is not an honor, but a charge.

To rule is to serve.

Morgana nodded recognition. Braithe held out the nightdress, then suddenly paused, one hand on her breastbone.
“Is something the matter?” Morgana was on her feet, already slipping out of her robe.
“I—I forgot something I need to do. I’ll be back as soon as I can!” Braithe laid the nightdress over the chair, then tripped quickly to the door and out, closing it firmly behind her.
Morgana stood with her robe dangling from her hand, staring after her handmaid. This had happened several times before, and each time Braithe made up some vague excuse, Braithe who was so open and honest. It worried her.
Morgana hung up her robe and sigil and dropped her nightdress over her head. It was tempting to pour out the stones, to see what had called her handmaid away, but she passed the table without touching the cup. She loved Braithe too well to scry just to satisfy her curiosity. Surely, when Braithe was ready to tell her, she would.
She pulled her curtain against the wintry air seeping through her window and went to bed, but she lay awake for a long time, wondering again about Gwenvere. Should a queen not feel the same sense of duty as a king? Clearly this queen did not.
She twisted and turned beneath her blanket, irritated by the sense of strange forces moving beneath the surface of castle life.
And what darkness lurked above, in the Blackbird’s tiny chamber? How long could he keep his silence?

Braithe was not happy about keeping her secret from Priestess Morgana. She sometimes wished she had refused the Blackbird’s request. She should have told him that if he wanted to keep track of the queen, he could wear the charm himself!
Of course, he couldn’t do that. She was the only one who could reasonably follow Gwenvere when she left her chamber. She did not disagree with the Blackbird that there was danger there, but she wasn’t sure there was anything she could do about it.
Except watch. And that she did, whenever the charm trembled against her skin, growing warmer and warmer by the moment until she hurried to see where Gwenvere had gone, to discover what she was doing.
Her habit, since receiving this strange commission from the Blackbird, was to meet the queen emerging from her chamber. “Oh, my lady! One of the maids said you sent for me.”
“What?” Gwenvere would say. “What maid? I am only stepping out for some air.”
“Ah. What a good idea. Shall I accompany you?”
It was the only way she knew to do as she had been asked. She could feel Gwenvere’s resentment at her interference. Heat emanated from her slender body, not the warmth of affection or friendship but of anger. Still, the queen could hardly refuse, as she so often had demanded that Braithe be at her side all through the day and into the night.
On this night, Braithe was too late for subterfuge. She was just emerging from the stairwell when Gwenvere disappeared down the corridor toward the other chambers on her level of the tower. Aside from the queen’s own apartment, there were only three of them. One was where the king slept. Its door was firmly closed, and no light showed in the cracks around it. The second was the king’s council chamber, where the door stood open, but with no lamp or candle shining within.
The third, as Braithe had learned when she carried his charm to him, belonged to Sir Lancelin.
Braithe stepped into the open door of the council chamber to hide herself. She leaned out of the doorway just far enough that she could see Gwenvere, Arthur’s queen, open the door to Lancelin’s bedchamber and sidle in.

The Blackbird opened his door immediately, so quickly Braithe knew he had not been sleeping. He was bareheaded, and strands of his unbound gray hair fell down his chest to mingle with the long tresses of his beard, so she couldn’t see where some ended and others began. He was leaning on his staff, and she tried to recall if she had ever seen him without it. She had not.
“Braithe,” he croaked. He stepped aside to let her enter. His chamber was dimly lit by a thick candle, and the cold night air swept in through his uncurtained window, making the flame dance and tremble. “Something has happened?”
“Something, yes,” Braithe said. She pulled the door closed behind her and stood with her arms wrapped around herself against the icy breeze. “I have done what you asked, sir. But tonight—”
“Is Morgana all right?”
“Morgana, yes! I left her in her bedchamber. Then my charm summoned me, and I ran down the stairs. I was just in time to see the queen going into Sir Lancelin’s bedchamber.”
The Blackbird stiffened, and his hooded eyelids lifted to show the flash in his black eyes. “Lancelin!” he exclaimed. “Are you sure you were not mistaken?”
“I was not mistaken. I delivered something to him weeks ago, and Bran told me where his room is.”
“But I—” The old man scowled as he turned abruptly and moved to the table where the candle flame shivered in the cold.
Braithe recognized the cup of stones resting on the table. It matched the one Morgana kept, although this cup was far older, the rim of leather worn shiny by years of handling. She stepped close to watch as the Blackbird scattered the stones across the little table, then bent over them to read the pattern.
He stared down at the stones for a long time. “I am a fool,” he said under his breath.
Braithe had no idea what to say to that. It might be true. The years had perhaps caught up with the Blackbird. Perhaps it wasn’t possible to attain such a great age without some weakening of faculties.
“I knew she was a violent woman,” the Blackbird muttered. “But this—I should have guessed.”
“And the stones are telling you?”
“I will show you,” he said. She moved closer, and he pointed with his gnarled forefinger at the whorls and swoops the stones made. “These twists and turns show a woman of uncertain temperament, even of undue influence, if you will.” His finger moved. “This little pile, where the stones bump against each other, is the tangle of her feelings, anger and jealousy and fear of something, I don’t know what. Her emotions are like a thicket of brambles, where she can’t find her way out. And here…” His finger moved again, trembling with his own emotion over the stones. “Here is what I should have seen, the moment I laid these old eyes on her.”
Braithe peered at the curling stream of shining black and white, like a constellation of stars in a moonless sky. Somehow, the configuration of the stones meant something to her. It wasn’t a vision, but a perception. An insight. A conviction.
She said, “Something evil has tainted her spirit. She will never care for anyone or anything except herself. She has not the capability.”
The Blackbird turned his head slowly toward her, his black eyes narrowed. “I was told you had no magic.”
She met his gaze with a steady one of her own. “So was I, sir. So was I.”
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As winter closed its icy fingers around Camulod, the grip of war eased. It was too cold for the Saxons to go raiding, setting Arthur free to turn his attention to domestic matters. He asked Morgana’s assistance in his council chamber as he judged disputes and settled complaints. She was better at detecting a lie than any of his bailiffs. He would sit with his elbow on the arm of his chair and his chin in his hand, listening to the arguments, then turn to her, eyebrows lifted, awaiting her opinion. Often she merely shook her head, or nodded. Sometimes she murmured a word of advice.
The cottars and tradesmen who brought their troubles before the king would gaze at her, wide-eyed with wonder at speaking before one of the Nine.
Morgana sat on Arthur’s left at the great circular table. On his right, where she could see him without turning her head, was Sir Lancelin, Arthur’s second-in-command, his most trusted lieutenant. Morgana felt a quiver deep in her body at watching Lancelin’s dark face or listening to his deep voice rendering an opinion. It was too cold now for them to sit on the bench on the courtine, but here, in the council chamber, they were so close they could have touched hands.
On Midwinter Eve, Braithe convinced Morgana to attend dinner in the great hall. It was a glittering affair, women wearing torcs of bronze or gold over their brightest gowns, their hair twisted high and studded with jewels. The men wore new tunics and fine high boots, with wide leather belts and shining silver buckles. Braithe looked enchanting in one of Gwenvere’s cast-off gowns. It was the green of new leaves, of spring grass, and Braithe’s fair curls were brilliant in contrast.
Gwenvere herself wore the simplest of white gowns, with a silver torc and a jeweled brooch at her shoulder. She had made Braithe braid and rebraid her pale hair until it attained just the sleek shape she wanted to support her slender gold crown. She looked as if she were carved of ice, glistening and cold.
Morgana’s seat was at the high table with the king and queen, Sir Lancelin, and several other highborn knights and their ladies. She sat with her hands in her lap, conscious of the severity of her black robe, the simplicity of her hair, tied in a heavy knot behind her nape. It was odd for her even to be aware of her appearance, and it embarrassed her. She fixed her gaze on Braithe, at one of the lower tables, and wished she could sit with her.
Gwenvere made sparkling conversation with the people near her, engaging Lancelin in particular. Arthur leaned back in his big chair, looking tired but content. Morgana, too, reclined in her chair, watching people smile and laugh and enjoy the feast. No one spoke to her, but she was glad of it. She had no light conversation to offer. She ate a little of each course, sipped sparingly at the goblet of wine before her, and wondered how long she must stay before she could escape without giving offense.
Toward the end of the dinner, Lancelin caught her eye and nodded somberly, as if he understood. Morgana lifted one eyebrow, and she thought he might almost smile, but Gwenvere laid her slim hand on his sleeve, distracting him. Morgana turned her head away.

As Morgana prepared for bed that night, the full moon hung high and small in a starry sky, framed by her window. She felt restive and cross, and wished she had resisted Braithe’s urging to attend the dinner. The sounds of laughter and music still rose from the great hall, grating on her nerves like pebbles against her bare skin. Instead of getting into bed, as she had intended, she went to her table and spread out the tools of divination.
She would not scry for herself. That was dangerous. It would, as the Blackbird had taught her on a foggy day long ago, open her to things better left to the passage of time. She remembered that day with her usual clarity: the mist rolling in from the lake, the sounds of the acolytes chanting in the Temple, even the scent of soup simmering in the kitchens, a pungent fragrance that pierced the grayness. The Blackbird had given her a clear warning. She had not forgotten, but something burned in her breast, some need or urge or compulsion. She wanted to quell it, but it wouldn’t subside.
She hesitated, looking over her tools. There was something she needed to know, some bit of information calling to her, nibbling at the edges of her mind. She couldn’t scry for herself, but perhaps—surely she could scry for Lancelin. Could that do any harm? She could do it to protect him. Or to advise him. If she saw herself in her vision, that would be incidental, not deliberate. And not prophetic, about which the Blackbird had been specific.
She crumbled dry rowan leaves into the flat pottery saucer, then dipped a spill into the candle flame. She let the leaves burn until the tiny flame died, leaving nothing but ash. She pulled the saucer close to her and moved the candle next to it, then stirred the still-warm ashes with her long forefinger. They rose up in a little cloud, and against it she saw Lancelin.
The room—it must be his bedchamber—lay in darkness, except for a narrow slash of moonlight cutting across the floor. His back was to her, his hair falling loose on his neck, his bare shoulders gleaming in the dimness. He had something in his hand, a tunic or a nightshirt, and as she watched, her fingers to her lips, he tossed it aside and turned toward his bed.
There was someone there. Someone with pale skin, slender limbs, a spill of fair hair. Morgana’s breath came quickly, painfully, and then, as if someone had shut a door, the vision was gone.
In its place stood the Blackbird, staring at her from the ash cloud. He did not look angry, as he had the last time she saw him. He looked sad. His eyes were so hooded by his wrinkled lids she could barely see them, and his mouth drooped beneath his gray mustache. Gently, as if to remonstrate but not scold, he gave one small shake of his head before the ash cloud dissipated.
Morgana’s throat ached with regret. She wished she had the remainder of the wine she had left in her goblet at dinner. She stumbled to her bed, awash in misery, and lay down without pulling back the coverlet. The Blackbird had been right. How he had managed to interrupt her scrying, to insert himself into it, she didn’t know, but it had been the proper thing to do. She knew better than to scry for personal reasons, just as she knew better than to scry for herself. It had been selfish and reckless, and it had hurt her just as he’d warned it could.
She rolled onto her side and buried her face in her pillow. She wished she could go up the stairs to the Blackbird, beg his forgiveness, promise she would not do it again. Tell him she didn’t fully understand why she had done it.
Obviously, he had been following her activities. He had scried for her. He must know her shameful secret.
In a fog of confusion, she refused to let herself think of who had been in Lancelin’s bed. It was none of her affair. It could only cause her pain, and she told herself she must be grateful to the Blackbird for interceding. She pulled the pillow away from her face and lay watching the moon climb in the sky until it passed toward the west, out of her sight, leaving nothing but the lonely stars to comfort her.

When Morgana finally fell asleep, it was as if she had fallen into a trance. She slept hard, and she dreamed.
In her dream, she was the one on Lancelin’s bed. Her body looked nothing like that of the woman she had seen, her legs much longer, her hair silver-white. Just the same, in her dream it was she who lay on his bed, waiting for him, yearning for him, discarding all her commitments to the Temple, to her principles, to her duty. She reached for him, ready to throw away years of discipline.
With a shock, as if she had been struck, she opened her eyes.
She was not in bed. She was standing in a corridor, not on the level of her own chamber, but the one of the council chamber, of the royal apartments. Of Lancelin’s room. She felt the cold stone beneath her feet, and a draught of night air brought gooseflesh to her bare arms. Her unbraided hair tumbled around her shoulders. She couldn’t think what she was doing. Her mind was a cloud of confusion, as if she had swallowed some potion not of her own making.
In a daze, she put her hand to the latch of Lancelin’s bedchamber. The compulsion that had driven her to scry for Lancelin had renewed, throbbing in her veins, driving her in a way she had never before experienced. She didn’t recall leaving her bed, making her way down the stairs, stumbling along the corridor to Lancelin’s chamber. Was she sleepwalking? She didn’t know. She knew only that she had to open that door, had to find him, had to satisfy the hunger that had overtaken her body. Her craving was stronger than any of her other senses.
Her breaths came swift and shallow. Her body trembled with wanting. With need. She pulled on the latch, and it gave beneath her hand. She put her palm on the heavy door to push.
Before it could open, a firm, small hand grasped her wrist with surprising strength and tore her hand away. Morgana gasped, shocked out of her dream state into full awareness of where she was.
In an urgent whisper, Braithe cried, “Priestess!”
Morgana blinked and looked down at her handmaid. “B-Braithe?”
Braithe tugged at her, and hardly knowing she did it, Morgana stumbled after. Braithe didn’t speak again until they had reached the turning of the corridor and started up the staircase. Morgana said, a little foolishly, “What are you doing here?”
Braithe gave a mirthless chuckle. “What am I doing, Priestess?” She pulled Morgana up to the tread she stood on and wrapped her arm around Morgana’s waist. They climbed side by side as Morgana blinked in confusion. She said, “What?” and then, “I don’t know what happened.”
“I can see that,” Braithe said. “Let me get you into bed, and we will talk.”
“But Braithe… Lancelin…”
“I know,” Braithe said soothingly. “I know. Come. Let us get out of this stairwell.”
In moments, guided by Braithe’s firm arm, Morgana found herself back in her dim bedchamber. Beyond her window the dawn light was rising. She began to shiver in her flimsy nightdress. Braithe was fully dressed, even shrouded by a heavy cloak. She made Morgana get into bed and pulled the blankets over her.
Morgana rubbed her face with her cold fingers, struggling to comprehend. What had come over her? What had she been doing?
All she knew for certain was that Braithe had saved her from a terrible mistake. She dropped her hands and gazed at her handmaid with eyes that burned with fatigue. “Do you know what happened? Was I in a trance? Under a spell?”
“Possibly,” Braithe said gently.
“Surely there is no one who could magick me! No one has the power!”
“I don’t know the answer to that, Priestess, but don’t worry. I will sit here while you sleep. When you wake, perhaps things will be clear.”
Morgana moaned, “I feel as if nothing will ever be clear again.”
Braithe patted her shoulder through the blankets. “Sleep now. I will watch. We can talk in the morning.”
“But—” Morgana began. A wave of drowsiness swept over her, as irresistible as the impulse that had driven her down the stairs. “But, Braithe. What were you doing there?” She was asleep before she heard the answer.

Braithe sat beside Morgana’s bed as the last stars vanished and the fragile dawn crept up the eastern horizon. She was tired, but not sleepy. The shock of seeing Morgana about to go into Lancelin’s bedchamber—where Braithe knew Gwenvere already was—still made her sick with horror. She racked her brain as she kept her watch, trying to understand what had happened.
Morgana was the most disciplined person Braithe had ever known, and the most dedicated to her work. Surely she had not intended to go to Lancelin’s bed! Not that he would have refused her, if he had been alone. Who could refuse her?
But she was untouchable. All the priestesses were, but none were as beautiful, as elegant, as desirable as Priestess Morgana. Lancelin was already betraying his king with the king’s own wife. He would surely not balk at taking a priestess if she offered herself.
And what was Braithe to tell Morgana in the morning about her own presence in that corridor? She had promised the Blackbird not to reveal their secret, but she could not see that she had any choice.
By the hand of the Lady, she thought, secrets were like weapons, and the longer they were kept, the sharper they became.
Morgana groaned in her sleep, and her limbs twitched restlessly. Braithe put a hand on her shoulder and shushed her as she might a child. Morgana whimpered but settled down again and slept. Braithe brushed back the silver strands of hair that tangled around the priestess’s face and neck, then smoothed the covers that had been creased in her restlessness. When she saw that Morgana had returned to a deep sleep, Braithe rose from her chair and went to the table.
The divining stones were still as Morgana had left them the night before. Braithe bent to look at their pattern, but they told her nothing she didn’t already know. She sighed and picked up the leather cup to restore them to it.
“Don’t,” Morgana said hoarsely from the bed.
Braithe started, dropping the cup. She turned to see that Morgana was awake, sitting up in bed with one of her pillows clutched in her arms. The priestess said, “Did you read the stones?”
“Priestess,” Braithe said. “You know I can’t—”
“No, I suppose not.” Morgana tossed aside the pillow, pushed back the blankets, and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Braithe hastened to fetch her dressing gown and helped her to put it on. Morgana walked unsteadily to the table and bent over the scattered stones, leaning on her hands as if unsure of her balance. Still in the hoarse voice of early waking, she said, “They showed me Sir Lancelin with a woman. And I—I don’t know what happened. I slept, and dreamed, and when I woke I was about to go into his room.”
“You were not yourself.”
“I am still not myself.” Morgana rubbed at her temples. “Do you know who was with him? With Lancelin?”
Braithe hesitated, warring with herself, knowing she was about to break her promise to the Blackbird. Finally, with a burst of anger that she should have been put in this position, she blurted, “I do know. It was the worst possible person.”
Morgana turned her head to look over her shoulder. Her eyes glinted gold in the rising light, looking very catlike in the faint rays of sunshine slanting through the window. “Gwenvere,” she whispered. “It was Gwenvere.”
“Yes.”
“And Lancelin—he has betrayed the king.”
“Yes.”
Morgana scattered the stones with her fingers, then scooped them into their cup. She set the cup down with a thump. Bitterly, she said, “He is not the man I thought he was.”
“Gwenvere has a strange power, Priestess. She may call you witch, but I vow, if there is a witch in Camulod, it is she. I would not be surprised if she put a curse on you. I feel certain Sir Lancelin is bewitched. And, of course, the king.”
“How do you know all this, Braithe?”
Braithe decided she was done keeping the secret. Morgana was the one person in the world she hated to deceive. What could the Blackbird do to her, in any case? These were things Morgana should know.
And so, pouring it all out in detail, she told her.
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Morgana let several days pass while she pondered the betrayal of Arthur by the queen he adored, berated herself for her own weakness for the treacherous Lancelin, whom Arthur also loved, and puzzled over the odd fear the Blackbird had expressed, that Gwenvere was in some way a danger to Morgana herself.
She thought hard about Braithe’s accusation that Gwenvere was herself a witch. She thought about the Blackbird and took comfort in knowing he worried about her. Cared about her still, despite his conviction that she had made a great error.
She let the days pass while she strove to recover her usual poise. She made herself a tincture of vervain and blackberry leaves. If she had been magicked, the tincture should help her purify and restore herself. The idea troubled her, though. No one on the Isle was strong enough to magick her, even if they had wanted to. It seemed impossible there would be someone at Camulod who could do it.
She resisted the urge to seek out the Blackbird, telling herself he would come to her when he was ready. She tried to persuade Braithe to stay away from Gwenvere, but Braithe had taken the Blackbird’s mission to heart. She always wore the charm he had given her, and Morgana knew she often left her bed in the night to follow the queen.
She made Braithe a different charm, a simple one of protection, the kind she had so often created at the Temple. She made her promise to keep it in her pocket, to guard her from Gwenvere’s worst inclinations.
Through it all she wondered endlessly about Gwenvere herself, about her bursts of violent temper and the apparent enchantments she wielded so easily. The need to do something about the queen burned in her, but she didn’t know what it might be.
The winter snows began that week, spatters of flakes at first, and a thin glaze of ice spreading near Ilyn’s shore. Soon the snow fell in earnest, muffling the sounds of horses’ hooves and chickens’ cackles, blanketing the keep in crystalline white that sparkled in competition with the glittering of the courtine. Snow drifted in streamers of white like bride’s ribbons around the towers. The layer of ice on the lake expanded, and only the most intrepid boatmen braved the crossing.
Morgana would have liked to stroll the courtine, wrapped in the cloak of thick fox fur Arthur had given her. She loved watching tattered sheets of snow soften the landscape and frost the tree branches. On the Isle she had often gone out to walk in it, smiling at the dark winter birds flitting across the cold whiteness. She would stop to brush snow from the tops of plants in the herb garden. She would breathe the icy air, letting it refresh her mind and soothe her spirit. Her nose and cheeks grew cold, but the solitude and silence of such winter forays had been worth the discomfort.
Now she resisted indulging herself for fear of meeting Lancelin. She considered the greater part of the blame to fall on Gwenvere, who was after all betraying her husband. But Lancelin had betrayed Arthur’s trust as well, and she couldn’t bear to face him. Had it not been for her own weakness, her own shame, she would have challenged him on his faithlessness, but she had stained her own honor in the most disgraceful and humbling fashion. She had forfeited the right to reproach him.
In the end, she decided the only thing she could do was confront Gwenvere herself.

She chose a night when Braithe’s charm warned her that Gwenvere was leaving her chamber. Braithe, who had been brushing her hair before helping her to bed, tossed down the brush and turned for the door.
“No,” Morgana said. “Stay here in my room, brat. It is my turn.”
Braithe hesitated in the doorway. “But, Priestess, the Blackbird—”
“I remember his warning. I will take care.”
Morgana took up her fox fur cloak and swirled it around her shoulders as she hurried out and down the stairs to the level of the royal apartments. She was just in time to see the queen coming out of her bedchamber.
Gwenvere was alone, her hair loose around her shoulders, her voluminous white nightdress flowing to the floor, a diaphanous dressing gown over it. She had passed the turning of the corridor that led to Lancelin’s room when Morgana, long legs carrying her faster than Gwenvere’s shorter ones, caught her up. Gwenvere had not reached Lancelin’s door when Morgana’s long fingers gripped her slender wrist.
The moment she touched the queen and felt the unnatural heat emanating from her body, she knew. Braithe’s instinct had been right. Her own anxiety had been well-placed, and with the surge of fury that filled her, she broke through the constraints Gwenvere had managed to place on her, constraints no one in the world should have been able to enforce.
Gwenvere tried to tear her wrist free, but Morgana’s hand was strong. “What—” Gwenvere gasped.
“You are not going in there, my lady,” Morgana said in a low voice. Her own blood ran hot, with both anger and relief, because now she understood.
“How dare you!” Gwenvere cried in a fierce whisper. “Release me!”
“I cannot stand by while you betray my half brother,” Morgana said.
“What? How dare you accuse me—”
“Really?” Morgana ungently pulled her away from the door. “Am I imagining you were about to enter the bedchamber of a man not your husband, at nearly midnight?”
“You know nothing!”
“On the contrary, I know almost everything.” Morgana twisted her hand, forcing Gwenvere to stumble backward down the corridor.
“Witch!” Gwenvere grunted, her delicate features crumpling at the pain in her wrist. “No one will believe anything you say!”
Morgana dragged the queen toward the stairwell, jerking her upright when she tripped on the hem of her nightdress. “I am one of the Nine,” Morgana said. “People believe everything I say, because they know I do not lie.” She made Gwenvere start up the steps. “In fact, I cannot lie, for some reason. I am the exact opposite of yourself.”
Gwenvere pulled back, trying again to free herself, and nearly fell down the stairs. Only Morgana’s relentless grip held her upright. “Where are you taking me?” Gwenvere panted.
“To my bedchamber, where we can talk.”
“No!”
“No?” Morgana tugged her up to the next landing, and then on, up the next set of steps. “Very well. We will go up to the courtine. We will disturb no one there.”
“I won’t go, witch! I’ll scream for the guards!”
Morgana tightened her grip. “Will you? And admit you were roaming the tower in search of a different bed?”
“You have no right—”
“But I do.” Morgana yanked her on, higher and higher. She was sure she was bruising Gwenvere’s pale skin, but she didn’t care. The queen’s breath came in whimpers at the unaccustomed exertion as she was forced either to climb or be dragged. Morgana said, “My life’s work is to protect the true king, my lady, and that is what I intend to do. That gives me the right.”
They reached the door that led out to the top of the courtine. Morgana turned the latch with her free hand and thrust Gwenvere out into the snowy night. She followed, taking care to shut the door behind her.
The queen immediately began to shiver in her light garments. “I’ll freeze!” she whined. “Is that your intent?” Gwenvere demanded, her teeth already chattering. “That I should die of the cold?”
“Oh, no,” Morgana said. “Not that. Here, take my cloak. It was a gift to me from your husband. You remember him? The king you have made cuckold?”
Gwenvere seized the cloak with greedy hands and wrapped herself in it. Morgana’s black robe was not particularly warm, but she burned within and hardly felt the cold. A sudden abrasive wind whipped the hem of her robe and slashed at the heavy folds of the fur Gwenvere now wore.
Gwenvere had to shout above the noise of the wind. “What do you want, witch?”
Morgana’s deep voice cut through the wind’s racket. “I want you to leave Camulod, my lady. I know you now. You are a woman without conscience or honor or sense of duty, and I want you gone before you destroy the king’s reign.”
Gwenvere’s lip curled, almost a snarl. She leaned closer, shoving her small face toward Morgana’s. Morgana didn’t move, but she felt a grudging admiration for the smaller woman’s courage. She surely had some idea of what one of the Nine could do.
“Listen to me, witch-priestess!” Gwenvere cried. The wind whipped her hair around her face and tangled it around her slender neck. “Listen! I am queen here, and I take no orders from any witch!”
Morgana’s own lip curled with anger and with certainty. Her fury drove the wind higher and louder, but her voice cut through it as easily as a knife cuts soft cheese. “You will take an order from me, Gwenvere!” She folded her arms, pressing the sharp edges of her sigil against her body. “You will tell the king you have made a mistake, that you cannot be his queen. You will leave Camulod, go back to your father, or find another husband. It matters not to me what you do, so long as you set Arthur free!”
Gwenvere staggered before a great gust and grabbed hold of the inner parapet to keep from falling. She was all but blinded by her hair, and the fur cloak rose and fell around her, beating against her legs. She shrieked, “I will not! You believe I have no power, but you mistake me!” She gripped the icy edge of the parapet, slick with snow. “You think you know everything, but you don’t!”
Morgana stiffened her legs against the buffeting of the wind. It howled around the tower, tearing at the pennants, battering the walls and windows with torrents of icy snowflakes that rattled like bits of gravel. Fury rose within her, threatening to erupt. Her sigil vibrated against her body, singing with power, hot with anger at the offenses of this woman. The greatest temptation of Morgana’s life hung before her.
She had only to make the gesture, to open her palm and stretch out her fingers. The parapet Gwenvere clung to would crumble, the stones carried off by the wind, leaving nothing but empty space between Gwenvere of Camulod and the frozen ground far below. Morgana’s fingers twitched in readiness. Her own hair, so heavy and bright, fluttered about her, uniquely hers, a sign of her strength and her magic.
But she hesitated. Did she want this on her conscience? Could she bear this weight on her spirit forever?
She stared at Gwenvere’s distorted features through the slash of snowflakes and the shimmer of her own hair, and thought not.

Braithe waited in Morgana’s chamber, thinking the priestess would bring Gwenvere there to confront her, but as the minutes crept past and they didn’t come, she began to worry. She knew what Gwenvere was capable of. She knew how she could strike without warning, without hesitation, without thought or control. Too fearful to wait, Braithe seized one of the priestess’s cloaks and threw it around her shoulders.
She had just opened the door when she heard the unmistakable bang of the door high above her, the door that led to the top of the courtine. She paused, listening for voices, for whispers, for shouts, but all she could hear was the rising howl of the wind. She bent her head, searching within herself for direction. A moment later she dashed up the stairs, one flight, two, three, until she reached the door leading outside.
The door was thick and heavy. Now, with the wind battering it, it was almost impossible to open. Braithe pushed, and cursed, and pushed again. She felt a compulsion to hurry, to get out, to be present to what was happening. As a last resort she cried, “By the hand of the Lady, door, I command you to open!” She shoved again, and it swung wide.
Braithe nearly fell out into the storm. Only the force of the wind kept her upright. She saw them immediately, just steps away. Morgana stood like a windblown statue, her black robe swirling around her knees, her silver hair blending with the driving snowflakes. Gwenvere, swathed in Morgana’s fox fur cloak, huddled by the parapet, gripping it with both hands, her face distorted and grotesque. There was no trace of the beautiful queen in that face. Looking at her was like looking into the maw of a wolf.
Braithe’s heart clenched with a sudden terror. She left the door standing open as she moved toward them, clinging to the wall against the pressure of the tearing wind.
She knew they couldn’t hear her. She needed to be closer. She struggled along the parapet, desperate to call out, to warn Gwenvere off. She had just drawn breath when the queen, abruptly releasing her hold on the parapet, leaped forward.
Gwenvere struck Morgana with both hands and her head, deliberately and violently. She threw all her weight into her attack, and though she was a slight woman, her momentum drove her into Morgana’s body.
Morgana’s eyes widened, and her hands flew up, but she was too late. She stumbled backward. Her knees caught the edge of the parapet, and her long body swayed for an instant, out of balance, and then she fell. Braithe screamed her name into the fury of the wind. Gwenvere twisted to face her when she heard it and shouted an inaudible curse.
From Morgana there was nothing.
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Sobbing Morgana’s name, Braithe clung to the outer parapet and peered over. The wind had subsided almost instantly, which frightened her further. The storm had undoubtedly been Morgana’s doing, and now that she…
The snow fell more gently in the sudden, terrifying silence, drifting flakes instead of the ones that had thundered against the windows of the tower. Braithe bent far over the parapet, though the height made her head spin. She peered into the snow-spattered darkness, her heart thudding so hard she could barely hear anything but its desperate pounding.
Behind her, Gwenvere began screaming. It wasn’t her fault! The priestess had slipped! The storm had caused her to fall!
Braithe was distantly aware of the queen’s tirade, but she didn’t care what she was saying and didn’t respond. She was searching for some sign of Morgana.
The thing she spotted first was the priestess’s black robe. It floated slowly toward the ground, its folds spread wide like the wings of a great bird. It was outlined by snowflakes, and more flakes gathered on its surface as it drifted this way and that on the dying wind, settling at last just beneath the wall.
Braithe cried, “Morgana! Where are you?”
In another moment she had her answer. A silver-gray dove spread her wings against the snowy backdrop, tilting right, then left, graceful and deliberate. She rose above the edge of the wall, high enough for her obsidian gaze to meet Braithe’s, and then she made a lazy half circle and flew off toward the forest.
Braithe’s tears were freezing on her cheeks, and her throat ached from calling for Morgana, but she hugged herself, shuddering with relief. Morgana would be safe. Gwenvere could not reach her. No one would know how she had escaped, or where she had gone. Even she, Braithe, would not know where she came to earth.
A cold claw of a hand gripped her elbow and pulled her back from the parapet. “Say nothing!” Gwenvere shrilled. “You will say nothing, or I will—I will have you banished!”
When Braithe pulled her arm free, she felt the queen’s sharp nails scratch her skin. She would have liked to slap Gwenvere’s hand—or her face—but she restrained herself. “There will be no need. I will no longer live in Camulod while you remain!”
“Arthur will order you!” Gwenvere snapped. She hugged the fur cloak around her. “Who do you think you are? I am your queen, and you will—”
“You are not my queen.” Braithe spoke through gritted teeth. “And if you don’t get out of my way, I will go to the king and tell him you are a traitoress.”
“You won’t!” But Gwenvere stepped to one side. Her cheeks were an unbecoming red, and her wind-tousled hair hung in ugly tangles around her shoulders. “I know you won’t, Braithe,” she said, her tone suddenly moderating, confiding. “I will pay you. I will see to it you have everything you want. Here, take this cloak!” She pulled off the fur and held it out.
Braithe made no move to take it. “Your husband gave that to his half sister as a gift. Would you like to explain to him why you have it? And tell him what has become of Priestess Morgana?”
“I told you, she slipped.” The hot flush of Gwenvere’s cheeks receded all at once, and her eyes flooded with convincing tears. “This is terrible, Braithe!” Her voice rose to the naive, childish tone she had perfected, and two perfectly natural-looking tears slid down her now-white face. She put out her hand, the fingers shaking. “Oh, Braithe, don’t you think we should go down, look for her? Maybe there’s a chance—”
Braithe spat in her face.

When Braithe stepped back through the door into the tower, leaving Gwenvere in shocked silence, she found the Blackbird waiting on the landing.
“What’s happened?” he croaked. “I saw it again, Gwenvere attacking Morgana. Were you not watching?”
Braithe hurried to him and put her hand under his arm. “Come, sir,” she said in an undertone. “We must talk, but not here. She’s coming.”
“Who?” He looked past her, and she felt anxiety shiver through his flesh into her hand. “Is it Morgana?”
“No,” she said. “Gwenvere.”
They had descended only two steps when Gwenvere burst through the door. She stood on the landing, gripping the fur cloak in front of her as if for protection. She had recovered her voice. “Braithe, wait! Wait!”
The Blackbird twisted his neck to look up the stairs at her, but Braithe urged him on, down the single flight of stairs to his own small chamber. She opened that door and ungently pushed him inside. Gwenvere called, “I need to speak with—” But she didn’t get to finish her thought. Braithe cast her a glance full of loathing before she slammed the door so hard it rocked on its hinges.
The Blackbird’s room was in nearly complete darkness. One small candle flickered wanly on his table, barely illuminating the stones he had cast. A shallow bowl of water rested nearby, trembling now with the force of the door.
“You were scrying?” Braithe pulled a stool close to the table for him and held his arm while he lowered himself onto it.
“I was.” His ancient voice cracked. “Were you there? Did you see?”
“I did, sir.” Braithe pulled a second stool up and sat down. She leaned forward. “I must break faith with the priestess to tell you what has happened, but be assured she is safe.”
“Perhaps my vision was wrong. I am not so strong as I was.”
“Your vision was correct, sir.” Braithe felt bold with him, even maternal. She laid her smooth, small hand on his much-wrinkled one. “You will scry again. Look for a dove with wings the color of this silver clasp on my dress. No bird should be flying in this snowstorm, but this one did. You must see where it landed.”
“A—a dove?” The Blackbird clutched his staff close to him, as if it had answers. “Why do you tell me this, Braithe? Why should I seek a dove at this moment? Does it—”
She released his hand and sat back. She watched his hooded eyes widen as he realized, and his spine straighten as it did in moments of great stress. He drew a rasping breath and released it with a great sigh of resignation. “A dove,” he said.
“Yes, sir. A dove.”
“Priestess Morgana took the shape of a dove.”
“She did.”
“She has done this before.”
“Yes, but I couldn’t tell you.” It was Braithe’s turn to draw a deep breath and release it. “She swore me to secrecy, sir, but now—I must break my promise to her.”
“You have seen her change her shape.” Oddly, the Blackbird seemed neither surprised nor upset by the revelation.
“I have. Not into the shape of a dove, but an owl. A cat. A—a person.”
“Ah.” The Blackbird slumped again and rubbed one tired hand over his face. “You are right, Braithe. I must discover where she has descended.”
“There is no time to waste,” Braithe said. “She will be naked, and it’s cold.”
“Naked, yes. I knew. But in all that happened afterward, I forgot.”
Braithe said, “I must collect her robe from where it fell before someone else finds it.”
“Go and do that now, Braithe. But beware Gwenvere! She is more powerful than such a woman should be, and more dangerous.”

The residents of the castle were all asleep except for the early-rising bakers. Braithe had no trouble slipping down the stairs and out to where she believed Morgana’s robe and sigil would lie. She had just rounded the curve of the tower and was making her way along the outer wall when she saw Gwenvere.
The queen, wrapped once again in the fox fur cloak, carried an oil lamp that shone yellow through the drifting snow. Blinded by its light, she didn’t see Braithe as she bent forward, searching the ground. Braithe knew in an instant she was searching for Morgana’s body, no doubt to drag it into the woods. She would not care whether Morgana still lived or not. She would only care that her crime was not discovered.
Braithe found the robe by stepping on it. It was already coated with snow, almost invisible on the snowy earth. The precious sigil was tangled in its folds, as was Morgana’s shift, and her boots lay askew beneath it. Silently, Braithe gathered all of it in her arms, then backed away, around the curve of the tower, going inside once more.
She climbed back up to the Blackbird’s aerie and plopped the whole pile onto his narrow bed. He was bent over the bowl of water, peering into its surface, stirring it with one gnarled finger and gazing into it again as the ripples faded. He didn’t look up.
“Do you see her?” she asked softly.
“I do. Just give me a— There, I think she is descending. There’s so much snow! I worry for her.”
Braithe crept up behind him and stretched her neck to look over his shoulder. The water trembled under the Blackbird’s finger, then gradually smoothed. She sensed he was holding his breath, and realized she was, too. Of course, she couldn’t see anything. She watched the shivering surface of the water just the same, longing for even a glimpse of the dove, to know Morgana was safe.
The Blackbird extended his hand, palm down, over the bowl. The gesture reminded Braithe of the day Morgana had assisted the boy Arthur to draw the great sword of prophecy from the stone. When he drew his hand back, she drew a sharp breath and clamped her hand over her lips.
She saw. The water was smooth as glass, reflective as a mirror, and she saw the dove darting and diving through the falling snow. In the background, she could just make out the outlines of trees, of a little beach, a fragment of the lake.
The Blackbird said, “I see her!”
Braithe said, softly, wonderingly, “I do, too.”
In other circumstances, she might have wept with elation. She had scried! Of course, it was with the Blackbird’s help, but just the same—she had actually scried!
But there was no time to savor this moment. Morgana would be out there, somewhere, exposed to the cold, exhausted and ill as she always was after changing her shape. “We must go, sir,” Braithe said. “Now.”
“Of course,” he said, twisting stiffly about to look at her. “But where?”
“I know that beach,” Braithe said. “It’s her favorite spot on the Isle. She has gone home. We must get to her before she freezes to death.”

Laden with Morgana’s things and wrapped in the warmest cloaks they had, the Blackbird and Braithe stepped out into the keep and approached the farmer’s gate. There was one sleepy guard there, who leaped to his feet to open the gate when he recognized the Blackbird. They hurried through, with Braithe casting glances over her shoulder in case Gwenvere spotted them. She didn’t see her. She supposed she had given up searching for Morgana’s remains and crept back to her own chamber to worry over what the morning would reveal.
A single rowboat, its hull filled with snow, lay still at the dock. There was no boatman at this hour or in this weather, but Braithe climbed in without hesitation and began scooping the snow away from the oars. The Blackbird, with some difficulty, lowered himself to the forward bench. “Can you row, Braithe? In this weather?”
“I don’t know, sir,” she said, already shipping the oars and bracing her feet. “But I will try.” She remembered the last time she had rowed a boat, how awkward and helpless she had felt, until an unseen hand propelled her. She muttered, “Lady, come again, I pray you. And hurry! Our need is pressing.”
A stanza came to her mind, as clearly as if someone had whispered it in her ear. She had never heard it before.
Size is not strength, nor is desire power.

Intent is the key to the workings of the world.

There was no time to contemplate the meaning of the stanza. She felt the surge of the little boat as her plea was answered. She lifted the oars and dipped them in the icy water, but it was not her strength that drove the boat swiftly out into the lake. It was the Lady’s doing. She felt the Blackbird’s intense gaze on her, but she didn’t look up. She concentrated on their swift passage through the falling snow and refused to believe it was impossible for them to arrive in time.

Morgana the dove knew, as she winged her way across Ilyn through the whirl of snowflakes, that it was too cold for a human being to survive for very long. Her dove’s body was warm, the avian blood tingling in her veins, the feathers fluffed to hold in the heat, but human skin had no such protection. When she landed on the little beach where she had so often gone for solitude, she found it covered in a thick coat of snow. The ice crystals clung to her claws as she waddled awkwardly up the beach.
She found a shrub with branches that drooped to the ground and waded between them to huddle near the trunk, where the snow hadn’t reached. She was exhausted, nearly out of strength, but she clung to her shape. Would Braithe come? Her handmaid had surely recognized her in that moment of her flying away from Camulod, but how could she know where she had come to earth? Even if she guessed, could she cross Ilyn in this snowstorm and find her here before she could hold her shape no longer?
There were no answers, and Morgana gave up wondering. She settled onto the leaf-strewn ground and concentrated on remaining a bird for as long as she was able. She would have liked to shift again, into a fox or a wolf, something warmer, but she was too tired. Changing her shape in midair as she had been forced to do had sapped her energy.
She tried not to think about time passing. When day broke over the snowy world, its light magnified by the carpet of snow, it brought no warmth. In some part of her dove’s mind, she longed to have flown to warmer climes for the winter. She was so very tired and beginning to feel weak and sick. She didn’t dare fall asleep. She might involuntarily resume her human shape, and there was no space in her tiny covert for her larger self.
She crouched where she was for as long as she dared. When she began to feel her claws becoming toes, she knew she would have to leave her little haven and take her chances in the snow. The idea of appearing at the Temple in this condition horrified her. The accusation of being fae would tarnish her reputation forever. It could be that death would be preferable.
She wiggled her way through the tangled branches, out into the cold sun that made the blanket of snow brilliant with dazzling light. Snow-tipped branches sparkled as if they were jeweled. Had she been warm inside her fox fur cloak, the sight would have delighted her.
She crouched low as the reversion began. Toes, fingers, legs, knees, arms all reappeared. She began to shiver immediately as she found herself kneeling in the snow, her bare skin reddening, her fingers and toes beginning to tingle dangerously. She wrapped her arms around her knees as tightly as she could, but her strength was nearly at an end. Indeed, she was almost tempted to give in to the cold, to the lassitude creeping over her, the drowsiness it offered.
Then she remembered.
Gwenvere.
She could not die here, now. She would not give Gwenvere the satisfaction. If she had to walk into the Temple completely naked, if she had to bear the label fae, so be it. But she would not die.
Stiffly, she clambered to her feet. Her silver hair fell over her breast, but it brought little warmth. Her body prickled, and her feet felt numb, but she turned toward the path through the trees, to face whatever opprobrium awaited her.
When she heard her handmaid’s call, she could have wept with relief.
“Priestess! Morgana, are you there?”
Morgana turned back toward the water, making her clumsy way across the hard pebbles on feet numb with cold.
The boat was just rounding the little outcrop of rock that sheltered the beach. Morgana blinked against the glare of the light and saw two people in the boat. Braithe had to be one of them, and the other…
Could that be the Blackbird? Relief and gratitude brought Morgana to her knees, where she waited, shivering and sick, for her rescue to arrive.
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During her long recuperation from her flight from Camulod, Morgana saw no one but Braithe. Niamh came to her door every day, bringing food or a cup of broth in her own hands, but she was not admitted. Others came with worried faces, remembering the last time the priestess had been so ill, when everyone in the Temple thought she might die. Morgana asked Braithe to reassure them that she was not as sick as all that, but still not feeling up to speaking to anyone. She asked once if the Blackbird had come, but Braithe shook her head, hard-eyed, pinch-lipped.
Morgana made no comment on his absence. She barely stirred from her bed for three days, sleeping, waking to eat, sometimes simply lying still and pondering what had happened. She couldn’t seem to get warm enough, even when perspiration dripped from her temples and her hands and feet seemed to burn. The cold was in her bones, in her heart and her belly, as if her hours huddled in the snow had frozen something in the very center of her.
Once, as she lay staring blankly at her window, Braithe came to sit beside her bed. She sat quietly for a moment, and Morgana felt her gaze on her. Braithe said at last, “Do you want to talk about it?”
Morgana turned her head to savor the sight of her pretty handmaid’s bright curls, her round cheeks. “Perhaps,” she said. “It is such a strange thing to try to comprehend.” Her gaze slipped back to the window, where the sky was a cold, hard blue. “She tried to kill me. She meant it to happen.”
“She did.”
“Had I been someone else, someone different, my body would be lying broken beneath the courtine.”
“Yes.”
“How can such a woman remain queen of Lloegyr?” Morgana still watched the unfeeling sky, and had the odd sense that the answer should be there somewhere.
“I don’t know.”
Morgana turned her eyes back to Braithe. “Do you understand what she is?”
Braithe met her gaze directly and spoke with grave deliberation. “I think so, Priestess. I think Gwenvere is a changeling.”
Morgana gave a tiny nod. “Changeling,” she agreed, and breathed a long sigh. “I should have seen it. Should have known. I cannot imagine why I did not.”
“I think I know that, too, Priestess.”
“Tell me, then, brat.”
“She magicked you. And Arthur. And Lancelin, even the Blackbird.”
“But not you?”
“I doubt she thought I was important enough to bother with.”
Morgana tried not to sigh again, but she couldn’t help it. She had escaped Gwenvere’s reach, but Arthur had not, nor was Lloegyr safe from the changeling queen. “I wish I knew what to do.”
“You still need rest, Priestess. Perhaps your mind will be clear when you feel like yourself.”
Morgana nodded. “Wise as always, little Braithe. My surprising brat.”
Braithe didn’t blush at the compliment as she used to do. She looked, in fact, as solemn as Morgana felt. They sat on together in silence, letting the problem hang in the air between them, unresolved.

On the fourth day Morgana woke to a sun-filled sky glittering off what remained of the snow. She sat up and pushed off the excessive blankets. Braithe was still there, as she had been from the beginning. Seeing Morgana rouse she exclaimed, “You’re feeling better!”
Morgana smiled, warmed even more by affection for her. “I am, brat. Thank you for staying by me.” Braithe brought her a cup of hot cider, and she drank it straight down. “And now,” she announced, “I am getting out of this bed.”
Braithe helped her to wash and dress, and plaited her hair, in her joy insisting on an elaborate pattern that created a shining fall of silver from her temples and crown.
Morgana stepped out into the corridor of the residence and wandered into the deserted Temple. She paused at the stone, resting still in the center, a silent reminder of the past. She touched it with her fingers and bowed her head for a moment, remembering. Arthur had needed her help on that day. He needed it again now, but would he allow her to offer it? She doubted he would believe the truth about his queen, and the effort might break the trust between herself and her half brother. That, she feared, would break her heart.
She left the Temple and strolled down the slope toward the herb garden. The sun had melted most of the snow, leaving only scraps of white under the bushes and in the holm oak’s shade. There were hints of spring in the furled buds and shy new leaves here and there. She savored the smell of lavender, though its spears were still winter gray. The thyme needed tilling, but she would leave that to Niamh. Despite her worries for Arthur, and for Camulod, it nourished her to be home once again. It made her stronger to feel the Isle’s soil beneath her feet, and it calmed her spirit to hear the subtle wash of the waves against the beach.
It was a much simpler place than the castle. The conflicts here were straightforward: girls competing with each other, priestesses wrangling over this or that obscure principle, a procession of supplicants who brought their problems to the Isle and departed soon after. She looked up into the cloud of mistletoe clinging to the bare branches of the holm oak. She was just thinking that some of it should be harvested soon when she heard his voice.
She made herself turn at a deliberate pace to hide her eagerness. It was indeed he. Her heart lifted, and her spirit swelled within her, filling her body and brain until they felt as if they would burst. She did not know why he had not come sooner, but she trusted that now she would understand, and the relief of that made her eyes sting.
The Blackbird hobbled down the slope toward her, his overlong robe catching on the stones here and there. He pointed up to the mistletoe and said, as if they had only parted that morning instead of years before, “Most powerful herb in the garden.”

The Blackbird took his time getting to the point of their long-delayed meeting. It was good to speak with Morgana again, and he was in no hurry to rush their congenial sharing of memories. He looked into her dark eyes, more gold than brown after what she had endured. He admired the deep timbre of her voice, the line of her jaw, the upward tilt of her eyelids. He thought her silver hair flattered her strong features, although she would not appreciate him saying so.
He felt something hard and tight in his chest loosen, just from being near her once again. She was the daughter he had never had—could never have had—and he had missed her more than he admitted to himself.
When he felt the growing chill in the wintry air as the sun slid down its path west of the Isle, he said, “Priestess Morgana, you’ve been ill, and it’s getting cold. I have something to tell you, but it’s a complicated tale and I don’t want you shivering while I do.”
She cast him a sidelong glance. “You are going to tell me, sir? At last?”
“I have spent these past days deciding how to do it,” he said. “Although how you knew I had something to tell you…”
She spread her long-fingered hands. “I often know things I should not. I have never had an explanation.”
“Priestess,” he began, then had to stop to clear his throat. “Morgana. My story will undoubtedly help.”
“Come then,” she said, putting her hand on his arm in an unusual gesture for her. “Let us go up into the residence. We will be more comfortable there.”

They settled into their customary seats in the inner chamber. Dafne appeared the moment they sat down, bearing a tray of hot cider and fresh biscuits. Morgana pressed a pottery cup of cider into the Blackbird’s cold hands and took one for herself, cradling its warmth between her palms.
The Blackbird sipped the fragrant brew and sighed with enjoyment. “No one makes cider as sweet as this. I think the acolytes must pour their hearts into the process.”
“As you say,” Morgana said. She drank, too, then set her cup down. “I have been waiting for you to speak to me for such a long time, sir. Are you no longer angry?”
“Holding on to anger is pointless,” he said, in a voice so low he might have been addressing himself. “What’s done is done.” He glanced up at her from beneath his hooded lids. “You did what you thought best for Lloegyr.”
Morgana didn’t answer, but the knot of hurt and resentment deep in her heart, tied hard in the years just past, began to release.
“I have spent these past years trying to convince myself that it was not my fault that Uther died before his time. But—” He paused, and Morgana had to twist her fingers together to hold her patience. “But I cannot escape culpability. I should have spoken sooner. I misjudged the moment.”
Morgana released her fingers. “Sir. Hear me, please. You also did what you thought was best for Lloegyr.”
At this, the Blackbird nodded, but it was almost a tremor of his head waggling upon his wattled neck. “Perhaps. Perhaps. It is safe to say, Priestess, that we both meant well. These decisions weigh on those who must make them, do they not?”
“Yes,” she said, and stopped. She didn’t want to distract him. She was still waiting to hear his tale—the tale she had thought he might never tell.
“Yes.” He drained the cup of cider and took a biscuit from the tray, though he didn’t taste it. He turned it in his fingers, as if its honey-glazed surface could tell him something. He coughed again and laid the biscuit aside. “I must tell you the story of your birth, Morgana.”
She nearly dropped her own cup. “What? My what?”
“Your birth.”
Her hands began to shake, and she set her cup down so as not to drop it. “But I— My mother—”
“It is not what you think.” He took off his hat and laid the disreputable thing on the floor at his feet. He rubbed his hands through his straggling gray locks as if to ease a headache. “Please do not blame me for keeping this secret. I swore to it when I first saw you, and it has been a hard thing to decide to break my promise.” He fell silent, staring past her as if someone were there looking back.
Impatience made Morgana prompt him. “Sir—”
He sighed and reflexively combed his beard with his fingers. “It is difficult to speak of these things, Morgana. I have held them close for so very long. It has become the habit of a lifetime.”
Morgana leaned toward him. “It is time to lay down that burden, sir. Tell me, and if there are decisions to be made, perhaps we can make them together.”
His beard twitched in what she had always believed passed for a smile. “Thank you, Priestess.”
“I am just Morgana to you, sir. You are the closest thing I have ever had to a family, since you led me away from my mother’s knee.”
The Blackbird said, on a long sigh, “She was not your mother, Morgana.”
She stared at him, sure she must not have heard properly. “What?”
“Ygraine was your foster mother.”
“What?” Morgana repeated. “My foster mother? But then who was my father?”
“I have never known who your father was.”
“Then who— By the hand of the Lady, sir, pray tell me who my mother was!”
The look he gave her was so full of sorrow, of regret, that her heart clenched, and she pressed a hand to her chest. “Morgana,” he said. “You are the daughter of the Lady herself.”
She stared at him, her eyelids stretched so wide they burned. “No. Sir, that cannot be.”
“It is true.” The Blackbird’s voice grew soft. “I am aware that this is a shock.”
“But why did I not know this? I believed I was the daughter of a queen. A daughter she rejected, but still—”
“You are still the daughter of a queen, Morgana. The Lady was a queen among her own people. In her own country.”
Morgana wrapped her arms around herself to stop her shaking. She feared she knew what he meant, but she had to know for certain, to fully grasp the truth. “The Lady—the—the Lady was fae,” she faltered.
“Yes. She was a queen of the fae. She came to offer her service to Lloegyr, but after a time—a very, very long time—she grew weary of the world and returned home to fae country.” In a near whisper, he added, “I met her there, years ago, but I never thought I’d see her again, after I left. She came to me just once, with you in her arms, before she disappeared beneath the lake. That is why, when we divined your calling to the priestesshood, the stones told us you were water-born.”
“But—that would mean—” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. It had been the insult thrown at her by jealous acolytes, girls who barely understood what the word meant. Fae. She really was fae. She was not a human woman with unusually strong gifts. She was faerie. It was yet another thing—it was the greatest thing—to make her different. To set her apart. A wave of loneliness and sorrow gripped her, and it made her voice hoarse. “She did not want me.”
“She did want you,” the Blackbird said. “She wanted you more than you can imagine. She would not have borne you otherwise. But her great plan, her grand design, was for you to take her place. To do the work she no longer had the strength to do.”
“They say she still dwells beneath the lake.”
The Blackbird lifted one palm. “I think her spirit does. She no longer wanted her body.”
“Why—why abandon me?”
“She was the wisest creature I have ever known. She wanted you to be fostered at Camulod, where the true king would be born. She foresaw everything, except…”
Morgana tried to focus on what the Blackbird was telling her, but her mind spun away from the trickle of words, losing itself in the awful realization. Fae. She was fae. How could that be? Why had she never known?
“Do you understand?” he said.
“What? Understand what?”
“What the Lady did not foresee.”
“I—I can’t—” She put her hands over her eyes.
“You need time to take it in.”
She dropped her hands and gazed bleakly at his lined face, at the resignation in his black eyes. “To take it in? Sir, I am not certain I even believe it.”
“You will, once you accept it.”
“But—am I fully fae? Or was my father human, and I—I am hybrid, half-caste, neither one nor the other?”
“The Lady never spoke of who fathered you, Morgana. I wondered myself if you would be fully faerie. Knowing that you shapeshift at will answers that question. I have always believed your mother chose your father in fae country, and now I know I was right. It was the way she did things. Nothing in her actions was ever accidental.”
Morgana let her gaze wander over the divination tools on the table, brush across the high-backed, magically carved chairs, linger on the one that belonged to her. She asked dully, hardly caring, “And what was it that the Lady—my mother—did not foresee?”
“That even her most devoted servant might make a mistake that would undo everything.”
“And what was that?”
“I should have told you the truth about your birth long ago. She felt it should be kept secret, that you would allow me to guide you, that you would be ruled by the compulsion to protect the true king.”
“All of that happened.”
“Except for Uther’s flawed charm.”
“Would you have allowed him to betray Lloegyr?”
“I believe his knights would not have allowed it.”
“You do realize that I could not count on that, sir,” Morgana said bitterly, fresh resentment tightening her throat.
“I do now. I was afraid, Morgana, and that made me angry.”
“Are you still afraid?”
“Very.”
“And angry?”
“No. No longer angry. I am sorry I hurt you. I am trying to set things right.”
“Tell me why the Lady, if she is truly my mother, did not raise me herself.”
“Because she thought you could not learn from her how best to serve the people of Lloegyr. She didn’t want you raised among the fae, because they are unpredictable and capricious, often cruel. She was the last of a great line of the fae who treasured wisdom and service and imagined great things for both their world and that of humans, but in the latter days, few ordinary fae put store in honor and loyalty. They hated your mother because she banished them from Lloegyr for their offenses against the people she loved. They would not heed her warnings, and they have not forgotten.”
“Still…”
“Your mother wanted you brought up among the Lloegyrians, in the Temple she had built. It was a great sacrifice for her, her final sacrifice, indeed, but she was right. You learned very well. You have earned the honor in which they hold you.”
“They call me fae out of their envy.”
“Envy, yes, and ignorance. But they need not know the truth.” He reached into one of the capacious pockets of his robe and took out a small object. He held it out on his palm. It was slender and short, barely as long as one of Morgana’s fingers, and carved with tiny leaves and flowers. “Your mother wanted you to have this.”
Morgana looked at it curiously. “What is it?”
“It is a wand. It has certain powers of its own, mostly to enhance the ones the holder already has, but it is a symbol.”
“Of what?”
“Of your authority. Your status.”
“My status as…?”
“As her heir.”
“And if I choose not to be her heir? If I just want to—just want to be me?”
“That is a hard question,” he said bleakly. “And the answer is not mine to give.”
Morgana pushed herself to her feet. She needed to walk, to think. To decide.
“Are you fully recovered, Priestess Morgana?” the Blackbird asked.
“Yes, sir. I am.”
“And what will you do now?”
“I do not know.” She stood looking down at him, a crumpled old man leaning on his staff as if it was all that kept him from falling over. “One thing has not changed,” she said, her voice deep and steady now. “I am still committed to protecting the true king. His queen is a danger to him, and to all of Lloegyr. I think she came here as a destroyer, and I must do all I can to convince him of that.”
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The cold winds of winter warmed, bit by bit, transforming into spring zephyrs laden with the scents of blossom and the nesting calls of birds. Braithe busied herself restoring Morgana’s neglected apartment to its proper order, cleaning her robes, washing her nightdresses and shifts. She oiled the priestess’s sandals against the day she would put aside her boots.
She stayed as close to Morgana as she could, but the priestess usually left her apartment when dawn had barely broken over the Isle, its light not yet strong enough to pierce the mists that drifted in from Ilyn. Usually, Braithe was not yet awake. She knew the priestess was walking, going miles and miles around the Isle, sometimes along the beaches, often through the woods, following the paths the deer had worn through the brush. Morgana had always turned to the earth for her comfort, and often, when Braithe finally found her, she would be conferring with some creature of the forest: a sparrow or a moth, or the old fox with its silver muzzle and scarlet tail. Braithe took care not to disturb these conversations.
She knew Morgana and the Blackbird had spoken. She didn’t know what had been said, but she supposed Morgana’s walks, and her silence, were her way of dealing with whatever he had told her.
Braithe had her own worry, although she knew it couldn’t be as important as whatever was weighing on Morgana. She had become, somehow, the barrier between Niamh and Morgana.
The elder priestess brought her complaints about Morgana to Braithe. “Where is she?” she often demanded to know. “When will she come back to the anteroom and work with petitioners?”
Braithe understood her frustration, although she suspected it was more about the absence of the tribute Morgana brought in than the time spent in the Temple. “Priestess Morgana is eager to see the supplicants, but I believe the Blackbird needs her just now.”
“For what?” Niamh snapped. “Does he not think the Temple needs her, too?”
Braithe answered as mildly as she could. “I couldn’t say, Priestess. Perhaps you could ask him?”
Niamh scowled. “Priestess Morgana has been back on the Isle for weeks. What could possibly take so long to accomplish?”
Again, Braithe replied, “I don’t know. Neither of them has told me anything.”
“A very poor response,” Niamh growled. “And no help to any of us.”
There was nothing Braithe could say except “I’m sorry. Shall I tell Priestess Morgana you’ve been looking for her?”
“Don’t bother,” Niamh said sourly. “Morgana will always do exactly as she pleases.”
Braithe could not deny the truth of that. And it was true there was nothing she could do about any of it except wait for the priestess to confide in her.
That moment finally arrived just before the spring festival. The acolytes were busy festooning the Temple with garlands of greenery studded with flowers, their high, laughing voices tumbling out into the bright spring air. The refectory smelled of honey and toasted chestnuts as the cooks prepared sweet cakes and spiced cider, traditional fare for the celebration.
Morgana, returning from one of her hours-long rambles, strode past all this activity without seeming to notice it. She beckoned to Braithe. “I would like to speak with you,” she said. “If you are not otherwise occupied.”
Since Braithe was always available to the priestess for whatever she needed, this seemed unusually grave. Her heart fluttered as she nodded and left the flowers she was arranging to follow Morgana to her apartment. All the doors and windows in the residence stood open to the fresh air, but after they had gone in, Morgana closed her door and went to stand by the window. The happy sounds of festival preparation wafted past her, but she seemed to be bracing herself against something evil. Braithe sat on a stool, her hands in her lap, waiting.
Facing out into the sunny afternoon, Morgana said, “The Blackbird told me something shocking, Braithe.”
“Can you tell me, Priestess?”
Morgana turned to her, one hand on her sigil, the other on the windowsill. “The Blackbird says I am fae, brat. That I was not born to Ygraine. She was my foster mother, and the one who gave birth to me—my true mother—was fae.”
Braithe stared at her, stunned by the revelation. All the old tales came rushing back, making her head spin as she thought of the evil things the fae had done, the grief they had caused, the mischief that her mother had worked so hard to prevent. But this was Morgana! This was her idol, her mentor, her teacher. Morgana had never done anything evil in her life.
Morgana said, in a dull voice, “You are shocked, also. I have trouble believing it myself.”
Braithe shook her head, unable to think what to say.
“If you wish to leave me, Braithe, to give up being my handmaid, I will not blame you.”
That startled Braithe into speech. “Morgana, no!” She barely realized she had not used the priestess’s title. “Oh, no, I would never—I could not—”
“Surely you do not wish to serve one of the fae.”
The pain in Morgana’s voice, the misery in her eyes, was more than Braithe could bear. She jumped to her feet and crossed the room to look directly up into Morgana’s face. The priestess’s eyes had gone completely gold, a sign of the emotions simmering within her. Braithe’s voice trembled as she spoke with as much intensity as she could muster. “Listen to me. Being fae must not be the curse they say it is.”
“But the fae deceive. They lie. They steal animals and kidnap children. They—”
Braithe put up a hand. “Priestess, stop!” Morgana blinked at the unusual command. Braithe twisted her hands as she sought the words that would express the strength of her feelings. Finally, she said, “We know that some have done those things. It must be that—that the fae are like people, good and bad, strong and weak, wise and foolish. The bad ones are the ones my mother always tried to placate, but you—you could never be one of those. Everyone sees how hard you work, how devoted you are, how gifted! You are not capable of lying, or of deception. You would not steal. You could not, and that means—that means we are wrong about the fae!”
“Are you not curious about who my mother was?” Morgana’s gaze fell to her sigil, and she turned it in her fingers.
“Of course! Do you know?”
“I do.” Morgana lifted the sigil into the slanting afternoon light. “You know what this symbol represents, Braithe,” she said, her voice so deep it rumbled against the walls. Deep and quiet and intense. Was that fear, Braithe wondered, or sorrow?
And then she knew. She knew what—or rather who—the symbol stood for and she understood what secret the Blackbird had been keeping all these years. She anticipated what Morgana was about to tell her. “The Lady is your mother,” Braithe blurted, her voice breaking with astonishment. “They say she was the last of the fae in Lloegyr, but…”
“They are wrong, it seems. If the Blackbird is to be believed, I am the Lady’s daughter.”
“And your father?”
“He says he has never known. I may not be fully fae, although he thinks I am. It’s possible that I am a half-blood, like the ones the bards sing about. The ones they say come into Lloegyr pretending to be human, seducing young girls and enticing young men away from their homes.” She turned abruptly back to the window. “I hope I am not one of those. If I am to be fae, then I would rather be fully fae.”
Braithe put her hands on her hips and declared, a little too loudly, “If you are fae, Morgana of the Temple, half or whole, then being fae must be a very fine thing.”
Morgana bent her head, and the setting sun gleamed on her unbound silver hair, making it look as if she wore a halo. “I have always thought you are a gift of the Lady’s, my Braithe,” she said. “Perhaps you are a gift from my Lady mother to sustain me in her purpose.”
“And her purpose is…?”
“To protect Lloegyr. To protect the king. The Blackbird blames himself now, after long thought, but I wonder. Perhaps he was right in the first place. Perhaps I have failed in my duty.”

It was a bitter thing to speak those words aloud, to hear the painful truth in her own voice. Morgana had been over and over it these past days, wondering what she could have done differently, speculating endlessly over whether, if she had known her true nature, she might have followed the Blackbird’s order more closely.
It was not until today, communing with a ladybug who fluttered down to her shoulder and stood with shining red-and-black wings lifting and settling, preening in the spring sun, that she decided. There had been no other choice she could have made.
Uther had intended to surrender Lloegyr for his own profit. He had been a traitor, a man who cared for nothing but his own ambition. He had hated his own son, Arthur, knowing he was no match for Arthur’s wisdom and character. He had betrayed his own knights, ready to let the Romans take them prisoner, enslave them, sell them to the Saxons. Though the Lady, her mother, had laid other plans, she would have understood how the course of Lloegyr’s history had changed. She would have recognized that Uther was unworthy of the crown he had won through deceit. She would surely have preferred that Arthur assume his throne early than lose his kingdom to the Romans before he had a chance to ascend to it.
And if the Lady had not foreseen Uther’s treachery, she would surely not have foreseen the danger posed by Queen Gwenvere.
Morgana said to Braithe now, “I wish with all my heart that I could remain here on the Isle, working in the Temple, living in peace with our sisters, but I cannot.”
“Because of Gwenvere.”
“Because of Gwenvere. She is a greater danger to Lloegyr even than the Romans or the Saxons, because she can destroy the country from within.”
Braithe’s freckled brow creased. “I don’t understand.”
Morgana crossed to the table, where her cup of divining stones rested. She picked it up, shook it lightly, then spilled the stones out on the tabletop. Braithe moved to stand by her shoulder, and together they studied the pattern.
“Do you see it?” Morgana asked. Braithe shook her head. “Don’t try, brat,” Morgana said softly. “Let the pattern speak in its own time. Perceive its message in your spirit, not your mind. Minds are restless, cluttered with trivial things. Spirits are patient.”
Morgana had read the pattern immediately, and her heart grew heavy with understanding. She waited, allowing her own spirit to adjust to this new burden even as she gave Braithe time to grasp the meaning in her own way.
At length, Braithe looked up, her blue eyes glimmering with shallow tears. “She will betray him to the Romans,” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“But why? Why would she do that?”
“I think Gwenvere longs to become a Roman. She wears their clothes. She styles her hair in the Roman fashion. She deceived Arthur in order to become queen, but Camulod bores her. I suspect she believes she can ingratiate herself with Rome by allying herself with one of their centurions, perhaps a legate. She might even be able to do it. Her looks and her name will carry weight with Rome.” Morgana paused, looking down at the stones. “The fae sent her out of revenge, because the Lady banished them. They sent her to ruin the Lady’s plan.”
“That explains her power over people,” Braithe said.
“Yes. She even wielded that power over me, preventing me from speaking truth to the king. No one else possesses that power but the fae, and it seems they bestowed it upon her.”
“I saw it,” Braithe said.
“Did you?”
“She makes men—and women, too—do what she wants them to do. Things they would never do if they were not magicked.”
“You are thinking of Lancelin,” Morgana said somberly. “We know him to be a man of honor and integrity. For him to betray the king he serves does not fit his character.”
“But what can we do?”
“We must warn Arthur.”
“He will not listen to us. Not if he is still under her spell.”
“Perhaps he will not. But we must try.” Morgana scooped up the scattered stones to replace them in their cup. “Braithe, I think Arthur forgot—forgot about you, what you were to him—because he was magicked.”
“Oh.” Braithe’s eyes filled with sudden tears.
Morgana said, “What is it, brat? Why are you weeping?”
Braithe said, with a tiny sob, “Because it means he could have—he might have—if she had not—” She pressed her hands to her cheeks, wet now with her tears.
Morgana put a hand on her shoulder. “Yes,” she said, as gently as she knew how. “You were also a victim, Braithe. I am so sorry you were hurt.”
Braithe smiled, though tears still slipped down her cheeks. “I was, Priestess, but now—now I understand! It hurts far less this way.”
Morgana squeezed her shoulder, then patted it. “Now, brat,” she said. “Let us lay our plan to put an end to the changeling’s treachery.”
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Priestess Niamh asked again if you will ever return to your duties in the Temple,” Braithe told Morgana.
“I hope you told her to scry for herself if she needs an answer.”
“You know I did not, Priestess.” Braithe smiled a little, trailing one hand over the side of the boat, her fingertips brushing the cold water. They were on their way back to Camulod in a boat with a single oarsman. The Blackbird huddled at the stern, hunched over his staff. Braithe and Morgana sat in the bow, side by side.
Their boat had just entered the circling mist. It seemed to float out of time. Braithe knew it was moving, because she could see the smooth water ripple against its bow, but there was nothing else to see, and nothing to hear but the delicate slipping of the oars through the waters of Ilyn. Sunshine silvered the upper edge of the mist, adding to the dreamlike sensation. Braithe wished they could keep on like this forever, embraced by the peace of Ilyn. She didn’t want to think about Niamh or the Temple or Camulod or Gwenvere. She would even be content to forget Arthur for a time.
But that wasn’t to be. The boat moved inexorably forward under the deft propulsion of the boatman. They emerged from the mist and pressed on, soon finding themselves at the dock beneath the castle. Braithe tipped her head back to look up at the familiar wall sparkling in the sunshine, the pennants fluttering in the breeze.
Suddenly alarmed, she seized Morgana’s arm. “Priestess. Those are battle flags.”
Morgana followed her gaze and muttered, “Oh, no.”
The familiar scarlet of Camulod’s pennants, proudly flying when the king was in residence, had been replaced by blue ones with Arthur’s crest in black. They were the same ones carried by the flag-bearers when the king and his knights went to war.
“What does it mean?” Braithe whispered. The boatman brought the boat up to the dock with barely a bump. He leaped nimbly out, tied the rope to the bollard, and held his hand out to Morgana, then Braithe. He used both hands to support the Blackbird as the old man climbed out.
Morgana led the way with a strong step, up through the woods toward the farmer’s gate. The Blackbird trailed behind them. “I have waited too long,” Morgana said, her voice tight with tension. “She has already done it.”
“Do you mean Gwenvere?” Braithe panted.
“She has betrayed them. Betrayed them all. Even Lancelin.”
“But—but how?”
“All that is needed is a messenger dispatched to the Roman camp, bearing information about the king’s plans. Arthur would no doubt confide in her. And as you said, she has ways of persuading people to do her bidding, as if they can no longer tell right from wrong.”
“You should have pushed her off the courtine,” Braithe said grimly.
“I know. I could not bring myself to it.”
“What can we do now?”
“Seeing us—seeing me—will shock her. She must believe I am dead, or else she truly believes I am a witch. Either way, my turning up just now will terrify her. Like most bullies she has no real courage, and she will suspect I know what she is.”
As they reached the farmer’s gate, Braithe asked, “Do you have a plan, Priestess?”
“Not much of one. I suppose I will have to try reason.”
“I will not return to her service.”
“No.” Morgana spoke their names to the guard, and the gate swung open. “You are no longer her companion or her servant, but having been those things, you know everything about her. You must take care. She will fear you, too, and that is dangerous.”
Braithe glanced back at the Blackbird, hobbling behind them as they moved through the narrow gate. “And the Blackbird?” she asked softly.
“Oh, yes. Everyone fears the Blackbird.”

Word quickly spread that the Blackbird, the priestess, and the priestess’s handmaid had returned. Bran hastily assembled a greeting party that gathered on the step just below the lesser hall. Marcus was there, looming above the kitchen maids. He bowed to Morgana and the Blackbird as if they were the king and queen, and the maids waved shyly at Braithe.
There was a grim air about the castle that made Morgana’s neck prickle. Bran stood stiffly, pushing at his gray hair with his fingers, uncertain of his duties in this matter. Morgana could guess Gwenvere would not be happy with the steward if he offered them hospitality.
After a moment of consternation, it seemed Bran made his decision. He stopped ruffling his hair and said, as if it were any other visit, “Priestess Morgana, will you require the same apartment?”
She said, “I would appreciate it.”
He turned to the Blackbird. “Sir? Your room has been shut up all this winter. If you can wait a bit, I will have it aired.”
The Blackbird grunted assent.
Bran turned to Braithe and hesitated. Her position in the household had always confounded him. “Braithe,” he began. “I am so sorry, but—”
She flashed her dimples at him. “A pallet in Priestess Morgana’s apartment will serve me well.”
He gave her a grateful nod. “I will arrange it.” He glanced around, rubbing his hands together. “Well, there are a few things that will need to be done. Perhaps you would like to have something to drink while we—”
“No, thank you, Bran.” Morgana thought it best to go straight to it. Delay would not make it easier. “While you make your arrangements, we will call on the queen.”
Bran began ruffling his hair again. The maids glanced uneasily at each other. Tension emanated from the staff, making Braithe sidle closer to Morgana. Even the Blackbird felt it, straightening his back and scowling at everyone and everything.
Bran led the way to the staircase that would take them up to the royal chambers. The air grew darker as they climbed higher, though spring sunshine glimmered on the floorboards and warmed the stone walls. Morgana had seen such a thing in the Temple when one of the priestesses was ill. This, she supposed, was due to Gwenvere’s evil temper. All of Camulod would be affected.
The door to the council chamber was shut, as was the door to the king’s bedchamber, but the queen’s apartment door stood open. At the sound of their approach, the maid Loria peered out of the doorway. With a little gasp, she quickly withdrew back into the room.
The Blackbird hung back to let Morgana and Braithe lead the way into the apartment. They found Gwenvere standing in the center of the room, but she took an involuntary step back when she saw Morgana. “You!” she whispered. Her cheeks reddened and then paled.
“I,” Morgana said dryly.
“But you fell,” Gwenvere blurted. “I saw you!”
“I was pushed,” said Morgana. “As you know better than anyone.”
Gwenvere’s hands came up to her temples. She took another step backward, as if to deny what her eyes were telling her. Her voice was thin and uncertain. “It was a great height, yet—yet you are alive.”
“As you see.” Morgana did nothing to moderate the edge in her voice. The sight of Gwenvere in her Roman gown and the coronet she did not deserve ignited a fire in Morgana’s breast that made her long to wield the Blackbird’s staff. She gripped her sigil with both hands, seeking self-control.
“How can that be?” Gwenvere quavered. “That you are—that you still—”
“I am not so easily defeated, Gwenvere,” Morgana said, deliberately leaving out her title. “You misjudged me.”
Gwenvere straightened, lifting her chin, obviously trying to gain command of the situation. Her voice was still strained, but stronger. “Witchcraft, isn’t it? That’s what saved you? Witchcraft!”
“Perhaps witchcraft is why I know what you have done. What you are.”
The color in Gwenvere’s cheeks rose and fell like the flame of a candle. Her eyes began to glitter green fire, but she tried to speak in her little-girl voice. “I have no idea what you mean.”
“Oh, you do,” Morgana answered. “You most certainly do.” She moved forward into the room, forcing Gwenvere to take another step back. The window behind her was open, and Morgana saw Gwenvere’s eyes slide toward it.
“Are you afraid I will push you after all?”
“I am not afraid of you,” Gwenvere said, but the tremor in her voice belied her words.
“You should be,” Morgana said. “You should fear me. I am sworn to protect the king, and I know that you have betrayed him in every way possible.”
“You lie!” Gwenvere suddenly sprang forward, shoving herself between Morgana and Braithe as she ran to the door. “Bran!” she shrilled. “Bran! Come here!”
It took the steward some time to obey. When he finally did, he stood silently, stoically, in the doorway, his hands hanging empty beside him. Behind him, the Blackbird leaned against a wall, his chin tucked, his hat brim drooping.
“Get them out!” Gwenvere snapped, pointing at Morgana and Braithe. “I want them out of the castle!”
Morgana inclined her head to Bran, and he nodded in return, then drew himself up. He lifted his chin, but he didn’t move.
Gwenvere screeched, little-girl voice abandoned, “Bran! You idiot old man, have you lost your hearing?”
He answered in a steady voice. “I heard you, my lady, but I could never turn away one of the Nine.”
She swiveled to Loria and spat, “Get someone who will follow my orders. Go down to the gate, get one of the guards. Or get Marcus!”
Morgana nodded to Loria, too. The maid wrapped her arms around herself, and anxious perspiration broke out on her forehead. Morgana made one small gesture, extending a hand, palm out. Loria still trembled, but she held her ground beside the washstand. One of the other maids, older and more frail, huddled in a corner, doing her best to be invisible.
“Have you all lost your minds?” Gwenvere shrieked. Her body began to shake with temper. “Have you forgotten who I am?” she demanded, glaring around at them, fists on her hips. “The king will hear about this!”
“He will indeed,” Morgana said. “He will hear all of it, Gwenvere. He will know about your dalliance with Lancelin, which will break his heart. He will know about your attempt to kill me, which will shock him. And—” Her voice dropped to its lowest pitch. “And he will learn how you betrayed him to the Romans.”
“He won’t believe you!”
“Why should he not believe me?” Morgana asked. “You accuse me of witchcraft, yet you have convinced a king, your husband, not to believe anything said against you.”
“Arthur loves me.”
“Does he? Or did you magick him?”
The flush faded instantly from Gwenvere’s cheeks. “How dare you! Witch-priestess! You—you—”
Gwenvere was possessed of a prodigious temper, as Morgana knew, but it was something the Blackbird had not yet witnessed. Her eyes narrowed, and her chest heaved. Her nostrils flared, and she made claws of her fingers. It was like seeing a fire in the woods in summer, small at first, a flicker, flaring into a raging inferno in seconds.
The maids were familiar with this firestorm. Both scurried to the far end of the room, their hands over their mouths. Bran also had experience of it, and though he didn’t move, he gripped the doorframe with one hand as if it could protect him. Braithe had seen this conflagration before, and she stepped up beside Morgana as if, between the two of them, they could protect the others.
The last fragments of Gwenvere’s self-control were consumed by the flames of her fury. She seized a pottery pitcher from the washstand and threw it so hard her face distorted with the effort.
Her aim was unnaturally sharp. The pitcher flew toward Morgana’s head as surely as if it had been a stone, expertly directed.
Braithe sucked in a breath, but Morgana’s right hand was already up, palm out, fingers stretched. The pitcher stopped in midair as if it had struck a wall. It spun end over end, then fell to the floor, breaking into a dozen jagged pieces.
Gwenvere was undeterred. Swiftly, she bent to snatch up one of the shards. She bared her teeth, gripping the sharp fragment of pottery like a crude knife in her fist, and lunged toward Morgana. Braithe cried out. Even Loria stumbled toward the queen, her hands out as if she could stop her.
There was no time for Morgana to consider. It was not a moment for restraint. Instinctively, energy surged through her as if she had caught a lightning bolt. It flashed up from her belly and into her breast. It drove along her arm and out through her raised hand, a pulse of pure, irresistible power, as if she had thrown a spear.
It found its target, striking Gwenvere directly in the center of her chest. Arthur’s traitorous queen dropped the shard of pottery as she went instantly, deathly silent, and collapsed into a nerveless heap.
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Between them, Braithe and Loria lifted Gwenvere and laid her on her bed. She lay as one dead, though her slight bosom rose and fell with her breath, and her pulse fluttered faintly at the base of her throat. The Blackbird came into the chamber to stand over her for a time, scowling. Bran asked what he could do.
The Blackbird said, “Take Priestess Morgana and her handmaid to the kitchen and give them some refreshment.”
“And you, sir?”
“I will stay with the queen.”
Loria said, “I can fetch you something, sir, if you like.”
The Blackbird sighed a long, tired sigh. “Thank you, Loria. I accept your offer.”
They disappeared into the corridor, one by one. The Blackbird remained where he was beside the queen’s bed, leaning on his staff. He supposed Gwenvere could wake at any moment, but he wasn’t certain of that. Morgana’s strength was beyond anything he had seen before. Even her mother had not wielded power with such devastating effect.
But he had not known the Lady long before she vanished beneath the lake. There could be myriad events in her earlier life of which he was ignorant. The fae were known to be dangerous when crossed, and Gwenvere had more than crossed Morgana. She had tried to kill her.
Loria returned with a laden tray, sidling through the door to set it on the bedside table. She was puffing a bit from the climb up the stairs, and the Blackbird felt a sting of compunction. The maid was not young, although of course far younger than himself. He took a chair and gestured to another. “Loria, sit for a moment. Rest yourself.” The look of surprise on her plain face as she obeyed told him that such basic courtesy was unusual in Gwenvere’s service.
As he poured himself a cup of cider and took a bit of cheese from a platter, she said diffidently, “Sir, do you think the queen will recover?”
“I cannot answer that, I’m afraid.”
“Will the priestess Morgana—will she tend her? Try to heal her?”
The Blackbird chewed the cheese thoughtfully. When he had swallowed it, he said, “I expect she will try.”
“Oh.” Loria slumped in her chair, gazing at the queen’s still figure. “I thought perhaps she would die.”
“Did you?”
“I saw a man struck by a tree limb one time, and he fell just like the queen did. One second on his feet, the next on the ground. Never got up again.”
“The priestess was defending herself.”
“Did a good job of it.”
“Indeed.”
“Good thing none of those round table knights saw that. They’d be crying to have the priestess in their war party.”
The Blackbird’s beard twitched. “I believe you’re right. That is precisely what would happen.”
“We don’t have to tell ’em, do we?”
The Blackbird drained his cup of cider and began to slice a chunk of fresh brown bread to go with the cheese. “We don’t have to tell anyone, Loria. Bran may feel he should, though.”
She waved one plump hand. “Bran won’t say a word. He knows what the queen’s like. The whole castle does.”
“Not popular, I gather.”
“She was at first, before they knew. Me and her other maids, we’ve been with her a long time. We already knew.”
“But the king?”
“We feel bad for the king, sir. He’s a good king, a good man, and everyone loves him. But she knows how to convince a man she is what he wants her to be.” She glanced dismissively at the bed where the queen lay, barely breathing. “I’ve seen it before.”
“Before?”
“Oh, yes, sir, if you don’t mind me being blunt. This one has always had a way with men, ever since she came back from—well, it’s never been clear where she came back from.”
The Blackbird arched an eyebrow. “Did she not grow up in her father’s house?”
“She did, for a time, but she disappeared. Hardly the same when she showed up again.”
“And no one knew where she had been?”
“Just rumors, sir. Pretty wild ones.”
The Blackbird pondered this for a time as he finished his meal. “King Arthur was ignorant of this when he made her his queen.”
“Oh, aye, sir. Her father made sure of that.”

Braithe assisted Morgana as she tried to revive Gwenvere. She ran downstairs for heated water, for fresh candles, for an oil lamp as the day wore on and darkness gathered. Morgana was busy with her mortar and pestle, steeping herbs she thought would help, laying her hands on Gwenvere’s forehead and wrists to detect what was happening in her slender body. Braithe stood by, marveling at how hard Morgana worked to save the woman who had twice attempted to kill her.
The Blackbird had disappeared up to his aerie, but in the evening he returned to keep watch with Morgana while Braithe and Loria went down to the kitchen to prepare a tray so they could sup in the queen’s chamber.
As they waited for a pot of soup to warm, Loria sliced bread and made a salad of early spring greens. Braithe sat down at the long, knife-scarred table, glad to be off her feet for a few moments, watching the efficient movements of the older woman. “You have served Gwenvere a long time, I think,” she said.
Loria glanced around, but they were alone. The evening meal had already concluded for the rest of the castle, pots scrubbed and dishes put away. She said, “I was a scullery maid. I thought being a lady’s maid would be better than scouring the kitchen floor.” She tossed a sprig of lettuce into her bowl with a dismissive movement. “I was wrong.”
“Could you go home if you wanted to?”
“No one to go home to.” Loria divided the supper things onto two trays and pushed one in Braithe’s direction. “Soup’s hot now,” she said. “Ladle some up for the priestess, and some for yourself.”
Braithe did as Loria suggested, and the two of them carried the trays up to the queen’s chamber. They found Morgana leaning against the window frame, breathing the cool night air. Gwenvere lay as still as a corpse on her bed, though Braithe could see she still lived. The Blackbird rose to open the door for them and brought chairs. Loria stood back, but the Blackbird indicated she should sit with them. Braithe thought for a moment the older woman would refuse, but in the end, she did sit, with a little groan of relief. She even drank some soup and nibbled a piece of bread, although she looked embarrassed to be doing it in this company.
Braithe turned her attention to persuading Morgana to eat and drink. The priestess looked exhausted, her eyes hooded and dark, her cheeks pinched.
The Blackbird noticed. He leaned toward Morgana, who was crumbling a piece of bread between her long fingers. “This was not your fault,” he said, his voice stronger than usual.
Morgana said in a flat tone, “I know.”
“But you seem—” Braithe began.
Morgana shook her head. “You misunderstand me. I have no regret. What weighs upon me is how the king will feel when he sees her like this.”
Loria drew a sharp little breath, and every head turned to her. Braithe said, “What is it?”
The maid wrapped her arms around herself, staring at the floor, her cheeks flaming. “I don’t know, should I say…”
Braithe spoke as gently as she could. “You should, Loria. If you know something, you should tell us.”
“Won’t help her,” Loria said, with a nod toward the bed, where Gwenvere still had not moved so much as a finger.
“What happened?” Morgana said, her attention sharpening.
Loria fiddled with the strings of her apron. “She said not to tell,” she blurted. “But seems like I should.”
“You are undoubtedly correct,” the Blackbird said mildly.
“He saw them,” Loria said, so softly only Morgana heard her.
“What?” Braithe and the Blackbird spoke at the same moment.
“He saw whom?” Morgana pressed.
“He saw the queen with Sir Lancelin. It was the night before they set out to fight the Romans. He went to talk to the knight, and he saw them.”
“Ah,” Morgana said. “And what did he do?”
“I wasn’t spying! I wasn’t, but—”
“It’s all right, Loria.” Braithe put her small hand on the older woman’s arm. “No one thinks you were spying.”
“She always made me watch the corridor for anyone coming, but I fell asleep sitting on the floor. When I woke up, the king was backing out of Lancelin’s bedchamber, looking as if—as if he had been in a battle.” Her lips trembled, and her eyes were full of sorrow. “As if he had been in a battle and had lost.”
It was a long speech for Loria, and she fell silent when it had tumbled out of her. Braithe said, “Did Gwenvere follow him? What did she do?”
For a long time Loria didn’t speak. Finally, staring at the floor, she mumbled, “Laughed. She laughed.”

Morgana did her best. She sat beside Gwenvere’s bed all through that first night, dabbing a tincture of lavender and goldenseal on her forehead and temples. She took Gwenvere’s cold hand in hers and tried to hear her thoughts, to know if she was aware. All she sensed were threads of anger, erupting as if from nothing and collapsing back into nothing, like water spouts on a lake.
She thought of Arthur, betrayed by both his wife and Lancelin, going off to war with despair in his heart. She could hardly bear to think of it, or her part in all of it. She should have tried to tell him the truth about his queen. She should have insisted he listen.
She tormented herself all through the dark hours with these thoughts. When morning broke, she thought of the Blackbird, who also tortured himself, also having done what he thought was best, only to see matters go awry. She sat beside Gwenvere’s bed, exhausted, sad, reproaching herself for not preparing her half brother for this moment. Gwenvere lay without the slightest response to anything Morgana tried.
When Braithe came to ask how the queen did, Morgana said, “The illness is in her spirit. I know no remedy for that.”
“So she will die?”
“Perhaps. She has taken a terrible blow from a power far stronger than her own.”
The Blackbird had come into the chamber behind Braithe. He stood a little way from the bed, his gaze not on Gwenvere but on Morgana. She felt it and glanced up to take in his sympathy and his worry for her.
“I am all right, sir,” she said. “My concern is for the king. If the queen revives, they could talk, reach some understanding. I know little of marriage, but it seems to me if Gwenvere does not waken, he will live his life wondering why his love for her was not enough.” She stepped back from the bed. “And he will be doubly wounded by Lancelin’s betrayal.”
Braithe said, “Sir Lancelin apologized.”
“What?” Morgana turned a fierce gaze to Braithe. “How do you know that?”
“Loria told me. Lancelin came out into the corridor and fell to his knees in front of Arthur, pleading madness, begging forgiveness.”
Morgana had difficulty imagining Lancelin kneeling.
“She said the knight wept into his hands.”
Morgana could not picture it. “He is proud to a fault. I wonder that he could humble himself in that fashion.”
“It would have been shame,” the Blackbird said. “Literally bringing him to his knees. He made a terrible error, and I can imagine that hearing Gwenvere laugh at Arthur, his liege, was a shock. He knew what he had done was wrong, no matter how persuasive the woman. He came to his senses.”
“A bit late,” Morgana said sourly.
“Very,” the Blackbird responded. “But people do sometimes change.”
“Some do, I suppose.”
“And some never will.”
Braithe burst out, “I wish we could know the difference!”
“Indeed,” the Blackbird said. “That would be a gift indeed.”

Morgana was to think of this conversation many times as she came to understand how much she herself had altered. She had often suffered accusations of arrogance but brushed them off, thinking they came from envy. She understood differently now. And when she saw Lancelin again, she understood how profoundly a person could be transformed by life. Selfishness could become empathy. Disdain could become understanding. Arrogance could become humility.
She thought of one of the stanzas. Braithe had quoted it once, but she had barely listened at the time. That, she supposed, was proof in itself.
Sea-foam is not the boast of the sea.

The gardener takes no credit for the flower’s perfume.

Pride owns no part of wisdom.

Change is the only constant.

She would always wish, though, that the price of change—hers, the Blackbird’s, Lancelin’s, even Arthur’s—need not be tragedy.
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The horns sounded late that day, when the sun had already sunk behind the western hills and the first stars had begun to shine above Camulod. Morgana knew instantly, without confirmation from Braithe and Loria, who were watching from the window, that they were not announcing a victory.
“The flags…” Braithe said. “Where are the flags?”
The great main gates were pulled open, and the stablemaster summoned his men to the keep. The warhorses, sweat-soaked and weary, plodded through, riders sagging in their saddles. Six men carried a litter just behind them. Sir Lancelin, recognizable by his height and leanness, walked beside it, one hand on the frame to steady it. He held his helmet under his arm, and his hair hung lank and dirty around his chin.
Braithe was right. No pennants flew above the returning fighters. No bugler joyfully announced the return of the king. A cart drawn by two oxen held the bodies of the slain, and a dozen injured men rode in another just behind.
Bran strode out into the keep to meet the party, and Braithe flew down the stairs to join the other staff as they gathered. Morgana followed more slowly, carrying her basket of salves and tinctures, and a fresh pile of bandages she had folded in her idle moments. Behind them Gwenvere still lay unresponsive. The Blackbird promised to remain beside her.
By the time Morgana reached the keep, everyone knew the king had been wounded. The whispers were urgent, soft, fearful. The inner circle of knights gathered around Arthur as he was lifted carefully from the litter and laid on a pallet to be carried to his room. Lancelin wore a bloodied bandage on one shoulder and limped painfully due to some invisible injury, but he refused to leave Arthur’s side. The wounded moaned and begged, and the smell of blood and filth filled the keep.
Morgana took up a position opposite Lancelin, looking down at the king as she walked beside his pallet.
Braithe tried to follow, but Morgana pressed her basket into Braithe’s hands. “See to the others,” she said tersely. “You know what to do. Get the maids to help you.”
Braithe slowed her steps, clearly reluctant. One of the wounded men, groaning in pain, called out, “Priestess! Priestess, please help me.” Braithe turned back to answer his call, Morgana’s basket braced on her hip.
Morgana gazed at Arthur’s still, white face. His fair hair was dark with blood and his tunic was soaked with it. The smell of it, like a copper pot left too long on a fire, rose to sting her nostrils. Arthur’s eyes opened briefly to meet hers, and she saw that he knew he was dying. She wanted to reassure him, to console him, but the lie would not pass her lips.
When she looked across the pallet at Lancelin, desperate to understand how this could have happened, she saw the charm. Her charm. The one she had created, had magicked with all her knowledge and power, to protect the true king. It hung now from Lancelin’s neck, and she whispered fiercely, nodding at it, “Why?”
The look Lancelin gave her was that of a broken man. There was neither arrogance nor pride in his eyes, and his chin trembled. He said, in a voice full of misery, “He made me wear it.”
A surge of fury made Morgana’s hands and heart shake. She wanted to shriek at him, to accuse him, to vent her growing despair on him. Somehow, gritting her teeth, she managed to rein herself in, to keep walking, to think only of what she might need to attempt to heal the king of his injuries.
Loria met them at the door to the king’s bedchamber. Morgana ordered, “Fetch the Blackbird.”
“He’s with the queen.”
“I do not care. I need him.”

It was Morgana’s second night in a row of no sleep, but she didn’t think about it. She did what she could to dress Arthur’s wounds, but he had lost a terrifying amount of blood. His hair and clothes and even his boots were soaked with it. She labored over him without ceasing, with the Blackbird on the opposite side of the bed. When she had given him a tincture of willowbark and poppy to ease his pain, and one of goldenseal to attempt to ward off the effects of being struck by unclean weapons, she brought out an unburned candle from her basket and set it on the bedside table. She could at least make a charm to strengthen him, to give him a bit of time.
To the Blackbird she said, her voice dry and hoarse from fatigue, “Had I known I was fae, perhaps I could have learned how to salvage a life that is draining away.”
“Even the fae cannot defy death, Morgana.”
“I cannot lose him, sir.”
“You can’t save him, Priestess.” She looked into his weary black eyes and saw the awful truth there. It was just as she had known when she first saw Arthur and recognized the terrible wounds he bore.
She knew without being told that the Blackbird would have laid down what was left of his own long life if it would help Arthur. She, too, would lay down her life to save the true king, but she knew of no way to effect such an exchange. Arthur would die, and she didn’t yet understand why.
She found the herbs she wanted and began to crush them into a powder. She stirred a bit of water into it and lit the candle to warm the mixture. She found an old, rusty amulet in her basket, unsuitable for a king, but it was all she had. When the mix had dissolved into a paste, she pressed it into the amulet and sealed it, then laid it on Arthur’s breast. Eased by her ministrations, he slept.
She stood looking down at him, her throat aching with sorrow. “I need to talk to Lancelin.”
“He has gone to assist Braithe.”
She hesitated, fearful of leaving Arthur alone for even a moment.
The Blackbird said, “I will fetch him for you, Priestess.” She cast him a sad, grateful glance, and nodded.
Loria appeared and brought a chair for her to sit in. She pressed a cup of cider into Morgana’s hands and stood over her until she drank most of it. When the Blackbird returned, with Lancelin behind him, Loria nodded to them all and faded into a corner to await any instructions that might come. The Blackbird stepped aside, and Lancelin limped toward Arthur’s bed, heartbreak in every line of his lean face.
His deep voice was hoarse with fatigue and grief. “Can you help him, Priestess?”
Morgana shook her head. “I can make him more comfortable. A bit stronger.”
Lancelin’s eyes met hers. “It was a terrible battle.”
“And the outcome?”
“We drove the Romans back, at hideous cost. They will return, I fear.” He passed his hand over his eyes, as if he could erase what he had seen. When he dropped it, his features had hardened, his jaw going stiff, his eyes fierce. “I will regroup our forces. I think I can find fresh fighters in my old demesne. We must hold the western position, or the Romans will overrun us.”
“I will treat your wound.”
“It’s nothing. A scratch.” He shrugged, but she saw that the movement made him wince.
“Sit, Sir Lancelin. Remove your tunic so I can see your injury. Loria, we need more warm water.”
Lancelin gave in and did as she bid. She lifted the charm from around his neck and laid it aside. The Blackbird watched as Morgana examined Lancelin’s wound. It was a shallow cut, the blade having just missed Lancelin’s biceps, but left untreated, it would fester. When Loria returned with a basin of water, she washed the wound, spread a paste of goldenseal on it, and bound it snugly. Loria brought a fresh tunic, and Morgana helped Lancelin to pull it on. She took up the charm and placed it around his neck once again, though the wrongness of it made her stomach clench.
When all was done, Morgana pulled a stool close so she could look directly into Lancelin’s eyes. They were red with fatigue and grief, but she had to ask him before he went to rest. “Sir Lancelin. I need to know why you were wearing a charm meant for the king.”
His face crumpled. He pressed his fingers over his eyes and one painful sob escaped him. She could almost have felt sorry for him, but her anger was greater than her sympathy. She sat waiting for him to regain control, all the while feeling the presence of the stricken king on the bed behind her as if she herself had been wounded.
In time Lancelin pulled himself together. He lifted his head, his eyes flicking briefly to the Blackbird, then meeting hers with painful frankness. “I allowed myself to be seduced. I was— It was like madness, Priestess. As if I was not in control of myself.” His voice was low but steady now. “When I begged the king’s forgiveness, he gave it freely. Then—in the battle—” He paused, his gaze still fixed on hers as if inviting her to chastise, to punish him.
“Yes? The battle?”
“We were ambushed. The Romans knew we were coming.”
“Because the queen betrayed you.”
“We didn’t know until we captured her envoy and he confessed.”
“What happened to him?”
Lancelin’s mouth hardened, and for a moment, he looked like the strong man she had once believed him to be. “He’s dead. I didn’t kill him, although I would gladly have done it if one of the other knights had not.”
“And Arthur?”
“For King Arthur, it was the last and deadliest blow from the queen he adored. He took the charm from beneath his tunic and put it around my neck before I could stop him. I would have removed it, made him take it back, but the battle was already joined, and the Romans were upon us. Arthur charged into the fray, and I could only follow.” He dropped his head, but Morgana could see his throat work as he swallowed a sob. His voice broke as he said, “I tried to protect him. I did all I knew how to do, but he—he threw himself into danger. Deliberately. Carelessly!” The sob broke through, and he coughed to try to disguise it.
Morgana turned on her stool to look up at the Blackbird. He said, not accusingly but with great sadness, “He is too young. Brave in battle, but easily deceived by a beautiful woman.”
“Can you not do anything for him?” begged Lancelin.
She stood and laid her hand on Arthur’s clammy brow. “I will do all I can.”
“What can I do to help?”
She turned her head, just enough to meet his eyes. “Get Gwenvere out of Camulod. Take her back to her father, or drop her in the lake, I care not.”
Lancelin inclined his head to her. “I will do as you ask, Priestess. Perhaps in time you will forgive me.”
She looked away from him, back to Arthur’s pale face, his whitened lips. “Perhaps,” she said. She heard the door close behind him as he left, and she whispered, “Perhaps in time I will forgive myself.”
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Morgana and Braithe and the Blackbird kept unceasing watch beside Arthur’s bed. Loria came in and out of the chamber with food and water, emptied the chamber pot, refreshed the oil in the lamp, and brought new candles when the old ones guttered. Braithe knew it was a death watch, although no one named it so. Around them Camulod was eerily silent; even the children and the dogs were subdued and quiet. The impending tragedy hung over the castle like the densest fog of winter, heavy with grief, and with the tears soon to be shed.
Mordred, despite his youth, rose above his own sorrow and anxiety to step into his brother’s shoes. He oversaw the funeral ceremonies for those killed in the battle, made arrangements for their families to be paid the death price, and met with the surviving knights in the council room. Bran worked tirelessly, day and night, anticipating the needs of the wounded, the requirements of the staff, managing the kitchen and the storerooms and the flow of produce through the farmer’s gate.
There was no sign of Gwenvere. If she had risen from her own bed, no one in the king’s chamber knew, and no one asked. If she was still in the castle, there was no sign of her. Lancelin had disappeared, too, and Braithe supposed he had accepted Morgana’s charge. No doubt Gwenvere, conscious or not, was no longer in Camulod. No one appeared to care.
As the sad days passed, Braithe pressed Morgana to eat and drink and saw to it that the Blackbird had a chair to sit on. She took her turn in bathing Arthur’s forehead and chafing his wrists. He did not eat, but occasionally she could persuade him to drink a bit of honeyed ale, or to swallow one of the tinctures Morgana prepared. She tried to commit the feel of his skin and the shape of his face to her memory. This was her last chance to touch him, to watch his fine features, simply to be in his presence.
Sometimes, when Morgana took her place beside the bed, Braithe went to the window to look out into the starry night. The forest and the gardens around the castle were blooming prodigiously, as if they were trying to compensate for the grimness within. Braithe thought it was a heartbreaking time to leave the world, when the flowers were in their glory and the air was sweet with spring, but perhaps in a way that was best.
She didn’t speak the stanza, but she recalled it:
Beyond the darkness, light.

Beneath the waters, earth.

After despair, hope.

Four days after the war party had borne their wounded king home to Camulod, all three of them, sitting beside Arthur’s bed in exhausted silence, finally nodded off, one by one, into a deep sleep. Darkness reigned beyond the window, and the castle was quiet.
When one of the hunting dogs suddenly began to howl from the stables, Braithe jerked awake. She saw Morgana bending over Arthur’s bed as he drew extended whistling breaths. Braithe jumped up from her chair to stand opposite as Morgana slid her long-fingered hand beneath Arthur’s tunic. She laid her palm against his chest, and his breathing quieted and slowed, bit by bit.
Braithe didn’t realize tears were slipping down her cheeks until one splashed on her hand. She looked up and saw that the Blackbird had joined them, standing at the foot of the bed. Morgana didn’t move her hand. Her eyes were closed and her head bowed. Braithe felt the intensity of the priestess’s emotions, mirrored in her own breast, reflected in the defeated slump of the Blackbird’s shoulders.
The moments between the king’s breaths grew longer and longer. Only the howling of the solitary dog broke the stillness of the night, and Braithe had the irrelevant thought that it was odd no other dog joined in.
It seemed they stood there for an eternity, holding their own breaths as they waited for the next from Arthur. Braithe guessed it must be midnight when the dog abruptly stopped his howling. Morgana, her face bleak, lifted her hand from beneath Arthur’s tunic and let it dangle limply beside her. A moment later, the door to the chamber opened and Mordred, gangly and thin and haunted-looking, stood in the doorway, looking in.
He said, in the newly deepened voice that still startled Braithe, “How does my brother?”
For answer, the Blackbird straightened and turned to the lad. “The king is dead,” he said in a gravelly voice. He bowed to Mordred. “May the new king live long and rule well.”
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Morgana left Braithe and Loria to prepare Arthur’s body. She went to the council room for the great sword and was just taking it from its pedestal when she realized she was not alone. She heard the half-stifled sob of a heartbroken boy and turned to find Mordred huddled in a corner, his head on his knees, his hands over his head.
Morgana laid the sword on the table and crossed the room to crouch before the boy. “My lord? Can I help you in some way?”
He lowered his hands, but slowly, as he struggled for control. He had grown quickly in the past year, legs too long for his body, hands and feet seeming to belong to a bigger person. Morgana thought he must be fourteen now, or fifteen. He would be tall soon, his chest and his shoulders filling out to match the rest of him. For now, he was still mostly a boy with a tearstained face and quivering beardless chin.
He raised his wet-lashed eyes to hers. They were black as night, shining with tears. She thought he might one day be a handsome man, not that it mattered. He said tremulously, “Priestess, I don’t want to be king.” Grief was written in every line of his face and body. “Arthur is the rightful king, and I—I just want him back!” A fresh sob broke from his throat, and he dropped his face again in humiliation.
Morgana settled to her knees. In a strange way, Mordred’s raw grief was a relief to witness. She could not give in to tears, although she imagined they might ease the aching of her heart. She stayed where she was, neither speaking to nor touching the prince but not wanting him to be alone. Who was there to comfort a boy who had just become king against his inclinations, who had seen his boyhood vanish in a stroke? She was not acquainted with his teachers or his swordmaster, but she hoped they were kind. They were all he had left.

Braithe found her there, now sitting cross-legged on the floor, her eyes closed and her head resting against the wall. The prince sat next to her. His tears had dried, leaving his eyes glazed and empty. The morning sunshine glowed beyond the window with a gaiety that mocked their sorrow. No birds sang. No cattle lowed or goats bleated. No children laughed or cried. The unnatural silence of sorrow gripped the castle.
Braithe touched Morgana’s shoulder. “He’s ready, Priestess.”
Morgana opened her eyes as she straightened, and her sigh of acceptance came from deep in her body. She turned to Mordred. “My lord. You will want to come and say goodbye.”
She got to her feet, turning to the prince to wait for him. He stared up at her, awareness beginning to return to his face. He said, in the voice of an older man, “Yes, of course, Priestess. Thank you.” It was as if he had grown up overnight.
Braithe led the way to the king’s bedchamber. Loria smoothed the blanket beneath Arthur’s body one more time and stood back. The Blackbird was at the foot of the bed, his head bowed, his face invisible.
Braithe heard Mordred draw a steadying breath, then watched as he stepped to his brother’s side. He put a hand on Arthur’s arm. Braithe knew it had already gone cold, but Mordred didn’t flinch from the sensation. He had found strength in himself.
He spoke as if Arthur could hear him. “You were a good brother, sir. You were an even better king. I am not the man you were, but I vow to you I will do my best.”
Braithe glanced up at Morgana, whose face was impassive but whose eyes glinted gold with emotion.
Mordred lifted his hand and stepped back from the bed. He addressed his words to the Blackbird. “I beg you will remain in Camulod, sir. To advise me.”
The Blackbird lifted his head. “Of course, my lord. As you wish it.”
Mordred turned to Morgana. “I suppose I must arrange the funeral pyre.”
“No, my lord. That will not be necessary. There will be no pyre for King Arthur. The Lady has other plans.”
Braithe shot her a glance of surprise, but Morgana’s face told her nothing. The Blackbird, however, nodded. “The priestess will need a boat, my lord, and two men to carry the king to the dock.”
Mordred absorbed this, gazing down at his brother’s pale face. He said, “And a boatman?”
“No,” Braithe heard herself say, although she hadn’t thought it through. “No, my lord, we need no boatman. I will row.”
He blinked at her. “Can you do that?”
“I can,” she said firmly. And if I cannot, she thought, the Lady will guide us.

The Blackbird asked Morgana, before the two servingmen prepared to carry Arthur’s body down to the dock, if she thought a period of public mourning might have been preferable.
She gave him a bleak look. “Perhaps,” she said, her voice and face imbued with a deep weariness that would take years to erase. “But I have been told this is what the Lady commands.”
“Told? Told by whom?”
She didn’t answer, but he saw the flicker of a hawk’s wings passing the window, and he could guess.
Morgana had grown more fae through the years, he supposed. It seemed she learned as much in communion with the beasts and birds as she ever had under his tutelage. Her eyes were golden nearly all the time now, overcoming the rich brown of her childhood. She had grown leaner than ever, which made her look dramatically tall. It was hard to remember, but he didn’t think he had ever approached her height, even in his youth.
“Where are you taking him, Morgana?” he asked.
“There’s an ancient temple, built by the priests of old. He will rest there, and the fae will watch over him.”
“How do you know that?”
“I went there, two days ago, when I knew I could not save him.”
“You went there?” The Blackbird’s breath came suddenly short. “But I have not yet told you about the temple.”
She flashed him her golden gaze. “No.”
“Then how—”
“I saw the temple in the blade of the great sword when the sun shone in it.” He saw that she had taken the great sword from its pedestal. It was in its leather scabbard, and its point rested on the floor with its heavy hilt braced between her two hands. “The vision was perfect in every detail, as I learned when I traveled to the White City.”
“I suppose you changed your shape.”
“I traveled as an owl. I have done that before.” She rubbed her arms as if remembering what it felt like. “And I saw them. The fae. Not many of my people left, I suppose, but still there, tall women, a few men, most with silver hair.” A faint, sad smile touched her narrow lips. “They recognized me,” she said, her voice soft with melancholy. “They knew.”
“They have been waiting for you for a very long time.”
“Could I not have visited before?”
“Again, my dear Morgana, I wanted to wait until your maturity, but I have come to accept that we don’t have control over some events. You are still young, but your wisdom belongs to the ages.”
“I believe I am—what?—twenty-four, perhaps? Twenty-six? I don’t keep track.”
“Whatever the precise number, I have no doubt you will live many times that.”
Morgana tilted her head so that the high sun caught her silver braids and made them flash as if she wore a circlet of light. “And you, sir? How old are you?”
The Blackbird laughed, the dry, unresonant laugh of a very old man. “I lost count of the years long ago, Priestess. You will do the same.”
“Is that a blessing, or a curse?”
“Outliving those you love is painful.”
“But others come along.”
“They do.” He sighed and let his chin drop. “But they can never replace the ones who came before.”



43
Mordred accompanied his brother’s body as it was borne down the stairs of the west tower and through the keep. The prince held himself very straight, his face rigid, showing nothing of his grief and his fear. Morgana, pacing on the other side of the bier, nodded approval of his bearing and his courage. She sensed his anxiety and wished she could reassure him. The Blackbird would be at his side, which would help, but he would take the throne at a dangerous moment for Lloegyr, and there was no one to help him lead the fighting men.
If only Lancelin… But Sir Lancelin had disappeared, as had Gwenvere. There were wicked whispers that they had run away together, but Morgana knew better. Lancelin’s regret had been real. And Gwenvere’s days of enchanting men were over.
Was she dead? Morgana didn’t know, nor did she care. All that mattered was that Gwenvere was gone from Camulod, to spread her poisons no more.
The bearers walked slowly, as Mordred had ordered, to allow the mourning people of Camulod to say farewell to their king. Braithe and Loria had dressed his body simply, as he would have preferred, in a dark blue tunic and pale leggings, his hair brushed away from his face and held by his silver coronet. Morgana had laid the great sword upon his chest and curled his fingers around the hilt. He was beautiful, even in death, even without the sparkle of his sky-blue eyes, the sweet curve of his smile. Maids and ladies openly wept. Knights and their lackeys were stone-faced, but their eyelids were heavy with sorrow, and there were many inadvertent sobs.
Bran, deprived of the formality of a funeral, had nevertheless set out tables laden with cider and ale and the traditional bitter bread. Morgana approved all of this, and the Blackbird, though he hid behind the brim of his hat, walked behind Mordred in support. He leaned on his staff, but the pace was an easy one, and Morgana sensed how the energy of his presence surrounded Mordred. The Blackbird could not rule for the boy, but he could strengthen him.
As the procession passed through the main gate, the knights of the council knelt, their fists to their chests. Morgana had held her composure until this moment, but the gesture filled her breast with such a great grief she was afraid she would weep like one of the kitchen maids.
Braithe, walking behind her, whispered, “Just a little farther, Priestess. A little farther.”
Morgana silently blessed her, and remembered what the Blackbird had said. Outliving those you love is painful. Braithe was her little sister, her handmaiden. Her friend. She couldn’t bear to think of a world without her.
They left the castle behind and made their slow progress down through the woods toward the lake. People followed, creating a procession just as they might have done for a funeral pyre. When they reached the dock, the bier was lowered gently into the waiting boat. The boat was draped with Arthur’s flags, blue with the black crest. Their edges trailed in the water, rippling on its surface as they had once rippled in the wind.
Morgana stepped into the prow at the head of the bier. Braithe sat behind it, settling herself on the bench seat, and shipped the oars.
No one spoke as the boat slipped away across the sun-dappled waters of late afternoon. Morgana glanced back to see Arthur’s subjects standing in rows along the shore, shading their eyes against the slanting light for their last glimpse of the king. She raised a hand in farewell, thinking she might never see any of them again, and then she turned forward to watch their progress.
Braithe’s rowing had improved enough that Morgana wondered if she had been practicing. Seemingly without effort, she propelled the boat steadily away from Camulod and out into the center of the lake.
Braithe did not know their destination, and Morgana had seen it only with owl’s eyes, but it didn’t matter. When they were well out from shore, they felt the familiar power surge beneath the boat. Braithe lifted the dripping oars and rested them on their locks as the boat sped forward. It wasn’t long before the mist that surrounded the Isle of Apples rose before them, but the boat kept beyond its boundary, sweeping to the right and then bending to the left in a long semicircle.
Several times Morgana looked down at Arthur’s still form, his pale face glowing faintly in the waning daylight. It hardly seemed possible he would not open his eyes, look up at her, ask her with his sweet smile where they were going. She wondered that the intensity of her grief, the piercing physical power of it, did not wake him. Surely such a force of energy should recall him to his body, revive the beat of his heart and the thrum of blood in his veins.
She felt an overwhelming desire to lean down and place a kiss on his icy cheek, but she refrained. She had never kissed her half brother—indeed, she had never kissed anyone since being taken from her foster mother—and Braithe would wonder at it. She couldn’t have explained the impulse. She didn’t completely understand it herself. It was something vague, something about last chances and the bitter finality of this farewell.
The boat with its tragic burden moved far faster than any boatman could have propelled it. The mist-filled night was only half gone when it slowed and turned, pulling to the left. Braithe gave a tiny gasp, then whispered, her voice hushed with wonder, “Priestess! Do you see?”
“Oh, yes,” Morgana said. “I see.”
The temple of the fae was alive with small, flickering lights that lifted and fell and swooped this way and that, like rebel stars come to earth. They glittered through the blanket of mist, giving just enough light to illumine the shore. As the boat drifted toward the land, four figures appeared out of the starlit fog and paced down the little hill toward the dock.
“Priestess!” Braithe exclaimed. “They look just like you!”
“I know.”
“They will not like me coming here,” Braithe said, and Morgana heard the tremor of fear in her voice. “They might—they could—”
“We won’t be going ashore,” Morgana told her. “They are coming for Arthur’s body. They won’t trouble about you.”
“But now I know where their temple is, and they…”
“You could never find it again unless you were invited.”
The boat bumped gently against the dock, and Morgana climbed out to secure it to the bollard. When the rope was secure, she stood waiting.
The tallest of the four women moved ahead of the others as the little group came to a halt. She spoke in a voice even deeper than Morgana’s. “Is this the true king?”
“It is, sister.”
“And you are the Lady’s daughter?”
“So I am told.”
One of the other fae spat in the sand. The first one didn’t look back, but she held up one long-fingered hand. “The Blackbird says this is so, sister. We will not argue.” She lifted her chin in Morgana’s direction. “Why do you bring Arthur to us?”
“The Lady inspired me.”
The woman who had spat said, “The Lady you claim is your mother?”
Morgana gave her a steady look. “Have I said so?”
“This doesn’t matter,” the first one said. “All that matters is that you have entrusted the body of the true king to our temple. We will keep it safe from curious eyes.”
“I must take the sword to the Isle of Apples, though,” Morgana warned.
“For what purpose?”
“To await the next true king.”
“And when will that man come?”
“No one knows.”
The testy one said, “And if it’s a woman?”
“Then,” Morgana said evenly, “she will be the true queen, and I will serve her with all my heart.”

Braithe trembled with awe as she watched this exchange. All the tales of the fae she had heard in her childhood came rushing back at the sight of these terrifying creatures. Their robes were as gray as the fog, making their harsh faces and waist-length hair loom out of the mist like phantoms. They swayed as they walked, and their eyes glittered, catlike, shining with power and malice. They were the demons that parents warned their children would come for them if they didn’t behave. She told herself Morgana would protect her, would not allow them to enslave her or trade her for something they wanted, but she could believe that these women—if they could be called that—would not hesitate to use one frightened girl for their secret rituals, sacrifice, debauchery, or simply entertainment.
The tallest faerie left the others behind, standing in pools of mist that swirled about their knees. She stepped up to Morgana and peered into her face. Braithe shrank back, wishing she could disappear.
“You look like her,” the faerie said.
“The Blackbird says this, too.”
“Is he well, our mage?”
“Well enough. Greatly aged, but sometimes he sheds his age as if it were nothing but a disguise.”
“Yes. I have seen this.” The faerie looked past Morgana at the body of Arthur, lying as if carved of granite in the center of the boat. “I suppose there was no saving him.”
“I did all I could.”
“No doubt.” The faerie raised a hand to her sisters on the shore. They came down the slope, sinister shapes of gray and silver, and bent to lift the bier between them. Morgana stepped between them to take the sword from Arthur’s hands and set it point down beside her.
The faerie said, “The youngster will be king, then.”
“He will.”
“His reign will be brief.”
Morgana inclined her head in acceptance of the prophecy, but Braithe felt a thread of anger pierce her fear. It wasn’t fair to Mordred to decide his fate before he had even taken his crown! She drew breath to protest, but Morgana gave her a slight shake of the head. Obediently, Braithe kept her own counsel as the fae carried Arthur—her first, her only love—along the dock and up the slope into the mist. It was her turn to fight tears. She turned away to hide them, not watching for the last glimpse of the king.
There were no farewells, no well-wishing that she heard. In only moments Morgana climbed back into the boat, and Braithe shipped the oars and began to row. She glanced back just once, as the boat curved away into the lake, but the four faeries had disappeared.
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The voyage to the Isle of Apples was slower and gentler than the trip to fae country had been. Morgana and Braithe floated through the darkness in silence, nodding sleepily as the Lady’s magic propelled them. They drifted smoothly through the circle of mist and reached the familiar little beach and the ancient dock just as the sun rose to gleam on the waters of Ilyn and pick out the tiny wildflowers blooming here and there along the shore.
To Morgana’s surprise, Niamh was waiting for them in the fragile early-morning light. She stood with her hands clasped before her, her gray braids falling over her shoulders. She lifted her head as they climbed out of the boat, and her black eyes, usually sharp, glittering with temper, were softer, weary and accepting.
“Priestess,” Morgana said, bowing her head to her elder. “We are home.” She carried the great sword in her two hands.
Niamh raised a gray eyebrow at the sight of it but made no comment. She said only, “The Isle is glad to see you back, Priestess Morgana.” She nodded to Braithe. “And you, Braithe. We have heard the sad news from Camulod.”
A fresh upsurge of grief pierced Morgana’s breast. “A tragedy for Lloegyr.”
Niamh inclined her head in agreement, then gestured up the slope, leading the way with stiff, short steps through the herb garden toward the residence. “Dafne has prepared an early breakfast for you both. I will sit with you, if I may, and hear your account.”
“Of course,” Morgana said.
“Kind of you and Dafne,” Braithe offered. “Priestess Morgana needs rest, also. Which I shall see to,” she added, with an air of asperity.
Niamh made a sound that might have been a chuckle, or it might have been critical of the handmaid giving orders, but she pressed on.
They passed two acolytes with trowels and buckets, coming down to work in the herb garden, but otherwise saw no one. The dormitory was nearly silent, and the residence completely so. Niamh led them to the kitchen, where Dafne waited with cups of cider and a simmering pot of porridge. Fresh hen’s eggs, boiled and peeled, filled a small bowl, and a loaf of bread lay on a board with a knife and a dish of butter. Despite her fatigue, Morgana’s mouth watered at the sight of all of it. It was very good to be home.
Not until they had each eaten a bowl of porridge and a salted egg did Niamh speak again. “I gather, Priestess Morgana,” she said in her creaking voice, “that you have been to fae country.”
“In a way,” Morgana said. She put her spoon down and folded her arms, remembering the fog that covered the shore of fae country, and how the fae themselves seemed to emerge from it as if they were created by the mist. “We docked on their shore, and they were waiting for us. They took the king’s body and promised to watch over it, but we were not invited to follow them.”
“Probably best,” Niamh said.
Braithe started, and turned to her. “Why, Priestess?”
“The Lady had good reason to banish the fae from Lloegyr. They can be capricious and cruel. They think of us as weak, short-lived. More like pets than people.”
Morgana saw Dafne turn to give Niamh a look that blazed with some unspoken emotion. She picked up her cup, wondering what that was about.
She let Niamh’s remark go unanswered. The Temple had no idea that she was fae, and she saw no point in telling them. They found enough reasons to resent her without knowing her true nature.
“And so,” Niamh said. “Will you return to Camulod?”
“No,” Morgana said. “I am no longer needed there.”
“And the Blackbird?”
“He has pledged to stay and support the new king. The boy king.”
“And you?”
“I,” Morgana said, her voice going very deep, “will replace the great sword in the stone, to await the coming of the next true king.”
“Ah,” Niamh sighed. “How sad that neither of us will live to see it.”
Morgana busied herself cutting a slice of cheese so she didn’t have to respond.
When their breakfast was over, Niamh went out to speak to the other priestesses about Morgana’s return, and to ask Olfreth to rearrange the Temple schedule to include her. Morgana and Braithe rose from the table, ready to make their way to Morgana’s room. Braithe went ahead to see to bedding and towels and a basin of wash water. Morgana, burdened by the heavy sword, moved more slowly toward the door.
She stopped when she found Dafne—silent, swift, efficient Dafne—standing in her way. The older woman’s thin face was drawn, and her lips worked as if she were trying to speak. “Dafne,” Morgana said. “Is there something I can do for you?”
Dafne pointed to her throat with one shaking finger and mouthed in a hoarse, voiceless whisper, “Give it back.”

Morgana, still burdened by the sword, led Dafne to the inner room. It was empty at this hour, all the priestesses engaged elsewhere. Morgana laid the sword gently on the floor before she took her chair and looked across the low table at Dafne. “Dafne, the only way I will know what it is you want, or why you believe I am able to give it to you, is to scry. Do I have your permission to do that? Or are there secrets you would rather keep?”
Dafne shook her head. She pointed to the divination tools lying in wait on the table, then to Morgana.
“Very well. Make yourself comfortable while I begin.”
Dafne tugged forward the chair kept for the Blackbird, with its worn cushion. She set it opposite the table and settled herself in it as Morgana drew a cup of stones and the saucer used to burn herbs close to her hand. She flicked a candle to life, then spilled some of the waiting herbs, thyme and rosemary and sage, into the saucer. She tipped the candle flame to touch them and watched the fragrant smoke rise in gentle curls.
She knew the rumors about Dafne but had never pried into the woman’s history. This was a curious moment, rather like meeting a supplicant in the anteroom, but with the shared history between the two of them, there was something intimate about it. Dafne was not a supplicant, nor was she a stranger. She had more or less given Morgana a command, and Morgana wanted very much to understand.
She waited for the ashes to cool in their saucer, then stirred them with her forefinger. As was her wont, she drew a contemplative breath, then exhaled slowly through pursed lips as she gazed into the ashes and waited for an image to come into her mind. When it did, she drew a sharper breath of recognition.
It was fae country, where she had so recently, and so briefly, visited. There were the sparkling lights, glowing through the drifting fog. There were the tall buildings, indistinct in the mist, and there—almost invisible in their gray robes—were the fae, moving here and there. As she watched, her fingers pressed together in wonder, one of them turned and gazed at her. She had no idea if it was a woman or a man, but whoever it was clearly felt her presence.
The image faded as the ashes cooled, and Morgana leaned back in her carved chair. She could almost have forgotten Dafne’s presence in this moment of communion with one of her own kind, friendly or not. She felt a strange yearning toward those tall figures, toward the misty cityscape with its twinkling lights. In the White City she would not be an outcast, separate, isolated. There she might meet others as equals. There she might…
She blinked and gave her head a small shake. Her future did not lie in fae country. It lay here, in the Lady’s Temple. She felt Dafne’s hopeful gaze. “You were in fae country, Dafne?”
Dafne nodded.
“You did not go willingly, I assume.”
She shook her head.
“Then, you were abducted?”
Another nod, and a pinching of Dafne’s lips, from either anger or grief, it was difficult to tell.
“I need a moment more,” Morgana said. She leaned forward again to take up the cup of stones and spill them across the table. She scanned them, scooped them up, and spilled them again. The repetition was not really necessary, although it was always good to add perspective. She knew now what had happened.
“The fae took your voice.”
A nod.
“They took your voice and gave it to one of their own who had none.”
Another nod.
“And you think I can give it back to you because—because you recognize me,” Morgana said. “You know what I am, because you lived among my kind.”
Slowly, slowly, Dafne nodded again. Her gaze fixed on Morgana’s, and Morgana had no doubt they understood each other.
“I would prefer no one else knows,” Morgana said. “Fitting in has always been a problem for me, and if everyone on the Isle knows I am fae—”
Dafne put up a hand, and Morgana stopped speaking. Then, with a deliberate gesture, Dafne pressed her fingers to her lips, the universal sign for silence. It was a promise.
Morgana bent her head in acknowledgment. “Thank you, Dafne. I will do all that I can.”

“So it’s true,” Braithe said. She was busy making up Morgana’s bed, setting out a fresh robe. She placed a folded towel next to the washbasin and faced the priestess with her hands on her hips.
“The rumors, yes. More or less true.”
Braithe spoke as firmly as she could. “You can’t give her what she wants, Priestess.”
“And why may I not do that, brat?”
“Because she will reveal your secret.”
“I think not. I believe she will keep it, as you do.”
“You can’t take the chance,” Braithe said brusquely. She turned back to her work, bending to find an untouched dish of soap under the washstand to set on the towel. “They are already envious, waiting to pounce on any mistake you might make.”
“Not all of them,” Morgana said mildly. “There’s Joslyn and Olfreth.”
“But there’s Preela and Iffa,” Braithe said impatiently. “They will try to remove you from the Nine. They already think you should not be one of them.” She stood back to survey her work. Deciding it was done, she brushed her hands briskly together. “Now, Priestess, you should rest. If you ring your bell, I will come to braid your hair and help you dress.”
Morgana chuckled, and Braithe turned to stare at her. Morgana rarely laughed, and at this moment, with the problem of Dafne hanging over them, Braithe couldn’t think what was funny.
“I am sorry, brat,” Morgana said, sobering. “Sometimes I think you are wiser than I am. You think about food, sleep, and clothes, while my mind rambles through less practical fields.”
Braithe smiled, feeling slightly maternal, which she liked. “I’m glad to be useful. Do you find it strange to be back, after our absence?”
Morgana sat on the edge of her bed, stroking the coverlet with her long fingers. “I had no desire to leave the Isle in the first place,” she said. “But I could not refuse Arthur, or the Blackbird. I longed to come back, and I am glad to be here.” She lifted her hand and let it fall idle in her lap. “Yet, oddly, I feel out of place.”
Braithe linked her fingers before her as she recited:
The skylark flies far from her nest

And finds it changed when she returns.

The nestlings think it is she who has changed.

The pieces no longer fit together.

Morgana breathed a thoughtful sigh. “Before all of this happened, I would have misunderstood that stanza.”
“I think you will write new stanzas, Priestess. In the long life that lies ahead of you, the acolytes will recite your words.”
“Perhaps,” Morgana said. “Perhaps that will happen.”
“Don’t think about it now. Rest,” Braithe said. Morgana nodded, but she didn’t move. “Something still troubles you,” Braithe prompted.
“Everything troubles me,” Morgana admitted. “But I worry about Lancelin especially. Prince Mordred—King Mordred as he will be—needs his courage and experience. And his humility.”
“You will scry to find him,” Braithe said. “But not today.”
Morgana sighed again, wearily this time, and gave in. She lay back on her pillow, her hands folded on her chest in what Braithe thought must be an unconscious imitation of her last glimpse of Arthur. Morgana had not spoken about it, but her attitude in repose revealed her feelings, and Braithe shared them.
Braithe waited at the door until she saw Morgana’s eyes close. When her breathing slowed and steadied, she crept out of the room, closing the door behind her as quietly as she could.

Braithe was walking toward her own room when Priestess Joslyn intercepted her.
“Braithe,” she said. “Can you tell me the news? Everyone is asking.”
Braithe paused, though she longed for her bed. Priestess Joslyn had always been kind to her, and though Joslyn was young and timid, she had developed a surprisingly fine reputation for her work with the supplicants. She was as popular among those who came seeking help as was Olfreth, who had such deep sight. Only Morgana was more in demand.
“You have all heard about the king,” Braithe said.
“Yes, and we mourn him. We will have a ceremony when Priestess Morgana is ready.” Joslyn stepped a little closer. “You may think this is trivial, but we are all wondering what will become of Queen Gwenvere now. So young to be widowed, and they say she is a great beauty.”
Beautiful as a shining snake is beautiful, Braithe thought. Even now, remembering the aura of evil surrounding Gwenvere, she shuddered. As the widow of the slain king, Gwenvere could still be a power in Lloegyr, and a danger, but she could not tell Priestess Joslyn that. She said, “She was very ill for a time.”
“Grief, I suppose?”
Braithe hesitated. She had no wish to lie to Joslyn, or to anyone, about who Gwenvere truly was, but neither could she bring herself to tarnish Arthur’s memory by repeating the story of his queen’s betrayal. She said only, “I think she may have gone home to her family while we were caring for King Arthur.”
“Ah. The poor lady.”
To this Braithe had no reply. Joslyn diffidently touched her arm. “You look exhausted, Braithe. You should sleep a bit. If you like, I will listen for Priestess Morgana’s bell.”
It was Joslyn’s typical kindness, and it made Braithe’s eyes sting. She managed a shaky smile of thanks as she went into her room.
She threw off her clothes and lay down on her bed, though it had no sheets and only a linen coverlet. She plumped her pillow and turned on her side, hungry for sleep. Longing to forget, if only for a while.
But she couldn’t rest. It wasn’t only her sorrow that kept her wakeful. Thoughts tumbled through her mind, making her hands clench. Joslyn, though well-meaning, had brought up Gwenvere, and there was no one who knew better how dangerous she could be than Braithe herself. Lancelin had repented of his connection with her and its cost to his liege. But with Arthur gone, would he change his mind? He was a powerful man, with deep influence in Camulod, and in Lloegyr. He had taken Gwenvere away, as Morgana had asked, but Braithe worried that Gwenvere might recover and wield her particular magic once again. That magic could twist the mind of even the bravest man.
After a time, Braithe gave up trying to sleep. She rose and, still in her camisole, poured water from the waiting ewer into the washbowl. It was foolish, perhaps, as the instances in which magic had responded to her were rare, even unpredictable. But at this moment, she suffered such a craving for reassurance that she meant to try.
She bent over the basin, waiting for the swirling water to clear. When it did, sparkling faintly in the smooth gray stone of the washbasin, she watched it for a moment, her lips a little apart, her heart lifting.
When she was done, she returned to her bed, slipped under the coverlet, and instantly fell sound asleep.



45
When Morgana woke, the shadows of early evening stretched long outside the residence, reaching down toward the dormitory. Acolytes hurried here and there, but they were uncharacteristically quiet, possibly out of respect for the mourning period for Arthur, but perhaps they had been told to let the priestess Morgana rest and recover from her travails. That would have been Niamh’s doing, another change.
She thought of ringing for Braithe, but in hopes that her handmaid was asleep, she dressed herself and brushed her silver tresses smooth, letting them hang over her shoulders. She was just reaching for the latch of the door when a timid knock sounded.
“Come in,” she said.
The door opened, and the thin dark face of Priestess Joslyn peeked around it. “Ah, Priestess Morgana, you’re up. Welcome home.” Morgana said a brief thanks, and Joslyn said, “You have a visitor. I felt certain you would want to see him.”
Him? Morgana blinked in surprise. “Who is it?”
“He says his name is Lancelin, of Camulod. I have never seen him, but I had no sense that he dissembled.”
Morgana stood very still, her palms pressed together before her mouth, her gaze unfocused as she took in this surprising bit of news. She was silent so long that Joslyn said, “Do you prefer I send him away? Is this someone you don’t care to see?”
Morgana dropped her hands. “I do want to see him, Priestess. In truth—there may be no one in the world I would wish to see more.”
“Here?”
“Yes. We will need privacy.”
Joslyn didn’t question this but disappeared down the corridor. Morgana stood in the doorway to her chamber to await her visitor.
She had forgotten how tall Lancelin was, and how dark. His hair, which hung straight and thick to his shoulders, had taken on threads of silver. It must have happened swiftly, she thought, almost as quickly as her own transformation. His eyes were different, too, the lids heavier, the brows permanently drawn together. His had always been a hard face, but now it was one creased by sorrow, drawn into harsh lines, the narrow lips compressed until they nearly disappeared.
“Priestess Morgana,” he said.
“Sir Lancelin. Have you had something to drink?”
“I want nothing but to speak with you,” he said.
“I am very glad to see you,” she said. Alive. She had, in truth, thought he might be dead. In which case, she expected Gwenvere would also be dead.
“May we talk?”
She stood back and gestured for him to come in. As she followed him, she saw her chamber as if through his eyes, spacious, airy, well-furnished, the window admitting the sweet evening air, opening on the view of the Isle she had so missed while at Camulod. He crossed to the window and looked out, perhaps thinking that this life of peace was hard to believe. When she closed the door, he turned.
Without preamble, he said, “I could not bring myself to drop her in the lake, though I thought of it.”
“Ah.” She pulled one of her two chairs over by the window, where they could sit and breathe fresh air. He fetched the other one, and they sat in silence for a time. Finally, Morgana said, “I think you must have come to tell me where she is, and what we have to fear from her.”
“I left her with her father, in the western demesnes.”
“Was she made welcome?”
“I don’t know. She was conscious, at least somewhat recovered from what happened to her. I left her there and fled.”
He rubbed his thighs with his palms, a nervous gesture she had never before seen him make. “I make no excuses for what I did, Priestess, but…” He lifted his hands, as if suddenly aware of what he was doing. “I have done bloody things,” he said quietly, as if to himself. “But I have never killed a woman or a child. I believed Gwenvere should die, but I could not be the one to do it.”
Morgana said, “Nor could I, when I had the chance. But I should have.”
“She has a certain power,” Lancelin said grimly. “Forgive me for speaking of this to you, but she inspires a kind of lust I have never before experienced. It was irresistible.”
“Indeed.” The younger Morgana would not have believed lust to be irresistible under any circumstances. But she had learned otherwise in Camulod, to her private shame.
Lancelin went on, “It was as if…” He spread his hands, searching for the right words. “Priestess, it was as if she were fae. Powerful, deceitful, wicked. But Gwenvere couldn’t be fae, could she?”
It was a painful moment for Morgana. Lancelin would take comfort in knowing that his betrayal of Arthur had been engineered by the fae, but selfishly, she did not want Lancelin, of all people, to know the truth about herself. Powerful, deceitful, wicked. That was what he thought of the fae. She couldn’t bear for him to believe that about her.
She chose her words carefully. “You are right to wonder, Sir Lancelin. I have come to believe that although Gwenvere may not be fully fae, she is, in fact, a changeling.”
“A changeling?” He stared at her, his hooded eyelids lifted high.
“Yes. A creature created by the fae, trained by the fae, endowed with a certain level of dark magic.”
“But how— Arthur—”
“Indeed. My half brother was deceived, as you were, as most of Camulod was. She wielded a powerful magic, and did it well.”
“But why?”
“You are here in the Lady’s Temple. The Lady, while she walked the earth, devoted herself to Lloegyr. She turned her back on the fae and did her best to expel them from our land. They hated her for that, and it seems they have long memories. They still hate her, even though she is no longer here. The Lady had a plan for Lloegyr, and for Arthur, and Gwenvere was sent to undo it all.”
“It was revenge, then.”
“That is a good word for it.”
“I should have dropped her in the lake.”
“I should have pushed her from the courtine, but it is too late for such regrets. Now, I am afraid, we have to stop her from succeeding in her task. If we do not…”
“She will destroy us.”
“Yes. Lloegyr will fall to the Romans. It will be the end of the Lady’s plan.”
Morgana stood, gripping her sigil, and leaned against the window to gaze out onto the Isle she loved. This would require the strongest charm she had ever created. It would take every bit of energy she had, every scrap of knowledge and inspiration.
She would need all of the Nine to make it work. She would need the Blackbird, and Braithe. And she would need Sir Lancelin.
She leaned out of the window, seeking help. It came almost instantly, in the form of a tiny sparrow with a sharp yellow beak and eyes like black pebbles. The bird hovered before her face, wings a blur in the waning light. She gazed at the little creature, listening, aware of Lancelin watching in confusion.
Finally, she murmured, “Yes. Yes. Thank you, little sister,” and the sparrow tilted her wings and was gone.
When she turned from the window she found Lancelin on his feet, staring at her. “What was that?”
“That was the Lady.” She reached for her cup of cider, hardly noticing that it rose into her hand before she touched it. “Come, Sir Lancelin, we will go to dinner, and then we will sleep, all of us. We are going to need our strength. We have a great task ahead.”

It took some days to prepare for the ritual of creating the great charm. First, the Nine had to be convinced, and for this Olfreth’s deep sight was invaluable. After speaking privately with Morgana, Olfreth spent most of a night casting the stones and studying their patterns. The next morning she called all of the Nine into the inner chamber to tell them she had seen the danger to Lloegyr in the person of Arthur’s queen, and described to them what Morgana proposed to do, and how they would help her.
Morgana sent word to the Blackbird, carefully phrased so that he would understand but the messenger would not. The Blackbird had to travel from Camulod, after promising Mordred he would return as soon as he was able. He came swiftly, and met with the Nine in the Temple to lay their plans.
Braithe worked ceaselessly, gathering the herbs Morgana needed, collecting pure rainwater from jugs and pails set on the roof of the residence, pouring new candles in the workroom, finding a newly polished silver basin for Morgana to scry in.
The acolytes and servants watched all of this with curiosity at first, then growing alarm. None of the priestesses said a word to them about what was happening. No one explained why the tall, dark knight was given a bedchamber in the residence and allowed to take his meals with the Nine, when only the Blackbird had ever had that honor. Some of the acolytes whose deep sight was already developing were rightly fearful, and it didn’t help that Iffa was fractious and impatient, snapping at them to look to their work, to mind their own affairs.
Dafne made Sir Lancelin’s comfort her special charge, seeing to his bedding and his wash water and sweeping out his bedchamber. Still, every time she crossed Morgana’s path, she touched her throat and narrowed her eyes, renewing her demand to have her voice restored to her.
Morgana spent those days mostly on the shore, sitting on her favorite boulder or walking through the herb garden. Braithe often found her there, gazing out into the mist that surrounded the Isle. She was usually barefoot, her braids undone so that her hair fell around her shoulders in shards of silver, her robe unbelted so that it lifted and rippled in the breeze. And, of course, there was usually a bird, a squirrel, a dragonfly, a fox nearby.
On the last day before the ritual was to begin, Braithe went down to the shore to fetch the priestess for the evening meal. Morgana was standing in the water, her robe wet to the knees, her head bowed, her face nearly hidden by the shimmering curtain of her hair.
Water-born, Braithe remembered. That was what Olfreth had said when Morgana became one of the Nine. Water-born. The Lady’s daughter. Fae.
She stood at the lake’s edge, waiting in silence for Morgana to complete whatever it was she was doing. The dinner bell rang, but Morgana did not move. Braithe made no sound.
Morgana gave a sudden sigh, and, lifting her head, she caught sight of Braithe waiting for her. She stretched out her hand. “Come into the water, my own brat,” she said softly. “You will hear the call. I know you will.”
“But, Priestess, I—”
Morgana interrupted her, smiling. “Don’t tell me again you have no magic, Braithe of the Temple. Your magic has been slow in coming to you, but it has come nonetheless. Here, take my hand.”
Braithe kicked off her sandals and stepped into the lake so she could put her small, plump hand in Morgana’s long, thin one. The chill of the water surrounded her ankles and then her calves, but she hardly felt it. Instead, she felt the call of the Lady. It did not come through her ears but sang in her blood, tingled in her bones, made her shiver with the sense of something vital and exciting, terrifying and satisfying.
Morgana said, “You understand?”
Braithe nodded. “I do,” she whispered.
“This will not be easy.”
“No.”
“But necessary.”
“There will be a cost,” Braithe said. “Someone— One of us—”
“Yes, I sensed that also. The ritual may be too much for someone.”
“Do you know who? Someone frail, like the Blackbird, or Niamh, or—someone who knows nothing of magic?”
“You mean Sir Lancelin, I suppose, but I cannot tell you, nor do I want to know, brat. It may be no one, after all. But if I knew who might pay the price for this magic, I might not be strong enough to do the work, and this is a battle we must not shrink from.” Morgana looked down then, taking in the sodden skirt of her robe, the chilled pallor of her skin. She made a slight sound of disgust and said, “This would have been easier in the shape of a fish.”
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Morgana surveyed the inner chamber with a critical eye. Every detail had to be right. Everything she would need had to be laid out near to her hand. Once the ritual began, there must be no interruptions.
“Have I missed anything?” Braithe asked.
“No.” Morgana knew she sounded brusque, but her mind was already hours ahead, focused on what must be done, rehearsing the steps in her mind. She had conferred at length with the Blackbird, who vowed to add his power to hers. Lancelin had offered himself as the central figure of the ritual, since he felt responsible for Gwenvere continuing to be a threat, but the Blackbird had forbidden it. He, too, worried that the power they would command to effect this charm would be too much for someone unused to magic.
“We’re ready, then,” Braithe said.
Morgana made herself take a deep breath and release it slowly. “Yes. There is nothing further to do.”
She had thought several times in the past days that she must be feeling something like what Arthur’s war party felt as it prepared to go into battle, perhaps even how Arthur himself must have felt. All her forces were mustered. Her weapons were ready. The plan was laid, and the goal was set. If they failed, if it all came to naught, the blame would fall on her, and rightly so. This was her campaign. She was its leader.
She wondered if her enemy had any idea of what was coming.

As they gathered in the inner chamber of the Temple, the power of what they were going to do surrounded them even before they began. Morgana knew the others felt it, and she was proud of her sister priestesses for their sensitivity, their willingness, and their courage. She was proud of Niamh and Olfreth for convincing them. Even Preela, often prickly and jealous, took her chair solemnly, her wizened features set in determined lines. Niamh took her place with her chin up, clearly aware of the risk to them all of tapping into such great magic. The rest of the Nine followed her example to the best of their various abilities, and all were seated and ready for the Blackbird to bring in Sir Lancelin.
Braithe stood beside Morgana’s chair, ready to aid her in whatever way she needed. The low table was pulled close to Morgana’s knees. It held three cups of divination stones, an assortment of candles of various sizes, bundles of the most fragrant herbs the garden had to offer, and the silver bowl sparkling with clear rainwater. Next to it lay the tiny carved wand, its leaves and flowers glowing softly in the muted light.
Braithe had begun to tremble in anticipation of the magic to come, and despite the gravity of the moment, and the tension already building in her own blood and bones, Morgana permitted herself another moment of pride, just for her handmaid.
The fae should witness the courage of these ordinary humans. They would understand that my mother was right to choose Lloegyr.
Her mother had also chosen her. She gathered herself, palming the sigil at her breast, drawing in her power, girding herself with the need and the purpose of this moment. When the Blackbird came into the chamber with a stony-faced Lancelin beside him, she was ready. Dafne backed out of the door and closed it. Braithe bent to light the candles with an ember carried in a pair of tongs. Morgana bowed her head for a moment, letting her silence pervade the room. When she looked up, she found the gazes of the Nine fixed on her, and she bowed to them all. “There is nothing more to say, sisters. This is a great work we can only do together.” She felt the support of the Blackbird. She sensed the wariness of Lancelin, the guilt and regret and the dangerous hope flaring in his heart. She felt a quiver of anxiety in herself, but she thought of Mordred, of Loria and Bran and all the other faithful ones who made up the population of Camulod. She thought of Gwenvere’s treachery and betrayal, and the lives it had cost, and she quelled her fear. She was fae, but she was more than that. She was human, too, because she had learned from the people around her how to be human.
Morgana closed her eyes for a moment, focusing her intention. When she felt it begin to sing in her blood, she took up the mortar and pestle and began to crush the herbs into a paste. The ritual was, in many ways, similar to the ceremony of choosing a new priestess, except that the weight of responsibility that lay on all of them was greater than any they had ever assumed. She remembered the prophecy and knew that a great price would be paid for the magic done this night. There was no avoiding it.
She took her time grinding the vervain and lavender, the rosemary and thyme, the blackberry leaves and a single leaf of mistletoe. When the paste was completely smooth, she scraped it into the beaker Braithe held out and covered it with sour wine. She held it between her hands, gazing into the dark surface of the liquid until it grew warm between her fingers and began to bubble and steam.
Morgana took the first sip, ignoring the bitter taste, swallowing quickly. She passed the beaker to Niamh, who passed it on to Olfreth, then Preela, and all the rest of the Nine. When it came back to Morgana, she drained the last bit and set the beaker aside.
Even before she cast the stones, magic swirled through the chamber, as distinct a force as if a warm tide had risen from the stone floor. She shook the first cup and spilled the stones across the smooth wood of the table, and the Nine left their chairs and came to the table to gaze down at the patterns of black and white. No one spoke, but several of the priestesses drew startled breaths, and two—Olfreth and Joslyn—gave little moans. Morgana understood. The power they were commanding was dark and dangerous. Any with deep sight would be struck by it. Alarmed by it.
They repeated the ritual with the two remaining cups of stones, each approaching the table to bend above it and try to read the message. By the time they were done, the candles had burned low and the water in the silver bowl sparkled with promise. The magic was so thick in the chamber that it felt to Morgana as if she were breathing underwater. A brief glance at her sisters, at the Blackbird, at Lancelin, told her that they all felt it. Beside her, Braithe’s breathing seemed labored, and Morgana felt a spasm of fear for her handmaid. She thrust it away as her fingers hovered over the bowl of water on the far side of the table.
The bowl slid toward her as if it had been waiting to be called, and close at her shoulder Braithe breathed a long sigh.
Morgana knew what she had to do. She had already accepted it, though it made her feel as if she were being split in two. The same reluctance that had kept her from pushing Gwenvere from the courtine in the storm still dwelt in her spirit, despite everything. The Blackbird had taught her that magic was a tool for healing and helping, not destroying. But, as she had forced herself to accept, what she would do here, in this chamber, with her sisters beside her and her handmaid at her elbow, was for the good of Lloegyr. It was for the healing of these people she cared for, despite knowing now she was not truly one of them.
For one wild moment, Morgana thought of changing her shape, right here in front of them all. A sea eagle, perhaps, a creature that could fly away and do this deed without involving the servants of the Temple. But what if she failed? What if the fae trapped her, and it was she who died and not Gwenvere? That was too great a risk. If the fae were allowed to continue to persecute the humans of Lloegyr, it would mean the end of everything the Lady had worked for.
She hardened her heart and bent over the shimmering water to gaze into it until she found her enemy.
It was not difficult. Her instinct led her straight to the western demesne where Gwenvere, the changeling, the traitoress, had returned to her father’s house. She stood on a balcony, a slender, dramatic figure with airy skirts billowing about her and her fair hair unbound, tresses lifting in the wind. She sensed Morgana’s presence, and her head whipped around, searching.
Morgana picked up the tiny wand and cradled it in her hand. She drew a single deep, magic-soaked breath, and then she struck.

Braithe felt the blow in her own body, not as pain, but as a force that seemed to fill her chest and her belly and echo in her head. It made her stagger and reach for something to steady herself. The priestesses, those who were sensitive, groaned with the strength of it, and Joslyn pressed her fingers to her lips to stifle a cry. They all knew what it meant. Morgana had explained it, and the Blackbird had given his solemn, sad approval.
This was the moment, and Braithe understood what it cost Morgana, in her conscience, in her gift, in her inherited power.
Morgana braced her hands on her knees as she glared into the silver bowl. The waves of power that shook the room created flashes of light and shifting, frightening shadows. Braithe would not have been surprised to see Morgana lift right from the floor. A heartbeat later she felt as if she, too, would levitate.
The priestesses could no longer keep silent. They hissed and groaned, even those with weak magic. It was like being caught in a whirlpool, buffeting them this way and that, making heads ache and throats close. Braithe thought she heard one or two of the priestesses choking, as if they were drowning. Lancelin was on his feet, gripping the back of his chair and watching everything with a fierce intensity, fighting his own fear and discomfort although he had no magic at all.
The Blackbird slumped forward over his staff, his head dipped so low his hat brim touched his chest. Braithe was alarmed for him but too busy staying on her own feet to do anything to help.
Only Morgana seemed unaffected. Braithe steadied enough to watch her through the drifting curtain of her hair. She saw her jaw flex, her eyes narrow. Her shoulders quivered with her effort, and Braithe thought the end must be near.
She could only hope the end was for Gwenvere, and not Lloegyr.

The Blackbird peered into the silvery water, gripping his staff so hard his fingers hurt. He saw the same thing Morgana did, although his vision was slippery and fractured, the image of Gwenvere coming in and out of focus. He let his eyelids close as he poured his own strength into Morgana’s, and he felt her gratitude as she absorbed it.
He wondered at the strength of her power, even greater than her mother’s. It was a terrible thing that each of them had been forced to confront the same enemy—not Gwenvere herself, the betrayer, but the fae. For the Lady, having to fight her own kind had broken her, in the end. The Blackbird could only hope Morgana was more resilient.
When Morgana made a sudden sound, a hoarse grunt that came from deep in her body, the Blackbird’s eyes flew open, and he saw it. He saw the act Morgana had been unable to bring herself to before, but now did for the good of these people.
Gwenvere clung to the railing of her balcony, fighting. Her hair flew in the wind of Morgana’s onslaught, and even in the uncertain reflection in the silver bowl, he could see that her eyes were wide with fury and terror.
She couldn’t hold on. Morgana, true fae, not changeling, was too strong for her. The wind of Morgana’s attack knocked Gwenvere from her feet and loosened her grasp on the railing of her balcony. She lifted into the air, twirling like a leaf before the wind, and sailed away from the tower.
She disappeared into the dimness of wind-whipped mists beyond, tumbling toward her doom.
The Blackbird exhaled a great breath. Braithe took a sobbing one as the thick magic began to subside in the chamber.
Morgana, exhausted, came to her knees, her hands to her temples. She stayed that way for a full minute before she raised her head and whispered, “Who was it, Braithe? Who did we lose?”
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The Nine decided, without argument, not to fill poor little Joslyn’s chair until after the ceremony. They mourned her for three days, but then Niamh declared it was time to resume their regular duties. They had all been worried about Olfreth, who had also collapsed under the weight of the great magic, but she had managed to recover. Joslyn, struck unconscious at the very moment their aim was achieved, slipped away before Morgana could try to help her.
It was tragic. Morgana grieved for Joslyn, but her grief was eased by relief that it was not Braithe. Braithe’s magic was growing daily, though Morgana suspected her handmaid did not truly appreciate how much she had already acquired. She had been worried that the power they had called upon to remove their enemy would prove too much for her, but she had not reckoned with the sturdy breeding of a country girl. Braithe had been shaken, as they all were, but it was she who kept Olfreth from falling to the floor and saw her to her bed.
Lancelin had not seen what Morgana and the Blackbird had, what those with deep sight understood, but he did not question the account of it. He prepared to leave for Camulod on the third day, anxious to convey the news to the boy king, to swear fealty to him, to guide him in rebuilding Lloegyr’s defenses. Before departing, though, the knight sought out Morgana.
She barely recognized him when he appeared in the anteroom, a penitent in search of absolution. He seemed to have aged a lifetime. Morgana was in the priestess’s chair, but no supplicants had been admitted, nor would they be until the final ceremony had taken place. Lancelin knelt before her. “I could not leave without begging forgiveness, Priestess.”
“I believe that has already been granted,” she said.
“I mean forgiveness for my behavior with you,” he amended, still on his knees, but with his hands folded before his belt. His eyes did not meet hers, and his pale cheeks flamed. “I behaved toward you as I would have toward any woman I admired, but I understand now how wrong I was. I wish you will not think ill of me as we part.”
Morgana had to think how to respond. Should she confess she had liked being treated like a woman and not a priestess? Or should the mystique of her position—to say nothing of her true self—be preserved?
She decided to keep silent. The less known about her, the more effective her power would be. No one but Braithe knew that even she had nearly succumbed to the changeling’s manipulation.
“Sir Lancelin,” she said, finally. “You were not the only one who came under the changeling’s influence. If you crave forgiveness, it is freely given.”
He nodded and rose from his knees. “I thank you, Priestess Morgana.” He bowed his head, then walked away stiffly, his steps as uncertain as those of a very old man.
Braithe had been watching from a little distance, and she stepped out of the shadows to await Morgana’s instruction. “Fetch Dafne for me, will you?” Morgana said. Braithe went off to find her, and Morgana drew a charm from her pocket that she had created that morning. It had been remarkably easy to do. All the Temple still resonated with magic, rivulets and currents of it circulating randomly, subsiding only slowly. It was useful in making a charm like this one.
Dafne came in so quickly Morgana thought she must have been waiting outside. She stood before the priestess’s chair, her chin lifted but her face impassive, as if she expected nothing good.
Despite the sadness of the day, Morgana felt a slight lift of her heart. She could still do something for someone who needed it. Acts of service brought her satisfaction. She lifted the charm in her palm to show Dafne. It was a simple thing, a tiny stitched linen pouch containing a pinch of herbs for healing, a single strand of Morgana’s own hair for protection from the fae, and a songbird’s feather to inspire the reconnection of Dafne’s mind with her voice.
“Dafne,” she said. “The fae who harmed you have just lost a great battle. I consider the restoration of your voice the spoils of war.”
Dafne’s lips moved, and her eyelids fluttered as if to suppress sudden tears. She took the charm in her two hands and held it to her breast.
Morgana said, “You will not speak immediately. You will find that your ability returns bit by bit. A year from now, you will chatter like an acolyte.”
At this, Dafne’s lips curved, just a little. Morgana had never seen her smile before. It was an unsure, unpracticed expression, but it was there. She hoped she would one day understand fully what had happened to Dafne.
The Blackbird appeared in the door to the anteroom, and Morgana rose. “Is it time, sir?”
“It is, Priestess.”
“Very well.” Morgana shook out the skirts of her black robe, centered her sigil over her breast, and stepped down from the little dais. “I will fetch it.”
“I believe your handmaid has already done that.”
Morgana saw, as she entered the Temple, that he was right. Despite its weight, Braithe had managed to carry it from Morgana’s chamber. She stood now beside the stone with the scabbard point digging into the earth between the flagstones and the hilt with its single red jewel resting against her shoulder. She, of course, would not be able to lift it high enough. That task fell to Morgana. Even Morgana would need both the strength of her arms and the power of her magic to accomplish it.
As Morgana took the great sword into her hands, Braithe nodded to the acolytes assembled in ranks in the Temple and led them in the recitation. The stanza was long, but Braithe had trained them well:
Waves of the sea will not be controlled.

River waters will not be contained.

Lightning chooses its strike.

Thunder speaks at will.

Fire dies to nothing or devours the wood.

Wind may ruffle trees or root them from the earth.

Power is pride. Pride is weakness.

With the words of the stanza echoing in her ears, Morgana focused on the great sword and the waiting stone. She had the sudden memory of the young Arthur reaching for the hilt. He had been younger than Mordred was now, but golden and glowing where poor Mordred was dark and shadowed. Her heart ached anew with the pain of loss, for herself, for Camulod, for Lloegyr, and she wished with all her spirit she did not have to do this.
But there was no one else. This was her heritage, passed on to her by the Lady, and she could not shirk it. She drew a long breath, furrowed her brow with concentration, and lifted the sword toward the stone.
She recalled making a much greater effort when she had aided the young Arthur to draw it out. Now the sword slid home inside the chunk of granite as if it had been waiting to return. The shining blade disappeared beneath the dappled stone, and the hilt clicked into place as neatly as if the stone were a scabbard.
A long sigh rippled through the watchers as Morgana, her hands empty now, stepped back. As she had not done for years, she bowed to the stone, acknowledging the power it once more held, before she turned away, her head high to hide the tears that she knew glimmered in her eyes, and strode from the Temple to seek sanctuary beside the lake.

She didn’t know how long she had been sitting alone on her favorite boulder, watching the sunshine turn the ring of mist to silver, when she heard a step coming through the trees and down the slope to the beach. She didn’t turn. It would be Braithe, or the Blackbird, come to commiserate. She didn’t want sympathy, but she would not rebuff either of them.
There had been a butterfly resting on her upraised palm, its wings tickling her skin. As the steps came closer, the butterfly lifted from her hand, brushed her cheek with its silken wing, and flew away.
Morgana sensed him before he spoke, and she tensed. Lancelin.
No other person of her acquaintance engendered such complex emotions in her. She still felt them. Desire was one, but so was shame. Anger, but also admiration, for his courage and his willingness to admit his faults. He had endangered her life’s work, but he had also taught her how fragile a heart could be.
She turned her head to watch him over her shoulder. He made a compelling figure, even now, with his long legs and lean face, his dark hair falling past his chin. He had the unmistakable look of a champion. Lloegyr would need that.
Unsmiling as always, he nodded to her. “I hope I do not disturb, Priestess.”
“No. I thought you had already gone.”
He came to stand beside the boulder, looking down at her. “I return to Camulod today, with the Blackbird. He has ordered a boat.”
“I am glad. Mordred will need you both.”
“I will serve him as best I can.”
“Good.”
“I hope so.”
“Come, let us walk a little,” she said. He nodded, unsmiling, and they began to stroll along the lake’s edge.
“What happens now?” Lancelin asked, after they had gone a little distance.
Morgana said, “At one time, I thought I could predict what would happen. I have learned otherwise.”
“You could scry, could you not?”
“Sometimes it is better to let life unfold in its own way. But I do not need to scry to know that you will be a great help to the boy king.”
Lancelin paused and turned to her. “Priestess, I thank you for your confidence in me.” He pressed his hand to his heart. “I swear I will lay down my life for Lloegyr.”
“This is a noble vow, Sir Lancelin.”
He inclined his head to her. “I don’t know if you and I will meet again.”
“We will not, sir. Our time together is done.”
He nodded acceptance, though she felt his regret. She felt it, too, but she forbore to admit it. It was, she considered, better this way. She was not a normal woman, and he had a promise to keep. Theirs was a final farewell.

Niamh and Olfreth came with Braithe and Morgana to watch the Blackbird and the knight board the craft that would carry them back to Camulod. When their things had been loaded onto the boat, Sir Lancelin climbed aboard without looking back, but the Blackbird hesitated, then turned to walk back up the little slope to where Morgana stood.
She stood a little way from the others, a tall, slender figure in black, her silver braids twisted high on her head in one of Braithe’s concoctions. There was something heartbreakingly lonely about her, despite the company. She would, he feared, always be set apart, isolated by her power and her gifts.
And of course, her faeness.
He stood before her, his back as straight as he could make it. “Priestess,” he said. “I believe the Lady’s plan has been rewritten. You have restored it.”
She answered, “I hope so, sir.”
Her eyes glinted pure gold all the time now, all traces of brown vanquished. They recalled the eyes of that other woman he had known so long ago. Morgana’s were even more beautiful, and he wished he could tell her so.
In a lower voice, meant only for her ears, he said, “Your mother would be proud.”
She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them, they shone with tears. “I hope that, too. And I—” She swallowed and then put out her hand for him to take. “And as time passes, I hope I can make you proud, sir.”
“I already am,” he said. He squeezed her hand. He would have liked to embrace her, but they had never done that, and this was no time to start. Instead, he said, “I am proud of what you have become, Morgana. The Temple is fortunate to have you. Lloegyr is fortunate to have you.”
He released her hand and turned to the others. “Priestesses,” he said, inclining his head. “I will return for the selection. Send word.”
“We will, sir,” said Niamh.
Olfreth added, “It will be soon. We should fill the empty chair.”
“Yes. Lloegyr counts on the Nine, and the country will sense the shortage.”
He inclined his head once again, including Braithe in the gesture, and hobbled back to the dock. As the boatman rowed them away toward the encircling mist, he sat facing the little group on the beach. He reflected that the flow of magic on the Isle of Apples had risen to a level he had not seen since the Lady disappeared beneath Ilyn. Morgana, he had no doubt, would make good use of it.
As the boat slid into the mist, he turned his face forward, watching for Camulod to appear, silently begging the Lady to protect her daughter, and to intercede for them all.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
There is a wealth of variations of the Arthurian literature, extending back as far as the ninth century, and undoubtedly recounted in the oral tradition long before that. Later writers—Geoffrey of Monmouth, Chrétien, Malory, and others—have influenced the development of the legends, and contemporary writers and filmmakers have added their own versions. Morgana has been cast variously as villainess, lover, sister, or sorceress, depending on the writer.
The names I’ve chosen for this book reflect, in most cases, the oldest writings I found. As a dabbler in languages, I am always intrigued by how words develop and language adapts to cultural changes. It’s fascinating to see how the names of the characters in Arthurian tales have altered through time and retelling.
The etymological roots of the name Morgana, for example, with various spellings and numerous arguments about its derivation, are a combination of Celtic and Breton sources, with Welsh influences. One interpretation of the name is that of “water-born” or “sea circle.” The name Morgan le Fay was coined in the fifteenth century by Thomas Malory, who derived it from the French la fée, meaning “the fairy.”
The name Merlin (notably Latinized by Geoffrey of Monmouth in his twelfth-century romance) may have been, according to the scholar Bella Burke, an adjective rather than a name, from the French merle, which means “blackbird.” There are other permutations, the Latin Merlinus and the Celtic myrddin, which also can connect to the Latin word for “blackbird,” merula, according to Martin Aurell.
The name Camulod is derived from an old Latin name, Camulodunum, but there are many others, including the medieval French Camaalot, which probably inspired the familiar Camelot. The Isle of Apples is a name that also comes from the Latin, Insula Pomorum, Island of Fruit Trees, so called by Geoffrey of Monmouth. Alternatively, its roots may be in the Celtic or Druidic tradition, in which apples are a sign of long life.
Some scholars, such as Gaston Paris and Rachel Bromwich, believe that the name Lancelot was based on the medieval Breton name Lancelin.
Gwenvere is only one form of the name we usually think of as Guinevere. There are dozens of others. The name has evolved, according to some, into the present-day Jennifer.
Logres is the name for Arthur’s kingdom in the multiauthor medieval story cycle The Matter of Britain. It derives from the medieval Welsh word Lloegyr, the name of the kingdom in this book.
Uther Dragoun’s name comes from the medieval translation of Pendragon, often translated as “head of the dragon.” Dragoun is an Old English word for “dragon.”
The question of whether Arthur was an actual person has been the subject of much debate over the years, with most contemporary scholars holding the opinion that there never was an actual King Arthur. This novel is entirely a work of fiction, but it’s interesting that John Morris, in his 1973 work The Age of Arthur, hypothesizes that there was such a person, probably in the fifth century, who reigned well, but for no more than twenty years. His persuasive thesis is that a historical figure gradually transformed into a legendary one. He posits that the myth took on a life of its own, and that each retelling reflects the views of the writers in their own day, from medieval times to contemporary ones.
Now, if I’ve sent you off to dive down the myriad rabbit holes of information about the Arthurian material, have fun, and you’re welcome!
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In 1692, Bridget Bishop was hanged as a witch. Two hundred years later, her legacy lives on in the scions of two very different lines: one dedicated to using their powers to heal and help women in need, the other determined to grasp power for themselves by
any means necessary.
This clash will play out in the fate of Annis, a young woman who finds herself to be a pawn in the family struggle for
supremacy. She’ll need to claim her own power to save herself—and resist succumbing to the darkness that
threatens to overcome them all.
1
HARRIET
1890
Harriet preferred foraging in Central Park just after sunrise, before the cyclists and equestrians poured into the Mall, and while noisy young families were still breakfasting at home. On the nights before her excursions, she slept with her curtains open so the first light of dawn could tease her awake, and she could be out in the fields before anyone else.
On a cold, clear morning in May she woke as soon as the light began to rise. She dressed in sturdy boots, a much-worn skirt, and a man’s heavy jacket she had bought from a secondhand store in the Bowery. She took up her basket and slipped quietly out of the apartment so as not to wake her housekeeper. Grace worked hard, and she needed her sleep.
There were no other residents about as Harriet made her way down the corner stairs and out through the central courtyard of the Dakota. In front of the entrance arch she skirted the milk delivery van, its aging horse blinking sleepily beneath its harness. The milkman lifted a hand to Harriet in greeting. The ice cart rattled by as she crossed the road to the Women’s Gate, and the driver, teeth clenched around a pipe, tipped his cap to her. She smiled at him, relishing the communal feeling of their fraternity of early risers.
The first rays of the sun charmed curls of mist from the grass of Sheep Meadow, fairy clouds that sparkled silver against the green backdrop of the pasture. Harriet slowed her steps to take in the sight, savoring the slant of spring light and the emerald glow of new leaves before she crossed the meadow into the chilly shadows of the woods.
Here was near darkness that made her draw the collar of her jacket higher around her throat. Thick boughs of white oak shaded the ground, sheltering riches of sage, red clover, sometimes mushrooms. Harriet breathed in the scents of the fecund earth as she crouched beside a patch of nettles to begin her morning’s work.
It was a good day for her labors. She found a lovely bit of mugwort beside the nettles, and deeper in the woods she spotted burdock, which could be elusive. There was amaranth, too, the herb the shepherds called pigweed. She took care to harvest just what she could use and left the rest to propagate.
When she emerged from the shade of the trees into the brightness of the midmorning sun, she discovered dandelions growing among the Paris daisies, more than she had expected in mid-May. Their greens would make a nice salad. As she picked handfuls to toss into her basket, she noticed with a grimace how stained her fingers were.
She could have worn gloves, but she liked to feel the texture of growing things and sense the richness of the soil that nurtured them. She had inherited her grandmother’s long, slender fingers, adept at threading the herb she wanted out of the tangle of vegetation protecting it. It gave her pleasure to select a stem of leaves, pinch it between her fingernails, and wriggle it free. If she wanted the root itself, as with burdock, she dusted the soil from it and replanted any part she didn’t need. The process often gave her dirty fingers and grimy nails.
She breathed a rueful sigh. Grace was going to scold.
A herd of sheep had spread through the meadow to crop grass in the sunshine. Their shepherd, leaning on a stick as he watched his flock, doffed his cap as Harriet walked through the pasture. “Good mornin’ to you, Miss Bishop,” he called. “Bit nippy out today, ain’t it?”
“Good morning, Tom. Yes, it does feel chilly now, but it will soon warm.”
“That it will,” he said. The sun was at her back, and he squinted against the light to see her. “My missus is grateful for that stuff you made. She wanted me to say.”
“Is she feeling better, then?” Tom’s wife had received a simple tincture, one that needed no magic to strengthen it.
“Right as rain, Miss Bishop. Right as rain. You did her a wonder.”
The testimonial brightened an already fine day. It was hardly the first time Harriet had received such praise in her practice, but each instance lifted her spirit. Each moment diminished, ever so slightly, the burden of guilt she carried always.
With her basket brimful of her harvest, she set off across the pasture, pulling off her dilapidated straw hat to feel the balm of sunshine on her hair and her cheeks. At her age a few new freckles wouldn’t matter. In any case, who was there to complain? Well, Grace, of course, but no one else.
Alexander had been fond of the faint freckles that dusted her nose and darkened in the sunshine. She remembered the feel of his hand cupping her cheek and the glow in his eyes as he teased her about them.
She sighed again, sadly this time. Alexander had been gone twenty-five years, but the passing of the decades had not diminished her grief. There was nothing like the pain of loss to teach a person that time was an illusion.
She put her hat on again as she reached the far edge of the meadow. The sheep had wandered on, Tom trailing behind them. Voices carried now across the morning air, the cries of children riding the carousel, the remonstrations of their nurses, the calls of the vendors selling ices and twisted papers of taffy. Harriet pressed on toward the drive.
Just as she reached it, a rider approached at a steady trot, a young lady mounted on a tall black horse. Harriet stopped. Her basket grew heavy on her arm, but she stood still to watch the striking pair pass by her.
The girl rode astride, which must cause comment, as would the divided skirt that made it possible. Strands of dark hair escaped from her straw hat and trailed over her shoulders. Her gloved hands rested low and easy on the reins, and she kept her chin tucked, her back straight as a spear. When she glanced up, Harriet caught a glimpse of light-blue eyes and thick dark lashes. She sat in the saddle as if she had been born to it, and Harriet felt a swell of pride.
The girl was Annis Allington, granddaughter of Harriet’s sister. She didn’t know it, but she and Harriet were the only ones left of their branch of the Bishop family.
She noticed Harriet standing beside the drive and acknowledged her with a courteous nod. Harriet nodded back, as one stranger does to another.
Annis Allington had no idea who Harriet was, of course. Her stepmother had seen to that.
Harriet passed over the dry moat and through the entrance of the Dakota with barely a glance at the building’s facade. She preferred not to meet the glare of its gargoyles, and she found its wrought iron balustrades excessively baroque. She had moved there with Grace when it first opened, attracted by the open fields and farms that surrounded it, delighted by its nearness to her beloved park. She loathed the mansions being thrown up by New York’s nouveau riche, ostentatious palaces that squatted along Fifth Avenue like the overdressed, overfed matrons who inhabited them.
Not that the Dakota wasn’t ostentatious. It was designed to be. Still, Harriet loved the bright, airy rooms with their high ceilings and tall windows. She had space for her herbarium, and Grace had her own bedroom in the apartment, instead of on the cramped upper floor with the other staff. Grace had been thrilled to discover that the entire building was electrified, its own generator providing power for lights and heating and cooking. The Dakota was ideal for the two of them, and they owed their life there to Alexander’s legacy.
As Harriet passed by the courtyard fountain and on toward the stairs, the fragrance of herbs from her basket made her raise it closer to her face to take an appreciative breath.
At just that moment, Lucille Corning, whose apartment was on Harriet’s floor, appeared at the top of the staircase. She was dressed for shopping, a short cape over a full-sleeved shirtwaist. Her day skirt, fashionably long at the back, trailed behind her as she descended.
Harriet lowered her basket and stepped aside to make room, murmuring, “Good morning, Mrs. Corning.”
Without pausing, Mrs. Corning picked up the train of her skirt with her hand and pointedly pulled it aside. She drew a long, noisy sniff as she reached the last tread, and she swept on into the courtyard without speaking a word.
It was the cut indirect. And it was not the first time.
Harriet watched the woman flutter away across the courtyard. A carriage was waiting for her, with a liveried driver who touched his cap as he helped her up the step. Her maid came scurrying down the stairs to clamber into the carriage while the driver stepped up onto the box.
Harriet chuckled and shook her head as she climbed the stairs to her floor. Mrs. Corning’s disdain didn’t matter, really. She had accepted long ago that she was meant for a lonely life.
She let herself into the apartment and set her basket down in the hall. Grace came bustling out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her long apron. “Miss Harriet! Your skirt is wet to the knees!”
Harriet looked down at her bedraggled skirt and the bits of meadow grass that clung to its muddy hem. She pulled off her hat, dislodging the few pins she had stuck in her hair, and found that it, too, was littered with pine needles and the odd wet leaf. She tried to push her hair back into place with one hand, but to no effect.
She gave it up and bent to begin untying her boots. “Do you know, Grace, I saw Mrs. Corning going into the courtyard. She wouldn’t speak to me, but she gave the most impressive sniff I’ve ever heard. I doubt if Queen Victoria could have outdone it.”
Grace, whose own red hair was pinned into a tight knot at the back of her skull, tossed her head. “Mrs. Corning! Never you mind her, Miss Harriet. That woman is no better than she should be, I can tell you.” She came to help Harriet out of her heavy jacket. “Her Patsy, the one that does for her three times a week, tells me all kinds of men go through that place when Mr. Corning ain’t there. Their cook lives in, and she says the same. And the parties she gives! Why, you wouldn’t believe the caviar and ices and champagne and…”
Grace rattled on with enthusiasm. Harriet nodded now and then, her usual way of dealing with Grace’s chatter. Free of her jacket and having wriggled her wet boots off her feet, she started down the hall to her bedroom.
Grace pattered behind her. “Now, Miss Harriet, you get out of that wet skirt and into something dry and warm. It’s only May, you know, not summer yet. We don’t want you catching cold or something.”
Harriet pursed her lips to prevent a smile of amusement. She had never, not once in their long relationship, caught a cold. Grace knew that.
She did as she was told just the same. As Grace went off with the wet skirt draped over her arm, Harriet settled into a comfortable shirtwaist and light woolen skirt. She tied an apron over it, a long one with deep pockets for the scissors and string she used for tying up swatches of herbs. Only then did she go to the mirror to try to do something about her disordered hair.
As she was trying to drag a brush through it, Grace tapped on her door and came in. “Your breakfast is almost ready,” she said. “Oh, Miss Harriet, look at that hair! Give me the brush, now. Let me do it.”
Harriet surrendered the hairbrush and settled onto the dressing table stool so Grace, a good head shorter than she, could reach. As Grace worked, Harriet mused, “I suppose Mrs. Corning has a point, Grace. I did look a sight. But then, I so often do. You would think she’d be used to it.”
“I expect she wishes she could look like you do,” Grace said. “She must have a devil of a time fitting herself into that corset, and here’s you not even needing one.”
“I have a corset,” Harriet said, amused.
“Do you, now?” Grace eyed her in the mirror. “You don’t never wear it, as far as I know. But never mind. Here’s your hair all better.”
“I’m going gray,” Harriet observed.
“Perfectly natural. That Mrs. Corning gets her color out of a bottle, believe you me, Miss Harriet. A little bird told me all about it. Besides, this nice touch of silver in your hair looks dignified, if you ask me.”
“You can say that, with not a single gray hair on your head.” Harriet gave Grace an affectionate glance in the mirror. Grace, as she well knew, was vain about her hair.
Grace’s naturally ruddy cheeks grew redder. “But you, Miss Harriet, don’t suffer from this flock of freckles!”
“No,” Harriet admitted. “It’s true, my flock is considerably smaller, despite my being so careless about my hat.”
“Yes, and you should do better,” Grace said. She began inserting pins into the loose chignon she had created on Harriet’s head. “You still have a lovely complexion, Miss Harriet, despite you not being so young anymore.”
Harriet chuckled over this bluntness. “Yes, I think I bid youth farewell some time ago, Grace. Fifty! Hard to believe. But thanks for repairing my hair. It looks quite respectable now.”
“Come on, then,” Grace said, leading the way out of the bedroom. “I’ve got your coffee made, and I have eggs and ham, a good breakfast, since you’ve been out in the cold with your herbs and things. Do you want marmalade? I think there’s some in the pantry. Or you could have honey, since I bought some down on Mulberry Street the other day. It looks good, and I think…”
Harriet let the flow of talk run over and around her, as comforting as a warm bath. And why, she wondered, as she sat down with her coffee, should she need comfort? A silly woman like Lucille Corning didn’t have the power to hurt her. She didn’t care about any of the things that sort of woman put store in, not clothes, or society, or a fancy carriage to take her shopping, or champagne parties. She had never cared about such things, but still—except for Grace, she had no real friends.
There was the woman who ran the herb shop down on Elizabeth Street. The proprietress was an aging Italian woman, Signora Carcano, a strega in her own language. She was a cranky old thing, and her shop smelled strongly of garlic and onions, but she and Harriet held each other in mutual respect. Harriet had never asked about the woman’s practice. It was better not to know. They had much in common, and they respected each other, but they were friendly without being actual friends.
There were her patients, of course, but it would be unprofessional to think of them as friends.
She couldn’t help wishing that once in a while someone would ask her to tea or to a quiet supper party. She lived in a fashionable building, paid her lease like anyone else, but she didn’t fit in. She was, as she had been since girlhood, an outsider. All the Bishops on her side were, she supposed. Why should she be any different?
She sighed, sipped her coffee, and told herself to push the whole nonsense out of her mind. Deliberately she recalled the pleasure of seeing her great-niece riding past on her beautiful horse. It had been lovely to see her. She needed to find a way to meet her. She could not trust Frances when it came time for Annis’s instruction.
The time for that was coming very soon. She knew it.
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—Laure Eve, author of The Graces

“Morgan’s transportive words will sweep you away to a time of magic, love, and loss.”
—Tish Thawer, author of the Witches of BlackBrook series

“At once sprawling and intimate, A Secret History of Witches deftly captures the greatest magic of all: the love between mothers and daughters.”
—Jordanna Max Brodsky, author of The Wolf in the Whale

“Morgan’s magic is at full strength.… Realistic historical detail, wisdom from Ursule’s predecessors, proud feminism, devoted families and friends, and subtle, believable magic all combine to create a full and gracious reading experience.”
—Booklist
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