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Nimue

W hen we were children under the Lake, my mother would tuck us into bed every night with the same words. The Lake made a rippling ceiling over our heads, and I would lie dreamily watching the fractured moonlight through the water and the small fish that darted back and forth like the glint of a needle.

“Remember,” I would hear her whisper to little Mordred, “you are Arthur’s doom.”

I didn’t need to see Mordred to picture him, pale and golden haired, looking up with wide clear eyes. Utterly guileless, and yet with a twitch about his mouth as though he might break into a smile at any moment.

A kiss and a rustle of skirts, and she had moved to Lancelot.

“And you, my knight,” she said, “are Guinevere’s.”

Lance was ten years older than me—as long as I could remember, he had always been more of a man than a boy. Guinevere was lucky, I thought, in a confused way, not quite sure why. But if doom had to come, I thought I would like mine to come with Lance’s grey-green eyes and dark hair and rapidly-firming jawline; I would like, too, for it to have his soft, kindly manner and fragile, easily bruised heart.

And then, at last, it was my turn. I felt the bed give and turned, smiling, to see my mother’s face above mine. She smiled back at me, and my heart opened like a flower starved of sunlight. Her hand smoothed back my hair, and her lips dropped a kiss on my forehead.

“And you, my darling Nimue,” said my mother, Morgan le Fay, the Lady of the Lake. “You are Merlin’s.”

I wanted to be anything she asked of me. We all did.

[image: ]
In those days, the stories about Arthur were still being made as well as told. Tales already abounded of how a young boy had pulled a sword from a stone, how he had united the Britons and seen off the invading Saxons and banished the monsters and giants to the wilds, how he wielded a sword and scabbard gifted to him by the Lady of the Lake. How he had founded the kingdom of Camelot, and said it was to be a new kind of kingdom, a kingdom governed by the rules of chivalry, whose knights were sworn above all else to serve the poor and the weak and the helpless. How, strangest of all, he actually meant it. But they were still tales about a living man, a warrior and king just out of the first flush of youth, who was having new adventures every day. Camelot was many days’ journey from the Lake, but it was a real place, where my mother had been and all three of us children would one day go.

There were some stories, though, that hadn’t happened yet. I didn’t understand then how my mother knew them—they were at once too vague and too specific for prophecy, and besides, prophecy had never been one of my mother’s gifts. But she knew them, one about each of us under the Lake, and she would tell them to us when the mood was upon her. The story of how Lancelot became Arthur’s greatest knight, only to betray him with his queen and break the Round Table forever. The story of how Mordred, Arthur’s son, killed him and brought about the end of Camelot.

The story she told about me was really a story about Merlin, and how the greatest wizard in the world met his doom at the hand of an enchantress. It didn’t seem to know very much about me at all.

One day, the stories said, when Merlin was very old, a woman came to the court of Camelot. She has different names in different versions, but the version my mother had heard named her Nimue. Some say she was the Lady of the Lake, like my mother, but they say this of most enchantresses. All the stories agree that she was very beautiful, and brimming with dangerous and alluring magic. When Merlin saw her for the first time, he fell under her spell. He was determined to have her for his own. In return for her attentions, she made him promise to teach her all he knew.

Because he was a great wizard, Merlin knew that the woman would be his doom, and that if he followed her away from Camelot he would never return. He told Arthur as much. Arthur urged him, since he knew this to be true, to turn away from his final adventure. But Merlin knew that this couldn’t be, and when the enchantress called Nimue left Camelot, he went away with her over the seas.

Some say she grew weary of him and his relentless pursuit of her virtue. Others say that she was afraid of him, because he was said to be the son of the devil; or perhaps that she had simply learned all she could from him. She lured him into the woods, and she sealed him in a rock, or a cave, or a hill, or in some versions a tree. He was never seen again. And so Arthur lost his closest friend and most loyal advisor. From that day on, little by little, things began to go wrong in Camelot.

“But Arthur is still at Camelot now, and Merlin too,” I protested, the first time I was told this story. I was perhaps four years old, and hadn’t learned yet not to question my mother. “I haven’t done anything to them.”

“Not yet,” my mother said. “But you will, one way or another. It’s how the story goes.”

This is where that story begins, and where it ends.







Elaine Ambrose

May 1941

It wasn’t what she had been expecting.

The letter had warned her that the house was old and in need of repair, that it was on a windy and isolated part of the Welsh coast, that most of the staff had gone and the land left to run wild in their absence. The drive from the tiny train station had taken them miles along a winding narrow road, through vast swathes of green hills and tree-covered cliffs with only the occasional old farmhouse or grey stone wall to show that people lived anywhere nearby. She had prepared for her heart to sink as the old car rounded the crest of the hill that the driver had promised would give her the first glimpse of their destination.

The house was certainly isolated. It was perched on the edge of a steep cliff, high above sharp rocks and crashing seas. The land around it was wild and windswept: hilly fields divided by overgrown hedges, a dark patch of woodland stretching across the slope behind the house. But the stone mansion itself looked comfortable, well-worn rather than derelict. The windows were edged in bright white, and the gravel path leading to the front door had been meticulously cleared. Two storeys high, with a turret at one corner, it had the look of a country house merged with a castle, as though anything from a farmer to a knight could be lurking inside. The sun was finally beginning to set, a little after nine o’clock, and its light touched the grey ocean with gold.

“There it is,” the driver said. “Camlan House.”

He hadn’t been as expected either. Two years into the war, most of the men she saw were either noticeably grey haired or obviously unfit for active duty. The man who had come to pick her up at the station looked younger than she was, no more than early twenties, with the thin, wiry build of an athlete and the restless energy of the students who used to come to the British Museum. He had introduced himself as Wilder, presumably a surname, and he had taken her single carpet bag and hoisted it into the back of the car, so she guessed he was actually a chauffeur of some kind. He had scarcely spoken since, and neither had she. She had lived in London since she was a student herself, and she knew embarrassingly little about how country houses were run, much less how to talk to those who ran them. Her strongest impressions came from reading Rebecca just before the war, and they weren’t encouraging.

“It’s a very nice house,” she said, politely. “How many are living there, apart from Professor Emory?”

“To be honest, I’m not even sure I’d say Professor Emory lives there.” His accent was similarly out of place, more northern England than Wales. “I’ve been at Camlan a few months now, and I’ve never even met him.”

That was unexpected too, and uncomfortable. “I thought I would be meeting Professor Emory at the house. My supervisor at the British Museum said he was expecting me.”

“He’s due back soon. I think he has a townhouse in Liverpool, and he travels a lot. He knows you’re coming, don’t worry. Mrs. Leaf has all the instructions on how to look after you.”

“Is she the housekeeper?”

“She is.” His voice was absent, as though he were concentrating hard on the winding road—which, she supposed, made sense if he had come here only recently. “She’s also the rest of the household staff, at the moment. Everyone else left last year.”

The war, presumably. She wondered why Wilder hadn’t been called up too, and reminded herself firmly that it was none of her business. She was now far from the war herself, after all.

“What about you?” she asked. “What is it, exactly, you’ve been doing a few months now?”

The phrasing was meant as a joke, but she was awkward at jokes at the best of times, and her determination not to ask about his presence in the country gave the question more of an edge than she intended. Fortunately, he didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m the outside-the-house-keeper. Groundsman, gardener, groom—chauffeur, at the moment.”

“Groom? Are there horses there?”

“Only three now. Rhiannon, Pwyll, and Pryderi.” She heard the affection in his voice, as though he was cupping each name in his hands and letting it go again. “They’re why I got this job. My father’s a groom at a big house in Chester. I can do general maintenance as well, though. If your ceiling is leaking or your door isn’t closing, come find me and I’ll look at it.”

“Aren’t ceilings and doors inside the house?”

“I’ll make sure to wipe my boots first.”

Ellie smiled, and hesitated. “Why is it called Camlan House?” she asked. “I suppose it doesn’t have anything to do with King Arthur and the Battle of Camlann?”

“Arthur?” His voice didn’t change, but his eyes flickered to the side mirror. “Is that why they sent you here?”

“No,” she said quickly. She should have known better than to mention Arthur, these days. “It was only a question.”

“I did wonder, you know. It’s a funny time to be sending a librarian out here in the middle of nowhere. And everyone says the Arthur dreams are getting stronger—”

“I was sent here to catalogue Professor Emory’s library,” she said, firmly. An unwelcome chill had gone down her spine. “I’m not interested in King Arthur. I’m certainly not interested in anyone’s dreams.”

The driver clearly sensed the reprimand this time. His shoulders stiffened, and his voice slipped into a more formal register. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It wasn’t my place to ask. I don’t know the origin of the name, I’m afraid. Mrs. Leaf might.”

She felt a stab of guilt at her tone, which had been in response to a sensitive subject and certainly not meant to put anyone in their place. Before she could say anything, or even work out what it was she could possibly say, the car turned with a crunch of gravel into the driveway of Camlan House.
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The driver certainly wasn’t alone in wanting to talk about the Arthur dreams. For months now, in the midst of war, it seemed all anyone wanted to speak about.

It was difficult to say when the dreams had begun. They had been a whisper at first, lost amidst the far louder concerns of the Battle of Britain and the Blitz. The first Ellie could remember hearing of them was a morning the previous November. The all-clear had gone hours before; she had come downstairs for breakfast, heavy-eyed and yawning after their broken night. Her friend Martha was already at the table reading the paper.

“Look at this,” she’d said, turning the page around.

There, nestled alongside the usual bulletins of battles lost and countries occupied, was an article claiming that thousands across the world had reported strange dreams. None of the dreams were exactly the same—some dreamed of Excalibur and the Round Table, others of giants and questing beasts, some dreamed of the rise of Camelot and some of its fall. But all the dreams were of Arthur, flooding people’s sleep night after night—as though, the paper said, something was whispering stories from beyond.

“It’s nonsense,” Ellie said. Something inside her stirred, uncomfortable, a prey animal sensing danger. “A coincidence.”

“It isn’t,” Martha said, taking the paper back. “I’ve had those dreams myself.”

Ellie stared at her. Martha was five years older than her, a tough, plain-speaking woman with a job at a munitions factory and a wicked sense of humour. She was the last person anyone would accuse of nonsense.

“I have,” Martha added, in response to Ellie’s face. She looked a little embarrassed, but held firm. “Every night for the past week, I’ve dreamed of Arthur and Guinevere and Lancelot. I thought I was going mad, until I read this. You haven’t had any?”

“No.” Ellie didn’t need to think twice. She’d hardly been getting enough sleep to dream since the start of the bombings, and when she had, her dreams had usually been full of burning buildings. “Nothing. Are you sure you aren’t just…?”

“Aren’t what?” Martha shook her head before Ellie could answer. “I’m not imagining them. They’re not just dreams. I’m not saying I can explain it, but… Oh, you’ll understand when you have one yourself.” She swallowed the last of her weak tea with customary briskness, and stood. “I’ve got to go to work. Have the last of my porridge, if you like.”

She wasn’t sure what to say. Martha didn’t look disturbed by her own words—if anything, there was a soft wonder underlying them, a fragile joy that Ellie hadn’t seen in anyone for a long time. Still, that was disturbing in itself. The idea that dreams were spreading like a fantastical plague should be disturbing. Anyone who felt otherwise clearly wasn’t quite themselves.

But perhaps nobody was quite themselves. As explosions wracked the city night after night, Ellie began to hear others discussing the dreams: defiantly made-up women sharing details as they waited in line at the shops, tired mothers whispering their stories to children in the public air raid shelters, haggard old men in Home Guard uniforms exchanging them as they might news from the front. Whispers began to arise of wonders—a dragon glimpsed in the London Underground, a strange light over Stonehenge. Self-proclaimed prophets on the streets insisted they were miracles, heralding Arthur’s return at the time of Britain’s greatest need.

Ellie had never dreamed of Arthur, and she didn’t believe in miracles. But the idea that the world, already so precarious, was taking on another new and strange shape filled her with unaccountable dread. It was as though the incendiaries had cracked open the earth and allowed something old and primal to spill through.

It wasn’t why she had been sent to Camlan House, though. She had been sent, she suspected, because on the night of May 10 the British Museum Library had been bombed.

It had been the worst night London had seen since the start of the war, the climax to eight months of relentless attack. Hundreds of planes had screamed overhead, hour after hour, each one bringing earth-shaking explosions and fire and screams. Ellie had huddled in the basement of her boarding house alongside the landlady and the five other women boarding there, as dust shook from the ceiling and the concussions grew louder and louder. It felt like the end of the world.

More than fourteen hundred people were killed outright that night. The fires blazed over an area greater than that of the Great Fire of London. The House of Commons was destroyed; St. Paul’s Cathedral shattered. And when the all-clear sounded and Ellie stumbled up above ground, flames were rising from the direction of the British Museum.

She ran towards it, heart pounding, stumbling in her slippers, praying for the best. The roof had collapsed, and fire tore through the building, devouring stone and wood and, devastatingly, paper. All morning, Ellie fought alongside the firefighters and some of her colleagues to douse the flames, choking on ash, grime coating her skin and hair. Once, a frenzy of sorts had overtaken her and she had tried to fight her way into the building, desperate to save what she could, tearing at the rubble with heat-blistered hands until stronger hands had dragged her back. By the time the flames died, two hundred and fifty thousand volumes had turned to ash. Her books. She and her colleagues had fought through eight long months of bombs falling from the sky by focusing on protecting their charges, getting what they could to safety while keeping the library in operation to the best of their abilities. The smell of burnt paper tore open a wound she had been trying not to look at, and the pain of it was unbearable.

Perhaps her superior had seen that, or perhaps he had heard of her attempts to run into the flames. Perhaps it was simply that she was a woman, and a junior worker, and he was old-fashioned about such things. Perhaps it was surprising that she had been allowed to stay as long as she had. For whatever reason, as they made plans to relocate still more books to libraries in safer areas the following week, Mr. Weatherall called her to his makeshift office and told her that she was to go to Wales.

“To the National Library?” she asked, startled. The National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth had taken in books from all over the country since the war broke out, including tens of thousands of books from the British Museum Library. It made sense that they would be asking for more librarians. “I would rather stay here, truly. We’re doing important work.”

“We are,” he agreed, wearily. He was an old man, and the long nights of horrors had aged him further. “But there’s always work to be done elsewhere. And no, not to the library. This request comes from a private estate: a Camlan House, owned by a Professor John Emory.”

“Camlan,” she repeated. That flare of unease, a flash of knights fighting amidst the mud. According to legend, she remembered from her university studies, the Battle of Camlann was where Arthur had fallen. The day Camelot had ended, and the Round Table had been broken forever. A coincidence, of course, but still.

“He has a substantial private library that he has a mind to donate to the museum, and we need someone to catalogue it. He specifically requested we send someone with experience in medieval codexes and Welsh and Irish folklore. You specialised in both at university, did you not?”

Her heart, always heavy these days, sank like a stone. She fought to keep her voice reasonable. “Still, surely there are more useful assignments for me in London?”

“That’s why you’ve been here until now. This request actually came in March, but we couldn’t spare you. It’s different now, with so many books either destroyed or going elsewhere.”

“Where is this house?”

“The coast of North Wales, some thirty miles from Caernarfon. You should be a long way from any bombing.”

“I don’t want to be a long way from any bombing!” she protested. “I’m not an evacuee, Mr. Weatherall.”

“You’re an archivist,” he said. “There will be books at the professor’s house. I fail to see the problem.”

“The problem,” she said evenly, “is that London is my home. This is my job. And if the museum is destroyed and I’m safe miles away on the coast of North Wales, I will never forgive myself.”

If she’d hoped to break through to him with her bluntness, it failed. He didn’t even look up from the papers on his desk. “Yes you will,” he said. “You’ll tell yourself you had to go where we sent you. That is your job—what’s more, it’s your duty.”

The word silenced her, as he intended. Everyone had to do their duty. Bombs were falling from the sky, soldiers were dying thousands of miles from their homes, and the war had spread to almost every corner of the world. She could hardly refuse to go where she was sent, even though those same orders felt like desertion.

He must have seen her surrender, because his voice softened. “If it’s any consolation,” he said, “they’re saying the worst of the Blitz is over. But I doubt anywhere is particularly safe these days.”
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As Wilder had promised, Mrs. Leaf was waiting to greet them when the car pulled up at Camlan House. She was an upright, formidable figure, perhaps in her mid-fifties, with impeccable brown hair and a stern face set above a starched collar. Her features were handsome and her eyes were soft and dark, but nobody would dare notice.

She stood proudly in front of the house as Ellie stepped out of the car, as though she had a retinue of servants and not an empty gravel drive. Her voice, unlike Wilder’s, had the proper Welsh lilt. “Welcome to Camlan, Miss Ambrose. I’m Mrs. Leaf, the housekeeper. I hope you had a pleasant journey?”

“Very nice, thank you,” she said, politely and untruthfully. The journey had taken all day in multiple trains packed with men in uniform, with several delays and detours due to damage to the tracks, but she would have died rather than complain to the severe-looking woman in front of her. “It was good of Mr. Wilder to meet me at the station.”

“It was neither good nor bad of him, I assure you. It’s his job to drive you anywhere you care to go.”

Perhaps it was the unfamiliar accent, or the curiously impassive face, but Ellie found herself unsure how to take that comment. She couldn’t help but feel that she had done something wrong, in a way she hadn’t since her first weeks working in the museum archives. Perhaps she’d been too haughty with Wilder; perhaps she hadn’t been haughty enough with Mrs. Leaf. Perhaps she should have greeted either or both of them in Welsh, as she’d been rehearsing in her head the night before, though she wasn’t at all sure of the pronunciation and they hadn’t done so to her. She also, under the scrutiny of those dark eyes, couldn’t help but be aware that she had been travelling all day, her skirt was rumpled and her dark curls, always unruly at best, were escaping their pins.

“Miss Ambrose was asking about the name of the house,” Wilder said. “Whether it had anything to do with King Arthur.”

“I believe Camlan refers to the stream that runs through the woods behind the house,” Mrs. Leaf said. “The word translates to something like ‘crooked bank.’ I don’t think there are any Arthurian connections with the house.”

This time, there was no doubt she had been reprimanded. “Of course not.” She wished she didn’t blush so easily. “It was only a passing thought.”

“Arthur is on the minds of many people these days, it seems. Wilder, after you’ve taken Miss Ambrose’s bags to the door, I wonder if you’d take a look at the stables? That stallion’s trying to kick the place down again.”

“I can carry my own bag,” she said quickly. “There’s just the one.” Quite apart from not wanting to make extra work, a stallion kicking down the stables sounded serious.

“Just as you like. I’ll show you to your room.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Ambrose,” Wilder said, with a nod that was somewhere between guarded and friendly. Her inadvertent snub in the car still evidently stung. “Welcome to Camlan House.”
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By this time, she knew better than to expect derelict old rooms and cobwebs inside the house, but she was still pleasantly startled by the light, bright entrance hall. Its panelled walls glowed a warm cream in the late-afternoon sun, the heavy door muffled the wind from the sea, and its worn Edwardian furniture invited guests to sit down and make themselves at home.

Not that Mrs. Leaf offered any chance of that. Ellie paused once, to admire the great iron chandelier suspended from the high ceiling, and when she lowered her head she found she had to hurry to catch up with the housekeeper.

Upstairs, the house splintered into a confusing labyrinth of corridors. Without Mrs. Leaf, Ellie would quickly have been turned around; as it was, she found herself trying to memorise the turns, as though she was being kidnapped. Most of the rooms they passed were shut up, or their half-open doors revealed only sheets draped over the outlines of furniture. On the second floor they passed a small sitting room, but its windows were already blacked out for the night, heavy curtains pulled to the floor and fastened with a deft hand. It made her remember the sheer number of windows she had seen from outside the house, every one of which would need to be covered according to blackout regulations so that no chink of light could be seen through them.

“We black out only a few rooms at night,” Mrs. Leaf said, as though reading her mind, “and I’m afraid I must ask that you confine yourself to them after dark, or at least not bring a light into the others. I hope this won’t be an inconvenience.”

“No, of course not.” It occurred to her that Mrs. Leaf’s stiffness might actually be embarrassment at the state of the house, left neglected with only her and Wilder to care for it. “I think it’s a very sensible plan. Is the library nearby?”

“It’s on the ground floor.” Mrs. Leaf was starting up yet another flight of stairs. Ellie gritted her teeth, fumbled for a more comfortable grip on her suitcase, and hoisted it high. “I can show you tomorrow, after breakfast. There’s a hot bath waiting for you in your room, and supper can be brought to you there. I’m sure you’re tired after such a long and inconvenient journey.”

She really would have preferred to see the library at once, but she didn’t like to insist on it. The sun was sinking rapidly; perhaps the library didn’t have blackout curtains in place.

“That sounds lovely,” she said, breathlessly, and once again untruthfully.

Her room was at the top of the tower she had seen from the road. She wondered, huffing and puffing her heavy bag up the last precarious staircase, whether Mrs. Leaf had put her as far out of the way as she could. When the door opened, however, she found she didn’t care.

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” she exclaimed. This time, she meant it entirely.

It was not an overly large room, but it was easily three times the size of her tiny quarters in London, and it was bright and airy. An assortment of books stood along a shelf, their spines too worn for the titles to be easily visible. The wide windows overlooked the sea, and the white walls, sea views, and oak furniture gave it a nautical air. This was aided by the large brass telescope that pointed out to the horizon, an armchair at its side. With the steep drop of the cliffs below, it might have been a ship about to rise into the air or drift over the waves, leaving the world behind forever.

“The bath is through that door there,” Mrs. Leaf said. “There are matches and extra candles in the drawers, should you need them—I’m afraid we don’t have electricity at Camlan. I’ll bring you your supper and put up the blackout, then I’ll leave you to get some rest.”

Ellie pulled her attention back to the housekeeper quickly. “Thank you. May I ask—where do you and Mr. Wilder sleep? If I need to ask you anything—”

“Wilder doesn’t live in the main house. He has the groundsman’s cottage near the stables. My rooms are in the servants’ wing, close to the kitchens. But there’s no need for you to come down there. That’s what the bell is for.” Ellie must have looked blank, because Mrs. Leaf walked to the head of the bed, where a coiled rope hung from the ceiling. “Here, madam.” Her patience was ever so slightly exaggerated. “If you pull it, a bell rings downstairs, and it will summon me.”

“Of course.” She had heard of ringing for servants, but it seemed absurd in this day and age, especially when she and Mrs. Leaf were the only ones in the house. She knew better than to say so. “Thank you.”

While Mrs. Leaf was in the bathroom arranging the towels, Ellie went over to the bookshelf to inspect the row of books. An anthology of Welsh mythology, for children; a volume of Keats; three Agatha Christies; a few authors she’d never heard of. The largest was a cracked Victorian edition of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur. Her fingers brushed the spine, tracing Arthur’s name, then pushed it back quickly. She took one of the Poirots instead.
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The old tin bath was full to the brim and piping hot, despite the lack of plumbing—she couldn’t imagine how Mrs. Leaf had filled it on her own. The heat relaxed the long day’s journey from her bones, along with some of the worry and confusion she’d carried for months. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a bath all to herself, not shared with a floor full of other young women. More importantly, the skies were quiet. By the time she pulled herself from the water, she was yawning deeply.

The dream came almost before she closed her eyes.







Nimue

N ow that I know how many people there are in the world, I can see how it might have been lonely growing up under the Lake. We lived in the ruins of what must have been a vast civilisation, long since sunk beneath the waves. We went to the surface rarely, and always under my mother’s guidance; even then, the nearest villages were many miles away, and in my entire childhood I saw them only a handful of times. But back then, I never thought of it. My whole world was the drowned city, with its crumbling chambers and flooded corridors; it was peopled with my mother and Mordred and Lancelot, and that was enough.

I spent many hours alone in the great library tower, reading or practising my magic, and I loved every one of them. If I wanted company I would play hide-and-seek with Mordred amidst the blank-faced statuary, or I would help Lancelot practise with sword and spear and bow in the Great Hall. Lance had a horse and a falcon, both of which he’d raised and trained himself, and I learned from an early age that I could ride the horse as long as he was there, but the falcon was never to be flown by any hands but Lance’s.

“It isn’t you, Nimue lass,” he said to me, kindly as ever. I loved his deep, soft voice, with its edge of rolling northern dialect from his childhood before the Lake. “She’s a wild thing. She trusts me, and me alone. Besides, she’ll take your fingers off if you’re not careful.”

But he let me stroke her beautiful crested feathers, and slip the leather cap on her head to settle her.

Lancelot was not my brother, or any true relation at all. He was a mortal whose parents had drowned crossing the Lake. Mother had found him alone and crying in their wrecked boat, and brought him beneath the waters to raise to manhood. He had been a small, serious, ugly child, Mother said, with a frown he had yet to grow into. He soon grew into his frown and out of any ugliness, but he kept that same seriousness. There was always an air about him of taking each day as a challenge to be met as valiantly as possible. I think he never really felt at home under the Lake, away from the sunshine of the mortal world. I know he was troubled by the story my mother told about him, which was similar in so many ways to the one she told about me. He too was to bring about the doom of Camelot. He and Arthur’s queen, Guinevere, would fall in love, and when their betrayal was discovered it would tear the kingdom apart.

Unlike me, Lancelot didn’t have to train for his role as seducer and betrayer. As a mortal, it would have been pointless. Our home was right on the border between our world and Avalon, the Otherworld. When a mortal left the Otherworld, even the fringes of the Otherworld as we were, they quickly lost all memory of everything that had befallen them there. By the time Lancelot reached Camelot, he would have no idea of what he had been sent to do. All his training was to make him the greatest knight he could be, perhaps the best in the world. He and Guinevere would simply happen, Mother said, without either of them being any the wiser. I never knew whether I envied him that forgetfulness of his own doom, or whether that would make it worse when the time came.

Mordred was another matter entirely. He was truly Mother’s nephew—his real mother was her sister, Morgause, and the blood of the fae ran true in his veins. As a child he was golden haired and light-footed, sometimes laughing, sometimes mischievous, always impossible to pin down. A year older than me, he was slighter and smaller, and I always felt as protective of him as I felt protected by Lancelot. Perhaps this had as much to do with his background as his person. He too had been stolen from the wreckage of a ship, and his history was even darker. I had heard my mother tell it many times, as Lancelot practised his swordplay down the corridor.

“My father was Gorlois, duke of Tintagel,” Mother would say. “My mother was Igraine, a Cornish princess of fairy blood. When my sisters and I were still young, the tyrant king Uther Pendragon invaded our lands, murdered our father, and forced our mother into marriage.” The look in her eyes sent a wild shiver down my spine. “He married my sisters off to faraway kings, and sent me to be raised in a convent. Arthur was born soon after, and Merlin, the king’s wizard, took him to be raised by Sir Ector in secret. There he remained, ignorant of his birth, until Uther caught the flux and died in the agony he deserved fourteen years later.”

“And Arthur pulled the sword from the stone,” Mordred said. He always wanted to hurry over this part, to reach his own entry into the story. His eagerness made me feel sick without quite knowing why. “And became rightful king of Britain.”

Mother nodded tightly. “A few years later, he and my sister Morgause met in her husband’s halls. Morgause had been married and sent away long before Arthur had been born. She knew he was Uther’s son, but she didn’t know our mother was also his, and nor at that time did he. They lay together, because Arthur was a romantic young warrior and Morgause had hated her husband since the day she met him. Nine months later, at the beginning of May, you were born, Mordred.”

Mordred knew what came next, but always asked. “What did my father do?”

“It wasn’t Arthur alone,” Mother said. “It was Merlin. He told Arthur that Morgause was his half-sister, and that if you grew up you would bring ruin on the kingdom. So, on Merlin’s advice, Arthur ordered every child born on May Day to be put in a boat, and taken across the sea to France. The boat went down in a storm. They all drowned—all but you. I never had the chance to tell my sister that I had managed to pluck you from the sea. She went mad with the loss of her son, and died of grief.”

She gripped our hands then, so tight my bones grated. The blue-black designs that entwined her wrists, the mark of the Lady of the Lake, stood out stark against her white skin. “Arthur will pay for what he has done. He’ll have his ruined kingdom, Mordred, at your hands. But it was Merlin who brought it about, and he will pay too. You will make him pay, Nimue.”

Her gaze fixed on me, bright and blazing, until I nodded.

I alone was the true-born daughter of my mother. I didn’t know who my father was—the one time I had asked, Mother had told me curtly that he was nobody important, and I hadn’t dared to ask again. I knew that I had magic in my veins from my mother, as Mordred did to a lesser extent. The blood of the Old Ones was unpredictable, Mother had told me once, but it tended to run stronger through the female line. I knew that my skin was pale, like my mother’s, but my hair was the warm brown of the earth above the Lake. And I knew that one day I would be sent to the surface of the Lake, to Camelot, to find Merlin and become his apprentice. I would gain his trust, and I would betray him. My name was Nimue, but Merlin knew the stories as well as my mother, and so he could never know me by that name. To him, I would be Viviane.

When Mother spent time with me alone, it was always in teaching me to be Viviane. Viviane was a real person to my mother, perhaps more real than I was. She was a brilliant witch, adept at spells and ambitious for knowledge. She was witty and talented and effortlessly seductive. She was a weapon, shaped to be irresistible to Merlin, honed and sharpened to lead him astray and seal his fate.

I was always gifted in magic. I loved it; no amount of study ever bored me. The power dancing in my blood was like light or air, and when I found the words to release it, it surged like a swell of pure joy. What I found hard was the rest of Viviane: her light laughter, her poise, her teasing ways. I was a quiet, determined young girl—I had a fiery temper when roused, but the few times Mother took me into the world above the Lake I was stiff and awkward with strangers. At thirteen I caused Mother endless hours of frustration, with her cajoling and furious by turns, and me bursting into frequent tears.

“I’ll never get it,” I wailed to Lancelot one evening, as he rubbed down his horse after a ride through the corridors. “I’ll never be who she wants me to be.”

“You’ll get it,” he said, with unexpected assurance. “You don’t see yourself. I do. You’re growing every day. You have no idea how powerful you’ll become.”

I gave a very un-powerful sniff. “Truly?”

“Truly.” He gave me a one-armed hug, and I buried my face in his tunic. “As soon as you stop feeling sorry for yourself, anyway.”

I laughed shakily.

“Just promise me one thing,” he added, and his voice was so serious that I pulled away and looked up at him. I think that was the first time I realised, in turn, just how much he had grown recently. “I’ll ride out for Camelot soon, to seek my fortune and become a knight. Promise me, when I’m gone, that you won’t let Mother make you into anything that you don’t want to be.”

“I don’t want you to go.” I barely heard the rest of what he had said—my grip tightened on him in panic. It wasn’t only that the thought of the Lake without him filled me with fear. Once he went into the world, he would forget us. He would never again look on me and know me for myself. “Do you really have to go?”

“It’s too late for me, Nimue. My doom was fixed a long time ago. Just promise, won’t you?”

I nodded, not really understanding but wanting to make him happy, and he pressed a brotherly kiss to the top of my head before swatting me away. “Now go on. Wash and brush yourself up for dinner. You don’t want Mother to see you cry.”

Lancelot rode out that summer. We all followed him to the shores of the Lake to wish him farewell, and watched him disappear down the path into the dappling sunlight. It was another year before I learned the secret to being Viviane.

It came when I was watching Mother teach Mordred a lesson in the library. I was curled up with a book of my own in the window seat, too far away to hear the words, and it was perhaps for this reason that Mother’s expressions so caught my attention. Her pale, pointed face was flushed and animated; her eyes sparkled; magic seemed to crackle the air around her though no enchantment was taking place. She looked a different person entirely.

Of course. Viviane was Mother—a younger, less bitter Mother, as she had been before Merlin and Arthur had twisted her heart and driven her beneath the Lake. That was who she wanted me to be. She wanted to send a young version of herself to Merlin, to bewitch him and destroy him. That was who I had to become.

The next time Mother came to me in the library, I was ready. I tried to feel my mother’s spark, her dangerous smile. I tilted my head winningly to one side, coy and knowing; I let my magic tantalise and tease. I pictured Merlin, a man I had never seen, and let myself hate him as my mother did.

“I want to be your apprentice,” I said to the air in front of me. “I want you to teach me everything you know.”

For the first time, my mother nodded. Her satisfaction fed the starving parts of my heart, the parts that magic couldn’t sustain. “That’s it,” she said.
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I thought I would be sent to the surface soon after that. I had been afraid of the idea when I was a child. I couldn’t imagine venturing out alone, to meet an enemy with so much more knowledge of the world than I had. But as the years went by and I grew into adulthood, I began to yearn for it. The Lake was darker and colder without Lancelot, and as Mordred grew up he became distant and strange. Our mother’s hate soaked into him like a stain on wood. He had nightmares every night, and his laughter became bright and sharp-edged. I was lonely then, as I hadn’t been before. I wandered the dark halls, sometimes conjuring phantoms to dance with, other times simply imagining what it must be like amidst the trees and the sun. And yet I couldn’t leave. Mother had said I wasn’t ready, and I couldn’t imagine defying her.

One day, shortly after my twenty-fifth birthday, Mother found me sitting on the broken wall that ringed the city, looking out into the depths of the water.

“You want to be free of this place, don’t you?” she said to me.

“I want to bring about your revenge,” I said, cautious. I wanted to please her, more than anything else. I loved her. Deep down, too, I was afraid of her. She had never once threatened me, or even been more than icily displeased, but I knew that her rage would be a terrible thing.

“You will.” She sat down beside me, and I watched, envying her easy elegance. I could be elegant with great effort, as Viviane. As myself, now, I sat with my shoes kicked off and my knees drawn up, skirt stained with mud from the flooded corridors. This once, she didn’t correct me. “And once that’s over, you can do whatever you like. You don’t have to be tied to the bottom of this Lake like me, you know. The whole world can be yours.”

The whole world. The words roared in my ears, and the magic in my blood thrilled.

“As soon as the past has been put to rest,” Mother said. She was looking at me with a softness I hadn’t seen before. “I promise.”

I had to swallow down the longing in my throat before I could speak again. “I wish the past were put to rest now.”

“Good.” Mother stroked my tangled hair back from my forehead. Whatever she saw in my face must have pleased her; she gave one nod of satisfaction. “Because it’s time.”







Elaine Ambrose

May 1941

I  t’s time.

Ellie sat up, heart hammering, the words ringing in her ears. Her head was filled with dark corridors and watery light; her body was tensed for air raid sirens and the familiar scramble downstairs to the basement. But there was no light, and no siren, no hurried patter of footsteps on the stairs or Martha pounding on her door telling her to get a move on. When she fumbled to light the oil lamp by her bed, the clock face showed barely midnight, a few hours after she had lain down. Outside the blackout curtain was only the wind.

“It was a dream,” she said, out loud. “That’s all.”

And not an Arthur dream. Arthur had barely featured—the voice had been another’s.

She lay back in bed, fighting to breathe slowly and deeply. In London, the blackout curtains had always made her feel safe, enclosed in her room with her bedside lamp the only pool of light. Here, the much larger room felt vulnerable, as though monsters could be lurking outside. It was too easy to imagine the black fabric hid a vast watery expanse, with the corridors of a drowned city stretching away into the distance. She closed her eyes, only for them to open of their own accord.

“Oh, blast,” she said, and sat up.

This was supposed to be safer than London, after all. There were no cars to hit her in the pitch-black streets, no planes screaming overhead. Nothing but sea air and hilltops for miles. If she couldn’t sleep, she may as well take advantage of it.

She pulled on her coat over her pyjamas, and thrust her feet into her shoes.
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Outside her curtained bedroom, the moonlight was startlingly bright. She had brought a torch with her from London, but she found she could slip it into her coat pocket as she made her way down the many stairs and out the front door.

The view over the cliffs was even more dramatic under the night sky. The waves glowed on the horizon, the reflection of the moon forging a path out to sea. A cold wind tugged at Ellie’s coat, ruffling her hair and blasting the last threads of the dream away. She breathed in the salt air, and felt her heart rate finally calm. No lakes, no magic, no underwater cities. Just the wild country behind her and the sea in front of her, as though the house was perched at the edge of the world.

It wasn’t until she caught the smell of smoke that she realised she wasn’t alone.

Wilder leaned against the drystone wall at the edge of the driveway, a lit cigarette in his hand, looking out to sea. He must have been deep in thought too, because he didn’t see her picking her way towards him until she called out a hesitant greeting.

He straightened at once, startled. “Miss Ambrose—”

“Elaine, please,” she interrupted. She still wasn’t sure of the rules of country houses, but in the vast, empty night she had felt a rush of relief at seeing another face, and she knew she couldn’t bear to have the only two people for miles keeping her at a distance. Mrs. Leaf seemed unlikely to ever want to be friendly; Wilder, though, had talked to her easily enough until she had reminded him he wasn’t supposed to. He seemed to be a servant in name only, as though it were a mantle he had taken up recently and kept forgetting he was wearing. “Or Ellie, if you’d rather. I’m not the lady of the house; I’m not even a guest. I’m here to do a job, same as you, Mr. Wilder.”

“Tom.” His self-assurance had trickled back; he gave her a smile that was only a little wary. “If you’d rather. You’re out late, aren’t you, Miss—Ellie? Is there something I can help you with?”

“You could lend me a cigarette, if you have one to spare. I promise I’ll return the favour.”

“Be my guest.”

Neither of them should have been smoking during the blackout, of course. Even a tiny light, her London landlady would have told her sternly, could be guiding enemy planes to the shores. But this wasn’t London, and there were no wardens to tell them off. Tom Wilder lit the cigarette for her, shielding the flame with his hand in an absent-minded way that suggested he too had recently been somewhere more strict.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“No.” She leaned against the wall beside him and took a long drag of the cigarette. The reassurance of having a normal conversation mingled with the smoke in her lungs, soothing her ruffled edges. “This is all too strange to me still. I keep expecting to open my eyes to air raid sirens going off. Do you even have those in North Wales?”

“We do. There are a couple of airfields further north, and we’re not far off the flight path to Liverpool. You’ll hear the sirens from the village three miles away, more often than you’d like. Not as bad as down south, though.”

“One of the girls at my boarding house is from Cardiff. She told us that her family are sheltering in Cardiff Castle when the bombers come.” It had been a disquieting image: a medieval stronghold trying desperately to shield its charges from a weapon its builders could never have imagined. She shook her head, and looked out to the black sea. “It’s so quiet here.”

“I know.” Tom seemed to understand more than she was saying. “It keeps me awake too. It’s a funny old house.”

“How so?”

He shrugged, and shifted uncomfortably against the wall. “Oh, you know. I suppose all old houses have their peculiarities.”

That struck her as not even a good evasion, and it reminded her unhappily of what had pushed her out into the cold. She hadn’t meant to ask—it was the last thing she wanted to talk about—but she heard herself asking anyway.

“In the car, earlier… You mentioned the Arthur dreams.”

“That’s right,” he agreed, just a little too nonchalant. “I did.”

Her question came out a little too nonchalant too. “Why? Why did you think I was here to research them?”

“No reason. Honestly.” Tom was not a natural secret-keeper. She held a sceptical look for only a few moments before she earned a rueful laugh in return. The laugh relaxed his face unexpectedly, easing the lines of his brow and bringing a faint glint of mischief to his eyes. It came to her that his face had worn a lot more smiles before they had gone out of fashion. “All right, but this is going to sound mad. Last week, a woman showed up at the house on foot—an ordinary woman, well-dressed, from Fishguard. She said that Arthur was returning at midsummer, and her dreams had led her here. Mrs. Leaf made me drive her into town, and all the time she kept insisting it was this house.”

“It must have been the name,” she said, though her stomach had turned. The memory of Martha’s matter-of-fact certainty flashed unwanted across her mind’s eye, and with it long dark corridors and the flutter of a falcon taking flight.

“Must have been.” He didn’t sound convinced himself. “The thing is, there have been a few sightings around here. I’ve heard them talking in the village shop. One man swore he saw a giant crossing the cliffs under the last full moon.”

“Everyone has stories like that these days.” She took another drag of her cigarette, and refused to shiver. “As if we didn’t have enough to worry about without making up giants.”

Tom’s eyebrows raised. “You think they’re made up, then?”

“Well… yes.” She reconsidered her answer—she might, after all, be talking to someone with Arthur dreams of his own. He didn’t seem the type, but neither had Martha. “I don’t mean the dreamers are lying. They’re really having these dreams, hallucinations, whatever you want to call them. But giants are made up, aren’t they? Imaginary. So are knights and dragons and magic swords. So is Arthur.”

“There’s evidence that Arthur was a real person, one time or another. Probably a Roman warlord, or an early Welsh king. There are a lot of places that claim to be the site of Camelot too, or even the Battle of Camlann.”

Ellie heard her own voice becoming too defensive in response, once again. “I don’t see that makes any difference. Even if he was a real person hundreds of years ago, you can’t truly believe he’s visiting people’s dreams now?”

“I never said he was.” There was an edge to his own voice now. “I’m not daft. All I meant was that if people are dreaming of made-up stories, they’re not making them up themselves. There are Arthurian scholars collecting accounts of the dreams as we speak, and they say all the dreams are variations of known myths, even when the people dreaming them have never heard those myths before. There were two children who had never heard of King Arthur at all, and they still managed to dream of the Lady of the Lake.”

“And there are psychologists saying that the dreams are a trauma response, because of the war,” she countered. “That seems a good deal more likely to me. Those children must have heard the stories somewhere and forgotten them, that’s all. Or perhaps Jung is right, and we are all connected to some vast collective unconscious, the same archetypes resurfacing over and over again. Either way, the last war taught us that the human brain does extraordinary things under stress.”

Tom was about to argue, she saw. He caught his response and pushed it back, like an escaped bird wrangled into a cage. “It’s possible,” he conceded instead, with forced calm. “I’ve never had an Arthur dream, so I can’t really judge. Still, you can’t deny there are some strange things happening lately.”

Normally she would have backed down herself. Tom clearly didn’t want to fight, and nor did she. But she couldn’t seem to stop. Her own dream was still running like silver through her blood, unpleasantly bright, and she wanted to excise it once and for all.

“Well, of course there are,” she said. “The world has gone mad. Half of it is fighting the other. There are bombs falling in the night. Hitler is marching across Europe, and death is coming with him. I haven’t dreamed of Arthur either, but I don’t think it’s surprising that people want a legend to return and save us. I just think it’s a mistake to dwell on stories when we have battles of our own to fight.” She stopped short, remembering belatedly that both Tom and herself were far from the lines of battle. “That is—as a country. At war.”

It was none of her business why he was here and not overseas.

He gave her a look, part knowing and part resigned. “Go on. You can ask, I don’t mind.”

“Ask what?”

“You know what. I know that look by now.”

She shrugged. If he wasn’t going to be embarrassed about it, neither was she. “Why haven’t you been called up?”

“There you go. I signed up at the start of the war. RAF.” He said it simply, matter-of-factly. She might have been imagining the prickles under the surface. But his jaw had tightened, and certainly any hint of laughter had gone from his eyes. “I was twenty-one, in my final year at Cambridge.”

Ellie stared at him, torn between guilt and curiosity. “I thought you were a groom,” she said, and could instantly have kicked herself. It was only that if he had been a student before the war and not a servant, it made sense of the way his manner flickered from friendly equality to belated deference and back again, not quite sure where he fit.

“My father’s a groom. His employer helped put me through school and then university. When war broke out, I dropped out with some friends of mine to fly planes instead. I was stationed at Hornchurch until last September.”

“What happened?”

“My plane crashed in the middle of a dogfight. Nothing heroic, just engine trouble. I broke a lot of bones I’d never heard of, spent three days in a coma, then another three months in hospital learning to walk again. They discharged me on medical grounds at the start of this year.”

She should have guessed—she’d seen others who’d come back wounded, after all. But he seemed too young, and too whole. And he hadn’t seemed like a pilot. Ellie had seen pilots on the newsreels, and she and Martha had met one or two on leave at a pub in London. Her impression had always been of confident young men, full of dash and bravado, trailing a Boys’ Own glamour and romance like wisps of cloud. But of course, pilots were people, not a startling new species that could fly, and battle scars weren’t always visible at first glance.

“I didn’t notice,” she said weakly.

“Well, excellent. That means my driving was probably all right. I’m not actually supposed to be behind the wheel of a car yet, but fortunately this is Wales, so nobody much cares.”

That would have made her smile under different circumstances, but she was far too mortified. It was bad enough that her assumptions had been wrong. The worst part was that she had been making them in the first place, and Tom had known it. It was one of the many unpleasant side effects of the war: that her mind, on seeing a young man far from active service, whispered words like shirker and coward, that it wanted to know why he was here when others were so far away, as though the former was to blame for the latter.

“I’m so sorry.”

“What for? I survived. Plenty of others don’t.”

“I mean… I shouldn’t have asked.”

“I told you to ask. I’d far rather people ask than assume the worst.” The defensive edge to his voice softened, so that she knew she hadn’t imagined it after all. “It’s nothing, really. It could have been a lot worse—it should have been, by all accounts. My war’s over for now, that’s all.”

She started to reply—to say God knows what, she had no idea—when she stopped short. So did he.

The glow on the sea had brightened imperceptibly as they had been talking. Now, coming in the wind, was a strange cacophony of sound. Ellie had never heard anything like it: a howling, a rumbling, mingled with an unearthly wail that rose the hairs on the back of her neck. She froze, silent, as it died away.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“It sounded like a hunt,” Tom said slowly. “Like hounds baying.”

“Who would be hunting at night?”

“Nobody. For one thing, there’s not a human soul about for miles.” He straightened; this time, because she was looking for it, she saw a slight stiffness to his right leg as he turned to stub out his cigarette on the wall. “I think we’d best be getting inside.”
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He left her at the door to the great house. The baying of the mysterious hounds had faded away, but she was still ready to go in. The brief easiness between Tom and herself had flickered out once again, and she didn’t know how to get it back when it had once again been her fault. Besides, now her spike of panic had faded, the long journey had suddenly caught up to her. It had been a long time since she had had a sound night’s rest.

“Sleep well,” Tom said, and hesitated. “Just for the future—it’s probably best you don’t leave the house at night. Definitely don’t go too near the cliffs. It’s treacherous ground—and with the blackout, you know…”

“Right you are,” she said quickly, before he could tie himself in further knots. She knew, somehow, that this had to do with the cries and not the darkness of the path, and she didn’t want to know more. Not now, with only the stone walls of the house between her and whatever it had been. “Good night.”

Ellie made her way carefully up the stairs and through the confusing corridors, stopping only once, at an open window facing the sea. The ocean surged and glittered, as it had before. There was no sign of anything, for example, flying across the night sky or rising from the water.

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” she scolded herself, too loud.

Her bed was pleasantly warm after the cool air outside. She burrowed down, and closed her eyes.

She had meant it when she had told Tom Wilder that she had never dreamed of Arthur. She didn’t then either.

Instead, just as she had earlier that night, she dreamed of Nimue.







Nimue

T he hawthorn tree was right where Mother said it would be: in a clearing just off the road to Camelot, its long limbs reaching for the light, white blossoms falling gently to the forest floor. It looked quiet, innocuous, sleepy in the spring afternoon. But my blood stirred at the sight of it. There’s a trick to seeing through spells, a way of looking and not looking at the same time. I let my gaze unfocus, my vision blur, until I saw it. A glowing rune carved into the trunk. When I took a step closer, the leaves above quivered with a rustle like a human sigh.

It had been three days since I had left the Lake. Three glorious suns rising and setting, three moons in a clear night sky. I had seen birds fly through the trees, felt the sun on my face, been soaked through by a sudden shower. I knew a spell to shield from rain and sun, but I would have melted away before I used it. This was the longest I had ever been above ground in my entire life—the longest time I had ever had to breathe, to explore, to wonder. I had never known how many different kinds of trees there were, nor how tall and thick they could grow. There was no other human soul in sight, and I had travelled at my own pace, stopping to peer at a flower or watch the progress of fearless red squirrels through the branches, laughing often in sheer delight at the strangeness of it all. At night I lit a fire by magic and ate the bread and cheese I had brought with berries plucked from the wild-growing bushes. The smoke trailed up to the stars, and I loved everything, even the wind and the roots at my back and the blisters forming on my booted feet. For the first time in my life, I felt free.

But I wasn’t, not yet. Every night I dreamed of my mother and Mordred beneath the Lake, watching and waiting. And I knew when I woke that every step, however wonderful, was taking me closer to the reason I was here.

Mother had gone to set the trap for Merlin days before, leaving Mordred and me at home in the abandoned halls. She had no doubt it would work; she only warned me that I might have to wait some time—days, even—before he came by. I had prayed for that in my head, and half convinced myself it would be true. I wanted more time. But here I was, and the tree was waiting, and from the whispers in the branches somebody else was waiting too.

This was it. I curled my hands into fists, gathering my wits.

You are not Nimue, I reminded myself. You are Viviane. Viviane is charming, playful, flirtatious, a young witch with ambition and poise. She wouldn’t be scared of anybody.

It didn’t work. My heart was hammering as I approached the tree and dropped into a crouch at its base.

“Hello?” I said. “Is anybody in there?”

There was no reply, but the rustle of leaves overhead stilled.

I tried again, this time layering my words with a trickle of magic to penetrate the spell. “Hello?”

“Hello,” a voice replied. It came slowly, dreamily, as though from a long way away or very deep below the earth. The voice of my enemy. “Did you want something?”

A chill went down my spine, and I fought to keep it from my face. Viviane would be curious, nothing more. “I asked if someone was trapped in there.”

“I do seem to be.” The voice was growing livelier. It was a lighter voice than I had expected, with an accent I didn’t have the experience to place. A little like Lancelot’s rolling dialect, but softer, more lilting. “I wonder for how long. Would you happen to know what day it is, by any chance?”

“Three days before May Day,” I said.

“Evening?”

I shook my head, although he couldn’t see it. “Late afternoon.”

“No harm done, then.” I heard a sound like a yawn or a sigh, and the branches shook overhead. “Still, I’d better be getting back to Camelot. I don’t suppose you could give me a hand?”

“Wouldn’t I have to be a witch for that?”

This time, the sound that came from the tree was a definite snort. “You’d have to be a witch to know I was in here at all. I don’t think we have a problem there. Do you know how to open a rune-lock?”

I did, of course. I knew how to open this one especially. Rune-locks were among the more technical branches of magic—one of the few that could be performed even by those without magic in their blood, yet one of the hardest to master. I had practised opening the one on the hawthorn tree many times, so as to be as smooth as possible. We need, my mother had said, for Merlin to be impressed. I tilted my head to one side, and pretended to consider.

“If I were to unlock this one,” I said, “would you promise to grant me a request?”

“What request?”

“That would be for me to decide.”

“I don’t usually promise to grant requests without first knowing what they are.” The voice was suddenly a good deal more awake. “It tends to lead to trouble.”

“It isn’t anything evil,” I said. “I only want your help. And you do want mine, don’t you?”

“I do. Still, I would prefer it not to come at some inconvenient cost. I’m not one of Arthur’s knights, you know, always riding off on quests at the first sign of a lady in distress.”

“No.” I had to be careful here. “You’re Merlin, aren’t you? Counsellor to King Arthur of Camelot, and the greatest wizard of the age. And I’m not a lady. I’m a witch.”

“So you are.” The tree groaned and flexed—perhaps in the wind, perhaps not. There was a faint grunt of irritation from within.

I held my breath. This was all the plan we had, and my mother had been certain it would work. If it didn’t, I would have failed her. I would have to go back to her, back to the depths of the Lake, and face her fury. It never once occurred to me that I could simply leave and never return. She would find me. Besides, where would I go?

“Very well, then,” Merlin said at last. “If indeed the request is nothing evil, I promise to grant it. Will that do?”

“It will do very nicely.” My hands were shaking; I drew a breath to calm them before I placed one over the rune. “Hold still.”

“I should be able to manage that.” There was a wry edge to the voice this time. “As a tree.”

Through my nerves, I couldn’t help but smile.

Runes take precision to lock. To unlock them requires only the right words, and the right touch. I closed my eyes and started to chant. I did it in a low voice, under my breath, and when the wind began to pick up and whirl around me, I could barely hear my own words under the thrashing of the branches overhead. But I felt them. I felt magic swelling in my breast, sweet and thrilling; I felt the rune heat under my palm, and shatter in a fizz of sparks. And I felt a hand reach from the tree and entwine its fingers around my own, rough and warm like the bark of the tree. Without even thinking, I gripped the hand in mine and pulled.

The two of us tumbled to the forest floor. The light through the leaves overhead whirled dizzyingly as I hit soft grass. I scrambled to my feet, brushed off my skirts, and turned to get my first look at Merlin.

He looked younger than I expected. This was a failure of imagination on my part—my mother had never mentioned his age, and of course a wizard could appear as old or as young as he wanted. I don’t know why I had always mentally endowed Merlin with a long white beard. He had none, nor did his face show any particular signs that he should. It was a strong, clever face, with a pointed chin and straight eyebrows beneath brown hair peppered with grey. The only lines were at the corners of his eyes and his forehead where his brows knit, worn by years of smiles and frowns. He wore a dark green tunic over practical trousers, as any woodsman might, and a small knife at his belt that seemed meant for plants rather than prey.

This was my mother’s enemy, I reminded myself. This was the man who had tried to kill Mordred as a baby, who had killed so many others. I believed it, I even felt a thrill of fear, but I couldn’t feel the hatred that burned in my mother’s eyes. He looked too ordinary—and, in that moment, too battered and dishevelled as he picked himself off the ground.

“Are you all right?” I asked him.

Merlin started to answer, then sneezed instead. He made a face. “Pollen. Next time I hope she uses a tree that doesn’t flower.”

“Who?”

“Morgan le Fay.” He stood in one swift movement. I heard his limbs creak faintly as he stretched the last of the spell away, like the boughs of a tree on a windy night. Standing, he was like a hawthorn tree himself—slight, strong, not overly tall. “That was her rune on the tree.”

I pretended to look around, puzzled. “I didn’t see anyone.”

“You wouldn’t. She’s at the bottom of her Lake by now, laughing wickedly, or whatever she usually does of an afternoon.” He sneezed again, and rubbed the back of his neck. “What was I doing, before I was a tree?”

“How should I know?”

Merlin ignored this: he was surveying the ground critically. His face cleared at the sight of a worn canvas bag on the grass. “There it is!”

He scooped up the bag and looked inside with a nod of satisfaction.

“I was collecting hawthorn berries.” He slung the bag over his shoulder. “She would have known that, of course, this close to May Day. That’s how she set the trap. And I walked straight into it, thinking as I was of higher things and dinner and mischiefs.”

“Mischiefs?”

“It’s what you call a group of mice,” he explained. “A mischief.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Don’t be too flirtatious, Mother had warned me, before I set out. He isn’t stupid. Be entrancing, be fascinating, but keep him at arm’s length. We had never rehearsed whether Viviane knew the word for a group of mice.

I hesitated too long: he glanced at the sky. The sun was lower now, and the shadows were lengthening.

“Well,” he said. “I had better be on my way.”

That pulled me out of my bewilderment with a start. “You said you would grant me a request, remember?”

“There’s a great deal going on when you’re a tree,” he said dismissively. “I can’t remember all of it.”

I swallowed back a brief flutter of panic. He was bluffing. Mother had warned me of this, more than once.

He won’t want an apprentice, she said. For one thing, he knows the stories that one will lead him to his doom as surely as we do. But once he’s promised to grant your request, he’s bound. He can’t break the deal unless you do. Hold your ground.

I hadn’t even reached the request to be his apprentice yet, and he already didn’t want me. Still, I planted my feet firm.

“You owe me a request,” I said. “We had a deal.”

“Now that I think of it, I’m not even certain a tree can make a deal,” he said thoughtfully. “At the very least, I can hardly have been said to be myself at the time.”

There were many things I could have said. What came out, before I could stop it, was, “You promised.”

I could have kicked myself. That wasn’t Viviane, light and teasing; it wasn’t even my mother. It was firm, direct, the way I would tell Mordred to stop being silly and go to bed.

Merlin turned and looked at me properly for the first time. His eyes were grey-green, like Lance’s. I hadn’t expected it, and my heart gave an odd start. And yet, apart from the colour, they weren’t really like Lance’s at all. Lance’s eyes were dark, serious, still, like the Lake at night; Merlin’s were light and shadow, with a playful glint like the reflections of the sun on the surface of the waves.

“Well, that’s different,” he said, and his own voice was suddenly soft. “I never forget a promise. What do you want from me?”

“I want to be your apprentice.” I raised my head, and looked him full in the face. I’d rehearsed the words so many times they seemed to come from somewhere else. “I want you to teach me everything you know.”

He huffed a short laugh. “That might take a very long time.”

“Perhaps not as long as you think.” My pride flared unexpectedly, though I kept my voice sweet this time. “I have magic of my own—you’ve seen that already.”

“I have. But I know a lot more than magic, you know.” He folded his arms and leaned back against the trunk of the tree that had imprisoned him, still regarding me thoughtfully. “I know the future and the past. I know the ways of rabbits and owls and dragons.”

“You didn’t know how to get out of that tree,” I returned.

His laugh this time was more genuine. “I did.”

“Then why didn’t you do it before I came?”

“I would have. Eventually. I told you, you lose track of things as a tree.”

“So it seems.” I was starting to enjoy myself now, against my better judgement. “You forgot to thank me for getting you out, for one thing.”

His eyebrows quirked. “Did I?”

I folded my own arms, fighting back a smile, and he bowed extravagantly.

“Thank you.” When he straightened, a blooming purple rose was in his hand. I took it. “Without your assistance I would have been trapped forever, or at least until breakfast tomorrow. Arthur would have been unhappy either way. He wants me at the Round Table this evening.”

“Is that the king, you mean?” I asked, as carelessly as I could. It sounded foolish to me at once. How many Arthurs were there with a Round Table and a wizard?

Merlin didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. “The very same. He would be happy to reward you for your help, if you’d like. He has a lot more to give than I do.”

“I don’t want anything from the king,” I said. “I want what you know. And, if that would indeed take too long, I want what you know about magic. I want to be your apprentice.”

“What’s your name?” Merlin asked.

Unforgivably, I hesitated again. It wasn’t that I didn’t know what to say this time. I knew what name to give. The problem was that once I gave it, it would be my name, and who knew when I would hear my real one again? “Viviane,” I said.

He nodded thoughtfully. “I wondered.”

I had no idea what he meant, and I didn’t know if I wanted to. We both held still, and the forest around us seemed to be holding its breath.

“Very well,” Merlin said at last. The breath released, and with it something had shifted. We were in a new and terrible world, with great and terrible things before us. “Viviane. I, Merlin Emrys, advisor to the Once and Future King and greatest wizard in the land, promise to teach you all the magic I know. You will come back with me to Camelot, and we will begin at first light tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” I repeated, foolish again. Relief and fate conspired to make me dizzy.

“It will have to be,” he said. “I told you, I have an appointment with the king this evening.”

And just like that, I was apprenticed to the man I was doomed to destroy.
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The walls of Camelot were visible from a mile away. As soon as we left the cover of the trees, there they were, cool grey stone high on the crest of the rolling hills. Flags emblazoned with a red dragon flew in the afternoon breeze, and the towers against the clear blue sky seemed as young and full of promise as the spring air.

I was no stranger to grandeur. I had watched my mother curve the water and shape the wind with spellcraft. I had grown up in a vast underwater city at least as large as this one. But my mother’s magic felt natural, or at least supernatural; Camelot was made by human hands, hewn from stone and iron. And unlike the ruined towers of my sunken city, it was thriving. A market was taking place in the crooked streets, and as we passed through the gate we were swallowed in a riot of smells and voices and rough laughter. I had never seen so much life in one place.

“You’ve not been to a fortified town before, have you?” Merlin asked wryly, and I realised I was gaping like one of the pale underwater fish that passed my bedroom windows at night.

“Not one like this,” I answered, with what I hoped was convincing nonchalance. It might have helped, in a way, if Merlin had taken me for a young, starry-eyed innocent, but I didn’t want to be that. I was a grown woman and a witch—I wanted him to respect me as both.

“Well, there aren’t many like Camelot,” was all he said. I had a feeling that I was being let off lightly.

The market meant that the castle courtyard was bristling with armoured guard that day, helmets and pikes gleaming in the sun. But Merlin breezed straight through their ranks as he had through the trees in the forest, and so I followed him up the main stairs, trying my best to look as though I felt my right to be there every bit as much as he did. Even when we reached the Great Hall and approached the Round Table ringed by solemn-faced men in chain mail, with a golden-haired man seated at the far end.

“Excuse my lateness,” Merlin said. Heads turned in our direction. “I was stuck in a tree.”

The golden-haired man shook his head—which, I saw with a chill, was circled by a crown. This was King Arthur of Camelot. My mother’s half-brother. My uncle. Mordred’s uncle, and also his father.

Mordred had learned his lesson of hatred from our mother far better than I had learned mine. I had seen the black fear and resentment twist his heart when Arthur’s name was mentioned. But as I had found already with Merlin, when I looked at Arthur, I felt only vague trepidation mixed with overwhelming fascination. I searched his face, trying to see traces of Mordred. I did see them: in the gold curls most obviously, but also in the wide, honest eyes, the slightly prominent ears, the way his mouth naturally looked about to smile. Arthur’s face was rounder and softer, though, without Mordred’s sharp angles; his jaw was firm rather than pointed; he was broader and stronger in build, his skin tanned by the sun that Mordred had scarcely seen. And the smile, when it came, was very different to Mordred’s. It was warm, familiar, with a wellspring of joy behind it. I felt myself wanting to smile back, even though it wasn’t aimed at me.

“Of course you were,” King Arthur sighed, mock-resigned. “And I see you’ve returned with a guest.”

Merlin turned to me, as though he’d only just remembered I was there. “I have. Arthur, may I introduce the Lady Viviane, my new apprentice.”

King Arthur’s pale eyebrows shot up, but he bowed politely in my direction. “My lady. Welcome to Camelot.”

I curtsied, as low as homage to a king demanded. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

One of the knights called out across the table. “Did you find her in the tree, Emrys?”

“She found me,” Merlin returned. “I’d never have found her otherwise. I’ve been looking for apprentices in the wrong places all these years. Under rocks, and at the bottom of lakes.”

I started at that, but he wasn’t looking in my direction, and I couldn’t read his eyes at all.

“I hope I can be useful to the court,” I said, just to remind them I had a voice. My mother had warned me how men like to talk over women, and Viviane would never allow it. “I have some skill with magic already, and Merlin has promised to teach me more.”

“He’s a good teacher,” King Arthur said. “I can tell you that from experience. Rather too interested in turning his pupils into fish and owls and geese, at times.”

Merlin answered him, but I didn’t hear it. At that moment, I caught sight of the knight seated at Arthur’s side. It was Lancelot.

I hadn’t seen him for over a decade—not since he had given me one final embrace and left for Arthur’s court. He had been a young man then, and I had been little more than a child. Now he was a knight approaching middle age, with a strong, rugged face and a dark beard with its first grey streaks beginning to show. His shoulders had filled out, and his hands, folded in front of him, were rough and callused. But his eyes were the same, and the expression on his face—kind, enquiring, head slightly tilted—was one I knew very well.

“This is Sir Lancelot,” Arthur said, perhaps noticing my gaze. “My greatest knight, and one of my greatest friends.”

Lancelot inclined his head. “Lady Viviane.”

He had no idea who I was, of course. The Lake would have long since faded from his memories, along with an awkward little girl named Nimue who had sat and chatted to him as he polished his armour, whom he had given rides on his horse, who had known how to make him laugh. We had known when we said farewell that in many ways we were parting for the last time. I still had to work to smile politely and turn away, as though his own polite nod had not felt like a hit to the stomach.

The rest of the knights passed in a confusing blur. A few I had heard of—Sir Kay, Arthur’s foster brother; Sir Palomides, the Saracen who hunted the questing beast; Sir Bedivere, who in his youth had killed a giant with a magic spear—but many of those around the table now were young men, with no deeds or reputation behind them. A great number of Arthur’s most famous knights had never returned from the Grail quest the year before, and the court, my mother had told me with satisfaction, was a pale shadow of what it had once been. I took careful note of the four Orkney brothers, Morgause’s sons and Mordred’s half-brothers. Sir Gawain, broad-shouldered and smiling—it had been he who had called out to Merlin across the table. Sir Agravaine, frowning and intense. Sir Gareth, pale and handsome. Sir Gaheris, like Gawain in appearance but quieter, less given to shouts of laughter and temper. They looked a little like Arthur too, but their dark hair and pale skin reminded me more strongly of my mother.

“Would your apprentice like to retire and rest after her journey here, Merlin?” Arthur asked, when the last man—little more than a boy, really—had made his bow. “Or would she prefer to join us? I wanted to ask your counsel on the sorcerer in the north. Perhaps she has advice to give.”

I couldn’t help but speak up in surprise. “You would trust me to hear your plans?”

“You asked to be my apprentice,” Merlin reminded me, and this time I heard the faintest bite of irony. “Did you not think that was a position of trust?”

Arthur rescued me before I had to respond. “If you have Merlin’s trust, you have mine,” he said. “And that of every man here. You are a part of my court now, Lady Viviane.”

I knew I didn’t have Merlin’s trust at all. I could see it in the glint of his eyes, his knowing sideways glance in my direction. He wasn’t a fool, whatever my mother sometimes called him. He knew it was no coincidence I had happened along when I did, ready to release him from a trap that I had not set but knew very well how to unlock. And yet, though Arthur was no fool either, I saw at once that I truly did have his trust. He had made a conscious choice to believe in me, and would continue to do so until I proved myself unworthy of that belief. If I did, then he would be disappointed, even grieved, but he would not hesitate to trust again. That moment was when, despite everything I knew of his history, my heart first warmed to Arthur Pendragon.

“We’ll both stay for the council,” Merlin said. “And then, Lady Viviane, I’ll show you the tower.”
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Being inside Merlin’s tower was like standing in a giant birdcage. His room was at the very top of a winding spiral staircase, the highest point of Camelot, and the round stone walls were slotted with tall windows through which high winds off the surrounding hills teased the air. It gave the room a sense of constant motion: pages of open books ruffled, hanging charms danced and glinted, blue flames flickered in the fireplace. The largest of the windows looked out to the west, where the sun was beginning to sink below the horizon; a desk sat in front of it, the evening light spilling across the dusty muddle of parchment and brass instruments. A goshawk perched on the back of a chair, gold eyes glinting.

On that evening, funnily enough, the first thing I noticed about it was that the roof was open. A ladder in the centre led to a wide trapdoor, and through it I saw a square of still-unfamiliar sky.

“You can close that,” Merlin said, following my glance. “If you’d prefer.”

“I like it open,” I said, because I thought that Viviane would. By that point, I was beyond knowing what I thought about trapdoors, or about anything. The council around the Round Table had stretched on as the sun had tracked across the sky—the longest time I had ever spent in the company of strangers. My head was spinning with the effort of keeping straight in my head who they were, and who I was meant to be.

“Good,” Merlin said. “I like it that way too. But it’s your room as well now.”

“Mine?” I hadn’t expected that. “Do you mean I can come here freely, if you’re not here?”

“You’d find it hard to learn everything I know if you didn’t. I’m not really at Camelot as often as people think, you know. This time of year you’ll likely go days and nights without seeing me at all.”

I had no doubt it was true, but I could also hear the firm drawing of boundaries. I shouldn’t expect to be always at his side. “There’s nothing you’d prefer me not to touch?”

“All of it, since you ask.” The iron edge to his voice was unmistakable now. “But that wasn’t the promise I made. You asked to be my apprentice. So yes, you can stay here freely. You can read whatever you want. You can touch whatever you need. Be careful how you touch the charms in the oak cabinet, though. Some of them don’t like it.”

He didn’t want me here. I had been ready for that. It still stung.

Merlin was still talking. “You can see the books clearly enough. That chest over there is filled with all the papers that don’t fit easily on the shelves. That cabinet is for poisons and medicines. That box is where the hedgehog lives. That chair is for sitting in. I’m sure there are warnings I’m forgetting to give you, but as you said, you’re a witch. You’ll work them out for yourself. Do you have any other questions?”

“Is there…” I wasn’t sure how Viviane would ask the next question without sounding either pathetic or presumptuous, so I simply asked. “Where do I sleep?”

“Wherever you like,” he said, as if it wasn’t important. “Camelot is a large place. I’m sure you can find a spare cupboard or two that isn’t being used.”

I wished I hadn’t asked. Evidently, he had no intention to make it easy for me to move in.

To my horror, out of nowhere, hot tears threatened my eyes. I blinked them away quickly, fiercely. I cried too easily, and always had, but Viviane certainly didn’t, and she wasn’t supposed to be hurt or homesick or frightened. For that matter it was ridiculous for me, Nimue, to feel that way. Nobody was treating me badly. Merlin’s faint bitterness aside, everyone had made me more welcome than I had any right to expect. It was only that all of it was so much harder than I’d imagined. I’d thought I was prepared to be Viviane. I’d been her before—for my mother, for the people in the nearby markets. But I’d never been Viviane for so long, or for so many at once. Camelot was brimming with people, knights and servants and peasants and kings bursting out of every nook and cranny, and it was beginning to sink in that I had to lie to every single one. All those eyes, and any of them could be on me at any time. Every instinct I had was screaming at me to get away somewhere I couldn’t be seen. My courage seemed to be sinking with the sun, and I’d never been so tired in my life.

Merlin couldn’t have noticed. I mastered myself too quickly, and besides, he wasn’t looking at me. But perhaps he caught the edge to his voice at last, because it softened.

“There’s a bedchamber directly beneath this room,” he said. “You would have seen the door to it coming up. Arthur insisted on me having one, but I’ve never slept there. You can have it as your own, if you want it. As I said, I’m rarely at Camelot very long, and when I am I prefer to sleep outside.”

That, at least, distracted me from my rising despair. My voice sounded like Viviane to my own ears when I spoke. “Doesn’t that get cold in winter?”

“Interestingly, not if you’re a snow leopard.” He nodded towards the ladder in the centre of the room. “Speaking of outside, aren’t you wondering what’s up there?”

I had been, of course, before misery had put it out of my mind. “Of course.”

“Well, then. After you.”

I had expected the trapdoor to open to bare stone battlements, like the other towers and parapets that ringed Camelot. Instead, I came up the ladder to a garden. Deep troughs teeming with plants ringed the crenellated walls: delicate, feathery herbs, small twisting trees, pale-coloured leaves and budding flowers. The smell of damp earth and a thousand mingling perfumes filled the evening air. I breathed it in, wondering, and felt the last of my dangerous panic ebb.

“You’re good with rune-spells.” Merlin leaned back against the walls of the battlements. He seemed calmer up here too, some subtle tension smoothed away. “How’s your herb-lore?”

“I’ve studied it from books.” I knew it was an admission of ignorance. There were few growing things beneath the Lake.

He nodded, as if this was expected. “Do you know what that is over there?”

I looked, expecting to see a plant of some kind. Instead, I saw a tall, slim instrument of brass and wood, pointed up to the darkening sky.

“No. What is it?”

“It’s a telescope. It’s for looking at the stars. How’s your astronomy?”

There were no stars beneath the Lake either, and we had never been allowed above the surface after dark. I had seen them for the first time only after I had left home.

“Poor,” I conceded, in a flush of shame. “But I can work with water and wind and fire. I’ve studied crystals and runes.”

“I know,” he said. “You’re better at runes than I am, clearly. I might ask you to show me that one on the hawthorn tree later. But you didn’t come to teach me, you came to be taught. And what you need to be taught most desperately, it seems, are herbs and stars.”

“How did you know that?”

He smiled for the first time since we had left Arthur, and held up his right hand. “You pulled me out of the tree, remember? I felt every trace of magic in you while our hands were touching.”

I didn’t know that could be done. I wondered, uneasily, how much else he had felt.

Merlin’s voice, when he spoke again, was unexpectedly serious. “Do you truly want to study magic?”

I just managed to look surprised, rather than flustered. I arched an eyebrow, as Viviane would do. As my mother would have done. “Why else would I ask you to teach me?”

“A lot of reasons,” he said drily. “You might have wanted an excuse to come to Camelot; you might want power for its own sake; you might want the skill to steal something or hide something or destroy something… or someone.” It might have been my imagination that lent significance to the last suggestion. “I don’t care about those reasons. I only want to know if, instead of or in addition to them, you truly want to learn magic. Because you could, you know. You have it in you to be great—at least as great as me, or Morgan le Fay, or any of the other famous sorcerers you care to name. But you have to work hard, very hard, and to work that hard you have to truly want it. Magic means nothing without that.”

“I truly want it.” I had to say that, of course, if I wanted to stay. And yet, saying it, I knew it was true. I hadn’t come for magic, really, I had come to be Merlin’s doom. All the magic I had ever learned had been learned with that in mind. But I wanted magic. I hungered for it. I had learned everything my mother had taught me with my whole heart, not because it would be useful, but because I couldn’t help it.

Merlin only nodded. “Good, then. We’ll start tomorrow.”
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i

E llie woke slowly the next morning, the sound of the waves crashing around her so that for a dazed moment she thought she had been washed ashore in a shipwreck. She rolled over, blinking, frowning as the world around her resolved not into the circular towers of Camelot but grey daylight struggling through imperfect blackout curtains. Wind whistled against the windows, and with it came a faint howl like that of a pack of hounds.

Then her gaze fell on the clock by her bedside, and memory returned with a wash of panic. She was at Camlan House, and she was very, very late.

By the time she hurried downstairs, it was past nine o’clock—nearly an hour later than Mrs. Leaf had arranged for her to have breakfast. The house appeared utterly deserted: corridors dark and abandoned, the dining room gloomy in the pale sunlight. Ringing the bell by the dining room fireplace, she wouldn’t have been at all surprised to hear it tinkle in vain to an empty kitchen. But Mrs. Leaf appeared within minutes, smooth and neat, as though she had been merely waiting to step through the door.

“I’m so sorry for the late hour,” Ellie said, flustered. She’d resolved to be very organised and tidy that morning, after her travel-worn appearance the day before, and greet the housekeeper with friendly courtesy. She wasn’t the heroine of a gothic, after all: as she’d told Tom, she was a modern woman, here to do a job. Instead, she’d dressed in such a rush that her hair was already threatening to break the confinement of its pins, and she was miserably on the back foot. “I overslept. I suppose I’m used to the London traffic waking me.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Miss Ambrose,” Mrs. Leaf said, in a voice that implied the opposite. “This household is at your disposal, while the professor is away. You may keep whatever hours you want.”

“Still, I hope I haven’t caused you any trouble—” She broke off, looking at the housekeeper for the first time.

“Is something wrong?” Mrs. Leaf asked.

Ellie shook herself. “No. No, I’m sorry, not at all.”

The light had been fading when she had met Mrs. Leaf, after all. There had been a lot to take in, and the housekeeper had intimidated her so much that she probably hadn’t looked her full in the face. But she would have sworn that Mrs. Leaf’s hair had been brown, and her eyes had been dark. This woman, while undeniably Mrs. Leaf, had silver hair, and her eyes were blue.

“I was just wondering if you had any idea when I might meet Professor Emory?” she said, to say something. “I’d love to ask him a few things about the library.”

“I do not,” Mrs. Leaf said briskly. “He’ll write ahead when he intends to return, I’m sure.”

“Do you have an address for him, or a telephone number? Perhaps I could—”

“I’m afraid not. Professor Emory moves about too much for a fixed address, and we have no telephone at Camlan House. If he has instructions, he writes to me. Now, would you like some breakfast? Tea and toast, or something more substantial? I can show you to the library when you’ve eaten.”

The library. She still didn’t have high hopes for the books in Professor Emory’s collection, but the vast empty house couldn’t help but make her curious—and, she had to admit, make the thought of getting to her work very tempting. Even if the books were commonplace or dull, cataloguing them would make sense. So little had, lately.
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The books were not going to be commonplace or dull, she knew as soon as she followed Mrs. Leaf through the library door. Nor were they going to make sense, at least not for a very long time. The sight of them stopped her in her tracks.

“Oh,” she said faintly. She wasn’t sure if the quickening of her heart was in wonder or fear.

The library was far larger than she had expected. At least three rooms: she could see two doors leading off the first room, each open to reveal floor-to-ceiling shelves. But she was used to large libraries, after all. What struck her about this one was the sheer chaos. The books fortunate enough to make it to a shelf were stacked every which way—spines out, pages out, vertical, horizontal. Many more sat in teetering piles on the floor, threatening to topple; some of them, as far as Ellie could tell at a glance, were not books at all, but folders from which papers spilled like snow. It was impossible. Any archivist with a shred of sense would despair at it.

It was wonderful.

Mrs. Leaf was drawing back the curtains that covered the single high window; the slanting shaft of sunlight immediately illuminated thousands of swirling specks of dust. There was a flurry of movement in the shadows, and the housekeeper sniffed.

“Mice,” she explained. “I keep them out of the rest of the house, but Professor Emory won’t let me tidy in the library, and they’ve rather made themselves at home. I hope they don’t trouble you?”

Ellie shook her head, still mute with awe.

“If they do, speak to Tom. I’m sure he’ll know how to deal with them. Shall I leave you to it, then?”

It was the best thing she could have said. The loneliness of the strange landscape outside had been pressing the edges of her mind, stirring the unease that had nestled in her stomach for the last two years. But there was nothing lonely or strange about a roomful of books. They called to her, as if they could barely stand to stay on the shelves.

They were extraordinary. In the first hour, she discovered a fifteenth-century incunable, its leather cover cracked but the block-printed pages within startlingly well-preserved, and a medieval codex, perhaps tenth century, lavishly decorated with a great dragon covering the first page. These were stacked haphazardly alongside a great many beautiful but unexceptional Victorian tomes. It took her longer than it should to realise that the books were all Welsh folklore, and these beautiful pieces of history had been grouped by subject, as though they were no more or less than reference books.

The grouping continued throughout the shelves. History, mythology, botany, astronomy; collections of riddles from the Middle Ages and scientific papers on moths from last century. Whoever had arranged them, they clearly hadn’t been touched in decades. Soon she was covered in dust, and sneezing explosively.

The mice, as Mrs. Leaf had warned, truly had made themselves at home. The books, miraculously, were unnibbled, but the mice themselves shot out from the shelves when she least expected it, and their rustlings and scufflings and occasional squeaks mingled with the sound of soft rain on the windows. Once, when she had sunk deep enough into reading that she hadn’t moved for some time, she glanced up to see a small grey-brown shape exploring a pile of books with curious paws. The mouse saw her at the same time and froze, rigid, black button eyes enormous.

Ellie twitched the book she was holding. “Shoo,” she said, and the mouse vanished in a scrabble of delicate claws. Probably it had been looking for paper to line its nest, but Ellie was a little sorry to see it go. It had looked for all the world like a tiny librarian.

The book the mouse had been exploring, she saw when she got up to look, was a 1901 copy of Tennyson’s Arthurian romance, Idylls of the King. Not very valuable, especially compared to the other books in the library, and she wasn’t, she told herself firmly, going to be superstitious about a coincidence. Still, hesitantly, she picked it up, and flicked through the pages until she found the poem she knew was there.


Book Six: Merlin and Vivien

A storm was coming, but the winds were still,

And in the wild woods of Broceliande,

Before an oak, so hollow, huge and old

It looked a tower of ivied masonwork,

At Merlin’s feet the wily Vivien lay.



She shut the book quickly, and pushed it aside. There was work to do.

She kept working as the sun sank lower and lower in the sky, the sunlight faded, and her world shrank to the pool of light from the oil lamp at her side. She forgot about the British Museum, about London, about the war itself. She forgot about her lingering guilt over Tom, and her worry—so unimportant in the face of a world on fire, yet so nigglingly present, like a toothache in the midst of a flu epidemic—about where she stood with him and with Mrs. Leaf. This, at least, she could put to rights.
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“Was your time in the library satisfactory, Miss Ambrose?” Mrs. Leaf asked that night, when she finally came stumbling down for supper.

“Extremely,” Ellie said, with feeling. Her clothes were thick with grime, her arms throbbed from carrying leather-bound volumes, her eyes were blurred by hours of small print and poor light, and yet she couldn’t stop smiling. “It’s an incredible collection. Some of those books I’m sure nobody has ever seen before. May I ask—do you know where Professor Emory acquired them?”

“I believe they came with the house. Professor Emory inherited this property at the end of the Great War—the last great war, that is. The library was already well established. I don’t believe he’s spent enough time here to really explore it.”

That made sense of the dust, but it surprised her. Somehow she expected professors to always have time for libraries. “I see. Thank you.”

“Of course. Now, it’s Lord Woolton pie for supper, and I’ve run you a hot bath in your room, for afterwards. Will that be all?”

She supposed the bath might be a subtle reference to how grubby she had become over the course of the day, but she was too weary and too satisfied with her work to mind. She was careful not to notice, too, that Mrs. Leaf’s hair was brown again. It was a trick of the light. It had to be.
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It should have been easy to fall asleep. She was exhausted after her long day in the library, and the bath had once again been miraculously hot against her aching back. And yet as she lay in the dark, she found her nerves wound tight. When she closed her eyes, flashes of long underwater corridors and a flowering hawthorn tree sent them flying open once more.

You’re being ridiculous, she told herself firmly. Even if you did have an Arthur dream last night, that doesn’t mean you’ll have one again. Besides, they’re harmless. Everybody says. Go to sleep.

She was about to resettle when it came again: a high, rumbling cacophony of howls. It was fainter than it had been on the cliffs the night before, but her body remembered it. She shot bolt upright, on reflex, and the hairs rose along her neck.

A hunt, Tom had said, with no human soul about for miles. It had meant nothing to her then. But she had spent the day sorting through old folk stories, and something impossible and unwelcome snapped into place.

Ellie lit the lamp, and swung her legs out of bed.

Welsh Myths and Legends for Children was right where she had left it, on the shelf by the armchair. It was an old book, Edwardian at least, comfortingly thick with ink drawings at the heading of every chapter. She turned the pages lightly, careful of the yellowing paper, until she found a drawing of long-limbed hounds soaring over hills.

The Cŵn Annwn are the spectral hounds of Annwn, the Welsh otherworld, she read. Their coats are pure white, but for their ears, which are the colour of blood. Arawn, the king of Annwn, leads them on a hunt at night in search of wandering spirits. The baying of the hounds can be heard as they approach—the softer the cries, the closer they are to their quarry.

There was more, but she didn’t need it. Ellie had read stories like it before, some of them that very morning—the Wild Hunt, the hosts of Hell, the hounds of Herne the Hunter.

No. She snapped the book shut. The Cŵn Annwn had not been outside last night. It was one thing for Tom to believe it—he was still young, and she had heard that airmen were a superstitious crowd. She was twenty-seven years old, and a librarian. She had meant what she had said last night—the world was bad enough without monsters.

The howling was getting softer now, easy to mistake for the equally soft crash of waves on the rocks. Which would be all very well, had the book not said that the baying of the hounds grew quieter as they closed in on their prey.

“Oh, hang it all,” she said out loud, and got to her feet. She had gone outside last night, after all, and despite what Tom had warned, no harm had come of it. Besides, it seemed she was never going to get to sleep until she did.
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The moon was bright again that night, but the clouds were drawing in, and the cool mist against her skin heralded the approach of further rain. The rocks stretched down to the ocean—dark, precarious, all dips and crags and rock pools. She knew almost as little about the sea as she did country houses—one weekend at Brighton with her friends before the war, that was all, and they had spent most of it on the pier, eating ice creams. She couldn’t tell if the tide was coming in or going out, or how far in it would come.

The howls came again, faint and eerie on the wind from the sea. They were certainly coming from the direction of the rocks.

Before she could stop herself—before she could even admit to herself what she was about to do—she started down the cliff wall.

It wasn’t as difficult as she’d feared, largely because the darkness and her own trepidation narrowed her view to one step at a time. One hand on whatever part of the cliff wall was in reach, the other training the beam of the torch in front of her, and it was a simple matter of stumbling from one safe space to the next, purposefully not looking at the long drop to her left or the crashing sea beyond. It wasn’t too different from sorting through a particularly intimidating archive: one book, then another, and before you knew it an entire shelf had been cleared.

The howling grew louder as she drew closer to the sea’s edge. This near, it had a peculiar gurgling quality, less like a hound than one of the sea lions she’d heard at London Zoo. Perhaps it was really a sea creature, she thought, just as—her stomach tightened, in excitement or fear—a grey shape came into view on the rocks below. Something half submerged in the rock pools—far larger than a sea lion, or any sea creature she had seen. A whale? Whales sang, she had read, though the head looked too delicate for a whale, almost snakelike…

She stopped on a rocky outcropping, about twenty feet above the pool, and trained her torchlight on the beast. Her breath caught.

“Oh,” she said.
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She was in luck.

She had no idea where the stables or the groundsman’s cottage were, and as she rounded the path Tom had seemed to be taking home the night before, she wondered if she might waste precious hours stumbling around the grounds while the clouds drew in and time spooled away under her fingertips. But the stables came into view at once, and beside them the dark shape of a stone building that looked too small to be a barn and too large to be a shed.

The sound of her knocking was loud in the stillness of the night around her. It wasn’t long before she heard the quick pad of footsteps, and the door opened.

Tom was still dressed, but her knock had clearly shaken him unceremoniously awake, his hair rumpled and clothes disarrayed. He blinked when he saw her on the doorstep, as though he had expected somebody else. “Miss Ambrose. Ellie.”

“I’m sorry to wake you at this hour,” she said, and meant it. He looked much younger this side of midnight, almost defenceless, as though he’d set aside a shield to go to bed and hadn’t picked it up again yet. At least he didn’t seem annoyed to see her, only surprised.

“No, you’re all right.” He didn’t quite manage to smother a yawn. “Sorry. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve just been down to the cliffs.”

His brows drew together, his eyes still clouded with sleep. “Why? I told you, those cliffs are tricky in daylight, much less—”

“I heard that sound again, the hounds baying. No, please just listen, I know what you were thinking last night, but it isn’t that. It’s some kind of creature, like a giraffe, but not…” Oh, hang it. She steeled herself, and looked him right in the eye. If he thought she was mad, so be it. “Have you ever heard of a questing beast?”

“The thing from Arthurian myth? Head of a snake, body of a leopard, feet of a something-else?”

That actually wasn’t bad for the middle of the night. “That’s what I think I saw. I know it’s impossible, but I think there’s a questing beast trapped in a rock pool on the cliffs.”

Tom’s face went still. “Right,” he said. “Let me get my coat.”

ii

The moon had gone behind a cloud by the time they made it back to the cliffs, and the edge of the path that had been clear only half an hour ago was suddenly a good deal harder to spot. Ellie led the way with a torch, but it was a long way down.

Tom’s self-assurance faltered as the way ahead darkened. He came behind her carefully, his concentration fierce enough that she could feel it at her back like a naked flame. His faint limp from the night before was more pronounced, and once she heard him stumble, connect hard with a rock, and curse quietly.

“Is your leg all right to climb?” she asked, belatedly. “I didn’t think…”

“My leg’s fine.” He sounded frustrated, or perhaps embarrassed. “Don’t mind me. I’m right behind you.”

She tried to go a little slower, very aware of the precarious drop to the ocean below. If Tom suspected it was for his benefit, he said nothing. He slipped only once, with a scree of pebbles, and he caught himself before he overbalanced. The howling noise was growing louder.

Ellie was starting to think she had lost her way when the sky briefly cleared, illuminating the horse-shaped rock she remembered. She grabbed Tom by the arm, and motioned for him to crouch and peer over the edge of the outcropping to the rock pools below.

“Down there,” she said. “It’s—”

“I see it,” he interrupted. His face was aglow with wonder and disbelief. “Bloody hell.”

The questing beast floundered in the shallow rock pool, bewildered and panicked, ridiculous and beautiful. Its lithe, spotted body was soaked through; it scrabbled at the rim with cloven-hoofed feet. Its head—scaled, delicate, with enormous dark eyes—thrashed at the end of a long neck. Now that she was looking at it again, there was no doubt what it was. It didn’t matter what made sense, what was possible, what she believed the world to be. It couldn’t be anything else.

“Excuse my language,” Tom added, as an afterthought.

“No, no,” Ellie assured him. “I thought it was quite right.”

The head of a snake, the body of a leopard, the haunches of a lion and the feet of a deer. Her lecturer at university had said it was probably a medieval description of a giraffe. She had been wrong.

The howling noise rattled through the air—a quiet muttering this time, building to a mournful whine.

“That’s what we heard last night,” Ellie whispered. “When it isn’t drinking, its belly makes a noise ‘like unto the questing of thirty couple hounds.’”

“Where’s that from?”

“Malory. Le Morte d’Arthur. I thought you were at Cambridge?”

“Natural Sciences, not myth—which was a mistake, obviously.” He rubbed his knee absently, considering. “At least that tells us it drinks water. I don’t suppose Malory said what it ate?”

“He wasn’t terribly specific on aspects of care and feeding, no. I thought… since you look after the horses here…”

His eyebrows went up, with amusement rather than offense. “You do realise horses and mythical creatures aren’t the same thing, don’t you? I only knew what a questing beast is because my little sister sent me The Sword in the Stone for Christmas last year.”

The title rang a bell, but she couldn’t place it. “The what?”

“T. H. White. It’s a children’s book. Never mind.” He was already getting to his feet. “It can’t stay there, anyway. The tide’s coming in. These rocks are going to be underwater soon, and anything still here will be drowned.”

“Anything?” She looked at the surging sea with a spike of panic. “Does that include us?”

“Not if we’re quick. Do you mind going ahead with the torch?”

Up close, the questing beast looked both more and less otherworldly. Less, because it was so undeniably real and solid, a creature of flesh-and-blood details she would never have imagined. More, because it was so obviously no creature she had ever seen. Its leopard-spotted sides worked in and out like bellows as it panted in distress; its scaled nostrils flared. She saw how its forelegs were grazed and its hooves cracked where it struggled to save itself, and her heart clenched.

“Poor thing,” Tom said softly. The wonder still lingered on his face, but the disbelief had gone. Clearly, it was here, and it needed to be helped, and that was enough to be going with. “You’ve got yourself into a proper mess, haven’t you?”

“Can you get it out?” It was comforting to match his practicality, when her own head was still spinning with questions.

“I can try.” He sounded uncertain for the first time. “It should fit the halter I brought. If I can get it around its head, we should be able to haul it out.”

Her eyebrows rose, along with the impulse to laugh. “You want to put a halter on a medieval myth?”

“Unless there’s some reason I shouldn’t. It doesn’t breathe fire or anything, does it?”

“Not as far as Malory knew.”

“I’m starting to wonder how much Malory did know.” He hesitated, just long enough to make her curious, then shrugged. “Let’s give it a go, anyway.”

He really had brought a halter, along with the length of rope. Ellie stood back, pointing the torch, giving him space as he approached the beast with the halter held low.

“Hello, old thing,” Tom said. Whatever doubts he had, the tension had fallen from his shoulders, and his voice was low and quiet enough to be almost lost under the crash of the waves. Absurdly, Ellie felt herself relax in sympathy. “Don’t worry. We’ll have you out of there in no time.”

The questing beast snapped its sharp teeth once in his direction, then held still, trembling, as Tom took a step closer.

“Steady, girl.” Apparently he had decided the beast was a girl. That must have been thanks to The Sword in the Stone, because Malory was vague on that as well. “That’s it…”

Ellie missed what happened next. One moment Tom was drawing the halter over the beast’s head; the next, it went wide and struck the beast’s scaly nose. The beast jerked her head back, long neck arching like a swan; there was a sharp crack, and Tom stumbled back against the rocks.

“Tom—!” She started forwards, and he held up a hand to stop her.

“Don’t move. It’s fine.” The light from her torch showed a glint of blood at the corner of his mouth; he ignored it, straightening. The questing beast tossed her head again. “Whoa there, girl. I know, my fault, I’m sorry.”

“Try again,” Ellie suggested. “You almost had it.”

“No use.” His tone was still light, probably for the benefit of the beast, but frustration seethed beneath the surface. “I should have warned you. The thing is, I’m not always so clever at this anymore. It’s the blow to the head I took when the plane came down. When I first woke up I couldn’t see at all. It’s a lot better now, but even in the daylight, depth perception’s a bit tricky, and things aren’t always where I think they are. In this light, it’s rubbish.”

Things snicked into place for her then: his concentration on the cliffs, the way he hadn’t noticed her the night before until she’d spoken, the reason he wasn’t supposed to be driving. She could have kicked herself. “You couldn’t see the path coming down here, could you?”

“Barely,” he admitted. “I could follow your torch and guess at where things were, but that doesn’t work as well for a questing beast as it might for a rock. If I make too many bad guesses, I’ll frighten her.”

She wasn’t quite sure what to say—the careful matter-of-factness from last night was back in his voice, and he wasn’t looking at her. In truth, the fact that he had come down the steep, treacherous path with only the glow of her torch in front and a dizzying fall on one side seemed brave in a way that was faintly alarming, as though he was missing some sense more fundamental than eyesight. She didn’t know whether to be filled with admiration or concern, especially since either would be embarrassing to them both.

“I’m sorry,” Tom said, with genuine regret. “I think you’ll have to do it.”

Her heart and her stomach plummeted. “I’m from London. I don’t know how to halter a questing beast.”

“Neither do I. I can talk you through it.” He spared her a quick smile, probably realising how little reassurance those two statements conveyed together. “It’ll be fine, I promise. If she was going to attack, she would have attacked me then.”

“She didn’t exactly not attack you.” Nonetheless, Ellie took the halter, swallowing nervously. It wasn’t as though there was another choice. “Very well, then. Tell me what to do.”

A light drizzle was falling from the sky, more mist than rain. It made the halter slippery in her fingers, or perhaps that was her own nerves. The tangle of straps made no sense to her at first; by the time she’d sorted them, the waves were surging. The eerie yelps and howls of the beast’s belly blended with the crash of the sea.

“Come towards her slowly,” Tom instructed. “Make sure she can see you.”

“There, there, girl.” She tried to mimic Tom’s gentle voice and firm approach. It was difficult when her teeth were chattering from cold or tension or both. “We won’t hurt you.”

The beast tossed her head once, then lowered it. It was exhaustion, Ellie thought, rather than submission, but she took another step forwards nonetheless. The beast’s spotted neck was in reach; she laid a hand on it, and felt it flinch but not pull away.

“Good.” Tom raised his voice to be heard over the sea. “Now bring the halter up to her nose and draw it back. You can do it.”

The beast side-eyed the halter warily, and the image of Tom being knocked aside flashed bright in Ellie’s mind.

I can’t do it, she thought, and then, to her own astonishment, the beast’s nose was in the halter. She fumbled, almost dropping it, then managed to bring it around the back of the beast’s head, behind her twitching ears.

“Good work!” Tom’s hands were at her own before she could move, fastening the halter under the beast’s scaled chin. She fought to get her head free, and Tom’s hand went reassuringly to her flank. “Shush, shush, there you are. We’ll soon have you out of there. Do you have the rope, Ellie?”

She passed it to him, clenching her fists to stop her hands from shaking. Relief and elation were flooding her veins, far too soon. The beast wasn’t out yet, and the waters were rising.

They heaved on the rope together, as the waves spattered at their boots. Ellie was stronger than she looked—carting books around the British Museum was not for the weak of bicep—and she could feel Tom throwing his weight into it behind her. But the questing beast resisted, shying back, and the effect was like trying to pull a motorcar stuck in the mud while it stubbornly reversed.

It was raining in earnest now. Gusts of wind whipped the sea into froth, throwing spray in Ellie’s face as the rain curled her hair into wet tendrils.

“It’s no use,” she shouted back over her shoulder. “She’s frightened.”

She didn’t say it—it would do no good—but she was frightened too. The cliffs had looked spectacular but friendly from the top. Now, down amidst the crashing waves, everything in her screamed that she was on the brink of something precarious. The sea out to the horizon was the same utter black as the skies. They could have been standing at the edge of the world.

The tension on the rope eased as Tom dropped it. “Right,” he said, as if coming to a decision. “Hold on.”

She twisted her head, trying to make him out. “What are you—?”

A splash, a yelp, and Tom was in the water behind the questing beast. The beast startled, jerking back, but Ellie kept her grip on the rope.

“Don’t get in there!” she hissed, too late. “The tide’s coming in. You said yourself it isn’t safe.”

“There’s a war on!” he called back, breathless. “Nothing’s safe!” The pool was deeper than she’d thought: the water surged to his shoulders, so that he had to pause as it crested about his head. “It is bloody freezing, though. Slightly regretting that side of it.”

In the midst of everything, she laughed.

“Pull again,” he was calling, “and I’ll try to push from behind. We’re running out of time.”

Her hands were rubbed raw by the rope; salt water stung every scratch, and her shoulders ached. Ellie gritted her teeth, once again, and pulled.

The beast moved forwards. Her hooves gained dry land; her flanks rippled as she struggled to pull herself up. Then the waves crashed, and water engulfed the pool. The creature was pushed back; the rope jerked in Ellie’s hands, and she fumbled for her grip. Spray drenched her hair and coat. For a heart-stopping second, Tom vanished beneath the water entirely. He came up coughing and spluttering, pushing wet hair from his eyes.

“Once more,” he gasped. “We nearly had it.”

“This is mad,” she yelled back. “You’re going to drown. I might drown with you.”

“Not if we get it right. Come on!”

This time, it worked. The questing beast understood now how to move with them; Ellie pulled, Tom pushed, and the beast gathered what must have been the last of her strength and lunged for the rocks. Her hooves at last found their grip; her lion’s hindquarters rose; she scrambled over the rim of the pool. Ellie stumbled as the rope went slack, and fell to her knees.

She sat on the rocks, stunned, muscles throbbing, hand stinging where she had put it out to break her fall. Warm air gusted in her face, followed by the soft bump of a scaled nose. The questing beast was looking down at her, dark eyes soft, sides still heaving for breath. Ellie reached up and touched the crest of her forehead, wondering, her own panic receding.

“Ellie?” Tom’s voice came. The questing beast raised her head, curious but unconcerned, as he picked his way over the rocks. “Are you all right?”

“Me? You’re the one who nearly got swept out to sea. How are you?”

“Never better.” He was soaked through and shivering, but he glowed with elated energy. In that moment, she could see the twenty-one-year-old who had dropped out of Cambridge to fly planes. “Hello, old girl,” he added, as the beast nudged him. “Let’s have a look at you…”

Ellie clambered to her feet stiffly, and kept the torchlight on the questing beast as Tom examined her. Blood was flowing freely from a gash across one of the slender forelegs; Tom took it gently in his hands, and the beast flinched but didn’t pull away.

“Is she badly hurt?” Ellie asked.

“I can’t really tell in this light.” He straightened, considering. “Let’s see if she’ll come home with us.”

“To the stables? A questing beast?”

“Why not? At least we can get her warm and dry—she’ll catch her death if she’s stuck out in this rain.”

“She might be able to go back to where she came from.” She tried to make this sound normal, as though questing beasts flocked somewhere in the Welsh hills.

“She might. If she can get back, though, it still wouldn’t hurt to send her back dry.”

This made sense, although it would have been more comforting coming from somebody who hadn’t just jumped into a rock pool after a mythical creature with the tide coming in.
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The questing beast, as it turned out, was very happy to come home with them. Perhaps there was some folk tale magic about a questing beast belonging for life to the one who bridled it, as was said of unicorns. Perhaps she simply wanted to be out of the rain. Her head, on its stupendous neck, was hanging low as if exhausted, and she was limping badly by the time they crossed the stable yard. Ellie knew how she felt. Now the excitement had worn off, her muscles throbbed wearily with every step, and the fine drizzle of rain mingled with sweat on her flushed skin.

Tom was limping too, but he wasted no time in lighting a lamp and leading the questing beast inside. Ellie closed the stable door behind them, shoving the sea-swollen bolt shut with effort. The stables were warm and quiet, their high lofts and long corridor clearly made for far more than the three horses currently regarding the intruder with wary side-eye, and the air was laden with the sweet, summery smell of hay.

“What can I do?” Ellie asked. Tom, she was learning, was apt to be stubborn about trying to do everything himself. “I mean it—put me to work.”

Fortunately, if Tom was stubborn, he was also practical. “There’s a well out in the courtyard,” he said, glancing at her across the questing beast’s back. “Could you fill a bucket?”

“I’ll be right back,” she promised.

It took her longer to find the well than it should have, and longer still to work out the old Victorian hand pump. When she got back, wetter than ever, the beast was settled inside what would have been a generous loose box for a horse, though was a somewhat snug fit for a creature with a much longer neck. A horse blanket covered her spotted coat, and Tom was carefully wrapping a bandage around her injured foreleg. The sight of her ridged snake’s head peering curiously over the door was so incongruous it hit Ellie as if for the first time. A questing beast. It was here, and it was real.

And if the questing beast was real, that meant it all was. The Arthur dreams weren’t mass hallucinations or a psychological response to the stress of the war or any of the comforting explanations she’d been clinging to. The world was cracking in some profound way, and impossible things were coming through. She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

“How is she?” she asked, and was pleased with how normal her voice sounded.

“Settling down, I think,” Tom said, from where he crouched at her side. “I’ve cleaned and bandaged her leg. I’d like to—careful!” The warning came as Ellie went to set the bucket on the floor. A moment later she saw a small grey mouse sitting there, upright and frozen. She froze herself, startled; the mouse sank back down on her forepaws, and made an indignant tutting sound. Ellie had the distinct and unnerving impression she had been sworn at.

“Sorry.” Tom’s smile was rueful. “I should have warned you. You don’t mind mice, do you?”

“Not as long as they don’t eat books,” she said, trying to match his composure. It was not, after all, the strangest thing she had seen that night.

The mouse made a softer sound, closer to a squeak. Tom offered his hand, obediently, and the mouse ran up his arm to perch on his shoulder.

“I shared some biscuits with the stable mice when I first came here, and before I knew it they had adopted me,” he explained. “This is their alpha. Her name’s Squeak.”

“Hello, Squeak,” she said, because the little creature seemed to expect it. Her gaze was clear and direct, as if she was about to interview Ellie for a job. She found it surprisingly difficult to wrench her gaze away and pour the water, at Tom’s guidance, into the stone trough. The beast plunged her head into it gratefully, and the yelping gurgle of her stomach, which Ellie had almost stopped noticing, ceased at once.

“Look at her,” Tom said quietly, his voice soft with wonder. “I don’t suppose Malory mentioned if she has a name?”

“Not that I remember. He just calls her the questing beast, or the Beast Glatisant.”

“Hmm. I don’t like Glatisant. It sounds too much like Gladys, which is the name of my least favourite aunt.”

She was startled into laughter again; from the sideways smile he gave her, that had been the intention. “It’s just another word for questing. It means barking.”

“Fitting, if you knew my aunt.” He stood with a faint wince, and came to stand next to Ellie, his eyes never moving from the impossible creature. “She’s lucky you found her. I knew there was something out there, but I could never get near enough.”

“You thought it was the Cŵn Annwn, didn’t you? When you heard those howls.”

“It crossed my mind,” he admitted. “My mum was from Wales—she used to tell my sister and me stories about Arawn and the Cŵn Annwn all the time when we were small.” His Welsh pronunciation was, unsurprisingly, far more fluent than her own. “I’m glad it was our girl here instead.”

“Thank you for helping me with her,” she said, hesitantly. “I know it was asking a lot, knocking on your door after midnight, especially when I really put my foot in it last night…”

He shook his head at once, forcing the mouse on his shoulder to resettle. “You were fine last night. I’m not normally such a grump. It’s this stupid plane crash. Some days are still better than others. That drive out to the station and back was more difficult than it should have been, my head was killing me, I haven’t slept much this week, and I’m out of practice at conversation—none of which was your fault. I do understand why people look at me and want to know why I’m not doing my bit for the war effort, especially when they’ve lost people.”

“I was renting a flat with three other girls at the start of the Blitz.” She was faintly surprised to hear her own voice. You didn’t speak of the war in London, these days, except as a grim joke. Somehow it was easier standing side by side with Tom, watching the beast’s forked tongue flicker as she drank. “A terrible little place in the East End, it should have been knocked down years ago probably, but it was the first place I’d ever had that felt like mine. It got hit in the first week. Completely obliterated. We were all still in our rooms—the floor collapsed under me, and my bed and I plummeted two storeys. I don’t know how I got out unscathed. I lost everything I owned. I remember searching through the rubble afterwards, trying to find a locket I’d put on my bedside table before going to sleep, which was ridiculous because we couldn’t even salvage the furniture. And… one of the other girls was killed. Belinda, her name was. We’d only known each other a few months, but I liked her. She came from Croyden, she worked as a typist at the local paper and always knew all the latest war news, she was funny and smart and took hours doing her hair in the bathroom, and then she was just gone.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

It was all he said, which she appreciated. He clearly meant it from somewhere deep, and she appreciated that too.

“Thank you.” She drew a breath, and released it. “It’s the same everywhere, I know. But that’s why I didn’t want to come out here, away from everything. All the young men I know are overseas. All my girl friends are working in factories or volunteering with the WVS or with the Red Cross. I need to do my bit too. It all feels too hopeless otherwise.”

“There’s worse you could be doing than fossicking in the Camlan library, believe me.” For a moment, he didn’t sound so young at all. “You’re not hurting anybody. You might get to the end of the war and be glad of that, one day.”

“That’s true. But I wasn’t hurting anyone at the British Museum either, and I felt that I was doing something important there. I’m sure that sounds foolish to you, considering what you were doing—”

“Of course it doesn’t,” he said. “I’ve been to the British Museum, you know, many times. I was sorry to hear it had been hit.”

The image of those fallen walls and ruined books came to her, bright and sharp, and she had to blink hard to chase it away. “Well. As I said, thank you for helping me with the questing beast.”

“Thanks for coming to get me. I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”

The beast raised her head to look at them. Her stomach remained quiet now her belly was full, even though she was no longer actually drinking. Malory must have got that a bit wrong.

“Can I ask you an awkward question this time?” Tom asked. “You can be grumpy at me in return, if you’d like.”

“Go on,” Ellie said, not without wariness.

“It’s just that last night you were adamant that the dreams were nothing more than hallucinations. Yet tonight you were very calm about going out to investigate an unearthly cry from the rocks, and calmer still when it turned out to be a being from the pages of Malory. Have you really not had any dreams yourself ?”

Her laugh was real, if a little shamefaced. “I had a dream last night.” She leaned back against the walls of the loose box, ruffling her damp hair. “More than one, in fact. I told myself it was the power of suggestion, given the name of the house. The dreams weren’t exactly about Arthur, not the way most people’s seem to be. But…”

“But it’s a very powerful suggestion that needs water and stabling for the night,” he finished wryly. He leaned against the wall next to her, and folded his arms. “What were they about, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Nimue.” Saying the name out loud was a frightening relief, like opening a door that had been straining at the hinges, not knowing what would be invited in. It tasted strange on her tongue. “Both times, they were about Nimue.”

Tom frowned. “That’s Merlin’s apprentice, isn’t it? I remember seeing a painting of her in a gallery at Port Sunlight, when I was little. She traps him in… is it a hawthorn tree?”

“There are a few different versions of the same story: Malory, Tennyson, the Vulgate Cycle, probably a lot of others I don’t know. Sometimes she traps him in a tree, sometimes it’s a cave, or a tower. Last night I dreamed that she and Merlin met for the first time.”

“And now a questing beast has turned up in the night.” His eyes were alight with curiosity, despite the lateness of the hour and his obvious fatigue. “To a house named for Arthur’s final battle.”

“It doesn’t mean there’s anything special about this house,” she reminded him, before he could get too excited. “Many places have names linked to myth. There have been dreams and sightings everywhere.”

“This is a little more than a sighting,” he countered. “She’s been hanging about for weeks. That woman who turned up here was convinced this was the site of Arthur’s return. And most people are dreaming of Arthur, not Nimue. That has to mean something.”

“I don’t know what, though! Listen, I understand what you’re thinking. You think that if Arthur is returning, then he must have been a real man, and so the dreams must be visions of real places and events. But they’re not like that. They’re too fantastical, too…” She found herself shying away from the word magical. “They’re not true.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said firmly. She even meant it, in a practical sense. The dreams she’d had couldn’t be true history. Even without the magic, the time period was too vague—a myth’s idea of medieval, seventh century mingled with fifteenth mingled with who knew what else. The language was too modern. It was the way writers like Malory and Tennyson and Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote Arthurian myth: a hodgepodge of history and fact, looked at through the eyes of their own present day.

And yet they rang with truth. There was no other way to put it—a steel ring, like the reverberation of a sword striking armour. She could feel in her bones that even if the events she was witnessing never happened, they were real. She understood now why those who dreamed of Arthur all looked as though the world in front of them no longer made sense.

“I believe you,” Tom said, into the silence that followed. “For what it’s worth, I don’t necessarily think the Battle of Camlann took place here, or anything so obvious. I just think it’s worth doing some digging, that’s all. See if there are any connections between the dreams and this house.”

She was about to argue further, when something came to her. The telescope. The telescope in her tower, all brass and wood. It was the one in Merlin’s tower, hundreds of years ago, down to the tiny scratches she had noticed around the lens. Only it couldn’t have been, of course. Telescopes hadn’t been in post-Roman Britain—certainly not ones that clearly belonged on an eighteenth-century ship.

Connections. Impossible, completely unscientific. But they were there.

“I’ll be going through the library anyway,” Ellie said, as unconcernedly as she could. “If there’s anything connecting the area to Arthurian legend, I’ll likely find it.”

Tom nodded slowly. “I wish I could help you with that, but I still can’t read for very long these days, and anyway Mrs. Leaf doesn’t like me in the main house. I’ll tell you what, though,” he added, before Ellie could raise her eyebrows at that. She had assumed Tom’s position as outside-the-house-keeper was a joke. “I mentioned those studies into the dreams. I know a few people at Cambridge who are working on them—I might be able to call in some favours there and get a copy of their research. See if any of them mention Nimue, or the house, or anything else our visitor talked about.”

The return of Arthur to Britain. It was impossible, of course it was. Tom didn’t need to be told that—it was why he held back from putting it into words, even now. But the world was changing every day. Entire countries were falling overnight. There was a questing beast in the stables. Anything could happen, at any time.

Tom turned back to the questing beast, which was starting to eat the hay from the rack on the wall.

“I know what to call her,” he said. “Morgana.”

The name stirred uneasily in her memory. “Like Morgan le Fay?”

“In Welsh, it means ‘from the sea.’”

“We don’t know that she did come from the sea,” she pointed out. “We don’t know where she came from.”

“Well, I don’t know the Welsh for that. I’m not even sure I know the English.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “Right you are, then,” she said. “Morgana it is.”
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Ellie got back to her room in the early hours of the morning, damp and cold and achingly weary. Before she settled down to sleep, though, she dug into her carpet bag and pulled out a notebook and pencil. She set it down by her bed, and raised her chin.

“Very well,” she said, out loud. “If you’re trying to tell me something, I’m listening.”

Then she lay back, and closed her eyes.







Nimue

M y first few weeks in Camelot, I hated everything.

When I had first come from the Lake, I had delighted in the woods and the sky. I don’t know whether it was that the castle walls were so hard and cold by comparison, the town outside so bare and bustling, or whether the first glow of adventure had simply worn away, but I could not delight in Camelot. Part of it was the constant barrage of eyes and voices, battering me from all sides until I fought the urge to curl up in a ball in the corner of the room that wasn’t mine and shield my head. Part of it was the knowledge that I was in the court of my enemies, and if they found out, I would be as dead as those children in the boat. Mostly I simply longed for home, as I might long for shade in hot sun or water in a desert. The memories stabbed like a physical pain: the empty, silent corridors, my mother’s touch, Mordred’s smile, the lights through the water overhead. I thought I had wanted nothing more than to leave. Now I couldn’t bear not to be there.

If Merlin noticed my misery, he said nothing. But then, Merlin wouldn’t acknowledge I had any feelings at all. His gaze, so disconcertingly shrewd when it came to other things, glanced off me like a stone skipping the surface of a lake.

It wasn’t that he was inattentive, exactly. He had warned me that he was often away from Camelot, and that proved to be true—certainly it was true, as he’d claimed, that he never returned to his rooms at night. While he was away, he left me with books on herbs and on constellations, and set me to work learning them; whenever he returned, he would breeze into the tower, a rush of dust and pollen and spring rain, and answer any questions I had before abandoning me once again to cobwebs and candlelight. The books fascinated me, despite everything. I liked reading them. I liked climbing the ladder to the garden above, to match the leaves to the illustrations in the books by day and the stars to the diagrams by night. Merlin was a good teacher, as Arthur had promised. He answered my questions as thoroughly as I could have wished, and no more vaguely than could be expected given how magic evaded words. But the paler and more listless I grew, the colder the knot in my stomach tightened, the lighter and more dismissive he became, until it seemed deliberately cruel.

It wasn’t like him, I knew even then. I had walked with him through the streets on market day—I saw the way children ran up to him, the way beggars greeted him as a friend. He saw people, and he cared. And yet he didn’t, or wouldn’t, care about me.

Keep him at arm’s length, my mother had said. She hadn’t told me what to do when he was determined to push me as far from him as possible.

It was Lancelot who finally found me crying in a forgotten corner of the armoury. I had gone there because it seemed the last place in the castle that Merlin would find me. Viviane may never cry, but I needed to, often, in those days. The armoury was dusty and quiet, and the faint clashes of swords from outside seemed to ensure that none of the knights would come in until the morning practice was over.

Lancelot, though, had broken his sword, and true to form had come back to choose a new one for himself rather than send his squire. His once-familiar face softened immediately into concern.

“Now then, lass,” he said, full of gentleness. I’d always thought that tone was just for me, Nimue, under the Lake. I should have known better. Lancelot wanted to comfort the whole world. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said, with a sniff. I scrubbed at my eyes with my sleeve, knowing that I looked a mess and that knowing it made it worse. Lancelot was the last person I wanted to see—not when he looked at me and couldn’t see me.

“Are you certain?” He crouched down beside me, and offered me a handkerchief. Lance was the sort of man who, flushed and dishevelled from sword practice with the knights of the Round Table, still had a handkerchief. “I can’t help?”

I took the handkerchief, burning with shame, and blew my nose. I didn’t have to be Viviane in front of Lancelot, only Merlin, but I wanted to be. I wanted to be brilliant and fascinating and dangerous. Instead, I was only Nimue, an awkward, hot-tempered young woman whom Lance had helped too often already in a life he didn’t remember.

“Is Emrys being difficult?” Lancelot asked. “It isn’t your fault if he is. He’s often in a strange mood around May Day. And all the other days, come to that.”

The last was meant to make me smile, and it did, weakly.

“No,” I said. “He isn’t being difficult. Well, not enough to cry over. I was just… I was homesick.”

The knot of concern between his eyes cleared in understanding. “Of course you are. You’ve never been away from your home before?”

“Never,” I said. “Or my mother and brother. I miss them.”

“And Camelot is big and strange and cold when you first arrive,” Lancelot said. “I remember it well.”

“What was your home like?” I was curious about what he would say.

As it happened, he told exactly the truth. “I don’t know. I was orphaned as a young lad, and raised by the Lady of the Lake. That’s why Arthur gave me the name of Sir Lancelot du Lac. I left her and came to Camelot when I came of age, and in so doing I forgot everything about my life before. You’d know all about that, of course, as a witch—how mortals can’t keep hold of memories about the Otherworld.”

Beneath the Lake wasn’t quite the Otherworld, but it was still surprising that he recalled even that. “You’ve held on to more than most. Most people who have crossed the veil forget even that there’s anything they’ve forgotten.”

His mouth twisted in its achingly familiar half smile. “So do I, a good deal of the time.” He closed his hand around a silver pendant hanging about his neck, one I hadn’t noticed before. On it was engraved the same designs that entwined my mother’s wrists. “I have a message from the Lady of the Lake written on a scrap of paper, locked away in here. It tells me who I am and where I came from, no more. I take it out and read it when the few memories I have start to fade. And I’m fortunate that I have people I love and trust here to remind me.”

Queen Guinevere was one of those people, I was sure. I had met her at the spring banquet my second day in Camelot—a dark, graceful woman, enshrouded in velvet and gold. She had smiled warmly at me when I was presented to her, and I had found myself liking her at once. She and Arthur worked well together, each clearly holding the other in genuine respect. But I had also seen the looks she and Lancelot exchanged: familiar, tender, amused or affectionate by turns, as though they were the only people in the room. If they weren’t lovers in body, they were lovers in their hearts, and they couldn’t hide it. I couldn’t help but wonder what she had thought when Lancelot had come to Camelot, past forgotten and future all ahead; what had drawn them together the very first time, and set them both hurtling towards the ruin of Camelot.

“I miss it, even so,” Lancelot added. “I dream about it sometimes, though the dreams fade from my mind too soon.”

I shook myself back to the present. “What do you dream about it?”

“Strange light, as though through the surface of water. Vast halls, abandoned. An older woman, and two younger children—not their names and faces, just the feeling of them. All love, and darkness, and magic. That’s all I have of home. What about you?”

“I remember everything,” I said softly. My heart ached, but my eyes had dried.
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The following day, as I sat by the window in Merlin’s tower poring over a heavy book, I had an unexpected visit. At first I didn’t recognise the woman standing in front of me, dressed in a red velvet gown with a smile in her brilliant dark eyes. Then, with a shock, I realised I had seen her every day, only never at such close quarters. Guinevere. Arthur’s queen, Lancelot’s lover, the woman he was doomed to destroy.

“May I come in?” she asked.

I found my voice. “Of course, Your Grace.”

“You don’t need to call me that.” She stepped past me into the room, curious and confident—not Viviane’s performed confidence, but true self-assurance. “You’re Merlin’s apprentice, and Merlin never bothered with a title in his life—he says they change too often for him to keep track.”

“He’s a very old friend of the king, though.”

“And you’re a very new friend of mine. Or I hope you’ll be.” Her nose wrinkled at the dust and clutter. “He doesn’t clean in here at all, does he? I’m sorry. The servants won’t come to Merlin’s tower. The last time one of the maids tried, she went to polish the mirror and found herself on the other side.”

I was startled into laughter. “I did that myself, the first morning. Luckily I knew my way back.”

“Agnes Potter didn’t.” Guinevere’s eyes danced with mischief. “Merlin had to go in after her. She refuses to say what she saw, but she steers very clear of reflective surfaces now—to the detriment of her hair, it must be said. Except sometimes I catch her looking sideways at the mirror in our chamber when she comes in to sweep the hearth, and I think she might rather like to go back.”

It didn’t surprise me. It was a strange, lost world of shadows and reflections behind the glass, but there was something compelling about it too.

“I’d like to apologise to you,” Guinevere said, more seriously. “Usually, when a lady comes to court, I pay them a visit at once, and make sure they’re happy and comfortable. I didn’t do so for you. I trusted you to Merlin’s care. I forgot that Merlin isn’t always the most careful of beings.”

I flushed. Lancelot had obviously had a word with her—perhaps in private last night, as they lay together in whatever secret place they had taken as their own. I didn’t know how I felt about that, even now. Not jealous—I had no right to be. Lancelot had always been a brother to me, nothing else, and now we were strangers. He was fulfilling his destiny, without even being aware of it. But I squirmed to think of the two of them together.

“I’m fine, my lady,” I said. “Truly.”

“I never said you weren’t,” Guinevere agreed. “But the castle is a lonely place when you first arrive. I was brought here as a bride when I was younger than you. I knew nobody, not even my maids. Arthur was very kind, but he was a young king with troubles of his own, and everything seemed so cold and dirty, struggling to life out of the mud. It took me a long time to feel at home.”

“I don’t think I’ll ever feel at home here.” My foolish eyes burned hot, and I blinked hard. “But it doesn’t matter. I can still do what I came here for.”

Guinevere wrapped me in a warm, spontaneous hug. It startled me at first, then I found myself clinging to her. She was smaller than me, wiry and soft at once, and it felt like being held by an older sister, or a mother. Only I had no sisters, and my mother never hugged me, certainly not softly.

“Of course you can,” she said. “As did I. But you will feel at home here, very soon. I love Camelot now, with all my heart. Everyone who lives here does in the end. In the meantime, I want you to come have dinner with me and my ladies-in-waiting tonight. The king is hunting, so we’ll be alone. Will you?”

I wanted to, more than anything, but I hesitated. It felt like a betrayal to my mother, somehow, to let myself be befriended by the wife of her enemy. I didn’t even have the excuse, as I did with Arthur and Merlin, of carrying out the task I had been sent to perform. Guinevere was Lancelot’s business, not Viviane’s. “I don’t have any good dresses to wear,” I forced myself to admit. “I don’t have any other dresses at all. Just this one.”

“I’ll have something sent for you,” the queen promised. She looked my white woollen dress up and down critically. “Lady Elinor looks about your size. Is that your only objection? I can answer others.”

“That’s it,” I said, and found myself smiling. She and Lancelot made a formidable pair. They were so perfectly matched—his dreaminess to her practicality, his strength to her quickness, and yet both of them determined to help.

And why shouldn’t I accept her help, after all? Guinevere hadn’t hurt my family—she hadn’t even met Arthur when Mordred was conceived and betrayed. None of it was her fault.

“Good.” She gave a quick, sharp nod of satisfaction, and her lips curved. “And tell Merlin from me, when you next see him, that his tower is dragging down the tone of the entire castle.”

“I will,” I said. “But I think I’ll end up cleaning it myself.”

“Almost certainly,” she agreed. “But let’s try to make sure he at least knows why.”
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I slept well that night for the first time since I had come to Camelot. Guinevere and her ladies were bewildering but kind, enveloping me into their circle as though I were one of them and not a half-fae witch Merlin had found in a tree, and the food at their table far surpassed the bowls of stew and hunks of stale bread I’d been scrounging from the kitchen. They pressed me for stories about Merlin—and, when they found I had little to give them, offered their own in return.

“They say he’s the son of the devil, of course,” a plump, pretty woman named Enid said. “I heard he was here before the Romans, and knows all the old ways of the druids.”

“Well, he could know those without being older than the Roman occupation, couldn’t he?” someone else said, reasonably. “He’s a wizard.”

“He’s older than he looks, anyway,” Enid said. “He must be, to have brought about Arthur’s birth as he did.”

I frowned. “He did what?”

Enid glanced sideways at Guinevere, who was out of earshot on the balcony, watching the knights in the tilting yard below. “Have you not heard the story of Arthur’s birth?”

“I know he’s the son of Uther Pendragon and Igraine of Tintagel,” I said. “And that Merlin took him away to be raised in secret by Sir Ector, until the time came for him to pull the sword from the stone and claim his birthright.”

“I meant before that. His conception. Uther Pendragon fell in love with Igraine when she was married to the duke of Tintagel. Gorlois wouldn’t give her up, so Uther waged war on their lands.”

I knew this, though I had never heard the war was over Igraine herself. I had heard—and privately felt it was more likely—that Uther simply wanted Tintagel for his own. “Uther killed Gorlois and married Igraine, didn’t he?”

“Eventually.” Enid’s voice had the satisfied bite of someone enjoying tasty gossip. “But Uther couldn’t wait that long. He had Merlin transform him into Gorlois’s likeness, and spirit him into the castle to make love to Igraine. That’s when Arthur was conceived.”

I thought of my grandmother Igraine, stepping into the embrace of her husband and finding it rough and alien, and felt sick. I wasn’t sure whether to believe it—surely Mother would have told me. It was an ugly story, and she had never hesitated to share those about her enemies.

Guinevere’s return changed the subject, and with it the mood of the conversation. I returned to the tower full and happy and hazy with wine, and didn’t mind one bit that it was dark and abandoned. I lit the fire with magic, washed in hot water, and stripped to my shift. Nobody ever had found me a bedchamber of my own, and I hadn’t dared to so much as open the door to Merlin’s even though his claim that he never used it had so far held true. On my first night I had found an old cot in the corner of the study, and piled it high with furs and woven blankets. I curled up in these now, yawning. My last thought as I drifted off was that perhaps I wouldn’t have to return to the Lake after all.

I woke to a soft thud at the foot of my bed, just in time to glimpse a large white owl in the early-morning gloom. That glimpse was all I had before the weight shifted, and Merlin was sitting where the owl had been.

Fear shot through me, terrible and instinctive. My mother’s stories flashed against my eyes; with them came Enid’s words—the son of the devil, here before the Romans, he had Merlin transform him into Gorlois’s likeness… Then the flash cleared, like an afterimage from looking at the sun, and he was only Merlin, who had given me precious little attention since I had arrived but no reason to fear him.

“Did I wake you?” he said.

I didn’t dignify that with a response. I rubbed my eyes and sat up, blinking. “What are you doing there?”

“This is my tower. Where else should I be?” He sat forwards before I could reply, and his voice grew serious. “Guin tells me that I’ve been unkind to you.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. “Oh no—” I began, somewhat doubtfully.

“No, she’s right,” Merlin corrected. “I wouldn’t bother to repeat it otherwise. I’ve been keeping my distance for my own reasons, but I’ve also just been out of temper, and I should have considered how unfair both these things were to you.”

“I do understand.” My heart had lifted, cautiously. “You never asked for an apprentice.”

“Which would be an excellent excuse, if we only had a duty to the things in life we asked for. As it stands, I owe you an apology, and probably an explanation. I don’t have an explanation for you, but would you like to learn how to turn into a mouse?”

My eyebrows shot up. Suddenly, I was either very wide awake, or still dreaming. “A mouse? Now?”

“It doesn’t have to be now,” he conceded. “But I’ve been an owl all night, so from experience I’ll be very sleepy once the sun is up. It doesn’t have to be a mouse either, but if you’ve never transfigured before, it’s easiest to start with something small. Up to you.”

“Is this your idea of an apology?”

“That’s exactly what it is.” His face was perfectly grave, but there was a light dancing in his eyes. “Will you accept it?”

Merlin’s doom, my mother had told me I was. I was supposed to be dangerous and fascinating, alluring and powerful. He was supposed to be bewitched by me—to fall in love with me. Instead, he was offering to show me how to be a mouse, to make up for forgetting about me entirely. I laughed, despite myself, and his mouth quirked in response.

“Well?”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, why not?”
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I had been taught transformation magic only once before. My mother had gone to the surface one day, and when she returned she had in a cage a small, quivering songbird. It hopped and fluttered its wings, and never made a sound, even when she reached in and extracted one of its feathers with a sharp twist.

“You need to hold something of the creature’s to take it,” she’d said. “Or the creature itself, but this one will be gone in seconds if I let it free. Take the feather.”

I had picked it up, fascinated and disturbed in equal measure. I was eager to learn the magic, but I had never seen a bird so close before. Its fear tugged my heart.

“Will I hurt it?” I asked.

Mother looked surprised. “It won’t feel a thing. You’re the one who’ll be changing. It’s never been my favourite magic,” she added, after a pause. “There are easier ways to fly. But Merlin always liked it.”

It was rare for her to confide such things to me, and I don’t think she was really doing so then. She was speaking to herself.

Merlin had no birds in cages. Instead, he crouched down by the fireplace, and whispered a word in the Old Tongue. He was answered by a scritching at the walls, and a moment later a tiny head peeped from a gap between the stones. A mouse looked up at Merlin, head cocked to one side, and when he held out his hand it jumped into it obligingly.

“This is Squeak,” Merlin said, standing. “Take her.”

The mouse ran over the gap between Merlin’s outstretched palm and my own, and I stared at her in wonder. She was soft grey, with round black eyes and ever-twitching whiskers, her fur like velvet to the touch. Her tail curled about my thumb, and her claws brushed my skin so lightly that she seemed to have no weight at all.

“Have you never seen a mouse before?” Merlin asked, eyebrow raised, and I realised I was looking far too intently at something that most would have seen in hordes. But I truly hadn’t. There were none under the water, and I hadn’t glimpsed any since arriving in the castle. She was beautiful.

“How do you know her name?” I asked, avoiding the question.

“All mice are called Squeak. It makes more sense in mouse.” He nodded at her. “Go on, then. Take her. She isn’t overly fond of being held by strangers, you know. She’s doing me a favour.”

I closed my eyes at once. Taking something by magic was a strange process, more feeling than sense, a kind of learning by heart. When I had done it with the feather, I had felt only a rush of flight and panic, a flutter of sky through iron bars. It was far easier with a living thing. I could feel the tiny heartbeat in my hand, and I had a sense, right or wrong, of something being given to me—something fragile and graceful, clever and joyful, fluctuating constantly between curiosity and fear.

“That’ll do,” Merlin said softly. “Good. Put her down.”

I blinked, and did so. The mouse scampered from my hand, and before I could thank her had vanished with a flick of a long tail back into the walls.

“You can thank her in treats tonight,” Merlin said, as though he had heard my unspoken words. “She likes oatcakes. Are you ready?”

“You’ll have to tell me what to do,” I reminded him.

“I can give you the words.” He did so, slowly and clearly. “But it’s more than that. You have to mean them. You have to invest them with everything you took just then, everything it means to be a mouse. It’s easier once you’ve felt that yourself. Do you want a hand the first time?”

My pride flared, but not very bright. I wanted to learn more than I wanted to impress. Besides, it would hardly impress Merlin to transform badly. I nodded.

He took both my hands in his own. It was the first time we had touched since I had pulled him from the tree; my hands recognised the fact a moment before I did, and a shiver like the wind in grass went through them. Perhaps Merlin felt it too—I felt him start before his grip tightened.

“All right,” he said, a little too lightly. “Concentrate. Whisper the words in your own time, I’ll follow you.”

I closed my eyes, and tried to ignore our closeness, the feel of him near and quiet and burning with indefinable energy. I focused instead on the tiny body that had been in my hand, the intelligence of it and the quickness. I held it in my head, bright and precious, trying to let it fill all of me. Then I whispered.

When I had been a songbird, it had been difficult and painful. My body had fought to remain itself; the sense of the songbird had fought to be free; and together our minds met in a perfect storm of terror. I had struggled into the shape and remained frozen, rigid, until my mother had touched me with one hand and I had twisted back into myself, shuddering.

This time was different. I folded in on myself, limbs shortening, back curving, and skin prickling; there was a dizzying plunge to the floor, and the world grew dim before my eyes. And yet I wasn’t afraid. It felt like coming home.
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My eyesight had weakened: the vast space in front of me was a tangle of shadows, shaded blue and green and grey. It didn’t matter. I didn’t need eyes. My nose was quivering, vibrating; my ears caught sounds from miles away. The warm, dusty smell of the room enveloped me, but now I could smell too the plant scents on the breeze, the sweet crumbs under the table, the marks of other mice on the stone. And I could hear everything. The wind, the creaks of the castle, the clatter of hooves in the courtyard, the singing of the cook in the kitchen many floors below. I stood there on four paws, thrilling between curiosity and wariness.

“Good job.” I turned, so fast it was dizzying, and saw Merlin beside me. He no longer looked like Merlin, of course. He was a darker girl-mouse, sitting upright on his haunches, tail curled behind him. “You barely needed me at all.”

“I did it?”

“You did it.” He smiled, and it was a mouse’s smile, a crinkle of the eyes and a twitch of the whiskers. “How do you like it?”

I hardly knew what to say. Everything was too vivid to process. “It’s so quick.”

I meant that in both senses of the word. My heart was thundering impossibly fast, and every tiny move I made surged me forwards in the blink of an eye. At the same time, I had never felt more alive.

“It is,” he agreed. “That heart is racing ten times the speed of yours. And they need to hear everything. More than everything. An owl is absolutely silent, and yet they need to hear that too.”

“You were an owl last night,” I remembered. My mouse heart quickened further at the thought. “You didn’t kill any of us, did you?”

“What do you take me for?” he scoffed. “I don’t actually eat animals at all anymore. I’ve been too many of them. I’ve been a fair few plants too, but they’re more philosophical about the whole thing.” He dropped down to four paws. “Race you to the top of the table.”

I didn’t know how to move, but the mouse did. I scampered forwards, scaling the jumble of books piled against the wall with the lightest touch, jumping across to the tabletop. Merlin was a beat ahead of me, having taken a different path up the leg of the table. It was cheating—he’d done this before. I didn’t care. Just moving was glorious.

There was a breeze coming from the open window, a riotous mix of town smells and pollen and grass seed. I stood by the ledge, nose in the air, whiskers twitching, the scents forming pictures in my head. Merlin jumped up to perch on the handle of an unwashed cup—one of many left about the place. Guinevere was right, I would start cleaning soon in self-defence.

“Can you smell the oatcakes being made?” Merlin asked. “I ask because Squeak can too. Remember to get her some.”

I could hear what he meant now, about Squeak making sense as a mouse. I knew who he meant without a name, and would have if I’d known a thousand Squeaks.

“What’s that sound?” I asked. “In the distance, like music.”

It was like the distant strain of a flute, only felt somewhere deep in my chest. I had never heard any instrument like it before.

“That’s the sunrise,” Merlin said.

“Really?” I strained my ears towards the sound with renewed wonder. It came faint and clear and bittersweet, and my mouse’s heart ached in answer. “They can hear the sunrise?”

“Most creatures can. And the stars, and the sunset, and the moon. Humans are one of the few who don’t bother anymore. Somewhere down the line we decided to look at things instead.”

“You say it like we had a choice.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Merlin said.

The sunrise sang, and I listened. Every nerve thrilled, sharp with yearning. I was poised right on the edge of fear and curiosity, both so sharp they could cut me to the bone. I didn’t know whether to run for cover, or out into the unknown.

“One thing I love about mice,” Merlin said, conversationally. “The whole world wants to kill them, their time in it is fleeting, and yet they want to know everything about it. Are you ready to go back?”
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We were sprawled on the floor, breathless, hearts racing, the world suddenly impossibly colourful and all the wrong shapes. I drew a breath, and felt my enormous lungs rise and fall like bellows. How had I been this size all my life, and never thought about it? How had I never realised how strange it all was?

“Well?” Merlin was already sitting up. “How did you like it?”

I found my human voice. “That was wonderful. It was like being in another world.”

“That’s exactly what it’s like,” he agreed.

“It’s still only just sunrise! I thought it had been hours.”

“I told you, that’s mice. They live very fast.” He stood with a stretch, and I got to my feet after him. “You should try being a tortoise sometime. Blink, and it’s been three days.”

“Can we try that? Or if not a tortoise, then something else?”

“Now?” His eyebrows rose. “I told you, I’ve been an owl all night. As soon as that sun’s up, I’m going to be completely useless. Have you ever seen an owl in daylight?”

I hadn’t, but I could imagine, reluctantly. “What about later? After you’ve had a nap?”

“Oh, that’s a lot better. An owl in daylight after it’s had a nap, exactly the state of mind to be in when teaching bodily metamorphosis.” He laughed at my face, which must have been crestfallen. “You’re making me feel boring. Well done. I don’t think anyone’s managed that since Arthur was a child. We’ll be something else, I promise. Just don’t try to be a mouse again without me. It’s too easy to get lost and not come out.”

“Like you did in the tree?” I asked, a little mischievously.

“Exactly like. So unless you want to be stuck eating crumbs for the rest of a mouse’s life…”

I nodded. “I’ll be careful. What were you doing being an owl, by the way?”

“Not being careful at all.” He yawned. The light was beginning to creep through the window now—a clear, golden light, the kind that promised a beautiful spring day. “I’d better get going. I promised Arthur I’d join him in council.”

“I thought you said you were going to be completely useless this morning.”

“I never promised him I wouldn’t be useless. I never even promised him I’d be awake. I did promise him I’d be human, which is a shame, but he’s learned to be specific over the years.”

I snorted inelegantly, and just for a second he caught my eye and smiled back. It shouldn’t have been significant, but I felt something spark, like a glint of sunlight on the Lake after clouds. He looked away again at once, yet something of the brightness lingered.

“I’ll see you this evening,” he said, and I nodded.

“Thank you,” I remembered to say before he reached the door. He might not have heard me, because he never turned around.
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Things were different between us after that. It was as though a curtain had lifted, or had been deliberately drawn aside. When Merlin looked at me now, he saw me. It sounds like such a simple thing, to be seen. But it’s the start of everything.

I soon realised that he hadn’t really been teaching me before. He had been offering me knowledge, politely, the way a host might offer a guest a hot cup of tea on a cold day. Truly being Merlin’s pupil was more like having the cup pulled from your hand and smashed into the fire, and then being dragged out into the storm.

My mother was the Lady of the Lake. The blood of the Old Ones ran in her veins, and with it the power of the Lake itself, a gift passed down from her half-fae grandmother. Her spells tended towards the elements: wind, flame, and above all, water. Waves shifted under her command; rain fell, and floods rose. She had taught me what she could, but she was not a natural teacher, and even with fae blood of my own, much of what she did on instinct was out of my reach. I was used to her being unable or unwilling to explain her magic, and used to working out through trial and error what I could do instead.

Merlin was mortal, through and through. Nobody in Camelot knew what strange magic was within him, much less where it had come from. The spells he knew he had learned painstakingly from scratch, and they ran along very different lines. His love was all for the living world—trees and herbs, stars and planets, animals and birds and insects. Once he had truly decided to teach me about them, he threw us both into it in a dizzying headlong rush.

We spent days in the woods, until I learned the name and habits of every plant; we spent frosty nights on the parapets, until I learned the name and habits of every star. He had me run through spells over and over until I felt my heart would burst. We also, as Arthur had warned me on my first day, spent a good deal of time turning into animals. By the end of the summer, we had been not only mice and geese and fish, but rabbits, horses, foxes, hounds, bees, cattle, hedgehogs, and, one horrifying morning, leeches.

At first I thought this was simply a matter of practising transformation, or perhaps because he enjoyed it. I learned differently one early autumn evening, as I slipped through the undergrowth as a fox. Something rustled in the branches of a nearby tree—a small enough sound, but the fox’s hackles rose, and I felt the shiver across the skin of the world that usually meant the presence of magic. I froze, glanced up, and there it was: a shimmer of sunlight in the evening sky, a breeze where there was no wind, a smell of apples and salt. Then it was gone, as though it had never been.

“I’m not surprised,” Merlin said, when we were together and ourselves again. We sat under an oak tree as the skies grew dark, eating blackberries growing wild nearby. Just as being a nocturnal creature leaves you sleepy in daylight, being a predator, I had found out, leaves you gnawingly hungry. “The veil is thin in these woods, especially at dusk. Haven’t you noticed before?”

“I don’t know very much about the veil.” Viviane wasn’t supposed to reveal ignorance so easily, but I didn’t see how else I could learn anything at all. Besides, Merlin never minded gaps in anyone’s knowledge. What annoyed him was a lack of interest in remedying them, and I was inclined to agree. “I know there are two worlds, the real world and the Otherworld.”

“There are a few more, but we don’t have an insight into many of them—the Underworld, sometimes. I’ll show you that at Samhain, if you’d like. The ones we usually concern ourselves with are this world and the Otherworld, the world of mortals and the world of the fae. Here.”

He sat up, cross-legged, and traced a hand through the air. The two worlds formed before my eyes in gold dust: Camelot, towering above the cliffs with its marketplaces and forts and tiny knights jousting in the fields; Avalon, a riot of trees and waves through which beings flitted too fast to be seen. As I watched, they merged together, each going about their own business, oblivious to each other’s affairs.

“They overlay each other,” Merlin said, “separated by what we can call a veil. See?” I could see: a thin layer of light shimmering between the two worlds, like the sheen of a bubble or the gauze of a cobweb. “Usually that veil is impermeable. At different times and in different places, it thins. Midsummer’s Eve is the thinnest it stretches, which is why we do rites on that night. But it can be glimpsed at other times. Dreams pass through it often. People with fae blood, like you, can usually see it better than most, and that ability can be taught and refined. Animals see it best of all.”

“Is that why we spend so much time as mice and hawks and hedgehogs?”

“It doesn’t hurt.” He brushed his hands together, and the two worlds fell in a shimmer of dust. “What you’ve seen once through the eyes of a mouse or a hawk or a hedgehog, you can usually see again, if you try. That goes for things other than magic, I’ve found.”

I took in what he’d told me about the veil between worlds, but I also took his wider point. From then on, whenever we transformed, I paid attention to every thought and feeling and whisper, and felt my mind open further each time. Some mornings, as I woke, I even heard the far-off chimes of the sunrise.

There were still times when Merlin would disappear for days or even weeks on end, leaving me with only books and firm instructions about how to care for the herbs and the stars. I found that didn’t matter so much anymore. As Guinevere had promised, Camelot was becoming home to me.

I wish I could show you all Camelot was, in those days. People came to it from all over the world, seeking fortune or help or destiny, and all were welcome. I would study in Merlin’s tower all morning, but in the afternoons I would walk down to the courtyard where the knights were training. They started to greet me by name, Lancelot first and then the others. I would call on Guinevere and her ladies as they walked in the gardens, and learned for the first time what it was like to talk and laugh with other women for hours on end. I would wander through the marketplace, which bustled with foreign goods and strange languages spoken in lilting tongues, taking in the sights and sounds and smells until they were exciting rather than overwhelming, and then they were familiar. Once or twice I even sat at the Round Table in Merlin’s stead, listening to Arthur’s warm, measured voice, Lancelot’s deeper, quieter tones, Gawain’s good-humoured sarcasm, not quite able to believe that none of them questioned my right to be there.

But the most exciting thing was always when Merlin would come back. It could be any time of the day or night. I might hear a voice in a crowd or an owl landing on my bedpost or just the door opening unexpectedly as I read by the fire. He might be windswept or dishevelled, tired or battered, but always blazing with energy. The world around him was a little sharper and brighter, as though it had woken up.

“Well,” he would say, whether it had been five minutes or five days. “That’s dealt with. Where did we leave off ?”

I made many mistakes at first, which didn’t faze Merlin in the slightest.

“That’s good,” he said. “When you were getting it all right, it meant I was teaching you things that were well within your reach. You’ll do much better stretching and missing a few times. It’ll give you a firmer grasp in the long run.”

I rolled my eyes, but it was true, as inconvenient things so often are. Slowly, my magic grew stronger and surer, my mind and tongue and hands more flexible. I learned to recognise plants and stars on sight, as I would the faces of old friends. I learned to slip into the forms of other creatures, heal wounds, mix herbs and potions.

More surprisingly, I found I was starting to learn Merlin too: the way his eyes would flash gold when he was performing strong magic, the way his eyebrows would knot when he was thinking and quirk when he was trying not to laugh, the smiles he meant and the smiles he didn’t. I learned that he was impervious to sun and wind and rain but hated enclosed spaces, which went some way towards explaining why the tower was full of draughts. I learned to tell when his moods were born of restlessness and boredom, when something was truly bothering him, and when he simply had a raging headache from reading too long in poor light, again. I learned the contradictions of him: his kindness and lack of tact, his cleverness and his absent-mindedness, his mischief and his underlying seriousness. I learned how to make him smile, the way I always could Lancelot, and realised much later how often he was doing the same for me.

He wasn’t surprised at all when I remarked one night that I hadn’t been homesick in weeks.

“It’s because you’ve been learning,” he said. “The best thing for being sad is to learn something. I’ve always said that.”

He never asked me where my home was, and what I had left behind. I didn’t know whether this was because he didn’t care, because he suspected, or because he knew I wouldn’t tell him the truth.
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I  dreamed of the sword in the stone. It was raining, and Arthur was alone in a churchyard. He was so young. I felt the pommel of the sword in his hand. For just a moment, it was the heaviest thing on earth, then it slid from the slab of rock like a knife from cake.

I dreamed of a lake. Arthur stood with Merlin beside him. It was drizzling, and there was a fine mist on the surface of the water. A hand broke through, holding a sword.

The Green Knight came to Camelot. It was dark and cold outside, and the court was ringing with Christmas festivities. He walked towards Arthur, at least eight feet tall, holding a giant axe.

Ellie turned the page of her notebook, and transcribed someone else’s dream.

The post didn’t come to Camlan House, but Tom collected it at the post office every week. When Ellie had come down that morning, she had found a pile of it on the dining room table, along with two pieces of buttered toast and tea that was, as usual, still hot. A letter from her friend Martha in London had been at the top of the pile—her heart had frozen at the sight of it, but the short message inside was brisk and reassuring. No more bombs in London since she had left, nobody they knew dead. A quick skim of the North Wales Gazette, beneath it, had confirmed that she could breathe another day. Hitler was turning his attention to the Soviet Union, with plans to march into Moscow by the end of the month. The Germans had invaded Crete, and the Allies were fighting to hold their position. The world hadn’t ended, not yet.

Nestled amidst the bulletins of war, she had noticed, was a small article about the Arthur dreams. They were growing stronger, the paper reported, stranger, more primal. Some people claimed to be afraid to sleep at night; others were sleeping longer and longer, refusing to wake even at the wail of air raid sirens. There were mentions, couched in cautious legal terms, of further incursions: a cup that brought healing to soldiers at a hospital in Winchester, only to mysteriously vanish when sought again; a child finding a battered sword in a lake in the Highlands; a host of knights in armour riding in full daylight across Cornwall who disappeared into a train tunnel and never came out the other side.

The final piece of post had been addressed to Tom originally, but he’d scribbled out his name on the large, thick envelope and written hers instead. When she had opened it, a typewritten draft of the study from Cambridge Tom had promised her two weeks ago fell out.

She’d set to work reading it at once, her breakfast forgotten. Two hundred dreamers had been neatly categorised, dreams reduced to key symbols and recurring motifs in a way Ellie found both helpful and frustrating. Most of their conclusions she knew already: the dreams were vague and contradictory, usually linked to established myths. What interested her were the interviews with the dreamers themselves. In London, there had been an understanding that while the Arthur dreams were the subject of discussion, the details of the dreams were private, like so much else in wartime. Given an excuse to talk about them, anonymous and under the umbrella of science, the stories overflowed.

I dreamed of the end of Camelot. Arthur and Mordred stood against each other on the fields of Camlann, and everyone was dead.

I dreamed of a great tournament at Camelot. Knights clashed in the field, bright and shining, and everyone was so happy.

Camelot was a white citadel, built into a mountain, with many turrets. Arthur was a dark-haired man, with a golden crown.

Camelot was a grey stone castle, in the middle of a lake. Arthur was golden haired, in chain mail.

Camelot was a fortified town, in a muddy field. Arthur was a Roman warlord, in a red tunic.

So many Arthurs, and so many Camelots. Ellie went through with a pencil, extracting the quotes from the careful analysis around them, setting them down in her notebook.

He said he’d come back. Arthur said one day he would return to Britain, the Once and Future King.

Clearly Tom had read the study first, because that one had already been underlined.
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Ellie had been at Camlan House for two weeks now, and her days had fallen into routine. The strangest part of them, by far, was her own dreams. They were coming every night now: stronger, brighter, threatening to carry her away almost before she could close her eyes. They seemed less abstract than those in the papers, less imagined and more told. Nimue was a strong voice in her head; the Arthur others described seemed a more shadowy figure around whom stories collected like dead leaves. The images clung to her like shreds of cobweb after she woke, so that at first she was never sure of who or where she was. This, she had learned, was the best time to sit up and write down everything she could remember (“Tournament at Camelot. Merlin and Nimue turned into deer.”). If she didn’t, by the end of the day she found the waking world had blown too many of the cobwebs away, details were beginning to grow hazy, and she was never sure how much she had actually forgotten.

Then she would go to spend the day in the library.

She was still cataloguing the books, carefully and thoroughly, the way she had been taught. As part of that catalogue, though, she now had a shelf filled with books about Arthur. Tennyson’s Idylls of the King she had found the first day; there were several editions of Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, from the startlingly old to a scholarly late Victorian translation. They had been joined by a manuscript of Nennius’s Historia Brittonum that she was afraid to touch (it looked even older and more fragile than the one she had seen in the British Museum), Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum Britanniae and Vita Merlini (again, startlingly ancient), a collection of the poems of Chrétien de Troyes (late fifteenth century, by her best guess), a version of Arthur and Merlin that looked early 1400s, a translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, many copies of the Mabinogion, and, comfortingly, Howard Pyle’s The Story of King Arthur and his Knights, which she went to for reference more than she probably should. Each morning, she would look for the stories in her dreams, and often she would find them there.

There were several Nimues in their pages. Tennyson’s Vivien was a scheming villainess, sent by a rival king to undermine Camelot, lashing out with spite when Arthur spurned her. She seduced Merlin in the thralls of a storm, convinced him to give her his secrets, and bound him forever in an oak. Malory, centuries earlier, had been more sympathetic. His Nimue—the first time the name was used, and the footnote suggested it might have been a transcription error—seemed to only want knowledge from Merlin. Unfortunately, his Merlin sounded like the dirty old men who had hung around Ellie and her friends at the pubs when closing time loomed, and wanted something more—even though he knew, through his magic, that she would be his doom, which showed an impressive commitment to lechery.

And so, Malory had written, soon after, the lady and Merlin departed, and by the way Merlin showed her many wonders, and came into Cornwall. And always Merlin lay about the lady to have her maidenhood, and she was ever passing weary of him, and fain would have been delivered of him, for she was afeard of him because he was a devil’s son, and she could not beskift him by no mean. And so on a time it happed that Merlin showed to her in a rock whereas was a great wonder, and wrought by enchantment, that went under a great stone. So by her subtle working she made Merlin to go under that stone to let her wit of the marvels there; but she wrought so there for him that he came never out for all the craft he could do.

None of the Nimues and Merlins she encountered ever seemed to match hers, any more than they matched each other. Merlin of legend was enchanter, wise man, villain, mentor; Nimue was anything from an innocent to a predator. If they had ever existed, they had turned into stories long ago. Her dreams felt real to her, but then so did the Arthur dreams to their dreamers, and every single one had a different Arthur.

They were long, strange, lonely days, those days in the library. Mrs. Leaf was rarely at breakfast, preferring to leave it waiting at the table, and Ellie would often go all morning and evening without seeing another human soul. She had never thought of herself as a particularly social person, and there was a quiet thrill to being alone amidst the ramshackle shelves and narrow rooms, feeling the smell of dust and paper enter her blood. Still, as the summer hours stretched out in unearthly quiet, their edge blunted only by the whistle of the wind off the sea, the scratching of the library mice, and the occasional heart-stopping roar of a plane in the distance, she wondered if she might not be going slightly mad.

Fortunately, there was Tom. She would rarely see him during the day either. He was busy: the estate really was falling down around their ears, and Mrs. Leaf seemed to expect Tom to put it back together single-handed. But even knowing that there was a possibility some of the library’s odd creaks could be human footsteps outside her window helped. After dinner, another lonely meal left waiting for her in the dining room, she would go out to lend a hand in the stable and fill him in on whatever she’d discovered that day. Rescuing a questing beast together had dissolved the last sheen of awkwardness between them. She found herself telling him not only about her research, but about her job at the British Museum Library, the other boarding house girls, her favourite parks in London and the bookshops on Charing Cross Road and their pub out in Bloomsbury. He would tell her about things in return: the estate he grew up on in Chester where his father was a groom and his mother was housekeeper, the horses he and his little sister Gwynneth helped to look after, the goshawk he raised from a chick in his room at Cambridge and smuggled out to fly on the weekends. He never mentioned the RAF or the plane crash, and she didn’t ask, any more than he asked her how many of her favourite places were still standing or how her friends had weathered the Blitz. It was a relief to them both, she suspected, to pretend for a few hours a day that the war didn’t exist at Camlan House.

Camlan House. She was so busy with the study from Cambridge that she almost missed the fourth piece of mail, a smaller packet stuck to the bottom of the envelope. It fell to the floor as she stood to move to the library; when she stooped to pick it up, the emblem of the British Museum winked up at her from the corner. She had contacted Mr. Weatherall by post describing some of her findings, and asked him, as carelessly as possible, for any information the library might have on the background of the house and its previous owners. Clearly, he had taken the assignment seriously.

Your findings sound very promising, he wrote. There’s little enough on the house, I’m afraid, but perhaps this will help in establishing the provenance of some of the older texts. I hope you’re staying safe in these trying times.

As he’d warned, there was little enough. Most of the existing building was Georgian, as she’d guessed herself. The original house had been built in the late fourteenth century, and parts of those foundations survived in the library wing. The original owner had died childless, whereupon the house had passed to his heir, who seemed to have been born that very year. He too had died childless, and the house had passed to his heir in turn—a woman, unusually for that time. She had never married—

At this point, her eyebrows rose.
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Tom was bringing Rhiannon into the stables when Ellie went to see him that evening, and the questing beast was following. Morgana’s lithe body and sinuous neck looked stranger than usual in the dusk, when the fading light played tricks and her long shadow stretched across the paved courtyard.

The beast’s leg had healed quickly, but she hadn’t gone home. By day, she roamed the grounds, sometimes grazing with the horses, disappearing often into the woods behind the house. By night, she often returned to the stables, and her loose box. Mrs. Leaf had shown no sign of noticing an escapee from a medieval bestiary had joined the family—she never came to the stables, according to Tom, and during the day the beast seemed to understand to stay out of the housekeeper’s way. Tom fed her the same basic mixture that the horses took, though Ellie often wondered privately if she supplemented her diet hunting in the woods. She was built of several different kinds of predator, after all. Things like this didn’t stop her wondering if she might not just be losing her mind.

“It’s me,” Ellie called, as she came into earshot.

“Hello, me.” Tom’s smile was slightly distracted, but it was real. “Hang on, I’ve just got to get the hay and I’ll be right back. You got the study this morning, right?”

“I did,” she said. “Thanks. I couldn’t see anything useful so far, but I wrote down all the dreams. I brought them for us to have a look at, just in case.”

She opened Morgana’s door for her, and the questing beast made her way in, spotted flanks rippling. Ellie ran a hand down her long neck—warm, scaled, dusty from the ground outside—and felt the same thrill of wonder from when she first saw her in the moonlight.

“Anything new from your own dreams?” Tom’s voice called.

“Not really.” Ellie hoisted herself up to perch on the stall divider, just as Tom returned with a wheelbarrow full of hay. At first she had found it disconcerting to talk to Tom while he was in the middle of something else, but she had quickly learned that he was an excellent listener, very capable of taking every word into his head while his hands were occupied with other errands. It was just rare for him to be still. She wasn’t sure how the RAF had ever got him to sit in a cockpit long enough to learn how to fly. “Last night I dreamed that Guinevere was accused of causing the death of a knight with a poisoned apple.”

His eyebrows went up. “Like Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs?”

“Shut up. It was a real legend, like the others. I found it in Malory—only in his version it happened long after Merlin had been sealed in stone, and Nimue appeared at the last minute to clear Guinevere’s name. She’s a friend to the court by that point, apparently, though Malory never says why.”

“I take it Nimue cleared her name in the dream too?”

Ellie nodded. “She performed a spell on the apple, and found the real killer was another knight who had a blood feud with Sir Gawain. And before you say anything, it was just a little bit like Agatha Christie.”

That startled a laugh out of him, equal parts delight and guilt. “I mean, I wasn’t going to say it…”

“You absolutely were. I saw your mouth twitching.” She paused. “Still, before that was revealed, Guinevere looked set to be executed for the crime. Sir Lancelot was away, and none of the other knights would fight for her.”

“Well, she’s reached middle age and failed to give the king an heir,” Tom said, more seriously. “That’s never boded well for a queen. She’s on dangerous ground.”

It was ridiculous to worry about Guinevere. If she had lived at all, it had been hundreds of years ago, and whatever had happened to her had long since passed into legend. Still, the Guinevere Nimue knew was a real person, passionate and flawed and kind, and Ellie saw her most nights. It was difficult not to care.

“I found out something rather odd, though.” To her own surprise, she found herself hesitant to speak. Somehow, dreams and stories and even the questing beast still felt distant, the kind of theory she might talk over with her friends after work. The deeds in the box put it on home soil, the way the Blitz had brought the war to London once and for all. “Something about Camlan House.”

Tom glanced up from distributing the hay. “About the reason for the name?”

“Not yet, but…” She reminded herself not to be a coward. The Blitz, after all, would have come to London whether it had been spoken of or not. “Camlan House has passed through eight generations of owners, as far as I can tell. Each one inherited it upon the death of the past owner, to be held in trust for them until they came of age at eighteen. But none of them are related to each other. They’re all different backgrounds, different families, from completely different parts of the country—one of them was a woman, the rest men. I can’t find any link between them at all.”

Tom paused to take that in, a rare victory.

“Right,” he said slowly. “That is strange. Rich people are usually very particular about keeping big houses like this in the family. There’s no reason given for the choice of owner, in any of the deeds?”

“None. Only the name, and a phrase: the rightful guardian of Camlan House.”

“The rightful guardian.” He turned over the phrase as if searching for a watermark. Ellie understood why: it wasn’t Arthurian, exactly, but it sounded as if it would be a little too at home on that shelf of the Camlan library. “Hm. I wonder if Professor Emory could shed any light on it. He must know why he inherited the place, surely.”

“It probably has nothing to do with the dreams,” she cautioned him. “Just a strange tradition and an archaic legal term, nothing more.”

“No, of course. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to ask, would it?”

Tom didn’t like letting things lie in ambiguities. It was one of the reasons she liked talking things over with him: his intelligence was quick and practical where hers was wide-ranging and meandering, and he had a knack for absorbing information deftly and coming back with clear suggestions just when she was starting to overwhelm herself with possibilities. Sometimes, though, his swerves from theory to concrete action left her dizzy. She was used to her colleagues at the British Museum, where the more usual practice was to set up a meeting to talk about findings and have a cup of tea.

“The trouble is, we have no idea where Professor Emory is,” she said. “You said he was staying in Liverpool, when I first came here?”

“That’s what I thought. Come to think of it, I can’t remember why.” Rhiannon, in her box, stamped impatiently, and Tom shook himself out of his thoughts. “All right, Rhi, I’m getting there—I might have just made that up, because the job advert I answered was placed from there.”

“And you’ve never seen him yourself ? What about when he gave you the job?”

“He didn’t give me the job in person.” Tom threw another armful of hay to Rhiannon, who snorted and tossed her grey head. “I saw a notice in the paper asking for someone to take care of three horses and do a bit of basic maintenance around his property, preferably someone ineligible for active service so they wouldn’t be called up. I wrote away with my references, and I got a letter from Emory accepting me. I was on the train the next day.”

“Just like that? Without asking any questions?”

“Like what? The provenance of the estate and the biography of its current owner?” He caught the too-defensive bite in his own voice before she could react, and reined it back with a rueful smile. “Sorry. It’s been a day.”

“It’s fine,” Ellie said, and meant it. She had known even as she asked that she was edging close to the things they preferred to leave unspoken. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You didn’t.” Rhi looked up from eating to flick her ears at him, clearly sensing a shift in mood; he rubbed her neck absently. “You’re right, I probably should have asked more questions. The thing is, I was about to be discharged from hospital. I wrote away for any jobs that offered a place to board because if I didn’t, I’d have had to go home.”

That actually did startle her. “I thought you loved your home. Your family.”

“I do. Of course I do. I just—” She saw him sifting through explanations behind his eyes, testing how best to fit them together. She knew before he spoke that what he said would be the truth, but it wouldn’t be the whole of it. “Things never went very well when they came to the hospital. None of us knew how to be. Dad kept on about how I’d soon be back at Cambridge, as if Cambridge wasn’t the last place I wanted to be. Mum kept telling him there was no way I’d be fit for Cambridge any time soon, which was worse, because it was probably true. I kept snapping at them that I was fine, which wasn’t as convincing as you might expect. Gwynneth just wanted to know what happened, which was fair enough, but I couldn’t…” He exhaled slowly, and when he spoke again his voice was back to normal. “It was my fault, not theirs. I just needed to get away from everyone for a while. North Wales seemed as good a place for that as any—until you showed up.”

She threw a handful of hay at him, returning his grin. “Your family must have been worried, though. It’s a lot of work for somebody recovering from a plane crash.”

“It was a lot more than a bit of basic maintenance, I can tell you.” Unsurprisingly, he deliberately missed her point, and she let him. “The outside of the house looked like nobody had touched it since the last war, and the land and gardens and even the horses had been left to run wild. Still, it gave me something to do. I like being useful. Anyway, I could say the same for you. Do your family mind you being here at the back of beyond?”

“Not really,” she said, vaguely. Her stomach tightened. “It’s complicated.”

He nodded, and she knew it was his turn to let her get away with an evasion. “Well. Families are nothing if not that.”

She thought of Nimue, Mordred, Lancelot—a strange, broken family under the Lake, bound together by Morgan le Fay. Arthur’s sister, raising Arthur’s son and nephew both, alongside her own daughter and a foundling destined to love Arthur’s queen. It seemed impossible that the fall of Camelot could be about so much—chivalry, infidelity, political factions, empire building, an entire way of life—and still rest in the hands of such a small group of people.

“About Camlan House,” Tom said, as though coming to a decision. “I’ll go back into town tomorrow, and I’ll see what I can find out there. The pub is probably filled with talkative old codgers who could tell you about Camlan’s past owners all the way back to the Middle Ages. It’s that sort of place.”

“Really?” That did, indeed, sound hopeful. “Would you mind?”

“Of course not. It’s well past time I showed my face at the pub, anyway. I’ve broken at least five important rules of small-town etiquette, hiding up here. I’m not usually this much of a recluse, I swear,” he added, with a flash of embarrassment. “These last few months…”

“You just needed to get away from everyone,” she finished for him. “I’m sure they’ll understand. Nobody’s quite themselves these days.” She wanted to tell him that she was sure his family would understand too, but she didn’t like to. Besides, what did she know about family? “Do you really think Professor Emory and the guardians of Camlan House have anything to do with the Arthur dreams?” she said instead.

“I’m giving hay to a questing beast with the help of an unusually talkative mouse and a librarian who dreams of Merlin’s apprentice every night,” he reminded her. “Nothing would surprise me at this point.”

Ellie hadn’t even noticed Squeak tucked into his shirt collar this time. She remembered the feel of the mouse in Nimue’s palm, feather-light; the feel of Nimue’s limbs twisting into the mouse’s rapid-fire body. Another connection she didn’t know what to do with.
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It was later than usual when Ellie set out back to the house. By the time the two of them had talked over the dreams from the Cambridge study, the sun had set below the hills, leaving a sky blue-black as a bruise, and a high wind rattled the stable roof.

“The weather’s turning,” she said. “Funny. It was so warm earlier.”

“I can walk you back, if you like,” Tom offered. “I just have one or two things to finish up here.”

She was tempted. There was something eerie about the starless night, the whistling wind. The horses were beginning to toss their heads, unsettled. But it felt rather feeble, when it was such a short walk, and Tom would have to come back on his own in the dark afterwards. Besides, she suspected he was more tired than he wanted her to know. She was vague on how much recovery he was still doing—he covered it well—but she was learning how to see the cracks. When he wasn’t concentrating he would bump into things, or reach for things and miss; at the end of a long day, his limp was a little more obvious, and his temper would flare before he could stamp it out, as it had earlier. It was frustration that got to him, she thought, more than pain. From what he had let slip, before the war he had seen himself as quite a different person, one who was bright and fit and sociable and who everyone came to for help. He was in a hurry to be that again, and it bothered him to keep coming up against the edges of who he was now.

“No, I’ll be fine,” she said. “If I hurry back now, I’ll make it before the rain starts.”

“If you’re sure,” he said, and she knew she’d made the right call. He rubbed his eyes briskly, as if brushing away shadows. “Come get me if you find another questing beast on the way back, won’t you?”

“I can manage a questing beast on my own now,” she said airily. “If it’s a dragon, though, it’s all yours.”

Outside, the wind was stronger than ever. The familiar path felt treacherous underfoot, and the edge of the woods looked thick and wild, the trees twisting shadows against dark clouds. She wasn’t wearing a coat, only her old brown cardigan, and she wrapped it tight around her as if cold fingers were trying to tug it loose before striking out.

By the time she was halfway back, she was beginning to wonder if she should have stayed put. The wind tore at her hair and clothes, knocking her off-balance, and she stumbled on the uneven ground. There was a yelping sound on the air, a howling that she would have taken for Morgana had she not just seen the questing beast safe in the stables.

Hounds baying. Tom had said that the first night. Could she be certain, after all, that it really had been Morgana all along?

The howl rose, drawing out into a wail, and her blood chilled. She shook her head firmly, trying to gather calm to herself as she would the folds of her cardigan. Camlan House was only minutes away. Howling or no howling, this was no time to be outside. She quickened her pace, along the path, around the hill.

The house wasn’t there.

ii

She hadn’t missed her turning. The cliffs stood where they always had, the sea wild and black as before. She could see the path down the rocks, where she and Tom had brought back the questing beast. It was Camlan House that had vanished.

Blind panic rose in her chest, pushing at her throat. She clenched her fists and tried to swallow it back. Ever since war had broken out, she had fought being afraid. She was practised at it. But this was different. This made no sense.

“Right,” she whispered, as briskly as she knew how, trying to trick her brain into thinking somebody knew what to do. “Keep it together, Ellie. It has to be somewhere. Let’s go find it.”

It sounded absurd, as if she might have simply misplaced a building larger than her entire boarding house. But, more absurdly still, it worked, at least enough to let her unlock her legs and force her feet forwards.

The sky was no longer blue-black. A greenish tint peeked beneath the clouds, like the glint of algae in a summer creek. The wind still swirled about her, far too cold for any summer she had ever felt. It stirred the mist that was creeping over the hills thick as smoke.

The yelping in the air was quieter now, distant. For an instinctive second, she took comfort in this. Then the words of the children’s book in her room flashed across her brain.

The baying of the hounds can be heard as they approach—the softer the cries, the closer they are to their quarry.

Another howl, little more than a whimper. And then, in the chill of the fog, a hot blast of air on the back of her neck.

She turned.

They came out of the mist, mere feet away—the size of horses, their coats the white of snow but for the dark red tips to their soft ears. Hounds. Sighthounds—she had once stayed a summer in Sussex with a university friend whose parents bred greyhounds, and she recognised the delicate heads, the long thin snouts, the soulful eyes. They would have been beautiful, had their lips not been drawn back in snarls, their teeth not flashed white in the mist.

These weren’t gentle medieval absurdities like the questing beast. These were older, primal, infinitely dangerous. And Camlan House was nowhere to be seen.

There was no time for brisk common sense now, no time even to think. The lead hound lunged forwards. The panic pushing at her chest flooded every limb, and she turned and ran.

She ran as wandering souls for centuries had fled from the Cŵn Annwn: blindly, through lashing wind, stumbling as the muddy ground pulled at her boots and long wet grass snagged at her legs. The only cover in sight was the woodland that climbed the hill behind the house; she ran for it, tripping once on a rock, pushing herself to go faster, faster, as her muscles trembled and her lungs ached. She was a good walker, but she couldn’t remember the last time she had run further than a dash to catch a bus. The hounds’ snarling and growling pressed behind her, horrifyingly muted, and she knew, deep in her heart, she wasn’t fast enough.

The line of trees was almost in reach when her boot snagged once again on the uneven ground. This time, she couldn’t catch herself. She fell with full force on the damp grass. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs; over her head, she felt the rush of air and the snap of jaws as the hounds, propelled by their own speed, leapt right over her.

Get up, get up! Her brain screamed at her, but her limbs stayed locked in place, stunned. The hounds had already recovered. They spun around, straight for her with the speed of an arrow.

Get up. This time, her limbs heard her. She pushed herself up in a single desperate burst, wobbling, muscles burning.

At the same time, a shriek came on the wind, and a dark shape the size of a large horse flew in from the side and caught the leader of the hounds mid-leap.

The hound was knocked to the ground with a yelp, tumbling with the interloper in a hurricane of long limbs and flashing teeth. Ellie’s first dazed thought was that it was another, larger hound—it had the same powerful legs, a similar lithe body—but its coat was spotted, dappled in the moonlight. Then she saw the long neck, whipping around to bite with a snake’s teeth.

“Morgana,” she whispered.

The rest of the pack had converged on the questing beast now. The howls turned to snarling, growling, once or twice a high bark of pain as teeth made contact. She couldn’t tell who had bitten who, but her heart seized.

“No!” She searched the ground near her for something, anything. A branch had fallen from the overhanging trees, the length of her forearm; she snatched it up with both hands.

A stick was no weapon against a pack of unearthly hounds. They would tear her to pieces in seconds. In that moment, the thought never occurred to her. The questing beast was hers, by some law as primal as the hounds themselves. She was in danger, and she needed to be protected. Ellie had already started forwards when two things happened at once.

The pack leader flinched back with a snarl, the feathered shaft of an arrow lodged in its flank.

A hand gripped Ellie’s wrist, and a voice whispered: “Run.”

She caught a glimpse of a distant figure standing at the edge of the woods, tall and straight, a curved longbow drawn. Then the hand was pulling her towards the trees, and she stumbled after it. The growls of the hunt filled her ears, along with the hiss of another arrow slicing the air.

At the edge of the woods, her rescuer let go of her wrist and turned to face her.

“Follow in my footsteps as closely as you can,” the voice said—a woman’s voice, soft and firm. “Quickly!”

They ran, and the woods swallowed them up.
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Ellie had gone for a ramble into the woods once before, when the afternoon had been fine and her head had been starting to ache from too long indoors. It had looked still and mysterious to her then, but friendly, the ancient trees (mostly ash, silver birch, and sessile oak, Tom had told her) widely spaced enough to let the sun filter through their leaves. The crooked stream that Mrs. Leaf had suggested had given Camlan its name wound through the undergrowth, and she had perched on its banks for a drowsy half an hour to watch a cluster of starlings bathing in the shallows, droplets glistening on their sleek feathers like tiny pearls.

The woods were wilder now, even darker than could be explained by the fall of night. The trees were so dense that it was all she could do to force her way through after her rescuer. It didn’t help that the woman was moving through the forest so quickly and so quietly that she melted into the trees. More than once Ellie lost sight of her altogether, and had to push forwards blindly until a movement in the shadows caught her eye.

She was determined not to falter, whatever happened. But her limbs ached, her knee throbbed from her fall to the ground, and fear coursed through her body until she felt she could scream. She also couldn’t help but notice that with the length of time they had been walking, they should have come out the other side of the strip of trees by Camlan House by now.

“Here.” The whisper came out of the shadows; then the woman caught Ellie’s wrist and laid it gently against rough bark. A tree trunk, so large and thick it barely curved beneath her palm. Tom could probably tell her what sort, she thought, and a wish that he was there surged like homesickness in her chest. If only she’d taken him up on his offer to walk her back. She couldn’t help but feel he’d know exactly what to do about the Cŵn Annwn, as though they were just an exotic sort of wild dog that needed taming.

Oh, stop it, she scolded herself. It isn’t his job to take care of you. Besides, his night vision is worse than yours.

“Follow the trunk around until you find the opening, and wait there,” the woman said. “I’ll be right back.”

It was all she said before she disappeared.

Without her, the branches pressed closer, and every sound seemed magnified by the darkness. Panic flickered; Ellie clamped it down firmly. Follow the trunk around, the woman had said, which was simple enough. She kept her hand on the tree and took one step, then another, careful to avoid the thick roots. An opening. Oh God, please let there be an opening…

And there it was. As if the tree had parted under her hand, her fingers touched a rounded edge, then a crack. She ducked, and found the opening was wide enough to slip through. The rough edge of the bark scraped her leg painfully as she wriggled inside, and somewhere in the back of her mind she remembered that was her very last pair of good stockings.

The hollow space inside the tree was large, filled with the damp smell of old wood and fallen leaves. She crouched on the spongy ground, heart racing. Through the gap, the woods were dark and quiet, her mysterious visitor nowhere in sight.

Then she saw it. A glimmer in the darkness, a stirring of the trees, the faint rasp of hot breath in the wind. One of the hounds, white fur luminescent amidst the shadows. Its nose twitched, searching, blood-red ears straining for a sound.

Ellie didn’t dare breathe. Her muscles, already tense, coiled so she felt she might snap like a twig. There was nowhere to run—the hound was too close. It was like waiting in a shelter for the bombs to fall, all over again.

Go away, she caught herself thinking, as she always had on those long, nerve-shattering nights. Please, just go away.

There was a short, sharp whistle, and the hound’s head turned.

A figure stepped out of the dark, beside the dog. A woman, Ellie thought by the height and sweep of long skirts, but not the one who had led her here. This one was shorter, more solid. Her gaze scanned the woods, eyes searching; Ellie shrank instinctively back against the tree. A moment passed, then another. Finally, the woman whistled again, and the hound bounded to her side, tail wagging. The two of them vanished, folded up into the woods as if they had never been.

Ellie fell to the damp ground, shivering. The hound and its mistress were gone; in their place, dark rushed close about her, and her fear rushed in with it. It was bad enough to be chased through the woods. She was being chased by something impossible, when even the woods themselves didn’t make any sense. She didn’t even know how to get home.

She was still shaking what might have been minutes or an hour later, when the leaves covering the entrance rustled and a tall, lithe body slipped in beside her.

“There.” The woman’s voice from before: less of a whisper now, more of an undertone. “Well done. We should be safe here for now.”

“I—” Ellie had to swallow as her voice cracked. “There was somebody out there. With one of the hounds. A woman.”

“A human woman?” Ellie could hear her rescuer’s puzzled frown. She was searching through the small pouch on her belt, rummaging for something in the dark. “I didn’t see her. But the hound ran off—it was a scout. Robin and the others have drawn the rest of the pack away. There it is…”

She raised her hand to her lips and whispered. In her palm, a small pebble flickered into light. When she set it down, the gentle yellow glow illuminated the hollow tree, revealing a space about the width of a large table, carpeted with leaves and dirt.

It also gave enough light for Ellie to see her rescuer clearly for the first time. The woman was crouched by the gap in the tree, peering out into the darkness: her long limbs, coiled and tense, had the wiry strength of a cat or a ballet dancer. She was clad in a green shirt and breeches, with long red hair hanging to her waist in a braid. A knife was fastened to her belt, and her free hand clasped a bow, smaller than that of the shadowy figure at the woods’ edge. Ellie’s breath caught as though at the sight of a childhood friend.

“Maid Marian,” she whispered. The bows and arrows in the dark. The way she had flitted through the trees like a creature of the woods. Robin and the others have drawn the rest of the pack away. “Maid Marian and Robin Hood.”

It was impossible, of course. Not only were Robin Hood and the Merry Men not real, Camlan House was nearly two hundred miles from Sherwood Forest. Ellie couldn’t have explained how she knew so clearly who she was looking at. But she knew, deeper than her bones.

Marian flicked a quick, distracted glance in Ellie’s direction. Ellie had seen already that her face was white and freckled; she saw now that it was also startlingly young, perhaps barely twenty, with a snub nose and a deer’s dark eyes. It might have been a soft face, were it not for the determined set of her jaw and proud tilt of her head.

“Elaine, isn’t it?” she said.

“How did you know?”

“Oh, we keep an eye on Camlan House,” she said, absently. Her attention was somewhere outside the shelter, her hand hovering near the blade at her hip.

“It’s gone,” Ellie said, tentatively. “The house. Do you know where—?”

“It hasn’t gone,” Marian said. “The Hunt pulled you a little way into the Otherworld, that’s all.”

“I’m in the Otherworld?”

“Not properly. Just not wholly in your world either. This is a hinterland, where the two worlds overlap—you could think of it like a threshold, or a bridge.”

Like under the Lake. That had been in one of the dreams: the vast ruins beneath the Lake were on the borders between worlds. It was why Lancelot had forgotten everything about his childhood once he left. It was why… A wisp of thought niggled at her, then was gone.

“The woman I just saw—” Ellie began, but Marian held her hand up for silence. Her body was suddenly as tense and alert as a rabbit in a field at the sound of a footstep; her face had stilled, and she was listening with her entire being. A quiet hoot came through the darkness. Ellie would have taken it for an owl, except that Marian’s face relaxed into a smile. She cupped her hands around her mouth, and gave an answering hoot.

Moments later, there was a soft rustle outside the tree, as though a large bird or small cat had stirred the undergrowth.

“It’s all right,” a voice came, low and soft, and a man slipped through the gap. Marian shifted to make room as he settled, their bodies nestled together as naturally and comfortably as two speech marks. “We lost them in the hills.”

Robin Hood. Like Marian, he was much younger than she had expected, with the same lean, long-limbed build and feline grace. He was taller and broader-shouldered, his face browned by the elements where she had freckled; his hair, cut roughly at shoulder-length, was brown too, with a hint of curl. The sight of them together—Robin Hood and Maid Marian, the lord and lady of the Greenwood—rushed through her limbs with the same hushed thrill she had felt upon first entering the Camlan library. In that moment, it was worth being chased by the hounds of the Otherworld through an impossible wood. They were beautiful.

“The others?” Marian was asking. “Are they safe?”

He nodded. “Will and John are leading a false trail down to the river, just in case. Much and Tuck are keeping watch. We only need to hole up here until dawn.”

Ellie found her voice then. “Morgana—the questing beast. Is she…?”

“She’s well, as far as I saw.” Robin turned to look at her for the first time. His eyes—dark, with glints of green and gold, premature lines from sun and wind forming at the corners—took her in with a single curious glance. It sent a shiver through her like wind through leaves. “She ran off when we came on the scene.”

“She certainly seems fond of you,” Marian remarked. “Do you know each other well?”

“We pulled her from the rocks when the tide was coming in,” Ellie explained. “My friend Tom and me. I suppose she felt she owed me.”

“The questing beast isn’t a businessman with an overdraft. She doesn’t care about debt, or obligation, or silly words like that. She only knows who she likes.”

The words gave her a confused flush of pride. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand any of this. Why—?”

“Keep your voice down,” Robin warned, with a glance outside. “The woods will hide us if they can, but they’re much smaller now than they were.”

The woods seemed dark and deep to her, but she recognised the note in his voice, grief mingled with bitterness, trying too hard not to show either. It was in her own when she had told Tom about the bombing of the British Museum or her terrible East End flat. “I’m sorry.”

She could have meant for being too loud, but he understood. “It isn’t your doing. Times change, even here. What did you want to ask?”

“What’s happening?” she burst out, in a whisper that probably wasn’t much quieter than before. “What are those things?”

“They’re the Cŵn Annwn.” He was still tense, his thoughts pulled towards the woods outside, but he shifted, sitting cross-legged to give her his attention. “The hounds of the Otherworld. Someone sent them after you. I’m not sure who—the hounds run with Arawn, usually, but the Welsh fae don’t hunt until the autumn. Can you think of anyone who might want to harm you?”

“No! I’m only here to catalogue a library. I’m nobody at all.” And yet she was the one dreaming of Nimue when nobody else was. Perhaps she had become somebody, simply by being in the right place at the right time—or the wrong one.

“Elaine saw a woman with them,” Marian told Robin. “Just now, in the woods. I’ve never heard of the hounds running with a human, have you?”

“No.” He frowned. “I suppose a powerful witch could command them if she had a mind to, but there are few of those left.”

“Are you sure they were sent for me on purpose?” Ellie asked. “There have been things coming through all over Britain—like the questing beast.”

Robin shook his head. “Those are accidents, slipping through where the veil is thinnest. The hounds only hunt the quarry they’ve been sent to find, and they certainly don’t slip through by accident. Most of the time they don’t cross the veil into your world at all. They create a hinterland, where the two worlds overlap; they pull their prey through, as they’ve done to you, and they chase them all night through the twilight, where nobody from your world can see or hear them.”

“Can I get back?” New panic stabbed her chest. Merlin and Nimue had talked about the veil too, the indefinable skin between one world and the next. Merlin had said there were places and times where it was thinner than others. He had also said that it was usually impermeable. The way to cross it deliberately had been lost long ago. “Am I trapped here?”

“Only until dawn. The hinterland will start to break down then. If we can get you to its borders, you should be able to return home.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You might be trapped here,” he admitted. “Yes.”

Trapped. Trapped in a world that made no sense, with the hounds of the Otherworld on her trail. The words hit her with a roar, burying her as she had been buried beneath the rubble and debris that had once been her flat. She nestled her head in her hands, and drew a deep breath.

“Are you all right?” Marian asked, reasonably enough.

“Yes. No.” She looked up, still fighting for calm. “I’m sorry, I don’t quite understand. Is it—Wait a minute.”

Luckily, her notebook and pencil were still in her coat pocket. She had to squirm to reach them in the confines of the tree trunk, but she pulled them out.

Robin’s eyebrows rose. “What on earth are you doing?”

“If this is the border of the Otherworld, then my memory of this place won’t stay, will it? Lancelot forgot his entire childhood once he left the Lake.”

“You aren’t that deep inside. You should keep most of this—though it may be a little like a dream.”

She wasn’t convinced. Already, her memories felt strange, uncertain. A sense that she had forgotten something was niggling, like shadows at the corner of her vision that darted out of sight if looked at directly.

“I’d still like to write this down. Is that all right, writing it down?”

“Fine,” he said, with another wry look at Marian. “Only it does suddenly feel like being interviewed for a newspaper.”

Another time, she might have been interested in how a legend from the Middle Ages knew about newspapers.

“You said the veil is thin.” The pencil and notebook in her hand were centring her, bringing the world to a point she could understand in the way Tom’s questions did. She might get home at dawn, or she might not. Here, and now, she was gathering information. She had only to ask questions, and record the answers. “Is it thin because of the war? Is that why people are dreaming of Arthur?”

“Possibly,” Robin said, gravely. There was just a twinkle of mischief in his dark eyes that gave him away. “The veil thins for all sorts of reasons. It isn’t unusual for dreams to pass between the Otherworld and your world when times are dark. People reach out in their sleep for something to believe in, and brush against a legend or a story on the other side. And Arthur has very strong ties to his old kingdom. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if his people are reaching for him when they find themselves under threat.”

She was struggling to put the matter-of-fact words together. “Are you saying that Arthur is in Avalon? The real Arthur?”

“Of course he is. He was brought there after the Battle of Camlann—don’t you know the myth?”

“We knew it in our day,” Marian put in. “Back in Sherwood Forest. The minstrels told tales of Arthur all the time.”

She did know the myth, of course. After his final battle with Mordred, Arthur was taken to the edge of a lake, barely alive. In Malory, he commanded Sir Bedivere to throw Excalibur into the waters, and come back and tell him what he saw. A barge arrived across the lake, helmed by a queen and many fair ladies, and bore Arthur away to Avalon. In some versions, the queen in the barge was Morgan le Fay, the Lady of the Lake. If that was the case, then something in her dreams was going to change, and soon. The Morgan le Fay she knew had no desire to see Arthur saved.

“So the Arthur dreams come from Arthur himself ? His memories?”

“If it helps,” Robin said, “he’s probably dreaming of you as well. We do, often.”

The thought of King Arthur in the Otherworld dreaming of modern people having breakfast and going to work flashed across her mind, and she had to shake it off before she could laugh.

“Does that mean the dreams are true history? We’re seeing things that really happened to Arthur?”

Even as she asked the question, she knew it wasn’t right. What she had told Tom was true: the dreams weren’t coherent enough for that. They were all known myths, but they contradicted both historical record and one another. They didn’t make sense.

“Yes and no,” Robin said, thoughtfully. “You’re seeing things that happened to Arthur, yes. But the stories don’t cross the boundaries between worlds unchanged. People dream of Arthur, or the questing beast, or the Green Knight, and they dream it a little differently every time. It’s how most myths are born, and why they grow and transform over the years. People turn them into the stories they need to hear.”

That did, at least, make sense. She could imagine that: Geoffrey of Monmouth, Thomas Malory, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, thousands of others across time, all dreaming of Arthur, perhaps without even remembering it, all changing those dreams in their head to fit their own needs and understanding. It fit with what she experienced when she closed her eyes at night: a story that was dreamlike, difficult to pin to a specific time and place, yet reverberating with underlying truth. It explained anachronisms like the telescope, or the Victorian look of Lancelot’s talisman from Morgan le Fay, or the way the circular windows of Merlin’s tower echoed her own, as she had noticed the other day. The past communicating with the present, in the language of myth. Not so different from Jung after all.

“This is more than a few people, though,” she said. “It’s thousands of people, perhaps millions. And it’s more than just stories and dreams coming through. It’s living things—the questing beast, and the hounds.”

“It is.” Robin’s face darkened. “And that’s a good deal more unusual. I don’t see how even a war covering the entire world could bring that about.”

“We think it has something to do with Camlan House,” Ellie said tentatively, when the silence stretched. “People are dreaming about the house too, and that’s well after Arthur’s time. Do you know why?”

“All I know is that the veil is particularly thin in these parts,” Marian said. “It has been since before our time. Something may have happened to make it so, but we’ve never found out what.”

Robin and Marian’s time, as far as she could remember, was around the end of the 1100s—long before the earliest records of Camlan House. Either it was the land and not the house that was important, or the foundations of the house were older than anyone knew.

“And the veil grows thinner at midsummer.” Merlin had told Nimue that too. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

Marian nodded. “That’s going to be the dangerous time, this year. Midsummer’s Eve drawing near, with Arthur’s kingdom in more danger than it’s been for thousands of years. If the dreams and sightings are building to anything, it will come then.”

Ellie had to swallow before she could speak. “The dreamers are saying that Arthur will return.”

“Perhaps,” Marian said. Her dark eyes were troubled. “If the veil thins enough. I would worry more about what else might return. This is stirring up the Otherworld. Myths and legends that have slept for centuries are already starting to awaken.”

“Like the hounds, and the questing beast. Like you.”

“No—well, yes, to start with. But we’ve always been a little awake, in the deep forests and the twilight hours. There are things from deeper and further back still, things that nobody calls on, things that have been bound with magic to stop them ever breaking through. Those are the dangerous ones.”

“None of the sightings have been dangerous,” Ellie said. “Not until tonight.”

“I think that will change from now on,” Robin said. “Arthur’s people may well be calling him back, but if so, it’s opening the door to other things as well. Some of whom, by the way, may well not want Arthur to return.”

A flash came to her: the long dark corridors under the Lake, the grip of strong hands, the hard glint of hatred in fiery eyes.

I suppose a powerful witch could command the hounds if she had a mind to, but there are few of those left.

“Do you mean Morgan le Fay?” she asked, as normally as she could.

“I might. Arthur has many enemies. Either way, before long you may have a fight on your hands.”

Her fingers tightened around her pencil. Notes, she told herself. For now, she was taking notes. “Very well. How do we win?”

Robin laughed, not unkindly. “Who said anything about winning?”

“You said we had to fight. What’s the good in fighting without winning?”

“We’ve been fighting most of our lives.” There was no playfulness in his voice now. “We’re certainly never going to win. War, poverty, bureaucracy, cruelty—they’re not the sort of things you win against. But if you’re very fortunate, you can hold the line for a little bit longer. You can push back the dark as long as you can, and when it finally closes in you can face it with your head held high.”

“That doesn’t sound like enough.”

His mouth twitched. “Well, you might have told me that eight hundred years ago. We all could have had a much easier time of it.”

“You don’t know how to have an easy time,” Marian scoffed. “Our time passed hundreds of years ago and we’re still trying to hold back the end of the world.” She turned to Ellie. “If something manages to break through, they will be powerful, a good deal older than us and unfathomably older than you. Robin’s right: you won’t defeat them. But you might find a way to push them back, for a year or a century or even longer. That may not be enough, but compared to the alternative, it’s everything.”

It was, she knew. It was all they were fighting for across the world: not an end to war, only an end to this particular one, a pause to hostilities for as long as possible before conflict broke out again. The war to end all wars had been the last war, and it hadn’t worked. Still, the thought made her desperately tired. Here and now, sitting in an otherworldly forest with Robin Hood and Maid Marian while hounds roamed outside, she wanted something more.

“But Arthur,” she pressed. “You said he could return, didn’t you? That’s what’s causing all this in the first place. He could put everything to rights.”

Again, a look flickered between the two of them that she couldn’t read.

“We waited a long time for a king to return and put things to rights,” Robin said. “It didn’t exactly work out.”

That was Richard the Lionheart, Ellie assumed. She had seen Errol Flynn’s The Adventures of Robin Hood in the cinema the year before war had broken out, and its triumphant ending as Richard returned and restored order to England. In real life, she knew, Richard had rarely set foot in England during his reign, and had eventually died suppressing a revolt overseas.

“Arthur isn’t like that.” She had only seen glimpses of him in Nimue’s dreams, and yet she knew it. “He cares about his people.”

“I’m sure he does,” Robin said. “That wasn’t the point I was making.” He shifted, restless, and rose to get up. “I need to check on the men,” he said. “Stay here, and stay hidden. Once the hounds give up the chase, we should be able to move.”
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It was colder in the hinterland than the summer night she had come from. When Marian doused the light, the dark and the chill pressed close, and the ground bit where it pressed the curve of Ellie’s body.

She didn’t think she slept—certainly there were no dreams, only thoughts that meandered down foggy pathways and tangled themselves in knots. But she might have dozed a little, because when a hand touched her shoulder she flinched as though at the prick of a blade.

“Elaine.” The voice was Marian’s—so too, she realised quickly, was the hand. “It’s almost dawn. This is the best chance you have. Too much longer and you’ll slip further back into the Otherworld yourself.”

She sat up, blinking. Her mind was alert—the shock of fear saw to that—but her body was stiff and sore. The damp night had seeped into her bones. Her knees cracked painfully as she followed Marian through the gap in the tree. The darkness was thinning, grey light creeping through the canopy of branches overhead. She could just see Robin waiting for them, his longbow held lightly in his hand.

“Where are the Merry Men?” she heard herself ask.

Robin smiled, a quick flash in the darkness. “Oh, they’re around.” He whistled, a long note that even she recognised as the trill of a nightingale; from the forest, the trees echoed with answering birdsong. In the midst of her fear, a thrill of wonder ran up her spine.

“Listen,” Robin said to her, and the darkness from earlier had faded, or at least been pushed back. “I didn’t mean to sound hopeless before. We don’t know who might be threatening you, or how to fight them. But your instinct about the house sounds promising. I’d follow it, if I were you. And pay attention to the dreams. Arthur will know a lot more about his own enemies than we do.”

“I’m not dreaming of Arthur,” she said. “I’m dreaming of Nimue. Every night. Do you know her, in Avalon? Are you—I don’t know, neighbours?”

His smile was more real this time. “Different neighbourhoods. But we’ve met. And yes: if she’s talking to you, I would listen to what she has to say.”

Ellie nodded.

“Right,” Marian said softly. “You see there through that clearing, where the woods end? We’ll help you to get there without making a sound. Once you do, run. That’s it. Run like the hounds of hell are after you, and don’t look back.”

“We’ll run with you as far as we can,” Robin put in. “But we can’t pass through the veil. Don’t stop running until you see something you know is from your world.”

Ellie nodded again. Her throat was tight, as though she might cry. She couldn’t have said why—fear would be natural, but what was gripping her chest was closer to loss or yearning. It seemed impossible that these two would fall away soon, and she wouldn’t see them again. “Thank you.”

“No need. It’s what we do. We’ve done it for hundreds of years.”

“You know, most academics don’t think you were ever real. Like Arthur. There may have been an outlaw named Robin Hood, but if so his identity is lost to time, and he almost certainly never robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. Maid Marian doesn’t appear in ballads until the fifteenth century. You’re folk heroes.”

“I know. And yet that never stopped us.” He turned to face her. There was just enough light for his too-old eyes to meet hers. “Good luck. Remember, the veil will be stretching thinner every day now. Perhaps we’ll see each other again, before the end.”
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The forest—because it was a forest now, not a wood—didn’t come out by Camlan House anymore. She didn’t recognise the overgrown fields in the green-tinted grey light. Terror gripped her heart that she would somehow run the wrong way, deeper and deeper into the Otherworld, until everything dissolved into the turbulent logic of a medieval manuscript and there was nothing but monsters—that is, if she wasn’t simply snatched by the jaws of the Cŵn Annwn as she left the safety of the trees. But Robin and Marian pushed her forwards, gently.

“Courage,” Marian whispered. “We’re with you.”

She gave them one quick, shaky nod, and ran out into the open ground.

As soon as the canopy of the trees fell away, the howls of the hunt filled the air. They crashed in her ears, louder and angrier than she had ever heard them. Panic spiked through her aching limbs, spurring them on.

Loud is good, she reminded herself. Loud is further distant. But her every instinct screamed the opposite, and now Robin and Marian had gone and she was alone, and nothing around her looked familiar, not even the sky. Perhaps she really was running the wrong way. She caught her breath in a sob, and kept going.

And then she saw it. A figure on horseback, against the dawn light. Fresh terror seared into her heart—a knight, a figure out of myth, perhaps Arawn himself. Then the horse tossed her head, shying at the surprise of a bedraggled figure running across the fields, and in that movement she recognised Rhiannon. The figure on her back shifted to match, and it wasn’t an ancient knight, only Tom. He reined Rhiannon in, one hand going soothingly to her neck, and squinted into the gloom, trying to see what had spooked her. Relief flooded her in a great rush.

With the absolute last of her strength, she called, “Tom!” Even at this distance, she saw recognition dawn and his eyes widen with shock.

“Ellie!” He urged Rhiannon forwards to meet her; as she fell to her knees, gasping, utterly spent, he jumped off the horse’s back and knelt by her side. “God—are you all right? What are you doing out here?”

She couldn’t answer. Her breath was coming in sharp, jagged rasps like a knife in her chest; she was shaking convulsively, from exhaustion and lingering fear and the bitter pre-dawn cold of the Otherworld.

“You’re freezing. Here.” She felt the heavy weight of his battered jacket about her shoulders, still warm from being worn, and his hand making soothing circles against her shoulders. If she’d had the breath, she would have laughed: it was so exactly and instinctively how he would have calmed a wild horse come in from the cold. “There you go. What happened?”

Even had she been able to talk, she wasn’t sure how she could have answered the question.

“Morgana,” she managed instead, between shivers. “Is she at the stables?”

“No. That’s why I’m out here. I couldn’t sleep last night—I went for a walk. I was coming back to the courtyard before dawn when I saw Morgana there. I don’t know how she got out of the stables. And it sounds daft—she’s not Lassie Come-Home—but I swear she wanted me to follow her.”

“Oh,” she said, vaguely. “That might have been my fault. Back in the woods, I wished that you were with me.”

She couldn’t see the bewildered look he gave her, but she could imagine it. “Well. I saddled Rhi and came after her. I lost her coming over the hill just now. Did you see her?”

“She went back.” The coat was warming her, and her shivers were easing. “She saved my life, and saw me safely home. We helped her, and so she helped us. Tom, listen: you were right. This house is important, and so are the dreams. We need to find Professor Emory, and we need to find him soon. Before Midsummer’s Eve.”

“All right, then.” The bewilderment was still in his voice, but his hand tightened comfortingly on her shoulder, helping to ground her back in the real world. “We’ll find him. Ellie, what happened? What’s happening at midsummer?”

Ellie heard her own words as though spoken by somebody else. “I think Arthur might be returning.”







Nimue

i

I t was a gloriously hot Midsummer’s Eve. Outside the castle the grass was dry and yellow, the sky pale and high and curved like the ceiling of a cathedral. Camelot was in a state of dreamy anticipation, excited for the rites that night and for the combat tomorrow. Only Guinevere was fretful and impatient. Arthur must have been too, deep down, but I saw no sign of it in his face.

“I don’t suppose Merlin told you when he’d return?” was all he said to me, mildly, as the bonfire grew in the courtyard. Merlin had left the castle the night before, and as usual left me no clue to his whereabouts.

I shook my head, and Arthur sighed.

“Of course not. Never mind. We can do the rites just as well without him, if we have to.”

“Never mind Merlin,” Guinevere said. She was pacing back and forth in a tight circle, arms folded, a horse on too tight a rein. “Where’s Lancelot?”

“He’ll come,” Arthur said firmly. “Unless some accident has befallen him.”

Neither of them spoke the obvious—that if he didn’t come, for any reason, then there was every chance Guinevere would be burned at the stake.

It was the last summer I spent at Camelot—a year before the fall of the Round Table, a little over a year since I had arrived at court. It was the first time I knew that things had begun to go wrong.
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Merlin and I had been away from Camelot together when Guinevere had been captured by Meliagaunce. We’d gone into the forest to gather the branches for the Midsummer’s Eve rites, and also, for reasons less clear, to spend a few hours as eels.

“You can’t possibly tell me that eels have any kind of perception into the veils between worlds or the ways of magic,” I said, half seriously, as I took off my boots and slipped my feet into shallow creek water. It sluiced over my toes, pleasurably icy against the warmth of the summer afternoon.

“Probably not,” Merlin conceded. “I just think they always seem to be having a tremendous amount of fun, don’t you?”

I burst out laughing—not because anything was really funny, but because the day was so sunlit and the forest so beautiful, because I was about to slip into that cool water as an eel with magic thrilling in my blood, and all those things unexpectedly made me so happy. Merlin caught my eye with a smile, and something softened in his face, as it sometimes did, as though he were seeing me for the first time in a while.

There was an undeniable easiness between us now—not the familiarity that might be expected after living together for over a year, but something deeper and more elusive, as though we’d been friends as children and forgotten. The court had noticed, and whispered about it: the times we caught each other’s eyes across a room or spoke to each other in half sentences that didn’t need to be finished; the banter that would fly from him to me and back again, half laughing, half exasperated, like sparks of needfire; the way our bodies were conscious of each other, always, in a way that changed the feel of the space between us. I felt those things, and thought for certain Merlin must too. And yet, despite what the Round Table believed, he never once gave me anything that could be construed as a romantic overture. Our hands touched only when he guided me through spells; if I ever felt his eyes on me, he would be looking away by the time I glanced over.

Perhaps it was my fault: I was so busy learning that I usually forgot to be Viviane, and when I tried to slip into her it felt awkwardly belated, as though I were coming in with my lines after a play was over. But Merlin had never seemed particularly entranced by Viviane anyway. If I had to guess, I would have said that he was in love with someone else, but I couldn’t imagine who it might be. Arthur was the most important person in the world to him, but his feelings for Arthur were something between a mentor, a brother, and a friend. The note in his voice when he spoke of my mother, thankfully, held a touch of regret but no longing—I knew him well enough now to tell the difference. It was a relief to me, in my secret heart. If Merlin didn’t love me, then I couldn’t be his doom after all, and not even my mother could blame me for it.

That same morning, Guinevere and her maids had gone hunting with her falcon, taking a party of ten knights as protection. Usually, Lancelot was among those who rode out with her, but on that day he too was abroad. He had been spending longer and longer away from court these days—trying, the rumours said, to keep away from Guinevere’s bed. I could well believe it, knowing him as I did. He was too honourable to love another man’s wife without intense guilt, and too passionate not to act on his love at all.

It seemed, though, that Lancelot’s presence had been keeping more dangerous company from Guinevere. Meliagaunce was a knight and minor warlock, the blood of the Old Ones on his father’s side, and he had been watching Guinevere for some time. Seeing Lancelot absent made him bold enough to ride out with a party of his own men, taking the queen’s unsuspecting knights by surprise. He overpowered Guinevere’s retinue by force and by magic, and brought them all to his castle as his prisoners.

Fortunately, one of the queen’s maids had escaped, and ridden hard to where Lancelot was questing. Lancelot set off at once to Meliagaunce’s castle. He rode through rough country, fighting bandits and thieves along the way; when his horse was killed beneath him, he swallowed his pride and hitched a ride on a farmer’s cart, determined to do battle with Sir Meliagaunce for his queen. Battle, it turned out, wasn’t necessary. Meliagaunce was already deeply regretting his rash action—he could barely house his prisoners, much less fight a war for them if Arthur arrived in force—and the sight of Lancelot was something of a relief. He fell at Lancelot’s feet, begging for mercy, and Lancelot gave it, nobly though grudgingly. After all that, he had really been wanting a fight.

All of this was the sort of thing that happened in Camelot. By the standards of the Round Table, it was barely an adventure—not a single marvel or wayward giant. When Merlin and I returned to court a few days later, it was already being laughed about as yet another exploit of Lancelot’s. Arthur laughed too, although I suspected he wouldn’t be quite easy until his queen and the wounded knights were home safely. They were staying overnight at Meliagaunce’s castle until their safe passage back could be arranged.

“Poor Lancelot,” he said, with a shake of his head. “He wouldn’t have been happy to suffer all that indignity only for there not to be a battle at the end.”

He had spoken too soon. When the party arrived back from Meliagaunce’s castle the following evening, things were suddenly a good deal worse.

That morning, finding Guinevere still asleep, Meliagaunce had taken it upon himself to pull back the curtains of her bed, and discovered the sheets and pillows streaked with blood not her own. He accused her of adultery with one of the wounded knights—who, of course, all indignantly protested their innocence. Lancelot was summoned from the next room, and he immediately challenged Meliagaunce to trial by combat.

Surprisingly, given the lengths Meliagaunce had gone to avoid crossing swords with Lancelot, he accepted the challenge. It was agreed that Meliagaunce would come to Camelot under a flag of truce on Midsummer’s Day, eight days away, and he and Lancelot would fight for the honour of the queen.

“So it looks like Lancelot will get his battle after all,” Arthur said.

“Oh,” Merlin said. He had gone unusually still.

“What is it?”

Merlin shook his head. “I just remembered something. Where’s Lancelot now?”

“We don’t know,” Guinevere said. She was calm, but she hadn’t looked at any of us once since she had returned. “He was nowhere to be found when we came to leave. The horse Meliagaunce had offered him the night before wasn’t in the stables, and the stable hands said he’d ordered it to be saddled and had ridden away alone.”

“That does sound like Lancelot,” Arthur said with a sigh. “We scarcely seem to see him these days.”

Guinevere nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said, as if involuntarily.

“For what?” I couldn’t decide if there was any irony in the question. “You’ve done nothing wrong. The wounded men all insist upon your innocence and theirs, and I believe them. And Lancelot will be back in time for the combat in eight days. These accusations will all be laid to rest then.”

But the time passed. Midsummer’s Eve dawned golden and calm. Lancelot never came home.
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I watched Arthur that evening, as the light waned and the shadows lengthened. He was a master at keeping his calm and good humour, buoyed as he was by a genuine confidence that things would work out in the end, and outwardly he talked and laughed as though nothing was wrong. I had observed him often enough at close quarters by now, though, to see the way his mouth tightened when his attention lapsed, and his eyes would flicker first to the darkening sky and then to the road. Guinevere, whose moods ran darker and closer to the surface, barely spoke at all, except to snap at one of her ladies-in-waiting when they were unlucky enough to fumble a pitcher of wine. It didn’t help her case, but my heart went out to her. Her life was in danger, and it was entirely out of her hands.

If Lancelot didn’t arrive by morning, then another knight would have to step forwards to fight Meliagaunce in his stead. Arthur couldn’t, as king. If nobody else did so, then Meliagaunce would win by default, and by the laws of chivalry Guinevere would be guilty of the crime of which he had accused her. Adultery in a queen was treason, the penalties for which hadn’t changed since before Uther’s time. She would be burned alive for betraying the king and the kingdom. And the truth was, there was every chance that nobody would step forwards. Guinevere was not popular at court these days. It was difficult to say why—certainly she and Arthur had failed to produce an heir, the blame for which was laid squarely at her feet. Worry had made her fretful and bad-tempered over the last few months, which didn’t endear her to the men. Rumours of her unfaithfulness and worse circulated like bad air in the corners of Camelot.

“Lancelot would never forsake you, my lady,” I said, and was rewarded with the briefest of smiles. My own chest was tight with worry—not only for Guinevere, for whom I had long since allowed myself to care, but for Lancelot. It was true, he would never forsake Guinevere. He loved her. So where was he? For that matter, where was Merlin? I had tried scrying for them both that morning, but either I was doing something wrong or they were both shielded from my sight by stronger magic.

The bonfire was piling high when I felt a tug at my sleeve. A child—a small boy, dark-haired, dressed in green. There were many such children running in packs through the crowds, laughing in excitement. But this one’s eyes glimmered gold.

“There you are!” I couldn’t, in that moment, work out if I was more relieved to see him or annoyed at him for making his return so needlessly dramatic. “The king’s been worried sick.”

“I know,” the child who was Merlin said. “That’s why I’m not here as myself. I don’t have time to explain things to him. Come on. We’ve a journey ahead.”

“Now?” I glanced at the crowds gathering around the bonfire in the courtyard: the wood piled high in the fading light, Arthur’s crown of wheat barely visible against his golden hair. The Midsummer rites would start soon. “Where are we going? Where have you been?”

“Both answers are the same. Meliagaunce’s castle.”

“Why?”

“Because Lancelot hasn’t managed to escape on his own. If he had, he’d be here by now.”

“He’s back at Meliagaunce’s castle?”

“He never left. The same morning he agreed to the challenge, Meliagaunce set a trap for him, of the disappearing floorboard variety. All this time he’s supposed to have been adventuring, he’s been at the castle. He must be hurt, or no mere dungeon could have held him this long.”

Eight days. All that time Lance had been lying in the dark, in pain, frantic for the safety of his queen. My chest clenched. It made my voice angrier than was fair—certainly angrier than my mother would have ever approved for Viviane.

“Why did you wait so long to save him? You could have got him out at once, if you knew where he was.”

“I was waiting for Meliagaunce to leave home, among other things,” Merlin said, unfazed. “He rode out this afternoon, to be here for the morning combat. Besides, it isn’t quite so simple as that. Now, are you coming? At the moment, we’re both keeping him waiting.”

I sighed. There was never any point being angry at Merlin. Criticism bounced off him like a shuttlecock from the castle walls. “How will we get there?”

Merlin folded his arms and regarded me thoughtfully. The gesture was a lot more impressive when he wasn’t in the body of an eight-year-old. “Remind me, how good are you at owls?”
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It was my first time taking the form of a barn owl. I had been many other birds since the songbird under the Lake—a hawk, a sparrow, even a chicken from the coop down in the castle kitchens. I was used to the feeling of my arms stretching into gigantic wings as the rest of my body shriveled to nothing. But all those expeditions had been in the daylight, and they had been for practice and for pleasure only. This was different. Along with the rush of joy at the owl’s soft, perfect flight, the way the evening sharpened into a crystal clear soundscape made for hunting, was an edge of excitement. Merlin left so often on mysterious business to help Camelot. This was the first time he had taken me with him—the first time he had admitted, however fleetingly, that he needed my help. It wasn’t the relationship my mother wanted me to have with him, perhaps, but it felt meaningful to me.

And we were saving Lancelot. I was using magic for something important, for the first time in my life. That felt meaningful too.

Fortunately, owls were creatures that communicated easily. Merlin could explain himself even as we soared through the dark woods, over the hills that dipped into Meliagaunce’s valley.

“I knew Lancelot must still be at Meliagaunce’s castle,” he said, “because I would have been able to see him anywhere else. It’s one of the problems with hiding a castle with magic like that—if people can’t find you, they assume you must be inside it, to the point where you may as well not be hidden at all. Watch out for the trees through here, they’re a bit tight.”

I swerved hard between two oaks, only just in time. I had been distracted by Merlin—and, I had to admit, by the rustle of a squirrel in the branches. I hadn’t eaten supper yet, and the owl’s stomach was growling. Focus, I reminded myself, or the owl. Apart from anything else, I would probably be a squirrel before very long, and I didn’t need that on my conscience.

“So if you knew he was there,” I said, “why not go in?”

Merlin’s feathers rippled. “Well,” he conceded grudgingly, “the hiding spell might have been pointless, but he does have a very good ring of protection about the place. If I set foot in that castle, he’d know instantly. Fortunately, his servants come out. I met a young woman at the tavern who told me all about the beautiful knight her master had trapped beneath the floors, the one she brings food and water. She didn’t take a lot of persuading to talk either. She’s absolutely besotted with him. Lancelot does have that effect on people. She’s been asking him to marry her in exchange for his freedom every day.”

My heart tightened with the irrational grip of jealousy. Lancelot and Guinevere were one thing: I had known she was meant for him as long as I could remember. Watching other ladies proposition him was different, somehow, in a way I didn’t want to articulate. “He said no?”

“Of course. Lancelot is chivalrous. He remains loyal to his queen even if it means staying locked up while she’s tried for treason in his absence.”

“You sound like you don’t approve.”

“That’s probably just because things sound more sarcastic when you’re an owl. I do approve. If I were in his place, I’d cross my fingers behind my back and lie, but I’m not a knight. Knights should be chivalrous, if only because the alternative would be so much worse.”

We were leaving the cover of the trees. I fell silent, taking in the sudden expanse of whispering grass and open sky. No danger. Just a quiet summer’s night, and a field filled with prey.

“So why did you get me?” I asked.

“I can lift up the spell-ring encircling the castle,” Merlin said. “As long as I do that, Meliagaunce won’t notice anyone entering or leaving. But I can only do it from the outside, and it will snap back into place as soon as I release it. Sort of like holding a heavy door open, or a rope for someone to slip under. I need someone else to go through, get Lancelot, and get him out. In disguise.”

I had been following until the last. “In disguise?”

“Trust me,” Merlin said, “it will be much better in disguise.”
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Meliagaunce’s castle was impressive at first glance, a towering fort on the swell of a hill. It wasn’t until we swept closer that it became obvious how much of it was in a state of disrepair, how little use the bedraggled battlements would be in keeping out intruders, how frankly dangerous some of the parapets were. The windows of the main tower were barred with rusted iron: one of the rooms beyond, presumably, had held the queen and the wounded knights. A low, flat road wound down to the castle gates, along which Lancelot had ridden in a cart to save her. I imagined Guinevere looking down and watching him appear, fighting his shame at the manner of his arrival for her sake, proud and ridiculous and devoted. No wonder the defences of her heart had been swept away that night—which they had, of course. I had no idea how Lancelot’s blood had stained her sheets, but I knew it had been his. No other man would have been in that bed.

“God, this place is rubbish,” Merlin said, cutting through my thoughts. “Arthur gave him the charge of it years ago, and he just let it fall to pieces. That’s Meliagaunce all over. No conviction. He likes the idea of being a knight in a great castle, but not enough to bother with the realities of its upkeep. He likes the idea of being a magician too, as long as the magic can be managed without any discipline or sacrifice. It’s pathetic.”

“His magic seems to work well enough to keep you out,” I couldn’t resist saying.

Merlin sniffed. “Not for long. Careful—best alight before we reach the gate. The circle will start about there.”

I landed when Merlin did, and grew back into myself at the same time. The night was muffled and dark through my own senses, as though a blanket had covered my head.

Merlin had dropped into a crouch, searching the damp grass in front of us. “There!” he whispered. “Can you feel it?”

I felt the circle just before I touched it myself—a thrumming under the grass, like a heartbeat under skin. I could follow it in a wide curve, and assumed it ringed the tower.

“I can raise it as long as you need,” Merlin said. “But it will be uncomfortable, so I’d appreciate it if you’d be quick about bringing Lancelot out. The maid said he’s in the dungeons.”

I nodded.

“One more thing. Neither Lancelot nor anyone else can know we’re here.”

“What?” That was unexpected. “Why can’t Lancelot know, at least?”

Merlin winced. “Strictly speaking, Meliagaunce is a sorcerer. It’s frowned upon for one magical practitioner to interfere with the plans of another. He’d be within his rights to challenge us, and it really isn’t worth it, believe me. It’s far easier if we can make it in and out without anyone the wiser.”

I suspected there was more to it than that, but I didn’t argue. We were standing vulnerable outside an enemy castle, and time was pressing.

“How am I supposed to get Lancelot out without him seeing me?” I asked instead. “I don’t think I’d be of much use to him as a mouse or a bird.”

“Ah.” I saw the glint of Merlin’s smile in the dark. “You remember I mentioned the disguise?”

It seemed that Merlin had got more than a story from the woman at the tavern. He had a lock of her hair in one of the pouches at his belt, fine and fair if somewhat dirty, and ready to aid in my transformation. He wouldn’t tell me how he had obtained this, only raised his eyebrows infuriatingly, which probably meant he just asked her for it. All I knew was that when I took it in my hands it had the unmistakable air of a gift freely given.

“I’d still go in as a mouse first, though,” Merlin advised. “The real serving girl is still in there—the last thing you want is to come face-to-face with her. Are you ready?”

A chill went down my back, excitement or nerves or both at once. It was strange: I had been in enemy territory for months at Camelot. And yet this would really be putting myself in danger, for the sake of the kingdom I had been sent to destroy.

And for Lance. I reminded myself of that. It wasn’t really Merlin for whom I was doing this, though surely my mother would approve of anything that would help gain his trust. Lancelot was my childhood friend, my foster brother, the first person who had ever seen me. Whatever else was at stake, I needed to save him.

Merlin was watching me, expectant. In answer, I smiled, and shifted in one step into a mouse. I had done it so often now that the form was almost as familiar to me as my own, and there was a strange comfort in the tiny body, the rapidly twitching whiskers. Fear, after all, was nothing new to mice. Their whole world was enemy territory.

I heard Merlin laugh softly, far above my head. “Good. Remember, Lancelot has to think he’s being rescued by Meliagaunce’s serving maid. Make it convincing. Not too convincing, though—we wouldn’t want you to get accidentally betrothed.”

I lashed my tail at him in a mouse’s glare.

Merlin reached down and plucked at the grass. When he stood, a strand of gold came with him, pinched between two fingers, like a rope plucked from the ground. I barely stopped to marvel at it. I picked up the twist of hair in my teeth, and then I was running under the circle, through the grass towards the castle, following the path Lancelot had taken to rescue his queen.
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I could smell Lancelot as soon as I squeezed through a gap in the stone wall. It wasn’t that he smelled particularly strong—rather the reverse. Most of Meliagaunce’s castle was a riot of sharp, fearful scents: smoke and potions, mouldy crusts and rank meat, soiled bedding. Lancelot, by contrast, still carried a faint home-smell of lavender and warm bread beneath sweat and dirt and pain. My mouse-body had frozen instinctively: I forced myself to rise on my haunches and sniff the air, and—there! Beneath my feet, at least eight feet underground.

The disappearing floorboard variety, Merlin had called the trap. I pictured Lance walking the corridors, a guest in the house of a fellow knight. He would have been off guard, exactly because he knew that Meliagaunce was not to be trusted. It was the way Lancelot’s mind worked, all second-guesses. His own wariness of a fellow knight would make him feel guilty, so he would fight to conquer it, until it was too late. The anger that flared in my chest on his behalf pushed past the mouse’s fear.

I soon found it: an iron grille set into the floor over a deep pit, like a well. When I peered over the edge, a figure was hunched in the darkness at the bottom. My mouse eyes couldn’t make him out, but the scent was plain. Lancelot.

There were no guards nearby—no footsteps, no creaks or cooking smells or lights burning under doors to indicate anyone in the castle was awake at all. I scuttled back into a safe alcove, laid my paws on the lock of hair I’d carried all this way, and squeezed my eyes shut.

It was difficult to become the girl. I don’t know whether this was because I was beginning as a mouse and not myself, because I had never seen her, or because people were more difficult than animals, but my mind strained as though fighting to pull on a gown that was too small. The shape was both like and unnervingly unlike my own: the limbs elongated, the torso narrow, the hair spilling from my head fine and scratchy. I gasped, and even my breath came shallower, faster, the taste of the castle air strange on a different tongue. Yet I did it. I scrambled to my feet, triumphant and flushed and clumsy in my new body. My dress was still my own gown for Midsummer, the one Guinevere had given me, the colour of moss on a stone. It was too large now, and hung in the front.

I knew I didn’t have long, but I couldn’t resist. I conjured a rippling mirror on the castle walls, telling myself that I needed to see if the spell had worked, after all. Truly, I was just burning with curiosity as to what this girl looked like—what I looked like now.

I’d already felt she was taller and thinner than me, her hands callused from years of hauling water and scrubbing pots. Her face was thin too, it seemed, with dark appealing eyes and a sweet, crooked-toothed smile. I could see it touching Lancelot—he never could resist the helpless and the hurt, particularly if he felt responsible for that hurt. Her hair was dirty, as the lock of it had been, but fair and pretty. I wondered if she had any way to look at herself, in this horrible place. Perhaps she stared at her reflection in the pots and pans, wondering what Lancelot could see in her, trying to convince herself there was more to see.

I had done the same thing, when I was thirteen or so, though at the time I hadn’t understood it so clearly. I would stand before the looking glass in my room, frowning critically at my plump figure, my round, pale face, my dark curls and blue eyes, and I wondered if Lancelot could ever see… something. I knew he belonged to Guinevere, though he had yet to meet her. But I imagined, half scared with my own daring, what might happen if he looked at me as something other than a foster sister. I wondered what Merlin, who was only a name to me then, might see one day. I still wondered that, to be fair.

I could see Lancelot better now when I dropped to my knees outside the trapdoor. His slumped position spoke of utter despondency, and my heart squeezed.

“Lancelot,” I called. The girl’s voice was higher than my own, plaintive.

He looked up, wincing reflexively in the moonlight, and his brow creased in a frown. The girl would have been and gone with his food already, of course. He was wondering why I was here.

“Has Meliagaunce gone?” he asked. “I thought I heard his horse ride out.”

“He’s gone.” Convincing, Merlin had said. I pulled my wits together, and tried to put myself in the girl’s head. “Have you thought any more about my offer?”

“To be your lord and husband in exchange for my release?” One corner of his mouth twisted in a wry smile. “No, lass. I couldn’t buy my freedom at that price.”

“It isn’t only your freedom,” I pointed out, in the girl’s voice. “It’s your honour, if morning comes and goes tomorrow and you don’t appear to do battle for the queen. And if the queen can find no other champion, it may be her life.”

“One of my brother knights will fight for the queen,” Lance said. Perhaps he even believed it. “Bors will do it for my sake, if for no other reason. As for my honour…” He drew a deep breath at that, but steeled himself. “My king and my queen both know me well. They know that only some mischance or treachery would keep me from combat when the queen’s need is so great. They won’t think badly of me if I don’t appear. It would be a far greater dishonour to do as you ask.”

“Why?” I didn’t need to look far to find the hurt I needed. “Because I’m a servant?”

“Because my love belongs to the queen.” Something in his voice made my chest ache. “I am bound to her, and her alone. If I married you, no matter how legal it may be in the eyes of the law, it would be a lie in my soul. I couldn’t do that to you, even if I could do it to myself.”

He was talking to the girl, not to me, saying exactly what I had expected him to say—what I had counted on him to say, or I really would have been accidentally betrothed and Merlin would never have let me live it down. But hearing the words worked something strange in my chest. I knew, with a clarity at once crushing and liberating, that I had been lying to myself about the confusion of my childhood feelings—that I had been in love with Lancelot, as only a sheltered adolescent could be, and in the secret corners of my mind had daydreamed that he might feel the same way about me. I knew too, with the same clarity, that he never would have. It wasn’t a matter of my mother’s plans or anyone else’s. He had stated his feelings truly and honestly, and if he could have known and remembered me, his answer to me would have been exactly the same. He had loved us as his family, beneath the Lake; he loved Arthur now as his king; but Guinevere had his heart, and always would.

Poor Lancelot. So brave and so honourable, so determined to be all things to all people that he was constantly hurting them in the process.

My voice was all wrong when I spoke again—not the serving girl’s, nor yet Viviane’s. “I hoped to win you, Sir Lancelot, but I see that I never can. Yet I can’t bear to leave you here at Meliagaunce’s mercy. If you won’t give me your hand, would you give me just one kiss in exchange for your freedom?”

Lance’s head, which had bowed again, jerked up in surprise and hope. “I’ll give you that willingly,” he said. “As a courtesy to you, for your kindness in releasing me.”

I had surprised myself as much as him. I had meant to ask for something in exchange for his freedom, to make the actions of the serving girl credible; I hadn’t meant to ask for something so close to my own heart. The girl’s feelings for Lancelot and my own were entwined in all the wrong ways. And yet I wasn’t sorry. This was something the young girl I had been had wanted for many years, and it was my only chance to have it on fair and honourable terms. Viviane had power the serving girl could never dream of, but she could never have asked for Lancelot’s kiss and nothing more.

“Then wait there.” My head felt light. “I’ll fetch a ladder. And your armour must be about here somewhere.”

The trapdoor was sealed with a rune-lock, far simpler than the one my mother had used to seal Merlin in the tree, and I unlocked it with a twist of my hand. Lancelot clambered up the ladder with effort, careful not to rest his weight on his left leg.

I helped pull him to his feet, concerned. “You’re hurt.”

“It’s nothing,” he said, though his forehead was damp with sweat and he couldn’t hide a wince as he straightened. “I turned my ankle when I landed, and it hasn’t had a chance to mend. It won’t matter on horseback.”

I could probably have helped it, but I said nothing. It would be far too conspicuous if Meliagaunce’s serving maid suddenly knew healing magic.

“I’ll help you with your armour,” I said instead, as ordinarily as I could. I had done it often enough, after all, underneath the Lake. “It’s just through here—”

“Thank you,” Lancelot said. It was so quiet and low and sincere that it stopped me in mid-sentence. “I owe you a great debt.”

“You only owe me what we agreed,” I said. “Nothing else.”

“Then let me pay it, with all my heart,” Lancelot said, and he kissed me.

It was my first kiss, and it was courtly and practised and tender and kind. I knew Lancelot had given it to many other maidens before me—women desperately in love with him, who he hated to disappoint. I knew in his mind he was kissing another such woman, and not me, Nimue, the girl who had grown up at his side. I knew that even though he did mean that kiss with all his fragile heart, what he meant was gratitude and respect and guilt, not love. I knew this, and I didn’t care. I had asked for what I wanted, and he gave it freely. I went into that kiss with my eyes closed and my own heart wide open, undemanding and unafraid. To this day, it is one of the sweetest memories of my life.

Lancelot waited for me to draw back first. He was not a knight to stint on repaying his debts.

“I need to go.” He clasped my hands gently. His own were ice-cold. “Don’t worry about the armour—I’ll take it with me, and arm when I get there. It’s a long ride, and I need to be at Camelot by morning.”

“You can take Meliagaunce’s fastest horse.” I must have sounded remarkably collected. My head was spinning, pleasurably, the way a child spins in slow circles for the joy of being dizzy, and yet I wasn’t in the least off-balance. I felt as though a debt of my own had been repaid. “And I’ll tell you the fastest way to get out of the valley. Can you walk as far as the stables with that ankle?”

“My queen’s life depends on it,” he said firmly. “If I have to, I’ll fly.”

That was probably true, knowing Merlin. I hoped for Lancelot’s sake that he wouldn’t have to. He was not the sort of man who’d really enjoy being an owl.

“Lean on me,” I said. “I’ll help you.”
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Meliagaunce’s fastest horse, as near as Lance and I could judge, was a sleek, fine-boned bay mare with a beautiful white-emblazoned head. She stamped nervously when I opened the stable door, but calmed when Lancelot laid his hand on her neck and made soothing noises. I remembered helping him with his black mare when I was a girl, and wondered what had become of that horse. She had been old when Lancelot had ridden out twelve years ago; she was almost certainly dead now. But she might have had a foal in that time; she might have died in battle, or been retired. There was no way I could ask.

“Ride carefully,” I told him. “The moon’s out, but it’s a tricky path through the woods.”

“Come with me,” Lancelot said. “You might not be safe once Meliagaunce returns, if he discovers what you’ve done.”

He didn’t really want me—the serving girl—to come. He was worried about her safety, sincerely, but also worried that I would slow the horse when he had so far to ride. It made me smile.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, and meant it for both of us. I would be a long way from here, and the real girl would never be suspected, asleep in the servants’ quarters all night with the other maids as her witnesses. “Go!”

He kissed my hand. “I’ll never forget this,” he said. “Nor will the queen.”

I watched him ride into the distance, as I had done so many years ago when he had left the Lake for the last time, then let myself shift back into my own body. It was a relaxing of muscles, a long deep sigh. I knew I would never be that serving maid again, and yet I would never forget her.

I had done it. Lance was safe. I had broken into a sorcerer’s castle, and I had tricked him, and I had set him free. It was the first time my magic had ever been truly useful for anything, the first time someone I loved had been depending on me and I had saved them. Lancelot had told me, long ago, that I had no idea how powerful I would become. For the first time, I could glimpse it too. It was intoxicating, glorious. I felt a part of the whole world. I felt like a witch.

Although Merlin had helped, of course.

He was waiting outside where I had left him, the line of protection in his hand catching the moonlight like the glint of a spider’s web. He was frowning, more tense than I had ever seen him; when he saw me running towards him, his face cleared.

“You took your time,” he complained. “It’s not easy holding this up, you know.”

“I suppose you think it’s easy rescuing a knight as a mouse?” I slipped under his outstretched arm, and he let the spell fall back into place. “It’s done.”

“I know. I saw him go.” He flexed his hand, wincing, and looked at me. His words had been nonchalant, but his eyes danced with an echo of the elation in my own. “Well done. That’s the difficult part over. Now, we’d better take off.”

“Back to Camelot?”

“Not quite. We wouldn’t get back by daybreak.” He raised his eyebrows at my expression. “It’s Midsummer’s Eve. Did you think we were going to miss the rites?”

“I haven’t had the slightest idea what I’ve been going to do from one moment to the next tonight.” The memory of the rites sent a thrill down my spine. Even under the Lake, in the gloom of the watery corridors, I had loved them. Last year, under the summer stars, they had set my heart on fire. “Where are we going, then?”

“Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we get there soon. We’re the wrong side of midnight already.”

“I’m ready,” I said, and I just had time to see his smile before his eyes turned golden and his body shifted with a flutter of wings into a large snowy barn owl. I followed.

ii

Midsummer rites are a sacred thing. At Camelot, they were still watching the bonfires, dancing and feasting or just fighting to stay awake. The fires had consumed the herbs and salts and crackled through the night, the prayers had been spoken, the people had danced in a ring about the flames. It was a night of celebration, of reflection, of being part of something elemental and powerful.

It didn’t quite work that way for us, that time. We were running very late. We lit on the ground at the top of a lonely hill, miles from anything except trees and wind and grass, with the sky already beginning to lighten. I was struggling to my feet to get firewood almost before I had feet again. We had to pile our own bonfire high (magic was cheating when it came to rites) and light it with sparks from two oak branches rubbed together (I suspect Merlin did cheat a little at that one, though I can’t prove it). We had to gather wildflowers and weave them into garlands. There was no music playing and no circle to join, so we caught hands with each other, and circled the glowing fire seven times in what was half dance, half run, mostly chaos. By the third circle the stars were spinning overhead, and the earth took on a life of its own under my feet. We fell back on the grass, breathless and giggling, like children at the end of a race instead of a witch and a wizard performing one of the most powerful rites of the year.

And yet I had never felt the throb of the hidden magic beneath the earth so strongly or so deeply. The grass was damp with dew, and the glow beginning on the horizon coloured the mists about us faintly gold. High above, the stars were beginning to fade from the sky.

“We did it,” I said at last.

“We did.” He was still fighting for breath. “Both the rescue and the rites. Not bad for the shortest night of the year.”

We had fallen so close together that we were almost touching—I could feel him next to me like heat or energy. I turned to face him, propping myself on one elbow.

“Why do you think Meliagaunce captured Guinevere?” I asked. “It seems an idiotic thing to do, even for him.”

“At a guess, I’d say he’s been meddling with something too powerful for him,” Merlin said. “A second-rate wizard like him starts acting out of character, it’s fairly good odds that there’s a spirit or an enchantment involved.”

“You mean someone enchanted him to fall in love with her?”

“You can’t enchant someone to fall in love.” I knew that, really—my mother had taught me that in the long term, love-charms were useless. “But powerful short-term infatuation, that’s an easy one. Persuading a man like him to act on it would be even easier. Either way, someone’s been playing games with him.”

“Morgan le Fay?” I asked, greatly daring. I had been sincerely wondering, since I hadn’t heard from my mother in so long. But I also wanted to see the effect her name would have on him.

If I’d been expecting something dramatic, I was disappointed. “Possibly,” was all he said. “It’s the sort of trick she might play for revenge.”

I could have asked more. I could have asked why Morgan le Fay was after revenge, just to see how he’d answer. I could have tried to find out more about what they had been to each other, since I was more and more certain that they had been more than my mother had ever said. But all of a sudden I didn’t care. The night had been the best of my life. I didn’t want to think about what had happened before it, and I especially didn’t want to think too far beyond it.

“Can you imagine Meliagaunce’s face in a few hours when Lancelot rides up to meet with him?” I said instead, with a grin.

“I can, in fact,” Merlin said, an answering smile curving the corners of his mouth. “Because I know what he looks like. You can’t, because you’ve never met him.”

“I can picture his surprise.”

“What, without a face? That’s clever of you. I’ve never met an expression without a face before.”

“Well, you show him to me, then!” I shoved him lightly. “Go on. Give me a face to put the expression on.”

Merlin propped himself up on one elbow to face me in turn. His eyes danced. “You asked for it.”

He drew one finger across the dewy grass between us, twisting it into a complicated knot until the air began to shimmer. I watched, more interested in the spellcraft than the face. I didn’t know whether Merlin was a greater or lesser magician than my mother. Their magic was too different—hers burning and furious, like a storm waiting to be unleashed; his light and ever shifting, like shadows in the trees. But there was an effortlessness to Merlin’s spells that I envied, as though magic was constantly at his fingertips, never needing to be drawn on, only stirred.

When I saw the face that formed in the air, though, I started to laugh in earnest.

“That isn’t what he looks like!”

“He does.” Merlin nodded at the blurred face, with its painfully scrawled features. “Magic doesn’t lie.”

“No, but it’s only as good as the magician. You never met him, did you?”

“I did,” Merlin protested. “I just never bothered to take a close look at him. I’d know him if I saw him.”

“Well, I wouldn’t. I’ve never seen anyone who looked like that.”

“I’ll show you something better, then,” he said. “Something I do remember.”

This time, the images that formed in the air were sharp and clear as glass. They burned like the midsummer bonfire, streaks of red and silver like flame and ice.

One was red, the hot, dark red of embers and ash. The other was white, verging on grey, like fresh snow. Both had long, elegant necks, sinuous bodies with pointed tails, delicate heads. Their eyes were closed and each was curled up in sleep. My breath caught, laughter forgotten.

“Dragons.” The word was a sigh of longing. I had always wanted to see dragons, above anything else in the stories our mother had told us.

“Dragons,” Merlin confirmed. “I think they were the last dragons in the British Isles.”

“When did you see them?”

“A long time ago. When I was little.” He must have seen my expression, because he smiled. “I suppose you want the full story?”

“Always,” I said.

He settled more comfortably in the grass. Above our heads, the skies were lightening. “I grew up far from here, in the forest. My mother had been exiled from her village when I was born. They claimed she was a witch who had given birth to the son of the devil.”

“Was she?” I couldn’t resist asking.

“Was my father the devil?” His voice didn’t harden, but it did cool slightly. “I’m sorry to disappoint. In truth, I had no father, and no real mother either. My mother found me at the foot of a tree, newborn, when she was gathering herbs in the woods. She brought me home. The trouble was, nobody believed her. She was a kitchen maid, at the house of the lord of the manor, and he, as far I’ve been able to find out, was fairly certain that he was my father. It happens to serving maids often, as I’m sure you know. His wife was less than happy about it, and the lord was less than happy about me. It’s easy to have a disgraced woman and a bastard child thrown out of a village, under those circumstances, particularly when the child in question really is a little uncanny and the woman refuses to give him up.”

“I’m sorry.” I was too. I should have known better. My own mother had warned me of how the world treats its inferiors many times—and she had never once, in all the stories she had ever told me of Merlin, told me he was anything less than human. Viviane would have been more tactful.

“Why should you be?” He had recovered himself now. “Ask all the questions you want. I certainly do.”

It was true enough. And yet, even now, he had never asked any questions about where I came from.

“But the kitchen maid,” I said. “Your mother. She refused to give you up? Even after…?”

“Even after.” It was the right question. His face softened. “Even after finding me ruined her life, and saw her forced out to the woods. Even after I grew a little more, and started to remember things I couldn’t possibly know, and to wield magic I shouldn’t have been able to master without fae blood and years of practice. She really could have been afraid of me then, but she wasn’t. She always said that knowledge was a gift. She taught me everything she knew herself—about herbs, and animals, and the stars.”

For one treacherous moment, I wondered what it would be like to have grown up like that. My own mother had taught me everything too, and she too had taken in children without parents. But we had been raised to be given up—to fate, to revenge, to bring about the end of Camelot. Knowledge had never been a gift for us. It was a tool, and one that we had been taught to wield for very particular ends.

“It sounds like a wonderful childhood,” I said, and meant it.

“It was.” He shrugged. “Then one day soldiers came, following the orders of a king named Vortigern. They had heard the rumours of my origin, and they wanted me as a blood sacrifice. That was all they would say. My mother screamed and begged and cursed them, but they knocked her to the ground and tore me away. I never saw her again.”

I pictured the scene, feeling sick. “How old were you?”

“Seven years old. I was a tiny scrap of a thing, all limbs and dirt and defiance, not much good to anyone, but I wasn’t dying without a fight. When I was taken to Vortigern, I looked him in the eye and I demanded to know why I was there. I think I surprised him into answering—Vortigern wasn’t usually a man to explain himself. He told me that he was building a stronghold in the hills of Gwynedd, the highest and greatest the land had ever seen. Each day, his workmen piled stone high. And yet each morning, they returned to find the stones scattered overnight, as if by magic. His soothsayers had told him that the tower was cursed, and it could only be broken by sacrificing the blood of a demon’s offspring. I laughed at him.”

That sounded so exactly something Merlin would do that I couldn’t help but smile. “That wasn’t very clever, was it?”

“I wasn’t clever.” He returned my smile, ruefully. “I was seven years old with a lot stuffed into my head that didn’t belong to me, so of course I thought I knew everything. But it impressed Vortigern—or at least, he listened to me when I told him to get his men to dig beneath the tower until he came to a deep cave. They bored down into the earth all day, Vortigern swearing every hour that if I was wasting his time he’d bleed me dry, and just before sunset they broke through and there it was. A great cave, just as I’d said, split in two by a pool of water, and on each side of the pool was a sleeping dragon.”

My eyes went again to the two dragons that hovered between us in midair—one red and one white, each lithe and scaled and incandescent with power.

“They’re beautiful.”

“The most beautiful sight in the world,” Merlin said, softly. “We saw them in the last rays of the sun. Then the evening turned to night, and the creatures woke. They flung themselves at each other, the way you see rabbits fighting in the fields at dusk, rolling together in a great ball like a living whirlwind, all teeth and claws and fury. The ground beneath our feet trembled. Vortigern knew that was what had been dislodging the tower. They fought all night, and when the sun rose they sank back into sleep.”

He was quiet for a while. I watched the dragons in midair, sleeping still, and tried to imagine them in a riot of movement. The bonfire glowed, and the smoke trailed up to the stars.

“They were omens, of course,” Merlin said at last. “They represented the struggle for England between the Saxons and the Britons. I told Vortigern this. He wanted to know who would be victorious. I should, of course, have lied, or at least kept things vague, but we’ve already established that I wasn’t very clever. Instead, I told him that it didn’t matter as far he was concerned, because he would be dead in a few years and a great king would come in time to be High King of Britain.”

I winced. “Oh no.”

“Oh yes. I spent the next year chained up in a dungeon. Not my best year. I’ve always hated being surrounded by stone.” There was a shadow in those words, though he blew past it before it could catch hold. “But it wasn’t very clever of Vortigern in the end, because Uther Pendragon came to take his kingdom from him at the end of that year, and I was waiting for him. I visited Uther in his dreams and offered to help him gain access to Vortigern’s keep in exchange for my freedom, to which he agreed. I became Uther’s wizard after that. I had to, to make sure Arthur was born. I knew better than to tell Uther that this time. It seems kings don’t like to hear about the much greater king coming to replace them.”

That was when Uther had killed my grandfather, Gorlois, and taken my grandmother Igraine in marriage. It was when Morgause had been sent away to be married, and my mother had been sent to a convent. It was when, if court gossip was to be believed, Merlin had transfigured Uther into Gorlois’s shape, and sent him in so that Arthur could be conceived.

“So… if you were only a child when Uther Pendragon took the throne—”

“I’m fifty-seven,” he said, with a flicker of a smile. “Did you think I was centuries old, as well as the son of the devil?”

I wasn’t quite sure what to say. “I hadn’t… I think one of the knights might have…”

“It’s all right. I know what they say. I was twelve when Uther took the throne. Arthur was born soon after. I took him to Sir Ector. When he was old enough, I came to tutor him. He pulled the sword from the stone at the grand tournament. History began.”

“How did you know about Arthur?” I had asked about his reputation for prophecy before, and been brushed off. This time felt like he might actually answer. “The dragons I understand. Magic can teach you to read omens, though it takes more study than a seven-year-old usually has. But nobody can see the future the way you can.”

“I can’t see it either, exactly,” he said. “I remember it. I remember things that have happened after our time—or will happen.”

“So you remembered Camelot?”

He shook his head. “That’s too close still. But I remember the stories that are told about it. Centuries from now, the deeds being done today have passed into legend. Tonight, for instance. I remembered a story told centuries from now about Guinevere being captured by Meliagaunce, and Lancelot riding in a cart to save her. The Knight of the Cart, it’s usually called. I remembered that in one version of the story, Meliagaunce trapped Lancelot in a dungeon, and that he was rescued by a maid who had fallen in love with him, in return for a kiss.”

I probably blushed. “I was that serving maid.”

“You were.” If the kiss was news to him, he didn’t show it. “But I didn’t know that until tonight. And I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow when Lancelot reaches Camelot—not for certain. Stories grow and change over years. They’re never entirely true. Sometimes they’re not true at all.”

I turned that over in my mind. “I still don’t see how it can be a memory if it hasn’t happened yet.”

“It has happened. Just not to me—or not to me as I am now.” He shook his head before I could press further. “Never mind. Think of it as a prophecy, if you’d rather. It’s what I tell people, if I have to. I prefer not to tell them even that.”

“Why not?”

“Because the truth is dangerous. It’s magic I can’t control, and there are ways it could be used against the whole world.”

“You promised to teach me everything you know,” I reminded him.

That got him—I saw it flicker in his eyes. “I did, didn’t I?” He smiled wryly. “Well, I will. I promise. Not tonight.”

I knew him well enough not to press further.

“It’s strange,” I mused, instead. “The soothsayers were wrong about killing you. And yet if they hadn’t been wrong, you would never have been brought to Vortigern in the first place. Because of their mistake, Vortigern’s tower was indeed saved. And what’s more, Arthur was born, and Camelot came to pass.”

“Don’t think about it,” Merlin advised. “It will make your head hurt.”

“You think about it,” I said. “I can tell.”

“I have to. It doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.”

“I wouldn’t care if it hurt.” I wasn’t thinking of the future, really. I was thinking of my first night after leaving the Lake, when the world seemed spread before me. I was thinking of the moment when I became a mouse, and the world rippled and changed with my new body. I was thinking of the clear sky that night, and our laughter as we fell to the grass light-headed with our own success. “I want to see everything.”

“You will,” he said, very quietly. Something shifted and softened in his eyes when he looked at me, like a shadow moving with the sun.

All at once, I was intensely aware of every inch of my surroundings: the summer mist close about me, the tickle of the breeze, the smoke trailing upwards into the lightening sky. The itch of the prickly grass through my dress, the ground warm beneath my body. My own heartbeat, loud in my ears. And Merlin—I was aware of Merlin most of all. How close the two of us were, only a few inches and a figment of magic between us, and the look in his eyes closing even that distance.

This is it, I thought. I felt the kiss between us as though it were something that had happened already. Our doom was here, and it was my doom as well as his, because I knew now that whatever I felt for him was the most important thing I would ever feel—that the kiss from Lancelot had been a child’s kiss, a farewell to a daydream, and this was the start of something darker and wilder and shimmering with fate. I had just time to think how strange it was that both kisses, the only two of my life, should come on the same night, and that night should be the shortest of the year.

Then Merlin looked away. The closeness receded; the link between us broke, as though he had removed a hand and not his gaze.

“The fire’s going out.” He got to his feet, brushing the grass from his knees, and picked up one of the sticks of firewood near us. “I’ll stir it up.”

I nodded, bewildered, trying to cover my hurt with briskness. The king’s magician did not need to move to stoke a fire. “Of course. The sun will rise soon, and the vigil will be over. We can leave for Camelot then.”

“There’s no hurry. We’ve done our part for Lancelot and the queen’s honour. But I suppose Arthur would like it if we made an appearance.”

Merlin stirred the fire into a cascade of sparks, bright in the dawn, and the flames caught. He sat back down beside me—some distance apart now. I felt the brush of his hand on my shoulder as he moved past, like an apology for what hadn’t happened. He said nothing more, though, and neither did I.
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We arrived just in time—or, perhaps, we arrived too late.

Lancelot and Meliagaunce duelled in the courtyard as we flew over the walls—we were hawks this time, and my sharp eyes easily picked out the sunlight glinting on blades and plate armour. The knights and crowds alike roared encouragement to Lancelot, their dislike of Guinevere forgotten in their love of her champion. We alighted at the top of Merlin’s tower, and slipped back into human form right as the courtyard erupted into cheers.

It wasn’t difficult to see why. Meliagaunce lay flat on the ground, arms raised to ward off a blow. Above him, Lancelot stood, his own sword in one hand and Meliagaunce’s in another, both blades pointed at his opponent’s throat.

“I yield!” Meliagaunce cried. “Please, Sir Lancelot, spare my life, and I will give it to you and the king.”

“It’s over,” I said, more to myself than to Merlin. Lancelot always accepted a surrender. He wasn’t the sort to make an opponent fight to a death he didn’t choose.

This time, though, there was something different in the air. I saw Lancelot glance at Guinevere, uncertain. Guinevere hesitated, just for a moment, then firmly shook her head. A murmur went up from the knights in the stands who were watching the queen and not the combatants. She wanted Meliagaunce dead.

Merlin swore quietly beside me. I didn’t know why, but I doubted it was good.

Lancelot wavered, unwilling to go against Guinevere’s wishes and his own desire for revenge, equally unable to fight on if his opponent refused to get off the ground. It was horribly comical: Lancelot, battered and strong and victorious, holding a sword to the throat of a cringing sorcerer, with not the faintest clue what to do.

“Rise, for shame, and continue the battle,” he said, at last. Meliagaunce shook his head vigorously.

Merlin pushed himself back from the parapet. “I’ve had too long a night for this nonsense,” he said. “And there are places I need to be. Tell Arthur I’ll see him soon, will you?”

“Shall I tell you who kills who?” I said, half annoyed, half serious.

“You don’t have to,” he said. “I’ve heard this story before.”

I stayed. In the end, Meliagaunce agreed to continue, once Lancelot had promised to remove his helmet, disarm his left side, and tie his left hand behind his back. He was still limping badly from his twisted ankle, and I tightened my grip on the stone wall as Meliagaunce came at him. There was still a chance, after all, that he might be defeated and Guinevere burned.

That chance lasted a few moments. That was all it took for Meliagaunce to come in swinging wildly at Lancelot’s exposed left side. Lancelot brought down his right arm in a single blow to Meliagaunce’s helmet. Meliagaunce fell to the ground, and never rose again. I heard afterwards that the strike had cleaved his head in two.

[image: ]
Merlin was still missing from our tower that evening. I didn’t know where he had gone, or why, or even in what form. He could certainly look after himself, but I worried nonetheless without quite knowing why. The niggling unease joined my sharper worries about Lancelot and the image of Meliagaunce’s blood on the ground, and I resigned myself to another long, wakeful night. As the summer sun set over Camelot and the stars kindled, I wrapped a cloak about myself and set out to walk along the battlements.

The castle guards knew me now: many inclined their heads as I passed, or smiled, and one thanked me for the charm Merlin and I had made for his brother to take to sea. (“He’s just come through a storm in Cornwall, my lady, that nobody would believe a ship could.”) Otherwise, Camelot was quiet under its clear skies. Everyone was sleepy after the long vigil the night before, and the excitement of the day.

As I reached the less-guarded side of the castle, the wall that overlooked steep cliffs, I saw another cloaked figure walking the same path as me. The figure was small, the cloak edged in ermine despite the warm night. Guinevere. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. Her face up close was drawn and preoccupied; she gave me an abstracted smile, preparing to move past.

I stopped her. “How is Sir Lancelot?”

“He’s well, considering.” She was as neat and composed as if she’d never faced death, much less ordered the death of her accuser in turn. “Very tired, but his injuries are minor. Arthur tended them with his own hands. He’s very grateful to him—as am I, of course.”

I should have left it there. This was what was supposed to happen, after all. They were supposed to be in love, and their love was supposed to destroy a kingdom. But Lancelot was my foster brother, my childhood best friend, the young man who had seen me when nobody else had. Guinevere was my friend too, who had been kind to me when Merlin was pretending I didn’t exist. And that night, Camelot under the stars looked so fragile and so beautiful.

“Just… be careful,” I said.

Guinevere frowned, perhaps genuinely. “Of what?”

“It was Lancelot’s blood on the sheets, wasn’t it?” I remembered the wounds on his hands when they had held mine, barely healed after eight days. I remembered those rusted bars on the windows, set into crumbling stone. “He cut them breaking into your room, and he spent the night in your bed.”

“If that were true,” Guinevere said, very carefully, “then both Sir Lancelot and I would be committing treason.”

“Exactly. That was why you ordered Meliagaunce killed—because he was so close to the truth that even a fool like him would get there eventually. And that’s why I’m warning you to be careful. Most of the court aren’t fools. Next time someone is brave enough to bring an accusation against you, it will be the right one.”

“There won’t be a next time.” Her voice was still on a tight rein; it was difficult for me to hear what it was holding back. “I’ll make sure of that.”

Frustration shook my head, and loosened my tongue.

“I don’t understand.” The words burst from me with a force that was all mine, not Viviane’s. “I understand Lancelot. He’s a romantic. He believes in Arthur and the chivalric code with his entire heart; he also believes in love, and always has. He can’t turn aside from Arthur, he can’t turn aside from you, and so he’s going to tear himself apart trying to be everything to both of you at once, and deep down he can’t believe that it will end badly. But with all due respect, my lady, you’re different. You were raised in courts—you know how royal marriages work, and that they have nothing to do with love. Why would you betray Arthur, and risk betraying everything else?”

Anger flashed in her eyes, and my muscles tensed as they would bracing for a storm. Guinevere’s temper had been wound tight the last few months, and after the last few days I had no doubt it was ready to lash out even at Merlin’s apprentice. Then I saw it fade. It wasn’t a softening so much as a lowering of a blade; the small sigh that escaped her was resignation rather than surrender.

“I can give you reasons,” she said. “I can tell you that you’re right: I knew exactly how court politics work, and how little chivalry and love really amount to in the real world. My father was a Roman warlord, and my mother was a house-slave whose name I never learned. I was made ward of King Leodegrance when I was three years old, and when it was clear that the last of the Romans had passed from Britain, he gave me to Arthur in exchange for an alliance because it was more advantageous than giving up a parcel of land. I knew I was fortunate. Arthur was a good man who was building something great; he cared for me and treated me kindly, and that was more than I ever hoped for. And then Lancelot came to court, young and brave and homesick for a home he couldn’t remember, and I was so certain that I would never fall in love that I wasn’t on my guard. I only thought how much I liked him, how gentle and courageous and beautiful he was, how easily we understood each other and how wonderful it was to be understood. I can tell you how, precisely because I didn’t believe in love, all the defences I’d built against it were nowhere near strong enough when it found me. I can tell you how we tried to stay apart, once we realised how much we longed to be together—because it was dangerous, because it was treason, because we both in our different ways loved Arthur too. I can tell you that the trouble with trying not to do something is that it requires you to succeed every moment of every day, and it only takes one moment to fail. And I can tell you how eight long years after we first met, he saved my life one too many times, we drank one cup of wine too many, the night was a little too dark, and the fatal moment finally came when there was nobody in the world but us. But these are all reasons, not excuses. I knew better. So did Lancelot. We betrayed Arthur anyway—that night, and other nights since. Not as often as people say, but enough.”

“I understand making mistakes,” I said—and I did, I truly did. “But surely now, with things as they are… You must know the consequences will be terrible if you’re caught.”

It wasn’t until I heard my own words that I understood my frustration. Guinevere destined to fall in love with Lancelot. Lancelot destined to fall in love with Guinevere. Merlin destined to fall in love with me. If they could all just resist, just stop, knowing as they must do what would happen, then I wouldn’t have to be anyone’s doom. Camelot could stay standing, and it would be nothing to do with me.

“You mean I’ll be burned at the stake.” Guinevere folded her arms tightly. Her guard was rising again, perhaps even against her will. “I thought of that, you know, last night as we watched the bonfire eat itself to ashes. I tried to imagine myself in that fire, the tongues licking me until I was nothing but charred bones. I burned all night in my imagination, while everyone else prayed and danced and feasted. I thought I would go mad. And yet when the sun rose, and Lancelot came galloping out of the grey mist hurt and desperate and searching for me, I knew it was no use. Lancelot has ridden away from Camelot a hundred times trying to avoid me; I’ve tried a hundred times to hate him for it. But something always brings him back, and every time we look at each other, I know it will happen all over again.”

The terrible thing was, I could see it so clearly. Lancelot and Guinevere were different in so many ways, but neither could bear to see those they loved suffer. The more they tried to stay apart, the more miserable they would become, and the sight of each other’s misery would bring them back together. It was as beautiful and stupid and ironic as any other tragedy. Besides, I knew the look she meant. I had seen it pass between them—in the jousting ring, at the Round Table, when he glanced up from the training yard and saw her watching from the battlements. If they never touched each other again, if they had never touched at all, that look would still have branded them as lovers. It would still have made them lovers. It tightened my heart.

“It isn’t only you who will suffer” was all I could say.

“I’m the only one who will die,” she countered. “That’s how the law works. Arthur will be shamed, it’s true, and he doesn’t deserve it. Lancelot will be exiled for breaking his vows as a knight, and I know that will destroy him. But I’m the one guilty of treason, and treason against Camelot is the only crime that bears the penalty of death.” Perhaps her own words caught up to her, because she faltered, and her shoulders rose and fell as she drew a deep breath. Her dark eyes closed, just for a moment; when she opened them, they were calm once more. “Thank you for warning me,” she said. “Everyone else sees the same thing you do, and all they’ve done is distance themselves. I don’t want to die, believe me. Lancelot and I both agreed that time in Meliagaunce’s castle would be the last, for whatever that might be worth. But I promise you, if the blow comes, after all these years, I’ll take the brunt of it. The kingdom won’t fall because Arthur’s wife and his best knight failed to live up to their ideals. Camelot is bigger than us.”

There was nothing I could say to that. Guinevere was many things—passionate, generous, practical, even ruthless—but she was not sentimental. If she said that she and Lancelot couldn’t stay apart, then I believed her. And as far as I could see, she was right that she would bear the punishment. The trouble was, she couldn’t be. It wasn’t Guinevere that my mother wanted to punish.
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T he morning after Ellie dreamed of Midsummer’s Eve and the death of Sir Meliagaunce, she found a letter in the library.

Just over two weeks had passed since the Cŵn Annwn had hunted her, and she and Tom had determined to speak to Professor Emory. Since then, their investigations had struck an unexpected dead end: Professor Emory was nowhere to be found. Ellie had written to Mr. Weatherall first, knowing he had corresponded with the professor about her arrival at Camlan House. The wartime post was frustratingly slow, but his reply confirmed that Professor Emory had written at the start of the year asking for a specialist to review his collection, and Mr. Weatherall had written back to him in May, care of a solicitor in Liverpool, to tell them to expect her. (“Told you Liverpool was in there somewhere,” Tom said.) The solicitor’s office, when Tom had called from the public telephone in town yesterday, had been unhelpful.

“Their last address for him was Camlan House,” Tom told her that night. They were leaning against the wall overlooking the cliffs, as they had her first night at Camlan, watching the waves crash against the rocks. It wasn’t something they did often, now her dreams were increasingly pulling her down to sleep with the setting of the sun, but Tom had arrived back late from town. He had spent a few evenings in the pub over the last fortnight, trying to find someone who knew anything about Emory or the house. The driving was difficult for him, she suspected—his injuries meant he still tired easily and slept poorly—but the company was doing him good. He had been much brighter lately, his flashes of mischief coming more readily and more naturally. “The clerk I spoke to thinks she sent that letter here, but she can’t swear to it, because their offices were hit by incendiaries that same week. Liverpool’s really taken a beating lately.”

“He got the message somehow.” The sea breeze was cool; she pulled the sleeves of her cardigan over her hands and folded her arms. She refused to hear the roar of explosives in her head, or see the streets of Liverpool piled up with rubble. “Mrs. Leaf was expecting me. She said he’d made arrangements.”

“It might be worth asking her for his address again. I know she said she didn’t have it, but if the message from Liverpool was sent here, she’s the one who would have got it. She must have sent it on to him somewhere.”

“This is odd, isn’t it?” She still knew little about country houses, but she knew professors, and they were creatures of habit. They didn’t vanish for months on end in wartime. “Nobody knowing where he is?”

“It’s very bloody odd,” he agreed, bluntly. “I’ve grown up around country houses, one way or another, and I’ve never heard of one being run like this.” He paused. “I did have one bit of luck tonight. Alys in the pub introduced me to a man who used to work up here before Emory took it over. He was on his way out the door, but I promised to buy him a drink soon. He’s met Emory once or twice, at least. Nobody else seems to have.”

“Good,” she said. “I’d be interested to hear about the last owner of the house, anyway. And I’ll talk to Mrs. Leaf about that address again tomorrow.”

But Mrs. Leaf hadn’t been at the breakfast table that morning. Ellie had woken late after her confused dreams of Midsummer’s Eve, eaten her toast in the empty room, and gone to the library with silence ringing in her ears and Meliagaunce’s last moments flashing before her eyes. She was relieved, when she got there, to hear the scuttling of mice in the walls, and the snick of garden shears outside that meant Tom wasn’t too far away. Her dreams had been too vivid lately. They formed a thin layer of mist between her and her surroundings, clouding her thoughts and numbing her limbs. It was easier if she could convince herself she wasn’t the only living thing for miles. The world seemed less likely to slip into dreams and marvels when someone else shared it.

Ellie had read the Arthurian books in the library from cover to cover now. It didn’t take her long to find the story she was after in an old edition of Chrétien de Troyes (Victorian, not the fifteenth-century edition—reading that for research purposes would be like using Excalibur as a letter opener). She opened the heavy cover, leaving through the yellowed pages, and there it was. The Knight of the Cart. Guinevere’s capture by Meliagaunce, Lancelot’s attempt to rescue her, the embarrassing necessity of arriving in a cart, their night of passion and the duel that followed. The first time Lancelot appeared in the stories of the Round Table, the book noted, and the first known reference to his love affair with the queen. The story was in Malory too, a little closer to the version she had dreamed, including his encounter with the servant girl who in her dreams had been Nimue. The story came late in the book, she couldn’t help but see. So few pages left between it and the end.

In neither version were Nimue or Merlin present. She wondered, not for the first time, what that meant. They had a week left before Midsummer’s Eve—assuming, that was, that the date traditionally considered to be Midsummer’s Eve was the date Marian had referred to, and not the summer solstice, which fell a few days earlier. Either way, they were running out of time. If Nimue was trying to tell her something in her dreams, it wasn’t apparent yet what it was. A story was unfolding, but who was to say how much she was reshaping it in her own head, as it passed through the veil and into her dreams?

If there’s something I need to know, she thought, into the silence of the library, you’re going to have to be clearer.

She started to place the two books back on the shelf, then stopped. Standing in the gap they had left was a small grey mouse.

It wasn’t surprising—the library was full of mice, after all. But this one looked up at her, feet squared, head cocked to one side like a cheeky sparrow. She felt sure she had seen those direct black eyes before.

The sound of her own voice was startlingly loud in the quiet room. “Squeak? Is that you?”

It should have felt like the last thread of sanity snapping, talking to a mouse, but having been a mouse herself through Nimue only the night before it seemed quite normal. Her only reservation, which came a second later, was that of course it was a foolish question, when all mice were called Squeak.

Squeak seemed to agree—at least, she tutted and lashed her tail in what was clearly a huff of frustration. As Ellie watched, she shot up the spine of the Mabinogion and perched atop its pages. This time, the tutting sound was closer to a squeak.

The instruction was clear enough. Ellie set down Le Morte d’Arthur, and reached for the Mabinogion. As she picked it up, Squeak vanished in a flurry of her claws and a flick of her tail. At the same time, an envelope fell to the floor. It had clearly been through the post: a stamp was peeling from one corner, with a postmark Ellie didn’t recognise.

It was addressed to John Emory, at Camlan House.

An uneasy chill travelled up her spine. She had been to that shelf dozens of times over the last few weeks. She had never seen that envelope before. She had never before found any evidence that Emory had even seen his library.

In London, she would have hesitated before opening someone else’s mail. She didn’t give it a second thought here. She pulled out the letter, and unfolded it.

Dear Merlyn, the salutation read.

Her breath caught; her head spun, and the world roared dizzily around her. She realised, as if from a great distance, that her fingers had tightened and crinkled the paper in her hands.

Outside, the faint snick of shears was still audible. She shook herself, laid the letter very carefully on the table, and went to the window.

The view overlooked the back lawn, yellowing under the morning sun. Tom was cutting the hedges—not quite out of earshot. Ellie leaned out the window as far as she could. “Tom!”

She had learned to gauge how clear Tom’s eyes were on any given day because he smiled reflexively when they found her. This time, she wasn’t sure if he had seen her at all or simply made a good guess at her whereabouts, but he waved back and headed towards her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. The slope of the hill meant the window was about level with his chest; he dropped the shears, and rested his forearms on the ledge. “Did you speak to Mrs. Leaf this morning?”

“You need to see something.” The sight of his upturned face, curious and concerned, was already grounding her. It didn’t stop her hands trembling, until she balled them into fists. “Can you come inside?”

“Where’s Mrs. Leaf ? Never mind, hang on…” Before she could stop him, he hoisted himself up onto the window ledge.

“You’re mad, you are,” she said, startled into laughter. Her racing heart started to find a more comfortable beat. “We do have a door.”

“Believe me, I’d love to use it.” He climbed over the ledge and dropped to the floor beside her with a wince. “Ow. But I really wasn’t joking before, Mrs. Leaf doesn’t want me inside. My first week here she found me in the kitchens looking for a broom and I nearly didn’t survive. So this is your library, is it?”

“Not mine,” she corrected him, though her heart swelled with the pride of ownership. The library felt a familiar friend now, though every day she discovered new nooks and crannies that reminded her it was no such thing.

“It suits you, though.” He glanced down at the window seat he had clambered over, engraved with a row of beautifully rendered woodland animals, and nodded approvingly. “I like it. What have you found?”

“It wasn’t me, really. It was Squeak. She—well, never mind. Over here.”

She found herself, somewhat guiltily, enjoying the clandestine excitement of trying to evade Mrs. Leaf, as though she was sneaking a young man into her boarding house in contravention of her landlady’s rule about gentleman callers. It felt silly, when she was twenty-seven years old and a professional librarian; still, from the glint of mischief in Tom’s eyes, he was enjoying it just as much, and he had fought in a war.

The twinkle faded when he saw the opening of the letter.

“It’s addressed to Merlin,” she said, completely unnecessarily. He still had trouble reading for lengths of time, but he could manage two words.

“Right,” he said slowly, which she now knew to be his highest endorsement that what they were looking at was, in fact, weird.

Dear Merlyn, the letter read, clearly and unmistakably. We met before, when I was a young boy. I’m not sure if you’ll remember—I know how time passes differently for you—but I’m sure you’ll appreciate what an impression you made on me! The fact is, I’m about to embark on a new book based on Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur, and I’d very much like the opportunity to talk to you about it. Would you consider meeting? I can travel out to Camlan House, of course, or you’re welcome to visit me, if Arthur isn’t planning to return in the next week or so. I think—

“Who’s it from?” Tom asked.

Ellie turned over the page and skimmed the next few sentences, looking for the sign-off. There it was.

“White. Tim White, from Buckinghamshire. April 1937. And a postscript—I’ve included a copy of my last book, in case you’d like to have it. Consider it a poor repayment for saving my life!”

“And it was definitely addressed to Professor Emory?”

“It was in an envelope for him. It fell out when I removed a book—it must have been stuck to the cover, or perhaps it was pressed inside the book and I dislodged it.”

She couldn’t think of any other explanation. Squeak certainly hadn’t put it there.

“John Emory,” she said. “Emrys. Do you think he really could be Merlin?”

“It might just be a nickname.” Tom didn’t sound very convinced, though. Somehow, it felt as though they’d been waiting for this. “For one thing, I thought Merlin was due to be trapped by your Nimue forever.”

“Some of the sources do say Merlin was trapped for hundreds of years, not forever,” she pointed out. “Or perhaps she never did trap him. I haven’t dreamed that bit yet. She’s already having doubts about what she came to Camelot to do.”

“If she never trapped him,” Tom said slowly, “then is that the answer, do you think?” He looked at Ellie, struck suddenly. “We wondered why Camlan House has been passed down from guardian to guardian. In some versions, Merlin’s immortal. Could there really be only one guardian of Camlan House—just Merlin, living on and on for centuries, changing the name to avoid suspicion?”

For a second, the possibility gripped Ellie’s chest in a vice. I know how time passes differently for you, the letter said. If Camlan House really was the site of Arthur’s return, as some of the dreamers had said, who better to guard it than Merlin?

If Arthur isn’t planning to return in the next week or so…

Then reason caught up, and she shook her head. “It’s a good idea, but it can’t be. I looked into all the past owners of Camlan House. Obviously there was limited information on some of them, but they were all real people. They were born, they grew up with parents, they didn’t even inherit Camlan House until they came of age.”

“It would make more sense to pretend to keep the house in the family anyway,” Tom conceded. “Not invent such different people.” He folded his arms and leaned back against the wall, considering. “What about Emory, though? Do we have that sort of information about him?”

She hadn’t thought of their difficulty locating him in that light before. By it, things took on an entirely different shape. “No. Nobody has been able to tell me where he worked, or where he studied, or even what he was a professor of. All we know, really, is that he inherited this house in 1918. Before that, he seems to have left no footprint in the world at all.”

Tom nodded slowly. “And now he’s nowhere to be found.”

Merlin. Ellie had seen a great deal of him night after night through Nimue’s eyes, and she wasn’t sure she had ever seen him clearly. He was too slippery—all light and shadows, transformations and secrets. But he was a real person to her now—far more real than a Professor Emory, who she had never met. She knew his smiles and his frowns, his bad habits and best qualities. Somehow, it seemed far more likely that he was the recipient of the letter than that his name could belong to someone else. But that was feeling. She had been a librarian long enough to know that any theory needed evidence.

“Tim White.” Ellie tapped the letter absently on the table, frowning. “White… That sounds familiar.”

Tom’s head shot up. “Wait… That letter says he sent a book. Do we have it?”

The name of the book hadn’t been mentioned, but it didn’t matter. Ellie had been cataloguing the library for weeks. There were few enough books in it published post-1900, much less post-1930, and they were all in the same place. She dropped down her knees to search the bottom shelf. White… W for White…

“This one!” She drew it out triumphantly, drawing her cardigan tighter about her at the same time. The sun was still bright outside, but in the library the air was cooling. “It has to be. I—Are you all right?”

“Mm.” Tom didn’t look all right, suddenly. When he had straightened to join her, the colour had drained from his face, and his eyes had closed reflexively. He pinched the bridge of his nose, blinked a few times, and frowned. “Sorry. Just felt a bit funny for a moment.”

“Are you still not sleeping well?”

“Never mind about me.” He came and crouched down beside her, only a little carefully. “Where’s the book?”

It was a slim black hardcover, the dust jacket decorated with evocative white line drawings of country life: a leaf, a tree, a farmhouse, a figure on horseback. England Have My Bones, by T. H. White, published 1936. She hadn’t looked twice at it before in the embarrassment of riches surrounding it, but the name tickled at her brain now.

“T. H. White.” A sudden flash of memory. She never forgot a book. “You mentioned him the night we found Morgana! He wrote children’s books about Arthur.”

“I knew it.” Tom nodded at the letter. “Merlyn, with a y. That’s how it’s spelled in The Sword in the Stone.”

“I’m going to have to read that book, clearly.”

“I have it and the sequel out in the stables, if you’d like them. Gwynneth sent them to me last Christmas.”

“Does your sister usually send you children’s books for Christmas?”

He bumped her shoulder with his own, mock-scowling. “Oi. I was still getting put back together. She didn’t think I was up to The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire yet.”

“She was wrong, of course.”

“Obviously.” His eyes went back to the name emblazoned on the cover of the book. “Tim White.” He said the name as though he was turning it over in his hands, looking for clues. “And he wanted to talk to Merlin about Arthur in 1937, years before anyone was dreaming about him.”

“If Arthur isn’t planning to return in the next week or so,” she repeated. It could have been a joke—a year ago, she would have taken it for one. Not now. “He knew—Emory, Merlin, whatever his name is. He knew Arthur was going to return, and he knew it would be here. He was waiting.”

“Perhaps they all were. The guardians of Camlan House—whoever they were, I’d be willing to bet that’s more than an archaic legal term. I think someone has been watching this house for Arthur’s return for a very long time.”

“But why here, though? Why—?” Ellie broke off, frowning. The sound of trickling water was creeping in the edge of her attention. “Is that… rain?”

But the sun was still slanting through the window; outside, the gardens were bright under a clear sky. It made her realise how cold the library had grown, even in the last few minutes. Her hands on the book were freezing.

“I hear it too.” Tom looked up from the book, eyes narrowing in concentration. She felt his shoulder tense against hers, as though poised to run or fight.

“Could it be a tap?”

He shook his head once, quickly. “No plumbing in Camlan. Everything’s from a well.”

She knew that, of course. She had always wondered how Mrs. Leaf managed to make a bath so deep and hot at the very top of her tower room.

The sound was growing louder now, bubbling in her ears as though the entire house was being drowned.

Get out.

The thought drummed in her head as the rain drummed around them, impossibly, in the middle of a bright summer’s day. She couldn’t tell if the voice was her own, or Nimue’s. Without changing so much as a shadow, the comfortable, familiar shelves became alien and terrifying. There was danger here, and she had to get out.

Footsteps were coming up the stairs. Ellie had been in the library every day for the last month, and never once had she heard any footsteps but her own.

The door opened.

Ellie had no chance to think. If she had, she might have run, or grabbed something heavy, or pulled Tom back so they were both hidden. Instead, she did what came most naturally: she grabbed the letter, shoved it inside the book, and jumped to her feet, clutching both to her chest as though they were a child she was prepared to defend to the death. Tom jumped up too, and pushed himself between her and the door.

“Wilder.” The familiar Welsh lilt was stern. “I thought you were cutting the hedges along the fence line?”

It was Mrs. Leaf.

It was Mrs. Leaf, but it wasn’t at the same time. Ellie’s first burst of relief settled into unease. Her hair was darker than it had been yesterday, the last time Ellie had seen her; her eyes were a softer brown. Ellie had seen that subtle shift in appearance her first morning at Camlan, and blamed it on imagination. But she had seen a great many things since then, and all of them were real.

“I was.” Tom had relaxed, his tone carefully respectful. He didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. “Miss Ambrose called me in.”

“I did,” Ellie said—too quickly. But it seemed, suddenly, very important that Mrs. Leaf not find out what they had actually been doing. She kept the cover of White’s book carefully concealed as she stepped forwards. “I wanted to ask him about the mice, as you suggested. I was concerned they might be nibbling the books.”

She mentally begged Squeak’s pardon. Somehow it felt impertinent to suggest that any of her mischief didn’t know the difference between a book and something to nibble.

“I don’t think they are,” Tom added, as though he’d had the same qualms. “But I offered to put traps out if Miss Ambrose was concerned.”

“Which I’m not,” Ellie put in. “Not anymore, I mean.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Miss Ambrose.” It was impossible to tell if she believed them or not. “In that case, if there’s nothing else, I’d appreciate it if you could return to the hedges, Wilder. It’s a shame to see them looking the way they are.”

The edge to Mrs. Leaf’s voice startled Ellie. It wasn’t that she had thought Tom had been exaggerating Mrs. Leaf’s desire to keep him out of the house. But she had taken it for a preference, at best, some old-fashioned standard of housekeeping that Mrs. Leaf adhered to. She really didn’t want Tom here.

“Sorry, Mrs. Leaf,” Tom said. “I’ll do that.”

“Good. And when you’re done with those, you might want to look at the fences on the top fields before it gets dark. They’ll be unruly too, I shouldn’t wonder.”

Even Tom raised his eyebrows then. The top field was where Ellie had come out of the woods the night of the hunt, a good mile or so from the main house, and the fences stretched further yet. Even if he took one of the horses, it would take him away for the rest of the day, easily, and it was very clear that this was the point.

“Of course,” he said. “If you think it needs doing today.”

“I do.” She held the door open, her face unreadable.

Tom looked at Ellie, in mute enquiry. He would stay if she wanted him, she knew. But the sound of water had vanished, as if it had never been. Without it, it was difficult to articulate even to herself what she feared from Mrs. Leaf. She gave him a weak smile, and he gave her a reassuring wink in return.

“I’m sorry for the interruption, madam,” Mrs. Leaf said, as Tom left.

“No, not at all,” Ellie said, as innocently as she could. “Tom was just leaving anyway.”

Her eyes fell on Mrs. Leaf’s hand, still holding the door, and all at once her insides twisted. Where she held the door open, the cuff of her sleeve had pulled away just enough to reveal her wrist. There was a mark there, where the veins showed in blue against her pale skin. A swirling design, as if drawn in pen and ink. She recognised it. She had seen it her very first night in Camlan House, as Morgan le Fay had gripped Nimue’s hands in hers. Mrs. Leaf’s eyes met Ellie’s just once, dark and cool, then she inclined her head and walked away.

It was then that Ellie noticed something else.

The hem of Mrs. Leaf’s skirt was damp, and her boots were muddy. It hadn’t been raining outside, not this week. But she had heard the rush of water that had heralded Mrs. Leaf’s arrival. She remembered the low mist that had dampened the grass at the edge of the Otherworld.

She knew who the woman commanding the hounds had been.

ii

“Morgan le Fay?”

“Her appearance shifted,” Ellie said. “It did, Tom, I swear.”

She wasn’t sure how she had made it through the day. The sound of rushing water had stopped, and the skies had stayed bright. Mrs. Leaf had gone, and not returned. Yet the feeling of being watched remained, crawling across her skin like a swarm of insects and making her shiver in the sun. All her instincts still screamed to get out, and yet that same feeling of surveillance forced her to calm down, act normally, peruse the shelves as though nothing was amiss. If Mrs. Leaf suspected they had found something, all she could think to do was allay those suspicions. She was horribly aware that Tom was out of reach in the middle of nowhere, and she wasn’t sure whether to be worried for him or for herself. And all the while, her thoughts raced.

As soon as she could, she had come down to the stables, and waited in the harness room. She knew the place well now: Tom often spent the night there when he couldn’t sleep in the empty cottage, where he could hear the horses and the mice and the birds in the rafters, and she had often spent rainy evenings sitting beside him on the makeshift camp bed, drinking weak tea. The comforting smells of saddle oil and hay, the tidy jumble of Tom’s personal possessions, the dust-filled sunlight slanting in from the high windows, all worked to calm her nerves. Still, when Tom had finally returned from the borders of the grounds, very late in the evening, she had all but attacked him.

“Could you slow down a bit?” Tom said, bewildered, half laughing. “Not to sound like my father at teatime, but I’ve only just got in the door. We were talking about Professor Emory being Merlin. Now you think Mrs. Leaf is Morgan le Fay.”

“That watery sound started as she arrived, right when we found the letter. Her skirt was damp. She had been somewhere it had been raining.” Ellie forced herself to slow down, to speak clearly. “You’ve been out all day. It hasn’t been raining, has it?”

“The fields aren’t even damp,” he confirmed. “But—”

“I’ve seen those marks around her wrists, in Nimue’s memories. They belong to Morgan le Fay. And it isn’t the first time I’ve seen her appearance shift. It did it my very first morning here—the first time I really dreamed of Nimue.”

“I’ve never seen that.” He was taking in her words seriously now. “But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened—I still can’t always see faces clearly, especially inside. I did think—” He broke off.

“What?” Something was locking into place for him. She could see it happening, with a swell of relief. She hadn’t realised how worried she had been that Tom wouldn’t believe her.

“I thought I was imagining it. It’s just—there are times when I think Mrs. Leaf isn’t here.”

A fresh chill went through her. “What do you mean? Where does she go?”

“I don’t know. It’s just… before you came, when it was only the two of us, I kept getting a feeling that I was alone on the estate. I’d look for Mrs. Leaf, to ask her something, and I wouldn’t be able to find her. The thing is, there’s not many places she could go—not without the car, and I’d know if that went out. It’s a very long walk to the village, and when I saw her in the evening she’d never show any sign of having been anywhere.”

Now that he mentioned it, she recognised the feeling he meant. She’d had it herself, on numerous occasions—not of being alone on the estate, since Tom himself was always about the grounds, but at least of being alone in the house. It was one of the things that had spooked her most, that very first night.

“She told me when I arrived never to look for her in the kitchens,” she remembered. “She said to always ring the bell.” Bells, in her book of folk tales, were used to ward off fairies. They also heralded their arrival.

“And there’s something else,” he said. “Something that was bothering me after I talked to the solicitors in Liverpool, that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. If Professor Emory had ever contacted Mrs. Leaf to make arrangements for your arrival, then he would have had to send a letter. I’m the one who picks up the post in the village and brings it here. And for the life of me, I can’t remember giving Mrs. Leaf a letter from Professor Emory. Liverpool might have written—we get official-looking letters from the government and bills and all the usual. But I’ve never seen any sign that Emory has communicated with Mrs. Leaf since I arrived here—or, for that matter, any sign that she’s written to him.”

“And we haven’t been able to find him.” She drew a deep breath. “I think he’s more than difficult to find. I think he’s disappeared. And I think you’re right about Mrs. Leaf. She isn’t always here. Sometimes—the night the hounds came, this morning when we heard water rushing before her arrival—she’s in the Otherworld.”

“I thought the veil wouldn’t be thin enough for anything to cross until midsummer?”

“Not thin enough for Arthur to cross. Nor Robin Hood, nor the hounds, nor most other beings in that world. But I’d say that if the questing beast can make it through, Morgan le Fay can.”

Tom swore quietly.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance she means Arthur no harm?” he said, without much hope. “She isn’t always his enemy in the myths. She’s the one who gave him Excalibur, and there are some versions where she’s the one who takes him to Avalon.”

“She certainly means him harm in the dreams.” Those furious eyes, that burning face, her cold hands around Nimue’s in the depths of the Lake. “And the hounds certainly meant harm a few nights ago. Besides… if Arthur is going to return here, and Professor Emory has been waiting for him to return since at least before White wrote to him, then he should be here. He isn’t. Mrs. Leaf is here instead. I think something’s gone very wrong.”

He nodded simply. “I think so too.”

Ellie sank down onto one of the old saddles, and exhaled slowly. Dread was still cold in the pit of her stomach, but they had said it out loud now. They could start to plan.

“What do you think we should do?” she asked.

“Honestly?” It came to her belatedly that Tom was not looking reassured at all. “I think you should consider returning to London while you still can.”

Strangely, the idea had never occurred to her. It was surprise at that as much as at his words that raised her voice. “You were the one who wanted to find out what was happening here in the first place!”

“Yes, and we have, haven’t we? That’s what worries me. I pressed you into this, when you wanted to leave it alone. I wouldn’t have done it if I’d known how dangerous it was going to get. You were sent here to catalogue books, not do battle with the forces of light and darkness.”

Annoyance sparked in her chest, reflexive. “I dreamed of Nimue. I found the questing beast. If you pressed me into anything, I pulled you in after me. Besides, why should I be the one to leave? It’s as dangerous for you. Do you think you can handle it better than I can?”

“Of course not! But I’m not the one who was chased by spectral hounds, and I’m not the one living in the same house as the sorceress who can apparently command them.”

“You’re across the courtyard in the stables, Tom! I think the forces of darkness can find you there.” She softened her voice, deliberately, before the argument could escalate. “If Mrs. Leaf really is Morgan le Fay, then I’ve been in the house with her for weeks, and she hasn’t harmed us. The closest she’s come was with the hounds, and they had to pull me through to a hinterland. I don’t think she has the power to hurt us in the real world, not yet. Not until Midsummer’s Eve, when the veil thins.”

“Which would be comforting,” he said, unconvinced, “if we weren’t getting closer to Midsummer’s Eve every day.”

“All the more reason to come up with a plan before we get much closer!” She rubbed her eyes, trying to clear her head. “I know I was panicking just now. I know this is starting to look dangerous. But these are dangerous times. If we suspected Mrs. Leaf of being a German spy, it would be our duty to investigate her, wouldn’t it?”

“We could report a spy to the local authorities. I’m not sure they’d be as receptive to a witch—though I suppose we could try. It’s not as though she’s the only myth that’s come to life recently.”

“They’d still think we were mad. Nobody is investigating the Arthur dreams as more than an academic phenomenon. I’d be just another dreamer, refusing to wake up. Even if they took us seriously, what would they do? Arrest her? If we’re right, it wouldn’t go well, and if she learns we suspect her too soon, we might lose any chance of stopping her.”

“If we’re right,” he said evenly, “do you really think we have a chance of stopping her at all?”

She conceded his point, even though she was still surprised to hear it coming from him. This wasn’t a questing beast or even a pack of spectral hounds. This was real myth, dark and powerful, that had been lying asleep in the bones of the country for centuries.

“Robin Hood said we did. At least,” she corrected herself, in the interests of strict accuracy, “he said we might hold the line a little longer.”

Tom made a noise somewhere between a sigh and a laugh. “Well,” he said, “he would, wouldn’t he? He’s a folk hero. It’s his job.”

“I think this is my job too.” She’d had time to sort through in her head, now, why it had never occurred to her to run away. “You’re right, I wasn’t sent here for this, and neither were you. But we’re here now. Nimue is telling me her story. I have to see it through. You said it yourself, the night we saved the questing beast: We’re at war. Nothing’s safe. Nobody has a right to safety. People I knew and worked with are overseas being killed as we speak. London was bombed for eight months straight, and I helped pull the bodies of children out of the wreckage. You were shot down in combat, and if you hadn’t been, you’d be in the skies fighting still.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” he said. “Maybe I am just sick of fighting battles that can’t be won.”

It was so unlike anything she had ever heard him say before—she could see the words startle him even as they left his mouth. They didn’t startle her this time. He wouldn’t have let them escape had some combination of her fear and the long day and the eeriness of the rushing water in the library not lowered his guard, but she knew the place they came from too well. It was a raw scar across her own heart too—the one that felt the blow every time she opened the papers to lives and battles lost, the one that everyone she knew avoided touching after another night without sleep and another night’s bombing to clear up. She knew better than to say so, though. It only made everything worse.

“If it was only a matter of Arthur’s return being prevented,” she said instead, carefully, “then perhaps it wouldn’t matter so much. The world has been without Arthur for a long time. I’ve never really believed he could save us from this war. But Robin and Marian said it was worse than that. Legends are being awoken that have been asleep for a long time. If they stop Arthur’s return, they won’t simply return to the Otherworld. They’ll be here, in our world. Can you imagine what damage someone like Morgan le Fay might do in our world?”

“I don’t know if she can make it any worse than it already is, these days,” he said, but without heat. He drew a deep breath and released it with a small, convulsive shiver. She waited while he gathered himself and sat down carefully on a stack of wooden crates opposite her.

“I’m sorry.” His eyes, when they met hers, were clear again. “Forget I said all that. The veils haven’t parted yet, anyway, which means we have some time left. What do you want to do?”

She had asked him the same thing earlier, because he was good at formulating information into plans, or at least direct, impulsive actions that did a good job masquerading as plans. He had done it many times, when she was feeling overwhelmed and lost. But he needed the same thing from her now, just this once, and so she gave it to him.

“I want to talk to this White,” she said. “I want to know how he knows Emory, and why he calls him Merlyn. And I want to talk to the man you told me about in town. The man who used to work here, who saw Emory once.”

Tom nodded. “I can drive us into town tomorrow. There’s a phone box near the post office—you can call London, see if you can get White’s address from there. Then we can stop in at the pub. Llew’s usually there in the afternoon.” He smiled, unexpectedly. “You’ve made me a regular at that pub, you know. I’ve been there three nights this week. If I lose my job for drinking too much, it’s on your head.”

“The pub was your idea,” she reminded him. “I said we should look in the library.”

He still wasn’t quite himself, but he was doing a good impression of it, and she knew it was for her. She took his hands in her own, and squeezed them. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me for going to the pub, you clod.” His voice grew more serious. “One thing you might not have thought about. You said neither of us were sent here for this, and that’s true. But why are we here? Did Professor Emory—Merlin—really need a groundskeeper and a librarian, right when the world is breaking open?”

“It might have been a mistake,” she said, though she saw his point. “You answered an advertisement that had been placed right about when the Arthur dreams started—accepting it might have been the last thing Emory did before he disappeared. I was sent in response to a request that Emory made months earlier. Perhaps if he was here, he would have sent us both away to safety by now.”

“Perhaps. But then why hasn’t Morgan le Fay done more to get rid of us? Even if she isn’t strong enough to hurt us, she could try to send us away. She could definitely order me further than the fences at the edge of the estate.”

“I don’t know,” she conceded. “Perhaps it would arouse too much suspicion. Perhaps she just isn’t particularly worried about us. Perhaps we’re more protected than we know, even with Merlin gone.”

“Or perhaps we haven’t got anywhere near the bottom of this yet, and we’re not as outside it all as we think.” He shook his head before she could argue. “All I’m saying is, if you ever think you’re not safe in that house, promise you’ll come get me. You can sleep out here, or I can drive you into town or anywhere else you want to go. Just don’t be stupid.”

“I promise,” she said. “But I don’t know if I can leave the house. The dreams might stop if I do, and they’re important. I know they are.”

In truth, she was dreading the dreams tonight, far more than she was dreading spending the night in her room with Mrs. Leaf in the house. She was no longer unsettled by them, and she understood now why nobody who had them was. They were too gentle, too natural, too like being caught up in a story that she had heard before and forgotten. But they were beginning to do things to her brain, blur the edges between Nimue’s memories and her own. Several times last week she had found scribblings in her notebooks that she couldn’t remember making—scraps of dialogue, sketches, a strange circular design that she was sure she had seen somewhere before. Besides, the last one had left her with a sense of foreboding. Sooner or later, she would be dreaming of the fall of the Round Table, and she didn’t want it.

“I wasn’t shot down in combat, you know,” Tom said, out of the blue.

It took her a moment to remember that these had been her own words. “I know,” she said. “Does it matter?”

“Not really,” he said. “Probably not.”







Nimue

i

I want to say that Camelot was very much as normal that autumn.

On the surface, it was. There were banquets in the hall, and jousts in the yard. Knights rode out on quests, and came back with tales of wonders. Nothing had happened at midsummer, after all, but another heroic tale, one in which Lancelot defended his queen and his fellow knights celebrated his success. Certainly Meliagaunce’s death was nothing that could hurt the Round Table in itself. But it had been a symptom of an underlying disease, and though the court recovered quickly, the disease itself grew harder to ignore. The joy in the court felt fragile, apt to break if examined too closely. Even the most thrilling adventures seemed to play out against a fading twilight, with flickers of ghosts in the shadows.

One day, a knight named Sir Urre was brought to the court in a litter, in great pain from seven festering wounds. His mother told the court that he had been cursed seven years ago when he had killed the son of a sorceress in a tournament, and he was doomed never to be healed except by the best knight in the world.

Arthur called all the knights within summoning distance to the courtyard, bidding them to come attempt the miracle. I watched from the corner, careful to stay out of sight. Sir Urre was young, probably not yet thirty, but his face was worn gaunt by agony. I could feel the curse forming a film over his skin like a thin layer of frost, eating into his wounds and making them bleed and ooze. The metal taste of it stirred cold nausea in my stomach.

One by one, the knights of the Round Table approached the wounded man and laid their hands on the terrible gashes. Arthur went first—as a formality, he claimed, and so it proved. Arthur was a great king and a strong warrior, but his days as a knight were behind him. After that, the order was random, each knight’s ranking in the lists carefully ignored. A crowd had soon gathered; each time a particularly favoured knight stepped forwards, a ripple of anticipation would stir, only to quiet, disappointed, as the wounds refused to knit. Sir Urre stared at the sky, jaw set; he flinched at every touch, but every time thanked the knights for their help. Soon, he was deathly white, and pouring sweat. My fingers itched to lay hands on him myself, to try to draw the spell away, and I balled them into fists inside my sleeves to resist. Curses were tricky, and any attempt to cheat them tended to make things worse.

“Poor sod.” Gawain, his turn over, came and leaned against the wall beside me. “I don’t know why we’re putting him through all this. He doesn’t need the entire Table pawing at him. Most of these knights are rank amateurs—they don’t have a hope.”

I had to smile. I liked Gawain, with his refreshing bluntness and impulsive moods. “All of you were rank amateurs at some point,” I reminded him. “The spell wants the best knight, not the most accomplished. That could mean the greatest fighter, or the truest spirit, the purest of heart. It could be anybody.”

“That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t play the odds. Where’s Lancelot? He’s never around court when we need him these days.”

Arthur had clearly had the same thought. Lancelot rode in soon afterwards, flanked by a young page who had been sent to find him.

“Ah, there you are at last,” Arthur said. “I’m sure young Ned explained to you about poor Sir Urre. We need you for a miracle. Will you lay your hands upon him?”

“I can’t, my lord,” Lancelot said. He was breathless, as though he had ridden a great distance at speed; over and above that, the tension in his voice was evident. “Please excuse me.”

“Why not?” Arthur’s surprise was mild, as though he was merely curious. “I’ve promised his mother that we would all attempt it.”

“My lord, I couldn’t presume to try to heal this knight, when all of you have failed. That would be claiming I believe myself to be the best knight in the world.”

“It would be claiming no such thing,” Arthur said. “Every knight of the Round Table has tried. You trying as well only means you’re one of us. Besides, Lance,” he added, and for the first time I heard just a touch of irony, “we all know that if any of us are going to do it, it will be you.”

I knew then, or thought I did, what Lancelot feared. Everybody else had failed. It should have meant nothing if Lancelot failed too. But it didn’t, not to him. It meant he was broken. It meant his love for Guinevere—his betrayal of Arthur and all Camelot stood for—had kept him once again from perfection. And everyone would know it.

I think he might have refused even a royal command from Arthur, at the last. Arthur was his king, but he was also his friend, and he would eventually have softened rather than force Lancelot somewhere he was so frightened to go. But Sir Urre looked up at him, his eyes dark and sunken, and managed a weak smile.

“Please, sir knight,” he said. “Please help me.”

Lancelot could never refuse an appeal from anyone who needed his help. His head rose; his shoulders squared. He drew his knighthood about him as if it were another suit of armour, and he dismounted.

“Good sir knight,” he said, gently. “It would be my honour.”

He pulled the cracked leather riding glove from his right hand, and with infinite care he laid his hand upon each of the seven wounds.

This time, there was no excited muttering from the crowd. There was only a gasp, as one, and then a held-breath silence as the wounds began to heal. The slash across Urre’s left hand closed, leaving only the barest trace of blood on the surface. The cuts across his chest knit back together like a shirt sewn along a seam; the three gashes across his head sealed almost before Lancelot’s fingers could brush them. I was holding a breath of my own, afraid to let it out. My vision blurred with tears. This was more than mere magic. This was a miracle.

Sir Urre sat up, blinking in wonder, then looked at Sir Lancelot. The colour rushed back into Urre’s cheeks and the glaze of pain cleared from his eyes.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

At that, the silence broke like a storm. Urre’s mother burst into tears and hugged him tightly. Cheers and applause burst from the onlookers. The knights rushed to swarm Sir Urre and Sir Lancelot; Arthur got there first, and embraced them both.

Gawain shook his head beside me, chuckling. “Bloody Lancelot,” he said, half cheerful, half exasperated. “I told you.”

In some ways it was the last great triumph of the Round Table—the last sign that its purity and goodness could work miracles, that its best knight was the best on God’s earth. But everyone had seen how long Lancelot had fought not to test it, how deep and true his fear ran that he would be exposed as a fraud. The entire court had held its breath as he laid his hands on the poor suffering knight. And as Camelot danced and laughed, Lancelot cried and cried like a child who had been beaten.
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A tournament was held as winter drew close. It was time anyway—the king had promised one to coincide with All Hallows’ Eve—but this one was held in honour of Sir Urre and Sir Lancelot, and the great miracle. It was there that Sir Urre, blazing with energy and good health, proved himself as a member of the Round Table; there, too, Sir Lavaine proposed to Urre’s sister Felelolie, and was accepted.

It was there, too, that my mother reached out to me for the first time since I had come to Camelot.

You would think, having seen the cracks forming in the Round Table, that I would have expected it. The truth was, I had barely thought of my mother for weeks. Perhaps it was the human blood in my veins, trying to forget, but since the summer, my childhood under the Lake seemed as shadowy and unlikely as a dream. What was real was the bite of the air on my face, autumn-crisp, with the faintest edge of winter; it was the roughness of stone under my arms as I leaned against the parapets, the clang of metal and the thrum of hoofbeats from the courtyard, the sky grey overhead and the ground churned into mud. It was the magic awake and alive in my veins, and the spellbooks waiting for me back in our tower.

The voice came on the wind, a whisper louder than all the sword-clashes and shouts. Nimue.

I hadn’t heard that name for a year and a half—not since the day I left the Lake. It took the air from my chest; I had to dig my fingers into the grooves of the castle wall to keep from swaying.

Nimue.

The name was like an outstretched hand. I reached back. Mother.

Tomorrow. It might have been my imagination, but her words felt cold to the touch, as though I really had grasped a hand from beneath the Lake. The tree where you and Merlin met. Come at midday.

Tomorrow was the last day of the tournament. Nobody would miss me if I slipped away—nobody except Merlin, and he had been distant again lately. I wondered if Mother knew any of that.

I will, I promised.

Just like that, she was gone. A roar from the crowd filled my ears. Sir Urre had unhorsed Sir Kay, and the court was awash with cheers and groans in equal measures.

Just like that, my doom was with me again.
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It had been long time since I had felt in the midst of enemies at Camelot. The castle had become my home, as Guinevere had predicted. The sound of my mother’s voice had changed that. I was Nimue again, daughter of the Lady of the Lake, and I was certain everyone could see it. That night, I dined with the queen and her ladies at Guinevere’s request, and expected at every bite to be revealed as a traitor. As it happened, I needn’t have worried. The attention was all on the queen, and I understood for the first time just how deep in the midst of enemies Guinevere was living herself. The atmosphere was tense and unfriendly, every reference to Lancelot laden with innuendo. I was relieved to bid them good night and make my way up the stairs to bed.

Candlelight was flickering under the door of our rooms: Merlin, back from wherever he had been. Even with the shadow of my mother’s return hanging over me, my heart gave a leap of anticipation. It was lonely in the evenings when he wasn’t there.

I pushed open the door, breathless from the stairs. “You didn’t miss very much today,” I announced. “Only—”

I stopped, startled. Merlin sat in his usual chair by the fire, a cup of mead in one hand. Opposite him, nursing a cup of his own, was King Arthur.

A single thought loomed in my head: he knew. Merlin, of all people, had to have heard my mother’s whisper, or seen her touch across my mind. He must have told Arthur. They were waiting for me.

“Oh, please don’t go,” Arthur said quickly, catching my eye. Clearly, I had flinched back on instinct. “These are your chambers too. Pretend I’m not here. Or you can join us, if you’d like. Can’t she, Merlin?”

They didn’t know. My common sense caught up with my guilt a moment later. If I had been exposed, they would hardly have let me go to have dinner before they came for me.

“It would be easier for her to join us,” Merlin said to Arthur seriously. “Pretending you weren’t here would be awkward, since I’m pretty sure Viviane was about to start complaining about you behind your back.”

I was about to do no such thing, and he knew it. I glared at Merlin as Arthur poured a cup of mead from the jug on the table; Merlin gave me an irritating wink in return, and I barely had my face right before the king turned back to offer the cup to me.

“Thank you, sire,” I said. I hoped my hands didn’t shake too much as I took it—or, at least, that he would take any shaking as the nerves of a woman unused to royalty and not a sign of a guilty conscience.

“You’re very welcome,” Arthur said, with the smile I’d seen often at the Round Table—open, disarming, filled with warmth. His crown was gone now, though, leaving his fair hair tousled on his head, and the firelight rendered his face strangely boyish and defenceless. I remembered the stories Mother had told of him: how he had slept with his own sister; how he had tried to kill Mordred, his own son; how Morgause had died of grief and love for him. I believed these stories still. And yet, not for the first time, I was glad that Mordred was the one who was destined to be his doom and not me.

“I was just asking Merlin’s advice.” Arthur sat, gesturing for me to do likewise. I did, perching on a stool some distance from the fire. I wanted to take them both in, the wizard and the boy he had made king. “Sir Urre wants to join the Round Table, and we’d be happy to have him. God knows we need younger blood coming through. But he owes Lancelot his life, and will quite rightly devote himself to Lance’s service. Lavaine, too, has just engaged himself to Urre’s sister, which will tie him to Lancelot twice over. I’ve told you before, I don’t like to see the Round Table breaking into factions.”

“And I told you,” Merlin replied, “that you don’t need my help or my magic in matters like that. I’m here to help you build a kingdom, not to settle petty disputes among your knights.”

“Petty disputes among my knights are the kingdom’s greatest threat these days. I should be glad of that, of course. Much easier than killing giants.”

“But not so satisfying?”

“It isn’t that,” Arthur said. “It’s just… It’s as you said. We built a kingdom together, you and I. We built it on stories of chivalry and honour and glory, and I think we built it strong. But there’s little more building to do now. What it needs now is repair and maintenance, and that’s a far harder thing.”

“You’ve managed so far.”

“We have.” Arthur sat forwards. The light shifted the shadows on his face: it still looked defenceless, but in that moment it no longer looked boyish. I saw the lines of thirty years at the head of a kingdom, starting too early and perhaps about to end too soon. “The trouble, it seems to me, is that we’re running out of building material. The Saxons have been pushed back. The kingdoms have been united. The Grail has been sought, and lost again. People are getting tired of the same old stories. They’re starting to see the gaps in the ones they’ve believed in for so long. This business with Meliagaunce…”

“It’s good for people to question the stories they’ve been told,” Merlin said, as Arthur trailed off. “I taught you that myself.”

“I’ve never minded questions from anyone. But this feels different. I’m worried about the answers they might come to. I’m more worried that those answers are right.”

“Well,” Merlin said. “Stories all have to end sometime.”

His voice was carefully neutral—most people wouldn’t have heard anything more than that. I had come to know him well enough to glimpse the shape of something lurking beneath it. Arthur, who had known him for longer and knew him so much better, frowned.

“Is everything well with you, my friend? You don’t seem yourself.”

Merlin shook his head, and some of the life came back into his face. “Don’t worry about me. I’m old and out of temper and I have too many memories of things that haven’t happened yet, that’s all.”

“You’ll never be old,” Arthur laughed. “Leave aging to mortals like myself and Lancelot and Guinevere. We’re better at it.”

“I never said I was good at aging, did I? I’m very bad at it. Some days I forget to do it at all. That doesn’t mean I can’t be old.” He sat forwards, book and cup forgotten. “Arthur, are you trying to ask me something about the future? Is that what this is about?”

Arthur smiled a little. “I know you made me promise never to ask about the future again. I won’t ask now.”

“But if you were to ask?”

“Well,” Arthur said, “I suppose I would want to know… if everything was going to be all right. In the end.”

Merlin smiled then himself. It was a different smile to any I’d ever seen from him before. It was softer, somehow, and quieter, and when he spoke again his voice was soft and quiet too. “Even I don’t know about everything. But… yes. Yes, in the end, at the very last, things are going to be all right. I promise.”

Arthur sighed, a long release of something. “Thank you,” he said, simply.

The king didn’t stay long past that, and the conversation that passed between them was of a more mundane sort. He included me politely, often, and I did my best to offer my opinion. But even I could tell his thoughts were elsewhere. He embraced Merlin after he bid us good night, something I had seen him do on only a handful of occasions.

“What’s troubling the king?” I asked Merlin once he had gone, as guilelessly as I could. “Lancelot defeated Meliagaunce, after all. Guinevere has been proven innocent of treason.”

“But she isn’t innocent,” Merlin said bluntly. “Arthur knows it. The whole court knows it. You know it too, Viviane, so don’t pretend.”

“I wasn’t,” I returned, stung. I hadn’t felt that bitter edge from Merlin since the very beginning of my apprenticeship, when he clearly hadn’t wanted me. Because of it, the whole of his meaning took a moment to catch up to me. “Do you mean to say that Arthur is pretending? That he knows about Lancelot and the queen?”

“There isn’t a lot that goes on in Camelot that escapes Arthur’s notice.”

I sat back, my thoughts spinning. I had always assumed, apparently foolishly, that Lancelot’s affair with Guinevere would break the Round Table when Arthur found it out. It had never occurred to me that Arthur might know all along, and be as aware of that fact as I was.

“Why hasn’t he done anything to stop it?”

“How exactly is he supposed to do that, when they can’t stop themselves?”

“He could warn them!” It sounded weak to my own ears. I had warned Guinevere, after all. She already knew. “Or punish them, perhaps…”

Merlin shook his head, impatient. “You still don’t understand how Camelot works. The law of chivalry is what guides it, not the whims of its ruler. Its king has to obey those laws, or he becomes dangerous. If Arthur acknowledges what those two are doing even to himself, he is bound by honour to exile Lancelot and execute Guinevere for treason. And of course he can’t bear to. However hurt and angry he may be, he loves them—both of them. What’s more, they love him, even as they’re betraying him. It’s that simple, and that impossible. All Arthur can do is choose not to know, and hope that knowledge is never forced upon him.”

“That’s why he was worried about Sir Urre and Sir Lavaine owing their lives to Lancelot just now, wasn’t it?” With everything that had come after it, I had forgotten what Arthur had been saying when I had entered. Now it came back, in a new light. “It isn’t just that he doesn’t want to execute Guinevere. He’s worried that Lancelot would never allow it. And if Lancelot stood against the king, he has a good many young knights who would stand with him. It could easily break the Round Table apart.”

“It’s one of many things that could,” Merlin conceded.

I thought of Arthur and Guinevere waiting for Lancelot’s return on Midsummer’s Eve—Guinevere’s silence, bound up in guilt and fear; Arthur’s deliberate brightness, never quite meeting her eyes. I remembered the mild irony in his voice as he had asked Lancelot why he wouldn’t attempt Sir Urre’s miracle—not enough to bite, he loved Lancelot too much for that, but enough to faintly sting. I had underestimated him, yet again. I had come to accept that, contrary to every story my mother had told me, his kindness was real. I had forgotten that this didn’t mean he was stupid.

“Still,” I said, “it didn’t happen with Meliagaunce’s accusation. Lancelot silenced him. Why is it troubling Arthur still? Does he think it may open the door for others to try?”

“It’s partly that,” Merlin said. Now that I was asking real questions, his tone had softened. I caught his eye, and accepted his quick smile for the mute apology it was. “But Arthur’s never been one to dwell on what might happen. He’s more worried about what happened already. And what happened was exactly what you said: Meliagaunce was silenced.”

“I can see why that would trouble Arthur. He’s a man of honour. I don’t see why that would trouble you.”

His smile was more real this time. “It doesn’t, as far as Meliagaunce goes. He’s a pathetic specimen of a sorcerer and an excellent specimen of a fool. He deserved his end.”

“Then—”

“Meliagaunce doesn’t matter, not in himself. But according to the rules of chivalry, his accusation was true and his cause was just. He should have won his trial by combat. Lancelot should have refused to fight, knowing as he did that his own cause was a lie. But he fought, because he loves Guinevere more than his own honour; Meliagaunce was killed, because he was too dangerous to be left alive. What happened told everybody that trial by combat is a lie—that it isn’t always the most virtuous who wins, but the strongest. And if that’s a lie, then what does that make the rest of the laws of chivalry?”

It came to me with a stab, like a sudden breath: this was why Lancelot had cried, the day he had performed a miracle. I had seen his relief, but until now I hadn’t understood his hurt. He had feared that he would fail—that his failure to live up to the Round Table’s rigid moral standards would be exposed for all to see. And yet, when he succeeded, it was worse. It was his victory over Meliagaunce all over again. If he could be the best knight in the world while betraying his liege lord, then it meant that knighthood wasn’t what he had believed it to be. It meant that perhaps his standards meant nothing, and never had. It meant everything was falling apart.

I’m worried about the answers they might come to, Arthur had said. I’m more worried that those answers are right.

“Meliagaunce accused the queen of lying with one of the wounded knights,” I pointed out. “She didn’t lie with them, but with Lancelot. In that sense, she was innocent of the crime.”

Merlin laughed, a tired and bitter laugh. “Very neat. You would make an excellent lawyer. Your argument is technically flawless. But chivalry can’t be about technicalities. It mustn’t be.” He paused. “Do you remember telling me that real people are too complicated to fit into only one story?”

I frowned. “I don’t think I ever told you that.”

“Didn’t you? Perhaps it was another time.” He brushed it off. “My point is, chivalry is a story too—a story about the world as it ought to be and not the world as it is, a story real people can’t possibly fit into. Of course nobody can always be brave and true and right, not all the time, every time, over and over again. But Arthur is right: this kingdom was built on it. It gave everyone something good and hopeful to fight for in a broken world, and as long as they believed in it, it stood a chance of being true.”

“It’s a flawed story,” I said, “if it doesn’t allow for people to make mistakes and be forgiven.”

“It’s flawed in many ways. But it was the best we had, and now it’s all we have. It’s very dangerous to take it away without something better to put in its place. And I’m not ready. I want more time.”

“More time for what?”

“Everything.”

I suppose I could have said that we all want that. I didn’t. I couldn’t bring myself, in that moment, to pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about. My own false ignorance would have choked me. I was meeting my mother the very next day. Whatever was going to happen, time was running out.

Merlin got to his feet, restless. “I think I’m going to be an owl for a while tonight,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow evening, if not sooner.”

Since Midsummer’s Eve, I was accompanying him more and more when he left the castle. This time, I clearly wasn’t invited.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said.

ii

I left the castle the following midday, a lone falcon soaring from the battlements. It was a cool, grey autumn day, with clouds gathering on the horizon, and the tournament was in full force below. My concerns about slipping away from Merlin were unfounded. He hadn’t returned to the castle that morning, and nobody had any idea where to find him.

My mother was waiting for me in the forest, under the branches of the hawthorn tree. She was clad in green, her hair loose. Her face looked sharper than I remembered it, almost gaunt, and her dark eyes glittered in the shadows.

“Nimue,” she said, and as always my heart rushed from my chest to flee to her keeping.

“Mother.” I longed to embrace her, but I knew better. Instead, I let her take my hands in hers. Her fingers were cold, and trembling with suppressed excitement. “Is everything all right? How’s Mordred?”

“He’s perfectly well.” She squeezed my hands once before letting them drop. “Learning his lessons.”

I smiled at the thought of dark-edged, laughing Mordred, with a wistful pang. I missed very little of the Lake now, but I still missed my brother. “I wish I could see him.”

“It might be sooner than you think.” For a moment, the glint of mischief in her eyes reminded me of Merlin. Then she frowned. “That isn’t how you’re dressing at court, is it?”

I looked down at myself, and flushed. I was wearing a plain tunic, as I usually did, and my hair was caught back in a practical knot. It was presentable enough for Camelot, and by far the most comfortable dress for rambling in the woods and doing magic, but it had none of Viviane’s coiled elegance. I had let that relax, little by little, slipping back into myself as I might let my posture slump when back at home.

My silence clearly gave my mother all the answer she needed. “I see. And how are things progressing with you? I hear Merlin is completely infatuated.”

I thought of lying, but I knew my mother too well. It wasn’t worth the risk. “It isn’t true,” I forced myself to admit. “The knights say things like that to tease him, and it gets repeated, but there’s nothing like that.”

“What is there, then?”

What was there? I didn’t know how to answer. There was transformation and learning, magic and stories, laughter and frustration and the elation that came with trying something impossible and getting it absolutely right. There were quiet evenings reading by the fire, lost in separate books and yet feeling the other there on the other side of a vast easy silence. There was one almost-kiss on Midsummer’s Day. I didn’t know why he had turned from that kiss. I still didn’t really know what he felt for me at all, except that he liked me, even when I suspected he was trying to remember not to.

I didn’t ask myself what I felt for him. The stories about Viviane never seemed to know, and certainly my mother didn’t want to.

“He teaches me magic,” I answered my mother, at last. “Since midsummer he’s treated me as an equal, not an apprentice. We’re friends, I think. He doesn’t trust me, and he isn’t completely infatuated. I don’t know if he’s even capable of infatuation.”

“Oh, he is.” The old bitterness had crept back into her voice. “We knew each other well once, when we were both young and full of ambition. He’s as susceptible as anyone else to having his ego flattered and his head turned—or he should be.”

I couldn’t help but flinch from the implied criticism. “Well, perhaps I’m not the one to do it.”

“I taught you to be the one. I taught you your whole life how to be the one.”

I remembered, so long ago, realising who Viviane was—who, exactly, my mother was trying to send after Merlin. I had thought it was because she wanted to go after Merlin herself, and I’m sure she did. But there was more to it than that.

“You two weren’t always enemies, were you?” I hadn’t meant to ask. I never would have dared, in those days beneath the Lake—even if the idea had occurred to me, which it wouldn’t. I had known so little of the world then. I knew more now. And that note of hatred in my mother’s voice was far too personal for mere enmity. “Before Mordred was born, you were something different. Were you lovers?”

My mother’s face stilled, in a way I had never seen before. Usually, if her face froze, it was ice on the surface of a lake, and I would freeze myself, fearful of what lurked under the surface. This was softer, calmer, as though a wind had dropped and ripples smoothed.

“Not lovers,” she said, at last. “There was nothing like that between us. But we were acquaintances, yes.”

Friends, she meant. I could hear the hesitation—the swerve before she caught herself repeating the word I had used.

“You never told me.”

“There was a good deal I didn’t tell you,” she said bluntly. “It was for your own protection, as much as anything. I was sending you to trick the greatest wizard of the age. What you didn’t know, you couldn’t slip and reveal that you knew. Besides, you wouldn’t have understood back then. You were a child—in experience, if not in years.”

“I’m not a child anymore.” It was true. I was a witch in the court of King Arthur, apprenticed to the greatest wizard in the land, rumoured to be his lover. And yet perhaps there is some part of us that is always a child when face-to-face with our parents, because it quailed at speaking to my mother in this way. I stood firm. “You can tell me now.”

My mother laughed—short, sharp, as if surprised. “What exactly do you feel you need to know?”

“Everything.” I want you to teach me everything you know. I had said that to Merlin, the first time we had ever met. The memory twinged my heart in ways I didn’t want to think about. “I’ve spent a year and half in Camelot, trying to gain Merlin’s trust so I—so we can betray him. I know what he did to Mordred was terrible. But there has to be more to it than that. He isn’t…”

“Were you expecting him to be all bad?” Mother said, as I trailed off. “He isn’t, I know. Neither is Arthur, and neither am I. Not many are. And of course there’s more to it. There’s more to every story. It doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve punishment.”

“I’d still like to know how you knew each other,” I said. “If I’m going to help you destroy Camelot, I’d like to know why.”

I was braced for her anger—it flickered, to be sure, but it died almost at once.

“You are going to help me destroy Camelot, you know,” she said, surprisingly softly. “It doesn’t matter if you want to, if you try not to. It’s already happened. I learned long ago there was no point trying to change the stories that have been set down for you.”

“I’m not going to try not to.” I had thought about it, more than once over the last year, but I couldn’t imagine it. It felt too like a betrayal to my mother and Mordred—besides, I knew she was right. I could see Camelot heading down its fatal path too surely to imagine I could turn it back. “I’d still like to know.”

Mother looked at me, considering. Whatever she saw made her huff a sigh, and lean back against the tree.

“I saw Merlin the first time I was dragged out to meet Uther Pendragon,” she said. “I was thirteen. My father had just been killed in battle, and his murderer had claimed my mother as his bride and my home as his property. Merlin was his boy wizard, a year younger than me, and everybody said Uther couldn’t have done it without him. I hated him as furiously as I hated Uther—more. He may not have had the blood of the Old Ones in his veins, but he had magic of his own, and that came with certain allegiances. He had no business using it to help our conquerors.”

“He told me he was doing what he had to do.” I didn’t know if I was defending him, or simply digging for more information. “So that Arthur could bring peace to Britain.”

She nodded, grudgingly. “He told me the same, when we at last spoke. We didn’t do so for some months. Uther sold my two sisters into marriage, as I said, to strengthen his position, while he stashed me in the convent. I liked it there, strangely enough. Hours of solitude, and a great deal of knowledge at my disposal. As long as I attended prayers, I was left more or less to my own devices. I practised what magic my mother had taught me, and the manuscripts in the convent taught me even more. My magic had grown even in the few months that passed before Merlin came to find me.”

She was quiet for a moment, remembering. I had a flash of her, a gawky young woman, angry and powerful, face indoor-pale beneath a nun’s habit. The age I was when Lancelot rode away from the Lake.

“I had thought that if I ever saw that boy again, I would kill him,” she said. “But it wasn’t like that. Up close, I could see how young he was, how fierce and hurt and desperate, like a half-wild hawk badly broken to the lure. You wouldn’t have recognised him from what he is now, or even what he became a few years later. The present and the future were very confused in his head then. Sometimes he couldn’t hold on to where he was or how long he’d known the person he was talking to.”

“You felt sorry for him.” I knew as I said it that it wasn’t right. I couldn’t imagine my mother feeling pity for anyone.

“I understood him,” she corrected, sure enough. “I felt a kinship to him. It takes a degree of self-loathing to kill anyone under those circumstances. Besides, he had come to ask for my help. Arthur was about to be born. Uther wanted him killed. Merlin told me about the king he was destined to be, the kingdom he would create. He asked if I could help him to rescue the child from the castle and get him to Sir Ector. I knew that castle and its secret ways better than Merlin ever could. I said I would.”

“You did?”

“Of course I did.” She looked at me, quizzical rather than offended. “Arthur was my baby brother—more than that, he was the chance to restore my father’s blood to the throne. Why wouldn’t I help?”

“One of Guinevere’s ladies-in-waiting told me that Arthur was conceived the night your father died.” I spoke carefully, afraid of stirring the bitterness that usually rose to the surface when we spoke of the past. “She said that Merlin transformed Uther into the likeness of your father, and spirited him into Tintagel to lie with your mother. That would make him your half-brother, and the son of your enemy.”

She actually laughed. “That old story. I’d have liked to have seen Merlin try. He may be a powerful sorcerer now, but he was twelve years old at the time, and my mother had no little magic of her own. Believe me, if he’d been able to slip Uther into the castle by means of magic, Tintagel would have fallen months earlier. Arthur was born seven months after Uther’s conquest, and Uther had never laid a finger on her before that night. Which didn’t make him the son of Gorlois for certain—he might have been premature—but Uther wasn’t taking any chances. Perhaps he was impotent. He certainly never fathered any other child on my mother.”

“Then where did the story come from?”

“Where do stories ever come from? People believe what they need to believe. When Arthur pulled the sword from the stone, all those years later, it was better for him to be presented as Uther’s heir than Gorlois’s. I’m not sure if Merlin started the rumours about Uther’s transformation that night, but he certainly encouraged them.”

I should have guessed something of the sort. All that ridiculous mathematics—Uther sneaking into a castle just in time to father Arthur and doing nothing else behind the walls of his enemy, Gorlois killed three hours before Uther lay with Igraine, legitimising him by pure chance. But miracles and magic and odd chances were rife at Camelot. It made it impossible to tell history from myth.

“It’s funny you should mention that story,” Mother said, into the silence. “Because that was where so much of this started. Has Merlin told you how he knows the future?”

“Not really.” I remembered that midsummer night, high in the hills. “He told me he has memories of things that haven’t happened yet, but not in his lifetime. Most of what he knows of us, he knows as stories that will be told in centuries to come, after we’re gone.”

“That’s all I ever learned too, no matter how hard I pushed for more. But when the story about Arthur’s parentage began to flourish, he came to me very excited. It was a story he knew, from the future, he said. Uther taking the guise of Gorlois, Arthur’s magical conception, everything. Only now he knew that it hadn’t happened—just as he wasn’t the son of the devil, and I wasn’t Camelot’s enemy. The stories were just that: stories, that didn’t always have a basis in fact. That was when he told me about Mordred, and Lancelot and Guinevere. He knew about the fall of Camelot before Camelot had even been built. Now he wondered if things didn’t have to happen that way after all. As long as the right stories were told afterwards, perhaps the truth could be whatever we were able to bring about. Perhaps we could save Arthur again, and Camelot, this time for good.”

A tiny smile quirked her mouth. In that moment, I saw Viviane—not the Viviane she had taught me, but the young woman she had been.

“I never understood where this side of Merlin’s magic came from. He either wouldn’t or couldn’t explain it. But I understood the idea of defying fate at once, and entirely. I had him write down everything he could remember, all the future myths and legends and their confusing contradictions. Mordred, we decided, was the key. If we could only keep him from being born, we could turn history aside. I sent word to my sister, Morgause, that Arthur was our half-brother, and on no account was she to sleep with him, or she would bring about the end of Camelot. And that was that, we thought.” The smile deepened, sad and wistful, the ghost of something beautiful. I waited.

“Merlin and I were together when Arthur and Morgause fell into each other’s arms,” Mother said. The light had gone once more from her eyes. “We went to do battle with a warlock in the south, one of the last who opposed Arthur’s reign. The two of us fought him where the forest met the sea and the sky, and all the elements raged with us, and when it was over we were so pleased with ourselves. We thought we had it all worked out, you see. We would build Camelot together. We would find a way to outwit the stories, every time, so that none of the terrible things in them ever really came to pass. Our Camelot would live forever. We had no idea what was taking place at home.”

I pictured them together, on some high mountain cloaked by forest above the roar of the sea, laughing as Merlin and I had laughed on Midsummer’s Eve. My mother would be lighter, happier, with the mix of ambition and daring and play that she had tried to give Viviane. Merlin would be easier, more relaxed, less restless. They must have been so happy.

“We had reckoned without Morgause, of course.” Mother shook her head, sharply, trying to dislodge an unwanted memory. “I blame myself for that. Perhaps if I had told her there was a chance Arthur was our father’s son, and not Uther’s, I might have stopped it. But I underestimated my sister, or at least I failed to understand what she had become. I didn’t realise what our father’s death had been for her, what she’d suffered in Orkney since her marriage. I didn’t understand how deeply she hated Uther Pendragon, and what she might do to the man she believed to be his son.”

“You told me that Morgause didn’t know who Arthur was,” I said. “You told me that she conceived Mordred by accident.”

“I lied to you.” It was the closest I had ever heard Mother come to an admission of guilt. “I didn’t know how to explain it to you or to Mordred in a way you would have understood. Mordred, I think, still isn’t ready to hear that his mother brought him into the world as an act of desperate hate, the only way she had to hurt her captors. Perhaps you understand now.”

I remembered my first miserable days at Camelot, the fears I had been sold into a nightmare. I wondered what I might have done had my fears turned out to be true.

“She conceived Mordred on purpose,” I said, “because you had told her he would grow to destroy Arthur. You gave her exactly the information she needed to bring about her revenge on Uther’s bloodline.”

“I did. And when we found out, Merlin was furious.” She paused. “That’s the wrong word, perhaps. Grief-stricken. Inconsolable. The stories were more real to him than the world we lived in, you know. He could see them unfolding far more clearly than he could see the people in front of him. In his head, on that day, everything we built or ever would build collapsed, and Arthur lay dying in the ruins. I understood that. But that was all the more reason why he shouldn’t have done it. He should have known that it wouldn’t even work.”

I didn’t need to say the next part.

“In the stories, Arthur sent for all the children born on May Day,” Mother said. “He sends them in a boat across the sea, and they drown. When I heard Merlin had instructed Arthur to do just that, I couldn’t believe it. I went to reason with him—to calm him down, to beg, if I had to. I told him we didn’t need to send Mordred and those other children away—that I would take them beneath the waves and keep them safe. Everyone would think they had drowned. The stories could be the same. I would make sure that Mordred never returned to the surface. It took some time, but in the end he agreed. He promised me.” Her fists clenched. The twisted tattoo of the Lady of the Lake stood out stark against her pale wrist. “You know the rest. He betrayed me. He sent them out to sea, exactly as the stories said, and by the time I realised, I barely had the time to save my own flesh and blood. I had no time at all to save Morgause. And so it was my turn to become what Merlin’s stories always said I should be. I took Mordred beneath the Lake. I searched for Lancelot, and found him. And nine months later, you were born.”

Nine months later.

“He isn’t…” My throat closed, too afraid of the answer.

My mother frowned. “Who isn’t what?”

“Merlin. He’s… I’m not related to him?”

“Oh!” Her face cleared, and she laughed—not a cruel laugh, but genuinely amused, so much so that I knew she was telling the truth. “No, no. No relation at all. I told you, your father wasn’t important. Do you really think Merlin isn’t important?”

“Of course he is. But…”

But I had never known whether to believe her. I had never been sure, after all, that “not important” wasn’t simply a way of telling me not to ask.

“Do you really think I would do that?” My mother’s amusement was beginning to fade as my question sank in. “Send you to seduce your own father?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. I half braced myself for her anger again. Instead, she looked only thoughtful, and a little sad.

“Nor do I, I suppose,” she said. “Morgause slept with her own brother, after all, and I would never have believed that of the girl I knew growing up. That’s the trouble with destiny, and with despair. Both make it too easy to tell yourself you had no choice.”

I said nothing.

“By the time you were born, I had both a husband and a lover,” she said, and it was as if remembering the life of somebody else. “Neither of them was Merlin, and neither was your father. Your father was a mortal man—a knight. I met him on the road at dusk, and I bewitched him and left him wandering. If he hadn’t given me a child, I would have tried again with another mortal; if you hadn’t been a daughter, I would have done the same. I was confident, though. Witches are good at coaxing souls into the world.”

“You had me on purpose for your revenge. Just as Morgause did with Mordred.”

“I knew Merlin’s downfall would only come at the hands of a young woman named Nimue,” my mother said. “He had told me that himself. So I brought her into the world. I used every trick I knew to disguise you from him—it was why you had to become Viviane. But even if he did know, or suspect, I didn’t see how he could save himself, any more than he could save Arthur. It’s how his story always ends.”

What’s your name? Merlin had asked me that, the first time we had met, and I had felt he was asking more than the simple question implied. But surely he had known, and still did. Surely changing a name wasn’t enough.

“I didn’t mean to keep this from you, you know,” Mother added. “You never really asked. You accepted your fate.”

“It wasn’t my fate I accepted,” I said. “It was you. I trusted you completely.”

“And you don’t now?”

“Of course I do.” I didn’t dare think whether I meant it. I knew now, as I had known by instinct as a child, how dangerous her displeasure could be.

If she suspected that I was being anything less than truthful—if she saw the tendrils of doubt beginning to sprout in my heart—she gave no sign. Her hard, beautiful face was far away.

“Merlin may not be your lover,” Mother said, as though thinking aloud, and I knew I had lost her once more. She had shaken off the past, when anything had seemed possible, and put herself back on the course she believed had been chosen for her. “But I think he trusts you. Possibly he feels more for you than you realise. In any case, I think it’s best we forge ahead.”

I nodded, although she hadn’t asked me.

She reached into one of the pouches at her side, and pulled out a vial. I took it gingerly, my stomach turning cold at the touch. I had handled numerous potions and poisons since arriving in Camelot. This was no herb magic. The clear liquid caught the light and glowed.

“These are unicorn tears,” I said. “They open the veil to the spirit world.”

“Very good.” Her brows arched. “Has Merlin taught you how to commune with the spirits, then?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I’ve watched him do it, last All Hallows’ Eve.”

It had been an eerie night, the first time I had seen the worlds cross. Crossing the veil into the spirit world isn’t like crossing the veil into the Otherworld. It’s a world of ghosts—only your spirit crosses, while your body stays rooted in the earthly plane. I had watched Merlin’s soul fly from his body, which went still and cold in his absence, and I had seen the air shimmer with ghosts that had come to see our world in turn. He’d come back cheerfully enough, only a bit shivery for the rest of the day. I wasn’t in a hurry to try the crossing myself.

“He doesn’t really need the elixir, you know,” I said. “He can usually see ghosts, if he chooses to look.”

“Well,” she said, with just a touch of irony, “tonight I want him to have no choice. Give him this. One drop should do it. This evening, before you go down to dinner.”

My heart was racing as fast as it had when I had been a mouse—as though I was suddenly in the grip of a predator. This was it. I wasn’t waiting anymore. I had to do what I had been trained to do—what, it seemed, I had been born to do.

“What will happen?” I managed.

My mother smiled. I couldn’t read the smile this time—triumph, perhaps, and bitterness, but there was a hint of sadness too.

“You’ll see,” she said. “Don’t worry. You’ll be perfectly safe.” She glanced up. Thick clouds had rolled across the grey sky, bringing the darkness of night. One fat drop fell between my eyes as I looked up as well.

“You’d better hurry back,” my mother said. “The weather’s changing.”
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I came up the stairs to our chambers, ruffled and flushed, as the rain was beginning to fall in earnest. The cold wind caught me in the face as I entered—the trapdoor was open again. Merlin stood looking out the window, and didn’t turn around.

“Where were you?” I asked.

“I might ask you the same thing,” he said. “If it weren’t the prerogative of a witch or a wizard to answer to nobody. The tournament finished some time ago. The court is gathering in the Great Hall for a feast.”

“I know. We’re going to be late.” I was trying so hard to sound normal I was sure I sounded completely deranged. “Do you want a drink? I’m getting one.”

“Everyone expects us to be late,” Merlin said absently. “That means whenever we get there, it’s the same as being on time.”

He hadn’t answered me about the drink, but I hadn’t expected him to. I went to the table anyway. Before dinner, my mother had said. That didn’t leave a lot of time.

I tipped a drop from the vial into the cup, hand shaking, and then filled the goblet to the brim with wine. I muttered the spell under my breath, and the shimmer of magic skimmed the surface like a dragonfly over the castle moat. My first real act of betrayal, and I wasn’t even sure what it meant.

Merlin was looking out at the open sky beyond the forest. The sun was little more than a glimmer, and the clouds were drawing in with the night.

“It’s going to be a storm,” he said—lightly, but his face was troubled.

“Is it an ill omen?” I asked. I came to stand beside him, a cup of wine in each hand, trying for all the world to look as I had on every other evening for the past year and a half. I needn’t have bothered. He still didn’t look in my direction, only laughed a little.

“Maybe,” he said. “But on the bright side, it’s probably good for the crops.”

I smiled, and my throat tightened. This wasn’t fair. I knew I was here to be Merlin’s doom—it was all I had ever been raised to be. But why couldn’t it have been quick? Why couldn’t I have destroyed him all at once, at our first meeting? Why did I have to wait long enough for him to start to trust me, only to find it had been so long that I had started to care?

“Here,” I said, and held out the cup. He did look at me then, just long enough for his eyes to meet mine and his mouth to quirk as he returned my smile.

“Thank you,” he said.

I was certain he wouldn’t drink it. He was Merlin, the greatest wizard of the age. He didn’t really trust me. Sometimes I had no doubt he knew exactly who I was.

Surely he would read my intent as I passed over the cup, detect the hum of magic as he raised it to his lips.

Surely he couldn’t be enchanted so easily.

And yet he drank it down without so much as a flicker of an eyelash.
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“What is this you keep talking about, about not being here, and the tumulus and so on?”

“It is nothing. I am due to fall in love with a girl called Nimue in a short time, and then she learns my spells and locks me in a cave for several centuries. It is one of those things which are going to happen.”

“But, Merlyn, how horrible! To be stuck in a cave for centuries like a toad in a hole! We must do something about it.”

“Nonsense,” said the magician. “What was I talking about?”



Ellie turned the page of The Witch in the Wood, careful not to let the sticky spots on the pub table touch the book, and made a tiny pencil mark in the margin.

It felt strange to be among people again, even though Hywell wasn’t exactly the bustling centre of London. It was a small coastal village, steep winding streets and tiny shops leading down to sleepy dockyards. The summer sun was making a valiant attempt to warm the cobblestones, and the wind blew cool off the sea. But even here, marks of the war were everywhere. Sandbags were piled up outside houses; victory gardens flourished behind stone walls; posters reminded the villagers not to waste food and that loose lips sank ships.

Tom had dropped her off at the post office that morning, a prim little grey stone building with large front windows taped against bomb blasts, and she had spent an hour telephoning from the box outside: first Mr. Weatherall, assuring him that she was still alive and her research was proving very interesting, and then White’s publishers in London, trying to find a way to contact him. The address on the 1937 letter, she suspected, was unlikely to be still valid, particularly when he was of an age to enlist. Fortunately, her role at the British Museum earned her the trust of the book industry, even in wartime.

“He isn’t serving,” the voice from the publishing house had told her. “He’s in Ireland, currently, writing another King Arthur book.”

There was just a touch of disapproval. Ellie had learned better than to echo it, after her misstep with Tom, but she was surprised. Ireland, of course, was neutral in the war, neither for the Allies nor for Germany. These days, the most obvious reason an Englishman would be there was to avoid conscription. She had only just finished reading Tom’s copy of The Sword in the Stone last night, but she hadn’t expected its author to evade his duty.

“I can forward you the address we have, if you’d like to write to him,” the voice suggested, and she had hastily agreed, digging out her notebook to scribble down the address. Doolistown, County Meath.

She had written the letter in the post office then and there, posted it, and gone to meet Tom at the local public house. The Green Man was a typical country pub, dark and inviting, all crooked ceilings and creaking floors and, for wartime, generous pints. By evening it would no doubt be bustling; now, at midday, a good number of grey-haired men sat at the bar, and a middle-aged couple dressed in walking gear ate dubious pies and thick chips at a table by the window. They spoke in English, too quiet for her to eavesdrop, but at the bar the conversation ebbed and flowed in Welsh. Ellie waited for Tom at a small table in the corner of the room, reading through The Witch in the Wood.

The Sword in the Stone had been a funny, eclectic, gloriously eccentric book: the story of a young Arthur, known by his family as Wart, and his boyhood adventures being tutored by a lovable, curmudgeonly Merlyn, as White spelled the name. She had found the questing beast early on being hunted by a comic Sir Pellinore; to her surprise, Wart and his foster brother Kay also met Robin Hood, Marian, and the Merry Men in the woods, and joined them in a fight against cannibals. (Tom hadn’t mentioned this, and she suspected he hadn’t actually read very far in.) They also, like Nimue, seemed to spend a great deal of time turning into beasts and birds, in what she suspected was wish fulfilment on White’s part. Nimue hadn’t been mentioned in that book, and Merlyn didn’t greatly resemble Nimue’s Merlin, except in a certain difficulty in keeping track of appointments. The Witch in the Wood felt slighter, stranger, uneasy about the story it wanted to tell. It mentioned Nimue very near the start, in her usual role as Merlyn’s doom. As in Malory, the Merlyn of White’s books seemed cheerfully resigned to his fate, though unlike in Malory there was no sense he deserved it or even that his fate would be particularly terrible. As a matter of fact, it will be charming to have a rest for a few hundred years, White had him say, and, as for Nimue, I am looking backward to her a good deal.

Looking backward. There were several references in old texts to Merlin aging backwards, or simply having the gift of prophecy. The Sword in the Stone mentioned it several times. Now ordinary people are born forwards in Time, Merlyn explained to young Arthur. But I unfortunately was born at the wrong end of time, and I have to live backwards from in front, while surrounded by a lot of people living forwards from behind. Some people call it having second sight.

It was the one thing that complicated their theory of Professor Emory being Merlin, a Merlin who escaped from Nimue’s trap and waited for Arthur at Camlan House only to disappear under mysterious circumstances while the world dreamed of Arthur’s return. Nimue’s Merlin had grown from childhood to adulthood, as anyone might—he had told Nimue of his boyhood with his adoptive mother, his fear at being torn from her and dragged before Vortigern at the age of seven. If White had met Merlin in the last few years, Merlin could well have been an old man by then, and White writing his Merlyn as such would make sense. But that didn’t explain the prophecies, the aging backwards, the paradoxes that seemed to lurk around the corners of his very existence.

I can’t see the future, Merlin had told Nimue, at midsummer. I remember it.

She no longer believed she was going mad. Still, sometimes she wished she could. It would be so much simpler.

“Ellie!”

Tom was picking his way across the room between the tables towards her. At his side was a wizened old man, eyes bright blue in a craggy face under thinning grey hair.

“Llew, this is my friend, Elaine Ambrose, the one I told you about,” Tom said, as they reached the table. “Ellie, this is Llew Thomas. He was the groom up at Camlan House until about twenty years ago, and his father before him. He remembers some of the old owners you were telling me about.”

“Only Mr. Jones, myself,” Mr. Thomas reminded him, cautiously. His Welsh lilt was so thick that she had a moment’s difficulty separating the flowing syllables into words. “My father worked for Mr. Bowen before him, as a stable boy, but that was long before I was born.”

Ellie shook off her reverie and stood to offer her hand. “Bore da, Mr. Thomas,” she said, carefully. His handshake was dry and warm as old tree bark, but firm. “Won’t you sit down? I suppose Tom told you I’m from London, doing some research into Camlan House?”

“He did.” Mr. Thomas hoisted himself into the wooden seat, comfortably, as though into an armchair he knew by heart. “Of course, everyone around these parts thinks that you’re really here about the Arthur dreams.”

It could have been an accusation. But when Ellie looked at him, she saw a hint of a twinkle in the deep-set blue eyes, and she decided to risk a smile.

“I didn’t mean to be,” she said, honestly. “Lately it seems as though I am.”

His weathered face relaxed into a smile of his own, and she knew she’d got it right. “Well, I won’t help you with those. I’ve had a few myself, and that’s as far as I’ll say. But Camlan House—I don’t mind telling you about that. If young Tom’s buying.”

Tom sighed, good-naturedly. “I knew there was a reason you were all talking to me. I’ll be right back. Do you want anything, Ellie?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

Mr. Thomas turned to her as Tom headed towards the bar. “So what do you want to know about the house?”

“Anything.” She was glad he had asked what, and not why. “Anything you can tell me. When did you work there?”

“I grew up there,” he said. “My mother worked in the kitchens, and my father was a groom like young Tom there—the place was full of servants in those days. Mr. Bowen had died many years previous, as I said, and left the house to Ifan Jones, who was only a baby at the time. Mr. Jones’s parents managed it for him when he was a boy, of course, but they died themselves when he was still up at Cambridge. I was five or so when he came to take full ownership of it—must have been about 1860. He came to the stables often, so I got to know him pretty well, especially when I grew up and took over as groom myself. He wasn’t the sort that usually owned property—he was from a coal-mining family further north. He was quiet, eccentric maybe, always reading, but he treated his staff well. And he was devoted to Camlan. Never left, except to go into town, or sometimes to pick up a book for that collection of his.”

Tom came back then, drinks in hand, and slid them across the table before sitting down. “He died during the Great War, didn’t he?” he asked, as if he had never been away.

“Right at the end,” he agreed, but something in his manner had shifted. He raised his glass, and took a long, contemplative draught.

“What happened to him?” Ellie asked.

Her suspicions were correct; he hesitated, studying her face, then relented. “I don’t know anything for certain,” he warned her. “But something happened, no mistake. Early in the evening, the last summer of the war, a woman came to the house. I never saw her myself. The household was shrunk to nothing by then, and none of us lived on the grounds. I came in every day, as did a few gardeners, a housekeeper, and a maid. The housekeeper, Mrs. Connelly, let this visitor in. The lady was middle-aged, she said, lovely to look at, dressed in green. There were designs inked on her bare wrists, like bracelets, and her hair was down. Mr. Jones couldn’t have been expecting her—nobody had been told of her coming, and he had a dinner appointment he had to cancel. But Mrs. Connelly said that when she told the master she was there, he only nodded, without any surprise at all.

“‘Thank you, Mrs. Connelly,’ was all he said. ‘Please show her in. And then you and Rose and Llew can go home early. I’ll see you in the morning.’”

Tom frowned. “Just like that? While there was a guest there?”

“He never minded us leaving early, as long as the work was done,” Mr. Thomas said, “especially during the war. And it was Midsummer’s Eve—there was a festival going on in town that we wanted to join our families for. But as you say, when a guest had arrived, out of the blue like that, it certainly raised our eyebrows. Young Rose was joking about it as we headed out the gate, I remember, saying whatever plans he had with her clearly didn’t need our help.” He paused. “She was the one who found him in the morning. She went to do the fires while Mrs. Connelly got the breakfast. Mr. Jones was dead in the library, sitting in his armchair. He looked peaceful enough—no sign of foul play, the police said. His heart had just given out. No strange woman in green anywhere. I think the police were sceptical she’d been there at all.”

A shiver went down her spine.

“That was the end of my time at Camlan House,” he said. “It was passed on to John Emory—the first time, as far as I know, it went to a grown man and not a child. I only saw him the once. He came to the house to make arrangements, and thanked us in person for our service before letting us all go. The horses were sold, and the house shut up. It fell into disrepair, and we all said what a crying shame it was.”

“But Mrs. Leaf lives there,” Ellie said. “I thought she’d been looking after the place.”

“That’s her name, is it?” Mr. Thomas shrugged. “None of us have ever seen her. The first we knew for certain that anyone was living there was when this young one started turning up.” He nodded towards Tom, who smiled somewhat ruefully. “And he wasn’t telling us very much.”

“To be fair,” Tom said, “I didn’t know very much. I thought the staff at Camlan House all got called up? That’s what Mrs. Leaf told me, when I arrived.”

Mr. Thomas shook his head firmly. “There’s not been a soul on that estate for… oh, twenty years. I don’t know where those horses you look after came from, but they haven’t been stabled there for long. Perhaps Emory is looking to move back out to the country, if the war keeps on much longer. It’s safer here than in London.”

“Isn’t Emory in Liverpool?”

“I heard London.” The shrug in his voice seemed to indicate it didn’t matter one way or the other. “You’d know better than me. He’s somewhere about, anyway. Someone has to be paying taxes on that big place. Besides, we’d hear if it had passed into other hands.”

“I’ve seen the deeds to Camlan House,” Ellie said. “The house has always been left to someone outside the family, and always named as the guardian of Camlan House. Do you know anything about that?”

He took a long drink before replying, although there wasn’t enough left in the glass to justify it. She waited.

“It’s always been done that way,” he said, at last. “They’re a law unto themselves at Camlan House. The owner has always been called the guardian. And yes, there are stories—the same ones that brought you out here, I daresay.”

She chose not to correct him. “That they’re keeping watch over the house,” she said. “That Arthur will return there one day.”

“Some say that,” he conceded. “Others say he was buried here. Of course, it’s likely just a myth that’s grown up around the name, like in so many other places. You can’t go far without tripping over a rock or a fort or a bridge named for Arthur in Wales.”

He didn’t sound convinced by his own words. After all, plenty of myths were coming to life these days.

Mr. Thomas was pulling a watch from his pocket. “Well,” he said. “I hope that’s helpful, but I’m promised elsewhere.”

“One last question, please,” Ellie said. “The woman in green. Who do you think she was?”

“I wouldn’t like to say,” he said, with his usual staunch caution. “As I said, I never saw her myself. All I’ll say about her is this: he wasn’t pleased to see her. He wasn’t surprised, Mrs. Connelly said, and I believe that. But when I left the house, he was standing on the driveway, all alone. He didn’t see me—he was looking out to sea, watching the sun set over the rocks. I saw his face. He wished her a very long way away.”

There wasn’t much to say after that, and if there had been, Mr. Thomas wouldn’t have said it. He seemed to feel that he’d said too much already, especially for one weak pint of beer. Ellie thanked him for his time in faltering Welsh, which earned her another twinkly smile; Tom promised to meet him and the others on Friday night.

When he was gone, it felt as though the air had chilled in his wake. Ellie looked at Tom, and wasn’t surprised to see his surface-level brightness had evaporated.

“He never told me how Jones died,” Tom said. “Only that he passed away at the end of the last war. He never told me about the woman, and he never told me it was at midsummer.”

Ellie nodded. “What are you thinking?”

“The same as you, probably. Midsummer 1918—the final year of the war to end all wars. The veil would have been thin then too, at least enough for Arthur to try to return. He never made it. Something prevented him, and killed the last guardian in the process.”

“The woman in green. Do you think that was Morgan le Fay?”

“I think whatever happened, it’s more dangerous this time.” Mr. Thomas’s reticence was plainly catching. “Nobody was dreaming of Arthur then, at least not at a scale that made it to the papers. And the rightful guardian was at the house. He’s gone now.”

A house named for Arthur’s last battle, passing down from guardian to guardian across centuries. A housekeeper whose appearance changed in different lights, and whose name echoed that of Arthur’s great enemy. A professor who neither she nor Tom had ever seen, whose name echoed Merlin. And all the while, the world at war, and the dreams coming faster and brighter and increasingly slipping through to the waking world.

Tom shifted, as though he too was trying to shake off foreboding. “Did you have any luck with White?”

She told him about Ireland, and the letter she had posted, grateful for the subject change. “He might not write back, of course. Probably he’ll think I’m mad.”

“He’s the one writing letters to Merlin. If anyone’s mad, it’s him.”

“Perhaps he is. Perhaps that’s why he won’t write back. Either way, I don’t see what we can do, short of knocking on his door.”

“That might not be a bad idea,” he said thoughtfully. The light was coming back into his eyes, but it was a glint she didn’t altogether trust.

She blinked. “You do realise he’s in Ireland, don’t you?”

“County Meath. That’s not so far from here, as the crow flies.”

“Only we’re not crows.”

“Crows aren’t the only things that fly.” A crooked smile quirked his mouth. “I still have friends at the airfield who owe me a few favours. Let me see what I can do.”

“You’re proposing we fly there in a plane?”

“It’s easier than flying without a plane.”

“It’s a neutral country—we can’t just pop over there in a British aircraft! We’d be lucky not to be shot down.”

“We’d have to be careful, obviously. But we’re both civilians, and if there’s one thing I learned at Cambridge, it’s that there are ways around any restrictions if you know who to ask. It might just be possible.”

“I thought you couldn’t fly anymore,” she said.

“I can’t fly for the Royal Air Force. I still know what all the buttons do.”

She tried not to look sceptical. He was moving more easily now than he had when she had arrived; she thought he had fewer headaches and tired less quickly, mostly on the basis that his temper had improved. But he was still uncertain in the dark, whatever he pretended, and when he wasn’t concentrating he would still reach for things and miss. She didn’t know what effect these things would have when it came to flying a plane, but she suspected it wasn’t negligible.

“I could manage it,” he said, more seriously. Clearly her silence had been eloquent enough. “I’ve flown planes in combat, in poor visibility, at night—once or twice I think I’ve flown them in my sleep. I could get us across the Irish Sea and back, if it’s needed.”

“I believe you,” she said, and more or less meant it. At least, she believed that he believed it. “But it seems a lot of risk to talk to someone who might not have any more information than we do.”

“He knows something. He wouldn’t have written to Emory in that way, with that name, if he didn’t. And we’re running out of time. Never mind the fact we’re not even sure when Midsummer’s Eve traditionally falls. If Morgan le Fay is already here, then there’s no guarantee anyone needs to wait until the exact day anyway. Something, good or bad, could come through at any time.”

“That’s another thing that worries me. I don’t want to stray too far from Camlan House this close to Midsummer’s Eve. It doesn’t feel safe.”

“I know,” he admitted, with just a hint of a sigh. “I feel the same. Still, that’s a good argument for flying straight there: we could be there and back in a day. And if we do have to leave, we should do it sooner rather than—”

He paused, suddenly.

“Have I gone completely, properly insane,” he said, “or did the Green Knight just walk into the pub?”

ii

It was as though a tree had uprooted itself and come to the pub.

The man who had entered was at least eight feet tall, broad-chested and long-limbed, his hair and beard thick and tangled like moss-covered roots. His skin had the cracked texture of bark, and his armour was of wood twisted with ivy and lichen. In one hand he clasped a branch bristling with holly; in the other, a monstrous axe. He was, of course, green from head to toe.

The laughter and shouted conversations had fallen silent. The patrons stared in wordless astonishment as the great giant stomped to the bar and laid down the holly branch on the counter.

The barkeep was a stout, pretty, dark-haired woman in her thirties—Alys Owen, Tom had told Ellie, whose husband had been called up the year before and who now ran things with a firm hand. She raised her head, and made a clear effort to speak to the Green Knight as she would any other patron.

“I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? When I was out in the courtyard after dark?” Her gaze flickered to the window, where the morning light still slanted into the room. “Can I get you something?”

The Green Knight’s voice was the creaking of branches and the rustle of leaves. “I am looking,” he said, “for the Lady Elaine.”

Ellie’s heart sank, but she wasn’t surprised. The Hunt had failed to kill her, after all. It stood to reason someone else would come for her.

The surprising thing was that the Green Knight was an unlikely assassin. He was a mysterious figure, but an honourable one. The Camlan library had a few old copies of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and she’d read one only recently. The Knight had come to Camelot during the Christmas festivities, and challenged the court to prove their strength by dealing him a blow with his axe. If the Knight survived, the challenger would come to his home in a year to have the blow returned. Arthur accepted the challenge, but Gawain, out of either bravado or concern for his king, asked to take it in his stead, and cleaved the Green Knight’s head from his shoulders in one blow. The Knight, unfazed, picked up his head from the ground, and told Gawain to meet him in a year. At the end of the year, over a series of adventures, Gawain proved himself to be a chivalrous knight who kept his promises, and the Knight spared his life.

She also remembered, though, that the Green Knight had been transformed by Morgan le Fay, to frighten Arthur’s court. She wondered, fleetingly, if it was mere coincidence that Mrs. Leaf was the only one who had known she and Tom had come to town.

“I don’t know anyone of that name here,” Alys was saying, which may have been true—they had never spoken—or might have been a reflex to protect her customers. “If you don’t want a drink, I think perhaps you’d better leave.”

“I have a challenge to put before the Lady Elaine,” he said. There was a cadence to his voice—not quite medieval, and certainly he was speaking modern English, but a little more archaic than that of Robin and Marian. He seemed unlikely to mention overdrafts and newspapers. “I will not leave until the terms have been met.”

She couldn’t stay seated any longer. She had never asked to be sent to Camlan House, and researching the goings-on there had not been the job for which she was sent, but it was her job now. The Green Knight was her business. She couldn’t sit there and drag the patrons of the public house into it.

“I’m here,” she said, and felt the eyes of everyone in the pub fall on her.

The Green Knight looked at Ellie for a long time. His eyes were set deep within the furrows of his brow and the bristling of his strange eyebrows, and like the rest of him they were green. They glinted with a strange light, the greenish-gold of light through leaves, but they were difficult to read.

“I’ve come to challenge you to a game,” he said at last. “A test of strength.”

“Nobody here is going to volunteer to take your head off,” Tom said firmly. Clearly he had read Sir Gawain and the Green Knight at Cambridge, at least. “It isn’t that sort of a pub.”

“I propose a different game,” the Knight said. “As befits the season and the company. I have passed this way many times, and heard you making merry at your drink. So, let us have a drinking game.” He turned his startling face towards the barkeep. “Pour me three glasses of your finest mead.”

“We don’t have any mead here.” Alys managed to keep her voice from shaking, which Ellie admired under the circumstances. “I can do you a nice pale ale.”

The Knight nodded.

Carefully, Alys drew three pints of ale, placing them one by one in a row on the bar. The pub watched, still and quiet. The sound of scattered breathing seemed deafeningly loud—loud enough, Ellie noticed, for it to be obvious the Knight drew no breath at all. She hoped, absurdly, that he wasn’t going to challenge her to outdrink him. She was a fair drinker for her size, and could keep a clear head when some of her friends were starting to get tipsy, but the Knight was an eight-foot tree giant.

Instead, he waited until the three pint glasses were ready. Then he reached into the collar of his armour, and with green fingers pulled out a small stone jar. He muttered something, words high and lilting in a language Ellie had never heard before, and tipped a single drop of clear liquid into each glass. The surface of each drink hissed, and sent up a single faint tendril of steam. Only then, when the jar was back in his armour, did he turn to Ellie.

“This challenge is for you, Lady Elaine,” the Knight said. His voice was low and quiet, a whisper of leaves on a summer’s day.

“Why is it for me?” she asked, as steadily as she could. If Alys could talk to the Knight like a regular customer, so could she. “Who sent you?”

If she’d expected a straight answer, she was disappointed. “Three glasses stand before us. One holds death, the other two hold only drink. Choose.”

So that was it. It was an old folk tale motif, after all, and there was always a trick involved. Her heart began to quicken, as it always did before a test.

“No.” She shook her head once, firmly. “No, I won’t do it. That’s how it works, isn’t it? If I don’t play, there’s no game.”

“There’s no game,” the Knight agreed. “But I will take the heads of one in three people in this pub.”

This, understandably, caused a rumble of outrage and alarm across the pub. One or two jumped to their feet in protest; those at the table closest to the door started towards it. The Green Knight waved a hand, and the door slammed shut in front of them. The sound of an iron bolt scraping across the wood reverberated through the room.

“Sit down,” the Green Knight said, and his words settled over the room like fine dust. Ellie felt a wash of light-headedness; beside her, Tom grabbed the table to stay on his feet. The effect was stronger on the rest of the pub. The patrons who had got to their feet sank down again; those seated didn’t move. A glazed look came over their faces, as though sunk into a daydream.

“One in three people,” the Green Knight repeated, turning back to Ellie. “Unless you play the game.”

Ellie stared at him, her thoughts racing. There had to be a way around it. Gawain, after all, had accepted the challenge. There was nothing in the story about violence being dealt in retribution if he didn’t—although the Knight was certainly clear that he could do so if he had chosen…

“I’ll do it,” Tom said quickly. “I’ll take the challenge.”

“Don’t you dare!” Ellie hissed at him, in sudden alarm.

“Too late.” He looked at the Knight for confirmation. “That’s right, isn’t it? I’ve accepted the challenge, I won’t back down, she can do nothing about it?”

“If you accept the challenge, it’s yours to perform,” the Knight agreed. “You and I will face each other.”

Tom drew a deep breath, and shot Ellie a quick, unconvincing smile. “It’ll be fine,” he said. “The odds are in my favour. Two chances out of three. And either way, everyone else in this pub gets to go home.”

“There’s something wrong with you,” she said, with conviction. Her insides were twisting miserably. Any relief she might have felt at the challenge being lifted from her was utterly subsumed by worry and guilt. This wasn’t what she had wanted. She had been hesitating to find a way out for everyone. She hadn’t meant to give Tom an opening to rush headlong into danger, as he had done down the dark cliff to rescue the questing beast, not giving himself time to remember he was a person who deserved to live.

Tom extricated himself from the corner table, and walked up to the bar. Ellie came with him. The patrons of the pub watched, now with eerie calm. They could see what was taking place, but their reactions were dulled, muted in a way that sent a shiver down her spine. If the Knight wanted to kill them, she had no doubt they would sit there still as the great axe came for their necks.

“So how are we doing this?” Tom asked the Knight. His carelessness was almost convincing, but Ellie could see the tension in his shoulders, a muscle twitching in his jaw. Besides, if the carelessness were real he truly would have lost his mind. “Shall I drink first?”

“A coin,” the Knight said. “We toss.”

Tom’s eyebrows shot up of their own accord, but he dug in his pocket obligingly and pulled out a sixpence. “Your call. And it really does have to be heads, under the circumstances.”

If the Green Knight suspected a joke at the expense of the Gawain myth, he gave no sign. He nodded gravely.

Coin tosses went back to the Romans, Ellie knew. It didn’t surprise her that the Knight watched with equanimity as Tom tossed the sixpence. She was more concerned with what it meant when the coin landed on the table heads facing upwards. The Knight would drink first. That could mean, if they were very lucky, that Tom wouldn’t have to drink at all. She felt strange about hoping the Knight fell to the ground foaming at the mouth—but then, in the myth, his head had been parted from his body without any ill effects. Perhaps they could all walk away from this after all.

The Green Knight reached out a gauntleted hand, took the glass, and tipped it back in one go. In his giant hand, it looked like a child’s cup. The foam drenched his twiggy beard, and he set the glass upside down on the bar with an audible thud.

“That one was safe,” he said to Tom. “Your turn.”

Tom nodded slowly, and surveyed the remaining two glasses. He didn’t need to point out that the odds had evened. Fifty-fifty, now.

“Let me ask you something,” he said to the Knight. “This is purely a game of chance, is that right? There’s no way to work out which glass holds the poison?”

“None,” the Knight confirmed. “For I know not myself.”

“Well,” Tom said quietly, as if to himself. “In that case…”

In one move, before Ellie could so much as blink, he snatched up the glass nearest to him and downed it in one long go. He set it upside down on the counter with a thud, and shuddered.

“Do you remember asking me if you’d gone completely, properly insane?” Ellie asked, as conversationally as she could, considering her heart had ceased to beat.

“It’s a mistake to drag these things out,” Tom said, a little breathless. “You only lose your nerve. Well?” He turned to the Knight. “Am I going to die? I don’t feel any worse than might be expected after drinking what passes for ale in wartime.”

“That one was safe,” the Knight said, and Ellie sagged with relief as her heartbeat resumed.

There was a scattered round of applause from the patrons, as there might be at other, far less deadly games. Tom exhaled slowly, and leaned back against the wall. Ellie had known he wasn’t quite as unconcerned as he was pretending, but she hadn’t realised just how tense he had been until she saw his shoulders drop. He caught her eye, and gave her a smile and a wink that just managed to be wry rather than shaky.

“You idiot,” she said to him quietly, and his smile became more real.

“We can’t both be clever,” he said, in the same undertone. “Nothing would ever get done.”

“Well done,” the Knight said, with as much sincerity as his creaking voice could express. He turned to Ellie. “Now you.”

Ellie had just been starting to relax. The sudden spike of fear shocked through every limb. It was as though she had walked away from her own execution, only to find herself taken by the arm and led back to the scaffold.

“Wait, no.” Tom had got to his feet again, quick with alarm. “I took the challenge. I thought—”

“You took your own challenge,” the Knight said, without looking at him. “Nobody takes another’s.”

“Gawain took Arthur’s challenge! Arthur was about to swing for your head, and Gawain—”

“I know what happened at Camelot.” Some warning note crept into his voice—a deepening of tone, a whisper of threatening trees in the woods at night. “I was there. This is a different game. Her challenge still stands.”

“But that’s unfair. You drank, and then I drank, and neither of us are harmed. That means the last drink left has the poison. It isn’t a challenge if it isn’t winnable. You’re asking her to die.”

“I’m asking her to honour her challenge,” the Green Knight said, unbending as an oak.

“It’s all right,” Ellie said quickly, before Tom really did try to take the Knight’s head off. She swallowed, and squared her shoulders. “I’m willing to play.”

“It’s a death sentence,” he said flatly. “I won’t let you.”

That actually made her smile. “I tried not to let you, remember? It’s your turn to have no say in it, and serves you right. It’s my decision. And don’t even think about intercepting that drink on its way to me like we’re in some sort of… of Shakespearean revenge tragedy. You know what the stakes are.”

“I do know,” he said, grimly. “And I don’t want you to die.”

Those words gave her an unexpected flare of warmth. It wasn’t that nobody else felt that way about her, but she couldn’t recall it having ever been spoken so simply and so sincerely. It helped her raise her chin, and look him in the eye. “I don’t want anyone to die. Trust me.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then nodded. Clearly, he believed that she had a plan, and he had faith to let her see it through.

The truth was, she had no plan. All she had was hope—faint hope borne of the fact that Gawain had not died in the encounter with the Green Knight. The Green Knight had come to test his purity, his chivalry, his conscience. That was it. No harm had come to him, save one small nick he had brought on himself. Surely she had to be willing, that was all. Surely if she proved herself, as Gawain did, no harm would come to her either.

The trouble was, she was no knight of the Round Table. She was only a librarian. She had no idea how to prove herself worthy to such an ancient being. Probably she hadn’t made a good start, letting Tom jump in front of a proverbial bullet for her—though she didn’t see how she could have stopped him. The important thing, if nothing else, was to stop him doing so again. If she had to die, then she had to die. She couldn’t let it cost anyone else their lives.

She gave Tom a nod, trying to make it seem meaningful, and turned to face the one remaining drink.

The amber liquid swirled lazily in the glass, the colour of tree sap. It made her think of trapped insects, preserved forever in a timeless prison, and bile rose in her throat. The glass was cold to the touch; when she glanced up at the Knight, she felt colder still.

She didn’t want to die. The thought came to her, unwelcome, and bitterly true. It seemed impossible—even when the bombs had been falling around her, when people were dying every day, her body still believed it would live forever.

But then, she reminded herself, very few people dying in this war wanted it. The crushed bodies she had helped pull from the wreckage of the Blitz hadn’t wanted it. The soldiers on the battlefield didn’t want it, on either side. The pilots that had gone out with Tom and not come back hadn’t wanted it. She had to end sometime.

It’s a mistake to drag things out. You’ll only lose your nerve.

“Courage,” she whispered, too quietly for anyone to hear. Then she raised the glass to her mouth, and swallowed.

Or rather, she started to. The moment the ale touched her lips, the glass was wrenched from her hands. She gasped, then spluttered, liquid spilling over the table and down the front of her dress, and looked up to see where on earth it had gone.

The Green Knight held it in his giant hand. Though it was difficult to tell through the bushy beard, the green of his eyes looked as though he might be smiling.

“That cup was not safe,” he said. “Well done.”

She understood now how Tom had felt. Her knees buckled, and she all but fell against the bar. The wave of relief was so great she could barely speak.

“But I didn’t drink it,” she said, when she could. Part of her wondered why on earth she was trying to argue with her reprieve from death.

“You proved yourself willing to,” he said. “That is all I need. The challenge has been met. Here.”

The Green Knight set the glass down, and hefted the axe in his hand. For a dizzying moment Ellie thought he would hand it to her; instead, he started to unwind something green from around the handle, a strip of silken fabric edged with gold.

“Your friend is fond of the Gawain myth,” the Green Knight said, and she thought she could hear just a touch of wry humour. Perhaps he hadn’t missed the references to cutting off heads after all. “This is the sash Gawain kept after our adventure. It will protect the bearer from unfriendly eyes. Take it.”

She reached out and took it, with awe. The fabric felt like water in her hands, cool and slippery.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Thank you,” the Green Knight said. “I have not had a game like that in many years. You are both honourable knights. I wish you well on your quest.”

And then, as unexpectedly as he had come, he turned and left. Ellie stared after him, wondering, unable to speak.

In his wake, the pub began to stir again. The men and women at the tables were blinking, shaking their heads, turning back to each other and resuming conversations. Within a minute, the ambient noise in the pub had risen to the comforting rumble of the late morning.

Alys Owen rubbed her eyes, frowned, and then started to clean up the spilled ale on the counter with only a perfunctory tut of disapproval.

“Are you all right, love?” she asked, catching Ellie’s eyes on her. “What can I get you?”

Tom answered for her. “I think we’d better go,” he said. He put a gentle hand between Ellie’s shoulders, shepherding her towards the door. “Thanks, though, Alys. I’ll see you soon, all right?”

[image: ]
They walked back to the car outside in silence. Around them, the town was quiet in the summer light, the narrow streets and tiny shops sparsely peopled. They got in the car, and shut the doors.

“So,” Tom said, at last, “are you all right?”

Ellie nodded, and then, inexplicably, started to laugh. The way Tom’s eyebrows rose only made it worse. “You absolute clod,” she said. “Jumping in like that.”

“I’m sorry.” Tom did look genuinely abashed, though a smile was threatening the corners of his mouth. “I was trying to be a gentleman or something.”

“You were trying to be a hero.” She managed to control her giggles, with difficulty. “Which, I have to point out, you already are. You served in a war. You were wounded last year, for God’s sake.”

“I think you’ll find to be a war hero you have to damage someone else, not yourself.”

She burst out laughing again, out of sheer relief, even as the world spun dizzily and she had to close her eyes. Death had been so close. “Oh God, I feel sick.”

“You feel sick?” He was laughing too now. “You didn’t just drink two pints of whatever it is they serve there. And I still have to drive us both home.”

“Well, now I really do feel sick.”

She drew a deep breath, and released it, feeling the world steady about her. The sash was still in her hands; she turned it over, marvelling at the delicate pattern of horses and trees embroidered along the borders. It was the first time, she realised, she had been left with anything tangible from her encounters with the Arthurian intrusions, unless she counted the presence of the questing beast. It was the first time, too, that a myth had arrived in broad daylight, with other people about. Robin and Marian had been right. Midsummer was drawing closer.

I wish you well on your quest, the Green Knight had said.

“Your friend at the airfield,” she heard herself say. “He won’t mind lending us a plane in the middle of the war?”

“Well, he knows I wouldn’t ask him for my own personal enjoyment,” Tom said. If the question surprised him, he gave no sign. “If I told him it was a matter of national importance, he’d believe me.”

Ellie nodded. “Would you ask him, please? I think we need to pay Mr. White a visit.”







Nimue

i

The storm was well and truly upon us as we came down, late as usual, into the Great Hall. The knights coming off patrol came in wet and laughing, combing drenched hair from blinking eyes. Arthur sat at the curve of the Round Table, Guinevere at his side, and smiled to see us.

“You’re missing a story, you two!” he called. “Lancelot was telling us about the time he saw a sea serpent.”

I looked at Lancelot, startled. I had been with him that day: we had been on the parapets of the ruined city, the Lake stretched like the night sky above us, and it had glided straight overhead. Lancelot had caught my hand, in wonder rather than fear, and we had stared at its great pale belly and leathery flippers until it passed out of sight. But perhaps it was another sea monster, or his memory was playing tricks, because Lancelot didn’t look at me at all. He was dressed in a tunic of red and gold, his dark hair combed back from his forehead, and he had eyes only for Guinevere and the king.

“I didn’t miss that at all,” Merlin replied. “I was there too.”

Lancelot frowned. “I didn’t see you.”

“Lance.” Merlin sighed patiently. “I go a great many places without anyone seeing me.”

“Were you the sea serpent, Merlin?” Guinevere asked, her eyes dancing.

“Probably,” Merlin said. “Or Lancelot is right and I was, in fact, somewhere else entirely. It’s difficult to keep track. Did anyone spare any food for us?”

The elixir should have been taking effect by now, parting the veil to the spirit world and sharpening his senses to things unseen in our midst, but he was showing no signs of it. He was only a little distracted, as he often was. Perhaps it would be all right after all. Merlin saw all sorts of things outside the range of human knowledge. Perhaps the effect of the unicorn tears, which for most would be disorienting at best and paralysing at worst, was for him just another Tuesday evening.

It seemed as we took our places that this was true. Guinevere, on my other side, asked me what I had done that day; I told her about turning into a pine marten, while keeping half an eye on Merlin. He talked as usual, keeping a perfectly straight face as the apple in Gawain’s hand suddenly twisted into a canary and took flight into the rafters.

“That isn’t funny, Emrys!” Gawain protested, over the laughter of his fellow knights. The canary hopped along the beam, looking back at the table with cocked head.

“No?” Arthur raised his pale eyebrows, plainly struggling to stifle a laugh of his own.

“No. Look how frightened the poor thing is.”

“Gawain,” Arthur said gravely. “I sympathise, truly, but you cannot expect me to believe you’re that concerned about the emotional damage done to your apple.”

“Besides,” Merlin added, “think how frightened it must have been when you were about to take a bite out of it.”

I had dissolved into giggles with everybody else when the room darkened. It was no setting of the sun—at once, between one heartbeat and another, the skies outside deepened from soft-shadowed to absolutely black. The temperature plummeted at the same time, a plunge into ice. The voices and laughter died.

“What was that?” Lancelot asked, half rising, his hand going to his sword hilt.

“Nothing,” Gawain said, unconvincing. “It’s the storm, that’s all.”

Merlin said nothing, even though eyes around the table were flickering towards us.

Arthur opened his mouth to reassure, to give an order, then fell silent. The air was filling with whispers. It wasn’t anyone at the table—it wasn’t any voice from this world. The sounds scritched and burrowed through walls, in the chambers of my ears, under my skin. I shuddered, and saw others do likewise. A few of the knights covered their ears, their faces white.

“The veil to the spirit world is parting,” I said to Merlin, in an undertone.

Merlin nodded tightly, and I saw for the first time how absolutely rigid he was. His thin frame trembled like a strung bow, and when I laid a hand on his arm I flinched away on reflex. It was like opening a window in winter—a chill swept through me, and the shadows around me sharpened like glass. The plate in front of him was completely untouched.

Even without the elixir, this would not have been another Tuesday evening. With it, I didn’t know how he could bear it.

“Are you well?” I asked, and I hated the sound of Viviane’s innocent concern so much I dropped it at once. “Should we go back upstairs?”

He shook his head. “I have to stay here,” he said, with effort, and I didn’t know if he meant the room or this plane of existence. “Don’t let me leave.”

“I won’t,” I said, and I meant it. I had given him the elixir. I had made no promises to my mother past that point—not tonight. “We’ll stay together.”

A gust of wind swept through the Great Hall. It was freezing cold, scattered with pricks of ice, and yet the doors and windows remained firmly shut. The candles and the fire extinguished in one breath, and the room plunged into darkness. Any remaining attempts at nonchalance faded among the court. Cries rang out from around the table, and steel clashed as swords were drawn.

Merlin’s hand snatched at mine and clung to it—the way it had the day I pulled him from the tree, the way Lance’s had when the sea monster passed over our heads. His grip was tight enough to nearly break my fingers, and so cold that it burned like ice. I tried to return it. I don’t think he felt it. He might not even have been aware he was holding my hand at all.

“Hold,” Arthur’s voice came, ringing and clear, as if on a battlefield. “Everyone sit still. Merlin—?”

“It’s time,” Merlin said, and his voice was so soft and quiet it barely sounded his own. That was all he said before the ghosts came.

To the rest of the court, it would have seemed a surge of mist and shadow, the kind you find on the moors in the early morning or near a lake. There was a sound of gurgling water, and a few cried out in disgust at the touch of something wet and clammy. I could see them more clearly. Human forms, dripping wet, mouths grotesquely wide and eyes like pebbles underwater. Beside me, Merlin got to his feet with a surge of purpose. I stood with him, his hand still clasped in mine.

“I’m here,” he said. The words vibrated across the worlds, deep and powerful. The ghosts heard it. Their heads turned to face us. Then, in a rush like the tide, they came.

Mist engulfed us, cold and terrible. I heard the voices of the dead, furious cries mingled with an infant’s endless wail; I felt clammy fingers claw at me, cold breath on my face. Somehow, Merlin’s hand was wrenched from mine. I heard him cry out, a soft gasp that was almost a sob, and then nothing.

But the ghosts were quieting too. The mist was fading; the shadow-voices dulled to a mutter. I drew one breath, shuddering as the cold left me, then another.

Belatedly, I drew my magic about me and flung it at the candles with a word. They kindled into life, and the court was visible once more. The walls were still damp, and the knights sat wide-eyed and still about the Round Table.

Arthur looked in our direction in alarm, but Lancelot moved first.

“Emrys!” In one jump, his chair was toppling and he was by Merlin’s side, bending over where the king’s wizard lay still on the floor.

Guinevere was only a beat behind him—she had stopped to pick up her knife from her plate and polish it hurriedly on her sleeve. She held it now to Merlin’s face, beneath his nose, and sighed in relief as the blade misted. “He’s breathing, at least.”

I dropped down in a crouch beside them both. Merlin’s eyes were closed, and he showed no sign of hearing us; when I brushed his hair back from his forehead, his skin was as cold as his hand had been in mine.

“He’s in the spirit realm,” I said, as calmly as I could. My hands were trembling; I balled them into fists. “That opening of the veil—he was too sensitive. It tore him from his body.”

It had been more than that, though. He had invited the ghosts to take him. He had welcomed them.

“Can we help him?” Arthur asked calmly. He had remained in his chair, presumably to keep order in the still-frightened hall, but I could see him straining against his impulse to come closer.

I shook my head. “He’ll find his own way back. But I’d like to get him off the floor.”

“Of course. Whatever you need. Lancelot—” Arthur was about to speak further when a guard pushed through the open door.

“Sire!”

Arthur raised a hand to stop Lancelot, and turned to the guard with a frown. “What is it?”

The guard was a young man, not one I knew. He sounded breathless and nervous, though whether that was the storm or his proximity to the king was difficult to say. “Sire, a gentleman has arrived. He apologises for the timing, but he’s come to present himself to the court as a knight.”

“Don’t let him in,” I said, before I could stop myself. Heads turned in my direction, and I flushed but kept my eyes on the king.

“Why not, my lady?” Arthur asked calmly.

I didn’t have a clear idea in my head, then, what was coming. If I’d thought it through, I would have kept silent, knowing this had to be my mother’s plan. But all I felt was the chill of the veil parting, and the storm still raging outside.

“That storm was an omen, sire,” I said. “So were the spirits. Anyone who comes out of this storm doesn’t mean Camelot well.”

“I see.” Arthur’s eyes flickered shut for just a moment, as though in prayer. His face looked suddenly much older than its years. Then his eyes opened, and the lines smoothed from his brow as though they had never been there. “Thank you. I don’t doubt your knowledge, Lady Viviane. But I can’t leave a man outside on a night like this. Please, lad, tell our visitor to come in.”

The visitor must have been listening. He was in the hall before anyone could move.

He was a young man, about my own age, dressed in a knight’s suit of armour under a travel-stained cloak. His helmet was under one arm, revealing a fair head of hair and a calm, determined face. I hadn’t seen that face in over a year, but I had known it my whole life.

“Mordred,” I whispered.

Nobody heard, except perhaps Mordred himself. His eyes, paler blue than I had remembered, flickered in my direction before he spoke.

“I apologise for interrupting your feast, my king,” he said. “I am Mordred, youngest son of Morgause. I’ve come a very long way to present myself to the court of my mother’s brother.”

A whisper went through the court; Gawain and Gareth sat bolt upright in their chairs. Beside me, Lancelot’s eyes went straight to Mordred, and then to the king and queen. Guinevere looked at Arthur too, eyes wide with shock. They, at least, knew exactly who Mordred was. Perhaps everybody in the hall did.

Arthur looked his son directly in the face, and he smiled. It was a warm smile, genuinely welcoming, and my heart ached at what it must have cost him to give it. I had no doubt he knew what Mordred had come to do.

“Welcome to Camelot, Mordred son of Morgause,” he said. “If your claim can be proven, you’re very welcome in this court.”

“Oh, it can be proven, Your Grace,” Mordred said, impeccably polite. “When I was born, my mother gave me the symbol of my father’s house on a chain about my neck. It was there when your soldiers placed me on a boat and pushed me out to sea; it was there when I was found. I have it here now.”

With Arthur’s nod, he crossed to the table and handed something to Arthur. Lancelot craned his head to look. I didn’t need to—I had seen the small disk many times, and I knew it bore the sigil of the Pendragons. I was never sure if Morgause had really given it to her son or if Morgan le Fay had fabricated it herself, until I saw the look on Arthur’s face. He knew exactly what it was, in a way that could only have meant he had given it to Morgause in the first place. When he was nineteen years old and in love with the wife of another man, a woman he had no idea was related to him by blood.

Arthur examined the disk very carefully, perhaps to collect himself. Then he rose, and without further word enfolded Mordred into a tight embrace. Mordred returned it without hesitation.

“My kinsman,” Arthur said, pulling back. “I am so glad you’ve come home.”

I don’t think, until that moment, I understood why Merlin loved Arthur so much—why everybody did, in the end. I’ve seen men and women face their dooms, bravely, proudly, without resistance. I’ve never seen anyone else welcome it, with all their hearts, because it was the kind thing to do.

The court erupted into applause. Gawain leapt to his feet to give his new half-brother a bear hug and thump on the back. Only Lancelot was silent beside me, his brow drawn in thought. On the floor, in another world, Merlin tossed his head restlessly, and the shadows about him shivered.

“Lancelot,” Arthur called across the table, one hand still on Mordred’s shoulder. “Could you please carry Merlin upstairs, and give the Lady Viviane anything she needs to attend him?”

Lance started, guilt-stricken. “I’m sorry, my lady,” he said, as the noise of the court rose to cover us. “I didn’t mean to neglect him. I just—”

“I know,” I assured him. “It was a surprise.”

Merlin had asked me not to let him leave. I wondered if I ought to stop Lancelot from taking him away now, but dismissed it. He had already left the room, in a far more meaningful sense than any that Lancelot could arrange.

“I need to be with Arthur,” Guinevere said, quietly. “But please, do send for us if there’s anything we can do. Anything at all—Arthur will want it.”

I nodded, trying to smile my thanks, and pretended not to see her hand tighten on Lancelot’s arm before she stood.

Merlin had sunk deeper into the spirit world in the few moments since Mordred had entered—he gave one soft moan as Lancelot scooped him up, and otherwise showed no sign he had any contact left with his body at all.

When I last looked back over my shoulder, I saw Mordred talking to Arthur and the queen, his face in shadow. I couldn’t read it, and I couldn’t hear what any of them said.
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Arthur came in person after the feasts to ask after his counsellor. He looked tired and troubled, but he greeted me with the same polite, sincere attention as always.

“How is he?” he asked.

“Still not awake.” It wasn’t the first time I had given the answer—many of the older knights had stopped by on their way to bed. I hadn’t realised how fond they were of Merlin, beneath the teasing. “But he’s warmer now. I think he’ll be able to come back in the daylight.”

“I’m glad,” Arthur said, although the worried knot between his brows didn’t ease. “And I’m glad you’re here to care for him. We would have been lost as to what to do.”

“I still am a little lost, sire,” I said carefully. “I felt the power of the storm too, and I saw some of the ghosts. But it was different for Merlin. He seemed to know what it meant. And, if I might say so, you seemed to as well.”

Arthur ran his hand through his fair hair with a sigh. “I think you might have to ask Merlin to explain it you, Lady Viviane. Too much of it I don’t understand myself, and still more isn’t mine to tell. But please tell him, when he wakes, that I’ve taken Mordred into my service. He’ll understand.”

“You’ve knighted Mordred?” I said, before I could stop myself.

The king didn’t seem surprised by my reaction. Perhaps he thought Merlin had told me more than he had. “Not yet. But I will, assuming he proves himself. He is my nephew, after all. Of course he is owed the same place at court as his brothers.”

“And he is your son,” I ventured. It would have been a risk with most men, much less most kings. But I was starting to know Arthur by now.

“Yes,” Arthur said, sure enough. He looked only a little pale. “He is my son and my nephew. I don’t mean to make a royal proclamation of that, but I have no desire to hide it either, if Mordred wants it known. And I will do all I can to see that he not suffer for it. It was my sin, not his.”

My heart softened under his clear, steady gaze. “It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t know.”

“No,” he conceded heavily. “I didn’t. Perhaps Morgause didn’t either. I try to believe that. Merlin would have warned me had he been there, but he was gone on business of his own. If we had only left it at that, there would have been no fault on any side, only mischance.”

I knew he was thinking of the children who had died. It was the first thing I had known about him, and about Merlin, and now I knew them both it was the only thing that didn’t fit. Arthur was a soldier: he could cut men down brutally in battle if he needed to. He could not kill infants in cold blood. Nor could Merlin. And yet apparently they had.

“I’ll tell Merlin you were here,” I said, when the silence had begun to lengthen.

“Thank you.” Arthur, the Once and Future King, hesitated. “May I see him?”

I had to stifle an impulse to laugh. “Of course, sire.”
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Merlin was lying where I had left him: in his bedchamber, his body shivering beneath as many blankets as I could find, his soul still deep in the spirit world. Until that night, I had never been to that room, and as far as I could tell neither had Merlin. I had been surprised by how large and soft the bed was, how richly it was furnished—Arthur had insisted on the room, Merlin had said once, and clearly he had insisted on comfort. It looked wrong to see Merlin there, when he always liked to make life as difficult and uncomfortable as possible; it was wrong too to see him in the dark, the windows shuttered and the fire blazing. His eyes were barely open, the faintest glimmer under his lashes, and they moved rapidly from side to side. I heard Arthur’s breath catch beside me.

“He’ll wake,” I said again, as much for my sake as his. “When the daylight comes. He’s passed through the veil before. He knows the way back.”

“Of course.” Arthur looked about the bare room, as if studying a battlefield on campaign. “Do you need more blankets? Firewood?”

“I don’t need blankets or wood to warm a room,” I reminded him gently. “Besides, it won’t help. It isn’t this room that’s cold. It’s them. And there isn’t a fire on earth that can warm the spirit world.”

“So Merlin tells me. But I can never understand why, if he’s going there himself, he can’t take an extra blanket with him.”

I found a smile at that.

The rain lashed against the castle wall. Somewhere not far below, in the room Arthur had given him, Mordred was listening to it. Perhaps he had opened the shutters to let it strike his face and darken his golden hair. On the rare occasions when we came to the surface of the Lake, Mordred had always loved the rain.

“Can you see them?” Arthur asked, with what in another man might have been hesitation.

I didn’t need to ask who he meant. They were everywhere. Shrouds of mist and wisps of shadow. The constant drip of watery footsteps. And every now and then, when I dared to part the veil, the glimpse of a face. Not an infant’s face, or not often. They were the faces those infants would have had; the grown men and women they never got to be. They looked, and they hated, and they wanted to know why.

“Not the way he can see them,” I answered the king. “But yes. A little. They’re all around us. Mostly, they’re all around him. Merlin. You should be safe back there by the door.”

Arthur nodded and, as if I hadn’t spoken, moved forwards into the swirl of ghosts.

One of the spirits brushed closer to Merlin; he frowned, and his back arched as he twisted away. Arthur laid a gentle hand on his head, the way a parent might to check a fever or a holy man might to heal. It might have been my imagination, but I thought Merlin relaxed a little under that touch. Something in my chest ached unexpectedly.

“I’m sorry, dear friend,” the king whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
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The castle quieted soon after. The lights in the windows extinguished one by one, leaving only the fires in the courtyard burning. Merlin’s near-translucent face showed no flicker of awareness, even when I shook him gently and called his name. I waited a little longer, just to be sure, and then I rose, kicked off my shoes, and crept as quietly as I could downstairs.

Mordred was waiting for me. I had only to rap very lightly on his door, and he opened it at once.

“Hello, Nimue,” he said, with his old, beautiful smile. In that moment, he was only my cousin, my brother, who remembered my name, and who I had not seen for a year and a half.

We clung to each other tightly, my arms unable to believe the feel of him real and solid once more. He was trembling as though with cold, and when I pulled back, his eyes glinted with tears.

“I missed you,” I whispered. “I asked Mother if she could bring you with her when she came to see me, but she wouldn’t allow it.”

“I know.” He took my hands in his own. “I asked too. But here we are. You look well, you know. Camelot suits you.”

There was a hint of accusation in those words, which I chose to ignore.

“Were the ghosts Mother’s doing?” I asked. “Did she open the veil?”

“I don’t think so,” he said carelessly, and I remembered just how little Mordred knew or cared about magic. I had always found it strange, when he was so clever about so many other things. “She said it was a true omen. I know she wanted Merlin to feel it, though. Did he?”

I thought of Merlin lying upstairs, locked in his battle, and nodded shortly. “He did. I think Arthur did too, in his own way—at least, he knew what it was.”

“Good.” He gave my hands a final squeeze, then pulled away entirely. His face was flushed with an odd excitement. I realised a second later that it was odd because I had only ever seen it on the face of my mother. “This is it, Nimue. Everything is moving.”

It no longer surprised me that my heart sank rather than rose at those words. I only looked away so that Mordred couldn’t see it.

“What are you going to do?” I asked, as normally as I could.

“Watch and wait, for now. Mother said I’ll know what to do when the time comes.” A thought struck him. “Oh, in the meantime, Mother wants you to keep enchanting the wizard with the elixir. She says there’s enough left for the purpose.”

It took a moment for that to sink in. When it did, my heart chilled. “He’s not stupid, Mordred! He’ll suspect.”

“He’s a lot more likely to suspect if you stop, I would think,” Mordred pointed out, quite reasonably. “With his mind open to the spirit world, he’ll find it very hard to focus on anything else.”

“You don’t know him. He knows a lot more than he pretends already.”

“Are you afraid of him?” It wasn’t said with contempt, as it might have been, but with compassion. Mordred understood fear.

“I’m not afraid.” I struggled to find the words for what I was instead. I wasn’t certain I could explain it to myself, much less Mordred. “But he’s not like Mother said. Neither is Arthur.”

“Arthur.” He gave the name all the bitterness he had been taught. “He wants me to ride out with him in the forest tomorrow, once the storm’s cleared, and get to know each other. Do you think he means to try to kill me again?”

I shook my head firmly. “He wouldn’t. He’s honourable, Mordred. I don’t know why he did that terrible thing all those years ago, but he isn’t like that now.”

“You’re right, I’m sure.” There was a weary quality to his sigh. “Anyway, our kinsmen are to accompany us, so it’s probably safe.”

I think some part of me, deep where I hadn’t dared to look, had hoped that when Mordred came things might be set right. I had imagined myself taking him aside, talking to him seriously about the Camelot I had come to know, finding a way to avert the dooms we had been raised for. I should have known better. I loved Mordred—he was my kin, my childhood playmate, a piece of my heart. But I had never understood him, and there was no chance at all that he would ever understand me.

“It’s been different under the Lake without you,” Mordred said suddenly.

I remembered how the underwater city had changed when Lancelot had left—the way the corridors had seemed to grow longer and darker, and the Lake stretch for miles. I at least had had Mordred for company.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Mordred laughed airily. “Oh, I don’t mean that it was bad. Just different.”

But it was bad, even if Mordred had convinced himself differently. I could see it in the new bitter twist of his mouth, the poison in his eyes, the new way he had of shaking his head to ward off unwanted thoughts. I had been a buffer between Mordred and our mother. Without me, they had devoured each other.

Mordred had gone back to the window in my silence. As I had expected, it was wide open, and the wooden floorboards in front of it soaked through with rain. Outside, in the absolute darkness, the creaking of trees and the roar of the wind felt like a monster coming upon us.

“Listen,” Mordred said, almost fondly. “Listen to it rage.”
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It was raging still when I crept back to Merlin’s room. The shutters were latched tight against it; the fire flickered warm and comforting. None of it touched Merlin, who was so pale and still he might have been dead.

Heart aching, not knowing whether it was for my comfort or his, I curled up on the bed next to him. The last time we had lain together had been Midsummer, as the smoke from the bonfire had trailed into the stars and the grass had been warm at my back. I had meant what I had told my mother: he had never been my lover, nor had he shown the slightest sign of wanting to become so—except, perhaps, on that night, when we had laughed over our cleverness in setting Lancelot free, and I had seen something flicker behind his eyes, and the mists had drawn closer. But then he had turned away, and Lancelot had murdered Meliagaunce at the trial only hours later, and everything had begun to fall apart.

“Emrys?” I whispered. I hoped that he might reach and take my hand in the darkness, as he had at the Round Table when the storm came. But he didn’t move. I curled up tighter around myself, and waited for the dawn.

ii

I awoke to pale light peeking beneath the shutters. The fire had died in the grate, leaving the air warm and tasting of smoke. No ghosts. No storm. I sat up gingerly, wincing as my neck twinged. Beside me, Merlin’s rigid stillness had relaxed into sleep; his face was grey with exhaustion, but he was behind it again. I put my hand to his forehead, brushing his hair from his face absently at the same time, and found it no longer icy, still cool. Merlin was usually a little warmer than most people.

At my touch, he shivered, and his eyes blinked open slowly. They were clouded still, but they found mine at once. He seemed completely unsurprised to find me there. I was the one who flinched back as though he’d caught me poisoning him.

“You’re back,” I said, just to break the silence.

“Almost.” His voice was husky with disuse. “Rough night, was it?”

“You said it would be good for the crops.”

Laughter made him cough weakly. “I meant the rain. The ghosts are no good for anybody.” He sat up slowly, painfully, fighting to be awake. I put out a hand to steady him, half expecting to be shrugged off, and was not. “Where’s Mordred?”

“How do you know about Mordred?”

“That storm could herald nothing less.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, and winced. “I need to speak to Arthur.”

“He came by last night. He said to tell you that he had welcomed Mordred into the court.”

His eyes closed briefly. “Then I truly do need to speak with him.”

“About the children?” The words came out before I could stop them. Deep down, I suppose, I didn’t want to. “I saw the ghosts too, you know, in glimpses. The children you and Arthur drowned. Is that what you’re in such a hurry to warn him about?”

“No.” He said it so softly I had to lean closer to hear him. “Not them. Those children have never been any threat to anyone.”

No threat to anyone. I thought of all the stories my mother had told us, of those harmless infants torn from their mothers’ arms and breathing their last in the dark, unfriendly depths, and I felt sick.

“Why did you do it?” I asked.

I wasn’t sure if he heard me. With a surge of effort, he threw off the heavy blankets and swung his legs off the bed. When he tried to stand, though, he fell back with a strangled gasp of frustration.

“Slow down,” I said. “You’re not all the way back yet. Besides, Arthur was going hunting this morning—I heard. He’ll be miles away.”

Merlin managed a short laugh. He was trembling, and his face had gone white. “I’ve just come back from the world of the dead, Viviane. Do you really think I’m overly worried about a few miles?”

“What are you planning to do at the end of them?” I returned. “Tell Arthur that he’s in danger from Mordred, in front of all the other knights, possibly even Mordred himself ? Besides, Arthur knows. I’m certain he does.”

That last stopped him. “He does.” The last of the fight went out of him, so suddenly I saw it leave. Like the Wild Hunt on a summer night, streaming into the distance. It hurt, somehow. “You’re right. He knows too much.”

I stood myself, rubbing my sore neck. My hair was a crumpled nest—I hadn’t thought to take it down last night. “I’ll get you a drink,” I said.

There was still mead left upstairs from last night, honey-gold and sweet. I found the herbs for restoring warmth and easing pain, and added those with a few whispered words to help them on their way. I had learned both plants and stars by now.

I hesitated before I reached for the vial in its pouch at my waist. Mother’s instructions had been plain, but it felt too soon. I could still feel the touch of the ghosts; Merlin was already weaker than I had ever seen him. I didn’t want to kill him.

Except that was exactly what I had been sent here to do. Torment him, distract him, then finally be his fate. And truly, I didn’t want to do any of it anymore.

Before I could let myself think too hard, I pulled out the vial, tipped another drop into the mead, and slipped it back into its pouch. I had to. I told myself that, firmly. It was my doom too. I had no choice.

Once again, he drank back the contents of the cup I handed him without hesitation, though this time he made a face at the bitter strain of feverfew running through it.

“Thank you,” he said, absently. “Did the turret garden survive the storm last night?”

“I’m not sure.” I took the cup back from him, careful not to let him hold it too long. The traces of the unicorn tears would be more visible in the dregs. “I could look.”

“No hurry. It isn’t as though we could save them now. If they’re dead, they’re dead.”

This sounded uncharacteristically defeatist. “We could replant.”

“We can always do that,” he conceded. “Over and over again.”

I frowned. “Are you all right?”

“I’m feeling very sorry for myself,” he said, with a smile that was almost real. “And I shouldn’t. As trials go, my own are relatively light; what’s more, they’re deserved, and that’s a rare luxury in this world.”

He drew a hand across the air; the shutters opened with a bang, and thin morning sunlight streamed through. The difference it made to the room was considerable. At once the shadows were banished, and the air danced with motes of dust. And yet there was something depressing about it too. Perhaps the light was just too grey still, but it seemed to highlight every stain and cobweb and moth-eaten blanket.

Merlin, though, sighed and closed his eyes as the light touched him. “That’s better. Did Arthur say anything else last night, when he came here?”

“Just that he was sorry.”

He didn’t respond, not even with a flicker of expression, and after a while I turned to leave.

“When Arthur comes back, I’ll tell you,” I said. “And I’ll—”

“There’s a story, or will be, that Camelot falls at the hands of a knight both son and nephew to the king.”

I turned. Merlin’s eyes were open once more, though they didn’t meet mine.

“I’m sorry?”

“You asked me why we did it,” Merlin reminded me, as though none of the intervening conversation had taken place. “The children. It starts with that story. It’s only a story, like so many others about Arthur. Some of them are true, most of them aren’t. But that one—the story of Mordred, and Arthur, and the fall of the Round Table—that one lasts. I had heard it many times before Arthur was born—before I took him from his father and gave him to Sir Ector to raise, before I taught him how to think and fight and rule a kingdom. I thought I knew better than to dwell on it. I know a lot of stories that haven’t happened yet, after all. If I let them bother me, I’d only be sad all the time.”

“Is the future always sad?” I heard myself ask.

“Entirely? Never. But one thing that’s true of every mortal life—there’s always a death at the end.”

He fell silent again. I came back, cautious, and perched on the edge of the bed beside him. My heart was beating faster in anticipation.

“Perhaps I didn’t think about it enough,” he said at last. “Perhaps that was the problem. Since I lost my mother, I’d flitted in and out of other people’s lives. I told myself they were stories, and nothing more. With Arthur, I stayed by his side. I watched him grow up, and tried to teach him to be a good king. I let him become my younger brother, my best friend. And then something happened—never mind what—that let me think that perhaps we could cheat fate after all. There were so many versions of the stories, after all. I convinced myself we could write our own, because I wanted to.”

Mother had told me about that: the myths surrounding Arthur’s heritage, and Merlin’s hope at watching them grow in real time. Merlin was brutally pragmatic about testing theories, about questioning everything. I could only imagine how much he had wanted to believe in this one to accept it on so little evidence.

“I left Arthur for a few weeks when he was nineteen,” he said. “A young king with his whole life ahead of him. While I was gone, Lot and his wife Morgause came to Camelot.”

“And Arthur and Morgause became lovers,” I finished for him. I’d heard it often enough from my mother, after all. Until recently, I’d thought it was a mistake on both parts, an act of love. Now I know it was an act of hate, from a woman who had lost too much. “The way the stories said.”

“I saw it as soon as I came back,” Merlin said. “His fate lay across him like a shadow. I knew at once that the child had been conceived, the child that would bring down Camelot. And I did something unforgivable. I told Arthur.” He must have seen my face. “Oh, I didn’t mean to. It just came out—I lost my temper. I told him that because of his thoughtlessness, everything was doomed. It was the first time in years—the first time since Vortigern—that I spoke without thinking about the consequences.”

I wondered if he was doing so again. He seemed to be—it seemed that he was talking from a mixture of weariness and the haziness of the draught I had given him and terrible grief. But I knew better than to trust appearances entirely with Merlin. He was very capable of feeling all those things and using them as well.

“Arthur was devastated, of course,” Merlin went on. “He asked me what to do—he trusted me to tell him. And I told him to do exactly what I knew the stories said. I told him to send for every child in the kingdom born on the first day of May, under pain of death, and I told him to put them in a boat and send them across the sea.”

And there it was. I had heard the story a hundred times: the story of how Mordred nearly died. I hadn’t realised, until that moment, that some part of me had started to hope it wasn’t true.

“A storm came.” I heard the words as if in my mother’s voice. “That was in the story too, wasn’t it?”

“It was.”

He was waiting for the obvious question. I asked it. “Did you mean to kill them?”

“No,” he said. “I had done a good many things to bring about Camelot, and I was prepared to do more, but not that. Besides, I knew it wouldn’t work if I wanted it to. In every version of the story, whatever else happened, Mordred lived to adulthood.”

I frowned. “Then…”

“I truly meant to get them safely across the channel to France,” he said. “I told myself that no mere storm could hurt the ship if I didn’t let it. I warded the boat against the waves in every way I could—I travelled with it myself, to make sure no harm came to it. In truth, I had no very good plan. I couldn’t see a way out that wouldn’t make things worse. My only thought was to find a good foster home for Mordred, keep watch over him as much as I could, and do my best to ensure that he would never return to England—or at least, if he did, he would be a different person, a person who meant no harm to Arthur.” He laughed shortly, bitterly. “It worked out so well with Paris and the Trojan War, didn’t it?”

I hadn’t heard the story of the Trojan War, not then. I didn’t care to.

“I heard—” I had to stop, swallow. Everything my mother had ever taught me about being Viviane warned me not to ask. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to know. But I had to. It’s good for people to question the stories they’ve been told, Merlin had said to Arthur, and he was right. “I heard that Morgan le Fay came to you and asked for Mordred herself. For you to let her save him. I heard that you were friends.”

“We were,” he said softly. If he was surprised to hear her name, he showed it no more than he ever had. “And she did.”

He drew a breath, and released it with a shudder. The unicorn tears were mingling with his blood again. Around us, the ghosts were stirring.

“Morgan came to me the night before the children were to be sent away,” he said. “Morgause was half mad with grief, she said, and she needed her son back. Mordred needed to be back with his mother. And he did—of course he did. They all did. But I couldn’t—I thought I couldn’t risk Mordred passing into her care. Morgause had been badly hurt by Uther, and she blamed Arthur for being who he was. I knew if she raised Mordred, then she would raise him to hate Arthur with every breath in his body, and he really would come one day to destroy us. That was the story I knew, the story I believed and was determined to change. So I lied to Morgan. I told her that I would bring Mordred to the Lake the following night, under cover of darkness. I promised her. And then I betrayed that promise. In the morning, while she waited to receive her nephew, I set out with him and the others, for France.”

He sent them out to sea, exactly as the stories said, and by the time I realised, I barely had the time to save my own flesh and blood.

“But she realised. She came to stop you.” It came to me in a flash, devastating as lighting. I had seen it before: my mother furious, the wind and water raging about her. “She was the storm.”

This was what I had been missing. This was the last piece, the story my mother had never told me. Perhaps she had rewritten it in her own head, unable to tell herself.

Merlin shook his head, with effort. “We both were. The ship was halfway to France when Morgan rose out of the sea, all wind and rain and crackling fury. I should have given Mordred up at once. I shouldn’t have taken him in the first place, or at least I should have done her the courtesy of refusing her outright when she came to talk to me as her ally and her friend. We would have fought then, but that fight wouldn’t have been on a ship full of sleeping infants in the middle of wild seas. Instead, she tried to take him from me, and I tried to stop her. My magic clashed against hers, again and again. The skies and the sea were turned upside down. The ship was torn apart, and all were lost but baby Mordred. And Morgan le Fay became our bitter enemy.”

I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know what to feel. All the stories I’d ever known were entwining, rewriting themselves in front of my eyes, and I didn’t know what they would become.

“It sounds as though she was to blame as much as you,” I heard myself say.

“No. Oh, the storm was on both of us—if either one of us sank that ship, we’ll never know who. But she was trying to protect her family—all of it, not just Arthur. I was trying to build a kingdom, and I hadn’t learned that you can’t do that on broken foundations. I cracked those foundations when I helped Uther take Tintagel, and earned Morgause’s hatred; I split them in two when I betrayed Morgan’s trust. Of course I brought about exactly what I was trying to prevent.”

“You were trying to save Camelot.”

“I knew it wouldn’t work,” Merlin said, then corrected himself. “Or I as good as knew it. It isn’t the way stories work. Details are confused and varied—who fathered Arthur and when, whether the maid who rescues Lancelot is herself or a cunning impostor, who is a hero and who is a villain. But there’s a core of truth to all of them, and Arthur fathering a child who brings down the Round Table rings far too true. There was no way we were ever going to change that.”

I frowned. “Then why—?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Because I wanted it to work. Because I had grown up knowing the end of everyone I ever loved, and I couldn’t let go of the hope that I might be wrong. Because I couldn’t live in a story where everything was doomed and nothing I did made any difference.” He stopped himself. “No. It was more and less than that. It was because Arthur didn’t know it wouldn’t work. He trusted me. I told you, I made a terrible mistake telling him what he had done. It nearly destroyed him. He could think of nothing else; it tormented his every waking thought and twisted his every dream. Every time he built something up, he saw it falling down. Sooner or later he would have stopped believing he could build anything at all. I had to give him a way to hope his doom had been averted.”

“You needed him to bring about the Golden Age of Camelot.”

“That’s what I told myself. But it wasn’t that.” His eyes met mine for the first time, and they glittered gold. “I loved him. If I couldn’t save him, I at least needed him to be at peace.”

Love. Guinevere and Lancelot loved each other, and it would be their doom and Arthur’s. Merlin was supposed to love me. I had longed to be loved all my life—by my mother, by Lancelot, by Mordred. I had seen the love between Arthur and Merlin, gentle and warm like a midsummer’s evening. Love was a beautiful thing, a healing thing. I didn’t see why it always had to do so much hurt.
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That winter, things began to go wrong.

Merlin never really came out of the spirit world, for the simple reason that I kept him there. He never lost consciousness again, though often he had to fight for it. But he was haunted every minute of the day, and worse at night. I could see the ghosts faintly, like wreaths of smoke or shreds of cloud, and feel the chill of their presence in the room. A few others could too—Lancelot, at least, would look at him with a frown as though trying to see something in poor light, and Agnes Potter, the scullery maid who had been behind the mirror, now refused to come to our tower at all. Everyone, though, could see the effect on Merlin. He barely spoke now, and he was so pale and thin that he looked like a ghost himself.

To the knights it must have looked like his energy and magic had faded, as though he had aged decades in one night. In fact, he had as much energy and magic as ever—more. He crackled with it, so that being near him was like standing by a lightning storm. The difference was, it had turned inwards. All of it was consumed with the ghosts that surrounded him. He had very little to spare for dealing with the waking world.

The terrible thing was that in the midst of this, I had become one of the few people he would see. Most the knights seemed to be a blur to him; he avoided Arthur, I think to keep him safe from the ghosts’ anger; and yet he would still catch my eyes from beyond the veil and find a smile. He had stopped eating beyond the bare minimum to stay alive, but he would still take the poisoned goblets I offered and drink them without a murmur of protest.

I hated it. As a child who had dutifully detested Merlin and Arthur, I had imagined my role in their doom to be passive. All I had to do was go to court, I assumed, enact Viviane, and events would unfold without me really doing anything. This had been naive, I knew now—everything I did as Viviane had been lying to them, and lying was never passive. But even lying was a long way from what I was doing now. I had won Merlin’s trust, and I was torturing him with it.

“I thought I was supposed to distract Merlin from Mordred by making him love me,” I said to my mother, when we met in the forest.

“Nobody was ever too distracted by love to see the fall of a kingdom,” she said. “Besides, you said he didn’t love you.”

I had said that, and I meant it. But now I wasn’t so sure. Could you really smile at someone through a mist of ghosts, and swallow down the poison they handed you without a flinch, if you didn’t feel something for them?

Worse yet, Merlin’s absence, in mind if not in body, drew me deeper and deeper into Arthur’s inner circle. Merlin stopped attending the meetings of the Round Table, without explanation, and nobody sent for him. It was too obvious that he had nothing to say. I hadn’t thought to go in his place until Arthur asked me directly.

“Please.” His eyes were wide and appealing in his guileless face. “Merlin said you’d be invaluable. I need a sorcerer’s perspective.”

“I can’t see the future,” I protested. “I’m not sure what advice I could give.”

“You don’t need to see the future,” Arthur said. “I need you to see the present. It’s going wrong, somehow, and I don’t know how to put it right.”

“If Merlin doesn’t know either, then I don’t see how I could.”

“I love Merlin with all my heart,” Arthur said. “He doesn’t know everything.”

And so I went. I went every day to the Round Table, and I sat in the seat that had been Merlin’s, at Arthur’s right hand. Some of the knights now viewed me with deep suspicion, Gawain among them, and I couldn’t blame them. I knew it was whispered that I had unleashed the ghosts, that I had seduced Merlin and stolen his powers, that the bad luck that had come to Camelot had come with me—and what was more, I knew some of those whispers were true. But Lancelot was always polite, which meant that those loyal to him were also, and Arthur always treated my word with the utmost respect.

I learned a great deal, those long weeks as the days darkened and the winter set in. Things were worse than I had let myself put into words. Arthur had lost the support of his court magician and oldest friend; the best of the Round Table had been lost in the Grail quest; his queen had failed to produce an heir and was in love with his greatest knight; all of these things I had known. I hadn’t seen just how bad the feelings between the knights had grown, and how constantly and gently Arthur was working to keep them together.

Mordred’s presence made things worse. It was nothing he did, or not openly. Towards Arthur he was nothing but polite, respectful, as guarded and as charming as I knew he could be. Even I, who had known him his whole life, could see few flashes of his true fear of Arthur and none at all of any malice. The problem was his mere existence as a bastard son of the king, when the king was middle-aged and had no other sons. It was the proof that without Guinevere, Arthur was capable of fathering children—it was even, in the young circles that had spiralled out around Mordred, the suggestion that Arthur should name Mordred his heir, and end the uncertainty about Camelot’s future. Arthur must have known all this—Merlin was right that few things happened in Camelot without Arthur’s knowledge. And yet he treated Mordred with nothing but the affectionate kindness he showed to all his knights, and his face never gave a sign.

I learned other things too, more mundane, even more important. I learned how to store food for the winter, how to decide the fairest way to distribute it across the kingdom, how to listen to petitions for help and how to act on them. I learned that I was good at advising Arthur, not only on matters of magic but on matters of common sense. I learned that I loved Camelot, as Guinevere had promised I would, with all my heart, and I had no idea what to do about it.
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E llie had never liked planes. Before the war, she’d regarded them with vague suspicion—she knew the science of how they flew, but it never looked right, heavy metallic birds rising in the air without even the decency to flap their wings a few times. Once the Blitz began, planes became a harbinger of death. The low throb of engines overhead never failed to catch her heart in her chest; too often, it was followed by the shrill wail of the siren, and then the low whine of bombs falling from the skies. Her friend Martha didn’t share her views. She was fascinated by Hurricanes and Spitfires, Me 109s and Ju 88s, bombers hauling their bulk across the sky.

“They’re only machines,” she said, when Ellie made a face. “It isn’t their fault what we make them do.”

There were many machines at RAF Valley. It had only recently opened, and the airbase had a grey, struggling look, as though still trying to grow out of the wild Anglesey coast. But when Tom and Ellie pulled up in the car, it bustled with fighter planes, air crew, pilots sitting in fold-out chairs playing cards or leaning against the wall of a hangar with cigarettes in hand. The air was thick with the smell of engine fuel, the chatter of voices (some in English, some in what Ellie thought was Czech), the whirring of tools as planes were repaired, and the sweep and roar of an engine as a plane took off over their heads. Tom drew a deep breath, as though of sea air.

“You’d better wait here,” he said to Ellie. “I’ll see about the plane. Jonathan will know we’re here by now.”

“That’s your friend you signed up with?”

“That’s him. Flight Lieutenant Reader—so you should like him, being a librarian.”

She made a face at him.

She did like Lieutenant Reader, in their brief meeting. He was Tom’s age, fair and over-thin, courteous and welcoming despite the shadows under his eyes and the lines of tension etched into his face. He apologised for not having the time to show them around, mentioned repeatedly how much better Tom looked since he had seen him last (which, Tom pointed out, wasn’t difficult, since he’d been unconscious after being pulled out of a wrecked plane), assiduously refrained from asking what business they had in Ireland (Tom had, he told Ellie, told him it was matter of vital importance for the war effort), and warned them to be careful coming back over the channel.

“It all looks quiet, enemy-wise,” he said. “But that’s because there’s a violent storm predicted to roll in before this evening. We’re expected to be grounded for at least a day, perhaps longer. Which is fine by me, we all need the rest.” He paused. “I suppose you heard about Carmichael?”

“I did,” Tom said, and his tone, pitched between matter-of-fact and regret with the careful precision of an opera note, matched Reader’s perfectly. “I’m sorry. What a bloody waste.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Reader said, and for a moment sounded every bit as weary as the premature lines under his eyes betrayed him to be. He clapped Tom on the shoulder, and found a smile. “Well. Good luck. See that you’re not caught in that storm or shot down entering Ireland, won’t you? I want my plane back.”

“Who’s Carmichael?” Ellie asked quietly, as Reader left.

“Another friend we signed up with,” Tom said. He didn’t bother to hit the right note with her. “The last one of us left, apart from Jonathan and me. He went down a few weeks ago.”

“I’m sorry.” Something clicked into place, a piece of a jigsaw she hadn’t realised was incomplete. “Did you find out about it the same day the study from Cambridge arrived?”

“Could you tell?”

“Not at the time. You just seemed like you were having a bad day.”

He nodded, unsurprised. “There are a lot of bad days here.”

With that introduction, Ellie was less sure than ever about their plane.

It was painted a jaunty yellow, for one thing; for another, it was smaller and lighter than the Hurricanes populating the rest of the base. It had two pairs of wings, one forming a canopy over the body, which had two cockpits. It was a friendly-looking aircraft, but flimsy, old-fashioned.

“Well?” Tom asked. “What do you think?”

“I don’t think I’ve seen a plane like that before.” It was a ridiculous thing to say, as though she had seen many aircraft at close quarters and taken notes.

Tom didn’t seem to think so, probably because he had done exactly that. “It’s a Tiger Moth,” he said. “It’s a training plane, mostly—I learned to fly in one of these.”

“Have you flown one since training?”

“Are you still worried I’ve forgotten what the buttons do?” He didn’t wait for a response. “I have about fifteen hours’ flight experience in a Tiger Moth. I have a lot more in Hurricanes and Spitfires, but even if they’d let us have a fighter plane, which they’d never, it only has a one-person cockpit. Besides, I crashed one of those, remember?”

“Don’t remind me,” she muttered.

He laughed, but softly. “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “If you’re really worried about it. I can talk to Mr. White myself, and bring you back anything he knows.”

“Like a knight errant?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “If you’re willing, I’m willing. I just want to make sure we’ll both make it back.”

“If I wasn’t as sure of that as I could be,” he said, “I wouldn’t take you up with me.”

This last, at least, she believed. Tom was bewilderingly reckless when it came to himself, but she had never seen that same lack of care when it came to other creatures.

It was two days before the summer solstice; four before the day most calendars marked as Midsummer’s Eve. Either way, the days were growing longer, and their time was running out.

“The engine in a Spitfire is called a Merlin engine, isn’t it?” she said, without knowing why. Her nerves were speaking for her.

“It is,” Tom agreed, without batting an eye. “Same as a Hurricane. Nothing to do with King Arthur, though. It’s named after the bird.”

She wondered if Merlin himself was named after the bird. It wasn’t the name he had been born with, by his own account.

Tom was still waiting. She sighed.

“If we fall out of the sky before we get to talk to White,” she warned, “you owe me a drink.”

“In fairness,” he said, “we’d both need one.”
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The propeller of a Tiger Moth needed to be started by hand, which Ellie tried not to see as reluctance on behalf of the plane to be in the air. She clambered into the rear cockpit, hauling her old carpet bag full of her notes and necessities in and settling it at her feet, despite Tom’s sceptical eyebrows.

“There are things here that might come in useful!” she protested. “I don’t tell you how to fly.”

She didn’t tell him that one of those things was the Green Knight’s sash. It felt like admitting a lack of confidence in his piloting skills, somehow. But if they were going up in the sky in the middle of a war, she felt a lot better with a talisman against unfriendly eyes.

Tom turned back to her as the ground crew got into place. “Hold on tight,” he said. “And don’t worry. It’ll rattle around a bit, but it’s perfectly sound.”

Ellie nodded, and tried to look a good deal braver than she felt. “Were you worried, the first time you went up?”

He snorted. “Me? I was twenty-one and invincible. I was going to live forever. You’ve got more sense.”

Before she could think too much about this, the engine roared into life. The sound was overwhelming: a deep thrum that filled her ears and her bones, accompanied by a flurry of air as the propeller turned and the plane started to move forwards.

It was nothing like being in a car. The tail zigzagged, the wheels lurched over the runway; a metallic tang filled her lungs, and despite her goggles, she squeezed her eyes shut as wind rushed against her face. The plane bumped forwards, faster, faster, and then with one final jolt lifted into the air. Her eyes flew open at that, curiosity getting the better of her nerves, and the world about them was nothing but white light and pale blue. She stared at it in wonder.

The radio crackled, and Tom’s voice was in her ear. “All right?”

“I’m not sure, are we?” she said faintly.

“We’re wonderful.” She could hear the smile in his voice. “Clear skies ahead. Just getting on course…”

The plane levelled, then tilted left. She gripped the sides as tightly as she could, swallowing as her stomach lurched. The wind whipped about her head, cold and thin and tasting of metal and salt.

“Look down there,” Tom said, barely audible over the roar of the engines. The fields beneath the plane spread out in an endless patchwork, dizzying, and at first she assumed that was what he had meant. Then she saw them. A flock of grey geese, flying in formation, mere feet below.

All at once, her fear evaporated. She was flying. Truly flying, exactly like the geese below, the hawks and the swallows and the gulls she saw swooping over the fields. The wind and the clouds were in her hair, the sun was impossibly bright, and as they turned out over the sea, the water was a glittering blanket of blue.

“You must have missed this so much,” she said. It was probably a tactless thing to say, but he answered seriously.

“More than I thought. I’d forgotten what it’s like without somebody trying to kill you.”

An image came once again of the heavy bombers dropping their loads over London, the dank smell of the boarding house basement as the air filled with the low whine and terrible impact over and over again. It no longer seemed connected to the friendly machine holding them up.

“I might ask you for some readings from your panel now and then,” Tom added. “I can see mine, but they’re a bit blurrier than I’d like. Otherwise, this should be an easy flight.”

“Of course,” she said quickly. “Whatever you need.” She hesitated. “That storm Reader mentioned…”

“Yeah, that would be less easy,” he said wryly. “It must be a big one, for Jonathan to be worried. I’ll try to make this as quick as I can. Hopefully White is forthcoming in person.”

She hoped so too. The yellowing fields beneath their wings, beautiful as they had been, reminded her yet again that Midsummer’s Eve was drawing closer.
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The flight was as quick as Tom promised. It seemed only minutes before the sea below gave way to a green-grey countryside, inscribed with narrow hedge-lined lanes and old stone walls. By that time, she almost didn’t want to land. She was stiff from the cramped cockpit and chilled from the biting wind, even inside the leather jacket Tom had given her; she was vaguely worried, too, about being shot down, and about how Tom was holding up his first time back in the air. But those worries seemed less pressing than they should, and her bigger troubles—the dreams, the war—felt left behind on the ground. This high in the sky, the world beneath was all one world, the lines on a map completely made up. It seemed ridiculous that people should be fighting over borders so entirely imaginary.

“I think that’s the house,” Tom said, after a while, and sure enough, when she looked out over the wing she saw a grey stone farmhouse, set in a field off the road and surrounded by grazing cattle. It felt like a magic trick.

“I suppose we just put this thing down in the fields,” she said.

Even she could see that the land was beautifully wide and flat, perfect for cows and probably wayward airplanes. Tom, now it came to it, seemed slightly less confident.

“This part’s a little more tricky,” he said, as if to himself.

“I thought you said you’ve done this in your sleep?”

“I’ve flown in my sleep. During tight landings in strange fields I’m usually very awake.”

Her stomach tightened for the first time in a while, but she kept her voice jaunty. “Well,” she said. “Don’t nod off this time.”

His laugh was tight, distracted, but it was real. “Right,” he said, “in we go.”

Even she could tell that it wasn’t a perfect landing. The plane rocked as they came down through the clouds, then jolted violently. Tom swore, pulled back on the stick, and she heard the whine of the engine pitch change. Things aren’t always where I think they are, he had said; the ground, Ellie couldn’t help but think, was an important thing to know the location of. The grass was coming towards them faster and faster; she gripped the edge of her seat, and grimly clamped her mouth against any cry of alarm. And then the plane hit hard-packed ground, bounced once, and came to a slow and dignified stop. They were down. The loss of the roar of the engine was sudden and shocking, as though the quiet of the country had hit them.

Tom sat back with a slow exhale, and his hands shook as he took them from the stick.

“All right?” Ellie asked.

“We made it down in one piece.” His face was white and exhausted as he looked over his shoulder to face her, but elated. “You can’t ask for more than that. Sorry about the bumps, though.”

Ellie opened her mouth to reply, but didn’t get a chance. A volley of barks split the air, and she turned to see a streak of fur and flapping ears sprinting across the field towards them. A reddish-brown dog—a setter, she had time to think, before it was jumping up and down at the plane, claws scrabbling against metal, still barking furiously.

“Brownie!” The male voice cut across the fields, sharp and breathless.

A man was coming over the grass—tall, purposeful, dressed in tweeds and boots. He had the same rangy, lanky build as the dog, who at the sound of his whistle bounded over to him and leapt up adoringly.

“It’s all right,” the man called to them, as he approached. He had the light, plummy voice of an Oxford don or an Eton schoolmaster—startlingly out of place in the half-wild Irish countryside. “She won’t bother you now.”

“Thank you,” Ellie called back, because the man seemed to expect it.

“Quite all right.” The man looked their plane up and down, his hand on the dog’s head. “I never expected to see a British aircraft in my backyard, I must say. What are you doing here? Did you get lost?”

“Are you Mr. White?” Ellie asked, though she had little doubt in her mind. She had seen White’s photograph in the dust jacket of his books—this face was older, but she recognised the large ears, the swept-back greying hair, the dark eyebrows, the full lips surrounded by a trimmed beard.

White, understandably, looked startled to hear his name. “Yes.” Wariness had crept over his face and stiffened his shoulders—the look of a child caught out of bounds. “Yes, I am. Who—?”

“I’m Miss Ambrose,” she interrupted. She removed her hat and goggles, belatedly, as though it proved something. Perhaps it did—she wasn’t certain, until that moment, that White had realised she was a woman. “Ellie.”

It took a moment for the name to sink in. “Good heavens. The librarian who wrote me that letter.”

“It did reach you, then?”

“It did. Yesterday.” He shook his head. “I never thought you’d come to my doorstep in a plane.”

“Well,” Tom said drily. “You didn’t answer her letter.”

White looked at Tom for the first time, and froze. The suspicion on his face softened into wonder.

“Merlin,” he said.

The strange thing was, Ellie didn’t at first recognise the moment as odd. Perhaps it was because Merlin’s name had been so in her thoughts and dreams the last few weeks—she and Tom had spoken it often. It seemed natural that White should say it.

Tom frowned. “Excuse me?”

“Merlin,” White repeated. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”

By that point, Ellie’s common sense had caught up. A chill crept across her skin, as though at an unexpected breeze.

“Do you mean…” Ellie looked at Tom, then at White, hesitant. “Forgive me—are you calling this man Merlin?”

“I knew him at once, of course,” White said—speaking to Ellie, but without taking his eyes from Tom. “Just as he said I would. After all these years.”

“I’m not Merlin,” Tom said, a little more forcefully than needed. “I’m Pilot Officer Thomas Wilder, 254 Squadron.” Either he had momentarily forgotten that he had been discharged, or he had some vague instinct that the rank would strengthen his case.

“No… Yes, of course you are. I understand.”

“I don’t,” Tom said bluntly.

“I know.” White shook his head—possibly in bewilderment, but his face still shone with delight. “Well, well. It’s wonderful to see you—both of you. Would you like to come inside and have some tea?”
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The grey stone farmhouse was far larger from the ground than Ellie had guessed from the air: a comfortable, ramshackle old family home, all exposed beams and heavy fireplaces and wood floors over which generations of boots had tramped in mud and hay. Its owners, White’s landlords, were at a market for the day, but White turned out to be a willing and generous host. Upon finding that they hadn’t eaten, he ushered them at once into a homely dining room, and set about getting them some tea and refreshments after their journey. He was very tickled that they had come in a plane, and kept pausing at windows to see if he could catch a glimpse of where they had left it in the field.

“I learned to fly a plane before the war,” White called from the kitchen. “I was terrified of flying, you see, so I learned. I think being thoroughly scared every few years is vital and therapeutic.”

Tom started to speak, then caught himself. Clearly, he didn’t trust himself to point out that flying would be much more terrifying if White tried it when people were trying to kill him, and not mean it. Ellie caught his eye and winked, and he smiled ruefully.

“I loved it,” White added. He came back into the room, bearing a teapot and a plate of undersized rock cakes, Brownie jumping excitedly at his heels. “I thought it was the easiest and best thing in the world. So much of it is pure instinct. How do you take your tea?”

“Just a dash of milk, please,” Ellie said. Despite the war propaganda in London, which claimed Ireland was living in luxury while the world was at war, she doubted food was any more plentiful here than it was elsewhere. Milk, at least, they probably had on a farm.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Tom said. He was clearly doing his best to be polite, but his body language was guarded, wary, as Ellie hadn’t seen it since they had first met. “Mr. White, you said you got Miss Ambrose’s letter—”

“Yes, quite.” White set Ellie’s tea in front of her, giving her his full attention. “I’m sorry now I didn’t respond. It just seemed it would be difficult to explain why I had written to Camlan House, to a librarian whom I thought unacquainted with the matter. And I’ve had so many letters forwarded from my publisher lately, from people who think I have a special insight into—well—”

“The Arthur dreams,” Ellie finished. “Because you wrote about Arthur shortly before it all started.”

“Exactly. The fact is, I’ve never dreamed of Arthur. It doesn’t seem fair, does it? When I’ve made him my life’s work.”

“Your publisher said you were working on sequels to your Arthur books out here?”

“I am working on expanding them into a single volume,” White said, with just a touch of pomposity. He set another cup of tea in front of Tom, and sat down. “Five books, in total. Parts one through three have been published already, though I intend to revise them substantially. Part four currently exists in the form of a play. I’m writing the fifth book, The Book of Merlyn, now. It’s almost ready.” His gaze flickered back to Tom, and he shook his head, marvelling. “Such a strange chance that you would come to my door now.”

“I really haven’t met you before,” Tom said. He didn’t touch the tea.

“No. You haven’t. Let me explain.” White leaned back and bit on his pipe, contemplative. Brownie’s eyes followed his every movement from her place on the rug.

Ellie took advantage of the silence to take a sip of tea, and a rock cake. The tea, as she’d come to expect in these times, was little more than hot water, but it was warming after her time in the skies, and the cake was solid and filling. Tom looked at her as though she was losing her mind.

“When I was six I was sent away from my parents in India to live with my grandparents in St. Leonards,” White said at last. “It was the happiest time of my life. My parents’ marriage was a disaster, to put it frankly. My mother was beautiful and intelligent and wildly imaginative; she was also selfish and jealous and never the same person from one day to the next, and she made my father’s life and mine a living hell. My father responded by taking to drink. He would kill her dogs because she preferred them to him; she would get rid of anybody, friend or servant, that I seemed to prefer to her. Frequently they would threaten to kill each other and me with them. It was not a comfortable sort of childhood. Boarding school, when I was sent on there, was even worse. But those years in between—they were magical. There were three cousins there as well, two girls and a boy, and the four of us ran wild. Do either of you have siblings?”

“I have a younger sister,” Tom said. “Gwynneth.”

Ellie said nothing.

“Then perhaps you understand what a difference it makes to have other children to play with, after so long with none. We would explore the house from top to bottom—the antique weapons in the hall, each one confiscated from murders our grandfather had prosecuted during his legal career; the dining room lift that we rode up and down; our playroom, chock-full of soldiers and forts and zeppelins on strings. Often we would be taken to the seaside, or to the gardens. It was the seaside, on a rather grey morning, where I met Merlin.”

He paused, somewhat defensive, perhaps waiting for disbelief or scorn. When none came, he went on with more confidence.

“I was six, I think, perhaps seven. There had been a recent storm, and we were looking for shells and other treasures washed up on the shore. I wandered some way apart from my cousins, absorbed, following the rocks at the base of the cliffs. I failed to realise how quickly the tide was coming in.”

His voice was slowing now, warming to his story.

“It wasn’t until a rush of water hit me at knee height that I looked up and saw how far I had gone from the others, and how narrow the gap between the cliffs and the waves had become. I tried to get back the way I had come, but the path had already been cut off by the tide. I had to turn back, but the way ahead was now flooded too. The cliff at my back was too steep and sharp to climb. As you might imagine, panic set in. I was not a brave child, and I knew how treacherous the sea could be. I was on the verge of tears when, out of nowhere, the waves parted.” His face softened, remembering. “I can think of no other way to describe it. The sea pulled back like a curtain before me, and a narrow strip of shingle stretched out to the beach.”

Ellie thought of the tide crashing as the questing beast floundered in the rock pool, and her stomach tightened. “What did you do?”

“Well, I ran. I remember the sea closing in again behind me, and I remember the ground beneath my feet was bone-dry, as though it had never been underwater at all.

“Merlin was waiting for me on the shore.

“‘You must be young Tim,’ he said, when I appeared. ‘I’ve been waiting to meet you again. Would you like an ice cream?’

“He was an old man—of course, at that age, all adults seem ancient. But I remember his silver hair and beard, and the half-moon glasses perched on his nose. He explained to me as we ate our ice creams that he aged backwards, and we had met when he was much younger.”

“Did you ask him what he meant by aging backwards?” Ellie asked.

White blinked, in mild surprise. “Do you know, I don’t recall that I ever did? It’s the sort of thing one doesn’t question as a child. I was more fascinated by the owl on his glove. Its name was Archimedes. He’d raised it from a chick.”

Ellie felt Tom twitch beside her. She didn’t know if it was the mention of the owl—which she too recognised from the book—or whether it was simply that raising an owl from a chick was exactly the sort of thing he would do.

“I saw him a few more times that summer, before I was sent to boarding school. I formed in my brain an impression, you might call it, that he was born old and would grow younger as he moved through time. I expected to meet him again one day when he was a young man, as it seems I have. But I can’t recall him ever explaining the mechanics of it, as such.”

“I don’t age backwards,” Tom said. “I was born in 1918. I grew up like everybody else.”

“Then perhaps my impression was imprecise. All I can say is, you were much older before you were born.”

White seemed perfectly satisfied with this. Tom, unsurprisingly, was not.

“Mr. White, I believe that you met Merlin, I really do. We met a Green Knight last week. But what makes you think that was me? Did he look like me?”

“Not really, no. But he told me I would know him when I saw him again, and I did. Something about the eyes.”

His own eyes flickered to Tom’s face, curious, taking in each feature as though measuring it against the face in his mind. Tom held his gaze, with a touch of defiance, but shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

“Mr. White,” Ellie said loudly, partly to rescue Tom. “What year did this happen, if you don’t mind my asking?”

White looked at Ellie, startled. “Oh… just before the Great War, it would have been. Perhaps 1913?”

“That was before Professor Emory took over Camlan House. How did you know to write to him there?”

“Well… it was the other way around. I had to find the owner of Camlan House in ’37 to know what name to write on the envelope—I didn’t want it to go astray. Merlin told me when I was a child I could find him there.”

“Ifan Jones owned Camlan House before the war. He would have been an old man then—could you have met him instead?”

It didn’t seem likely that Ifan Jones had been Merlin—he had lived an ordinary life, by all accounts, barring his inheritance of Camlan House and the manner of his death—but she was running out of ways to make the facts fit.

“I don’t know that name,” White said, “but of course it’s possible. All I know is Camlan House belongs to Merlin. He said he was left it when he was born, though at other times he said it had been his ever since it was built. Living backwards, of course.”

“Of course.” She shot Tom a helpless look, which he didn’t catch.

“I don’t own Camlan House,” Tom put in. “I never have. It’s complete coincidence that I came to work there a few months ago. So if Merlin is alive and well, it would be Emory, wouldn’t it, and not me?”

“Yes,” White said thoughtfully. “Yes, I’d assumed that to be true. That was certainly why I wrote to him, to ask about my Arthurian project. But clearly it’s you, and not him. Something must have gone awry. Perhaps that was why he never answered my letter.”

Tom made a small, exasperated noise, and the legs of his chair scraped the ground as though fighting not to move away.

“In your letter,” Ellie said to White, “you mentioned Arthur’s return.”

“Did I?” White bit his pipe, absently. “I’d forgotten.”

Ellie wasn’t fooled by the vague look in his eyes. It was the look of someone deciding how much to say. “We know Camlan House is built where the veil between worlds is thin,” she said. “We know that its owners all inherited it without anyone knowing how they were chosen, and that the will named them as guardians. Is this what they’ve been guarding the house for? Arthur’s return?”

White drew on his pipe, and exhaled a thin layer of smoke. “I’ll tell you what Merlin told me, that day on the beach,” he said at last. “He didn’t know if Arthur would ever return—it was before and after his time, he said. But he did say that if it ever did happen, it would be at Camlan House, and that was where I could always find him. That’s why I was never worried about the dreams, or the visitations. Whatever was happening, I assumed Merlin had it all in hand. Except now, it seems, this isn’t true. Because there Merlin sits”—he nodded to Tom, with a smile—“not drinking the admittedly dreadful tea I poured, with no idea of who he is, and Camlan House seems to have fallen into other hands.”

“The house is in the hands of a Mrs. Leaf, as far as we can tell,” Ellie said, “who might be Morgan le Fay. I don’t suppose you can tell us what that might mean?”

“Only that if it’s true,” he said, and the twinkle had faded from his eyes, “then Arthur is in grave danger, and we’re on the brink of something frightening. Not that we need much excuse for that. The entire world seems on the brink of something very frightening these days.”

His glance out the window this time probably had little to do with the plane. Ellie understood how he felt. Even at Camlan House, miles from anywhere, she caught herself looking as if to see all the evils of the world coming up the drive.

“I hope you don’t mind my asking,” she said hesitantly, “but being out here, out of the war… does it feel like running away?”

White showed no offense—if anything, he sat forwards, as if he had been hoping somebody would ask. “I did mean to run away at first,” he said frankly, “in no uncertain terms. I don’t like war, and I didn’t start this one. I felt I had the right to run for my life.”

She absorbed this carefully. He had meant it to be deliberately shocking, she suspected, and in a way it was, but only in the way it always was when somebody voiced what many thought and nobody wanted to admit. “And now?”

“Now I change my mind from one day to the next. Some days I consider registering as a conscientious objector, others I want to enlist at once. Today, though, the way I see it is this. If I fought in this war, what would I be fighting for? Civilisation. Not England, not freedom, not anything much except what I call civilisation. But I can do much better than fight for civilisation: I can make it.”

“With books?”

She didn’t think she had said this sceptically—she was, after all, a librarian—and once again he didn’t seem to hear it as such. “Arthur isn’t just any book. The entire theme of Malory is the attempt to find an antidote to war. It’s the book we need. So, until my book is safely through the press, I have ceased to bother about the war in Europe.”

That, against her will, she did find a little shocking. “And after?”

“Oh, after that I shall find some war work to do,” he said, with studied carelessness. “Lately I’ve been feeling that I should do it sooner rather than later. Unfortunately, now that I’m almost finished, I’ve found that one of the morals of my book is that Hitler is the kind of chap one has to stop. I believe in my book, and, in order to give it a fair start in life, I must show I am ready to practise what I preach. Actually”—he got to his feet unexpectedly, struck by a sudden thought—“I do have something to give you that might help. You’ll be wanting to fly off, I know, but please stay put until I come back.”

White hurried away before Ellie could point out that, apart from the fact it would be very impolite for them to fly off without saying goodbye, they were hoping for his help to get the propeller started. Brownie got to her feet and stared after him, her tail wagging hopefully.

White’s absence was like a wild wind settling; Ellie found herself taking a deep breath for the first time in a while. She looked over at Tom, a wry smile tweaking her lips.

“Well. What do you make of that?”

“I have absolutely no bloody idea,” he said frankly. He returned her smile, though his heart wasn’t in it. “At least we didn’t have to worry about him being forthcoming in person.”

Forthcoming was certainly one word to describe Mr. White—the trouble was, it was one of such a bewildering and contradictory mixture that it made him harder rather than easier to see. Forthcoming, yes, but also defensive; honest, but playful; hospitable, yet mercurial. His enthusiasms were real and infectious, and yet she couldn’t help but see him as very unhappy. She felt like an entomologist trying desperately to pin down a brightly coloured butterfly that kept flitting away on the breeze, and also might not be a butterfly at all but a moth or even a hummingbird.

“I’m not Merlin, you know,” Tom said, abruptly.

It was unexpected enough that she didn’t, at first, know how to reply. “That sounds like exactly the sort of thing Merlin would say,” she said, as lightly as she could.

He didn’t smile this time. “I’m serious. Mrs. Leaf might not be who she pretends to be, and by all accounts neither is Professor Emory. I am. I’ve never lied to you.”

“I know.” She let her own voice turn serious, berating herself inwardly. She had seen how uncomfortable he was. “I’m sorry. I believe you.”

“And I’m not wrong either. What White said—I don’t know who I am—it isn’t true. I was born in the house I grew up in. There are people there who have known me my entire life. I remember my entire life, barring a couple of regrettable nights out and those few days last year after the plane went down. It isn’t possible.”

“I don’t see how it can be,” she agreed, honestly. “Merlin was a child hundreds of years ago—he might remember the future, whatever that means, but he didn’t grow up here. And you don’t have any connections to Camlan House. You said it yourself: you work there by pure chance.”

“Exactly.” Some of the tension left his shoulders. “White’s mistaken, that’s all.”

“Of course.” She looked at him sideways. “Why does it bother you so much?”

He could easily have brushed aside that question—few people would like the suggestion that they were really a medieval wizard—but he answered her seriously.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s just been a strange few months. I suppose I don’t like the idea I’m not who I think I am.” Brownie rested her head on his knee, her dark eyes appealing. He ruffled her ears absently. “White was right about one thing,” he added, in a voice closer to his own. “We do need to head back soon. I’m worried about that storm moving in.”

“Are you all right to fly back so soon?” she asked. “We could stay the night here, and head back tomorrow.”

“I’m fine. I’d rather not stay here any longer than we have to.”

She felt the same way. Already, the feeling that they had been away from Camlan House too long was growing.

“Here we go!” White came through the door, brandishing an old exercise book triumphantly. He slammed it down on the table in front of Ellie—it was stuffed with loose paper, filled with words scratched out in a neat, careful hand.

Ellie blinked at it. “What is it?”

“That’s the first few chapters of my new book. The Book of Merlyn. Don’t worry, I made a fair copy last night. I want you to take these.”

“What for?” She caught herself. “Excuse me, I don’t mean to seem ungrateful. But what are we supposed to do with these?”

“I don’t know. But when I said I’d never dreamed of Arthur, it was true enough, but it wasn’t the whole truth. I dreamed once of Merlin. It was last year, and I barely remembered it when I woke. What I did remember, I put into my book. It isn’t much, but perhaps something there might make more sense to you than to me.”

It didn’t seem much, it was true. And yet nothing about the last few months had been what it seemed, and they had flown so far for what White might know, so she took the book with thanks.

“I have something for you too, Mr. Wilder,” White added. He held out his hand, and a ring glinted gold in his palm. “Merlin gave it to me. He told me that when I next saw him, I was to give it back to him, and tell him to wear it at all times. I know you don’t believe me”—Tom had opened his mouth to protest—“but please, won’t you humour me? Think of it as a gift.”

Tom relented. “Well. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” White kept his eyes on Tom, shrewdly, until Tom smiled reluctantly and slipped the ring on his right index finger.

White nodded with satisfaction. “I’m glad I didn’t answer Miss Ambrose’s letter,” he said. “I meant what I said, you know. It’s wonderful to see you again.”

ii

They left the Doolistown farmhouse before its owners returned. Ellie barely noticed the ease up into the sky this time, or the smell of engine fuel or the rattle of the wings. She clasped the notebook and its loose pages tightly, out of the roaring wind, and tried to give them the same attention she would have managed in the library. White’s writing was messier and spikier in his manuscript than it had been in his letter, and her stomach lurched more than once as the plane swooped, but as she fell into the story, she found she was able to push it aside and focus.

It was not the Bishop of Rochester.

As near as she could tell, the book began in the last days of the Round Table, before the final battle, with Arthur sitting in despair. Merlin had long ago been sealed in a cavern by Nimue, but he returned to Arthur now, in what Arthur at first took to be a dream.

We must get this over for good and all, Merlin scolded him. Apart from the maddening indignity of being called a dream—personally, because it muddles you—it confuses other people. How about the learned readers? And it is degrading to ourselves. When I was a third-rate schoolmaster in the twentieth century—or was it in the nineteenth—every single boy I ever met wrote essays for me which ended: Then he woke up. You could say that the Dream was the only literary convention of their most degraded classrooms. Are we to be this? We are the Matter of Britain, remember.

“That storm’s up ahead.” Tom’s voice crackled in her ears, breaking her attention. The green fields beneath them had given way to the sea. “It’s coming in faster than they predicted. We might get a few bumps as we come into the airfield. Anything useful in there?”

“Not yet. Merlin takes Arthur to where Nimue trapped him, which turns out to be the badger’s sett from the first book. But it’s in Glastonbury—nothing to do with North Wales.” She skipped ahead, read for a while, and sighed. “This bit is just a lot about ants as a metaphor for fascism.”

“Mr. White has clearly had an infestation or two. I had to get them out of the shed last month. I was calling them all sorts of metaphors by the time I was done.”

She snorted. “What do you think of White’s reasons for being in Ireland?” she asked, looking up. “Do you think he’s a coward?”

“I don’t think it’s for me to judge.” She could hear the shrug over the crackle of the radio. “If he is, then believe me, he knows it. If he really does think he can find an antidote to war writing the story of Arthur, though—well, fair play to him. Maybe it will save the world. Everyone fights in their own way.”

“Did you want to fight, when the war broke out?”

“I didn’t think I had a choice. We were going to be invaded. My family were at risk. I couldn’t do nothing.”

“Well,” she said, wryly. “Mr. White didn’t seem very fond of his immediate family.”

“You know, you still haven’t told me anything about your family.” Tom’s voice was purposefully casual. She knew he hadn’t missed her failure to answer White about whether or not she had siblings.

“It’s complicated,” she said, casually, to match. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Fair enough.” He checked something on the panel; the plane turned slightly, correcting. “Well, what about you? Did you want to fight, when the war came?”

It was another subject change, the kind they were both good at, but he also truly wanted to know. She didn’t give him the obvious line that women weren’t allowed to fight. Women were fighting in this war every day, in a thousand different ways.

“I wanted to protect the things and the people I cared about,” she said. “Like you. I still do.”
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It was some time later that she found the pages of the manuscript getting harder to read. The light was greying, blurring words and pages together. She persisted, bending her head closer to the manuscript; the bumps and jolts were increasingly violent, though, and she had to look up quickly as a shudder of the plane nearly drove her head into the edge of the cockpit.

The sky was more than greying, she saw. It was smudged in shades from silver to matte black, the few weak shafts of sunlight struggling to lighten the gloom. The sea beneath them glittered as if in moonlight.

“It’s getting dark, isn’t it?” she said, and wondered why on earth she was bothering to make that comment sound off-handed.

“Very,” Tom agreed, tightly. “It’s barely four o’clock. Even with the storm, this isn’t right.” Neither of them said what they were fearing. Ellie refused to let herself think it. They still had days before Midsummer’s Eve. Surely it was just a storm.

“Can you still see to fly?”

“Well enough,” he said, which wasn’t very comforting. This kind of half-light, she knew, was harder for him than full darkness. Even through the earpiece, she could hear the strain in his voice. “We’re nearly there.”

“Will we be able to make the drive back from the airbase before the storm?”

“I’m not going to the airbase,” he said. “I’m taking her straight home.”

It took her a bewildered second to work out he meant Camlan House. “Where are you going to land her? The driveway?”

“Top field. It’s long and level enough—I checked it out yesterday, just in case. Hopefully it won’t have rained too hard by the time we get there, or we’ll go down in the mud.”

“At least it would be a soft landing.”

The first spits of rain were beginning to fall. Ellie tucked the notebook carefully away in her jacket, and peered over the side of the plane. She could see the coast of Wales, wreathed in fog on the horizon. It was then she saw the dark shapes coming towards them.

There were three of them, winged, their flights so uniform that at first she took them for aircraft. Then the great wings flapped, just once, and the noses of the planes weren’t noses but terrible sharp beaks. Extended beneath the feathered bodies were long outstretched talons.

Falcons, she would guess, or some bird of prey. The only trouble was, unless she was misjudging the distance, they were far bigger than any bird she had ever seen.

“Those aren’t birds, are they?” Tom said, with more resignation than fear.

“They are,” she called back. “I think they might not be ordinary birds.”

Adar Llwch Gwin. The name came to her from the book that sat in her bedroom at Camlan House. Enormous, intelligent birds—the drawings had made them look like griffins, only with two legs, not four. Their master was Drudwas ap Tryffin, a knight of Arthur’s court, though later in the stories he and Arthur were at war. Drudwas commanded the Adar Llwch Gwin to kill the first man to step on the battlefield, expecting it to be Arthur. Arthur was delayed by Drudwas’s sister, who tried to bring about peace between them, and Drudwas himself stepped onto the field only to be slain by his own birds.

She didn’t know it was them for certain. She wasn’t a mythical ornithologist. But if they weren’t the ones from the illustrations, they certainly resembled them closely.

Tom swore, not quite quietly enough. “Hold on tight!”

That was all the warning she got before the plane veered hard to the right. The force flung her sideways; for a sickening second there was nothing but sea in her vision. They were just in time. The bird at the head of the formation rushed past in a flurry of feathers. Ellie cried out and ducked instinctively, moments before a sharp beak snapped at her ear.

“You all right?” Tom called.

It took her a second to find her voice. “Yes! Keep going!”

The plane banked to the left, and that was the last time Ellie had any idea where they were. They were still moving across the ocean, faster than before, but no longer in a straight line. They zigzagged, spiralled left and then right, sideways and up and down; once, as two birds swooped towards them from opposite directions, they looped a full circle, so that the sea and the sky switched places and she had to shut her eyes. She would not have thought the Tiger Moth—so slow, so old-fashioned and solid next to the streamlined Spitfires and Hurricanes she had seen at base—was capable of such aerobatics. She watched the spiralling sky in awe, even as her heart raced and her stomach dipped.

But the birds were relentless. Every time they stayed too long on a straight course, there they were, in front of them, a flash of feathers and a clash of claws. They were glorious, with their black plumage and golden eyes—part of her saw that even as they hurled themselves at the plane, haranguing it as a flock of magpies might do to a winged intruder, trying to bring them down. And they would. Even if they stayed out of reach forever, the evasion tactics were eating up fuel they didn’t have. If they didn’t come down in the water, then they would have to land, and the birds would have them. These weren’t wild birds that might give up and find easier prey. Someone had sent them, like the hounds had been sent before them. They were following orders.

Orders. The word fluttered into her head, and she snatched at it without knowing why. The Adar Llwch Gwin followed orders—the ones in the myth had been told to kill the first warrior on the field, and they had done so to great cost. And clearly they couldn’t differentiate one person from another, or Drudwas would have sent them after Arthur by name. Somebody had sent these ones after them, and something was being used to mark her and Tom as their targets.

It couldn’t be the Tiger Moth. There were too many planes in the air these days—had they been told to attack the first one across the Irish Sea, they would have found other prey first. It was something unique to them, something perhaps that they had been given.

The sash. The Green Knight had given it to them to shield them from unfriendly eyes. It wasn’t working here—perhaps because the sash was exactly what the birds had been sent to find. Perhaps someone knew they had it, and had made their plans accordingly.

It was a theory, nothing more. All her training screamed at her that she needed more research to test it. But there was no time. It was all she had.

“Keep us out of reach!” she shouted at Tom.

“What do you think I’m doing?” he shouted back, not unreasonably. He tried, without much success, to look back over his shoulder at her. “What are you doing?”

What she was doing, at that point, was leaning forwards as far as she could, trying to fish her carpet bag out from where she had wedged it tight at the bottom of the cockpit. Unfortunately, being thrown about didn’t help. Another sharp bank right slammed her shoulder against the side; a sudden drop caused her stomach to heave. And then, as the plane rolled to the side, the bag dislodged. She snatched at it as it tumbled past her, and pulled it onto her lap.

Her fingers rifled through its contents, as the tip of a wing-feather sliced past her face. Notebooks. Spare pens. The jam sandwiches she’d made and hadn’t needed because White had fed them, now squashy and leaking through their shiny brown paper. Her copy of The Sword in the Stone, just in case. Lipstick. Mirror. There. She snatched up the sash, and heard one of the birds screech.

Her impulse was to fling it over the side of the plane at once, and let it fly off into the wind. Caution, though, intervened: what if it snagged on the wings or the tail of the plane, as she’d heard even parachutes did on occasion? They’d have no way to dislodge it, and they’d be in a worse fix than before. Even if it missed their plane, it would eventually snag on something, and the birds would pursue it to the ends of the earth. She imagined the sash catching on a boat, a lighthouse, blowing inland and wrapping itself around a tree or a house. They couldn’t buy their escape at the expense of an innocent bystander. They’d have to do better.

“Take her down as low as you can,” she called to Tom. “I need her right above the sea.”

There was no reply—his focus didn’t allow for speech—but straight away the nose of the plane dropped. They were heading down, down, the sea coming closer and closer. God, she hoped this was right, or that sea could be the last thing she ever saw…

The plane rocked and swung, as if hit by a wrecking ball. Ellie cried out, turned, and came face-to-face with a giant bird. It was the size of a small pony, at least; its talons, thick, sharp, prehistoric, had latched onto the side of the plane and dug into the metal. Its yellow eyes blazed, and its curved beak parted in a scream.

The carpet bag was in her hand; on instinct, as though it was a seagull at the beach trying to steal her sandwiches, she lashed out and struck it on the beak.

“Get off !” she shouted. The plane was spiralling, losing height. Ellie lashed out again. Another blow, this one to the side of its head, and with a shrill cry it flapped away. A chunk of metal tore loose with it; Tom wrenched the stick, and somehow, impossibly, the plane levelled again.

They were almost skimming the surface of the water now, as close as they could be. With a silent apology to every library god there was, not to mention Tom’s sister, Ellie grabbed The Sword in the Stone from the bag, wrapped the sash tightly around it, and threw it into the ocean.

The book was a hardcover, beautifully heavy for such a relatively short story. It fell straight to the water, and went under with a visible splash.

The birds went with it. The first dived after it, like a penguin or a seal, so close that the water from the dive surged and swamped the plane. The plane pulled away, but not before Ellie saw the other two birds follow suit, slipping effortlessly beneath the waves.

“We’ve lost them!”

“Good work!” Tom called, but absently, attention still fixed ahead. “Hold on!”

The plane rose, but barely, rocking and juddering. Specks of rain were spattering the panels in front of her; she glanced down, and knew at once that the fuel dial was never meant to be that low. She thought of the bird’s claws, metal flying as it pulled back, and her heart plummeted.

“Are we going down?” she shouted.

“One way or another.” His voice was barely audible over the scream of the wind and the engine. “Brace yourself.”

Land was up ahead—she could see the thin curve of it, black against the rapidly darkening skies. Through the thin veil of rain, the land resolved into the familiar cliff, the grey stone of Camlan House, the stables and the woods and the flat field beyond. They were nearly there. But the plane jumped and juddered in the winds, its engine coughing weakly, its propeller glitching like an erratic heartbeat. Tom swore quietly. She didn’t need to ask to tell that he was coming in completely blind, because she could barely see, herself.

She should have been afraid. Instead, anger flared, hot against the cold air. It wasn’t fair. He had flown brilliantly; she had lost the birds. They were so close to home. It wasn’t fair that they should die now.

Nimue. The name came into her head, as if snatched on the wind. Wherever you are, if you can do anything at all…

She didn’t know how to finish.

The ground was coming up to meet them, closer and closer, the same field they had walked back over in the dawn the night she had met Robin Hood and Maid Marian.

Nimue…

The wheels hit the soft ground, and the world spiralled away.







Nimue

N imue.”

The sound of my name, and the brush of a gloved hand on my shoulder. It shouldn’t have made me jump, except that for a year and a half nobody in Camelot had known my name.

“Mordred!” I flinched, and turned to face him. For a ludicrous moment, I felt sure the entire Round Table was about us, pointing accusing fingers. Guilt. It plays much worse tricks than mere fear.

In fact, nobody could have heard us. I was down by the riverbank, miles from the castle, cutting rowan bark and twigs of ash for our stores. It was a cold afternoon, and I had been lost in thought, or I would have heard the trees whisper a warning of human footsteps approaching. But I was still right to be startled. Mordred had been in Camelot for two months now, and my visit to his room the night he arrived had been the first and last time we had risked talking privately. Our mother had drilled the importance of secrecy deep into our bones.

“What is it?” I glanced about, as though the birds might be listening. “You shouldn’t be here—”

“You need to make sure Merlin isn’t anywhere around tonight,” Mordred said, without preamble. He was unarmoured, only a knife at his belt and a light cloak about him, and with his face flushed with cold and his fair curls ruffled he looked ridiculously young. If I ignored the light beard and the anxious lines on his forehead, he might have been a young boy under the Lake again, up to some mischief. “Drug him, distract him, do whatever you need to. He can’t interfere. Not, I must say, that he seems to have any mind to do so. I think our mother overestimated him.”

I knew she hadn’t. “Around where? What’s happening tonight?”

“Everything.” His old smile was on his face. “You know that Arthur left on a hunting trip this morning?”

“Of course I do.” I was beginning, unwillingly, to see. “He won’t be back until tomorrow.”

“Lancelot will go to her tonight, as he always does. Agravaine and I and a few others will be waiting to capture them in the act. When Arthur returns, we’ll drag them both before him as traitors.”

Tonight. I had known something like this was coming, of course, but I’d had no idea how soon. I thought of Lancelot and Guinevere wrenched apart, Lancelot bound and gagged, Mordred’s cold hands on Guinevere, and I felt sick. “Arthur agreed to this?”

“Agravaine pointed out to him that the rumours are all over the court already: if Arthur refused to allow them to be tested, everyone would only think that the rumours were true and that Arthur was protecting them. If Lancelot and Guinevere are innocent, their names would be cleared. He had to agree, in the end.”

Of course he did. The king had to follow the law, or the law meant nothing—Merlin had explained that to me only the day before Mordred arrived. Arthur couldn’t prevent them from being watched; he couldn’t even warn them. All he could do was hold true to the principles on which Camelot was founded, and hope and pray that his queen and his best knight did the same. But how far those principles had fallen already, when accusations were being made based on malicious rumours and not evidence, when knights were sneaking around in the dark rather than challenging their opponents openly, when the accused were having to prove their innocence rather than their accusers prove their guilt.

“What if Lancelot resists you taking him prisoner?” I asked.

Mordred shrugged. “He probably will. What does it matter?”

“You might not be able to bring him in as easily as you think. He’s the best knight in the world.”

“He’ll be outnumbered.” Suspicion was starting to colour his voice. “What are you really worried about?”

Until that question, I don’t think I’d known what I meant to do. Every day since I was born had been lived according to my mother’s directions. Viviane was her creation, not mine; somehow, absurdly, I had never been able to contemplate Viviane doing anything against my mother’s will. It was only then, looking my brother in the face and seeing the hatred my mother had taught him gleaming in his eyes, that I realised I was not going to destroy Camelot after all.

I still didn’t know what this meant. What was important was that I give Mordred no chance at all to suspect it. I knew the turns Mordred’s brain took: distrust had been ingrained there from childhood, and once it took hold, everything he heard sounded like a lie. The only way to counter it was to be as forthright as possible—or appear to be.

“I’m worried about Lancelot,” I said. It was true, after all. “I don’t want him hurt.”

Mordred accepted this. His shoulders relaxed. “It’s his doom. He knew it before he came to Camelot.”

“He doesn’t know now. He’s a knight of Camelot, and he loves Arthur as much as he loves Guinevere. Losing them both will destroy him. He’s our family, Mordred.”

“Not by blood.” Mordred caught my look, and his chin rose defensively. “I don’t mean it like that. I loved him too—although I was never as close to him as you. But this feud isn’t his by birth the way it is ours. Arthur never wronged him.”

Arthur never wronged me either. I didn’t say this. Mordred was no longer capable of hearing it. I loved him with all my heart, but his mind was still under the Lake, in those dark corridors, with the sound of dark water and our mother’s voice filling his ears.

Besides, it wasn’t the point. Neither was the harm to Lancelot or Guinevere, much as I cared for them both. Camelot was bigger than who had been wronged, who was guilty, what mistakes had been made and when. It had to be.

“Lancelot never wronged us either,” I said, because Mordred was waiting for me to say something. “Please try not to hurt him tonight.”

“I will,” Mordred promised, and I knew, with a rush of relief mingled with triumph, that he believed I had accepted what was going to happen. “Don’t worry, Nimue. Your part in this is almost over. Just keep Merlin away tonight, and I’ll handle the rest.”

God, where had Mordred learned to be so pompous? That, at least, hadn’t been taught by our mother. Perhaps it was the royal blood in him. “I will.”

I leaned against the oak tree as Mordred left. My head was spinning, past and present and prophecy whirling about me in a nebulous blur. I wondered, briefly, if this was how Merlin felt all the time.

I drew a deep breath, and released it slowly. It wasn’t too late. Mordred had, without realising, given me something very valuable. I knew the time and the place where Lancelot and Guinevere would be exposed, and the first tower of Camelot teeter and fall. Tonight. I had until Lancelot left for Guinevere’s chambers to stave off doom, at least for a little longer.

I had tried to warn Guinevere. She hadn’t listened—I was, after all, just one more voice telling her what she knew to be true. Lancelot’s friends had already tried to warn him too, I was sure, and found the same.

But perhaps he would listen to me. Perhaps the part of him, deep down, that remembered his days under the Lake would trust me, even if the rest of him didn’t know why. Perhaps I could make him remember.

Perhaps, after all, I could save Camelot.
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June 1941

S he couldn’t have been out for more than a few seconds. When her eyes flickered open, the plane was still easing to a stop along the grass. The world was tilted at a wild angle, the hills canted; it took a few blinks for her dazed brain to shake off the dust of the dream enough to process that the plane had landed, bounced, then pitched to the right as it had set down. Feeling was returning to her limbs—she flexed her fingers and toes cautiously, and everything seemed to work.

The field was thick with gloom, the rain covering everything in a thin veil of mist. She craned her neck, wincing, to see Tom in the front seat. He was slumped over the controls. Most of him not hidden by the plane was hidden by his jacket and helmet, but with a jolt of alarm she saw a thin line of blood trickling down the back of his neck.

“Tom?” She strained against the harness uselessly, trying to reach him. “Tom!”

“I’m here.” His voice was thick, but clearing; he raised his head slowly, and winced. “Ow… Are you hurt?”

Ellie shook her head, though he couldn’t see it. “I’m fine, I think. You’re bleeding.”

He put a hand to the back of his head, and hissed involuntarily. “Ah—it’s nothing. Just bumped it when we landed. Can you get out?”

She wasn’t sure it was nothing to take a blow to the head in a plane crash while still recovering from the effects of the last one—at the very least, it wasn’t recommended—but she conceded his question was more pressing. Planes, she had heard, could catch fire and explode.

The belt seemed stuck at first, but it was only jammed—a bit of gentle chivvying, and the lock sprang open. She breathed a sigh of relief as she pulled her legs free, and clambered over the edge of the cockpit. The plane was tilted at an alarming angle, the tip of one wing brushing the ground. She could see the great gouge out of the side where the bird had sunk its claws, bare metal against the paint with at least one exposed wire. It seemed relatively whole, though, and likely to stay that way.

Tom wasn’t content with that. He insisted on stopping to check every inch of it, running his hands over each bump and scratch as though tending a wounded creature while she stood there jumping out of her skin with impatience. The rain was coming in great sheets over the ocean, and even through her thick leather jacket she could feel it seeping through to her skin.

“It’s not too bad!” he called, with evident relief. “They can patch it up back at base.”

“Wonderful!” she shouted back. “Tom, this storm is rising, and there are things from another world trying to kill us. Can we at least get inside before we drown?”

Tom gave the engine a final affectionate pat, and hurried to join her. “Listen, you have no idea what Jonathan would have done to me if I’d lost another plane. Drowning would be a mercy.” He couldn’t have hurt himself too badly. Up close, he was breathless, exhilarated, in the way she remembered from the night they had saved Morgana from the rocks. “That was incredible.”

“Which part? The part where we nearly got killed?”

“The part where we survived!”

She couldn’t help laughing, despite everything. “I told you bringing my bag was a good idea.”

“Although, if you hadn’t brought that sash, we wouldn’t have been chased in the first place.”

“For all you know, it stopped us crashing over Ireland.”

“Fair,” he conceded. “Let’s assume it all worked out for the best. If you get out alive, it usually did.”

She wondered how he could still believe that, on the brink of Midsummer’s Eve, in a field with a wrecked plane and darkness closing in. Perhaps he had to.
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Their relief didn’t last the long walk back. The storm had truly set in now. Rain pelted them from all angles, turning the steep fields into a sea of mud, and the winds were so strong Ellie could barely stand upright. When it raged the strongest, she was sure she heard the howl of hounds.

By the time they reached the stables, she was trembling from exhaustion as much as cold, her clothes were pouring water onto the floorboards, and her foreboding had grown. The sky outside was as dark as it had been the first time she had come to the stables, although it was barely five o’clock and the sun should have been up for hours yet.

“This can’t just be the weather,” she said. “It can’t.”

“Well, if it’s magic, we can’t do much about it until something tries to kill us again,” Tom said, in what aimed to be a reasonable tone of voice and only succeeded in sounding tired beyond reason. He was limping again, as he hadn’t for the last couple of weeks. “You go get dried off in the harness room, and keep going with that book. I’ll get the horses settled and come join you.”

She didn’t argue: she knew Tom well enough now to know that sometimes he really did need to get away on his own. Besides, she was anxious to see if White’s manuscript had survived the trip.

In fact, it was barely damp. Her jacket had protected it wonderfully, even though the rest of her was dripping. She left the pages to dry out further by the heat of the kerosene lamp while she stripped hastily to her underwear, shivering. Her wet clothes peeled reluctantly from her frozen skin, and hit the ground with a watery splat.

She was huddled under a blanket reading the manuscript when Tom came back in.

“The horses are fed.” He lowered himself onto the camp bed beside her, with a barely stifled wince. “Luckily we did go into the village that day the Green Knight came, we’re well stocked to last out the storm.”

“Good,” she said absently. She glanced at him sideways, and a pang of disquiet broke through her attention. His face looked rather grey, and his eyes had closed involuntarily as he sat. “How’s your head?”

“All right.” He hesitated. “Well… not the best, actually.”

Her unease sharpened. She couldn’t remember him ever admitting such a thing before.

“It was fine walking back,” he added, as though to reassure her. He touched the back of his head gingerly, where blood had stiffened his hair as it dried. “It’s just got a bit worse now.”

“That’s how it works with concussions sometimes, isn’t it?” She knew less about first aid than she should, but one of the girls at her old boarding house had been training as a nurse, and she had given them all the basics just in case. “Do you feel sick, or giddy? Are there two of me?”

“God forbid.” He seemed to suddenly become aware of her eyes on him: he rubbed his neck and straightened with obvious effort. “I’ll do. Absolutely shattered, that’s all. I’d forgotten what aerial combat is like. How’s the book?”

Ellie wasn’t satisfied, but the question distracted her. “It’s not my favourite of his, so far.” She turned back to the beginning, White’s handwriting flickering past in a blur. “Arthur is preparing for the Battle of Camlann, in despair. Merlin takes him under the hill where Nimue trapped him many years ago—only Merlin and Nimue are lovers in this version, and he went to his doom willingly. The animals are all there, and for most of the book they have a very involved ethical discussion on how to cure the human race of its warlike tendencies.”

He nodded, very carefully. “Finding an antidote to war, like White said. Any solutions?”

“Nothing to solve the present-day conflict, if you were wondering. And nothing that tells us about this house.”

A fresh burst of wind and rain hit the side of the stables. A high, screaming note rose above the storm, ricocheting about the harness room.

“What was that?” Ellie got to her feet on reflex, heart quickening. “It’s not the Hunt, is it?”

“It’s the horses again. They echo like that, when the wind’s rising. I’d better see what’s upsetting them.” Tom stood, and caught himself quickly against the wall. “Oh…”

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“Fine,” he said, unconvincingly. His face had gone absolutely white. “Bit dizzy. Give me a minute.”

“Sit down, and take it easy,” she advised, trying to keep worry from her voice. She wished she remembered more about head injuries. None of the people she had ever dug out of rubble had happened to have one, so it hadn’t stuck. “I’ll check on the horses. You were wounded in battle last year, remember?”

“Thanks.” He sank back down on the camp bed with a worrying lack of protest, and closed his eyes. “Let me know if there’s a problem, will you?”

“I will.”

Even inside the stables, the wind was gathering; it swirled her hair about her face, and shivered across her skin. It didn’t surprise her when she found the three horses tossing their heads and stomping restlessly in their stalls.

“Hey, hey, whoa,” she said softly, as she had heard Tom do many times. She checked them each in turn, running a hand over their necks to calm them. Rhiannon was the most distressed—she shied when Ellie approached, and gave another of the shrill neighs that had sounded so eerie from the next room.

“I know, I know,” she said, although she probably didn’t. “Tom can’t come right now, Rhi. Try to be quiet. That’s it.”

To her surprise, Rhiannon snorted once and settled reluctantly. Ellie wasn’t sure she could take the credit, but she felt a confused rush of pride nonetheless. If the world didn’t end, perhaps she’d make a horsewoman yet.

Tom was still perched on the edge of the camp bed when she slipped back into the harness room, his forehead resting in his hands. She saw the ring that White had given him glinting gold on one finger. It might have been a trick of the light, but she would have sworn it was glowing.

“Everything all right?” he asked, without looking up.

“The horses are fine,” she said. “Rhi was just being stroppy. Are you feeling any better?”

“A little.” She wasn’t sure if he expected her to believe it, or if it was just a reflexive lie. He raised his head, blinking, his eyes not quite in focus. “I wasn’t wounded in battle last year, you know.”

It took her a second to remember what she’d said earlier. “Oh, I know. You told me it was engine trouble. It still happened in battle, though, which means—”

“It wasn’t even that. The engine was fine. I’d taken a couple of hits, but it could have stayed flying.”

“Then what brought the plane down?”

“I did. I brought the plane down.”

For a moment, she forgot everything else. The storm, midsummer, Nimue, Camlan House—all of it receded like the tide. She knew only two things very clearly. Firstly, this was what Tom had been trying not to tell her ever since they had met, why he had fled out to the wilds to get away from everyone, why he felt he could never go home. Secondly, the fact that he was telling her now meant that something was very, very wrong.

Truthfully, she didn’t want to ask the obvious question. She knew Tom—whatever he had done, she couldn’t imagine it would be as terrible as he thought. It was the war that was terrible, and she was so, so tired of it, and all the pain and guilt that went with it. But he needed to tell her, and so she made herself ask, as quietly and reasonably as she could.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t trying to get out of anything—not the way it sounds. I didn’t think I’d survive.”

The next question was even harder. “Did you want to die?”

“No. That is—I don’t think so. I just… wanted it to stop.” The words were felt for, seized, pulled out by force like broken teeth. “I’ve gone over it in my head so many times, and I can’t explain it.”

“Well, never mind it now.” She sat down beside him, the camp bed creaking beneath her, and put her hand to his forehead. It was foolish—it was a head injury, not a fever—but he did in fact feel a little too warm. “Listen, I think you need to be checked out by a doctor. There’s one in the village, I could—”

“Could you let me try to say this, please?” He didn’t look at her. His attention was turned inwards. But she recognised the carefully matter-of-fact voice from the night they had saved the questing beast, and knew how much effort it was taking.

“Of course,” she said quietly. “If you really want to. Go on.”

He didn’t, for a long time.

“We were going up so often, that summer,” he said at last, so softly that she had to lean forwards to hear him. “Over and over, day after day, like a bad dream. Not to complain, it’s our job, but… It gets to you, after a while, being always on edge, always tired, always trying not to think about the ones who didn’t come back that day. Always waiting—that’s the worst part. Every minute you’re on the ground, on duty or off, you’re waiting to go up. It’s in your blood constantly, this ice-cold cocktail of tension and adrenaline. You start to long for the call to scramble, just so you won’t be waiting anymore. But if you’re in the air, you’re waiting to be hit, and that’s worse.”

“You told me that you never thought about that,” she said. “You said you were twenty-one and invincible and going to live forever.”

“Did I? It was true, when I started. Then you see your friends go down, one by one; you see enemy planes brought down by your hand, and you know they were someone else’s friends once too; and soon you’ve seen it too often to believe that it won’t happen to you. That’s when it all stops making sense. It’s one thing to be twenty-one and invincible. How are you supposed to live when you’re twenty-one and you know you’ll be dead by the end of the summer?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. It was what she couldn’t answer for herself, the question she had been pushing back for two years, why she had clung to books as something that might last, only to see them subsumed in flame. How were you supposed to live, when everything was ending? How were you supposed to stand and face each day, when the darkness was coming, and sooner or later it would drown everything?

Tom was still talking, as though barely aware he was doing so. Now that the first few words had been pulled, the rest were tumbling too fast to stop. “After a bit, every time you get in your plane you think you won’t come back; every time you make it back after all, you think that was it, I can’t go up again. But I could. That’s why that day doesn’t make any sense to me. There were some that couldn’t—they woke up one morning and they couldn’t stop shaking, or their flight controls turned to gibberish, or they tried to get into their planes and their legs went from under them, and they’d be taken away and not spoken of again. I was having the odd moment like that, when things were quiet. I’d get light-headed for no reason, or I’d forget where I was, or out of nowhere the floor would spin away beneath my feet and I’d be back in the sky. But I was coping. However I felt, when that call came I could get in my plane and do my bloody job. That afternoon, the last time I did go up, was no different from any other. I don’t know why I did what I did.”

She didn’t ask, this time. He would tell what he needed to tell.

“We were meant to have been rotated off weeks ago,” he said, after a pause. “By late August we were down to seven working Spitfires. But there wasn’t anyone to replace us, so instead they sent us a few more planes and pilots to bring our numbers up—only the pilots were being rushed through training so fast by now that most of them had no fighter experience at all—and that was that. We’d already scrambled once that day—three losses on their side, only one on ours, and our pilot bailed safely. I shot down a 110—I remember watching it spiral down and hit the North Sea, all that way below, and I knew deep in my bones that the pilot hadn’t made it out. It wasn’t my first victory, but it was the first time I’d felt that.”

One of the pilots she and Martha had met at the bar had talked about shooting down a something-or-other as well—claiming it, he’d called it. The German pilot had bailed safely, he had said, and Ellie hadn’t known whether he was relieved or disappointed about it. She knew this time.

“You don’t know that really,” she said. “You might have been imagining things.”

“I might have been,” he agreed, without much conviction. “I wasn’t feeling right when we landed—you’re always drenched in sweat after combat, and after the cold up there I was shivering like I was running a fever. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one. Most of us hadn’t slept for days, and everyone looked pretty awful. Either way, I kept seeing that stupid plane plummeting towards the ocean, over and over again. I’d been close enough to see the pilot’s face, and it kept getting confused with all the other faces I’d been trying not to think about. We were supposed to stand down and try to get some rest, but I was far too wound up, so I ended up pacing the perimeter of the base, going through a whole pack of cigarettes, trying to pull myself together. I’d about managed it when the call to scramble came again. And this is what I mean: I never hesitated. For just a second, the thought flashed across my head that I couldn’t do it, not again, and by the time the thought had finished I was already climbing in the cockpit, because of course I could.

“We intercepted them over Folkestone. No bombers this time, just more 109s and 110s than I’d ever seen in one place. We were supposed to avoid fighter-to-fighter combat, but they were right there, and the sun was behind us. The squadron leaders ordered us in.”

He paused, trying to find the right words.

“That’s the thing they don’t tell you about aerial combat: how hard it can be to make yourself go in, and stay in. When it comes to it, your body wants to live. Usually you can ignore it and do your job, but sometimes you get so tired that your survival instincts start to take over. Sometimes it takes everything you have just to keep flying into a blizzard of enemy bullets and not the other way.”

A memory flashed into Ellie’s head: the night they had saved the questing beast, and Tom had followed her blindly down the rocks above a crashing sea and a sheer drop without saying a word. She had been bewildered by it, somewhere between admiration and concern. She had seen a good deal of bravery in London, but she hadn’t met anyone who seemed so fundamentally to lack the most basic instincts of self-preservation. It made more sense now. It wasn’t instinct after all, only hard-won habit.

“Is that what you did?” she said. “Did you go the other way?”

“No. I froze for just a moment, watching all those planes milling about the sky, all blazing guns and flashing metal, like the stars had gone mad. Then I forced my hands to move and I was away again. But I couldn’t find the rhythm this time. Normally a Spitfire is an extension of your body, like riding a horse that can read your every thought. That day, it turned into a lump of metal under my hands. My heart was racing, I could hardly breathe, my vision was flickering in and out at the edges. I kept seeing that falling plane again, as if it was the first time I’d seen a bloody plane go down. It was as though I’d seen us all from the outside, these fragile little insects hurtling above the earth, and I couldn’t get back into my own body and convince it we were anything more. I don’t know how long we were up there, but it felt like hours. And then, out of nowhere, there was a 109 coming at me, firing like mad.

“I really thought I was through. The controls stopped responding. The plane shuddered, and we were falling—the dust and debris from the floor shot up to the roof of the cockpit. It was the closest I’d ever come. But I yanked her straight up, and somehow the engine was back and I got her into a steep upwards climb. It was a bright day, and for a moment the battle spun out of view and all I could see was white-blue sky.

“It felt as though I was suspended between two lives—one in which the plane had been struck and everything had ended, and another where it was just another close call, I’d get the plane under control, turn about, get the 109 in my sights. I could probably do it, too—he’d come in too fast, and left himself vulnerable. I’d finish him off, resume fighting, then make it back to base and wait for the whole thing to start again. And… for the first time, I couldn’t face it. I just couldn’t. I wasn’t afraid. I just knew I couldn’t do it anymore, again, and this time it was finally true.”

You’re not hurting anybody. You might get to the end of the war and be glad of that, one day. She’d known, from the first day, how much he had hated the fact he had killed anyone.

“You didn’t want to hurt him,” she said slowly. “You didn’t want to see anyone else die.”

“Well, if that was any part of it, it was bloody stupid. I wasn’t saving any lives by costing us a plane and a pilot we couldn’t afford to lose. But it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t a plan. It wasn’t even a feeling. Everything was noise and confusion and chaos, and I just… stopped. I don’t know if I cut the engine, only that I stopped flying, and without me the plane fell out of the sky. I didn’t bail out, and I didn’t try to land. I remember the ground coming up to meet me. I’d dreamed it so many times it didn’t feel real. All I could think was that I hoped the plane didn’t catch fire. Those were always the worst ones, when the planes went up in flames, and the pilots were trapped in the cockpits to burn alive.”

He drew a deep breath, and released it in a shuddering sigh. “Sorry,” he said, in a tone suddenly more like his own. His hand was shaking as he dashed it across his eyes. “I didn’t mean to dredge all that up. I think I might be a bit concussed after all.”

“I think we should get you to a doctor,” she repeated.

“Don’t be daft. What are they going to do, ground me for a few days? Anyway, nobody’s going anywhere in this.”

The last was undeniably true. She glanced towards the high windows, lashed with sheets of rain. Their car was still at the airbase, and she couldn’t see another way to make it to town in the dark and the storm. They might as well have been underwater. Something flickered at the thought, then was gone.

“It proves what I was saying earlier, though, doesn’t it?” Tom said, and she turned her attention back to him. His voice was controlled again, but he was deliberately looking away. “I’m not who White thinks I am. I’m not anybody at all.”

“Now who’s being daft?” she said briskly. “You may not be Merlin—I can’t pretend to understand all that. That doesn’t make you nobody. Nor does one momentary lapse on a battlefield.”

“It makes me a coward.” The bitterness she’d heard lurking behind his words many times earlier had risen to the surface, and this time she understood it. “You know, when I signed up, all anyone could talk about was how brave I was. That’s what they said about all of us—how courageous all these young pilots are, what heroes. My family believed it, even when my dad wished I’d stayed in school and my mum worried. And I really believed it about myself, right up until that day. Whatever else I was—however much I dreaded going up, however much I hated watching those planes go down, at least I was brave. If I’d been shot down even a minute earlier, I’d have believed that forever. But I wasn’t. Not in the end.”

“I don’t think it works that way.” She spoke cautiously, selecting each word with care before offering it. Images were flickering before her eyes: not the bright armour and clashing swords of Camelot’s many tournaments, but Arthur reaching out to embrace Mordred; Lancelot and Guinevere, fighting every minute of every day not to betray their king; Merlin, standing to face a roomful of ghosts of his own making. “I think being brave is something you do, not something you are. It’s a decision you have to make, every time. You made it over and over again. Perhaps it was just one time too many.”

“Maybe,” he said, vaguely. She wasn’t sure how well he had heard her, which was just as well. She had meant everything she said, but she had also felt its painful inadequacy. “I just—Do you remember, when you were a child, what you wanted to be when you grew up?”

It was a simple question, one she must have been asked before. And yet this time, out of nowhere, a spark of unease flickered in her chest. She clamped it down, hard.

“No,” she said.

Under normal circumstances, he would have noticed her discomfort. “I don’t either, really. Probably I wanted to be a dinosaur or something. But I remember, when I was very little, I wanted to take on all the evil in the world myself. I thought I could handle it. Now I know I can’t.”

“Well,” she said, briskly, “little children want foolish things. You aren’t a dinosaur either.”

He laughed a little, as she’d hoped; a shaky laugh, that ended in a yawn. His eyes were closing against their will.

“Tom?” He didn’t answer. She sharpened her voice, trying to quell the flutter of panic, trying to sound as military as possible. “Wilder!”

That worked, or half worked: his head and shoulders straightened on reflex. “Sorry. I’m here. Just tired. Was everything all right with the horses?”

“They’re fine,” she said. “I told you, remember? Rhi was just making a fuss.”

“Right. Of course.” He closed his eyes for a second, then forced them open. “How’s the book going?”

“Fine,” she said, gently. Her heart squeezed. “It’s fine.”

She wasn’t sure what to do, all on their own at the edge of the world. She had a vague idea that someone with a head injury needed to be kept awake. More selfishly, she wanted him to stay awake. It was the two of them against the darkness, here and now. The thought of standing without him filled her with a cold deeper than any she had ever felt. And there was something worse still, something that she was barely holding at bay, something that she knew she wasn’t strong enough to turn and face alone.

But if the last three years had taught her anything, it was that nobody asked anyone in this world what they were strong enough to face.

“Why don’t you get some rest?” she said, as calmly as she could. “It isn’t Midsummer’s Eve for a while yet. We still have time.”

It was stretching the truth, but she had a horrible suspicion he didn’t even know where he was anymore, much less what day it was. When she coaxed him to lie down on the camp bed he didn’t resist, and when she pulled a blanket over him he settled down with a quiet sigh. As soon as his eyes closed he was asleep, as soundly and swiftly as though he had been hit with a rock. His face softened, its determined lines relaxing. It should have made him look younger; in fact, he looked far older than twenty-three, and infinitely tired.

She was desperately worried about him, and about the rising storm, and about the looming darkness. But there was something else that was worrying her too, a spark she had been stamping down for the last few minutes, a flicker that had been just out of the corner of her eye for weeks. In the quiet of the harness room, alone, it caught fire.

Do you remember, when you were a child, what you wanted to be when you grew up?

It was a simple enough question. Tom had asked her others like it. She’d always deflected them, as she had when her colleagues and her friends had asked her where she was from, if she had any family, what she remembered of her childhood. A long way away from here. It’s complicated. I’d rather not talk about it.

No, she’d said this time.

It was only now, when the veil between the worlds was thinning and a storm was closing in, that she realised the truth of her own answer.

She didn’t remember.
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The words echoed in her head, louder than the storm, louder than the sudden roaring of her heart. The walls of the harness room, shadowy in the lamplight, receded in all directions; she crouched down on the floor, and put her head on her knees until it stopped spinning.

She knew her name was Elaine Ambrose, that she lived in London, that she would be twenty-eight in September. She remembered seven years working at the British Museum Library. She remembered her boarding house on Great Russell Street and her rooms in the East End, which she had lost at the start of the war. She remembered her student years at the University of London in nostalgic, softly glowing detail. But everything before arriving there was a blank page. She didn’t know where she had lived, she couldn’t name any members of her family, she had no idea where she’d gone to school. It was all gone.

It was impossible. She wondered, briefly, if she had hit her head in the crash too. But it had started long ago, hadn’t it? Long before she had come to Camlan House. She fumbled for her earliest memory, desperate, as though flicking back to the start of a discarded book. Her first few days at university were sound enough—stepping off the train in London, introducing herself to students and tutors. My name is Elaine Ambrose, she’d said, many times. Had she said where she was from? She could recall faintly being asked—fainter still, she remembered being anxious about the question, hoping they didn’t notice… What? What had she been hiding, and how could she have hidden it even from herself ?

They hadn’t noticed. Her friends had teased her about her mysterious past, the ones that had got close enough to care. Most of them didn’t. She herself hadn’t known the backgrounds of most of her crowd—she hadn’t asked, or she assumed she’d forgotten, and presumably everyone thought the same of her. At university and then at work, all the talk had been of books and politics and gossip, until the last few years when nothing before the war really mattered. Her housemates and friends had nodded with understanding when she had given her vague non-answers, as Tom always did. There were so many reasons why somebody would not want to talk about their family, especially now.

When had she forgotten? Why hadn’t she realised until now?

Her heart was tearing itself from her chest, trying to outrun its own panic. She drew a deep breath, released it, tried to focus.

She needed a plan. If Tom had been awake, that was what he would have given her: a way forwards, a direct and concrete action to take before her theories could overwhelm her. And that plan was obvious, wasn’t it, as soon as she stopped long enough to think about it?

She needed to dream.

Whatever had happened to her memories, it had something to do with the dreams. It was too much of a coincidence otherwise—it rang the same notes as Arthurian myth, with its stolen childhoods and forgotten adventures. Even if that weren’t true, the dreams themselves weren’t finished. Nimue’s story was waiting for her—the last dream, the one that had flashed into her head in an instant as the plane had crashed, had ended on the brink of something important. Beneath the wave of panic, she could feel it tugging at her, ready to pull her back under. She needed to see it through.

She raised her head, and wiped at her face, which was streaked with tears.

“Tom?” she whispered.

His brow furrowed slightly, but otherwise he didn’t respond. She pulled the blanket a little further up his shoulder, as though cold were the danger and not a serious blow to the head.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she promised, because it was better than admitting that he had no idea whether she was there or not.

She pulled on her jacket, shivering at the touch of the wet collar, and tucked White’s notebook inside it once more. Then she turned off the oil lamp, blinked against the darkness, and set out across the courtyard for Camlan House.
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It turned out she didn’t need to worry about Mrs. Leaf. The house was dark, quiet, and she knew as surely as if she had searched every room that it was utterly deserted. Tom had been right—now that he was all but gone, she could feel it too. Mrs. Leaf had disappeared. Still, she locked her door and wedged a chair against the back when she got to her bedroom, knowing that it would be useless against magic, but reasoning that so would anything else.

She changed into dry clothes first: her dark blue slacks and her white blouse, a scarf holding back her wet curls, ready for battle. The thought that she was actually readying to sleep was so ridiculous that she fought a wild urge to laugh. The truth was, she didn’t want to dream. She wanted to know the answers to her questions, but she didn’t want to feel them, to fall headlong into Camelot’s darkest hours—and all the while, her body would be lying vulnerable in bed, alone in a storm-battered house of ghosts and witches.

She almost couldn’t do it. But, purely by chance, she glanced over at the desk. A mouse was watching her. It was sitting on the top of her stack of books, light and delicate, its coat the colour of the shadows, its head cocked to one side like a cheeky sparrow. Squeak. All mice were called Squeak, Merlin had told Nimue, the first time they had transformed together, hundreds of years ago and in a dream she’d had in this very room.

Ellie closed her eyes, and drew the feeling of that dream back. She remembered what it felt like to stand in the singing sunrise, fear and curiosity thrilling in every limb, impossibly light and fragile, always running against the hard edge of death and refusing to let it cut her loose until she had seen everything.

“Courage,” she whispered, and climbed into bed for the last time.
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The dream was waiting for her.







Nimue

i

I did drug Merlin, as Mordred had suggested—not unicorn tears this time, but a simple sleeping draught. Not only did I want to avoid attracting Mother’s attention by leaving my task undone, it occurred to me that having Merlin safely out of the way might be the best way to keep him safe as well.

Still, it tore at my heart, especially as I had to wake him up to do it, which seemed both superfluous and cruel. It was no longer strange to find him asleep in our tower: he was staying so for longer and longer these days, as his strength faded and the waking and dreaming world blended into one. This time he was lying in a patch of winter sunlight on the window seat, yet when I shook him awake he was once again deathly cold to the touch. The ghosts hung in the air, quiet for now.

His eyes blinked open slowly, and he frowned as they lit on me. “Elaine?”

Elaine was the name of my mother’s eldest sister, as well as the woman who had fallen in love with Lancelot and given him Galahad, and probably hundreds of other women in the world I didn’t know. I remembered my mother’s description of Merlin as a child, lost in different stories and different lives.

“It’s me,” I said. “Viviane.”

I’m not sure he actually saw me, but his brow cleared. “Oh. Of course.” He struggled to sit up, and succeeded in rising to one elbow. “What’s wrong?”

I told myself that this was it, the final betrayal, and not such a betrayal as the others. After tonight, it might all be over.

“Nothing,” I said, in Viviane’s most soothing tones. “Nothing at all. Here, drink this.”

Something flickered in his eyes, the faintest glimmer that was quickly smoothed over. He sat up a little further and took the cup, with a stifled wince. “Thank you. What time is it? Has Arthur ridden out yet?”

“He rode out this morning.” I didn’t ask how Merlin knew about Arthur’s hunting trip. Nobody could tell what Merlin was aware of these days. “The sun’s setting now. It’ll be dark soon.”

A heavy clang of metal on metal caught my ear: knights in the tilting yard. I glanced out the window, and saw Sir Gaheris and Sir Gareth atop their horses, sparring through the lengthening shadows.

“Let me know when he comes back, will you?” Merlin finished the last of the draught, and settled back down with a sigh. “Please. I need to talk to him.”

“He won’t be back until tomorrow,” I said, taking the cup. “But I’ll tell him. What do you need to talk to him about?”

“Can’t remember.” His eyes were already closing. “I’m sure it will come to me.”

I sat there watching, rubbed raw with guilt and shame, as he drifted away. The last time, I promised him, or myself. It would be the last time.

[image: ]
A sparrow can see much better in the dark than a human. Their world may not have an owl’s crystalline sharpness, but when I shifted that evening my vision expanded to encompass all but the very back of my head, and the castle courtyard became a gentle glow of blues and greens. I flitted along the walls, shadows melting before me, tiny heart buzzing in my feathery chest. I needed to not be seen, but Lancelot’s chambers were in the upper rooms of the castle. I also needed to fly.

The clouds were gathering as I flitted up to Lancelot’s window. A few gentle spots of rain flecked my feathers, and distant thunder rumbled.

Lancelot must have been in a hurry to reach his queen, because I nearly missed him. I flew in through the window right as his hand was on the door.

“Sir Lancelot,” I called.

Lancelot had grown older over the past summer and autumn, although he wasn’t yet forty. His dark hair was starting to show silver; his skin was weathered by the sun and beginning to line; his left shoulder was stiff on cold days from an old sword wound. But his eyes were still those of the boy I had known under the Lake, and they widened in wonder as the sparrow on his window ledge hopped forwards and grew into a witch. They turned more wary when he recognised me, as though a witch he knew well was more suspicious than a stranger in his bedroom.

“Lady Viviane. I—”

“Forgive the intrusion.” I found myself wrapping Viviane’s mannerisms more tightly about myself than I had in a long time. Without her, it was still difficult to look at Lancelot and not feel thirteen years old. “I came to warn you, and it couldn’t wait.”

“Warn me?” His bewilderment made sense: there was, after all, very little to threaten the best knight in the world, especially in his own bedchamber. “Against whom?”

“Against going to the queen tonight.” I held up a hand for silence. “No, listen to me. I’m not asking for a confession. I am Merlin’s apprentice and Arthur’s advisor, and I’ve come to tell you that if you go to Guinevere tonight, the two of you will be discovered. Mordred has laid a trap.”

He visibly stiffened. “If you mean to suggest that the queen and I are betraying the king…”

“I don’t care what you’re doing. I’m telling you not to do it tonight, of all nights. Mordred and the others are waiting to expose you both as traitors and adulterers before the king. Don’t let them.”

Lancelot was looking at me with wary politeness, and I bit the inside of my lip to keep from screaming in frustration. At the Round Table, Lancelot had always been respectful of me, and I had hoped I had his trust. I was no stranger, for God’s sake. We had grown up together. I had come in the shape of a mouse and then a kitchen maid and pulled him out of Meliagaunce’s trap. He had kissed me in exchange for his freedom, and he had done it with all his heart.

But he didn’t know any of that. All he knew was a witch named Viviane, who had come from nowhere and become Merlin’s apprentice, who within a year and half had taken Merlin’s place at Arthur’s side as Merlin inexplicably dwindled and the Round Table fell apart. Of course he didn’t trust me. He had been polite to me at the Round Table because Lancelot was polite to everyone.

“I have no quarrel with Mordred,” Lancelot said slowly. “Where would his advantage be in creating a scandal that would drive me from Arthur’s side and see Guinevere burned at the stake?”

“Mordred’s quarrel is with Arthur, not you. He’s never forgiven him for trying to kill him as a baby. Taking Arthur’s best knight from him and forcing him to kill his queen is only the beginning. Please, Lancelot,” I added, as his brow furrowed. “Even if you don’t believe me, what harm can it do to distance yourself from Guinevere for one night?”

“You clearly don’t know Guinevere,” he said, with a welcome flash of humour. “If she calls for me, it might be more than my life’s worth not to go.” His quirk of a smile faded as he considered me. “In truth, my lady, I don’t know what harm it could do, and that’s what troubles me. If you truly are our friend and Arthur’s, then keeping from Guinevere’s side tonight could do no harm at all, and I’m grateful to you for the warning. But if you are our enemy, as some say, then you might have any number of reasons for keeping me away from Guinevere. You might even mean harm to her yourself, and want me where I can’t protect her.”

I appreciated his honesty, at least. “I am your friend. I promise.”

“With respect, Lady Viviane, how do I know I can trust your promise?”

“You don’t,” I conceded. “But I think—I hope—something in you does anyway. Am I right?”

Lancelot’s lake-dark eyes regarded me carefully. I met them, and tried to fill my own eyes with all the years we had spent together. It was all I had, and it had to work. I thought of the three of us lying in our beds as Mother said good night one by one. Lancelot galloping his horse through the silent corridors as I read my book in one of alcoves meant for a now-broken statue. Lancelot flying his falcon, and letting me stroke her sleek feathers. You don’t see yourself, Lancelot had said to me, when were both so much younger. I do.

See me, I willed him. See me now.

“Yes,” Lancelot said slowly, and I could breathe again. “I do. I’ve encountered sorcery many times, and this doesn’t feel like any I’ve met before. Very well, Lady Viviane. I will heed your advice, as the king does, and I thank you for your warning.”

I inclined my head, trying to look wise and not as though I were shaking with relief. I had done it. Whenever Camelot’s doom would fall, it wouldn’t be tonight after all. I had more time. “Very wise, Sir Lancelot. And—”

“Nimue.”

The name came out of nowhere, like a gust of wind through a castle door. My name, in my mother’s voice. It was that moment I realised that as much as I always longed to hear it, I had always been afraid of it too.

I didn’t need to turn. I knew that she had followed me, that she would be standing there, at the window. I could feel her as I would the touch of a cold hand. I turned anyway.

“Nimue,” my mother said. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. In that moment, from pure habit, I meant it.

Lancelot had been staring at us both, brow furrowed, blinking as though trying to see through mist. Slowly, impossibly, his face cleared.

“Morgan,” he said, in a voice filled with wonder. My heart clenched like a fist in my chest.

“Lancelot,” Mother said. “My knight. It’s good to see you again.”

“You told me I’d forget as soon as I left the Lake,” he said. “I didn’t really believe it. I never imagined…” He faltered as another memory came to him. “Guinevere.”

“Don’t worry,” Mother said, and there was real gentleness in her voice as she looked at him. “It’s only because I’m the Lady of the Lake that you remember now. I carry its magic with me, as though you’d returned. You’ll forget again when I’m out of your sight.”

“But I can’t forget. She’ll be in danger. Nimue was trying to warn me…” His eyes fell on me this time, and everything in them softened. “Nimue.”

I found a smile, and even through my fear I had to swallow a lump in my throat. I’d been looking for that glimmer of recognition for so long. “Hello, Lance.”

“Come here.” He held out his arms to me, and I walked into them as though I was indeed still thirteen years old. His grip was as firm and strong as ever, but my chin reached his shoulder now. We had both grown outside the Lake. “I can’t believe I never recognised you, all this time. I’m sorry.”

“You couldn’t have.” I held him tighter before I pulled away. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“None of it is your fault,” Mother said. “Nor is it Nimue’s, and nor is it mine. It’s fate. Haven’t you ever wondered why you and Guinevere can’t keep from each other?”

“You push us back together,” Lancelot said. His body had tensed again, as I had seen it tense in combat: eyes watching, waiting for the first sign of attack. “Don’t you? I always felt there was something… I’ve tried to leave Camelot over and over, to remove myself from the sight of her. Every single time, she’s needed me, or Arthur has, and I’ve had to come back. That last time, with Meliagaunce—was it you that skewed his wits so that he would act in such a manner?”

Mother shook her head, not in denial but with impatience. “That wasn’t what I meant. I’ve pushed things once or twice, yes, just to keep them moving. Meliagaunce asked for it, interfering with magic he didn’t understand. But your feelings are nothing to do with me. They’d pull you together whether I was here or not. You could part a thousand times, you could travel thousands of miles, you could forget each other entirely, and yet every time you see each other you’ll only fall in love again.”

“Why? What’s special about us?”

“Nothing at all. Just as there’s nothing special about Nimue that will draw Merlin to her. It’s simply what happens. It’s how stories work. Nothing forces us to make the choices we do, and yet we still make them, because those choices are who we are.”

The old despair threatened to rush over me at those words, in that voice. All my life, I had been told that it was my story to be Merlin’s doom and Camelot’s, and I had believed it. I still did, at heart. I could see it laid before me, like a path ready to walk. Everything I knew of magic and the world told me that stepping off that path was impossible. For all I knew, Merlin was lost already. Surely any new ground I tried to tread would simply lead me, scraped and battered and bruised, to the same place.

That’s the trouble with destiny, and with despair, Mother had said, the night Mordred had come to Camelot. Both make it too easy to tell yourself you had no choice.

And yet I did have a choice. Perhaps I could go nowhere else in the end, but I could refuse to walk that path willingly. I could fight, every step of the way, to turn aside. It might make no difference in the end. But this was not yet the end.

“I can’t let you do this,” I said. It still sounded like an apology, but I wasn’t sorry this time.

“You can’t stop me either,” Mother said. “For God’s sake, the Round Table barely needs my help. Camelot is falling apart at the seams. The chivalric code is collapsing under the weight of its own hypocrisy. All this mess with Mordred and Lancelot and the queen is just the final blow.”

“Perhaps that’s true. Perhaps you’re right, and this is our doom and Camelot’s, and nothing we do can change anything. It doesn’t matter. I can’t let it happen.”

Mother nodded, as if we were debating a point of ethics and I had made a fair though unfortunate argument. “Then I’m sorry too,” she said.

It was all the warning I had before a spell engulfed me.

I knew it the moment before it hit. It was not unlike the spell that had led me to Camelot, after all: the spell to trap a soul in a tree. But there were no trees in Lancelot’s room. Instead, the magic flung me back, hard, against the wall. I felt its fingers, cold and heavy, lock about my arms and my throat. This was a spell to trap a soul in stone.

All those hours spent studying while Merlin was delaying teaching me paid off in that one moment. I had never cast that particular spell; I would have told Mother, if she’d asked, that I knew nothing about it. Yet I had read about it, and that knowledge shot to my fingertips when I needed it. Even as my back impacted the stone and my head cracked against the wall, the counterspell rolled off my tongue. I caught the flare of stone-light, and I held it.

I know it startled her—I felt her flinch, her surprise, and with it came a certain grim satisfaction. She had taught me herself, then sent me to be educated by Arthur’s court wizard, and yet she still hadn’t thought me capable of resisting. I was stronger than she knew.

The light blazed against me, the spell coming in another cresting wave. I gritted my teeth, and poured my own magic back. I imagined the heavy shields borne by the knights in a melee; I imagined it strong, inviolable, flawless. I pushed back against the spell as Lancelot would against a sword or mace, waiting for the lapse in my opponent’s strength that would let me throw her off altogether. And yet I could see the backs of my hands darkening, hardening, crusting over with grey. I could hear the cool whisper of water in my ears, and taste the grit on my tongue. I could feel the stone at my back becoming soft, porous, inviting me in.

I couldn’t do it. I could hold her spell at bay, perhaps for a long time. I couldn’t quench it. I could feel it pushing at the edges of my defences, eating at them as rust eats at armour. And when it touched me, I would be trapped. I would melt into the walls, lost from sight, until Mother chose to release me. I might be there forever; more likely, it would only be for the night. I hadn’t locked Merlin inside a cave yet, after all. Either way, the damage would be done. Lancelot and Guinevere would be exposed. The Round Table would be dealt the first of its fatal blows. I had grown as a witch and a person over the months at Camelot. I was stronger than I had ever been. But I had never in my life stood up to my mother. When it came to it, she was a predator, and I was her helpless prey.

No. Not helpless.

I had been a mouse and I had been a cat, and one thing I had learned: predators may be stronger, but prey is infinitely tougher. A cat knows when it’s beaten. It will live a long, fierce, hard-fought existence, but when death at last catches up to it, it will lie down and give in gracefully. A mouse never will. Whatever the world throws at it, however frail or bent or broken its body may become, it will fight death itself for every last scrap of life.

I drew down deeper than I ever had before, past my fear, past myself. I found that deep, wild kernel that had run fast and light up a table, that had scurried through Meliagaunce’s castle, that could hear the sunrise, and I held it tight in my hand.

She was going to beat me, but she wasn’t going to break me. She simply wasn’t. If she wanted me out of this story, she was going to have to tear me out, inch by bloody inch.

I could see nothing now. The outside world was muffled, dark, as my ears and eyes closed over. I could no longer feel breath in my own lungs.

Nimue.

It was a whisper, little more, the shiver of wind through leaves. I didn’t recognise the voice at first, or why the sound of it sent a thrill to my blood and a warmth to my skin. But then I had heard that same voice call me many times, and never by my real name.

Merlin.

On instinct, I reached out to him, as he had reached out to me the night the ghosts came, or the day I had pulled him from the hawthorn tree. His hand closed around mine at once, firm and familiar and cold as a blade.

I knew now how to read magic in a palm, as he had read mine on our first meeting. Even knowing what I had been doing to him, I was shocked at how much of Merlin’s was consumed by enduring the ghosts, and how hard he was working to give me even the faintest whisper of help. He couldn’t pull me out of the rock, as I had pulled him from the tree. But he knew I didn’t need him to. The terrible light dimmed, quivered, receded. It was enough. I pushed it from me with a last burst of magic and fell to my knees, gasping as though I’d come up from the bottom of the Lake. Around me, fragments of stone hit the floor, and fine grey dust settled.

Our hands were still locked as I opened my eyes. Merlin was beside me, gaunt, grey, his own eyes blazing gold.

“You’re all right,” he said, and his voice at least was as low and sure and in control as it had been the day we met. “You’re back. Can you hear me? Nimue?”

My name again. Soft and tender, like a spell, or the kiss we never had on Midsummer’s Eve. The shape of it caught my breath.

“I’m here.” My words strengthened as I found my tongue. I was back. My limbs were cold and cramping painfully, but I could feel them again, and they were flesh. “I’m fine. What are you doing here?”

“Where should I be?” He smiled, very quickly, a flicker of warmth that held a glow of relief. Liar. He hadn’t been certain I was all right at all. “It’s your own fault, you know. If you hadn’t gone to such particular trouble to keep me away, I might not have known there was somewhere I needed to go.”

The sleeping draught. I had never actually seen him drink it: I had looked out the window, and then back again to see an empty cup. I should have been furious, but oddly enough I was relieved. I hadn’t betrayed him this evening, at least.

“Emrys.” My mother’s voice was calm, but her jaw had tightened. “I was wondering when you’d appear.”

“It’s been a long time, Morgan.” Merlin’s fingers tightened around mine, just once, then released me. He got to his feet—slowly, painfully, wreathed in ghosts. My eyes, still hazy in the aftermath of the spell, could see them clearer than ever. The room was chilled, and shadows flickered in every corner. “A long time since we’ve spoken, at least. I’ve fallen into your traps often enough.”

“You always managed to climb out.”

“Well, obviously. I wanted to talk to you, but I couldn’t wait around forever.” His voice grew serious. “Why didn’t you ever come and talk to me? Or to Arthur, for that matter? He misses you.”

“I had nothing to say to either of you.” And yet she looked at him again, and her stiffness cracked. “In the name of all the gods, Emrys, how could you? You were torn from your own mother’s arms by Vortigern’s soldiers; you heard her screams and never saw her again. How could you let that happen to Morgause? To the mother of every child in that boat who would never see their children again?”

I had found my own feet now. I rose slowly, careful not to draw my mother’s attention.

“Is that what you’ve wanted all these years?” Merlin asked. “To hear me say that I was wrong? I was. I was trying to build a perfect kingdom, to bring peace to the island, to find an antidote to war. I thought that required terrible things. I regret many of them now, but there are very few of them I wouldn’t do again. That was one.”

“And what were the others?” Mother’s voice was flat. “My father killed, and my mother and my home in the hands of Uther Pendragon, all so Arthur’s lineage could be attached to that of the High King? Would you do that again?”

“You forgave me for my part in that a long time ago.”

“Because you were a child, and Uther was a monster. You were no child when you stole those children from their mothers. The only monster in the room was you. And that doesn’t answer my question.”

“I’d do it differently,” he said, “if I could. Morgan, this needs to end.”

“It can’t. You were the one who told me that, remember? About the fall of the Round Table, and your own doom. You’ve lived in a future where we’re all stories, and you know what those stories say. They can’t be changed.”

“Not changed,” he agreed. “But perhaps they can be fought. Perhaps we’ve all been fighting the wrong things, all these years.”

That, of all things, caught my mother’s attention. It wasn’t surprising. I knew how rare it was for Merlin to admit he was wrong; I knew, too, how much my mother hated to be wrong herself.

“What are you proposing?” she said, after a long pause.

“What I would have proposed any time in the last twenty-five years, when it was clear you were never going to forgive me. Don’t forgive me. I wronged you, and I caused great harm. I will do everything I can to make amends—anything you want. I have no intention of escaping my doom. But Arthur isn’t to blame. Neither is Camelot. Let them go.”

“You want me to believe that you’re sacrificing yourself for Arthur?” The scepticism in her voice didn’t quite ring true. I knew, and presumably my mother knew too, that there was no Merlin without Arthur. He had done nothing but work towards Camelot since he was seven years old. Of course he would sacrifice himself for Arthur, a thousand times over.

He laughed, just a little, a weary exhale. “Well, if you wanted to let me go too, I’d appreciate it,” he said. “But you won’t. I understand that. I’m not even sure it’s possible, this late in events. I’m only asking that you keep your revenge to where it belongs.”

“It’s too late,” she said. “You heard what I said to Nimue. Camelot’s already falling apart.”

“It hasn’t fallen yet. If Lancelot’s affair with Guinevere isn’t exposed tonight, it will stand a little longer. We can start with that.”

“I won’t go to Guin tonight,” Lancelot said quickly. I think we had all forgotten he was in the room. But he stood there, holding firm, trying to do the right thing. “I’ll never go to her again.”

“As soon as I leave, you’ll forget all of this ever happened, as you did when you left the Lake,” Mother said, dismissive. “You won’t be able to help it. You’ll go to her.”

“You can tell Mordred not to expose them, though,” Merlin countered, still looking at Mother. “You can tell him to leave Camelot forever. Without him stoking the fire, tensions will at least go back to a simmer.”

“For how long? You know how this ends, Emrys.”

“I’ve always known how this ends,” he said. “But Nimue was right, a moment ago. Perhaps just because we can’t stop it happening doesn’t mean we have to let it.” He paused. “Do you remember when I came to you as a child, that night in the convent all those years ago? It was snowing, the darkest and coldest night of the year, and Arthur was going to be born any day. I came to you because I didn’t have anywhere else to go. I was thirteen years old. I had been Vortigern’s prisoner for a year and Uther’s for another five, whatever he called me; my head was flooded with stories and memories I could make no sense of; I barely knew who I was or where my magic had come from. I knew one day you would become Arthur’s enemy and mine. But I came to you anyway, because Arthur needed to be saved, and I couldn’t do it alone. You listened to me, and together we saved him. Let’s try to save him again.”

There was a look on my mother’s face I had never seen before—young, uncertain, hurt. I saw for the first time the young girl whose father had been killed and whose home had been seized by Uther Pendragon, who had seen her mother forced into marriage to her husband’s killer and her sisters given away, who had learned dark magic in the midst of a convent and who had, in spite of all her anger, joined forces with Uther’s boy wizard to save her brother only to be betrayed by them both.

“Camelot can’t be saved,” she said. “I learned that for certain that night on the waves, the night we brought down that ship and all those children with it.”

“Perhaps it can’t. But we can keep trying until the very end. Please, Morgan. Or what was it all for, after all?”

“I don’t know,” she said, quietly. “I don’t know what it was ever for, any of it.”

“I don’t always know, myself,” he said, “and I know even less than usual with my head full of ghosts. But I know that whatever else came of it, we’ve had a generation of peace. People were able to live full lives who might not have otherwise; lives were saved that might have been lost. Children were born, and allowed to grow up hearing stories of Camelot. We held back the dark for a few years. If we do nothing else, we did that, and we can keep doing it a little longer.”

She hesitated. But it was a hesitation now, not a refusal. “You’ll atone for what you did?”

“I swear it,” he said. “Whatever happens, I will do that.”

Morgan nodded slowly. “Then,” she said, “Merlin Emrys, perhaps we can deal after all, one last time.”

I had been holding still, not daring to breathe. I released that held breath now in a rush of disbelieving joy. Perhaps, after all, what Merlin had promised Arthur was the truth. We were standing together now, against the dark. Perhaps it would indeed be all right in the end.

“No.” A young man’s voice, flat with disbelief.

My first impulse, absurdly, was to laugh. Of course he was here too. I had come to talk to Lancelot alone, in private. I had already been followed by Morgan le Fay and Merlin Emrys. Why would my brother not join us as well?

My laughter died when I turned. Mordred was standing in the corner of the room, sword drawn. He wore the armour of a knight of the Round Table, in preparation for the moment when he would take Lancelot in Guinevere’s chamber. I hadn’t seen him arrive—I couldn’t understand, even now, how he had passed through the locked door or where he had been concealing himself until this moment, and the realisation was cold in my stomach. His face alone was visible, framed by his helmet, and it was white and drawn, his eyes blazing. I couldn’t see the child I had known any longer. In all that armour, it was as though a mask had finally come off.

Lancelot had seen it too—beneath the Lake, he had always been the most sensitive to Mordred’s moods. “Mordred,” he said, carefully. “Put the sword down, lad.”

“Don’t you dare patronise me now, Lance,” Mordred said, without looking at him. His gaze was fixed on Mother. “I’ve been beside you at the Round Table for weeks now. You were polite enough to Nimue, but you barely had a kind word for me. I know you didn’t trust me.”

“I didn’t remember who you were. I thought you meant Arthur harm. I wasn’t wrong, was I?” His voice softened, but I saw his gaze flicker to where his sword leaned against the wall. “Mordred. I remember you now. Put the sword down. We need to talk.”

“It sounds like all the talking was done without me, as usual.”

He turned to Lancelot at last, and raised his sword. Lancelot made a small, aborted movement towards his own weapon—it was, I think, entirely involuntary, a reflex ingrained over years of battle and tournaments and quests, an awareness that something was missing that he would normally have in his hand. It was all it took. Mordred’s face hardened, and almost too quickly to hear, he spoke the words of a spell.

Light flared about Lancelot. His head snapped back as his body was lifted off the ground like a grotesque puppet, and his eyes closed without a sound. I heard my mother’s breath draw in a sharp hiss; I felt rather than saw Merlin’s sudden stillness. My own heart screamed.

I had always thought Mordred knew nothing of magic. My mother hadn’t taught him as she had me. It was in his blood, as it was in his mother’s and mine, but it was weak, as it was in Arthur’s. Besides, he had always seemed so disinterested. All her lessons for him had been how to hate, how to deceive, how to believe in nothing and trust nobody. It had never occurred to me—or, from her face, to my mother—that he had learned her lessons so well that he had trusted neither of us, and learned lessons of his own besides.

“Stop it!” I snapped at him, ludicrously, as though we were back under the Lake and Mordred was a child grabbing a favourite toy. “Let him go!”

“He was always your favourite, wasn’t he?” The hurt bled through his calm, staining his words bitter. “Even Mother loves him best, as much as she loves anyone at all. Poor brave, kind, fragile Lancelot. He isn’t even our kin. Perhaps that was the reason, after all. It isn’t as though we have so very much to be proud of, in our family.”

I loved Mordred, difficult and frightening as he was. I had never thought my feelings for Lancelot were stronger, just different. But perhaps Mordred was right after all, because in that moment, when my heart should have broken for him, my hands curled into fists. “Don’t you dare hurt him.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, as though I was being very silly. He lowered Lancelot, very carefully. “He’ll wake soon, with no memory of this. Why would I hurt him? I need him. He’s going to Guinevere tonight. We’re going to split the kingdom apart.”

I watched, not daring to so much as twitch, as Lancelot touched the ground and lay there, crumpled. I could see the strain it was taking on Mordred—the tightness of his jaw, the beads of sweat forming on his brow—but I wasn’t reassured. It was the precision, not the magic, that was costing him effort. The difficulty was in not hurting Lancelot. If he chose to hurt him, or any of us, his magic would flare out unrestrained and powerful. There are few things more dangerous than a half-trained wizard.

Mother had taken in the situation. Her face was at its most icy and composed. “Mordred,” she said. “Stop this, right now.”

“I’m Arthur’s doom,” Mordred said. “It’s all I’ve ever been. I’m not going to swerve from it now.”

“Arthur wasn’t responsible for what happened to you as a child, Mordred,” Merlin said. He sounded calm, but I knew him now as well as anybody in the world. I had felt the lack of strength in his grip, how much of his remaining trickle of magic he had given to me already, how desperately tired and weak and unequal to Mordred’s furious power he had become. I knew, for the first time in all the time I’d known him, he was scared. This had not been in any of the stories. “It was my fault.”

Mordred didn’t so much as glance in his direction. “It’s Nimue’s job to deal with you. She will, whether she wants to or not. Arthur is mine. So is Camelot.”

“Arthur is not yours.” Anger heated my mother’s voice. “He’s my brother.”

“He’s my father and my uncle,” Mordred returned. “And you raised me to be his end. This has been your plan all along.”

“Plans change.”

“I don’t. I’m what you made me.”

“I was raised the same way,” I reminded him. I tried to catch his eyes with my own, willing him to calm as I had done when he was a boy. “We don’t have to choose this.”

“But I do choose it.” His breath was coming shallow and rapid, his cheeks flushed. “Do you understand? I want to be this.”

Mother stepped in front of him, a thin figure in green against a tower of plate armour.

“I forbid it,” she said. “Do you hear me?”

At last, he looked at her, and the childish fury drained from his face like the colour leaching from the sky at night. His voice, when it came, was as ironic and languid as she could have ever wished it to be.

“I don’t think you hear me,” he said. “You made me this way. It’s done. I don’t need you anymore.”

Mother was opening her mouth to argue when the sword went through her ribs.

I couldn’t move. The air rushed from my lungs. The world stopped: still, cold, my mother and my brother flat and unreal as figures on a tapestry. I had seen them standing together so often, face-to-face, just so. If it hadn’t been for the terrible shaft of metal that jutted from his fist and ended, bloodstained, behind her, they could have been having a conversation.

Mordred was wrong in believing that our mother didn’t love us. I knew why he had thought it—I had thought so myself, many long dark nights under the Lake and above it. Even the fear on her face when Lancelot had crumpled could have been nothing more than fear for her plans, however they had changed. But Mordred could not have slipped his sword under the armour of Morgan le Fay had he not slipped past her defences long ago; now, with nothing left for her to lose, he could not have survived her death had she chosen to take him with her. The last curse of a witch is one of the most powerful spells in the world. She could have unmade him with a word, or forced him to live forever in unthinkable agony that would make Sir Urre’s wounds look like nothing at all. Yet all she did was raise one hand to his cheek, her fingers soft and quiet as the brush of a leaf, and let it fall again. Her face—pale, quiet, still—didn’t even look particularly surprised.

Mordred was the one who had frozen, silent and white with shock, as though the point of the sword had turned and he was the one who had been murdered. Then he pulled out the sword in a slew of blood; she gave one single, gasping choke, and fell to the ground.

“No!” The voice was mine; I recognised it even as I heard it. I didn’t care. I didn’t care that Merlin’s hand reached out to catch me, that Mordred’s head turned towards me. I lunged forwards, tripping over my skirts for the first time since long before I had come to Camelot, dropping to my knees. My mother lay on the floor, her face bone-white, lips slightly parted, eyes closed. I thought she might be dead already, but when I caught her up in my arms, she gasped sharply and her eyelids fluttered. I had never realised how small she was. Her bones seemed as fragile as a bird’s.

Healing magic. I blinked the tears burning my eyes away, quelled my panic, no time for fear. It was only a sword wound, after all. A mere sword wasn’t going to kill Morgan le Fay, the Lady of the Lake, the most powerful witch in the world. I searched through the blood for the jagged, ugly hole in her side, and called the magic to my fingertips.

Before I could touch her, her hand snatched my wrist. Her fingers were strong and cold as iron; I looked up with a start, and saw that her eyes had opened. They locked onto mine, dark and blazing and brilliant blue. The rush of water filled my ears, and the world roared dizzily around me.

“Nimue!” Mordred’s voice, turning my name to a sharp bark. “Step away from her.”

I didn’t listen. I could barely hear him. I was beneath the Lake, in the cool deep, and he was a muffled noise above the surface.

My daughter.

It was my mother’s voice, as it had called to me the day of the tournament. That had been a command—this was something different, softer, laced with longing and regret. Her eyes held mine, even as the colour drained from them and my own filled with tears.

She said nothing more. She had no words left—her blood was flowing too fast from her body, and her life with it. But I could feel the magic pulsing through her fingers as they clasped my wrist, wanting to pass to me, and I twisted my arm so that my fingers clasped her wrist in return.

Mother, I said, and her lips curved in the smile, young and playful and clever, that I had made Viviane’s.

Then her head fell back, and the magic she was holding flooded from her hand.

My heart opened, and Lake water rushed in.

I had always known that my mother was the Lady of the Lake. I had seen the way the waters responded to her, the way she drew power from its depths, the way its light and shade flickered in her eyes when she cast spells. I had never fully realised what that meant. I felt its magic now, flooding every vein and capillary, seething luminous and cool under my skin. My lungs were filled with water, and yet I had no need to breathe. My hair ruffled with the wind off the waves.

This was my magic, in a way that none had ever been before. I wasn’t borrowing it, or bending it to my will. It was my legacy, part of my blood. I had never felt like my mother’s daughter—I had been a tool to her, conceived and fashioned for a single purpose, aching to be more. Here, at the end of her life, I was. It all took only a moment—the space of a sigh—and yet in that moment everything shifted.

“I said: step away.”

My eyes had closed without my knowledge. They flew open, just in time to see magic bristle from Mordred’s fingers. It came at me, furious and blazing.

In the same movement, deft and sure, Merlin stepped in front of it.

It was barely a spell at all. Mordred simply caught up magic and flung it, a blow of pure blunt force, a cudgel or a mace against a precision swordsman. Even yesterday, Merlin could have taken it with only a little trouble; mere weeks ago, he would have stopped it with a finger, spun it and scattered it into fine dust without a blink. But the ghosts had whittled him to the very bone. Pulling me from the wall had scraped out the marrow and left him hollow. Mordred’s blow hit directly in the chest, above the heart; I heard a terrible bitten-off cry, and I saw him collapse as if struck by a strong wave. Mordred lunged forwards, sword in hand.

I scrambled to my feet, letting my mother’s hand fall from mine, my heart racing so fast it overwhelmed the magic still surging through my blood.

“Mordred, stop!”

I flung myself between my brother and Merlin, hand outstretched, foolishly, as if I intended to deflect his sword with my palm. In a way, I did. Mordred stopped short, breathing hard, hesitating. Doubt flickered across his face beneath his iron helmet.

“Stop this,” I said. “Please.”

Mordred shook his head, just once. “I can’t.”

Once, when Mordred and I were very young, he had got lost in the vast labyrinth under the Lake. It was easy enough to do, even when we were older and knew the drowned city well, and Mordred had never been one for exploring like Lancelot and I had been. Lancelot and I had found him in the corner of a great ruined ballroom, curled up under the table, hiding from the darkness and the lap of the water outside the windows. It had taken all our persuading to soothe him and coax him out, and when we did he clung to us as though we had pulled him from the waves. His voice was older now, deeper and softer and more assured. But it had lost its fury and its terrible artificial languor, and beneath it I could hear once again the young boy under the Lake, lost and scared and drowning forever.

“You can,” I said. “We can rewrite all the stories. It’s what Mother wanted, in the end. We’ll help you.”

“Who will?” His nose crinkled in distaste or confusion. “You mean you and Merlin, don’t you?”

“Yes.” I didn’t dare let myself think what would happen if Merlin was no longer alive. I had seen him go down, but that was all. He was Merlin. He could always get up again. “I do.”

I wish I could believe that our shared childhoods would have saved us, given just a few moments longer. I wish that the Mordred I had known, the small boy who had giggled as we had played hide-and-seek down long abandoned corridors, would have slipped out from beneath the shadows that had fallen on him, and I could have held him once again as he cried. But I saw his eyes darken and his jaw, downy with its light beard, set. At the same moment, footsteps sounded on the stairs outside.

“Lancelot?” It was Sir Gawain, rough and urgent. “Are you in there?”

Of course—the window was still open. The flashes of magic would have been visible from the courtyard. Half the Round Table were probably ready to break the door down right now. For a moment, hope rose in my chest. If they could see what had happened, arrest Mordred, set everything to rights…

It wouldn’t happen. I knew that even before Mordred’s lips curled in bitter triumph. “It’s the witch, Viviane!” The high, clear voice, edged in panic, was horribly at odds with the hate in his eyes. “She’s working with Morgan le Fay! She’s bewitched Merlin, and she and Morgan are here to kill Lancelot!”

My brief flicker of hope died at once. Of course. I had seen the doubt in Lancelot’s eyes when I had come to warn him only this evening, and I knew those doubts were echoed far stronger in others. It was the story I had come to enact, after all. Whatever I did—whatever Merlin said, assuming he lived to speak at all—when the knights broke down the door I would be the villain. I would have to kill them all to get away.

The door rattled under a blow from a strong fist.

My eyes flickered about the room, taking stock, as I would have done as a mouse or a bird before taking flight. Lancelot was still lying by the wall—he would be safe, as long as Mordred needed him. My mother was dead—even without looking at her, her magic was thrilling though my blood to tell me so. Nothing could hurt her now. Merlin had fallen to the ground behind me, but his breath was catching painfully, his shoulders twitching as he struggled to rise. He was still alive, and still with me. Mordred stood, sword at the ready, raw magic caught up in his fist.

“I’m sorry, Nimue,” he said, too softly to be heard through the door. “Come with me now, quietly, and I won’t let them hurt you.”

It was my turn to smile, although I had never felt less like doing so in my life.

Mordred was a knight of the Round Table, and he had more magic than I had realised. But I had been trained by Morgan le Fay and by Merlin Emrys. I was the daughter of the most powerful witch in the world, advisor to the greatest of all kings. I was Nimue and Viviane. I was the Lady of the Lake.

My hand was still stretched before me, reaching out to Mordred. I reached for the Lake magic swirling through my blood, and balled it into a fist.

Outside, the storm was waiting for me to call it. It tore through the open window, ripping the stone from the wall, splitting the castle wide open; it roared into the chamber, ruffling my skirts about my legs and my hair about my head. Mordred stumbled, off-balance. I stood as straight and as still as the cliffs of my mother’s home, rain beating against my skin. In the midst of fear and grief and the sinewy tear of my heart breaking, it was glorious.

“It isn’t over,” I said.

I caught up Merlin with one arm, pulled him close, and leapt onto the back of the wind.

ii

We rode the wind—not as an owl or a hawk rides it, all currents and vectors and updrafts, but as the rain does, a single part of one great storm. Cloud and ice and stars swirled about me, darkness and wind roared in my ears, and I couldn’t feel my own body or Merlin’s. Images tore through my head—my mother’s eyes blazing before they closed for the last time, Mordred’s sword wrenching free of her like a terrible pantomime of Arthur pulling the sword from the stone, Lancelot dropping to the floor like a discarded doll, Merlin struggling to rise and falling back. I had been watching Camelot splinter for months, waiting for the first blow that would shatter it. Now that blow had come, the first of many, and it was against me. I couldn’t block the others. I screamed aloud, in frustration and in grief, and lightning crackled about me.

When we fell from the sky, we hit stony earth. It wasn’t a hard fall, more as though I had thrown myself to the ground after running very fast. Even the quick beat of my heart and the shortness of my breath could have been nothing more than exertion. I sat up quickly, sweeping my tangled hair back from my face. I could make only the most basic sense of our surroundings: somewhere high, the edge of a rocky cliff, the sea crashing below. The night sky was clouded overhead, but the moon peeked through, glinting on the waves and illuminating the ground beside me enough to see where Merlin had fallen.

He lay an arm’s reach from me, so still and crumpled that in the poor light I had a terrible second’s certainty he was dead. Then he groaned softly, his brow furrowed, his eyes blinked once, then twice, and finally met mine.

“Well,” he said, huskily. “I haven’t travelled that way for a while.”

Relief burst out from me in a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “I’ve never travelled that way at all. It’s my mother’s magic. I had to get us both out somehow. Are you all right?”

Painfully, with effort, he pushed himself to sit. “For now. Are you?”

“I’m fine. Not a scratch.” I clambered to my feet. The magic in my blood beat a steady thrum under the trembling of my limbs; I clung to it as though to a supporting hand. “Can you stand? I think we should move from here.”

When Merlin moved to follow me, though, he faltered and fell back to the ground.

“Hold on.” His voice was tight with pain or concentration. “I need a moment.”

“Take as long as you need.” I sat back down beside him, pebbles biting my knees through my wool dress. My heart sank as I looked at him more closely. It was nothing I could name—for weeks, after all, he had been withered and sick and exhausted, to the point where I had stopped noticing. He looked only a little worse now. It was more of a feeling that something had changed—something that had been bending for a long time had finally snapped. “Mordred can’t follow us. The ghosts are gone.”

“Not gone,” Merlin said, but faintly. His eyes had closed once more. “Only holding back a few paces. They know I’ll be with them soon enough.”

I didn’t say anything to this. I didn’t want to think about it. Instead, I placed my hand on Merlin’s chest, and closed my eyes. Healing magic was already twitching at my fingertips. I let it rush from them, sending it flowing through every nerve and cell, mingling it with Merlin’s blood and urging it to fix what it found. He opened to it at once, willingly and easily, but it was little use. The magic swirled about his body, smoothing the jagged edges of pain and easing the shuddering cold. His heart still spasmed erratically beneath my palm; his lungs still strained for air. The damage was too deep, and however hard I pushed, the spell washed over him without touching it.

Still, he sighed, and the tension coiling his muscles eased. “That’s better.” He took my hand in his own, and kissed it lightly before he let it go. It was so natural I think he forgot he had never done so before, and for a moment so did I. “Thank you. Dying really does hurt. I always forget, until the next time.”

“You’re not going to die,” I said, as firmly as I could. My eyes were stinging, but I refused to let tears into my voice. It wasn’t over. It couldn’t be.

“No,” he agreed. “I can’t. Not this time. That’s why we’re here. Where are we, by the way?”

I sat back and looked around, taking the excuse to dash the not-tears from my eyes. In truth, they might have been stinging partly from the wind and the cold. We were right on the border between land and sea, nothing but rock and trees and ocean for miles about us. The air smelled of salt and gorse and rain.

“It looks like the stories my mother would tell us of Tintagel,” I said slowly. “Her home.”

The memory of my mother—of her voice, low and lovely, her fury softened into sadness as she whispered to us of her childhood and the fish danced above my bed—tightened like hot metal around my chest. I wouldn’t cry for her either, not yet. She had given me her magic; she wouldn’t want my tears.

“Fitting.” Merlin’s voice was soft, and I wondered if he was remembering her too. He had seen her in her childhood home, the first time they had ever met. They had loved each other once, in their own way, two wild children trying to fix a broken world. “Where Arthur was born, and all this began. Nimue, I’m so sorry, but we have some complicated spellwork to do. I say we, but I’m absolutely useless at the moment, so it will really be you.”

“Nothing unusual there, then,” I said, and was relieved to see the glimmer of a smile. “So this isn’t the end? There’s something we can still do?”

“Always.” The word seemed to strengthen him, even more than my healing. He sat up straighter, and his head lifted. “There’s always something we can do.”

“It has something to do with the stories, doesn’t it?” It was the only magic Merlin had left to teach me—the only thing I didn’t understand. “The stories about Arthur, and the Round Table, and us. Where do they come from? How do you remember the future?”

“The stories.” He broke off, gritting his teeth against a shard of pain that made it through the healing. I didn’t try the spell again—it had done all it could. I only caught him by the shoulder, and held him while it passed. “God,” he said at last, with a breathless laugh. “I wish I hadn’t left this so late. It seemed like a good idea at the time. Now I’m not sure if I have enough time left to make sense of this for you.”

“I’m clever,” I said. They were Viviane’s words, strangely enough. She had more uses than the one she had been made for. My own words now would have broken me. “Do your best.”

That at least earned another smile. He was shivering again. I wondered fleetingly if I could get us both to shelter, out of the wind and scattered rain. I could steer the wind around us, bow the trees into a house, kindle a fire that warmed without burning. But Merlin had never cared about the wind and rain. It was walls he hated.

“I know the future,” he said, “because I’ve lived through it. I was born there.”

I frowned. “I thought you grew up in the woods.”

“I did—this time.” Another pause, for breath or for thought. “Have you heard the story that I pass through time backwards?”

“No.” I wracked my brain, combing through the court gossip. “Not that one. Plenty of others.”

“Probably it hasn’t been told yet. It’s close to the truth, but it isn’t the whole truth. I begin life as a newborn, and I grow old and die normally, as best as I can tell. But when I die, every time, I wake up a lifetime before I was last born.”

Too much was happening, too fast. I struggled to put it in order. “So… this is not your first life?”

He shook his head. “I’ve lost count, but I think it’s my nineteenth or twentieth. I was born for the first time at the end of the First World War. I lived a life, an ordinary enough life, no magic to speak of. And then I died—I can’t remember how. I have a feeling it was in battle.” He was silent for a moment, the knot between his brows smoothing as something caught his memory. “And then I was born again. I say born—I came to life out of stone, in the heart of a coal mine in what will be North Wales. A worker named Jones found me, and brought me home to raise with his own children. It was 1840, the height of the British empire. I had magic then, but only a sliver. It grew stronger and stronger the further back I came. There were some things I took a few lifetimes to work out.”

His voice was fading, the accent shifting, his eyes flickering gold. I probably should have brought him back gently, but I’m afraid I panicked. I hit him, hard.

It worked: he blinked, startled, and the Merlin I knew was back. “Thank you,” he said, and seemed to mean it. “It’s difficult to keep all those lives in their right place, and the more of them there are, the harder it becomes. I can usually manage it these days. It’s just dying at the same time making it difficult.”

The present and the future were very confused in his head then. Sometimes he couldn’t hold on to where he was or how long he’d known the person he was talking to. Mother had said that of Merlin in his childhood. It had been even more true than she had known.

Life after life, living backwards. It was no magic I had ever heard of—nothing the books I had read had even suggested might be possible. Already, my mind was catching fire with how such a thing might have come to be—a powerful curse, an enchantment gone wrong, a masterful spell crafted for exactly this purpose, a strange freak of elemental magic.

“And that’s how you know the stories,” I said. “You’ve heard them in the future.”

He nodded. “Centuries from now, people still talk of Camelot and Arthur and Guinevere and Lancelot—and of Merlin and Nimue. The stories are told over and over again. The king who founded a perfect kingdom, and brought about a brief era of true peace. The funny thing is, I had no way of knowing the truth of them. My last life, I grew up in the wake of the Battle of Camlann. Even then, when Arthur was still in living memory, he and Camelot were already passing into legend. Those legends have grown and tangled and been broken and remade over the years, over and over, until they’ve become something else entirely. But they’re important. They always have been. Arthur is important.”

“So you’ve come backwards, a life at a time.” I wasn’t sure if I was clarifying his story or reminding him of it. Past and future tenses were becoming jumbled again, and it was difficult to judge whether he was losing track or if that track was just outside the rules of grammar. “Until you found yourself in this life, at the heart of the stories.”

“I didn’t just find myself here. I knew my role in those stories, more or less. I had been waiting and planning for hundreds of years, not knowing until recently when the true Arthur would even be born.”

My mind had stopped running on the cause of the magic now. The reality of it—lived, day by day, over hundreds of years—was starting to sink in. “You gave your entire life to creating Camelot.”

“All of them, as far as I could. I had to. I wanted to. I’ve lived with those stories for centuries. Sometimes they’ve done harm—driven people to war or madness—but far more often—I do believe this—they’ve been a light in the darkness. So much of history is so very dark. I’ve followed that light back here, and I meant to do all I could to help it blaze brightly. I don’t know if I did it right. I’m not even sure, now, what good it did in the end. But this is where my part in them ends.”

Merlin’s doom. The story he had told my mother, long ago—led to his end by a beautiful witch who seduces him, steals his secrets, and traps him for all eternity. We were here.

“You knew who I was.” I had suspected it from the first, but hearing it I still didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. “It made no difference what name I gave myself. You knew that I was Nimue, and that the stories from the future all told that I would be your doom. You knew from the first time we met.”

“I knew,” he said softly.

“And yet you still took me as your apprentice.”

“I made a promise, remember? While I was still in that tree. You bargained for my release.”

“You’re not a knight,” I returned. “You could have found a way to break that promise.”

“Not once I met you. Not once our hands had touched, and I felt the magic in you ready to be learned. Many things you told me were lies, but one thing was true: you needed to be taught. Those gifts couldn’t go to waste. Morgan was a great witch, perhaps the greatest of all, but she was no teacher—I doubted she would continue schooling you if I sent you back to her. It had to be me. Besides…” He trailed off, uncharacteristic doubt catching his words.

“What?”

“I don’t know how much I should tell you. You still have to live through this. But… I didn’t only know who you were. I’d met you many times before.”

My brain grabbed at the few times I had left the Lake before Camelot—the markets I had visited, the people I had seen at my mother’s side—before I realised what he meant. “In another life?”

“In every life. Every life I’ve ever lived. Sometimes it’s for a day or two, sometimes for years. I’m always going backwards, and you’re going forwards. But this was the only life in which we met and you didn’t know me at all. The first time you met me, and the last time I’ll meet you.”

Something very strange was happening in my chest, and in my head. My memories were unfurling like leaves on a tree in spring—the first time our hands had touched, our weeks of distance from each other, the moments that distance had closed and the confusing times it had pulled apart again. The way our relationship had felt so familiar and lived-in, almost from the first. The way he would mention things I had never said to him, assume knowledge I didn’t have, and yet never ask me a thing about myself. He had known me, all along.

“But your lives have spanned hundreds of years,” I said. “I’ll only live one life, and it won’t last any longer than any other human life. Unless…”

My eyes met his, and through the pain, he smiled.

“Exactly,” he said. “Avalon.”

It was possible. I had the blood of the Old Ones in my veins. It was possible for me to cross the veil, into the Otherworld, though it hadn’t been done for a thousand years. If I did that, as long as I was there I would cease to age. I could live forever—certainly I could live for hundreds of years. I could find all the past versions of Merlin, one by one, and as long as I didn’t stay too long in the human world—as long as I didn’t grow too much older—I could visit him. We would each be going in the wrong direction, as he said: him moving backwards through time, and I forwards. But we would know each other.

“But I don’t know how to pass through the veil.”

“You’ll learn, and soon.” He closed his eyes involuntarily. His breathing was coming slow and jagged again. “I don’t know how you did it the first time either—you’d never tell me, only that it was messy and difficult. Sorry I won’t be around to help.”

I shook my head. “I thought you didn’t like me,” I heard myself say. “When we first met.”

“I know.” His eyes fluttered open, with effort. “I didn’t know how to feel. I knew who you would become to me in other lives, but I wasn’t those people anymore, and you weren’t that person yet. And you had come to bring about my end. It was difficult not to resent that. It was difficult, too, to look at you and know that you had hated me your entire life. I tried to keep myself distant from you because I thought it would be easier for both of us, and because I hoped it might hold off the end just a little longer. It was foolish. I suspected it from the start, and I knew for certain last midsummer, that morning in the fields after we had rescued Lancelot.”

“What happened then?”

He managed a tight, breathless laugh. “I fell in love with you,” he said. “Or, I suppose, I realised I had done so already, over and over again, and I wasn’t going to do anything different this time. Either way, I looked at you then, and I knew. That was it. The woman I loved would be my doom, that’s been the story for as long as I’ve lived. I knew right then that it had always been you. And I couldn’t do a single thing about it. Isn’t that ridiculous? Isn’t that just… exactly right?”

I didn’t answer. Because oh, wasn’t it?

He didn’t ask how I felt about him—perhaps because that was my story to tell if I chose, perhaps because I had almost certainly already told him in another life. In every story, my mother had told me, Merlin was seduced by Nimue. In some versions she spurned his advances, in others she encouraged them, in all of them she betrayed him. As far as I knew, love on her part was never mentioned. And yet I had known too, that midsummer’s morning. I had known what story I was in, and I had tried not to know, and now it was too late.

“I don’t understand,” I said, after a while. “Perhaps you couldn’t help taking me as your apprentice. Perhaps you couldn’t even help loving me. But if you knew what I was, then why did you trust me? I was lying to you. For the last few weeks I was poisoning you.”

“Hardly. Unicorn tears aren’t a poison. All they do is tear back a veil.” He actually smiled at my face. “You truly thought I didn’t know? What sort of a wizard would I be if I didn’t recognise the effects of my own spells?”

“You let me keep you shrouded in ghosts.”

“I deserved it.” There was no trace of a smile now. “What happened to those children was the worst mistake I ever made—the worst thing I ever did, in twenty lifetimes. Morgan might have been wrong to try to bring down the Round Table, but her revenge against me is fair. I owed it to her. I owed it to the ghosts. Besides, it kept them from Arthur.”

“They tormented you. They’re killing you.”

“They didn’t mean any harm. They were denied the life they should have had, and they wanted to know why, that was all. I hope this will put them to rest.”

Cold tightened around my chest. “You said you weren’t going to die.”

“No. I can’t. If I do, I’ll only be born again seventy, eighty, a hundred years before I was born, out of reach of any of this, and that’s no good to anyone. Do you remember the first time we met?”

“You were in a tree.” I was beginning to understand. “Trapped. Is that what you want?”

“If I’m sealed there, I’ll live as long as the tree lives. Hundreds of years, perhaps, asleep inside those branches. And they can sleep there with me. I can dream for them the days they should have had, in exact detail. They’ll be at peace. I promised Morgan I would do right for them. It’s the best I can do. It makes sense of what the stories all agree happen next.”

“And what about me?” I welcomed the sudden burst of anger that came with my own words. “What am I supposed to do, according to your stories, once my small part in your life is over? What do all these myths and legends say about me?”

“I don’t know.” His voice was fading again, but he was perfectly focused. “I know that isn’t fair. But there are too many stories, and too many Ladies of the Lake, and I don’t know which is you and who you become. I only know one thing for certain. The Lady of the Lake comes when Arthur is dying, at the end of the Battle of Camlann, and she takes him to Avalon. I thought that would be Morgan. Now I know that it must be you.”

“You said there was still something we can do to save Camelot.”

“No. I only said there was something left to do. Nimue, Morgan was right: Camelot can’t be saved. The Round Table can’t be saved. Perhaps it was too high an ideal, in the end; perhaps it wasn’t high enough. It had its time, and it was glorious and flawed, and it ended. But Arthur can be saved. You can save him.”

I could. I didn’t yet know how to enter Avalon, but if Merlin was right, and I found the way, then I could take Arthur there. He had the blood of the Old Ones in his veins, as I did. I could bring him there, and he too could live forever unaging, or be healed and rejoin the world one day, whichever he chose. It didn’t seem enough.

“It matters,” Merlin said. His gold eyes were reading the doubts on my face, as they always could, when he chose to really look at me. “The world needs the hope of Arthur—if not in the world, at least alive and well, waiting to return. It matters to them. But more importantly, it matters to Arthur.” His mouth twitched, more wince than smile. “I told you I spent centuries waiting to come here and bring about Camelot, didn’t I? I never thought about Arthur, not really, not as a person. He was a story. And then he was born. I took him from Uther and from Igraine too, felt the weight of him in my arms, and I held him when he cried. I waited for him to grow, and I came back to find a bright, kind-hearted, golden-haired boy who loved animals and people and wanted to make the world better, and I knew then that my job was never Camelot. Camelot was Arthur’s job. My job was Arthur. I needed to keep him safe. I’ve seen so many die over the years, knowing they can’t be saved. Arthur can be. He has to be.”

“And in the meantime, you’ll be trapped in enchanted sleep, perhaps for centuries. And when the tree dies, you’ll die with it. Whatever spell keeps you from dying almost certainly won’t work once you’re no longer fully yourself. You’ll sleep, and you’ll never wake up.”

“Oh, me.” He looked away then, just fleetingly. “I’ve lived so many lives already. I’ve seen this kingdom rise from chaos, I’ve seen Arthur grow from child to king, I’ve seen battles and bloodshed and magic. I’m tired, truly. I’ll welcome an enchanted sleep.”

It wasn’t true. Merlin was the most awake person I had ever met. He loved the world. Every tree, every rock, every blade of grass was a wonder to him. However tired he might be, he never wanted to close his eyes.

I understood what he was asking, I truly did. I knew how much Merlin loved Arthur. I had only known Arthur for a year and a half, and I loved him too. But right now, this very night, he wasn’t the one about to die.

“I’ll save Arthur,” I said. “I promise. Of course I will. But I won’t do that to you.”

“I appreciate it, truly, but there’s little time left. If you don’t, and soon, I’ll only die here.”

“No, you won’t. You’ll be reborn in the past, alive and safe and whole. And it won’t be my fault.” When it came to it, there, at the edge of everything, that was what mattered to me the most. I was tired of being Merlin’s destroyer, tired of being fated to betray. I had decided not to be what the stories said I was. That should have mattered. “Just because the stories say I’m your doom—just because the entire court will think that—it doesn’t mean it has to be true.”

“Then the ghosts won’t be at rest. They’ll be lost again, adrift, cheated of the promise made by me to your mother. They’ll turn on Arthur, if they can. He doesn’t deserve that, and nor do they. Please,” he added, as I opened my mouth. “I don’t have time to argue. I need this. It’s the last thing I can do, the closest I can come to making things right. I don’t want to be born again too early to make any difference, and live again and again knowing I failed. I’ve known all my life how my story has to end. I want it to end like this.”

That caught me, in the maelstrom of my own grief. It wasn’t the fact that he was right about the ghosts, and the promise he and my mother had made—the promise I, as Lady of the Lake in her stead, had a duty to carry out. That should have swayed me, and perhaps would have, when my head had cleared only a little more. But what I snagged on was simply this: the end of the story. My story wasn’t over yet. Neither was Arthur’s, or Camelot’s. That was still to come. Merlin was facing the end of his now. Even if I let him die to live again, he would be a different man with a different life. This was his final act as Merlin Emrys, advisor to the Once and Future King. And the end of a story mattered—even, or especially, if there was nobody to record it but a witch who would never be believed.

“I wished you’d kissed me,” I heard myself say. “That night, at midsummer.”

He managed an exhausted laugh. “Well, so do I, now you’ve told me that. But it wouldn’t have been fair to you at the time. You had to pretend to like me. Besides”—I saw that flash of his old mischief, slightly rueful—“most of the time, when we meet, you’re older than me. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of being too old for you.”

The sheer vanity of that made me laugh too. “I’m not a child, Merlin Emrys! I’m a witch. According to you, I’m going to live for hundreds of years. What difference does a few decades matter?”

“Let me know,” he said, “after you’ve lived them.”

“Does that mean we meet again? Not the younger versions of you,” I added, before he could reply. “This you. Yourself, as you are now. Will I see you again?”

“No.” He knew then, of course, what I had chosen to do, but he gave no sign of it. His eyes only held mine, gently, with infinite tenderness. “To the best of my knowledge, we never meet again.”

I had to swallow before speaking. “Well. We need to find a tree.”
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It was a hawthorn tree, right at the crest of a small hill, struggling for purchase on the cold ground where the rock and grass gave way to dark woodland. The tree was young, little more than a sapling—a long way from the magnificent specimen that Merlin had been imprisoned within the first time I had met him, draped in its white spring finery. But we needed a tree at the beginning of its life, one that would have centuries to grow strong. I would give it all the protection I could to see it on its way. Besides, Merlin didn’t have the time or strength to look for better. He had risen and walked the several paces to its base, each step shorter and more effortful than the last; with my help, he knelt on the ground before it. I knew he wouldn’t rise again.

“Oh, wait,” he said, as if struck by a last thought. He slipped his hand into his pocket, each movement painful, and when he withdrew it there was small grey mouse nestled between his fingers. “Here. Take Squeak.”

In the midst of that scraggling wood, rain falling and waves clashing on the worst night of my life, I laughed. “Did you really just face down Morgan le Fay and Mordred with a mouse in your pocket?”

“She wanted to come!” His own smile was only very slightly abashed. “She’ll help you. She sees all sorts of things that you won’t. Besides, there should be mice under the Lake. You’ll be lonely otherwise.”

I think it only hit me then: not only that he was going, but that I was losing him. It flooded my stomach like ditchwater, cold and turgid. I had to swallow before my voice would come out normal.

“Come on, then.” I held out my hand, and Squeak ran up my arm and onto my shoulder. “I’m looking after your kingdom for you already. I might as well look after a mouse…”

“Thank you,” Merlin said, softly, and in a stroke all my bravado was gone.

I couldn’t answer him. Instead, I knelt in front of him, so we were eye to eye once more. I took his hands in my own, as he had always done to me in the early days when I had needed help with unfamiliar spells. His wrists were thin and fragile as the branches of the winter trees overhead, but his fingers entwined with mine as if they would never let go.

“You told Arthur that everything would be all right in the end, at the very last,” I said. “Did you mean that? Or was that just a story?”

“I hope not,” he said. “God, I hope not. I need to believe it too.”

I kissed him.

It was nothing like the kiss Lancelot had given me—decorous, compassionate, well-meaning and well-meant. Nor was it the kiss we would have had at midsummer, when the stars glittered above us and Camelot lay safe before us and we could do anything, always. It was a beginning and an ending at once, the first time I would kiss him and the last time he would kiss me. It was wild and tender and breathless, the rush of the wind and the crash of the sea and the burning of the stars. It was Merlin and Nimue, with all the weight of story that would blaze for hundreds of years.

Then I pulled away, and spoke the words in a rush before my heart could stop me, and a hawthorn tree was standing alone on the hill.

And now, Elaine, my dearest one, you have to wake up.

There’s more to tell, but you have no time to hear it. It’s happening now. Tonight.

Wake up.







Elaine Ambrose

Midsummer 1941

E llie woke.

It was immediate this time. The dream fell away like a cloak, and the world around her was sharp-edged and clear. Nimue’s voice was in her ear, urging her out of bed and across the floor before she could even wonder how.

It was twenty minutes to midnight. Outside the window, the storm had reached a frenzy. Rain struck against the glass with the force of an ocean trying to break in. The wind was mingled with cries and howls.

No. She could have screamed with frustration. She wasn’t ready. The dream wasn’t finished yet. There was more to come, still answers she needed, and there was no time. She still didn’t know who she was. It was like waking up on the morning of her university exams knowing she needed a few more days of study, only this time failing the exam meant the end of the world.

She drew a deep breath, drawing the broken edges of herself firmly back together. Nobody had ever asked her if she was ready—certainly the exams hadn’t. She couldn’t protest that it wasn’t Midsummer’s Eve yet, that there was still more to learn. It was now. Tonight. She had to go. The only trouble was, she had no idea where she was supposed to go or what she was supposed to do when she got there.

She might still have stood there for too long, fragments of dreams and memories spilling through her mind, had a voice not risen from the stairwell. It was low, uncertain, barely audible over the howl of the storm.

“Ellie?”

Her heart skipped, then started again with a tremendous surge of hope. There was only one person in Wales who called her Ellie.

Tom was halfway up the stairs, tracking mud across the carpet, a flickering lantern in one hand. Ellie threw her arms around him, heedless of the fact that he was once again soaked through. “It’s you!”

“I’m pretty sure it is,” he agreed, half bemused, half smiling. He caught her and held her just as tightly. “Are you all right?”

“Me?” She couldn’t stop a laugh of pure relief. It wasn’t simply that she was no longer alone. Until that moment, she hadn’t let herself realise that she was sure Tom was dead or dying. “How are you?”

“I’m fine.” He really did look it, as far as she could tell through the dancing shadows—disconcertingly so, given how she’d left him. “What happened? I remember the birds, and the ground coming up to meet us, then it’s just fragments until I woke up in the stables a few minutes ago. I’ve been in this house a grand total of twice, do you realise that? I didn’t know how to find you. I thought the veil had parted and I’d missed it.”

“I’m here,” she said, unnecessarily. She squeezed his hands as she pulled away. “But you’re right about the veil parting. It’s tonight. Now.”

He didn’t need any further elaboration. “We were afraid of that. Is there any sign of Mrs. Leaf ?”

“No. And that’s the other thing—whoever Mrs. Leaf is, she isn’t Morgan le Fay. I just dreamed it, upstairs in my bedroom. Morgan le Fay was killed by Mordred, before the Round Table fell. Merlin was trapped in a tree, willingly, in Tintagel. And Tom—”

She hesitated long enough that Tom was obliged to ask. “What?”

“I’ve found out how Merlin ages backwards. Every time Merlin dies, he’s reborn a lifetime earlier. He moves backwards through time, always the same but always a different person. Do you see what that means? That’s how Camlan House has always belonged to Merlin. When Ifan Jones died, he became Geoffrey Bowen, who had left the house to him in the first place. When he died, he became Edric Jenkins, and so on. Every time, Merlin leaves it to himself as he was a lifetime ago. Eventually he would jump back to the 1400s, when it would be time to build the house in the first place—and for all we know, the land itself was his a long way further back than that.”

“Right,” Tom said slowly. She saw him taking this in, turning it over and making it fit. “So the Merlin who White met, before the last war—that was Ifan Jones?”

“Exactly. They’re all Merlin, and they’re all real people who live complete lives. Ifan Jones, then Geoffrey Bowen, then Edric Jenkins, all the way back to the very last Merlin Emrys who ends his life trapped in a hawthorn tree. They’ve been watching over Camlan House, waiting to protect Arthur and the world when the veil parts, all these years.”

“And now he’s John Emory.” He looked at her. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

She hesitated, against her will. The look of recognition on White’s face. Ifan Jones had died in 1918, the year Tom was born. And Merlin, Nimue’s Merlin, had said her name.

But Merlin was born knowing that he was Merlin. Tom was so certain that he wasn’t. He wasn’t adopted. He had no magic in his veins. And the house, which White had said was always Merlin’s, had been left to John Emory.

“Yes,” she said firmly. It wasn’t only that she believed it, or at least wanted to. With her own identity hanging so dangerously out of reach, she understood better than ever why Tom needed to cling to his. “He must be.”

If Tom noticed her doubts, he gave no sign. “Then why isn’t he here? More to the point, where’s Arthur? If he’s returning tonight, surely it must be somewhere nearby?”

“I don’t know.” She rubbed the last of the sleep from her eyes, trying to think. “Ifan Jones was found dead in the library. It’s the oldest part of the house, the land on which Camlan House was originally built. But I’ve been in the library every day, and I’ve never seen anything to tell me where the veil to Avalon might part. And I never got to the Battle of Camlann in my dream tonight. It’s all happening too fast.”

“White had one dream too.” Tom’s voice caught her on the edge of panic. “He thought it came from Merlin. Are you sure there wasn’t anything in that manuscript?”

“There wasn’t a library in that manuscript. Only—”

The badger’s sett. It came to her in a flash, so sudden and bright that in the midst of everything she could have laughed.

“I think I know where it might be,” she said. “This way.”

Tom stopped her with a hand to her shoulder as she turned down the stairs.

“Listen,” he said, awkwardly. He didn’t quite meet her eyes. “As I said, I don’t remember much, but I think I told you some things that…”

“Whatever they were,” she said, firmly, “I don’t remember them either, if you don’t want me to. Except to say that I’m very sorry they happened to you. All right?”

He nodded, and found a flicker of a smile as he let her go. “Go on, then,” he said. “Show me where you think King Arthur might be about to return.”
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The library was too dark. She felt it as soon as she opened the door—even for the middle of the night, even for a storm. The shadows were too long and dense for the lamp to penetrate, clutching at them with clammy fingers. The air caught in her throat like a fog; beside her, Tom sneezed.

“You should have dried off,” she said to him, on reflex. “You’ll catch cold.”

She didn’t have to see him to imagine his face. “Well, if the world is still here by morning, and I find I have a cold from the eldritch storm from beyond the veil, I promise to remember you told me so. I remember this!”

They had come to the window seat where he had climbed in the week before. Ellie dropped to a crouch beside it, motioning Tom to bring the lantern forwards.

“In the book, Merlin brings Arthur to the hill where he’s been trapped all this time, and Arthur finds it’s the badger’s sett from his childhood,” she explained. “The dreams shape themselves to the stories we need. I wondered if perhaps White’s dream was trying to show him this.”

The carvings along the base of the seat were of woodland creatures: a fox, a hedgehog, a mouse, and, in the middle, a badger. Ellie ran her fingers over the scored lines, searching for purchase. Something, anything…

“Here.” Tom reached out, and pressed down on the badger’s head. Ellie would have sworn she had done the same thing herself, but this time, there was an audible click. The seat jumped, as if a catch had released, and when Ellie reached out it opened like a trapdoor.

The base of the seat was hollow. Inside it, a stone staircase spiralled deep, deep below the earth.

Ellie’s mouth fell open. “How did you do that?”

“I don’t know.” Tom looked as surprised as she was, and just a little shaken. “I saw what you were doing and thought I’d try. It was just habit, like when you see someone trying to open a jar of jam and immediately think you could do it better.”

“Well, congratulations. I’m usually good at jam jars.” Absurdly, she felt a flicker of disappointment, as though it mattered who had opened a secret door. The rest of her was subsumed with doubt and dread. A blast of cold air rose from the trapdoor, and she shivered.

“I suppose we should go down,” Tom said.

“Should we, do you think?” she asked. “I don’t mean for our own safety, I mean—Is this right? What if we’re making everything worse?”

Tom’s face was far from certain, but it was resolved. “Look at it this way. If things go wrong, would you rather it be because we did something we shouldn’t, or because we sat here doing nothing at all?”

“The answer to that probably sounds more obvious to someone who jumped into a rock pool after a questing beast,” she said. Still, she understood what he meant. Whatever else had happened in the dreams, Nimue had spoken to her, by name. The dreams had been for her. That had to mean that there was something she could do, even though she didn’t yet know what it was and how to do it. Sometimes you have to fly into a blizzard of enemy bullets and not the other way.
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The steps went down, ten feet or more, and then turned into a tunnel, just as narrow, sloping almost as steeply. The lantern in Tom’s hand gave off only the faintest glow. Ellie felt her way carefully, one hand on the wall, trying not to shudder at the slick wet texture of the stone.

“It just keeps going down,” she whispered, and heard her whisper splinter and echo back to her.

“I think we’re headed towards the sea,” Tom replied, just as softly. “We might come out by the cliffs.”

That, of course, assumed they would come out anywhere. The tunnel was narrowing, brushing the top of her head, pressing her arms closer into her sides. Tom, who was taller than her, was bent into a crouch, and she hoped with all her heart that he was being careful not to take another blow to the head. She was uneasily aware that he shouldn’t have recovered so quickly and so completely from the last one.

The passage curved to the right, as far as Ellie could tell. She was beginning to follow it when Tom, behind her, caught her arm. “Wait.”

She twisted to see him, and could make out only the vague outline of his face. “What is it?”

Tom held the lamp in his right hand; his left was on the wall behind him. “There’s another opening. I think it forks out here—assuming it hasn’t already done so, and we haven’t noticed.”

If only he hadn’t added that last part. Her heart had sunk at the prospect of not knowing the way forwards; the thought that they might not even know the way back, that they might be hopelessly lost in these narrow corridors far below the earth, brought the full weight of the stone overhead down upon her for the first time. Suddenly the darkness was a hand clamped to her mouth, and she had to fight to draw breath.

“So,” she said, when she could. “Which way do we go?”

“I don’t suppose it’s in White? Or Malory, or… I don’t know, Geoffrey of Monmouth?”

“None of them thought to include a map of a cave system in Wales, no.” She managed another breath. “Well. I suppose—”

“Just a minute.” The lamplight moved down as Tom crouched. For a moment she couldn’t work out what it illuminated. She was searching the rock for a mark—a carving, perhaps, like the badger.

It was a mouse. Not a carving, but a real mouse, small and grey-brown, the colour of shadows on stone. It was scurrying along the floor, following the curve of the rock, almost too fast to see. In a second, it had disappeared down the left passage.

It wasn’t alone. Another mouse was following it, then another; a pair of rats came next, gentle and curious, then a hedgehog.

“They seem to know where they’re going,” Tom said. His voice trembled on the cusp of wonder and disbelief.

Ellie swallowed. “I just hope we can fit wherever it is.”

She was right to worry. The passage tapered as they pressed forwards, until they reached a point so low and narrow they had to leave the lantern behind and wriggle through pitch darkness on their bellies. Ellie’s heart nearly failed her then—the only thing that pushed her forwards was the image of how stupid she would look demanding to go back, and she was vaguely interested, in the midst of sheer panic, to learn that she would rather die than be embarrassed.

Gradually, the rock walls began to open again. The darkness gave way to a bluish luminescence, like the bottom of the sea or the last scrap of daylight before the stars came out. The two of them climbed to their feet, and found there was room again to stand.

They had to be careful where they stood. The floor of the tunnel was teeming with small creatures: not only mice, rats, and hedgehogs, but foxes, rabbits, hares, even a badger. As the passage opened out into a wider chamber, birds circled overhead, owls and hawks and robins and swifts sharing the air.

By the far wall of the chamber stood a woman. The light was bright enough now for Ellie to see her clearly: a tall woman, stately, loose brown hair shot through with silver, wearing a gown of soft green. She turned at their entrance, and her large, dark eyes held Ellie’s at once.

It was Mrs. Leaf.

No—it wasn’t. Mrs. Leaf was older, her face narrower, her hair lighter. This woman didn’t look like Mrs. Leaf at all, really.

And yet—

All at once, like the unfurling of a flower or the spread of ink soaking into a page, she remembered.
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“Oh my God,” she whispered, or heard herself whisper. “Nimue. Of course. How could I have…?”

“Elaine,” Nimue said, and her voice was a smile. “It’s wonderful to have you see me again. I’d forgotten what it was like when Lancelot didn’t know who I was. It was worse with you.”

Mrs. Leaf. Le Fay. The Lady of the Lake. Not Morgan le Fay at all, but her daughter, whose powers had flooded her veins upon Morgan’s death. She had been wearing another’s shape, as she had rescuing Lancelot from Meliagaunce’s castle all those centuries ago—and yet even so, Ellie should have known. She should have remembered. Instead, she had seen Mrs. Leaf as an awkward obstacle, and then as something far more sinister. She had been afraid of her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry—”

“Hush,” Nimue said gently, as though Ellie were a little girl again. “Don’t be silly. Mortals can’t remember the Lake, not without help. You couldn’t help it, any more than Lancelot could.”

It was true, of course. But it didn’t feel right. Her heart should have remembered the first time she had seen the Lake in her dreams; her head should have worked it out when she’d realised that her entire life before coming to London was missing. She should have known, when she had seen Nimue, that she had known her most of her life.

She had been raised under the Lake. Like Lancelot, her parents had died: her father in a naval battle in the final year of the Great War, her mother dead of the outbreak of Spanish flu that followed. She had been four years old, lost and alone, when Nimue had rescued her and given her a new name and a new life. Her childhood had passed beneath the surface, in the drowned city. Then she had been eighteen, and she had been sent into the world, as Lancelot had been, to fulfil her purpose, and like Lancelot she had forgotten she had a purpose at all. But Lancelot, at least, had remembered the facts of where he came from. She had forgotten even that.

“The locket.” Her hand went to her throat, on reflex. “It had a piece of paper inside it. I was supposed to keep it with me always. I lost it the night my flat was destroyed. The first week of the Blitz.”

Most people who have crossed the veil forget even that there’s anything they’ve forgotten, Lancelot had told Nimue, in the dream Nimue had sent her. I have a message from the Lady of the Lake written on a scrap of paper, locked away in here…

That locket had looked out of place at the time, like so much else in Camelot: too modern, Victorian in shape, the design on the front etched too cleanly. It had been hers. Her dreams had been trying to tell her something, shaping the story as best they could.

Nimue nodded. “It was never meant to be this hard for you,” she said. “I thought that when I sent for you, you would at least know why and what you had to do. When you arrived, I saw at once that you didn’t. That something had gone wrong.”

“It was on my bedside table.” Her head was roaring, images filling it like water. “I was so stupid. I never should have taken it off my neck, only it kept getting tangled up when I slept. I searched for it afterwards, in the rubble, without knowing why. And then I just… went on with my life. I forgot.”

It had been so easy to forget. The war was destroying so many pasts, leaving so many things not to be spoken of. She’d been a girl boarding in London, like so many others, and every time she had been asked where she had been before that, a sharp shiver warned her not to look. Even in the hinterland where she’d met Robin and Marian, she had felt the niggling sense of something out of reach, but she hadn’t been in deep enough to recognise it. It was only now, in the presence of the Lady of the Lake unshielded by magic, that it could come back, as it came back to Lancelot the very last time he had seen Morgan le Fay.

“What are you talking about?” Tom’s voice, sharp with unease.

Tom. Another memory, clear and bright as a shard of glass.

It wasn’t only her own life she had forgotten. She had forgotten about Tom too—who he was and, worst of all, what was going to happen tonight.

“Ellie?” He was turning to her, trying to catch her eye. “What did you forget?”

Ellie opened her mouth, helpless, then closed it again. She felt sick.

Nimue rescued her. “Tom,” she said. “It’s good to see you too, although I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”

“I’m sorry,” Tom said, and as always, he really meant it. “But I don’t know you. I don’t know what on earth is going on.”

“No. I know you don’t.” Her smile came painfully, more sadness than joy. “I’m Nimue. The Lady of the Lake. You knew me as Mrs. Leaf.”

“It’s true,” Ellie said, miserably. The look he gave her—startled, wary, betrayed and trying not to be—cut her to the marrow. “I’m sorry, Tom. I didn’t recognise her either, until now. I saw something wasn’t right, in glimpses, but…”

“Mrs. Leaf was a disguise,” Nimue said. “A lock of hair I took from a woman in exchange for a spell, a very long time ago. It worked on most people—you never would have seen through it, Tom, however sharp your vision was on any particular day. But you, Elaine, you’ve been around my magic since you were a little girl. Of course you noticed, even if you weren’t sure what you were seeing. Fortunately, Mordred never did.”

Tom was still looking at Ellie, but his attention snagged on that name. “Mordred?”

“That’s who’s trying to break through,” Ellie said. It was strange—she had heard stories of Mordred since childhood, but as a child she had never seen him. Now the dream she had woken from less than an hour ago came to her: Mordred’s eyes blazing, magic flaring, blade shuddering in his hand. “Mordred.”

“I thought Mordred died in the Battle of Camlann.”

“Most stories say so,” Nimue agreed. “He was never seen again after that battle. But he’s been in Avalon, the same as Arthur. I put him there myself. He’s been trying to come back for a very long time. The last time he tried was Midsummer’s Eve 1918. He’s grown stronger since then—strong enough that he doesn’t need to wait for Midsummer’s Eve this time. He’s coming tonight.”

“What about Arthur?” Tom said. “He’s coming back tonight too, isn’t he?”

“No,” Nimue said, very gently. “We’re on our own.”

It wasn’t news to Ellie—she’d known it all her life. But until recently she’d forgotten, and so it still caught her like a dull blow to the stomach. She had dreamed of Arthur now, and in those dreams he had become real to her. Some part of her was still waiting for the Once and Future King.

“I thought Merlin built this house,” Tom was saying. “I thought that was why he’s been living here, all these centuries. To wait for Arthur.”

“He did build it, yes,” Nimue agreed. “But not to safeguard Arthur’s return. Camlan House was built to guard against Mordred. That’s why Merlin has been here, life after life: to turn Mordred back, every time he threatened to break through the veil.”

Tom shook his head, just once, in the way he often did when setting something aside to come back to later. The familiarity of it, when so much else had just shifted, stabbed at Ellie’s chest. “All right. Then where is he? Everyone we talked to said Professor Emory hasn’t been seen for years.”

Nimue actually laughed. “Professor Emory isn’t Merlin,” she said. “Professor Emory doesn’t exist, any more than Mrs. Leaf does—except as a series of instructions given to a solicitor in Liverpool, and an occasional visitor wearing someone else’s body. Mordred watches this house constantly, looking for weaknesses. After Ifan Jones died, it was important to keep up the pretence that Merlin was living here, that he was still a powerful wizard and the house was still protected. I let him glimpse me once or twice in the guise of a likely young man, when I could; the rest of the time, I tried to leave just enough evidence to send him looking in the wrong places.”

“I still don’t quite understand,” Tom said carefully, and Ellie knew reluctantly. “Then where is Merlin? Who is he?”

“You know who he is.” Her voice wasn’t unsympathetic, but it was firm. “White told you.”

Tom shook his head, too quickly and too firmly. “I’m not Merlin.”

“Not yet, perhaps. But you will be. Just ask the mice.”

“The mice?” He glanced down at the small creatures, which were still milling in and settling on the floor.

“Or the rats, if you’d rather, or the hedgehog, or the owl. These creatures have all lived with Merlin for generations. He’s become them many times. They know him. The house knows you. It was you who opened the door to this cave, wasn’t it?”

“Anyone could have done that.”

“No. Merlin built that door, hundreds of years ago. Only he can open it. Even Ellie couldn’t, and it was built for her as much as anyone.”

“For Ellie? Why?”

It was Ellie’s turn to answer now. “This is why I’m here.” Tom turned to look at her, and the hurt in his eyes nearly broke her again. “I’m here to send Mordred back. Nimue can’t do it. The spell needs a mortal, full-blooded, as Merlin was.” She couldn’t bring herself to say as you are to Tom, even though she knew now, at last, that it was true. “It’s my job. Nimue raised me, yes, but she also spent my entire childhood teaching me to perform a single spell. I became a librarian because I wanted to be, but I also knew that one day I would get an assignment to come here. This is who I was, always.”

“What do you mean, who you were?” he said. “I thought…”

“You thought she was your friend,” Nimue said, as he trailed off. “A good friend, perhaps the best you’ve ever had—and, of course, you fancied her quite a bit, although your head was in too much of a mess to make a move in that direction, and frankly you thought she was too good for you. You told me that,” she added, as he flushed and his mouth opened, “before you ask. Sooner or later, we tell each other everything. And I promise you, Tom, she is your friend—just as Lancelot was Guinevere’s lover, and Mordred was Arthur’s doom. She was always going to come here, and you were always going to be friends. It’s just that she has another task too. You both do.”

Another task. It sounded so simple, put like that. It had always seemed so, when she was a child, and it had only been a story. But she had grown into her story now, and it was tearing her in two. “I’m so sorry, Tom,” she said.

She could have meant for not remembering, for having an ulterior motive, for being more than they had thought she was. He knew her better than that.

“Why?” he asked slowly. “Ellie, why are you sorry? Why are you looking at me like that?”

The darkness around them was deepening. Sounds drifted towards them on the air—echoes of far-off sword clashes, ghosts of battle cries. Camlann. The name came to her as if on a breeze, full of anticipation and dread. Nimue caught Ellie’s eye, and nodded.

“Yes. We don’t have much time.”

“Never mind,” Tom said firmly. “Tell us about Mordred. Why is he in Avalon? What does Ellie have to do?”

“Ellie knows this already.”

“Tom doesn’t,” Ellie pointed out. “And he needs to. He has every right to.”

Nimue looked startled—perhaps because the thought hadn’t occurred to her, perhaps because Ellie couldn’t remember ever arguing with Nimue about anything. Under the Lake, it had only been the two of them, and Nimue had always seemed to know best. But she had been out of the Lake a long time now, and she couldn’t help but see Nimue’s dismissal of Tom as a little unfair. It reminded her, she realised, of the way Merlin had ignored Nimue when she first came to Camelot.

“Perhaps he does,” Nimue admitted. “But there’s hundreds of years of story to tell, and very little time. I’m not sure I could make him understand.”

There was sense to this, but Ellie suspected it wasn’t the whole truth. “What if you showed him? The way you showed me, in the dreams. That was what they were for, weren’t they? To tell me what I couldn’t remember.”

“Yes.” Nimue sighed—not exasperated, not quite, but anxious. “It was the only way I could speak to you. If Mordred had learned who either of you were—that Tom was Merlin, that you were the only one who could send him back—he would have done everything in his power to kill you both. Dreams are the only thing he couldn’t watch, and the veil was thin enough that I could send them. But they’re messy, imprecise. I could tell you my story, and little else. I hoped it would be enough to help lead you here, even if it didn’t help you remember.”

“You never quite finished that story. You could try now.”

“He wouldn’t understand. Not yet.”

“Would you mind,” Tom said, very tightly, “not talking about me as if I wasn’t here?”

Surprise flickered over her face once again, and then she nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said, sincerely, and Ellie knew her suspicions had been correct. “It’s difficult for me. In some ways you’re not here, not yet. I do understand how frustrating that is for you.” She found a rueful smile. “You—Merlin, that is—tried to explain once, what it was like to remember everything when I remembered nothing, to look at the person you love and have them look back at you as a stranger, even an enemy. I owe him an apology. Apparently I’m treating you exactly as badly as he treated me.”

“I keep telling you, you’re wrong. I would know if I was Merlin. I would remember being him, in the future. The others did, didn’t they?”

“They did.” A shadow crossed her face. “But no, you wouldn’t remember. You couldn’t. For the simple reason that you’re the first. Even Merlin has to be born sometime. He was born Thomas Wilder on the twenty-fourth of June, 1918. Or, I suppose, he will be born tonight.”

Tom said nothing. After a moment, Nimue raised her head.

“Elaine’s right. You deserve to know what happened, if I can show you. But I’ve tried to speak to you in dreams before, you know. By the time the veil thinned, your sleep was already too broken, filled with fire and death and planes. If I give you a dream now, you’d have to truly open your mind to me, and so far you haven’t managed that even when you’re asleep.”

“I usually do better at things awake than I do asleep,” he said. “As a rule.”

That made her smile, against her will. “Well. We might just have enough time. Take my hands, both of you.” She shot a quick look at Ellie. “You don’t mind, do you, Elaine? I think you’ll help him in and out.”

Ellie shook her head. Amidst all the worry and confusion, there was a shiver of excitement in her stomach. “I’d like to see this too.”
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There was a roaring in her ears, as of a rush of water. The colours of the cave bled away, salt filled her lungs, and then there was nothing at all.







Nimue

C amelot fell.

It didn’t fall easily, and it didn’t fall at once. It took the rest of that dark winter, a cruel spring, the beginning of a last terrible golden summer. It fell as the stories say it fell: Lancelot and Guinevere exposed as traitors, Lancelot turning on Arthur to save Guinevere’s life, a long and brutal siege fought against Lancelot while at home, Mordred used Arthur’s absence to seize power for himself. And then, at long last, Mordred and Arthur facing each other on the fields of Camlann, where both were doomed to meet their end.

I never saw the fall of Camelot. After the night I lost Merlin, I never saw Camelot again. I returned to the Lake, whose magic now surged through my veins. I hid in those ruined, empty halls beneath the water as the stories spread of how Merlin had been seduced by his apprentice and lured to his doom, how Viviane had enchanted him and trapped him in a cave or a hawthorn tree. I waited, as Arthur’s golden kingdom tore itself apart through civil war. I grieved, every minute, for my mother. I refused to grieve for Merlin, because he wasn’t dead, and so I only missed him until I thought I would go mad.

I also, all the while, searched for the way to Avalon. My mother had spellbooks that rivalled Merlin’s, many of which had been off-limits to me as a child or simply beyond my understanding. I read them all in my childhood library, curled up on the window ledge as the fish darted through the dark water outside. I pushed my body to breaking point often, experimenting beyond my abilities. Twice my soul was nearly ripped from me as I ventured into the spirit world; one of those times I barely made it back. I kept searching. Squeak helped, in her mouse’s way, running about the city investigating what I knew must be glimpses through the veil. She was growing old for a mouse, her soft fur showing more grey than brown, the tiny joints in her tail stiffening into a permanent curl, but her eyes were bright and her manner as brisk as ever.

I was so young, and so inexperienced, and thank all the gods that I was, because otherwise I would have realised that what I was trying to do was impossible. Even then, it nearly was. The Battle of Camlann was already raging when I finally learned what I needed to learn.
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Arthur came to me before I could go to him. I was gathering my belongings into a satchel, preparing to make the journey by rain and storm to Camlann, when outside the city something fell and sank to the Lake bed.

Excalibur. The sword my mother had given to Arthur long ago, when she and Merlin were allies, and he was a young king with everything before him. If he was returning it now, it meant one of two things: he was dying, or he was already dead.

Sir Bedivere was standing at the edge of the Lake when I rose to the surface. It hurt to see him flinch at the sight of me, even though I’d steeled myself to face it. I’d had few dealings with Bedivere when I was at Camelot, but he’d respected me, and I’d always had a great deal of respect for him in return. Clearly the stories about me had changed his mind.

“Sir Bedivere,” I said, before he could draw a weapon and do something we would both regret.

He had mastered himself now. He knew better than to challenge a witch in her home territory. “Lady Viviane.”

“Is the battle done?” I asked. “Is Mordred dead?”

Even now, my stomach tightened at the thought.

“The battle is done.” I could tell he still didn’t quite believe it. His voice, hoarse and raw, was that of a man speaking of a terrible dream. “Mordred lives, though barely. He and his men are close behind us. They won’t rest until they see Arthur dead, one way or another.”

I hadn’t expected that, but I had no time for surprise. “I believe Arthur sent for me.”

“I didn’t realise it at the time, but I think perhaps he did.” He nodded at the sword gripped in my hand. “The king told me to return Excalibur to the water. I almost couldn’t do it.”

I could imagine. It must have felt like dousing the very last light of Camelot. “I’m glad you did,” I said. “I’ve come to save him. Will you take me to him?”

Bedivere’s face went still, considering. I waited. If I was right, then he had heard many stories about me: the harm I had done to Merlin, the harm I meant to the kingdom. He had also heard where those stories had come from, and what Arthur had told him to do. He knew that I might mean death to Arthur; he knew Arthur would die without my help. The decision he came to would be up to him.

“Please,” he said, at last. His voice cracked, and I took in the darkened blood across his face, the sling around his arm, the grey exhaustion that comes only from seeing your entire world fall. “Please, save him.”

Arthur was lying on a stretcher in the reeds beside the darkest corner of the Lake. His chest was bound with red-soaked bandages, and had it not been for its shallow rise and fall, I would have thought he was dead already. His golden hair was dark with sweat, and his face was the ghastly white of newly cleaved bone. If Merlin had seen him in this state, he would have torn Mordred and the whole world apart.

I dropped by his side, swallowed the exhaustion and grief that had risen like bile in my throat, and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Arthur.”

The healing magic in my touch was enough to push his eyes open. They were clouded, but they were the same startling blue as ever, and as ever they gave me nothing but utter trust. “Lady Viviane,” he whispered.

I tightened my grip on his shoulder, just once. “Sleep now. I’ve come to take you away.”
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It should have been simple. It always is, in the stories. The Lady of the Lake comes in a boat across the water; Arthur is carried on board; he passes out of the world and into legend and is never seen again.

We had reckoned without Mordred.

I fashioned a small boat out of weed and bracken, and Bedivere and I laid Arthur in the bottom. I let us drift a long way, until we reached the centre of the Lake, where my magic would be strongest and we were least likely to be disturbed. The Lake was still around us, the air heavy with mist. Arthur slept peacefully now, his breathing slowed by healing magic. Even so, the colour had leached from him further even in the last few minutes. I had to remind myself not to think about what might be waiting for us on the other side of the veil, the very real possibility that it might not be enough to save him after all. It was the best I could do—the best Merlin had been able to do for the boy he had raised to be a king. I went to the prow, breathed deep, and spoke the words I had learned at so much cost.

The air in front of me began to ripple and shimmer, light and shadow where no shadow should fall. It wasn’t delicate, what I was doing. A few more years, and I could have honed the spell to a precision cut. This was a tear, a rip in the fabric of the worlds, and I found myself apologising inwardly to the Old Ones even as I pressed my hands together and parted them with a surge of power.

The sky parted with me. A rush of wind ruffled my hair, bringing with it the smell of salt and apples. Lights danced before my eyes, reflecting off the water in a thousand dazzling glints. My head spun and my body convulsed, even as exultation flooded my veins. It was truly happening. One more tear, and we would be through.

At the same time, the waves beneath the boat began to stir.

I knew every breeze that touched the surface of the Lake, every movement of its depths. This one was alien. I froze, dropping one hand, holding the veil open with the other. The spell didn’t like it: shivers and chills spasmed up my arm to my chest, the rip I had torn struggling to mend. I ignored it as best I could, frowning, straining to listen to the Lake as I might have tried to pick out the tread of a predator amidst a cacophony of birdsong.

There. I felt the waters stir again, and with it the first touch of true dread. Something was coming, fast and smooth as a shark. Something else that had the water of the Lake in its veins…

A clap of thunder, a gust of wind, a sudden surge of rain. The boat rocked; I snatched at the tear in the veil as my arm cramped painfully. Then he was there, on his knees in the stern of the tiny boat, gasping for breath, sword clutched in a white-knuckled fist.

Mordred. It was the first time I had seen him since the night he had killed my mother, and I scarcely recognised the battle-scarred figure before me. His face was as pale as Arthur’s; the blood-soaked bandage at his stomach was the twin of his father’s. But magic was crackling through his veins, animating and sustaining him. My heart dropped.

Arthur lay between us, deep in enchanted sleep. I had no time to think, just barely time to react. Mordred lunged for Arthur. I dropped to my knees, flung out my free hand, and caught Arthur by the shoulder just as Mordred grasped his ankle. I threw magic over him like a blanket, holding him tight, wrapping him in protection.

We crouched there, boat rocking, wind whipping about us. I couldn’t move. I held the veil open with one hand; with the other, I held Arthur safe. Mordred’s magic was spent, exhausted: he couldn’t break through my spell. But his sword was in his right hand, as his left tightened around Arthur. If I released him, even for a moment, he would bring that sword down on Arthur’s head. In his sleep, Arthur frowned, and stirred.

“Mordred,” I said, as calmly as I could considering I was holding open the world with one hand. “Let him go. You’ve done your work. He’s dying. It’s over.”

I spoke without any real hope of being heard. He had come all the way from the fields of Camlann, trailing blood and magic and dust, to reach Arthur. He wasn’t going to let him go now. My only thought was to stir some flicker of memory of our childhood, to reach some dying ember of who he had once been. Yet, to my surprise, he spoke.

“I thought it would be over now too.” His voice came slow, halting; I wanted to lean closer to hear it. “But it isn’t. Not while he’s alive.”

It would never be enough for him. I knew that then, in the depths of my bones. He was Arthur’s doom—it was all he knew how to be. The thought of being anything else, of being himself, was so vast and frightening that he shied away from it in terror. While he lived, he would pursue Arthur, because as soon as his eyes were taken off his quarry he would be forced to look about him and see where his quest had brought him. He was trapped in a story with no happy ending, and it broke my heart.

At that moment, though, we were trapped with him. I needed both hands to part the veil all the way and send us through. If I could only do that, we would pass into Avalon, and whatever happened there, we would never come out. I didn’t know how to open the veil from the other side. Mordred certainly didn’t. The world would be free of Mordred; I could whisk Arthur to safety and hope to heal him. All I needed was a moment’s lapse on Mordred’s part. I gritted my teeth as my arm throbbed. I was the Lady of the Lake, in my home waters. Surely there was something I could do.

There was nothing. Fortunately, I wasn’t alone. I had forgotten about Squeak.

I was used to her presence now, nestled under my hair in the curve between neck and shoulder. She weighed nothing, her grip on my clothing feather-light. Now, she raced along my outstretched arm—that perfect balance, I knew it in every inch of my body, had felt it myself so many times—along the length of Arthur’s sleeping form, and sank her teeth into Mordred’s hand.

A mouse’s bite is small, but their teeth are as hard as steel, and Squeak bit hard. Mordred yelped, in surprise as much as pain, and flinched back. Only a little. That was all it took.

I let Arthur go, and tore the veil apart. Mordred was thrown back, eyes closing, strength finally spent, as the waters of my Lake propelled us forwards into Avalon.
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That should have been it, forever. The veil had closed behind us. We should have stayed in Avalon, three figures of legend, locked out of human history until the end of the world. But the world had other ideas. It didn’t want Arthur gone.

Merlin had done exactly what he had meant to do: Arthur was a hero now, a story being told across the world. Even while the dead and dying were still being taken from the fields of Camlann, whispers were beginning to spread that he would return when his kingdom was in danger. Stories like that have great power in the Otherworld. If Arthur was to return, then the veil needed to thin. And so, thin it did—when times were dark, when people were afraid, when the kingdom that after all this time was still Arthur’s found itself in danger. Usually it thinned only a little—not enough for most people to cross, and certainly not Arthur. But I am a witch, already a little in both worlds at once. It was enough for me.

The first time it happened was an accident. It was seventeen years after Camlann, and the British Isles were gripped by plague and famine. People who remembered Camelot and people who didn’t cried out for Arthur to return. I was walking in the woods at twilight, beneath the apple trees, and I saw a glimmer out of the corner of my eye. I had seen that glimmer many times, usually through the eyes of a fox or a mouse or an owl, always on the other side of the veil. Disbelieving, almost without thought, I walked towards it.

I came through deep underground, in a cavern wet and cold and black as pitch. The bite of the world’s air against my skin tasted of water and stone and danger, startling after so long. I would have gone straight back again, except that the darkness was not as total as it should have been. As I blinked, the shadows resolved themselves into a figure standing a few feet away. A gangly youth, with tangled black hair, illuminated by light that he held cupped like water in his hand. His face was thin and worn beyond its years, and should have been unfamiliar. But his green eyes glinted gold, and even if they hadn’t, everything in me would have known whose they were.

“Merlin,” I said.

The new, young face kindled into a familiar smile. “Nimue,” he said, and my name sounded like an offering, as though I was being handed back the world.

From then on, it was no accident. Every time Arthur’s kingdom called for him to return, the veil thinned enough for me to slip back instead, and every time, I came. Merlin was right about another thing: so much of history is so very dark. When the Viking hordes poured in, when the Normans invaded, every time war or famine or plague threatened the people Arthur loved, I could use it to come home. And Merlin was always there, waiting for me, although I never knew who he might be.

They were strange meetings. For one thing, I stayed much the same, aging only during my stolen time in the human world. Merlin, by contrast, was burning through lives like paper. I would come to find him a different age, a different gender, different in appearance and manner and language. It never mattered to me. I could always see that glint of gold, that same restless soul, and every version looked on me with the same eyes. More troubling was that both of us moved through time in opposite directions. With every visit I was older and knew him more and more, in the usual way of things. Meanwhile, with every new life Merlin was younger in soul if not in body, and knew me less and less. I knew that sooner or later I would come to our first meeting, and he would have no idea who I was.

But that’s magic for you. It doesn’t ask what you want—it only offers, and you can either refuse that offer or take it with all your heart. We took it. And the times we had, the snatched days and months and years across the centuries, they were glorious. We explored the forests of England as wolves and the skies as hawks. We lived with the Picts for a freezing northern winter, learning to work silver and stone; we traded with the Vikings, once even going back with them to dine in the halls of the Volsungs. We camped a full year off the coast of Ireland, windswept and battered, never once seeing another human soul. We spent a summer with Robin of Locksley and Marian Fitzwalter and their band of outlaws in the Greenwood, helping them rob from the rich and give to the poor. I have a suspicion they crossed into Avalon themselves in the end. Marian was a far better witch than the stories ever gave her credit for. We saved each other’s lives, we drove each other mad, and every day we learned each other’s bodies and minds and stories anew.
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Perhaps if I had stayed in Avalon, pretended there was no way across, Mordred would have stayed too. For he was still there, all those hundreds of years later. I rarely saw him—Avalon is vast and ever shifting, more dream than place, difficult to navigate and easy to hide in—but I would glimpse him from time to time, a shadow in the forests, a whisper in the seas. I knew he was watching me. I suppose he realised, over the years, that there were times when I was no longer in Avalon. It told him there had to be weaknesses to the veil, times and places where it could be crossed. I said that you take what magic offers—what I should have remembered was that magic demands a price be paid. Perhaps this was it.

The first time Mordred tried to break through, it was no trouble for either of us. It was the fourteenth century, halfway between Merlin’s starting point and mine, and we were a witch and a wizard at the height of our powers. More crucially for what needed to be done, Merlin was of mortal blood. Just as the veil could only be opened by one of fae blood, it could only be closed by a pure mortal. The spell itself was difficult and painful, but not so different to the hundreds of other tricks people in those days had to keep the fair folk at bay.

Merlin’s name was Hugh Blackwood in this life, a young fisherman, lithe and wiry and storm-weathered. The two of us felt the veil parting where I had come through, and returned in time to see Mordred tearing at the seams. I held him at bay, pushing him back with storm and gale and water, while Merlin inscribed the runes on the ground. Summer rain lashed the hills, and our magic blazed so bright it was seen for miles and whispered about for many days. Mordred was blown home like a leaf on the wind.

“He’ll try again,” I said, as we lay together by the heat of the fire in his fisherman’s hut by the sea.

“I know,” Merlin said with a sigh, and of course he did. He had lived through the many times that Mordred would try. The first time I encountered something was almost always his last. “This is where it begins for you, I suppose. From now on, we need to be there to stop him every time the veil thins.”

“I assume it always works out.” I resettled against him, resting my head on his chest and closing my eyes. I didn’t trouble to make it a real question. He didn’t answer questions like that, any more than I did for him.

To my surprise, though, this time he did. I was drifting off to sleep, and nearly missed it. “I don’t know,” he said. “I can tell you that it works out as long as I’m in the world. I don’t go on forever.”

The next time I came through, Camlan House was waiting. It was a small manor house then, built over the cave where the veil parted. It grew over the centuries: the original house became the library of a much larger mansion, the west wing was burned down and rebuilt. Always, from that day on, Merlin was living there, and often we would turn Mordred back at the same time I myself came to see him.

Those were less carefree visits. The spectre of having a task to do, a world to protect, loomed over us. It didn’t help that Merlin’s magic was growing noticeably rougher and less skilled the younger he became while Mordred grew with practice, until it was sometimes a painful struggle to turn Mordred back at all. And yet I grew to love those times too. Camlan House felt like ours, as the tower in Camelot once had, and as the world changed around us the sounds of the sea and the wind were the same, coming through the window as we slept side by side. I could pretend, those nights, that we had every night together until the end of the world.
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And then, at last, it was midsummer 1918.
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I hadn’t met Ifan Jones before. I could have—the British Isles were relatively stable during his early lifetime, but there were gaps here and there I could have slipped through, and certainly I could have visited during the world’s first great war. I told myself I needed to be careful how much time I spent outside Avalon. By my estimation, I had aged another fifteen years in the last fourteen hundred or so, and I didn’t have an infinite number to waste. In truth, though, it had simply become too painful watching Merlin grow less and less certain of me as I grew more and more certain of him. Each lifetime, his smile when he saw me was more fleeting, his feelings for me more fledgling. I knew in my head that he wasn’t falling out of love with me—he was falling in love, one life at a time, in the opposite direction from me. My heart still felt the chill every time I laid a familiar hand on his shoulder and he startled, or I unthinkingly voiced my half of a long-standing joke and he looked at me curiously. I knew the time would soon come when I would look at a version of Merlin, and he would look back without knowing me at all.

Ifan wasn’t that version, not quite. When I arrived at the doors of Camlan House, as the sun was setting, he recognised me at once. But his greeting was wary, guarded; his eyes warmed with the merest flicker. What’s more, the magic flooding his veins was startlingly rough and unpractised. He was seventy-eight years old in body, silver-haired, the lines on his face deeply entrenched. In spirit, he was younger than I’d ever seen him. Doubt took ahold of my heart with cold fingers, against my will. For the first time, I didn’t see how he could be a match for Mordred.

“Nimue,” he said, and there was just enough of a question in his voice for that grip of doubt to tighten. “It’s you, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” I hesitated. “We have met before?”

“Only once.” He didn’t elaborate, and his guard didn’t relax. “I thought I’d see you again soon. The veil is thinning.”

“You can feel that?” I asked, with a touch of surprise. Perhaps I had underestimated the grasp he had on his magic.

He shook his head. “Not really. I think this is the night I learn what it feels like. But the world has been at war for four years now. I knew it had to be soon. Besides…”

He trailed off, but I knew. “Tom Wilder.”

“I know when he’s born. I remember celebrating that birthday—it’s the only real one I ever had. It’s coming soon. We can’t both be in the world at once, can we?”

“Not as far as I know.” It wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on—not here, not now. “Shall we go to the library?”

“You go. I’ll see my staff safely off the property, and I’ll join you.”

I didn’t argue. I knew he wanted a final moment alone. One day soon, he would know me well enough not to want such a thing, but he wasn’t there yet. He was facing the end of his life, for only the second time, and he was trying not to wish me far away.

“Very well,” I said, as though my heart wasn’t bruised and my feelings weren’t aching. I was the experienced sorcerer now. He needed me to guide him, as one day he would guide me. “I’ll see you inside.”

He rejoined me a short time later. Something in him had smoothed, quieted; the smile he gave me was forced, but I recognised a flicker of Merlin Emrys.

“Thank you,” he said. “The staff have all gone home now. We can go down. Oh,” a thought struck him. “I met young Tim White, a few years ago. I gave him the ring—the one you gave Edric. That’s done.”

“Good.” We sounded, absurdly, like two acquaintances struggling for news about mutual friends. “That’s good to hear. And you arranged the will?”

It felt morbid to mention it now, to this particular version of Merlin, who wasn’t yet used to death. But it had to be mentioned. Usually, when Merlin died, his will left the house for his last incarnation to take up. Tom Wilder, though, couldn’t inherit. He had no knowledge of who he would become. He wouldn’t understand why it had been left to him. Even if it could be explained, it would have been disastrous for him to come to Camlan House as its owner. He had no magic yet, and no way to protect himself or the house from Mordred. If Mordred had realised who he was, Mordred would have done everything he could to have him killed.

“The house passes to John Emory,” Ifan said. “It will be your job to make sure everyone believes he exists, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll do it,” I said. “And I’ll protect Tom Wilder—you. I promise.”

“I know you will,” he said.

I expected him to go to the library then, but he looked at me a little longer, and his eyes softened.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“Because this is the last time you’re ever going to see me and have me remember you, isn’t it? And I scarcely know you at all.”

It was my turn to be startled, when I shouldn’t have been. He wasn’t the Merlin I knew, but he wasn’t stupid.

“It isn’t your fault,” I said. “Any more than it was mine the first time I met you. It’s what we have.”

But he had it all ahead of him, and I had it all behind me. It was hard not to blame him for that, after all.

The library was the way it had always been, its three rooms crowded with books in no particular order. The window seat, with its carved woodland animals, was still in place. Ifan brushed it with his thumb, almost a caress, and the trapdoor opened. We went down to face Mordred together, for what would be the last time.
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That’s enough.







Elaine Ambrose

Midsummer 1941

A nd they were back in the cave, the luminescence dimmer than before, the sounds of battle louder.

Nimue dropped their hands as though they were scalding hot. “That’s enough,” she said, again. Her face was white and drawn.

“Ifan died, didn’t he?” It wasn’t something Ellie could recall being told before. Nimue had shielded her from it. “One of the staff he sent home, he told us. They found him in the library the next morning.”

Nimue nodded. “Yes. He sent Mordred away, for the last time. But Mordred was strong, and Merlin—Ifan—was too new at magic. He died performing the spell.”

Ellie could recognise the note of grief beneath the matter-of-fact words now, and not just because she had known Nimue since she was a small girl. She had heard it before, so many times over the last few years of war.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Thank you.” Nimue raised her head, and found a smile. “It wasn’t long after that when I found you, you know. I stayed in the world a few years, to make sure Professor John Emory was well established—the loneliest I had spent since childhood. Then I found you, an orphan, quick and clever and just the right age, and brought you home.”

“Why Ellie?” It was the first time Tom had spoken. “Why put her life at risk? If I was supposed to be Merlin, couldn’t you have just… taken me under the Lake instead, and taught me the spell?”

“You needed this time,” Nimue said. “Your first life. It made you who you were. Besides, Mordred would probably have recognised you, if you’d shown up armed with magic and the full story of your identity. He never thought anything of Tom the groundsman, and he never thought of Ellie at all.”

“She was a child.”

“I know,” Nimue said. “I thought of that every day. I worried every day, that I was doing to her what my own mother did to me.” She looked at Ellie. “I tried not to shape you into anything except yourself. As soon as I could, I let you go to live your own life. But you did grow up knowing another war was coming, and that when it came you had a job to do. I hoped I wasn’t harming you.”

“You didn’t harm me,” Ellie said. Memories were rushing through her head now. Lying in bed at night, watching the fish dart overhead as Nimue told her stories. Racing down the abandoned corridors, giggling, Nimue conjuring creatures of light to chase her. Reading in the vast library, the Lake water outside the window dark against the glow of floating lamps. “I loved growing up under the Lake. I loved you. I can’t believe I forgot.”

“Neither could Lancelot. Mortals never can. But nothing is ever truly forgotten. You always remember, even if it’s in ways you don’t understand. I knew you would find your way here somehow.”

A sudden concussion shook the cave—no swords or battle cries this time, but the unmistakable whistle and impact of an incendiary. Tom flinched; Ellie caught her breath.

“Mordred,” Nimue said softly. “He’ll be here soon.”

“And we turn him back, don’t we?” Tom said. “Ellie and I.”

Ellie knew the answer before Nimue spoke. She had known most of her life. But it had meant nothing then, and now it meant everything.

“I don’t know, Tom,” Nimue said. “I don’t know because Merlin never found out. And I’m so sorry, but he didn’t find out because this is the night you die.”

Tom’s face didn’t change, but his body went rigid. “What do you mean?”

“I told you earlier, didn’t I? Whatever happens tonight, this is how Merlin begins. Did White give you the ring?”

Ellie glanced down at Tom’s right hand, quickly, and saw it ball into a fist on reflex. The band of gold still glinted there.

“I gave that to Merlin,” Nimue said gently. “He described it to me the very first time I came through the veil—what it looked like, what it did. It took me a hundred years in the Otherworld to work out the magic, and far longer to forge it. Everything I read told me it was impossible. But at last, only decades ago, I managed it. I gave it to Merlin, and when he was Ifan Jones he gave it to young Tim White, so that he could pass it on to you.”

He examined it cautiously, as though afraid it might bite him. “What does it do?”

“It heals,” she said. “That’s all—it only heals. You were injured this afternoon, weren’t you?”

“A little,” he said, still guarded.

She smiled, that same wry smile, with heartbreak beneath it. “Well. It probably saved your life—a little. It shouldn’t, by rights, turn you immortal. Somehow, tonight, it will. You’ll die, and be reborn as Ifan Jones, and Merlin’s story will begin.”

“But… isn’t there a chance it won’t happen, since you’ve warned me?”

“No. No chance. It was for that very reason I wasn’t going to warn you. But Elaine was right: you deserved to be told. It might help to know, when death finds you, that it’s a beginning and not an end.”

“I don’t want to begin again as someone else.” It was the closest he had come to admitting that he believed it was possible at all. “I want to be me.”

“You will be.” Nimue shook her head, as if at a loss. “I really am sorry. I promise you—from everything you yourself told me—this time will be the hardest. You’ll never go so young again, and you’ll always know what to expect. You’ll just have to be brave this once.”

That made him smile, a rueful echo of hers. “I’ve heard that before. Before flights, before combat, before surgeries. It’s never just once.”

“No.” She looked at him, and her eyes softened, as if seeing someone she knew at last. “You’ll have to be brave over and over again, for hundreds of years. But you do it. We both do. If not every time, then enough.”

He made a noise, half laugh, half frustration. “This is what I mean—you and White both. I’m not the person you think I am. I don’t know if I’m capable of that.”

“Because you believed a story about yourself once before, and it turned out not to be true? Of course you told me about the day your plane crashed,” she said, before he could. “You told me everything. What you don’t understand is, it was true. You were brave. You were a hero. You were also exhausted, and afraid, and drowning in the middle of something terrible. All these things can be true at once. It’s why there are so many Arthurs of legend, and so many Merlins, and so many Nimues and Mordreds and Morgan le Fays. Real people are too big to fit into just one story.”

“We have to stop it.” Ellie heard the words before she knew she was going to say them. She didn’t know where they had come from. She only knew that she couldn’t bear it.

“We can’t,” Nimue said. “Believe me, Elaine, I understand—”

“It doesn’t have to be tonight!” She raised her voice over the whistle and crack of another phantom shell. “If Tom dying is how Merlin begins, then surely it doesn’t matter when he dies. He can wear the ring for years—decades!”

Nimue shook her head, not unsympathetically. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“You don’t know that! All you know is what Merlin knows, and not all the stories Merlin knew were true.”

“The stories about Arthur, no. He was still living those. This one had already happened to him. It was true. What’s more, it has to be, if Mordred is to be stopped.”

“Then what’s the point of stopping Mordred?” Anger flared in her chest—at Nimue, at the planes dropping bombs on their heads, at the sandbags in the streets and the dead bodies being hauled from the wreckage and the books on fire. “Do you know what the world is like out there? What’s the point of stopping him, at that kind of cost, when there’s so much else wrong?”

It was all she had time to say. A wind screamed through the cave, sharper and colder than any Ellie had ever felt. The animals crouched to the floor; the birds were blown hard against the rocks.

The wall behind Nimue cracked, crumbled, blew away.

The veil parted.







Camlann

I t was the Battle of Camlann. Ellie knew it at once, even though she had never seen it before. Nobody who had dreamed of Arthur could ever mistake it.

She was on her knees, mud cold and sticky beneath her, wind whipping her hair. Around her was a wide flat plain, glittering with fine drizzle. Everywhere she looked, knights and horses clashed. Men screamed as they fell; bones crunched; the iron smell of blood was in the air. They weren’t the armoured knights that she had seen in her dreams, nor was the fortification she could see in the distance the glowing city of Camelot. They were somewhere older, sparer, starker—the Britain that the Romans had left behind, that Arthur had struggled to save, that Mordred and Nimue remembered unfiltered by story. The combatants wore simple chain mail beneath woollen cloaks, and fought with rounded shields slashed with blue or red paint and blunt swords. Once or twice she glimpsed a face she recognised, grim and blood spattered; most of them were anonymous shadows, struggling against thick mud under a leaden sky.

And yet it was another battle too. The air was thin and cold, the light had the too-bright quality that came from being high above the clouds. The roar of engines reverberated across the fields: the deep thrum of large bombers, the higher rattle of fighters. Bombs hit the ground like meteors, and clods of earth flew in the air. The burning library flared in her brain, alongside so many other images she had tried to forget: a woman stumbling out of the ruins, her arm a bloody stump; a child dead and broken in a crushed house, stuffed elephant still clutched in her hand; bodies being brought from a pile of rubble that had been a pub. Her muscles froze, and her heart roared in her ears. This was it, it whispered. This was the end of the world.

“Ellie!”

Tom was crawling towards her across the battlefield. In the midst of everything, a wave of relief crested over her—that he was here too, and safe, and perhaps most of all that his voice was the same as ever, as though everything he had found out about her made no difference at all.

“You all right?” he asked her, as he drew close.

She nodded tightly. “I’m sorry,” she said, in a rush. “I’m so sorry—”

“Hey.” He shook his head, and his hand found hers in the mud. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. It doesn’t matter who you are or who I’m supposed to be. I’m not going to die tonight. Neither of us are.”

He wasn’t fooling her. He was as scared as she was, and yet somehow that made her braver than if his confidence had been real. In that moment, Tom was right in front of her, his hand warm and firm in hers, alive and familiar and determined not to die. It didn’t seem possible that death would find him on schedule, as though it had made an appointment.

She nodded again, and his hand tightened around hers before he let it go.

“Where are we?” he asked. “Is this Avalon?”

“I think this is a hinterland.” She brushed her hair out of her eyes, trying to piece together her still-ragged memories. “Both worlds overlapping, like the woods where I met the hounds. Nimue told me, when I was little—when the veil parts, we’d be in a hinterland at first, and she might not be there with us. Mordred’s learned to keep her out over the centuries. She said to remember that she’s trying to get to us.”

“Well, there’s no sign of her yet,” Tom said. “But if Mordred’s here, I can’t see him either—Squeak!” Somehow, impossibly, a little mouse was running towards them over the mud, narrowly dodging the hooves of a charging horse. Tom reached out his hand, and she ran up his arm and onto his shoulder. “What the hell are you doing here? Don’t you know mice aren’t supposed to be brave?”

The mouse made her impatient tutting noise, and settled into his collar.

Something was happening to the battle. At first Ellie thought it was slowing, quieting. Then, when she looked closer, she saw it wasn’t that at all. The combatants were fighting with as much vigour as ever. But they were fading, becoming more distant, as though they or she and Tom were receding into the background.

A man was walking out of the battle, dressed in a dark red tunic with a naked sword at his waist. He would have looked startlingly vulnerable, standing in the middle of a war without armour or shield, were he not so utterly confident in the knowledge that it couldn’t touch him.

“Mordred,” Tom said quietly. It wasn’t a question, but Ellie nodded. This was it.

They got to their feet, both fighting for their footing against the wind. Mordred was perhaps ten feet from them when he faltered, then stopped. He hadn’t aged since Camelot, as Nimue had aged—he hadn’t had the chance. He had gone to Avalon on the day of the Battle of Camlann, and had never come out. His face was still young and pale, his hair still golden, his eyes the colour of the sea on a clear day.

“Elaine Ambrose.” She knew his voice now, almost as well as Nimue had. It still carried the clarity of his boyhood, that sense that at any second he might smile. “I wondered if we’d ever meet.”

“You sent the Cŵn Annwn after me.” Ellie tried to speak as clearly and as calmly as he did. Inwardly, her mind was racing even faster than her heart. Mordred wouldn’t bother to speak to her if he could cross over, so clearly the veil hadn’t quite thinned enough for him yet. Something had stopped him before he reached them—some boundary where his world ended and theirs began. They didn’t have long, though. At his feet, rock was peeking through the mud, and the shadows of the cave walls were beginning to overlap the battlefield. “I saw a woman commanding them, and thought it was Morgan le Fay. But that was Nimue, turning them away. You sent the birds too, didn’t you? You’ve been trying to kill me all summer.”

“I would have tried harder if I’d known who you were. And I would have been trying to kill both of you.” He looked Tom over with undisguised contempt. “Nimue did a good job of hiding this one from me. The closest I got was when he came into the library. I touched his mind then, and just for a moment I wondered. But Nimue drowned the place with magic and sent him away, and I thought no more about it.”

The drop in temperature, the roar of water, Mrs. Leaf rushing to order Tom to the edges of the estate so swiftly that her skirts were still damp from Avalon. She really had been protecting them.

“She had you looking for Professor Emory,” Ellie said.

“She had me looking many places,” Mordred said. “Though I will say, it was cruel of her to use you as bait. I suppose she learned that from her mother.”

“I wasn’t bait,” Ellie said, and tried to squash the sudden pang of doubt. Nimue had raised her. She had protected her. Even in Camlan House, she had made sure her baths were hot and her toast and tea were waiting for her, every morning. She had loved her. “I’m here to stop you.”

Her voice was more defiant than confident to her own ears. She knew the rune-lock by heart. As a child she had drawn it over and over, as other children drew horses or their families, trying to get it right. But she had never performed the magic that went with it. Nimue had warned her that it would be hard, and it would hurt. She had never told her that the last incarnation of Merlin had died performing it.

As a child, she had trusted it could be done, because it had to be. Now she knew that just because something had to be done didn’t mean it could, and it certainly didn’t mean she would survive it.

“What do you need from me?” Tom asked quietly. “What can I do?”

Her fear receded, just a little. “I don’t suppose you have a pocketknife with you?”

“Of course.” He pulled it from his pocket, flipped the blade out from its handle, and gave it to her. “Anything else?”

Nothing, she almost said, but it wasn’t quite true. “Can you just… stay with me? Please.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I promise.”

Ellie knelt on the muddy ground, and found it was no longer mud at all but hard cold stone that bit through her slacks. Three rings, five lines. That was all it was. She pressed the point of the knife to the stone, held the image of the rune in her head, whispered the words. Then she scored the first ring into the ground.

It was worse than she’d ever expected. The scrape of the knife against stone sent barbed wire spidering from her fingertips to her innards. Red-hot hooks dug into her stomach, her heart, her intestines, and as she pressed and dragged the blade it wrenched her inside out. But it wasn’t mere pain. She had no magic in her blood, as Nimue and Merlin had. Without it, the spell was taking her life. With every stroke, she felt something vital dragged through her fingertips into the scored lines. Her limbs turned to water; she blinked fiercely as the world roared about her and threatened to wash her away.

Don’t give up, she told herself, and tried to hear it in Nimue’s voice. A second ring, a third. A line. Nearly there.

And it was true. One more stroke, then three more, and the rune was done. She collapsed to the ground, shuddering, gasping, and closed her eyes as her blood cooled and the pain fell blissfully quiet. She had done it. It was over.

Only the Battle of Camlann still raged about her. Fainter, perhaps, but growing louder by the minute, and as her head cleared, she could see the rune wasn’t whole at all. The first strokes she had made were disappearing before her eyes. Something was eating them away, as acid ate at metal.

Ellie looked up at Mordred, and saw a taut smile twitch his lips. At his side, his fingers traced the sign in the air. As he did so, even as she watched, the lines on the ground dissolved further.

He was undoing the spell, even as she cast it. Had Nimue known this was possible? Was this a new trick he had learned, or had he done this before?

“What’s wrong?” Tom asked. He was still watching Mordred, wariness flickering into alarm. “Can I help?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said. It wasn’t true. If this kept up, then everything was wrong. Still, the question centred her, gave her a way forwards. Tom couldn’t help, not with this—she had spent a lifetime learning the spell, and it was barely within her grasp. There was only one thing for it. “I have to do it again.”

It’s never just once. She tightened her grip on the knife, and straightened her shoulders.

One ring.

It was worse this time. Her body knew what was coming: it braced against every cut, and the agony ripped through her resistance that much more strongly. But more than that, she had so much less to give. Whatever the magic was taking—her strength, her life—it was drawing on a rapidly emptying well. Her blood was on fire, coursing through her body, scorching every vein and scouring every organ. She gritted her teeth, and pressed down again.

Two.

A line formed on the stone, once again, and once again it was dissolving before she finished. It was like trying to write in the sand, with the tide coming in, only the tide was burning acid.

This was how Ifan Jones had died. They had found his body in the library the next morning, his still-fledgling magic overwhelmed, his strength drained dry. Nimue had never told her that, and she had never told her how Mordred might fight back. It was cruel of her to use you as bait. Mordred’s words flashed across her mind. She still didn’t believe him—Nimue had been protecting her all her life. But Nimue wasn’t here now, and it came to her, for the first time, that this was what she had been protected for. Once it was over, so was her role in the story. Perhaps she had never been meant to survive this.

Three. Blood splashed onto the stone. She felt the wetness, and realised dimly it was coming from her nose.

“You won’t stop me,” Mordred said. This was costing him too—she could feel the strain of his magic against hers, see the sweat darkening his hairline—but he was watching her face carefully, for the first time, as if reading her mind. As if, perhaps, he had finally glimpsed something that he could read. “It’s going to kill you.”

Then I’ll die. She knew those were the right words to say, but she couldn’t say them. She didn’t want to die. Her fingers fumbled; the knife slipped from them. She sank down, gasping, and she could have sobbed with relief as the pain eased.

Not fast enough. Even as she curled up, struggling to breathe, the runes were unravelling.

“You don’t have to do this.” Mordred’s voice was almost kind. “I know how it feels, you know, to be raised as a part in someone else’s story, told every day what you will grow to be and to do. Nimue knows it too. She fought it, I didn’t, but we both ended up becoming what we were meant to be. You’re different. Nobody has been to your future. There are no stories about you. Nobody knows what you choose to do here, or whether you succeed.”

She found her voice, with effort. “I’ll succeed.”

It sounded as unconvincing to her as anything she had ever heard.

“If you don’t—if you can’t manage it—then nobody will. You’ll die, and I’ll come through, and I’ll claim my kingdom and my birthright. Would that really be so terrible?”

“There is no kingdom. There’s no Camelot. It broke apart, a long time ago. But if it did exist, it would be Arthur’s, not yours.”

Mordred’s laugh had the coldness of a blade. “Arthur. You thought he was returning, didn’t you, all summer? You tried not to, but you did. Were you very disappointed when you found out he wasn’t?”

He wouldn’t draw her in. She wouldn’t let him. “Nimue showed me Arthur, you know. He did a terrible thing when you were born, but he tried to make it right. He knew that welcoming you into his court would be the end of everything, and he did it, because it was the right thing to do. He was kind to you.”

“There is no Arthur,” Mordred said, “not anymore. Did Nimue never tell you that?”

“No.” She shook her head, and the battle spun around her. “She got him to Avalon.”

“He died of his wounds in Avalon. I chased him across the veil to kill him, but it wasn’t needed. He’s buried there now, in a forest of apple trees, the Once and Future King of Britain. She couldn’t save him.”

He said he’d come back. Arthur said one day he would return to Britain, the Once and Future King.

Ellie hadn’t thought she believed in Arthur. Even when she knew he was real, she had told herself he wasn’t coming to save them. It was different now. She knew him now, Nimue’s Arthur, kind and good, holding true to his course to the bitter end. He might not be coming to save them. He couldn’t be dead.

She shook her head again, like a stubborn child. “That isn’t true.”

But she had seen him, lying in the camp by the Lake. He had been so badly hurt. She had seen dying men in the wreckage of her city. She knew the look in their eyes.

“Why do you think he isn’t here now?” Mordred said. “His kingdom is falling. Darkness is covering the world. Why do you think he isn’t here?”

Around them, the shadows of Camlann were shifting yet again. The sky had darkened; the roar of battle melted into the wail of sirens. The ground shook, and flames sprang up from the earth; Ellie jumped as a cascade of burning paper fell at her feet, sending sparks shooting into her face. The fields were mountains of rubble, and human bodies lay grey with dust. Her stomach heaved.

The British Museum. Her flat, in the wreck of the East End. It was both of them, together.

“This is you, isn’t it?” She tilted her head, and tried to keep her voice steady while her insides churned. “You’re trying to make me lose hope.”

“I’m not doing anything,” Mordred said. “This is you. You’ve lived in the world for ten years, Elaine. You’ve watched it fall into tyranny and blood. Arthur isn’t coming back to save it. Why shouldn’t I have it?”

“You’d make things worse.”

“Worse than an entire world at war? Worse than some of the worst dictators history has ever birthed crawling across the map of Europe? Do you really think that’s possible?”

“No,” she said, and she meant it. The full weight of what the world was facing outside, the weight they all tried to hold off every day, settled on her shoulders like an impossible cloak. “But I can’t stop them.”

“I can,” he said. “I can take my father’s throne, and from there I can reach out and take the entire world. It’s what Arthur wanted: the final antidote to war, a world without borders, everything one kingdom. Camelot was built only after years of conflict. It was built on blood, and policed by the strongest knights in the world. The only difference is that once Arthur had his perfect kingdom he tried to hold it together with ideals, and when those ideals were exposed as hypocrisy everything fell apart. I have no ideals. I’m not trying to save anyone. I only want the kingdom that should have been mine. There’s no need for anyone to suffer, as long as they do what I say.”

It would be different if Mordred was trying to tempt her, to persuade her. She had been prepared for that—for him to be a master manipulator, a liar who wanted to twist her to his own ends. He meant every word. Mordred, she was realising, was in his own way scrupulously honest. His vision of the world was stark and bare, and he believed in it all the way to its iron bones.

She didn’t want to believe in it herself. She wanted to believe that there was a better antidote to war, that a perfect kingdom could be built, that there was always hope. But she had seen everything he had described too many times to tell herself it wasn’t true. She had seen Arthur’s kingdom collapse under the weight of its own chivalric code; she had seen her own world fall into war and hatred and death. And she was so tired. It would be so easy just to stop, to give up, to lie down on the floor a second too long and let the darkness come rushing in. It would come regardless, in the end. What was the good in holding it back for another minute, or hour, or day, at so much cost?

“Don’t,” Tom said softly. She had almost forgotten him, but there he was, by her side, as he had promised. “It isn’t a choice between one evil or another. If you can send this one away now, do it. We’ll deal with the others later.”

“That’s very uncompromising of you,” Mordred said, pointed as an icicle. “Is that why you had Arthur send me away when I was born?”

“I did not do that,” Tom said clearly, and Ellie heard the frustration trembling beneath his words. “But if I ever did, I would be wrong, and I’d be sorry, and I’d understand why you hated me for it.”

“Don’t worry. You were both sorry and wrong. But I don’t hate you, or Arthur. I did at first: Morgan le Fay was bitterly angry, and she taught me to be too. It was only after you were both dead and gone that I realised how childish that was. It’s how the world works, after all—survival and conquest, at all costs. I would have killed you as an infant too.”

“It isn’t how the world works.” He crouched down beside Ellie, his eyes holding hers. “Ellie, don’t listen. You can do this.”

She shook her aching head. “I don’t think I can.” The admission felt torn from her.

“I know. Believe me.” And he did, she knew that now. He knew what it was like to feel the darkness was too big, to give in, to try to fall out of the sky and be swallowed up. “But it isn’t true. What’s happening in the world—it’s just another war, that’s all, and the other side are only people like us. We’re going to get through it, and we’re going to get through this. I promise.”

Slowly, stiffly, she reached for the pocketknife. It looked so foolish in her trembling fingers—so unlike the gleaming swords of Camelot, the magic that had blazed from Nimue’s hands. She pressed it to the ground, trying to draw a breath, bracing to go one last time.

Beneath the distant clash of swords, she almost didn’t hear Tom’s breath catch, and a whisper that sounded like, “No…”

Ellie looked up.

She had hesitated for only a moment too long; forgot, for only a moment, that Mordred didn’t need her to let him in, only to fail to keep him out. In the last few minutes, the runes had dissolved further—not all the way, not yet, but enough. Green light flared across her vision—the green light that Mordred had flung at Nimue more than a thousand years ago.

Her weary muscles seized, and her body froze. It came too fast for her to react, too fast for her to make even a split-second decision. She was too exhausted, there was no time to flee, and nowhere to go.

Tom had no decision to make, and needed no time. He had months of terrible practice at looking at his own death, and months of hard-won habit telling him exactly where to go. He sprang to his feet.

The light caught him, as it had caught Merlin hundreds of years ago in Nimue’s dream. But Tom wasn’t Merlin, not even Merlin at the end of his strength, and Mordred had been practising magic now for hundreds of years. It flung him away like a leaf caught in a gust of wind. He fell without a sound.

“No!”

Ellie barely heard the words, barely realised they were from her own mouth. She lunged at the rock, digging deep into herself, tracing the runes over as though doing so would undo what had been done. Her blood seared and her muscles spasmed; she pressed down harder, fiercer. The runes were already being eaten away by Mordred’s counterspell, but Mordred made a low hiss, and fell back.

Ellie barely heard him either. She urged her trembling limbs to move, to crawl clumsily over to where Tom had fallen.

He was lying in a crumpled heap by the far wall, facedown, so still her first terrified thought was that he was dead already. But when she turned him over, he cried out sharply.

She almost flinched away, fearful of hurting him. “I’m sorry—”

“No, it’s all right,” he said, breathless, his voice taut with pain. There was scarcely a mark on him, only a trickle of blood from his ear and a graze across his cheek where he had hit the floor, but his face was deathly white, and when she drew his head into her lap his body was burning hot to the touch.

His eyes found hers, and he found a pale flicker of a smile. “Well. It looks like she was right, wasn’t she?”

She didn’t need to ask who he was talking about. At that moment, she hated Nimue more than Mordred ever could. Nimue had sent her to be Tom’s friend, knowing he would die, and she had never told her what that would mean. She had never said that it would be her fault.

I’m not going to die tonight. Neither of us are. She should have known. She had watched him step up to the Green Knight and swallow down poison meant for her; she had seen him put himself between her and the library door when footsteps had approached. She should have known that if death was going to find him, it would be because he had thrown himself at it in her place.

“Don’t be silly,” she said, as comfortingly as she could when her own eyes were filling with tears. “You’re going to be fine. God, you idiot, why did you have to do that? He was trying to kill me, not you.”

“You’re the one who can work the spell. It made sense at the time. Besides, I like you.” His voice trailed off in a sharp gasp. He reached for her hand, and she grabbed it as tightly as she could. Just for a second, his eyes flared gold.

The ring. The ring White had given him—it was trying to heal him. It had done so earlier that night, bringing him back from near-death without a scratch. It would do it again. It had to.

“Sorry,” he said, with effort, when he could. He blinked, and a tear escaped his lashes. “Tell you what, if dying always hurts this much, I really don’t see how I’m going to get through it more than ten or fifteen times.”

“You’re not going to die. You promised you’d stay with me, remember? I’m right here. I’ve got you. Just stay.”

“Trying my best,” he said, but faintly. The gold ring was scalding her palm, cold as frost while the rest of him burned. She held on tighter still, pressing into the pain as though it could anchor him to this world.

And then, between one heartbeat and the next, he was gone. His body convulsed once, an involuntary muscle spasm like a trapped animal trying to wriggle free, then his head fell back and he was a dead weight in her arms. Her hand still clasped his, but he had let her go.

No.

The word filled her head, her body, roared in her ears until it was all there was. No. Not Tom. He was supposed to be killed in the skies. He was supposed to live forever. He had been right there, he had been speaking to her, she had been holding him—was still holding him. It wasn’t possible that he could just die, miles beneath earth and stone. It couldn’t be possible, and the fact that she had been told since she was a little girl that it would happen, the fact that it was happening to young men and women all over the world, only made it seem more impossible yet. Grief and rage and disbelief flooded her veins in a horrible tide, and she couldn’t seem to breathe.

It was all her fault. If she had kept going—if she hadn’t stopped—

That’s the trouble with destiny, and with despair. Both make it too easy to tell yourself you had no choice.

Mordred’s voice was speaking the counterspell out loud, this time. She heard it, dimly, over the sounds of the Battle of Camlann, the gunfire and machinery of the Second World War.

This was it. She was all alone, deep below the earth, as the worlds swirled in chaos about her. Nimue was nowhere to be seen. There was no Arthur, no Robin Hood, no questing beast. She didn’t even know where Squeak had gone. Tom was dead. Mordred had killed him. And now he was going to break through into the world, a world already torn up by bombers and rifles and machine guns and hate. There was nothing she could do. The tide had been building for too long to turn back now.

“No,” she said out loud, and meant something different this time.

Her body ached, and her limbs were stiffening, so that for more reasons than one, pushing Tom to the ground was the hardest thing she had ever done. She laid him down as gently as she could, a sob hitching just once in her throat. Then she lunged, half hobbling, half crawling, towards the runes on the ground.

Mordred could have tried to kill her again as she fell down in front of him. He didn’t. It was a bad sign—she no longer mattered, there was no way anymore she could win—but she didn’t care. She picked up Tom’s knife from where it had fallen, and she dug it into the ground.

Whatever the spell had been drawing from her, it had scraped the bottom of the well. The pain this time was like having her entrails torn out and set aflame. She whimpered aloud, but she didn’t stop. The runes were unravelling now at rapid speed, devoured like the fuse on a stick of dynamite. She scratched them back inch by inch, achingly slowly. She thought of Tom stepping between her and a blaze of magic, Belinda yelling at them to get out of bed while the bomb that would kill her hurtled through the air, all those people dying on all those battlefields. She thought of Merlin encased in a tree, Arthur standing opposite Mordred at Camlann, Nimue bringing him to Avalon and fighting Mordred back century after century. She didn’t stop.

It wasn’t going to work. Tom had been wrong: there was no hope of anything better. Mordred was going to break through, and darkness was going to cloak the entire world. But it was all she could do, and Tom had died so she could do it. Just because something was going to happen didn’t mean she had to let it.

She dug Tom’s knife into the stone again, scraped down, and this time couldn’t hold back a scream as her body blazed with fire.

Out of nowhere, an earthquake shuddered the cave.

It was so sharp and so sudden, her concentration jolted. The knife slipped from her fingers again; she lurched forwards, fumbling to catch it. But it didn’t matter, because Mordred had stopped too. He was staring at something behind her, his young face exhausted and puzzled, so that in its lines Ellie could see once again the child Nimue had known.

“That can’t be…” he said slowly.

Ellie turned, the flame of the spell already fading to a faint ache in her bones. Behind her was the bare rock wall of the cave, as it had stood in her world. But now, a jagged crack split it from floor to ceiling. As she watched, frowning, the crack began to glow the blue-white of the moon.

Something was happening. Something Mordred, at least, hadn’t expected. The Battle of Camlann was fading, becoming more distant; she could see the shape of the cave’s high ceiling and surrounding walls once more. That was a bad sign, wasn’t it? A sign that the veil was parting, the hinterland melting into the real world? And yet the animals were there, and they showed no fear. They were waiting. Birds, badgers, hedgehogs, woodland creatures… All of them gathered by the door forming in the rock, wary and expectant, waiting.

Mordred was right. It couldn’t be. Arthur had been taken to Avalon. He had died there, Mordred said, and he at least had believed it. Nimue herself had said that Arthur wasn’t coming back. It was impossible.

And yet her heart was racing in her chest, and her skin was thrilling with the conviction that something impossible was coming.

“Elaine.” Nimue’s voice was beside her, soft and familiar. “Are you all right?”

Ellie barely registered her reappearance, in the midst of everything. “What is it? What’s happening?”

Mordred was staring at the light from beyond the wall as though at his own death. “No…”

Ellie turned to Nimue, bewilderment overcoming exhaustion and grief. “You said Arthur wasn’t coming!”

“He isn’t.” There was a peculiar quiver in her voice, a holding of breath, as if at any moment she might need it to laugh or cry.

Ellie had lived through Nimue’s dreams. There was only one person that hope could be for. Aside from Ellie herself, there was only one person living that she could hope that much to see.

“The dream… You were in Tintagel. You trapped Merlin in a hawthorn at Tintagel!”

But the curve of the bay, the crest of the cliffs under the sky… Hundreds of years had passed since then, and the land had changed, but not that much. She had thought it looked familiar.

“It looked like the way my mother described Tintagel,” Nimue said. “The cliffs, the seas… That was the only coast I could name, back then. I told you what I said on that night—I told you, more or less, what I did. It wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the entire truth either. It was a story that I needed you to believe, so that right until he died, Tom would believe it too. I’m sorry.”

She looked at the far wall, on reflex, to see where Tom’s body lay, and her breath caught. It was gone.

Then I pulled away, and spoke the words in a rush before my heart could stop me, and a hawthorn tree was standing alone on the hill.

The hill.

“You never put Merlin in the tree.”

“I wish I could have,” Nimue said. “He would have loved to be a tree. But whatever protections you lay upon it, a tree is a living thing, and living things are vulnerable—to weather, to disease, to time. It would almost certainly be dead by now, and he would be dead with it, and I couldn’t be certain we might not need him again. And so the stories were right. I did betray him, in the end. I did something worse than trap him in a tree, something I knew he wouldn’t have chosen for himself.”

“You sealed him in the hill beneath the tree. Beneath this house. He lived on top of his own sleeping body for years, and he never knew.”

“I’ve lived hundreds of years since that day,” Nimue said. “And it’s still the hardest thing I’ve ever done. When Emrys was seven years old, Vortigern locked him in a dungeon, in the dark, far from the sun and the wind and the stars. He hated walls; he hated stone; his worst fear was finding himself in darkness without a glimpse of the sky. I put him in a tomb. I said the words, and watched his face as the rocks enclosed him, knowing I might never see it again.”

“He said that you never met again.”

“I know. To the best of his knowledge, we don’t. But Merlin doesn’t know everything.”

The light was still glowing, stronger and fiercer than ever. Ellie felt it on her skin, a warmth like the brittle sunlight of early autumn.

“It might not work,” Nimue said softly, and Ellie realised that she was no longer speaking to her, only to herself. “He might have died years ago. He might stay sleeping. But I knew that one day, Merlin would die for the first time, and then, for the first time since before Arthur, there would be no version of him left in the world. I hoped that maybe, just maybe, that might make space for another to come back. It might just be enough—”

At that moment, the stone wall cracked. The rocks splintered into dust. Ellie ducked instinctively, shielding her eyes from the fragments and the sudden burst of light that followed, blinking to clear her vision.

Someone was climbing out of the cave.

He wasn’t Tom. She recognised the face from her dreams: the straight eyebrows, the pointed chin, the grey-green eyes. He was taller than Tom, his shoulders broader, his hair flecked with silver. But looking at him directly, not the version of Nimue’s stories but the true flesh-and-blood person, she knew exactly why White had greeted Tom the way he had. Her breath caught in pure wonder.

“Merlin,” she whispered.

Merlin stepped forwards, blinking in the light. His dark blue tunic was covered in cobwebs, his hair thick with dust. But his step was light, and his eyes, alert and lively, glimmered gold.

“Merlin.” Mordred had visibly recovered, though his eyes were still wary. “I should have known she’d save you.”

“So should I,” he said, with a sideways glance at Nimue. “I asked her not to.”

“It won’t make any difference,” he said.

“We’ll see.” His face hardened. “You know you don’t have to do this, don’t you, Mordred? I’ve told you, many times. Your time came and went. You’re free. We don’t have to keep fighting the same battle over and over.”

“We won’t,” Mordred said. “Once I win it.”

It was all the warning Ellie had before Mordred began to change. His face sharpened, elongated, his mouth stretched into a sharp yellow beak. His shoulders rose, hunched, past his head, then burst into sleek black feathers as wings unfurled. His feet erupted from his boots, spreading into claws.

Adar Llwch Gwin. Recognition lit her weary brain, the too-quick identification of a child trying to win a prize. Her aching limbs tensed, painfully. Of course. Transformation required holding something from the creature in the palm of your hand. Mordred had summoned the Adar Llwch Gwin; he had certainly touched them. But this was larger than any of the birds that had attacked the plane. Mordred expanded, a shadow looming across the entire battlefield. His claws clenched the ground, digging into stone. Then, in a single beat, his enormous wings carried him forwards—towards her, towards Merlin, she couldn’t tell.

Merlin and Nimue sprang to meet him. In one swift movement, so fast that she missed the moment of transformation, two great scaled beasts took flight.

One was red, the dark glowing red of burning embers. One was the grey-white of fresh snow. Long elegant necks, sinuous bodies, forked tails, and sharp teeth bared in snarls. Dragons.

Merlin had met them when he was seven years old. They were the very last dragons in England, gone before Nimue’s time. But there were dragons aplenty in Avalon, and she’d had well over a thousand years to find them.

Nimue and Merlin collided with the great bird in midair, scales flashing, leathery wings beating, corkscrewing and spiralling with the aerobatic elegance of a Spitfire. The three of them twisted through the sky like eels through water, all fire and fury and blood. Ellie stared in wonder. For the space of a heartbeat, grief and fear and pain and the terrible battleground melted away, and she knew she was seeing the most beautiful sight she would ever see in her life.

Movement at her fingertips snapped her attention back to the cold stone earth. The runes. They were diminishing more slowly now, but a corner of Mordred’s brain was still working the spell even as he spiralled through the sky. The fight was a distraction for both sides, in the end. The only thing that would let Mordred in, or send him back, was inscribed on the ground. Will set, every limb protesting, Ellie took up Tom’s blade from where it had fallen.

First ring. White-hot agony ripped through her body. Every nerve screamed. She kept going.

Second ring. Third.

Something hot and violent exploded behind her eyes; she retched, and her vision darkened. She wondered, vaguely, if she was going to die, and couldn’t feel afraid. She wasn’t alone now. She was with the creatures of the woods, who had all come to welcome Merlin home. She was with the questing beast, and Robin and Marian, and the Green Knight. She was with millions across the world, all dreaming of the days of Camelot, letting it pull them through the days in which they lived. She was with Merlin and Nimue. And, though she still couldn’t think about what had happened to Tom, she knew he was with her too.

One stroke, then the next. Nearly there.

And this time, Mordred gave up. She felt that too, a pressure disappearing so suddenly that she nearly fell, a tug of war when the other side let go. Across the field of Camlann, she heard a low, furious hiss, anger and pain and infinite frustration.

Last stroke. The runes glowed in front of her, complete at last. She closed her eyes, utterly spent.

A roaring of wind. A scream on the air. A smell of salt and apples and rain, of metal and fire and dust.

The sounds of gunfire and swords died. The skies shrunk in on themselves, and closed around her in a fist of stone.







Elaine Ambrose

Midsummer 1941

T he world came back slowly.

It was dark at first, so dark that her mind, fumbling for sense, grabbed on to the blackouts and froze in fear. But the skies were quiet, the air cool against her skin, and the darkness was tinged with a pale luminescent glow. Memory rushed back. She sat bolt upright, ignoring the ache of her muscles and the throb of her head that was already fading.

Camlann was gone. The animals had gone. The two dragons were rising from the ground, scales melting from their sinuous forms, resolving into two figures familiar and yet unfamiliar at once. She was deep under the cliffs of North Wales, with only a rune scratched on the ground and a faint salt-taste to the air to show that anything else had ever been there at all.

“Well,” Merlin’s voice came. It sounded dazed, still trying to make sense of where he was and how he had come to be here, the last of the red dragon still shimmering on the vowels. “That wasn’t the easiest way to wake up from one and a half thousand years asleep.”

Ellie made a noise that might have been a laugh, or a sob. She was reacting to the tone of voice, the way it broke the silence, the memories it triggered that she wasn’t sure were of Tom or the Merlin from Nimue’s stories. But Merlin’s eyes caught hers, and cleared in recognition for the first time.

“Elaine,” he said—quiet, wondering. “Ellie. I never thought I’d see you again. How long has it been?”

Her laugh hitched painfully. “Well. You just died in my arms a few minutes ago.”

He winced. “I’m sorry. That was a hard one. The hardest. Thanks for being there.”

At that, the tears she had been holding back burned her eyes, shattering the cave into fragments of reflected light. All she could see was Tom’s very last moments, how scared and hurt he had been and how hard he had tried, still, to reassure her. The best friend he had ever had, Nimue had said, and he had been hers too. He had listened when she wanted to talk and nodded in understanding when she hadn’t; he had laughed with her and confided in her and his eyes had smiled when he saw her. They had faced the dark together, not only that night but every single day as the war closed in and everything they knew fell apart. He had died for her. And now she would have to walk back out into a world on fire, and no matter what she did or where she went he would never be by her side again.

“Hey.” Merlin’s voice softened, gentled; all at once it was Tom’s again, and Tom who was reaching out to her. “Come here.”

The touch of his hand on her shoulder was so familiar and so strange that her reserve crumbled. All at once she was crying, as she had never cried before. She cried because Tom was dead, because his family didn’t know yet, because so many others were dead and many more would die, because the library had burned and Camelot had fallen and because Mordred had been Nimue’s brother once. Merlin took her in his arms, and held her tightly, as Tom had done the morning she had escaped the hounds of Cŵn Annwn.

“It’s all right,” he said softly.

“You don’t know that it’s all right,” she said, and didn’t even think about the fact she was arguing with the most powerful wizard in the British Isles. “You don’t know what’s going to happen, not from now on. You don’t know that the world isn’t going to tear itself apart.”

“I’m fairly sure that one day it will. Everything ends, sooner or later. Perhaps Mordred will break through at last; perhaps some other world power will spare him the trouble. But right here, for now, it’s all right. You held the darkness back for one more night.”

“But you died,” she said. “You died saving my life. And… I’m going to miss you, so much.”

“I know. I’ve missed you for hundreds of years. But Ellie, I promise, there was no way I’d rather have gone. I mean,” he added. “It really hurt. You should probably remember that and feel just a tiny bit guilty.”

Ellie laughed shakily.

“But it truly was fine. I was very confused about giving my life for my country in those days, you probably noticed. I wanted to live, and then I was ashamed of wanting to live when so many others were dead, so I would want to die, and then I’d be ashamed of that too. Giving my life for you was simple. I loved you.”

“I loved you too.” She pulled back, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. “What happened? I thought the ring was supposed to heal you.”

“It did its best—it really, truly did. I think it could tell how badly I was trying to stay with you. Stranger things have happened with magical objects. It couldn’t heal me from Mordred’s magic, so it did what it could. It flung me backwards, about eighty years, to be born again in the heart of stone. A miner named Jones found me, and brought me home to raise with his own children. The gold from the ring mingled with my blood, so that as I grew I started to find I could do things nobody else could, and to remember things that hadn’t happened yet. I remembered you from the first. I always hated that I’d broken my promise and left you alone, facing Mordred at the end of the world. But I didn’t, did I? The ring knew what it was doing all along. I came back.”

“There’s no need to make that sound like your doing,” Nimue said. She had been standing apart, giving them time and space, but a smile was glowing behind her eyes that no amount of gravity on her face could hide.

“Nimue.” Merlin rose to his feet. And if the way he had said Ellie’s name had brought tears to her eyes, the sound of Nimue’s name in his voice sent a shiver across her skin, as though something sacred was taking place.

All he said next, though, was, “I cannot believe you truly did lock me under a hill.”

“Oh, stop complaining.” Her eyes had caught the flash of mischief in his, and they were dancing. “It was for your own good.”

He was crossing the cave towards her, and she was coming to meet him. “So many stories over the years about how you were going to be my doom, and there I was, helping and encouraging you, convinced you would never betray me.”

“If I recall, the first time I met you, you tried to push me away. You thought I was dangerous.”

“I was right, wasn’t I?”

And that was as far as they got, because they had met in the middle of the cave and come together like two trees who had grown around each other for hundreds of years, and Ellie found she had to look away then, because the kiss that passed between them was every kiss that they had ever missed since that first Midsummer’s Day, wild and impossible and shimmering with fate.

They pulled apart at last, but their fingers were still entwined, their foreheads touching.

“I’m sorry if it was terrible,” Nimue said, and her voice was unusually soft. “Being locked up underground.”

“You did the right thing.” He smiled. “Besides. At the time, you hardly knew me.”

She grinned. “The last time I saw you, you didn’t know me at all. We’ve caught up at last, haven’t we? Until the next time you die, of course.”

He shook his head, thoughtful rather than disagreeing. “I don’t know. It feels different this time. I’ve gone beyond my first death. I think if I died now, I would truly die.”

“So don’t die. Come with me to Avalon. Arthur wants to see you.”

“Arthur?” Ellie spoke louder than she’d meant; she flushed slightly as they turned to look at her. “I just meant… Mordred said Arthur was dead. He said Arthur died and was buried in an apple grove in the Otherworld.”

Nimue smiled. “He wasn’t lying to you. He believes it. The last thing we want is Mordred hunting Arthur through all the shifts and stories of the Otherworld. The part about the apple grove even has some truth to it. Arthur’s wounds are complicated to heal. The apples keep him whole, and the Otherworld keeps him alive. As long as he stays there, he’s well and safe.”

“Then he truly isn’t going to return?” Ellie asked. It wasn’t until she heard the disappointment in her voice that she realised just how much she had been longing for Arthur to step through the crack in the stone. She was happy to see Merlin, happier still to see the glimpses of Tom in him. But the Once and Future King had a resonance that the King’s Wizard and even the Lady of the Lake could never echo. A part of her was still waiting for him to return to save his kingdom.

Nimue came to sit down beside her, as she always had under the Lake when Ellie had a serious question. “If he could return,” she said, seriously, “what good could he do, in the midst of all this? His time ended, a long time ago. He’s a story now, a good one, one that’s lasted hundreds of years. His downfall is a part of that story.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“But it is. The story of Arthur is so many things now, to so many people. To some it’s a story of nation-building, of chivalry, of romance. To your friend White, it’s an ideal, a story of the eternal struggle to find an antidote to war. But in the end, for better or worse, it’s also the story of the death of Arthur. It’s the story of how a kingdom falls, and oaths are broken, and a king meets his end.”

Ellie shook her head. Nimue was right, very possibly. But she didn’t want that story now. She was so tired, and she’d seen too many ends. “It can’t be that. That’s terrible.”

“Do you think so?” Nimue said, as if she really wanted to know. She hugged her knees to her chest, and for a moment looked every bit the young girl growing up with her brothers under the Lake. “Merlin did too. He did all he could to try to prevent it, first at the wrong cost, then at the right one. But I’ve had a long time to think about it, and I’ve come to think he might be wrong. Camlann is the last great adventure of the Round Table. It’s a story about turning to meet our doom, unbroken and unflinching. About doing right, when it doesn’t seem to matter. About choosing who we are at the end, when we can choose nothing else. It’s the story of the last resistance, perfect because without hope.”

Tom, unsurprisingly, had thought there was always hope. And yet she thought back to those last few moments after his death, utterly alone in the dark with no hope to be seen. She thought of the purpose that had filled her, the defiance that had no foundation but the unbreakable willingness to die fighting what needed to be fought. Perhaps there were times when that was needed too. Perhaps White’s antidote to war might begin, after all, with nothing more than a refusal to give in.

“Besides,” Nimue added, “even if Camelot could return, it might not be a good thing. It was no more a perfect kingdom than any other—better intentioned than most, but with as many injustices and imperfections as any other age. You saw what was happening to it already, in its last days. What would it have become if it had survived? Another Roman Empire, saving the world from itself ? But as a glimmer in the darkness, it could light the way forwards for so much else. Merlin was right about that, at least.”

“Thank you,” Merlin said, with irony. “I’m very glad to hear I was right about something…”

He broke off at a familiar tutting sound. Most of the animals were gone now, but a single mouse perched on a crag of rock, head tilted.

“Squeak?” Merlin bent down, and the tiny little figure ran up his outstretched arm and onto his shoulder. His eyebrows shot up. “Where on earth did you come from?”

“Camelot, to start with,” Nimue said, looking up with a laugh. “She must have been about two years old when she came with me to Avalon. She’s been there the entire time, nearly one and a half thousand years, bossing around the other mice, never growing older. When I came back this time, she insisted on coming. I think she knew Tom needed her, especially before Ellie came.”

“I did,” he said, very softly. “I remember. I never realised she was the same mouse.”

“She helped me find White’s letter,” Ellie said, with a very weak smile. “I suppose you put it there?”

“I did,” Nimue said. “I knew White had talked to Merlin when he was a child—Ifan told me he’d given him the ring. I hoped he could tell you more. I didn’t realise he was all the way in Ireland. Elaine…”

“You have to go,” Ellie said, as evenly as she could. “Both of you… All three of you.”

“I’m afraid we do.” Nimue took her hands in her own, and held them tightly. “I’m sorry. The veil will close soon. We should be on the other side. Besides, Arthur needs us.”

She nodded, and tried to do so bravely. “What do I do now? Where do I go?”

“Whatever you like. Wherever you care to. Your role in all this is over now—we can keep an eye on Mordred whenever the veil thins, as we always did before.”

“It may thin again soon,” Merlin said. He was every inch Merlin now, court wizard to the Once and Future King at the height of his powers, in a way she couldn’t explain. The glimpses of Tom had faded, and she knew with a pang they would never come back. “These are dark times. But then, the world has weathered those before.”

“I didn’t only send you into the world to wait for Mordred, you know,” Nimue said. “I sent you there to build a life you could return to when he was gone. And you did that wonderfully.”

She had. It seemed distant now, and there had been so many dark clouds brewing of late that she hadn’t seen it clearly for a long time. So much of it was scattered or broken: the library bombed, the shops closed, her friends waiting for the skies to fall again in London. There was still a war to fight, and another tyrant to force back. But she was alive, and they were fighting, and she hadn’t yet given in.

In the meantime, she had to go too. Mr. Weatherall would be waiting on her library catalogue. She had to find Tom’s family, and tell them he had died in battle. There were friends who would wonder what had happened to her if she disappeared.

“Will I remember this?” she asked. “Will I ever see you again?”

“I don’t know how much you’ll remember,” Nimue said. “This is your world, but there was a good deal of the Otherworld trespassing on its soil until a moment ago. You may find certain things hazy. Certainly you’ll forget the Lake again, although if you remember this, you might remember me.”

“I remembered fragments,” Merlin offered. “And I was of mortal blood too. It was rather like a dream.”

“But you’ll see us again,” Nimue said. “I promise.”

Ellie nodded again. Her throat was tight. “I’ll dream of you, if I can,” she said. “I mean—please, if you can, tell me how you are.”

“I will,” Nimue said. She embraced her fiercely, and Ellie clung to her tightly before she let her go. “I’ll tell you everything.”
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Elaine Ambrose left Camlan House as the first light of the midsummer sun began to rise over the woods.

She looked back only once. The edges of what had happened in the cave were already starting to fray—soon, she would remember only that something had happened, and the dark had been pushed back at cost yet again. She thought she was only looking back at the house where it happened, and saying goodbye.

But Nimue was looking back at her, and she kept looking as Ellie turned and began her long walk out of the valley and back into the world.







Nimue

Y ou won’t remember who I am now, my love, not really. That’s as it should be. But I promised I would tell you your story, and I have. It was my story too for a while, and Merlin’s, and Arthur’s. Now it’s yours alone, to shape as you want, and that’s as it should be too.

Just one more chapter, before you wake up.
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When you were a child under the Lake, I would tuck you into bed every night. The Lake made a rippling ceiling over our heads, and you would sit up, eyes wide, watching the small fish that darted back and forth like the glint of a needle.

“Tell me a story,” you’d ask. I’d settle down beside you, trying to lull you to sleep, and I’d tell you about Camelot. I’d tell you about Lancelot, and Mordred, and how we grew up together. I’d tell you about Morgan le Fay, Arthur’s sister, the Lady of the Lake. I’d tell you about Guinevere, kind and practical and brave; about the Round Table and all the adventures had by its knights in the high summers before the Battle of Camlann. I’d tell you about Merlin, and the time I pulled him from a hawthorn tree and he promised to teach me all he knew. I’d tell you about being a mouse, an owl, another person. I’d tell you about Arthur.

“Where is Arthur now?” you asked me once.

“He’s in Avalon,” I said. “In the Otherworld.”

“What does he do there?”

“He lives in a house near an apple grove,” I told you, “far from any battles. The animals bring him food, and I visit him often, to sit over a fire and tell stories about the old days. He hunts, and hawks, and rides the questing beast through the trees. He rests. He’s earned it.”

“Does he miss Camelot, and the Knights of the Round Table, and Merlin?”

“Very much,” I said, softly. “He misses all of them. But all kingdoms fall, in the end. It’s no tragedy to have built one that people tell stories of for hundreds of years, as long as the stories are good.” You absorbed this, as you always do. “And perhaps he won’t have to miss Merlin for long. He might see him again.”

“When? What will happen?” you asked, eager and curious, and of course I couldn’t tell you.

I can tell you now.

Arthur will be sleeping under a tree in the late summer afternoon, the roots curving about him like an embrace. His face has aged since the Battle of Camlann, even in Avalon. His gold hair has silvered; there are lines around his eyes from pain and sorrow; some of the boyish softness has finally worn away. But his eyes, when they open, are the same clear, sharp blue as ever, and when they see Merlin and I walking hand in hand towards him through the shadowed trees, they light with the same joy the court could always sense behind his smiles. “Merlin?”

“Hello, old friend,” Merlin says, very softly.

Arthur sits up, blinking. “Is this a dream?”

“I certainly hope not,” Merlin says, lightly. “I’ve been dreaming for several hundred years. I’d hate to wake up only to find I’m the one being dreamed about this time.”

Arthur laughs, and it’s a boyhood laugh, from when the world was young and green. He rises, slightly stiff from his death-wound, and Merlin releases my hand just in time for the Once and Future King to throw his arms around him. They cling to each other like survivors from a shipwreck.
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I don’t know what will happen next. There are battles to be fought even in Avalon. The mortal world is still in the grip of a great war. Neither of those things seem likely to change soon. So much of history is so very dark, Merlin said once, when he thought his story was about to end.

And yet it didn’t end then. Camelot fell, but its ghosts were put to rest, and Merlin came back from the other side of time to fulfil a promise he had made to his friend not to leave her alone and scared. Its history became myth, and the people who lived it became legends.

It will end one day, of course. Everything does. Until then, we have the ground that we hold against the dark, and the stories we fill it with.

When I have this one, I’ll tell it to you.
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—Rowenna Miller, author of The Fairy Bargains of Prospect Hill




“A charming romp of an old-school coming of age fantasy about family and magic that will take your heart for a wild ride.”

—NPR




“A gorgeously atmospheric coming-of-age novel.… The Magician’s Daughter is a triumph of skill and technique.… [Biddy’s] story is a journey of discovery, a coming-of-age into a wider world that leaps off the page in vivid, heartrending detail.”

—Locus










[image: Informational flyer titled ‘Raising Readers’ discussing the importance of reading for children’s success. It includes statistics on reading habits and suggestions for promoting reading.]
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Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

«+ In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

« Read to children in your life daily.
« Model reading as a fun activity.
Together, we | . Reduce screen time.
can commit to | « Start a family, school, or community book club.
Raising Readers | Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.
dch « Listen to audiobooks.
i .C ange |, Read the book before you see the movie.
this trend. | . Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or
How? | stuffed animal.

« Give books as gifts.
« Donate books to families and communities in need.

BOB1217

Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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