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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book takes place in an alternative fantasy timeline, so please don’t be startled by tea drinking and other less delicious inaccuracies, as they are entirely intentional. Also a word of warning: Our characters struggle with some difficult emotions on their quest, including grief, post-traumatic stress, and anxiety. Please guard your hearts wisely.



[image: ]

It befell in the days of King Allmot of House de Gray, when he was king of all England, that his cousin Lord Willard did rise against him in rebellion, with some unhappy traitors of the cult of King Arthur behind him, in order to take his throne by force.

King Allmot fought well and nobly as a king should, and cut many a deadly stroke. But Lord Willard’s man smote him with his sword, and he swooned to the ground, and the boy who was to be Lord Delacey, sworn to marry the Princess Gwendoline, held him up until his life was spent.

Then the Lady Bridget Leclair, sworn knight and very good friend to the Princess Gwendoline, took up the sword Excalibur, and struck down the traitor Lord Willard. So it came to be that King Allmot’s son, Gabriel, was to be king.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN







One


In one of the many anterooms that surrounded the royal council chambers at Camelot, there stood a large, ornate wardrobe that was rarely ever touched. It had apparently once been used to house cloaks, because somebody had left one behind, its scarlet velvet now webbed and pilled with ashy dust. The rest of the wardrobe was empty. It smelled like camphor and rodent, and the door didn’t quite shut properly, letting in a thin, gold line of candlelight.

King Gabriel knew all of this because he was sitting inside it, having a panic attack.

It had become his preferred location to panic, if he was unable to retreat to his own bedchamber. The darkness quieted his mind, and the fragrant wood against his back was soothing. He hoped, one day, that he might see a mouse. Nothing could be better for a panic attack than the appearance of a lovely mouse.

Somebody entered the anteroom.

Gabriel lifted his head from where it had been resting on his upper arm, and slowed his breathing to a steady shudder.

“Your Majesty?”

It was Lord Ali Das, one of his councillors, the Master of Trade. He had a very relaxing voice. Gabriel enjoyed listening to it during long meetings. He didn’t waste words, like some of the other members of his council. He was also the youngest, except for Gabriel, who often felt like a silly boy king, surrounded by giants.

“Sire,” Lord Das said gently. “I saw you walk in here, and the guards didn’t see you leave. The most logical explanation is that you’re still somewhere in this room, but as that seems unlikely, I’m going to keep looking for you. I imagine I’ll be back here in about … ten or twenty seconds.”

Footsteps, as he walked away.

Gabriel sighed, banged his elbow on the door, and unfolded himself out of the wardrobe. He had grown somewhat used to compensating for the loss of the lower half of his left arm—a battle wound that still felt fresh some days, thirteen months after the amputation—but could never predict when the scattered pinpricks of pain might strike along the scarred tissue, white-hot like bolts of lightning.

The candlelight felt too bright out here, the air too close. His heart was beating at a heady gallop. Could you die of panic? Probably. He’d have to ask the castle Wizard.

“Ah,” said Lord Das, re-entering the room and smiling pleasantly. He had moat-green eyes, rich brown skin, and thick, black hair that curled down to the nape of his neck. Around five-and-thirty, and soothingly handsome. “Your Majesty. I must have just missed you.”

“I was hiding in the cupboard,” Gabriel said miserably.

“I know,” said Lord Das. “I was giving you the opportunity to pretend that you were not … hiding in the cupboard.”

“Thanks,” said Gabriel. “Sorry.”

“Her Royal Highness was under the impression that you might have slipped away to attend to other matters, and that we should continue without you.”

“I wasn’t attending to anything.”

Lord Das smiled again. “What you get up to in the cupboard is your own business.”

“Do you think it’s all … in hand?” Gabriel waved toward the door, in the general direction of the council chambers. He was thinking longingly of his bed, his cat curled up on the other pillow, the blankets piled up and the window cracked to let in the last summer breeze.

“I think we can get through one day of wildly improbable conspiracy theories without you. It is not the best use of an agile mind anyway.”

“Very good.”

Gabriel was halfway out the door when Lord Das cleared his throat. “You know, you don’t have to hide in cupboards. You’re the king. If you don’t want to do something, you simply don’t have to do it.”

What he didn’t understand was that Gabriel actually wanted to be in the council meetings, in theory; he wanted to be on top of everything, to have something wise and clever to add to every discussion, to solve the problems that felt unsolvable. For a while, he’d felt good at it. Getting on with things. Making decisions. The aftermath of his father’s death had filled him with a strange sense of calm—the worst had happened, and here he still was, running a country. Putting one foot in front of the other, one matter of state after the next.

Whatever that strange magic had been—shock, or perhaps denial—it hadn’t lasted. Lately, it often felt like his head was full of flies, and his tongue was the apple they were filling with worms. Today was a worm day.

Back in his chambers, he found Merlin Lucifer the ginger tomcat curled up on the end of the bed with his front legs sticking up at odd angles, asleep with his eyes slightly open in a way that was very unnerving. It was a relief to lie down, not bothering to remove his jacket, and place his hand on the cat’s back so that he could feel the gentle rise and fall of his ribs, his fishy breath soft and grounding.

An hour later, he awoke to the sound of his door crashing open.

Princess Gwendoline, scourge of the privy council, came stalking into the room. She was a little more solid than she’d been this time last year, secretly muscled in the shoulders, less pointy-faced, and even more freckled. On her nineteenth birthday, she’d cut two feet off her flaming red hair so that it fell to just below her shoulders. Agnes, her lady-in-waiting, had begged her not to do it with tears in her eyes. The queen mother had almost fainted. To be fair, it didn’t take a lot to get Gwen and Gabriel’s mother to faint these days.

“Have you seen this?” Gwen said, flopping onto the other side of the bed, accidentally dislodging Merlin Lucifer, who made a disgruntled ek of a noise and escaped to a nearby armchair.

Gabriel took a crumpled piece of parchment from her. It was a notice proclaiming the results of a competitive tournament in Kent.

“What am I looking at?”

“Just read it, please, preferably before my head explodes.”

Gabriel read it thoroughly, looking for clues, ignoring Gwen’s pained sighs as he did so at his own pace. At the very end, he found a single line that informed jousting enthusiasts: Lady Bridget Leclair forfeited second round, withdrew from lists.

Ah. Gabriel was beginning to see the problem.

“It just doesn’t sound like her to me. Does it sound like her to you? Forfeited? Second round? Withdrew? From lists? Again? That’s the fourth time this season.”

“You know her better than I do,” Gabriel said, closing his eyes. “You spent all that time in the spring … knowing each other.”

“Don’t be vulgar, it’s weird on you,” Gwen said, before snatching back the notice. “I wish I knew what she was thinking.”

“Why don’t you ask her?”

Gwen screwed up the parchment and threw it across the room, igniting Merlin Lucifer’s interest and sending him careening after it; he managed to get it stuck on one of his claws, became very frightened of it, and tried to run away, unable to understand how it was keeping pace.

“It’s not that simple. Things are so much easier when we’re…” Her fingers twitched, like she was reaching for something physical. She sighed. “If she wanted to talk, she’d have responded to my letters. I’m not going to push her. I just wish I knew why.”

“I’m sure she misses you too, G. Perhaps you ought to try again.”

Gwen fixed him with a very penetrating look. “I’m not going to take advice on this from the idiot prince of terrible communication.”

“Actually,” Gabriel said, wondering if his sister might go away if he simply put a pillow over his head and stopped replying, “I’m the idiot king of terrible communication now.”

“That you are,” said Gwen. “And long may he fucking reign.”



One year and one month ago, almost to the day, Gwen and Gabriel’s father had fallen in battle so close to Camelot castle that Gabriel could see the exact spot from his old bedroom window. He hadn’t thrown his mother out of the king’s chambers upon his coronation—that would have felt weird and mean, despite precedent that insisted on it—but he had moved to completely new quarters: renovated guest rooms that didn’t treat him to a vista of ghosts or the joys of reliving the most horrible moments of his life every time he fancied checking on the weather.

Now his chambers looked out over the orchard and the gardens, and he could torture himself in an entirely different way.

Every morning, Lord Arthur Delacey liked to walk the grounds. Sometimes he was accompanied by Gabriel’s sister; sometimes he walked arm in arm with his body-man, Sidney Fitzgilbert; other times, he made the journey alone. It had originally been part of his Wizard-ordered rehabilitation, a way of regaining his strength after being attacked by his own father’s hired henchmen and then almost finished off entirely during the battle for Camelot, but Gabriel suspected it was necessary for other reasons too.

Namely that he no longer reached for a drink to dull the sharp edges of life, or to bolster his courage, or even to relax on a fine summer evening. The change had come about after his head injury, and while Gabriel got the impression that this might have something to do with Arthur’s father too, he’d never been brave enough to ask.

Arthur liked to smell the flowers these days, even if he did suffer from allergies, so that every flower-sniff was followed by hours of complaining. His hair, which had been butchered that summer along with the rest of him, had grown out so that it brushed the top of his shoulders again, although it seemed shaggier now than it had been, prone to waves instead of lying flat and glossy.

Gabriel knew all of this because he’d been wildly and painfully in love with Arthur Delacey until February, when he had abruptly decided that it was more sensible for all involved if he tried not to be.

He’d almost asked to change chambers again, or at least for new furniture, so that he could avoid looking at the empty armchair Arthur had liked to sprawl in, with none of his limbs contained to the parts traditionally used for sitting—or his bedside table, where Arthur had taken to leaving notes tucked into the books that Gabriel was reading, finding little ways to speak to him when Gabriel was too deep in his own head to hear him. The less said about his bed, the better—not because it had been party to countless nights of unfettered passion, but because he’d spent quite a lot of time crying in it after his father died, jolted from nightmares by the pain from his amputation, and Arthur had usually been there to scratch soothingly at Gabriel’s curls and hum nonsense until he fell asleep.

It wasn’t like theirs had been a long and storied romance; a reunion last summer for the first time since they were unfriendly children, a slow circling, a few stolen kisses, and then a tragedy that had thrown everything into sharp relief.

Unfortunately, when you were the king, people had certain expectations about whom you’d bed and wed—and when you were a king who’d decided just a few months into your rule to reveal historic letters of a romantic nature between King Arthur and Sir Lancelot, your personal relationships were inevitably subject to the sort of scrutiny that made Gabriel want to lie down and die.

The people of England had been shaken by the coup that had killed Gabriel’s father and needed a strong, stable leader who spent his time giving encouraging speeches, untangling messes, and reforging stronger alliances, not a boy of one-and-twenty who spent half of his time silently vibrating with panic and the other half crying into his secret boyfriend’s shoulder.

Gabriel had thought that he might be able to be both. He’d briefly clasped that dream, and then let it slip away, lost in the maelstrom of too many hard things happening all at once.

An autumn spent by each other’s sides and a tentatively happy Yuletide had turned into the coldest winter Gabriel had ever known, and he had warmed himself by the fire in his study until three o’clock in the morning reading reports on civil altercations and declining public approval rather than seeking out a friendlier embrace. When it snowed in February, blanketing Camelot in hushed white, Gabriel didn’t notice for two days; when Arthur left him a note on his bed asking if they could talk, he didn’t find it for almost a week.

Eventually Arthur had discovered him early one morning standing in the kitchens eating freshly baked bread directly from the cook’s paddle, and Gabriel had said, betraying his own heart, “I think I need to focus on being king right now,” and Arthur had looked at him for a very long time, and then said, “Okay.”

Gabriel relived it all the time in his head. Okay. Okay! Okay? Okay.

The one thing it wasn’t was okay.







Two



In that time there was a knight of great renown, Lady Bridget Leclair, who had taken up the sword Excalibur and done great deeds with it, though she protested it was but a replica. All who rode against her in the tilt were sore afraid, and so many ladies of the country loved her passing well, on some days she could hardly move for gifts of tokens and fine flowers.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




“I could put a cloak over you,” Neil the squire said, peering out of the window with ill-disguised excitement. “Or we could find a double. Someone who looks exactly like you, to use as a distraction.”

“A double,” Bridget repeated, frowning down at her vambrace and tightening the strap until the leather creaked. “And how many six-foot-tall Tai women knights do you know, Neil?”

“You are nowhere near six feet tall,” Neil said derisively, still gazing out at the crowds. “But point taken. Stop fiddling with that, you insufferable pedant. I already fixed it.”

Fair. Neil was a fastidious squire. He was sixteen, but wise beyond his years in a way that was very wearing, as it mostly seemed to manifest itself as a lack of proper deference to seniority and a world-weary bitchiness that the other squires found very inspiring.

Still. Her vambrace had felt loose last week, and it had been very distracting, and the distraction had led somewhere … worse. Had Neil been lax when he armored her? Head elsewhere? He did seem to be enjoying all the attention they were getting—he’d been padding his breeches and adding extra feathers to his hats, so she often felt like she was following a well-buttocked goose out into the lists—and maybe it was impacting his duties. An expression her mother loved to repeat, which roughly translated as To make a mess and blame the toilet hole, came to mind before she dismissed it.

“Ready?” Neil cracked open the door, and a cheer went up. It set Bridget’s nerves jangling like jester’s bells. Neil winked, and she fixed him with a withering look.

“Stop enjoying this.”

“Shan’t,” he said, and then shoved the door fully open.

There was perhaps nobody as ill-suited to minor celebrity as Lady Bridget Leclair. She had built her life around self-improvement and routine; she didn’t compete at tourneys to bolster her ego, but because she liked to, and because there was always something to learn, so that tomorrow she would be better. Win or lose, she put in the work. It didn’t matter when the crowds booed, and it didn’t matter when they cheered.

Many were cheering now. They wouldn’t bloody stop. She couldn’t entirely blame them. The story that had spread the length and breadth of the country was this: When the royal tourney had been revealed as cover for a cultist coup, the kingdom’s only lady knight had valiantly thrown herself into battle to protect the king, and had managed to draw Excalibur from the stone before using it to slay Lord Willard, the pretender seeking the throne.

It sounded impressive, obviously. Bridget could see that objectively. But it was all in the telling. It didn’t seem to matter to anyone that Bridget had been one of many to leap to the crown’s aid, nor that she’d only grabbed Excalibur (ninth edition) because it was the nearest spare blade to hand, nor that she’d spent half the battle unconscious and had barely been able to see straight when she’d put an abrupt and bloody end to the uprising. She’d been sick in her mouth a bit, afterward. If they added that to the retellings they’d somehow manage to make that heroic too: Lo, the chivalrous containment of puke behind tongue and teeth, so as not to sully the ground where so much royal blood was so recently spilled!

These same people had thought her a joke when she’d first hit the lists. Some of them hated her even more, now that she was popular. To them she was a Topic of Discussion, not a person. The fickle nature of public opinion only made it clear how right Bridget had been to pay no attention to it in the first place.

The clamor of the crowd hit her with full force when she stepped out into the September sun, along with the smells of trampled straw and spilled ale. Someone had had the forethought to erect a barrier, so that knights could walk from the little staging huts to the lists relatively unmolested, but people were still reaching their arms over the sides to try to touch her armor as she set her shoulders and marched grimly on.

Hard not to notice that it was mostly girls. Women too. When it first happened, these unexpected crowds outside her tent and lining the fences, she’d accepted the favors from the little girls with starstruck, gappy smiles, even a few handkerchiefs from hopeful teens a few years her junior. Now she avoided making eye contact; kept her focus hovering somewhere above their heads, and tried to ignore the mutterings of disappointment that followed when she entered the stands without signing a tourney poster or kissing so much as a single baby.

She could feel Neil watching her as she checked her vambrace again.

“If you’d just—”

“No, Neil,” Bridget said, and it came out somewhat softer than she expected. “Not today.”

Neil rubbed his mustache—it was a mustachlet, really, the pale promise of future facial hair—and sighed.

“Go on then. At least strike a few heroic poses, so they’ve got something nice to draw if they want to etch you.”

Sometimes Neil was like a petulant and overconfident cousin who’d decided he had more friends than you and therefore got to be in charge, and other times he was like a fussing stage mother. Neither was preferable.

Bridget pulled on her helm, mounted her horse, Fiona, and rode out into the lists.

Cheers and boos. The low grumble of every man in the stands turning to his neighbor to opine about her prowess and legacy. A baby crying somewhere, wailing up an octave to an ear-splitting crescendo.

Bridget looked at her gauntleted hand on the reins, noted a wispy grass seed stuck to one long, dark strand of her horse’s mane, and shifted her weight so that she might sit up a little straighter.

Over by the fence, the marshal was grandstanding for the crowd. Bridget took a deep breath in and out, rolled her shoulders back in their sockets, and felt the familiar, slightly concerning crunch of what she could only assume was her bones meeting discordantly.

She didn’t need to follow the tilting rail to its conclusion to size up her opponent; she’d had Neil do it already. Sir Grant was an eager young knight in his first year of the tourney circuit, so green he made Bridget feel decrepit at nineteen. He was strong, and he used it to his advantage. He probably weighed a third more than Bridget, all in, but that was to her advantage.

A flock of pigeons wheeled around the top of the stands, turning to dive in perfect, graceful synchronicity—and then the sudden, strangled burst of the starting trumpet sent them panicking in ten different directions.

What was it that made them risk the chaos of the tourney anyway, when surely a quiet perch somewhere far from here was a safer bet?

Approaching hoofbeats. The swell of the crowd. And Bridget was still watching the birds. Shit. She hadn’t even had time for her usual ritual: a wai to her opponent, a bow of respect, and the signal to her body that the fight was about to begin.

Too late, she snatched the lance from Neil’s outstretched hand and urged her horse onward, her haste sending her slightly off balance. The lance was couched too loosely under her arm. She bit down on her lip as she struggled to adjust it. This moment had always been an oasis of calm before, the quiet before the storm, the only noise she registered the sound of her own even breathing inside her helm. Now, everything was just so loud.

She could feel her fingers pressed uncomfortably into the joints of her gauntlet, the angle of her wrist not quite right, her seat on the horse unsteady. There was hot sweat prickling at the nape of her neck. Her boots were chafing, or on the verge of chafing—and now a sharp, undefinable pain somewhere in her ribs, a rhythmic stabbing, as if she were the victim of a mouse with a splinter-sized sword. Her lance was slipping, and it meant that the coronel wasn’t set firm, her aim drifting. She looked up at Sir Grant as he approached. He had mud spattered up the flanks of his horse like wild sprays of blood.

It was too late; she wasn’t going to land a hit at all. She closed her eyes—coward—and had only taken half a readying breath when Sir Grant’s lance hit her so squarely in the chest it was as if her heart were a target, painted in livid scarlet on her breastplate.

It was like being struck by lightning. She was thrown clear of her horse, hitting the sand at an angle that sent pain rattling down her spine, blood on her tongue. She lay there, breathing hard as the horses moved away, watching the pigeons pass overhead as they took another lap. The crowd was making some sort of noise, but for the life of her, she couldn’t tell which.

She was back on the battlefield at Camelot, sprawled in the dirt, thinking of how strangely alike the screams of battle sounded to the happy roar of spectators. As she’d lain bruised and bleeding with her back pressed against the still-warm body of a fallen soldier, her eyes impossible to open, she’d pictured the flags flying above the tourney stands and told herself that it was all still a game they were playing. When the trumpets sounded, everybody would grumble and dust off their armor and get back up to shake hands and accept their failures and victories.

She could see the flags now. This was no battlefield. Her mind knew that; her racing heart did not.

“Leclair?” Neil said, out of breath as he leaned over her, his face pink. “Alive?”

It was just a bit of bruising. Perhaps a muscle wrenched too far. In the old days, she would have shaken it off; even smiled about it, later, when the pinch of pain reminded her that she’d ridden hard and taken her knocks.

“Leclair, are you crying?”

“No.” Bridget exhaled, gingerly heaving herself into a sitting position to see if it hurt. It did. “I’m sweating.”

“You’re sweating a lot. From your eyes. Is that usual?”

“Well,” Bridget said, wheezing slightly. “Now I feel self-conscious.”

Neil grabbed her by the pauldrons and dug his heels in to help haul her upright.

“Back on the horse?” he said hopefully. Bridget swallowed the blood in her teeth and bile in her throat, and was suddenly overtaken by a violent nausea, the black tickle of unconsciousness threatening the corners of her vision.

“No,” she said, taking off her claustrophobic helm—horrible thing, who’d invented it?—and handing it to Neil. “Withdraw.”

“Bridget—”

“Withdraw,” Bridget said again, only a slight tremor in her voice. “I forfeit.”

The tilt was already lost to her. She would not be a worthy competitor to anyone today.

Sir Grant was riding toward her, in a chivalrous and probably quite genuine display of concern, but Bridget took her horse by the reins and walked away, back toward the competitors’ barracks, hoping that from the stands nobody could see how much she was shaking.

The boos were nothing compared to the rush of blood still pounding in her ears.






Three


Being in the library was almost like being a prince again, when life was simpler, responsibilities slightly easier to avoid. Books didn’t demand that Gabriel come up with answers to impossible questions; they didn’t ask him to attend fittings for ceremonial robes that made him look like a sad tent topped with a miserable head, or urge him to attend constant feasts and tourneys hosted by various lords of the land he was supposed to be ingratiating to his cause.

His father had been charming in his own, gruff way, with the air of a retired warrior you wanted to drink ale with while he told you outrageous war stories. Gabriel had inherited none of this social ease. After one conversation with a northern noble he’d thought had gone quite well, he’d been informed by his new household steward, Lady Oakley, that he’d actually talked at said noble for over an hour about the formation of rivers and estuaries.

Oakley had been kind about it, but it had been made very clear that Gabriel could not tick “successful social interaction with a vassal” from his to-do list.

The list was real, although it was actually more of an in-depth strategy, devised by his steward immediately after her appointment. Gabriel hated every part of it. Unfortunately, it made a lot of sense. That only made him hate it all the more.

She’d presented it to him last November, with his father only two months buried and the nobles in uproar, when Gabriel’s stress levels had been rising by the day.

“The thing is,” she’d said, sitting down opposite him and putting a lot of large, ominous scrolls on his desk, “you ascended to the throne in the wake of a violent uprising, and one of your first acts as king was to reveal the long-buried romantic relationship between King Arthur and Sir Lancelot, and decree that your people were free to follow their example. And that’s … quite a lot. Most people might have started with a tax cut.”

“I did that too,” Gabriel had said, so exhausted that it had taken a lot of effort just to get those words out. He was still sure then that he’d done the right thing—what was less certain was whether he’d be able to survive it.

“Well, yes, but it was somewhat … overshadowed. People knew who your father was—a warrior king who defended his claim and swung the sword himself. Who are you going to be?”

“Um,” Gabriel said, trying to pick up what he thought was a cup of delicious, life-giving tea and realizing too late that it was an inkwell. “The king who … uh … brought education to ordinary people? The king who stabilized the market with a focus on strengthening relationships through international trade?”

“As scintillating as that sounds to me,” Oakley said gently, “we cannot wait months and years for these plans to come to fruition. People need to know who you are now. And that is why I have devised this.” She unfurled a horrifyingly long piece of parchment, covered in all manner of words and sentences that were as unappealing to Gabriel as a bunch of spiders holding hands. “My public relations strategy.”

Oakley was very nice. She was around five-and-forty years old, a widow with no interest in remarriage, and had campaigned to Gabriel herself for the job, pitching a new role that not only involved managing the royal household, but the public perception of the household too. He’d been so impressed (and frightened) that he’d said yes immediately, much to the dismay of half of his council. Oakley had a deep olive complexion, wore her mostly gray hair in a single, no-nonsense braid, cycled through exactly seven plain dresses each week, and gave Gabriel a stomachache almost every time he saw her.

Her public relations strategy dictated that he ought to be the common-sense king of the people; if he wished to trick them into actually wanting to be educated, he had to seem warm and reasonable, measured, even-tempered, demonstrating a firm but kind hand when necessary and a genuine connection to his subjects.

“Shall I tell you what your average fellow down at the inn would think of your education proposals?”

“Maybe not?” Gabriel tried, but she ignored him.

“Some jumped-up toff I’ve never met up at the castle thinks I’m stupid, my kids are stupid, and that I should pull them from laboring and cut our family’s income in half to send them off to sit in some stuffy room and be taught advanced numbers, reading, and writing, skills they’ll never need to use in real life.”

“Nobody will think that.”

“That was actually almost word for word what one man thought.” Oakley pulled out another thrice-damned bastard roll of parchment. “John Smith, from Essex. The word he used was not ‘toff.’ It was more anatomical in spirit. We’ve been out on the streets this week, running polls. Would you like to hear the rest of the responses?”

Gabriel would not. He’d taken her point though, and agreed to review the strategy.

He’d then steadfastly ignored it for many months, which meant that Oakley liked to ambush him with it whenever he dared let his guard down.

For example: right now, when he was peacefully perusing a stack of soothingly dusty books that smelled a little like stale bread. One moment he was reading about the history and politics of the Silk Road, and the next she was standing right in front of him, a jack-in-the-box from the depths of hell.

“Good afternoon,” she said, causing Gabriel to spill lemon cordial all over his lap. She curtsied, then sat down opposite him. “I wanted to discuss these Arthurian miracles with you.”

“Are we calling them miracles?” This wording had been officially nixed, but Gabriel knew that once it started slipping into everyday speech, the war was lost.

“That’s right, Your Majesty, we’re not,” Oakley agreed. “But I think we ought to get ahead of them.”

Gabriel supposed he owed her his attention. Things hadn’t been going well. The social engagements he had attempted had been disasters; the people of England remained entirely uncharmed, half of them still in a state of outrage over his heathenish ways.

This talk of miracles, however, was nonsense. There had been claims of an odd beast spotted by a few farmers—always in the distance, its exact physical features confused and blurred—and that some sheep had died afterward, munched by a mysterious maw. Whispers that it was the work of the Beast Glatisant—the Questing Beast—had grown louder in volume until it was almost impossible to get through a feast without hearing snatches of speculation.

Gabriel refused to entertain it. It was wolves. It was always wolves.

Now someone had apparently spotted the Lady of the Lake, rising ethereally from the waters. As soon as one person insisted they’d seen her, twenty more spawned from nowhere. That was the real magic trick; how instantly eyewitnesses appeared, swearing on their souls that they’d not been mistaken.

“This will all blow over eventually,” Gabriel said, and Oakley sighed.

“If you don’t want this country to be overtaken by rumor and speculation, we need to start telling people the story we want them to hear.”

“Actions speak louder than words.”

“My thoughts exactly, sire,” Oakley said triumphantly. Gabriel had somehow managed to corner himself. “Let me schedule some more appearances for you, farther afield. Attend some feasts, perhaps the rest of the tourney circuit. Get your face out there. Try again.”

Gabriel imagined setting out in the back of a carriage or on horseback, traveling far from everything that brought him meager slivers of joy. No library, no comfortable seat by his own fire. No perfect view of anybody else’s morning walks. “My face will be staying here, as will the rest of me.”

“If you’d just—”

“I’m grateful for everything you’re doing, honestly, Lady Oakley. And I wish I could be the king who could do … any of this. A public speaker, a true diplomat, an ambassador. But I’m not. I only make things worse. Send somebody in my place. Lord Das, perhaps, or … you could go, although I don’t know how we’d get along without you.”

Lady Oakley considered him for a long time, her index finger tapping a gentle rhythm on the arm of her chair.

“Leave it with me,” she said ominously, and then she got to her feet, curtsied, and swept away.

Untold horrors awaited when she got her hands on a fresh piece of parchment and some ink. Gabriel couldn’t focus on silks and spices anymore. He exited the library, thinking of his bed, and a precious half hour spent with the curtains drawn and the blanket pulled up over his head until someone came to fetch him for his afternoon meetings—and found that he had cut directly across Arthur Delacey’s path.

He was wearing an inky blue doublet Gabriel didn’t recognize, and his skin was sun-soaked bronze after hazy summer days spent cavorting with Gabriel’s sister and Sidney Fitzgilbert. His gently curling hair shone like polished ebony, a glint of something warm in there where it caught the light.

Gabriel felt his traitorous heart leap. Arthur looked good. Really good. Hell.

“Sorry,” Gabriel said, his classic opener, something that Gwen and Lord Das were trying to train him out of.

Arthur’s mouth quirked in the most painfully gentle smile. His dark brows could be wicked when he wanted them to be, but there was something soft about them right now that made Gabriel want to run for cover.

“For what? Walking the halls of your own castle? How could you, you mad fiend.” Gabriel couldn’t do anything but look pained in response. “Oh, sorry—I didn’t bow. You sort of ambushed me.”

“Don’t,” Gabriel said quickly. “Please.”

“I don’t see what the point of becoming an all-powerful, ordained-by-God dictator is if you’re not going to make people do a little clowning whenever they bump into you.”

“Mmm.”

It was Arthur’s turn to grimace, although he kept it subtle and polite, two words that Gabriel would never have used to describe him before. He fiddled briefly with the sleeve of his jacket, glanced out of the window into the courtyard, and then cleared his throat.

“You know, you broke my heart,” Arthur said, levity ruined by the strain in his tone and the tight lines of his angular jaw, “and yet I’m the one who’s funny and charming whenever our paths cross, while you just stand there like a bale of hay. It’s not very sportsmanlike, is it? I should be the one sulking, and you should be offering me pity crumbs.”

He was right. Of course he was. And Gabriel did feel horrible about it—but he’d done it for Arthur’s own good. Gabriel was the one still stuck in the mire; Arthur was happy and free. That was what you did when you loved someone but you were too broken to deserve them. You let them go.

The trouble was, Gabriel had no idea how to be smiley and amicable with somebody who’d once kissed him and changed everything, now that there was a vast pit of unsaid things between them. He offered Arthur a weary smile and a shrug. “You know I’m not good with … people.”

“I’m not ‘people,’” Arthur whipped back, sharper than usual, and Gabriel flinched. Arthur seemed to notice; he sighed, like he was frustrated with himself. “I mean … Gwen frequently says I’m actually some sort of changeling goblin.”

“You know, you don’t have to make jokes,” Gabriel offered, but this was wrong too, because it felt as if Arthur moved away from him even though he hadn’t taken a step.

“Actually, if I stop, I’ll die.”

He was smiling again. To a stranger it would look entirely plausible, but Gabriel knew it was all for show. The pale scar that curved out from under the hair at his temple caught the light as his gaze dropped to the floor—one of many reminders their bodies held in common of all that had happened last year.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He gestured at the hallway past Gabriel, and then he did bow; it only lasted two seconds, but Gabriel hated each of them with violent fervor.

He was relieved when Arthur walked away.

The silence after he was gone was unendurable.






Four


There was an air of hysteria at Dunstable that had existed long before anyone cared to paint the Leclair sigil on their face and beg for Bridget’s signature. The tiltyards there regularly hosted knights of note, and the thought that at any moment you might turn a corner and bump into a living legend or a rising star gave everybody the jitters.

Bridget had been the same the first time she’d competed, sixteen and feeling like she was a child in her father’s armor, despite the fact that everything had been perfectly crafted to fit her frame. She’d gone to sign up, and on her way out of the administrative tent had passed Sirs Leonard and Bowen, one golden-haired and one raven, talking to each other in confidential tones, Sir Leonard’s hand on Sir Bowen’s shoulder.

She’d tried not to stare, but it had been hard. Sir Leonard had been around five-and-twenty then, pretty with an easy smile, rising through the ranks as if he’d been launched by trebuchet; Sir Bowen was already the favorite on the circuit, a little older and steadier, classically handsome, loved by all (but especially women of middle age). To hear them in casual conversation, to be close enough to see the long, raised halberd scar on Sir Bowen’s russet neck and the oiled gloss of Sir Leonard’s long, flaxen hair … It was enough to make Bridget duck her head and smile nervously, which felt like a wildly embarrassing display of emotion.

This year, they had both introduced themselves on Bridget’s first day in York, at the start of the season. Sir Bowen, a sensitive soul who had tired of his celebrity, had immediately begun commiserating with her about the price of fame. Sir Leonard was more likely to tut at both of them and shake his head, order another round of ales, and tell them to cheer up or go home, if it was so terribly hard to be beloved.

“Have you heard what everyone’s saying?” Sir Leonard said, appearing at Bridget’s side in the competitors’ tent, set up like a makeshift inn. He would not mention Bridget’s forfeit. Neither of them ever did.

“I try not to,” Bridget said, as the innkeeper handed her a flagon of weak ale.

“I know. You’re exceptionally honorable. I hope it’s not catching.”

“Leo,” Sir Bowen said in gentle reproof, appearing at Sir Leonard’s shoulder, inevitable. He was Welsh, every word he spoke pleasingly soft around the edges. “You wear your lack of principles like a feathered helm, when you should keep it hidden—”

“Like shameful hosen.” Sir Leonard smirked, delighted with himself, and Sir Bowen sighed and held up his fingers to order two drinks. The innkeeper, unable to hide his admiration, jumped to oblige. “Anyway. There’s a girl entering the lists.”

“A lady,” Sir Bowen corrected.

“No, Bow. A girl. She can’t be a day over sixteen. Little scrap of a thing, but Sir Emner said she rides like a demon. Some tolerant lord’s youngest daughter.”

“It’s thanks to you, you know,” said Sir Bowen, giving Bridget’s arm a gentle shove.

Bridget took a sip of ale, and tried to take stock of how she felt. There probably should have been a sense of pride in there somewhere, but she was finding herself strangely numb to good news these days. Sir Leonard said she was jaded; that she had run at full speed through emotions that normally took years to take root, from bright-eyed young ingénue to battle-worn curmudgeon, but Bridget didn’t feel particularly grumpy. Just … tired.

Sir Leonard clapped both Bridget and Sir Bowen on the backs, slightly too hard. “Make haste, sad trouts. She’s up next—I want to watch.”

“The plural of ‘trout’ is ‘trout,’” Sir Bowen said, thanking the innkeeper as he accepted their drinks from his trembling hands.

Sir Leonard shook his head. “Good God, Bowen. This is just the sort of thing I’m talking about. Concerning yourself with plurals is trout behavior.”

Neil was watching already, in the stands reserved for competing knights, and moved over so that they could join him against the barrier. Bridget hated doing this; preferred to watch from some shadowy corner, where every eye in the place wouldn’t flick constantly over to her, the crowd’s excitement magnified by the fact that she was standing next to two genuine tourney legends.

The marshal announced a Sir Riaz Zaman and a Lady Joan Baker. Bridget couldn’t tell if she was imagining that everyone in the stands turned in unison to look at her, to gauge her reaction to another armored maiden, Bridget still the first in England but no longer the only. It was easy to keep her face neutral. She felt nothing at all as Lady Joan, a short, freckled girl with pale skin and her hair barely confined in two messy brown plaits, readied herself for the trumpets.

She was good. Light in her seat, so responsive she was almost twitchy. Her movements were completely unpracticed, all instinct, and her instincts were good. Sir Zaman was slight, and they were relatively well-matched; neither competitor had been unseated by the end of the rounds, but she’d made the most contact, and so the bout was hers.

The crowd had mostly decided to ignore her. There was half-hearted applause mingled with loud chatting as she rode away. Bridget supposed that was progress, compared to her early days competing. Better than being egged. The smell stuck around for days.

“Well, hell,” said Sir Leonard. “You ought to go and find her, Leclair. Tuck her under your bicep, treat her to some sage wisdom.”

Bridget watched as Lady Joan dismounted, handing her lance off to her squire, who looked at least a decade her senior.

She’d been told, once, by a more seasoned knight, that problems arose in the tilt when one was injured and began to anticipate blows. You would brace for impact, flinch away from the lance, trying to protect yourself from a now-familiar hurt.

Lady Joan was so fresh, pain was probably nothing more than a story people told her, a cautionary tale that knights were unwilling to heed.

Bridget shook her head. “She needs no wisdom I can offer.”



“So you’re out of the tourney?” Sidney said, taking a very large and wet bite of turkey leg. “You can’t just have another whack at it?”

At his elbow, Lady Agnes winced. They made for a strange pair, Sidney all tanned brawn and rough edges; Agnes fair, fine-boned, and genteel.

Technically, Bridget hadn’t invited either of them to Dunstable, but she had invited Elaine the junior cook and Adah the falconer—or had at least not told them to stay away when Elaine sent a very long and rambling letter that translated into a request to visit—and Sidney and Agnes had decided to tag along for the ride. Bridget should have warned them off. She’d hoped they might simply forget to come.

The point had been to watch her storm the lists. They had arrived one day too late to see her storm anything but the dinner buffet.

It was extravagant here, much to Sidney’s delight, a large and airy canvas tent filled with wooden benches for the competitors to eat their fill. There was clean, sweet straw and sawdust underfoot, enormous carafes of ruby wine on every table, platters overflowing with lightly charred meat and bright roast veg.

“Fitzgilbert, do you want me to explain the word ‘forfeit’ to you again?” Adah said, taking a swollen tomato from Sidney’s plate and popping it into her mouth. Her hair was freshly shaven, the well-worked muscles shifting under her mahogany skin as she rebuffed Sidney’s attempt to retaliate. The two of them seemed very familiar.

“They go to the inn together,” Elaine said in Bridget’s ear, with her usual startling prescience, blue eyes wide under the mousy shag of her fringe, “and he helps her pick up ladies. Scores of inns. Bushels of ladies.”

“Right,” said Bridget, hiding her disquiet behind her goblet. Of course life had gone on back at Camelot without her, and her friends were now friends with Gwen’s friends. Wasn’t that nice.

“S’not bushels,” Adah said, smiling. “Bunches, maybe. I’m very popular.”

Bridget didn’t doubt it. She’d been sparring with Adah since they were preteens giddily united by their shared secret; Adah was as able a swordswoman as she was a heartbreaker, although both of these talents had always taken a back seat to her love of the falcons she cared for in the mews.

Sidney lounged on the bench, one arm slung carelessly over Agnes’s shoulder until she pointedly shoved it off. “What can I say? It’s a vocation … a calling. Can’t let it go to waste just because I’m betrothed and Art is…”

“On sabbatical,” Agnes supplied.

“Exactly.”

“Sabbatical?” Bridget said, thinking of the Arthur Delacey she’d met last summer, annoying and beautiful and with a glint in his eye that said he was probably about to do something that was illegal in all thirty-nine counties of England. He’d been different by September—dimmed, somewhat—but they all had.

There was a letter somewhere in the bottom of Bridget’s trunk, pressed between quite a few other letters in the same hand, informing her that Gabriel and Arthur were still avoiding each other completely. She’d read it five times, but she hadn’t replied.

This new version of Bridget, who panicked and fumbled and overthought everything, had nothing to say. Nothing good to report, no funny stories to share from the road. She’d make up for it in person. Eventually.

Agnes was watching Bridget like she could read her mind. Bridget misliked that look. What had Gwen told her about Bridget’s recent silence? Nothing good, that was for certain.

Sidney discarded the ravaged turkey bone. “He’s still heartbroken actually, but since he managed to get out of bed he’s been weirdly cheerful about it. Keeps trying to get me to go on nature walks with him and look at nuts and stuff. He’s actually read a book. I think he’s having some kind of breakdown.”

“Sounds like he’s fine,” Bridget said, and Sidney laughed hollowly.

“Didn’t you hear me? He read a book. On purpose. He found a feather on the ground and told me I had to go to the library and look up what bird it came from for him, cos the library is enemy territory.”

“And did you?” prompted Elaine.

“Nah,” said Sidney. “I just told him it was from a white stork, and then it turned out they’re bloody extinct, and he got all excited and said we needed to tell someone. Luckily he gave that up. He wasn’t sure who’d care except the king.”

“Can’t he go back to his house in Maidvale instead of trying to avoid the king in his own castle?” asked Adah. “He’s lord of the manor now, with his dad in exile.”

“He says just thinking about it gives him a stomachache,” said Agnes. “And thank goodness, because then Sidney would go too, and I’d have to stay at court without him until we’re married.” Bridget tried not to get involved in the love lives of others, but the one thing she did know was that Agnes’s parents did not approve of Sidney Fitzgilbert.

“And if you two stop licking each other’s teeth for eight seconds,” Adah said solemnly, “you’ll both expire.”

Agnes wrinkled her nose, but Sidney smiled fondly down at her, obviously besotted in a way that made Bridget need to look away.

“We miss you,” Elaine said, reaching over to tap Bridget lightly on the knuckles. “If you’re done here, why don’t you come back to Camelot for a spell?”

Bridget shook her head. “I’m not … ready, yet.”

Sidney squinted at her. “What the hell does that even mean?”

If only Bridget knew, she’d have told him.






Five


Council meetings were a sort of liminal space, an in-between world in which time refused to pass, and despite the plethora of words spoken, nothing was actually said. The new council room was pleasant enough—high ceilings, pillars of gray stone, large windows through which daylight softly filtered—it had once been used for summer dining, before Gabriel had ordered it repurposed. His favorite days were the ones where vast swathes of time were dedicated to his own agenda items, or he brought in an expert to enlighten the council about things such as literacy rates in small hamlets (nonexistent) or how topography affected harvest yields (greatly!).

Unfortunately, the primary topic of conversation was usually about declining public opinion and keeping various lords of the land happy, or the pressing matter of marriage and heirs, and it was excruciating.

Gabriel knew how important this was. Change was never easy, and he’d asked for a lot of it. He’d been naive. He’d been too hopeful. He’d also been a bit in love, which had maybe made him a little stupid.

It had all come back to haunt him in every meeting.

“Lord Birdsley has written to say that he has conducted his own research, and believes the amorous letters between King Arthur and Sir Lancelot to be a forgery,” said Lord Best, one of the old guard Gabriel had retained from his father’s council. He was a gray-haired man in his sixties, with huge sway among the traditionalists in the court and almost nothing good to say about anything. “He says that the new freedom-to-love laws are ungodly and a sign that the king has lost his way.”

“Add it to the pile then,” Lord Das said evenly. Gabriel exchanged a brief and grateful look with him.

“My lord, with all due respect—”

“Lord Best, I appreciate the fact that you tirelessly bring these letters to the king at least once a week, but I would remind you that we consider the matter settled. We will not renege on the freedom laws. Have it entered into the records accordingly and then, as I said, add it to the pile.”

Gabriel was grateful to Lord Das for his intervention, and for his surety. He wished he had some more of that. It had been so much change, so fast, and the shock had mobilized people to anger. He’d had his first panic attack after a man had come to one of his few public audiences last winter and shouted at him, unperturbed by guards, that he was a disgrace to his father and unwell in the head to boot. Perhaps he should have let things build slowly, a years-long drip into a stalagmite of progress.

“If we’d only settle the matter of marriage and succession,” Lord Best said, still pushing, “find a good Catholic girl from a pious noble family of significance, perhaps even a princess from the continent, and then—”

The door flew open, and Lady Oakley came rushing in, holding her usual enormous stack of parchment. Gwen was with her, also holding parchment for some reason, looking far too pleased with herself for ten o’clock in the morning.

Gabriel immediately felt the need to excuse himself to use the privy, but he’d used that trick one too many times, and at this point everybody on the council either knew he was hiding from them or thought he had extensive bowel troubles.

“Your Majesty,” Lady Oakley said, “there has been another Arthurian … occurrence.”

“Hold on,” said Sir Hurst, the Captain of the Household Guard. “You are very late, Lady Oakley, and we were just about to discuss provisions for—”

“It’s important,” said Gwen, dismissing him with a wave of her hand as she and Lady Oakley sat down. Gabriel wished she wouldn’t pull rank like that, but she was the princess, so everybody shut up.

“Fine,” Gabriel said. “Be quick.”

“He found it in a cave, apparently,” Gwen said nonsensically. “I mean, I think if he hadn’t found it in a cave nobody would believe it. You couldn’t say, ‘Oh, it was at the bottom of my grandmother’s pan cabinet,’ or, ‘It was buried under a carriage park,’ it just wouldn’t have the same prestige—”

“The Grail,” Lady Oakley interrupted. “They think they’ve found the Holy Grail.”

The emotion this elicited from the room was not excitement, as might have been expected, but a sort of bodily groan—a mass slumping of shoulders, a group sigh.

“Aha,” said Master Buchanan, the court Wizard, the only person who seemed to find this news pleasantly amusing, “and what exactly makes them think that this cup is the Grail, and not, as seems likely, simply … quite a nice cup?”

“Master Buchanan,” the archbishop reproached. “We are speaking of the cup that caught Christ’s blood.”

“We are likely speaking of somebody’s great-grandmother’s decorative wine goblet,” Master Buchanan replied. “Still worthy of deep reverence, but for altogether different reasons.”

Cardinal Richards seemed too horrified to reply; he and the Wizard argued so constantly that Gabriel had learned to ignore it. The matter of Gabriel’s faith—or lack of—was another issue within these walls. Gabriel thought, privately, that he chastised himself enough without needing a higher power to do it for him.

“Well,” said Lady Oakley, “the provenance is unclear, but it’s causing quite a stir. The man who found it is unwilling to hand it over to anyone he deems unworthy. A few local authorities have written to ask that the king send both his Wizard, as the highest-ranked cultist at court, and the archbishop to verify. Actually—most of them want you to go yourself, Your Majesty, and the others write to us requesting the same, beseeching you to best the Green Knight and investigate the Lady of the Lake.”

“They want me to go and look at a cup,” Gabriel said, unable to mask his exhaustion.

“We think you should,” Gwen said. “Actually, we think … Oakley, tell him.”

Lady Oakley plucked a piece of parchment from the stack and presented it with a flourish.

“It’s upside down,” Gwen said, and Oakley quickly remedied the angle.

Not that she’d needed to. It had already been all too clear what she was proposing.

“A round table?” spluttered Lord Best.

“Yes,” said Oakley. “A romantic instrument of tradition, taken up to carry us forward into modernity. Think of it like … when you must give medicine to a dog, and you conceal it in some cheese.”

Lord Best harrumphed. “I most certainly will not.”

Gabriel leaned forward slightly, and in response an attendant leaped from where he’d been standing by the wall to fetch the sketch from Lady Oakley and spread it carefully before Gabriel instead. He’d always hated this, but it was worse now that he was king; he could hardly even think about doing something before someone was jumping into action to do it for him. Suggestions that they do away with some of these roles had been met with Lady Oakley’s wide-eyed “You wish to put thirty young men out of a job, all at once?” and the matter had been dropped.

Hard as it had been to adjust, there were certain things he struggled to do now without assistance. He’d quickly learned how to read heavy books one-handed out of necessity, but no amount of trying could successfully produce a self-tied boot. Many of the things he’d insisted on doing without attendants when he was prince had been taken from him and dumped in the arms of the serving boys he was now forced to share his life with. It was both horribly intrusive and completely necessary, and it meant that between meetings and functions and the preparations for said meetings and functions, he spent far less time alone than his mind required.

The boy backed away into the corner, and Gabriel gazed down at the parchment, brow furrowed. The round table had been sketched out in ink, an unsettlingly perfect circle, and there were names and what looked like job descriptions set at intervals around its edge.

Gabriel was at the top. Someone had drawn a crown over his name, and underneath it just said King, no further detail or accolades. That seemed about right.

To Gabriel’s right was Sir Hurst, with his usual title of Captain of the Household Guard, although Gwen had crossed out Household and written Table, and then crossed out Table again, probably because Captain of the Table Guard looked stupid.

Next to Sir Hurst was Lady Bridget Leclair. All Oakley had written for her at first was Decorated knight of the realm, but underneath she’d added in smaller, slightly embarrassed script, pulled Excalibur. Gabriel supposed it made sense; if there was going to be a round table, the knight who’d come closest to Arthurian godliness should certainly sit on it.

The next name was Arthur Delacey.

“Um,” said Gabriel, lifting his head and meeting Gwen’s gaze.

“Just keep reading,” she urged impatiently.

Oakley had written Sir before Arthur’s name, which was certainly interesting, and underneath it she’d added speeches, local networking, strengthening relationships. It was essentially a list of everything Gabriel found impossible.

“Lord Delacey can’t fight,” Gabriel pointed out, thinking he sounded very reasonable. “He’s not exactly a natural choice to be made a knight.”

“You’ll see we’ve taken a more—apologies—well-rounded approach,” said Lady Oakley. “There are fighting knights, but the quest of this table is to endear the people to you, help them adjust to a new monarch, and to bring you to the feasting halls of lords we want to keep on our side. Yes, we need strength and chivalry, but we also need charm, wit—good heads for politics.”

“Your name is on here,” Gabriel said to his sister.

Gwen shrugged. “It wasn’t my idea, but I think it’s a good one. I’m on logistics. And … support.”

Aha. That one didn’t need explaining. Gwen was coming because Gabriel wouldn’t be able to do this without her. His first and best friend, the only one who understood what it had been like since their father died, even if they bore it differently. Gabriel should perhaps have been embarrassed that Lady Oakley had known he would crumble without his sister, but it was her job to know such things, even if Gabriel withered under her scrutiny.

“Wait,” he said, finding something far more questionable at the bottom of the page. “Who’s this? You can’t possibly mean—?”

“Ah,” said Gwen. “You got to the bit about Florian.”

There had been so many conversations about Florian early in Gabriel’s reign that he had grown sick of the name on principle. Lord Willard, the cultist mind behind the uprising and Gabriel’s father’s second cousin by marriage, had only managed to sire one son before Bridget had put an end to his royal ambitions. Lord Florian Arden had not been present on the battlefield, and as far as anyone could tell, had not been involved in the coup at all; rumor was that he’d been holed up for years with other members of his family, who seemed intent on keeping him safe from harm.

There had been some concerns that he might decide to rise up and avenge his father, taking aim for the throne himself, but if that were the case, this new rebellion had yet to materialize.

Lady Oakley steepled her fingers. “In the spirit of peace—”

“Ridiculous,” said Lord Best.

“I concur,” Sir Hurst concurred. “Bringing him to court would only invite trouble, let alone placing him in the king’s inner circle on the road—have you considered how easy it would be to assassinate His Majesty from such a position? He’d barely have to stumble from his bedroll.”

“He’s not his father,” Gwen shot back. “We have no idea of his motivations, and I think that befriending him is the safest option when the alternative is to keep him cast out and isolated, where bad ideas might brew.”

Lord Best frowned. “Your Highness, with all due respect…”

It was plainly obvious from his tone how much respect Lord Best thought Gabriel’s sister was due in this council room.

“I think … Yes,” said Gabriel, before it could come to verbal blows. “I mean, if we are to do this—and I haven’t agreed that we are—but if we do … Yes to Florian. Gwen’s right. Better to keep him close.”

The room was half triumph and half exasperation, something Gabriel was very used to by this point. He’d never cared overmuch about pleasing other people, but there was something quite wearing about constant disappointment too.

“Right,” said Gwen. “Good. So I thought we’d ask Sirs Leonard and Bowen, they’re popular with the people and excellent fighters, and perhaps we could knight Adah from the mews, as she’s a good hunter, knows her away around a sword and the countryside, and also—”

“You want to knight Sidney Fitzgilbert?” Gabriel said, following the names clockwise to their conclusion.

Lady Oakley’s nose wrinkled. “I’m not entirely sure this is wise, but Her Highness insisted. There are many other capable knights throughout the realm—noble born, ready to serve.”

“You know how solid he is in a fight,” Gwen said, as if she were arguing with Gabriel, not her beloved Oakley, who was usually above reproach. “And I think the fact that he and Adah are common born is good—it’ll be good for morale in the villages.”

It was probably a bad idea. Gabriel’s father would have said no, and populated his table with nobility—but then, Gabriel’s father wouldn’t have entertained a table at all.

Lady Oakley seized on Gabriel’s silence to roll out a map.

“The ten of you would travel with Master Buchanan, Cardinal Richards, and a small staff of guards and attendants to meet with those who’ve reported Arthurian miracles. You’d be hosted at the manors of your lords and visit the villages, spreading the good word about education and bringing the naysayers onside, smoothing over some of the … nastiness that’s been cropping up of late. If you leave soon there’s time before winter sets in—I don’t think we can afford to wait until the spring thaw, another six months of rumor and potential for division. You will no longer be a faceless king who sits on a throne somewhere these people have never been; you will come to them, and they will love you for it.”

Gabriel tried to picture it.

Weeks—perhaps months—out on the road, away from his bed and his books, every day unfamiliar and bereft of routine. Autumn weather rolling in and splattering everything with rain and mud. Sitting at the high tables of lords who probably hated him, saying the wrong thing every time. An endless parade of strangers entering his life and leaving it again, all of them wanting something from him, something he wasn’t sure he had to give.

Weeks with Arthur Delacey so close that Gabriel might be able to smell the orange blossoms in his hair.

“Yes,” he said. “Fine. Let’s do it. The round table … thing.”

Gwen and Oakley exchanged a sidelong look of triumph.

“When we write down that you agreed,” Oakley said, “we’ll put that you said something a little more regal than that.”

“Probably for the best,” said Gabriel, who was in desperate need of a cup of tea.






Six


Harlestone was a day’s ride if you were in a hurry, two if you were feeling leisurely. Bridget and Neil had plenty of time until the next tourney began. They made the trip in seven hours anyway.

Neil didn’t say anything, but he made sure to be as visibly harried as possible, wiping his brow with his handkerchief to dispatch imaginary sweat, tutting up a storm whenever Bridget insisted they mount up with haste after stopping to relieve themselves and the horses.

He didn’t ask what the rush was, because he knew just as well as Bridget did that there wasn’t any. They had spent four days feasting among friends and watching the tourney at Dunstable—Bridget’s hands twitching for the reins each time a knight moved left when she would have shifted right—before saying their farewells. The Camelot contingent had departed, the tourney had drawn to a close, Lady Joan Baker a very respectable twenty-sixth in the rankings. The festivities at Harlestone would not truly begin for another week.

Bridget and Neil rode into the courtyard of the White Hart at Holtropp very late, the stables already near full and the torches threatening to sputter out in the fine mist of rain.

“I’ll order some dinner,” Bridget said, while Neil stretched out his arm, wincing, apparently dying of horse elbow.

Inside, it was hot and loud, the air thick with smoke and the smell of grease. As Bridget stood dripping in the doorway, the nearest man put down his pint and nudged his companion, jerking his head toward her. An uneasy quiet spread across the room like the creep of spilled blood, and Bridget breathed in and out through her nose and then approached the bar.

“Dinner and lodgings for two,” she said to the barman. He just stared back at her through wild beard and bloodshot eyes; eventually she dropped a calfskin purse full of coins on the scarred wood between them, and it seemed to thrill him back to life.

“Oi,” said a whiskered, older gentleman to her left.

No good ever came of a man saying “oi.”

“You’re … you know. You’re that girl.”

Bridget didn’t bother to meet his eye. He’d take the invitation regardless; it would only be a waste of eye contact.

The innkeeper returned Bridget’s purse, and pushed two tankards her way. She nodded and went to sit down.

“Oi,” said the man again. He looked around fifty, his skin leathered, his clothes painstakingly mended. “Come back. We were having a chat.”

Uppercut to the chin, he’d be out easy. Or sweep his legs. Elbow to the shoulder if he tried to swing back, and the arm would dislocate with a satisfying crunch. One strike to the throat. Maybe another, for pudding. She didn’t need her sword. She was a sword.

The feeling crested inside her and then was gone. Her mother would have been proud. She’d always been a peace-first sort of woman.

“You don’t mind, do you?” the man said, unbelievably coming to sit at her table. “You’re here fighting in the tourney, I suppose. Couldn’t pay me to do it, no, waste of my time—and it’s no place for a lady. Though you’re not like any lady I’ve ever seen.”

Bridget took a sip of her drink. It was too sour for her liking. She hoped it was pie for dinner. Usually it was miscellaneous stew. It always tasted like the color beige, criminally underspiced compared to her mother’s cooking, but at least with pie you might get gravy.

“They’ve got some pretty strange ideas about people up at the castle,” the man said, his tone harder. “No wonder folks are getting all confused. You must have been there, eh? You met the king? What do you reckon—off his rocker? Must be, with all this freedom-to-love stuff. It’s not right.”

Fish pie was hit or miss, but they were miles from the coast, so it would hopefully be chicken or lamb.

He was still going. “Maybe some of those cultists don’t mind, but good, God-fearing folk won’t stand for it. It’s unnatural.”

There was a small commotion at the door, which was just how Neil liked to enter a room, and then he was sighing and pulling up a chair next to Bridget.

“Your horse pissed on my boots,” he said, taking up one of the tankards. “Also, it smells weird in here.”

“Probably the horse piss,” said Bridget.

Neil nodded at the man. “Who’s your friend?”

He seemed affronted. “Who am I? Who’re you?”

“Okaaay,” Neil said, his voice flat.

Bridget’s grip tightened slightly around her drink. Here we go.

“Piss off then, princess—I was just talking to your pal here.” At “pal,” the stranger slung an arm around Bridget’s shoulders. Neil’s eyebrows catapulted skyward. “She’s a good girl, she’ll tell you.”

“Remove your arm,” Bridget said calmly, putting down her drink.

He gave her a squeeze instead. “Don’t be shy. I bet it’s been a while since you—”

His arm popped loose like its only goal in life was to dislocate. By the time he started bellowing, Bridget and Neil were on their feet.

“I already paid,” Bridget said with some regret as they headed for the exit, and Neil shrugged.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s fish pie for dinner.” His face twisted with disgust. “Smelled someone throwing it back up by the stables.”



It was raining harder as they set off, hungry and in haste, and yet Neil was uncharacteristically silent. Bridget heard not a single complaint—not even a snarky sigh. It was very unnerving.

“Norhamptone isn’t far,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the wind and the uneven drumming of rain. “Plenty of inns to choose from.”

“Mmm.”

It only took him another twenty minutes to break.

“What’s the point?” he shouted, pulling his horse level. “Why even enter at Harlestone? Why not take the rest of the season off? Why not go home, or … or back to Camelot?”

Rain was sluicing very dramatically down his face. His hair was in ruins; he liked to coif it into a perfect bronze helmet each morning, but now it was plastered to his forehead, spots of pink on his nose and cheeks, like he was halfway to catching a chill.

“Your heart isn’t in it,” Neil continued, gesturing at her and loosing rain in her direction. “You’ve been like this all summer, and it’s only getting worse! I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, but it’s not working. It’s actually very annoying!”

“I’m not giving up,” Bridget said, loud and even.

“Except you are bloody giving up, because you’re withdrawing and then entering the next tourney only to forfeit again. You’re quitting but insisting you haven’t, so you don’t even get to enjoy the time off! Instead of beating yourself up about it, why not take some actual rest? Choose to withdraw, completely, and come back when you’re ready?”

“Forfeiting three times—”

“Five times actually. And you might as well have withdrawn at Snowdoun, but you and I both know you only stayed because of how bloody long it took us to get there.”

At Snowdoun, Bridget had fallen badly and been blackened all up one side with bruising for the rest of the tourney. The pain hadn’t been bad, really, but after that she’d started making decisions out of fear. Flinching away instead of leaning toward.

Frustrating. She’d been spooked just like her horse, and for some reason, she hadn’t recovered. Why couldn’t she move past this? Why had it started now, this season, when she’d ridden just fine in the lists last year, mere months after her brush with death on the battlefield? Why was it getting worse?

“I won’t withdraw again.”

“You can’t say that, because it’s not true! Except— I suppose now you have said it, you’ll force yourself through because you always keep your word, and end up with a broken neck just to prove me wrong.”

Bridget didn’t know what to say, how to explain. How could she, when it didn’t even make sense inside her own head? She’d tried to write it down many times, started letter after letter, struggling to find some way of putting it into words that Gwen would understand, but every attempt had just felt more pathetic.

Into the rain-spattered quiet that followed came the sound of hoofs on the road, deadened by the mud. Bridget pulled her horse out of the way to allow the rider to pass, which he did in a flash of lamplight and rich color, before disappearing into the darkness.

“We’re not going home,” Bridget said, squeezing with her heels and trotting on. She couldn’t return yet, not like this. Unfit. Unworthy. Gwen couldn’t see her until she was fixed.

“Well,” Neil said, like he was working himself up to say something really cutting. “Well. Then maybe … maybe I—”

Hoofs again. The rider was back. Perhaps he was lost.

“I beg your pardon,” he said, squinting out from underneath his large hat, “but might you be the Lady Bridget, riding hence with your squire to the tourney at Harlestone?”

“Er. Yes,” said Bridget, slightly taken aback by this astuteness. “That’s exactly who I am.”

“Excellent,” said the man. “If you’ll permit me—did you know, my lady, that thou art riding the wrong way?”

“We’re seeking alternative lodgings,” said Neil. “We don’t like fish pie.”

“Ah.” The rider nodded, not quite as if he understood, but as if he fervently wished to. “No matter—I hail from Camelot, charged to deliver this message.”

He produced a small scroll, then hesitated, reluctant to give it up to the rain.

“Maybe you could read it to us,” Neil suggested, “in the shelter of your big hat?”

The messenger looked to Bridget. “My lady?”

“Yep,” said Bridget. “Go for it.”

“What if the contents are private?”

“Then we’ll just have to become very good friends.”

He didn’t laugh. The scroll was unfurled, and the man leaned toward his failing lamp so that he could read aloud.

“The Lady Bridget Leclair of House Leclair is hereby invited by His Majesty King Gabriel to swear an oath of chivalry and take up a seat at his round table, to serve Camelot and the kingdom with fealty and honor. And then—and then there is a note written after, signed with the seal of the king, but I am not sure—”

“Go on,” said Bridget. She had moved closer to both man and scroll as he read from it, as if she were being drawn in by the gravity of this moment. Even with mud under her fingernails and rain running down the back of her neck, there was something akin to magic in the air. Neil could feel it too. He’d stopped scowling, at any rate.

The man cleared his throat, looking pained.

“It says, in I believe His Majesty’s hand, Only if you’re interested, Bridget, but honestly, no worries if not.”







Seven



And King Gabriel faced many who cried out against his wisdom and therewithal invited all manner of mighty and hardy fighters of high and low blood to meet with him at Camelot, to raise them to be seneschals of England.

And I was also invited for some reason.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Inviting people to join your round table was somewhat akin to asking them to come to your birthday party. In both cases, the fact of being royal guaranteed that at least some of the invitees would show up, but Gabriel was still seized with worry that the majority would decide they had something better to do. The year he’d turned ten his parents had insisted on throwing an enormous feast, and all the other noble children had spent the entire evening playing a game outside that neither he nor Gwen had been asked to join. Arthur had been included of course. Gabriel remembered him running past the window leading a marauding gang, already charming all who crossed his path.

Gabriel hadn’t even wanted that feast, and he didn’t really want this round table either.

It had been a few days since the summons, so most of the messengers had probably found their targets. Gabriel had considered asking the new court physician, Master Truman, if he knew of some completely safe way for him to spend the next five days forcibly asleep. Gwen had caught wind of this, and suggested that she’d hit him over the head with a big rock if needed.

Today she was nowhere to be seen. Gabriel breakfasted alone in his study, went to the library, peered at the pages of some books without registering a single word on them, then decided to take some fresh air, to see if it might help unmuddle his mind.

It was a clear, cool morning in September, the leaves brown at the edges, the furry sweet chestnuts about ready to drop. Gabriel usually liked autumn and winter, because as the weather worsened, it was less reasonable for people to ask him to do things outside.

He looped the orchard first, a few uneven laps beneath the trees laden with fruit all the colors of sunrise, and then found himself approaching the walled rose garden.

It offered more privacy than anywhere else in the Camelot grounds. He and Arthur had enjoyed plenty of evenings there early in their courtship, but he’d spent just as much time sitting there with Gwen, sharing memories of their father, or just existing together in silence through the seasons as the flowers bloomed and died around them. Every first without their father, however small, had left him winded. The king hadn’t even liked this garden—too neat, too formal—and yet the fact that he hadn’t seen the hellebores blossom was unendurable.

The door was slightly ajar, so Gabriel slipped inside and then froze.

Voices. Gwen at first, and then, after a pause, Arthur. They must have been sitting on one of the benches tucked into the far corner, obscured by the greenery and the well-worn statue of King Arthur that presided over the place. The polite thing to do would be to either announce himself or flee.

“Do you ever listen to yourself talk about this and think, Oh my God, I am so boring?” That was Arthur. It was always a thrill to hear his voice, even if Gabriel couldn’t respond. Pathetic.

Gwen’s reply was flat. “Um. Thanks.”

“No, shut up, I mean—that’s what I think about myself. When I take a second to think about it, it’s like … okay, move on! Sometimes you nearly die and you get a horrible haircut, and then you nearly die again and the guy you’ve been hitting it off with nearly dies, and then he becomes king and breaks up with you, and then he demands you join him on a very intense road trip. These things happen every day.”

It was still a shock to hear events summarized thus, even though Gabriel had been there too.

“I’m glad the bad haircut ranks up there with everything else.”

“I mean, it was an abomination.”

“Truly.”

There was quiet. Gabriel considered leaving again, and noticed he still hadn’t moved.

“Sometimes I do actually consider going back to Maidvale. Take up my father’s seat, get away from this haunted castle. You could come too. We could renovate. Burn it down, start afresh. Hey—maybe we should get married.”

“Still not funny.”

“It’s very funny actually, you’re just in no mood to laugh.” There was a sigh. Gabriel thought of Arthur moving away from Camelot and felt faintly sick. “She still hasn’t written, I assume?”

“Oh, she has actually. She sent six pages explaining exactly why she’s gone quiet, along with effusive declarations of love and a promise to never abandon me again. I just thought I’d wait an hour before telling you. For fun.”

“I have to say, I love how jaded and bitter you are, because I’d hate to see you thriving and need to drag you down to my level. It’s bad enough watching Sidney and Agnes bint about the place like they invented love.”

“Well, someone should be happy.”

“That’s where we disagree. I believe everyone should be miserable.” There was a quick, abortive sound like something had been half-heartedly kicked. “Oh, for God’s sake. I can’t join his round table. Why’d you have to put my name forward? If you want to see me depressed, you know full well that I can do it here, no travel necessary.”

Ouch. So he didn’t want to come. Gabriel should have expected as much. Arthur seemed happier now that he’d moved on; Gabriel was the one still floundering.

“Because he can’t do it without me, and I can’t do it without you,” Gwen said eventually, neatly and painfully true. “Bridget will say yes, I think, but she’ll probably tell me she’s done with me the second she arrives, and what a happy little tragedy we’ll be. Heartbreak, on tour.”

“Honestly, it’s like you and Oakley designed this to be terrible. Iron maiden of a social situation.”

Gabriel swallowed. Of course it would be torturous for Arthur to be trapped with him; they could hardly make it through a brief conversation without agony. Gabriel was the one still watching hopefully from his window, thinking that a few months on the road together might be nice. Idiot.

“It’s a good idea,” Gwen said, not sounding entirely sure. “For the kingdom.”

“Screw the kingdom. What about the Arthurdom? Nobody ever seems to think of that.”

There was a trill from somewhere at Gabriel’s feet, and he jumped almost a foot in the air. Merlin Lucifer was busy wrapping himself around Gabriel’s boots; he meowed loudly, seeking instant and lavish attention.

“Is that ML?” Arthur called out, his tone changing instantly, soft as butter. “Merly? Luuucy? Come to Daddy, my sweet nightmare prince.”

“Good Lord,” said Gwen, as Gabriel tried to back toward the door without making any noise at all, Merlin Lucifer thwarting his every step. “You’re a sop for that cat.”

“Leave him alone, he’s a child of divorce. Merlin Lucifer, you come here at once, young man!”

It was too late. Arthur appeared, with the sort of open, easy smile on his face Gabriel hadn’t seen for quite some time; he missed it instantly when it disappeared.

“Oh,” said Arthur. “Hello. I was looking for … the cat.”

“Yes,” said Gabriel. “Sorry, I just … I just came in, I didn’t know you were here.”

In the whirlwind of their first attempt at romance last year, there had been a terrifying spark in Arthur’s eyes that hinted that he might always be on the verge of setting something aflame. Gabriel had been both enamored with and deeply frightened of that light. Lately it had cooled to burning embers, still there but transformed into something warmer and steadier. It made Arthur feel both utterly familiar and entirely new.

“You’re allowed,” he said, studying Gabriel for a moment before he looked to the cat. “Come on, kitty cat. Let’s go moat-ward and bully the fish.” He picked Merlin Lucifer up like an infant or a sack of vegetables and slung him over one shoulder as he walked. “Bye, Gweneth.”

Gwen emerged with her hair neatly braided and a men’s jacket over her shoulders. It was one of Arthur’s, deep maroon with gold brocade feathers down the arms.

“Good morning,” she said, once Arthur was gone. “Spying? You have people for that.”

“I was just going for a walk,” Gabriel said miserably.

“Right, right. At the same time Arthur always goes for a walk. Fortuitous.”

She took his arm and propelled him out of the garden, brushing past a rose bush that shed petals like confetti at their feet.

“Was that … Were you two talking about…”

“We hardly discussed you at all,” said Gwen. “It’s not always about you. Honestly, it’s like you think you’re the most important man in England or something.” She saw Gabriel’s expression and softened. “He is, unfortunately, one of my closest friends. I think perhaps he tricked me into it. And we talk about everything, and … Look, misery loves company.”

“I’m miserable too,” offered Gabriel.

“Yes, and I do so enjoy our little mopes together, but me and Arthur are strapped in side by side upon the rack of life.”

“And I’m not?”

Gwen pulled away so that she could narrow her eyes at him. Gabriel often wished she weren’t quite so shrewd.

“Maybe. But I think when it comes to certain things you’re turning the crank yourself, Gabe, so it’s different.” They were approaching the mews, with no particular destination in mind. “I’m just saying! You can stop cranking at anytime!”

A boy who looked no older than ten rounded the corner, dwarfed by the old king’s snowy gyrfalcon, Viviane, who was perched on his gloved arm. Frankly, it looked like the bird should have been carrying him. Someone must have been exercising her. Only the king was allowed to hunt with the largest of the falcons, but Gabriel was very attached to his own, Edith, and besides … it hadn’t felt right to fly his father’s bird. It was too much like admitting that he wasn’t coming back to claim her.

They’d both stopped to watch in silence. He didn’t realize he was rubbing at the twisty knot of scar tissue that closed over at his elbow until Gwen said, “Hurting today?”

It wasn’t, particularly, or at least not more than usual. The pain was random and changeable—sometimes a lancing agony that extended beyond the remaining flesh of his limb, sometimes scattered bursts like nettle stings under the skin, often just a general ache. The strangest moments were the ones in which he could still feel his fingers. The loss was so closely intertwined with the loss of his father that he couldn’t think of one without a twinge from the other.

They had both been such an enormous shock, and sometimes it felt like his ears were still ringing from the impact.

“I’m just very tired,” he said, as they began to walk again. “Even when I actually sleep. I don’t think it’s the sort of tired that sleep can … fix.”

“Mmm,” Gwen hummed. “Yesterday I found one of his beard hairs on a cloak I hadn’t worn in forever, and I picked it up and cried over it. A beard hair. I was going to toss it away, and then suddenly it felt like if I did I was letting go of him somehow, so I had to keep it. Sort of disgusting, when you think about it.”

Gabriel took a deep breath through the pain in his ribs. “I had this note written down that I needed to talk to him about ports. I have no idea what it was about ports, he’s the one who said we should discuss it … but we just never got around to it. The note sat on my desk for months. And sometimes I think, Oh, I must talk to him about ports. Even if the second before, I was thinking about the fact that he’s gone, it’s as if this … this outstanding task overrides that fact. He’s dead and we must discuss the ports.”

They walked in silence for a while, and Gabriel’s chest hurt, and his arm hurt, and he wondered if he might be dying before remembering that this was just how it felt to be alive most days.

Gwen took his arm again, with a hint of clumsy desperation. “Do you think it’s just going to be awful forever?”

She’d been asking him some variation of this for the past year.

“Still yes. Ask me again next year.”

She let out a little hiss of horror. “I don’t want to have to do this for another year.”

“No. But you know what’s funny? I also don’t really want to feel better. If I feel better, I’ve forgotten, and it’s unfathomable that I could forget. I want to feel terrible every day for the rest of my life, because it means I’m thinking about him just as much as he deserves.”

“That’s deranged. I know exactly what you mean.”

“I suppose you could say, ‘That’s not what he would have wanted,’” Gabriel said, giving her a nudge.

Gwen snorted tearfully, gripping on to Gabriel like he was the only thing keeping her afloat. “Well if he wanted to weigh in on these things, he shouldn’t have died, should he? Silly old bastard.”







Eight



And so the knights came to Camelot, those who had committed marvelous feats of chivalry and were passing brave, those who were keen and sharp of mind, and some who were not sure why they were there at all, and all were well met by the King in his hall with great joy and love.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Gabriel was hovering at the edge of his father’s old council room, watching ten men roll an enormous slab of oak into its center as rain pattered at the windows and wind gusted heartily down the large, stone chimney.

“Lovely,” said Lady Oakley. “Oh, I think it’s perfect. What do you think, Your Majesty?”

Nobody ever just let you skulk silently in the shadows once you were king. Apparently it was bad for court morale and made it look like you were “up to something.”

“It’s very round,” Gabriel said, stepping forward to observe. “And … big.”

“I like it,” said Master Buchanan. “Puts one in mind of totality of self … timelessness … life as an infinite circle.”

“Oh, yes,” said Gabriel. “And … er … holes.”

“Mmm,” said Master Buchanan amiably. “So very true.”

“I suppose we could have just said we had a round table”—Gabriel cringed slightly as he watched one of the workmen struggle under his load—“without actually needing one? Most people wouldn’t have known. We could have had it … etched.”

“Are you joking? We can charge admission for people to come and see this, finally get the roof in the east wing fixed.” Gwen had entered with two steaming cups of something hot in her hands. Gabriel was about to reach for one, grateful, when she handed it to Lady Oakley instead, taking a sip from the other herself.

Behind him, he heard a short and urgent flurry of whispers from some attendants, which he ignored.

“Besides,” said Lady Oakley, “if you’re going to do a thing, do it properly. We want this to go as smoothly as possible. You shouldn’t have to invent a round table in your mind every time somebody asks you about it.”

“Does it look like the original?” asked Master Buchanan, as the workmen heaved in unison and managed to secure the bulk of it in place on its frame.

“Yes, but it’s smaller to suit the number of knights, and we haven’t had the names inscribed at each place yet.”

This was Lady Oakley’s diplomatic way of saying that they weren’t going to add the names until everybody had confirmed that they were answering the summons. Sirs Bowen and Leonard had responded, using the same expensive scribe, so both letters had been decorated with equal flourishes and some very fetching marginalia of squirrels and swans. Sir Hurst was of course already on board, and Adah from the mews had accepted, despite a certain amount of obvious trepidation. This had made Gabriel feel slightly better.

Florian had also responded, with much less embellishment, agreeing to come to Camelot. This was making Gabriel more nervous than the rest of it put together.

“They’re not going to say no,” Gwen said, but her expression betrayed her unease.

Gabriel became aware of a repressed wheezing at his elbow. He looked around to discover an out-of-breath attendant proffering a cup of tea.

“Oh,” he said, taking it with such haste that he spilled a little on his tunic. “Thank you, um … Eric.”

The almost imperceptible twitch of the boy’s eyes before he smiled back and bowed made it clear to Gabriel that his name was absolutely not Eric.

It was at this moment that the door swung open and Lady Bridget Leclair entered the hall, her squire walking in step behind her, both of them looking a bit wild and muddied. Everyone turned to watch. Bridget was as broad of shoulder as ever, possibly even broader, wearing a sodden dark gray cloak over leather jerkin, breeches, and boots, all of it dripping. Her hand was resting on the pommel of her sword. When she walked, she creaked.

The effect was very dramatic.

Gabriel looked to Gwen without meaning to. The hand that wasn’t clutching her cup so tightly it looked in danger of shattering had gone to touch her hair, found the length wanting, and ended up awkwardly touching her fingertips to her collarbone instead.

“Lady Bridget Leclair, Your Majesty, and her squire,” one of the attendants announced, somewhat belatedly, as both of the new arrivals bowed.

“Good afternoon, Bridget,” Gabriel said, realizing he sounded like a jovial uncle and unsure how to correct it. “You’ve come then? You’re here? I mean, you are here. So…”

“Yes.” Bridget nodded. “I’ve come. I’ll join your table.”

There was something very impressive about her; she looked battle-worn and hardened, rough around the edges from her time on the road, so much more real than everyone in this room standing about in their perfectly laundered jerkins and polished boots. Gwen was openly staring, her cheeks pink, her eyes bright with panic. Or perhaps love. There was often little difference between the two.

“Excellent,” said Gabriel, stretching the word out to compensate for the awkwardness of the moment. “Right. Do you want something to … drink? Or perhaps a bath?”

He’d said the wrong thing, obviously, but Bridget just smirked very slightly. “Yes. Thanks.”

“Hello,” Gwen said finally, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat, blushing even deeper, then added hurriedly, “Um, so, this is Lady Bridget. Bridget, this is Lady Oakley.”

“I’m overjoyed that you’re here,” Lady Oakley said, with a curtsy. “I’ve heard so much about you. And you’re the first to see the table! Isn’t it magnificent?” God, she was good at smoothing over a situation. Maybe they should have knighted her, and put her on the round table. Or the throne.

“Nice,” said Bridget, nodding as she took in the new furniture, which was probably the most effusive compliment they were going to get out of her. Gabriel had rarely heard her utter more than a few short sentences; he imagined that when they were together, Gwen was probably the one who did all the talking.

There was a moment of group discomfort so palpable that Gabriel considered just walking out and leaving everyone else to suffer—and then, incredibly, things suddenly became about a thousand times worse as Arthur walked in with Sidney Fitzgilbert at his side. The attendant looked like he might be about to announce them both, but Arthur caught his eye and shook his head.

“Your Majesty,” Sidney said dramatically, dropping to one knee. He had also clearly been traveling; he flicked quite a lot of mud on Gabriel’s trousers when he flung out a sweeping arm. “I have come to be made your most faithful knight. I’ll fight for king, country, whatever. I’m ready.”

“I’m not going to knight you right here in the middle of the floor, Sidney,” Gabriel said, with a panicked sidelong glance at his sister, who only had eyes for Bridget.

“Right. Course.” Sidney got clumsily to his feet. “But my answer is yes.”

“It’s not too late to change your mind, you know,” Arthur said to Gabriel, not quite meeting his eye.

“Oi,” said Sidney.

Arthur raised his hands defensively. “I meant about me!”

He’d dressed up for the occasion in dark, rich blues that made his skin glow, the very picture of a romantic hero—and Gabriel had tea on his tunic and mud on his trousers. How was it that he was literally the king and he still always felt like he was the one getting everything wrong? The feeling transcended both God and office.

“I don’t think we actually summoned anyone to this room specifically,” said Lady Oakley, glancing over at the table still under construction, “so perhaps we could all retire to our quarters or go and be … elsewhere for a while, and then when the time is right—”

“Leclair! Oh, thank God,” Arthur said, going over to her and clapping her soundly on the back, which she took in good humor, giving him a single pat in return like he was a dog and she was slightly allergic. “I’ve missed these shoulders. You all right? You smell like a dead puddle.”

Lady Oakley cleared her throat. “As I was saying—”

“Lord Florian Arden, Your Majesty,” the attendant shouted in a rush. Everybody turned around; Florian had entered through a small side door, which had confused proceedings entirely. There was actually no telling how long he’d been standing there, with the attendants all facing the wrong way.

He didn’t look much like his father. He was tall, with inky black curls and wary eyes under thickset brows. There was something quite Mediterranean about him; he reminded Gabriel of a Greek sculpture, if someone had decided to fashion one intended to capture the emotion of suspicion.

He gave a short bow, as if he didn’t want to take his eyes off all of them for too long.

“Cousin?” Gabriel said in greeting, not meaning for it to sound like a question. He knew who his cousin was. Or who was … the son of his father’s second cousin by marriage, which was too much in the way of cousin mathematics to be reasonable.

“Your Majesty. It seems we’re all … arriving,” said Florian, looking around at the others and nodding. Gabriel couldn’t imagine how he felt, surrounded by his father’s enemies. Bridget had killed the man, for God’s sake, and she was standing only ten feet away. Did Florian know? If he did, he wasn’t letting on.

Lady Oakley seemed politely concerned. “Lord Arden, was there nobody to greet you? I will send someone to ensure your attendants know where to bring your things, and then show you to your chambers personally.”

“I brought no attendants,” said Florian. “Thank you. I will carry my own things.”

As somebody who wished pretty much everybody would leave him alone almost all of the time, Gabriel respected this, even if it seemed to cause Lady Oakley some consternation.

Florian bowed again and exited, and Gabriel clapped his hand on his thigh, about to say, “Right then,” to convey that this social occasion had concluded, before he was interrupted.

“Oh no, he’s so handsome,” someone blurted out in a loud whisper. In this high-ceilinged and mostly empty room, it carried.

It appeared to have been Bridget’s teenaged squire, because she was leveling a glare at him that would have caused Gabriel to abdicate the throne at once had it been aimed in his direction. The squire didn’t seem too perturbed.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “But he is.”

“No, no, you’re right,” said Arthur. “Don’t apologize for calling a spade a spade. Or … a dish a dish, as the case may be.”

“Arthur,” Gwen hissed reprovingly. Gabriel wondered if this was an attempt to defend his heart, or honor, but of course there was no need. Arthur could think Gabriel’s father’s second cousin by marriage’s son was beautiful. Why not? Things couldn’t get much worse.

“I wasn’t the one who said it!” Arthur protested. “I was just thinking it. As were we all.”

“Everybody to your chambers,” Lady Oakley said loudly, doing the same sort of chivvying clap Gabriel had attempted and achieving much better results. “New arrivals, the staff will show you the way, and you can get settled in. We will reconvene when all is ready.”

Gabriel knew he wasn’t included in this directive but, king or not, he was all too happy to be sent to his room.






Nine


The first time Bridget laid eyes on Gwen, she’d been squiring for a friend of her father’s, a knight of middle age and middling ability who called her “girl” and rolled his eyes if she let one of his lances dip even slightly when she was handing it up to him. Squiring was a key part of the journey to becoming a knight, a period of servitude that was meant to build character and allow the initiate to get to know the lists.

It had been a particularly hard day at the tourney when Bridget’s gaze had wandered over to the royal stands and caught sight of a girl around her own age, with flaming red hair and a dress the color of shifting seas, chewing voraciously on her own fingernails.

She’d been pretty in a way that Bridget knew men did not seem to see; tall, boyish in attitude, with a striking, freckled face, and everything about her long and slender and bony. Despite her finery, she didn’t hold herself like a princess, with none of that practiced, graceful stillness.

Bridget always liked it when people were contradictory by nature. Contrasts attracted her: a raspy voice from a soft mouth, surprise muscle beneath the silk of a dress; a royal girl with the posture of a stable boy, with impeccably turned-out hair and ragged nails at the end of large, square fingers.

Over the years, as both of them had grown (Gwen taller, Bridget broader), she had found herself watching for that hair, a lucky flash of red on a Sunday. A few times she’d discovered Gwen looking back.

When Bridget had last seen Gwen, bidding her farewell with a lingering kiss as she left for the summer tournament season full of misplaced confidence, the princess had been thin and hollow-eyed with grief, but just as strangely beautiful as she’d always been.

Now Gwen had cut her hair. This was the first shock. Bridget had loved that hair. It fell down her back when unbound, always smelled like the first spray of juice from freshly cut fruit, and was unbelievably soft, a waterfall running through her fingers. This new haircut was defiant in the face of the fashions of court, where long hair among the ladies reigned supreme, with Gwen’s coveted even by the girls who’d hated her.

She looked more solid too, like she’d been eating a few extra helpings at supper, perhaps even lifting heavy things. This was most confusing of all. Bridget couldn’t think of anything Gwen might be lifting on a regular basis that was heavier than her brother’s cat.

There was something else too—something about her attitude, the way she was holding herself, the fact that she had clearly been in mutual conference with the pretty, stern-faced older woman who was ordering them all about. She looked … full of purpose. No longer lost.

Stupid, really, that Bridget had imagined her staying exactly the same while she was away, frozen in time. Three months of missing her, and she’d thought she’d known what she was coming back to.

She’d been wrong. She didn’t like to be wrong.

Camelot felt strange this time, like she was haunting it, or the other way around. The royal tourney had been canceled this year for obvious reasons, so the stands had not been built, the land left empty. Bridget hadn’t seen it, because she avoided all windows facing in that direction. She had no desire to gaze upon that place, or the fields that had hosted the battle beyond.

Odd. She hadn’t minded so much, back in the spring. She’d been back and forth between the castle and her family house, Drakesease in Sussex, going for walks with Gwen and runs with her father, eating real food that nourished her down to her bones at her parents’ table and feeling well-fed in an entirely different way when she shared a leisurely breakfast with the princess. There had been lots of training of course, but days of fair weather had meant lazy afternoons in the orchards with Gwen, kissing in the long grass, falling asleep and waking up with Gwen’s head on her chest, blanketed by silky copper.

The chambers she and Neil had been assigned this time weren’t in the royal wing, but they were perfectly pleasant; there were late-blooming roses the color of old blood on the dresser, a new tapestry on the wall, fresh blankets on the bed without a stitch out of place. Neil was not to sleep at the foot of her bed, much to her relief, but in an entirely separate anteroom next door.

“You can’t be angry with me,” he was saying, as he placed one of her trunks by the door. “He’s a work of art. If you liked boys you’d understand.”

Right. Florian Arden. Bridget had looked at him and only seen the man whose father she’d killed. She hadn’t dared make direct eye contact with him. Would it help, if he knew how much she’d hated it? How heartsick it made her, when people lauded her as a hero for taking his life? That she often thought of her mother, sad behind the eyes as she told Bridget, “We don’t take what isn’t freely given, and life is the most precious thing of all,” the first time Bridget had taken up a sword? Of course not. So she’d just avoid him. It was for the best.

“Nah,” Bridget said, keeping her tone light, hanging up her cloak so it could drip forlornly onto the flagstone floor. “Too obvious.”

“Excuse me for not wanting to have to excavate somebody’s better features,” Neil said, opening the trunk. “You don’t have the moral high ground because you’re obsessed with the way the light catches a neck, or whatever.”

Bridget was not obsessed with necks. She had a fine appreciation for them, that was all. They were nice. Soft, sensitive. Held up the head. All good stuff.

“This whole thing is obviously going to be a disaster,” Neil said, holding up a dry tunic. “What do you think of this, for dinner? Are we trying to impress anybody?”

“No,” Bridget said, glancing in the mirror. She needed to cut her hair. Her fringe had grown so long she could part it like curtains and tuck it behind her ears.

There was a knock at the door, and Neil went to open it.

“Oh,” he said, dipping into a bow. “Your Highness.”

“Hi, Neil,” said Gwen. “I like your mustache.”

Bridget’s shoulders relaxed. Gwen had come to see her; everything was going to be okay.

“Thank you,” Neil said primly. “At least some people appreciate it.”

“I didn’t say a damned thing about it,” Bridget said, taking off her gloves and laying them out on the windowsill nearest the fire to dry, keenly aware of Gwen in her doorway.

“Your silence,” Neil said, drawing himself up to his full height, “spoke volumes.”

“Hot water, please. Now.”

Neil rolled his eyes, and Gwen stepped aside so that he could leave the room. Bridget took off her jacket and belt and hung them off the back of the chair by the hearth. Gwen had wandered over to the window by the time Bridget turned to look at her properly.

“Things are different around here,” she said, trying for a smile, and Gwen shrugged, the blunt ends of her hair slipping over her shoulder. She had put on a dress that was yellow-green and silken; it showed off her collarbones and did strange, exciting things to the milky tones of her skin. Bridget pointedly did not stare.

“Under new management. Lady Oakley, I mean, not Gabe. She’s got a lot of ideas. I think most of them are good.”

“Can’t imagine your brother agrees.”

“No, but he’s too scared to say no to her, so it all works out in the end. She wants me to do the knighting ceremony, because it’s exactly the sort of thing he hates, and I’m the only one who can really do it with the right amount of seniority unless we drag my mother out of her tower and put a sword in her hand.”

“How is she?”

The last time Bridget had been at Camelot, Gwen had returned from every meal with her mother looking slightly depleted, as if their mutual grief was distancing them, not drawing them closer.

Gwen took a deep breath. “All right actually. I mean—devastated, obviously, but better than she was. We’ve been getting along better too. She said she didn’t really want to do anything ceremonial for a while; that turned into a sort of retirement from duties, and then she got really into weaving, and now that she’s less concerned with the goings-on at court, she’s become almost … mellow.”

“Good for her.” Bridget sat down, knowing she was going to ruin the chair, too tired to care. Gwen hovered, instead of taking the other, and in that moment Bridget realized she’d been wrong: Gwen was angry. Her jaw was tense, her hands clenched by her sides. Laughable that Bridget had missed it.

How did they move past this? Normalcy? Bridget had never been in a relationship long enough to know how to navigate this. She could try for normalcy. “So … who are you knighting?”

“Arthur. And Sidney. And your friend Adah.”

“Wow. Okay. Really is all change.”

Gwen blinked back at her, brow furrowed. “Yes. I suppose so.” There was an awkward pause before she added, “It’s silly of course, because Arthur is already Lord of Maidvale. He doesn’t need knighting to elevate his rank, it’s a lateral move. But he insisted we do the proper ceremony and everything. I think he’s going to ask everyone to call him Sir Arthur instead of Lord Delacey. It’s going to be very annoying.”

Bridget stretched out one of her legs, sore and still cramping from so much concentrated riding, and caught the moment Gwen’s gaze flew briefly to her thigh then returned determinedly to her face. All hope wasn’t lost then. “Few inches of overshoot with the ceremonial sword will nip that in the bud.”

“Mmm,” Gwen said vaguely. Bridget was losing this game and she hadn’t even figured out the rules. Not normal enough? Too normal?

“How are you … feeling … about it all?”

Gwen didn’t seem particularly impressed, but she sighed and said, “I don’t know. I’ve never knighted anyone before. I don’t know if I have the … the gravitas.”

“You do,” Bridget said truthfully. “You do now.”

She’d always loved it when Gwen blushed. It wasn’t pink and delicate; she always went strikingly red from her shoulders to her forehead, like she’d not just caught the sun but been walloped around the head with it.

This was different to her usual blushes. Angrier.

“Good to know,” she said stiffly, and Bridget knew with sudden clarity that she was doomed.

It wasn’t as if she’d expected a glowing reception, walking back through the gatehouse after so long away and weeks without sending word, but she’d pushed it down—along with a great many other thoughts—to be dealt with at a later date.

Now she was beset with roosting chickens. Gwen opened her mouth, about to say something, probably something that couldn’t be unsaid, so before she could, Bridget asked, “Have you seen one? A knighting?”

Gwen paused, and shook her head.

Bridget looked at her—the way she was standing, holding herself with her arms crossed over her chest, the unlikely clean lines of her hale and whole fingernails, the little defensive tilt of her chin—and decided she’d have to deal with this the only way she knew how: going down fighting.

“I have,” she said. “Come here. I’ll show you.”

“Come … there?” Gwen echoed, wrong-footed. That was something. It was better than anger, at any rate.

“You can knight me,” Bridget said, reaching over to where she’d hung her belt and unsheathing her shortsword. “Practice.”

“I don’t think—”

Bridget eased herself from her chair and knelt fully on the floor, a damp supplicant. She offered Gwen the sword, balanced on the flat of her palms. Gwen was staring at her, face still hot, expression unreadable. She took the sword eventually, weighing it in her hand. Bridget wondered a second too late if it was wise to hand a weapon to the girl whose letters you’d been ignoring.

“You’ve been fighting,” Bridget noted, watching the way she shifted her body around the weapon to accommodate it; shoulders back, one foot forward for stability. They’d sparred together on occasion, but been too easily distracted from the task at hand for Gwen to make much progress.

“Yes,” said Gwen, looking down at herself and relaxing her stance. “I thought it … prudent. I don’t want to feel helpless ever again.”

“Good,” said Bridget. “That’s good.” Gwen didn’t smile, so Bridget cleared her throat, suddenly feeling foolish. “You just have to ask me to … swear my allegiance to crown and country, give my body and my spirit in service, hold firm to the values of chivalry … There’s more, I don’t know it. Then you touch the sword to each shoulder and then it’s … arise, Sir Whatever.”

“Or Lady Whatever.”

“Yes. Although…”

“What?”

“Sir Bridget,” Bridget said slowly, swirling the feel of it in her mouth like fine spirits. Lady had been grating, lately. It felt nothing to do with her, with who she was. Sir tasted better. “No?”

“Yes,” Gwen said immediately. It seemed to be the only thing they were going to agree on today. She renewed her fierce grip on the pommel, putting back her shoulders. “Go on then,” she said, combative again. “Swear it.”

Bridget shrugged one shoulder. “I really don’t remember the rest.”

Gwen leveled the sword at Bridget’s chest, just close enough to imply a real threat.

Bridget swallowed. When she spoke, her voice was gravelly. “I swear an oath this day to the king and to England, to uphold the most noble values of chivalry…”

She was watching Gwen’s face as she spoke, and for a moment it seemed like this tactic might work: Her lips parted slightly as Bridget maintained perfect eye contact, her pupils blown wide like a hunting cat’s. The flat of the blade came to rest on Bridget’s left shoulder as she leaned closer, and Bridget thought, hopeful, Maybe this is one fight I’ll win.

“… to give my willing body and ready spirit…”

The weight of the sword shifted slightly, and Gwen frowned. “Willing body? You made that up.”

“That really is what you say,” Bridget said apologetically. She didn’t want to lose her momentum, so it was now or never—she rose up on to one knee, gently pushed the sword aside with the back of her hand, and then let that hand fall to Gwen’s hip, her thumb and forefinger splayed wide across the top of the princess’s thigh.

Gwen stopped breathing. When she seemed to remember it was necessary, her efforts were valiant but somewhat shaky. Bridget was watching her intently, checking her face for tells, but was still caught off guard when she leaned down, buried her fingers in the back of Bridget’s hair, and kissed her.

Bridget was forced very suddenly to reckon with all the things about Gwen she’d been trying not to think about out there on the road: her unflinching purpose, her soft mouth and flighty hands; the fact that it was never enough to just kiss her without both of them feeling driven to move, to find some horizontal or vertical surface to brace against so they didn’t keep going until they fell out of a window.

There was something that felt like alchemy when they touched. Bridget didn’t know if it was because of the way their bodies were put together, or the years they’d each spent acutely noticing the other from across courtyards and tourney stands, or if maybe it was something age-old and inevitable about knights and princesses doomed to want each other. It didn’t matter which it was, but Bridget was fond of that last one. She wasn’t romantic about many things, but she liked the idea of being Gwen’s cavalier; Gwen’s sword, forged to serve her.

Sort of ruled you out as devoted sentinel when you stopped replying to letters and avoided your princess entirely though.

Don’t think about it, Bridget told herself, if she’s not thinking about it. It was actually quite easy not to, because Gwen’s dress had these stupid slits in the ends of the sleeves that were probably just for show—fashion, maybe? Bridget had no idea what happened in the realms of fashion—but allowed access to long, smooth-skinned limbs, so that Bridget could run her hands up them with reverence. Gwen’s skin was cool to the touch but warming up fast, and Bridget was just thinking it was probably about time to get up off the floor when everything came to a sudden halt.

Gwen stopped kissing her. She pushed her away, and in a flash she was … furious. Shit.

“Where the hell have you been?” she said, the point of Bridget’s sword scraping along the ground as she took a half step backward. Her face was still red, but her eyes were bright with angry tears now. Bridget had been right the first time. Doomed.

Bridget swallowed, her throat dry. “You know where I’ve been.”

“Obviously, Bridget, I mean—why did you stop replying to my letters? Why did you just vanish? I thought something might have happened to you, but I-I had someone check, and then when the results were published I knew you’d still been showing up to the tourneys.”

In the silence afterward, Bridget knew that what she said next would be very important. “I didn’t … know what to say.”

Gwen’s mouth fell open slightly, her lips pink with kissing, the rest of her now pinched and drawn. “What?”

“I still don’t know what to say.”

“Well, that’s … that’s just not good enough.” She was talking with her hands, the sword punctuating every other word. “We said you’d do the circuit again but that you’d write at least every week, and visit if you could when you were in the south. That was the agreement. You get your freedom, as much of it as you need, and then you come back to me when you’re done. You were there! You were the one who suggested it! I even started to question if we’d had that conversation at all, when you went silent. But I know that’s what we said, and God, Bridget, I’m so angry at you for making me doubt it. It wasn’t fair. So … I’m sorry, but I’ve been waiting for six weeks to hear what you have to say for yourself, and I need you to say it. Now.”

What could Bridget say? My hands aren’t connected to my brain anymore. Things that were once as easy to me as breathing are like another language. My horse seems to hate me. I can’t stand the sight of sunlight glinting off a helm. It distracts me. Everything distracts me; the world is made up of too many sounds, too many colors. I used to know exactly who I was and what I was for, but now that’s all gone.

“Sorry.”

It felt weird to still be kneeling. Like she was begging for forgiveness—except, of course, that she wasn’t doing a very good job. Talking about the things that mattered had never been her forte. Bridget wished they were still kissing. Kissing had always been the easiest and best thing about this. The rest was much more complicated.

Gwen shook her head, then placed the sword carefully on top of Bridget’s trunk with frightening formality and said, “I honestly thought you’d come back here and tell me right away that you just wanted to be friends. Not that you’ve been much of a friend either.”

Bridget frowned. “So then … why did you come to my room?”

“Because I decided today that if you’d changed your mind, I wanted to be the one to end things with you first!” Gwen said, exasperated. Bridget winced, but she knew she deserved it. “Because I was the one sending you letter after letter like an idiot, because I didn’t think anything had changed—you said nothing would change—and the longer you didn’t reply, the worse it felt, and eventually I realized that I didn’t deserve that. I have enough going on here without…”

She gestured to Bridget. The problem. Bridget didn’t like being the problem.

Life had been so much simpler before Gwen. The knowledge that there would be absolutely nothing easy about entangling herself with the thorny princess of Camelot had been one of the main reasons she’d been reluctant to interweave their lives, no matter how much she enjoyed watching Gwen bite her lip as she watched the lists, or wrap the ends of her braids absentmindedly around her finger. It should have just been a summer fling and a return to life as normal. That would have been cleaner. Almost painless.

Gwen was shaking her head again, backing away. She was going to leave the room, and then it would be over. Bridget could just sit here and say nothing and let it happen.

“Hey,” she said, rising from her knees. “Wait. Sit down.” It wasn’t going to work, and Bridget knew it wasn’t, and in her sudden panic her walls crumbled just enough to allow one nakedly desperate, too-honest word to fly free.

“Please.”

Gwen took a deep breath in and out, and then sat down in the other fireside chair. Bridget sat too, moving very slowly. The fire crackled; her jacket dripped. They were two feet and a universe apart, and if Bridget didn’t start speaking, both distances would be insurmountable.

“I don’t know what to say because I’m bad at talking about things,” she said falteringly. Excruciatingly. But she had to keep going. “It’s not that I don’t want to, and it’s not that I didn’t … I wanted to reply. To your letters. I had no intention of … I was going to hold up my end of the deal. There was no doubt in my mind, when I left. And then … I missed you. All the time, even when I was trying not to. What was going on out there, with me, it wasn’t about … you.”

Gwen blinked back at her, rightfully wary. “Okay. What was it about?”

Bridget’s whole body winced away from the question. “I don’t really know. Something’s off. With me.”

“Was it because you kept losing?” Gwen said, which hurt. “I saw you were having trouble in the lists.”

This did not even come close to describing whatever the hell was going on in Bridget’s head and heart and gut, but it would do for now. “Sort of.”

Gwen nodded. It was impossible to know what she was thinking, but at least she was still sitting there while she was thinking it. She looked down at her hands, and Bridget saw her go to pick at the scrap of frayed skin by her thumb and then stop herself. “I don’t want to force you to talk to me if that’s not what you want. That’s too depressing. We can’t be together at all if it’s going to be like that. I don’t want to send any more unanswered letters.”

Bridget’s throat squeezed. “That’s fair.”

“So which is it?” Gwen said, head held high. “From now on? Are we talking, or are we not talking?”

It would have been such an immediate relief to give up, to be left to hide in peace. But the thought also meant gut-wrenching sadness. There had been good reasons why Bridget had decided this risk was worth the cost. Long evenings spent kissing and touching until their mouths and fingertips felt raw and sparkling, yes, but apart from that—Gwen was brilliantly, furiously funny, even when she didn’t mean to be; perpetually outraged, powered by some kind of nervous, righteous energy that Bridget loved to watch. She was fascinatingly beautiful. And the way she’d wanted Bridget … It was like she hadn’t known she was supposed to hold back, like the only way to be with someone was to begin at a gallop and not stop for fences.

“Talking,” Bridget said. “Please.”

She didn’t know how, but if Gwen could forgive her enough to ask, there had to be some hope for them after all.







Ten



And so those who had not been raised up to be knights were given the honor with haste in front of a small audience, and they swore their love in great voice, to the country and her cause, sword-kissed by the Princess Gwendoline, and by the King when he made himself available, which was not oft, as he had a great many offices to attend to.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Sir Leonard and Sir Bowen were two of the most attractive people Gabriel had ever seen with his own eyes. They couldn’t quite measure up to Arthur, who’d walked into the old council room freshly knighted and wearing his favorite maroon doublet with a black cloak draped jauntily over one shoulder, but they did somewhat draw the gaze.

They moved with the familiarity of two people who’d known each other forever, and Gabriel was fascinated. When Sir Leonard tucked a lock of golden hair behind his ear, Sir Bowen’s head twitched slightly in the same direction without looking; when Sir Bowen went to adjust the position of his chair, Sir Leonard was already moving his own an inch sideways to make room.

Gabriel tried not to stare too obviously, methodically letting his gaze rest on each of his knights in turn, then wondering if it was too obvious that he was rotating between them and trying to mix it up a little bit, as was probably more natural.

Lady Adah, whom Gabriel had only ever spoken to in the mews, was sitting very upright with a guarded expression, like she’d wandered into a formal meeting of sharp-toothed eels. Their last conversation had been about the consistency of bird mutes. He’d even picked one up and broken it open, to check if Edith’s excrement was healthy. Gabriel hoped she didn’t remember. She probably did.

Sidney, on the other hand—Gabriel couldn’t quite bring himself to think of him as Sir Sidney—seemed to have been physically inflated by his knighthood, his chest proudly puffed, a perpetual smile tugging at the corner of his lips. In all the horror of admin, Gabriel hadn’t really considered what it might mean to Sidney Fitzgilbert, eldest son of six and heir to a modest cottage, to become a knight of the realm.

He was courting a noble lady too, whose father had no doubt been horrified by her choice. Now that Sidney was a knight, perhaps he’d be singing a different tune.

Everybody else was used to the pomp of court, although Gabriel noticed that Florian looked almost as uncomfortable as Adah. He realized with a start that he had no idea how his cousin had been brought up—in a distant, lonely estate? Fostered somewhere with those sympathetic to his cause? Or had his father lavished him with attention and fine things, readying him to be the confident heir to a stolen throne?

From the way he was tugging compulsively at his collar, the answer to the latter seemed to be no.

Gabriel had given a brief speech of welcome—dreadful—and then drinks had been served and Lady Oakley had taken over, delivering lengthy introductions for each member of the round table so that those who weren’t acquainted might be better so.

“Lord Arthur Delacey is Lord of Maidvale, though he has eschewed that title,” she was saying now; Gabriel chanced a look at the man in question, and found him quietly radiant. “His land and holdings include a great many farms, which make up a large proportion of our southern wheat crop. He played an invaluable part during the tourney uprising—” Sidney snorted, and Arthur jerked slightly in his seat, like he was trying to kick Sidney under the table and failing. The table was simply too big. “While I’m sure he is a very able swordsman”—another snort—“ahem … his primary role here is as a spokesperson. He will work closely with the king to ensure that we are making a positive impression on the people.”

“Basically just grab him by the shoulders and point him at anybody you want to charm,” Gwen said. Arthur gave a shrug of feigned modesty, and grinned. If he’d been upset about joining the round table, there was no sign of it today.

“What role exactly did you play in battle during the coup?” Sir Hurst asked. He looked unimpressed by most of the people around this table, with a few notable exceptions.

“I fell down,” Arthur said, with an air of grave nobility. “A lot.”

“Yes,” said Sir Hurst, even more grimly. “I thought as much.”

“But he got back up again,” Sidney added, giving Arthur a thumbs-up.

Arthur rolled his eyes, amused, and Gabriel caught the moment his gaze landed on Florian, who shot him a tentative smile in return.

This was a nightmare. Why had nobody thought through the consequences of assembling a round table full of attractive people who had no choice but to look at each other? The shape of the table demanded it!

Lady Oakley was clinging to the last vestiges of order with both hands. “Sir Florian—Ah, I mean Lord Florian, my apologies—”

“Sir is fine,” Florian interjected. “Better.”

“Sir Florian,” Lady Oakley continued smoothly, “is an extremely gifted swordsman and horseman. He’s fluent in six languages, an expert archer, managed the affairs of his father’s holdings from the age of twelve, and has been a cultist since birth, so he is very familiar with their teachings and practices. Of further note, and particular interest to our proceedings here, he is a great wordsmith and storyteller, and I think would be best placed to record the events of this quest.”

Arthur was definitely looking at Florian now, with a slightly creased brow that betrayed his interest.

Florian cleared his throat, and everybody waited in suspense until he said, “I wouldn’t say fluent. My German is middling.”

“Where were you when your father came to soak the fields of Camelot with our blood and end the de Gray line?” Sir Hurst asked, tactful as always.

“Sir Hurst—” Lady Oakley interjected, but he shook his head.

“I think it’s pertinent information, don’t you? It is utterly ridiculous that he sits here at this table.”

“It’s all right,” said Florian. He was speaking directly to his hands, which were pressed white-knuckled against the table. “I was at my family house, dealing with domestic matters,”

“Domestic matters,” Sir Hurst repeated disbelievingly. “So you weren’t kept out of the way so that in the event of your father’s death, but a cultist victory, you might be offered instead for the throne?”

“Not really how uprisings usually work, is it?” Florian replied evenly. “My father’s was a cult of personality. The two of us were not interchangeable, and I had no designs on the throne. We were … not in agreement about that, or a great many other things.”

Sir Hurst was unmoved. “I still find it hard to believe—”

“If I may interject on behalf of sons with bad fathers everywhere,” said Arthur, raising his hand, “my father threw our lot in with his father, and everybody here thought I was a traitor to the crown for a bit, and we’ve managed to sort that out. Why can we not also offer Sir Florian the benefit of the doubt?”

“Because we cannot account for him or his true motives!” Sir Hurst slammed his hand down onto the table. “Nobody here knows this man or what he might do, now that he is privy to every movement of this court.”

Florian stood up suddenly, and Sir Hurst actually went to draw his dagger. Gabriel saw this fact register on Florian’s face; saw him flinch and then take a deep breath to help absorb this blow. “I’ll go,” he muttered. “This was a mistake.”

“No,” Gabriel said. He didn’t say it with much force, but all eyes snapped to him anyway. “Florian, please sit down. Lady Oakley, continue.”

Florian hesitated, but then sat back down, his shoulders still angled toward the door for economy of movement in the event of his escape.

“Let’s talk about the itinerary then,” Lady Oakley said brightly, handing a pile of parchment to a member of staff, who started distributing them around the table. Gabriel picked up his and felt the cold teeth of anxiety close around his stomach. This schedule took them all the way through to November, when the worsening weather would force them to retreat to the hearths of Camelot.

“So as you can see,” Lady Oakley said quickly, perhaps sensing that Gabriel was about to object, “the plan is to visit a number of influential nobles at home, but also to be seen in towns and villages, and to meet with local authorities who have been keeping track of these Arthurian happenings. The route is roughly circuitous, heading north first so that you are as southerly as possible later in the year. Back well in time for Yuletide. A longer campaign would obviously have been preferable, but I’ve designed it to be as brief as possible.”

Gabriel scanned the page again. Unfortunately she was right. He could try to argue that they shouldn’t visit Lord Faber so that they might be home a few days earlier, or that rumblings of an actual Lady of the Lake weren’t worth investigating, but it was so much harder to argue with people when you knew from the outset that you were wrong.

“The Green Knight?” Sir Leonard said, looking up from the page, his eyes dancing with mirth. “We’re seeking the actual Green Knight? Is that … wise?”

“It’s not really him,” Gwen replied. “But people have been begging Gabriel to come and verify, or put the whole thing to bed, as the case will certainly be.”

“The Green Knight,” Sir Leonard repeated, smiling, and Gabriel could tell that he was at least half a believer. If he’d believed in any of this himself, it might all feel a bit more portentous; instead, it was rather like being a glorified candle-safety man, going from town to town to check that nothing was about to be set alight.

Lady Oakley started discussing practicalities, food supply, the size of the party, and Gabriel let her voice fall away as he watched Arthur, who was drumming his fingers on the freshly oiled table and watching Florian, who was still wistfully watching the door.

So Arthur and Florian were probably going to fall in love and spend the following months laughing together in the next tent. Great. From the way Gwen kept darting looks at Bridget, that particular romantic epic wasn’t nearing its conclusion anytime soon. Sirs Leonard and Bowen would continue to act like twin angels of devotion; Sidney behaved like a man already married and very proud of that fact; and considering Gabriel’s luck, Lady Adah would probably trip and fall into a relationship somewhere along the road.

Everybody would be merry and lusty and in love, and Gabriel would be alone in his tent, isolated by his crown, shaking like a small dog shown a picture of a rabbit.

December couldn’t come soon enough.

“If anybody has any questions, please do come and speak to me, but I will also be providing you with more information before we depart. There will be fittings for your new armor tomorrow, and I believe Sir Bowen has volunteered to demonstrate some of the courtly manners and formalities expected of a knight of the realm, for any who are unsure.” Lady Oakley shuffled her parchment and looked around at them all, her expression cheery. “All that remains … I know you’ve already sworn your oaths as knights, but I thought perhaps to mark the occasion…”

She nodded to Gabriel, who pushed the itinerary away to uncover the parchment she’d delivered to him upon his arrival. He stood, and so did everybody else. His mouth felt dry, but it would have been unseemly to moisten it. He couldn’t start a historic and important ceremony with a lip-lick.

“Do you swear to defend the order of the knighthood and the sanctity of this table, in the name of which we hold sacred our bonds to each other and to … to the king? Do you swear to lay down your life in the defense of the kingdom we set out to build? Do you agree to uphold the principles of our endeavor; of chivalry, knowledge, and a just hand to every fellow being? Do you swear to meet each other in friendship, and to only raise your sword in the company of those gathered here to shield against any who might seek to harm them?”

It was a bit lengthy, but Lady Oakley had thought that proper. Gabriel was just glad he’d gotten through it without switching any of the words around.

“I do so swear,” Sir Bowen said seriously. It was too awkward to kneel with a massive table between them, so he removed his sword from its sheath and placed it reverently on the table.

“I so swear,” Sir Leonard added, his voice smooth as honey, as he did the same.

Everybody swore; every sword was placed on the table. Gabriel was surprised and slightly alarmed to see that Gwen was apparently now carrying around a wicked-looking shortsword, which she produced with unsettling glee.

“I swear the same to you,” Gabriel said, which was quite a nice little addition of Oakley’s. “From this day forth, until the crown or death release you, you nine will be known as the knights of the round table of Camelot.”

There was a spark of something then, the disquieting notion that perhaps this really did matter; Gabriel felt it, and felt silly for feeling it, and then realized that everybody else was feeling it too. There was an energy in the room, a shudder of something that was rippling through all of them like the chill of a breeze. He could see this second being inked indelibly on to history, but not just capital-H History; his own history. This moment was going to be part of him until he died, and long after. He looked at Gwen, and she looked right back, every part of her face smiling except for her mouth.

Then the silence went on too long, and Lady Oakley said, “Well then,” and everybody had to start picking up their swords; Arthur somehow knocked Sidney’s onto the floor, and Gabriel could hear them swearing at each other with quiet enthusiasm as Sidney scrambled to pick it up.

“Oh,” Adah said. “Sorry, Sir Bowen, I think this one is yours.” Sir Bowen glanced down at his blade, then nodded. They swapped.

The moment was well and truly over.

Gabriel had enjoyed it. For half a breath there, he’d almost felt like a real king.






Eleven


They planned to depart from Camelot on the first Monday in October, and were confronted with a brief unexpected streak of warm weather in the fortnight that preceded it.

The last gasp of summer couldn’t have come at a worse time. Being called to endless, back-to-back meetings and appointments to try on winter cloaks, hats, and boots as the sweat beaded on Gabriel’s brow and fat flies threw themselves haphazardly at the ceiling was the vilest of tortures. After his last fitting, he had to have a lie-down just to recover from the feeling of thick winter velvet brushing against his clammy skin. Everyone assured him that once this hot spell was over, autumn would truly begin.

They were right. As everybody gathered and mounted their horses in the courtyard on Monday morning, the weather was sunny but crisp, Gabriel’s breath clouding the air as he stood dressed in his finest, most regal scarlets.

All he remembered of the weather turning last year was Arthur.

That day, like so many of them, had been packed with emergency council meetings and long, awkward interludes with the new court physician and Master Buchanan, who had taken it upon himself to get involved with Gabriel’s recovery and rehabilitation. He’d been experiencing excruciating pain at the site of his amputation, short episodes that were so intense he’d woken himself up shouting in the night, convinced he was being held down and carved into with a knife. Nothing helped, but every day they tried something new. There was always somebody he loved sitting in a nearby chair, grim-faced, as he winced through varied ministrations.

Arthur had been his companion on the day the mornings turned cold, which meant he’d been the one to watch the physician painstakingly insert many slender bone needles into Gabriel’s thickening scar tissue. It was a remedy from Zhongguo that had apparently been used with great success to treat the lingering pain from injury. Master Truman, eager as he was to help, was unfortunately far from an expert, and after Gabriel had sweated palely through the first twelve needles, his arm had jerked, pain lancing through him, and the remaining needles had ended up on the floor.

“Ha,” Arthur had exclaimed humorlessly, closing the book he’d been pretending to read and getting up from his chair. “Right. That’s enough stabbing for today, I reckon.”

Gabriel had shrugged, even as gray, squirmy light freckled across his vision. “It’s fine.”

“Counterpoint: It’s not helping and you look like gruel. We should wait until they can bring in the specialist.”

Then Gabriel had tried to pick up one of the scattered needles, and his body had decided this was about the right time to blink out of consciousness for a second. When he was able to see, he’d found Arthur crouching by his chair, pushing Gabriel’s sweaty curls away from his forehead while Master Truman went to fetch cold water.

“Hello,” Arthur said, his voice quiet but strained. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this is horrible. I’m actually kind of annoyed that you fainted, because I was planning to faint. And now if I do, it’ll be … you know. Derivative.”

Gabriel accepted a cool, wet cloth for his brow from the physician, who then melted away out of sight. “Mmm.”

“Gabe? If you close your eyes, I’m going to assume the worst, and I’ll warn you now that I am not going to be very grown-up about it.”

“I’m here,” Gabriel said, blinking Arthur back into focus. “I’m just tired.”

“Yeah,” Arthur said. “True. But just in case, I think we should get some fresh air.”

Master Truman had concurred, so Gabriel had let Arthur drape a cloak over his shoulders and then accompany him very slowly down the stairs and out into the grounds.

The chill in the air had been unexpected and wonderful. The cobblestoned courtyards were soft around the edges with deep drifts of fallen leaves, and the sunlight had a different quality, like it was putting on a last show before it conceded to the dark of winter.

“It’s nice,” Gabriel said, watching a fat robin beak through the moss on a wall, chancing for lunch.

“Yeah, well. A sunny day in October is the best day of the year,” Arthur said. “Didn’t want you to miss it.”

They’d finished their short walk on a stone bench in the rose garden, and Gabriel had been surprised to find fluffy fuchsia flowers still in bloom, the air sweet. They sat for a while, and Arthur chatted away, made jokes, as he always did, but there was a tight undercurrent of worry in his tone.

Gabriel didn’t want to be the cause of that worry. So he stopped telling Arthur how bad the pain was, and Arthur had believed that it was better, that Gabriel was better, which had been easiest for everyone.

Now Arthur was sitting astride his horse in a patch of sun, his face turned toward the light, a half smile playing around his lips while he thought nobody was watching. A private moment of contentment on a sunny morning in October.

Gabriel imagined a reality in which he nudged his horse forward and went to Arthur’s side to share it. It was a nice little fantasy, and nothing more—he’d never been brave enough to do anything so bold before.

Arthur had almost always been the one to come to him, directly and with purpose; Gabriel had only ever discovered Arthur by wandering in his general direction.

Gabriel’s horse, Penelope, took a couple of ambling steps forward, like she’d read Gabriel’s mind (or perhaps just wanted to go and bother Arthur’s handsome horse)—but then Sir Florian came trotting up on a glossy black mare, and Arthur turned to smile at him and say something Gabriel couldn’t quite hear. Florian didn’t smile back, but he was watching Arthur very closely, and when Arthur laughed, he nodded in time, like he was mirroring the steps of a dance.

“I’ve been trying to get you alone for days,” Gwen said, pulling up alongside Gabriel on her very grumpy speckled palfrey. “Do you actually do anything except have meetings?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Sometimes I lie in a darkened room for a few hours.”

“Sleeping?”

“Dreading the next meeting.”

“Ah.” Gwen looked him over. “How are you doing today? You look a bit cadaverous.”

“Thanks,” said Gabriel. “I could use a little…”

“Encouragement? Don’t fall off your horse, don’t talk too much. Try to smile. Oakley noticed that you always frown at people to demonstrate that you’re listening so it looks like you’re trying to kill them with dark brain magic.”

Gabriel attempted a smile, and Gwen held up a hand, as if she were trying to shield herself from a view of a roadside corpse.

“Never mind.”

Gabriel felt a lurch of nausea and clutched the reins tighter in his sweaty hand, causing Penelope to shuffle sideways again. “Oh, God.”

Gwen softened immediately. “I’m just jesting with you, Gabe. It’s going to be great. You’re mostly going to be asked to do the things you’re good at. That’s why we’re all here.”

“What am I good at?” Gabriel asked hopefully.

Gwen considered. “Charts,” she said. “You love to draw charts, and talk about charts. And also … statistical analysis of economic factors.”

“That’s just another way of saying ‘charts,’” Gabriel said glumly. Gwen leaned over to pat him on the shoulder, and then Lady Oakley came striding over to them, her expression somewhere between genuine excitement and professional dread.

“I didn’t think you’d want to speechify,” she said, “so we’re doing trumpets.”

“Wonderful,” Gabriel lied. Oakley was staying behind with Lord Das to keep Camelot running, two voices of sanity on the reduced council.

She had decided they ought to pair the more decorated knights with the recent additions, and so they all lined up in pairs, like children about to be checked for lice, and then once the vanguard had proceeded out of the gates, it was time to go. The cheering was always a shock, if only because, based on some of the reports he was hearing, Gabriel expected thrown cabbages instead.

People had come to line the streets that led down the hill from Camelot castle, many of them waving flowers, which they began to toss enthusiastically at the party as they approached. The trumpeters were blasting away, giving it their all. The sun was very bright.

It felt to Gabriel like the entire world had been rendered in stained glass, the sky and the sun and the people and the trumpets, and that stained glass had fallen from its frame and was pressing down on him so that he was trapped beneath it, the colors much too vivid and the sounds too near, an intrusion so palpable he wanted to turn his face away so it didn’t cut off his breathing.

A white flower bounced off his leg, and he flinched, and next to him, Gwen paused her regal waving to say, through gritted teeth, “Remember what I said about smiling.”







Twelve



And so the knights of the King’s great order departed from Camelot in a chorus of trumpets, and journeyed many a day over hill and dale, and the King spurred his horse so by fine force he could have ridden for a year, and afterward a great feast was made ready, in honor of their quest.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




“I’m already hungry,” Sidney was saying, adjusting and readjusting the stiff strap on his new pauldron so carelessly that Bridget wanted to slap his hand away before he fiddled it beyond repair. “Are you hungry? I should have had a bigger breakfast, but I was nervous.”

“Mmm,” Bridget replied, her hand light on the reins as they traveled through the very outskirts of Camelot, the crowds thinning to just people waving from their doorways and small gangs of children jogging briefly to match their pace. She noted each of them anyway, weighing them up as threats and then moving on to the next.

“I like a few meals before lunch. Little and often, you know. Apple?”

It took Bridget a moment to realize she was being offered said fruit, which she declined.

Sidney shrugged, and bit into the apple himself. Between wet bites, he said, “You and Gwen back on tonguing terms then?”

“You know,” Bridget replied, “we don’t have to keep riding two abreast. Or … perhaps you could ride with Arthur.”

“Nah,” said Sidney. “He’s busy.”

Arthur had been paired with Sir Leonard, and they were riding just ahead. Knowing both of them, Bridget could have warned Lady Oakley that this was likely a mistake. At first, they had been slightly wary of each other, like a cat catching sight of itself in a mirror; now they were laughing, both of them with the same habit of tossing their head back so that the light reflected off all of that shiny hair.

“He’s found blond Arthur,” Sidney said, and Bridget snorted quietly.

“Sir Leonard is an extremely accomplished knight. One of the most revered in England. Last week, Arthur fell over from a sitting position.”

“Well, I don’t mean swords and stuff.”

Bridget watched Sir Leonard lean over to slap Arthur on the arm in faux outrage. “They certainly both think they’re excellent company.”

The city wall loomed ahead, and as they rode through the gate, Bridget felt a modicum of relief. The countryside meant fewer people, fewer vantage points from above, fewer angles to consider. There was a small guard riding with them, front and rear, plus squires—Sir Leonard had argued against extra personnel, pointing out that a party of knights was the guard, and had been overruled on grounds of safety—but Bridget had been unable to relax regardless, with so many people so very close.

Also, some of them had been shouting her name and throwing small favors at her, which was as excruciating as always, if somewhat diluted by the fact of her star-studded company. Others had been bold enough to hiss at her, after the king and his guards had passed, making their disapproval known.

Outside the city proper it didn’t take long for the spectators to dwindle to nothing, and once the last waving farmer had fallen out of view, the party slowed, which meant that Bridget was suddenly and unwittingly part of Arthur and Leonard’s conversation.

“Leclair,” Arthur said, twisting in the saddle, “is it true that somebody at a joust asked you to sign her cleavage? And she was about five-and-forty? And she tried to put her bosoms in your hand?”

Bridget looked to Leonard, unimpressed, and found him smiling back at her. She cleared her throat. “No comment.”

“They just always look so confused,” Leonard said, pink-faced and glossy-eyed from a recent laughing fit. “They know they want to be near her, but they have no idea why. Although, perhaps less so since the Lancelot laws.”

“Plausible deniability is a hell of a thing,” said Arthur.

Gwen had circled her horse around to fall back. “What are you talking about?” she asked Arthur.

“Leclair has been autographing breasts,” he said innocently. “Apparently.”

Gwen raised an eyebrow and looked to Bridget, who was forced to say, “I have not. I … politely declined.”

“Good to know.” She turned to the others. “We’re only going to ride as far as the Horse and Grail, and then stop for the night. We’ve sent a guard ahead to make things ready.”

“I thought we were riding for Batstoke?” said Arthur, surprising everyone with the implication that he’d actually read the schedule.

“Just thought maybe we shouldn’t go too hard on the first day,” Gwen said. To Bridget, this was an obvious lie, but everyone else seemed to accept it. “Rest up, you know? There’s no rush.”

“There kind of is,” said Arthur. “What was the point of me memorizing the first three stops to look engaged and involved if you’re going to scrap them on a whim?”

“Ha! I knew you hadn’t read the whole schedule.” Gwen turned her horse again, glancing back at Bridget over her shoulder with a small smile, her hair windswept, her green eyes crinkling. Her face was less soft than it had been, like she’d properly grown into her bones or something. How could so much have changed in just one summer?

Bridget watched Gwen rejoin her brother, and the convoy took off again. It was a dull ride, but not a particularly taxing one. Sidney did in fact trot off with Arthur and Sir Leonard, so Bridget fell back to ride with Adah, who kept up a steady and soothing commentary about how weird this all was—the ceremony, the expensive custom armor, the fact that servants who’d been peers now bowed to her and called her my lady—until they reached the Horse and Grail.

It was barely even afternoon; they’d planned to ride until nightfall, but one look at Gabriel’s face as he dismounted was enough to explain this detour.

A couple of disgruntled punters were departing the inn, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the newcomers, and Bridget realized they must have insisted that everybody clear out to make way for the king.

Not great. Poor behavior, really. But it did feel safer. Bridget was sure they’d been handsomely compensated for giving up their bar stools and lodgings.

A harried boy came to sort out the horses, and once they’d all trooped inside they found the world’s most stressed landlady sweeping the floors with concentrated bursts of violence.

“Your Majesty,” she said, with a deep bow, using the broom to add a flourish. “And Your Highness, and…” She looked around at the other faces, desperate. “Your … lordships … er … lady, and lady. And … good sirs, in fact—”

“Thank you,” said Gwen. “This is a nice inn. Very rustic.”

“Much obliged, thank you. Land was once a graveyard. Walls are full of all the original bones, if you’d like to see.”

“Oh,” Gabriel said. “Lovely. No.”

He crumpled into one of the chairs like a rotten apple trodden underfoot, so everybody else found seats as well, although Bridget noticed that they gave his table a wide berth. Gwen was the only one who went to sit with him. She didn’t glance over her shoulder to see if Bridget was following, like she would have done last winter. This was simultaneously a tiny loss and enormously fascinating.

“Is this what it’s like to be royal?” Adah said in an undertone, as she and Bridget sat down near the bar. She ran a hand over her freshly shorn head, narrowing her eyes as she assessed the room. “All the fun places emptied of people so you can enjoy the lack of atmosphere in private?”

“Yep,” said Bridget. “Sometimes it’s the other way around; rooms full of people having fun, but you don’t get to be one of them. You’re the centerpiece.”

“Like the hambaby,” Adah said darkly. At a recent feast celebrating the departure of the round table, one of the cooks had taken it upon himself to fashion a cherub out of various cuts of pork, meant to be the dramatic focal point of the high table. It had been a monstrosity; so grotesque that it put everybody who beheld it off their food.

“Mmm.”

“Radishes for eyes.” Adah shuddered.

“It was … unfortunate.”

“It was a nightmare. I haven’t eaten pork since.” Large carafes of ale and unusually clean cups were placed on the table; the serving girl went to pour, but Adah stopped her with a roguish smile and a wave of her hand, then picked up the jug herself, and the girl went blushingly to attend to her next duty.

“You’re shameless.”

Adah shrugged, watching as the serving girl nervously approached the makeshift royal table. “I can’t help it. I’m honestly not even trying.”

They dined on pottage, with good, dark bread and an excessive amount of butter; enough butter to feed them all ten times over. The landlady was clearly mortified to be offering the King of England something she’d been stewing for hours in a pot, because she kept apologizing, and then she’d bring even more butter, like a peace offering. Gabriel barely seemed to notice this dairy drama taking place, which of course only made things worse, as his silence was clearly construed as disapproval.

Bridget was about to get up when Sidney crossed to the landlady, took her aside to the bar and started talking animatedly—probably flirting, because she laughed aloud and then clapped a hand to her mouth to stop herself, giving him a friendly shove of reproof. After a minute or two, she was sitting with him drinking a cup of her own wine; her remaining stores of butter went unmolested, and peace was restored.

It was only once they’d all eaten their fill and the atmosphere had turned sleepy and mellow that Bridget slipped from her seat and went to Gwen’s shoulder.

“You good?” she asked quietly. Gwen glanced up at her, visibly stressed.

“We’re—”

“Actually,” Gabriel said, pushing away his half-eaten pottage, “I’m going to bed.”

His attendant, who’d been eating with Neil and the other squires and guardsmen, jumped to attention. Gabriel sighed, but said nothing as the boy ran ahead to the landlady, presumably to ensure that the king’s lodgings were all arranged. Bridget took his vacant seat, cup in hand.

“Is he…?” Bridget nodded after Gabriel, and Gwen sighed.

“I don’t know. He said something about the sun being too bright, but I couldn’t get much else out of him. Sometimes I think…” She shook her head and took a sip of ale.

“Sometimes you think what?” Bridget pressed.

Gwen glanced at the next table, then over at the door. “Let’s check on the horses.”

The horses did not need checking, and if they did, the Princess of England would not be the one charged with putting on a cloak and wading through the manure to see how they were doing. Nonetheless, Bridget found herself in the stables, breathing in the sweet smell of freshly trampled straw, the air chilled and slightly damp.

“I just … I wish everybody dealt with things the way I do,” Gwen was saying, as she went from stall to stall, checking that there were no lingering stable boys dropping eaves. “I hate that other people’s feelings are such a mystery. I know how to deal with my own grief. But I don’t know how to deal with his.” She kicked open the door of the last stall, which was empty of all potential company, human and equine. “It’s stupid.”

“It’s not,” said Bridget. She hesitated. Talk. “How do you deal with it?”

“Letting things be awful, in the hope that soon they won’t be. Staying busy. Not to say it doesn’t flatten me too, sometimes. I can be having a perfectly good day, and even thinking to myself, Wow, aren’t I great at grief, and then something small happens and the day flips and that’s it.”

Bridget had been following her. Now they came to a standstill, and Gwen leaned back against the roughly hewn stone wall and sighed. “I was feeling better, until the anniversary, and then … I don’t know. It all came flooding back.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here.” Bridget had been keenly aware of that day too, and had tried very hard to pretend she wasn’t. She’d thought about Gwen, and Camelot, and told herself it was too far to travel, too inconveniently timed. She’d been a coward.

“Well. Unfortunately, there will be plenty more.” She knocked a piece of straw off her dress, then said, “I’m starting to think this trip might have been a terrible idea.”

Bridget was just wondering if this was her moment to try for an embrace—in the truest sense of the word, a bracing, an offer to hold Gwen up in even the smallest moment of doubt—when there was a flurry of noise from the other end of the stables as Arthur entered.

“Starting to think? You should have ended the sentence there. Very believable that you’ve only just started to think.”

“Arthur,” Gwen said, as he came into view practically scuffing his feet like a sulking schoolchild. “We’re having a private conversation.”

“I’m miserable, and I’m surrounded by various stiff alcohols and only permitted to sip the wateriest of ales, and you can’t even get a gentle buzz from those, no matter how much you drink. It starts coming out the other end before it’s managed to get a foothold.”

“Go and bother Sidney.”

“Sidney is busy being a man of the people.”

“Sir Leonard then. You seem to like him.”

“I told you I’m miserable,” Arthur scoffed. “You can’t let on how sad you are in front of someone you’re trying to befriend! You have to be extremely amusing and without flaws for three to six months, and only then can you let on that you sometimes have bad days.”

“That’s not how I recall my early acquaintance with you.”

“Well,” Arthur said, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall next to Bridget, “I didn’t care if you liked me. Leclair, on the other hand, has only recently been permitted to see me gazing sadly out of a window, and only about once a year. I’m easing her in gently.”

“Thanks,” said Bridget. It wasn’t true of course. He was prone to clownery and always the quickest wit in the room, but Arthur’s was the kind of sadness that bled through.

“I need to do something,” Arthur said desperately. “Need my head rattled. I can hardly go for a big walk, it’s bloody raining. I’ll die of wet.”

As he said it, Bridget rolled her shoulders back in their sockets to feel the familiar click-click of grinding bone, and realized how tense she was too. Clenched fists, tight jaw, head full of bees.

“Let’s fight,” she said. Arthur and Gwen both looked at her like her face had fallen off.

“Oh good, she wants to kill me,” said Arthur. “I knew it was too early to let her see the sadness window.”

“I’ll go easy on you. One-time offer, yes or no.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Gwen. “You’re not really going to—”

Arthur launched himself at Bridget with no technique and great enthusiasm, and Bridget took his momentum, turned him and pinned him to the wall with her elbow. He kneed her in the groin, and she released him just enough to let him get his arms around her. Now they were in a clinch, and Bridget grinned into it as he pushed against her, letting him gain ground until she gave him a shove, weaved around him, and locked his head under her arm. He scrabbled at her forearm for a moment, then started flailing his nearest leg sideways, trying to kick at her.

He wasn’t particularly strong, but he had a sort of frenetic energy to him and an unwillingness to quit that proved diverting.

“For God’s sake,” Gwen muttered, entirely unamused until Bridget shook her hair out of her face, caught Gwen’s eye, and smiled, at which point she smiled tentatively back.

“I’m going to bite you,” Arthur said, sounding giddy with daring, and then he did it. Through her clothes, it only hurt a little.

“I’m going back inside to dine with the grown-ups,” Gwen said, and Arthur laughed with a touch of hysteria as she walked away, still twisting in Bridget’s grip.

“Good! Run! Or I’ll fight you! I’ll fight all of you!”

It wasn’t particularly convincing while he was wriggling like a landlocked tadpole.

They scuffled for a few more moments, and then Bridget released him, and they leaned side by side against the wall as he caught his breath.

“That was great,” said Arthur. “I really needed that. It might actually have completely fixed me.”

“Doubt it,” said Bridget, straightening her tunic. “If it wears off and you need someone to punch you in the face, you know where I am.”






Thirteen


In the circular parade of anxious thoughts that plagued Gabriel every night when he lay in bed, Merlin Lucifer the cat was usually being fatally chased by his father’s hunting dogs. Other times, Gwen fell from a parapet quite by accident. Sometimes it was Arthur who died, for no particular reason at all. On days when meetings had been particularly taxing, it was the people of England who suffered. Famine, plague. Gabriel ran endless scenarios in which he mismanaged it all. Howling widows threw dung at him in the streets; imaginary children came to him, hollow-eyed and starving, and begged to know why he’d let their fathers die.

It was impossible not to slip into the fast-flowing river of these thoughts, and so he gave in to them, and slept horribly, and carried a gnawing sense of guilt around with him at all times, even though he wasn’t entirely sure what he’d done wrong.

Going to bed early in the largest and therefore coldest room at the inn had just meant more time to ruminate. He was almost catatonic with exhaustion when he staggered downstairs the next morning, too early, to find Sir Florian sitting at the table by the light of a candle, nursing a hot cup of something dark and reading through a pile of papers.

He stood up when he saw Gabriel (horrible) and only sat again once Gabriel was seated too (even more horrible).

“Nobody seems to be awake yet,” he said, gesturing toward the kitchen. “I made this myself. Would you like some? It’s dreadful.”

Gabriel tried for a smile, but as Florian looked slightly frightened, immediately ceased. “Will it wake me up?”

“Rudely, I’m afraid, Your Majesty.”

“Then yes please.”

While he was gone, Gabriel pulled one of the pieces of parchment toward him. He glimpsed something about the royal party departing amidst a “chorus of trumpets” and immediately pushed it away again, feeling like he’d pried.

“It’s all right,” Florian said, returning with another cup and placing it next to Gabriel’s hand. “You can read it, if you like. It’s not very good yet.”

“You’ll be documenting everything?” Gabriel said, grabbing the cup and releasing it again when it attempted to remove his fingerprints. Florian must have had hands like fire tongs.

“Scribe’s obligation,” said Florian. “You’ll have final say of course, before it’s entered into the record books.”

“And lost forever,” said Gabriel, “as I’m the only person who reads them.” He realized a second too late that this might be construed as slightly insulting to the man whose writing would be consigned to a shelf in the castle library until it was swaddled in a veritable dust duvet. “Oh, er—sorry.”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry.” Florian grimaced. “Lady Oakley actually asked me about … publishing it, in part. Distributing it.”

“Good God.” She hadn’t run that past him yet, probably still perfecting the right approach to get him to agree. The expense alone would be astronomical, but perhaps the benefits of royal propaganda outweighed the fortune spent on parchment and scribes. Gabriel couldn’t imagine it would help. Then again, he was hardly an expert on how to make people like him. “It can’t be a very inspiring read so far. We traveled for about four hours and then had to stop at an inn because I was feeling peaky.”

“There’s no problem there,” said Florian, taking up his work and scanning it until he found a particular line. He pushed it across the table and tapped the first word, inked in his unbearably neat calligraphy.

“Then King Gabriel spurred his horse, until he came with his knights to the Horse and Grail, and supped at his leisure to fortify them all for the mighty quest to come … This isn’t quite how it happened though, is it? I rode with medium force, at best.”

“Of course, it wouldn’t be quite right to record it like that. This sort of thing has a very particular style.”

Gabriel braved a sip of tea, and found it to be impressively bitter. “Then King Gabriel felt a bit sick on his horse and rode with sweaty palm, until he came with his knights to the Horse and Grail, and went to bed early.”

Florian smiled. It was only a glimpse of a smile, like he wasn’t entirely sure it was permitted, and was used to being careful about such things.

“I usually write fiction,” he said, probably feeling the need to offer something personal in return for Gabriel’s sleep-deprived babbling about his tummy aches. “Poems too.”

“Knights and quests?”

“No, they’re … er … about ordinary people.”

“Peasants?” Gabriel said, hearing the surprise in his voice and then feeling very ashamed of it. “I mean, that sounds … that’s nice.”

“Not usually, actually. My father said it was violently depressing.”

It was impossible to bring fathers into this conversation without things becoming very awkward, and they did, instantly. Gabriel took another molten sip and then nodded stupidly.

“I ought to—”

“Your Majesty, I wanted to write—” Florian said quickly, at the same time. They both paused, embarrassed. “Oh. Go ahead.”

“No, no. Please. And I’d rather not be Your Majesty, if you don’t mind. Just your cousin.”

Florian took a deep breath, shuffling his papers. “I wanted to write to you after the battle, but … it felt pointless, in the end. What could I have possibly said? It wasn’t as if you and I had ever met. And anything I wrote would have been met with suspicion.”

“Yes. You’re probably right.”

“Not that I would blame you of course, with the way it … anyway.” Florian actually seemed to be grasping for his words now, which was comforting to Gabriel, who always felt like he was the one grubbing in the dirt for morsels of conversation. “Your friend Arthur said that I was lucky I wasn’t thrown into a dungeon somewhere.”

“Yes, well, there was a bit of a misunderstanding between us last year about his allegiances, and I think he’s still quite upset.”

“Mmm.” Florian nodded and ducked his head, and Gabriel wondered how much Arthur had already told him, freely, with no thought to the consequences. Then he checked himself, the self-loathing kicking in right on time—assuming the worst about Arthur was a bad habit he should have broken by now, with all the evidence he had to the contrary.

“We weren’t very fair to him,” Gabriel said. “I … haven’t been very fair to him.”

“Well, he speaks very highly of you.” Gabriel glanced sharply at Florian’s expression, and found it entirely earnest. This only made things worse. Arthur ensconced with Gabriel’s handsome cousin laughing it up at Gabriel’s expense was a painful thought; the reality that he’d been unfailingly kind was much worse. “I’ve been talking to him this past fortnight about last year actually, trying to fill in the gaps. This quest is only part of the story. Hard to tell it without everything that came before.”

“What has he told you?” Gabriel asked quickly. Too quickly.

Arthur might not be malicious, but if he had actually been flirting with Gabriel’s cousin, the very fact of his interest might imply all sorts of things about the events of the previous year that Gabriel didn’t want to come to light. Even now that it was explicitly legal for men to consort with men, the right of a consenting adult to love any other enshrined in three separate laws, Gabriel wasn’t quite ready to make it clear to the world that he was one of those men, despite ongoing and very invasive speculation. Lady Oakley shielded him from most of it, but he knew it was out there. It would make the endless internal conversations they’d been having about heirs a matter of public debate, and nothing said destabilization like succession crisis.

“He hasn’t said much,” said Florian. “Only that he was with your father when he died, and a bit about what that was like for him.”

Grief closed Gabriel’s throat like a garotte, and it was a moment before he could breathe again. He knew Arthur had been there. He’d asked him about it once, early on, and had received the gentlest of replies, the exact sort of story Florian might write about a king’s noble end. It hadn’t felt entirely real, but that had been a relief, because Gabriel hadn’t really wanted to know.

He was often haunted by an image in his head, a dramatic tableau of Arthur cradling the king’s broken body—and it occurred to him now, for the first time, that Arthur might be grieving him too. It had been Gwen and Gabriel’s father who’d died, their grief that had mattered. But Arthur had been the one actually there as the king took his last breath, and he’d borne the weight of that moment alone.

He’d cried a lot at the funeral. Gabriel had been so overwhelmed that this had barely registered. He and Gwen had been preoccupied with their mother, keeping her upright between them, accepting platitudes from nobles who seemed laughably unimportant in the moment but were, in fact, crucial. But Gabriel remembered Arthur standing apart as the procession moved on, heading for the feast. One last silent farewell.

“Could I read it?” Gabriel asked. “His account?”

Florian looked pained, his elegant fingers moving to span a page on top of one of the piles. “I think you ought to ask him.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said, nodding, feeling his cheeks get hot. “Of course.”

Obviously he’d be doing no such thing. He’d think about it, a lot, and refuse to act. Like a normal person.

“But if you want to talk to me about any of it,” Florian broached gently, “to … fill in the gaps. I think that would help the narrative enormously.”

“Thank you,” Gabriel said, suddenly the kind of tired that horrible tea couldn’t touch. “I’ll think about it.”

He’d add it to the list.







Fourteen



Then the King came to Batstoke with his mighty host of Knights of the Round Table, and a great multitude of people marveled at his coming, and they lined the streets to call out to him in greeting and make gifts of flowers and fine goods.

All manner of townsfolk came to make presentations to him, to show him the way of life in Batstoke, and journeyed with him so he might witness the school of his devising, and leave the children there wiser than he found them.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




“So we’re just lying then,” Bridget said, handing the piece of parchment back to Gwen, who sighed.

The school visit had in fact been an unmitigated disaster. Gabriel had treated the children like they were incendiary chamber pots primed to explode; when one of the rowdier boys had touched him, he’d flinched so hard he’d knocked over a brazier. He had seemed too overwhelmed to talk to them about their education, which had been the whole point of going in the first place.

It might have been all right, except that their parents were there, and witness to him behaving like their spawn were king-eating rodents, which probably wasn’t doing much for public relations.

“They were just so loud,” he’d said as they walked out, looking as drained as if they’d tapped him for his sap. “Why were they so loud? Were they hungry?”

They had been hosted afterward in a dark, drafty hall by a local lord, Fentman, who couldn’t stop boasting about his holdings, the acreage increasing with every anecdote.

Now they were sitting in his slightly brighter stone-walled antechamber, enjoying a moment of privacy and reprieve as the hall on the other side of the door filled with townspeople in high feasting spirits. Gabriel was about to give his first public relations speech.

“It’s going to be good,” Gwen said, with the slightly hysterical determination of the completely doomed. Her foot was jiggling against the leg of the table, making little thumping noises like the wings of a trapped bird against a roof, and Bridget reached out automatically and placed a hand on Gwen’s knee.

This had been okay at Yuletide, and when she’d been at Camelot in the spring. Was it okay now? Impossible to say. She certainly wouldn’t have thought about it this much, back then, but apparently everything she did now required overanalyzing to the point of pain.

Gwen’s foot paused for a moment; Bridget glanced up and saw that Gabriel was watching this interaction take place, and that sitting across from him, with his entire body angled deliberately away from the king, so was Arthur. Great. Great!

She removed the hand, and everybody looking at it immediately pretended they hadn’t been, and Gwen’s foot jiggling resumed business as usual.

A bored boy in velvet—probably one of the lord’s unenigmatic sons—cracked open the door. “They’re ready for you, Your Majesty.”

Gabriel didn’t swear, but he looked like he would have done if he had the saliva to spare. He nodded twice, then got up abruptly and walked toward the door; Bridget noticed that Arthur moved when he did, his shoulders twitching like he’d been planning to jump up too and walk at Gabriel’s heel.

The long hall was packed. People were so crammed in to the tables that the unlucky diners on the ends of the benches had one buttock floating free. She mapped the exits—two doors by the high table, one large door down the other end, a funnel—checked for the guards at their stations, and didn’t find any comfort in it.

Everybody highborn or royal took their seats, so the other guests sat too, glancing down the tables to make sure they were following the cues—and then Gabriel immediately stood up again, so everybody else did too, a shuffling pantomime of etiquette.

“Um, hello,” he started, glancing down at his papers and then back up again at the crowd, who blinked at him warily. “Good evening. Thank you for coming.”

His audience was still muttering; there was a pronounced pause while he looked for the right piece of parchment, and a few people laughed. Bridget’s eyes darted around the room, looking for the offenders, the rest of her body perfectly still.

“It’s … it’s an honor for me to come and see the work you’re doing in places like … this.” Gwen was repressing a wince, Bridget was sure of it. “Visiting your school reminded me of the importance of … um, of what we’re … of education. Future generations who will be given the best chance to … er…”

He kept glancing up at his audience and then back at his notes. The muttering grew louder. Bridget could see Arthur’s entire body tensing up, although the congenial smile on his face stayed in place. She wondered what his instinct was here: to jump in, to take over? Make a joke? What was it like for your natural inclination to be to smooth over a tense situation, instead of drawing a sword to put a violent end to it?

Next to her, Sir Leonard didn’t seem particularly concerned, but then, when did he ever? Crack open his pretty head, and you’d probably just hear upbeat hurdy-gurdy music.

Gabriel was wrapping up. Small mercies. “As I said, an honor. And soon we’ll feast, thanks to Lord Fentman. So … enjoy.”

There was scattered applause, a few raised voices in agreement, but it quickly lapsed back into an uneasy grumble that rolled around the room and back, like dark water sloshing in a tub.

Then Arthur stood, cup in hand. None of the audience need know it was full of juice.

“I hope you’ll all forgive me for being brief—it’s a long ride, the king’s road is full of cracks, and mine suffers dearly.” Bottom humor. Inelegant, but people were laughing, which was an improvement. “Thank you for being here. Obviously we’d all rather be at the Cup and Barrel—no offense meant to my Lord Fentman—but we’ve rolled so many casks of ale across the square to quench your thirsts tonight, it’ll smell just like home. Especially once there’s some piss on the floor.” People cheered at this, in delighted surprise.

“No, I jest of course, keep your piss to yourselves. And if you happen to see me in the Cup and Barrel later … keep that to yourselves too, all right? Cheers, to the king!”

Lord Fentman was struck speechless, but he raised his cup in a vague sort of way as the rest of the hall joined the toast. Clearly nobody had warned him the speech would be so centered around piss.

The mood had improved though, and Bridget’s nerves eased off enough to let her put both hands above the table, accepting a small cup of wine from a serving girl and drinking it slowly while food was served and Sir Leonard kept up a steady stream of “observations” about the room, a favorite pastime of his.

“The people here are shorter than average,” he said as he picked neatly at his pie. “Malnourished, perhaps, but I’ve always liked a short man. Pocket-size, you know?”

“Don’t be disgusting,” Sir Bowen said sharply, on his other side.

“I’m just saying, lack of milk makes them interesting. They grow in new directions, like plants looking for sun.”

“That’s a vile thing to say. You’re a protector of the realm. Stop twirling your hair, you look utterly vacant.”

Sir Leonard grinned at him, a happy blond shark. “Handsome and vacant only encourages prospective tenants.”

Bridget had learned to ignore them when they were like this. She focused on the room instead, the volume of the crowd increasing as those many casks of ale rapidly depleted. There was a gray-haired man sitting on the end of one of the benches who hadn’t touched food or ale, his hands in his lap, staring straight ahead. Was he allergic to merriment, or did he have more sinister intentions? By the door, a sullen-faced youth leaned against the jamb, talking in a low voice to the equally grim-faced boy at his side. Romantic disappointment? Toothache? Royal murder in his heart?

All plausible, except for the fact that he was glaring right at Bridget.

She was so focused on these potential assailants that she didn’t notice the man who was actually approaching Gwen until he was too close for comfort.

“Whoa there, Llamrei,” Sir Leonard said, his hand shooting out to keep Bridget in her seat. “It’s not a crime to talk to the princess. Calm thoughts. Happy Bridget.”

Bridget was not happy. The ruddy-faced man was saying something to Gwen, frowning and earnest. The guards were watching intently, but hadn’t moved.

Bridget put down her wine. “I’m just going—”

“Happy, happy Bridget,” Sir Leonard said, in a singsong voice. “Think of something soothing. Imagine you’re picking up big rocks and putting them down again, you love to do that. Don’t you feel better already?”

Gwen didn’t look too concerned, beyond the general discomfort of speaking to a man who was absolutely, mistakenly sure that he was saying something interesting.

There was a shout from somebody on the benches, and Bridget glanced over, identified it as drunken tomfoolery, then looked back to Gwen—and found that the man had moved forward and was currently leaning across the table, his hand aiming for the princess’s shoulder.

Perhaps Sir Leonard tried to stop her; Bridget couldn’t have known. She was so focused on her destination that it felt to her as if she simply appeared there, her sword drawn, her body a wall between Gwen and the man who’d tried to touch her. The edges of her vision swam, but she did not waver.

“Hey,” said the man, his face reddening deeper. Bridget was holding on to his arm. Too tightly, perhaps, but that was up to interpretation.

“Leclair,” she heard Arthur hiss behind her, genuine alarm in his tone.

The blood rushing in her ears quieted enough for her to hear that the mood in the room had turned like a sore stomach. Shit.

“I was only talking,” the man said roughly, trying to wrench his arm out of Bridget’s grip. She found she wasn’t quite ready to let go. “Didn’t know you’d outlawed talking.”

“Yes, thank you,” Gwen said, her voice cut like fine crystal. “That’s enough, Bridget.”

Bridget let go of his arm. She didn’t sheathe her sword until he’d stumbled backward and scrambled away, in the direction of his seat.

The room rallied slightly, but did not fully recover. When Bridget turned, a feeling of immense foolishness rising in her, she saw that everybody at the top table was watching her, Sirs Leonard and Bowen whispering with their heads together like two-thirds of an irritating chimera.

“May I speak with you for a moment,” Gwen said, not delivering it as a question. Bridget nodded, returned her sword to its proper place, and followed Gwen away from the dais and from the room. Her footsteps pounded in half-time with her jackrabbit heart.

In the stone antechamber, now empty, Bridget closed the door and leaned against it, shoulders braced in case someone tried to open it from the other side. It probably looked very casual. There was another door, but she didn’t have enough shoulders to block it. Where did it lead?

“I know what you’re doing,” Gwen said, looking pointedly at the door. Bridget straightened up slightly. “Look, you can’t go around—”

“He could’ve hurt you,” Bridget interrupted.

“We have guards.”

“And where were they?”

“Exactly where we told them to be, Bridget. Nearby. We can’t go everywhere bookended by armed stooges, it’s optically villainous.”

“He was too close,” Bridget said, looking at Gwen’s shoulder like it might have a big handprint on it, despite the fact that he hadn’t made contact.

“You were making a scene. We’re supposed to be befriending the people, not assaulting them. And I notice you haven’t apologized.”

“Yeah?” Bridget shot back, too combative. “I noticed that too.”

Gwen paused. “What’s wrong? Are you … shaking?”

Bridget looked down at her hands. They weren’t shaking. Quivering, maybe. Just a bit.

“No.”

“Yes you are,” Gwen said slowly. “Bridget, what—?”

“Can I touch you?” Bridget said desperately. There was no thinking: just her stupid heart, still racing, and her empty hands. If she wasn’t going to stab someone, she needed to do something else with them.

Gwen considered this, then lifted her arms slightly. Bridget was so relieved by the invitation that she stepped forward into them. She was stiff and careful at first, not wanting to push her luck, but then Gwen let her head fall into the crook of Bridget’s neck, and Bridget pulled them both to the door so that it was no longer her job to keep them upright. She pressed her face into Gwen’s hair, so soft it felt like cold water against her cheek, and breathed in cut citrus and rosemary.

This had always made sense, even when nothing else had. Holding Gwen. It allowed Bridget to come to stillness, to something akin to peace, cool air in her lungs and an unfurling in her head.

Her hands slid up to Gwen’s shoulder blades, steadier across the familiar jut of bones, Gwen’s heartbeat even against her own. Alive, alive. Not murdered in the hall by a man with too much audacity and wine on his shirt.

Gwen’s breath skittered across Bridget’s skin in the forgotten span between ear and hairline, and then Bridget’s mind was mercifully blank and her mouth was on Gwen, finding the same place and kissing her there.

“Bridget,” Gwen murmured, but the way she said it did not encourage an end to proceedings. Her hands were on Bridget’s back, grip tight, keeping her exactly where she belonged. Good. This was good. No need to examine what had happened in the hall too closely. That was over now. There was only this.

“Hold on.” Gwen adjusted so that she could push Bridget gently away. “Explain.”

“I’m … busy,” Bridget said idly, her mind pleasantly blurred, her eyes still on Gwen’s neck where her mouth had been a moment before. Gwen didn’t yield, so Bridget met her gaze, and saw it was alarmingly steely.

“You don’t just get to kiss me like everything’s okay,” she said. “You owe me the truth, remember?”

Bridget slumped against the door, tipped her head back so she could observe the ceiling.

“You lost it out there.”

Bridget nodded. Then, when Gwen only watched her, waiting, she said, “It was a reasonable response. He could have been a threat.”

“Right,” Gwen said, “but he also could have just been a guy who wanted to talk to me about his fence, and the fact that his neighbor keeps tearing it down. He was very big on the fence. I can tell it’s a main character in his life.”

“Not really worth waiting to find out though, was it?”

“You weren’t jumpy like this back in the spring. What changed?”

“I don’t know,” Bridget said, honest and suddenly defensive. “This is pointless, I told you I don’t—”

“Look, either you’re the person who ran away and ignored me for weeks on end and has absolutely no explanation to offer, in which case perhaps I might hate you, or you’re the person who disappeared for a reason, a reason you’re going to share, to try to make amends and help me understand. So, who are you going to be?”

Bridget hated this expression on Gwen’s face, aimed in her direction. That divot in her brow was reserved for matters of court, for worrying about her brother. Bridget had always been a moment of respite in her day. They’d walked the woods near Camelot together for hours until Gwen could laugh again. Locked eyes across the dais at feasts and both looked away with smiles tugging at their lips. Bridget didn’t always know the right thing to say, but just being there, listening, had often been enough.

It wasn’t anymore.

Bridget went to speak, stopped, then looked beseechingly at Gwen for help.

“What do you feel?” Gwen prompted. “Right now?”

“Like…” Bridget closed her eyes. “My heart. It’s going too fast.”

Gwen leaned in and kissed her so sweetly it made her aforementioned heart ache. “Thank you. Now we’re getting somewhere. And back in the hall?”

It wasn’t fair. The kissing made everything feel so much looser, tongue included. “I don’t know. Like everything’s happening so … much. And if I’m not careful, I’m going to miss something important. I need to pay attention, all the time.”

“And if you don’t? We have a whole round table. And guards. And Lord Fentman has guards. There are a lot of guards, all in.”

“We both know it just takes one chink in the armor…”

“Knights of the realm, Bridget. The kingdom’s finest. But I take your point.”

She kissed Bridget again, lingering a little longer this time, and when Bridget tried to lean in she pulled away, leaving her breathing into empty air. Gwen raised her eyebrows, and Bridget offered: “It doesn’t matter if we’re quite safe logically. That’s not enough.”

“What would be enough?”

Bridget sighed. “Nothing. Probably. I don’t know if I’ll ever think we’re truly safe again.”

“You’ll drive yourself mad.”

Her fingers found a strand of Gwen’s hair and twisted it, gently. Gwen allowed it. It was sort of easy to imagine that everything was okay now that she could breathe again, in a quiet room with a closed door between them and everything else. “I’m already mad.”

Gwen shook her head, but the way Bridget felt when she was permitted to kiss her again did nothing to disprove the theory.






Fifteen


Gabriel’s efforts to put Lord Fentman off were not going well. He tried to involve Cardinal Richards and Master Buchanan in the conversation, in the hope that they might find some kinship of age that he and Arthur could be left out of, but the Wizard and the archbishop were bickering gently about theology, and enjoying their argument too much to be dragged away from it for long.

He and Arthur made eye contact a few times, the corners of Arthur’s mouth twitching as Lord Fentman talked at length and without pause about how horses were too expensive these days, and couldn’t Gabriel do something about it? It felt so good to be sharing a moment with him that Gabriel almost didn’t want the horse complaints to end.

“Thank God,” Arthur said, when Lord Fentman went to relieve his bladder, after explaining in detail what a struggle this act would be. Why did older men always want to tell you about their bladders? It seemed very high on the agenda above a certain age. “Do you think if we leave, he’ll forget we were ever here in the first place?”

“Probably not.” The mutual feeling that had sparked between them sputtered and died. In the silence, Gabriel swallowed, too loudly. “Your speech was … good.”

“Oh, yes. I thought so. Just the right amount of piss.” Another awkward pause. “And yours was…”

“Horrible,” said Gabriel, feeling the shame of it flush his cheeks again. He picked up his goblet and looked at Gwen’s empty seat, just to give his eyes something to do. “Where is my sister? She was going to help me, we were going to talk about … local relations.”

Arthur glanced over at the door. “She’s having local relations with Bridget in that antechamber,” he said matter-of-factly while Gabriel choked on his drink.

“I— How could you possibly know that?”

“Ohhh yes, the mysteries of youth, the unknowable rituals of two girls who burn for each other behind a locked door. How could I know that? I might be blessed with second sight. Watch out, or I’ll say more sooths.” He swirled his drink in his hand, but it was more like a tic than theatricality. “For example: Adah and Leclair definitely kissed on the mouth, at least once, probably ages ago when they were practically infants. And Sir Bowen has his hand on Sir Leonard’s knee, under the table.”

“No he doesn’t,” Gabriel said. He looked down the table. Sir Bowen’s hand was not in evidence. “Oh. Maybe he does. I didn’t think they were … together.”

“I think they’re sort of together in a broad sense, but perhaps they take it hour by hour with the specifics.”

Gabriel gulped. “What does that mean?”

“Only that there are many ways of being together,” Arthur said, his gaze wandering the hall. “Unfortunately, only one way of being apart, really. Not so much scope for interesting configurations.”

Gabriel glanced sharply down at Arthur’s cup. “That’s not … you’re not really drinking…?”

“Oh, bore off,” Arthur said mildly, with a touch of real acid lurking behind it. “Of course I’m not. I’ll let you in on a secret: If you’re tired and sleep-deprived enough, it’s almost like being drunk.”

Gabriel thought of late nights in his room, neither of them acknowledging the fact that they’d left midnight behind hours ago, mumbling nonsense to each other in the candlelight. A foolish ongoing game involving Merlin Lucifer: Arthur giving him a role on the council, inventing arguments he’d have with Lord Best. Gabriel laughing so hard he wept.

“Yes,” Gabriel said. “I know.”

Arthur looked at him, and softened slightly. “Yeah. Course you do. Forgot who I was talking to.” Ouch.

“You’re not sleeping?” Gabriel asked, searching his face for telltale signs of fatigue. He just looked handsome. He always looked handsome. There was perhaps slightly more stubble on his cheeks than usual, but it looked good. Rugged.

“Only at night,” Arthur said, with a wry smile that made Gabriel want to ask for more, to know the intimate details of Arthur’s sleep schedule and the contents of his bed, the whens and wheres and whos of it all, as if he had any right to the information. Looking at him this close up after months of mostly seeing him at a distance made Gabriel feel odd; almost tearful.

“Sorry to hear that,” he said, with such stilted formality Arthur might as well have been a stranger. Arthur must have heard it too, because something shuttered in his face, and he cleared his throat and got to his feet.

“Excuse me,” he said, with a hand to his chest like he might have been about to bow. “Sidney’s having too much fun, I’m going to go and ruin it for him.”

But instead of going to interrupt Sidney, who did seem to be enjoying himself overmuch, he skirted around Sir Florian’s chair on the end of the high table and then paused to tap him on the shoulder and indicate the door to the courtyard with a jerk of his head. Of course. Of course! That had been Gabriel and Arthur’s signal, once upon a time; when Gabriel was overwhelmed by the day and wanted the two of them to sneak away somewhere private, he would tap Arthur twice with two fingers—on his arm, his shoulder, whichever part of him was in reach—and away they’d go.

Now Florian put down his cup and got up, smiling back at Arthur with tentative fondness, and the two of them exited together, a pair of dark-haired and dashing knights on the move drawing fascinated eyes from all corners of the hall.

Gabriel couldn’t tear his eyes away from them either, no matter how embarrassing it was.

Had they gone to have local relations too? They’d only known each other a couple of weeks, but Arthur was quick to charm. It couldn’t have been much more than a week into their reacquaintance last summer when he’d taken it upon himself to kiss Gabriel in the mews, a few seconds of contact that had changed Gabriel’s life forever.

He wondered, miserably, where Arthur and Florian’s first kiss had been. They hadn’t had much time to squeeze it in, so perhaps the tried-and-true classic, behind an outbuilding? A corridor? In one of their chambers?

Gabriel hadn’t had any room in his head to feel jealous when he and Arthur had been together. He’d felt inadequate instead, and sure that there was someone out there better suited to the job of courting somebody as brilliant as Arthur Delacey. Someone who wouldn’t spend half their conversations mentally elsewhere; who didn’t disappear for hours at a time with no explanation, because the explanation was that he’d been standing in a dark room waiting for his heart to stop pounding. Someone who knew how all of this was supposed to go.

“Hello,” Gwen said, sitting down next to him, looking very flushed.

Gabriel dragged his eyes away from the doorway, long empty of Arthur and Florian. “How’s Bridget?”

“Um,” Gwen said, a little wildly. “What? Good. I think.”

“And you two are…”

“In negotiations,” Gwen said, with great resolve. “Where is everybody? We’ve lost half the table.”

Gabriel shrugged, chewed on his too-dry lower lip for a moment, and then said, very quickly so as to have plausible deniability, “Do you think Arthur and Florian like each other?”

Gwen was tucking back into her pie. “Like each other? I think they get on quite well. They have a lot in common. Sir Hurst, on the other hand, does not like Florian. I had to tell him off today for berating the poor man—honestly, he acts like Florian’s the devil incarnate.”

Gabriel was still stuck on the first part. “What do you mean, they have a lot in common?”

“Both brought up mostly away from court, their fathers were horrible, and traitors to the crown, and I suspect they’re both maudlin little romantics. I mean, I don’t suspect that about Arthur, I know how he gets, but I’m gathering evidence about Florian. It’s the poetry that I find particularly suspicious. Besides, tragedy brings people together.”

“Our father died,” Gabriel offered, and Gwen paused with some game pie halfway to her mouth and gave him a withering look.

“Yes, I was invited to the funeral. What’s your point?”

“Nothing.” Gabriel flushed, wishing he hadn’t spoken at all.

“Oh,” Gwen said. “Oh, sorry, I thought we were having a different conversation. Let me start again. Do I think Arthur and Florian have been drawn together—by harrowing circumstance, and having very nice hair—to forge a bond that greatly outweighs any sort of emotional connection he could’ve had with you, thanks in part to the fact that you are, very inconveniently, the King of England?”

“You’re mocking me. I’m having one of the worst weeks of my life, which is really saying something considering how bad some of the other weeks have been, and you’re mocking me.”

“I’m keeping you grounded,” Gwen said, picking up her fork. “And anyway, no, I don’t think that’s what’s happening with Arthur and Florian. They might just be friends.”

“They’re both too handsome to be friends.”

“I think we need to normalize the idea that two handsome men are allowed to just be friends,” Gwen said, still making fun of him, because she was cruel and relentless. “I know it’s rare, but it has been known to happen.”

She followed his gaze to Sirs Leonard and Bowen, who were speaking to each other as if they hadn’t noticed there was anybody else in this very packed hall, and laughed. “All right, maybe not those handsome men. If you’re so worried, why don’t you just ask?”

“Ask? Ask Arthur if he’s in love with our cousin?”

“In love? It’s been a fortnight, Gabriel, not even Arthur…” She trailed off, thinking too hard about this possibility, and Gabriel felt a surge of panic somewhere beneath his ribs.

“We shouldn’t have put him on the round table,” he said, as if it were her fault, which it sort of was. “This is just making everything worse.”

“Excuse me,” Gwen said, wiping her mouth daintily with the table linen. “Did you not hear that speech? Vulgarity aside, it was perfect. We need him.”

“And if it kills me? Having him here?”

“It’s not going to kill you,” Gwen said, finally affecting some sisterly sympathy. She patted him on the arm and then glanced over to the door, which had just opened to reveal that Lord Fentman had survived his toileting and was about to return to tell them all about it. “It’s just going to be horrible. But so is everything else! So it’ll blend right in.”






Sixteen


Bridget awoke the next morning feeling very strongly that she had been tricked. She couldn’t believe she’d been willing to exchange a few kisses for deeply painful and embarrassing personal information, and wished now that she could take it all back. Luckily there wasn’t much time to ruminate, because Neil had slept on a cot at the foot of her bed, and the second she opened her eyes he was jumping up like a hound begging to be walked.

“I’ve been awake for ages,” he groused. “That was the itchiest blanket in the world. It felt like sleeping under ants. What was yours like?”

“Normal. Normal blanket.”

“Normal?”

“Not ants.”

“Lucky. We’re setting off soon, I want to eat as much weird breakfast as possible before we do.”

Breakfast was indeed quite weird. Parsnip pottage, painfully tart damson jam, bread dotted with apricots (nice, but very sticky) and huge stacks of cold cuts with the mold conspicuously cut off. Luckily there was no formal table, and Bridget was able to load a plate with various shapes and then eat in her room, listening to Neil review each item of food as he encountered it.

Then they launched right into the hubbub of packing up, the fast flow of a household in motion. Bridget had barely had time to unpack her trunk, and now they were on the move again. She didn’t mind. They’d spent such long weeks on the road traveling between tourneys, it was second nature to her now to have her boots ready by her bed and one foot already out of the door.

Bridget pulled on her cloak as she walked down toward the courtyard, and her fingers brushed against a letter tucked into the inner pocket. It had arrived just before her departure from Camelot, and she’d glanced at it once before shoving it hurriedly out of sight. She took it out again now, with inexplicable trepidation.

My dear Bridget,

Your mother and I are so glad to hear from you—and to learn that you are a knight of the round table has brought us immense joy. This is what you have worked for all your life, กบ. We never doubted for a second that you would be great. From where I write I can see the practice yard, and I cannot help but think of all the hours you spent there when you were small, the way you woke up each day determined to be better. It was all leading to this.

Be safe, work hard. ความพยายามอยู่ที่ไหน ความสำเร็จอยู่ที่นั้น.*

With love,

Your mother and father

*Where there is effort, there is success.

It was a nice letter. Good, even. She was lucky to have parents who weren’t ashamed that their only daughter spent her life parading around the countryside in armor, hitting men with sticks. That they were proud, and often told her so. Even if it hadn’t been the life they had once imagined for her. Even if her mother had looked at her with such unbearable sadness when she’d returned home last summer—mere weeks after the uprising, when Bridget could still feel the bloodied sword Excalibur gripped tight in her hand—that it had nearly broken her.

No part of what they’d written should have made Bridget’s heart feel like it was being squeezed to jam between two millstones.

She hadn’t told them about all the tourneys that had ended in quiet disaster, the missteps and withdrawals—the sudden lack of certainty that had come from nowhere, made no rational sense, and therefore seemed to have no obvious cure. What were you supposed to do when all the things that had been second nature to you before suddenly felt like a language you didn’t speak?

Her parents couldn’t know. If they were willing to be proud of her, it was her job to make them proud. If not at the tilting grounds, then here, as part of this new order. Anything less would be a disservice to all involved.

In the courtyard, there was a miasma of hangover in the air. Bridget had been far too shaken and on guard to drink more than a cup or so of wine, and had gone to bed as soon as Gwen had, although they had parted chastely in the hallway.

“You look very fresh of face,” Adah said, squinting in the thin morning sunlight. “Stop it.”

“I wasn’t singing drinking songs with Sidney Fitzgilbert long into the night.”

“Yeah. Wise. He’s good fun, until he gets too drunk and starts talking about his fiancée. I get it, she’s got perfect bosoms, she speaks three languages, whatever. I found a girl anyway.”

Bridget just looked at her.

“Highborn, discreet, I’m not stupid. One of the Fentman … cousins, I think. She asked if I could pick her up and carry her.”

“How could she have possibly guessed,” Bridget said dryly. “Your signature move.”

“I mean, I did sort of imply that I could do it. A lot.” Adah smiled at the memory, then winced. “I don’t know if I’m in the best frame of mind to hunt the Questing Beast today. You think it’s real? Head of a snake? Body of a leopard?”

“Legs of a snail,” Bridget added. “Face of an angel.”

Adah put one foot in her horse’s stirrup and then changed her mind and swung it back down, needing another moment to gather herself. “You are such a boring little nonbeliever.”

Bridget had beliefs. They were just based on this earthly plane. Her mother traded in blessings and offerings, amulets and talismans; her father mostly in practicality and common sense, things he could see with his eyes. She’d always been more her father’s daughter.

“Thought you were too. You give Elaine enough stick.”

“Yeah, but this is fun. I need you to lock in, because I drank a magic lake’s worth of wine last night, and the idea of hunting down a weird fucking collage animal is the only thing getting me on this horse.”

“You’re still not on the horse.”

Adah put her foot back up, then swayed slightly. “I’m working on it.”

They rode side by side once the party finally set off, in a companiable silence interrupted by brief observations. Adah pointed out some cows, a crumbling ruin of a manor house, and a weird-shaped tree. Bridget pointed out that Adah hadn’t secured her bags and was about to lose half her road supplies. One of the things Bridget liked about Adah was that she never expected more from Bridget than Bridget wanted to give.

Unlike some people.

How was it that Bridget had gone away to prove herself, and had instead returned, scattered and confused, to find that Gwen was the one more herself than ever?

She looked damned good on a horse. The lush green of her gold-edged traveling cloak draped over her shoulders, the silk of her dress rippling across her legs, the cold wind pinkening her freckled cheeks. There was something very enchanting about seeing her framed by all the pastoral scenery. With a view like this, it was almost possible to believe in the unnatural beauty of the fae.

Not quite enough to convince Bridget of magical beasts roving the countryside, however. The road they were following became less defined, the country more wooded, until they pulled off to gather and receive instruction.

“We’re meeting John, one of the men who witnessed the Beast, and he’s going to lead us to the place,” Gwen said, taking charge, as she did so often these days. “And I’m sure this doesn’t have to be said, but just in case—nobody is to laugh. It doesn’t matter what he says he saw, or how ridiculous you think it might be. If he saw a Beast, he saw a Beast. Arthur, I hope you’re listening, because I’m talking to you.”

Arthur had been muttering to Sir Florian, their heads very close together, and shot Gwen a brief flash of a smile. “Of course I’m listening, my darling dove.”

Gwen mirrored his smile right back at him. “If it turns out to be a boar or a bear, please let’s exercise the appropriate amount of caution. Except Arthur. Arthur, if it’s a boar or a bear, feel free to investigate.”

“Well, I know you’re being horrid,” Arthur said, “but I will actually. I like boars and bears.”

It was a short ride to the small village; once they were there, they found not just John and his dog ready to guide them into the woods, but the entire village dressed for an outing, from the very elderly right down to the women with babes in arms. It wasn’t very practical—especially if the Beast was shy—but Bridget supposed that the opportunity to hunt for a legendary creature with the King of England was probably somewhat of a one-off for woodbound villagers.

They were nervous and shuffling at first, the children wiping their noses on their sleeves and glancing at each other askance, unsure what they were supposed to do in the presence of nobility, but then a gray-haired woman carrying a fire skewer came up to Bridget, held out her weapon to check the length against Bridget’s sheathed sword, then nodded with apparent satisfaction and went back to her friend. It broke the tension somewhat, and everybody started chattering.

“Thank you for joining us,” Gwen said, raising her voice to be heard over the increasing volume of the crowd. “We would be grateful if you could, er … circle the perimeter of the woods, to ensure that the Beast stays within. If you see it running toward you, encourage it to turn around. Peaceful encouragement,” she added quickly, watching two boys with sharpened sticks practice stabbing at the air. “We want to capture the Beast alive.”

“Alive?” said one young man, so appalled by this that the very idea seemed to have knocked his hat halfway off his head. “But it eats the pigs!”

“Does it eat the pigs?” Gwen asked the leather-skinned John, who was of stern eye and middling height.

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Or something does, anyhow. Takes big bites.”

“How big?” said Arthur, now paying uncharacteristically close attention.

John held up his hands and approximated a hole the circumference of his middle fingers and thumbs joined in a circle, then considered, and expanded slightly. “Large turnip,” he said. “Small gourd.”

Arthur grimaced. “There are many parts of my body I hold very dear to me that are roughly the size of a large turnip.”

“Yes, like your brain,” Gwen hissed, clearly forgetting herself for a second before clearing her throat. “Sorry, yes, thank you … John. Still, we will endeavor to capture the Beast alive, as it might be a very important specimen.” This was not met with much enthusiasm, so she added, “And we can ensure that it has no parent or progeny that might continue to bother your pigs.”

“What if it’s of the devil?” another man said, clutching his pitchfork fearfully. “Nothing godly would haunt us so.”

“Ah,” said Master Buchanan, stepping forward, the people eyeing his cultist robe with interest. “I’m glad you asked. I think it’s not quite so simple as all that. Is a lion of the devil, simply because it hunts? Can you damn a creature for behaving according to his nature?”

“I think I can speak to this,” cut in Cardinal Richards. “If it is of the devil, then our mastery over it today will only further prove that the king acts with the hand of God guiding him, to smite all those creatures who—”

“Smite?” said Master Buchanan. “I think we’re a little more civilized than that, archbishop.”

“More civilized than God?”

“We’ll capture the Beast first,” Gwen interjected, “and then we can ascertain its godliness, or otherwise. Rest assured, we will look into it.”

This seemed to placate people well enough, and encourage them to disperse in the direction of the perimeters. John mounted his horse and led the party, complete with a few additional, sensible locals, farther into the wood, with Gwen at his side. They were talking together seriously, and Bridget was struck again by Gwen’s poise and bearing.

Bridget was reluctantly used to people wanting to be seen with her by now. It had been a hard adjustment from tourney pariah to trophy knight, but she’d caught on pretty fast when people had started choosing to sit next to her in the feasting tents and conveniently ending up next to her at sign-up tables, striking up conversations.

It meant something, now, to be seen in the vicinity of the knight who’d slain the traitor Willard with the (replica) sword Excalibur. Usually just that Bridget hadn’t been fast enough to realize that someone was attempting to ride on her cloaktail and hurry away.

She’d never understood the urge to position oneself next to greatness until right now, watching Gwen’s face in profile as she talked with authority to a stranger, as the party trotted onward after her into the wood. Bridget wanted to belong by her side.

“Now, the forest is big,” said John, once he’d drawn them to a stop. “And, no offense meant, but you’re quite … loud, all together. Best we split up, each follow one of these game trails, or we’ll be searching all day and night, and the Beast will’ve heard us a mile off and gone to ground.”

“Does it live under the ground?” Sir Leonard asked. “Like a mole?”

“It lives where it pleases,” John said gravely. “And where least pleases us.”

It was decided that they would pair up as before, with more experienced knights and swordspeople matched with softer-handed counterparts, and each with a local guide: Sir Hurst with Gabriel, Florian with Bowen, Leonard with Adah, Sidney with Arthur. An older man who seemed struck almost speechless with the honor was going to act as guide to the king.

“And I’ll ride with Sir Bridget,” Gwen said quickly, as if getting it out in a rush would stop Arthur from shooting pointed looks at her, which it did not. Bridget didn’t care. In fact, she almost smiled, but caught herself at the last moment and returned to appropriate knightly solemnity.

“The king should not ride so loosely protected,” said Sir Hurst. “I am an able swordsman, but I insist we ride with the guards.”

“If we ride with the guards, we’re not going to have any chance of glimpsing the Beast,” Gabriel said. “And I’d quite like to. Glimpse it, I mean.”

Privately, Bridget agreed with Sir Hurst. His constant suspicion was very affirming.

“Your Majesty, the people here were warned of your coming, and they might have—”

“Perhaps the guards could ride a short distance away,” Gwen suggested, glancing sideways at John to see if he’d noticed that Sir Hurst was implying he and the other villagers might turn traitor any minute. “Not so close they ruin the hunt, but nearby if needed.”

“Fine,” Gabriel said, looking a bit like a child whose game had been ruined by adult intervention.

“Sorry, but it’s not fine,” said Sir Hurst.

“We’ll ride with you,” Arthur volunteered. “Won’t we, Sid? We’re very quiet. Discreet.”

“Oh?” said Sidney. “Yeah. Discreet. Big time.”

Bridget bit her lip, and did not laugh. It would not be appropriate to laugh.

“Sidney’s great with a sword, and I can be a human shield, in a pinch.”

Gabriel was peering questioningly at Arthur, Gwen was waiting for Sir Hurst, and Sir Hurst was looking as if he were about to demand they call the entire thing off—until Gwen clapped her hands and said, “That settles it then.”

It seemed that it did.

“Loud clapping,” John said disapprovingly, as they all reshuffled into their groupings, “is just the sort of thing that’ll drive away any self-respecting Beast.”







Seventeen



Meanwhile there came tales of the Questing Beast, and so the King and his knights rode long into the forest in order to slay him, and the Beast was fearsome wroth, but the King was so great, the Beast was full sore afeard to behold his countenance, and became quiet like the lamb, and fell flatling to his feet.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Bridget wasn’t much of a hunter. There wasn’t anything particularly thrilling to her about letting hounds or birds do the hard work while you gave chase, claiming all the glory once you’d gored a frightened and cornered beast. At minimum, everybody involved in a fight should come to it willingly, and fairly armed.

It didn’t seem to matter that she was far from an expert, because this was far from an ordinary hunt. Their quarry was a mystery, as well as probably being a drunk man’s hallucination, and therefore likely to prove elusive.

Bridget didn’t voice any of this aloud. John and his little dog had been assigned as their guides, and he clearly took the whole thing very seriously. The dog was harder to gauge, but likely felt the same way.

They rode deeper into the wood, Gwen in the middle, Bridget taking the rear; she felt more at ease now, traveling much less conspicuously in their little party. People were unknown factors, prone to behave in erratic and unpredictable ways. Trees were far less concerning, and mostly stayed where they were.

“This is the place, Your Highness,” John said to Gwen, once they reached an unremarkable gap between two large bushes. He was a no-nonsense sort of man. Bridget might have liked him, if he hadn’t been so visibly affronted by her existence. “This is where I saw the Beast just last week.”

“Lovely,” said Gwen, who clearly had no idea what she was supposed to do with this information.

Bridget slid from her horse as John did the same, and Gwen caught on and dismounted as well. Bridget moved to flank her immediately, hand on her sword hilt. John pointed out tracks in the mud, some of them smeared beyond recognition. To Bridget’s inexpert eye the ones that remained intact looked like fairly normal paw prints, a wide pad with four toes.

“You see here,” John said. “These are the hind feet, and these the fore, and when they overlap like this—it means the Beast was on the run.”

The dog snuffled wetly at the ground, and then his ears pricked up, and he glanced at his master for permission to start tracking.

“Your dog has a good nose for this,” Gwen said. “What’s his name?”

John looked slightly confused by the question, and then answered, “Nose.”

They mounted up again and followed on, trusting John’s keen eyesight and Nose’s nose, until they came to a sudden halt.

“Blood,” John said. He didn’t seem at all alarmed, but Bridget’s hackles went up, regardless. “And fur, you see?” She did see. Splashes of scarlet sprayed against the mud, deep claw marks, signs of a struggle. Her stomach lurched. “I’ve never come across so clear a trail—I think we must be close.”

Bridget looked to Gwen. Suddenly it felt foolish to have been glad of little company. “Should we … go and fetch the king?”

“Hmm.” Gwen only sounded slightly uneasy. “No, I think not. If the entire point was to creep up on the Beast, reinforcements will only scare it away.”

Bridget found herself rather missing Sir Hurst.

But it was easy enough to follow the trail, and they trekked on into denser, darker territory, where the noise of their horses was hushed and even the birds were subdued, until they came to a small clearing. The dog led them to the hollow of a tree, and they dismounted and stood looking at the opening of a den, a glint of bone visible through the churned mud, which was splashed with gore.

It wasn’t a huge den. That had to be a good sign.

Bridget drew her sword, and John his knife. There was a particular color that blood made against dark mud, surprisingly bright where you might expect it to fade away. Bridget had grown very familiar with that color on the battlefield. Now it made her feel instantly queasy.

“If the Beast is within, I’ve a sack ready,” John said, sounding somewhat excited. “To bag it.”

“Do you think it’ll take kindly to being … bagged?” Gwen ventured.

Bridget had been thinking the same thing. “Get back on your horse,” she said to Gwen—and then when she saw Gwen’s raised eyebrows, she added, “Please. I’d feel … better, if you did.”

Gwen did, because she was stubborn but not stupid, and John retrieved the rough sacking from his saddlebag and stood at the ready. His dog, who had been vibrating with excitement, was given the signal to go—and Bridget watched with fists clenched as he wriggled into the darkness on his belly, happily following orders that might lead him to his doom.

It’s just a dog, Bridget thought, palms sweaty inside her gauntlets. Stop being weird about it.

But what was a knight if not an obedient dog scenting blood, hungry for the death of their master’s choosing?

“Will he be all right?” she asked, and John scoffed.

“Nose? He’s tough. Tougher than any knight you know, I’d wager.”

So Bridget put her faith in Nose. There was quiet but for the distant scuffling of paws, and then suddenly a great deal of commotion; it sounded like a tiny scream of outrage, almost human, rising in pitch and then cut short. Bridget took a half step back without meaning to, gripped by unknown horror. Something was hurt. Dying, perhaps. There was more scuffling, and the wet, thudding displacement of large quantities of earth.

“He won’t kill the Beast, will he?” Gwen said anxiously.

“He’s a good boy,” John replied, but the longer they waited, the less certain he looked.

Bridget caught Gwen’s eye, and knew they were both thinking the same thing: What if the Beast has killed him?

There was a quiet growl. More of the damp dirt around the entrance crumbled and fell, and then suddenly Nose was there, his white fur smeared with dark blood, dragging something far bigger than himself out of the den.

It was a dark-colored cat. Or … it was shaped like a cat. It was far too big, comically big, and yet it had the gangle and enormous, disproportionate paws of a juvenile. Its face, once it came into view, was similarly kittenish, and extremely outraged.

“That’s it, Nose, drop it, good boy,” John said, and the moment Nose released the creature, it found itself encased in burlap and scooped up.

“But … that’s a cat,” Gwen said, as the bag writhed with fury.

“Wildcat,” John said, red with effort as he tried to secure his loot. “Or … wildkitten.”

“Is it hurt?” Bridget said. “What about all the blood?” It smelled terrible. Like hot, rotted metal. Bridget couldn’t understand why the others didn’t seem bothered by it.

John succeeded in tying the bag shut, then placed it on the ground to flail as he inspected Nose.

“That blood isn’t fresh,” he said. “I reckon there’s something dead down there. Nose, get.”

Nose plunged back into the undergrowth, and within a few short minutes, returned tailfirst dragging something much larger: a heap of fur, a long limb. He backed off, tail wagging. John went to have a look, and came back shaking his head.

“That’s the mother cat, I’d wager, and it’s dead. Gored by something.”

“Oh, poor thing,” said Gwen, earning her an odd look from John.

Nose’s ears pricked up again, and this time he didn’t wait for permission before dashing off into the bushes. John didn’t seem to mind.

Gwen was still frowning down at the den’s deceased occupant. “So … was that the Beast? Or was it killed by the Beast?”

John, affronted, drew himself up to his full height. “The Beast has the body of a lion and the wings of a dragon, and it is black as night.”

“That dead cat is sort of black, in places,” Bridget pointed out. “And enormous.”

Diplomatic as always, Gwen ventured, “Are you quite sure this couldn’t have been the Beast? I mean, we haven’t seen all of it, it might have wings. Or maybe … maybe whatever killed it chewed them off. And now it’s dead, so perhaps your livestock will be safe.”

John relented slightly. “Suppose it might,” he said. “We’ll have to bring some of the boys in, dig this out, get a good look at it. But yeah. I suppose it might have been the Beast.”






Eighteen


Gabriel’s research had produced many different opinions about the Questing Beast. In the accounts he’d read, it sometimes barked like a dog, was either very long or very tall, perhaps had spots, and was also maybe the offspring of a demon and a normal human woman. Other experts agreed that none of the above was true, and it was actually quite a nice-looking little creature, dainty and pleasant to behold, except for the fact that its own children were trying to eat it alive from the inside, which was sort of religiously allegorical and suitably weird in the way that such things often were.

It was also supposed to be long-dead; slain by Sir Palamedes, or maybe felled by natural causes after a long and healthy lifespan of some hundred years. There were quite a few noblemen who claimed to have chunks of Beast on display or contained in reliquaries in their houses, although for all of these claims to be true, the Beast would have needed to be so outrageously large that it called into question why it had taken King Pellinore and Sir Palamedes quite so long to hunt down this hulking, landscape-dominating behemoth.

Still, the idea that there might be some very interesting and perhaps rare species inhabiting the woods was a scintillating thought.

“I can see you’re very excited,” Arthur said as they rode together, the guards doing as bidden and disappearing into the foliage around them.

“How?” Sidney asked, from Gabriel’s other side. “He’s frowning.”

“Yes, but that’s his excited frown. It’s different from the usual one.”

The peace between them was too fragile for Gabriel to speak and doubtless ruin it. It felt something like hope to hear Arthur talk to him like this, like he was a real person, and one who Arthur didn’t hate. It had been so long since their conversations had been anything but deeply fraught, every silence a gaping chasm, every word a snagged fingernail. Just offering to ride along felt like such a big olive branch, he was practically offering Gabriel the whole tree.

“Your Majesty,” Sir Hurst said, looking back over his shoulder, perpetually concerned but especially troubled at this very minute. “Are you well?”

“Yes,” Gabriel replied. “Just … excited.”

“I knew it,” Arthur said triumphantly, obviously speaking to Sidney now, but still about Gabriel. Across Gabriel.

Such tragic little victories were not to be sniffed at.

“We should be quiet,” Gabriel said, preemptively cutting himself off from saying anything foolish. “We don’t want to frighten it away.”

They clopped on through the forest, following their guide down a twisty trail through the undergrowth that narrowed and necessitated they ride single file, which obviously upset Sir Hurst deeply. If the Captain of the Guard had his way, Gabriel would never travel anywhere without about thirty men riding in constant circles around him in a three-layer-deep perimeter with him at the center, like the hidden pit of some insane fruit.

Actually, if Sir Hurst had his way, Gabriel wouldn’t be allowed to travel at all. Right now, this sounded quite peaceful. They would likely call him the Hermit King, but why would he care? From his library, he wouldn’t be able to hear them.

It was an old forest, mossy, the ground soft with leaves. As they rode, Gabriel started jumping at the sight of any slightly interesting shape, his heart pounding before he realized all he’d spied was a fat stick or a tree stump that looked a little like a cooked turkey.

“What are we actually looking for?” Arthur whispered from behind Gabriel.

“I have no idea,” Sidney whispered back. “I actually thought it was a rabbit? Like … just a big rabbit?”

“Don’t be stupid, it’s not a rabbit.”

“What is it then?”

“Um…” There was quite a long pause as Arthur thought. “A badger?”

“It’s not a badger,” Gabriel said quietly, twisting in the saddle so that he was almost looking at Arthur, but not quite. “It’s not supposed to be any known animal.”

“How are we supposed to look for it then?” Arthur said, slightly too loud. Sidney shushed him.

Gabriel shrugged, and turned back to the path ahead. “If you see a Beast, you’ll know.”

“Process of elimination. You got that, Sid?”

“Shut up, let me concentrate. I’m shifting into Beast mode.”

They were going along in this fashion, their guide stalwart ahead, Arthur and Sidney whispering, Gabriel and Sir Hurst ignoring them in silence, when John’s wiry little terrier burst from the undergrowth, yapping sharply at them in warning.

Sir Hurst held up his hand for all to stop. “I think we ought to—”

So much hell broke loose so quickly that, for a moment, Gabriel thought that they were under attack on all sides from some new enemy.

Reality was not much kinder: There was something thundering toward them, screaming with gusto. It was a boar, and it was enormous. Five feet of pure muscle, a thick shaggy coat, tusks twice as long as Gabriel’s forearm; in any other circumstance, his first emotion would have been pure awe. It still was, for half a heartbeat—and then the boar skidded to a snorting halt, Sir Hurst drew his sword with a shout of warning, Gabriel’s horse reared, and the more appropriate reaction—pure panic—flooded his veins.

Gabriel grappled for the reins as Penelope shied backward, threatening to rear again. He was all turned around; he couldn’t see the boar anymore, which felt like a very bad sign. Someone was saying, “Shit, shit, shit,” against a cacophony of raised voices and many horses approaching, presumably the guards drawn by Sir Hurst’s cry.

He was shouting “Go!” now, clearly aimed at Gabriel, but his horse still wasn’t having any of it. He had just managed to regain control and was trying to turn her when someone slapped her hard on the rump. She did the only sensible thing, and bolted.

Gabriel flung himself down over her neck and closed his eyes, so that if they did run headlong into any low-hanging trees, at least he wouldn’t know he’d been decapitated until his head hit the ground.

Penelope was a well-behaved horse, even when pushed this far past her limits, so she didn’t run for very long. Once the immediate terror had passed, she slowed to a snorting walk, keeping her head held high and ready to spot any new dangers that might befall them.

“Good girl,” Gabriel said, easing upright and patting her neck. “That’s it, Penny, it’s all right. I’m sorry about the boar.”

He listened for company, and heard nothing but the staccato disagreements of small birds overhead. They weren’t on a game trail anymore, but had found themselves in an area where the trees were less dense, the muddy ground swelling and falling around a small, leaf-clogged stream. There were absolutely no clues as to what direction they had come from or should be going. His guards must have been searching for him—if they weren’t still locked in battle with an indignant pig—but they were nowhere to be seen.

“Right,” Gabriel said. “Hmm.”

A noise from behind startled both him and Penelope, and Gabriel braced for the boar in hot pursuit before realizing that he was being approached by a horse and rider.

“Jesus,” panted Arthur. “I thought you’d been eaten alive by the hog from hell.” He was red in the face and quite sweaty; his horse just looked quite annoyed.

“No.” Gabriel felt lightheaded, watching Arthur slide from his horse and stumble when he hit the uneven ground, grabbing the stirrup for balance. “I think Sir Hurst … I think he encouraged Penelope to run, to get us out of—”

“Yeah, that’s what he did to me too. Nice of him. The guards showed up, but it was chaos, everybody waving their swords around. I guess you’re too valuable and I’m too much of a liability. Luckily my horse fancies your horse, because I think he just chased after her. Haven’t seen any of the others.”

Arthur’s stallion did seem to be making eyes at Penelope. This was somewhat grounding, as horses often were. Gabriel gingerly eased himself from the saddle—one more thing that he’d had to relearn one-handed, harder than the riding part even—until his feet found mostly solid ground.

“What’s his name?” Gabriel asked, nodding to the horse, desperate for distraction.

“Oh God, he’s called Steed. I didn’t name him, he’s on loan from your stables. The head groom said that as I’m a reasonable rider I should have a good, hearty courser … the implication being that he might compensate for the rest of me.”

“I’m sure that’s … not what he meant.”

“He said, ‘It might be a good idea, considering,’ and then he never voiced the considerations. I joined the dots myself. Are you all right?”

Gabriel was not all right. His fingertips had gone numb, and his mouth felt sort of cold and fuzzy, like he’d brushed it against something mildly poisonous. He said, “Um,” and then found he couldn’t say anything more.

“Sit down,” Arthur said, and when Gabriel didn’t move, Arthur took an awkward half step toward him and then, more boldly, took him by the elbow. “Sit,” he said again, and Gabriel let himself be guided down onto a slightly damp tree stump, bright worms of light wriggling in the muddy recesses of his vision.

“I’m all right, I just feel a bit…”

“Yeah,” Arthur said sternly, “that’s because you’re not really breathing. You’re sort of gasping a bit, and then not breathing at all, and what you want to do is find a happy medium between the two.”

“Mmm,” Gabriel hummed, noticing that he was right, but not sure how to course-correct. It wasn’t something he was doing on purpose. He took in a ragged breath, pressing his hand into the soggy grooves of the tree stump, wondering distantly if he might be about to faint as his heart pounded bloodily against his rib cage.

“Hey,” Arthur said, and then his hand was on Gabriel’s back, resting on his shoulder blade. It would have been excruciatingly nice if Gabriel could have enjoyed it. “Are you hurt? Where?”

“Not … hurt.”

“Ill?”

“Maybe,” Gabriel wheezed, sort of wishing Arthur would stop talking, but simultaneously dreading the moment he’d back away. Don’t leave me alone with me.

“Jesus, Gabe, what can I do? You’re scaring me.”

There was nothing he could do. Nothing anybody could do. Gabriel was broken in ways nobody could fix, in ways he couldn’t even explain; he was drowning in the open air, dying of absolutely nothing, miles away from the danger. Panicking. Always panicking.

Sudden warmth. Arthur’s hand was on Gabriel’s, and then he interlocked their fingers, lifted them, and placed them on his chest, right where his heart was beating strong and steady.

This was the bit where Arthur would usually make a joke to diffuse the tension, to make light of how obviously strange the situation was, but he didn’t. He just breathed slowly, in and out, Gabriel’s hand rising and falling with the movement of his chest, until Gabriel was breathing like that too, as if they were a pair of lungs separated by circumstance.

Arthur ran hotter than Gabriel. Something to do with good blood supply. Holding him had always felt curative, like morning tea in Gabriel’s favorite cup, the chips and grooves as familiar to him as his own skin.

Arthur smelled like citrus—but not in the way that Gwen did, wild mint and lemons. His was blood oranges and something rich and woody. He dressed himself in the scent every day, carefully eked out from a little amber bottle he’d inherited from his mother, dotted on his wrists and throat. Gabriel breathed in and out, in and out, and his hand and heart said: I remember, I remember, I remember.

The horses had been whickering back and forth at each other, but when Arthur’s stallion approached, Penelope responded by nipping him hard on the neck; he squeaked with outrage, and Arthur laughed and dropped Gabriel’s hand, which immediately felt freezing again.

“He’s a delusional chap, but extremely romantic,” he said, looking fondly at his horse, who was now gazing balefully at Penelope from a safe distance away. “I find him deeply relatable.”

Gabriel stood up clumsily, suddenly needing to put distance between himself and the tree stump—and, more specifically, the person by the tree stump.

“Right.”

Arthur was still looking at his horse when he asked, “That happen often?”

“What?”

His tone was even. “You know. The problems with your breathing.”

Only about once a day, if he was lucky. “No.”

“Oh. Good.”

Gabriel squinted into the trees, finding nothing but leaves, but pretending they were fascinating regardless. “We should … find the others. They might be hurt.”

“I’m sure they’re riding all over looking for you. Don’t worry, Sir Hurst is no idiot, and Sid is half boar, he knows how to think like a pig. They’ll be all right.”

He was worried though, because his smile was all wrong and he kept messing with his hair. He looked a bit paler too, rougher around the edges than he had even a few days ago; Gabriel had been so concerned with staying upright, he hadn’t thought about how hard this journey would be on Arthur too. He was stronger than he had been in the months after his life-threatening injuries last year, thanks to sheer determination and his unfailing commitment to his daily walks, but he still tired easily, needed to sit more often, slept for long hours after hard days … or at least, that had been the case back when Gabriel had been privy to such intimate details.

“Are you all right?”

Arthur looked slightly taken aback by the question, and then shrugged. “No. But I’ll do.”






Nineteen


John’s investigation of the wildcat den was slow and methodical, and Bridget and Gwen watched politely as he sorted his way through discarded bones. “You see these, here? Some of these are from rabbits and smaller creatures. But this one…” He nudged it with his foot. “Now that might be sheep.”

The bag full of kitten, which had fallen silent, let out a tragic yowl, and Bridget watched as it managed to shuffle a few inches sideways before apparently collapsing. Through the trees, she could hear distant barking. Trouble? A warning? John didn’t look up from the chunk of scapula he was examining.

“Give it here,” said Gwen, gesturing for Bridget to hand up the cat. It didn’t take kindly to being handled, attempting to kill Bridget by aiming for her wrists. Once Gwen had taken charge of it, she placed it in front of her on the saddle and bent down to speak quietly; it seemed to momentarily stop thrashing to listen.

Bridget looked back over at its deceased parent, the gigantic black paw protruding from the entrance to its den. It felt like an ill omen. She still had her sword in hand, even though John had sheathed his knife. The scene seemed eerie somehow, the wood too quiet, death palpable in the air, but apparently she was the only one who could feel it. “What around here could kill a wildcat? I mean … a Beast?”

John had still been attempting amateur archaeology, but as he looked up to answer Bridget, his expression changed—and every hair on Bridget’s body stood on end, the chill that passed down her spine primal, ingrained into her nerves by a thousand years of ambushes.

“That,” whispered John.

Nose the dog came bursting through the trees, sprinting past them at full speed, and Bridget turned to see an enormous bristle-haired pig following him, its yellowed tusks black with gore, its hoofs carving dark scars in the earth as it prepared to charge.

She didn’t think. There wasn’t time. She stepped toward the pig, looked to Gwen, and shouted, “Run!”

Gwen’s horse, unfailingly sensible, didn’t need telling twice—but the boar was already charging, resolute and unstoppable, and the horse had no place to go that didn’t contain tree or monster.

The pig was screaming, such a hoarse, human shout that it struck unbridled terror into Bridget’s heart; she leaped between that scream and Gwen, her sword raised, waiting for the noise to stop and the pain to begin.

She was hit hard, the impact throwing her against hot legs and hoofs; her vision went black and her head clattered with agony, her arms buckling, boiling to the elbows. There was something on top of her, smothering her, crushing her.

The ragged scream went on and on.

“Bridget,” someone was saying. “Bridget.”

Bridget realized she’d closed her eyes. When she opened them, she found that the boar had come to a sudden stop at the end of her sword, its weight pinning her legs, the blade buried in the roof of its open mouth up to the hilt.

She was the one still screaming.

She stopped at once, her throat sore with effort. Gwen’s horse had jumped free and, miracle of miracles, hadn’t staved in Bridget’s skull in the process.

The boar grunted, shifted, and Bridget took one scarlet hand off the slippery pommel of her sword and reached toward John, who was holding his large, ugly knife just slightly out of range. He tossed it to her, she caught it by the handle, and then with the kind of steady-handed precision she never could have manufactured outside of a life-or-death situation, she killed the boar with one true strike between the ears.

“God!” Gwen said, dismounting clumsily from her horse and rushing to Bridget’s side. “Are you hurt? Bridget? Are you all right?”

“Yep,” Bridget said, pushing backward away from the boar until her legs were free and her back was supported by a tree, dropping both knife and sword and busying herself cleaning her hands on her cloak, so that she might conceal how hard they were now shaking. She couldn’t stop looking at the boar.

This was good, wasn’t it? Proof that she was better at being a sword in the order of the round table than a tourney knight riding in the lists. She’d killed the boar. No forfeiting, no withdrawing. Of course, in this case, to forfeit would have meant certain death.

So why didn’t it feel good?

John came over, retrieved his knife, then offered Bridget a hand. “Neatly done,” he said before he hauled her up, as casual as if she’d just scored a double at darts.

Nose the dog threw himself at the boar and bravely proceeded to worry its leg, apparently determined to take some credit for its felling.

“Get away, Nose,” John said crossly, and Nose gave the leg one last nip before backing off.

Bridget inspected herself and found that, vast quantities of hog blood notwithstanding, she was mostly unblemished. A few minor cuts and scrapes to her face, and her legs would be sorely bruised, but that was all.

The scream would take longer to recover from. She’d never heard herself make a sound like it. Frankly, she’d never heard anyone make a sound like it. She was ashamed, instantly and utterly. She shrugged off Gwen’s comforting hand, unthinking, as the feeling spiked in her chest—and saw the way Gwen stepped back sharply from her, and felt even worse.

“I’ll dispose of this,” John said, going to Gwen’s horse to retrieve the sack containing the kitten, which squeaked as if it had heard and understood its fate.

“No,” Gwen said quickly. “Um, thank you, John, but the king will want to see this. For … posterity, you know? And research. If it’s spawn of the Beast.”

“Right you are,” said John, throwing the bag over the back of Gwen’s saddle with a carelessness that made the princess wince, and securing it to the billet, where it immediately began to bother the horse. Bridget wrapped her cloak around her hands, took hold of her sword, and pulled it from the boar with a long, slick heave.

The dog was beseeching them to follow him again, his tail wagging, urgency in his eyes. “I reckon Nose can hear your knights,” John said. Bridget wasn’t sure if she was imagining the newfound respect in the word “knights,” which might before have been said with a healthy measure of disdain.

They remounted, and followed Nose into the wood. The canopy above them opened up, bright harlequin patches of daylight creeping in through the gaps in the branches, and eventually they came to a stream, where they found Nose, tail wagging, with his face buried in the crotch of the King of England.

Gabriel, who was scratching behind the dog’s ears, didn’t look up at first, so it was Arthur who said, “Christ! What the hell, Leclair?”

“Boar,” said Bridget.

“Boar! Bloody boar, we had a run-in with it too. Did it get you?”

“Nope.”

“She killed it,” Gwen said, carefully alighting from her horse and untying the sack. “We think we found the Beast. She was already dead: I imagine the boar killed her. And this is her … um … baby?”

“Baby?” Gabriel gently pushed the dog away and went to her at once. Gwen made a noise of warning as he opened the bag, but as he peered inside nothing leaped at him claws-first. Bridget supposed it had exhausted itself in there. After all, it had probably had quite a difficult day.

“What is it?” said Arthur, going to look for himself. His face lit up as Gabriel carefully closed the bag. “That’s a kitten!”

“It’s a wildcat,” said Gabriel. “They like to hunt in woodlands. Full-grown, they’d be a good match for a boar, although the boar would have the advantage of weight. Especially that one.”

John was bristling again, so Gwen quickly suggested, “We think it’s not quite an ordinary cat. Perhaps the Beast mated with a local wildcat, and produced this offspring?”

“Mmm,” John said, mollified. “Yes. I reckon that’s exactly it.”

“I’m keeping it,” Arthur said happily. “A friend for Merlin Lucifer.”

“Arthur, it’s a wild animal,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. “It’ll grow to be as big as a deerhound. It’ll kill you.”

“It’s a kitten,” Arthur said, aghast. “A baby. Its mother is dead, we can’t leave it here. I’m having it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I’m not being ridiculous. You’re being ridiculous. Some nobles keep tigers. And lions. This is only going to be about half as big as a lion. It’s a very reasonable pet, in the grand scheme of things.”

“Think of how much meat you’ll need to feed it.”

“My meat budget will stretch. And she’ll probably catch her own meat. Mice. Rats.”

“Small dogs,” added Gwen. “And perhaps children.” She was watching them argue back and forth with a half smile on her face, and with a start Bridget realized how unusual it was now to see the two of them bickering familiarly together like this. Last Yuletide it had been commonplace; Arthur and Gabriel sharing a blanket by the fire in Gwen’s chambers, sitting knee to knee at breakfast, riding two astride as they struck out across the frosty countryside.

“Leclair,” Arthur said imperiously. “Please give me some rope.”

“I don’t have any rope.”

He looked deflated. “Well … why not?”

“I’ve got rope,” said John. He pulled it out of his bag and unspooled it. Arthur took it, and he and Gabriel went back to bickering as he laid out a plan to create a makeshift collar and lead, which seemed to involve one person gently pinning the kitten down while the other did some rapid knotting.

John joined them, so that he might put his hands on his hips and give instruction, and Bridget took the opportunity to dismount, walk to the stream, and pull off her gauntlets, squatting to splash some water on her face. She could feel strands of hair sticking to her neck and forehead, thick with blood and sweat, and thought, not for the first time, about cutting it all off entirely. Adah did it. Buddhist bhikshunis did it. Why couldn’t she? The sort of people who would point and jeer at her were the ones who already thought she was a freak anyway.

“Hello,” Gwen said, sitting down on a rock, pulling her dress up slightly at the knees so it wouldn’t trail in the water. “That was quite horrible.”

“Yep.” Bridget unclipped her vambraces too, dropped them in the clear water and let the dark blood bloom. Neil would have to oil them again later, and he would not be gracious about it. “I, uh, I don’t know … where that came from. Sorry.”

“Where what came from?”

Bridget cringed—or, she let her nose wrinkle for just a moment, before her face became smooth and impassive again. It still felt like she’d given far too much away. “The … I was shouting.”

“The shouting? I didn’t even know you were shouting. I think I was screaming at a pitch that would have deafened the dog. I meant what you just had to do. When the pig almost gored you to death? Because you’d thrown yourself bodily in front of me?”

Bridget shrugged, and picked up one vambrace, letting it drip pinkly onto the muddy bank. “It’s what I’m here for, so…”

“It was incredibly brave.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big—?”

“It’s my job. I’m a knight. Any one of this party would have done the same.” She went to pick up her other vambrace, and was baffled when Gwen snatched it from her and threw it into the stream, water arcing after it. She stared at it for a moment before saying, “Why?”

“Because you’re annoying me,” said Gwen. “Can we just agree that you did something very dangerous and heroic? None of this ‘Oh, just another day on the job, m’lady’ bullshit? It was terrifying. I was terrified. Can we acknowledge this, instead of just adding it to the frankly enormous pile of terrifying things that have happened to you recently and moving on?”

Bridget got up from her squat, feeling slightly creaky, and went to fetch her vambrace. “There haven’t been that many terrifying things.”

“Oh, yes, just surprise apprehending an assassin outside my brother’s bedroom in the middle of the night. Unfettered violence in the tourney, from all those men who hated you for daring to enter. Fighting off the guards of a would-be usurper who was hell-bent on killing you. Nearly dying on the battlefield. Killing said usurper. It’s all just a regular Tuesday for Bridget Leclair.”

“It’s—”

Gwen threw her hands up in the air with frustration. “A pig just tried to eat you!”

Bridget shook her vambrace mostly free of water, then sat down next to Gwen on the rock. Gwen moved up a little to make more room, then took the armor from Bridget’s hand and started drying it with her cloak.

“A pig tried to eat me,” Bridget repeated.

“And it was a big deal,” Gwen prompted, biting her lip in concentration as she scrubbed a stubborn smear of congealed blood from the smooth steel.

“Yeah. Guess it was.” Bridget cleared her throat. “I was scared.”

“Thank you.” She handed the vambrace to Bridget, who began strapping it back on. “You’re only human. Of course you were scared. I’m sorry I threw this in the river, and shouted at you. Even if you did deserve it.”

“You didn’t shout much.”

“I did a bit. God, you really are covered in quite a lot of blood. We should … seek the others, they must be looking for us. Regroup. Find a bath.”

Bridget closed her eyes, noted the faint nausea in the back of her throat, the almost feverish exhaustion in her limbs. The day had taken a lot out of her. It still felt shameful to admit it, even to herself. “That sounds nice.”

The peace was broken by Arthur, with a shout of “Jesus fucking Christ!” followed by Gabriel’s quiet, “Don’t shout, Arthur, she’ll only maul you harder.” It seemed the plan to contain the wildkitten was going about as well as could be expected.

Gwen sighed and rested her head against Bridget’s shoulder, and Bridget let herself lean in, her eyes still closed, seeking comfort—just for a moment, she told herself. Just until Arthur’s next shriek.






Twenty


Cats. Why was it always cats?

Last winter, Merlin Lucifer had been ill. It was the sort of thing you weren’t supposed to notice about a mouser, but Gabriel loved his cat. He spent long hours with the ginger tom in his lap, Gabriel accommodating his rotations through various ridiculous sleeping positions while he worked at his desk or in his chair by the fire. Sometimes Merlin Lucifer interrupted council meetings, demanding with horrible yowls that the guards open the door, and would only calm down when he’d rubbed himself against Gwen’s chair, bitten Lord Best on the ankle, and safely ensconced himself on Gabriel’s thighs.

Every item of clothing Gabriel owned was covered in a fine layer of sunny orange cat fur. The pages probably complained about it behind his back, because when his things were taken away to be cleaned, they always came back spotless. Gabriel had no idea how they managed it. Vigorous wiping with a sweaty palm only seemed to move it all around.

A palpable barrier had already begun to form between Arthur and Gabriel by the end of January, lumpy and hulking, filling the spaces between their words and bodies until it felt like they had to constantly talk around it. That frosty morning, Arthur had knocked on Gabriel’s door, and Gabriel had actually considered not answering it, wanting desperately to see Arthur, but simultaneously terrified of the cracks he might find in their relationship when forced to examine it up close.

“Have you seen ML?” Arthur said, once he’d been admitted. He was wearing one of Gabriel’s mother’s knitted monstrosities, a long, chunky cowl with arms, an immediate hand-me-down from Gwen, who—unlike Arthur—didn’t find ugly clothes funny, and felt no need to wear them for the delight of horrifying all those who beheld you.

“Hello,” Gabriel said, putting down his book. “I think he’s under the bed.”

“Is that all you have to say?”

“Um…” Gabriel stalled. What was expected of him here? He never knew. “I said hello, didn’t I?”

Arthur raised his eyebrows. His lips were slightly chapped, and there was a fine sweep of dark stubble on his cheeks. It made him look sharper. Older. “Not a kind word to spare for my cowl?”

“Oh. It’s very … nice.”

Arthur looked disappointed, but rallied. “The one thing it’s not is nice. Your mother is an evil genius. Anyway—cat? Cat, where the hell are you?”

He disappeared into the bedroom portion of Gabriel’s chambers and began talking in a low voice. Gabriel tried to get back to his book, but just knowing that Arthur was in the next room made it impossible to focus. Eventually he put it down, and went in to find Arthur lying on the floor, head and shoulders under the bed, legs crossed absentmindedly at the ankles.

“What are you doing?”

“He’s been sick,” Arthur said, muffled.

“Yes, he does that sometimes.”

“I know he does that sometimes, he likes to do it on my pillow sometimes, but usually he’s fine afterward. This time he looks miserable.”

Gabriel went awkwardly down on to his knees and peered under the bed. Arthur was waving a bit of feather down at the cat, who was huddled in the corner by the wall, watching the feather without much interest.

“Here, Merlin,” Gabriel said, digging in his pocket for a twist of jerky he kept on his person to distract the cat from chewing on valuable vellum or council members’ body parts. It was tricky to lean forward while trying not to put pressure on his scar. He tried anyway. “It’s a treat, look.”

Merlin Lucifer stayed where he was, and worry flared in Gabriel’s gut.

“See? There’s something wrong with him,” said Arthur. “Maybe he ate a rat with poison in it? Or another hair ribbon?”

His elbow was flush with Gabriel’s, their heads almost touching, the two of them physically closer than they had been in a week. Arthur turned toward him, his cheek almost brushing against Gabriel’s, and then he had to turn rapidly away again to sneeze.

“Dusty,” he said.

“Mmm.”

“Maybe we could try to grab him from the other side?”

“I don’t want to upset him.” Gabriel thought for a moment, watching Merlin Lucifer breathe in and out, a sad loaf of gingerbread. “I’ll go and ask the Master of Hounds what we should do.”

“And bring the physician,” Arthur added. “And the Wizard.”

When Gwen bumped into Gabriel in the hall and he explained where he was going with such a dire expression on his face, she insinuated that it might be overkill to bring every possible health professional in Camelot to investigate a hiding cat, but then again, she’d never been much of an animal person.

Half an hour later, five pairs of legs were sticking out from under the bed; Masters Truman, Buchanan, and Torres were all lying on the floor to give their expert opinions, bookended by Arthur and Gabriel.

“Could be that his humors are misaligned,” said Master Truman. “He’s a boy cat, is he not? So he should be warm and dry, like a man. Women are cold and wet. He might be phlegmatic.”

“Or perhaps worms,” said Master Torres, who spent almost every waking moment of his life with the castle’s hunting dogs. “Have you noticed any? In his feces?”

Gabriel shook his head. “No. Arthur?”

“I live by the doctrine that a man’s feces are his own business,” Arthur said solemnly. “Also, he mostly poos in the grounds somewhere and buries it, except when he does it in Lord Best’s shoes. We could ask Lord Best if he’s noticed any worms in his stockings.”

Things were difficult enough with Lord Best, and talk of worms would not improve things.

“Perhaps he’s in love, and has found himself unrequited,” said Master Buchanan. The Wizard was prone to such romantic notions. “Or dehydrated.”

“Most likely he’s in some sort of internal discomfort, if he’s been vomiting,” said Master Torres, the most useful of the lot. “Give him plain chicken broth, see if he improves.”

“Yes,” said Master Buchanan, pleased. “And perhaps some goat’s milk for pudding, if he wants it.”

The royal council of the ailing cat disbanded, and Gabriel went personally to oversee the production of some broth and some plain boiled chicken in the kitchens, which the cook obviously hated. Back upstairs, Arthur took the dish from him and pushed it over to Merlin Lucifer, who sniffed it thoroughly, licked his lips, then lapsed back into loafish indifference.

“Poor little man,” Arthur crooned. “I can watch him, if you want to go back to … kinging.”

Gabriel couldn’t imagine being anywhere but this room. “No, I’ll have Oakley cancel my afternoon.”

They were back under the bed together again, the steady rhythm of Arthur’s breathing next to him a comfort. “You’re mad. What if someone invades?”

“Gwen can deal with it.”

Arthur laughed, and nudged Gabriel fondly, a sort of full-body nuzzle like he was a cat himself, or an inquisitive horse hopeful for a carrot. He was very tactile like that, always wanting some part of the two of them to be touching, which was why this recent distance had felt so strange.

He seemed to notice what he’d done—and that it was no longer normal between them—because he stopped moving, then put his hand on Gabriel’s very gently, almost as if it could have been an accident of under-bed shuffling.

Gabriel didn’t move. Arthur started talking softly to Merlin Lucifer, and only broke away to fetch pillows, a candle, and the book Gabriel had been reading. They stayed like that, camped on the floor, watching until Merlin Lucifer unclenched slightly and went to lap at his broth, at which Arthur cheered under his breath.

Eventually Merlin Lucifer finished off the entire bowl, then took a few bites of the boiled chicken, and even acquiesced to a few scratches on the head. The danger seemed to have passed, but neither Arthur nor Gabriel moved. They had recaptured something elusive here on the floor during their cat vigil, and as soon as they got up, it would be over.

“Read to me,” Arthur said, turning over onto his side.

“It’s dull,” Gabriel said, picking up his discarded book. “It would bore you.”

“Might not.”

“It will. It’s … it’s actually about a plague. Account from a physician. Mostly about the measures he recommended, which everybody ignored.”

“Sounds nice and depressing.”

“A little,” Gabriel admitted. “But sometimes the humanity bleeds through. He lost his own daughter. It’s sort of his testimony. Like he’s trying to tell her that he really tried. I don’t know.”

“See, that does sound interesting. You can’t just assume I won’t want to hear about things. I love hearing about things. I might surprise you. I am very surprising.”

This edged dangerously close to being about much more than a book.

“I know.”

“I miss you,” Arthur said, very quietly, perhaps quieter than he’d ever been. Gabriel’s heart sank. He had acknowledged the reality of their situation, so they were done for.

Although … maybe not. There was still the magic of the floor. Gabriel didn’t know what to say, so he did what Arthur always did—drew closer. Put his hand on Arthur’s arm. Leaned in, got a lungful of his air.

Arthur had reacted at once, like he’d been waiting for permission; he kissed Gabriel, hard and then soft, and put his warm hands on Gabriel’s face like he was trying to keep him there. How many times had they done this before? A hundred, at least, and at first Gabriel had been able to lose himself in it—to think only of Arthur and where his hands were at that precise moment, to almost cease to exist except in the places Arthur touched him, but then something had gone wrong. He’d been too aware of himself, too conscious of the life that waited for him outside whichever locked room they were entwined in, and the more he remembered himself, the less he felt like a person who could do … this.

Hold on to Arthur like a lifeline, unwilling and unable to let go; let Arthur’s hands slip inside his shirt without flinching; rest his head in the hollow of Arthur’s collarbone and breathe in the smell of him, and smile when the heart beneath him beat faster just from his nearness. Arthur was always rushing full speed into everything, and Gabriel was quiet and considered and unhurried, and when the two of them were alone and it felt like they had all the time in the world, he’d enjoyed being the one to slow Arthur down.

Not that he’d had any idea what he was doing. But Arthur hadn’t seemed to mind. It appeared to Gabriel that love—because he knew of no other word for what this was, even if it wasn’t spoken aloud—had a calming effect on Arthur. Gabriel found it terrifying and strange.

That night, they’d kissed and moved together clumsily and Arthur had laughed and Gabriel had felt embarrassingly close to crying, and eventually Merlin Lucifer had felt well enough to come out from under the bed and shout at them for paying attention to anything other than him.

They had never kissed again.

Now Arthur was standing in front of Gabriel holding one end of a rope; at the other end of it was the kitten, the strangest-looking creature Gabriel had ever seen, with a reddish spotted coat just visible through an outer layer of black fur, and ears so pointy and enormous it looked like another species entirely.

The kitten had hissed at first, and given Arthur a nice, deep slash to the neck as he’d wrestled it into its makeshift collar, but now it was just standing with its back slightly arched and its ears pinned back, looking warily around at its captors.

“It won’t be happy, Arthur,” Gabriel said, as Arthur smiled down at the cat, already besotted. “It’s meant to live in the woods.”

“But it won’t live, if we leave it here. It’ll die. Too young. Too small.”

The too-small kitten, the size of John’s terrier, growled weakly.

“Maybe that’s what’s meant to happen. I know it’s hard, but that’s how it is in nature. Some things just aren’t meant to be.”

Arthur shook his head, rejecting this outright. “Just let me try. There’s plenty of room at Camelot. Give me some time with her, once we get back. If it doesn’t work, we can find somewhere safe and far away from people to release her once she’s big enough. If it does work, it’ll be the greatest thing that’s ever happened to anyone. It’s win-win.”

It was hard enough to say no to Arthur. To say no to Arthur and a motherless kitten was always going to be a losing battle.

Besides, there was desperation in his voice that seemed out of kilter with the urgency of this situation. It occurred to Gabriel that Arthur didn’t really need his permission, but he was asking anyway. Like their lives were still entwined. Like they made decisions together.

That was enough for him to say, “Yes, all right, but if it becomes an issue of safety—”

“I’ll make her a little enclosure,” Arthur said happily, clearly having already concocted this plan, sure that Gabriel would agree. “We can use the cage meant for the Beast to send her home, make it nice and comfy. We can take her out for walks! It’s going to work.”

“We’ll see,” said Gabriel, but all he could think was that for the first time in nearly a year, he was the reason that Arthur was smiling.







Twenty-One



Then Sir Bridget and Sir Arthur were sore wounded, for their quests had demanded great feats and grave danger, and so they passed the night in love and friendship, each afeared of the other’s passing, but much brave in the face of death.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Sir Hurst and the others found them in the end. They’d been turned around by the dense woodland, the captain clearly regretting ever letting the king out of his sight and determined never to do so again.

Once they’d regrouped, the party had to make camp under the stars rather than seeking out more comfortable lodgings. There were too many of them to impose on the tiny nearby village, and it was too far to travel to the next viable option. Of course, because life was cruelly on schedule, Bridget got her monthly bleed the second she dismounted from her horse.

No bathtub by the hearth to ease into, no featherbed. Just the tinctures she’d carefully packed away in her bag and whatever comfort could be eked out from a cot by a campfire. She’d dealt with this before on the road, but she and Neil had become quite the experts at carefully planning their infrequent stays at inns so that she could avoid discomfort as much as possible. It hadn’t felt appropriate to say “Might we schedule this series of quests of national political importance so that I can cramp in a bath in peace?” but she was kicking herself now for not engineering some way to avoid this fate.

Master Buchanan came across her standing with one hand on a tree, breathing deeply through the waves of pain, and took charge. He disappeared for a short while, and then came back to guide her into the first tent that had been pitched, directing her toward a surprisingly comfy cot stacked with blankets. They must have lit a fire at some point, because he sent for an attendant with a flask of wine and a pan full of hot coals to warm her before leaving her to suffer in peace.

It was a particularly bad month. She felt sharply nauseated by the pain, which radiated up her back, down her legs, until it felt like her kneecaps were being ground to powder. It didn’t help that she was already bruised from her encounter with the boar. Gwen came to visit her, sat next to her for a while talking softly to her about Arthur’s kitten. She’d done this for Bridget before, and Bridget had never grown used to it—being taken care of by the very person she felt bound to protect. Cool fingers on her forehead, an arm around her back as she was helped into bed, like she was something delicate and important; Gwen reading aloud to her from whichever book she was halfway through. Kisses on her temple and raspberry leaf tea left within arm’s reach.

Eventually Gwen had to leave, called to a meeting to discuss their next stop. Bridget drank some wine far too quickly, almost vomited it back up, and then managed to fall into an uneasy sleep.

When she awoke, Arthur was lying on a cot on the other side of the tent, a wet rag draped over his forehead.

“Hello,” he said hoarsely. “Don’t mind me. I’ll just be over here suffering differently. Parallel dying.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Bridget said, turning over onto her side and then regretting the movement.

“Oh, where do I start, how long do you have, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Funny.”

Arthur moved the rag so that one eye was peeking out. “Just the usual. Inexplicable feverishness, lungs hurt, legs tired. Happens every now and then since my head-bashing, for seemingly no reason. The Wizard thinks it’s because I had those infections. Messed up something in me, permanently. Physician says my humors are too soggy. What’s wrong with you?”

“The usual,” Bridget said.

“And what’s that?”

“Womb’s trying to kill me.”

“That’s nice of it.” Arthur pulled the rag back over his eyes. “Doesn’t seem like good design, does it?”

Bridget winced through a stab of pain, and then unclenched her fingers with great and conscious effort. “Nope.”

“I mean, why do we even feel pain at all? I suppose it’s so we don’t constantly run into sharp objects, but there must be a better way.” He sighed. “Anyway. I’ll leave you to sleep.”

Suddenly desperate for distraction, Bridget said, “Physicians tell me the womb wanders around causing problems unless you fall pregnant. A baby pins it in one place.”

“Well, obviously, that’s the only rational explanation. Which genius thought of that?”

“Hippocrates. And Plato, I think.”

Arthur waved his hand half-heartedly. “They’ll say anything for attention.”

She was surprised to find him easy company these days. He’d been like an excitable puppy when Bridget had first met him, constantly on the move, practically bursting out of his skin; she hadn’t really known how to talk to him then, other than to weather his constant barrage of jokes and too-friendly asides with stoicism, but he was easier to coexist with now. Not that she’d tell him that. I like you better now that life has beaten you down a little. Not the sort of thing people liked to hear.

“What have you got?” Arthur said, gesturing toward the flask in her hand.

“Wine.”

“Oh, wine. We go way back. What sort of wine? Describe it to me. I’ll live vicariously through you.”

“Tastes like … alcohol.”

Arthur’s gesturing hand flopped sadly, its life force extinguished. “They put alcohol in absolutely everything that’s meant to be good for you. All the medicines. And you know, I really do think sometimes that I could try it again one of these days and it would be … fine.”

“Right.”

“But then,” Arthur said, debating with himself, “when you’ve figured out how to crack on without something, why risk it? It was never the wine I needed anyway. It was … escape. Escape from all the feelings. An excuse to be my worst and grandest self. Do stop me anytime, or I’ll just keep going forever.”

“You can talk,” Bridget said, turning onto her back and taking another sip of the aforementioned wine. Yep. Tasted just like alcohol. “Can’t promise I’ll have anything to say back.”

“No. We’re both pretty dependable on that front.” Arthur was quiet for longer than Bridget had thought him capable. “You know, I think I’m finally working out that I can still be the person I always was, it just doesn’t have to be so hard. Sometimes I think I’ve changed, but actually I’m the same person, it’s just the way I deal with things that’s changed. Does that make sense?”

Bridget considered. “No. Doesn’t mean you’re wrong though.”

“That’s because you have perfect control over all of your emotions at all times,” Arthur lamented, “and only twice a year, on special occasions, can you be harried to a frown.”

Beset by cramps, Bridget didn’t answer for a while, and when she did, she did so without thinking. “That’s … not true.”

She didn’t have to look at him to know that Arthur was smiling triumphantly. “I know. That was a trick. Go on then—what’s wrong with you?”

That was, indeed, the question.

“I don’t know.”

She shifted, and the nice warm pan with the lovely coals was dislodged, and she was overcome with misery for a moment before she heard Arthur making to get up.

“You don’t have to—”

“I’ll crawl there,” he said magnanimously, “to rescue you. It will make me feel excitingly chivalrous and masculine.”

“Okay.”

Bridget didn’t know if he actually crawled. She just waited with her eyes closed, and eventually heard Arthur’s shuffling approach, and then the pan was back on the cot with her. When she opened her eyes, he had only managed to get halfway back across the room, and was sitting on the slightly muddied rug with his back braced against the pole keeping the tent aloft.

“I can tell you what’s wrong with you, if you like,” he said, out of breath, a sheen of sweat on his neck and brow.

“No thanks.”

“Go on, let me take a stab at it.”

Bridget sighed. “If it’ll make you happy.”

“I think you’re an addict.”

This annoyed Bridget enough that she sat up slightly, propping herself on some pillows. “Oh, this should be good.”

“It shall. Heartbreak has been very revealing for me,” Arthur said loftily. “Plus … having a lot of time to think, last summer, when I was ill. I am a whole new man. You too can begin to understand the depths of your own psyche with this one simple trick—getting beaten almost to death by your father’s men in an alleyway.”

Bridget raised her eyebrows, and Arthur laughed humorlessly.

“Well, at least now I know I deflect with humor. Anyway, I was supposed to be bullying you. I think…” He steepled his hands, pressing his fingertips to his mouth, appearing to be genuinely deep in thought. “I think you’re chasing something. I think you need it. Or at least, you think you do. Is it to do with Gwen?”

Bridget shook her head vehemently. “No.”

“Hmmm …What are your parents like?”

“Good,” Bridget said.

Arthur rotated a finger to encourage her to go on, the turning of a tiny wheel. “Not enough, I need more juice.”

“That’s it. They support me. Always have. They’re proud of me—I try to repay the favor.”

“Repay it how?” Arthur said, quick as a lash. “Untold riches?”

“Mmm … No. By making them proud.”

“But they’re proud of you already,” Arthur said, starting to annoy her now. “So, job done. You can lay down your arms and spend the rest of your days in repose.”

“Arthur.”

“What? I’m serious. If they’re as great as you say they are, they’re already happy. Are you happy?”

“Yes,” Bridget said. She wasn’t, obviously, but that was nobody’s concern, including her own.

“But you’d be happier if you … what? Won, at a tournament?”

“It’s not about winning. It’s about knowing you’ve been the best you can be. Doesn’t matter if you’re the one who takes home the prizes.”

“Do your parents care if you take home the prizes?”

Pain rolled in a wave down every nerve in Bridget’s body, and she snapped. “No. Stop. I told them I wanted to be a knight when I was eight years old. They went through a lot to make that happen for me, when everyone told them not to. Suffered ridicule, indignities. I owe it to them to try harder.”

Bridget’s father had been the one to notice how much she lit up watching from the stands at the lists, and there had been no dramatic arguments, no begging on her part, when she said she wanted to be a knight; there must have been some conversation had in private, perhaps many conversations, but all she’d known was that one day her father had called her to his study and presented her with a small training sword, his own ceremonial daab in dull-edged miniature.

By the time she was ten, she realized that what she was doing was considered extremely humiliating for her entire family. It stung—how could it have not?—but her parents had never voiced any doubts. Her father, a quiet and considerate man whose family line hailed from Phitsanulok, had a soldier’s practicality and a soft spot for his daughter. Her mother, whose family was from Sukhothai, was a spiritual person who derived great contentment from her calling, and only wanted Bridget to find her own peace. She had been the one charged with Bridget’s education, and when Bridget had shown intense disinterest in such household matters as befitted a lady, her mother declared that she must only learn reading, writing, and mathematics, to ensure she was at least partially sensible, and otherwise was free to scrap in the mud as much as she liked.

She should have been practicing for life as a damsel, and then a wife. Her life would have looked like Agnes’s. She could have been the one sent to wait on Gwen, to provide service and companionship. That would have been mildly hilarious, all things considered.

“Let them make fun,” her father had said, when Bridget returned from training with other squires, red-faced and silently fuming after hours of abuse. “You know what you want. That’s all that matters. And they won’t be laughing anymore when you get it.”

“Ah,” said Arthur, watching her face closely. “There it is.”

“Don’t piss me off.”

“We’ve established that I like it when you beat me up, Leclair.” He held his hands up, professing his innocence. “Look, I’m not trying to upset you. I just think it’s very interesting that you feel you owe it to your parents to be the knightiest knight, when from what you’ve told me, they’d still love you even if you became a professional whorer and gambler. Just something to ponder here, while you’re writhing in agony.”

“Not everything is about people’s parents, Delacey.”

“Oh, no, that’s where you’re wrong,” said Arthur. “I’ve deduced that it’s almost always mother issues or father issues, or in my case, a healthy dash of both. And you can be siblings, with the same mother and father, and have completely opposite issues. Case in point—Gwen and her mother, and…” He hesitated. “Gabe and his father.”

“I thought the king liked his father.”

Arthur sighed. “Whether he liked him or not is immaterial. People can mess you up in all sorts of ways without actually being terrible.”

The tent flap was pulled aside, and Neil entered, looking stressed but fashionable. At least, Bridget thought it was probably fashion. His hat was very present.

“Sorry,” he said. “We thought you’d be longer hunting the Beast, I was with the pages and the other squires at the … inn. I mean, it’s not an inn, it’s somebody’s house with lots of chairs, and the ale is deadly.”

“Don’t worry,” Bridget said, feeling so very heavy she might just sink right through the bed and the rug and into the wet, welcoming soil underneath. “’M’fine.”

“Right,” Neil said, unconvinced. He came to fuss with Bridget’s blankets, which was extremely annoying, but she let him do it, like one might allow a child to pretend to pour tea. He looked over at Arthur, who was still sitting on the ground. “And are you … fine?”

“Give me your hat,” Arthur said, one hand making grabbing motions. “I want it.”

“Um … no?” Neil looked to Bridget for help, but she was not in a helpful mood.

“I’ll trade you something. What do you want? You can have Gwen, she was promised to me, so I can probably promise her to someone else. Sorry, Leclair, but needs must. You want Gwen?”

Neil eyed him shrewdly, then offered him an arm. Arthur took it, and leaned into Neil’s shoulder as he was helped inchingly back onto his own cot.

“Hat,” Arthur said weakly, as Neil moved away.

“Well, firstly, the princess is not yours to give,” Neil said, counting this off on his fingers, clearly emboldened by Arthur’s sorry state, “and secondly, I’ll have you know that I am a proud friend of Lancelot, and cannot be swayed by your offers of maidenly brides. Now, get some sleep. Both of you.”

With that, he swept from the room, his hat seeming to linger a few paces behind him, such was its girth and stature.

“Friend of Lancelot?” Arthur said incredulously. “Does he mean he courts other boys? Where did that turn of phrase come from? Why wasn’t I consulted? That’s not what we’re calling it.”

Bridget turned over, and dutifully tried to sleep.






Twenty-Two


Gabriel’s tent was very comfortable, as tents went. Rugs had been heaped on the ground, every surface suitable for sitting was covered in furs and fat cushions, and there was a brazier crackling away at the center, so the air was hazy and heavily seasoned with woodsmoke.

Unfortunately, it also contained a very angry wild animal. While Gabriel had been meeting with Gwen, Sir Hurst and advisors both spiritual and religious, listening to them all talk about safety and the schedule, somebody had arranged for the cage to be carried in and set up in the corner, so that the wildcat could stare and hiss at him in close quarters between savage bites of meat.

Gabriel endured ten minutes of this, and then picked up a large blanket, approached the spitting kitten, and dropped it over the cage. The kitten seemed to calm immediately, like putting a hat on a bird.

“Sorry,” he said, giving the cage a gentle pat, which was clearly a bad idea, because disgruntled noises resumed briefly before fading away into blissful silence.

He popped his head out of the tent, nodding awkwardly to the guards, to survey the surroundings and look for allies—but he only saw Sir Bowen deep in conversation with Lady Adah, the two of them taking a slow walk through the rows of tents that had been industriously set up in what felt like no time at all. Farther afield, the horses grazed under the trees; it was too gloomy to see them, but Gabriel could hear soft whickers and snorts, and the wet wrench of grass being pulled from the ground.

He was just about to duck back inside when Florian came into view, holding his writing things. He caught sight of Gabriel, smiled apologetically, and approached.

“I was actually coming to find you. Documenting the grand deeds of the order, you know? And I wanted to check some facts. If that’s all right with you, and with … Sir Hurst.”

Sir Hurst was nowhere to be seen, and Gabriel certainly didn’t feel like fetching him, although the captain would no doubt be furious about this later. He liked to be within stabbing range whenever Gabriel and Florian met. “All right,” he said, feeling more tired by the minute. “Come in.”

Florian followed him inside, and they sat down at right angles to each other on two different benches, Florian moving a few overstuffed cushions out of the way and then setting up his portable desk on his knees. The cage in the corner rattled, and his eyes darted to it and then back again, like it would be rude to pry.

“It’s a wildcat,” Gabriel said. “Arthur insisted we keep it.”

“Yes, he said.”

Very stupid, actually, that just the fact that Florian already knew this and had heard it from Arthur was enough to feel like a dagger to the gullet, but it did.

“I wasn’t going to bother you with any of this tonight, but I was halfway through it with Arthur, and as he’s ill—”

“Arthur’s ill?” Anxiety lanced through him; visions of Arthur as he’d been after his father’s attack, whey-faced and damp to the touch, muttering wordlessly for days, lost in the grip of fever. Gabriel had been too afraid to look at him, in case just being there, worrying he would die, was enough to make it come true. “What sort of ill?”

Florian glanced up from where he was fiddling with his quill and fixed Gabriel with a mildly interested look. Gabriel’s eyes slid away. “The usual, he says. A weak spell. Apparently they come on for a few days at a time and he struggles with feverishness, lethargy, frailty in his limbs.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said, annoyed again, not entirely sure why. “I know.”

“Right,” said Florian, seeming as unsure as Gabriel where this had gone wrong. “Sorry.”

“No, no—I’m sorry. I’m just tired. What did you want to ask me?”

“A couple of things, shouldn’t take too long … Let’s see … You rode out with your father during the uprising, yes?”

Gabriel nodded. He didn’t want to talk about this. He didn’t want to talk to Florian at all. Perfect Florian, classically handsome, polished manners, easy to get along with. Pals with Arthur already. Gabriel had never been like that. People didn’t warm to him at once, flock to his side, feel at ease in his company. If Florian’s father had succeeded in his mission, he supposed Florian would have been his heir. What sort of king would he have been? A better one, probably.

Christ. He had to stop committing treason against himself in his own head, but it was a daily occurrence at this point, and a hard habit to kick.

“And—sorry, but Arthur was apparently neck-deep in mud the entire time and the princess lost track of you until you were … found, so there are gaps in the account. I can give it the usual flourishes—rode out valiantly, cut down many a foe … but I wanted to check if there’s anything you’d like to add?”

On the list of things Gabriel tried not to think about, this ranked very highly. What could he possibly say? There were already falsehoods to be corrected. Rode out valiantly? No. Rode out shaking so hard he could barely grip the reins through his gold-plated gauntlets? Yes. They had formed a line, flanked by his father’s bannermen and finest loyal knights, and he had felt so disconnected from his own body that it couldn’t have been anything but a nightmare.

And then, something real—Arthur, whom Gabriel had been weak enough to believe had been spying for his father, riding badly toward him with the usurper’s banner held high until he’d thrown it (or, more accurately, dropped it) to the ground and crushed it deliberately into the mud. Alone. A suicide mission. A message. The bravest thing Gabriel had ever seen anybody do. The world had stopped as Arthur approached, and he’d realized too late what was happening, and only been able to watch, speechless with horror, as the archers had loosed.

After that, nausea and panic. Cut down many a foe? Ha! Cut down no foes whatsoever. Clung to his horse, held his sword like it was a magic wand that might keep oncoming attackers at bay? Sure. He’d been very lucky that he hadn’t needed to kill anyone, not ready to claim a life, and he’d been so relatively safe for the first part of the battle that the possibility of pain still felt distant and remote—not something that was certainly going to happen to him, and soon. He’d been sheltered from such things his whole life.

He’d looked for Arthur everywhere, sure every body on the ground was his. The nightmare had worsened as he checked each face. He made himself look anyway.

Then an enormous and beautiful destrier, with sweat dripping down its neck and rolling eyes, had reared and danced sideways into Gabriel’s horse. She had thrown him entirely by accident, a hard fall that had winded him completely. She’d managed to get away, thank God, but Gabriel had found himself in the most dangerous place of all—flat on the ground, prime trampling territory—and then the terrified destrier’s hoofs had made contact. A glancing blow to the head, followed by the full force of his weight coming down on Gabriel’s forearm. No armor, however expertly made, could withstand that.

He’d fainted, then been brought cruelly back to life by the pain. Someone had fallen on top of him, pinning his crushed arm, and he’d blacked out again. He’d drifted in and out of consciousness, waiting for a miserable and inauspicious end, until Arthur found him.

Arthur like an angel, bloodied and bruised and backlit by the weak sunlight, red-eyed and crying, leaning in to press his forehead to Gabriel’s—and Gabriel had known he could die now, if he needed to, because somebody he loved was here to send him on his way.

It had really hurt, not to die. All he could remember after that was the agony trumpeting inside his head, the very embarrassing amount of vomiting, the moment he discovered that his father was dead—that he was king—but even that had to play second fiddle to his arm.

“That sounds about … right,” he said to Florian. “But I didn’t kill anyone. And there’s no need to say that I did.”

“Okay,” said Florian, inking his nib and crossing something out.

“And I fell,” Gabriel added. “You can write that. Arthur found me. Saved me. I want that recorded. And of course, you’ll have the story of what happened next. From Bridget.”

Florian was bent over the page, writing rapidly. “I don’t actually. I asked Arthur, but I think he was sparing my feelings.”

His tone was casual, but Gabriel felt like a monstrous fool. Sometimes it was easy to forget that Lord Willard had been Florian’s father. They were absolutely nothing alike, and Gabriel was so accustomed to talking about the usurper among people who held him in common as an obvious enemy, he wasn’t used to being sensitive about the fact of his death.

Arthur had probably been better at handling it. In fact, he had been the only one there to witness both the king’s and Florian’s father’s deaths, their bodies striking the ground for the last time no more than fifty feet apart.

It was a strange sort of bond, linking them all together.

“I … I really am sorry, about your father,” Gabriel said. “I mean—obviously … it’s … he sort of had to, but—”

“Please,” Florian said, putting down his pen. “You don’t need to—”

“No, I know, it’s just … hard. Isn’t it.”

“Yes,” Florian said, his voice heavy with relief. “It is. My father was an incredibly difficult man to be around. I barely saw him in my teenage years, and when I did I knew I was an enormous disappointment to him. I knew him about as well as one might know a distant uncle, but he was still … my father. Part of me feels I should have tried harder to please him, or make peace. Lots of unsaid things. Lots of arguments I still have with him in my head. Horrible bastard. And yet.”

It felt suddenly very cruel of Gabriel to have brought him here, to try to coexist with people who couldn’t help but look at him as the enemy, and to rub shoulders with his father’s killer. He had weathered it all so stoically, but Christ. Not much of a holiday.

“You can go home, if you want to,” he said. “Not that we don’t want you here, but … I would understand…”

“No, thank you. I’d like to stay. You are family after all.” He smiled wanly. “And I appreciate that you let me talk to you, without a guard. Sir Hurst has made it perfectly clear … I know I must be considered a security risk.”

He very much had been, and Gabriel was still in an ongoing argument with Sir Hurst about this very subject, but Gabriel said, “Ah—no, not at all.”

Florian opened his mouth like he was about to speak, then stopped himself and looked down at what he’d been writing. “So I just wanted to get down … today’s events. The Questing Beast, I wasn’t sure how we wanted to … frame it?”

“Whether we should lie, you mean,” said Gabriel.

“I suppose it’s a matter of perspective. Was the Beast real … was it the wildcat all along, or perhaps even the boar, or both…”

Florian had grown up in a cultist household, a household of believers, even if his father had twisted everything about Arthurian history to his own ends. “What do you think?”

“I think the cat was probably a cat, and the pig a pig,” said Florian. “Perhaps the Beast is still out there. Perhaps not. People make mistakes all the time. It doesn’t negate their entire belief system. It’s not quite that black and white.”

“Hmm,” said Gabriel. “I suppose you could say we fought a monstrous boar, because we did. And that we found another large black animal, slain. And let people decide for themselves.”

“Then that’s what I’ll do.”

They sat like that for a while longer, Florian prompting with questions and Gabriel answering as best he could, punctuated by the soothing scratch of quill on parchment, until Florian was finished. He said goodnight, and Gabriel waited until he’d been gone a while before slipping through the doorway, past the guards, to the tent that had been set up when they first made camp.

Inside, by the light of a small brazier, Bridget was asleep. Gwen was sitting next to her, leaning back against the cot, also dead to the world, with her neck at a very uncomfortable angle. On the bed opposite, Arthur had lost his blanket, his arms wrapped around himself as he slept, face smooth of lines except where the knotty white scar split his hairline.

Gabriel replaced the blanket, easing it over Arthur’s body and then backing away, struck by a kind of reckless horror that he had the audacity to touch him at all.






Twenty-Three


At dawn, Bridget found Gwen by her side. She shook the princess’s shoulder to half wake her, then guided her gently into the cot and left her there to sleep a while longer.

Bridget’s pain had lessened slightly in the night, each wave just enough now to make her breath catch for a moment before she exhaled through it and kept walking.

She liked these moments before everybody woke up, when hers were the first footsteps in the dew; it was almost like she didn’t exist yet, because nobody had seen her. Later she’d put on her traveling clothes, and then her armor, and as each piece was strapped to her body it would feel like she was coming alive as an entirely different creature.

She’d always loved that. The transformation. Her body had once been scrawny and lean; it had filled out now, after many years of effort and enormous dinners, but back then putting on armor had been the only thing that turned her into a shape that made sense. The wide sweep of pauldrons, strengthening the lines of her shoulders; the breastplate, making her flat and broad; the gauntlets, giving her bigger, clumsier hands, not made for delicate work. She walked differently with it on—out of necessity, as everybody did—but she liked that too. The anonymity of it, the warrior’s silhouette, genderless and solid.

There was a smoky blue haze over the camp as she looped the perimeter, the fires burning low, the dark sky cracked at the horizon to reveal the orange yolk of the rising sun. Bridget breathed in wet soil and trampled grass and burning wood, that morning-camp smell, and then as she approached the tents again she noticed that Arthur was now sitting on a chest outside, a cup of something steaming in his hand.

He didn’t look up as she approached, and just said, “Gwen snores.”

“No she doesn’t.”

“Love,” he said sadly, “has deluded your ears. It’s not a big snore, it’s more of a delicate, ladylike whistle, but it’s bloody annoying when you’re trying to get back to sleep.”

Bridget sat down, and they were quiet for a while until he got up and returned with another cup of something bitterly dark, and handed it to her. “It’s coffee. It was incredibly expensive and I don’t have much of it because someone has to carry it across land and sea all the way from Ethiopia, so if you don’t like how I’ve made it, just spit it back out and I’ll drink it. It’s probably the only thing keeping me alive.”

Bridget took a sip. It was bracing. She needed to be braced today. “It’s good.”

“I know it’s good,” Arthur said, his voice heavy with exhaustion. “I’m regretting being nice and giving it to you already.”

The next person to awake was Sir Bowen. He came out of his tent looking well-rested and ready for the day, bid them a polite good morning, then went to find food. He returned with Sir Leonard, who looked like he’d slept under the wheels of a carriage. Between the four of them, they created a makeshift breakfast table out of luggage.

“Wait,” Leonard said, trying to untangle his hair with one hand and eat grapes with the other. “Delacey, do you have coffee? Give it. Now.”

“No. It’s mine. And that was the last of it. And I don’t like you.”

“Oh, how he lies,” Sir Leonard hissed. “You’re besotted with me, little lordling.”

Arthur smiled sweetly at him. “Visiting with the elderly is just one of my charitable endeavors.”

Leonard, who was elusive about his age but couldn’t have been much more than thirty, narrowed his eyes, abandoning his detangling to point at Arthur accusingly. “Nasty. Wretched. Take it away.”

“I wish the two of you had never met,” said Sir Bowen.

They continued to trade insults over breakfast, but later, when everybody was beginning to pack up, Bridget walked past Arthur’s tent and saw that he was combing out and braiding Sir Leonard’s hair for him while Sir Leonard drank some of his coffee, so apparently all was forgiven.

Gwen was gone from the temporary infirmary, and when Bridget saw her again, it was apparent she’d found somewhere to bathe. She looked well-scrubbed and pink, the ends of her partially braided hair damp. Handsome. Vital. Bridget wondered if she smelled like herself, or like river water. Probably a little of both.

“Feeling better?” Gwen asked, as she hefted some of her own things onto the wagon, much to the dismay of the page behind her, who mimicked the motion with his empty hands like he was trying to help from a few feet away.

Bridget leaned against the wagon bed, partially out of necessity, partially because it brought her into closer proximity to Gwen, who glanced over at the page and smiled. “Thank you, I’m fine here. Go and help Sir Arthur with his kitten, I’m sure he needs it.”

“The, er, kitten is being sent back to Master Torres at Camelot,” the page said, with some relief. “I believe it has already departed.”

He went to assist someone else anyway. Without him there, they were functionally alone, hidden from view by small mountain ranges of trunks.

“You came to see me,” Bridget said, leaning closer. “In my sickbed.”

“You were asleep,” Gwen said apologetically. “I thought I’d just sit down for a moment and see if you woke up, but…”

“Instead you slept there,” Bridget finished for her. “At my bedside. Like I was dying.”

“It was an accident!”

Bridget let her weight slide, so her shoulder bumped gently into Gwen’s. “Very dramatic.”

Gwen glanced around, shrewd eyes taking in the precise location of everybody in their makeshift courtyard, then kissed Bridget quick and hard on the mouth, pulling away before Bridget was ready and leaving her still leaning into empty space.

“I don’t necessarily think it’s a good idea for you to throw yourself at any threat that crosses our path,” Gwen said, “but unfortunately I also find it very attractive. Some failing of my morality, I’m sure. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Mmm.” Bridget was still leaning in. She wanted more of this. Less thinking. More kissing. “Yeah?”

“I’m not saying you should do it. In fact, I think you should stop. But I just like it when your body is…”

She bit her lip, realizing what she’d said, and Bridget couldn’t stop herself from smirking, just a bit. It was nice to feel light and free and easy like this. It had been happening more often, around Gwen.

“Go on,” said Bridget.

“I was going to say ‘between me and danger’ actually, but you clearly think a lot of yourself.”

Her eyelashes were so devoid of color they almost looked translucent, just a hint of strawberries and cream against her freckled cheeks, or … not quite cheeks, really, but the place between the cheek and the curve of the eye that Bridget couldn’t name but enjoyed very particularly. She had wanted to kiss Gwen there before, and had stopped herself, because it was probably a weird thing to do.

She really had missed this. Her body missed it; her heart missed it. She’d forgotten that just standing with Gwen could feel this way: like catching her breath, or the momentary peace between bouts of pain.

“Ride with me today?” Gwen said, because she was too generous by half.

“Yes,” said Bridget. “Please.”

It was very evident when they all mounted up which members of the party had encountered wild boars, chronic ailments, and hound-sized kittens the previous day. Most everybody else was relatively chipper, unblemished, and ready to face the journey. Arthur had a long, fresh scratch on his face, just missing his eye, which could only have come from trying to “walk” his new pet, as he’d been threatening to do.

“Nobody talk to me this morning,” he said feebly when he passed Bridget setting out. “They’ve taken my kitten from me, and I am bereft. Besides … I’ve used all my words for the day already, there aren’t any left.”

“Can that be true?” Bridget asked Gwen.

She laughed. “No. Sometimes he tells me very officiously that he just wants us to coexist in my chambers or his in silence, both getting on with our own tasks, and he’s quiet for about sixteen seconds before he absolutely has to say something about the book he’s reading.”

“Sidney did say he’s been reading books.”

“Oh, yes. He’s been doing all sorts of alarming things. I think he’s trying to better himself. Noble, I suppose, even if it frightens me.”

“But you’ve been doing that too,” Bridget said, darting a sideways glance at Gwen’s expression as she did so.

Gwen wrinkled her nose. “Is that what you think I’ve been doing?”

“I don’t know. Is it?”

“Hmm.” She took one hand off the reins to pull her hair away from her face, twisting it at the nape of her neck. They were still riding through mostly forested land and it was humid enough that, warmed by her armor and the effort of riding, Bridget could almost imagine it was a poor summer day instead of a fine autumn one. “I think I just realized I was … better at certain things than I’d thought. And Gabriel needed me, so I didn’t have much choice. But it feels good to be useful. It turns out that everything that makes me a terrible socialite is quite sought after in a strategist and a council member. Apart from the bit where I have to try to convince people I’m making sense, because according to Lord Best, I am exceedingly rude and a horrible diplomat. But I like the rest.”

“You’re very good at it.”

Gwen seemed to be blushing, judging by the blotch of color Bridget could see in profile. “I am.” She said it almost like a question, with uncertainty, but then repeated herself with more confidence. “I am. Yes. And there’s been a lot to do. Sorting through the political rubble after the uprising, trying to push ahead with some of Gabriel’s reforms, despite … significant resistance. He has great ideas, but he crumbles the second somebody tells him no. If it weren’t for a few of us on the council who back him up, someone would have said, ‘I don’t think you should open secular schools,’ and he probably would have said, ‘Oh yes, so sorry, don’t know what I was thinking,’ and shut it all down entirely. And then there’s … succession.”

Bridget had wondered. It was impossible not to. It featured so heavily in the lives of nobles and royalty, it was the sort of thing you were supposed to be planning for practically from birth.

“So the council knows…?”

“Oh, most of them don’t know the intimate details of Gabriel’s private life, but he’s made it clear that he has no intention of marrying or having children with anybody. Lord Best kept insinuating that a bastard was better than nothing, and then when it was clear that wasn’t going to work, he switched tack. Apparently I’m the de Gray line’s last great hope.”

Bridget almost stopped her horse, which would have caused an unfortunate equine pileup. Jealousy flared in her, surprisingly fierce. “You? They want you to marry? To carry the heir?”

Gwen snorted. “Just wait until you hear who they want to father him.”

“Arthur,” Bridget said at once, her heartbeat pounding in her fingertips.

“Yes indeed, my erstwhile fiancé—the father of my child, apparently. Lord Best and the archbishop can’t understand why we haven’t married each other by now. They gave us a bit of leeway after the battle, but they thought the plan would still be on, because … it still makes sense, even with Arthur’s father in exile—makes it clear we’ve forgiven the cultists, even after all that’s happened. And if I had a son, Gabriel could name him heir, raise him at Camelot, everyone’s happy.”

Bridget hadn’t realized how hard she was gripping the reins until Fiona tossed her head in protest, and she eased up. She tried to reason with herself; Arthur was better than some vile stranger. Just because this sounded like hell to her didn’t mean it was hell to Gwen. Just because it was horribly dangerous and the process of growing a child sounded tantamount to physical torture; just because she’d have to … and with Arthur—

“Bridget,” Gwen said. “Unclench your jaw. I’m not going to do it. I don’t want to, and Arthur doesn’t want to, and Gabriel looked like he was going to pass out when Lord Best brought it up, so that’s that.”

“Oh.” Bridget took a breath. “So what will your brother do?”

“That’s what we’ve been trying to work out. But it’s not the end of the world. He could take in a ward. Adopt. There are options. Oakley and I have been trying to talk to him about it.”

Even from the little Bridget had seen of Lady Oakley, she seemed a force to be reckoned with. “You like her? Oakley?”

“Oh, she’s incredible,” Gwen gushed, perking up. “We meet every day. She’s just so clever, and she knows exactly how much of that cleverness to hide and how much to give away, depending on her audience. She never takes no for an answer but she’s so good at tricking people into believing things were their idea. Gabriel is a bit frightened of her, I think, which is great. My mother hates her more than anyone else in this world. If I even mention her name, polite conversation is dead in the water.”

“Why?”

Gwen shrugged. “Because we’ve never got on that well, I suppose. She thinks I’ve chosen a new mother I prefer. I said one too many nice things, I should have pretended I was only tolerating her. I just … I don’t have time to play these silly court games.”

“No,” said Bridget. “It seems you’ve been busy.”

Gwen raised her eyebrows and put back her shoulders. “Well, what did you expect? That I’d mope and pine after you? Waste away, sitting at the window, lamenting? Oh, when will my knight return from the tourneys?”

Chastened, Bridget said, “No.”

Gwen’s posture wilted a bit. “I did, a little. Not sitting at the window, but I thought about you. I missed you. But then I just … got on with things.”

“I thought about you all the time.”

“Oh, yes? Just not enough to write.”

Ouch. But she deserved that. “I tried not to think about you, because if I did, you were all I’d think about. And then I’d think about Camelot, and last year, and everything got … complicated.” It was like she was making sense of it as she spoke. “But I felt horrible for not writing. The more I put it off, the more guilty I felt. And after a while … it was almost like you weren’t real. A princess in a castle, waiting for me to come back? Yeah. Right.”

When she looked at Gwen, Gwen was looking back at her, eyes cool and steady. “Well. I was.”

Bridget felt a stab of fear, and spoke without forethought. “I’ll make it up to you. I swear I will.”

Gwen looked away. “It’s all right.”

But Bridget knew of course that wasn’t true.







Twenty-Four



And so the King came upon the Green Knight, and threw down such a great challenge that the Green Knight was sore afraid to die, and they met upon the bridge to exchange but a single blow, and when the Green Knight saw the King was full of the might of chivalry, he cried mercy.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




They rode hard for another four days, making camp each night beneath the trees, gathering by the fire to listen to the Wizard’s philosophical musings, or tales of Sir Bowen’s days at war with France, or Sir Leonard’s early success on the tourney circuit. Gabriel rarely made it past the first story before he excused himself to bed, and the others didn’t fare much better, staggering off to their tents soon after the sun slipped away.

Riding for so long, as it turned out, was horribly hard work. They’d decided against a carriage for the optics, but as a result, Gabriel now had sores in places that had never seen the light of day. His back hurt, he smelled perpetually of horse, and his sleep was better than it had been for months, by dint of the fact that his body was so exhausted it barely waited until his head touched the pillow.

As they approached their destination on the ninth day, all conversation turned to the Green Knight.

Gabriel knew he was traditionally considered a legendary figure who was unbothered by trivial wounds like decapitation, residing in a large estate, and only venturing out to issue challenges that tested a knight’s honor and loyalty—for example, by tricking them into kissing his wife.

There had been not a peep about him for hundreds of years, aside from the old stories, until now; back at Camelot, Lady Oakley had presented a report to Gabriel that a man purporting to be the Green Knight had been living under a bridge, challenging people to strike him, and generally making a bloody nuisance of himself. The problem would have resolved itself with a simple defeat, but apparently everybody was too afraid to fight him.

“I suppose nobody wants to take the risk,” said Sir Hurst. “He might be dangerous.”

“Or perhaps,” said the Wizard, “they are afraid that if they hit him, he’s going to make some assessment of their moral character, and send them home with a new awareness of their failings and the threat looming over them that he may some day strike a blow in return.”

“He’s dressed himself all in green, daubed his hair, and keeps waving his sword at innocent bystanders,” said Cardinal Richards. “I think they’re all just afraid he’s an ungodly madman with nothing to lose.”

It was only a few hours farther to the town nearest to said bridge, and Gabriel spent the rest of the ride in blessed silence. He supposed the others might think he was doing lots of regal, serious thinking about the tasks ahead of him. Instead, he was thinking about kissing.

Namely the fact that he’d probably forgotten how to do it. His body was a dried-up husk, good for nothing but carrying books and hiding in cupboards. It was considered good manners for kings to kiss a lot of people to convey love and the acceptance of loyalty and fealty—on the lips, if you were serious—but Gabriel had drawn the line there. On the occasions when he really couldn’t avoid it, he’d go for hand-kisses instead, which were still repulsive but not quite as harrowing as exchanging saliva with a member of the council or a lord who was practically a stranger.

It was incredible how something that had once been second nature could come to feel like a lost language, and that both states felt permanent. Like how, when you were full, you couldn’t imagine ever being hungry again, and when you were hungry, you knew for certain you could eat and eat forever and remain utterly starving.

The only people who touched Gabriel regularly now, aside from animals, were Gwen and the physician. There had been a time when even that had felt almost like too much, but now it was as if there were something missing. He wished he’d never known that there was another way to live. He was always surrounded by people, forever ducking away just to steal a moment for himself, marched every day through corridors and into meeting rooms flanked by five, ten, twenty people, so why did he feel so … alone? Untouched? Starving?

Arthur and Leonard had almost matching hair today. Arthur’s was a short, dark, glossy braid, strands flying free where the hair had grown back choppy and uneven, Sir Leonard’s longer and neater, both of them adorned with gold silk ribbons.

Gabriel put them together in his mind like a child making two dolls kiss, wondering if it worked. Leonard was a decade older, pretty and proud, and seemed to have a slightly meaner streak than Arthur, whose jokes were almost all self-deprecating or gentle rebuffs. He also seemed half in love with himself, something Gabriel wouldn’t think Arthur could abide—but who knew, on that front? People changed. Grew.

Well, other people did. Gabriel stood still and watched them pass him by.

Besides, Sir Leonard was at least half involved with Sir Bowen, and Arthur tended to demand one’s full and undivided attention.

They were alike in lots of ways, though: the same strange and quick wit, their care over presentation, their propensity to talk and talk. Gabriel was sure they could pass time together quite entertainingly, when they weren’t bickering. Was that how courting was supposed to work? Was it enough?

Gwen and Bridget certainly seemed to be figuring something out, but seeing as until very recently Gwen hadn’t been able to get so much as a letter back, she was hardly a font of good relationship advice. They were riding side by side again today, talking in low voices. Gwen shifted on her horse, and Bridget leaned casually across the gap to adjust something on Gwen’s saddle for her; Gwen briefly touched her arm with her fingers in thanks.

The hair stood up on Gabriel’s arm in just the same place. Phantom intimacy. Pathetic.

Sir Hurst, who had been riding so close behind Gabriel his horse was practically nipping Penelope’s rump, pulled up alongside. “We’re approaching the bridge, Your Majesty.”

“Right,” said Gabriel. “So what’s the … strategy, here?”

“The real Green Knight was an immortal of sorts. One of your knights will simply best this impostor, he will beg for mercy, making it clear that he fears for his own mortality, and the rumors will be put to rest.”

“What if he’s not to be bested?”

Sir Hurst huffed. “Unlikely, sire. You are riding with some of the finest knights in the kingdom.”

The bridge, when they spotted it, did not seem big enough to accommodate anyone living beneath it. It was barely curved enough to constitute an arch, and was falling down in at least five places. The land was wooded on both sides, although they had passed a few small dwellings on the way, the tentative beginnings of a town that came to fruition after you’d crossed this stream.

There was a small group of onlookers, mostly children, gathered by a rotted fence post that no longer belonged to any particular fence. The youngest seemed to be throwing rocks in the general direction of the bridge, but they stopped once somebody shouted, “Shit, it’s the bloody king!”

Gabriel never knew what people saw when they looked at him. Lord Best had told him once that he’d heard people referring to Gabriel as The Red Prince, which seemed fair enough due to the fact of his gingerness, but later, when he’d asked Gwen about it, she’d told him, reluctantly, that it was spelled The Read Prince, and it was actually meant to be an insult. Reading too much was weird. Reading too much and being crap at speeches and announcing a whole swathe of laws that people found baffling and infuriating was beyond the pale.

They dismounted, and Sir Hurst accompanied Gabriel to the bridge, so that Gabriel might give the impression of a mighty royal challenger while Sir Hurst’s sword stood at the ready between them. There was quite a steep drop-off to the river, and Gabriel leaned slightly over it.

“Er. Hello?”

Nothing. He looked at Sir Hurst, who shrugged. “Perhaps with a little more volume, Your Majesty.”

Gabriel tried again. “Hello, I’m … I’m in search of a man who calls himself the Green Knight. And … I’m also the king.”

Not great, and Gabriel definitely heard some snickering from behind him.

There was a long pause. He was about to tell Sir Hurst that perhaps the gentleman had ventured elsewhere for the day when a scruffy head of hair appeared from below, followed by a man’s face.

It was battle-worn and leathery, his nose perhaps once Roman but now broken into many distinct segments, his hair graying but streaked with something green. He had a high, wide forehead and thick brows; if Gabriel had needed to describe him in one word, he would have said craggy. He squinted up at them, then said, “’Scuse me one second.”

He disappeared. Sirs Leonard, Bowen, Florian, and Bridget came over to have a look too, hands hovering near their sword belts, and Gabriel just looked at them and said, “I don’t know.”

In short order the knight was back, this time wearing a dented and rusty helm. He hitched up his trousers, then put two large hands on the rocky outcrop by Sir Hurst’s feet so that he could haul himself up.

It was clear at once that there would be a problem. The man was huge. Gabriel was a respectable six feet, and this man was at least a head taller, and so broad he could have eaten three Gabriels and had ample room for pudding. His armor was old mail, and it too had rusted and taken on a strange greenish hue, like there was moss growing between the rings. As Gabriel watched, horrified, the man leaned back down and grasped something over the lip of the cut bank, and then heaved an immense axe into view.

“You’re the king,” he said to Gabriel, who could only hope he wasn’t visibly trembling. The man had a gruff voice, plain and practical.

“Yes.”

“And you’ve come to fight me,” he said, glancing behind Gabriel at the traveling party, “with thirty men.”

“Um … some of them are women.”

The knight looked again. “So they are.”

“We’re not all going to fight you though,” Gabriel added, feeling this was pertinent information.

“Yes,” said the knight, nodding. “Just one of you must try to strike the blow.”

Sir Hurst had apparently reached the end of his tether, because he said, “Fine. Raise your ludicrously big axe, if you can, and I will strike you, and we can put an end to this business.”

The knight looked at him ponderously, then shook his head. “No, no. I don’t think it should be you. Far too willing and eager.”

“What?” exclaimed Sir Hurst, which was fair enough.

“Many of these knights are seasoned fighters. What on earth could the blow teach them?”

“God help me,” said Sir Hurst, under his breath. “This is the King of England, and we are his sworn order of the round table. You do not decide the rules of engagement. You are lucky we do not simply kill you where you stand.”

“Humph,” said the knight, which didn’t explain anything.

Gabriel was suddenly very aware of the fact that they had an audience. This was by design, because they had warned the villagers they were coming, the idea being that there would be enough witnesses to spread the word that the Green Knight wasn’t a man of myth after all, just a regular bridge guy with a flair for the dramatic.

“I’ll do it,” said Bridget. “I’ll strike the blow.”

“No,” said the knight. “You’d do it passing well, I’m sure, but it wouldn’t mean a thing.”

“Well, I’ll do it,” said Sir Leonard, just as Sir Bowen tried to make the same offer.

The knight sighed. “Cowardly of you, to bring only your best and brightest fighters, who would take the challenge as nothing more than a quick errand. Bad form.”

“Yeah,” said one of the stone-throwing kids, who had apparently had a change of heart and decided he was on the side of the knight, who was probably more local. “Bad form! Boooo.”

There was some more booing, and Sir Hurst’s neck went scarlet.

Sidney came to investigate, and said, “Christ, he’s huge,” which wasn’t much help at all.

“What are your rules?” Sir Hurst asked through gritted teeth, and the knight smiled.

“Won’t have any of these,” he said, gesturing to Bridget, Leonard, Bowen, and Sidney. “Too eager. But from the rest, I’ll choose a worthy opponent to strike me.”

“Surely you’ll have me,” said Sidney. “I’m barely even a knight. I’m basically just some guy.”

“Mmm. Nice try, but no.”

Gwen, who’d been hanging back on her horse but had apparently had enough, came marching over, looking determined.

“Good day,” she said. “I’m sure we can just talk about this and work something out. This is quite an important bridge for local trade and it’s not really on to block it and try to start fights with everyone who passes. Would you like some tea, or some wine?”

“Her,” said the knight, pleased. “I’ll fight her.”

“I’ll stand for her,” said Bridget; instantly, because she was reliable like that.

“Can’t,” said the knight. “Told you. You want it too bad. Or … maybe ‘want’ is the wrong word.”

Bridget, who had been looking irritated, now slanted sideways into confused.

“You cannot fight the princess,” Sir Hurst said. “Obviously.”

“And why not?” said Gwen unhelpfully. “I’m good with a sword.” She had taken approximately thirty sword lessons and was now fine with a sword, which was not the same as good.

“Her,” said the Green Knight, hefting his axe so that he was holding the long, notched, and flaking handle with both hands.

“All right, I’ll step in for her,” said Arthur. He looked cheerful enough, but it was obvious—at least to Gabriel—that he was still finding being upright a struggle. All the travel had been harder on him than most. “Surely that’s all right by your rules? We’re about as mediocre in a fight as each other. She’d probably best me, even.”

The knight considered this, rubbing his fingers along the well-worn handle of his axe, then nodded once. “Yes. This seems fair. You may try to strike the blow.”

“Arthur,” Sidney hissed, urgent and serious.

“Great,” said Arthur, who only just seemed to have noticed quite how huge this man was. “Love this.” Gabriel, who had been watching everything unfold with a sense of unreality, suddenly felt very awake. Arthur drew his sword. The knight, his game afoot, readied his axe.

This was ridiculous. Arthur was going to die. He was actually going to get split entirely in half. Gwen said something, perhaps echoing this sentiment, but Gabriel’s heart was suddenly racing so loud it was all he could hear. Wasn’t Sir Hurst going to tell them to stop and put down their arms? But Arthur was a knight now, and he’d accepted this challenge willingly, and any second now he was actually going to—

“I’ll stand for him.”

He hadn’t even realized what he was going to say until it was out of his mouth.

Arthur shot him a warning look. “Gabe, don’t be—”

The knight’s interest had clearly been piqued. “I assumed I could not fight the king.”

“A fair assumption,” snapped Sir Hurst, “as you certainly can’t.”

“Bloody hell, he’s going to fight the king,” one of the watching children hissed through his hands, which he’d clapped to his mouth; soon the others took up the call, even the adults, the muttering reaching a clamorous fever pitch. The smallest child, probably forced into servitude among his peers due to age or stature, was sent sprinting along the riverbank and then down over makeshift stepping stones, presumably to gather more of an audience.

“Come on. This is stupid. I’ll do it,” said Adah. Gabriel paused, his hand on his sword belt, which was preposterous in and of itself—was he really going to try to fight this man-mountain? He’d never been a particularly good swordsman, even when he hadn’t been compensating for the loss of his arm. Adah was certainly more of an able fighter than him and, freshly knighted, would be glad of the glory, if there was any to be had. Perhaps she’d be acceptable to the Green Knight, as a commoner recently raised to nobility. If only they’d understood the rules to begin with—but then, Gabriel suspected this man might be making them up as he went along.

He was realizing with a sinking feeling that it wouldn’t do to let Adah take his place. The crowd was watching. People had enough mud to sling at him already; adding “coward,” the story of a king who stepped up to a challenge only to shuffle away from it again and allow one of his fresh knights to take his place, would be fatal.

Almost (but not quite) as fatal as being hit in the head by a big man with an even bigger axe.

The rules of chivalry demanded that he now meet this man in combat.

“No,” Gabriel said. “Thank you, Lady Adah, but … I shall attempt the blow.”

“Good,” said the knight, as Sir Hurst made a sound that indicated Gabriel had just taken ten years off the captain’s lifespan. Gabriel fumbled for his sword, thankful for the thousandth time since his amputation that he’d always been right-handed. Nervous energy thrummed through his veins, the plucked strings of many instruments, the beating of many drums. He was trying to remember everything he’d ever been taught in the past twenty years about single combat, but all he could think was that the knight had a small hole in one boot, and his toes must be wet and cold.

“Hold on,” said Sir Hurst, and Gabriel allowed himself to feel a tiny bit of relief, even if he was relatively sure there was no decent way out of this. “If you are the Green Knight of old, you’re supposed to give him your weapon, and meet him unarmed.”

This was promising. Gabriel watched the comment land, then ripple across the knight’s face.

He shrugged. “I’m new.”

Well, great. Gabriel was going to die. Hopefully it would be quick and clean. His last brush with death had been far too … messy.

The knight held up a trencher-sized hand and gestured to the bridge, and Gabriel followed him there, numb, ignoring the great deal of protestation from his kith and kin behind him.

“Do you have any more rules?” Gabriel said, hoping there might be one in his favor.

“I’d like to ask you a question,” the knight said. “Before we begin.”

“Um. Fine.”

“Why’d you stand for him?”

Gabriel was surprised enough that he stopped imagining his slow demise. “What?”

“Nobody would’ve thought less of you if you hadn’t. Knights are meant to fight for their kings. That’s how it goes. I’d have accepted him right enough, and I can see you’re no fighter. Why’d you step in?”

Gabriel grasped for something that made sense. “Because I’m the king and I … should. Lead by example, you know.”

“Nah,” said the knight. “That’s why you had to say no to your lady knight. It was too late then, you had to save face. But I could have fought your other friend. Why d’you stand for him?”

Because he’s probably not well enough to hold a stick right now, let alone a sword, and he’s brave in the stupidest ways, and he’d definitely actually die as a small favor to someone he loved, and he stood for Gwen with no hesitation despite all of the above, and obviously, obviously, because I still love him.

“Right,” said the knight, nodding thoughtfully, as if Gabriel had said any of this aloud.

He realized he’d frozen to the spot, probably looking just as terrified as he felt. “Um,” he said, swallowing hard. “I don’t— It’s quite a complex—”

“Strike the blow, friend,” said the Green Knight, and Gabriel just … did. He struck the knight on the shoulder, a hair’s breadth away from a gaping hole in his chain mail, just hard enough that it made a metallic thunk of a sound, not hard enough to do any real damage.

The knight dropped to his knees as if he’d been dealt a death blow, letting the axe fall from his fingers into the dirt.

He seemed fine.

“Aren’t you going to hit me back?” Gabriel whispered. “If not now, in … one year hence or whatever?”

“I’ve already dealt the blow,” said the Green Knight, and then he tilted his helmed head to one side and winked.






Twenty-Five


“A sort of psychological warfare,” Gwen said. “A metaphorical blow. Very interesting. And he said he’s going home, he’s had his fun and he can’t top dueling the king, plus his wife is very annoyed. He’s a blacksmith, apparently, usually very ordinary, but he had some sort of epiphany and walked out of his house and wandered around until he found his bridge. Said he lived off the land for a while and had visions of the fae telling him the meaning of life.”

“Translation,” Bridget cut in. “He ate some suspect mushrooms. Mild hallucinatory poisoning.”

“Well, exactly. I think he probably just worked a bit too hard and needed some time off. And now of course we have the perfect story, because Gabe really did strike a blow against him, and it did defeat him, even if it was all a bit odd. I’m dying to know what question he asked him.”

It was early evening, and they were sitting by the fire in a private parlor, a luxury afforded to them because they were staying overnight with a baron who kept a country house nearby and seemed absolutely baffled by his good fortune at hosting the royal company. He was surprisingly normal, for a baron, but he had made a point of providing separate rooms for men and ladies to relax in, which seemed more than pointless, considering the romantic inclinations of almost the entire round table.

Adah had gone to ask for mead instead of wine, and came back happy and laden. When she saw how close Gwen and Bridget were sitting—both of them on cushions on the floor, Bridget with her back against a chair and Gwen lounging in a way that made her hair fall like licks of flame across the soft furnishings—she halted.

“I can just go … somewhere else,” she said. “If you want.”

Bridget said, “Stay,” and Gwen said, “No, no, not at all, please, sit down, have one of these cushions, would you like to be closer to the fire?” Which was effectively the same thing. Adah accepted the offer of a cushion and did sit.

There was a brief, uncomfortable pause, and Bridget realized she’d never encouraged cross-pollination between these two different sides of her life. Adah and Elaine and other friends at Camelot, the knights she’d come to know better on the circuit—they existed completely apart from Gwen, Princess of England, the best and strangest summer fling of Bridget’s life, now over a year past due and still holding on.

There’d been no need, in Bridget’s mind, to plan for how their lives might continue onward, overlapping and intertwining, because she hadn’t expected they’d make it past last August.

Also … it had felt safer this way. Bridget couldn’t put her finger on exactly why.

“I was just wondering what the … the blacksmith knight might have asked my brother, to get him so worked up,” Gwen said, declining mead as Bridget accepted it.

“Um,” Adah said, glancing sideways at Gwen and then looking down at her cup. “No offense meant, but I’m not sure it’d take much to tip him over the edge. He seems stressed.”

“Oh, no, you’re right. He is.” Gwen frowned, and then said, “He’s actually been hiding sometimes when he’s supposed to be in council meetings. He thinks I haven’t noticed. But I did once see Lord Das talking to him through the door of a cupboard.” She looked to Adah, suddenly on guard. “This stays between us, yes?”

“Sworn to secrecy,” said Adah. “And sworn specifically to your brother, for that matter. I’m no oath breaker.”

“I believe you. Anyway, he’s all shaken up about something, and we’ve got to do this speech tomorrow. At least hopefully he’ll be coming off the back of a lot of Green Knight goodwill.”

“I could’ve taken him,” said Adah. “I get why he said no, but damn. Would’ve been fun. Been a knight for a month and I’ve seen absolutely no action. I’m bored!”

“He probably wouldn’t have fought you either,” Bridget pointed out. “Just asked you a question to mess with your head.”

“True,” Adah said. “But I am a perfect person, and therefore have an unassailable sense of self. No green giant can mess with me.”

“Same!” said Gwen, with just a hint of irony. Adah lifted her mead in Gwen’s direction, and Gwen groped around for her cup of lemon tea and did the same, smirking.

“Leclair, however,” Adah said, turning solemn. “Whooo, boy. She could have done with a blow to the brain. Lots to untangle in there.”

“Oh, I think she’s pretty perfect too,” said Gwen, tilting her head in Bridget’s direction. “In most of the ways that count.”

Adah laughed, quite uncontrollably, until she caught Bridget’s eye.

“Sorry.” She schooled her features. “Yeah, definitely. Totally. Truer words never spoken.”



There was a mood suffusing the town like a thick fog when they entered the square the next afternoon, and it wasn’t a pleasant one. There were far more people crammed into the space than Bridget had expected, and from the looks on Gwen’s and Gabriel’s faces, they were also surprised.

Sir Hurst looked ill. At an event this large in Camelot, there wouldn’t just have been small groups of guards flanking the king and princess, but guards scattered in the crowd, guards at the perimeter, a whole network of people intentionally placed at short intervals for maximum safety. They had planned to troop up en masse onto the small makeshift stage, to impress the crowd with their order of the round table, but instead, after harried discussions with the Captain of the Guard, Bridget and the other knights dispersed in a wide semicircle at the front, a very visible barrier full of very noticeable holes.

Before Gabriel and the others were to speak, the friendly baron hosting them got up to address the crowd with a speech that was met with vague disinterest and a few gentle boos, and then introduced a local priest who had wanted to say something too—it was at this point that things went rapidly downhill.

Bridget had her back to the man speaking, watching the townspeople, the expressions of neutrality, interest, discontent—discontent, discontent, discontent—the press of the crowd mirroring the claustrophobia of battle, even while they all stood completely still. It had started to drizzle, and the cloying smell of damp bodies, damp cloth, damp earth was already overwhelming.

“Honored as we are of course, it does beg the question—a king is to be God’s hand on earth, divine, and yet His Majesty forces laws unto us that seem to contravene God’s word.”

Someone shouted in agreement, and many in the crowd took up the cry. A woman right at the front, practically standing face-to-face with an uncharacteristically serious Sir Leonard, raised her hand and pointed.

“Send children to school to have their minds corrupted, and then what do we do when our fields need harvesting and our goats need herding?” she shouted. “We’ll starve, shall we? Long as my boy knows his letters?”

Bridget turned her head for just long enough to see that Sir Hurst was speaking urgently in Gabriel’s ear, while Gwen stood behind them, her eyes darting rapidly around the crowd.

The shouting woman tried to push past Leonard; he put a hand on her shoulder to stop her from going any farther, and the man next to her roared with outrage and tried to throw himself at Leonard too, the weak sun flashing off his belt buckle as he did. Sir Bowen appeared, took the man’s arms, and pushed them carefully away.

The man spat at Bowen. Bridget didn’t see if he’d hit his target, but she did see Leonard reaching for his sword, and suddenly her concern for the level of anger in the crowd didn’t seem unreasonable at all. It wasn’t just like a battle anymore; it was a battle, and she was surrounded by the enemy. Her breath was coming in sharp bursts, like she was trying to gulp it down, and her knuckles were white and painful as she gripped the pommel of her sword, not wanting to draw it yet, but terrified she’d act too late.

The crowd pressed into her, and she took a step back—right into Sidney, who grasped her shoulder briefly and then let go.

“Leclair,” he said roughly. “It’s fine.”

Bridget looked to Leonard and Bowen, expecting to see bloodied sword, bloodied ground—but the angry man and woman were being escorted away by friends. Bridget watched as the man reached the edge of the crowd, his companion saying something in his ear as they walked away.

The priest on the stage had stopped speaking, so Arthur stepped forward, and said in a loud voice, “Well, if anyone’s planning on throwing fruit and veg, hurry up, because I’m starving,” and eventually the frantic energy fizzled out.

Sidney was right. It was fine. But Bridget felt shaken, ready to leap into action, counting down the seconds until the royal siblings were off that stage and they could all be escorted back to the manor. Logically, she knew this wasn’t fair; the ordinary people in this crowd weren’t her enemies. It didn’t matter. She rushed to the king the second Arthur’s speech was over, and kept her shoulder touching Gwen’s as they exited through the back of the town square and walked to the waiting carriage.

“They’re right,” Gabriel kept muttering to Gwen, in a voice quiet but slightly shrill with panic. “They’re right. Who am I to tell them how to live? What do I know? I don’t know anything. They’re right!”

Bridget could only breathe at a tempo approaching normality once they were back in the baron’s house, with quite a few lockable doors between them and the crowd. It was dark inside as they walked through patches of smoky firelight from the wall sconces, accompanied by the soft crackling of the torches, the sound of many footsteps on stone floors echoing slightly. Bridget counted tapestries and willed her heart to slow down.

Gwen was talking to her brother as they walked, her arm looped firmly around his, but she glanced back, saw Bridget, then gave Gabriel one final parting word and came to Bridget’s side.

“Come to my room,” she said. “I’ll make tea.”

Bridget let herself be led, and ended up sitting on the edge of the tiny four-poster, the hangings a very faded silk and gilt, high relief between the soft scarlet and the shining gold. Brocatelle, that’s what it was called; her mother had told her once, and the information had fallen out of Bridget’s head until right this moment, when she had absolutely no need of it …

“Gauntlets,” said Gwen, and Bridget offered up her hands and allowed Gwen to unstrap them, and her vambraces too. She knew how. She’d done it before. It had felt exciting, then. Bridget couldn’t feel anything about it now. Gwen went away for a while, and Bridget watched a spark from the fire catch on the rug, burn brightly and then die, leaving a black hole where it had landed.

“Tea,” Gwen said, handing her a hot cup of something that only bore a vague resemblance to tea, mostly sharp citrus and herbs. Gwen drank it constantly. She’d had them pack a small crate of lemons on the wagon, just to feed her habit. “Drink it, Bridget. I have to take some to Gabriel, and then I’ll be back.”

Bridget took a sip, and then another. It was sweet and tart, a strong enough taste that it felt like she returned to her body a little. She sat there nursing her cup, and eventually Gwen came back, and busied herself taking out her elaborate self-tied braids, running a comb through her hair, taking a rag and a basin of hot water and cleaning her face by the glass. All the things Agnes would normally do, if she were here; she could have called for someone, for a maid of the house, but the door was now barred between them and everyone outside this room, and Bridget was glad of it.

Gwen took off her cloak, hung it by the fire, and then came to stand in front of Bridget, gesturing to the back of her dress.

“Could you … My bliaut, it’s laced at the seams, it’s meant to be invisible but if you poke around…”

Bridget put down her cup and felt for the seams, until she came across the fine, narrow lacing. She’d done this before too. If she pulled too hard the fabric might tear, so she had to go slow and steady, concentrate absolutely. It quieted her mind, the methodical work, the care she had to take … and then as the dress started to open, revealing fine Flemish linen and the tops of Gwen’s freckled shoulder blades, she let her fingers wander to stroke the downy hair on Gwen’s neck, following the topography of her spine one vertebra at a time. She moved her fingers aside and kissed her there, unthinking.

Gwen’s breath caught, and she stayed absolutely still until Bridget reluctantly moved away, letting her mouth graze across the surface of Gwen’s skin as she did.

“Bridget,” she said gently. “Drink your tea.”

“I did,” Bridget said, watching the way Gwen’s hair slipped over her half-bared shoulder as she turned.

“Then I’ll get you some more.”

“Okay.”

More tea was delivered to her, and Bridget dutifully drank it, but it was hard to pay much attention to the lemons as Gwen continued to unbuckle the rest of her armor as best she could, the pauldrons coming off easily, her cuirass and gorget slightly trickier, Gwen briefly trying to reach around to the back of Bridget’s legs and then giving up when this proved too difficult. She went away to the mirror and came back with a basin, which she placed on the bed, and the rinsed rag, which she pressed to Bridget’s cheek. It was warm and damp, and satisfyingly coarse; Gwen was gentle as she washed, but still it felt like she left behind a certain rawness, delicate skin scrubbed new and clean.

She’d been using one hand to hold Bridget’s hair out of the way, and Bridget took that hand and kissed her on the wrist. It was nice kissing backs, yes, but kissing wrists was also very good, and this time she could see Gwen, her eyes still and focused. She paused.

“You don’t want me to,” Bridget said, neither a statement of fact or a question, just a sentence she was tossing out there to see how it landed.

“No,” Gwen said. “I mean— It’s not that. I do. I really do.”

“Oh.” Bridget nodded slowly. “Good.”

She put her tea down again because it was only in the way, took the cloth from Gwen’s hand and dropped it in the basin, and then she could kiss Gwen properly on the mouth, where they both tasted like lemons. Gwen sighed when she was kissed—Bridget didn’t think she knew, or could help it—and it was good, but tonight it wasn’t enough, just one little sigh. She needed more.

“Here,” Bridget said, and she pulled Gwen onto her lap, let her hands fall to the small of her back, tried to remember to be gentle with all that unlaced green silk, and only somewhat succeeded. Gwen wasn’t saying anything at all, just kissing and kissing Bridget back, closing her eyes, catching her breath when she could. There was so much of Gwen everywhere that Bridget didn’t need to think about anything else, the feeling as urgent and all-consuming as pain, obliterating anything else that might have mattered mere moments ago … and then Bridget realized that Gwen was suddenly gripping hard on to her wrists—both of her wrists—keeping Bridget’s hands at bay.

“Hello.”

Bridget was still looking at Gwen’s lip, red and flushed where she’d … Had she actually bitten it? Already hard to recall the events of the last few minutes. She leaned in again.

“Bridget, no.”

That was like a bucket of ice. She froze, horrified, then eased Gwen from her lap, took up the basin, carried it over to the dresser, and splashed her face with now-lukewarm water.

“Sorry,” she said, burning with shame. “I’ll—”

“You don’t have to be sorry.”

She started picking up her armor piece by piece, misjudging how much of it was still strapped together and losing a pauldron with a loud clatter, then having to fumble to pick it back up again.

Gwen sat on the bed, watching her seriously, saying “Bridget” softly, again and again. It was only when Bridget dropped her pauldron for a second time that she stopped, gave up, sat down on the bed next to Gwen, and closed her eyes.

“Look, you didn’t do anything wrong,” Gwen said. “All right? So stop self-flagellating and throwing your armor around. I just … I can tell your mind isn’t really here, and I’d rather not be kissing somebody whose soul has exited their body.”

Bridget didn’t open her eyes, but she felt Gwen’s fingers questing for her hand, and turned it over so she could grasp it better.

“What was it, today? The crowd? The shouting? I know it was something, because all the way back here you had that panicked-animal look, like you were somewhere else.”

Bridget opened her eyes, surprised.

“I’m not stupid, Bridget. And I rode out onto that battlefield too, even if I wasn’t there for long. I remember what it was like. Hell.”

“Hell,” Bridget repeated. “Blood and mud.” She was back there for a second, choking on the stench, and then she was back in the crowd watching that man spit on Bowen, magnificent Bowen, who took it with his head held high. “The rain,” she said suddenly. “It was raining. And it smelled like…”

“Yes,” Gwen said. “Yes, I remember. Damp, but also … rotting. That’s what happened today? The rain? It reminded you?”

“Maybe.” Bridget took in a breath and let it out slowly, unable to stop the shake on the exhalation. “I told you, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Gwen was quiet for a beat too long, and Bridget was starting to actively hate herself again for pushing her too far, when she said, “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you actually. I think you’re having a very reasonable reaction to a very terrible thing.”

“We’ve all been through a terrible thing. Nobody else is like this.”

“You don’t know that. And even if it’s not exactly like this, we’ve all got something going on. I only wish I knew how to help.”

Bridget was so tired. Her eyes were hot and prickly, almost like she might be on the verge of tears. “You are helping.”

When Gwen opened up her arms, she felt too sad and small to do anything else but lay her head down in Gwen’s lap, and let Gwen rub small circles behind her ears, and breathe and breathe into it until, quite by accident, she fell asleep.






Twenty-Six


The school that they visited the next day was newly built, and quite nice, as schools went. Stone, not wood, with a big fireplace, actual tables for the children to sit at, and a threadbare rug on the floor by the hearth. It even had its own outhouse. The man running it was elderly and spry, and apparently had an endless supply of patience, because no matter how many times he had to ask the children to do something, his cheerful tone never faltered.

Gabriel had slept for approximately fifteen minutes the night before, and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open while he was given a short tour. The children, who had obviously been washed and combed first thing in the morning and had already ruined said efforts by climbing up chimneys and rolling in the mud or whatever it was children did these days, mostly seemed suspicious of the king’s visit.

And rightly so, thought Gabriel, still reeling from the angry crowd the night before. Who was he to come down from his lofty castle and tell people living hand to mouth what their priorities should be? Gabriel would hate himself too, if he were any of these people. He did hate himself today, and the lack of sleep was certainly not helping.

“This is where we keep the books,” the teacher said, showing them a small cabinet with three volumes, the pages already very bent. “We had more, but, ah … unfortunately, somebody seems to have taken them home to use as kindling.”

“We’ll have more sent,” said Gwen.

“This is Gilbert.” The teacher snagged a passing child like you might hook a fish, and presented him to Gabriel. “He’s the best at addition, aren’t you, Gilbert?”

“Hello, and I’m supposed to say ‘Your Majesty.’ And bow.” He wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve and did not bow.

“A pleasure to meet you, Gilbert,” said Gabriel, with the wariness of children he’d never been able to hide.

“Where’s your arm?” said Gilbert, in a light, conversational tone. The teacher immediately started making apologetic sounds.

“No, it’s all right. Um, they had to cut it off. It was crushed. By a very big horse.”

“Estrild’s got no hand, but she was born like that. Maybe your hands are together in heaven. And my uncle’s leg came off in a farming accident. Do you want to see the privy? My friend David did something so bad in there.”

“No, thank you,” Gabriel said weakly.

The boy shrugged. “Oh well.”

He sprinted away to join his friends. The teacher, for once, seemed at a loss for words.

They continued their tour, and then on their way out, Gilbert returned, dragging a small blond girl in tow. “This is Essy. Show him your hand, Es.”

Estrild pulled back her sleeve to show the place where her wrist ended, and then looked back at Gabriel, clearly expecting him to offer the same in return. He probably should have; it would have been nice and perhaps heartwarming, the two of them sharing this moment, bonding over what life had dealt them.

But he didn’t want to. He was tired and irritable, he’d been experiencing a hot, itchy tightness in his scar that had kept him up half the night while worrying had kept him up the other, and he didn’t know this child. He didn’t know any children. He made a point of it.

“Do you like … school?” he said instead, and Estrild let her sleeve fall back down and shrugged.

“I like reading,” she said. “I can do all of the books now. Someone took half of them, so I’ve read the last three ten times. One of them is boring but the other two are all right. I want a book about King Arthur, that was the best one that got stolen, and I want one about insects.”

“Insects?”

“Yes, because I collect insects, and I put them in a box until they die, which sometimes takes a long time, and after they’ve died, I line them up on my shelf. But I don’t know all the names. I just give them names, like people names, but I want to know the real ones. I know about lice and nits and earwigs. And worms, but I don’t want to keep worms, because they shrivel up and they look bad on the shelf.”

This speech, surprising as it was, was probably the most interesting conversation Gabriel had been party to in days.

“Did you know there’s a type of worm called a slow-worm? It isn’t actually a worm at all, it’s a lizard without legs.”

Estrild squinted up at him as if he were very stupid. “Well then, it can’t go on my shelf, can it? If it’s a lizard.”

“No, I suppose not. We have a butterfly specimen at Camelot from the other side of the world. It’s iridescent—shiny—and bright, bright blue, like topaz. Or. Er. The sky.”

“Can I have it?” Estrild said, straight down to business.

“Probably not,” said Gabriel. “But I can send you a new book, with insects in. It’s about herbal medicine too, but you can skip those bits if you’re not interested.”

“I’ll skip those bits,” Estrild agreed. Her eyes narrowed. “Will you send it tomorrow?”

“The next time we send word to Camelot, I’ll put in the request. It might take a few weeks to arrive.” Estrild looked discouraged, like a few weeks might as well be a decade. “But I have some books with me. Perhaps you’d like one of those. There aren’t any about insects, but there is one about surgery that we have another copy of at the castle. The pictures are horrible.”

“Yes, please, I’ll have the one with the horrible pictures, please,” Estrild said in a rush, before he could rescind the offer.

“Good,” said Gabriel. “I’ll have someone run it over before we leave.”

He resisted the urge to shake her hand to seal the deal.

Gwen and Sir Hurst were waiting with the teacher, and when he went to meet them, his sister smiled encouragingly and said, “That was good!”

“Was it?” said Gabriel. “I lost two books.”

“Ah,” said the teacher. “Yes. Estrild drives a hard bargain. I should have warned you, Majesty, my apologies.”

It had all gone rather well. After the school tour, a few local tradespeople came to present their wares, and ask Gabriel questions about trade restrictions that might hinder them, and Gabriel was all too happy to discuss it with them. He didn’t even need Gwen to step in and take over. When Sir Hurst said that it was time for them to leave, Gabriel didn’t feel his usual instant and overwhelming relief. He’d almost lost track of time.

A rare and precious good mood, the feeling of a job well done, buoyed him all the way back to the baron’s house. He was actually humming under his breath as he entered his room, peeling off his jacket, readying himself for a well-earned nap, when he approached his bed and stopped in his tracks.

Arthur was lying there, blanket draped half over him, head on Gabriel’s pillow. He looked deceptively angelic when he slept, soft dark lashes fluttering over his cheekbones, his lips slightly parted. Gabriel had watched him sometimes when his own sleep evaded him, feeling like he was stealing something precious, hoarding it for later.

Arthur stirred, and Gabriel’s breathing stalled. What was the etiquette here? Sneak away? But it was his room—so where to sneak to? Arthur’s room? Surely not.

“Gabriel?” It was too late; Arthur was gazing at him from under those long lashes, hazy and confused. “What are you … Why are you in my room?”

“Um. It’s my room actually.”

“Your…?” Arthur seemed to jolt to full consciousness; he sat up abruptly, pushing the blanket down to his thighs. “Shit. Sorry. I needed to lie down, they were cleaning mine, they said you’d be out for hours and they’d do yours after, or I swear I wouldn’t have—”

“It’s all right.”

Arthur swung his legs around, went to stand, then staggered—and Gabriel caught him with his good arm without thinking, easing him back down, repeating “Whoa, whoa” as if he were hushing a frightened horse.

“Damn it. I was having such a nice nap,” Arthur said, heavy with regret. “I think my body thought I was in a cave, like a bear.”

“Go back to sleep if you want.”

“In your bed?”

It wouldn’t be the first time, Gabriel thought, and from the expression that passed across Arthur’s face, he was thinking the same. He realized too late that he still had his arm around Arthur’s back, and let go as if his skin were scalding.

“You should rest, you’ve been ill.”

Arthur smoothed his hair back, letting his hand run all the way down until he was pulling the length of it away from his neck, then let go. “Mmm. Getting better, but yes. Inconveniently timed. I should have asked to be slung over the back of the supply wagon instead of having to ride on bloody horseback, but it didn’t feel very knightly of me.”

“You can ride in the wagon if you like.”

“With the cheese,” Arthur said. “And the biscuits. Actually, on second thought, maybe I should.” They were too close for conversation really, a distance apart that made everything feel too intimate, but neither of them moved away. “How was your school thing?”

“Oh, it was … good actually.” It felt strange to be able to say that, but it was true.

“So the children didn’t eat you?”

Gabriel gave him a weak smile. “Not this time. In fact … it was nice. I got to speak to some people about things I’m actually interested in, and I was almost—”

“Good at it?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

Arthur lifted a brow. “I would. You’ve always been great at talking about all sorts of clever things. Things that make me feel ill on principle. Statistics, and geography. Mathematics. Ugh.”

Was this true, too? It didn’t feel true. But Arthur had no reason to lie.

“Thank you,” Gabriel said tentatively.

Arthur nodded. “Oh, and I meant to thank you too, actually. For offering to get cut in half by the Green Knight in my place. It was very stupid of you. But stupid in my favor, which I approve of.”

“I wasn’t really … thinking.”

“No, me neither. I’d love to pretend I knew he was just going to throw riddles at us or whatever it was he said on that bridge, but no, I really did think he was going to deflect my no-doubt pathetic blow and start peeling me like a carrot. Maybe he chickened out, because it was you. Hard to come back from dicing the king.”

“No.” Gabriel had given this some thought. “I think that was always his intention. Gwen said he wasn’t a bad guy, just a blacksmith having a midlife crisis.”

“Good for him.” There was a moment of quiet. “Why did you do it?”

Arthur was far too close for Gabriel to pretend he hadn’t heard, but he did it anyway.

“Hmm?”

“Why did you stand for me? It was a very bad idea.”

“Oh.” Gabriel thought of the bridge, the answers that had come rushing to him when asked this very question, none of which were fit for Arthur to hear. Because I still love you! Oops! “I thought I owed you.”

Arthur laughed without humor. “Owed me? For what?”

“Not for, um, anything that’s happened … recently,” Gabriel said falteringly. “You found me, when I fell on the field in battle. I imagine I’d be long dead by now if you hadn’t. And because you were … there, with my father. At the end.”

“Oh.” Arthur seemed genuinely taken aback. Gabriel looked at absolutely everything but his face; his own hand, the door handle, the window. “You don’t owe me anything, and certainly not for that. Happy to do it.”

This was Gabriel’s chance to ask about his father—to find out exactly how it had happened. He didn’t want to know. Probably. But then … how could he live without knowing? He felt cramping sickness at the very thought of it, the kind of grief that was more like a stomachache or a heart attack, far too physical. He could let it lie, an unexploded incendiary in the cavity of his chest; never give it the chance to detonate and risk wounding himself mortally.

“Sir Florian said you…” Arthur didn’t prompt him, just let him trail off and gather his thoughts. “He said you talked to him about that day. And it made me think, ah, realize, that … you never told me how he died. I mean, I know how he died, but … how it was. There. With him.”

“Do you want me to … tell you?” Arthur asked gently. “Fair warning, I might cry, which will be uncomfortable for both of us.”

Gabriel felt like he was saying a rude farewell to some younger version of himself when he said, “I think I want to know.”

“All right.” Arthur leaned back slightly and closed his eyes. “I saw him go down. I had to … I think I had to crawl to get to him, although I did a lot of crawling that day, so I might be getting it mixed up. But it didn’t take long. And he was in my arms, and his head was in my lap, and … I kept talking to him, telling him it would be all right. It was raining. Storming, even, I remember the thunder, and the lightning, it felt like the world was ending. I was very, very scared. Embarrassing, can’t be helped. I told him you and Gwen would be so mad at me if I let anything happen to him, and that’s why … that’s why he had to hold on. And then he said Gwen’s name, and he said your name. And then he … died.”

He was crying. Twin tears falling from under his lashes. Gabriel shifted toward him without thinking, and when his arm brushed against Arthur’s, Arthur—perhaps misinterpreting his intentions—reached for Gabriel’s hand.

He held it almost absentmindedly, brushing his thumb back and forth across Gabriel’s knuckles like he was worrying at a touchstone as he spoke. Gabriel tried not to let it show on his face that his entire chest had seized with the kind of love that felt like choking, his throat tight, tears burning just behind his own eyes.

“It was fast. I swear I’m not just saying that. He didn’t seem to be in lots of pain, he was more shocked than anything. It was … quiet. He looked like himself. He was himself, right up until the very end. Does that make sense? When my mother died … she was gone long before she was actually gone, you know? Wasted away. My father always thought I was too young to remember, but I did.” He broke off suddenly, and then said, “Sorry. I’m not trying to … it’s not about me. Or my mother.”

“That’s all right,” Gabriel said. His voice was very hoarse.

It was out. He knew, and he hadn’t fallen apart. He’d survived hearing it, with Arthur holding his hand.

Gabriel cleared his throat, and Arthur sighed—and shifted his weight so that his head came to rest on Gabriel’s shoulder, a weight as familiar as it was startling. It felt as if the slightest breath or movement might make him realize what he’d done and move away. Gabriel held on tight to Arthur’s hand and breathed in that familiar Arthur smell of warm skin and spiced oranges, and felt his breath catch on his broken heart at the sharp end of every inhale.

“I think about it a lot,” Arthur said quietly. “Your father. You. All of it. When I can’t sleep, and sometimes even when I can.”

“Oh.” Gabriel was practically talking into Arthur’s hair. “I still have nightmares about it too.”

“Yes, I remember,” Arthur said, and Gabriel felt his face flush.

If he turned his head, or if Arthur did, they’d be so close that it would be tantamount to kissing. A strange thought right now, but if there was one thing Gabriel had learned about grief, it was that it rarely made sense.

His was a wounded body seeking comfort, and Arthur had always been the best at making the nightmares feel far away.

Could this work? The two of them, as they were now? If Gabriel had more good days that left him feeling capable of facing difficult things, perhaps. But the likelihood of that felt agonizingly slim.

“It’s felt worse this summer,” Arthur said. “I imagine it has for you too. I don’t think I realized that I was still … but trying not to think about it only made it worse. So I stopped. It helped quite a lot to talk to Florian, honestly. Especially as he wasn’t there. I’ve told him about his father too, although … obviously a bit of a weird one, given the circumstances. He’s an excellent listener.” Gabriel could hear the soft smile in his voice, and it was like being slapped to his senses. What was he doing, thinking about kissing Arthur, when that wasn’t what Arthur wanted at all? He shifted away, and Arthur sat up straight, looked down at their joined hands and separated them, just as absentmindedly as he’d linked them.

“Is he?” Gabriel said, trying not to sound too flat.

“Oh, yes. He’s funny too, when you get to know him. He seems quiet, but he’s just paying attention, and then he’ll come out with the most hilarious little observation. I really like him.” The fondness in his tone had once been familiar to Gabriel, but it didn’t belong to him anymore.

Arthur and Florian. Florian and Arthur.

There was a sort of relief in giving up hope completely. Closure. Yes, Gabriel still loved Arthur, but what did it matter? It had been so unlikely that someone like Arthur would look his way in the first place, and then of course, he’d gone and squandered his improbable chance; ruined what they’d had, irreparably. He hadn’t been built for it. So Arthur had moved on, as he should, and perhaps Gabriel would, eventually, not to love somebody else, but to the sort of loveless, touchless existence he had always imagined for himself.

That was right. It made so much sense it felt practically fated. It was over. Done. After this, Gabriel would force himself to stop watching for Arthur out of his window, and they could just be friends.

“I’m glad you have him to … talk to,” he said. “I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks,” Arthur replied. It was deeply awkward, but he pressed on. “And you’re feeling … I mean, I don’t want to pry, but you don’t seem…”

What was the point of keeping secrets now? It hardly mattered. “Ah. Yes. It’s funny actually, because I really didn’t want to tell you for the longest time … I’ve been doing quite badly. Panic attacks. That’s what the Wizard calls them. Sort of … fits of extreme emotion, feels like I’m going to die, can’t breathe, chest pain. Sometimes I actually have to go and find somewhere dark to hide, it’s quite ridiculous. The physician isn’t sure if it’s something to do with physical stress or an affliction of the mind.”

“Panic attacks,” Arthur repeated slowly. “How long have you…?”

“Since last Yuletide,” said Gabriel. “The first one happened shortly after the New Year’s feast.”

Arthur was deathly silent. When he spoke, he almost sounded angry. “And you didn’t tell me because…?”

“I don’t know,” Gabriel said, but then he thought for a moment. “I suppose because I knew it was all too much, and things between us probably weren’t … what you wanted them to be, and this would only make it worse. I didn’t really want to tell anyone. I thought it might be a one-off, at first, but then it … wasn’t. Nobody wants a king whose mind is constantly telling him he’s dying, for no reason.” He took a breath, speaking faster than he was thinking. “I was just so afraid, all the time. Afraid I’d let everyone down, let my … my father down. I still am. I keep questioning if I’m doing the right thing. Trying to make all these changes. People are so angry, and it’s been hard to trust myself at all. Maybe I’m ruining everything. For everyone.”

The silence after this lasted so long that Gabriel wanted to die. Eventually Arthur cleared his throat, said “Gabriel,” and then there was a rapid knock at the door.

“Sir Arthur?” said a page. “Sir Arthur, I think the party has returned from the school. If you’re still in there, you probably ought to leave before the king returns and finds you in his bed.”

“Too late, thanks,” Arthur called back, but he got to his feet, looked at Gabriel once again with a strange expression of bewilderment bordering on hurt, and then excused himself from the room.







Twenty-Seven



Then they came upon the Lady of the Lake, who was passing beautiful and a noble age, and she hosted them in her great chamber, and changed them with all her subtle crafts, and sent them away different than they had been before.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




The next day, the schedule took a dramatic turn for the worse. They were to cross the border into the independent territories of Wales—a perfectly pleasant proposition in and of itself, with international tensions long diffused, but it was to be a week’s ride, their progress slowed by the inconveniences of a large traveling company.

“I don’t see the point,” Neil said, hungover and in a griping mood as they packed. He seemed to be approaching this entire venture as a sort of consequence-free holiday for young lads, and had fallen in with some of the guards, pages, and squires who behaved badly after hours and loved to egg each other on. “Gabriel’s not the King of Wales, so who cares?”

“Lady of the Lake is a biggie,” said Bridget. “People want us to confirm if she’s real. Also, it’s good to be friendly.”

“Is it?” Neil hissed. “That’s never been your motto. Or mine. It’s good to be unfriendly. Then you don’t have to talk to anyone.”

“You talk to everyone.”

“Not,” Neil said, suffering immensely, “in the morning.”

In the courtyard, Bridget came across Gwen and Arthur deep in serious conversation, heads together. It was still quite funny seeing them like this, after all the animosity of their childhoods, the dramatics of last summer. Bridget could see why Lord Best might look at them, great friends now completely at ease with each other, and have no idea why they hadn’t turned said bond into a politically advantageous marriage and a brood of stubborn, headstrong babies who’d grow up to be exactly five feet and nine inches tall.

She wondered if they were perhaps talking about her, and stopped finding the scene quite so sweet.

She busied herself checking Fiona’s tack, as if Neil wouldn’t have done it twice already, and when Gwen sidled up to her she felt another twinge of shame.

“Faring well?” she said, her tone casual.

“Yep,” Bridget said immediately. “Fine.”

“You know you don’t have to be—”

Bridget released the girth strap. “Sorry, I know. I’m good today. Thank you.”

Gwen smiled. She looked tired. Bridget’s shame turned to guilt. She had enough on her plate without Bridget falling apart all over her; she was the one keeping this expedition going, and Bridget had no doubt that she was also the only thing keeping Gabriel upright and on his horse. It was too much for one person to bear. There had been enough moments of weakness from Bridget’s side; she had dealt with it, and it was done. From now on, she would do better.

“Good,” Gwen said. “That’s a very nice hat, Neil.”

Neil managed a smile, but Bridget knew it was only because he was in the presence of royalty. “Thank you, Your Highness. Arthur took a liking to it too. He offered me your hand in marriage in exchange. I hope you won’t be offended that I said no.”

“He did, did he?” said Gwen. “That’s nice. No offense taken. To you anyway.” She turned to Bridget, gave her a squeeze on the arm, and said, “I have to ride with Gabriel. We’ll talk when we make camp?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She released Bridget’s arm, turned to squint across the courtyard until she spotted Arthur, who was now talking to Sir Florian, the two of them laughing together about something, and then raised her voice to a shout. “Arthur Delacey—did you try to trade me for a hat?”



The days were long and repetitive. The countryside changed, but it was the same rotation: field, forest, field, village, field, field, field. Everybody was so tired by the end of each day that only the hardiest now stayed out by the fire; everyone else took their meals in blessed quietude. Bridget ate with Gwen sometimes, but they didn’t talk about much more than what they’d seen riding that day. Gwen was so exhausted that sometimes she’d fall asleep halfway through a meal, or a sentence—once, even a mouthful.

She wasn’t used to this kind of travel. She was a good sport about it, but it was tough, even for those with staff to attend to them, and the strain showed. They all washed in bracingly cold streams, ate rabbit and game bird for supper, rose with the sun, and slept like the dead.

By the seventh day, spirits were higher. The end of the journey to Wales was in sight, and the land had risen up around them until they were riding through the valleys of rugged hills and small mountains. Everything just felt better when you were next to a mountain; the journey more prestigious, the quest more historic. Or, as Arthur put it, “Flat land is boring. Hills go up and down. A jig for the eyes.”

The lake, when they reached it, was long and windswept, the rocky hills on either side exposed to the elements, a mountain peaking in almost a perfect triangle beyond the north bank. The sun was making a rare appearance, lighting up the land in shades of brown, green, and gold and lending a touch of color to the water, but the wind was frigid; waves rippled across its surface, and Bridget watched them and shivered.

“So is the Lady … in the Lake,” Adah said doubtfully, as they stretched their legs by the shore, “or…?”

“I’ll be disappointed if she’s not,” said Sidney. “Commit to the bit or resign in disgrace.”

“All we’ve been asked to do is confirm if she’s of magical provenance or just a … woman,” said Sir Hurst.

“How are we going to do that?” asked Adah. “Ducking stool?”

“Of course not.”

Florian, who seemed surprisingly practical, shook his head. “She wouldn’t last long in the water, in these temperatures. Perhaps that’s why she thinks she’s fae? Long-term impacts of shivering sickness?”

“Are you a cultist or not?” Sidney groused, sounding very disappointed.

“Yes, but you’ll forgive me if I refuse to believe that the Lady of the Lake appears so often and to so many people that she’s readily available to take meetings.”

Sidney sniffed. “I won’t forgive you actually.”

Everybody was irritable and cold, and there was much griping and kicking of pebbles until Sir Hurst took out his maps and consulted them with Sir Bowen’s help. They determined that the valley beyond the lake was where they would find the promised Lady.

It was a beautiful view from the top. The land fell steeply away, twin rivers wending their way through grassland and trees, small stone settlements billowing smoke in the distance. Beyond, there was another lake.

“Is she the Lady of that Lake or the Lady of this Lake?” said Adah.

Arthur, grumpy and disheveled, said, “Perhaps she casts a wide net.”

“We’ll try over there,” Sir Hurst said, pointing. There was a wooden hut set into the side of the hill, small and simple, smoke snaking from the chimney; no visible path led to it, and it would be far too treacherous by horses and unnavigable by cart. “No sense in us all going. I’ll lead a party, everyone else find tree cover and get warm.”

“Get warm?” said Sidney. “How? Wind’ll kill any fire we try to start up here. Look, there’s one going in there. That looks warm.”

Arthur rolled his eyes. “And how are we going to fit everyone in a little hut?”

“We’ll just stand up very straight.”

There was a brief round of bickering after this, and in the end, Gwen, Arthur, Gabriel, Bridget, Sidney, Florian, and Adah were the ones who left their horses behind and started the trek down the mountain, led by Sir Hurst.

“If she’s buxom,” Adah said to Bridget in an aside, “it’ll all be worth it. Think buxom thoughts.”

Bridget was concentrating on where she was putting her feet, and watching Gwen, to make sure she was too. “I won’t, thanks.”

Arthur was the least steady, and spent half the time leaning on Sidney. Bridget observed Gabriel watching him closely, thought of Gabriel throwing himself at the mercy of the blacksmith knight in Arthur’s stead, and wondered what the hell was wrong with both of them that they were still keeping a careful twenty paces apart in all circumstances.

“Use a stick!” Gwen shouted at Arthur over the wind, when he stumbled for the third time.

“I don’t need a stick!”

“You’re being stubborn for no reason! You’d love a stick! You could hit things with it!”

“That’s a good point actually! If you see a stick, chuck it over!”

By the time they reached the hut, the sun was gone, and nerves were frayed to breaking point. If they knocked on the door and didn’t find the Lady within, Bridget suspected that unchivalrous tantrums might ensue.

Sir Hurst was the one to rap three times. When the door opened, a middle-aged woman with tawny skin, a mass of dark, curly, unbrushed hair shot with gray, and deep laughter lines was looking back at them expectantly. She was wearing an old tunic with an apron thrown on top, flour smeared across her thighs, greenish copper bracelets clinking on her wrists.

“Aha!” she said, her voice faintly accented, although Bridget couldn’t place the origin. “Come in, if you can all fit.”

There was no bowing, no acknowledgment at all that the King of England was on her doorstep.

“She’s not what I was picturing,” Adah said in Bridget’s ear, “but she’s got a certain something about her.”

“Don’t try to bed the Lady of the Lake,” Bridget replied, and Adah chuckled quietly in response, which wasn’t very reassuring.

Inside, Bridget was surprised that the little hut had more than one room. There wasn’t much furniture, but what was there was covered in shells, acorns, smooth pebbles, bundles of herbs, hollow wooden bowls, sticks of incense, small animal bones, the cores of apples, and half-finished knitting.

Fae or not, she was clearly a local witch, a risky thing to be in certain parts of England, and perhaps certain parts of Wales too. Cultists revered and loved witches despite little evidence of actual magic; good Catholics despised witchcraft, and went to great lengths to terrorize suspected witches in their communities.

Bridget, although not a cultist, had always felt a certain amount of kinship with them. Anyone who was at risk of being chased out of town for unchristian behavior was likely a friend of hers. She didn’t believe that the craft they practiced was necessarily real, but she also didn’t believe that you could treat swollen eyes by tying a crab around your neck, as some physicians—men of science, supposedly—liked to recommend.

The woman went to the fire and said, “I would offer you seats, but I only have two chairs, and they have another purpose.”

“That’s all right,” Gabriel replied. “Sorry to ask, but are you … you’re the Lady of the Lake?”

“Yes and no,” said the Lady. “Would you like some tea?”

From somewhere by Bridget’s ear, Adah whispered, “Don’t drink it. Never accept tea from a hippie in a remote location.”

“What was that?” said the Lady. “You want tea also?”

“Oh,” said Adah, startled. “Yes, please.”

“Good, good, I will make everyone tea.”

The tea was an infusion of bitter herbs in hot water. Everybody pretended to drink it, except Sidney, who showed it to Arthur, shrugged, and started sipping away.

Gwen put her tea down on the crooked windowsill, perhaps so she could pretend she’d forgotten about it. Bridget wished she’d thought of that. “So, sorry, just to clarify—you are the Lady of the Lake people have been talking about?”

“That depends. What do they say?”

“That you live half the year in the lake and the other half on land, and perhaps turn into some sort of swimming creature,” said Gabriel. “And that you give magical gifts and grant wishes.”

“Oh! All that! Ha. Yes, why not.”

“You live in the lake? You turn into an animal?”

“Hmm? Well, sort of. Aren’t we all animals? I’m glad you have come. It is a difficult time for all of you. Who will come and sit with me first?”

“Sit with you?” said Sir Hurst, with utmost suspicion. He’d already upended his cup into a bucket by the door.

“Yes, that is what the chairs are for. But you must come one at a time.”

“The king does not go anywhere unescorted.”

The Lady thought, drumming her broad fingers on her hip. “You can see the room first. And pat me down for weapons. And then you will know it is safe, and we will all sit. Yes?”

“No. Look, we came to check if you’re the Lady of myth, and you obviously aren’t, so we’ll be on our way.”

“Then there is no magic for you,” she said sadly. “I think to have come all this way, you must be in need of it.”

Gabriel surprised Bridget by saying, “That’s fine, Sir Hurst, we’ll do as she said.”

Sir Hurst was unamused, but that was his perpetual state of being; he went next door with the Lady and completed whatever searches he deemed necessary, and when he came back out, he was red in the face and she was chuckling.

“I showed him everything,” she said. “He knows I have nothing to hide. All right. Who first? You.” She pointed at Bridget without pausing for any other volunteers. “You will sit.”

Bridget handed her untouched cup to Sidney, who immediately started drinking it, and followed the lady inside. The doorway was so small she had to turn sideways slightly to fit through it, and the Lady laughed and clapped her on the bicep approvingly.

The second room was just a table and two chairs. In the middle of the table, a stack of cards; when Bridget sat down on the chair she was ushered to, she saw by the light of one sputtering tallow candle that they were incredibly finely made, painted in bright, expensive scarlets, blues, and greens, and finished with delicate gold accents. They were completely incongruous here, in the middle of nowhere in this hut, and would have been notable even at court. They must have been worth a fortune.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” said the Lady. “Italian, like my mother. Have you played this game, with cards?”

“Card games? Yes.”

“Have you asked them to tell you the story of yourself? The things you’ve forgotten you know?”

“Um … no.”

“A shame. Nobody wants to know about themselves these days. They only want to show people who they think they are.”

“Yeah,” said Bridget unconvincingly.

She was starting to feel uncomfortable. Despite the chill outside, it was very close in this room, and the candle smelled strongly of weird meat. She didn’t particularly want to know what pronouncements this woman was going to make about her either.

“I see you hate this,” said the Lady, “so I will make it quick, because I am not cruel. We will draw for the challenge you face now and for the dream of your future, should you overcome it.”

She spread the cards across the table with a sweep of her hand, and then said, “Choose.”

“Me? I thought you’d do it.”

“I would choose if I wanted to know my own challenges,” said the Lady. “But I already know my roof has a hole and the weather will turn this week, so there you go. Choose two cards.”

Bridget thought it would play too much into the ridiculousness of it all to spend much time thinking about this meaningless choice, so she pulled out two cards almost at once, and the Lady smiled.

“Decisive,” she said. “I like it. Now we will turn them over.”

She revealed the first card. It looked to Bridget like a blond man with very tall hair and vivid green hose doing a dance; it was only when she looked closer that she realized he was hanging by one foot, and that she was looking at the scene upside down.

“The Traitor,” said the Lady. This didn’t sound promising. “You see he is reversed? He tells of useless sacrifice, of things given that were not demanded. A failure to give what is really needed. Dominance of the ego, an obsession with success, perhaps. What do you think?”

Bridget was growing more irritated by the second. “About what?”

“Does this ring true, O great knight of the round table? Are you plagued by ego? Have you given too much of yourself away? Lived for others, when they had not asked you to?”

“No,” Bridget muttered, but she sounded so annoyed that the Lady laughed, which made her slump farther down in her chair.

“All right,” she said. “Let us turn over the next card, the dream of your future…”

A tall, blocky skeleton with too much face stood on a green lawn, a blue mountain ridge on the horizon, a striped bow in one hand and a primitive arrow in the other. Bridget didn’t need to know anything about cards to intimate that this was also bad news.

“Ah,” whispered the Lady. “Death.”

“Great,” said Bridget. “I’m going to die. Are we done?”

“Well, you might die tomorrow. You might die in sixty years, happy and fat in your bed with a maiden in each hand. That is not what the card means.” Bridget was still stuck on a maiden in each hand as the Lady leaned toward her. “It means that endings, young knight, are necessary for new beginnings. Sometimes we must let go of the things we have held dear to us … our egos, perhaps, or the people we have tried to be to appease others, even the things we once loved that no longer serve us … so that we can be reborn.”

Bridget looked down at the grinning skull and shivered despite herself, discomfited in ways she couldn’t explain. Had it always been this cold in here? This dark? The room, lit with just the one candle, suddenly felt so far from the rest of the world that it was as if they were floating in the night sky, playing cards by the light of a single star.

“Now,” said the Lady, slapping the table and breaking the spell, the room just a room again, “we are done.”






Twenty-Eight


A sort of numbness had descended over Gabriel during the past week of travel—a distance from his feelings that was welcome, compared to the usual maelstrom. It was almost like a good mood. Life was bad, ho-hum, it would continue to be bad in perpetuity, but he’d get through it somehow, and there would probably be bright hours or days or perhaps even weeks, but if not, that was the hand you were dealt.

So what if he’d wrecked his one chance at love? Lots of people never found love at all; at least he’d been briefly warmed by it before being cast out into the cold. And who cared if he had no idea whether his reforms were for the best? He had advisors to tell him that. He trusted Gwen, Lord Das, the Wizard, and even Sir Hurst to an extent. He’d do whatever they told him to do. He was done with the burden, the fear, the guilt. Perhaps they could build a bigger library at home, put a bed in there … maybe he could leave Camelot and set up permanent residence at Tintagel, which was being slowly transformed into a place of study.

People would hate him, but they did already. It didn’t seem to matter what he did; he was damned if he did, damned if he didn’t. His father had been right about one thing: Taking a strong stance was difficult and dangerous. But then, his father had been interrupted in his careful, neutral balancing act by cold-blooded murder. More proof that there was no way to do any of this right.

He walked into the small chamber in the Lady’s hut with much the same soothing detachment he’d felt on the road. It didn’t particularly matter what she said to him in this room. It was a calming space though, devoid of any fripperies, dark and single-minded. Not unlike a cupboard.

“You are a strange sort of king,” said the Lady.

Gabriel nodded. “You’re not the first person to point that out.”

“No,” said the Lady. “But I am the most clever. You will draw two cards from those before you, and they will tell you what they mean.”

“Don’t you mean you will tell me?”

“Be quiet,” said the Lady, with refreshing impertinence. “Choose.”

Gabriel spent a good half a minute looking at the cards, all beautiful, nothing standing out to him in particular. Eventually he chose one because it was almost hidden by another, and a second because it had a small crack in the gold leaf.

She laid the cards out side by side and turned the first one over. It was a castle tower, rent by lightning, its occupants—who were so large they would have taken up half the building, had they been inside it—falling in dramatic style with blank expressions on their faces. Rubble littered the grass below, and a scarlet sun seemed to be urging the lightning on.

“The Devil’s House,” said the Lady. “What is it saying to you?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Gabriel said. “That my castle is falling down? It is actually. They’ve been repairing the roof for fifteen years, and every time they finish, it starts falling in somewhere else and they have to start again.”

“You are being glib.”

“I am a bit,” Gabriel conceded. “Sorry. Um. It looks like … some sort of disaster.”

“Yes,” said the Lady. “A sudden change. An unforeseen catastrophe. The collapse of your old life, your beliefs, the things you once held dear. The loss of ones you loved. This is the challenge you face, and it is monumental.”

Everyone knew Gabriel had lost his father in a sudden and violent catastrophe. No magic required.

“And this, I think…” said the Lady, pointing to the two figures falling, divided by the tower crumbling in the background. “Two people, falling apart. Separated by circumstance, not lack of love. A relationship lost in the rubble.”

Gabriel leaned in to look closely at the card, so she wouldn’t see the expression on his face. He was done being sad about this. He’d already decided.

“And now, for the future…”

It would be something regal, Gabriel thought. A king on a throne. She’d tell him that he’d grow to be the strongest and most beloved king who ever lived. That was the sort of thing people liked to hear. If she wanted to be written into his story, it would be the logical thing to do, nice and neat—if there was a picture of a sad, lonely man in there, she’d probably already hidden it.

It wasn’t a king on a throne. Gabriel actually had no idea what it was. It looked like … lanterns, perhaps, hanging from a ceiling. Striped globes of azure and gold. There were five of them, with a border of green ivy and a few charmingly simple flowers scattered down the middle, the fifth lantern lying on its side.

“This is the Five of Cups,” said the Lady, “but it is reversed.”

“Is it?” said Gabriel. He picked up the card and held it closer to the candle, soliciting a hiss of warning from the Lady. He turned it around, and yes, they were cups—elaborate goblets, filled with some green mystery liquid, not unlike the tea he’d just refused to drink.

“Put it down,” she said bossily. “You see it is reversed, like before.”

Gabriel did as he was told. “I can’t tell you what this one is saying to me. It’s not really saying anything. I thought they were lanterns.”

“Shh now, please. I’ll tell you.” She regained her composure and then tapped the card. “It is a good card. It means a bright future. But that is not all it means. It is … acceptance. You cannot change the past, but you must accept it.” Gabriel nodded. He’d already come to that conclusion by himself. Ho-hum.

The Lady looked annoyed. “No. Stop nodding. You must fully understand what it meant, what it still means, and through it you must understand yourself better. You are in pain, but you must forgive yourself, and you must risk opening your heart again, knowing how much it hurts when you fail. That is true acceptance. Not this … giving up.” She gestured at him, obviously unimpressed. “It is not hiding. It is facing the world as it is, and as you are.”

Gabriel sat in a stunned silence until he realized she was expecting him to say something. “Oh. Good.”

He was going to continue hiding, thank you very much. There was bravery, and then there was stupidity—opening himself up to love someone who had already moved on was a tragedy with only one ending.

The Lady tsked, as if reading his mind, and rolled her eyes. “Send someone else in,” she said. “And I wish you good luck running the country. You need a little.”

“… Thank you?”

Arthur was waiting by the door, looking vaguely amused by the whole thing. Something in Gabriel’s face must have given him pause, because he seemed downright worried when he knocked and was told to enter.



“I got a guy driving a chariot and two bright young things getting married,” Sidney said between mouthfuls of hot game stew. They had made camp farther down in the valley, out of the wind. “And the chariot was for … all the turbulence we’ve had, me and Ags, and then the love was for our future.”

“You’ve had turbulence?” asked Bridget.

“Oh, yeah. Tons. Apparently I’m sort of thoughtless and a bit hot-headed, and she’s stubborn and expects too much of me. But we always come right in the end. What did you get, Art?”

Arthur wasn’t eating much of his dinner.

“Oh,” he said. “I don’t know. I’m going to be rich and famous, and get taller somehow.”

“That’s not what she said.”

“How would you know? Just be happy with your cart and your love and shut up.”

Sidney leaned away from the fire to crane his neck and shout, “What did you get, Hurst?”

Sir Hurst was talking to Gwen and some of the guards, and did not reply. He’d refused a reading, and the Lady had chased after him waving cards in his direction, while he steadfastly tried to ignore her.

“He probably got a big sword,” Adah said. “And another big sword. Past sword, future sword.”

“Ha,” said Sidney, content. “Yeah. What about you, Arden?”

Florian had been quietly eating his stew. He dabbed at his mouth with his sleeve and said, “Upside-down Time, right-side-up Empress.”

“Which means?”

Florian shrugged. “Too much time alone, I suppose. Isolation. And, uh … fertility.”

Sidney laughed. “You pregnant, Florian?”

Arthur poked at his stew. “His wife is.”

This had the effect of a battering ram on Gabriel, who put down his spoon, ears ringing with the word “wife,” and said, “You’re married?”

“Yes,” Florian said, unable to conceal a smile. “Five years. We were childhood sweethearts. I have … somewhere, I have a portrait…” He dug around in the bag at his hip and pulled out a small flat wooden box, which when opened at the hinge, revealed a painting of a pretty woman with high cheekbones and russet skin, her dark hair adorned with minuscule chains of jewels.

Gabriel wet his lips, which were suddenly very dry. A wife. A wife, and he loved her. Besotted, from the look of him. And Arthur knew. A wife. A wife for Florian. “You didn’t … say.”

“No,” Florian said, looking slightly nervous now. “Actually, I wanted to … Could I speak to you for a moment in private?”

“Your Majesty,” said Sir Hurst, appearing as if by magic. “If you’d like me to accompany you…”

“No,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. “No, thank you, that won’t be necessary.”

They walked a little way away from the glow of the firelight to the perimeter of the tents. Gabriel felt on fire himself. If Arthur wasn’t with Florian … If he wasn’t with anyone … If he’d agreed to come on this quest, and spend weeks on the road with Gabriel, sharing more gentle glances and kind words than they’d exchanged in months, then maybe, just maybe …

“My wife and I already have a son,” Florian said to Gabriel, as they walked. “He’s four, and he’s brilliant. I’d do anything to protect him. When I thought someone might be coming to the house after the … uprising, that they might want to end my father’s line … it was torture. But then you invited me here. And I thought it might be … I know it’s a delicate situation, and I didn’t want you, or anyone, to think that I might have designs on…”

Gabriel with no heir; the dead usurper’s son with one already born and another child on the way. Family too, related to the royal line. He could see exactly what the problem was. It sort of made sense actually. Florian could try to finish his father’s work, and he might be able to do it without much bloodshed—just make the case that he had a prince ready to go, and the cultists might follow him. Especially years down the line, if no heir was forthcoming, which … it probably wouldn’t be.

“I don’t think that,” Gabriel replied. He might have done, before meeting Florian; he was sure some of his advisors still would. Lord Best would have a fit. It should have been bad news, really, or at least complicated news, but something heavy had been lifted. He’d been so convinced of Florian and Arthur’s romance, so resigned to the fact of it. And now, thank God, a lovely wife.

“Good. Good. All right. Well, now you know.” He smiled weakly, and Gabriel smiled back, genuine, relieved.

“You and Arthur,” he said suddenly, thinking of the complex affairs of Arthur Pendragon’s knights, Gwen’s assertion that she could love the right man if she met him, and wanting to be absolutely sure. “You’re … close.”

“Yes, we’ve been getting to know each other.”

How to ask this without asking it? “And you like him.”

“He’s very likeable,” said Florian. He cleared his throat, and then, with some hesitation, he said, “I’m in love with my wife. And I don’t … I’m not … I understand that Arthur is inclined that way, and the Lancelot laws … I’m in support of them. But it’s my wife for me.”

“Oh,” Gabriel said, breathing out. “Good. That’s … lovely. Good for you.”

“And I’m sure you know Arthur certainly isn’t in love with me, because—” He cut himself off, but Gabriel wasn’t really listening.

He was looking back at the fire, where he could make out gesticulating silhouettes, Arthur unnaturally still at the edge of them.

Was there really still a chance? If he were a braver man, would Gabriel be able to take it?

“I didn’t know that actually.”

“Ah. He’s not.” Florian looked uncomfortable suddenly, more uncomfortable than he had while trying to explain that he loved his own wife. “I can’t pretend to know the particulars of your … situation, but I do think you gave me a chance. All of you. Excepting Sir Hurst. And I think maybe, with just the one life to live and all, you ought to … give yourself a chance too. I hope that’s not too vast an overstep.” He smiled tentatively. “Anyway, I’ll let you … I’ll get back to…” And he made a quick exit, leaving Gabriel standing there in the gloom, face half turned toward the light.






Twenty-Nine


Bridget was sitting by the fire with Leonard and Bowen, who were forcing her to try to recreate the magic of the cards with a simple set of playing cards they’d brought in their luggage, when the Lady of the Lake turned up with a large flagon of wine. She was wearing a functionally identical but much less floury dress, and she’d braided her hair too, working shells and stones and pearls into it, staining her lips with something startlingly red.

“Good evening,” she said. “You are having a party practically in my garden and you did not invite me.”

“Oh my God,” gasped Sir Leonard. “Are you the witch? I have so many questions.”

“Drink now,” said the Lady. “Questions later.”

She handed him the wine and floated off, probably in search of Sir Hurst.

They hadn’t actually been throwing any sort of party, but her arrival precipitated a complete change in atmosphere, like they were hosting an honored guest. Wine was poured; outfits were changed, from drab traveling clothes to something more appropriate for a noble banquet. Sir Leonard started following the Lady around like a puppy, begging her to tell him his future, while she smiled and told him he was “too beautiful, like a sculpture with nothing behind the eyes.” He didn’t even seem particularly insulted.

“He’s going to talk about this for months,” Bowen said glumly. “And he’ll decide to dedicate his life to the study of this magic, spend a ridiculous amount of money on some cards, then never look at them again.”

“You could spend time with other people, Bowen,” said Bridget. “You’re very popular.”

“No,” Bowen replied, sighing. “Unfortunately, I don’t care to. Excuse me.”

He went to intercede on the Lady’s behalf, and Bridget went to find Gwen.

She was sitting next to Arthur, who looked somewhat morose. “Look, here’s Bridget. She’ll say something encouraging. Go on, Bridget.”

“Um,” said Bridget. “Your hair is long again.”

“Thanks,” said Arthur. “No, that was good actually. It’s taken forever.”

“Arthur had weird cards,” Gwen whispered behind his back, as he leaned forward to pick up a cup of tea.

“I can hear you,” he snapped. “They weren’t weird cards. Three of Swords. Grief and hurt, apparently, in all its lovely forms. My mother died. My father was … bilge. What’s new.”

“And then he got The World,” said Gwen. “Which is apparently bad, for some reason.”

“She said it means completion. A full circle. A full circle of what? I don’t want to go back to where I started. I’m trying to move on. I don’t want circles. Fie, circles!”

“Maybe it was about your hair,” Bridget offered, wondering if this would work a second time.

“Shut up, Leclair. I wanted something good. The day is ruined.”

“Stop being a bastard,” said Gwen. “You’ve been moping for days.”

“I’ve been riding around on a horse following your brother all over the place for nearly a month. I’m allowed!”

“You wanted to be a knight.”

“Oh, great, take his side.”

“I’m not taking anyone’s side,” Gwen said, with such volume that some nearby guards looked over, then pretended they hadn’t. “Has it ever occurred to you that it might be quite difficult for me to be in the middle of all this? I have my own problems, Arthur! I don’t need to be constantly dealing with both you and him, because you’re both too foolish to—”

“Whoa,” Bridget said quickly. “Hey. Come on.”

Gwen twisted to look at her, incandescent. “But he’s being—”

“What?” Arthur hissed. “I’m being what?”

“You— You’re—”

“I know,” Bridget said. “But let’s take a walk.”

She took Gwen by the arm, gently pulling her away and across the camp, only stopping to nudge Sidney and tilt her head in Arthur’s direction.

When she and Gwen were alone, standing by one of the lone trees scattered across the hillside, Bridget said, “You were right, but he looked like he might be about to cry.”

“Ugh.” Gwen leaned against the tree and immediately began to strip bark from it as viciously as she’d once attacked her own fingernails. She looked thinner than she had when they set out from Camelot, last vestiges of softness worn away.

She’d been doing too much. Helping to run the country, this tour, dealing with her own grief, supporting Gabriel and Arthur, and … whatever was going on with Bridget. That wasn’t what Bridget wanted to be—another problem, a burden. A spinning plate. She wanted to be relief. Lightness. Unburdening.

“Hey,” she said. “When this is over, why don’t you come to Drakesease?”

Gwen had visited once, back in April. Bridget’s parents hadn’t known the precise nature of their relationship, but she suspected they had long guessed her general inclinations, and decided to say nothing about it. The summer Bridget had spent pursuing, courting, and then sulking over a neighboring lord’s daughter—Freya, blond, funny, and sharp-tongued, married too young to a man she’d barely met—probably hadn’t gone unnoticed.

Her father had been too quiet, verging on silent, but had listened intently to everything Gwen said at the dinner table while she daintily devoured fish grilled on a bed of jasmine rice and fragrant lemongrass soup. After Gwen complimented Bridget’s mother on her necklace, she’d taken it off and immediately given it to her, leading to lots of embarrassing refusals and insisting—but on the whole, it had gone rather well, as long as they all ignored the strangeness of the Princess of England visiting the household of a minor lord alone and on an apparent whim.

The next day they’d ridden down to Brighthelmstone disguised by heavy cloaks to eat sugary doucets and drink spiced cider at the market, Bridget kissing the sweetness from Gwen’s lips when nobody was watching, and then continued farther down the coast. Gwen had already been stressed, and Bridget thought the sea might do her some good.

It had. In the small, coved beach Bridget had visited with her father as a child, peppered with rocks as tall as people but empty of any other human company, Gwen had stripped down to her chemise, tied the skirt up out of the way, and gone to paddle in the sea.

“It’s so cold,” she’d said, frowning down at her own pale feet, and then a crab had scuttled too close for comfort, making her slip and gasp—so Bridget had picked her up and carried her back to dry land, Gwen protesting and laughing the entire way.

“Funny. He doesn’t know he just scuttled over a princess,” Bridget said as she eased Gwen down onto the shore, and Gwen snorted, wringing seawater from the hem of her slip.

“Why should he care? He might be king of the crabs, for all we know.”

“Right. So he outranks you.” Bridget paused, then picked Gwen up again, ignoring her shrieks. “Back in you go, then. His Majesty hungers.”

Later, when Bridget had swum until her fingers were numb and Gwen’s hair was wild and wavy from the salted air, they’d mounted up and ridden back to Drakesease, washed the ocean off in the bath, and then met to sit by the fire in quiet contentment. Gwen liked to ask Bridget about her childhood, stories from her squiring days, and to her surprise, Bridget found she liked telling her.

“You know I kept trying to catch your eye at Camelot,” Bridget said, watching the flames dance in the hearth. “Even back then. I’d stand where I thought you’d be looking.”

“Did you really?” Gwen smiled. “Every time I saw you, I thought it was just very good luck.”

After Bridget’s parents had gone to bed, Gwen had moved to sit next to Bridget, tucked her face into Bridget’s shoulder, and said, “Thanks. I needed this.”

Now Gwen’s expression slackened, her fingers pausing on the tree, looking lighter at just the thought. “I’d love that.”

“Good,” said Bridget. “I love having you there.”

Their eyes met in a moment of bright intensity, and then Gwen sighed, and said, “I suppose I should go and check on Gabe. He’s been acting very odd today.”

There it was. Something tangible Bridget could do. The unburdening. “I’ll do it.”

Gwen shook her head. “That’s very nice of you, but I’m not sure he’d—”

“Let me try.”

Gwen shrugged, a motion that conveyed Be my guest, and walked with Bridget as far as the entrance to Gabriel’s tent before kissing her briefly on the cheek and parting ways.

When Gabriel admitted her, looking slightly confused, he did not seem to be having a better night than Arthur. Worse, perhaps, because there was a manic glint in his eye, like he was having fifty thoughts at once and none of them were good.

“I’ve come to see if you’re all right.”

“Oh. That’s nice. Um. All right?” Gabriel scrubbed at his hair, his curls achieving new and improbable heights. “No, I don’t think so. But are any of us, really?”

“Hmm,” Bridget said. This was painful, even if it was for the best. Talking about feelings. Still a nightmare. Do it for Gwen. “No. Guess not. I’ve been having some … trouble, since the anniversary this summer. Get sort of shaky and weird. We think maybe it’s stuff like … smells, that remind me of the battlefield. Mud, maybe.”

“Really?” Gabriel said, looking as if she’d caught him completely off guard. “What’s it like? Do you … by any chance feel like your heart is going to explode?”

“Not really. But it’s like I’m back there, for a second. Not great.”

“Not great,” Gabriel repeated faintly. “Well, that’s not what I have. Mine is just some kind of acute panic.”

Bridget nodded, her lips pressed together. “Want to trade?”

Gabriel laughed, surprised, and Bridget smiled painfully back at him. “No, thank you. I don’t particularly like my burden, but at least I know precisely how heavy it is.” He paused, the levity gone from his face. “I told Arthur.”

“That you’re still in love with him?”

“What?” Gabriel looked aghast. “No. No! About the panicking. What makes you think I’m still in love with him?”

“Oh, nothing,” Bridget said quickly. “But also, sort of … everything.” When he seemed even more anguished, she said, “But what do I know? I’m no love expert.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Gabriel said, back to messing with his hair with a near-hysterical level of distraction. “Gwen seems happy.”

The glow of that was better than winning straight runs at the tiltyard; Bridget let the feeling sit for a moment, and then said, “I think you should talk to her about this. Your … panicking.”

“Suppose I should, seeing as I’m apparently telling everybody.” He paused, and then said desperately, “Is it difficult, sometimes? With Gwen?”

Bridget nodded solemnly. “Yep.”

“But you still want to be together?”

Bridget thought for a moment before she spoke; Gabriel’s mental well-being seemed to hinge on what she said next. “Yeah. Nobody’s made up entirely of good days, but the good ones count for a hell of a lot.”

Gabriel didn’t seem to know what to say to that, so Bridget went to fetch Gwen, and waited on a nearby rock as she spoke to Gabriel for a long time. When she finally emerged from the tent, she looked even more tired, but smiled wanly at Bridget.

“Bridget,” she said slowly. “Did you talk to him about your feelings?”

“Ugh. A bit.”

“And nobody was even holding you at swordpoint.”

“Yeah,” said Bridget, “I wanted to do it for … you, and also, I guess, for me. Plus … my cards said that I needed to let go of things so that I could have new beginnings.”

“Oh?” said Gwen. “And what are you going to let go of?”

Bridget reached for her hand, feeling for the first time in a while that she had done something utterly and completely right. “Not you, if I can help it.”

Back by the fire, someone had lit torches to illuminate the rest of the camp, and one of the pages had produced a lyre and was playing it quite well. Sir Leonard had finally cornered the Lady, and she was chatting merrily away with him, a large cup of wine in her hand. Bridget couldn’t tell if the air was actually a few degrees warmer, or if it just felt that way, with spirits so high.

She and Gwen sat with Adah for a while, tossing bits of detritus into the fire, listening to her talk about a trip she’d taken to Wales with her family and a broken cart wheel on a mountainside that had resulted in the breakdown of two marriages.

Then Sir Bowen initiated a sort of sporting drinking game, which involved throwing pebbles into a makeshift goal he had fashioned out of a basket; Bridget joined in for a while, and Gwen arbitrated, and then was accused by a quite drunk Sir Leonard of cheating in Bridget’s favor, which was horse shit. Bridget was just really good at pebbles.

“You know,” Leonard said, putting his arm around Gwen, who gamely shoved him back off, “she had all sorts of offers, when we were out on the road. Very famous, our Bridge, and very popular with the ladies. And it wasn’t just that she said no. She wasn’t even interested! So, you know. She’s a good one. You’ve got a good one, there. Or … where is she? There.”

“Thanks,” Gwen said. “You’ve got wine in your hair, Sir Leonard, and if you don’t rinse it out it’ll stain pink.”

“Verily,” slurred Leonard. “She speaks the truth.”

The Lady of the Lake(s) clapped her hands together over by the fire. “Come here, all,” she said. “You have had your fun, and now I will bring down the mood and make you maudlin and pensive.”

Whatever power she had, be it magic or just a bit of mysterious charisma, it worked; everyone came floating over to gather by the fire. Even Gabriel came to the door of his tent and stood watching, holding his left elbow in his hand reflexively, massaging his scars.

“I do not call myself the Lady of the Lake, or whatever it is people say about me,” said the Lady. Or, not the Lady, as the case seemed to be. “I am a lady who lives by the lakes, that is all. And people like to tell stories about the things they do not understand, to make them feel familiar. We are all guilty of this.” She looked around at all of them, her expression fierce. “In stories, we know what it means to be a squire, a page, a knight, a princess, a king. Good, bad. But we are not in a story. We are people. It is not a test of character when we lose somebody. It is not romantic when we hurt. It is just pain. And we all find our ways to cope with that pain, and if we are lucky, to grow from it, and to know ourselves and each other better.”

She was right about ruining the mood, but nobody looked sad. Engrossed, perhaps. In Sir Leonard’s case, enchanted. Gwen was nodding, probably without even realizing it; Arthur, on the other side of the fire, set slightly apart from the others, was gazing into the flames, Sidney’s arm around his back.

“Some of you are young, but life will already have broken you in a dozen different ways. And there will be more to come! But guess what—that is life. We are not babes—nobody is shiny and new. We all have our luggage to heft around with us wherever we go, and we all have to learn to get along with each other anyway. Acceptance. That is how you will find peace, and become who you are meant to be.” Bridget wasn’t sure if she was imagining that her gaze lingered on Gabriel as she said this. She clapped her hands again, and everybody startled. “Now you may go back to your fun, if you can. And somebody bring me some more wine, because you have drunk all of mine. Also—stop calling me my lady, because my name is Viv. That is all.”

She made a beeline for Sir Hurst, who didn’t try to run away this time, and simply handed her a cup of wine with a kind of amused resignation. Bridget wondered if he ever had any fun. She supposed they were about to find out.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Gabriel crossing to the fire, gait stiff but determined. She nudged Gwen, and they both watched as Gabriel leaned down and tapped Arthur twice, gently, on the shoulder, and then walked quickly away.







Thirty



And so there was a merry feast and great joy into the night, and the King met with his fine knight Sir Arthur, who had rescued him upon the battlefield in that time of strife, and they sat in council and spoke of their quest and of the quarrels between them, and thereafter they met in good spirits and

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Gabriel walked uphill, away from the music and laughter, until he found a suitably craggy rock to sit on. It was truly dark out here, the kind of dark it never was in Camelot, even when he stood at his window looking out over the city at four o’clock in the morning. Someone was always up and working, bakers firing their ovens, happy drunkards making their way home by the light of their lanterns.

He should have found it peaceful, but for once, he wasn’t looking for peace. In fact, his happiness depended on it being broken.

It felt like a long time before Arthur came into view, grasping at the rock to haul himself along.

“You couldn’t have walked downhill?” he panted. “Honestly, I almost didn’t follow you when I realized you were going up.”

Gabriel felt immediately foolish. “Sorry.”

“Well, I might forgive you,” Arthur said, wiping his hands on his breeches and sitting down a good few feet away from Gabriel. “Depending.”

All of Gabriel’s courage had left him, now that it was real.

“I don’t really know where to begin,” he said. When Arthur looked disappointed he pressed on. “But … I don’t think I’ve been very fair to you. At all. I didn’t do it on purpose, I suppose I just thought it was the only way to survive. But it was unkind. I get very wrapped up in my own head, which … well, of course, you know that. But sometimes I forget to consider how other people are feeling, that they might see things from a different perspective. I thought when we stopped … when things ended … I assumed you would be relieved.”

“Right,” Arthur said, strained. “Because you were relieved. You thought I would be too. Got it.”

“That’s not … I mean, I was a bit relieved.”

“Great!” Arthur said, obviously upset now, getting to his feet. “Glad to hear it. Is that all?”

“No. Sorry. I’m doing this wrong. Please sit down.” Thankfully, he did, although he still looked wary. “I was relieved because I thought you must have been miserable with me, and I felt bad about that, and it was a … weight, lifted, to know I wasn’t the problem anymore. That you could go off and be happy and I wouldn’t be a … burden. I was so overwhelmed I couldn’t be a good friend to anyone, let alone … anything more. I know I was a nightmare—still am a nightmare, ha—and it couldn’t have been much fun.”

“And I couldn’t possibly do anything,” said Arthur, “that wasn’t always absolutely and completely fun.”

This wasn’t going how Gabriel had hoped. “I’m not trying to insult you.”

“Mmm. I can really tell. Can I speak now?”

“Um…” Gabriel hesitated. “I’m not finished.”

Arthur was still sitting, but every part of him seemed to be moving, like he was trying to power a mill with the minute jitters of his body. “Go on then.”

“I was protecting you. From me. That’s what I’m trying to explain. It wasn’t—”

“Okay,” Arthur said, standing up. “I can’t listen to this and not— I know you were going through a horrible time, but it felt like you hated me. You were so sick of me, you could barely stand to look at me. It was like … it was like you’d had some idea of me, and then I’d been such a disappointment, the reality of me, the risk of it all … I thought you’d decided it wasn’t worth it.”

Gabriel’s chest ached, a hollow pang. Arthur’s eyes were dark and shining, color high in his cheeks, like this conversation was maddening him into a fever. Gabriel wanted to say Be careful, or Sit down, but he had no right.

“I was so confused, at first, when I tried to come and see you and somehow you were always out, or couldn’t be disturbed,” Arthur said, quieter now. “I thought it was a mistake. I was so stupid, I’d tell Gwen, ‘He’s working so hard, we should make sure he actually leaves his rooms,’ and Gwen would say, ‘Oh, what? I had breakfast with him yesterday and then we went for a walk,’ and it still didn’t click.” He paused to take in a ragged breath. “I thought there was no way you’d do that to me, no matter how hard things were. I thought that if you were done with it, with us, you’d tell me. You wouldn’t just slowly disappear and leave me with no idea what the hell was going on.”

Gabriel’s throat had gone very dry. “I’m sorry, I—”

“It was cruel, Gabriel. It was … it wasn’t something you do to somebody if you care about them, if you’d ever cared about them. I knew you were struggling, of course I did, and that’s why I gave you so many chances, shrugged it off so many times. But that doesn’t mean you get free rein to … to…”

Arthur seemed to run out of steam, and Gabriel was surprised to discover that it wasn’t just hopelessness he was feeling now—he was fired up, ready to fight. “I know it was. That’s what I was trying to say. It was cruel. It was heartless. You have every right to be angry. That’s what I’m trying to apologize for.”

“And it only took you the best part of a year to come to this conclusion,” Arthur shot back. “Well done.”

“Some people are slower than you, Arthur,” Gabriel exclaimed. “You … you know yourself better than I do, and I think that’s an incredible thing, but some of us are still lagging behind. I’ve always been this way. It takes me a long time to work out how I feel about anything. By the time I knew I was in love with you, I thought I’d already ruined everything, and the kindest thing was to let you go.”

Arthur’s breathing had gone a bit weird. Gabriel wondered if he was about to get shouted at again.

“You were in love with me?”

“Yes. I was, I am. That’s why it was so terrible, because I knew I wasn’t making you happy. It was selfish of me, really, that I even let it go on as long as it did … but in the end I realized I didn’t want to be the reason you were miserable, even if it hurt me to do it.”

Arthur’s fists were clenched at his sides. He was looking down at the long shadows thrown by the camp below when he said, “I was in love with you too.”

“Oh,” Gabriel said falteringly. “I’m sorry.”

Had he suspected as much? Yes. But he hadn’t really allowed himself to believe it. He knew Arthur was a terrible romantic, that he’d thrown himself into their strange courtship wholeheartedly, but had assumed it was just the thrill of courting that people talked about, the excitement of the chase that Gabriel had never understood. How could you be in love with somebody who was barely there? Who gave you nothing back?

But he realized now that he had rewritten things in his mind in retrospect—because there had been plenty of good, before it went bad. The trip to Tintagel after the Lancelot speech, which had felt like a life raft. Sneaking away to kiss quietly and hold each other in private rooms. Reading aloud to Arthur because it helped him sleep, their legs tangled on the bed, his head tucked into the crook of Gabriel’s shoulder. When he’d awoken from a nightmare of battle to find Arthur there, rubbing his back; when he’d awoken and Arthur wasn’t there, but had always been pleased to see Gabriel in his doorway, no matter the time of night.

He’d even told Arthur some of his fears, at first. Whispered, in soft moments. How scared he was. How much it mattered to him to get everything right. Before the fears became so big they eclipsed everything else, and speaking of them felt like it would bring about his ruination.

“I wish…” Arthur said quietly. “I wish you’d just told me. Any of this. Instead of slowly disappearing.”

“The thing is … I can’t even wish that, because it wouldn’t have happened. Not in this life. Not with me as I am. I would never have been ready to tell you any of this back then. Yes, I could have done things better, handled this … more kindly. But I couldn’t even admit to myself how bad things were getting. How could I ever have admitted it to you?”

“Right,” Arthur said despondently. “I suppose I can … understand that.”

“I am sorry that it took me so long.”

“So long,” Arthur repeated. He sighed. “I need you to know—I was never with you because it was easy, Gabe. God knows I’d have looked anywhere but the throne if that’s what I wanted.”

“I understand. And I understand that it’s probably … too late.”

“Too late for what?” Arthur was looking at him, confused, and then his eyebrows shot up as comprehension dawned. “Oh. Oh.”

It was too much to hope for. Gabriel knew that. But he couldn’t help but hope anyway, even though it felt bloody awful.

Arthur was still staring disbelievingly at him.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t have … Maybe this was…”

Gabriel went to get up, and Arthur said, “No.”

“No … to what?”

“No,” Arthur said, incensed, “Just no. This is ridiculous. You want to know after nine months, now that you’ve finally worked out how you feel, if I want to give it another try? After all the endless work I did to try to feel better about this? I started birdwatching, Gabriel. Watching birds. I did absolutely everything I could to get over you without destroying myself in the process, and it’s not … it’s not fair of you to say all this to me now.”

“I know,” Gabriel said, “I’m so—”

“Because I do love you,” Arthur said, still furious. “Obviously. And I’ve been trying really hard not to. But it’s been … I mean, I don’t know why I agreed to be on your stupid round table, except that Sidney was desperate to be made a knight and I thought if he and Gwen were both gone I might throw myself off the guest turret. I knew it would be torture, and it has been.”

“It’s been hard,” Gabriel agreed, his heart racing so fast his vision felt a little spotty. He felt like he was either about to be executed or pardoned, and either option was going to make him throw up. “For me too.”

“And now you’re asking me to just take that risk, again, when you might hurt me, again, and it’ll probably be even worse the second time. I’m stupid, but I’m not that stupid.”

This didn’t seem to be going Gabriel’s way. “I don’t think you’re stupid at all.”

“Gabe, I don’t…” Arthur sat down and put his face in his hands. “I can’t do this right now. I need time to think, I need space, I need—”

“You can have space,” Gabriel said. He was trying to speak normally around his very tight throat, and mostly failing. “I’ll leave you alone.”

“But that was always the problem,” Arthur said sadly. “I didn’t want to be left alone. I wanted you to barge into my room and demand to see me. I wanted … I wanted you to fight for me. To want me. By the end it felt like I was always the one chasing you around, initiating everything, until I honestly thought I was just bothering you. I felt annoying, and I hate that, because I only want to be annoying on purpose. It was as if you were just with me sort of incidentally, and that once I stopped turning up where you were, it would be over. I was too scared to test the theory for ages, and then I did, and I was right. I stopped coming to see you, and that was that. And it broke my heart.”

“I know.” It felt rude to be crying. Arthur was the one who should have been crying. He stood up with an air of finality, and Gabriel watched him do it with undisguised longing.

Arthur cleared his throat. “I suppose I should say … I am grateful, that you said all this. I know it’s difficult for you. Thanks.”

“Please don’t thank me,” Gabriel said. “I don’t think I deserve it.”

“Well you wouldn’t, would you,” Arthur said, and then he shook his head, gave Gabriel one last look of bewilderment, and then turned and walked slowly back down the hill. Gabriel only let him have twenty paces of a head start before following him back to camp, because sitting alone on that rock as Arthur walked away from him had suddenly become the worst thing he could imagine in the whole world.



The party began to die down close to midnight; although everyone had rallied magnificently when Viv appeared, there was only so much the addition of a witch and lots of questionable wine could do to overcome weeks of travel exhaustion.

People started drifting away to their tents. Gabriel had already been hiding in his, lying perfectly still as his mind raced, but when he peered through the tent flap to see who was left, he discovered that Viv was alone by the fire, gathering up her things to leave.

“Hello,” he said warily. “Did … did anybody offer to walk you home?”

“I live here, alone, all year round. My neighbor is a sheep. His neighbor is a sheep. I do not need walking twenty minutes away.”

“All right,” Gabriel said. He spotted her shawl, draped over a rock, and handed it to her. “Thank you. It was … good. To meet you.”

“Mmm,” Viv said, throwing her shawl over her shoulders. “You tell Dustin he should visit Wales more often. He needs a break.”

“… Dustin?”

“Hurst! Merlin, you really haven’t got a clue!” She laughed. “Listen to me. You should have me executed for insubordination. But you won’t, will you? That’s okay. Execution should always be a last resort.”

“I agree,” said Gabriel. “Sorry to ask this, but I have to know … Are you really … are you…?”

“Magic?” She wiggled her eyebrows at him. “Not in the way you’re thinking. I follow in the steps of the witches and wizards who came before, but you don’t have to be able to turn water into wine to love Jesus, you know?”

“No, I suppose you don’t.”

“It would be good though. Water into wine. Anyway—to be a witch, you just have to love the earth, and want to help people, and … believe. And I do believe.” She patted Gabriel on the arm. “Plus, I’ve been around long enough to know a few things, that’s all. And you will be fine.”

“Aren’t you … only about forty years old?”

She sighed. “I am five-and-forty, boy-king, and you should just take the reassurance and be grateful. Stop punishing yourself—the world will do that for you. Go be happy. Or at least a bit less miserable. Goodbye!”

She left. Gabriel sat down by the dying fire and gave himself until the last ember sparked out, and then he went to Arthur’s tent.

It was probably a bad idea. Monumentally bad. Nail-in-the-coffin bad. But his intuition, usually silent, was trying to tell him something, and as it was such a rare occurrence, he thought he ought to listen.

He tried to knock before entering, useless as it was, a couple of dull thunks on one of the tent posts, and then he ducked inside and found Arthur sitting on his cot, still dressed, waiting for him.

“Thank fuck,” he said. “I was starting to think you weren’t going to come.”

Gabriel felt such a warm flood of relief that he stumbled forward without hesitation; Arthur stood up to meet him, and then they both stopped, wary and out of practice, inches away from contact.

“I missed you,” Gabriel said, and Arthur let out a long breath, then bridged the gap, putting one hand very gently on Gabriel’s chest, his eyes following his own fingers.

“I’m not going to kiss you,” he said very seriously. Gabriel swallowed. They were close enough now that he could smell Arthur’s perfume, see the wetness on his dark lashes.

“Okay,” he said, trying not to disturb the air too much as he did.

Arthur’s gaze flicked up to meet Gabriel’s, and his eyes narrowed, like he was throwing down a challenge. “I want you to kiss me.”

For once, Gabriel didn’t overthink. He just did as he was told.

He kissed Arthur hard, his hand coming up to touch his jaw, his hair, anchoring him; Arthur let out a tiny, heady gasp, fisted his hand in Gabriel’s shirt, and Gabriel remembered … everything.

How his whole body just melted into Arthur’s at the slightest encouragement; that the kissing made him loose and happy, a giddy high, leaving him breathless and almost laughing; how Arthur would always pull at him, ruining his collars and hems, bending everything out of shape, in his efforts to get closer, touch more, until not even air or light could come between them.

He was doing it now, running his hands over the lines of Gabriel’s shirt, and it felt so good to be touched—like that, by Arthur—Gabriel could have cried. Arthur kissed him hungrily for a few seconds more, pushing everything else out of Gabriel’s head, and then he broke away, removed his hands, and put a painful two feet of distance between them again.

“Just…” he said, his chest heaving. “Wait. A second. It might be … it might be too much, too soon.”

“Okay,” Gabriel said. He’d do anything Arthur said at this moment, entirely at his mercy. Besides, he was feeling overwhelmed too. He went to sit on the bed, and Arthur sat down next to him, and they stayed there until their breathing had slowed somewhat.

“Lie down with me,” Arthur said. “I’m tired, I need some sleep. But— I don’t want you to go.”

Gabriel did, gladly. The bed was small, narrow; they had to be very close together, lying on their sides facing each other, knees bent and touching.

“I still don’t know if this is a good idea,” Arthur said seriously, and Gabriel nodded.

“That’s all right.” It wasn’t. It really wasn’t. But Gabriel wasn’t going to push his luck.

“But it means a lot that you … listened. Came here.”

Gabriel’s hand twitched toward Arthur’s face, and then he stopped, and said, “Can I…?”

“Yeah,” Arthur said, closing his eyes.

He traced Arthur’s face from forehead to cheekbone like a child discovering clay, watching Arthur’s expression go soft and weightless. Then to his jaw, rubbing the pad of his thumb over the soft stubble there. He touched Arthur’s mouth, gently, and Arthur sighed against his fingers, his brow furrowing, like he was concentrating very hard on something complex and important.

When Gabriel went to take his hand away, Arthur’s shot up lightning-quick, held him by the wrist and kissed him there, on the soft meat of his palm, while Gabriel watched in breathless wonder.

“I like your mouth,” Gabriel said, dazed and stupid, and Arthur groaned and pressed his forehead to Gabriel’s fingers.

“I like all of you,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

“I can leave,” Gabriel murmured. “Maybe I … shouldn’t have come here.”

“Well, I wanted you to,” Arthur replied. “I do need to think. I meant that. But this is still okay, because this isn’t thinking. This is almost the opposite of thinking.”

“I don’t know if that’s … logically sound.”

Arthur propped himself up on his arm, face cradled by his hand. “I don’t think I care.”

“Will you care tomorrow?”

“It already is tomorrow,” Arthur said. “And wow, look—I don’t care.”

“Come here?” Gabriel asked, and Arthur did, and seemed surprised when Gabriel wrapped his arm around him, pulling his face flush to Gabriel’s chest. “I think I know how to do this, now,” he whispered in Arthur’s ear. “The two of us. Me and you. Please … let me do it right this time.”

“I don’t know,” Arthur said, voice thick, so Gabriel just held him tighter, trying to think of right now instead of the pain that might come tomorrow, and after a while the tension left both of their bodies, and they eased into sleep.






Thirty-One


Bridget awoke to the sound of shouting, and was on her feet with her sword in her hand before Gwen had even lifted her head from the pillow. They had retired to Gwen’s tent the night before, spent five minutes putting all the soft furnishings on the floor so that they had more space to recline, and then both fallen asleep, entwined, within thirty seconds of lying down.

“What’s happening?” Gwen said, lifting her head, her eyes bleary.

“Stay there.”

Bridget walked slowly from the tent, weapon at the ready, and then sighed and lowered it when she saw what was happening.

“Sidney Fitzgilbert,” she said. “Consider this: Shut up.”

“No,” Sidney said happily, and went back to banging tin plates together. “Wake up, everybody! Wake up, please. I have news.”

Everyone was slow to wake, except Gabriel, who darted not from his own tent but from Arthur’s, with a very guilty expression on his face. Sidney raised his eyebrows pointedly, easing off on the plates, watching as Gabriel went to a basin of water to splash his face.

“What in the fuck,” Sidney said to Bridget, who just shrugged. “Well, of course you don’t care, you’re not the one who’s going to have to pick up the pieces. Shit. Anyway. What was I saying? Wake up, please, everyone!”

“Sidney,” Gwen said, emerging in a dark velvet robe with her arms crossed over her chest, “if we’re not under imminent attack, I’m going to have you killed.”

“But—”

“Put the plates down.”

He did, reluctantly. It was too late anyway; the entire camp had emerged.

“I,” he proclaimed proudly, “am getting married.”

“Boo,” said Arthur, who had dark circles under his eyes and seemed reluctant to leave his doorway. “We know.”

“Excuse me. Don’t boo my nuptials, Art. That’s not on.”

“Sorry.”

“I am getting married,” Sidney said, raising his voice again to address the group at large, “in two days.”

“Fitzgilbert, excuse me, but what the hell are you talking about?” said Sir Leonard, who was famously not an early riser.

“I’d already asked Agnes to meet me at Harlech, because I miss her—”

“It’s been three weeks,” Adah pointed out.

“Because I miss her,” Sidney said again. “And after last night, it’s all become very clear to me. We must wed. At once.”

“Her parents are going to hate you,” said Arthur.

“A good point.” Sidney nodded. “And well made. But her parents hate me anyway.”

Adah laughed. “I thought you were making progress? You’re a knight now, boy.”

“Sort of. They still hate me in their hearts, but they begrudgingly approve of the marriage in principle. She doesn’t like them anyway. Any more naysayers? Say your nays, go on.”

“Who’s Agnes?” Bowen asked Sir Florian.

“They’re betrothed,” said Florian. “And I’ve heard enough about her that I can tell you the exact color of her hair in various lights, if you like.”

“Don’t mutter,” called Sidney. “Go on. Questions?”

“You cannot use the Prince of Wales’s castle as a wedding venue without asking,” said Sir Hurst. “It’s rude, and undiplomatic.”

“I’ll just have to ask him, then,” said Sidney.

Sir Leonard raised his hand. “If you’ve declared you wish to be married and taken her to bed, it’s too late. You’re already married, legally speaking. I nearly made that mistake myself, once.”

“First of all, not that it’s any of your business, but I haven’t taken her to bed. Not technically. And secondly—even if we had, I want to have a party,” said Sidney. “Great. If that’s everything, then it’s agreed. Meeting adjourned.”

“It wasn’t a meeting,” Arthur grumbled, as people started to disband. “It was an ambush.”

Sidney fixed him with a very hard look. “I think you and I need to have a little chat, Art.”

“I’m busy,” Arthur said flatly, and then when Sidney followed him into his tent, he said it again, slightly shrill with panic.

“I thought we’d sleep in today,” Gwen said wistfully. “Perhaps I’ll see if I can snatch another … ten, twenty minutes.”

“Gabriel just came out of Arthur’s tent,” Bridget said. “Think he slept there.”

Gwen’s eyes went round as wheels. “Oh my God, okay, I’m awake. Let’s go.”

“Do I have to come with you?”

Gwen grabbed her by the hand and started physically dragging her along, as best she could. “Yes. You’re good at this now, and it’s good for your emotional intelligence training. Come on.”

Inside Arthur’s tent, Sidney was berating him, which didn’t seem helpful.

“Oh, great,” he said, when he saw them enter. “More people come to laugh at my pain.”

“Are you all right?” Gwen said, dropping Bridget’s hand and going to sit with him. “What happened? I know he’s my brother, and king or whatever, but if he’s being horrible, I’ll kill him.”

“He’s not being horrible. Also, I’d like to remind you all that I am one-and-twenty years old, and I don’t need a council of my peers to judge my every move.”

“I’m not judging you,” Sidney said. “I’m giving you gentle corrections. Like with a horse.”

“Sidney, you’re not helping,” Gwen said crossly. “Just tell us what happened. Unless … I wouldn’t want to know.”

“Maybe I don’t want to tell you,” Arthur said. They all waited. “Okay, I’ll tell you. He came to say he was sorry about how things ended between us, and to explain why he behaved the way he did, which was … I mean it was totally inexcusable, obviously, but at the same time I do sort of understand.”

“Are you serious?” Sidney gave him a shove. “It is inexcusable! But you’re excusing it!”

“No, I’m not, Sid—it’s not excusable but it’s explicable. He was having a very bad time! Anyway, he took full responsibility, as he should, and then he told me he still loves me.”

“Finally,” said Gwen.

“Gwendoline,” Arthur said, aghast. “Did you know? The whole time?”

“He didn’t tell me, but he didn’t have to. And it didn’t matter anyway! You can love someone and know you can’t be with them. How would it have helped, if I’d told you?”

“It might have.”

“No, it wouldn’t have, Arthur, and he’s been trying to dig for that same information about you for the past few weeks, and I’ve said nothing, because it wasn’t for me to say. However angry you are right now, imagine how much more angry you’d be if I’d casually told him you still loved him.”

“Ugh.” Arthur kicked at a table leg. “You’re so good at logic and reason. I hate logic! And reason!”

“So?” Sidney shoved him again, and Arthur shoved him back. Bridget was starting to find it slightly insulting that Gwen had thought she needed to witness this for her own emotional growth.

“So, he loves me. And … obviously, I love him. But I’m scared. If he breaks it off with me again because he has too many things on his to-do list or he’s got a big meeting he’s nervous about, I don’t know what I’d do. No, don’t look at me like that, Gwen, I know that’s not what it was about, I’m being facetious. Let me be facetious! I’m having a breakdown!”

“None of this explains why he was still in your tent this morning,” Sidney said, sounding more like a stern governess by the second.

“You can calm down, Sid, because we didn’t … We kissed. We fell asleep.”

“You shouldn’t even be kissing!” Sidney half shouted.

“Well, I don’t see how you think you’ll stop me, because nobody can. It’s even legal now.”

“Boys,” said Bridget. “Enough. This isn’t helping.”

Arthur drew himself up to full height, or as much as he could while still sitting down. “Exactly. Thank you, Bridget.” He wilted as the reality of his life seemed to hit him all over again. “I don’t know what to do.”

“We can’t tell you,” Gwen said gently.

Sidney snorted. “I can.”

“No, Sidney, you can’t.”

“I think it only works,” Bridget said suddenly, “if you can trust him again. And you’ll never know if it’s going to end in heartbreak this time, cos it might, and it might not even be anyone’s fault, really. Stuff happens. That’s not the point. It’s … do you trust that he’ll actually try his hardest, even if that’s not enough? Even if you end up right back here a year later … I mean, not here exactly, but here mentally … Do you think he’ll have given it his best shot?”

Everyone was silent for a beat.

“Leclair,” Sidney said. “Where the hell did that come from?”

Gwen squeezed Bridget’s hand, obviously pleased. “She’s right actually.”

“Yeah,” Bridget said, feeling more confident now. “I am.”

Arthur ran a hand through his hair, which was already fluffed into some quite interesting shapes, and sighed. “Maybe I’m the world’s biggest fool, but right now I think I do. Trust him. At least enough to try.”

Gwen launched herself at him and gave him a quick and violent hug, while Arthur complained mightily, not doing anything to try to fend her off.

“Something about experiencing horrific traumas together has made us overly familiar with each other,” he said, red-faced. “And I think it’s probably very unhealthy.”

“Mmm,” said Gwen, ruffling his hair fondly as she pulled away. “I think it’s great.”

Bridget accompanied Gwen back to her tent; the second they were inside, Gwen turned and kissed her, backing her into the tent pole. Bridget’s shoulders hit the wood so hard that she let out a small oof of breath.

“Sorry,” Gwen said. “That was just really good. I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah?” Bridget might have been taken by surprise, but she caught on quick; she leaned back, widened her stance so that Gwen was bracketed by her legs, ran her hands down Gwen’s sides until she reached her waist, and held on tight.

“Yes. And just so you know, I trust you to try.”

“You do?” Bridget said, feeling something half forgotten spark in her chest. Victory. That’s what it was. A fight hard-won. Knowing that she’d put the work in, and succeeded. She might still be a mess in a variety of ways, but at least this wasn’t one of them. “You sure?”

“I am.”

Bridget brushed her thumbs across Gwen’s hipbones, marveling at the hard-softness of them, and then squeezed her into a tight embrace. “Thank you.”

Gwen closed her eyes, a smile playing about her lips. “You’re welcome.”

Bridget made a happy, humming sort of noise that was entirely new to her, then bent her head to Gwen’s neck to kiss her there. They lost track of time, and Bridget was thoroughly distracted when Neil walked in and said, “Jesus Christ, take your hands out of her skirt, we’re meant to be leaving in ten minutes. I was about to send out a search party.”

Bridget flipped him the finger, kissed Gwen on the forehead, and begrudgingly followed him to see about her things.



It was only a day’s ride to Harlech Castle. The scenery continued to be very impressive as they approached the coast, but the weather gradually worsened, until it was raining soft pellets of sleet, and everyone was miserable again.

“I thought it was supposed to be warmer by the sea,” Adah griped, when they stopped to water the horses and all ended up huddled under one copse of trees, icy mush dripping down their backs.

Bridget squinted up at the sky, which showed no sign of clearing. “Yep. But we’re still in Wales. Worse, in the uplands.”

The road on the approach to the castle offered more cover, the trees forming a vaulted tunnel overhead. For a while, they could have been absolutely anywhere, Wales or Scotland or a few miles from home, and then suddenly the landscape opened up, everything falling away, affording them a view all the way to the blurry stretches of gray beach and the dark, choppy sea. There was the castle, rising up out of the gloom, almost as big as Camelot and built in similar style, hulking and square with rounded towers at its corners.

They took a sharp right to traverse down slippery rock to the bridge, then crossed under two impressive barbicans to reach the gatehouse, where the portcullis was raised for them with clanking ceremony.

“This place is massive,” Arthur said, as they rode forward into the inner ward. “Imagine a siege here—you’d just be having a nice time for years, you wouldn’t even notice the enemy was at the gate.”

A welcome party was gathered outside, despite the cold. The order of the round table dismounted as quickly as possible, horses hurried away to be rubbed down and stabled, and Gwen and Gabriel went forward to meet the broad-shouldered, salt-and-pepper-bearded man in the cloak who was waiting to greet them.

“Prince Owain,” Gabriel said, offering his hand to shake; Prince Owain, who was handsome and slightly ruddy in the face, threw an arm around Gabriel’s shoulders instead, and gave him a rough shake. “You—ah—needn’t have come outside in this weather.”

“Weather?” Owain wrinkled his nose, then glanced up at the sky. His accent was very pleasant, all lilt, almost musical. “Just a bit of gwlithlaw, we won’t melt. Come in, get warm, you’re all very welcome.”

He greeted Bowen like an old friend, which Bridget supposed they probably were, seeing as Bowen had grown up not ten miles from this castle.

There was a great fire roaring in the hall, the tables laden with hot bread and ewers of cool ale, and they all dripped over to sit down as close to the flames as possible and stuff themselves with bread and butter with as much composure as possible.

“How was our Lady of the Lake?” Owain said, drink in hand, as servants mopped the long, wet trail of mud the English had left from door to hearth.

“Very hospitable,” said Gwen.

“Ha! Hospitable. Mad as a bird and full of mischief, I’d say. I thought you were good Catholic stock. Your father was, wasn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Gabriel. “Um. We’re sort of on the fence about it all.”

“Fascinating.” Owain nodded. “And you’ve been upsetting all sorts of people, I hear. Mad new laws. Lady knights. Well met, lady knights!” He wiggled his fingers merrily at them.

Bridget exchanged a sideways glance with Adah, and then they both bowed their heads in his direction, hands full of bread.

“Good for you. The stranger you are, the less likely it is anyone near my borders decides they might fancy being English for a change.” His expression turned serious. “I was sorry to hear about your father. Always liked him. Sometimes we used to get drunk, and wrestle.”

“That’s nice,” said Gwen. “I do so love to hear tales of his noble feats.”

Owain laughed. “Oh, she’s funny. You in the market for a husband, Your Highness? Plenty of strapping Welsh lads around. I’ve got two very nice-looking grandsons. Maybe a little young for you, but just a few years off, and they’ll grow.”

“Thank you,” said Gwen. “Very kind. I’ll think about it.”

“If only my own daughter weren’t already married,” he said, sighing regretfully. “The timing just wasn’t right, you know? Unless you like them older, Gabriel, because I’ve got a very pretty widowed sister who’s always liked a redhead.”

Gabriel choked on his wine, and Owain laughed, and clapped him on the back so hard he almost fell out of his chair.

“You can’t scare that easily, man, you’re the king now.” He got to his feet. “Go find your baths, scrub all that Wales off you, we’ll eat a small supper before bed, and tomorrow we feast.”

Something bounced off Bridget’s ankle, and she investigated and discovered it was Arthur’s foot.

“Sorry,” he hissed. “I was trying to kick Sidney. Kick him for me, will you? He’s about to embarrass himself.”

It was too late; Sidney had risen and intercepted Prince Owain on his way out, bowing elaborately and then leaning in to talk to him with an uncharacteristically serious look on his face. After a quick back and forth, unbelievably, Owain shook his hand, looking delighted.

“A wedding!” he said. “I love weddings. Llongyfarchiadau mawr, my good man. We shall have one after all.”

When Sidney came to sit down, he was glowing with success; at the other end of the table, Sir Hurst looked purple with repressed violence.

“If you don’t ask, you don’t get,” Sidney said primly. “Pass the butter, Leclair, I must keep my strength up—I am about to be a married man.”






Thirty-Two


Gabriel, not entirely sure if he should feel stressed, happy, or sad, had landed on a state of strange exhilaration, his nerves stretched so thin that practically everything startled him. Gwen kept giving him knowing looks from across the table, but Arthur was sitting close by, so she kept her communication strictly eye-based.

He was glad. He didn’t know what he could possibly say to her right now.

He tried very hard not to gaze constantly at Arthur or guess what might be going on in his head. He loves me? He loves me not? Arthur had barely looked at him since Gabriel had made his hasty exit from the tent they’d shared, which did not feel auspicious.

Before dinner, he took a bath. He sank into the blissfully hot water, letting it pinken his skin and bring sweat to his brow, easing the tight pain in his scar, trying to imagine a future in which Arthur forgave him. He couldn’t picture it. Having had a lifetime of bad news in one summer, it was like he was only built to receive more.

He did let the pages dress him, because he was very tired and it was almost impossible to lace and button everything that needed lacing and buttoning with one hand, and when he caught sight of himself in the glass he thought he looked … older. His hair needed cutting; it was practically growing down his neck, the curls getting wilder as they did. Some of the softness in his face was gone, and as a result, he was shocked to discover his father’s bones staring back at him. It hurt like heartburn then, an acidic squeeze of the chest, and Gabriel had to sit down for a minute or two before he could gather himself to go down to dine.

Arthur was seated at the far end of the high table, with Sir Florian and Lady Adah. It was probably a blessing in disguise; if he’d been close enough to hear, or touch, Gabriel wouldn’t have thought about anything else. Prince Owain had arranged entertainment—traditional step dancing and lively music—so it was easy to sit next to him and listen to him explain, translating the songs, describing each dish as it was brought before them. Lamb cawl was a sort of rich soup, and caws pobi involved an outrageous amount of melted cheese. It was hearty food, comforting; designed to soothe those who’d spent a long, cold day on the road.

Halfway through the feast, Agnes arrived. She stood in the doorway, pretty in a purple dress, and then Sidney ran to her like he’d spent twelve months at sea, and people clapped and cheered them, which made Gabriel feel like hiding under the table.

“Young love,” Prince Owain said, sighing happily. “I remember it well. You’ll meet my wife tomorrow, she was sorry not to greet you—on her way back from Aberystwyth, and it’s not a kind road this time of year.”

“I look forward to it,” Gabriel said, each word an effort, the concept of a sentence foreign to him in this moment.

Agnes and Sidney kissed, in public, for almost forty minutes. Gabriel knew, because by the time they were finished, so was the dancing, and the pudding.

“I wonder how they don’t get sores,” Prince Owain said, when they finally broke apart to eat some scraps. “Right. I’ll let you get away to bed, and tomorrow will be a day of celebration.”



The next day had been scheduled to include all manner of classic royal activities before any celebration was in the offing; they all rode out into the morning mist for a spirited tour of the local area, the long, featureless stretch of gold sandy beach and the velvety green-and-brown hills beyond that were cut through with a vast network of rivers and streams. There were small waterfalls tumbling over dark slabs of rock, lush carpets of moss clinging to the low stone walls, curling ferns crowding the edges to jostle for a drink.

“There’s deep magic here, if you believe the stories,” said Prince Owain. “You English like to try to civilize the fantastic, but here, we live alongside it. You know, your father and I were in a lifelong argument about whether King Arthur was, in fact, Welsh.”

“I know,” said Gabriel, distracted. “Perhaps he, um … was born in Wales, and moved to England?”

“Now why,” said Owain, fixing Bowen with a look of stern fondness, “would anybody in their right mind do that?”

After a quick stop for sustenance, it was off into the royal woods to hunt deer, something Gabriel did not particularly enjoy. The part he liked best was getting to meet lots of new dogs.

By the time they were back at the castle to ready themselves for the feast, Gabriel was spattered in mud to his hips and so socially exhausted he felt thin at the surface; almost physically bruised by the day.

The idea that he was going to have to put on his best clothes and go back down to spend hours and hours in the company of others was almost too horrible to bear, but for one thing—proximity to Arthur. He loved parties, even now that he didn’t drink, and with his mood lifted and love in the air, anything felt possible.

There was a knock on Gabriel’s door when he’d bathed and was half dressed to his first layer; expecting Gwen, he told the page to let her in, and discovered that it was in fact Sidney Fitzgilbert standing outside the door, beaming so hard he seemed to be on another planet entirely.

“Evening, Your Maj,” he said. “I’ve got flowers here for you, I thought it’d be nice if the whole round table wore them.” He handed Gabriel a nosegay tied with thin ivory ribbon, white campion and chicory, and a single pale rose. “Can you believe it? I’m going to be married.”

“I sort of can actually,” said Gabriel.

“I know, right? Well, see you later. Great day for love, I reckon.” He sighed happily. Gabriel was looking down at the flowers, the delicate petals folded against his palm, when Sidney added, more seriously, “And … listen, don’t fuck this up, all right?”

Gabriel nodded absentmindedly. What Sidney had actually said only registered when he’d closed the door and gone skipping on his merry way.

Don’t fuck this up? Don’t fuck what up? What did Sidney know that Gabriel didn’t? Why was Gabriel still standing here, only half dressed and clutching a posy in his sweaty fist, when the rest of his life might be waiting for him downstairs?

It felt like strange superstition to put on his favorite jacket—a slim, light blue doublet with the faintest pattern of foliage picked out in silver thread in the trim—but he did it anyway. Why not? It was his last stand, and he thought he should go out armored as best he could.

He met Gwen in the hallway. She was wearing a pinkish-red dress Gabriel had never seen before. It should have clashed horribly with her hair, but instead it had the interesting effect of making her look like a pretty illustration he’d once seen of a volcano.

“Let’s go,” she said, and Gabriel followed her down the stairs and out into a small courtyard. Agnes was there, along with most of the round table and Prince Owain and his wife, a black-haired, blue-eyed woman of tiny stature in bright Welsh yellows and reds.

Sidney and Agnes had decided to forgo two separate processions to the chapel, so Sidney had gone ahead to receive them and Agnes was to lead them there with two of her cousins by her side. She was truly radiant, wearing pale iridescent green with white flowers woven into her dark hair, smiling so much that Gabriel’s anxiety felt redoubled in contrast to her happiness.

Shut up, Gabriel told his brain. Just let this be a nice thing.

They all trooped out of the courtyard and down a narrow passage until they reached the chapel, where the archbishop himself was waiting on the doorstep, standing next to a resplendent Sidney Fitzgilbert.

At his shoulder, Arthur.

Someone—Gabriel suspected Gwen—had done something to his hair. It was glossed and brushed as usual, but there was a romantic wave to it that softened the shaggy edges, his hair set slightly away from his face somehow, drawn back at his temples.

His jacket was dark crimson silk, trimmed with lace of silk floss and gold filé at the seams and collar. Each button was painstakingly embroidered with a floral motif, and he had pinned Sidney’s nosegay right where Gabriel had, above his heart.

He was so beautiful. Gabriel felt like he might faint.

“We ought to do this inside,” Cardinal Richards said disapprovingly. “At the altar.”

Sidney, who was gazing adoringly at his bride, didn’t look away from her as he said, “This is how my parents did it, so it’s how I’m doing it. Just count yourself lucky I didn’t ask you to come and bless us in our marriage bed.”

“And you’re bloody lucky I agreed to grant the license,” the archbishop muttered, but then he cleared his throat and began the blessing. He was saying some pretty serious stuff about God and commitment, but Gabriel was looking at Arthur. Arthur, who couldn’t stop smiling, squinting slightly in the last golden sweep of sun. Who, once the rites were read—and Sidney had given Agnes the wedding gift of a ring that Gabriel knew had once belonged to Gwen—allowed his friend to kiss his bride just once before pulling him into a hug that felt like it lasted longer than the entire ceremony.

Then everyone was laughing and hugging in congratulations, the procession heading back up toward the castle. Gabriel hung back, watching them go, suddenly feeling set apart from all that joy in a way that made him want to go to his room and never come out. His council would have to wage war with the Prince of Wales to get him back for the next budget meeting.

He remembered what Florian had said. You ought to give yourself a chance too.

Gabriel thought of Arthur in the evening sun, and followed that feeling like a bird called home.

Inside the castle the Great Hall had been garlanded with evergreens, white linens on the tables studded with a huge expense of squat candles. The air smelled like woodsmoke, the haze undercut with spiced rosemary and clove, and in the corner, musicians were playing the lute, pipe, and drum. It was crowded, people sitting elbow-to-elbow at the long tables, but for once, Gabriel hardly noticed. Most of the wedding party was already seated up on the dais.

“Here he is,” called Prince Owain, much to the chagrin of his steward, who was supposed to be on announcing duty. “All rise for the King of England.”

Everybody did, and Gabriel felt the familiar horror of being observed by hundreds of eyes, Owain encouraging them to raise their cups and cheer. Gabriel accepted a cup of his own, awkwardly toasted the crowd, and took a deep swig. This seemed to be the correct thing to do, because Owain was delighted, and Gabriel was allowed to sit.

Arthur wasn’t there. Gabriel looked at the empty chair a few seats down as if he might be able to conjure him from thin air.

“That was a lovely wedding,” Gwen said dreamily, fiddling with one of the flowers that she’d pinned in her hair.

“Yes,” said Gabriel. “G, I need to ask you if … Earlier, Sidney said something that—”

He glanced up, and there was Arthur.

Time didn’t stand still. The entire hall didn’t go silent, watching him walk to his seat. Gabriel was the only one having some sort of combination gastrointestinal and religious experience.

Arthur sat down, and then Prince Owain’s wife came gliding over, so Gabriel was formally introduced, and then Owain launched into the long story of their marriage.

He only stopped talking when the steward announced Sidney and Agnes, newly wed. They entered the hall with their hands clasped and raised for all to see, and the crowd cheered enthusiastically, despite the fact that these were total strangers. The dagger now glinting at Sidney’s hip was one Gabriel recognized as Arthur’s, an expensive hand-me-down with supposedly Arthurian lineage. It must have been a wedding gift. Gabriel wondered if he should have given them something. Gwen had given them the ring, which was a family heirloom. Maybe he could take partial credit.

When they came to sit at the high table, Gwen and Arthur threw flower petals at them, neither of them managing to achieve much height, so that the couple got a faceful each and were still spitting them out as they took their seats.

“Now then, all, quiet yourselves,” Prince Owain called, getting up with his goblet in hand. He seemed to love making speeches. Gabriel wished he had a quarter of an ounce of his verve for public speaking. “We’re here to welcome the English king of course—behave, all of you—and his order of the round table, who have been questing up and down England and Wales these past weeks, facing mighty beast and fearsome knight, and our very own Lady of the Lake.”

There was an explosion of laughter and chatter around the room, and he nodded. “Yes, yes, it’s all very interesting, and I’m sure the king will regale us in good time. And I’m sure I need not remind you all, but while the English are here in our halls, we will respect them and their customs, however … strange they may seem to us.” The chatter took a slight turn. Gabriel wondered what the general reception had been in Wales when they’d announced the Lancelot laws. Probably much the same as in England.

Prince Owain grinned. “But! We are also honored to be playing host to a wedding—Sir Sidney has just this evening wed the Lady Agnes, and we wish them good health, a long life, and a longer love. There’s little in this world that can’t be made sweeter with the right person at your side. To the groom and his lovely bride!”

Gabriel took a breath, and allowed himself to feel a tug of gladness as the hall toasted the happy couple. Sidney was actually red-eyed now, like he’d been recently crying and was threatening to do so again. Gabriel looked to Gwen, and saw that she was crying too, just one tear glistening tastefully on her cheekbone, and then he chanced a quick glance at Arthur, whose eyes were suspiciously glossy. He loved Sidney in a way Gabriel envied, not because it was the least bit romantic, but because it was entirely uncomplicated and easy for both of them to speak out loud. True brothers-in-arms.

The pages and cupbearers brought round the ewers for handwashing, and then the feasting began. There was fine pottage, wild pig with spiced apple preserve, fig and custard pie. Then roasted pheasants, herons, and chickens, finely dressed, accompanied by great silver bowls of gold and crimson sauces; later, venison, rabbit, and partridge, followed by bright jellies in floral shapes and tiny eggs, halved and pickled. Gabriel picked at each course sparingly, tried a little of everything, and tasted nothing, then washed it all away with wine.

The step dancers returned to perform, once the majority of the feasting had finished, and then Prince Owain insisted that they push the trestle tables aside and all dance the next number together. It was unclear whether he’d chosen something very simple to avoid the risk of general embarrassment or if this truly was a traditional Welsh dance suitable for the occasion, but Gabriel was able to follow along to a reasonable standard, and even Gwen only got every third step wrong. They danced in pairs, in parallel lines across the hall; first Gabriel danced with his sister, then Lady Adah, who was actually very good, and then a Welsh noblewoman who blushed heartily the entire time and couldn’t help but stare at his arm when the dance called for her to grasp him by the left hand, and she found she couldn’t.

“Now,” Owain called, barely out of breath despite his great enthusiasm for physical movement, “the English will choose a song, and lead us. Your Majesty, if you would.”

It felt like the sands of time were running out on this evening. It was late, and Gabriel had barely caught a glimpse of Arthur, except when they’d passed by the shoulder during one of the dances and then been borne away from each other by the pattern of the steps.

Perhaps it was a lost cause, and Arthur’s mind was made up; but perhaps it wasn’t. All Gabriel knew now, on this night and in the face of all this love, was that if he was lucky enough to be given one more chance, he had to take it—and that if he left this hall without doing something, he’d hate himself forever.

“We’ll dance the estampie,” Gabriel said, and Owain nodded approvingly.

“A dance for lovers,” he said. “Very good! Lead the way.”

It was possibly Gabriel’s least favorite dance, because it was so public. You chose your partner in advance, and each set ended with one couple dancing down the middle of the row, showing off for the crowd before joining the line at the end, creating a new top couple, who would then have their chance to perform their love. Gabriel did not shine on the dance floor, as a rule. He tried to blend in as much as possible, and almost always managed to excuse himself when the estampie was on the menu.

He knew Gwen was staring at him from two couples down, but that wasn’t of note, because everyone was staring at him, waiting for him to honor one of the ladies with his hand.

He broke away from the line, and there, just five men along, was Arthur. A blur of scarlet and gold, copper and sable.

He knew what he needed to do.

He kept walking, like a man possessed, past Gwen and Lady Adah, past the blushing girls who watched him go with shrewd eyes, and then stopped, and held his hand out for Sir Arthur Delacey.

Arthur froze halfway between expressions, seeming glued to the spot, and for a second Gabriel thought he might laugh and refuse, give Gabriel a chance to pretend this monumental risk had been in jest—but then he flushed red, bright spots of color in his cheeks, and took Gabriel’s hand. They walked together to the top of the hall. People were probably whispering. Gabriel couldn’t hear them over the pounding in his ears.

“Well, as I said,” Prince Owain proclaimed, “they do things a little differently across the border. To your partners, all!”

There was a brief interlude of confusion, and then an older man, rail-thin with a magnificent mustache, went and offered his hand to a stout gentleman of similar age, who stared at it like he’d never seen a hand before and then accepted with a quivering smile.

Bridget, who had not been dancing, came cutting through the crowd straight to Gwen, who was brimming over with delight as she was bowed to, taken by the arm, and led to her place. Everybody else coupled up with shouts and laughter, married men and ladies, young friends, nervous boys with the beginnings of whiskers and girls who whispered to each other and held hands, enamored with their own daring. Quite a few people left the hall, but it barely registered.

Arthur was by his side.

Sidney and Agnes came to take their place as second couple; Prince Owain, with permission from his wife, insisted on joining the line to dance with his own Lord Steward, who was plainly horrified.

The music started up, bright and lively, and Gabriel looked to Arthur with sudden panic. He was not a good enough dancer to pull this off. Arthur, of course, was magnificent.

He was looking back at Gabriel, his brown eyes wide, his smile almost shy—but then he winked, and relief flooded Gabriel’s veins like cool water on a sweltering day.

“Amazingly bad idea,” he whispered. “Really impressively terrible. I love it.”

Then he took Gabriel’s hand and led him into the dance.

And … it was easy. He probably wasn’t doing it quite right, but Arthur was guiding him, and every time he touched Gabriel it didn’t feel like an admonishment, but an invitation. They danced down the line, Arthur’s eyes bright, hair flying, the only face Gabriel could see in this room full of people, and everybody stomped and clapped and cheered.

When they reached the end of the row and their time was up, Sidney and Agnes gladly taking center stage, Arthur was still holding on tight to his hand.







Thirty-Three



And so the King met Prince Owain of Wales, and he did cry in all this country a great feast shall be held in honor of the King’s coming, and no man may come but if he dance, and so the King

And the King, who was passing kind, did choose to dance with

And when the time came to dance
???????

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




“I have no idea,” Sir Florian said, watching the dancers, “how I’m supposed to write any of this down.”

Bridget, who was taking a break from the dancing, shrugged. “You’ll have to ask the king.”

“I will,” Florian said. “Later. He’s … busy.”

Gabriel and Arthur were still out there. Not always together, but the way these dances worked, even when they were flung apart, they always ended up coming back around to each other.

“Not like it’s going to be much of a secret.”

“No,” Florian said thoughtfully. “I suppose not. And there is … It must mean quite a lot to some people, as the new laws did. To have grown old and never been able to love someone in full view…” He flushed. “Sorry, I know this isn’t exactly academic to you.”

“Do you now?”

“I have suspected … but don’t worry. As I’ve told the king, I consider myself an ally to your cause.”

“An ally,” said Bridget. “That’s nice.”

“I hope I’m not being patronizing.”

“No.” Bridget shook her head. “Well. Just a bit. But you’re trying to be kind.” She liked Florian, or what she’d seen of him on this quest anyway. He was kind of quiet. Friendly. A nice guy, and surprisingly normal for this family.

Plus, he wasn’t at all weird about the fact that she’d killed his father, so she owed him some grace.

Back in Bridget’s grandparents’ homeland, conquered lords were left in place, sending their children to their overlord’s states—mueangs—to marry and fight for them, friendly hostages, while the conquered fought for the winner’s causes. It felt strangely fitting for Florian to be here, riding under Gabriel’s banner.

Bridget wondered if he felt at all like a hostage.

“I imagine it hasn’t been quite this easy everywhere?” Florian asked.

Bridget surveyed the room. Some of those who hadn’t left but clearly didn’t approve had flocked to the edges of the hall so that they could mutter alarmedly together.

“Might not be that easy here either.”

“But if the king were to go public,” Florian prompted, “to proclaim that he is courting a man … that might move the needle quite considerably, would it not?”

“Could do,” said Bridget. “Or it could make things worse, for the people who need it. The ones who said those letters were fake and the king was godless are already out for blood. And it’ll add fuel to that fire—course, he’d have said he found love letters between Sir Lancelot and King Arthur. Suits his agenda.”

“You think they’d say he falsified them? The letters? But experts have—”

“People don’t like experts,” Bridget said glumly. “Unless they’re backing up exactly what they already believe. Plus, it’d put an enormous target on his back. Or … an even bigger one. People might decide that, king or not, it’s past time to kill him.”

“Do you look for assassins in every room?”

“Yep,” said Bridget, her mood soured. “Because, sometimes, I find them. Excuse me.”

Gwen was now dancing with a stranger, a dark-haired and handsome Welshman who kept smiling bashfully at her every time the steps required them to meet face-to-face. Bridget wasn’t going to put any sort of stop to it, but she did want to be in knife-throwing range, should the need arise.

She was crossing the hall, not taking her eyes off Gwen, when Sir Bowen stepped into her path.

“Sorry, Bowen,” Bridget said, trying to weave around him, “I’m just—”

“Being paranoid and overprotective? I’ve heard.”

“Why do you think we have guards here, if there’s no risk?”

“Why do you think we have guards here, if you’re going to act like we’re entirely unprotected regardless? Come on, I want to talk to you.”

Bridget glanced at Gwen again, and then followed him reluctantly from the hall and into a side chamber, which contained a table, chairs, some sauce-soaked trenchers, and three mostly demolished pies.

“Did Gwen put you up to this?” Bridget asked warily. Bowen ignored her.

“Do you know why horses sleep standing up?” he said, sitting down at the table, picking up a knife, and probing hopefully at one of the pies.

Wrong-footed, Bridget frowned and sat down too. “Do I … What?”

“Horses. Not always of course, but sometimes.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with—”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” said Bowen, finding a soft cut of meat and spearing it happily. “Because they’re prey animals. They’re conditioned from years and years of running away to be ready to flee at a moment’s notice. So they can doze off standing, but then if a bear or a pack of wolves comes along, away they go.”

“Is this a metaphor?” Bridget asked miserably. “I don’t like metaphors.”

“No, I’m being very literal. They’re flighty because they have to be. Danger is around every corner. And I think after you’ve been at war, you feel the same way. It’s such a big, terrible thing that it gets woven into your system, and it’s hard to get rid of it. We called it battle nerves, or soldier’s heart. Makes you tired, frightened; sometimes you feel like you’re back there on the field. After that, you’re always sleeping standing up.”

Bridget looked down at her hands, because looking at Bowen right now would have been excruciating.

“But you’re not like that,” she said. “Are you?”

“No,” said Bowen, “because some people are, and some people aren’t, and it seems almost … random. I’ve seen an enormous warrior turn pale and weep at the sight of a paper cut, and I’ve seen boys scarcely old enough to spit escape unscathed. It’s not about weakness, it’s not about failure.”

“And how do you fix it?” Bridget said, impatient to get to the happy ending where the problem was solved and she never had to think about it again. “How do I go back to how I was before?”

Bowen put down his knife. “You know you wouldn’t be that person anymore anyway, Bridget. There’s not … some good, perfect version of you that existed before, and some broken version now, all because of that one battle.”

“I would be that person,” Bridget said, frustrated. “Or at least I would be … better.”

“Maybe,” said Bowen. “Maybe not. Different, perhaps. Better? Impossible to say.”

“This isn’t helping,” Bridget said, getting up, embarrassed by how loud her voice was. “Just tell me what they do next? The soldiers who came back wrong.”

Bowen was looking at her very kindly, which was of course awful. “If they’re unlucky, and most of them are, they can’t quit. They turn mercenary, or end up at war again, and sometimes it breaks them completely. If they’re lucky … they retire. Heal. Talk about what happened to them. Put down their swords, find another way to make ends meet.”

“That’s bullshit,” Bridget snapped. “They just give up?”

“Bridget—”

“Sorry, Bowen, but no.”

“I’m not saying you have to be someone completely different, I’m just trying to—”

“No.”

She couldn’t stand to be in this room anymore, listening to Bowen articulate her worst fears. She stormed out and found herself in the Great Hall, where the noise and smells and sounds of merriment were too much to handle. There was a door to her left and she took it, discovered a staircase, and followed it up six floors, seven floors, eight, until there was nowhere else to go but outside, onto the battlements of the northwest tower.

It was freezing; the wind blowing in off the sea felt like the flat scrape of a knife, but at least it was so painful and urgent that it mirrored her anger. Retire. She wasn’t going to retire. Ever. Or at least, not for twenty years. Forty. She’d worked her whole life for this, and it was only just beginning. She was nineteen years old. So many years ahead of her, and they were going to be dedicated to one sole purpose. Her calling.

Retire. Ha. I’d be better off dead.

“Bridget?” Damn it. Gwen had followed her.

Bridget’s eyes flew to the doorway behind her, the door gaping open. This was a dead end, with only one exit that wasn’t an eighty-foot drop onto hard, unforgiving rock. Stupid place for a princess in a foreign land to be, unguarded.

“Go back inside,” Bridget called over, trying to hide the tremble in her voice.

“Jesus, it’s freezing. You come back inside!”

“Just give me a minute,” Bridget said, shaking her head. “I need…”

“Bridget, it’s so cold.” She had her arms wrapped around herself, her silken dress useless against the weather. She didn’t go back inside. She approached Bridget instead. “What are you doing out here?”

It was all too much, suddenly. She couldn’t keep it in.

“Did you ask Bowen to talk to me?” Bridget asked, over the noise of the driving wind. “Did you tell him what’s been going on?”

“Yes.”

Bridget’s hands clenched into fists. “You said that talking about it would help.”

Gwen was within touching distance now, but she stayed there, a couple of feet away. She dragged her hair away from her eyes, blinking, her skin already white from the cold. “It didn’t help?”

“No,” Bridget said, suddenly feeling so full of despair she could have fallen to her knees right there on the parapet, and never gotten back up. “He said it can’t be fixed. I can’t be fixed. He said I should retire.”

“Well…” Gwen struggled for words for a moment. “Should you?”

“You can’t be serious,” Bridget choked out. “You actually think I should give up? You think that would be good for me?”

“I don’t know, Bridget. It might help, if you just—”

“How could you say that to me?”

Gwen looked thunderstruck for some reason. Bridget didn’t think she was talking that loudly. “What? Bridget … come inside, please. I can’t talk about this properly out here. I can’t even hear myself think.”

“This is who I am!” Bridget shouted. “This is who I was always meant to be. There is nothing else for me. If I can’t fight, can’t better myself, serve the realm, protect people—I’m nothing. It’s why I’m like this, why I’ve always been like this. It made sense of everything. It’s what I’m for.”

Gwen was staring at her, hair whipping in the wind, eyes streaming. She looked concerned in a way that made Bridget feel about a foot tall. She didn’t understand. Why had Bridget thought that she would understand? She’d always been a princess. Bridget had molded herself into a knight; beaten it into her body like a blacksmith laboring over a sword, finding the shape that had always been hidden inside, the potential to be a weapon, and refining it to a sharp point. Nothing had ever felt more right than sliding on her gauntlets, raising her blade, hearing Sir Bridget spoken with respect.

Things were supposed to be getting better—Bridget had been trying so hard. But all that talking, the sharing of feelings, had just led her here, to the worst she’d ever felt in her life. It had all been for nought.

“I think you’re brilliant. I think there are lots of things you could be,” Gwen said eventually, and Bridget shook her head again, utterly miserable.

“Then you don’t know me at all.”






Thirty-Four


The first time round with Arthur, Gabriel had sleepwalked into him.

He’d been taken completely by surprise by the whole relationship, having repressed his feelings for so long that it was almost like he didn’t have any. His only childhood crush—or childhood curiosity, more than anything—had been on one of his father’s friends, and that was so confusing that he’d never spoken to the man again. Arthur had crashed into his life, forced him to question almost everything about himself, and after the strange and terrible whirlwind of that summer, he had been left standing in the wreckage, trying to piece himself back together out of things that were irreparably broken.

It really did feel different now. He wasn’t asleep. None of this was happening by accident, or due to circumstance. He was making it happen.

He was dancing badly, catching Arthur’s eye, smiling when he laughed. Watching Arthur link arms with other people, light on his feet, and always, inexplicably, come back to Gabriel in the end. Prince Owain insisted that Gabriel share one dance with him, the leaders of two countries swinging each other around the room like fools, and Gabriel thought of his father, and knew that if he’d somehow been here to see it, he’d have laughed and laughed.

During a break in the dancing, Gabriel found himself standing next to the archbishop, who had, miraculously, stayed.

“I suppose this doesn’t bode well for my immortal soul,” he said breathlessly, and Cardinal Richards sighed, peering down into his drink before he answered.

“What is God to you, sire?”

“Umm…” Gabriel’s brow furrowed. “I suppose I tend to see him as a slightly disapproving grandfather. Probably because my grandfather was very pious, and from what I can remember, didn’t like me at all.”

“I see,” said the archbishop wearily. “Well, we’ll have to work on that. Go on, Your Majesty, go back to your…” He waved his hand, and then put down his drink and excused himself.

A singer came out to perform a ballad, and Arthur appeared by Gabriel’s side, whispered, “Come on,” took his hand and spirited him out of the hall.

When they reached the relative quiet of the spiral staircase, Gabriel said, “Arthur…” and Arthur turned around and kissed him, pressing him to the stone wall, smiling into his mouth.

Gabriel broke away to say, “We’re in a stairwell,” and Arthur laughed, took him by the hand again and practically bounded up the stairs with Gabriel in tow. They were waylaid again next to a tapestry, and a third time in the hallway directly outside Arthur’s room, and by the time they’d made it past the door, Arthur was kissing him with both hands cradling his jaw, pushing him gently backward into the room, seemingly unwilling to break contact at all.

When the backs of Gabriel’s knees hit the foot of Arthur’s bed, he fell onto it, and Arthur fell with him, the two of them briefly separated by the momentum.

“Is this … a yes?” Gabriel said, winded, and Arthur laughed again.

“What if it were the world’s most confusing no?”

“Don’t joke,” Gabriel pleaded, moving away just a fraction when Arthur went to kiss him again. “I need to know for certain.”

Arthur was on his side, the dark waves of his hair swept over onto one shoulder, his gaze so intent that Gabriel wanted to look away. He didn’t.

“You love me?” Arthur asked quietly, reaching out to touch the buttons of Gabriel’s jacket.

“I love you,” Gabriel said. “I— I’m going to do it better, this time.”

“Then it’s a yes,” said Arthur. “I always liked this jacket.”

Gabriel laughed, weak with relief. “I know.”

“Are you telling me you wore clothes as part of your plan to woo me?” Arthur said, smacking his hand flat over the button he’d just been admiring. “You tried to entrap me with fashion? Who even told you what a jacket is?”

“I know what a jacket is,” Gabriel mumbled, and Arthur raised his eyebrows.

“Could have fooled me,” he said. “Can I take it off?”

“My jacket?”

“Mmm.”

Gabriel nodded, so Arthur hauled himself a little more upright, leaned over him, and started to undo the buttons. Gabriel’s heart was suddenly pounding stupidly in his mouth.

When he reached the top and the last button slipped free, Arthur kissed him so gently, and Gabriel felt movement and realized Arthur was unbuttoning his own jacket too. Then they were just in their shirts and breeches, the fine linens brushing together making a sound like the sea against the shore.

“Can I tell you something?” Arthur said, his fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of Gabriel’s neck.

“Yes,” Gabriel said. “Please.”

“I know you watched me out of your window like a creep, when I was on my daily walks.”

Gabriel knew he’d gone bright red. “Um. No I didn’t. I just happened to be … looking out of the window.”

“Every day, at the same time. The time I take my walk. I can add two and two together, Gabriel. I’d never do it willingly, but I could, if pressed.”

Gabriel relented. It didn’t seem right to start things again with a lie, even if it was a small one. “How did you even know that?”

“Because I always looked up, to check that you were there.”

“What?” Gabriel was genuinely flabbergasted. “No you didn’t. I would have noticed.”

“I did it just as I turned the corner, before you’d seen me. I had a system. The system worked.” He winced. “Well, it worked in that it was a small, daily torture. Wondering why you were bothering, when you were barely speaking to me.”

“I wish I’d seen you looking. I … hoped you would.”

“And then what?”

“And then…” Gabriel sighed. “And then I would have been mortified, stopped watching for you. Or found a different window.”

“Why were you peeping?”

“Because I missed you horribly,” Gabriel said honestly. “It was nice to see you and not have to…”

“Duck your head or run away,” said Arthur. “God, you’re fascinating. When you die, they should take your brain out and study it, to protect future generations from enduring all this romantic suffering.”

“I’m—”

“I know you’re sorry,” Arthur said quietly. “You don’t have to keep saying it. You’re showing it. That’s better.”

His mouth was so soft, Gabriel suddenly felt very aware that his was wind-chapped and rough, but Arthur didn’t seem to mind. He had all that fine stubble anyway, which left Gabriel’s chin feeling pleasantly raw.

“I thought you were perhaps … courting Sir Florian,” Gabriel said, when he could, and Arthur sat fully up.

“You thought I was courting your married cousin?”

“I’m told he’s very attractive.”

“He is,” said Arthur. “He’s also your married cousin.”

“I didn’t know he was married until two days ago,” Gabriel protested. “I didn’t know anything, he hadn’t told me.”

“Can you blame him? They won’t even let him carry a weapon around you.”

Gabriel’s hand had been bravely toying with the laces of Arthur’s shirt, but it stilled now. “What? That’s not true. He has a sword.”

Arthur shook his head. “He doesn’t, Gabe. No sword, no knife. His belt is empty.”

“But he’s been out riding with us … When we went after the Beast, the Green Knight, he could have … he couldn’t have defended himself at all.”

“No,” said Arthur. “And yet he’s here anyway, even though Sir Hurst obviously trusts him about as much as a bear with a baby. And I know … a bit about what that’s like, obviously, my father being who he was, and with everything that happened last year. I told you, Florian’s a good listener.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said, feeling deeply guilty, making a mental note to apologize to Sir Florian again and berate Sir Hurst, in whichever order he came across them. “You did. I thought you meant…”

“You thought I meant good listener,” Arthur said, smirking. “Ohh, I see. I don’t know. You’d have to ask his wife, her name is Sita, and she likes poetry and courtly love books, so I’m sure she’s quite the expert.”

“Don’t be vulgar.”

“Oh, don’t be vulgar?” Arthur said, holding his hands up, protesting his innocence. “I must have misunderstood what was happening here.”

Gabriel went very red again, and Arthur took mercy on him and kissed him on the temple, where the flush of color always met his hairline, then on the cheekbone, and then in the crook of his neck.

“That’s not … what I meant,” Gabriel said, focusing on the feeling of Arthur against him, Arthur’s mouth on his skin, all the things he thought he’d never get to have again.

“I suppose we can be a little vulgar,” Arthur said, sounding far too pleased with himself. “As we are in love.”

Gabriel lay there being kissed, the slow, warm drag as intoxicating as wine, and then something occurred to him and he struggled upright to a sitting position, pushing Arthur gently down onto the soft, mussed blankets.

Arthur looked up at him wide-eyed, caught completely off guard, all his smug satisfaction gone in an instant. Gabriel understood, looking at him, just how much he’d hurt him, and how terrified he must be now, giving Gabriel the chance to do it all over again.

“Gabe,” Arthur said, and Gabriel reached down to touch the rough, sharp line of his chin, the corner of his mouth.

“I just…” Gabriel said, and then he paused. Say it right. “It wasn’t enough, that I loved you. So I want you to … to know now, that when I say ‘I love you,’ I mean … I’m with you. I want to be with you. I’m going to … fight to be with you, and love you too.”

Emotion rippled across Arthur’s face. He might have been about to cry, but then instead he smiled. Gabriel hesitated for a second, then pushed Arthur’s collar aside and ran his fingers along the skin there, leaning down with his arm braced against the bed to kiss where his fingers had just been. He couldn’t stay balanced like that comfortably for long, betrayed by the physics of it all, so he lay down on his side and pulled Arthur to him, heard the catch in his breathing as every inch of their bodies met.

“Hey,” Arthur muttered into Gabriel’s neck, once there were fewer layers between them, Gabriel’s hand spread wide across Arthur’s ribs. “I want to be with you too.”

Gabriel drew back to take in Arthur’s flushed face, his rare expression of earnest concentration, and felt his chest constrict so tight that it rendered him breathless. This was so important. So delicate, so maddening, so worth everything he had to give to it.

“I know,” he whispered, reaching for Arthur’s hand and interlocking their fingers tightly against the bedclothes. “But thank you for saying it anyway.”



Later, when they were lying in Arthur’s bed under silks and furs, Arthur tracing soft nonsense into the skin on Gabriel’s shoulder, there was a loud, uneven rap at the door.

“Shit,” Arthur said, jumping up at once, pulling on clothes seemingly at random. Some of them were Gabriel’s. “Don’t come in, Sid.”

“It might not have been me,” Sidney said indignantly through the door, audibly drunk. “Come up to the roof, the wind’s stopped … winding. And bring Gabriel, cos I know he’s in there.”

Gabriel blushed, and he and Arthur helped each other dress properly, Gabriel exiting the room with one of Arthur’s too-loud cloaks flung reluctantly over his shoulders. They stumbled up the stairs, tired and stupid, laughing quietly at nothing and stopping to kiss in every convenient shadow.

Out on the battlements it was cold, but the clouds had been blown clean away before the wind died down, leaving a harsh, brilliant black sky, so vast that it made Gabriel feel wonderfully small. Someone had brought up cushions and blankets, a single lantern with a candle sputtering inside.

Gwen was already there, sitting with her legs tucked up and arms wrapped around her knees; she had Sir Leonard’s fur-trimmed cloak on, and he was sitting next to her, holding a flagon of wine and talking to Sir Florian, seeming completely unbothered by the frigid temperature. Adah and Bowen lay on their backs under thick furs, lazily pointing out the constellations, and Sidney and Agnes were taking in the view, petals still falling from their hair, Agnes wrapped tight within Sidney’s arms.

“That was a good wedding,” Sidney said happily. “I think I love having weddings. I think we should have another one, when we get home.”

“All right,” said Agnes. “But the Prince of Wales isn’t going to pay for all of them, Sid.”

“We’ll invite him,” Sidney said seriously. “And then maybe he might.”

“I love love,” said Sir Leonard, toasting himself, and perhaps the sky.

Arthur leaned back against Gabriel, then twisted his head to be kissed; they had only been doing so for maybe a few seconds when Sidney said, “Outrage! Scandal!” They broke apart to find him pointing at them. “Just kidding,” he said, dropping his arm. “I already knew.”

Gwen had turned to look at them, and Gabriel noticed that she seemed pink-faced and miserable, even in the dark. He let go of Arthur and went to sit by her—whispering, “What’s wrong, G?”—and Gwen slumped, weeping, into his arms.






Thirty-Five


The journey out of Wales was miserable.

The weather truly had turned, just like the Lady had said, and they awoke to frost on the ground and their breath crystalizing into clouds before them. There was an air of exhaustion about the party as they all gathered down in the ward. Gwen didn’t emerge until it was time to leave, and when she did, her hair was braided severely away from her face; she looked pinched and sleepless, and didn’t even glance in Bridget’s direction.

There was churning unease in Bridget’s stomach, her throat. She regretted … not what she’d said, necessarily, but how she’d said it. How it had hurt Gwen. It was unbelievable that she could so casually suggest Bridget throw away the work of her life … but there’d been no malice in it. Bridget had just been so very angry, and now that she’d had the night to stew, she realized she was also feeling immense disappointment. She didn’t want to be disappointed. That would mean she’d accepted what Sir Bowen had said might be true, and that could not be allowed to happen.

For his part, Bowen didn’t seem particularly upset with her. She found herself alongside him as they mounted their horses, and she said, “I didn’t mean to—” and he said, “Your belt’s on backward, Leclair,” and that was that.

“I lost you last night,” Neil said. “Where were you? I needed to borrow some money.”

“You’re my employee, Neil,” Bridget said tonelessly. “I’m not your father.”

“No,” said Neil, “and thank God. I need a firmer hand, I’ve been running amok.”

It took them two days to reach the next village on the schedule, during which Gwen kept a carefully calculated distance from Bridget at all times, always traveling with Gabriel, Arthur, or most likely both of them—they seemed to have finally made up, and were rarely not touching—and taking her meals apart.

By the time they reached the inn where they were to lodge, Bridget was dejected beyond speech, furious at herself, the world, and everyone in it. She hadn’t slept more than a few hours a night since the storm on the castle roof. Adah took one look at her face and suggested that they go for a run and then spar before dinner. Bridget trudged silently along a country track in her wake, and then, when they returned to the courtyard outside the inn, they traded blows back and forth until the sweat was pouring down Bridget’s forehead beneath her helm.

“All right,” Adah said, out of breath. “You’re scary today, I get it. You want to talk about it?”

Bridget knew what she was supposed to say, but still said, “No,” and then felt horrible about that too.

“Okay. Go fight Leonard or Bowen, because I’ve got nothing left to give.”

Leonard and Bowen could not be persuaded out from the glow of firesides and warm baths into the cold, so Bridget went and bathed too, then fetched food from downstairs to eat in her room and went to bed early, just for the sweet relief of no longer being conscious.

In the morning, she was surprised to find Sir Hurst at her door.

“You’re wanted for the school visit,” he said.

Bridget squinted past him out of the window; the watery sun was higher in the sky than she’d expected. She must have slept in.

“Why?”

“Not a mind reader,” he said. “Maybe because of your winning personality in the morning. Or maybe the children will find you novel and interesting.”

Bridget rolled her eyes, then threw soft furnishings at Neil until he got off his cot and came to armor her.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re sulking?” he asked. “Or am I just going to have to guess?” When she said nothing, he sighed. “Oh goody, how I love to play this game.”

“Don’t,” Bridget said sharply. “I mean it, Neil.”

Something in her tone must have conveyed the depth of her despair, because he immediately shut up, a rare treat. They walked to the school, as it was just across the village, and discovered that Gwen, Gabriel, and the guards were already there.

Adah arrived just after Bridget.

“Why’d they ask you to come?” Bridget said, and Adah shrugged.

“I’m handsome. And friendly.” Bridget grunted in disbelief, and Adah laughed. “Your presence, on the other hand, is a total mystery.”

Sir Hurst shepherded them around to the back of the school, where a small gaggle of girls in torn stockings and too-big tunics were waiting.

“Here you go,” he said to them, like he was offering lackluster Yuletide gifts. “Lady knights.”

“You’re Lady Bridget?” said the tallest of the girls, who seemed to have been elected their leader. She had removed her plait from her mouth to say it, but immediately put it back in.

“Sir Bridget,” said Adah, when Bridget said nothing. They seemed to take this entirely in their stride.

“Sir Bridget,” said a smaller girl, with four missing baby teeth and her hair in intricate braids, “I saw you at the tourney in Shotwick. I had a hot pie, but then I dropped it and I was sad, but then I didn’t mind. I’m going to be a knight.”

“I saw you too,” said the taller girl, speaking around her hair this time. “I’m going to be a knight as well.”

“I’m not going to be a knight,” said another girl, fair-haired and sullen.

“We don’t care, Lily.”

The girl sidled up to Adah, brow furrowed. She had very full, red, pouty cheeks. “But I want to hit boys,” she said. “I want to hit them really hard, so it really hurts.”

“Here we are,” said a round-faced brunette woman, appearing from inside the school building with a basket full of kindling. “Wooden swords, for all. Good day to you both, we thank you for coming.”

She lowered the basket, and it was set upon by eager girls, grabbing sticks and then hitting them against the ground and each other to test them for size and durability.

The woman, who must have been the teacher, caught the expression on Bridget’s face and sighed. “The girls wanted to be trained by lady knights. The princess said you wouldn’t mind running them through some … drills, I think she called it. But if you don’t have the time…”

“No, no,” said Adah. “We’ve got time. You’ve got sticks. It’s a match made in heaven.” She picked up a stick from the basket, hefted it like it weighed a ton, then dropped into a fighting stance. “Everyone grab your swords and watch me and Sir Bridget. In ten minutes you’ll be a legion of knights such as the world has never seen … Oops, watch your stick there, Lily, none of you have helms on. In fact … let’s avoid faces entirely.”

At first, Bridget felt foolish, annoyed that she’d had this task forced upon her, but there was something about the combination of all those violent, serious faces looking up at her and the soothing repetition of returning to beginner drills—all the things she’d practiced with her father, day after day in their courtyard, until she was sent to train elsewhere—that felt like a balm to her wounded heart.

There was a brief and terrifying interlude where one of the girls did actually manage to draw blood from the other, but it was just a graze, and the injured party bravely agreed that they should carry on.

“Head up,” Bridget said, walking down the ranks of little soldiers. “Unclench your fists, Emma, nobody’s trying to take your sword from you. Yet.”

“Is it true,” said Emma, the tall braid-chewer, “that you pulled the sword Excalibur from the stone?”

“No,” Bridget said. “It was a novelty replica. Don’t lean so far forward.”

“My father said that, but my mother said that even so, it was welded to the stone.”

“Well, were they there?”

“No. And that’s good, because lots of people died.”

“Yep,” said Bridget.

Lily looked confused. “But you didn’t die.”

“No.”

“That’s good. Oh, oh, Sir Bridget, my stick has mud on it and now my hand is dirty.” She held her hand up as if expecting Bridget to wipe it for her. Bridget just walked away, to tell one of the tall twins at the other end of the line to stop trying to garotte the other with a length of string.

At the end of their impromptu training session, Adah suggested that she and Bridget demonstrate a duel with real swords. Even the boys came outside to watch, and by the end were cheering on whichever knight they had decided deserved the win, which seemed to be about an even split.

Without discussion, they decided on an equal fight, taking it in turns to land blows. Bridget had lost track of time completely when she realized that Gwen, Gabriel, Sir Hurst, and the guards had come to watch, obviously done with their tour and ready to depart. Bridget’s gaze flicked over to Gwen’s face for just a second; she was watching very closely.

It was really Adah’s turn to win, but suddenly Bridget had something to prove; she hit her hard, their swords clashing at a right angle that slid into a cross formation, and then drove her into the ground until she was on her knees.

“Jesus, Leclair,” Adah grunted. “I yield, you maniac.”

Shouts of joy and groans of disappointment rose from their spectators, and then Bridget offered Adah an arm and pulled her to her feet.

They said their farewells to the girls, who instantly fell into despondency and begged them not to go. Adah told them to keep up their practice, and then, when they were still bereft, gathered them to her and whispered the secrets of obtaining knighthood—to train, to be a cupbearer first, then a squire—and the girls all listened seriously, and nodded, and swore they would follow her instruction, except for Lily, who said she was going to be a unicorn.

Some of the storm raging inside Bridget had stilled, but on the way back through the village, a group of teenaged boys sitting on the top of a wall started jeering.

“Freaks,” one of them shouted, and the others laughed in triumph.

“Ignore them,” Adah muttered, and Bridget did try, but as their general insults devolved into something far nastier and more specific, the hand clenched on her belt only closed tighter. As Bridget and Adah passed, one of the young men hopped down.

“You’ll get what’s coming to you,” he hissed, before spitting on the ground at their feet.

He was too close—mere feet away from Gwen and Gabriel—and Bridget’s knife was at his throat before he’d had time to lick his lips.

“Sorry, sorry, it was just a joke!” he squeaked, his face paling, and Bridget let go of him and shoved him away, rejoining her party before most of them knew what had happened.

Gwen was watching though, having turned and only caught the end of it. When Bridget met her eye, she sighed, and turned away.






Thirty-Six


They almost lost a member of the round table the next day.

Agnes, who had stayed by her new husband’s side just long enough to see how unpleasant it was to travel with a large encampment in inclement autumn weather, left in the morning, and Sidney was so devastated waving her off that when she disappeared around the corner, he almost mounted his horse and rode after her.

“What if she’s robbed on the road?” he said, staring unseeing into his small ale when they all went back into the inn to eat. “What if she falls over and can’t get back up?”

“She’s with her cousins,” Arthur pointed out. “And she’s not as conspicuous as, say … the king, traveling with a company of thirty.”

It was still a novelty for Gabriel to sit opposite him at the table; to be allowed to look at him, talk to him, touch his hand.

“Stop holding hands,” Sidney said immediately. “I am distraught.”

He wasn’t the only one. Gwen had been in the most dreadful mood for days. Gabriel had tried to understand exactly what was going on between her and Bridget, but the conclusion he’d come to, based on the little she was willing to share, was simply that Bridget had hurt his sister, again, and was therefore firmly in his bad books.

“You are a pot,” Arthur said, when Gabriel mentioned this, “and you are beholding a kettle, and you are about to make such an observation, the likes of which the world has never seen.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just that perhaps you might have realized by now that when people are struggling, their loved ones are collateral damage,” Arthur said. “And seeing as I was the one you hurt, I get to say whether we’re angry with Leclair, and I say no. I’m worried about Leclair.”

“Have you tried talking to her?”

“No,” Arthur said breezily. “Because she looks furious, and I think she’s in a foul enough mood to wrestle me properly, this time.”

“What?”

After breakfast, they were all called to meet in Gabriel’s room, as it was the largest and benefited from a table grand enough they could spread out their maps. Gwen took her place next to Sir Hurst; Bridget went to lean against the wall, as far away from her as possible. There was a frisson of excitement in the air though, that even interpersonal complications couldn’t quell.

Tomorrow was Grail day.

“What I don’t understand,” said Sir Leonard, “is why anybody would even tell us they’ve found it in the first place. Surely you’d want to hang on to it. Heal your ills.”

“A fisherman said he hauled it out of the sea,” said Sir Hurst. “He’s an extremely pious man. One of those Arthurians of old who believes in magic, but that it’s all God’s doing, nothing pagan about it. Blood of Christ in the chalice, et cetera. He’s waiting for us to come and fetch it, because we’re good and true knights and he’s just a fisherman with gout.”

Cardinal Richards sighed, clearly unimpressed by the captain’s assessment. “So why does he think it is, in fact, the Grail?”

Sir Hurst shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it has Grail-like qualities. He’s been very insistent that we visit.”

“It was the Fisher King who guarded the Grail in the first place,” said Sir Florian. “Perhaps he’s come again.”

Master Buchanan nodded, enthused. Sir Hurst harrumphed, then tried to turn this into a cough.

Sidney sniffed thoughtfully. “Florian, you know about this stuff—do you think it’ll heal just our physical problems, or maybe our emotional stuff too?”

Sir Leonard laughed. “The fact that your wife has gone home and you won’t see her for a week or two is not the sort of thing people treat with magical Grails. Just have a drink and shut up.”

“How d’you know? You’ve never been Grailed before.”

“I wish you wouldn’t use it as a verb,” Cardinal Richards said, sounding very pained.

“I’d like to have my hairline Grailed,” said Sir Leonard. “It’s looking rather peaky in places.”

Sir Bowen sighed. “Your hairline is fine.”

“Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you, because yours is incredible.”

Gabriel thought, privately, that if he were to ask for one thing to be healed, it would likely be his hand—but if the Grail weren’t able to magically regrow limbs, then an end to his panic attacks would do. He glanced over at Bridget, wondering if she was thinking the same about her own nerves, but she was looking out of the window, unreadable.

Sir Hurst cleared his throat pointedly. “He’s refused to tell anyone where he’s hidden it, because he thinks someone will steal it. Unfortunately, there were witnesses when he first discovered it, hence the need for secrecy.”

“I’d like to be taller,” Sidney said suddenly. “Do you think it does that? Taller?”

“I think it’ll hold your ale for you, and that’s about it,” said Adah. “It’s a cup.”

Gwen waited until everybody else had left, and then sat down on the edge of Gabriel’s bed, looking drawn. He hated seeing her diminished. It was unnatural.

“Still bad?” he asked.

“Still bad. I thought she’d made so much progress,” she said, smoothing her skirts and then rumpling them right back up again with her fists.

“Art says she’s just lashing out because she’s going through something.”

“Oh, like I’m not going through something. Like I wasn’t still grieving Father when she vanished on me the first time around, and still forgave her, because she was so willing to try. But this is the opposite of trying. It’s like she’s taken five steps forward and ten backward.”

“She hasn’t vanished this time. She’s right here.”

“Right here and refusing to be the one to talk first. The slightest thing happens and she goes right back to being … reticent, and silent, and pretending nothing bothers her at all when I know that’s certainly not true.”

Gabriel picked up the letter from the fisherman, glancing it over for the third time. “Why don’t you talk to her?”

“Because I shouldn’t have to! Because it’s not fair!”

“No, I suppose not. You still haven’t told me what she actually said.”

“She got angry with me when I was trying to help her! I said she didn’t have to be a knight. She told me … she said I didn’t know her. And that’s not true. I do know her. I think, by now, I might know her better than anyone does. Except maybe Neil,” she amended.

“It can actually be quite horrid,” Gabriel said mildly. “Letting people know you.”

“Oh, you’re as bad as her, you’re just feeling smug because you’re back with Arthur. Do you have any work for me? I need a distraction.”

“Work?” Gabriel said, tucking the letter back into the stack of papers. “Hmm. Not really.”

“That teacher at the school asked me, privately, if you might be looking to take on any orphans.”

“Orphans?”

“Yes, I think they hand them out like pies, unfortunately. And it’d be silly not to ask, when the king comes to visit. I told her no, but then I thought … perhaps, a ward?”

Gabriel sighed, thinking of a frightened, lonely child ensconced at Camelot, raised by a governess and pages, with occasional visits from Gabriel when he might pat them on the head and remark on how tall they’d grown. He took no issue with the idea of helping orphans of course, he wasn’t a monster—he simply had no interest in raising one. The pressure to mold one into his future heir … it felt more like a curse than a gift.

“I don’t want a ward.”

“You know they’re orphans either way,” said Gwen. “And they’d certainly have a nicer time being orphans at Camelot than here. Or, at least … they’d have better clothes, and more to eat.”

“Why don’t you take on a ward?”

“Actually, maybe I will,” Gwen said tartly. “But not right now. I was only a child about half an hour ago.”

“What if you take one on, name him heir, and then he turns out to be … evil?”

“Nobody’s evil, Gabriel, that’s Father’s father’s ghost in your ear. I wouldn’t live your life according to the doctrines of a man who thought that a woman who looked vainly into a mirror would see the devil’s arse in the reflection.”

“What about Florian’s son?” Gabriel said suddenly.

“For a ward? No. He loves that boy, he’d never let him come. Or, at least, he’d insist on coming with him.”

Gabriel shook his head. “Not just for a ward. For king. After I’m gone.”

Gwen laughed, then realized he was being serious. “You do know we just fought a battle to keep our line on the throne.”

“Well, no, we fought a battle to stop Lord Willard from violently killing us all to take our places. But he was family. Florian is family. And … I like him. What is he, third cousin? Something removed?”

“There’d be other claimants better suited, if we’re not going direct line,” Gwen said, tapping her mouth thoughtfully with her freckled fingers. “Our family in France … could be tricky.”

“He’d be the only one raised at Camelot and named heir as a child. And, realistically, there are always other claimants. Why not him?”

“Well,” Gwen said, getting up, much perkier than before, now that she had a problem laid out before her to solve. “We might as well ask anyway.”



“My son?” Florian said, watching both of them warily, as if this might be a prank. “King? Of England?”

“Yes,” said Gabriel. “Sorry, I don’t think I know his name.”

“Galahad,” said Florian, sitting down quite hard at the table. “His name is Galahad.”

“Oh, that’s great,” said Gwen. “Best of knights, Galahad.”

“But you…” Florian looked up at Gabriel beseechingly. “You might have a child, one day. And that would put my son in danger. Or you, Gwendoline … the king’s nephew…”

“I won’t,” said Gabriel awkwardly. “So that’s … not a problem.”

“And I…” Gwen’s face fell, the thought of Bridget and their uncertain future visibly passing darkly over her mind. “I suppose I might. Hard to know these things for certain. But I don’t think so. And we’d make sure your son had every protection.”

“This is all just theoretical,” Florian said, looking between them. “You’re not … demanding this of me?”

“No,” Gabriel said gently. “We never would. And if you said yes, of course you could all come and live at Camelot, you, your wife, your son. We wouldn’t … we certainly wouldn’t ever expect you to part with him.”

Florian threw his gaze up to the ceiling and sat there, drumming his hands softly on the table, thinking. “I just don’t know,” he said finally. “I mean, we live a quiet life. As quiet as we can. Everything with my father … I wanted to keep my family away from it, from all of it. We barricaded ourselves into the house last summer, Sita didn’t sleep for weeks.”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel said, wincing.

“And then eventually someone did come, and it was … to invite me here. And I thought perhaps it was a trick. She didn’t want me to come. But I thought maybe it could … change things for us, make it clear to you that I am not my father, so we wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore.”

“And I hope it has done,” said Gwen. “I trust you. I think we all do.”

“Thank you,” said Florian. “I think my answer is … that I will have to think about it. If that’s all right with you.”

“Of course,” said Gwen. “And perhaps, after today, we’ll have the Holy Grail, and Gabriel will live forever as king, and we won’t be in any need of heirs after all.”

Gabriel, quite frankly, couldn’t imagine anything worse.






Thirty-Seven


It was one of those rare cold but sunny November mornings when they set out to find the Grail, the browning leaves and spiderwebs still bejeweled with frost where the rays hadn’t found them yet, the light giving everything a pearly pinkish glow.

It was only a little farther up the coast to the small seaside village that was their destination. It looked like it had grown organically into the crevice of the rock; harsh cliffs all around, the cove a small divot with a gradual slope to the sea, into which houses had been built at steep intervals, with a modest church at the center.

The inn was only big enough to house the royal household and a couple of additional knights. The rest of them were expected to lodge with a few families who had gladly volunteered to open their doors to knights of Camelot.

Bridget and Adah were staying with an elderly woman in a small cottage, who flirted blatantly and without shame from the moment they stepped through the door. She took a particular shine to Adah, and kept offering to bring her drinks, and asking for help moving heavy items of furniture.

After supper at the inn, Sir Hurst came frowning into the room and requested that the round table convene around the back of the building, between the wall and the stacks of dank-smelling crab traps.

Gwen was wearing a dark indigo cloak Bridget had never seen before, presumably made for the coldest parts of the trip. Her hair was tucked into the back, and it made her look young, despite the upright regality of the rest of her. Bridget wanted to smooth the lines of her furrowed brow. She was probably the one who’d put them there.

“He’s gone,” Sir Hurst said quietly, once their odd meeting was in session.

“Who?” said Gwen. “The Fisher King?”

“Maybe he’s fishing,” suggested Sidney.

“Perhaps,” said Sir Hurst, but he didn’t seem convinced.

Bridget shifted from foot to foot, uneasy. She had once been quite adaptable, but nowadays any deviation from a thought-out plan felt like danger. Nobody else seemed quite as concerned—except maybe Sir Hurst, whom she was finding more and more sensible as the days went on.

“Well, we should wait a day or so,” said Gwen. Bridget looked at her without meaning to. “We’ve come all this way.”

“This place,” said Sir Hurst, “is ripe for an ambush.”

“Who’s ambushing us, in this scenario?” Gwen shot back. “Hordes of angry crabbers?”

“Maybe,” said Sir Hurst, not the least bit embarrassed. He was looking at Florian. “We’ll run clifftop guard patrols.”

“But it’s freezing up there,” Gabriel argued. “They’ll be miserable.”

“Miserable and employed,” said Sir Hurst. “We’ll linger a day, and then I strongly advise we retreat somewhere safer and reconsider.”

As they were all dispersing to return to the inn or their makeshift lodgings, Sir Hurst signaled for Bridget to step aside.

“I think it might be best if you … let some of the others take the lead. Sirs Leonard and Bowen are more than capable.”

Bridget was instantly incensed. “Why? What did— What did the princess say to you?”

“Princess Gwendoline? Nothing,” said Sir Hurst, seeming genuinely bewildered. “You don’t look like you’ve been sleeping, Leclair. You’re practically swaying on your feet. Take a back seat, and once we return to Camelot it might be wise for you to get some rest, if you wish to continue to be an active part of this order in whatever capacity it continues.”

“You’re not my captain,” Bridget said, feeling belligerent to her boots. “We’re all sworn knights here. It’s not your job to give me orders.”

“I’m twice your age and I’ve seen more action than you could imagine,” said Sir Hurst. “It’s for your own good. And if you refuse, I’m sure I can take this up with His Majesty, and then it will be an order. Look…” He softened very slightly. “I know the toll it can—”

But Bridget didn’t want to hear any more of this. She was fine. She didn’t need to rest. Everyone seemed determined to tell her that her career was already over when it had barely begun. They were wrong. She’d show them that they were wrong.

“I’m fine,” she said shortly. “Thank you for your concern, Sir Hurst.”

He was unimpressed, but he said nothing more, and let her go.

That evening, sleep evaded Bridget again. She let herself out into the tiny cottage garden, a crumbling brick wall the only thing between her and a sheer drop onto the next roof below, and listened to the swell of the sea, the cries of the seabirds wheeling overhead.

She didn’t realize someone was approaching until he was standing right in front of her, and that carelessness scared her. By the time she’d drawn her sword, he had his hands in the air, one dangling a lantern, the whites of his wide eyes visible in the moonlight.

“You’re a knight?” he whispered. “Of the round table?”

“Yes,” she said, sword still raised.

“You’ve come,” he said, lowering his hands. He had a lot of silvery hair, sticking up in various directions, and he was dressed far too lightly for the weather. “And now I’ll take you to the Grail.”

“The … Hang on,” Bridget said, still trying to catch up. “Are you the fisherman?”

“Yes,” he said, nodding gravely. “My name is Peter.”

“Peter,” Bridget repeated. This all had the quality of an odd dream. “We’ll go and wake the king, and then perhaps in the morning—”

“No,” said Peter, shaking his head. “I cannot tell him. I never would. Noble and true he may be, but he is not a knight. He sits on the throne and conserves his power. It must be a knight, pure of heart, or the search for the Grail will only injure those who seek to find it.”

“All right,” Bridget said slowly. “Then let me rouse the other knights.”

“It’s you,” said Peter. “I know it is. You have a chivalrous heart. I can bring only one, or none at all. That’s how it has to be. You drew the sword from the stone, and now the Grail awaits you.”

Bridget shook her head. “It wasn’t actually the original … Never mind.”

This man was odd. Very odd. But she’d known he would be. These myths were absolute fact to him; it made sense that he would believe, wholeheartedly, that this was a solo quest, meant for one knight in particular.

“You are the one meant for greatness,” he pressed.

Bridget didn’t care for glory. She never had. But proving herself worthy of her office … That was another thing entirely. Sir Hurst could hardly tell her to stay behind, take a back seat, if she was the one to deliver the Grail. Whether it was a life-changing magical artifact (unlikely) or just a nice cup (probably), they had come here to investigate it, and leaving without it would be an enormous disappointment to all involved.

Bridget eyed the man, assessing, her tired mind racing. It could be a lie. But if he was lying … to what end? He didn’t seem to have a weapon. He was wearing two completely different shoes.

She could do this. She was still a knight of the round table. No matter what anyone else said.

“All right,” Bridget said. “Lead the way.”

He nodded, then turned at once and started walking down the steep track. He was surprisingly fast; the rocks were loose, and tumbled when dislodged, and Bridget had to keep careful watch over her feet to stop from slipping. She was expecting that at some point they’d make some unforeseen turn that led them out of the cove, but instead they reached sea level and then walked away from the shore, picking over large, wet rocks scabbed with bone-white barnacles until they reached a great gash in the cliffside, a crevasse cutting through the many-layered sandstone cliffs.

It was wide enough to pass through, but Bridget felt uneasy, the stupidity of following a stranger into a strange place making her pause on the threshold.

“It’s not far,” said Peter. She supposed his lantern could do a little damage if he decided to throw it at her. But she had a sword. And was not seventy years old. Both points in her favor.

The crevasse did not come to an abrupt end, but kept going, a narrow pathway through the rock, the sky so far above them that it felt like they were miles underground.

A roosting seabird took flight, startled, dusting Bridget with sand and pebbles, and then they turned a corner, and before Bridget could say “What—?” she felt hands grab her from behind, and a bag pulled roughly over her head. She raised her sword, brandishing it blindly, until fingers grasped and squeezed her ungloved wrist so tightly that she dropped it with a clatter that echoed, briefly, and then died.






Thirty-Eight


Gabriel was awoken by someone knocking on a door. It wasn’t his door, but it was close enough to his door that it felt like he was under attack. Reasoning, once lucid, that an attacker was unlikely to knock, he went to poke his head out into the hallway and discovered that Adah was standing outside Gwen’s room, sweaty and armored.

Gwen emerged, and Adah said, “Bridget’s gone.”

“What do you mean, gone?” Gwen said. “She left?”

Adah shook her head. “I don’t think so. All her things are still at the cottage, except her sword.”

“Why would she wander off without her armor?” Gwen, still half asleep, sounded bewildered.

“She wouldn’t,” said Adah.

“You don’t think she’s…?” Gabriel wrinkled his nose, feeling bad for even asking the question. “I mean, didn’t you say you told her she shouldn’t be a knight anymore? Do you think she might have taken that … literally?”

“That’s not what I said at all,” Gwen said sharply. “And she wouldn’t just leave like this anyway. Ever. Something’s … something’s wrong.”

Sir Hurst appeared at the top of the stairs, looking to be in relatively good spirits, for a change. “The fisherman’s shown up,” he said. “Odd fellow. Says he wants to speak to the king.”

“We don’t have time for that right now,” Gwen snapped. “Bridget’s missing.”

“Ah.” Sir Hurst grimaced. “I see. I … Perhaps it might have been due to…”

“What, Sir Hurst?”

“I might have encouraged her to take a step back from our quest. She didn’t take it particularly well.”

Gabriel nodded. “So maybe she’s just gone to…”

“Ruminate,” said Sir Hurst. “Maybe she’s out walking.”

Gabriel thought this a likely explanation, but from the looks of consternation on Gwen’s and Adah’s faces, they disagreed. He’d been in their company too long to dismiss their concerns as trivial; they had a habit of being right.

“I’ll talk to the fisherman,” Gabriel said to Gwen, “and then we’ll have a look. We have guards patrolling the cliffs, she can’t have gone far without being seen.”

“I suppose not,” said Gwen, but she was chewing agitatedly away at her lip, a habit she’d long kicked except in times of deep distress.

Downstairs, the fisherman was waiting. He had requested a private audience, so Gabriel went to meet him with just the Captain of the Guard, and found him standing by the fire, wiry and white-haired.

“Oh,” he said, blinking. “You’re taller than I thought you’d be.”

“Thank you,” said Gabriel. He paused, awkwardly expecting a bow, and when none was forthcoming, said, “I was told you wished to speak with me? About the Grail?”

To his surprise, the man threw himself down at Gabriel’s feet, raising his hands beseechingly; Gabriel took a step back and braced himself against a chair, highly alarmed.

“Forgive me,” he cried. “They said they would kill my Posey.”

Gabriel’s eyes darted to Sir Hurst, wondering if this man had already been checked for weapons, and then deciding that, surely, he had.

“Who did? Who’s Posey?” demanded Sir Hurst.

“She’s my dog.” The man seemed quite overcome, and began to softly weep.

“Your dog?” Sir Hurst shook his head. “I’m not sure why you’re wasting the king’s—”

“Let’s start again,” Gabriel said firmly, sitting down in a chair, hoping it might put this man at ease. “You wrote to me that you’d found the Grail, is that right?”

“Yes,” said the fisherman, looking up and nodding enthusiastically. “That’s right. I did. I had. Found it, I mean.”

“And you’ve hidden it for safekeeping?”

“Yes.” He nodded again, more seriously this time, like he was reassuring himself of his veracity. “It’s safe. And now Posey’s there too. She’s smart, she got away. All safe.”

“So who was threatening to kill your dog?” Gabriel asked gently. “And why?”

The fisherman got shakily to his feet, steadying himself on the wall. “Men came to me yesterday, and they hit me with sticks, and they hit Posey, and they said they knew of the coming of the godless round table, and that I must go to the dark-haired girl knight who pulled the sword and tell her of the Grail, and that … that she would not be able to resist the glory, and would follow me to see it. And so I did what they said, God forgive me, and I took her to the place, and now they have her.” His eyes filled with tears. “I come to ask your pardon, sire, for I have been a terrible coward, and deserve any punishment you see fit.”

Comprehension dawned, and Gabriel stood back up very abruptly. “Someone asked you to lead Bridget away from town? And then kidnapped her?”

He exchanged a glance with Sir Hurst, who was now taking this very seriously.

“Yes,” said the fisherman. “Although I do not know that her name is Bridget, only that she had dark hair to the shoulder and stayed at the cottage and she wore the sword.”

Gabriel was halfway through the door, Sir Hurst at his heel, when he turned and said, “When? When did this happen?”

“An hour ago, sire, or two, I cannot say. Please, say that you will—”

“I forgive you,” Gabriel said hurriedly. “Don’t worry about it. You love your dog. I understand. I have a cat, I’d probably die for him. Excuse me.”

When he reached Gwen’s room, he knocked, and she opened the door fully armored in polished steel plate, Adah standing at her side.

“Bridget’s in trouble,” he said in a rush, and Gwen nodded, white-lipped and resolute.

“I know,” she said, sheathing her sword. “Let’s go.”



Peter the fisherman told them of the crack in the rock and the passageway beyond, a series of caves and tunnels used by smugglers that burrowed away from the village, right out from underneath all those carefully spaced guard patrols Sir Hurst had ordered.

It was the fastest Gabriel and his remaining knights had ever readied themselves, mounting up and heading northward. When they summited the hill and cantered in a line across the wind-tossed grassland, twenty riders behind them, Gabriel thought they must have looked like a tiny invading force; a bannerless host, riding out to face an unknown enemy.

“Why her?” Gwen had said through gritted teeth, as they rushed to their horses. “Why not take a shot at you, or me, or any of the other knights? Why Bridget?”

Unfortunately, the answer to these questions was that Gabriel had absolutely no idea. He felt for Gwen, who was beside herself, and poor Neil, Bridget’s squire—he hadn’t said much, but he’d had a sick, frightened expression on his face since Gwen had gone to tell him what was wrong.

When they reached the place where the cave opened out, they followed the only road until they came upon a man riding toward them. When asked if he’d seen any other riders, he shook his head, eyes suspicious beneath his knitted brow. Next, they came to a farmhouse; the man inside shrugged and said nothing, his arms folded, watching them all warily as they trampled the grass outside his house to mush.

“I don’t believe this for a single second,” said Sir Hurst when they regrouped. “They know something, but they’re not telling.”

They were just about to hasten away when they heard shouting inside the house, a slamming door—and then one of the farmer’s daughters came rushing down the path.

“I saw riders no more than an hour ago,” she cried. “Heading east!”

“Thank you,” Gwen said, tossing her a bag full of coins; her father, watching from the doorstep, uncrossed his arms, suddenly very interested indeed.

They took the easterly turning, then came to a spidery crossroads.

“Which way?” said Adah, looking from each road to the next as if they might offer clues. “East, still?”

“We’ll split up,” said Sir Bowen. “Ride each road for around a mile, report back.”

So they parted ways, Gabriel riding with Sir Hurst and half the guard. The road they took was long and featureless, and after a while, Sir Hurst swore and turned his horse, and they returned to the crossroads.

Sidney, who had ridden off with Arthur, was waiting with a triumphant look on his face.

“Look,” he said. “We found this. She’s a genius, and my wedding has saved the day.”

The pale posy, crumpled, dead, and flattened now from days spent tucked away in some forgotten pouch or pocket, was undeniably the same as the one Gabriel had pinned to his own jacket.

They followed the road until a village came into distant view, looking like it sat at the end of the world, with nothing but cliff and sea beyond—at which point Sir Hurst pulled them aside into a copse of trees.

“They’ll see us from a mile off, here. If we ride in full force, they’ll know we’re coming and hide her.”

“How do they know we won’t knock down their doors and burn their village to the ground if they don’t hand her over?” said Sir Leonard, sounding surprisingly bloodthirsty.

“I’d like to think,” Gabriel said, “that I haven’t cultivated an atmosphere of village-burning.”

“Well, I’m going,” said Gwen. “And I’m afraid you can’t stop me.”

Arthur nodded. “In that case, so am I.”

“If he’s going,” Sidney said, “I have to go, to protect him.”

“I’m her squire,” Neil said forcefully, sounding almost tearful. “So obviously I have to go.”

“And I’ll need to go with them,” said Gabriel, with authority. He ruined it by following up with, “If that’s all right with you.”

Sir Hurst had the air of a beleaguered parent who’d weathered so many tantrums about procuring additional biscuits that he’d been worn down to a bloody pulp, and now gave out biscuits on command. He didn’t tell them how bad an idea it was—he just sighed a very long sigh, and then said, “We’ll wait until dusk, and go by stealth. That means”—he looked at Arthur—“that we’re going to need to be quiet.”






Thirty-Nine


The only thing more mortifying than being kidnapped was being kidnapped by teenaged boys.

Well, some of them might have been five-and-twenty. When the bag was finally taken off her head, Bridget discovered them all staring down at her as if she were an exotic animal. They were mostly pasty white or ruddy of complexion, all of them leaning in eagerly to get a good look at her—and then she kicked the nearest one so hard she drew blood, and their expressions twisted into something meaner.

“Bitch,” the kicked one said, and Bridget tried to kick him again, but he’d moved sensibly out of reach.

Right. So they were doing misogyny. Good to know. Bridget felt the ache in her ribs, the sharpness of something that hopefully wasn’t broken, and wondered which of them had kicked her in the stomach when she was lying on the ground in that ravine.

There were some older men too, who came next to look at her and pat the boys on the back.

“Nice work,” one of them said. “Didn’t give you much of a fight, did she?”

“Ha,” said a pockmarked boy in return. “Yeah, right.”

Liar, Bridget thought, but from the way the boys continued to brag to anyone else who entered the room, it was all too clear that this kidnapping had been their pet project. It made Bridget feel so stupid her teeth ached.

That might also have been from the punch to the face; the one that had come before she’d been flat on her back. She could have felt flattered that five of them had come to take her, if it weren’t for the fact that from the moment her sword left her hand, genuine fear had driven away all her stoicism.

Soldier’s heart, she thought, feeling hers speed up to a violent pace. She’d been walked through somewhere damp and cramped, her hands tied and a knife at her back, and after what felt like an hour, light had burst through the cracks in the hessian, someone had put her on horseback, and she’d felt the cold wind battering her as she fought for balance and tried to think clearly enough to make a plan.

Luckily, they hadn’t ridden too far. That meant that there was hope.

But sitting in a stranger’s house, tied to a chair, she felt that hope drain away like the blood pooling in her bound hands. She was in a modest room that contained only a fireplace hung with pots and a table. Her bindings were annoyingly comprehensive, the knots tight enough that she could barely move an inch. If she’d been confused at first, it had quickly become very clear exactly why she was there.

“That’s a woman?” one of the boys said, after she’d delivered her second attempt at a kick. “I don’t believe it.”

They asked more things: Who did she think she was? Did she think any man would ever want her, carrying on the way she did? Did she know she was an affront to God? Did the king think they’d ever be stupid enough to let him spit on the laws of nature?

Bridget glared silently back at them, and while at first her silence riled them to more anger, eventually they seemed to find her lack of reaction terribly dull. One of the older men, brown-haired and bearded, came and delivered to her some sort of homemade sermon, and although Bridget hated him for every moment of it, she came to understand that this thin veneer of Christian sentiment was the only thing currently keeping her from further harm.

How had she missed this? She’d known there was discontent brewing of course, the evidence plain to see in every town and village and hall, those who jeered at the king’s coming or turned their backs; Gwen had mentioned the letters written to the council, containing anger from both lords of the land and ordinary folk, but this had only made Bridget more determined to protect Gwen and her brother from harm.

But she was the one who’d become symbolic of this new era of England; the lady knight on full view to the public at every tourney, riding out into the lists all over the country. She’d become the unintentional ambassador for change, for upsetting the order of things. And now she was the one who’d pay the price.

What that price may be was unclear, but Bridget feared the worst. Unfortunately, this time she doubted she was overreacting.

A girl in a stained apron and coif brought Bridget food, a bowl of thin soup of dubious origin. Bridget allowed herself to be spoon-fed, staring at the girl the entire time, until she whispered, “Hey.”

The girl’s eyes widened, but she didn’t speak, just lifted a cup of small ale to Bridget’s lips. Bridget pulled away.

“Please,” she said, her eyes sliding to the girl’s belt, where a dull knife was tucked just out of reach.

The girl opened her mouth to speak, eyes darting to the doorway and back, but then there was a thud from the next room and the sound of men laughing, and she hurriedly put down the ale and rushed out.

Bridget had never really considered herself a damsel, and certainly not one in distress. She’d always been able to save herself—she’d trained to do it her whole life after all, and was the best person for the job.

Things were different this time. She couldn’t undo her bindings. There really wasn’t anything sharp in this room to repurpose as a weapon, and even if there was, she couldn’t get to it. Perhaps opportunity would come when the men and boys came back to fetch her—if they planned to take her on elsewhere, and not just leave her to rot in this room forever. Her imagination ran wild with possible tortures and sticky ends that might await her.

She’d never been afraid like this in her life without finding someone to fight about it.

But with all her options exhausted, she surrendered herself to her helpless reality, watching the light dwindle outside the window as she thought of Gwen, Adah, Neil. Could they possibly think she’d left of her own accord? Abandoned the quest? Taken Sir Hurst’s words to heart, and turned for home?

She’d told Gwen that she didn’t know her at all; now she could only pray that she’d been wrong, and listen for the sound of hoofbeats on the road.






Forty


It felt as if it took forever for the sun to set. The order of the round table stood concealed by the trees, the more seasoned knights well-versed in stillness, so that they disappeared entirely into the shadows. The fauna of dusk began to stir, owls calling softly, the faint scent of woodsmoke on the wind.

The royals had been told to take cover deeper in the woods. Gwen seemed on the verge of murder, agitated beyond comprehension, walking in small circles to keep herself busy.

When she came to stand next to him, Gabriel allowed himself a few breaths in and out, trying not to say it, before he said, “This is my fault.”

“No it’s not,” Gwen said immediately.

“We wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for the fact that I’m so unlikeable we had to put together a whole round table to try to fix it. And the Lancelot laws—people have been so angry—and that display in Wales, it was too much, I painted a target on our backs and now Bridget—”

“Is going to be fine,” Gwen said. “You know Bridget. Tough as nails. I feel sorry for the people who took her, they’re probably inside out by now.” But the slight shake in her voice betrayed her fear, and Gabriel felt utterly miserable as she walked away.

It had felt right, in Wales, he’d felt brave—but it was all very well to make bold declarations of love from a position of safety, in a royal hall surrounded by guards. In the real world, it was still dangerous to openly be who you were—which, for people like Bridget, was unavoidable. She’d never been able to be anything other than exactly who she was, in plain sight, and weather whatever came her way as a result.

Gabriel had seen the crowds jeering, heard Gwen’s furious stories about disparaging talk at court and bitter slurs thrown in Bridget’s direction, and had assumed that because Bridget never seemed concerned, all was well.

But it wasn’t okay. None of this was okay. And now Bridget was God knows where, being subjected to God knows what, and they were all just standing around as time ticked away …

“Hey,” Arthur said in a hushed voice, putting his hand on Gabriel’s arm when he reached him. “Are you panicking?”

“Um,” Gabriel said, and then again, “um…”

“Gabe?”

He wanted to say he was fine and turn away, to find some quiet place to be alone until he could pretend to be in control again, but Arthur was looking at him with such genuine concern, and he’d promised to be better, so he said, “Yes, I’m … I am.”

“Can I help?”

Could he? No. Right now Gabriel didn’t want to talk to anyone, to be touched by anyone; even Arthur’s hand on his arm was too much. He took a faltering breath, then said, “I think … I’m sorry, I just need a moment by myself.”

He regretted it instantly. Arthur was going to hate him; to feel spurned and rejected, just as he had done last winter.

But Arthur just shrugged, and said, “All right. Let me know if you need me,” gave him a small squeeze, then let go.

“Really?”

“Of course, really,” Arthur said, with a small smile. “What did you think I was going to do? Pin you down and force you to endure my attempts at comforting you? If you need a moment, you need a moment. Just don’t take too long, we’re thwarting a kidnapping in ten.”

Gabriel couldn’t smile back at him, but he nodded, and Arthur left him alone as promised. He concentrated on his breathing, and the ground beneath his feet, and the feeling of the tree trunk next to him, until his chest was no longer bursting at the seams.

When it was truly approaching dark, Sir Hurst brought the round table together, plus Neil, and said, “Nobody is to make themselves known unnecessarily. We will trade cloaks with the attendants and squires to put off the moment of our discovery for as long as we can. I’ll go ahead with Sirs Leonard and Bowen, and if we decide a diplomatic approach is required, we’ll return to fetch you.”

“I’m not waiting here,” said Gwen.

“Your Highness, you’re too conspicuous,” Sir Hurst replied, shaking his head. “This is a small, quiet village. They’ll be suspicious the second we walk through the—”

“Hang on,” said Sidney. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

He was standing closest to the edge of the tree line, and they all went to join him to watch, as first one man on horseback, then a group, now a cart, and then a steady flow of traffic began to stream down the road toward the village. It was so unlikely as to be unnerving.

“Good. Then … we’ll all go,” Gwen said. “Have we got enough cloaks?”

As it turned out, they did, and Sir Hurst cast up either a prayer or a quiet swear word into the night as he agreed to lead the entire round table down into the village. They hovered in the trees as he held up a hand in the signal for the party to wait, watched until the foot traffic dwindled to nothing and the coast was clear, and urged them all onward. It was easy enough to step out on to the road and hurry to catch up with the crowd.

“Act natural,” he whispered to Gabriel, before putting up the hood of his borrowed cape.

Gabriel wasn’t very good at acting natural. He discovered, in fact, that he’d forgotten how a normal person walked. He tried to do his best impression of a walk, and then realized he was swinging his arm in a very unnerving way and, once they’d reached the village, copied the man in front of him instead; when it turned out that man had a limp, he gave up, and tried to focus on the problem ahead of them instead.

If it was a ransom they wanted, he’d pay it. His father, he knew instinctively, would have refused—but he wasn’t his father, and they could afford it, and while yes, it might set a precedent for future kidnappings, they’d just have to try very hard not to let anyone be snatched from right under their noses again.

Gwen was on horseback with Sidney on foot leading with the reins, and Arthur behind them, also ahorse. Gabriel’s new riding style had been considered too noticeable, despite Sir Hurst’s obvious reservations about allowing the King of England to walk into a dangerous situation on foot. Gabriel kept the others in sight, trying not to panic when somebody stepped between them, to keep his breathing slow and steady. Sir Hurst was still behind him, even if he was out of sight.

Normal, he kept thinking. Be normal.

The steady trickle of people was heading slightly downhill, to a space between the squat buildings of the small settlement that might generously be called a town square. As he followed them, Gabriel felt a hand on his shoulder, almost jumped out of his skin—and then realized that it was Sir Hurst, wordlessly making his presence known.

It was hard to tell at first because of the milling and bunching of the crowd, but as he got closer, Gabriel realized with a violently sinking heart that there was a sort of makeshift stage in the middle of the square, a few upturned apple crates, and that people were waiting expectantly for someone to appear on them.

It looked like the scene of an execution.

He glanced around, hoping he was being surreptitious, and caught Gwen’s eye. She looked just as sick as he felt as she mouthed, “It’s all men.”

He hadn’t noticed at first, but when he looked again, he saw that she was right. The crowd was overwhelmingly male. There were some women, but they were few and far between.

A door to one of the houses opened, and Gabriel flinched as the crowd sprang to life. Three men came out; between them, Sir Bridget Leclair, with her hands bound and dark bruises blossoming on her cheeks, was dragged out into the night air and toward an uncertain fate.






Forty-One


Bridget had always believed that it didn’t matter if a crowd was with or against you. At least, that had always been the case in the lists.

Now though, facing this particular crowd, it did seem to matter quite a lot that they all so obviously hated her. She could see it in their sneers and stares, the ugly set of their mouths. She felt like a trapped animal, a fox cornered by hounds—and instead of bringing everything into sharp focus, it was obliterating the last of her very frayed nerves. Her vision was blurry, her breath too thin in her lungs; she should have been fighting, doing something, anything, and all she could do was follow her captors to the shitty stage they’d erected, wondering if this mob was going to tear her apart.

She strained against the rope, but she was tired, and all it did was earn her a hard shove as she was pushed up onto the crates.

The older man who’d delivered Bridget a private sermon was the one who spoke, quieting the crowd with a raised hand. “Now I know this might make you angry,” he said, gesturing to Bridget like she was a broken heirloom or a questionable work of art, “but this is what happens when we contravene the natural laws of God. Men must be allowed to be men, and women to be women. When we fight our nature, we become angry, confused—and worse, when those who should know better claim that it is not a sin for genders to be confused, for a man to lie with a man, or a woman with a woman…”

The crowd reacted very loudly to this, as Bridget had suspected they would. She wished she could find it in herself to be furious again. All she could do was breathe, try to ignore the smell of churned mud and woodsmoke, and feel a faint twinge of regret that she was probably about to be murdered by somebody so very stupid.

She thought of the news reaching her mother and father. Her mother, at least, believed wholeheartedly in samsara. Rebirth. That might offer some small comfort. Bridget wasn’t entirely sure what she believed, except that she deserved a better end than this.

“We must make a statement,” the man continued, “to tell those who live in the city, who have been corrupted by all things unnatural, and those who worship false cults of magic, that we honest folk of this country will not stand for it. But first, we will give her a chance to renounce this behavior, and return to maidenhood, as is proper.”

The crowd jeered. Bridget looked the man who’d spoken in the eyes, breathing raggedly, and said nothing.

“Fine then. If she wants to be a man,” called one of the captors restraining her. “Then let us see how she wears it!”

He took the knife from his belt, and Bridget did move then, trying to duck away; he grabbed her by the hair, and she braced for steel at her throat, but instead when the blade moved he was left with a handful of her shorn hair. He held it up for the crowd to see, evidently very pleased with himself—and then there was an odd noise, and his face went rigid and pale.

Bridget watched, confused, as he bent at the waist—and then realized that there was now a knife protruding from his stomach, satisfyingly central, like hitting the bull’s-eye on a training target. She knew that knife. It belonged to Neil. She’d been the one who’d given it to him.

There wasn’t time to think. The other boy holding her dropped his rope in fright and ran, and she was able to bend down and scrabble behind herself, undignified, for the knife still protruding from the fallen man’s belly. Pulling a weapon from flesh was never advised on the battlefield due to risk of bleeding out—it felt strange to do it so carelessly, but the man on the ground was beyond saving.

The preacher recovered from the initial shock, realized what she’d done, and went to take the knife from her; she let him get close and then swung sharply in his direction, unable to judge the angle properly with her hands still tied behind her back. She’d struck true; he jolted away, spattering a wide arc of blood across her side.

There was a disturbance in the crowd. As Bridget watched, a man wearing a cloak drew his sword and threw off his hood, revealing himself to be Sir Leonard, furious and deadly. It turned out that Bowen was not far away—those nearest to him tried to fall back, scrambling as he raised his blade.

Sir Hurst. Neil. Adah. As each was revealed, Bridget felt fire returning to her chest, a humorless smile on her lips.

The crowd was scattering, panicked, as it became clear just how many knights of the realm were in their midst; some of them drew their swords and knives, ready to fight, but these weren’t trained soldiers. They were ordinary men, angry and scared, and while they would have held up very well in a brawl at a bar, the reality of the sudden appearance of the order of the round table was a different thing entirely.

Bridget was sure that any one of them would have professed his ability to beat Adah in a fight—so why, then, was she watching them back away from her, the only ones foolish enough to get within sword range finding themselves disarmed or wounded in short order?

The preacher jumped down from the crate, holding his arm, which was bleeding heavily. He looked terrified and slightly baffled, as if he hadn’t expected to face any actual violence aimed in his direction.

The real difference between them, Bridget thought, was that the most these men were willing to do for their cause was to kill for it. A knight of the round table would die for theirs.

Bridget could see Sir Bowen locked in combat with a man who had at least six inches on him in stature; Sir Leonard, showboating as always, was fighting two men at once with a blade in each hand.

She needed to be down there, fighting with them. She tried to turn the knife in her hand at an angle to get some purchase against the rope, feeling a jolt of fear when the handle slipped, and then it was too late; one of the men on the ground had spotted her struggling and decided to take his shot at glory.

He pushed through the remaining crowd with purpose, lifting his knife as he took one step up onto the stage, Bridget backing away from him and wondering if she’d need to take the coward’s way out and run. But then someone in a cloak was jumping up onto the stage beside her, and when the hood fell back, she realized it was Gwen: Gwen in plate armor, her bright fiery hair pulled back from her face in twin, sensible braids, her stance good, her sword raised in Bridget’s defense.

The man’s knife struck the flat of Gwen’s blade, and then she pushed him, hard, catching him off guard so that he went stumbling backward, losing his grip on his weapon in the process. It went flying off into the mud, and he glanced after it, wild-eyed, before giving up and fleeing.

Gwen waited until it became clear that no further assailants were forthcoming, and then straightened up and turned to her with a grim smile.

“Hello,” she said. “I’ve come to rescue you.”

“I…” Bridget took her in, magnificent beyond words, and felt almost speechless. “I can see that.”

Gwen cut her bindings, and Bridget shook out her wrists and then dropped down from the stage to retrieve someone else’s fallen shortsword. She steeled herself, ready to let her mind slip away into the numb, radiant buzz of violence, knowing she’d suffer for it later, raising the blade—before she felt the flat of a sword hit her chest, stopping her in her tracks.

“No,” Gwen said. “Bridget, come on. Let’s go.”

Bridget looked at her, trying to shake off that rising heat of battle, her body unaware that there was any other way for this to go.

“Let’s go,” Gwen repeated. Bridget took a breath, and all of a sudden she was empty. Wrecked. She nodded—because she was so very tired. Maybe it was okay, this once, to walk away.

Gwen glanced up behind them, and said, “Oh, shit.”

Gabriel was mounting the stage. Bridget was always surprised to see him holding a sword; it wasn’t a natural state of existence for him, despite the many years of training that had given him a textbook fighting stance.

Someone shouted “It’s him,” and then Bridget heard the word “king” ripple through the square like a snake through a riverbed.

“If you think you can frighten us,” Gabriel called out, his voice shaky but resolute, “if you think we’ll be forced into silence, you’re wrong. Rage all you want, as is your right, but if you expect us—me—to be meek and bow to hate, you’ll find yourselves sorely mistaken. As my sister has just demonstrated, if you want a fight, we’ll give you one.”

A tiny cavalry of pages and squires was racing down the hill, and the remaining fighters saw sense, and ran, limped, or staggered away. Of the few men down, only one of them had stopped breathing; Bridget was gratified, at first, to see that it was the man who’d cut her hair, but then she saw the blood on his fingers where he’d clutched at his wound, and suddenly she was gripped by horror. He was the assassin in the hall, scarlet pooling on the flagstones; Lord Willard on the battlefield, lying prone where she’d felled him.

She lurched forward, her legs too weak to hold her, and felt Gwen half catch her—and then there were more arms, Sidney’s, and Neil was somewhere nearby, almost hysterical, telling someone in shrill tones that they should have killed them all and burned the village to the ground.

The fight was over. The square was empty; the village as silent as the grave.

“Should we go after them, sire?” Sir Hurst said to Gabriel, already launching himself up onto a horse.

“No,” Gabriel said, shaking his head. “No, I think…” He looked at Bridget, who couldn’t advise him either way. In fact, she could no longer feel her limbs at all. “I think it’s done. I think it’s time for us to go home.”






Forty-Two


Darkness, then light. Someone splashing her face with cold water. She wanted to tell them that she was fine, she was getting up any minute now, but she couldn’t.

Bridget went under again—was it twice more?—before she was able to open her eyes.

“Whoa,” said the Wizard, who had ridden down the hill with the squires. “Don’t get up yet. Take some water with honey.”

She did, feeling strangely meek, then fought nausea as she was helped to a horse and put up behind Sir Bowen.

She closed her eyes and held on tight to him as they began to move, her teeth grinding in time with the hoofs pounding beneath her; they rode for a long while, long after full dark, so long that Bridget started to feel deathly hollow and shaky. By the time she was helped down from the saddle, she was shivering violently, embarrassed to be putting on such a display in front of the others.

They were at an inn, small and unfamiliar. She wondered how far they were from the little port town, and then decided, exhausted, that it wasn’t any of her business.

Gwen and Adah took her to a blazingly hot room, and then Gwen left, and Adah helped her out of her clothes, washed her with a cloth dipped in steaming water, re-dressed her in something warm and soft.

“Why’d you go?” she said. “Idiot.”

Bridget shook her head; it was too hard to explain.

Neil, who was clearly very upset because he barely said a word, brought broth. Bridget sipped at it briefly before turning it away, her stomach too sore and tender, and then both of her friends left her to get some sleep.

She did slip into uneasy unconsciousness for a while, and then she woke up, panicking, feeling like her body was still on horseback, and realized that she had thrashed so hard she’d thrown the bedclothes onto the floor.

There was a soft knock on the door, and Gwen opened it, bathed and no longer armored.

“Can I come in?”

Bridget wanted to turn away and face the wall, and never speak to anyone again—but she just as urgently didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts, so she nodded, and Gwen picked up the blankets, draped them carefully over her, and came to sit at the end of the bed.

“The fisherman said you followed him to find the Grail,” she said gently. “He felt very bad about it. He said if we got you back, he’d bring it to you, so that’s something. Those men didn’t believe it was real, but he certainly does. Here. Congratulations, you have completed the quest for the Holy Grail.”

Gwen placed something wrapped in oilcloth on the bed; Bridget stared into the dying fire and couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Gwen was probably still furious with her, even if she was being kind to her right now. Everything had fallen apart.

“That’s Excalibur and the Grail,” Gwen continued, strained, trying to sound light. “I think that easily makes you our most decorated knight.”

“You didn’t want me to be a knight,” Bridget said, through lips that felt dry as sand.

“I want you to be happy,” Gwen said at once. “Whether you’re a knight or not. I wanted you to know that, yes, I love you as a knight, I love that part of you, and I know it’s not just a job or a sport to you, it’s in your bones—but there’s so much of you that you’d still get to keep if you chose a different path. It’s not … knight, or nothing.”

“That’s how it feels,” Bridget said. She realized that she was crying. It had been a very long time since she’d cried. It felt like letting go.

“I know,” Gwen said. “But you don’t get to run from me again, Bridget, or say things to hurt me when I’m only trying to help.” Her calm veneer cracked, along with her voice. “You’re not the only person having a terrible time. But it’s got to be us fighting this together. Not you turning on me whenever things get rough.”

Bridget’s chest hurt, and it wasn’t just from being punched in the ribs. “I’d never turn on you.”

“No. But you’d turn away from me.” Gwen was watching her closely, her expression drawn, but then she let out a sigh. “God, maybe Neil was right. Maybe we should have killed them all. Will you … can you come here?”

Bridget shifted slightly, and Gwen was able to put her arms around her, and then Bridget let herself fall; fall into Gwen’s lap, into despair, a knight unmade, weeping like she’d lost someone, her throat so hoarse she barely made a sound.







Forty-Three



So it came to be that the traitors of the land conspired to take Sir Bridget and make flight, and made mockery of her because they were cowards, and proclaimed they would smite her in front of the people of the land, and she could have easily taken all of them actually, if they hadn’t been so sneaky about it and had met her in a fair fight, the bastards, but of course their type never would Goddammit

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Gabriel had never been more glad in his life that he and Arthur were back on touching terms. His heart had still been racing when he’d lain down to go to bed; Arthur, who had actually listened to Sidney for once and stayed mostly out of the fighting, had stayed with him without either of them having to say a word about it. They’d lain quietly on their sides, watching the fire until they fell asleep.

In the morning, Gabriel went downstairs expecting to find the mood subdued—and instead walked into a scene that made no earthly sense.

Florian was standing at one end of the table, the blood drained from his face, horrified. Sir Hurst was standing at the other, a wad of parchment in his hand. As Gabriel entered, he threw it down onto the table, and turned to Gabriel practically spitting fire.

“Your Majesty, I’m sorry to say that Sir Florian has been conspiring against you.”

“You— What?” Gabriel said, blinking back at him, utterly confused.

Adah, Leonard, and Bowen had obviously been sitting around the table when this accusation originally detonated, because their breakfasts lay abandoned, and they were all on their feet.

“It is yet to be determined whether he had something to do with what happened yesterday,” said Sir Hurst, “but when we searched his room—”

“You did what?” Gabriel said sharply. “Why would you do a thing like that?”

“It’s a good thing we did,” said Sir Hurst, “because we found, in writing, his intention to put his own son on the throne.” He picked up the parchment and showed it to Gabriel. It seemed to be some sort of journal entry, not as formal as the ones he’d been writing to document their questing; this one was more personal. From the few sentences Gabriel was able to read quickly, it seemed Florian was arguing with himself over the potential pros and cons of Galahad as heir.

“I tried to tell him, Gabriel,” Florian started, but Sir Hurst cut him off.

“You will address him as Your Majesty. In fact—you should not be addressing him at all.”

“Hold on!” Arthur had apparently been lingering on the stairs, listening; he burst into the room so violently that the momentum carried him almost all the way to Florian’s side. “Sorry, but no. We’re not doing this again. Why does everybody around here always think perfectly nice people are betraying them? Whatever happened to communication?”

“Your father was betraying us,” shouted Sir Hurst. “And the king had every right to—”

“You sent Florian out there without a sword! This whole trip! Even yesterday, we were running headlong into danger and you wouldn’t even—”

“Thank you, Arthur,” Gabriel interjected. “Please sit down, Sir Hurst. And let me explain.”

“Well,” Arthur said peevishly. “Exactly. If everybody just listened to each other, we wouldn’t have any more of these ridiculous misunderstandings.”

Gabriel explained, and Sir Hurst’s posture went from upright and indignant to slightly wilted.

“I apologize for … bothering you with this,” he said stiffly, once Gabriel was finished—but he was talking to Gabriel, not Sir Florian.

“I’m not the one who deserves an apology.”

Sir Hurst nodded sharply, then turned to Sir Florian, gave him a brief and very stiff “Sorry.”

“And, Sir Hurst? Give him back his sword.”

“Thanks,” Florian said shakily, sitting down as Sir Hurst marched from the room. “I tried to explain, but…”

“It’s not your fault,” Arthur said indignantly. Then he sat down too, and took a piece of bread from Sir Leonard’s plate. “Now you’re really in my innocent accused-traitors club. There’s only two of us, but I’m sure we’ll have plenty to say about it.”

“I’ll dismiss him, Florian,” Gabriel said quietly. “If you want. I mean it. He’s been a good Captain of the Guard, and my father was very close with him, but … we’re not in a position to be making enemies of our friends.”

Florian shook his head. “No, please. I wouldn’t be able to sleep if I knew he’d lost his job over me.”

“That’s where you and I differ,” said Arthur. “And perhaps we can argue about it, at the meetings for our club.”

Gabriel looked around at his knights. The events of the previous day had left him feeling like they were standing once again at a crossroads—danger ahead, last chance to turn back. Before, he might have dismissed his concerns as cowardice, but he felt sure now that the decisions of the future weren’t only his to make.

“I want us all to meet,” he said, addressing the room. “Tomorrow, once we’ve rested, on the beach. There’s something we need to discuss.”

It was the first time in his life he’d actually requested a meeting. He hoped he wasn’t going to make a habit of it.

He checked on Gwen, found her bed empty, then opened Bridget’s door a crack and saw that the two of them were asleep. Good. They needed it. He’d never been more impressed by his sister than the moment she’d stepped up to defend Bridget with her sword; it had made him feel a little braver too.

The next morning he breakfasted slowly, and then he and Arthur pulled on warmer things—strange, lumpy knitwear from Gabriel’s mother and winter-weight cloaks—and went down to the beach early, walking slowly; there were a few people who could have seen them there—passing travelers, the staff at the inn—but he linked his arm with Arthur’s anyway.

“You were very brave,” Arthur said. “You even shouted at people. I liked that.”

“Hmm,” said Gabriel. He’d also been a bit sick afterward, but Arthur was kind enough not to bring that up. “You know, there’ve only been a few times since I took the throne that I’ve felt I’m doing something … right. And then later, I panic and I worry, and I don’t know why. I don’t know why I can’t just trust that first feeling.”

“Probably because you have good instincts,” said Arthur. “But you live in a world that’s not quite ready for them yet.”

“Maybe,” said Gabriel. “But then, isn’t it my job to make them ready?”

“Drag them kicking and screaming, you mean?” said Arthur. “I mean, yes. I think so. I think that’s the whole point of all of this, especially for someone like you. To make people’s lives better. To change things for the good, even if it’s hard. And to accept that some people are really, really going to hate you for it.”

They were following the drift line, crunching over broken shells and chunks of wood and thick, wet snarls of seaweed. Gabriel would have been perfectly happy to stay here forever, but eventually they were going to run out of beach.

“It feels dangerous,” Gabriel said. “And … not to sound like a horrible coward, but I’ve spent my life trying to avoid trouble. Especially since last year.”

“It is dangerous,” said Arthur. “But d’you want to die old in your bed in your nice slippers, knowing you had the power to change the world and hid in your library instead, or do you want to take a risk, and die handsome and valiant in the pursuit of something noble?”

“Ideally I’d like to die in the library,” Gabriel posited hopefully. Arthur laughed.

“I’m sure that can be arranged.” His expression turned serious, and he stopped walking. “I think … you’ve already half done it. Your reforms. Now you just need to see it through. What you said yesterday—that we won’t back down or whatever it was, I really did enjoy it, even if the wording didn’t stick in my mind—it needs to be true.”

Gabriel sighed. “It’s very humbling for me that you’ve become so wise. I sort of hate it.”

“No you don’t,” Arthur said. “I’m afraid you find it dashing. Before, I was simply an attractive and entertaining addition to any room, like a pedigree dog or a well-placed lantern; now, I’m the whole package.”

“Mmm. You were always too loud to be purely decorative.”

“And thank God,” said Arthur, “or we’d never have spoken at all.”

Gabriel drew him nearer, so that when his lips moved, they brushed against his forehead. “And you were always clever.”

“Wellll,” Arthur said, “I don’t know about always. That might be over-egging the—”

Gabriel kissed him, smiling, and Arthur’s arms slid up around Gabriel’s neck as he kissed him back. Arthur, the sky, the sea. In another life, perhaps he’d have been allowed peace like this all the time. He could close his eyes for a moment and pretend. Imagine that they had all day, all week, to do nothing but walk and kiss and talk, and hold each other under the blankets at night, and remember how to be loved again.

Not in this life. But Arthur was here, and that was the part that mattered.

“I didn’t know this was one of those kinds of beaches,” Sidney shouted from the near distance, and they abruptly stopped kissing. The others were arriving. Sir Hurst may not have been opposed to same-gender romance, but he did seem to find all displays of affection extremely upsetting, with a little extra offense when it was between a sworn knight of the realm and a member of the royal family. The archbishop had clearly decided not to comment at all.

“What kind of beach?” Arthur yelled back.

“Oh, you know,” said Sidney. “And don’t even try to pretend you don’t.”

“Sidney Fitzgilbert,” said a familiar voice. “Don’t make me regret the moment we made you a knight.”

Lady Oakley was striding toward them, clad in riding clothes, her hair slightly unkempt and therefore the messiest Gabriel had ever seen it.

“But—when did you get here?” Gabriel said, staring at her in shock as she approached. She seemed completely out of place on this beach; he was surprised to find himself glad to see her.

“Just now. I rode through the night. Amazing how fast a horse can go, when you don’t tell it to stop.” She wrinkled her nose. “I received word about what happened, and I wanted to come and see if you were … all right. This tour was my idea, and I feel responsible—”

“Don’t,” said Arthur. “Seriously. We’ve got enough guilt floating around here to start a new religion.”

The others reached them in drifts. They were all there, even Bridget, who was bruised lavender and blue all over the left side of her face. They gathered in a tight circle, a round table without any furniture, and Gabriel cleared his throat before he began to speak.

“I want to talk about the Lancelot laws, and the reforms. I know what I think,” Gabriel said, “and I know what Arthur thinks. But … I do worry that I’m putting people in danger. Not just us,” he amended. “I think we’ve proven that we can handle it. Ordinary people. The more we push for progress, the more people will push back. And it’s not like everyone can muster a small army of knights to protect their honor, if violence comes to their door.”

“Are you asking if we think you should give in to ignorance and bigotry?” said Sir Bowen. “Because my answer is, and always will be, no.”

“Not give in,” Gabriel said. “Perhaps … be quieter.”

“No,” said Adah. “I think we should be extremely bloody loud. Begging your pardon, sire.”

“Please don’t,” Gabriel said. “I’d rather you swore a thousand times than ever begged my pardon.”

“Noted.”

“Why can’t there be?” Bridget said suddenly; everyone turned to look at her.

“Why can’t there be what?” said Gwen.

“A small army of knights,” Bridget said. When she spoke, she revealed a slightly split lip. “We can train them. Girls. Women. The friends of Lancelot, the Morganites. Everyone else who wants it. Needs it. I’d like to see that. Hell, I’ll train them.”

“Now, hang on,” said the archbishop, who’d been watching this unfold with an expression of concern. “Do you not think that it might be considered somewhat … inappropriate, if people find out that the King of England is funding the training of a private army of … um…”

“Yeah,” said Bridget. “Probably. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it.”

“We could create a new order,” Lady Oakley said thoughtfully, already running public relations schemes in her head. “People do love it when you name things.”

“Well,” Gabriel said, “army of knights aside, I suppose the wider question is about whether we’re making things … harder for people, instead of better.”

“I don’t think that’s necessarily the question actually,” said Master Buchanan. “Because then mankind would never achieve any progress at all. Moving forward is always difficult. No, what you’re doing here is giving people a choice.”

“And it’s not like half the people who are different can hide it anyway,” said Bridget. “Don’t back down, don’t give in. If we don’t do it, someone else has to—someone without all the luck and protection that we have—and that’s not fair.”

“So that’s your answer?” Gabriel said, unable to keep the question out of his voice. “Keep going. Stay the course, and damn the naysayers.”

“Feel smug and accomplished,” Arthur added, “when they kill us in our beds.”

“All right,” Gabriel said, looking around at the circle of grim and determined faces. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

Their council broke up, and they began to walk up the beach together. Gwen came to Gabriel’s side, touched his arm, and said, “You’re getting so good at this.”

“I am?” Gabriel tried for a smile, and it actually felt right. “It’s not what our father would have done.”

“No,” Gwen agreed. They fell into step with each other, slightly apart from the others. “No, it’s not. But don’t you sometimes think, recently, that maybe…”

“Maybe he wasn’t a perfect person after all?” Gabriel supplied quietly.

“Yes,” Gwen said, with a breath of relief. “Exactly. Maybe his way wasn’t the only way to do this.”

“Maybe he was even … wrong, sometimes.”

Gwen laughed sadly. “I think he probably was. And I think that’s all right, isn’t it?”

It was true. His father hadn’t been perfect; Gabriel needn’t be either. So perhaps there was no one right way to do this. And they were in uncharted territory now. Forging their own path. Gabriel had to trust his gut, and his friends. It hurt without his father there to guide him—but perhaps that was a sort of freedom too. It would have to be enough.

Arthur, who seemed to have been holding something in as he walked behind Bridget, suddenly burst out, “Please let me fix your hair, Leclair. I learned all sorts of things when mine was growing back weird—you can sort of hide it with ingenious layering.”

“I don’t want to fix it,” Bridget said. “I want to shave it.”

Arthur looked despairing. “Well, I don’t know how to shave hair. I can do beards. Is it like beards?”

Sidney, who had been walking behind him, dramatically rolled up his sleeves. “My time to shine.”

“No,” Arthur said. “You can’t let him do it, he’ll shave a penis into it or something. Adah will do it. She shaves her own head all the time.”

“I only shave mine,” said Adah. “Can’t do anyone else’s. Sorry. It’s a weird thing, like muscle memory or something. Might cut a bit of your face off.”

“I’ll do it. And I’ll only do a penis if you want a penis,” said Sidney, retrieving his knife from his belt and checking the edge with a squint. “Do you want a penis?”

“Probably not.”

“All right,” Sidney said grandly, “then I won’t.”







Forty-Four



Then Sir Bridget Leclair, pure of heart and bare of head, did receive the gift of the Holy Grail, a divine cup of sublimity and power adorned all over with gems precious to mankind, and in all her grace she knew it to be goodly, and did desire to use it well.

—FROM AN EARLY DRAFT OF THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN




Bridget was slow getting up in the morning; slow putting on her clothes, slow calling for Neil, and he followed her lead, gently buckling her into her armor, trying to avoid jostling her bruises, and apologizing when he did anyway, despite the fact that Bridget never flinched.

Her head felt cold. Sidney had been a surprisingly gentle barber, sitting her down by the fire and cutting her hair first in large swathes and then in smaller increments, running his blade over the contours of her skull until she had less than a quarter of an inch left, a little crop of dark fuzz that made her feel like a puppy or a duckling. She kept touching it, surprised by the texture every time, how light her head felt, the sensation of cool wind against the exposed tips of her ears.

She was glad it was gone. Since that man had touched it, it hadn’t felt like hers anymore anyway.

She had been mostly left to sleep since then, but they were due to start the journey back to Camelot today, and everyone was tired and on edge, and reluctant to further delay. Word would have spread by now of what had happened in the village by the sea, and Bridget wondered what they were saying—how many would be shocked, or indifferent, or pleased. It would light some fires, that was for certain, and what they planned to do next would fan the flames further.

As she and Neil packed, her gaze fell on the oilcloth bundle still sitting on the end of her bed. When her squire went to take her things down to the cart, she sighed, and unwrapped it without ceremony.

It was a plain earthenware cup that had been broken on one side and partially repaired with silver. The silver was inset with tiny whorls of pearlescent shells and splinters of precious stones: ruby, sapphire, emerald, and diamond. Bridget could see why the fisherman had looked at it and decided that it was something special.

She put it down, intending to wrap it back up again, but then instead she pulled the waterskin from her belt, tipped some into the cup, and swallowed the contents in one gulp.

Nothing happened. No knitting up of her wounds, healing of her bruises. She didn’t feel imbued with new life, or young again, or strengthened by the vigor of anything at all, from this realm or the next.

It was worth trying anyway. Stupid to be in possession of a supposedly magic cup and not test the theory.

They rode much slower than usual that day, and Bridget knew it was because of her, and was vaguely annoyed, but didn’t say anything. She felt so bone-tired, so wrung out, it was hard to think of anything else. Everyone was babying her, taking it in turns to ride next to her, keeping her company, talking to her constantly even though she barely responded.

Arthur prattled on about names for his wildkitten, buoyed by the prospect of seeing her again once they were back at the castle; Adah went for nostalgia, the misspent hours of their youths; Sir Leonard talked incessantly about a knight he’d taken a disliking to, a Sir Ulfric, providing a long list of grievances and crimes that he himself was also guilty of. Only Gwen and Bowen were silent.

Bridget, who unlike some on their expedition had studied the schedule, knew that they were supposed to camp on their journey home, but she wasn’t surprised when the sun began to set on them as they reached the gates of a slightly dilapidated manor, set in acres of wild meadows and rambling woodland.

Someone had obviously ridden ahead of their glacial pace to secure alternative lodgings, and that someone seemed to be a very worried page, who kept saying at quite a loud volume that if he’d just been given a little more time, he could have found something more suitable.

They were met at the door by an elderly man in a robe. Based on the peek of hairy knee from beneath the velvet, it was all he was wearing. When the Wizard saw him, he exclaimed, “Excellent!” Cardinal Richards only looked at him in horror.

His name was Lord Elemore, and he insisted on an elaborate and dramatic bow for the king and the princess before letting them in, where they discovered that he only had two servants, and a large hole in the ceiling of his hall.

“Don’t mind the cracks,” he said somberly as he showed them around. “They encourage a lovely breeze.”

There was indeed a breeze; in fact, there were many competing streams of cold air in every room. They all took turns to bathe in front of the fire in the kitchen, a process that took a long time as the pages had to keep lugging water in from the inconvenient well and waiting for it to be somewhat warm. The least harrowing sleeping quarters should, by rights, have been allotted to the king—but they were given to Bridget instead, who rolled her eyes but felt resigned to her comfortable fate.

The room had a dramatically angled ceiling supported by woodworm-ridden beams. One wall was clearly the brick of the chimney flue from the large hearth below, and was warm to the touch. Bridget gave one of the pocked beams a smack as she passed it, to see how sturdy it was; it wobbled slightly and showered her in dust and a few old, stringy cobwebs.

When Neil came to see her, to bring her very dry cake and a jug of ale, she asked that he do her a favor; Gwen came at once when bidden, her hair still wet from her bath, and stood in the doorway, taking in the strange, angular room.

“Will you hate it if I ask you how you’re feeling?” she said, still politely avoiding Bridget’s gaze.

“Maybe,” said Bridget. “But I feel … tired.”

Gwen nodded. “I’m glad we’re going home.”

Bridget was sitting on the side of her bed, bent and bracing her elbows on her knees, her hands steepled. She probably looked like she was about to burst into prayer. “I owe you an apology. For … what happened before, what I said to you in Wales.”

“I want to apologize first actually,” Gwen said quickly. “And then you can apologize.”

“Right,” said Bridget. “But I really do think—”

“I’m sorry for the way I … phrased things,” Gwen said mulishly. “I should have realized why you were upset, and listened. Or left you alone. You did tell me to leave. I was trying to help you, but that doesn’t mean I actually was being helpful in the way you needed. And … that’s the end of my apology, because I think that’s the total sum of what I might have done wrong. Your turn now.”

Bridget raised her eyebrows, waiting a few seconds longer to see if that was indeed the end of Gwen’s speech, and then cleared her throat. “You’re right,” she said. “And what you said, back in the inn … You do know me, better than I know myself sometimes. There’s been a lot for me to think about. There are some things I’m just not ready to let go of. Some things … I really don’t know who I am, without. But I do hear you. And Bowen. I know you’re worried I’m just … hurting myself. I need you to let me figure this out at my own pace.”

“I know,” said Gwen. “I just hope you can find some … peace, I suppose. I know you haven’t had much lately. Does it help, at all? To know why you’ve been feeling this way?”

“Yes and no,” said Bridget. “Least now I know I’m not just a fuckup, fucking up for no reason. But I wanted the answer to come with a solution.”

“Well…” Gwen went to say something, paused, visibly restrained herself from going ahead with it. It seemed to take a lot of effort.

“What?”

“I don’t think Bowen was saying this is your life, forever, or that you’ll never be able to do any of the things you want to do. Not from what he told me, anyway. His advice was to … rest more, fight less. Make sure your body knows you’re not in constant danger.”

“Apparently I am in constant danger,” Bridget said, gesturing to her face.

“You do sort of court it sometimes, Bridget,” Gwen said, softly exasperated. “Although admittedly, you weren’t trying to this time. I’m just saying that perhaps a fifty percent reduction of life-threatening or violence-inducing situations might help. That’s all.”

“I know,” Bridget said. “I’ll think about it. I swear.”

Gwen stopped hovering by the door and came to sit with her. “I like your hair,” she said. “You look handsome. I like seeing all of your face.”

“I look like a novice monk,” said Bridget. “But thanks.”

“It’s good,” Gwen said. “Can I…?” She lifted her hand, and Bridget tilted her head slightly to meet it. Gwen’s fingers scratched gently across her scalp, down behind her ears, and Bridget closed her eyes and focused on that feeling alone.

“You look like you,” Gwen said. “But even scarier. Which is better, obviously.”

“You think I’m scary?”

“I’m not scared of you, but other people are, and so they should be.”

“Didn’t feel very scary, tied up on an apple crate,” said Bridget. “Thanks for saving me.”

“To be honest, I didn’t do much of the hard work,” said Gwen. “I just took the glory. And won the girl.”

“Hmm. I don’t feel like much of a girl,” said Bridget, running a hand over the soft bristles of her hair. “Don’t look like one either. Don’t know if I want to.”

“Well, whatever you are, I’d like to think I won you regardless.”

“You did,” said Bridget. “Again. And always.” She took Gwen’s hands in hers almost absentmindedly, and then with sudden intent. Something lifted in her chest as she did; the removal of some unseen weight, such a palpable shift that she almost felt teary-eyed. She’d been wrong, before, to say that Gwen didn’t know her. To be seen for who she was, to lay out all the mistakes and faults she thought would make her unworthy, and still be met with kindness and a gentle hand.… This was what it felt like to be known. Gwen cocked her head, curious, and Bridget got up from the bed and sank to her knees.

“Bridget,” Gwen said, alarmed. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I will. I am. I just need to say something first.”

Gwen just looked at her, lips slightly parted in consternation, waiting.

“I still don’t know what I’m going to do now. It always felt so … clear, before. Had this one path, one purpose. And I was going to make everybody proud. I think … maybe I have done that already, a bit, and maybe there are other ways to do it in the future, and maybe … I don’t know, maybe I’m the one I should want to make proud.”

She reached for her sword, drew it, and held it up, flat across her palms. Gwen’s eyes were alight as she watched. “But knight or not, whether I’m a noble, a mercenary, a thief, a damned monk … I swear myself in service to you. I will protect you, speak the truth to you always, honor you with my life and deeds. I will shield you with my body and keep you with my heart. My sword is yours. I don’t know if you meant it when you said you loved me the other day—but I love you.”

Gwen reached out to touch the hilt of the sword. “Bridget … I don’t need you to do any of that except love me.”

“Sorry,” said Bridget. “I don’t think I can be any other way.”

Gwen reached for her face and ran her finger, gentle as a whisper, over her brow and the bruising at her temple. “I know.”

When Gwen kissed her it felt like forgiveness. Maybe she was turning into a damned monk. All she knew was that this felt right, and even if she didn’t know who she’d be tomorrow, she knew who she was now. She let her sword clatter to the floor—just this once—so that she could rise up from her knees and ease Gwen back onto the bed to kiss her properly.

“Careful,” Gwen said, breathless, and Bridget moved away.

“Sorry. Are you—?”

“I meant be careful for you,” Gwen said, ghosting her thumb around the bruises again. “Fool.”

“I don’t want to be careful,” Bridget said. Her hands found Gwen’s waist so that she could tug her closer, quick and fast, making Gwen’s breath catch. It had always been push and pull with them, but more than anything right now, Bridget wanted to be present. Alive. In control of this moment, and the next, even if the future remained uncertain.

It felt like they were confirming the oath, and between long, open kisses and the feeling of Gwen warming under Bridget’s hands, Gwen made one back to her in broken whispers.

“I love you,” she said. “I mean it.” And: “I’ll serve you too. I’ll try. The best I can.”






Forty-Five


Home, Gabriel kept thinking. I’m going home.

Not just home to the comforts of books and bed, his cat, the familiar smells of the excellent castle cooking, the candlelit corner of the library with the chair that had a dent in it the precise shape of his back; home with Arthur. Home to a life where he could share all those things. He could hardly wait.

Of course, there was the stress of everything else. The meetings. The long, heated discussions that made his chest constrict and his mouth taste like pennies. All the new problems they’d face, after Wales and Bridget’s ambush. But he felt as if he were going back to them armored, not just with Arthur’s love, but with a renewed certainty that he knew what he was doing. They’d all agreed. Lord Best could complain all he wanted. Change had already come. They were never going back.

“Personally,” Arthur said, as they rode side by side along a narrow lane, morning fog obscuring the far stretches of the rolling fields, “I think this trip was a great success.”

“I can’t imagine Lady Oakley agrees. She’s been scarily calm, but she’s been writing a lot of notes, and I have to meet with her eventually. The entire point was to make people like me. Seems I’ve turned half of the country against me, instead.”

“Yes,” said Arthur. “But just the miserable half.”

“And I suppose they were against me anyway,” Gabriel mused. “Or against what I stand for. It’s going to get a lot more difficult before it gets easier. If it gets easier at all.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Arthur. “Hope for the worst, that’s what I always say. Look on the dark side. Keep your chin down. I, for one, am looking forward to seeing the Beast again. Do you think she’ll remember me?”

“I think she’ll be furious, and approximately the size of a wagon.”

“Good. Merlin Lucifer can ride her about, like a horse.”

The roads had felt never-ending before, the views all blurring into one. Now he noticed everything. Gabriel supposed there was something about knowing that soon he’d be safe within Camelot’s walls that made him appreciate the robin perched fatly on a branch, the gold, bronze, and unlikely scarlets of the leaves, the sweet burn of woodsmoke on the air as they neared some inn or hamlet.

He’d spent so long hiding from England. There’d be so much more to know, now that he was willing to show his face.

Sir Florian slowed his horse to a walk so that Gabriel would catch up, and once he’d pulled level, he began to speak at once.

“I’ve thought about your very kind offer,” he said, as if Gabriel had floated lending him a coat rather than making his son the heir to the throne, “and I think … probably not. I understand the enormity of what it means, and I can’t thank you enough for even thinking it, let alone … but, no. I simply love him too much to burden him like that.”

Gabriel nodded. He understood. His own father never would have made that choice, if he’d had it, but who’s to say it wouldn’t have been the right one.

It had never seemed like there were options before, but now that he was king, Gabriel knew that his father could have decided to protect his son from the weight of the crown, had he wished. He had that power. He knew Gabriel wasn’t suited to the throne, that he dreaded the day he’d sit on it. Gabriel’s heart broke for the boy he’d been, whose father hadn’t been able to conceive of a life that truly fit him. It wasn’t that he hadn’t loved Gabriel—he just couldn’t have imagined any other way for things to be.

But Gabriel could. Had done. Would continue to do.

So there would be other ways. They’d figure it out, between them.

Florian’s eyes flared, like he was afraid he’d offended. “We would love to come and visit though. To stay. I’m desperate for Sita and Galahad to meet you all, for him to … to grow up knowing you.”

“That would be lovely,” said Gabriel. He considered this for a moment, the idea of meeting Florian in the halls of Camelot, and then realized where he’d fit. “You should sit on my council. If you’d like. You’d be very useful. I mean, please don’t say yes just because you feel obligated, perhaps you’re not in the market for a—”

“Yes,” Florian said, smiling shyly. “Yes … I think I’d like that very much.”

Sir Hurst had been sure that the fog would lift by the afternoon, but if anything, it seemed to draw nearer all around them, a great gray shroud obscuring the landscape until they could barely see a few feet in front of their horses. The mist seemed to have an agitating effect on everybody, horses included—they all became antsy, and kept getting into minor accidents, riders pressed sideways into hedges or accidentally clipping the person in front.

“Perhaps we should stop,” Gwen said, when she’d managed to find Gabriel in all the white. “I don’t think this is particularly safe. What if there’s a big … ravine, or something?”

“In the middle of the road?”

“I don’t know how well we’re maintaining random tracks in the middle of the countryside, Gabriel, but based on the size of some of the holes in Camelot, I’d say it’s a distinct possibility.”

This was fair and reasonable. Gabriel signaled for them to stop, and then there was a period of confusion during which only half the party got the message, so that the other half almost ran them over. They turned off the road and staked the horses under an oak tree; attempts to start a fire were entirely unsuccessful, so there was nothing to do but sit and wait for things to clear.

Bridget and Gwen, who seemed to have gone from deeply at odds to so blissfully happy they were reluctant to stop holding hands, had gone to sit on a gnarled and lifted tree root, and Arthur had interrupted them. Gabriel wandered over to see what they were doing, and found them all eating slices of yellow apple.

“I don’t have any left for you,” Arthur said. “Sorry.”

“That’s all right,” said Gabriel. “I’m mildly allergic to apples.”

“You’re what?” Arthur exclaimed. “But that’s impossible. Who’s allergic to apples?”

“I can still eat them, but they make my throat itch,” said Gabriel. “It’s not that odd. I’m sure it’s the same for lots of people.”

“I’ll never look at you the same way again. God. Perhaps it’s best, in matters of love, to keep some of the mystery alive,” said Arthur. He paused, then cocked his head. “Do you hear … water? It sounds like the sea.”

They all listened, and at length Gabriel did hear what sounded like a wave lapping against the shore. It didn’t make any sense. They should have been surrounded by small hills and flat and featureless landscapes, no bodies of water to be seen, let alone ones large enough to have shores.

“I hear it,” said Bridget. “Perhaps there’s a stream.”

“I’m going to investigate,” said Arthur.

Of course, that meant all four of them were going. Gabriel thought perhaps they should tell Sir Hurst, but the man wasn’t even visible from where they were standing, and they’d only be a minute.

They walked gently downhill until the grass beneath their feet did, unbelievably, turn to pebbles, and then shifting silt.

“It is water,” Gwen said, when her footsteps started to slosh. “What on earth … It’s a pond.”

Gabriel felt a gentle breeze on his cheek, and then the fog cleared ahead, just enough to reveal a natural causeway, big flat rocks rising up out of the water, which in this strange light appeared just as milky-white as the sky. It made no sense whatsoever, but it was undoubtedly right there in front of him.

“No, wait … it’s a lake.”

He’d have blamed it on the sleep deprivation from travel, but clearly everybody could see it.

“There’s a bridge,” Arthur called excitedly. “Sort of … rocks. A thing.”

“An isthmus,” said Gabriel.

“Bless you,” said Bridget.

“Arthur,” Gabriel began fruitlessly, “I don’t think you should—” But of course, he’d already started to walk across.

There seemed to be no choice other than to follow him. The world was deadly silent around them but for the gentle hiss of the water and their clumsy footsteps. Gwen almost slipped on a particularly glossy bit of stone before being promptly rescued by Bridget.

Then there was grass beneath their feet again.

“It’s an island!” Arthur said, delighted. It seemed he was right. Here in the middle of the lake, visibility was much better, and they could all see the curve of the land, the sliver of shore. It was wooded on the island, dense and strange, the leaves on the trees far greener than they had been on the road. There was something so odd about the whole thing that when Arthur laughed, giddy, Gabriel laughed too.

“Wait,” Bridget said, her hand going to her sword—and then Gabriel saw what she’d seen, a figure approaching out of the mist. “Who’s there?”

It was a very elderly man. He was tall and frail, his head bowed, but he was dressed in a beautiful ruby robe, and looked perfectly pleased to see them. He was strangely familiar, as if Gabriel had half glimpsed him a thousand times before.

“Hullo,” he said, with a lilting accent Gabriel couldn’t place. “Have you come to visit? I’ll put on some tea.”

Gabriel exchanged a glance with Arthur, who shrugged, and then happily followed this stranger in search of mystery tea. They all walked after him—he was surprisingly quick, for his age—until they came to a campfire, surrounded by slightly moldy velvet cushions, with a pot of something greenish bubbling away above it.

“Fetch the cups, would you?” the old man said to Gabriel. Gabriel, not used to being addressed so casually by strangers, jumped to attention immediately, and discovered that the small cups were stacked neatly nearby. “Ah, there we are. Hand them round. You cannot have that one, it’s my favorite.”

Once they were all holding a cup, he set to pouring them tea; Gwen glanced down at hers, frowning, and then said, “Are you— I’m so sorry, but are you all right out here? You don’t need us to … send for help? We have a large party nearby, and if you—”

“A large party? Oh, no, I can’t be dealing with large parties,” said the man, waving his hand. “I had enough of that in my youth. It’s peace and quiet, for me, time with the birds and the beasts. I suppose you don’t get enough of that, do you, back home?”

“I have a cat,” Arthur offered. “And we’ve just taken on a second, much larger cat.”

“I do like cats,” said the old man. He gestured to the nearest tree, and Gabriel noticed with a start that there was a crow sitting quite still, watching them. “Birds though. A bird is the thing.”

“We keep birds,” said Gabriel. “Goshawks and falcons, merlins—”

“That’s nice,” said the old man, seeming unaware that he was interrupting. “And you’re all keeping well, are you?”

Gabriel presumed this man must think he’d stumbled upon some old acquaintances; as he seemed entirely harmless, it was probably best to keep up the pretense.

“Yes,” he said. “We’ve had a little trouble on the road, but I think we’re going to be all right.”

The old man nodded, and then suddenly looked stricken with a thought. “The thing you ought to hold on to is each other,” he said urgently. “Trust. Love. Friendship. These bonds you must keep above all others. When they start to fall apart … Well, that’s how it all goes wrong. That’s how it’s always been.” His face smoothed again. “But you know that already, I’m sure.”

Gabriel risked a tiny sip of his tea. It was actually very nice. Made of nettles, perhaps, but also something more floral. He hoped it wasn’t poison, or at least, not very poisonous.

Over on the other side of their little circle, Gwen had frozen with her cup in her hand, and was staring very intently at the old man. Gabriel tried to catch her attention, and saw Bridget doing the same, leaning over to nudge her with a knee, but she seemed entirely rapt.

“How did you … um … come to be here?” she said. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

“The usual way,” said the man. And then, when Gwen was still waiting for an answer, “By boat. Nobody made me row, thank God.”

“And if you wanted to leave?” It seemed an odd question to Gabriel—the bridge was right there.

The old man smiled, and Gabriel could see him as he would have been in his youth; charming, vital, vigorous. There it was again: that flash of recognition. “Well, who would? I have everything I need right here. The trees, the sky, the stars. God, but I always loved England.”

“And…” Gwen seemed unable to let up her line of questioning. “You’re happy?”

“Gwen,” said Bridget, but the man didn’t seem to mind.

“Oh, yes. What a lot of questions you have! You must give them all a very hard time … and good for you, good for you, so you should.” He finished his tea, stood up, and began fussing with the pot. “Are you finished with those cups?”

They handed them back, and he picked up his cushion, humming happily, and then glanced back up like he’d forgotten they were there.

“Good,” he said. “Do visit again, if you can find the time.”

“Oh,” said Arthur. “We most definitely will.”

They all walked back to the causeway in a strange silence, until they reached the shore, when Gwen turned back and shouted, “Thank you!”

The man was already walking away, almost entirely swallowed by the fog, but Gabriel saw him wave his hand dismissively. “Fare thee well, Gwendoline.”

Gwen raised her hand toward him, her mouth open, and then it was too late. He was gone, and the mist was worsening—they couldn’t even see the campfire now, the tree stump, the remaining cushions.

“Come on,” Bridget said, sounding disconcerted. “Or we’ll never make it back.”

They picked their way across the rocks, and once they’d reached the other side, kept walking in what Gabriel hoped was the right direction, waiting for somebody to speak.

Gwen roused herself first. “But that was—”

“No,” said Gabriel. “I don’t think so.”

“Gabe! You know it was, he looked just like the statue in the—”

“Couldn’t be,” said Arthur, shaking his head, sounding unsure. “Could it?”

Just then, the fog began to truly lift. It happened more suddenly than Gabriel had thought possible. One moment it was as if they were floating in a featureless sea, and the next they were surrounded by perfectly ordinary landscape, a muddy field and a slope and …

“There’s no lake,” Bridget said. “There’s no bloody lake. Are you all seeing this?”

“Yes,” said Gwen, in no more than a whisper. “Maybe we got turned around? Have we gone over a hill yet? The horizon is … You know, maybe it’s not…” She trailed off.

“Or maybe,” Arthur said, unsettled, “it was. How did he say he got there? Rowed? That’s how it always goes, in the stories.”

There was a long silence, broken by the sound of the rest of the company on the other side of the hill, passing the time in conversation and laughter.

“I don’t think we should worry about it,” Gabriel said, hearing how hysterical his voice sounded, unable to bring it down a notch.

“Um,” said Arthur. “What?”

Gabriel looked around at them, pleadingly. “I just think we have enough on our plates! That’s all.”

“No, he’s right,” said Bridget, slowly shaking her newly shorn head. “I’m not dealing with this. I’m not touching this with a barge pole.”

Gwen took one long last look at the place where the lake should have been, and then said, “He seems happy enough. I don’t think there’s any … urgent need to tell anyone about it.”

“Yes,” Gabriel said quickly. “Agreed.”

“Your Majesty?” Sir Hurst was calling from beyond the slope, the beginnings of panic in his voice. “Has anybody seen the king?”

They all stood there for another moment, looking wildly around at each other, and then they shook it off, as one, and began the slow trudge back up the hill.






Forty-Six


Camelot was beautiful in the spring. Blossoms on the apple trees, ducklings bobbing about in the moat, and when the sun and the wind conspired just right, the flowers in the gardens smelled so strong and sweet it was like frolicking in the meadows of Avalon.

Sort of. Not really, based on experience. Bridget kept telling herself she needed to weed the word “Avalon” from her vocabulary.

It was an unseasonably hot day in April, and Neil had complained the entire time he’d strapped her into her armor, as if he were the one being clad in steel and sent out into the sun for hours. He’d been having a romance with a guard, a quiet boy who always looked like he’d been recently hit over the head whenever Bridget saw him. She felt for him. He was a bit furtive and embarrassed about the whole affair, which obviously annoyed her squire. He just didn’t seem ready yet, as was his right; Neil thought this was silly, in a castle where the king had openly danced half the dances with a man at a feast only just last week, although he kept his grumbling for Bridget rather than his paramour.

Bridget stopped in on Elaine in the kitchens on her way out, and was treated to a miniature rhubarb tart that she tried to refuse three times before it was practically shoved into her mouth. It was good. Tasted like summer was on the way. Today, Bridget really could believe it.

She’d had to go to the others to ask for an exception to their sworn oath of secrecy about what they’d seen on the way home from questing. Elaine was the only one she’d told about the island and the old king resting there, and she had responded only with a satisfied smile and a nod of her head—a lifetime of faith confirmed, even if Bridget thought the whole thing raised more questions than it answered—and then asked Bridget if she wanted to go and gather medicinal herbs together in the kitchen garden.

Down in the training yard, everyone was already assembled, even though Bridget was at least five minutes early. She was surprised to see Gwen standing there, dressed in her traveling clothes, leaning against the wall talking to a bright-eyed young blond girl called Merrin, who was much the same sort of stubborn overachiever as the princess.

“Morning,” Bridget said when she reached them, walking past to get to the storage shed where they kept the dummies and targets. “Thought you’d already be gone.”

Gwen grimaced. “Art and Gabe are still … packing. I think. They’re either arguing or kissing violently, and I didn’t want to find out.”

“Mmm,” Bridget said, nodding, then bending down to grab a dummy by the waist and heave.

“Oh, let me help you, Sir Bridget,” said Merrin, as upsettingly enthusiastic as usual. “In fact, let the rest of us do this, and you can finish your … conversation.”

Bridget rolled her eyes, but she let her students take over, brushed her hands off, and walked Gwen to the gate.

“You won’t tarry too long,” Gwen prompted. “Will you? I’ve been looking forward to this for months.”

“Just until the end of the week,” Bridget promised. “Then Adah’s back, and I can join you. I actually reckon they prefer her. Apparently she’s very nice to them.”

“You’re nice,” Gwen protested. “In your own way.”

It was Adah and Bridget’s policy to take on apprenticing squires who had no noble ties, no family money to speak of, and who would certainly never have been fostered elsewhere, regardless of their aptitude. Despite Adah’s pronouncement that they should only train girls, they only made up two-thirds of the current cohort, which she’d grumblingly accepted in the end as a reasonable ratio.

Some days Bridget looked at them and wondered what she was getting them into; whether they’d have been safer at home, with ordinary roles and lives, and nobody to put a sword in their hands and teach them how to swing it properly.

But then, based on the tenacity of this lot, they’d probably have swung the swords anyway, in the end. At least now they knew where to plant their feet.

Bridget was learning where she wanted to plant hers. She’d been living at Camelot; not in the castle proper, but in one of the little cottages among the outbuildings, in a quiet corner by the orchard. When her parents came to visit, they pretended her house was nice, but asked five times if she hadn’t considered taking permanent lodgings in the keep. She’d been trying to talk more about the battle, too, when she could. To Gwen, Bowen, even the Wizard. Maybe one day it would start to help.

She’d only planned to return to the tourneys to support Leonard and Bowen, who were going on somewhat of a victory tour over the summer—knights of the round table in action—but she’d received a letter from one Lady Joan Baker, the only lady knight currently on the circuit, who’d heard she was teaching and had asked if she might consider coming out to give her some pointers. Bridget had said yes, and then spent a week agonizing about it.

“I’ve got nothing to teach her,” she’d told Gwen again and again, until Gwen forbade her from saying those words, and when she wouldn’t shut up, drew her under the covers and kissed her until she forgot what she’d been worrying about in the first place.

Now Gwen glanced over at Bridget’s students, who were all still busy bickering over the proper arrangement of the practice targets, and then leaned over to give her a quick, hard kiss, the kind that left Bridget staggering a little in its wake.

“See you in a week,” she said, smiling, sunlight in her hair. “And go easy on them, all right? They think you’re their god.”

Bridget smiled at her, properly, letting her eyes crinkle at the corners and everything. “I’ll try.”






Forty-Seven


Gabriel loved Tintagel best when the sky was clear and the wind was cool and blustery, coming in off the sea to shake him awake anytime he stepped away from his desk. They’d set him up with a study in a tower; Arthur complained endlessly every time he reached the top of the stairs, and proclaimed that he was going to cease their courtship so that he never had to do it again.

“You take all these walks,” Gabriel said, when Arthur came storming into the room, kissed Gabriel on the temple, and then flopped onto the chair by the window, fanning himself extravagantly, “voluntarily, every day, for hours.”

“Yes,” Arthur said, bright with outrage, “but not uphill.”

Eventually Gabriel finished what he was writing, closed his books, and snuffed out the candle, and then they went down together, slowly, and Arthur complained again about the great walk, and Gabriel didn’t say that he could have waited downstairs, because he was glad he hadn’t.

“I miss the Beast,” Arthur said sadly, when they walked past a tapestry depicting a lion with just the same baffled outrage on its face as the kitten. She’d been released into the wilder forests beyond the reaches of Camelot soon after they’d returned from their questing, fast grown to adulthood and too large and feral to stay, although she’d made great friends with Merlin Lucifer just as Arthur had predicted, and had spent her only happy days at the castle following him around, taking it in turns to biff each other soundly in the face.

Arthur was convinced, in fact, that he’d once seen Merlin Lucifer on the outskirts of town, trotting off merrily in the direction of the forest. “I think she might be his lady friend,” he told Gabriel later. “I did lecture him about the age difference, but I suppose she’s a woman grown now and can make her own mistakes. I wouldn’t be surprised if we soon hear tales of mad kittens about, ginger and twice the size of a dog.”

“I’m sure she misses you too,” Gabriel said now, obviously lying. She’d never taken to humans, and why should she? Gabriel was only just coming around to the idea of them himself.

He felt looser out here in Cornwall. Lighter. The only people who wanted to have meetings with him were teachers and great scholars, and they found the world so very interesting, it made Gabriel fall in love with knowledge all over again. He still slept badly half the time, woke up some nights in a sweaty panic, and his attacks of nerves by day had lessened somewhat but not gone away entirely. Still—lessened was something.

He and Bridget had tried to talk about it sometimes, their twin battle scars, but they usually just ended up sharing a bottle of wine instead and talking falteringly about the history of tourneys, and the statistics of the winners, the sole place where their interests collided. Bridget was mostly happy to listen, interjecting with stories of real life on the road, which were frankly just as fascinating. Gwen seemed to be under the impression that they were having extraordinary heart-to-hearts, and never pried, and neither of them corrected her.

On the wide, flat stairs down into the main hall, they passed Florian, who was staying here while he worked on his next book, a true and complete history of King Arthur and his round table. It was going to include all sorts of details that had never been unearthed before and would be highly controversial; Gabriel expected that someone would dispute the translations of some of the Old English and the Brittonic the moment word got out, but Florian didn’t seem worried.

“Let them,” he said. “I’m ready to fight, in my own way. Poets can be very cutting, you know.”

The evenings were growing daily brighter, and they still had an hour or two before dinner. Arthur went to find the others, and Gabriel met them down by the stables.

“Nice day?” he asked Bridget, and she shrugged.

“Nobody will let me do anything,” she said, clearly miserable about it.

“You’re supposed to be taking a break,” Gwen countered. “That’s the entire point of you being here.”

“Well, I don’t like breaks,” Bridget said.

Arthur laughed. “We know. When I woke up this morning I saw you running up and down the beach, holding a big rock. I almost called for the guards, before I realized nobody was chasing you.”

She was antsy when she didn’t have anybody to fight, which was most of the time now. Not that life was particularly peaceful. Progress marched on, and so did Gabriel, back out across the country in short bursts to try to allay new concerns, engage in public debates, to make it clear he was in fact a person, not the spawn of Satan. At least the cultists were pretty happy with him, with the Grail on public display at Camelot. Now he just had to work on everybody else.

It was still a very difficult job. He hated it about three-quarters of the time. But it was the work of his life, and now, more than he ever had before, he felt he’d been born to do it.

Sidney and Agnes had been bickering over by the gate, but they came over now, having apparently made up, Sidney swinging their joined hands between them. “Where’re we going?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Gabriel. “I thought it might be nice to watch the sun set. We should catch it if we hurry.”

Sidney and Bridget met in the middle of a simultaneous side-eye. “Sunsets,” Sidney said. “Doing things for fun. What are you, happy or something?”

Gabriel shrugged, but he was smiling.

They all rode out of the courtyard at a gentle trot, and then once the land opened up before them they gave the horses their heads up the hill, a canter into a gallop and then back to a loping walk once they’d run out of steam. Agnes’s horse had refused to run, so Sidney went back down to accompany her, ignoring Arthur’s merciless teasing as he did.

When they reached the highest point of the land, they all stopped to face west, out over the cliffs, and the seemingly vast and endless sea.

The sunset was beautiful, just as Gabriel had hoped it would be. It was the sort of thing he let himself do a lot these days: hope for the best, even if he feared the worst. When he woke up next to Arthur in the mornings, or watched Gwen argue passionately in a council meeting until even Lord Best gave up and lapsed into silence. When people came to take an audience with him, when he was out on progress to hear the kingdom’s grievances, and instead of complaining, came shuffling shyly up to him to tell him hello and thank you and me too, but nobody knows … yet.

Watching the sun sink into a brilliant gold sky, his friends beside him, he was looking forward to tomorrow—and all the days after that.

In fact, he’d never been more ready.
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It befell in the days of King Gabriel of House de Gray, when he was King of all England, that he did proclaim a great many changes. Not all of the land was passing pleased, for they were stuck in the old ways, and sore afraid of what was new and strange to them. Many schools were made, and money given for all to be taught, so the good people of England might come to know the word of God, but also the word of King Arthur, and the word of whoever else made to lift a pen, and so that they might lift the pen themselves, and make mighty their own revelations.

And there came another great change, in accordance with the true legend of King Arthur, and the way of the ancient world many hundreds of years ago, that a man might go to war or proclaim his heart for the love of another man, and a maiden might honor another maiden, and the rules of both were to be made anew, so that any could decide who they wished to be, and ought to love.

And the King did proclaim that his heart belonged to Sir Arthur, and the Princess said the same of Sir Bridget, and even the Wizard, a wise man of old, did take into his heart the Master of Hounds, and not all were much pleased, but those who were made great joy of this victory, declared in the name of love.

And those who weren’t, rage as they might, couldn’t do a damned thing about it.

—FROM THE QUESTS OF KING GABRIEL AND HIS ROUND TABLE BY SIR FLORIAN ARDEN
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