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            Interstitial

         
         Imagine a castle.

         
         You’ve probably done this before, but in case you need a bit more guidance, imagine there are towers and spires and jagged
            crenellations made of gray stone. Colorful pennants fly from the rooftops, bearing a vicious-looking bronze dragon against
            a scarlet backdrop. There’s a drawbridge on thick iron chains and a moat, because so long as we’re imagining a castle, we
            might as well imagine a cool one with a moat. Maybe there are even crocodiles in the moat—no one told you this had to be realistic,
            after all. If you want crocodiles, you can have them.
         

         
         The castle sits on a slight hill, overlooking several acres of fields, kept clear to make sure no one can creep up on anyone
            inside the castle walls. At the base of the gently sloping grassy rise is a reasonably sized town spread out in a ring full
            of all the sorts of shops you might expect. Places to buy and sell equipment. An alchemist, tucked underneath a subtle sign
            bearing the mark of a hedge witch selling love potions. There’s the tavern, where all the heroes go to drink mead and recount
            their adventures, which sports a big sign proclaiming “On Thor’s Days We Have Ladyes Night.”
         

         
         The streets are packed earth, and the buildings are roofed with thatch, and it all looks a bit nerve-rackingly flammable. This, by the way, is what people refer to as foreshadowing. But more on that later.
         

         
         Today, it just so happens, is Market Day. The streets, already crowded with shops, have sprouted tents and stalls and colorfully
            draped wagons belonging to vendors from far and wide. The lord of the castle has recently reopened the gold mine on the other
            side of the forest, and the influx of wealth has brought every able-bodied and able-wagoned merchant for miles around to this
            spot. Every inch of space on the outskirts of the market is filled with horses and donkeys, as well as a pair of extremely
            anachronistic llamas. Nobody is sure who they belong to, and they spit if you go too close, so we’ll avoid them. Nobles and
            peasants alike walk down the haphazardly formed aisles of cloth and wagon wheels, while town criers offer to shout about the
            wares on display for a penny a word.
         

         
         Market Day is always a riot of colors and sounds and the smells from baking treats and horse dung. But this time there’s a
            particular buzz in the air, and an extra dozen or two merchants crammed in among the regulars. It’s the last Market Day before
            the qualifiers begin for the Tournament of Dragonslayers—the first time it’s ever been held in the little county known as
            Darkhaven—and people are pretty well psyched.
         

         
         But let’s real quick go back up to the castle gates, because something’s happening there that will prove extremely relevant
            to our story. There’s a commotion by the entrance to the inner castle, a flurry that builds on itself until the huge oak doors
            burst open with all the force and inevitability of a hurricane.
         

         
         Out comes a group of girls, leaving the somewhat baffled and helpless guards to stare after them as they fall into a perfect V formation that any troop of soldiers, or flock of geese, would envy. Their leader, at the pointy end of the V, is a petite blonde wearing a fuchsia gown and an expression of absolute self-assurance, the kind of don’t-even-with-me that the other girls in the group can only dimly imitate. She might as well have the words “Queen Bee” embroidered
            on her perfectly tailored pink bodice.
         

         
         They breeze right past the guards on the outer gate, having built up enough momentum that nobody even tries to stop them.
            They appear to have a single destination in mind: the market.
         

         
         Let’s all take a moment to wish the market, and everyone in it, the very best of luck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
The sort of thing that gets a girl burned at the stake

         
         Gwen ducked out the back flap of the stall, gulping a breath of fresher air and reaching for another string of horseshoes
            from the boxes stacked there.
         

         
         She hated Market Day. It meant dealing with an endless parade of farmers, coopers, farriers, and miners, all of whom demanded
            to speak to her father. They assumed she couldn’t possibly know what she was talking about when it came to negotiating prices,
            let alone when it came to the technical specifications of the tools they were looking at.
         

         
         It certainly never occurred to them that every single nail, pickaxe, and barrel hoop had been made by the blacksmith’s teenaged
            daughter.
         

         
         Steeling herself, she slipped back through the flap and busied herself setting out a new row of horseshoes to replenish the
            few she’d managed to sell. All their customers today were regulars—not a single new face had approached her stall, though
            the population of potential customers had easily doubled since last month’s market.
         

         
         At this rate, she’d never make enough to pay the entrance fee for the jousting tournament.

         
         It had been a mad idea, one she knew was mad even as she fashioned armor to fit her lighter frame, even as she practiced with her sword, even as she trained with her horse against trees and fences. 

         
         It was bad enough for a peasant to risk posing as a knight—impersonating nobility could deliver you to a very nasty end indeed
            if you were caught. Worse, in order to pose as a knight, she’d be forced to pose as a man.
         

         
         And that was the sort of thing that gets a girl burned at the stake.

         
         Somehow, though, it wasn’t the thought of being arrested or roasted that felt maddest of all. The part that kept her awake
            at night with wanting was the idea that she thought she could be, even for a moment, good enough to be a knight.
         

         
         So much for one day of glory, she thought, trying to swallow the lump rising in her throat.
         

         
         A ragged chorus of gasps from the stall across the way made Gwen look up. The blacksmith from two counties over, in town for
            the pretournament Market Day, was demonstrating a flashy figure-eight slashing pattern with an ornately decorated sword. The
            whooshing, whistling noise of the blade cut right through the din of the crowds.
         

         
         Gwen felt her brow furrowing, too annoyed to control the scowl she’d been told made her particularly unapproachable as a vendor.
            The only reason the sword was making such a racket—and drawing such a crowd—was because it was poorly balanced. A properly
            made weapon wouldn’t be half so noisy.
         

         
         A swirl of color at the end of the makeshift row of vendors drew Gwen’s attention. A gaggle of vibrantly dressed noblewomen
            were sweeping their way down the aisle, people scattering back from them like frogs before a flock of colorfully plumed herons.
         

         
         Gwen found herself watching them, safe in the relative anonymity of her profession—nothing at her stall would interest these girls. Their obvious leader was a girl in a blindingly pink dress—how does one even dye fabric that color?—with her blond hair in intricate braids coiled around her head.
         

         
         She was absolutely beautiful, in that put-together fashion that waved like a big red flag to Gwen’s eye. Even if she weren’t
            a noblewoman, and entirely off-limits, her whole demeanor would’ve warned Gwen off flirting or even approaching her to talk.
            Different worlds, Gwen thought, continuing to watch her through her lashes. The girl’s face was shapely, her skin flawless. Her nose was perfect
            and pert, her lips a generous pink pout, her blue eyes huge.
         

         
         Of course she’s got blue eyes, Gwen thought, allowing herself a bit of petty annoyance at the girl’s classic beauty. And yet, for some reason, she couldn’t
            quite make herself take her eyes off the ringleader of the ladies and go back to work.
         

         
         And then the blond-haired, blue-eyed beauty turned and met Gwen’s gaze.

         
         Gwen found herself frozen with surprise—and a certain amount of panic at having been caught staring. Then she jerked her head
            down so fast her neck popped audibly.
         

         
         “Ooh,” came a clear, sweet voice, straight through the crowds to her ears. “Let’s go here!”

         
         Gwen didn’t look up. Just keep going. If I have to try to sell a pickaxe to a noblewoman, I’m going to throw myself into the lake.

         
         “Um,” said a somewhat less sweet voice. A glance told Gwen it belonged to a square-jawed man in an impeccably tailored jacket and hose, equally as handsome as the queen of the ladies. Gwen hadn’t even noticed him there—easy to miss amid the flock of jewel-toned gowns around him. He was gazing longingly at the whistling sword demonstration across the way. “Maybe this one would be better, Lady Isobelle.” 

         
         Lady Isobelle frowned at him, the expression so perfect she must have practiced it in front of a glass. “Why that one?”

         
         The young nobleman glanced between the burly, bearded blacksmith wielding the noisy sword and Gwen with her single black braid
            and plain gray dress. “He, uh . . . looks like he might be more experienced.”
         

         
         Gwen clenched her jaw. How many times had she heard that one?

         
         Hurriedly, the young man added, “He’s, um, older, you know.”

         
         The lady’s frown had deepened, her eyes narrowing. She paused only for an instant before dismissing him with a toss of her
            pretty blond head. “You go over there if you like. The girls and I are going to this stall.”
         

         
         Dammit.

         
         Gwen self-consciously smoothed down her skirt, rearranging the pocket hanging from her belt so it covered up the hole burned
            into the side of the fabric. “Good afternoon,” she said, keeping her eyes down as the group of ladies swept toward her. She
            wanted to say, There’s nothing here for you—you’ve made your point, now move on. What she said was: “How are you enjoying the market today?”
         

         
         “Oh, so much!” bubbled the blond girl—Isobelle, the nobleman had called her. “It’s such a gorgeous day, and I could honestly
            people-watch for hours. What about you?”
         

         
         Gwen lifted her gaze, which turned out to be a terrible mistake. The eyes waiting for her were even bluer up close. “I, uh.”
            She could feel the heat rising, starting somewhere in the small of her back and creeping ever upward.
         

         
         The lady Isobelle waited, and when no further reply seemed forthcoming, she cheerfully leaned forward, bracing her perfectly manicured hands on the edge of the stall. “My goodness, what a selection of . . . things.” The other three noblewomen stayed clustered around Isobelle, though none were feigning the kind of interest their leader was. A fifth woman was with them, a few years older than the ringleader, but her dress was far plainer than the others. 

         
         Lady’s maid, Gwen’s mind decided.
         

         
         A snort and a choke from behind her announced that her father, sensing the presence of customers, had woken from his doze.

         
         “Do the thing, Gwen,” he suggested in his soft, but firm, way, as he rubbed his hand over his face.

         
         The mortified heat had reached Gwen’s shoulders, and she hunched them, trying to keep the blush at bay through sheer force
            of will. “Dad,” she protested, “these ladies have no . . . er. They’re not here to buy anything.”
         

         
         Lady Isobelle made a noise of contradiction.

         
         Gwen’s father lifted his head and met her eyes, his eyebrows rising. “The demo,” he insisted. “The new kitchen knives.”

         
         Gwen looked up at the clear blue sky, wishing a lightning bolt would magic itself down from the heavens and vaporize her.
            She wanted to point out to her father that these women had never set foot inside a kitchen in their lives.
         

         
         Instead, she turned back to the counter and stepped over toward the end, where their array of kitchen knives was fanned out
            against a cheery red display cloth. Picking up the floor model, she launched into the speech that had been one of her father’s
            few contributions to their business these past few months.
         

         
         “Welcome to Amos’s Armaments and Sundries,” she said, picking a puffed fold of Lady Isobelle’s sleeve to address. “Allow me to demonstrate our new line of kitchen knives, stronger than Spanish steel and capable of holding a sharp edge five times longer than the leading competitor’s blades. Each purchase comes with a lifetime guarantee and free sharpening, though with our innovative design, you’ll almost never have to sharpen your knives again.” 

         
         She could feel those intense eyes on her as she spoke. A giggle from one of the other ladies was quickly stifled—evidently,
            Lady Isobelle was kind enough not to let her friends laugh at the poor blacksmith’s daughter running through her memorized
            lines.
         

         
         “Gather round,” Gwen went on, “and I’ll show you how our knives can cut through the toughest of materials—even an old leather
            drinking flask.” She held up the flask in question—they got them cheap from the local tavern once they’d begun to wear out
            to the point of leaking—and then drove the knife down into the leather. Truthfully, it required far more strength to do smoothly
            than any of these ladies would have, but Gwen spent her days forging iron and could make it look easy.
         

         
         “See how easily the knife cuts,” she said, as the bottom of the flask fell onto the counter. “See how smooth the edges are.”
            She turned the top of the flask over to show off the even edges of the leather.
         

         
         “Amazing!” exclaimed Lady Isobelle. Her tone was so genuinely lacking in patronization that Gwen glanced at her, startled.
            Her gaze was lowered as she ran her fingertips just beside Gwen’s against the cut leather. Gwen fought the urge to jerk her
            hand back, for reasons she could not quite identify.
         

         
         Then Isobelle looked up, the force of her stare lessened somewhat by the gentle curiosity in her expression. “Is it important that they can cut through leather?” she asked. 

         
         In all the times Gwen had run through this particular demonstration for customers, not once had anyone asked her that. She
            groped for a response, any response, that wasn’t the truth. “Uh,” she said.
         

         
         “I’ll take four,” the lady announced, her perfectly symmetrical features alive with enthusiasm. “One for each of us. Right,
            girls?”
         

         
         The rest of her friends had wandered off a few paces, their attention on another group of nobles strolling by. But just behind
            and to Isobelle’s left, the lady’s maid cleared her throat.
         

         
         “Oh, you too?” Isobelle beamed. “Five, then!”

         
         “Ah, no, my lady . . .” The maid’s expression betrayed very little, but for the tiniest flicker of alarm. “I was going to
            suggest you try buying something a little less . . . lethal.”
         

         
         “Oh, come now, Olivia. I’m not going to cut myself.” Lady Isobelle paused, lips pursing. “Not again, anyway. Oh, fine. What
            about these?” She took a tiny step to the side, her gaze falling upon the rows of horseshoes.
         

         
         Gwen blinked at her, and then glanced again at Olivia, whose poker face was of absolutely no help. “These . . . horseshoes?”

         
         “Oh, is that what they are?” The blue eyes flitted back up, and Gwen felt a strange sense of vertigo, as if gravity wasn’t
            operating quite right—she couldn’t tell if the lady was teasing her, or if she truly had no idea what a horseshoe was.
         

         
         “I don’t . . .” Gwen floundered, as the blush began rising again with a vengeance, swarming up her neck and threatening to
            choke her. “Surely the castle farrier would . . . I mean, you can tell him to see us if you need . . .”
         

         
         Isobelle traced a fingertip along the curve of one of the horseshoes. “I’m thinking hung on the wall, for decoration. Any decent hedge witch says iron is the thing. We could call them good luck charms. Do you have any with some decoration on them?” 

         
         “Decoration?” Gwen echoed weakly, feeling like someone had cut her legs out from under her.

         
         “Maybe a floral pattern, or something artsy and modern and geometrical?”

         
         Numbly, Gwen shook her head.

         
         Isobelle pursed her lips again. “Does your father ever do anything more ornate?”

         
         “My father?” Gwen was beginning to sound like one of the town criers, repeating what they hear over and over.

         
         “He’s the one who makes these, no? Amos himself?” Isobelle’s eyes dipped, falling on the spot where Gwen’s fingers curled
            around one of the horseshoes, her grip familiar and possessive.
         

         
         Gwen let go, then immediately wished she hadn’t.

         
         The other girl’s gaze, suddenly shrewd, met hers again. “Well, if your father ever does make any with decorations, they’ll go like hotcakes the next Market Day. I guarantee this time next month, every
            girl will want one for her own wall.”
         

         
         She knew. Somehow, this airheaded noblewoman with her pink dress and perfectly sculpted hair knew. The people in Gwen’s village pretended not to notice that Amos’s daughter had taken over his smithing tasks with increasing
            frequency these past years—with her dad unable to work with any consistency, it was either accept Gwen or live without a blacksmith
            at all. Don’t ask about the blacksmith girl, and we won’t tell you about the blacksmith girl.

         
         It wasn’t technically against the law for women to be tradesmen, but men didn’t find the idea particularly comfortable. A lot of female crafters tended to find themselves thrown into debtors’ prison after guards confiscated their “ill-gotten” wealth by calling it stolen. 

         
         Panic interrupted the rising blush, threatening to drain all that blood away again.

         
         Then Lady Isobelle smiled, delight radiating from her every perfect pore. “I’ll take five of them,” she said. “How much?”

         
         Gwen was beginning to feel like a fence post in a raging tempest—clinging to the tiniest scrap of dry ground while the hurricane
            that was Lady Isobelle threatened to tear her loose and swirl her all about.
         

         
         “That’ll be five . . .” she began, but then stopped. Behind Isobelle, the lady’s maid—Olivia—was shaking her head and signaling
            to catch Gwen’s attention. While she watched, the other woman stuck out her thumb, turned it upward, and bounced it. “Uh,
            I mean, ten . . . ? Ten pen—” The thumb bounced again.
         

         
         Gwen hesitated again, unwilling to raise the price more than double what it ought to be.

         
         “Ten pennies?” Isobelle asked. “Or ten shillings?”

         
         The bottom dropped out of Gwen’s stomach.

         
         Isobelle flashed her that radiant smile. “Ten shillings it is.”

         
         Olivia cleared her throat again. “And we’ll need nails to hang them on,” she reminded her lady.

         
         Isobelle nodded vaguely. “Oh, yes. Add another five shillings onto that, would you, Liv? Thanks.”

         
         While her maid dug in a fat purse jingling with coins, Isobelle leaned forward, palms flat on the counter, and beamed at Gwen,
            who’d lost all ability to move or speak.
         

         
         “It’s been an absolute pleasure meeting you and perusing your wares,” she said. “Your father’s wares, I mean.” The smile turned decidedly impish. One of the other ladies made an impatient sound, prompting a roll of Isobelle’s eyes. “Oh, all right. Olivia will pay you, and I’m sure Sir Orson will be only too pleased to carry the horseshoes back.” Then she paused, winked—actually winked—at Gwen, and whirled away, the storm sweeping on across the market, the other ladies following in her wake like bits of colored
            fabric swirling in the gale.
         

         
         Gwen stayed where she was, standing utterly still, staring down at the handful of coins the lady’s maid deposited into her
            hand.
         

         
         It was enough to buy her way into the qualifying round of the tournament.

         
         All she needed now was the courage to show up among the knights and ladies and pageantry—and enough luck that no one would
            notice she could never really belong in that world. To hide long enough to prove to herself, just once, that she was good
            enough.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Ridiculously, fabulously pink

         
         Most of Lady Isobelle’s attention was currently devoted to a particularly good slice of cheesecake on a stick. The vendor
            had tried to market it as being dragon-shaped and impaled on a knight’s lance—everyone was merchandising around the tournament—but
            if it had ever resembled that legendary beast, that resemblance had ended when she’d nibbled its head off.
         

         
         The others had wanted one of those potato-on-a-stick snacks, where they cut it into one enormous spiral, impaled it (quite
            the theme, she mused), and fried it. It was outrageous that the superior cheesecake had the shorter line, but it did mean she had time on her hands. Even dear old Orson, slightly puzzled to find himself weighed down by a bag holding five horseshoes,
            was lining up with the ladies, listening with a polite expression to Hilde’s firm opinions on the proper treatment of potatoes.
         

         
         Isobelle’s maid, Olivia, was watching her back away into the crowd with a stern eye. Isobelle wrinkled her nose in reply,
            wordlessly signaling that she wouldn’t go far, and ducked behind a passing wagon.
         

         
         And so Lady Isobelle of Avington, jewel of her absent father’s eye, setter of fashions, center of the castle’s famed gossip
            network, and most eligible bachelorette of the king’s court, vanished into the bustling crowd.
         

         
         As much as she could ever vanish, anyway. The owners of the stalls and carts tended to track Isobelle’s progress, recognizing instantly that she had wealth to spare. Isobelle often imagined someone would be able to follow her all throughout the hubbub of the market, just by listening for the rise and fall of voices from the merchants. 

         
         One voice penetrated the din, sweet but demanding, and Isobelle found her steps turning toward the stall even before she realized
            what she was doing.
         

         
         The woman behind the counter was a hedge witch. Her plump cheeks creased in a smile as Isobelle approached, and stretched
            even wider when Isobelle stopped, frowning. It was never particularly clear how much magic a witch actually wielded, if any
            at all. Had Isobelle turned toward this stall because of a spell, or simply because the woman had honed her vocal instrument
            to such a degree that she could derail just about anyone?
         

         
         “A charm for the lady,” said the hedge witch, the offer far more command than question, gesturing to an array of attractive
            baubles made of wicker, braided wire, and polished stones.
         

         
         Isobelle fished out one of her bright, cheery smiles and bobbed a respectful curtsy of greeting. It never hurt to be polite
            to a hedge witch . . . just in case. “Oh, they are lovely. But there’s nothing I need right now.” Nothing you can help me with, anyway.

         
         The witch’s eyes narrowed as she inspected Isobelle’s face, gaze shrewd enough to make even Isobelle fight the urge to step
            back. “Ah,” said the witch, her fingers moving to indicate a bracelet made of woven blackberry brambles. “Here, lady . . .
            a love charm. Not always effective unless a seed is already planted, but for you . . . yes, you will make it sing.”
         

         
         Isobelle felt herself stiffen. “Thank you, no.” It was all she could do not to visibly recoil. The last thing she needed was for any of the knights in the tournament to do something so inconvenient as fall in love with her. She hurried away, uncomfortably aware of the hedge witch’s eyes following her. 

         
         She made her way through the market, passersby bathed a dusty gold by the sunset. The merchants of the day were beginning
            to wind down, packing away wares and shutting stalls in preparation for the evening’s celebrations. She, unfortunately, would
            be back up at the castle by then.
         

         
         It was only as she made her way past a line of horses tethered to the old wishing tree, a town guard patiently pinning parking
            violations to their bridles, that she realized where she was headed.
         

         
         Up ahead, the ridiculous swordsmith with the unfortunate facial hair was still swishing his noisy blade around for a new pack
            of admirers. Across from him, the old smith was already gone, and his daughter was packing up their stall.
         

         
         Gwen. That’s what he called her.

         
         She had green eyes and fair skin and a generous helping of freckles. A black braid hung over one shoulder, and a streak of
            soot on one eyebrow lent her a sardonic appearance. During the knife demonstration, Isobelle had felt the oddest impulse to
            lean in and wipe that smudge away.
         

         
         Then Gwen looked up and caught her staring.

         
         Isobelle paused. She couldn’t very well melt away into the crowd—not in this dress, anyway. It was ridiculously, fabulously pink. So, lifting her chin, she set sail toward the stall.
         

         
         Gwen’s eyes widened, but Isobelle had long ago concluded that she couldn’t pause her daily business for people to get over
            their surprise and confusion, or she’d never get anything done.
         

         
         “I’ve been thinking about the horseshoes,” she said, launching herself into the conversation without much idea of where she’d take it next, but interested to find out. 

         
         Gwen drew in a quick breath, hands curling into fists and then dropping to smooth her skirts. She had the air of someone ready
            to do battle—longing for it, in fact—and then pulling herself back at the last minute. “If it’s about the price—” she began.
         

         
         Isobelle waved the words away with one hand. “Never mind the price,” she said. She was well aware that, whatever a horseshoe
            did cost, it certainly wasn’t two shillings.
         

         
         Gwen blinked at her, wary. “Then what?”

         
         Isobelle, still not sure why she’d returned, reached for a reply. “I was wondering if you’d considered a line of miniature
            ones,” was where she landed, and she was quite pleased with it even as she said it. This felt like it might be genius, in
            fact.
         

         
         Gwen rubbed at her brows with her finger and thumb, which explained how the soot had got there. “What would anyone want miniature
            horseshoes for?”
         

         
         “Tiny ponies, I should think,” Isobelle said brightly, just to see her face.

         
         Gwen opened her mouth, caught her breath, and then closed it again.

         
         “Not really,” said Isobelle, taking pity on her. “I was thinking of one you could pop in your bag, or even sew into the lining
            of your skirt. As a lucky charm. They’d be so giftable!”
         

         
         “Giftable,” said Gwen, who had repeated what she’d said quite a lot the last time they’d spoken as well. Isobelle often had
            that effect on people, though—it wasn’t the other girl’s fault.
         

         
         Isobelle shrugged. “They will be after I gift one or two.”
         

         
         “I’ll . . . I’ll mention it to my father,” Gwen managed.

         
         “Mm-hmm,” Isobelle agreed, with a twitch of a smile. She could see the caution in the other girl’s eyes—she could tell Isobelle had guessed who did the work at the stall, but she wasn’t sure what she was going to do about it. That was the world, though, wasn’t it—you always had to wonder who you could trust. 

         
         Isobelle ran her eye over the remaining wares. There were the knives and the sliced leather bag from poor Gwen’s performance—though
            she had looked fearsome as she dragged the knife through the wineskin—a collection of horse-related bits and bobs, and a few repaired
            pots and pans. She considered asking, wide-eyed, what the frying pan was for, but was faintly concerned that might drive Gwen
            over the edge.
         

         
         At the far end was—oh, interesting! A sword leaned against the table. It wasn’t really on display, though. Perhaps the smith—or
            his daughter—had brought it along and then decided not to show it off.
         

         
         Isobelle squashed her skirts with both hands and slipped through the gap between the counter and the edge of the tent, popping
            out the other side like a champagne cork as Gwen made a startled sound. It was usually better to ask forgiveness than permission,
            Isobelle found.
         

         
         She reached for the sword. The hilt was beautifully made—the grip wrapped neatly, the pommel carved with intricate knotwork
            designs.
         

         
         “Now, this,” she said, even as Gwen raised her hands in protest. “Look at the—is it engraving, on the end bit here? If you
            could do this kind of thing on a horseshoe, you’d—whoops, maybe I won’t try and lift it, these are surprisingly heavy.”
         

         
         Gwen had lurched forward in case Isobelle planned on dropping the sword, but (though it strained the biceps more than she’d
            like to admit) she managed to hold on to it until she could hand it over to the other girl.
         

         
         “Whoops,” Gwen echoed, and Isobelle thought she saw her lips twitch. Without any sign of effort at all, the blacksmith’s daughter wrapped her own hand around the grip, swinging the sword up to horizontal and taking the scabbard with her other hand, so she could pull the weapon a few inches clear of it. She looked . . . dashing, really. 

         
         “Oh, now look at that,” Isobelle murmured, stepping closer to inspect the engraving that wound its way down the blade of the
            sword itself. She only realized how close she’d stepped when Gwen swallowed and spoke.
         

         
         “You have good taste.” And then, after a pause: “I’ll tell my father you admired it.”

         
         Isobelle looked up to meet her green eyes—they were part wariness, part curiosity, and a touch of pride. They were the color
            of the forest: a mossy green with hints of oak.
         

         
         “I—” For once, when Isobelle launched herself, the rest of her words didn’t show up. To cover, she took a smart step back
            and spun away toward the goods on the counter. “It’s such a pity you don’t have anything else with that sort of engraving,”
            she said, listening to herself babble with a kind of fascination as she reached for a roll of linen she assumed was for wrapping
            purchases.
         

         
         Feeling a lump, she twitched a fold of fabric aside, revealing a tiny figurine worked in iron, as far removed from the great
            horseshoes and buckles as Isobelle herself was from the lout across the way, still waving his noisy sword around.
         

         
         The figure was that of a tiny iron knight, his lance raised, pennant frozen mid-billow. The horse he rode was elegantly and
            quite realistically depicted, one leg raised to take a spritely step. The armor itself was a thing of beauty, so detailed
            there were even tiny etched rivets at the joints.
         

         
         “Oh, I love him!” Isobelle squealed, folding her hands behind her back in the universal sign for I-won’t-touch-this-fragile-thing and bending over to take a closer look. “Look at this handsome fellow! What is that on his pennant, a lavender blossom?” 

         
         “No!” Gwen gasped, darting around her to grab for the fabric, trying to whisk the figurine out of sight. “That isn’t meant
            to be—” She caught at one edge of the fabric, and as she snatched it up, the little knight tumbled to the ground, landing
            on the muddied grass at their feet.
         

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry,” Isobelle began, trying to sweep her dress out of the way as Gwen dropped to her knees to retrieve the little
            knight. “He’s beautiful. How much is he? I quite fancy the idea of a knight who’d do what he was told, for once.”
         

         
         “Sir Gawain isn’t for sale,” Gwen said firmly, closing her hand over the figurine. She looked about to say more when Sir Orson’s
            voice rang out, startlingly close.
         

         
         “Lady Isobelle, please tell me you’re not buying more horseshoes. I’ve already run out of hooves.” There he was on the other
            side of the counter, with a lopsided smile at finding her where she shouldn’t be. “I assume they’re for me,” he continued.
            “Given I’m playing the packhorse today.” And indeed he was—the girls had added another couple of bags to his load since she’d
            slipped away.
         

         
         “I’ll be good,” Isobelle replied, producing her dimples on cue. “Sir Orson, this is . . . ?” Though she’d heard the blacksmith
            address his daughter by name, it only seemed polite to offer a proper introduction.
         

         
         “Gwen,” said Gwen, glancing between the lady and the knight with a neutral expression. “Of Ellsdale.”

         
         If Orson was confused as to why Isobelle was introducing him to a random vendor at the market, he hid it beautifully. That was the nice thing about him—he could be friendly toward anyone. “Pleased to meet you, Gwen.” 

         
         Gwen blinked at him—no doubt as stunned by his square jaw and princely good looks as every other girl on the planet. “Uh . . .
            you too, Sir . . . Awesome?”
         

         
         Isobelle managed not to giggle. It wasn’t the first time someone had misheard Orson’s name, and it certainly wouldn’t be the
            last. “Orson,” she enunciated carefully. “With an ‘R.’ But don’t worry, he responds to both.”
         

         
         Sir Orson laughed good-naturedly, throwing his head back and looking just like a legendary hero who had stepped straight out
            of an illuminated manuscript of chivalric romantic poetry. Even his hair seemed to glow—outrageous, since Isobelle knew he
            didn’t use any product in it. 
         

         
         He offered Isobelle his arm. “It’s getting late, my lady—shall we?”

         
         Isobelle glanced back at the blacksmith’s daughter, searching for some reason to linger at the stall, without having any idea
            why she wanted to stay.
         

         
         Their eyes met again—and again, there was that strange sensation. But there was nothing more to say, especially with her friends
            catching up.
         

         
         She let Orson lead her away. But when she looked back over her shoulder, Gwen was watching her go.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Bring it on

         
         All Darkhaven was buzzing about the tournament. Lord Whimsitt had hosted jousts before, but never on such a scale as this—where
            in the past there’d be maybe six knights in competition, now there were dozens upon dozens, drawn by the prestige and pageantry
            of the Tournament of Dragonslayers.
         

         
         There were so many knights angling to compete, in fact, that the first week of matches didn’t even count toward the final
            tournament brackets, instead serving only to separate the wheat from the chaff. If an up-and-coming young knight wanted to
            compete against the established favorites, he had to first qualify for the opening round by jousting his way into it.
         

         
         Which meant week one was an absolute bloodbath. Sometimes literally. Young, untested knights getting knocked flat in one charge,
            while the favorites of the tournament barely broke a sweat—with only the occasional surprise upset. Still, the crowds flocked
            to the lists, because what better way to pass a beautiful late summer’s day than by watching unspeakable violence unfolding
            before you for your entertainment? Plus, there were snacks.
         

         
         Gwen stood in the changing tent, willing herself to move. The hum of the spectators was like nothing she’d ever heard before, vibrating in every fiber of her being. The crowd was like a living creature—like one of the ancient dragons, demanding blood sacrifices to be kept at bay. 

         
         She’d snuck into the changing tent an hour ahead of time, making a few trips to carry her armor and her sword.

         
         It had taken her months to get each piece exactly right, requiring her to work between commissions, when her father was asleep.
            Countless hours in the heat of the smithy, sleepless nights spent designing and planning, a whole host of new calluses and
            burns covering her hands and arms. The hardest she’d ever worked in her life for anything, and Gwen had begun running her
            father’s smithy when she was thirteen.
         

         
         But now that it came time to don the armor and emerge in public as a knight, she found herself rooted to the spot.

         
         Something happening in the lists made the crowd erupt into a roar, quickly tapering off into a groan. Someone must have been
            badly injured to elicit such a universal visceral response.
         

         
         Outside the tent, Achilles whickered a comment on the crowd. The sound unfroze Gwen enough for her to turn her head and call
            out to him where he waited, already wearing his armor, just behind her tent. “Hang in there,” she murmured to him—or to herself.
            “We can do this.”
         

         
         Not for the first time, a snide voice in her head demanded to know why she was doing this. Sneaking into the qualifying round for one ride, only to vanish again afterward, win or lose, would gain
            her nothing. And it risked everything—disgrace, imprisonment, even terrible injury or death. Or, worse, her father finding out.
         

         
         And yet, the only thought that had lingered in her mind when the pink-garbed Lady Isobelle had tossed fifteen shillings her
            way was that it would buy her entry into the qualifiers.
         

         
         She could ride, just once, and prove to herself that she was made of something as strong as any of them. That if only the world were different, she could’ve been a knight. 

         
         But all that would require her to actually put on her damned armor.
         

         
         Gwen swallowed, shutting her eyes.

         
         “Oh daaaang,” came a slightly muffled voice from the next tent over. “Did you see Darby? He’s got splinters sticking out of
            his leg as thick as a dick.”
         

         
         Gwen froze, listening.

         
         “Um, that’s a massive nope from me,” came a second voice, sounding slightly ill.

         
         Laughter, and the reply: “Dude, what kind of knight feels faint at even the mention of blood? You’re a hundred percent in
            the wrong place.”
         

         
         “He does have a point, you know,” came a third voice.

         
         There were three of them, young knights gathered in one of the nearby changing tents, discussing the events taking place out
            in the lists. Despite her increasing sense of urgency, Gwen found herself tilting her head, leaning closer to the fabric wall
            of her own tent in order to listen.
         

         
         “I’m only here because my dad would totally murder me if I backed out.” The ill-sounding knight gave a drawn-out sigh. “To
            be honest I’m hoping I can just, like, fall off my horse or something before the other guy’s lance hits. Sell it like I got
            knocked out honorably, you know?”
         

         
         One of the other men laughed, though the sound of it was rueful. “I can’t believe you don’t want to try to win. It’s the Tournament of Dragonslayers, it’s a once-in-a-lifetime kind of thing.” His enthusiasm was puppy-dog-like. If puppies were also bloodthirsty and talked
            about dick splinters.
         

         
         “Technically,” the third guy interjected, “it’s a once-every-four-years opportunity if you’re willing to travel. It’s just never been here in Darkhaven before.” He had a somewhat nasal tone that gave everything he said a rather pedantic air—like he knew everything, and wanted to make sure all those around him knew he knew everything.
         

         
         “Not if you get split open and murdered by splinters your first ride,” countered the one with the puppy-dog enthusiasm.

         
         “Uhhh,” said Sir Sickly.

         
         “Put your head between your legs,” suggested Sir Puppydog, his tone somewhat callous. “Seriously, though. You’ve got to at
            least try.”
         

         
         “Easy for you to say, already through to the tournament proper.” Sir Know-It-All sounded tense. “Harder to admit you care
            when you might not even get to compete.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but the Dragonslayer tournament. Set aside the prestige, the glory, the prize treasure at the end. Have you seen the girl they’ve got as the sacrifice
            this year?”
         

         
         A pause, and then Sir Know-It-All said slowly, “That good?”

         
         “Unbelieeevable,” Sir Puppydog replied fervently. “She may well be the hottest girl I’ve ever seen. What I wouldn’t give to have a crack
            at her.”
         

         
         “So all that bullshit about honor and glory was just that, huh?” Sir Sickly had recovered enough to snap at his companion.
            “You’re just in it for dibs on the hot girl?”
         

         
         “Why not both?” Sir Puppydog retorted cheerfully.

         
         Gwen was torn between being put off by their conversation and being fascinated by this glimpse into the way they talked when
            they thought there weren’t any women in earshot.
         

         
         She’d half forgotten that one of the many favors bestowed upon the winner of the tournament was the opportunity to marry one of the land’s most sought-after bachelorettes, chosen by some arcane process behind the scenes. Symbolically, she was the dragon sacrifice being offered up to appease one of the ancient beasts. A few hundred years ago, she’d have been handed over to a dragon to be gobbled up in a ritual believed to keep the dragons from attacking the countryside. 

         
         Now, she was being offered to whichever knight won the tournament, one object among many in the prize pot, her whole life
            determined by the flick of a wrist in a bloody sporting event.
         

         
         Gwen wasn’t sure the poor girl wouldn’t have been better off with the dragon.

         
         “I think I know the one you’re talking about,” Sir Know-It-all was saying. “Isn’t she a bit . . . forgive me for saying so,
            but a bit stupid?”
         

         
         Laughter. “That seems like a good thing to me,” replied Sir Puppydog.

         
         Gwen felt the muscles in her jaw contract, something stirring deep inside her body.

         
         “Seriously, though.” Sir Puppydog wasn’t done. “So. Fucking. Hot. Tournament or no, I’ve got to take a swing at hitting that.”

         
         “You and every other guy here,” drawled Sir Know-It-All.

         
         “They can have her, just so long as I get there first.” Sir Puppydog’s tone was tense.

         
         There was a roaring sound rising in Gwen’s ears—she longed for something to hold on to, to lean against, something for support.
            Bad enough the poor girl was being married off to whoever won the tournament—but to be treated like this, ogled and hunted
            and slobbered over like a piece of meat?
         

         
         Gwen wasn’t used to letting anger win. She ignored it most of the time, shoving it away into some dark, distant recess of her mind, because anger didn’t matter. It didn’t solve anything. It didn’t let her change anything about herself, her life, the world around her.
         

         
         But just now, the anger wouldn’t let her push it away.

         
         “What’s her name again?” Sir Sickly asked, his voice sounding dim and muffled through the rushing in Gwen’s ears.

         
         “She’s a fixture here—Isobelle, I think. The super-hot blonde. Lady Isobelle, yeah.”

         
         Gwen went still, her mind filling with the image of that blue-eyed girl with the impish smile from the market a few days ago.
            Her interest as she inspected the horseshoes. The knowing glint in her gaze as she talked about Gwen’s father’s wares. Her laugh. Her . . . her momentum as she just sailed in, doing exactly as she pleased, taking charge of everyone around her.
         

         
         Gwen didn’t hear anything else the knights next door said. Something red-hot had filled her, rising up from her very bones
            to inhabit her muscles and her skin and animate her at last. This time, she didn’t hesitate, strapping on each piece of armor
            in turn, letting that red-hot fury soak through the cold metal as it warmed to her body.
         

         
         The next thing she heard, as she threw back the tent flap and reached for Achilles’s reins with one armored hand, was the
            herald standing on his platform by the lists.
         

         
         “Next to compete in the qualifying round of the jousting tournament is newcomer Sir Gawain of Toussaint, against Darkhaven’s
            own Sir Evonwald!”
         

         
         Gwen barely registered the cheers of the crowd—Evonwald was a local favorite, for all he was starting to get up there in years. Her field of vision through the slit in her visor was limited, but she swung her head around until she could see the raised platform where Lord Whimsitt presided over the tournament—and where the symbolic dragon sacrifice would sit, watching helplessly as her fate unfolded. 

         
         She was there. Blond hair perfectly styled, a dress this time of peacock blue to match her eyes, coolly watching proceedings.
            Holding a snack of some kind, surrounded by her noblewomen friends, and managing not to look like all this was building up
            to the absolute end of her life.
         

         
         Gwen had expected to be so consumed by nerves that she’d barely be able to ride. Instead, she swung up into Achilles’s saddle
            as if her armor weighed nothing at all and accepted a lance from one of the tournament lance boys. She barely noticed riding
            up to the start of the lists, barely noticed fitting the end of the lance into the platform on her stirrup.
         

         
         All her life she’d waited for this moment—and now all she could feel was a fury that had built into a white-hot torrent.

         
         At the other end of the lists was Sir Evonwald on his horse, raising his hand to gesture to the crowd, accompanied by a resounding—if
            a bit stale—cheer in response. Then he turned toward Gwen.
         

         
         “Sir Evonwald, ready?” the herald cried.

         
         Evonwald slammed his visor down and wheeled his horse around with a flourish.

         
         “Sir Gawain, ready?”

         
         Yes. Bring it on.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four
Sir Gawain’s not done yet . . . just watch

         
         Lord Whimsitt had hired some local girls to rouse the crowds in these early qualifiers, putting them in skimpy clothes and
            giving them bundles of streamers to wave, in the green and red and gold colors of the dragons. For the most part, these poor
            cheerleaders swept the streamers overhead in perfunctory arcs, about as interested in proceedings as the rest of the crowd—but
            just now, the tournament favorite, Sir Ralph, was riding around the lists in a lap of victory. He had dispatched his opponent
            so easily and thoroughly that they were forced to drag the unconscious boy off on a stretcher. The crowd, bloodthirsty as
            ever and coming to life for their favorite, loved it.
         

         
         The man had finished his lap and reined in his horse before Lord Whimsitt’s raised box. Sir Ralph saluted with his sword,
            and Whimsitt simpered at him in return. Darkhaven’s lord was a portly man of medium height, with an infamous collection of
            very fine hats that hid his thinning hair. Today he wore a brilliant emerald chaperon-style turban in velvet—the wrong choice,
            given his temples were now trickling with sweat.
         

         
         Isobelle, sitting in the box beside and below his, contemplated her guardian with a faint scowl. She’d realized recently she didn’t know all that much about him, beyond the hat collection. Her parents had entrusted her to his care three years earlier, but Olivia had been far more parent and guardian to her than Whimsitt had. He didn’t believe in educating women, and Isobelle didn’t believe in dealing with boring men, so they’d avoided each other by mutual agreement. Until he’d taken advantage of her parents’ absence and put Isobelle and her dowry up for grabs in his tournament. Now, she deeply regretted her failure to pay attention. 

         
         Isobelle shivered and looked away from her guardian. Smirk all you want, she thought, lifting her chin. I’ll find a way out of this yet, you’ll see.

         
         Sir Ralph had not left. Instead, he’d walked his horse over to stand before Isobelle’s box. He raised his visor, revealing
            a pair of predatory hazel eyes that swept over her, hair, dress, and all, and then fixed back on her face with an unnerving
            intensity.
         

         
         Lord Whimsitt had informed Isobelle that she must show herself at each stage of the tournament, even the qualifiers. Now she
            wished she’d bothered to defy him, because she would’ve rather not seen just how easily Sir Ralph had won.
         

         
         “My lady,” said Sir Ralph—and though the words were a standard greeting, Isobelle could not help but hear the slight emphasis
            he placed on the word “my.”
         

         
         He already believed he’d won her.

         
         Isobelle did not even notice her own reply, though she must have said something, for Sir Ralph inclined his head in a bow,
            gracious and courtly in front of his fans, and slammed the visor back down before turning his horse to ride for the exit to
            the lists.
         

         
         One of Isobelle’s companions, Sylvie, laid her fingertips on her friend’s arm. “Are you all right?” she murmured, too low
            for anyone else to hear.
         

         
         Isobelle forced air into lungs that were trying to shrivel away from the cold seizing her body. “You never know, he might get knocked out before the finals,” she said brightly. “Or fall into the moat and find himself eaten by one of those lizard moat monsters the servants claim live there. The possibilities are endless.” 

         
         Sylvie squeezed her arm but correctly interpreted Isobelle’s desire to avoid speaking about the man who would almost certainly
            claim her as a prize in a few weeks’ time.
         

         
         Meanwhile, the next two knights had ridden out into the lists. One was Sir Evonwald, somewhat older than the other knights
            but formidable in experience. The other was a knight Isobelle didn’t recognize, mounted on a gorgeous bay stallion, immaculate
            save for a tuft of mane that stuck up insistently at the front. Isobelle was familiar with the challenges of styling stubborn
            hair, and so was rather taken with him.
         

         
         The horse and his rider were readying themselves for their first charge as the cheer girls fanned out into a half circle,
            creating . . .
         

         
         “Is that supposed to be a dragon’s flame?” Hilde was on Isobelle’s other side and hadn’t heard the exchange between Isobelle
            and Sylvie. She was too busy leaning forward and frowning sweetly with the effort of artistic interpretation.
         

         
         “Wait for it,” said Sylvie, leaning back in her chair, as cynical as the other girl was soft.

         
         The girl at the center of the formation flipped a new layer down over her skirts and was suddenly clad in the bright pink
            that was Isobelle’s signature shade. As she marched about triumphantly, the others scattered to all corners of the list, clearing
            the way for the joust, and—presumably—demonstrating the power of the sacrifice to safeguard Darkhaven from draconic influences.
         

         
         Isobelle kept her features smooth as a halfhearted smattering of applause started up around them, then died away.

         
         Whatever she was forced to give them—and there was almost no limit to that—she would not let them have her composure.

         
         The flag dropped, and Sir Evonwald and Sir Gawain—as the announcer had introduced him—prodded their horses to a rolling trot,
            gathering momentum as they charged toward each other from opposite ends of the lists. Their lances wavered and then firmed,
            and the two men braced themselves in their saddles, as they—
         

         
         “I’ve got snacks!” a cheery voice announced from behind them. “Oh, someone open the gate, my hands are full!”

         
         Isobelle leaned backward to open the little gate and let in Jane, who was accompanied by an unholy amount of food. The perfect
            distraction from the unpleasantness of Whimsitt’s machinations and Ralph’s cool possessiveness.
         

         
         “Did I miss anything?” Jane asked brightly, squeezing herself in beside Sylvie. Isobelle turned back to find the two knights
            had passed each other and were slowing once more.
         

         
         “Nothing,” Sylvie drawled. “Or rather, they missed something. Each other.”
         

         
         “It’s their first run at it,” said Hilde, ever-forgiving. “They’re just warming up.”

         
         The pair were wheeling around once more to face each other, and Isobelle popped a toffee into her mouth and studied Sir Gawain.
            His opponent was familiar enough, but the younger knight—for he certainly moved more nimbly than old Sir Evonwald, and his
            build was slimmer—was a new name to her.
         

         
         Once more the two horses began to accelerate, and when Sir Evonwald’s lance banged off Sir Gawain’s shield, sending the young challenger reeling back in his saddle, a ragged cheer went up from the crowd. 

         
         “Are they against Sir Gawain?” Jane asked, still handing out her snack haul.

         
         “I think they’re for any kind of action,” Sylvie replied.
         

         
         Isobelle said nothing, still leaning forward and studying Sir Gawain as he shook his arm out, trying to ease the pain of the
            collision. She wasn’t sure why her attention had fixed on him, but if there was one thing her maid, Olivia, had taught her—and
            Olivia’s advice was always to be heeded—it was to pay attention to whatever caught your eye. Especially if you didn’t know
            why.
         

         
         “Where is Toussaint, anyway?” Hilde asked, thoughtful. “It sounds French, I think?”

         
         “I don’t think it’s going to matter much longer,” Jane replied. “Pity, he at least looks younger than Evonwald. He could’ve
            been good for some fun! Then again, he’s about to have some spare time on his hands, so . . .”
         

         
         “You can make anything dirty,” drawled Sylvie.

         
         “I don’t think he’s finished.” Isobelle hadn’t realized she was going to speak until she’d done it.

         
         “What?” Jane asked, doubtful.

         
         “Sir Gawain’s not done yet,” Isobelle murmured. “Just watch.”

         
         On the other side of the lists, a halfhearted attempt to start a wave began, then petered out before any of the girls were
            required to pretend enthusiasm, though Hilde was already setting her drink down in readiness.
         

         
         The two knights turned toward each other a third and final time. Sir Evonwald had scored points on Sir Gawain, so it was almost impossible for the younger knight to win now. If he could at least connect with the other man’s shield, then perhaps he could force the fight on to a tiebreaker on foot, with swords. 

         
         Sir Gawain’s shield sagged as his horse pushed into a canter, and his body leaned back as though he might slide from his horse.

         
         “I think that hit was harder than—” Jane began.

         
         And then, just as the two came together—as Sir Evonwald raised himself in his stirrups to dispatch his opponent—Sir Gawain
            straightened and shifted his grip on his lance.
         

         
         Then the two were clashing—there was a deafening ring of lance on shield, then a sound like a dozen saucepans being dropped
            out a window onto the ground below as Sir Evonwald was swept backward off his horse and onto the dusty ground behind it.
         

         
         Silence blanketed the stands. No one had expected Sir Evonwald to win the tournament, but it was just as unlikely for him
            to get knocked out in the preliminaries.
         

         
         The herald raised his large metal cone to his lips. “Sir, uh . . .” There was a pause as he frantically hunted through his
            notes. “Sir Gawain of Toussaint progresses to the first round of the tournament proper!”
         

         
         “Huh,” Sylvie murmured, turning a sidelong glance on Isobelle. “We should get you making predictions more often, we might
            make some money.”
         

         
         But Isobelle wasn’t listening. Sir Gawain might have been momentarily interesting, but there wasn’t any prediction about this
            tournament that ended the way she wanted, no matter how hard she looked.
         

         
         A couple of stewards were helping a limping Sir Evonwald to his feet. He pulled off his helmet to get some air, and even at this distance one could see how red-faced he was, blustering like a very cross walrus. The winning knight had barely moved at all, probably as shocked by his unexpected victory as the crowd. 

         
         Then Sir Gawain wheeled his handsome stallion around. He approached the platform, drew his sword, and lifted it in a chivalrous
            salute to Isobelle.
         

         
         Automatically she leaned forward and waved her acceptance, showing her dimples, laughing as Jane waved back far too enthusiastically
            beside her. But there was something tickling at the back of her mind—like gazing at one of those patterns they made in Italy,
            unfocusing her eyes until the picture emerged from the noise.
         

         
         Why are you so familiar?

         
         Her gaze ran over Sir Gawain and lingered for a moment on his sword and the beautiful, delicate engravings adorning the base
            of the blade.
         

         
         And then her eyes widened as the truth leapt out at her.

         
         Oh.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five
Climb down, lady, we’re going out!

         
         Gwen’s blood was still singing by the time Achilles’s hooves struck the hard-packed earth of her village streets. She barely
            remembered taking her armor off and completing the transformation back into herself. She did remember one moment when she
            led Achilles out of the jousting arena and overheard two of the spectators talking.
         

         
         Who the hell is Sir Gawain? one of them had asked.
         

         
         Never heard of him, the second one replied. I tell you, though, no one’s going to forget his name after that.

         
         Everything before that was a blur of isolated images and sensations. The sweat trickling down the small of her back to collect
            in the padding she wore beneath her armor. The thud of Achilles’s hooves beneath her, reverberating through her body like
            a war drum. The singing of the fury in her blood as the world narrowed to a single spot on her opponent’s shoulder. The infinite
            stretch of stunned silence after the final blow and crash of an armored man hitting the ground—the collective sound of at
            least a hundred spectators forgetting to breathe.
         

         
         Even now, Gwen was only half present. Part of her knew she had arrived at the stable at the edge of the pasture her neighbors
            let her use—the rest of her was still on her horse, in that arena, floating on a cloud of glory.
         

         
         She wasn’t the only one buzzing. Achilles was practically dancing as she tried to get his saddle off him and brush out the spots where his own armor had rested. He tossed his head and pranced, snorting his desire to do whatever they’d just done again. Gwen ran a hand down his nose, as steadily as she could for all that her own hands were still shaking.
         

         
         “That was it, love, we’re done,” she murmured to him, trying not to let her own heartbreak at those words come through in
            her voice or her touch. “You did beautifully.”
         

         
         The forge outside the house was cool—unsurprising, though Gwen had entertained the tiniest of hopes that maybe she’d come
            home to find her father working. Inside, though, there was a cheery fire burning in the hearth, and a stew bubbling away in
            the cast-iron pot.
         

         
         She gave herself a bracing mental shake and prayed her father would not see how utterly everything had changed for his daughter.

         
         “Hey, Dad,” she called, hanging her cloak on the iron hook her father had made for her when she was a kid—it was fashioned
            to look like a knight’s lance, and the blunted end of it was shiny and worn from the touch of her fingers over the years.
            “Dad?”
         

         
         “I was weeding the garden,” came his voice from the back door. He walked in, wiping his hands on a rag. “Well?”

         
         Gwen blinked at him. “Well what?”

         
         “You’re going to make me ask? The interview for the internship, girl! Tell me how it went.” Her father gestured her over toward
            the fire and sank down into his chair. He was a large man, not tall or fat, but barrel-chested, the epitome of a village blacksmith.
            He’d never worn a big bushy beard like the man in the market—Don’t give sparks an extra place to rest, he’d always said, especially when that spot is an inch from your nose.

         
         Gwen dropped into her own chair by the fire. “The internship, right. It was fine. I don’t think I got it, though.” Sitting
            down drained away all the fire that had been keeping her upright, and exhaustion reached up and grabbed her.
         

         
         Her father frowned. “What do you mean, you didn’t get it? You’ve been working on those armor pieces for months. Years, if
            you count all your drawing and daydreaming. They’re flawless, ingenious. Who the hell saw those and didn’t snap you up?”
         

         
         Gwen kept her eyes on the fire, uncertain whether she could keep up her facade of indifference if she actually saw the indignation
            she could hear in his voice. “It’s fine, Dad. I wouldn’t have done it anyway, I just . . . I just wanted to see if I was good
            enough. If I could do it.”
         

         
         Her father was quiet, so Gwen risked a glance his way through her lashes. He was staring down at his knees, his longtime habit
            when he was thinking. His sandy brown hair was in disarray and his face was tired, as it usually was, but there was a spark
            in it she hadn’t seen in some time.
         

         
         “You know I’d be fine, right?” His eyes lifted and met hers. “If you wanted to . . . to go grab something, something like
            that internship, I’d be okay.”
         

         
         Gwen dropped her eyes. “Yeah, I know, Dad.”

         
         “I mean it.” His voice sharpened, the barest edge needed to make Gwen look at him and listen. It was the voice he’d used when
            she was a child, teaching her about safety in the forge—the voice that told her when to stop running, when to put her hands
            behind her back, when to pay attention.
         

         
         “I know I’ve come to rely on you too much these past years,” he went on, his face showing signs of that old ache, as fresh as the day her mother died. “But I don’t want you shutting yourself down to anything because you think you’ve got to stay here and take care of me. If there was something you wanted, something that would take you away for a while . . .” He didn’t finish the sentence, but his eyes were penetrating, too keen for comfort. 

         
         Gwen shifted in her chair, unwilling to admit even to herself that his words were cutting too close. “I told you, Dad. I don’t
            think I got it.” She paused, and then added, “If nothing else, I’m a girl. They wouldn’t let a woman prove she could do a
            man’s job as well as he can.” She could still see the stunned faces of the spectators all around her when a completely unknown
            knight had knocked Sir Evonwald off his horse—could imagine how quickly that shock would have turned to horror if she’d pulled
            off her helmet and shown them who’d really beaten their local favorite.
         

         
         Her father didn’t bother to hide his chuckle. “True. But you’ve never let anyone tell you what you can and can’t do with your
            life. Where you belong, and what you deserve.” He held out his hand, and Gwen leaned forward so he could take hers and give
            it a squeeze. “Don’t start now.”
         

         
         Gwen’s throat tightened, trying to stop the words welling up inside her from coming out. How could she tell her father that,
            as much as she liked smithing, it wasn’t what she really longed for? That out there today, on the lists, weighed down by the
            armor she’d made and listening to the roar of the crowd, she’d been more alive than she’d ever felt holding a hammer and tongs.
            That the one thing she truly wanted—had always wanted, since her mother told her that first story of knights and dragons and chivalry and protecting the helpless—was the
            one thing she could never have for herself, not in a million years, not in a world that was, and ever would be, run by men.
         

         
         There was a line. She’d already crossed it by taking up her father’s craft, but that was the sort of infraction people could ignore. 

         
         But to masquerade as a knight?

         
         That would leave the line so far behind her she might never find her way back.

         
         Gwen squeezed her father’s hand in return. “Thanks, Dad,” she whispered, and tried not to let him see how much her heart ached.

         
         Later, as she lay in bed while the moon rose and the village slumbered, her head was spinning so much she could scarcely keep
            her eyes closed and her body still. Logistics kept pouring through her mind. Technically, Sir Gawain was through the qualifiers
            and could ride in the first round of the tournament proper in a couple of weeks. But to have any hope of competing, she’d
            need far more than the sheer fury and luck that had carried her through today. She’d need training. She’d need a place to
            stay; though the castle was only a few miles away, Achilles was distinctive, and someone would be bound to spot her riding
            between the tournament and her poor, non-noble village. She’d need money, because if she was riding in a tournament, she couldn’t
            be making pickaxes, and how would her father live?
         

         
         She turned onto her side, pillowing her hands beneath her cheek. It was impossible. Even if she could sort out the details,
            what right did she have to try to be a knight? Just because she could fight, and ride, and hold a lance—she wasn’t one of them.
         

         
         A hint of a memory threaded through her thoughts, insidious, like a snake creeping in under her blankets. So. Fucking. Hot, one of the knights had said of Lady Isobelle, helpless sacrifice to the honor and symbolism of the tournament. I’ve got to take a swing at hitting that.

         
         Gwen’s rage had probably made all the difference when it came to beating Sir Evonwald. She should probably feel grateful that
            she’d overheard them. And yet, now, thinking back . . . she felt the tiniest bit more heartbroken.
         

         
         Even the knights aren’t knights.

         
         The thatch rustled overhead, and Gwen stifled a groan, rolling once more onto her back. If they were getting rats in the straw
            again, she was going to scream. A few years back there’d been an epidemic of them in the village, until this absolute weirdo
            with a flute had turned up and driven them out. He’d stuck around afterward for an embarrassing amount of time, eyeing the
            village young people in the creepiest way. Eventually the local hedge witch came and stared him down until he moved on to
            the next town.
         

         
         If only Gwen had had any aptitude for magic and herbalism, maybe she could’ve studied with the hedge witch. It wouldn’t be
            holding a sword, but she’d be able to protect her village in some way against creeps like that.
         

         
         The rustle came again—and then, a half second later, a thunk against her window’s shutters.
         

         
         Gwen sat up in bed, clutching at her blanket. Rats didn’t clunk against shutters.

         
         When the noise came again, she got out of bed and crept to the window, holding on to the knife she used for trimming her candles.
            After a breath, she flipped the latch and threw open the shutters.
         

         
         A figure stood on the ground below, wearing a long, hooded cloak. As Gwen watched, a hand emerged from the cloak and pushed
            the hood down to display a wealth of long blond hair that gleamed like white gold in the moonlight.
         

         
         Lady Isobelle beamed up at her and called in a carrying whisper-shout: “Climb down, lady, we’re going out!”

         
         Gwen stood frozen, staring down at Lady Isobelle—apparently the most eligible noblewoman in the entire county—standing under her window.
         

         
         Isobelle waited patiently for a few heartbeats, as if used to eliciting this kind of paralyzing shock from the people she
            encountered. Then, raising her voice, she called, “Get dressed! Haven’t you ever snuck out before?”
         

         
         “Hush, you’ll wake my father!” Gwen hissed back. She turned her head, listening for any sounds within the house. Her room
            was a loft over the main house, one of the few buildings in the village to have a second story, thanks to her father’s cleverness
            with engineering. “What . . . what
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