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​The End of one Adventure Begets New Disasters
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The mighty Sir Gawain, war hero, champion of tournament, ruler of Orkney, and right hand of High King Arthur himself, stood by helplessly and watched in mute judgment as the woman he loved sent a hundred priests, nobles, and loyal guardsmen screaming to the ground.

Morgan caught sight of his expression and crossed her arms defensively. “Don’t give me that look. You should be happy I held back my flames and left them breathing.” Left them breathing with shattered limbs and a host of other painful, debilitating injuries. But then again, Gawain supposed it was true they could not afford to have these men chasing after them and sealing them into this hostile fortress.

“We need to grab Lancelot and Balan—”

“Balin,” he corrected.

“Whatever the brute’s name is, we need to gather him close, so I can portal us all free of this cursed city already,” Morgan tersely finished her thought.

He gave in with a sigh, as she seized his hand, rushing on after her, out of the square and back into the gloomy interior of Castle Carbonek’s dungeons.

He really had not expected their trial before King Pelles to progress so rapidly to all out execution. He had expected the pious king to at least show consideration for his fellow nobility and not condemn Morgan Pendragon, the sister of England’s king, to be burned at the stake within a matter of minutes. The bastards already had an entire pyre erected by the time Gawain and his lady were led out into the courtyard to attend this ‘trial’.

“This woman saved your city!” Gawain tried to tell them. “She is no witch. Your wife was the—”

“I will hear no slander of my queen!” Pelles snapped, looking nervously to his bishop, stood sanctimoniously at his side, in search of affirmation.

“All men know of the evil temptress who puppets Orkney’s kings,” the priest condemned, and Gawain’s own stare darkened with warning. “A proper trial will be held for you and your peers, The Lake Knight and Sir Balin of Reince. But that trial cannot take place until that abomination is removed from our presence.” He pointed right to Morgan. “Tainted as you may have become, you are a king, Sir Gawain. It is your duty to escape bewitchment and turn your back to this siren. Confess that she slew without cause the brother of our king and his lady wife. Confess that she destroyed our most holy chapel and defiled the relic of Christ by passing it into hands of a murderous savage, and fall upon the Lord’s mercy that you yourself might find salvation this day, as our holy king sees this witch’s evil burnt away.”

Gawain wanted to run him through for that threat, but he had neither armor nor sword in this scenario, and he’d had not a split second of time to be drawing blades anyhow. The second Morgan twitched her finger, the bishop’s robes caught fire.

He fell shrieking to the ground, and King Pelles screamed, “You dare attack a man of the cloth? Strike her down!”

The archers raised their bows, and Morgan responded airily, “I sentenced that priest to hellfire for the sin of defamation, blasphemy against a near god such as I. The rest of you, I charge with criminal stupidity. You are unfit to hold a weapon.” With those words, the archers lost their fingers and the men at arms’ femurs shattered.

Now the only people still standing, not writhing in agony or drooling on the ground, were Morgan and Gawain.

Gawain plucked his confiscated sword from the belt of the captain of the guard, as they strode past the moaning tangle of limbs. He gave Morgan’s wrist an insistent tug. “These men were only following orders, so you better damn well heal them, not leave them permanently crippled. Could you not simply have sent them into slumber?”

“No, because I was feeling far too angry, and their spite made me spiteful,” she muttered in defense, “but very well, be healed and set to snoring,” she commanded in echoing tones.

The captain’s jagged breathing instantly eased, along with all his men, as their eyelids lowered and their limbs returned to proper working order.

Gawain had never seen even the highest orders of the clergy work such miracles. It was more than a little intimidating. Morgan’s mood could shake the stones, bring hail and thunder and broken bones, and the way she spoke of it sometimes... She seemed to have little control of those effects, impulsive and emotional as she was.

Still, he loved her, and she loved him, so of course he could trust her to do him no harm. She had only the best of intentions these days. However brutal her methods... King Pelles had surely brought that punishment upon himself by clinging to his denials about the evils of his now deceased wife, deluding himself into thinking that inhuman witch was even capable of love...

Morgan by contrast was not a witch. She was a wizardess, just as powerful as her father, Merlin. Though perhaps not quite as wise or experienced.

“You’ve left Arthur precious little to negotiate with here,” Gawain reflected aloud, and Morgan’s expression further soured.

“Why are you worrying about Arthur of all people at a time like this?”

“Because our country does not need yet another civil war. We’ve just barely made peace in Orkney—”

“A peace not at all helped by their king’s constant negligence and absence from that throne. How right you are,” she jested, but that one hit far too tender a spot in his pride to be at all amusing.

Gawain was not a poor king. He did not even want to be king, but he carried out his required duties in spite of all that, and Morgan of all people had no right to call him a failure as a monarch.

“Let’s just see to rescuing Lancelot already and getting that spear back to Camelot,” he muttered. “Maybe that witch, Nanette, really did corrupt it, and its continued presence here is what has everyone on edge.” Though more likely it was the dramatic actions of the witch before him, a witch he was so hopelessly attracted to, it really did feel like a bewitchment sometimes. The way she’d kissed him in that guest room right before this trial...

That may have only added to these prudish people’s negative perception of the two of them. He really shouldn’t have lifted her up against his chest like that when she threw her arms around his neck. He should not have let her spread her thighs and wrap her legs around him, prompting Pelles’ guardsmen to drag them apart. He’d broken the nose of the man who’d dared to lay hands on her in that moment, and he aught to have more self-control than that. Still, it had made Morgan smile, and whenever she’d light up like that, even if it was mischievous or mocking... He wanted nothing else.

She had ensorcelled him completely, and he would forgive her any evil.

Though she has done no wrong here. He reminded himself firmly. She aided us in a noble quest, then was but forced to defend herself from slander and a most unjust sentencing.

Even if that had meant burning to death a queen, collapsing a chapel, then setting on fire a bishop of esteem. Pelles would never forgive her for that perhaps, but surely Arthur could be made to understand it. The lad had a good heart and a way with words, and he could surely soothe over this disaster.

But for now, more men were charging out to end them, so Gawain had best raise his sword and—

Stand by helplessly, as Morgan sent them to the ground with a word. This was not going to be one of Sir Gawain’s proudest days.

* * * * *
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​I. Several Hours Prior
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The greatest warrior to ever hold a sword, Sir Lancelot Du—Just Lancelot now, had never had the displeasure of being in a dungeon before this most dreadful of days. The heavy iron shackles clasped tight around his wrists and ankles were no true trial to endure, twas true. Despite the indignity of the fetters and the dank smell of this clammy stone cell, he could have easily weathered a few hours, or even days, of such discomforts. He had survived months as the prisoner of Morgan Le Fay herself in that hellish, cobwebbed castle of hers, a castle even colder, and danker, and more frightful than this prison.

Only... Morgan had never been far from his side there. Her blunt, berating words echoed often through those halls, and he’d had paints and music and visions of lovely Guinevere to distract him whenever it was quiet. He could spend his hours with Stephen, his most noble, loyal steed, and never feel true isolation. But down here in these cells...

There had been no sound, no echo of voices or hint of speech for what felt like an eternity. It was as his childhood rooms, eerie and deserted, with no amount of toys or books or puzzles able to take his mind from that suffocating sense of confinement, that loneliness and that looming locked door that could never be opened until his Lady Viviane returned.

“No, no. What nonsense is that?” he demanded of himself, forcing out a laugh. “This is nothing like the castle in Dozemary.” This was a proper prison, as exemplified by his provided ‘bed’: a slimy slab of rock overgrown with moss, not the feather down pillows and satin sheets of his bedroom in the realm of fay. The food they would deliver for his meals before this trial would surely be some hunk of moldering bread or cups of cold and over-salted broth. It could never compete with the mouthwatering meats and sweetest fruits that Lady Viviane would bring to him on the nights she banned him from the feasts, holding him close upon that most comfortable of beds and winding those slender fingers through his hair—

He dropped to the floor and into a set of push ups, the manacles on his wrists a blessed, added weight that challenged his perfect form, forcing him to keep his palms at his sides and making this work-out all the more challenging. Near to perfection as he was, he had resolved to better himself, to keep training until he could become a proper knight. His father would surely want his son to be a noble man, worthy of carrying on his name.

His father...

Curse the idleness of thought. It appeared his was a mind without discipline, unable to focus on the task at hand. He should be thinking only of the grit beneath his palms, the burning ache of his biceps, and the sweat rolling down from his brow, yet his treacherous mind continued to wander to most horrid places. He had even lost count of his set. Still, his arms had given out, so he had surely surpassed his regular count and must move on to another muscle group.

It was so dreadfully quiet though. There was not even the twitter of birds to keep him in rhythm, not the slightest movement of breeze past his face, nor the feel of the sunshine...

He began banging on the bars, calling out into the empty, echoing passageway in desperate need of some response. “Ho there! Is thy king so disreputable he gives not even water to his parched and much abused prisoners?!”

The merciful boom of footsteps sounded in response, and Lancelot repeated his demand with increased volume and vehemence, until the armored figure of a guardsman came stomping into view. “Quit your hollering! What fragile knave needs water within the first hour of imprisonment, and why you glistening—er, I mean, sweating like that, huh? Don’t tell me you’re one of those blokes who reacts all peculiar and panicked-like to closed spaces.”

“I fear not walls and cupboards,” Lancelot scoffed. “And within the first hour you say? Surely it has been longer since your king hauled me off to this horrid little hole, a resting place most unfitting for a man of noble blood.”

“You ain’t a noble. You’re a fairy knight from what I heard, one of them devil-cursed woods creatures who came here to seduce away our king’s daughter.”

Lancelot gave an angry exhalation, leaning his forehead against the bars. “I have never laid hands on the Lady Elaine, and I have no desire to. She is but a clingy child.” And a rather plain one at that. She had not Guinevere’s golden locks, nor her sparkling eyes of clearest blue.

Aye, Guinevere...

The stomping boots of the guardsman jolted him free of his wistful envisioning of the queen’s perfect form. The man was setting back off down the corridor, deserting his disgracefully neglected prisoner.

He banged his cuffs into the bars with renewed insistence. “Wait, my faithful guardsman! I did not mean to slight you, nor your lady. It is only reasonable to defend oneself from slander and to request reasonable—”

“Pipe down! I’m getting your water!” the man retorted, and Lancelot fell silent, watching him vanish off down the corridor.

He was gone for an insufferably long cluster of minutes, and the suffocating silence returned. “I am a man of unparalleled strength, and I can endure any trial,” Lancelot reminded himself angrily. “From pest riddled dungeons to possession by foul ghosts. Even should they drown the torches and leave me in darkness, parched and starving, I shall stand stalwart until the chance arrives to clear my name and free myself of this prison!”

“Oh our king cannot endorse this! He cannot know his men are treating a knight of worth so horridly,” a timid voice called in return, and Lancelot lifted his eyes to a freckle-faced girl, a servant by her dress, scurrying up to the bars of his cell with a look of wide-eyed infatuation. “Though they-they say you are a devil whose words carry fay bewitchments upon each breath.” She blushed. “Is-is that true? My lady Elaine says tis not, that it is unfounded slander and you are in truth a valiant knight, a warrior of unparalleled skill.”

“I am,” he agreed, “and I carry no bewitchments, nor curses of fay. Not any longer.”

The girl’s eyes glittered with interest. “Any longer you say?”

He gave a heavy sigh but told her the whole story. There was no one else to be speaking with after all, and she did not wish to discuss anything different. He told her how one look upon his countenance had once blackened the senses of maidens and men alike, until Morgan Le Fay had lifted that enchantment. “Though I fear she did a rather poor job of it,” he concluded, “for my curse has weakened your lady’s knees and caused her to behave most strangely, as I have seen this past eve. It has made her father most upset with me, unjustly so, but I suppose I understand his concerns. The child speaks as if she knows me intimately, though we are as strangers still.”

“She is of age! And she does not wish for you to remain estranged!” the maid blurted out. “And I can see why. You are indeed so very kind, and so...” She sunk lost into his eyes, until Lancelot looked away uncomfortably, glancing past her to the empty corridor.

“I suppose that guardsman spoke false, and he will never in fact return with that water.”

“The well is a far way from the dungeons,” the maid offered. “Though indeed, I should be gone before he returns. I have violated our king’s command by sneaking in to visit you this day, and I am so very fearful of punishment.” She clasped a desperate hand through the bars around his own, and he gave it a tentative squeeze.

“I wish no harm to come to you, of course. Be on your way, good woman.”

“But I cannot! My lady is locked in her rooms, unable to leave, so she commanded I come here to assure you, with all fervor, that my mistress will not rest until you are freed of this dreadful dungeon and given proper reward for your most noble deeds.”

“Thank you. That is good of her,” he offered, pulling away his hand, though this girl strangely did not seem to mind holding tight to that grip so damp with exertion. “But you surely should take your leave of this place, now, before that guardsman returns.”

“Yes. But wait! I must first give you this.” She fished a fine linen cloth out from her bodice, holding it out through the bars.

Lancelot took the lace-trimmed handkerchief most gratefully and used it to wipe the sweat from his brow. “Thank you.”

“It is the Lady Elaine’s.”

“Oh? I suppose she’ll want it back then.” He held it back out to the maid, and she blushed, eyeing it hungrily for an instant before giving a nervous swallow.

“She... she may at that. But no, tis for you to keep, until the day you meet again, when her promise is fulfilled.”

“Alright then.”

“Carry it close to your heart,” she urged, “hidden from sight, lest it be taken.”

“If that is what you advise.” He tucked it into his shirt pocket.

The heavy booming footsteps of an armored guard sounded at the head of the corridor, and the maid scurried off in the opposite direction, casting repeated, longing glances in the direction of the off-limits prisoner, perhaps in the hopes he might say something more. Lancelot realized he’d never even learned the girl’s name, but any shouted question would simply give away her presence now to the guardsman rounding the bend in the passage ahead.

The man had brought him his water, though it tasted of tin. Of course, no water was ever as sweet as the waters of Lady Viviane’s—“Wait, do not take your leave so suddenly!” he pleaded with the guard. The man had turned to depart almost the second he handed him the cup. “Surely it is a dull and depressing watch you keep, patrolling these halls in endless, lonely loop. Is there no entertainment for you men? Throwing lots or—”

“Holy King Pelles has banned the sinful practice of gambling amongst all within his service and within his city at large,” the guard gruffly cut him off, and Lancelot arched an eyebrow.

“There is nothing immoral in gambling. It is but a game.”

“A game of deception, greed, and vice,” the man answered, looking not at all convinced.

“That claim I do refute. Though I’ve no money at this moment to be wagering away anyhow, so that strips away all possibility of greed and vice alike, does it not? And these games need not be deceitful. If it is played for the joy of it, then it is surely an honest pursuit.”

“I don’t know...”

“Though I suppose you were never permitted to play at lots, and so you know not the rules.”

The man flushed, fists clenching. “Of course I know! The rules are but basic...” He was clearly quite clueless.

“A simple wager of skill then. What say you to that?”

They made makeshift pieces out of folded triangles of parchment and played a game without dice, wagering how the piece would land and if it could properly be flicked through a steepled triangle of fingers.

More guards soon came stomping down the corridor, drawn by the sound of their laughter, but Alfred (the guard who had brought him the water) explained that this game was not gambling, since they were wagering no gold.

The guards set to watching then, incredulous that their prisoner could hit his target with every single flick, no matter its distance.

“This is some fairy magic!” the captain spat, but Lancelot shook his head.

“It is simply honest skill. The trick lies within the moment of impact...”

He gave them pointers, until a few of them could replicate his shots.

A number of the men were growing bored of this diversion though, and the captain brought up that they should all of them return to their duties.

“And what pressing threat exists within these abandoned halls that would make you take your leave?” Lancelot instantly protested. “You are serving the intent of your lord at this very moment by keeping such vigilant eyes on his prisoner. Though none of you could even slow me, should I step free of this cell and find my way back to a sword.”

“A haughty claim from a boy young as you,” Alfred scoffed. “We are proper, seasoned soldiers, and any one of us could take you in a crossing of blades.”

Lancelot grinned. “Care to wager on that? For I will wager my pride that I could beat any one of you in such a contest, even encumbered as I am by these shackles.”

Alfred and his peers could not resist such a taunt and called for their captain to hand over the key to his cell, so they may see to such a sparring match and attempt to best the rumored fairy knight.

“I will do no such thing,” the captain spat. “This all be some trick. No way are we letting you out of that cell and giving you a sword—”

“You do not need to let me out,” Lancelot rebuffed. “You need only step inside. I need no sword, and I shall stay chained to the wall here, as you are each free to attack in any method you choose.”

The captain shook his head, but was quickly pressured into it by his men, who all insisted their cocky captive needed some form of lesson. “Alright! Alright. Just leave him use of his legs. He has to be able to stand trial this afternoon.”

Despite that grim command, the men attacked with no true animosity. They swore only to pin him flat and force him to recant his brags. Alfred got a fist to the teeth and hit the ground with a thud before he could lay a single mark on the chained up prisoner. The two to follow did no better, and the third and fourth challengers approached with much more caution. Taking seriously this contest did not help them in the slightest however. They were all of them knocked out or pinned, the second they stepped within arm’s reach of their prisoner.

“How are you so bloody fast?!” the captain gasped, as Lancelot held him face-down to the floor with arm twisted up behind him.

“A measure of it is talent that you cannot hope to match,” Lancelot coolly admitted, “but the rest is simple practice and proper technique. Here, I will demonstrate.”

He allowed the captain to stand. Then he walked him and his fellows through a few of the grapples and weak spots that could send any man to the floor with enough force applied. “Still, I am far better with a sword in hand,” Lancelot concluded, and the captain quickly handed him his blade and demanded he demonstrate.

Lancelot displayed only the most practical and not the flashiest of his sword forms for his eager new students, but the men still seemed awed by his precision and speed. He was even forced to slow down, so they could get a clearer view of the motions. The chains were indeed hampering his movements though, and Alfred called for them to be unfastened. “Come now, captain. The lad’s a good sport. If he gives us his word as a knight that he will attempt no escape, then I shall believe him.”

“I do so swear. I shall not betray your trust,” Lancelot vowed, and the captain nervously unlocked his manacles.

“Just for a few minutes. Our king surely would not want a man of noble blood to be suffering any wounds from chafing metal anyhow.”

The chains stayed off for a good, long hour, as Lancelot continued his most expert instruction and the guardsmen sparred against one another. Some, like the captain, showed much more promise than the others.

“You may make a worthy knight one day,” Lancelot observed, and the captain flushed, eyes lowering.

“I have not the bloodline for that, boy.”

“Your works may still be recognized, even as a common man,” Lancelot denied. “I myself have not been properly knighted yet, but I shall continue my good works until I have earned that true title of sir and proven myself to my father.”

“Who is your father, lad?”

Lancelot sighed. “I’m afraid I have not the right yet to speak of him.” Disgracefully as he had acted in Dolorous Guard, being taken over by evil and stealing Guinevere’s virtue. Now to be slandered as having bewitched and corrupted young Lady Elaine as well... It was far from the reputation he desired.

“I told you he weren’t really no nobleman,” Alfred bragged to his colleague, and Lancelot flushed.

“Bite your tongue! I would not lie. My father is King Ban of France, but you are not to speak of that.”

The guardsmen seemed awed, some more than a bit skeptical. Still, they took him at his word and asked a host of further questions, as the hours ticked by. They shared with him their own provided rations for luncheon. It was indeed most flavorless and poorly cooked fare, but Lancelot most tactfully held his tongue, since this seemed the best this poor captain and his men ever received from their cruelest of lords.

“You are a good lad,” the captain sighed at the end of the meal, sending one of his men to clear away the dishes. “I do hope you speak truth in this trial, and that our king, in all his wisdom, acknowledges that and pardons you. Be a shame for such a warrior of skill, a man of noble house, to die at such a tender age. Back into your cell now.”

Lancelot instantly had another prompt upon his tongue to distract his new friends and again delay that detainment and desertion, but his words were quickly silenced, as the door at the head of the corridor burst open in a spray of splinters.

* * * * *
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​II. A Man is Only as Good as His Word
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The crass, muscled brute who had somehow found his way into knighthood, Sir Balin, had been given most ghastly accommodations, chained to the wall in the deepest bowels of a—Well, an admittedly well maintained, rodent-free, and neatly kept dungeon. Still, the gag shoved into the giant’s mouth was surely a much resented addition to his restraints. Morgan was so very gracious to expediently remove it, snapping her fingers and breaking apart his shackles.

‘Thank you, my lady’ is what any proper knight would have uttered in response to that miracle. That, or the far more irritating response ‘What devilry was that?’. Sir Balin though, managed an entirely original response, spat through gritted teeth. “That looked like sorcery, Gawain, yet I see not Merlin. And who is this waif of a woman?”

Morgan flushed. “I am Morgan Le Fay, daughter of Merlin, and sorceress of great wisdom and power. And the proper response to being freed of your fetters is—”

“Morgan Le Fay?” Balin most rudely cut her off, stalking out into the corridor with black eyes fixed in a beetle-browed glare. “Morgan Le Fay is the witch of Orkney, curse of Camelot, and bane of all good Christians.”

Her hands clenched. It would be all too easy to lock him up again, set him back to foaming at the mouth like the savage he was.

Gawain quickly laid his hand upon her shoulder, as if sensing the impulse, stepping out in front of her and warning Balin earnestly, “Do not slander my lady. She has a good heart, and she is indeed your rescuer this day.”

“Your lady?” Balin shook his head. “I see this witch has yet another king enchanted beneath her thumb then—”

“That’s it. You’ve lost speaking privileges.”

Balin’s tongue froze stiff the second those words crossed her lips, and he flushed with rage.   

Gawain clenched a hand to his forehead. “You cannot just keep doing that to people.”

“I will lift it as soon as we’re free of this horrid place,” Morgan swore. “I swear I will not forget about it this time and leave him mute for months as I did with Lancelot. But for now he stays silent for his own safety, because I have had it up to here with the insults today, alright?”

Gawain kept staring her down with that expression of weary disapproval in his eyes, so she slipped into shadow to escape his unfair scrutiny. She raced on ahead toward where she had heard Lancelot was being held. The boy was still locked up down here in the same fashion as Balin, and he at least had better be bloody grateful for her rescue. Only...

Why the hell was he leaned back casually outside of his cell amidst a circle of laughing guardsmen? His shackles lay unlocked, discarded on the floor of the open cell behind, not that he was fleeing or fighting with his captors. They were just having a casual chat over lunch, until the captain’s smile finally slipped and he sighed. “I do hope you speak truth in this trial, and that our king, in all his wisdom, acknowledges that and pardons you. Be a shame for such a warrior of skill, a man of noble house, to die at such a tender age. Back into your cell now.”

Lancelot appeared about to protest that order when the door at the head of the corridor burst open beneath the force of a mighty kick. Balin and Gawain had caught up with their shadowy sorceress, but having no keys to the locked portals barring entry to each hall of this place, Balin was simply battering each door off its hinges instead. He didn’t even need a sword or axe to aid him.

The dozen guards around Lancelot all tensed and drew their weapons, only for Lancelot to hold up his hands. “I bid you not make that mistake, good men. I promised you I would attempt no escape, but if my noble friends have braved these passages to see me liberated, then I must by honor go with them.”

“Back in your cell now, lad, or I will cut you down!” the captain rather desperately snapped. He eyed Lancelot nervously, clearly knowing the threat the skilled young bladesman posed.

“Banish that fear from your eyes, good Renfrey,” Lancelot haughtily commanded. “I shall not take up arms against you, for that would be a clear betrayal of my vow. I said only that I shall walk free of here.”

“Alfred, pin his arms. If we all move on him at once, there’s a chance we can—”

The guardsmen had seemingly forgotten about Balin and Gawain still stalking down the passage. Two of them turned to engage the knights -—and those two hit the ground groaning within seconds.

Morgan re-materialized at the side of the passage and just leaned back to observe. Gawain really was just wonderful to watch when he’d get that fierce look of concentration locking tight his jaw, as he battered so determinedly past the guards of every challenger that rose to contest him.

He caught sight of Morgan watching and could not help but give that little grin of his in response, his bladework gaining speed. Morgan knew then that he would not want her stepping in to ruin his fun, despite his earlier pacifistic pleas that she simply send all who opposed them into peaceful slumber and deal no damage to their fragile, mortal limbs.

Gawain himself dealt no killing nor crippling blows. Still, he beat down far more of the dozen than Balin. The savage was unarmored, and so spent that entire five minutes wresting the sword away from one attacker, while tossing aside the one other that charged him like a sack of potatoes (potatoes whose insides were assuredly now mashed, due to the devastating impact with the wall).

Morgan’s stubborn love was breathing fairly heavily by the end of the struggle however, and he arched an eyebrow at Lancelot. “Didn’t feel like helping out in your own rescue, my young damsel?”

Lancelot crossed his arms. “I gave my word that I would do no harm to these men. You wish for me to betray that vow and act as an honorless cretin?” Gawain just smiled, shaking his head, and Lancelot carried on with an angry point toward Morgan. “Why not rebuke that most powerful witch lounging back lazily with likewise no intent to aid you in your struggle and spare you those cuts?”

Gawain’s smile vanished, but he wasn’t looking to Morgan. He was glancing irritably at the shallow slices from the guardsmen which Lancelot had indicated.

“I myself would have suffered no marks while driving back so meager a measure of resistance,” the boy bragged.

“Meager? You said we had promise!” the captain groaned, trying futilely to force himself back upright.

“And you do, good man,” Lancelot insisted, “but I’ve no time left to teach you, since I must now away, so remember my words and keep training with discipline.” He clapped his new student upon the shoulder, though the force of the friendly shove sent the man right back into the dirt, and they took off down the corridor at a leisurely stroll with no opponents able to pursue them.

They emerged back out into the sunlight and came face to face with King Pelles, stood at the head of his army of hundreds packed into the courtyard right between his prisoners and the gates.

* * * * * 
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​III. To Besmirch Your Family Name
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“Stand aside and let us leave,” Gawain ordered the king of Carbonek. “You have no authority to hold me here. I came to avenge an innocent damsel, slain by your brother, and I have honored that knightly vow and done so.”

“You lie!” Pelles roared, motioning to his archers. “You are no knight nor king! You are the puppet of a witch, and your liege lord, Arthur, is surely no different! I will bring this to the pope and see your entire city—”

“Do shut up.” Morgan sighed, twitching her finger.

Pelles flushed in outrage, motioning for his men to open fire.

Gawain raised his shield, stepping out in front of his lady, but it was again, a pointless gesture. Every arrow turned to ash, long before it reached them.

“Witchcraft!” the cowering citizens observing this all screamed, and Morgan stiffened all the more.

“All of you shut it! Do you know how much I suffered through that night to free your stupid, little city?!”

“Morgan, stop,” Gawain ordered, seizing her arm. “You said you would let me handle this. Now cease cursing innocent bystanders with muteness and alarming the entire—” Something struck him in the back, and he grunted. One of the archers had fired another arrow, and it clattered off his breastplate, leaving a bit of a bruise but nothing dire.

Morgan’s eyes flared at the sight of that missile though, and the archer caught fire, going up like a human torch.

“By God, I said stop!” Gawain couldn’t help but shout, and her glare turned right back to him.

“He shot you in the back,” she hissed. “He clearly had zero honor, and this is a battlefield, not one of your silly tournaments, so stop telling me what to do!”

The sky was darkening with clouds, and the citizens were crying and screaming all the louder, as Pelles, mute and desperate, tried to keep his guardsmen from breaking and sprinting for the hills.

“You are acting a true witch again,” Lancelot warned, and for some reason she listened to those words, even while completely ignoring the man she claimed to love.

She turned her eyes up to the heavens, took a deep breath in, and the sunshine returned. Then she forced a rictus smile, stared straight at Pelles, and clapped her hands. “You’re making me kill your subjects, so stop that please, and say nothing else crass, else I will make you piss yourself.”

“Morgan!” Gawain hissed, but she batted aside his hands.

“Speak, King Pelles, and tell your men we are free to go.”

The king’s voice returned, and he stared at the witch before him, shaking and pale.

His eyes darted to Sir Balin and the Hallow spear in his hands. “You are free to go, but you cannot steal a relic of Christ.”

“I’m not trying to steal it,” Balin grunted. “Damn thing just keeps following after me.”

It’s true. Gawain had seen it with his own eyes. The spear had been leaned against the wall in the cell where Balin had been chained. The boorish knight had left it just leaning there and made his escape, grunting that some deranged peasant had brought it to the room. They’d left the Hallow behind and carried on to free Lancelot, but said ragged servant came racing right after them, holding out the spear in shaking hands and declaring, “You have to take it! Take it far away from here! Or we will all be cursed, forever!”

That same rag-clothed man ran up to his king now and fell to his knees, clutching at his robes. “Listen to them, sire! I beg of you! That Hallow has been cursed with the fall of Chapel Perilous. I have seen it in my dreams, every night since that awful day. You must let them carry it away, or else...”

“This city will fall to ruin,” one of the white robed priests standing behind the king spoke with the beggar in unison. Then he clutched at his head, shaking it vehemently. “Oh sire, I can see it! Like a vision from the Lord himself...”

“Or the puppeting of a witch,” Pelles raggedly denied, shoving off the beggar’s hands. “Leave this city, Morgan Pendragon. Leave with your fellow sinners,” he denounced Gawain, and Lancelot, and Balin. “But know you are, all of you, thieves and defilers. God will see you brought to justice in the end.”

“This is why I hate men,” Morgan quipped. “Prideful, ungrateful, judgmental and controlling.” Those last two words were delivered straight at Gawain, and he felt his own eyes narrow in angry disbelief.

He’d stopped her from committing a possible genocide. How was she angry about that? Though more accurately, Lancelot had snapped her out of that, somehow.

“I am leaving now, King Pelles, but we are taking our horses.”

The line of men parted at Morgan’s approach, and Gawain followed after her numbly, slogging on over to the stables with Lancelot and Balin in tow. He turned to help Morgan up into the saddle, but she was already walking right back out of the stable. “Morgan?”

“I’m not riding with you. I’m still mad at you. But hurry out the gates already, so I can stop being paranoid one of these twitchy soldiers are going to go shooting you again the second I’m not looking.” She burst into the shape of a falcon without another word and went streaking off into the distance.

Gawain spurred his horse into a gallop and reflected on what an absolute disaster this was. Morgan had started another civil war, besmirched the name Pendragon, and started acting an absolute terror, again. He would need to have stern words with her about that, and he was already dreading how irrationally furious she’d get in response.

* * * * *
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​IV. To Fight with Honor is Equal Parts Dishonorable, Disappointing, and Terrifying.
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Morgan the completely justified savior of Carbonek burst into the shape of a falcon and took to the skies. She was most seriously considering abandoning the arrogant company of the overdressed brawlers riding out the gates behind her. They were headed straight toward a city she hated. Even the man she loved was stubbornly committed to that course of running back to Arthur and resuming his post as the boy king’s faithful errand runner. He had no care for her feelings on the matter.

Though granted, she had never explained them.

The grim facts of her reality were obvious though. He had heard the cries of the citizens in Carbonek. He had heard the clergy, all slandering her a witch and calling for her to be burned at the stake! This entire world hated and mistrusted her, especially those within Camelot’s court, so why couldn’t he put two and two together without her needing to spell it out for him? He had given her nothing but derision and judgment this day as she saved all of their lives, but...

One look at those eyes, staring wistfully up into the skies and tracking so somberly her flight away from him, and she instantly wanted to forgive him his ignorance, and even his judgmental commands. He deserved at least the chance to make this up to her. She need only calm her temper, so they could have a rational discussion. It must be patiently explained how his decision to return to Arthur’s court was in fact a decision to force her into hiding or else just abandon her outright. He surely had not even considered that. All men were dense and thoughtless, but she loved this one far too dearly to allow such flaws to keep them apart.

She started circling right above his steed, compiling her gracious and pardoning speech of why the cursed streets of Camelot were not at all the right home for either of them. Orkney was no home to them either. Gawain hated that cold and prudish country just as deeply as she did, and he surely craved a long retreat with the admitted love of his life to celebrate that recent confession with a long and passionate night – or even week-long marathon – of physical connection.

It had been six entire months since their last time together. They had hardly had any time in blessed private at all, with all the heroics and poisonings and peril of the past few days. She aught to open up a portal straight back to Cader Idris right this second, shove him through it and right down onto her bed before he could think to question it.

He would be thanking her and praising her in no time. She would not even make him grovel or apologize to earn his treat, because she was just that gracious, free of all bitterness and grudges. She was already diving down and perching on the pommel of Gawain’s saddle, eyeing him up and down with the fierce amber eyes of a predator.

“Tired?” the clueless knight erroneously guessed. “Looks to be some strong wind currents up there.”

The feathers melted away and she shifted gracefully back into herself, seated poised in side-saddle riding style with her hand sliding up Gawain’s chest and her other arm slung casually around his neck. “You honestly think I came all the way down here to start speaking of wind currents?” She paused, lifting her chin and offering graciously, “I am tired though. Tired of giving you the silent treatment.”

“It’s been a whole two hours after all,” he softly mocked, “a whole seven miles of peaceful road traversed.”

“Are you saying you were enjoying the reprieve from my presence?” He had better not say yes, the cruel, toying—

“No.” He sighed, searching her eyes. “You know you were out of control back there, but I can understand why, and I have already forg—”

“I forgive you for acting so overbearing as I worked hard to defend us,” she cut him off coldly, and the fool dared roll his eyes.

“Working hard? It barely seemed a strain for you to—”

“It is a strain for me to endure any more of your criticisms just now, so just shut up and kiss me already.” She shouldn’t be pleading like that. She should be making him beg.

But no. It was more than worth it, as his eyes softened with desire and he closed that last inch of distance between them, kissing her long and deep. She gave a happy moan and felt him stirring in return.

His horse gave an irritable whinny, as the increased ardor of their movements jerked on the reins and sent it lurching sideways.

“I see we are indeed traveling in company with the shifty seductress of which I have heard tale,” Sir Balin grumbled, and Gawain stiffened, breaking free of her passionate tonguing. Though they remained united, both of them glaring their synchronized rebuke at the armored brute ahead.

“I will warn you, for the last time, that I will hear no defamation of my lady,” Gawain commanded. “She is of noble heart, and the next cruel comment you make will be declaring deadly insult, my friend. Then we will joust, and much as it will pain me, I will run thee through.”

“To joust then.” Balin wheeled about his horse, and Morgan scoffed.

“You are not going to battle over this.”

“Step down from the saddle, Morgan,” Gawain ordered her grimly, already lifting free his lance.

“I told you to stop giving me orders,” she retorted, seizing hold of his jaw. “And sweet as it is, you exploding straight into violence the second anyone insults me, I am fully capable of defending my own honor.”

“Morgan...”

“No roasting flesh or crippled limbs involved. I promise.” She gave him a quick peck on the lips, ignored completely the exasperation in his eyes, and hopped down from the saddle of her own volition. “Now, Sir Balan—”

“Balin.”

“Right. Sorry. Though I could have sworn that boar shield you carry was the crest of Sir Balan...”

“It is our family crest. Sir Balan is my brother, but I am Sir Balin, and I am not of King Arthur’s court, because unlike my thoughtless kin, I respect our great house and our duty to remain present in our lands defending them from invaders rather than sitting off in Camelot serving as some boy king’s errand runner!”

Morgan had to stifle her appreciative chuckle at that description of Arthur’s knights, being that it was such a perfect match for her own thoughts, but alas, Gawain was taking both of their derision quite personally today. “Arthur is the liege lord of Reince and all your family lands, good sir,” he reminded his fellow. “By serving him, your noble brother, Balan, is working toward peace and helping to defend your home.”

“Says the king who will not sit as king within his own court but instead hangs around the Round Table as Arthur’s faithful dog.”

“Lift your lance,” Gawain snapped, tilting forward his own weapon. “We are indeed to joust. Morgan, stand aside.”

“No, no. I want to know first, what kind of crazed parents name their sons Balin and Balan?”

“My parents were not crazed! My father, Sir Balen of the two swords, was a legendary warrior! And it is for him which my mother most sensibly named I and then my brother.”

“Sensibly?” Morgan scoffed. “Yes, she so very sensibly thought to herself, ‘Aye, my two sons must neither of them be named Balen the second, for what sense does that make? No, both must be named what sounds exactly the same unless carefully spelled out and enunciated.” She shook her head. “Yours truly is a tragic tale, Sir Balin. Thy family suffers from a serious case of mundane madness, a most wicked impulse to cause intentional confusion.”

Balin charged toward her with lance lowered, and Gawain gave a shout of outrage, and Morgan froze both them and their mounts in place with a spell of transfixiation. “Wait right there. Who are you truly angry with, Sir Balin?”

“You! You rude and mannerless witch!”

“Yes, of course. So the deadly challenge was issued unto me, and I am the one you must combat to solve the slight.”

“How call you this combat, where you paralyze my horse before no doubt smiting me with lightning?”

“No lightning. This shall be an absolutely fair contest, and I will not even heal. So step down from thy so very high horse.”

Balin hesitantly dismounted, staring doubtfully at first his sword and then the five foot woman before him. “I cannot carve the head from a lady, if that is your wicked intent this day to so defame my character.”

“You think I would die just to defame your character?” she scoffed. “No, we shall fight like men.” She became Sir Balin, beating on her massive boar-insignia shield in raucous challenge. “Come on now. Have at thee! Or art thou afraid to face a warrior so mighty?”

Balin became even more infuriated at the sight of that perceived mockery. “You have no right to carry that crest!”

She looked to the insignia on her shield, and she shrugged, dropping the shield so it puffed away into mist, and then disintegrating the original one clenched in Balin’s hand as well.

His eyes flared. “You horrid—!”

“I said we should have a fair contest. If I’m to fight without a shield, then you must as well.”

“I will rend thy head from thy shoulders!” He charged, and the false Balin haughtily raised her sword to counter.

False Balin stood no chance. Morgan had zero training or fighting instincts, and even with all those muscles, she quickly lost her sword, then dropped into a cowering crouch with hands raised desperately overhead and the blows hammering down. “Yield!” she shouted. “Good God, stop killing yourself! I yield!”

“You mock me still!”

“No! I fought thee fairly!” She shifted back into herself, climbing shakily to her feet. “I acted with honor, and I fought you fairly in return for all your insults. And I lost. Horribly. But my point is, I am not a witch devoid of virtue, and I do not delight in others suffering. I take offense the same as any mortal when a man insults my character and my aims. Though yes, I will admit the slight goes both ways in this case.

“I remember all too well my decision to strike you with mouth-foaming incontinence in order to get us through the gates of Carbonek. I understand that was humiliating and hard for you, and so for that and that alone, I apologize. Can we now put end to this pointless feud and cease insulting one another, so I may keep in company with my friends without you constantly infuriating me​?”

Balin frowned, eyes weighing into her, as slowly, he lowered his sword. “You wish an end to our feud? Answer me truthfully then, did you expect to win this duel?”

“Honestly, I had not idea of the outcome. I wanted to fight you in a manner you’d respect, and I thought taking your shape I’d at least have your muscle memory, but that turned out rather a failed experiment, now didn’t it?”

“You are a strange woman, and I feel you still manipulate me,” Balin muttered. Still, he sheathed his weapon and walked calmly back toward his charger, remounting.

Morgan turned then to Gawain with a triumphant smile, only to find he had already ridden off ahead of her, not even having watched the duel.

“You cheated him of the chance to defend his lady,” Lancelot supplied in his stead, and Morgan rolled her eyes.

“It was not his fight. It was mine, and I settled it without tricks of any kind, since you people are always decrying my magic as not an ‘honorable’ way to fight. Yet here I try a more traditional approach, find it equal parts disappointing and terrifying, and instead of comfort and thanks, he just... Are you even listening to me?” she demanded, for Lancelot had stopped looking at her entirely and taken to examining a fine white kerchief instead.

“I half-listened while I waited for you to arrive at your point,” he shamelessly admitted. “But your strange behavior just now reminded me of the antics of others. This rag is rather beginning to smell, so I was thinking of throwing it away, but Gawain reacted most strangely to that most sensible suggestion.”

“Because Lady Elaine bid you keep hold of it,” Gawain explained, circling back to retrieve them. “as you yourself informed me.”

“Yes, but if she did not wish it returned, then it surely is but an unwanted scrap of cloth, or else it bears some enchantment or ill meaning, though I can sense no magic coming off it...”

“You truly know nothing of knighthood,” Gawain noted wearily. “It carries no curse. Quite the opposite. It is a token of a lady’s favor, though yes, it does carry certain... implications.”

“I know not what ‘implications’ you refer to, but it sounds to me as if I should indeed abandon it,” Lancelot instantly replied, holding it out the side of his saddle.

“You cannot just drop it in the dirt to be trampled!” Gawain forestalled him in outrage. “You already accepted it.”

“I did not so much accept as have it forced upon me,” Lancelot disagreed, continuing solemnly, “There is only one from whom I would knowingly accept such a favor.” His eyes became distant and sad. “Because if this is a token of ‘implications’, then it is the same as a fairy gift, correct? A boon given before battle that will in fact keep one chained forever to the gifter.”

“There is no chain or enchantment,” Balin disagreed. “I’ve taken dozens of tokens then parted with them immediately after the tournament’s end. Proper procedure is just to return it to the lady who lent it at the indicated time. That scarf matters nothing. But what I find confounding, boy, is since when do you speak?”

“Since always.” Lancelot shrugged off. “I simply could not for a handful of weeks when I first made thy acquaintance.”

“A vow of silence until our quest was fulfilled?”

“No, a curse from a thoughtless sorceress.”

“Does that sorceress need to remind you of how many grave injuries she has cured you of within the past four days alone?” Morgan grated, thoroughly fed-up with all three of these self-absorbed fools.

“Yes, you saved my life repeatedly,” Lancelot offered. “Even though your distracting arrival inflicted many of those mortal injuries, causing me to bare my back to the enemy, and leading the Lady Elaine to get involved and further impede my focus...”

Morgan melted into wind and deserted them all without another word.

If this was the level of gratitude she received from even her friends and dear ones...

There was surely much worse awaiting her in Camelot should she dare set foot within those gates.

* * * * *
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​V. If All You Need is Love... Then Why is it Nothing but Grief?
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Gawain spent the rest of that long and dreary day riding at the head of their party in lonely contemplation, as Lancelot chatted endlessly and Balin gave occasional grunts of agreement to his points.

“...and improperly as she acts, that witch truly is a good woman at her core,” Lancelot assured their surly companion. “It was a true and brave risk to fight thee fairly without use of her magic.”

Balin gave another grunt of possible agreement, before the muttered phrase, “Brave or not, I’m more comfortable now that she’s left us.” Vanished straight into wind and leaving no trace of her presence.

She might be hovering nearby anyhow, eavesdropping on their every word. Gawain should be speaking out to defend her again, just as Lancelot was doing. But Morgan did not even appreciate his efforts. She mocked him with how sarcastically ‘sweet’ it was that he would do the proper, expected thing and duel for her honor. She did not need him to defend her. She seemed irritated by his every act.

Yet he missed her anyhow. He missed her mere hours after she vanished.

They made good progress that day and stopped to make camp just as the sun was sinking below the horizon. Lancelot had ridden on ahead and somehow managed to spear them an entire boar within minutes.

His luck was otherworldly, and so were his cooking skills. Gawain was used to bland smoked meat, but Lancelot plucked up herbs from the brush just as confidently as any witch or medicine woman and infused the leaves into their skewered pig until it tasted just as succulent as the main dish at a king’s feast.

Gawain gave him earnest compliments for that, and the boy responded as ungratefully as always with not even a ‘thank you’. “The trick lies in searing the outside first to seal in the juices...” he rambled on instead in arrogant instruction, and Gawain quickly retired for the evening, finding he had precious little appetite this day.

He failed to find rest, but hours after his first stubborn attempt to close his eyes and make a serviceable bed of the dew-soaked grass beneath him, he felt the bulky pillow of his pack soften and elongate into soft down stuffing, a blanket fluttering down around his shoulders to lessen the night’s chill.

“If this is not a dream, then thank you, Morgan,” he murmured, and instantly felt the press of a much more titillating softness right up against his chest.

He breathed in that most stimulating scent of her long, alluring hair, and smoothed his hands around her waist, most respectfully refraining from cupping instead those tempting, subtle curves. He opened his eyes and sunk into the inky dark pools of her eyes, a barely visible bit of beauty in the moonless dark. He could feel her breath hot upon his lips, and he could not repress his spreading grin. “I take it this means we’re making up again?”

“A proper bed is in order first,” she teased, pressing her lips to his own.

At least... he’d thought it was a tease. There was no way he could make love to her out here in the open with Lancelot and Balin sleeping just a few feet away. Then the ground dropped away with a sudden lurching sensation, and his eyes flared wide.

His back hit a mattress, and he gave a startled grunt. Morgan broke up giggling and stroked at his face, as his eyes darted around the darkened bedchamber. She was taking clear delight in his dazed work to process the sudden shift in scenery.

“Apologies for the rough landing, my good sir.”

“Where...?”

“We’re home,” she breathed, her smile slipping into an earnest and solemn regard, as her eyes searched his own. “I’ve had enough of adventures and danger. I wish to retire now in truth.”

He gave an instant, glowing smile. “That is... I am happy for you then.” No more plagues, or lightning, or uncontrolled torments inflicted upon their citizens. She had brought him home to Camelot, and they could do as he so badly ached to and make love again, right here in this bed. “But tonight is not some long farewell, I should hope.”

“Not at all.” She beamed. “I wish you by my side, Gawain.”

“A proper knight would have taken your hand before we lay together in that cave,” he agreed. “I need only ask your brother’s permission first—”

She stiffened, pulling back. “We do not need Arthur’s permission for anything, and did you just...?” She flushed. “That is the least romantic proposal I have ever heard! We have had but a handful of days together—”

“And I love thee, and you I. Correct?”

“Yes. But—”

“Then we shall wed.” It would make it all right between them. She would become his proper queen, and he had no doubt in his mind that this was the just and much needed course. His devotion to her was as strong as it had ever been, regardless of her sins. He and Arthur could settle this political disaster with King Pelles without her dangerous involvement, as she stayed happily retired within their home...

“I really rather hate Orkney though,” he breathed, hands twining in her hair, as he rolled his way on top of her. “My father’s castle is far from a hospitable fortress, leagues away from anything important, with rivals and enemies everywhere, quite constantly trying to kill me. Not that they stand any chance of succeeding,” he could not help but brag. “especially with you at my side. But regardless...”

“I have no intention of returning to Orkney.” That coy assurance was accompanied by the sorcerous vanishing of all clothing: a clearest invitation for an immediate consummation of their approaching vows.

All he wanted was to kiss her and speak not another word until the morning, but her next words jarred him back to clarity before he could take a single action. “Just hand that seat over to Gaheris already. He’ll be a much better king to those people.”

“Gaheris is a barely grown child,” Gawain insisted, unable to think of his brother as anything more than that soft-hearted boy always following timidly along at Agravain’s heels. “Orkney is my responsibility—Mmm.”

Morgan’s hungry lips and breathless encouragements made it impossible to be angry with her in this moment. They could talk about this later. The suffocating needs of their bare, twining bodies demanded instant satiation.

It was better than the first time, so much longer and more rewarding for both of them, he could see it. Lying exhausted in the sweat soaked aftermath, he knew it with certainty that he wanted no one else. He wanted nothing other than to hold this woman close and see that tender smile turning up the corners of her adorable, impish mouth.

He awoke to her still there beside him, stroking his cheek. He kissed her forehead, as she snuggled up against him all the closer. 

They took tea right there in the bed, and his thoughts started to clear, his smile turning bittersweet as he wistfully reflected, “I’ll have an earful at the confessional today.”

Morgan shot him a sharp and judging glance. “Those are your first words of the day? No ‘Good morning, love.’ Just ‘I’ve the instant need to go track down some priest and repent my wickedness’.”

“Forget it. I didn’t mean anything by that. Nothing about last night was wrong or...” It had been though. “It was wonderful, only... We should have saved it for our wedding night.” To lie with a maiden an entire two times out of wedlock was a most serious sin. Not that his only living parent, his stepmother, Anna, had ever modeled that virtue for her boys.

Morgan was of a similarly wicked mindset on occasion. She not only rolled her eyes at his assertion, she full on shoved him. “Why ruin what was shaping up to be such a lovely morning after with such overbearing...?” She sighed, raking a hand through her hair and avoiding his eyes. “I never even said I would marry you.”

He stiffened. “If I’m to be by your side and to love you like this... Of course we must be married.”

She sighed all the deeper, eyes flickering upward and searching his own. “I do not wish to do anything simply because you believe it ‘must’ be done,” she enforced. “You truly want to marry cursed Morgan Le Fay? To not just come away with me like this from time to time, but to forever abandon your tournaments, besmirch your grand, pristine reputation, and stay instead forever here with me...” She could not fight her spreading smile at the idea, but he himself felt just the faintest dampening of enthusiasm.

“I don’t see why I would need to stop competing in tournaments. Just because we are wed does not mean there will not still be wars to settle and quests to carry out, and fighting in tourney keeps me sharp. It is excellent, practical training.”

“You want me to commute you out to the tournament grounds and battlefields every couple of weeks?” Morgan dryly observed. “That is going to be exhausting.”

“Will it? They mostly happen in and around Camelot and London anyhow. I won’t need a portal. I can ride out myself—”

“I am not going back to Camelot,” she declared, and he felt his brow furrow.

“You already...” He assessed anew the bedchambers around them, as the morning light began to spill through the curtains to better illuminate the space. He had taken it at first to be some guest room in Arthur’s castle, perhaps the Princess Morgan’s long abandoned tower, but he could see now the differences in the architecture, the cobwebs in the corners that Camelot’s most diligent maids would never allow to persist. “Where are we?” he repeated. “You said we were home...”

“We are. Safe in Cader Idris.”

He stood right up out of the bed. “I never agreed to... That is far too large a detour,” he criticized, yanking open the curtains and staring out at the miles of desolate cliffs and churning, rainy sea. “Though I suppose you can just transport us back to our campsite, just as easily as you brought us here. You could even save me time by taking me
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