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      Autumn came with a crunch beneath the heels of Sir Marcus’s leather boots, loud in a countryside so quiet. The arrival of a new season was a burden that swayed his step into annoyance. Proof of time passing since the newest Knight of the Round Table had left Camelot to chase the Holy Grail.

      Marcus ignored the crisp leaves as he tread through the wilderness where only land, land, and more godforsaken land greeted him with a swell of evening fog settling on its farthest points. Only three months prior, he’d been assured that by autumn, the knights would have long since returned to Camelot with the Grail in hand, a return he wished for all too much. It’d mean returning to Vivienne, and if the stars were on his side, he’d be the chalice’s bearer. The first thing he planned to do was drop all that reminded him of his knighthood to take Vivienne in his arms and kiss her senselessly.

      A warm presence settled on the back of his neck. A hand or fingers. Marcus whipped around to nothing there. His eyes searched the dark terrain, hand on the hilt of the firelance at his waist in case of someone hiding in the shadows. A foe, perhaps. A stranger. A rogue. Silence followed, and Marcus did not breathe. It was only when he blinked that a pair of blue eyes rimmed in gold kohl shone back. Marcus’s breath caught, but the image of the sorcerer was gone. Impossible.

      “Marcus!” called Galahad, freeing Marcus from his thoughts.

      Marcus turned to the crackling campfire the many squires had built. The sky mixed with the black and gray smoke climbing from the flames, chasing away curious fireflies. He caught sight of Galahad’s squire, Owen, whose mood had darkened more and more each day, like there was a slow volcano inside him about to erupt. Owen’s gaze sliced at Marcus’s like a serrated blade, a curt frown on his face that had been there for weeks, never changing into a smile, never parting to speak.

      Galahad sat up straighter as Marcus approached. “We thought we’d lost you to the night.” Percy beside him laughed.

      Those sitting around Galahad likewise chuckled, and Marcus smirked despite himself. Galahad didn’t mean the night; he meant the women found there. Women whom knights would pursue and love for minutes or days before moving on. Women they were forbidden to be with, according to Arthur’s code of chivalry for the Round Table. A code knights frequently…bent, and when the memory of him and Vivienne in a rain-soaked barn in the countryside ambushed Marcus, he was reminded again that he was no priest.

      Regardless, Marcus had no desire to be lost to the night.

      “You would only lose me to the beef stew from that seaside inn last week,” Marcus replied, fingers raking his hair flat. “The only good meal in three months.” He didn’t mean for his words to wobble with irritation, but wobble they did, and from the looks of the company around him, it’d been noticed. Undoubtedly everyone else felt the same grating irritation. He sat in front of the fire, stared into the embers, and fumbled with the black lace at his wrist, which Vivienne had tied there before he left Camelot.

      Marcus caught Owen glaring and wondered what had changed in the months since Camelot had fallen: Owen had been there when Vivienne saw Marcus off on the quest. Hell, Owen had been the one to tell Vivienne about the agreement Marcus had made with Lancelot, that if he were to claim the Holy Grail for Camelot, freedom from the Round Table would be his. But now, it was as though the Grail’s call had claimed the sanity of Vivienne’s brother. Or perhaps the tedious tasks a squire was responsible for had resulted in an unquenchable bout of jealousy in Owen. Marcus wanted to confront him on it, but that was liable to turn into a tense standoff of swords begging to be withdrawn. He let it go.

      Galahad regarded the fire, over which rocked an iron pot steaming with hot gruel. Lacking in meat and flavor, it was composed of wet grains and old dulled spices many knights carried with them in case fresh venison could be found. Marcus hated the gruel’s vile, bland taste.

      “Think of when we return to Camelot,” Galahad declared. “Think of the feasts we will throw once we parade inside with subjects waving flags and cheering, the Grail in our hands⁠—”

      Marcus scoffed loudly enough to assert his doubt. He slouched as the eyes of the knights and squires present rested upon him, but he could no longer deny his skepticism that the Grail would be Camelot’s. Or real.

      “Something on your mind, Marcus?” Owen asked, refusing Marcus’s formal title. But while there was a bite to how Owen spit out Marcus’s name, the rest didn’t comment. They were used to friendships amongst young knights and the squires close in age. Sometimes the rules of etiquette came second to camaraderie.

      Marcus was more surprised the squire spoke at all. “No.” He told himself to end it at that, but didn’t. “And you, Owen? You’re surlier tonight than usual.” He locked eyes with Owen, watching in his peripheral vision as the band of knights and squires around them took notice of their terse exchange.

      Owen leaned forward. “Forgive me, my lord, if I find it a bit tiresome to see you wallowing about.” Then he sat back and added, “Again.”

      Marcus smirked for the second time that night. Owen was clearly being facetious, and yet to address a former serf by such a title was something Owen hated even more than their tasteless gruel. The tone, though, was more telling than the insult of the words.

      “Enough, Owen.” Galahad stood tall, a gesture that caught every man’s attention. “This quest is not without its moments of anger or madness. Keep hold to your wits. And your tongues.” His sharp blue eyes found Marcus through the black smoke of the fire. “Goes for you, too, Marcus.”

      Marcus looked at his food, but he couldn’t manage a bite. "It’s the insufferable heat," he declared, getting to his feet and promptly walking away from the campfire. With an uneasy toss, the hot gruel landed on a brush of dried weeds, but all Marcus heard as he strolled away was the sound of another scoff—Owen—and then a pair of footsteps following.

      Marcus didn’t turn, even when the squire called, “It should have been me, serf!”

      And there it was.

      Marcus stopped, not twenty yards from the campfire—though now out of earshot. He faced an old friend whose fists were clenched tightly at his side. Their fight wouldn’t demand swords or fusionahs. Using one’s fist to break a nose was much more personal and intentional.

      “I nearly wish it had been you they’d knighted, Owen,” Marcus said plainly. “I didn’t ask for this.”

      It was the wrong response, and Owen’s expression hardened. On some days, seeing him was a reminder of Vivienne—they looked similar, and even though Vivienne’s eyes were blue where Owen’s were brown, the shape was nearly identical. But now, there was no trace of Vivienne’s brother in the face that stared back at Marcus.

      “Do not patronize me.” Owen’s shaky response made his words dangerous.

      Marcus’s shoulders fell in exhaustion. “I couldn’t be bothered to…” But he stopped there. “Forget it. Deal with the plight that’s stalled your ambition, Owen,” Marcus said before walking away, “in a way that doesn’t get someone nearly killed.”

      But there was a split-second after he spoke when Marcus realized his order wouldn’t be taken as such—this was a jab at Owen’s past sins. His betrayal of Lancelot. How Owen spread the truth Arthur had so desperately wanted to keep secret regarding his queen and champion. Marcus’s words were low blows, and Owen was not going to ignore them.

      A slicing of metal against metal rang through air behind Marcus, who had to turn quickly or else the sword in Owen’s grasp would have cost him an arm once it had fallen. Marcus found his own blade and deflected the blow, circling the squire in defense, his focus on the darkness in Owen’s eyes as he fought to disarm him.

      “You dare judge me when your own sins are so much worse!” Owen growled.

      Marcus stepped away as he now felt the insult’s sting. This time, Owen meant Vivienne. Marcus had thought they’d had an accord. He’d been delusional enough to believe Owen didn’t care for power as much as he cared for the idea of the Round Table. He’d even believed perhaps Owen was likewise fine with the prospect of Marcus being bearer of both the Grail and his sister’s love.

      Marcus backed away as Owen gathered his strength, and Galahad and Percy at the campfire leapt to their feet, fusionahs in hand.

      “Owen!” Galahad ordered. “Step down! Now!”

      But Owen did no such thing, as though rage were deafening. In an instant, Percy was there, his arms looping through Owen’s elbows. With a strong yank, Owen was forced to drop his sword and submit to Percy. The knights fought Owen to the ground while Marcus watched. There was something unnatural in Owen’s anger, and that was something Marcus couldn’t ignore.

      Galahad took a knee and leaned close to Owen’s angry face, his scowl so dark on his lips, it might one day turn into a scar. Marcus could see the flickers of angry gold in Owen’s gaze.

      “You dare attack a man when his back is turned? And a knight at that?” Galahad seized Owen’s shirt in his fist and yanked hard so Owen’s gaze was forced upon him. “I should send you back to Camelot. Or into exile.”

      Marcus watched Owen’s face distort with rage. He stepped forward, a sense of warning and danger in his presence, one he couldn’t ignore. “Galahad⁠—”

      But Owen spoke first, and he spoke louder. “Burn in hell, Galahad.” He spit into the older knight’s face and elbowed Percy, who dropped one hand as he recoiled. Owen’s free hand flew to his waist, where he found a dagger to slice Percy’s elbow, forcing the knight to let go completely.

      Percy grunted in pain. “Damn!” He grabbed the gash, and blood spilled between his fingers.

      Then Owen’s blade was a breath away from Galahad’s throat; a split-second later, Galahad’s fusionah found Owen’s own neck. Marcus grabbed his firelance in lieu of the sword at his waist: useless when an iron bearing would be so much faster. His gaze was steady, and his aim just as much.

      “Drop it, Owen,” Marcus said.

      Behind them, squires and knights by the fire scrambled for their weapons.

      Marcus knew this was a conflict Owen could never win. “Owen. Drop.”

      Marcus watched Owen stare into Galahad’s eyes, his own knight. Galahad the Pure, who had shown interest in Owen only a few years prior and saw the potential he had for greatness. The boy’s skills in archery are unlike any other’s. He’ll be instrumental when we find the Grail, mark my words, Lancelot.

      Owen narrowed his eyes at Marcus. The sense of defeat was powerful in his gaze, but pride was still alive and well in Vivienne’s brother. He smiled a smile of antagonism—cutting and quick—and lifted the blade from Galahad’s neck with barely a scratch left behind. His hands rose. The dagger fell. And Galahad seized him by the shoulders and held him powerless, forcing the squire to his knees.

      “Return to Camelot,” Galahad declared, and certainly none in the camp missed how a squire going anywhere without his knight would appear to the rest of the world. “You’re not my squire anymore. You shall be known as a near-exile in the place you call home. Return as such, or do not return at all. Until dawn, consider yourself a prisoner.”

      A set of iron shackles locked around Owen’s wrists, but no guilt or humility took refuge in his face, Marcus noticed. He was calm, stoic, like this was all part of a plan. The Grail does this, Marcus thought. None of us will be ourselves by the time we return home. He wondered how much of what had just happened with Owen was true of the squire’s real self, and the thought sickened him. As though the quest could sense his disgust, images of Camelot and Vivienne alike flooded his mind, and the desire to be home followed. Marcus grunted in frustration. His own vices, though not as intrusive or potent as the others’, were distracting.

      He needed a break. He turned the other way as Galahad and Percy dealt with Owen. He returned his firelance to his holster, next to the reclaimed sword Queen Guinevere had knighted him with. No one tried to stop Marcus as he stalked deeper into the countryside. Galahad would know he’d return.

      To put the brawl with Owen behind him, Marcus let himself think of Vivienne. I miss her.

      "She feels the same," a familiar voice said into the black night.

      There was only one person Marcus knew could read minds, and his hand flew to the hilt of his firelance all the quicker. He seized the weapon and aimed it into the nothingness that stood in front of him. A thicker fog had bloomed now, and through it walked a familiar gait, a long dark cloak, and the face of a wizard who still had centuries to go before he could earn Marcus’s trust.

      "And right now, there's little I can do to ensure you do trust me, Sir Marcus of Camelot." Merlin pulled the hood from his head, exposing his skull inked with symbols and time. "Congratulations on the promotion, boy. Well-deserved."

      Marcus shook his head in disbelief. "You're not real. You were cursed, torn from your body. You're nothing but a spirit in⁠—"

      "Jerusalem, yes. And I have mere minutes with you here before Azur will draw me back, so I must use my time to ensure you hear what I have to say."

      Marcus narrowed his gaze, not unlike the last time he’d seen Merlin in the haunted woods in the countryside outside Camelot. The knight didn’t know if he could trust a sorcerer who’d once stolen magic with Morgan le Fay not ten feet from him and Vivienne. Who’d commissioned Marcus to bring to life a mechanical dragon monstrosity—Norwegian steel and iron and fire and an unnatural surge of life dwelling inside. A task that had nearly gotten him killed.

      "I did enough for you, wizard,” Marcus said.

      The luminous transparency of Merlin's face was strange, and for a moment, Marcus wondered if whatever magic the sorcerer had left would be cast his way.

      Instead, Merlin's face dropped with guilt. "I know. What has happened and what is yet to come will be sins I can never do sufficient penance for. And still, I must ask more of you and Vivienne.”

      "Why would you need Vivienne?" Marcus remembered how Vivienne was commandeered to build an aeroship that would fly the likes of the Knights of the Round Table high enough in the sky to reach the unattainable Avalon. Now the thought of the wizard using her for other means was poison in Marcus’s mind, and he lifted his weapon higher.

      Merlin strolled around the young knight, unthreatened by Marcus’s simple firelance. "She has an important part in what is to come, much more than the world should know until it's done. Save to say this: Camelot seeks the Grail, and if things go according to plan, Camelot will claim it.”

      There was more. Marcus lifted an eyebrow. "But?"

      Merlin glanced elsewhere. "But, the road to Avalon will include many setbacks before victory."

      "Meaning what, sorcerer?" A bout of frustration came over Marcus. He was tired of this. He wanted to go home. He wanted to have a meal that consisted of actual venison instead of the illusion of it. He wanted to find Vivienne and kiss her until they were at a crossroads between exhaustion and exhilaration. He didn't want to be standing out in the middle of a cold empty field talking with a wizard who was once again a thief of magic. He nearly preferred the idea of returning to the campfire, even if it would mean sitting across from a cuffed, angry Owen.

      Merlin stepped forward as though to tell Marcus a secret. And Marcus knew from the certain eyes and the disposition of the wizard that all of this was much bigger than anything the world could imagine.

      Merlin spoke to Marcus.

      And when Marcus heard what the sorcerer had to say, the knight’s worst fears were confirmed.

      Marcus found his horse away from the knights’ camp and leapt into its saddle. Merlin handed him a weapon. Something powerful and yet ancient. A pistolník as rare as a full moon in the cloudy northern skies.

      “To remind you of my trustworthiness, no matter what might happen next, and to prove to others it was Merlin who sent you.” A stern face met the knight’s much closer then. “It is more valuable than you know.”

      But Merlin didn’t explain why.

      Marcus rode off into the night. With a quick look behind him, he saw the illuminating fire of the knights' camp a world away. Accompanying it was the uncertainty of his own future. Abandonment simply did not happen in the Round Table; on the contrary, it was met with shame. Banishment. Nonetheless, Marcus tore away from the sight of Galahad’s infantry.

      He didn't know how Camelot would find the Grail, or if Camelot even would. But the quest be damned. He only had one focus now.

      Marcus rode off, not noticing that the strip of lace, so precious and cherished around his wrist, had slipped off and fallen to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACT ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE GREAT SEA OF THE MEDITERRANEAN

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      ON THE GRECIAN SHORES

      When we were children, my brother’s shadow puppets on our bedchamber walls would entertain me until dawn.

      The moon and stars would shine over the land, and once their light had risen, we'd scurry to a far corner. Owen would lower a quicklight to a gas lantern’s wick until orange flames wrote all sorts of tales on the walls, brilliant yellow flickers illuminating shadowed stone. He'd kneel so he could use both hands to best illustrate the most daring and ridiculous of characters. Clever hawks would befriend foolish rabbits, who would then turn into valiant knights to save a kingdom from a ferocious monster. Owen’s stories told of the sacrifices heroes and heroines would make to slay the dragons of the world. To be freed from immense danger. To save their loved ones.

      Because there was always a way to win. Always a way to conquer evil. But to do so, there was also a necessary sacrifice.

      There are no stone walls on this remote white beach. No gas lanterns to use as a conduit for storytelling. There is no heroine in my tale; there's no monster but the one I might soon find in myself.

      If I go through with my plan to steal magic.

      Marcus’s dead body lies before me. Waves crash against the shore, the sun climbs higher and higher above the horizon, and above me floats a lost kingdom so very bold and glorious. It’s being pursued by rogues with a villainous demigod while I’m in paradise or hell, silent in a world even quieter. Paradise or hell will be revealed as easily as Owen’s shadow puppets once I take the spell that would bring Marcus back to life.

      A twist in my stomach warns me of the outcome. If I do this, I won’t have much time before my soul will be lost forever. Only a month.

      "But the Grail will save me,” I remind myself in only a whisper. Merlin said so himself. I can't bear to think any more than that, otherwise I might be lost to a flood of tears. And nor can I look at Marcus’s cold gray face, the features of which are hauntingly still.

      No, I think. Marcus won’t be dead; no, not for long. Because there's a way to use magic for good. And we’re so close to the Grail that it’ll be nothing more than a few days before Marcus and I can beat the Black Knight to Avalon and claim the chalice King Arthur so badly wanted. All I’ll need is a drink from the cup, surely, and then I’ll be saved. Because why else would Merlin’s spirit have told me to do this?

      "If you steal magic, daughter of Carolyn, you will be forever damned,” comes the vicious voice of the Lady of the Lake.

      The last time I was in her presence, I was terrified I'd been caught contemplating magic thievery, but no more am I afraid. I cast my gaze toward the waters, seeing her as an old woman with long hair now ice-white walking from the waves, not a drop dampening her burlap shawl or trailing in beads down her wooden cane. She storms at me, but flickers in and out of existence, as though the magical forest battle that occurred between her and Merlin as I escaped for the Perilous Lands badly hurt her.

      "You'll be a thief,” she says, “and Camelot will pay the price."

      I do not answer. I consider Merlin’s spell. To invoke it will take preparation, and it’ll only work within the hour. Who knows how much time I wasted stupidly crying over a boy who'll soon be alive? I must get to work.

      "Yes, start right away," comes a familiar grumble on my other side. Trudging through the scattering sand is the spirit of Merlin. "A crossbow’s bolt can only hold blood inside a body for so long. He’ll run low, and what good is a knight if he’s too blasted weak to stand?”

      My eyes fall shut over my wet lashes, and the monster lurking inside me is chased away by the memory of Owen’s crossbow and the horrid thwack it made when an arrow released into Marcus’s chest. The sharp movement as Marcus was struck. The way his gaze fell into another realm, unfocused like death was close and he was staring straight into its murderous eyes. The split-second when Owen’s gaze blanked—incredulity arrives quickly when passion or anger evokes our actions. Another tear unravels down my cheek.

      “Crying when you have the means to change things!” Merlin growls closely enough to my ear that I jump and search for the ghost of my mentor who vanishes as quickly as his voice. Suddenly, his form shudders back in front of me. “You know the spell.”

      Redia. I know the spell.

      “Do it,” Merlin says.

      “Traitor, Merlin!” the Lady of the Lake howls. “You steal from me, but to let me live is beneath you!”

      I’ve heard her, but I ignore her strange words for Merlin because I don’t understand his motives. He never cared this much for Marcus before Morgan’s spell took his corporeal form from him, not when he could be drinking ale or absinthe instead. “Why coax me into a state bordering life and hell, Merlin? Is your own existence there so lonely that you must tempt your former apprentice into joining you?”

      The more I shout at the villainous sorcerer, wizard, thief of magic, the more his eyes harden, like he must put forth immense effort to keep from breaking into mirror fragments of himself. Like his will alone holds him together.

      My words might hurt like a spike to his heart, but I do not care. “Why demand this of me? You were my friend, Merlin! My mentor! You taught me all I know!”

      In a flash of blinding light that would soak the sun with envy, Merlin’s hand is clasped around the collar of my dress, yanking me close. “And you were the finest of all my apprentices, Vivienne, dear. So prove my decision to teach you wise and save the knight from death.” He throws me aside and flickers into the gusts of wind blowing white sands around me. “Twenty minutes.”

      His voice now has the timbre of the real Merlin I knew, the grumpy old advisor to Arthur. Merlin, who’d rather spend a festival tucked in the corner of Camelot’s grand hall with an elaborate hookah as his only company. Merlin, my teacher. The one who told me everything he knew about the mechanical arts. Who’d utter orders such as these before turning back to whatever contraption’s missing component had plagued him for weeks.

      I question him no longer. I rush for the horse carrying Marcus’s gear for something to soak up the blood. I tear open the satchel, pull out a spare knife, and suddenly, the glint of silver reflecting the sun reminds me of the cut in Rufus’s palm and the blood he gave so I could forge jaseemat, strong unlike Merlin’s. Stronger. Marcus’s blood still runs hot; maybe I’m saved from stealing more magic.

      There’s no time, there’s no time, but I’m foolish and desperate for another choice. Perhaps I can make jaseemat—perhaps it can be used somehow to reverse death.

      But the forbidden and impossible spell is written on my mind, and I’ll never forget it…

      Redia chatusolach azah morterejiakah…

      Leather gloves I yank out of Marcus’s satchel, and they tumble out next to the switchblade I threw into the sand. The quicklight I made for him soon follows. But it’s all for nothing, because there’s love coursing through my veins and stubbornness drawing me back to Marcus’s cold dead body.

      I remember how it felt to steal magic. How smoothly it came off the tongue. How it tasted sweet and forbidden, a secret that made me resilient and bold.

      These might be my own thoughts; they might be Merlin’s.

      But damn it all, stealing magic is what I’ll have to do.

      “Wretched girl!” calls the Lady of the Lake. She storms for me, but her words are only a threat. Maybe Merlin’s hold is more powerful. “You steal a spell such as this, and there will be no saving you! Even the Grail would be futile, I swear it!”

      “An ocean of lies founded in a desperate cause!” Merlin retorts. “Ignore her, Vivienne.”

      Desperate cause? I don’t understand their fight, but there’s no time to waste. I grab Marcus’s hand—oh God, it’s like ice—and my heart races. The bolt is still stuck, and I can’t pry it loose, and⁠—

      I scramble for my pocketed viewer—glass and copper and something I cherish deeply—searching until the red shine of copper reveals itself through white sand. Gripping it between my teeth, I extend it, and then I slam its glass face against my knife’s hilt. Shards fly everywhere, reflecting light at the thousands of birds in the sky. The remnants still attached render its teeth a ferocious bite, but enough so that it just might catch onto the plates of Owen’s bolt and release the horrid thing from Marcus’s body.

      “Now, Vivienne,” Merlin growls. “Ten minutes. Seconds it takes to speak, girl, but the spell needs time to work. You’re playing with fire.”

      I’ve been playing with fire ever since Camelot burned. I ignore him.

      My hands are shaking as I reach under Marcus’s back for the perfect and symmetrical steel dome of the bolt’s trapping feature. Damn whomever created this travesty of a tool, and damn Owen for⁠—

      No. I cannot think. The body lying in front of me is still, so still, and as I fit the sharp mouth of my viewer around the dome, I pretend it’s Caldor, and I’m simply tightening a set of bolts in its wings. I twist the viewer’s length so it bends in the center, folding over onto itself, and loop the pliable metal around it. I pull. The leverage is not terribly good, but with a bit more effort⁠—

      Click!

      I breathe a gasp and tug a little more. One click, and then another. The plates are releasing, one by one. Relief fills me, and with one last twist of the broken viewer, the domed trapper comes apart and falls onto my lap. A steady flow of thick blood is quick to follow, haunting me.

      “She cannot do this!” the Lady of the Lake warns, her shining moon-like eyes staring into mine. The harshness of day has fallen upon her, forcing a shadow into her spirit-like presence. Now she resembles the wraith I killed in the Fisher King’s castle.

      Now, she storms for me.

      I pull Marcus’s body into a protective embrace. But before the demigoddess can strike, Merlin steps in front and stretches his arms to keep her away, and a shimmer of unnaturally glorious light spills from every part of him like something horrifying and demonic, but still tragically beautiful.

      “Curse you a thousand-fold more if you get in her way!” Merlin yells. “Vivienne, five minutes!”

      No silence from either of them, and there’s still blood on my hands. I feel my fingers shake. There’s no more time. I clasp my ears tightly and squeeze my eyes shut. “Leave!” I scream, the strength of my despair pushing my voice into the wind. “Get out of here, both of you, before I search for a way to kill the two of you myself!”

      The world goes silent, and when the only sound I hear is the waves rushing in and easing back out, I breathe and open my eyes.

      They’re gone.

      It isn’t the first time I’ve ordered Merlin to be an insufferable old fool elsewhere. I expected him to leave. But the Lady of the Lake? Why would she…

      I’ll think about that later.

      My fingers shaking, I set one hand to Marcus’s chest as my other draws out that awful bolt. It’s slow and it tugs against his torn skin and it feels like I might be pulling out bone and oh God I want to look away. Finally, the horrible thing is freed from his body, and blood spills through my palms. I press harder against Marcus’s chest in hopes the bleeding might stop. I close my eyes and imagine myself somewhere else—my childhood bedchambers, listening to my brother’s story about the dying knight and the girl who saved him.

      And then there’s nothing else. I take a breath, and I speak. “Redia chatusolach azah morterejiakah.”

      My palms press harder against Marcus’s cold skin. I wish for the seemingly hopeless truth that stolen magic could be used for good. I ignore the rush of excitement and sense of satisfaction those forbidden words give me and force away the timid smile I feel turning up my lips. I focus on Marcus. My hands press as hard as they can as though it might make a damned bit of difference. Please, I think to whomever might listen. Please bring him back. Please, oh please…

      There wasn’t enough time. I cried for too long; I spent too many minutes searching for another way. I wasted what I had on the prospect of making jaseemat using the blasted rocks on this beach. I distracted myself from this act of thievery by smashing a viewer, and all of it was for nothing.

      But then, under my palms, a shudder, a gasp. A heartbeat.

      I breathe in sharply and look down.

      Just as Marcus’s violet eyes flutter open.
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      "Marcus?" I whisper.

      His eyelids flicker from sunlight or confusion. Slowly, life returns to him, starting with his eyes and then moving toward his skin to redden his gray lips. He breathes, but it doesn't come naturally at first; it's as though he was tossed by a ruthless wave back into this world. Each breath is long and heavy as he takes in our surroundings. But then a cry falls past the dried blood on his lips, and a frightened look comes about him.

      I clutch him gently. “Marcus⁠—”

      His hand shakes toward his torn tunic and the blood-soaked skin beneath. The magic I stole didn't heal the wound—there is fresh proof of Owen's arrow.

      "Viv…oh God, blood. What happened? I’m—” A wince as the pain of it washes over him.

      I exhale completely, and it shudders out of me in a sob of utter relief. Marcus opens his eyes to mine like death was never his, and I press my lips to his temple, his cheek, his forehead as he clamors for my fingers against the should-have-been fatal blow to his chest. I watch his lips quiver, and I cannot understand or believe—he was dead!

      Marcus gathers the strength to speak again. “Owen. Where is Owen?”

      “Lie still, lie still.” I attempt to relieve his fear and confusion as calmly as I can, despite the bout of dread creeping into my heart. I don't want Marcus to ask too many questions, and even still, I’m not ready to think beyond the reality that the boy who was a squire and became a knight is alive. The boy whose crime of dying was pardoned. The boy who loves me. Gently, I press my palms to his chest in hopes it might soothe us both. “Oh God. I need to dress the wound.”

      “How did this happen?” he breathes. I realize how badly he’s trembling, and with all that’s happened in only minutes, I can’t blame him. His eyes snap up to mine full of horror. “Owen. He was here, and⁠—”

      “Stop. Lie still,” I say again, dropping my hand to his heart. The timid thump of its beat staggers like his body might not trust itself to feel again. Together we look at the tattered tunic, the ties left loose around his neck after our shared night, the ugly maroon blood staining the fabric—still warm, still damp, still with a faint scent of copper or other metals, like a different sort of jaseemat beats within each of us. Or like there’s magic in the marrow of our bones. And now I’m shaking as badly as Marcus is. Because to any normal person, Owen’s arrow ought to have killed Marcus.

      But Marcus is alive.

      I can feel him staring at me, but I dare not look back.

      “Viv, please.”

      I know I must say something. But how could I ever confess that Marcus’s life was stolen, and the debt I paid to bring him back was magic?

      “Owen…had a crossbow,” I whisper. Marcus’s eyes are heavy and full of wonderment, yet empty of memory. “He loosened a bolt into your chest.”

      Marcus shudders. “Then I should have died.”

      “No.” I shake my head and prepare a lie I’ll have to carry for the rest of my life. “Don’t say that. Please. Clearly, he missed your heart.”

      “Missed,” Marcus breathes. And the word makes him shake with fear or weakness. I grasp for his cheek, but then I pull away. The wound—it needs dressing. There’s nothing on these shores that would help him with the pain. We must hurry to the aeroship ports or the nearest village where, God willing, there might be an infirmary.

      Marcus’s eyes search mine, but I won’t lock our gazes together. I put on a face of contemplation instead. And the fear that hit me when Owen’s bolt struck Marcus’s chest returns in full force. “You were lucky.”

      His eyes fall shut as though relieved to hear it, and my answer seems to have sufficed. A nod comes about painfully. And then Marcus lies back on the sand with a loud oomph, his arms outstretched as the agony of a crossbow’s plunge comes over him. “God help me. I never thought anything would inflict more pain than Lancelot’s overbearing stories in the French countryside,” he grumbles.

      At that, I must smile, even if my tears blind me.
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      There are plenty of strips of cotton in Marcus’s satchel. Some of them went to my shoulder after the careful shot of a rogue in the English countryside grazed my arm. Some went to wrapping Marcus’s palm after more rogues drilled into his hand. And now, the rest will carefully cross Marcus’s chest and back. He drifts between an unsettling sleep and wakefulness as I bandage him—we are careful to remove his tunic in a gentler way than we did the previous night—and speak little. Much goes unsaid, though not all.

      “Where did Owen go?” he asks as my fingers gently secure the cotton around the torn skin in his back, jagged and red with the depths of it too dark for blood. Oh God, how painful.

      “Likely after the Black Knight,” I respond.

      Marcus’s face turns so I can see his profile as he glances at the sky. Avalon, sublime and surreal, floats above us, southbound. A kingdom once land but now sky, a mixture of forestry and clouds and gold or other glimmering metals. And soaring straight for it, the Black Knight’s aeroship, MUERTE.

      “I dreamt he’d been defeated,” Marcus tells me as I tie up the ends of the cotton into a tight knot at his shoulder. His skin has regained its warmth, and its deep tan has returned. When my hands pull away, Marcus sits up, his gaze unfocused as he slips his tunic back on. “That it’d been something simple. Something stupid. The Black Knight flew his damned ship over a city whose cannons shot him down. He couldn’t fly. He drowned in the sea beneath him, and it’d turned out he was no demigod at all. Not even a man.” A vacant look fills Marcus’s eyes as he speaks, but he reaches for my hand nonetheless. It’s a simple message, but one his simple touch conveys well. Together. As we promised. In full honesty. In everything.

      I stare at our joined hands. The gesture deepens when Marcus clutches me more tightly, like he’s put trust in me. He doesn’t know I must claim the Holy Grail now, lest I lose everything that makes me Vivienne. I wonder what thoughts fight Marcus’s mind for dominance, if he’ll want to abandon the quest to stop the Black Knight from claiming Avalon first. With such a terrible injury, it’d certainly be dangerous to continue.

      I help him rise to his feet, a grimace on his face as we stand together. “We need to get you help, Marcus.”

      “Agreed,” he says. A moment later, he’s in a crouch and eases back onto the sand.

      I look up and down the beach. “I can’t begin to wonder where the closest infirmary is. We have to get out of these sands for a better idea.”

      He doesn’t respond at first, even though I’m certain by his disposition he knows what I’m about to suggest. When he finally speaks, his voice is sheathed in bitterness. “So what choice do we have but to go to the ports?”

      I stand to ready the horse and adjust the saddle. In the short time since leaving Camelot, I’ve lost my fear of these beasts, but that might be because there are more fearful things in the world to consider. Suddenly, a wave of horror slices through my bones, splitting my chest down the middle. I gasp and clutch my heart, glancing down as I’m sure so sure a scythe has split my skeleton in two. But, no. I stand in the Grecian sands as salt water stains the dress I wear that once belonged to a queen.

      I feel my trembling hands come together in tight fists. I squeeze my eyes shut and command the pain away. It will not claim me. It will not rule over me.

      Marcus touches my elbow, and I startle.

      He leans against the horse. “Viv?" He’s worried and frightened, and his eyes are shadowed by dark circles of exhaustion or pain he’s ignoring for me.

      Finally, the anguish passes over me as quickly as a breeze. "The bolt in your chest scared me. That's all." But even though Marcus’s eyes are desperate to hold onto mine, like he could read them or understand all of me just by staring, the honesty in my words is too much, and I look away. "We need to find an infirmary. I know this, and so do you. But I’ve never wanted to return to Camelot more than I do right now."

      “I know,” he says.

      Home is thousands of miles away, and to return as the girl I once was seems impossible.

      But it could be the more rational course of action, perhaps. To return. Marcus stands beside me, and I feel him studying me, like we’ve both changed since the moment he was struck by a crossbow’s bolt. There are aeroships soaring in the distance, and the ports can't be too far off. The thought of finding a villager willing to sell his own aeroship so we can fly after MUERTE before it climbs too high in the sky for us to follow is an unlikely possibility. The ghost of the Black Knight essentially screams at me to find him.

      I help Marcus onto the horse. He shifts in the saddle, a grimace on his face just as prominent as the groan he emits. The toes of my boot fiddling with the stirrup, I gesture to his saddle, silently asking if he'd be all right having me ride with him. His answer is a quick nod, and I lift myself up.

      The horse kicks the sand as it gallops across the shore. We follow the shallow prints of Owen's steed to the aeroship ports. I don't know if we'll see my brother there, or if he's already commandeered an aeroship to take him to Avalon. With the castle so visible, it's no longer solely a quest for knight or rogue. On the contrary, the Grail might be claimed by anyone willing to incorporate alchemy and the mechanical arts into their aeroships to fly as high as Avalon. Or willing to steal magic.

      Another pang of worry strikes at my chest, but it's much milder now. A dull ache that spreads slowly through my bones, warming my blood until it might turn red-hot, and then vanishing until a chill embodies my spine. Like there might be a piece of me missing. Left and forgotten back on the beach, claimed when I stole those words of magic.

      Oh God, what have I done?
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      The edge of the shores is crowned by stark jagged cliffs at least a hundred feet high. A narrow path leads us up a dirt road to a bustling village composed of horse-drawn carts and mechanical horses all the same—just like the ones the mechanic in Camelot attempted to replicate before Morgan’s war. As we search for any signs of an infirmary, Marcus pulls a set of winter furs tightly around his shoulders. The reason is two-fold: to conceal his markings as a knight and to avoid any peculiar questions regarding the bloodied garment he wears, not to mention the white cotton bandages peeking out from under his collar. To be inconspicuous is a much wiser approach in new villages, and in the months since Marcus became a knight, this insurance of anonymity seems to have become second nature to him, just as easily as I would wrap my hair in a steel netting before soldering together a copper bird.

      The people of this village move about quickly and with an air of confident grace, like nobility would in Camelot or other parts of Britannia, but the clothing of these villagers is different—lighter fabrics and textiles—and the preferred colors of dress are identical to that of sky and sand. Monocled dandies and corseted ladies are just as commonly seen here as back home, and mark me, it's been quite some time since I last saw such familiar accessories.

      Marcus nudges me, and when he speaks, his voice is less strained than before. "Look."

      I follow his line of vision, and instantly, I see what's caught his attention. Up ahead is a merchant's stand where a man in a faded rust-colored hat with a matching vest peddles tonics and herbs. The heavy anise scent of recently drunk absinthe settles over the area surrounding him. An apothecary.

      I steer our horse toward the stand in hopes that if we do not find an infirmary, an apothecary would have the next best thing. The bellowing cries of “Whatever vexes you—be it toothache, stomachache, or curse—it’ll be healed in no time. Guaranteed!” drowns out my swift drop from the horse as Marcus curls over on the steed.

      The apothecary throws me a sanguine smile. “Salve? Potion? Or is it something sweet for the lady today, then?” Amongst his green glass bottles with their dirty corks he has trays of sugar-dusted figs and other desserts native of the Holy Land. A spread of pastry treats with nuts and dried fruits and other heavenly goodies sits amidst small satchels of tea from the Eastern world, and the apothecary stands tall with pride. “My wife baked them herself this morning.”

      I glance up at Marcus. His face is graying. “He needs a pain tonic. The strongest you have.” I offer several gold coins, more than the cost of any bottle.

      The apothecary eyes Marcus. “Depends on the ailment, now doesn’t it? This here brown bottle is only good for soothing poison ivy, whereas this clear one would simply make it worse. What’s he got?”

      Marcus’s eyes are dull and dark, and he’s let his furs spill open, showing the dampness of his blood seeping through the bandages. “Headache,” he mutters through gritted teeth.

      The apothecary pales at the blood. Instantly, he shuffles through his collection, glass chiming against each other as they clatter and sing. Finally, he picks a bottle with illegible scribbling on a bit of parchment stuck inside the cork. “This should do it for now,” he tells me. A finger points down the docks toward the other side of the village. “You might want to seek out a proper infirmary, though. There’s one on the outskirts. A day’s ride away. None closer, I’m sorry to say.”

      I hear Marcus curse under his breath, and my sentiments are exactly the same.

      “You’re absolutely certain?” I hand the bottle to Marcus, and he doesn’t hesitate to drink the strong tonic in one gulp, despite the wince crossing his face at the taste or potency.

      The merchant tilts his head with uncertainty before gazing across the sea of dandies and the ladies they’re pursuing. “Not in these parts. Apologies.”

      I nod and thank the apothecary, but he reaches for my hand before I can step away. He wraps up six figs and three pastries in a strip of parchment and then folds it into a neat package, setting it in my hand with a gracious nod.

      “To keep your strength up. Was never much of a fan of figs myself.” A friendly wink, and it reminds me of Merlin. “Don’t tell the wife.”

      I thank the apothecary again and set the desserts into my pocket as something familiar behind the apothecary catches my eye.

      “I know that aeroship,” I whisper with incredulity. Because beyond the glass bottles and warm desserts is an alleyway leading outside the village toward a cliff hanging over the ocean. In the clash between sea and sky, the torn wings of a spoiled aeroship flutter with the wind, out of view from the busyness of the village, far away from the docks and the commercial aeroships waiting to fly after the drifting Avalon.

      I look over my shoulder at Marcus watching from the horse, huddled over the saddle but still sitting tall enough to avoid any curious glances from others. He frowns in curiosity as I move toward the alleyway. I point out my destination and then turn toward it, confident he’ll understand to follow. Marcus clicks his tongue, and the horse's clomping footsteps trail me as we keep quiet, careful not to arouse any suspicion lest rogues be nearby as we depart from the village. There's something oddly familiar about the aeroship and its broken wings with their claws that would latch onto⁠—

      Oh God. Galahad.

      If that’s Galahad’s aeroship, it means the knight’s infantry survived the scrimmage of the skies between Camelot and the Black Knight’s rogues. It means Percy is with him; Lena, too. It means there’s most certainly hope and together we might find a way to beat the Black Knight to the Holy Grail. Marcus is riding closely behind me, but now I'm running toward the aeroship on the cliff sequestered from the rest of the village and won't risk the time it'd take to return to his horse and climb up.

      “Galahad!” I shout into the wind. The village is far behind me, and only those aboard the aeroship might be able to hear me now.

      I can't tear my eyes from it, the English-styled wings and masts, the smooth lip of the bow that resembles a minx’s smile. There are knights aboard fixing the badly-torn wing from the Black Knight's wrathful blasts of cannons as they’d chased him toward the Grecian shores. Galahad’s ship had spun out of control in the skies, and I’d held onto the wing of the rogues' ship to stay alive. I'd heard Lena's scream as she was forced to leave me in the Black Knight’s clutches, watched as her outstretched arms were pulled back by Percy.

      "Lena! Percy! Galahad!" Perhaps my voice is too worn, too strained. But Lena steps off the aeroship, her Corbenic blue-and-silver cloak abandoned in the warm Grecian morning. Her raven hair has been bundled up in a steel netting, the tendrils whipping across her face as she searches the horizon for the girl who called her name. I feel my heart blossom inside my chest at seeing the friend who’d nearly lost her life so I might be saved. Faster, I run. “Lena!”

      Finally, her sharp gray eyes rest upon me. "Viv!" She lifts the hem of the peasant skirt she wore as a barmaid in Astolat and races toward me. On the aeroship’s deck, two worn, familiar faces appear. Galahad and Percy spot us and shout to the others, calling my name and Marcus’s.

      They can wait. Because Lena reaches me and embraces me, and I hold onto her tightly. She pulls away, and her hands clench mine. "Oh Viv, I had no idea if you fell, or if that monstrous demon⁠—"

      But she falls silent, and I know it’s because neither of us can think of what might have happened. I look at Galahad’s aeroship. "I can't believe you were able to land it."

      "It wasn't me, Viv. Galahad and Percy have an inventor on board who was able to restructure the broken wing as we soared toward the sea. Serendipitous indeed."

      Marcus reaches us, and I run to his side to help him ease off the saddle. Lena happily wraps her arms around his neck with a shout of glee. "You rascal! Took you long enough to arrive!"

      "Wasn't easy,” he says as he pulls away with a wince. The apothecary’s tonic seems to have brightened his gray face, at least.

      Lena sets her fists to her hips. “You didn't have your stomach lodged inside your throat as you fell from the sky like a broken bird," she counters. “I suggest one day you try that on for size.”

      Marcus draws away at that with a forced smirk, but his face betrays the pain he’s in, even more so now that Lena’s embrace added strain to his chest. “Be that as it may,” he says, his hand reaching under his furs to press against the reddening bandage on his torso. “You didn’t have a bolt loosened straight into your chest.”

      Lena’s eyes widen, and right away, I peel back Marcus’s furs further to see the fresh
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