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THE DARK TRINITY CHRONICLES

Chapter One

The Burden of Rule

Arthur came up to the high gallery before the council, the way he always did when he meant to decide a thing he did not want to.

From there the whole of Camelot lay open below him — the cobbled streets winding down toward the outer wall, the market stalls shuttered early against the cold, the watchfires strung along the battlements like a chain of small, stubborn suns. The great wall caught the last of the light. Along its face the old sigils held their glow, line on line of the Order’s runework set into the stone generations before his birth, the wards that had kept the dark off Camelot’s throat since his grandfather’s day. The glow was thinner tonight than he remembered — or he was tired, and reading the world by the weather of his own heart, which was a luxury a king could not afford.

A boy ran the base of the wall with a message satchel. Two watchmen leaned in a doorway who ought to have been standing it. Arthur marked them and did not call out. A month ago he would have. A month ago the leaning would have angered him; now he understood it. A man could only stand straight for so long against a thing that never quite came.

That was Dracula’s war, and Arthur had been slow to name it for what it was. No host had marched on Camelot in half a year. There was no siege to break, no field to take, no enemy to put a face and a banner to. Only the slow arithmetic of it — a caravan burned here, a holding lost there, a winter’s grain gone to ash, a little more belief bled out of his people every week the dark did not come. A king could rally men against an army at the gate. It was a harder thing to rally them against a patience.

Below, the bell for the council sounded, thin in the cold air. Arthur let the city sit in his eye a moment longer. Then he went down to tell his knights he had no answers, and to do it in a way that sounded as though he had.

※

The Round Table was cold tonight, and not from the damp in the stones.

He took his place at the oak — there was no head to the table, by design, though every man in the room knew where the head was — and counted, from an old habit he had stopped trying to break, the hands that rested too near their hilts. Most of them. None of his knights had truly unclenched since the dark first leaned on the western lands, and Arthur had given up pretending he did not see it. A fire burned at his back and did nothing for the chill.

They were all there, the faces age and war had made familiar. Gawain, sandy hair to his shoulders and the firelight catching the sunburst worked into his pommel. Lancelot, hooded, still as a held breath, the twin hilts of Lionheart and Seraphim standing above his shoulders. Percival with his big dark hands folded on the oak and his eyes moving — the largest man at the table and the gentlest, which the unwary always learned too late. Galahad, sitting as though the chair owed him an apology, the old scar along his jaw pale in the firelight. Tristan turned half toward the door, the way he always sat, as if no room were ever quite safe, the lute slung at his back as ever. Bors, black-bearded and broad and silent, a wall someone had dressed in mail. And Mordred, easy in his chair, the rune-etched black of his armor drinking the firelight, smiling at nothing — the only man at the table who looked as though he were enjoying the evening.

“You called us to speak of Camelot’s fading strength.” Mordred broke the silence the way he broke most things, gently, so the cracks would not show until later. “Shall I begin? No one else seems eager to.”

“By all means,” Arthur said. “You’ve clearly brought it rehearsed.”

Something moved behind Mordred’s eyes, there and gone. He inclined his head, gracious the way a blade is gracious going in. “Then I’ll be plain. Camelot stands. But for how long? The vampires test our borders and take a little more each season. The Vael grow bolder in the wildlands with every moon. Our supply lines thin faster than we can count the burnt caravans. We are a strong man starving by inches, my king — and telling himself the strength is proof he is not.”

“A strong man outlasts a lean season.” Gawain’s voice came warm and certain, the lilt of his hill country under it. “We’ve done it before. Hold the wall, tighten the belt, and wait for the bastard to overreach — and he will. The only siege I’ve seen take Camelot is despair, and that’s the one gate we open for ourselves.”

“Pretty.” Tristan did not turn from the door. “I’ve walked the eastern holdings, Gawain. There’s no belt left to tighten in Aldermere. They ate the seed grain in the autumn. Two more villages will stand empty by spring, and not from the sword — from the leaving.” He said it flat, the way he said most true things, as if the truth and he had long since stopped being on easy terms.

“Then we send them grain,” Galahad said, “and men to hold what is theirs. We do not abandon our own to make the ledger lighter, whatever the ledger says.” He had a way of making the right thing sound like the only thing, which was a gift in a chapel and a difficulty in a war council.

Percival had not spoken. He seldom did until the others had spent themselves, and the table had learned, slowly, to leave him the quiet he wanted. “We argue the grain,” he said at last, mild, “because the grain is a thing we can hold in our hands. It’s easier than the other question.” His glance went to Mordred, and away. “Which is who profits when we are too hungry and too frightened to trust the man across the table.”

Bors said nothing. He shifted his weight, and the bench complained under him, and somehow that was an argument too — the plain fact of a man who would be standing in the same place whatever the table decided, holding whatever he was given to hold.

“I name no one.” Mordred spread his hands, all wounded innocence. “I name a winter. But since Sir Percival raises trust — let us speak of it, then. Trust will not feed Aldermere, my king. It will not hold the wall when the Vael decide it is simpler to end us than to keep dancing on Dracula’s strings. A circle of brothers is a lovely thing. It is not a granary. It is not an army.”

Arthur let it sit.

He had learned young that a king’s face was a wall others read for weather, and he gave them none — though inside, the stone of Mordred’s truth would not go down. Most of it was true. That was the cruelty of the man: he never lied. He only chose which truths to set on the table and which to leave in the dark, and arranged them so that the room would cut itself on the edges.

“Tristan. Aldermere has grain from the royal stores, and a score of men to see it isn’t taken on the road — tonight, not after the next council.” Tristan tipped his head a fraction, which from Tristan was close kin to gratitude. “Galahad, you’ll ride with them. They’ve stopped listening to a royal banner out there. They may still listen to a holy one.”

Then he let his gaze go round the table, slow, and come to rest where it had been bound the whole while. “As for the rest of it. Mordred is right.”

He watched the surprise move through the room — watched it move through Mordred too, a half-instant of it before the mask returned. “We are bleeding. Pretending otherwise has already cost us a winter. But Mordred is also telling you the cure is to trust one another less — and there he is exactly wrong, and I think he knows the precise measure of how wrong he is.” The smile stayed on Mordred’s mouth and stopped reaching the rest of his face. “The enemy is beyond these walls. He has spent half a year teaching us to do his work for him, to look at the man across the table and wonder. I will not pay him that coin. Not here. Not at this table.”

It landed. Even Gawain let go a breath. Bors gave one slow nod, like a door settling at last into its frame. Mordred lowered his eyes, the very picture of a man corrected — and Arthur did not miss the quiet that came into them, the small private warmth of someone watching a fire he had set take hold in three places at once.

He gave them their orders and gave them nothing more, and one by one they went — to the stores, to the walls, to their beds. Lancelot was last to the door, and paused there as though he might say a thing, and then did not, and went. Arthur marked that too, and set it with the other matters he had no room for tonight.

Mordred stayed. He always stayed, the way a wolf keeps to the edge of the firelight, patient for the flames to drop.

“You’re troubled, my king.” The hall was vast and empty now, and his voice went out into it and came back changed, ghosted by the stone.

“Trouble is the nature of the work.” Arthur rose.

“Oh, I agree.” Mordred tilted his head, and the fire woke a faint glow in the runes worked across his shoulder-plate. “I only wonder whether a king must carry every grievance on his own back. The weight could shift. To other shoulders. Worthy ones.”

Arthur stopped. He knew this game to the inch — words that walked up to the line of treason and set their toes against it and never once stepped over, venom poured so neatly into the ear that not a drop showed on the floor. “You’ve grown bold, cousin.”

“Boldness is the privilege of truth.” Mordred came forward a step, unhurried. “If it sits poorly on the ear, the fault is hardly mine.”

“Enough.” Softer, this time. Arthur let the word stand and did the rest with silence, and after a moment — a flint set to steel that would not catch — Mordred gave his shallow nod.

“As you will.” The grin smoothed into something almost gentle, which was worse. “Rest well, Arthur. A throne runs on clarity.” He let the next word wait for its place. “And trust.”

Then he was gone, his boots ticking away over the stone, and the great doors drew shut behind him, and Arthur stood alone in a room built to hold a brotherhood and let out a breath he had not known he was keeping.

※

“Merlin,” he said, to the empty hall.

The shadows in the far corner moved, and the old man came out of them the way he always did — present a breath before you were certain he had not been standing there the whole while. The runes worked along his crystal staff held a low light the fire did not account for, and his long white hair and beard caught what little glow there was. His gray eyes found the flames first, then Arthur.

“My lord. Mordred’s words weigh on you tonight.”

“His words are not the trouble.” Arthur dragged a hand back through his hair. “Their truth is. We are
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