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●  Anwil - ahn-wil

●  Ariadne - ar-ee-ahd-nee 

●  Blanchefleur - blan-sh-fler 

●  Caradoc - care-ah-dok  

●  Caewlin - cow-lin

●  Cerdic - ser-dik 

●  Dindrane - din-drayn  

●  Dumnonia - dum-no-nee-ah

●  Elyion - ehl-ee-ohn 

●  Eudocia - you-doh-sha

●  Gawaine - gah-wayne 

●  Gingalain - gin-gah-lain (hard g’s)

●  Gwenc’hlan - gwen-klahn

●  Gwynedd - gwen-eth

●  Hywell - high-well

●  Ilsa - ill-sah 

●  Leontius - lee-ohn-tee-us

●  Lohengrin - low-en-grin 

●  Melara - meh-lar-ah 

●  Nimue- nim-o-way

●  Uira - your-ah 

●  Ulrich - uhl-rick 

●  Xiang - zh-ang 











To those who read because this world is not enough...
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Prologue
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The abbess snorted herself awake. She blinked and looked around, clearing her throat. She had fallen asleep over her desk, quill still in hand. Ink had smeared over the scroll of parchment, and the letter she’d been writing was now illegible. She grumbled and scolded herself for ruining a good piece of parchment and wasting ink. Both were expensive, and with the limited funds in the abbey, she had to be careful. 

Still muttering to herself, she cleaned the mess and packed the writing tools away on the shabby desk. She could rewrite the letter in the morning. It was late, judging by the moon and the smoldering coals in her small hearth. Yawning, she shuffled across the room to her bed, and it groaned as she lowered herself to sit on the edge.

As she bent to slip off her thin leather shoes, a gust of wind blew the shutters open with a bang, and a shiver ran down her spine. She hugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders and hoisted herself back up. Summer was leaving, and the nights had grown cold. When she was younger, she had loved the cool breeze of late summer nights, but as she strained to stand, the ache in her bones made her feel otherwise. 

She wrestled with the broken shutters and made a mental note to ask Father Wymund to fix them in the morning. As she did, a sound from outside caught her attention. She peered out at the garden, straining to see even under the bright light of the full moon. 

The garden and south corner of the horse pasture were empty, but just near the main path, she could barely make out a horse with a rider. It was far too dark to make out anything other than a silhouette, but the abbess could see they were approaching the abbey’s main gate.

They must be looking for shelter, she surmised.

The hour was late for travelers, but as the royal wedding was soon, they were likely headed to Camelot. Since she was up, she decided she might as well greet them herself. She and the other nuns had quite enough soup left over from dinner, and she could heat it up over the fire if they were hungry. 

The abbess finally managed to close the shutters and made her way out of her room and down the narrow hallway, careful to not make much noise. The wooden floor creaked under her footsteps. 

It took her a moment to get down the small set of steps and into the main foyer. She had to steady herself against the wall to cross to the door. She took a breath in and used all her strength to pull the heavy door open to reveal a tall figure in a hooded cloak with their hands raised as if they had been pushing on the door.

“Oh! Good evening, Mother.” The surprised voice that came from under the hood echoed through the abbess’s ears. “I did not expect anyone to be awake. I hope I have not frightened you.”

The abbess froze, unable to move. Her thoughts swam around in her head, jumping away from her when she tried to make sense of them. She found herself staring at the deep blue fabric of the robe. It was fine, with small silver thistle embroidery running around the edge. A noblewoman, by any account. 

After a moment, she shook herself, and her head cleared as if from a fog. She beckoned the woman inside.

“No, no, not at all. Come in, come in.” The abbess stepped aside to let the woman in. “I was already awake and heard your horse. I’m Mother Alba.”

“Thank you.” The woman stepped inside, and as she moved, her cloak glimmered in the moonlight like the stars in the night sky. 

Alba stared. The movement of the fabric was like water rippling in a smooth pond. 

The woman removed her hood and revealed straight black hair and bright violet eyes that shone as if light came from inside them. There was something about purple eyes that Alba should have remembered, but she couldn’t quite grasp it.

“I do hope I’m not intruding.” The woman smiled softly at her, and Alba felt herself relax, forgetting all about the woman’s eyes.

“All travelers are welcome here. Our Lord says, ‘Forget not to show love unto strangers.’” Alba closed the door behind her as a sense of calm washed over her body.

“You are very kind,” the woman said, clasping her gloved hands in front of her.

“Are you traveling far?” Alba took a torch off the wall and crossed back along the foyer to the main hearth, where the coals were still glowing. Her elbow creaked as she stuck the torch into the embers.

“Not too far,” the woman answered as Alba poked at the coals. “I’m headed to Camelot for the prince’s wedding.”

“Oh!” Alba straightened and turned to the woman with a grin. “Such wonderful news, isn’t it? I would go myself, but I am far too old to be traveling nowadays. Have you been to the city before?”

“Many times.” The woman followed Alba toward the back of the convent. She looked around, her eyes darting to the corners and ceiling. She even slid her hand across the wooden walls, as if looking for an opening. Alba wanted to question her, but when she opened her mouth, she forgot what she was going to ask. She waved for the woman to follow her to the guest wing. 

Alba used the wall to steady herself as they made their way down the corridors. Her knees weren’t what they used to be, and she really should’ve just knuckled down and used a cane. But she was admittedly too proud.

“I’ve only been to the city once myself,” said Alba, her breathing labored. “Nearly twenty years ago, I think now.”

Alba pushed open another curved door, and they entered the kitchen—one of the few fully stone rooms in the convent. It was cramped and piled high with jars, wheat, dried meat, and various herbs and vegetation. Despite their meager allowance, Alba made sure they were always prepared to feed anyone in need.

“Are you hungry, dear?” Alba headed toward the large cauldron over the now cold hearth. “We have plenty of soup left over. It’d be no bother to heat some up for you.” Alba peeked under the lid of the soup, and the spiced scent filled her nose. Perhaps she would even heat some up for herself.

“No, thank you,” said the woman, who took it upon herself to look through the various jars and bowls. She studied the hearth, then eventually crossed the kitchen to stand right next to Alba. “I am not hungry, and I’m sure you have many mouths to feed already.”

Alba gave a slight chuckle, already forgetting what the woman had done. “Oh, only a few of us here. We’re a humble lot. And as you can see, we have plenty of food.”

The woman glanced over at the kitchen once more, an unreadable expression on her face. She put her hand on the wall and froze. Her gaze darted to Alba, the soft expression now twisted by an animalistic snarl. 

Alba started, but the woman no longer stood at the wall, glaring. Rather, she stood in front of her, hands crossed in front of her belly, the polite smile back on her face.

“So if you’re hungry,” Alba was surprised to find herself saying, “don’t hesitate to wander in here for some food. And don’t be surprised if you see Sister Hunna digging about. She’s always coming in for a midnight snack.”

Alba led the woman through the kitchen and down another hallway that ended with a curved door. She handed the torch to the woman and pulled a key ring from her belt. She fumbled through the keys, muttering to herself, “So many keys . . . I can hardly remember what they’re all for. Ah, here we are.” She unlocked the door and let it swing open, revealing the guest chambers. 

A row of slim cots lined the left wall, with a plain blanket folded on each. A pile of wood sat next to the small hearth, and shutters in the two windows rumbled in the wind.

“It’s not much, but the beds are always clean,” said Alba, stepping down into the room. “We haven’t had many travelers lately, so you may need to shake the dust off the blankets a bit.” She reached for the torch, but the woman pulled it away from her.

“Thank you, Mother.” The woman smiled again, and her straight white teeth flashed in the firelight. “But I’m afraid you won’t be needing this anymore.”

“What?”

The woman tossed the torch aside, and Alba’s stomach dropped. “What are you—”

The last thing Alba saw was the flames.
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Ariadne

Ariadne groaned in pain as her leather cuirass dug into her back. She let her head fall back into the sand and groaned again. A shadow passed over her, and Ariadne opened her eyes to see a tall, muscular woman with dark braids standing over her, grinning.

“That was good!” she said, her Grecian accent thick. “Much better than last time.”

Ariadne shot her a look. “How was that good? You flipped me over your shoulder!”

“Because you almost managed to get free.” Dame Brionna, Ariadne’s personal guard, held out her arm. Ariadne took it and was hoisted to her feet. Ariadne slapped the sand off herself, mentally grumbling. Almost wasn’t good enough. If she wanted to prove herself and be a Knight of the Round Table, she had to be better.

Most people—the men especially—believed she shouldn’t be training at all, that it wasn’t right for a woman. They certainly hadn’t liked it when Brionna was made a knight. But Ariadne would prove them wrong. She could be just as good as they were. Women were just as, if not more, capable of being warriors.

Ariadne squared up and growled, “Again!” through clenched teeth. Brionna met her halfway, and they grappled, but Ariadne landed on her back once more.

“That is a hard hold to break out of,” Brionna said, pulling Ariadne to her feet. “You’re improving.”

“Doesn’t feel like it.” Ariadne pushed a loose red curl out of her face.

“No one masters fighting overnight.” A phrase Brionna repeated so often, Ariadne heard it in her sleep. Brionna handed Ariadne a waterskin. “Patience, Ari. Drink.”

Ariadne glared at her over the waterskin, but Brionna sent her a teasing wink. Ariadne wiped her mouth and handed the skin back to Brionna, and picked up her sword. It was short and light, blunted for practice. She had been attending lessons with Brionna nearly every morning for the past two years after finally getting her mother, Queen Guinevere, to let her train to be a Knight of the Round Table. 

“Let’s try again. Slower this time.” Brionna picked up her own practice sword and walked Ariadne through the movements. Ariadne still ended up on her back, but when they tried for a third time, Ariadne broke free. Though she suspected Brionna had let her.

“Good!” Brionna said when Ariadne scrambled away from her. “See? I told you it was all about patience.”

“Ari, patient? Does such a thing exist?”

Ariadne whirled around to find her elder cousin smirking as he leaned on the gate. Sir Gawaine and his family, Lady Reya and their son, and Gawaine’s younger brother, , were the only  blood relatives Ariadne and her twin, Anwil, had in Camelot. Gawaine was the same age as her mother, and he acted more like a father figure than a cousin. His black hair was freshly cut and slicked back, showcasing the white and gray streaks the women in court liked to swoon over. His goatee was neat as usual, but instead of the leathers Ariadne was used to seeing him in, he wore a green tunic over a shining mail hauberk and a matching velvet cloak. Ariadne could hear the women now. It didn’t matter that Gawaine was happily married to Lady Reya.

“Where’s the party?” Ariadne asked her older cousin, taking in his clothes.

“Here.” Gawaine opened the gate and stepped onto the training field. “Guests are arriving. Thought I’d actually look the part of general.”

“Already?” exclaimed Ariadne, a panic rising in her stomach. Her mother would be very upset if she was not out and about in the courtyard to greet their guests. “Anwil’s wedding isn’t until next week!”

“Aye, already,” said Gawaine, taking her sword. He studied the nicks in the blade. “Hmm, this needs to be replaced before it shatters.”

“Is Mother expecting me somewhere?” Ariadne asked, already pulling her gloves off. She would have to bathe quickly and toss a crown or something over her hair. She wouldn’t have time to style it.

“No, no,” Gawaine said, handing the sword back to her. “You’re all right. I came to see how you were progressing.”

Ariadne breathed a sigh of relief and put her gloves back on. Gawaine was one of the few who fully supported Ariadne in her training. Since he was general, his opinions held weight, and while pushback had died down, Ariadne was still subjected to snide remarks and jeers every once in a while on the fields. “Same as yesterday,” she said, turning the sword in circles with her wrist.

“Show me that shoulder throw.” Gawaine nodded at Brionna.

Ariadne dropped into her stance, facing Brionna.

“Good,” said Gawaine, dropping into a stance next to her. “Strong foot forward when attacking, strong foot back when defending. Keep your hips squared and your eye on the opponent, but keep your ears open for anyone behind you.”

Ariadne knew this already—both Brionna and Gawaine had already taught her—but she matched Gawaine’s form, knowing he liked to make sure. When he backed away, she nodded at Brionna to let her know she was ready. Ariadne lunged, and Brionna ountered, but Ariadne reacted and met Brionna with her left side, locking them both in place. Ariadne struggled, and Brionna let herself get thrown. At least she had gotten the movement.

“Not bad!” Gawaine said with approval as Brionna jumped back to her feet. “Good, in fact. I told you you’re a natural fighter, just as your father was.”

Ariadne stiffened at Gawaine’s words. Could she do anything without being compared to a dead father? A father she’d never even known. He had died a few short months before she and, Anwil, were born. And yet, nearly every day of her life, someone brought up Arthur’s name every time she did or said anything. Ariadne understood he had been a good and beloved leader, but people acted as if he were a god. It didn’t help that the castle was crawling with artwork of Arthur’s various achievements, adventures, and quests. Statues lined the courtyard and gardens; tapestries covered the walls of the castle, along with paintings and woodwork. Arthur was everywhere in Camelot, even in the city proper, where the streets were named after him: Arthur’s Way, Pendragon Street, Excalibur Corners. There was no escaping.

“Ari has many talents.” Brionna folded her arms across her chest and smiled at Ariadne. “She is my best student.”

“I’m your only student,” said Ariadne, and Brionna laughed.

“Go wash up.” Brionna took both practice swords. “It’s getting late.”

“Thank you,” said Ariadne, relieved to get away from Gawaine before he started another trip down memory lane.

She bid her and Gawaine goodbye. She passed through the other fighting rings, where knights were practicing or training squires. The echoing of swords clanging slowed as she passed, but she ignored the stares. After all this time, they should’ve been used to her on the fields. She pushed another fallen red curl from her face as someone called out her name.

A flutter erupted in her stomach as Lyrion, youngest son of Sir Percival, hurried toward her from the stables. He was a few years older than her, and his light brown hair was tousled from the wind, but that’s how Ariadne liked it best. He was her height but leaner, with angular features and not a single freckle on his face, which made Ariadne jealous. Her freckles covered her entire body, and sometimes she wished she could get rid of them.

“Good morrow, Lyrion,” she said and slowed her pace.

“How were your lessons?” he asked, stepping in stride with her.

Ariadne shrugged. “Same as usual. I hear you’re up for the Trials.”

“Word spreads quick,” said Lyrion, shaking his head. “I only just found out myself. They’re recruiting more and more every day. These attacks on the abbeys are disturbing.”

“Yes, they are,” said Ariadne. They were part of the reason she was pushing herself so hard. Although she was a princess, she had no real power. Sure, she sat in on council meetings and participated in the discussions, but she couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t even delegate festivity orders without permission from her mother or brother. A seat at the Round Table, however, would allow her to do something . . . to become someone.

“But congratulations are in order, anyway.” Ariadne brushed her hand against his, pulling herself from her thoughts.

A flush spread on Lyrion’s cheeks. “To be honest, I’m downright terrified.” He glanced over his shoulder as if to make sure no one was listening. The fighters had gone back to their lessons or training, their gaze thankfully no longer on Ariadne. 

The dirt turned to grass as she and Lyrion walked through the gardens, and the noise from the training fields faded into the background. Lush flowers and hedges swayed in the gentle wind, and the mix of various scents of flora was a welcome difference from the sweat and leather of the training grounds. The trickling of the fountain grew louder the deeper they walked into the maze of the gardens.

“Why? Do you think Lohengrin is going to sabotage you?” Ariadne gave him a nudge and a teasing smirk. 

“I’m afraid I’ll fail in front of him and Father.” His face fell, and Ariadne stopped in her tracks and grabbed his wrist.

“You’ll be fine,” she said, squeezing his hand. “You’re a good fighter.”

Lyrion shook his head. “But the Trials are more than that. What if I can’t pass them?”

He had never been so open with her before. She leaned toward him, their chests almost touching. The smell of the stables wafted into her nose, along with a hint of musk. “Well,” she whispered, trailing a finger up his arm, “then I’ll take your place at the Trials and obtain the knighthood.”

“Oh, will you now?” His face softened, and he lifted a hand to brush some wild curls behind her ears.

“Yes.” She leaned into his hand. “And then you can squire for me while I win all the tournaments.”

Lyrion laughed but shook his head. “I’m sorry to lay this on you. I’m sure you have plenty of other things to worry about with Anwil’s wedding.”

“Everyone needs someone to talk to,” Ariadne whispered. They were so close she could see the small flecks of green and gold amongst the brown in his eyes. His lips twitched into a soft smile, and his hand slid around her neck to pull her—

“Your Grace!” Lyrion jumped back, his face pale and eyes wide, staring at something—or someone, rather—over Ariadne’s shoulder. She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw. She couldn’t go anywhere without everyone knowing where she was or what she was doing. Privacy was unfortunately not part of a normal life as royalty.

“Hello, Mother.” Ariadne put on a pleasant smile as she turned around to face her mother.

Queen Guinevere stood in one of the hedge archways speckled with roses. She wore a dark brown dress with an apron and held a small shovel in her gloved hands. One day a week, the queen hid away in the gardens, planting and pruning her beloved flowers. No one was to bother her with royal duties except for emergencies. 

Guinevere folded her arms across her chest, and a sly smile spread across her face. “I seem to be interrupting something,” she said. “I do apologize, but may I have a moment with my daughter?”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Lyrion bowed and scurried off.

With a frustrated sigh, Ariadne watched him go. “Mother!” She whirled around. “Was that necessary?”

“I was going to sneak away,” said her mother, an apologetic look on her face, “but Lyrion had already seen me. I didn’t mean to pry, I promise. I was only heading back inside.”

Ariadne sighed again and took a quick moment to calm herself. “Did you need something, Mother?” she asked in a gentler tone.

“Well, now that you mention it.” Guinevere switched the small shovel to her other hand and linked arms with Ariadne. “It is nothing urgent. I received a letter this morning from the king of Gaul sending us well wishes, but he cannot make the trip for Anwil’s wedding, so we have a room in the guest wing open.”

“He had the double-wide room near the fountains, yes?” asked Ariadne, straining to remember the list she’d helped her mother with.

“Yes,” said Guinevere. “So I was thinking of moving Lady Laudine there.”

“Oh, that’s good. Now she won’t complain about her room being too small. But that isn’t what you really wanted to ask me, was it?” Ariadne knew that look on her mother’s face. She was making small talk to ease into something more.

“Am I that obvious?” Her mother sighed. “Well, I have a rather enormous pile of letters on my desk, all asking permission for a marriage arrangement—”

Ariadne groaned. “No! Not you too.” She had already been bombarded with courtships and marriage proposals from the noblemen of court on her own. She had hoped her mother wouldn’t concern her with it as well.

“Ari, you are nearly twenty.”

“If I marry a foreign royal, I cannot be a knight,” said Ariadne. “Mother, that is all I want.”

“Ari.” Her mother took her by the shoulders. “You are destined for more than this. You were born to rule. To be a queen.”

“I wasn’t born to be queen at all,” said Ariadne, brushing her mother’s hands away. “Let alone queen of a foreign land. I’m not in line to the High Throne. My place is here, in Camelot, by my brother’s side. That is my destiny.”

Guinevere frowned, causing the wrinkles around her mouth to become more prominent. After a moment, she let out a soft laugh and shook her head, her wimple falling over her shoulders. “You are a Pendragon through and through,” she said. “All right. I’ll send them away.”

Ariadne’s eyes widened. “What? Truly?”

Guinevere nodded. “For now. I do admit, I’m not so fond of you being far away. Call me selfish, but I am your mother first and foremost.”

Ariadne threw her arms around her mother, causing her to stumble.

“Oh! Careful!” Guinevere chuckled and returned the embrace.

“Thank you,” Ariadne said, relief washing through her.

“Of course, darling.” Her mother pulled away and brushed a curl from Ariadne’s face. “But . . . what about Lyrion?”

“Mother!”
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Anwil

The city streets were far busier than usual, and the roar of the crowd was so loud, Anwil could barely hear himself think. He wove his way through the people. Some bowed if they recognized him, while others ignored him completely. He was grateful for the latter, especially as he had a trail of knights behind him. 

It was only recently that more than one guard accompanied him into the city. Briton was facing a string of attacks on abbeys and monasteries, and the culprits had not yet been caught or even identified. And with guests arriving for his wedding, security had doubled in and out of the castle. 

He preferred being unnoticed. If he had a choice of his own, he would spend all his days in the library poring over books and scrolls. 

“Melon?” A large green melon was shoved into his face as he passed through the food market. A small plump woman with a brown scarf wrapped around her head smiled up at him. She wore brightly mismatched colors and pulled a cart full of the fruit behind her.

“No, thank you,” Anwil mumbled, trying to get around her, but she stepped in front of him.

Someone snickered in his ear as his personal guard and closest friend, Sir Lohengrin, hid a laugh behind his hand. 

“It’s exotic!” the woman cried, shaking the melon. This only caused Lohengrin to laugh harder.

Anwil pushed the melon away from his face. “Thank you, mistress,” he said. “But I am in a hurry.”

Before she could reply, Anwil got around her and picked up his pace, nearly knocking into a man in green silken robes. He mumbled an apology and hopped off the cobbled street and onto the sidewalk to take a breath. Lohengrin joined him and leaned on the corner of the bakery building. He folded his arms across his chest as the other guards hovered around them, keeping distance to give them some space.

“Quite the crowd,” Lohengrin said, turning a smirk on Anwil. “Can’t believe they’re here for the wanker prince, though. Who would want to see him get married?”

“Hilarious,” Anwil said, glancing up at the bakery sign. It was broken, hanging only by one side. “Oy, give me a boost.”

Lohengrin followed his gaze and furrowed his eyebrows. “What happened to being in a hurry?”

Anwil didn’t answer him, and Lohengrin sighed and pushed his brown hair from his face. He knelt and hoisted Anwil onto his shoulders and fixed the chain, and as he straightened the chipped wooden sign, a yell startled Lohengrin and he almost lost his balance. Anwil hung on to the planks that the sign dangled from as a small woman dove out of the store with a broom and smacked Lohengrin in the stomach and then the chest.

“Thieves! I’ll have your hands for this! You loister sack sots! I’ll not have you ransacking my shop again, you cumber-worlds!”

“Ow!” Lohengrin covered his face with his hands as Sir Xiang put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. She whirled around on him too but froze. Sir Xiang was nearly twice her size. She looked him up and down and.  turned back to Lohengrin and Anwil with wide eyes as Anwil let himself down, landing on his feet with a soft grunt. She dropped the broom and tumbled onto her knees, bowing low to the ground.

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” she said, her voice trembling. “We’ve had thieves and—”

“It is all right, mistress,” said Anwil, holding back a laugh. To see Lohengrin, Camelot’s youngest Knight of the Round Table and last tournament’s champion, get pommeled by a small woman with a broom was just plain hilarious. He’d never let him live this down. “No harm done. I should apologize to you. I should have said something.”

He offered a hand down to her. She stared at it a moment before taking it and letting Anwil pull her to her feet. Her hand was rough and covered in patches of flour. Sir Xiang picked up the broom and handed it to her. She mumbled a sheepish thank you and clutched it to her chest.

“My lord,” she said to Lohengrin. “A thousand apologies.”

Lohengrin chuckled, and her eyes went wide. “No harm done, mistress,” he said. “Your, er, your sign is fixed.” He pointed, and her cheeks flushed.

“Thank you,” she breathed. “Again, I—”

“Are you the new baker?” Anwil asked, not wanting the conversation to get any more awkward than it already was. “The one whose scones were the talk of the summer solstice?”

The woman stammered, looking from Anwil to Lohengrin to Sir Xiang, still hovering behind her. “I—er—yes,” she said. “Yes, my apple cinnamon scones are my best sells. I can barely keep them in stock.”

“Do you have any now?” Anwil clutched his hands behind his back.

“Yes, I just made some,” she said, her voice breathless.

“Wondrous,” said Anwil. “I would like to purchase a dozen if you have that many.”

The woman’s mouth dropped. “Of—Of mine? I mean, yes, sire. Yes, of course!” And without another word, she ran into her shop, her skirts whipping about behind her as she turned the corner through the door.

Sir Xiang looked Lohengrin up and down, a smirk pulling at his lips. “Are you hurt, Sir Lohengrin?”

The other knights snickered, and Lohengrin rolled his eyes. “Laugh it up,” he said.

“Just wait,” said Sir Ulrich, crossing his arms across his broad chest. “This will be the talk of the city in less than an hour.”

“Especially His Highness hanging from the sign.” Xiang chuckled.

“That image will live in my mind forever.” Lohengrin laughed, clapping Anwil on the shoulder.

Anwil shook his head but said nothing. He wasn’t offended—perhaps embarrassed, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle. “As will your loss to the mighty broom?”

The knights sniggered again, but before Lohengrin could respond, the baker returned.

“Here we are.” She carried a white bag tied at the top. “Fresh out of the oven.” There were more patches of flour on her face, and she’d donned an apron over her dress.

Anwil reached into the pouch on his belt and pulled out a few silver coins. Her eyes widened as he held them out. “Oh, sire, that is far too much.”

“Nonsense,” he said, taking the bag from her and placing the coins in her palm. “For the trouble. What is your name, mistress?”

“Mathilde, sire.” She dropped into another curtsy.

“Thank you, Mistress Mathilde.” Anwil bowed. “I hope you have a lovely rest of your day.”

“Poor girl,” Lohengrin mumbled as they made their way down the street. He took the bag of scones from Anwil, pulled one out, and took a large bite. “Now her shop will be flooded with even more orders. All because”—Lohengrin pressed the back of his hand to his forehead and pretended to swoon— “His Highness shops there!”

Anwil shook his head and ignored him as he finally came upon his initial destination: the mapmaker’s. It was one of Anwil’s favorites. He could spend all day with them, learning about other countries and cultures. 

He pulled open the door, and the smell of parchment and ink filled his nose. Light poured in from the multiple windows and sconces on the walls. Scrolls of blank parchment filled a shelf on one wall, with drying racks covered in new maps in the far back. Desks lined the right side, occupied by scribes and artists working, the scratching of their quills the only sound in the shop.

“Ah, Your Highness!” A balding man in a brown-and-dark-russet tunic hurried over from his desk and bowed. “And Sir Lohengrin, my lord. I have everything ready for you. Come, come!”

As they passed, the other artists continued with their work, ignoring Anwil and Lohengrin, just as Anwil had requested a few years ago when he had first made a habit of visiting. He did not want special treatment all the time and didn’t want to interrupt their work. The shop owner, Wyot, carefully lifted a large map from one of the drying racks.

“Here we are.” He smoothed it out on the table against the wall. “An updated map of Gaul, just as you requested. Merlin was a tremendous help. I sent five men to different cities in Gaul, and they returned with a dozen maps each! There and back in a single day, when the journey would normally take over three months! Those mirrors of his are genius. Absolute genius.”

Anwil chuckled. “That they are.”

Anwil paid Wyot, and although he wanted to stay and see what the others were working on, he had to return to the castle library and deliver the new map for Sir Gawaine. They’d had a falling-out with Gaul a few years before, and they were looking to see if anyone from that country could be behind the attacks on the Abbeys. And if they wished to send scouts, they would need the best maps.

“What do you say we pop into the Crown and Dragon for a bit for a drink or two?” Lohengrin asked as they passed by Camelot’s famous pub. 

“I have to get back to the castle,” Anwil said. 

“We have the entire day ahead of us!” Lohengrin opened his arms wide and gestured around. “No training, no meetings. Come on, Anwil! We need to have some fun.”

“You can go,” Anwil said, carefully slipping the map into his bag. “I’m headed—”

“To the library,” Lohengrin grumbled. “All right, fine. At least meet me at the pond later for a swim? Something?”

Anwil thought about it for a moment. He did like a swim now and then. And he knew Ariadne, and Lohengrin’s fiancée would jump at the thought. “All right. I’ll invite the girls too.”

Lohengrin’s face lit up with a grin. “Excellent.”

***
[image: ]


Anwil sighed in relief at the silence of the library. Like at the mapmaker’s, the only sounds were the scratching of quills from the scribes and the rustle of pages. It was Anwil’s favorite ambience. He took a moment to ease away the tension from the bustling city and savor the quiet. The smell of ink and parchment wafted over him as he breathed in. He almost regretted agreeing to go for a swim later. He could spend all day in here amongst the shelves.

“Your Highness.” The deep, accented voice pulled Anwil from his thoughts. A tall man with brown skin and a silver-flecked beard smiled down at him through tiny spectacles positioned at the end of his nose.

“Master Umar.” Anwil greeted the master librarian and pulled the rolled-up map from his bag. “Updated map of Gaul.”

Master Umar’s face brightened, and his eyebrows shot up, nearly disappearing under his blue turban. “Ah, wonderful! Lord Gawaine will be very pleased.” He carefully took the map from Anwil and unrolled it, then held it up toward the streaming sunlight. “I will have my scribes make copies right away. And I have something for you as well.”

Anwil followed Master Umar through the stacks filled with scrolls and mismatched books, past scribes at their desks, and to a corner of the library where Master Umar had a desk set up in front of the hearth. His desk was more like a large table covered with piles of books, parchment, and scrolls. Master Umar set the map down and plucked a small scroll from the pile on his desk.

“A poem,” he said. “From Ireland. I think you might like it. It is a love story and very fitting, I think.” Umar winked at Anwil, who tensed. His wedding was only a few days away, and to say he was nervous was an understatement. 

“Thank you.” Anwil slipped the Irish poem into his bag, not wanting to be in the library anymore. “Perhaps Lady Yvanne and I can read it together.”

A grin spread on Master Umar’s face. “A lovely thought, Your Highness.”

Before Umar could say anything else, Anwil bid him farewell and hurried out of the library. He needed to be somewhere he was not constantly reminded of his duties. He headed through the south corridors, which were darker and quieter than the others. Old tapestries, fading and unraveling had been banished to these walls. 

Anwil slowed down and leaned against the cool stone of the wall. It was so quiet, he could hear the hammering of his heart against his chest. He hated this feeling, the sense of impending doom that had plagued him since he was a child. He slid down the wall until he sat on the floor and rested his elbows on his knees, taking deep breaths. The musty air made him cough, but at least no one would find him for a while. He just needed a bit of solitude before having to face the world again.
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Chapter Three
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Guinevere

“No, no, you daft boy! That is not the right banner. Are you blind? It’s too small! Fetch the correct one!”

The poor servant boy on the receiving end of Lady Dindrane’s wrath scurried out of the great hall, the too small red-and-gold banner billowing out behind him. Guinevere did not wish to incite her friend’s anger either, so she kept to the opposite corner of the hall, where servants were bringing in small round tables and setting them up. Dindrane was the most organized and efficient person Guinevere had ever met, but she had a temper. 

Guinevere fiddled with the budget ledger in her hands. The flowers they had grown over the spring hadn’t done well in the light drought, and therefore, they had to make do with only the roses. Guinevere was disappointed, but she was more worried about the food budget. Because of the drought, they’d had to import more herbs and spices than the budget allotted for. It would have to be a frugal winter.

“How many tables do we need?” Lady Blanchefleur asked in awe as table after table was rolled or carried in. Servants wearing red tunics over their clothing ran about, carrying chairs, tables, or other decorations and placing them throughout the hall. The shields bearing Briton’s kings’ sigils had been polished and placed high on the inner wall above the doors. Below, the great Pendragon shield gleamed with fresh paint, and underneath hung the twelve shields of Arthur’s original Knights of the Round Table.

Guinevere checked the book in her hand. “Fifty-three,” she said. “Not counting the head tables. There will be three of those set up over there.” She pointed to  Dindrane, who stood on the dais. The throne had been removed and the wooden dais was now bare except for the wall behind it, where Dindrane was overseeing the hanging of the Pendragon and Dumnonia banners. The blue-and-gold Dumnonia banner hung proudly to the left, flanked by red roses from the castle gardens.

“What are we to do with them after this?” asked Blanchefleur, watching as three more tables were carried in. Blanchefleur was Guinevere’s other lady-in-waiting and one of her longest friends. She was much quieter and gentler than Dindrane.

“Well, the hope is to use them for Ari’s wedding.” Guinevere rolled the quill between her fingers. “And perhaps after that, any other celebrations.” She did not wish to even think about other celebrations at the moment. Once this wedding was over, she would have to jump right into planning Anwil and Yvanne’s joint coronation. Perhaps they should have had them together as she’d suggested in the first place, but Anwil had panicked when she brought that up and nearly begged her to give him time to adjust in between. She hadn’t had the heart to say no when her son held so much anxiety in his eyes.

“Grandchildren?” Blanchefleur suggested, a twinkle in her eye.

“Hopefully not too long now,” said Guinevere. She caught sight of a serving girl entering the hall carrying what looked to be a small lion statue. “Darling, where did you get that?”

The girl, who couldn’t have been but five and ten, looked around to see who was addressing her and tried to sink into a curtsy when she realized it was Guinevere, but almost toppled over. Blanchefleur was to her in an instant, helping to steady her.

“Thank you, my lady,” the girl mumbled. “Er, Lady Dindrane said to have it brought in, Your Grace.”

Guinevere sighed. “All right.” She waved the girl along.

“Perhaps we should just let Dindrane be,” Blanchefleur said with a chuckle, her bright blue eyes glimmering.

“And leave the servants alone with her?” Guinevere laughed. “The poor things—Oh, Alyn! The seats for the minstrels go over there.”

Guinevere glanced at the sun through the tall windows. It was just past midday, and there was still so much work to do. The musicians were due to arrive later that day and provide the music and acrobats. It was perhaps a silly thing to hire such entertainment, but with so many guests traveling from other countries, she wanted to make it worthwhile. Even if they were using Merlin’s mirrors and travel was instantaneous, they would still be far from home. Guinevere remembered traveling to Camelot herself as a young girl, only five and ten, to be married to the High King, a man nearly twice her age who had already been married and widowed. She had been terrified, but Arthur was kind and patient. Guinevere hoped the same for Anwil and his soon to be wife, Lady Yvanne.

“Your Grace.”

Guinevere turned to see Lord Roland, her chancellor, and Sir Percival making their way toward her. Roland looked as dashing as ever in brocade fabrics of cream with green threading. His shoes were polished and clicked on the stone floor. They matched the green feather in his green hat. His blond beard was neatly trimmed, and he wore a new pair of circular gold spectacles. Guinevere envied his fashion sense.

Sir Percival barely acknowledged Guinevere as he went straight to his wife. Guinevere smiled as he kissed her cheek, and Blanchefleur giggled like a young girl. 

Guinevere pulled herself from her thoughts as Roland bowed to her. She had told him many times he needn’t do that anymore, but he insisted on propriety.

“Lord Roland,” she said to her friend with a warm smile. “Welcome back. How is your wife?”

“Fully recovered, my lady,” he said, straightening. “No more fever and she is back to her old self. She will indeed be here for the wedding.”

“Oh, wonderful,” said Guinevere, relief washing over her. “I am so glad to hear that. But I am also relieved to have my right-hand man back.”

Roland laughed. “I am sure we have much still to do.” He reached for the ledger. Guinevere handed it over, along with her quill, and he looked through it.

“Guin,” said Percival as Roland mumbled to himself, “do you mind if I steal my wife away for a bit?”

“Of course not. Best be quick, though, before your sister sees you and puts you to work.”

Percival glanced over at Dindrane, who was helping to hang the larger red-and-gold banner upon the wall. He tugged on Blanchefleur’s hand, and she followed him out of the hall, her giggles echoing. 

Guinevere smiled at them. It was nice to see them still so in love after all these years. Though a tug of jealousy swept through her. She was quite used to being alone, Arthur having died two decades ago, but every once in a while, she yearned for that companionship again.

“Aha!” Lord Roland startled her. “Have we begun moving Anwil to the king’s chambers and you to—oh, forgive me, my lady.” Lord Roland’s face fell as he looked at her. “That was insensitive.”

“No, no,” Guinevere said, clutching her hands together. “It is high time he has the king’s chambers. I shall have my maids move my things into the queen’s chambers first thing in the morning.”

Roland bowed and stuck his nose in the ledger again, moving on to the group of servants bringing in fresh rushes. With Roland there now, Guinevere snuck out to get some fresh air. It was a rare sunny day, and she wanted to feel the sun on her skin, at least for a moment. She found her familiar way to the gardens and sat down on one of the stone benches near the willow tree. She untied her wimple and let her pale hair unwind, shaking it out, and lifted her face to the sun. 

Closing her eyes, she delighted in the warmth on her skin. The floral scents of the flowers and freshly cut grass wafted around her. She could even smell the freshly turned dirt from the other side of the gardens, where the gardeners were planting juniper trees. 

“Days like today make it seem as if all is right in the world, do they not?”

Guinevere blinked her eyes open and found Merlin standing in front of her, leaning on his staff. He bore a wide grin on his freshly shaven face, and his hair had recently been sheared. The last time she’d seen him, his sandy-colored hair had reached just past his shoulders. Now it was neat and tidy, falling just below his ears. He wore his usual earthen tones but had forgone his famous (or infamous, if you asked Dindrane) cloak of mixed fabrics with a feathered collar.

“You will not ruin it with bad news, will you?” Guinevere made room on the bench for the wizard to sit next to her. Whenever Merlin came home from his travels, he brought home news. Usually, it was good news, or something exciting from the foreign lands, or sometimes he even had a companion















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LAAAKK R

ot

s,

&%)
>3
<
4
-

s

AAAKNAN LN OS 2






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





