


ONE
Frost	has	the	good	sense	not	to	test	my	patience	by	settling	on	my	tools.

Nevertheless,	 a	 half-dozen	 gas	 lanterns	 line	Merlin’s	 desk	 as	 precaution.
They	 illuminate	 iron	 beams,	 steel	 gears,	 and	my	 own	 chapped	 hands	when
ensuring	 no	 snow	 touches	 my	 bounty	 of	 metal.	 Cold	 air	 has	 been	 my
companion	 for	 several	 months,	 but	 it	 doesn’t	 bother	 me;	 it’s	 the	 same	 air
Marcus	 is	 breathing	 on	 the	 quest	 for	 the	Holy	Grail.	 And	 he	 has	 less	 of	 a
chance	for	any	warmth	while	I	at	least	have	Guinevere’s	forgotten	wardrobe.
Amongst	 it,	a	selection	of	strange	black-and-white	furs	I	can	drape	over	my
shoulders.

Today	 is	 a	 windless	 morning	 in	 the	 tower	 Merlin	 decapitated	 when	 he
became	the	spirit	of	Victor,	the	ghost	in	the	mechanical	dragon,	and	this	lets
me	 keep	 close	watch	 on	 that	 jagged	 bit	 of	 land	 concealing	my	 newly	 built
aeroship	from	curious	eyes.	On	clear	days	with	a	pale	sun	high	in	the	sky,	I
can	 lift	 my	 viewer	 north	 to	 see	 if	 anyone	 will	 return,	 half	 a	 year	 after
aeroships	evacuated	Camelot’s	subjects	to	safety.	If	the	Lady	of	the	Lake	will
stroll	in	with	her	warped	cane	in	hand	to	tell	me	it’s	time	to	leave	for	Avalon
now	that	my	aeroship	is	finished.	Which	it	is—almost.

But	she	hasn’t	passed	through	Camelot	in	weeks.

My	 viewer	 is	 heavy	 and	 unused	 in	my	 dress’s	 pocket,	 but	my	work	 lies
before	me,	a	small	flame	hovering	above	to	illuminate	the	words.	I	release	the
long,	cylindrical	quicklight	with	its	small	lever	from	my	gloved	grip—it	rolls
a	 few	 times	 and	 settles	 atop	 the	 table,	 the	 words	 To	 Marcus	 facing	 up,
engraved	 in	 my	 own	 penmanship.	 My	 hands,	 freezing	 despite	 the	 tough
leather	of	Merlin’s	 falconry	gloves,	 reach	across	 for	 scraps	of	parchment	 to
brainstorm	the	enigma	that	has	plagued	me	for	days—how	on	earth	does	one
create	jaseemat?

I	 rest	my	 chin	 on	my	 folded	 arms	 and	 glance	 at	Merlin’s	 safe,	 inside	 of
which	the	last	of	Azur’s	own	blend	sits.	I	ponder	the	alchemic	properties	the
sorcerer	 taught	 me—what	 is	 the	 precise	 make-up	 of	 charcoal?	 At	 what
temperature	does	newly	 forged	gold	best	keep	shape?—and	flip	 through	 the
hastily	scrawled	notes.	But	what	I	seek	is	nowhere	to	be	found.	The	sorcerer
made	sure	of	that.



“Merlin,”	I	mutter	to	myself,	“this	would	be	a	much	faster	endeavor	if	you
hadn’t	been	plagued	with	paranoia.”

Perhaps	the	sorcerer	intended	to	start	me	on	a	wild	goose	chase	when	he	hid
those	 instructions,	 though	 to	 think	 in	 such	 a	 way	 might	 bring	 about	 an
irreconcilable	 madness.	 Outside	 this	 insanity,	 the	 new-falling	 snow	 is	 as
gentle	as	always	for	Decembers	in	Camelot,	and	that	quiet	is	unnerving.

December.	 Three	months	 longer	 than	 the	 knights	 claimed	 they’d	 need	 to
beat	the	Spanish	rogues,	and	not	a	word	from	them	since	autumn.

It’s	left	Lancelot	more	than	worried,	but	I’m	sure	plans	simply	didn’t	go	as
expected.	Secondary	and	tertiary	 tactics	became	necessary,	and	although	my
heart	 seems	 to	 swell	 with	 unease	 every	 time	 I	 think	 of	 how	 long	 it’s	 been
since	 I	 last	 saw	Marcus,	 he	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 Galahad’s	 infantry	 are	 knights.
They	can	certainly	find	their	way	home.

That	 isn’t	 the	 only	 reason	 for	 Lancelot’s	 worry,	 though.	 Every	month,	 it
seems,	 I	watch	 from	Merlin’s	 tower	 as	more	 knights	 leave	 for	 neighboring
kingdoms,	 carrying	 messages	 to	 aeroship	 ports	 on	 the	 coast	 of	 Britannia.
These	knights	are	not	going	after	 the	Grail;	 they’re	 tracking	down	 the	ships
from	 the	 kingdoms	 of	España	 that	 took	Camelot’s	 subjects	 to	 safety	 before
Morgan’s	 war.	 It	 has	 slowed	 the	 rebuilding	 of	 our	 castle,	 not	 having	 them
back	 yet.	And	 now,	with	 few	 left	 in	 the	 kingdom,	 and	 not	 a	whisper	 about
where	the	rest	might	be	…

I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut.	 I	have	 to	believe	my	mother	 is	on	her	way	back.
“Focus,	Vivienne.”

Volumes	of	correspondence	between	Merlin	and	Azur	lie	amongst	the	cogs
and	wheels	at	my	fingertips.	Caldor	 I	 resurrected	after	Morgan’s	war,	and	 it
tiptoes	to	my	side,	every	creak	and	whistle	of	copper	talons	amplified	through
the	tower’s	silence.	Its	plated	feathers	are	innocently	tucked	against	its	belly,
but	 I	 keep	 a	 close	 eye	 on	my	 pet	 nevertheless,	 in	 case	 it	were	 to	 suddenly
broaden	 its	wingspan,	knocking	 the	 tools	and	shimmering	steel	clear	off	 the
table	and	into	the	clouds	drifting	beside	us.	There	are	still	some	loose	ends	to
tie	up	in	its	machinery	or	it’ll	forever	be	an	awkward	plaything.

Steam	whistles,	and	the	dying	sound	of	Caldor’s	jaseemat	stutters	empty.	I
cast	some	of	Merlin’s	blend	into	the	falcon’s	copper	heart.	Then	I	lean	close.
This	is	the	best	part.



“Yaty	ala	alhyah.”	Come	to	life.

Caldor’s	feathers	shine	reddish-gold,	and	the	copper	plates	bounce	with	the
chilly	 morning	 air.	 Its	 neck	 stretches,	 twisting	 until	 beady	 black	 eyes	 can
blink	 themselves	awake	with	an	extra	 surge	of	 life,	even	 though	 they’re	 the
only	 parts	 still	 reminiscent	 of	 a	machine.	 Less	 clacking	 are	 its	wings	 now;
when	alive	through	alchemy,	they’re	as	fluid	as	a	real	bird’s.	I	smile,	and	my
gaze	pulls	back	to	my	scribbling	in	front	of	me.

A	knock	on	the	door’s	frame	surprises	Caldor	enough	that	the	newly	alive
falcon	spins	on	its	talons	to	face	the	intruder.	I	glance	over	my	shoulder	at	the
tall,	 black-haired	knight	Gawain	 standing	where	 there	was	once	 a	 red	door.
His	 jaw	 is	 square,	 his	 eyes	 are	 deep	 and	 black,	 suspicious	 in	 this	 space	 he
hasn’t	grown	to	know.	And	his	new	arm,	welded	together	by	the	blacksmith,
is	due	for	a	fix-up.

“I	don’t	disturb,	Lady	Vivienne?”	His	middle-aged	voice	is	rough	and	low,
matching	perfectly	his	ruddy	face	and	traveled	eyes.

I	straighten	in	my	less-than-ladylike	leather	bodice	atop	one	of	Guinevere’s
cherry	gowns,	 jagged	furs	about	my	shoulder	and	neck,	and	hair	piled	up	in
my	trusty	steel	netting.	But	Gawain	ignores	how	I	look.	Those	who	stayed	in
Camelot,	working	to	remake	it	what	it	once	was,	have	grown	accustomed	to
my	dress.

“Of	 course	 not.”	 I	must	 force	 a	 gentle	 smile.	 I	 wish	my	 thoughts	 hadn’t
been	interrupted.

He	glances	around	at	the	remains	of	the	tower.	“When	will	they	rebuild	it?”

Perhaps	when	knights	and	subjects	walk	the	cobblestone	streets	of	Camelot
again.	“I	don’t	think	it’s	a	high	priority.”

He	frowns.	“Terrible	weather	up	here,	especially	 if	a	 strong	wind	were	 to
hit.	Why	not	work	in	the	main	castle?”

I	 hesitate	 in	 the	 ruins	 that	 have	 evolved	 into	 a	 strange	 sort	 of	 sanctuary.
Because	this	is	where	I	feel	at	home.	This	is	my	refuge	from	the	kingdom	and
reminds	me	of	 a	 time	when	Camelot	might	have	been	a	prison,	but	 at	 least
sported	life	and	happiness	at	every	turn.

Gawain	notices	my	discomfort.	“Apologies.	I	don’t	mean	to	pry.”



I	 gesture	 to	 the	 chair	 across	 from	mine	 and	gather	 a	 leather-bound	 set	 of
tools	from	a	table	nearby.	“Please.”	I	switch	out	Merlin’s	falconry	gloves	for
my	own	 fingerless	 set	made	of	wool	and	 leather	and	studded	with	pearls	 to
work	on	the	intricacies	of	Gawain’s	arm.

He	 obeys.	 “It’s	 incredible	 what	 you’ve	 done	 to	 this	 old	 thing,”	 he	 says,
unslinging	the	immobile	arm.	“Next	time	you	wish	to	try	your	luck	at	sword
play,	I	don’t	think	I’ll	need	to	rely	on	my	left.”

I	 smile.	 It’s	 nice	 to	hear	 appreciation	 for	 the	 less	 than	 conventional	 route
I’ve	taken.	“I’m	glad	it	suits	you.”

I	 roll	 up	his	 sleeve	 and	 regard	Gawain’s	 arm.	Black	 iron	 to	 the	 shoulder,
welded	to	the	bone	in	the	same	manner	Morgan	would	have	done	to	construct
her	dying	son,	Mordred.	I	don’t	know	how	the	man-machine	bore	it	when	his
mother	brought	out	the	soldering	torch	and	pressed	the	red-hot	tip	to	his	flesh.
Nor	do	I	know	if	Mordred	had	been	human	enough	to	scream	as	Gawain	did,
despite	the	tough	leather	Lancelot	gave	him	to	bite	down	on.

But	such	gruesome	memories	have	been	erased	from	Gawain’s	face,	a	little
more	each	day.	He	watches	plainly	as	 I	adjust	 the	elbow:	 the	 joints	 twist	 in
my	 hands,	 and	 black	 oil	 softens	 the	 creaks	 until	 they	 go	 silent.	 There’s	 a
mechanism	at	the	base	of	his	wrist	that	attaches	fine	wires	to	the	intricate	iron
fingers	and	thumb	the	blacksmith	constructed,	based	on	my	design.

Gawain	shivers.	“Ten	minutes	in	this	tower	is	as	frigid	as	an	entire	day	in
the	north.	Did	I	ever	tell	you	about	that	 journey?	We	searched	Viking-dense
airs	for	the	Grail,	and	that	took	an	entire	fortnight.	Had	it	been	a	day	longer,
one	less	arm	would	have	been	the	least	of	my	bloody	problems.”

Gawain	 is	 the	 first	knight	 I’ve	met	who	will	 talk	 freely	about	any	and	all
aspects	of	the	quest	without	any	thought	to	censor	himself	in	front	of	a	lady.

“How	far	did	you	get?”	I	ask	as	I	lay	out	the	appropriate	tools.

Gawain	 looks	 over	 my	 shoulder	 at	 the	 mountains.	 “This	 time	 around	 I
didn’t	get	farther	south	than	the	French	territory.”	His	eyes	are	cold,	but	also
alive,	exhilarated.	“But	last	time,	it	was	as	far	as	you	could	go	before	you’d
reach	 the	end	of	 the	world.	A	 land	where	 the	 sun	clung	high	 in	 the	 sky	 for
days	on	end.”



I	light	a	small	burner	Merlin	would	use	to	melt	metal;	the	fire	dances	like	a
child	at	a	feast.	A	strange	device	composed	of	copper	wires	I	rescued	from	my
unsalvageable	mechanical	falcon	Terra	heats	up	and	glows	red,	but	it	does	not
warp.	The	wires	are	 reinforced	with	plated	steel.	 I	pour	 in	a	slow	stream	of
water,	 and	 the	 instrument	 catches	 a	 lightning	 bolt,	 as	 though	 from	 Zeus
himself,	 and	 cages	 the	 bolt.	 From	 the	 mechanism,	 I	 pull	 a	 steel	 wand
connected	 to	a	 fine	wire	and	set	 it	 to	Gawain’s	palm.	The	elements	create	a
charge	that	singes	all	five	fingers	of	Gawain’s	hand	to	his	flesh.	Instantly,	the
appendages	 drum	 against	 the	 table,	 his	 iron	 hand	 now	 in	 possession	 of	 the
lightning’s	 power.	 I	 wish	 my	 mother	 were	 here	 so	 I	 could	 show	 Merlin’s
former	apprentice	what	her	daughter	is	capable	of	building	now.

“We	stood	out	horribly,	though.	Our	markings	as	Arthur’s	knights	made	us
easy	targets,	and	the	thick	furs	to	hide	our	inked	necks	suffocated	us.”	Gawain
blinks	 at	 the	memory.	 “’Course,	 there	 were	 some	with	 gentle	 hearts;	 those
who	didn’t	want	to	see	Morgan	claim	the	Grail	offered	hospitality,	but	for	the
hundreds	that	loved	us,	there	were	those	who	hated	us	more	fervently.”

Now	it’s	 time	to	ask	the	question	that’s	 lingered	on	my	mind	for	weeks.	I
clear	my	throat,	hoping	my	fear	won’t	betray	me.	“The	knights.	Where	would
they	be	now,	if	they	haven’t	sent	word	to	Lancelot?”

He	scratches	his	 thick	mop	of	 stringy	black	hair.	 “Don’t	know.	 If	 they’ve
been	 gone	 this	 long,	 perhaps	 they’re	 being	 tested.	 The	 nearer	 you	 get	 to
Avalon,	 the	more	 you	 feel	 its	 siren’s	 call.	Maybe	 that’s	where	 they	 are.	Or
maybe	they’ve	never	been	further	away.”

A	response	that	returns	me	to	the	limbo	I	found	myself	in	not	minutes	ago.	I
shake	off	the	disappointment	and	dip	into	a	forgotten	opium	box	of	Merlin’s.
Inside	lies	a	reserve	of	Azur’s	jaseemat,	more	than	enough	for	Gawain	to	use
his	iron	arm	for	months.	Just	a	little	less	than	what	I’ve	kept	in	Merlin’s	safe
for	my	aeroship.

I	 think	 of	 it	 then,	 hidden	 in	 the	woods	 from	Camelot	 and	 pillagers	 alike.
Furnace	and	copper	veins	inspired	by	Merlin’s	catacombs	and	the	mechanical
dragon	 we	 set	 against	 Morgan’s	 drones	 in	 June.	 White	 sails	 made	 of	 the
lightest	silk	I	could	find,	although	their	skeletal	extensions	and	retractions	are
not	yet	as	smooth	as	I’d	hoped.	The	body	of	the	ship	is	wood,	to	counter	the
heavy	 iron	necessary	 to	 reinforce	 the	vessel.	Dry	kindle	 and	gas	 lantern	oil
ready	for	the	voyage.	My	voyage.



When	 Gawain	 sees	 the	 small	 box,	 he	 leans	 forward	 and	 pulls	 open	 his
tunic,	right	at	the	heart,	presenting	a	small	iron	door	that’s	been	surgically	set
into	his	torso.	One	of	the	door’s	chambers	is	locked	with	a	pocket	attached	to
his	ribs	that	lets	the	jaseemat	pass	through	his	body,	like	real	blood.	It	ignites
his	mechanical	arm,	but	not	permanently.

The	 instructions	 to	 bring	 the	 dust	 to	 life	 are	 soft	whispers	 I	 emit	without
thinking.	I	pour	in	the	jaseemat.	The	arm	flexes,	and	Gawain	nods	in	approval
as	he	rolls	the	sleeve	back	down,	breathing	fully	as	he	feels	the	contortion	of
the	elements	elevate	his	blood.	People	have	gotten	used	to	his	 iron	arm,	but
when	the	aeroships	return	with	Camelot’s	citizens,	there’ll	be	a	new	batch	of
strange	looks.

I	close	the	box,	and	his	words	hit	me	again.	“The	knights	are	being	tested?”

Gawain	ties	up	his	tunic	and	tightens	the	black	furs	around	his	shoulders	as
a	chill	overcomes	the	jaseemat’s	warmth.	“The	Grail	is	protected.	It	won’t	be
found	easily.	In	order	to	claim	it,	the	knights	will	have	to	go	through	tests	the
likes	 of	 which	 you	 could	 never	 imagine.	 Even	 with	 what	 you	 know	 about
Merlin	and	all.”

The	 Lady	 of	 the	 Lake	 never	 mentioned	 this.	 “What	 kind	 of	 tests?”	 My
wobbly	voice	might	have	alerted	someone	who	knows	me	better—like	Merlin
or	Marcus,	or	even	my	brother	Owen—to	a	secret	I’ve	kept	since	Galahad’s
infantry	left	six	months	past.	But	Gawain	might	assume	my	nervousness	is	for
the	 idea	 of	Avalon,	 and	 not	 the	 coordinates	 to	 it	 etched	 onto	my	mind,	 but
locked	from	me.	I	firm	my	lips	in	frustration	at	that.

My	own	mind	kept	from	me,	part	of	it	held	hostage,	until	I	don’t	know	when.

Gawain	looks	me	right	in	the	eye.	“All	men	have	vices,	things	of	sin	they
cannot	live	without.	The	Grail’s	holiness	purifies	anything	that	comes	near	it.
All	desires	will	be	made	stronger	so	those	seeking	it	might	overcome	them.	A
swordsman	 will	 slit	 his	 friend’s	 throat.	 A	 drunk	 will	 search	 for	 a	 pint.	 An
adulterer	 will	 seek	 a	 bed	…	 ”	 His	 mouth	 promptly	 closes.	 “Begging	 your
pardon.”

I’m	in	a	kingdom	of	men	six	months	without	any	other	women.	I’ve	heard
worse.	“Go	on.”

“It	makes	 the	Grail	 impossible	 to	 seek.	Only	 someone	 pure	 of	 heart	will
find	her.	Someone	with	no	tainted	soul.”



Like	a	legend	or	a	fairy	tale	Owen	might	have	told	me	as	a	girl.	I	want	to
laugh	at	the	audacity	of	such	a	person	existing.	But	after	what	I’ve	seen	and
done,	I	know	better.

“This	…	”	Gawain	says,	gauging	the	iron	fingers	on	his	arm.	They	stretch
and	bend	at	his	will.	“This	is	the	closest	I	ever	got	to	it.	This	right	here.”

I	 don’t	 ask	his	 vice.	 It’s	well	 known	 that	 knights	 have	 always	 sought	 the
pleasures	of	food	and	drink,	women	and	opium.	And	the	swollen	cheeks	of	a
forgotten	drunk	 in	 front	of	me	could	never	 lie.	“How	did	 it	happen?”	 I	ask.
This	is	the	first	time	I’ve	found	the	courage	to	ask.

He’s	not	bothered	by	my	question.	“You	ever	hear	of	the	Spanish	rogues?”

“Of	 course.”	 Every	 child	 in	 Camelot	 grows	 up	 hearing	 the	 stories	 of	 air
pirates	 from	 all	 corners	 of	 the	 world	 who	 took	 over	 a	 kingdom	 of	 España
while	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 country	 fought	 to	 take	 it	 back.	 For	 years,	Arthur	 sent
knights	to	help.

“What	about	the	captain	of	the	rogue	aeroship	MUERTE?”	Gawain	adds.

I	shake	my	head.	This	I	do	not	know.

Gawain	shifts	to	the	side	of	his	chair,	glancing	out	at	the	snowy	land	as	he
speaks.	“We	call	him	the	Black	Knight	because	of	his	suits	of	iron	and	dark
silks.	Who	knows	what	 his	 real	 name	actually	 is?	Something	damning,	 I’m
sure.	 Some	 say	 he	was	 once	 a	 demigod,	 soulless	 and	without	 the	 ability	 to
feel,	 who	 now	 walks	 the	 earth	 as	 a	 man	 seeking	 the	 Grail	 for	 his	 own
purposes.	They	claim	he	wants	to	sell	it	to	the	highest	bidder.”	Another	twist
of	 his	mechanical	 arm.	 “All	 he	 needs	 is	 to	 find	 it,	 and	 he’ll	 do	whatever	 it
takes	to	have	it	in	his	possession.	Even	if	it	means	tempting	a	man	with	but	a
pint	to	learn	Avalon’s	coordinates.”

Coordinates.	Coordinates	the	world	believes	were	hidden	inside	Camelot	by
a	demigoddess	who	wanted	Arthur	to	find	it.	Like	the	song	children	sang	in
the	village,	when	children	were	plentiful	in	Camelot.	Coordinates	the	Lady	of
the	 Lake	 told	me	 lie	within	 a	 realm	 of	my	mind	 I	 cannot	 yet	 explore.	 But
there’s	no	way	the	Spanish	rogues	could	ever	know	that.

They	might	be	close	to	finding	out	somehow.	But	besides	that,	I	cannot	lead
the	knights	to	Avalon	until	I	receive	word	that	the	Spanish	rogues	have	been
defeated.	Nor	can	I	go	until	 I’ve	replicated	Azur’s	 jaseemat	 so	my	aeroship



can	fly	all	 the	way	to	the	Great	Sea	of	the	Mediterranean	in	Greece,	but	the
endeavor	 is	 impossible.	When	Azur	 heard	 of	my	 task	 to	 build	 an	 aeroship
powerful	enough	to	soar	above	the	skies,	he	was	quick	to	tell	me	stories	about
inventors	 in	 Jerusalem—accomplished	 and	 trained,	 and	 certainly	 never
handmaids—whose	 attempts	 at	 such	 a	 feat	 by	 utilizing	 the	mechanical	 arts
and	the	ingenuity	of	advanced	aeroships	were	massive	failures.	They	fell	from
the	sky	and	into	horrifying	legend.	Modern	aeroships	can	only	fly	as	high	as
the	boldest	falcon.

The	whole	thing	is	impossible,	and	so	I	rebuilt	Caldor,	the	detailed	carving
taking	 up	 an	 entire	 evening.	 A	 means	 to	 distract	 myself	 when	 the	 task	 of
finishing	such	an	aeroship	becomes	too	overwhelming	to	bear.

Gawain’s	 face	 goes	 somber.	 “It	 was	 just	 one	 pint.	 We	 were	 so	 close	 to
Avalon,	and	the	Black	Knight	had	a	different	sort	of	chalice	in	his	grip.	One
just	for	me.	And	it	drew	me	in.”

I	lean	closer.	“You	knew	how	to	find	the	Grail?”	I	whisper.	Cannot	be.

He	opens	his	eyes	to	mine.	“No,”	he	says.	“That’s	why	they	took	my	arm.”



TWO
Winter	mornings	are	best	for	sword	fighting.

Most	 knights	 agree,	 Gawain	 tells	 me.	Habit.	On	 the	 quest,	 his	 infantry
would	 be	 up	 an	 hour	 before	 dawn,	 the	 best	 time	 to	 get	 used	 to	 a	 new	 day
before	 risking	 hot	 summer	weather	 that	would	 render	 a	 knight	 lethargic	 by
noon.	And	so	began	the	practice	of	riding	at	night	and	sleeping	come	sunrise.
Conveniently	enough,	this	is	also	the	only	time	my	father	is	guaranteed	still	to
be	 asleep.	 Dawn	 was	 hours	 ago,	 but	 the	 courtyard	 might	 as	 well	 be	 a
graveyard,	host	to	the	phantoms	of	Camelot,	and	never	the	few	left	here.

I	don’t	complain	about	the	cold.	It	was	difficult	enough	to	convince	Gawain
to	teach	me	my	way	around	a	sword.	He’d	suggested	archery,	but	I	refused.	I
couldn’t	 bring	myself	 to	 rebuild	my	miniature	 crossbow.	 It	 reminds	me	 too
much	 of	Morgan’s	war	 and	 the	 lives	 I	 stole.	Of	 the	witch	 herself	 seizing	 it
from	my	grasp	and	sending	in	into	a	nearby	tree.	The	exact	moment	I	thought
I	was	going	to	die.

“Check	 for	 frost,”	 Gawain	 says,	 rolling	 his	 shoulders	 and	 pacing	 the
courtyard.	His	own	blade	is	easy	in	his	grasp.	It	was	the	first	thing	that	struck
me	once	he	agreed	 to	 teach	me:	he’s	 just	as	good	with	a	weapon	 in	his	 left
hand	as	his	right.

I	run	the	blade	across	my	skirt,	smoothing	Merlin’s	prized	sword	until	it’s
shining	and	dry.	A	silent	weapon,	the	sole	reason	we	decided	on	swords	rather
than	firelances	or	 fusionahs	whose	blasts	would	echo	for	weeks	 in	 the	ruins
that	 is	Camelot.	Anyway,	Merlin’s	 pistolník	went	missing	when	 he	 became
the	ghost	for	the	mechanical	dragon	Victor.

Gawain	gestures	to	my	stance.	“Hold	your	blade	high.	Like	I	showed	you.
Both	hands	on	the	hilt.”

My	knuckles	go	white	with	my	grip.	Gawain	walks	casually	toward	me	and
lifts	his	own	blade	over	his	head,	 letting	 it	 slam	down	on	mine.	 I	 jump	and
swing	Merlin’s	sword	against	Gawain’s.	He	frees	our	blades	and	steps	back.

“Good.	 But	 don’t	 flinch.	 Your	 footing	makes	 you	 awkward;	 you	 look	 as
though	this	is	the	third	or	fourth	time	you’ve	ever	held	a	blade.”

I	glare	at	him.	“It	is.”



He	 cocks	 a	 lighthearted	 smile	 and	 sends	 his	weapon	 through	 the	 air,	 the
point	straight	at	me.	Instinctively,	 I	 lift	my	sword	vertical,	and	our	weapons
clash.	We	both	hold.	If	I	hadn’t	moved,	I	would	have	lost	an	ear.	My	mouth
goes	agape.

“Faster	next	time.”	His	eyes	gleam.

I	find	my	breath	again.	The	clock	tower	chimes	eight	o’clock	and	surprises
me,	and	I	glance	over	at	the	still-missing	numbers	near	its	top.

“Don’t	turn	away	from	your	enemy,”	Gawain	warns.

I	look	back,	but	he’s	already	advancing	and	swinging	his	sword.	A	rush	of
irritation	 turns	my	blood	hot	 from	my	error	 in	gauging	his	speed.	His	blade
strikes	 mine,	 and	 his	 heavy	 step	 moves	 me	 backward,	 giving	 him	 the
advantage.	The	steel	spins	around	my	wrist	and	nearly	peels	my	grip	free.

Hold	on—he’s	done	this	before.	I	know	his	next	move.

I	grip	the	hilt	 tighter	and	force	his	sword	away.	Our	jaws	firm,	our	blades
dance,	and	the	steel	sings.	There’s	a	split	second	where	I	can	grab	control	and
push	him	back.	His	eyes	widen	in	surprise,	and	I	slam	my	blade	against	his,
once,	twice,	again,	again.	Finally,	his	sword	falls,	and	I	grin.

His	 arms	 lift	 in	 surrender,	 the	mechanical	 one	 slower	 than	his	 left.	 “Well
done,”	he	says	with	a	proud	smile.

Progress.	 I	 gaze	 past	my	blade’s	 disguise	 to	 see	 it	 for	what	 it	 really	 is:	 a
tool,	fundamentally	speaking.	Something	I	can	study,	learn,	understand.	And
then,	perhaps,	one	day,	master.	“Your	words	made	me	angry.”

“Then	you’ll	be	better	once	you	learn	to	fight	with	a	clear	head.”

The	snow	flutters	around	me.	I	pull	Guinevere’s	white	furs	tight	against	my
shoulders.	 My	 ears	 are	 frozen.	 My	 fingertips,	 likewise.	 But	 my	 smile	 at
Gawain’s	words,	confident.

“Lower	the	drawbridge!”	someone	calls.

Gawain	 and	 I	 glance	 at	 the	 northern	 gates	 as	 guards	 peel	 them	 back.
Someone	is	riding	for	Camelot,	and	my	first	thought	is	a	mixture	of	hope	and
preemptive	 disappointment.	 With	 every	 reason:	 the	 rider	 is	 too	 tall	 to	 be
Marcus,	even	if	 the	newest	Knight	of	 the	Round	Table	is	already	rather	tall.
Nor	 is	 it	 Owen,	 as	 this	 stranger’s	 shoulders	 are	 much	 broader	 than	 my



brother’s.	The	rider’s	hair	is	long	and	dark,	and	his	beard	suggests	he’s	been
away	from	any	kingdom	for	months.	He	gallops	in	on	a	near-flying	stallion,
and	I	make	out	the	tail	end	of	a	dragon	tattoo	on	his	neck	when	he	turns	his
head.

From	 the	 main	 castle,	 Lancelot	 steps	 out,	 visibly	 fatigued,	 with	 gray
weaving	 through	his	hair	 from	running	a	kingdom	on	 the	brink	of	collapse.
He’s	 lost	weight	 and	 sleep	 since	Arthur’s	 death	 and	Guinevere’s	 departure.
Anxious	wrinkles	line	his	face	like	a	map.

My	father,	Lord	William,	steps	out	beside	him,	and	the	two	men	converse
with	somber	looks	about	them.

At	the	gates,	guards	call,	“Sir	Kay!”

“I’ll	be	damned,”	Gawain	mutters.	“The	last	time	I	saw	Kay,	I	was	about	to
lose	an	arm,	and	he	an	eye.	Seems	my	luck	was	worse	that	day	than	his.”	He
glances	sideways	at	me	and	inclines	his	head:	“Lady	Vivienne.”	And	then	he
leaves	for	the	main	castle.	But	I	don’t	hesitate	in	following.

One	 recent	 night	 at	 dinner,	 Lancelot	 spoke	 about	 Arthur’s	 step-brother,
Kay,	 who	 was	 born	 to	 coal	 miners	 in	 a	 village	 beyond	 Camelot’s	 borders
while	 Merlin	 kept	 harm	 and	 the	 wrath	 of	 Glastonbury	 far	 from	 Uther
Pendragon’s	 first	 and	 only	 son.	Kay	was	 raised	with	Arthur	 in	 the	 English
countryside	before	Merlin	arrived	on	Arthur’s	fifteenth	birthday	to	tell	him	of
his	 true	 purpose:	 grasp	 the	 gauntlet	wielding	 the	 blade	Excalibur	 and	 run	 a
kingdom	destined	to	find	the	Holy	Grail.

Lancelot	 told	 the	 story	 through	 pints	 of	 ale	 and	 miniature	 goblets	 of
absinthe,	through	tears	of	regret	for	a	betrayed	friendship	and	a	torn	marriage.
It	was	a	story	I’d	never	heard	before.	Sir	Kay,	a	character	in	Arthur’s	journal
of	life	I’d	never	read.

And	now	he’s	here.

My	breath	is	a	fog	as	I	reach	the	steps	of	the	main	castle.	I	keep	far	from
the	guards	and	the	commotion;	as	the	only	lady	in	Camelot,	I	haven’t	decided
if	they’ll	 let	my	place	be	amongst	them,	as	Gawain	does,	despite	my	role	in
Morgan’s	war	last	June.

But	 then	my	 father	 catches	my	 eye	 and	 beckons	me	 to	 his	 side.	 He	 has
finally	given	 in	 to	 fashionable	gentlemen’s	 jackets,	 or	 it	 could	very	well	 be



that	 his	 practical	 cloaks	were	 destroyed	 during	Morgan’s	wrath.	 I	 catch	 up
with	him	and	Lancelot	as	they	march	toward	the	opening	gates.

“You	spend	 too	much	 time	 in	 that	 tower,	Vivienne,”	my	father	says	as	he
clears	his	throat	with	the	proper	aura	of	a	king’s	advisor.

Lancelot’s	 eyes	meet	mine	 only	 briefly.	 “Conduct	 your	work	 in	 the	main
castle,	my	lady.	It’d	ease	all	our	minds.”

I	shake	my	head,	 foregoing	 the	expected	curtsy.	“The	main	castle	doesn’t
have	what	 I	need,	Sir	Lancelot.	 I’ll	 stay	 in	 the	 tower.”	Neither	Lancelot	nor
my	father	knows	it’s	for	the	aeroship	I’m	building.

I	 don’t	miss	 the	 knight’s	 jaw	 clenching	 at	my	 disobedient	words,	 but	 he
doesn’t	dispute	me.	He	saw	what	world	lies	beneath	Camelot’s	surface	when
he	assisted	 in	cleaning	up	Merlin’s	catacombs.	And	with	few	knights	 left	 to
send	 to	 Galahad’s	 infantry	 or	 search	 for	 the	 subjects	 gone	 too	 long,	 the
problem	I	am	to	him	is	a	low	priority.

Sir	Kay	approaches	with	deep-set	eyes	of	brutal	charcoal,	nearly	ten	years
on	Lancelot,	and	a	strong	face	in	need	of	a	good	cleaning.

“Lancelot.”	Kay	dismounts	and	hands	off	his	horse	to	a	waiting	guard.

Lancelot’s	 eyes	 crinkle	 with	 happiness	 long	 forgotten	 at	 the	 sight	 of	 the
dead	 king’s	 brother.	 “Kay,”	 he	 says	 with	 a	 brotherly	 embrace.	 The	 name
coming	 off	 his	 tongue	 might	 as	 well	 be	 Arthur’s.	 “You’ve	 had	 a	 long
journey.”

Kay’s	 eyes	 fall	 to	 the	 snow-covered	 ground	 as	 more	 falls	 from	 the	 sky
through	a	quiet	wind.

“A	journey	months	too	long,	if	I’m	not	mistaken,”	Lancelot	adds.

“No,”	 Kay	 says.	 “Years.	 Pour	me	 a	 drink,	 Lancelot.	 I	 have	much	 to	 tell
you.”



THREE
Sir	Kay’s	booming	laughter	gets	in	the	way	of	his	reminiscent	storytelling	that
evening.

“We’d	 just	 arrived	 in	 Corbenic	 when	 Lancelot	 decided	 the	 ale	 from	 the
night	 prior	 deserved	 to	 make	 a	 reappearance!”	 Kay	 shouts	 as	 his	 cheeks
redden	 from	 drink.	 An	 array	 of	 dried	 meats	 and	 whatever	 bread	 we’ve
managed	to	scrounge	up	from	the	banquet	halls	lies	in	front	of	our	company,
composed	of	Kay,	Lancelot,	Gawain,	my	father,	and	me.	But	only	Kay	eats.

“A	 brew	 of	 ox	 piss	 always	 does,”	 Lancelot	 mutters,	 wiping	 away
bittersweet	tears	at	the	memory.

“You	should	have	seen	the	look	on	Arthur’s	face—utter	horror!	He	couldn’t
believe	 his	 finest	 ale	 was	 coming	 back	 up	 with	 the	 braised	 pork!”	 A	 loud
laugh	shakes	the	table	and	Kay’s	stomach	until	he	must	clench	it.

Lancelot	hides	his	smile	by	drinking	from	his	pint.	“Piss,	Kay.	It	was	piss.”

Story	after	story	about	Arthur,	carefully	collected	and	lying	in	front	of	us	in
such	detail	that	one	might	think	the	king	was	still	alive.	Lancelot	was	the	one
to	 confirm	 Arthur’s	 death	 upon	 Kay’s	 arrival,	 and	 at	 the	 news,	 the	 older
knight’s	 eyes	 grew	 heavy,	 and	 his	 lips	 quivered.	 But	 then	 he	 smiled	 at	 the
wealth	of	tales	that	would	ensure	Arthur	of	Camelot	would	live	on.

Finally,	Kay	lifts	his	pint.	“To	Arthur.”

“To	Arthur,”	the	lot	of	us	reply.

“To	Arthur.”	Lancelot	drinks	quickly	and	regards	the	main	hall	of	Camelot,
losing	 himself	 in	 its	 decrepit	 architecture.	 Suits	 of	 armor	 stand	 guard	 in	 a
castle	whose	twisted	copper	candelabras	have	darkened,	and	where	the	silence
of	cold	smokestacks	is	too	loud.	The	mechanical	arts	and	their	influence	over
the	way	we	 lived	were	destroyed	 in	Morgan’s	war,	 leaving	us	 in	an	archaic
world.

Kay	eyes	Lancelot	carefully,	the	aura	of	mourning	now	passed.	“I	stopped
at	Corbenic	several	nights	ago.	I	remembered	Pelles	as	a	man	of	life	and	joy,
but	when	we	met	again	this	time,	he	was	a	ghost	of	himself.”



Lancelot	 traces	 the	rings	 in	 the	wooden	 table.	My	father	clears	his	 throat.
“Le	 Fay’s	 attack	 on	 Camelot	 left	 our	 kingdoms’	 alliance	 fractured.	 Pelles
mourns	his	fallen	men	with	the	rest	of	Corbenic.”

I	stare	at	my	own	untouched	pint	and	clench	my	skirt	in	my	fists	until	I’m
certain	my	nails	will	weave	the	threads	into	my	skin.	The	scrimmage	Morgan
stirred	up	between	our	kingdoms	was	the	setting	of	my	first	kill;	the	war	that
followed	and	the	scores	who	died	showed	me	how	crucial	it	was	for	Camelot
to	 find	 the	 Grail,	 that	 which	Merlin	 said	 could	 end	 death	 and	 balance	 the
scales	between	magic	and	the	mechanical	arts.	An	alchemist’s	dream.

Kay	 leans	 back	 in	 his	 chair,	 clutching	 his	 heavy	 leather	 belt	 across	 his
stomach	 and	 glancing	 at	 the	 desolate	 rafters.	 “Shame.	 It	was	 always	 a	 fine
kingdom	to	visit.	Its	festivals	were	wonderfully	entertaining,	how	they	would
twist	 the	mechanical	arts	 into	vivid	 illusions.	Your	squire	Marcus	enjoyed	it
there.”

At	those	words	I	straighten,	and	Lancelot	glances	wearily	at	me.

“You	know	Sir	Marcus?”	I	ask.

Kay	searches	the	table	for	the	one	who	spoke	and	regards	me	as	though	I’d
been	invisible	this	entire	time.	“Sir	Marcus?”	He	chuckles	once	and	turns	to
Lancelot.	 “Don’t	 tell	 me	 that	 whirlwind	 of	 a	 boy	 has	 proven	 his	 worth
already!	With	all	the	attention	the	girls	of	Corbenic	gave	him,	I	half-expected
him	to	follow	in	your	swaggering	footsteps,	Lancelot.”	A	sly	smile	skirts	 to
the	 side	 of	 Kay’s	 face	 as	 though	 yet	 another	 memory	 has	 come	 to	 mind.
“Wasn’t	 too	 long	 ago	 that	 I	 bet	 three	 bags	 of	 gold	 you’d	 be	 the	 first	 to
relinquish	knighthood	 for	warm,	 feminine	arms,	 after	 all.	Even	 if	 it’d	mean
banishment	from	this	godforsaken	iron-and-stone	prison.”

I	feel	my	eyebrows	shoot	up.	Marcus?	A	favorite	to	the	girls	of	Corbenic?
“Surely,	 you’re	 thinking	 of	 someone	 else,”	 I	 hear	myself	 whisper,	 but	 I’ve
been	forgotten	now.	I	consider	the	barn,	Marcus’s	arms	holding	me	against	the
wall,	my	fingers	woven	in	his	rain-soaked	hair,	our	swollen	lips.	“I’ve	never
done	that	before,”	he’d	said.	Was	it	true?

Lancelot’s	face	darkens.	“That’s	enough,	Kay.”

But	 Kay	 is	 much	 too	 interested	 in	 Lancelot’s	 philandering	 past	 now.
“Especially	that	one	maiden	who	was	particularly	fond	of	you.	What	was	her
name?	 That	 girl	 at	 court	who	 disappeared	 after	 Pelles’s	 festival	 earlier	 this



year?	I	never	knew	what	happened	to	 the	 likes	of	her.	Didn’t	Pelles	say	she
eloped—”

“Enough,”	Lancelot	repeats.

I	 turn	 to	 the	 knight	 who	 apparently	 was	 a	 heartbreaking	 scoundrel	 even
before	Guinevere.	He’ll	certainly	clarify	what	Kay	meant	about	Marcus.	My
father	clears	his	throat	and	sets	a	scrutinizing	eye	upon	a	muddled	spot	on	the
side	of	his	goblet.

Kay	will	not	let	up.	“Mara?	No,	that’s	not	it.	Blast	it	all,	I	can’t	remember!
She	was	madly	 in	 love	with	 you,	 swore	 to	make	you	her	 champion	 if	 only
you’d	 love	 her	 back.”	 Kay	 turns	 to	 dramatics	 to	 imitate	 the	 poor	 girl’s
memory,	 his	 ruddy	 fingers	 soft	 and	 delicate	 in	midair	 as	 he	 punctuates	 the
words.

Lancelot	finally	gives	in.	“Elaine.	She	didn’t	understand	the	knights’	vow.”

“Elaine!	That’s	it!	Long	black	hair,	curves	only	a	real	man	would—”

“Sir	Kay!”	my	father	erupts,	hands	clapping	over	my	ears,	but	I	pull	free.
“Talk	like	that!	It’s	undignified!”

Kay	blows	air	through	his	lips,	letting	the	ruffle	declare	his	indifference,	but
resettles	 in	 his	 chair.	 “Very	 well.	 To	 matters	 of	 the	 Grail,	 then.	 You	 said,
Lancelot,	you’ve	 sent	word	 to	Arthur’s	 allies	 concerning	Camelot’s	missing
subjects,	but	communication	with	Jerusalem	has	suddenly	stalled,	and	no	one
seems	 to	 know	why.	Might	 I	 inquire	 about	 the	wizard?	 I’d	 heard	 that	 once
again	the	bastard	lost	his	mind	to	magic—”

“That’s	not	what	happened,”	I	say	sharply.	How	dare	Sir	Kay	speak	against
Merlin	after	all	the	sorcerer	sacrificed	for	Camelot?

Kay	regards	me	with	curiosity,	and	I	realize	I’m	still	wearing	a	uniform	that
outsiders	 would	 see	 as	 inappropriate.	 “We	 have	 yet	 to	 become	 formally
acquainted,	my	lady.”

Lancelot	clears	his	throat.	“Lady	Vivienne	was	the	queen’s	lady-in-waiting
before	her	majesty	took	to	the	north.”

Kay	casts	a	suspicious	glance	at	Lancelot.	“Yes,	so	I	heard.	Guinevere’s	left
Camelot,	hasn’t	she?	She	is	well-missed?”



Lancelot	nods,	losing	himself	in	the	light	of	the	lone	gas	lantern	sitting	in
front	of	him.	“Very	much	so.”

Now	 they	 won’t	 bother	 correcting	 themselves	 concerning	 Merlin’s
reputation,	and	so	I	must	do	it	myself.	“Merlin	sacrificed	himself	so	Camelot
could	defeat	Morgan	le	Fay.”

“Vivienne—”	my	father	mutters.

I	 couldn’t	 care	 less	 now.	My	 status	 in	 Camelot	might	 have	 already	 been
decided	tonight,	but	I	won’t	let	Kay	think	me	a	simple-minded	handmaid.

“Without	him,	le	Fay	would	have	claimed	the	kingdom	and	gone	after	Sir
Gawain’s	 infantry,	 bringing	with	 her	mechanical	monsters	 you	 could	 never
imagine.	Her	thievery	of	magic	knew	no	bounds.”	And	perhaps	it’s	the	cold	or
the	waiting	on	end	with	no	word,	but	my	nerves	are	shot,	and	I	don’t	want	to
be	 thought	of	as	 invisible	anymore.	“I	don’t	know	where	Merlin	 is	now,	Sir
Kay,	if	he’s	alive	or	doomed,	but	you	owe	him	a	hefty	debt.	We	all	do.	I	only
hope	I	do	him	justice	by	continuing	with	his	work.”

Out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	I	see	how	my	father	cringes	ever	so	slightly.
He	 allows	 this	 only	 because	 he	 fears	 Merlin’s	 magic	 more	 than	 his	 own
tarnished	reputation,	but	just	barely.

I	glance	at	Gawain,	and	he	nods,	an	ally	in	my	corner.	Kay	sees	the	silent
interaction,	and	when	Gawain	lifts	his	pint	to	drink,	the	four	of	us	stare	at	the
iron	arm	holding	it	to	his	lips.

Kay	faces	me	again.	His	smile	is	one	of	condescension.	“You	have	a	strong
will,	Lady	Vivienne,	if	you’ve	taken	up	the	mechanical	arts.	Was	it	your	own
lady	who	convinced	you	 to	 study	 them?	Or	 the	sorcerer’s	 rhetoric?	Perhaps
you	can	fix	the	hilt	on	my	sword,	polish	it—”

“We	have	a	blacksmith	in	the	village,	Sir	Kay,	if	it	requires	iron	or	fire,”	I
say	shortly.	“I	work	in	the	clock	tower.”

“I	see,”	Kay	continues	in	a	louder	voice.	“I	was	hoping	to	turn	to	these	sorts
of	matters	when	my	lady	had	retired	for	the	evening,	but	it	seems	you’re	going
nowhere.	 I	 bring	 up	 the	 question	 of	Merlin	 because	 he	 was	 Arthur’s	 most
trusted	advisor	and	was	to	help	us	find	the	Grail	while	serving	as	a	liaison	to
the	 Kingdom	 of	 Jerusalem.	 Now,	 these	 tasks	 go	 unfulfilled,	 as	 though
Merlin’s	protégé	is	unaware	of	her	newfound	responsibilities.”



My	face	should	feel	warm,	and	I	should	be	a	mess	of	insecurity,	but	I’m	not
the	same	girl	I	was	in	the	spring.	“His	protégé	knows	that,”	I	say,	“and	she’s
worked	under	the	guidance	of	both	Merlin	and	his	mentor	from	Jerusalem—”

“The	alchemist?	Azur?”	Kay	interrupts.	He	leans	forward.	“Lately?”

I	 hesitate.	 It’s	 certainly	 been	 some	 time	 since	 I	 last	 communicated	 with
Azur.	“Well,	no,	but—”

“Then	forgive	my	boldness,	Lady	Vivienne,”	Kay	says,	his	eyes	turning	to
fire,	“but	I	have	one	more	question.	What	could	alchemy	possibly	do	for	the
knights	when	 some	 of	Galahad’s	 infantry	 had	 already	 gone	missing	 by	 the
time	I	finally	found	him	and	Percy?”



FOUR
Missing.

The	word	is	an	executioner’s	drum	thundering	in	my	mind.

“What	do	you	mean?”	My	voice	wavers.	It	was	only	months	ago	that	I	last
felt	Marcus’s	hand	in	mine,	and	suddenly	the	idea	of	never	holding	it	again	…

My	 father	 eases	 closer,	 as	 though	 preparing	 his	 daughter	 for	 bad	 news
before	 worst.	 “We	 don’t	 know	 for	 certain	 they’re	 missing,”	 he	 whispers,
sneaking	a	sharp	eye	toward	Kay	while	Lancelot	drinks	his	ale	faster	now.

Kay	leans	back	in	his	chair.	“Then	where	are	they,	Lord	William?	Did	they
vanish	into	thin	air?	Did	they	seek	Camelot’s	subjects	and	become	lost	in	the
same	 void?	 Did	 they	 find	 the	 Grail?”	 He	 scoffs,	 shaking	 his	 head	 before
taking	a	large	gulp	of	ale.	“They’ve	missed	their	checkpoints.	That’s	what	you
get	when	you	send	a	company	of	fools	with	Galahad.	He’s	too	inexperienced,
Lancelot,	and	not	nearly	aggressive	enough.	I’ve	told	you	this	before.”

My	 father	 leans	 over	 the	 table.	 “Do	not	 insult	 Sir	Galahad’s	 infantry,	 Sir
Kay.	My	boy	is	out	there.”

“Yes,	so	I	heard.	Master	Owen,	Galahad’s	squire.”	He	swallows	a	mouthful
of	ale	and	sets	his	goblet	on	the	table.	“I	must	admit,	you	couldn’t	ask	for	a
better	mentor	than	Galahad	the	Pure.	But	where	is	Master	Owen	now?”

My	breath	bursts	from	my	lungs	as	though	someone	punched	me.	“Owen?”
To	hear	 this	spoken	of	my	brother	 is	much	worse	 than	what	my	mind	could
conjure	up	on	its	own.

Lancelot	 glances	 at	 me.	 “The	 group	 split	 up.	 There	 was	 a	 conflict.	 Not
relating	 to	 the	 Spanish	 rogues,	 but	 from	 within.”	 His	 eyes	 look	 disturbed.
Galahad	is	a	brother	to	him.

All	eyes	watch	me.	I	glance	at	Gawain,	who	with	one	look	tells	me	he,	too,
has	known	of	 this	 for	perhaps	days.	He	mentioned	 tests.	How	a	man	of	 the
sword	might	slice	the	throat	of	his	companion.	What	sort	of	sinister	dangers
might	have	fallen	upon	Galahad’s	infantry?

I	 force	myself	 to	breathe,	and	 it	 feels	 like	 I’m	drowning.	“You	all	knew.”
I’m	too	angry	to	form	words.	“When	were	you	going	to	tell	me?”	But	instead



of	facing	my	father,	I	face	the	one	who	would	understand	more	than	the	rest.

Gawain	 holds	my	gaze	 for	 a	 long	moment	 before	 speaking.	 “If	we	 heard
from	Sir	Marcus.”

I	should	say	something,	but	no	words	come.	My	lips	form	the	letters,	but	no
breath	races	to	help.	I	need	to	be	strong	like	the	men	sitting	around	me,	but
I’ve	never	felt	more	like	a	child.

Finally,	I	find	my	voice.	“Marcus	is	missing,	too?”

“Yes,”	 Lancelot	 says.	 “Word	 arrived	 two	 nights	 past	 of	 an	 argument
between	him	and	Owen	that	started	it	all.	Your	boy	is	headstrong,	William.”

My	father	 sits	back	 in	his	 seat.	This	was	not	news	 to	him,	but	he	doesn’t
like	hearing	it	again.

Lancelot’s	 attention	 returns	 to	 me.	 “Owen	 has	 a	 thirst	 for	 power.	 Who
knows	what	was	said	amongst	them?”

I	 watch	 the	 scene	 in	 my	 mind’s	 eye:	 my	 brother	 unleashing	 rage	 upon
Marcus	 after	 Owen	 found	 error	 in	 something	 as	 simple	 as	 a	 mistake	 in
direction.	The	crossbow	on	Owen’s	back	suddenly	aimed	at	Marcus’s	throat.	I
think	 of	 Marcus	 forced	 to	 unsheathe	 his	 sword,	 crafted	 by	 the	 blacksmith
when	he	was	knighted,	unexpectedly	vicious	and	strong	when	he	needs	to	be.
Perhaps	 something	worse	 happened—like	 their	 brawl	 over	Owen	 betraying
Lancelot	 and	 Guinevere	 resurfaced.	 A	 spiteful	 remark	 about	 loyalty	 from
Marcus.	 A	 quick	 jump	 to	 violence	 from	 Owen.	Merlin	 did	 say	 there	 were
sleeping	demons	in	my	brother.

It’s	easy	to	imagine	Owen	reacting	violently,	but	not	Marcus.	“What	sort	of
conflict	would	they	fight	over?”

Lancelot	reaches	into	the	pocket	of	his	gentleman’s	jacket	and	tosses	a	thin
strip	of	black	lace	on	the	table.	Each	of	us	looks	at	the	small	trinket,	but	I’m
the	 only	 one	 to	 recognize	 it.	Without	 even	 a	 touch,	 I	 remember	 its	 delicate
feel	 as	 I	 tied	 it	 around	Marcus’s	wrist	 before	he	headed	 into	Morgan’s	war.
Owen	told	me	to	be	careful	when	it	came	to	my	heart	and	how	Marcus	made
it	 flutter,	 but	 when	 my	 brother	 told	 me	 what	 deal	 Marcus	 had	 made	 with
Lancelot	 about	 finding	 the	 Grail,	 and	 how	 it	 would	 let	 him	 relinquish	 his
knighthood,	I’d	thought	all	was	forgiven.
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