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   Chapter 1
 
   The Lancelot Hateclub
 
    
 
   “This marks the opening of the tenth meeting of the Lancelot Hateclub. Attendance will now be taken. Morgan le Fay?”
 
   “Present,” the beautiful sorceress said, smoothing the skirts of her blue dress that set off her eyes perfectly.
 
   “Nymue?”
 
   “I still don’t understand why you make us go through this. What is attendance anyway?” Nymue asked.
 
   “Are you here or not?” Britt asked, ignoring the faerie lady’s question.
 
   “Clearly, I am.”
 
   “And I—the founding member—am present as well,” Britt said, sliding the wooden stool she was seated on closer to the table. The three ladies were seated outside, in a garden that was barely starting to bloom now that the chill of winter was, for the most part, gone.
 
   “What is the purpose of today’s meeting, Founding Member?” Morgan asked. She more willingly played along with the required vocabulary Britt used to conduct Lancelot Hateclub meetings.
 
   Britt tapped her fingers on the table surface. “Spring has come after a long, long winter,” Britt said.
 
   “It wasn’t that long. This year’s winter was actually quite mild,” Nymue said.
 
   “Yes, but you weren’t cooped up in a castle with Lancelot dogging your every step,” Britt said, her upper lip curling in dislike.
 
   “Oh,” Nymue blinked.
 
   “It felt like a very long winter indeed,” Morgan said.
 
   “But now spring is here. Mostly,” Britt said, conveniently forgetting the cooler temperatures that had plagued medieval England for the past week. “Which means my knights have begun to leave and go out on quests.”
 
   “So?” Nymue asked. “You designed that system. You said questing would ‘expel their youthful energy, make the country think better of your courts through their good deeds, and get them out of your hair.’”
 
   “I did,” Britt acknowledged. “And it’s a very good system. It’s been working gloriously. There’s just one problem.”
 
   “And that is?” Morgan asked.
 
   Britt abruptly launched off her stool and leaned across the table to hiss, “Lancelot isn’t going out on quests!”
 
   “That is a problem,” Morgan agreed.
 
   Nymue frowned. “Can’t you make him? You are King of Camelot.”
 
   “I could personally assign him to a quest. I want to, but we haven’t really had anything quest-worthy pop up, and whenever I mention it, Merlin makes a squished face. He thinks it would be bad of me to boss around a prince.”
 
   Morgan chopped her hand through the air, disregarding Merlin’s answer. “That is preposterous. Merlin orders the Orkney princes around as if they were stable boys.”
 
   “Yes, that’s the catch, though,” Britt agreed, sinking back onto her stool. “King Lot and King Urien are beholden to me since I have their sons in my courts. King Ban—Lancelot’s father—and King Bors—Sir Lionel and Sir Bors’ father—are my allies whom I owe a lot.”
 
   “I think Merlin allows you to be king only when it’s convenient,” Nymue said.
 
   “Yeah. So, back to our topic: How do I get rid of that self-indulgent weasel?” Britt asked.
 
   “Poison?” Morgan suggested.
 
   “If you send him towards my lake, I will curse you with a perpetual itch,” Nymue warned.
 
   Although she was less-than thrilled with their answers, their clear dislike of Sir Lancelot du Lac warmed Britt’s heart. 
 
   She hadn’t discovered Morgan’s great hatred of Lancelot until Camelot held a Christmas feast, and Lancelot—when sufficiently drunk—explained that he had previously made Morgan’s acquaintance when courting a sorceress friend of hers. (“He broke her heart like a clay vessel,” Morgan said. “I wish I could shatter his face in the same manner.”)
 
   It was no great secret that both Britt and Nymue couldn’t stand the flowery knight, and with Nymue and Morgan living in the same area—both being avid Lancelot haters and both knowing that Britt (or King Arthur, as she was known in Camelot) was a girl—Britt couldn’t deny herself the creation of the Lancelot Hateclub. 
 
   “Does anyone know of a damsel in need of saving?” Britt asked.
 
   “You would inflict him on another female? You are treacherous,” Nymue said.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Britt said. “Many of the ladies in Camelot enjoy his company.”
 
   “Why?” Morgan said.
 
   “It is one of the mysterious of life. Many of the faerie ladies at my lake are also taken with the Debaucher and the Slobs,” Nymue said, referring to Lancelot and the brothers Sir Lionel and Sir Bors.
 
   “The bottom line is if I can locate a lady in distress, Lancelot will ride off to save her. The only quest he participated in last year was to save a damsel,” Britt said.
 
   “But if a lady is in distress, wouldn’t it be Gawain who would have to ride out? He is the ladies’ knight,” Nymue said.
 
   “My nephew is already out questing,” Morgan said.
 
   “Oh,” Nymue said. “Well, if you can’t find a damsel to save, why not encourage him to ride forth in the name of a lady? Isn’t that another one of your finicky table rules?”
 
   “It’s the Round Table, and you have the right idea, but Lancelot is as loyal as a tom cat,” Britt said.
 
   “What?” Nymue frowned.
 
   “I believe what King Arthur is trying to say is that Lancelot is not monogamous in his amorous attentions. He currently has no lady and instead simpers and preens with a flock of females at his beck,” Morgan said.
 
   “Exactly,” Britt said.
 
   “Truly? But I thought he was taking pains to show favor to Guinevere,” Nymue said. “You stormed about that three or four meetings ago.”
 
   “He was. He is,” Britt said. “But—and I can’t believe I’m saying this—he doesn’t appear to like her more than any of the other ladies he so arduously admires.”
 
   “You must be fair and also note that while Guinevere takes great pleasure in his admiration, she does not seem to devote herself solely to him. In the eyes of the court, she appears to be taken with you,” Morgan said.
 
   Britt shifted uncomfortably. As she came from the twenty-first century—she had been pulled back through time after touching an enchanted, rusty sword; then Merlin informed her she was to be King Arthur in place of the real Arthur, who had run off with a shepherdess—she knew all about them. Even though she knew she would obviously never marry Guinevere—which meant Guinevere would never be in a position of great power in Camelot—she could not forget that in modern times, everyone agreed that the legendary love affair between Lancelot and Guinevere brought the downfall of Camelot.
 
   “I still want him gone,” Britt finally said.
 
   “Agreed,” Morgan said. As long as she stayed at Camelot, she too was forced to listen to Lancelot boast about his supposed great deeds, so Britt had a feeling the sorceress had a vested interest in her proposal.
 
   “Whom do you want gone?” asked a fourth female voice.
 
   Britt winced and twisted around in time to see Guinevere step out of an inlet and into the small garden—the Queen’s Garden—where Britt and her fellow Lancelot-haters were meeting.
 
   “Lady Guinevere, good morning,” Britt said.
 
   Morgan smiled benevolently at the younger girl, but Nymue huffed in irritation and looked away.
 
   “Good morning, My Lord,” Guinevere said, elegantly curtseying to Britt, although she looked at Nymue and Morgan with curiosity.
 
   “What has you up and about at this early hour?” Britt asked.
 
   Guinevere smiled and looked very pretty as she fussed with her reddish-blonde hair. “I am meeting with several ladies. We mean to listen to Sir Lanval—he will be performing music shortly. He said he recently wrote a ballad and dedicated it to my beauty.”
 
   “Isn’t that nice,” Britt said. When she first met the girl the previous summer, she struggled to be kind to Guinevere. Since discovering the girl was ruled by her cowardly, cheap father—King Leodegrance—Britt felt a little sympathy and could now tolerate the girl—even though she still considered her silly and shallow. 
 
   “If that is the case, though, you should probably leave. You wouldn’t want to miss the ballad,” Britt said. (Just because she could tolerate Guinevere’s presence in Camelot didn’t mean she was going to inflict herself with the girl’s company too often.)
 
   “Oh, but if you are having a party…” Guinevere said, looking past Britt to the little table she and her fellow Lancelot-haters were gathered around.
 
   “We aren’t,” Britt emphatically said.
 
   Morgan smiled. “It is only a meeting of faerie blood. We tend to wax on about our age and magic. You would be terribly bored, Lady Guinevere.”
 
   “Who are you calling old?” Nymue said, eyeing the sorceress.
 
   “Oh,” Guinevere said before her eyes lit in understanding. “Ohhh,” she repeated, giving Britt a significant look.
 
   “Hah-hah,” Britt said, her laughter wooden as she uneasily surveyed the garden.
 
   Very few knew Britt—the ruler of Camelot and king of ancient Britain—was actually a girl. In fact, Nymue, Morgan and her two sisters, and Guinevere were the only ones outside of Merlin’s men who knew her true gender. And no one besides Merlin’s closest minions knew that Britt was actually from the twenty-first century.
 
   “So, yes, you would be rather bored,” Britt said, standing up and approaching Guinevere.
 
   “But if you should like to talk…” Guinevere said.
 
   “It’s fine. You should go and enjoy yourself, Lady Guinevere,” Britt said, placing an arm around Guinevere’s shoulders to steer her away from the table.
 
   “But—”
 
   “I insist,” Britt said, leading the younger girl to the edge of the garden.
 
   “Very well,” Guinevere said, her lower lip briefly puckering out in a pout.
 
   “Have fun, and say hello to Lady Clarine and Lady Blancheflor for me, please,” Britt said, making sure to stand between Guinevere and the rest of the Lancelot Hateclub.
 
   Guinevere’s eyes widened. “How did you know I would be seeing them?”
 
   Britt gave Guinevere a patient smile. “As the three of you are fast friends, I could not imagine you would attend a musical performance without them. Enjoy,” Britt said.
 
   “Oh, yes! I will! Take care, My Lord,” Guinevere said before setting off, her hair gleaming in the morning light.
 
   “Neatly done,” Nymue said, clapping for a few moments. “I didn’t know it was possible to get rid of a person so kindly.”
 
   “That one is rather like a kitten,” Morgan observed. “Selfish and useless, but sweet. Take care with her. I suspect her loyalty to you is deeper than you would think.”
 
   “Why would that mean I should be careful with her?” Britt asked, seating herself at the table again.
 
   “It means you could hurt her feelings and cause more pain than if she cared for you less,” Morgan said.
 
   Apprehension stirred in Britt, so she chose to distract herself by peering past a bush to locate her giant, apricot-colored mastiff, Cavall, who snoozed in the morning light. “Let’s get back to topic, shall we?”
 
   “I think you should give him a sleeping draught. While he snores away, have him carried outside of Camelot,” Nymue said. “When he wakes up, bar the gates and tell him there is a threat, and Camelot will be closed for the foreseeable future. He’ll get bored without ladies to preen to and move on. For a while, at least.”
 
   “And what do we tell him when he demands to know how he was mysteriously transported outside of the gates?” Britt asked.
 
   “Say it must have been faeries. You don’t have to think hard to come up with an explanation. Lancelot is not known for his intelligence,” Nymue said, leaning against the table.
 
   “I don’t understand why you do not speak to Merlin about it,” Morgan said.
 
   “We’ve already established that Merlin is no help,” Britt said.
 
   “But have you explained to him why you wish for Lancelot to be gone so badly?” Morgan asked.
 
   “Doesn’t Merlin have eyes of his own? Can’t he see how excessively annoying the Debaucher is?” Nymue demanded.
 
   “He does, but Lancelot being a pest would not motivate Merlin to see the young knight out. But if he knew what a toad he is being…” Morgan trailed off and shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Wait, he is being something besides an irritant?” Nymue asked.
 
   “It’s nothing,” Britt said.
 
   “No,” Nymue said, raising a long, slender finger and stabbing it in Britt’s direction. “I refuse to be shrugged off as you just did to Guinevere. What is Morgan talking about?”
 
   “It’s nothing definite,” Britt started. “But lately, Lancelot has been…persistent.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Nymue asked.
 
   “He has been haunting her like a ghost,” Morgan dryly said.
 
   “It’s difficult to point out. He’s just…there. A lot,” Britt said.
 
   When she was first forced to allow the handsome knight into her courts, Lancelot seemed content to focus his attention on the ladies and knights who worshipped him. Lately, though, the knight seemed to follow Britt and her closer knights. He had formed a friendship with Sir Ywain and Sir Griflet—who were universally acknowledged to be some of her favorite knights. He had also tried—but horrifically failed—to befriend Sir Kay. Recently, the foreign prince had given up on Kay, though, and seemed to be gunning for Gawain before the younger knight left on a quest, taking his brother—Agravain—as his squire.
 
   Britt ran a hand through her blonde hair. “It’s like he’s a weed and is slowly closing in.”
 
   “I agree with Morgan. If you are worried he is drawing too close to you, speak to Merlin. He will be motivated into action—if for no other reason than to protect his investment,” Nymue said.
 
   “Gee, thanks,” Britt dryly said.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Nymue said, looking down her nose.
 
   “It would be the wise thing to do,” Morgan said.
 
   Britt heaved a great sigh. “Yeah, you guys are probably right. Okay, any other matters of business to discuss?”
 
   “Yes!” Nymue said with great relish. “I wish to complain about Lancelot’s dreaded cousin—Sir Lionel. Recently, one of his faerie loves stumbled into my lake and will not cease prattling about him. It is vexing!”
 
    [image: Arthur-divider.gif] 
 
   “Thank you for recounting your adventures, Sir Safir,” Britt said as she shifted in her chair that was pushed up to the Round Table. “It is to your credit that you so swiftly slew the giant and finished your quest.”
 
   “Thank you, My Lord. I hope Camelot is honored by my acts,” the knight said before he sat down.
 
   “Yes, of course. Anything else?” Britt asked, leaning against her arm rest so she could twist and look up at Merlin—who hovered behind her shoulder.
 
   “No. I believe we are finished here—although there will be feasting tonight in honor of Sir Safir,” Merlin said.
 
   “Excellent. I look forward to it,” Britt said before she slipped from her chair, ending the meeting.
 
   “My Lord, there will be a change in your guard rotation,” Sir Kay—Britt’s supposed foster brother—said, stepping closer to murmur the words.
 
   Britt blinked. “Is there a problem?” she asked. She knew her guards quite well. They all were excellent men whom Kay trusted with her life—which was the highest honor the taciturn young man could give.
 
   “No. Some of the men are swapping their shifts. That is all.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for the head’s up,” Britt said.
 
   Sir Kay accepted the strange word choice—for his time, anyway—and gathered up his papers.
 
   Britt stretched her arms above her head and found Merlin not far from her. “Merlin, could I talk to you for a moment?” Britt asked, ambling up to the wizard and glancing at his clothes.
 
   In the summer of the previous year, Merlin had ditched his usual gray, Gandalf-rip-off robe. He now mostly wore a fitted black cloak over a colored tunic—today it was a deep forest green. If he wanted to look particularly mystical and magical, he pulled up the hood, which gave his striking face an almost oracle-like air. Originally, Britt rejoiced in the lack of clichéd clothes, but after a few days, she realized the costume change made Merlin several degrees more handsome—an observation Britt was already battling.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Merlin asked. He tilted his head as his eyes swept up and down her body, as if looking for obvious wounds.
 
   “No—well, not anything serious. But there’s something I want to discuss,” Britt said.
 
   Merlin frowned. “For the last time, you cannot skip out on tomorrow’s court session. I don’t care if Kay found a white bear that sings, dances, and matches that blasted hart of yours. You’re the King of Camelot, and your butt will be on that throne if I have to tie you there myself.”
 
   “It’s not that, and my deer’s name is Rudolph,” Britt said, referring to the white buck Sir Gawain had brought back to Camelot as a gift for Britt after completing his first quest.
 
   Merlin’s frown deepened to a scowl. “Must you name every animal you come across? It’s not very kingly.” 
 
   “Don’t care. So, can we go to your study? I—”
 
   “My Lord, My Lord! Are there any towns crying out for a savior or damsels in need of aid?” Sir Griflet, a young, exuberant knight asked, nearly crashing into Britt’s chair as he skidded up to her.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Britt said.
 
   “Surely someone or someplace has signaled to you a need for a champion,” Sir Griflet said.
 
   Sir Ywain—Griflet’s friend and supposedly Britt’s nephew—rolled his eyes behind his friend’s back. “He wants to go out on a quest, My Lord.”
 
   Britt’s lips eased into a slight smile. “You’re that eager to leave my courts, Griflet?”
 
   “Not at all, My Lord. I am merely desirous of spreading news of your greatness!” Griflet said.
 
   “Lady Blancheflor still doesn’t know he exists,” Sir Ywain said, naming the pretty girl Griflet had been calf-eyed over for nearly a year. “He wants to do great deeds to build up his reputation so she’ll acknowledge him.”
 
   “Vagrant!” Griflet huffed.
 
   “So, she still is a dedicated admirer of Lancelot, is she? That’s tough,” Britt said.
 
   “The Lady Blancheflor knows my name,” Sir Griflet insisted.
 
   “Only because you’ve written her so much poetry she couldn’t possibly make such a mistake,” Sir Ywain said, earning a scowl from his friend.
 
   “You recreant—” 
 
   “It is unfortunate, Griflet, but I have not received any requests for help or aid,” Britt said, interrupting the friends before they could start insulting each other’s honor. “You could always follow Sir Gawain’s example and leave with the intent of finding wrongs and righting them.”
 
   Griflet frowned and looked at the ground.
 
   “Nay, My Lord. He can’t do that. Sir Lancelot du Lac has said that any knight that aimlessly wanders without a quest in his mind is foolish and without purpose,” Sir Ywain supplied for his friend.
 
   Britt gave the pair a flat look. “Sir Lancelot is an idiot who—before he came to my courts—wandered aimlessly without a quest in his mind.”
 
   “Arthur,” Merlin hissed.
 
   Britt half-expected Merlin to jab his elbow in her side, but he didn’t. He hadn’t elbowed her since awkwardness entered their relationship the previous summer when Britt admitted her feelings for the wizard, and the wizard rebuffed her. They had fought and ignored each other for a few days after, until they had The Talk—as Britt had come to call it—which cleared the air between them. Still, ever since The Talk, she felt the strain on their friendship. There was an extra barrier between her and Merlin that hadn’t previously existed.
 
   She ignored Merlin’s hissed warning and smiled at her young knights.  “If you are so eager to impress your lady, Griflet, I suggest you think it over. Why, I would go off on a quest myself if I didn’t think Kay would make me drag twenty guards with me, and Merlin would follow behind with half of my court.”
 
   “Arthur!” Merlin repeated, this time his voice was a snarl.
 
   “Think on it.” Britt patted Griflet’s shoulder in a clear dismissal before she turned to face Merlin with a bright smile. “Yes, Merlin?”
 
   Merlin eyed her. “You need to work on holding your tongue in matters pertaining to Lancelot.”
 
   “Why bother?”
 
   “Because he is a knight and a foreign prince who happens to be a member of your Round Table!” Merlin said.
 
   “Whatever,” Britt grumbled. “So, as I was saying, could we talk?”
 
   “Certainly. Shall we—”
 
   “My Lord?”
 
   Britt turned to find herself face to face with Sir Bedivere—her marshal and one of the few knights in Merlin’s close circle who had no knowledge of her gender or true identity. Even so, Britt considered him one of her most staunch supporters—he was the first knight besides Kay to truly believe in her.
 
   “Sir Bedivere, how can I help you?” Britt asked.
 
   “I am aware you already received the new knights who arrived in Camelot this morning, but I was hoping you would take a few additional minutes to speak to them,” Sir Bedivere said, indicating to a group of young knights waiting several paces away.
 
   “You don’t usually have me directly address new recruits after my initial welcome,” Britt carefully said.
 
   “Indeed, because usually it is a waste of your time. But I agree with Sir Bedivere. You should speak with these knights,” Merlin said.
 
   Britt narrowed her eyes. “Who are they related to?”
 
   Through unfortunate experience, Britt had learned just about every knight that came to her court had a cousin or sibling already in her service—which meant Britt had to treat them like glass, lest their cousin/sibling/powerful relative would be offended.
 
   “Related to, My Lord?” Sir Bedivere asked, his forehead wrinkling.
 
   Merlin impatiently waved a hand through the air, attempting to swat Britt’s suspicions away. “They are renown knights who have already done a great deal of good.”
 
   “Who are they related to?” Britt demanded.
 
   “Sir Percival, the oldest son of King Pellinore, is in their ranks,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   Britt sighed. “I would complain about nepotism, but I actually like Pellinore. Fine, but can it wait? I need to speak to Merlin for a few minutes.”
 
   “Of course, My Lord,” Sir Bedivere said in a reluctant way which made it clear that no, it couldn’t really wait.
 
   The clatter of children running across the stone floor caught Britt’s attention, and she looked up to see Gareth and Gaheris—the youngest of the four Orkney princes—screech to a halt a stone’s throw away from her. They looked like they wanted to throw themselves at her but were keeping themselves in check, having finally—after much tutoring from Gawain—grasped the fact that Britt was an important figure and was not only their beloved “uncle.”
 
   Since Gawain and Agravain’s absence, the pair had become more affectionate with Britt. They were still little—perhaps ten or eleven-years-old—and they had yet to lose their adorable, baby possum looks with their big eyes and sweet expressions.
 
   Britt groaned in the back of her throat.
 
   Merlin moved, as if to pat Britt on her shoulder before he thought better of it and smiled at her. “I can talk to you later today, Arthur. Good luck.”
 
   “Right, thanks,” Britt said. She offered Gareth and Gaheris a smile, motioning for them to draw closer. “Hello, nephews. How did your training go this morning?” Britt asked.
 
   “My archery teacher says I have a natural eye,” Gareth said.
 
   “I rode a charger and hit the dummy in jousting practice,” Gaheris said, almost jumping in place as Britt placed an affectionate hand on top of his head.
 
   “Well done! I’m about to speak with a few new knights. Would you two like to accompany me?” Britt asked.
 
   “Yes, please, My Lord,” the boys chorused.
 
   “Alright. Lead on, Sir Bedivere,” Britt said, offering her marshal a smile.
 
   Merlin watched the knight lead Britt and the boys away. When she greeted the knights, she flashed them her stunning smile—not the one she kept tucked on her face as King Arthur, but the smile she wore when she was genuinely pleased. The knight who caused the smile— Pellinore’s son—gawked and lost his composure for a moment when faced with her radiant looks. 
 
   The wizard shook his head as he watched Britt lead the Orkney princes and the new arrivals from the room. They trailed around her with open expressions. Merlin knew that by the end of the walk, all of the knights would be completely, utterly loyal to her.
 
   Britt won over men to her cause with pretty words and speeches like no ruler Merlin had ever heard of. In his heart of hearts, Merlin wondered if it was because she was a girl, but he also suspected that Britt knew how to appeal to the young knights’ natures. They weren’t that difficult to figure out—all they longed for was for someone to see something of worth in them.
 
   I’m not one of her knights she can lead like a lamb, Merlin reminded himself. Over the previous summer, Merlin made the unfortunate discovery that he was fond of Britt. Far more fond than he had any right to be, and far more fond of her than he ever wished to be. “I like her no more than I like Sir Ector, or Sir Kay—well, more than Sir Kay,” Merlin muttered.
 
   He shook his head, smoothed his open, black robe, and made his exit from the hall. Whatever Britt wanted to discuss would wait, and dwelling on her would only borrow trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Boons and Fools
 
    
 
   Britt fiddled with a buckle that stabbed her in the armpit. She was—for once—dressed in a full set of armor instead of wearing her typical few pieces—the cuirass to cover her chest, a plackart to reinforce it, faulds to cover her thighs, and a gorget to shield her throat.
 
   She would have preferred to wear the lighter armor set, but today had been declared a day of contests in the practice arena, and Sir Bodwain had all but blackmailed her into trying her hand at a few jousting matches.
 
   So far, she had good luck. She’d ridden against three knights—all of them as green as grass—and tossed all three off their horses. After the three wins, Britt made herself scarce from the jousting field lest Sir Kay or Sir Bodwain decided to go up against her. (Both were nightmares to joust.)
 
   “Got it. Thank you, Gareth. I’ll take Roen back,” Britt said, finally pushing the buckle into a comfortable position before she took the reins of her destrier. The black gelding swished his tail and nuzzled her when she affectionately patted his neck. “Are you two going to try your hand at archery?” Britt asked.
 
   Gaheris shook his head. “We’re not knights.”
 
   “So? Lem—Sir Tor’s squire, that is—entered the archery competition,” Britt said.
 
   “We’re not even squires, though,” Gareth said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. This isn’t an official tournament. Go try—it will be fun,” Britt said.
 
   The Orkney princes exchanged looks before they nodded.
 
   “As you wish, My Lord,” Gaheris said.
 
   “We’ll make you proud, My Lord,” Gareth added, remembering to bow at the last second before he ran after his brother. 
 
   The brothers disappeared in the swirl of knights and ladies attending to the various games being held. Britt laughed in affection before she noticed Sir Bodwain purposefully scanning the crowd. Britt lost her laugh and hurried to put a tent between the knight and Roen—who stuck out like a sore thumb as he wore tack and equipment emblazoned with Britt’s personal symbol—a red dragon.
 
   Britt peered around the tent, hoping to get a glimpse of the older knight to confirm he had moved on.
 
   “Arthur, there you are. I was about to go look for you at the sword matches,” Merlin said directly behind her, making Britt jump.
 
   “Merlin,” she said, holding a hand to her heart. “You haven’t seen Kay, have you?” she asked, looking suspiciously past him for her foster-brother.
 
   “I left him at the jousting ring, looking for you,” Merlin wryly said. “I thought you would be hiding.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem fair that he coddles me like a baby when it comes to my guards, but in jousting practice, he acts as if he wants to bash my head in,” Britt complained.
 
   “I’m sure he has his reasons. He probably believes he’s making you tougher or some such nonsense. Raised by wolves, he was. What was it you wanted to talk to me about…two days ago, I think it was?”
 
   “Right. I was wondering if we could fabricate some sort of quest for Lancelot,” Britt said.
 
   “Arthur,” Merlin groaned, heaving his head back to look at the sky.
 
   “It’s not what you think,” Britt was quick to say.
 
   “I’m sure it’s exactly what I think: you’re still paranoid about Lancelot causing the downfall of Camelot. I thought my mentor’s talk with you banished your obsession with your modern-day legend,” Merlin said.
 
   “It’s not about Lancelot and Guinevere—at least not completely,” Britt said.
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “I feel like he’s…I don’t want to say stalking me, but…” Britt trailed off as Merlin looked at her with disbelief written across his face. “I feel like I’m a deer that he’s hunting,” Britt said, finally finding a sufficient metaphor that Merlin would understand. “He’s always near me—well, not always but most of the time. Whenever I turn around, he’s there, asking for my opinion or boasting about one of his past quests. I would never be so deceived as to say he likes me; it’s more like he’s studying me so he can learn how to catch me.”
 
   When Britt looked at Merlin again, the wizard had changed his expression to one that was more thoughtful. 
 
   “It makes me really uncomfortable and uneasy. I mean, if he looks close enough he might…notice something,” Britt said.
 
   Merlin nodded and thoughtfully narrowed his eyes. “I see your point. I have not noticed his presence near you, but I will watch for it. If I see that he does roam around you, we will consider what sort of quest he could be sent on, but do not be deceived, Arthur. I will not dispatch King Ban’s son without good reason if he is not inclined to leave Camelot on his own.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks, Merlin.”
 
   “Of course, lass,” Merlin said, using the nickname he previously used frequently, but now hesitated to utter. Merlin opened his mouth to say something more, but his eyes focused on something behind Britt. “Sir Lancelot,” he greeted, courteously bowing his head to the young knight.
 
   “Good afternoon, Merlin, My Lord,” the coal-haired knight said with a handsome smile. “I am here to see if My Lord would grant my request of seeking a jousting match against him.”
 
   “What—you don’t want to try your luck with the sword, again?” Britt wryly asked.
 
   In spite of her nettling words, Lancelot laughed. “No, My Lord. I have humbled myself enough to accept that you are a far better swordsman than I. I have hopes that my skill in jousting might redeem me, though.”
 
   Britt glanced at Merlin to look for his reaction, but the wizard wore nothing but a polite smile. “It seems unnecessary to me,” Britt finally said. “I am fair at jousting but certainly not skilled. If redemption is what you seek, I suggest you try to face Sir Kay or Sir Bodwain. They are our champion jousters.” 
 
   Lancelot laughed. “I don’t think I could ever beat them, My Lord. Come, let’s fight,” Lancelot said, placing a hand on Britt’s shoulder.
 
   Britt shrugged Lancelot’s hand off but reluctantly followed Lancelot to the jousting area—towing Roen behind her. Jousting against Lancelot was on the top of her list of things not to do, but if Merlin wanted proof of Lancelot’s strange actions, Britt would provide it.
 
   In a much shorter time than she wished, Britt found herself mounted and on one end of the jousting field.
 
   Britt rested her lance on her saddle and shifted, aware that Roen was tense with excitement and power.
 
   When a page stepped into place and lifted a flag, Britt reluctantly raised her lance, spurring Roen forward when the page dropped the flag.
 
   Britt charged towards Lancelot—who was mounted on a beautiful horse with a gold body and white mane and tail. She tensed up as she narrowed in on Lancelot’s shield, carefully aiming. When her lance hit his shield, Britt threw her weight into it. She gasped when Lancelot’s lance hit her. It was a strong blow, but Britt’s was clearly stronger; she threw the handsome knight against the back of his saddle but didn’t manage to toss him from his horse.
 
   “Good boy, Roen,” Britt panted as her horse adjusted his stride and turned around to head back to their end of the jousting lane.
 
   Britt heard the page shouting that there was to be another run as more knights and ladies gathered to watch. Britt’s shield arm stung, but the pain was nothing compared to the numbing blows Sir Kay rained on her whenever they practiced.
 
   “Maybe I can unseat him,” Britt murmured. “That was not a good blow. He really is an idiot,” Britt said, rolling her shoulder. When the page signaled to start, she forced her lance up and heeled Roen forward like a shot.
 
   Again, Britt concentrated on Lancelot’s shield. She felt Roen adjust his movements beneath her, his gait matching her balance.
 
   Britt’s lance hit Lancelot’s shield, and she pushed into her lance and down in the stirrups. I have him!
 
   And then Lancelot’s blow hit her.
 
   His lance hit her with such power, he knocked her shield aside, the blow making her arm scream with hot pain.
 
   He was holding back, Britt realized in the moment she had before the force knocked her like a ragdoll. She slid off Roen—though the black gelding crow-hopped and tried to keep her on.
 
   There was ringing in her ears as the crowd applauded for Lancelot’s win, and several knights ran up to her.
 
   “Arthur,” Sir Kay said, plucking Britt’s helm from her head.
 
   “I’m fine, just a little stunned,” Britt said, wincing as she tried to move her shield arm and found that she couldn’t.
 
   “Did you know Lancelot could hit like that?” Sir Bodwain asked Sir Kay.
 
   “No,” Sir Kay grimly said. 
 
   “I didn’t know it either, or I wouldn’t have let the match take place,” Sir Bodwain said, his gaze fastened on Lancelot, who was circling his horse in their direction.
 
   “Does anything feel broken?” Kay asked Britt.
 
   “I don’t think so. I feel like I was trampled by a bull, though. Help me up,” Britt ordered, holding out her good arm.
 
   Sir Kay grunted as he helped Britt stand, taking most of her weight. “One thing is for sure,” Britt said, her teeth clenched with pain as she forced herself to smile for the audience’s sake. “I’m not doing that again.” She raised her arm in the air—making a few cheers break out of the crowd. The celebrators were mostly females—Britt could see—although some ladies shook their heads and watched with worry instead of applauding the handsome knight.
 
   “Well fought, My Lord. You almost had me at the first round. You are truly gifted. If I was not so experienced, you might have unhorsed me,” Lancelot said, making his words loud enough for the crowd to hear him.
 
   Reassured that their king had fought well, knights joined the ladies in clapping and cheering.
 
   “I doubt that,” Britt said, moving to stand on her own. “But now I have fulfilled your request, and you have found your redemption. It was a good match, Sir Lancelot,” Britt said, turning to go.
 
   “I have another request—if you will hear me out, My Lord,” Sir Lancelot said.
 
   Britt groaned in my throat, but Sir Bodwain shook his head. “Better hear him out, My Lord,” he whispered.
 
   “What,” Britt finally said to the handsome knight, barely able to keep her tone even.
 
   “As I have won a match against you, I ask for a boon.”
 
   Britt forced herself to laugh and appear lighthearted. “You seem to be getting ahead of yourself, my knight. This was nothing but a practice match—I only hand out boons for tournaments and special times of celebration.”
 
   “Yes, but we have not yet held a tournament since you were crowned,” Lancelot said as his palomino mount stomped a hoof. “I have not had many chances to win a boon—and I do not intend to ask for much.”
 
   Britt held back a sigh. “What is your request?”
 
   Lancelot smiled, making ladies in the crowd sigh. “I ask that you would grant me a morning of your time and go hunting with me.”
 
   Britt uneasily shifted at the odd request.
 
   “It is not too much to ask for, is it?” Lancelot said. “You often ride out with your favorites—Sir Gawain, King Pellinore, Sir Kay, and a few others,” he said, neatly trapping her.
 
   “How noble—he wishes to ride with his King,” a lady simpered.
 
   “He is seeking a deep and honorable friendship,” a knight—one of the useless men King Leodegrance had sent with the Round Table—said as he wisely nodded.
 
   Sir Kay was tense—aware of the slippery slope on which Britt was standing—though Sir Bodwain seemed unbothered.
 
   “I know you have little love of him, My Lord, but it would be best to agree. You can stand him for one ride, can’t you? Just ask to disregard the hunting part,” Sir Bodwain advised.
 
   Britt stood up straighter and glanced at Sir Kay, hoping for additional guidance. The younger man shook his head and grimly looked at the hooves of Lancelot’s horse.
 
   “Alas, I cannot hunt with you, Sir Lancelot. That would take more time than I fear I have. But I would be…delighted to ride with you,” Britt said, forcing the words from her mouth.
 
   Lancelot smiled. “I look forward to it. Thank you for this honorable match and for granting my humble request.”
 
   “Certainly. If you’ll excuse me,” Britt said, turning her back to the handsome knight. She smiled and nodded at the audience as she forced herself to stride from the field. Sir Kay followed her like a shadow, and Sir Bodwain—leading Roen—followed after.
 
   “Let’s see Merlin try to bluff his way out of this evidence,” Britt growled as she headed for the stables.
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   “You have to go through with it,” Merlin said, tapping his fingertips together as he and Britt sat in the safety of his study.
 
   “What?” Britt yelped.
 
   “He asked you in front of a crowd of knights and ladies. You cannot back out of that,” Merlin scowled. “The ladies are sure to ask him how the ride went, and when he tells them you took back the boon, they will be displeased.”
 
   “Why should I care what his fanclub thinks of me?” Britt asked, running a hand through her blonde hair.
 
   “You should care because they will blab it to the rest of your court. In case you don’t remember, Lancelot is the fashion icon you wanted so badly before he arrived. So far his popularity has worked for your cause. He has made clean-shaven faces the rage and has charmed most of your courts. The downside is that your court will be upset if things turn ugly between the two of you.”
 
   “You mean he can cause the downfall of Camelot—”
 
   “I said no such thing,” Merlin interrupted. “You read too deeply into it. I said your court would be upset, not that they would abandon you. He may be popular, but you are still undoubtedly the favorite. The point is his request isn’t too costly. You take a turn around the surrounding meadow, and you’ve paid your dues. In the meantime, we’ll concoct a quest that will take Sir Lancelot very far from these walls. If you ride with him, he will have no reason to refuse your ‘small request’ to dispatch him on a quest,” Merlin said.
 
   “That makes sense, I guess,” Britt said. “So I will really have to ride with him?”
 
   Merlin heaved his eyes to the ceiling. “You can stand his company for an hour, Arthur.”
 
   “Fine. But this quest better send him out for a long time,” Britt grumbled.
 
   “Of course,” Merlin said. “You should have just said no to the boon before this got out of hand.”
 
   “How about next time you watch the match, and you can tell Lancelot to go throw himself off a bridge,” Britt suggested.
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   Two days later, Britt deeply regretted agreeing to the ride.
 
   “—And should a recreant knight appear before us and demand a joust, fear not! I will fight him to spare you any pain, My Lord—although I am sure you could defeat any recreant knight we find,” Lancelot said.
 
   “We’re just taking a ride around the meadow, Sir Lancelot. I don’t think we’ll be meeting any knights,” Britt said, tossing a treat to Cavall from the saddle.
 
   Cavall caught the snack and gulped it down in a second before he wove around Llamrei—Britt’s gray mare—and eyed the encroaching Forest of Arroy.
 
   “But, My Lord! One never knows what sort of adventures there are to be had in the forest,” Lancelot said.
 
   “That may be so, but we’re not going into the forest, remember? That’s the only reason why we aren’t dragging my guards with us,” Britt said.
 
   “Alas, I forgot of your agreement with your foster-brother,” Lancelot sighed.
 
   “Uh-huh, right,” Britt said, scratching her nose. “So what was the real reason you wanted me out here with you, alone?”
 
   “What do you mean, My Lord?” Lancelot said, fixing a mussed-up thatch of his palomino’s hair.
 
   “There’s no way you kicked up all this fuss because you wanted to go horseback-riding with me.”
 
   “Why do you find that so difficult to believe, My Lord?” Lancelot asked, sounding as threatening as a baby fawn.
 
   Britt was not deceived. “Because you are persistent only if it suits you. So what do you want?”
 
   “You do not believe that I wish to be included in your inner circle?” Lancelot asked. His voice was soft and harmless, but his green eyes were dark and…intense.
 
   “Quite frankly? No. My closest knights are the opposite of you in every way,” Britt said, conveniently forgetting that Ywain and Griflet were rather prone to emotional outbursts—like Lancelot.
 
   To her surprise, Lancelot laughed. It wasn’t his usual laugh of cheer and good humor, but it sounded more…authentic, and it was several pitches lower than usual.
 
   Britt was uncertain what to say next—and Lancelot was still laughing—but she was saved when Cavall growled and snapped, staring into the forest.
 
   “Stand down, Cavall,” Britt ordered as Llamrei pranced in place. She squinted, trying to peer in the forest without getting closer. “What set you off?”
 
   “Let’s take a look,” Lancelot suggested, steering his beautiful gelding into the forest.
 
   “What? No. Kay asked me to stay in the meadow,” Britt said as Llamrei tossed her head.
 
   “Come now, it will be an adventure. We won’t go in deep,” Lancelot laughed.
 
   “No. I promised Kay,” she said, as unmovable as stone.
 
   Lancelot flashed Britt what looked like an amused smirk, but she suspected it had more rancor than mirth in it. “You’re a grown man, Arthur, and you’re King. You’re not beholden to your brother.”
 
   “Maybe, but I love him enough that I will let him boss me around regardless. I’ve slipped away from him before, and it was my mistake and error. I won’t hurt him by doing it again. Now are you coming out, or are you going to press on alone?” Britt said.
 
   During her little speech, Lancelot lost all signs of humor. “I think I will press on alone. I was never one to back down from an exploit.”
 
   “In that case, I bid you farewell,” Britt said wheeling her horse around. She nudged Llamrei forward, and the mare began trotting back to Camelot.
 
   “As you wish, My Lord,” Lancelot called after her before he pushed his horse farther into the foliage of the Forest of Arroy.
 
   Britt was about halfway to Camelot when she heard Lancelot shout. There was the unmistakable clang of swords clashing and a few muffled yelps.
 
   “Of all the stupid things—I really hate you, Lancelot,” Britt muttered. She couldn’t just leave him to be attacked, and if she returned to Camelot for help, they might arrive too late. She would have to get a head start. Certain that guards were watching from the walls of Camelot, Britt wildly waved her arms at the castle before wheeling Llamrei around and cantering for the forest.
 
   She clung to the mare’s back as she rammed into the woods, branches and twigs poking her and tangling in her hair. She expertly slipped Excalibur from its scabbard and raised it when Llamrei leapt into the small clearing where Lancelot’s horse snorted. Britt swung her blade at what looked like a man-at-arms who was inspecting an unconscious Lancelot.
 
   The man shouted and jumped away. Llamrei snorted and turned to go back to Camelot—she was trained to avoid conflict and carry her rider to safety, which is why she was Kay’s favorite mount for Britt. Britt managed to slide from the tall mare, almost falling flat on her face in the process.
 
   When she regained her balance, she lunged forward, moving Excalibur in a sweeping arc. The blow hit the man’s hauberk—keeping the blade from cutting through him, but pushing him back on his heels with the force.
 
   A second man—dressed similarly to the first—joined the fray. He shouted as he jumped at Britt with a battle axe. She ducked, and the axe missed her and was instead lodged in a tree trunk behind her.
 
   Britt could hear Cavall barking and snarling, but he wasn’t in the clearing. Were there more men in the area?
 
   Taking advantage of the situation, Britt sprang to her feet, slugging the man in the gut as she rose. An elbow to the back of his neck sent him sprawling, and she had just enough time to whirl Excalibur up to block a chop the original man attempted.
 
   The man was strong, but thankfully slow compared to Britt’s less forceful, but lightning-fast jabs. When the man drew his sword back for another strike, she struck his open side. She whirled in a half circle—gaining momentum—to strike his other side, tossing him like a ball in a pinball machine.
 
   The man—unsteady as he was—was still on his feet. Britt grimly adjusted her grip on Excalibur and started to lunge at him.
 
   Beyond the trees, Cavall yelped and Llamrei screamed. She saw something out of the corner of her eye before pain exploded in her skull. She toppled like a fallen bird, landing on top of the unconscious Lancelot. Her ears rang, and her vision grew cloudy before darkness set in.
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   Lancelot groaned and hefted himself onto his elbows. A raging headache throbbed in his temples. “Bandits, surely,” he spat, taking inventory of his injuries and gear. Besides his aching head, he had no wounds, and strangely, he still possessed all his clothes and gear. 
 
   When Lancelot lurched to his feet, he brushed himself off, squinting as he saw a squad of guards come galloping out of Camelot. “By all the saints, what has caused their fear?” Lancelot muttered. He frowned when he realized his horse was still with him, and King Arthur’s Llamrei was tied up next to it. The giant dog that followed King Arthur around was there as well, muzzled and trussed up like a boar.
 
   Lancelot looked back at the stoic guards and realized that something was missing—or rather someone. Lancelot growled, and his shoulders slumped with irritation and fury. “Sir Kay is going to slay me for losing Arthur—that prancing do-good-er.”
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   Britt started to wake up once or twice, but either her kidnappers had a medieval version of chloroform on them, or they kept hitting her to keep her knocked out because she didn’t gain complete consciousness for several hours.
 
   When she opened up her blue eyes, she found herself splayed out on a dingy, moist, stone floor. Britt groaned and clutched her aching head. Something metal clanged a short distance away from her, ringing in her ears like cathedral bells located inches from her head.
 
   Britt muttered several oaths—most of them involving Lancelot and a stick.
 
   “So you’ve woken up, have you?” said a voice as rusty as the floor was dirty.
 
   Britt blinked her eyes, hoping to make them work better in the dim light. “Where am I?” she asked.
 
   Another voice laughed—coming from Britt’s other side. “You are in the dungeons of Sir Damas. Welcome, knight, to a pit of Hades.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Fun in a Dungeon
 
    
 
   “You truly have no idea who attacked you? They wore no livery or symbol of loyalty?” Sir Kay rumbled.
 
   “If I hadn’t been struck from behind—only a coward’s move—I would know. But I wasn’t! I have no idea who stole your precious king, our King,” Lancelot snapped, his good humor worn thin.
 
   For the past hour he had been questioned and badgered by King Arthur’s inner circle about the few moments he remembered of the attack. The King’s officials were there—Sir Bodwain, Sir Ulfius, Sir Ector, Sir Kay, and Sir Bedivere—as were his pet knights—Sir Ywain and Sir Griflet. Sir Tor was present as well—more because he happened to be in Merlin’s study when Sir Kay dragged Lancelot inside than because of any great tie to the king.
 
   “It’s strange,” Merlin said, his hands clasped behind his back.
 
   “What is it, Merlin?” Sir Ector asked.
 
   “Why would these mysterious attackers leave Sir Lancelot behind?” Merlin wondered. “Why not take him with—confounding us further? Even more odd—why would they carry him to the edge of the forest instead of fleeing right then and there?”
 
   “Is it possible they don’t know whom they’ve captured?” Sir Tor asked—his normally cheerful face was creased with worry.
 
   “That’s impossible,” Sir Ywain scoffed. “Everyone knows King Arthur. We’re wasting time. We should be out, tracking him!”
 
   “Nay. Sir Tor may be right,” Sir Bodwain rumbled, smoothing his beard. “King Arthur rode out in his plainest gear, yes?”
 
   “Correct. Llamrei wore none of Arthur’s usual trappings either,” Sir Kay said, referring to the beautiful tack that was flourished with red dragons.
 
   “It is best to hope, then, that whoever has King Arthur, does not know of the prize they have dragged off,” Merlin said, his uncomfortably bright eyes fastened on Lancelot. “Otherwise, we may have to further pursue Sir Lancelot’s involvement in the affair.”
 
   Aware of how bad it looked, Lancelot impatiently tilted his head. “I didn’t mean to lure King Arthur there. I had no knowledge of the men. Indeed—it was King Arthur’s dog that saw them, for he growled and snapped at the forest.”
 
   “Let us hope your words are trustworthy,” Merlin said, his voice utterly without emotion.
 
   The heavens laugh at me, Lancelot stewed. The one time I do not seek to harm the king, he is taken—implicating me!
 
   The main cause of Lancelot’s discomfort was Merlin’s scrutiny. Lancelot was used to being admired and looked at—everything from his manners to the way he dressed was designed to draw notice. But men like Merlin—wise men—didn’t often study Lancelot. In fact, they usually ignored him, writing him off as a silly but chivalrous knight. That is what Lancelot wanted them to do.
 
   He did not like the way Merlin stared at him, as if he were studying a newfound threat.
 
   “What are we waiting for?” Lancelot finally said, the words ripped from his throat. “We should be following those attackers, hunting them without mercy!”
 
   “We will,” Merlin said. “But first we must plan,” he said, standing to retrieve a map from the wall. “We can attempt to follow the trail, but the guards already scouted the area and said it would be difficult, if not impossible to follow. Llamrei, Cavall, and Excalibur were left behind. As far as we know, Arthur has nothing with him. Whoever took Arthur carried him to a stream. Any tracks are lost there—although one might have more luck with a scent hound.”
 
   “If there is no trail, what do we do?” Sir Ector asked, nervously pacing.
 
   “We divide our forces to cover the greatest distance,” Merlin said. “Several knights should push north into the Forest of Arroy; some should travel due east, and several more should travel southeast,” Merlin said, his finger tracing the cloud of trees. “We know they did not move west—we have open plains on that side of Camelot and would have seen any movement. Clearly they stayed in the forest. Most likely they will seek shelter in a radius close to Camelot. Based on Lancelot’s description, I do not think we are dealing with men looking to ransom a king, which would infer they have no reason to believe they need to carry Arthur far away.”
 
   “We have to be intelligent about where we search,” he continued. “To the north, there are small baronets. East takes one into more inhabited parts, but to reach them it is a much longer journey. Southeast, there are several baronets and a prince—though all are sworn to Arthur. The north is the least likely direction, for it is almost abandoned there. I recommend we send fewer knights, and no guards.”
 
   “Sir Ulfius and I will travel east,” Sir Bodwain said after glancing at his longtime friend.
 
   “I will go with you,” Sir Ector said.
 
   “No,” Merlin said. “You will remain in Camelot to rule in Arthur’s absence. It’s what…he would have ordered,” Merlin said, the words dispelling any argument Sir Ector would have posed. 
 
   Merlin turned his searing blue eyes on Lancelot again. “You said you and your cousins are acquainted with the Lady of the Lake?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then Bors and Lionel will accompany Sir Tor and…Sir Percival and his companions there to speak to the Lady,” Merlin said. “And you, Lancelot, you will ride north.”
 
   “What of the southeast direction?” Sir Griflet asked.
 
   “Sir Kay and I will cover that direction. After our initial search parties set out, we will send out squads of guards,” Merlin said.
 
   “I request permission to accompany you, Merlin,” Sir Ywain said.
 
   “Your request is most emphatically denied,” Merlin said. “I will be using all the powers I have to search for our king—I will not have the patience or ability to keep you from breaking your neck.”
 
   “I can help!” Sir Ywain argued.
 
   “You will travel with Sir Lancelot,” Merlin snapped.
 
   Sir Ywain turned to look at Lancelot so fast, Lancelot could almost hear his neck snap. 
 
   “Truly?” Sir Ywain asked.
 
   “Truly,” Merlin wryly said, looking to Sir Bedivere. The knight gave an almost imperceptible nod, and Merlin continued, “You, Sir Griflet, and Sir Bedivere shall accompany Sir Lancelot in his northern search.”
 
   “What of the other knights?” Sir Kay asked.
 
   “The rest of Arthur’s inner circle is gone—off questing or, in King Pellinore’s case, pursuing that rotten questing beast. If they happen to return while we are absent, Sir Ector will inform them. In the meantime, it will be up to Sir Ector to organize the guard search parties and the remaining knights of the Round Table—though I think it would be likely that if we do not find Arthur in our initial search, we will receive word of him,” Merlin said. “It is to be hoped that we are overreacting. Perhaps it is nothing more than servants of a recreant knight seeking out an opponent, in which case, I am certain Arthur would return shortly. However, until we know for certain where he is, it is best to exercise caution. If you find Arthur, send word immediately,” Merlin instructed. “Have I made myself clear?”
 
   “Yes, Merlin,” the knights chorused. 
 
   “Good. In that case, we must prepare for our departure. Good luck, men,” Merlin said before he stood and opened the door to the study, clearly dismissing them.
 
   To Lancelot’s surprise, Morgan le Fay was standing out in the hallway, her hands clasped in front of her as she stared at the study door.
 
   “Arthur has been taken?” Morgan asked Merlin as knights filed past.
 
   “Yes,” Merlin said.
 
   Morgan nodded thoughtfully and turned to go—her skirts swishing around her as she walked up the hallway.
 
   “Sorceresses,” Merlin muttered, casting another intense look at Lancelot before shutting the study door.
 
   Lancelot watched Morgan disappear down the hallway. Merlin punishing me with Sir Ywain and Sir Griflet and sending me in the least likely direction is no shock—I have placed his precious king in danger, after all. But Morgan-the-man-hater’s affection for Arthur is true? That seems suspicious, even if he is her half-brother…
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   “So, let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Britt said, folding her legs pretzel style when she sat on the filth-covered dungeon floor. “Sir Damas has taken me captive—just as he took all of you captive—in hopes that he can convince me to fight on his behalf and face his brother, Sir Outzlake, in combat.”
 
   “Yes,” said the knight in the cell across from Britt.
 
   “Sir Damas needs a champion because he is a rotten fighter—”
 
   “He’s more of a scholar, really,” a dirty knight in a neighboring cell said.
 
   “—and his brother, the previously mentioned Sir Outzlake, keeps challenging him because Sir Damas won’t share his inheritance with him?” Brit said.
 
   “Well, he’s shared some. Sir Outzlake has a very fine, rich manor not far from here,” one of the roughly ten captive knights begrudgingly admitted.
 
   “Sir Damas must be going against his father’s wishes then and is hogging the rest of the inheritance?” Britt asked, tapping her fingers on her knees.
 
   “No,” the knight across from Britt said. “Their father willed the majority of his wealth to Sir Damas.”
 
   Britt scrunched her eyes shut. “Then I don’t get it. You all told me Sir Damas is rotten and evil, and that is why none of you have been willing to act as his champion.”
 
   “He is,” a fellow captive said.
 
   “But it sounds to me like Sir Outzlake is the one in the wrong. Sir Damas can’t help what his father willed to him—although he’s obviously no bleeding lamb either, or he wouldn’t be kidnapping knights to fight for him,” Britt said, rubbing the sore spot on her head.
 
   “No, no. Sir Outzlake is very kind,” a captive knight said.
 
   “Then why is he challenging his brother?” Britt asked.
 
   “Because it isn’t fair that Sir Damas received so much, and Sir Outzlake received so little.”
 
   “The knight has a blooming manor. He can’t have received that little!” Britt said, folding her arms across her chest.
 
   “Yes, but he needs to provide for his sister,” another knight said.
 
   “Wait, Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake have a sister?” Britt asked.
 
   “Yes, Lady Vivenne.”
 
   “And she’s staying with Sir Outzlake?”
 
   “No, she’s with Sir Damas right now.”
 
   Britt loudly sighed. “That’s it. I think they both could be considered recreant knights.”
 
   “Sir Damas is extremely selfish. He cares only for himself and his pursuit of knowledge,” a captive knight protested.
 
   “Yes, but at least he doesn’t go around trying to attack his neighbors because he wants their things,” Britt said.
 
   “But he is cruel to Lady Vivenne,” Britt’s captive neighbor said. “She has been ignored since the day her father died two years ago. Although Sir Damas sees that she is fed and clothed, he keeps her locked up in his castle.”
 
   “Probably because otherwise Sir Outzlake would try and kidnap her,” Britt said.
 
   “Sir Outzlake would never!” 
 
   Britt rolled her eyes at the sea of protests. “Right, yeah. How long has this been going on?”
 
   “Caradan, you were the first captive. When did it start?” a knight down the line shouted.
 
   “Not a day over eight months,” chirped a voice at the far end of the dungeon.
 
   “And there you have it. Eight months,” Britt’s neighbor said.
 
   “And none of you decided it was better to fight for Sir Damas because then—Oh, I don’t know—maybe you could get out?” Britt asked.
 
   The knight across from Britt piously shook his head. “It would never do to fight for Sir Damas’ cause. It is unseemly to get involved in family matters.”
 
   “Besides, it’s not that terrible here,” another knight said. “Maybe a little chilly in the winter, and the food is questionable, but it’s not a horror to sit around and sleep and do as I wish.”
 
   Britt stared at the knight before asking, “How many of you belong to King Leodegrance’s court?”
 
   Britt didn’t get a reply—the great door to the dungeon swung open first. A huge, hulking man dressed in black filled the doorway. He was so muscular, he almost had to waddle down the tiny dungeon aisle. He stopped in front of Britt’s cell and did a reasonable impersonation of Darth Vader as he breathed loudly in his black helm. Abruptly, he stepped aside, allowing a spindly man—who couldn’t have been much over five feet and was as muscular as a scrawny boy—to peer at Britt.
 
   “This is the new captive?” the stick-like man asked, glancing up at Muscular Darth Vader.
 
   Muscular Darth Vader nodded.
 
   Stick Man squinted. “He looks too pretty. Are you sure you did not snatch a faerie warrior? My brother may smash him like a butterfly.”
 
   Britt was simultaneously pleased and offended. Although she was forced to act like a man, her feminine pride always took a hit that the ploy seemed so easy to carry off. As such, she was always highly gratified whenever anyone thought her to be too beautiful to be a man. Still, the complete lack of faith in her physical abilities was a little much.
 
   “I took out your men easily enough—they had to team up to capture me,” Britt said, making a show of stretching her legs out in front of her and crossing them at the ankles—as if she was in a position to be confident, and not them.
 
   “Good point. Very well, knight. What is your name?” Stick Man—who obviously had to be Sir Damas—asked.
 
   “It’s…Ywain. Sir Ywain,” Britt said, providing the false name on a flash of inspiration.
 
   “Sir Ywain, I find myself in need of a champion to defend my name against my black-hearted brother,” Sir Damas said. “He continuously attacks me for no reason and harasses me worse than a recreant knight. My company is so pitiful that I have no men who can properly defend me against him.”
 
   Britt ignored the outraged shouts of her fellow captives and looked past Sir Damas to stare at Muscular Darth Vader. “I see,” she said.
 
   Sir Damas ignored her pointed look and continued—his voice was surprisingly deep and throaty despite his stick-ish body. “I have invited you into my castle with such hospitality in hopes that you would fight on my behalf.”
 
   “If I fight for you, will you release me—whether I win or lose?”
 
   “I will release you only if you win. Naturally,” Sir Damas said with a curdled smile.
 
   Britt considered Sir Damas and tapped her kneecap. Although she didn’t fancy the idea of helping him, she wasn’t going to sit in the dungeons and rot either. I can always come back and smite Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake once I’m freed.
 
   “Sure,” Britt said, liquidly rising to her feet.
 
   “Sir Ywain, you are about to commit a grave sin!”
 
   “If you aid Sir Damas, you are a recreant knight!”
 
   “Why would you agree to help him?”
 
   “Silence!” Sir Damas shouted over the protesting knights. He was ignored. Sir Damas glared and took a key off his belt. He opened the door of Britt’s cell with a great clank.
 
   Britt followed the short man out of the dungeons and into an open air courtyard. Britt stretched her arms above her head and soaked up the fading sunlight.
 
   “The contest will be tomorrow,” Sir Damas said in his deep, throaty voice. “I suppose you need armor?” he grudgingly asked.
 
   “Yes. Your men didn’t happen to bring my sword with me, did they?” Britt asked.
 
   “No. Markem will see you outfitted,” Sir Damas said, nodding to Muscular Darth Vader. “See that he is given appropriate weapons and a room—have him guarded to make sure he doesn’t run.”
 
   “Sir Damas, a moment, please,” Britt said.
 
   “What is it?” Sir Damas asked, impatience flashing across his face.
 
   “Sir Outzlake is the challenger, yes?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then that gives you the right to decide the contest. Request a battle by swords,” Britt said.
 
   Sir Damas frowned. “Such quarrels are traditionally decided by jousting.”
 
   “So I’ve heard, but I’m better at the sword. Ask for a contest of swords.”
 
   Sir Damas shrugged. “It makes no difference—so long as you win.”
 
   “Right, thank you,” Britt said, adjusting her leather jerkin.
 
   Sir Damas waved a hand in the air to acknowledge her and walked away.
 
   Britt looked over at Muscular Darth Vader. “To the armory?” she asked.
 
   Muscular Darth Vader nodded and led the way.
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   Britt took one of the three, two-handed swords Muscular Darth Vader had selected for her. She whirled it through the air and tried striking a dummy before stepping back. “Not quite balanced,” she muttered, swapping the sword for a different one. Excalibur’s empty scabbard was still strapped to her—there was no way she was taking the scabbard off, as it was imbedded with magic that would keep her from bleeding out if she was ever wounded.
 
   Britt ran a finger down the scabbard, missing Excalibur like she would miss an old friend. She sighed and picked up the next sword, twirling it before testing it against the dummy.
 
   “Better,” she said.
 
   “So you’re the champion my brother finally found. Funny—I never thought you would be so comely.”
 
   Britt spun, her muscles tense as she found herself face to face with a teenage girl. She probably wasn’t older than fourteen or fifteen, although she was dressed in a plain, undyed kirtle. 
 
   “Lady Vivenne?” Britt guessed.
 
   Vivenne nodded and plopped down on a stone bench. “I thought only a recreant knight would be willing to help my brother. You don’t look very recreant, though,” she said, studying Britt.
 
   Britt smiled. “Looks can be deceiving. You want your other brother, Sir Outzlake, to win, I suppose?”
 
   “I don’t care who wins. It’s all the same to me,” Lady Vivenne dully said.
 
   “But the way everyone speaks, Sir Outzlake is a wronged saint,” Britt said, trading swords again to test out her last option.
 
   “Oh, he’s nicer. But he’s just as selfish as Damas. He doesn’t give a berry for me—I’m just another thing Damas got put in charge of. Father always said Outzlake was less responsible—he’s a bit of a warmonger. At least Damas will never get himself killed since he’s hiding away in his study all the time.”
 
   “I see,” Britt said, at a loss for the young lady’s bluntness. She glanced up at the night sky and the four sputtering torches that had been lit for her benefit in the courtyard. “Isn’t it a little late for you to be up?”
 
   “Maybe. But I had to stay up. One of the servants was having her baby, and Damas won’t hire an herb woman, so I’m the best the castle has,” Lady Vivenne said.
 
   “I see,” Britt carefully said.
 
   Lady Vivenne tilted her head. “Are you wondering why I’m telling you all of this?”
 
   “You may say whatever you like, Lady Vivenne,” Britt said, turning her back to the young lady to study the three swords.
 
   “That’s no fun. I thought I would whet your curiosity. I’ll give you a hint—it’s not because you are handsome.”
 
   “That is reassuring,” Britt said, choosing the middle sword.
 
   “It’s because I’ve heard about you, Sir Ywain.”
 
   Britt almost dropped her sword. “What?”
 
   “You’re from King Arthur’s court, and you went questing last summer and fall in the Forest of Arroy with your close companion, Sir Griflet. I heard about a few of your battles.”
 
   Britt stared at the girl in horror. She thought Ywain was a safe bet compared to Gawain, or Kay, or Pellinore. He wasn’t as widely known. How had this girl heard of him?
 
   “I want you to know that neither of my brothers are good knights—not really. They would never hurt their people, but they don’t care for others like they should,” Lady Vivenne said. “And if you beat Outzlake tomorrow, I know you’re going to return to Camelot. If you speak to King Arthur, and if he decides to ride out to see both of my brothers removed from their knighthoods—as I would imagine would happen since Damas has kidnapped you—please ask him to be thoughtful when he decides what knight to give our lands to. Not for my brothers’ sake—though I do love those silly men—but for the sake of their people. They deserve to serve a just knight—not one of King Leodegrance’s men.”
 
   Britt had managed to regain her wits during Lady Vivenne’s talk. “You have a compelling case. I will be sure to tell Arthur.”
 
   Lady Vivenne smiled brightly. “Thank you,” she said before dropping a cloth bundle that contained food on the bench. “This is for you. If you’ll excuse me, I really should retire.”
 
   Britt bowed. “As you wish, Lady Vivenne.”
 
   Lady Vivenne scampered out of the torchlight, leaving Britt alone with her insomnia and the night sky.
 
   Britt rubbed her eyes. “This isn’t what I bargained for. Why can’t it be more clear-cut?” she muttered before she looked up at the stars. “One thing is for certain—Merlin and Kay must be fuming.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   A Fight between Champions
 
    
 
   Britt sneezed, spattering the inside of her helm with spit. “Gross,” she said, making a face. The spring air was cool, but Britt was warm enough, bundled up in black armor as she was. The chest piece was a little uncomfortable since it lacked the extra padding Britt’s armor was usually stuffed with to help camouflage her chest. As a result, the armor piece flatted her like an ironing board. 
 
   The morning sun beat down on Britt and her companions—Sir Damas, a number of his guards, and Lady Vivenne. Birds chirped and sang, and high in the sky a hawk wheeled overhead.
 
   Britt tried to discreetly check her buckles—she had donned the bulk of the armor alone to preserve the illusion of her gender, and she wasn’t certain she did everything right.
 
   “Prepare yourself, Sir Ywain. Yonder comes my recreant brother, Sir Outzlake,” Sir Damas said, indicating to the far end of the meadow, where a party of knights emerged from the forest.
 
   “He looks…unwell,” Britt said.
 
   The man Sir Damas pointed to was, oddly enough, not wearing armor. He wore a plain tunic, and his arm was tied in a sling, even though he rode a spirited horse. He was a great hulk of a man—Sir Damas’ opposite in every physical aspect.
 
   “I thought I was going to fight him,” Britt said, taking in his lack of armor.
 
   “That was the plan,” Sir Damas muttered. “What is the meaning of this, brother?” he shouted when the other party drew near enough to hear him over the jingling of horse tack. “Did you not agree to fight whatever champion I might find?”
 
   “I did,” Sir Outzlake said.
 
   As soon as he spoke, Britt had to turn away to keep from laughing. While small, stick-like Damas had a voice of thunder, Outzlake the hulk sounded like a pre-pubescent boy.
 
   “Unfortunately,” Sir Outzlake continued in his almost soprano voice, “I have recently injured myself.”
 
   “This is suspicious timing. Perhaps you fear my champion?” Sir Damas asked.
 
   Sir Outzlake puffed up like an angry cat. “Never!” he hissed. He cleared his throat and—with great difficulty—made himself relax. “I am pleased to say, however, that I too have found a champion to serve in my place.”
 
   “So two strangers are fighting each other for the sake of two brothers. Somehow this doesn’t make sense,” Britt muttered.
 
   “Silence,” Sir Damas snapped.
 
   Britt rolled her eyes and adjusted her stance—her borrowed sword unsheathed and held at her side.
 
   “If that is what you wish,” Sir Damas said, directing his gaze to his brother. “As the challenged party, it is within my rights to declare the test.”
 
   Sir Outzlake frowned. “You mean our champions will not joust?”
 
   “No,” Sir Damas said. “I prefer a contest by swords.”
 
   Sir Outzlake turned in his saddle to face his followers.
 
   At the far end of the meadow, an entourage of four knights was gathered. Britt squinted—trying to make out their coat of arms—but she couldn’t see at such a great distance. They did appear to be arguing, though. One of the knights threw his hands in the air, and another emphatically pointed into the forest. The third knight launched for the fourth knight’s reins but missed, and the forth knight cued his horse into a trot, drawing towards Sir Outzlake.
 
   Sir Outzlake spoke to the knight in an undertone before he shouted, “I agree. Let our champions settle the score through blades.”
 
   Britt rolled her shoulders—attempting to loosen them up—as she studied her opponent. He was tall—taller than Britt—and his shoulders were wider as well.
 
   I’ll have to compensate for his additional strength—and he very likely is a quick mover judging by the cut of his armor, Britt thought as she sashayed up to the open space between Damas and Outzlake.
 
   Outzlake’s champion met her there, an unreadable statue of armor and weapons. Britt wondered at the stance he took—she had seen it before.
 
   “Champions! You may begin,” Sir Damas shouted.
 
   The words were barely out of his mouth when Britt struck—attempting a sweeping blow that would make a slash starting at her opponent’s hip and ending at his opposite shoulder. He blocked—as she hoped he would—and Britt struck out with her left leg. The knight took the hit like a brick wall, but Britt slithered closer, attempting to use her sword like a lever to pop her opponent’s sword out of his hands.
 
   He unfortunately guessed her movements and sprang away. Britt followed at him with a gut thrust—crouching low before pushing forward.
 
   The opposing champion blocked that, as well. Britt meant to rush him and carry through with the thrust, but the knight—using brute strength—pushed his blade up during the block, taking Britt’s sword with his.
 
   This left both of them wide open. The knight tried to hit her in the neck with the pommel of his sword.
 
   Too flashy, Britt thought. She dodged by sinking to her knees and slamming her borrowed sword into her opponent’s right knee with as much force as she could muster.
 
   Finally, she had thrown the knight off guard. He muttered an oath inside his helm and took a step backwards. Britt pushed her advantage, leaping from the ground and throwing all of her weight into her opponent. He staggered again, and with a fancy twirl, Britt tangled her sword in the hilt of his, turning at unnatural angle so the knight was forced to break his wrist or let it go. 
 
   When the knight released his sword, it almost hit Britt in the face with the force he used to throw it, but Britt used her sword to direct it away. 
 
   The fight should have stopped there with the knight being unarmed an all, but the knight roared in rage and almost nailed Britt in the neck.
 
    I was too careless, Britt grimly thought, dodging the worst of the blow—although her gorget dug into the skin of her neck from what pressure he managed to hit her with. I have to end this, or my stamina is going to give out.
 
   Britt finished the knight off with a brutal chop to his helm, rattling his head and sending him to his knees. She kneed his shoulder, spilling him backwards so he landed on his back. Britt, brisk and business-like, kicked his arm away so she could wedge her blade in his unprotected armpit.
 
   “Well done, champion,” Sir Damas boomed, clapping his hands. “I believe this means you will give up all claims, brother?”
 
   “Wait just a moment. I never agreed that I would stop fighting this injustice,” Sir Outzlake said, puffing up again.
 
   Britt sneezed again. “Ugh, I need a tissue,” she muttered to the spitty inside of her helm. She removed her sword from her opponent’s armpit and rested it on her shoulder as she strolled back to Sir Damas’ party, aiming for the chestnut gelding she had ridden to the meadow—lent to her by Damas.
 
   Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake had stalked towards each other and were busy arguing in the middle of the meadow.
 
   “So what if your champion beat mine? All that means is that you were able to pay a better man to fill your shoes—coward,” Sir Outzlake said.
 
   “I am a scholar—fighting was never my business. You are the warrior of the family, and yet you chose not to fight either!” Sir Damas said.
 
   Britt tried unhooking her helm to get the spit out of her face but wasn’t having much luck with it since she could only use one hand. When she finally got it so she could ease it off, something roared behind her—sounding like an enraged dragon.
 
   Britt spun around—thinking Sir Outzlake had lost it and was going to kill his brother.
 
   To her shock, she found the other champion lunging at her—his sword extended.
 
   Britt didn’t have enough time to react. She was stabbed—the tip of the champion’s sword wedging through the armor pieces delicately arranged on her shoulder.
 
   Britt fell to her knees with the force of the blow—her helm toppling from her head. Pain exploded in her shoulder, and her legs twitched as she tried to make them work—what if this maniac tried to finish her off?! Excalibur’s scabbard would keep her from bleeding, but it couldn’t keep her heart pumping!
 
   There was the thundering of hooves as horses galloped across the field.
 
   “Lancelot you dishonorable, blackguard. What are you doing?!”
 
   “There! Your champion just laid an illegal blow upon my champion. Clearly I am in the right,” Sir Damas shouted.
 
   “Sir Ywain!” Lady Vivenne shouted.
 
   “…What?”
 
   There was a scuffle, and a knight appeared in Britt’s line of vision. 
 
   “Lancelot, what have you done,” the knight uttered. He tossed his helmet aside, revealing a face Britt knew well: Bedivere.
 
   “Sir Bedivere,” Britt said, licking her lips. “Fancy meeting you here.”
 
   “I could say the same, My Lord,” Bedivere said, his expression tight as he started to remove pieces of Britt’s armor.
 
   “My what?…LANCELOT!” 
 
   “That sounds like Ywain. The real one,” Britt said as Lady Vivenne knelt next to her, carrying a supply pack.
 
   “It is Ywain—and Griflet,” Sir Bedivere said fumbling with the buckles of Britt’s borrowed breastplate.
 
   “Then whom did I fight?” Britt asked.
 
   There was a roar and a clang as Ywain tackled someone.
 
   “None other than Sir Lancelot,” Sir Bedivere said. “Though I’m not sure he’ll live to see the end of the day.”
 
   Britt laughed and winced in pain.
 
   “I have bandages and some herbs to staunch the blood flow,” Lady Vivenne said, digging through her pack.
 
   “Oh, where are my manners? Lady Vivenne, this is Sir Bedivere. Bedivere, this is Lady Vivenne. She’s the little sister of the arguing idiots,” Britt said, carefully exhaling in an attempt to master her pain.
 
   “A pleasure,” Sir Bedivere said, not paying attention.
 
   “You know, you don’t have to hurry. I’m not going to bleed out. Although my shoulder does feel odd. Did Lancelot dislocate it?” Britt frowned.
 
   “How was I to know my opponent was Arthur? He was wearing a full suit of armor!”
 
   “You shouldn’t have been as dishonorable as to attack a man from behind after you clearly lost!” Sir Griflet shouted.
 
   There was another clang as someone else—Griflet probably—tackled Lancelot again.
 
   Britt gasped in pain when Sir Bedivere jostled her as he tried to slide her plackart off.
 
   Lady Vivenne swore most colorfully. “I’ve forgotten my vial of ground ivy. I’ll ride back to the castle—it’s only a few minutes away. I shan’t be long,” the girl said before scrambling away, leaving a cloud of dust.
 
   “Bon Voyage,” Britt said, raising her good arm to swat the air away from her face. “I knew I was right to hate Lancelot. He’s such a slug.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your tongue, My Lord,” Sir Bedivere said, his face gray with anxiety.
 
   “I’m not on my death bed, Sir Bedivere. This hurts about as badly as when I broke my arm as a kid. Ugh, stab wounds. Not fun,” Britt grimaced. “Although it might be worth it. Kay is going to murder Lancelot.
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   Miles away, Sir Kay and Merlin rode together through the Forest of Arroy. Sir Kay abruptly straightened in the saddle and squinted, looking ahead.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Merlin asked, glancing at his taciturn companion.
 
   “I have a bad feeling in my gut,” Sir Kay said.
 
   “About?”
 
   “I feel as if Britt has been hurt.”
 
   Merlin uneasily shifted in his saddle, although he said, “That’s not the worst that could happen. As long as she has Excalibur’s scabbard, I expect she’ll be fine. Besides, who is to say your gut is right?”
 
   Sir Kay blinked. “I will track down whoever hurts her,” he said.
 
   “I wouldn’t expect any less of you,” Merlin said, urging his horse forward.
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   When Ywain’s face popped into view, Britt could still hear Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake arguing.
 
   “This is clearly my win, so trundle back to your little manor and cry off!” Sir Damas demanded.
 
   “Never! You should have fought for your own honor!” Sir Outzlake said.
 
   “YOU should have fought for your own honor as well!”
 
   “Hello, Ywain,” Britt said with a smile that showed more of her teeth than usual due to the pain.
 
   “My Lord,” Ywain said, his expression tight. “Are you, are you…will you make it?”
 
   “Ywain! He stabbed me in the shoulder, and I’m fairly certain it didn’t go in very deep. Yes, I’m going to make it!” Britt barked.
 
   Ywain looked relieved.
 
   “Help me remove the rest of his armor. We’ll have to rip open the under-padding,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   This brought Britt out of the ocean of pain with stark clarity. “Wait, what?” she said.
 
   “We need to remove your armor and garments so your chest can be inspected,” Sir Bedivere said, removing several pieces of armor on her arm.
 
   Britt laughed. “That is a very nice thought, but no. No, that is unnecessary.”
 
   “My Lord, the wound must be cared for,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “Can’t Merlin do it?” Britt asked.
 
   “Merlin did not ride with our search party,” Ywain said.
 
   “Oh. In that case, how far away are we from Camelot?” Britt asked.
 
   “We are not riding back to Camelot with you in this condition, My Lord,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “How is he?” Sir Griflet asked, skidding out and almost falling flat on his face when he joined his fellow knights in crowding around Britt.
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t gotten all of his blasted armor off. My Lord, please stop fighting us,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “You’re all overreacting. I’m f-fine,” Britt said, stammering when someone jarred her injured shoulder and pain hit her like a truck.
 
   Ywain scowled. “This is all your fault. If you had just ignored Sir Outzlake’s outrageous request to serve as his champion and not wasted our time, none of this would have happened!” he said as Lancelot knelt by Britt’s head.
 
   “If I had not served as Outzlake’s champion, we wouldn’t have found My Lord and would still be searching for him,” Lancelot said.
 
   “Maybe so, but if you weren’t such a poor loser, he wouldn’t be in this condition!” Griflet snapped.
 
   Lancelot ignored the jab and rested his dreamy eyes on Britt’s face. “I am sorry, My Lord. I don’t know what came over me. If I had known it was you—”
 
   “Your anger at being beaten got the best of you, eh, Lancelot? Temper, temper, temper. But you’re lucky. I’m feeling magnanimous. I’ll let you survive if you stop your cohorts from undressing me!” Britt said, real panic starting to build. “Where is Merlin?”
 
   “We already told you, My Lord, he didn’t ride with us,” Ywain said.
 
   “See—he is quite injured. His memory is slipping,” Griflet hissed to Lancelot.
 
   “It is not—I just didn’t think you were serious. How can Merlin not be here?” Britt demanded.
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand, My Lord,” Sir Lancelot said.
 
   “I expect you wouldn’t. Everyone, just stop touching me. I’m serious—in fact I order it!” Britt said, struggling to sit up.
 
   One of the knights firmly pushed her down.
 
   “You don’t know what you’re saying, My Lord. Finally, we can remove the cuirass,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “Don’t—STOP!” Britt shouted, panic making her heart thunder in her ears.
 
   The knights wouldn’t need to strip her down to see she wasn’t what she claimed to be. All they would need to do is take off her jerkin. Her body would betray the rest, and all would be lost.
 
   How is Merlin not here? He’s always here when I’m in trouble! Britt thought, panic making her breathe faster.
 
   “Lift him up on three, Lancelot, so we can remove the cuirass. It’s the least you can do,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “Don’t you dare!” Britt said, starting to struggle in earnest. She thrashed, but Ywain and Griflet held her tight.
 
   “One.”
 
   “Stop it!” Britt shouted.
 
   “Two.”
 
   “I mean it! Merlin will kill you all!”
 
   “Three.”
 
   When Lancelot lifted Britt up, her shoulder was wrenched. She gasped with the new wave of pain and, recognizing the feeling of disconnect from her shoulder, suspected that it really was dislocated.
 
   I’m going to kill Lancelot. I was right—he DOES bring about my downfall, Britt thought before her vision grew hazy and pain claimed her, stealing her conscious.
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   Still many miles away, it was Merlin’s turn to straighten in his saddle.
 
   Sir Kay raised his eyebrows at the wizard but said nothing.
 
   “Maybe your gut isn’t so far off,” Merlin said, rubbing the back of his neck with a worried frown.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Apprehension. Some kind of magical foresight. I feel as if…”
 
   “As if?”
 
   Doom breathed down Merlin’s neck like a murderous beast. “As if my life’s work is about to come crashing down around my ears.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Revealed
 
    
 
   Britt groaned as she came to, consciousness easing into her like an ocean wave crawling up the beach. Her eyes fluttered open, and a moment passed before she remembered the precarious situation she was in. She snapped upright—her arm protesting with the sudden movement.
 
   She still wore her jerkin, but there was no doubt in Britt’s mind that her knights knew. Their faces said it all.
 
   Sir Griflet paced back and forth, shaking his head. “It can’t be,” he muttered.
 
   Ywain couldn’t even look at Britt. His back was to her, and his hands were clenched in fists. Tension and anger lined his body, and although he was unmoving, Britt got the distinct feeling he was like volcano, ready to erupt.
 
   Lancelot—the knight Britt cared the least about—seemed to have the most control over himself. He leaned against his dapple-gray horse, his eyes narrowed.
 
   Sir Bedivere sat about ten feet away, plopped on the ground as if his legs didn’t have the strength to hold him upright. When he raised his head and met Britt’s gaze, the look of betrayal in his eyes put a knife through Britt’s heart.
 
   They knew.
 
   “Why?” Ywain said. His back was still to Britt, but he seemed to instinctively know she was awake.
 
   Britt hesitated. “I had no choice,” she said.
 
   “You lied to us!” Ywain said, spinning around as if his body were yanked by puppet strings. The young knight’s expression made Britt want to cry. He was angry, but his eyes looked lost and frightened. “Was any of it real? Any of the things you said—were they true?”
 
   “Of course they are,” Britt said, grimacing and holding her wound. It seemed that in their shock, the knights had done nothing with her shoulder wound—not that she blamed them. Besides, Excalibur’s scabbard was keeping her blood in her. “I’m still the same person.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” Sir Bedivere said, his voice quiet.
 
   “This is a nightmare—that’s it! It has to be a nightmare,” Sir Griflet muttered. “Does anyone care to stab me or some such thing? I wish to wake up now.”
 
   “You’re not dreaming, Griflet,” Ywain growled, his eyes narrowed in hatred as he stared at Britt. “This is real. Our King has done nothing but lie to us and laugh at our ignorance since the beginning.”
 
   “I have never laughed at you,” Britt calmly stated.
 
   “Impossible,” Ywain said with a bark of laughter that was far too harsh for such a young man to utter. “I imagine this whole time you’ve been barely able to keep from splitting your gut with laughter. You called me your shield! You lied!”
 
   “I lied about myself, but that doesn’t mean the things I said to you were untrue,” Britt said.
 
   Ywain laughed again and turned his back to Britt. 
 
   The knights were silent.
 
   Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake still argued in the background, completely oblivious to the drama taking place no more than thirty feet away from them.
 
   Britt tried to move, the pain in her shoulder made her feel the throbbing of her heart in strange places. “I’m sorry, but I had no choice.”
 
   “Didn’t you, My Lord?” Sir Bedivere quietly asked. The marshal looked as if Britt had stolen his reason to live with the reveal of her gender. Ywain’s anger was easier to handle than Bedivere’s look of betrayal and hurt. “You couldn’t have told any of us?”
 
   Britt hesitated.
 
   Ywain laughed again. “Don’t be foolish, Sir Bedivere. Of course someone knew. You can’t tell me Merlin is oblivious, nor Sir Kay and Sir Ector. In fact, I bet most of those old codgers Merlin holes up with know about it. Know about her,” Ywain scoffed, removing his armored gloves. He clenched them in his hand before throwing them at the ground.
 
   “I was your marshal,” Bedivere said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I would have done anything for you.”
 
   “I know!” Sir Griflet brightened. “This is a faerie trap! We’ve been caught in a faerie trap that plays games with our minds. We must find a way out of it—we have to continue our search for the real King Arthur. This one is obviously a farce,” Sir Griflet said.
 
   “We’re not in a faerie trap, Griflet. We’re just being played with by a conniving female,” Ywain snarled.
 
   Britt looked from the three unsteady knights to Lancelot—who still leaned against his horse. The shallow knight’s face held traces of anger, but he was markedly less affected than the others. His dreamy, green eyes met Britt’s, and he raised an eyebrow, looking down on her.
 
   Everything has been ruined, Britt realized. Once the rest of the Order of the Round Table knows, King Arthur’s rule will be over. I’ll be lucky if they don’t hang me or burn me at the stake.
 
   It pained Britt to see the knights she knew, men she loved—with the exception of Lancelot—turn into enemies before her very eyes. Their anger, betrayal, and newly minted hatred were exposed in their eyes and the tight muscles of their faces.
 
   Run.
 
   “You’re worse than my Aunt Morgause!” Ywain finally spat out. “At least a man knows when she’s playing with him. But you whispered exactly what we wanted to hear and petted us and cooed over us like we were your lapdogs!”
 
   “I never treated you—”
 
   “LIAR! Everything you’ve told me is a lie—I cannot possibly believe you now!” Ywain said.
 
   Britt’s heart beat in her throat. Run! Her mind urged her, but her heart twisted to see the pain she caused her knights.
 
   “I’m still Arthur. Just because I’m…” Britt trailed off and glanced at Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake, but they were busy poking each other in the chest. “I’m still the person you know me as.”
 
   Sir Bedivere shook his head. “No. The king I knew is dead,” he said. The shadows in his eyes said he was mourning the loss of King Arthur—of Britt’s charade.
 
   There was the scrape of a sword sliding out of its scabbard. Britt snapped her head in the direction of the sound and found Ywain glowering at her, holding his unsheathed sword.
 
   RUN!
 
   Unable to leash her fear any longer, Britt lunged to her feet. To accomplish the feat, she had to use her injured arm—which made her stomach queasy. She pushed the nausea aside and snatched up her borrowed sword before scrambling to her temporary mount’s side. She slid the sword in the scabbard attached to the horse and threw herself on the chestnut’s back.
 
   She wheeled the horse towards the woods and heeled it, making the animal launch into a canter.
 
   “That’s my horse!” Sir Damas shouted—finally distracted from his argument with his brother.
 
   “Wait—My Lord!” Griflet shouted, running a few steps after Britt before he changed directions and ran towards his horse.
 
   Lancelot caught him before he reached the charger. “Don’t,” Britt heard the handsome knight say. “Let her go.”
 
   Anything else he said was lost to Britt as she entered the thick forest, leaving broken dreams and broken knights in her wake.
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   When Sir Bedivere, Sir Lancelot, Sir Ywain, and Sir Griflet returned to Camelot, they called a meeting of Arthur’s core knights. These thirty or so knights were men that had served King Arthur loyally. Most of them stood with him—her, Lancelot supposed—since she was crowned, although there were some more recently additions, like Sir Tor, Lancelot himself, and his cousins—Lionel and Bors.
 
   Normally, the numbers of King Arthur’s loyal knights was much higher, but as it was spring, many of them—like Sir Gawain and King Pellinore—were absent from the courts and were out questing.
 
   It’s just as well, Lancelot mused. If we had any more knights present, they might turn into a mob and rip Camelot apart, he thought as he watched a knight throw a drinking goblet at the wall.
 
   Sir Ywain was in a shouting match with Sir Ector, and Sir Bedivere was almost boneless in his seat—he had renounced his title of marshal shortly after the so-called meeting started. Sir Griflet was still in denial, spouting ridiculous ideas like the female King Arthur was a changeling from the faeries, and they needed to rescue the real Arthur; and Sir Percival was in the process of challenging Sir Bodwain since it had been revealed the older knight knew Arthur’s gender. Chaos and shouting ruled the room.
 
   The only knight that was taking Arthur’s femininity in stride was Sir Tor. The good-humored knight was not enraged or at all shaken by the proclamation. Instead, he thought about it for a few minutes before shrugging and watching the “meeting” with the same good humor with which he did everything.
 
   “Pay up, Lionel,” Sir Bors said, holding out a hand.
 
   Sir Lionel grumbled before slapping a few coins in Sir Bors’ outstretched hand.
 
   Sir Bors smiled in satisfaction and slipped the money into a money bag on his belt.
 
   “What was that for?” Lancelot asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “When we first heard about our pretty king, we made a bet,” Sir Lionel grumbled.
 
   “I said you wouldn’t raise a fuss. Lionel bet otherwise,” Sir Bors said in satisfaction.
 
   “I see,” Lancelot said, unperturbed by his cousin’s behavior.
 
   “So why aren’t you raising a fuss?” Sir Lionel asked.
 
   “There is nothing for me to be upset about,” Lancelot said, leaning back in his chair to avoid a flying plate.
 
   “You were set on worming into Arthur’s inner circle,” Sir Bors pointed out.
 
   “Certainly, but not because I actually liked the man,” Lancelot said. “It was more that I couldn’t comprehend why he didn’t want me in his circle. I am the best there is,” Lancelot shrugged.
 
   “Except at sword play. My Lord—or My Lady, I suppose—has you beat there,” Sir Lionel said with a cheeky smile.
 
   Lancelot gave Sir Lionel a look so dark and hateful, a lesser man would have begged for forgiveness. As it was, Lancelot’s cousin was used to receiving such a look. “Ahh, see? You are angry. Give me my money back, Bors.”
 
   “Our bet was how he would openly react, not what emotions he harbored silently,” Sir Bors said, folding his arms across his wide chest.
 
   “Still, I’m surprised you’re not more upset,” Sir Lionel said, rubbing his chin. 
 
   “It’s simple. I was not emotionally invested like the foolish sops around us were. They believed in him and in his cause. Now, everything they have known and fought for has been dashed,” Lancelot said.
 
   “I don’t know that everything is dashed,” Sir Bors said.
 
   “I know you were never Arthur’s faithful little knight like most of the Round Table, but I thought would be angry over his—her—deception. She had the wool pulled over our eyes.”
 
   “She was most assuredly not the one doing the tricking,” Lancelot snorted. “King Arthur is a female. She hasn’t the intelligence necessary to run this trick. Merlin is one who played the courts.”
 
   “Merlin was the mastermind, no doubts there,” Sir Lionel nodded.
 
   “I don’t think it would be right to say that King Arthur lacks intelligence,” Sir Bors argued. “Yes, Merlin must have led the charge, but she would not have gone undiscovered so long if she didn’t have some measure of cunning.”
 
   “She might be like Morgause or Morgan le Fay. That would be a chilling thought,” Sir Lionel said, making a face as he watched Sir Ector and Sir Ywain come to blows.
 
   “If anything, I find it reassuring,” Lancelot said. “King Arthur being female explains why she was so easily able to manipulate the men and women of her courts. A few pretty words, that wretched smile of hers, and everyone wriggled like a puppy for the beautiful woman—even if they didn’t know it.”
 
   Sir Lionel looked away from the fighting and gave Lancelot a strange look.
 
   “What is it?” Lancelot asked.
 
   “You’re acting queer.” 
 
   “In what way?” Lancelot scoffed.
 
   “You’re too easily accepting whatever ideas Bors and I toss out. Not a minute ago you were calling our pretty king stupid. Now you’re saying she’s a conniving female,” Sir Lionel said. “Normally someone has to bash your head against a rock to get you to change your mind.”
 
   “It is odd,” Sir Bors agreed.
 
    Lancelot shrugged. “The important bit is that I am not a vested party. I don’t care about King Arthur or whatever happens to her. I’m only here for the fun of it.”
 
   “Fun?” Sir Bors asked, a frown forming on his square face.
 
   “Fun,” Lancelot said with a sparkling smile. “I cannot think of a more interesting situation than watching men who used to be faithful subjects turn against a king they idolized and adored.”
 
   “You’re twisted,” Sir Lionel said, taking a sip from his goblet. “But that’s what I like about you.”
 
   Sir Bors was still frowning.
 
   “What, did you love and adore King Arthur like the rest of his men?” Lancelot said with a mocking smile.
 
   Sir Bors—who was unfortunately more observant than his brother—thinned his lips. He looked like he was going to say something before he changed his mind and looked out at the chaotic crowd.
 
   “Still, I salute you, Sir Lancelot du Lac,” Sir Lionel said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It takes a great amount of fortitude to brush off the knowledge that you were soundly beaten—thrashed even—by a girl every time you crossed swords with her,” Sir Lionel grinned.
 
   Lancelot darkly scowled at his cousin—who gave a great big belly laugh—before he returned his attention to the upset knights of the Round Table.
 
   It is interesting now, but it will be absolutely entertaining when Merlin returns, he thought.
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   By the end of the day, Britt knew she would be in major trouble if she didn’t get her shoulder looked at. She had ridden out of Sir Damas’ lands hours ago, so she couldn’t ask Lady Vivenne for help. Returning to Camelot wasn’t an option—and it was even farther away than Sir Damas’ home.
 
   “Maybe I could get some faerie help. I’m still in the Forest of Arroy,” Britt murmured, her body drooping with pain and heartache. “But how would I know where to find any? Night will soon fall. If I don’t get help by then…”
 
   Britt swallowed with difficulty. “I need to find Merlin,” she said, swaying on the back of her borrowed horse.
 
   “My Lord?”
 
   Britt tried to turn, but she was too weak and fell off the horse, landing on her injured shoulder. Britt hissed in pain and tried to cling to consciousness. She almost lost it when she realized Morgan le Fay stood over her, worry etched into her face.
 
   “Morgan, are you a sight for sore eyes,” Britt groaned.
 
   “What on earth did you do to yourself, My Lord?” Morgan asked.
 
   “Lancelot stabbed me—that traitorous jerk,” Britt hissed.
 
   Morgan pressed her lips together. “Hold on. I have a healing draught in my pack—faerie made,” she said, disappearing from Britt’s view.
 
   When she returned, she carried bandages, herbs, and a glass vial—which she gave to Britt.
 
   “This tastes awful,” Britt sputtered after taking a sip.
 
   “You would find it worse should you learn the ingredients. Drink it,” she ordered.
 
   Britt swigged the rest of the drink down as Morgan slipped Britt’s shoulder out of her jerkin and inspected the wound. “It’s not deep, but I have no doubts your scabbard saved your life. This should have been bandaged hours ago,” Morgan said.
 
   “How did you know about the scabbard?”
 
   “Nymue.”
 
   “Ah, should have guessed. Anyway, it’s feeling better. I think my arm was dislocated earlier. Sir Bedivere and Lancelot must have set it before they…found out,” Britt said.
 
   “Before they found out about what?” Morgan prompted, pouring a liquid from a water skin on Britt’s wound.
 
   “What is that?” Britt hissed, her teeth clamped in pain.
 
   “Another healing draught. What did they find out?”
 
   The tale spilled from Britt’s lips. She explained everything from getting kidnapped by Sir Damas, to facing Sir Lancelot, and finally being revealed as a girl.
 
   “I knew Lancelot was going to cause trouble. Merlin should have let me kick him out the moment I knew who he was,” Britt growled.
 
   “Your knights were going to find out eventually, My Lord,” Morgan said, wrapping Britt’s shoulder. “It was only a matter of time.”
 
   “As long as Merlin was with me, no one would have learned,” Britt said.
 
   “Even Merlin cannot be with you every second of the day,” Morgan said.
 
   “I know,” Britt groaned. “But I’ve only been ruling two years. Camelot is supposed to last much longer than that! Two years, and it’s already over.”
 
   “Maybe it is not,” Morgan said.
 
   “Hah! Yeah, right. Unless Merlin can erase the memories of all my knights—because I’m sure Lancelot opened up his big yap and told everyone at Camelot—I’m sunk.”
 
   “You think your knights will no longer follow you?” Morgan asked.
 
   “I know they won’t.”
 
   “How can you know? You aren’t giving them a chance,” Morgan pointed out.
 
   “I know because this is ancient England. They aren’t going to be okay with a woman ruling over them,” Britt said. She thought Morgan would question her about her strange choice of words, but the sorceress said nothing more and finished wrapping Britt’s shoulder.
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Britt said, gingerly rolling her shoulders. “It’s lucky you stumbled upon me. What are you doing here—if you don’t mind my asking?”
 
   “Not at all. I was searching for Gawain and Agravain to tell them you were kidnapped,” Morgan said, gathering up her supplies. “It’s just as well that I found you first. What will you do?”
 
   “Ride to London, I think,” Britt said, stripping off the remaining pieces of armor she had ridden off in. “I can easily blend in there, and I know a few knights who live near there and belong to Merlin. They’ll let me stay with them.”
 
   “I believe I shall return to Camelot,” Morgan said. “Perhaps my nephews have already returned.”
 
   “Would you tell Merlin where I am?” Britt asked.
 
   “Certainly, if I see him. Merlin and Sir Kay set out to search for you when Sir Damas kidnapped you,” Morgan said.
 
   “Merlin will return to Camelot,” Britt promised.
 
   “Shall we spend the night together? I cannot ride back to Camelot tonight, and you have several days of travel before you will reach London,” Morgan said.
 
   “It would be a relief to camp with someone,” Britt said, giving Morgan a weak smile. “Thank you.”
 
   “For?” Morgan asked as she started unhooking packs from the white donkey she rode.
 
   “For helping me, for listening to me. I’m lucky to have you in this…” Britt trailed off, unable to think of a label for her nightmare.
 
   “I believe you will see the situation with new eyes tomorrow, My Lord. All is not lost. Your knights may be troubled, but their hearts still stand with you.”
 
   Britt exhaled deeply. “I’ll start finding wood for our campfire. Is that alright?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Sheep without a Shepherd
 
    
 
   Britt slept very little that night. For the first time since her arrival in medieval Britain, she wasn’t kept awake by thoughts and memories of the friends and family she left behind in the twenty-first century, but by the nightmarish events of the day. The expression of betrayal in Sir Bedivere’s eyes and Ywain’s barely contained range seemed to set up a permanent base near the front of her mind.
 
    In the morning, Morgan asked Britt to return to Camelot with her. Britt refused. The sorceress did not seem surprised by the refusal and packed up her camp.
 
   “Take this—you’ll need it if you are to survive the journey to London,” Morgan said, offering out two stuffed saddle packs.
 
   “What’s in them?” Britt asked.
 
   “Some provisions, a blanket, extra bandages, a hunting knife, and the like.”
 
   “I can’t take all of that from you,” Britt said.
 
   “You can, and you will. I will reach Camelot this afternoon. You have several more days of travel before you,” Morgan said, taking the packs from Britt and placing them on the back of Britt’s horse. “I will not force you to return to Camelot with me, but I will not allow you to go gallivanting into the wild without any sort of equipment,” she said, securing the packs to the saddle.
 
   “Thanks, Morgan,” Britt said.
 
   “It is the least I can do,” Morgan said before returning to her donkey. She nimbly lifted herself into her side-saddle and fixed her skirts. “I wish you would return. You underestimate your knights—and yourself.”
 
   Britt shook her head. “The rule of Arthur is over—unless Merlin can track the real one down. Thank you, Morgan. I hope I see you again,” Britt said.
 
   “So do I, My Lord,” Morgan said before she nudged her donkey into a walk.
 
   Britt watched the beautiful sorceress disappear through the trees before she turned and mounted her horse. She glanced around the abandoned camp and nudged her horse forward, heading for London.
 
   She rode all morning long without meeting a soul. That didn’t surprise her much—medieval England was far less inhabited than its modern-day counterpart. What Britt did find odd, though, was the lack of vagrants, bandits, and recreant knights. 
 
   Based on the stories her knights gave her, she thought the countryside was crawling with them. This did not seem to be so, based on the lack of contact. 
 
   Britt shrugged it off and plodded along, stopping several times to water her horse or to walk next to it and stretch her legs.
 
   It was mid-afternoon when Britt finally heard another voice—although it was loud and angry.
 
   Curious, Britt guided her horse through the trees, ducking low-hanging branches. She popped into a meadow, where two children stood with a flock of sheep.
 
   A knight in dingy armor, mounted on muscled stallion, held a razor-sharp spear at one of the kids—a dirty little girl—in a menacing manner.
 
   The other child—a boy just a little older than the girl—held onto a squirming lamb.
 
   Britt frowned and unsheathed her borrowed sword. Her shoulder protested at the use, and Britt checked to make sure Excalibur’s empty scabbard was still strapped to her before she nudged her horse closer.
 
   “Slaughter the lamb, boy. It is a proper tithe to a knight of great importance,” the knight growled.
 
   “I can’t! They’re not even our sheep,” the boy cried, white faced and panicked. 
 
   The little girl started crying, and the knight swung his mount closer to her.
 
   I can’t leave them; I’ll have to bluff. Britt heeled her horse so it shot into the meadow. She steered the horse with her legs and swung the sword up with her good arm—roaring like some of her knights did when they were about to attack.
 
   The knight turned around and saw her coming. He raised his spear—as if to run her through.
 
   “For Arthur!” Britt shouted in a moment of inspiration.
 
   Surprisingly, the knight wheeled his horse around and, wildly kicking it, fled from the meadow.
 
   Britt watched him go with wide eyes. “I can’t believe that worked.” She rested the sword on her saddle and stopped her gelding near the children. “Hello,” she said, looking down to see the kids staring at her with adoring gazes.
 
   “You’re one of King Arthur’s knights?” the boy asked, his voice worshipful.
 
   “Do you sit at the Round Table?” the little girl asked, clapping her hands.
 
   “Where is the rest of your armor?”
 
   “Are Sir Ywain and Sir Griflet out questing again?”
 
   “Children, I apologize. I’m not on a quest; I’m just trying to reach London,” Britt said, interrupting the flow of questions.
 
   “But are you from Camelot?” the boy urgently asked.
 
   “Yeeees,” Britt slowly admitted.
 
   “Thank you for saving us,” the girl said, doing her best to curtsey in her tattered skirts.
 
   “It was good of you! Come back home with us,” the boy said.
 
   “I, err, I’m on my way to London,” Britt repeated.
 
   “But everyone will want to meet you,” the boy said, crestfallen.
 
   Britt was at a loss. Most of the peasants she met were awed by her—she thought they were awed by her knights as well. What gave these children such unrestrained enthusiasm? Typically, peasants were expected to bow and scrape before knights and noble ladies.
 
   “Don’t you need more provisions if you’re goin’ to London?” the girl asked.
 
   “Our village will replenish you,” the boy said.
 
   “I suppose so,” Britt reluctantly said.
 
   “Great—we have to take the sheep back anyhow. This way,” the little girl said, running to gather stray sheep.
 
   “What’s your name, Sir knight?” the boy asked, finally releasing the squirming lamb.
 
   Britt thought for a moment, trying to invent a name. Last time she used one of her knights’ names, it nearly blew up in her face, given that the real Ywain found her. “I’m…Sir Galla…Sir Galahad,” Britt said, congratulating herself on the neat use of the word gallant. 
 
   “Sir Galahad, I ain’t heard of you,” the boy said.
 
   “I’m a new addition to Arthur’s court,” Britt said.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Caerl, get that sheep,” the little girl shouted, pointing to a stray sheep as she herded the rest of the livestock along.
 
   Britt reluctantly dismounted her horse and followed the children on foot. They walked for about twenty minutes before they left the forest and joined a dirt road. Britt could see a castle in the distance—it was crumbling and even smaller than Sir Damas’. Spread before the castle was a small village of cottages. Puffs of smoke trickled out of chimneys; chickens scratched in the dirt and grass; donkeys brayed, and several goats baaed. 
 
   “Arth! Arth!” the boy shouted, running ahead of the sheep. “We found another knight, Arth!”
 
   A young man exited a barn, leading a donkey behind him. He couldn’t have been older than Griflet or Ywain, but he wore a cheerful countenance and was built with broad shoulders and ripped arms. “Caerl, Isel—you’re back already?”
 
   The girl—Isel—burst away from the sheep—scattering them in her path—and skid to a stop in front of the young man. “Sir Rancor returned and was demanding a lamb—”
 
   “One of Betta’s lambs, the best one! I was going to run, but Isel threw a rock—” Caerl tried to add.
 
   “I had to—he renounced Arthur as King! And he said Baron Marhaus was a stupid old codger!” Isel said, sounding scandalized.
 
   “Sir Galahad saved us. He’s not questing, though, just riding through. He wouldn’t say if Sir Griflet and Sir Ywain are questing—do ya think they are? When will they come back?” Caerl said, gesturing to Britt—who was securing her horse to a wooden fence.
 
   “Sir Galahad is going to London, but he doesn’t have all his armor,” Isel said.
 
   “Children, enough,” Arth said. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the chatter. “Go tell Edla your tale. She’s out with the chickens.”
 
   Immediately Caerl and Isel turned on their heels and ran—hollering and screaming. “Edla! Edla!”
 
   Britt saw a very pregnant girl waddle around a cottage and wave to the children.
 
   “Wait—the sheep…” Arth trailed off with a sigh.
 
   “They’re charming children,” Britt said as she started chasing sheep into the small, fenced-in area.
 
   “They are not mine. Oh! Please, noble sir,” Arth said, rushing to help when he realized what she was doing. “You need not lower yourself to this.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Britt said, feeling a little awkward from her sudden arrival and being abandoned by the kids.
 
   “T’is not,” Arth firmly said. “Caerl said you saved them?”
 
   “It was much less glorious than it sounds. I stumbled up them and ran at the knight shouting at the top of my lungs,” Britt said, wincing when a sheep ran over her feet.
 
   “T’was honorable of you,” Arth said.
 
   Britt would have shrugged if not for her injured shoulder. “Am I in the lands of Baron Marhaus?”
 
   “Aye, that’s his fortress yonder,” Arth said, nodding at the crumbling structure.
 
   It took Britt a moment to remember all she knew about Baron Marhaus. The man was, if she recalled correctly, kind enough. He swore to her when she pulled the sword from the stone on Pentecost in London and had lent her a few troops in her fight against King Lot, King Urien, King Ryence, and their lackeys. He also didn’t seem to mind that she sent her knights near his lands.
 
   “I’ve heard he is a fair man. Is that true?” Britt carefully asked. (Last time she thought well of an ally, it turned out he was nothing but a greedy cheapskate.)
 
   “Oh, yes,” Arth said, shooing a sheep into the paddock. “He’s quite nice. He comes riding through the village some days and says kind things to the children. He’s gettin’ a little up in the years and hasn’t any heirs, I’m afraid to say. His court is small, too—that’s why we’re grateful to King Arthur.”
 
   Britt blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Before he sent his knights out questing, we used to get a lot of recreant knights demanding tithes and the like. Good ol’ Marhaus couldn’t take care of ’em, but you knights from Camelot do a smash-up job,” Arth grunted.
 
   “Who has been here before?” Britt asked.
 
   “Sir Ywain and Sir Griflet hung around a bit last year. We saw Sir Gawain in the early fall, once. This spring, we even hosted King Pellinore for a night,” Arth boasted with a broad smile.
 
   Britt smiled fondly at the listed knights. All four of them were open men who didn’t expect honors—no wonder the kids treated her more like a favorite uncle than a regent. “I know those men. They are very noble.”
 
   “Aye,” Arth said when the last sheep ran into the paddock. He slapped his tunic, making a dust cloud puff up. “Isel and Caerl said you’re going to London?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You can spend the night here, if you wish. We would be honored to have you, especially after you saved that pair,” Arth said.
 
   Britt thought about his offer for a moment. She wasn’t in any great hurry to reach London—it wasn’t like her knights would come galloping after her anyway—and she didn’t relish the idea of sleeping outdoors without any company—or Excalibur.
 
   “I will take you up on your offer, Master Arth. Thank you.”
 
   “Oh, no. Thank you,” Arth smiled before he ran a hand through his dirty, strawberry-blonde hair. (He would have been handsome if he wasn’t so grungy.) “I will speak to my wife, Edla, but I’m certain you can stay with us, if not Isel and Caerl’s family.”
 
   “Thank you,” Britt said, patting her horse.
 
   “If you’d like, I can show you where you can stable that fine boy for the night.”
 
   “Yes, please. I would like to strip him of his tack and rub him down.”
 
   “Right, then. This way, Sir.”
 
   Britt unhitched her horse and followed the swarthy fellow, forcing a smile to her lips even though her heart still ached from the events of the previous day.
 
    [image: Arthur-divider.gif] 
 
   When Sir Gawain and King Pellinore returned to Camelot, everyone was still in an uproar. “What’s going on?” Sir Gawain asked when he entered the hall of the Round Table. He expected to find King Arthur there. Instead, he found twenty or thirty knights who were in various stages of anger and drunkenness. 
 
   “You haven’t heard? Have I got a shiner for you, cousin,” Ywain said, struggling to stand upright as he held a goblet of mead. “King Arthur is a girl.”
 
   Agravain, who walked next to Gawain, tensed. “What?” Agravain growled.
 
   “Yep,” Ywain said. “A girl—complete with the looks and the-the—everything,” Ywain said, vaguely motioning with his cup. He sloshed mead and frowned at his hand before giving his cousins a hiccupping laugh. “We’ve been had! He—she—lied to us, played with us, led us on. She strung us along like ducklings—worse than your mother. No offense.”
 
   Agravain’s frown grew dark, and he narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Agravain?” Gawain said, nudging his younger brother. He held his breath as Agravain processed the information.
 
   When Agravain said nothing, Gawain returned to questioning Ywain. “How did you find out?”
 
   “Lancelot stabbed her in the shoulder,” Ywain said with a great deal of carelessness.
 
   “What?” Gawain said.
 
   Ywain was occupied drinking his mead, so Gawain grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “Is she alright? What happened? Why haven’t you killed Lancelot for his act?”
 
   Ywain snorted. “She’s fine. She blacked out, and Bedivere started to strip her to get at the wound. That stopped him quick.”
 
   “You mean no one has seen to her shoulder, yet? Where is she?” Gawain asked, concern making his voice tight.
 
   “Gone. Who knows where. Good riddance,” Ywain said, watching one knight take a chair to another knight. “You’re taking this awfully calmly, you know?”
 
   “I already knew,” Gawain said, his mind racing. He had to find Arthur. Goodness knew what would happen or how badly she was hurt—and Excalibur was still here, at Camelot!
 
   “You what?” Ywain squawked. “How?”
 
   “Mother told me,” Gawain said, already calculating what he would need to pack.
 
   “And you didn’t think to tell me?” Ywain scowled.
 
   Gawain shrugged. “It was King Arthur’s secret to reveal, not mine.”
 
   “You’re so bloody noble, it sickens me. How could you not be mad about this deception? Who knows if she ever told the truth? I bet she laughed behind our backs. Aren’t you mad, Agravain?” Ywain asked his younger cousin.
 
   Agravain shifted. “A bit,” he finally said.
 
   “A bit? That’s it? I thought you would blow your top,” Ywain complained.
 
   “That’s because you smell like you crawled into a mead barrel a week ago and surfaced only recently,” Agravain frowned.
 
   “Why aren’t you mad, brother?” Gawain asked.
 
   “It doesn’t make much of a difference if Arthur is a man or woman, does it? I mean, I would rather have Arthur rule than father,” Agravain said.
 
   This point was surprisingly well thought, considering Agravain was usually the most passionate of the four Orkney princes. Gawain was a little surprised, but not much. Agravain had blossomed in Arthur’s courts, and his loyalty lay close to his bones. It would take all of hell to make him forfeit his loyalty to Arthur.
 
   “Well said,” Gawain said, resting a hand on his brother’s shoulder and smiling. “I mean to leave and track her down. Do you wish to come with me?”
 
   “What?” Ywain squawked again.
 
   “Of course,” Agravain said, ignoring his inebriated cousin. “When do we leave?”
 
   “As soon as possible,” Gawain said, leading the way back to the door. He was surprised when he opened it to find Morgan le Fay on the other side. “Aunt,” he blinked.
 
   “Arthur is fine,” Morgan said, as if she could read his mind. “I met with her after Lancelot ran her through. The wound isn’t terrible—though I would feel better if she was back here in Camelot under Merlin’s care.”
 
   “She didn’t return with you?” Gawain asked.
 
   Morgan shook her head. “She wouldn’t, stubborn thing. She means to travel to London and stay with one of Merlin’s men. I suspect she’s waiting to see what Merlin will do.”
 
   “That makes sense, I suppose,” Gawain said.
 
   “What do we do?” Agravain asked.
 
   “I would advise you to wait for Merlin to make his move before you decide if you should attempt to retrieve Arthur,” Morgan said.
 
   “That sounds wise,” Gawain said.
 
   “What?” a deep voice boomed from in the hall.
 
   “Looks like King Pellinore just found out,” Morgan said looking past Gawain and Agravain.
 
   Gawain winced, and Agravain scowled.
 
   “I will wait for Merlin before I seek out King Arthur, but I will not stand by and let my fellow knights act like this,” Gawain said, frowning as there was a crash when one knight pushed another knight to the ground.
 
   “Good luck,” Morgan said. “Take care, nephews,” she said before sweeping away from the door.
 
   Gawain grimly surveyed his fellow knights. King Pellinore was seated on a chair with a look of stupor hung on his face. Most of the other knights were wild with rage and disappointment. Only Sir Tor, Sir Lancelot, Sir Lionel, and Sir Bors looked to be of good cheer.
 
   “What will you say to ‘em?” Agravain asked.
 
   “What do you think Arthur would say to them?” Gawain asked.
 
   Agravain considered the question for a moment before replying, “He would probably make a grand speech about everyone still being the pride of his heart.”
 
   “Her heart,” Gawain corrected his brother.
 
   “Of course. I don’t think it will work for you, though. She’s the one they love and trust. Trusted,” Agravain warned.
 
   “I still have to try,” Gawain grimly said before approaching the Round Table. “Enough! Knights of Camelot—enough of this foolishness!” he tried shouting.
 
   Most of the knights couldn’t hear him over the din, but Sir Tor did.
 
   “PEACE!” the ex-cow-herder bellowed, his voice filling every space of the room.
 
   “Thank you,” Gawain said in the sudden silence.
 
   “Of course,” Sir Tor said with his ever-cheerful smile.
 
   Gawain cleared his throat before he addressed his friends and companions. “Why do you act so…so disgracefully? We are knights of the Round Table. We are held to acts of honor and chivalry—not drunken displays of rage.”
 
   “Says you. You’re the one who knew all along!” Ywain snorted.
 
   “Why do you act like this?” Gawain asked.
 
   “Because Arthur betrayed us!” Griflet shouted. He looked lost and frightened—as if someone had stolen his lady love from him.
 
   “In what way? She is still the just and honorable leader we have known and served these past two years,” Gawain said.
 
   “Nay, I imagine this was all Merlin’s doing,” Sir Bedivere said, his expression was dead. “Every last bit. From whom she appointed to those she favored.”
 
   “Do you really think that?” Gawain asked. “We have seen Arthur confront Merlin before—on our behalf!”
 
   “And what if it’s all for show?” another knight called off. “What if we’re just tools?”
 
   “We were always meant to be tools. That’s why we swore loyalty to her,” Gawain said.
 
   “I would never swear an oath of fealty to a woman,” another knight scoffed.
 
   “Why not?” Sir Tor asked.
 
   “Because she would be inferior,” the knight said, giving Sir Tor a withering glare.
 
   “That’s not how I see it,” Sir Tor said.
 
   “What would you know? You sit in the King’s pocket!” 
 
   Sir Tor grinned so nicely, the knight who scoffed at him couldn’t help but soften his stance and sit down. “Now, that’s an exaggeration. I’m not in the King’s inner circle. Not like Sir Ywain and Sir Bedivere and the like. I think Arthur’s been just, and I’m pleased to serve him—her—but that’s as deep as our relationship goes.”
 
   “Then why defend her?” Ywain demanded. “If you weren’t a lapdog like us, why stick up for her?”
 
   “It’s what she taught us, isn’t it? That’s what being a knight is about—righting wrongs and such. Besides, you forget. I was once a cow herder.”
 
   Griflet blinked. “So?”
 
   “So if a cow herder can be a knight, why can’t a girl be a ruling monarch?” Sir Tor pointed out.
 
   “Those are completely different instances,” a knight protested.
 
   “You didn’t disguise what you were, and mislead us and misdirect us,” Ywain added.
 
   “You all seem intent on thinking that My Lord, that Our Lord, is somehow a different person because of this,” Gawain said. “Then I pose you a question: Why did Merlin use Arthur? He could have used any stupid sop he came across. Why would he dress up a girl and crown her King of Britain?”
 
   No one had a response.
 
   “You cannot believe that Merlin didn’t know who she was,” Gawain continued. “As that is the case, that must mean he saw something of worth in her. Something that made him believe that she could rule.”
 
   “Maybe so, but that doesn’t account for the lies and falsehoods her rule is built on!” 
 
   “If King Arthur couldn’t tell us the truth, how can we expect her to be just and true?”
 
   “Hear, hear!”
 
   “It is good if we wait to hear from Merlin before any brash actions are committed,” King Pellinore finally said, his voice breaking through the anger that was starting to stir up again. “It does not sit well with me that I have been lied to, but I have seen King Arthur’s heart in his actions, and it is good.”
 
   Gawain looked at Pellinore with an expression of thankfulness. The King barely shrugged his shoulders. “We’ll see,” he rumbled to Gawain. “I’m not yet convinced. But I know Arthur well enough that I would like to hear the entire story.” 
 
   “It’s enough if we give her a chance,” Gawain said, although his heart sank as he looked out over the Round Table. Although the men let Gawain speak, it was obvious he hadn’t gotten through to any of them.
 
   The knights sported clenched fists, angry expressions, and hearts filled with pain.
 
   Where are you, My Lord? Gawain wondered when a knight shouted for more wine and mead. Why won’t you return to us? No one else can lead them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Back to Camelot
 
    
 
   Early the following morning, Britt was up to say farewell to Caerl and Isel—who were off to take the sheep to another grazing area.
 
   “Come back and visit again, Sir Galahad!” Caerl shouted as he hurried after the livestock.
 
   “Tell a minstrel about how you saved us!” Isel said, waving franticly.
 
   “Isel, come on!” Caerl called. Shortly after, the two disappeared into the woods, the baas of the sheep meandering away with them.
 
   Britt inhaled and looked to the sky—which was still dark with night. The sun wasn’t even a sliver over the horizon yet, and it was extra cool and chilly. “Might as well get an early start for London,” she murmured, turning to the stable her horse shared with two donkeys, several chickens, and a number of goats.
 
   “Sir Galahad, come break your fast with us,” Arth shouted, spying her in the yard.
 
   “Your village has already given me plenty of hospitality, Master Arth. I cannot ask for more,” Britt said.
 
   Edla—Arth’s outspoken and extremely pregnant wife—snorted. “You stayed with Caerl and Isel’s family last night. T’was hardly great hospitality.”
 
   “That may be so, but I saved their children. I have done nothing to aid either of you.”
 
   “Nay, that isn’t so,” Arth said. “Most of those sheep Caerl and little Isel watch are ours. With Edla due any day, I try to stay closer to home, so I watch their goats in exchange,” Arth said, smiling at his wife.
 
   “You had better let them out,” Edla said, nodding her head at the stable. “I’ll have food ready by the time you return.”
 
   “Yes, my heart,” Arth said with a wide smile. He kissed Edla’s cheek and was rewarded with a gentle smack before he left the cottage.
 
   “I’ll come. I would like to see how my horse is,” Britt said, following the shepherd. They entered the stable and were greeted by a wave of animal noises. Britt slid into her horse’s stall as Arth waded through the chickens to the small pen in which the goats were kept at the back of the stable.
 
   “What takes you to London, Sir Galahad?” Arth asked, scratching the forehead of a caramel-colored goat.
 
   “I’m seeking out a few friends there,” Britt vaguely answered, running her hands up and down her mount’s legs.
 
   “I see. London is a great city,” Arth said. “The jousting fields there are a sight of beauty.”
 
   “You’ve been to London?” Britt asked, surprised. It was unusual for commoners to travel great distances.
 
   “Aye, my family traveled there a number of times. T’was dangerous then, but I imagine with King Arthur’s knights out questing, your travels will be filled with less peril,” Arth said.
 
   “Do they really make such a big difference?” Britt asked.
 
   “Aren’t you a knight of Camelot? Don’t you know?” Arth asked.
 
   Britt picked up a brush and started briskly brushing the horse. “I mostly stayed in the city limits. I wasn’t often given a chance to quest.”
 
   “Ahh. Then I can testify to the difference. Arthur’s knights quest through the Forest of Arroy and beyond. Usually they are seeking out adventures—damsels in distress, mythical beasts and the like. As they ride, though, they come across us common people. If we’re plagued by recreant knights, they’ll rid us of the problem. Some will take on bandits. I even heard a story from a village not far from here that Sir Tor rode through and met a farmer whose horse had thrown a shoe and couldn’t pull a wagon load. Sir Tor hooked his own mount up and drove the farmer home,” Arth said.
 
   Britt leaned against her horse, longing stabbing her heart like a dagger. “So they really do perform good deeds,” she said, her voice soft with affection.
 
   “Aye, Sir Galahad. They’re changing the country,” Arth said, checking on a baby goat.
 
   Britt was glad he was distracted, for her eyes stung with unshed tears. She hid behind her horse’s neck and tried to brush her traitorous heart aside. There’s no use regretting it. I’ve lost them; I’ve lost my title. I can’t change that. They’ll never accept me as King Arthur again.
 
   “What has you seeking out your friends in London, if you don’t mind my asking?” Arth asked.
 
   Britt had ceased to be shocked by the villager’s informality the previous night. She cleared her throat and petted her horse before she returned to brushing it. “I’m fighting with a number of my friends and acquaintances, truth be told.”
 
   “Has King Arthur exiled you?”
 
   Britt couldn’t hold back her snort of laughter. “No,” she finally said. “King Arthur and I are on excellent terms. It’s the rest of the Round Table that are…uneasy with me.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I lied to them. I made them believe things about me that weren’t true,” Britt said. Merlin would likely rip her tongue out for even referring to the events of the Round Table, but he wasn’t here, and it was comforting to tell an outside party of her problems. For too long Britt had carried the weight of her lie and everything it encompassed. It was freeing to cast it off like an old sweater—even if Britt’s heart twisted as she remembered Griflet’s denial or Sir Bedivere’s look of betrayal.
 
   “I find it difficult to think that King Arthur’s knights would hold such a grudge,” Arth said. “Why, Our Lord’s closest knights are the offspring of his enemies. Misleading is hardly the stuff of traitors.”
 
   “No, I don’t blame them for their anger. My lies hurt them more deeply than I imagined,” Britt dully said, recalling Ywain’s passionate anger.
 
   “And they won’t forgive you?”
 
   “I’m sure they won’t.”
 
   “You mean you haven’t asked?” Arth said.
 
   “If I did, there is a chance they might become…violent,” Britt said.
 
   “King Arthur’s knights? The knights of the Round Table, of Camelot?” Arth shook his head. “I think you’ve misjudged them, Sir Galahad. Besides, if you still have favor with the King, can’t he pardon you?”
 
   Britt gurgled with laughter. “No, I’m afraid not. Not even Arthur could save me now.”
 
   Arth was silent, and the barn was filled with soft animal noises and the rustling of straw. When Britt looked up, she found the young man’s eyes thoughtfully glued to her.
 
   “You seem to know the knights well,” Britt said, casting the brush aside.
 
   “I hear many stories about them, and King Arthur,” Arth vaguely said as he hopped over the goat pen and leaned up against a stall door. “You know, Sir Galahad, you are at a crossroad.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A meeting point of roads. I went through one myself a short while ago,” Arth said.
 
   Britt cocked her head in curiosity. Arth looked barely seventeen or eighteen-years-old. What could he have possibly faced to be considered a crossroad? “What happened?”
 
   “I met Edla. I loved her greatly, but if I married her, I would ruin my family’s plans for me,” Arth said. “I thought about what they wanted me to do, the person they wanted me to become, and I realized it wasn’t for me. So Edla and I eloped and ran off.”
 
   “You must have been quite young,” Britt said.
 
   Arth laughed. “I was just a boy, but I’ve never regretted it. Edla and I belong here, in the village. We’re happy. This is who I really am. But who are you, Sir Galahad?” 
 
   Britt shifted uncomfortably. “What do you mean?” she asked. He couldn’t possibly have known that Galahad was a made-up name!
 
   “I mean, who are you? Are you the person you led your friends to think you are, or was that entirely false?”
 
   “Not all of it was,” Britt was quick to say. Sure, she wasn’t a teenage boy, but the things she said to her knights, her pursuit of honor and peace, all of those were true.
 
   “It is who you are that matters—the way you act, the things you believe in, and the words you speak. If those are true, then who cares of your parentage? Who cares about your past or history? The knights of the Round Table don’t follow King Arthur because he’s good with the sword or as beautiful as a faerie. They follow him because they believe in his cause, and they believe in his heart. Do they believe in your heart, Sir Galahad?”
 
   Britt was more than a little disconcerted that this young commoner was able to talk to her about the matter as if he knew what was wrong. But he was right.
 
   Britt had lied about her gender and her origins, but that didn’t change the heart of King Arthur. That didn’t change her desire to see Britain changed or to see her knights righting wrongs and fighting for the weak and oppressed. She didn’t have to be ashamed of being a woman. Although she lived in a time where female rulers weren’t the usual thing, she also lived in a time where it was unheard of to have knights help those in need—and hadn’t she changed that? Hadn’t her knights changed that?
 
   I have to go back, Britt grimly realized. I have to apologize, and I have to remind them their oaths are worthwhile. They might not have me as their king again, but I can’t let them throw away everything we’ve fought for.
 
   “Thank you for your wise words, Arth,” Britt said as she threw a blanket on her horse’s back. “You have helped me more than you know. Please give my apologies to Edla, but I won’t be…um…breaking my fast with you,” Britt said, placing the saddle on her gelding.
 
   Arth watched Britt with a soft, pleased smile. “Aye, My Lord. I’ll see if I can get you a few food items to take with on your return to Camelot.”
 
   “Thank you,” Britt called over her shoulder as she slipped the girth around her horse’s belly and tightened it—hearing but not necessarily taking in the shepherd’s words.
 
   When Britt finished readying her mount, the sun was over the horizon, casting streaks of warm, golden light into the sky.
 
   “Thank you for…everything,” Britt said, unable to put into words what the young couple had done.
 
   “It was our pleasure, Sir Galahad. Thank you for saving Caerl, Isel, and our sheep,” Edla said, leaning against Arth’s chest with a smile.
 
   “I wish you well, Sir Galahad. May the knights of Camelot hear you out,” Arth said.
 
   Britt swung up into the saddle. “Thank you. I hope they will. Even if they won’t, I have to try.”
 
   “Godspeed,” Edla said, waving to Britt.
 
   “Thank you,” Britt said before she nudged her horse into a trot, heading back to the Forest of Arroy.
 
   Edla and Arth watched her go until Edla yelped, “The soup!” and scurried back inside their cottage.
 
   Arth stayed outside, watching the woman-King ride off.  Sir Ector was right—she was beautiful with a spirit that was just as pure. Arth—Arthur—had toyed with the idea of telling her who he was, but he was glad he hadn’t. A person like her would think it to be her responsibility to give up the throne for him, and he was happy with Edla, the village, and his sheep. “God bless you, King Arthur. No matter your gender, you’re the rightful King of Britain.”
 
    [image: Arthur-divider.gif] 
 
   “YOU WHAT?” Sir Kay thundered. His voice was raised in one of his very rare shouts—Merlin had known him for ages and could count on one hand how many times the taciturn knight had yelled.
 
   “She’s not who she said she is,” Sir Ywain said, his eyes red and his hair greasy. Finding out who Britt really was had taken an obvious toll on the knight.
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” Sir Kay hissed. “What does matter is that our king was wounded—by one of her own knights—and you set her off without seeing to her injury? You FOOL!”
 
   “She’s nothing but a liar,” Sir Ywain spat.
 
   “She is your KING to whom you owe your life—and you abandoned her in a time of need,” Sir Kay snarled. “You’re not a knight. You’re nothing but a child playing pretend.”
 
   “You—! I will challenge you if you do not take back your words,” Sir Ywain said.
 
   “Please, do challenge me. I will gladly break your bones on the jousting field,” Sir Kay said, looming over the younger knight.
 
   Griflet rubbed his eyes. “Will this nightmare never end? Can’t we put this behind us?” he asked.
 
   Merlin barely heard the argument. His mind was spinning. This was worse than he imagined. Most of the order of the Round Table knew the truth about Britt—or at least about her gender. He thought this would happen eventually, but he didn’t think she would get ousted this soon. What should his first move be? Which part of his network should he notify first? How was Britt managing with her injury?
 
   “Excuse me, Merlin,” Sir Gawain said, his voice barely audible over Sir Kay’s roars and Sir Ywain’s shouts.
 
   “What?” Merlin said, his voice tight with tension.
 
   “If I might speak to you for a moment?”
 
   “Time is rather precious right now, Prince Gawain. What is it?”
 
   “It’s about King Arthur. My aunt Morgan saw him—her.”
 
   “Ywain, Griflet. Both of you; get out,” Merlin said.
 
   “No, I demand to know why you did this,” Sir Ywain said.
 
   “I did it because Britt Arthurs is the best monarch in all of history that we could hope for. Now get out,” Merlin said.
 
   “Come, Ywain,” Sir Griflet sighed.
 
   Sir Ywain glowered at Merlin and then Sir Kay before he strode from the room, the muscles of his shoulders tight with anger. Griflet followed him out, closing the door behind them.
 
   “Now, what did Morgan have to say about Arthur?” Merlin asked, turning every ounce of his attention to Sir Gawain.
 
   “She saw to her shoulder wound. She said it wasn’t too bad—as long as My Lord keeps it bandaged and doesn’t involve herself in any fights, it should heal fine. King Arthur charged my aunt with passing a message on to you,” Gawain said.
 
   Merlin eyed the younger knight. “And you are playing messenger boy?”
 
   “My aunt is traveling today to see the Lady of the Lake,” Gawain said.
 
   Some of Merlin’s tension eased. Morgan and Nymue were Britt’s staunch allies. If Morgan was seeking out Nymue, it was likely for help. “What is the message?”
 
   “King Arthur is traveling to London. She said she knew several knights who are allied with you. She plans to seek them out and wait for instructions there,” Gawain said.
 
   “That is all?” Merlin asked.
 
   Sir Gawain nodded.
 
   Merlin threw himself into a chair. “Thank you for the information, Sir Gawain.”
 
   Sensing the dismissal, Sir Gawain bowed and left Merlin’s study.
 
   “She’s been seen to,” Sir Kay said, leaning against one of Merlin’s workbenches in his relief.
 
   “It doesn’t mean she hasn’t come to additional harm,” Merlin said, earning a dark look from Sir Kay. “But I think it is unlikely she will be attacked. If she is riding to London, she will be in the Forest of Arroy for a long time. Her knights have cleaned it up so well, I wonder if there are more than eight or nine recreant knights in the whole place.”
 
   Before Sir Kay could reply, the door swung open to admit Sir Bodwain and Sir Ector into Merlin’s study.
 
   “You’ve heard, I take it?” Sir Bodwain asked after looking from Merlin to Sir Kay.
 
   “We’ve heard that Britt was wounded and discovered—though Morgan le Fay later treated her wounds and set her on the path to London,” Merlin said.
 
   “That is the whole of it,” Sir Ector wearily sighed. “I’m worried about her, Merlin.”
 
   “She’s wise beyond her years. She will make it to London,” Merlin said.
 
   “What do we do about the knights? They’ve been in an uproar since Sir Lancelot, Sir Ywain, Sir Griflet, and Sir Bedivere returned. It’s a miracle they haven’t spread the news through the whole castle—although everyone knows they are unhappy with Arthur,” Sir Bodwain said.
 
   Merlin closed his eyes and thought. Or he tried to think. Instead, his mind was filled with images of Britt, scared and hurt by her knight’s anger.
 
   This is what affection for another person does, Merlin grimly thought. It ruins your ability to reason and think clearly. Merlin was not pleased with this realization, but he also recognized he was incapable of dealing with the consequence at this moment. He needed to concentrate. England needed him to concentrate.
 
   “We do nothing,” Merlin finally said.
 
   Sir Bodwain stared at him. “I beg your pardon, what did you just say?”
 
   “We do nothing,” Merlin repeated.
 
   “Nothing? But—can’t you use magic? Or talk to the knights? They still trust you—I am certain of it. King Pellinore got them to hold off judgment until you arrived. And you will do nothing?” Sir Bodwain gaped.
 
   “I cannot alter the memories of so many men—not to mention all of Camelot. My magic is not that plentiful,” Merlin said.
 
   “Couldn’t you at least talk to them? Make them see it’s not all bad?” Sir Ector said.
 
   “I could, but I won’t,” Merlin said.
 
   “Why not?” Sir Kay asked.
 
   Merlin drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Because if I meddle, Arthur’s knights—Britt’s knights—will never trust her again. I will become the person they hinge their hopes.”
 
   “What of it?” Sir Bodwain said. “Have you not noticed, Merlin? If this does not end soon, our plans are doomed. Camelot will not survive this upheaval, and the knights will trust no one. All of our work will be destroyed, and once again, Britain will fracture into thousands of tiny fiefdoms and kingdoms. Rome will sense we are weak, and they will attack,” Sir Bodwain grimly predicted.
 
   “I know that,” Merlin said, “but I won’t act.”
 
   “Merlin,” Sir Bodwain said, shaking his head.
 
   “Those knights belong to Britt Arthurs,” Merlin said. “I will not take them from her. She is fully the King of Britain. If Camelot is to be saved, it will be by her hand.”
 
   “But Merlin, you could do it,” Sir Ector said, his brow puckered with confusion. “You could reclaim it.”
 
   “And Britt will lose them forever,” Merlin said.
 
   “But if you don’t act, we will lose everything,” Sir Bodwain said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Merlin said. “I have faith in Britt. She will return. And when she does, she deserves a chance to rally her men again. Even if it means our plans might fail.”
 
   Sir Bodwain and Sir Ector gaped at each other.
 
   Sir Bodwain spent a few more minutes trying to convince Merlin otherwise, but Merlin stood firm. Finally, Sir Bodwain left—saying he would pass Merlin’s decree on to Sir Ulfius.
 
   Sir Ector shook his head. “I never thought I would see this day.”
 
   “What?” Merlin asked. “The ruin of Camelot?”
 
   “No,” Sir Ector said. “The day you would allow affection to put all your schemes and plans in possible jeopardy.” The older knight smiled wanly. “You’ve changed, Merlin. For the better, I think.”
 
   Sir Ector’s observation chilled Merlin.
 
   It’s true. It is riskier to put my hopes in Britt instead of taking care of this matter myself. So why don’t I? Even with his vast experience, great intelligence, and superior knowledge, Merlin could not answer his own question.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   Redefined
 
    
 
   It took Britt two days to ride back to Camelot. When she arrived, the guards at the gatehouse greeted her with relief. “Welcome home, My Lord,” they said with broad smiles.
 
   “Thank you,” Britt smiled, nudging her horse forward. Any of the townsfolk or guards Britt ran across smiled at her, as if the mere sight of her could ease their tension.
 
   “I guess they didn’t tell everyone,” Britt murmured as she rode the path that led to the keep. She passed the inner walls and directed her horse to the stables. She dismounted and led the horse into the barn. 
 
   She passed the chestnut off to a groom when she heard someone from the stable yard shout, “Arthur’s here? Arthur!”
 
   Sir Ector—with Sir Kay on his heels—waddled into the stable, a bright smile on his face.
 
   “Dad,” Britt said, her eyes momentarily clouding with emotion before she ran across the stable and hugged her foster-father.
 
   Sir Ector squeezed her tight. It made her shoulder wound protest, but Britt didn’t care. Hugging Sir Ector made her feel like a child again, and like everything would work out.
 
   Sir Ector finally released her and anxiously looked at her shoulder. “How’s your wound?”
 
   “Stiff, but manageable.”
 
   “We should have gutted Lancelot,” Sir Kay muttered.
 
   Britt laughed and threw her arms around a surprised Kay. “You’re a man after my own heart, Kay,” Britt said, happy and amused for the first time since her parting with Lancelot, Ywain, Griflet, and Bedivere.
 
   Sir Kay awkwardly patted her back. “I am glad you are safe, My Lord,” he said.
 
   “I would never dare to return to you in any state besides complete health. Or, mostly healthy I guess,” she said, stepping back to give Sir Kay some space.
 
   “We heard you meant to go to London. What good fortune brought you back to us?” Sir Ector asked.
 
   “Kind people. I met a nice shepherd in a little village on Baron Marhaus’ lands,” Britt said.
 
   Sir Ector seemed to suddenly have a great fascination with the ceiling. “Oh?” he politely asked.
 
   “Father has traveled there a number of times in the past year or so. Baron Marhaus is a personal friend of yours, is he not?” Sir Kay said, turning to look at his father.
 
   “I’ve been there a time or two,” Sir Ector said.
 
   His cagey reply made both Britt and Kay frown.
 
   Britt was about to press the matter further when her thoughts were interrupted.
 
   “Britt.”
 
   She looked past Ector and Kay to see Merlin standing at the stable entrance.
 
   “Ah,” Sir Ector said, casting a glance over his shoulder before grabbing his much taller son. “Come along, Kay.”
 
   “I’m not leaving.”
 
   “Yes, you are. Come along,” Sir Ector said, yanking Kay out of the stable.
 
   Kay suspiciously eyed Merlin but followed his father into the stable yard.
 
   Britt wished they hadn’t left. She would now be forced to tell Merlin about her failure alone. They were silent for a minute. Britt stared at Merlin’s brown boots—a copy cat pair of her own boots she had personally designed and badgered a cobbler into making for her. Merlin, however, stared at her without embarrassment.
 
   When Britt could stand it no longer, she finally spoke. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For?”
 
   “For ruining your plans. They found me out. I tried to stop them, but I passed out. I know—”
 
   “Britt,” Merlin said, interrupting her stream of apologies. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Well, yeah. Lancelot was the one who stabbed me. But I shouldn’t have—”
 
   “Britt. It’s not your fault,” Merlin repeated.
 
   With those few words, the careful control Britt had built up fell in shambles. Britt bit her lip to keep from crying and reached out—steadying herself on a stall door. Her shoulders shook, but she held it in…until Merlin pulled her flush against his chest.
 
   “You did well, lass,” Merlin whispered.
 
   The awkwardness of the past year was peeled away, and it was like coming home again.
 
   In spite of the somewhat public setting, Merlin embraced Britt—who was trying to keep from bawling her eyes out.
 
   Merlin held her until the tsunami of emotions passed, leaving Britt bone-weary, but more controlled.
 
   “You have to speak to them,” Merlin said.
 
   “I know. But can I?” Britt asked.
 
   “I have absolute faith in you, lass.”
 
   “No, I mean…can I? Hasn’t all of this ruined your plans and visions for the future?” Britt asked, pulling back from Merlin so she could look him in the eye.
 
   “If you succeed, this incident will only make your relationship with them stronger,” Merlin said.
 
   “Perhaps, but it is more likely to fail than succeed, in which case we lose everything,” Britt practically pointed out.
 
   “It’s a risk I’m willing to run,” Merlin said.
 
   “How many know?”
 
   “Most of your inner circle. The knights Leodegrance sent with the Round Table are unaware, but the rest of your old court knows. The only ones that don’t are those out adventuring, but most of them have returned over the past few days.”
 
   “Who is the angriest?” Britt asked.
 
   “Ywain, still. He’s a hothead—he’ll have to learn to control his passion someday,” Merlin said.
 
   “What about Gawain?”
 
   “It appears that he took it in stride—I would ask him about that if I were you. King Pellinore is…not pleased. But he’s not angry.”
 
   “And Bedivere?”
 
   Merlin sighed. “I won’t lie to you, lass. He walks around as if he’s lost his soul. He took it the worst—even more than Ywain.”
 
   Britt wearily rubbed her eyes. “I thought as much. And has Lancelot been busy hissing in everyone’s ears?”
 
   “He’s quiet—unnaturally so for him. It’s been reported that he hasn’t told a story about his past exploits since they returned to Camelot after parting with you.”
 
   “He worries me,” Britt said.
 
   “Still?” Merlin groaned.
 
   “He stabbed me! I think I have a right to be leery.”
 
   “You made him mad. What did you expect?”
 
   “An ounce of chivalry, maybe? I swear I will give my knights a painfully detailed lesson about sportsmanship if we make it through this. Stabbing me after the match was over—what a jerk!” Britt grumbled.
 
   “He should have his ears boxed,” Merlin admitted. “But at another time. You need to prepare to speak to your men. When they find out you’ve returned, I’m sure their reaction will not be to mewl like hungry kittens.”
 
   “How much time do you think I have?” Britt asked.
 
   “Not long. The guards were already singing of your arrival. If we hurry, we can hustle up to my study and help prepare you for what you’ll face,” Merlin said. “I’m sure you would like some refreshments?”
 
   “That would be nice,” Britt said, slapping dust from her clothes. “I think my shoulder needs to be rebadged. Where is Cavall?”
 
   “He’s been staying with Sir Ector. We’ll have a squad of guards wait in the hallways while you talk—lest your knights act…unseemly.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” Britt said.
 
   “I hope it won’t be necessary,” Merlin said. “There’s no telling—”
 
   “My Lord,” a stiff voice said.
 
   Merlin and Britt whirled to face the front of the stable, where Sir Ywain stood with Sir Griflet and a cheerful Sir Tor.
 
   “We request your presence at the Round Table, My Lord,” Sir Tor said, his smile was as good natured and genuine as ever.
 
   “Immediately,” Sir Griflet said with a bone-weary sigh.
 
   “She just returned,” Merlin said, tilting his head and half smiling. “Couldn’t you let her enjoy some refreshments and have her shoulder dressed again?”
 
   “We will not give her the time you need to tell her what she should say to us. We will see her. Now,” Sir Ywain said.
 
   This is too soon. I’m not ready! Britt thought, her heart beating in her chest like a throbbing drum.
 
   “Very well,” Merlin said. He shrugged as if this change in plans was nothing to be bothered with. “I assume you do not mean to allow me to accompany her?”
 
   “That is correct,” Ywain said, his voice icy.
 
   “In that case, good luck. I have confidence in you,” Merlin said, smiling at Britt.
 
   Panicked, Britt took in his expression, searching for hidden hints and clues. To her surprise, the wizard turned on his heels and left the stable.
 
   Britt watched him go as her heart sank into her gut.
 
   “If you’ll come with us, My Lord,” Sir Tor said, leading the way from the stables. Britt had no choice but to follow.
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   Britt was led all the way to the hall where the Round Table was located. They had stopped only at Britt’s room so she could change into a clean tunic. When she entered the hall, the chambers were eerily silent. Everyone was seated, watching her with dubious looks—or narrowed eyes.
 
   Britt was led all the way to the space where her usual seat was—although the chair was pulled back, far away from the table. Excalibur lay across the seat, and Britt longed to reclaim it. Her side felt bare without the magic sword strapped to her side. She wasn’t given the chance to grab it, though. Sir Tor neatly maneuvered her so she stood in the blank space—visible to everyone gathered around the table.
 
   Sir Kay and Sir Ector were there—as were the rest of Merlin’s minions. Britt had no doubt Merlin was listening in somehow. The thought made her square her shoulders and raise her chin.
 
   This is my one shot, Britt thought. If I ruin it, it’s over. If there was ever a time I needed to speak well, this is it.
 
   When Sir Tor sat down, the knights turned their gaze to King Pellinore.
 
   The older king leaned back in his chair, his eyes fixed on Britt. After several long moments of silence, he gestured with his hand. “Explain yourself.”
 
   Britt looked down at her hands. How do I begin? How do I assure them that I’m still me?
 
   “My name is Britt Arthurs,” she began. “I am a foreigner. I come from a different place—a different world. I was summoned here by the sword in the stone—which judged me to be the kind of person needed to rule Britain. And I resented that.”
 
   Whatever her knights were expecting, this wasn’t it. Britt watched them exchange glances and shift in their chairs.
 
   “I longed for the family and friends I left behind, and I wanted to leave this place so badly it hurt. But I couldn’t. No one has the magic needed to send me back. So, Merlin popped me on his throne as his puppet king. I intended to sit there like a lump and do nothing—mourning my lost life for the rest of time—but something happened.”
 
   Britt waited until all of the knights looked up at her. “I met you,” she said, her gaze sweeping the circle so she could meet their eyes. “I met knights who were good and just, and I fell in love with Camelot. You put your trust and faith in me, and together we were able to mold Britain. There are fewer recreant knights now than ever before. We have stopped the petty wars that used to devour time, resources, and precious lives. You ride forth and right wrongs, helping the weak and the oppressed.”
 
   “You will not sway us with your speeches this time, My Lord,” a knight warned. “No matter how you flatter us, we will not fall for your schemes.”
 
   “What schemes?” Britt asked. “What have I made you do that you are morally opposed to? I have pushed you hard, yes. I have asked for your best and demanded much of you…but for purposes and for things you believe in.”
 
   “Lies!” Ywain shouted, standing up so fast he sent his chair flying. “Nothing but drabble falls from your lips.”
 
   Sir Kay put a hand to his sword, and Sir Ector said “What?” and tried to roll to his feet. Both he and Kay froze when Britt signaled for them to remain still.
 
   Time to play rough, Britt grimly thought as she gathered all her courage.
 
   “You speak lies and manipulate us to accomplish your own goals!” Ywain spat.
 
   “How can I lie and manipulate when the only thing I have ever done is accomplished what I promised!” Britt shouted, her voice was loud like thunder in the hall. “When I met you, Ywain, I told you I dreamed of a place where my knights could be equals, and here we stand,” Britt said, slapping her open hand on her table with a crack. “I have said since I was crowned that I wanted Camelot to be known for its justice—not for military strength and campaigns. How did I lie, exactly? Give me one example!” Britt demanded.
 
   “You cannot be angry,” Ywain said, his voice rising in volume. “You were the one who proved to be a traitor—”
 
   “NOT TELLING YOU MY GENDER DOES NOT MAKE ME A TRAITOR!” Britt roared.
 
   Some knights leaned back in their chairs, recognizing the rage and anger Britt faced them with, as the temper she had briefly shown against King Urien in the battle for her throne.
 
   The dragon king was enraged.
 
   “I was upfront with everything I wanted to accomplish! I haven’t made any of you follow me. You chose it because you wanted the same things I did. Guess what—we accomplished them! I won’t let you color them as the acts of a traitor because you’re too prideful to admit you can’t believe it took A WOMAN to get these things done!” Britt shouted, her voice ringing in the hall.
 
   The silence was suffocating. After several heart beats, Britt added—in a more controlled but still angry voice, “I am sorry I had to lie to you. It was wrong, I know. But if I had even hoped that you would listen to me, knowing who I was, I would have told you!”
 
   “So, it is true. You didn’t tell us because you didn’t trust us,” Sir Bedivere said. His voice was heavy with heartbreak as he stared at Britt. “You hid from us and never felt the way we felt about you.”
 
   Britt was silent. She leaned forward and placed both of her palms on the table, as if drawing strength from it. “I didn’t tell you because I was afraid. I didn’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You didn’t trust us to stand with you,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “Yes,” Britt said. 
 
   Sir Bedivere lowered his gaze.
 
   “So now you want us to stand with you, even when you didn’t believe in us?” Griflet asked. His voice quavered twice.
 
   “Do you really think I don’t believe in you, Griflet?” Britt asked, her voice soft. She stared at the young knight, trying to push every ounce of affection she had into her eyes. “Do you really think I don’t believe in your abilities, in your goodness?” she asked. She paused before addressing the Round Table. “I made a mistake because I was worried you would think that I’m not good enough. I have trusted you with my life and with my kingdom. In this one area I have held back, but no more.”
 
   Sir Ector made a noise of distress as Britt stripped off her jerkin so she stood before her knights in a blue tunic that set off her eyes.
 
   What made the men stare at her—as if she had grown a second head—was that she had removed the extra underclothes that flattened her chest when she had visited her room to change. Her chest, wider hips, and more slender waist were made obvious by the tunic.
 
   Some of the knights averted their eyes; others stared at Britt with dropped jaws.
 
   “I regret my actions,” Britt said. “And if I had a choice, I’m not certain I would have it known that I am a female. Not because of you, but because of what will happen when all of Britain finds out. I apologize, and I recognize I have wronged you. So, I will step down from the throne.”
 
   “What!” Sir Percival said, his face turning pale.
 
   “My Lord, you can’t!” Agravain—who stood behind Gawain’s chair—shouted.
 
   Britt sadly smiled. “But I must. I don’t deserve your loyalty, and I can’t ask for it. Camelot is great not just because of me but because of its knights. So, I leave Camelot, its court, and Excalibur for the one whom you believe to be worthy,” Britt said. She unstrapped Excalibur’s scabbard from her side, walked the few paces to what used to be her chair, and set it next to the sword.
 
   When she turned around to face the shocked knights, she bowed. “Thank you for hearing out my apology,” she said before turning to go to the doors.
 
   She walked quickly—she didn’t want to hear the discussion that was about to take place, and she could feel that a corner of her wound was starting to bleed now that she lacked the magic-infused scabbard.
 
   Whispers raced around the table, and Britt heard one chair push back before someone ran to catch up with her.
 
   A hand caught her by the elbow and stopped her. “My Lord.”
 
   When Britt turned around, she was shocked—and slightly appalled—to find herself face-to-face with Lancelot of all people.
 
   The handsome, coal-haired knight thoughtfully studied her. He had an odd expression fixed on his face—as if Britt was a puzzle he had nearly worked through, only to discover the picture was facing the wrong direction.
 
   His look made Britt more uneasy than when had he stabbed her at Sir Damas’ lands.
 
   “If I may have a moment more of your time, My Lord,” Lancelot finally said. He gave her a warm smile that lit up the depths of his green eyes.
 
   Britt allowed him to pull her back to the Round Table but suspiciously eyed him as they walked.
 
   When they reached the table, Lancelot waited until the knights quieted down to speak. “I know you all love King Arthur. I knew that the day I entered these courts, and I knew that even during our recent uproar. This woman—” Lancelot said, directing Britt so she stood slightly in front of him, “is the king you adore. She is still the king for whom you would put down your lives, and she is the king who has made Camelot a place of greatness. Do not allow your pride—or your pain—to set her aside. If you do that, our king will be justified in her fears, for we will have proved to her that we are temporary, unfaithful men. Think not of your pain, but hers. Look at her. Remember her. Remember the things she has said to you, remember the things she has done. She has shed sweat and blood for you, just as you have for her. Do not forsake her now.”
 
   Britt was struck dumb by Lancelot’s kind words on her behalf, but her heart leaped when Gawain stood.
 
   “I will always stand with you, My Lord,” he said.
 
   “As do I,” Agravain was quick to add.
 
   “It doesn’t seem right,” King Pellinore said as he rolled to his feet. “But you’re an excellent King, Arthur. No matter what you are. I’ll stand with you, too.”
 
   “Of course I stand with my girl,” Sir Ector rumbled as he and Kay stood.
 
   “So do we,” Sir Lionel and Sir Bors said.
 
   “My Lord has rescued us in the past,” Sir Bedivere said, drawing Britt’s attention. Hurt still echoed in his eyes, but the knight raised his shoulders and chin. “You are the same king to whom I swore allegiance. I will continue to serve you, no matter how long it takes me to earn your trust.”
 
   Griflet stood as well, with a number of other knights. He nudged Ywain, but the outspoken knight was staring at Britt. 
 
   “Tell me one thing, My Lord,” Ywain said. “Was the Round Table your idea or Merlin's?”
 
   “Mine,” Britt said.
 
   Ywain nodded rubbed his eyes. “Mother will thrash me when she learns how I acted,” he muttered before rocketing out of his chair. “Woman or not, king or queen, My Lord has set out what he promised to long ago. I will stand with you, My Lord. Just…please don’t wear dresses,” Ywain winced.
 
   Britt outright laughed at Ywain’s statement, and the rest of the knights stood as well. The hall was a flood of noise as the knights tried to sort out what to call her.
 
   “Hail, King…Queen Arthur?”
 
   “Er…My Lady?”
 
   “Empress…what was her name again?”
 
   “Why did she have two names?”
 
   “Someone ought to tell Guinevere.”
 
   The doors slammed open, and Merlin strode inside. “Congratulations, knights of the Round Table—men of Camelot. You have made an excellent decision, for none can rule as Britt Arthurs does,” Merlin said.
 
   “Hail, King Britt!”
 
   “Lady Arthurs?”
 
   “Queen Arthurs?”
 
   Britt started to sag with the relief that flooded her system. They would still have her. Her knights weren’t lost. Camelot wasn’t lost. They would get past this.
 
   “Hold this,” Merlin said, shoving Excalibur—after he sheathed it in its scabbard—into her hands. “It would be a silly thing if you passed out from blood loss with your sword so close at hand.”
 
   “Thank you, Merlin,” Britt smiled.
 
   “Thank yourself, lass. You were the one who won them back.”
 
   “No, thank you for bringing me here.”
 
   Merlin gave her a look of surprise before he smiled. “Aye. T’was a blessed day when you came to us,” he said before turning to address the table. “Now that you have reaffirmed your loyalty, there are decisions to be made.”
 
   Merlin and the knights of the Round Table spent hours talking about Britt’s position as king. They discussed everything from what to call her to how far they should spread the news of her gender. Britt was there for only a portion. She was shooed out when the meeting was halfway over and Pellinore happened to see a spot of blood that had dripped through the bandages from the brief time she didn’t hold Excalibur.
 
   “You’re still to be King Arthur—though I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them called you Britt in private. Sir Kay is already skulking around, looking at everyone with suspicion. This is his worst nightmare realized—men knowing who you really are,” Merlin said, his hands folded across his chest as he sat in his study with Britt.
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would. Anyway, they’ve decided to keep this news confidential, for now. It won’t spread any farther than the men you just addressed, and they decided that in order for a knight to be informed, he has to prove himself first.”
 
   “It sounds to me like they’re making my identity a sort of…order. Like the Order of the Round Table,” Britt said.
 
   “That sounds fairly accurate,” Merlin said. “Anyway, it’s done. Ywain is now hounding Lancelot for injuring you in the first place, and Griflet is back to mooning over his Lady Blancheflor. Many of the knights are now eyeing Guinevere in interest, since she’s obviously not meant to be your intended. All has ended well, for now.”
 
   “Not quite,” Britt said. “There’s one more thing I would like to do before we put this behind us.”
 
   Merlin frowned. “What?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Quarrels Addressed
 
    
 
   When Britt—with her company of forty knights and forty or so guards and soldiers—rode up to Sir Damas’ castle, the scholarly knight and Lady Vivenne practically flew from the castle to greet them.
 
   “M-my Lord,” Sir Damas babbled, taking in the flags and standards that flapped in the breeze—they were all decorated with red dragons. “What brings you h-here?”
 
   Britt—dressed in a full suit of armor, the fancy stuff with the red dragons etched into the surface—turned Roen to look at the horizon. Ten soldiers headed by Sir Griflet, Sir Ywain, Sir Lancelot, and Sir Bedivere marched into sight, Sir Outzlake pushed in front of them.
 
   Britt waited until the sister and two brothers were standing together before she removed her helm. Lady Vivenne gasped; Sir Damas turned pale and grasped his throat, and Sir Outzlake  looked curiously at both of them.
 
   “Sir Damas and Sir Outzlake. I come to you as your rightful king—Arthur of Camelot,” Britt said as the siblings hastily bowed. “I have seen with my own eyes your terrible behavior. You, Sir Damas, kidnap knights in hopes that they will fight for you. You, Sir Outzlake, spend most of your time challenging your brother and the will your father left instead of managing your own lands. In light of these short comings, I exercise my right as monarch, and I remove the title of knight from both of you and claim your lands and all that you own. Due to your disregard and poor actions, your homes now belong to me.”
 
   Britt pinned the two brothers down with narrowed eyes. Sir Damas shook in his shoes, and Sir Outzlake looked hardly any better. “I will appoint a ruler to your lands, as is my right. I choose—as the ruler and owner of both your properties—Lady Vivenne.”
 
   Lady Vivenne yelped. “What!” as she stared at Britt.
 
   “But—” Sir Outzlake started.
 
   “During my interactions, Lady Vivenne displayed a greater concern for your lands and people than either of you. As such, I make her the heir of the holdings and give her the title of Lady and owner. As Lady Vivenne is not yet of age, you two—Damas and Outzlake—will share custody of her and serve as advisors until she is. If I hear that you have attempted to force your will upon her, I will see to it that you are permanently exiled from Britain. I am giving you this chance to prove yourselves. Should you become useful, I will restore your titles to you. Until then, I suggest you learn to work together,” Britt said.
 
   “Y-yes, My Lord,” Damas sputtered, relief and irritation pinching his face.
 
   “Yes, My Lord,” Sir Outzlake squeaked with a scowl.
 
   Britt turned her gaze to the shell-shocked Vivenne. “I suggest you empty the dungeons of kidnapped knights, Lady Vivenne.”
 
   “Of course, My Lord,” Lady Vivenne said.
 
   Britt smiled, significantly softening the moment. “I have great confidence in you, Vivenne. I’m certain you can handle this. Good luck. If you need anything and your brothers prove to be useless, send word.”
 
   “If you’ll pardon me, My Lord, but why?” Lady Vivenne said.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why bother yourself with this—why give me the lands? I’m nobody,” Lady Vivenne said.
 
   Britt smiled. The setting sun made her gold hair shine and all her knights—also dressed in full armor—dazzle and glint. “It has been my experience, Lady Vivenne, that it’s often the nobodies who become the greatest somebodies,” she said. Roen snorted and reared, impatiently rising up on his back legs.
 
   Britt kept her seat and spun the big destrier to face her company. “We return to Camelot. Move out!” she shouted.
 
   The knights and soldiers shouted, and as they returned in the direction from which they had come—armor glinting, horse tack jingling, and the flags still flapping—Lady Vivenne could only shake her head.
 
   “Hail, King Arthur,” she whispered. “Long live the King.”
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   “So, Gawain, do I have your mother to thank for your calm reaction to my…identity,” Britt asked as she rode next to the young knight the following morning on the ride back to Camelot.
 
   “What do you mean, My Lord?”
 
   “You didn’t seem much shaken with my reveal. I assumed it was because of your mother that you knew women could be good rulers,” Britt said.
 
   “Oh. While it is true that my mother has taught me that women can be as…competent as men, that’s not why I reacted calmly.”
 
   “Then why?”
 
   “Because I already knew you were a woman.”
 
   “You what?” Britt yelped. Roen tossed his head, sensing her heightened emotions. “You knew?”
 
   “Mother told me,” Sir Gawain nodded.
 
   “You knew this whole time?” Britt said, a hint of an accusation lining her voice.
 
   “Yes,” Sir Gawain said.
 
   Britt groaned.
 
   “Is that bad?” Sir Gawain asked.
 
   “No, but my life would have been easier if I knew you knew,” Britt grumbled, thinking of all the times she could have been more open with the eldest Orkney prince.
 
   “I did my best to help you,” Gawain said.
 
   “That’s why you always offer to help me with my armor,” Britt realized. “I just thought it was sheer luck that you helped me put on my armor without making any observations.”
 
   Sir Gawain bowed his head in acknowledgement.
 
   Britt was silent for a few minutes—contemplating Gawain’s actions as Roen’s smooth gait rocked her in the saddle. “Thank you,” she finally said. “I appreciate what you did for me.”
 
   “It was, and continues to be, my pleasure, My Lord,” Gawain said.
 
   “My Lord, could you spare a moment of your time?” Sir Bedivere asked, holding back his charger for a moment so he could fall in line with Britt.
 
   Sir Gawain nodded to the older knight and nudged his horse forward, trotting to catch up with Sir Percival and Agravain.
 
   “Of course, Sir Bedivere,” Britt said after a moment’s hesitation.
 
   “There are a few small matters at Camelot that must be addressed,” Sir Bedivere said, launching into the topic. He didn’t look at Britt as he spoke.
 
   “Do you think, Sir Bedivere, that you’ll ever be able to forgive me?” Britt asked.
 
   Sir Bedivere blinked. “My Lord?”
 
   “My deception. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry, and I regret it more than you realize,” Britt said with a sad smile.
 
   Sir Bedivere finally looked at Britt. “It is not a matter of forgiveness, My Lord. I remain your faithful subject.”
 
   “I know. But I miss our camaraderie,” Britt said. “And it’s not just you. I can see the consequences of being female already. My knights don’t approach me like they used to.”
 
   “With time, we will adjust, My Lord,” Sir Bedivere said. “If I might venture to say, for many of the younger knights, it must be somewhat awkward to be told the man you wanted to emulate is actually a woman.”
 
   Britt laughed. “I didn’t think of it that way.”
 
   “Once your knights see that you are still the same king we’ve always had, they will settle in,” Sir Bedivere said.
 
   “Will we settle in, too, Sir Bedivere?” Britt asked.
 
   “I should hope so, My Lord,” Sir Bedivere said, giving Britt a small but warm smile.
 
   Britt returned the smile, some of her tension easing. She had always counted on Sir Bedivere—whether it be to take her side against Merlin or to be a voice of reason for the younger knights. She was afraid she was going to lose that—even if he stayed loyal to her. Her heart lifted with joy because maybe everything was going to be okay.
 
   “My Lord!”
 
   Britt almost fell off Roen when Sir Griflet came crashing through the procession.
 
   “My Lord!” Sir Griflet repeated, his eyes wide as he stared at Britt. “I have prayed, and God has answered me!” he said, his horse prancing in place.
 
   Britt exchanged looks with Sir Bedivere. “And how did he answer you?” Britt asked.
 
   Sir Griflet stabbed a finger in Britt’s direction. “With you, My Lord.”
 
   “…What?”
 
   Seconds later, Ywain also came crashing through the procession. “Griflet! You can’t just—don’t!” he hissed.
 
   “Don’t what?” Britt asked.
 
   “You, My Lord, are my answer to all my prayers. Because you are a female,” Griflet said, brandishing his finger in the air as if this was a new revelation.
 
   Britt and Sir Bedivere stared at the self-awed Griflet.
 
   “Ignore him, My Lord. He is sick in the head. Griflet, come,” Sir Ywain hissed.
 
   “No! This is a wonderful idea, even if you don’t think it is,” Griflet told his friend before turning to Britt. “My Lord, as you are a woman, could you cast your pearls of wisdom before me regarding the state of ambience and heart of the fairer sex?”
 
   “…What?” Britt repeated, staring at the starry-eyed knight.
 
   Sir Ywain scowled. “He means he needs help with Lady Blancheflor, and he’s hoping that you will have a greater understanding of her heart than him because…well…you’re a girl.”
 
   “That is precisely what I said,” Griflet frowned.
 
   “Oh,” Britt said after a few moments of shocked silence. “I could try. But I’m terribly out of practice.”
 
   “You see, My Lord? Give them time,” Sir Bedivere murmured. He gave Britt another smile before falling back to ride with King Pellinore.
 
   Reinvigorated, Britt rolled her shoulders back. “So tell me, Sir Griflet, what are you doing to try and impress your fair lady?”
 
   “Mostly he writes her horrible poetry and sighs at her like an over-fed mongrel,” Sir Ywain said.
 
   “I beg your pardon—you take that back!” Sir Griflet said, puffing up like a cat.
 
   “It’s true, My Lord,” Sir Ywain said, finally looking at Britt. “I think Lady Blancheflor is starting to dread the sight of him. Last time she saw him, she ran away.”
 
   “She did not!”
 
   Britt smiled as she listened to the friends quarrel. There was still a slight hesitation for Ywain, but Sir Bedivere was right. She needed to let her knights adjust. Things likely would never be the same, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be better than it was before.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Over?
 
    
 
   “I’m so glad that’s over,” Britt said, falling back in her bed with a sigh.
 
   “Truly, My Lord, I think it has just begun,” Morgan le Fay said.
 
   Britt frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   “There will be plenty of new problems now that your knights know you to be a woman,” Nymue said, plopping down on the edge of Britt’s bed. She kicked off her thin slippers and joined Britt on her bed.
 
   “What problems?” Britt cautiously asked.
 
   “To begin with, you are a beautiful woman who spends most of her time surrounded by men whose current goal is to find a lady to whom they can pledge themselves,” Morgan said.
 
   Britt laughed. “Is that all? I don’t think there will be any troubles there. I have to be five years older than most of my knights.”
 
   “Don’t be so quick to brush it off,” Morgan warned.
 
   “Indeed. I bet that foster-brother of yours will soon run himself into exhaustion with worry,” Nymue pertly said.
 
   “Kay worries over all kinds of things,” Britt argued.
 
   “Perhaps, but one of his fears has certainly become more pressing,” Morgan said.
 
   “What?” Britt asked.
 
   “Lancelot,” Nymue said.
 
   Britt shifted uncomfortably. “Merlin doesn’t think he’ll be a problem.”
 
   “As I recall, you thought differently. Did his little speech on your behalf change your mind?” Nymue asked.
 
   “No,” Britt shook her head. “He feels…”
 
   “Deep,” Morgan said.
 
   “Exactly,” Britt said.
 
   “Lancelot is a fathomless character. One can never get a full measure of him,” Morgan said.
 
   “What Morgan le Fay is being too sweet to say is that Lancelot might ruin you yet,” Nymue said, “because you’ve gone from a threat to overshadow his greatness to a possible target.”
 
   Nymue’s words struck Britt like a truck. “So, that’s a possible complication from being revealed as a girl,” Britt sighed.
 
   “He is ruthless,” Morgan said.
 
   “I haven’t seen that yet. It’s there, but he keeps it leashed most of the time. Except when he stabs people,” Britt scowled.
 
   “It doesn’t mean it isn’t there,” Morgan said.
 
   “Mark my words: he’ll stir up more trouble—just a different sort now that he knows who you are.”
 
   “He’ll have to tangle with Kay,” Britt said, brightening at the thought.
 
   “And Merlin,” Morgan added.
 
   “What? Merlin won’t care,” Britt said, laughing at the idea.
 
   “I disagree. Merlin will care very much,” Morgan said.
 
   “No way. Now that my core group of knights knows, he’s floating around without a care in the world. He won’t give a rip if Lancelot tries seducing me,” Britt said.
 
   Nymue and Morgan exchanged looks.
 
   “Anyway, besides that, things should quiet down. Finally! I’ll have to do something about Guinevere, but that’s easy compared to everything else. This is a load off my shoulders; I feel amazing!”
 
   “I’m glad, for your sake,” Morgan said.
 
   “Now you can only hope that no new problems show up at your gatehouse,” Nymue said.
 
   Britt snorted. “Who else is left? No one. I’m safe! I’m going to enjoy this summer. Maybe we’ll even throw one of those tournament things.”
 
   “That would be fun,” Nymue said, clasping her hands together. “I’ve always wanted to see someone toss Lancelot from his horse. I have heard both Sir Bodwain and Sir Kay can best him.”
 
   “It’s true,” Britt grinned. “It’s a sight I never grow tired of.”
 
   “I imagine so!”
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   As Britt spoke with Morgan and Nymue, a knight mounted on a coal black charger rode up to the gatehouse of Camelot.
 
   “Who goes there?” a guard shouted down to the man.
 
   “I am a knight, seeking to join King Arthur’s court,” the knight said.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Mordred.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Characters
 
    
 
   Adelind: Wife of King Pellinore—Queen of Anglesey
 
    
 
   Agravain: the second son of King Lot and Queen Morgause of Orkney. 
 
    
 
   Ban: One of two kings who marched with Britt against Lot and his allies. He is from France, is well groomed, and is said to have a son who is an impressive knight.
 
    
 
   Bedivere: A knight Britt met in London when she was crowned King. Britt chose him as her marshal on an impulse, without any input from Merlin. Bedivere is the only knight in Britt’s close circle who does not know she is a girl.
 
    
 
   Bodwain: Britt’s constable and one of Merlin’s Minions.
 
    
 
   Bors: One of two kings who marched with Britt against Lot and his allies. He is from France, although he appears to be half bear. His two sons are said to be gallivanting around with King Ban’s son.
 
    
 
   Ector: the man who was selected to be Arthur’s foster father. He has taken a similar role in Britt’s life.
 
    
 
   Gaheris: The third son of King Lot and Queen Morgause of Orkney. 
 
    
 
   Gareth: The youngest son of King Lot and Queen Morgause of Orkney. 
 
    
 
   Gawain: The eldest son of King Lot and Queen Morgause of Orkney. 
 
    
 
   Griflet: A young, ignorant knight who is related to Sir Bedivere and is close friends with Ywain. 
 
    
 
   Guinevere: The daughter of King Leodegrance whom Britt dislikes thanks to modern King Arthur stories and legends.
 
    
 
   Igraine: Mother of the real Arthur. Uther Pendragon was her second husband.
 
    
 
   Kay: Britt’s seneschal and supposed foster brother. He takes Britt’s safety seriously and is often seen writing in a log book. 
 
    
 
   Lancelot: The only son of King Bors whom Britt despises thanks to modern King Arthur stories and legends.
 
    
 
   Leodegrance: King of Camelgrance, one of Britt’s first allies.
 
    
 
   Lot:  King of Orkney and Britt’s worst enemy. He rallied kings and knights and led them to battle before Britt and her allies overthrew him.
 
    
 
   Maleagant: A duke and friend of King Ryence.
 
    
 
   Merlin: Britt’s chief counselor who is also responsible for yanking Britt back through time. He openly uses Britt to accomplish his dream of uniting Britain.
 
    
 
   Morgause: Daughter of Igraine and Arthur’s half sister. She is married to King Lot of Orkney and has four sons: Gawain, Agravain, Gaheris, and Gareth.
 
    
 
   Morgan le Fay: daughter of Igraine, Arthur’s half sister and full sister to Queen Morgause and Queen Elaine. She is known to have magical powers.
 
    
 
   Nymue: The beautiful Lady of the Lake who “gave” Excalibur to Britt.
 
    
 
   Pellinore: A noble-looking king who attacked Britt with King Lot, King Urien, and King Ryence.
 
    
 
   Ryence: A cowardly king who attacked Britt with King Lot, King Urien, and King Pellinore.
 
    
 
   Tor: the son of a cowherd who is made a knight by Britt. He has a squire named Lem
 
    
 
   Ulfius: An older knight who once served Uther Pendragon and now serves Britt as her chamberlain. He is one of Merlin’s Minions.
 
    
 
   Urien: the brother-in-law of King Lot and a King in his own right, Urien fought with Lot, Pellinore, and Ryence against Britt but has since become Britt’s vassal because he believes she holds his son, Ywain, hostage in Camelot.
 
    
 
   Uther Pendragon: Considered to be one of the greatest kings of England. He is the real Arthur’s father and died some years ago—leaving all of his lands and money to Arthur.
 
    
 
   Ywain: The only offspring of King Urien. He swore loyalty to Britt after being captured by her men and has revered her ever since. Morgause is his aunt.
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