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Of Chivalry and Revenge
Morgana had always known this day would come. Arthur would never be content to let her live out her exile in peace. To be fair, Morgana thought peace was overrated anyway. 
“Merlin? Merlin!”
She had expected more than just Lancelot though. She had expected the whole army. 
“I’m afraid Merlin isn’t here, Lance. Just me.” Morgana’s voice was rough and rasping, scratching her throat thanks to its disuse. Lancelot’s head whipped around, eyes widening at the sound. She lifted her hands, and with a short incantation, the illusion spell hiding her and Lake Ler from the rest of the world fell. 
Lancelot jerked on the reins of his horse, sending his steed stumbling back. A whinny ripped through the air as Morgana appeared out of nowhere before them. 
There were only two things Morgana could say she loved in this world. Herself and magic. What more did an exiled witch need?
She grinned as Lancelot huffed and looked down at her. He narrowed his eyes before shaking his head and looking around again. “Morgana, where is Merlin? Please. It’s urgent.”
“You haven’t heard?” Morgana forced her grin to grow even bigger. “Merlin’s dead. Has been for over a year now. If he were still here, he’d be hurt to learn he’s such an afterthought to Arthur. He had to settle for having me as his only mourner instead.”
Morgana had actually preferred it that way. Better that no one had seen her cry—especially not over Merlin of all people. Her jailer. Her teacher. The only person she’d had contact with for years. She had complex feelings about the man. She had complex feelings about everything. 
“Did you—” Lancelot shook his head. “No. Not even you are powerful enough to kill Merlin.”
“It really hurts that you have so little faith in me, Lance.” Morgana crossed her arms and put on a little pout. It was insulting that he doubted her abilities so much. If she had tried harder, she was certain she could have found a way to kill him. 
Lancelot’s expression shifted for a brief second, but before Morgana could figure out what he was searching for when his eyes were on her, he shook his head. “I don’t have time for this. If Merlin really is gone, then—” Lancelot’s voice cracked, and he looked up at the sky so Morgana could no longer see his full expression. 
From what she remembered, Lancelot wasn’t that attached to Merlin. This was about more than just grief over a distant acquaintance.
Lancelot took a deep breath, tapped his heels against his steed, and started to turn around. 
He was just going to leave? 
“Then what? What do you need Merlin for?” Morgana took a few steps after Lancelot before she could stop herself. 
It had been so long since she’d had someone to speak to, much less someone who wasn’t Merlin. She could still hear that wretched old man telling her all the things she did wrong. From things as minuscule as the pronunciation of her spells to the actions that had led to her exile. 
“I’ve already wasted enough time. Time Arthur doesn’t—” Lancelot shook his head, digging in his heels again. He lowered his voice, and Morgana suspected he wasn’t talking to her at all when he whispered, “This was a mistake. I should never have come.”
Morgana scowled. 
He looked over his shoulder and held her gaze. Had Lancelot always looked at people like they held the answers to all his unasked questions? Or had he developed this quality during her exile?
Then he lifted his voice, just a hair, so it was still barely audible despite the silence of their surroundings and said, “Goodbye, Morgana.”
Goodbye?
Lancelot took a deep breath, nodded, and tapped his heels against his steed’s side, apparently satisfied with his final words to her. 
Morgana did not find the farewell to be nearly so satisfying. And she wasn’t about to let him leave without telling her anything.
Morgana flicked her hand and whispered an incantation. A strong gust of wind rebuffed Lancelot, catching his steed off guard so Morgana could stride forward and grab the reins. She tightened her grip, keeping the horse still as she glared at the knight. “Arthur what? You came all this way for something, and it certainly wasn’t to give me the proper farewell you didn’t give me before. Use your words, Lance. I know you’ve got them even if all your compatriots had theirs knocked right out of your little metal helmets.”
Lancelot’s eyes flashed and his jaw clenched for just a moment before he let out a long sigh. “Arthur is dying.”
The reins fell from her grip.
“Since our last hope is apparently gone and I’ve wasted all this time trying to get here, I’d like to return to my friend and king’s side in time to say goodbye.”
No. This couldn’t be right. Arthur couldn’t die. 
Not by any hand that wasn’t hers. 
“Wait.” Morgana blinked and looked back up at Lancelot, who was breathing deeply but maintaining his composure. “What makes you think Merlin could have saved him?”
“He once said something about trying to cheat death. Arthur was stabbed by Excalibur, and since it’s enchanted and the blade—I don’t fully understand it—but we know the broken pieces are inside him, killing him. Guinevere and I hoped Merlin had some kind of spell or magic that could cheat death.” 
Oh. Of course. Only one person who could get Lancelot to abandon hid dying king and take off with nothing more than a hope of a miracle. 
Lancelot looked down at Morgana. Her breath caught in her chest as his warm brown eyes locked with her green ones, although they held no warmth in them for her. “But what do you care? You’re getting what you’ve always wanted.”
Morgana opened her mouth to respond, but instead, she tilted her head. A way to cheat death wasn’t possible—Merlin had discovered that the hard way. Merlin had always made grandiose promises, like his promise to “fix” Morgana and transform her from a homicidal danger to a normal witch. Merlin hadn’t succeeded in cheating death, but no one else needed to know that. 
Morgana had made a promise.
“Oh, no. I know that look. Whatever you’re thinking, stop it. Forget I ever showed up, and let me go back and allow Arthur die in peace.”
“Is that any way to talk to someone who might have the answer you came looking for?”
Arthur would die by her hand. 
* * *
Morgana couldn’t recall the last time she’d been so close to someone. 
Merlin had always kept her at a distance. She could hardly blame him, not after she’d snuck up on him in his sleep and tried to kill him the day after he’d taken her to the little stone keep at Lake Ler. Her spell creation at age fifteen had left a bit to be desired. 
Now Lancelot’s front was pressed to her back, and he had his arms wrapped around her as he pushed his steed as fast as the creature could go. 
Morgana’s magic was the only thing keeping the creature alive thanks to how hard they were pushing it. She’d gotten a lot better at magic since Merlin had taken her away to her place of exile. Despite Morgana’s complicated feelings about the man, she couldn’t deny he’d been an excellent teacher, and there’d been little else to do but magic.
Morgana’s dress was thick, its fabric dark green and black, with the brocade making it even stiffer. It was made from the remains of the dress she’d worn when she left Caerleon. Deliberately so, of course. A reminder. How fitting that she would return in repurposed scraps. The seams dug into her stomach due to the awkward angle she had been forced into. Her back and neck ached and her front nearly touched the saddle owing to the position of Lancelot’s body. The only thing that saved her was the potted plant she clutched as tightly as possible. 
Merlin’s miracle plant…
At least, that was what Lancelot believed. His breath brushed her forehead to the beat of the horse’s stride. 
After several days of travel, Morgana should have gotten used to it, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to the feel of another body so close to hers. She’d forgotten how warm people could be. She was on fire. 
“Come on, come on. We’re almost there,” Lancelot muttered. The horse had started lagging again. 
Morgana moved one hand off the plant pressed into her stomach and put it on the horse’s neck, whispering an incantation. The hum under her skin grew louder as power rushed through her blood, and the horse’s speed increased once again thanks to Morgana’s energy. 
The city of Caerleon, Agria’s capital, and at one point, Morgana’s home, fast approached. 
Thankfully, the men seemed to know exactly who was approaching and made no move to stop them from galloping through the open gate. As they went by, Morgana heard, “—lot, but who is—”
Then they were out of earshot again.
Morgana tilted her head, trying to look around the city she hadn’t seen for so long, but everything was moving too fast. Her heart hammered in her chest. In a matter of minutes, they’d be at the castle. She would see them all again for the first time in ten years. The other knights. The harpy. 
She’d face Arthur again. 
She tightened her grip on the little pot. This tiny plant was going to finish what she had started. She took a deep breath and focused her gaze ahead. Nothing else mattered but getting her revenge. Certainly not the way Lancelot’s hand found hers and squeezed it tightly. 
“We’re almost there,” he whispered. “There’s still time. You can do this.”
He wasn’t talking to the horse anymore. 
* * *
The castle was too caught up in Arthur’s current state to pay much attention to her or Lancelot as he led her through the halls. Those who did look their way saw Morgana first. They would stare at her for a moment, and Morgana always met their gaze, waiting for the moment they realized why they knew her face.
The terror in their eyes made her stand even taller. 
But when they saw Lancelot at her side, his hand on the hilt of his sword, they always relaxed, which was unnerving. They had apparently forgotten exactly what she was if they thought she could be contained by a man with an overgrown needle. 
The stone walls seemed to stretch on for an eternity, but Morgana knew them well. Things had not changed that much. 
Her steps slowed as she crossed the last step onto the floor of the royal wing. It was immediately obvious which door was Arthur’s, even without the three knights standing outside. He had always been so proud of creating his coat of arms; of course he’d had it etched onto his door. 
Before Morgana could admire it further, the three knights caught sight of her. They drew their swords.
How quaint; they thought they could stop her.
“It’s the witch,” one whispered, eyes wide. He had a young face. Morgana didn’t recognize him, he was likely an addition after her banishment. 
“Morgana,” Gawain hissed, “of course you would come to gloat.”
“You should have thought twice about showing your face around here again. We will defend Arthur to his last breath.” Percival lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes. 
Morgana tilted her head and grinned. “You’re not very good at it if he got an enchanted sword in his stomach.” 
Gawain drew his blade.
Morgana’s grin widened. 
Power rushed through her veins, an incantation was on her lips. 
“Stand down, all of you. She’s with me,” Lancelot said, stepping around Morgana and finally catching the attention of his fellow tin-headed brethren. He shot her a sharp look, but she gave him as innocent a look as someone who tried to kill the king could be capable of. 
“Have you lost your mind? Has she bewitched you?” Percival didn’t take his eyes off Morgana. At least he had a little bit of sense, if not much. If she chose to move, there wasn’t a thing he could do to stop her, but it was wise to keep an eye on her regardless. 
“She’s here to help. Merlin’s gone, but she knows how to save Arthur. She’s our only hope now.”
“She’s lying, Lancelot. That’s what she does. She hates Arthur! She’s just here to enjoy his death! And maybe take some of us with him!” Gawain didn’t put his sword away.
How well they knew her. 
They weren’t like Lancelot. His nobility and desire to believe the best of people would be his downfall—and Arthur’s downfall. 
“We can stand here arguing and let Arthur die or you can let me through. But if I don’t go in there, Arthur dies. What do you have to lose?” Morgana took a step forward, relishing the way the three knights stepped back. Lancelot was unmoved. 
“Let us through, please. You don’t have to trust her”—Lancelot stepped toward the door—“you just need you to trust me.”
The three knights glanced at each other, at Lancelot, then back at each other before moving away from the door. 
Lancelot had always been Morgana’s favorite for a reason. And everyone else’s. He opened the door, holding it for her. Always chivalrous, even to witches. 
She kept her grip on the little plant as she lifted her head and swept past the knights, trying not to look too delighted at not having to even lift a finger to best them. 
Of course her victory was short lived as she stepped into the room to see the harpy sobbing as she clutched the hand of the man in the bed. The harpy’s other hand was on her stomach. Her auburn hair was a mess, falling from the elaborate updo that had taken at least three handmaids to create, and her face was red, swollen and splotchy, with obvious tear tracks. Guinevere was many things, beautiful being the attribute that usually came first on the list, but she was not a pretty crier. 
On the bed was Arthur. 
Morgana had never seen him appear so… human. Even ten years before, he’d always been a little larger than life. She remembered him as an endless source of energy and strength. No one could keep up with him. No matter how much he sparred with the knights or faced down monsters threatening their kingdom, he never received so much as a scratch. Nothing could truly hurt him. When her attempt to kill him failed, she’d started to believe that there was something more than mortal about him.
But now… He was pale, practically transparent, sweat dripping down his brow. His breathing was short and labored as he slept. The covers of his bed rested at his waist, exposing his chest and the bandages wrapped around his torso, but even with the wound covered, it was clear how serious it was. It was frankly a miracle and a testament to his strength that he had not already succumbed to it. 
Morgana could feel the magic in the wound. It was powerful. 
“Lancelot! I thought I heard your voice! Oh, thank the stars you’re back!”
Morgana instantly winced at the shrill sound of Guinevere’s voice, the harpy instantly abandoning her husband’s side to throw herself into Lancelot’s arms. Morgana stayed by the door, watching Lancelot catch Guinevere and return the hug with a speed that could only be instinctive. His arms wrapped around the petite woman, and Morgana could see the muscles in his arms flex as he crushed her in his grip while she buried her head in his chest. 
Why had Lancelot bothered to look for help at all? It was clear he had the most to gain from Arthur’s death. 
Lancelot closed his eyes for a moment, running a hand across Guinevere’s back. 
Really? Right in front of Arthur as he lay dying?
If Morgana had any actual loyalty to her half-brother, she’d be offended on his behalf. His own wife and his dearest friend couldn’t even muster up enough loyalty to wait until he was properly dead. 
She couldn’t help but feel something watching their intimate display. The sight brought with it a revelation; she wasn’t sure why it should matter, only that it did. Even though Lancelot had been wrapped around her in a similar way as they’d rushed back to Caerleon, it would never be the way he held Guinevere. 
So Morgana cleared her throat and said, “Shall I get started then while you two make a mockery of Arthur’s marriage?”
Lancelot immediately let go of Guinevere and pulled back, eyes widening as he stared at Morgana, like he’d forgotten she was even there. 
“Morgana,” Guinevere hissed in the same way as Gawain had, but more grating. She stepped back, reaching for Lancelot. “What—”
“I brought her, Guinevere.” He immediately caught her hand, putting the other on her shoulder, steadying the harpy. Lancelot looked over Guinevere’s shoulder and into Morgana’s eyes. “She’s here to help.”
“Help? Help herself! This is Morgana! Lancelot, how could you? After what she did—” Guinevere turned on her heel, her eyes watering again as she interrupted Lancelot’s pointed stare. 
As much as Morgana would love to watch that argument, if she was going to actually get the satisfaction of being the one responsible for Arthur’s demise, she needed to get a move on before the chance slipped by. 
Morgana took a seat on the edge of the bed, setting her little plant on the nightstand. 
“Hello, little brother,” Morgana whispered. “It’s been a long time.”
It had been. Arthur had grown up. She remembered him as a brash, reckless thing, far too young to be a king, unfit to rule, and ill-equipped to protect their kingdom and people from the vast threats that surrounded them. But even dying, it was clear to see the years had been kind and horrible to him in equal measures, maturing him a great deal. 
“…the plant, it’s Merlin’s. He called it the Mirai plant. It’s supposed to be able to heal magical diseases and wounds…” Lancelot’s voice filtered through the background behind them. 
He’d bought her lie hook, line, and sinker. 
To be fair, Merlin had been trying to create a plant like that. As far as Morgana had discovered, snooping through his things after his demise, he’d never succeeded. But Merlin had tried to do lots of things with plants, including create one that would cause an intense, agonizing death. 
Morgana was one of the unfortunate few who had discovered the wizard’s macabre interests. 
“Gana…” Arthur opened his eyes. They were hazy, but somehow they managed to land on her.
She waited for his fear, for his anger, for him to tell them to get the witch away. Instead, he smiled. Arthur smiled at her.
“You came,” he rasped. 
He was…
“I…” Morgana paused. 
“I’m glad you came, Gana.” Arthur’s hand twitched and fumbled across the sheets reaching for hers. His eyes, despite their haze, had an intensity in them Morgana couldn’t comprehend. “I can’t tell you what it means to me that you’re here, that you cared enough to come say your goodbyes.”
He was happy to see her? He wanted to say goodbye to her?
Arthur hadn’t called her Gana since they were children. 
“I—” Morgana looked over her shoulder. Guinevere glared at her, but stayed resolutely by Lancelot’s side. Lancelot caught Morgana’s gaze, and he gave her a small smile and a nod. 
Morgana quickly turned back to Arthur. “I’m here, Arthur. I came for you.”
Which was true. 
Better to get this over with. Morgana hardened her heart. She wasn’t here for some deathbed reconciliation. She was here to get her revenge. For her years of exile. For everything Arthur had put her through. She just hadn’t accounted for what it would actually be like to see her brother again after all these years. 
She needed to move quickly. Arthur was fading fast. She started to unwrap the bandages. 
“You don’t have to—” Arthur rasped, but Morgana ignored him. 
“What happened exactly? Lance was a little short on words on our way here,” Morgana said. Hopefully, recounting the story would keep Arthur, Guinevere, and Lancelot distracted while she worked. 
“It was the battle. Mordred—I finished it. We’re free from them. It was worth it.”
Morgana winced at the sight of the wound. She let one hand hover over the exposed wound, muttering a spell. It wasn’t just any enchanted sword that was slowly killing him. The shards were from Excalibur.
“You’re clearly not as good a swordsman as you’d like everyone to believe if you let the enemy take your sword and stab you with it.”
“Lancelot, do something—” Guinevere started, but before she could finish, Arthur let out a short, harsh laugh that devolved into a few coughs. 
Regardless, his smile and the light in his eyes remained. “I had to let him. It was the only way to get the opening.”
Morgana shook her head. Of course Arthur thought that. So noble, so sacrificial, so perfect. 
She plucked a bloom from the flower on the nightstand. She murmured a spell; the bloom shifted from a flower to a paste. She then spread it across the wound. Arthur winced, sinking his hands into the sheet as his face twisted in pain. 
She didn’t have to fight to keep her face neutral. Why wasn’t she enjoying the sight of him writhing with pain? It was too late to stop now. 
She would need to be ready to put on the act of her life when Arthur died. Although she really only needed to convince Lancelot, and he was proving to be very easy to dupe. 
It would be as easy as saying:
“Merlin must not have finished the plant like I’d thought.” 
“The spell I found in Merlin’s notes wasn’t the right one.”
With Merlin gone, they would never know where she had gone wrong. But she had done everything she could to try to save him. 
Morgana pulled her hand back, telling herself to relish the moment. Any second, the light would leave Arthur’s eyes. He would breathe his last breath. He would die by Morgana’s hand, and no one would be the wiser. Then, she would—
“Is that good? Does that mean it’s working?” Guinevere’s voice interrupted Morgana’s thoughts. 
She looked down to see metal shards slowly coming out of the wound, falling to the side. The shards of Excalibur. She looked at the plant on the nightstand. Arthur’s wound was healing. 
She’d grabbed the wrong plant. She’d grabbed the right plant. 
Merlin’s miracle. So he had succeeded after all.
Morgana stumbled back. Arthur’s wound was closing. A little bit of color came back to his face. His breathing steadied. 
Guinevere shot to Arthur’s side, her sobbing back, only this time mixed with a delirious laugh. 
Lancelot moved toward Arthur as well, but before he passed Morgana completely, he turned back and grabbed her shoulder, squeezing it tightly. For a moment, he just stared at her, the same searching look he’d given her back at Lake Ler.
“You—” Then he looked back at Arthur and shook his head before he gave her a blinding smile. “You did it, Morgana. Thank you.”
Morgana had just saved Arthur’s life. She hadn’t planned for that. 
* * *
Arthur recovered in a matter of days. In the meantime, Morgana’s reward for saving his life was to be surrounded by bars. Queen Guinevere’s orders, given the second she’d stopped draping herself over Arthur’s body. Not that any cell of theirs could truly hold her, but Morgana didn’t want to put in the effort of escaping yet. Not until she knew what was going on. 
Now that she was being led into the throne room, she imagined she was finally going to know. 
It was as good a place as any to make a grand escape if need be. It was fitting, too, since it was the scene of the incident that had led to her exile, as well as the place Arthur had sentenced her. 
Morgana rolled her eyes as soon as the doors opened and she saw inside the room. Of course Arthur would have his ridiculous little round table set up for this. His lofty idealism knew no bounds. He couldn’t be a normal king and use a normal throne. No wonder Mordred and the Castians had thought them an easy target. 
Arthur sat facing the doors, Guinevere on his right and Lancelot on his left. A whole bevy of knights took up the other seats, Percival and Gawain glaring at Morgana. There were plenty she recognized and several she didn’t, unsurprising given how long she’d been away. Arthur had always been good at winning people’s loyalty. 
Every head in the room turned to look as she was escorted inside. Morgana held her head higher. She had done nothing wrong. This time. By accident. 
But none of them needed to know that. As far as they all knew, she was a new woman who had rushed to her brother’s side and saved their king’s life. 
“Morgana!” Arthur beamed as he rose from his seat. 
Although, now that he was no longer dying, Arthur might not be so willing to forget what exactly had led to their strained relationship in the first place. She crossed her arms, ready to whip up an incantation at a moment’s notice if need be. She was surrounded by the enemy.
“Show your king some respect, witch,” Gawain snapped. 
Morgana narrowed her eyes at him. “If you don’t show me some respect, I’ll turn you into a frog.”
Guinevere leaned across Arthur’s empty seat and whispered something to Lancelot. He turned his gaze toward Morgana, but she couldn’t read it. Especially since, the next moment, something was pulling her forward and squeezing all the air out of her… and pinning her crossed arms to her chest. 
Arthur was hugging her. 
Morgana’s eyes widened, and she looked over Arthur’s shoulder, catching Lancelot’s gaze. He smiled. She should have thrown Lancelot into Lake Ler the second she saw him. She choked as Arthur said, “I almost thought it had been a hallucination, but Lancelot assured me it was true.”
Arthur finally stopped trying to break her ribs and pulled back, his hands holding her arms as he beamed down at her. 
Morgana huffed and said, “Lucky me, I had a witness. I didn’t save you to not get the credit for it or end up in your dungeons for the last three days.”
Guinevere gasped, and several of the knights began whispering to each other, shooting daggers at her. 
Arthur laughed. 
Lancelot shook his head, but he also had slight smile on his lips. 
“I’m sorry about the misunderstanding, but that’s all over now. I’m awake, I’m alive, and that’s all thanks to you.” After he finished his sentence, Arthur turned and shot Guinevere a look. 
Guinevere sniffed. “She broke the terms of her exile. I followed the letter of the law.”
Morgana hadn’t expected an apology from either of them, not that she’d accept one from Guinevere anyway.
“Your Majesty, now that the witch is here, shall we get on with the matter at hand?” Percival spoke up, one eye on Morgana. 
Ah. Deciding her fate. At least they let her in the room for the discussion. Only there was no powerful wizard to take her off their hands this time. 
“Of course.” Arthur gestured toward the table. “I will hear your proposals for what to do with Morgana.”
Morgana forced her expression to remain neutral. Maybe Arthur was more vindictive than she thought, making her stand there and hear all the possibilities of what they could do to her—even after she had saved his life. 
Each knight around the table took a turn. Some suggested letting her keep her life. Since she’d broken the terms of her banishment but did so to save Arthur’s life, they felt it fair to not kill her but still uphold the initial banishment. Some made the staunch argument that this recent deed did not erase what she had done years past—this was not an equal exchange. She had attempted to take Arthur and Guinevere’s lives, saving Arthur’s now did not make up for that, and since she felt no qualms about breaking her banishment, it was clearly too weak a punishment. The most creative one was Gawain and Guinevere’s suggestion of selling Morgana off in marriage to acquire an ally and bolster their strength to account for the damage they had taken in their war with Castia. Morgana sneered at the suggestion. 
Guinevere might be an annoying harpy, but she wasn’t without any intelligence. Strategically, it was the best move. It was also fair enough to appeal to Arthur’s sense of justice and righteousness. It also rid them of their problem completely while being punishment enough to make Morgana miserable for the rest of her life. 
Arthur turned to Lancelot last, but instead of asking him, Arthur said, “I already know what you would have me do. Unless your answer has changed?”
Lancelot shook his head, his eyes darting to Morgana. “No. My thoughts on Morgana remain unchanged.”
Morgana couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad thing. He probably agreed with Guinevere and just wanted her shipped away now that she’d served her purpose. It was laughable that they thought they had the power to do anything to her. Did they not realize that with Merlin gone, she was the most powerful force to walk the continent? 
Although… she had grabbed the wrong plant. Fine. Maybe she wasn’t perfect. 
“Thank you all for your thoughts. I’ve come to my decision.”
Morgana focused on the humming under her skin, starting to sort through all of her best spells, wondering which one would make the best distraction. Maybe the—
“Morgana, I hereby lift your banishment from Caerleon.”
—lightning spell. She could break use it to break the window—Wait. Her mind froze in its tracks. What had he said?
The room fell silent. 
Then Guinevere and all of the knights, except for Lancelot, began talking all at once. All decrying the idea, saying it was a massive mistake, Morgana couldn’t be trusted, she was too dangerous to go free. 
Arthur raised his hand, and they all fell silent. 
“You will live out the rest of your sentence here in Caerleon, as thanks for saving my life. I want you to earn back not just my trust, but my knights’, Guinevere’s, our people’s. I want you here at my side, as it was always supposed to be.” 
Morgana couldn’t stop her jaw from dropping. 
Arthur was forgiving her?
All because she’d made a mistake and ruined her plan of revenge?
“Arthur, you cannot be serious,” Guinevere snapped, rising from her seat. “She cannot be trusted!” 
Actually… This was perfect. 
Arthur trusted her… Now she could observe, learn, and come up with a new plan. This wasn’t over yet. Maybe this mistake would work in her favor.
“I’m not just going to let her loose”—Arthur turned back to Morgana and gestured across the table to—“until you’ve sufficiently proven to everyone you can be trusted. Lancelot will be your personal guard.”
Lancelot rose from his seat. Morgana whipped around and locked eyes with him. 
That would make her new revenge scheme a little harder… but it was Lancelot. She’d fooled him once already; she could do it again. 
Guinevere reluctantly sat back down. She turned to Lancelot. “Don’t take your eyes off that snake for a second.”
“I don’t intend to, Your Majesty.” Lancelot kept his eyes on Morgana. “You can both trust me.”
Morgana grinned. “Come on, Lance. Don’t you think this will be fun?”
He narrowed his eyes.
Yes. This would be fun.
 * * *
The day after Arthur had sentenced her to imprisonment in Caerleon rather than Lake Ler was… quiet. Morgana had been given her old room back; it was exactly as she’d left it, down to the dress she’d thrown on top of her changing screen, deciding it was too plain to be worn when she killed Arthur. 
Morgana ran her fingers over it, turning on her heels. Why had Arthur never had the room cleaned? She had always assumed he’d have scrubbed every trace of her existence from Caerleon. Hadn’t that been what he wanted when he’d sent her away with Merlin? To erase her from existence? 
When she spotted Lancelot standing in her doorframe watching her, she dropped the dress and put her hands on her hips. “If Arthur wants me to stay here, I shall need a new wardrobe. You may include that in your report.”
Lancelot rolled his eyes. “Tell him yourself tonight at dinner.”
Apparently one of the trials Arthur had devised for her to prove herself was a family dinner with him and Guinevere every night. Had he not realized how easily she could poison them? Or maybe he had and that was the test? Or perhaps her brother remembered enough about her to know poison was too subtle to be her method of choice; Morgana liked a spectacle. 
The first dinner was incredibly awkward. Arthur sat at the head of the table—apparently his fondness for circular tables did not extend to his dining table—and Guinevere sat at his right side, since this wasn’t a truly formal occasion. Morgana had been seated at Arthur’s left—directly across from Guinevere much to the harpy’s dismay—and Lancelot at Morgana’s side. 
The four of them ate in a painful silence, and Morgana pretended not to notice how all of the servants avoided serving her. She also resolutely ignored the way Lancelot would signal them and serve her in their place. Guinevere glared daggers at Morgana, and Morgana was happy to return them, stabbing her knife into her meat harder whenever they locked eyes and grinning when Guinevere’s eye twitched. Arthur looked between the two of them and then to Lancelot, who always shrugged.
Finally, as the last course was being served, Arthur cleared his throat and said, “So… I imagine there’s quite a lot we have to catch up on.”
“Did Merlin not send you monthly reports on how well my studies were going under his perfect tutelage?” Morgana asked, grabbing her glass and taking a long sip.
“Merlin was a busy man. He told me some, but I want to hear from you,” Arthur said, giving her the same earnest, puppy-dog look he had perfected when they were children. Too bad it no longer worked on her. 
“Did you kill Merlin?”
Lancelot choked on his drink, but it was Arthur who responded. “Guinevere.”
The harpy did not even blink at Arthur’s admonishment; she continued staring daggers at Morgana from across the table. 
Morgana raised an eyebrow. “What if I did? What could you do about it?”
“I—” Guinevere leaned forward, but Arthur caught her shoulder. 
“Morgana didn’t kill him.” Arthur looked back at Morgana. “Right?”
“Merlin certainly didn’t need my help in orchestrating his own demise. In fact, he was so insistent on not needing my help that he caused his own demise. But feel free to blame me if it helps.”
“What was he doing?” Lancelot asked, ignoring the whispered conversation between Arthur and Guinevere. Morgana caught briefly caught the words “—chance, please—”
“He was old. What do you think he was doing? He was trying to cheat death. He believed Lake Ler’s waters held the key. That’s what the Mirai plant was all about. It was the first of his experiments—he was trying to use the water and soil at Lake Ler to achieve immortality. He, of course, didn’t trust me, so he found someone else to help pull him out. If it had worked, Merlin likely would have replaced me with the boy as his apprentice, a boy whose family recently came across the border and was desperate for money. Merlin went into the waters, performed some magic, and drowned before he could be pulled out. The boy that helped him wasn’t quite right in the head after that and wandered off, and Merlin died—the price of trying to cheat death.”
Morgana stared into Lancelot’s eyes, hoping what he saw unnerved him enough to let her finish the meal without further interruption. “He just couldn’t stand the idea that I would be his legacy.”
“You said he died over a year ago, right?” 
Lancelot was the bravest of Arthur’s knights. But before Morgana could figure out why he was asking, music started playing. That was a sufficient and useful distraction. Arthur had summoned some musicians and had the servants clear enough space to make a small dance floor. What ridiculous thing was he doing now? Was this how he ran all his informal dinners?
Her brother turned to her and said, “Would you like to practice? I intend to hold a ball to formally celebrate your return down the road, and I certainly wouldn’t want you to miss out on dancing. I imagine you haven’t had the chance for a while.”
Arthur had remembered. The only part of court Morgana had ever liked was the dancing. She was still going to kill him… but she just hadn’t realized how much Arthur had paid attention to her before her exile. Or that he’d bothered to remember any of it in the years since.  
“I’m out of practice,” she said, giving Guinevere a thin smile. “Please do show me how it’s done, dear sister.”
Arthur offered his hand to Guinevere, who was still glaring at Morgana, and the two of them took to the floor. 
As the music continued, and she watched her brother and his wife weave their way through the steps, smiling and laughing, she turned to Lancelot, whose gaze was still on them—
well, on Guinevere. 
No one had ever looked at Morgana the way Lancelot looked at Guinevere. No one ever looked at Morgana the way everyone looked at Guinevere. 
He was pathetic, and it made her sick. Honestly. How long had he been pining after Guinevere? Hadn’t he had enough? Although it would make having him stuck by her side every day relentlessly entertaining. She loved a bit of blackmail. 
She leaned over in her seat and whispered, “They make the most beautiful couple, don’t you think?”
Lancelot took a deep breath. 
“Did you ever tell him? I mean, bless my dear brother, he’s a little thickheaded, but surely he’s noticed. And you, being, well, you, I would have thought you’d say something. Or maybe it’s just too shameful to admit to your king—your dearest friend, practically your brother—that you’ve been in love with his wife for as long as he has.”
Lancelot turned in his seat, face turning red. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Guinevere is—”
“Married. To my brother. But that certainly didn’t stop her from seeking comfort in your arms when he was dying. Now you’re stuck watching me and watching them for the rest of your life. Do you find some sort of sick pleasure in your own pain? Is that why you came looking for Merlin? Why you were willing to take me instead? You came so close to having a second chance—after a socially acceptable mourning period, of course—to being able to confess your feelings. Now, thanks to me, she’ll never be yours. Don’t you regret ever laying eyes on me?”
Something snapped. She’d never been good at stopping herself before she’d gone too far. 
“I should have known better.” He shook his head, bitterness in his eyes, like she fulfilled every disappointing expectation he had of her. “Something inside of you is so broken. I don’t know why Arthur thinks you can be fixed.”
So Lancelot’s patience was finite. 
“Probably for the same reason he thinks one day you’ll stop wishing you could take his place,” Morgana sneered. 
Lancelot’s forehead pinched as he took a deep breath. “Morgana, I—”
But she pushed herself out of her seat and headed for the door, forcing him to follow but making it clear she had no interest in listening to his halfhearted attempts to smooth things over. He wouldn’t be able to hide his disappointment regardless, and it was beneath her to waste her time like that. She had more important matters to put her mind to. Like killing Arthur.
As if she’d let Lancelot’s disappointment bother her anyway. There was only one person whose opinion mattered to her. Herself.
Family dinner was going to be the most awkward part of Morgana’s new life. 
* * *
Other than the forced nightly dinners—none of which had gone any better than the first—Morgana was left to her own devices. Most of the time. 
Lancelot had obligations that she was forced to attend since she wasn’t allowed to be away from him unless she was in her room. And that was only allowed because two other guards were always stationed outside her door. 
Most of his obligations involved the knights’ routine training, something he often led or at least, participated in.
She always made them go to the library first so she could select a book to keep herself entertained while she sat on the sidelines. Then she would spend a couple of hours reading, paying no mind to the knights sparring and jesting with each other. 
Two weeks after her return, she was sitting and reading—everything was as normal as it could be now that she was no longer a hermit living on a lake—when something under her skin hummed. 
Morgana sat up, dropping her book. 
“Look out!”
But Morgana was already speaking an incantation with her hand outstretched in front of her face. An arrow hovered in the air, headed right for the spot between her eyes. She wrapped her hand around the arrowhead and ripped it from its stasis, breaking the spell that had stopped it in its tracks and held it aloft. 
She lifted her chin and stared down the group of knights that were all staring at her. She opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Lancelot was striding across the grounds, barking, “Who shot that arrow?”
The men glanced at each other. Several of them had been practicing archery. The culprit didn’t speak up. The trajectory of the arrow could only have come from one of them. She had already figured out which one. She didn’t know him by name, but she could point him out. If she wanted to. 
“Was it an accident? The longer you stay silent, the less likely that seems, so if it was, you’d better speak up now.” Lancelot continued pacing in front of the men. Morgana had never seen him so worked up, even when she made snide comments about Guinevere. 
He always looked more disappointed than angry. She found his disappointment in her far less satisfying. If she’d known an arrow to her face would have gotten such a rise out of him, she would have asked one of them to shoot at her sooner. But listening to him yell at the men wasn’t as satisfying as having him snap at her. It was… something else. 
“I assume you know who she is. But if you apparently do not, that is Lady Morgana, your king’s sister, and if he finds out one of you deliberately attacked her—”
Morgana tightened her grip on the arrowhead, feeling it cut more deeply into her hand than it already had. She grabbed the arrow by the shaft and snapped it in half, striding forward and interrupting Lancelot’s tirade. She didn’t need anyone to defend her, especially not out of loyalty to Arthur. She was still working on her plan to kill him, after all. 
She threw the broken arrow onto the ground, clenching her fist back into her dress so they would not see her bleed. 
“I am the witch, Morgana, and you can try to come after me all you like, but you will fail. I will see you coming every single time. And if you fear Arthur’s wrath, his is but a drizzle compared to my hurricane. So wield your weapons wisely.” 
She broke through the rank of men, her shoulders crashing into two of them. She locked eyes with one of them and grinned fiercely when she saw the terror in his eyes. He would think twice about aiming in her direction again. 
Her hand was throbbing. She needed to go heal her hand. Besides, what was anyone going to do about her ditching her guard? Give her a stern talking to like Lancelot was doing to his men? Stars help her, she positively shook at the thought. 
Besides, it would be a good opportunity for her to think about how to best kill Arthur—and Guinevere, if she could manage it. It was hard to plot their demise when Lancelot was always hovering over her shoulder. As though he’d somehow read her mind and rat her out. 
But when she reentered the castle, her footsteps weren’t the only sound she heard. She looked over her shoulder to see Lancelot following her. She rolled her eyes and kept walking. “Aren’t you going to keep berating them since they insulted my brother by attacking me?”
“My job is to be by your side, and while they might be idiots, they’re not likely to kill themselves without my supervision for the rest of their session. Also, Arthur moved the infirmary while you were gone,” Lancelot said, increasing his pace. “Not that I recall you ever visiting it much when you were here.”
“Why would I need the infirmary?” Morgana tightened her grip on her dress, grateful she’d chosen one of the many black dresses she’d had the royal seamstress fill her new wardrobe with. 
“For your hand.” Lancelot stepped in front of her and blocked her path. 
Morgana held out her uninjured hand and said, “You can save the chivalry for someone who will appreciate it, like Guinevere. I stopped the arrow before it hit me. My hand is perfectly fine. See?”
Not even a twitch at the little dig. He was more emotionally secure than she’d thought.
Lancelot’s gaze landed on the hand that was wrapped up in her skirts. “I know you think every knight is an idiot, but even I know that wasn’t the hand that grabbed the arrow, and I know it cut your hand.” 
“You’re not as observant as you think you are. You know nothing about me, Lance.” Morgana stepped back. “You can run along now. I can see myself back to my room where I’ll be sufficiently guarded and you’ll have a day to yourself.”
“My job is to be by your side and to protect you. You don’t always have to be so difficult.” Lancelot held his hand out. 
She tilted her head. “You’ve taken too many blows to the head. Your job is to protect everyone else from me.”
“No, Morgana, it’s not. Today proved why. Arthur wants you safe, and I certainly wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye if I let you run off with an injured hand that I knew very well I could help with.” Lancelot took another step, hand still outstretched. He let out a longsuffering sigh. “Now, will you get over yourself and give me your hand?”
Morgana would just have to plan Arthur’s demise another time then. 
She did as he asked, letting him examine the wound in the hallway. He tugged on her wrist, pulling her a step closer, and Morgana watched his face. Why did her heart seem to race faster than when the arrow had been flying toward her face?
* * *
Time passed by more slowly in Caerleon than it had at Lake Ler. 
Morgana’s hand healed. Lancelot spent less time at the training grounds, so Morgana spent less time at the training grounds. 
No matter how boring she made their lives, Lancelot didn’t shirk his duty for a second. 
He spent hours in the library, sitting on the ground—she always made sure to sit where there was only one chair—while she read.
Morgana learned a lot about Lancelot during these times. 
“You read?”
“I’m a knight of Arthur’s round table. There are expectations of literacy.”
“So you read books on how to polish your sword until it’s the shiniest?”
“Look for yourself.” 
“History?”
“You’d be surprised at the useful things that end up in the history books. I found the cave we used to help Arthur escape the remainder of the battle in a history book. It cut days off our journey.” 
“Hmph.”
She remembered Lancelot as her brother’s staunchest supporter, the only tin-head who had the potential to use his brain for something but instead spent his time mooning after Guinevere. Still… he had a point. Morgana started incorporating more histories in the stacks of books she read through on a daily basis. Maybe it would give her inspiration for how best to exact her revenge on Arthur.
She also learned that reading wasn’t Lancelot’s only pastime.
“You draw?”
Lancelot jolted in his seat, pressing the sketchbook to his stomach even though she couldn’t see it from where she sat. “Some. When I can. I don’t normally have the time.”
“How unfortunate my sentence is giving you the chance to be a well-rounded man.”
“Honestly, there are worse things in the world. I haven’t had the chance to truly enjoy peace until now.”
Morgana rolled her eyes. “Give it a year or two. ‘Peace’ becomes boring very quickly.”
Lancelot shook his head before leaning forward and saying, “Peace and loneliness aren’t the same thing.”
She had half a mind to throw her book at him simply to break his intense, unnerving gaze. He didn’t know anything about her. Or about loneliness. 
“So are you going to show me the sketch of Guinevere?” Morgana’s eyes darted back to his sketchbook, catching a glimpse of the top of what was clearly a woman’s face. She gave him a vicious grin. “You could give it to her for her birthday.”
Lancelot let out a huff before sitting back and returning to his drawing. He never let her see the pages. 
The longer he spent trapped at her side, the less her little jabs at his affection for Guinevere got a rise out of him. Not that they’d ever been particularly effective in the first place. Unfortunate, as she had little else in the way of entertainment while she struggled to find a suitable plan of revenge. Lancelot was wrong, of course. She was already getting bored. 
She would have to figure out what to do with him when the time came to enact her plan of revenge. In the meantime, the more information she could get out of him, the better. 
“Do you like using a sword the best?”
“Does it matter? Most knights carry swords.”
“Percival carries a mace as well as a sword. He reaches for it every time I walk by.”
“I’m not Percival.”
No. He wasn’t.
“Has Arthur said anything about how long he expects you to trail after me like a nanny?”
“Ask him yourself.”
“Do you miss all that roughhousing and questing or whatever it is you knights do when we’re not at war?”
“I’ve found that peace suits us all better than we might have imagined.”
He should speak for himself. Morgana’s peace did not last much longer than two months. 
No one outright attacked her after the incident at the training grounds, but they certainly didn’t embrace her with open arms. People still hurried out of her way whenever she and Lancelot walked the halls, but she wouldn’t have it any other way. They shouldn’t grow comfortable around her. They shouldn’t forget who she was. No matter what he believed, Lancelot was there to protect them from her. 
And now, Arthur was hosting a ball. Apparently, to celebrate Morgana’s official return to court. She couldn’t blame him for waiting to make sure she wasn’t going to try anything, but unfortunately for him, she’d acquired a great deal of patience in exile. This ball meant he felt comfortable reintroducing her now. It also meant she would have obligations, and she would need to be fitted for a proper ball gown. She was going to have to learn what dances were popular—she liked dancing, but she didn’t like  wasting time learning the latest dances when she knew no one was going to ask her. No man who valued his life would ask her. 
It was a lot of hassle. 
“Tell Arthur I’m too busy,” she complained, lowering her book to shoot Lancelot a pout as they sat in their usual places in the library.
Lancelot didn’t even look up from his sketching. “Doing what?”
Good question…
“Well… taking care of the Mirai plant for one! With Arthur’s luck, we’ll be needing it sooner rather than later.”
“It sits on your desk in the sunlight and you water it once every morning.” 
He had her there. He’d been paying attention.
“Do you know how long it takes a woman to properly prepare for a ball, especially one in her honor? It’s a multiple-day affair! Not to mention I am”—Morgana looked back down at her book—“I am furthering my frankly lacking education. I had no idea that”—she turned the book to face Lancelot and tapped on the page—“that Astren’s wool is their biggest export! See? My foreign affairs knowledge is appalling for being the king’s half-sister.”
“You read that book last week.”
“Exactly! And I retained none of it!”
Lancelot finally looked up and raised an eyebrow. “The seamstress is coming first thing tomorrow morning with fabric for you to pick from. Arthur was very clear that you must wear something other than black. And he’s found a dance instructor to help you brush up on your skills.” 
At least she had until then to figure out another way to get out of it. 
“Are you my guard or my itinerary?” 
“According to Arthur, I’m both.”
Morgana went with a dark green. Her instructor had a nasally voice that rang in her ears. Lancelot always sat on the edge of the ballroom during her lessons, nose still in his sketchbook. Did it not get tiring drawing Guinevere’s perfect features again and again?
Regardless, as the ball in her honor drew closer, Morgana realized there wouldn’t be a better time for her to strike. Since being brought back to Caerleon, she’d come up with a few ideas, some subtle, some not-so-subtle, and Morgana didn’t have the time to put an elaborate plan into place at this point. 
Maybe her younger self had been right all along. Outright killing the two of them in front of everyone with an awe-inspiring display of magic would work just fine. 
She’d thought she would grow more excited as the moment drew closer, but she hardly found herself thinking about it at all. She spent more time wondering about things like whether Guinevere was the only thing Lancelot drew in his book.
And then when she saw Arthur at dinner, she wondered what was she would do after she’d killed him and Guinevere. Where would she go? How would Lancelot look at her once it was finished? Would he blame himself for being the one who brought him back? It shouldn’t matter. She’d returned for one reason and one reason alone, to fulfill the promise she’d made. Arthur would die by her hand. 
But… she’d made that promise to herself so long ago, when she’d thought him an inadequate leader—he had proven to do a decent enough job to keep them from falling to the Castians—when she’d been so desperate to prove she was stronger, that she was the one who deserved to rule.
She didn’t really want to rule anymore. To be honest, her younger self hadn’t known what exactly she’d have been subjecting herself to if she had succeeded in getting the crown. Arthur was always busy and stressed, dealing with all the problems that came from a war. If she succeeded this time, she wouldn’t take the throne, especially not with everyone so loyal to Arthur and grateful he’d saved them from the Castians. This time, she’d just be causing a mess for people she’d once wanted to help. Still… they’d cast her aside, trapped her with that loathsome wizard to rot at Lake Ler. 
Shouldn’t she make them pay?
Who cared what came next as long as she got what she wanted?
What Morgana didn’t want to ask was… What exactly did she want after she got her revenge?
A pair of jittery handmaids assisted her with her hair and dress, and Morgana limited herself to threatening to turn them into frogs only twice when they’d pulled on her hair too hard. Her dark green dress complimented her green eyes and fair skin, and Morgana couldn’t complain about how it flattered her figure—a much healthier figure now. 
She’d thrown the door open to see Lancelot waiting for her. He straightened up immediately at the sight of her and smiled. 
“I didn’t think you could do it.”
“Look like a lady?”
He offered her his arm. “Wear something that’s not black.”
She took it. “Don’t get used to it.” 
“You look beautiful, Morgana.”
“Hmm. Go with lovely.”
“What?”
“When you see Guinevere, tell her she looks lovely. It’ll be less obvious than beautiful, and do something different with your tone. We should have practiced.”
Lancelot shook his head with a small smile. “You are certainly something else.”
“Well, I’m the most powerful witch on the continent. I should hope so.”
* * *
When Morgana and Lancelot were introduced to the ballroom, everyone fell silent. And everyone stared.
It was one thing for everyone to stare when she was sitting at the training grounds or walking through the hallway. Morgana had prepared herself for the awful sensation, for the desire to run and hide and be alone for the rest of her life, but… 
Lancelot’s hand found her wrist, and he squeezed it before they moved into the room. Morgana had spent so long alone she hadn’t even realized when she was no longer used to it. When a crowd didn’t make her skin crawl. Even when that crowd hated her. It was no matter. After tonight, she would be alone again regardless, so she’d better not get too used to it. 
After watching her and Lancelot walk around the room as she looked for a spot to stand, the crowd finally returned to their own conversations and pursuits. She should have taken longer to get ready. Arthur and Guinevere hadn’t yet made their entrance; if they had, at least some of the crowd’s attention would have been on them. 
“Arthur won’t let you have even a single night off from guarding the witch?” 
Morgana rolled her eyes and refused to look at Gawain as he came up and clapped Lancelot on the back, an empty wine glass in his hand—probably not his first. Percival was not far behind him.
“Gawain—”
“It feels like we haven’t seen you in years! You’ll start getting soft,” Percival interrupted. 
Did they not think she could hear them when she was standing right next to them?
Gawain nodded. “I don’t know how you do it. If it were me, I’d have died of boredom. Or killed her out of boredom.”
“Gawain. You cannot say—” Lancelot stepped forward, but it was too late. 
She had whispered an incantation and flicked her wrist. 
Gawain was a frog. He let out a huge croak and hit the ground with a splat. She let out a trill of laughter. 
A hand was wrapped around her collar and a dagger held to her throat as Percival’s thick head filled her vision while he jostled her. “What have you done to him, witch?”
Morgana laughed harder. They were so dramatic. 
“He was annoying me.” She could also be dramatic. “So I gave him a more fitting form.” 
The frog let out another horrible croak, and his legs fumbled on the tile. Percival pressed the blade harder against her neck, and she readied another spell on her lips. But another dagger rendered her magic unnecessary. 
Lancelot’s voice was low as he commanded, “Let her go, Percival.” 
“You’re not serious?” Percival’s eyes shifted to where Lancelot had positioned himself right beside Percival. 
“Now.”
Percival pulled his dagger back, and a second later, Lancelot removed his, stepping in between Percival and Morgana. He faced Morgana as he sheathed his dagger—Did all knights keep one on them at all times?—and ran his hands over her arms as he looked her over. “Are you hurt?”
“It would take more than a needle like that to do me any harm.”
Lancelot’s lips twitched, and then he glanced at Gawain, who seemed to be examining his new limbs with as much horror as a frog’s face could portray. “Will you please turn him back?”
“Ever the peacemaker, aren’t you?”
“What’s wrong with peace?” 
“Peace is overrated.”
Lancelot’s thumbs brushed across her thin sleeves, and she fought the shiver racing down her spine. “Don’t you just want to have a nice night at the ball?” 
Why did he still have his hands on her?
“Maybe turning Gawain into a frog is my idea of a nice night.”
“Please.”
Morgana rolled her eyes, flicked her wrist and muttered an incantation. Within a second, Gawain returned to his original form, flat on his front, and let out a final croak. His face was bright red as he pushed himself to his feet. 
“That witch—”
“Let it go. She turned you back. Besides, Arthur wouldn’t want to hear you were making jokes about killing his sister,” Lancelot snapped. Gawain and Percival hurried away, straight for a servant carrying a tray of wine glasses. Then he turned back to Morgana and made a small gesture with his hands, a purely helpless motion. “Why?”
Morgana put a hand on her hip. “Two seconds ago you were defending my honor. Don’t get all huffy because I’m the kind of woman who can defend her own honor.”
“Were you going to turn him back?”
“It was a spell not a curse. He would have turned back.” Morgana blinked. “Eventually.”
Lancelot opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say was interrupted by Arthur and Guinevere’s entrance and the ensuing fanfare. Now Lancelot’s attention was entirely on Guinevere. At least the harpy could be useful for something. 
But before Morgana could enjoy the shift in attention, she noticed Arthur looking over the crowd. Since Guinevere was right beside him, the person he was looking for had to be… her. 
Arthur caught her gaze and gestured for her to come forward. Well, he already had the crowd’s attention, so she might as well do as he wished. 
When she neared by Gawain and Percival, she smiled with all of her teeth and lifted her head, enjoying the way Gawain flinched as she walked past. Other than that, she left them alone as she joined Arthur. Lancelot hovered at the edge of the crowd, his eyes still on Guinevere.
As soon as Morgana was within arm’s reach, Arthur pulled her into his side, opposite the one Guinevere was tucked against, his arms around both of them. 
He addressed the crowd, “As most of you already know, this evening’s ball is in honor of Lady Morgana’s heroic actions in saving my life and her return to Caerleon. She is no longer the witch who had tried to kill me and my betrothed on the eve of my coronation. She came back to me, to all of us. The sister I thought I had lost.”
 Arthur was crushing her to his side. The spell she had chosen was on the tip of her tongue. In a matter of seconds, they would be—
“I was resigned for so long to the idea of building a new family with Guinevere and finding brothers in my trusted knights, I never thought I could have a sister again. But when I was dying, having already said everything I needed to say to my wife and my brothers, the only thing I still wanted was to say goodbye to my sister, to see Morgana one last time. And then, like magic, she appeared and saved my life.” Arthur laughed. “Who would have ever thought the same young woman who would sooner see me dead than on the throne would be the one bringing me back?” 
Morgana couldn’t remember the correct pronunciation of the first word of her spell. All she could hear was her brother. How much he loved her. How clueless he still was to the truth of her. 
He beamed down at her. “Now that my sister is back at my side, supporting my reign, and our horrible past finally behind us, I couldn’t be more grateful. Especially now that she’ll be part of the future we are building, of the family my wife and I are building. Which is the other reason we are gathered here tonight.”
Her eyes widened. 
“Not only have I regained my sister. Our family will be growing again. Guinevere and I are thrilled to announce she is with child!”
The crowd erupted into raucous applause as Guinevere beamed and touched her stomach that was just beginning to show a bump. 
What was the spell she had decided upon? This was her moment. Arthur had just told everyone how this was the happiest he’d ever been. Never had there been a more perfect moment to ruin perfection. 
The only thing better than killing Arthur and Guinevere during his coronation was right after they’d just announced they were expecting. But it was as though she wasn’t even a witch, she couldn’t summon an ounce of magic. She couldn’t recall a single incantation. 
As Arthur and Guinevere stepped away to receive the court’s glowing admiration and excitement, all Morgana could hear was how completely Arthur believed she was capable of goodness. He didn’t doubt for a second that she could let go of her hatred, of her need for revenge so she could save him instead. He believed she loved him as much as he still loved her despite what she had done all those years ago. 
Morgana’s stomach churned. She couldn’t. What would she even do if she was capable of going through with her plan? Be alone again? Be the most hated person in the kingdom again?
Here she was fed well, clothed wonderfully. Why give that up? At least, why give it up so quickly? She should take advantage of this luxury for a little longer. 
When she looked back out into the crowd, it wasn’t until she couldn’t find a pair of warm brown eyes that she realized she was even looking for them. 
The one person this was not joyous news for. 
* * *
Morgana found him on the balcony. 
Lancelot was leaning on the edge of the railing, staring out at the city that lay below them. There were specks of torchlight from the guardsmen patrolling the city and the rare home and windows that were illuminated by candlelight. 
She opened her mouth already forming a jab about his affection, but then she saw his profile. Anyone who hadn’t spent the last few months stuck looking at him every second of the day wouldn’t notice, stoic man that he was, but his eyes were red. 
Morgana came up to his side and leaned against the railing, mirroring his posture perfectly. 
“Something inside of me is so broken. I don’t know why Arthur thinks I can be fixed.”
At her words, Lancelot turned his head, a question in his eyes. 
“Earlier you asked why. I assume you meant, why am I the way that I am? Why did I have to turn Gawain into a frog? Why is my first instinct chaos instead of peace?” Morgana turned and looked into his eyes. “Because I’m broken.”
Lancelot nodded, but she could not decipher this expression of his. 
She asked, “But why are you like this?”
“I don’t know. I don’t want to be.” Lancelot ran a hand through his hair, messing it up. “Don’t you think if I could just cut out the part of me that reads into everything she does, I would? That I can convince myself that it doesn’t matter if she runs to me for help since she only does so because I’m just her dear friend? And that I’m no better because the only reason I have these feelings is—” Lancelot cut himself off and shook his head before starting again. “Don’t you think I know she loves Arthur? That even if I had said something years ago, she still would have chosen him? That they’re married? That they’re having a child together? That I was too late? That I’m always too late? I know, Morgana! I never forget about it!”
She had always thought his eventual outburst at all her needling about Guinevere would be more satisfying. All she felt now was… Sadness.
“I could make you.”
Lancelot blinked. “What?”
“Magic. I could cast a spell to make you forget.”
Lancelot shook his head. “I don’t think you can cheat feelings like that.”
“Have you even tried?” 
“What do you know about love, Morgana?” Lancelot rolled his eyes. A far more bitter edge seeped into his next words. “You’ve never loved anything or anyone.”
“I may not know much about romantic love, but according to Arthur, I am quite the expert in getting over things. Want to know what I think?”
“I have a feeling you’ll tell me anyway.”
“I think you need distance. You’ve spent so long bottling everything up, struggling between your feelings for her and your loyalty to Arthur. You need some distance. Not seeing her as much during the day does you little good when you’re still drawing her and thinking of her. We need a proper distraction for you. Then when we come back, it shall be my turn to guard you and keep you from backsliding.”
“Why?” Lancelot’s eyes narrowed. “You like being able to hold this over my head.” 
He clearly knew Morgana too well to believe her. Smart man. 
“Maybe if you stopped asking why and started asking how we’d be seeing some progress.”
She didn’t want to have to answer that question to herself much less to him. 
She could hear music from inside the ballroom. The dancing was starting. Better they were out on the balcony. Seeing Guinevere and Arthur dance wouldn’t help him, and no one was going to—
A hand was being held out in front of her. 
“What are you doing?”
“Asking you to dance. This one is your favorite.”
“Did Arthur tell you that?”
Lancelot smiled. The look in his eyes was the same one from when he accused her of being incapable of love. “Something like that.”
Morgana eyed his hand. 
“Will you just get over yourself and give me your hand? If you’re going to actually, genuinely help me, the least I can do is give you a dance in return.”
Morgana took his hand, and the two of them made the most of the limited balcony space.
Maybe Lancelot had a point. Maybe loneliness was different from peace. 
* * *
The first step in Morgana’s plan to cure Lancelot of his feelings was to distract him and keep him away from Guinevere.
So at dinner one night, when Arthur mentioned a report he’d received about a wyvern sighting, Morgana said, “I could handle it.”
“Handle what?” Guinevere narrowed her eyes. 
“The wyvern. If one is lingering around our kingdom, it’s only a matter of time before it attacks. Who better to take care of it than a witch and a knight?”
“So… this isn’t a scheme to escape?” Guinevere said. 
“I’ve spent a long time in nature and away from people. Can you blame me for wanting to escape from the bustle of Caerleon while also helping our people? Besides, you trust Lancelot to keep an eye on me here. Is he not just as capable outside these walls?”
“I think it would be a good idea,” Lancelot said, shooting Morgana a wry grin. “It’d be nice to be good for more than making sure Gawain doesn’t turn green again.”
As soon as Arthur was reminded of the frog incident from the ball, he agreed it would be good for Morgana and Lancelot to get out of Caerleon for a little bit. They hadn’t told him why Morgana had turned Gawain into a frog, but they hadn’t been able to hide it since it had happened in a crowded ballroom. Arthur had sighed and chalked it up to Morgana’s capricious temper, which was accurate enough.
Morgana held one hand in front of her eyes, blocking the sun so she could see across the open clearing. Her other hand held a large green scale, but the humming under her skin had faded. 
“I’m starting to think this is a plot of yours.” Lancelot’s voice behind her forced her to turn around as he held the reins of both their horses. His armor made soft clinking noises as they walked. He eyed her dress and said, “Who wears a dress to kill a wyvern?”
“I’m a witch. Be grateful I left my pointy hat at home. Besides, I don’t need to worry about movement. Did you expect me to borrow your armor?” Morgana gave him a wicked grin. “Really, Lance, I didn’t know you were so concerned about what I wear, or rather what I don’t.”
Lancelot’s face turned red. He narrowed his eyes. “Did you turn Gawain into a frog again and hide him somewhere so you can get rid of him out here?”
“If I had, you certainly would have heard his incessant croaking by now. I wouldn’t put myself through that.” Morgana rolled her eyes and waved the wyvern’s scale through the air. “Despite what you may think, I do actually want to find and stop this wyvern before it hurts anyone or tears up any fields. We can’t lose any resources so soon after the end of the war.”
Lancelot’s eyes widened. 
She narrowed her eyes at him. “I do listen when Arthur speaks, you know.”
He said, “I knew you listened. I just didn’t think you cared so much.”
Cared? Morgana had always cared. That had been the problem. 
“Will you be quiet so I can focus? I have to keep recasting this spell. It fades faster the farther away the creature is.”
Lancelot gestured for her to go on. 
She tried to ignore the way his eyes were still on her, no different than how his eyes were always on her, except for the way it made her skin crawl. Like he could somehow see more of her than he had before. Like she had just dropped some kind of clue but the mystery was still beyond his reach. 
She waved her free hand over the other holding the scale, closed her eyes, and spoke the incantation. Once she was done, she opened her eyes to see the scale glowing, and she held her palm out flat. The scale pointed to the northwest, toward the mountains that marked the new border between Castia and Agria. All the better if the wyvern had left Agria completely and was causing havoc for their enemies. But they should still follow it to be safe. 
Morgana started off again in that direction, keeping her free hand tangled in her skirts, ready to lift them, should anything impair her path. The humming under her skin grew louder as she followed the way the scale pointed. Every so often it twitched and adjusted direction; the wyvern was moving. 
“Have you ever actually been in a fight before?” Lancelot’s voice followed her. 
Always following her. 
“Merlin did not think it wise to focus on training my combat magic given the last time he’d seen me fight was when I’d tried to kill Arthur and Guinevere.” Morgana looked over her shoulder and grinned. “You can rest assured I made up for those educational deficiencies myself.”
“How can you speak of what you did so casually? Guinevere—”
“And that is exactly why we’re out here looking for a wyvern. Because of Guinevere.” Morgana looked over her shoulder as they walked. “This trip is to get you to stop talking about her, to stop thinking about her so much, and ultimately to forget how you feel about her.”
“Is that what you did?”
She came to a stop and turned around fully. “What are you talking about?”
“At Lake Ler. Did it make you forget how you feel?”
Her? Feel? She laughed. “I was a little more preoccupied with usurping Arthur and saving my ears from Guinevere’s shrieking voice to be in love with anyone I would need to forget.” 
Lancelot stepped forward, setting the reins aside as he did so. Both were well-trained war horses that weren’t about to bolt at a gust of wind.  
Morgana didn’t like the look in his eyes. Like he knew something about her that she didn’t. She didn’t love anyone. Not more than she loved herself. Not more than her ambitions. She wasn’t capable of it. 
She cared about things. About goals. About the bigger picture. She had always cared about the kingdom. About making sure they were strong. She’d go on a quest to kill a wyvern to spare the country from any more harm, to prevent any weakness from showing to their neighbors. Anything to prevent Castia or Esmea from trying to take them over. She benefited from not being taken over by their neighbors. But she didn’t love. And she didn’t do things out of love.
But when Lancelot looked at her like that, she had the strange thought… What would her life have been like if she did?
“At Lake Ler, did you forget about your hate for your brother? Did your time away make your remorse worse?”
Morgana straightened up and stared into his eyes. “What makes you think I ever felt guilty?”
Lancelot looked down at her. “If you didn’t feel guilt… If you didn’t love your brother, why’d you save his life?”
There was a moment. A breeze rustled their hair. And for just a second, she actually wondered if she could tell him the truth. What would he do? What would he say? Would he still look at her like that?
But before she could make such a mistake, something shifted in her hand. They both looked down to see the scale was standing straight up. It hadn’t done that before. 
She hadn’t had to recast the spell in a while, which meant—
Morgana was tackled to the ground. A harsh screech filled the air as her back crashed against the dirt, rattling her whole body and ripping all the air from her lungs. The horses were whinnied in the background. She blinked as Lancelot scrambled off her. He had tackled her, to mover her out of the way. Right where Morgana had been standing were huge gouge marks in the dirt. More concerning—the wyvern was standing mere feet away. 
Wind began ripping through the air as Lancelot got his feet under him and drew his sword. The beast flapped its wings and began pulling back into the air. 
Morgana rolled over and pushed herself to her feet, struggling against the wind that tried to knock her back down. 
Lancelot lunged forward, aiming for the wyvern’s feet, the only part of the creature close enough to be reached. He yelled, “Stay back, Morgana!”
Stay back? She watched as his swing missed by a hair as the wyvern returned to the skies. “You’re using a sword to fight a creature of the air, and I’m the one who needs to be protected?”
Lancelot danced back, his eyes never leaving the wyvern as it started circling again. For a second, his eyes flickered to Morgana. “I can hardly grab my bow since the horses have scattered.”
Morgana blinked. He was right; they were long gone. She followed his gaze back to the sky. The wyvern’s speed increased. It would strike again. She stepped closer to Lancelot. 
Lancelot glanced at her. “Go take shelter!”
Take shelter? In an open clearing?
“You’re an idiot.” Morgana rolled her eyes as she lifted her hands, letting her sleeves fall back. 
She started an incantation, her hands moving in accordance to her words. The humming under her skin continued its melody. The wind shifted. Instead of buffeting them, it began making the wyvern fly against the current no matter where it turned. Morgana had to keep the incantation going, adjusting the direction of her gust every time the wyvern changed direction. 
The wyvern shrieked and clawed at the air, thrashing about as it tried to escape her wind. Until its head whipped around and its beady eyes found her. Like many monsters with magic in their blood, it could figure out where the magic was coming from. The wyvern might as well have been docile when it first found them compared to the rage spilling out of it now.
Lancelot kept looking between the two of them, adjusting his grip on the hilt of his sword. 
The wyvern let out a deafening shriek before shooting up above Morgana’s current and then angling into a sharp dive. Right toward her. 
She wiped the sweat from her brow and took a deep breath, ready for her next incantation, but Lancelot grabbed her and swung her out of the way again. He pulled her along with him as he ran and said, “Your job was to find the wyvern! Stop antagonizing it and let me take care of it!”
Morgana lifted her skirt so she didn’t trip as she was forced to run to keep up with him. “Why? Because you’re the knight, and I’m just Arthur’s psychotic sister who you’re forced to protect? I’m the most powerful witch on the continent! I can handle—”
The ground shook beneath them, sending them both tumbling as the wyvern landed where they’d been standing only moments before. Pain tore through Morgana’s arms and hands as she scraped them against the ground, her breath leaving her again. Lancelot fared a little better. He fell to his knees but was still holding his sword as faced the wyvern. 
Morgana rolled onto her back. Her arms were throbbing and she couldn’t quite get the words of her incantation out. The wyvern wasn’t returning to the sky. It was coming straight toward them. Well… her. 
She choked and gasped, but she was still too winded to speak the incantation. And then she couldn’t see anything. 
A hand was cradling the back of her head, crushing it against a cold metal breastplate. Lancelot was wrapped so tightly around her there was no light for her to see anything. There was no way for the wyvern to reach her. It would have to go through Lancelot first. The sound of talons banging and ripping against metal drowned out any other sound until it was gone. The breastplate pressed against her face shifted. There wasn’t even a full second of silence. 
She had never heard a scream so agonized. It wasn’t hers. 
The hand at the base of her skull sunk its fingers in deeper, sending a prick of pain through her own skin. A hand she hadn’t even realized was wrapped around her back did the same. A metallic smell filled the air. Something hot and wet dripped onto the top of Morgana’s head. 
The wyvern screeched again, and wind whirled around her. 
The hands gripping her slackened, and Morgana could see again. Lancelot fell to the ground next to her, his breastplate clattering loose. The back piece was already sitting on the ground, flung away and ripped to pieces. Morgana screamed. 
The grass beside Lancelot was no longer green. The warm liquid slowly sliding down her face was too thick to be anything but red. Morgana had never seen a creature as mangled as Lancelot lying in the grass. 
The screeching and the gusts of wind continued. Her breath was back. She pushed herself up and lifted her hands, her eyes landing on the wyvern circling in the sky. It wasn’t done with them yet. Good. Morgana wasn’t done with it either. 
Her blood burned like fire and the incantation ripped out of her throat with a passion she hadn’t even realized she was capable of. Wind ripped through the air, the kind that twisted together before a tornado. Thunder shook the sky and lighting flashed as the blue skies turned gray at her command. Rain poured down, soaking into her hair, mingling with the red on her face. The wyvern moved to dive for her again. 
Morgana spoke the incantation. Lightning lit up the sky, striking the wyvern in midair. And the wyvern dropped like a stone. Once it hit the ground, she took a deep breath and straightened back up. It had been a long time since she’d come so close to actually running out of energy for magic. She’d almost forgotten that she had limits as well. But she wasn’t done yet. 
She turned on her heel and returned to Lancelot’s side, dropping into the grass beside him. The blood soaked through her dress. 
Lancelot’s eyes were opened. He looked pale, ghostly white in all the wrong ways. Even when he was dying, he was watching her. 
“Morgana—” Lancelot choked.
She didn’t have time to waste. Besides, whatever he wanted to say could wait until after she’d saved his life. If it was some kind of a goodbye, Morgana didn’t want to hear it anyway. 
She lifted her hands and began speaking. She closed her eyes and focused on the magic, reaching deeper and deeper inside herself to summon the amount of power needed. This was not simple magic. It took a tremendous amount of strength. Strength that she had already nearly exhausted on the tracking spells and fight with the wyvern. 
Morgana cared about goals. Right now, her goal was to save Lancelot’s life, and nothing—not even her own limitations—would stop her. 
Her throat was dry and her voice hoarse, but the language of magic didn’t stop flowing from her mouth. Slowly but surely, Lancelot’s wounds stopped bleeding. His back began to knit back together. She poured herself into each spell, carefully constructing them so she wouldn’t miss a single speck of damage. Getting a single syllable wrong would make it all fail. 
She wasn’t sure how long it took, only that by the time she reached for her magic and she came up with nothing, the sun was setting and her voice was barely more than a rasping whisper. Her hands fell from the air, completely limp. A deep ache set into her back. The scrapes on her hands and arms still stung and burned, but she didn’t care.
Lancelot was alive with only a few faint scars to show for their trouble. 
“Morgana…” he rasped, placing a hand under him and pushing himself up. He was still pale and weak, and his skin, clothes, and armor were stained red, but he was alive. And he was staring at her. Always staring at her. 
“That’s what happens when you’re an idiot who thinks he has to protect a witch just because she’s the king’s sister.” Morgana huffed as her shoulders slumped. There was no real bite to her words. 
That had been happening more often. Saying things out of habit rather than desire. 
“I wasn’t trying to protect you because you’re Arthur’s sister.”
She wasn’t sure what that meant, but before she could ask, a weak, pained cry came from nearby. They both looked over to see the wyvern laid out on the ground halfway across the clearing. It had probably been making those noises the whole time, only she’d been too focused to notice. The wyvern wasn’t dead yet. 
Morgana reached for her magic, an incantation ready, but she found nothing. She had nothing left to give. She pushed herself to her feet, her knees stiff and aching and her dress ruined from kneeling in Lancelot’s blood. She staggered over to where Lancelot had dropped his sword and picked it up, wincing at the way holding it made the scrapes on her hands worse. She hefted the blade into her hand, finding it heavier than she’d expected given how easily she always saw Lancelot and the knights swung their swords about. It was no matter. 
She strode across the clearing and reached the wyvern, which was too weak to stop her. It would probably die anyway, but she wasn’t going to take the risk.
She found a seam between the scales, lifted the blade, and plunged it into the creature’s back until the hilt was the only part visible. The wyvern released another cry and thrashed one last time. She pulled the blade out, grunting and wincing as her hands burned. It was harder to pull it out than she’d thought it would be. She lost her grip as soon as it was free, and it clattered to the ground. 
She left it there and walked back to Lancelot. He had managed to roll himself onto his back. The wyvern let out its last dying cries behind her and stilled. The second Morgana reached Lancelot, the sheer willpower that had gotten her onto her feet in the first place gave out and she collapsed to the ground next to him. He was watching her. 
She took a long breath and looked at him. “Just because I’m a witch doesn’t mean I’m allergic to swords.”
“Why don’t you want anyone to know how much you care?”
Her mouth parted as she gaped at him for a moment. Then she said, “Don’t mistake the fact that I care about things for  the idea that I am able to love anyone but myself.”
Lancelot shook his head. “You think the only thing anyone remembers about you is that you tried to kill Arthur and Guinevere.”
She didn’t think it. She knew it. It was a fact. 
“Before the wyvern showed up, you asked how I could speak of it so casually, given the horror of what I did—tried to do.”
“I got my answer.”
Morgana didn’t understand how. Unless he knew the truth. That she’d never forgotten any guilt or love because she’d never had any. And if she’d never had any, she never would have come back to save Arthur’s life. Maybe he’d hit his head somewhere in the fight. 
“What else is there to remember about me? No one cares about why I did it,” she scoffed. “They all think I just snapped and went crazy from using magic.” 
“Not everyone.” Lancelot tilted his head. “Have you ever told anyone your reasons?”
“Why? Are you asking?” Morgana raised an eyebrow.
“Maybe I am.” Lancelot looked up at the sky. “We’re both too weak to go anywhere else until the morning. You’ve got a captive audience.”
“You never leave my side by Arthur’s orders. You’re always a captive audience.”
Lancelot smiled. But she told him anyway. There was definitely some jealousy involved, but it was more than just jealousy. A lot about seeing Arthur’s flaws, believing he would never grow out of them. He was young—too young to take the throne. Never mind that she was only a year older than him, her fifteen-year-old self thought a great deal of that age gap at the time. Merlin’s machinations, how she didn’t trust the old man’s scheming, his intentions for having Arthur on the throne. How she believed that by taking the throne herself, knowing her power as a witch, would protect her people. No other country would dare move against a country with a witch for a queen. But a magicless boy on the throne? Castia was still not ready to accept Agria as sovereign—proven right given the war that had occurred while she’d been exiled to Lake Ler. 
They were too tired to even sit up, so they lay in the grass facing each other with the moon as their only light as she talked.
And when she finished, the way Lancelot looked at her hadn’t changed. 
“So… I won’t say it wasn’t shortsighted and foolish or that I wasn’t bitter and jealous and power hungry, but I wasn’t completely crazy.”
“I never thought you were,” Lancelot whispered. 
Morgana huffed, shifting her arm slightly and wincing once more at the scrape. There was no good position in which she could rest her head on them without pain, and she had no magic left to heal them. She rolled her eyes. “You didn’t think about me at all until I tried to kill dear Guinevere.”
Lancelot just held her gaze. Perfectly still. Something perfectly painful in his eyes when he looked at her. Completely unguarded. 
“You were on your balcony—if you’re standing in the right spot on the training grounds, you can see it. You were wearing light blue—it was the last time I’ve ever seen you in something that wasn’t green or black. The spell you were practicing made the rain came out of nowhere. All the other squires hurried for cover. You held your arms out, and you laughed—not the way you laugh now, bitter and fake—this was genuine happiness. I thought… I thought if you could summon a storm with just your voice, what more were you capable of? And I wanted to see it. That’s what I remember.”
Morgana had never felt so warm when the air was so cold. Lancelot’s voice faded into the night. He hadn’t even blinked while recounting the story, looking at her with the same intensity Arthur had when trying to impart his last words. Like these words would be the most important thing he could ever say. Like he might not get the chance again. 
“Lance…” Morgana whispered, her hoarse, broken voice taking up so much space for so little distance between them. “Do you still think I can’t be fixed?”
“Only if you think I can’t be fixed.”
Morgana swallowed and nodded. Her eyes fluttered. She couldn’t fight off her exhaustion much longer. If he could let go of his desire for Guinevere, could she let go of her desire for revenge?
* * *
Morgana knew the exact moment her loose grip on her revenge finally gave way. 
Arthur was visiting a lord several hours away as part of the preparations for winter. Guinevere’s baby was due in less than a month, so it should have been fine. Unfortunately, babies don’t always keep to the schedules set for them. 
Morgana was making decent progress through the journal she was writing detailing her approach to healing magic—Lancelot’s idea after the knights had all shown amazement at his scars—when a squire ran out onto the training grounds. Lancelot and Gawain stopped their sparring instantly—Gawain had stopped snipping at her ever since she and Lancelot had killed the wyvern. 
“The queen has gone into labor! Lady Morgana, she demands your presence!”
Morgana snapped her journal shut and shoved it under her arm. A baby coming this early could have complications. And Arthur was away. 
As she and Lancelot ran to the castle’s entrance, Lancelot yelled over his shoulder to Gawain, “Get your horse and go get Arthur!”
If Gawain was fast and Guinevere’s labor long, Arthur might make it back in time. 
When she and Lancelot arrived, she’d been ready to wait in the hall, assuming Guinevere had only summoned her out of desperation since Arthur was away. Plus, summoning Morgana meant bringing Lancelot as well since he was still on guard duty—when was Lancelot going to be freed from her side? But she had been ushered into the room by the midwives, leaving Lancelot alone in the hallway. 
Guinevere was huffing as the head midwife coached her. Her knuckles were white from where she gripped the sheets tightly. Her gaze focused on Morgana standing by the door, frozen. Guinevere panted, “You’re technically the only family I’ve got right now, and”—Guinevere winced, then took another short breath—“and you saved Arthur and Lancelot from certain death. I know it’s not good I’m having this baby right now. But if you could save them, you can save my baby.”
Guinevere wanted her to what?
“I’m no midwife. I’ve never delivered a baby!”
Guinevere narrowed her eyes. “Are you or are you not the most powerful witch on the continent?”
Morgana took a deep breath of her own, gritted her teeth, and rolled up her sleeves. “Not only will I make sure this baby lives, I will keep you alive as well.”
Guinevere groaned, throwing her head back for a moment before she bit out. “If you have to choose, choose the baby.”
 Morgana moved to her side and took her hand, letting the harpy crush it in her grip—it was surprisingly strong for the fragile thing Morgana had always believed her to be. “Your request is understood but unnecessary. I am the most powerful witch on the continent after all.”
It was the longest day of Morgana’s life. 
She was too busy focusing on her spells and listening to the midwives to pay much attention to anything else, particularly the voices in the hallway—although at some point she did recall hearing Arthur’s. Morgana was in a haze of magic, healing damage, checking vitals, and nudging the baby into the proper position. And then there was crying. Very loud crying. 
When it was all done, the baby declared healthy and the crying subsided, Morgana stumbled out of the room. Arthur ran up to her, and she gestured to the door. “Go meet your son, brother.”
He gave her a quick smile before rushing past her and into the room. 
Morgana’s legs shook. The same exhaustion that she’d experienced after fighting the wyvern and healing Lancelot returned, but before she could sink to the ground, someone was crushing her into a hug. And it wasn’t Arthur this time. 
She breathed deeply. The way the hand cradled the back of her head at the base of her skull was a touch she recognized. She put her hands on his arms and shifted her head back so she could look up at Lancelot. “What’s this for? I’m not the one who just gave birth.”
Lancelot laughed, his hand relaxing but not leaving her hair and skin. His other cradled her waist. “No, but you saved both the queen and our new prince. Is there anything you can’t do?”
Morgana laughed in response. “If there is, I have yet to find it.”
Lancelot’s eyes softened. “There’s that laugh.”
Her heart stuttered, and she didn’t understand why. Lancelot wasn’t looking at her any differently than he had after the wyvern quest. So why couldn’t she think straight?
“Morgana, come back in here!” At Arthur’s voice, her clarity returned, and she pulled herself out of Lancelot’s grip and stepped back into the room. 
Arthur was holding his son, the babe looking absolutely minuscule in his arms, and smiling brighter than the sun. He gestured with his head for Morgana to come closer. She approached, looking at the baby; he was pink and wrinkly, but rather cute as only babies are. Arthur asked, “Do you want to hold your nephew?”
Morgana nodded, her throat too thick to properly answer. In all her years at Lake Ler, when she imagined what her future might look like, she’d never imagined this. 
Arthur carefully passed the baby into her arms, helping her adjust her arms to ensure she had a secure hold on the boy. He was still fast asleep, and his fist was clenched, right by his cheek. Morgana was an aunt. 
She smiled even though the baby couldn’t see it. If she had succeeded, if she had actually killed Arthur instead of saving him, if she’d gone through with her plan to kill him and Guinevere, this little human wouldn’t exist. She looked up and caught sight of Lancelot, leaning against the doorframe. She hadn’t realized it until now.
Ever since the wyvern quest, when they were in the same room as Guinevere and Arthur, he no longer looked at Guinevere. He always looked at her. 
As she held the baby and locked eyes with Lancelot, Morgana finally let go of her desire for revenge. She didn’t want to sacrifice any of this for whatever hollow satisfaction revenge could bring. She didn’t want to have to run again. She didn’t want to be alone again. 
She wanted this. 
But when she passed the baby back to Arthur, a strange sensation settled into the pit of her stomach. Something she’d never really felt before. None of them knew. They all believed she’d come back to save Arthur, that she’d done all of this because she was sorry and wanted to make things right. They were all oblivious to what she’d almost done again. She’d taken advantage of Arthur’s trust, of his love for her, and she felt…guilty.
* * *
Morgana had never felt guilty for anything before, so she didn’t know what to do with it. 
She and Lancelot were back in the library; he was drawing, she was reading—but she didn’t actually do much reading. She used the book to hide the way she was watching him. What would he say if he knew? If she told him, would he ever forgive her? Would he tell Arthur? Would Arthur exile her again? Would she lose her brother again due to her own selfish, dark desires? Was it too late? 
She couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t lose this. She couldn’t go back to being alone with only her magic. She wanted Lancelot by her side. She wanted to be at Arthur’s side. She wanted her face to be the one filling the pages of Lancelot’s sketchbook. 
The way he looked at Guinevere was different now. Morgana wasn’t entirely sure when it had happened, but she’d realized he didn’t notice her in the same way anymore. He never said it, but she knew Lancelot. He wasn’t in love with Guinevere anymore. If he no longer loved Guinevere, could he love her?
Not if he discovered the truth. Not if he knew how truly broken she was. It had been hard enough to win his trust and friendship and convince him that maybe she could be more when he’d believed she had been good enough to come back and save Arthur’s life. If he learned how she’d intended to kill Arthur, even after she’d accidentally saved him, he’d want nothing to do with her.
So Morgana went through life as a bundle of knots. And she hated it. She was supposed to be powerful, confident, able to strike fear into someone’s heart with just a look. But now when Gawain made comments, they weren’t barbed, and Percival didn’t always have a hand reaching for a weapon while she was near. People didn’t rush to get out of her way anymore. She tried to stay busy. She and Lancelot spent less time hiding in the library. She attended meetings, and he returned to his work of being Arthur’s right-hand man, although that still kept them within each other’s presence—he was still her guard. 
Morgana couldn’t even look at the Mirai plant that she was supposed to keep alive in her room. Her stomach rolled whenever she caught sight of it, and her throat tightened when she watered it, a reminder of her original plan, of how she’d fooled them all and they didn’t know. She struggled to meet Arthur’s eyes at dinner. She couldn’t eat much or she feared she would lose what little she’d eaten thanks to her eternally upset stomach. If she’d known guilt was going to be so decimating, she never would have let herself get here. 
She knew Lancelot could tell something was wrong with her. He’d dragged her to the castle physician several times. Every time the physician said she was perfectly healthy, just needed to eat a little more to keep her strength up, he narrowed his eyes further. 
Morgana couldn’t keep this secret forever. But they would all hate her again when it came out. So Morgana was stuck. 
Until one afternoon when she received a summons. She had been left to her own devices while Arthur and his round table—Lancelot included—had a meeting. Morgana had started to take her place in Arthur’s court, but the round table meetings were sacred. There was only one reason he would summon her to one, they were meeting about her. They knew the truth. They’d figured it out. Her time was up.
And Morgana had no one to blame but herself. She should have known it would never last. She never could get out of her own way. So Morgana walked into the throne room with her head held high. She would take this exile with far more dignity at least. If it was exile.
The sight that greeted her made her stone cold. There was an extra chair. An empty chair. But no one was missing. 
“Lady Morgana,” Arthur said, rising from his seat and making his way to her. “We’ve come to a decision.”
She knew that tone; it was the same one he’d used when he lifted her banishment. Morgana looked at the table, but unlike that day, everyone seemed at peace, if not pleased, with this decision. Even Guinevere was smiling.
He grabbed her by the shoulders, squeezing them and smiling. “Congratulations, sister. We’ve taken a vote, and you’re now a member of the round table. You’re Agria’s official royal witch.” 
She couldn’t breathe. This was worse than exile or execution. She couldn’t do this a moment longer. 
“Arthur—” Morgana’s voice cracked. “I can’t accept.” 
Arthur nodded, but his expression held no surprise or hurt. Instead he looked over his shoulder and said, “If you’ll give us a moment in private. Lancelot, if you’ll stay.”
There was no better time to finally come clean. Morgana couldn’t keep living like this. She couldn’t look at her brother every day knowing what she’d tried to do again—how she’d betrayed his trust again. She would have to accept that just because Lancelot didn’t love Guinevere didn’t mean he could ever love her. At least when she ended up alone this time, she’d have a clear conscience. A cold comfort, but she’d take what she could get. 
As soon as the door shut, Morgana couldn’t stop the words from spilling out, “It was all a lie!”
Arthur’s grip didn’t change. He only tilted his head and looked at her the same way as when he’d seen her at his deathbed. 
“I didn’t come back to save your life, Arthur. I came back to kill you myself, but I grabbed the wrong plant and accidentally saved your life, and then you trusted me, so I decided to take advantage of that trust. I spent months scheming—or at least, trying to—despite Lancelot hovering over my shoulder. You were right not to trust me and make Lancelot watch me. I was going to kill you and Guinevere, but then you announced you were expecting, and I hesitated, and then I just couldn’t do it!” The words spilled out faster and faster. “This whole time you thought I’d changed and I did—eventually—but not when you thought I had. I was still obsessed with revenge and was trying to kill you even when you were willing to give me another chance, and I didn’t deserve it! I don’t deserve any of this!”
Arthur gave her arms a gentle squeeze. “I already knew.”
Morgana’s mind froze. 
Arthur pulled her into a hug, but her arms just hung at her side, unable to wrap her head around what he’d just said. When he pulled back, he gestured to the additional chair and said, “The position is still yours if you want it. I’ll leave Lancelot to explain.”
Morgana could only stare open mouthed at Arthur. When the door shut once more, she turned back to see Lancelot leaning against the table. 
“I don’t understand,” she whispered. 
“Sometimes us mere mortals are actually pretty good at figuring out your schemes,” Lancelot said.
Morgana blinked. “What?”
“I saw your face when your magic started to heal him. It wasn’t too hard to figure out why you were so shocked it had worked.” Lancelot pushed off the table and walked up to her. 
“But if you told Arthur that, why would he ever lift my banishment? You had to know I would try again!”
“I did. You don’t seem to realize how well I know you, Morgana. How well I’ve always known you. But it’s Arthur. Did you really expect him to do anything else after you’d saved his life, albeit accidentally? He had hope. Hope that maybe there was some piece of you that hadn’t grabbed the Mirai plant by accident, that part of you truly wanted him alive, wanted to reconcile.”
“Do you know how insane that is? I was going to kill them that night when they announced they were expecting, and you were just going to let me!”
“No, you weren’t going to kill them. We knew you would bide your time and wait for a spectacle, we just needed to make the most of the time in between. We took precautions, but Arthur also gave you time to see what your life could be like if you stopped letting the past and your desire for revenge rule you. Arthur asked me before the ball what I thought. I told him I knew you wouldn’t follow through.”
“How could you possibly know that?”
“When I found you at Lake Ler, Merlin had been dead for a year. Nothing was keeping you there. Nothing was stopping you from coming to Caerleon to exact your revenge. You could have left, but you didn’t.” Lancelot looked down at her and shook his head. “I know you, Morgana. I know what you look like when you have doubts, when you’re happy, when you’re guilt-ridden, and when you finally feel at home.”
Morgana crossed her arms. Had she really been so transparent? 
“When did you have time to learn all these little details about me when you were occupied with Guinevere?” 
Lancelot reached for something on the table behind him. His sketchbook. He held it out to her. She took it, slowly opening it like its pages could bite her. 
The first thing she saw was a sketch of her face, but her hair was knotted and disheveled. She was wearing the dress she’d had on at Lake Ler. It was from the day Arthur had lifted her banishment. At the bottom, in Lancelot’s hand, was a note: Guarded, still funny, still calls me Lance.
She flipped the page, this time the sketch showed her watching Arthur and Guinevere dance with a note: Remembers my feelings for Guinevere, cruel, knows how to hurt, didn’t kill Merlin, didn’t leave Lake Ler until me.
And so on. A sketch of her in the infirmary with her bandaged hand. Sketches of her sitting in her chair in the library. Of her dance lessons. On the balcony, taking his hand. Her walking away from the dead wyvern, battered and battle worn but looking like a force of nature. The page after the wyvern revealed a much younger version of her on the balcony, arms outstretched, laughing in the rain. Then of her standing next to Arthur, holding her nephew. 
Her laugh is still the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard. 
This was how he’d seen her? All this time…
“I thought… I don’t understand, Lance. You loved Guinevere. For years.”
“I did. But I loved you first. And I lost you. Guinevere and Arthur didn’t want me to be the one to go look for Merlin. They were going to send Gawain; he has the faster horse and is the better rider. But I insisted. I wanted the chance to give you a proper goodbye since I hadn’t been able to back then. I never imagined what would happen next.” Lancelot shook his head. “Some days I looked at you, and I thought I had to be mistaken. The way you liked hurting people. All I could see was how broken you were. And I felt so broken.” Lancelot’s voice broke for a moment, and Morgana hated the self-loathing look in his eyes. 
How had she missed it for so long?
Lancelot continued, “Because I had loved you once, and I was starting to feel something for you again even after I had convinced myself the Morgana I once loved was gone. But then you were there, and the days you were more like your old self outnumbered the days you were a bitter shell of yourself. You came back. And I got over Guinevere the old-fashioned way.” Lancelot’s gaze fixed Morgana’s feet to the floor. “Without magic or revenge, how does anyone get over a broken heart? They fall in love again.”
Morgana lowered the sketchbook. Lancelot reached forward, taking it from her and setting it back down on the table.
He said, “I fell in love with you again.”
He then knelt on the ground and held out his hand. 
“Now, will you let go of the past and give me your hand in marriage?”
Morgana grabbed him and pulled him up off the ground. Their lips crashed together as he wrapped one arm around her waist, sinking the other into her hair and cradling her head at the base of her skull. Morgana could get used to that. She shifted her hands, reaching into his collar and pulling him closer. She didn’t want to breathe. She didn’t want there to be any space between them. When she was forced to pull back for breath, he rested his head against hers. His breath brushed her ear as he said, “So is that a yes?”
“Of course it’s a yes,” Morgana breathed out, leaning into him and tilting her head. “Who knew the shining model of chivalry and knighthood knew how to kiss like that?”
“Only you,” Lancelot said, pulling back and holding her face in his hands.
Morgana grinned, and it was wicked in a wholly innocent way. “I can’t wait to see Gawain’s face when we tell him the news.”
“You’ll enjoy it. He was afraid this would happen. That’s why he tried to convince Arthur to marry you off,” Lancelot said.
“But my knight would never let that happen,” Morgana said. She wrapped her hands around his wrists as she leaned into his touch. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For coming to find me when I didn’t know I was lost.” Morgana pressed a soft kiss to his pulse. “For loving me until I learned how much I could love you.”
Lancelot’s grin grew even bigger. Maybe peace wasn’t overrated after all. 

